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PREFACE

The aim of this book is to provide a guide to the theology of the New Testament that will be at a level
and of a length suitable for use by students but will also be of use to all who are interested in the subject.
In an era of increasingly lengthy books on every aspect of New Testament study, I have tried to be
reasonably succinct and to produce a work of manageable scope.

Works on New Testament theology may be organized more in terms of theological themes as they are
treated throughout the New Testament or more in terms of the theological teaching of the individual New
Testament books. The approach taken here is to let each of the individual books of the New Testament
speak for themselves and then to attempt some kind of synthesis of their teaching. Any approach has its
drawbacks, and the weakness of this approach is that the reader will find discussion of, say, the church
spread over various chapters and will need to make good use of the index. However, the great strength of
this approach is that it lets the structure and the content of the discussion be shaped by what the individual
writers were trying to say in the actual documents. In order to avoid repetition, some topics, which might
be discussed equally well in other contexts, will generally be taken up in one place (e.g., the concept of
the church as the body of Christ is discussed in the chapter on Ephesians, although it could also have been
taken up in connection with Colossians).

In accordance with this aim of producing a book that will be helpful to students, the bibliographies
have been deliberately confined to works in English that should for the most part be not too difficult to
access. However, the two or three commentaries that I have listed for each book of the New Testament
tend to be among the more solid ones available, and some of them may need at least a modest knowledge
of Greek to get the most out of them. I see no point in providing exhaustive lists of literature (which I
haven’t read in any case) and offering no guidance as to which books should be priorities for the student. I
have not listed books in other languages with one exception: I have given references to the main German
theologies of the New Testament where appropriate (and very occasionally to other works that have
influenced me).

Biblical citations are taken from the NIV (Inclusive Language Edition) for the Old Testament and
from the TNIV for the New Testament unless otherwise indicated.

I am grateful to InterVarsity Press for their patience in waiting for the long-delayed completion of
this book and for their efficient production.

I. Howard Marshall
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INTRODUCTION

 
 



1

HOW DO WE DO NEW TESTAMENT THEOLOGY?

 

Before we can discuss how to write the theology of the New Testament, we need to say something about
the legitimacy and possibility of the enterprise.

The New Testament as an Object of Study

The most vocal contemporary critic of the enterprise is Heikki Räisänen, who makes four points to show
why it must not and cannot be done.1

First, Räisänen claims that the historical and the theological must be kept separate. He argues that it
is not the job of New Testament scholars as New Testament scholars to deal with theology; rather their
sphere is history. The New Testament scholar can write a purely descriptive account of the early church,
but nothing more. To write theology is to be prescriptive, and the New Testament scholar as such has no
authority to prescribe anything to anybody.

Second, Räisänen also argues that the nature of the material confines us to writing a history of the
religion of the early Christians. Here he is going back to the limited agenda set up a century ago by
William Wrede.

Third, a study confined to the New Testament documents is said to rest on an artificial limitation; it
is determined by a canonization process that represents a later theological decision and has no basis in the
early history of the church.

Fourth, there is so much contradiction between the documents that a theology of the New Testament
in the sense of a unified theological outlook common to the documents cannot be extracted from them.

Räisänen’s arguments have been subjected to detailed and largely convincing criticism by Peter
Balla.2 Balla responds to his first point by arguing that there is no good reason why the theology of the
first Christians cannot be the object of historical study, and that such historical study can be pursued
without starting from a churchly standpoint or concluding with a statement of what the church ought to
believe. The first of these two rejoinders is sound, but more needs to be said about the second one later.

Perhaps the simplest and most convincing response to Räisänen’s second point is to note that no
fewer than ten major presentations by highly competent New Testament scholars of widely differing
theological persuasions have appeared in the last few years.3 It is hard to believe that they were all united
in doing something that is fundamentally illegitimate, and the existence of their works demonstrates that
the enterprise is possible!

The Problem of the Canon

More weight attaches to Räisänen’s third point. At the outset there is the question whether the set of
twenty-seven documents that are grouped together as the New Testament form a unified collection, one
that is capable of being meaningfully distinguished from other documents of the period and is an
appropriate object of study. Is it proper to examine the New Testament documents in their own right? Is it
right to exclude, say, the apostolic fathers or the Gospel of Thomas or the Gospel of Peter from



consideration? We can assemble some five arguments in favor of doing so, the first four of which appear
to me to be sound.

First, these documents were recognized by later Christians as forming a collection of Scriptures akin
to the collection of writings accepted by the Jews as their Scriptures. The shape of the collection and the
core of its contents were essentially determined by no later than the end of the second century, although it
took until A.D. 367 before we have the first extant statement of the list of books that was subsequently
accepted almost universally as canonical.4 We may grant that this process of gathering together these
books and erecting a fence around them took place over a lengthy period of time after the books were
written and that the books were not deliberately composed as a unified collection. Nevertheless, the fact
that a consensus developed concerning them strongly supports the view that the early church was right to
recognize that they had certain characteristics, which indicated that they formed a unity.

Second, the documents are the work of the earliest followers of Jesus, who were themselves, or
stood in close relationship to, some of the original actors in the birth and growth of the church, and they
all belong to the first Christian century.5 There is thus a basis for seeing a possible unity in the relatively
limited area and time within which they were composed.

Third, the New Testament documents constitute virtually the whole of the surviving Christian
literature of the first century, although some of the apostolic fathers (1 Clement; Didache) probably
belong to this period. The fact that there may be some overlap between the dates of the latest New
Testament books and the earliest apostolic fathers (and other Christian literature of the same period) does
not call in question the existence of the identifiable hard cores of both bodies of literature, just as a
border dispute over the possession of Kashmir does not mean that the countries of India and Pakistan
cannot be regarded as distinguishable entities. The basic distinction between first- and second-century
Christian literature remains a valid one, even if the boundary is not sharply defined except by canon
makers.

Fourth, there is a manifest unity of theme about the New Testament writings in that they are all
concerned in one way or another with Jesus and the religion that developed around him. To be sure, this
does not necessarily imply that they all say the same things about this common theme and are in agreement
with one another. Nevertheless, a corpus of writings with the same central theme must constitute a
legitimate object of study.

Fifth, it has sometimes been argued that the writings show a quality of Christian thought that is not
matched in the later literature. Clearly this is a subjective verdict, and there could be a case that some of
the second-century writings (e.g., the Epistle of Diognetus) stand very close to them in spirit and quality,
but as a broad verdict the statement is defensible. Even so, I would not want to put much weight on this
argument.

Our claim, then, is that it makes sense in the light of canonization to ask whether there is a common,
basic theology in the set of books that the early church canonized.

To adopt this procedure, of course, does not lead to excluding other works outside the New
Testament from consideration. In elucidating the content of the New Testament and in reconstructing the
history of the period it is essential to make use of all other relevant sources, including other early
Christian literature. This approach was especially characteristic of Ethelbert Stauffer, who placed the
New Testament in the context of what he called the “old biblical tradition” and appeared on occasion to
be in danger of regarding this extracanonical material almost as if it were canonical.6 If we are writing a
history of the early church, then clearly all available sources are to be used; but if we are writing an
account of the theology of the New Testament, then our task is to expound its contents, just as an
exposition of the thought of Shakespeare will draw upon his writings but will do so in the context of the
works of other Elizabethan playwrights, or an exposition of the founding fathers of the British Labor Party
will draw upon their utterances but will do so in the context of other politicians of the time.7



Problems of Occasionality, Diversity and Development

Turning now to Räisänen’s fourth point, we have to face a number of difficulties in our study that arise out
of the nature and history of the documents under investigation.

First, the New Testament library does not contain any ready-made textbooks of theology. None of the
books is written specifically as a theology in the sense of an account of the author’s understanding of God
and the world and their relationship to one another set out systematically in some detail. At least some of
the writings are occasional or situational in that they were individually written on specific occasions to
particular groups of people and give us what the writers thought to be relevant to these audiences. This is
true, at least, of the letters of Paul. It is commonly thought that the Gospels were also written for specific
individual communities, although this view may need some qualification.8 And it is patent that Paul
regarded some, if not all, of what he wrote to individual congregations as material that could be useful to
other congregations. But even if the books were more than narrowly occasional, it remains true that none
of them is a full and systematic exposition of its author’s theology. It may, therefore, be impossible to
analyze some of the writings with a view to determining the content of the author’s theology, and there
may be occasions when it is doubtful how far the author even had a formed theology. Nevertheless, the
difficulty of the task is not in itself an argument against the attempt to reconstruct theology from works that
are not specifically theological.

Second, there is considerable variety and diversity among the books that compose the New
Testament.

The period of composition referred to earlier as “short” in comparison with the length of subsequent
church history can be seen from a different perspective as a relatively lengthy one (as much as fifty years),
and the writings come from a wide geographical area, stretching from Jerusalem to Rome.

The writings differ from one another in literary genre, and the individual genres—Gospels, letters
and apocalypses—are notoriously hard to define in terms of their characteristics.

The writings show considerable variety of outlook among themselves, so much so that some scholars
would claim that they contain contradictory statements.

These points all raise the question whether there is sufficient unity of thought among the writings to
justify examining them as a collection. But even if we cannot commence with the presupposition of unity
of outlook, it does make sense historically to examine the corpus of earliest Christian literature in order to
identify the theologies represented in it. This exercise would still be valid even if its result were to show
that the supposed cohesion and unity are dubious. Whether we like it or not, there is such a collection of
books as an object to be investigated.

Third, the writings are the fruit of a development in thinking that manifestly falls into at least two
main stages.

The first stage. There is the very brief period of the activity of Jesus, terminated by his death in A.D.
30 or thereabouts. The four Gospels present themselves as historical records of this period, describing
(as Luke puts it) what Jesus “did and taught”.

The second stage. There is the period after Jesus’ death during which his small group of followers
increased in number and geographical extent, and formed congregations throughout the eastern
Mediterranean world. They produced a literature that contains the Christian message, explained and
applied to the needs of the first audiences. Their message, however, was not simply a continuation of
what Jesus had taught but rather a proclamation about Jesus and his continuing significance. A superficial
glance at the Gospels and the Letters shows that what Jesus taught and what his followers taught are far
from being identical, no matter how much common ground there may be.

The division between the two stages is, of course, blurred by the fact that the Gospels were not



written until the second stage (and, on the common view, comparatively late in it)9 so that inevitably they
reflect to some extent the interests and outlook of that period. There is therefore a tricky historical
problem in attempting to discover exactly what Jesus said and did, and how he would have appeared to
people in his lifetime. There is the further problem caused by the fact that the various writings come from
different times and places within the second stage, and we have the problem of trying to reconstruct the
development of thought and their places within it. If we focus on the actual documents that compose the
New Testament, we are dealing with items that stand in some kind of chronological development and
cannot all be treated on the flat. And if we attempt to reconstruct the theology of the early church in the
first century, we are even more committed to describing a rich tapestry of changing and developing ideas.
But nothing here makes our task too complex to carry out or rules it out in principle.

Approaches to the Task

Bearing in mind these three points concerning the diversity of the material, we can try to define our
subject more precisely, and to help us in so doing we must catalog some of the recent approaches to it.

It may be helpful to attempt a tentative definition of the object of our concern: the aim of students of
New Testament theology is to explore the New Testament writers’ developing understanding of God and
the world, more particularly the world of people10 and their relationship to one another. That is a
sufficiently broad definition to cover the subject matter and yet to exclude certain other things or at least
to recognize their secondary character.

Thus it excludes the attempt to write a history of the early church except insofar as aspects of the
history contribute to the theological understanding that we are seeking.

Equally, it excludes examining the New Testament simply as a piece of literature, although again a
literary study is often relevant to a theological investigation.

It also marks a difference from a study of the religion of the early Christians, although the religion is
significant for our purpose in that the religion gave rise to the theology and in turn the theology tended to
shape the practice of the religion.

There would not be too great a difficulty in constructing a theology of, say, the Free Church of
Scotland in the twentieth century; we would produce a description of the characteristic, mature
understanding of a specific, reasonably homogeneous and comparatively small group of Christians who
are self-consciously aware of the need to be systematic in their theology and to base it firmly on the
theology of the Reformation. A description of Anglican theology in the same period would be rather more
difficult to produce in that there would be a much wider range of thinking and approach, with some groups
in opposition if not contradiction to others, and yet there would be something that could be described as
recognizably Anglican by contrast with Presbyterian or Roman Catholic theology.

But how does one deal with a period of birth and rapid growth in an extended family that comprises
varied groups from Jews with their deep-rooted traditional beliefs to Greeks and Romans who had
previously worshiped a variety of idols? There have been a number of approaches, some of which are
more viable than others:

From what has already been said, it should be clear that we cannot simply lump all the books of the
New Testament together indiscriminately and use them as a quarry for the stones, which we shall use to
build our edifice. It would be possible to create a compilation of theological statements from the New
Testament that was nothing more than a harmonizing assembly of quotations taken at random from any of
its books. Such an approach would wrench the statements out of their contexts and lack the careful
examination of their nuances to establish precisely what they were intended to affirm and imply. It would
also assume that the quotations will all necessarily reflect the same point of view. But is a collection of
texts a theology? There has to be some kind of arrangement. If so, how does one decide how to group the



texts? To create a building rather than a cairn it is necessary to have some kind of plan or design.
Consequently, the first approach cannot in practice be separated from a second, accompanying

tendency. This is to take over an existing plan such as is found in a textbook of systematic theology but
without any firm evidence that this framework was in the minds of any of the New Testament authors.
However, it has to be said that people who do this are usually quite convinced that their framework is that
of the New Testament.

Two errors of method thus come together in this combination of approaches, the indiscriminate use
of the books of the New Testament as if they all necessarily reflected identical thinking, and the use of a
later framework as if it were that of the New Testament. The result can be distorting and anachronistic. It
is fair to say that no serious student of the subject would take this route.11

A third possibility, which avoids the dangers just mentioned, is to examine the individual authors or
the individual writings in the New Testament, to set out the teaching of each of them on the various topics
and to lay them side by side, with or without some comparison of their contents. This is the route
followed by G. B. Caird. He sets out his work in the form of what he calls a “conference” between the
different New Testament authors on various themes that arise naturally out of the New Testament itself
and are not imported from later theology. He then compares them with the teaching of Jesus.12 I have no
objections to this method, but Caird’s description of it as a conference seems to me to be a misnomer.
“Conference” is not the most appropriate word for his procedure in that the word normally conveys the
idea of a discussion with the different participants responding to what one another says. For Caird it is
not really possible to offer more than position papers from each of the speakers without any indication of
how, say, John would have responded to Paul. But if we may evaluate what is done rather than the
misleading description given to it, the objective is entirely worthy in that Caird has identified what
appear to be the guiding themes of the New Testament writers themselves, rather than the themes of a
book of systematic theology, and set out the teaching of the several authors on each of them.

A fourth possibility is to approach the subject historically by attempting to trace the development of
the ideas that have been deposited in the extant writings. This is a legitimate and necessary enquiry that
may help to bring order to an apparent chaos by showing how the various expressions of different ideas
may be related genealogically to one another, and there has been some progress in carrying out this
process for individual theological motifs.

Somebody has commented that if you are trying to solve a chess problem, of the kind where you have
a diagram of a board with a few pieces on it and have to work out the winning move for White, it is not
necessary to know what moves led to the position on the diagram. If, however, you are a doctor dealing
with a patient showing certain symptoms of illness, part of the diagnosis will certainly be taking a
medical history of the patient in order to understand what may have led to the ambiguous symptoms and to
prescribe the appropriate cure. Study of New Testament theology is more akin to medical diagnosis with
its tracing of a case history than to solving a chess problem. We need some understanding of the history in
order to place the theological statements in a proper context.

The history to be explored will include the New Testament documents, the aim of the operation
being to place them in some kind of chronological order so that the development of ideas can be pursued
within the New Testament. But it will also look at what lies behind them so that the historical process can
be properly reconstructed. If we adopt this approach, our concern cannot be limited to the theology of the
New Testament writers but must extend to the underlying theology of the early church, including those
Christians who have left no literary memorial of their own.13

By way of example of this procedure we may note how Joachim Gnilka decided to include two
sections on the theology of the hypothetical Gospel source Q and on the perhaps even more hypothetical
pre-Markan passion narrative in order to establish a basis for his consideration of how the Evangelists
developed their ideas and what they meant by what they wrote. Regardless of whether we think that these



hypothetical documents ever existed, the point at issue is simply that it is not possible to ignore the history
whose literary deposit is found in the New Testament documents.14

Those who follow this route then find that their task is one that involves the two distinguishable
stages of description and explanation. The description is the drawing out of the theological ideas
expressed in the various writings. The explanation is the attempt to show how these ideas developed and
thus how one author’s theology is related to that of another. Writers on Paul find it necessary to ask what
was thought by other people, including other Christian believers before and alongside him, so that they
can see to what extent Paul is taking over common ideas and to what extent he is being original.

Such an approach is not free from risks. One possible danger is that what is produced may be not so
much a theology of the New Testament as rather an archaeological investigation into the hypothetical
sources that lie behind it. We may finish up with the theology of some early Christians rather than that of
the New Testament authors.

A further danger is that we may simply chart a development without producing any kind of synthesis
of the material. This type of approach can be more concerned to elucidate how doctrines developed than
to examine the finished product for its own sake. Yet it is surely possible to be aware of these risks and to
attempt to minimize the dangers of succumbing to them.

It seems that the route most traversed by recent travelers is some version of the fourth route, which
uses a historical or developmental framework as the main guide to the journey and groups the individual
New Testament authors or writings historically.

Getting Beneath the Surface

It would be possible simply to summarize the teaching of any of the various New Testament authors on the
object of our concern and to do so with a sympathetic and nuanced understanding that considered
statements in their context and in the light of their history. But such a summary would be like an artist’s
painting of the human body or even a sculptured figure, which may portray the surface ever so exactly but
does not begin to explain why the body has the structure it has or how the different parts work or how the
outward appearance reflects the inner workings and the shape of what lies below the surface. We need
some kind of principles for organizing the mass of teaching contained in the New Testament so that the
structure and underlying rationale of the thinking become apparent.

Although the use of such terms as teaching and proclamation indicates that we are largely
concerned with deliberate formulations in words, it would be folly to assume that this is all that we must
consider. The books of the New Testament do not simply record teaching but also tell the story of the
religious experience of the Christians, and understanding the experience is part of the task, not least
because the teaching arises out of the experience. Stauffer is one of the few New Testament theologians
who includes a chapter on prayer in his New Testament Theology15 and in so doing points up a blind spot
in approaches that concentrate on proclamation and teaching. We are looking, therefore, not simply at
teaching but also at an underlying history and an experience that express in their own way an
understanding of our subject. So the theology of Paul is not simply a listing of what Paul says on the
surface but rather an attempt to get at the contents of the mind that produced the literary deposit.

In essence, then, we are trying to grasp the understanding of God and his relationship to the world
reflected in the various documents. We assume that the writer has such an understanding and that it comes
to expression in a piecemeal or a more systematic manner in his16 writing(s). It then becomes possible to
analyze what is said in order to reconstruct this understanding.

The dangers of this process include that of systematization and tracing logical connections where
these may be inappropriate; not all theologians had such orderly minds as Calvin! How do we avoid the
temptation to project our systems onto the writers? There is also the temptation to bridge the inevitable



gaps in our knowledge in ways that may be inappropriate or wrong; we can make the theology more
complete and systematic than it actually was.

Theologies and Theology

The implication of what we have said so far is that the initial task of a theology of the New Testament is
to make a collection of the theologies that may be presumed to come to expression in its various
documents. But is a theology of the New Testament or of the early church simply a collection of studies of
the theologies of different believers brought together within the covers of one book, or must there not be
some comparison between them to establish whether the several theologies form a unity, sharing the same
basic understanding, however much they may differ in the ways in which they express it or in the details
of the content?17 It is surely the duty of the New Testament theologian to attempt some comparison of the
outlooks of the writers in order to ascertain how far there is such an entity as the theology of the New
Testament, and if so what this entity might be. Some writers assume the unity or begin by defending it and
then proceed to use the whole of the New Testament as the basis for their study. Donald Guthrie offers
summaries of the common teaching of the authors at the end of his depictions of their several
understandings of each of the topics that he investigates. But some others offer the reader no such
guidance.

Two related investigations need to be distinguished. The first is the attempt to relate the different
theologies to one another by studying the development of theological thought and seeing where the various
statements fit into it.18 This task is immensely complex and speculative, and we shall not attempt to carry
it out in any detail in this book. The other task is the comparison of the different theologies to establish the
extent and nature of the unity and diversity.

Undoubtedly the main problem that faces the composer of a New Testament theology arises at this
stage. It is the existence of variety within the writings. This may include the differences between different
writers but also the fact of development and change within writings from the same author or from the same
school of thought. That there are differences in modes of expression, in manners of thinking, in emphasis
and so on is commonplace. There may also be contradiction, and for some modern authors the level of
contradiction is such that we cannot speak of “New Testament theology” but only of “New Testament
theologies” that may be in acute tension with one another.

There are some three possible ways of dealing with this kind of tension.
The first is to argue that it is totally irresolvable. Paul and James, for example, are opposed to one

another, and there is no way that they can be made to agree.
The second way is to examine the alleged opposing statements or positions with care and to

determine whether, when properly understood, they are in harmony with one another in what they affirm.
The third way is to determine whether, despite differences on the surface, there may be an underlying

unity on a different level of perception.
Any of these three solutions may apply in individual cases, and not all problems will be solved in

the same way.
It is the responsibility of the New Testament theologian to tackle this question. There must be two

aspects to the discussion. On the one side, there is the duty of setting out the theologies of the several New
Testament writers individually and sympathetically in all their difference and variety. On the other side,
there is the duty of determining their relationship to one another, not just in terms of historical
development but above all in terms of their theology: in what ways do they show a common mind and in
what ways do they differ? Can we find a common outlook among them, and if so, how is it to be
expressed?

Clearly the starting point must be to set out the thought expressed in the various documents, each for



its own sake, before attempting any comparisons and detecting any tensions. It is a given fact that the New
Testament comes to us in the form of discrete documents that are unrelated to one another except where
one author may be responsible for a short series (like 1 and 2 Corinthians or Luke and Acts) or may write
to different audiences (like Paul to different Christian congregations). In each case, therefore, the author is
applying his theology to a different, specific situation. There is thus a strong case that the beginning of the
analysis must be an examination of each individual document for its implications about the theology of the
writer. Only thus will justice be done to the richness of each individual contribution.

But then the analysis must be carried further into comparison and synthesis as we see how the
writings fit or do not fit together. Thus variety and possible unity must alike be the objects of
investigation.

Our conclusion is thus that a theology of the New Testament has two tasks: First, it will investigate
the way in which the theological thinking of the early Christians, as deposited in these documents, came
into being, analyzing the theologies that come to expression in each of the several documents or in
appropriate groups of documents.19 Second, it will then enquire as to the existence and character of a
possible synthesis that will bring out the common beliefs expressed in the documents and also show how
they have individually developed these beliefs in different ways, so that we may see whether there is
some kind of harmony between them or whether there are discords that cannot be resolved.

At the time when I originally wrote this chapter, there was no contemporary work that carried
through this program in any detail. But now we have the work of Ferdinand Hahn, whose Theologie des
Neuen Testaments  comprises two substantial volumes, each of more than eight hundred pages, in which
he deals first with the variety of the New Testament witnesses to Christ in a theological history of the
material and then with the unity of the New Testament by means of a thematic presentation. Here, at last,
we have an example of how the task might be done, but in far greater detail than is contemplated in the
present work.

Structuring the Material

It has already been said more than once that the New Testament does not contain any textbooks of
theology; there are no detailed creeds or confessions. The material is largely unstructured and occasional.
Can there, then, be such a thing as a theology behind any of the writings, or is such an entity an artificial
deduction from this material? Are we in danger of replacing the teaching of the New Testament by a
putative theology that is alleged to lie behind it?

Consider the analogy of the head teacher of a school who has to deal with various problems of
conduct that arise among the pupils. Some matters are covered by a set of school rules that have been
drawn up to cover likely contingencies and some unlikely ones. At other times situations arise on which
the head has to make ad hoc decisions. These decisions could be simply arbitrary, but more probably they
reflect some general rules or some basic principles of which the rules are regarded as specific
applications. The head may state on occasion what these basic principles are, or they may be deducible
from the particular decisions. So it would be possible at least in theory to work back from the head’s
decisions and occasional statements to an understanding of the principles accepted in the school and the
ways in which they are applied.

At the risk of oversimplification it may be said that something similar can be done with the New
Testament.20 We can read the particular teaching and instruction that is given in the various books, and we
can try to work back from that to the underlying body of belief and the ways in which it is being used. We
can see which applications are occasional and which are so frequent and consistent that they are
manifestly basic.

The application is a product of the underlying beliefs and the specific situation to which they are



being applied, and therefore the same fundamental beliefs may have different applications, differently
nuanced, from time to time. This approach has been most clearly articulated by J. C. Beker in his analysis
of the theology of Paul.21 Beker distinguishes between what he calls the coherent center and the contingent
expression of Paul’s theology. Paul has a set of beliefs that articulate his Christian experience, and these
could be expressed in a systematic manner, but what we have from him is the contingent expression of
these beliefs as they apply to the particular situations that he was called to address in his letters. So the
task of New Testament theology is to examine the actual writings to see what coherent centers they
express and to show how the centers find expression in the applications.

It may be helpful to elaborate the model by distinguishing three elements. First, a broad distinction
can be made between the framework of a person’s thinking and the specific thoughts developed within
that framework. For example, there are certain types of ancient thought that presuppose the existence of a
dualistic understanding of reality. Light and darkness, good and evil are familiar opposites, particularly
when these are thought of as warring foes.22 But within the framework of dualistic thinking there can
clearly be different systems of belief. There may be some who believe in the ultimate victory of light or in
the triumph of evil. There may be different views as to the origin of the dualism; in some schemes the
dualism could find expression within individual human beings. And those who believe in the ultimate
victory of good may do so on the basis of a belief that the future is predetermined by the good power.

It is therefore necessary to ascertain whether different writers have different frameworks of thought
and to determine what factors constitute a writer’s frame of thinking. There is a difference, for example,
between a basically legal frame of reference in which God is thought of primarily as a lawgiver to his
subjects and a basically personal one in which he is thought of primarily as a Father who has a familial
relationship with his children. The first gives rise to moral teaching that is essentially in the form of rules,
whereas the other may be more concerned with promoting the imitation of a character (Lk 6:36).

The distinction between framework and content is a fluid one. One person’s teaching may now
become another person’s framework. For example, in the Old Testament God is rarely thought of as
Father but more often as the initiator of the covenant with his people. In the teaching of Jesus to his
disciples the thought that God is Father is introduced in a new way; it is one of his concerns to reveal this
fact to his disciples. But in the early church the fact that God is Father is then taken completely for granted
and has become part of the framework for Christian thinking. The framework has thus shifted, and what
Jesus presented as a new (but not entirely new) understanding of God, that is, as part of the content of his
teaching, is now part of the framework which does not need to be taught or defended but is taken for
granted. Within the framework there is scope for the presentation of further new ideas. So the New
Testament writers grapple with the idea that within the framework of God’s fatherhood there is a place
for God the Son. Then once again the framework changes, so that eventually we have a trinitarian
understanding of God over against a monistic framework.

The ways in which people think within their frameworks can then be explored. Here a further helpful
distinction can be made between the main concern or concerns of the writer and the detailed outworking
of the concern(s). By making this distinction we can pinpoint the focus of the thinking and avoid losing
sight of the forest by only seeing the individual trees. For example, the detailed contents of the three
Synoptic Gospels show considerable similarity and overlap, but attention to their main concerns helps us
to recognize that they may have significant differences in the way in which they use their materials.
Matthew emphasizes Jesus as a teacher, but John emphasizes him more as a revealer.

Framework, content or concern, and detailed outworking thus constitute the three categories that may
be helpful to us. The distinctions between them are not sharp ones, but nevertheless they may be
serviceable in attempting to analyze the thought of the New Testament writers.

The New Testament and Mission



It will be helpful in our study to have some idea of where the focus of the New Testament writings is to
be found. Is there something that binds them together beyond the fact that they belong to the same period of
time? The obvious answer is that they are all concerned with Jesus and the repercussions of his activity.
They belong within the literature of Judaism but form a specific part of it in that they all accept that Jesus
is the representative of God through whom he is acting to bring salvation to the world. They offer,
therefore, a Christian theology as distinguished from a purely Jewish theology. It is, then, the recognition
of Jesus as Savior and Lord that gives them their common characteristic.

It may, however, be more helpful to recognize them more specifically as the documents of a mission.
The subject matter is not, as it were, Jesus in himself or God in himself but Jesus in his role as Savior and
Lord. New Testament theology is essentially missionary theology. By this I mean that the documents came
into being as the result of a two-part mission, first, the mission of Jesus sent by God to inaugurate his
kingdom with the blessings that it brings to people and to call people to respond to it, and then the mission
of his followers called to continue his work by proclaiming him as Lord and Savior, and calling people to
faith and ongoing commitment to him, as a result of which his church grows. The theology springs out of
this movement and is shaped by it, and in turn the theology shapes the continuing mission of the church.
The primary function of the documents is thus to testify to the gospel that is proclaimed by Jesus and his
followers. Their teaching can be seen as the fuller exposition of that gospel. They are also concerned with
the spiritual growth of those who are converted to the Christian faith. They show how the church should
be shaped for its mission, and they deal with those problems that form obstacles to the advancement of the
mission. In short, people who are called by God to be missionaries are carrying out their calling by the
writing of Gospels, letters and related material. They are concerned to make converts and then to provide
for their nurture, to bring new believers to birth and to nourish them to maturity.

Here what happens in Luke-Acts may serve as an example of what is true of the New Testament as a
whole. W. C. van Unnik offered a convincing explanation of the relationship between the Gospel of Luke
and the Acts of the Apostles 23. He saw the Gospel as the record of the good news proclaimed by Jesus in
word and deed, and he then characterized Acts as “the confirmation of the gospel”, a record telling the
story of the mission in such a way as to show how, when the gospel was proclaimed by the missionaries,
it was seen to be truly the gospel in that it brought salvation to those who responded to it. The New
Testament thus tells the story of the mission and lays especial emphasis on expounding the message
proclaimed by the missionaries.24

A recognition of this missionary character of the documents will help us to see them in true
perspective and to interpret them in the light of their intention.25 They are at one and the same time the
product of a dynamic process of evangelism and nurture, and the tools for accomplishing that process. It is
the recognition of this organizing principle that enables us to have a coherent understanding of them.
Essentially the New Testament is a collection of books that express the gospel or good news that was
proclaimed in the Christian mission. Thus David Wenham suggests “that New Testament theology is all
about the divine mission to the world”, and he argues that it can be structured in terms of the context,
center, community and climax of mission26.

Adoption of this guiding proposal means that we do not make the mistake of seeing the theology of
the New Testament as primarily ecclesiastical or ecclesiological, that is, of seeing the central interest as
being the church and its life and its structures, although that is not entirely mistaken. Recognition of the
missionary orientation of the New Testament will alert us to a more dynamic view of the church as the
agent of mission instead of the static view that we sometimes have. Nor is the interest of the New
Testament primarily in christology for its own sake, but rather in the function of Christ as God’s agent in
bringing about reconciliation. We shall also be enabled to avoid a one-sided understanding of the Holy
Spirit as the agent of sanctification and to pay proper attention to the Spirit’s role in empowering and
directing the church for mission and growth.



Elsewhere we shall have cause to note more than once the important and very helpful classification
of three aspects of the action in the New Testament made by Stauffer; he notes the doxological,
antagonistic and soteriological facets of what happens—the elements of glorifying God, overcoming evil
and saving the lost27. There is a natural tendency to give primacy to the doxological on the grounds that
the highest activity of human beings is to glorify God and even what God does is intended to increase his
glory. That is correct, but since the glorification of God should be the ultimate aim of all our activity, a
stress on glorification may fail to express what is especially characteristic of the New Testament, namely,
that the specific way in which God is glorified is through mission. Ultimately the main concern of God’s
people should be to glorify him, but recognition of this obligation does not require that this is the main
theme of the New Testament; the New Testament is primarily about God’s mission and the message that is
associated with it. Similarly, the antagonistic motif is clearly of great importance, in that the powers of
evil and death must be overcome if humanity is to be rescued, but this victory is not an end in itself: the
triumph of the crucified must be proclaimed to humankind and become a reality for them—through
mission. Again, soteriology is understood in a one-sided manner if attention is centered purely on the
work of Christ as if it were an end in itself. It is significant that in Paul the fact of reconciliation achieved
by the death of Christ and the proclamation of reconciliation by his messengers (leading to the human
acceptance of reconciliation) belong together as the two essential and integral parts of God’s saving
action.

To identify the underlying rationale of the New Testament in this way is not to state what might be
regarded as an arbitrary presupposition for study; rather it is a thesis to be tested by the investigation, a
proposition to be tried out to see whether it is justified by the results of the study rather than a procrustean
bed into which we try to fit everything regardless of whether it fits. The reader should understand,
therefore, that this section of the introduction was written (as all good introductions should be) after the
substance of the book was completed and it was becoming clearer what the results of the study were.

The New Testament as Part of the Bible

The New Testament is not freestanding. Along with the Old Testament it forms part of the Christian Bible.
It arose in the historical context of the work and teaching of Jesus and the development of the early
Christian church. It stands at the beginning of the historical development of systematic, dogmatic theology.
It remains to consider each of these three relationships and their relevance for the task.

If we consider the New Testament as part of the Bible, some important and unavoidable questions
arise that lead in turn to two or three related tasks.

First, the early Christians saw themselves as the heirs of the religion expressed in the Old Testament
and in Judaism. They came to think of themselves as standing in continuity with the people who
worshiped the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and whose literary expression is what they came to call
the Old Testament.28 An essential enquiry, therefore, is to determine the relationships between the two
Testaments: in particular, how did the New Testament writers understand the Old Testament and make
use of it?

Second, would it be possible and indeed preferable to write a biblical theology or theology of the
whole Bible rather than simply a theology of either Testament? This would be a mammoth task, rendered
the more difficult by the fact that Old Testament scholars don’t show a lot of agreement about how to
write a theology of their own Testament. Such a work would have the same problems that occur in dealing
with either Testament on its own, the problem of dealing with a large body of literary works from a very
wide period of time, with a wide range of literary forms and with a huge range of ideas, many of which
may appear to be contradictory, some primitive and some more highly developed. Nevertheless, the aim
is to be welcomed as representing a desirable goal, and there are at least two attempts to date to fulfill



it.29

Third, a less ambitious task is indicated in the titles of books that attempt to write a biblical theology
of the New Testament. What this means is that there is a recognition that the roots of the thinking of the
New Testament writers lie in the Old Testament (and its transmission within the literature of Judaism)
and that one task of the theologian is to lay bare the roots and to show how they have determined the way
in which the tree has grown and borne fruit. The work of Hans Hübner is a detailed attempt to carry out
this program, but with the tendency to concentrate on this aspect of New Testament theology only and to
leave on one side other material. A broader and more satisfying approach is that of Peter Stuhlmacher,
whose two-volume treatment is governed by the principle that “the theology of the New Testament is to be
designed as a biblical theology of the New Testament that takes its origin from the Old Testament and is
open to it and is to be understood as a part of a biblical theology that considers the Old and New
Testaments together.”30 Stuhlmacher is right: a study of New Testament theology should be concerned to
trace the characteristics that arise out of the ingredients that have been worked and shaped to give it its
present form.31

What is at issue perhaps is a question of focus. The present project would become unmanageable in
length and would stray far outside the author’s competence if it were to attempt a biblical theology of the
Bible. However, a theology of the New Testament must surely be a biblical theology of the New
Testament since there is no way that we can avoid the fact that the thinking of the New Testament writers
is shaped by the Old Testament in two ways. The one is that they are all Jews, whether by birth or in their
way of thinking, and therefore they are thinking within the framework of a Judaism that was shaped by the
Old Testament. The other is that they make their own distinctive and deliberate forays into the Old
Testament in order to develop their theology. The influence of the Old Testament is not that of an
environment passively accepted but rather of a quarry enthusiastically mined.

It is appropriate here to refer to one of the shortest but most seminal books of modern New
Testament study, C. H. Dodd’s According to the Scriptures. Dodd did two things in this book. The first of
them, widely recognized and debated, was his claim that rather than going to selected, isolated proof texts
in the Old Testament, the New Testament writers went to selected fruitful areas within which they found
material that they understood in a contextual manner. The second point, which is perhaps only now
receiving due recognition, is that Dodd argued that this activity with the Old Testament formed what he
called the “sub-structure” of New Testament theology, by which I take it he meant that the Old Testament
provided the New Testament writers with the key categories and broad structure of a theology for which
the major structure was given by the saving history which they interpreted so as to bring out its innate
significance. The substructure is admittedly much more determinative in some writings than in others, and
it may function in different ways, but of its presence and importance there can be no doubt. It follows that
an account of New Testament theology will inevitably offer a biblical theology in that we cannot avoid
showing how the biblical revelation as a whole is related to that particular cross-section we call the New
Testament.

The Place of Jesus in New Testament Theology

It is well known that the most famous New Testament theology of the twentieth century, that of Rudolf
Bultmann, deliberately put the teaching of Jesus on one side as a presupposition of New Testament
theology rather than as part of its content and gave it the minimum of discussion.

There is a trivial sense, of course, in which Bultmann was right. If we are writing a theology of the
New Testament, Jesus was not one of its authors, and therefore his thinking and teaching are not the
thinking and teaching of a New Testament author. Equally, when Bultmann included a much lengthier
discussion of the kerygma of the earliest church and of the Hellenistic church, he consistently also made



this part of the “Presuppositions and Motifs of New Testament Theology” rather than part of the theology
itself.

However, there is a stronger argument, namely, that Jesus was not a Christian theologian. Christian
theology, it can be claimed, is the thinking of Christians about Jesus, and it is not hard to defend the view
that it is centered on his death and resurrection and their implications; Jesus, however, was concerned
with the kingdom of God and only indirectly with himself, and only rarely with his own future. Jesus,
therefore, was doing something different from his followers, and this is an additional reason for not
regarding him as a Christian theologian.

Nevertheless, this argument can be refuted by the observation that the teaching of Jesus is taken up
into the New Testament by the Evangelists in their Gospels. They considered it to be their task to relate
much of what he said and, in so doing, to accept it as part of their own message. We shall have to follow
this route. In a book on New Testament theology the emphasis must lie on the teaching of the actual
authors, but attention must also be paid to Jesus himself as one of the major sources of their thinking. But
how should this be done?

Here we must note that the Evangelists thought it important not merely to record the teaching of Jesus
but also to present his life story, or rather those parts of it that they considered to be relevant to their
audiences, at length and thematically in their Gospels.32 It is highly significant that at a time when many of
the letters had already been written and some were presumably known more widely than simply in their
original destinations, there were Christian believers who felt that it was necessary to record how they
saw and understood the life of Jesus. This shows, incidentally, that although one can be an early Christian
theologian, like Paul, and say next to nothing about the life and teaching of Jesus, the early church was
ultimately unsatisfied with this and the theology of the letters was seen in the wider context of the
integration of the life and teaching of Jesus into the theological works that we know as the Gospels.33

Thus the historical Jesus and his teaching find their way into the New Testament and so into its theology
primarily through the medium of the Gospels.

We could say, then, that the historical Jesus is relevant to New Testament theology at three levels.
First, Jesus is the historical person whose activity and message, more than that of anybody else,

formed and shaped the church, and therefore he has as much right to be heard for his own sake as Paul or
John, and certainly far more than any hypothetical unknown figures who bridge the gap between him and
the earliest New Testament writers.

Second, his historical activity is the starting point from which developed the whole Christian
movement and its thought and practice, and therefore a study of his influence is appropriate. In this sense,
Jesus is the presupposition of the theology of his followers.

Third, Jesus is the subject of reflection in the Gospels, and therefore the writings of the Evangelists
must be considered as a significant part of the search for the theology of the New Testament.

In terms of these three levels of approach Bultmann treated the message of Jesus only at the second
level. He somehow managed to overlook the third level and thus provided a classical example of how a
developmental approach to New Testament theology could blind a scholar to the need to look at the
finished products. He also, of course, could be said to have amalgamated the first level with the second
(rather than totally omitting it), but part of the reason for the brevity of his treatment lay in a combination
of his skepticism regarding the greater part of the record and his conviction that the history of what Jesus
did was irrelevant for Christian faith; what mattered was the existential challenge that came over in the
few sayings that can be certainly traced to his lips.

It would seem, then, that the appropriate method to follow would be the admittedly repetitious one in
which Jesus is discussed in his own right at levels one and two, but also the contributions of the
Evangelists are discussed subsequently in their own right.34 However, the first part of this task faces a
serious practical difficulty, namely, to what extent it is possible to offer a justified and well-founded



reconstruction of the work and message of Jesus without bursting the limits appropriate to a book on New
Testament theology. Such a reconstruction is a major historical problem in terms of extent and complexity,
and there is much to be said for treating it on its own rather than including it in a treatment such as the
present one.35 There continues to be a major difference in scholarship between those who hold that the
Synoptic Gospels offer a substantially reliable picture of how Jesus acted and spoke, and those who
believe that the Gospel accounts are unreliable and that the historical Jesus was significantly different
from the Gospel portraits of him; I have expressed my considered opinion in favor of the former
possibility elsewhere, and I shall prescind from further detailed justification of it here.36 I shall therefore
compromise by taking the opposite option from that adopted by Bultmann and shall discuss the theology of
Jesus as it is presented to us by the Evangelists on the well-founded assumption that the Synoptic
presentations of Jesus are sufficiently close to historical reality to enable us to use them to understand his
mission and message.37

New Testament Theology and Systematic Theology

Problems of a different kind arise when we consider the relation of this investigation to the modern
world. The systematic analysis of Christian beliefs is sometimes called dogmatic theology. This term is
intended to describe a theology that is not so much a description of what Christians believe as rather what
they ought to believe. There are such things as creeds and confessions, which have a prescriptive
character within Christian communities. Is a work on New Testament theology descriptive or
prescriptive? We need to distinguish here between a book on New Testament theology, which in itself
cannot be prescriptive, and New Testament theology itself, which must have some relevance to the
theology of Christian believers. What may be possible is to present the teaching of the New Testament
and say that it is prescriptive, subject to the condition that the modern author has correctly understood and
depicted it. But clearly it would only be prescriptive for those who belong to a community of faith that
includes the author and all those who believe that the New Testament is, or rather is part of, Christian
Scripture, which is true and authoritative for them and in their opinion ought to be so for humankind
generally.38

Yet the prescriptive element is hard to eliminate. The modern author who believes that (some of) the
statements in the New Testament are true will consider himself or herself to be passing on teaching that is
true and valid for the readers. Equally there are modern authors who may point out the contradictions that
they find within the New Testament and nudge the readers toward the statements that they consider to be
more worthy of belief and away from those which are less acceptable. Or the modern author may feel free
to interpret the statements in a way that the ancient author would not have recognized. And the modern
author may be quite unconsciously constrained in these directions by forces of which he or she is
unaware, being a child of the contemporary age. This particularly arises in relation to the ethical teaching
of the New Testament, where the tendency to make it fit into one’s own set of principles is all the stronger
and the more difficult to detect.

The effect is that the author then becomes a deliberate interpreter of the New Testament as opposed
to being the unconscious interpreters that we cannot avoid being. Authors may simply say that the teaching
of the New Testament is to be taken as it stands and accepted by the church today. That in itself is a form
of interpretation. They may also attempt some kind of process to reinterpret those parts of New Testament
theology which they believe to be expressed in a time-bound manner so as to avoid misunderstanding, and
they may try positively to re-express the message in such a way that it will speak to modern people.
Provided that they are aware that this is what they are doing and are as self-conscious as possible about
the procedure, then this approach is surely valid, if not unavoidable.39



The New Testament must be understood first of all and as far as possible on its own terms, as an
expression of thought within the ways that were possible in the first century. These ways may be different
from our own, shaped by subsequent centuries of intellectual development. Inevitably we tend to accept
those ways of thinking that cohere with our own and to reject those that do not. If the New Testament
writers had not yet envisaged a heliocentric framework within which a spherical earth rotates round the
sun but believed in a flat earth at the center of the universe, then there is no way that modern people40 are
going to share their physical framework of thought. But what do we do with the belief in the existence of
God, which is confidently denied by many in the vanguard of modern thought, or the existence of
supernatural actors and the reality of supernatural actions that might be denied by even more people? May
there not be some extent to which the modern framework is challenged by the New Testament one?

Scholars who insist that New Testament scholars step out of their legitimate area when they write
theology are recognizing that what is being done is in some sense prescriptive and are arguing that they
should confine themselves to history. This distinction is ultimately based on the separation between
historical and dogmatic theology that can be traced back to a famous essay by J. P. Gabler (1787).41

However, it must be remembered that what motivated Gabler was the fettering of scholarship by the
ecclesiastical orthodoxy of the time, and the value of his distinction was that it enabled scholars to study
the theology of the New Testament unfettered by the need to provide an account that was in line with the
theology of the contemporary church. But it is doubtful whether that danger is present today; granted that
there are some institutions within which teachers must adhere to a party line, it is normally the case that
scholars are not bound to any declarations of dogmatic theology that would prevent them from dealing
honestly with the text. Rather there is the possibility of fruitful dialogue in which New Testament scholars
can speak to the church and vice versa.

Balla’s defense of the study over against the criticism of Räisänen is, as we saw, to claim that what
we are providing is essentially a descriptive account of the theological thinking of the early Christians,
that is, a historical task. I think that this is a fundamentally sound riposte. Nevertheless, some of us do
undertake this task as Christians and do so within the context of the Christian community to which we
belong. Doing theology is properly a Christian activity carried out ideally within the community of faith,
as Francis Watson in particular has cogently and correctly argued.42 But if what I have said about the
freedom enjoyed by scholars within the church is true, then there is no need for scholars to keep their
scholarship and their faith in separate compartments and never let either influence the other.

It follows that the approach to be taken here is in close sympathy with that advocated by Watson,
who laments the fragmentation of the studies of Old Testament theology, New Testament theology and
systematic theology to the detriment of each of the three enterprises.

A Proposal Regarding Procedure

If we now put this all together, I suggest that the following guidelines are emerging for the construction of
a New Testament theology.

The scope of the work is the books of the New Testament. The task is defined by the canon.
The books must be understood in the context provided by the Jewish Scriptures; the thought of the

contemporary world, especially that of Judaism but not excluding the wider Hellenistic world; the
development of early Christian thinking, including currents of theology rejected as well as those accepted
by the New Testament authors; the later Christian writings which take us further along the trajectories that
pass through the New Testament. The task must be conducted contextually and so biblically.

As the fundamental context for the development of early Christian thinking we must pay full attention
to the activity and teaching of Jesus, while recognizing that the methodological problems are so great that
they cannot be handled fully within the limitations of this book. The task must include jesusology as well



as christology.
As a further part of the context we must handle the documents in the setting of the Christian mission

by Jesus and by his followers out of which they have arisen. Our interpretation must be missiological.
The starting point must be the attempt to elucidate the theology of the individual documents as

expressions of the writers’ theology directed to specific occasions or purposes and from them to work
back to the core beliefs. This is the stage of description.

At this and all stages it will be helpful to recognize the distinction between the assumed framework
of a writer’s theology, the central thrust of his theology and the more detailed outworking of it.
Nevertheless, this heuristic tool must not be applied in an over-rigid manner. This is the stage of analysis.

When this has been done, it will be possible to explore to some extent the way in which these
various expressions of theology have developed, while avoiding the temptation to be diverted into an
attempt to write a history of New Testament theology. This is the stage of studying development.

It is important, however, to remember that we are dealing with a collection of books that was the
object of canonization, and therefore it is essential to determine the ways in which these books display
common beliefs and variety of beliefs and whether they constitute an essentially harmonious collection or
stand in tension or even contradiction at various points. This is the stage of attempting synthesis.

A conceivable further stage is to discuss in what ways the theology as a whole and in its several
parts has been and should be taken up into the dogmatic theology of the church. We may call this
application. We shall have quite sufficient on our plate without attempting this further task, and in any
case this is an area for cooperation between the New Testament scholar and the systematic theologian
rather than for the former to attempt it alone.

In this book, then, I shall concentrate more on describing and analyzing the theologies of the New
Testament books and their authors, and considering whether the evidence entitles us to speak of a unified
theology of the New Testament. My procedure will be to start with the Synoptic Gospels and their
presentation of the mission and teaching of Jesus, followed by Acts; the next major section of the book
will be devoted to the Pauline letters, followed by the Johannine literature, and finally the remaining
books of the New Testament.
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THE GOSPELS AND NEW TESTAMENT THEOLOGY

 

No area of New Testament theology is easy, but the theology of the Gospels is particularly difficult since
our study is beset by a complex of overlapping problems.

The Gospels and Their Sources

At the outset there is the problem of distinguishing between what is common to all the Gospels and what
is peculiar to the specific one under immediate consideration. Very often the differences are merely in
emphasis and nuance, and there is the danger of exaggerating them so that the Gospels appear more
different from one another than they are. For example, one might regard the motif that Jesus is a teacher as
characteristic of Matthew, but it is attested and indeed front-staged in all the Gospels. Luke’s Gospel may
be preeminently the Gospel of prayer, but teaching about prayer is found in all the Gospels. The
differences are most marked between John and the group of Synoptic Gospels,1 but they all deal with
recognizably the same figure of Jesus.

The similarities are due to the common dependence of the Gospels on the traditions of the early
church about Jesus as these have been mediated by intermediate sources. The theological similarities of
the Synoptic Gospels as well as the narrative similarities are due to these interrelationships and use of
common materials. In what follows it will be assumed that Matthew and Luke each made use of Mark,
editing and incorporating the major portion of its contents, rather more in the case of Matthew and
somewhat less in the case of Luke. It will also be assumed that Matthew and Luke both had access to
sayings of Jesus together with some narratives generally referred to by the symbol Q. Each Evangelist
also used materials that were not used by the others.2

The precise extent and nature of Q is dubious on two accounts. First, the fact that neither Matthew
nor Luke incorporated the whole of Mark into their Gospels and the further fact that they were
independently attempting to merge their material from Q with that from Mark make it probable that neither
writer necessarily included the whole of Q in his Gospel and that consequently each writer may include
material that the other omitted. The Q material will have included not only the texts that Matthew and
Luke have in common, but also material preserved by only one of them and material that was preserved
by neither of them. Second, there is an ongoing debate about the composition and development of Q, and
no firm consensus has yet emerged on its nature and shape. For myself, I tend to side with those who
doubt the existence of Q as a single document.3 In view of the difficulty in establishing its contents on the
basis of comparison of Matthew and Luke, attempts to formulate its theology with precision may seem to
be rash.4

We thus have difficulties in attempting to characterize the theology of the Evangelists in terms of
what they have done with their sources. We can compare Matthew and Luke with their putative source,
Mark, and we can compare the Matthean and Lukan versions of their other putative but lost source, Q, but
the tasks must be done with great caution. It will clearly be better to analyze each Gospel in terms of its
own narrative and discourse.



The Gospels and Jesus

Next, we have the problem of the relation of the material in the Gospels to the career, deeds and teaching
of Jesus. Since we do not know how Mark’s material reached him and we do not have any firm evidence
regarding the other sources used by Matthew and Luke, it could well seem that we should be profoundly
agnostic regarding the authenticity of the picture of Jesus in the Gospels. Such an attitude, however, is
unnecessarily pessimistic and indeed ill founded. Let us consider two of the possible distortions that
could arise.

There is, first, the possibility that the Evangelists seriously modified the materials that they had and
exercised their creativity in the way that they put together their Gospels and even in the composition of
fresh material. This is a not uncommon view in some quarters of New Testament scholarship. It must
suffice here to make the point that the pictures of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels are very similar to one
another and that the editing of the sources (Mark and Q) is very conservative; this encourages the view
that the Evangelists, or at least Matthew and Luke, were not wild innovators.

But there is also, second, the possibility that the materials that the Evangelists inherited had already
been significantly modified and in some cases created in the early church. Our earlier comment on the
lack of consensus regarding the development of the Q material may be thought to point in this direction,
with its implication that the process of transmission can no longer be satisfactorily traced. However, there
are good grounds for assuming that the handing down of tradition in the early church was “controlled”5,
and the skepticism voiced above about Q was about the possibility or likelihood of establishing a
complicated series of stages and layers in its composition. There is the strong possibility that the material
substantially goes back to Jesus and that it was handed down faithfully without being manipulated within a
very hypothetical Q community. This is admittedly a controversial stance to take, and it is adopted despite
awareness that a very different kind of view is taken, for example, by the so-called Jesus Seminar.

So long as we are looking at the theologies of the Evangelists at the level of their composition,
different decisions about tradition history need not affect the matter overmuch, but once we ask about the
development of their theologies and their relationship to what went on earlier, so soon do these questions
become pressing.

When due allowance is made for the individual editing of the traditions by the Evangelists, we have
in the Synoptic Gospels a faithful representation of how Jesus appeared to his earliest followers. Their
memory of him stands up well to the tests for authenticity and inauthenticity that have been developed by
critical scholars. The main area of dispute concerns the christological titles that occur on the lips of Jesus
and other actors in the Gospels. All that I can do here is to reaffirm the position that I take, namely, that
there are solid grounds for accepting the substantial authenticity of the tradition.6 This section of the book
will accordingly deal with two matters simultaneously, the mission and teaching of Jesus as the basis of
early Christian theology, and the theological understanding of Jesus by the Evangelists.

The Gospels and Other New Testament Writings

How is what the Evangelists were doing related to the other theological activities of the early Christians?
Elsewhere in this book we look at a number of early Christians who expressed their theology in the form
of letters to their fellow Christians. They were largely concerned with a figure who had appeared as a
human being and been put to death but who was now risen from the dead and exalted to being beside God.
From this position he had become a source of spiritual blessings, an object of devotion and worship, a
spiritual being with whom some kind of personal relationship was possible, and a person who was
expected to take a decisive role in future events associated with the consummation of God’s purposes. In
their accounts the career of this figure on earth from his birth to just before his death was in no way the



focus of attention, although it was not ignored.
Now, however, we have the Evangelists writing at some point after the kind of theology just

summarized was already in existence. Their style of writing is narrative, including discourse by Jesus,
which is virtually foreign to the other New Testament writers; they stop at the resurrection of Jesus,
although there are some predictions about events still to happen; and they go into detail about what this
earthly being did and said, reporting teaching that does not appear to have been a part of the gospel
proclaimed by the other early Christians, though not necessarily unknown to them. How, then, is what the
Evangelists were doing related to the kind of Christianity represented by the Letters and their authors?
Why are there at first sight so few points of contact between them? Do we have two rather different types
of theology in the New Testament? The problem perhaps does not strike the average reader quite so
strongly, because it is not strange to read the Gospels first, as their canonical order places them, and then
to go on in historical order to see what the followers of Jesus did after his departure and how they tended
to proclaim him rather than to repeat his proclamation. But if we consider things in the order of
composition, then we see that the early Christians were proclaiming Jesus before they felt the need to
write Gospels about what he had done and proclaimed, and we have this curious fact that the Letters tend
to ignore what is of major concern to the Evangelists.

The problem is partially eased by a number of considerations. First, there is the fact that the
disjunction between the two types of literature is not an absolute one. It is true that there does seem to be
a curious reticence on the part of writers of letters not to cite directly what Jesus said, a reticence
illustrated most clearly in the fact that the letters of John, which must come from the same stable as the
Gospel, whether or not they are by the same author, do not refer to the teaching of Jesus whereas the
Gospel is filled with his teaching.7 However, at the same time there is a certain amount of allusion to
what Jesus taught in some of the letters, notably in James and 1 Peter, and to some extent in Paul.8

Second, it is most significant that the Gospel of Luke forms part of a two-volume work that goes on
to tell the story of what happened after the death of Jesus in a way that is plainly intended to be
understood as a continuation of the story in the Gospel. Luke had no difficulty in understanding what
happened in the early church, with its proclamation about Jesus, as being in continuity with what Jesus
had begun to do and to preach. Luke saw the story of Jesus as an essential part of his account of Christian
origins.

Third, it would be wrong to assume that the material in the Gospels came into existence
chronologically after the Letters, even if the Gospels themselves were composed later. Although the dates
of composition of the Gospels are uncertain and there is a strong consensus that many, if not most, of the
Letters were composed earlier, it is certain that the traditions behind the Gospels were contemporary with
the period of letter writing. It is true that attempts have been made to argue that some Christian
communities possessed only the preaching of people like Paul, while others possessed only the teaching
of Jesus and paid scant account to his death, but these attempts fly in the face of all probability.9

These considerations reduce the size of the problem without altogether removing it. They suggest that
the early Christians understood their movement as stemming from Jesus, that at first they handed down his
story by word of mouth, perhaps as a “sacred story”, and that with the spread of the church they began to
feel the need to write down their foundational story.
 

1I use this accepted collective term for the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke. It rests on the fact that the considerable similarities in order
and content between these three Gospels make it possible and helpful for the student to have an arrangement of them in parallel columns so
that the contents of any one Gospel can be conveniently compared with the similar material in the others. Such an arrangement is called a
synopsis. While the exercise can be extended to include the parallel passages in the Gospel of John, the very considerable differences between
it and the other Gospels set it apart from them.
2The symbols M and L are sometimes used for the materials peculiar to Matthew and Luke respectively. Discussion of the origins of the
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THE GOSPEL OF MARK

 

Mark begins with a statement (Mk 1:1) whose reference is not crystal clear. It could mean “This book is
the beginning of the good news about Jesus”, or else “This (i.e., the immediately following story) is how
the good news of Jesus begins”. Either way, the verse makes clear that the following account is presented
as “gospel” and that the subject is Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Both points are significant.

First, the story of Jesus is seen as a piece of good news; more specifically it is good news that
comes from God and, in the light of the usage in Isaiah, the good news from God is concerned with
salvation, that is, the well-being in the truest and fullest sense of human beings.1

Second, the story is about a specific person whose name was Jesus (a name that elsewhere is seen to
be significant because it means “Yahweh saves”) but who is also said to be “Christ”, a term that here
must retain its significance as a name with a meaning, namely, “Messiah”; thus it refers to a person
anointed or appointed by God to a specific role, here probably to be the vice-regent in God’s kingdom.2 If
the text of the Gospel translated in most versions is sound, the phrase “the Son of God” now follows, and
this states who Jesus is in an even more exalted manner.3

All of these terms were current in the church in Mark’s time and earlier to express the status and role
of Jesus. So what Mark is doing is going back to the beginning of how the early Christians came to
believe this about Jesus. The story of Jesus functions as an explanation that, among other things, tells how
Jesus presented himself and how his followers came to understand who he was and what he came to do.
That, in simplified terms, is what the Gospel of Mark is about. The unfolding story will show us this
process taking place.

Mark’s Theological Story

The beginning of Mark’s narrative is constrained by the traditional framework, which saw the story of
Jesus as “beginning from John’s baptism” (Acts 1:22; 10:37). But this beginning itself is placed in a
wider framework by seeing it as a fulfillment of the prophecy in Malachi 3:1 and Isaiah 40:3, a coupling
of the prediction in the last prophetic book that God’s coming would be preceded by that of his messenger
and of a proclamation of God’s coming in the wilderness. These prophecies were seen to be fulfilled in
the appearance of John, nicknamed “the baptizer”, whose story has a double significance.

On the one hand, he called people to repent of their sins and receive forgiveness, symbolized in a
rite of religious washing with water; John’s message received its urgency from his prophecy that he
would be followed by another person who would carry out a similar rite but with the Holy Spirit. Mark
does not have, perhaps does not know, the fuller form of John’s words found in Matthew and Luke, which
couple “fire” with the Holy Spirit, thereby probably denoting that the coming action would bring judgment
upon the unrepentant and some kind of spiritual cleansing for the repentant. John’s words in Mark
evidently refer only to the promise of a spiritual cleansing.4

On the other hand, almost casually John’s subjects for baptism include “Jesus from Nazareth in
Galilee”, introduced by a name with which readers would be familiar but apparently as an ordinary
member of the crowd, yet nevertheless one to whom something remarkable happens. As he emerges from



baptism with water, he experiences the Spirit coming down from above upon him and hears a voice
identifying him as “my Son; with you I am well pleased”. Although this event is not described as a
baptism with the Spirit, it does look as though this is the baptism of the Spirit happening to the One who
will baptize others with the Spirit. In the rest of the Gospel it may be assumed that Jesus does what he
does and says what he says under the guidance and power of the Spirit, who is now permanently with him
(Mk 1:12; cf. Mk 3:29). The incident is something like the calling of a prophet, but the language used is
reminiscent of what God says to his anointed one (i.e., the king) in Psalm 2:7 and to his servant, on whom
he puts his Spirit so that he may bring justice to the world, in Isaiah 42:1–4. The effect is thus to initiate
Jesus into the office of God’s coming king, since the Old Testament passages, or certainly Psalm 2, were
by now understood as prophecies still awaiting fulfillment. A brief statement describes how Jesus is no
sooner appointed to this office than he is brought by God into conflict with Satan, a name for the arch
opponent of God and his plans, but is accompanied by angels who, it is to be assumed, strengthen him to
oppose Satan (Mk 1:12–13).5

A summary of the message. All this so far, then, is the opening, the preliminaries that establish the
appointment of Jesus to carry out his mission for God. The readers are privy to it, but not so the people of
Galilee, who now witness the appearance of a man with a proclamation like that of the prophets. The
prophets on the whole announced what God would do in the future, conditional upon the actions of the
people; typically they pronounced prophecies of doom upon them because of their rebellion and idolatry,
unless they repented, in which case there would be salvation instead of judgment. Jesus’ teaching,
however, is more in the language of fulfillment. “The time has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent
and believe the good news” (Mk 1:15). Probably Mark wants his readers to understand the following
points. First, just as the opening narrative indicated that prophecies were now being fulfilled, so Jesus
announces to the people in general that the time of action has now come. Second, the action in question is
the arrival of the kingdom of God. Third, this action is not primarily a threat but rather a piece of good
news for those who hear it. Fourth, the proper response to it is repentance and faith.

This brief statement is of crucial importance for Mark and in some ways represents the text that is
developed in the Gospel. More precisely, it sums up the proclamation of Jesus. Mark nowhere else tells
us what Jesus said to the people at large when he took the initiative in giving a public proclamation; what
he does give us are the usually brief responses of Jesus to particular questions or incidents and a
collection of stories told by Jesus that are evidently his means of telling the message of the kingdom to the
people.6 Here alone do we have a summary of his message. It may seem strange that this is the one place
where Mark tells us how Jesus addressed the people, particularly when we contrast the way in which in
Acts we have several lengthy and somewhat repetitive accounts of what the apostles said in their public
proclamation of the gospel. Mark’s reticence is to be explained by a number of considerations. He may
have been constrained by the amount of space at his disposal and the amount of broader material to be
included. Again, the traditions available to him may not have given him any more information than this.7

Further, Mark evidently believed that Jesus communicated with the people by means of parables, and he
gives us several of these. And, finally, for Mark it was probably more important to present the role and
identity of Jesus rather than his message.

Nevertheless, the question of the content of the message cannot be evaded. The term kingdom occurs
with a theological sense no fewer than seventeen times in the Gospel. A kingdom in the ancient world is a
geographical area and/or a people living in it that constitutes a unity in that it is governed by an all-
powerful monarch. A parallel concept on a smaller scale is that of a household under the control of a
householder. The term is used in various ways.

First, the kingdom is envisaged as something into which people may enter (Mk 9:47; 10:23–25; cf.
Mk 14:25), and this realm appears to be the presence of God in a future state beyond death; people want
to enter into “the age to come” as a blessed future when they depart this life.



Second, the kingdom is thought of as something that is to come in the future (Mk 9:1; 11:10; 15:43).
The thought here is that somehow the future realm will become a reality here in this world, presumably a
transformed world, so that the kingdom as transcendent and the kingdom as future are ideas that merge into
each other. One might think of the heavenly rule of God into which people might enter through death
becoming a reality by extending itself to take in this world.

Nevertheless, Jesus here says that the kingdom has drawn near. This remarkable announcement
means that the kingdom promised for the future has already arrived or is about to arrive. The period of
waiting is over. The heavenly rule of God is becoming a reality here in this world. This is the heart of the
good news.

Third, the kingdom of God can be said to belong to certain people (children and those like them) in
the sense that they are destined to become part of it (Mk 10:14) and to enjoy the privileges that it brings.

And, fourth, there is a secret about the kingdom that is shared with some people but not with others
(Mk 4:10–12). This secret is made known to those who understand the parables told by Jesus.

The concepts of kingdom and household are also used of Satan (Mk 3:24–25). The world is regarded
as the realm of Satan where people are under his control. To say that the kingdom of God is near is to
suggest that a new realm is being set up under the control of God, and since at present Satan is in control
this implies something like an invasion and the recovery of territory and people from the enemy who
controls them. So one kind of language used by Jesus is that of conquest and deliverance of captives. At
the same time, this is not the whole story; to some extent the captives are willing captives who need to
shake themselves free of what binds them, and therefore the proclamation of Jesus includes the call to
repentance.

But there is also the summons to belief in the good news. This element is crucial because what is
happening is going to appear as something ambiguous, something that may not seem to be happening at all
or to be happening otherwise than one might expect. The good news is from God, and therefore ultimately
believing in the good news is believing that God is acting in what Jesus says and does.

The mission in Galilee. After this programmatic introduction Mark tells his story of Jesus’ mission
in a series of mostly brief episodes, in many of which the central or climactic feature is something said by
Jesus. The initial incident is one in which he summons four fishermen to set aside their daily work and
come with him to fish for people, and they for their part immediately obey (Mk 1:16–20). The story is
told with intense brevity, and perhaps the overwhelming impression conveyed by it is that of the authority
of Jesus, which is accepted by those who thus obey him.

In a large number of these short episodes Jesus does something unusual, generally by performing
healings of various human disorders in a way that went beyond what people can normally do.8 Thus
doctors and surgeons can heal diseases and restore faculties by using various medicines and techniques
whose effect normally takes time, but the stories about Jesus have him healing and restoring people
simply by uttering a saying or command that has an instantaneous effect. These events would have seemed
as wonderful to the people of the time as they would to us, and they suggested that some superhuman
power was at work in him. This was also the case with people who appeared to be (as we would say)
mentally deranged, suffering from delusions or feeling themselves to be possessed by alien powers. Such
maladies were attributed to the person being taken over by a demonic power, and the cure was exorcism,
that is, a command by a more powerful being to the demon to depart elsewhere. It is a story of this kind
that opens up the narrative (Mk 1:21–28), and again the impression given is that of Jesus’ unusual
authority. At the same time the person cured, or rather the demonic spirit, attests that Jesus is “the Holy
One of God”, an unusual phrase that recognizes the source of Jesus’ authority.

The story continues with accounts of specific healings of illness and skin disease, and generalizing
comments about Jesus’ travels round the area to speak and to heal. An almost casual remark reveals that
Jesus spent time in solitary prayer, and the reader is obviously meant to see in this practice the source of



direction from God as to what he should do and the spiritual strength with which to accomplish it. In none
of this is there anything particularly controversial, and the overwhelming impression conveyed by Mark is
of a positive impact by Jesus arousing great popular interest.

But then controversy develops and becomes a major strand in the story. A series of incidents is
described in which whatever Jesus does arouses opposition. He tells a paralyzed man that his sins are
forgiven, thereby laying himself open to an accusation of usurping God’s authority without any
authorization to do so. Most peculiarly, he comments that this authority to forgive sins is attributed to “the
Son of Man”, a phrase that remains unexplained but is evidently understood to be a way of referring to
himself (Mk 2:10, cf. Mk. 2:28).

He shows friendship to people marginalized by the respectable, religious society of the time because
of a way of life that was, or was regarded as, incompatible with God’s laws. He did not follow the strict
religious practices of some Jews that involved abstention from food on certain days and from all kinds of
work—the regulations were becoming all-embracing and unrealistic—on the seventh day of the week,
which was regarded as a day of rest from all work. In particular he carried out one of his healings on the
sabbath, and this was regarded as an unnecessary piece of “work”. So from an early point, as Mark
presents it, Jesus fell foul of people who evidently did not see in him an authoritative agent of God.

The story that continues to unfold thus has three strands entwined in it. First, there is the continuing
activity of Jesus in speaking to the people and healing the sick in large numbers and their generally
positive reception of him. Second, there is the development of opposition by upholders of a particularly
legalistic form of Jewish religion.9 And, third, there is his gathering together of a small group of men to be
his companions and to share in the work that he was doing. These three strands are, as in any rope,
intertwined with one another, and it is not too easy to separate them from one another, particularly since
the audience of Jesus at any time was mixed in composition. We take up each of them in turn.

Jesus and the people. The activity of Jesus among the people can be categorized in terms of his
teaching and his action.

Despite the often-repeated comment that Mark does not record much teaching of Jesus, he does in
fact offer a substantial amount. One major section is in Mark 4, which contains five parables and
parabolic sayings of Jesus from which we may gain some impression of how Mark envisages the kingdom
of God as Jesus taught about it. The first parable (Mk 4:1–9) is the one that relates how a sower sows
seed in four different types of ground; these produce varying amounts of growth—from none, through brief
growth, to a variable yield of grain. Maybe the parable is so familiar to us that the broad application of it
seems self-evident. The seed is the message of the kingdom, and it produces different results in different
people, depending on whether external factors hinder its growth, but in some cases it grows as it should.

Nevertheless, even Jesus’ closest associates did not understand the point of it and asked for an
explanation. This is given in two stages. There is a general comment that an understanding of the mystery
of the kingdom is given to some people, but others get nothing more than the stories, so that they are in the
position of people who, for example, see a set of words in a foreign language that they can read but do not
understand (Mk 4:10–12). But Jesus (or Mark) does not explain in any way how people come to be in one
group rather than the other or how it is possible to pass from the uncomprehending to the comprehending
group.

Then there comes a specific explanation of the parable to Jesus’ friends (Mk 4:13–20). It is along the
lines already indicated above. And it suggests that the parable may be a reflection of the experience of
Jesus (confirmed by subsequent preachers) with his different audiences, but at the same time it is intended
to be a call to the hearers to listen and to respond to the message.

The point of the next two sayings (Mk 4:21–25) is not certain. If they are still addressed to the
Twelve, then they probably constitute a command to them to publicize what they hear about the kingdom
and a warning to them to listen carefully to what they hear and not to ignore it.



The two remaining sayings compare the kingdom to the growth of a seed, which develops
spontaneously without human intervention and becomes a plant or tree vast in size compared with the seed
from which it sprang (Mk 4:26–32). This is most obviously interpreted to refer to the tremendous
potential for growth of the kingdom despite its humble beginnings and the way in which it could easily be
thought that God was not at work in a significant way in Jesus. This last point is perhaps illustrated in the
way that, when Jesus returned to his home village of Nazareth, the people there could not believe that the
local carpenter’s boy was capable of doing what he was doing (Mk 6:1–6).

The recorded actions of Jesus are principally mighty works of the kind that were recorded at the
outset of the Gospel, but some of them are even more impressive. They include the cure of a particularly
violent demoniac; the healing of a woman with a hemorrhage; then, most remarkably of all, the raising to
life of a child who died before Jesus could reach her (Mk 5); and, finally, two incidents in which Jesus
was able to feed large numbers of people with tiny amounts of food that apparently were multiplied to
provide enough for everybody (Mk 6:30–44; 8:1–10). The stories continue with an exorcism performed
without seeing the demonized girl (Mk 7:24–30) and the cure of a deaf mute and a blind man (Mk 7:31–
37; 8:22–26). Among other points two new features stand out in this series of stories. The one is that the
stories contain echoes of material in the Old Testament—stories told about the activities of the prophets
(Elijah and Elisha), statements about the power of God to quell nature and violent people, and prophecies
about the coming time of peace and prosperity that God will bring about for his people. Jesus is
understood as the prophet expected to come in the end time through whom God would exercise his
transforming power. The other noteworthy feature is that some of these stories take place outside Judea
and Galilee in territory inhabited overwhelmingly by non-Jews, and they give the impression that the
coming of Jesus was not solely for the benefit of the Jews.

Jesus in conflict. Alongside this work among the ordinary people there is the development of
conflict with the teachers of the law and the Pharisees who are seen as the religious establishment in the
areas where Jesus worked.10 Some of them attributed the superhuman powers of Jesus (whose reality
apparently was not questioned) to black magic, as we would say, empowered by the ruler of the demons
himself. Jesus regarded his mighty works as being done by the power of the Spirit of God and warned his
opponents of the danger of scorning the power of God (Mk 3:22–30).

At this point Mark inserts the story of how King Herod Antipas put to death John the Baptist, who
had spoken out against his dubious sexual ethics (Mk 6:14–29). The story is doubtless meant to cast a
shadow over the story of Jesus, who will finish up in the same way if he too gets on the wrong side of the
establishment. Preaching the kingdom of God carries a challenge to politicians. The occasion of the story
is the way in which news about the activity of Jesus had reached the royal palace and was causing the
superstitious king some uneasiness. Had John come back in some way to haunt him?11

But at this stage the direct opponents of Jesus come from the religious establishment. We have
already noted how the synagogue religion, typified by the synagogue in Nazareth, was turning against
Jesus. Is it significant that we do not hear again of Jesus entering a synagogue? Now it is the turn of
teachers of the law and Pharisees who have come from Jerusalem—a sinister inspection—to note that
Jesus’ earlier looseness with regard to the minutiae of the law, as they had developed them, was
corroborated by his indifference to the ritual washings before meals that were Pharisaic practice. These
washings were not for purposes of hygiene, although they incidentally contributed to this, but for washing
away the spiritual defilement that was believed to inhere in articles touched by sinners (especially
Gentiles) or people who had been in contact with dead bodies or other sources of uncleanness. Jesus
made a triple-pronged attack on the criticism leveled against him. First, he argued that these regulations
were manmade and went beyond what Scripture required. Second, he accused his hearers of keeping
these trivial rules while neglecting more important commands that were in Scripture. And, third, he
attacked the whole idea that what people ate could make them religiously unclean; real uncleanness



springs from immoral desires in a person’s mind. Mark comments that the effect of Jesus’ remarks was to
show that the whole concept of unclean foods was flawed (Mk 7:1–23).

Finally, the Pharisees tried to get Jesus to perform some sign that would establish beyond any doubt
whether or not his authorization came from God, and in exasperation he refused to respond to them (Mk
8:11–13). His reference to them as “this generation” arouses echoes of the people of Israel during the
wilderness wanderings when they refused to believe in God’s power and obey him despite the signs and
wonders that they had seen.

Jesus and his disciples. The third strand in the story is the interaction between Jesus and his close
circle, the Twelve. The story shows how this group were with him constantly and were his standing
audience. Mark relates how they were sent off on their own for a time to carry his message and to do the
same kind of mighty works as he did over a wider range of country (Mk 6:6–13). But the story
concentrates on their association with Jesus. In effect, the account bifurcates into stories of what Jesus did
in the presence of anybody and everybody, and of what he did when only the Twelve were with him. We
have noted how Jesus shared the meaning of the parables with them, and this pattern of public teaching
followed by private explanation recurs. There are also a number of incidents where something
remarkable happened when only they or some of them were present. There was an incident when they
were crossing the Lake of Galilee; a storm blew up and subsided when Jesus commanded it to be still.
The Twelve could only ask in wonder, “Who is this?” (Mk 4:35–41).12 Again they were privileged
observers when Jairus’s daughter was brought back to life. When Mark relates the stories of the feedings
of the large crowds, he makes no reference to the reaction of the crowds, but he does include a
conversation in which Jesus rebukes the Twelve for not getting the message of the feedings (Mk 8:14–21).
Mark also records another weird sea scene in which Jesus is seen by his disciples contravening nature by
walking on the sea as if on dry land, and they do not know what to make of it (Mk 6:45–52).

Recognition of Jesus as the Messiah. The story of the disciples comes to something of a
culmination in a series of scenes that literally occupy the center point in the Gospel (Mk 8:27–9:13). One
way of summing up the Gospel so far is to say that the Twelve, who have been admitted to the secret of
the kingdom, have been given a full account of the evidence on which one could decide what is going on,
whether the kingdom really has come near. But the question that they now face is not directly about the
kingdom, but (picking up an earlier debate) who do people think that Jesus is, and more directly, who do
the Twelve think that he is? The simple answer given by Peter is that Jesus is the Christ, a term that can
only refer to the agent through whom God establishes the kingdom on earth.

It is probably true to say that the attainment of this insight represents the completion of the first part
of what Mark saw as the aim of Jesus. He has gained the faith of a small group of people who understand
what he is doing and accept him as the Messiah. It is also true to say that this is only the first part of the
task and that it now needs to be followed by a second part. The Gospel will, as we know, go on to narrate
the crucifixion of Jesus. Even though Jesus subsequently came to life again, nevertheless this course of
events was not what people expected of the Messiah, and the resurrection could presumably be seen as an
ad hoc intervention by God to deal with a plan that had gone dreadfully wrong. Mark therefore records
how Jesus began to try to teach the Twelve that the Son of Man had to suffer, be killed and then come to
life again. Accordingly, the recognition that he is the Messiah is immediately followed by this
qualification or correction that says in effect: Yes, that is right, but the Messiah must suffer.

Two things follow in quick succession. The first is that the disciples and the crowds are told that the
followers of Jesus must be prepared for the same kind of fate. Just as Jesus could be regarded as giving
up the possibility of a life lived for his own enjoyment to face suffering and rejection by those opposed to
his mission, so too his followers must be prepared to say no to their own desires and be prepared for
self-sacrifice for his cause. Only so, it is said, will they eventually attain to a life that is really worth
having.13



The second is that in an enigmatic saying (Mk 9:1) he promises that some of his hearers will live to
see the kingdom of God come with power. The saying would appear to promise some kind of future event
that will be recognizable as the coming of the kingdom (the sign that was not given to the Pharisees), but
the narrative goes straight on to describe an event in which some of them had a private experience in
which they had a vision of Jesus in heavenly glory along with Moses and Elijah (as his forerunners or
models for his role) and heard the same heavenly voice that had spoken at the baptism of Jesus, affirming
that Jesus was the Son of God (Mk 9:2–8). The vision would appear to function in the Gospel as a divine
reaffirmation of Jesus despite the fact that he was going to suffer. In the closely associated brief
conversation the fact that Elijah had appeared leads to an implicit identification of him with John the
Baptist, who had already been put to death.14 Here and frequently the point is being made that what is
going to happen is no accident but forms part of a plan made by God that dictates what must happen and
that has already been announced in Scripture.

From Galilee to Jerusalem—prophecies of suffering. How does the story now proceed? In many
respects it seems to go on much the same way as it did in the first half of the Gospel. The transfiguration
is followed by an abrupt return to ground level, where a particularly difficult example of exorcism takes
place, but the story is told in such a way as to say something about the importance of faith in what God
can do through Jesus and so about the importance of prayer. The interest is shifting from action among the
people at large to instruction for the disciples, but always in the context of growing opposition to Jesus
(Mk 9:14–29).

Jesus, therefore, repeats his statement about what is going to happen to him (Mk 9:30–32). If on the
previous occasion Peter rebuked him for saying so, this time the reaction is one of incomprehension. A
brief series of incidents follows in which Jesus teaches that one part of what it means to follow him is to
give up claims to superiority over one another; it is more important to welcome (i.e., to honor) the most
insignificant person in the ancient world (a child) than to seek honor for oneself. Even belonging to the
group of disciples is of relative value. And there is strong condemnation for anybody who puts any
obstacle in the way of others coming to faith (Mk 9:33–50).

Until now Jesus has been in Galilee, and Mark has made no mention of any travels south into Judea
and Jerusalem, although the evidence of the Gospel of John indicates that he had paid brief visits on the
occasion of religious festivals, as the people were expected and required to do. Therefore, the transition
that now takes place from Galilee to Judea via Transjordan (Mk 10:1) is all the more significant. In full
cognizance of what is in store for him, Jesus chooses to go towards Jerusalem and his fate there. But the
journey toward Jerusalem occupies a full chapter with a number of incidents in it.

There is another example of controversy with the Pharisees, this time concerning divorce (Mk 10:2–
12). Divorce was an accepted practice, the only dispute being over what grounds sufficed to allow it.
Jesus took his opponents back to the Scripture and used the principle of marriage established in Genesis 1
to relativize the permission given later by Moses for divorce and to prioritize the principle that marriage
should be unbreakable. He drove the point home afterward to his disciples by his novel teaching that men
who divorced their wives to remarry were guilty of adultery. There was obviously no attempt to be less
controversial as Jerusalem loomed nearer!

Then he entered into the spirit of his earlier statement by welcoming children brought to him so that
he might pray for them and by making them an example of the kind of person who will find entry into the
kingdom of God (Mk 10:13–16). This little incident is evidently a foil to the much longer story of a rich
man who felt unable to give away his possessions in almsgiving (a familiar practice in the Jewish
religion) if that was the self-denial to which he was called. Self-denial is here made very concrete and
practical. It is not easy for a person captivated by wealth to enter the kingdom. Indeed, nobody can enter
without God having a hand in it. But for those who do so the ultimate reward is eternal life (Mk 10:17–
31).



A third time15 Jesus foretells his suffering in even greater detail to a group of disciples who are a
mixture of astonishment and fear as he leads the way to Jerusalem. The incomprehension of the earlier
occasions reaches its climax as in direct juxtaposition Mark places the request of James and John for a
share in the dominion that they assume he will enjoy in the future. Jesus can only reply that this is not in
his gift; all that he can do is invite them to share in his experience of suffering, which he characterizes as a
cup and a baptism. The cup was an acknowledged metaphor for an experience of suffering, specifically of
wrath from God; some of the Old Testament prophets used the picture of a drink that makes the recipient
totally intoxicated (intoxication being understood as a thoroughly unpleasant and undesirable condition)
and so is almost akin to a poison that kills. The term baptism seems to be a stretching of the term to
denote a similar experience in terms of being engulfed in a flood or drowned in the sea. This is all that
Jesus has to offer: to talk of greatness is incompatible with the divine way of things where people are
called to serve, and Jesus exemplifies this with his willingness to die and give his life as a ransom for
other people (Mk 10:32–45).

That is all that Jesus says at this point about the purpose or meaning of his death, other than the
insistence that it will be no surprise but takes place in accordance with God’s purpose “as it is written”.
It represents the rejection of a righteous person who trusts in God, and therefore it could be nothing more
than the effect of evil opposition to God’s messenger. But this statement picks up the language of ransom,
which indicates that Jesus does something in dying akin to the making of a payment whereby slaves or
prisoners are set free.

Finally, in this section, we have the last healing miracle performed by Jesus on a blind man who
responds to his cure by following Jesus along the road. This miracle is meant to be seen as a visible
paradigm of discipleship (Mk 10:46–52).

Confrontations in Jerusalem. The group of travelers is now outside Jerusalem, and Mark
describes an arrangement to secure a colt for Jesus to ride into the city. There is a festive atmosphere
about as those who accompany him stage a demonstration in his honor. To ride into the city is the mark of
a king or a conqueror, and the companions of Jesus recognize this and proclaim the coming kingdom of
David. For Mark the message is clear: Jesus is the messianic king, and this is his entry to his capital city.
But, like the transfiguration, it is a moment of insight that is swiftly followed by the realities of the
situation (Mk 11:1–11).

From this point two themes are developed. The first one is that of confrontation between Jesus and
the various religious authorities in Jerusalem. It is foreshadowed in the little story of Jesus seeing a fig
tree from which he should have been able to gather fruit, finding none, and uttering a curse against it, that
is, a prayer that judgment would strike it. We are used by now to the fact that stories in Mark can be but
do not always have to be symbolical, and that is true of this one.16 Jerusalem should make a positive
response to Jesus, but it is not going to do so, and it will come under judgment from God. Sandwiched in
the middle of this incident17 is an account of Jesus going into the temple and taking the offensive by a
minor demonstration against the people trading there, alleging that the effect of their presence was to
prevent people from fulfilling its true purpose, namely, prayer to God, and to make it a place of
unscrupulous commerce. It is not surprising that the incident provoked the temple authorities to plot to get
rid of him.18 By now it has become apparent that Jesus does not only proclaim the kingdom of God and do
works of compassion. He has also emerged as a critic of the existing religion of the people, which, it
would seem, is not showing the kind of honor of God and his requirements that is associated with the
kingdom (Mk 11:12–25).

Various groups of religious leaders now approach Jesus to challenge this upstart controversialist.
The first question is a straight one about the source of Jesus’ authority: that is to say, who, if anybody, has
commissioned him to behave like this? Although Jesus refuses to answer directly, the implication of his
answer is that, if they believed that John the Baptist was sent by God, so too was he (Mk 11:27–33).



Again Jesus takes the initiative with a parable, only this time it doesn’t seem to need any explanation
(Mk 12:1–12). The Old Testament picture of Israel as a vineyard (Is 5) is enhanced by bringing in the
farmers who exploit it for their own ends (like the corrupt shepherds who look after the flock of God in
Jer 23 and Ezek 34) and even despise the owner’s son and kill him. People who behave like that will be
brought to book—it would have been self-evident.

We can pass quickly over the questions about rendering tribute to Caesar with Jesus’ response that
one must give God and Caesar their dues, and about the nature of life after the resurrection, save to note
that Jesus bases his answer on what he read in the Scriptures (Mk 12:13–27). More significant for
understanding the theology of the Gospel is the exchange with a friendly teacher of the law (they are not
all against Jesus!) who agrees with Jesus on the importance of the law of love for God and one’s neighbor
(again taken from the Scriptures) over against the outward observances of the law (Mk 12:28–34).19

The exchanges come to a climax with Jesus once again challenging the authorities. The question
concerns the Messiah (Mk 12:35–37). The hearers are left with a question: how can the Messiah be at one
and the same time the descendant (son) of David, and therefore inferior to him, and yet his lord (since in
Ps 110 David refers to him as “my lord”)? There must be an answer to the question, and yet Mark does
not supply it. How are the readers meant to answer it? The answer is presumably that the Messiah is a
human being, descended from David, although the Davidic descent of Jesus is not mentioned in Mark, but
he is either also descended from God or exalted by God and so made superior to David. Mark would
probably have answered in terms of the second possibility.

In this way the confrontation between Jesus and the authorities has been built up. It will come to a
head when an opportunity for arresting him presents itself. But before this, and interwoven with the story
of the arrest, is the second theme of this section of the Gospel. It is introduced by the story of Jesus
visiting the temple, where he sees an example of true devotion to God. He has already accused the temple
authorities of misuse of its facilities. Now to his disciples he prophesies that the temple will be destroyed
(Mk 13). It must be remembered that Jesus has spoken of the coming of the kingdom of God and of the
judgment to be carried out by the Son of Man, and therefore it is natural for his hearers to associate the
destruction of the temple with these events. The question put by them gives the opportunity for a statement
by Jesus on what is going to happen in the future. Its length is indicative of its importance; only the chapter
on teaching in parables is comparable. Its style is apocalyptic in the sense that it shares the imagery and
subject matter of Jewish works in this genre. As it stands, it appears to be a prophecy of what must
happen in the future right up to the end. A good deal of it is warning that various cataclysmic events will
take place that are not necessarily signs that the end has come. In particular, followers of Jesus can expect
suffering and rejection like their Master. But events will come to a climax with the appearance of “the
abomination that causes desolation”, and this is a signal that unprecedented suffering will take place in
and around Jerusalem. False claimants to be deliverers will appear, but they are not to be trusted. Only
after all this will there be cosmic signs (or whatever is meant by this language) and the appearance of the
Son of Man to gather God’s people together. All of this is near: the signs of the end happening will occur
before this generation passes away. But since people do not know when it will happen, they must always
be on the alert.

There is other material about judgment and the Son of Man in Mark, but this chapter nevertheless
stands out as being remarkably different from anything else in Mark with its strange idiom. Yet any
attempt to do justice to Mark’s theology must somehow integrate it into the story.

Passover meal, arrest, crucifixion and burial. The story now resumes where it left off, so to speak.
Sandwiched between the two parts of the account of the plot to do away with Jesus and the connivance of
Judas is the incident in which an unnamed woman anoints Jesus, understood as an anticipation of his
burial (and thus as confirming the imminence of his death) and as something that will be told wherever the
gospel is preached (and thus as confirming that the story of Jesus will be told after his death) (Mk 14:1–



11).
Jesus then holds a Passover meal with the Twelve (Mk 14:12–31). The meal becomes the occasion

for again announcing that he will go to death, as has been foretold. But on this occasion Jesus shares
bread and a cup with his disciples and uses them as symbols of his body and his blood that is to be
poured out. The language again suggests death, with Jesus being compared with the sacrificial animal
whose blood was sprinkled on the people at the initiation of the covenant made with Israel at Sinai. Jesus
appears to be expressing his determination to go ahead to his death. He will do so alone, for his followers
will be scattered, again understood as something foreseen in prophecy. And then comes the cryptic
remark, “But after I have risen, I will go ahead of you into Galilee” (Mk 14:28). It will be picked up
later!

The determination to follow God’s purpose for him is severely threatened by the anguish of facing
the impending horror of drinking the cup, during which Jesus is strongly enticed by his human weakness to
avoid his fate but nevertheless steels himself to be resolute (Mk 14:32–42).

There follows almost immediately his arrest by the Jewish authorities, again interpreted as being
what was laid down in Scripture and therefore as something that must happen (Mk 14:43–52). He is then
judicially examined by the Sanhedrin (Mk 14:53–72), and Mark underlines the fact that no convincing
grounds for condemnation could be found; even the threat of destroying the temple, like a modern terrorist
conspiracy to blow up a government building, could not be made to stick. The high priest resorted to a
direct question, “Are you the Christ?” to which Jesus said “I am” and proceeded to elaborate that they
would “see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of
heaven” (Mk 14:62). This was interpreted as a blasphemous statement, and he was condemned to death.

But since the Jews did not have the power to inflict capital punishment, the condemned prisoner had
to be handed over to the Roman governor, Pilate, who is presented in Mark as condemning an innocent
man (Mk 15:1–20). The charge now is clearly one of treason in that Jesus is understood to be claiming to
be “the king of the Jews”; this is a political explanation of the significance of claiming to be “the Christ”.
Pilate does attempt to release Jesus by making use of his privilege of granting an amnesty at the Passover
to a criminal, but this was rejected by the mob, who had been swayed by the authorities. The result was
that a real criminal, Barabbas, was released instead.20 Jesus, however, is dressed up like a king and
mocked by the soldiery, in a scene of bitter irony, before being led out to execution.

The crucifixion is related in some detail with a number of implicit allusions to the Old Testament
and to the earlier story in the Gospel, so that Jesus is depicted on the one hand as the kind of innocent
sufferer typified in the Psalms (principally Ps 22; 69) and on the other hand as the person whose great
claims for himself have failed to be fulfilled. The story finds its climax in the dying cry of Jesus,
reflecting the sense of dereliction felt by the author of Psalm 22:1: God has forsaken him, and he dies
unvindicated. Yet this tragic end is immediately followed by the comment of the centurion overseeing the
execution who exclaims that this person was in reality the Son of God (Mk 15:21–39).

The rest of the story describes how various women from among his friends were present at the scene
and then one of his sympathizers, Joseph from Arimathea, saw to it that he received a decent, indeed an
honorable burial (Mk 15:40–47).

However, when three of the women went to the tomb to complete the task of burial they found that
although it had been closed in the normal way with a gigantic stone, this had been rolled aside and inside
there sat a young man dressed in white. This description probably indicates an angel. He told the women
that Jesus had risen and was not there. They were to go and tell his companions that he was going before
them to Galilee and there they would see him. Utterly shaken by this experience, they came out of the tomb
and said nothing to anybody (Mk 16:1–8).

And in this cryptic manner the story, as we have it, ends.21 Opinions differ greatly as to whether this
is Mark’s intended conclusion or whether the story was meant to continue (presumably, as in the other



three Gospels, with an account of the appearance of Jesus to his friends) but either was left unfinished or
was accidentally cut short by the loss of the last page or so of the manuscript.22 If this really is the end of
the story, then the readers are left deeply puzzled, since this story was written at a point long after the
event and any Christian readers would already know that Jesus did rise from the dead and did appear to
his disciples. Mark has simply related the fact that Jesus did rise (or rather that this was reported to the
women) and that he would meet his disciples in Galilee. Alternatively, Mark went on to tell a story that
continued in much the same way as in the other Gospels and probably included at least one appearance of
Jesus to his disciples and his commissioning of them.

Theological Themes

How are we to characterize what is going on theologically in this Gospel? I have presented the material
in the form of a story, or rather as the analysis of a story to bring out the main elements in the plot. There
was no other way in which Mark could deal with the material once it was recognized that the life of Jesus
was significant for Christians. My analysis has shown that in broad terms the story has two main parts to
it, a first part in which the identity of Jesus as the Messiah is recognized gradually, and a second part in
which it is intimated that the Son of Man23 must suffer and be raised from the dead and this intimation is
fulfilled. We could say that Mark’s theme is the Messiah and Son of God who proclaims the kingdom and
who acts it out in ways that express who he is.24

The development of this story revealed three groups of people with whom Jesus interacted: the
crowds who listened to him and saw what he did, his disciples, and the opposition. In some ways it is a
very odd story. There is the enigmatic use of different terms, often called titles, to refer to Jesus,
principally Messiah, Son of God and Son of Man; the puzzling manner in which Jesus spoke in ways that
were incomprehensible to the crowds and even to the disciples despite the fuller teaching that they
received; the unexplained use of “Son of Man”; the remarkably lengthy and detailed teaching about the
future course of events leading up to the coming of the Son of Man; the way in which the story leads one to
expect the resurrection appearances of Jesus and yet as we have it leaves the reader with a sense of
frustration and mystique. At the end of this discussion we may well be left with a Gospel that remains
mysterious rather than one whose questions have all been solved.

There have been several references to the Old Testament in our survey of the Gospel. From the
beginning the progress of the plot is seen to fall in line with what had been said in Scripture (Mk 1:2),25

and the motif keeps recurring to explain the course of the Son of Man (Mk 9:12; 14:21, 27, 49) and his
forerunner (Mk 9:13), and the rebelliousness and lack of spiritual comprehension of the people (Mk
4:10–12; 7:6; 11:17). References to events that must take place are to events in prophecy (Mk 8:31; 9:11;
13:7, 10). The main motifs in the Gospel—the kingdom of God and the Messiah—are drawn from
Scripture. The allusions to Isaiah are particularly significant and indicate that the broad theme of the
Isaianic new exodus, which is widely attested in the New Testament, has shaped Mark’s presentation.
What takes place in the story is the fulfillment of Scripture and specifically of its prophecies of future
redemption through the coming of a messianic figure.

The kingdom of God. The kingdom of God is the main theological theme in the teaching of Jesus. It
is so announced in Mark 1:15 as the content of the gospel. For Jesus the time has now come when it can
be proclaimed as being at hand or near. In one group of sayings it is a realm into which people can enter
rather than being cast into Gehenna, presumably after their death. Entry to it is always expressed in the
future tense. But it is also something that “comes”, as if the end of the present age is succeeded at some
not too distant point by the new age replacing it. Right to the end of the Gospel godly people go on
awaiting it (Mk 15:43). The present age is one of proclamation of it, but it is also apparently one of
growth as the parables suggest. But if it is growing, then there must be a sense in which it is present.



When Jesus says that it has drawn near, he may mean either that it has already come or that it is going to
come soon.26 Either way, something is happening in the present world.

William Telford finds that there are two different conceptions of the kingdom of God in Mark: the
future, apocalyptic expectation and the present reality or experience in this world. He holds that Mark has
modified the apocalyptic element, which is the original one in the teaching of Jesus, and played it down in
light of the delay of the parousia. In other words, when the early Christians were disappointed by the
failure of Jesus to come back, they began to lay more stress on the present working of God in the world
and to see this as the coming of the kingdom. Mark thus interpreted the material in a “realized
eschatological way”. The church was turning away from the message proclaimed by Jesus to concentrate
on his person instead. Thus Mark moves from eschatology to christology.27

But the tension in Mark is somewhat different. It is more between the kingdom as an eternal heavenly
state into which people will enter and the kingdom as the dominion of God coming into being here in this
world, whether in the near future or already in the time of Jesus. It is more a contrast between a
transcendent spatial kingdom and an immanent dynamic kingdom that constitutes a space within this world
in which God’s blessings are realized.

In this connection the entry of Jesus to Jerusalem is highly significant, for here the people give praise
for the one who comes in the name of the Lord, for the coming kingdom of our father David (Mk 11:9–10).
This seems to suggest that the entry of Jesus to Jerusalem was seen as the entry of the Messiah and hence
was an integral stage in the coming of the kingdom.

Already in Mark, therefore, the coming of the kingdom is closely linked with the coming of the
Messiah, and the recognition that the Messiah is here is the recognition that the kingdom is being
established. Can we go beyond this and say that for Mark Jesus is acting as Messiah (or king) but is not
yet recognized and is rather rejected and crucified? To describe him, then, during his earthly mission as
the Messiah-designate is inappropriate. The clear impression is that the kingdom has drawn near because
the Messiah has appeared. What Jesus does is to announce the coming of the kingdom rather than his own
coming as Messiah, but he speaks and acts with authority in such a way as to raise the question of who he
is and what his role is in relation to the kingdom.

More than that, the association of the kingdom with Jesus’ entry to Jerusalem strongly suggests that
the suffering and death of Jesus are crucially related to its coming. The second half of the Gospel
emphasizes the coming suffering and resurrection of Jesus and underlines the fact that his death took place
in accordance with the plan of God. It is thus tied in with the divine purpose that leads to Jesus being
equipped with the Spirit and announcing that the time of fulfillment has come. Only in the sequel to the
third main passion prediction does it emerge that Jesus’ giving of his life, that is, his death, is to function
as the giving of a ransom for many. Within the same context Jesus refers to drinking the cup of divine
wrath, and he uses the same metaphor in Gethsemane. To be linked with this are the words spoken at the
Last Supper about his body and the pouring out of his blood, like the sacrifice that inaugurated the old
covenant at Sinai (Ex 24). All of this adds up to a clear understanding of the death of Jesus as the means
whereby people are delivered from sin and its dire consequences (Mk 9:42–50). For Mark the death of
Jesus is by no means simply an expression of rejection of the Son of Man by sinners, an obstacle to the
working of God; it is part of the work of God in bringing in the kingdom.

The people who respond to the call to discipleship have been given the secret of the kingdom. The
parables in which this secret is revealed show an interesting alternation between those in which the
principal actor is a person who sows seed (Mk 4:3–8) and those in which the principal object is the seed
itself (Mk 4:26–32). The sower and the seed are both integral to the total picture. The coming of the
kingdom is effected by the work of the Messiah. The kingdom consists of those who respond to the
message in repentance and faith, and thereby come into the sphere of God’s salvation and life.

Modern discussion of Mark has been dominated by the problem of the messianic secret. This



problem arises from the fact that Jesus apparently endeavored to keep his identity as Messiah quiet by
silencing people and demons who confessed who he was. Linked with this is the way in which he gave
fuller teaching to his disciples in private and withheld it from the crowds and his opponents.28 The
passion predictions are made only to the disciples, although they are not specifically told to keep them
secret.

The multifaceted nature of the secrecy probably requires a complex rather than one oversimple
explanation.29 Although modern scholarship has thought of this as a secret about the Messiah, in fact it is
part of the secret about the kingdom. Jesus uses the word mystery or secret (Mk 4:11); a “mystery” in
New Testament language is something that God has kept secret in the past but is now revealing to his
messengers. So there has been a revelation of God’s hitherto secret plan to the disciples who have
committed themselves (however imperfectly at this stage) to Jesus, although their perception is limited.
Full understanding of Jesus is gained by personal encounter and willingness to share his way in self-
denial. It is important to stress that there is no indication that the disciples totally failed to understand
what Jesus explained to them. Their story is one of gradual, fuller recognition of Jesus and his message.
Mark sees Jesus as giving such instruction to people as they could comprehend (Mk 4:33). To be a
disciple is to possess the mystery of the kingdom, i.e., to understand what is going on and to partake of it.
It is to recognize Jesus as who he really is and to see that the kingdom really is present in him.

Who Jesus is. For Mark the Gospel is more about the messenger than the message. Who Jesus is
takes priority over his message of the kingdom. The Messiah and the kingdom are correlative, and Mark
majors on the Messiah.

Mark uses a variety of names or titles for Jesus. When he is telling the story, it is normal to refer to
the protagonist simply by the name by which he was known, as Jesus. There does not appear to be any
significant theological content to the name. Three other main terms function as titles or descriptions for
Jesus.30

Christ, the Greek equivalent of Messiah, appears in the opening words of the Gospel (Mk 1:1). It
does not reappear until Peter’s confession (Mk 8:29). Then it figures in the trial scene and in the irony of
the cross where Messiah is synonymous with king of Israel (Mk 14:61; 15:32). However, other related
language is used. The concept may also be present in the baptismal scene if Jesus is understood to be
anointed by the Spirit (cf. Is 11:1–3). The concept of messiahship may also be associated with the title
“Holy One of God” (Mk 1:24). More explicitly we also have “Son of David” (Mk 10:47; 12:35).

“Son of David” is tantamount to Messiah and is associated with the mighty work of healing the blind.
Is this title implicitly criticized, as some have thought, in Mark 12:35–37? This would be unlikely; rather
a riddle is presented that awaits resolution. The purpose of the pericope is to show that Jesus can
flummox the scribes, whereas the readers have the secret of the kingdom/Messiah. For Mark the kingly
associations of the term Christ indicate that it carries the sense of the person through whom God
establishes his kingdom.

Alongside “Christ” we have “Son of God” used by various actors in the story (Mk 1:1—the author;
Mk 1:11; 9:7—the voice of God; Mk 3:11; 5:7—demoniacs; Mk 13:32—which would be understood by
the readers as a self-reference by Jesus; Mk 14:61—the high priest; Mk 15:39—a centurion at the death of
Jesus). That this is the identity of Jesus is apparent to the readers from Mark 1:11 but not apparently to the
others present at the scene. His identity is acknowledged by demons who are forbidden to make him
known in Mark 3:11 but not in Mark 5:7 (it is unlikely that this is a private encounter between Jesus and
the man himself in view of Mk 5:16); again it is confirmed by God to the inner group of disciples (Mk
9:7). Jesus alludes to himself by the title in the patent allusions in Mark 12:6 and in Mark 13:32. In Mark
14:61 “Son of the Blessed [God]” is used in apposition to “Christ” in a way that strongly suggests that the
two terms are closely related. The manner of his death leads to the centurion’s confession. “Son of God”
suggests the closeness of Jesus as the divine agent to God; one possibility is that the term appears at key



points in the story (Mk 1:11; 9:7; 15:39) and brings out more deeply who the Messiah is.
Third, there is the enigmatic phrase “Son of Man”. Whatever the origins of this phrase and its

original reference,31 for Mark the following points hold.

1. It is a self-reference by Jesus, and it is improbable that whatever it may have originally meant, it
has any sort of inclusive or generic sense so that it may be used of statements that apply both to Jesus (the
speaker) and to other people. Jesus is referring only to himself when he uses it.

2. It is the preferred term32 for use in statements about the suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus
(Mk 8:31; 9:12, 31; 10:33, 45; 14:21, 41).

3. It is also the preferred term for use about the future functions of Jesus coming in judgment, sitting
at the right hand of God and coming to gather the people of God (Mk 8:38; 13:26; 14:62).

4. In two places (Mk 13:26; 14:62) there is a clear use of the language of Daniel 7:13, where the Son
of Man comes with the clouds of heaven. Here at least it is this exalted figure who is in mind, and we may
take it that Daniel 7 is understood as a prophecy that will be fulfilled in the future by Jesus in this role.
Along with these two references we may link Mark 8:38, where the Son of Man comes in the glory of his
Father with the holy angels. The element of judgment that is implicit in this text fits in with the references
to a judgment scene in Daniel 7:10, 26.

However, the Danielic links to the other Son of Man sayings that refer to his present authority (to
forgive sins and to control the sabbath) and to his death and resurrection are not very obvious. The former
of these groups of sayings has parallels in Q material, and it is most probable that it reflects a mode of
speech used by Jesus; in other words, it is traditional, and Mark has taken over the tradition. The latter
group is peculiar to Mark, and the frequency of the statements (some six distinguishable occurrences)
makes it peculiarly emphatic.

Would readers of the Gospel have been puzzled by this phrase? Here a distinction must be made
between those reading the Gospel for the first time and encountering this unusual phrase in Mark 2:10
without any kind of explanation, and those reading the Gospel on a second or subsequent occasion who
would be able to understand the earlier usages in the light of the later ones that provide unmistakable
allusions to Daniel 7. It is also possible that some readers might have had knowledge of 1 Enoch, where
the phrase is conspicuously used, but this must remain uncertain.

On two occasions a statement made to Jesus about the Christ is immediately followed by a statement
made by him using this phrase, almost as if it were a correction of title (Mk 8:31; 14:62). One possible
explanation for the “correction” may be that it is connected with Jesus’ attitude to the term Messiah. Just
as Jesus silences the demons when they use messianic terms with reference to him, so on the two
occurrences when other people use the term of him, he effects this shift in terminology, almost as if there
is something inappropriate about it. Yet there is no impropriety in using Messiah in Mark 9:41 and Mark
13:21, where it can refer to a future situation, or in Mark 12:35–37, where Jesus raises a puzzle about
other people’s usage of it. And we must not forget that Mark uses the term in the opening words of the
Gospel with clear reference to Jesus. Neither Matthew nor Luke is so coy about it. Moreover, there does
seem to be a climax in Peter’s confession that Jesus is the Christ, and Mark 14:62 is quite affirmative
(and in the present tense!) in Mark, whatever the corresponding statements in Matthew and Luke may be.

A further question is whether there is significance in the use of the three main titles in different
contexts. Are they essentially synonymous, as the juxtaposition and alternation would suggest? Probably
the fact that all three were applied to Jesus and were to some extent given fresh meaning through this



application entails the likelihood that there was a tendency to assimilate them with one another.
Nevertheless, there may be an appropriateness about the use of the individual titles. So, for example, the
centurion’s comment is from a Gentile and is the only possible one from him.

The dialogue with the high priest brings all three titles together and establishes that for Mark “Son of
Man” is essential to an understanding of Jesus. One could say that the earliest usages of “Son of Man”
indicate that it is a self-designation and that this self-designation is then identified as a reference to Daniel
7 and to the figure whom we find in 1 Enoch; moreover, here the inclusion of the allusion to Psalm 110:1
picks up on what is said about the Messiah in Mark 12:35–37 and makes it clear that the speaker is
David’s lord. The identification of Jesus as God’s Son has already been made. It may be, then, that one of
the advantages of “Son of Man” is that it is a term that functions as a self-designation and as a messianic
title. Maybe perception of the messianic secret lies, at least in part, in the recognition that when Jesus
speaks about the Son of Man he is identifying himself as the figure prophesied in Daniel 7.

Finally, the question arises as to how the terms are to be understood. William Telford makes a
contrast between the more Jewish messianic type of understanding of Jesus and the Hellenistic “Son of
God” understanding in which Jesus is more akin to a divine figure33 and miracle worker. In this
connection we need to consider the mighty works.

The mighty works. What has implicitly emerged from our survey is that the mighty works are
essentially concerned with the authority and identity of Jesus rather than being simply signs of the
presence of the kingdom of God. To be sure, these two possible functions naturally merge with each other,
since the Messiah and the kingdom of God are correlates, but the emphasis is on the relation of the signs
to the Messiah, whether to demonstrate who Jesus is or to afford grounds for opposition to him and
rejection of him (cf. how the Pharisees want a sign from heaven to authenticate him). The mighty works
arouse wonder (Mk 5:20). In a world where mighty works were accepted more easily than they are today,
the problem was not so much whether they actually happened but rather by what power they were done.
Was the inspiration from the Holy Spirit or Beelzebul?

In line with his general thesis Telford argues that the term Christ is to be understood not in its
Jewish nationalistic “Son of David” sense but “as a divine being who is to be identified with the
community’s exalted ‘Lord’ ”.34 And “Son of God” refers to an epiphany of God in a “divine man” type of
person who does mighty works rather than to a Davidic Messiah. If Mark accepts a Son of Man
christology, the apocalyptic element is tempered by the stress on a suffering Son of Man.

The weakness in this thesis is its contrast between two aspects of the identity of Jesus that early
Christians were capable of holding together. It may rather be the case that Mark tells the story of the Jesus
who functioned in his lifetime as the Jewish Messiah and was understood or misunderstood in these terms
by the people around him but who was then recognized by believers as the exalted Lord in the light of
their postresurrection experience. What Mark does is to combine paradoxically the Jesus who performs
mighty works and who will sit at the right hand of God with the Jesus who suffers and dies, and he insists
that these two aspects are inextricably bound up with each other.

Part of Mark’s purpose was to make it clear that Jesus is the Messiah who must suffer rather than a
glorious, triumphant figure, and that discipleship therefore consists in readiness to bear the cross as he
did. Mark is said to have counteracted a “theology [or, rather, christology] of glory” with a theology of
the cross. A view diametrically opposed to this has been proposed by Robert H. Gundry, who holds that
the Gospel was written for outsiders as an “apology for the cross”, that is, to show that the Jesus whom
the world rejected as a crucified, weak figure was in fact powerful and glorious. Despite Gundry’s
insistence that this proposal by itself fully explains Mark’s theological purpose, it is more probable that
the total message of the Gospel is such that readers with different needs would find appropriate answers
to them in it.

The future of the kingdom and the Messiah. What is going to happen in the future? The amount of



space devoted by Mark to the future is, as we have noted, almost disproportionate. It is presumably
motivated by the needs of the readers and is an argument for seeing the Gospel as composed about A.D.
70.

Two themes intertwine in Mark 13. The first is the announced theme of the destruction of the temple
and when it will happen. The second is the coming of the Christ/Messiah. A time is assumed when the
Messiah is not here but may come. This would make sense for the readers of the Gospel who would know
that the reference is to the time after his death when Jesus is no longer on earth. During this time they
could see the fulfillment of the prophecies made by Jesus of false messianic claimants, natural disasters
and wars, and persecution of Christians. People living in the time leading up to the war between the Jews
and the Romans and especially during the war would certainly recognize the scenario. Part of the purpose
of the chapter is to reassure the readers that these things were foretold and therefore are not out of God’s
control. There are also promises to the disciples (the “elect”) that they will have divine help to withstand
the temptations and suffering of this period. The fact that there will be such suffering is not explained in
any way; it was an accepted fact that such sufferings would be, as it were, the birth pains of the new age
(Mk 13:8). There is practical advice to the readers to flee from the scene of the danger symbolized by the
appearance of “the abomination that causes desolation”. This presumably refers to the desecration and
destruction of the temple in Jerusalem. What follows thereafter is disputed. Traditionally Jesus is
understood to go on to prophesy the coming of the Son of Man to gather together his disciples scattered all
over the world, presumably into God’s new world, the future manifestation of the kingdom of God. Some
scholars, however, hold that the reference at this point is to the heavenly enthronement of the Son of Man,
attested on earth by the fall of Jerusalem, which was understood as a judgment by the Son of Man, and by
the worldwide mission of the church to gather together the new people of God; only at the end of the
chapter (Mk 13:32–37) do we have a reference to that unknown time when the Son of Man will return for
his waiting disciples.35

Mark 13 stands out as being very much on its own in the Gospel; yet it does take up the theme of the
coming of the Son of Man that was adumbrated in Mark 8:38 and is reiterated in Mark 14:62. There is
some tension here with a separate strand of teaching in the Gospel in which the resurrection of Jesus is
foretold. In particular Jesus announces to his disciples that after he has risen he will go ahead of them to
Galilee, and the women at the tomb are reminded of this message (Mk 14:28; 16:7). Nothing is said about
the fulfillment of this promise, nor is it brought into relationship with the teaching in Mark 13. This may
be a problem for us rather than for the original readers. They knew that Jesus was no longer on earth and
that they were to look forward to his future coming. As for Mark’s prediction of a temporary reunion in
Galilee, the most reasonable solution is still that the original intended ending of the Gospel has not
survived and that it related a meeting in Galilee (cf. Mt 28:16). Yet in a Gospel that has a strong element
of mystery to it, the possibility cannot be excluded that Mark had some reason for not relating the
resurrection appearances of Jesus.

Response to Jesus. Mark begins the Gospel with a stream of people flocking spontaneously to John
to be baptized by him. Jesus commences his work by announcing the imminent arrival of the kingdom of
God and urging people to repent and believe the good news. The summons to repentance picks up on
John’s baptism, but Jesus goes beyond John in announcing the good news. It is not clear in what way
John’s prophecy that Jesus would baptize with the Spirit is fulfilled; only in Mark 13:11 is it presupposed
that the disciples will be inspired by the Spirit to speak courageously and appropriately under
persecution. Here in Mark 1:15 the object of belief is the good news proclaimed by Jesus. However, the
Gospel links belief in the good news closely to belief in the messenger. The language of discipleship and
following Jesus is expressive of faith in him. Some of the mighty works are done for people who believe
spontaneously or are encouraged to believe (Mk 2:5; 5:34, 36; 9:23–24; 10:52), and mighty works should
lead to faith, although this may not happen (Mk 4:40). The opponents of Jesus want to see mighty works



that would bring them to faith (Mk 15:32; cf. Mk 8:11–13). Thus for Mark people can become believers,
but he does not explain how and why some do and others do not.

To “follow” Jesus is not necessarily the same thing as having faith in him and his message. The term
is used literally of joining his group of companions and traveling with him with varying degrees of
commitment (weak: Mk 2:15; 3:7; 5:24; strong: Mk 1:18; 2:14; 6:1). Jesus uses the term to indicate a
close personal attachment to himself that demands total commitment (Mk 8:34; cf. Mk 10:28). The most
common term to express this commitment is disciple, which is used with great frequency as a means of
referring to the group of people who recognizably belonged to the entourage of Jesus and who could be
presumed to be committed to him, even though the group could contain a Judas. Mark uses the term
generally to refer to the traveling companions of Jesus who are to be identified with the Twelve (Mk
3:13–19). However, the group of people committed to Jesus is wider than the Twelve, who were
especially chosen by Jesus apparently out of a larger number. The description in Mark 4:10, the call to a
wider group to become followers of Jesus in Mark 8:34 and the example of Bartimaeus following Jesus
(Mk 10:52)—these points all indicate that a larger group is intended. Nevertheless, in Mark the term
disciples does appear to be restricted in reference to the group traveling with Jesus who from Mark 3
onward are the Twelve.36

The disciples function curiously in Mark. On the one hand, they are the recipients of Jesus’
revelation concerning the kingdom of God and they receive teaching that he does not give to the crowds.
They are a privileged group. On the other hand, they persistently show an inability to understand what
Jesus is saying to them. It is implied that they ought to understand the parables (Mk 4:13), but they fail to
do so. In various ways they behave ignorantly (like Peter in Mk 9:5–6) and without power (Mk 9:18).
They are very human. At his arrest they all flee from the scene (Mk 14:50). This mixed evidence has been
seen as indicating that Mark is severely critical of the disciples and that through them he is attacking the
church leaders of his day.37

This explanation is quite unconvincing, since it is not clear why Mark should want to do this or
exactly what he is criticizing. The picture is that of people learning what discipleship involves and fits in
with the imperfections and need for growth found in the converts; only after the cross and resurrection
does full understanding become possible. Thus the presentation is not unnatural; the puzzle is rather why
Mark has not tended to idealize the first disciples and has rather gone out of his way to emphasize their
slowness and lack of comprehension.

The issue is taken up by Telford, who argues that Mark develops this harsh picture of the disciples
not merely for pastoral reasons (so that Mark can give teaching that offers encouragement and
enlightenment) but also for polemical reasons in that he is opposing a christology and soteriology held by
members of the Jerusalem church who saw Jesus as a royal Son of David who would shortly return and
whose death they tended to ignore by contrast with his resurrection.38

There are some obvious weaknesses in this theory. Where is the evidence that would support the
view that the primitive Jewish Christians held such a view of Jesus? And it is difficult to see the
weaknesses of the disciples in the Gospel as being specifically linked to a mistaken christology; they are
much wider than that.

The language used of discipleship at first tends to suggest that only the followers of Jesus (the
disciples) can understand what he teaches and that they can do so only because it has been “given” to
them by God. This would imply that there is a rigid distinction between those with Jesus and those
“outside” (Mk 4:11), without it being clear how people may pass from one group to the other. Otherwise,
however, the Gospel paints a picture of Jesus calling people to respond to his message and of some
people coming to belief and discipleship without any indication of how they come to understand. The
crucial teaching in Mark 4 seems to be better interpreted as saying that those who respond to the gospel
go on to advance in knowledge of the kingdom of God in a way that is not possible for those who remain



outside. If the latter hear Jesus teaching and do not respond, his teaching appears as parables or riddles
that they hear without understanding. There is a puzzle as to why some respond positively and some
negatively, and there is no answer to it. Mark is not saying that the former respond because God causes
them to do so, whereas he passes over the others. But he is saying that persistent refusal to believe means
that people are deprived of the opportunity to believe. There is a hardness of heart, by which is meant not
tightfistedness but rather a blindness to truth, which is characteristic of the opposition to Jesus (Mk 3:5)
and from which even disciples can suffer (Mk 6:52; 8:14–21).39 One could be forgiven for sometimes
wondering what it is that distinguishes the disciples from the opposition! But at least there is some
commitment on their part to Jesus (cf. the sentiment in Mk 9:24).

A further element in the people’s reaction to Jesus that should not be overlooked is wonder and
amazement coupled with fear. Mark seems to have a deeper sense of the numinous quality of the actions of
Jesus than the other writers and brings out more fully this element of mystery that surrounds him. It may be
that his stress on the messianic secret has some relation to this fact. He does not want his readers to think
that everything can be grasped and easily explained.

Conclusion

It may be premature at this point to attempt to characterize the theology of Mark since this needs to be
done in comparison with that of the other Evangelists so that any distinctive elements stand out more
clearly. Nevertheless, it may be helpful to summarize it in terms of its framework, main theme and
detailed development.

The framework of Jesus’ teaching, which is no doubt that of Mark, is provided by the current Jewish
beliefs about the existence of God, the revelation of his will in the Scriptures and his choice of Israel as
his people. Jesus accepted also the anthropology of Judaism with its belief in the reality of a spiritual
dimension to human life and in the activity of spiritual agencies, both good (angels) and evil (demons and
Satan). He also accepted the concept of two eras in human history, this present age and the coming age,
which would be the era of God’s perfect rule over his people.

The main theme of the Gospel is the identity of Jesus in his relationship to the kingdom of God. Mark
spells this out in two stages. There is first the recognition of Jesus as Messiah and Son of God, with the
evidence of the presence of the kingdom in and through the mighty works and his proclamation. Then there
is the recognition that the Messiah must suffer and be raised from the dead, with the implications that this
has for his followers. The kingdom will not come without suffering on the part of the Messiah and those
who share in his task. Throughout the Gospel there is a sense of mystery: the Messiah is no ordinary,
human person, and the Gospel is a secret revelation of who he is to those who are willing to accept the
revelation and become his disciples, even though they are puzzled by it and even inclined to reject it.

At the risk of simplification and systematization we can summarize some significant elements in the
detailed development of the main theme as follows.

1. Jesus presupposed that his audience consisted of people with needs, physical, social and spiritual.
He criticized the religion associated with the Pharisees for its insistence on observance of the minutiae of
the law, its concentration on outward observance regardless of the attitude of the heart and its lack of
concern for those who did not live up to its standards.
 

2. Jesus’ basic teaching, given in terms of this presuppositional framework, was concerned with this
rule of God, understood as God’s sovereign, gracious power operating in the world through himself to
create a sphere of blessing for humankind and to overcome the power of Satan and destroy evil. It would



be fully manifested in the near future, but it was already exercising its influence. His mission was to bring
good news to the poor and needy, and to demonstrate the power of God at work in acts of healing and
compassion. He attempted to bring sinners to a consciousness of their real condition in the sight of God.
 

3. His own role in this appeared to be like that of a teacher and prophet sent from God, but the way
in which he spoke and acted with the sovereign power and authority of God raised the question whether
he should be seen in the framework of Jewish expectations about the coming of the Messiah in the end
time. He spoke about the coming and activity of the Son of Man, a phrase that was certainly understood
messianically by his followers after his death and almost certainly so by himself. He thought of God as his
father and prayed to him accordingly.
 

4. He closely identified himself with his cause, so that response to his message was expressed in
terms of following him as disciples. Although he did not organize a new society of his followers, he did
call some people to share closely in his mission.
 

5. He saw his task as the renewal of the people of Israel who had fallen away from a true
relationship with God. Although he restricted his activity almost exclusively to the Jews, he showed a
particular concern for the marginalized and did not exclude Gentiles from his concern.
 

6. He approved the summary of Jewish religion as wholehearted love for God and one’s neighbor.
 

7. He carried his principles to the utmost limit by being willing to die for them. He saw that suffering
not as something accidental but as part of his divinely destined vocation, and he regarded his sufferings as
being in some way on behalf of other people and sacrificial and redemptive in effect.
 

8. He looked forward to the imminent consummation of God’s rule, when humankind would be
upheld or judged at God’s bar in accordance with their response to himself.
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1In this context it might well be assumed that the good news is, however, simply for Jews (Mk 1:5).
2Here only in Mark do we have the combination “Jesus Christ” that is so common in Acts and the Letters. Although elsewhere “Christ” may
have become more of a name than a meaningful title, the usage later in the Gospel requires that it retain its original significance here.
3Some important manuscripts omit this phrase, and some doubt as to whether it is original is unavoidable (it is omitted in TNIV text and NRSV
mg.; cf. Peter M. Head, “A Text-Critical Study of Mark 1.1 ‘The Beginning of the Gospel of Jesus Christ’ “, NTS 37 [1991]: 621–29). In any
case the immediately following statement in Mk 1:11 and other statements later in the Gospel show that this is how Mark understood the status
of Jesus.
4John’s prophecy does not appear to suggest that the forgiveness of sins offered in conjunction with his own water baptism was in any sense
unreal or incomplete.
5The story may seem odd. It refers to Jesus being tempted by Satan, whereas we might have expected that he would be opposed or that Satan
would attempt to destroy him. It also refers enigmatically to Jesus being with the wild animals in the desert. And Jesus evidently needs angelic
help to overcome his enemy. The impression given is of a story taken over by Mark that conveyed nuances going beyond his purpose.
6The other passages that contain fuller accounts of what Jesus said tend to be addressed to his followers who have responded positively to this
message.
7Opinions differ as to whether Mark knew the material in Q; there are certainly sayings of Jesus in Mark which are doublets of Q sayings, but
the differences in formulation suggest that Mark did not derive them from Q (i.e., from the common source that Matthew and Luke may be
presumed to have used).
8For a full treatment of the historical and the theological aspects of the miracles in all the Gospels see Graham H. Twelftree, Jesus the Miracle
Worker: A Historical and Theological Study (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1999).
9I use the term legalistic here to refer to a form of religion that was characterized by the development of a rule mentality, with lots of minute
regulations to be carried out and an emphasis on the paramount importance of keeping them.

10The priests were based in Jerusalem and lived, when off duty, mostly in the surrounding area. Only when Jesus reaches Jerusalem do
we hear of contacts with the Sadducees, who were the aristocratic leaders of the people, closely associated with the rich, priestly
families that ran the temple.

11It is not clear in what sense Antipas thought that John could have been raised from the dead.
12For this significant motif in Mark see Timothy Dwyer, The Motif of Wonder in the Gospel of Mark  (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic

Press, 1996).
13Jesus teaches that it is better to gain your own real life by being true to what you know is right, even though it costs you the benefits

that come from sacrificing your principles (like a person who prefers to be honest in business although it means a lower standard of
living) and that adherence to his cause (with the attendant deprivation and suffering) in this world will lead to attaining the life of the
world to come. Clearly these two understandings of life merge with each other.

14This is how Mt 17:10–13 understands the conversation, and there is no reason to suppose that Mark saw it otherwise.
15Not counting Mk 9:9–13, which is not a formal announcement in the same way as the other statements.
16It also has a significance in teaching the disciples about the efficacy of prayer.
17This is a familiar Markan technique that he employs for a variety of reasons, but often (as here) to enable two incidents to be

interpreted in the light of each other.
18It must be remembered that execution was a much more common way of dealing with criminals in the ancient world than in our so-

called civilized society.
19Note that the importance is relative, not absolute.
20Whether Mark would intend his readers to understand that Jesus was crucified in place of Barabbas appears on the whole to be

unlikely. The point is rather to accentuate the innocence of Jesus and the rejection of him by the people.
21The brief account of what happened after the resurrection printed as Mk 16:9–20 is almost universally recognized to be a later

addition by another writer; the best manuscripts of Mark conclude with Mk 16:8, and the following material shows stylistic
differences and appears to be a summary based mainly on the contents of the other Gospels.

22For Mk 16:8 as the intended ending, see Morna D. Hooker, A Commentary on the Gospel According to St. Mark  (London: A & C
Black, 1991), pp. 391–94; for the view that the original ending has been lost, see R. T. France, The Gospel of Mark: A
Commentary on the Greek Text  (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerd-mans; Carlisle: Paternoster, 2002), pp. 670–74; Robert H. Gundry,



Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross  (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1993), pp. 1012–21. I find the latter view
more persuasive.

23The alternation between the two titles in Mk 8:29/31 (and also in Mk 13:21–22/26 and Mk 14:61/62) should be noted.
24Note that this is not the same thing as the theme of the preaching and teaching of Jesus, which, as Mark tells us, is the kingdom of

God.
25The crucial “as” in the phrase “as it is written” (NRSV) was transposed and rendered “and so” (Mk 1:4) in NIV, but TNIV has

reverted rightly to the more literal translation.
26The Greek verb here is ambiguous, and both interpretations have their supporters. Other texts in the Gospels support both possibilities.

The parallelism with “the time has come” favors the former view; see, for example, Gundry, Mark, pp. 64–66. In some texts the
kingdom is a future entity (Mk 9:1), whereas in others it is a present reality (Mt 10:7 par. Lk 10:9, 11; Mt 12:28 par. Lk 11:20; Lk
17:21; Mk 4:26–32). Probably the majority of scholars hold that the kingdom must be seen as both present and future, and try to find
some way of expressing this paradox, for example, that the kingdom has been inaugurated but is still to be consummated.

27William R. Telford, The Theology of the Gospel of Mark  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 67–88, esp. pp. 76,
87.

28F. B. Watson, “The Social Function of Mark’s Secrecy Motif”, JSNT 24 (1985): 49–69, has argued that the secrecy is to be
explained in terms of double predestination whereby the nonelect are kept from understanding the gospel and responding to it. This
explanation seems to fall down on the passages where the gospel is proclaimed widely and it is implied that whosoever will may
come (Mk 1:14–15). The secret of the kingdom is given to those who have already become disciples, and the interpretation of the
parable of the sower is cast in terms of human response and satanic opposition rather than in terms of divine predestination; no
theory of predestination is developed elsewhere in the Gospel.

29In New Testament scholarship the problem of the messianic secret is constituted by the claim that the presentation of Jesus keeping
his messiahship and associated matters a secret is historically improbable (e.g., how could the resuscitation of Jairus’s daughter be
kept quiet? What was the point of telling the demons not to reveal who Jesus was after they had already blurted it out?). An
explanation of why Mark gave this purportedly improbable presentation is that it was intended to conceal the alleged historical fact
that Jesus never claimed to be Messiah, but his later followers believed that he was the Messiah; this lack of an essential piece of
evidence for his messiahship was covered up by the unhistorical presentation that he did claim to be the Messiah but did not let
anybody know. For various reasons this kind of explanation (associated above all with W. Wrede) is untenable. Nevertheless, the
question remains as to why Mark has emphasized this “secrecy”. If we look for a historical explanation, the best view is still that
Jesus did not wish to be misleadingly known by a title that he understood in a radically different way from the common conception of
the Messiah as a military, national leader. But this may not fully explain why Mark emphasized the secret, especially in the light of its
much lesser role in Matthew and Luke.

30The title of “Lord”, which plays a significant part in postresurrection understanding of Jesus, has a minor role in Mark. When Jesus
uses the term in Mk 11:3, this is not apparently a self-reference; in Mk 12:36–37 it occurs in a theological discussion of the
relationship of the Messiah to David that is highly significant for future developments but stands isolated in the Gospel.

31For Mark and the other Evangelists “Son of Man” is a Greek phrase that refers to Jesus and is used only by him to refer to himself.
There is debate over the precise sense in which it was used in the original Aramaic spoken by Jesus and to what extent the usage is
original to him. Many scholars hold that it was a term of general application that could be used by a speaker to make statements true
of people in general and therefore of himself in particular, and it was so used by Jesus; however, (they say) in those texts where it is
used in statements that can refer only to the speaker, it is an addition made during the development of the gospel tradition. Others,
including myself, hold that it was used by Jesus to refer to himself and that the influence of Dan 7 was present at this stage. See I.
Howard Marshall, “Son of Man”, in DJG, pp. 775–81.

32That is to say, we do not find another series of statements about these events using some other term (contrast Lk 24:26, 46). In
particular the term I is not used in these statements.

33The term divine is notoriously ambiguous, although attention is seldom drawn to this, and we might be better to avoid its use. In such
a phrase as “divine voice” it refers to the voice of God, and a “divine messenger” is usually a messenger sent by God. But a “divine
figure” is usually a person who in some way shares the nature or status of God. “Divine sonship” means that the person in question
is in some sense a son of God (in contrast to a human being), but sometimes it means specifically that the person shares the nature
and status of God. The word divine (theios) is not part of the New Testament christological vocabulary.

34Telford, Theology, p. 37.
35See especially France, Gospel, pp. 497–546; cf. R. T. France, Matthew (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1985), pp. 343–49; N. T.

Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (London: SPCK, 1996), pp. 320–68.
36The wider reference of the term is clearer in Lk 14:25–35.
37A key passage in all of this discussion is Mk 8:31–33, where Jesus teaches his disciples that the Son of Man must suffer and be

raised and is reprimanded by Peter. But there is surely no way that this can represent a post-Easter attitude of Peter, since there
could then be no denying that Jesus had in fact been crucified.

38Telford, Theology, pp. 151–63.
39Note that the language of “hardening” is not taken over by Matthew and Luke.



4

THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW

 

It is appropriate to proceed to the Gospel of Matthew rather than to the Gospel of Luke immediately after
our treatment of the Gospel of Mark. In many ways Matthew is more similar to Mark than Luke is: Luke is
less tied to the text and structure of Mark and has placed his Gospel in the context of a broader treatment
of Christian beginnings. Matthew is more Jewish in outlook and to that extent closer to the ethos of Jesus
and the earliest Christians. It is easier to understand Luke after having seen how Matthew has treated the
story of Jesus, even though there are places where Luke may have an earlier outlook and account than
Matthew.1

Matthew’s Theological Story

Matthew’s theological story of Jesus is very close to that of Mark. He incorporates the vast majority of
the individual story items in Mark. He keeps broadly to the same order in his narrative as in Mark,
although there is a complex rearrangement of the material in the earlier chapters. He also sticks fairly
closely to Mark’s wording, although his tendency here is to abbreviate the accounts to some extent. The
total impact of the material in parallel with Mark in his narrative is thus very much the same as it is in
Mark, although the amount of additional material does cause us to see it in a different context, and there
are numerous small changes and additions that affect our understanding of it. Ideally, a proper treatment of
the theological story of Matthew and likewise of Luke should cover the whole account in the same way
and with the same detail as in the case of Mark, but this would take up a considerable amount of space
and also inevitably entail a lot of repetition of their common emphases. Practically, the way forward will
be to note the similarities and differences by comparison with Mark.

The basic structure of the Gospel is much the same as in Mark. It is noteworthy that Matthew uses the
same form of words, “From that time on Jesus began to” in Matthew 4:17 and Matthew 16:21, and that
this formula occurs at the beginning of Jesus‘ proclamation of the message of the kingdom2 and at the point
where he begins to teach his disciples about his imminent death. This suggests that Matthew shares the
same basic theological two-part structure that Mark has in his Gospel, where the first part reveals who
Jesus is and the second explains that he must suffer.3 Another structure, however, is imposed on top of this
one. This is a narrative structure that gives an alternation of action and discourse.4

The birth, baptism and temptation of Jesus. Matthew differs from Mark in providing a lengthy
preface to the Gospel by the inclusion of the story of the birth of Jesus (Mt 1–2). This account contains
two elements. It commences with a genealogical tree for Jesus, which begins with Abraham and traces the
line that leads to the kings of Judah and on to Zerubbabel, and then through a series of otherwise unknown
names until we reach Joseph, the husband of Jesus’ mother, Mary. On the way through, four women are
mentioned (Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Uriah’s wife, Bathsheba) who had irregular unions or were non-
Jews. The effect of the genealogy is to root Jesus in the Jewish people and in its royal line, and to prepare
the way for his irregular birth and for the inclusion of Gentiles in the people of God.5

Then Matthew relates that Mary was found to be with child and that it was revealed to Joseph in a
dream that this had come about by the Holy Spirit, with the clearly intended implication that Mary had not



committed adultery or fornication with any other man. The child would be named Jesus, meaning “the
Lord saves”, and his birth would fulfill the Old Testament prophecy of a child of a virgin to be called
Immanuel, meaning “God [is] with us”. At the outset, therefore, Jesus is placed in the royal line of Judah,
which strongly suggests that he is the Messiah, his role has to do with saving people from sin, and his
presence is tantamount to that of God himself. This royal element is continued in the ensuing account of
the birth and its aftermath, where the magi understand the child to be the king of the Jews, and Herod
assumes that this is the “Christ”. The motif that Jesus is the Son of God emerges almost incidentally in the
story of the flight to Egypt with its “fulfillment” of Hosea 11:1. The rest of Jesus’ childhood and youth is
passed over without comment.

Matthew is now ready to pick up the story of the adult life of Jesus at the same point where Mark
begins, namely, with the activity of John the Baptist and Jesus’ baptism by him (Mt 3). The account
illustrates well how Matthew works on his story. First, by including material from his other sources, such
as the fuller account of the preaching of John (Mt 3:7–10, 14–15), he puts a greater stress on the judgment
that awaits those who do not repent of their sins and voices a certain skepticism about the intentions of the
Pharisees and Sadducees who came for baptism, both of which are themes that will recur. Second, he
makes slight changes in the account given by Mark, such as the substitution of “This is my beloved son”
for “You are  my beloved son”, which has the effect of turning a saying addressed primarily to Jesus in
Mark into a public proclamation.

Similarly, Mark’s very brief note that Jesus was tempted by Satan is replaced by a lengthier account
of three attempts by the devil to tempt Jesus to disobey and distrust God (Mt 4:1–11). The resolute
resistance and triumph of Jesus emerge more clearly in this alternative account.

The manifesto of the teacher. The preliminaries over, Matthew takes up the story of the work of
Jesus in Galilee (Mt 4:12–25). Here, as earlier in the story of his birth, Matthew sees some kind of
fulfillment of prophecy in the Old Testament and cites appropriate passages, usually with a specific
formula that says that what happened took place in order to fulfill the prophecy. The effect of these
citations is to show in some detail that significant events and activities in the life of Jesus correspond
with Old Testament prophecies and types.6 The message of Jesus is summarized even more briefly than in
Mark as “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near” (Mt 4:17).7 The element of fulfillment in
Mark’s account of the message is contained in the preceding scriptural quotation from Isaiah 9:1–2. The
command that identifies the message as good news (“gospel”) and calls for belief in it is dropped but is
effectively present in the following summary account of the mission of Jesus “proclaiming the good news
of the kingdom and healing” (Mt 4:23).

Whereas Mark goes straight on into a set of episodes that would fill out this summary and that lead
fairly quickly into the conflict raised by Jesus’ teaching and healings, Matthew now places well up front
the first of the five lengthy accounts of the teaching of Jesus that are so characteristic of this Gospel. By so
doing he emphasizes that Jesus is a teacher who is at the same time a healer rather than vice versa. The
Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5–7) is a carefully structured piece, extending to ninety-eight verses; it
corresponds with a much briefer account in Luke 6:20–49 that runs to only thirty verses, although some of
Matthew’s material in his sermon is paralleled elsewhere in Luke. This procedure indicates the
importance to Matthew of presenting the teaching of Jesus at length and in a reasonably systematic kind of
way. As we saw, there is something similar in Mark 4 and Mark 13, but Matthew has gone much further in
this respect.

The material is addressed to a group that comprises the crowds and the disciples of Jesus, the former
term indicating those as yet uncommitted to him and his message, while the latter are those who have
some kind of commitment, including some whose commitment may be very partial or nominal. It is
striking, then, that the teaching is essentially for the followers8 in that it includes the promises of Jesus to
those who follow him but majors on the kind of conduct that is required by God of those who respond to



the message of the kingdom of God. This is teaching for disciples, which at the same time is a summons to
those not yet committed to Jesus and a glimpse into what they are letting themselves in for. In this way
Matthew focuses on the kind of behavior that should be characteristic of disciples. Although Matthew is
not lacking in material about the gracious, saving action of God, this sermon is a full-scale account of
what is involved in repentance, a new way of life for those who respond to the message of Jesus.

Although the sermon is concerned with behavior rather than belief, nevertheless it makes theological
assumptions and has theological implications. These must be briefly noted.

1. The kingdom of heaven is possessed by those who are poor in spirit and are persecuted for the
sake of righteousness (Mt 5:3, 10). This means that they enjoy the benefits that are associated with the
reign of God. Yet the other Beatitudes spelling out the promises in detail are in the future tense (Mt 5:4–9,
11–12). This recognizes the realities of the situation that the promises are not yet completely fulfilled but
will be in the future. Nevertheless, the kingdom assuredly belongs here and now to the poor in spirit and
there is certainly some sense in which it is already present and its blessings are already real (Mt 12:28).

2. Jesus asserts that the law and the prophets are not abolished but fulfilled by him and emphasizes
the need for the practice and teaching of the least commandments in the context of the kingdom of heaven
(Mt 5:17–20). He then proceeds to go through a number of commandments, all taken from the law, and
gives teaching that takes them on to a higher level; if some of them are made redundant (e.g., Mt 5:38–39),
the redundant command still remains in force as a kind of safety net. These examples are not of “least”
commandments.9 It is clear that for Jesus, as understood by Matthew, the law remains in force for his
Jewish audience, but in the light of the antithetical teaching that follows it is the law as reinterpreted by
Jesus that is now to be kept.

3. Jesus emphasizes the goodness of God as the heavenly Father and his care (Mt 6:8, 25–34). The
teaching about his providential care is given in the context of encouragement for the disciples to trust in
him. This fits in with the consistent teaching of Jesus elsewhere in the Gospels according to which the
relationship of God as Father is always with those who are disciples and not with people in general.
Jesus never speaks of God as Father except to his disciples. The relationship is spiritual rather than being
based on creation.

4. The goodness of God is seen in the way that he answers prayer and gives good gifts to his children
(Mt 7:11). Here Matthew’s version differs from that of Luke, according to which God will give the Spirit
to those who ask him (Lk 11:13). It is unlikely that Matthew has changed an originally spiritual gift into
one that is not so, and more probable that he has a more general expression that is primarily spiritual but
does not exclude other kinds of answers to prayer.

5. The end of the sermon emphasizes the importance of obedience to the words of Jesus and to the
will of God. Implicit here is the equation of the sayings of Jesus with the will of God, but the key point is
that the Christian life is a matter of obedience and not just of faith. The sermon, accordingly, places
together total faith in the goodness of God who answers prayer and total obedience to his will, which
does not relax the commandments but rather lifts them to a higher plane of fulfillment that goes beyond
simply obeying the letter of the law.

The sermon, then, expands the message that invites people to repent, and it does so by exhibiting the
promises and the demands given to those who have accepted the message of the kingdom. In short, what
an ongoing conversion to the way of Jesus entails is set in the context of God’s fatherly care for disciples.

The mission of Jesus—and his disciples. After this manifesto Matthew basically uses the next two



chapters of the Gospel (Mt 8–9) to cover some of the stories of Jesus’ activity that we find in the early
chapters of Mark (Mk 1–5) but without adhering too closely to Mark’s order. Where Mark has used some
of this material to illustrate the build-up of opposition to Jesus (Mk 2:1–3:6), Matthew appears to be less
interested in this motif (but cf. Mt 9:34), and the stress is rather on the remarkable character of Jesus as
healer, in accordance with prophecy (Mt 8:17), on his calls to discipleship and on his growing reputation.
This comes to a climax at the end of Matthew 9, where the work is becoming too great for one person to
accomplish. At this point, therefore, we hear that Jesus has appointed twelve disciples and now sends
them out to extend his mission.

This sending is the occasion for the second main teaching section in the Gospel (Mt 10:5–11:1),
which is concerned with instructions, warnings and encouragements for those engaged in mission.
Although the teaching begins with material directly relevant to the mission of the Twelve there and then
(Mt 10:5–15),10 it becomes the locus in Matthew’s systematic presentation of Jesus’ teaching for bringing
in other material that was more relevant to the disciples in the post-Easter situation (Mt 10:16–42).

The most remarkable features in the discourse are two verses peculiar to Matthew. In Matthew
10:5–6 the disciples are instructed not to go the Gentiles or to the Samaritans but to the lost sheep of
Israel. The need for this command arises out of the realities of the geography: Galilee was heavily
populated with Gentiles and was adjacent to Samaria, through which people would travel to Jerusalem.
Theologically the mission has as its priority Israel and specifically the needy people in it (the
marginalized and the poor). All the evidence points to the fact that the historical Jesus did focus his
mission on the Jews, as the embarrassing incident in Mt 15:21–28 (note Mt 15:24 par. Mk 7:24–30)
indicates. At the same time, there is an openness to Gentiles throughout the Gospel that indicates that for
Matthew this limitation was confined to the mission of Jesus and was not binding on the early church.
Consequently, although this chapter brings together teaching relevant for disciples on mission, the horizon
at this point remains basically that of the lifetime of Jesus.

But the horizon is fuzzy. The thought of persecution in the Gentile world arises in Matthew 10:18–
20, where Matthew has incorporated material from Mark 13. Then we have the puzzle of a second verse
peculiar to Matthew (Mt 10:23), where the disciples are told that they will not finish going through the
cities of Israel before the Son of Man comes. This saying appears to refer to the future coming of the Son
of Man that is attested elsewhere in the Gospels and states that the task facing the disciples to Israel is too
great to be completed before this final event; it would presumably envisage a mission that extends beyond
the time of Jesus, and the Evangelists have no difficulties about Jesus being able to foretell events after
his death. The statement would appear to be placed within the context of ongoing mission, and not of the
immediate short-term mission of the disciples. This is certainly an odd statement in that the number of
cities of Israel was not all that many, unless we are meant to include the many cities in the Diaspora
where Jews lived. It is also odd in that, if it refers to the postresurrection period, it retains the restriction
to Jewish cities. The best explanation is that of W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison Jr., who hold that
Matthew saw in this saying a prophecy of the parousia of the Son of Man that would occur before the
disciples had concluded their mission to the world, including Israel.11 The saying is intended to be
encouragement to those who experience persecution while on mission, and it reassures them that the Son
of Man will come while they are still engaged on their task.12

The growth of opposition and division. The next section is also devoted to the activities of Jesus,
principally to his teaching and the varied reactions to it (Mt 11–12). It contains Q material that is
concerned with Jesus’ relationship to John the Baptist and the contrast between the rejection that he found
in the cities of Galilee and the acceptance of God’s message by the disciples. Then it picks up the
material in Mark 2–3 that was passed over earlier in the Gospel, supplementing it with Q material. In this
section the opposition from the Pharisees, culminating in a murderous plot, is thematic.

Within this section it is noteworthy that the Evangelist now calls Jesus the “Christ” (Mt 11:2),



thereby implicitly answering affirmatively the question of John the Baptist, “Are you the one who was to
come?” Jesus’ answer to the question refers to his mighty works and sees them as fulfilling what was
prophesied in Isaiah 35 concerning the future era when God comes.13 In a difficult saying a contrast is
drawn between the previous era of the prophets and the law and the new era in which the kingdom of
heaven is active (Mt 11:12–13).14 John is identified clearly as the latter-day Elijah of Malachi 4:5–6.

The nature of God’s work through Jesus is illumined in the important saying in which Jesus
comments on the way in which God as Father reveals himself through the Son to those to whom the Son
chooses to reveal him and then issues a general invitation to all who are burdened to come to him (Mt
11:25–30). This saying is significant for christology and for soteriology. As it stands, it clearly identifies
Jesus as the Son, standing in the kind of exclusive, close relationship to the Father that is much more fully
developed in the Gospel of John.15 It also indicates that knowledge of God and his will is mediated
through Jesus. This is linked with the fact that the wise people of this world have failed to know God (cf.
1 Cor 1:18–25); God reveals himself to the “little children” who are prepared to be taught.

The following chapter (Mt 12) then in effect deals with this closed attitude of the Pharisees, who fail
to appreciate what God is doing. Their opposition stands in complete contrast with that of the people
healed by Jesus who recognized him as God’s agent. Two points arise here. First, Jesus warns the people
who are healed not to tell who he was (Mt 12:16). Here, as elsewhere (Mt 8:4; 9:30; 16:20; 17:9),
Matthew has the same motif of keeping secret the identity of Jesus as is found in Mark, but there are other
cases where Matthew has not preserved the motif, particularly with regard to the silencing of the demons.
The motif is thus not as prominent as in Mark, but it is certainly there. Second, Matthew again takes the
opportunity to cite Scripture that is fulfilled in the mission of Jesus, in this case with a full quotation of
Isaiah 42:1–4. The main point of the quotation is to stress the meek and quiet mission of the Lord’s
Servant in the power of the Spirit (cf. Mt 11:28–30; 12:28), but the quotation also carries two references
to the nations that indicate that the mission of Jesus is ultimately not confined to the Jewish people (cf. Mt
12:39–42).16

The third discourse section of the Gospel (Mt 13) comes appropriately at this point as an extended
comment on the way in which people respond, or fail to respond, to God’s message given by Jesus. It
contains an enlarged set of parables as compared with Mark 4. As in Mark, the first parable, that of the
sower, is told simply as a story, and only afterward does it emerge that it is parabolic of the kingdom of
heaven. The remaining parables are all cases of “the kingdom of heaven is like” and invite the readers
more directly to get beyond the story to the reality presented by it. It is significant that in the explanation
of the parable of the sower there is a stress on the need for understanding the message (Mt 13:23, picking
up on Mt 13:13, 15); as in Mark the disciples are regarded as having understood the message, whatever
may be said about their lack of understanding on other occasions. Also, as in Mark, there may be the
implication that Jesus began to speak in this way, which was not understood by everybody, only after
people had begun to reject his message. Matthew’s parables include two new ones, the tares and the
dragnet, both of which are explained to refer to the final judgment, at which the people of the kingdom or
“the righteous” will be glorified in the kingdom of God while the people of the evil one, those who cause
sin and do evil, will be cast into eternal fire. More than the other Evangelists, Matthew stresses this
element and uses strong language about the remorse and fury of the lost. At the same time, Matthew also
depicts the joy of those who find the kingdom for themselves, like somebody finding a hidden treasure or
a valuable pearl.17

The revelation of Jesus as the Messiah. In the next section devoted to the activity of Jesus, which
covers Matthew 13:53–17:27, Matthew follows Mark rather more closely. The minor differences vary in
significance. Thus Matthew 13:58 does not really paint Jesus’ inability to work healing miracles in
Nazareth any differently from Mark 6:5. A glance at a Synopsis shows that a good many differences are



due simply to abbreviation. But there are also additions. The story of Jesus walking on the sea now
includes the incident of Peter trying to emulate Jesus and failing. And where the disciples in Mark are
filled with amazement and do not understand what is going on, in Matthew they worship Jesus as the Son
of God. The element of “secret epiphany”, which some scholars have traced in Mark, is thus all the
stronger here.

In Matthew 15 there is some rearrangement of the material that may simply be in the interests of
greater clarity. Opinions differ whether there is significance in the omission of Mark’s comment that what
Jesus said had the effect of declaring all foods clean (Mk 7:19). This is sometimes thought to fit in with a
greater tendency to see Jesus as keeping the Jewish law and criticizing the Pharisees more for their failure
to keep their own law and for their misinterpretation of it than for emphasizing the importance of the law.
But it is rather more probable that Matthew is simply abbreviating Mark, and that his addition in Matthew
15:12–14 sufficiently indicates his rejection of the principle that foods can make people unclean.18

But the most important new material in this section comes in Matthew 16, in the section where Jesus
asks his disciples who they think that he is. Peter’s reply, “You are the Christ”, is supplemented by the
words “the Son of the living God” (Mt 16:16) and is followed by the lengthy saying of Jesus that
comments that it is God who has revealed this to him, and then by the saying about Peter being the rock on
which Jesus will build his church. The first part of this statement is not surprising in the light of Matthew
11:25–27, where it is the Father who reveals the Son to human beings. The second part is most plausibly
interpreted as an identification of Peter as the rock.19 Only here and in Matthew 18:18 does the term
church (ekklēsia) occur in the Gospels. Its presence fits in with an interest in the Gospel in the disciples
as forming a new community that is perhaps more pronounced than in the other Gospels; this community is
obviously to be identified with the ongoing community of which Matthew and his readers were part. The
same link is achieved by Luke through his compilation of his second volume.20

Peculiar to Matthew are the two following statements. First, the church will be invincible against all
opposition. The “gates of Hades” is a reference to the powers of the underworld, which will attack the
church.21 The metaphor of the gate continues with a reference to Peter receiving the keys of the kingdom
of heaven. The authority that Jesus has to “open the kingdom of heaven to all believers” is extended to his
disciple. It is explicated in terms of teaching authority, so that Peter stands over against the Pharisees
whose teaching is rejected. This is the strongest form of statement in which Jesus hands on his own
authority for the future to his disciples. It is important that the same statement about “binding and loosing”
is made to all the Twelve in Matthew 18:18. The whole paragraph is crucial for its teaching that the
church is in effect the new Israel, established by Jesus; the kingdom has been taken from its old leaders
and given to a new people who will produce the appropriate harvest (Mt 21:43).22

The community of disciples. We can move straight from this section to the fourth teaching section in
Matthew 18.23 Here Matthew starts from the conversation about true greatness in the kingdom of heaven
that he found in Mark 9:33–50. He sharpens it up by some omission of material and proceeds to bring
together other teaching by Jesus that has to do with disciples in community. There is a stress on the
importance of the “little ones”, who must be humble believers rather than children (so also in Mt 11:25),
that reminds us of Paul’s urging the “strong” to show concern for the “weak” (1 Cor 8–10). Matthew’s
version of the parable of the lost sheep is oriented to the duty of disciples to care for erring believers
rather than, as in Luke 15, to the justification of Jesus’ mission to the tax collectors and sinners who typify
the unconverted. In the second half of the chapter the problem of internal disputes between disciples
occurs, and a procedure is established that aims to bring about recognition of one’s fault and consequent
reconciliation.24 At the same time, the importance of cleansing the church of faults and disputes is
recognized. This procedure may seem to stand in contradiction to the principle established by the parable
of the wheat and the tares. However, in the parable the field is the world, not the church, and no



interpretation is given to the instruction to the farm workers to let wheat and tares grow together until the
harvest; this detail is simply part of the scenery in the story and does not have any parabolic significance.

To the action of the congregation is attributed the same authority as was given to Peter.25 A further
reinforcement of the congregation’s action is conveyed in the next statement, which assures a gathering of
even two believers that their prayers will be answered; this is because if they gather together in the name
of Jesus, he is with them and his prayers reinforce theirs (Mt 18:19–20). It is the Synoptic equivalent of
John 16:23–24.

The procedure for dealing with faults by giving three opportunities for repentance to the offender is
now followed by an instruction to the offended person to be prepared to forgive seventy-seven times. This
teaching is reinforced by a parable whose meaning is dazzlingly obvious, provided we remember that in
the language of parables “a king” is a fairly sure pointer to God. If this were not obvious in itself, the
reference to a debt of ten thousand talents shows that we are not dealing with the real world of human
beings.

This chapter demonstrates more than any other, perhaps, the pastoral aspects of Matthew’s theology
and his insight into the sheer grace of God toward sinners.26

Jesus teaches in Jerusalem. With this discourse we reach the end of the Galilean mission of Jesus;
Matthew 19:1 marks the shift to Judea and Jerusalem, and from this point Matthew again runs parallel to
Mark. There are a few significant differences. In Matthew 19:28–29 the promise that the disciples will be
recompensed in the age to come for their self-denial in this age is supplemented by the saying (also found
in Lk 22:28–30) that those who have followed Jesus will sit on twelve thrones judging the twelve tribes
of Israel when the Son of Man comes. This saying is important as showing that the mission of Jesus is
concerned with the renewal of Israel in the new age.

A second insertion is the parable of the workers in the vineyard (Mt 20:1–16), which reinforces the
message about the grace of God that is given to those who need it rather than to those who deserve it.
Such a parable as this, of course, is told to those who think that they especially deserve God’s favor
rather than to those who need it; it displays important resemblances to the parable of the two sons in Luke
15.27 The same theme recurs later in the Matthean parable of the two sons (Mt 21:28–32).

Meanwhile, Jesus approaches ever closer to Jerusalem, and the shadow of the cross begins to
become more pronounced, reminding the disciples that there will be no crowns or thrones for them
without first drinking the cup of suffering with Jesus.28 Yet there is a sense in which Jesus enters
Jerusalem as already its king; it is Matthew who cites Zechariah 9:9 in connection with the entry and thus
aligns himself with Luke and John in their identification of Jesus as the king—who is about to be rejected.
The crowds, however, recognize him only as a prophet (Mt 21:11), whereas the children in the temple
(cf. Mt 11:25!) recognize him as the “Son of David” (Mt 21:15).29

In the encounters with his opponents in Jerusalem, Matthew has a sharper form of the parable of the
tenants. For him it culminates in the hearers themselves drawing the conclusion as to what the owner of
the vineyard will do to the workers who murdered the son and thus laying themselves open to the
prophecy that the kingdom of God will be taken away from them and given to a people who will produce
the fruit (Mt 21:40–46). This is to be seen as a judgment primarily upon the Jewish leaders who will be
replaced by the church or its leaders as the overseers of the people of God.30

At this point Matthew inserts yet another parable, that of the wedding banquet, which is concerned
with the people who are invited into the kingdom of heaven (Mt 22:1–14); those originally invited make
light of the invitation, whereas a very mixed bag of people, good and bad, are brought in. Nevertheless, it
remains possible for people to come in and yet fail to show appreciation of their privilege; they are “in
but not of the kingdom”, and they will be uncovered at the final judgment. Matthew allows no
complacency among his Christian readers.



Matthew’s major intrusion in the story at this point is his enlargement of the warning given in Mark
12:37–40 against the scribes into an extended warning that then develops into a series of accusations
directed against the scribes and Pharisees, who are addressed as if they were present. Although the
concern is largely with their inconsistent behavior, which combined punctilious observance of certain
pious customs with a basic impiety, there are theological implications. There is a clear call to Jesus’
followers to be consistent in their way of life. There is also a replacement of the scribes by one teacher,
the Christ, and a denial of the title of “father” to human teachers. Coupled closely with this is an
insistence on the brotherhood of all believers and a call to all to act as servants of one another. Any
suggestion that the Twelve, for instance, have an exalted position because of their role (cf. Mt 19:28), is
firmly denied.

Closely connected with this discourse but clearly separate from it is the final discourse in the Gospel
that consists essentially of the teaching about the future in Matthew 24 (= Mk 13) supplemented by the
three parables in Matthew 25. Thus there is some ambiguity as to whether the fifth and final discourse in
the Gospel consists of Matthew 23–25 or simply of Matthew 24–25.31

Matthew 24 is fairly closely parallel to Mark 13, but it contains extra material from the Q tradition.32

Matthew emphasizes the danger that some among the disciples may be tempted to fall away. He also
comments that the coming of the Son of Man will be preceded by the appearance of his sign in heaven.33

Nevertheless, the coming of the last day will still be unexpected and unpredictable, and Matthew includes
strong warnings to disciples to be ready for that day and to live in such a way that they will not be caught
unawares and be liable to judgment instead of salvation.

This last point is developed in the three parables that follow. The first of them emphasizes the
danger of not being ready at the time. The second stresses the need to occupy the intervening time in
conduct that wins the Lord’s approval. Alongside the stress on grace and on reward for the undeserving,
there is still the recognition that entry into the kingdom is entry into a realm of service for God. The final
“parable” is, of course, not a parable but a pictorial description of the final judgment, which is in the
hands of the Son of Man, now clearly identified as “the king”. It emerges that service to the king is what
counts at the judgment, but this service is achieved by serving his brothers and sisters. On the one hand,
people who may think that they are the king’s servants but have failed to serve him because they did not
serve his people are condemned. On the other hand, people who did not realize that they were serving the
king in serving his people discover that they were serving him. Although the parable is commonly
interpreted to mean that people can serve God or Christ unawares, the point would rather seem to be
simply that the service of God or Christ takes place when the command to love one another and one’s
enemies is fulfilled, and the thought that this can happen unawares is not a point to be interpreted on its
own.34

The death and resurrection of Jesus. For the last time we read “When Jesus had finished saying all
these things”. The final part of the Gospel then traces the story of the passion and the resurrection. Little
needs to be said theologically about the former part of the story, since it is close to Mark and there are no
particularly significant changes.35 Thus, when Matthew’s version adds that the blood of Jesus is poured
out “for the forgiveness of sins” (Mt 26:28), this makes explicit what is implicit in the Markan account.

In the latter part of the story there are major matters to note. First, there is the story that at the death
of Jesus there was an earthquake and the bodies of dead holy people were raised to life and appeared
after Jesus’ resurrection to many people (Mt 27:52–53). Whether this is historical or not,36 it is
theological testimony to the fact that the death and resurrection of Jesus had decisive consequences for the
fate of the dead. Until this point the resurrection of dead people was little more than a hope based on such
prophecy as Daniel 12; now, it is claimed, there is a proleptic fulfillment of it.

Second, Matthew records the appearance of Jesus to the women who had visited the tomb (Mt 28:8–



10). The promise that the disciples would see him is accordingly fulfilled, and indeed more than fulfilled.
For the prophecy referred only to a sighting in Galilee to the disciples, but here there is already a
fulfillment to the women in Jerusalem.

And third, when the disciples do see Jesus in Galilee, it is a numinous experience on a mountain at
which they are moved to worship (Mt 28:16–20). The final words of Jesus to them are a declaration of
tremendous authority; the Son of Man is now in effect seated on his throne. Therefore, the disciples must
go now to all the nations and make disciples. They will baptize them in the combined name of the Father,
Son and Spirit. They will teach them to keep the commands of Jesus. And they are assured of the presence
of Jesus everywhere and for all time. Nothing could bring out more forcibly the supreme position of Jesus
alongside God the Father, and at the same time the fulfillment of the Emmanuel prophecy at his birth.

Theological Themes

In the second part of this discussion we endeavor to draw together what we have learned from our survey
of the Gospel’s theological story and to characterize the nature of the theology that is expressed by
Matthew.

Matthew’s understanding of Jesus. As in all the Gospels the center of Matthew’s theology is
Jesus. There is a clear understanding of Jesus as a genuine human being, but since it has no specific
vocabulary dedicated to it, this is much more a basic feature of the narrative that can be taken for granted
and therefore is in danger of being overlooked. In terms of designations for Jesus, Matthew’s christology
is not markedly different from that of Mark, with the same use of “Christ”, “Son of God” and “Son of
Man”. But there are differences or changes of emphasis. Whereas Mark began his Gospel simply by
designating its subject as Jesus Christ and the Son of God, Matthew has his birth narrative in which the
significance of these terms emerges more clearly. The name Jesus is associated with salvation, although
subsequently the theme is not really more prominent than in Mark.

The role of Jesus as Messiah is brought out by the quest of the magi and the equation that is made
between the Christ and the king of the Jews. As in Mark, the term king is prominent in the passion
narrative, but it is also used at the entry of Jesus into Jerusalem and especially with reference to his future
role at the judgment. The traditional role of the king or a messianic figure as a shepherd of the people is
taken over from Mark; it is to be traced in the motif of compassion for the shepherdless sheep in Matthew
9:36 (cf. Mk 6:34 in the context of the feeding of the five thousand),37 and is also present in the
description of the last judgment (Mt 25:32–33).

Particularly characteristic of Matthew is the identity of Jesus as “Son of David” that occurs in the
first verse of the Gospel and is used especially in connection with healings performed by Jesus (Mt 9:27;
12:23; 15:22; 20:30–31 par. Mk 10:47–48); clearly in this context the conversation in Matthew 22:41–46
is not meant to be construed as a denial by Jesus of this designation as inappropriate, but it is rather an
invitation to ponder the riddle of how David’s son can also be his lord. Moreover, the role of the Son of
David is seen to be significantly rewritten in the light of Jesus’ compassionate actions for the needy.38

The exalted position of Jesus is further underlined by the much greater frequency of use of the
address “Lord” (Kyrie), which is the normal address by sympathetic, committed people to Jesus,
sometimes corresponding to the use of “Rabbi” in Mark. Although this term need be no more than a basic
title of respect, the frequency of usage and the contextual indicators suggest that there is a rather greater
degree of reverence in its use. Several people who come to Jesus are said to show reverence to him
(proskuneō); this is the appropriate attitude to a king (Mt 2:2), and something of the same aura may
surround the subsequent uses.39 This motif reaches its climax in the final, postresurrection scene where
Jesus is worshiped by the Eleven and proclaims his absolute authority.

Matthew’s use of “Son of Man” is more prolific than Mark’s, basically because he has more sayings



of Jesus available to him. The general tendency that results is more of a stress on the identity of Jesus as
the coming Son of Man and as a figure who is rejected on earth.40

Similarly, the use of additional source material leads to the greater prominence of “Son of God” in
Matthew. The motif is implicit in the announcement of the birth of Jesus, which will take place by the
Holy Spirit, and then emerges in the quotation from Hosea 11:1 in Matthew 2:15. In Mark the title is used
only by nonhuman actors before the crucifixion, but in Matthew the disciples worship Jesus as the Son of
God after the stilling of the storm (Mt 14:33), and Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi includes this
phrase (Mt 16:16). Moreover, Matthew includes the explicit statement of Jesus about the relationship of
the Father and the Son and the latter’s role in revelation of the Father (Mt 11:25–27). For Matthew, then,
the recognition of Jesus as Son of God by human beings occurs more powerfully than in Mark, where it
does not emerge until the confession of the centurion after the death of Jesus (Mk 15:39).41

There has been some discussion as to whether the concept of Messiah or that of Son of God has
priority in Matthew’s christology.42 The debate is probably futile, and we should recognize that both lines
of thought are essential for a full understanding of the role and status of Jesus.43 Perhaps we are to see
some development in the Gospel. At the outset Jesus is principally the messianic Son of David, thus
emphasizing his role in relation to Israel, and his divine origin is stressed rather than his sonship. By the
end of the Gospel he is named in a trinitarian formula as the Son of God, thus emphasizing his cosmic
status for the world after the resurrection. But the difference is purely one of emphasis, and throughout the
Gospel both lines of thought are held together.

Over against this tendency to exaltation, however, must be placed the identification of Jesus as the
Servant of the Lord who works quietly and gently rather than by raising his voice (Mt 12:18–21, citing Is
42:1–4), and this is confirmed by the claim of Jesus to be gentle and humble (Mt 11:29; cf. Mt 21:5).44

According to David Hill, Matthew gives content to the concept of Jesus as Son of God by his
development of servanthood.45

The role of Jesus cannot be ascertained purely by a study of titles and designations. In particular, his
role as teacher and miracle worker is of central importance and is not tied to any one type of
christological designation. Two further possible aspects of his status that are not expressed in titles
require consideration here.

First, there is the question whether the Jewish figure of Wisdom is significant for Matthew’s
christology. There is no dispute that on occasion Jesus speaks in the manner of a wise teacher, using the
kind of sayings found in the wisdom tradition. Nor is there any dispute that Jesus is seen as an envoy
(child) of Wisdom in Luke 7:35. However, Matthew 11:19 has the same saying in the form: “wisdom is
proved right by her actions”, which has been taken to imply an identification of Jesus with Wisdom.46

There is also a puzzle with the saying of Jesus in Luke 11:49–51 which is said to emanate from “the
Wisdom of God”, who speaks in the first person; in Matthew 23:34–39, however, this saying is uttered by
Jesus himself. Does this mean that Matthew silently identified Jesus as Wisdom? Similarly, Jesus speaks
in a style that could be seen as typical of an utterance by Wisdom in Matthew 11:28–30, although we have
no precise parallel elsewhere to confirm this supposition.

These pieces of evidence have been sufficient to persuade some scholars that for Matthew Jesus is
seen in the role of Wisdom, but it is significant that there is no clear use of the term as a title, and it cannot
be said to play a major role in the Gospel compared with the other christological categories.47 Certainly
this identification would be appropriate in a Gospel that places so much stress upon Jesus as a teacher
and emphasizes the divine origin and authority of his sayings (cf. Mt 8:8). It would also be appropriate in
complementing the understanding of Jesus as the Son of God; in both cases we have a divine agent who is
close to God.

More significant is the fact that Jesus may be seen as a counterpart to Moses with an authority that



exceeds his.48 This understanding of Jesus as a new Moses does justice to the major place that teaching
has in the Gospel and fits in with the overall thrust of the Gospel as a work that is especially concerned
with the relationship of Christianity to Judaism.49

The gospel and Judaism. It is now appropriate to observe how Jesus and his mission are
understood within a Jewish context and in relation to Judaism in this Gospel. At the beginning of the
Gospel the genealogy insists that Jesus is a descendant of Abraham as well as of David. Many aspects of
his identity and his deeds, as well as of what happens to him, are related to prophecies in the Scriptures.
Of all the Evangelists it is Matthew who focuses most on this point by his frequent use of the formal
quotations introduced by such formulae as “This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet”.
There is no doubt that Matthew was responsible for this characteristic of his narrative, although some of
the material used was traditional. The feature is thus not original to Matthew, but he formalizes it in a way
that the other Evangelists do not. It is important for him to be able to show that Jesus fulfilled the
Scriptures. But why is it important? One element may be apologetic, to prove that Jesus is indeed the
expected deliverer, since his work corresponds with the job description provided by the prophets. That
this was an element in early Christian apologetic is apparent from such a passage as Acts 17:2–3. At the
same time, the usage enables the development of an understanding of the work of Jesus in terms of
prophecy and fulfillment. A plan of God is being worked out in history, and the effect is to see the work of
Jesus as the culmination of what God has been doing over the centuries past.

But to say this raises the question of the relation between the past and the present; more specifically
it raises the question of the Jews in relation to this plan.

Matthew, like the New Testament writers generally, works with a scheme of promise and fulfillment,
in which the coming of Jesus is seen as the fulfillment of the scriptural prophecies of the Messiah and the
coming era of divine blessing. The effect of this understanding is to produce a broad division of history
into two periods, that of the promise and that of the fulfillment. That Matthew shares this understanding is
to be seen especially from Matthew 11:12–13, where there is a distinction between the time up to John
the Baptist (when the Prophets and the Law were foretelling what would happen), and the period from
John the Baptist onward (during which the kingdom of heaven is active).

There is, however, considerable debate over the fine-tuning of this basic insight. In his well-known
discussion of Luke’s understanding of history Hans Conzelmann argued that an original Christian
understanding of time as divided into the past age and new age, with the assumption that the coming of
Jesus heralded the imminent arrival of the new age, was reinterpreted by Luke into a scheme of three
periods. The time of preparation was followed by the time of Jesus, which in turn is followed by the time
of the church. In this way, Luke dealt with the problem caused by the increasing time gap between the
coming of Jesus and the coming of the final consummation by interpolating the time of the church and by
regarding the coming of Jesus as marking “the middle of time” rather than the inauguration of the end of
time.50

Inevitably, the question has arisen as to whether Matthew shares a similar understanding of history.
And if so, does he think basically in terms of two eras (promise and fulfillment) or of three (the times of
Israel, Jesus and the church)? Or should we adopt a more complicated understanding with as many as five
periods?51 All things considered, it is probable that in Matthew, as in Luke, we should see a basic
distinction between the time of promise and that of fulfillment ment but recognize that within the period of
fulfillment there is an obvious subdistinction between the time of Jesus’ ministry, which inaugurates the
new age of the kingdom of heaven, and the time of the church, which continues what Jesus inaugurated.52

John P. Meier argues strongly that for Matthew the death and resurrection of Jesus mark the key stage in
the coming of the new age, with the apocalyptic events surrounding the resurrection of Jesus and the
acknowledgment of Jesus as Son of God by the Gentile centurion and those with him.53



Closely associated with this question is that of the relationship of the Jews to the church. The scheme
of the times of promise and fulfillment need in itself be no more than simply an account of the stages in the
outworking of God’s initiative for the salvation of the peoples of the world. But clearly there is a parallel
problem raised by the existence of Israel as the people of God in the period of promise and the
establishment of the church as the people who believed that the promises were being fulfilled in them.
How are Israel and the church related? Or, more precisely, how are the Jews in the time of Jesus and the
church related to the people of God? And linked with this are the important questions of the place of the
Gentiles in the church and its mission, and the continuing validity or otherwise of the law of Moses.

The law and the new righteousness. By physical descent the Jews were the descendants of the
people to whom the promises had been made in the Scriptures. Equally they were the people who had
inherited the law of Moses, which they still regarded as binding. Then we have to remember that the
Gospel was written at a time when a church had developed that included Jewish and Gentile Christians.
Judaism certainly allowed for the entry of proselytes,54 but on nothing like the scale on which Gentiles
had flooded into the early church and certainly only on the understanding that they would accept the law of
Moses in full. And, further, Judaism was dominated at the popular level by the attempts of the Pharisaic
party to encourage minute observance of the law on all the people and not just on the priests. As we have
already noted, these issues can be detected as part of the agenda in the Gospel of Mark, but they come to
special prominence in Matthew. Scholars, to be sure, are divided over whether Matthew is a Jewish-
Christian or a Gentile-Christian Gospel. Suffice it to say that the evidence is puzzling, but there are far
fewer puzzles if the former solution (which is the majority view) is adopted. On the whole, it is more
plausible that the author is a Jewish Christian who writes the Gospel with the situation that has just been
sketched very much in his mind.55

How, then, does the Gospel deal with these issues?
Jesus and the law of Moses. The teaching of Jesus was given historically to a Jewish audience, and

there was little direct contact with Gentiles. Therefore, Jesus could naturally assume the context of Jewish
piety and speak to people on the assumption that they continue to carry out Jewish religious practices (Mt
5:23–24; 6:1–17). It would have been anachronistic to do otherwise. His discussion of divorce is often
thought to have been put in the context of the well-known scribal dispute over the grounds for divorce (Mt
5:31–32; 19:3). In this context the abolition of the law of Moses does not arise.56

Jesus can also tell his audience to obey what the scribes and the Pharisees tell them to do (Mt 23:2–
3; cf. how approval is apparently given to the tithes on spices, Mt 23:23). This is frankly puzzling, for it
stands in some tension with the rest of Jesus’ teaching and even with the next verse, where the teaching of
the scribes is characterized as “heavy loads”; moreover in Matthew 15:1–11 the tradition of the elders is
contrasted with the command of God. One possibility is that Matthew 23:2–3 is heavily ironic. Another
possibility is that Jesus is contrasting the reading of the law of Moses by the scribes and Pharisees with
the way in which they interpreted and practiced it.57

Radicalizing the law. As already noted, Matthew records the teaching of Jesus that divides the
history of God’s dealings with his people into two stages, the period of the law and the prophets, and the
time of the action of the kingdom of heaven (Mt 11:12). The former period is also the period of the giving
of the law, which is understood here not as a way of salvation but rather as an expression of the way in
which the people of God ought to live. Jesus’ teaching about the law is twofold. On the one hand, he
opposes the development of the tradition of the elders insofar as this was to be seen as in reality contrary
to the command of God.58 On the other hand, he developed his own teaching, which went beyond the law
in its radical exposure of the need for obedience from the heart. Thus the law limited revenge to “an eye
for an eye”; Jesus leaves that limit standing but insists that people should not take revenge at all and in
that situation the law would be superfluous. The law forbade adultery; once again that law remains in



force, but if people were to overcome lustful desires, the law would not be necessary. Where the law
commanded love to neighbors, Jesus extended it to love to enemies. The whole law can be said to hang on
the two great commandments to love God and your neighbor and your enemy. Thus the law is both
internalized and radicalized. It is not abolished but is to be seen as an embodiment of these two radical
commandments that involve people’s motives as well as their outward behavior and that prioritize moral
behavior over against the carrying out of ritual and ceremonial (cf. Mt 9:13; 12:7, citing Hos 6:6). Rather,
then, the law is taken up into a new expression of the will of God as taught by Jesus, and at the end of the
Gospel the disciples are to teach people “to obey everything that I have commanded you”—with no
mention of the law.

Matthew gives a powerful impression of presenting the teaching of Jesus as a new law by the way in
which he puts Jesus’ teaching about the behavior of disciples up front and does so in a way which makes
him appear as standing over against Moses. This could mean that he presents Jesus as a second Moses,
giving a new Torah (based on the old, but going beyond it), or it could mean that he presents Jesus as
doing something different from Moses. On the whole, the former is more likely, provided we recognize
that what Jesus says is concerned with attitudes of the heart, and instruction about these is not “law” in the
normal sense of the term.59

In this connection an important element in Matthew’s vocabulary is righteousness and righteous.60

The godly people of the past (Mt 13:17; 23:35) and the present (Mt 13:43, 49; 25:37, 46) are
characterized as “righteous”, which means quite simply that they lived according to the will of God as
expressed in his commandments (as Lk 1:6 nicely puts it), even if they are persecuted for doing so (Mt
5:10). Matthew’s main emphasis appears to be that the task of John (Mt 21:32) and Jesus (cf. Mt 3:15) is
to teach and inculcate the way of life that is demanded by God’s will and is closely associated with the
kingdom of heaven (Mt 6:33). There has been considerable discussion of Matthew 5:6, 20. The latter
verse requires the hearers to do more (or better) righteousness than the Pharisees if they want to enter the
kingdom of heaven. This gives the impression that living righteously now is the condition or qualification
for future entry into the kingdom. And it is closely linked to the teaching that people must practice even the
least of the commandments. It is impossible that Jesus is going further down the line followed by the
Pharisees with their emphasis on the trivial commandments, unless he is saying that one must keep the
trivial commandments and also the major ones (as apparently in Mt 23:23); it seems more likely that Jesus
is emphasizing the importance of keeping the law as a whole, and uses rhetorical, that is, hyperbolical,
language to do so. In Matthew 5:6 the issue is whether hunger and thirst for righteousness is for the ability
to do what God commands, that is, to be what God wants them to be, or is for righteousness in the Pauline
sense of being accepted by God as “justified by faith”, or (most probably) is a cry for justice to be shown
to the oppressed (cf. Lk 18:3 for the motif). Matthew’s version of the Beatitudes is on the whole
concerned with things that God’s people do rather than (as in Luke) with needs that are supplied and
situations that are reversed, but this verse may be the exception to this generalization.

The practicability of a new way of life. The Gospels inculcate a radical code of behavior. The
Sermon on the Mount in particular has often been thought to be too impractical and perfectionistic to be
taken seriously, and it has even been suggested that its function is to show up human sinfulness rather than
to present a viable code of behavior. What the Gospels do not seem to do is to promise divine help in
living in the kingdom, such as we find in Paul’s teaching about the function of the Holy Spirit or the power
of the new life in union with the resurrected Lord. For Matthew the life and activity of Jesus is closely
related to the Spirit. The Spirit is active in his conception (Mt 1:18, 20) and comes upon Jesus at his
baptism (Mt 3:16), as prophesied by Isaiah (Mt 12:18). It is Matthew who records that Jesus cast out
demons by the power of the Spirit of God (Mt 12:28; Luke’s “by the finger of God” conveys the same
meaning), and this is confirmed by the saying in which Jesus regards blasphemy against the Holy Spirit as
an unforgivable sin, the reference in the context being to the denial that what Jesus was doing was done by



the power of the Spirit (Mt 12:31–32). But apart from the promise of baptism with the Holy Spirit and
fire (Mt 3:11) and Jesus’ promise that the Spirit of the Father would assist the disciples in times of
persecution (Mt 10:20), there is nothing about any kind of life in the power of the Spirit.61 What we do
have, however, is the promise of Jesus to be with his disciples (Mt 18:20; 28:20; cf. Mt 1:23), which
implies guidance for the church and enabling companionship on the task of mission and discipleship.
Implicit in this promise may be the ability to live life according to the commands of Jesus.

The kingdom of heaven. The teaching of Jesus about the kingdom of heaven focuses on this
righteousness or divinely willed behavior that its members should demonstrate. This raises the question
whether Matthew thinks of a future kingdom that is entered by those who are qualified to do so or of a
present kingdom in which its members behave in the ways that God commands. For Matthew the kingdom
is undeniably future in the sense that people will enter it in the future. At the same time it is powerfully at
work or powerfully opposed in the present time, and it grows like a tree or works like leaven; people can
be “people of the kingdom” here and now. It would be possible to interpret discipleship to mean that
people who follow Jesus and obey his teaching are disciples and will at a future time enter the kingdom,
rather than that genuine discipleship of Jesus is the same thing as being in the kingdom here and now.
Probably the decisive evidence is Matthew 23:13, which clearly refers to entry to the kingdom in the
present tense. We have to reckon with the present reality and the future hope of the kingdom as a realm
which people may be in.

The God of the kingdom. From the concept of the kingdom of heaven it is a natural step to consider
the place of God in the Gospel. God is the character who is most often neglected in studies of New
Testament theology. This is not surprising, given the fact that the prime purpose of the New Testament is
to express the missionary revelation of this God in Christ, with the risk that the emphasis may fall on the
agent of revelation rather than upon the person revealed. To be sure, Matthew does make reference to the
kingdom as the kingdom of the Son of Man (Mt 13:41; cf. the close link between the Son of Man as king
and the kingdom in Mt 25:31, 34). He immediately follows this with a reference to “the kingdom of their
Father” (Mt 13:43); there is evidently no conflict between these two expressions.

Archibald M. Hunter expressed the essential point neatly with his comment that “the King in the
Kingdom is a Father”, thereby indicating that it is within the new relationship of disciples to Jesus that
God is experienced as Father who cares for their needs (Mt 6:25–34).62 This characterization of God is
not unknown by any means in the Old Testament and Judaism, but it was only with the teaching of Jesus
that it became dominant to such an extent that the New Testament writers (such as Paul) can assume it as
the normal way of understanding God. Matthew’s Gospel more than Mark or Luke develops this new
evaluation of God as Father. Mark uses the term of God a mere four times (three times of God as the
Father of Jesus, and once of the heavenly Father of the disciples). Luke has it seventeen times. But
Matthew has it forty-four times, frequently of God as the Father of Jesus but also of God as the Father of
the disciples. It is probable that several of the references are due to Matthew using more widely an idiom
that was certainly present in his sources as Jesus’ characteristic way of speaking about God.

At the same time, the personal relationships into which God enters with disciples do not diminish his
greatness (Mt 5:34–35), and Matthew emphasizes his activity as judge who will act against all evil and
disobedience to his will. Matthew in fact holds together in a remarkable way the mercy and goodness of
God and his strict judgment. The language used to express the results of the latter is strong, with
references to the wicked being cast into outer darkness (Mt 8:12; 22:13; 25:30) or into the eternal fire of
Gehenna (Mt 5:22; 18:8–9; 25:41; cf. the parabolic imagery in Mt 3:10–12 [John the Baptist’s teaching];
7:19; 13:40, 42, 50). This language is not unparalleled in the other Gospels (Mk 9:43, 48; Lk 3:9, 16–17)
but on nothing like the scale in Matthew.

Israel and the church. In the light of all this, we can now see that the coming of Jesus constitutes a
new age in which the kingdom is at work and the Messiah is present. The leaders of the Jews were the



agents of God, and the kingdom belonged to them (Mt 21:43) in the sense that they had jurisdiction over it.
But this jurisdiction will be taken from them and given to another group of people. Matthew speaks as if
there is only one kingdom, and what takes place is a change in the people to whom it is promised. The
Jewish leaders have forfeited that right. Had they responded positively to the Messiah it is conceivable
that they might have sat on thrones ruling the twelve tribes of Israel. But that possibility never arose. It is
the attitude to Jesus and his teaching that is decisive; as Luke’s version states, Jesus is the stone over
which people stumble and fall, and equally he is the stone that falls on people and destroys them (Lk
20:18).

The new people of the kingdom are, of course, the disciples of Jesus. Despite the fact that Jesus
came for the lost sheep of the house of Israel and forbade his disciples to go to non-Jews (Mt 10:5; cf. Mt
15:24), there are signs in plenty that Matthew envisaged this new people as including the Gentiles. This is
crystal clear in Matthew 24:14 and Matthew 28:19, which refer to a mission by the disciples in the future.
It is also indicated by the fact that Matthew records material that points to the openness of the Messiah to
the Gentiles: the visit of the magi, right up front in the Gospel; the prophecy of many coming from east and
west into the kingdom (Mt 8:11); the mission of the Servant (Mt 12:18–21, especially Mt 12:18, 21);
Jesus’ eventual response to the Canaanite woman (Mt 15:21–28); the judgment on the sheep and the goats,
which deals with people from “all the nations” (Mt 25:31–46). Consequently, the restriction of Jesus’
mission and that of the disciples to the Jews can be understood only as a case of priorities and hardly of
strategy.63 Elsewhere in the New Testament some writers see a divine necessity for the kingdom to be
proclaimed first of all to those to whom it had originally been promised; the Jews are “the subjects [sons]
of the kingdom” (Mt 8:12),64 and Jesus is concerned with the renewal of the people of God, which is then
enlarged by being opened to all nations. If there is a rationale for the inclusion of the nations, it will lie in
the biblical picture of the role of the Servant and of God’s own people in being a light to the nations.

Further evidence that Matthew saw the kingdom of heaven as already present is to be seen in Jesus’
teaching about the church. Matthew uses this term in two passages. In the latter (Mt 18:17) it evidently
refers to a limited, local group of people, and in a Jewish context this could simply be a synagogue
community. However, to Christian readers the word would undoubtedly signify a Christian congregation.
This is particularly so, since this reference comes after the earlier one in Matthew 16:18, where the
language is of a different kind. Here Jesus founds an ekklēsia that has a cosmic role in that it has the
powers of death arrayed against it, and it or its leaders has the key that controls entry to the kingdom of
heaven. As envisaged by Jesus, this community may have been small and insignificant by human
standards, but in the light of the parables of the mustard seed and the leaven it is set for stupendous
growth. Moreover, Matthew is concerned about how people relate to one another within this community.
As we have seen, Matthew 18 is concerned with the relationships between disciples and specifically the
pastoral concerns that people should not fall away and that it should be necessary to thrust them out. It can
be presumed that the church and the disciples are the same entity. Nevertheless, the future tense may
suggest that the church did not come into being until it was established under the leadership of Peter and
the rest of the Twelve.

For Matthew, Israel finds its future in the church, the people who recognize that the Messiah has
come. It is the sole entity that continues into the future; there cannot be any place for another church, which
will withstand the onslaught of Hades. The position of the Twelve on their thrones as the judges of Israel
indicates that the present leadership of Judaism have had their rule over the kingdom taken away from
them. This does not mean that there is no future for Jews in the kingdom or that the church’s mission goes
solely to the Gentiles. The church or the new Israel consists of believing Jews and Gentiles; the disciples’
mission is to all nations, which includes the Jewish nation. As Donald A. Hagner puts it, “The church
does not take the place of Israel; rather Israel finds its true identity in the church”.65



Conclusion

Matthew’s theology is accordingly concerned very much with establishing the relationship of Jesus and
the church to Judaism. His Gospel provides a foundation in the mission and teaching of Jesus for a church
composed of Jews and Gentiles, called to a mission to all nations, including Jews, and conscious of itself
as inheriting the gracious promises of God to his people in the Scriptures. It is probably a strongly
Jewish-Christian audience that he has in mind, and his Gospel indicates powerfully that the law given by
Moses is still valid in the sense that it has been taken up by Jesus and incorporated in his new teaching.
So paradoxically the law continues to be valid, but only in the new form in which it is taught by Jesus.66

At the end of our discussion of Mark we endeavored to characterize his theology by analyzing it in
terms of its framework, central theme and the detailed outworking of the theme. What happens when we
attempt the same exercise for Matthew?

The framework of thought in Matthew appears to be essentially the same as in Mark, but Matthew is
more overtly concerned with the Jewish people.

Matthew’s main theme is the teaching of Jesus as the announcement of the coming of the kingdom of
heaven, which requires a new way of life from its members, seen in a rejection of false religion and its
replacement by a radical obedience to God’s law expressed in love and compassion.

Analyzing this in greater detail and implicitly comparing it with Mark’s presentation, we note the
following significant elements.

1. Matthew underlines the way in which Jesus saw the people in their needy condition and attacked
their religious leaders for their failure to carry out the religion that they taught.

2. Jesus demonstrated the presence of the rule of God by his powerful acts of healing and
compassion. He understood the character of God in terms of fatherhood toward those who respond to the
good news of the kingdom of heaven.

3. Jesus’ role is seen as a combination of being Messiah and Son of God in virtue of his birth, but he
also functions like a new Moses in authoritatively teaching people God’s law and as the humble yet
powerful Servant of the Lord. He is seen as mediating the presence of God to people, and he himself is
present spiritually with his followers (presumably this is a promise for the postresurrection period).

4. Jesus gathers followers and intends to raise up an ekklēsia on the foundation of his first followers.
He anticipates the development of community life among them.

5. The Gospel looks forward to the ongoing mission to bring in Gentiles as followers of Jesus,
although Jesus tended to restrict his activity and that of his earthly followers to the Jewish population.
Although Jesus stated that the leadership of God’s people would be taken from its present Jewish leaders,
believing Jews still have their place in the new people of God.

6. The understanding of God’s will as love is intensified by the inclusion of enemies as proper
objects of love. There is also a stress on the need for true righteousness as opposed to empty piety.

7. The death of Jesus is seen as sacrificial and redemptive, leading to forgiveness of sins by God.

8. The reality of God’s final judgment, carried out by the Son of Man and issuing in eternal bliss or
condemnation, is emphasized.



Such a brief summary runs the risk of caricature. Nevertheless, it may suffice to indicate how the
theology of Matthew essentially incorporates that of Mark but goes beyond it in significant ways.
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Matthew is offered by R. T. France, Matthew: Evangelist and Teacher  (Exeter: Paternoster, 1989), pp. 50–80, but most scholars hold that
while this is possible, the arguments remain inconclusive.
2Instead of “kingdom of God” Matthew has the alternative form “kingdom of heaven” in nearly every case. This appears to be nothing more
than a stylistic variant reflecting perhaps Jewish usage, although the phrase is not attested in Judaism before Johanan ben Zakkai; see W. D.
Davies and D. C. Allison Jr., The Gospel According to St Matthew (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1997), 3:390–91.
3The theme of the rejection of Jesus is not absent from the first part of the Gospel (e.g., Mt 12:40), but it is not presented as explicitly as in the
second part.
4The precise details of this structure, which are a matter of some debate, are not of essential importance for a study of the theology of
Matthew.
5For Matthew, as for Luke, it is assumed that Joseph’s acceptance of Jesus as if he were his own son legally entitled him to belong to this
genealogy and so to be accounted as a descendant of David.
6Richard E. Menninger, Israel and the Church in the Gospel of Matthew (New York: Peter Lang, 1994), p. 71.
7The same message is attributed to John the Baptist in Mt 3:2.
8For example, Mt 5:13–16 can only be addressed to them.
9One might suppose that the term least is introduced with “commandments” in order to allow the play on words with “least in the kingdom of



heaven” and is not to be taken too strictly.
10Matthew here follows the teaching in Mk 6 together with parallel material from Q.
11Davies and Allison, Gospel, 2:187–92.
12There is a minor inconsistency with Mt 24:14 (cf. Mk 13:10), which states that the gospel must “first” be preached to all nations. The

inconsistency is resolved to some extent if “all nations” is not interpreted to mean “every single community”.
13The reference to Is 35 and other associated texts is implicit; there is no formal quotation. The significant point is that what is

prophesied there when God comes (Is 35:4) is understood to be fulfilled in the Messiah’s coming. Hence Jesus is indeed Immanuel.
14The saying is ambiguous, and scholarly opinions differ as to whether the kingdom “has been forcefully advancing” (NIV) or “has

been subjected to violence” (TNIV text; cf. NRSV text) and whether the “violent people” are straining to enter it (so apparently
NIV) or to oppose it (TNIV; NRSV). The current trend is to accept the latter options; see, for example, Donald A. Hagner,
Matthew 1–13 (Dallas: Word, 1993), pp. 306–7. Either way, the kingdom is clearly active.

15The relationship of the saying to the teaching of the historical Jesus is disputed. For a defense of its authenticity see Ben Witherington
III, The Christology of Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), pp. 221–28.

16For the implications of this quotation see David Hill, “Son and Servant: An Essay on Matthean Christology”, JSNT 6 (1980): 2–16 (9–
12), citing proposals by O. L. Cope; Richard Beaton, Isaiah’s Christ in Matthew’s Gospel  (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2002).

17The vocabulary of joy is almost absent from Mark (but see Mk 4:16).
18Cf. Menninger, Israel, pp. 124–26.
19But the view that the rock is the words of Jesus or the confession by Peter continues to find some support. See Chrys C. Caragounis,

Peter and the Rock  (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1990); for the more usual interpretation see, for example, Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 14–
28 (Dallas: Word, 1995), pp. 469–72.

20Mark knows that the disciples will reasssemble with Jesus in Galilee after his resurrection, but otherwise he is rather silent about the
church.

21Joachrm Jeremias, TDNT 6:924–28.
22Nevertheless, Matthew does not explicitly identify the church as the new Israel; for John P. Meier, The Vision of Matthew: Christ,

Church and Morality in the First Gospel (New York: Paulist, 1978), p. 55, it is Jesus who embodies the new Israel. France,
Matthew, pp. 206–13, sees Jesus and the church as the fulfillment of Israel.

23There is nothing distinctive in the rest of Mt 16–17 that requires special comment from a theological angle. Matthew remains fairly
close to Mark.

24The procedure described is reduced to essentials. It is assumed that the fault is clearly established. Opportunities for recognition and
reconciliation are created, and it would be wrong to assume that only three opportunities need be given; the implication is rather that
there comes a point when all reasonable attempts to heal the dispute have failed, and in that case the congregation must take action
so that there is no continuing breach within the actual circle of the congregation. Nothing is said to imply that the exclusion is
permanent and cannot be withdrawn.

25Consequently, there is no need for Peter to have a successor.
26Cf. Donald A. Hagner, “Righteousness in Matthew’s Theology”, in Worship, Theology and Ministry in the Early Church,  ed.

Michael J. Wilkins and Terence Paige (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1992), pp. 101–20.
27Davies and Allison, Gospel, 3:69.
28Matthew omits mention of the baptism that they must undergo, possibly because the saying appeared to be too cryptic.
29Surprisingly Matthew and Luke omit the phrase found in Mk 11:17 that the temple will be called a house of prayer for all the nations.

This may reflect the fact that the temple was destroyed and the prophecy was not fulfilled literally.
30Opinions differ whether this verse is simply about a change of leadership or is also about the replacement of Israel by the church.

The latter understanding is more probable (cf. Menninger, Israel, pp. 151–53). The word replacement is, however, inappropriate
and open to misunderstanding. The point is that, now that the Messiah has been revealed, the faithful remnant within the nation of
Israel will consist of those who accept Jesus as the Messiah (augmented by Gentile believers).

31The general trend among scholars is to regard Mt 23 not as part of the fifth discourse but as an extended piece of teaching on its
own. Nevertheless, the theme of judgment runs clearly through Mt 23–25.

32A major difference is the use of material parallel to Mk 13:9–13 already in Mt 10:17–22, but this does not seriously affect the flow of
the passage.

33If the reference is to the parousia, then the sign probably functions as a warning to gather together for the final battle. France’s
interpretation of this section with reference to the fall of Jerusalem and the worldwide mission of the church fails to come up with a
clear proposal for how the sign might be interpreted on this scenario; see R. T. France, The Gospel According to Matthew: An
Introduction and Commentary (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1985), pp. 344–45.

34To put it plainly, the parable is probably not meant to teach that people who have another or no religion will be saved at the last
judgment simply through showing kindness to the needy, even if they had never believed in Christ, whether or not this possibility is



taught elsewhere in the New Testament. The point is rather that service to the king’s people is service to the king.
35The fact that according to some manuscripts Matthew gave the name of Barabbas as “Jesus Barab-bas” (Mt 27:16–17 TNIV text;

NRSV text) has literary rather than theological significance.
36The problem lies not in the possibility or otherwise of God raising the dead, but rather in the lack of any attestation of so unusual an

event from other sources and of any effects produced by it; for different perspectives see Hagner Matthew 14–28, pp. 849–52, and
D. A. Carson, “Matthew”, in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1984),
pp. 581–82.

37See also Mt 10:6; 15:24; 26:31; cf. Menninger, Israel, pp. 142–48.
38Cf. Leonhard Goppelt, Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1981, 1982), 2:220–21.
39Cf. Mt 8:2; 9:18; 14:33; 15:25; 20:20; 28:9, 17. The term is also used in Mk 5:6 and, after the resurrection, in Lk 24:52. In each of the

Synoptic Gospels there are isolated examples of people falling on their knees before Jesus (Mt 17:14; Mk 1:40; 10:17; Lk 5:8).
40Cf. I. Howard Marshall, DJG, pp. 776–77.
41In one or two places Matthew uses the term “the Son” rather than “the Son of God” or equivalents; see Mt 11:27; 24:36; 28:19. Since

the Son of Man has God as his Father (Mt 16:27), Meier, Vision, pp. 82–83, 172, wants to argue that “the Son” is not necessarily
equivalent to “the Son of God” but rather has connections also with “Son of Man”, especially in Mt 24:36.

42For the latter view see especially Jack D. Kingsbury, Matthew: Structure, Christology, Kingdom,  2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress,
1989).

43See, for example, J. Riches, Matthew (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), pp. 88–93.
44For a full exploration of the significance of the term, including especially its connections with justice, see Beaton, Isaiah’s Christ.
45Hill, “Son”.
46But is the saying really anything more than a comparison between Jesus and wisdom, or simply a proverbial saying?
47For a “high” estimate of Matthew’s Wisdom christology, see Fred W. Burnett, The Testament of Jesus-Sophia: A Redaction-

Critical Study of the Eschatological Discourse in Matthew (Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1981). For a much more
restrained view, see Davies and Allison, Gospel, 2:295.

48Davies and Allison, Gospel, 3:718–21. More fully, Dale C. Allison Jr., The New Moses: A Matthean Typology  (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1993).

49Another possibility is that Jesus is seen as embodying Israel (cf. Mt 2:15).
50Hans Conzelmann, The Theology of Saint Luke (London: Faber, 1960).
51For this last view see Scot McKnight, DJG, pp. 536–38.
52This analysis is similar to that of Kingsbury, Matthew.
53Meier, Vision, pp. 29–39.
54Cf. Mt 23:15. The much-debated question as to the nature and extent of “mission” among the Jews at this time can be left aside here.
55For the view that Matthew was a Gentile, see (for example), Meier, Vision, pp. 17–25.
56On the interpretation of these contested passages see David Instone-Brewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the Church: Biblical

Solutions and Pastoral Realities (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2003).
57So, for example, Frank Thielman, The Law and the New Testament: The Question of Continuity  (New York: Crossroad, 1999), p.

61.
58This way of putting it would imply that Jesus could well have approved of the tradition if it helped to clarify the law.
59We should not, to be sure, make the mistake of assuming that Moses was concerned purely with outward observances and not also

with motives and a spiritual relationship to God.
60Matthew uses these two words twenty-three times, Mark two times, and Luke twelve times. For a balanced summary of the issues

see Hagner, “Righteousness”.
6lWhen Matthew relates Jesus’ promise that God will give “good things” to those who ask him, whereas Luke records that God will

give the Holy Spirit (Mt 7:11 diff. Lk 11:13), there is at least the possibility that Matthew has removed an original reference to the
Holy Spirit. Cf. Max Turner, Power from on High: The Spirit in Israel’s Restoration and Witness in Luke-Acts  (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 1996), p. 340, for the possibility that Luke’s text read “good Spirit”.

62Archibald M. Hunter, Introducing New Testament Theology, 2nd ed. (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1997; originally 1957), pp. 31–33.
63It is of course the case that, practically speaking, if Jesus had begun by going to the Gentiles, he would have lost all credibility with the

Jews, but it is very doubtful whether this consideration was in the minds of the New Testament writers.
64In Mt 13:38 the same phrase is used for those who respond to the teaching of Jesus.
65Donald A. Hagner, NDBT, p. 264. Here, as elsewhere in the New Testament, it is not a question of supersessionism, as if the church

has replaced Israel and God’s promises to Israel are no longer valid. On the contrary, God has renewed his covenant with his
people; the elements of renewal include the fact that the Messiah has now come, and therefore acceptance of the covenant entails



acceptance of the Messiah, and the opening up of the covenant people to include Gentiles who accept the Messiah.
66This raises the question whether Matthew saw different manners of fulfillment for Jewish and for Gentile Christians.
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LUKE-ACTS

THE FORMER TREATISE

 

The Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles form two connected, successive parts of the one story
of the life of Jesus and how his followers told the good news about him after his death and exaltation.
This is clear from the way in which the second volume begins with a brief introduction that is clearly
based on the introduction to the first volume in the manner of ancient multivolume works. Nevertheless,
some scholars have detected differences between the two books that make them question just how unified
the work of Luke is and whether there is essentially one and the same theology reflected in the two
books.1 Naturally there are differences between the messages of Jesus and his followers, and Jesus as a
person living a human life is not the same as the exalted Lord; the question is whether Luke sees these two
presentations in an appropriate harmony with each other. We must bear this question in mind as we work
through Luke and Acts, but the nature of the material is such as to justify tackling the two books together.

Luke’s Theological Story: Part 1

I shall assume that Luke is telling his story of Jesus on the basis of Mark’s Gospel together with other
source materials, some shared with Matthew and others peculiar to himself. Therefore, the main thread of
the story is similar to that in Mark, and in many ways Luke shared his understanding of it. But, like
Matthew, Luke is writing at greater length than Mark,2 and the new material gives a different accent to the
story quite apart from the ways in which Luke may edit the Markan material to express different nuances.
There is also the fact that putting the Gospel into the context created by its sequel may affect the
significance of the story.

The overture (Lk 1–2). At the outset Luke makes it clear that he is attempting to give an account of
what actually happened based on reliable testimony and that he is doing so in order that his reader(s) may
be sure that what they have been taught rests on a sound foundation. Already at this point we learn that
Luke is concerned that the Christian message rests on historical events (Lk 1:1–4).

To be sure, the immediately following prelude to the story, an account of the births of John the
Baptist and Jesus, contains elements that some people find it hard to accept as historical in the strictest
sense of the term. Luke had no difficulty with telling stories of angelic visitations and what may look more
like folklore than sober narrative. However, this is not the place to assess the historicity of the material;
our concern is with what Luke was conveying by his account of it.

The theology of the story stands out plainly enough. There are two interlinked accounts of the
announcements of the birth of Jesus and John, and then of their actual births and the immediately following
events. Out of the blue the aged Zechariah and his wife learn that they are to be the parents of a son who
will have the spirit and power of Elijah to prepare people for the Lord. Here the role assigned to John
elsewhere in the Gospels (Mk 9:11–13) is brought right forward and emphasized. Likewise, Mary is told



that she will be the mother of a child who will be called Jesus3 and who will be the Son of the Most High,
that is, of God, and who will rule eternally over the house of Jacob, that is, the Jews. This is basically a
depiction of the Messiah, which picks up on the Old Testament description of him as having the
relationship of a son to God (e.g., 2 Sam 7:14). The announcement is interpreted by Mary in terms of God
acting in the world to bring down those who are evil and to satisfy the needy and to show concern and
care for the Jews. However we understand the tenses in Mary’s song in Luke 1:51–55, they are to be seen
as an expression of what God will do through this person. The general picture is confirmed by Zechariah
in his prophecy, which is again concerned with God’s action for the sake of his people, Israel, and in
some sense brings them salvation so that they can live godly lives in peace. The language brings out
poignantly the nature of salvation in terms of forgiveness and light.

Then come the birth of Jesus and the revelation of his significance to a despised group of people—
the shepherds—and the accent moves unmistakably to the future role of the child as a Savior. We are
seeing a redefinition of the Messiah in terms of the Savior, and this is confirmed by the words of Simeon
(Lk 2:30). But Simeon adds in a new element, which is that this salvation is not just for the people of
Israel but is for all peoples; the point may be muted, but it is nonetheless definite. So while the accent lies
on “the redemption of Jerusalem” (Lk 2:38), there is the potential for an event of wider import. The final
episode describes how the young boy displays an unusual understanding of religion in the temple and
refers to God as his Father (Lk 2:49). There is thus a complex of understandings of Jesus here. By this
point the reader may realize that “Jesus” itself is a name connected with salvation. There is a multifaceted
portrayal of what is going to happen, involving salvation, deliverance from enemies, forgiveness, peace,
judgment upon the proud and the mighty (it is almost taken for granted that they owe their position to sinful
behavior), and satisfaction for those who are hitherto empty and deprived. These are all the sorts of things
that might plausibly be associated with the coming of God’s order in society through his royal agent, the
Messiah. The Messiah is understood to be the Son of God, and where in the Old Testament the Spirit rests
upon the Messiah (Is 11:1–3; 61:1; cf. Lk 4:18), here the Spirit somehow also brings the Messiah to birth.

Whether it all happened exactly like this, or whether Luke has told the story in such a way as to
provide a commentary on it in the light of later understanding, there can be no doubt as to the significance
that he sees in the coming of Jesus. The way in which the story is told indicates that these events are the
fulfillment of what was promised in the Old Testament and that they are therefore part of the ongoing
dealings of God in history; it is, therefore, appropriate that Luke relates at least this part of the story in a
style that is closely related to that of the Jewish Scriptures.

Jesus in Galilee (Lk 3:1–9:50). All this is prologue or, in musical terms, overture. The story proper
was known by Luke to begin with the activity of John (Acts 1:22; 10:37), and his careful dating is tied to
that event. As with the reference to Caesar Augustus in Luke 2:1, the effect is to tie the story into world
history, in a manner similar to the dating of the Old Testament prophets in the history of Israel. The
account of John’s preaching is fuller than in Mark or Matthew and includes some examples of how people
who are repentant should live. In a mildly curious way the imprisonment of John is related as the
conclusion to his personal preaching before the baptism of Jesus is related (Lk 3:20/21). The baptism of
Jesus is related almost casually, as if to emphasize that the really significant element was the descent of
the Spirit upon him while he was praying, together with the heavenly voice that confirmed that he was
God’s Son.4

These two elements reappear in the story of the temptation, where Jesus is led by the Spirit into the
desert and is tempted to doubt his status as Son of God (Lk 4:1–13). When he returns from the desert, it is
in the power of the Spirit, and the devil has used up his weapons for the time being.5

The story of the activity of Jesus begins with a scene in the synagogue at Nazareth that is generally
interpreted as programmatic for what follows. It presents the work of Jesus as the fulfillment of prophecy,
using Isaiah 61:1–2, and indicating that Jesus is God’s anointed or appointed spokesperson to announce



good news, expressed in terms of freedom, sight, deliverance and divine favor. This could be said to
spell out more concretely what was implied by the good news of the kingdom of God in Mark with a
distinct emphasis on the benefits for those who are suffering. It is also the kind of proclamation that has
the illocutionary effect of bringing into being what is announced, as when a powerful conqueror
announces the overturning of the oppressive regime that previously existed. But the flow of the narrative
is strange. Luke 4:22 is ambiguous as to whether there is admiration of Jesus or the sort of amazement that
is inherently incredulous. Certainly by the end of the story, when Jesus has observed that prophets tend not
to be accepted as such by their own people, his words are fulfilled in an act of mass violence against him
from which he escapes because (as John would say) his hour had not yet come.

The motifs of bringing deliverance and healing in fulfillment of Old Testament promises by an
anointed person6 amid unbelief and opposition thus mark out the way in which the ensuing story is to be
understood. Initially we have an account based on Mark and told in much the same way.7 The same motifs
of proclaiming the kingdom of God in word and deed, the calling of disciples and the rise of opposition
are present. Whereas Matthew puts a lengthy discourse by Jesus right up front (contrast Luke’s Nazareth
scene), Luke has a shorter, parallel discourse at a later point, by which time it may be presumed that
teaching for disciples and people attracted by his message would be appropriate. The content is shaped
by the tradition available to Luke and is largely concerned with the behavior of disciples and would-be
disciples, and the divine rewards and judgments that are promised to them. It presents a picture of a new
society in which the oppressed are delivered and the well-off are deprived. Although the point tends to be
implicit rather than explicit, it does seem that the well-off have achieved their position by evil behavior
and that the deprived and oppressed are victims who call upon God to deliver them. This interpretation
rests upon the way in which the language used had already acquired these associations from its use in the
Old Testament.

The interlude is followed by a rich variety of mighty works, including the resuscitation of a dead
man (Lk 7:11–17); these provide evidence to convince the friends of the imprisoned John that Jesus really
is the person promised in Jewish prophecy who brings about a new exodus, as described in Isaiah 35. But
the package also includes forgiveness of a notorious sinner, which again raises the question of Jesus’
identity. The story largely follows Mark, but Luke omits a major swath of material that results in the
juxtaposition of the feeding miracle (echoes of Moses and Elijah!) with the question as to who he is.8 In
the ensuing story of the transfiguration Luke states that the subject of discussion between Jesus and the
heavenly visitors was his “departure (Gk. exodus), which he was about to bring to fulfillment at
Jerusalem” (Lk 9:31). Here the “departure” suggests that Jesus is on a journey that will take him via
Jerusalem and death to his goal. In Luke 9:51 Luke also refers to the time of his being “taken up”, which
could also refer simply to death but more probably includes the idea of his ascension to heaven. How far
Luke views the earlier part of Jesus’ career as a journey that from this point has the definite goal of
Jerusalem is not clear; it is rather a time of wandering with the aim of bringing the message and power of
the kingdom of God.9

Teaching on the way to Jerusalem (Lk 9:51–19:27) . From this point onward Jesus is portrayed
much more as a teacher alternating between instruction of his followers and controversy with his
opponents. It is hard to summarize this section of the Gospel, which contains many independent units, and
there is no clear thread as the story develops; this is perhaps only to be expected in a story that reflects
the life of an itinerant preacher who spoke ad hoc rather than giving a connected and orderly series of
lectures developing a theme. However Luke has arranged the material available to him, he did not turn it
into a systematic account of what Jesus taught under various heads.

A number of points with theological significance stand out. In the first section (Lk 9:51–11:13) the
success of Jesus’ followers as they go out independently of him on mission is interpreted as the defeat of
Satan (Lk 10:18). And Jesus sees himself as the Son of God who alone knows his Father and can share his



knowledge with other people (Lk 10:21–22). The teaching that he gives stresses again the importance of
love in which enemies are treated as neighbors (Lk 10:25–37) and of a relationship with God expressed
in prayer to him as Father with the expectation that he will answer prayer by bestowing the gift of the
Spirit (Lk 11:1–13).10 It is important to recognize the character of God as a Father who wants to bestow
good on his children and therefore to pray to him, as Jesus did.

In the next section (Lk 11:14–54) the issue is the unbelief of the Pharisees, as typical of the
generation surrounding Jesus who attributed his mighty works not to the Holy Spirit but to Beelzebul, and
they are told that the mighty works are done by the finger of God (cf. Ex 8:19 of the mighty deeds done by
Moses and Aaron) and are a sign that the kingdom of God has arrived.11 Such unbelievers profess that
they would be convinced by a manifest heavenly sign confirming the divine mission of Jesus. But no sign
will be given to them except the sign of Jonah, which is probably to be understood as his vindication by
being raised from the dead (so explicitly in Mt 12:38–42). There ensues a briefer version of the
denunciation of the Pharisees and scribes found in Matthew 23, somewhat differently arranged, and
culminating in an attack on them for keeping out the people who are seeking the knowledge that leads to
salvation.

Jesus then turns to his disciples in a section of teaching that deals principally with their readiness for
the future and whatever it may bring (Lk 12:1–13:21). Their main concern must be readiness for God’s
judgment, and the dangers of hypocrisy and of failing to confess the Son of Man are emphasized. At the
same time, they are encouraged by reference to God’s care for them and his provision of the Holy Spirit.
This point is reinforced by an injunction not to seek after the false security of wealth but to trust in the
care of their Father. If they seek his kingdom, they will be supplied with whatever they need for daily
living without having to worry over it. Their main concern should be to be like faithful servants
continuing to do their duties in the temporary absence of the master. For Luke and his readers this
parabolic saying presupposes the time of the church when Jesus is no longer physically with them. The
end of the section (Lk 12:54–13:21) again has the crowds more in view and is concerned to inculcate a
recognition that the present time is one of crisis during which people should be recognizing their
sinfulness and repenting. Some people did recognize that what Jesus was doing was liberating Satan’s
captives, but others continued to refuse to do so. They presumably did not believe what Jesus was trying
to say through his parables about the growth and spread of the kingdom.

Luke 13:22–14:35 is similarly mixed in content. Again there is the appeal to people to respond to
Jesus’ message before it is too late and a warning that those who heard him may find themselves excluded
from the heavenly kingdom, while other people will take their place. This is doubtless a reference to the
inclusion of Gentiles. But the general impression is that the refusal to accept the message is gathering
strength, and this leads to Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem’s refusal to respond to him. The parable of the
great banquet repeats the warning that if the Jews fail to respond to God’s invitation, the Gentiles will
take their places. At the same time, Jesus emphasizes that it is no easy option that he offers to people: to
be a disciple is costly in terms of commitment, and it is dangerous to set out on the path of discipleship
and then to give up along the way.

Throughout this section it has become apparent that Jesus’ concern was for the outcasts of Jewish
society (with this hint of future openness also to the Gentiles), and this concern is justified in Luke 15
with the three parables that speak of God’s concern for the lost and then (in the parable of the two sons)
raise in an open-ended kind of way the situation of those who identify themselves with the son who
remained at home.

It has become obvious that one of the temptations that keep people out of the kingdom is the desire
for wealth. Luke gathers together teaching on this theme in Luke 16; the second parable, that of the rich
man and Lazarus, makes the point clearly enough, with its implication that the rich man had not used his
wealth wisely. The first parable is perhaps not so clear, but certainly one lesson that it is meant to teach is



the need to use wealth wisely in a way that befits those who are God’s stewards.12

In the next section (Lk 17:1–18:8) there is further teaching for the disciples. The most important
section theologically is that dealing with the coming of the kingdom of God (Lk 17:20–37), which appears
to make a distinction between the coming of the kingdom, which does not come in a way that can be
observed but is “in your midst” (Lk 17:21), and the coming of the Son of Man, which will be dazzlingly
obvious when it happens. The meaning of Luke 17:21 is disputed, the best option in my view being that
the kingdom is already present (rather than suddenly coming in the future) in the midst of the disciples
(rather than being a spiritual entity “within” them).13 To be distinguished from this presence of the
kingdom is the future coming of the Son of Man, which will spell judgment for those who are not ready
and waiting for him; on that day it will not be possible to escape. The coming is depicted in apocalyptic
language. But here at any rate it may be significant that the coming is said to be like lightning or like what
happened in the time of Noah and Lot, and its precise nature is left unspoken. The imagery of people being
separated to different fates and of there being no time to do anything but flee without their possessions is
that of a siege or invasion, and it could fit the Roman siege of Jerusalem, understood as a judgment
brought about by the Son of Man. However, it is perhaps more likely that the imagery is used to bring out
the separation caused by the final judgment and the need to be prepared for whenever it overtakes
people.14 Either way, the apocalyptic imagery is used in comparison rather than as direct description.

The immediately following parable of the unjust judge belongs to this section (Lk 18:1–8). It
presumes the situation described in Luke 17:22 of longing for one of the days of the Son of Man and
encourages the disciples to persevere in faith and prayer, even if it seems that God is never going into
intervene in their difficult situation.

There follows straightaway another parable about prayer, but with a different focus.15 It introduces a
section that deals with response to the message of Jesus. The tax collector recognizes his sinfulness,
which Jesus assumes to be universal (cf. Lk 13:1–9) and casts himself on the mercy of God rather than
depending upon self-righteousness. The children typify the attitude of humility and trust in God (cf. Lk
18:14!). The ruler is not prepared for the self-sacrifice demanded by Jesus, and even the Twelve do not
fully understand all that will be involved for him, never mind for themselves. The blind beggar and
Zacchaeus are paradigms of response to Jesus, whose mission is summed up as that of the shepherd who
goes out to look for and to rescue those who are lost.

The passion and resurrection (Lk 19:28–24:53). With this summative declaration we reach the end
of the lengthy travel section, and the passion story now begins with a parable that appropriately reminds
us that this is not the point at which the kingdom of God will appear; first, there will be a time of service
for the disciples (cf. Lk 12:35–48). The story of Jesus in Jerusalem then unfolds on much the same lines
as in Mark and Matthew. As in Matthew the entry of Jesus to Jerusalem is seen as the coming of the king:
is Luke implying that there is a distinction between the coming of the kingdom and the coming of the king?
Distinctive of Luke is the lament of Jesus over the fate that awaits a Jerusalem that did not recognize the
coming of the King (Lk 19:41–44).16

Luke retains the so-called apocalyptic discourse of Mark 13. Despite considerable differences in
wording, the general thrust is not dissimilar. Nevertheless, Luke’s version speaks more clearly about the
siege and destruction of Jerusalem and refers also to its ongoing subjection to its conquerors “until the
times of the Gentiles are fulfilled” (Lk 21:24).17 Only after that does the coming of the Son of Man take
place, accompanied by cosmic signs.

Luke plainly expects a hard and difficult time for believers that could lead to abandonment of faith,
and therefore there is again an appeal for perseverance in watchfulness and prayer.

Luke’s account of the Last Supper differs from that in Mark and Matthew in two main respects.18

First, there is the double saying before the sharing of the bread and the cup in which Jesus states that he



will not eat or drink again until the Passover finds fulfillment in the kingdom of God and the kingdom of
God comes. These sayings presuppose that there is some sense in which the kingdom is not yet present,
and it is debated whether Jesus is referring to a new state of affairs brought about after his death or to
some fulfillment in heaven. On the whole, the former view seems more likely.

Second, there is a rather lengthy set of statements after the meal by Jesus (Lk 22:21–38) that is
concerned largely with the status of the disciples: they are not to seek greatness but to be content with
humble service, and yet they are promised that in the kingdom of Jesus they will sit at his table and judge
the tribes of Israel. The thought of falling away again emerges, but this time perseverance is made
dependent in part at least on the prayer of Jesus. The language of conflict with Satan emerges again at this
point.

Some of the distinctive material in this part of the Gospel is textually uncertain. This applies
especially to the detail of Jesus being strengthened by an angel and sweating profusely what looked like
drops of blood while he was praying (Lk 22:43–44). Although the detailed description of the trial and
crucifixion of Jesus shows differences from Mark, these tend to be more concerned with the actual events
than with their theological significance. Perhaps the most important of these is the way in which Jesus
affirms that from that point onward the Son of Man would be seated at the right hand of God: the element
of exaltation associated with the resurrection is emphasized (Lk 22:69). We have already noted the
element of compassion for Jerusalem as it faces the judgment to come (Lk 22:27–31). During the
crucifixion, there is the incident of the dying criminal who acknowledges the innocence of Jesus and is
promised a place with Jesus in paradise, and also the textually insecure prayer of Jesus for the
forgiveness of his executioners (Lk 22:34). The cry of dereliction in Matthew and Mark is omitted, and
Jesus dies with an expression of trust in God on his lips (Lk 22:46). The general effect is to depict Jesus
more as a martyr and a savior: there is nothing corresponding to the cries for vengeance found in accounts
of other martyrs. It may seem surprising that the centurion at the cross comments that Jesus was “a
righteous man” and not the “Son of God” (as in Mk 15:39).19

Like Matthew, Luke has accounts of the appearances of Jesus after the discovery of the empty tomb.
The words of the “men” (i.e., angels) at the tomb say nothing of Jesus going to Galilee to meet his
disciples (but refer instead to what he had said in Galilee), and this fits in with the fact that the
appearances take place near and in Jerusalem. Thus with a kind of inclusio the Gospel begins and ends in
Jerusalem with scenes in the temple. The first appearance story, that to the disciples walking to Emmaus,
becomes an occasion for Jesus to explain the course of his events in his career as being a fulfillment of
what was written in the Scriptures and reaches its climax in his identity becoming apparent to the
travelers as they sit at table for an evening meal. The second appearance story to the Eleven and a wider
group of disciples is again characterized by teaching that issues in a commission to continue the work of
Jesus by acting as his witnesses, and the whole of this—the career of the Christ and the task of his
witnesses—is again seen to be a fulfillment of Scripture. The final event, very briefly described, is that
Jesus is taken up into heaven to the accompaniment of worship by the disciples.

Theological Themes in the Gospel

At this point the commentator is caught in a dilemma, whether to draw together the threads of the theology
of the Gospel or to proceed straightway to the continuation of the theological story in the Acts. For
various reasons it is probably wiser to attempt a theological evaluation of the story so far. In view of the
theological differences that some scholars have found between the Gospel and Acts, it makes good sense
to sum up the teaching of the Gospel on its own. It is also helpful to have an assessment of the Gospel so
that we can compare it with the other Gospels.

The opening two chapters of Luke set the stage for what is to follow, and a number of themes and



characteristics of the Gospel can be recognized in them. I shall take these up and develop them.
History and the Gospel. The opening verses announce the commencement of an orderly account,

based on a reliable tradition, so that the readers may know that what they had been taught is certain.
Thereby Luke indicates that his account is a kind of historical backing to the Christian message, which
will strengthen existing faith and perhaps also lead to new faith. Although doubts have been expressed
regarding the similarity of the prologue to the prologues of historical works, there is no doubt that the
work as a whole fits broadly into the historical category and is not, for example, to be seen as historical
fiction. It follows that Luke saw himself as more than the writer of a story that may or may not relate
something that happened in the real world to which he belonged. The story has force only if it recounts
what has sometimes been called “salvation-history”.20

Luke’s Gospel is not peculiar in this respect. The simple fact that Luke drew so much upon Mark
demonstrates that Luke saw Mark as similar in character to his own work; and, we may add, it is equally
obvious that Matthew also composed a work of similar character. Luke may be most self-consciously the
historian, but all three Synoptic Gospels belong together to the same basic genre.

God and his purpose. The introduction to the Gospel makes it clear that in the history that is to be
recorded God is active and takes the initiative through his various agents and other means which can
include, for example, the way in which the casting of lots can be directed or used for his purpose (Lk
1:9). Throughout Luke’s work there is a sense of a divine plan being put into effect, prophesied in the
Scriptures (cf. Lk 1:69–70, 73–75) and involving Jesus in obedience to a destiny that he must fulfill. At
the same time it needs to be emphasized that this plan is not worked out in a strictly deterministic manner.
People do behave quite normally and respond freely to God. In particular, they pray to God not only in
praise and thanksgiving for what he does but also in petition to ask him to do things with the expectation
that he will respond by answering them.21 This Gospel emphasizes the place of prayer by Jesus and his
disciples more than the others do. Nevertheless, there is no uncertainty that God’s intended outcome to
history will be brought to fruition. What has been prophesied will be fulfilled because the ultimate author
of the prophecies has the ability to fulfill them. Consequently, events take place “as it is written” (Lk 3:4;
7:27; 18:31; 22:37) and will take place in the same manner (Lk 24:46–47). More than the other
Evangelists Luke refers to the element of necessity that attaches to certain events and that constrains Jesus
to obedience (Lk 2:49; 4:43; 13:16; 19:5); it is not surprising that this motif is connected particularly to
the suffering, death and glorification of Jesus (Lk 9:22; 17:25; 22:37; 24:7, 26, 44).

A people in need of salvation. Luke’s story commences with the people of Israel and is concerned
with the renewal of a people that have fallen away from their God. John the Baptist will bring many of the
people of Israel back to their God (Lk 1:16). Luke shares the common New Testament understanding that
the people of God have by and large fallen away from him and constituted themselves sinners. The falling
away is not universal, and there are people who are devout and keep God’s commandments. They
welcome what God purposes to do for his people.22 But from the outset of John’s preaching, it is
presupposed that people are liable to God’s judgment and need to repent. Luke takes the view shared by
other early Christians with various sectarian Jewish groups that the people as a whole, and especially
their leaders, had fallen away from God. When Jesus contrasted the righteous with those whom they
regarded as sinners, he was plainly speaking ironically (Lk 5:32). In the earlier part of his mission,
however, sin is not particularly prominent in the teaching of Jesus, and a variety of other human needs are
the main object of his attention. There is an increasing sense that failure to recognize and respond to
God’s message through Jesus and to Jesus himself is the most characteristic expression of sin (Lk 9:26;
10:8–15; 11:29–32; 12:8–10, 54–59; 13:34; 16:30–31).

God’s agents. The coming of John and Jesus takes place by a divine intervention that bursts the
bounds of ordinary human events. In both cases apparently impossible things happen, the birth of a child
to elderly, childless parents, and the birth of a child to a woman who is a virgin. Thus, like Matthew but



unlike Mark, Luke is concerned to relate the story of how Jesus came into the world in a way that marked
him out as no ordinary human being but as the Son of the Most High.

God acts throughout this narrative by means of agents. Messages are conveyed by Gabriel, the angel
of the Lord (Lk 1:11, 19, 26), but when human beings are God’s agents, the Holy Spirit fills them so that
they can convey God’s messages (Lk 1:15, 67). The Holy Spirit is said to be upon Simeon and reveals a
divine message to him (Lk 2:25–26). John the Baptist will be filled with the Spirit even from his birth (Lk
1:41), and the birth of Jesus takes place because the Holy Spirit came upon Mary (Lk 1:35). However, the
Spirit does not come upon Jesus himself until his baptism by John (Lk 3:22). His subsequent activity is
empowered by the Spirit (Lk 4:1, 14, 18; 10:21; cf. Lk 11:20). The promise of Jesus that the Spirit will
help his followers in time of persecution (Mk 13:11) is broadened out: the Spirit is promised to all who
ask God for this gift (Lk 11:13; contrast Mt 7:11).

Salvation. The main theme of the opening section of the Gospel is the action of God the Savior to
bring a Savior, Christ the Lord, to his people (Lk 1:47; 2:11). The coming of John is seen as the first step
in raising up “a horn of salvation”, that is, a powerful source of salvation, for God’s people (Lk 1:69).
The action is celebrated in traditional language as the redemption or deliverance of Israel from its
enemies. Such affirmations could certainly be taken literally to refer to the coming of a Messiah who
would cast out the enemies of the people, ruled as they were by a foreign power, perhaps doubly so in
that Herod the Edomite was a client of the Roman Empire. They refer to the scattering of the proud and the
exaltation of the humble in what could be a social revolution. Yet the rest of the story hardly encourages
such an interpretation in that this is not how things work out. On the contrary, what lies ahead of
Jerusalem is continued and increased suffering at the hands of its enemies, although this is interpreted as
judgment upon it for its sins. Just as there is a use of apocalyptic imagery to convey the significance of
future events, so too the language of warfare and victory can be used metaphorically to celebrate the
redemptive activity of God. Some of the imagery used by Christians today (or until recently) uses the
language of military triumph and social revolution, but few people take it literally.

The same problem of interpretation arises throughout the Gospel. The Nazareth manifesto of Jesus
could be taken in literal terms of release of the oppressed and recovery of sight for the blind, and good
news for the poor could refer to economic alleviation (Lk 4:18–19). Yet the story is not primarily about
these things: certainly there are signs and wonders that bring sight to some blind people and healing to
some sick people, but there is no overcoming of the wicked by force, and the deliverance brought by
Jesus is basically spiritual with wider effects.

Mercy and judgment. The offer of salvation is very much for the poor (Lk 4:18; 7:22). On the one
hand, these are the most needy people, and the promises made to them are bound up with their particular
plight, which amounted to deprivation in many aspects of life. Literal poverty and other wants go hand in
hand. The gospel is good news for the poor. There is no need to repeat here the evidence of Jesus’
concern, as reflected in Luke, for the sinners and for women and other marginalized and despised groups,
including Samaritans and foreigners.

On the other hand, the poor are seen as those who are most open to the message of Jesus. The
revelation is not accepted by the strong and the wealthy but by the little children who have no standing
and make no claims for themselves (Lk 10:21).

So the effect of the message is to bring into the open the division in society (Lk 12:51–53) and at the
same time to produce some realignment: not all the rich people reject the message (Zacchaeus!), and not
all the needy accept it (the impenitent criminal!). Those who are wealthy and strong face judgment, but the
poor and weak find salvation. The theme of reversal is more prominent in Luke than elsewhere.23

Luke thus expresses the two sides of God’s nature. On the one hand, there is his mercy shown toward
the needy who have not been treated with compassion by their fellow human beings. Strangely, Luke’s use
of “mercy” (eleos) as an attribute of God is confined to the birth narratives (Lk 1:50, 54, 58, 72, 78), and



elsewhere his use of related language is not significantly different from that in the other Gospels. The
impression that we receive of the divine care for the needy depends more on the way that the story is told
than upon a developed language for mercy and grace (Lk 15:20).

On the other hand, the judgment of God upon sin is also prominent. It is not as strongly developed as
in Matthew, but the same motifs are present (Lk 11:50–51; 12:20, 45–48, 57–59; 13:1–9, 22–30; 16:19–
31; 17:26–37).

Promise and fulfillment. The framework within which Luke operates is similar to that which we
saw in Matthew, namely, the period of promise and that of fulfillment, with the latter being seen as
consisting of the time of Jesus and that of the church. In the Gospel the distinction is simply into the two
basic periods. This is clear from Luke 16:16, where the contrast is between two periods of proclamation.
In the former period, the Law and the Prophets were the controlling factors. From then on, the good news
of the kingdom is being proclaimed. This proclamation continues after the death and resurrection of Jesus,
as the followers of Jesus also make the kingdom the object of their preaching (Acts 8:12; 19:8; 20:25;
28:23, 31), although there is a shift in accent as the theme is expounded more in terms of the king (Acts
17:7) and the call to repentance with the offer of forgiveness of sins (Lk 24:47). Luke, like Mark and
Matthew, thus identifies the theme of the preaching of Jesus as the kingdom of God, but at the same time
he uses more of the vocabulary of salvation to indicate its significance. Within the birth stories the
significance of Jesus is that he will reign over the house of Jacob in a kingdom that will never end (Lk
1:33).

As we noted in discussion of Matthew, a somewhat different scheme was developed by Hans
Conzelmann, who distinguished three periods in salvation history, the time of Israel, the time of Jesus and
the time of the church, with the time of Jesus forming the center of time, so that an earlier Christian
understanding of the coming of Jesus as inaugurating the end of time was modified in the light of the delay
of the imminent parousia to allow for a significant interval between the times of the first and second
comings of Jesus. On this view, the second coming is relegated to the distant future and ceases to be as
relevant a factor in Christian thinking as in the earliest period of the church. Conzelmann’s view has been
highly influential and continues to have its supporters; however, it is vulnerable to criticism.24 It is very
doubtful whether Luke was an innovator in replacing an imminent eschatological understanding with a
salvation-historical understanding of God’s action in the world, and the distinctions drawn by
Conzelmann between the time of Jesus and the time of the church are hard to sustain. Rather, it would
seem that the early Christians thought of the period of the coming of Jesus as the decisive action of God in
fulfilling his promises of salvation, which then became effective in the witness of the church.25 That is to
say, the early church’s theology was “salvation-historical” right from the start, and it is questionable
whether it was ever significantly determined purely by the hope of the imminent return of Christ.

Jesus the Savior. Luke presents the same basic christology as in the other Synoptic Gospels. The
opening announcement of the birth of Jesus brings together the name Jesus, divine sonship and Davidic
descent in much the same way as we saw in Matthew 1–2. The body of the Gospel confirms these three
basic aspects of who Jesus is. The messiahship is a thread running through the Gospel. It is closely linked
with the concept of Jesus as God’s prophet. It is true that the anointing in Luke 4:18 is apparently a
prophetic anointing.26 However, the fact that anointing was much more characteristic of the appointment
of priests and kings, and the nature of the task here assigned to the prophet strongly suggest that the roles
of the prophet and the anointed king are assimilated to one another. Prophetic traits characterize the work
of Jesus in all the Synoptic Gospels, but in the case of Luke there is a strong Elijah-Elisha typology that
confirms that he is seen as a counterpart to these two prophets. Jesus also describes his activity as a
fulfillment of the prophecies of the coming age of divine blessing (Lk 7:22; Is 35), and this raises the
possibility that he is to be seen as the end-time prophet like Moses, who again is a messianic type of
figure.27 By the time we reach Luke 7:39 it is not surprising that Simon the Pharisee is wondering whether



Jesus is a prophet.28

The task of Jesus is defined in prophetic terms. He is preeminently a proclaimer of God’s word,
announcing the good news of the kingdom of God and accompanying the message by signs that indicate
that the kingdom is present in power (Lk 24:19). It is a mission of compassion toward the needy but also
of denunciation and judgment upon those who are willfully blind and unrepentant, and yet it is also
accompanied by expressions of deep sorrow for the latter group because of the judgment that they are
bringing upon themselves. The Lukan Jesus is not unlike Jeremiah in this respect. The pain felt extends to
those around Jesus (Lk 2:35; see also Lk 23:27, 48–49).

But as the story proceeds, the disciples of Jesus are forced to go further than defining Jesus in
prophetic terms when they see him able to command the winds and the water (Lk 8:25). So in Luke, again
as in Mark and Matthew, the confession of Peter is that Jesus is the Messiah. And again, as in Mark, Jesus
goes on to tell his disciples that the Son of Man must suffer. In this Gospel Jesus has already used this
designation in Luke 5:24, Luke 6:5, 22 and Luke 7:34, with reference to himself apparently as a human
figure who is said to have, or is implied to have, authority but who is also the object of some scorn and
opposition. To this point and beyond “Son of Man” may appear to be nothing more than a self-
designation, “the man” used as a roundabout way of referring to oneself. From Luke 12:8 onward the term
is used with increasing frequency to refer to a specific figure who has a role at the last judgment and who
will come to the earth or be revealed. If there is a pattern of any kind in this development of the usage, it
could well be accidental. For in any case on a second or subsequent reading of the Gospel readers would
recognize that the use of the designation identified Jesus with this coming figure, and they would probably
understand it in terms of the account in Daniel 7, perhaps as developed in 1 Enoch.

The uses of “Son of Man” in Luke are largely taken over from the traditions that the author has
inherited; there is some doubt in the case of those sayings that do not have Synoptic parallels (Lk 17:22;
18:8; 19:10; 21:36; 22:48; 24:7) as to whether Luke has introduced the term, but these generally fit into
the established pattern. Luke does not have the “ransom” saying about the Son of Man in Mark 10:45, and
it may be that we should see Luke 19:10 as a kind of replacement for it, expressing in a different idiom the
role of Jesus as the shepherd who saves the lost sheep.

One point that might easily be missed is Luke’s use of the term Lord (kyrios). Used in the vocative
form (kyrie), this is a respectful form of address that might be no more than a formal courtesy (like “sir”
in English) but could also be used to a person who was superior in wealth, position or authority. It is
scarcely used to address Jesus in Mark (Mk 7:28), but is more frequent in Matthew (sometimes equivalent
to “rabbi”) and in Luke. But Luke also uses it several times (from Lk 7:13 onward) as a narrator’s way of
referring to his main character. Later it was a normal way for Christians to refer to Jesus as their Lord,
often in combination with other names and titles, and at this stage the coincidence with the fact that the
standard way of referring to God was as “the Lord” must have had some influence on the significance that
was attached to it. Luke appears to be anticipating the later church usage by recognizing that Jesus had
God’s authority as a teacher and as the doer of mighty works. But the motif may well go deeper. C. Kavin
Rowe has argued that there is a pervasive ambiguity through Luke-Acts with respect to the use of kyrios
for God and Jesus, so that there is an identity between the bearers of the title that points in a trinitarian
direction.29

Although Luke has not included Mark 10:45, a saying that is most probably to be understood in the
light of the concept of the Servant of Yahweh, the Servant motif is found elsewhere in the Gospel,
particularly in the formal quotation from Isaiah 53:12 in Luke 22:37. It is also probable that the text of
Isaiah 61:1–2 cited in Luke 4:18–19 was understood as a reference to the Servant, since it shares
characteristic motifs found in the earlier, explicit Servant texts. And the motif of humble service is
certainly commended by Jesus (Lk 22:26–27).

As elsewhere, the variety of designations used for Jesus suggests that a number of traditional roles



and types are seen as coming to fulfillment simultaneously in him, and each of them from this time on is
reshaped in the light of the fulfillment into something new. We might compare the way in which, let us
say, a local competition to write a musical composition in a particular form attracts a number of entries
that are fairly pedestrian and predictable in character. However, one unknown genius submits a piece that
does fit more or less into the form but is nevertheless fresh and original and shows that the particular form
chosen is capable of being developed in ways that nobody had previously imagined.

Mission to Israel and the Gentiles. The character of the career of Jesus is best summed up as
mission. Already in the birth narratives key figures act as witnesses to the advent of salvation; Simeon’s
words of praise are meant to be heard by those around and not just by God, and Anna spoke about the
child to the people. The task of John the Baptist is summed up as preaching good news (Lk 3:18), and the
words of Isaiah 61:1 make the same point for Jesus (Lk 4:18; cf. Lk 4:43; 8:1; 16:16; 20:1). The theme is,
to be sure, already there in Mark, where Jesus preaches the good news of God (Mk 1:14–15; cf. Mk 8:35;
10:29), and this is good news is to be proclaimed in the future in all the world (Mk 13:10; 14:9).
Similarly, when the disciples go out on mission, they preach the good news and heal everywhere (Lk
9:6): it is the message of the kingdom of God that is good news (Lk 9:2). The importance of mission is
underlined by the fact that Luke records the two missions of the Twelve and the seventy-two, and the
numerical symbolism indicates that mission to Jews and Gentiles is foreshadowed in these accounts.

The mission is primarily to Israel, where not only those generally recognized as sinners but all alike
are seen to be in need. Put otherwise, the proclamation of the kingdom of God demands a response by all
people, in the same way as Roman citizens or provincials who were already subject to the emperor might
be required to take a fresh oath of loyalty to him under pain of penalty.30 The message of the kingdom thus
has the effect of compelling people to renew their commitment to God. To do so, of course, involves
accepting that Jesus really is the agent of God, authorized to demand allegiance on his behalf, in the same
kind of way as John the Baptist was understood as a genuine prophet (cf. Lk 20:1–8). It is not surprising
that the question of Jesus’ authority was frequently raised.

As we have observed, the Gospel has a strongly Jewish flavor and significantly begins and ends in
the temple. There are indications throughout that the ultimate scope of salvation includes the Gentiles.
This is especially apparent in Luke 2:32 and Luke 3:6 but also in the occasional contacts between Jesus
and those outside Israel (the Roman centurion, Lk 7:1–10; the Samaritan leper, Lk 17:11–19), and it
becomes explicit in Luke 24:47. The mission of the seventy-two is symbolic of the mission to all the
nations, even though in context it is directed to Israel. It may be significant that Luke has omitted the story
of the Syro-Phoenician woman (Mk 7:24–30), although this incident is merely one part of a longer section
that Luke has chosen to omit from Mark’s account.

The saved people. The mission of John the Baptist was declared by Gabriel to involve bringing back
many of the people of Israel to the Lord and turning their hearts from disobedience to the wisdom of the
righteous (Lk 1:16–17). Response to the messages of John and Jesus was expressed in repentance, a
concept that figures more prominently in Luke than in the other Gospels; the term is significantly added in
Luke 5:32 and expresses the fundamental response to God in Luke 13:1–9 (cf. Lk 10:13; 15:7). Luke
emphasizes that such repentance and conversion must be wholehearted and is to be a lifelong commitment
rather than something ephemeral (Lk 8:13–15; 9:57–62; 14:25–35). In the passages cited the danger of
turning back or giving up is accented: salt that loses its saltiness cannot be restored.31

Luke’s attitude to the law as the way of life for believers is a matter of debate. In the birth narratives
the leading characters are implicitly praised for the fact that they keep the commandments of God and
carry out the duties prescribed by the law (Lk 1:6, 59; 2:21–24, 27, 39, 41). As in Mark 10:17–21, a
question about inheriting eternal life is answered in terms of what is written in the law (Lk 10:25–29); but
if this answer may seem to suggest that keeping the law is all that is needed, Luke’s later parallel to
Mark’s story shows that following Jesus and self-denial are also integral to the answer (Lk 18:18–30).



Luke’s key saying is in Luke 16:16–17 (cf. Mt 5:17–20; 11:12–13). Here, as in Matthew, it is stated that it
is impossible for the least stroke of a pen to drop out of the law. Luke also has the statement of Jesus that
requires attention to the payment of tithes as well as to the justice and the love of God (Lk 11:42). These
sayings would suggest that for Jesus the law remains in force. However, as happens more broadly in
Matthew 5, the saying about the validity of the law is immediately followed by a representative example
of Jesus forbidding what the law allowed and made provision for, namely, divorce. Although the point is
not developed in Luke, it appears that for him what continues to be valid is the law as newly understood
by Jesus. Luke does not have Jesus’ teaching about the things that defile people (Mk 7:1–23). This
teaching came in the longer section of Mark that Luke has omitted;32 Luke may have seen the teaching in
Luke 11:39–41 (cf. Mt 23:25–26) as making much the same point. Also Luke does not have the lengthy,
systematic presentation of the teaching of Jesus in relation to the law that is found in Matthew 5, and the
general impression gained from Matthew that Jesus corresponds typologically to Moses is not so apparent
in Luke.33

The everlasting kingdom. Almost by definition the reign of the Messiah is “forever” (Lk 1:33).
Therefore, although much of the teaching is about the present rule of God and the realization of salvation
here in this world during the lifetime of Jesus, Luke inevitably shares in the belief in the future coming of
the Messiah to bring God’s purposes to completion. Where Mark has the one discourse about the future
(Mk 13; cf. Mt 24–25), Luke has two (Lk 17:20–37; 21). He has Jesus speak much less cryptically and
more openly about the forthcoming destruction of Jerusalem and its remaining desolate until the times of
the Gentiles are fulfilled. And, although some scholars have thought that he makes a clear distinction
between that event and the far distant parousia of the Son of Man, nevertheless he makes it very clear that
people must at all times live in readiness for that event and not be taken unawares by it (Lk 21:34–36).
His account of the resurrection appearances also brings out much more emphatically the way in which the
followers of Jesus have the task laid upon them of being witnesses to Jesus in the intervening period.

Conclusion

Our survey has shown how the theological emphases in this Gospel arrange themselves naturally around
the broad theme of the purpose of God to bring salvation to Jews and Gentiles alike through the activity of
his missionary agent, Jesus, who functions as prophet and Messiah. These motifs can also be found in
Mark and Matthew but presented somewhat differently. If Jesus is a prophet in Luke, he is more of a
teacher in Matthew. Matthew and Mark present Jesus’ message more in terms of the kingdom of
God/heaven, whereas Luke has a more salvific thrust.

As in the case of Matthew, we can say that Luke operates within the same framework of thought as
Mark.

If we try to sum up the main theme of Luke in a sentence, we may say that the main theme is the
coming of the Savior who brings salvation to the needy.

Developing this brief summary in more detail we can list some significant elements in it as follows.

1. Jesus assumes the need and sinfulness of human beings in much the same way as Mark and
Matthew.

2. Luke reports faithfully the teaching of Jesus about the rule or sovereign power of God, but he
brings out the way in which this action conveys salvation to people. The continuity between what Jesus
offered in his lifetime and what the church preached after his resurrection is made the more obvious.
There is some stress on the importance of repentance on the part of sinners.



3. The role of Jesus is similar to that in Matthew, again based on his birth, but there is more stress on
his authoritative position as Lord, even before his resurrection and exaltation.

4. He calls disciples and sends them out to share his mission.

5. His mission is primarily to Israel, but from the beginning it foreshadows the wider mission to the
Gentiles.

6. There is perhaps more overt stress on the compassion of Jesus for the poor and needy, and this
reinforces the command to love that is given to his disciples.

7. Jesus’ death is to be seen as sacrificial and redemptive.

8. Luke’s view of the future is much the same as in Mark and Matthew.
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1There is no real doubt that one and the same author wrote both books despite some minor stylistic differences between them.
2The lengths of the Gospels to the nearest one hundred words are Matthew, 18,300; Mark, 11,200; Luke, 19,400; John, 15,400. This means
that Luke is 1.73 times the length of Mark, which is getting on for twice as long.
3The significance of the name is recognized by Matthew (Mt 1:21), but it is not clear whether Luke did so.
4The mention of Jesus’ age and the inclusion of his line of descent at this point is awkward and is almost equivalent to a lengthy footnote.
Unlike Matthew, Luke traces his descent all the way back to Adam, and there may well be some theological significance hidden in the
structure of the line with its 11x7 names. At the very least there is probably some parallelism between Jesus (Lk 3:22) and Adam (Lk 3:38) as
sons of God, but it is not developed.
5Hans Conzelmann developed from this basis his theory that the ministry of Jesus was depicted by Luke as a “Satan-free period” that lasted



until Lk 22:3, when the devil again became active; see Conzelmann, The Theology of Saint Luke (London: Faber, 1960), p. 28. But evil
activity instigated by the devil and the demons continues (Lk 13:16), and Luke’s disuse of the vocabulary is not different from that of Matthew
and Mark.
6Although the anointed person in Is 60 appears to be the prophet, it would be difficult for the readers to avoid an allusion to the “royal” or
kingly type of “Messiah”. Cf. Lk 4:41, where the identification of Jesus as Son of God is taken to be tantamount to acknowledging that he is
the Christ.
7A major variant is the story of the call of Simon (Peter) and his companions (Lk 5:1–11), which emphasizes the numinous character of Jesus
as a wonder worker and the feeling of unworthiness beside him.
8Significantly this query is placed in the context of Jesus praying, a motif emphasized by Luke with the implication that Jesus’ prayers are
somehow related to his self-disclosure. See David Crump, Jesus the Intercessor: Prayer and Christology in Luke-Acts  (Tübingen: Mohr,
1992).
9What follows in Lk 9:51 onward until Jesus reaches Jerusalem suggests that Jesus was still moving to and fro, but for Luke the ultimate,
overriding goal is Jerusalem.

10For this kind of prayer and divine response the disciples had in fact to wait until after the resurrection of Jesus.
11This remains the most plausible interpretation of this verse, despite Chrys C. Caragounis’s claim that it means that the kingdom is just

about to come (“Kingdom of God, Son of Man and Jesus’ Self-Understanding”, TynB 40 [1989]: 3–23, 223–38).
12Maybe the major puzzle in the chapter is not so much the interpretation of the first parable but rather the inclusion of Lk 16:16–18

with their shift of theme to the kingdom, the law and divorce. Taken on their own, the sayings are important as showing that for
Luke the law is still valid despite the fact that the era of the kingdom has come; at the same time the teaching of Jesus sharpens up
the law, as exemplified by his teaching on divorce.

13For different views see Darrell L. Bock, Luke (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1994, 1996), 2:141419; John Nolland, Luke (Dallas:
Word, 1993), 2:852–54.

14This must be the reference in the closely following verse Lk 18:8, and it is unlikely that the coming of the Son of Man would have
different references in two adjacent verses.

15There is thus a topical connection between the end of one section of the Gospel and the next, but nevertheless there is a clear break
and a change of subject.

16In Luke this statement in effect replaces the Markan story of the symbolical cursing of the fig tree.
17This enigmatic phrase refers to a period of Gentile (Roman) domination over Jerusalem that will not last forever. For attempts to link

this motif with Rom 11:25–32 see Bock, Luke, 2:1680–82.
18Some textual authorities omit Lk 22:19b-20; the resulting shorter text would fit in with an understanding of Lukan theology in which

the atoning significance of the death had next to no part. This shorter text is adopted by REB and some recent commentators, but
the evidence for retention is indubitably stronger, even although defenders of the originality of the longer text have some difficulty in
explaining how the omission took place.

19The suggestion that dikaios here means “innocent” (NRSV text) is almost certainly wrong. More probably the point is to identify
Jesus with the righteous and godly persecuted person in the wisdom tradition (Wis 2:10–24); see P. Doble, The Paradox of
Salvation: Luke’s Theology of the Cross (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).

20This is the point that Oscar Cullmann, Salvation in History (London: SCM Press, 1967), was concerned to establish over against
Rudolf Bultmann’s existential understanding of Christianity where it was only the proclamation that mattered and not any historical
events to which it testified. Bult-mann came dangerously near to saying that we are saved purely by the preaching of the gospel, and
we neither can know nor should we even ask whether there was any factual basis for it. For Bultmann, the resurrection of Jesus
does not appear to have been a historical event, and he was indifferent as to whether he was actually crucified. Cullmann’s position
remains valid over against the contemporary attempts to gloss over historical questions by emphasizing the function of the biblical
narratives as “story”. One can recognize the insights to be derived from appreciation of this element in the biblical material without
surrendering the primary importance of the history that is related in the story.

21There is nothing here or anywhere else in the New Testament to indicate that the prayers were predetermined by God to take place
with the result that he would not be answering prayer but rather carrying out a plan that included the making of the prayer and his
subsequent action.

22There is accordingly no suggestion that such people would continue to be accounted righteous by God if they spurned the Messiah.
23See John O. York, The Last Shall Be First: The Rhetoric of Reversal in Luke (Sheffield Academic Press, 1991).
24See especially Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke (New York: Doubleday, 1981, 1985), 1:179–87.
25We shall see later how the saving event was understood by Paul and other writers to embrace the coming of Jesus and the witness

of his followers.
26The anointing of prophets is only rarely attested in the Old Testament (1 Kings 19:16; Is 61:1).
27By this loose description I mean an agent who is active in bringing about the future blessings promised by God. No such figure is

mentioned explicitly in Is 35, but the passage should be read in conjunction with the later material about the Servant of Yahweh.



28The text is uncertain; a tiny group of significant manuscripts have “the prophet”. The narrative implies that Simon did think that the
description fit Jesus, until he began to have doubts because Jesus allowed himself to be touched by a woman with a bad reputation; a
real prophet would have had supernatural knowledge of her character.

29C. Kavin Rowe, “Luke and the Trinity: An Essay in Ecclesial Biblical Theology”, SJT 56 (2003): 126.
30It has been conjectured that the census mentioned in Lk 2:1 might be identified with such an oath of allegiance imposed by Augustus

on Judea (Josephus Antiquities 16.290; 17.42).
31The language is probably hyperbolical rather than to be taken over-literally.
32There is no reason to suppose that Luke had theological reasons for omitting this particular section of the narrative; it fell away as

part of the overall omission of this part of Mark.
33Luke does have a Moses typology, as we have seen, but it is concerned more with the idea of Moses as a messianic figure than as a

lawgiver.



6

LUKE-ACTS

THE SEQUEL

 

It is difficult to overemphasize the theological significance of the fact that Luke, unlike the other
Evangelists, saw his Gospel as the earlier part of a two-volume work. This verdict stands firm regardless
of whether Luke had the second volume in mind at the time when he compiled the first (as I believe to be
the case) or decided later that the Gospel needed to be complemented. But the precise nature of the
relationship between the two volumes is complex. It is most probable that Luke is providing the
Christians of his time, as represented by Theophilus, with an account of Christian origins that serves to
confirm the reliability of the gospel that is being preached and taught. The preaching is thus backed up by
an appeal to the facts on which it is based, as handed down by the people in the best position to know
what had happened. But this story of Christian origins has two parts.

On the one hand, there is the story of Jesus, culminating in his death and resurrection. This was
certainly the basis of the early Christian preaching, but whether the mission and teaching of Jesus was a
central part of the content has been questioned1 It is notorious that, according to Acts, the only occasion
on which any extended reference is made by a preacher to the life of Jesus is in Peter’s sermon2 to
Cornelius (Acts 10:36–43). Nevertheless, it is probable that reference was made to it more widely.3 In
Acts 1–9 the gospel had been preached to Jews in Jerusalem who had some familiarity with the story;
now in Acts 10 it is preached to Gentiles who have only a scanty knowledge of what had happened. In any
case, a good deal of the preaching is concerned with the condemnation, crucifixion and resurrection of
Jesus, which occupies a substantial part of the Gospel.

On the other hand, there is the second part of the divine program laid down in prophecy, that
repentance and forgiveness of sins should be preached to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem (Lk
24:47). In a full account of the basis for the gospel it was necessary to show how this second, equally
crucial, part of God’s plan was fulfilled. In particular, Acts shows how under divine guidance that aspect
of God’s plan which concerned the Gentiles was fulfilled, so that God might have “a people for his name”
including Jews and Gentiles (Acts 15:14). This plan did not intend that the Jews were henceforward
excluded from the people of God, but it included those Jews who believed in the gospel.

It can be seen that each of the two parts of Luke’s work implies the other, and neither is complete in
itself.

Questions arise in the case of Acts similar to those that arise in the Gospels in their relation to what
Jesus taught and believed. Acts professes to give an account of the preaching and life of the earliest
Christians and then of Paul in particular. Many scholars argue that the picture of Paul’s theology differs
considerably from that which we find in his letters and represents the work of somebody who did not fully
know or understand Paul and has given a somewhat inaccurate account of him.4 If, then, Luke was not
well informed about somebody nearer in time to him, how much more likely it is that he was even less
knowledgeable about the theology and life of the earliest Christian believers. The way is then open to



argue that Luke’s picture rests upon little hard evidence and represents his own idealization of that period
or a reading back of the preaching and attitudes of his time into the earlier times. What is the nature of
Luke’s theology, and how does it relate to the actual theologies of the characters in the story?

I side with those who take a high view of Luke’s historical reliability in Acts, but this does not mean
that the theology of the author of Acts is to be simply identified with that of any of the characters in the
narrative, nor does it deny that Luke’s reconstruction of their positions may be open to question in detail.5

Luke’s Theological Story: Part 2

The story lines. Whereas the three Synoptic Gospels consist of many small units (with a few larger ones)
that have been worked together editorially into a story with a certain amount of progress and
development,6 the narrative in Acts is much more of a connected narrative told in chronological order.
Various story lines make up the plot. Of all the books of the New Testament it is Acts that most clearly
exemplifies the relationship of the theology of the early church to its mission. Acts is the story of a
mission, in the course of which we learn the theological content of the gospel and the theology on which
the mission to Jews and Gentiles rested.

There is the story of how the witnesses to Jesus began their task in Jerusalem, spreading out to Judea
and Samaria and then into the wider world until at last they reached Rome (Acts 1:8). It is the story of
how the word of God grew territorially.

Roughly corresponding with this story is the way in which the gospel first reached Aramaic-speaking
Jews, then the group of Greek-speaking Hellenists in Jerusalem, then non-Jews, beginning with the
Samaritans and the Ethiopian traveler, and finally reaching Gentiles in a wide sweep from Caesarea to
Antioch, to Cyprus and Galatia, to Asia, to Macedonia and Achaia, and finally to Rome.7 This is a story
of cultural spread.

Simultaneously with this account of the spread of the gospel and the growth of the church, there takes
place the development of Christian theology and in particular the way in which the church had to cope
with the twofold problem of the opposition to the gospel from the Jewish leaders and of the admission of
uncircumcised Gentiles into the people of God. It is important to emphasize that this is a problem with
two sides to it and that Luke is not concerned solely with the status of Gentile believers but also with the
response or lack of response of the Jews.8 It is part of the genius of Luke to be able to present this
theological problem and its resolution through the medium of the story of the early church.

Our task now is not to retell these stories as such but rather to search out the theological story that is
being conveyed by Luke.

Transition and preparation. Acts commences naturally enough with a recapitulation of the closing
of the Gospel but in such a way as to make it a new beginning.9 Some crucial theological points are made.
First, for the time being the task of the followers of Jesus is worldwide witness to him. Whatever is meant
by the restoration of “the kingdom to Israel”, it is “not yet” and meanwhile witness must be borne to Jesus
(Acts 1:6–8). Second, the disciples need the power of the Holy Spirit for their task, just as Jesus was
empowered by the Spirit and other actors in Luke 1–2 were filled with the Spirit to prophesy concerning
his coming. Third, the hope of the restoration of the kingdom is in effect replaced by the hope of the return
of Jesus. Fourth, the number of witnesses to the resurrection of Jesus had to be made up to the original
number of twelve apostles; the symbolism of the number, presumably reflecting the twelve tribes of Israel
(cf. Lk 22:30), was important. The task is variously described as “leadership” (TNIV) or “oversight”
(NRSV) (Gk. episkopē), “service” (Gk. diakonia), “apostleship” and “witness”. The first of these terms is
derived from Psalm 109:8, and its use may suggest that Luke saw the task of the apostles as similar to that
of the later “overseers” (traditionally “bishops”; cf. Acts 20:28).



The promise of power is fulfilled in the descent of the Spirit upon the disciples; it is altogether more
probable that the Spirit came upon the entire group of disciples rather than just upon the Twelve (cf. Acts
2:16–18). The descent of the Spirit should probably be seen as having some correspondences to the
giving of the law at Sinai, although Luke has done little if anything to draw attention to the analogy. For
him it is more important that the event is the fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy concerning the last days in
which the saving action of God is extended to cover all kinds of people, young and old, male and female,
and salvation is available to all who call on the Lord’s name.

For the moment the audience is international but Jewish. Only the variety of languages spoken
perhaps hints at a symbolism of the nations of the world.10

Witness to the resurrection. We are now given an example of what the first Christians did in
public: through Peter as their spokesperson they gave witness to the resurrection of Jesus. The essence of
Peter’s public statement is that despite his divine accreditation Jesus had been put to death by the Jewish
leaders but God had raised him to life and exalted him to heaven, a clear token that God confirmed his
position as Lord and Christ. Although Jesus had been handed over to the authorities in fulfillment of
God’s purpose and his foreknowledge of what would happen, Peter accused his hearers of responsibility
for the crucifixion and hence of guilt for it. Yet they could be pardoned for their sins through repenting and
submitting to baptism, and they would receive not only forgiveness but also the gift of the Spirit. The
reasoning appears to be that the people share in the guilt of their leaders unless they dissociate themselves
from their action. It is not explained how forgiveness comes “in the name of Jesus Christ”, but Peter
identifies Jesus as the Lord in Joel 2:32 who has the power to save. The promise of the Holy Spirit is tied
to the prophecy of John the Baptist that the Messiah would baptize with the Spirit, and Peter asserts that
Jesus received this gift on his exaltation to God’s right hand.

The rationale for these statements is not immediately obvious to the reader: how does Peter know
that Jesus is now at God’s right hand, that this position makes him Lord and Christ and that he has
received the Spirit? The probable answer to the first two questions for Luke is that he has previously
recorded Jesus’ use of Psalm 110:1, which would be understood as a prophecy fulfilled in him, and, if
Jesus had ascended to heaven, this would be the occasion on which this happened. In any case,
resurrection and exaltation are associated in Judaism (1 Enoch 62:14–16; 2 Baruch 51:5, 10; T. Benj.
10:6, 9, with a scriptural basis in Dan 12:1–3).11 As for the gift of the Spirit to Christ, this may reflect an
understanding of Psalm 68:18 (cf. Eph 4:8) taken to mean “you have received gifts for humankind”.12

It is clear that Jesus Christ is still active in that baptism is performed in his name and is efficacious.
Healings are also performed in his name, which means that his agents operate by his power and not by
their own authority (Acts 3:6). The work of the apostles is thus a continuation of the work of Jesus
whereby the signs of the kingdom of God are manifested and salvation is made effective in people’s lives
through the preaching of his followers. Although Jesus is not physically present, his work goes on. The
content of the message, however, has shifted in that, while Jesus proclaimed the rule of God and called
people to be his disciples, his followers tell people about him and how he was the person through whom
life was being bestowed in response to a faith that was related to him (cf. Acts 3:16; 4:9–10). In this way
Jesus is more obviously the object of proclamation than in the Gospel, although it must be insisted that he
is both the proclaimer and the proclaimed in both parts of Luke’s work.

A variety of expressions are used to indicate the status and role of Jesus. Peter can refer to Jesus as
being a prophet like Moses (Deut 18:15–19; Acts 3:22–23). Such a prophet is no ordinary prophet but
rather the leader of the people, as Moses was. The description clearly applies to Jesus in his earthly life,
as the Gospel has indicated, but here it seems to refer also to his continuing activity. It is to be noted in
passing that in view of his exalted rank anybody who does not listen to him will be cut off from the people
of God; being a member of the Jewish people is not in itself an adequate qualification for remaining in
God’s favor now that the prophet has come.



The statements about actions being performed in the name of Jesus are highly significant. These must
be heard against the Old Testament background in which it is the name of Yahweh that functions in this
kind of way, and the inevitable conclusion is that here the name of Jesus functions in the same way as the
name of Yahweh and indeed replaces it. He alone is the channel through which salvation is available
(Acts 4:12).

At the same time, we have the other principal divine agent, the Holy Spirit, who also functions
prominently in the early part of Acts. As already noted, the Spirit fills the apostles who utter God’s
message. The effect of the filling is apparently to give courage to them to stand up in the midst of
threatening audiences, as Jesus had promised, but also in more encouraging situations. And it would seem
that the Spirit must also have something to do with the content of what is said in the same way as the
content of prophecy was mediated by the Spirit. Christian preaching and witness is accordingly a
continuation of the prophetic activity of Jesus and the witnesses to him in the Gospel.

The activity of Jesus and of the Spirit as God’s agents does not mean that God retreats into the
background and is not directly involved in what goes on. Throughout Acts it is insisted that what happens
in and through Jesus is due to the plan of God, which is being carried out. It is he who allowed Jesus to be
crucified and who raised him from the dead. It is he who gave the Spirit to Jesus to pour out on believers.
It is his calling to salvation that is expressed in the preaching (Acts 2:39). When the disciples are
released from prison, it is to God that they pray for action (Acts 4:24–30), and it is only rarely that prayer
is addressed to Jesus. Despite the fact that Jesus is also given the title of “Lord” and that people call on
him for salvation, God remains the Lord to whom people pray. Because of his sovereign power and
purpose the Christians have confidence that, whatever the opposition, the work to which he has called
them will go on successfully. This point is even attributed to a leading Pharisee who recognizes that if the
apostles’ activity is of God, then the Sanhedrin cannot thwart it (Acts 5:38–39).

The spreading mission—to the uncircumcised. The story in Acts is the story of this ongoing
activity of God that human beings can oppose and attempt to thwart but that will nevertheless proceed as
God purposes. The details of its progress are not our present concern, although they testify to this
direction and empowering by God that we have already seen exemplified in the earliest chapters of Acts.
Much more significant for our purpose is the way in which the early Christians are found to be testifying
about Jesus to people other than Jews. This happens in various ways. Apparently of his own accord
Philip goes to Samaria, but then he is specially directed by an angel to meet up with an Ethiopian official.
Saul is deliberately commissioned by God to go to Gentiles as well as to the people of Israel. Peter is
brought into contact with the Gentile centurion Cornelius through a series of dreams and visions of divine
origin. People from Cyprus and Cyrene speak spontaneously to Greeks about Jesus. And then the
floodgates open and the resulting mixed church of Jews and Gentiles in Antioch deliberately sends out, at
God’s direction, two missionaries who discover an audience of Gentiles that wants to hear their message
(Acts 13:7). Luke thus makes it clear that the mission to Gentiles is carried on in response to varied
stimuli, but is above all due to God’s direction of events. It was, of course, foreordained by God, who
had foretold through the prophets that “repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his
[Christ’s] name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem” (Lk 24:47). The wording here indicates very
clearly that the Jews are included as much as are the Gentiles.

There may, therefore, have been little problem for the early Christians in seeking to win Gentiles as
Christian proselytes rather than simply as Jewish proselytes, and we do not in fact hear of any opposition
in principle to this, although there may have been lukewarmness about actually doing it. What caused
difficulty was the question whether such converts needed to fulfill all the other requirements of the Jewish
religion like ordinary Jewish proselytes. Even before they were converted, there were of course the
practical problems associated with meeting and eating with Gentiles. In the case of Cornelius, as Luke
tells the story, Peter was assured in a dream that, whatever had been the case in the past, God no longer



required his people to abstain from so-called unclean foods, and by implication from association with so-
called unclean people. The Holy Spirit came upon Cornelius and his family, uncircumcised as they were,
and they were baptized there and then. The implication is that circumcision was not required. Later, other
Gentiles became Christian believers without having been circumcised at Antioch, and this became the
pattern on Paul’s first missionary campaign. But if Gentiles became believers in Israel’s Messiah, why
should they not be required to be circumcised and keep the rest of the law, as proselytes did? It can be
well understood that the case of the conservative Jews in the church was a strong one.

The theological answer to it is given in Acts 15, where the question has now become quite sharply
that of whether Gentiles could be saved without being circumcised.

The first part of the answer was what we might call pragmatic: large numbers of Gentiles had
already become believers and received the gift of the Spirit without being required to be circumcised.
God evidently did not take circumcision into account when apportioning gifts of the Spirit. It is not clear
whether the so-called Judaizers believed that God should not give the Spirit until after circumcision, or
that, if he did bestow it, then the position must be regularized by subsequent circumcision.

A second part of the answer, again given by Peter, was that the law was an unbearable yoke that
could not save people anyhow (Acts 15:10). As Paul put it, “through [Christ] everyone who believes is
set free from every sin, a justification you were not able to obtain under the law of Moses” (Acts 13:39).
Although that might be construed to mean that the law of Moses saved from some sins and Christ dealt
with the remainder, it is altogether more probable that the force is exclusive: Christ saves from all sins,
from none of which the law of Moses could save. If the law was impotent to save, there was no need for
Gentiles to keep it.

Third, Peter insisted that “through the grace of the Lord Jesus we believe [in order] to be saved”,
whether Jews or Gentiles (Acts 15:11).13 Here an antithesis is implicit between grace and faith on the one
side and performance of the law on the other side. Whether or not these words were actually said on the
occasion, they undoubtedly represent Luke’s view that salvation is by grace and faith and not by keeping
the law. The point may be put with less depth than in the letters of Paul, but there is fundamental
agreement.

We again note the significant fact that Jews are regarded as being as much in need of salvation by
grace through faith as are Gentiles. The way to salvation is the same for both groups. The Messiah is
regarded as a Savior with complete power to save those who believe, and he alone has the power to
save. Nobody else or nothing else can save, and no supplementation or prior conditions are needed. The
verdict of the apostolic council is therefore that circumcision is not required of Gentiles; they are not to
be burdened with it. Nevertheless, certain requirements are laid upon the Gentiles: abstinence from food
sacrificed to idols, from blood (i.e., meat not slaughtered in the Jewish manner), from the meat of
strangled animals, and from sexual immorality. These requirements are often thought to reflect certain
regulations laid down in Leviticus 17–18 for Jews and Gentiles living in the land of Israel, and they
ensured that the main barriers to fellowship in the church would be removed: Gentiles would not be
forcing Jewish Christians to eat food prepared in unacceptable ways, nor would they be living in sexual
immorality. These rules represent something of a compromise perhaps, and they may have been
applicable only in areas thought to belong to the land of Israel at its widest extent.14 They assume that
Jewish Christians will go on living in their traditional ways, and later in Acts Paul is represented as
doing so. Whether Luke’s view is that Jewish Christians should or must continue to live in this way is a
moot point.

The significant point from all this is that for Luke Gentiles do not need to be circumcised and to keep
the Jewish law as it applied to Jews; they do not have to become Jewish proselytes. However, it was not
necessary for Jewish Christians to give up their way of life under the Jewish law, for instance by not
circumcising their infants.



The divine plan. This expansion of the people of God raises afresh the question of the place of the
Jews in God’s plan. Luke deals with this issue at some length in two passages, the speeches of Stephen in
Acts 7 and of Paul in Acts 13.

Stephen’s speech is set in a context of accusations that he has been speaking against the temple and
the law, alleging that Jesus would destroy the temple and change the customs (i.e., the way of life
according to the law) laid down by Moses. His reply is cast in the form of a historical survey from the
call of Abraham onward in which he traces the line of God’s dealings with Israel. The speech abounds in
detail and makes numerous subsidiary points along the way. The providential care of God for his people
emerges. The movement of the people and their ancestors into and out of the Promised Land is recorded.
Major attention is devoted to Moses, who was sent to be a ruler and judge of the people. Like Joseph
before him, he was rejected by the people despite God’s choice of him, and their rejection extended to the
worship of God, which they replaced by idolatry. Yet despite their lapses the people had the traveling
tabernacle of God in the wilderness and then in the Promised Land until it was replaced by the temple
built by Solomon. At this point Stephen asserts that God does not dwell in houses made by human hands
and attacks the Jews for failing to obey the prophets. The speech thus accuses them, rather than the
Christians, of disobedience to God, seen in their rejection of the prophets, culminating in the killing of
Jesus, and disobedience to the law. It appears to suggest that God is not tied to a temple built in a single
place but moves with his people wherever they go. The speech falls short of stating that God now dwells
in a new building not made with hands, that is, the church composed of believing people, but it comes
near to doing so. Nothing is said here about the Messiah, although there is a typology sitting there, waiting
to be developed with respect to Moses as the ruler and deliverer or redeemer of the people.

The story is repeated and extended from a different point of view in Acts 13. The period up to
Moses is passed over swiftly and attention is directed to God’s provision of leaders for the people, the
judges, Saul and David. Then there is a rapid transit to David’s descendant Jesus, who was put to death
by the rulers and then raised from the dead. The resurrection of Jesus is seen as the fulfillment of God’s
promises to the Jews in Scripture. As in Acts 2, the prophecies about life after death were demonstrably
not fulfilled in the case of David, but in the case of Jesus, and this confirms that he was the heir of David
concerning whom the prophecies were made.

Between them, these two speeches sum up the past history of the Jews as one of rejection of
leadership provided by God, leading up to the rejection of Jesus and his vindication by God. The
rejection of Jesus is thus the final part in a pattern of behavior that stretches back to the beginning. Yet,
despite the past rejection, Jesus is sent first of all as the Savior for the Jews, and it is only after their
rejection of him that the apostles turn to the Gentiles. In the plan of God there is a priority in the offer of
the gospel to the Jews. And this pattern repeats itself throughout Acts as the apostles go first to whatever
Jews there are in any given location. To be sure, the initial audience often includes proselytes and God-
fearers; the lines are not hard and fast. This fits in with Paul’s expressed belief that the gospel was first
for the Jews (Rom 1:16).

It emerges that although the Jews have a record of failure to recognize God’s agents and keep his
commandments, nevertheless the Messiah is sent first to them (Acts 3:26), and Luke maintains this priority
in his account of the mission (Acts 13:46). Indeed, he comes dangerously near to suggesting that it is only
when and because the Jews reject the gospel that the missionaries turn to the Gentiles. It is difficult to
believe that this is what he means to say, and it would seem more likely that the point is to state that the
Gentiles will replace unbelieving Jews as the people of God without implying that they will be
evangelized only if the Jews disbelieve.

Mission in an ever-wider field. By the end of Acts 15, accordingly, the theological story in Acts has
reached this point, that the gospel is offered to Jews first and also to Gentiles, out of whom a people is
being formed who believe and are saved. From here onward the story is that of Paul’s mission and his



imprisonments. Acts is so arranged, however, that Paul’s mission was already established before Acts
15, and the rest of the story is an extension of the events in Acts 13–14. What does the second half of Acts
add to the story that has so far been told?

First, the story explores at greater length what happens when Paul comes into contact with Gentiles
who have no connections with Judaism. This point had already emerged earlier in Acts 13:6–12 and Acts
14:8–20. In the latter story, set in Lystra, Paul and Barnabas meet up with worshipers of pagan gods, and
the recorded part of their message deals with the reality of the one living God, the Creator. In the past he
had left the Gentiles to themselves, although not without providing graciously for their needs and so
giving evidence of his existence and his kindness. This theme is more fully developed in the scene at
Athens, where again the message is concerned with the reality of the one God who does not need human
worship but who has appointed the life of the nations in such a way that people should be able to find him
without falling into idolatry. The guilt of the world, which has failed to appreciate the signals of God’s
reality, stands revealed, and judgment confronts all. History has moved to its climax with the revelation of
the One through whom God will exercise this judgment.

Above all, the story relates the way in which the mission proceeds under the guidance and care of
God. To some extent it does little more than add marginal notes to what has preceded. Its main purpose
could be said to be to provide further evidence of the divine approval for the mission of Paul to the
Gentiles. Luke’s purpose is to demonstrate the progress of the Word of God.

In passing, we should note the significance of the story of Apollos and the disciples at Ephesus. In
both cases we have people who appear to have known only the baptism of John and to have had some
Christian instruction. The need for fuller instruction in the gospel, as understood by Paul, is expressed. In
the case of Apollos, it is a moot point whether he had received the Spirit. The phrase “fervent in spirit”
(Acts 18:25) should probably be understood as “fervor in the Spirit” (TNIV mg.).15 Certainly Luke does
not record that he received Christian baptism. In the case of the disciples at Ephesus it is emphasized that
they had not received the Spirit, and in view of this lack they were baptized and had hands laid on them,
after which the Spirit came upon them with evidential signs. Thus the importance of right doctrine and of
the gift of the Spirit is underlined.

By the end of Acts 20 the mission of Paul has reached its preliminary conclusion, to be followed by
his arrest and imprisonment. The address by Paul to the church leaders at Miletus consequently acts as a
kind of closure to the story so far, and it provides a survey of how Paul saw his missionary work, which
is also intended as a model for local congregational leaders. It sums up his message directed to Jews and
Greeks as the gospel of God’s grace, culminating in an appeal for repentance and faith in the Lord Jesus.
It lays the foundation for that appeal in the purchase of the church by God with his own blood (Acts
20:28).16 This strongly suggests that the church is something new, and that suggestions that Luke simply
envisaged a continuing people of God, enlarged by the inclusion of the Gentile believers, are not
altogether accurate. There is in fact a new people of God, in continuity with the old but now composed of
believers in the Messiah. The coming of Christ marks a new beginning. Language appropriate to the
people of God in the previous age can be applied to it, such as the flock of God (Acts 20:28) or the holy
ones (the “sanctified”, Acts 20:32).

Paul as a prisoner—and still a missionary. But the story is not yet complete, and eight chapters
(roughly a quarter of the book) still remain. These are concerned with Paul as a prisoner and a number of
theological motifs emerge.

First, it is evident that even as a person under arrest, in prison and in captivity generally Paul
continues his mission and is effective in Christian witness. It is difficult to avoid the impression that Luke
has devoted so much space to this aspect of Paul’s life in order to express the harsh realities under which
Christians may be called to live out their lives and bear witness to Christ. Paul’s principle that “we must
go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22) is exemplified at length in his own



life. God remains in ultimate control and, although he allows Paul (like Jesus) to suffer, nevertheless his
suffering can be used to forward the gospel. Appearances before judges become an occasion for
testimony (Acts 9:15). Paul is even slated to appear before the highest tribunal, that of the emperor in
Rome, but there is no authentic record of this event either in Acts or elsewhere. But if he is not upheld by
human beings, he is nevertheless seen to be vindicated in other ways. The lengthy story of his journey to
Rome is no doubt told partly for its vivid interest but also because the deliverance of the ship from
disaster and the subsequent protection of Paul from being poisoned by a snake are indications that God
looks upon him with favor (cf. expressly Acts 27:24; 28:6).

Second, the accounts of Paul’s public appearances and the legal proceedings provide the occasions
on which he can reply to the accusations against him, which were that he was teaching everywhere against
the Jewish people, their law and the temple (Acts 21:28). Paul therefore recounts yet again different
aspects of his own story of how he came to be a witness to Jesus Christ.

In the first appearance (Acts 22:1–21) the story is of what God or Christ did and said in calling Paul
to be a witness from being a persecutor and how he was specifically told to leave Jerusalem and go to the
Gentiles. It is the word Gentiles that leads to the crowd’s interruption of his speech; the story of Paul’s
Jewish religious zeal and of the role of the respected Jew, Ananias, in his conversion appears to have
been at least tolerable, but after that a wave of anti-Gentilism erupted.

On the second occasion for public speech, before the Sanhedrin (Acts 23), Paul elects to stand on the
Jewish credentials of his career, emphasizing that his beliefs were those of Judaism, specifically of the
Pharisees, in that he believed in the hope of the resurrection; on this point the Pharisees differed
significantly from the Sadducees, who denied the possibility of resurrection. Again the continuity of
Christian belief with that of one strand of Judaism is maintained.

On the third occasion, Paul again emphasizes that his way of life was in line with Jewish piety in
respect of ritual observance of the law and works of love (almsgiving), and again he affirms the hope of
the resurrection (Acts 24:10–21; cf. Acts 23:6).

Finally, in Acts 26 Paul appears before the Roman governor Felix and the Jewish king Agrippa.
Once again the Christian message is argued to be a fulfillment of the hope of the Jews. True, Paul had at
one time rejected and resisted it, but now he had had personal experience of the resurrected Jesus and
recognized him as Lord. From him he had been commissioned to be a witness and had been promised that
he would be protected from his Jewish attackers and be sent to witness to the Gentiles so that they might
become members of God’s people, provided that they repented and turned to God.

All the way through, therefore, Paul protests his loyalty to Judaism and the Jewish way of life, and
yet he insists that his calling was to bear witness to Jesus to Gentiles and Jews. In the present context the
question of whether these repentant Gentiles also needed to keep the law and live by it is not raised. The
emphasis is rather on the fact that being Christians does not entail that Jewish believers forsake the law.17

Despite this insistence that Christianity is not incompatible with a Jewish way of life, Paul remains
the object of attack. But this leads on to the question of what he had done wrong that constituted an offense
in the eyes of the Romans. The Romans come into the picture because there was an outbreak of public
disorder involving Paul. At first it seems that Paul is responsible for it (particularly if, as alleged, he had
brought Gentiles within the forbidden area in the temple), but then he emerges as the object of mob
violence, and the question is whether he has done anything under Roman law that constitutes an offense.
The answer is given by the lawyer Tertullus, who accuses Paul of being a troublemaker belonging to the
Nazarene sect who had tried to desecrate the temple. Paul’s response is to challenge the lack of evidence
for the latter charge (which disappears from view) and to admit that he has a sectarian set of beliefs
within Judaism. The effect of the subsequent examinations is to emphasize that Paul is thereby doing
nothing wrong that falls within Roman jurisdiction and is entitled to be set at liberty. But he remains in
custody with the case unsettled, and eventually he appeals to Caesar rather than allow his case to revert to



a Jewish court. The theological point at issue is thus that Paul’s beliefs cannot be regarded as a criminal
offense under Roman law, even if the Roman officials do not treat him entirely fairly.

The Jewish opposition to Paul continues to the end of the book. When Paul reaches Rome, two things
are surprisingly underplayed. The first is the relationship of Paul to the existing Christian believers in and
around Rome; they are there in the vicinity (Acts 28:14–15, but we hear nothing of Paul meeting with
believers in Rome. The second thing is the outcome of the judicial process. According to one reading of
Acts, Luke has already given sufficient hints that Paul was martyred in Rome and does not need to address
the fact explicitly (Acts 20:23–24, 38; cf. Acts 21:10–14). According to another the outcome was
successful and Paul was released. For Luke this is not a matter of importance. Rather the book ends with a
picture of Paul continuing to proclaim a gospel, to which testimony is borne in the Jewish Scriptures.
Some Jews believe, and others reject the message. In the case of the latter the prophecy in Isaiah 6:9–10
is fulfilled. So Paul turns, as on past occasions, to the Gentiles with a better hope of acceptance.

Does this mean that the mission to Jews no longer continues? The point is debated, but the more
probable view is that God’s salvation remains available to any Jews who will repent and believe the
good news.

Theological Themes in Acts

God and his purpose. We have already observed the centrality of God in Acts as the initiator of the
action, foretelling what is to happen in broad terms in Scripture, though with special application to the
Christ, and then in more precise detail through various agents, heavenly and human.18 For some scholars
this implies that the course of the story is predetermined, almost set by an impersonal fate, and is so to an
extent that is perhaps beyond that in any other writer in the New Testament. An element of necessity (“it
must happen”) hangs over the story, in the Gospel and in Acts, but more markedly in the latter.

As we have seen, however, this element is not consistent. We need to draw a clear distinction
between determinism, in which God controls what is to happen, and divine guidance, in which God tells
people what to do or encourages them in what they are doing; we can also distinguish broadly between
the determinism of actions in detail and general predictions of what may happen. There are times in Acts
when people do things by their own initiative and other times when they act under a divine guidance that
can amount to compulsion (Acts 20:22),19 and of course there are occasions when things happen to them
(like storms at sea) over which they have no control. This mixture of kinds of motivation suggests that a
predetermined course of action in detail is hardly what Luke is reporting.

It is certainly true that the authorities who acted against Jesus did “what your power and will had
decided beforehand should happen” (Acts 4:28), even though they committed wicked acts in doing so
(Acts 2:23), but this does not entail that all wicked acts were planned beforehand, still less initiated, by
God. In a couple of cases the positive responses of people to the gospel may appear to have been
predetermined by God (Acts 13:48; 16:14; cf. Lk 24:45), but the possibility of disobedience to the divine
call is raised by Paul (Acts 26:19–20),20 and on other occasions there is nothing to suggest that the
response of people to the gospel was other than their own decision (e.g., Acts 2:37).

The motif, then, is not developed so consistently as to result in absolute determinism, but the
impression of God’s plan and purpose being carried out remains dominant. It functions to encourage the
readers that God’s purpose will be carried out, despite whatever opposition and suffering there may be.

According to Scripture. The plan of God is particularly foretold in Scripture. Of all the New
Testament writers it is perhaps Luke who is most articulate on the fact that the establishment of the church
and its mission is the object of prophecy and that this event is therefore closely tied to the coming of the
Messiah in the plan of God. That is why Luke wrote the Gospel and the Acts. There is a very
considerable use of Scripture in Acts, particularly in the speeches of the various characters rather than in



the narrative framework. An important part of the Scriptural material is, of course, used in what we may
call an apologetic manner to demonstrate from Scripture what the Messiah would be and do and then to
argue that only Jesus fits the personal profile and the job description (Acts 17:2–3, 11). But it is also of
special importance for Luke that the creation of the church of Jews and Gentiles could be seen to be
prophesied in Scripture (Acts 13:47; 15:16–18). The outpouring of the Spirit that initiated the formation
of the church is clearly foretold in Scripture in a passage that also anticipates people calling upon the
Lord for salvation (Acts 2:17–21).21

Salvation history. These two factors, God’s plan and the laying out of it in Scripture, entail that
Luke envisages a “history of salvation”. This phrase can be understood to convey various nuances. As
used by Oscar Cullmann, the concept of “salvation-history” emphasizes that God’s salvation issues from
his deeds in history, from events that are to be understood as divine actions, such as the freeing of the
Israelites from captivity in Egypt and later in Babylon and supremely in the coming, death and
resurrection of Jesus. This insistence on God’s mighty acts in history stands over against any suggestion
that people are saved essentially through an act of preaching that refers to little or nothing in the way of
divine action and engenders an existential decision by the hearers, no doubt made possible only by the
preaching of Christ but dangerously near to being not much more than a human decision.22

At the same time, the phrase envisages an ongoing activity of God stretching throughout the story told
in the Old Testament, so that the coming of Jesus is the appropriate climax to what has gone before by
way of anticipation and foretelling. Scripture thus becomes the heritage of a church whose roots lie firmly
in the past activity of God in raising up a people for himself. This attitude rules out any kind of
theological Marcionism that rejects the Old Testament from Christian Scripture.23

But also there is the implication that God’s activity continues into the future in an ongoing history of
Christian mission, of which Luke has reported only the first stage.

As we have previously observed, it has been claimed that Luke developed this understanding as a
response to the “delay of the parousia”. The earliest Christians, it is argued, regarded the coming of
Christ as inaugurating the last days and expected the coming of the Son of Man (identified with Jesus) and
the arrival of the new age almost immediately. For them the coming of Jesus marked in effect the end of
history. But time went by, and the expected climax did not materialize. The church needed to revise its
theology of two ages with the Christ event as the dividing line, and what we see in the work of Luke is an
interpretation in which salvation history continues into the future until the distant parousia. The time of the
church and its mission fills the gap that has opened up between the coming of Christ and the end of time,
and the presence of the Spirit and its activity functions theologically as a kind of replacement of the
parousia. Thus the coming of the Spirit is the Lukan solution to the disappointment caused by the delay of
the parousia, and the parousia, now shunted off into the distant future, loses its former significant role as
the dominant factor in Christian theology.

We have already seen that this interpretation is vulnerable in other ways. To our earlier criticisms
must now be added the fact that it is very dubious whether the early church was so dominated by the
expectation of the parousia. It is much more likely that the kind of view here attributed to the later
theology of Luke was in fact present from a very early stage indeed. Certainly, the experience of the Holy
Spirit as the decisive evidence of the reality of the new age goes back as far as we can trace. We should
understand history more in terms of two eras, those of Israel (characterized by partial realization and by
promise) and that of Christ and the church (characterized by fulfillment and continuing promise). There is
obviously a distinction between the times before and after the resurrection of Jesus and Pentecost, but
these are two stages in the period of fulfillment. And, further, it is simply not the case that for Luke the
parousia has lost its significance for the early Christians by being postponed indefinitely. Finally, John
Nolland has warned us against understanding salvation history in three sharply delineated periods; instead
there are what he calls repetitions and escalation.24



The Christ event. Within this broad period of fulfillment there are three major events, the Christ
event,25 the coming of the Spirit, and the mission of the church.

First, there is the coming of the one whom Luke uniquely calls “the Lord’s/God’s Messiah” (Lk 2:26;
9:20; Acts 4:26; the phrase parallels the more familiar “Servant of the Lord”, Acts 3:13, 26; 4:27, 30).
Something of Luke’s understanding of Jesus in Acts has already emerged earlier in the chapter. For Acts
the resurrection, ascension and glorification of Jesus are of particular significance. Luke alone of the
Evangelists describes the ascension as a separate event from the resurrection, and both events are
significant. The resurrection is important because it establishes the triumph of God over death in the case
of Jesus and gives a firm basis for the hope of resurrection that the Christians shared with the Pharisees.
The ascension is important because it establishes the position of Jesus as Lord and Messiah (Acts 2:33–
36). For Luke the Messiah is the authoritative ruler in the kingdom of God. For such a person the title of
“Lord” is appropriate in any case, but the alternation between Jesus and God as “Lord” in Acts and the
use of “God language” (such as “name”) with reference to Jesus serve to establish some kind of functional
equivalence between Jesus and God, that ties in with the fact that Jesus is also recognized as the Son of
God (Acts 9:20; 13:33).

Some scholars regard Acts as seeing Jesus as exalted to this rank for the first time by the ascension;
this is an example of the kind of christology known as “adoptionism” or a two-stage christology in which
there is a difference between the status of Jesus before and after the resurrection.26 This understanding is
refuted by the way in which the child Jesus is established as the Son of God from his birth (Luke 1:32)
and throughout the Gospel and by the way in which Luke can refer to Jesus as “Lord” when narrating the
story in the Gospel.27 Luke thus appears to share the typical humiliation/exaltation christology in which
the earthly Jesus is the Lord appearing in the humble guise of the servant and unrecognized by people
generally. But we do not need to appeal to the Gospel for proof of the case. The resurrection of Jesus is
not simply the result of God’s decision to raise a good man; rather he was the Holy One whom death
could not hold (cf. Acts 2:24).

When Peter refers to Jesus as simply “a man” (Acts 2:22), he is expressing how Jesus appeared
during his lifetime (Acts 5:28). There must be some significance in the fact that the final judgment will
take place through the man whom God has appointed and set apart by raising him from the dead rather
than by God or some heavenly agent (Acts 17:31).

Within Acts the brief descriptions of the life of Jesus serve to show that God was working salvation
through him and that he was not recognized but rather opposed by those who put him to death. This human
opposition was thwarted by God in raising him from the dead, and in any case it was allowed for within
God’s plan. But an explanation of why God allowed it and what purpose, if any, it served is surprisingly
absent from the apostolic preaching. Certainly in Acts 20:28 the church is “bought” by God and made his
special possession by “blood” which (however we understand the phrase; see pp. 167-68) can only be a
reference to the blood of Jesus and hence to the death of Jesus. This ties in with the retention of the
reference to the body and blood of Jesus in Luke 22:19–20.28 For Luke the resurrection and ascension of
Jesus establish his position as the author of salvation who dispenses repentance and forgiveness of sins
(Acts 5:30–31).

The implied human situation is accordingly one of sinfulness and guilt. In the case of the Jewish
authorities this is summed up in their rejection of Jesus, and the implication is that the people share in this
guilt unless they actively repudiate what was done to Jesus and accept him as Messiah and Lord. In the
case of the Gentiles, they are assumed to live in ignorance of God and their salvation lies in turning to him
and repenting of their idolatry. It has been argued that what is really wrong with the Gentiles is nothing
more than ignorance and that therefore they need to be “helped” rather than “saved”, but this interpretation
cannot survive the black picture of Gentile sin that emerges from Acts.29



Salvation and the Holy Spirit. A major blessing of salvation is thus forgiveness of sins, or in
Pauline language, justification (Acts 13:38–39), with its positive counterpart, eternal life (Acts 13:46).
Put otherwise, people are brought out of darkness into light (Acts 26:18), and the language characteristic
of Jesus is retained in references to entry into the kingdom of God. Now it lies within the authority of God
to forgive sin, and this authority has been shared with Jesus. God works through his agent. But Acts, as we
have noted, is virtually silent on the place of the death of Jesus in this, although we know from the rest of
the New Testament, and not least from earlier traditions embedded in the letters, that “Christ died for our
sins”.

Alongside forgiveness of sins the gift of the Holy Spirit is also an essential component of the
experience of salvation (Acts 2:38). In two instances the apparent absence of the Spirit is treated as a
situation that must be remedied, namely, in the cases of the Samaritan believers who had received
Christian baptism and of the disciples at Ephesus who had received John’s baptism (Acts 8:14–17; 19:1–
7). In a further case the gift of the Spirit preceded Christian baptism (Acts 10:44–48). In both of the
former cases laying on of hands was applied to the converts, but there is no mention of it elsewhere in
relation to other converts.30

The fragmentary and apparently inconsistent evidence is used by some Pentecostalist and charismatic
interpreters to argue the twofold case that for Luke the gift of the Spirit may be or even normally is an
experience subsequent to conversion and forgiveness and that it is not so much an aspect of salvation as
rather an equipping of the believer for Christian service. However, although it is not said expressly that
the converts on the day of Pentecost received the Spirit there and then, this is the natural inference from
Acts 2:38.31

There is, of course, no doubt whatever that the Spirit in Acts is primarily associated with guidance
and empowerment for Christian mission and proclamation. Individual believers are filled with the Spirit
when they are about to speak in the name of Christ, just as for Paul the power of the Spirit makes the
words of evangelists effective in the hearts of the hearers (1 Thess 1:5; 1 Cor 2:4). Nor is there any felt
tension when a person who is already filled with the Spirit receives a further filling (Acts 6:5; 7:55).

Despite these fillings subsequent to conversion, there should be little doubt that it is normal in
Luke’s eyes for all believers to receive the gift of the Spirit at conversion and that it is considered
anomalous when this does not happen. It would also seem that early Christians did experience phenomena
that were understood to be indicative of the presence of the Spirit, including on occasion the gift of
tongues or of prophecy or simply a sense of joy (Acts 13:52). Such manifestations may not always have
been authentic; we know from Paul and John that not every message that was claimed to be Spirit-inspired
was necessarily so and that Spirit utterances needed to be tested, and the same will have been true of
other experiences of the Spirit. The gift of the Spirit was part of the promise of salvation (Acts 2:38) and
therefore functioned to create assurance of salvation; in Acts, Luke is almost completely silent about the
effects of the Spirit in Christian growth—there is nothing of the mood of Romans 8:1–17—but he does
associate the Spirit with joy (Acts 13:52).

The church, Jews and Gentiles. The experience of salvation is tied up with entry into the church.
The fundamental theological question in Acts concerns the relationship of the church to Israel and the
Gentiles. Luke significantly refers to Christian believers as “disciples”, thereby indicating that there is a
basic continuity between the followers of Jesus before Easter and the believers thereafter. He also
indicates clearly that there is an entity called Israel that consists of Jews and proselytes. To them God has
sent the Messiah, and salvation lies in acceptance of the Messiah. Failure to do so is tantamount to
apostasy from Israel. At the same time Gentiles become members of the people of God through faith in the
Messiah, and thus there arises a new situation in which the people of God consists of circumcised Jews
and uncircumcised Gentiles. The early church did not find it easy to come to grips with this situation
terminologically and practically. The use of the term Israel to refer to the church as the “new Israel”



developed only gradually, and the tendency was to use Israel as a term for the Jewish people (Acts 2:22;
4:10; 5:21). There is also the question, which may be no more than one of nuance, as to whether the
Gentiles are admitted to the existing people of God or whether believing Jews and Gentiles form a new
people of God that stands in continuity with the old.32

We have already seen that for Luke believing Jews continue to follow the law of Moses with regard
to circumcision and to other matters, including the making of vows and the offering of sacrifices. Any
suggestion that Paul was advocating a non-Jewish way of life for Jews is repudiated (Acts 21:24). At the
same time, there appears to be a weakening of Jewish attitudes so far as the question of foods and
association with Gentiles is concerned. For their part Gentiles in at least some areas are required to make
some concessions that would make it easier for Jewish believers to have fellowship with them. As we
have noted, it is sometimes said that in these matters Luke is something of a pragmatist and does not set
out defined principles.33 The truth is more likely that he was describing a church that was wrestling with
practical problems and moving in a pragmatic kind of way at different speeds in different areas, and we
should not expect to find Luke’s description of it to be altogether consistent and free from tension.

Leaders and missionaries. Luke’s theology is selective in its interests. He is not over-concerned
with the structure of the church. Yet it is important in his eyes that the early church had a full complement
of twelve apostles, and they appear to be symbolical figures whose mission is essentially to bear witness
to Israel concerning the Messiah. The question of their rule over Israel (Lk 22:30) is not raised again,
except perhaps in Acts 1:6, and their function is rather that of witness. After Acts 15 they fade out of the
story. This is because the interest shifts to the Gentile mission and to its most significant missionary, Paul.
Paul and Barnabas are termed “apostles” in Acts 14:4, 14, and particularly in the latter verse the use of
the title seems quite deliberate. It is the only indication that Luke knows (as he must have done) that this
was Paul’s preferred designation, and elsewhere he reserves the designation for the Twelve. It seems
likely that Luke concentrates on the function of the Twelve as establishing the continuity in the church with
the pre-Easter period. He is quite clear that the leadership of the church in Jerusalem was in the hands of
the Twelve together with a group called “elders” who appear suddenly in Acts 11:30 without a word of
explanation. But there is no reason why Luke should not have recognized the extension of the term
apostles to other Christians engaged in mission.

We have also to bear in mind another development. At the beginning it was natural for the Christians
in Jerusalem to think of themselves as “the church” with some kind of jurisdiction or authority over other
groups of Christians. But increasingly with the spread of the church other congregations would arise who
would see themselves as relating more to the founding missionaries or as independent groups in
fellowship with other Christian congregations. Clearly Paul did not think of the congregations that he
founded as being under the control of the church in Jerusalem. These are relationships and questions that
Luke does not specifically raise, but they form part of the scene that he was attempting to describe and
interpret.

What is important for Luke is the function of the apostles as witnesses to Christ and the saving
events. It has been proposed that only the apostles actually function as witnesses in the strict sense of the
term and that the task of other and later believers is to repeat the apostolic witness rather than to be
witnesses themselves.34 This may be a correct account of how Luke uses the terminology, but it sounds
somewhat pedantic, and we should allow a softened use of the term witness to apply to people who were
not themselves eyewitnesses of Christ but have nevertheless proved for themselves the reality of
salvation. Paul falls strictly outside the Lukan qualifications for apostles (he had not been with Jesus
during his earthly life), and so the term witness is already in his case being used in a somewhat broader
sense (Acts 22:15).

Conclusion



The framework of Luke’s theology in Acts is identical with that in the Synoptic Gospels in that it is
shaped by contemporary Judaism. At the same time, the setting of the story in the wider Greco-Roman
world brings out more clearly the way in which the Christian understanding of reality stands in contrast to
the polytheistic idolatry of the time; there is a critique of idolatry, although the reality of evil spiritual
powers is assumed.

The main theme is that God has raised and exalted the crucified Jesus to be the Messiah and Lord
through whom forgiveness and the Holy Spirit are offered to all who call on the Lord. In this way a
people of God is being formed of believing Jews and Gentiles that stands in continuity with Israel but has
now been reconstituted around the Messiah. The followers of Jesus are committed to carrying out God’s
plan for his salvation to be preached to the whole world.

Developing this theme in greater detail we note the following significant elements.

1. All people, whether Jews or Gentiles, are commanded to call upon the Lord Jesus to be saved.
This applies to Jews, who are otherwise reckoned to be guilty by association with their leaders of the
death of Jesus, and to Gentiles, who are understood to be sinners.

2. The Gospel was about what Jesus began to do and to teach. In Acts he continues to be active as
the Lord who has the power to save and to bestow the gift of the Spirit to all people. Repentance and
faith, expressed in submission to baptism are the appropriate response to the proclamation.

3. The exaltation of Jesus shows him to be the Messiah and Lord, commissioned by God to pour out
the Spirit and sharing functions with God to such an extent that it is not always clear whether the term
Lord refers to God the Father or to Jesus.

4. Continuity with the earthly mission of Jesus is seen in the preservation of the term disciples for
converts, but a church consciousness develops, and the development of congregations with leadership is
traced. The mission is primarily in the hands of the twelve apostles, but this group is augmented in
numerous ways, for example, by the Seven and by Paul and his associates.

5. The mission begins with Jews but soon spreads to Gentiles; they form one people of God, but the
Gentiles are not required to be circumcised.

6. Jewish believers continue to practice their own law and customs, but the Gentile believers are not
required to do more than would be expected of Gentiles living alongside Jews.

7. Little is said about the function of the death of Jesus in achieving salvation, and more stress is
placed on his authoritative position as the exalted Lord.

8. The hope of the parousia is not abandoned, but all the stress in Acts lies on the missionary
responsibility of the church in the present age.
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THE THEOLOGY OF THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS AND ACTS

 

In our examination of the three Synoptic Gospels and Acts we have not been able to avoid some elements
of comparison between them, since we analyzed the theology of Matthew in the light of its assumed
dependence on Mark and then we looked at Luke in relation to Mark and Matthew, and we also looked to
some extent at the relationship between Luke and Acts. There are several dimensions to the consideration
of the Gospels: their relationships to one another, their relationship to Jesus and the Jesus tradition, and
the relationship of their pictures of Jesus to those held by the early church or to Luke’s depiction of it. To
these we should add a fourth dimension: their relationship to the Gospel of John.

Since the purpose of this book is to expound the theology or theologies of the New Testament writers
rather than to attempt a history of the development of thought, I shall not attempt to discuss in any detail
how the picture presented in the Gospels relates to the historical reality of the mission of Jesus. I have
already indicated that I see no reason to deny that the Gospel accounts are firmly rooted in reliable
traditions. Discussion of the relation of Johannine theology to that in the Synoptic Gospels will be
undertaken after we have analyzed the Johannine literature. So our present task is to continue our
comparative study of the theologies of the Synoptic Gospels and to compare them with the theological
picture presented by Acts. The aim is not to write a synthesis of them in detail but to enquire whether they
belong harmoniously together.

A comparison of the three Gospels to each other naturally shows a complex web of likenesses and
differences. In the discussions of Matthew and Luke I have already indicated that there appears to be a
considerable amount of general agreement between them in their theological presentations. We now need
to explore this area more thoroughly and see whether this initial impression is justified. I have to admit
that I am probably the kind of person whose bias or temptation is to see the likenesses and play down or
not notice the differences, and therefore my observations may tend to be one-sided. But I am nevertheless
impressed by the essential harmony that exists between the theologies of the three Gospels. They all tell
the story of Jesus in similar ways; this is at once obvious from the large number of pericopes that they
have in common and especially from the way in which many of the sayings of Jesus show a high degree of
verbal agreement. To be sure, there are significant differences in wording and in the overall impression
given, not least by the variations in context and positioning. A fair amount of difference could be
characterized as change in emphasis, topics that are central in some Gospel or Gospels being marginal in
others. For example, Mark’s “messianic secret” does not figure so prominently in the later Gospels but is
not wholly absent, and Luke’s interest in prayer is muted, but again not absent, in the other Gospels. But
despite these and other individual features, there is a good case that the Gospels offer essentially the same
theology of the mission and teaching of Jesus.

How is Luke’s theology in Acts to be categorized in relation to that of the Gospels? We remind
ourselves once again that Acts is the second part of a work composed of two parts, and we must
distinguish between the time of Jesus and that of his witnesses. Luke is thereby indicating with all clarity
that these two times belong closely together and that it is not sufficient simply to tell the story of Jesus. It
is also necessary to show to Christians how we got from the time of Jesus to where we are now. Some
scholars argue that Luke was looking back on the period of Christian origins from a later date toward the



end of the first century, by which point it was possible to see the time up to Paul’s arrival in Rome as
constituting the origin and basis of the Christian church and its ongoing mission. For other scholars Luke
was telling the story up to the juncture at which he stood, not very long after Paul had reached Rome.
Clearly he saw this as a decisive point in the divine program, but emphatically not as the end of the story.
Not only was he writing with a living hope of the return of Christ, but also he was well aware that the
Christian mission had not yet fulfilled the task of bringing its witness to Christ to “the ends of the earth”
(Acts 1:8).1

This approach goes beyond that of the other Evangelists, who apparently wrote only Gospels. As we
have already seen, this does not require that Luke had a new understanding of salvation history that
included for the first time the age of the church; rather, he was demonstrating that the purpose of God
included not only the coming of the Messiah but also the establishment of the Christian mission of witness
to the gospel. To that extent his theology can be regarded as more consciously ecclesiastical than that of
the other Evangelists.

This has suggested to some scholars that Luke’s outlook belongs to early catholicism with its
understanding of the church as an institution dispensing salvation and characterized by the development of
hierarchical organization and the beginnings of ecclesiastical office. This understanding, however, is
plainly inappropriate to Luke, who is not interested in church organization and office and who is
concerned with the progress of the Word rather than with the church. Rather Luke is concerned, like the
other Evangelists, to explain to believers how the Christian way started by telling them the story of their
beginnings.

The theology of Acts is thus essentially a theology of mission, describing the mission of the early
church and powerfully implying that this must continue to be the nature of the church, even if there is
opposition and persecution.

What we must now ask is whether the theological position in the Gospel is the same as that in Acts:
are the two books consistent theologically? I shall argue that the answer to this question is a
straightforward affirmative, qualified by the reminder that Luke is doing two different things. In the first
book he is giving an account of the earthly life and work of Jesus, and in the second he is relating what
early Christians believed about him after his resurrection. This change of perspective inevitably means
that there are differences, but only such as would be historically expected. The basic structure of the
theology in the two books is the same.

We proceed, therefore, to some further comparison of the Gospels with one another and of Acts to
the Gospel of Luke and to the other Synoptic Gospels.

The identity of Jesus—in the Gospels. The beginning of each Gospel is particularly important in
setting the expectations of the reader. Mark’s story of Jesus begins rather abruptly with Jesus coming from
Nazareth to be baptized, whereas Matthew and Luke each have a birth story that indicates his divine
origin in clear terms and leads the readers to see Jesus as the Son of God and the Messiah from the outset.
But is not that precisely what Mark tells his readers in his opening words: “The beginning of the gospel
about Jesus the Messiah”, who is identified by God as “my Son, whom I love” (Mk 1:1, 11)?2 We gain
the impression that, more than Matthew and Luke, Mark is inviting his readers to accompany the original
contemporaries of Jesus in their journey of discovery to ascertain who the carpenter from Nazareth really
was. Matthew and Luke are more inclined to take the status of Jesus for granted and to concentrate on
what he said and did.

The differences also become apparent at the end of the story. All three Gospels contain the same
forward-looking announcements that the Son of Man must die and be raised from the dead. In the case of
Mark we cannot be certain whether he deliberately concluded with the discovery of the empty tomb,
leaving his readers to ponder its significance, or whether he included some account of resurrection
appearances. Matthew portrays essentially the (re)appearance of a figure who is now glorified and



majestic, and is the object of worship; he claims omnipotence and issues his lordly command, which is
cosmic in its scope. Luke’s portrayal is rather more domestic, and Jesus appears as another human being
(admittedly unrecognized at first) who is prepared to discuss crucifixion, resurrection and messiahship
with his disciples, and who then reappears in another meal scene where he gives instruction rather than
commands. Yet the element of worship is not absent from Luke, and the lordly figure in Matthew calls his
disciples “my brothers”. The paradoxical motifs of lordship and brotherhood are common to the two
Gospels. And all three Gospels have the same stupendous discovery of an open tomb with an angelic
presence.

The christology that develops between these two poles shows the same mixture of constants and
varied emphasis. There is no need to show that Jesus is a human being; that is taken for granted, and at
this point there was no threat of docetism to be resisted.3 Mark is concerned to show Jesus as the Messiah
in the main thread of the story and then specifically as the suffering One. But divine sonship is at least as
important a category; while in some cases it may simply be an alternative to messiahship, a number of
passages show that it does refer to a particular relationship to God that is peculiar to Jesus.4 We have
seen how Mark avoids direct naming of Jesus as Messiah and stresses his unwillingness to be made
known whether by demons or other people. Much more frequent is the term “Son of Man” which, as the
Gospel stands, is open to understanding in the light of Daniel 7 and the later apocalypses based upon it (4
Ezra; 1 Enoch), although Mark may also be aware of it as a phrase that could be used as a self-
designation identifying the user as a human being like other human beings. In the former sense the phrase
identifies Jesus as a figure who is presently humble and humiliated but whose authority will one day be
openly revealed and exercised. Other people address Jesus with the respect appropriate to a teacher but
sometimes go beyond it (Mk 10:47–48, but contrast Mk 10:51).

This general pattern recurs in the other two Gospels. But it would be true to say that in each of them
the identity of Jesus is presented less ambiguously to the reader. In Matthew we saw more use of “Son of
David” as an address by people who see him as Messiah and able to perform mighty works. The deeper
sense of such addresses is reflected in the more frequent references to people showing reverence to him.
Similarly, in Matthew and Luke there is a usage of kyrie as an address to Jesus that on occasion suggests a
deeper reverence than simply that due to a teacher in the Jewish context. Matthew also has the important
name Immanuel for Jesus signifying that in him “God is with us”, and this must be read in the light of the
promise in Matthew 18:20 that Jesus will be with people gathered together in his name. At this point the
horizon is opened up to the period when Jesus is no longer physically on earth (cf. Mt 28:20).

Various other ways in which Jesus is understood are significant. The concept of Jesus as a new
Moses is found in Matthew but is not explicit in the other Gospels; however, it significantly reappears in
Acts 3:22–23. Another important theme is that of Jesus in relation to Wisdom. As we saw, the evidence in
this regard is somewhat ambiguous. In Matthew, Jesus speaks on occasion in the manner of wisdom, but I
tend to side with those who think that an identification of him with Wisdom is only weakly present, if at
all. Identification with the Servant of Yahweh (Is 40–55) is implicit in Mark 10:45 (Mt 20:28) and is
explicit in the scriptural citations in Matthew 8:17, Matthew 12:17–21 and Luke 22:37. The picture
thereby presented has two facets in that it brings out the status and mission of Jesus as Yahweh’s
appointed agent but also his humiliation and suffering as the rejected messenger.

The place of Scripture. From what has been said it will be clear that the question of Jesus’ identity
is raised and answered with reference to the Jewish Scriptures, by looking for what could be regarded as
prophecies and patterns that would be fulfilled by the coming One and observing elements in the words
and deeds of Jesus that indicate that he does in fact correspond to the scriptural descriptions. This
approach is particularly characteristic of Matthew, whose Gospel contains numerous lengthy quotations
accompanied by the statement that what was happening in Jesus took place in order that the Scripture
might be fulfilled. These citations are placed there by Matthew as narrator, and he uses them to explain to



his readers the full significance of who Jesus is and what he does, and also to show that God had a plan
or pattern waiting to be carried out and has now brought it about. These citations, which come mostly in
the first half of the Gospel, are to be distinguished from the way in which Jesus and occasionally other
speakers may refer to Scripture in the course of debate and explanation; in these cases the interest is
somewhat less in prophecy and more in respect of God’s requirements of his people. In Luke we find a
pattern of citing texts that are taken to refer to the coming Messiah and specifically to his death and
resurrection, and then arguing that they are fulfilled by Jesus. This procedure is ascribed to the early
preachers in Acts (typically, Acts 17:3) but is also found in the Gospel where the risen Jesus expounds
the Scriptures concerning the Messiah in this way (Lk 24:25–27, 44–46) and also finds prophecies of the
mission of the church (Lk 24:47–48). There is also a rich use of Scripture, making use of allusions and
biblical language rather than formal citations, in the birth stories of John and Jesus, part of which
probably reflects the actual way in which people composed fresh poetry and songs on the basis of
biblical material. The stories of the death of Jesus are likewise phrased with scriptural allusions.
Matthew and Luke are carrying further what we already find in Mark’s Gospel, where Jesus and the
narrator cite and allude to Scripture. Running through all three Gospels, even when actual citations and
allusions are not made, there is the strong sense that Jesus is there to accomplish a divine purpose
foretold and laid down in Scripture.

The identity of Jesus—the Gospels compared with Acts. In Acts Jesus is presented in the way that
one would expect in a sequel to the Gospel of Luke. The Gospel has prepared the way for Acts by
presenting Jesus as the Messiah and Son of God whose identity is jeopardized by his death on the cross.
The story ends with his resurrection and entry into glory, which are seen to have been in line with
Scripture. So the task of mission goes on, aiming at bringing people to acknowledge Jesus as the Messiah.
Already in the Gospel the theme of Jesus is the kingdom of God, but the emphasis lies on the salvation that
is associated with the establishment of God’s rule through the Messiah, and the resulting appeal is to
repentance and discipleship. Now the same general pattern is seen in Acts. It is confirmed that Jesus is the
Messiah through the resurrection. The proclamation of the kingdom, already shared by the disciples,
naturally continues through them, and it is inevitable that the accent shifts from the kingdom to the
Messiah. Can one remotely imagine anything else happening than this? It is certainly an important shift in
accent, but the message is still essentially the same: it is about the new way in which God is acting to
establish his rule. Therefore, it can still be presented as in effect a call to discipleship, seen in the
continuation of this term for those who respond to the message. Disciple is very rarely used by speakers
in Acts (Acts 15:10) and is an authorial term. Significant in this respect is Acts 14:21, where Luke uses
the verb “to make disciples” to clarify what evangelism is. Naturally, the character of discipleship shifts
from adherence to an earthly leader to whatever is involved in the new postresurrection setting. The
essence is a recognition that the earthly person, Jesus, was in fact the Messiah and that his rule continues,
even though he is translated to heaven and is no longer physically present.

There is a difference in theological idiom in that Matthew conceives of Jesus being spiritually
present with the disciples (as also in John; see Mt 1:23; 18:20; 28:20), whereas in Acts there is rather a
series of interventions from heaven through angels, visions and heavenly voices; nevertheless, the Lord
(Jesus) promises to be with Paul (Acts 18:10). Similarly, in Acts the Holy Spirit is both with the
disciples continually and comes upon them on special occasions. But this twofold way of representing
spiritual realities is also found in Paul’s writings. The two modes are not incompatible with each other.

In the Gospels the evidence that Jesus is the Messiah is threefold. First, there is the character of
Jesus in his authoritative teaching and proclamation of the kingdom in word and deed: he acts as the
Messiah. Second, there is the appeal to Scripture to confirm that he corresponds to the picture presented
there. And, third, there is the confirmation supplied by the resurrection. Essentially the testimony of the
resurrection is to three things: the fact of Jesus being alive; the fact that this corresponded with his



prophecies and with Scripture; and the fact that only God could have brought it about, thereby implicitly
declaring Jesus to be the Messiah. In the Gospels this testimony is largely confined to the resurrection
narratives. It is hardly prominent in Mark, where the emphasis is on the reunion of the disciples with
Jesus in Galilee (Mk 16:7; cf. Mk 14:28). In Matthew there is more emphasis on overcoming the doubts
of the disciples as to whether Jesus had really been resurrected, but there is also the vision of the
omnipotent Lord. In Luke there is much more stress on the argument from the correspondence between the
scriptural picture of the Messiah and the role of Jesus.

When we turn to Acts, we find the same elements present, but there is a new one, the witness of those
who have seen the resurrected Jesus, and there is considerably more exploration of the scriptural
evidence for the role of the Messiah. In the spoken material there is little about the earthly life of Jesus.
That there was space in the preaching for the earthly life is seen in the sermon to Cornelius (Acts 10:37–
39), and it may well be that, having told the story in the Gospel, Luke saw no need to repeat it in Acts.
The fact that Jesus was a human being emerges naturally. He is identified as the prophet like Moses and
also as the servant of God in a manner that is parallel to the use of this term for the king (Acts 4:25) in the
Old Testament but specifically echoes the usage in Isaiah 40–55.

In Acts, Luke majors on the scriptural evidence for the death and resurrection of Jesus. The
extraordinary character of the resurrection and the need to overcome the scandal of the cross would
inevitably have overshadowed the story of what Jesus said and did. The concern in the sermons is to offer
the needed confirmation that Jesus is the Messiah, but the status of “Lord” is specifically added to this.
This is a clarification of the role of the Messiah, but at the same time it detaches christology from
expression in purely Jewish terms. Jesus is now the exalted and glorified Lord (Acts 2:33; 3:13; 5:31),
envisaged as seated beside God in heaven (Acts 2:34; 7:55–56) with a future role as judge of the world
(Acts 17:31). This new placement signifies that he is now in a position of authority that he did not
exercise or did not exercise in the same way in his earthly life. Prayer is addressed to him (Acts 7:59),
and mighty works are done in his name (Acts 3:6; 4:10, 30; 16:18; cf. Mk 9:38–41; Lk 10:17). Inevitably
it is this exalted Lord who occupies center stage.

There is thus a natural development in christology from the Gospels to Acts, once it is believed that
God raised Jesus from the dead and exalted him.5

The understanding of God. The most significant feature in the theology (in the narrow sense) of the
Gospels is the way in which the understanding of God as Father becomes central and develops
distinctively. For disciples of Jesus, as for Jesus, God is experienced as a loving Father who cares for his
children and with whom they have an intimate personal relationship expressed in prayer. This
relationship is admittedly not stressed in Mark, where there are but three references to God as the Father
of Jesus (Mk 8:38; 13:32; 14:36) and one as the Father of the disciples (Mk 11:25), yet one of these is of
crucial importance with its use of Abba. The picture is markedly different in Luke and especially in
Matthew, where God is frequently referred to by Jesus as “my father” or as “your father”. A characteristic
locution of Jesus is reflected in this language, even if some of the usage is editorial.

In Acts this understanding of God is marginal. The locution is confined to statements by the risen
Jesus (Acts 1:4, 7) and Peter (Acts 2:33), but this is explicable in the light of the lack of statements
addressed directly to believers about their spiritual relationship with God. This corresponds with the way
in which in the Gospels Jesus generally spoke about God in terms of his fatherhood only to his disciples.

In all the Gospels the mission of Jesus takes place according to God’s will as it is already revealed
in Scripture. The advent of Jesus, the nature of his task, his rejection and crucifixion, and his resurrection
are all regarded as events that must take place because God has planned them and laid down in Scripture
the pattern that Jesus must follow. The formal way in which Scripture is used for this purpose varies from
Gospel to Gospel, but the underlying understanding is the same. Scripture forms the framework within
which theology is done in each case, and Scripture is also determinative in establishing the way of life



expected by God from the followers of Jesus. Scripture is interpreted by Jesus in such a way that his
teaching could be said to incorporate it and to stand over it.

This motif of God as the sovereign initiator of all that is done in and through Jesus is central in Acts.
Luke’s teaching in the Gospel and Acts further indicates how the mission of the disciples to preach the
gospel to Jews and Gentiles is part of this same plan and foretold in Scripture.

Prayer to this God is integral to the life of Jesus and his followers. All of the Synoptic Gospels
record that Jesus prayed and expected his disciples to pray, as was indeed only natural in the context of
Jewish religion. Prayer includes joyful thanksgiving (Mt 11:25–26 par. Lk 10:21), appeals to God to do
mighty works, request for guidance and strength, intercession for opponents, confession of sin, and
petition, based on the assurance that God is a loving Father to the disciples who will answer their
prayers, even if the desired answer is not immediately forthcoming. The picture in Acts is essentially
similar but can include prayer addressed to Jesus (Acts 7:59).

Human sin and need. In the Gospels the mission of the Messiah is to proclaim in word and deed
the coming of the kingdom of God. The establishment of God’s rule is to be seen as the overcoming and
defeat of Satan and his rule, resulting in the deliverance of those held captive by him, whether through
demon possession or illness or sin or through social marginalization resulting from the misuse of power.
It thrusts Jesus into opposition against those whose activities contribute to injustice and a
noncompassionate society. He speaks out strongly in condemnation of the leaders in Jewish society for
their failure to care for the people.

On the whole, there is less of this element in Acts. The accent shifts to the sin of the people in
general but especially, so far as the Jews are concerned, in their rejection of Jesus as the Messiah. Such a
shift was only to be expected, granted the centrality of Jesus in the proclamation of the early Christians.

The message of Jesus and discipleship. In Mark the activity of Jesus is specifically identified as
the proclamation of the kingdom of God, and it raises the question as to who Jesus is. This proclamation
is characterized as gospel or good news. It brings healing to the ill and the disabled, delivers people from
Satan and the demons, and offers forgiveness to sinners. It also leads to a fresh statement of how life
should be lived. Response to it is understood in terms of repentance and faith but more weight is placed
on discipleship, that is, personal commitment to Jesus and all that flows from that, and on self-denial and
totality of commitment to Jesus and the gospel. The terms “eternal life” and “being saved” are also
employed to signify the benefits that come to those who are disciples.

Essentially the same picture is presented in Matthew. Here the nature of the new life is spelled out in
much greater detail. There is fuller recognition that a new community life will develop among the
followers of Jesus.

In Luke there is more emphasis on salvation and the benefits of discipleship, sufficiently so to justify
the view that this is a major motif for him. Whereas in Mark salvation is more tied to final deliverance
and entry into the heavenly kingdom of God (Mk 10:26), in Luke it is something to be experienced here
and now (Lk 19:9). Yet it is hard to identify any essential difference from Mark. One might say that Luke
has put a name to what is going on in Mark.

When we move forward into Acts, “being saved” is the characteristic expression for the benefit that
comes to believers. A term that had a specific application to deliverance from final judgment takes on a
much broader meaning to signify the wholeness of deliverance and the positive conferring of blessings
from God. The message of the apostles can still be summed up as preaching the kingdom, but it is also the
message of salvation (Acts 13:26; 16:17).

There is clearly a shift in emphasis if the move is from declaring the kingdom of God in the sense of
affirming his kingly rule to announcing salvation in the form of blessings from God for those who respond
to the message, and the diminished use of kingdom language in Acts might be thought to suggest that this is
happening. Yet Acts 17:7 clearly testifies to the former motif being part of the message. Acts 28:31 forms



an inclusio with Acts 1:3 to indicate that the message of the kingdom is now understood more and more as
teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ.

Discipleship and community. From the beginning there is a community of disciples of Jesus in Acts
that quickly expands in Jerusalem and is characterized by communal activities. Wherever Christians
travel in Acts, they form communities that meet together; it can be safely presumed that the activities
ascribed to the Jerusalem Christians were typical of the new communities that formed. Consequently,
there is a new association called “the church”, and the individual communities within it are known as
“churches”.

There is virtually nothing of this in the Gospels. There is a group of close associates of Jesus, male
and female, who itinerate with him, but we hear nothing of people who respond to his message forming
themselves into distinctive communities in their own towns and villages. The word church is not used,
except in Matthew 16:18 and Matthew 18:17. The latter of these references might suggest that the
formation of such groups was in the mind of Jesus. Otherwise, we learn nothing about the way of life of
those who responded to the message. It is to be presumed that they continued to live according to Jewish
religion and custom (cf. Mt 5:23–24), but nothing is made of this point.

The Evangelists cannot be accused of anachronistically reading back the life of the church into the
pre-Easter period. Here we have a sharp distinction between before and after Easter.

The death of Jesus. The coming of the kingdom and the announcement of salvation take place in the
Gospels simply by the decision of God. The rejection and death of Jesus are seen as the expression of
opposition to God’s plan. Nevertheless, the whole process of rejection, death and resurrection is
recorded as taking place because it must happen as prophesied in Scripture. Now this might be
interpreted to mean that God foreknows the fact of human opposition and how he will respond to it, and
therefore the ultimate basis for the “must” lies in the reality of human opposition. But this will hardly do.
Moreover, the rationale for the “must” cannot lie simply in the fact that “it is written” in Scripture but in
the fact that Scripture testifies to the plan and purpose of God. The necessity lies in what God has
determined. There is no explanation as to why God does not intervene to prevent Jesus from suffering (cf.
the vivid question in Mt 26:53).

So what was this divine purpose? All of the Evangelists record the Last Supper at which Jesus
symbolically interpreted his impending death as a sacrificial action related to the establishment of the
covenant. Luke clarifies that this was the new covenant. The death is understood to be for the benefit of
many people, including the disciples of Jesus, and Matthew adds that it was for the forgiveness of sins.
The Matthean addition creates an echo of the opening scenes in the Gospels where John’s baptism was for
the forgiveness of sins. This incident, placed conspicuously at the beginning of the work of Jesus, is
reinforced by the earlier statement in Matthew that Jesus would save his people from their sins (Mt 1:21)
and by the statement by Zechariah that John would prepare the way for the Lord “to give his people the
knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins” (Lk 1:77). The theme recurs at the end of
Luke in the instruction to the disciples concerning the future proclamation (Lk 24:47). Within the narrative
sin is a concern occasionally in Mark (Mk 2:9–10; 3:28–29; 11:25) and rather more frequently in the
other Gospels, and people described as “sinners” appear with some frequency, especially in Luke. Does
God forgive sins simply because people repent of them and endeavor not to sin in the future? The Jewish
ethos with its sacrificially based worship indicates that it was taken for granted that the offering of
sacrifice6 was necessary for the removal of sin and for the inauguration of a covenant. Hence Jesus’
interpretation of his death as a sacrifice on behalf of the people is appropriate. Here we may find the
ultimate basis for the necessity of his death, tying in with the statement of purpose in Mark 10:45 (Mt
20:28).

Luke does not record the scene in Mark 10:35–45. This may be partly because he has parallels to the
sayings of Jesus in it in Luke 12:50 and Luke 22:24–27 (see also Lk 19:10). The latter of these, however,



is concerned purely with servanthood and the example of Jesus and has nothing about his self-giving as a
ransom. Here, however, it is important to note that there are other examples of Luke omitting material in
the Gospel and replacing it with something equivalent, though not necessarily identical, in Acts;7 it could
be that Acts 20:28 should be seen as fulfilling this function.

Turning to Acts, we find there that the rejection and death of Jesus is a theme in the sermons, where
it is argued that, although it was the deed of wicked people, nevertheless it occurred in accordance with
God’s set purpose and that it was followed by God’s act in raising Jesus from the dead (something that
God was bound to do in the light of his promises to the Messiah expressed prophetically in the Psalms).
The purpose of the sermons is to overcome the obstacle to recognition of Jesus as the Messiah created by
his rejection and death: it is argued that God overcame the death by raising and exalting Jesus, thus
vindicating him, and that in any case the death itself, though carried out by sinners acting sinfully,
nevertheless took place by God’s purpose. The sermons do not explain what that purpose might have
been. It is one thing to say that God was not taken by surprise and had quickly to devise a rescue scheme
but rather had planned that the death should happen; it is another thing to state what his purpose in so
planning was. Since the sermons are concerned primarily with the basic point of overcoming the scandal
of the cross, it was less important to develop the thought of redemptive suffering at this point. What does
happen is that the sermons declare the exaltation of Jesus by God to be a Savior for Israel (Acts 5:31): the
authority that God has to forgive and to save is transferred to Jesus. Only in the one place (Acts 20:28) is
reference made to the church being bought with the blood of Jesus. With the exception of the cup saying,
therefore, there is no other explicit reference to the sacrificial character of the death of Jesus in Luke-
Acts. Luke’s account of the teaching of the early church can thus be said to be in line with what is said in
the Gospel and indeed to represent what the early Christians are likely to have taught, but it is striking that
the motif of Christ dying for our sins, which we have ample reason to believe was part of the early
preaching, is virtually absent from Acts.8

Various explanations for its absence have been proposed. One is that the early preaching to Jews had
to concentrate on overcoming the scandal of the cross (1 Cor 1:23), and Acts gives one way in which this
was achieved. A second is that the development of a theology of the cross as saving event may well have
taken some time, and Luke presents the earliest stages of teaching.9 True, we cannot set the development
very late in the light of 1 Corinthians 15:3, but it must be remembered that developments did not proceed
at the same speed everywhere. Third, it is clear that some early church statements of a creedal or
kerygmatic nature did not expressly mention the death of Christ for sins or sinners. Thus Philippians 2:6–
11 refers to the cross but says nothing about its salvific effects; 1 Thessalonians 1:9–10 refers to the
resurrection but not the cross; 1 Timothy 3:16 is concerned purely with the vindication of Christ. It is not
in dispute that these statements stand alongside others of equal age that do refer to Christ’s death for
sinners (and there are more of these), but it is simply being maintained that despite the existence of the
latter the gospel could be formulated in other terms. Nevertheless, it is strange that Peter and Paul are not
depicted as taking up the motif of Christ’s death for sinners. An earlier strand of preaching that majored
on the identity of Jesus as the now exalted Messiah and therefore as the future judge and present Savior is
entirely conceivable and plausible. And the preaching to peoples with little or no previous contact with
Judaism would very naturally begin with a pointer away from polytheism to the one God.

It is most unlikely that Luke rewrote the apostolic message by carefully removing all reference to the
cross as the means of salvation at a time when this was to the best of our knowledge universally accepted.
What motives would he have had for so doing? What he has presented is an understanding of Jesus as the
exalted Messiah to whom God has given the authority to confer salvation and the gift of the Spirit. It is
fundamentally the identity of Jesus as the Messiah that he sees as the issue in the early speeches. The
burden of proof must lie on those who would argue that the earliest preaching was fundamentally different
from this presentation.10



If there is plausibility in this argument, then we can see that the earliest preaching of Jesus was an
appropriate development from the way in which the story of Jesus is told in the Gospels. The identity of
Jesus as the Messiah, now exalted by God, continued to be the basic point in debate and evangelism with
the Jews.

The Holy Spirit. In the Gospels there is a common acceptance of the role of the Spirit in the
inspiration of scriptural authors, conferring on them prophetic insight (Mk 12:36 and par.). This role
continues in the activity of contemporary persons who give Spirit-inspired commentary on events (Lk 1–
2). Since the resting of the Spirit on the Messiah was promised in the Old Testament, it is appropriate that
Jesus receives the Spirit at his baptism at the outset of his work so that he is guided by the Spirit and his
mighty works are empowered by the Spirit (and not the result of satanic or demonic influence). This basic
understanding is nuanced in various ways. Mark gives us the bare essentials. Matthew and Luke cite
scriptural backing (Mt 12:18; Lk 4:18). Parallel references in Matthew and Luke show that expressions
about the power of God have the same force (cf. Mt 12:28; Lk 11:20). Luke’s manner of expression may
suggest that Jesus enjoys the power of the Spirit rather than that he is controlled by the Spirit. Matthew
and Luke associate the conception of Jesus with the activity of the Spirit. Luke has a distinctive
vocabulary of being filled with the Spirit (Lk 1:15, 41, 67; 4:1). There might seem to be some tension
between the concept of Jesus as a person who needs the Spirit to accomplish his mission (like a human
agent of God) and as the Son of God who has all the insight and power that he needs for his task. It can be
assumed that the Evangelists were constrained by the Old Testament picture of the Messiah on whom the
Spirit rests and saw no incongruity in the Son of God receiving the Spirit of God.

All the Gospels record the prophecy by John that the stronger One will baptize with the Spirit (and
with fire, according to Mt and Lk). Only Luke is in a position to show that this prophecy was fulfilled in
the early church (Acts 11:16). The teaching of Jesus makes but brief mention of the Spirit enabling
disciples to say the right things when they are persecuted and put on trial, and there is an interesting
variant in Luke 21:15, where Jesus himself promises to give them “words and wisdom”. In the light of
Acts 2:33 this suggests that the heavenly role of Jesus as the dispenser of the Spirit is in mind. It seems
clear that the Spirit is not bestowed on the disciples during the time of Jesus. The exceptions are the
actors in Luke 1–2 who function like Old Testament prophets in announcing the birth of the Messiah and
possibly the disciples who receive “power” from Jesus for their mission (Lk 9:1; but Mt and Mk simply
have “authority”).11 There is also the promise of Jesus that the Father will give the Spirit to those who
pray to him in Luke 11:13 (where Mt has “good things”);12 there is nothing in the context to suggest that
the disciples could not pray there and then for the gift. The picture is thus basically consistent throughout
the Gospels. The Spirit is active in the life and work of Jesus as the Messiah, and to some extent in other
people, but the Baptist’s promise of baptism with the Spirit waits to be fulfilled.

In Acts the mood is set at the beginning by the central place given to the powerful descent of the
Spirit at Pentecost, which is clearly identified as the fulfillment of the prophecy of baptism with the Spirit
(Acts 1:5). Since the coming of the Spirit upon the household of Cornelius is also identified as baptism
with the Spirit, it is clear that the pentecostal gift is given to all believers and not just to the original
recipients. The citation from Joel favors this understanding, and it is confirmed by Peter’s words to the
crowd in Acts 2:38. This is the new element in Acts as compared with the Gospels.

In the Gospels the Spirit is primarily concerned with equipping individuals for the messianic
mission. This role persists in Acts, where the majority of references are to the work of mission.
Individuals are filled with the Spirit before they speak and bear witness, so that rejection of their
testimony can be said to be resistance to the Spirit (Acts 7:51). Guidance is given by the Spirit and by
other heavenly agents. At the same time reception of the Spirit is evidently the sine qua non of being a
Christian and is the clear mark that God has accepted recipients into his people (Acts 15:8). It follows
inescapably that the Spirit is not only the agent of mission but also the mark of belonging to Christ. There



is a tension in that some individuals are said to be full of the Spirit (Acts 6:3, 5, 8; 7:55; 11:24) in a way
that might suggest that there are degrees of possession (the Seven appear to be more “spiritual” than the
rank and file of believers out of whom they are chosen), and there is the phenomenon of “filling” people
who already have the Spirit for specific tasks (Acts 2:4/4:8; 9:17/13:9). Evidently the baptism of the
Spirit is a permanent endowment of believers, a mark of belonging to the new covenant, and is common to
them all. It equips them all for the mission, but this is entirely compatible with specific endowments for
particular occasions. Like the Gospels, Acts says little about the functions of the Spirit in relation to what
we might call the spiritual life of the individual and the community, but this motif is not entirely absent,
and a one-sided insistence that the Spirit is purely the Spirit of prophecy and mission in Acts is
unjustified. Nor is it correct to argue that the baptism with the Spirit is a later experience that tends to be
detached from the initial act of belief in Christ. The onus lies on those who would argue that the promise
in Acts 2:38 was not fulfilled there and then.

Jesus, Israel and the Gentiles. Mark’s Gospel presents a mission by Jesus among the Jews,
although various features suggest that it was written for an audience who needed to be instructed about
Judaism. He enters non-Jewish territory from time to time and has contacts with non-Jews, but little is
made of this. In his teaching he criticizes the practice of the teachers of the law, but the criticism is
directed against the traditions of the elders and not against the law itself. When Mark comments that by his
teaching he declared all foods clean, this looks like a criticism of current practice. The implications of the
condemnation uttered in the parable of the vineyard are not followed through explicitly. A mission to
Gentiles throughout the world is anticipated at a later stage.

There is general agreement that Matthew’s Gospel thematizes the issue. The matter of obedience to
the law is taken up, and it is probably fair to say that the law, or, rather, the law as interpreted by Jesus, is
understood to be binding on disciples. Jesus has not come to abolish the law. The main thrust of the
Sermon on the Mount is to give teaching that deepens the law by dealing with attitudes and motives in a
way that calls for a radical lifestyle governed by love. It is assumed that people continue to live by the
Jewish religion, offering sacrifices in the temple. Nevertheless, there is a strong criticism of the Jewish
leaders for their failure to obey God and to recognize the coming of the Messiah. The kingdom will be
taken from them and given to others. The Jews are compared unfavorably with the Gentiles who will
believe, and the mission to Gentiles is anticipated over and over again, even though the mission of Jesus
and his disciples is essentially limited to Jews during his lifetime. The Gospel concludes with a
tremendous emphasis on making disciples of the nations.

Luke likewise respects the fact that Jesus went primarily to the Jews but in various ways points
forward to the mission to the Gentiles; the symbolism of the seventy-two witnesses is unmistakable. Like
Matthew, he assumes that Jesus’ audience continue to keep the law.

In Acts, Luke traces the story of a church that in many ways found it hard to adjust to mission to the
Gentiles, so that opposition continued on the par t of some. There is one new people of God. There is
debate as to how far this new people is required to keep the law. The decisive point that Gentiles are not
required to be circumcised stands firm; this is an issue never raised one way or the other in the Gospels,
where the only circumcision ever mentioned is that of Jesus.

Eschatology. Eschatology, in the broad sense of teaching about the final events in God’s plan for the
world, features fairly prominently in the Gospels. The kingdom of God was thought of as the final
intervention of God into human history to establish his rule and bring its opposition to naught. At the same
time it was understood as the eternal state, so that to talk of the kingdom was to talk of the transcendent
sphere where God reigns eternally. For Jesus to announce that the kingdom of God was near or had
arrived was to signal the initiation of the end events. His teaching also contained sufficient information
about the final judgment and the preceding times of stress to make people feel that the end was near. In
fact, the immediate future was one of increasing breakdown of society in Judea and further afield,



culminating in the horrific events of the war with Rome, which must inevitably have seemed to people
like the onset of final doom. Yet at the same time it seems to have been possible to think of “business as
usual”. Right up to Mark 8 the impression given is much more that Jesus is announcing a new state of
affairs in this-worldly terms, in which he is bringing healing to individuals and to society through mighty
works that indicate God is at work in an unusual way. The teaching of Jesus about human life is thus a
combination of rules and norms for ordinary human life and of calls to whole-hearted commitment to the
Messiah, whatever the cost in self-denial and readiness for loyalty to death in the face of opposition.

Alongside this is also the promise of some kind of vindication. On the one hand, Jesus prophesies
that he himself will somehow survive being put to death. On the other hand, there is a prophecy of the
coming of the Son of Man with language that suggests final judgment. James and John proceed to ask for
seats beside Jesus when he enters his glory. Did they think that they would be martyred, pass straight to
heaven and join Jesus there, or did they think that he would be resurrected and then the new world would
begin on earth? The arrival of Jesus in Jerusalem is heralded as being associated with the coming
messianic kingdom. Was the messianic kingdom thought of as a temporary stage before the final reign of
God? Then comes Mark 13, in which Jesus speaks of the destruction of the temple and a period in which
they will be without him, since people will be claiming to be “he”.13 Much the same picture is presented
in Matthew and Luke.

There is very little of this in Acts. When the disciples ask a question that is presumably concerned
with eschatology, the time of the restoration of the kingdom to Israel, they are in effect told that this is
none of their business. Their task is to be witnesses to Jesus “to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:6–8), a
saying that implies a considerable period of time initiating a task that has not been completed by the end
of the book. The promise of the return of Jesus stands firm, but it does give the impression of being less
imminent or at least not immediate (Acts 3:20). Yet the last days have begun, in that the Spirit has been
poured out. Heaven is near, in that Stephen has a vision that takes him within sight of it (Acts 7:55–56).
But thereafter the interest is centered on the mission, particularly to the Gentiles. The message includes
warning about the day of judgment by Jesus (Acts 10:42; 17:31). But that is all. Acts does not deal
extensively with the issue. Whatever the chronological relationship of the composition of Acts with the
war against Rome and the fall of Jerusalem, it is silent on the matter—in stark contrast to Luke 21, where
the fall of Jerusalem is unambiguously thematized (contrast the more opaque language in Mark and
Matthew).14

Luke, then, respects the way in which apocalyptic prophecy was a known part of the teaching of
Jesus, but in Acts he presents a picture in which it is of marginal importance for a church primarily
engaged in mission and facing human opposition.

Conclusion

From this comparison we can confirm that the presentations of Jesus and his message in the three Gospels
are strikingly similar to one another. The presentation of the theology of the early Christians in Acts can
be understood as a straightforward development from that in the Gospel, although there are some vital
new understandings as well. In other words, the kind of theology depicted in Acts is what we would
expect from a group of followers of the earthly Jesus who believed that he was risen from the dead and
still active among them. The differences between Acts and the Synoptic Gospels demonstrate clearly
enough that the teaching of Jesus has not been assimilated to that of the early church. The vital distinction
between Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom and the early church’s proclamation of Jesus is carefully
preserved. This is all the more noteworthy, granted that the temptation to assimilate the teaching of Jesus
to that of the early church must have been quite strong.

What we have, then, are two theologies, that of Jesus and that of his followers (as depicted by Luke),



which express the same underlying structure and content but do so in different idioms. On the one hand,
we have the message of Jesus announcing the kingdom of God as something that is coming to pass in the
here and now, a message that offers deliverance from the powers of evil to the oppressed and to sinners,
brings entry into a new relationship with God as Father, and promises eternal life. Jesus is more than
simply a proclaimer of what God is doing; he is the agent through whom he acts by the power of the
Spirit, and his position as Son of Man, Messiah and Son of God emerges as the story is told by the
Evangelists. His message requires a response of commitment in discipleship to Jesus and a new way of
living that goes beyond the requirements of the Mosaic law. Jesus is God’s missionary bringing this
message to the Jews in order that Israel might be restored to be truly and not just nominally God’s people,
but there is an openness to Gentiles even if this is not fully exploited at this stage. His mission runs foul of
opposition from the Jewish leaders, which sets in train a series of events purposed by God through which
he is rejected, crucified and then vindicated by God raising him from the dead. This is how the
Evangelists see Jesus, and their presentation rests firmly on reliable traditions of his life and teaching.

On the other hand, we have the theology of the early Christians. The resurrection of Jesus and their
experience of the Spirit confirm for them that the message of Jesus is true and that he is now confirmed by
God as Messiah and Lord. He is therefore now active from heaven through a variety of agencies. Their
discipleship continues, and they are aware of a continuing obligation to mission to bring Israel to a
recognition of the Messiah. So their proclamation shifts in emphasis from the kingdom to the Messiah, and
consequently it is not so much a repetition of what he proclaimed as rather a proclamation of him. They
carry out their mission by the power of the same Holy Spirit who is now a vital part of the experience of
all the followers of Jesus. With the shift away from the emphasis on the kingdom of God there comes an
increased emphasis on the experience of salvation and eternal life, including the forgiveness of sins and
the reception of the Spirit. A combination of events, in which divine guidance is perceived, leads them to
a rapidly expanding mission among the Gentiles that takes the missionaries all over the Roman world and
creates problems regarding the place of the Jewish law and practices for the converts. Opposition to the
new movement leads to martyrdom, imprisonment and threats of death, so that it is recognized that the path
taken by Jesus must also be the path for his followers.

Comparing these two statements we can see their essential identity as we bear in mind the great
difference that the death and resurrection of Jesus made to the experience of his followers. There is an
extensive range of agreement in broad structure and detailed content between the Synoptic Gospels and
Acts in their theology so that they belong harmoniously together. And although we have not attempted to
argue the case in detail, there is good reason to suppose that this reflects the fundamental agreement
between Jesus and the first Christians.

This is not to say that there was necessarily complete harmony between three congregations nurtured
on Matthew, Mark and Luke-Acts respectively, any more than there is today between Christian
congregations today who would all profess to accept the historical creeds of the church but who differ on
lesser issues. But there is sufficient agreement on basic issues for us to affirm that the Synoptic Gospels
are the work of Evangelists who have a harmonious understanding of Jesus, and that in Acts we have a
picture of the theology of the early Christians that can be plausibly seen to stand in continuity with that in
the Gospels.

This leaves us with two major questions that still remain to be discussed. On the one hand, we shall
have to ask how the theology in the remaining Gospel, that of John, is to be understood since it appears to
present a rather different understanding of the teaching of Jesus. And, on the other hand, there is the
important question of comparing the theology of the early Christians as depicted in Acts and the theology
of Paul and other early Christians. It will be appropriate to begin our treatment of these two questions
with an analysis of the theology of the Pauline letters.
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The principal argument against this conclusion is that the task in Acts 1:8 was given to the apostles as the witnesses to Jesus and
that this witness was confined to them and Paul. Paul can be regarded as having in principle reached the end of the earth by preaching
in “Rome as representative of the whole world” (C. K. Barrett, Acts, 2 vols. [Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1994, 1998) 1:80–81; cf. Peter
Bolt, “Mission and Witness”, in Witness to the Gospel: The Theology of Acts,  ed. I. Howard Marshall and David Peterson [Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans; Carlisle: Paternoster, 1998], pp. 191–214, especially pp. 210–12. But this argument rests on a narrow
understanding of witness, ignores the fact that Paul was not present to receive the commission in Acts I and has to contend with the
linguistic arguments given by Ellis.

2See chap. 3 n. 3 (58) for the problem of whether the phrase “Son of God” is an authentic part of Mk 1:1.
3Docetism (from Gk. dokeō, “to seem”) is the belief that the earthly Jesus was not a real human being but was rather a divine figure
temporarily transformed to appear like a human being in the kind of way in which Greek gods might assume a human body in order to take part
in human life. The representation of the risen Jesus as a real human being with flesh and bones in Lk 24 is a different kind of matter; there the
point is that the risen Jesus is not an insubstantial ghost, whereas docetism is concerned with his nature before his death.
4The statements in Mk9:7; 13:32; 14:61 do not leave room for any other sons of God along-side Jesus.
5I have discussed the continuity and development between Luke and the other Gospels and Acts on the assumption that we see the beginning
of christology in the accounts in the Gospels and then the further development of it in the light of the resurrection and fuller consideration in
Acts. The historical question arises most acutely in this connection, since it is commonplace with many scholars to argue that the historical
Jesus did not use later christological language at all. Scholars who take this position attribute a much greater degree of creativity to the early
church. I am also assuming that the christology expressed in Acts is essentially that of the early church, while recognizing that to some extent
the presentation has been shaped by Luke.
6I use the term in a broad sense to include the scapegoat ritual on the Day of Atonement.
7Luke has no equivalent to Mk 13:32 in the Gospel, but there is an equivalent in Acts 1:7; cf. the theme of Mk 7 (omitted in the Gospel) with
that of Acts 10–11, and the omission of Mk 14:58–59 from the trial scene in the Gospel with an equivalent in Acts 6:13.
8The explanation offered by some scholars that the language of Mk 10:45 and the Supper sayings represents later church theology read back
into the time of Jesus is unsustainable. The evidence for the early development of the redemptive, sacrificial understanding of the death of
Jesus in the early church and the arguments for the authenticity of the Gospel material cannot be easily set aside.
9The problem remains, however, that Luke’s presentation of the preaching of Paul in the second half of Acts shows no development beyond
the early preaching of Peter and that Paul’s description of the gospel that he preached in Corinth includes “Christ died for our sins” (1 Cor
15:3).

10There is some reason to believe that the understanding of the death of Jesus as being for sins did not develop in the very earliest days
of the church. We might compare how the Thessalonian church did not appreciate the full significance of the resurrection for
believers who had died until Paul found that he needed to explain it to them in I Thess.

11There might seem to be some tension between authority and power, but both expressions could be used to refer to the divine enabling
to do mighty works. Compare how prophecies and mighty works are also done in the name of Jesus (Mt 7:22–23; Mk 9:38–39; Lk
10:17).

12Luke’s reference to the Spirit is more likely to represent what Jesus actually said.
13However we identify “he”, it would hardly seem possible for such a figure to appear alongside Jesus. The traditional interpretation—

that Jesus is no longer present and pretenders to his role appear—is probably right.
14The problem cannot be solved by dating Acts a long time after A.D. 70, since Luke’s Gospel must be dated reasonably close in time

to Acts, and it does focus on the issue. Might the presence of apocalyptic in the Gospel and its absence from Acts parallel the
situation in the Johannine literature, where apocalyptic is present in Revelation but absent from the Gospel of John?
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THE LETTER TO THE GALATIANS

 

Our study of Paul’s theology will take up the letters ascribed to him in something like the chronological
order of their composition1 and will cover both the letters about whose Pauline authorship there is no real
doubt and those about which there is continuing scholarly debate.2 This procedure is appropriate since,
even if some of the letters are not directly from the hand of Paul, they are from followers who claimed to
be continuing his work and were certainly strongly influenced by his theology.

We begin, then, with Galatians and immediately are plunged straight into controversy—at two
levels. The controversy is not only that carried on by Paul in debate with his readers, on which he
apparently thrived, but also the modern controversy about what exactly was happening.

The Controversy Behind Galatians

Galatians is the one letter of Paul to a church that does not begin with some kind of thanksgiving to God,
usually for the spiritual progress of the readers, but dives immediately into controversy. From the letter it
is readily apparent that the believers in the several congregations in Galatia were largely, but not
exclusively, Gentiles; some of them may well have been former attenders at the Jewish synagogues
without having become full converts to Judaism through taking the step of being circumcised. But now
they were being powerfully encouraged by some group of people to be circumcised and to observe
various special days and seasons (these must be Jewish festivals; Gal 4:10). The letter is a sustained
effort to argue them out of yielding to this pressure and it does so by reminding them of the true nature of
the gospel and its benefits.

Why was this pressure being exerted, and what lay behind it? There was a group of people evidently
moving around the several congregations established by Paul and trying to shift the thinking and practice
of his converts. They are generally nicknamed “Judaizers” on the basis of the Greek verb used in
Galatians 2:14. According to J. Louis Martyn they constituted a missionary movement that aimed to
convert Gentiles to a law-abiding version of the gospel.3 In any case, they were Jewish Christians, and
their understanding of the gospel was that the Christian movement was in effect an opening up of Judaism
and the Jewish people to accommodate Gentiles.4 In their eyes the problem was that Paul was preaching
about the coming of the Messiah and claiming that all that was needed to become a member of God’s
people was to believe in Jesus. Circumcision and the keeping of other aspects of the law were not
necessary for Gentiles.

This question had arisen earlier in Antioch and elsewhere where uncircumcised Gentiles were
becoming Christian believers (cf. Gal 2:11–14). It created a practical problem for the Jewish believers
because a central part of congregational life was the common meal at which the death of Jesus was
remembered. Jews practiced a rigid separation from non-Jews, and this was especially so in that Jews
would not eat with Gentiles or eat food prepared by them that did not fulfill the Jewish regulations about
ritual cleanliness; both the Gentiles and their foods were considered “unclean”, as the story of Peter in
Acts 10 vividly brings out.5 But to partake in church meals meant that Jews were now expected to eat
with uncircumcised Gentiles who were “unclean”. It would be difficult for Jewish Christians to shake off



centuries of avoiding such occasions and also to stand up to the criticism that would inevitably come their
way from non-Christian Jews who might be prepared to tolerate their eccentric beliefs about Jesus but
who drew the line sharply at their non-Jewish practices. Indeed, it may well be that it was the sheer force
of the pressure from non-Christian Jews that was the ultimate motivation for the Judaizers. Surely the
simple solution was that Gentiles who became Christians should be circumcised and keep the law, just as
these Jewish Christians evidently were doing, and then everything would be all right. The solution was
obvious and compelling. It is no wonder that its advocates were on to a winning line in the Galatian
churches.6

The argument of the Judaizers carried two further corollaries.
First, if it was true that believing in Jesus was not enough for full entry into the people of God, there

was the further consequence that Paul must be regarded as mistaken if not deliberately distorting the
gospel in the views that he was preaching. Was he really a true Jew, faithful to his ancestral heritage?
True, he claimed to be an apostle, but from where did he derive his authority? It had not been given to him
by any human body. He had no sound basis for his preaching. He was not to be trusted.

A second point made by the opposition was probably that if people did not keep the law, how could
they live lives that were consistent with the moral quality of behavior demanded by it? Surely people who
rejected the law would also reject its moral demands? From 1 Corinthians 5:11 and 1 Corinthians 6:9–11
we know that Gentile sins persisted among Gentile converts in the church. Paul’s counterargumentation
here (Gal 5:13–26) would seem to require that this sort of objection to his gospel was being put forward.

But why should the Jewish Christians (or some of them) have been so eager to fulfill the law?
Earlier interpreters argued that the purpose of keeping the law, whether by Jews or Gentiles, was to
acquire merit (not a Pauline word) in the sight of God, that is, to pile up a record of good deeds done and
wrong deeds avoided on the basis of which God would justify sinners despite their previous bad record.
Many more recent interpreters, among whom E. P. Sanders is preeminent, have argued that this
interpretation rests on a misunderstanding of Judaism.7 In Judaism individuals were situated within God’s
covenant people on the basis of his electing grace; they were not required to keep the law in order to get
in, but once in they kept the law in order to stay in; keeping the law was the response to grace rather than
the condition of it. This position has been refined to say that the essence of the “works of the law” that
people were required to keep was that they were the marks or badges of belonging to God’s people and
served the function of erecting a boundary around them. What Paul objected to was the setting up of this
boundary, which meant that Gentiles had to keep the law in order to be counted among the people of
God.8

It may be that the underlying motivation of the Judaizers was concerned with Jewish national identity
and the forcing of the marks of Jewish identity onto Gentiles. Circumcision, festivals and eating “clean
foods” were among the central symbols (along with the temple) that defined Judaism. So the Judaizers felt
that their Jewish identity was threatened by Paul’s gospel, which in effect opened up the Jewish religion
to Gentiles without requiring them to accept the defining marks of Judaism and which could be regarded
as questioning the importance of those symbols for Jews.9 There could, therefore, have been social
reasons for the impositions on the Gentiles; but these would have been defended with biblical and
theological arguments, such as the fact that Abraham, the father of the people, was circumcised. It may
also be, as Philip Esler has argued, that the Jewish Christians had taken up and developed the Old
Testament terminology of “the righteous” as a self-description that expressed their identity as the true
people of God.10

Paul debates the issue on the biblical and theological level because he sees in the imposition a real
threat to the character of the gospel. He reasserts that Gentiles do not need to “follow Jewish customs”
(Gal 2:14), that is, keep the law, which prescribes these defining marks, in order to get right with God but



simply to believe in Jesus. The argument is conducted on a theological level through and through.

The Theological Story

Paul’s letter is a passionate response to this situation. We shall find our way into its theology by
following through the main lines of the argument.

Paul’s authority and the “other gospel” (Gal 1:1–2:13). In the opening greeting Paul announces
two themes that will be developed at greater length later. The first is that he has an authority that derives
from Jesus Christ and God, and that is therefore implicitly superior to any merely human authority (Gal
1:1). The second and main point is a reminder that Jesus Christ has dealt with the problem caused by
human sin (Gal 1:4). Paul’s main concern is with the gospel and how people are saved or rescued from
their present predicament in this evil age (Gal 1:4, 6–9).

The basic statement of the gospel is, then, that Christ gave himself for us (Gal 1:4; repeated in Gal
2:20; 3:13). All through the letter deliverance and benefit (Gal 5:2) are ascribed to what Christ has done
—he redeems (Gal 4:5) and sets free (Gal 5:1), and through faith in him people are “justified” (Gal
2:17). Implicitly a new age has begun.

Paul then characterizes the message of his opponents as “another gospel”, as if there could indeed be
such a thing (Gal 1:6–9). The point of this is twofold. First, it shows that the opponents were saying that
people had to accept their teaching in order to be saved (as in Acts 15:1). Circumcision and law-keeping
were not simply desirable extras but were indispensable, and the problem of table fellowship was only
part of the real issue. Second, by calling it a “gospel” Paul implies that it was a message that they
considered to be authoritative and of divine origin, and there is the further implication that they
considered his message to be merely human in origin.

Hence the first part of Paul’s defense is to insist that he received his message for the Gentiles
directly from Jesus Christ, and he was in no way dependent upon human beings for it (Gal 1:11–2:10).
The message was part of his call to apostleship given by Jesus and God (Gal 1:1). This insistence by Paul
would have carried no weight with non-Christian Jews and demonstrates that his debate is with Christian
Jews who agreed with him on christology but without sharing the implications that he saw in it.

Paul is particularly anxious to insist that his calling was entirely due to divine agency and he goes
out of his way to claim that none of the existing apostles in Jerusalem had anything to do with conferring
authority on him. He was independent of Jerusalem but fully recognized by the leaders there. What
happened was that when he went up to Jerusalem and told them about the gospel that he had been
preaching for the past fourteen years—a significantly long time!—they warmly accepted what he was
doing because they recognized that God had made him the apostle to the Gentiles alongside Peter as the
apostle to the Jews.

Paul’s argument so far, then, is that he got his message from God and that the existing apostles did
not lay any additional requirements down for his converts, but rather they encouraged him strongly in his
mission (Gal 2:1–10). Those who opposed him, therefore, could not call his personal authority and that of
his message in question by doubting his calling or by claiming that he was out of harmony with the leaders
of the church in Jerusalem. Yet there was a lapse in their agreement when Peter came to Antioch at a later
stage and was persuaded by “certain people … from James” to withdraw from eating with Gentiles (Gal
2:11–14). This led to a confrontation in which it is generally assumed that Paul was the loser in that he
failed to persuade Peter, but it is not evident why he should mention it if it was not to his advantage to do
so.11 Since there is no sign anywhere of any lasting rift between Paul and Peter but every indication that
Paul regarded him as a fellow worker in the gospel (1 Cor 3:21–23; 9:5),12 we may take it that the
disagreement was temporary.13

Paul begins to relate what he said to Peter, but somewhere along the line it becomes an argument



addressed to the readers, and the focus shifts from his authority to the nature of the gospel.14

Paul’s exposition of the gospel (Gal 2:14–6:18). What are the main lines of the argument?
Paul claims that Jewish Christians like Peter and himself know that they themselves are “justified”

or “made righteous” by faith in Christ and not by observing the law (Gal 2:14–16). Christians were
agreed that a person could be put right with God or enter into a right relationship with him or be counted
as “righteous” only through believing in Jesus Christ and not by observance of the Jewish law. For Paul
this was common ground for Peter and himself, and this must be the implication of the agreement reached
at Jerusalem in Galatians 2:1–10, at least as Paul saw it. The point of mentioning it seems to be to assure
the readers that Peter and himself were in agreement on this point. The implication is that justification is
also by faith in Jesus Christ for Gentiles, and the corollary is that, if observing the law does not lead to
justification, then it should not be necessary for Gentiles. They do not need to keep the law in addition to
believing in Christ.

The next part of the argument is difficult (Gal 2:17–21). Paul appears to be saying that if Christian
believers do go back to keeping the law of Moses and fail to keep it, this would mean that belief in Christ
leads people into sin, something that Christians can hardly believe. Here the point may be that if people
go back to keeping the requirements of circumcision, Jewish festivals and so on, they are not going to be
able to do so fully and completely but in some respects will fall short and will thereby be sinners in terms
of the law’s requirements. In fact, believers have died with Christ and so passed out of the sphere in
which the law has authority over them.15

Next, Paul appeals to experience (Gal 3:1–5). The evidence of Christian salvation is the experience
of receiving the Spirit, which Paul confidently claims his readers had received before and apart from
circumcision and keeping the law16. What Paul condemns is adding the “flesh” to the Spirit. Here flesh
refers to things done by human beings in their own strength in contrast to what God does for them. Paul is
on firm experiential ground in that the converts received the Spirit when they believed in Christ long
before the demand for observance of the law had been thrust upon them.17 So works of the law are not
needed in order to receive the Spirit, and for Paul it would appear that reception of the Spirit is not only
indispensable for being a Christian but also is the fundamental effect of faith.18 Paul will return to the
experience of the Spirit in Galatians 4:6.

Characteristic of this letter is the way in which the use of Scripture dominates much of the
discussion, almost providing the structure of the argument as well as the basis for it.19 The process starts
in earnest when Paul appeals to Scripture (Gal 3:6–14), where Abraham was justified by his faith before
he was circumcised and before the law had been given, and he was told that God’s promise was for him
and his descendants. If Abraham was justified by faith, the promise of blessing to all nations through him
must be on the same principle.

The alternative route to blessing advocated by his opponents is to try to get right with God by
dependence on keeping the law. But to do so is to come under a curse. This curse rests on people who try
to keep the law but do not keep all its commands and prohibitions, this being a principle taken from the
law (Deut 27:26). In what is virtually a parenthesis (Gal 3:11–12) Paul seems to combine two lines of
argument. First, he comments that Scripture upholds the principle of justification by faith (Hab 2:4). The
law fails in not being based upon this scriptural principle of faith but upon works. It follows that for Paul
the law was not meant to be a means of justification or to give life (Gal 3:21) but had some other function,
despite the fact that here it is said that people who do its commandments will live by them. Second, in any
case, nobody is able to keep the law. Paul does not say this outright here (but see Rom 3:9–20), but it is
clearly assumed in his comment that everybody who depends on works of the law is under its curse (Gal
3:10). Everybody who tries to keep it stands under its curse, and the law has no means of delivering
people from its own curse. But Christ has delivered those who believe by taking this curse on himself.20



By believing in Christ in this way the blessing promised to and experienced by Abraham is received by
Christians, and it is identified as the experience of the Spirit. Thus faith is the means by which we obtain
a benefit that has been secured for us by somebody else, namely, Christ.

The promise to Abraham, then, is fundamental. The later arrival of the law (i.e., the law of Moses)
cannot alter the covenant that had been made (Gal 3:15–18). Paul assumes that the promise to Abraham
and his descendants, once made, cannot be set aside.

So, if the law was not intended to replace or cancel the promise, what was its purpose, given as it
was by God (Gal 3:15–25)? It had a temporary function until Christ came. This was to be a kind of
guardian to the Jews, like the slave who supervised children in a wealthy Roman household on their way
to and from school. The law was not opposed to the promise because it was never intended to be an
alternative way of life, and it had a different purpose. It was there to lead people to Christ by making them
realize that they were sinners. Paul repeats that the law was not able to give life and righteousness (Gal
3:21). Everybody is held captive by sin, as Scripture testifies, and the purpose of the law is to be in
charge of us for the period until faith comes.21 It would seem that the purpose of the law was to identify
for people what they were and were not to do and to that extent to keep them from sin; but it was also
there to make people conscious of their sin until God’s way of putting people right by faith was revealed.

But now the situation is different (Gal 3:21–29). A new age has come with Christ, and the temporary
function of the law has ceased. Those who believe in Christ are now children of God, regardless of
whether they are Jews or Greeks, and constitute one people in Christ. This point is elaborated in
Galatians 4:1–7. Believers are adopted as God’s sons and daughters instead of being like slaves under
bondage to keeping the law. And with sonship come the privileges associated with it and especially the
gift of the Spirit now and the status of being heirs to what God will give them in the future. This is a new
experience, one that is not found under the law, and it therefore constitutes a fresh argument that salvation
does not come by means of the law.

So far Paul has basically been addressing the situation of the Jews under the law.22 But now two
things happen. First, attention shifts to the Gentiles who are being encouraged to be circumcised (Gal 4:8–
11). Paul sees an analogy between their pre-Christian state and that of the Jews under the law. They had
known what it was to be slaves to their false gods and idols before they became believers. Surely they do
not want to return to slavery, this time not to their false gods but to the Jewish law. From this point (and
this is the second shift in the discourse) Paul begins to use the language of entreaty as well as that of
argument. He pleads with the Gentile readers of his letter not to yield to persuasion to adopt the Jewish
law, since what was true of the Jews before the coming of Christ would now apply to them also (Gal
4:12–20).

Perhaps they do not realize what is involved. So he develops a picture out of Scripture, that of
Abraham who had two sons, one by a slave and one by a free woman (Gal 4:21–5:1). The former
corresponds to the law and to the Judaism that is still in slavery to it, while the latter corresponds to the
“Jerusalem” that is to come, the realm of promise and freedom.23

With the mention of freedom Paul moves on into a discussion of the way in which accepting
circumcision and the law is to move back into bondage, since to do so is to cease to trust in Christ and to
rely instead on the keeping of the law. The law is a taskmaster, requiring total obedience and threatening
death to those who fail to render it. By contrast, the life of God’s children is one of freedom (Gal 5:2–
15). The freedom, however, is not freedom to sin but is deliverance from the requirements of the law and
from the power of sin in order to keep the fundamental commandment, which is to love.

But how are people to live out this commandment of love (Gal 5:16–26)? Here Paul draws a
contrast between the flesh, that is, human nature in its weakness and liability to yield to temptation, and
the Spirit as the power that enables people to demonstrate the qualities of godly character. The evil nature
is there with its passions. But believers need not yield to the pull of this nature and can experience a new



life in which they are led by the Spirit.
Paul here speaks of people who are pulled to and fro by the flesh and the Spirit so that they cannot

do what they want to do (Gal 5:17). Does this reduce believers to the level of an object like a rugby ball
with a scrum of opposing players fighting over it to gain possession? Does Paul mean that not even the
Spirit can enable believers to do what they want to do? Clearly believers do have an active role in the
struggle; otherwise Paul would not address imperatives to them. J. Louis Martyn makes the important
point that Paul is writing to believers who already have the Spirit and is not urging them to “get” the
Spirit. He interprets the difficult verse 17 to be addressed to believers who are trying to serve Christ and
the law at the same time and find themselves achieving nothing as a result. Although they are trying to
fulfill the law, they are in fact coming under the dominion of the flesh.24 The law cannot enable them to
overcome the flesh. The solution is to follow the guidance of the Spirit exclusively.

The remainder of the letter is encouragement and summing up (Gal 6:1–18). There is practical
instruction on how to behave in this situation of temptation to abandon Christ for the law. In particular,
there is a warning against living so as to please the flesh. Whether this refers to evil doing in general or to
the growth of sinful boasting by those who try to keep the law (cf. Gal 6:13–14) is not clear. Finally, Paul
evidently takes the pen from his scribe to make a final appeal in which he questions the motives and
consistency of those who would woo the readers away from Christ and his cross (Gal 6:11–18). For
himself, he is not concerned about boasting or about pleasing other people, since he has died with Christ.

Theological Themes

Such is the theological argument in brief summary. We now need to identify and develop some of the
themes that arise in it.

Salvation history and the gospel. It is clear from the outset of this letter that Paul is concerned
about the gospel as something that is preached (Gal 1:11).It is a “word” to which people respond, but the
response is not simply acceptance of the word (Gal 1:9) but faith in the person to whom it bears witness,
to Jesus crucified (Gal 2:20). Therefore, right away we can affirm that Paul’s understanding of
Christianity is both salvation-proclamatory25 and salvation-historical. It is also salvation-receptive. This
means that the gospel is more than simply a story that may or may not have a factual counterpart. The
gospel is the interpretation of what happened (Gal 3:1), but it is an interpretation in that it makes plain
what happened, or rather, as we might say, “what really happened”. “A man died on a cross” is certainly
what happened, and this is true as a partial description. “Christ … gave himself for our sins” (Gal 1:3–4)
is a statement of what really happened, but it is a statement that depends on an understanding of the event
that goes beyond mere visual observation and that is made within a framework of thinking within which
such a statement is a genuine possibility.26 At the same time the message is intended to be persuasive and
to lead to a faith commitment by those who hear it.

The framework of Paul’s thinking is determined by this “salvation history”.27 God has been active in
making promises and fulfilling them since the time of Abraham. Meanwhile, there have arisen the
problems of the law, understood as the way to life by at least some Jews who have encouraged Gentiles
to be circumcised and keep the Jewish festivals. Paul’s theology is centered on the death of Jesus as the
way in which people are redeemed from the curse imposed by the law, upon faith as the appropriate
response to the action of God, and upon the Spirit as the power through which people live a life that
pleases God through fulfilling the single commandment to love their neighbors.

Paul’s theology thus operates within a scheme of the old era and the new era that is brought about by
the coming of Christ and becomes a reality for people when they believe in him. This theology draws
material from the Jewish Scriptures and deals with problems that arise in a Jewish context.

But there is great stress on the need for truth (Gal 2:14); the interpretation of events must be in



accordance with truth. This is operative on two levels. One level is that of correct understanding of the
gospel. The other is that of correct behavior. Manifestly these two belong together. At the heart of
Galatians is the threat posed by “another gospel” that required adherence to the Mosaic law by Gentiles
as an integral part of their response. This involved acceptance of a way of life that required adoption of
circumcision, Jewish food regulations and Jewish festivals. Alongside this, however, was the common
temptation on the part of converts to persist in the breaches of divinely taught morality that were
characteristic of sinful humanity in general, whether Jewish or Gentile. Paul did not believe that
proclamation of the Mosaic law and the need to obey it could deal with the impulses that led to sin. He
proclaimed a gospel that was too great to be reduced to a single motif. It had two central aspects. The one
was the announcement of justification purely on the grounds of the bearing of the curse by Jesus and
received purely on the basis of faith and not by keeping the law. The other aspect was the promise to
believers of the Spirit by whose working in their lives they could overcome the power of the flesh. So the
gospel offered not only a new relationship with God but also a transformation of nature.

Justification. Paul introduces a key set of terms that dominate his argument with Judaizers. The
basic issue, as he sees it, is how a person is “justified”. This word is a translation of a Greek verb
(dikaioō) that is related to the adjective just (dikaios) and the noun justice (dikaiosynē). More commonly
we want to translate these last two Greek words as “righteous” and “righteousness”, since these are more
all-encompassing than the terms just and justice, which have a rather narrower application to being fair
and impartial. Unfortunately when we require a corresponding verb and abstract noun, the English
language forces us to switch to “justify” and “justification” (rather than the nonexistent “rightify” and
“rightification”).28 Justify and justification, then, refer to the process of making a person righteous.

But there is a further linguistic problem here in that this phraseology can refer to two distinguishable
activities. On the one hand, it could refer to changing the character of a person with evil motives and
actions so that he or she thinks and acts in a righteous way. Sometimes the term “a righteous person” is
used more of people who are of such a character that they can be expected to do righteous actions from
righteous motives. On the other hand, the phraseology could refer to changing the verdict on a person who
has done wrong and declaring that the person is righteous despite the wrong he or she has done. There is
general agreement that when Paul uses the verb justify he is referring to this latter action of declaring a
wrongdoer to be nevertheless in the right with God rather than to the action of changing a person’s
character so that the person begins to act righteously. Paul is talking about how people who have done
wrong in God’s sight can be accepted by him as righteous in the sense that he no longer holds the wrong
against them and establishes a positive relationship with them. Thus the term righteous comes to convey
the idea of being in a right relationship with God. But at the same time it is obvious that even if this is
what the verb means, it is not enough for God simply to forgive past failures; somehow there must also
take place a change in the character of persons so that they do become righteous in their motives and
actions.29 So the question arises whether justification is in effect nothing more than forgiveness and does
not do something to the character of those justified.30

Paul’s assumption here as in Romans is that apart from Christ nobody has this righteous status with
God. He did not need to argue this in the case of the Gentiles. His main problem was with Jews who
assumed that the law was their means of obtaining such a status. Consequently the motif of justification
appears mainly in those letters where this problem arises.

The cross and its effects. Paul’s argument depends on the fact accepted by both himself and his
readers, though not necessarily by the Judaizers, that the death of Christ really does save completely from
sins. He states that Christ did something that has the effect of delivering people from their existing
situation. That situation is expressed in terms of “deliverance from this present evil age”, “redeeming us
from the curse of the law” and “redeeming those under the law”, to which we may add deliverance from
being “under the control of sin” (Gal 3:22). It goes without saying that Paul here has in mind the fact that



Christ suffered death.31 Later he describes how the Son of God became a human being and was born
“under the law” so that he could deliver people who were under the law (Gal 4:4–5). Although it is not
said directly here, in the light of Galatians 3:6 another way of putting the result of Christ’s death is to say
that as a result of it righteousness is “credited” to people who believe. “Righteousness” here means the
status of not being guilty.32

Redemption means deliverance achieved at a cost, and it is most naturally understood as delivering
people from the curse or judgment that they are under because they have not kept the law. In what is
perhaps the clearest New Testament statement of what is generally called “substitution”, Paul says that
people who stand under the curse (Gal 3:10) are delivered from that curse because Christ has delivered
them by himself coming under the curse.33 For Paul it is evidently possible for somebody else to suffer the
effects of a curse on behalf of lawbreakers and to release them from the consequences that would
otherwise fall on them. This raises two problems.

First, is it possible for the curse imposed upon one person to be borne by somebody else in place of
them? Can the curse of the law, or, in our phraseology, the guilt due to sin, be transferred? Guilt here
means liability to judgment because of sin, and the problem is whether this liability can be undertaken by
somebody else. For Paul it clearly was not a problem. He obviously saw no problem in the rescue of one
person by another, particularly when this action springs out of love. Such an act of rescue could endanger
the life of the rescuer, as when somebody rescues a drowning person from a dangerous sea and perishes
in so doing. Christ did something analogous to this in that he became a human being and himself lived
under the law. His mission was to redeem people from being under the law and its curse. Consequently,
Paul’s thought seems to be not so much of transfer of guilt as rather of deliverance from a power that
holds us in its grip.34 Later he develops the concept of Christ as becoming one with the human race by
being born of woman and being born under the law (Gal 4:4–5). He sees no difficulty in one person
identifying closely with a group and then representatively bearing the curse for them.35

A second apparent difficulty is that the fact that somebody else became a curse for the wrongdoer
may do nothing to change the attitude or character of the wrongdoer, for example, by inducing feelings of
remorse for the wrong action or a resolve not to do it again. It is not surprising that some people have felt
that substitution of one person for another in this way is immoral and have therefore questioned whether
this is Paul’s rationale. Three points may be made in response.

The first is to remind ourselves that what Paul is talking about here is something that becomes
effective only when people have faith. Although the term is often used absolutely without an object (Gal
3:22), it is clear that it is faith in God (Gal 3:6) or Christ (Gal 2:16) that is meant. Sometimes Paul speaks
of “faith in Jesus Christ” (literally “the faith of Jesus Christ”; Gal 2:16, 20; 3:22). However, an important
contemporary interpretation of Paul’s words is that this phrase should be interpreted as “the faithfulness
displayed by Jesus Christ”. On this view believers are justified and saved by appropriating the
faith[fullness] of Christ rather than by fulfilling the works required by the law. But it is difficult to see
how this notion would function in Paul’s argument: in what sense was Christ faithful to God or how did
Christ put his faith in him in a way that is relevant to the argument?36

The second point is a reminder that earlier Paul says that he has been “crucified with Christ” (Gal
2:20). The implication of this is that Paul has somehow shared in the death of Jesus on the cross, which
was the event in which he became a curse. Consequently, Paul does not see the death of Jesus merely as
the death of another person, which God as the lawgiver accepts in place of the death of the sinner. Rather
he sees the death of Jesus as a death that includes the sinner who is crucified with Christ; the “gospel”
element is that the sinner is counted to have died, although he or she has not in fact suffered death as a
penalty with all its pain and receives life. And the effect of this death is that they have “crucified” their
sinful flesh with its desires (Gal 5:24).



Third, this close relationship is also expressed by statements about believers being “in Christ” or
being “baptized into Christ” (Gal 3:27–28), phraseology which in at least some of its occurrences denotes
a very close relationship between believers and Christ. The charge, therefore, that substitution allows
people to avoid the judgment on their sin without any real change on their part being involved is
sufficiently refuted. The nature of faith is such that it unites a person with Christ in a very real way.

Paul’s message and the Jewish Scriptures: Abraham . To a great extent the development of Paul’s
argument depends upon an appeal to what Scripture teaches about Abraham. There are two features about
this argument that may cause difficulty.

The first is concerned with the promise that all the nations would be blessed through Abraham. Part
of what Paul means is that God will justify the Gentiles in the same way as Abraham, namely, by faith.
The promises were made to Abraham and his descendants, specifically the descendants through Isaac, but
Paul knows that the promise included the Gentiles. He therefore has to conclude that the descendants are
the people who share the character of Abraham as believers in God, regardless of whether they are
physically his offspring or not; believing Gentiles are included, whereas unbelieving physical
descendants are excluded. By using the term in a nonliteral sense Paul can assert that Jewish and Gentile
believers are included in the one offspring or “seed” of Abraham; the language speaks of “seed”
(singular), not “seeds” (plural).

But second, the way in which Paul reaches this conclusion is not clear until we note that the
formulation of the promise in Genesis 22:18 is “through your offspring all nations on earth will be
blessed”. When Paul says in Galatians 3:14 “that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the
Gentiles through Jesus Christ”, he may well be echoing and interpreting this text. Paul further interprets
the term seed (singular) to refer to one individual who is “Christ”. It is often held that the attempt to tie
down the term to refer to one person is vulnerable to the comment that “seed” (singular) could equally
well be a collective noun referring to Abraham’s descendants generally. This objection can be overcome
when we remember that by “Christ” here Paul means “the Christian community composed of Jews and
Gentiles” who are “one in Christ” (Gal 3:28; cf. 1 Cor 12:12) and are the “body of Christ”. Consequently,
in Galatians 3:29 it is precisely because the readers belong to Christ that they are collectively the seed of
Abraham. The church is understood as the new Israel of God (Gal 6:16), composed as it is of Jews and
Gentiles who accept Jesus as the Messiah.37

One way of expressing what is going on in Galatians is to say that Paul is concerned with the
problem of identity and deals with it in a radical way by asserting a new Christian identity that is distinct
from how the Judaizers wished to understand it. Christian believers are the seed of Abraham in view of
their sharing Abraham’s faith by believing in Christ (of which baptism was the outward sign) and by
living a life in the Spirit that issues in “faith working through love”.38

Paul’s message and the Jewish Scriptures: The law . For Paul nothing more was needed than this
in order to be justified. He makes a contrast between believing in Christ and doing what the law requires;
he tells the Galatians that they are trying to be justified by the law (Gal 5:4) and that they should know that
“a person is not justified by observing the law” (Gal 2:16). God’s blessings come by faith, not by
observing the law. The expression “observing the law” is literally “by the works of the law”, which
means “doing what the law requires”.39 So evidently the Judaizers thought that justification was by doing
what the law requires. Paul simply saw Jews and Gentiles alike as in need of justification (because all
have sinned) and insisted that the only way was through faith in Christ, and not through observing the law.

But why is justification not by the works of the law? Here Paul is difficult. He insists that the law is
not able to give life and was not meant to do so (Gal 3:21). But we can see why people thought that
obedience to it would bring life. The law appears to promise life to those who keep it (Gal 3:12, citing
the promise in Lev 18:5; also cited in Rom 10:5). Paul evidently accepts this, but he juxtaposes it with the
comment that the righteous person will live by faith. He is convinced that the law cannot give life. Only



the Spirit can give life, as he will affirm in 2 Corinthians 3:6. There is a fundamental difference between
the law, which can only demand, and the Spirit, who can empower.

Two things need to be distinguished. The first is that the law laid down the kind of conduct required
by God, and therefore life lay in following it. In that sense it was the doing of the law that led to life. The
other thing is that the law was not able to give life, since there was nothing about it that enabled people to
keep its commandments. People were thrown back on their own imperfect ability.

What Paul says may seem to go against the currently popular “new perspective” on Judaism as a
religion of grace and election, in which people enter into salvation by God’s grace rather than by keeping
the law and merely keep the law in order to stay in or as a mark of belonging.

This current picture probably needs correction. Paul is making a revaluation of Judaism and
stressing that God’s election of Israel as a people is worth nothing if it does not issue in faith in Christ on
the part of its members (Rom 9:4–5). Paul, like many other Jews of his time, held what we may call a
remnant theology. On this view, whatever may be said in favor of “covenantal nomism”40 with its
assertion that all Jews were “in” the covenant through the grace of God, it was nevertheless recognized by
some Jews that to greater or less extent the people were tainted with sin and apostasy and needed to get
right with God by some kind of performance, usually by following the precepts of some particular teacher
or group. The straightforward, orthodox way was to keep the law and so to be “righteous”.41

In fact, Paul presupposes that all people, Jews and Gentiles, are in a situation from which they need
to be delivered; they are living in “the present evil age” (Gal 1:4).42 From a Christian point of view, of
course, there are blessings which they do not possess until they are saved, notably the reception of the
Holy Spirit (Gal 3:14), sonship (inclusive of daughtership; Gal 4:5) and a promised inheritance (Gal
3:18, 22). But apart from that, so far as the Jews are concerned, they are evidently sinners and breakers of
the law (Gal 2:17–18), and as breakers of the law they are under a curse (Gal 3:10). Something needs to
be done to bring them salvation. It is easy to understand that fervent keeping of the law was seen to be
necessary. Likewise, when we take non-Jews into account, the way into the Jewish people was by doing
what the law laid down, namely, circumcision and all that followed it. Grace and works could thus go
together, in that grace was inviting people to do certain things in order for Gentiles to get in and for Jews
to stay in.

But if Paul insisted that justification was not by the law, this still leaves the question of the proper
function of the law. It was enacted after Abraham in the time of Moses, and Paul’s claim is that the
coming of the law could not cancel the promise made to Abraham. We can agree in general that once a
promise is made, it cannot or should not be cancelled unless there are some powerful reasons for doing
so.

What, then, was the purpose of the law? For Paul states quite clearly that the Jews were placed
under it. The answer given here would seem to be that by putting God’s commands before people which
they could not keep (as their history had shown), the law was pronouncing a condemnation upon them that
should lead them to turn to Christ for justification by faith. The law was thus intended to act like the slave
who was responsible for guiding children safely to school by directing people to their need for Christ.
Throughout this period before Christ came, the Jews were certainly meant to keep the law, so far as they
could. But this was a temporary function, and with the coming of Christ believers are no longer under the
supervision of the law. The law can be understood as God’s provision for his people by which they were
to live until Christ came. But justification is on the basis of faith in Jesus Christ and not by the works of
the law. Evidently the teaching of Paul’s opponents was that works of the law were still required,
presumably alongside faith in Christ. But Paul argues that if the law is taken as the way to life, then full
obedience is still required (Paul’s interpretation of Lev 18:5). People who do not keep the law are under
a curse (Gal 3:10, citing Deut 27:26). It follows that the law was never intended as the way to life (Gal
3:21).



It would seem that what Paul is trying to say is that it is the misuse of the law as a means of
justification that is the problem, and this misuse is not inherent in the law but is due an interpretation put
upon it. The real purpose of the law is given in Galatians 3:19: it was meant to take care of Israel
presumably by keeping them from sinning and by providing the means of atonement until Christ came.

All of this raises a number of further problems to which it is not too easy to give answers.
First, how were people saved or how did they become righteous during the period of the law, and

why did God introduce this temporary measure? Paul appears to suggest that faith came only when Christ
came. He speaks of the period “before faith came”, as if the intervening period was not one of faith. The
time from the giving of the law to Moses at Sinai to the coming of Christ is regarded as a temporary
period during which the way of faith is apparently suspended and obedience to the law is what matters.
The position of Paul’s readers is that they were under the law and under its curse until Christ came and
delivered them (Gal 4:5). They were slaves bound to keep God’s law. This is apparently true whether
they were Jews or Gentiles who had not heard of God and worshiped idols. There is a parallelism
between being under the law and being under the elements of the world. It was the principle in the time of
Abraham, but during the period of the law it does not seem to have been an option until it reappeared with
the coming of Christ.

But it is very hard to believe that Paul meant this, since his appeal to David as a witness to
justification by faith in Romans 4 suggests that he was well aware of the principle being alive during the
period of the law. And did Paul interpret the statement in Habakkuk 2:4 as a strict future or as a logical
future? It seems that Paul is thinking specifically of faith in Christ as the means of justification, although
he clearly holds that Abraham was justified by faith.

Second, it is perhaps surprising that Paul does not refer directly here to the fact that the Jews had an
elaborate sacrificial system provided under the law for dealing with sins, and at the time of writing
Galatians this system continued to operate. Why, then, was anything else required? When Paul says that
justification is not possible through the law, is he saying that the sacrificial system did not effect anything?
There is almost total silence on this point in Paul. He does take up the imagery of sacrifice and apply it to
Jesus in Romans 3, and he also comments there that God passed over sins committed in the past on the
basis of the sacrifice of Christ; so it may be that Paul believed that the sacrifices “worked” for the Jews
because of God’s “passing over” of sins. He apparently regarded judgment as suspended because of the
sacrifice of Christ (this seems to be the point of Rom 3:25), but in Galatians the point is not cleared up.43

He could have said that the sacrifices worked during the era of the law but are now obsolete since Christ
has come.44

Paul, then, does not specifically discuss how people were justified before the coming of Christ. He
presumably believed that they were forgiven for their transgressions of the law by the means provided in
the law, namely, the sacrificial system. When he refers to the law as something that could not give life, he
may be thinking of circumcision and the festivals and other requirements (such as purity laws) and not of
the sacrificial system at the temple (which he never mentions), or he may be arguing that the law simply
pointed forward to the coming of Christ, in virtue of which people who believed might be saved even
though Christ had not yet come. Or again he may have believed that the sacrificial system could cope only
with unwitting sins and not with deliberate disobedience.

Third, what place, if any, has the law in the life of the believer? Paul has already denied that it is
necessary to keep the law—focused in circumcision and the keeping of Jewish festivals—in order to be
justified. He has argued that the law had a role in the past until Christ came, but Christ has done something
that has changed the situation. The solution appears to be that he sees the law as brought to completion by
Christ in the single command given in the Torah, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Gal 5:14;
cf. Rom 13:8–10),45 and he commands his readers to use their freedom from the law to keep that
commandment in the power of the Spirit. For Paul the commandment to love (and all the commandments



that are summed up in it) retain their validity for believers. In effect, the various commands in the law can
be seen as the applications of that single command, and therefore it is perfectly possible for Paul to go
back to them and cite them approvingly.

It would seem, therefore, that when Paul talks about dying to the law, he must mean dying to the
Mosiac law as a means of justification. To fulfill the love command in the freedom given by the Spirit is
not a means of gaining life and righteousness but an expression of the fact that one has them. Some
scholars, to be sure, argue that in Paul’s mind the law had no continuing validity for believers, but this
will hardly stand in view of his positive affirmations of it in Romans; it remains as something that is taken
up into the law of Christ.46

The matter would be eased if we could find evidence that Paul made a distinction between the moral
and ritual aspects of the law. Was it primarily the latter that he had in mind when he talked of justification
by the works of the law? Certainly it is circumcision and festivals that he specifically mentions in this
context. But it has to be admitted that he does not distinguish very clearly between the moral
commandments in the law and those which are concerned with the ritual aspects of the Jews’ relationship
with God.

The Spirit. Finally, we must consider the role of the Holy Spirit. If the cross predominates in
Galatians 1–3, the Spirit predominates in Galatians 4–6. Indeed, the only references to the Spirit in the
first half of the letter are in Galatians 3:1–5, 14. Here Paul bases part of his argument on an appeal to the
readers’ experience of the Spirit that had taken place before the Judaizers had come on the scene and they
had begun to flirt with keeping the law. They had not been required to keep the law in order for God to
give manifestations of the Spirit in the congregations. The reception of the Spirit is understood to be the
blessing of Abraham, that is, the blessing promised to Abraham, which comes to the Gentiles through the
redemption wrought by Christ.

For Paul the difference between those under the law and those under grace is that the former are like
slaves and the latter are like sons and daughters to God. Their new status is ascribed to two factors. On
the one hand, they become children of God through faith in Christ (Gal 3.26). Faith is expressed in the act
of baptism. Baptism is “into Christ”, which appears to mean that through this act the person is brought into
a spiritual relationship with Christ, which can also be expressed in terms of being clothed with Christ. On
the other hand, God sends the Spirit of his Son into the hearts of his children. This appears to mean that
the Spirit is sent in response to faith and that the Spirit then makes the status of sonship effective by
enabling believers to address God as their Father.47 Elsewhere the Spirit can be described as a seal that
confirms God’s ownership of his people, and this is not so different from what is said here. Here the
stress is more on the assurance that the Spirit gives to believers that God is now their Father.

The Spirit is also connected with the hope of righteousness in Galatians 5:5; the thought is that
people who are being made righteous by the Spirit here and now have the hope of final justification from
God.

The fullest and most important passage about the Spirit is Galatians 5:16–25, where the Spirit who
has been given to believers desires that certain qualities be produced in their lives; the Spirit can be
thought of as a life-giving principle that creates “fruit”, specific results which are identified as the
practice of various types of Christian conduct—the demonstration of love, joy, peace and so on.
Believers are to let the Spirit do these things in their lives.

But what about the contrasting list of activities which are ascribed to the “flesh” of believers, that is,
to their existing, sinful character? These things are contrary to the law, and therefore they fall under the
category of prohibitions to be obeyed under the law and also under the new era of grace. But the law
cannot help people to refrain from them; it can only tell them what not to do. The implication is that the
Spirit not only produces in people the positive fruits of character (which are not prohibited by the
law)48but also enables them to keep the prohibitions. Paul, however, puts the point differently by saying



that believers have crucified the flesh and its desires. He sees the crucifixion of the believer with Christ
as including a death to sinful desires; the dead person is dead to all stimuli, including temptations to do
wrong actions.

Conclusion

Implicit in the gospel that is at the heart of Galatians is an understanding of Jesus as the Son of God sent
into the world to redeem people from the curse of the law, and of God’s Spirit sent into the hearts of
believers to make them children of God. But what we might call the ontology of the Son and the Spirit is
not in itself an object of enquiry and exposition. These were apparently not disputed issues in this context;
there is a clear, fully formed, understanding of who Jesus is that must have been shared by Paul and his
readers, but it is not discussed for its own sake. Equally undisputed is the way in which the coming of the
Spirit to all believers can be taken for granted. The theological argument is concerned with other,
controversial issues.
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1Needless to say, this is a controverted issue. The oldest surviving letter of Paul is either I Thessalonians or Galatians, with the majority of
scholars opting for the former. I belong to the small band, including F. F. Bruce and Richard N. Longenecker, that opts for the latter; see F. F.
Bruce, The Epistle of Paul to the Galatians (Exeter: Paternoster, 1982); Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians (Dallas: Word, 1990).

Scholars who favor a later dating of Galatians claim that its theology is more mature than that of I Thessalonians and stands much
closer to that of Romans. The view adopted here is that the differences compared with I Thessalonians are better explained by the fact
that in Galatians Paul had to develop his understanding of certain aspects of the gospel more explicitly and polemically against opponents
than was the case in Thessalonica, where this opposition was not present. In any case using Galatians as our introduction to Paul has
the advantage of taking us straight into the heart of his theological thinking. See James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul’s Letter to
the Galatians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 133: “Within the Pauline corpus, therefore, Galatians has a primary
place as the first extant statement of Paul’s distinctive theology.”

2To the latter group belong 2 Thessalonians, Colossians, Ephesians, 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus. For discussion of the issues, see I. Howard
Marshall, Stephen Travis and Ian Paul, Exploring the New Testament,  vol. 2, The Letters and Revelation (London: SPCK; Downers Grove,
Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2002).
3J. Louis Martyn, Theological Issues in the Letters of Paul (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1997), pp. 7–24.



4This is the universally held view. Or at least it was until the recent monograph by Mark Nanos, The Irony of Galatians: Paul’s Letter in
First-Century Context (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002), which argues that the problem came from pressure by Jews rather than Jewish
Christians. The jury is still out on this issue.
5There is controversy about just how rigid the Jews were on this matter; see the different stances of James D. G. Dunn, Jesus, Paul and the
Law: Studies in Mark and Galatians (London: SPCK, 1990), pp. 129–82, and Philip F. Esler, Galatians (London: Routledge, 1998), pp. 93–
116.
6Although the issue of common meals is mentioned by Paul in the letter only with reference to the situation in Antioch, it can be assumed that
Paul’s opponents (as we must call them) would have raised this issue in his congregations also.

We need to distinguish carefully between the Antioch problem whose starting point was fellowship between Jews and Gentiles at
communal meals and the problem in Galatia, which is couched in terms of acceptance of circumcision and other requirements of the
law. It can be presumed that the requirement for fellowship in Antioch was the same as was being demanded in Galatia, although the
question of meals together is not raised in the Galatian setting: it is merely one aspect of the problem.

7E. P. Sanders, Paul, the Law and the Jewish People (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983); this work rests on the basic research in his Paul and
Palestinian Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977); cf. Dunn, Jesus.
8The debate has to some extent been sidetracked by the introduction of the term merit, which surfaced much more at the time of the
Reformation. This is not a term that is used in Galatians. Rather it is simply asserted that people must fulfill God’s requirements expressed in
the law in order to be saved, and it so happens that these requirements (or some of them) had become the marks of Jewish identity and served
to throw a fence around the people of God.

But once the wearing of a badge becomes a requirement, it has clearly become a condition for salvation and is not merely something
that you can do if you please. Further, from Gal 6:14 (cf. Phil 3:3–4) it emerges that these were things in which people put their
confidence instead of in Christ and his death, and it is very difficult to see how this confidence could be distinguished from self-
confidence in that these are human actions (the “flesh”). We have here at least the seeds of the later doctrine of merit against which
the Reformers reacted so strongly and rightly.

9Cf. the accusation in Acts 21:21.
10Esler, Galatians, pp. 143–45 and passim.
11It is often said that Paul does not conclude his account of the argument with Peter in Gal 2 because he was the loser. On the

contrary, as Mark Nanos suggested to me in conversation, it is unlikely that Paul would have recounted any part of the story if he
had been worsted in the argument or failed to carry the agreement of Peter; why should he make any mention of what would have
been an embarrassment to him?

12Here I differ radically from the interpretation that goes back at least to Ferdinand C. Baur: that there were rival Petrine and Pauline
parties in the early church with different understandings of the gospel; cf. chap. 30 n. 18 (p. 698).

13Paul’s argument may simply be “this was what they originally agreed and they were wrong to go back on it later”, or “it is true that
they did go back on it temporarily but Peter and Barnabas did recognize the force of my argument to them”. Another suggestion is
that Paul misunderstood the extent of the agreement between Peter and James and himself (Hiibner, 2:64 n. 77, citing the work of
B. Holmberg). We do not know for certain when the rift was healed, but I think that it was probably before the composition of
Galatians.

14The TNIV text does not terminate the quotation until the end of Gal 2:21, but there is a marginal note that it may close at the end of
Gal 2:14 (so NRSV).

15Cf. the fuller discussion in Rom 7:1–6.
16Compare how he uses the same kind of chronological argument with respect to Abraham in Rom 4:9–12.
17Paul’s point is similar to his argument that Abraham was justified by faith long before the law of Moses was given (Rom 4).
18The question whether the experience might have been fallacious is not raised. Paul assumes that it is self-evidently authentic.
19Hubner, 2:57.
20Compare how Paul will also say that Christ became sin for us (2 Cor 5:21).
21This period could be both historical of the Jewish people from Moses until Christ and personal of the life of the individual from coming

under the law to conversion.
22Up to Gal 4:7 it is principally (but not exclusively—cf. Gal 3:28) the situation of the Jews that is in mind.
23The difficulties that modern readers have with this sort of allegory are diminished when we realize that the point of this discussion lies

in assertion rather than argument.
24Martyn, Theological Issues, pp. 251–78.
25I use this term in preference to “existential”, which creates a false contrast with “salvation-historical”.
26It is a grammatical statement that does not break the rules within a particular grammar, by contrast with other statements that might

belong to a different “grammar”.
27B. W. Longenecker, The Triumph of Abraham’s God: TheTransformation of Identity in Galatians  (Edinburgh: T & T Clark,

1998).



28Kendrick Grobel experimented with the verb “to rightwise” in his English translation of Rudolf Bultmann’s New Testament
Theology, and Martyn has adopted “rectify” and “rectification”, which to my mind carry rather too much of their scientific
overtones and are less personal.

29The term righteous can have various shades of meaning. Paul takes it for granted that nobody is righteous as it were “by nature”: all
have sinned. He is therefore especially concerned with the question of people’s relationship to God or their status in his eyes and
how it is possible for people who are not righteous in their motives or deeds to be accounted by God as righteous. Hence the
emphasis on the justification of the ungodly. But Paul is also concerned that people should actually be righteous and do
righteousness. Hence for Paul the concept of being righteous oscillates between having a status in which God does not condemn us
(because the problem of our unrighteousness has been dealt with) and thinking and acting in a righteous way.

30As we have seen, Esler, Galatians, p. 167, wants to interpret this language primarily as a means of expressing privileged identity.
The “righteous” have “a desirable set of qualities and gifts and a desirable destiny”. This may well be true, but it does not require
that we abandon the important theological significance of the terms. It is a weakness in Esler’s treatment that he virtually ignores the
evidence of Romans for Paul’s usage of the terms.

31It is important that Paul simply assumes the significance of the death of Jesus. In Gal 2:15–16 he comments that this is common
ground with other Christians. Consequently, the basic understanding of salvation through the death of Jesus as a means of
redemption from sin must have been attained at a date prior to the writing of this letter.

32At least from the Reformation onward it has been common to interpret this positively by speaking of the righteousness of Christ being
“imputed” to the sinner. But whether it is the righteous status of Christ that is actually attributed to the sinner here in Galatians is not
altogether clear. The point will recur in discussion of Rom 4:3 (see p. 312 n. 10) and 2 Cor 5 (see p. 296); cf. Phil 3:9.

33By this time the recognition had developed that the deaths of outstanding individuals as martyrs could deliver the nation from the
divine wrath that was conspicuously evident from time to time (4 Macc 17:21). Hence the way was open for Christians to assert
that Jesus perfectly fulfilled this kind of role in virtue of who he was, namely the Messiah and the Son of God.

34Nevertheless, elsewhere he does hold that we are guilty before God and liable to his wrath. Perhaps surprisingly there is no mention
of his wrath in Galatians.

35Transfer of guilt is not part of Paul’s language, but he expresses something very like it in 2 Cor 5:21.
36For the case for this interpretation see especially Richard B. Hays, The Faith of Jesus Christ: An Investigation of the Narrative

Substructure of Galatians 3:1–4:11  (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1983; rev. ed., Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans; Dearborn,
Mich.: Dove Booksellers, 2002), and Bruce W. Longenecker, Triumph; for the argument against it see James D. G. Dunn, The
Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998), pp. 379–85. See further pp. 336–37.

37The interpretation of Gal 6:16 is disputed. Nowhere else does Paul refer to the church as “Israel”, although he comes near to it in
Rom 9:6, where he distinguishes the “real” Israel from the nation of Israel. Consequently some scholars argue (less probably in my
view) that here the reference is to pious Jews or to Jewish Christians; see the discussion in Bruce, Galatians, pp. 273–75.

38Cf. John M. G. Barclay, Obeying the Truth: A Study of Paul’s Ethics in Galatians (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1988), pp. 93–94.
39The Hebrew equivalent of this phrase has turned up in the Qumran document 4QMMT, where it refers to the detailed interpretation

of the law to apply it to life. These works were not required to enter into the covenant (that was by birth followed by circumcision
for males) but were essential for staying in. At Qumran, however, the position was ambiguous. Justification was by the grace of God
to sinners, but doing the works of the law led to the reckoning of righteousness. Cf. briefly Martin G. Abegg Jr., in DNTB, pp. 709–
11.

40This is the phrase used by E. P. Sanders, Paul, the Law and the Jewish People (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), to characterize his
understanding of Judaism. See my discussion in chap. 18 (pp. 444–50).

41Mark A. Elliott, The Survivors of Israel: A Reconsideration of the Theology of Pre-Christian Judaism (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Eerdmans, 2000).

42Cf. Longenecker, Triumph, pp. 35–58. Some recent writers, especially N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God
(London: SPCK, 1992), pp. 268–71, also claim that Paul was taking up the view that Israel was still in exile, from which Christ was
the deliverer; cf. James M. Scott, ed., Exile: Old Testament, Jewish and Christian Conceptions (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1997).

43Here in Galatians Paul may be implicitly making a distinction between the sacrifices as a God-given means of atonement separate
from the law and the works of the law carried out by individual Jews as a means of justification.

44This is the answer supplied by the writer to the Hebrews, and it may well have been shared by other Christians.
45Martyn, Theological Issues, pp. 233–49.
46I see no reason to believe that Paul underwent a substantial change of mind between Galatians and Romans.
47The alternative is that it is the Spirit who makes people believers, but this does not seem to be what Paul says here or in Rom 8.
48When Paul says this, he may be implying that the law does not tell people positively to show these qualities. But that would be to

overlook the positive command to love that is contained in the law.



9

THE LETTERS TO THE THESSALONIANS

 

There is universal agreement that Paul wrote the first of the two letters addressed to the church at
Thessalonica, and probably a majority opinion at the present time that the second letter is by a later
writer. I do not share this opinion of 2 Thessalonians,1 but in order not to prejudge the issue we shall
begin by considering the two letters separately.

1 Thessalonians

First Thessalonians was written to a group of newly converted Christian believers who were probably
drawn largely, but not exclusively, from the Gentile population of the town (cf. Acts 17:1–9). They do not
appear to have been the target of the Judaizers who dominate the letter to the Galatians and consequently
the tone of the letter is rather different. Paul’s concern is much more to encourage a congregation that was
suffering outside pressure to abandon their faith (1 Thess 3:5) and to develop their Christian way of life.
There is also a major section about the problems caused by some misunderstanding regarding the parousia
or future coming of the Lord. Thus the broad structure of the letter is comparatively straightforward.

The theological story. Paul’s relationship with the congregation (1 Thess 1:1–3:13). The first half
of the letter is devoted to encouragement and forms an extended thanksgiving into which Paul weaves an
account of his relationships with the congregation since it was founded. He is able to encourage them by
reminding them of the reality of their conversion and of the way in which they had stood up to persecution.
He describes at length the care and concern that his fellow missionaries and he had shown to them, both
while they were in Thessalonica and then during the subsequent period when he sent Timothy to keep in
touch with them.

Paul begins the letter with a prayer report (1 Thess 1) that serves to encourage his readers and
express his confidence in them as he meditates on their conversion experience, which was characterized
by Spirit-inspired preaching and Spirit-inspired response to the message (1 Thess 1:5, 6). Using
phraseology that is probably based on the kind of things said by the missionaries, he outlines briefly the
nature of their conversion from idolatry to serve the living God and their attitude of expectancy toward the
future coming of Jesus who will rescue them from the coming wrath. Then in a closely related section (1
Thess 2:1–16) he goes on to comment more fully on the actions and motives of the missionaries as they
brought the gospel to Thessalonica.

The major aim in this part of the letter is to give encouragement to believers who are under pressure
to give up their faith. Paul refers to their experience of suffering and compares the situation of the readers
with that of the congregations in Judea, where “the Jews” had killed Jesus and the prophets and driven out
the apostles who wished to evangelize the Gentiles (1 Thess 2:12–16). This kind of action had
accompanied Paul and his companions on their travels. It was often instigated by Jews, but not
exclusively, and it was generally a matter of unofficial action rather than involving the official action of
the appointed magistrates and other persons in civil authority, although they had to deal with cases when
Christian believers were the subject of accusations to them. In the ancient world, where policing was
much less efficient than in many modern countries, it was comparatively easy for people to take the law



into their own hands.
Paul comments that this was something that he had told them would happen. His language suggests

not simply that he could see on a human level that it was inevitably going to happen, but rather that it was
something that was part of the destiny of believers (1 Thess 3:3), in other words, something that God had
willed or allowed to happen.2 In this connection he reveals his belief in the activity of “Satan”, a
supernatural being opposed to God.

Meanwhile, one part of his response to it is to pray for the congregations. He prays specifically that
he and his companions may be able to visit them and encourage them despite the obstacles (1 Thess 3:10).
He puts his prayers into words in the letter, sharing with the readers what he is praying for them (1 Thess
3:11–13; 5:23–24) and asking them in turn to pray for him (1 Thess 5:25).

The other part of his response is to encourage the readers. Despite the strength of the attacks, Paul is
confident about them. They are standing firm “in the Lord” (1 Thess 3:8). Because of this Paul can
confidently encourage them to stand fast because they have superior power at their disposal (cf. 1 Thess
3:2–3).

Instruction for the congregation (1 Thess 4:1–5:28). The second half of the letter is then teaching
for the church, the kind of things that Paul would have said if he had been able to visit the church. It falls
into three parts. First, there is teaching on the need to grow in holiness and brotherly love (1 Thess 4:1–
12). Second, there is specific teaching about the worries that the congregation had about what would
happen at the return of Christ; this reassurance about the resurrection of Christians who had already died
merges into further encouragement to godly lives so that they are ready and waiting for the Lord when he
comes (1 Thess 4:13–5:11).

Finally, there are some practical instructions for their life together as a congregation (1 Thess 5:12–
28). Paul emphasizes the need for harmony and love, and also throws a brief flash of light on a
congregation in which the Spirit was active through prophecy and other means (1 Thess 5:19; cf. 1 Cor
12; 14).

Theological themes. Mission and apostleship. More directly perhaps than any other New
Testament document, 1 Thessalonians arises out of the missionary work of Paul in that it is written to a
group of fairly recent converts and bases its appeal to them in large measure on an account of how they
became Christians. The story of their conversion is intended to encourage them to continue to believe
despite the opposition that they were facing and which (if 2 Thess is also directed to them) was destined
to become even fiercer.

The responsibility for encouraging people to become Christians rests on the apostles, people with a
special commission from God to proclaim the good news; put at its simplest, an apostle is a missionary.
The passage says a lot about the commitment of the missionaries to their work and their loving concern
for their converts. Although this is written by one of them, the tone is far from any boasting or self-
satisfaction about themselves and the quality of their work. Nevertheless, it emerges that the apostles
could have made claims for themselves, presumably for their keep and travel, which could have been
burdensome for the congregation—and have been within their rights in doing so—but they had refrained
from doing so.

The task of the apostles was primarily speaking. Elsewhere, however, Paul talks about “the marks of
a true apostle” (2 Cor 12:12) and indicates that the speaking was accompanied by miraculous signs such
as are related in Acts (Gal 3:5). These appear to have been part of the experience of salvation, which
could meet bodily and spiritual need and also served to accredit the missionaries. When Paul refers here
to the coming of the gospel “also with power”, the power may well have been manifested in miraculous
signs.

While Paul emphasizes the importance of the work of the Holy Spirit in the task of evangelism,
nevertheless he also stresses that it was through human words that God spoke, and it is clear that he was



prepared to use the resources of rhetoric to persuade people to accept the message. This point must be
made, of course, in the context of his general repudiation of human wisdom and rhetoric in 1 Corinthians
2:4–5, but nevertheless he must be measured by what he actually did as well as by what he said that he
was doing.

The gospel. The content of the speaking is summed up as “the gospel” (1 Thess 1:5; 2:2, 4, 8–9;
3:2). Originally meaning “good news”, the word never loses this sense, but it tends to be defined more by
its content than its character and becomes a term that refers primarily to the basic Christian message about
Jesus Christ. This message is summed up in traditional language in 1 Corinthians 15:3–5, and it centered
on the death and resurrection of Jesus. The death of Jesus is there stated to have taken place “for our sins”
and, here in this letter, “for us”, and its effect is that people receive salvation instead of experiencing the
wrath of God (1 Thess 5:9–10). The message is not discussed in any detail in this letter, presumably
because it was not in dispute.

There is an apparent problem in that in 1 Corinthians the center of the gospel is clearly the past event
of the death and resurrection of Jesus, whereas here in this letter the effect of conversion is that people
wait for Jesus coming from heaven. Throughout the letter there is a stress on this event such as is not
found elsewhere in the writings of Paul. This raises the question whether there was an earlier stage in
Paul’s thought when the future coming of Jesus3 was more central in his theology than his death and
resurrection.

This is probably not the case in view of two considerations. First, there is a category difference
between the event that brings about salvation and the content of salvation. In this letter the death and
resurrection of Jesus function as the basis for future hope (1 Thess 4:14; 5:9–10), and in 1 Corinthians,
where Paul emphasizes that the gospel is centered on the death and resurrection of Jesus (1 Cor 15:3–5),
he can also write at great length about the future resurrection of believers. The hypothesis of development
thus rests partly on a misunderstanding of the different functions of the two events. The basis of the gospel
is the death and resurrection of Jesus, but the content of the gospel includes the promise of the new age
inaugurated by the parousia of Jesus.

Second, we may make some deductions from Paul’s account of how the hearers responded to the
message (1 Thess 1:9–10). What they heard evidently included an assertion of the reality of the true God
and of his Son (cf. 1 Cor 8:5–6) and a declaration of the resurrection of Jesus (cf. 1 Cor 15:3–5) and of
his significance as a deliverer from the wrath to come (Rom 5:9). When Paul further affirms that
Christians believe that Jesus died and rose again, that he is the source of salvation (1 Thess 5:9) and that
he died for them so that they might live together with him (1 Thess 5:10), it can be taken for granted that
these statements of common Christian belief rested on what he had preached to the Thessalonians. It is
clear that the gospel preached to the Thessalonians is the same gospel as is reflected elsewhere in Paul’s
writings.

Conversion. The response to the gospel message is “turning to God”. This is natural language to use
of erstwhile pagans who had worshiped idols, less appropriate of Jews who already believed in God.
But much more common is the term faith, which signifies a complex of trust, commitment and obedience
directed toward God and his Son, Jesus. Faith is referred to so often and so casually that it was clearly
the principal mark of Christians in their relationship toward God. This is all the more remarkable in that
while faith is also a characteristic attitude in the Old Testament and is not unknown in other religions,
there does not appear to have been any other religion in which it was so central and characteristic that the
term “the believers” could become the normal way of referring to the adherents.

It is quite possible to describe the process of conversion on a human level: apostles and their
companions tell people about what God has done to save them through the death and resurrection of Jesus
and urge them to have faith, and people respond to this message by an act of faith that is the starting point
for a continuing relationship. It does not greatly alter the mechanics of the process when Paul claims that



the message comes as the Word of God and not simply as a human message. But Paul also describes it as
a process in which the Holy Spirit was operative in the proclamation of the message and in the reception
of it: the converts welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit. He can also comment on
how the evidence that God has chosen the readers is to be seen in the way in which the gospel came to
them and they responded to it.

Behind the conversion of the readers, then, there lies the initiative of God, expressed in terms of his
“calling” of them (1 Thess 2:12; 4:7; 5:24). Paul also uses the term election or choice (1 Thess 1:4) to
express the fact that the readers now belong to God as his people. It is customary to regard election as
signifying the divine choice or selection that then issues in God’s call to salvation,4 but it appears to be
the case that the term elect is always applied to those who have actually become members of God’s
people rather than to those whom God has predestined to salvation before they have actually received it.
What Paul is referring to here is the fact that God’s choice of the readers is seen in the way in which they
have accepted the gospel.5

The effect of the preaching of the gospel and the conversions that ensued was the establishment of a
“church” or congregation (1 Thess 1:1), a term that is significant in identifying the readers as standing in
continuity with the people of God in the Old Testament, although this thought is not developed here. The
letter’s chief concern is the spiritual progress of this community.

Steadfastness. Paul is particularly conscious in this letter of the activity of Satan, alias “the tempter”
(1 Thess 3:5), who is also able to bend human situations to achieve his evil purposes (1 Thess 2:18). It is
probably impossible to reduce Paul’s conceptions here to simple terms; the picture is a complicated one
in which Satan appears to have freedom to tempt people and yet can be thwarted by the overriding power
of God, but why God doesn’t simply defeat him once and for all is never asked; all that Paul knows is that
God can defeat his enemies and that one day he will do so completely (cf. 2 Thess).

The frequent references in the letter to prayer indicate that Paul believes that situations and people
are changed through prayer, the rationale obviously being that God responds to what his people ask him to
do.

So we have the paradoxical tension between the ways in which the perseverance of believers is
simultaneously dependent on their own steadfastness and on the activity of God. This is brought out in the
description of them as “standing firm in the Lord” (1 Thess 3:8). This phrase indicates that their situation
is to be seen from a higher than human angle. It expresses their reliance on the Lord to keep them, and this
reliance is well founded.

The note of being “in the Lord” runs through the letter, right from the beginning where in a striking
phrase the church is said to be “in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess 1:1; cf. 2 Thess
1:1; Col 3:3). This form of words is a variant of the much more common “in Christ” and equivalent
expressions (such as “in him”). This distinctive phrase is characteristic of Paul from his earliest
writings.6 Sometimes it is simply the appropriate construction after a verb (1 Thess 3:8). At other times it
is used adverbially to characterize the close relationship between believers and Christ, and the way in
which their lives must be determined by him as the crucified and risen Lord (cf. 1 Thess 4:1; 5:12, 18). It
is also used more adjectivally with the same kind of force, but with the implication that there is some kind
of spiritual bond between the readers and Christ (1 Thess 2:14; 4:16).7 Here the stress is on the basis of
the believers’ firm standing. They rest on God, on his promises and his power. The crucial point is the
characterization of God as being faithful (1 Thess 5:24; cf. 2 Thess 3:3); this is a note that recurs
explicitly in later letters (1 Cor 1:9; 10:13; 2 Cor 1:18) but underlies Paul’s theology.

Sanctification. A further concern for the readers is summed up in this letter in the concept of
holiness (1 Thess 4:1–12). This term can be used to signify the position or character that believers
already have in that they are God’s people and also the expression of that character as they grow and
develop in their faith. All the soldiers on parade wear the uniform that marks them out as soldiers, but



some are still raw recruits and others are trained and experienced, and the goal is all that become trained
soldiers through and through and not simply in appearance. It is here that the biblical inspiration of Paul’s
theology is most marked in a letter that is singularly short of direct allusions to the Old Testament.8 The
development of holiness, it is clearly implied, is related to God’s gift of the Holy Spirit to the readers.

The specific concept of holiness is more prominent in 1 Thessalonians than elsewhere in Paul (1
Thess 3:13; 4:3–4, 7; 5:23; cf. 2 Thess 2:13). Twice it is linked with blamelessness and expresses the
condition that Paul prays will be that of the readers at the day of the Lord (1 Thess 3:13; 5:23). It is
practically expressed in sexual purity, which is not understood (as it often was in the ancient world) as
asceticism and abstinence from sexual relationships but rather as faithfulness in marriage and the absence
of passionate lust (1 Thess 4:3–8).

Alongside holiness stand the three foundational facets of Christian character, faith, love and hope (1
Thess 1:3; cf. 5:8).9 These form a traditional triad that recurs in the New Testament and sum up the
relationships of believers to God, other people and the future.10 In this letter, broadly speaking, 1
Thessalonians 1–3 are concerned with faith, 1 Thessalonians 4:1–12 with love, and 1 Thessalonians
4:13–5:11 with hope. Faith is initially the attitude of acceptance of the reality of God and commitment to
him that is the hallmark of conversion (1 Thess 1:8). But it is equally an ongoing attitude of trust and
commitment based on the conviction that Jesus died and rose again (1 Thess 4:14), so much so that
believers is an appropriate and characteristic term for referring to Christians (1 Thess 1:7; 2:10, 13). It is
the continuation of their faith that matters to Paul (1 Thess 3:2, 5, 6–7, 10). Faith is closely linked with
love (1 Thess 3:6; 5:8), but the latter term also stands on its own to express the attitude that believers
should have to one another (1 Thess 4:9–10). Finally, the one Greek word also conveys the sense of
“faithfulness” (cf. the way we talk of “keeping faith” with somebody), and with this particular nuance it
expresses the character of God himself as utterly reliable (1 Thess 5:24).

The resurrection and the parousia . Of all the Pauline letters 1 Thessalonians and 2 Thessalonians
stand out for the way in which they are dominated by the future. The content of conversion is that people
not only serve God now but also wait for his Son to come from heaven (1 Thess 1:9–10). The
missionaries’ work in bringing them to faith will be recognized when the Lord comes (1 Thess 2:19–20),
and their longing is that their converts will be blameless and holy at that time (1 Thess 3:13; 5:23). The
letter contains the longest thematic section on the subject of any Pauline letter (1 Thess 4:13–5:11). The
parousia is thus a significant sanction for Christian living in terms of reward and joy but also of
destruction and judgment.

Paul assumes that some of his readers could be alive when the event takes place, and he seems to
expect that this will in fact be the case. He uses the preacher’s “we” in this connection, which includes
himself as a possible member of the class (1 Thess 4:15, 17). Such an expectation, if seriously held, must
have had a very powerful influence on the outlook of those who held it, even if it is hard for modern
Christians to enter into it.11

Two thematic points control Paul’s discussion. The first is the fear that some of the community who
had already died or who might die in the interim would be at a disadvantage and be excluded from
participation in the events surrounding the parousia. Paul’s response is to insist that in fact living
believers will come second, since those who died in Christ will be raised from the dead and will meet
with the Lord before those still alive are caught up to meet him.12 The language is apocalyptic in that it
speaks in terms of a literal raising of the dead, an audible and presumably visible return of the Lord from
heaven, and a literal rapture of believers to meet him “in the air”. From the way in which Paul writes it
seems that the readers were familiar with the concept of the parousia but that somehow they were not
familiar with the concept of the resurrection of believers who had died.13 Paul, therefore, had to reassure
them by stressing that if people had “fallen asleep” while being in a relationship with Christ, it surely



followed that when Christ returned they would be wakened and would be with him; just as he had died
and was resurrected, so too would they. The sounding of the trumpet seems to represent pictorially the
summons of the angel to God’s chosen people to assemble together, and it is assumed that the call goes to
the dead as well as to the living.

The second point in Paul’s discussion is concerned with the timing of the event and the need for
readiness for it. Paul believed that the parousia would naturally come as a surprise to people who were
not waiting for it and did not believe that it would happen; consequently, they would not be ready for it,
and it would come unwelcomely to them as judgment. But Christians who knew that it would happen
would not be taken by surprise, that is to say, although they might be surprised by the unexpected arrival
at a time that could not be precisely forecast, they would be ready and prepared for it. Instead of it coming
like a thief in the night, it would be more like the ring at the door by the taxi driver for people who are
already dressed with their bags packed. Therefore, the practical point is that Christians should always be
in a state of spiritual readiness, so that they will not be ashamed to meet their Lord.

2 Thessalonians

In many ways the content of the second letter ostensibly addressed by Paul to the same congregation is
similar to that in the first letter, and there are notable echoes in the wording. If the letter was not written
shortly afterward by Paul, it was written by somebody who had steeped himself in 1 Thessalonians and
was using it as a quarry. Three main theological interests dominate the letter and shape its structure.

The church under persecution (2 Thess 1:1–12). The letter begins with the spiritual state of the
readers who are presented as making growth in the three areas that were considered important in the first
letter, faith, love and steadfastness, despite the fact of continuing attacks on them from outside. This
circumstance leads straight into a theological discussion of persecution with regard to the persecuted and
those who attacked them. It has to be remembered that we are observing a situation in which people could
be in genuine fear for their lives and property because of their Christian profession, and it was not
exaggerated to compare their position with that of Jesus (1 Thess 2:14–16).

It is therefore not surprising that Paul could speak of God judging those who were hostile to his
people and regarding them as fit only to be cast out from his presence when it came to the day of
judgment. Again, therefore, we observe that the concept of judgment on unbelievers is a basic plank in
Paul’s theology. It is counterbalanced by his belief in the very different destiny of Christians. They will in
effect be recompensed for their sufferings by being given relief from them and by sharing in the glory of
the risen Christ. Thus the wrong done by the persecutors is righted by both the punishment of the offenders
and the recompense of the sufferers.

With this hope in mind, it is natural that Paul should pray for the believers so that they may not be
tempted away from their faith but may rather live in such a way that they will obtain the promised
recompense, or as he puts it, so that the way in which they live will redound to the credit of Christ and
also lead to their sharing in his glory (2 Thess 1:5–12).

The day of the Lord (2 Thess 2:1–17). The second concern of the letter is that some of the
congregation were being led to believe that the coming of Jesus was very near, that they were living in
“the day of the Lord”, by which Paul means that climactic period of history in which the parousia was
about to take place. Having read 1 Thessalonians, we can readily appreciate how hopes of an imminent
future crisis and climax could easily have been fuelled so that people felt able to affirm that they really
were living “in the last time”. Consequently, Paul had to disabuse them of false hopes. In what is perhaps
the most cryptic passage in the Pauline letters, he states that despite all that has been said about the day of
the Lord coming unexpectedly and soon, nevertheless the coming of Christ must be preceded by other
events that (it is implied) had not yet happened. There will be some kind of “rebellion” and the rise of a



powerful opponent to God who will deceive people into unbelief. At present, the letter says, this
opponent has not yet appeared because of some kind of restraining power. We need not attempt to identify
more precisely what Paul was talking about. For our purpose it is sufficient to observe that somehow or
other he claimed to know the rough order and nature of future events. Presumably he or somebody else
claimed insight from a prophetic revelation, just as Jesus had spoken in a broadly similar way about the
future.

There is thus the belief that the future course of events is known to God and that he may reveal
aspects of it to people. The importance of prophecy must not be underestimated. For the early Christians
the course of the struggle between God and his adversaries is mapped out, but not yet fully revealed, and
it is against this background that they live their Christian lives.

The author and the readers of this letter evidently see nothing strange in this excursion from what we
would regard as normal discourse into this mode of apparently fanciful description. We would like to
know how literally they understood it. The only part of the story that gets beyond what could be literal is
the splendor of the coming of Christ with a powerful breath in his mouth to destroy enemies like a dragon
in fable. A man taking his seat on a throne in a temple and producing counterfeit miracles that take people
in is perfectly conceivable, and such things have happened.

Over against this picture of people deceived by the power of Satan, which is a Pauline motif found
elsewhere (2 Cor 4:3–4), we have the situation of Christian believers who are assured of God’s choice of
them to be saved. Their salvation has come about through the work of God’s Spirit (cf. 1 Thess 1:5–6)
and at the same time through their belief in the “truth”, the gospel message. Therefore they can be
encouraged to stand firm in their faith and not to be swayed by teachings that are contrary to those of Paul.
Once again, as in 1 Thessalonians the paradox of divine protection and the need for human perseverance
is sharply put.

The place of prayer (2 Thess 3:1–18). The third part of the letter is concerned with practical
aspects of the life of the church and its mission. Of theological significance is Paul’s request for prayer
for himself and his work. Again the paradox is present: he is confident of the faithfulness and protecting
power of God (2 Thess 3:3), and yet he requests prayer for the progress of the mission and for his own
safety (2 Thess 3:1–2). Equally he expresses confidence that his readers will remain faithful and yet prays
to God to enable them to persevere (2 Thess 3:4–5).

The Character of the Theology

The absence of major motifs. The theology of 1 Thessalonians is marked out by its comparative
simplicity compared with that of the so-called Hauptbriefe, the principal letters of Paul (Rom; 1–2 Cor;
Gal), but it is in no way inconsistent with them. The features to which I have drawn attention are constants
that we shall find to be paralleled elsewhere in Paul. The differences emerge when we observe the
features that are missing or play little part, such as the Pauline vocabulary of flesh, body, sin,
circumcision, law, works, righteousness/justification, and the concept of dying and rising with Christ. But
much of this vocabulary is associated with the struggle of Paul against opposition from so-called
Judaizers, who insisted on the need for Gentiles to keep the law in order to be truly part of God’s people,
and there is a good case that the development of these themes in other letters is an outworking of the basic
Pauline understanding of salvation which is presented in this letter. There is, therefore, no real problem
about fitting 1 Thessalonians into Paul’s correspondence in between the other letters.14

We have noted the strategic position that is occupied by the motif of the parousia and the associated
future judgment; although not absent from Paul’s other letters, it is not so prominent as it is here. But, as
we have noted already, this does not mean that it was the central concept of the gospel; rather it was the
inescapable horizon within which the Christians live. The essential elements of life in Christ in the here



and now are integral to Paul’s theology in the letter.
Differences between 1 and 2 Thessalonians. The scale of our discussion in this book does not

permit detailed treatment of the subtle differences that some scholars have found between 1 and 2
Thessalonians. The key points are

1. It is argued that in 2 Thessalonians the parousia is preceded by signs and is not imminent, whereas
in 1 Thessalonians it takes the world by surprise and could occur at any time.

2. It is argued that 2 Thessalonians appeals to “Paul’s” teaching and example in an un-Pauline way.

3. The delay of the parousia has given rise to doubt and to a loss of any sense of mission in 2
Thessalonians.

4. The picture of Jesus emphasizes judgment and remoteness.15

These points are all dubious and incapable of substantiation. The second letter reflects a situation in
which people had been sorely tested by persecution, and the picture of Jesus emphasizes his role as judge
precisely because of this situation.16 If Paul is reacting to an extremist misinterpretation of his teaching in
the earlier letter, it is not surprising that he has to emphasize the fact that the signs of the times have been
misread.

Significant characteristics. A number of themes receive special emphasis in these two letters.
First, there is the strong future orientation. One can understand the thematizing of the topic in view of

the misunderstanding and questions in the church, but quite apart from that the parousia occupies a central
place in Paul’s understanding of the Christian life (1 Thess 1:10; 2:19; 3:13; 5:23). This stress is quite
different from the virtual absence of the concept in Galatians. Part of the reason for this absence is
undoubtedly the concentration on the problems of the law and the Spirit in Galatians, where there is much
less reflection of the character of the gospel as preached to Gentiles and of the prayers of Paul for the
spiritual progress of his converts and the development of the mission.

A second theme is that of holiness as the preferred term for expressing that quality that God wishes
to bring about in his people. This may be tied up with the predominantly Gentile character of the church;
the inclusion of former Gentiles in a Christian movement that was firmly rooted in Judaism required that
their lifestyle was thoroughly acceptable within that environment. The example of the church in Corinth
demonstrates how difficult it could be to set aside ways of life that were acceptable enough among non-
Christian Gentiles (1 Thess 4:5) but that were unacceptable in a church that was powerfully influenced by
the spirituality and morality of Judaism.

Third, there is the missionary context of both letters with the frequent allusions to the conversion of
the readers and to the ongoing mission of Paul in other places for which he seeks their prayers. The
mission and the resulting conversions take place despite considerable opposition, but Paul’s faith in the
Lord as the one responsible for the mission gives him confidence that it will be successful.
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Karl P. Donfried (and 1. Howard Marshall), The Theology of the Shorter Pauline Letters (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993),
assigns the letter to one of Paul’s companions, probably Timothy.
2Admittedly he does not say this here in so many words (cf. Acts 14:22).
3This is often referred to by the transliterated Greek word parousia (“coming, arrival”).
4Donfried, Theology, p. 29.
5I. Howard Marshall, “Election and Calling to Salvation in 1 and 2 Thessalonians”, in The Thessalonian Correspondence,  ed. R. F. Collins
(Louvain: Louvain University Press, 1990), pp. 259–76.
6The use of this phrase in 1 Thessalonians is quite varied and does not suggest any immaturity or lack of development in Paul’s theological
vocabulary. Cf. 2 Thess 1:1 12; 3:4, 12.
7Similar language is used in John, but there it is often used reciprocally—believers are in Christ and he is in them. This appears to be more the
language of close spiritual union.
8Max Turner, The Holy Spirit and Spiritual Gifts (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1996), pp. 108–10, has stressed that the wording of 1 Thess 4:8
reflects Ezek 36:27; 37:6, 14 and thus testifies to Paul’s understanding of the Spirit as life-giving and re-creative. There is other phraseology
based on the Old Testament in the letter, such as the use of “Lord” as a title for Jesus and the references to the “word of the Lord” (1 Thess
1:8; cf. Jer 1:4), the “day of the Lord” (1 Thess 5:2) and the “coming” of Christ (based ultimately on the OT hope of the coming of God in
judgment and salvation (e.g., Is 40:10; Joel 3:14).
9Donfried, Theology, pp. 53–58.

10But they cannot be sharply separated; hope is an aspect of faith, and love can be directed to God and other people.
11The coming of Jesus has not, of course, taken place within the time that the early Christians envisaged. The first-century taunt that

the lengthening delay was in fact to be interpreted as an indication that the hope was an empty one becomes all the more sharp as
the years continue to go by. The New Testament writers, however, emphasize that nobody knows the time planned by God, and it
has been observed that nobody ever delimited the time period within which the parousia must take place (Arthur L. Moore, The
Parousia in the New Testament [Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1966]).

12Paul bases his statement on a saying (lit. “word”) of the Lord (1 Thess 4:15). This is understood by perhaps a majority of
commentators to be a reference to a prophetic utterance (whether to Paul or to somebody else), but I prefer the view that it is an
allusion to teaching by the earthly Jesus.

13No fully convincing explanation of this has yet been offered, but all preachers know that sometimes a congregation can fail to take in
what they think they have explained clearly. If the Thessalonian Christians were expecting the parousia as a genuine imminent
possibility, then the deaths of some of their number could easily have baffled them, so that they were not able to come to terms with
the situation and apply what they had learned to it.

14The standard explanation is that Paul wrote I Thessalonians early in his career, before he had developed his thought fully. See, for
example, Udo Schnelle, The History and Theology of the New Testament Writings  (London: SCM Press, 1998), pp. 50–55. Cf.
Karl P. Donfried, Paul, Thessalonica and Early Christianity (London: T & T Clark, 2002), pp. 69–98.

15Cf. E. Krentz, “Through a Lens: Theology and Fidelity in 2 Thessalonians”, in Pauline Theology,  vol. 1, Thessalonians,
Philippians, Galatians, Philemon, ed. Jouette M. Bassler (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994), pp. 56–57, on the concentration on this
aspect of the role of Jesus. See, however, Robert Jewett, “A Matrix of Grace. The Theology of 2 Thessalonians as a Pauline
Letter”, in 1:63–70, for some balancing considerations.

16On the authenticity of 2 Thessalonians see also John M. G. Barclay, “Conflict in Thessalonica”, CBQ 55 (1993): 512–30, who



suggests that the church saw current disaster as the manifestation of God’s wrath (the day of the Lord) against their persecutors
and drew false conclusions about the imminence of the parousia that Paul had to counter sharply.
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THE FIRST LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS

 

Paul’s two letters to the church at Corinth cover many issues, theological, ethical and pastoral. The first
of the two letters appears at first sight to have a wide variety of separate themes, and at certain points
Paul moves sharply from one topic to another, sometimes giving the impression of taking up seriatim
issues raised by the readers with him.1 The Corinthian church evidently contained people who were in
disagreement with one another and with Paul on various matters, and his theological convictions come to
expression as he shapes his contingent answers to their several arguments. It has been cogently claimed
that the letter forms a unified answer to the problems raised by these divisions that had arisen within the
church rather than dealing with a loose set of topics with little relation to one another.2 The result is a
letter that is deeply theological in its application of the doctrine of the cross to the situation.

The Theological Story

Greeting and prayer report: The strengths of the congregation (1 Cor 1:1–9). The letter begins with a
greeting that expresses the Christian status of the recipients. Three motifs stand out.

First, the readers are addressed as people who are sanctified and called to be holy—language that
we recognize from 1–2 Thessalonians as depicting the way in which believers form part of the people of
God and are called to express their standing in their manner of life.

Second, this is immediately followed by an account of what Paul can especially give thanks to God
for in the congregation; he singles out the influence of God’s grace in their lives, which finds expression
in spiritual gifts.3 The discussion in 1 Corinthians 12–14 indicates that this was indeed a characteristic of
the congregation.

Third, we also note that Paul refers to the expectation of the revelation of Christ, that is, the
parousia, which he qualifies by reminding the readers that they will need to be blameless on that day (1
Cor 1:4–9).

All of these motifs remind us of 1 Thessalonians and indicate the strength of the theological
connection between the letters.4 They also establish points to which Paul will return as he develops his
discourse.

Divisions, the cross and the Spirit (1 Cor 1:10–4:21). From this assessment of the strengths of his
readers, Paul passes straight to the issue that causes most concern; as in Galatians, he wastes little time in
getting down to the heart of the matter. The main problem in the church was divisions manifesting
themselves in quarrels. Church meetings, we may presume, were the scene of arguments and strong
differences of opinion. There is still no consensus among scholars on exactly what was happening, but I
shall assume the view that members of the church, perhaps from different house groups, were identifying
themselves as partisans of different Christian leaders, specifically Apollos, who had worked in Corinth,
and Cephas, alias Peter, who may have visited Corinth. Some of the members probably tried to respond to
the rivalry by saying “But we belong to Christ” and putting themselves above this worldly discussion. All
attempts to identify three or four distinguishable points of view associated with the groups have failed,
but it is clear that there was difference of opinion on various issues, involving some fairly serious



deviations from Paul on some issues.
The direct response to this situation and the underlying spiritual problems extends to the end of 1

Corinthians 4; Paul’s appeal goes considerably beyond simply saying “Grow up and stop bickering!”
Thereafter the discussion shifts to the specific theological and practical issues on which there were
differences between Paul and some of the church. Here Paul makes three points.

First, some members of the church were putting their human idols on pedestals. Paul saw this not
only as boasting about human beings but also as a subtle way of boasting about oneself (“I must be
superior to other people because I support the best leader!”). He therefore had to emphasize that the
various leaders were merely servants of God, each doing the specific task assigned to them, and
consequently none was superior to any other. Even if a particular leader has authority in the church, that
does not make him or her anything other than a servant of God, responsible to him. It appears that some
people were using their professed loyalty to other leaders as a way of evading their responsibility to
Paul, who did expect a loyalty to himself as their father in the gospel equipped with authority from God.
Out of this discussion, therefore, there comes a profound discussion of the nature of Christian leadership,
and specifically of apostleship.5

Second, some people attached importance to the identity of the person by whom they were baptized.
To Paul this was a matter of no significance whatever, and he congratulated himself that he had in fact
baptized very few people in Corinth. He considered that his task was to preach a gospel that was about a
crucified Christ, a Christ crucified in weakness and therefore not an object of boasting in the normal sense
of the term. The implication is that if the Savior was prepared to be so humbled, his servants and
followers cannot indulge in pride.6

Third, some people evidently prized wisdom and eloquence as qualities or abilities to be sought
after, and they may have judged Paul for his apparent lack of them (cf. 2 Cor 10:10). He therefore insisted
that his preaching of the gospel was not intended to display these qualities and that any power attaching to
it came from the Holy Spirit as he preached in a manner that befitted the theme of a crucified Messiah.
Only so could faith be dependent upon God’s power rather than upon human wisdom. He insisted that
there was a divine wisdom, however foolish it appeared to human beings, but that it was recognized as
such only by people who possessed the Spirit of God and who could therefore appreciate what was taught
by the Spirit. Paul is here referring to a wisdom that he communicated to those who were “mature”
believers and had developed the capacity for spiritual truth.

It was precisely this lack of spiritual maturity that had led to the boasting about different Christian
leaders. The converse is not to regard them all with indifference and lack of respect but rather to
recognize that all the leaders belong to all the congregation as God’s servants and stewards and to rejoice
in this fact.

From this discussion we can now see that the crucial elements in Paul’s theology that he brings to
bear on this situation are the weakness of Christ on the cross, which is nevertheless the only means of
salvation; the concept of a divine wisdom, which is identified with Christ; and the work of the Spirit in
revealing God’s wisdom to believers who possess the Spirit.

Sexual ethics and litigation (1 Cor 5:1–6:20). In the next section of the letter the focus shifts to
ethical issues, specifically incest, litigation and, more generally, sexual ethics. There are three sections.

The first topic is a case of incest between a man and his stepmother (1 Cor 5:1–13). The situation
was extraordinary in that in Paul’s view the congregation were proud of what was happening. There are
five significant features of Paul’s response.

First, there is an insistence that the church must act in discipline against the offender (evidently
against the man and not the woman).

Second, the form that the discipline takes is not simply the exclusion of the member from the church7,
which might be sufficient as a declaration of abhorrence of the action, but a “handing over to Satan”,



which may lead to the man’s ultimate salvation. The congregational meeting is conceived of as a spiritual
court in which Christ is present and also Paul is there “in spirit”, and the man is solemnly handed over to
Satan. What happens, therefore, is more than a human action by the church. There is a spiritual dimension
to its activities.

Third, the presence of the sinner is regarded as a contaminating influence that can lead the rest of the
church into sin. Toleration of it is a blemish that renders the whole church sinful. The case is seen as an
extreme example of sin that in less serious cases is dealt with by a withdrawal of fellowship, from the
sinful members.8

Fourth, Paul reminds them that some “obvious” sins are incompatible with Christian faith and
exclude people from the kingdom of God (1 Cor 6:9–10).

Fifth, Christian believers are delivered from such sins and their contaminating effects through the
event that is comprehensively described as washing, sanctification and justification. The clear implication
is that the consequences of such sins in the past are cancelled out and that believers (should) no longer
commit them.

This theological exposition relating to sexual issues is interrupted by a related theme, namely,
believers engaging in litigation with fellow believers before secular courts (1 Cor 6:1–11). This reveals
that greed and cheating are going on between believers, and greedy persons and swindlers are included in
the list of sinners who will not enter the kingdom. The extraordinary feature, which emerges almost as an
aside, is that believers should not take their differences to secular courts and allow them to have
jurisdiction over them; they should remember that one day the saints will judge the world. This is
presumably a reference to the way in which when Christ comes to judge the world he will be
accompanied by “the saints”, an expression that sometimes refers to angels or other heavenly beings and
sometimes to believers.9

Then Paul returns to the theme of sexual immorality, but now in more general terms (1 Cor 6:12–20).
We come back to the pride of some of the congregation in their sexual behavior. They evidently believed
that “anything was permissible” for believers and took pride in following out this principle over against,
perhaps, the law-abiding behavior of traditionally minded Jewish Christians. Paul clearly did not agree.
He insisted that the body was meant for the Lord and not for sexual immorality. He was not advocating
celibacy. Since the Lord had blessed marriage, to take part in marriage was in no way incompatible with
devotion to the Lord, but to give one’s body to a prostitute went against the command of the Lord. The
point is backed up with various arguments that are fired in rapid succession.

First, the body will be raised from the dead by God, and in view of this prospect the believer cannot
use it for sinful purposes.

Second, the bodies of believers belong to Christ and therefore should not be united to sinners.
Third, Paul seems to regard sexual sin as going deeper than other sins since it involves a union

between two human bodies. He would not have regarded the body as merely physical in view of its
destiny. The body is more than physical; it is the living entity that is the person.

Fourth, the body is the dwelling place of the Holy Spirit—again indicating that the body is something
more than purely physical.

Fifth, the body of the believer in any case belongs to Christ who has bought it at a high price—that
is, by his death.

Paul does not work these points into a single, coherent system but hammers them home as different
aspects of what it means to be a Christian believer in relation to God, Christ and the Spirit.

Problems regarding marriage (1 Cor 7). First Corinthians 7 then takes up the related matter of
marriage and legitimate sexual relationships. Over against people who rejected sexual relationships of
any kind, Paul upheld the practice of marriage, not least in view of the fact that it channeled sexual
impulses that might otherwise be uncontrollable into a divinely authorized setting; he upheld the full



legitimacy of physical sexual relationships within marriage, over against some people who favored so-
called platonic relationships.10

While seeing value in remaining unmarried, Paul consistently saw nothing wrong in widowers and
widows remarrying. Following the teaching of Jesus, he rejected divorce and required divorcees to
remain unmarried or to return to their former partners. He recognized the special situation of believers
married to unbelievers.11 In this case, he allowed separation at the behest of the unbelieving partner. In
this situation he probably regarded the believer as free to enter into a second marriage with a believer.12

Paul asserts a general principle that people should stay in the state they are in, whether married or
unmarried, and extends this to include slave and free. His reasoning is that it is more important to keep
God’s commands in whatever situation one finds oneself. Behind this lies the statement that the time is
short and the world is passing away, and therefore people should live without being tied to the things of
the world, whether what they already have or what they are desirous of having. The generally accepted
view is that what Paul has in mind is the imminence of the parousia, which renders the time short for
making any long-term plans and imposes urgency upon believers in dealing with the Lord’s affairs. But it
may be that there was a local crisis in Corinth that overshadowed the situation.13 In any case he was more
generally conscious of the shortness of the time at people’s disposal and the need to be fully consecrated
to God’s service in the use of it. Again the need for believers to be “holy” is crucial (1 Cor 7:34 NRSV; cf.
1 Cor. 7:14.)14

We thus see that underlying Paul’s practical advice lie such factors as the obligation to live a holy
life in obedience to known commands of God or the Lord Jesus; awareness of the future coming of the
Lord, and concern for the work of the Lord. To some extent he relies on his cognition of God’s will in
these matters as an apostle entrusted with revelation from God.

Food and idolatry (1 Cor 8:1–11:1). The next major section has a single theme but with
digressions. It concerns the question whether Christians may eat food, specifically meat, that has been
first offered as a sacrifice to a pagan god or idol. To do so could be understood as an expression of
worship to the idol. It could of course be argued that since idols do not exist and there is only one God
(and also, importantly, one Lord), one can eat such meat without it symbolizing anything. Sacrifice is an
empty action that makes no difference to the meat. However, this basic freedom has to be severely
qualified.

First, while Paul sees nothing wrong in eating meat in somebody’s home15 or in purchasing it at the
meat market, the situation is different with eating it in a pagan temple. In this case there is participation in
a pagan rite, and although the strong Christian may protest that the rite is meaningless, Paul believes that
there are demonic powers at work in pagan worship, and one is inevitably sharing in this worship, which
is intolerable to God.

Second, behind this judgment lies Paul’s reading of the story of Israel in the wilderness, where
idolatry and sexual immorality overtook people who had enjoyed all the blessings of God’s care for them
at the exodus. Paul is concerned at how easily people can yield to temptation. While God will not let
people be tempted beyond what they can bear, there is such a thing as playing with fire and getting your
fingers burned.

Third, those who really think that idols exist and that taking such food is a form of worship may be
led by the example of other Christians to eat the meat and in so doing to go against their own conscience
and commit what is for them a sin.16

A significant point that emerges is the expression of concern for other believers who may be led into
sin by a person’s action that in itself is not harmful. Sin is taken seriously: it can lead to destruction,
which can only mean divine judgment. Therefore, the believer must be governed by love for others, and
the claims of love override the claims of personal freedom. I am not always free to do what I want and



what is in itself legitimate if the superior demands of love for other believers intervene.
To illustrate and reinforce the point, Paul devotes the whole of 1 Corinthians 9 to the way in which

he has voluntarily limited his freedom as an apostle to claim what he could rightfully claim, principally in
the area of entitlement to financial and material support from the congregations. He firmly insists on the
rights of the apostles and then equally firmly insists that he has refused to take his rights, all as part of his
willingness to surrender his freedom in order to win people for Christ. He has his eyes fixed not on
rewards in this life but on the heavenly crown of approval from his Lord. This does not mean that he is a
calculating seeker of his own interests, reckoning that it is good policy to forego present, trivial rewards
in the light of a future, eternal and far weightier reward, a person who knows which side his bread is
buttered on. It is clear rather that he is principally motivated by the desire to glorify God and to win
others for Christ.

The conduct of congregational meetings (1 Cor 11:2–34). From the danger of visits to pagan
shrines with restaurants attached, Paul turns to conduct in the church meeting. Two issues are dealt with
comparatively briefly, followed by the larger issue of spiritual gifts in and out of the church meeting.

The first issue is the (to modern eyes) trivial one of the demeanor of women in the church meeting.
Paul’s argumentation, including his reference to angels, is still not completely explained to everybody’s
satisfaction.17 It can easily appear bizarre. Understanding is complicated by the word play on “head”,
which can refer both to a person’s literal head and to a person to whom one stands in some kind of
relationship.18 Some women were praying or prophesying with their heads uncovered, which appears to
mean without some kind of head covering such as was worn by some women at the time. For some reason
lack of a head covering is dishonoring to a woman’s head (her husband), whereas a man’s lack of head
covering is dishonoring to his head (Christ)—at least, while one is praying or prophesying. The doctrine
of creation is invoked, with man being the image and glory of God, while woman is the glory of man. The
issue appears to be the problem of gender differentiation and the honoring of one’s head rather than the
subordination of wives to husbands.

The second issue is the problems at the church meeting with its common meal. Some people had
sufficient provisions to be able to eat and drink to excess, whereas others went hungry; this was
expressive of and furthering a social division in the church between the rich and the poor, with the result
that people were not recognizing the church as church, where there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither free
nor slave, and (Paul would have added here) neither rich nor poor. It is likely that the religious aspect of
the meal was getting lost or ignored in the mix of conviviality, frustration, envy and grumbling that was
going on.

Paul had already mentioned in passing the incompatibility of eating at idolatrous feasts and at the
Lord’s Supper, since the latter involved sharing in the body and blood of Christ and united the
participants with one another as one body (1 Cor 10:16–17). Here he deals with the issue first of all by
citing the account of the Last Supper held by Jesus, which evidently functioned as the foundational story
for what the church did. The tradition establishes the nature and function of the church meal. Paul
emphasizes again that at this meal believers partake of bread, which represents the body of Christ for
them, and of the cup, which represents the new covenant in his blood, so that they remember Jesus and
proclaim his death.

Second, from this he draws the conclusion that it is possible at this sacred occasion to partake
unworthily. The unworthiness manifestly lies in the conduct that accompanies the meal whose sacred
character underlies the incongruity of acting sinfully at the table. It arose out of a failure to recognize the
body. This could mean failing to recognize that the bread represents the body of Christ dying on the cross.
It could also mean a failure to recognize that the church gathered together is the body of Christ; lack of
love for fellow members has theological significance. The emphasis is then on the church as a body of
equals, within which setting social barriers should be pulled down. Either way, the sin is of shocking



proportions and Paul does not hesitate to say that the Lord can act in judgment against those who sin, as is
demonstrated by the illness and premature death of some of the congregation.19 Such appalling
consequences are to be understood as warnings from the Lord, so that those who have sinned and those
who observe them may be warned to turn from sin, committed or contemplated.

Spiritual gifts and people (1 Cor 12–14). Closely connected with the topic of church meetings is
that of spiritual gifts (pneumatika) or “grace gifts” (charismata), which receives major attention. These
were Spirit-inspired qualities or the actions facilitated by them that functioned as forms of ministry or
service within the congregation, or as spiritual exercises that benefited the person exercising them. Within
the latter category falls the gift of tongues, the capacity to speak, apparently in praise of God, in a
language or languages unknown to the speaker or the hearers. This was of spiritual benefit to the
participant, whether as an experience that stimulated assurance of salvation or as a means of fellowship
with God. Within the former category fell most of the other gifts, which included prophesying, healing,
teaching and so on. Paul had various concerns.

He was aware that phenomena of this kind did not necessarily originate from the Spirit and that
similar phenomena existed among pagans. Therefore, it was essential to ensure that activity in the church
was genuinely Christian. Granted that a person could not make the Christian confession “Jesus is Lord”
except when led by the Spirit, it was also the case that a person might make statements that were clearly
not Spirit-inspired (such as “Cursed be Jesus”) and that were presumably inspired by evil spirits.

We have, therefore, a situation in which various forms of activity were ascribed to the effects of
inspiration, whether Christian or otherwise. Not all allegedly Spirit-inspired behavior was necessarily
what it seemed to be, and this seems to have applied in particular to the utterances of prophets (1 Cor
14:29; cf. 1 Jn 4:1–6). It was necessary to “test” the utterances. The alternatives were presumably that the
utterances were either purely human or else demonically inspired.

There was a tendency in the congregation to regard some gifts as intrinsically more valuable than
others or as expressing the higher worth of those who exercised them. Paul therefore took up the analogy
of the parts of the body so as to emphasize that gifts might be varied and some more useful than others. But
this did not affect the worth of the gifts and their bearers, all of whom were equally parts of the same
body and all of whom depended in varying ways upon one another. All gifts were inspired and
empowered by the same divine source. There was a tendency to pride and spiritual arrogance on the part
of some of the believers, so that there were aspirations to have some gifts rather than others.

Faced by this rivalry, Paul developed as a centerpiece to the discussion his analysis of the necessity
and nature of love as a quality without which the possession of spiritual gifts was valueless, and as a
quality that ruled out all thoughts of superiority and rivalry, whether with regard to spiritual gifts or
anything else whatever. In the last analysis, faith, hope and love are what matter, and these alone will
survive into the world to come.

Paul was concerned that people were striving after the gifts, notably tongues, which may have helped
them personally in their spiritual lives but brought no help to other people present in the congregation
because they could not understand what was being said and could even lead nonbelievers to think that the
Christians were out of their minds. He therefore expressed a strong preference for the gift of prophecy,
which did communicate to other people, and insisted that tongues should not be practiced in the church
meeting without the accompanying activity of interpretation.

Since tongues and prophecy were being exercised to excess in the meeting and people were in effect
shouting one another down, he called for restraint and order in the exercise of both gifts, and for the
proper place to be given to other activities, such as hymns and words of instruction, alongside
revelations, tongues and interpretations.

In a very problematical addition at the end (1 Cor 14:34–35) he insists that women should be silent
in the church meetings because the law requires them to be submissive. Since he has already allowed that



women could pray and prophesy, both of which were oral activities, the purport of this instruction is not
clear. The Gordian knot is cut by those who argue on text-critical and other grounds that the paragraph is
an interpolation in the letter.20 Those who hold that it is authentic suggest that the women were being
excluded from the examination of prophecies (particularly if the prophets were their husbands) or maybe
from asking questions aloud, which were a distraction from the meeting.21 The point is to avoid conduct
regarded as shameful in the church.22

Affirmation of the resurrection (1 Cor 15). The theme shifts abruptly from the Christian meeting to
Christian belief in 1 Corinthians 15, which is the most sustained discussion in the New Testament of the
resurrection of Christian believers. The theme does not get announced until 1 Corinthians 15:12, where it
emerges that some23 of the congregation say that there is no resurrection of the dead. From what Paul says
in reply this must have been a denial that physically dead people are brought back to life. It may have
included the belief that Christians had been brought to life spiritually at their conversion and that
resurrection was nothing more than this.

Paul’s response to this claim falls into various parts.
He begins by asserting that the resurrection of Jesus was an integral part of the basic gospel that he

and all the other apostles preached. Moreover, it was attested by a large group of reliable witnesses that
they had seen Jesus alive after his death. The Corinthian believers shared in this belief. Otherwise Paul
had preached to no effect and their salvation was in question.

This one attested case was sufficient to establish the fact that dead people can be raised from the
dead. The argument, repeated from different angles, is that if the dead cannot be raised, then Christ was
not raised, but it is foundational to Christianity that Christ was raised.

Simultaneously Paul argues that the resurrection is the essential presupposition for belief in the
forgiveness of sins and for any Christian hope for the future, including hope for those who have died.

From this basis Paul then develops the thought that the resurrection of Christ is the first stage in the
process of bringing life to the world and conquering the power of death and all that is opposed to God.
He develops a forecast or prophecy of Christ reigning until he returns and the dead are raised, and then,
as it were, handing over the spoils of his victory to his Father.

Paul argues that various forms of Christian conduct are inconsistent if the dead are not raised, such
as the willingness to forego transitory pleasures in this world for the sake of a life after death. He also
includes the curious practice of “baptism for the dead”, which appears to mean baptism in order to share
in eternal life.

Finally, he deals with the possible objection to the resurrection of the dead that the event was
inconceivable. He compares the resurrection of dead bodies, buried in the ground, with the way in which
apparently dead seeds are sown in the soil and then burst into a new and glorious life. A perishable body
is “sown” and an incorruptible, eternal one springs from it. The new body is necessarily “spiritual”,
which appears to mean that it is not made of perishable flesh but has an everlasting composition. And all
this takes place somehow in and through Christ, who rose from the dead to become a life-giving spirit,
conveying eternal life and resurrection to his followers.

Closing matters (1 Cor 16). Finally, 1 Corinthians 16 is concerned with domestic matters such as
the collecting of money to help the poor in Jerusalem and the work of Paul and his helpers. Right at the
end we have a remarkable reference to people who do not love the Lord; they stand under a curse. This is
followed by a cry of “Maranatha”, the Aramaic phrase for “Come, O Lord” or “Our Lord has come”,24

which looks like a backup to the threat, presumably directed against persistent sinners in the church who
needed to be disciplined.

Theological Themes



Our survey has endeavored to highlight the theological aspects of a letter that is concerned as much with
Christian behavior as with Christian belief. We have unearthed a framework of thinking that is strange to
modern readers, with its acceptance of a world in which the Holy Spirit and Satan and demonic spirits
can influence and affect human behavior, in which the ending of the world is taken for granted, and in
which dead people can be brought back to life in a new and imperishable manner. These beliefs need to
be emphasized because they are part of the total picture of what early Christians believed, and we must
not develop a partial view based on what we want or do not want to find there.

The center of the gospel. Paul’s exposition makes use of a number of statements that are best
understood as materials that he has inherited and has passed down because of their authoritative
character.25 In particular, a debate over whether the resurrection of Jesus is a cardinal Christian belief is
settled by an affirmation of the gospel that Paul had received and then passed on to the congregation (1
Cor 15:1–5). A number of points emerge from this citation.

First, this passage is of crucial importance in that it demonstrates by its vocabulary of receiving and
passing on that Paul’s theology was tied to traditions that were accepted as authoritative by himself and
his readers. In an earlier passage dealing with the warrant for celebrating the Lord’s Supper he ascribes
the origin of the tradition to the Lord Jesus (1 Cor 11:23–26); here, although the whole passage shows
signs of its traditional origin, the accent is on what the Lord said and did.

Second, Paul cites a summary of the main contents of the gospel, acceptance of which leads to
salvation. That is to say, Paul claimed that the gospel, as he preached it, was identical with that which had
been handed down to him by other believers, and in the context we may conclude with confidence that it
was shared by the other apostles whom he names.26

Third, the center of the gospel is the affirmation that Christ died for our sins according to the
Scriptures and was raised from the dead. The crucifixion and resurrection of Christ are utterly central. It
is surely more than coincidence that the other traditional passage introduced by a similar rubric contains
the words of the Lord at the Last Supper, which were understood as a proclamation of his death, that is, as
a proclamation of the significance of his death. His body given in death was “for you”, and through the
shedding of his blood a new covenant was inaugurated.

Fourth, in the first passage the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ are affirmed to be “according to
the Scriptures”. This phrase suggests that they happened “just as the Scriptures foretold”, a statement that
affirms that they had to happen because this was part of the purpose of God already communicated to the
prophets, and that these events, the execution of a man presumably guilty of some capital crime and the
subsequent rumors that he had been seen alive after his death, were to be explained as the death and
resurrection of the Messiah: that is to say, the explanation or interpretation of these events was fixed in
principle by the prophetic teaching. We might have expected a fuller use of the Scriptures by Paul in this
way, both some reference to the actual passages that he had in mind at this point and also fuller use of
citations from Scripture elsewhere in the letter to explain other aspects of the gospel. Nevertheless, at
point after point it can be seen that his theology is deeply formed by his knowledge of the Scriptures.27

Similarly, Paul can occasionally quote other sayings of Jesus to back up his argument (1 Cor 7:10; 9:14).
Paul’s emphasis on the cross as the center of the gospel in this passage is significant in itself for the

rest of the letter and indeed for his theology as a whole. It implies that the center of the gospel was not the
parousia of Jesus, the coming of the Lord for which prayer is offered at the end of the letter. Whether or
not the very earliest Christians centered their attention on the hope of the imminent return of Jesus and then
slowly realized that God’s timescale was more elongated than theirs, the content of Paul’s gospel was
certainly not the prophecy that Jesus was coming back. The future coming was not the saving event in
itself. Paul’s interest was in what had already happened, the death and resurrection of Jesus.

The cross and the divisions in the congregation. For Paul the heart of the church’s activity lay in
the proclamation of the message of the cross, and he used this fact to deal with the disunity that was



rampant in the congregation. The religion to which Christ was the gateway had opened up as a realm in
which the practice of spiritual gifts had become the most prized characteristic, and there was rivalry
between people and pride depending on which were regarded as the highest and showiest gifts.
Christianity was in danger of becoming a religion of revelation of God’s secrets through gifted people. It
was thus becoming a religion of spiritual achievement, of pride and human position.

Against all such pretensions Paul uses the message of the cross to utter a decisive no. This is rather
different from but not unrelated to the message of the cross in 1 Corinthians 15 and elsewhere where the
stress is on Christ dying for us, Christ becoming a curse for us, Christ being the means of redemption from
sin. Here the death of Christ is seen rather as an expression of weakness and shame, the last extremity in
humiliation, and yet paradoxically it is also the expression of divine power. Interestingly, Paul does not
refer to the resurrection in this context as the means by which the apparent defeat of Christ by the powers
of evil is turned into victory by the radical reversal wrought by God. Rather, Paul sees in the cross the
paradigm of the way in which God works by doing something which in the eyes of the world is foolish
and weak. The same rationale is evident in Philippians 2:6–11, where the one who was equal with God
takes the form of a servant and submits to death, death on a cross, wording that finds an echo in Paul’s
reference here to the crucifixion of the Lord of glory (1 Cor 2:8). We are thus dealing with a motif that is
absolutely fundamental in Paul’s theology. It is the method by which God works. The message of the cross
is to human eyes foolish and a stumbling block. The folly is by contrast with what the world regards as
wise. There is nothing clever about a message that concerns an executed criminal, nothing philosophical.
Equally the cross is offensive to a world that looks for respectability and even assumes that God will be
manifested by showy, miraculous interventions that compel belief.

Yet for Paul it is wise and powerful. How so? Paul does not explain. He sees in the cross a
paradigm of God’s behavior in pulling down the wise and mighty and exalting the foolish and weak
people of the world. That is why God behaves in this way. Christ is now powerful; he was crucified in
weakness, but he lives by the power of God (2 Cor 13:4). So the weakness of God displayed in the cross
is in the end stronger than human strength, and this strength is manifested in the resurrection. Nevertheless,
the paradox is not resolved in this way in 1 Corinthians 1–4.

The cross, then, is the expression of God’s power and wisdom. These cannot be appreciated by mere
human beings who measure things by their own standards. Therefore, the effect of the cross is to call into
question what human beings regard as powerful and wise. Equally this relativizes the people who think
themselves to be, or are perceived by others as, strong and wise. Nobility of birth, position due to wealth,
human eloquence and philosophical skill—all count for nothing. If in Romans Paul will insist that nobody
can raise their head in God’s presence through works of the law, here he insists that nobody can do so on
grounds of power or wisdom.

The motif of wisdom plays a significant role here; there are far more references to it in 1 Corinthians
1–3 than anywhere else in the New Testament. This doubtless arises from the context of the congregation
in a city where sophists (philosophers and orators) flourished and learning was a mark of status. Most of
what Paul says about wisdom is a critique of human wisdom that has failed to find God by its own efforts
and that stands under God’s judgment. Preachers of the gospel do not persuade people by means of human
wisdom, that is, by what seems wise in the eyes of the world.28 God’s way of salvation may seem to be
foolish to the world, but in reality the crucifixion of the Savior is an expression of God’s kind of wisdom.
Paul can say that as far as we are concerned wisdom is identified with Christ.29

The relevance of this to the divisions in the congregation is developed in 1 Corinthians 3:1–4 and 1
Corinthians 4:6–21. People who are taken up with position and pride and quarrel with one another over
these things are not in a position to appreciate the divine wisdom properly. Only when they stop their
boasting and become humble will they be in a position to accept what God has to say to them in his
wisdom. They claim to be wise, strong and honored, but they do not realize that this is not the Christian



way, which does not look for worldly wisdom and honor. A look at the missionaries and their situation
should have convinced them otherwise! They are seen as the scum of the earth, of no reputation and no
importance!

So the congregation is meant to live by the paradigm of the cross in that it renounces human power
and wisdom as qualities in which it can boast and by which other people measure it. Instead, like the
apostles, it must have a different scale of values, adopting the wisdom and power of God, which are of no
value in human eyes, and looking only for God’s rewards, which are real enough.

Here, then, at the nerve center of Paul’s theology is a full-scale exposition of the way in which the
function of the cross is to tear down human pride and make people live to please God. This is not to
replace one form of pride and boasting with another, as if it were all right to seek God’s rewards and to
aspire to excel in them. So soon as people think in that manner, they have fallen back into worldly
standards.

Apostles, ministers, servants. Out of this discussion arises Paul’s understanding of the role and
status of the missionaries (1 Cor 3:5–4:5). These are people whose task is to plant congregations and
encourage their growth (the field metaphor) or to lay a foundation and build a congregation on it (the
building metaphor). According to both metaphors they are sharing in God’s work, for the foundation is a
“given” from God and the actual growth is produced by God. Thus there is a complex interaction of God
and his human agents that defies analysis. Although there is to be no human evaluation and assessment of
the workers, nevertheless the metaphor of reward and loss is used to indicate that they are responsible to
God for the quality of their work. There is, accordingly, an element of human responsibility to God for
what is done.30 The nature of the relationship with God is thus that of stewards, people with delegated
responsibility; they are given their orders, so to speak, but it is their responsibility as to how they are to
carry them out in accordance with the general guidance that they have been given.

Paul and the other Christian workers can thus lay claim to considerable authority, and this becomes
apparent in the strong line that he takes in 1 Corinthians 5 with respect to the sexual offender; the
congregation is here commanded how it is to act.

Yet Paul can feel the need to defend himself and to justify his position. He does this in 1 Corinthians
9, where he is defending his practice with regard to accepting or not accepting his keep from the
congregation. The point of this discussion is not to defend his position as an apostle, which was
undisputed, but rather to demonstrate the way in which he did not claim any rights that arose from it so
that he might be an example to the congregation in regard to the denial of one’s rights for the benefit of the
other members. He therefore has to stress that he was an apostle and so entitled to certain rights before he
can go on to claim that he has surrendered his rights. The marks that demonstrate that he is an apostle are
that he had seen Jesus and that he had founded the congregation. The former of these points entails that he
had been commissioned by God, as is made clear in Galatians 1:15–17.

Jesus Christ, his status and role. The discussion of Christ crucified that sets the tone for the letter
raises the question of the place of Christ in the remainder of the letter. About his present status there is no
doubt. Although he was crucified in weakness, he now lives in power (2 Cor 13:4), and he is the Lord.

Paul uses this term particularly when the authority of Jesus over the church is in view, and he does
so, for example, when referring to teaching by the earthly Jesus (1 Cor 7:10; 9:14). He also uses the same
term when he is referring to the supreme position of Jesus alongside God the Father. In 1 Corinthians 8:5–
6 it is generally agreed that Paul is using already-formed phraseology to juxtapose God the Father and the
Lord, Jesus Christ, as the only divine figures over against the so-called gods and lords of the non-
Christian world, beings, whether real (like the emperor) or imaginary (like the numerous deities in the
polytheistic world) who were accorded this status by their worshipers. Here, without considering
explicitly how the figure of Jesus Christ, who had lived in the world, might be identified with the Lord
who was the agent of creation, Paul affirms that Jesus is and was the Lord.31 Elsewhere the title of “Lord”



is appropriately employed when Old Testament language is being used and interpreted as a reference to
Jesus (1 Cor 10:9) or when a fixed usage is being invoked (e.g., in the references to the Lord’s Supper, 1
Cor 10:21; 11:23–31). The Christian confession is likewise that “Jesus is Lord” (1 Cor 12:3). And it is
as the Lord that he will return in glory (1 Cor 1:7; 4:5). In general Lord is used when the authority of
Jesus is invoked (1 Cor 7:17).32

But when writing about other aspects of the role of Jesus in relation to the church, Paul regularly
uses the term Christ. The church is the body, not of the Lord, but of Christ (1 Cor 6:15; 12:12, 27), and it
is Christ who was crucified, except in 1 Corinthians 2:8, where the enormity of the outrage is depicted:
they crucified the Lord of glory. There is an interesting juxtaposition in 1 Corinthians 6:13–17, where the
lordship of Christ is deliberately invoked in the context of the incompatibility between being members of
Christ and indulging in sin. Where Jesus is the source of life and blessings, the tendency is to use Christ.
This is why the name Christ is used in 1 Corinthians 15 rather than Lord, even though the focus is on the
resurrection: it is precisely the union of believers with Christ now and then at the resurrection of the dead
that is the issue rather than the position of Christ as the coming Lord.

Paul seems to use the term as a name, and his preference for it rather than for Jesus is significant. It
suggests that the identity of Jesus as the Messiah had become so natural that, on the one hand, it was easy
to use the title as a name (just as happened with the reigning Roman emperor who was Caesar), and, on
the other hand, there was no need to reckon with any other possible claimants for the position, since there
were and could be none. Moreover, in Christian usage it would seem that the original associations of the
title in Judaism were retreating somewhat into the background and the significance of the name was being
defined in terms of the role that was being enacted by Jesus.33

The Holy Spirit. The Spirit plays a significant role in the theology of this letter. At the outset Paul
gives thanks to God for the grace given to his readers. He refers to various gifts, specifically speaking and
knowledge, which are part of a broader range of charismata bestowed on them (1 Cor 1:5–7). Although
the Spirit is not expressly mentioned at this point, there is no doubt that these gifts, here said to be given
“in Christ”, are the gifts imparted by the Spirit, who comes into a living relationship with individual
believers and bestows different gifts upon them. This conclusion is justified by the way in which Paul
does go on to speak about knowledge in 1 Corinthians 2 and relates it to the Spirit, and then by the way in
which in 1 Corinthians 12 the same gifts are attributed to the one Spirit. Teaching involving the Spirit is
found especially in these two places.

The Spirit and revelation. Paul works from the assumption that the only entity that knows how a
person thinks is that person’s own spirit, by which he presumably means their own conscious mind. He
makes the bold analogy that the same is true of God; human beings cannot know his mind unaided.
Therefore, if they are to know his thoughts, he must reveal them to him, just as people can know what I
really think (as opposed to their guesses, which may be mistaken) only if I tell them. This is the privileged
position of the believer to whom God has given his Spirit and is now able to understand what God says
through his apostles and prophets. Other people may hear the same words and either fail to understand
what is being said or refuse to accept their truth. Such people are said to be “natural” (psychikos, lit.
“soulish”; TNIV despairs of finding a suitable equivalent and paraphrases with “without the Spirit”). To
them what God says—specifically, in the message of the cross—is foolishness.

The Spirit and conversion. The agency of the Spirit in the life of believers is attested in 1
Corinthians 6:11, where the changes wrought in their lives take place “in the name of the Lord Jesus
Christ and by the Spirit of our God”. It is probable that all three changes, washing, sanctifying and
justifying, are to be seen as aspects of becoming a Christian. The process of conversion thus takes place
in virtue of what Christ has done but at the same time the Spirit is the agent in applying what Christ has
done to the individual.

But the Spirit is not an outside agent. The Spirit is said to be “in” believers. If the Spirit is



conceived as a spiritual person capable of being everywhere, then there is no problem about regarding the
Spirit as being present in Christian believers, all of them and wherever they happen to be. The concept of
God’s presence in the world was a familiar one in Judaism and has its roots in the Old Testament, where
God was present in the temple and his Spirit was envisaged as being in or with individual members of his
people (1 Sam 10:10; Ps 51:11; Is 61:1). So here the metaphor of the temple is applied to individual
believers (1 Cor 6:19) and to the congregation as the place in which the Spirit of God is resident (1 Cor
3:16).

An apparently less personal picture is presented in 1 Corinthians 12:13, where Paul comments that
all of the congregation have drunk the one Spirit. The metaphor is not that of people drinking with their
mouths but rather that of plants in a field being sprinkled with rain or being watered by the farmer (cf. 1
Cor 3:7–8), and it draws upon the imagery in Isaiah 32:15. What is poured out is not something with
merely external effects: just as the plants absorb the moisture, so the members of the congregation receive
the Spirit into themselves. The effect is that they receive charismata, the spiritually enabling gifts of God
associated with particular functions that they are called upon to perform in the congregation. These
charismata can be attributed to the Spirit, the Lord and God, thereby indicating that no hard and fast line
can be drawn between the activities of the different persons to whom Paul assigns divine status, and
equally the terminology for the gifts can be quite fluid.

At the same time Paul regarded some members of the congregation in Corinth as lacking in the Spirit
and therefore not able to receive and understand his message (1 Cor 3:1). This lack of the Spirit was
evidenced by the failure to develop in Christian character; they were still dominated by their non-
Christian character and were like mere infants who had not grown as Christians. Evidently, therefore,
Paul conceived of a process of developing fuller insight thanks to the working of the Spirit. Clearly Paul
believed that there was such a thing as spiritual development and progress in which people were more
and more enabled by the Spirit to appreciate and understand the mind of God, but that this development
could be arrested by sub-Christian forms of behavior, specifically envy and quarrelling. He also believed
that people could return to making spiritual progress through repentance and turning away from these
sins.34

The life of the congregation. The common life of the congregation is the main theme of this letter.
We have already seen that for Paul its divisiveness was a sign of spiritual immaturity. But what was it
meant to be like?

Paul develops a concept of believers being the body of Christ. It already emerges in 1 Corinthians
6:15, where he states that the individual bodies of Christians are members of Christ; the underlying
assumption is that Christ has a body composed of various parts. The same imagery is employed in 1
Corinthians 10:17, where the fact that believers share together in one loaf at the Lord’s Supper is
symbolical of their constituting one body. It follows that they should not enter into relationships,
specifically through eating food offered to idols, that are incompatible with their solidarity and union with
Christ. The concept is developed at length in 1 Corinthians 13. Collectively believers can be compared
with a body, with many different parts, each of which has its own individual function but interrelated and
meant to serve one another and promote the well-being of the body as a whole. Thus unity and diversity
are both emphasized, but the diversity is in the service of the unity. The description here might appear to
be no more than an analogy (the congregation is like a body), but Paul states that the readers are the body
of Christ (1 Cor 12:27; cf. 1 Cor 11:29; 12:12) and indicates that they are incorporated into this body
through the Spirit at baptism (1 Cor 12:13). Moreover, it is not the Corinthian congregation by itself that
is the body of Christ; the body must comprise all believers everywhere (cf. Rom 12:4–5).

As throughout the New Testament the congregation consists of people who are referred to simply as
“believers” or “saints”, and the word that sums up their distinctive attitude is “faith” (1 Cor 2:5; 14:22–
23; 15:11, 14, 17; 16:13). To be a Christian is the result of beginning to have faith (1 Cor 3:5; 15:2). The



beginning of faith is marked by baptism. Paul makes an offhand reference to it in 1 Corinthians 1:13–17;
he cannot even remember whom he personally baptized! What is more important than being a person who
baptizes is being a preacher of the gospel. There may well be an allusion to the symbolism of baptism in
the description of Christians as people who have been washed, sanctified and justified (1 Cor 6:11),35 but
the symbolism is fleeting, as Paul rather gives a comprehensive statement of various facets of the change
in their lives. Out of these three terms it is in fact the second one (sanctified), which provides the other
characteristic self-description of Christians alongside “believers” (1 Cor 1:2; 6:1, 2; 14:33; 16:1, 15).36

Those who believe are also described as “the saved” (1 Cor 1:18, 21; 15:2), but this motif is not
developed in 1 Corinthians except in relation to mission. We should note, however, that being saved is
contrasted with perishing, and the language is used of the way in which believers escape the destruction
that falls upon shoddy work at the last judgment (1 Cor 3:15).

In no other letter is the place of the Spirit in the life of the congregation discussed so fully as here.
The ground is prepared in 1 Corinthians 1:7, where the presence of spiritual gifts in the congregation is
applauded. The Spirit is seen to be the agent in conversion and the means whereby God’s revelation is
received. But in 1 Corinthians 12 the Spirit is the source of various gifts. These are placed in parallelism
with “services” and “sources of power” in a way that suggests that the three terms refer to essentially the
same things from different aspects. “Gifts” recurs in 1 Corinthians 12:9 as the ability to work healings (cf.
1 Cor 12:28, 30). The word thus conveys the idea of a divine equipping or empowering to perform acts
that would otherwise not be possible.37 The use of “powers” in relation to “works of power” (dynameis)
affords a close parallel. The gifts described are related to apprehension of God’s words and powers so
as to act as his agents. They equip people to act on behalf of God, thus serving him and acting as his
agents. Very broadly, the actions are similar to those carried out by Christ in his earthly life with the help
of the Spirit. The fact that they can be counterfeited does not call in question the reality of the genuine
article. The tests may not be infallible, but there are certain guidelines—denial of Christ and perhaps lack
of accompanying love are among them.

Congregational meetings accordingly are occasions on which God may communicate in word and
deed with his people through the agency of any of their number according as they are given his gifts to
enable them to function on his behalf with spiritual insight and power.38 This has crucial importance for
our understanding of the function of congregational meetings. Little is said in the New Testament about
their function being a Godward action of worship. Rather they are primarily occasions when God
communicates with his people in such a way that he is truly present with them through his Spirit who is in
his people individually and so collectively. The outsider who comes in rightly concludes that God is
among them. Clearly this realization should lead to a sense of awe and worship; praise and prayer are
offered to the Lord, but these are responses to the presence and activity of God.

We may compare the twofold function of the Lord’s Supper. On the one hand, it is a form of
proclamation of the Lord’s death, a presentation of the gospel. On the other hand, it represents a
participation in the body and blood of Christ. There is a real communion with God the Son. Essentially
God acts and people receive.

The picture presented here fits in with that in 1 Thessalonians 5:19–20, where the Spirit was not to
be quenched and prophecies were not to be treated with contempt. Charismata also appear in Romans 12,
where the recipients are encouraged to use them in the appropriate way depending on what their gifts are.
Here they are listed as prophecy, service, teaching, exhortation, sharing, caring/leading, showing mercy.
Tongues is not mentioned here. There is more emphasis on mutual care and love in practical ways.

A problem appears in the vying by the congregation for the gifts that they considered to be of greater
worth and carrying greater prestige. Paul deals with this problem in two ways. On the one hand, he insists
that all gifts are necessary in the congregation, and therefore there is to be no ranking of them, since each
has its place. On the other hand, he relativizes them all by his insistence on the superiority of love. Yet he



cannot avoid a certain ranking of the gifts in that one should desire to prophesy rather than to speak in
tongues. And he recognizes that apostles, prophets and teachers stand at the head of a list in which
significantly tongues is mentioned last. So, although the body metaphor stresses that all are necessary and
essential, nevertheless some are more valuable than others.

While Paul insists that the gifts are given by God as he wills, he can nevertheless encourage people
to desire the gifts, especially prophecy. This indicates that the divine apportionment of the gifts is
somehow related to the prayers of the people; compare how in 2 Corinthians Paul could pray for the
removal of his “thorn” and had to have a divine answer that in effect justified God’s refusal to do so.
There is some interaction between God and the suppliant. This is further evident in the fact that the person
on whom a gift is bestowed evidently retains control of its use: the spirits of the prophets are subject to
the prophets. People with the gift of tongues may refrain from exercising it in appropriate circumstances.
The linking of the gifts with service indicates that the possession of the gift carries with it the obligation
to use it in the service of God as he directs.

The resurrection of Christ and of believers. No other letter discusses so fully the question of the
resurrection. Surprisingly the motif occurs only once in the earlier part of the letter, where the parallelism
between God’s raising of the Lord and of us is used in an argument against fornication (1 Cor 6:14). Since
the point that is at issue is that the body is for the Lord, already at this point the assumption is that raising
is an activity that is concerned with the bodies of believers; no other kind of resurrection would be
relevant to the argument here. It is this point that is developed in 1 Corinthians 15.

The chapter breaks into two parts. In the first of these the resurrection of the body is not explicitly
within Paul’s sights (1 Cor 15:1–34). His first concern is whether dead people are raised, a point denied
by some of his readers. It is difficult to be sure precisely what the issue was, but we can be certain that
the denial concerned a future bodily resurrection of believers, since this formed an integral part of Paul’s
teaching (1 Thess 4:13–18).

Paul’s argument is complex. He first establishes that the content of the gospel as preached to the
Corinthians and as believed by them included at its center the event of Christ’s resurrection, and he
maintains that the preaching rested on the testimony of those who had seen him.

Then he moves on to challenge those who deny the resurrection of believers by insisting on the
resurrection of Christ. His argument is that one person in particular, Christ, cannot have risen if there is
no resurrection of dead people. If that were the case, he comments almost in passing, then Christian faith
is pointless and empty because it is based on the assumption that Christ rose. The gospel is empty, and
faith is empty and leads nowhere. There is no hope for those who died believing in Christ; if not even
Christ rose, what chance is there for anybody else? There is also no forgiveness of sins. This point also
emerges in Romans 4:24–25, where justification is granted to those who believe in the God who raised
Jesus from the dead; Jesus was handed over to death because of our sins and was raised from the dead so
that we might be justified. For Paul the death of Christ by itself would not have had saving efficacy. There
had to be the evidence that God accepted the death of his Son as an efficacious offering, and the
resurrection is understood as the act of acceptance.

Paul then passes to the offensive by asserting the implications of Christ’s resurrection, which he has
in effect already established by the testimony lying behind the kergyma and by showing how it is integral
to the Christian faith. He moves from Christ’s resurrection to that of believers by understanding the former
as the firstfruits of the latter. The point of the illustration is that the first part of the harvest to be collected
is by definition the first part of the larger harvest that is sure to follow. Putting the point differently, what
the offering of the firstfruits signifies is that the harvest has begun. The point is not so much that the
firstfruits carries with it the promise of more to follow, as that the reaping of the firstfruits is the signal
that the harvest as a whole has begun. This is the significance of the resurrection of Jesus: the general
resurrection of God’s people has commenced! This leaves the question: how does Paul know that the



resurrection of Jesus is not a one-time event involving only one person? And how does he know the future
course of events that he lays out here? The answer to the former question lies in the way in which Paul
understands believers to be united with Christ (cf. especially Rom 5–6); the answer to the latter question
seems to depend on a special revelation of this “mystery” to Paul (1 Cor 15:51).

Paul in fact tackles two topics here. The one is the resurrection of believers as an integral part of
Christian hope. The other brought in almost casually is the final defeat of the powers of evil arrayed
against God and his people. This is clearly equally important, since there can be no lasting salvation so
long as these powers are still free and active. Paul draws on Psalm 8:6 for his scriptural proof that the
Christ will be the agent of victory over the powers. Later in the chapter he also resorts to the Old
Testament for his basis for including death among these powers as “the last enemy” to be defeated.

Only, then, in the second part of the chapter (1 Cor 15:35–57), is the question of the body raised. It
may well be a response to an objection to Paul’s teaching that cast doubt on the possibility of resurrection
by pouring scorn on the idea of a bodily resurrection. Maybe the thought is that a human body is
perishable, so what is the point of resurrecting it. Paul’s reply is first to use the analogy of sowing where
the seed dies and is raised to life in a very different form as a plant. There is a whole variety of different
kinds of flesh and body. So a new kind of body at the resurrection is not surprising. It will be
incorruptible and spiritual. Here Paul is probably arguing from what he understood to be the nature of the
risen Christ. Certainly he goes on to work out his doctrine in terms of likeness to Adam and to Christ.

Conclusion

First Corinthians is remarkable among Paul’s letters for the number of different theological issues that are
raised. Although we have seen interesting links with Paul’s teaching in 1 Thessalonians, there is a set of
new issues that are developed much more fully. What stands out particularly is the place of the cross, or
rather of Christ crucified, as the determinator of Christian behavior. This was a significant counterbalance
to any tendencies to depend on human ideas or even to isolate the Spirit as the determining factor in
Christian experience.39 To this letter we also owe the fullest treatment of the resurrection in the New
Testament. And nowhere else is the topic of spiritual gifts treated in such depth. There is also the
development of the ecclesiastical concept of the body of Christ. It is interesting to note how these
emphases all arise from the specific nature of the situation in the church with its tendencies to prize human
wisdom and spiritual charismata and to deny the future resurrection of believers. First Corinthians is thus
a particularly good example of the way in which the local problems determine the agenda for Paul,
although the answers that he gives are his own. But we do not gain the impression that Paul is creating
new theological ideas in response to these questions, as if he had never thought of them before. Rather, he
seems to work from an existing theology that he calls into service and develops appropriately to deal with
the particular way in which theological and ethical problems were posed to him.

We may also observe the way in which appeals to different sources of theology stand side by side.
He is conscious at times of being inspired by the Spirit and recognizes the existence of other prophets in
the congregation; he also makes appeal to accepted formulations of doctrine in wording that was
becoming a fixed tradition, and he can also be influenced by Scripture. At other times, he seems to be
exercising a Christian mind illuminated and determined by his knowledge of Christ.
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THE SECOND LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS

 

Second Corinthians is an intensely personal letter. It is largely concerned with Paul’s relationship with
the congregation and with his personal circumstances, these two points being closely intertwined.
Essentially the first part of the letter (2 Cor 1–9) is intended to prepare the way for a forthcoming visit; it
prepares the ground by explaining the chain of events involving a person who had in some way grieved
Paul and prevented him from visiting the church until there had been some kind of reconciliation. In the
second part (2 Cor 10–13) Paul defends himself against a group who disparaged his apostolic mission
and who appear to have constituted a threat to him.

Although there is no manuscript or other external evidence that 2 Corinthians was ever anything other
than one single letter composed of the present thirteen chapters, scholars dispute the integrity of the letter.
The major point at issue is whether 2 Corinthians 10–13 form part of the same letter as 2 Corinthians 1–9
or part of a separate letter that may have preceded or followed it. If this section was a separate letter, it
was written very close in time to the main letter, and it will prove to be possible to discuss both parts of
the letter as we now have it in the same chapter without any mishandling of the material.1

The Theological Story: 2 Corinthians 1–7

Paul’s experience of suffering (2 Cor 1:1–2:13). The first part of the letter opens in an unusual way
with a thanksgiving to God for his intervention in Paul’s life, although Paul generalizes what he says to
include his readers. Evidently in some way Paul had been near to death, probably as a result of
persecution, but had been delivered from it in a manner that he could ascribe only to God. He draws the
broader point that not only he but his readers know what it is to suffer as a result of their faith but also to
experience the comfort of God in the midst of their afflictions. Such experiences lead to a greater trust in
God as the faithful deliverer of his people, but in some mysterious way God’s intervention is related to
the prayers of his people for one another. Paul and his readers are thus united with one another through
their sufferings, comfort and prayers (2 Cor 1:1–7).

Paul then moves over to his specific situation with regard to the church, defending his behavior as
holy and sincere and not dictated by worldly wisdom (note the echoes of the opening of 1 Corinthians). It
appears that he had been accused of changing his plans in his own interests, saying that he would visit
Corinth and then not doing so. But, being Paul, his defense of himself against this charge brings in the fact
of God’s faithfulness and sincerity; in Christ we have the fulfillment of God’s promises, what we might
call God’s yes in which he does what he has promised. It is this faithful God who works in Paul and his
converts, and therefore Paul does not vacillate. He did change his plans, but it was not out of self-interest
but because it would not have helped his readers. It would have caused them pain that Paul would gladly
spare them. Instead Paul had written a letter that had moved things significantly toward reconciliation.
The congregation had been moved to take disciplinary action against the person who had wronged Paul,
and now it was possible to go on to the next stage, to forgive and comfort the offender, who was gripped
by sorrow for what had happened (2 Cor 1:8–2:13).

The ministry of the new covenant (2 Cor 2:14–7:1). This leads Paul from his personal account of



his relationship with the congregation into a lengthy section in which he discusses theologically the
implications of the recent events, only to resume the personal account in 2 Corinthians 7:2.2 The section is
particularly dense theologically, and the train of thought is not easy to summarize.

Essentially Paul begins to think about the calling of the apostles and missionaries of Christ to spread
knowledge of him, a knowledge that may lead to life and salvation or to death and judgment, depending on
the reaction of the hearers. With such eternal consequences dependent on the presentation of the gospel a
high responsibility is placed on the preachers. Paul claims that he lives up to this and is not in the work
for personal profit. This may sound like self-defense to his opponents, but in fact he does not need any
defense or commendation because the readers themselves are evidence of his authentic ministry. Ministry
(diakonia) is a key word here, to signify the task of being God’s agent doing his work. And for this work
God adequately equips his servants (2 Cor 2:14–3:3).

Paul then moves into an exposition of the nature of the work of God’s servants, which he presents as
a glorious service in comparison with the service of the old covenant. Here we have a contrast between
the old covenant, which brought condemnation in that it imposed commandments that people were not able
to keep, and the new covenant, which brings the gift of the Spirit whereby people are given life. Paul
regards the task of mediating the old covenant by Moses as being associated with glory, seen in the
physical radiance of Moses’ face when he had spoken with God, and argues that the new covenant must
all the more be associated with glory. He develops the point further by commenting that the Israelites
were unable to gaze directly at the glory of Moses, who therefore used to wear a veil to hide it. From this
he draws the (to our minds) strange corollary that this signifies the inability of the Israelites to understand
the covenant given by Moses; only when a person turns to “the Lord” is the veil taken away and he or she
has the capacity to understand what God is saying. In this context the term Lord signifies the Spirit of
God, who brings freedom (an echo of Paul’s controversies over the law) and a transformation of
believers into the divine likeness and glory (2 Cor 3:4–18).

All of this exposition seems to have as its main thrust the dignity of the calling of the apostles within
the context of God’s calling; it is emphatically not intended to be a basis for human glorying or boasting in
a worldly manner but rather to emphasize the glory of the task rather than of the servants.

Nevertheless, the exposition serves to reinforce the confidence of the apostles even when they face
opposition and apparent failure in their work. It implies that they do not need to use worldly ways to
achieve their ends. When there is failure and people do not respond positively to the gospel, this can be
attributed to a satanic blindness to the gospel.3 In fact, through the work of the missionaries the glory of
Christ is revealed to those who believe (2 Cor 4:1–6).

And all of this happens despite the frailty, weakness and mortality of the missionaries as they face
all kinds of obstacles and opposition. God makes his power and glory known through weak human beings.
In this they resemble Jesus, who submitted to death but was raised to life. So too there is a sense in which
the missionaries are always dying in order to bring life. It is this knowledge that God brings life through
death that encourages the missionaries to press on with their task in faith. Physically and outwardly they
may be facing suffering and death, but all the time their vision is pinned on the God who will bestow life
on them and those who respond to their gospel (2 Cor 4:7–18).

This point is so important that Paul enlarges upon it to assure his readers as well that even though
their human bodies may perish, nevertheless they have a heavenly body prepared by God. He uses the
contrast between a movable, perishable tent and a permanent building or house to make his point. In this
way he stresses that the future destiny of the believer is not some kind of bodiless existence and that the
gift of the Spirit already received by believers is a down payment, the first installment of what is to come.
(Paul appears to think of the new “spiritual” body as already in process of formation “in” the believer,
rather like the development of the butterfly within the chrysalis.)4 There is thus an impermanence about
life in the present body, and it is not to be compared with the future life, which brings us nearer to the



Lord. With such a hope believers can be confident and indeed enthusiastic for the future, and their main
responsibility is to live now in a way that will please the God before whom they will one day be judged
(2 Cor 5:1–10).

Out of all this now emerges the apostle’s concern for the congregation at Corinth. Paul hopes that this
exposition of the nature of apostleship, which has led into the character of Christian existence as such,
will commend his work to those who have had doubts about it and want some other kind of leadership.

Whatever he does springs from the love of God, which drives him to urge people to reconciliation with
God. And here he inserts one of the most profound statements of the gospel. Two crucial images are used.

The one is mentioned almost in passing: it is the picture of a new creation. This motif has already
been used by Paul in Galatians 6:15 to describe the new situation in which the difference between the
circumcised and the uncircumcised is no longer of any significance. Scholarship is divided on whether the
metaphor is more individualistic (the converted person is a new creature, and status as circumcised or
uncircumcised is irrelevant) or more communal and cosmic (there is a new society in which such a
distinction no longer matters).5 Here the thought is concerned with the way in which people are evaluated:
in the new creation Christ is no longer seen from a worldly point of view, and the same will apply to
other people.

The other picture, developed more fully, is that of reconciliation, in which a diplomat brings about
peace between two estranged parties. No usual diplomat this: Christ is the agent through whom God
himself acts in such a way that the sins that have separated people from God no longer count against them
and cut them off from God’s friendship; by identifying himself with sinners (literally, with sin), and dying
for them. Christ has made it possible for sinners to be regarded as righteous and to have a right standing
with God. This is the gospel for sinners, but here Paul is applying it to the members of the congregation
who have been rejecting him and with him the gospel. The reading of the letter to them gives them the
opportunity to respond to God’s call here and now (2 Cor 5:11–6:2).

In a final section he again defends his colleagues and himself as people who have undergone every
kind of hardship in the cause of the gospel and have undertaken their task in dependence upon God and
with utter commitment. This is not the style of imposters and timeservers! Through it all there runs the
paradox of strength in weakness and weakness in strength (2 Cor 6:3–10).

The soliloquy about Paul and his companions ends with a further appeal to reconciliation (2 Cor
6:11–13). It is immediately followed by a call to separation from unbelievers who would lead them into
sin and so separate them from the God who lives in their midst. Here, as at other points, we detect hints
that the injunctions issued in 1 Corinthians needed to be repeated (cf. 1 Cor 8–10). The need for the
congregation to be holy is paramount (2 Cor 6:14–7:1).

Paul’s story resumed (2 Cor 7:2–16). After this long meditative and exhortatory section Paul
returns to the story of the events leading up to the letter at the point at which he had turned from it back in
2 Corinthians 2:14. Picking up on his protestations of honorable conduct in the intervening passage he
again appeals for reconciliation and then describes how his colleague Titus had brought him news of the
sorrow and repentance of the congregation that had revived his drooping spirits and encouraged him to
write this letter in anticipation of his visiting them.

The Theological Story: 2 Corinthians 8–9

Sudden shifts of theme are not uncommon in Paul’s letters to Corinth. With the theme of reconciliation
concluded for the time being, Paul turns to the issue of a major gift that he was gathering together for the
poor in the church at Jerusalem by means of a collection of money from his congregations. It is probably
fair to conclude that the congregation had lost its enthusiasm for the donation during the period of strained



relations with Paul, and that the theme is thus not entirely separate from what has preceded.6 What we
have here is an appeal for generosity and a discussion of the practical arrangements for ensuring that the
money reaches its destination without any suspicions of mismanagement, but these points are made on the
basis of a theology of giving.

The fundamental basis of the theology is the example of Jesus, who became poor so that others
through his poverty might become rich. The language is metaphorical of the self-emptying of the
incarnation, although it has also been held that it refers rather to Jesus’ assumption as a human being of a
frugal way of life (2 Cor 8:9). It emerges incidentally from the form of Paul’s statement that poverty is not
a good in itself, an ascetic ideal to be cultivated for its own sake; rather it is a condition that is voluntarily
endured in order that the lot of other people who are poor may be enriched (2 Cor 8:13–15).

A further point that is made is that God enriches people so that they may have the resources to help
other people; they are gifted with riches by God so that they have the means to be generous (2 Cor 9:10).
The suggestion is not that people simply give what is spare out of their abundant possessions, for the
people singled out for praise are those who gave despite being comparatively poor themselves (2 Cor
8:1–5).

And, third, the effect of the giving will be praise to God from the recipients of the bounty that
ultimately stems from him. There is what Ethelbert Stauffer would call a “doxological” motive for the
action (2 Cor 9:13–15).

The Theological Story: 2 Corinthians 10–13

Then comes a surprise! Despite the reconciliation announced earlier, there is evidently still a group of
people who think that Paul adopts worldly methods rather than (presumably) God’s methods in his work.
There follows a lengthy defense of himself.

There is rather less straight theology in this section of the letter, which is concerned much more with
Paul’s opponents and with his response to them on a more human kind of level. Nevertheless, there are
statements of theological significance. There is the concept of mission and pastoral care as a spiritual
conflict that does not depend only on the use of human arguments but also on simply preaching Christ as
Lord (2 Cor 10:3–6; cf. 2 Cor 4:1–6). We are reminded again that apostles are people with authority in
the congregation (2 Cor 10:8), not only to preach the gospel but also to build up the congregations that
they have founded. Paul can even refer to “the marks of a true apostle”, which include signs, wonders and
miracles (2 Cor 12:12); this is a fleeting reference that throws light on Galatians 3:5 and indicates that
Luke was not romancing when he credited the apostles with miraculous powers in the narrative in Acts.
They are the delegates of Christ for this purpose, but always within the limits that Christ has set for them.
Nevertheless they are entirely in the hands of God and should not commend themselves (2 Cor 10:12–18).

The missionary task can thus be seen metaphorically as the presentation of the congregation to Christ
as its Lord, like a chaste virgin to her husband (cf. Eph 5:25–32); presumably this presentation takes
place at the parousia, and therefore there is an ongoing apostolic task of preserving the congregation from
error, sin and disloyalty to Christ (2 Cor 11:2–3).7

This task is not easy because of the presence of false missionaries, whether people who falsely
claim to be apostles or people who act falsely as apostles. Paul does not scruple to call them emissaries
of Satan (2 Cor 11:14–15) because they tolerate sin in the congregation (this seems a fair implication
from 2 Cor 12:21) and promote a “different gospel”. They must also have been pressing for some kind of
Judaizing practices. Paul responds to these missionaries whom he dubs “super-apostles” (2 Cor 11:5;
12:11) in several ways.

Paul could indulge in self-commendation by talking in a worldly fashion about how much he has
undergone for the sake of the gospel, and he does do so. In particular he picks up on their self-



commendation and replies to it by ironically descending to their level in putting forward his grounds for
boasting (2 Cor 11:21–12:10). He claims to have worked harder than them (cf. 1 Cor 15:10) and to have
undergone more humiliating experiences. But he stresses that though he could even boast of having visions
of paradise, yet at the same time he was subjected to some intense weakening experience from which he
could get no respite, except that God promised that he would experience his grace in the midst of his
weakness. Here we have a vivid glimpse into Paul’s personal prayer relationship to God.

Having defended himself, Paul exercises his authority in the congregation. He fears that when he
visits them again he may be humiliated, that is, that his exultation and confidence in them may prove to
have been misplaced, and he issues a stern warning that action will be taken against sinners. The authority
displayed in 1 Corinthians 5 will be exercised again. For there is a limit to the weakness of the apostles:
Christ, who died in weakness, is now alive by the power of God and exercises his authority through the
apostles. But Christ is also alive in the members of the congregation, and indeed his presence is the test of
whether they are truly believers (2 Cor 13:1–4). Let them test themselves to see whether Christ is in them
(2 Cor 13:5). Evidently, then, there is a form of Christian assurance of salvation that is related to self-
examination.8

Finally, it is noteworthy how the letter ends with a benediction that refers to Jesus Christ, God and
the Spirit (2 Cor 13:14). Jesus Christ and God are the sources of grace and love; “the fellowship of the
Holy Spirit” can only mean participation in the Holy Spirit and not a fellowship brought about by the
Holy Spirit.9 This threefold way of referring to divine blessings is anticipated to some extent in 1
Corinthians 12:4–6 and will occur again. It shows that a tendency to see God in a threefold way was
developing perhaps quite unconsciously in the light of Christian experience.

Theological Themes

If there is a single theme that seems to dominate this letter, it is that of the mysterious and paradoxical
combination of suffering and joy, life and death that suffuses the life of the Christian believer and is
particularly exemplified in the life of Paul as a Christian missionary. There is much to be said for C. K.
Barrett’s characterization of the three major letters of Paul:

I believe that the church in our generation needs to rediscover the apostolic Gospel; and for this it needs the Epistle to the Romans.
It needs also to rediscover the relation between this Gospel and its order, discipline, worship and ethics; and for this it needs the First
Epistle to the Corinthians. If it makes these discoveries, it may well find itself broken; and this may turn out to be the meaning of the
Second Epistle to the Corinthians.10

 
Although this comment is concerned with the contemporary church as it reads the letters in their

canonical order, it is an apt analysis of the impact of these three key compositions. Second Corinthians is
the work of a man who is broken by his experience and yet in this brokenness is aware of the healing
power of God.

The God of comfort. It is appropriate, then, to begin with God. As has recently—and at long last—
come to be realized, there is a central theology in Paul’s letters, in that the Christian God is their focus.
Jesus Christ has not replaced God at the center of Christian religion but rather has brought Christians to a
new understanding of God as Father through his relationship to him as Son. This concept of fatherhood is
basic for Paul’s experience and understanding. Thus it is significant that the letter begins with God, God
as the source of apostleship (2 Cor 1:1), God as the lord of the church (2 Cor 1:1) and God as the source
of grace and peace for his people (2 Cor 1:2). Then straightaway Paul plunges into praise of this God as
the source of compassion and comfort in the sufferings that he has been enduring (2 Cor 1:3). The
suffering was real and physical and contained the threat of death. We should not spiritualize it or in any
way trivialize it. It was a situation that from a human point of view was hopeless and therefore utterly



depressing and desperate. Yet in that situation Paul came to appreciate that he could still rely on the God
who raises the dead. That resurrection might be expressed (as on this occasion) in rescue from his lethal
situation, or in resurrection through physical death to eternal life. Either way, he had divine assurance that
his life was not of so little account that it could be snuffed out without any trace remaining beyond the
record of his achievements in the memory of his friends and their continuing affection for him.

God, therefore, is the God who can bring comfort, a hope and faith that rest on two facts. The one is
that he had exemplarily raised Jesus from the dead, the supreme paradigm of the fact that he brings life in
the midst of death. The other is that he is a God of grace and compassion who cares for his people. But a
third fact should be added alongside these two foundational ones that relate to his power and love,
namely, his faithfulness (2 Cor 1:18; cf. 1 Cor 1:9; 10:13; 1 Thess 5:24; 2 Thess 3:3; 2 Tim 2:13). It is a
key element in the character of God that he will continue his relationship with his people and will not
abandon them at any point to death and destruction. Here and now this God is present in the midst of his
people, so that they form a living temple for the living and active God (2 Cor 6:16).

Jesus Christ—suffering and powerful. Each of these aspects of the character of God is
accordingly related to Christ. Paul is more or less incapable of thinking of God apart from Christ. Thus
the life-giving power of God is seen primarily in the resurrection of Christ, and it is on this basis that Paul
affirms the resurrection of believers (2 Cor 4:14). Equally, the grace of God is nothing other than that
grace that was shown by Christ in becoming poor that others might become rich (2 Cor 8:9); it is
significant that in this section of the letter Paul moves freely from the grace of God to the grace of Christ
(2 Cor 8:1; 9:8, 14). This is further apparent in the closing blessing, which parallels the grace of Christ
with the love of God. On the whole, Paul prefers to speak of the grace rather than the love of God (for the
latter see Rom 5:5, 8; 8:35, 39; cf. Rom 15:30; 2 Cor 5:14; 13:11, 13; Eph 3:19; cf. Col 1:13; 2 Thess
3:5). It would seem that the former word, grace, brings out more explicitly the way in which God’s love
contains the elements of spontaneous compassion for the needy and the undeserving. As for the
faithfulness of God, Paul sees this as expressed in Christ, who is the proof that God fulfills his promises.
Evidently Paul sees all the promises made by God through the prophets as at last coming to fulfillment in
Christ.

Christ, then, occupies a twofold position in this letter. On the one hand, he is the archetypical
exemplar of the mystery of death and life, suffering and power, humiliation and exaltation. On the other
hand, he is the agent of reconciliation and new life. We consider the first of these statements here.

The precise significance of 2 Corinthians 8:9 with its reference to his assumption of poverty is
disputed. Certainly the main point that is being made concerns the immense generosity of the divine grace
in Christ that led him to “poverty”. The traditional rendering is that this is a contrast between the “riches”
that he originally possessed before the incarnation compared with the “poverty” that he assumed by
becoming a mere mortal and taking the role of a slave (Phil 2:7). An alternative view is that the reference
is to “the radical impoverishment of a degrading and humiliating death in which everything was taken
from him”; his “riches” signify “his enjoyment of God’s fellowship and his complete submission to his
will”.11 In both cases, the fact that Jesus was literally poor gives parabolic expression to the spiritual
reality. James D. G. Dunn lays stress on the parallel with 2 Corinthians 6:10, which he sees as a contrast
between spiritual wealth and material poverty. The parallel is to be granted, and the question at issue is
really whether the “riches” of Christ include his enjoyment of God’s fellowship before the incarnation.
Nothing that Dunn and Jerome Murphy-O’Connor say about the imagery precludes this possibility, and a
decision hangs on whether Paul’s understanding of Christ elsewhere includes the concept of his
preexistence. At the same time, the language of poverty does not immediately suggest death as such, and
the point of 2 Corinthians 6:10 is surely to suggest that the outward poverty of the apostles concealed their
inner wealth that they could share with others, whereas here the crucial point is that Christ laid aside his
riches to become poor. Thus the parallel proposed is not an exact one. When Paul refers earlier in 1



Corinthians 2:8 to the crucifixion of the Lord of glory, it is more likely that he is referring to the actual
status of Christ at the time rather than to his future status. The traditional rendering of the verse remains
the more probable one.12

What is not in dispute on any reading is that the human life and death of Jesus were characterized by
poverty and weakness, by the opposite of that which would be expected in the case of a mighty Savior. In
the case of Jesus, the weakness and vulnerability to death were replaced by the power associated with the
resurrection when God raised him from the dead. Here, as elsewhere, it is the case that Jesus rose not by
his own power but rather by the power of God; the weakness is complete. The pattern here appears to be
one of weakness followed by power rather than of power displayed in the midst of weakness.

Sin and the work of the missionaries. Human life is characterized not only by the kind of weakness
that we have already noticed but by the fact of sinfulness. We are thus brought to a consideration of the
fact of sin in the community. The Corinthian correspondence is particularly concerned with this aspect of
the life of believers, although surprisingly the term is found only in 2 Corinthians 5:21. However, the first
part of the letter is concerned with some person in the congregation who had offended in such a way that
he had suffered some kind of discipline or punishment imposed by the congregation. Furthermore, the task
of the Christian missionaries is to spread the message of Christ, which radiates life or death to those who
hear it. To know Christ brings life; to reject him incurs death. Unbelievers are blind to the light given by
Christ and are perishing. The familiar categorization of humanity is thus part of the assumptions that
surface periodically in this letter. The categories are not fixed in the sense that nobody can pass from one
to the other.

Rather, Paul sees himself as engaged in a task of persuasion in which he will use all legitimate
means, controlled as he is by the love of Christ. Two major concepts open up this possibility. Both of
them rest upon what has been achieved by the death of Christ.

The new creation. The first concept is that of a new creation. Paul begins by establishing that as a
result of Christ’s death people now live not for themselves but for Christ. Behind this statement lies the
universally accepted understanding of the death of Jesus as in some sense a death on behalf of all people.
From this statement Paul draws the conclusion that all people who join themselves to Jesus (elsewhere he
makes it clear that this takes place through the act of faith in Christ) are joined to him in his death and
resurrection, so that they can be said to have died and risen like him (cf. Gal 2:20). This sets them free
from the old self-centered life, which is a life of sin and rebellion against God, and enables them to live
for Christ. This leads him to affirm that he, and we, now see people in a new way. A fleshly
understanding of people is ruled out; thus he now no longer views people who are in Christ in the same
way as once he knew Christ, that is, in a worldly way that failed to recognize him as the Messiah and
agent of God’s new creation. He now knows Christ as the firstfruits from the dead. Thus a new creation
has begun in Christ, and if anybody is “in Christ”, it follows that this person is part of this creation and is
to be understood in “new creation” terms. Paul uses this same terminology in Galatians 6:15 as if it were
accepted language that his readers would understand: there is now a new world in which the old
categories of circumcised and uncircumcised no longer count for anything, for God has made all things
new through the resurrection of Jesus.

Reconciliation. The second concept is that of reconciliation. Paul sees himself as God’s
ambassador who appeals to people to be reconciled to God. This appeal is directed in the first instance to
those who are sinners and unbelievers, but Paul apparently uses this language here in a derived sort of
way to make an appeal for harmony and peace within the congregation and with himself.

Paul, then, passes on a message that comes from God and offers reconciliation to those who are his
enemies. The basis for the offer, that which makes it credible that reconciliation really is on offer, is that
God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, not counting their sins against them. This is explained
further by the statement that God made Christ, who had no sin, to be sin for us, so that we might become



the righteousness of God.
Here the language of diplomacy provides the framework for Paul’s expression of the nature of being

saved or put right with God. The term reconciliation is used for a two-sided action. On the one side, God
is said to have reconciled us to himself through Christ and then passed on to us (i.e., believers) the agency
of reconciliation: it is the church’s task to announce what is in effect an amnesty to sinners. But, on the
other side, the message that is passed on does not simply say, “Everything is now all right, because God
has reconciled the world to himself”; rather it says, “We urge you on behalf of Christ: be reconciled to
God”. Sinful humanity is thus called to respond to God’s initiative, and it is evident that without the
answering response no reconciliation can take place. The offer must be accepted; peaceful relationships
must be initiated. The clear implication is that if people do not respond to the gospel, they continue to live
in alienation from God.

The need for reconciliation manifestly springs from the fact that people have committed sins against
God. These are a barrier in that, on the one hand, they are acts of rebellion against God, and, on the other
hand, they are grounds for condemnation by God, who holds the sins against people. The ground of
reconciliation is the fact that Christ became sin. The choice of the abstract noun was inevitable, since, if
Paul wished to assert the way in which Christ became one with sinners, he could not say that Christ
became a sinner, which would have been seriously misleading. He therefore chose to say that Christ
became one with sin. An identification of Christ with sinners is effected whose purpose is that a kind of
exchange could take place. If Christ became one with sinners, this had as its goal that sinners might
become one with him who was sinless and righteous and thus share in his sinlessness and righteousness.

It is impossible to understand how this transfer could take place if we do not take into account the
statement immediately above that “one died for all, and therefore all have died”. Elsewhere in Paul the
crucial act of Christ for other people is also his death. Here it is made clear that his death is equivalent to
the death of other people. Since again Paul regards the “wage” or due recompense for sin as death (Rom
6:23; cf. Rom 5:12), it would seem to be inescapable that he regarded the death of Jesus as his reception
of the wage for sin, after the due payment of which nothing further stands against the sinner. In the one
death of Jesus there takes place the death of all sinners who align themselves with him.

Here, then, we have an explicit statement of how reconciliation is achieved using the language of
trespass alongside that of reconciliation. The common understanding of this is that reconciliation is
possible when the penalty appropriate to the offense has been paid. The difficulty with this explanation
for many people is that once an offense has been committed, it is not obvious that payment of the penalty,
especially by a third party, in any way reduces the guilt of the offender or signals a change in the offender
from rebellion to acceptance.13 It seems, therefore, that this explanation by itself is inadequate.

Another complementary possibility is that what Christ did was to display full obedience to God in
contrast to the disobedience of sinners, and that he did so the point of death (Phil 2:8), so that his positive
act of obedience somehow cancels out the sin, or provides that with which sinners can now identify
themselves, thereby coming out from under their condemnation to death. Margaret E. Thrall makes the
important point that the saving act is not limited to the death of Christ but must include his resurrection in
a meaningful way. She suggests, following Morna D. Hooker, that through the resurrection Christ was
vindicated by God as righteous, and that this righteous status is shared with sinners.14

The thought at this point is thus quite complex, and we should avoid any oversimple explanation of
how reconciliation is achieved. The significance of the motif is that it demonstrates that God deals with
sinners not simply on the legal level, as might be thought from a superficial understanding of justification,
but also on a personal level in which the judge enters into a personal relationship with those who are
justified and forgiven.

The life of believers: Weakness and strength. In the case of believers Paul appears to teach not
only that present weakness will be followed by future resurrection but that the power of God is



manifested here and now in the midst of weakness. This is certainly the case in 2 Corinthians 4, which
stresses the fact of present inward renewal and life at work in the Corinthian believers.15 Paul
particularly stresses that involvement in the work of mission is what opens up believers to this
experience, but clearly this is by no means exclusively the case. When he cites himself as an example of
strength in the midst of weakness in 2 Corinthians 12:7–10, there is no suggestion that this is purely an
apostolic experience.

What, then, do weakness and strength signify? The weakness would appear to be the circumstances
of the believer seen from a worldly point of view: a body vulnerable to weariness, injury, disease and
death, a social situation that may be one of poverty and lack of esteem, deprivation perhaps of a home,
marriage and a family—all of them things that indicate that they are nothing in the eyes of other people.
The strength is then the experience of the grace of God that enables them to cope with this situation and to
accept it, the inner experiences of communion with God that impart a sense of being loved and of
consequent joy, and the power to communicate the gospel effectively and thus bring life to other people.
In what may seem a surprising manner, the spiritual effectiveness can include the apostolic capacity to
show “the marks of a true apostle—signs, wonders and miracles” (2 Cor 12:12), the very things that might
be regarded as worldly strengths and the basis for human boasting.

Spiritual communion and apostolic effectiveness are not dependent upon human position and
possessions. Therefore, people should realize that the gospel is a divine and not a human power, and
there is nothing special about the messengers of the gospel. Yet the tendency to assess people in human
terms is a constant temptation and source of sin. Nevertheless, Paul still claims that there is something
special about the service of the gospel that derives from the character of its content.

Here again is the paradox. On the one hand, the messengers of the gospel are likened to the captives
who are being led in the victorious general’s celebratory procession to humiliation and death. That this is
the picture behind 2 Corinthians 2:14 is now firmly established.16 It is an extraordinary picture of
humiliation that ties in with the other descriptions of the despised situation of the missionaries (1 Cor
4:13). On the other hand, the missionaries are the messengers of the new covenant. Paul draws a
remarkable comparison between the service of the old covenant and the new. He notes how glory was
associated with the former, exemplified in the story of the brightness that illuminated the face of Moses as
a result of his talking face to face with God. He draws the conclusion that if the old covenant was
accompanied by glory, how much more true must this be of the new covenant, not least in view of the fact
that the old covenant brought condemnation whereas the new covenant brings life.

The language is bold and pretentious: what is its cash value? Paul brings it down to earth by insisting
that all believers similarly behold the Lord and so reflect his glory as they are transformed into his
likeness (2 Cor 3:18). The glory is seen by looking at the face of Jesus (2 Cor 4:6). But this does not
bring us much further on, for the language is still metaphorical. We seem to have two spiritual concepts,
looking at Jesus and being transformed into his likeness. How would Paul have explained these? This
question is rightly raised by Thrall, who suggests that believers could “see” Jesus in the lives of people
like Paul and in the visible bread and wine of the eucharist, and possibly in some kind of inward vision,
and that the transformation of believers has the effect of making them more Christlike in their character.17

It would be difficult to better these suggestions. The description of this process may seem unduly exalted,
but it serves to enhance the significance of what is going on in the life of the believer.

Importantly, by putting things in this way, Paul in effect brings the missionaries down to the level of
the ordinary Christians. Or rather he does not claim any special privilege for the former that is not shared
by the latter. Yet this does not mean that there is not something special about the ministry of the gospel. It
has a surpassing glory to it. But it is the ministry rather than the ministers that is glorious.

Death, judgment and transformation. The life of believers experiencing this continuous
transformation leads in the end to a state of eternal glory by comparison with which the present sufferings



are considered light and brief. Paul’s development of this point is one of the more controversial aspects
of the letter. In 2 Corinthians 5:1–10 he makes a number of statements that are reasonably clear and others
that are more difficult to elucidate.

First, the destruction of our temporary earthly tent will be followed by the acquisition of a
permanent, heavenly dwelling.18 The implication appears to be that this is physical death without
surviving to the parousia, the problem that is also discussed in 1 Thessalonians 4.

Second, the metaphor of receiving new clothing allows Paul to affirm that the dead will not be in a
state of nakedness, generally understood to mean the survival of the soul without some kind of body to
incorporate it, and to make the point in passing that it would be preferable if the new clothing could be
added on top of the existing clothing without having to take off the former. Taken literally, this metaphor
might appear to clash with that used in 2 Corinthians 4:16, which suggests that while the outward body is
decaying there is an inward life that is being renewed. But there may be harmony between them, in that
what Paul is now thinking of is an appropriate habitation for the renewed inward life, and it would be
easier if this new habitation could simply envelop the existing person without having to go through the
process of dying and sloughing off the old body.19

Third, there appears to be an anticipation of this new dwelling in the fact that the Holy Spirit is
already given to believers as a first installment of the new life. Again there may be some tension, in that
the gift of the Spirit might more plausibly be linked to the renewal of the inward person inside the old
body of the believer. It is probably best not to push too hard into tension Paul’s two pictures of the eternal
inward person developing inside the temporary outward body and of the temporary earthly tent being
replaced by the eternal house.

Fourth, Paul sees the future state as a preferable one, in that we who are in the body are “absent from
the Lord” and walk by faith. Although expressed in absolute terms, this statement must be understood in a
relative sense; it is a case of comparative distance from the Lord, and Paul would not have denied that the
Lord is with his people in the body.

Fifth, the prospect places a spiritual requirement upon all people to do what pleases the Lord, since
all must appear before his judgment and be judged for what they have done while in the body.

The most problematic aspect of this account concerns when and how this change takes place.
According to 1 Corinthians 15, the clothing of the perishable, corruptible believer with imperishable
immortality takes place at the parousia of Christ (1 Cor 15:50–55), and this is in tune with 1
Thessalonians 4, where the resurrection of the dead is associated with the parousia. However, according
to Philippians 1:20–26 Paul looked forward to the prospect at death of being with Christ. There are
various attempts to solve this tension.

One view is to regard those who die as being “asleep” in Christ and not conscious of the intervening
time until the parousia and their resurrection; people remain asleep for differing lengths of time depending
on the time intervals between their deaths and the parousia.20 A major problem with this attractive
solution is that in the ancient world the dead were generally thought of as being in some kind of conscious
state while they waited for whatever was to happen to them; the solution sounds too modern for Paul.

A second view is that what Paul is talking about here is the certainty of future provision at the
parousia for the dead, although they will remain “naked” until that date but nevertheless with the Lord.
This view takes “we have” in 2 Corinthians 5:1 to mean in effect “we have waiting for us”.

A third view is that Paul understood the assumption of the heavenly, spiritual body to take place at
the moment of death rather than after some length of time at the parousia.21 An obvious objection to this
hypothesis is the simple fact that the time interval between the writing of 1 and 2 Corinthians is
remarkably short for such a major reorientation in his thinking.22 Various responses have been made to
this objection, such as that “2 Corinthians 5, written from the perspective of the individual Christian,



envisages transformation at death, while 1 Corinthians 15, expressing the corporate hope of the Church,
places the resurrection at the second advent”.23

We need to bear in mind that for Paul the time gap between death and the parousia was probably
conceived in years rather than centuries or millennia, and therefore it would not have been the problem
for him that it is for us. Elsewhere when Paul talks of those who are asleep (1 Thess 4:14–15), he is using
language that is compatible with the dead being with Christ and aware of it (Phil 1:21–23). Here also the
crucial element is that believers who have died are “at home with the Lord” (2 Cor 5:8), and it is this
relationship that matters more than the problems raised by trying to harmonize what is said in different
passages using varying imagery.

The old and the new covenants. For Paul believers constitute the temple of the living God (2 Cor
6:16); the Old Testament promises of God’s presence in the midst of his people are fulfilled in believers.
This statement is not made to draw a contrast with Judaism but rather to contrast the Christians with the
unbelievers and to show how it is incompatible for believers to participate in idolatry.

Similarly, there does not appear to be any deliberate contrast with contemporary Judaism in the
lengthy section in 2 Corinthians 3 where Paul develops the thought that Christian apostles and
missionaries are servants of the new covenant (2 Cor 3:6).24 Since this covenant is associated with the
Spirit rather than with the written “letter”, that is, the law, its servants can expect to be empowered by the
Spirit for a service that is more glorious than the service of the old covenant. The associations of the old
covenant with Mount Sinai and the giving of the law in awesome fashion could be said to be glorious, as
reflecting the majesty and splendor of God, but this covenant brought condemnation rather than life
because it exposed sin but could not cure it. Moreover, it was temporary. By contrast the new covenant
that brings life through the power of the Spirit and is eternal is the more glorious and its service is
correspondingly glorious, although its servants are in themselves weak and hard-pressed people.

Paul makes a further point by noting how Moses covered his face with a veil to prevent it being seen.
He sees in this a picture of the way in which when the law is read there is a kind of veil over the hearts of
the hearers so that they cannot fully understand what God is saying. When people turn to the Lord, the veil
is removed and they are able to understand. Christian believers see the Lord directly and as a result they
are changed through gazing on the Lord. The new covenant thus brings about a developing and lasting
glorification of believers that contrasts with the temporary glorification of Moses when he received the
law from the Lord.

In this remarkable way Paul develops the idea of the superiority of the new covenant.
Boasting. As we have seen, 2 Corinthians is a letter full of the paradoxical juxtaposition of

weakness and strength, exemplified in Christ, in the experience of Paul as a missionary, and in the lives of
ordinary believers. There is a cruciform shape to Christian experience, in which being conformed to the
death of Jesus and sharing in his resurrection life are thought of not only as a temporal sequence (dying
now, resurrection to follow) but also as simultaneous. Moreover, the life and the corresponding power
and glory are entirely the gift of God. The implication of all this is that there is no place for boasting in
the Christian life. The vocabulary of pride and boasting is particularly characteristic of 2 Corinthians.
Paul is able to boast or, better, exult in his converts at Corinth because of what God is doing in their lives
(2 Cor 7:4), and he can express his confidence in them to other people (2 Cor 8:24; 9:2–3). But there is
another kind of boasting in oneself and one’s work for the Lord that can involve comparisons with other
people. Faced by opponents who evidently denigrated him, Paul had to resort to some kind of self-defense
in the interests of the gospel. This led him into a difficult area. He refers to the possibility of expressing
confidence and pride on a human level (2 Cor 11:18), but when he does so, he proceeds to list not the
kind of achievements of which other people were proud, but rather what he considered to be weaknesses
and humiliating situations, such as fleeing ignominiously from Damascus. Even if he could refer to
receiving visions of the Lord, he refuses to boast of them, but only of his weaknesses. Instead he talks



about his “thorn in the flesh”, a weakness that persisted despite his longing to be rid of it. He had to learn
to be “strong in weakness”. Even then he is not saying that he can be proud of having the spiritual stamina
to cope with ongoing weakness, but he simply says that in weakness he experiences divine grace.

Conclusion

The theology of this letter, then, is intensely concerned with Paul’s experience as it developed in the
context of a recalcitrant congregation and opposition from other missionaries. It is above all a theology of
suffering by one who is qualified by experience to talk about it. The experience of suffering alluded to at
the beginning of the letter evidently had a profound effect upon Paul.25 The fragility of the life of the
believer is always in view. It is a combination of ordinary human weakness as a creature of flesh with the
weakness involved in identification with Christ in his vulnerability and suffering on behalf of humankind.
But such a life is sustained by the new life that is already being imparted by God and that will be fully
experienced in the renewal of the body.
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THE LETTER TO THE ROMANS

 

James D. G. Dunn’s book on The Theology of Paul the Apostle is organized around the letter to the
Romans as a template that provides its structure since this is the most systematic of all Paul’s letters in its
presentation of his theology. Nevertheless, the letter arose out of a particular set of circumstances, and
this means that, like all Paul’s letters, it offers a presentation of aspects of his basic theology appropriate
to those circumstances and shaped by them. The intense concentration on the topic of justification in the
earlier chapters is motivated by the situation, even if this term is an important expression of what was
central in Paul’s thought.

The elements that make up the situation and the relative significance of each of them continue to be a
matter of debate. As a letter addressed to Rome, it introduces Paul and his particular understanding of the
Christian message to a congregation that he had not founded, although the length of the list of people
greeted in Romans 16 indicates that he had a rather good knowledge of the congregation and its
problems.1 At the same time, coming as it does at the point where Paul was about to journey to Jerusalem
for what (so far as we know) was the last time, the letter may reflect some of the concerns in his mind at
this decisive juncture in his career. The crucial problem is the place of Jews and Gentiles in God’s plan
of salvation and their relationship to one another. This practical problem emerges particularly in the
closing, practical section of the letter (Rom 12–16, especially Rom 14–15), where the “strong” and
“weak” believers appear to be basically Gentile and Jewish respectively. The body of the letter is
concerned with the nature of the gospel for Jews and Gentiles, and it takes up in a fresh way the issues
that surfaced in Galatians. On what terms does God accept Gentiles, and what is the place of the Jewish
law in this matter? And if we now have a church in which on the whole Gentiles are responding
positively to the gospel but Jews by and large are not, how do we understand the position of the Jews as
the descendants of the Israel that was named by God as his chosen people in the Scriptures? Broadly
speaking, these two themes are tackled in Romans 1–8 and Romans 9–11 respectively.

It could be argued that this is really a question relating to God and his righteousness: is he dealing
justly with all of humanity in justifying the ungodly Gentiles and apparently no longer being faithful to his
promises to the chosen people, the Jews? In short, Romans might be seen as a theodicy.2

The Theological Story

Greeting and prayer report (Rom 1:1–17). Romans begins with the lengthiest greeting of any Pauline
letter (Rom 1:1–7). It introduces Paul as a person set apart by God to be a missionary of the gospel. The
stress on his divine calling is reminiscent of Galatians 1, where it is developed all the more fully, and is
intended to underscore the divine authority that attached to his message. It is important that his gospel is
promised in the Scriptures, and Scripture will be quoted extensively in this letter at crucial points, since
this is the authority of greatest significance in debates concerning Israel and the Gentiles. The content of
the gospel is Jesus whose status is that of Messiah and Son of God, facts confirmed by his physical
descent and his divinely wrought resurrection. The purpose of the gospel and of Paul’s missionary work
is to call together a people drawn from all the peoples of the world3 who are obedient to God but whose



obedience springs from faith. The rest of the letter will develop this basic theme.
First, however, in the prayer report Paul thanks God for the faith of the addressees and describes his

own prayers that he may be able to visit them (Rom 1:8–17). The report of the prayer quickly gives way
to commentary. Paul believes that his hoped-for visit will be to their mutual benefit. It was not to take
place for some time, as a result of Paul’s arrest and imprisonment in Jerusalem, and therefore from our
point of view it was providential that he wrote at such length to expound the kind of things that he
believed that the congregation needed to hear. The impression is unavoidable that Paul felt the need to
present the gospel according to his particular understanding of it to help a church that was strategically
placed in the main city of the Roman Empire.

The theme is now restated much more precisely in terms of the content of the gospel. It is a message
about Jesus, as we have learned already, that is powerful in conveying salvation to those who believe.
Whether Jews or Gentiles, people need to be saved, and they can be saved through faith. And salvation is
concerned with the fact that in the gospel there is a revelation of the possibility of righteousness that
comes from God and that depends entirely on faith and therefore not on something else, as Scripture
testifies. Clearly the emphasis of this thematic statement is on salvation as something that comes from God
and is received by faith. Salvation is redefined in terms of righteousness. And this experience of
righteousness by faith is for both Jews and Gentiles: “surprise, surprise”, as we might say, for those who
thought that the Jews as Jews already possessed it by virtue of being Jews and that Gentiles could have it
provided that they adopted and obeyed the law.4

The gospel according to Paul (Romans 1:18–8:39). Universal sin and guilt (Rom 1:18–3:20). The
first part of the letter is devoted to a development of the background to the gospel, the fact that God’s
wrath is directed against all sinners, and that it therefore extends to all people, because all of them are
sinners. In the remainder of Romans 1 the focus is clearly on the Gentiles. The issue is the revelation of
God in nature rather than in the history of Israel or in the Scriptures, which ought to have been
recognizable by people at large. We may speak of a revelation being given by God, but one that did not
receive recognition by those for whom it was intended. This is demonstrated in the fact of idolatry, which
testifies to people’s failure to recognize God as God. In making idols they were worshiping creatures
rather than the Creator. The result, which God brought about in his wrath, was that their lives were taken
over by sins that destroy human life and that in the end lead to death as God’s final judgment on them. It is
not actually said that all people are guilty of all these sins. But what is emphasized is that failure to
acknowledge God leads to sinfulness.

It would be easy for people who are relatively free from such serious sins to scorn those who do fall
into them. From this point (Rom 2:1) Paul increasingly has the Jews in mind, as he fully has from Romans
2:17 onward. He argues that even those who do not fall into the grosser sins nevertheless sin in other
ways and are equally culpable. If they do not experience God giving them up to the degrading way of life
described in Romans 1, but rather experience his patience, they should see this as a merciful act intended
to encourage and permit repentance. Lack of repentance will lead to divine judgment when people will be
recompensed depending on whether they have sought the rewards that God gives by doing good or have
followed self-seeking ways. And this judgment will be upon all people, both Jews and Gentiles.

At this point Paul introduces the fact of the law, given by God through Moses to the Jews: Does
possession of the law not give the Jews an advantage over Gentiles? This is strongly denied, essentially
on the grounds that it is obedience to what one knows of God’s requirements that matters. Even Gentiles
can obey God since what the Mosaic law requires is known inwardly to them.5 Therefore, the day of
judgment will deal with people who knew what they should have done and did or did not do it.

In view of all this, it follows that Jews should examine themselves as to whether they keep the
commandments of the law. Certainly Jews as Jews do observe one of the main requirements of the law,
circumcision, but that one act counts for nothing if it is not accompanied by obedience to the other



commandments, and Gentiles, who are not required to be circumcised, who obey the requirements of the
law are in just as good a position as Jews or better. In the end what matters is not physical circumcision
but the corresponding spiritual attitude of true obedience to God.

This does not mean that there is no value in being a Jew; the Jews were privileged with the gift of
God’s words in Scripture. And the fact that some of them did not believe does not nullify God’s covenant
with the Jews as his people.6 Yet none of this makes the Jews any better than the Gentiles. The truth is that
Jews and Gentiles alike are sinners, and by this Paul does not mean simply that sinners can be found just
as much among Jews as among Gentiles; he means that everybody without exception is a sinner, as
Scripture attests, and stands under the threat of judgment.

From this there follows the all-important conclusion that people cannot get right with God by
observing the law. All that the law does is to make people aware of their sin in that it labels as sinful the
conduct that they practice. (Thus the law, for example, explicitly states that adultery is forbidden by God,
thus confirming what people know in their hearts but may fail to acknowledge.) Possession of the law
does not preserve people from sinning.

Justification by grace through faith (Rom 3:21–31). Universal sin and guilt are accordingly
established. Equally, universal inability to get right with God has been asserted. The way is prepared for
the central statement of the letter, which is that God has now revealed a righteousness that comes through
faith in Jesus Christ. Although the term righteousness can on occasion mean the quality of treating people
fairly that is demonstrated by God (and that might include his provision of salvation), here it indicates the
status that God will confer on people and that they cannot gain by observing the law. If the noun is open to
ambiguity, this is not the case with the verb, which describes people being justified by the action of God.
To be justified is to be put into a right relationship with God, in which the sins that persons have
committed are no longer counted against them and consequently they can enter into a relationship with
God characterized by peace and not by wrath. The way in which this happens is summed up in four
significant terms.

First, it occurs through the grace of God, by which is meant his favorable attitude toward sinners,
even though they have sinned and done nothing that can compensate for their sin. Grace is mercy toward
sinners.

Second, there is an act of redemption, which signifies deliverance from the situation in which
sinners find themselves, both the sin and its attendant consequences. Here the language of deliverance
from a superior power that enslaves people is employed; in the language of Romans 6:23, sin is like a
master who pays death as the wage to his servants, but God sets people free from that master and gives
them what they have neither earned nor deserved, eternal life.

Third, the redemption is possible because God put Jesus forward “as a sacrifice of atonement” (Gk.
hilastērion). This much-debated term may be a noun referring to the lid of the ark, or box, of the covenant
in the tabernacle on which was sprinkled the blood of sacrifices by which atonement was made for the
sins of the people (Lev 16:14), or it may be used adjectivally to signify the effect of that blood as
propitiatory or expiatory.7 These two technical terms indicate respectively that the effect of the blood is
to satisfy the wrath of God against sin or to cancel out the sins that excite that wrath. However, it is
unwise to create a dichotomy between these two actions, since each expresses an aspect of the nature of
sacrifice. The points that need to be emphasized are that it is God who provides this remedy for the sins
committed against himself and that, however the matter be understood, the effect of the action is to deliver
sinners from the wrath to which they would otherwise be exposed at the last judgment. It is the blood of
Jesus that achieves this effect; that is, it is the death of Jesus that delivers sinners from their sin and its
consequences, and this means that this death functions in a way analogous to that of the animal sacrifices
described at length in the Scriptures. If so, it would follow, although Paul does not state it explicitly (as is
done, however, in Hebrews) that the animal sacrifices are now redundant.



Fourth, it is through the faith of individuals that justification becomes a reality in their lives.
Various consequences are drawn from this basic statement. First, this action establishes the

righteousness of God in the sense of his justice, in that earlier sins had been passed over unpunished.8
Paul does not relate the death of Jesus here to the sacrifices offered under the law. It is not stated whether
they had intrinsic power to atone for sin during the time when the law was in operation or whether they
had this power in virtue of the fact that they symbolized the sacrifice of Christ.

Second, there is one way of justification for Jews and Gentiles, since justification does not depend
upon observance of the Jewish law. Here Paul is thinking principally of circumcision.9 Faith is equally
available to both groups.

Third, the effect of this is to exclude what Paul calls “boasting”, a term that combines the nuances of
trusting or being confident in something and of regarding it as a human achievement, and of thinking
oneself superior to other people who have not achieved it (cf. Phil 3:3–4). “Boasting” here is shorthand
for “boasting in the law” (the possession of it and the fulfilling of it). That could suggest that the law no
longer counts. On the contrary, Paul argues that his approach upholds the law, in the sense that he sees the
law as prophetic of God’s action in Christ, and thus the law is seen to be validated by God as prophecy
that is fulfilled.

The justification of Abraham (Rom 4:1–25). The basic proposition has now been stated. It is
amplified and defended in various ways in Romans 4–8.

In Romans 4 Paul tackles the question as to which side in the argument is taken by one of the
principal witnesses in the debate. This is Abraham, the father of the Jewish people, who was understood
by the Jews to have been put in the right with God by what he did (his “work”) when he obeyed God’s
commands, including particularly the sacrifice of Isaac; moreover, Abraham was the first to practice
circumcision in accordance with God’s command, thus observing a preeminent element in the law even
before the time of Moses. Paul’s response to this objection is to cite the text that says that “Abram
believed the LORD, and he was credited it to him as righteousness” (Gen 15:6). His interpretation of the
text is that this speaks of righteousness as a gift given by God rather than as an obligation that God had to
give to somebody who had worked to deserve it. The text could be taken to mean that Abraham
demonstrated faith in God instead of confidence in his performance of the works of the law, specifically
circumcision, and this faith was seen by God as the right thing to do; that is to say, in believing in God
Abraham was acting righteously. Or we may say that God granted a righteous status to Abraham in
response to his trustful acceptance of what God said.10 Elsewhere in Scripture it is stated that God
himself decides not to count people’s sins against them without any word about these people doing
anything to deserve it (Ps 32:1–2).

Further, the chronology is important. This declaration was made to Abraham before he was
circumcised and therefore was not made because he had been circumcised. So circumcision was not the
means of justification but a seal or confirmatory mark of his new status. It follows that circumcision is not
required for justification, and therefore Jews and Gentiles are on the same footing, provided that they
believe and regardless of whether they are circumcised.11

Consequently there is a sense in which Abraham can be seen as the father of all believers, both the
Jews, who were physically descended from him, and the Gentiles, insofar as they all follow his example
of faith. This accords with the Scripture that speaks of Abraham as the father of many nations (Gen 17:5).
Paul thus resorts to the concept of spiritual fatherhood in order to account for the fulfillment of this
scriptural promise to Abraham. He sees that the promise will work only if justification is by faith and not
by keeping the law.

Finally, Paul reverts to Abraham’s faith and demonstrates that he was a superb example of believing
against all the odds in God’s power to do what he promised. He is the counterpart to those who believe in
the God who did the impossible again when he raised Jesus from the dead. In a brief comment it is



asserted that the resurrection of Jesus is part of the saving event. If Christ died for our sins, that is,
because our sins made it necessary, he was also raised for our justification, that is, in order to bring it
about. By this Paul indicates that the resurrection is an integral part of the saving event and not just simply
the restoration of Jesus to life after he had performed the all-important act of dying for sin. Specifically,
Jesus raises dead people to life, as Ephesians 2 brings out especially. The effect of sin is not just to
render people liable to judgment but also to place them in a state of captivity from which they need to be
set free. Paul’s concern is not simply with guilt and subsequent judgment, as is so often assumed.

Justification and future salvation (Rom 5:1–11).  With Romans 5 Paul returns to consider the
situation brought about by God’s act of justification. It is noteworthy that justification is what takes place
in their personal relationships with God when people believe rather than what happened at the point when
Christ died.12 Paul expatiates on the effects of justification. Essentially it issues in a new relationship
with God that is one of peace, whereas formerly it was one of enmity. Enmity is a two-way relationship in
which people may be opposed to God and disobey him, and he may be opposed to them because of their
disobedience. But now the enmity is ended, and people can have confidence to come into the presence of
God, as for example when they want to pray to him. This new relationship will culminate in sharing in the
glory of God, which sinners had failed to achieve (Rom 3:23; cf. Phil 3:21). It is true that there are
obstacles to such a hope, principally in the suffering that is part of human existence,13 but such suffering is
a means of developing a mature character, and it is offset by the fact that believers know God’s love as an
inward experience conveyed to them by the Holy Spirit.14

The fact of God’s love is confirmed by the nature of Christ’s death, in that he died for those who
were ungodly and sinners, whereas in normal life people tend to give their lives only for those who are
righteous and good.

As for the future hope, this also rests on the death of Jesus. If God has acted in Jesus to justify
sinners, there is all the more reason to suppose that he will save those who have been justified at the final
judgment. Put otherwise, if God reconciled his enemies to himself through the death of Jesus, how much
more will he accept his friends at the final judgment? In this significant paragraph we note how Paul has a
tendency to reserve the term save for God’s action at the final judgment, so that salvation tends to be
primarily a future expectation, whereas for believers justification is a past event with continuing effects.
Paul also uses the language of reconciliation in a way very similar to that of justification to indicate the
restoration of good relations between two sides previously at enmity with each other. As with
justification, so reconciliation is achieved through the death of Jesus. Two aspects of this may appear to
be somewhat paradoxical.

First, although God the Father and Christ are at one in their saving purpose, nevertheless the
language of reconciliation and sacrifice can suggest that somehow Christ took the part of sinners in
seeking reconciliation from God or acted the part of a middleman or mediator between God and sinners.
The same is true when we hear of Christ or the Spirit interceding for us (Rom 8:26–27, 34).15

Second, although the attitude of God to sinners is one of grace and mercy and, as God, he has
freedom to forgive (cf. Rom 4:7–8), nevertheless he can bring about justification and reconciliation only
through the death of Jesus whom he gave up for human salvation. It has sometimes been proposed that the
death of Jesus was necessary only for the sake of human beings, to convince them that God was ready to
forgive and by this display of selfless love to encourage them to respond and thus to remove any barriers
on the human side. However, the overwhelming impression from the New Testament is that the necessity
lay on God’s side and that he had to do something before he could confer salvation. Again this might be
understood in the sense that humanity lay captive to a superior power that it was necessary for God to
defeat in order to set the prisoners free, but this is an inadequate explanation; alongside it we have the
vocabulary of sacrifice that speaks of something done by God to deal with the problem of guilt and



liability to judgment. When in Galatians Paul writes of Christ bearing the curse of the law, or in 2
Corinthians of Christ being made sin for us, he is expressing the concept of judgment being borne on
behalf of humanity by Christ.

Adam and Christ: Comparison and contrast (Rom 5:12–21). The function of the second part of
Romans 5 is to stress the universal availability of righteousness and life through Christ. The Scriptures
recorded the story of how the first human being, Adam, had sinned16 and consequently a sentence of death
was passed upon him. As a result sin and death spread to the entire human race. Paul evidently concludes
the universality of sin from the universality of death among humanity. What is not clear is how the sin of
the rest of the human race is related to that of Adam. Adam sinned before the promulgation of the law of
Moses, and sin is not reckoned where there is no law; this must mean that specific sins later punished
under that law were not taken into account earlier. The real problem lies in the ambiguity of the last
clause of Romans 5:12, which may simply mean that death came upon all people “because all sinned”
(TNIV; NRSV) but has been taken to mean that all people were somehow “in Adam” when he sinned, and
his sin passed to them, and they were “made sinners” (Rom 5:19). Be that as it may, it does not alter the
fact that through one person sin infected the entire race.

But now comes the contrast for whose sake Paul introduced the comparison with Adam. Christ is
also a man, and by his righteous deed there comes life for all people. The comparison is one-sided, for
the greatness of the gift of life far exceeds the effects of one person’s disobedience. Paul becomes
positively lyrical as he explores the way in which the effect of Christ’s deed far outweighs that of Adam’s
sin. Where, then, does the law of Moses fit in to this, since Paul has built his case on the time from Adam
to Moses? It makes no real difference. It slips into the history of the human race and makes sin the more
obvious and the more blatant, in that there is now a lengthy list of specific deeds that count as sinful and
so stand under judgment. But grace is greater than sin!

Death and new life for believers (Rom 6:1–23). It is hard to believe that any serious person would
draw the conclusion that if grace is able to cancel out all sins, then we should go on sinning, because, the
more we sin, the more scope there is for God to show his grace (Rom 6:1). It could be that the question is
more a reductio ad absurdum that Paul places on the lips of people who want to uphold the continuing
significance of the law. In any case, the point that Paul now picks up is that, despite the possibility of
justification extending to cover all our sins, the recipient of justification is under obligation not to persist
in sin.

The response to the question is essentially twofold. The second part of the answer will come in
Romans 8, where Paul takes up the theme of life in the Spirit. The first part of the answer is to argue from
the nature of Christian baptism as a rite to which all believers had submitted. John the Baptist had drawn
a contrast between his baptism with water and the baptism that the Messiah would accomplish with the
Spirit (cf. Acts 1:5). However, the early Christians did not speak of baptism with the Spirit but of baptism
“into Christ” (Gal 3:27) or “in(to) the name of Christ”. By this phrase they signified that baptism brought
the believer into some kind of relationship to Christ. Paul also spoke of believers being “in Christ”, a
phrase that also signified a close relationship with him. Putting these two types of language together, we
can see how baptism into Christ would be understood as drawing the believer into a spiritual relationship
with him. This enables Paul to draw the consequence here that the baptized were baptized into the death
of Christ and even buried with him. It could be said, therefore, that they died with Christ.

From this two things followed. The first was that the baptized could be said to have died to their old
life in which they were under captivity to sin. If a slave owner dies (let us assume that there is no heir),
then his former slaves are free since they no longer have a master to obey. But the same result follows if
not the master but the slaves die. Once they have died, he has no authority over them because they are deaf
to his commands and unable to obey them. So Paul claims that believers have died to their old master, sin,
and are under no obligation to sin any longer. They cannot be forced to sin. They have freedom.



But this would be no freedom if the believers were simply dead rather than passing through death
into a new sphere of existence. The second point that Paul makes, therefore, is that just as Christ rose
from death to new life, so too believers who are united with him share in his resurrection. This is true in
two ways. Ultimately, they will share in his resurrection when they are raised from physical death to new
life or, if they are still alive at the parousia, are transformed. Prior to this, however, they are raised up
spiritually to live a new life in which they can regard themselves as dead, so far as sin is concerned, but
alive to God and therefore now responsive to him as their new master. Therefore, although they still live
in this world, they now have a hidden life with God that transforms the way in which they live in the
world.17

It follows that believers are no longer under duress to obey sin. But they are under obligation to obey
God (or, negatively, to resist sin), and therefore they must consecrate themselves to him.

So far all is comparatively simple. But then at the end of Romans 6:14 Paul tags on by way of further
explanation “Because you are not under the law, but under grace”. This reminds us that underlying the
discussion is the problem of the law of Moses. Paul’s emphasis was on salvation by grace, and he saw
this as being by faith rather than by law. Judaism had no difficulty with understanding salvation as being
by grace, but it understood grace to be consonant with law: those who had become God’s people by grace
were now to keep his law as the condition of remaining so. Paul rejected this view because he believed
that grace excluded the works of the law. He therefore drew antitheses not only between faith and works
but also between grace and law. The action of God’s grace did not require obedience to the law.

But this way of putting things was vulnerable to the criticism that if people were under grace and not
under law, then it would not matter if they went on sinning. Paul had already answered this criticism by
insisting that believers are under obligation to obey God, but he goes over the ground again so that the
objection can be thoroughly refuted. Essentially he repeats the point that believers are now slaves to God
and therefore under obligation to obey him, just as Jews were under the obligation to obey the law. But
during the time when Jews were under obligation to obey the law and Gentiles to the law written in their
hearts, they did not do so. They were slaves to sin because the law was powerless to make them obey
itself, and their lives produced a harvest of deeds that stood under God’s judgment. But now, as those
who have been set free from sin, they are under obligation to God and they will do what is good and right.
The result will be eternal life rather than the death that sin pays as its wage; this could be understood as
the wage for good deeds, but Paul insists that it is God’s free gift and not a reward that he is under
obligation to pay.

The impotence of the law (Rom 7:1–25). Out of this statement arises the vital question of the proper
function of the law, which is tackled in Romans 7. In the first part of the chapter Paul has yet another
attempt to explain the relationship of the believer to the law. This time instead of the analogy of slavery
he uses that of marriage. A wife is bound by marriage to her husband so long as he lives, but when he dies
she is legally free of her obligation and may now marry somebody else. Paul regards Jews as formerly
“married” to the law and under obligation to obey it. Then, whereas in the illustration the husband died, in
the application the “wife” dies and passes out of the realm of obligation to her former husband;
transferred by death and resurrection into a new sphere, where the law no longer has force, the believer is
now free to “marry” a new “husband”, namely, Christ.18 Thus in the application the situation is exactly the
same as with the slave who dies to one master and rises to new life to serve another.

However, a slightly different point is being made. The point at issue now is that before becoming
believers people were under obligation to obey the law; it had rightful authority over them, whereas the
point in Romans 6 was more that the slave was controlled by sin and unable to disobey. In Romans 6 Paul
did not take up the question of the authority of the law, as we might have expected, but dealt with the
actual captivity of people to sin. Now his point is that they were under the rightful authority of the law, but
once they have become believers the law has no longer authority over them: Christ and the law stand in



antithesis to one another. But juxtaposed with this argument is the one that had already been used in
Romans 6, namely, that the law did not succeed in its aim of preventing sin; on the contrary, it functioned
to stimulate sinful passions (see Rom 7:7–12). The written code of Moses could not stop people from
sinning but rather made things worse. There is, however, a new way, that of the Spirit, and with the
Spirit’s aid believers can bear fruit that is pleasing to God.

With this statement about the law effecting sin in people, Paul might be thought to have come
dangerously near to denigrating the law, a sure way to lose his argument with the people who thought that
the law was necessary in order to prevent sin. Is the law itself sin, that is, is it on the side of sin? Paul’s
answer can only be no. Rather, the law functions to bring dormant (or, as Paul calls it, “dead”) sin to
expression so that its sinful character becomes apparent. Dormant in Paul was the tendency to covet. It
was the knowledge of the law that forbade covetousness, which roused that sinful tendency into action and
made Paul covet and made him realize that he was a sinner. So the law that was intended to produce life
(“This do and you shall live”) led to death. There was nothing sinful about the law, but it did stimulate
evil desires into action and place Paul under condemnation. And yet, it was not really the law that
“killed” Paul. On the contrary, it was the sinful nature in him, which the law exposed for what it really
was. Paul, therefore, upholds the law very positively in Romans 7:12.

The remainder of the chapter goes into the question of sin more fully. Although Paul has elsewhere
compared the written law code that kills with the Spirit that gives life (2 Cor 3:6), here he declares that
the law is spiritual whereas he himself is “unspiritual” (lit. “I am of the flesh”) and a slave to sin. There
has been endless debate as to who is meant by “I” here and to what period in a person’s life reference is
being made. Paul here is clearly speaking on behalf of people generally and not just about his own
experience.19 The use of the present tense, as compared with the past tense in Romans 7:7–12, has led to
the suggestion that Paul is here referring to his present life as a believer, with some division of opinion as
to whether the reference is to the Christian life as it normally is or when the believer is abnormally made
captive by sin. There is no doubt that most believers do experience such occasions in their life. But is the
description also true of nonbelievers? Some would want to argue that unbelievers do not have the desire
to do what is good, still less to carry it out, and therefore this cannot be a description of them. But this is
simply not true. The Roman poet Ovid said more or less exactly the same thing as Paul says here.20 Rather
what Paul is doing here is to insist that a person may know what is good, because the law lays it down,
and want to do it, and yet be unable to do so. The reason for the failure does not lie in the law but rather
in the fact that the person lives “in the flesh” and is controlled by sin. There is no hope of deliverance—
except through Christ: thus, anybody may experience the captivity described here, but only the believer
has the key to freedom.

Here, then, we find the most focused account of Paul’s understanding of human nature. Human beings
have minds that can understand and even approve of God’s law,21 but they have bodies composed of
various parts that are prone to sin and disobedience. This does not mean that sin is purely a matter of
actions by the body; the covetousness mentioned in Romans 7:7–8 is a sin of the mind, which is part of the
body as a whole. The body is made of physical substance, here broadly called “flesh”. Paul used this
term, which carries the nuance of the perishability and weakness of the body, to express that weakness
that cannot resist the enticements of temptation to do wrong, and therefore he can draw a contrast between
the mind, which serves God’s law, and the flesh, which serves sin.22

The Holy Spirit and future glory (Rom 8:1–39). In Romans 8 Paul shows how the conflict is
resolved. Romans 8:1 should be seen as a conclusion drawn from Romans 7:25a with Romans 7:25b as a
parenthesis. There is deliverance from the sinful body through Jesus Christ, and this means that believers
no longer stand under condemnation because of their sin. Paul seems to have two things to say here. First,
he is concerned with that fate of death, which is God’s judgment upon sinners. The law could do nothing



to stop people sinning and therefore from facing this judgment.23 But God sent Jesus to be a sin offering,
and his death is the means of dealing with sin. Second, Paul asserts that the Spirit of life comes into the
lives of believers and enables people to live according to the Spirit and so to fulfill what the law
requires. This would suggest that people who approve what the law says are now able to put their desires
into action.

Paul now develops this thought in a lengthy comparison between the people who live in accordance
with the flesh, that is, who follow the sinful desires that arise in a mind that is controlled by sin and
whose destiny is death, and people who live in accordance with the Spirit, that is, who are guided and
controlled by the Spirit so that they do what is in conformity with God’s will and in the end attain eternal
life. Just as sin can control people and make people to do wrong, so also the Spirit can control people and
make them do what is right and good. This latter situation is that of all believers, since nobody who
belongs to Christ lacks the Spirit.

Despite all this believers still sin—as they know from personal experience! So what is wrong?
Evidently the control of the Spirit is not automatic. Paul has to remind believers not to live in obedience
to their sinful nature but to kill their sinful desires by the Spirit. It seems that believers have some kind of
freedom to decide which master they will follow; the Spirit sets them free to live by the Spirit, but they
must make the decision to submit to the Spirit.

Obedience to the Spirit, then, leads to life. Paul expands positively on this thought by stating that
those who are led by the Spirit are children of God. For a further function of the Spirit is to bring about
adoption of believers into the family of God. It is because believers have the Spirit that they feel able to
call God “Father”, and as such they are promised as their future inheritance a share in the glory of
Christ.24

The exposition now takes what may appear to be a surprising turn.25 If the main problem faced up
until now in the letter has been sin, now attention is switched to the problem of the suffering endured by
believers, and Paul develops the thought of the contrast between present suffering and future glory. He
places this in the context of the perishable and fallen world that will be restored by God in due time. The
renewal of the world is an integral part of hope in the Judeo-Christian tradition. Believers suffer from the
decay and weakness of their bodily lives. They experience the reality of salvation but they are caught in
the tension of “the now and the not yet”, in that salvation is not yet fully realized. They live by hope,
which implies that things are not all they should be now, and their weakness extends even to their inability
to pray properly, but the Spirit is there to pray for them to God.26

More than this, Paul has the firm conviction that God has a plan for believers that consists in
bringing them to share the glory of Christ (Rom 8:17), He has predestined that believers will be brought
to this goal,27 and therefore he takes the appropriate steps to bring it about, from calling them to final
glorification.28

All of this leads up to a rhetorical conclusion in which Paul insists that believers need not fear any
force opposed to them bringing suffering and even death, for with God on their side—a God, moreover,
who loves them—there is not the remotest chance of success for their opponents.29 Their hope rests on the
faithfulness of the God who loved them so much that he gave his Son.

Israel and the Gentiles (Rom 9–11). Up to this point Paul has expounded his gospel, which
promises salvation to Jews and Gentiles solely on the basis of faith. One major problem already faced by
Paul in defending it was the question of the place of the Jewish law, which appeared to be swept aside by
it, but Paul argued that his approach upheld the law.

A second problem is expressed initially in a remarkably personal manner. This was Paul’s deep
disappointment at the way in which the gospel was not accepted by so many of the Jewish people,
whereas there was a much more enthusiastic Gentile response. Paul felt a tremendous sense of grief over



this, since his fellow countrymen were depriving themselves of salvation. At the same time, their failure
to respond constituted something of an embarrassment for Christians: why was it that Jesus was rejected
by his people if he really was the Messiah, as Christians maintained?30 Paul does not ask the question in
precisely this form, but his wrestling with his personal sense of grief and his attempt to account for the
unbelief of the Jews leads to a discussion that is a crucial part of the defense of his understanding of the
gospel and of the purpose of God.

The bottom-line question, then, that Paul is posing is whether the failure of the Jews to respond to the
gospel indicates that God has not kept his promise (Rom 9:6a) and has rejected his people (Rom 11:1).
Whatever else he does in this part of the letter, Paul does try to answer this question. Paul develops a
twin-track response to this accusation.

First, he comments on the promises. God is not to be convicted of failure to keep his promises. It
was not the case that God promised that all Israelites (i.e., the physical descendants of Jacob) would be
included in the people of the Messiah, Certainly God’s promises were made to Abraham and his
offspring, but Paul notes that even then physical descent was not everything. For God was free to choose
whom he would favor, and acceptance by him does not depend on physical descent. Just as believing
Gentiles could be regarded as spiritually Abraham’s offspring (Rom 4:11), so conversely physical
descent was not necessarily a qualification for being part of his offspring. This could be seen literally in
the narrowing down of the line of descent first through Isaac and not Ishmael and then through Jacob and
not Esau. This demonstrated that the inheritance was not due to a qualification based on human works but
was entirely dependent on God’s call. The descendants of Abraham were not the natural children but the
children called into being by God’s promise. So, in the present time, it would seem, by analogy, that it is
not belonging to the physical nation of Israel that matters but response to God’s call, which goes to Jews
and Gentiles.

Paul goes even further. He states that ultimately God is entitled to show mercy to some people and
also harden some so that they do not believe. And he has the right to do so because he is God with
freedom and authority to do as he pleases, like a potter deciding the destiny of his pots.

This may seem to challenge human freedom and to take away the blame from human beings who
resist God. Not so. For Paul, God showed patience to those who were the objects of his wrath and makes
known his mercy to those whom he has destined for glory, namely, the believers from the Jews and the
Gentiles. God has accepted as his people those who formerly were not his people; in Hosea this refers to
Jews who had rebelled against God and forfeited their position as his people, but he would bring them
back to himself. Paul sees here a principle that extends beyond the Jews to the Gentiles.

Nevertheless, those who would be saved in this way would be only a small proportion of the whole
of Israel, and the rest of the nation were in danger of going the way of Sodom and Gomorrah—to total
destruction.

So Paul appears to be saying that the unbelief of so many Israelites is consistent with God’s
promises to the descendants of Abraham since these promises were never intended to include everybody,
and God has acted in mercy to save a people composed of Israelites and Gentiles.

But now (Rom 9:30) the second line of argument is beginning to emerge. It is concerned with human
response. What in fact has happened is that the Gentiles who in the past had not sought after righteousness
had attained it, whereas the Jews, who had a past history of seeking after righteousness, had failed to
attain it. The explanation of the difference, however, is not traced to divine choice at this point but to the
fact that the Gentiles had responded to Christ with faith, whereas the Jews on the whole had tried to get
right with God by the works of the law. They had a zeal for God, but it was misdirected in that they
thought that the works of the law would lead them to righteousness and so to a right relationship with God.
If righteousness was to be gained by the law, it was only on condition of keeping the law, which as
Galatians tells us is not a possibility for sinners. There is another way to righteousness for Jews and



Gentiles. It consists in believing that Jesus rose from the dead and so is confirmed to be Messiah and Son
of God and openly acknowledging him as Lord.

Two important comments are made. The first is that Paul repeats the note of personal concern about
Israel, but this time he tells us that he prays to God for their salvation. Clearly, therefore, he does not think
in terms of a predetermination by God limiting the number of those who will be saved, although salvation
still remains dependent on God’s initiative. Second, he stresses how vital it is that the gospel be preached
so as to give people the opportunity to believe. Faith comes as a consequence of hearing the message, but
it is possible to hear and not to believe. The Jews have heard but by and large have not believed, whereas
the Gentiles have believed.

The “by and large” is important. There were many Jews, including Paul, who believed. It follows
that God has not totally rejected his people and prevented them from being saved. There always has been
a small group of Israelites whose admission to God’s saved people was due to grace and therefore not to
their works. The rest of Israel have been “hardened” like Pharaoh so that they cannot hear and believe.
This is to be understood as a judgment upon them for their unbelief. It is important to recognize that Paul
is discussing the Israelites as a collective group and is not thinking primarily of all the individuals who
compose it. Consequently there was no barrier in the way of individual Jews hearing the gospel and
responding to it, but for the time being there has been a general hardening of hearts against the gospel, and
God has in effect “given them up” to it, just as he gave up sinful Gentiles to the effects of their sin (Rom
1:24, 26, 28).

Paul wants to say that God has acted in judgment against Israel, but this does not mean that he has
finally rejected them. The coming of salvation to the Gentiles could have the effect of making the Jews
envious and so turning to the same source of salvation. Paul evidently believes, then, that the hardening is
not absolute and despite it some Jews may be saved here and now. And to that end Paul was working
among Jews and Gentiles.

There could be a tendency for the believing Gentiles to have superior feelings to the unbelieving
Jews, and Paul warns against this. They are now part of God’s people only by grace and must not become
boastful of their faith; that would be a sin as bad as that of boasting of one’s works. The Gentiles are
reminded that they have been grafted into the olive tree that is Israel, whereas the unbelieving branches
have been cut off. This metaphor indicates clearly that for Paul the church is firmly in continuity with
God’s people in the past.

Moreover, branches that have been cut off can be grafted back in. And Paul believes on the basis of
a divine revelation backed up by Scripture that when the mass of the Gentiles have come to faith, the
hardening of the Jews will come to an end, and there will be mercy for them.31 So all Israel will be
saved, by which Paul means the Jews in general. He is not saying that all people will be saved, but that
all who believe will be saved.32

So Paul answers his question by stating that it can be seen that God has kept his promise to Israel,
once it is realized that God’s purpose encompasses those Israelites who believe and are Abraham’s
children spiritually as well as by physical descent but does not include those descendants of Jacob who
do not believe, specifically those who have “pursued the law as the way of righteousness”, who have
heard the good news but not accepted it. There has always been a believing remnant in Israel, and if at
present the mass of the people are hardened against acceptance of the gospel, the time will come, once the
Gentile response is complete, for Israel to experience God’s mercy, and thus finally all Israel will be
saved. God’s promise is irrevocable. Despite all that has been said about the freedom of God to accept or
reject as he chooses, nevertheless, the last word is that God’s purpose is to offer mercy to all, whether or
not they accept it.

Living the new life (Rom 12–15). The remainder of the letter falls into the general area of
application, spiritual and ethical. It depends (“Therefore”, Rom 12:1) on the doctrinal statements made in



the earlier part of the letter, which have tended to emphasize the grace and mercy of God. But, whereas
earlier the stress lay upon the appropriate response of faith and not of works, there is now a shift to
gratitude, to the rendering of a thank offering to God that consists in the dedication of the readers to God.
There will now be a new way of living, not dictated by this sinful world but by minds transformed by
God. Paul utilizes briefly the metaphor of the body, developed much more fully in 1 Corinthians 12, to
argue that in Christ the members of a congregation belong to one another and serve one another in
different ways depending on the grace (i.e., the gifting of the Holy Spirit) given to them. In line with this
concept of mutuality he develops an ethic of love that culminates in a repudiation of taking revenge on
other individuals for their wrongdoing against one another. Such acts will be judged by God.33

The motif of love is crucial for Paul (Rom 13:8–10). Love is seen as the way in which the law is
fulfilled, since all the commandments can be regarded as the outworking of the command to love one’s
neighbor. The implication of this statement is that the requirements of the law are to be fulfilled by
Christians, although they are not under the law but under grace. But the commandments in question are all
moral commandments, and despite the lack of a clear differentiation in Paul’s writings the hypothesis that
in practice Paul saw a distinction between the moral commands and the Jewish ritual commands may be
the best way to deal with the problem.

Also noteworthy here is the way in which Paul urges a new life on the basis of the fact that salvation
(i.e., the final manifestation of salvation at the coming of Christ) is now nearer in time than formerly (Rom
13:11–14). Why should this be a sanction? Essentially the point is that the night of darkness is about to be
succeeded by the light of day. Believers already belong to the day and should be ready at all times for its
arrival lest they be found asleep and are excluded from it; this is much the same argumentation as in 1
Thessalonians 5:1–11. The imagery enables Paul to condemn the kind of sins associated with night and to
urge people to put on appropriate clothing for the day. Again, it is implied that the choice between doing
good and evil lies in their hands.

In Romans 14:1–15:13 the practical issue of believers living together in the same congregation is
raised. The congregation included people who differed in their attitude to the observance of festivals and
to food, in a way that was similar to but not identical with the issue discussed in 1 Corinthians 8–10. Paul
establishes the right of both sides to live in their own way since both types of practice can be seen as
driven by the desire to honor God, and there must be freedom for difference of opinion over how this is to
be done.34 The important thing is that, whatever people do, they act in such a way as to honor the Lord35

and also to behave lovingly toward their Christian brothers and sisters. There are more important things
than what people eat or drink. God’s kingdom is concerned with establishing a community in which
mutual peace and harmony, doing what is right and rejoicing in God’s gifts are made possible through the
influence of the Holy Spirit.

This section, then, is a plea for unity in the congregation so that people can glorify God together.
God’s intention, confirmed by Scripture, is that Jews and Gentiles together should glorify God. Christ
came as a servant of the Jews to confirm God’s promises to Abraham and their other ancestors, but these
promises include the place of the Gentiles among the worshipers of God.

Finally, Paul comments that what he has written arises out of his concern for the conversion of the
Gentiles, which he sees as a kind of offering that he is to bring to God as his particular service (Rom
15:14–33). The service, however, is not something that Paul does. Rather it is Christ who works in him
by the Spirit. In this way he has been able to preach the gospel over the whole area between Jerusalem
and the west of Greece, and he can now extend his sights to include the west of the known world,
provided that his friends pray for him that he may avoid from trouble in Jerusalem and be able to travel to
Rome and then on to Spain. We know that there was trouble in Jerusalem and that Paul’s visit to Rome
was delayed—and he came as a prisoner. Whether he traveled west subsequently is not something that
can be certainly established, but nevertheless the gospel did make its way (2 Tim 2:9). The letter



concludes with a lengthy doxology that sums up in a fresh way some of the main doctrinal teaching about
the gospel that God had long planned, announced through the prophets and finally revealed so that all the
nations might come to faith.

Theological Themes

The main concerns. We have seen that many of the principal themes of Paul’s theology are covered in
this letter. Essentially Paul is expounding and defending his mission to the Gentiles and the gospel on
which it was based, but always in the context that the gospel is “first for the Jew”. He shows that all
people, Jews and Gentiles, are sinners under divine judgment, and all can be justified through faith in
Christ apart from the requirement to be circumcised and keep the rest of the law. This is possible because
of the death of Jesus, understood as an act of redemption with the power to deal with the sins that make
people guilty and liable to God’s wrathful judgment. The pattern of faith as the means to justification is
established from the case of Abraham. Any suggestion that justification by faith rather than by obeying the
law results in an immoral life of disobedience to God’s will is refuted by the fact that believers are set
free from bondage to sin by their union with Christ and the gift of the Spirit. They are under obligation to
live a new life of obedience to God that issues in corresponding fruit.

All this raises the question of the law and the suspicion that Paul is disparaging it. This suggestion is
rejected inasmuch the law is God’s law. It does not cause sin but rather exposes the sin that is already
there latent in people’s lives, but it cannot enable people to overcome sin; for this to be possible the
power of God’s Spirit is needed, so that law and Spirit form a kind of antithesis. There is accordingly an
obligation on believers to live by the Spirit and no longer by their old nature, which is dominated by sin.

Paul faces up to the disappointing fact that the Jews have not responded to the gospel in the same
way or to the same extent as the Gentiles, although some have done so. This does not mean that God has
rejected his chosen people, but rather they have refused to accept that a right relationship with him comes
through acceptance of what he has done in Christ rather than through their efforts to please him by the
works of the law. This steadfast refusal can be understood as being due to a hardening that is a divine
judgment on those who did not believe for a temporary period during which the mission to the Gentiles is
successfully proceeding. Paul believes that once the full number of the Gentiles have responded to the
gospel, then the Jewish people by and large will see what they have been missing and will then be saved.

Finally, Paul develops an ethic of love for the life of Jews and Gentiles together in the church. This
in effect fulfils the law but at the same time allows for diversity in practice on some issues, always
provided that diversity is accompanied by mutual loving concern for those who think and behave
differently.

Such, in briefest outline, is the main theological concern of Paul in the letter. In the course of
developing it a wide range of other topics are inevitably brought to expression.

The sovereignty of God. We have already noted that from one angle Romans can be understood as a
theodicy, a justification of God when he is understood as the God and Father of Jesus Christ and of
Christian believers. Paul’s concept of God in Romans is of a sovereign being with authority and power
over all the universe. He stresses the love of God toward sinners, issuing in his sending of his Son to save
them (Rom 5:6–8), and toward believers, expressed in his power to deliver them from all the hostile
forces arrayed against them and to bring them ultimately to that state of glory that he has foreordained for
them (Rom 8:31–39). He also takes it for granted that God will judge those who are hostile to him and
subject them to his wrath at the final judgment. The fact that salvation is dependent upon God’s sovereign
power and love creates a number of tensions that we must recognize while conceding that human beings
cannot fully resolve them. Two areas in particular require attention.

The problem of sin and sanctification. The first is the problem of sin and sanctification. Left to



themselves, all people are under the domination of sin, and although they may want to break free and may
on occasion do what is good and right, nevertheless they cannot escape from sin and ultimately from
death. The effect of believing in Christ is that people are delivered from the power of sin; they can be
said to be “dead” to its authority over them, and they are now set free to obey God (Rom 6:19–23). Such
freedom of the believer is not freedom in the sense of a permission or license to do what they like; rather,
it is liberation from the power of sin so that they have the potential to become obedient to God.

Thus believers have it in their power to obey God, thanks to the power of the Spirit, which replaces
the power of sin in their lives. But at the same time they may fall back under the domination of sin and
need to be warned against doing so. There is thus a paradoxical situation in which believers can be
controlled by the Spirit of God, without which they cannot fulfill God’s will, and yet they have to be
commanded to do so and warned against the danger of succumbing again to sin. This is the same situation
that we saw in Galatians 5, where believers are told that if they walk by the Spirit, they will not fulfill the
desires of the flesh, but nevertheless they have to be urged to walk by the Spirit. Here in Romans
believers can be said to have died with Christ and to be people who walk by the Spirit, and yet they have
to be commanded not to yield to sin and to be told that they must not follow the flesh but the Spirit (Rom
6:13; 8:12–13). And Paul evidently knows that there is an experience of knowing what is good and yet not
doing it, from which he can be delivered by Christ (Rom 7:24–25).

No explanation is given as to how it is that believers who have been crucified and raised with Christ
and have received the Spirit still fall into sin and need to be exhorted not to sin. There is a tension here
between divine empowering and the human freedom that can evidently choose not to do righteousness. We
can also recognize that divine power can work on human lives in response to prayer, with the implication
that this would not happen apart from prayer; Paul genuinely believes that the prayers of his readers can
significantly alter what happens to him (Rom 15:30–32).

The problem of election and faith. Related tensions arise with regard to belief and unbelief and the
will of God. There are passages that are traditionally taken to mean that God has chosen beforehand those
whom he intends to save, calls them and then brings about the whole process that leads to their
justification and eventual glorification (Rom 8:29–30). The implication would appear to be that in some
way he also brings about the fact that they respond to the gospel with faith, although this is not in fact said.
Similarly, it is said that God can harden certain people so that they do not respond to him, from Pharaoh
to the present generation of unbelieving Jews who reject the way of salvation by faith (Rom 9:18; 11:7–
10, 25; cf. 2:5).36

One overall approach to these passages is that associated particularly with Augustine and Calvin.
They build on the statements that refer to God’s choosing of people to be saved and his preparation of
others for destruction and postulate that God has total control of human beings and chooses some for
salvation but passes over others. The latter are left to the judgment that falls upon their sins, since they are
held to be responsible for their sins, and God may even harden them in their unbelief. The former are
those and those alone for whom Christ died, and God brings them to faith and repentance so that they are
justified and preserves them in faith so that they do not fall away from their status as his people. The offer
of salvation is thus not universal in the sense that God gives the opportunity of salvation for all people;
although upholders of this view insist that the death of Christ would be adequate for all, they nevertheless
hold that Christ died only for the people chosen by God to be saved. Yet this does not mean that anybody
who wants to believe is prevented from doing so because they have not been chosen; but people want to
believe and do believe because of the hidden working of God. He is working out a program in history
whereby the Israelites as a whole are hardened and do not believe, while the Gentiles by and large come
to faith, and then eventually the hardening of the Israelites comes to an end and “all Israel” are saved.

This understanding of Paul’s theology is widely held because it seems to allow the reader to take
much of what he says in an obvious and literal sense.



However, the difficulties in accepting it as the underlying rationale of Paul’s thought are many.37

First, it goes against the clear teaching in this letter and elsewhere that the death of Christ is
universal in its scope and not confined in its intent to a limited number of beneficiaries (Rom 5:18;
11:32).38

Second, it makes God out to be unjust in that he arbitrarily dispenses mercy to some and not to
others.39 It is true that Paul defends God’s freedom to do so (Rom 9:15), but his point is rather that human
beings cannot compel God to be merciful, and not that God is arbitrary in his exercise of mercy.

Third, Paul’s language of predestination refers either to what God purposes to do with people who
have come to faith or to his purpose of creating a people for himself rather than to his purpose to save
some specific individuals and not others.40

Fourth, he prays to God that Israel may behave differently (Rom 10:1).41 But, if God has
predetermined the whole course of history, Paul’s prayer would be pointless. The alternative is that even
Paul’s prayers were preordained by God, as were God’s responses to them. In that case, however, prayer
is not really prayer; the divine-human relationship ceases to be a relationship between persons and
becomes more like the enactment of a dramatic script.

Fifth, Paul describes how God can appeal to the obstinate people and be disappointed by their lack
of response in a way that would be inconsistent with his having hardened them (Rom 10:21). He also
refers to people not persisting in their unbelief as if it were within their own power whether or not to
believe (Rom 11:23). He also tries to make Israel envious of the Gentiles so that they will also want to
believe (Rom 11:14). But if everything was foreordained by God, then God would have had to foreordain
that the Israelites would not believe and that he would punish them for what he had foreordained that they
would do by hardening them (since their lack of belief was their own fault) and that then he would bring
about their conversion.42 God’s purposes can be carried out by individuals who are apparently acting
freely, and yet Paul can also refer to the activity of Satan in opposing the work of God and temporarily
thwarting his plans (1 Thess 2:18; cf. Rom 16:25).

Sixth, as we saw, from about Romans 9:30 onward Paul speaks of human actions of response or
failure to respond to God’s initiative without giving any indication that these were predetermined by
God.43 He never writes as though his preaching would lead to the salvation of a predetermined group of
hearers who would certainly believe once they heard the message because God had predetermined it. By
the end of Romans 9 Paul describes how the Gentiles have attained righteousness through faith, whereas
Israel failed to secure righteousness because they chose the way of the law instead of the way of faith. At
this point he is attributing the salvation of the one and the condemnation of the other to the presence and
absence of faith respectively, but he does not say that this was because God chose to give faith to the
Gentiles and to withhold it from Israel.

These observations demonstrate that this way of understanding Romans is problematic.44 When all is
said and done, we are left with a mystery beyond our total comprehension, but we can at least recognize
that some solutions to it raise intractable problems. The mystery is partly due to the impossibility of
understanding the relationship between God and human beings, but it is also the mystery of the nature and
working of evil. All interpreters must recognize that the universe is fallen and the power of evil is active,
and that we cannot explain its origin in a universe created by a sovereign God; that God has plans and can
work to bring them to completion; that he treats people as persons and not as things; that there is such an
activity as prayer to which God makes genuine responses; that he wants all people to be saved and come
to a knowledge of the truth; and that he certainly works in human lives by the Spirit.

Somehow Paul is trying to express his theology in the light of these factors that are ultimately beyond
human understanding, because we cannot fully understand either evil or God. It is, therefore, not
surprising that he makes statements that may appear contradictory or paradoxical or that, if taken on their



own and absolutized, can be misleading. Paul holds together his beliefs in the sovereignty and freedom of
God and his working out of his purpose for peoples and individuals while at the same time affirming that
people are saved or lost depending on whether they believe or not. He recognizes that it is the Spirit who
opens hearts to receive the gospel, but yet people appear to have it in their power whether they believe or
not, whether they fall away or persist in belief (i.e., it is possible to resist the Spirit, Acts 7:51).

We thus have a set of statements that indicate that people attain righteousness because they believe
and do not attain it because they disbelieve. The failure of Israel in general to attain righteousness is not
attributed to God but to their disbelief.

Yet at the same time Paul can quote Scripture to the effect that God has hardened those who did not
believe for a temporary period. He also uses the metaphor of the potter and the vessels to argue that
human beings cannot complain to God about the destinies that he has in mind for them.45 In theory at least
since all are sinners, they are treated with justice if they are judged and condemned by God, but he can
show mercy if he chooses. Yet his ultimate purpose is to show mercy to all, whether or not it is accepted,
and mercy must be justly executed in that it is bestowed on all who are in the same piteous condition and
not restricted to a limited number.

God has not rejected Israel in the sense that the door has been finally closed against belief in the
Messiah because of the rejection so far. There is a remnant chosen by grace (this means the Jewish
Christians who believe) whose salvation does not depend on works. There can be a hardening of people
so that they do not attain to salvation, but this hardening is not necessarily final and irrevocable. In fact
once the Gentiles have “come in”, there will be a change and mercy will be shown to all Israel. This can
only mean that there will be Israelites who believe; it is fundamental with Paul that righteousness is
available on no other basis than faith. We then have to conclude either that God gives Israel the
opportunity to believe through the gospel being proclaimed to them, or he causes them to believe. Some of
the phraseology suggests the former: Romans 11:23 “if they do not persist in their unbelief”, since they
were “broken off because of unbelief” (Rom 11:20), not because God made them disbelieve so that he
could break them off!46

Righteousness and faith. Paul’s understanding of the gospel in this letter is expressed in terms of
righteousness and justification. But what is meant by righteousness and in particular by the righteousness
of God? In some passages the term must refer to the justice and fairness of God (Rom 3:5). At other times
it refers to an entity that God credits to human beings and appears to mean that quality or standing in virtue
of which their sins are not counted against them and they have a good relationship with God. Here it is
closely related to the doing of what is right in God’s eyes as opposed to doing what is evil. It is the
closeness of these two concepts that leads to misunderstandings. The failure of the Jews according to Paul
was that they sought a righteous standing with God by doing the works of the law (Rom 9:30–31),
whereas God credits righteousness to those who do not work but trust in him as the one who justifies the
ungodly (Rom 4:1–5). Yet this does not mean that people are not obliged to do what God requires and to
present themselves to him to do what is righteous (Rom 6:13, 19). The distinction between doing good
works or righteous deeds in order to be in good standing with God or to win his favor and doing them
because one is already in good standing with God is a valid one.

The crucial factor on the human side in justification is faith. Often this term is used by Paul without
specifying the object of the faith since he wants to draw the contrast between believing and working as
two opposing ways of getting right with God. However, he does talk of having faith or believing in God
(Rom 4:3, 5, 24; 9:33; 10:11) and of having faith in Christ (Rom 10:14).

There is an ongoing debate about the phrase “the faith of Jesus Christ”, which might be interpreted to
mean “faith in Jesus Christ” or “faith shown by Jesus Christ” (Rom 3:22, 26).47 Certainly Paul can refer
to the faith(fulness) of God in contrast to human lack of faith(fulness) (Rom 3:3), but that is in the context
of whether God keeps his side of the covenant even if the people are unfaithful to him. But to speak of the



faithfulness of Christ in the context of his death for sinners (Rom 3:22) is more elusive. A possible clue is
in Romans 5:19, where the obedience of Christ is the means of justification by contrast with the
disobedience of Adam that led to condemnation. Obedience and faith are connected in Romans 1:5;
16:26. In Romans 3:26 the person who depends on the faith of Jesus could be understood as the person
who depends on the faithfulness shown by Jesus in dying or as the person who depends on faith in Jesus.
The latter understanding is much more probable in view of Paul’s usage elsewhere of phrases with ek to
signify the quality by which they live (Rom 2:8; 4:16 and especially Rom 9:30). Such faith is essentially
trust in God’s promises, as in the case of Abraham, and hence reliance on him rather than on oneself or
one’s own deeds.

Israel and the Gentiles. We have already looked at some of the issues surrounding Jews and
Gentiles in our consideration of the sovereign purposes of God. Romans is particularly concerned with
the nature of the church composed of believing Jews and Gentiles and how these two groups should live
together. But it does so on the basis of theological considerations. For Paul, then, the non-Jews are
described in the first chapter as people who should have known God from his revelation in the created
order but had failed to do so and turned to sinful and idolatrous practices that God used to become an
ongoing judgment upon them. They thus formed part of the sinful humanity that stood under God’s wrath.
But the gospel preached by Paul on the basis of divine revelation offered them justification and new life
on the basis of faith and not on the basis of keeping the Jewish law, as Judaism would have required of
them. Paul regarded them as being engrafted into the people of God, Israel, and was worried lest they
should develop feelings of spiritual superiority to nonbelieving Jews.

As for the Jews, Paul argued that they did not have a superior position by virtue of possession of the
law unless they kept it and that they were all sinners just like the Gentiles. Physical descent from
Abraham and circumcision did not guarantee them a place in the people of God. But since they had in fact
fallen under sin and the law could not save them, they needed to be justified by faith, just like the
Gentiles. It is impossible to understand what Paul says in any other sense than that Jews and Gentiles
alike can be justified only by faith in Christ.

Paul thinks of “Israel” as the people of God with a temporal dimension in that this body begins from
Abraham and stretches down through his descendants, at first in the specific line of succession through
Isaac and Jacob and the patriarchs, but, at least in the vision of the prophets, open to Gentiles. The coming
of the Messiah, Jesus, would appear to bring out into the open the fact that not all physical descendants of
Abraham lived by faith and therefore cut themselves off from Israel in God’s sight, and that Gentiles who
believed were thereby included in the people of God. Although Paul can describe believing Gentiles as
the children of Abraham, he appears to reserve the term Israel for the Jews, but he clearly distinguishes
between the Jewish people and Jews who believe; the latter are the true Israel.48 However, he does use
the metaphor of the olive tree from which some branches are broken off and into which a wild shoot is
engrafted. The olive represents the people of God, from which God cuts off those Israelites who do not
believe and into which he inserts those Gentiles who do.

It is important to note this because it makes clear that there is no straight supersessionism in the
sense that the church replaces Israel as the people of God; rather the believing Gentiles are engrafted into
believing Israel. But there is a development in that the people of God are now defined by faith in Christ
and not by the marks of Jewish identity (physical circumcision, Jewish festivals, other Jewish practices).
But this believing people of God have existed since Abraham. Nevertheless, they seem to have been
always a minority in Paul’s eyes, a “remnant”, and in his time the mass of the people had been hardened
and did not believe. But this hardening would not last forever, and Paul looked to a day when the
hardening would cease and Jews would respond to the deliverer who would “turn godlessness away from
Jacob” (Rom 11:26).

The fact that Paul speaks of “all Israel” being ultimately saved raises the question of what is called



universalism. This is the doctrine that all people will ultimately be brought into the people of God, with
none being left permanently subject to his wrath. Did Paul believe that all Jews and Gentiles would be
finally saved and reconciled to God? There is also Paul’s comment that just as one man’s sin led to
condemnation for all people, so one man’s righteous act has resulted in justification and life for all (Rom
5:18, 19). These passages have been taken to imply that God will bring about the salvation of all people;
since, however, salvation is by faith, what he will do is to cause all people finally to believe through
some kind of postmortem persuasion and reformatory judgment. The fatal difficulty with this interpretation
is that there is not the slightest indication in the texts of any such action. The final judgment, with the
issues of life or death, is never presented as other than final. The texts must be understood in some other
way that does justice to the total context of Paul’s teaching. The point of Romans 5 is much more to
demonstrate by the analogy of all becoming sinners through Adam’s sin that all can be saved through the
righteous action of one person, Jesus Christ; Romans 5:18 thus refers to what is potentially available for
all, provided that they believe. In Romans 11, Paul is thinking of those who are still living; those who
have already died are not within his sights at this point. He conceives of the full number of the Gentiles
being saved, by which he evidently means all those Gentiles who are going to be saved; and by “all
Israel” he apparently refers to all those Israelites who are going to be saved.49 He can say this because he
believes that God’s purpose is to save Gentiles and Jews in great numbers.50

The law of Moses. The problem of Paul’s attitude to the law is one that has already surfaced in
Galatians. The Jews were distinguished from other people by the covenant that God had made with them
at Sinai, thus ratifying his earlier choice of Abraham and of Jacob, and with this covenant there came the
law committed to Moses by which they were to live as God’s people. Paul was concerned with the reality
of human sin, and in this letter he makes it plain that Jews and Gentiles have sinned. The Jews did so by
disobedience to the law. The Gentiles did not have the law of Moses, but nevertheless they did have
knowledge of God’s law in their hearts. And there was sin in the world even before the law was
promulgated. Moreover, the law could not put people right with God if they had broken it. This statement
might mean two things. It could mean that the law did not give people the capability of keeping it, and in
practice they found themselves to be sold under sin. But also it might mean that the law did not provide
for forgiveness for sins and transgressions already committed by those who were guilty of law breaking
(Rom 3:19). Paul’s gospel taught that what the law could not do God had done by sending his Son to deal
with sin and by enabling people to live by the Spirit. He emphasized that justification takes place
independently of the law but nonetheless the law is upheld.

So two points arise. The first is that justification does not depend upon doing what the law requires
but upon faith that is related to what God has done in the death of Christ. Moreover, this is true for Jews
and Gentiles. The important implication of this is that Jews need to be justified just as much as Gentiles.
Therefore, their position as the people of God within the covenant is valid only if they believe in God
rather than rest on their descent from Abraham or on their doing the requirements of the law.

The second point is that God’s requirements are fulfilled by those who live by the Spirit. The law is
thus fulfilled by them, whether Jews or Gentiles. Yet Paul can insist that the works of the law are not
required any longer, certainly not for Gentiles and possibly not for Jews. Nevertheless, he insists that
within the church Jews are free to keep the law and Gentiles are free from it, but each must respect the
other’s way of life and live in peace and harmony.

The term work is used by Paul in accordance with its usual meaning to refer to things that people do
(requiring some effort on their part). A “task” may be laid upon a slave by a master (Mk 13:34). There
are good works (Mk 14:6) and bad works (Jn 3:19). Not surprisingly, God’s judgment is conducted on the
basis of what people do, although how God balances the number and quality of good and bad works
against each other is never discussed in general terms. However, within Judaism the works required by
God were stated in the law (cf. Rom 2:15) and the principle is enunciated that whoever breaks one



commandment is guilty of breaking them all, since the breaking of one commandment is indicative of
rejection of the law as such (Jas 2:10). Paul claimed that nobody could be justified by the works of the
law (Rom 3:20). Now, although Jews could claim to belong to the people of God (Israel) on the basis of
their descent from Abraham and acknowledged this by accepting circumcision (in the case of males) and
keeping the other requirements of the law, Paul was concerned with their real spiritual standing with God
and the outcome of the final judgment, and he makes it clear that the conferral of righteousness does not
take place on the basis of performance of the works required by the law (Rom 3:28). It depends entirely
on the righteous action of Christ and is granted on the basis of faith; it is the believer to whom
righteousness is credited by God. On the basis of this understanding of the work of Christ and the
requirement of faith, Paul asserted that Gentiles were not required to accept the Jewish law.

The Holy Spirit. It is noteworthy that Paul refers to the Spirit especially in those contexts where he
is making the contrast between Judaism and Christianity; the law and the Spirit stand over against one
another (2 Cor 3; Gal). This is evident in Romans where there is a contrast between the inability of the
law to deliver people from sin and the power of the Spirit to deliver them; if believers are no longer
under the law, they live by the Spirit and are enabled to fulfill what the law requires (Rom 8:2–4). The
flesh and the Spirit also stand over against one another, the former connoting human nature in its
weakness, sinfulness and self-confidence, whereas the latter indicates the divine power that can transform
human nature, bringing life and resurrection.

Despite this emphasis on the Spirit as a power that is effective in the life of believers, over against
the power of sin,51 there are hints of an understanding of the Spirit as an independent person who resides
in believers (Rom 8:9) and who intercedes for them (Rom 8:26–27). The Spirit’s power is also active in
the task of the missionary (Rom 15:19). Christ and the Spirit are closely associated, so that the Spirit is
called the Spirit of Christ (Rom 5:9) and the same effects can be attributed to Christ and the Spirit. Thus
being raised to newness of life through union with Christ in his death and resurrection brings deliverance
from the power of sin and the capacity to obey God (Rom 6), precisely what the Spirit conveys to
believers in Romans 8. Paul can also speak of the gifts of the Spirit without using the term itself (Rom
12:6–8).

Conclusion

Romans has been seen to live up to its reputation as the theological letter par excellence in the Pauline
corpus. The need to expound his understanding of the gospel to a congregation that was not familiar with
it gave Paul the opportunity to set out in detail his doctrines of justification by faith and the work of the
Spirit in the believer in a more systematic form than in Galatians, where he treated the same issues.
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1I assume that Rom 16 was originally part of the letter to Rome and is not a letter, or part of a letter, addressed to elsewhere
2This is essentially the influential approach of N. T. Wright. It is certainly one aspect of the complex purpose of the letter. See N. T. Wright,
“The Letter to the Romans: Introduction, Commentary and Reflection”, in The New Interpreter’s Bible,  Leander E. Keck et al. (Nashville:
Abingdon, 2002), 10:393770; also N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Edinburgh: T & T
Clark, 1991)
3It is generally assumed that the reference here is to Gentiles as the special target of Paul’s mission, but Paul’s concern for the Jews also is
powerfully expressed throughout the letter
4One may put the former of these points otherwise by adopting the view popularized by Wright that there was a perception that the Jews were
still in exile and needed deliverance from God, which for Paul would come through acceptance of the Messiah and the new relationship with
God that he was offering to them
5Paul is no doubt thinking of the general requirements laid by God upon all people and not of the special requirements laid upon Israel in the
law of Moses. And he is not saying that Gentiles keep God’s requirements all the time but that isolated acts of obedience do happen. Whether
he is thinking of Gentiles in general or specifically of Christian Gentiles (so Simon J. Gathercole, “A Law unto Themselves: The Gentiles in
Romans 2:14–15 Revisited”, JSNT 85 [2002]: 27–49), his point that Gentiles can obey God without knowing the law of Moses stands
6Here Paul briefly introduces the important theme to which he will return for full-length treatment in Rom 9–11
7These two interpretations come to much the same thing, since the ark of the covenant was the place where propitiatory or expiatory rites
were carried out. The term was also used in 4 Macc 17:21–22 to describe the effect of the death of the Jewish martyrs in sacrificial terms as
averting the wrath of God from the apostate nation to which they belonged. It is a matter of debate whether Paul’s thought is related more to
the sacrificial system or to the theology of martyrdom. See, for example, Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Eerdmans, 1996), pp. 231–36
8Presumably Paul is thinking here of the way in which mercy was displayed to the Jews (Rom 2:4) and the full penalty was not exacted from
people in general. Death did not follow immediately upon sin, despite Gen 2:17 NRSV
9Again he says nothing about the observance of the sacrifices in the temple. Part of the explanation of this may be that he was dealing with
the situation in the Diaspora, where Jews could not sacrifice because they were geographically distant from Jerusalem but they did keep the
other aspects of the law. (This explanation is not wholly satisfying, since considerable numbers of Jews did go to Jerusalem on pilgrimage, and
this event must have meant a great deal to them, just like a Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca.)

10Some interpreters take this to mean that the righteousness belonging to Christ is “imputed” to the sinner. Certainly justified sinners are
“clothed in righteousness divine” as they boldly “approach the eternal throne” (Charles Wesley), and to say that this is the
righteousness of Christ may be a fair inference from the language about putting on Christ, but it goes beyond what Paul actually
says. The question of whether Christ’s own righteousness is imputed to the justified sinner is currently the subject of lively debate in
North America. See Mark Husbands and Daniel J. Treier, eds., Justification: What’s at Stake in the Current Debates  (Downers
Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2004)

11An objector could of course have responded that circumcision as the subsequent seal of justification was mandatory for all believers,
Jews and Gentiles. Paul would have doubtless have rejected the objection. In any case, circumcision of male Jews normally took
place in infancy before they came to the point of belief



12Contrast redemption and reconciliation, which occurred objectively when Christ died and rose and which take effect subjectively
when people believe. Paul never speaks in this way of justification

13Having announced this theme, Paul will return to it in Rom 8:18–39
14This is the first mention of the Spirit in this letter in relation to believers (apart from Rom 2:29)
15This is why it is important that Jesus is a human being, representing humanity to God, as Rom 5:1221 will explain in detail
16In company with Eve, but here the blame is put on Adam alone. Contrast 1 Tim 2:14
17The understanding of baptism as identification with Christ in his death has sent scholars chasing for an explanation of its origins, with

recourse to the mystery religions being a particularly congenial hunting ground. The exposition above tries to show how an
explanation can be developed much more simply in terms of the implications of other basic theological motifs developed by Paul

18The shift from the husband dying to the wife dying has caused problems for some commentators, but it is not too difficult to cope with
19The long popular view that Paul was speaking about other people and not about himself, that is, that by “I” Paul was referring to

anybody other than himself, is utterly implausible. See Gerhard Theissen, Psychological Aspects of Pauline Theology (Edinburgh:
T & T Clark, 1987), pp. 177–265

20“I see and approve the better things, but pursue the inferior things” (Ovid Metamorphoses 7.19–21). See Moo, Romans, pp. 442–51
21Paul does not say that this attitude of approval is universal and present all the time. People can also rebel against God’s law.
22From this it might be assumed that there is a simple dualism in humanity, so that people have good minds and sinful bodies, and one

might draw the further conclusion that the mind does not need to be saved, but the body does. It is unlikely that Paul would have
agreed. The “flesh” controls the whole life of a person, and the flesh/mind antithesis is not to be pressed. Elsewhere Paul recognizes
that the mind needs to be renewed along with the body (Rom 12:1–2). Nor would Paul have agreed that the mind could be saved
apart from the body. Ultimately the person is seen as an indivisible whole, and salvation consists in the resurrection of the body

23As we noted in our discussion of Galatians, Paul did not see the Jewish sacrificial system as dealing with this problem during the time
when the law was in force

24Strictly speaking, an inheritance is what a person promises that their heirs will receive in the future when the person dies. The picture
has to be broadened out when it is applied to God; it refers to what God has promised to his sons and daughters in the future with no
suggestion that he dies.

25If we are surprised, then somehow we have misunderstood what Paul is aiming to do. The fact is that Paul is extremely conscious of
the reality of suffering in human life, both as a result of our existence as frail human beings in a fallen universe and as a result of
direct attacks upon Christian believers, and he is conscious of the way in which such suffering may tempt people to abandon their
Christian faith. Suffering becomes thematic in 2 Corinthians, and illness and death in Philippians, and persecution is prominent in
1–2 Thessalonians. It was a basic insight of Paul that Christ had to suffer before he could enter into his glory (this way of putting it
stems from Lk 24:26), and that for Christians it could not be any different.

26Paul recognizes the paradox here, in that God the Father does not need to be persuaded to answer the prayers of his people, and
therefore intercession by one person in the Godhead to another is superfluous. The language, therefore, must be seen as deeply
metaphorical to make it plain that God is on the side of believers.

27In this passage the term predestination refers to God’s purpose of future glorification of his people, carried out by his sequence of
calling, justifying and glorifying. It is to be differentiated from his foreknowledge, which is his prior knowledge that he will have such
a people; here this prior knowledge may be collective (God foreknows that he will have a church) rather than individual (God
foreknows and calls only certain individuals).

28When Paul uses the past tense “he glorified”, he is possibly looking back on the entire process from a future vantage point when it
has been completed, or he is thinking of a process that is already taking place (cf, 2 Cor 3:18). The passage does not state that
God’s plan is necessarily carried out for each individual who is called, and it obviously does not imply that some people might want
salvation and yet not be called by God.

29Assurance of future salvation thus depends upon the love and faithfulness of God rather than upon some divine decree; Paul pins
everything on the love of God revealed in Christ.

30The unbelief of the Jews was all the more surprising because they had received so many religious privileges in time past and because
the Messiah was humanly descended from them. If the immediately following doxology in Rom 9:5b is to be attached to Christ
(NRSV mg; TNIV text), it balances his human descent with his divine identity; however, the interpretation of this difficult phrase is
disputed, and some scholars regard it as a separate exclamation.

31Some scholars deduce from this what they call a “national future” for Israel; I cannot find this in the text, which is concerned purely
with people becoming believers.

32This is quite clear from the insistence on belief in Rom 11:23.
33A brief section in Rom 13 develops a theology of the state that acknowledges the existence of the rulers and their authority, which

derives from God. The question of what happens when the rulers do not behave in accordance with God’s justice is not raised; the
norm is for subjects to obey them. Nor does Paul raise the question of the consent of the subjects to their rulers. It would have been
an academic irrelevance in the situation of the Roman Empire.



34This is admittedly risky, for it is very easy for people to convince themselves that their inherited habits or their prejudices are honoring
to God.

35It is important that Paul refers to God and the Lord (Jesus) side by side in this context. It is Christ who has been appointed by God as
the Lord who is judge of all people, and therefore they are answerable to him.

36In the case of the latter, at least, the hardening is a temporary judgment upon unbelief. The hardening is only “in part” (Rom 11:25);
some Jews are not hardened and so are free to respond to the gospel. And the temporariness is with respect to the people as a
whole, Did Paul envisage the turn in Israel affecting the same people as were now opposed to the gospel, or was he thinking of a
new generation who would not share the unbelief of their parents and ancestors (on the analogy of the Israelites who came out of
Egypt and died in the wilderness but their children entered the promised land)?

37In order to make this interpretation plausible resort must be had to a philosophical concept of com-patibilism, the hypothesis that total
divine control of human actions and human freedom to act and so to be held responsible can coexist. Whether this hypothesis is
tenable is a highly controversial matter, Other proposals have been offered. A different kind of solution to the problem was offered
by Jacob Arminius, who held that God’s election of human beings to salvation was dependent upon his foreknowledge of what they
would freely do. More recently some philosophers have made use of the mediaeval concept of middle knowledge as a way of
reconciling divine foreknowledge and human freedom. The complexity of the issues and the lack of a consensus can be seen from
James K, Beilby and Paul R. Eddy, eds., Divine Foreknowledge: Four Views (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2001).

38I. Howard Marshall, “For All, for All My Saviour Died”, in Semper Reformandum: Studies in Honour of Clark H. Pinnock, ed.
Stanley E. Porter and Anthony R. Cross (Carlisle: Paternoster: 2003), pp. 322–46.

39The point at issue is not that God chooses one individual (like Paul, Gal 1:15) rather than another for a particular purpose, nor that he
is free to do as he chooses (Rom 9:21), but rather that he is presented as choosing one person to be saved and another to be lost
despite the fact that both are equally in need of salvation. See Marshall, “For All”

40Although the term elect is often assumed to refer to people not yet brought to faith who are destined to come to faith (as well as
those who have come to faith), in Pauline usage it refers to people who have already come to faith. The term elect (Rom 8:33; 11:7;
16:13; Col 3:12) is not applied to potential believers but only to actual believers who have obtained salvation (see chap. 9 n. 5). When
Paul speaks of those whom God foreknew in Rom 8:29, he is referring to God’s plan to save a people for himself, without implying
that God has foreordained which specific individuals will form part of that company; he is saying that his purpose for such people is
ultimately to glorify them

41This presupposes that God can influence people to believe in response to prayer. But Paul does not say, and never says, “God’s
purpose is that X should be saved, but in order that this should happen he instigates me to pray for X so that he can ‘answer’ the
prayer which he has put into my heart to pray.”

42On this view, it would be hard to deny that God was responsible for human sin and unbelief
43Apart, of course, from when he hardens those who have already sinned
44See further Ben Witherington III with Darlene Hyatt, Paul’s Letter to the Romans: A Socio-rhetorical Commentary  (Grand

Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2004), pp. 236–74
45When this metaphor is used in Jer 18 it refers to the potter’s ability to change his plans for a particular lump of clay dependent upon

how the clay behaves. It is not said that how the clay behaves is dependent upon God making it so behave
46Paul may be thinking of a change in the same people because he has a limited time horizon, whereas we tend to think of a change in

future generations of the Jews. Equally Paul does not seem to take into account the problem that we have of why for long years
God ignored the Gentiles and allowed people to die without having heard the gospel or enjoyed its benefits. This is a real problem of
theod-

47See p. 225 n. 36.
48This distinction is found in Rom 9:6a, where “all who are descended from Israel” refers to the physical descendants of Jacob, that is,

Israelites (Rom 9:4; 11:1), and Rom 9:6b, where Paul is evidently thinking of those who are “really” Israel, that is, those who truly
belong to God’s people. Rom 9:27 distinguishes between the totality of the people and the smaller number (the “remnant”) who will
be saved. Similarly Rom 9:31 refers to the people who have not attained righteousness (cf. Rom 10:19, 21; 11:2, 7, 25, which all refer
to Israel generally as disobedient and disbelieving). When Paul finally says that “all Israel will be saved”, he is thinking of this sinful
people and prophesying that ultimately there will be a massive turning back to God thanks to the coming of the deliverer

49This may sound tautological, but is not really so. “All Israel” is like “the full number of the Gentiles”, the large number of those who
will believe

50On the whole issue see I. Howard Marshall, “The New Testament Does Not Teach Universal Salvation”, in Universal Salvation:
The Contemporary Debate, ed. Robin Parry and Christopher Partridge (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2003), pp. 55–76, and the other
essays in the volume

51Both the Spirit and sin can be personified as masters whom people must follow and obey (Rom 6:19–23; 8:14)
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THE LETTER TO THE PHILIPPIANS

 

Philippi was the first major town in ancient Macedonia to be visited by Paul and Silas when they
crossed over into Europe from Asia (Acts 16:11–40), but Paul’s letter to the church dates from a later
stage when he was in prison, whether in Rome (cf. Acts 28:16–31) or less probably in some other
location. The letter is essentially one expressive of the friendship or, better, fellowship between Paul,
along with Timothy, and the congregation in Philippi, who were regarded with affection by him as sharers
in the common task of Christian mission (Phil 1:5). The congregation had helped him by its prayers (Phil
1:19) and its giving (Phil 4:10–20).1 Paul shares news about his situation as a prisoner with the aim of
encouraging his readers (Phil 1:12–26) and writes about other contacts with the congregation through
Timothy and Epaphroditus (Phil 2:19–30). At the same time there is a strong pastoral appeal in the letter
to the congregation to avoid dissension and to cultivate unity so that they will not be weak and unable to
resist the powerful temptation to give up their faith caused by active opposition (Phil 1:27–2:18; cf. Phil
4:2–9). There was also a danger to the church from a group of people (rival traveling preachers) who
appear to have been encouraging Jewish ritual and legal practices as the path to spiritual perfection or
maturity (Phil 3:1–4:1). We have, then, a letter that is shaped by the situation of Paul and that of his
readers, and by the interplay between them. Paul’s response to this situation in his letter is deeply
theological and represents a typical use of his profound theology for pastoral purposes.

The Theological Story

Prayer report (Phil 1:1–11). The letter opens with a prayer report in which Paul encourages the readers
by telling them that he thanks God joyfully for their partnership in the work of the gospel, and he specifies
more particularly that he is thinking of their ongoing spiritual progress and of their sharing in the task of
mission. The former point is what we would have expected: Paul’s concern is for the growth of his
readers in such qualities as love, knowledge and righteousness, and he believes that his prayers to God
will help to achieve this growth. The latter point is more surprising; it includes their support of Paul by
their gifts, their prayers and their personal support through Epaphroditus, and, as seems likely, their
witness to Christ despite the opposition that they were experiencing from people outside the congregation.
Already in this section two key moods in the letter are highlighted, the joyfulness that Paul felt despite the
difficulties faced by him and his readers, and the sense of partnership or fellowship that arose from their
common experience of God’s grace in their work for him.

Paul’s situation theologically examined (Phil 1:12–26). In the main part of the letter that begins in
Philippians 1:12 after the conclusion of the prayer report, Paul deals at length with his situation. This is
appropriate since part of the occasion of the letter was to update his friends on a situation in which they
were personally involved through Epaphroditus. At the same time, it is likely that Paul relates his
experiences in such a way as to provide encouragement for the readers in their trying circumstances.
There are two main factors in Paul’s situation.

On the one hand, there is his imprisonment, which effectively impedes his freedom to be a traveling
missionary. Nevertheless, it instantiates the principles that “in all things God works for the good of those



who love him” (Rom 8:28) and that although the missionary may be “chained like a criminal.… But
God’s word is not chained” (2 Tim 2:9). The latter is Paul’s chief concern. His imprisonment has led to
knowledge of the gospel spreading among the people in the area, so that although he is limited in
movement, he has been able to reach people who might otherwise not have been reached. At the same
time, other believers have been encouraged and challenged to fearless witness.

On the other hand, there is the threat of further suffering and death that loomed over Paul. It seems
more likely that this was execution related in some way to his activity as a missionary rather than the
possibility of death by natural causes.2 Either way, Paul had come to terms with this eventuality. He was
able to recognize that death was a desirable experience in that it opens up the way to being with Christ. At
the same time, he was prepared for continued work in this world despite all the harassment and pain that
it entailed. And he had come to the conviction that for the time being this was his calling.3 The belief that
he would be reunited with his friends is dominant.

Imprisonment and the threat of death are thus relativized over against the hope of being with Christ
and the progress of the gospel, but even the personal hope of the apostle is secondary to his concern for
the good of the congregations that he had founded.

Threats to the congregation (Phil 1:27–2:4). Paul thus appears both as an example to the
congregation at Philippi and as an encourager, and the focus of the letter now shifts to the way of life of
the readers. Their Christian life individually and as a congregation is threatened in two ways.

First, there is the tension caused by threats from people characterized as opponents. From the
beginning, the establishment of groups of believers in Jesus as Messiah and Lord has been opposed by the
people among whom they hope to find converts. These are people who are on the road to destruction,
since it is a firm element of Christian belief that those who reject Christ are destined for judgment.
Therefore an obligation rests on believers to share their faith. But also they need to hold fast to their faith
apart from which they too will suffer judgment. The Christian life, therefore, is one that involves
whatever suffering may eventuate from the opposition outside the church.4

Second, there is the threat to the stability of the congregation due to the development of tensions and
disunity within it. If Christians do not love and tolerate one another and find unity in the gospel, then the
congregation will not be able to withstand outside pressures and people will lack support and fall away
from it. Internal dissension appears to have been a major problem at Philippi.5

Paul has two things to say to this situation. The first is to keep emphasizing that Christians must be
prepared for hardship. They must realize that suffering for the sake of Christ is part of their calling as
believers; it is integral to their Christian witness, just as it was for Paul. The second thing, developed
rather more fully, is the need for internal unity and harmony in the congregation.

Such harmony could arise in two ways. One possibility is that there is considerable toleration of
different points of view, so that people do not fight over differences of opinion on nonessential matters.
The other possibility is that people are united because they are in agreement about how they should think
and act. The former possibility is more concerned with such forms of behavior as cultural patterns.
Elsewhere Paul insists that people are to receive one another, despite their cultural differences, as Christ
received them, and not to dispute over what are ultimately things of no great importance (Rom 15:7).
Here, however, he is concerned more with the second possibility, where disagreement arises through
selfish aims and objectives, and his concern is that people should have a common goal in view of which
they renounced selfish and conceited attitudes. They should be considering one another’s needs rather than
their own satisfaction. In short, the life of the congregation should be characterized by love for one
another. Mutual love and a common set of purposes are linked together.

The example of Jesus (Phil 2:5–11). To reinforce this point Paul cites the example of Jesus, whose
attitude should also be that of believers.6 The careful language of Philippians 2:6–11 with its rhythmical



prose is often taken to betray use of an earlier composition, a Christian hymn celebrating the career of
Christ, which was then taken over into this letter to express Paul’s sentiments. In my view the arguments
against it being Paul’s composition are not compelling, and it is more plausible that this unit is the work
of Paul.7 The composition falls into two clear parts.

In the first there is described the way in which a being who had the nature of God renounced the
privileges of that state and took on the form of a human servant of God, demonstrating an obedience to
God that extended to willingness to die—and the most sordid of deaths at that.8

In the second part it is God who is the actor, and his action consists in exalting this being to the
highest conceivable position alongside himself and requiring all creation to acknowledge him as Lord.
The homage is that appropriate to God, as the echo of Isaiah 45:22–23 makes absolutely clear.

Two points appear to be implicit in this description. The first is that the attitude of self-denial shown
by Jesus is the attitude that is to be cultivated by the readers. They are to deny themselves, even though
their status is not that of Jesus. It is true that the self-denial of Jesus was in the interests of obedience to
God rather than of service to other people, which is what we might have expected here. Nevertheless,
since the call to serve other people is ultimately an expression of obedience to God, the difference is not
significant. Certainly, although it is not stated here, the obedience of Jesus was in the interests of serving
other people. The point, then, is primarily self-denial in order to achieve some other aim, and Jesus is the
example of this.

The second point is that Jesus is declared to be the Lord before whom all must bow and confess him
as Lord. The point is not explicitly pressed, but it would surely seem that this description functions as a
summons to the readers to deny their selfish desires and obey Christ instead. Their unity will arise out of
their common obedience to Christ and confession of him as Lord. While it is true elsewhere that believers
are promised that they will reign or be glorified with Christ (Rom 8:30; 2 Thess 1:10), there is no
indication that this motif is present here; on the contrary it is the exaltation of Christ over believers that is
affirmed.

There is an imprecise fit between this statement about Christ and its context, in that Christ is
obedient to God and serves him rather than other people, and his exaltation is not here a paradigm of what
will happen to believers but rather constitutes the basis for their obedience to him. This constitutes the
strongest ground for suspecting that the composition was originally intended to serve some other purpose
than that to which it is put here, but it does not necessarily imply that Paul was not the author of it. Here
we have a christological statement whose significance can appropriately be explored for its own sake
rather than simply for its relevance to disunited believers.

Application to the congregation (Phil 2:12–18). Christian self-denial and obedience are rooted,
then, in the story of Jesus Christ, and this theme is continued in the remainder of the section. The readers
are specifically called to obedience and to the “working out” of their salvation. This phrase is ambiguous,
but the most plausible view is that it refers to the expression in their lives of the fact that God is at work
“in them”. The “outward” life of the believer is guided and empowered by an “inward” divine influence.
Although Paul does not refer to the Holy Spirit as the divine agent here, such a reference is probably
implicit.

The practical expression of this obedience is a life that is free from selfish desires and is moving
toward perfection and freedom from fault. And the achievement of this is a goal in which Paul hopes that
he will be able to exult at the day of Christ (i.e., the day of judgment), when his work as a missionary will
be vindicated. But the thought of exultation is not purely future. Even though Paul is presently expending
his life, like the offering of wine that was poured out over a sacrifice, he can still rejoice over the
congregation in Philippi, and he trusts that they too will rejoice over him despite his outward condition of
imprisonment and the threat of death.

Fellow workers (Phil 2:19–30). At first sight the next section looks like a movement toward the



conclusion of the letter as Paul intimates travel plans and possibilities for his colleagues and himself.
Theologically, the section is notable for its stress on the overruling providence and goodness of God in
relation to Epaphroditus, for the consequent confidence expressed regarding future plans, and for the way
in which the Christian quality of Paul’s helpers is described in terms of total commitment to Christ, to
Paul and to the welfare of the congregation.

The threat from Judaizers (Phil 3:1–21). Instead of concluding at this point, however, the letter
takes a sharp and somewhat unexpected turn. Or so it appears! In fact what we have is a command to
“rejoice in the Lord” that is followed almost immediately by reference to exulting (“boast”, NRSV and
TNIV) in Christ Jesus. One of the threats to the spiritual progress of the Philippians was evidently that
posed by a group of people who exulted and placed their confidence in what can broadly be called the
flesh, that is, human credentials such as racial superiority or the performance of certain rituals such as
circumcision or human zeal in carrying out religious duties that in themselves might be thoroughly
commendable. These people not only did these things as born Jews or converts to Judaism but evidently
believed that they constituted a basis for religious assurance of acceptance with God and hence of
salvation, and they commended them to other people in the same way as we have already seen reflected in
Galatians. Over against these sources of religious confidence Paul places Christ and encourages the
readers to put their confidence solely in him. It is in the Lord that they are to rejoice and be confident and
not in themselves.

Two motifs are contained here. First, Paul presents Christ as the source of true righteousness with
God, that is, of a proper standing with him in which the problem of sin is dealt with. It is true that in the
immediate context the word sin is not used; nevertheless, the whole thrust of a paragraph in which the aim
is to attain righteousness clearly implies that people lack it because of their and need a new status.

Second, Paul insists that this new way of attaining righteousness cancels out the old way. The old
way was by following the dictates of the Jewish law. This way does not work. It is an attempt at
righteousness that is carried out by people (“a righteousness of my own”) in accordance with what the
law prescribes, but it is replaced by a righteousness that comes from God as his gift and is received not
by our performance of the law but by faith, understood as the acceptance of what God does for us. So
strong is the antithesis between these two ways of getting right with God that Paul can say that he now
regards whatever he had inherited or achieved under the old way as a positive liability; he now regards it
as so much rubbish to be discarded. This is perhaps the strongest language that Paul ever uses regarding
status and achievements under the law as a means of getting right with God. It occurs in the context of the
extremely violent language that he uses when he refers to circumcisers as “mutilators of the flesh” and
even turns the Jewish vituperative epithet for Gentiles—“dogs”—back on the Jews (Phil 3:2). Elsewhere
Paul can speak in more positive terms of the law (Rom 7:12), but here he has in mind the application of it
to Gentiles as an integral ingredient of salvation. Christ and the law are incompatible as ways to
salvation.

The thought, however, goes deeper. Paul is not concerned merely with gaining the righteousness that
Christ provides. He sees this as part of a total experience of which the essence is that he “knows” Christ.
The longing expressed in Philippians 1:21–23 thus returns to the center of focus. Paul wants to know
Christ and to gain Christ. It is evident that the experience of justification cannot be separated off from the
fundamental experience of whatever knowing Christ means. To some extent it is clarified in Philippians
3:10, where Paul speaks of sharing in the sufferings of Christ, becoming like him in his death on the cross
(Phil 2:8!), experiencing the power of his resurrection and attaining to the resurrection from the dead. In
this summary of the kind of thing said in Romans 6, Paul is saying that faith is an attitude in which people
are so joined to Christ that they share in his death and resurrection and can expect to experience a final
resurrection from the dead. The death is a complex experience of dying to sinful and selfish motives and
the consequent actions, and the resurrection is to a new life of obedience to God empowered by the Spirit



who raised Jesus from the dead, but above everything else there is the experience of knowing Christ,
which appears here to be the central element in Paul’s experiential religion.9 This chimes in with other
expressions of the nature of Christian experience in which it is evident that the decisive element is not so
much a transformation of the individual or a blessing received but rather a relationship with God or Jesus
Christ that is akin to knowledge and love of a human being. It is this relationship that results in the
transformation and salvation of the believer.

The reference to attaining to the resurrection of the dead enables Paul to move from this intensely
personal expression of the nature of Christian experience to the thought of the progress and development
that takes place in the believer’s relationship with God. He expresses this in terms of “perfection” or
“maturity”. The relationship with God is something that develops just as a human relationship will also
do, as when we talk of “getting to know somebody better”.

The imagery now changes as Paul expresses the same broad idea in terms of a runner getting closer
to the goal. The manner in which Paul talks of the need for progress may well imply that there were other
people around who did claim that they had “arrived”. Certainly there were other people against whom he
found it necessary to warn his readers. These were people who were enemies of the cross, and it makes
best sense of the chapter if they are the same as the people who are described and implicitly condemned
in such strong language at the beginning; they are opposed to the kind of religion that depends upon faith
rather than upon works. The cross and people’s attitude to it acts as a kind of litmus paper that brings out
into the open the real nature of their relationship with God. It is not clear whether what is condemned here
is their actual sinfulness in yielding to passion and desire or perhaps their glorying in the fulfillment of
circumcision and the outward signs of Judaism.10

By contrast believers are people who are resident aliens in the world and therefore do not conform
themselves to its ways but rather to the pattern of the kingdom to which they truly belong, the heavenly
rule of Christ, who is already enthroned as the one to whom they must render their obedience (Phil 2:9–
11). They look forward eagerly to the time when Christ will come and the kingdoms of the world will
become the kingdom of God and the perishable will be transformed into the imperishable (as in 1 Cor
15).

Joy, confidence and generosity (Phil 4:1–23). With this climax Paul reaches the end of the more
doctrinally oriented section of the letter. In what remains he writes more on the practical and personal
level. There is a repeated stress on the need for unity between believers in the congregation. They are
encouraged to put their confidence in the Lord and, if they rejoice or exult in anything, to do so in him.
They can be confident that when they pray to him God will provide for all their needs. They will be kept
free from anxiety as the peace of God reigns in their lives.

Finally, Paul acknowledges the way in which the readers expressed their partnership in the gospel in
a tangible way by sending him gifts through Epaphroditus, and he compares the gift to the offering of a
sacrifice, in the sense of a gift made to God out of thankfulness to him rather than as an offering to deal
with sin. The language of sacrifice is not unknown in the New Testament as a way of categorizing service
that is ultimately performed to God (Phil 2:17; Rom 15:16; Heb 13:15–16; 1 Pet 2:5).

Theological Themes

From our survey of the theological story in the letter, it emerges that Paul is concerned with a number of
issues relating to the Christian life of a congregation that was affected by the threat of opposition from
outside the church and consequent suffering, the dangers of internal divisiveness, and the menace of some
kind of Judaizing group. He was also concerned to reassure the congregation regarding his position, and
he was able to use this part of the letter as a means of underpinning the paraenesis that he offered to them.

Paul’s relationship to Jesus. Paul’s central concern is with the advance of the gospel, that is, with



the Christian message and the process of making it known, through which people come into an ongoing
relationship with God through Jesus Christ and form a congregation (Phil 1:5, 12, 27). As in all his
letters, Jesus Christ plays a crucial role in the argument. Paul refers to Jesus Christ at the beginning of the
letter to define his own role as his servant and the Christian status of the readers (Phil 1:1); the latter are
“saints in Christ Jesus”. If the first part of this phrase picks up on Old Testament language to identify them
as the people of God, set apart to belong to him as his distinctive people and to show this by various
specific characteristics, the latter part of the phrase shows that they owe this status to their relationship to
Jesus Christ. Similarly, when Paul prays for the divine blessings of grace and peace to be part of their
experience in his opening greeting the Lord Jesus Christ is named alongside God the Father as the source
of these gifts (Phil 1:2; cf. Phil 4:19).

One of the most important devices by which the significance of Christ for the readers is brought out
in this letter, and indeed throughout Paul’s letters, is through the use of the phrase “in Christ” or variants
such as “in him”. A brief survey of the usage in 1–2 Thessalonians was given earlier. The variety of usage
here in Philippians is very similar. Sometimes it is the natural complement to a verb, such as to rejoice or
be confident “in Christ”, that is, on the basis of Jesus and who he is (Phil 2:19, 24; 3:1). At other times it
expresses the way in which Christian conduct ought to be determined by the fact that Christ is the Lord of
his people and requires a certain manner of behavior from them (Phil 2:29; 4:2). It is also used to indicate
the person through whom God acts for the good of his people, calling them to salvation (Phil 3:14),
protecting them (Phil 4:7) and generously meeting their needs (Phil 4:19). In several of these cases the
phraseology indicates that the readers have a close relationship with Jesus through their faith in him (cf.
Phil 3:9b), and this comes out even more strongly when they are simply said to be in Christ (as in Phil
1:1, 14; 3:9a; 4:21). Here the language suggests some kind of union with Christ, perhaps similar to the
way in which Paul can speak of believers as parts of the body that belongs to Christ and of which he is the
head, or again to the way in which John writes of believers being in Christ and Christ being in them.

This thought of close relationship to Christ emerges again when Paul writes about his desire to know
Christ and the power of his resurrection and to participate in his sufferings (Phil 3:10). Plainly this is not
simply knowledge about somebody but a personal experience in which Paul shares the experiences of
Jesus. There is a great emphasis on the powerful effects of this union with Christ, in which the
resurrection life of Christ is shared with Paul, now and after physical death. At the same time the
experience involves Paul in sharing in the sufferings of Christ. The reference here is presumably to the
pains and hardships associated with the Christian existence of all believers (Phil 1:29–30) and those of
his missionary work (cf. 2 Cor 11:23–33), but at the same time we should surely see also some parallel to
the way in which elsewhere Paul talks of being united with Christ in his death and resurrection as the
experience of all believers (Rom 6:1–14; Col 2:20–3:4). There is, accordingly, an intense sense of
personal relationship with Christ in this letter. For Paul Christian existence is not to be understood simply
in terms of belief in a set of doctrines or as a way of life, although these are integral parts of it; it is also a
spiritual experience of a relationship with God through Christ. It is one of the particular contributions of
Philippians to a biblical theology that it lays such stress on this relationship.

In the light of this basic understanding of Christian experience we can now appreciate more fully
what Paul has to say about his attitude to death in the first chapter. It is evident that he had been going
through some situation in which the possibility of his own death was very real, whether through illness or
through the threat of physical violence. In that situation he was brought up sharply against the question of
what mattered most of all to him. He emphasizes that for him “life is Christ”, that is, the opportunity to
know Christ and experience his love (Phil 1:21). But if so, it follows that physical death is a better state,
since it brings a believer into even closer union with Christ. This placed Paul in a dilemma, since he was
aware that he was called to be a missionary during his life on earth and share the life of Christ with other
people. Therefore, he accepted that he must be prepared to continue in the body for as long as God



required of him rather than to be longing to go to be with Christ before God’s time for him to do so (Phil
1:19–26).11

Christ’s humility and exaltation. All this raises in the most pressing manner the question as to what
kind of person Jesus could be for Paul to talk about him in this astonishing way. How can this person be
the channel through whom God operates, a person with whom one can have this kind of spiritual
relationship? The answer is provided within the letter by another passage. When Paul comes to deal with
the problem of rivalry leading to disunity in the congregation, he uses various arguments (Phil 2:1–4), but
the crowning one is to draw attention to the attitude of Christ Jesus. He is described as a person who
existed in the form of God and did not regard his equality with God as something to be held on to or
exploited (Phil 2:5–8).

This language appears to set Jesus on the same level of authority as God the Father (as he is called in
Phil 2:11). It is true that some scholars have suggested that nothing more may be meant here than that Jesus
in his earthly existence shared the same status as that with which Adam was created but chose not to take
advantage of it12 However, the use of the verb being and the clear contrast between the original state of
Jesus and the way in which he then took the nature of a servant and adopted a human likeness and
appearance indicate fairly decisively that here Paul is describing what has come to be known as the
preexistent state of Jesus, that is, the way in which he existed before God the Father sent him into the
world to be born of a woman (Gal 4:4) and live a human life. This language is not surprising, given that
Paul had earlier spoken of Jesus as the one Lord alongside the one God the Father who shared with him in
the task of creation (1 Cor 8:6), and would repeat the description in all essentials elsewhere (Col 1:15–
17). Paul’s thinking may well have been influenced by the way in which Wisdom was personified as
God’s helper at creation and his messenger sent into the world in Jewish wisdom literature (Prov 8:22–
31). For Paul, then, Jesus was a divine being, and, although strictly speaking the name Jesus was given to
him at his birth, Paul was able to use it for the same person in this state of existence with God before his
birth.

Paul’s purpose in this description is not simply to discuss the status of Jesus before his human birth
for its own sake. The whole point of the passage is to contrast the position of supreme authority enjoyed
by him with the way in which he became a human being, and, even more to the point, a human being who
plumbed the depths of self-negation and obedience to God by being prepared to die. In this connection
Paul does not explain why Jesus had to die, or rather, why God required him to die.

Elsewhere in Paul’s letters the character of his death as a means of salvation is often stated (e.g.,
Rom 3:25; 5:6–8, 9, 10), but here the point is the willingness of Jesus to “do nothing out of selfish
ambition or vain conceit”—the very thing which was spoiling the life of the congregation in Philippi (Phil
2:3). It is then made clear that saying no to self is what God approves. Because Jesus was prepared to
die, God subsequently exalted him to the highest place in the universe, that is, to where he was
previously, but also (and this is the new thing) made him the object of universal worship by all people.
They will recognize him as the Lord, and the language used here, which is obviously based on Isaiah
45:22–23, makes it absolutely certain that the term Lord here is the title of God the Father that he has
bestowed on Jesus.13 The immediate point of the passage is that the humble will be exalted, in other
words, that God approves of the self-denying, self-negating spirit and will reward it. Yet this should not
be misunderstood to suggest that self-seeking people should be willing to forego selfish claims for a
season in order to be finally and lastingly exalted by God; that would be to totally misunderstand what
self-negation means. Moreover, the context makes it plain that there is no virtue in self-denial in the sense
of asceticism for its own sake; what Jesus did was for the benefit of other people, offering an example to
the readers of looking “to the interests of others” (Phil 2:4).

Demetrius K. Williams has drawn attention to the rhetorical significance (as he terms it) of the
terminology of the cross in Paul’s letters and specifically in Philippians, where Paul uses it in a situation



of conflict to commend a way of life that is conformed to that of Christ and to warn against a life that is
fundamentally opposed to it (Phil 2:8; 3:18).14 He shows how the pattern of life of Christ (Phil 2:6–11) is
intended to be repeated in the life of believers (Phil 3:1–21 contains numerous echoes of the earlier
passage).

It is as a result of this V-shaped career (from God down to earth and back up again) that Jesus now
has what has been called a “postexistence” in which, without losing his humanity, he is now an
omnipotent (Phil 3:20), spiritual person, able to enter into relationships with those who believe in him.
Consequently, he is able to act as the mediator of God’s blessings to his people. To say that “the Lord is
near” (Phil 4:5) is to acknowledge his availability to help his people in their needs. Such relationships
will be fully realized when he returns in a glorious bodily form from heaven to earth to be the Savior of
his people from their imperfect life in this corruptible world and to share his new existence with them
(Phil 3:20–21).

The Holy Spirit. As the risen and exalted Lord, Jesus is the dispenser of the Holy Spirit (cf. Acts
2:33),15 and the blessings bestowed by God on his people may be attributed both to him and to the Spirit.
So when Paul refers to the way in which he is being sustained and delivered from danger by God in his
present sufferings he does so in terms of the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, a phrase that
demonstrates how closely the Spirit is associated with Jesus (Phil 1:19). The “one Spirit” in which
believers should stand firm (Phil 1:27) is the Holy Spirit, who strengthens Christians (rather than being
simply metaphorical).16 In Philippians 2:1 “common sharing in the Spirit” is unambiguous in its reference
to the way in which Christians together share in the blessings bestowed by the Spirit and are thus united
with one another; it is striking how Paul uses very similar language to refer to participation in Jesus
Christ (1 Cor 1:9). Christian worshipful service of God also takes place through the agency of the Spirit
(Phil 3:3).

God the Father. The significant roles of Jesus Christ and of the Holy Spirit in Philippians should
not be allowed to overshadow the place of God the Father in Paul’s theology. While Jesus Christ is quite
literally the beginning and end of the letter, and of the theology that it contains (Phil 1:1; 4:21–23),
nevertheless the letter reaches its climax in a statement of the extraordinary generosity of the God who
acts in Jesus and a doxology to him (Phil 4:19, 20; cf. Phil 2:11).This climax is in keeping with the role of
God throughout the letter. Similar doxological language is used with reference to the ultimate purpose of
the sanctification of believers (Phil 1:11) and the exaltation of Jesus (Phil 2:11). It is God who lies
behind the action and who can also be said to be at work in believers (Phil 2:13; cf. Phil 3:15) and to
protect and overrule in their lives (Phil 2:27). That is why it is to him that prayers of petition (Phil 4:6)
and thanksgiving (Phil 1:3) are addressed.

New life in Christ. The nature of the new life in Christ has already been made clear. Two or three
elements emerge with particular clarity.

First, it is a life of spiritual growth and progress. This emerges from the opening prayer report,
which is entirely concerned with the development of the readers in love, knowledge, purity and
righteousness that goes on right up to the day of Christ (Phil 1:9–11). Here, as especially also in 1
Corinthians 1:7–8 and 1 Thessalonians 5:23, great importance is attached to being blameless on the day
when Christ comes.

Such statements raise the question whether there is some tension between the declarations about
justification and reconciliation that appear to state that believers have nothing to fear on that day (Rom
5:1–11) and these other texts in which growth in holiness is apparently a condition for blamelessness at
that point. The tension disappears when we note that Paul appears to believe that God will achieve this
blamelessness in the lives of his people; he is faithful, and he will do it (Phil 1:6).

Second, there is the way in which believers are exposed to the vicissitudes of mortal existence and
would succumb to them, were it not for the mercy of God (Phil 2:27).17 The afflictions of God’s people,



and especially perhaps of his missionaries, are seen here in the context of the work of mission. It might
appear that God’s decisions regarding what is best for them are made with reference to the needs of the
congregations rather than in terms of personal concern for the people themselves (Phil 1:24). Yet this
would be a mistaken impression, for the letter testifies as much and more to the concern of God for his
people as people to whom he stands in a loving and caring relationship. They can pray to him with
confidence regarding every aspect of their lives (Phil 4:6). On the human interpersonal level too it is
manifest that the relationships between Paul and his converts are not simply on the level of coworkers for
God but also on the level of genuine friendship and love; because they are all believers, however, these
two levels merge into one.

This crucial element in the life of the church is summed up in the term fellowship (koinōnia), which
functions significantly in this letter to indicate how believers participate in God’s blessings and in the
Holy Spirit (Phil 1:7; 2:1) and the work of the gospel (Phil 1:5), but in so doing they are brought into a
relationship with one another and with Paul (Phil 4:14–15). Such a sharing includes participation in the
sufferings of Christ (Phil 3:10), but this carries with it the hope of sharing in his resurrection.18

Third, possibly no other Pauline letter brings out so clearly the ongoing work of mission by the local
church. Paul is especially concerned with his own role in mission, and we have seen how the task
continues regardless of whether he is at liberty or in prison. What is especially noteworthy here is the
role of the congregations that he founded in this work, in two ways. One is the support of Paul’s work
through a fellowship that involved tangible gifts of money and other resources, including the sending of
colleagues to share with Paul in the work, but also the offering of prayers without which Paul believed
that his work could not continue fruitfully. The other is that at the same time Paul fully expected the local
congregation to be active in striving together for the faith of the gospel and in holding out the word of life
(Phil 2:16).19 Part of the purpose of his description of the situation surrounding his imprisonment with the
gospel being preached by people from a variety of motives, but nevertheless being a means of making
Christ known, is to stimulate the readers to their own witness by living blameless lives in the community
and by their testimony to Christ.

Conclusion

Like 2 Corinthians, Philippians shows the way in which Paul understood his circumstances theologically
and in particular came to terms with the prospect of his death. A personal relationship of knowing Christ
lies at the heart of Paul’s religion, although it is not presented so explicitly elsewhere as it is here. Christ
is seen not merely as the Savior but also as the pattern for Christian living. The threat of Judaizing leads
to a succinct statement of the need to put one’s confidence only in Christ for salvation and not in any
human achievements; here the element of self-confidence involved in relying on the works of law comes
especially into view. The Christian life must be conformed to Christ and his cross.
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THE LETTER TO PHILEMON

 

The shortest of Paul’s letters may not seem to have much to offer to the student of New Testament
theology, but it does have its own small contribution. The letter is a communal one, addressed to a
congregation, but its real recipient is Philemon. Somehow his slave Onesimus had found his way to Paul
in his prison and there became a Christian believer. Since he is described as “formerly … useless”, the
usual assumption is that he had done some wrong to his master and fled from the consequences. But now
that he had become a believer, he was a changed person. Paul had developed an affection for him and
wished to have him stay to help him on behalf of Philemon and the congregation in his missionary work.
But he could not do so without first sending Philemon back to his lawful master and asking him to receive
him back, forgive him and regard him now as his Christian brother; and he further expresses the hope that
Onesimus might return to help him. Implicit in this request may be the further hope that Philemon would
set Onesimus free.

The main theological significance of this letter lies in the fact that the whole of the appeal to
Philemon is based upon the gospel and the fellowship that results from it. In the opening prayer report
Paul thanks God for Philemon’s faith and love toward Christ and God’s people (cf. Col 1:4).1 Then he
prays that Philemon’s “partnership with [Paul and Timothy] in the faith may be effective in deepening
[his] understanding of every good thing we share for the sake of Christ” (TNIV); this has been
paraphrased: “[May] the mutual participation which is proper to the Christian faith have its full effect in
the realization of every good thing that God wants to accomplish in us to lead us into the fullness of
Christian fellowship, i.e., of Christ”.2 This suggests that it is as Philemon and other believers share their
faith with one another that they all grow in a fuller knowledge of all the good things that God intends
believers to have. Such an interpretation is strengthened by the mention in the next verse of how
Philemon’s love has led to encouragement for other believers.

On the basis of this common life in Christ, that is, in a situation in which writer and recipient are
dominated by their relationship to Christ crucified and risen, Paul feels that he could have boldness to tell
Philemon what it is appropriate to do. Nevertheless, he appeals for Onesimus rather on the basis of the
love that exists among believers. He describes him as a child whom he has begotten, a metaphor that can
only mean that Paul has brought Onesimus to Christian faith, so that there is a father-son relationship
between them.3 Although he would like Onesimus to stay with him, nevertheless he is sending him back.
The temporary parting from Philemon could be the beginning of an eternal relationship in which Onesimus
returns no longer as a slave but as more than a slave, as a beloved brother to Paul and to Philemon. Here
we see the way in which the slave-master or slave-free relationship was to be transcended in the church
by a higher relationship. This relationship should certainly be true “in the Lord”, that is, so far as
relationships between people as believers are concerned (cf. Col 3:11). But Paul also insists that it
should be true “in the flesh”, that is, on the human level. The slave is to be treated as a brother—yes, as a
beloved brother—and the master regarded as a brother. Commentators are not clear whether this should
be interpreted as a request to set Onesimus free so that he would indeed be no longer a slave but a brother
or is simply a request to recognize even a slave as a brother. What is clear in the light of nearly two
thousand years of exegesis and application is that ultimately one cannot treat a brother as a slave and that



slavery is incompatible with the Christian faith. The early church did not immediately reach this
conclusion for slaves in general, and it may be that the most that Paul could have had in mind was only the
manumission of Onesimus for missionary service.

Yet the text is quite shattering. Philemon is to welcome Onesimus back as if he were Paul himself.
And all this, although Onesimus has wronged him. Paul offers to repay whatever may be the cost, although
in the next breath he seems to be saying that of course Philemon will not press him on the matter, because
he is already spiritually in debt to Paul.

The whole appeal is made, then, on the basis of love. Yet at the same time Paul can express the hope
that Philemon will “obey” him. The implications of this should not be overlooked. It does imply what we
also find elsewhere, that Paul as an apostle could claim a remarkable authority over the congregations and
over his fellow workers but that he did not always choose to exercise it and preferred to work by
persuasion on the basis of love. Paul makes his appeal “in the Lord”, and as an apostle he was a mediator
of that authority and believed that he had the mind to know what the Lord required of people. But rather
than simply issue commands, he tries to show how what is required should spring out of the faith and love
that his fellow believers have.4

The letter is also important for the way in which the teaching about believers being all one in Christ
is brought down to earth when Philemon is faced with the concrete problem of welcoming back and
pardoning a slave who has wronged him, and of accepting him as a Christian brother with all that that
could imply for their interpersonal relationships. The Christian church is still learning the same lesson
with respect to people of different social classes, different income levels, different sexes, different races
and different tribes.

Here, then, we have a theology of Christian action that shows how an appeal can be based on the
gospel and the effect that it has in the lives of those who accept it.
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THE LETTER TO THE COLOSSIANS

 

Colossians, like Ephesians, is a letter whose Pauline origin is doubted by numerous critics who believe
that its literary style and theology differ sufficiently from those of Paul, as known from his “main” letters,
to demand the hypothesis of later authorship by a disciple or continuator of Paul. A mediating position
between the traditional and the critical theories is occupied by those who propose that the letter may have
been largely composed on behalf of Paul by Timothy, the named coauthor. On either the traditional or the
mediating positions, the letter is a direct witness to Pauline theology, but to that theology at a later stage in
its development and therefore with fresh emphases and nuances.1 The letter is addressed to a congregation
within Paul’s mission field but not personally evangelized by him, and the occasion for it lies in the news
received by Paul from Epaphras that indicated that the believers were in danger of being misled by what
Paul calls a “philosophy”. The nature of this subversive teaching is much debated, but it seems fairly
clear that it combined Jewish elements together with other, syncretistic elements from the religions of
Asia. It assigned great significance to spiritual powers that threatened human life. The way to ward off
their influence lay in various ascetic practices, and the angels seem to have had some function in
protecting people from them; Christ was assumed to be no stronger than these other powers, and therefore
he was insufficient to overcome their influence.2

The letter appears to have two main functions in the light of this. On the one hand, Paul makes a
typical presentation of his theology with a fair amount of general teaching, first on doctrine and then on its
implications for Christian behavior, set in the context of his situation as a missionary responsible for the
welfare of the congregations in his field. On the other hand, this presentation is deliberately shaped so as
to be a response to the misleading teaching that was threatening the congregation from outside, again as
regards doctrine and behavior.

The Theological Story

Prayer report (Col 1:1–14). After the usual greeting, Paul gives a typical prayer report in two parts. He
expresses thanks to God for the spiritual progress of the congregation, using the familiar triad of faith in
Christ, love for one another and hope to sum up the qualities of the believers. Hope is here used
concretely of the object of hope that is already there in heaven, waiting for believers, namely, the glory
already bestowed on Christ and that will be shared with his people (Col 1:27). It is thus the hope of future
salvation that, in part at least, inspires the faith and love of the congregation. Their knowledge of it
derived from the preaching of the gospel, which is likened to a plant that spreads and grows and bears
fruit in the shape of Christian converts.

Since the love is inspired by the Spirit,3 it is appropriate that Paul reports his intercession for the
congregation as a prayer that God will continue to influence them, and he singles out “knowledge” as the
primary quality that they need in order to live lives that are pleasing to God; in view of the threat posed
by false teaching this emphasis is appropriate. But alongside knowledge believers also need strength and
perseverance to live the Christian life. The need for power in the Christian life is not unheard of in the
earlier letters, but it is particularly prominent in these later letters, and it may well have been called for in



view of the teaching about other principalities and powers that was prevalent. The section concludes with
a reminder of the need for them to give thanks for the gospel, which is briefly summarized as new life in
the kingdom of Christ,4 which is the realm of light, after rescue from the kingdom of darkness and
forgiveness for the sins committed during their time in it.

A celebration of Christ (Col 1:15–20). The deliberate mention of Christ at this point enables Paul
to slide over into a passage that celebrates Christ and his functions. As in Philippians 2:6–11 the style is
an exalted prose,5 and the passage has been suspected of being a preformed unit, whether by Paul, as I
consider more probable, or by another writer. The passage falls into two parts, in the first of which Christ
is seen in relation to the universe and in the second of which he is seen in relation to the church.

In the first part, Christ is the image of God, which means that he replicates God as a son replicates
his father and mother; the reference to God as unseen may draw a deliberate contrast with the fact that
Christ appeared on earth as a man and was visible. He is also “the firstborn of all creation” (NRSV). It is
impossible that Paul thought of Christ as the first person to be created by God and as himself part of
creation; the next verse states categorically that everything was created by him, and the sense is rather that
Christ is therefore prior to creation and superior to it.6 This priority enables Paul to assert the superiority
of Christ over all the authoritative beings in the universe, whoever or whatever they may be.7 As in 1
Corinthians 8:6, Christ is the creator and sustainer of the universe, but here his role in cosmology is
developed and emphasized in an unparalleled manner.

In a second, roughly parallel statement Paul then goes on to affirm that Christ is the head of the body,
namely, the church.8 This is the first time that Paul uses the metaphor of the body in such a way that the
head is a separate entity and represents Christ; contrast 1 Corinthians 12, where the eye, the ear and the
nose can be distinguished from the head and form part of the symbolism that is applied to the members of
the church.9 He is the beginning, and he is the first to rise from the dead so that he is supreme over all.
The implication is that there are no other sources of authority in regard to believers over whom Christ is
not supreme. There is nobody else who needs to be placated or obeyed in order to be saved. All the
power of God resides in him; it is not distributed among other entities. And God chose him to be the
means of reconciling the entire universe to him by making a peace offering through his death on the cross.

The consequences of Christ’s superior status (Col 1:21–2:7). It is evident that this set piece about
Christ has the twofold aim of insisting that Christ is superior to all the principalities and powers in the
world and in the church, and that he alone is the means of reconciliation of the world to God. It is
necessary to point out that reconciliation becomes effective only when the estranged parties make their
peace with the God whose enemies they had become. Therefore Paul goes on to remind his readers how
they had become reconciled to God through Christ. They had shared in the hostility of the world to God,
but now they have been made God’s friends through what Christ did by dying for them; since Christ has
been presented as the Son of God, and therefore presumably immortal, it was necessary to mention that he
died in his physical body. The aim of reconciliation is that God may have a people to whom no blemish
or guilt attaches at the day of judgment.10 This aim will be achieved provided that the readers remain
steadfast in their faith. The implication is that their present standing also rests on the faith that they put in
Christ. Faith is the response to God’s act of reconciliation in Christ through which there arises a new
relationship in which each side is at peace with the other. They must persevere in their hope, which was
based on the gospel (cf. Col 1:5–6), and again Paul comments that the gospel has been proclaimed
worldwide. This is a rather sensational claim to make when the gospel had not yet reached westward of
Rome; either it is rhetorical exaggeration, or it may refer to a universal proclamation to the universe at the
time of Christ’s exaltation.11 Paul is a servant of this gospel; he does not say that he is the only servant of
the gospel.

This gives him the opportunity to comment on his mission. Broadening the scope of his audience



(“you” here in Col 1:24 is wider than just the congregations at Colosse and Laodicea), he refers to the
fact that he has not only proclaimed the gospel but also suffers for the sake of the gospel and the church.
The reference is presumably to his current imprisonment (Col 4:3) but also to the kind of experiences
related in 2 Corinthians 11. Yet Paul’s commission is a special one, in that he has been the recipient of
God’s plan kept secret for a long time but now revealed,12 namely, that it is Christ who gives people the
hope of future glory, and this hope is to be made known to the Gentiles because they are included, along
with the Jews, in God’s purpose. Accordingly, the secret has two aspects: Christ is the basis for hope in
glory, and this hope is extended to the Gentiles and not just to the Jews.

Thus, alongside the earlier points emphasizing that Christ alone is supreme in the universe and the
church, and he alone is the reconciler, we now have the further crucial point that the Gentiles are included
in the reconciliation and must hear the gospel. The way has been prepared for an attack on any suggestion
that the Gentiles are excluded or that they must follow some other route in order to be saved.

One other preliminary point needs to be made. Paul stresses how important it is for his readers to
appreciate this secret that God has revealed through him. For all the knowledge that people need to have
is to be found in Christ. Here is the basis for challenging whatever the philosophers may say about the
need for further knowledge on the basis of the visions that they have received. Let the readers continue in
what they were originally taught by Epaphras and not be misled by high-sounding teachings that are
actually human and do not come from Christ.13

Response to the false teaching (Col 2:8–23). At last Paul proceeds to engage with the syncretistic
“philosophy” that was threatening the church. He begins by reminding the readers that as Christian
believers they have received the fullness of God, since they have received Christ in whom there resides
all of this fullness. This staggering statement goes beyond anything that Paul has said earlier, but it is the
logical outcome of all that has been said about being united with Christ, putting on Christ, Christ living in
Paul (Gal 2:20) and receiving the Spirit. What is new is the way in which Paul sees Christ as
incorporating God in his body. But again it is the logical outcome of all that has been said earlier about
Christ being the image of God, the Son of God and even being called God (Rom 9:5). It could be that it
was the threat posed by the false teaching about the principalities and powers, perhaps with divine
powers distributed among them, that led Paul to draw the logical conclusions from his earlier teaching
and recognize that God was uniquely present in Christ, and, if so, that through Christ the divine power is
conveyed to believers.14

Next he implies that believers do not need to be circumcised, because spiritually they have
undergone the equivalent in their baptism.15 Bodily circumcision was understood as an outward symbol of
the cutting away of sin from the heart. But Christian baptism, as a symbol of cleansing from sin but also of
union with Christ in his death and therefore of death to sin, was analogous. It would seem to follow that,
since there has been a spiritual circumcision, there is no need for physical circumcision for Gentiles.

It is often said that Colossians goes beyond what Paul said in Romans 6 by speaking here of
Christians as having been raised with Christ, whereas there (it is argued) the resurrection is still future
(Rom 6:5) and they merely live in newness of life (Rom 6:4). This is a misreading of Romans and of
Colossians, since it is palpable that what Paul says in Romans in terms of newness of life (while still in
this world) is the same as what he says here in terms of what can only be a spiritual resurrection. The
difference is that in Romans Paul speaks of believers being baptized into the death of Christ and being
buried with him through baptism, so that they may share new life with him, whereas in Colossians he says
that they were buried with him in baptism and raised with him. This might be taken to imply that the new
life is something subsequent to baptism in Romans but simultaneous with it in Colossians; but, whereas
Paul is quite clear in Romans and elsewhere that physical resurrection is in the future, he equally clearly
teaches that believers are already enjoying new life with Christ (Rom 6:11; Gal 2:20). The difference is
verbal.



The basic point is repeated in greater detail. Some slight confusion is possible because Paul uses
death to refer to two different experiences, the situation of people who are dead in sin and therefore dead
so far as responding positively to God is concerned (Col 2:13), and then the situation of believers who
die to the world (Col 2:20) and are “buried” (Col 2:12) through union with Christ in his death and
become alive to God.

Two related facts are then introduced. The first is that this union with Christ in his resurrection was
accompanied by forgiveness of sins (cf. Col 1:14). Paul imagines a list of sins committed against God that
is taken and nailed to the cross on which Christ died, in accordance with the custom of placing a placard
on a cross to indicate the offense for which the criminal was being punished (Mk 15:26). The implication
is that Christ has suffered for sins and they no longer count against the offenders: there is forgiveness
available for them.

The second fact is that on the cross Christ somehow triumphed over the principalities and powers.
Whether this means that Christ disarmed these enemies or that he divested himself of them (NRSV mg.), he
defeated them and then, like a Roman general celebrating with a triumphal procession he led them in
chains to execution. They no longer have any power over against him.16

Life as God’s chosen people (Col 3:1–4:1). Now at last comes the practical application; it falls
into two parts.

First, if all this is true, there is no need for the readers to yield to suggestions that Jewish practices
should be observed. Paul passes over circumcision and concentrates on foods and festivals, which would
affect all believers, both circumcised Jews and uncircumcised Gentiles. These are no longer important
because they pointed forward to Christ, but now that Christ has come these pointers are no longer needed.
Equally, there is no need for “false humility”17 or worship of angels, which were probably reckoned
among the powers that needed to be honored.18 The need for these things was apparently being taught on
the basis of visions received by Paul’s opponents. They had nothing to do with Christ, who is the true
source of spiritual growth in the church. Their teaching was human and could be ignored.

This may seem to be a relatively minor conclusion after so much preliminary teaching. The point
seems to be that the opponents were advocating Jewish practices and ascetic exercises that were
associated with angelic worship, and these were not only forcing Gentile believers into Jewish practice
but also above all threatening the position of Jesus as the one and only Savior. The menace, therefore, in
Paul’s eyes was extremely serious.

Once this problem had been dealt with, the way is open for the second stage in application, which is
to urge the readers on to progress in their life in union with Christ. They were to seek after the way of
living associated with the new life to which they had been raised by Christ. This life at present is hidden,
in the sense that the future hope of glory is still a hope that has not yet been realized; nevertheless the
death of believers to sin and their being raised to new life is a reality that must be expressed here and
now in this world.

Negatively, believers who have died with Christ to the world must put their old way of life to death.
This is the classic case of “become what you are”. Believers are no longer to yield to the power of sin
because they have been set free by Christ. Using a different picture, Paul insists that his readers have put
off their old self and put on a new nature, like a person taking off dirty clothes and putting on clean ones.19

They are being made new20 as regards their knowledge of God and how he wants people to live, by
contrast with the sinful world, which does not know or chooses not to know what God requires.

Surprisingly, there is a concluding comment that repeats the statement found elsewhere in Paul that
there is no distinction that counts any longer in the church between people of different races or between
slaves and free people since Christ is in them all. The new self of the Christian believer really is new,
and this has significant ethical implications.



Positively, the readers are called to put on the qualities of the new life. The theological motives are
several. The readers are God’s chosen people, called to be holy and loved by him. They have been
forgiven by him and must show forgiveness to other people. They are members of one body, and so they
must live at peace with one another. They must let the word of Christ21 live in them; the teaching is not
simply something that they learn and absorb into their minds but is perhaps also regarded as having a
living force of its own. Whatever they do must be appropriate to being done “in the name of the Lord
Jesus”.

Specific teaching for the three main pairs of relationships within the household follows. What stands
out here is the repeated reference to acting “in the Lord”. This formula encapsulates the thought of living
life in the new situation created by their acceptance of Christ as the Lord whose will should determine all
that they do; it is a variant of “in Christ” that brings out more the nuance of obedience to him.22 The
behavior commended is what would have been recognized as good and fitting in the society of the time,
but here it is baptized into Christian behavior, and it is to be done not simply because it will commend
believers to other people but because it is an expression of obedience to the Lord (Col 3:22), who will
reward it. This is particularly important in that it brings masters down to the same level as their slaves.
Within the relationship (whose legitimacy is not questioned here) masters must be utterly just to their
slaves.

Paul and his colleagues (Col 4:2–18). Finally, the importance of prayer, including prayer for Paul,
is inculcated. No rationale is offered, but the implication is that opportunities for Paul to evangelize even
while chained in prison will not arise without the prayers of God’s people for him.

Theological Themes

Christology. In all three prison letters (i.e., Philippians, Colossians and Ephesians) there is a rich
christology that develops the ideas of Christ’s preexistence and his present and future supremacy over all
created entities, including what we might call extraterrestrial powers. In the case of Colossians and
Ephesians there is a remarkable frequency of power language and a corresponding emphasis on the
superior power of Christ over all that might stand in opposition to God and threaten the lives of believers.
It is not just that the implications of the resurrection and exaltation of Christ are being expressed more
fully and explicitly. Rather, the recognition that Christ’s position and authority stretch back to eternity past
is powerfully developed. A variety of models that could be drawn upon to provide the conceptuality and
the language for expressing this were already present, in particular the role of wisdom as God’s
companion and helper in creation. But the references to principalities and powers form part of a
developing angelology that recognized the existence of numerous, varied entities created by God with
assorted powers and authority. The superiority of Christ to these is grounded in the fact that he is not a
created entity but existed prior to them all. The question of his origin is not raised; he is simply there as
the Son of God, reflecting in his own being the nature of God the Father.

But it is also of great importance in this letter that Christ incorporates the divine being in a bodily,
human form (Col 2:9). Remarkably this statement is made in the present tense of Christ as he now is in his
exalted state, as well as in the past tense with reference to his earthly existence. For Paul it is clear that
the resurrection of Christ is a bodily resurrection; it was not the continuation in existence of a heavenly
being who temporarily inhabited a human body and then left it behind. On the contrary, there is a man at
the right hand of God who will come to judge the world (cf. Acts 17:31).

In this context the terms fill and fullness are important. Paul uses the verb quite naturally of the way
in which believers are filled with various qualities and benefits in the earlier letters (Rom 15:13; Phil
1:11), and again it is natural to speak of people being filled with knowledge (Rom 15:14; Col 1:9). Here,
however, there is a new development as the term is used of “the fullness” of God dwelling in Christ (Col



1:19; 2:9) and then of believers being filled in Christ, apparently with the same fullness. Similar language
is used in Ephesians, where it is the goal that believers be filled with the fullness of God and of Christ
(Eph 3:19; 4:13) and the church is said to be “the fullness of him of who fills everything in every way”
(Eph 1:23). It is not necessary that the term should have the same reference each time it is used. The sense
appears to be “the totality of the divine attributes”,23 and it may be that as applied to Christ the term
indicates all the powers and qualities of God, whereas when applied to believers and the church the
reference is more to the qualities of God. Nevertheless, in Colossians 2:10 the implication is that a power
superior to that of the principalities and powers is present in Christ and is effective in believers so that
they are not subject to these alien powers.

Reconciliation. In Colossians we have an understanding of humanity with two aspects.
On the one hand, we have the by now traditional picture of human beings as sinners (Col 2:13),

alienated from God and at enmity toward him (Col 1:21); they belong to a world that is characterized by
darkness (Col 1:13) from which they cannot deliver themselves. The coming of Christ is seen as a rescue
operation, through which people are redeemed from their dire situation. Redemption is elucidated as
“forgiveness of sins” (Col 1:14; 2:13). The earlier Paul rarely spoke of forgiveness (Rom 4:7, a citation
from the LXX), preferring to use the term justification, although the language was common coin
elsewhere in the New Testament, especially in the Synoptic Gospels. Here the traditional term makes its
way in, so that redemption is explained in much the same way as in Romans 3:24–26. The same action of
Christ is also described as reconciliation or making peace. The scope of reconciliation embraces “all
things”, in earth and in heaven; this might seem to allow the possibility of reconciliation for any
rebellious powers, but this line of thought is never followed up, and the more significant implication may
be that the sole mediatorship of Christ is being emphasized. As elsewhere, the subjective experience of
being forgiven and reconciled is also understood in terms of dying and rising with Christ, and this is fully
developed for its ethical implications. Where Romans 6 develops more fully the theology of the
experience, Colossians 3–4 explores in practical detail what it means to die to sin and to live to God. The
purpose of God’s action in Christ is thus that there may be created a holy people (Col 1:12) whose
character befits them as the people of God.

On the other hand, as we have already noted, there is the understanding of the world as dominated by
supraterrestrial beings, the principalities and powers. This is not a completely independent line of
thought. Their position is somewhat ambiguous. It is difficult to avoid the impression that teaching was
being spread in the church by people who believed that the powers had to be placated or obeyed. Since
the law of Moses was given by angels (Gal 3:19), it could be that obedience to this law was part of the
requirements on believers. At the same time these powers doubtless rule over the dark world of sin, and
at least some of them are clearly opposed to God and Christ; otherwise, there would not be a description
of their defeat. It could be that their status had not been fully thought out. Whatever the situation, the
powers have been defeated by Christ and therefore believers are to let nobody condemn them or vote
them down for not fulfilling the various commandments that were being imposed upon them in the name of
the law.

It appears, then, that a form of Judaizing was being advanced in the church, but whereas previously
the stress was more on obedience to the law of Moses as a means of justification,24 here there seems to be
the additional element of ascetic practice in order to appease the angels. For Paul the Christian life
signifies deliverance from these demands because Christ has overcome the powers. Significantly the term
law is not used in the letter;25 this may be seen as an indication that the thought is somewhat distant from
that of the earlier Paul or that the focus has shifted to the powers and to asceticism.

Conclusion



The theology of Colossians shows some notable differences from that found in the earlier letters of Paul.
There is a much more explicit understanding of the position of Christ as head over all things and as being
filled with the fullness of the deity. He is now understood as the head of the church, which is clearly
conceived as a cosmic entity. Believers are redeemed, forgiven and reconciled to God, and they have
died and been raised with Christ, although their new life is hidden with Christ and is yet to be revealed.
Nevertheless, the general pattern of the theology is the same as that of Paul, and I shall argue later that it is
best understood as a development from that of the earlier Paul.
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1I shall refer to the author as Paul since the letter is written with a mixture of the first person plural and singular, like other Pauline letters, and
since I accept a theory of authorship in which Paul is the direct author or the authority behind the letter.
2See especially Clinton E. Arnold, The Colossian Syncretism: The Interface Between Christianity and Folk Belief at Colosse  (Tübingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 1995). His position is criticized by Allan R. Bevere, Sharing in the Inheritance: Identity and the Moral Life in Colossians
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2003), who thinks that the problem was pressure to conform to Judaism from the local synagogue, but
this does not adequately account for the references to the spiritual powers overcome by Christ.
3This is the only reference to the Spirit in this letter (Col 2:5 refers to Paul’s spirit). Contrast the more frequent references in Ephesians.
4The kingdom is here the kingdom of Christ rather than of God. This corresponds with Paul’s understanding elsewhere (1 Cor 15:25; cf. 2 Tim
4:1) that it is Christ who is now reigning as God’s agent until the point when he hands over the kingdom to God. However, Paul can also speak
of the present kingdom as the kingdom of God (Rom 14:17; 1 Thess 2:12) or link the two names together (Eph 5:5).
5This phrase is more apt than the common description of the passage as poetic.
6If the concept of wisdom lies behind this understanding of Christ, then Prov 8:22–31 clearly states that wisdom existed prior to the created
universe. No Christian would have affirmed less of Christ.
7Paul’s listing here, as elsewhere, is probably not systematic and is simply a rhetorical way of saying “every powerful entity”.
8It has been argued by many scholars that originally the whole of this composition was cosmological, that “the body” originally meant the
universe and that Paul refashioned and restructured it by adding the explanation “the church”; see Ralph P. Martin, Colossians: The
Church’s Lord and the Christian’s Liberty  (Exeter: Paternoster, 1972), p. 47. Despite its popularity there are convincing arguments against
this hypothesis; see the detailed investigation by Christian Stettler, Der Kolosserhymnus (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000).
9The individual roles of the parts of the body fall into the background, although this aspect of the metaphor is by no means lost (Col 3:15; Eph
5:30).

10Cf. 1 Cor 1:8; 2 Cor 4:14; 1 Thess 3:13.
11Cf. I Tim 3:16.
12For the use of this motif earlier by Paul see 1 Cor 2:7–10. It is also found in Rom 16:25–27.
13This, to be sure, is assertion rather than argument. Paul pins his argument on his readers accepting the authenticity of the revelations

and knowledge that he claims to have received from God.
14We might be tempted to think that this statement means that for Paul individual believers are “divinized”, or made divine, and thus

have a status similar to that of Christ. Elsewhere Paul claims that believers are being transformed into a glorious state (2 Cor 3:18),
but the full realization of this is future (Col 1:27). Probably Paul means no more than that the divine power in all its fullness, that is, in
more than sufficient measure to counterbalance the power of the hostile forces in the universe, is at the disposal of believers.



15Arnold, The Colossian Syncretism,  pp. 296–97, doubts whether the “philosophers” were demanding circumcision of Paul’s Gentile
converts; against him see Bevere, Sharing in the Inheritance, pp. 65–73.

16Strictly speaking, the metaphor used here implies that they no longer exist; Paul may, however, mean no more than that they are
powerless where the authority of Christ is recognized.

17This may include fasting as a form of self-humiliation (Arnold, The Colossian Syncretism, pp. 210–14).
18It is debated whether “the worship of angels” refers to worshiping angels or to joining in worship by angels. Bevere, Sharing in the

Inheritance, pp. 100–115, thinks that the two possible senses should not be made into an either-or.
19Cf. Gal 3:27. Note, however, that in Rom 13:12–14 the imperative is used.
20The present participle indicates an ongoing process. The aorist imperative is used in Rom 13:12, 14, and the indicative in Gal 3:27.
21Usually the reference is to the word of God, but cf. 1 Thess 1:8. The phrase could refer to teaching about Christ or emanating from

him—or both at once.
22The distinction between “in Christ” as expressing more the benefits conveyed by life in him and “in the Lord” as expressing more the

new authority in the lives of believers is not maintained consistently.
23In later Gnosticism the term fullness (plērōma) was used for the fullness of emanations from God that are in the universe. This

usage does not seem to contribute materially to understanding Paul’s usage. Cf. Hans Hiibner, EDNT, 3:110–11.
24Earlier, too, Paul’s opposition was powerfully based on his refusal to admit that Gentiles should be required to keep the law in order to

be justified. This element is in the background in Colossians.
25Note, however, the references to legal decrees in Col 2:14, 20 and to human commandments in Col 2:22.
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THE LETTER TO THE EPHESIANS

 

The doubts about Pauline authorship that we noted in the case of Colossians are intensified when we
come to Ephesians. There is a much stronger consensus of opinion that this composition is a post-Pauline
expression of a Pauline theology that has been considerably developed in new ways by an unknown
disciple.1 Unlike other Pauline letters, this one does not seem to have a specific situation in view.2 Nor is
it clear what the purpose of the letter is. There is an extensive amount of material in common with
Colossians, although it tends to be used with different nuances. Where Colossians could be said to center
attention on Christ, Ephesians gives greater attention to the role of God the Father.3 Where Colossians is
dealing with a specific threat to the Christianity of the recipients, Ephesians is much more concerned with
expounding the nature of Christian salvation with respect to the church composed of Jews and Gentiles,
and then the character of the new life that flows from this. And where Colossians is generally
argumentative and even polemical in tone, the style of Ephesians is much more that of prayer and
meditation. The result is one of the most theological of the New Testament documents in which we see
Pauline theology expressed in a fresh manner that almost defies analysis.4

The Theological Story

A berakah (Eph 1:1–14). The broad shape of Ephesians with its clear division between doctrine and
Christian behavior is the same as in Colossians and Romans. However, there are great differences in
detail. This is obvious from the start, where the letter does not begin immediately with a prayer report
about the recipients; this fits in with the fact that the letter is directed to believers generally, probably in
Asia, and is not concerned with their specific situation past or future. Rather Paul uses the device of the
berakah, an ascription of praise to God for what he has done and will do for his people before he goes on
to a prayer for the readers that is also very general. But a specific concern emerges as we go through the
material.

The berakah is an ascription of praise to God, who is identified as the father of Christ (as in 2 Cor
1:3; 1 Pet 1:3; cf. Rom 15:6; Col 1:3), and the various things that God has done are all associated with
Christ as his agent; at the end of the ascription we also have a reference to the Spirit, whose presence in
believers is like a stamp that confirms God’s ownership of them. The structure is, however, not strictly
trinitarian, with different aspects of salvation being assigned to different divine persons. On the contrary,
God the Father and Christ are involved in them all, and the Spirit receives only passing mention at this
point.

There is a three-part structure to the ascription in that each part ends with the phrase “to the praise of
his glory” (Eph 1:6 [somewhat expanded], 12, 14). The first part begins with a broad statement that God
has blessed his people in every way “in Christ” in the heavenly realms. Here we note that “in Christ” is
used, as typically in this letter, to express the means or person through whom God accomplishes his
purposes.5

The phrase “in the heavenly realms” (Eph 1:20; 2:6; 3:10; 6:12) is peculiar to this letter. The key
verse here is Ephesians 2:6, which states that believers have been seated in the heavenly realms with



Christ. Consequently in Ephesians 1:3 it makes sense that believers experience spiritual blessings in this
heavenly sphere of existence. It seems that Paul envisages a spiritual resurrection of believers so that they
now are alive to God and therefore in a spiritual sense are already in heaven, but this does not free them
from attack by the powers of evil in the world and in heaven.6 The heavenly realms are where the evil
principalities and powers are to be found, although their influence extends to the world.

After this opening statement the rest of the first part of the ascription is essentially concerned with
God’s choice of his people. Salvation is rooted in the purpose and initiative of God. Before the world
was even created he planned to have a holy people, and he further destined them to be his children.7 Their
adoption would take place through Christ, but also his choice of them took place “in Christ”. Paul thus
speaks on behalf of believers generally who are the recipients of this divine favor. And all of this
redounds in Paul’s eyes to the praise of the glory of God’s grace; believers should be moved to praise
God for the grace shown to them.

In the second part of the ascription the thought is rather of the way in which this plan has actually
been realized through various actions of God through Christ. Primary among these is redemption and
forgiveness, and here (in contrast to the parallel in Col 1:14, but cf. Col 1:20) the means of redemption is
the blood of Christ, a point that will be elaborated in Ephesians 2. Noteworthy also is the stress
throughout the letter on the abundance of the divine grace that motivated redemption. Grace is also at
work in the way in which God conveys knowledge to his people (cf. 1 Cor 1:24, 30). The knowledge here
is specifically of the plan of God that intends to bring together the whole universe in unity in Christ. This
presumably means that the divisions brought about by sin and rebellion and enmity between sinners and
sinful powers will be brought to an end; it is the same cosmic reconciliation as in Colossians 1:20. This
is God’s plan for the fullness of time, that is, for the future, but already believers have become God’s
property (cf. NRSV mg.), so that their existence contributes to the praise that is due to God. And this is also
true of the readers who have heard the gospel that brings salvation and have been marked as God’s
property with the Spirit, who is at the same time the first installment of their inheritance, until God fully
redeems his people.

Throughout this section up to Ephesians 1:12 Paul has spoken in the first person and refers to those
who have already put their hope in Christ. But in Ephesians 1:13 he switches to the second person “you”,
before returning to “us” in Ephesians 1:14. Thereafter he continues with the second person in Ephesians
1:15 to Ephesians 2:2 and then reverts again to the first person. The “you” are clearly identified as
Gentiles in Ephesians 2:11, which implies that “we” are Jews. Probably Paul is thinking of himself as
representing the Jewish Christians who were the first to believe in Christ and contrasting this group with
the readers who were representative of the Gentiles.

Prayer report (Eph 1:15–23). The relation of Jews and Gentiles will surface in Ephesians 2, but
previous to this we now have a delayed prayer report by Paul, expressed in rather general terms, in which
he comments on how he prays for the readers. As in Colossians, their lives are characterized by faith and
love (Col 1:4), and Paul prays essentially for knowledge for them (Col 1:9), but, whereas in Colossians
the knowledge is more concerned with how to live the Christian life, here it is a knowledge that is
concerned with God’s provision for his people and especially with the greatness of the power that he
exercises for them. Even more so than in Colossians there is a remarkable number of words expressive of
power in this letter, referring not only to the principalities and powers arrayed against God and his
people but also to the power of God, which is far greater than that of the opposition. This power was
especially displayed in the exaltation of Jesus to a place of authority over every conceivable other
power.8 Moreover, Christ has been made head over everything for the church, which suggests that the
point of this account is to make the readers aware that Christ’s authority and power are exercised for their
sake. Christ and the church are related as head and body, but also the church is “the fullness of him who
fills everything in every way”. The force of this ambiguous phrase seems to be that Christ who fills the



universe with his power is also fully present in the church so that the church has the power to overcome
any forces arrayed against it. The climax of the passage is thus an assertion of the important element in
Christian salvation that the church through its Head is able to overcome all evil opposition. If the readers
were people who lived in a world that was believed to be alien to God and themselves because it was
under the control of evil powers and who therefore lived their lives in fear of the hostile universe, this
knowledge would equip them for hope in the certainty of God’s victory.

Jews, Gentiles, salvation and reconciliation (Eph 2:1–21). The thought of spiritual conflict now
retreats from attention (it will recur powerfully in Eph 6:10–18). Paul reverts to the theme of Jew and
Gentile that was quietly adumbrated in Ephesians I with his juxtaposition of “we” and “you”. Ephesians 2
contains a description of the state of people, including the readers but also (Eph 2:3) including Paul and
Jewish believers before their conversion. They were sinners whose life was governed by the world and
its ruler, to which they conformed, and was therefore disobedient to God. They were dead as far as
responding to God was concerned and destined to his wrath. Their conversion could be understood as an
act of resurrection in which God raised them from their old life and brought them into a new “heavenly”
existence in which they are alive to God. The thought is the same as in Colossians 2, but again the sheer
grace and mercy of God are emphasized. Another agenda is now coming into play, namely, to emphasize
that salvation is entirely due to God’s gracious initiative and action through Christ9 and does not depend
upon any kind of works done by the recipients. Works done to gain salvation would give the doers
occasion for confidence in themselves and for boasting of their achievement. Rather, good works are the
result of being saved, when people do what God has planned for them to do as part of the new life of a
holy and blameless people.

This new agenda is obviously associated with the ongoing question of the relationship of Jews and
Gentiles in the church and with the problem of whether people needed to fulfill the requirements of the
Jewish law for salvation.10 At the same time, Paul excludes works of any kind that might be thought to
qualify a person to be saved and not simply the ritual works prescribed by the Jewish law. The rest of the
chapter is devoted to an important aspect of this problem.

The point at issue may be the danger of Gentiles thinking that their salvation was independent of the
Jews and that they formed a church apart from them. This problem could obviously arise in congregations
where the number of Jewish Christians was few or none. So Paul reminds the readers that as Gentile
unbelievers they had no part in the people of Israel but were uncircumcised and beyond the pale.11 Only
through Christ have those who were “far away” been brought near.12 The operative force is again the
death of Christ understood now in a new way as the place of reconciliation between Jews and Gentiles.
The “dividing wall” may be a metaphor taken from the barricade in the temple that excluded the Gentiles
from the Court of Israel, but it refers in fact to the law of Moses, observance and nonobservance of which
formed the boundary between Jews and Gentiles. This has been broken down, and there is now one
people of God, since through Christ Jews and Gentiles now have access to God the Father. The effect of
this, then, is that the Gentiles are admitted to the people of God instead of being strangers outside it. Israel
is enlarged to include believing Gentiles. There is thus continuity and yet there is also discontinuity in that
the new house (or, better, household) of God is built upon a foundation that consists of the apostles and
Christian prophets, which must mean upon their teaching, with Christ as the controlling stone. This
building is a temple, that is, a place in which God is present, and the Gentiles form part of it.

Apostleship to the Gentiles (Eph 3:1–13). There is now a shift of theme in which Paul starts to
announce his intention to pray for the readers in his capacity as an apostle for the sake of bringing the
Gentiles into God’s new people. But he interrupts himself, and before continuing his original line of
thought he pauses to assure his readers of his authority for what he is saying and to reinforce what he is
saying by reference to the revelation of God’s previously hidden plan that has been made to the apostles.
By God’s grace Paul had been commissioned to serve the Gentiles, and to him there had been given a



revelation whose content he has just briefly set out. This revelation was new in that it was not known to
previous generations but had now been revealed to the apostles and prophets.13 It affirmed that Gentiles
and Jews together form one people of God, sharing the same divine promises.

Paul saw himself as particularly commissioned to bring this gospel to the Gentiles. The divine
wisdom hidden from the ages is also to be made known to the principalities and powers through the
witness of the church. Presumably they are being informed of the fact that God has acted to defeat them.
Finally, Paul expresses the confidence that believers have in approaching God, doubtless in order to pray
to him.

Paul’s prayer for the readers (Eph 3:14–21). Having established the fact of his commission
regarding the Gentiles all the more firmly, Paul at last moves into prayer. He addresses God as the Father
from whom every family or his whole family or all fatherhood gets its name; the first of these
possibilities, referring to every group of God’s people on earth and in heaven, is perhaps the most
likely.14

The prayer is for the spiritual strengthening of the readers, for Christ to live in them (Gal 2:20), and
thus for them to grasp, that is, not just to understand but probably also to experience, the love of Christ in
all its fullness.15 The ensuing doxology praises God for the anticipated fulfillment of the prayer. Once
again the mention of God’s power is significant.

Unity and diversity in the church (Eph 4:1–16). The opening verse of Ephesians 4 indicates the
general theme of the second part of the letter in which conduct appropriate to the gospel set out in the first
part is inculcated (cf. Colossians). The point that is immediately made follows on directly from what has
preceded: the need to preserve unity in the church, since the church is one with one God and has one hope
for the future.

This is not incompatible with the rich and diverse provision that God has given to the church in the
form of different gifts for building it up. Whereas in 1 Corinthians and Romans Paul envisaged different
spiritual gifts given to different individuals, here he speaks of people who have received grace (Eph 4:7)
as themselves being God’s gifts to the church (Eph 4:11). The earlier listing of many diverse spiritual
gifts is now reduced in number to four groups: apostles or missionaries; prophets, who along with the
apostles formed the foundation of the church with their revelations of God’s mysteries and other
teachings; evangelists, who shared in the missionary outreach; and pastors and teachers, linked together as
a pair, and probably responsible for the two main tasks in the congregations of believers. It is notable that
there is no use of the terminology of overseers and deacons (as used in Philippians and the Pastoral
Epistles) or of elders, although it is not difficult to recognize that whatever the names and precise duties,
the same functions would be carried out. The variety of ministries has the aim of enabling the church to
grow as one body in a unity that is centered on Christ and to develop a maturity that will enable the
believers to resist false teaching.16 The church is thus seen as a body of parts working together and
contributing to growth and to consolidating it in love.

The old life and the new; family relationships (Eph 4:17–6:9). The readers were converted
Gentiles who would have had a very different way of life before their conversion, and therefore one
important element in the growth of the church is the abandonment of their former sinful way of life and the
putting on of a new pattern of behavior. The details of this behavior do not concern us here; what matters
is the theological motivation that keeps recurring. Paul traces unchristian, immoral conduct to the
ignorance of the Gentiles whose hearts were hardened, that is, impervious, to divine teaching; by contrast,
Christian believers learn Christ, which must surely include instruction about his character (cf. 2 Cor 10:1)
and teaching.17 Paul develops his point by using the contrast between the old nature and the new, the
former being shed like dirty clothes and the latter being put on instead. He warns against conduct that
causes grief to the Holy Spirit (Eph 4:30; cf. Is 63:10),18 a casual remark that indicates that the Spirit was



understood as a personal being rather than an impersonal power.
Paul roots his call for mutual forgiveness in the way that God in Christ forgave believers; here the

basis is not simply that God has provided an example of how to act but rather that divine forgiveness
entails human forgiveness, as Jesus had taught. Similarly, love for one another is rooted in the love that
Christ demonstrated in giving himself as an offering and sacrifice to God. Here we have an important
statement about how Christians understood the death of Jesus in sacrificial terms made almost casually in
an ethical instruction (cf. the later example in Eph 5:25–27); this shows how Christian teaching on
behavior was continually buttressed by central theological statements.

The contrast between the old and the new lives is important. People who practice sinful behavior
characteristic of the world have no place in the kingdom of God, with the implication that persisting in
such conduct will lead to loss of their position and to facing the wrath of God. Those who once had a
character befitting the darkness in which they lived must now live as befits the light. For living in the light
shows up sin for what it is. Intoxication is contrasted with the joy and thanksgiving expressed in songs of
praise that goes along with being filled with the Spirit.

Believers are to subject themselves to one another. This is not a one-sided submission, as might be
assumed from the one-sided submission of wives, children and slaves in the following verses. The
parallels in Galatians 5:13 and Philippians 2:3 indicate that a genuine two-sidedness is indicated by “one
another”. Nevertheless, out of this principle there come reminders to these three classes of people to be
submissive to their counterparts in accordance with a mixture of natural and cultural reasons. In the case
of wives and husbands the teaching is developed at some length. The submission of the wife to the
husband and her respect for him (Eph 5:33) is related to the submission of the church to its Head and
Savior, Christ.19 There is an analogy between Christ as the Savior on whom the church depends and the
husband as the person on whom his wife depends for care and support. The matter is put into some
perspective by the way in which the husband for his part is counseled at much greater length to love his
wife, and as example and motivation Paul cites the way in which Christ loved the church and gave himself
for it, so that the church might be pure and holy. This goes beyond anything that a husband can do for his
wife,20 and the application is simply that the husband must do everything possible in love for the welfare
of his wife, just as Christ does for his body, the church. Finally, Genesis 2:24 is cited as scriptural
authority for the husband to hold fast to his wife in love, but Paul goes even further and sees in the
biblical text a picture of Christ leaving his Father to take the church as his bride.

The teaching to children is based on Old Testament principles and is balanced by instruction to the
fathers, as in Colossians.21 The same is true of slaves and their masters. The obverse of the fact that
Christian slaves and masters are brothers with the same heavenly Father is that both have the same
heavenly Master or Lord who administers justice impartially, by which Paul means that he treats slaves
and their masters alike.22

Spiritual battle (Eph 6:10–24). In the last section of the letter Paul sums up by calling his readers to
prepare themselves for what he sees as not so much a moral struggle but rather a spiritual battle against
the evil forces that hold people in captivity. The implication is that believers are not immune from being
attacked and may succumb if they do not take precautions. The essential preparation is the putting on of
Christ (Rom 13:14), but this basic thought is developed here (cf. 1 Thess 5:8) by using the traditional
picture of a suit of armor, each part of which represents a Christian quality (faith) or a spiritual gift (truth,
righteousness, salvation, the word of God). There is no obvious way in which these spiritual qualities fit
the particular pieces of armor with which they are equated; the presentation seems to be a vivid teaching
aid and nothing more. Singled out separately from these is the need to pray and to be watchful at all times.

Theological Themes



What stands out from this reading of the letter is the emphasis on the love and the power of God, both of
which are described in superlative terms, and the stress on the unity of Gentiles with Jews in the people
of God. Ephesians has been well described as “pastoral rather than polemical”, and it is of special
interest in giving a theological discourse that is not shaped by the need for polemic. Nor is it shaped by
the need to respond in detail to a particular local situation. Rather it appears to represent what could be
said to churches largely composed of Gentiles after some years of development.

Prayer and worship. Ephesians is a letter in which a very significant amount of space is devoted to
what we may call worship, the directing of thanksgiving and petition toward God for his grace toward
believers in the church. These prayers are unusual in their style and are imbued with a deeply theological
content. However, it should be observed that similar lengthy sentences with ideas strung on to one another
in a manner that almost defies analysis are also recorded in other letters of Paul, and this indicates that the
peculiar style found here may have been characteristic of prayer in the early church. These prayer reports,
although they refer primarily to Paul’s prayers, must surely be an indication of the important place
occupied by prayer in the lives of individual believers and Christian congregations; we have noted
elsewhere the frequency with which Paul asks the congregations to pray for him.23

What does distinguish this letter is more the remarkably strong way in which the grace and power of
God are celebrated. The nearest neighbor to Ephesians in this respect is to be found in the songs of
worship in Revelation and the picture of the enthronement there. It would seem that an emphasis on the
greatness of God has as its inevitable concomitant a mood of worship and praise. In this connection we
may recall again the significant analysis of New Testament theology by Ethelbert Stauffer, who traced
three main elements, which he called doxological, antagonistic and soteriological.24 Stauffer saw these
exemplified in the relationships of Jesus to God, the devil and the world. Ephesians is a prime example of
these motifs in relation to the church. It formulates the language for glorifying God the Father for his
greatness demonstrated in his blessings bestowed on his people. It brings out dramatically the nature of
the spiritual warfare in which believers are engaged. And it describes the way in which God acts for the
salvation of his people.

Jews and Gentiles in the church. A central concern of the letter is the relationship between
Gentiles and Jews in the church. The lively polemic of Galatians and Romans against Judaizers is toned
down. There is no trace of the curious teaching that was threatening the church at Colosse, but the issue
has not gone away, and the description of the conversion of the readers stresses the theme of grace and not
works that is fundamental to Paul’s gospel for the Gentiles. The dominant theme is more the way in which
Jews and Gentiles have been reconciled by the death of Jesus and form one people and one temple for
God to dwell in. The mood seems to be one of reassuring the readers that this is really true, based as it is
on divine revelation given to the apostles and prophets with Paul as the apostle specially commissioned
to take this message to the Gentiles. There is nothing of the agonized struggle with the problem of Jewish
unbelief that we found in Romans 9–11.

Rather there is a practical emphasis on the maintenance of this unity in the manifold life and ministry
of the church. Here the concern has broadened out from the issue of Jews and Gentiles to the unity of all
believers with one another in love and the development of spiritual maturity.

The concept of the church in Ephesians is particularly significant. In the earlier letters of Paul the
term church (Gk. ekklēsia) is used in the singular for an individual congregation, or perhaps more
precisely I should say for the totality of believers in a given geographical area. Sometimes the reference
may be to a smaller group meeting in somebody’s house (Rom 16:5; 1 Cor 16:19; Philem 2). A number of
churches in different places are naturally referred to as “the churches”. Only rarely is the term used in the
singular for the totality of believers (1 Cor 10:32; 12:28; 15:9; Gal 1:13; Phil 3:6). Although some of
these references may be debatable, there is probably sufficient evidence to show that although Paul used
the term overwhelmingly to mean a local group of believers, nevertheless he could think of “the church”



as an entity that existed across time and comprised the whole of the new people of God at any particular
moment. So when Paul comments that he persecuted “the church of God” (1 Cor 15:9; Gal 1:13; cf. Phil
3:6), it is most likely that he is thinking of Christians generally and not just one specific congregation.

When we come to Colossians and Ephesians, the picture changes. Two occurrences of ekklēsia in
Colossians (Col 4:15, 16) refer to local congregations; the remaining two refer to “the body” of Christ,
which is identified with “the church”. In Ephesians the term is used nine times, and in every case it refers
to the church as a whole and not to an individual congregation,25 although obviously what Paul says about
the whole could be said of an individual congregation insofar as it is a part of the whole.26 This
development is perfectly natural. It corresponds to the way in which believers increasingly came to
recognize themselves as belonging to one people and understood themselves to be the people of God or
the new Israel as a corporate entity; it is a moot point but probably in 1 Corinthians 12:28 Paul is thinking
of the ministers in the church at large and not just locally at Corinth. The church as a whole is accordingly
the object of Christ’s love (Eph 5:25, 29). He is the Head over it all, and it can therefore be thought of as
his body (Eph 1:22; 5:23). It is this sense of the church as a kind of cosmic entity that is characteristic of
Colossians and Ephesians. And it is at this point that these letters go further than the earlier letters.

Most scholars assume that this cosmic entity, as I have termed it, is the totality of local congregations
and believers throughout the world, and since it extends through time we can think of it as an entity with a
history and a particular composition at any given time; by extension we may speak of “the church in earth
and heaven” to mean the totality of believers over the centuries. However, a different view has been
developed by some Australian scholars, of whom Peter T. O’Brien is representative. They propose that
the reference is to “a heavenly gathering centered on Christ”, and not to the church on earth; however, this
heavenly gathering does consist of the living believers who according to Ephesians have already been
raised up to the heavenly places. Local churches are earthly manifestations of this heavenly gathering. To
make this concept work, O’Brien has to admit that in some references the term church has a twofold
nuance to both the local earthly church and the heavenly gathering.27 There are other weaknesses as well
in this interpretation.

Ephesians appears to preserve the distinction found earlier in Paul’s writings between those church
leaders who form the foundation of the church and are responsible for its mission (apostles, prophets and
evangelists) and those who are active in local congregations (pastors and teachers). Implicitly this would
recognize that there was a mission or, more accurately, missions that went on alongside and in
conjunction with local congregations but were separately organized to plant new congregations.
Nevertheless, Ephesians gives no support to the idea of a universal, world institution such as the church
was later to become.

Ephesians emphasizes more than any other part of the New Testament (except possibly Jn 17) the
need for unity in the church. This goes beyond the exhortation that people should have the same mind and
purpose in the local congregation that we find in Philippians 2:1–4 to the insistence that Christians have
one God (Spirit, Lord and Father—implicitly trinitarian) and one way of salvation through faith and
baptism, and one hope. In the light of Ephesians 2 this is probably meant to stress that Jewish and Gentile
believers have these common possessions (cf. the stress on one God and one Mediator for all, i.e., for
Jews and Gentiles in 1 Tim 2:5). There are thus common goals for them all to fulfill. Yet it is also
affirmed that there is variety in the church in the different gifts of grace given by Christ to different
individuals to build up the body of Christ. All these varied gifts are seen as contributing to the one aim of
building up the body of Christ. Paul uses the plural form for the various leaders, an indication that he is
thinking of the church as a whole and not just one local congregation.

Principalities and powers; the lordship of Christ. The other central theme is the problem of the
principalities and powers that dominate the world of darkness and threaten believers. Though they have
been disarmed and defeated according to Colossians 2:15, this point is not made in Ephesians. Rather, the



stress is more on Christ’s supremacy over them from his throne beside God. Nevertheless, they are still
active, and believers must oppose them.

It is important to take note of this point because the impression is sometimes given that the author of
Ephesians has raised believers to the heavens and made them perfect. It is claimed that there is an
overrealized eschatology in which the blessings of the future age are already fully enjoyed by believers.28

This view of the letter is patently false.
To some extent we can agree with the suggestion that the eschatology is not so much futurist as rather

vertical. That is to say, instead of the hope of Christians being oriented toward the future and the end of
the world when Christ returns, it is directed upward to the heavens, where Christ now sits enthroned and
from where he empowers his people. It is true that the second coming is not directly mentioned in the
letter and the future consummation is not strongly thematized, but the belief in a future consummation that
is not yet realized is certainly there (Eph 1:10), and the notion of future ages is present.

It is important to realize that elsewhere in Paul’s writings we have the same upward look; the center
of gravity of Paul’s theology in his undisputed letters lies in the past (the death and resurrection of Jesus)
and the present (the existence of believers “in Christ”) rather than in the future.

The present lordship of Christ is of vital importance. It is part of the general picture of Christ that fits
in with what we have found elsewhere in Paul. In particular there is the important little christological
statement tucked away in Ephesians 4:9–10 that affirms the descent and ascent of Jesus. This is best
understood in terms of the V-shaped trajectory that we also found in Philippians 2:6–11, the “lower,
earthly regions” (TNIV) referring to the earth rather than the underworld (NRSV). The significant points
here are, first, that in connection with his ascent Christ bestowed these gifts of grace, that is, the gifts of
the Spirit, on his people (cf. Acts 2:33), and second, he is now said to fill everything. This statement goes
beyond earlier statements in Colossians that Christ is filled with the fullness of God. Now Christ is said
to “fill” everything. Similarly, in Ephesians 1:23 Paul states that the church is “the fullness of him who
fills everything in every way”. These statements indicate that the divine characteristic of being
everywhere present is now shared with Christ. Probably the emphasis is on the fact that Christ is present
in this way in the church, but the point in Ephesians 4:10 seems to be rather to emphasize the exaltation
and omnipotence of Christ. What is said in Philippians 2:9–11 in terms of lordship is here stated in terms
of omnipresent rule and authority and influence.

At the same time, it is notable that Paul also prays that believers will be filled with all the fullness of
God (Eph 3:19). This statement may explain the emphasis on the power of Christ. The church is engaged
in a struggle with the opposing powers, and for this task nothing less than the power of God is adequate.
That power was seen in Christ and continues to be present in him, and through him it is conveyed to his
church and to the individuals who compose the church.

The Holy Spirit. In a document that lays such strong emphasis on Christ and the way in which he
fills the church and individual believers there might seem to be no place for the Holy Spirit. Nevertheless,
the Spirit occupies a central position in this letter that contrasts sharply with the paucity of mention in
Colossians. The revelation of God’s mystery to the apostles and prophets took place through the Spirit
(Eph 3:5). The Spirit is the seal placed by God upon his people (Eph 1:13), and it is through the Spirit’s
influence that believers are strengthened with divine power (Eph 3:16); they are to seek to be filled with
the Spirit (Eph 5:18), and they are equipped for their battle with the powers by the Spirit in the Word of
God.29 The Spirit is active in the church in producing oneness, since all Christians share in one and the
same Spirit (Eph 2:18; 4:3–4), even if the Spirit works in them in different ways. The Spirit is also
associated with wisdom and knowledge (Eph 1:17). In short, the Spirit is the divine agent through whom
God acts at every point in the lives of believers, including their approach to God in prayer (Eph 2:18) and
the gifting of the church, and in the battle against evil powers.



Conclusion

The theology of Ephesians and, to a lesser but still significant degree, Colossians is dominated by the
cosmic scope of the powers arrayed against God and his people and by the immense stress on the superior
power of God and Christ that is made available to believers. At the same time, the more traditional
understanding of the nature of sin and redemption and life in Christ is fully present. There is also a stress
on the place of knowledge of God’s purpose and his love. Thus, alongside the understanding of the work
of Christ in terms of forgiveness of sins and raising up believers to new life in the power of the Spirit,
there is also a conception of Christ as the omnipresent, supreme manifestation of the power of God
through which the forces hostile to God will be overcome. Although there is not the development of a
distinctive vocabulary such as we have in the case of justification, redemption and reconciliation,
nevertheless there is a definite concept of the victory of Christ as an indispensable part of the
understanding of his death and resurrection.

We have here a powerful development of the doxological motif in which the attitude of worship and
praise dominates the presentation. The first part of the letter is essentially a celebration of God’s mighty
work of redemption in a lofty style. It is entirely in keeping with this that in the second part of the letter
the characteristic activity of people filled with the Spirit is that they speak “to one another with psalms,
hymns and songs from the Spirit” (Eph 5:19); the first part is a demonstration of what this might mean.
Something similar can be seen from time to time in Paul’s earlier writings, specifically in Romans (Rom
8:31–39; 11:33–36; 15:1–13). It is easy to overlook this element in the exposition of New Testament
theology and to attempt to reduce everything to cold, systematic, propositional form. Ephesians reminds
us that for the New Testament writers theology was expressed in worship.
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1For the case against Pauline authorship see especially Ernest Best, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Ephesians (Edinburgh: T &
T Clark, 1998), and Andrew T. Lincoln, Ephesians (Dallas: Word, 1990); for defenses of it (which I find the more persuasive) see Harold W.
Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2002), and Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians
(Leicester: Apollos; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1999). I shall refer to the author as Paul, since he is at the very least the implied author.
2We are not even sure of the destination of the letter since the crucial phrase “in Ephesus” is missing from the oldest manuscripts.
3Colossians uses “father” of God four times, compared with eight times in Ephesians. But beyond statistics, the action of God in salvation is
central. Cf. Hahn, 1:356–59.
4Characteristic of the letter are extremely long sentences in which the flow of thought is extraordinarily difficult to capture.



5This particular usage of the phrase is much more prominent in this letter than elsewhere, and correspondingly other types of use are less
frequent.
6Something different is meant when Paul refers in 2 Cor 12 to being caught up to the third heaven in what was more of a visionary
experience.
7I take the minority view that the passage does not actually say that God chose beforehand which specific individuals he would adopt as his
children in this way to the exclusion of others whom he did not choose. Nothing is said here about individuals, but Paul simply says that God
chose to have a holy people, consisting of adopted children. The explanation of why he says that God chose “us” is that he is writing from the
standpoint of those who have experienced grace and adoption, that is, the people in whose case the divine plan has been effective. See on the
one side Best, Ephesians, pp. 119–22 (but his suggestion that Ephesians may embrace universalism is unjustified), and on the other side,
O’Brien, Ephesians, p. 99; Hoehner, Ephesians, p. 176.
8Ephesians does not have the kind of statements about Christ’s relationship to creation that occur in Col 1:15–17.
9Elsewhere in the letter Paul affirms his understanding of Christ’s work as motivated by love and expressing itself in a self-offering of himself
to God whereby there is created a forgiven people whose destiny in the purpose of God is to be holy (Eph 4:32–5:2, 25–27; cf. Eph 1:7). The
fact that this is expressed in terms of Christ’s love for “us” and “the church” arises out of the situation where Paul is speaking on behalf of
those who have experienced forgiveness and come to recognize that it is rooted in God’s love; it does not mean that God’s love is restricted
solely to those who have received the gift.

10Here we can properly use the term salvation for what believers have received, since this is the vocabulary that Paul uses. In earlier
letters Paul tends to reserve salvation for the deliverance of believers from God’s wrath at the judgment, but he can also distinguish
between people as “those who are perishing” and “those who are [being] saved” in 1 Cor 1:18. The language of Jesus, who said,
“Your faith has saved you”, would encourage the recognition that the decisive action in salvation took place at conversion.

11So it is not former Jewish proselytes who are addressed here.
12Although Ephesians quotes Scripture comparatively rarely (not at all in Eph 1–3), some of its language is formed by Scripture. Here

Paul takes Is 57:19, which originally referred to Jews in Judea and the Diaspora, and reapplies it to Jews and Gentiles.
13This denial is not inconsistent with the fact that Paul and other New Testament Christians believed that it had been foretold by the

Old Testament prophets and cited them in support of it (e.g., Rom 15:9–12). Neither the prophets nor their hearers understood fully
the import of the revelation to them.

14John Muddiman, The Epistle to the Ephesians (London: Continuum, 2001), pp. 166–67.
15Attempts have been made to identify specific elements corresponding to the four dimensions rather than to see the latter simply as a

rhetorical expression. Height and depth also figure in Eph 4:8–10, so that the love of Christ encompasses heaven and earth. The
breadth could be the extent of the earth horizontally, and the length might be interpreted temporally of the eternal extent of the love
(so F. B. Watson in an unpublished paper).

16There is uncertainty regarding the interpretation of Eph 4:12a. Is the task of the various leaders “to equip God’s people for works of
service” (TNIV; cf. NRSV) or is it “to equip God’s people, [and] to do the work of ministry”: in other words, is the work of ministry
something done by the congregation generally (for which the leaders prepare them) or is it the task of the leaders themselves? For
the former view see O’Brien, Ephesians, pp. 301–3; for the latter view see Lincoln, Ephesians, pp. 253–55. Even on the latter
view the letter still indicates that the members of the congregation have individual gifts and functions to perform (Eph 4:7, 16). The
former view is on the whole the better supported.

17Although there is surprisingly little direct quotation of the teaching of Jesus in the New Testament letters, there is a lot of instruction
that echoes that teaching, particularly in James and 1 Peter, but also in Paul’s writings. For a judicious study of one area see Michael
B. Thompson, Clothed with Christ: The Example and Teaching of Jesus in Romans 12:1–15:13  (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1991).

18Note how Ephesians makes significant use of Old Testament material, particularly in the second part of the letter for more doctrinal
purposes (Eph 4:8) and as a source of precepts in the ethical teaching (Eph 4:25, 26). In this respect Ephesians is markedly different
from Colossians. See Thorsten A. Moritz, A Profound Mystery: The Use of the Old Testament in Ephesians  (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1996).

19The idea that the husband is head of the wife has not been found before its occurrence in 1 Cor 11 and appears to have been first
stated by Paul.

20It may be that the analogy between the purity of the church and the purity that should characterize a bride (cf. 2 Cor 11:2) is an
implicit exhortation to the wife.

21However, in the New Testament world the submission of sons to their fathers may have been expected to continue into adulthood in
a way that is different from that in Western society today.

22Contrast the justice system of the Roman world in which a person’s superior or inferior position was an important factor in assessing
their guilt or innocence; see Brian Rapske, Paul in Roman Custody (Carlisle: Paternoster; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1994),
pp. 46–62.

23See David G. Peterson, “Prayer in Paul’s Writings”, in Teach Us to Pray: Prayer in the Bible and the World,  ed. D. A. Carson
(Exeter: Paternoster; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1990), pp. 84–101. Other essays in the book cover other areas of the Bible.

24See pp. 36–37.



25Andrew C. Perriman (unpublished article) thinks that the temple in Eph 2:21 refers to a local congregation.
26Parallels have often been drawn with the way in which we may talk about “the bank” or “the post office”, meaning the institution as

a whole or the individual branch of it.
27See briefly O’Brien, Ephesians, pp. 25–29; cf. idem, DPL, pp. 123–31. For a critique see Kevin Giles, What on Earth Is the

Church? A Biblical and Theological Enquiry (London: SPCK, 1995), pp. 125–51.
28Cf. the similar point raised concerning the resurrection of believers in Col 3:1.
29The Word of God, here as elsewhere, is the gospel message with all the power that is inherent in it and not the written Scriptures.
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THE PASTORAL EPISTLES

 

The letter addressed to Titus and the two addressed to Timothy clearly belong together by virtue of their
common style and theological character, although they are individual compositions, each with their own
peculiar characteristics and contribution to the theology of the New Testament. Although it could be
interesting to discuss them separately, the constraints of space require that they should be considered
together.1 The likeness between them extends further in that each of them is ostensibly concerned with the
life and work of a church leader and colleague of Paul in a situation where he is absent. This feature is
adequate to explain the fact that they are written to individuals rather than to congregations, as is the case
with the other Pauline letters.2 The difference in addressees, however, is not by itself a sufficient
explanation of the fact that the letters are written in a different linguistic and theological idiom from the
acknowledged letters of Paul.

Explanations of this fact fall into three categories. First, there is the possibility, strongly favored by a
number of scholars, that the individuality of these letters is due to their being written to their purported
addressees by a colleague of Paul acting as a secretary or amanuensis with a degree of freedom unknown
in the earlier letters.3 Second, there is the majority view that the letters are pseudonymous compositions,
dating from a time considerably later than that of Paul when it was necessary to invoke his authority for
teaching intended to help local church leaders to prevent their congregations from sliding into heresy.
Third, there is the minority view that the letters are allonymous. That is, that they contain Pauline
materials that have been adapted within a Pauline circle after his death in order to make his teaching
available in a form adapted to the needs of the congregations at the time when there was the danger of
succumbing to a heresy compounded of Jewish and ascetic elements and some misrepresentation of Paul’s
teaching. The matter continues to be debated, but the third option will be adopted for the purpose of this
chapter; the Pastoral Epistles represent the kind of teaching that Paul gave to his missionary colleagues. It
is presented here with no intention to deceive the readers by a skillful follower of Paul who did his best
to be faithful to the Pauline tradition while expressing it newly for a developing situation.4

The Letter to Titus: The Theological Story

The situation addressed in Titus appears to be less developed ecclesiastically than in 1 Timothy, and the
treatment is simpler and covers a narrower range of topics; therefore, whatever the order of their
composition,5 Titus is a good introduction to the Pastoral Epistles.

Greeting (Tit 1:1–4). Titus begins with a lengthy greeting, the longest in the Pauline corpus after
Romans, that spells out three things.

First, it describes the role of Paul, who was appointed an apostle in order that through his preaching
he might help people to grow in faith and knowledge of the truth that leads to godliness. Here are the two
stages in the Christian life, the moment of conversion and the growth in godly living. As a missionary, an
apostle is concerned with both of these, with developing faith and knowledge and with helping believers
to become godly.

Second, the gospel that lies behind this process of conversion and growth is briefly characterized. It



is analyzed here by using a pattern of promise and fulfillment, expressed in terms of God’s premundane
promise of eternal life and of the realization of that promise through the apostolic proclamation of the
gospel. Instead of contrasting the promise of the coming of a Savior or of an act of redemption with its
fulfillment in the Christ event, the letter contrasts the hope of eternal life promised by God and the
revelation of his word in the gospel that is preached by Paul. Thus a lot of stress rests upon the Word of
God and its proclamation.

Third, the letter is addressed to Titus, who is Paul’s true son and who therefore may be presumed to
continue the apostolic task that has just been defined, although neither he nor Timothy is given the
designation of apostle.

At the outset, therefore, the letter is concerned with the central themes of Christian salvation in a
remarkably succinct and comprehensive manner. This greeting, therefore, puts all that follows into a
spiritual context. The practical and ethical instructions that follow must be understood in its light, and the
author continually reminds us of this.

The appointment of elders (Tit 1:5–16). The task of Titus is defined broadly as that of completing
an unfinished task in Crete—presumably unfinished by Paul—and in particular of appointing church
leaders in the several churches (Tit 1:5–16). The broader statement (Tit 1:5a) can stand as a general
description of all that follows in the letter—the continuation of a work of establishing congregations that
has been begun. The narrower statement (Tit 1:5b) specifies a crucial element in this task. The stress is
laid on the character of these leaders in terms of Christian behavior and sound belief, although the ability
to lead and to teach is implicit in the description. The kind of character that is sought is positively seen in
an orderly and seemly way of life, free from any grounds for moral censure in terms of sexual morality,
greed and violent behavior. The reason for appointing leaders of this kind is closely related to the
presence of people who oppose the message and teach other things for sordid reasons. They are to be
silenced. They can corrupt the believers, and they themselves are corrupt. The opposition is thus taken
very seriously, and its evil character is depicted with remarkably strong language. It is pernicious and its
effect is spreading. Titus, therefore, is to appoint godly leaders and to rebuke those who promulgate and
those who are deceived into accepting false teaching.

The teaching that Titus is to give (Tit 2:1–3:11) . By contrast Titus is to teach the truth. The
instructions on what he is to say and how he should do so form the major theme of the letter (Tit 2:1–
3:11). The section falls into two parts.

In the first subsection (Tit 2:1–15) the teaching is detailed in terms of what he is to say to older men
and to older women, who in their turn will teach the younger women, and to younger men and slaves. The
instructions to the different groups are concerned broadly with the particular temptations and
characteristics of the groups, but the qualities inculcated are sufficiently general to apply to everybody.
The term that stands out in the description is self-control in whatever manner is appropriate to the group
mentioned. The teaching is given backing by a doctrinal statement that gives a basis for abandoning sinful
behavior and living godly lives. Believers live between the first appearing of God’s grace and the future
glorious revelation of Christ; they are redeemed from sin and live in hope. The effect of the coming of
salvation and of the hope of its consummation should be that it teaches people to eschew wickedness and
live lives dedicated to God and filled with good. The subsection ends with a summary (Tit 2:15) that
recapitulates Titus 2:1.

In the second subsection (Tit 3:1–11) there is some general teaching for everybody about submissive
and good behavior in society. This teaching is backed up by a further doctrinal basis that details the nature
of salvation and in particular contrasts the preconversion life of the believers with their new situation. It
brings out strongly the nature of conversion as a divine act that powerfully renews people by the bestowal
of the Holy Spirit. Those who have experienced divine grace in this way should show a character that is
very different from what they were like before being saved. The subsection concludes with a warning to



Titus not to enter into debate with his opponents because this will be unprofitable. At most he must warn
divisive people and then ignore them. The implication is that he should concentrate on positive teaching
rather than on debate.

Concluding notes (Tit 3:12–15). The letter closes with some more personal notes, concerned
principally with the progress of Paul’s mission through his colleagues. It brings out the important fact that
Titus’s mission is a limited one; other duties elsewhere lie ahead of him. He is, therefore, not a permanent
local leader but more of a troubleshooter with a limited remit.

From this brief summary of the letter we note that although the major part of the content is apparently
nontheological, the practical instruction is backed up by three significant passages of doctrinal teaching
(Tit 1:1–4; 2:11–14; 3:3–8; but note also Tit 1:7, 9; 2:1, 5, 10). The main concerns of the letter are the
appointment of godly leaders, teaching the members of the church what is involved in Christian living,
and encouraging people to concentrate on serious Christian living instead of futile arguments. This
practical instruction is based throughout on the gospel, and the letter effectively reminds the reader(s) of
the main features of the gospel. Further, the situation that gives rise to the letter is the activity of heretical
teachers in the churches who are promoting error and ungodliness. The letter has a limited purpose, and it
will not cover the whole of Christian life and experience. It is slanted in a particular direction to deal
with particular problems, and therefore we are not to expect a full exposition of Christian theology from
it. The two main positive motifs of the letter are right belief and godliness of character, and these are
closely related to each other. It would seem that the problem caused by the letter’s opponents lay more in
the area of ethical slackness than in doctrinal error, and that the doctrinal teaching is not intended so much
to refute error as to be a reminder of the basis for ethical living and to show how necessarily it arises out
of the gospel.

The First Letter to Timothy: The Theological Story

The first letter to Timothy shares the same general characteristics as Titus in that it too is concerned with
church life threatened by the activity of opponents (cf. especially 1 Tim 1:3–7, 18–20; 4:1–3; 6:3–10, 20–
21).

Timothy’s commission (1 Tim 1:1–20) . After a much briefer opening greeting (1 Tim 1:1–2) the
rest of 1 Timothy 1 has the character of an introduction to a letter in which the recipient is to be given a
number of instructions concerning what he is to do in the church and how he is to live personally. The
introduction is concerned with the renewal or reinforcement of a commission that has previously been
entrusted to Timothy by Paul (cf. Tit 1:5). Timothy is to continue to use his authority as a church leader in
Ephesus to restrain the efforts of opponents of Paul who are teaching doctrines that cause controversy and
which appear to be foolish and futile. They are based on a misuse and misunderstanding of the law, that
is, the Old Testament Scriptures. This law properly understood and used has its place in the context of the
gospel. Paul then develops the thought of his commission to be God’s servant in the gospel, which took
place despite his previous sin as a result of divine grace and mercy displayed toward sinners. Timothy,
for his part, is to “fight the battle well” as he holds on to faith and keeps his conscience pure, unlike some
who have gone astray. The task of serving the Lord is difficult because of the opposition that it faces.

Prayer in the congregation (1 Tim 2:1–15). The introduction is followed by a first series of
instructions to Timothy that are concerned with what he is to encourage in the church (1 Tim 2–3).
Attention is directed away from the controversies that are spoiling the life of the congregation to the
positive activity that needs to be commended, namely, intercessory prayer for all people and specifically
for peaceful conditions in which they may hear the gospel. The instruction is backed up by a doctrinal
statement that emphasizes that God wants all people to be saved and Christ gave himself as a ransom for
all, and that there is a testimony to this for which Paul was appointed as a messenger. There then follows



a section that starts off with the conditions for effective prayer, first in the case of men, and then in the
case of women.6 The women are to pray with a proper demeanor, which is expressed in their outward
appearance. In an addendum, which is clearly important in its own right, it is laid down that the women
must not teach men, although they are allowed to learn, and that they will “be saved” through
childbearing.7 The connection between these instructions and the problem of the opposition in 1 Timothy
1 may not be immediately apparent. It is probable that congregational prayer was suffering because of
dissension in the meetings and that some of the women were affected by the teaching of the opposition to
Paul and needed to be restrained.

The appointment of leaders (1 Tim 3:1–16). First Timothy 3 moves to the key element in dealing
with the opposition already seen in Titus 1. This is the character and ability of people who should serve
as church leaders in three types of position, traditionally bishops, male deacons and female deacons. The
description reads like a set of qualifications for people who are to be appointed to do these tasks, but it is
surely also intended to present the ideal for those who are already doing them. The section is bracketed
by comments that suggest that people were slow to take up responsibility in the church. These comments
are in effect encouragements to the right people. At the same time, it is made clear that not everybody is
spiritually and otherwise qualified for the tasks. The qualities are much the same for all three categories;
they repeat in different words and elaborate on what we have already found in Titus 1.

Again, the connection between this set of instructions and 1 Timothy 1 is not made explicit; it is only
perhaps because we have already read Titus that we recognize that the purpose of appointing bishops and
deacons is to counteract the work of the opponents. Curiously, the importance of sound doctrine emerges
only incidentally in 1 Timothy 3:9.

However, a stronger basis for the teaching may lie in what immediately follows (1 Tim 3:14–16).
These instructions are said to be for the time being and cannot wait to be communicated to Timothy until
the uncertain time of Paul’s coming to see him. They are concerned with life in a congregation that is
meant to be the buttress that upholds the truth, and, just as in 1 Timothy 1:15–17 and 1 Timothy 2:3–5, we
have a brief statement of the truth that is to be upheld. The doctrinal statement here is concerned with the
wonder of what took place in the bodily appearing and subsequent glorification of Jesus. This is the great
“mystery” committed to the safekeeping and proclamation of the church. How important, then, it is that the
church fulfill its role—that is, by faithfully upholding and presenting the truth and by withstanding heresy.

How the church leader is to behave and teach (1 Tim 4:1–6:21). Following on from this we have
a fresh start to the instructions. First Timothy 4 begins with a prophecy of false teaching and practice that,
it can be assumed, is already coming true, and a rebuttal of one aspect of the heresy concerning marriage
and asceticism. This merges into a direct instruction to Timothy to act in a godly way in the midst of this
false teaching, paying heed to the truth, avoiding error and teaching the truth (1 Tim 4:1–16). Again, there
is a reminder of the doctrine that is at stake. Then some practical instruction is given to Timothy on
carrying out his tasks, the stress being on diligence and confidence.

This is followed by a series of instructions on how Timothy is to treat specific groups of people who
may cause problems. Old and young men, and older and younger women are briefly mentioned. There is a
remarkably lengthy discussion of the principles for caring for widows in the church (1 Tim 5:1–16). They
receive more detailed comment than any other group in the letter.

Next, there is comment about elders, both the congregation’s tangible responsibility toward them and
matters of discipline. The final part of the chapter seems to be directed more toward Timothy as he deals
with these two groups of people who might well cause difficulties. And then, to round off this section of
the letter, there is some instruction about how slaves should behave toward their masters, and again this is
presented as teaching that Timothy should be giving (1 Tim 5:17–6:2).

Finally, there is a lengthy section that deals with the character of the opponents and identifies them as
people who are motivated in part at least by love of money. The dangers into which this can lead are



described. Then by contrast instruction is given to Timothy personally regarding his stance amid these
temptations, and he is told to stand fast in his life and in his church duties. The point is backed up by
reminders about God and Jesus. The section concludes with how believers should use their wealth
rightly, if they have any (1 Tim 6:3–19).

The closing part of the letter is a further reminder to Timothy to be faithful to his charge and to resist
the false teachings (1 Tim 6:20–21).

There is not a lot of direct teaching in 1 Timothy about the content of the gospel, less proportionately
than there is in Titus. The greeting is much briefer. The main doctrinal material comes in the description
of Paul’s conversion, in the basis for prayer in God’s universal saving purpose, and in the statement of the
truth that is upheld by the church. Again, as in Titus, the letter is dominated by the fact of opposition to
Paul.8 Attention is also devoted to things that are generally wrong in the church without being tied too
tightly to a specific heresy, such as the sensuality attributed to some of the women and the money grubbing
of the rich and the would-be rich.

The letter, then, is mainly concerned with things to be done in the church or by Timothy. But there is
a general pattern in the Pastoral Epistles of giving instructions that are then backed up by warrants. The
practical teaching is backed up by various arguments: reminders about Paul’s own position and status as
an apostle, statements about the content of the gospel, putting the opposition in the context of prophecy,
putting Timothy under the judgment of God, reminding Timothy of his conversion and commission. Thus
doctrinal material is used to provide the basis for the life of the congregations and their leaders.

The Second Letter to Timothy: The Theological Story

Second Timothy stands apart from Titus and 1 Timothy in that the whole letter is concerned with Timothy
as Paul’s colleague and with his personal behavior in a time of increasing godlessness.

Encouragement to a church leader (2 Tim 1:1–2:13). The letter begins with a long section (about
a third of the whole) that is headed “Encouragement to Be Faithful” in the NIV. 9 This is a fair description.
Timothy is depicted as a person who needs encouragement because of timidity and the temptation to
weakness in the face of possible suffering. Paul gives thanks for him and especially for his faith, to which
needs to be added boldness. This is the gift of the Spirit. Equipped with it Timothy is called to fearless
presentation of the gospel, which is briefly summarized, and again we hear of Paul’s role as a herald.
Timothy is to preserve and teach the apostolic deposit faithfully. He is reminded of the desperate situation
of desertion of Paul in Asia and the contrast provided by Onesiphorus. Not only is he to be strong himself;
he must also entrust the message to faithful people who will continue the task. He is to be single-minded
and diligent and prepared for suffering, like Paul. Again the injunctions are backed up with a doctrinal
argument that refers in turn to Jesus and his resurrection, God’s purpose for his people, and the promises
given to those who are prepared to be identified with Jesus.

Practical advice (2 Tim 2:14–26). The second major section is a series of more practical
injunctions to avoid useless controversy, to be aware of the spread of evil, which, however, will not
triumph, and to act wisely. The main emphasis is on Timothy’s conduct, but there is some reference to
passing on the same injunctions to other people and to the danger of heresy and the possibility of
reclaiming the opponents for the truth.

Opposition and steadfastness (2 Tim 3:1–4:8). Then, as in 1 Timothy, we have a reminder of the
dangers that are afflicting the church in the last days (2 Tim 3:1–9). The picture is bleak, but again the
danger is limited. Although the description is that of ungodly people, it is probably meant to be a picture
of apostasy in the church.

Over against this Timothy is again reminded of Paul’s example of patience and suffering, and of the
need to hold fast to what he has learned from the Scriptures, provided they are rightly understood!



Practical advice is given, mixed again with warnings about heresy and buttressed by the example of Paul
(2 Tim 3:10–4:8). It is the strength of the opposition that appears to be the greatest threat to Timothy, and
it is counterbalanced by reference to what he has learned from Scripture and by Paul’s example of
steadfastness.

Paul the missionary in prison (2 Tim 4:9–22). Finally, there is a section of personal news and
instructions that is concerned with how Timothy is to help Paul in his mission and in his situation in
prison (2 Tim 4:9–22). The position of the missionary with colleagues and opponents, with discouraging
situations and divine help, and with a concern for the ongoing work of the gospel, emerges vividly.

Summing up the letter, we find the constant repetition of a number of themes that are meant to
encourage and commission Timothy for his work. He is assured of the help of the Spirit, he is reminded of
the examples of Christ and Paul, he is told to expect opposition, persecution and suffering, he is urged to
stand firm, to avoid evil, to preach the gospel, to rebuke heresy and to hope that some heretics may repent.
He is to guard the truth and pass it on to future teachers, but this note is not dominant. The work of Paul
goes on despite his imprisonment and the other difficulties.

What is lacking from 2 Timothy in comparison with 1 Timothy and Titus is teaching on church order,
with the exception of 2 Timothy 2:2. There is rather less material on false teaching and more emphasis on
the sheer fact of opposition. In contrast, there is much more on the example of Paul. There is a lot on
Timothy personally, but his personal Christian life and his work as a leader are closely intertwined.

Theological Themes

Traditional features. It is a feature of the Pastoral Epistles that in view of their purpose they tend to give
practical teaching and exhortation that is backed up by doctrinal teaching. Large sections of Titus, for
example, are primarily concerned with ecclesiastical instructions and moral teaching to be passed on to
the congregations (Tit 1:5–16; 2:1–10, 15; 3:1–2, 9–15), but they are either built upon a theological
introduction (Tit 1:1–4) or are backed up by theology (Tit 2:11–14; 3:4–8), and there is little theology in
the practical sections. The same is true of 1 Timothy, but there is more of an interweaving of doctrine and
exhortation in 2 Timothy, where the element of personal exhortation addressed to Timothy is more
marked.

At various points there is appeal to “trustworthy” sayings (1 Tim 1:15; 3:1; 4:9; 2 Tim 2:11; Tit
3:8). This rubric, which may be used to introduce or to follow the text to which it refers, appears to be
primarily a statement of the trustworthiness of the material in question rather than, as used to be thought,
an indication that some kind of authoritative, traditional material is being cited.

Nevertheless, at least some of these sayings may rest on tradition, and this possibility introduces us
to the question of the nature of the theology in the Pastoral Epistles. There is no doubt that the writer
continually appeals to an accepted body of teaching and picks up earlier formulations of it (e.g., 1 Tim
2:6; Tit 2:14). There is particular stress on the gospel in its Pauline form. Some scholars have detected
echoes of the earlier Pauline letters, but it is disputed whether there is literary dependence. In any case,
the verdict of Joachim Jeremias still stands: “nowhere in the whole of the non-Pauline literature does
Pauline teaching appear so clearly as in the Pastoral Epistles”.10 Whether or not the author knew the
Pauline Epistles or even composed them, the fact remains that the Pastoral Epistles are confessedly a
statement of Pauline teaching and are basically in harmony with his theology.

They faithfully present Paul’s doctrine of justification by grace through faith without any works (Tit
3:5; 2 Tim 1:9); they echo his concept of Christian salvation as mediated in Christ (1 Tim 1:14; 3:13; 2
Tim 1:9, 13; 2:1, 10; 3:12, 15), and his understanding of the Christian life as one of identification with
Christ in his death and new life (2 Tim 2:11–13). They insist on the universality of the provision of
salvation for all people (1 Tim 2:6; 4:10; Tit 2:11), with special emphasis on the inclusion of the Gentiles



(1 Tim 2:7; 3:16; 2 Tim 4:17). They draw attention to the gift of the Spirit as the agent in new birth (Tit
3:5), the source of power for Christian living (2 Tim 1:7, 14) and the source of charismatic gifts for
ministry (1 Tim 4:14; 2 Tim 1:6). They reflect the Pauline understanding of the Christian life as
characterized by strength in weakness and of the life of the missionary in particular as one of suffering and
imprisonment and even death, although the triumph of the gospel is assured. They thus share the paradox
of the tension between the “now” and the “not yet” of salvation. There is, then, no doubt that an
authentically Pauline spirit breathes through these letters.

Yet it remains hard, if not impossible, to separate out what is traditional in formulation from the
author’s own contribution, in the way in which it is possible to do so in the earlier letters of Paul himself
where tradition can often be recognized by linguistic and other peculiarities. The unique style constitutes
a fairly seamless robe that gives the letters a uniform appearance.11 It is difficult to avoid the impression
that the author has used his traditional materials in a creative way, carefully expressing them in his own
characteristic idiom. This idiom pervades the letters and indicates that we are dealing with a writer who
has his own distinct contribution to make.

Alongside the traditional material, then, we have other ways in which the writer expresses what he
wants to say in a manner that is not found in the acknowledged letters of Paul. This comes out in three
specific areas.

Jesus and God. First, there is christology. This is expressed primarily in terms of “epiphany” or
“appearing”. This term is used by Paul in 2 Thessalonians 2:8 with reference to the parousia of the Lord
Jesus, and this usage is repeated here (Tit 2:13; 2 Tim 4:1, 8), but it is also used to refer to the earthly life
of Jesus (2 Tim 1:10). The term was used elsewhere of theophanies that were in some way visible and
brought the saving intervention of God to his people. Here the coming of Jesus is envisaged as such a
visible, saving action of God. The language suggests that the One who appears is a heavenly being who is
made manifest on earth. This is particularly evident in the succinct and cryptic statement in 1 Timothy
3:16 that speaks of the One who appeared12 in flesh and was vindicated “in spirit” (NRSV; “by the Spirit”,
TNIV). His coming into the world (1 Tim 1:15) carries resonances of similar incarnation language in John
and is best understood in the same way. This is perhaps further confirmed by the insistence in 1 Timothy
2:5 that Christ Jesus was human, a point that there was no need to emphasize if he was not already thought
of as divine. And there is also the difficult statement in 2 Timothy 1:9–10 that speaks of the grace “given
us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time”; again this is best understood by appeal to the concept of
preexistence.13

It is important now to observe that the thought of epiphany is extended to include the whole of the
saving action of God in and through Christ. This emerges in Titus 2:11, where it is the grace of God that
has appeared, and similarly in Titus 3:4 “the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared”. The
recognition elsewhere in the New Testament that the saving event comprises not only the coming of Christ
but also the associated events, such as the pouring out of the Spirit and the apostolic testimony to the
significance of Jesus, comes to expression here. We find something similar in 1 Timothy 2:5–6, where the
self-giving of Christ and the testimony to it are closely linked, just as in 2 Corinthians 5:18–21 the
reconciling action of God in Christ and the message of reconciliation are tightly bound to each other.

Intermingled with this new presentation of the coming of Christ as epiphany is traditional material
that interprets his death as self-giving in order to redeem sinners (Tit 2:14). There is a lack of emphasis,
however, on the resurrection of Jesus in connection with the act of salvation, although it is stressed in
connection with the resurrection of believers (2 Tim 2:8) and clearly implied in a reference to Jesus as
the destroyer of death (2 Tim 1:10). The messiahship of Jesus is mentioned almost in passing in what is
probably a traditional formulation (2 Tim 2:8) and not developed in any significant way. And, as we have
seen, there is certainly stress on the future coming of Jesus as Judge and Savior (2 Tim 4:1).

This last term is possibly the most apt for summing up the person of Jesus in these letters. It is



significant not only because it emphasizes the fundamentally salvific character of their theology but also
because it is a description shared by Jesus (Tit 1:4; 2:13; 3:6; 2 Tim 1:10) with God (Tit 1:3; 2:10; 3:4; 1
Tim 1:1; 2:3; 4:10). Jesus and God are tied together closely through this shared function. The closeness of
the link is even more evident in the reference to the character of the Christian hope—“the appearing of the
glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ” (Tit 2:13). Attempts to understand this phrase as a
reference to “the glorious appearing of our great God and [our] Savior Jesus Christ” fall foul of the
syntax (the absence of the article with “Savior”), the use elsewhere of “God and Savior” as a well-
attested formula, and the Christian background of an increasing tendency to apply the title of God to Jesus.
There is thus a functional equivalence between Christ and God; the Old Testament concept of the coming
of Yahweh is here interpreted in terms of the coming of Christ in the same way as the title of God
(“Lord”) is also transferred to him.

The distinctive element in this christology is the concept of epiphany to apply to the incarnation. This
language was very much at home in Hellenism, and its use has given rise to the view that the Pastoral
Epistles represent a Hellenization of Christian theology. There is truth and error in this statement. It is
inexact in that the concept of theophany and the use of epiphany language were already to be found in
Greek-speaking Judaism in the canonical books of the Old Testament and in later writings, and there was
even reference to the Messiah being revealed in the future (4 Ezra 7:28). There is no need to look for an
external source for the language or to regard it as the intrusion of an alien category. But it is also the case
that the language was familiar in the Hellenistic religious environment, and therefore its choice here
would enable the writer to speak the language of the Greco-Roman world. It may be understood as part of
an attempt, conscious or unconscious, to use new language to express the gospel in a way that would be
intelligible and contemporary in the surrounding world of Ephesus and Crete, and more generally.

The concept of God that stands alongside this picture of Christ has sometimes been thought to be
somewhat remote and lofty in view of the descriptions found in 1 Timothy 1:17 and 1 Timothy 6:15–16.
Certainly these passages do emphasize the majesty and transcendence of God, although it is questionable
whether they really go beyond what can be found in Judaism and other Christian writings of the time.
Perhaps more surprising is the absence of the term Father with reference to God, whether in his
relationship to Christ or to believers, except in the stereotyped language of the epistolary greetings (1 Tim
1:2; 2 Tim 1:2; Tit 1:4). Correspondingly the terms son and child are not employed for relationships with
God. This absence could reinforce the impression of separation and majesty. It is, however, offset by the
use of the term Savior, which, as we have seen, ranges God and Christ closely alongside each other.
There is also the language of “kindness and love” (Tit 3:4), which reflects the Pauline use of “grace” and
“mercy”. The vocabulary here is that used of gods and rulers in the Hellenistic world.

The life of believers. The second main area to be considered is that of the nature of the Christian
life. Here again we have a basically traditional understanding. A person becomes a member of God’s
people (I am tempted to say “becomes a Christian” but recognize that this is a form of words marginal to
the New Testament) through the action of God as Savior (1 Tim 1:15; 2:4; 4:16; 2 Tim 1:9; Tit 3:5; cf. 1
Tim 2:15; 2 Tim 4:18).

This action presupposes that human beings are sinners whose lives are characterized by wickedness,
ungodliness and futility (Tit 2:11, 14; 3:3). Salvation is deliverance from such a way of life to a better
one. It is described in familiar terms as life or eternal life (1 Tim 1:16; 6:12, 19; 2 Tim 1:1, 10; Tit 1:2;
3:7); the reference here is generally to endless life in God’s heavenly kingdom (2 Tim 4:18), but it is also
to a new quality of life here and now (cf. 1 Tim 4:8). Although little is said directly about it, the
references to the day of judgment (1 Tim 5:24) and to mercy being shown on that occasion (2 Tim 1:18;
4:8) clearly imply that unless they have been saved sinners face condemnation and loss; yielding to
temptation entails ruin and destruction (1 Tim 6:9) which are not necessarily confined to the future.

The experience of being saved is expressed as deliverance or redemption, using the concept of



ransom that can ultimately be traced back to the saying of Jesus in Mark 10:45 (1 Tim 2:5; Tit 2:14); this
deliverance is from the whole sinful way of life and its consequences. It can also be spoken of in Pauline
terms as justification (Tit 3:7). We also have the language of rebirth and renewal (Tit 3:5), which
expresses the idea of a fundamental change or transformation in the person who is being saved through the
working of the Holy Spirit.14 The observation has been made that references to the Holy Spirit are sparse
in the Pastoral Epistles; admittedly they may be few, but they are powerful in their depiction of the lavish
outpouring of the Spirit on believers (Tit 3:6) who creates power, love and self-discipline (2 Tim 1:7)
and provides help to believers in their custody of the gospel (2 Tim 1:14). These last two references do
raise the question whether the thought is particularly of Spirit endowment for church leaders, particularly
since there is mention in the context of the laying on of hands. However, it must be insisted that Titus 3:6
is quite clearly about the gift of the Spirit to all believers, and that the statement in 2 Timothy 1:7 is about
qualities that are common to all believers and not just to leaders (cf. Rom 8:15). The author may be
thinking especially about the equipping of Timothy for his work, but he does so by referring to what
would be true of all believers.

The new life that results from this saving act will find its appropriate consummation in being finally
brought into the heavenly kingdom of God (2 Tim 4:18; cf. 2:10; 1 Tim 4:8; 6:19). Meanwhile, there is a
life to be lived. It is a life of identification with Christ (2 Tim 2:11–13) in which the believer shares in
the death of Christ. The past tense used here suggests that the moment of conversion is regarded as a
metaphorical death to the old life that entails the readiness even for martyrdom as the extreme possibility
that faces believers; the ongoing nature of this life is seen in the need for readiness for endurance and
faithfulness despite the temptations to apostasy and unfaithfulness. But the new life is empowered by the
grace that is in Christ (2 Tim 2:1). This is doubtless another way of describing the help given by the
Spirit; compare the way in which the gifts of the Spirit and the divine empowerments are paralleled in 1
Corinthians 12:4.

On the human side, so to speak, the inner basis of the Christian life resides in “a pure heart and a
good conscience and a sincere faith” (1 Tim 1:5). There is a mixture here of what might be regarded as
parts of the human personality that have been renewed by God’s power and the activity of the human
person in faith. The heart is the seat of motives and is to be pure, single-minded in devotion to God (1
Tim 1:5; 2 Tim 2:22). The word conscience is used in much the same way of the organ that adjudges
conduct or planned conduct. It can be described as “good” (1 Tim 1:5, 19) or “clear” (1 Tim 3:9; 2 Tim
1:3). The contrasting condition is when the conscience is seared or corrupted (1 Tim 4:2; Tit 1:15). In the
latter condition the conscience is not working properly, giving false judgments or no judgment rather than
condemning wrong conduct. It follows that the ideal is a conscience that is in good working order, in that
it warns against what is bad conduct by God’s standards and nevertheless finds nothing to condemn; it is
both “good” and “clear”.

Alongside these aspects of personality is placed faith, which is the most conspicuous theological
term in the Pastoral Epistles. Faith is thus the most characteristic attribute of the Christian, and the use of
the word in the Pastoral Epistles embraces the typical nuances found in Paul. There are some special
emphases that are worthy of note. First, faith is closely linked with knowledge (Tit 1:1) as constituting the
two qualities that define Christian existence. This element of knowledge corresponds with the very great
stress in the letters on the place of sound teaching in the church. The presence of erroneous teaching is
doubtless the occasion that gave rise to this stress. Consequently, the notion of faith itself broadens to
include “the faith” as the objective expression of what Christians should believe and as the act of
acceptance of this creed (1 Tim 3:9; 6:21; 2 Tim 2:18). There is nothing new about this nuance, which is
firmly established in earlier usage (cf. 1 Cor 15:1–2), but it is more central in the Pastoral Epistles. At the
same time there is the conspicuous concept of faith as trust in God or Christ and commitment to him (1
Tim 1:16; 3:16; 2 Tim 1:12; Tit 3:8). Although faith is directly associated with the moment of conversion



(1 Tim 1:14; 5:12; 2 Tim 1:5; 3:15), it is of course an ongoing attitude, and thus the nuance of faithfulness
and perseverance is naturally accommodated within the concept (1 Tim 2:15; Tit 3:15). It is not
surprising, then, that the standard term for Christians is “believers/faithful” (1 Tim 4:3, 10, 12; 5:16; Tit
1:6) and that the phrase “in [the] faith” is used to express the new situation brought about by acceptance of
the gospel (1 Tim 1:2; Tit 1:4). In view of this preponderance of evidence there is no significance in the
lack of mention of faith in the statement about justification by grace in Titus 3:7 (note how faith is
mentioned in the very next verse!).

Lists of vices and virtues are typical of the Pastoral Epistles, and faith figures in the latter with great
regularity. It has been suspected that the effect of such listings is to make faith merely one of a number of
Christian qualities, no more significant than the others. But this suggestion breaks down on the sheer
prominence of faith in the Pastoral Epistles as a whole and also on the fact that elsewhere in the New
Testament faith can occupy a subsidiary role in such lists (Gal 5:22; it is not even mentioned in 2 Cor
6:4–10).

Faith is most frequently linked with love in such lists or enumerations of Christian qualities (1 Tim
1:5, 14; 2:15; 4:12; 6:11; 2 Tim 1:13; 2:22; 3:10–11; Tit 2:2). What is in effect the content of love is
fleshed out in the numerous references in the Pastoral Epistles to works or deeds. These deeds are
qualified as “good” or “beautiful” (Gk. kalos). They are the positive outcome of Christian conversion, a
life of usefulness and profit expressed in love to other people (cf. Tit 2:14; 3:8, 14).

There is another aspect to the Christian life that finds expression in a characteristic vocabulary
embracing ideas of sobriety, moderation, dignity and self-control. Believers are to live orderly lives that
will win respect in the community at large. The general concept covering this area of behavior is summed
up in “piety” (Gk. eusebeia), a term that was current in Hellenistic Judaism and in the Hellenistic world
more generally to signify the type of life that was determined by a right attitude to God or the gods. The
content of piety was determined by the specific religion in question, and within Judaism the term was
tantamount to the “fear of the Lord” and combined reverent knowledge of God based on his self-
revelation and conduct in the light of that knowledge. It was thus a comprehensive term for religion in all
its aspects. In the Pastoral Epistles godliness is naturally shaped by Christ, so that the “mystery” of our
religion is identified with Christ (1 Tim 3:16), and piety is shaped within the context of a life “in Christ”
(2 Tim 3:12). It is closely linked to faith and to knowledge of the truth revealed in the gospel.

Without developing the ethical outworkings of this concept further, we can note how in this second
area (alongside christology) there is a use of terminology and concepts that were at home in the wider
world and helped to express the Christian faith in a way that would have been widely intelligible to both
Hellenistic Jews and Gentiles.

The church. The Pastoral Epistles are the New Testament documents that are most deeply
concerned with the polity of the church. They come from a situation where two important tendencies were
at work. First, although certainty is not attainable, the setting of the letters is the period during which the
congregations founded by the Pauline mission were no longer under his direct supervision and were
developing alternative forms of leadership. Second, the opposition to Paul and the growth of forms of
teaching in conflict with his understanding of the gospel, which were already rampant during his lifetime,
were increasing in influence. The confluence of these two movements explains the strong stress on
eccesiology in the letter. The practical measures taken by the Pauline circle included, first, a stress on the
importance of teaching that was in conformity with the gospel of Paul; the deposit handed down from Paul
was to be preserved carefully by his successors and passed on to other people who would make it the
basis of their teaching (1 Tim 6:20; 2 Tim 1:13–14; 2:2). Second, it was necessary to appoint local
church leaders who would hold fast to the gospel as well as being fit in terms of character and gifts of
leadership to guide the congregations (1 Tim 3:1–12; Tit 1:5–9). Third, time-wasting debates with
opponents were to be avoided, and disciplinary action was to be taken with the recalcitrant (Tit 3:9–11; 2



Tim 2:23), although this did not exclude the possibility of discussion and instruction that could lead them
back to a knowledge of the truth (2 Tim 2:25–26).

The emphasis in the Pastoral Epistles lies on the development of an orderly and recognized
leadership and ministry in the congregations, within which these activities would be carried on. Little is
said about the exercise of gifts of ministry in the congregations other than by those who were appointed to
positions of leadership. It can be presumed that such ministry did exist: the activity of the opponents
strongly suggests that it was not confined simply to the leaders, and the fact that Titus is portrayed as
introducing elders where there formerly had not been any points in the same direction. Nevertheless, it
has been thought that the Pastoral Epistles testify to the transition from a charismatically inspired form of
congregational life to one that is dominated by appointed officers to whom alone the gifts of the Spirit are
conveyed by the formal laying on of hands. Stated in such absolute terms, the contrast is clearly false. In
the earlier Pauline epistles there is a combination of charismatic ministries and appointed leaders with a
fluid boundary between the two. At Corinth ministry was open to all the congregation according to the
gifts given to each, but at the same time there were recognized leaders, both the apostles and their
colleagues, who exercised superintendence from outside, and the local elders or overseers and deacons
(as attested in Phil 1:1). In the Pastoral Epistles we see local congregations that are under the care of
Paul’s colleagues, Timothy and Titus, but their task is to facilitate the development of local leadership,
and they are not regarded as being permanently on hand. Apostolic delegates come and go. The structure
of the local leadership is still in process of evolution; it is significant that it is not possible to gain an
absolutely clear picture of what was going on—why are the terms elder and overseer apparently used for
the same groups of people,15 and why do deacons figure in I Timothy but not in Titus?

Underlying these practical measures there is a developing concept of the nature of the church. The
dominant motif is that of the church as a household (1 Tim 3:14). This stands in some contrast with the
earlier Pauline picture of the congregation as the body of Christ, in which all the members have their
respective functions (Rom 12; 1 Cor 12). Nevertheless, the images are not as different as some have
thought. Fatherhood (i.e., householder) language is used earlier by Paul of his own role in the
congregations (1 Cor 4:14–15; 1 Thess 2:11). Within the body metaphor it is certainly true that all
members are important and have a function, but at the same time there is a recognition that some parts
seem to be weaker and lacking in honor (1 Cor 12:21–24). And when Paul lists the different parts of the
church in 1 Corinthians 12:28, he does put them in order with “first of all apostles, second prophets, third
teachers” and then the others. It may also be significant that, although in these earlier letters the body
exists “in Christ” (Rom 12:5; cf. 1 Cor 12:12), the metaphor is not developed in terms of leadership or
headship, the need to do so evidently arose and is reflected in Ephesians and Colossians, where Christ is
the head on whom the body is dependent. The picture of the household (i.e., a building with a family
living in it) brings out more this concept of rule and direction; in Hebrews Moses and then Christ are
envisaged as the faithful stewards in charge of God’s house, and in Hebrews the congregational leaders
are seen similarly. A person must be competent to direct his own household affairs if he is to be chosen as
God’s steward. The metaphor may also convey the thought that the different people have assigned roles
and positions within the household with corresponding duties, just as in an ordinary household there were
various roles for the wife, children, slaves and other members (cf. Tit 2:2–10; 1 Tim 6:1–2). However, it
must be recognized that the picture of the church as household is not explicitly developed in this manner.
What we do have certainly is teaching about the need for younger people to treat older people with
respect and for appropriate respect between the sexes (1 Tim 5:1–2). The concept of the church as
household thus fits in with the general stress on orderliness in the letters.

A second, closely related picture sees the church as the pillar and bulwark of the truth (1 Tim 3:15).
There is probably a combination of ideas here in that the church is to be a guardian or firm basis for the
truth and also a freestanding pillar (such as stood outside the Solomonic temple, 1 Kings 7:15–22) that



bears testimony to the truth.16 Thus the church is assigned a central role in the preservation and
proclamation of the gospel.

Third, the church is identified as the church of the living God (1 Tim 3:15). The description of God
as “living” probably conveys the thought of God as powerfully present in the church, and the whole
phrase echoes the description of Israel as the “assembly of Yahweh”. Without using the word temple the
author identifies the congregation as the group of people who belong to God (cf. Tit 2:14), within whose
assembly he is present, and who form his “house”. This is a much more dynamic concept of the church
than might have been expected. The church is far from being a static institution.

Conclusion

The surface intention of the Pastoral Epistles is to call back the congregations to the Pauline model of
belief and life in the face of an opposition that represented a reversion to a peculiar type of Jewish
Christianity that was in danger of losing itself in speculation and a corresponding asceticism. The insights
of Pauline theology and ecclesiology had to be adapted to deal with this new situation, and this in part
explains why the letters present Pauline material in a new way: there is a powerful stress on the need for
teaching that is in accordance with the deposit handed down from Paul and on the need for a church polity
that will ensure that this takes place. Controls and curbs needed to be introduced to replace the personal
authority of Paul. It is not that Paul superintended congregations that were free from problems; he too had
to impose discipline.

This process is sometimes labeled as the institutionalization of the church and its theology.17 But this
description oversimplifies the situation and does not do justice to the parallel process that was going on,
namely, the restatement of the gospel and of Christian behavior in a new vocabulary and conceptuality that
retained the essential Pauline notes but is recognizably in a somewhat different idiom. This should come
as no surprise when we recollect the number of different idioms that coexist in the other New Testament
writings and that were in no way a stumbling block to the process of canonization. They show that the
circle in which the Pastoral Epistles were put together did not interpret its task as the wooden
reproduction of tradition in a way that stifled creative thinking.

The difficulty may be, of course, that the Pastoral Epistles, while not themselves succumbing to the
temptation to make the church a static repository of fixed teaching administered by a select group of
leaders, nevertheless set a direction that inevitably led to this result. Are they early catholic in that sense?
Their problem is that they were dealing with very real threats to the future of the faith, and therefore they
do emphasize the elements of orthodoxy and order that were essential in that situation. Those who
criticize them may well be asked to consider what else could have been done if the truth of the gospel and
the commission to evangelize were to be maintained and revitalized in the church. The fact is that there is
a very difficult balancing act to perform between veering into the rigidly orthodox institutionalization that
produces a dead, introspective orthodoxy and slipping into the enthusiastic freedom in thought and
behavior that can lose anything recognizably Christian. It is worth considering whether what happened
was that the later church tended to follow the rules and order in the Pastoral Epistles to the neglect of
those elements that call for a lively discipleship under the shadow of the cross.
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1Although attempts have been made by some scholars to detect differences of authorship and of theological outlook between the letters, I
remain persuaded that they come from one author or circle and that any differences between them are due to addressing different situations.
Cf. Rüdiger Fuchs, Unerwartete Unterschiede: Müssen wir unsere Ansichten über die Pastoralbriefe revidieren?  (Wuppertal:
Brockhaus, 2003), who argues that there are significant differences in the theologizing in the three letters but that these are contingent on the
different situations addressed; he assigns the letters to Paul’s lifetime with Luke as the amanuensis.
2Therefore it is not the case that the congregation has ceased to matter and the leaders alone are significant in the spiritual formation of the
congregation.
3The distinctiveness of the letters over against the acknowledged letters of Paul is generally admitted. A minority of scholars think that the
degree of distinctiveness is not sufficient as to require any other hand than that of Paul in their composition.
4For detailed justification of this position see I. Howard Marshall, in collaboration with Philip H. Towner, A Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on the Pastoral Epistles (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1999), introduction. I use the term pseudonymous to refer to documents that
were intended to deceive their recipients into thinking that somebody other than the real author wrote them, and the term allonymous to refer
to documents composed by somebody other than the purported author (in this case Paul) but in a way that was transparent and not intended to
deceive the readers.
5It may well be that the stimulus to the composition of the letters was an authentic letter of Paul that has formed the basis for 2 Tim.
6I regard 1 Tim 2:9–10 as parallel to 1 Tim 2:8: both prescribe the appropriate requirements for people at prayer, and then the writer develops
a further, associated theme concerned with the role of women in the teaching aspect of the congregational meeting.
7This probably meant that even though women were not allowed to teach, this would not put them at any disadvantage and they would still be
able to persevere in their Christian lives to final salvation through fulfilling their other Christian duties, including (for most women) motherhood.
The whole passage is difficult of interpretation, and I take the view that the restriction here on women teaching was necessary because of
specific circumstances and is not a timeless principle; see Marshall, Pastoral Epistles, pp. 436–71.
8The description of the opponents and their teaching is fuller than in Titus, but it is broadly similar, and I can see no basic differences.
9TNIV has adopted different section headings.

10Joachim Jeremias, Die Briefe an Timotheus und Titus,  8th ed. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1963), p. 8. Jeremias
accepted the authenticity of the ten other letters ascribed to Paul, and his statement was intended to be an argument for the Pastoral
Epistles being the work of Paul through a secretary.

11This is not to deny that there is some concentration of unusual vocabulary in particular passages. The individual distinctives in thought
and expression in the letters are set out carefully by Fuchs (see p. 397 n. 1), but they are not sufficient in my opinion to call in
question the existence of a basic common theology in them.

12A different verb (phaneroō) is used here; cf. 2 Tim 1:10; Tit 1:3.
13These statements are made in full recognition that some scholars have denied the existence of an incarnational type of christology in

the Pastoral Epistles. See I. Howard Marshall, “The Christology of the Pastoral Epistles”, SNT (SU) 13 (1988): 157–77.
14The concept of rebirth is not explicit in the earlier letters of Paul.
15It is most probable that this was the case, but it is not absolutely impossible that the overseers were a subgroup of the elders, although

on this hypothesis it is very difficult to see why the qualifications for elders and overseers are juxtaposed in Tit 1:6, 7–9. If the
structure had been more rigid, we would not have expected the material to be so difficult to interpret.

16This, of course, assumes that the church is founded on the truth and is continually submissive to it.
17Cf. Margaret Y. MacDonald, The Pauline Churches: A Socio-historical Study of Institutionalization in the Pauline and

Deutero-Pauline Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).
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THE THEOLOGY OF THE PAULINE LETTERS

 

Now that we have examined individually the thirteen letters in the Pauline corpus we have the task of
attempting some kind of synthesis of their theology. Since the question whether they are all directly from
Paul or some are later compositions, is a matter of dispute, it will make good sense to tackle our task in a
way that recognizes the existence of this unsettled debate. The problem is to some extent eased by the fact
that the letters about which there is dispute are generally dated, if authentic, to the later part of Paul’s
career, and therefore a distinction between the earlier and later letters corresponds approximately to one
between the authentic and the secondary letters.1 On the whole, a treatment that recognizes the
chronological difference between the earlier and the later letters, whether authentic or post-Pauline, will
enable us to do justice to the problems. 1 shall note where the later letters corroborate the earlier ones
and where they introduce new ideas. We must bear in mind that the letters were written to different
concrete situations and addressed different specific audiences and their problems, factors that may have
shaped the agenda and the way in which the writer responded to it.

The Framework and Background of Paul’s Theology

By “framework and background of Paul’s theology” I am referring to the framework of thought, the given
set of basic presuppositions about the nature of reality, within which Paul did his theology. As is the case
with the other New Testament authors, the framework of Paul’s theology is constituted by Judaism. Three
elements in this are significant.

The first is the Old Testament. Although formal citations are largely confined to Romans, 1–2
Corinthians and Galatians, there are allusions throughout the corpus, and it is clear that the Old Testament
has decisively helped to shape Paul’s thought. Attention to Scripture was in any event inevitable for Paul,
since he had to develop and defend his theology over against other views that claimed to be based on it.2

The second element is the manner in which Scripture is used; here Paul shows similarities to the
kind of exegesis found in the Judaism of his time, as attested especially in the Dead Sea Scrolls and
reflected in the later rabbinic literature.

The third element is Paul’s acceptance of the kind of outlook that can be broadly termed apocalyptic.
That is to say, he is less concerned with the kind of religion found in the rabbinic literature that was
largely concerned with the exposition of the law and is much more at home in the sort of theology that is
centered on God’s intervention in history through the Messiah and the life of the world to come. This
framework establishes what we might call the shape of the theology; it does not establish the content that
is developed within these categories. There can be enormous differences in the scenarios developed by
apocalyptic writers.

To insist on the fundamentally Jewish character of Paul’s theology is not to deny the presence of
influences and concepts drawn from other sources. There were already Hellenistic elements in the
Judaism that Paul knew. Hence, for example, there is some interaction in Romans with the kind of thinking
found in the Hellenistic Jewish book of Wisdom.3

Second, we must not underestimate the significant role played by Paul’s Christian experience and by



his thinking about its significance. Paul’s conversion experience played a decisive part in the
development of his theology.4 He also refers on occasion to prophetic experiences that he had in which he
received visions and messages from the Lord.

Third, Paul’s thought was also shaped decisively by that of the earliest Christians who were his
contemporaries. Paul did not do his missionary work and theology in a vacuum but learned from those
who were Christians alongside him and developing their theological understanding of the gospel
simultaneously. References to Cephas (Peter), James, John, Barnabas and Silas in his letters indicate
something of the close personal contacts that he had with other missionaries and leaders associated with
Jerusalem and Antioch. There are quotations from traditions handed down within early Christian circles.
And included in these traditions were things said and done by Jesus.

No attempt has been made in this book to reconstruct the theology of this early period. The task of
extracting pre-Pauline material from the various sources is speculative, although in my opinion the
presentation by Luke in Acts should be given much more credence than it often receives. In the discussion
above of the Synoptic Gospels and Acts 1 have set forth the view that the theology of the early Christians
as portrayed in Acts is very much what we would expect to have developed among the followers of the
earthly Jesus in the light of their experiences of the resurrection and the outpouring of the Spirit, and under
the constraint of their commission to continue the work of mission to which he had called them. Further, it
is vital to remember that Paul was converted within a very short period after Easter, and therefore we
cannot posit a lengthy period of development at the end of which he came upon the scene.

The Central Theme of Paul’s Theology

There has been much controversy as to whether it makes sense to identify a central theme or core in
Paul’s theology, and if so what that core might be. Paul was primarily a preacher and teacher, and
therefore the problem is essentially settled by his summary of what he proclaimed in 1 Corinthians 15:2–
8: “the gospel I preached to you.… By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I
preached to you. Otherwise, you have believed in vain. For what I received I passed on to you as of first
importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was
raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, and then to the
Twelve.… And last of all he appeared to me also”. But this statement is about the gospel as it is made
known to unbelievers. What it does not bring out is that the content of this salvation is that God calls
believers into the church, the company of people who receive the Holy Spirit, to live a new life in union
with the crucified and risen Christ that expresses itself in holiness and love, and to look forward to the
parousia of Christ and the resurrection of the dead.

In identifying this whole complex of motifs as the heart of Paul’s theology we are recognizing that he
was essentially a missionary and that therefore a theological statement of the gospel that he preached
takes us to the central theme of his Christian thinking. We have expressed this central theme in the form of
a doctrinal statement, and we have the excellent justification for so doing in that the first part of it is a
straight quotation from such a statement by Paul. Another possibility might be to follow one of the
fashions of the present time and say that Paul tells a story or narrative whose plot can be recounted. The
concept of a narrative is a helpful one in that the Scriptures do tell the story of the ongoing
interrelationship between God and humankind from the creation of the world and Adam and Eve right up
to Paul’s time. It makes sense to see what was happening in Paul’s experience as the continuation of that
story and to recognize further that to some extent the future development of the story can be foreseen.
Early Christians such as Paul did take over the story contained in the Scriptures, understanding it in a new
way in the light of their history, and they did see their experience as the next stage in that story. Paul,
however, does not so much tell a story in his letters as rather comment on the story and its implications



for his readers. It is important that the story be told correctly and not given a different kind of spin, as was
happening in the Jewish understanding of it that led on a trajectory to a rabbinic Judaism that denied that
the Messiah had come.5

Specific Elements in Paul’s Theology

God—the Father. The brief summary of Paul’s theology above very nearly missed out the word God. To
some extent one can understand why Rudolf Bultmann structured his theology of Paul around his
anthropology rather than his theology (in the narrow sense), since it could be argued that Paul is more
concerned to tell his readers about themselves than about God. In the same way our survey of the
individual letters has shown how Paul spends little space on Jesus Christ as a person and far more on his
significance for the readers. This superficial impression is misleading, since God the Father is the
initiator of the story for Paul, as he is for all the New Testament writers: the gospel is the gospel of God
(Rom 1:1). God the Father is the creator of the universe (1 Cor 8:6), and human beings are made in his
image (1 Cor 11:7). He expects their worship and their willing obedience to his way of life for them (cf.
Rom 1:21). He is living and active, by contrast with the idols worshiped by the Gentiles (1 Thess 1:9).
He will judge the world for its sinfulness (Rom 2:5); his wrath is already being revealed in the way in
which human sin leads to human misery (Rom 1:18). He has been active in the story of Israel, the nation
called to be his people, who turned out to be generally rebellious against him (Rom 9–11). And now he is
active in initiating and effecting salvation. He is faithful to the people whom he has called and who have
responded to his call (1 Cor 1:9; 1 Thess 5:24; cf. Phil 1:6).

Already in this summary it has been necessary to speak more precisely of “God the Father” in order
to distinguish him from Jesus Christ. Paul uses “Father” in various ways and contexts. Epistolary opening
greetings, specifically the “grace and peace” wish but also the surrounding material, regularly refer to
God as “our Father”, that is, the father of the correspondent and his addressees, or simply in later letters
as “the Father” (1 Tit; 2 Tim; Tit). 6 Some epistolary endings also use this language (Eph 6:23; cf. Phil
4:20). Elsewhere, however, the form “our Father” is rare (Phil 4:20; 1 Thess 3:11, 13; 2 Thess 2:16).
The indications are that the term was liturgical7 and strengthened the expression of God’s fatherly care for
his people (cf. Eph 5:20; Col 1:12; 3:17). God is also spoken of as “the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”,
and this expression is likewise used in liturgical contexts (Rom 15:6; 2 Cor 1:3; 11:31; cf. Eph 1:3; 3:14;
Col 1:3); calling on God as “Abba, Father” (Rom 8:15; Gal 4:6) falls into the same category of usage (cf.
also 2 Cor 1:3b, “the Father of compassion”). Otherwise, the term does not figure much in Paul’s
writings, apart from the crucial confession of “one God, the Father” (1 Cor 8:6; cf. Eph 4:6; see also Rom
6:4; 1 Cor 15:24) and the citation from 2 Samuel 7:14 in 2 Corinthians 6:18, which gives scriptural
backing for the usage. We see from this survey that “Father” occurs predominantly in the context of
prayer, blessing and doxology but otherwise is comparatively rare. The frequent use of “our” conveys a
sense that God is the Father of believers inasmuch as they have become his people.

God is not the only superhuman being. There are angels who act as his servants (Gal 3:19; cf. 4:14),8
and there are his opponents, Satan (the devil) and the various evil powers who threaten the peace and
well-being of the universe (Rom 8:38–39; 1 Cor 2:8; 15:24; cf. Eph 1:21; 6:12; Col 1:16; 2:15).

God—the Son. God has a Son, identified as the human figure Jesus. This extraordinary statement
(for a Jew) is made quite naturally by Paul and does not seem to have been a matter of surprise or
controversy to his readers. Paul, as we have noted, does not explain this relationship. When he does
comment on the relationship of God’s Son to God, it is more to express the paradox of this figure
becoming human and surrendering his sovereign position to become a slave; that is the mystery rather than
the fact that God could have a Son. The term Son is not all that frequent in Paul.9 It occurs only once in 1



Thessalonians (1 Thess 1:10), where the Son is the one whom God raised from the dead and is awaited
by believers from heaven. In Galatians it is associated with the sonship of believers (Gal 4:5–6) but also
with the personal experience of Paul, whose conversion entailed the revelation of God’s Son to him (Gal
1:16) and whose life is one of faith in the Son of God who loved him and gave himself for him (Gal
2:20). The inclusion of believers in God’s family as his children leads to the usage in Romans 8:19 (cf. 1
Cor 1:9). Paul uses the term when bringing out the greatness of God’s self-sacrifice in giving Jesus up to
death (Rom 8:32).

In Romans 1:3 the content of the gospel is said to be the Son of God. Paul expands on this by
referring to the fact of Jesus Christ’s human descent and to his appointment as Son of God with power at
the resurrection. By this statement Paul does justice to the Davidic sonship of Jesus, which qualifies him
to be the Messiah, and to his status after the resurrection in which he exercises the function of Son of God
with a power that was not evident previously. Whether or not this statement is a reworking of a tradition
or an ad hoc creation by Paul, it is highly appropriate in emphasizing the centrality of Jesus in the gospel,
his unimpeachable status as Messiah (of crucial importance for debates with Jews) and his divinely
confirmed status as Son of God, which includes and transcends messiahship. The form of words implies
that he was Son of God throughout his career (Gal 4:4) but became the enthroned Son of God after the
resurrection.10 Thereafter Paul uses the term Son to express the greatness of the gift made by God in
sending Jesus to die for sinners (Rom 5:10; 8:3, 32).

The closely related idea of Jesus as the image of God is found in 2 Corinthians 4:4 and Colossians
1:15, and in both cases the concept of believers being transformed to bear the same image is not far
distant (2 Cor 3:18; Col 3:10; see also Rom 8:29; 1 Cor 15:49).

Jesus Christ11 is distinguished terminologically from God not only as the Son from the Father but
also by the way in which Paul uses the term Lord to refer to him. It is likely that several influences have
contributed to the usage of this term, stretching back to the consciousness of Jesus as the master and
teacher of the disciples during his earthly life and taking into account the parabolic teaching about the
master of the servants who will return to judge them on their conduct during his absence. But it is also the
case that here Paul is taking over a term that connoted God in the Scriptures and generally reserving it for
Jesus Christ.12

The naming of Jesus alongside God as the source of spiritual blessings is found in the epistolary
greetings. Implicitly this assigns to him the same role as that of God, and this is further seen in the way in
which he can be named in other blessing statements, in particular the “grace” benedictions that typically
conclude Paul’s letters. Equally significant is the contrast that Paul makes in Galatians 1:11–12 when he
insists that he did not receive his gospel from a human source, literally, “from a man”, but from a
revelation of Jesus Christ. A further important passage is 1 Corinthians 8:6, where God and the Lord
Jesus Christ are named alongside each other as the source of all things. Here Paul takes the Jewish
confession that there is one God and places alongside it the affirmation that there is also one Lord,
namely, Jesus Christ. This same close relationship with God may be implicitly present in Romans 14:9–
12; what is said here about appearing before God’s judgment seat and bowing before him and confessing
him is said elsewhere with explicit reference to the role of Christ as Lord and judge (2 Cor 5:10; Phil
2:10–11). As elsewhere in the New Testament, the exaltation of Jesus as Lord is of central importance; it
is precisely faith that this is so that constitutes saving faith (Rom 10:9). Consequently, Paul can identify
Jesus and God as the objects of faith (Rom 4:24; 10:11).

Side by side with this understanding of Jesus in relation to God is the stress on him as a human
being; if Romans 5:1–11 presents him as the Lord and Son of God, Romans 5:12–21 emphasizes that he is
the “one man” whose righteous act undid the effects of that other man, Adam (Rom 5:15; cf. 1 Cor 15:21,
47).

Despite the high place given to Jesus, God the Father remains the supreme being in the universe, so



that ultimate worship and obedience is given to him, even by Jesus, who shares his authoritative position
over against the universe (1 Cor 15:28; Phil 2:9–11).

All of this material that indicates the role and status of Jesus is in the nature of incidental
information. It is not something that Paul is teaching his readers but uncontroversial material that he can
assume is accepted already by them. It is rare for him to do something that is more like specific teaching
about him. Thus even the statement of Jesus’ self-humbling in becoming poor in 2 Corinthians 8:9 is
introduced by “you know”. The fullest passage about Jesus is in Philippians 2:6–11, where his career is
adduced in order to reinforce an appeal for the kind of self-humbling that enables believers to think of one
another’s interests rather than just their own. The development here is in terms of the self-emptying and
self-humbling of Jesus; these are motifs not found elsewhere—Paul more normally talking of the self-
giving of Jesus for the sake of humanity (Gal 1:4; 2:20; cf. Eph 5:2, 25; 1 Tim 2:6; Tit 2:14) or of his
being given by God (Rom 4:25; 1 Cor 11:23)—and their occurrence rather strengthens the view that the
story of Jesus given here has been deliberately framed for its context in the letter.

The other detailed presentation of Jesus is in Colossians 1:15–20, which brings together the
concepts of divine sonship (Col 1:13) and the divine image, the latter being a motif associated not only
with sonship but also with the figure of wisdom. The association of the Son with creation (cf. Heb 1:2–3
for the same combination of sonship, wisdom and creation) is developed here in the interests of
emphasizing his supremacy over all that has been created. The supremacy of Christ is already present in
the references to his exaltation to the right hand of God (Rom 8:34; cf. Eph 1:20; Col 3:1) and his reign (1
Cor 15:25), but it is developed in Colossians, where Christ is filled by God (Col 2:9).

Against this background it is not surprising if Christ is actually referred to as “God”, and this is
almost certainly the case in Romans 9:5 (cf. Tit 2:13, where it is virtually certain). Here we have what
appears to be the beginning of a balanced statement about Jesus according to the flesh and then according
to the spirit (cf. Rom 1:3–4), but in the second half he is actually stated to be “God over all, forever
praised”. The uniqueness of this direct appellation raises the question whether we should repunctuate the
sentence to give a separate doxology concerning God the Father (TNIV mg.; NRSV mg.) rather than a
description of Jesus, but this rendering is intrinsically less probable. We have the same kind of thinking as
in John 1, where the Word can be God and yet distinguishable from God the Father.

It is now crucial to remember the point made at the beginning of this section, that God’s Son is
identified with the human figure Jesus.13 Here three points are significant.

First, the existence of the human figure Jesus as a human figure was not in any dispute. There were,
we may presume, plenty of people who could testify to the life and death of this human being, just as they
could testify to his resurrection. Nor does there appear to have been any dispute about the reality of the
manhood (cf. 1 Tim 2:5). The ancient world knew well enough the possibility of supernatural beings, the
gods of the Greeks and Romans or angelic messengers in Judaism, being transformed into a human form
for a temporary period, but that is not the impression that we get from Paul, who refers quite
unequivocally to Jesus as a man. This is confirmed by the way in which he understands Jesus as the
heavenly man (1 Cor 15:45–49) and conceives of him as having a body (Phil 3:21; cf. 1 Cor 15:44).

Second, the direction of Paul’s thinking is summed up in Galatians 4:4, where God sent his Son, born
of a woman. It is not that a human being ascended to heaven and became a heavenly being, but that a
heavenly being became human. It is true that Galatians 4:4 is the only place where Paul speaks of God
sending Jesus, a motif strongly attested in John, but his other references to incarnation (2 Cor 8:9; Phil
2:6–8) are clear enough.

Third, the human character of Jesus is theologically significant for Paul because it enables him to
make his comparisons with Adam in Romans 5 and 1 Corinthians 15 as well as to characterize Jesus as
one who was born and lived under the law and therefore was able to come under the curse of the law in
order to deliver humanity from it (Gal 3:13).



God—the Holy Spirit. Paul’s theology assigns a central place also to the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is
at the very least an enhanced form of divine power that operates in individual believers and congregations
to bring about God’s purposes for them. But the evidence that Paul is well on the way to understanding the
Spirit in personal terms is incontrovertible, and this conclusion is not surprising, given the existing belief
in Judaism in other personal beings (angels) associated with God. The Spirit intercedes for believers
with the Father (Rom 8:26–27) and can be grieved by the sin of believers (Eph 4:30). When Paul links
together the Lord Jesus Christ, God and the Holy Spirit—in that order!—in a benediction (2 Cor 13:13),
and we compare that statement with the other cases where the juxtaposition of God our Father and the
Lord Jesus Christ undoubtedly indicates their closeness to one another and their joint function as the
source of blessing for believers, it is clear that a very special position is also being given to the Spirit.14

One could also compare the ways in which the same effects in the lives of believers are attributed to
Christ and the Spirit (cf. 1 Cor 12:4–6, where God is also brought in alongside the Lord [Christ] and the
Spirit).15 And, finally, Paul is able to identify “the Lord” in Exodus 34:34 as the Spirit (2 Cor 3:18) in the
same way as he can interpret other Old Testament occurrences of “the Lord” as references to Christ. And
again what is significant is the way in which Paul is not trying to teach people about the nature of the
Spirit. It all comes out by the way as he teaches them about other matters.

God—as communicator. Paul was heir to a religion in which the action of God in the world was an
accepted fact. He possessed the Jewish Scriptures which, whatever their precise extent, certainly began
for him with the creation of the world by God (Rom 1:20), the stories of the first man (Rom 5:14; 1 Cor
15:45) and woman (2 Cor 11:3; cf. 1 Tim 2:13–14), Abraham (Rom 4; Gal 3:6–9; 4:21–31) and the
patriarchs (Rom 9:6–13), and so on. People had religious experiences, like Abraham who believed in
God, and God made himself known to them in a variety of ways. The lasting monuments of this activity
were the Scriptures, understood to be divine oracles enshrining what God had said to Moses and the
prophets (Rom 3:2).

There was thus a story or, better, history of God’s dealings with humanity and especially with the
line that began with Abraham and unfolded into Israel, the people of God to whom he gave his law. The
climax in this lengthy history was the sending of God’s Son as the Messiah to the Jewish people (Rom
9:5). Paul says little about Jesus’ life and teaching, and his attention is concentrated on Jesus’ resurrection
and exaltation and subsequent activity. He knows that Jesus had followers, twelve in number, who were
included in a wider body of apostles, to which Paul belonged (1 Cor 15:5–8). These apostles had
experienced appearances of the risen Jesus and been commissioned by him to act as missionaries, a task
that involved preaching the gospel, making converts, planting congregations and caring for and teaching
their members. It was thus a role that made them stewards or trustees of divine revelation and assigned
appropriate authority to them (1 Cor 4:1). They could have a prophetic role in that they became conscious
of what God wanted them to say to people, and Paul refers to “divine secrets” (mystēria) that had been
revealed to him personally (Rom 11:25; 1 Cor 4:1; 15:51; cf. Eph 3:3–4).

The boundaries between apostles and other people were somewhat hazy. Thus their functions were
in some ways similar to those of prophets, who also received divine messages. There is a reasonable
case that in some circles there developed evangelists who carried out similar missionary tasks without the
same basis in a personal commission from the risen Christ (Eph 4:11; 2 Tim 4:5). Also we find the term
apostles used of “apostles of the churches” who seem to have been people commissioned for specific
tasks by local congregations, but the similarity in terminology may have caused some confusion (2 Cor
8:23). And Paul refers to “false apostles” (2 Cor 11:13), by which he means people who evidently had
not received the kind of commission that he had received and were spreading teaching that he did not
regard as coming from God. It might be thought that the requirement of a commission from the risen Christ
was a qualification that could not be easily counterfeited, since people would know who belonged to the
earliest company of followers of Jesus, but if Paul could claim such a revelation at a later date than the



Twelve (“last of all … as to one abnormally born”, 1 Cor 15:8), presumably other people could falsely
or mistakenly make similar claims.

In any case, for Paul this self-understanding was crucial, and he resisted any challenges to it.
The gospel—the need for salvation. The main theme of Paul’s apostolic preaching is undoubtedly

the gospel, good news for humankind. He was called to the service of the gospel (Rom 1:1, 9; 15:16; 1
Cor 1:17; Gal 1:16; cf. Eph 3:8). However, this basic assertion needs to be qualified in two ways.

On the one hand, it might be thought that this calling indicates that Paul’s message and the underlying
theology were primarily concerned with the welfare of humankind. But there are various indications that
the decisive concern is to bring glory to God (cf. Eph 1:6, 12, 14). Glory is a term with a range of
meaning and reference. It can refer to the praise and worship that people offer to another person,
supremely to God. It can then refer to the exalted state of God or some other person that is increased by
having large numbers of people offering praise. And more broadly it can refer to the visible expression of
that state, seen in being seated on a throne and shining with radiant light that can prevent people from
looking directly at God or coming near to him. For Paul the ultimate purpose and effect of all human
endeavor must be to glorify God, expressed vocally in the form of a doxology (Rom 11:36; 16:27; Gal
1:5; Phil 4:20; cf. Eph 3:21; 1 Tim 1:17) and more generally by obedience to God, who is seen to be
glorious in that people acknowledge him as Lord and do his bidding (1 Cor 10:31). So it is that even his
Son, Jesus Christ, brings glory to God, even when he himself is being glorified (Phil 2:9–11). And the
effect of preaching the gospel and bringing salvation to people is that they offer praise to God (Rom 15:9;
Gal 1:24). Although ultimately God alone is to be glorified, nevertheless he shares his glory with his
people (1 Thess 2:12; 2 Thess 2:14; Rom 8:30). But since this obligation to glorify God was not being
fulfilled, there was need to recall humanity to its duty (Rom 1:21).

On the other hand, the message of Paul was not entirely good news for humanity. Good news
presupposes that there is some kind of lack in the human situation for which it provides a welcome
remedy. Advertisements for an antidote to hay fever are irrelevant in a region where the ailment is
unknown. So the presupposition of the good news is that people need what is being offered to them. If they
are unaware of their need, then their position needs to be made clear to them.

Consequently, the message of Paul begins with the announcement of the wrath of God (Rom 1:18).
The term conveys the sense of a negative reaction by God that finds concrete expression against those
who incur his wrath. Specifically it is linked to a future time or “day” when God will judge humanity and
express his anger against sinners who disobey him (Rom 2:5; 5:9; cf. Eph 5:6). We therefore need to
explore what it is that arouses this wrath and how it is experienced. Attempts to turn the wrath of God into
an impersonal principle at work in human history and to see it simply as something that happens rather
than also as a personal reaction of God have not been successful.

The concept is not as widespread in Paul’s writings as is sometimes assumed. But it is significantly
present when Paul sums up the nature of salvation as the action of Jesus Christ in delivering people from
the wrath to come (1 Thess 1:10; 5:9) and the fact that he begins his systematic exposition of the gospel in
Romans by asserting that God’s wrath is revealed against all sin is significant. The picture broadens out
when we take into account the fact that this “wrath to come” is associated with judgment (Rom 2:2–3, 16;
2 Thess 2:12). We should not be misled by the fact that in a culture such as ours judges are supposed to be
disinterested and not to let their personal feelings affect their judgment; here what is being emphasized is
impartiality and freedom from arbitrary sentencing. However, it is quite normal for a judge to express the
righteous reaction of the community against cruelty and violence, and this is what is meant by the wrath of
God. God is impartial (Rom 2:11; cf. Eph 6:9; Col 3:25). The content of judgment is variously detailed as
death (Rom 5:12–21; 6:23) and destruction, in other words, separation from God and his kingdom (2
Thess 1:9). It follows that salvation is essentially deliverance from wrath and judgment.

From judgment we are led back to the situation that causes this reaction, which is sin. It may cause



some astonishment that although this word group is overwhelmingly present in Romans, it is
comparatively sparse in Paul’s other letters, even in Galatians. Roughly two-thirds of all the occurrences
in the Pauline corpus are in Romans. Whereas other New Testament authors tend to use the plural form
(and less frequently the singular) to refer to individual sinful acts, these forms are conspicuously rare in
Paul,16 and he uses the term preponderantly to refer to sin as a kind of force or power that enters and
overcomes human beings (Rom 7:17, 20) or the state of sinfulness that results from it (Rom 6:1).
Humanity in general is under the control of sin (Rom 3:9; Gal 3:22);17 it is a baleful influence that made
its entry into the world through Adam (Rom 5:12). There is no escape from its control (Rom 7:14). And it
is like a terminal disease, leading inexorably to death (Rom 5:12; 7:13; 8:2; 1 Cor 15:56). Paul can write
as though the sentence of death has already been executed (Rom 7:11; Rom 8:10). Already in Romans the
motif that sinners are “dead” in sin is present (Rom 8:12), and this way of putting the situation emerges
the more strongly in the later letters (Col 2:13; Eph 2:1, 5; cf. Eph 5:14) where the motif of being
unresponsive to the call of God until he brings to life is developed.

Closely connected with Paul’s understanding of sin are his assumptions about human nature. The
word flesh, literally the characteristic stuff of which human beings are made (Rom 2:28; 2 Cor 4:11), is
used to refer to them in their weakness and mortality. It expresses humanity as opposed to “spirit”, which
tends to express the divine. Although in itself the term could be neutral, the fact that human beings have
succumbed to sin allows Paul to regard the flesh as more or less “fallen flesh”, human nature that is
inevitably sinful and opposed to God. So when Paul talks about the desires or works of the flesh, he is
thinking of humanity following its own desires in rebellion against the commands of the Creator and the
guidance of the Spirit (Rom 8:4; Gal 5:17). This antithesis between flesh and the Spirit entails that
salvation issues in the setting free of the sinner from the power of the flesh to be led by the Spirit (Rom
8:1–13; Gal 5:16–26). As the space occupied by sin, the flesh is incapable of redemption; rather the
sinner is delivered from its domination. In this respect there is a crucial difference between the flesh and
the body despite the fact that both terms are used to refer to the material, visible aspect of the human
person. The body is also spoken of as being subjected to the hostile power of sin (Rom 6:6; 7:24), but can
be redeemed and transformed (Rom 8:23; 1 Cor 15:44, 51).

The Jewish people had received from God a gift that might be thought to provide the answer to sin.
The law given by Moses expressed the will of God for them, and it could well be thought that obedience
to its commandments would lead them to life (Rom 10:5; Gal 3:12). But Paul saw it differently. He
agreed that the possession of the law made clear to people just which forms of conduct were sinful (Rom
7:7). But he argued that such knowledge has the effect of bringing sin to light. The sinful impulses that are
already there in a person come to life and issue in sinful desires and actions (Rom 7:7–11). This does not
mean that the law is the cause of sin and therefore evil, but rather it functions as the indicator that registers
the presence of sin. But there is nothing in the law that can give a person the power to overcome sin and
cease to sin.18

The gospel—the means of salvation. Paul’s gospel is the announcement of what God has done to
save humanity from its plight. The caricature that Paul portrays an act of mediation by Christ between
sinners and a hostile God who needs to be persuaded to forgive them is a travesty of his teaching. The
same should be said of portrayals of a God whose wrath and love are in tension with each other. This is
proved by the persistent stress on the love, grace and mercy of God toward sinners. Paul does not use the
ordinary verb phileō for the love shown by God, but his use of the more characteristically biblical words,
the noun agapē and the verb agapaō, is reasonably frequent (Rom 5:5, 8; 8:35, 37, 39; 2 Cor 5:14; 13:11;
Gal 2:20; 1 Thess 1:4; 2 Thess 2:13, 16; cf. Eph 2:4; 3:19; 5:2, 25; Col 3:12). When used of God, the
term expresses a love that is concerned with the good of those who are loved rather than the satisfaction
felt by the lover.19 Grace appears to be the most characteristic term for this attitude in Paul’s vocabulary.
The usual epistolary greeting (shared with 1 Pet; 2 Pet; 2 Jn; Rev) associates God with grace, a term that



expresses the underlying motive and the effective action of God in his relationships with people. It
conveys the fact that God shows this attitude to those who do not deserve it and have done nothing to
merit it. The term mercy is much less frequent with reference to God.20 It suggests compassion for those
who are suffering as a result of sin. Both words appear to express the feelings and action of God with
respect to people who are in a dreadful plight from which they cannot deliver themselves and who have
no specific claims to favor, no “saving graces” as the cliché puts it. Grace is operative in the initial
saving action of God but also throughout the subsequent lives of God’s people and in the work of
missionaries (Rom 1:7; 15:15; Gal 2:9). It becomes thematic when Paul is discussing the contrast with
justification by works of the law, and he uses this term to show how justification is the gift of a God who
gives and does not impose human works as the condition for being justified (Rom 4:4).

The saving event. The central event in the gospel is the death and resurrection of Jesus. These two
actions belong closely together (Rom 4:25; 8:34; 1 Cor 15:3–5; 2 Cor 5:15; Phil 3:10; 1 Thess 4:14), but
the weight lies on the former.21 How it is to be understood is more difficult. It is basic that the death of
Jesus was concerned with sin (1 Cor 15:3; Gal 1:4; cf. Rom 8:3; 2 Cor 5:19–21) and that it was for all
people (2 Cor 5:14–15; cf. 1 Tim 2:6), specifically as sinners (Rom 5:6). Again and again the reference
is expressed confessionally with regard to “us”, those who have benefited from the death (Rom 5:8; 8:32;
14:15; 2 Cor 5:21; Gal 2:20; 3:13; cf. Eph 5:2, 25; 1 Thess 5:10; Tit 2:14).

How does Paul understand the death of Jesus? The phrase “for all” or “for us” might simply mean
that he died for our benefit without implying that he did something so that other people would not have do
it, specifically that he died in order to save them from having to die. Certainly that is part of the meaning.
But when Paul says that Christ delivered us from the curse of the law imposed upon those who do not
observe it by himself becoming a curse for us in his death (Gal 3:10–14), this can only mean that Christ
bore the curse instead of us. Paul is saying that Christ died the death that is due to sinners because of their
sin.22

In 2 Corinthians 5:18–21, having written about Christ dying for all, Paul goes on to say that the good
news of reconciliation rests on the fact that “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not
counting people’s sins against them.… God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we
might become the righteousness of God”. Here the sinless Christ23 becomes “sin” so that sinners might
become “righteousness”. As we saw, this means in effect that Christ became a sinner so that sinners might
become righteous. But how did Christ’s becoming a sinner produce this effect? The context demands that
it was through his death; in some way this takes away sin so that there is no barrier to reconciliation with
God. Had Christ not died, reconciliation would not have been possible. Again, the implication is that
Christ becomes the representative of sinners and dies on their behalf (2 Cor 5:14) so that they may be
delivered from their sins and have the status of righteous people.

A further type of explanation comes in Romans 3:25, where people are put in the right with God
because he “presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of his blood”.24 The
reference to Christ’s death suggests that he died as a sacrificial victim, but one provided by God rather
than by human beings, and just as the offering of the appropriate kind of sacrifices cancelled out sin under
the old covenant, so the offering of Christ cancels out sin. Romans 8:3 may also refer to Jesus as a sin
offering (TNIV text) The motif of sacrifice reappears in 1 Corinthians 5:6–8, where the death of Jesus is
compared with that of a Passover offering, and in Ephesians 5:2.25

The nature of salvation. Having considered the death of Jesus, we must now look at the ways in
which Paul sees it as affecting human beings. There are four principal images.

First, there is salvation itself. This term carried a variety of nuances in the ancient world, being used
literally of healing from illness, including life-threatening illness, and of rescue from life-threatening
danger, but also more positively of the benefits brought to a people by a ruler (“Savior” was a title for



kings and emperors). Paul uses “salvation” as a general term for the benefits brought by the gospel (Rom
1:16; cf. Eph 1:13), but it is used particularly for the concept of being delivered from the effects of God’s
wrath at the final judgment (Rom 5:9; 13:11; 1 Cor 5:5). This has suggested to some scholars that it is
essentially a future concept, so that Paul cannot speak of people being already saved.26 Certainly there are
texts that can be interpreted as referring to salvation as something yet to be received, a future hope (Phil
1:28; 1 Thess 5:8, 9). However, to interpret it exclusively in this sense is not justified, and a number of
texts are much more plausibly understood as containing a present reference (1 Cor 15:2; 2 Cor 1:6; 6:2),
and Romans 8:24 is unequivocally in the past tense. What is at issue is not whether God’s transforming
grace and power are being experienced now by believers; that is clearly attested. Rather it is whether the
particular term salvation refers specifically and only to a future experience; the evidence does not permit
such a narrow interpretation. The use of the present participle “the saved” (1 Cor 1:18; 2 Cor 2:15; cf.
Acts 2:47) suggests the subjects of an ongoing life-giving operation.

Second, the English term redemption covers two related Pauline metaphors. One is the deliverance
of captives from bondage, often by the payment of a ransom (Is 43:1–4; 52:3) or simply by the exercise of
superior military power (so of God in Deut 7:8). We find this metaphor taken up in Galatians 3:13 and
Galatians 4:5, where God is said to deliver those who were under the law and its curse. Redemption is
also the key term in the explanation of justification in Romans 3:25. In Titus 2:14 deliverance from
wickedness is presumably from both its power and its consequences. The nuance in this usage is the
concept of freedom. However, Paul can also refer to the buying of people so that they belong to God; here
the thought is more of a change of master with the obligation to serve God (1 Cor 6:20; 7:23). The
purchase involves a price, and this is most naturally understood of God giving his Son.

Already by this point we can see that Paul’s different forms of imagery for understanding the death of
Jesus and its effects are used alongside one another and mutually condition one another. No one picture, it
seems, is adequate on its own to explain the cross.

This is equally true of the third main imagery, that of justification. Justification is concerned with
righteousness. The best starting point is the verb that in the Septuagint has a legal setting and refers to the
action of the judge in dealing with accused people. His duty is to acquit, or justify, the innocent who are
wrongly charged with some crime or wrong and to condemn the guilty, and he is unrighteous if he does
otherwise. Paul uses the verb almost exclusively in the passive when it has human beings as the subject,
and he uses the active of God.27 Justification is something that happens to human beings, and it is
concerned with their relationship to God. One theoretical way to be in the right with God is through the
law, and Paul makes the point that it is not simply possessing or hearing the law that counts but actually
doing it, something that can be done even by Gentiles who have not heard the law of Moses but have a
knowledge of God’s requirements from some other source (Rom 2:13–16). Paul contrasts two ways of
being justified, either by (Gk. ek or en) works of the law (Rom 3:20; 4:2; Gal 2:16; 3:11) or by faith
(Rom 3:26, 28, 30; 5:1; Gal 2:16; 3:8, 24). But behind this contrast lies the fact that God confers
justification by Christ (Gal 2:17: contrast “by law”, Gal 5:4) or by his name (1 Cor 6:11) or by his blood
(Rom 5:9). It is thus to be seen as a gift (Rom 3:24), God acting by grace (Rom 3:24; cf. Tit 3:7). All of
this adds up to saying that justification takes place through the grace of God and is tied in some way to the
death of Christ. The connection is brought out in Romans 3:24, where it takes place through the
redemption that is “in Christ”, the Christ who died sacrificially. The implication is that Christ’s death
takes away the sin that human beings have committed, so that God is righteous in justifying them and not
like a judge who acquits the guilty. Consequently, justification is bestowed in the manner of a gift and not
as something that God is obliged to give, like an employer paying a wage to somebody who has done
satisfactory work.

In our discussion of Galatians we picked up three clues as to how justification becomes effective.
First, it is received by faith, a faith that was clearly in God in the case of Paul’s star witness, Abraham



(Rom 4:3) and that is naturally understood to be in the same God in the case of Paul and his readers (Rom
4:25). But there is more to it than that in Paul’s understanding. In quite a number of cases no object is
supplied, and the point being made is that faith as such is contrasted with working as the means of
justification (Rom 3:28; Gal 3:5). Sometimes he refers to faith in Christ (Gal 2:16), which is not
surprising since he is clearly the agent through whom justification takes place. But there is also the phrase
“the faith of Jesus Christ”, which is thought by some to mean “the faith[fulness] shown by Jesus Christ”
(Rom 3:22, cf. Rom 3:26; Gal 2:16, 20; 3:22). This would yield the sense that the basis for justification
was the attitude of Jesus, who trusted in God and was obedient right through to the point of death (cf. Phil
2:8). True though this statement is, it is hotly debated whether the actual phrase does not rather mean
“faith in Jesus Christ”.28

Second, justification is closely tied to the believers’ relationship to Jesus in that Paul proceeds to
develop his understanding of their being joined to Christ in his death and resurrection. Justification could
be regarded as delivering people who are sentenced to death and giving them life. It has a negative and a
positive aspect in that it sets them free from sin and brings them into a new relationship with God, so that
elsewhere Paul can speak of the effect as being like a new creation (2 Cor 5:17). We can see that
justification thus takes place as the believer shares in Christ’s death and resurrection; the cryptic and
laconic statement that Christ “was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our
justification” (Rom 4:25) demonstrates that justification includes the conferring of new life. The clear
implication is that this new life cannot be conferred until something had been done about sin.

The third element to be noted is the tie-up with the phrase “in Christ”, which expresses some kind of
personal relationship between believers and Christ. Being “justified in Christ” (Gal 2:17) might simply
mean “by Christ” (in contrast with “by the law”, Gal 3:11; 5:4), but there may well be a deeper nuance.
Justification exists when a person is so united with Christ by their faith that they share in his new life.29

The importance of these elements is that together they demonstrate that justification is not a mere
declaration of pardon that could be bestowed without any real change taking place in the sinner. Although
the term refers to a change of status from sinner to righteous, justification is inextricably linked to the
change in character that comes about through being united with Christ.

Before we explore the results further, we need to take in the fourth main image used by Paul,
reconciliation. This is a motif that has sometimes been regarded as the central or unifying theme in Paul’s
theology, even though he does not develop it explicitly at great length.30 Certainly, as the use of a
metaphor based on human relationships, specifically diplomacy, it might well be thought to be more
personal than language drawn from law courts, slave markets and even rescue operations, but the
exigencies of debate with Judaizing opponents led Paul to major on justification at least in Galatians and
Romans.

Reconciliation is the establishment of peace between two opposing or warring groups or
individuals, and it may be achieved either by one party taking the initiative or by a third party intervening
as a mediator to bring about peace. The latter possibility might be present where the term mediator is
used of Christ (1 Tim 2:5; cf. Heb 8:6; 9:15; 12:24), but is open to the misunderstanding that an outsider
had to intervene to bring God and humanity together. Since Paul stresses that God in his grace sent Jesus
his Son, it follows that Jesus is to be seen as the envoy of God bringing the offer of peace to his enemies
rather than as somebody who has to persuade God and humanity to come together. When Paul first uses
the imagery in 2 Corinthians 5, he could not make it plainer that it was God who was acting in and through
Christ, offering peace to sinners and not holding their sins against them (2 Cor 5:18, 19, 20, 21). But it is
not that God could simply overlook the sins. The statement that God made Christ to be sin for us so that
we might become righteousness through him shows that God was prepared to treat sinners as righteous,
but that this was possibly only as the result of his making Christ to be sin for them, to be the bearer of
their sins.31



Reconciliation is closely linked with justification as another way of making essentially the same
point. This is clear from Romans 5:9–11, where Paul wants to emphasize the security of believers. If they
have been justified by the blood of Christ, they will be saved from God’s wrath at the final judgment
through him; that follows from the fact that if God justified sinners by Christ, how much more will he
deliver those who now count as righteous in his sight. Then he repeats the point: If God’s enemies were
reconciled by God giving his Son to die, how much more will God deliver his friends who put their
confidence in him. Furthermore, the outcome of justification here and now is peace with God (Rom 5:1).
This motif is picked up again in Colossians 1:20–21, where God makes peace through the blood shed on
the cross and thus reconciles all things to himself, including specifically the readers who had been
enemies of God but have now been reconciled through the death of Christ. The same motifs recur in
Ephesians 2:16–18.

These passages show that reconciliation is initiated by God and is directed toward those who are his
enemies, primarily in the sense that they are hostile to him and disobedient. Whether or not he sees
himself as hostile to them, he cannot offer peace to them apart from Christ and his death, and there is
nothing to justify reducing the purpose of that death to being simply a costly demonstration of love and
willingness to receive them. It is the death that makes peace and turns sinners into righteous.

Election and calling. In the previous section we have essentially been surveying the way in which
Paul explains the saving event of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Now we must consider how
the salvation that is offered becomes a reality for human beings.

In a few passages Paul refers to those who are saved as “the elect” (Rom 8:33; 16:13; cf. Col 3:12;
2 Tim 2:10; Tit 1:1). In all of these cases the term refers to those who are actually among the saved
people.32 The choice of term indicates that there was a prior act of choice by God, but the context shows
that the call of God was met with a positive response of faith. There was, then, a purpose of God to create
a people for himself and to deliver them from their sin. This purpose found its realization in the calling of
Abraham and subsequently of his offspring, although Paul emphasizes that it was carried out irrespective
of any specific qualities by those who were chosen or not chosen.

We should be careful not to draw out from the use of the language more than Paul intends. The point
that he appears to be making is twofold. On the one hand, the making of a relationship between God and
human beings rests entirely on the initiative of God and his creation of the possibility. On the other hand,
it does not depend on the display of any particular qualities by people that might be thought to entitle them
to God’s favor or make him prefer one person against another (cf. 1 Cor 1:26). Rather, it rests on his
mercy to the undeserving. He issues his call and the appropriate response by those to whom it is made is
faith. It depends not on works but on the God who calls (Rom 9:12). Consequently it can be said that the
whole process depends on God and not on the recipients (Eph 2:5).

The extent of this calling in Paul’s time encompassed both Jews and Gentiles (Rom 9:24). There is
debate as to whether God’s purpose should be seen corporately or individually, that is to say, whether
God’s choice was that he would have a people, for whom he had further particular purposes (cf. Eph 1:4–
5, 11), or whether his choice was that he would have specific individuals (Gal 1:15). To some extent this
is a false antithesis, since there is evidence for both aspects. What is not said is that God’s calling is
independent of the human response or makes it inevitable, or that this calling implies the passing over of
other people whom God has decided not to save.33

In any case, the process by which people become God’s people takes place as God makes his calling
known to them, and they can confess that God has graciously called them (Rom 9:24; 1 Cor 1:9; Gal 1:6;
1 Thess 2:12; 4:7; 5:24; 2 Thess 2:14; cf. Eph 4:1, 4; 1 Tim 6:12; 2 Tim 1:9). The calling is a summons to
be a people who reflect the holy character of their God (1 Thess 2:12; 4:7; cf. Eph 4:1; 2 Tim 1:9).

Therefore, a vital part of the process is the proclamation of the gospel. The verbal activity of
preaching is of key importance (Rom 10:8, 14–15; 1 Cor 1:23; 2 Cor 1:19; 4:5; Gal 2:2; Phil 1:15; 1



Thess 2:9; cf. Col 1:23; 1 Tim 3:16). Paul would have repudiated the idea that the church’s responsibility
is fully carried out in manifesting a silent Christian presence in a non-Christian society without
verbalizing God’s act of redemption in the death and resurrection of Christ. Such verbal proclamation is
effective because the power of the Holy Spirit is at work in it (1 Thess 1:5), and it originates not from the
human beings who proclaim it but from the God who gave them his word (1 Thess 2:13).

The human response—-faith, not the works of the law. The appropriate human response to this
word is faith (1 Cor 15:2; 1 Thess 1:8), a concept that includes acceptance that the message is true (Rom
10:9) and commitment to the God who speaks. For Paul faith includes belief that God raised Jesus from
the dead and confession of Jesus as Lord (Rom 10:9–10). This stress on the person’s attitude to Jesus
Christ was necessary because it was this that was the distinctive feature of the message of the Christians.

Understood in this way, faith is primarily the expression of a dependence upon God for salvation and
not upon one’s qualities or position. This, however, is not to the exclusion of other facets. For Paul faith
comprises a new way of living that is appropriate to the people of God. Sometimes this is expressed more
in terms of holiness, a term that is perhaps used to bring out the fact that Gentiles, who were formerly
counted as unholy by Jews, now are part of God’s people and are no longer unclean. Or perhaps we
should say that this is the ideal that they are to show in their lives, since Paul was sufficient of a realist to
know that it was not accomplished in a moment. At other times, the emphasis lies more on love as the
characteristic expression of new life. It is, therefore, possible for Paul to speak of the work of faith (1
Thess 1:3; 2 Thess 1:11).

At the same time, Paul places faith and works in sharp contrast. He rejects any suggestion that
justification is on the basis of performance of the works of the law. He may have had more specifically in
mind the outward observances commanded in the law of Moses that were characteristic of Judaism; there
is debate as to whether “works of the law” refers specifically to these or should be understood more
widely. These were not required of Gentiles who became believers, as if faith in Christ was not a
sufficient response to God’s calling. Paul feared that people could put their confidence in what they
themselves were doing rather than exclusively in what God had done in Christ (1 Cor 1:29–31; cf. Eph
2:9).34 But equally he held that the works of the law were not required of Jews. Paul believed that many
Jews, but by no means all of them, were putting their confidence and trust in their fulfillment of the
requirements of the law and so thinking to be in the right with God on the basis of their own achievements.
He had once done so himself, but now he realized that his confidence must be wholly in what God had
done in Christ (Phil 3:1–11).

At this point we need to consider what has come to be known as the “new perspective” on Judaism
and Paul’s view of it. In earlier discussions of the matter it was generally said that Paul was here
rejecting the Judaism of his time, in which it was necessary to do the works of the law in order to be
accepted by God. Acceptance by him was based on merit, the worthiness of the person in his sight. (One
might go so far as to think of a pile of merits outweighing a pile of sins.) The Jewish religion was
understood to be legalistic, not just in the sense that it made much of the fact that God had revealed his
commandments to people to show how they must live, but rather in the sense that acceptance by God
depended upon human performance of these legal requirements. It could then be suggested that this
religion depended upon human works rather than divine grace and it could be contrasted unfavorably with
Christianity.

There has been a strong reaction by some contemporary scholars against this understanding of
Judaism. It has been demonstrated that according to much of the literature of Judaism the Jews believed
that they were accepted as the people of God on the basis of his gracious initiative in setting up his
covenant with them and that the keeping of his laws was the response to grace and not the meritorious
grounds for initial acceptance.35 Keeping the law and doing good works were what the Jews did in order
to remain within God’s favor rather than to gain it. They fulfilled the law as a sign of their belonging and



not as a condition of entry, a set of “works” that entitled them to God’s favor. The works of the law were
not a way of gaining merit and so being accepted by God. Such an understanding could be widely traced
in the literature of Judaism.

Such works were required of Gentile proselytes not because they were meritorious but because they
were the signs that they were now within the people of Israel and also because they were essential if
former Gentiles were to be able to have table fellowship with practicing Jews. A refinement of the
position proposed that the “works of the law” were those specific things that marked Jews out publicly
and acted as boundary markers from the Gentiles (circumcision, food laws, festivals), and these were
more like identity markers or badges that people wore rather than things that were constitutive of their
position.36

Advocates of this understanding of Judaism have then to account for what Paul was teaching over
against it. One possibility would be that Paul misunderstood it and mistakenly saw Judaism as a legalistic
religion based on merit. Another is to argue that he opposed the works of the law because they were being
forced upon Gentiles: they had to assimilate to Judaism and adopt its markers if they were to be truly part
of the people of God. (There was also the problem of fellowship at church meals between those who kept
the Jewish food laws and the Gentiles who did not do so.) Yet another suggestion is that Paul’s criticism
of Judaism arose from his discovery of Christ and that essentially what was wrong with Judaism was that
it was not Christianity.37

How are we to assess this interpretation? The new perspective has rightly reinstated the place of
grace within Judaism. It is also right in what it asserts about Paul, namely, that at least one of the reasons
why he was attacking the works of the law was because they were being imposed upon Gentile believers,
but it is wrong in what it denies.

It seems clear enough that in the eyes of Paul Judaism could be a religion in which grace and works
were compatible. Paul makes two clear distinctions. One is between works and faith, excluding any
suggestion that faith is also a work, but the right kind of work. The other, more basic and important, one is
an antithesis between grace and works, and not simply between faith and works (Rom 11:6). The Judaism
of the new perspective could combine God’s initial act of grace with reliance on the works of the law to
stay in the covenant. But Paul makes a contrast between faith and the law (Rom 4:14) that can only mean
that these are two contrasting ways to righteousness, the latter of which is not in fact a way. Paul
describes the exclusion of many Israelites from favor with God because they followed the law rather than
faith; this demonstrates further that in his eyes they were relying on the works of the law to gain
righteousness. Thus the observances of the law were being treated not just as identity markers but also as
the basis of misplaced confidence.

When Paul discusses faith and works, it is in the context of justification, and the question is: on what
does justification depend? In what do the justified sinners place their confidence (“boast”), in Christ or in
the works of the law? The language of boasting indicates unequivocally that the question concerns that on
which a person depends for a right relationship with God, on what they themselves do or on what Christ
has done for them. Consequently the element of achievement (“merit”) cannot be eliminated. This emerges
clearly enough from the contrast between the obligation created by good works and the free gift given to
believers in Romans 4:4–5. Paul’s point is that works entitle a person to a wage that the employer is
obliged to give. He then argues that Abraham was put right with God before he had carried out
circumcision and purely on the grounds of his faith. Similarly, Paul talks about the Jewish attempt to have
“a righteousness of my own that comes from the law” contrasted with that which is by faith in Christ (Phil
3:9) and the way in which people could put their confidence in such factors. Belonging to Israel and being
zealous for the Jewish religion and striving to keep the law perfectly were things in which Paul himself
had previously trusted for his righteous standing with God; these were human possessions and
achievements, and here he clearly regards them as things on which people relied rather than on grace.



Justification is for Paul not a matter of reward or payment for deeds done but of gracious gift (Rom
4:1–8; cf. Rom 6:23); righteousness is attained not by doing what the law requires but through faith in
Christ (Phil 3:9). This is further expressed with all desirable clarity in Ephesians 2:8, 2 Timothy 1:9 and
Titus 3:5, where the antithesis between grace and works is decisive; whether these texts stem from Paul
or represent the earliest interpretations of his teaching by his followers, they indicate unequivocally how
the material in Romans and Galatians should be understood. Christ is thus the end of the law (Rom
10:4).38 When Paul discusses the works of the law, he does not dwell on the relationship between Jews
and Gentiles and the function of the works as markers but on what needs to be done for people to be
justified in the sight of God—do they have to achieve their own righteousness by the works of the law and
put their confidence in them or do they merely have to put their faith in God and Christ on the basis of
Christ’s death and resurrection? The issue is the theological one of the grounds for justification. The
traditional understanding is accordingly essentially right and the “new perspective” must be regarded as
flawed.39

What, then, was the law all about? The issue emerges particularly in Romans and Galatians.40 Paul’s
teaching is not easy to systematize, and there are some loose ends. There might appear to be some tension
between the statement that people who keep the law will live and another statement that the law was
never intended to give life (Gal 3:12, 21). But the fact that these statements come almost side by side
indicates that Paul did not see them as being in tension. The law of Moses gave concrete expression to the
way in which God wanted people to live, and specifically the Jews; there was recognition that some
elements of the law were also meant for Gentiles. In the situation of the people called by God to be his
people in pre-Christian times, it makes sense to see the law as prescribing the way of life for them with
the implication that obedience is rewarded and disobedience leads to death. But in fact nobody ever kept
the law fully—Paul could have pointed to an outstanding figure like David for an example—and Paul
seems to have deduced that consequently the law was not given as the means by which people could gain
and maintain life. On the contrary, the law was meant to expose the sinfulness of their hearts by bringing it
out into the open in specific actions and to make people aware of their need for forgiveness. It was a kind
of guide to lead people to their need for justification by Christ. Did Paul see the provision for atonement
in the law as fulfilling this function, as Hebrews does? He does not specifically say so, but it would fit his
thinking nicely. Then, once Christ has come, the supervision of the law is no longer needed.

This leaves two questions. First, has the law a continuing function? Second, what is the place of
works in the life of the believer?

Believers are no longer under the law, but under grace (Rom 6:15). Believers have died to the law
(Rom 7:4–6). Their relationship with God is dependent on his grace, not on their fulfillment of the law.
That need not mean that Christian Jews should abandon the whole way of life that was based on the law.
The teaching of the law was “holy, righteous and good” (Rom 7:12). In practice, however, some of the
law had become obsolete for believers. Paul does not discuss the issue, but it would surely be the case
that the Jewish sacrificial system was obsolete now that Christ had died. This is certainly the argument in
Hebrews, but it does not arise in Paul. The fact that Paul never mentions the temple and its ritual shows
that it had no significant role for him. Once Paul had argued that spiritual circumcision is what matters,
the outward ritual became unimportant (Rom 2:25–29). And the coexistence of Jews and Gentiles in the
same congregations must have led to some indifference regarding food laws, although Paul insisted on
mutual respect for people with different practices (Rom 14–15).

Yet this did not prevent Paul from making positive reference to the law and expressing obvious
approval of some of its commandments. He speaks positively of love as the fulfillment of the law and
exhorts Christians to love (Rom 13:8–10). His ethical thought is often shaped by scriptural teaching. Over
against the law he places the Spirit. If the law could not engender obedience in its hearers, the Spirit can
do just that. Believers are to live by the Spirit, and in this way they will do what the law requires and not



be led into conduct that is contrary to the law (Gal 5:16, 18, 23). Paul is not particularly clear here, but
appears to believe that somehow the Spirit guides believers as to how they are to live and gives them the
power to do so (Rom 8:1–13).

The second question concerns the nature of judgment. Here again there are tensions. On the one hand,
Paul is emphatic that those who are justified have peace with God, and there is no longer any
condemnation for them (Rom 5:1; 8:1). They are confident in their hope of sharing in the glory of God
(Rom 5:2) and will be delivered from his wrath (Rom 5:9). On the other hand, Paul insists that everybody
must appear before the judgment seat and give account of themselves to God or to Christ (Rom 14:10; 2
Cor 5:10).

How is the dilemma to be resolved? We may note in passing that Paul recognizes the possibility of
judgments here in this life upon those who sin, perhaps even the infliction of illness and death, whose aim
is to bring about repentance here and now, so that people may enter into a restored relationship with God
before it is too late (1 Cor 11:29–32; cf. 1 Cor 5:5). He also refers to some kind of judgments after death
that fall short of exclusion from salvation; is that what Paul means when he talks about those who are
saved like somebody escaping through a fire (1 Cor 3:10–15) if they have failed to produce the right kind
of work in their lifetime or done evil? Paul also holds open the possibility that even a person who has
preached the gospel to others might end up excluded from the prize because of lack of self-control (1 Cor
9:24–27), and he can liken the Christian life to a race with a prize at the end of it (Phil 3:14).41 Paul
needs to hold out some kind of inducements and warnings to believers since they are now called to a life
of faith working by love and to good works. Clearly good works can be seen as the evidence of
justification, but he has the problem of ensuring that people do not trust in them but in the One who
justifies them. Paul can see his missionary work as what Christ has accomplished through him, and
therefore he has grounds for confidence in Christ (Rom 15:17–18). The confidence of believers at the
judgment would then rest on the indications that Christ had been working through them, and this would be
the evidence of their justification. And this ties in with the promises that God who has started a good
work in believers will accomplish it in the day of Christ (Phil 1:6; cf. 1 Cor 1:8–9). Thus it seems that
Paul recognizes the danger of people being judged for sins and failures after justification, but he would
regard good works after justification as evidence that God was at work in their lives and not as their own
achievements in which they could trust.

The ongoing work of God in the believer. The life of believers, individually and corporately, is
manifestly at the center of Paul’s theological expression in his letters since the letters are addressed to
believers and are fundamentally concerned with them as believers.

As we have seen, God the Father stands at the heart of Paul’s thinking, since it is ultimately his
purpose that is being carried out and it is to bring glory to him that believers live and act (1 Cor 10:31;
Phil 1:11; cf. the rhetorical effect in Eph 1:6, 12, 14). It is God who is at work in the lives of believers (1
Cor 1:8–9; Phil 1:6; 2:13).

But when we enquire more closely as to how God works, we find that Paul refers time and again to
Christ and to the Holy Spirit. Believers live a life that is “in Christ” or “in the Lord”. They live in a new
situation that is determined by the fact of Christ, crucified and risen. Paul claims to be strengthened by
Christ (Phil 4:13). Therefore, the teaching and exhortation that he gives as to how to live is given “in the
Lord” (Phil 2:29; 1 Thess 4:1), that is, in a way that is conditioned by the pattern of Christ and has its
authority in Christ as Lord. Sometimes it rests on the actual words of Jesus; at other times Paul may be
expressing prophetic insight (1 Thess 4:15). But the same phrase also expresses the way in which God
conveys blessings to believers through the agency of Christ (Rom 6:11; Gal 2:4, 17), and this applies not
only to Christ’s action in dying for them and being raised but also to his continuing relationship with them
and his future role at the judgment. With this kind of usage we come closer to an understanding of the
phrase as an expression of some sort of close bond between the believer and Christ (Rom 8:1; Phil 1:1).



This sort of understanding would seem to be required by the way in which Paul describes believers as
having died with Christ, been buried with him and raised to new life with the hope of future resurrection
of the body (Rom 6:1–11; Gal 2:20; 6:14; Phil 3:10; cf. Col 2:12; Eph 2:5–6; 2 Tim 2:11). This could
simply be exuberant rhetoric: “when Christ died for you on the cross, it is as though you were present
with him so that his death was your death”. But since we are dealing with the spiritual reality of Christ, it
can and must be more than rhetoric and express a real relationship, so that as believers are joined to
Christ by faith they participate in his death and resurrection.

Paul’s other way of describing the agency of God is by reference to the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is
certainly to be understood as a divine power that can affect human beings and enter into their
personalities (Rom 5:5; 2 Cor 1:22; Gal 4:6). The Spirit is a gift received by believers (1 Cor 2:12; Gal
3:2, 14; 4:6; 1 Thess 4:8). All this suggests a continuous, lasting endowment rather than a momentary
inspiration for a specific purpose, as when Christian missionaries stand up to speak in Acts (Acts 2:4;
4:8, 31; 13:9). Certainly the gift is associated with initiation into the people of God; through the Spirit
people are adopted as God’s children (Rom 8:14–15; Gal 4:6) and have God’s seal upon them (2 Cor
1:22; cf. Eph 1:13–14). Above all the Spirit creates in believers the qualities and virtues and experiences
of the people of God: they are subjectively aware of God’s love for them (Rom 5:5; cf. Rom 8:16), and
they have the basis for an assurance that what they have received is only the beginning of God’s blessing
upon them (Rom 8:23). They experience joy (Rom 14:17; Gal 5:22). They also acquire qualities of
character, such as self-control and gentleness, and at the same time they are able to withstand temptations
to show sinful qualities. These two types of characteristic, what we might call experiences of divine
favor and the resultant expressions of emotion, on the one hand, and what we can understand as moral and
spiritual virtues expressed in appropriate behavior, on the other, are not sharply differentiated from one
another, as the lists in Romans 14:17 and Galatians 5:22–23 clearly show.

Paul does not deal with the theoretical side of the problem as to how it is that those who are in
Christ, have the Spirit and are living under grace still yield to temptation and commit sin. He was well
aware of the problem, and all his letters deal with sin in believers. Some scholars have argued that Paul’s
theology effectively excluded the possibility of sin by believers and that the occurrences of it must have
taken Paul by surprise; he expected sinless perfection and was puzzled when it did not happen. But in fact
there is no evidence that he was surprised by it (Gal 1:6 is rhetorical). Rather he simply warns people
against the consequences and urges them to right behavior.

The communities of believers. All of the Pauline letters presume that believers live their lives in
local communities, and therefore nearly all of what Paul has to say is addressed in the plural to them
collectively; the major exceptions are the three letters to leaders, which by implication contain material
for communities.42

For Paul the church is a complex reality that can be mapped in two dimensions, geographical and
temporal.43 The geographical dimension is that in which the local communities of believers are seen to
belong together as “the church”. The one word ekklēsia has to do duty for both entities. It can refer to
believers generally as well as to specific groups.44 Paul tends to use the term more for local groups than
for the totality of believers. The exceptions are in Colossians and Ephesians, particularly the latter, where
the relationship of Christ to his people is expressed cosmically and therefore a reference to his
relationship to all believers is a natural development. But this usage is already latent in the earlier letters.
Thus “the church that meets at their house” (Rom 16:5) could refer to “those members of the whole church
who meet in this particular locality”. When Paul says that he persecuted the church of God (Gal 1:13; 1
Cor 15:9; Phil 3:6) the reference might be simply to the Christians in one locality (Jerusalem), but the
story in Acts implies a wider activity, and therefore the term may encompass the Christians in a number of
places.45 And when Paul thinks of the church as the body of Christ (1 Cor 12:27), while he may well be
thinking primarily of the problems within the one congregation at Corinth, it is highly unlikely that he



thinks of Christ having numerous bodies.46

This body imagery is dominant in Colossians and Ephesians. The local usage persists (Col 4:15–
16), but the church is essentially one entity. Christ loved the church and gave himself for it, and the church
becomes the means through which God works to reveal his wisdom and the sphere within which he is glo-
rifled (Eph 3:10, 21; 5:23–32). The “body” language is fused with bridal imagery, which again assumes
that there is one entity and not a whole host of separate congregations. But the bridal language also goes
back into the earlier period (2 Cor 11:2), and although the thought is primarily of the one congregation at
Corinth, nevertheless the imagery is strained if Christ is thought of as having several different brides.

There is also the temporal dimension in which the church is understood as standing in continuity with
Israel, the people of God descended from Jacob. Collectively believers are known as “saints”, a term that
implicitly identifies them as standing in continuity with the people of God in the Scriptures, Israel,
although the latter term is generally used by Paul for the Jewish people.47 Nevertheless, Paul was aware
of a distinction between the physically defined people and the “true” people within them (Rom 9:6).48

When he is addressing his readers as Christians, the usual address is “brothers”, which was a common
term for co-religionists.49

The nature of this relationship is easily misunderstood as implying that the covenant of God with
Israel has been replaced by something else (super-sessionism). For Paul it is clear that throughout the
historical period described in the Old Testament a distinction could be made between those who
physically belonged to the descendants of Jacob and the smaller group within this larger number who
showed faith and obedience to God; the Scriptures indicate plainly enough the repeated backsliding of
numerous Israelites into idolatry and disobedience to the commandments, and the growth of the idea that
they could be in the right with God by their performance of the law.50 Paul thus has a remnant theology in
which the true people of God are, and indeed always were, a smaller number within the physical unit. The
coming of Christ led to two crucial changes. First, since Jesus was understood to be the Messiah, the
deliverer sent from God, expected by the Jews on the basis of prophecies in the Old Testament, it
followed that the way to be in the right with God was by acceptance of the Messiah in faith. Thus the faith
in God that characterized the true people of God from Abraham onward was now redefined in terms of
faith in the Messiah. So there continued to be a remnant of Jews who were truly God’s people. And,
second, the believing remnant was opened up to include Gentiles who shared the same faith. This remnant
was thus now embodied in the church. If unbelieving Jews were not included in the church as the people
of God, this was no different from what had always been the case, namely, that physical descent was in
itself inadequate and a right relationship to God was all-important. Hence supersessionism is not the right
term. God’s promise to the descendants of Jacob that they would be his people has not been revoked, but
it is now made clear that it is not a matter simply of physical descent but rather of faith that recognizes that
God has sent the promised Messiah, and the promise is enlarged to include non-Jews.51

The nature of the church as the people of God is further seen in the way in which in Colossians
believers are said to have been circumcised through their baptism (Col 2:11). Here the concept of a
spiritual circumcision, already familiar from the Old Testament, is taken up and applied to the baptized.
Needless to say, this is not the replacement of one outward, physical rite by another, but a statement that
what happens spiritually in baptism corresponds to what should happen spiritually in circumcision,
namely, the cutting away of sinful tendencies.

Baptism was the outward rite of initiation into the believing community. Those who were baptized
were admitted into one body and shared in the gift of the one Spirit, even if the gifts given to them by the
Spirit were diverse (1 Cor 12:12–13; cf. Tit 3:5–6). The imagery of washing was associated with
baptism and may well be alluded to by Paul (1 Cor 6:11; cf. Tit 3:5); it would naturally be thought of as
symbolizing cleansing from sin (cf. Acts 22:16). But specific to Paul is the notion that baptism into Christ



symbolizes sharing in his death and burial so as to share in his resurrection (Rom 6:3–5; cf. Col 2:12).
Paul was probably influenced here by his understanding of faith as joining the believer to the Christ who
had died and been raised, and the symbolism of the water could well be understood as signifying death,
temporary burial and resurrection.52

Similarly, the church is seen as the place where God is present. In the Old Testament his presence
was specifically associated with the temple, but now there is a twofold development, in that the temple is
replaced by the church, and the church is understood not as a material building but as the company of
God’s people (1 Cor 3:16–17; 2 Cor 6:16; cf. Eph 2:21).53 God’s presence is also understood to be with
individual believers, whose bodies are the temples of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 6:19).54

From these considerations we can understand the functions that Paul ascribes to the congregations.
First, if the congregation is the place of God’s presence, then God is active in it. Here Paul develops

his idea of the spiritual gifts or charismata that are manifested in the congregation through the various
activities of the Spirit in different individuals. Although these activities are primarily ascribed to the
power of the Spirit, they are also said to have their source in God and to be exercised in the service of the
Lord (Jesus) (1 Cor 12:4–6). The purpose of these activities is so that the members of the congregation
may work for their common good and thus promote the edification of the church, that is, the maturing of its
members in their faith, love and hope. The congregation thus becomes the kind of community that God
wishes his people to be, characterized by having the same aims and mutual concern for one another, since
they seek to please God and their brothers and sisters rather than selfishly pleasing themselves.

Second, as the place where God is present and active, the congregation acts as a witness to the
world of the divine reality (cf. 1 Cor 14:22–25).

Third, the congregation is the place where prayer and praise are made to God. Although these
activities are scarcely mentioned in Paul’s descriptions of congregational practices, nevertheless the calls
to pray in his letters indicate that this was a significant aspect of the meeting. The prayer reports in the
letters show that praise, thanksgiving, petition and intercession were aspects of prayer.55 Prayer was
addressed to God (Rom 1:8; 2 Cor 1:3; cf. Eph 1:3, 17; 3:14) but was directed through Jesus Christ and
took place in the Spirit (1 Cor 14:16; cf. Eph 6:18). This involvement of Christ and the Spirit is to be
linked with the role of Christ and the Spirit as intercessors (Rom 8:26–27, 34).

Fourth, the congregational meeting was held in a domestic setting in which the sharing of a meal was
natural. From 1 Corinthians we learn that the meal was intended to be stamped by the fact that at its heart
was a sharing of bread and a cup that symbolized the dying of Christ for his people and his sacrificial
inauguration of the new covenant. Nothing is said in this context about the resurrection of Jesus, but the
fact that the death of Jesus was to be proclaimed “until he comes” shows that his resurrection and
exaltation were implicit in the occasion. Nor, similarly, is anything said explicitly about Jesus being the
host, a motif that might perhaps be thought to sit uneasily with the symbolism of his death; nevertheless,
for Paul it is the Lord’s table around which they gather, and the contrast he draws with having fellowship
with demons (1 Cor 10:20) indicates that believers have communion with the Lord. The sharing together
symbolized the fact that all believers belong to the one body and thus was a means of expressing the unity
of believers with one another, no matter what their racial and social backgrounds. Significantly, precisely
the same role is attached to baptism (1 Cor 12:13; Gal 3:28; cf. Eph 4:5), although the practice did not
always measure up to the symbolism (1 Cor 11:18–22).

In this context it is unnecessary to go into details about the organization of the congregations. We
have seen that for Paul the Spirit is active in the different ministries performed by the members and that in
principle each and every believer can contribute in this way and indeed is under obligation to exercise the
gifts and functions conferred by the Spirit. Further, these activities included such gifts as prophecy,
through which divine messages were given to the congregations, and the tasks of apostleship, which
involved responsibility for the planting of congregations and oversight over them. In the earlier letters of



Paul there is a recognition that there are individuals who have particular responsibility for teaching (Gal
6:6) and for leadership, which appears to have included what we would call pastoral care and discipline,
and therefore involved some measure of authority (1 Cor 16:15–16; 1 Thess 5:12). Appropriate respect
was to be shown to all who ministered. It is impossible to evade the existence of this element of
authoritative leadership, sometimes exercised by individuals and at other times evidently by the
collective decision of the congregation over individuals who had to be disciplined (1 Cor 5). The precise
form that local leadership took as it developed is not clear; only once does Paul refer to specific leaders
as overseers and deacons (Phil note also Rom 16:1), and in the earlier letters the term elders does not
occur.

In the later letters there is more prominence given to leadership. In Ephesians there is a careful
listing of the gifts of God to the church for the purpose of building up the people of God, and these are
apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers (Eph 4:11–13). Arguably, the first three of these are
more the church planters and those who bring revelation from God, whereas the latter two are the local
leaders responsible for care and teaching of the faith as it was already given by revelation.

These same elements are visible in 1 Timothy and Titus, where there is more developed instruction
about overseers and deacons as leaders in the congregations. Scarcely anything is said about their tasks
directly, but throughout the letters there is considerable emphasis on the need for teaching based on the
truth as it has come to be known particularly through Paul and on oversight and direction for the
congregations, particularly so as to counter the false teaching and the false behavior that was associated
with it. Paul, Timothy and Titus are seen as exercising general oversight over the congregations, but at the
same time they function as role models for the local leaders.

Theology and behavior. Throughout the Pauline writings there is a close connection between the
gospel and behavior. The gospel contains binding implications for how believers are to live. This is
particularly evident in the shape of Romans and later in Ephesians and Colossians, where the first parts of
the letters lay theological foundations for practical teaching in the second parts, but elsewhere practical
teaching can be backed up by doctrinal statements (cf. 1 Tim; 2 Tim; Tit) or the two can be closely
interwoven (1 Cor). The connections can be made in several ways.

Believers are to live lives worthy of the God who has called them and made them his people (1
Thess 2:2; 4:7; cf. Eph 4:1; 2 Tim 1:9). The children are to be worthy of their father and to live in a way
that brings credit to him (1 Cor 10:31). They are also reminded that God is their judge and that they will
be assessed by what they have done with their lives. The function of judgment is also associated with
Christ, and his coming acts as a stimulus to holy living (Rom 13:11–14; 1 Thess 5:1–11).

The fact that believers are “in Christ” or “in the Lord” is of decisive importance. There is a present
shaping of their lives in between their calling and their final judgment (Rom 16:2, 8, 11–13; Phil 2:29; 1
Thess 4:1; cf. Eph 6:1; Col 3:18). Although the thought is not developed with any concrete particulars
Paul thinks of believers as being under the law of Christ (1 Cor 9:21). Probably Paul saw this law as
being summed up in the command to love. Christ’s commands are given through the apostles, including
Paul. Even if they are not under the law of Moses, they are not free from commandments and patterns to be
imitated and followed (cf. 1 Cor 11:1).

This kind of living is most profoundly expressed as one in which believers take on the cruciform
shape of the character of Jesus through sharing in his death and burial and resurrection, dying to sin and
rising to newness of life. Colossians presents most sharply the way in which this involves putting off the
characteristics of the old, sinful life, and putting on the character of the new person who has been raised
to life with Christ. But 2 Corinthians is the most profound expression of the way in which the life of
believers (and especially missionaries) here and now is one in which they are being changed from glory
to glory (2 Cor 3:18) while at the same time they are living in weakness and death is at work in them (2
Cor 4).



Such a life is one of freedom, understood as deliverance from the power of sin that prevents people
from being what God wants them to be, and so as having the capacity to do what God requires not out of
the constraint of keeping commandments in order to be put in the right with God but rather as the
expression of love and gratitude to him.

The future of God and his people. It is evident that the heart of Paul’s theology is concerned with
the present existence of God’s people and is based on the past act of redemption proclaimed in the
gospel. At the same time we have been constantly aware of the future dimension. God is not yet “all in
all” (1 Cor 15:28), while rebellion against him continues, while the creation is subject to bondage and
decay, and while death continues to reign over humanity. Consequently, there is a forward look to the time
when the final victory will be won. The present time is one of conflict between Christ and his enemies in
which they are being defeated; ultimately Christ will return to this world and his return will involve the
raising of the dead, the judgment of all people and the transformation of God’s people as they receive the
inheritance that has been promised to them.

The key elements thus include, first, the defeat of the forces opposed to God. Here, as elsewhere in
Paul’s theology, his thinking has a characteristic “already … not yet” pattern, in that the defeat of the evil
powers has already taken place in the death and resurrection of Christ, but nevertheless the victory is not
finally consummated. On the basis of what has been done Paul is sure of the final victory. The metaphor of
mopping up forces already defeated in battle is not one that he uses but it is probably a fair statement of
the position. All the powers in the universe come to the point of accepting that Christ is Lord (Phil 2:9–
11).

Second, the hostile forces are not only defeated but also destroyed. Death is singled out for
particular mention (1 Cor 15:26).

Third, there is a transformation of the universe as it is set free from the powers of death and
destruction (Rom 8:21).

Fourth, the people of God are transformed as they put on spiritual bodies that are like that of Christ
in his risen state, incorruptible and immortal (1 Cor 15; 2 Cor 5:1–10; Phil 3:21). Paul’s vision is
evidently of a new universe that shares the eternal character of the heavenly world where God is. At the
present time believers, and perhaps especially the missionaries, live a precarious, dying existence,
“always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that his life may also be revealed in our mortal
body” (2 Cor 4:11). This verse sums up Paul’s deeply realistic understanding of the situation of believers
in what is his most profound meditation on it (2 Cor 4:7–5:10).

Paul does not go into any detail concerning this process of transformation, and what he does say is
extremely difficult to interpret. How he conceptualized it we do not know. He is making use of the
worldview of his time with its distinction between the material, corruptible universe and the heavenly
world in which God dwells, and he sees this distinction melting away. But our inability to envisage what
is meant is not ultimately significant. For it is clear that for Paul the important thing was the full
realization of the life of God’s people with him. Already in 1 Thessalonians the heart of the hope lies in
being with the Lord forever (1 Thess 4:17; 5:10; Phil 1:23).

The Later Letters

The exposition of Paul’s theology above has turned out to be based to a considerable extent on Romans,
where numerous themes are treated in a fuller way than they are elsewhere; there is the danger that this
may lead to overemphasis on material there. Nevertheless, a picture has emerged that may fairly be said
to be much the same as that evidenced by 1–2 Corinthians, Galatians and Philip-pians. Philemon fits in
with it but is too short to permit firm conclusions. There is a unified theological outlook in these letters,
although we have detected paradoxes and tensions within it.



The contents of 1–2 Thessalonians are also intelligible within this framework, although several
characteristic features of Paul’s theology are absent or understressed. The much more prominent role
given to the parousia and associated matters in these two letters is due in part at least to the specific
problems of the readership, but it could also be urged that the parousia occupied a more dominant role in
Paul’s theology and preaching than in the other letters. Yet this insistence could be mistaken. The fullest
treatment of the problematic of the resurrection of believers, which is closely related to the parou-sia, is
to be found in 1 Corinthians 15, and it must be borne in mind that here also the treatment arose directly
from questions raised in the congregation; had the questions not been raised, we might never have had this
lengthy discussion of the matter and would have formed a false estimate of its importance for Paul. In fact,
1 Thessalonians displays considerable contacts with 1 Corinthians. On the other side, it can be urged that
the prominence of the parousia in 1 Thessalonians must reflect the place that it had in the preaching and
instruction given by Paul and suggests that it was greater than the later letters might suggest. The problem
with 1 Thessalonians is not so much the positive links that it has with the other letters as rather the things
that are missing from it. We learn little about the death and resurrection of Jesus beyond the bare fact that
he died for us and that he died and rose so that we might be saved from the wrath of God and receive
salvation and life. But that is the same solid core that we find expanded in detail in Romans. Again, we
read little about the Holy Spirit, but what Paul writes here ties in well with fuller treatments elsewhere:
the Holy Spirit is active in the proclamation of the gospel (1 Thess 1:5; 1 Cor 2:4), inspires joy in those
who respond to it (1 Thess 1:6; Rom 14:17; Gal 5:22; cf. Rom 5:5), is God’s gift to believers and by
implication guides them to holy living (1 Thess 4:8; 1 Cor 6:19), and is active in the congregation,
probably in the distribution of charismata, including prophecy (1 Thess 5:19; 1 Cor 12:7).

At the other end of the spectrum from 1–2 Thessalonians we have Colos-sians and Ephesians on the
one hand and the Pastoral Epistles on the other.

Colossians. Colossians shows a number of developments when compared with the earlier letters of
Paul.

The christology, particularly as expressed in Colossians 1:15–20, contains new features. The
discussion of the relationship of Christ to creation is a theme that is presented in a new way with its
naming of him as the firstborn and the emphasis on him as the head over all powers and as the goal of the
creation. The statement that all the fullness of the Deity is present in Christ (Col 2:9) goes beyond
anything we have come across in the earlier letters.

Typically Pauline teaching on the law and righteousness is absent, even though the teaching that is
opposed in the letter contains elements of Judaizing. Whereas Paul relates the death of Christ to sin, the
law and death, here it is related to victory over the principalities and powers.

Believers are said to have been already raised with Christ and to have a life that is hidden with him
in God. The teaching about the life of believers centers on this statement of dying and rising with Christ,
and the Holy Spirit, who occupies an important role in the life of the believer and the congregation in the
earlier letters of Paul, is not mentioned.

Likewise, Christ’s position as head of the church is new, and the church is universal in scope rather
than being the local congregation.

The position of Paul as the key figure in the revelation that the gospel is also for the Gentiles is
emphasized.56

These differences should not be exaggerated into contradictions or inconsistencies. The
thematization of Christ’s status and role over against creation, though considerably developed and
thematized, is in basic harmony with 1 Corinthians 8:5–6, and the particular form of development here
arises from the need to deal with the problem raised by the understanding of the supernatural powers that
was troubling the congregation. These powers were already mentioned in Romans 8:38 and 1 Corinthians
15:24, where Christ’s future victory over them is stated.



The relationship of Christ to God is also prepared for in the earlier letters. To say that Christ is the
firstborn is part of the field of ideas expressed in the understanding of him as the Son and image of God,
and the actual term is already used in Romans 8:29 and recurs in Revelation 1:5, suggesting that the
phrase “firstborn from among the dead” is traditional. The new concept is thatthe fullness of Deity is
bodily present in him.57 Here the language moves from relationship and role to something more like
substance and ontology.58

The understanding of Christ’s death and its effects includes the Pauline concepts of redemption and
reconciliation; forgiveness is a near synonym for justification (Rom 4:6–8; cf. Acts 13:38–39).59 The
raising of believers with Christ is already taught in Romans 6, where the difference between spiritual life
now and physical resurrection still to come is recognized. The new element here is the description of
believers as being already in the heavenly sphere, but the author is quite clear that this is not the same
experience as glorification with Christ, which still lies in the future.60 There is also the understanding of
believers as those who have died with Christ and now have been raised with him. What we have here is
similar to what we find in Revelation, where the concept of heaven appears to encompass the visible sky,
the invisible spiritual realm and the realm where God is enthroned; the boundaries between these three
conceptually distinguishable spheres are fluid, and it would be mistaken to look for absolute consistency
in understanding them. The idea of an invisible spiritual sphere in which the presence and power of God
are experienced by people living in the world but not entered by those who are dead in sin comes to
expression here.

The position of Christ as head of the church seems to have developed from the thought of him as head
or supreme over the universe, and the fact that the church was seen as a body led naturally enough to the
understanding of his relationship to it as being like that of a head to a body. This is a new idea compared
with the picture in Romans and 1 Corinthians, but there is nothing strange about such a development as a
new way of expressing the relationship of Christ to what Paul already called the body of Christ.

The statements about Paul reflect the consciousness of the significance of his role as the apostle to
the Gentiles (Gal 1:16; 2:7) and thematize it in a way that is entirely natural with the passage of time and
the development of a sense of what was historically significant in the spread of the mission.

It can fairly be maintained that what we have in Colossians is a Pauline theology that has developed
in depth of understanding as the result of controversy and mature reflection. The conspicuous feature is the
development of the concept of the power and superiority of Christ over supernatural forces and his being
filled with the fullness of divinity. What we have here is a theology that builds upon theological motifs
that are already present in the earlier letters. The new features appear to me to be developments that
legitimately follow on from the earlier material rather than shifts in direction or contradictions of what
went before.

Ephesians. The similarities between Ephesians and Colossians are immediately obvious and
manifest themselves at the level of a considerable amount of parallel phraseology, although the similar
wording does not necessarily express exactly the same thoughts. The theological motifs that make
Colossians stand out compared with the earlier letters of Paul are to be found here also.

Ephesians has in common with Colossians the understanding of Christ as being superior to all
conceivable powers in the universe, a position that makes him the mediator or agent through whom God
accomplishes all his purposes. This position is related to his being raised from the dead and exalted by
God to his right hand. Where Colossians draws attention to the role of Christ in creation, Ephesians
ignores this theme. Both letters use the vocabulary of filling. In Colossians it is Christ who is filled with
all the fullness of God, but those who are in Christ are also filled. In Ephesians there is specific reference
to the church as “the fullness of him who fills everything in every way”. The understanding of God, and
especially of his Spirit, as everywhere present and effective is applied to Christ, who similarly is present
in all believers and thus conveys to them the fullness of God. This thought comes to its climax in Ephe-



sians 3:14–21, where Father, Son and Spirit alike are active in believers, and it becomes clear that the
power of God and the love of God are very closely related in the subjective experience of believers.
Similar thoughts are present in the earlier letters of Paul (Gal 2:20), but there is a dramatic escalation in
the way that they are presented here. There is no thought of believers being made divine; the point is
rather to assure believers that they have the power to resist the evil powers in the universe.

Ephesians has the same basic understanding of the process of salvation as in Colossians and the
earlier letters. Like Colossians it develops the idea of human beings being dead in their sins and being
awakened by the call of God. It sees salvation as consisting in being raised from the dead in union with
Christ. It does not refer to dying with Christ and being buried with him, but this is implicit in the calls to
put off the old self and put on the new. The imagery of moving out of darkness into light is also used (Eph
5:8). The traditional imagery of redemption, forgiveness and reconciliation is used, and Christ’s death is
understood as sacrificial. The experience of reconciliation is seen to involve the coming together of Jews
and Gentiles in one people, emphasizing that the Gentiles are part of the people of God; this motif is
implicit in Colossians (Col 1:27; 3:11), but is not thematized.

Although the Holy Spirit does not figure in the theology of Colossians, this agent of God is active in
every aspect of the mediation of salvation in Ephe-sians.

The church plays a much greater role in the theology of Ephesians than in Colossians. In Colossians
1:18, 24 the body of Christ is given further definition as the church, and it is not otherwise mentioned (Col
4:15–16 refers to local groups of believers); by contrast it has a rather central position in Ephe-sians, and
this is particularly evident in Ephesians 5:22–33, where the love of Christ for the church as the church is
expounded; here it is the church which is given further definition as the body of Christ. The understanding
of the church includes more traditional elements. These have become more formalized than earlier with
the development of specific functionaries, but the Spirit-enabled ministry of the congregation as a whole
is maintained, and there is perhaps a greater stress on the need for teaching in the faith that will come to
even fuller expression in the Pastoral Epistles. The place of Paul as a crucial figure in the revelation of
God’s plan and purposes is conspicuous, but he is firmly placed in the midst of the apostles and prophets
and not regarded as the one and only apostle. There is nothing static about the understanding of the church.
It is seen as a body that grows, a temple that is in process of building, a company of believers who are
progressing toward maturity, a company of soldiers who are engaged in defensive battle against the
powers of evil, a people who pray for the effective working of their evangelists.

In all this there is a distinctive expression of the Pauline gospel that in various respects goes beyond
the earlier letters and adopts new ways of conceptualizing.

The Pastoral Epistles. The Pastoral Epistles are primarily concerned with the problem of
opponents with false teaching and practice who are hindering the church from its proper work of mission.
They differ from the other letters in that they are addressed primarily to fellow missionaries, although they
are to be overheard by the local congregations under their charge and their leaders. They deal with the
problems of the time in very different ways from Colossians and Ephesians. First, they are concerned
with practical measures to deal with false teaching by the appointment of local leaders who will be sound
in the faith and appropriate role models for the congregation. Second, they include various disciplinary
measures to quiet the false teachers. Third, they give teaching about the way of life that should be
followed by the congregations and particular groups within them. And fourth, they give instruction to the
missionaries about their own way of life.61 In doing so, the accent falls upon practice and ethics rather
than doctrine, but the practice arises out of the gospel and is buttressed by appeals to it. The letters recall
the readers to Paul’s teaching and the traditions current in the church, but at the same time the doctrine and
the practice are developed with the aid of concepts that were either new or not strongly present in Paul’s
earlier writings. The result is that there is a very considerable stress on the need for teaching based on the
apostolic message, and there is little of the sort of development of doctrine to meet fresh challenges that



we find in the other letters. The general character of the theologizing is thus somewhat different from that
in the earlier letters, but this does not necessarily mean that the theology is different. For whatever reason,
there is much more stress on the need to be based on the tradition, but this means the kind of teaching
given by Paul.

Although God has been thought to be somewhat remote in the Pastoral Epistles by reason of the lack
of use of Father and the language used in 1 Timothy 1:17 and 1 Timothy 6:15–16, he is characterized as
the Savior who acts in grace and love. Such phraseology could be used of ancient rulers and stresses
God’s benevolence without taking away from the element of worship and respect that is appropriate to
him. God acts through Jesus Christ, who is ranked alongside God the Father and shares his titles of God
and Savior. The coming of Jesus into the world as a man to give himself in death is seen as a revelation of
the saving will of God. His mediatorial role is seen in his giving himself as a ransom to deliver humanity.
Through it salvation is bestowed on sinners, with Paul as a paradigm, and they receive eternal life, which
is understood as both present and future in God’s heavenly kingdom. Salvation is received entirely by
faith and not by human works, so that there is no distinction between Jews and Gentiles. It includes the
lavish pouring out of the Holy Spirit and leads into a life where there is the familiar tension between
being kept by the faithful God and having to resist temptations that could prove fatal.

More weight attaches, perhaps, to the way in which the church is understood in terms of the
household rather than the body, with a tendency to concentrate on the ministry of the appointed leaders
rather than that of the members. The differences from the earlier understanding can be exaggerated, since
elements of the later forms can be found in Paul’s earlier letters, and the developments brought about by
the withdrawal of Paul from the scene and the threats caused by heretical teaching made some kind of
more disciplined and structured congregational life virtually inevitable. Much has been made of the
replacement of a “body of Christ” understanding of the church with a “household of God” understanding.
But the use of the household analogy and its emphasis on the role of leaders who display the qualities of
householders (as husbands, fathers and masters) is already anticipated by the way in which Paul uses the
imagery of fatherhood to describe his relationship to his congregations (1 Cor 4:15; 1 Thess 2:11). In all
this, there is no real difference from the understanding of the gospel that we find in Paul’s earlier letters.
The differences are differences within the same basic understanding.

Conclusion

In considering the variations from Pauline teaching in the later letters that may or may not be directly from
him, 1 have not been attempting to demonstrate one way or the other whether they stem from Paul or to
show that their theology is expressed in the same way, which it clearly is not. Rather, 1 have adopted the
more limited purpose of asking whether there is a basic harmony between them. Put it this way. Suppose
that these letters were not written by Paul. Is their teaching and underlying theology of such a kind that, if
Paul were to read them, he would be saying, “No, 1 can’t agree with that”? Would he have reacted
negatively to them as he did to the teaching that was prevalent in the Galatian congregations? Would he
have been less tolerant than he was to the preachers of the gospel whom he mentions in Philippians 1?
Would he have found issues of principle where he would have felt compelled to speak out against them?
Or would he have allowed that there was room for putting things differently from the way that he did in
the earlier letters and that these expressions of the gospel and Christian practice fell within the acceptable
limits of freedom of understanding? That is the question, and 1 cannot see that Paul would have had any
real difficulties with these ways of teaching the congregations.
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1The only doubtful letter that if authentic would belong to the earlier period is 2 Thessalonians. Co-lossians and Ephesians, if authentic, belong
to Paul’s captivity in Rome. If authentic, 2 Timothy is generally thought to be Paul’s last extant letter; if authentic, Titus and 1 Timothy could
be exceptions to this dating, since some defenders of them think that they are best dated during the third missionary campaign (Acts 19).
2See D. Moody Smith, “The Pauline Literature”, in It Is Written: Scripture Citing Scripture: Essays in Honour of Barnabas Lindars,  ed.
D. A. Carson and H. G. M. Williamson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp. 265–91.
3Hellenistic in the sense that it was originally composed in Greek.
4Richard N. Longenecker, ed., The Road from Damascus: The Impact of Paul’s Conversion on His Life, Thought and Ministry  (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1997), explores this topic comprehensively.
5See Bruce W. Longenecker, ed., Narrative Dynamics in Paul: A Critical Assessment (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 2002).
6First Thessalonians has a shorter greeting but still mentions the Father in 1 Thess 1:1, 3; the text in 2 Thess 1:2 is uncertain, but 2 Thess 1:1
includes “our Father”.
7By this slippery and perhaps anachronistic term 1 refer to words, phrases and longer statements that were used orally in set phraseology in
Christian meetings without necessarily implying that these existed in written form or that they dominated in the informal setting of early
Christian congregational meetings.
8It has to be said, however, that although angels are part of Paul’s theological cast, they are more background figures and an audience for
what happens (1 Cor 4:9) than significant actors in the story.
9As a christological term son is absent from Philippians, 2 Thessalonians, Philemon and the Pastoral Epistles.

10There is no suggestion of two stages in the career of Jesus with messiahship during his earthly life being followed by “adoption” or
“enthronement” as God’s Son from the resurrection onward, or with messiahship as a preliminary but inferior status. For Paul Jesus
was the Son of God also during his earthly life; the resurrection was exaltation and vindication of that status and hence “with
power”. This does not rule out the position of Christ alongside God the Father before his incarnation that Paul assumes in 2 Cor 8:9
and Phil 2:5.



11Paul uses the forms “Jesus Christ” and “Christ Jesus” indifferently. Attempts to find different nuances in the change of order are
inconclusive. Probably the two forms arose from the two statements “Jesus is the Christ” and “The Christ is Jesus” depending on
whether the underlying question is “Who is Jesus?” or “Who is the Christ?” It is not clear whether “Christ” figures more as a simple
name or identifier, or whether it is more a title equivalent to “Messiah” in Paul’s usage. My impression is that the titular force is
weakening and often it has become more of a name.

12On the whole, Paul uses the term Lord for God the Father when he is writing in a context influenced by the Old Testament, and
especially in quotations, but he uses it for Jesus the rest of the time. Here also he can take it from Old Testament texts and assume
that the reference is to Jesus rather than to God the Father without attempting to justify his interpretation. For a helpful summary see
Joseph A. Fitzmyer, EDNT, 2:328–31.

13Dunn has proposed that the decisive mark of Christian faith was what he expresses as “the centrality and primacy of the exalted
Lord, and the identity of the crucified Jesus with the exalted Son of God” (James D. G. Dunn, Unity and Diversity in the New
Testament [London: SCM Press, 1977], p. 307). The second part of this formulation may lead to some unintended misinterpretation.
It could be taken to imply that there was certainty about belief in the exalted Lord worshiped by the early Christians but that there
was a possible question as to whether this Lord was to be identified with the earthly Jesus, as if one could have the former without
the latter. Now it is certainly the case that Christians had to defend their belief that the earthly Jesus had been raised from the dead
and exalted, an event that confirmed for them that he was the Lord and the Son of God. But there does not seem to be any
indication that there was any Christian belief in the risen Lord that was not a belief that Jesus was this Lord. It is the word identity
that is the source of the possible confusion. There may have been Christians who majored on the resurrection and tried to ignore the
death of Jesus and the need to live a cruciform life, but that is a different issue.

14Although it is more probable that in the benediction “the fellowship of the Holy Spirit” means participation in the Spirit (objective
genitive) rather than a fellowship created by the Spirit (despite the fact that God and Christ are here the authors of love and grace
[subjective genitives]), nothing suggests that this reduces the Spirit to some kind of impersonal power in which believers share. The
parallel in 1 Cor 1:9, where believers are called into fellowship with or participation in the Son, is decisive.

15See Max Turner, “ ‘Trinitarian Pneumatology’ in the New Testament?—Toward an Explanation of the Worship of Jesus”, Asbury
Theological Journal 57.2/58.1 (2002–2003): 167–86.

16Rom 3:25; 4:7 (LXX); 7:5; 11:27 (LXX); 1 Cor 6:18; 15:3 (tradition), 17; Gal 1:4; Eph 2:1; Col 1:14; 1 Tim 5:22, 24; 2 Tim 3:6. Note
that he uses “transgression” (paraptōma) in the plural for sinful acts (Rom 5:15–20; 2 Cor 5:19).

17While Paul’s use of “all” has in mind the fact that Jews and Gentiles alike are under sin, it would be unjustifiable casuistry to suggest
that he was thinking purely of human groups and not of all the individuals who compose them.

18Paul does not take up the question of whether the law could deal with the penalty that rested upon sinners through their offering of
the sacrifices that it prescribed. It looks as though he was more concerned with the deeper problem of how people might be
delivered from sinning.

19That is to say, it is not essentially a self-regarding feeling in which people love what brings them personal satisfaction but an other-
regarding love in which the decisive element is the desire to confer some benefit on the object of the love.

20Rom 9:15–18, 23; 11:30–32; 15:9; 1 Cor 7:25; 2 Cor 4:1; Gal 6:16; Eph 2:4; Phil 2:27; 2 Tim 1:13, 16, 18; Tit 3:5 and the greetings in 1
Tim 1:2; 2 Tim 1:2.

21It is not surprising that there are far more, and far more detailed, books on the significance on the death of Christ than there are on
his resurrection.

22Bradley H. McLean, The Cursed Christ: Mediterranean Expulsion Ritual and Pauline Soteriology (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1996), pp. 105–45, who denies that Paul thought in sacrificial terms, explains the rationale of this passage in terms
of the scapegoat as the victim who takes upon himself the curse that threatens the people and lets its force be expended upon
himself.

23This motif is repeated across the New Testament and appears to have been unquestioned.
24Cf. Rom 5:9; 1 Cor 10:16; 11:25, 27; Eph 1:7; 2:13; Col 1:20 for other references to the blood of Christ as a way of referring to his

death.
25McLean, Cursed, pp. 22–64, denies that Paul compared the death of Jesus to an atoning sacrifice, insisting that the language used in

the various passages is either nonsacrificial or refers to nonatoning sacrifices. His objections vary in strength but are not compelling.
26On this view Eph 2:5, 8 is un-Pauline language.
27The verb can also be used of God when seen as righteous and fair in what he does (Rom 3:4).
28See p. 225 n. 36.
29See p. 312 n. 10, on whether they have the righteousness of Christ imputed to them.
30See Ralph P. Martin, Reconciliation (London: Marshall, 1981).
31See McLean, Cursed, pp. 108–12, who sees Christ here as the substitute for sinners, bearing their sin and dying because of it. Cf.

the discussion of reconciliation in chap. 11 (pp. 294–296).
32I. Howard Marshall, “Election and Calling to Salvation in 1 and 2 Thessalonians”, in The Thessalonian Correspondence,  ed. R. F.

Collins (Louvain: Louvain University Press, 1990), pp. 259–76.



33For some interpreters the logic of election and predestination requires a doctrine of so-called double predestination whereby God also
decides not to elect some individuals; to affirm this is, in my opinion, to go beyond what Paul says and to raise serious questions
about the justice of God.

34By the time we get to Ephesians and the Pastoral Epistles there is a tendency to include any kind of human endeavors to win God’s
favor and not just obedience to the Mosaic law (Eph 2:9; 2 Tim 1:9; Tit 3:5). See I. Howard Marshall, “Salvation, Grace and Works
in the Later Writings in the Pauline Corpus”, NTS 42 (1996): 339–58.

35E. P. Sanders, Paul, the Law and the Jewish People (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983).
36James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998), pp. 354–59.
37Sanders, Paul, p. 552.
38Whether this means goal or termination is immaterial.
39The whole topic has generated an immense literature and requires much more extensive discussion than can be provided here. In

particular, the nature of first-century Judaism needs a fuller treatment. See, for example, D. A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien and Mark
A. Seifrid, eds., Justification and Variegated Nomism,  vol. 1, The Complexities of Second Temple Judaism (Tübingen: Mohr
Siebeck; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2001); Frank Thielman, The Law and the New Testament: The Question of Continuity
(New York: Crossroad, 1999).

40See also 1 Cor 9:8–9, 20; 15:56; Phil 3:5–9. The issue also emerges in 1 Tim 1:8–9. It would seem that Paul has an understanding of
the law that developed through his conflicts with opponents and comes to the surface primarily when he is dealing with these
opponents.

41The question whether Paul and other New Testament writers believed that it was possible to away from a state of salvation is
variously answered. See pp. 618–19.

42This can lead to unjustified conclusions as when it is said that Paul never refers to saints in the singular but always in the plural,
implying that there is something essentially corporate in saintliness. The conclusion may be true in itself, but the logic is faulty. The
plural is used simply because Paul is addressing a plurality of saints in each case.

43Or synchronic and diachronic.
441 have adopted the practice of generally using the term congregations for local communities to avoid the misleading later

associations of “church” (denominations; buildings). The problem is complicated by the fact that the Christians in a given locality
may have belonged to more than one house group.

45Other references are debated: cf. 1 Cor 10:32; 12:28.
46Paul refers once to the churches of Christ (Rom 16:16; cf. Gal 1:22); otherwise he refers to the church(es) of God.
47The probable exception is Gal 6:16, which is more likely to refer to the church. See p. 227 n. 37.
481 Cor 10:18 may also point in the same direction.
49The Greek word adelphoi can refer in different contexts to brothers or to a mixed group of brothers and sisters; in the latter case the

focus may be primarily on the brothers but not to the exclusion of sisters. The decisive consideration is that Paul deliberately
recognizes both men and women as members of God’s family by referring to them as sons and daughters of God (2 Cor 6:18, where
the LXX cited has only “son”). The fact that he refers to specific individual female believers as “sisters” makes it is unlikely that
they were excluded when the term brothers was being used to address a congregation. Contemporary translations rightly tend to
render the Greek term adelphoi as “brothers and sisters”, unless it is clear that only males are intended.

50There is some tension here between the disobedience of the people (Rom 10:21) and their trust in their own works as a means of
getting right with God. But for Paul one aspect of their disobedience was precisely their attempt to get right with God on their own
terms instead of on his.

51Maybe we could call the principle “spiritual inclusivism”.
52This symbolism is most readily apparent if candidates were immersed, but it is also possible with affusion, and the latter method is

probably reflected in the analogy of plants being watered that lies behind the imagery in 1 Cor 12:13. Probably both methods of
baptism were practiced; cf. the liberty permitted in Didache 7.

53A similar development took place in Judaism after the destruction of the temple with the recognition that God was present with his
people when they read the Torah.

54Again we have what appears to be a tension between statements about the presence of God with his people as individuals and as a
group. In this case the tension is relieved by the fact that we are dealing with spiritual realities so that it is not contradictory to think
of two modes of divine presence. Compare the similar problem of language that arises when distinguishing between the universal
presence of God throughout the universe and his presence with his people.

55For the significant place of worship in the early church and its importance for the development of theology see Larry W. Hurtado,
Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2003).

56This listing of points largely follows (Andrew T. Lincoln and) A. J. M. Wedderburn, The Theology of the Later Pauline Letters
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 58–61.

57The concept that the risen Christ has a body is already present in 1 Cor 15, since Christ is there depicted as a man and as the



paradigm for the resurrection of believers.
58There is no contradiction or tension with Phil 2:5–8, where the earthly Jesus divests himself of the authority that he possesses by

virtue of his equality with God to act independently for his own advantage and becomes a servant to carry out his purposes. The
belief that Jesus was led and empowered by the Holy Spirit naturally comes to be understood in terms of a total and unique presence
of the power of God with him and finds expression in statements like this one in Colossians.

59Forgiveness (aphesis, aphiēmi) is a concept that is much more at home in the Synoptic Gospels (and Jn 20:23); the usage continues
into Acts (Acts 2:38; 5:31; 10:43; 13:38; 26:18). Otherwise, it is rare (Heb 9:22; 10:18; Jas 5:15; 1 Jn 1:9; 2:12). If there is an oddity,
it lies not so much in the use of forgiveness in Colossians (and Eph 1:7) as rather in the absence of the terminology of justification
and righteousness. The verb charizomai is also used (Col 2:13; 3:13; Eph 4:32); elsewhere in Paul it is used of God’s gracious giving
(e.g., Rom 8:32) but also of human forgiveness (2 Cor 2:7, 10; 12:13; cf. Lk 7:42–43).

60(Lincoln and) Wedderburn, Theology, p. 63, sees this statement as a dangerous experiment, but it seems to me to be in harmony with
Rom 6.

61This is most obvious in 2 Timothy and least obvious in Titus, but even there it is not wholly absent (Tit 2:7–8, 15).
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PAUL, THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS AND ACTS

 
At the conclusion of our discussion of the work of the three Evangelists, Mark, Matthew and Luke, 1
attempted to draw together the results of our study by comparing their Gospels with one another and with
Acts. Bearing in mind that the Gospels were written after Easter and were inevitably influenced by that
perspective, 1 concluded cautiously that the picture of the theology of the early church that can be derived
from Acts was what might have been expected to arise as the followers of Jesus continued his mission.
Now that we have examined the theology associated with the figure of Paul, whose mission and sufferings
are the major theme in the second half of Acts, it is appropriate to make some comparisons between them
in order to see whether they are diverse to the point of real difference or stand in some more harmonious
kind of relationship.

The Framework

We can see immediately that Paul works within the same Jewish frame of reference as Jesus and the
Evangelists. They share the same basic understanding of God as he is revealed in the Old Testament, as
the Creator of the universe and in particular the God who has acted in history as the God of Israel. His
will is revealed in Scripture, and he carries out his plans despite opposition from Satan and sinners. They
also share the same understanding of human nature with their recognition of human sinfulness. Paul,
however, displays a much more detailed anthropology, and he wrestles at a deeper level with the nature
of sin.

The Central Thrust

In the Synoptic Gospels the major theme of the mission and teaching of Jesus is the announcement of the
kingdom of God, leading to the announcements of divine judgment upon human sinfulness, to the call to
repentance and disciple-ship, and to the teaching regarding the blessings associated with the kingdom and
the way of life required of those who enter it. At the same time the mission raises the question of the
identity of Jesus and leads to the recognition by some that he is the Messiah and to his teaching that the
Messiah must be put to death and be raised from the dead, so that despite his death he is confirmed as the
Messiah by God. In Acts the teaching of the missionaries centers on this second area: the missionary
sermons confirm that Jesus is the Messiah on the basis of the conformity of what has happened to Jesus
with Scripture, the confirmation of his status by the resurrection and the pouring out of the Spirit, and the
testimony of his followers to what has happened, and especially to the resurrection. Thus Jesus is
identified as the exalted Messiah and now also as Lord, and he is in a position to offer forgiveness and
the gift of the Spirit. In this way the blessings of the kingdom are now available to all, including the
Gentiles. The bringer of the kingdom is proclaimed rather than the kingdom itself; implicitly it is realized
that Jesus is the kingdom.

The Pauline letters may be said to assume all this. Paul is a missionary called to bring the good news
of Jesus to the Gentiles in particular, and he shares the same gospel as other early Christians (1 Cor 15:3–
5). But his gospel is shaped by the fact that he is addressing Gentiles and Jews of the Dispersion, and
therefore he has to relate it to their situation and background, such as the polytheistic idolatry of the



Gentiles. Further, his letters are without exception directed to Christian congregations, and therefore they
move on beyond evangelistic preaching to instruction for Christians regarding their relationship to Christ
and their life together as congregations. Such matters as his ongoing mission and the place of the Holy
Spirit in Christian experience come to the fore.

Specific Elements

God—the Father. Paul can assume the understanding of God as Father that we find in the Gospels. The
most convincing explanation of the dominance of this title in the New Testament generally as compared
with Judaism is that it reflects the characteristic speech of Jesus when talking to his disciples. Paul even
retains the Aramaic Abba that is so far unknown elsewhere as a form of address to God in prayer. The
concept of God as the Father of Jesus Christ is a title based on the traditions about Jesus’ self-
understanding. And the understanding of God as the sovereign ruler who is carrying out his purpose
through the mission of his people and specifically those called to be witnesses and apostles is common to
both.

God—the Son. The fact that Jesus was a human being is taken for granted by Paul and is
theologically important for him since it identifies him as a representative of the human race, a Jew subject
to the law, but also as the man from heaven through whom believers receive justification and new life.
Here Paul draws conclusions that go beyond the Synoptic Gospels and Acts.

The messiahship of Jesus is important for Paul, particularly in relation to the Jews: the Messiah
came from Israel and fulfills God’s promise of a deliverer for the Jews. He is the crucified Messiah.

As in Acts, Jesus is the Lord, shown to be such by his resurrection and exaltation, and this title is
used to indicate his divine status but without confusing him with God the Father. He is the Son of the
Father, reflecting his image, and for Paul the Son preexisted the creation of the world and became
incarnate in Jesus. In the later letters the language used is even more expressive of sovereignty and of the
fullness of God being present in Christ and flowing through him to the church.

The way in which all this is expressed goes some distance beyond what we have in the Synoptic
Gospels and Acts. It is clear that the Pauline theology can assimilate the christology in the Gospels and
Acts without difficulty, but that it might be said to include implications and developments that go beyond
anything envisaged in the latter. We know that there were other Christians, whose views are not
represented in the New Testament writings, who held to so-called Ebionite views of Jesus as simply a
human messiah. Such views were seen at the time as contrary to mainline Christianity and could not be
harmonized with the theology of Paul. In Acts, however, the understanding of Jesus as the exalted Lord
and Son of God is essentially the same as that of the christology developed in Paul and in John and
Hebrews.

God—the Holy Spirit. The significant element in Paul’s understanding of the Spirit is the
development of recognition of the Spirit as personal, leading to the way in which the Spirit can be placed
alongside the Father and the Son in what may be called an incipient trinitarianism, that is, an
understanding of Father, Son and Spirit each as personal and sharing similar functions in such a way that
the later church recognized them as equally divine and sought for a way of expressing their
interrelatedness that did justice to their unity as well as their individuality. This personal character of the
Spirit is not so apparent in the Synoptic Gospels and Acts, where the Spirit is more a source of insight
(like Wisdom) and power. Yet the Spirit gives guidance and apparently speaks in the same way as the
Lord or angels (Acts 1:16; 5:32; 8:29; 10:19; 11:12; 13:2; 15:28; 16:6–7; 20:23; 21:11; 23:9; 28:25) 1

and this suggests that a clearer articulation of the personal nature of the Spirit was a natural development.
God—as communicator. Under this heading we noted the place of the Scriptures as the means

whereby God expressed his will and his pattern for history in the Pauline writings. The use of this motif



in the Synoptic Gospels and Acts is essentially the same as in Paul. For all the writers the Scriptures tell
the story of God’s dealings with Israel in time past and they see the contemporary events as foretold in
Scripture or following a pattern laid down there.2 They also see there commandments given by God for
the life of his people. These fundamental points are common to the Evangelists and to Paul.3

God continues to speak in New Testament times through apostles and prophets, and it is probable
that Luke thought of himself, though neither an apostle nor a prophet, as continuing the task of writing
Scripture. A distinction between the Old and New Covenants was developing, and once Paul saw himself
and other missionaries as servants of the latter, the recognition of new covenant revelation by the Spirit
alongside the Scriptures of the Old Covenant was a natural development.

There is a well-known problem in that Acts is often thought to limit the apostles to the reconstituted
Twelve, whereas for Paul the apostles, including himself, form a wider group than the Twelve. For Luke
the apostles figure as the Twelve appointed by Jesus with a special role in relation to Israel, but for Paul
the number includes also the missionaries to the Gentiles. Luke is certainly aware of this calling to the
Gentiles and makes much of Paul’s special commission. In fact, Luke does refer to Paul and Barnabas as
apostles in Acts 14:4, 14, and it is plausible that he recognized their role, but when he refers to the
leaders of the essentially Jewish Christian church in Jerusalem, he uses the term for them along with the
elders. The problem, if there really is one, is a matter of terminology rather than of substance.

The gospel—the need for salvation. There is no doubt that all the New Testament writers regard
humanity as sinful and in need of deliverance from their sin. We have seen how the Evangelists show
Jesus as bringing deliverance and healing to the victims of evil but also as condemning the sins of the
Jewish religious leaders and humanity generally, although there is not a lot of stress on sin in general.
Nevertheless, the mission of Jesus presupposes that people are outside the kingdom of God unless they
respond positively to it. In Acts the Jews are assumed to be implicated in the sin of their rulers in
crucifying Jesus unless they repent and accept forgiveness; the Gentiles likewise are seen to be in need of
the gospel because of their sin and failure to recognize the one God.4 Judgment faces all alike, conceived
of as condemnation at the last day, and failure to acknowledge Jesus leads to rejection by the Son of Man.

The Pauline picture is the same. In Romans Paul teaches that all people have sinned and stand under
God’s judgment. That he means all individuals and not just that there are some Jewish sinners as well as
Gentile sinners is beyond question. This is particularly evident from the teaching about the relation of the
whole human race to Adam in Romans 5. We noted that there is less material on this topic in the other
letters than might have been expected, but the all-pervasiveness of this concept is necessary to explain the
Pauline proclamation of the gospel. It is the exposition of Paul’s anthropology that goes beyond anything
elsewhere in the New Testament with its understanding of the flesh being under the control of evil
impulses and the sinners being in some sense dead in their sin. This radical language is not found in the
Synoptic Gospels and Acts, although the wickedness of the human heart is already recognized in the
Gospels (Mk 7:6, 21) and hardness of heart, that is, imperviousness to the voice of God, is a concept
taken over from Isaiah 6:10 by the Evangelists if not by Jesus himself (Mt 13:15; Acts 28:27; cf. Mk
8:17).

Prominent in Paul is the claim that human beings can do nothing to put themselves right with God.
This arises particularly in the context of discussion about the role of the law of Moses. Paul attacks the
view that people may do so by what he calls “the works of the law.” This phrase signifies obedience to
the precepts of the Mosaic law, circumcision, observance of festivals and food laws being the aspects
that are to the fore. Paul attacks these observances as works in which people may put their confidence
(“boast”) and rejects them as being unable to fulfill this function. To adopt them is to misconceive the
Mosaic law as a means of justification. This was not the intended purpose of the law. Paul’s opposition
was related to the way in which some people were requiring that Gentile Christians should do these
works of the law in order to be justified and in order that there could be fellowship between them and



Jewish Christian believers who continued to regard Gentiles who did not keep the law as unclean and
their foods as unclean.

This same issue does arise in Acts, though not in the Gospels where the Jew-Gentile problem would
have been an anachronism. But the issue of whether Gentiles are required to keep the law is settled by a
recognition that circumcision is not required of Gentiles, and the requirements that are laid down concern
foods offered to idols, sexual immorality and blood in meat. The first two of these requirements
correspond with Paul’s teaching, while the latter may be simply a requirement not to offer unacceptable
foods to Jewish Christians in shared meals. There is no conflict with Paul at this point.5 Moreover, Acts
confirms that Gentiles were saved and received the Spirit without having to keep the law (Acts 15:8; cf.
Gal 3:1–4). As for Jewish Christians, Paul recognizes that they may continue to keep the law (Rom 14),
and Acts presents him as doing the same, despite accusations brought against him (Acts 21:20–26).

The gospel—the means of salvation. For Paul the way in which people come into contact with the
means of salvation is through the gospel, that is, the spoken message that is proclaimed by the
missionaries and may be accompanied by powerful manifestations of the Holy Spirit. The gospel is a
given, handed down to Paul by other Christians, and there is no evidence of any dispute with the leaders
in Jerusalem over its essential contents.

The content of the gospel is, then, centered on the death and resurrection of Jesus, understood as the
means through which people can be delivered from their sins and God’s judgment upon them. The death of
Jesus is variously seen as the bearing of sin and the curse (scapegoat imagery) and as a sin offering that
atones for sin. It is an act of deliverance or redemption that sets sinners free from their sin. Essentially it
is an act of Christ for the benefit of and on behalf of sinners and is concerned with their sin.

This understanding can be traced back to the teaching of Jesus as recorded in the Synoptic Gospels,
where his death is understood as a ransom for many and as having a sacrificial character (Mk 10:45;
14:24).6 But there is a major difference between Acts and Paul in that the preaching in Acts assigns no
particular saving significance to the death of Jesus, seeing it rather as the act of sinful opponents (though
not outside the purpose of God) that was undone by the resurrection. In our discussion earlier 1 raised the
possibility that the earliest stage in Christian preaching may have concentrated on this theme for
apologetic purposes. Sacrificial redemption language is not completely absent (Acts 20:28), and the
identification of Jesus with the suffering Servant is used by Luke (Lk 22:37; Acts 8:32–33); these points
were capable of exposition in a Pauline direction, but Luke has not done so. What we can say is that
Paul’s understanding of the death of Jesus as sacrificial and redemptive is dependent on material that he
has received from early Christian tradition; in other words, it is the silence of Luke that requires
explanation rather than the expressed theology of Paul.

The importance of the resurrection for Acts and Paul is self-evident. It is the exaltation of Jesus as
Lord and Christ.

The nature of salvation. We noted that Paul has four key motifs for understanding the nature of the
effects of the death and resurrection of Jesus, namely, salvation, redemption, justification and
reconciliation. Salvation language is characteristic of Luke and is also found in Matthew and Mark. It is
pervasive throughout the New Testament and forms an important bond of theological unity.7 Redemption
is a less common concept. It does occur in Luke-Acts but refers in a rather general kind of way to God’s
action in delivering his people from their enemies and from their sins. Justification is very much a Pauline
motif, and it is found on Paul’s lips in Acts 13:38–39 (cf. Lk 18:14). Reconciliation likewise is a Pauline
word not found in the Gospels and Acts, but what is the parable of the prodigal son about if it is not about
forgiveness and reconciliation? We should not be deceived by the absence of the word. Here, then, we
can see the development of a theological vocabulary of salvation in the broad sense by Paul that is in
harmony with the Gospels and Acts but is much more articulate than they are.

The reception of salvation. In Paul’s theology the reception of salvation depends upon God’s prior



action in making known the gospel to those who do not yet believe. This action depends in turn upon his
saving purpose. Here there is some controversy over whether there is a particular purpose of God
directed only at some people and excluding others from the possibility of salvation. The same general
point arises in the Synoptic Gospels and Acts. However we account for it theologically, there was an
inevitable selectivity in the mission of Jesus in that he could not be everywhere and had to leave one
place in order to visit others (Mk 1:35–39); to some extent he compensated for this by enrolling the
Twelve and the seventy-two as his helpers. The comment in Matthew 22:14 that many are called but few
are chosen has sometimes been thought to mean that, although the gospel may be heard by many, in fact
only a few are actually chosen to be saved by it; this interpretation is unlikely, and the thought is rather
that although many hear, in fact not all respond and become numbered among God’s people. Compare
how Jesus encourages people to let nothing stand in the way of their entry into the kingdom because it is a
matter of observation that few travel the narrow way (Mt 7:13–14). In Acts there is the indication that it is
those who are appointed for eternal life who believe (Acts 13:48; cf. 18:10) and that God opens hearts so
that people respond to the preaching (Acts 16:14). Such comments are isolated but demonstrate that God
can and does bring people to faith (otherwise there would be no point in interceding for unbelievers), but
more should not be taken out of them than they actually say. They underline that God wants to save people
and that he takes the initiative without which they could not be saved.

At the same time there is an unambiguous agreement between Paul and Acts on the necessity and
sufficiency of faith as the human response to the gospel (e.g., Acts 10:43; 11:17; 16:31; 26:18). The
object of faith is normally the Lord or Jesus in Acts (occasionally God, Acts 16:34), but Paul tends to
refer more to faith in God or to use the term without an expressed object. There is no great difference
here; note how Acts 16:34 is closely linked to Acts 16:31. Repentance is the flip side of faith in Luke-
Acts, but it is generally not part of the vocabulary of conversion in Paul (though see Rom 2:4; 2 Tim
2:25); occasionally he mentions it in relation to backsliding believers (2 Cor 7:9–10; 12:21). The contrast
between faith and works, which is central to Paul’s understanding of faith, is not found in Acts. But
although the statement that anybody who fears God and does (lit., “works”) righteousness is acceptable to
him (Acts 10:35) might be thought to contradict Paul’s view, the gift of the Spirit is in fact conferred on
Cornelius at the point when he hears the good news of Jesus and believes (cf. Acts 11:14–17; 15:7–9).
Luke knows that justification is not possible under the law of Moses but only through Jesus (Acts 13:38–
39).

The ongoing work of God in the believer. A major element in Paul’s theology is the continuing
work of God in believers, expressed in a variety of ways. This stands in sharp contrast with Acts, where
the speeches that contain most of the theological teaching are addressed primarily to nonbelievers and
thus have a different focus. Paul’s language of being in Christ is absent. The concept of believers being
united with Christ in his death and resurrection is likewise missing. Although Acts has much to say about
the Holy Spirit, there is very little reference to the work of the Spirit in the development of Christian
character. If Acts does not know the works of the flesh (though it is well aware of human sin!), neither
does it know the fruit of the Spirit. Nevertheless, Acts shares with Paul the belief that the Spirit is given
to all believers and is an essential element in their experience. Acts 2:38 cannot be understood in any
other way. The Spirit in Acts is primarily associated with the guiding and empowering of individuals and
the church for witness and mission. But despite this emphasis there are a few indications that the presence
of the Spirit is to be seen as a sign of the reality of salvation and hence as the means of Christian
assurance (Acts 2:38; 9:17) and reassurance (Acts 4:31); the Spirit is associated with encouragement
(Acts 9:31) and joy (Acts 13:52). The gift of tongues is an evidence of conversion, and this was for the
benefit of the recipients, since it moved them to praise God, as well as a testimony to other people (Acts
10:44–46; 19:6). There is no difficulty in seeing the Spirit-inspired phenomena of 1 Corinthians 12 in the
context of Luke’s record in Acts. Further, Luke recognizes the importance of Christian character,



expressed in the goodness of Barnabas (Acts 11:24) and the good works of Tabitha (Acts 9:36), even if it
surfaces only occasionally. Unfortunately, even when we have a speech directed toward those who are
already believers, it is focused on the leaders and not on the members as a whole (Acts 20:17–35), and
we never learn what a Lukan character might have said to edify the believers. Luke’s interest is
concentrated on the mission of the church to Jews and Gentiles and in the missionaries.

The community of believers. The place and importance of the church in Paul and Acts is obvious.
For both writers the church consists of Jewish and Gentile believers and stands in continuity with the
Israel of the old covenant. A major theme of Acts is the way in which the church, originally composed of
Jewish believers, realizes that it is called by God to be open to Gentile believers who share equally with
Jewish believers in forgiveness, the gift of the Spirit and membership of the people of God without the
requirement of circumcision. Although another point of view existed among early Christians, requiring
Gentile believers to accept the Jewish law and customs, the Pauline understanding is the one that
prevailed in the church at Jerusalem according to Luke and Paul.

Like Paul, Luke uses the term ekklēsia initially for the church in Jerusalem and then for local groups
of Christians and corporately for Christians in different places (Acts 9:31). The original church in
Jerusalem spreads, and it becomes possible to speak of the churches (plural; Acts 16:5). Again like Paul,
he refers occasionally to the saints (Acts 9:13, 32, 41; 26:10) and frequently to “the brothers”. In both
Acts and Paul the language used makes it evident that the church is seen as the continuation of the
historical people of God. In Acts as in Paul, however, the term Israel is employed for the Jews as the
historic people of God rather than for the church.

Paul develops the thought of the church as the body of Christ. There is some analogy with the usage
in Matthew where Jesus speaks of “my church” (Mt 16:18). In Acts, however, the term church is used
absolutely. There is no development of imagery for the church comparable with that in Paul; the rich
understanding of the church in Colossians and Ephesians goes well beyond anything in Acts.

Paul and Acts reflect the practice of the early church generally in their recognition of baptism as the
rite of initiation into the church. In Acts baptism is associated with forgiveness, expressed in the metaphor
of washing away of sin (Acts 22:16) and with the reception of the Holy Spirit. Both of these aspects of
baptism are found in Paul (1 Cor 6:11; 12:13; cf. Tit 3:5). Paul states explicitly that baptism brings
believers into the body of Christ, the church (1 Cor 12:13), and this is implicit in Acts. Where Paul goes
beyond the rest of the early church is in his understanding of baptism as being into the death of Christ so
as to share in his resurrection life here and now, and his physical resurrection in the future. A further
difference is that in Acts baptism is done in or into the name of Jesus, but in Paul it is done into Christ
(Rom 6:3; Gal 3:27). In these ways the personal relationship with the risen Jesus that we have seen to be
much less conspicuous in Acts is brought out in Paul.

The activities of the congregation when it gathered together included prayer and praise to God, the
functions of prophets and others gifted by the Spirit, and the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, and these
things happened in a domestic setting. Not surprisingly, these same activities are attested for the early
church in Acts. We learn more from Paul about the details since his letters are focused on the internal life
of congregations. Questions have been raised about possible differences between the breaking of bread in
Acts and the Lord’s Supper in Paul. It has been suggested that the events in Acts were more in the nature
of meetings with the risen Lord whereas in Paul they were more a means of remembering the death of the
Lord.8 Certainly the accounts in Acts must be read in the light of the Emmaus story in Luke 24, and the
significance of this should not be missed: the meals in Acts are the occasion of fellowship with the risen
but unseen Lord. In this way Luke implicitly recognizes the element of personal communion with the risen
Lord that otherwise is passed over in comparative silence in Acts. This element is present in Paul (1 Cor
10:14–22). As for remembrance of the death of Jesus, from 1 Corinthians 11 it appears that this element
was in danger of being overlooked in practice. Again it may be necessary to remind ourselves that Acts



should be read in the light of the Gospel, where the link with the death of Jesus emerges in the Last
Supper.9 Here, as elsewhere, it is essential to remember that Luke has a limited purpose in Acts, which is
to relate the story of the Christian mission rather than to describe what congregations of believers
believed and practiced. We must be careful to distinguish between matters that he has chosen not to
elaborate on because they fell outside his purpose and other matters where the narrative explicitly or
implicitly suggests that he or the early church held particular views about them.

In the light of this consideration we should not draw wrong inferences about the lack of material
regarding the internal organization of congregations in Acts. Paul and Luke have in common the
recognition of the existence of the Twelve and other apostles. For Luke, the Twelve, headed by Peter, are
concerned with mission to the Jews, whereas Paul with his companions are called to go to the Gentiles
(though neither group goes exclusively to the one constituency), and Paul recognizes the separate callings
of Peter and himself to the Jews and Gentiles respectively. Both writers view mission as the work of
traveling missionaries, with Paul working alongside one or more companions. In Acts it is the way in
which the leaders function as evangelists that stands out: Peter, Stephen, Philip and Paul and his
companions are missionaries, even if, as in the case of Stephen and Philip, they were appointed to other
tasks. Both writers envisage leaders being appointed in new congregations, using such terms as elders
and overseers to refer to them. Inevitably there is more about this in Paul and particularly in the later
letters as some institutionalization takes place.

Theology and behavior. For Paul it is self-evident that conversion leads to new patterns and
standards of behavior. We have seen how his letters base the practice of Christian life as individuals and
as community on the Gospel. The instruction is sometimes given “in the Lord”, acknowledging his
authority to direct the life of his people. Occasionally teaching of the earthly Jesus is given, referring to
him in this context as “the Lord”. The Mosaic law is no longer to be kept as the means of justification, but
it finds its fulfillment in the law of love and through the work of the Spirit producing the fruit of Christian
character. There are stern warnings against sin in the lives of believers.

All of this is in implicit agreement with the Gospels, where the same law of love is taught by Jesus.
A life lived “in the Lord”, as Paul calls it, is one in which the teaching of Jesus is accepted as providing
the pattern for life. We see Paul taking up this teaching and applying it to a new situation in his discussion
of marriage and divorce. Strong measures against blatant sin are found in Acts 5 and 1 Corinthians 5.

What is lacking in the Gospels and Acts is the developed teaching of Paul about the direction and
enabling of the Holy Spirit for believers in their personal lives.

The future of God and his people. The Evangelists share with Paul the belief in the future coming
of Christ and both depict something of the course of future events. The place of Christ as judge is
recognized, as is his gathering together of his people to be with him. The resurrection of the dead is a
belief shared by the Jews (other than the Sadducees) and Christians but mocked by Greeks. Neither in
Acts nor in Paul is there much emphasis on the kind of matters treated in the apocalyptic passages in the
Gospels. Acts is primarily concerned with the need for people to repent and accept the salvation offered
by the risen Lord here and now lest they come under his judgment. It recognizes the fact of ongoing
persecution of believers, but it does not put this into the context of signs of the end that we find in the
Gospels, and it is silent on the judgment of Jerusalem, despite the clear references to this in Luke 21.10

The kind of warnings given by Jesus regarding the coming judgment on Jerusalem find no place in the
preaching of the apostles. Similarly, the apocalyptic manner of presentation of the future is largely absent
from Paul. Where it is found in 1 Thessalonians 4–5 and in 1 Corinthians 15, it arises out of problems
relating to the destiny of deceased believers, and in 2 Thessalonians it functions to give a different
understanding of the events surrounding the end from that held by the readers. The material used by Paul is
certainly related to the traditions utilized in the Gospels, and it is clear that there was a place for such
teaching in his instruction of believers, but it was not central to the gospel as he understood it. Paul’s



understanding of the transformation of believers at the parousia and their close relationship to Christ is of
decisive importance, but here he is once again developing theological motifs in an individual manner
compared with the Synoptic Gospels and Acts.

Conclusion

We have now been through the main aspects of Paul’s theology, following the headings used in our earlier
summary of it, and compared them with the picture of the beliefs of other early Christians as given by
Luke in Acts and with the teaching in the Synoptic Gospels insofar as comparisons are possible. We have
discovered a fair measure of agreement on the basic theology that comes to expression in both sets of
writings. There is an entity that may fairly be called Paulinism, attested by the acknowledged writings of
Paul and supplemented in the varied contributions of the later letters wherein the hand of Paul himself or
of his followers may be seen. Equally there is an entity that we have discovered consisting of teaching
inspired by the mission of Jesus and continued in the mission of his followers in the early church. Our
comparison has shown that there are differences between them. They are not identical, but they are
recognizably the same. The Paul who rejoiced in the preaching of other believers, even if their motives
were questionable in his eyes (Phil 1:15–18), would have rejoiced all the more in the gospel reflected in
the Synoptic Gospels and Acts (cf. 1 Cor 15:3–11, where he affirms that he and the first followers of
Jesus preached one and the same gospel).

This broad conclusion could certainly be attacked from various angles.
First, there is the fact that the picture of the teaching of Jesus given by the Evangelists was created

after Easter by people like Paul, and it is arguable that they painted the picture (unconsciously, no doubt)
in the light of their situation and religion. The degree of similarity between the teaching of Jesus and that
of the early church may well have been enhanced, and historically they may have been much less similar
to one another.

To this objection various replies may be made. The first is that for our purpose, which is to outline
the theology of the New Testament writers, the historical question is not of first importance. It is sufficient
to be able to show that there is a harmony between the different writers, and this we have been able to do.
Second, the Gospels are based on the traditions about Jesus that were circulating in the early church. They
show the influence of Jesus, as he was remembered. There is an essential homogeneity and coherence
between the different elements, drawn from numerous different traditions, in the Gospels that indicate that
the Gospels faithfully reproduce the traditions.11 We have been at pains to bring out the characteristic
differences between the Gospels, and in a more detailed treatment it would be possible to distinguish
between tradition and redaction, but nevertheless it is possible to speak of a common theology shared by
the Evangelists despite their individual nuancing of it. They are all singing from the same hymnbook,
although they may be singing different parts.

Second, we have the problem of identifying the theology of the earliest Christians as compared with
the depiction given by Luke. Throughout this chapter 1 have been making a comparison between Paul and
Luke as the author of Acts. The puzzled reader may well be perplexed as to whether the comparison that
was being made was between Paul and the early church or Paul and the author of Acts.

On the one side, it is argued by some that the author of Acts has painted a more biased and inaccurate
picture of the early church than the Evangelists did of Jesus. The latter were guided by traditions that
were handed down with some faithfulness because of the respect in which Jesus was held, whereas there
is less likelihood that the activities of the early church were the subject of a tradition-forming process in
the same kind of way. Luke, it is often held, had little to guide him for his account of the earliest Christian
mission and its preaching, and what we have reflects the flawed memory of a later Christian
reconstructing the story as best he could but inevitably attributing his own theology to Peter and the others.



On the other side, there is the specific problem of Luke’s presentation of Paul’s teaching. No doubt
Luke thought of himself as essentially a Paulinist, concerned to uphold the theology of Paul and to defend
Paul against his attackers. Clearly Paul is one of the two heroes of the book, and the theology of Luke
demonstrates some Pauline features, if only because Luke spends so much space on Paul and his mission.
However, much of Paul’s characteristic theology is not present. But, it is claimed, Luke was not a close
follower of Paul, as is evident from the ways in which he misunderstands and misrepresents his theology.
A major element that is absent is Paul’s theology of the union of the believer with Christ, expressed in
such phrases as being “in Christ”.12 A well-known discussion by Philipp Vielhauer accuses Luke of
fundamental misunderstanding of Paul in at least four areas: christology, natural theology, the law and
eschatology. Luke did not understand Paul’s theology and presented a theology that was both less
developed and in contradiction to Paul’s, and they are so unlike that the modern reader must make a
choice between them.

So, it can be argued, Luke has smoothed out the differences between the other early Christians and
Paul by writing an account that unhistorically assimilates the preaching and outlook of Paul to that of Peter
by attributing to both a theology of his own that was not typical of either of them.

In response to these arguments we may reply, first, that the picture of the theology of the early church
that we get in the first half of Acts is at the very least historically appropriate. That is to say, it agrees
broadly with what we may deduce about the preaching and practice of the first Christians from evidence
elsewhere in the New Testament, and it also makes sense historically that followers of the earthly Jesus
who had experienced his resurrection and the commission to evangelize that was bound up with it and the
gift of the Holy Spirit would have acted and preached in the kind of way that Luke describes.

Second, to some extent the differences between the Paul of Acts and the Paul of the letters arise
because Luke is telling a story rather than writing letters. He is narrating an evangelistic mission rather
than dealing with the upbuilding of congregations. It is not surprising that Luke is closest to Paul when he
recounts Paul’s talk to the congregational elders in Acts 20.

Third, the differences between the two pictures of Paul must not be exaggerated. Vielhauer’s
arguments have been frequently discussed, and in my view there are telling objections to them.13 At the
very least it is surely blindingly obvious that Luke uses the theological language of Peter and Paul rather
than of John or Hebrews.

Fourth, we have to recognize that Luke did not have the depth of theological insight possessed by
Paul. There is no point at which he contradicts Paul, but equally he does not share Paul’s profundity.

The crucial question, then, is whether the two theologies, those of Acts and of Paul, have essentially
the same structure and content. Granted that there may be similarities between them, may it not be that the
structures in which they are set differ from one another? Compare how it might be possible to draw up a
list of common beliefs held by Roman Catholics and Protestants despite the fact that the two forms of
Christianity are significantly different as a result of their overall structures and emphases being so
different. Thus the understanding of the ministry and the sacraments is so different that the nature of the
churches is fundamentally different. The concept of one man being the vicar of Christ on earth simply does
not fit within a Protestant framework, and the place given to Mary and the saints, especially in the
practice of the religion, is also violently at odds with the ethos of Protestantism. May there not be
differences in structure and ethos between the two types of theology investigated in this chapter that have
not surfaced in the comparison of individual theological themes?

Let us remind ourselves that in both cases we have a theology that is expressed in categories drawn
from the Old Testament and making considerable use of scriptural citation and allusion. It presupposes the
sinfulness of all people, Jews and Gentiles. It offers salvation from sin and judgment through the man
Jesus Christ, who died and has been raised from the dead, thus confirming his status as Lord and Savior.
The gift of salvation includes the gift of the Holy Spirit, who is the active agent both in personal Christian



experience and in the charismatic enablement and guidance of the mission and ministry of the church.
Salvation (justification) is by, and only by, faith in God and Jesus Christ, and such faith is expressed in
baptism, which incorporates believers in the fellowship of the people of God. This people of God is one
with the historical people of God, Israel, and now consists of all who believe, whether circumcised Jews
or uncircumcised Gentiles; in the past it was faith in God that was determinative (and not just belonging to
the physical people of Israel), but now that God has sent the Messiah, it is a faith that acknowledges Jesus
as the Messiah and risen Lord. This risen Lord is active in the church through the Spirit and is known to
his people in a personal relationship, epitomized in the breaking of bread (Lord’s Supper) and expressed
in prayer. To the followers of Jesus is committed the task of evangelism to all peoples, Jews and
Gentiles, and this is carried out especially, but not exclusively, by those specifically called out to be
missionaries with the active support of the congregations. Their task and indeed their existence as
believers is met by opposition, so that the believers generally must suffer as Jesus did, even to the point
of martyrdom. Their way of life is determined by the teaching of Jesus and the guidance of the Spirit. They
look forward to the resurrection of the dead of believers to everlasting life with Christ, and of
unbelievers to judgment and loss.

This outline of Christian theology is common to Acts and to Paul. It is greatly elaborated by Paul,
specifically in reference to the concept of sin and the flesh, the significance of the incarnation of the Son
of God; the detailed understanding of the significance of his death, the whole understanding of the new
relationship with him through faith, the ongoing transformation of the believer through the work of the
Spirit in union with Christ, the nature of Christian existence as dying and living with Christ; the church as
the body of Christ; final resurrection; the issues relating to Israel, the Gentiles and the law. There is a vast
theological achievement here, but it is recognizably the same kind and shape of theology. Paul’s theology
is a statement of the same theology at a different level, but it is the same theology, just as a high Anglican
liturgical service with its elaborate ritual and use of centuries of Christian language and music may have
the same shape and content as a simple nonliturgical service that expresses an identical faith and
experience in a different mode.

There are, then, distinct differences in emphasis and content, but there is a basic identity. In every
case it makes sense of the evidence to see the theology of Paul as going further than and developing the
theology in Acts. This simple observation makes it plausible that Luke has portrayed a theology that is
less complex and developed than that of Paul. This is true even where Luke is describing Paul.14
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3See p. 475 on the problem of the law.
4We saw earlier that Luke has been accused of a shallow view of sin in Acts, presenting a picture of Gentiles who merely need to be helped
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7The only books not to use the vocabulary of salvation are Galatians, Colossians and Philemon.
8The theory that historically there were two different types of meal, perhaps associated with Galilee and Jerusalem, has not found lasting
favor.
9The tradition followed by Luke here (Lk 22:19–20) differs from Mark and is shared with Paul (1 Cor 11:23–25). On the uncertainty about the
text in Luke (with some authorities omitting most of Lk 22:19–20) see p. 139 n. 18. Even if the shorter text were to be adopted, the links
between the meal and the forthcoming death of Jesus are still palpable.

10Whether as a result of use of variant traditions or of Lukan editing to bring out the point, Luke 21 identifies the impending judgment
upon Jerusalem far more clearly than in Mk 13 or Mt 24.

11We could use the principle of multiple attestation here for a different purpose than that for which it is normally used. In his pioneering
book, C. H. Dodd, History and the Gospel (London: Nisbet, 1938), pp. 84–103, showed how various key motifs in the teaching and
mission of Jesus could be seen to be present not only in different form-critical categories of tradition (pronouncement stories, miracle
stories, parables, wisdom sayings and the like) but also in different sources (material preserved by Mark; traditions in Q; traditions
preserved solely by Matthew [M] or Luke [L]—and, 1 could add, by John). The existence of multiple independent forms and
sources is a strong factor in favor of the historicity of the material reliably reflecting the teaching and activity of Jesus. But one
might also observe that the continuity between the different sources demonstrates their fundamental agreement in their presentation
of Jesus, even though they each have their own characteristic nuances and emphases.

12See, for example, Eric Franklin, Luke: Interpreter of Paul, Critic of Matthew (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994), pp. 274–78.
13See F. F. Bruce, “Is the Paul of Acts the Real Paul?” BJRL 58 (1976): 282–305; Stanley E. Porter, The Paul of Acts (Tübingen:

Mohr Siebeck, 1999).
14With one exception, the speeches of Paul in Acts are directed toward non-Christians. We should not be surprised if they do not

display the kind of theology that Paul could share with believers.
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THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

 

John’s Gospel stands apart from the first three in that it narrates a different set of events and teachings of
Jesus from them. Although some of the events are the same and others are of a basically similar character,
the general way in which they are discussed and the character of the theological argumentation are very
different. This raises important and difficult questions about the relationship of the Jesus depicted by John
to the picture that we gain from the first three Gospels and also about the way in which John has
developed in such an independent and distinctive manner. At one extreme we have the view that Jesus
was a multifaceted character who behaved and taught at times in what we might call a Synoptic manner
and at times in a Johannine manner, so that what we have are two pictures which are equally closely
based on the historical Jesus. At the opposite extreme is the view that John’s picture is heavily fictional,
Jesus being used as a vehicle for the author’s theology, whose roots lie largely elsewhere.1 Somewhere in
between is the view that John has taken the historical traditions regarding Jesus and given them a novel
transformation and development. What we have is the Jesus of the Synoptic Gospels translated into a
different idiom.2

Our first task is to see what the author of the Gospel is saying theologically, and as with the other
New Testament books we begin by trying to trace the theological story.3

The Prologue (Jn 1:1–18): The Theological Story

Beginnings are important. John begins his Gospel with a prologue (Jn 1:1–18) that more than those in the
other Gospels combines theological explanation and events.

One event is the coming of John the Baptist, who acted as a witness to the light (Jn 1:6–7) and his
identification of Jesus as the one to whom he had borne testimony that one would come after him who
surpassed him (Jn 1:15). Sandwiched in the middle of these statements is a further event that takes place
in history, namely, the Word becoming a human being and being seen by a group within which the author
of the Gospel places himself (Jn 1:14). But these events are placed in the context of a theological
statement by the author, whose principal points are:

First, in the beginning (which seems to mean “as far back as we can go in thought”) there was a
being with God called the Word who was God. This paradox is stated without explanation.

Second, this being was responsible for the creation of the universe.4 He himself was the source of
life and light for the universe, which would otherwise be a place of darkness. How the universe created
by the Word should come to be in darkness is not explained. This is the mystery of evil.

Third, the light shines in the darkness, evidently bringing salvation and life to people. One way in
which the light was manifested was through the testimony of John. He bore witness to the light that was to
come into the world.

Fourth, the light was not generally recognized in the world, not even by his own people. This must be
a reference to the Jewish people. But there were some who did recognize and accept the light, and they
became God’s children.5 This took place through a process akin to birth, which it is not in human power
to bring about but depends upon a divine action.



At this point we have another paradox in that some people do believe and so become children of
God, but this birth is brought about by God. One way of understanding this is to say that God responds to
human faith by conferring the new birth on believers. This explanation does not explain why these
particular people respond whereas others do not. Another way of understanding it is to say that God
causes certain people to believe and so to come to new birth. This explanation does not explain why God
causes certain people to believe and not others. The text clearly favors the former type of understanding
rather than the other.

Fifth, the particular way in which the Word entered the world was by becoming “flesh”, which in
context means that he took on the form of a human being.

What is not immediately clear is whether this is a recapitulation and hence a making more precise of
what has just been said about the Word being in the world or whether it is a new stage, with a spiritual
presence of the Word in the world in John 1:10–13, followed by a physical presence in John 1:14. The
decision is not easy, but on the whole the former interpretation makes better sense. John 1:10–13 reads
much more like an interpretation of Christian response to Jesus than of anything that occurred in the pre-
Christian era.6

Sixth, the author identifies himself and his community as the group who recognized him. Although he
was a human being, nevertheless they saw beyond the mere humanity to a person who embodied the glory
of God. At this point God is identified as the Father, and the Word is identified as his Son.

Seventh, the fullness of the blessings mediated through the Word is emphasized. It is not denied that
God’s grace was active in and through Moses as the giver of the law; but grace and truth are fully
revealed in Jesus, to such an extent that Jesus as the only One, himself God, reveals God.7

What is the function of this prologue in relation to the Gospel? On a basic level it has introduced
very many of the terms that the author uses to express his theology: Word, God, life, light, darkness,
testimony, believe, name, children/sons, birth, flesh, glory, Father, grace, 8 truth, law, seeing9 More
significantly, it has set out the basic story of salvation in brief fashion, anchoring what happens on the
historical plane in a metanarrative that sees things in terms of divine activity transcending the universe
and before its creation. Above all it is concerned with who Jesus is and what he does, but it achieves this
by a kind of inversion in which it takes another figure, the Word, and explains Jesus as the incarnation of
the Word.

An important question is why the term Word, should be chosen for this purpose. The other Gospels
begin rather with the identification of Jesus as the Messiah, God’s human agent who comes to establish
God’s kingdom on earth and to announce its future consummation and calls people to repentance and faith
and discipleship. Yet at the outset they too are conscious that this figure is more than a human being; he is
the Son of God, and the change involved in becoming disciples can be described as becoming like little
children. John, however, begins with the identification of Jesus as a divine being from outside the world
who comes to share his heavenly status and nature with human beings. But as the story develops he too
has to deal with the inevitable question from a Jewish perspective of whether Jesus is the Messiah, and
with the call of Jesus to discipleship. The ingredients are the same, but the blend is rather different.

After the prologue Jesus is no longer referred to as “the Word”. Yet he continues to fulfill the
functions of the Word in that he reveals and communicates life, light and glory, and makes the Father
known, and he does this primarily through his words.10 Just as Jesus dispenses the bread of life and is that
bread, so too he speaks the words of God and thereby functions as the Word of God.

The prologue says nothing about the events that form the climax of the story, the death and
resurrection of Jesus. It may be that the death is in view in John 1:5 where the darkness did not understand
and rejected the light, but nothing is said at this stage about the supreme function of the death and
resurrection in bringing life to the world. But the prologue is a prologue, not a preview or précis of the
whole story. What the rest of the story does is to describe more fully and with added detail what has been



stated briefly in the prologue. From the beginning the reader knows the interpretation of the story, and the
ongoing story will provide evidence that can only confirm that the interpretation that John has provided is
the right interpretation. We may compare how in the Synoptic Gospels something very similar takes place.

Jesus and the Jews (Jn 1:19–12:50): The Theological Story

John’s testimony to Jesus (Jn 1:19–51). There`h the prologue is not a prologue. It is not separated from
the rest of the story but flows straight into it. John the Baptist already appears as a character in it, and the
focus on him in the first part of John 1:19–51 is simply a case of zooming in on him and developing more
fully what he said in John1:15. Already at this point we face the tantalizing problem that John can move
from what is said by a character in the story to his own further theological development without any clear
signposts to indicate this to the reader.11

John 1:19–28 confirms that John the Baptist is not any recognizably messianic figure—which is the
way in which Jews of the time would have posed the question. Whereas in the Synoptic Gospels it is God
who at his baptism acknowledges Jesus as his Son with a mission to fulfill, in this Gospel it is the Baptist
who points out Jesus as the one who fulfills his own prophecy on the basis of what happened when God
acknowledged Jesus at his baptism. Thus the revelation of sonship is fundamental in all the Gospels. But,
as we have seen, whereas the Synoptic Gospels develop this more in terms of the messianic mission of
Jesus, in John the tendency is to develop it more in terms of the divine status of Jesus as the one who
reveals light and life from God.

Even this statement, however, is in danger of overstressing the point, because here the significant
way in which John testifies to Jesus is that he is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (Jn
1:29, 36). This is unexpected and yet it occupies center stage. “Lamb of God” is probably a messianic
term, and “taking away sin” indicates that in some way Jesus takes away the guilt and penalty that await
sinners.12

A second element in the mission of Jesus is that he will baptize with the Holy Spirit (Jn 1:33). Here
is another element that was not present in the prologue, and as with the reference to the Lamb of God it
comes unexpectedly and without elucidation. What baptism does is not explained, but clearly what John
achieved by a rite involving a symbolic cleansing with water will be paralleled and achieved on a higher
level by an action carried out with the Holy Spirit. If baptism signifies cleansing from sin, then Jesus will
carry out the spiritual side of that which John’s baptism with water only symbolized and will deliver
people from sin. Thus the activities of Jesus as the Lamb and as the baptizer with the Spirit are
complementary.

We should not overlook the note that Jesus was to be revealed in particularto Israel, that is, to “his
own [people]” (Jn 1:11), although the universalistic note of taking away the sin of the world is also
sounded. Israel, that is, the Jewish people, needs a Messiah.

The effect of John’s testimony is that people do follow his pointer to Jesus. If they find that Jesus
knows who they are and what they can become, equally they confess who he is, the Messiah, the coming
one prophesied in Scripture, the Son of God, and the king of Israel. Again, somewhat surprisingly, the
climax to the revelation is that Jesus is the One through whom communication with the heavenly world is
established in his role as Son of Man (Jn 1:51). This is a new facet of the Son of Man, expressed in terms
of the typology of Jacob’s ladder.

The old and the new (Jn 2:1–25). In swift chronological succession (Jn 2:1) John gives the account
of a wedding at which Jesus takes six stone jars filled with water for Jewish rites of purification and the
contents are turned into wine in a manner to which the attendant servants and the disciples were privy but
not apparently anybody else. This was the first of a series of signs, actions by Jesus that accomplished
what is normally impossible to human beings, and as such they were indicators that God was working



through him in the kind of way associated with outstanding servants of God in past history. At the same
time, the actions are all capable of bearing symbolical significance as they point to what God can
accomplish on a spiritual level. Wine was the symbol of joyous celebration and its abundant provision
points to the image of the kingdom of God as a banquet in which God’s people eat and drink in his
presence. A traditional symbol of salvation is thus employed to bring out the significance of what Jesus
will achieve. There is the implication also that the old ways of Israel are being superseded. The disciples
get at least part of the message, and the key word believe is used of their nascent attitude to Jesus.

Whereas the so-called cleansing of the temple takes place toward the end of the story in the Synoptic
Gospels and acts as one of the main triggers of the hostile response of the authorities to Jesus, here it
takes place at the outset. The incident is related in similar terms and constitutes a condemnation of the
misuse of the temple for trade instead of its being a place where God the Father might be met. However,
in a typical Johannine fashion the incident here leads on to a declaration by Jesus that if the temple were
destroyed, he would rebuild it in three days. Again typically the audience misunderstand Jesus to be
talking literally about physical destruction and miraculous reconstruction. John’s comment is that Jesus
was referring to his own body, and the significance of the remark was seen only in the light of the
resurrection on the third day. The implication, which is not spelled out, is that Jesus will replace the
temple as the place where the Father is revealed (cf. Jn 1:18), and it may not be going too far to see a
further reference to the group of his disciples as the new temple in which this revelation through Jesus
takes place.

One of the subplots running through the Gospel is concerned with faith or belief, and the final note in
the chapter is that some people believed in him because of the miraculous signs that he did.13 Such faith,
however, was not sufficiently deep for Jesus to commit himself to them. We are at the beginning of the
tension between the performance of signs, which are necessary in order to reveal the glory of God and
which can nevertheless be the means of awakening a less than adequate response that is more that of
amazement than of real conversion of the heart.

The new birth and eternal life (Jn 3:1–36). It is against the background of this comment that we
have the story of Nicodemus, who makes such a response and is told that it is inadequate if there is not a
birth from above. Again the goal is expressed in Jewish terms as entry into or seeing the kingdom of God,
although this is soon transposed into experiencing eternal life (another traditionally Jewish category; cf.
Mk 10:17/23). The misunderstanding of Nicodemus is the cue for Jesus to enlarge upon the nature of this
new birth as a life-giving action that can be conferred only in a spiritual manner, that is, by the Holy
Spirit, and cannot be manufactured in this world. Here we have the fundamental dualism between the
world and the divine sphere (heaven), the sphere of darkness and that of light, the world of death and the
world of life, the realm of evil and the realm of righteousness. Entry into the kingdom of God is the same
as coming to life, so that a person while continuing to exist in this evil world is nevertheless now alive
spiritually. An analogy might be a world in which people are physically blind and are conscious only of
those things that they can perceive with their other senses, but some people gain physical sight and can
now perceive and experience a whole host of wonderful things while still living in the same world.

Nicodemus is unable to comprehend what Jesus is driving at. The matter is therefore re-presented in
a different manner. Instead of using the picture of new birth, Jesus speaks of the divine messenger who
came down from heaven and who was “lifted up” to die so that those who believe in him might have
eternal life. An enormous amount is packed into this statement, and it is difficult to see how a Nicodemus
could have appreciated it all on the spot. The analogy of the snake recalls the Old Testament story of
Moses erecting a brass serpent on a pole, and Israelites afflicted by a punitive plague were healed when
they looked at it; it was thus a symbol for divine healing and removal of the deadly plague. Readers who
knew that Jesus was crucified would spot the intended analogy and in view of other statements in the
Gospel would know that somehow his being put to death had a healing effect spiritually in delivering



them from death and giving them life, provided that they looked to Jesus and put their faith in him. The
point is emphasized by repetition in John 3:16, giving a statement that sums up the gospel memorably.
What follows makes it clear that the people who perish do so because they are committed to evil and
therefore hate the light; it follows that although Jesus came as the light of the world, to save people, one
effect of his coming is to condemn those whose evil nature is revealed in their refusal to believe in him.14

The remainder of the chapter clarifies the relation between John the Baptist and Jesus and indicates
that the proper course for disciples of John is to believe in the One to whom John bore testimony. The
superiority of Jesus lies in the fact that he came from heaven as the Son of God bearing the authoritative
words of God and conferring life on believers (Jn 3:22–36).

The Savior of the world (Jn 4:1–54). The meeting of Jesus with a Samaritan woman serves a
number of theological functions (Jn 4:1–42). First, it again presents Jesus as the giver of life, symbolized
in this case by water. The contrast between ordinary water and spiritual water and between what the past
can offer (Jacob) and what Jesus can give drives the conversation. Second, although Jesus recognizes the
superiority of Judaism to Samaritanism, both are superseded in a new way of approaching God that takes
place in the realm of the spirit and rests upon the new, true revelation of God in Jesus. Jesus is indeed the
promised Messiah of Judaism and Samaritanism, but he transcends these religions and is in fact the
Savior of all people.

The story of the healing of the royal official’s son (Jn 4:43–54) is an example of the miraculous signs
done by Jesus that he performs even though he is skeptical of a faith based purely upon such signs; it is
clear that Jesus responds to human need despite this danger.

The Father and the Son (Jn 5:1–47). In the next story Jesus takes the initiative in healing a
paralyzed man whom nobody else could help or had helped (Jn 5). The story combines two motifs: first,
that the man’s illness may have been related to his sinfulness, and the cure of the illness was not a cure for
his sin; and, second, that the cure involved the breaking of the Jewish understanding of the sabbath
commandment. This latter point becomes the occasion for the theological disquisition that ensues in which
Jesus claims that he is doing only what his Father, God, does on the sabbath. The sabbath issue is soon
forgotten, and the relationship of Jesus to God is thematized. Jesus claims to have the divine prerogatives
of judging and conferring life, and these have been passed exclusively to him, so that even the dead may
be raised by his voice (cf. Lazarus). But his prerogatives do not go beyond what the Father permits;
obedience characterizes the Son. In saying these things Jesus is in effect testifying to himself, but he insists
that what really counts is the testimony of others, including John the Baptist, the Scriptures and God and
the work that he has given Jesus to do.15

The bread of life (Jn 6:1–71). Jesus continues to respond to people who have seen his mighty
works by feeding a multitude of them in a miraculous way, so that the people concluded that he was the
expected Prophet16 John also relates the story of Jesus walking on the sea but does not explicitly develop
its significance. Rather he goes on to a lengthy dialogue in which the feeding miracle is made into a
symbol or sign of spiritual food, contrasted with the manna that merely supported physical life although it
was of divine origin. This spiritual bread is identified with Jesus; the gift of salvation is equated with the
giver, since ultimately salvation is a personal relationship with the giver of life rather than something that
can be handed over by him and then he withdraws, his task completed. It is given by the Father, and a
distinction is made between the Father “giving” people to the Son and the Son welcoming them and
conferring life upon them. At first sight this appears to suggest that a predestination is at work whose
effects are seen in those who respond positively to Jesus, with the implication that those who do not
respond or reject Jesus are those whom the Father did not give to him. That is to say, the mystery of why
some respond and others do not is ascribed to a drawing action by the Father, an “effectual calling” to use
the language of later theology. The point of the statement appears to be, first, to recognize that people can
come to Jesus and yet not believe despite seeing the signs and hearing his words; second, to emphasize



that if anybody comes to Jesus and seeks salvation, he or she is welcome because the Father and the Son
are united in loving purpose; third, to make it clear that salvation results from God’s initiative and deed
and not from anything that people do; and fourth, to stress that believers can be certain that at the last day
they will experience resurrection. The statement must be read in the context of the love of God for the
world in John 3:16 and the statement in the present passage that “they will all be taught by God” (Jn
6:45), which would seem to forbid the view that God’s love is selective and reaches only to some people
while passing by others. There is thus a tension in this passage and in the Gospel as a whole (cf. Jn 1:12)
that must not be resolved one-sidedly.

In the final part of the chapter there is a development in the conversation as Jesus insists that for
people to have life they must eat his flesh and drink his blood. It is impossible for readers of the Gospel
not to see here an allusion to the symbolism of the Lord’s Supper. Since Jesus rejects the flesh as counting
for nothing and emphasizes that it is the Spirit who gives life, it follows that there may well be a warning
against assuming that eating the bread and drinking the cup confer life, and a reminder that what Jesus is
talking about is once again the relationship of belief to him, but this time using the imagery of eating and
drinking. This would, of course, correspond with the use made of the imagery of drinking water in John 4.

Who is Jesus (Jn 7:1–8:59)? The use of water imagery continues in the next scene, at the Feast of
Tabernacles. The earlier part of this scene is again concerned with the relation of Jesus to God and with
his identity. As is typical of the Gospel, the discourse of Jesus moves rapidly from topic to topic and does
not follow the sort of logic that some of us might expect to see. Thus Jesus deals again with the origin of
his teaching (it comes from God and it glorifies God, not himself), the murderous intent of his opponents
springing from Jesus’ apparent breaking of the sabbath law, and his identity as the Messiah, which was
disputable because people thought they knew his origin. (This is not clarified until we reach Jn 7:40–44.)
What we learn now is that this opposition is going to take action against him but cannot do so yet because
Jesus’ “time” has not yet come. (There is thus a divine timetable that is being followed, and people are
powerless to vary it.) This leads to the Johannine equivalent of a passion and resurrection prediction (Jn
7:33–36), but couched so obscurely that people cannot understand it. (There is an ironic interpretation
that Jesus will leave Judea and go to be among the Greeks, which of course is also true spiritually.)

Then comes the promise of water given by Jesus, with the significant interpretation that this water is
the Spirit who would be given to believers, but not at this point; it would have to wait for the glorification
of Jesus. Here, then, we discover that eternal life = Jesus = the Holy Spirit.

If we omit, as we must, John 7:53–8:11, the conversation continues without a significant break in
John 8. As in the earlier part, the logic of the discourse is not easy to follow, and all that can be done here
is to pick up a number of themes that are fresh and/or significant. First, there is the express statement that
Jesus is the light of the world (cf. Jn 1:9). This is the second of the statements in which Jesus declares that
he is himself one of the symbols that express the giver of salvation or salvation itself. Common objects,
which have a history as spiritual symbols, are used to express a spiritual claim that is exclusive to Jesus.
They constitute an invitation to believe.

The affirmation is not directly followed up, and second, we have teaching that is somewhat
repetitious of what has gone before. Again we have a dialogue about Jesus and the nature of the testimony
that confirms who he is. It emerges that the questioners do not know the Father and belong to this world.
Nevertheless, some of them do come to belief and accept the teaching of Jesus. Through their knowledge
of this teaching, which is truth, they will become truly free (a key term that figures only in this brief
section, Jn 8:32–36); the implication is that other people are slaves to sin and therefore will be excluded
from the family of God, where only sons and daughters are permanent members. Being a Jew is thus not in
itself an adequate qualification for eternal life; Abraham’s children by descent are not Abraham’s
children in terms of family likeness. On the contrary, they are children of the devil who do not accept the
truth but prefer lies, as is demonstrated by their rejection of Jesus. By contrast Abraham is said to have



rejoiced at the thought of seeing the day of Jesus. From this statement it is deduced conversely that Jesus
claims to have been a contemporary of Abraham, and he states that before Abraham was born “1 am”.
This statement need mean no more(!) than that Jesus was in existence before Abraham (cf. Jn 1:15, 30;
12:41). However, here and elsewhere it may echo the self-identification of God, “1 am (he)” (Deut
32:39; Is 41:4; 43:10, 13) and may be a claim to parity with God.

Spiritual blindness (Jn 9:1–41). This long scene is succeeded by the self-contained story of the
healing of a blind man (Jn 9). It is emphasized that his blindness was not a punishment for sin by either the
man or his parents; it is simply there and offers an occasion for display of God’s power through Jesus.
Although the sign might have been made the basis for a discussion of Jesus as the spiritual light of the
world (Jn 9:4), this theme has already been adequately expounded, and the story continues with the way in
which the healed man gradually comes to a recognition of Jesus as a man of God, a prophet and the Son of
Man, whereas the Jewish authorities are obsessed with the fact that the healing was done on the sabbath
and therefore constituted a sin. In the ejection of the man by the Pharisees we see foreshadowed the
rejection of Jesus and his disciples. Spiritually the Pharisees are blind to what God is doing in Jesus and
they are said to be guilty. This is because they should have been able to see but failed to do so.

True and false shepherds (Jn 10:1–42). We can regard John 10 as providing something of a
commentary on what has just preceded, although it picks up a fresh set of images drawn from sheep and
shepherding. On the one hand, Jesus is presented in a rather complex way as being the shepherd who truly
cares for the sheep and who is also the gate by which they enter the sheepfold that typifies salvation and
life. On the other hand, there are the “thieves and robbers” who destroy the sheep; it is clear that Jesus has
in mind those who have failed in their duty to shepherd God’s flock and specifically people like the
Pharisees who have just been accused of blindness and inability to lead God’s people. But the positive
side of the imagery leads further. The sheepfold and the sheep stand loosely for the Jews, but Jesus speaks
about other sheep who will come in and join the one flock; these must be the Gentiles. Jesus also affirms
that the good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep in free obedience to the Father’s will. How this
benefits the sheep is not explained, but the thought at the very least is that he goes to the uttermost in self-
sacrifice to care for the sheep and to give them life.

After the break in the middle of the chapter (Jn 10:21/22) there is a continuation of the conversation.
The first point made is that the mighty works done by Jesus should make it plain that he is the Christ, but
the people do not believe because they are not his sheep. In passing, the crucial point is made that those
who are his sheep cannot be snatched out of the Father’s hand; in its context this may be a promise to the
disciples that, no matter how fierce the persecution against them (cf. Jn 12:10; 15:18–16:4), it is
powerless to deprive them of their salvation. The second point is that Jesus tacitly accepts the accusation
that he claims to be God (“the Word was God”) but corrects it by stating that what he actually said that
might be regarded as blasphemous was that he is God’s Son, closely united with the Father. Finally, we
hear of many people17 across the Jordan who accept John’s testimony, though it was not backed up with
signs, and believe in Jesus.

The raising of the dead (Jn 11:1–57). The catalog of signs reaches its climax with an event that
exceeds all the others in that it brings back to life a man who was indisputably dead and so brings glory to
God through whom the man is raised from death. This event points clearly to the spiritual counterpart of
raising people from spiritual death to eternal life, which necessarily includes their ultimate and permanent
resurrection, unlike Lazarus, whose physical death was merely postponed for a time. The motif finds
expression in the assertion that Jesus is the resurrection and the life, and this is understood correctly by
Martha as part of what it means for Jesus to be the Christ, the Son of God.

The incident also forms the climax of the story so far in another sense, namely, that it is the event that
finally leads the growing unbelief and hostility of the Jewish authorities into action against Jesus by
resolving to put him to death. The reason given for doing so is self-seeking and mundane. If Jesus gains



lots of followers, there will be an uprising that the Romans will put down by force, and the present
Jewish rulers will be put out of office for having failed to prevent it. This could be interpreted as sensible
politics (wise politicians know from experience that an uprising is the last thing the country needs since
the Roman response will be overwhelming and cruel), but it is presented ironically here since if Jesus
were truly from God, then presumably he could overcome any opposition. Be that as it may, the high
priest suggests that it is cheaper for one man to be put out of the way by execution for the sake of the
people than for the whole nation to suffer. Therein John sees an unintended prophecy that Jesus would die
for the people, but not in the sense that Caiaphas imagined. This would indeed be the death of the
shepherd for the sheep, both near and far.

The end of the witness to the Jews (Jn 12:1–50). The writing is on the wall, and one further
chapter remains in which the curtain comes down on the evangelistic work of Jesus. It includes the story
of the procession of Jesus into Jerusalem, accompanied by such a crowd that the leaders commented that
“the whole world has gone after him” (Jn 12:19). Again the saying says more than the speakers intended,
in that those seeking Jesus include some Greeks.

The motif is not taken further. Instead Jesus states that the hour appointed by the Father has now
come. He must die, but his death will be like that of a seed that leads to new life. Similarly, his followers
must be prepared to die in order to live. He explains his death by stating that it will have the twofold
result of bringing about judgment upon the ruler of this world (i.e., the devil) and of drawing people to
himself.

Then Jesus in effect closes his evangelism, and John comments on the unbelief of those who were
unmoved by the signs and were blinded by God. It is evidently possible for people to go so far in
rejection of the light that eventually God judges them by making it impossible for them to respond to it.
And yet John again notes that even among the leaders there were the exceptions who did come to some
kind of belief.

Jesus and His Disciples (Jn 13–17): The Theological Story

The Last Supper (Jn 13:1–30). The attention of Jesus now shifts from the crowds and the Jewish leaders
to those who were his own sheep, the small group of close disciples who represent the broader body of
disciples and believers. At his last meal with them the central incident is the action of Jesus in washing
their feet18 This is interpreted not only as a symbol of Jesus serving the disciples but as an example of
how they are to serve one another in humility. The washing is purely of the feet and not of the whole body,
which must suggest that those who have been washed in baptism still need (and only need) a minor
washing to deal with the ongoing blemishes and sins that affect them. It is the Johannine equivalent of
“forgive us our sins” in the daily repetition of the Lord’s Prayer.

A second incident at the meal is the identification of the disciple who would betray Jesus, despite
sharing with him in the fellowship of the meal and having shared in the foot washing. John would no doubt
remind us that the flesh profits nothing; it is the Spirit that conveys life. The mystery of how Judas is the
victim of Satan and how this relates to God’s purpose is not taken up here (but note Jn 17:12).

Farewell teaching (Jn 13:31–17:26). Jesus turns immediately to the fact of his death and speaks of
it in terms of the Son of Man being glorified (Jn 13:31–32; cf. Jn 12:23). For John the crucifixion is part
of the glorification; it is not a case of suffering followed by glorification, death followed by resurrection,
but of the Son of Man being “lifted up” and glorified in the cross, and thereby glorifying God.

So Jesus will no longer be with the disciples, a statement that opens up a new part of the Gospel, in
which Jesus deals with the time when he will no longer be physically with his disciples.

Remarkably briefly the disciples are told that they must from now onward love one another, and this
will be their distinguishing mark in the world. The point is, however, repeated in John 15:9–17, where



obedience to this command is the condition for remaining in the love of Jesus. The disciples are Jesus’
friends insofar as they obey his commands, including principally this one. This may seem to clash with the
spontaneity and undeservedness of the divine love for humanity.19 However, Jesus assumes that this
obedience arises out of love, just as his love for the Father issues in obedience (Jn 14:31). The point is
emphasized by repetition (Jn 14:15, 21, 23–24).

But the main theme is the departure of Jesus (Jn 14:1–31). Various themes intermingle as Jesus deals
with the new situation. In a sense the departure of Jesus is necessary because he is going ahead of the
disciples to prepare their future abode. (In what way he prepares it is not discussed.) If so, his work
would be incomplete if he did not return to take them there. (The doctrine of the pa-rousia or second
coming of Jesus is thus justified.) At the same time, it can be said that the disciples already know the way
to the place where Jesus is going. That place is with the Father, and he is the way, in that to know him is
to know the Father. The thoughts of knowing and being with the Father spiritually here and now through
Jesus and of going to be with the Father in heaven intermingle. Jesus can now speak even more plainly to
the disciples about his closeness to the Father, and the language of mutual dwelling or being in each other
is all the more prominent. The disciples are presented as still needing to learn, even though they have
faith, and asking questions to which Jesus thinks that they ought already to have the answers. But these are
enquiring rather than hostile questions, and they act as pegs on which Jesus’ teaching can hang. So there is
repetition of earlier material, but there is also new teaching. Thus statements about belief on the basis of
the works20 done by Jesus move forward into statements that the disciples will do even greater works
than these because the Father will answer the prayers of the disciples offered in the name of Jesus.

A fresh element is the promise of “another Paraclete” to be with the disciples. The promise of the
coming of the Holy Spirit has already been made, and we have learned that the Spirit is intimately
involved in the communication of salvation to believers, so much so that the Spirit can be said to be the
gift of salvation. What is new here is the role of the Spirit, who takes on the task of Jesus as “another”
Paraclete. This term is used of Jesus in 1 John 2:1, where it describes his role in relation to the Father on
behalf of believers. Here, however, the sense is more of help to the believers and the term Counselor may
convey this. He appears to act as guide and companion to the disciples (Jn 14:16–17). The immediately
following statement is that Jesus will not leave the disciples but will come to them. The implication
appears to be that it is through the agency of the Paraclete that Jesus makes himself present. Again, when
the disciples no longer have Jesus to teach them, it is the Paraclete who teaches them and reminds them of
the teaching of Jesus (Jn 14:25–26). A third passage indicates that the Paraclete will testify about Jesus,
and the disciples who have been with Jesus from the beginning must also testify. Probably the Paraclete is
envisaged as testifying through the disciples, just as was promised with regard to the Spirit in the
Synoptic Gospels (Jn 15:26–27). This is confirmed in the fourth passage (Jn 16:7–11), where the
Paraclete comes to the disciples, and then his task is described as convicting the world about sin,
righteousness and judgment, which means that through the disciples the Spirit tries to get the world to
understand the truth about sin (the world is guilty of sin because it rejects Jesus), about righteousness (the
way of Jesus is vindicated and shown to be righteous by his going to the Father who accepts him), and
about judgment (judgment is a reality because in the cross and resurrection of Jesus the ruler of this world
has been shown to be powerless and stands condemned). It follows, fifth, that in all this the Spirit
glorifies Jesus by continuing his work and pointing people to him (Jn 16:13–15).

A further factor in the scene is the hostility of the world to the disciples (Jn 15:18–16:15). Not only
are they alone in that Jesus is no longer physically with them, but also they are alone in the world in the
midst of enemies. They are hated, just as Jesus was. This can be interpreted positively as a sign that they
do not belong to the world. All this happens because the world did not recognize Jesus or know the One
who sent him, despite the words and works of Jesus.21 And if the world sought to kill Jesus, the disciples
can expect the same treatment.



Over against this hostility the disciples are encouraged to remain in close union with Jesus (Jn 15:1–
17). In the last of the symbolic sayings Jesus likens himself to a vine supplying nourishment to its
branches so that they will bear fruit, the sign of life.22 But again there is a conditional element, in that
branches that do not remain in union with the vine itself will be cut off and burned.23 Jesus then expounds
what remaining in the vine means in terms of obedience to his commandments out of love for him.

Finally, the disciples revert to the actual departure of Jesus and specifically to the fact that it will be
for “a little while” (Jn 16:16–18). When we first read about Jesus going away and coming back (Jn 14:1–
3) it was natural to think in terms of the parousia. Now, however, there is a shift, and the present theme
seems to be the return of Jesus after his resurrection. The whole of John 16:1924 refers to the situation of
the disciples once Jesus has left them. The difficulty arises because Jesus does not make plain that after
his return he will again depart.

The lengthy discourse ends with encouragement as Jesus contemplates the victory that he has in
effect already won over the world and its hostility. Then Jesus moves over into the longest prayer in the
New Testament (Jn 17), in which again a fascinating interplay of themes occurs. Part of the prayer is
concerned with Jesus and his imminent glorification, but much the major part of it is about the disciples.
The purpose of Jesus’ coming was to give eternal life, which consists in knowledge of God and Jesus.
This work is now complete in his mind’s eye, Jesus having taught the disciples what they need to know.
He therefore prays primarily for them as they have to continue in the hostility of the world that God will
protect them from it and that they will be sanctified by the truth contained in the words they are taught.
Sanctified suggests that they are set apart to serve God, but also that they are kept pure from the sins of the
world. By the disciples’ living a life like that of Jesus and loving one another, the world may come to
believe that Jesus is indeed God’s agent. Here at last we have in unambiguous terms the commission of
the disciples to be missionaries in the world, with the result that some will believe through their message.

The Death and Resurrection of Jesus (Jn 18–21): The Theological Story

Trial and crucifixion (Jn 18:1–19:42). The interlude between the decision of the Sanhedrin to do away
with Jesus and its accomplishment is now over, and the rest of the story describes the arrest, trials and
death of Jesus. The arrest scene is notable for taking up the Synoptic language of Jesus’ fate as the “cup”
that the Father has given him (Jn 18:1I); from its Old Testament background the cup signifies suffering of
the kind God laid upon sinful peoples as a judgment upon their sin (cf. Mk 10:38). In the light of the
guideline established by John the Baptist’s saying, the thought that Jesus suffers death on behalf of the
sinful world is appropriate here.

Paradoxically in the same context we again have the ambiguous formula used by Jesus, “1 am (he)”,
which emphasizes that he is not only the principal agent of God but also in some way himself to be
identified with God. It is in this role that Jesus, the obedient Son, takes the cup.

The trial before Pilate occupies the principal place in the Johannine story, and it centers on the two
themes of kingship and truth. Kingship of the Jews is a messianic category, but it is quickly transmuted on
to a higher level as Jesus speaks not in terms of politics but of truth. Pilate represents a world that does
not understand what truth is or is perhaps unconcerned about it. Nor of course does he understand that he
really has no power over Jesus unless God allows it to him. Nor, again, do he and the other participants
realize that it is they who are implicitly on trial.24

The account of the actual execution of Jesus emphasizes that what happens is not simply what human
beings wanted to do with Jesus. The decision that Jesus suffers as “the king of the Jews” is taken out of
the hands of the Jewish leaders. The distribution of the clothes of Jesus, the cry of Jesus, “1 am thirsty”
and the piercing of the side of Jesus all take place in fulfillment of Scripture.25 The Scriptures cited are
also important in that like the others earlier in the Gospel, they show how Jesus fulfills patterns and



prophecies concerning the Messiah.26

Empty tomb and resurrection appearances (Jn 20–21). But it is not the end of the story. There is
no public glorification of Jesus after his death and burial, but there is an empty tomb discovered by the
disciples, out of which the body has vanished, and then there is a series of appearances that would repay
more attention than can be given to them here. Suffice it to make the following comments. First, the fact of
the resurrection is hard to accept, and there is doubt and lack of recognition, but the disciples do believe.
Second, the promise of “peace” given by Jesus (Jn 14:27; 16:33) is fulfilled. Third, the disciples are
granted the Holy Spirit and the commission to forgive sins, with the comment that if they do not forgive
sins, they are not forgiven (Jn 20:22–23).27 It is significant that we are again reminded of John the
Baptist’s programmatic statement. Ultimately this Gospel, like the rest of the New Testament, is
concerned with sin, sacrifice on behalf of others and forgiveness of sins. It is the Johannine equivalent of
the Great Commission. It has to be read in the light of the Paraclete sayings. Fourth, the comment to
Thomas should not be misunderstood. Jesus is not disparaging those who have seen him and believed. He
is drawing a contrast between the time of his earthly mission and the time when he is physically absent,
when it will be in a sense more difficult for people to believe.

The last chapter looks like an addition after the climactic statement in John 20:30–31, which
establishes that the aim of the Gospel is to bring people to a faith in Jesus that will confer eternal life on
them.28 It reinforces the fact that the disciples have a commission from Jesus. Note how throughout the
postresurrection story he is now known as “the Lord” (cf. Jn 13:12–17). There is a three-line whip on
Peter to make sure that he gets the message: sheep must be taken care of, and you must do it. Nor does it
matter what happens to the disciples. Not only excommunication from society had been prophesied, but
also murder. Even though that may be their fate, they are still to remain disciples and glorify God by their
death, as by their life.

Theological Themes

From the analysis of the theological story it is evident that the theology of John, although expressed with a
remarkably simple vocabulary and with considerable repetition of the basic motifs, is nonetheless highly
complex and weaves together many strands of thought.

The framework of thought. Throughout the Gospel there is a palpable background in the Old
Testament and Judaism, where most of the ideas expressed are at home or can be seen as providing the
source of the thought. Yet, although the framework of thought appears to be fundamentally Jewish, the
Gospel would also have been comprehensible to people of a more Hellenistic outlook.

The basic Jewish contrast between the two ages, this age and the age to come, is taken over, but it
tends to be eclipsed by a dualism of the world and God. In Jewish thought the present world is thought of
as evil and the world to come is the realm of righteousness that will succeed it, but there was always
some recognition that God was already active in this world. Hence the distinction between present and
future was not a sharp boundary. Since God was recognized as eternally present in heaven, there was a
further impetus to recognizing the distinction as being not only between present and future but also
between below and above.

This type of understanding was developed even further in second-century Gnosticism according to
which the present world was not the creation of God but was fundamentally evil, although some traces of
God’s working were present in it. The dualism is accordingly one of evil-goodness. A light-darkness
dualism appropriately conveys the character of the two realms. Even more fundamental is the dualism
between death and life. All this constitutes a situation in which human beings need redemption. John,
however, does not reflect Gnosticism: for him the world is the creation of God and the Word. One can
accept dualism of this kind without becoming a Gnostic.



The main theme. The main theme of the theology in the Gospel is undoubtedly the presentation of
Jesus as the Messiah and Son of God who came into the world to bear witness to the truth and to give his
life so that all people might have the opportunity of receiving eternal life through faith in him.

Jesus, his role and status. The Gospel is primarily concerned with the interaction between Jesus
and Judaism, particularly as represented by the Jewish leaders, the priests and the Pharisees.29 The main
interest lies in Jesus and his role and status.

Two concepts describe his role in general terms. First, he is the agent of God on earth. The verb
send expresses the fundamental relationship between God and Jesus in the world. The Jewish concept of
the shaliach who has the authority of the sender comes into play, to emphasize that Jesus is the authorized
agent of God, to whom significant functions are delegated (Jn 3:17; 4:34; 5:23–24, 36; 6:29, 38–39;
10:36; 11:42; 17:3). Similarly, the Holy Spirit is sent by the Father and Jesus (Jn 14:26; 15:26). The same
motif of being sent also forms the pattern for the relationship of the disciples to Jesus (Jn 9:4; 13:20;
17:18; 20:21).30

Implicit in this theology of sending is the concept of God as the one whose will and purpose is to
save the world. As elsewhere in the New Testament, the will of God that is carried out by Jesus (Jn 4:34;
5:30; 6:38–40) has already been established in the Scriptures, which testify to it (Jn 6:45; 7:38, 42;
12:14–16; 20:9).

Thus the Gospel is about a mission and a missionary who is sent by God into the world with a task to
fulfill. That task is to act as the light and to offer people eternal life. So, second, Jesus can also be
understood as the founder of salvation. He is not to be understood primarily as the Revealer (so Rudolf
Bultmann) or as a mythological divine figure (so Ernst Käsemann)31 but rather as the counterpart to Moses
(cf. Jn 1:17) who establishes the new community, bestows salvation on its members and gives it its rule
for life.32

These rather general descriptions of the role of Jesus are made more precise in terms of
messiahship, according to which Jesus is the prophet and king who will bring about God’s salvation for
his people. John is the only book in the New Testament to use the Semitic term messiah (Jn 1:41), which
it straightway translates as “Christ”, and then uses the latter consistently (except in Jn 4:25). The question
whether Jesus is the Christ arises in John 4:29 and continues to be a matter of controversy in discussions
among the people and with Jesus (Jn 7:25–44; cf. Jn 10:24). The purpose of the Gospel is that people may
come to believe with Martha (Jn 11:27) that Jesus is the Christ (Jn 20:31; cf. Jn 17:3). The question
whether Jesus is the Christ thus becomes a matter for open discussion with the people in this Gospel by
contrast with the secrecy surrounding it in the other Gospels until it becomes an issue at his trial.

Side by side with this is the role of Jesus as prophet.33 On a comparatively lowly level Jesus is a
person with supernatural knowledge (Jn 4:19) and power (Jn 9:17), but at a higher level he is seen as the
final prophet (cf. Jn 1:21) who was expected to come to the world (Jn 6:14; 7:40). When he is recognized
as such by the people, they want to make him king (Jn 6:15). Jesus refuses to be that kind of king, but his
status as king is recognized by Nathanael (Jn 1:49) and the welcome to him as king on his entry to
Jerusalem is endorsed by the narrator (Jn 12:13–15). It becomes a major theme in the trial before Pilate,
where Jesus’ kingship is distinguished from human kingship and put on a higher plane. Nevertheless,
despite the earlier willingness to make him king, the crucifixion marks the rejection of Jesus as king.

The concept of the shepherd is very closely related to this, since the role of the king was understood
to be the shepherd of his people. It is confined to the parabolic material in John 10 but is also
presupposed in the references to the role of Peter after the departure of Jesus (Jn 21:15–17).

The term “Son of Man” also belongs to this circle of ideas shared with the Synoptic Gospels, but the
Johannine use goes beyond it. In John the Son of Man is a figure who must be “lifted up” in crucifixion (Jn
3:14; 12:34) but who will also take part in judgment (Jn 5:27). But beyond this he is a figure who has



come down from heaven (to which he will return) and who is the agent of revelation (Jn 1:51; 3:13;
6:62). He is the giver of salvation (Jn 6:27) and is identified with salvation (Jn 6:53) in that he is the
dispenser of the bread of life and people must eat his flesh in order to have life. The once-blind man is
urged to believe in the Son of Man (Jn 9:35).34 What is noteworthy here is the wider use of the term and
the way in which salvation is particularly associated with the Son of Man (as in Lk 19:10). Finally, the
term “lifted up” seems to encompass resurrection and exaltation as well as crucifixion, and the events of
the passion constitute a glorification of the Son of Man (Jn 3:14; 12:23, 34; 13:31). These statements
about the Son of Man go beyond what is said about the Messiah and raise the question as to the precise
significance of the term itself as a designation of Jesus. Clearly the designation is taken over from
tradition, in which the term was used not only for the role of Jesus as future judge and king but also for his
earthly role. But its usage in John suggests that it has come to stand for God’s representative and
messenger who brings salvation.

Many of the things said about Jesus as Son of Man—his coming from heaven and his return thither—
could equally well, or perhaps even more aptly, be said about him as the Son of God. We have seen that
already in the Synoptic Gospels Jesus has a unique relationship to God, expressed in his repeated
references to God as his Father and in his use of the imagery of sonship. This relationship goes beyond the
metaphor found in the Old Testament, where God cares for the king as a father does for his son, and is
much more expressive of a personal relationship with God into which Jesus also initiates his disciples. In
John this relationship comes to the fore, and the implications for the status or nature of Jesus and for the
understanding of God are brought into the open. Whereas in the other Gospels, Acts and Paul, the term
God occurs proportionately more often than the term Father, in John the proportion is decisively
reversed, and the major term for God is Father, which is used very frequently of the relationship of God
to Jesus.35 (But 1–3 John follow the usual pattern elsewhere in the New Testament.) The usage is almost
exclusively on the lips of Jesus, who speaks of “the Father” and “my Father”; once he speaks to his
disciples of “your Father” (Jn 20:17)36 but never of “our Father”. The trend that may be seen in Matthew
is here carried very much further. Since Jesus speaks frequently about his relationship to God, the
frequent usage of Father is readily explained. By contrast, the narrator and other actors in the story tend
to refer to God. The result is that the imagery of fatherhood is powerfully stamped upon the relationship of
God to Jesus and to the disciples.

“Son of God” is a confessional term, and it is the purpose of the Gospel to bring readers to share in
that confession (Jn 1:49; 20:31), which is a matter of faith and commitment (Jn 3:18, 36; 6:40; 11:27) and
honor (Jn 5:23). The Son was in the bosom of the Father (Jn 1:18).37 He was sent by the Father to the
world (Jn 3:17). He describes himself as being loved by the Father (Jn 5:20), and he has authority
conferred by the Father to exercise judgment and to give life. Yet this does not make him independent of
the Father, and at all times he follows and obeys the Father’s will (Jn 5:19). Although he is the judge (Jn
5:22; cf. Jn 9:39), nevertheless he came to save the world and to confer life (Jn 3:17; 5:21, 26). Those
who believe in him receive life (Jn 6:40).

As Son of God, Jesus can be regarded as “God” (Jn 20:28), intimate with God’s plans and as close
to him as almost a second self, so much so that to see and hear Jesus is tantamount to seeing and hearing
the Father (Jn 14:9). Yet this does not mean that there are two gods; Jesus refers to the Father as the only
true God (Jn 17:3; cf. Jn 5:44).

There is no place for any other being occupying such a position in relation to the Father. The
adjective only (Jn 1:14, 18; 3:16, 18) emphasizes this and stresses his role as the only Revealer and
Savior. Nevertheless, the Son opens up to human beings the possibility of becoming children of God (Jn
1:12), and the language of mutual indwelling that is used of the relation of Father and Son is extended to
believers in relation to God the Father and Jesus.

The use of the concept of the Word as the key term that introduces the Gospel may seem less happy to



modern readers than the more personal term Son, but it has the important advantage that, whereas the term
Son in itself need imply nothing more than the relationship of Jesus to the Father, Word expresses his role
as the means of divine communication with the world. The Gospel is fundamentally concerned with the
role of Jesus as the light through whom the invisible God and his grace are made known (Jn 1:18; cf. Jn
5:37; 6:46). What God says is his Word, and this Word in the last analysis is Jesus. Although, therefore,
the term Word is not used of Jesus after the prologue, nevertheless, he acts as the Word throughout the
remainder of the Gospel. But more than this, John directly identifies the Word as God (Jn 1:1), and this
statement is confirmed by the testimony of Thomas (Jn 20:28).

In a number of statements Jesus uses the phrase “1 am [he]” (Jn 4:26; 6:20; 8:24, 28, 58; 13:19;
18:5–6). By itself this may be nothing more than a self-identification (“Who’s there?” “It’s me”, where
the characteristic voice may be sufficient of an identification of the speaker’s identity). But the phrase is
used in the Old Testament by God to identify himself as God, and some of the usages in John seem to
require that Jesus is echoing this way of speaking and thereby speaking in the place of God (Jn 8:24, 28;
13:19; 18:5–6). On one occasion Jesus declares that he existed before Abraham (Jn 8:58). Statements
about his coming down from heaven (Jn 3:13, 31–32) and having seen the Father (Jn 6:46) similarly
testify to his existence before coming into this world and to a knowledge of the Father gained before he
came into the world.

There is less stress on the fact that the person of whom all this is said is at the same time a human
being. Even so, John contains one of the clearest New Testament statements of incarnation: the Word
became “flesh”, that is, human (Jn 1:14). To some interpreters Jesus has seemed to be simply a divine,
heavenly figure in human guise, like a Greek god or goddess metamorphosing into a human form in
outward appearance but not really becoming a human being. Yet, for John this is manifestly not the case
with Jesus, who has human experiences, including death. One needs to ask, however, whether it is
theologically significant for John that Jesus is human, or whether he simply takes over—certainly, without
question—that Jesus was a human being. The statement of Pilate, “Here is the man” (Jn 19:5), may
suggest that John did see significance in the humanity of Jesus.

Humanity in its need. Jesus is, then, the prophet who speaks on behalf of God to the Jewish people,
who should already have been prepared for his coming by the Scriptures and the temple. Simply
belonging to the Jewish people is not a means of salvation if that does not lead to acceptance of the
Messiah (Jn 8:31–41). The people should have recognized Jesus, thanks to the witness borne to him by
the Scriptures (Jn 5:39), by John the Baptist (Jn 1:6–8, 19–36; 3:26–30; 5:33), by other people (Jn 4:39;
12:17; 19:35; cf. Jn 21:24) and by his own mighty works (Jn 5:36; 10:25),38 but nevertheless for the most
part they failed to do so.39 A central theme, therefore, is the refusal of the people, especially their leaders,
to recognize Jesus as the messenger of God. Other themes also play a role in their attitude, such as their
preservation of a rigid attitude toward what is permissible on the sabbath: Jesus does not behave as a
godly person is expected to do according to their ideas (Jn 9:16).

The attitude of the Jewish people by and large is placed in a larger context as their conduct is
portrayed as typical of that of the world and as being shaped by it. Although John recognizes the special
position of the Jews in the purpose of God and the fact that the mission of Jesus was focused upon them,
nevertheless the basic concern is with the world as a whole. The world is essentially the arena of human
life and the people in it, with the emphasis falling sometimes on the one aspect and sometimes on the
other. It is the creation of God, but it is nevertheless characterized by sin, falsehood, bondage and
darkness (Jn 1:5; 3:19; 8:34; 12:46). It is ruled by a “prince” who is fundamentally opposed to God (Jn
12:31; 14:30). There is a dualism expressed in various pairs of contrasts, including some that are
cosmological (“above” and “below”, Jn 8:23; cf. Jn 3:31; 19:11), but others that are moral and spiritual
(light and darkness, Jn 1:4–5; 3:19–21; 8:12; 9:4–5; 11:9–10; 12:35–36, 46), truth and falsehood (Jn
8:44; cf. Jn 4:6), freedom and slavery (Jn 8:31–36), and life and death (Jn 5:24). The world is a place or



community of ignorance where people do not know God (Jn 1:10; 16:3; 17:25) and reject the light (Jn
3:19). They stand self-condemned (Jn 3:17–19; 8:15; 12:47–48), under judgment from God. The judgment
is in the future (Jn 5:24, 29; 12:48), but it can also be regarded as having taken place already (Jn 3:18;
16:11); it places the world under God’s wrath (Jn 3:36), and the sentence pronounced is death (Jn 8:24).

Another way of putting this human situation is by reference to the concept of glory. This word
combines the nuances of praise and worship offered to God, and the splendor manifested by God in virtue
of his greatness in power and in love, and of his being the recipient of such worship. The sin and failure
of human beings lies in the fact that they seek praise from one another instead of from God (Jn 5:44;
12:43), by contrast with Jesus who does not seek praise and honor for himself but speaks and works so as
to bring honor to God (Jn 7:18; 8:50, 54). Jesus is glorified in that his self-sacrifice on the cross is the
kind of action that demonstrates his character and that is recognized and approved by God (Jn 7:39;
12:16, 23; 13:31), and at the same time it brings honor to God (Jn 17:1). So the raising of Lazarus leads to
the glorification of Jesus in that people recognize the power of God working through him to bring life and
praise God for it (Jn 11:4), and similarly God is glorified when the disciples bear fruit (Jn 15:8) or offer
themselves in sacrifice (Jn 21:19). Thus, although glory can refer to the splendor enjoyed by the Son with
God before the creation of the world (Jn 17:5), the more usual reference is to the recognition of character
and conduct that leads people to praise God for it. It is the failure of human beings to recognize the
goodness of God and to acknowledge him that constitutes their sin. It is all part of loving darkness rather
than light (Jn 3:19).

Nevertheless, the light of God shines in the darkness bringing knowledge of him and salvation (Jn
1:1–9). Already in the Scriptures the way to life was revealed (Jn 5:39), but this life comes through Jesus,
whose function is to bring light and who can therefore be identified as the light (Jn 9:5; 12:46). The world
is the scene of the Son’s mission, and he comes to bring light to those in darkness (Jn 8:12), life to the
dead, and salvation to the perishing. The effect of his coming is twofold. To those who respond to him he
gives salvation (Jn 8:12). But there are others who reject the revelation (Jn 3:19–21), and they are guilty
and come under judgment because the coming of the light has exposed and brought to expression their
fundamental rejection of God (Jn 12:37–50).

The Savior. For John Jesus functions in two related ways.
First, he is the Word of God, communicating the message of God to the world. His task is revelation.

The content of the revelation is truth, a term that links together concepts of trustworthiness and reliability
(Jn 3:33) but also of ultimate reality (Jn 6:55; 17:3). The world into which Jesus came was characterized
by error and untruth (Jn 8:44), but whatever Jesus says is true (Jn 8:40), so that he can be said to be the
truth (Jn 14:6) and to bear witness to the truth (Jn 18:37). Similarly, the Spirit is the Spirit of truth who
guides people into the truth (Jn 16:13). Thus the message can be identified simply as the truth (Jn 17:17)
because it is the expression of what is real and true. Truth is closely linked to grace (Jn 1:14) and to
righteousness (Jn 3:21).

At the same time, various statements by Jesus (Jn 10:11–18) and by others (John the Baptist,
Caiaphas) convey that he was also to die for the world (Jn 1:29, 36; 11:50–2). The purpose of Jesus is
expressed in traditional terms as the removal of the sin of the world (Jn 1:29). The language of sacrifice
is used in that Jesus is seen as the Lamb of God and his actual death is also understood as like the death of
an animal sacrifice (Jn 19:36) and the drinking of the cup given by God (Jn 18:11). More broadly, his
death is seen as being for the benefit of others, and he sees his flesh which he gives for the life of the
world as symbolized by bread (Jn 6:51–58). Still more broadly his lifting up on the cross becomes the
means whereby he overcomes Satan (Jn 12:31) and draws all people to himself (Jn 12:32).40

Although the terminology is not used by John, the concept of reconciliation is thus highly apt for
describing what Jesus does.41 Nevertheless, it has often been argued that it is the revelatory function of
Jesus as the Word that is the key concept for John, so that Jesus saves people by bringing them the light of



the knowledge of God, and the redemptive or sacrificial language is not much more than a vestige of
tradition that John has incorporated in his theology without it being of decisive significance. However, the
strong emphasis in the Gospel upon sin as something of which people are guilty, particularly when they
sin against the light, rules out this either-or type of interpretation of the Gospel. Moreover, the sacrificial
interpretation of his death is front-loaded in the Gospel and sets the context for the interpretation of the
remainder.

Jesus, then, does function to bring light (Jn 8:12), but the light is a revelation that has a content (truth,
Jn 14:6). The view of Bultmann that in effect Jesus reveals nothing more than that he is the revealer is
superficially plausible but breaks down on closer inspection.42 For Jesus is not simply the Revealer; he is
also the Messiah, with a role that was well understood by the Jews from their traditions and their
Scriptures. And again, he is not simply the Revealer; he is also the one who conveys eternal life to those
who believe in him. A Savior (Jn 4:42) is more than a prophet or revealer.

Salvation. The nature of salvation naturally corresponds with the description of human need. The
most comprehensive term in John for what Jesus gives to people is life or eternal life, which is to be
understood as sharing in the life of God (Jn 1:4). It is eternal, in that those who receive it shall never
perish (Jn 3:16; 6:27; 10:28). The metaphor of birth from God (Jn 1:13) or being born again (Jn 3:3, 5)
conveys the fact that people are without life until they receive the divine gift. Such life is defined as
knowing God and Jesus Christ (Jn 17:3), language that suggests something akin to a personal relationship.
At its deepest it is thus life in relationship with God, in which the love that God has for the world
becomes a reality in human experience, and there is a response of love to him. It follows that this is a
fuller life than the world can offer (Jn 10:10).

It is also an incorporation into the life of God. God the Father (Jn 14:23; 17:21), Jesus (Jn 14:20, 23;
17:21, 23, 26) and the Holy Spirit (Jn 7:39; 14:17) are all said to come into believers and reciprocal
language is used, so that believers are in God. The imagery of eating bread and drinking water is used to
express the spiritual satisfaction of human desires that comes about through this union with Jesus. This life
is everlasting and not broken by physical death (Jn 5:21–29; 6:40, 51, 54, 58). Thus there is an
anticipation of the future resurrection in the present new life of believers. Whereas in Judaism eternal life
tended to be thought of as a future, otherworldly experience, here it is regarded as a present possession
(Jn 3:36; 5:24; 6:47; 11:25–26). It is sustained by Jesus, who is said to offer the life-giving water (Jn
4:10–14; cf. Jn 7:38) and himself to be the bread of life (Jn 6:27–36).

How is salvation received? There are two aspects to this, divine and human.
Salvation is entirely due to God’s initiative. This is seen not only in the sending of the Savior but

also in the drawing of people to him so that they may believe. Although Jesus has come into the world as
the giver of eternal life, nevertheless nobody can come to him except the Father draws them (Jn 6:44; cf.
Jn 6:37, 65; 8:47; 10:29; 15:16, 19; 17:2, 6). The purpose of these statements is to indicate that from start
to finish salvation is the gift of God. How the Father draws people to Jesus is not explained. It might be
thought that this takes place through the agency of the Spirit, in which case it could be proposed that the
birth from the Spirit (Jn 3:1–8) is the process through which faith is engendered in people. But John does
not make that connection. In any case, it is clear that people are not intended to sit and do nothing and wait
until they feel constrained to come to Jesus. On the contrary, Jesus appeals to people to come to him, and
the offer of salvation is to all (Jn 3:16–17; 6:45; 12:32; cf. 1 Jn 2:2). And it is to those who believe that
God gives the right to become his children (Jn 1:12–13), so that the new birth appears to be dependent
upon faith (so also in Jn 7:38–39). To be sure, when people hear the offer and respond to it, this is the
evidence that the new birth has taken place.

Alongside God’s calling, then, there is the need for the human response to the gospel. The basic
relationship with Jesus is belief, or faith (Jn 3:16–18), which involves total commitment to him. There is
a contrast drawn between believing what Jesus says (Jn 6:69; 8:24; 11:26–27, 42) and making a



commitment on the basis of his word (Jn 1:12; 2:11, 23; 3:16, 18, 36). John’s usage makes it clear that
faith is not only the intellectual acceptance of the message but also a total commitment of the person to
Jesus and to God (faith is usually linked to Jesus but also to God, Jn 5:24; 14:1). Similarly, phrases like
“coming to Jesus” and “following Jesus” can be used to express the same reality (Jn 6:35; 8:12). Such an
attitude is receptive of what Jesus has done; the denial that people can do certain things in order to be
saved is less of an issue than it is in Paul, but the point is made (Jn 6:28–29). It appears to be possible for
there to be a level of faith that is no more than accepting that Jesus has come from God and falls short of
commitment to him (Jn 2:23–25; 12:42–43). Manifestly, faith is more than a single act but becomes a
continuing relationship. To express this attitude John uses the term remain (Jn 6:56; 15:4–10) to refer to
an active holding on to Jesus and his teaching (Jn 8:31). But he also uses the same term for the way in
which he and his teaching remain in believers (Jn 5:38; 15:4–7); the Spirit also remains in them (Jn
14:17). The same thought is expressed simply by using the preposition in. Just as the Father is in the Son
(Jn 14:11; 17:21, 23) so the Son is in the Father (Jn 14:11, 20; 17:21); and this sets the pattern for
believers. They are in the Son (Jn 14:20; 17:21), and he is in them (Jn 14:20, 23; 17:23, 26); equally they
are in the Father (Jn 17:21), and he is in them (Jn 14:23). There is the danger that believers may fall away
under persecution (Jn 16:1), but there is also the repeated promise that Jesus will preserve his people and
raise them up at the last day (Jn 6:39–40, 44, 54; 10:28–29; 17:11–12).

The relationships of believers. Believers are drawn into a relationship with God that is similar to
that between the Father and the Son. The Father and the Son know each other (Jn 10:15), and so believers
know the Father (Jn 8:19; 14:7; 17:3) and the Son (Jn 10:14b) and are known by the Son (Jn 10:14a); in
fact, eternal life can be defined as knowing the Father and the Son (Jn 17:3).

Similarly, believers know the Spirit (Jn 14:17). In John the Holy Spirit plays a much greater role in
the lives of believers than in the Synoptic Gospels, so that John reflects much more fully the actual place
of experience of the Spirit in the early church. Thus the gift of eternal life, symbolized by living water, is
identified with the Spirit given to those who believe in Jesus (Jn 7:37–38). The use of the term Paraclete
is unique to John (Jn 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7); as a personal term it brings out more clearly the personal
nature of the Spirit by comparison with some of the usage elsewhere, which may suggest that the Spirit is
little more than a divine force or influence. John provides a solid basis for the understanding of God as a
Trinity of divine persons in communion with one another and all related to believers; nevertheless the
personhood of the Spirit is much more inferential than is the case with the Father and the Son, whose
names primarily express the existence of relationships. Yet since God is spirit in nature, there is no
obstacle to understanding the Spirit in personal terms.

Love is a much-used concept in John to describe the relationships between God and Jesus (Jn 3:35;
5:20; 17:23–26), and between God and Jesus and believers (Jn 13:1, 34; 14:21; 15:9; 21:15–17), and
between believers and one another (Jn 13:34–35; 15:12, 17). As a mutual relationship it clearly does not
apply to the relationship of believers to unbelievers; nevertheless there can be the one-sided relationship
in which God loves the sinful world (Jn 3:16), and Jesus and his followers are sent out in mission to the
world (Jn 20:21–23). Love for Jesus is expressed in keeping his commandments (Jn 14:15, 21; 15:10).
The precept of Jesus for his disciples after he has departed from them is that they should love one another,
and this will be the sign to the world that they are disciples (Jn 13:34–35; 15:12–13). They have a
mission to the world, just as Jesus did (Jn 20:21), and their task is to bear fruit, which is a metaphor that
probably includes the winning of converts. Jesus prays for those who will believe through their activity
(Jn 17:9, 20).

Although John does not use the word church, the concept of mutual love is indicative of an organic
unity binding believers to God and to one another. Further, the believers are thought of as members of the
flock of God under the good Shepherd, imagery that indicates not merely that they belong together but that
they belong to the Israel of God, even though they are not Jews by birth (Jn 10:16; 11:52; 12:20–22).



Similarly, they are branches of the vine, which is also a symbol for Israel (Jn 15:1–8). As God’s people
they are sanctified, a term that refers to being set apart and dedicated to God’s service (cf. Jn 10:36;
17:19 of Jesus) but also includes moral transformation even while they remain in the sinful world in
which the evil one is operative (Jn 17:15–19).

Pastoral care, doubtless including teaching, is indicated in the command to Peter to feed the flock (Jn
21:15–17). The outward practices of baptism and the Lord’s Supper are implied. Jesus is said to have
baptized with water, as John did (Jn 4:1–2), and baptismal imagery is used in John 13:1–17. Although the
Lord’s Supper is not described, eucharistic language is employed in John 6:51–58 in a way that most
probably indicates the spiritual significance of what happened in the church meeting. The true worship of
God that Jesus looks forward to (Jn 4:21–24) is not confined to the traditional holy places of the Jews and
the Samaritans but is possible anywhere.

History and eschatology. John is aware of the past history of Israel, with Abraham and Moses both
figuring in his story. He knows that the Jews claim to be the people of God, who have the Scriptures, and
the dialogue of Jesus is conducted primarily and almost exclusively with them. Jesus and salvation are
seen as the fulfillment of the Old Testament promises (Jn 1:46; 5:39, 46–47; 6:45). The rejection of Jesus
and the events associated with his passion and crucifixion are seen as fulfillment of prophecy (Jn 2:17,
22; 12:14–16, 37–41; 13:18; 15:25; 17:12; 19:24, 28, 36–37; 20:9). There is thus a concentration of
allusion to Scripture in the latter part of the Gospel.

Like Matthew and Mark, John has written a Gospel, and nothing that corresponds to Acts. Yet like
them he writes from the perspective of a time that has seen the rise of the church and the creation of
Christian communities. The history of the church is expressed through the teaching of Jesus, which looks
forward to the mission of the disciples and the opposition of the Jewish authorities. Human life will end
in physical death, sometimes as the result of this opposition, but it is transcended by the belief in
resurrection. The belief that there will be a coming of Jesus remains as a horizon to human history. He
will come to take his people to himself (Jn 14:3; cf. Jn 17:24), and there will be a last day with a
resurrection of all to face judgment, issuing in life for believers and condemnation for others (Jn 5:25–29;
6:39–40, 44, 54; 11:24; 12:48). But, just as in the rest of the New Testament, this future hope is not the
content of salvation to the exclusion of present experience. Jesus already comes to his disciples through
the Holy Spirit (Jn 14:18, 23). For John the emphasis is on the present experience of eternal life in
communion with God, a life that will find its consummation in the heavenly world; the formula “the hour
is coming and now is” brings out the “already-not yet” tension that is characteristic of New Testament
Christianity (Jn 4:23; 5:25; 16:32).

It has been argued that the eschatology in John is unique in the New Testament in that salvation is
fully realized in the present time rather than being a limited anticipation of what is to come in the future or
being held in balance with the future expectation. Rather, that which is to come but not yet manifested is
fully realized in the here and now for believers.43 This representation of John’s teaching does not fit the
facts; disciples live in this world, exposed to the dangers of persecution and death and needing to be
preserved from succumbing to temptation; the world and its desires will indeed pass away (cf. 1 Jn 2:17),
but they have not yet done so.

Conclusion

If we attempt to sum up the theology of this Gospel in the same kind of way as we did earlier for the
individual Synoptic Gospels, we can offer the following observations.

The framework of thought is shaped by the Old Testament and Jewish background that we found in
the other Gospels but also by a sharper dualism between God and the world, light and darkness, and truth
and error, righteousness and sin.



The main theme of the Gospel is to present Jesus as the Messiah and Son of God who came into the
world to reveal the truth and to die so that all people might have the opportunity to receive life through
believing in him.

Significant themes developed in detail include

1. The situation of the world, including the Jewish people, is characterized by darkness and the
absence of eternal life despite the fact that the Scriptures bear witness to the Messiah as the source of life.

2. Jesus came to reveal the truth by knowledge of which people are set free from bondage to sin.
Even more than in the other Gospels he depicted the character of God as Father.

3. Jesus is presented unequivocally as the incarnate Word, through whom God created the world and
communicates with it, and more personally as his Son who was with the Father before he came into the
world and will return to him. His place within the divine identity is clearly depicted. This christology is
also expressed in terms of his being Messiah and Son of Man. Jesus acts as God’s messenger and his
mission establishes the possibility of salvation. In so doing he brings glory to God.

4. Jesus gathered disciples, but the language of believing in him is used more than in the other
Gospels. Various symbolical sayings that identify Jesus as the bread of life and so on indicate that he is
the giver of salvation and the gift itself; in other words, eternal life is not so much an abstract thing as a
living relationship with Jesus. There is consequently a much richer development of what the relationship
will be between believers and himself when he is no longer physically present; this is expressed as a
mutual indwelling, similar to that between the Father and the Son and between the Father and believers.
The Holy Spirit, whose role is described in terms of a Paraclete, is instrumental in the creation and
sustaining of the disciples. The new community thus created will be characterized by mutual love,

5. The Gospel looks forward to the bringing in of other sheep, typified by the response of the
Samaritan converts and some Greeks. Jesus is the one way to life.

6. There is great stress on the new commandment of love and the need for believers to live together
in love so that the world may believe. Although love for people in the world by the disciples is not
stressed, the fact that God loved the world is doubtless intended to be exemplary to them.

7. Although this Gospel makes more of the way in which the whole life of Jesus reveals God and
knowledge of the truth brings freedom, nevertheless the death of Jesus who takes away the sin of the
world is clearly identified as the key element in his career, and far more is said about faith than about
knowledge as the way to eternal life. Knowledge of God is the content of eternal life rather than the way
to it.

8. While the Gospel is mainly concerned with the eternal life experienced by believers here and
now, the fact of future judgment carried out by the Son of Man sets the need to respond to the gospel and
receive eternal life in its ultimate context.

Our survey of the Gospel has shown us an account of Jesus that brings out the kind of spiritual
significance that he has for the Evangelist’s contemporaries within the horizon of his earthly life. This
emerges through the teaching given by the writer but also in the teaching given by Jesus in which he
speaks of the relationships between himself and believers in a mixture of the present and the future tense.
The experience of following Jesus is recounted in terms of belief in the exalted Lord. And, however the



earthly Jesus may have spoken of himself and understood himself, in this Gospel he speaks as one who is
fully conscious of his relationship with the Father stretching back before his entry into the world. He also
speaks much more openly about his relationship with God and about the Holy Spirit than was the case in
the other Gospels. All of this raises questions regarding the nature of the Evangelist’s theology in
comparison with that of the Synoptic Evangelists and of other early Christian writers to which we must
return after we have surveyed the rest of the Johannine literature.
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1This view is presented most extremely by Maurice Casey, Is John’s Gospel True?  (London: Routledge, 1996), who argues that John’s
Gospel is untrue, historically and theologically.
2For a critique of Casey see Craig L. Blomberg, The Historical Reliability of John’s Gospel (Leicester: Apollos, 2001).
3Inevitably there will be some repetition here of material from I. Howard Marshall, “Johannine Theology”, in Geoffrey W. Bromiley, ed., The
International Standard Bible Encyclopedia (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 2:1081–91.
4Since God was the Creator in the thought of the time, it may be assumed that the Word acted as his agent. But the main thought may be that
this activity placed the Word on a par with God.
5There is the clear implication that apart from this acceptance of the light, people are not God’s children, even though they are created by the
Word and even though they are Jews.
6This is confirmed by the probable futurity of Jn 1:9 and the contrast between the two eras inaugurated by Moses and Jesus Christ in Jn 1:17.
7It is only at this point that it becomes explicit that the Word became a human being as Jesus Christ. Up until this verse the author has been
speaking about “the Word”.
8This term is not actually used outside the prologue (Jn 1:14, 16–17) but is in effect replaced by “love”.
9Some crucial terms are absent: love (included in grace); Spirit/Paraclete; sin. Jesus is not called “Son” (except perhaps in Jn 1:18 according
to one version of the text adopted by NRSV text; TNIV mg.), but “only” by itself in Jn 1:14, 18 is equivalent to “only son”.

10Robert H. Gundry, Jesus the Word According to John the Sectarian (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2002).



11Jn 1:15/16–18 is a particularly clear example of such a transition, where the latter part can only be intended as Johannine comment,
and this encourages us to recognize the same sort of silent transition elsewhere, although it may be hard to know where the break
comes. Cf. the uncertainty of NRSV and TNIV as to whether the speech of Jesus starting at Jn 3:10 terminates at Jn 3:15 or Jn
3:21, and whether the speech of John starting at John 3:27 terminates at Jn 3:30 or Jn 3:36; in both cases the former option is
preferred.

12The phrase may refer to the offering of a sacrifice that cancels out the effects of sin or to bearing the penalty of sin on behalf of
others.

13These are not reported individually. Presumably John’s readers were familiar with the broad outline of the story of Jesus and did not
need to be told.

14The function of the light is thus similar to that of the law in Paul’s theology when it brings the sin that is in people’s nature to
expression in rebellious deeds (Rom 5:20).

15Presumably the “successful” performance of the mighty works and the conferring of life on believers are the testimony of the
“work”.

16Since they wanted to make him king, a prophet who functions as the Messiah must be meant.
17As in the other Gospels, we are told that Jesus’ signs and words affected many people positively. The mission should not be regarded

as a failure.
18The symbolism with the bread and the cup that is central in the Synoptic accounts is conspicuously omitted. John has already given an

equivalent to it in the sayings of Jesus in Jn 6.
19There is a similar tension in Paul between justification by faith and yet the need for the justified to fulfill the law of Christ.
20In Jn 14:11 and Jn 15:24 NIV has “miracles” for Gk. erga; this is corrected to “works” in TNIV.
21Jn 15:24 appears to suggest that people who have not seen or heard Jesus are not guilty of sin. The sin must be that of rejecting

Jesus; it cannot be meant that they were sinless in other respects.
22Probably the reference in the metaphor of fruit is a quite general one to the expression of the divine life in the disciples rather than

being specific to converts won by their witness, but not excluding the latter.
23This stands in apparent tension with the saying that nobody will snatch the sheep out of the Shepherd’s care. There seems to be a

contrast between assuring the disciples who want to enjoy eternal life that nobody can come in and deprive them of it and warning
disciples who disobey Christ that they may cut themselves off from him.

24Andrew T. Lincoln, Truth on Trial: The Lawsuit Motif in the Fourth Gospel (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2000).
25The participants are like unskillful chess players who may not realize that the moves that they think of as being the result of their own

decision are in fact forced upon them by their opponents who have put then in a situation where they cannot do anything else.
26This is something of an oversimplification, but it is the direction in which John is pointing.
27Can this mean that if the disciples fail to proclaim forgiveness, there is no other source of it?
28The manuscripts of this saying vary between “may believe” (aorist aspect) and “may believe” (present aspect), which may make a

contrast between “starting to believe” and “going on believing”; John’s purpose is then either evangelistic directed toward
unbelievers or edificatory directed to existing believers, depending on which reading is adopted. This tendency to adopt one
interpretation of the purpose of the Gospel or the other is to be resisted; the Gospel is plainly intended to fulfill both purposes and
contains material intended for both groups of people. It could not be otherwise.

29When John refers, as he frequently does, to “the Jews” collectively, he appears to have the leaders mainly in mind. He is not guilty of
an anti-Semitism (better “anti-Judaism”), which condemns the Jewish people out of hand as if they had collectively rejected Jesus;
on the contrary the story shows that Jesus was accepted positively by many of the people, including some of the leaders.

30John the Baptist is also sent by God (Jn 1:33). See especially Andreas J. Köstenberger, The Missions of Jesus and the Disciples
According to the Fourth Gospel (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998).

31Ernst Käsemann, The Testament of Jesus: A Study of the Gospel of John in the Light of Chapter 17 (Philadelphia: Fortress;
London: SCM Press, 1968).

32This phrase (Ger. Stifter) was taken up by Klaus Haacker, Die Stiftung des Heils: Untersuchungen zur Struktur der
johanneischen Theologie (Stuttgart: Calver, 1972), to epitomize the role of Jesus.

33The terms “chosen one” (Jn 1:34) and “holy one” (Jn 6:69) also belong here.
34It is not surprising that scribes altered this to “Son of God”.
35The statistics are impressive. “God” and “Father” are used as follows:

 Mt Mk Lk Acts Jn 1–3 Jn Paul
God 51 48 122 166 83 67 548
Father (of God) 44 4 17 3 127 15 43

36But Jn 8:42 denies that the speakers are really children of the Father.



37It is preferable to take this phrase of the situation from which the Son came, but it is also possible to take it metaphorically of the Son
being in close contact with the Father while on earth so that he always knows the mind of the Father.

38The witness of the Father (Jn 5:37; 8:18) may be the Father’s working through these various means rather than some independent
event.

39After the departure of Jesus the task of witness is continued by the Spirit of truth and the disciples (Jn 15:26–27).
40There have been repeated attempts to deny the central and sacrificial character of the death of Jesus in this Gospel, but they can be

confidently rejected; see Max Turner, “Atonement and the Death of Jesus in John: Some Questions to Bultmann and Forestell”, EQ
62 (1990): 99–122.

41Although the term peace is used, it conveys the sense of freedom from anxiety and not of the removal of hostility (Jn 14:27; 16:33;
20:19, 21, 26).

42Bultmann, 2:66.
43Hahn, 1:702–16. It is not surprising that while Hahn holds on firmly to the future dimension in John’s theology, nevertheless he has to

follow Bultmann in regarding some phrases as later glosses on the text.
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THE LETTERS OF JOHN

 

The New Testament contains two very short letters sent by a writer who does not reveal his name but
refers to himself simply as “the elder” (2–3 Jn) and a third, longer document (1 Jn) whose style and
content indicate that it is most probably by the same author.1

Third John

The letter known as 3 John is one of the few New Testament letters addressed to an individual Christian
rather than to a community.2 The specific occasion for the letter is apparently twofold.

First, the letter is probably conveyed by visitors to the elder who brought news about his friend
Gaius. These visitors were traveling teachers and evangelists who did not want to claim hospitality from
non-Christians. Gaius was singled out for special praise because of his generous hospitality to these
people, although some of them at least were strangers to him.

Second, a certain Diotrephes is pictured as attempting to secure or maintain a position of leadership
in the church and being animated by rivalry against the elder and traveling Christians who belonged to his
group. He is presented as a bad example and contrasted with Demetrius, who is universally respected.

Within this simple framework the basic elements in the theology of the writer come to expression.
He is very concerned about “the truth” (3 Jn 1, 3, 4, 8, 12). The truth is evidently the Christian

message, as it is understood by the elder, with its implications for belief and behavior. Christians are to
be faithful to the truth and to live (lit., “walk”) by it. It is almost personified when Christians are
encouraged to be fellow workers with it, and when it is said to testify to the goodness of Demetrius.

The elder is also concerned about love (3 Jn 6), which is clearly the practical expression of living
by the truth. This love is to be shown to fellow Christians, and the showing of it is a form of conduct that
is appropriate for and therefore demanded of those who serve God.

A sharp distinction is drawn between those who do good and those who do evil; the former belong
to God and the latter do not. The latter are said not to have seen God.

Finally, Christian missionaries are said to travel “for the sake of the Name”, which must be the name
of Christ, although Christ is not named anywhere in this brief letter.

It emerges from this survey that the elder wants Christians to persevere in loyalty to the truth
contained in the gospel and in the practice of love to one another, and he makes a sharp distinction
between those who do so and those who do not. There is also a distinction between those who are
believers and the people to whom they go as evangelists. What is important, then, is the way in which the
content of Christianity is referred to simply as “the truth”; this expresses a self-consciousness on the part
of the elder that his version of the faith is authentic over against other versions that may be corrupt in one
way or another.

Second John

In his other short letter, 2 John, these same accents reappear and in some ways become more specific. The



occasion of the letter again appears to be the movements of Christian travelers who visit the elder, and he
employs them to send a letter of general pastoral concern to the group to which they belong.3

Again there is the emphasis on the truth (2 Jn 1, 2, 3, 4). The personification is continued as it is said
to remain in Christians. They for their part live in it. The elder refers to people who are deceivers and
thus do not hold to the truth in that they do not confess that Jesus Christ is coming in the flesh, and they are
condemned in the strongest terms as deceivers and being “antichrists”. They are not to be received into
the Christian fellowship. The readers may be enticed by their teaching and are warned not to listen to
them in case they themselves fail to remain in the teaching of Christ. Only those who hold to this teaching
have God and also have Jesus, that is, have a positive relationship with them. To reject Christ, as he is
perceived by the elder, is to lose one’s relationship with God.

Alongside the stress on truth we also find the same emphasis on love between those who know the
truth. From the beginning God’s command has been one of mutual love, and therefore there is nothing
novel about insisting on it. The elder appears to distinguish between God’s command (singular), which is
to love (2 Jn 5, 6b; cf. 1 Jn 2:7–8; 3:23; 4:21), and his commands (plural), obedience to which is the
substance of loving (2 Jn 6a; cf. 1 Jn 2:3–4; 3:22, 24). In brief, God’s command is to love, and loving is
carrying out his commands, which are presumably the specific commands of God understood as different
facets of the showing of love.

This detail fills out the basic structure of truth and love that we found in 3 John. The significant new
item is the identification of the error that indicates that people are not in a right relationship with God,
namely, the refusal to acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh. It is unfortunate that so important a
belief is expressed in a rather unclear manner.4 The problem is the tense. A perfect or aorist participle
would probably give a reference to the earthly, human life of Jesus as having really taken place. But the
participle is imperfect.5 It could be in effect future (“who is going to come in the flesh”); if so, we would
then have a reference to a future human coming of Jesus that is not paralleled elsewhere in the New
Testament; the future coming (parousia) of Jesus is firmly enough attested, but there is not the present
stress on his coming in the flesh; indeed according to Paul he will have a spiritual body. So this can
hardly be the meaning.6 From the evidence of 1 John we can only conclude that despite the puzzle of the
participle, the elder is referring to the life of the earthly Jesus. He lays such stress on this that he must be
reacting against some other view that was being promulgated. But is he concerned simply with what we
might call orthodoxy, the holding of some particular form of words that enshrines a doctrinal truth that is
thought to be vital? Or is his concern not rather that in some way those who deny it are in fact denying that
Jesus is in a meaningful sense the person through whom people can have a positive relationship with God
that leads in the end to life with him?

First John: The Theological Story

The two short letters by themselves do not take us to a well-grounded answer to these questions, and to go
further we must now turn to the so-called first letter.7

If ever a document in the New Testament defied analysis to yield a clear structure, it is probably this
letter, which appears to go over the same ground repeatedly with interesting variations and to consist of
short sections that are intelligible in themselves but are loosely connected to one another. We can
summarize the theological argument as follows.

The opening paragraph (1 Jn 1:1–4) announces the purpose of the letter in very general terms. The
writer claims that he and his colleagues have had personal experience of the Word that conveys eternal
life; the very concrete language used suggests that he is thinking of the way in which the original followers
of Jesus experienced a concrete manifestation of the Word in him. This implicit identification of Jesus as



the incarnate Word is presented all the more clearly in John 1:1–18.8 The writer’s aim is to proclaim this
life so that the readers may have “fellowship” with “us” and thus share in their fellowship with God the
Father and with the Son. This would appear at first sight to be an evangelistic aim, the sharing of the
message that offers life with those who are not yet in a positive relationship with God. Nevertheless, the
letter seems to be addressed more to those who are already Christian believers with the aim of helping
them to persist in their faith, to develop further in it and to avoid being led astray by people with wrong
teachings and a sub-Christian way of life.9

The letter begins with a declaration that God is light and there is no darkness in him. Light is
symbolic of truth, purity, goodness and revelation, whereas darkness is suggestive of ignorance and evil.
This basic distinction runs through the letter. People who do evil—the writer uses the traditional term
sin—are in the darkness, no matter whether they claim to be in the light and in a positive relationship,
here called fellowship, with God. Then in a paradoxical way we learn that all of us are sinners (therefore
in the darkness) but by confession of sin, admitting that we are doing or have done wrong, we can be
forgiven by God and be purified and so come into the realm of light. The paradox is that we are living in
the light, although apparently we go on sinning and are continually in need of cleansing. The writer’s
purpose is to help to bring it about that his readers do not sin. But even if he does not succeed, there is
forgiveness for the sins they do commit. And this forgiveness is through “the blood of Jesus”, an
expression that encapsulates his death and its effects. Put otherwise, Jesus in his death is a means of
canceling sins without limit, and so he can be further represented as an advocate or counsel for the
defense who pleads with God to forgive on the basis that sin has been dealt with by his act of sacrifice (1
Jn 1:5–2:2).

In a second stage, instead of writing about having fellowship with God the author writes about
knowing God (1 Jn 2:3–11). People who know God keep his commands or his word, and to do so is to
live in the same way as Jesus did. At this point in the letter the writer is thinking principally of the
command to love and its subcommands. Since the content of the commands is love, obedience to them
means that God’s love is expressed perfectly in obedient people. In a sense this is a new event, since
although the command is an old one, it is now being fulfilled in a new way, so that the darkness is being
more and more dissipated through the shining of the light. The light must somehow be tantamount here to
the fresh revelation of God’s word through Jesus, and people who live in the light are those who receive
this revelation and live by it.10 As in 2 John the love is to be shown to fellow believers.

A short interlude sums up some of this teaching by describing Christian believers as those who know
God and have overcome the evil one (so the darkness has a personal character to it, expressed by using
the language of the devil or Satan), and they have the Word of God in them. This conveys something more
than knowledge and is a power of some kind that helps them to conquer evil, although it obviously does
not exclude the need for their own effort (1 Jn 2:12–14).

The need for effort emerges in the next section, which warns against loving the world, which is here
the state of people who live in darkness, instead of God. There is a stark choice between a way of life
that leads ultimately to destruction and one that leads to everlasting life with God (1 Jn 2:15–17).

Part of the problem for the readers is that in the period leading up to the end of the world evil is
particularly rampant, and out of the church have proceeded many people who are opposed to Christ and
the truth. Now we move focus from love to truth. Sharp lines are drawn between the readers who know
the truth because they have been anointed by God and the liars who deny that Jesus is the Christ and the
Son of God and thereby deny God also. The writer’s assumption is that only those who accept Jesus as the
Christ and hence as the agent of forgiveness can have a positive relationship with God. He is worried lest
his readers succumb to the temptation to deny Jesus, but this should not happen because they have the
result of their anointing in them. Whether the writer is thinking of the Word of God or of the Spirit of God
or of the truth being “in them”, they have the spiritual resources to enable them to resist this temptation,



although again we note that this is not apparently an automatic guarantee of success (1 Jn 2:18–27).11

In what looks like a fresh start the readers are positively encouraged to stay “in him” (1 Jn 2:28–
3:3). There does not seem to be any significant difference between spiritual powers being present in the
readers and their being in God or Christ. They can look forward to standing before him without fear at his
future coming. And they are again reminded of the need to do what is righteous. When he appears, they
will resemble him in their righteousness. All of this causes the writer to burst out into praise of the
greatness of God’s love that has given the readers such a hope.

The theme of the need for righteousness is continued with a further explanation that sin is
“lawlessness” (better understood as “rebellion”), and the statement that people who remain “in him” do
not sin (1 Jn 3:4–10). This could simply be a way of claiming that saying that you are in him and yet
continuing to sin are incompatible (cf. 1 Jn 2:4). But the writer seems to be going further than this and
saying that if we remain in him, then we will not sin, particularly as he also states the inverse, namely,
that if anybody sins, they have not seen or known him. In fact, he goes on to say that people who are born
of God and have God’s seed in them cannot sin.

In the next section (1 Jn 3:11–24), the writer reverts to the topic of love and hatred, which are the
practical expressions of doing righteousness and unrighteousness respectively, and he reemphasizes the
need for love between Christians—love that is genuine and shown in action, and that is demonstrated
para-digmatically in the death of Jesus for the readers. Again there is a summing up of the main thoughts,
tied on this occasion to a statement about the confidence that the readers can have when they pray to God.

We then have a section that deals with the question of spiritual messages, which purport to be
revelations delivered by prophets (1 Jn 4:1–6). These may be true or false, and the test is whether they
express the true doctrine about Jesus Christ or not. It is true that the readers have the Spirit of God and
recognize the truth, whereas false prophets draw their inspiration from the world and the spirit of
falsehood; nevertheless the readers need to be warned against them.

Yet again the writer emphasizes the need for love as the outward expression and evidence of a
positive relationship with God, and repeating that the paradigm of love is God’s own love (1 Jn 4:7–5:5).
The God who is light is also love. To live in love is the way to have confidence before God. To fail to
love one’s Christian brothers and sisters is an indication of an imperfect love for God, since loving God
entails keeping his command(s) to love his children. His commands are in principle fulfillable because
we have been born of God and have faith in him.

But once more it is emphasized that this faith must incorporate right belief about Jesus who “came by
water and blood” (1 Jn 5:6–12). The Spirit of God testifies to the truth about him, and we should accept
that testimony.

Finally, we come to some practicalities and summarizing conclusions (1 Jn 5:13–21). The writer’s
aim is to build up his readers’ confidence that they have eternal life and can be sure that God will answer
their prayers. He encourages them to pray for their Christian brothers and sisters when they see them
sinning. And he repeats the assurances: true believers do not sin because Christ keeps them. True
believers are separated from the world, which is under the control of the evil one. True believers have
received revelation from the Son of God, and are in him. Finally, and surprisingly, they are told to keep
themselves from idols. The point of this statement is that “idols” are whatever people turn to when they
turn away from the true God (1 Jn 5:19), so that this command reinforces negatively the implicit injunction
to hold fast to Jesus as the true God.12

Theological Themes

From this summary we can try to identify the lineaments of the writer’s theology. The central theme is
encouragement to the readers to persist in truth and love on the basis of their spiritual union with God.



Such persistence will be expressed in freedom from sin, although the writer is scared about actual claims
to be free from sin. The letter has in effect filled out the picture we got from 2–3 John where we saw how
important truth and love were for him. This is not surprising, given the much greater length of 1 John
compared with the two very brief letters.

The framework for the writer’s discussion is characterized by a dualism that expresses itself in
antithetical statements. There is a dualism or polarity of darkness and light, of true and false spirits.

Truth. Again, then, we have the strong emphasis on truth. The term can be used in a fairly
nontechnical way to signify the opposite of lies and deceit (1 Jn 1:6), but it also refers quite concretely to
the divine reality that finds expression in the Christian message and the pattern of conduct that it requires.
When the writer talks about the truth being in people, he is not just saying that their behavior is in
accordance with what is true, but that there is a divine entity that exercises control over them, just as he
can speak of God’s love or even God or Christ or the Spirit being in them. When he says that believers
“belong to the truth” (lit., “are from the truth”), again the idea that they somehow owe their origin and
being to the truth is present. The truth then is tantamount to an expression for God, as ultimate reality, but
also for what is correct as opposed to what is false; true is a positive, commendatory word. We can now
appreciate how easy it was for the elder to personify truth in 3 John.

It is not surprising that there is a considerable emphasis on light in 1 John I—2 but not thereafter.
Light can express the pure character of God, stressing his unapproachability and his condemnation of
darkness, but it also conveys the idea of the revelation of truth that dissipates the darkness of ignorance.
God is light; the light shines in the darkness, and people live in the light and behave in appropriate ways.
We thus have a dualistic view of things according to which the dark world is illuminated from outside by
the light that shines from God, so that in a way a new space or area is constituted, like the area on which a
spotlight is shining. The author’s way of putting things does not allow for the existence of a penumbra,
half light and half darkness, a gray area. He uses absolute terms.

The other side of the picture, therefore, is the darkness of the world, a darkness that signifies its evil
character, a world in which hate and bloodshed are characteristic, and its lack of divine revelation to
bring life and goodness. But the metaphor is not pressed to suggest that people are forced to live either in
the darkness or light, depending on where they happen to be spiritually. There appears to be an element of
choice in that people can move out of darkness into light and vice versa. So we are really thinking of two
conditions that people can be in rather than simply two spheres to which they may belong.

A further characteristic of the sphere/condition of light is obviously righteousness, used in its
traditional sense of just and fair behavior that is in accordance with God’s commands. Righteousness is
seen to perfection in Jesus, and those who live in the light are accordingly to be like him. The term
righteous is to be given only to people who actually practice righteousness; it is thus a term that arises out
of behavior. It follows logically, in the way in which the writer develops his logic, that if people are not
righteous, they are not from God (1 Jn 3:10).

Still in the area of truth and righteousness is the stress on commandments. This term occurs with
surprising frequency. As we have noted already, there is a basic command to believe and to love one
another, but a plurality of commands also given by God. The content of these is never stated; it is the fact
of obedience to whatever God may command that is the real concern.

Love. But it is the concept of love that stands out in the author’s vocabulary. The word group
signifying love (i.e., agapē and cognates) occurs 62 times in the three letters out of 310 occurrences in the
New Testament, that is, one fifth of the total is concentrated in these few pages.13 It follows that love is
thematized in a way that is unparalleled elsewhere in the New Testament; even in John’s Gospel the total
number of occurrences is only 63! The frequency may be due to John’s peculiar style of writing with its
frequent repetition of phrases and themes. Nevertheless it remains significant. The indications are that for
all the emphasis on right doctrine, the author’s main concern is with the Christian behavior of his readers.



He encourages them not to love the world or the things in it, and he contrasts that kind of love with love
for God (1 Jn 2.15). His teaching can be summed up in a few basic statements.

1. Love has its beginning in God who is so loving that it can be said that he is love. God’s love is
shown to humankind in the death of Jesus his Son, which is a sacrifice for sins carried out for their
benefit. If we want to know what love is, we shall see it supremely in this action.

2. It is in response to God’s love for us that we should love him. Human love for God is implicitly
gratitude.

3. Those who love thereby demonstrate that they are born of God. The implication is that a divine
action of begetting has taken place through which the life of God is implanted in people, and this life then
expresses itself in love.

4. This love for God must be expressed in obedience to his commandment, which is that we are to
love one another. This point is repeated and emphasized in all kinds of ways. The basic argument is: If
God so loved us, we ought to love one another. We may want to ask what the basis is for the logic here:
why does the fact that God loved us entail that we should love other people? The answer to the question
is probably that God sets an example that those who are born of him and are thereby his children must
follow.

5. It is possible to say that one loves in the way that we are commanded to do and yet to fail to do so.
This happens when love is merely a matter of words and is not expressed in loving action.

6. So integral is love for one another to having a right relationship with God that John can argue from
its presence to our belonging to God. At times he states this so absolutely that it might seem that anybody
who loves is born of God, but of course John would also insist on right belief as well as right behavior. It
is also made clear that the absence of love for one’s fellow believers is a reliable indication that the
person does not love God, since the latter includes the former. For John there is only black and white: you
either love your fellow believers, or you hate them.14

Two points arising out of this need further attention.
The importance of right belief about Jesus. We have seen that John is concerned with the message

about the Word of life. Although this phrase might refer simply to the Christian message, there is more to
it. It was “the life” itself that appeared; it was originally with God, but the writer and his friends have
seen and heard it. Therefore, it must be identical with Jesus, the Son of God, as in John 1:1–18. It is
further important that Jesus laid down his life for us and shed his blood in a way that made him an atoning
sacrifice for sins. And he will reappear in accordance with what by now was a firm and living Christian
hope. It will be noted in passing that the resurrection of Jesus is not mentioned anywhere, although it is
assumed that he is a continuing spiritual reality in the experience of believers.

It follows from all this that the crucial mark of the readers is that they believe in Jesus and are
thereby drawn into a spiritual relationship with him. Put otherwise, they have been born with God as their
father and have become his children.

And it is in this context that the question of right belief becomes so important for the author. He
evidently holds that Christian salvation is jeopardized if there is false belief about Jesus. As we have
already seen, the crucial factor is belief that Jesus is the Christ and the Son of God. To deny this is to
deny that there is a Savior, and it is also to deny that a relationship with God is possible. The point is
made in stark terms, as we have seen.



Not much, if anything, is said about people who are on the wrong side coming back to the right side.
There is the possibility of prayer for sinners to be saved, but not if theirs is a sin that leads to death.
While this statement is a needed reminder that Christians should be praying for those who sin, the
negative implications may seem difficult. Certainly John’s statement is ambiguous: “1 am not saying
[commanding] that you should pray about that” may mean no more than that prayer is not commanded in
such circumstances (but you can pray if you want to), but then one would have thought that such
circumstances made prayer all the more necessary. And did the readers know what John was referring to,
even if we cannot be sure? On the whole, it is most likely that the sin referred to is that of deliberate and
persistent apostasy, the rejection of Christ as Savior that may go so far as to put a person virtually beyond
the reach of prayer.

The two things that are not clear are what exactly was being said by the people who are opposed
here, and how the author came to this belief. It is understandable that people outside the church would
deny that Jesus was the Messiah; unbelieving Jews would have done so. But how was this possible for
people in the church? In 1 John 5:6–8 we have John’s comment that Jesus Christ did not come “by water
only, but by water and blood”, and this cryptic statement presumably holds the answer to the question.
The traditional explanation of it is that there were people who held that the heavenly Christ descended on
Jesus at his baptism—so that one could say that Jesus Christ came by water—but held that this Christ
departed from him before his crucifixion—so that Jesus Christ did not come by blood. We know that there
were teachers in the church who held to this bizarre view, arguing that there was not a real and lasting
incarnation of the Son of God in Jesus, possibly because of an assumption that the divine being could not
have suffered crucifixion and death. Therefore they held that the divine being came upon Jesus at his
baptism and departed before his crucifixion, so that it was merely the human being who suffered. Irenaeus
tells us about Cerinthus, who believed that “after his baptism Christ descended upon him in the form of a
dove, from the power that is over all things, and then he proclaimed the unknown Father and
accomplished miracles. But at the end Christ separated again from Jesus, and Jesus suffered and was
raised again, but Christ remained impassible, since he was pneumatic” (1renaeus Adversus Haereses
I.26.I). Such a Jesus Christ could be said to have come through and in water (his baptism) but not through
and in blood (by dying on the cross).15

Nearer in time than Irenaeus is Ignatius, who stresses the facts that Jesus was “truly of the race of
David according to the flesh, but Son of God by the divine will, … truly born of a virgin and baptized by
John, … truly nailed up in the flesh … as also he raised himself up truly; not as certain unbelievers say,
that he suffered in semblance” (1gnatius Letter to the Smyrneans 1–3).

It is noteworthy that Ignatius also attacked his opponents for their lack of love; they “have no care for
love, none for the widow, none for the orphan, none for the afflicted, none for the prisoner, none for the
hungry or thirsty” (1gnatius Letter to the Smyrneans 6:2). Such a description would correspond to the
lack of love that is castigated in 1 John 3:17. And it was the presence of love that was for John one of the
signs of truly belonging to God (1 Jn 2:5–6).

Terry Griffith argues that references to “coming in the flesh” do not necessarily refer to incarnation
but simply to existing in this world; “in the flesh” is concerned with the fact of the incarnation, not with its
specific mode. The “water and blood” saying is not concerned with a specific christological heresy but
stresses the importance of the atoning death of Jesus. Rather the concern is with those who deny that Jesus
is the Jewish Messiah, otherwise called the Son of God. The problem is not christological heresy within
the church but the secession of Jewish Christians back to the synagogue and a denial of their previous
belief that Jesus was the Messiah. Consequently, the basis for postulating a christological controversy in
the church is removed.16

Other recent scholars, such as Judith M. Lieu and Ruth B. Edwards, tend to be agnostic about the
identification of the opposing views and insist that John’s statements are too opaque for us to be able to



draw firm conclusions from them. This is not a very satisfactory state of affairs. The evidence of Ignatius
and Irenaeus indicates that docetic views of Jesus were developing, although they are admittedly writing
in the early second century rather than the first, and Irenaeus thought that John was opposing Cerinthus
(1renaeus Adversus Haereses 3.3.4). It remains possible that over against such views John is affirming
not that the Christ came on Jesus at his baptism and then remained on him right through the crucifixion and
beyond, but rather that Jesus, who was already and remained the Christ, was baptized with water and died
with the shedding of blood.17

Positively, then, the important fact for John is that Jesus Christ comes in the flesh, in a real
incarnation. It is evidently important that there is a real incarnation so that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of
God, in the flesh. And his cryptic statement in 1 John 5:6–8 must be an affirmation of this.

We are then left with the problem of the three witnesses to him, the Spirit, the water and the blood.
The best explanation remains that the Spirit witnesses through the baptism or the birth of Jesus and
through his death, although some interpreters want to see a reference to Christian baptism and the Lord’s
Supper as continuing testimonies to Jesus.

We should not be too surprised that people with such strange views of Jesus were to be found in the
early church. Heresies, as they came to be called, were movements that happened in the church, and the
variety of views that can be held in churches today shows that they can and do arise. It is not too difficult
to believe that some people had problems with the idea of a divine being living a human life and dying a
human death and therefore tried to find ways around these problems.

But another factor was probably also present. Such people may have majored on their experiences of
the Spirit and developed a form of Christianity in which the significance of Jesus was played down and
the importance of charismatic activities was played up. This suspicion is confirmed by the way in which
John has to deal with the need to “discern the spirits”. It is patent that spiritually inspired messages were
being delivered in church meetings. As in 1 Corinthians the congregation needed to “test the spirits”,
since the mode of their delivery was no guarantee of their origin. John proposes the test of orthodox belief
regarding Jesus on the part of those who delivered such messages. But what if the prophets claimed that
their understanding of Jesus was confirmed by their messages? How were people to know that John’s
christology was right and his opponents’ was wrong? For answer John would probably have appealed to
the test of antiquity and personal testimony to the reality of the appearance of the Word of life. John
believed that the Spirit would give believers in what he regarded as the truth an inward conviction that it
really was the truth.

The problem of sinlessness. This association of belief and behavior forms the bridge for us to the
other major problem in 1 John. This is the question of sinlessness. Here John speaks in two ways. On the
one hand, he insists that believers are not free from sin and therefore need to confess their sins and be
forgiven. He encourages them not to sin, and this makes sense only if they do sin (1 Jn 2:1). On the other
hand, he insists that people who remain in Christ do not sin; no one who lives in him sins; those who are
born of God cannot sin because they have been born of God (1 Jn 3:4–10). This second set of statements
is problematic. The problem is not simply that it may seem to represent an impossible ideal; after all,
there are some people who do claim Christian perfection in their lives and proclaim it as a goal to other
believers. The problem is rather that it apparently contradicts the first set of statements. The first set of
statements could well be directed against people who uttered the second set of statements and claimed
that they were free from sin. And certainly it is possible for people to make just that claim even though
other observers may detect sin in them. It is also notorious that people can seek after, or even claim,
spiritual perfection while neglecting to show love to the needy. The great stress on the need for love
within the community in 1 John demands that this was a problem. Yet the second set of statements seems
to play right into the laps of those who claimed to be perfect.

Various ways of avoiding the apparent thrust of John’s statements have been tried. Suggestions



include the possibility that here John was referring to a limited group of “super Christians” or that he was
referring to freedom from one specific variety of sin. For example, the specific sin here could be
apostasy, and this would then be the sin that leads to death (1 Jn 5:16–17). The TNIV boldly translates by
the present continuous forms “keeps on sinning” and “continues to sin”, although 1 am not aware that it
follows this procedure anywhere else. Others suggest that the ideal rather than the reality is being
described or that the statements really function as exhortations and imperatives; probably the best
suggestion along these lines is that John is describing what will be true in the new age but is not yet
complete in the time between the ages. This is not dissimilar to the view that what is described is the
ideal, but it brings out more strongly the fact that the ideal is something that is truly being increasingly
realized in practice. We may think of the way in which a head teacher could say, “Pupils in this school do
not tell lies”, stating an ideal that ought to have been actual in the school, but the fact that it needed to be
said shows that it was not18 being followed by everybody all the time. The difference is that the Spirit of
God, God’s seed, is in the believer, and therefore there is genuine potential for the actualization of God’s
ideal here and now. Consequently John is not speaking simply about an ideal that the church ought to
pursue and expressing it as if it were already a fact, but he is speaking about the character of the new life
that is already being increasingly realized in the lives of believers.

No more than any other New Testament writer does John explore the relationship between the fact of
this divine life and the way in which they must live in the strength of it, or the way in which despite this
divine enabling they can continue to sin and fall short of God’s purpose for their lives. The crucial fact is
simply that believers have been brought into a spiritual relationship with God that makes their religion
more than a matter of knowledge or behavior but rather a personal relationship with God and the
experience of a transforming divine power.

Conclusion

The antithetical manner of presentation is very characteristic of these letters, especially the simple
polarization with no gray areas. It is based on sharp disjunctions between darkness and light, good and
evil, love and hatred, and life and death. People are sharply divided into two groups, the true believers
and those who are “antichrists”. This has raised the question whether the author is on the road that led to
Gnosticism with its sharp dualism between God and the world, light and darkness, and even two types of
people, those possessing the divine spark and therefore capable of salvation and those lacking it. It is not
likely. Although Gnosticism proper was developing in the late first century and probably arose out of
Christianity, nevertheless in this letter its characteristic feature of an evil world created by some being
other than the supreme God and its emphasis on salvation by means of knowledge rather than by faith are
lacking. For John salvation is potentially available for the whole world (1 Jn 2:2), and it is conferred on
those who believe (1 Jn 3:23; 5:1, 5, 13, 20).

John’s main aim is to encourage the believers, and the whole mood is one of positive
encouragement. They are not to be dismayed by the fact of many “antichrists”, since this is only to be
expected in the last days, the time when it was commonly believed that things would get worse as evil
mounted its last and greatest offensive against God.

Despite all the emphasis on what believers must do, there is the underlying fact that they have been
born of God, remain in him, and he (or his truth, or anointing) remain in them. They thus share in the
divine life and have the spiritual resources that they need to live this life.

We may summarize the significant elements in 1–3 John as follows.

1. The ideal of a sinless life as the only appropriate way of life for God’s children who claim to be
in the light. Yet this truth is expressed paradoxically. On the one hand, believers do sin and can be



forgiven and purified by confessing their sins. On the other hand, it is categorically stated that people who
live in God do not sin.

2. The reality of a spiritual union with God, expressed in terms of living “in God” and of God’s
word or anointing being in believers.

3. The need for love of God to be expressed in love for one another within the community of faith,
and for this love to be a matter of action and not simply of words.

4. The need to avoid false belief, especially about Jesus having come in the flesh, and therefore the
need to test the statements of people who claim the inspiration of the Spirit for their prophecies.

5. The possibility of confident prayer that God will answer.

6. The paradox that believers are kept from harm by Christ and yet must ensure that they remain “in
him”.
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1The common authorship of the three letters is sometimes disputed, but in any case they belong so closely together as to form a unity for the
present discussion. Whether or not these documents are by the same author as the Gospel of John, with which they have a close affinity, is a
much more disputed point. Although the current tendency is to deny common authorship, the case for one author is stronger in my view; cf.
Martin Hengel, The Johannine Question (London: SCM Press; Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1989), pp. 176–77.
2The writer, presumably an older man, speaks of Gaius as a beloved friend and implicitly as his “child”, which may be no more than a term of
affection but probably also implies some kind of spiritual care for him. When Paul uses the term, he is probably thinking of people whose
spiritual father he was in that he brought them to Christian faith.
3It is a moot point whether the “lady” who is addressed with her children is an actual person (an older view that is again enjoying some
popularity) or is a metaphor for a Christian congregation with its members. Either way, the letter is addressed to a group of Christian believers,
but it would be pleasant to think that at least one New Testament writing was addressed to a specifically female recipient.
4Presumably it was clear enough to the original readers.
51 use this term rather than “present” to emphasize that the participle conveys aspect and not tense.
6Nevertheless, it is taken up and defended by Georg Strecker, Theology of the New Testament (Berlin: de Gruyter; Louisville, Ky.:
Westminster John Knox, 2000), pp. 425–28, who thinks that the elder shares a belief found elsewhere in a temporary messianic kingdom
inaugurated by the second coming of Christ in the flesh.
7This document is anonymous in that it does not name its author within the text. There is nothing strange about this—we know the identity of
most authors from statements outside the actual text (such as a title page or preface) or sometimes from knowing who the person was who
delivered the speech that we now have in written form. The original hearers of what may have been a sermon or the recipients of a tract
knew who was the author. Nor are the recipients named, but this probably means that it was to be read by any Christian believers into whose



hands it came. It can be assumed that originally it was meant for readers in specific congregations or a specific area.
8There is ambiguity in the present passage between “that which was from the beginning” (a neuter pronoun in Gk.), “the Word of life” and
“the life” that appeared. The writer is struggling with the difficult task of talking about Jesus, who is the Word and the life, and also about the
proclaimed word, with which in a sense he is identical.
9The existence of a group of people, at least some of whom had left the congregation(s) addressed, who fell short of John’s understanding of
Christianity in belief and behavior is a fixed point in interpretation of 1 John and 2 John. Greater precision is difficult to achieve. The author
writes to encourage his readers not to be disheartened by the opposition (cf. 1 Jn 4:4–6) and to keep them on the right road. Attempts to
explain the nature of the opposition in detail, for example by suggesting that misinterpretation of the previously written Fourth Gospel
(Raymond E. Brown, The Epistles of John [Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1982]) lay at the root of the problem, or that there were two
different parties in the church (Stephen S. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John [Waco, Tex.: Word, 1984]), have not commanded wide support. In my view it
is most probable that we have to do with some people who were unable to believe that Jesus was truly the Messiah and Son of God come in
human form, who attached considerable importance to Spirit-inspired utterances in the congregational meetings, and whose standard of
Christian love within the community was low; it may be that these three characteristics were found in one and the same group of people, but
this is not certain.
10Evidently knowing the revelation and living by it are or should be inseparable; only those who live in love have really received the revelation.
11It may well be that this anointing is the source of the true “spirits”, that is, the genuine “Spirit-inspired” utterances that were received in the
congregation, as opposed to those attributed to the spirit of antichrist (1 Jn 4:1–3).
12Terry Griffith, Keep Yourselves from Idols: A New Look at 1 John (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), pp. 1–89.
13If we include the verb phileō and the noun philia, which are not used in 1–3 Jn but 26 times elsewhere, and the noun philos, “friend”,
which occurs 29 times, then the proportion is roughly 62 to 365, which is still one sixth of the total.
14This clearly applies to specific people within your circle, to whom you must form an attitude. Manifestly it doesn’t apply to people outside
our orbit where relationships don’t exist; yet presumably John would say that in principle we must love all our fellow believers, known and
unknown.
15However, there were other strange views held by Cerinthus, which are not mentioned or opposed by 1 John, and this makes some scholars
doubt whether he was in John’s sights here.
16Hence the idolatry that is condemned is a return to Judaism, the language used by Jews against pagans being turned against them by
Christians.
17An alternative view is that the “water” refers to the physical birth of Jesus, and John is stressing the reality of the birth of Jesus as the
Christ (Ben Witherington 111, “The Waters of Birth: John 3:5 and 1 John 5:6–8”, NTS 35 [1989]: 155–60). Adoption of this view does not
affect the main point at issue.
18Cf. J. L. Houlden, A Commentary on the Johannine Epistles (London: A & C Black, 1973), p. 94.
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THE REVELATION OF JOHN

 

Revelation poses a different sort of challenge to the New Testament theologian from the documents
examined previously in that it is an apocalypse, that is, an account of a visionary experience by a writer in
which he was permitted to see inside heaven and to be given a prophecy of what would happen in the
future expressed in symbolic manner. The visionary nature of the account makes the interpretation all the
more difficult. An important consideration that may help us to avoid error is that the purpose of the book
is not primarily to satisfy curiosity about the detailed course of future events but rather to prepare and
encourage a group of churches that were on the whole ill-equipped spiritually to face a future in which
faith would be tried to the limit.

From the beginning we have a theological presupposition that governs the thought of the book. This
is that it is possible to foretell what is going to happen by the will of God and also how people will
respond to it. Many scholars down the centuries have gone further and assumed that the book is giving a
detailed forecast of events, so that, if one knew the code (e.g., the identity of the beast and the false
prophet), one could correlate the story in the book with history so far and see what still remains to be
fulfilled. Although in one form or another this approach persists at a more popular level, the growing
tendency among scholars is to recognize that what John presents is a highly symbolical account of the
ongoing conflict between God and the evil forces opposed to him. Moreover, rather than presenting one
story in chronological order John takes us over the same ground several times, looking at the conflict from
several different angles. If this is the case, then we do not have a continuous, coded account of human
history whose course we can plot. Nevertheless, the situation remains much the same in principle, that
God knows what his enemies are capable of doing and that he will act in such a way as to ensure their
final defeat. The situation may be not very different from that of a strong nation fighting a war against a
weaker one, in which it knows the range of responses open to the enemy but is nevertheless able to devise
and develop strategies that will lead to victory, just as Grand Masters can normally win at chess and
know that they will win no matter what an unskilled opponent may try to do.

Revelation appears to have been composed in a situation where the church was facing severe
persecution, or believed that such persecution was imminent and likely to be extremely severe, involving
the martyrdom of many of its number. The situation was envisaged as one of unparalleled opposition to
God and his people from a totalitarian society in which the church could scarcely hope to survive. The
encouraging message of the book is that God will not be defeated and that he will bring judgment to bear
upon the godless society and its rulers; from one angle the judgments are meant to be warnings of worse to
come unless people repent, and from another they are indeed judgments upon them for their failure to do
so. At the same time, John is aware that the congregations with which he is familiar are not strong enough
to cope with the hostility that they will face, and the book is meant to prepare them to meet the challenge.

The book as a whole is heavily dependent upon the Old Testament for much of its language and
content, although the use is allusive and there are no formal quotations. It also uses the idiom of the so-
called apocalyptic literature. In this literature there is abundant use of symbolism and of the imagery of
cosmic events that may refer to judgments in history rather than in nature.



The Theological Story

Prolog and greeting; Jesus and his message (Rev 1). The opening of the book shows that it combines
the genres of apocalypse, prophecy and letter in a unique manner. There is accordingly a prologue that
establishes that what we have is the account of a revelation given by Jesus Christ to the author, concerned
with what was soon to happen.1 The content of the book is thus given the highest authority, and this is
confirmed by the severe warning at the end of the book (Rev 22:18–19). But the revelation has the
function of a prophecy in that it contains commands and promises for the readers to receive and act upon.
It is an account of the future that is intended to prepare them for what is to happen and to encourage them
by assuring them of God’s victory and of the ultimate peace in which they will live with God.

After the prologue there is the kind of greeting that we expect in a New Testament letter (Rev 1:4–
5a). It conveys blessings from God, first from God the Father, who is characterized as eternal, that is,
eternally the same.

Second, blessings come from the seven spirits before his throne. This is a startling phrase, coming as
it does from a late book of the New Testament, by the time when the doctrine of the Holy Spirit was well
developed. Nothing is said to explain the significance of this phrase, which reappears in Revelation 3:1
alongside references to seven stars in God’s hand (Rev 1:16). Whatever its origin, it would seem to refer
to the varied functions and powers of the Spirit (cf. TNIV mg.), perhaps in relation to the seven
congregations that are specifically addressed in the book.

Third, blessings come from Jesus Christ, and the build-up in the description indicates that he has
immense significance in the accomplishment of God’s purposes for the world and for his people, but
always under God.

A very full christology is indicated in a succinct set of phrases (Rev 1:5a). Jesus is first and
foremost the faithful witness (Gk. martys) and therefore the pattern and inspiration for his followers in the
church. He is the first to rise from the dead, and while this phrase may indicate sovereignty over the dead,
it may also hint at the fact that those who are faithful to death will also be raised from the dead. He is the
ruler of the kings of the earth, not in the sense that they presently obey him, but that one day they will have
to do so.

This description is followed by a doxology addressed to Christ (not the Father!) that gives as the
reason for praising him the fact that he loved the readers and set them free from their sins by his blood
(Rev 1:5b-6). This is the language of redemption or liberation, and it presupposes the by now familiar
understanding of the death of Jesus as the means of redemption. The effect of redemption is to give
believers a new status as a kingdom and as priests to God. The latter phrase indicates that they are now
God’s servants with the privilege of access to him. The whole phrase is based on Exodus 19:6, where the
people are made “kings” rather than a kingdom; here, then, the thought may be not so much that they have
been made God’s subjects but that they shall reign (as Rev 22:5 clearly states).

Finally, there is the promise of the future coming of Jesus described in language that echoes Daniel
7:13 and Zechariah 12:10, so that Jesus is understood as the judge before whom his opponents will
appear (Rev 1:7). Whether the mourning is that of repentance (leading to conversion) or remorse in face
of inevitable judgment is not clear at this point. The certainty of fulfillment of that for which John longs
(“So shall it be. Amen” contains his response) is confirmed by a powerful statement of the omnipotence
of God, whose rule extends from eternity past to eternity future.

John now appears again and describes how he was “in the spirit” on the Lord’s day2 and received a
message for the churches from Christ (Rev 1:9–20). The description of Jesus combines elements of the
Son of Man (Dan 7), possibly the high priest, and God.3 It becomes symbolical when we read of his
having a sword proceeding from his mouth; biblical symbolism indicates that this refers to his powerful



words. But the description is nevertheless that of a superhuman figure like a superman in science fiction.
Some critics have felt that this kind of description is a long way from the loving Savior and great high
priest who sympathizes with his people in their weaknesses. It is true that the picture of Jesus and of God
is of gigantic size and power, but this stands over against the more-than-human character of the principal
opponents. We are dealing with apocalyptic symbolism, and in this context the readers need a symbolical
picture of God and of Christ that indicates superior power. John is told not to be afraid:4the power will
be used against his adversaries.

The main point here, however, is to underline the authority and authenticity of what is to follow. The
authority of Jesus as the one who lives forever and has the keys of death and hades signifies that he is
ultimately in control, no matter how great the powers arrayed against him may seem to be. The message
that he gives is concerned with past and present as well as with the future. It will be mostly about the
future, but much depends on what has happened in the past (especially the death and resurrection of Jesus)
and what is going on in the present (the preparation of the church to face the future).

Seven congregations (Rev 2–3). There are individual messages to the seven congregations. These
have much the same basic structure, and with obvious individual nuances and differences they convey
much the same message. The congregations are closely linked to Christ by their “angels”. They are in a
situation where there is opposition from outside, in some cases from the state with its emperor worship,
but also from groups of Jews who are opposed to them. There is also internal weakness and dissension,
sometimes caused by groups with sinful tendencies. In some cases there are elements of witness and love
that are to be commended, but the general picture is one of spiritual and moral weakness, a declension
from earlier zeal, and the congregations are in a poor state to cope with the hard times ahead. There is,
therefore, a general call to recognize the voice of Christ calling them to repentance, and to do so before it
is too late. There is also a repeated call to individual believers to conquer, that is, to stand firm in the
battle against temptation and persecution, and the future reward of those who stand firm to the end (Rev
2:26) is described with a rich variety of imagery. The tree of life, deliverance from the second death, the
crown of life, sharing the authority of Christ, having one’s name eternally in the book of life, becoming
pillars in the temple of God, and sitting alongside Christ on his throne—these are varied ways of
expressing eternal salvation. It follows that these are not special rewards for first-class Christians but the
promised reward for every believer, and that therefore all believers are called to be faithful even when
faced by the threat of martyrdom. This may seem to put the onus on the believer to persevere in faith and
faithfulness, but at the same time we shall see that there are promises of divine protection and
preservation.

The scene in heaven (Rev 4–5). We have seen the situation on earth. But Revelation is concerned
with a spiritual conflict that takes place in both heaven and earth, in which the supernatural or superhuman
powers of good and evil are involved. The next stage, accordingly, is to give the readers a fuller picture
of the heavenly scene, of which they have had glimpses in the first chapter. So John describes how he was
taken up into heaven and saw what was there. Presumably what he is describing is strictly indescribable,
and it is significant that he does not describe God in any concrete sort of way. The picture is one of glory
and power, expressed by using various kinds of imagery that would convey this impression.

The activity that goes on is perpetual worship by a symbolical group of beings who surround the
central element, the throne and its occupant. God is adored first of all for his eternal being in holiness,
and here holiness is expressive of his transcendence, rooted in his perfection. Then he is praised for his
creation of everything by those whom he has created. The appropriate attitude before God is accordingly
one of worship in which his greatness is acknowledged. Nothing else happens, or at least is thought
worthy of record.

But there is some action! God holds a scroll bound up with seals that nobody is able to open,
because nobody is worthy to do so. Only one such person is found. He is the Messiah of the Jews,



described in language taken from the Old Testament, and he is able to act because he has triumphed. This
refers to his willingness to die rather than to his resurrection in which he conquered death (cf. Rev 3:21).
It was his death that entitled him to be raised to the right hand of God. Here, however, he is not pictured
as sitting with God, but he stands in the center of the picture, and he is portrayed as a lamb bearing the
marks of slaughter; his death, therefore, is interpreted as a sacrifice. He also has the symbols of strength
in his seven horns, and he is depicted as the one who sends out the seven Spirits of God into the world.
We are accordingly in the time after the death and resurrection of Jesus and his sending out of the Spirit at
Pentecost. This is confirmed by the words of the chorus that celebrate the fact that the scroll can be
opened and God’s future purposes come to fulfillment because the Lamb has redeemed the people of God
from the peoples of the world with the ultimate aim that they will be kings and priests for God. Praise to
the Lamb from the inhabitants of heaven and everybody else in the whole universe follows.5

Series of judgments (Rev 6). Thus far the story has not been too difficult to follow. From this point
onward it becomes much more difficult.

The vision begins with the opening of the seals of the book rather than reading the contents of the
book. Four riders emerge to cause mayhem, limited in scope but nonetheless terribly severe, upon the
world. The limited nature of the judgments suggests that they are in the nature of warnings to make people
aware that the wrath of God is about to fall completely on the world (cf. Rev 6:16) and to encourage them
to repentance (cf. Rev 9:20–21; 16:9). The fifth seal is different: it reveals a group of martyrs for the
gospel and for their witness to Christ; they call out to God to judge their opponents, that is, presumably to
hasten the time of his final judgment, but they are told that this will not happen until the full number of
martyrs is complete. So the seals indicate that the warning judgments are falling upon a world system that
is opposed to God and to his people. The sixth seal describes cosmic disasters that are fantastic and are
seen by the people of the world as indications that the day of the Lord’s wrath has come and judgment is
about to strike. Nevertheless, there is no indication of readiness to repent. The language used here (which
is repeated later) strongly suggests that at this point the last day is on the point of dawning.6 But instead of
proceeding to the dénouement the writer launches into further sets of visions that appear to give parallel
accounts of the future from different aspects.

Sealing, prayer and further judgments (Rev 7–10). There is accordingly an interlude at this point
as the sequence is interrupted. Before a judgment upon the world can take place, God places a seal on his
people to make it clear that they belong to him and so to preserve them from the effect of judgments to
come (Rev 9:4).7 The description is of them as people who belong to the twelve tribes of Israel.
However, this cannot be meant literally, since the tribe of Dan is omitted and the tribe of Manasseh (Rev
7:6) was a subgroup of the tribe of Joseph (Rev 7:8). It follows that the numbers and tribes must be
symbolical.8 This interpretation is confirmed by the fact that the immediately following vision (a glimpse
into heaven) is of an innumerable crowd from every people of the world who have come out of the great
tribulation and are now in the presence of God. This must be a proleptic vision of the future reward of the
people of God, placed here to encourage those on earth who must undergo tribulation. They are not
actually said to have been martyrs, although they may well have been, and they owe their position to the
salvation bestowed by God and the Lamb through the death of the Lamb. There is general agreement that
the symbolical 144,000 in the first vision and the great multitude in the second vision are the same people
before and after their deaths. The purpose of the chapter is thus to assure God’s people that he has set his
mark on them as his, and therefore, as those who have been redeemed by Christ, they will receive their
reward, no matter what the opposition arrayed against them. If the great tribulation is understood as a
tyranny from which nobody can escape, then the implication may be that they came out of it by martyrdom.

The main plot with its series of opened seals then resumes, with God’s action stimulated by the
prayers of his people. The final seal does not bring about the end, as we might have expected, but rather
opens up (like a box containing a fresh set of boxes to open) to reveal a further set of judgments heralded



by trumpets. Enormous natural disasters take place, which it is appropriate to regard as judgments on the
persecutors of God’s people. Supernatural plagues supervene. But again these are partial in their effects,
and it emerges that one purpose of these plagues is to warn people that these judgments have come upon
them for their sin and so to urge them to repent, presumably lest worse befall them (Rev 9:20–21).

The two witnesses (Rev 11). Another lengthy set of interludes follows before the next series of
seven judgments commences in Revelation 15. First, there is an announcement that there will be no further
delay in the execution of God’s plans (Rev 10:7). This is presumably meant to encourage the people on
earth who, like the souls under the altar (Rev 6:10), ask “How long?”9Further revelations and visions
will make clear what is to happen.

Then there comes a very different set of scenes. First, we have a vision of two witnesses who have
divine protection until they complete their act of testimony. For a time they even have the power to
destroy their enemies. But their period of immunity is limited, and they will be slain by God’s archenemy
from the abyss (cf. Rev 9:11). After three and a half days they are resurrected and are visibly caught up to
heaven. The imagery is based on the figures of Moses and Elijah and also of Jesus, and the witnesses
symbolize the church in its witness. This is a further means of indicating that God’s people will be
protected during the period allotted for their witness, and although there may be martyrdoms at the end of
it, yet they are assured of resurrection. The vision takes it for granted that the nature of the church is to
bear witness during this period. The period of witness (a symbolical period of time) coincides with the
trampling of the holy city by the Gentiles (see Lk 21:24).

The interrupted sequence of trumpet judgments then comes to a conclusion with an account of the
seventh trumpet, which announces the final victory of God: the time has come for judgment and reward.
This can only be a vision of the end event, and it confirms that what we have in this book is a series of
more or less parallel accounts, each of which takes us up to the end.

The woman and child; the dragon; three angels (Rev 12–14). So it is not surprising that yet
another parallel account follows in Revelation 12, where we have a new set of images of a woman who
brings forth a child clearly identified as Christ. There is opposition from a dragon who is unable to harm
the child, who is caught up to God. This is presumably a reference to the death of Jesus, understood as the
attempt of evil powers to destroy him.10 The dragon is defeated (Lk 10:18; Jn 12:31) and cast down to the
world, where he attacks the woman and the rest of her offspring. The woman appears to personify Israel,
at first the old Israel from which came the Messiah and then the new Israel consisting of the followers of
Jesus. This apparent shift in reference is explicable if the woman represents the faithful, pious remnant in
Israel under the old covenant (the kind of godly people depicted in Luke I—2 out of whom came John the
Baptist and Jesus) and then in continuity with them God’s faithful people under the new covenant.

It is perhaps difficult to understand how the casting down of the dragon can be interpreted as the
coming of God’s salvation and kingdom, but the point is that the accuser of God’s people has been cast
out of heaven and can no longer prosecute them there. True, there is a price to be paid for the victory. For
the vision proceeds with an account of how the dragon’s agents on earth take over and impose a
totalitarian regime in which the followers of the Lamb are attacked and overcome, while everybody else
follows and worships the anti-Christian beast. Just as we have had imagery of God as a superhuman
being, so here the opposition to him is described in superhuman terms, only this time in terms of
horrendous, fantastic animals rather than human beings.11 The implication is that the increase in suffering
and persecution on earth is due to this satanic invasion.

Since what is to happen is so fearsome for believers, another vision of the 144,000 is given, this
time showing that they have safely arrived in heaven. This confirms our understanding of the 144,000 as
being identical with the great multitude in heaven in Revelation 7:9–17.

We are also given a foretaste of what is to come in three angelic messages. The first makes clear that
there is still opportunity for people to hear the gospel and to repent; nevertheless, when the seven last



plagues come, there will be a melancholy refrain that people did not repent (Rev 16:9, 11). The offer is
accompanied by warnings of judgment on Babylon and by the threat of eternal judgment.12 There is a
separate vision of the actual gathering together of people for the judgment by the Son of Man;13 this again
appears to be a vision of the ultimate end.

Seven final plagues; Babylon and its fate (Rev 15–18). Seven final plagues to be poured out from
bowls are intimated. Meanwhile, those believers who have not yielded to temptation to apostasy are
gathered in heaven and praise God for his great and righteous deeds. These deeds are understood to be the
judgments that a righteous God will carry out (cf. Rev 16:5–7). The judgments this time are much more
severe than in the previous series; nevertheless, they are not to be identified as the final judgment but
rather as further warnings. Yet, although they are intended to lead people to repentance, they fail to do so.
They culminate in fact in the gathering of the surviving people to war against God for the last time at
Armageddon. A final judgment falls upon the great city here named as Babylon, which seems to symbolize
both Jerusalem and Rome and indeed the whole earth.

Two chapters are devoted to a description of this archenemy of God, employing the imagery of a
prostitute to express the temptation and lure exercised by the world on people to lead them into sin. It is
this city and the people affected by it who have practiced every kind of oppression and evil, including the
murder of the people of God. There could hardly be a more powerful indication that the world is seen as
totally given over to sin and godlessness.

The victory of God (Rev 19–20). Revelation 19 celebrates the victory of God over this evil system
and the reward of God’s people in terms of their taking part in a banquet where the guests also figure as
the bride of the Lamb.

The judgment is described as a conflict between the divine Leader and all the people who have
followed the beast and his minions. Total defeat results. Yet no battle is described, and all that we hear is
the announcement of victory and defeat, and the death of all the participants with the lurid imagery of the
defeated foes forming carrion for the birds to eat.

Revelation 20 remains enigmatic. As it stands, it appears to describe a temporary imprisonment of
the dragon (Satan) to prevent him from deceiving the nations for a thousand years (but did they not all die
in Rev 19?). Meanwhile, the martyrs come to life and reign with Christ for what is presumably a
simultaneous period. Then Satan is released and deceives the nations again—but how is this possible,
since everybody has died and only God’s people have been resurrected with Christ? A further battle takes
place that ends with the judgment of the opponents of God and of all people, including those who had died
and who are now resurrected to face the final judgment.

A more or less literal interpretation of this millennium seems to be ruled out because of the problems
of determining where the nations come from and because a temporary kingdom of Christ seems utterly
pointless. We also know that there is a good deal of parallelism in Revelation. Therefore we seem to be
shut up to one of two solutions. The traditional one is that here John takes us back again to the beginning:
the binding of Satan is one aspect of the death and exaltation of Christ, the millennium is the present age,
and then there is a final fling of evil leading to its defeat, so that the battle in Revelation 19 and the
destruction of evil in Revelation 20:9–10 are the same event. An alternative solution is that the
millennium is a proleptic or parallel image for the new earth that will be described in remarkably similar
terms in Revelation 21–22.14 Neither of these solutions is free from problems, but it seems to me that the
hypothesis of the temporary millennial kingdom is rather more problematic and should probably be
dropped from the discussion.15

The new Jerusalem (Rev 21–22). The remainder of the book is given over principally to a
description of the new Jerusalem (which replaces the old one) where God dwells with his people. The
city is apparently equated with the bride of the Lamb, and we have something like the imagery elsewhere
where the church can be a female person and its members her children. Here the geographical and



architectural imagery takes precedence to describe the conditions under which the people of God live.
They do not need a physical temple, because God is with them. They do not need physical light, because
God is their light. Only those written in the book of life gain entrance.

In Revelation 22:14–15 it seems that there are still sinful people outside the city. This could be
another image for exclusion from God’s new world (a much milder image than the fires of hell; cf. Rev
21:8), but maybe it is simply a contrast between the saints and sinners now on earth, as part of the appeal
for people to come and receive the water of life and so to qualify for entrance to the heavenly city.16

The book closes with a further stress on the imminence of the coming of Christ. Although there are
terrible things ahead, the coming of Christ to deliver his people will not be long in happening.
Meanwhile, the book urges people to come and receive the gift of eternal life.

Theological Themes

There is a wealth of theological detail in this book, together with a host of difficult questions. Here, more
than anywhere else in the New Testament, difficult problems are raised for the modern reader as we
attempt to reconcile the kind of pictures of God’s working in the world with what we learn from
elsewhere in the New Testament.

Framework: The geography of Revelation. The writer operates with a three-level universe in
which God is in heaven surrounded by his servants who worship him. In heaven God decides what is to
happen upon the earth. The earth is the arena of conflict between the followers of Jesus and the world.
Supernatural powers of evil can come down or be cast down from heaven to deceive and deprave them.
Underneath the earth is the abyss, which is a place of captivity and punishment for these powers and those
who yield to them.

This is the standard representation in the literature of the time, but it is more prominent in Revelation
than elsewhere in the New Testament. For John the close relationship between heaven and earth is of
particular importance.17

Main theme. The purpose of the book of Revelation is to prepare God’s people for the difficult
future that lies ahead of them and to issue an evangelistic appeal to those who have not yet responded to
their witness. There were shortcomings in the readers’ Christian life and witness that needed to be cured
if they were to be able to stand up to the hard times caused by persecution and opposition from the sinful
world around them and its state religion. The writer’s main way of encouraging them was to use the
resources of apocalyptic writing in order to present them with a series of visions that would give them an
insight into the way in which God would work in the world. The purpose was to assure them that although
there would be martyrdoms, nevertheless God would vindicate his people by judging their opponents both
in such a way as to warn them to repent before it was too late and also as a final judgment upon their
opposition to him. At the same time there was the promise that their future was bound up with Christ, who
would bring his people to the heavenly city and take them to himself, as a bridegroom takes a bride. The
book is thus a powerful statement of hope based upon the sovereignty of the God who has revealed
himself in Jesus.

God and his power. Turning to the detailed outworking of the theme, we begin by observing that the
picture of God is of a powerful creator and potentate whose throne dominates the heavenly scene. We
have already noted how the picture of God and of Christ is of tremendously powerful, superhuman
figures, but this is matched by the pictures of the opposing forces. Although, therefore, it can be argued
that John has a macho God and that the gracious, even humble, aspects found elsewhere in the New
Testament are absent, it would seem that this is rather part of the apocalyptic imagery that is intended to
bring out the cosmic nature of the struggle. In the passages using this imagery God may appear to be
distant and removed from his people, but nevertheless he is to them “our God” (Rev 7:12). The picture of



him with his people is of a God who wipes away tears from eyes, like a caring mother or nurse (Rev
21:4); it is matched by the picture of the Lamb acting as a caring shepherd for his people (Rev 7:17).
However, in the context of the oppression experienced and feared by the church the stress on his
omnipotence and his ultimate control of history is natural and essential.

The appropriate response to such a God and to the Lamb is worship; what takes place continually in
his presence in heaven is to be understood as a paradigm for believers on earth over against the
temptation to worship the rulers of this world.

Jesus Christ, Messiah and witness. Equally central alongside God is Christ, depicted in various
roles taken from Old Testament messianology as the Messiah, Son of Man, Lion of Judah, but also and
preeminently as a Lamb that has been slain; astonishingly the title is used twenty-six times of him in this
book. The metaphor of the Lamb may be drawn also from messianic imagery, but here the fact that the
Lamb has been slain (Rev 5:6, 12; 13:8; cf. Rev 12:11) evokes a powerful image of sacrifice. As
elsewhere in the New Testament, Jesus has been raised from the dead and exalted, but he still bears the
marks of death, a symbol that the efficacy of his sacrifice persists eternally. Language used of God is also
used of him; like God he is the first and the last. So not only is he the highest being under God, the only
one qualified to open the scroll that sets God’s future plan into operation, but he is also on a level with
God, to whom he refers as “my Father” (Rev 2:27; 3:5, 21; cf. Rev 1:6; 14:1). He is praised and
worshiped in the same way as God; they share the same throne (Rev 22:1, 3), and often the two of them
are bracketed together (Rev 5:13; cf. Rev 12:10). The christology of Revelation is thus second to none in
the New Testament in the status assigned to Jesus.

Jesus is also described as the faithful witness, a phrase that is used of Antipas the martyr. He has set
the example of faithfulness to death. Where literal language is used of Jesus, he appears as a victim of
violence, and he does not practice it. Warlike imagery is used of him (Rev 19:11–16), but there is no
account of him engaging in conflict. It is strange that whereas God can be said to inflict horrendous natural
disasters on people, he does not fight against them.

The Holy Spirit; the angels. The role of the Spirit is much less central. We have already noted the
unusual character of the reference to the seven spirits (Rev 1:4; 3:1; 4:5; 5:6) who appear to have the
same function as the one Spirit of God has elsewhere. They are around the throne of God, but they are
also sent out into the world. It would seem that the imagery of the angels who surround God and go out to
do his bidding has been transferred to the Spirit. The Spirit is prominent in the early part of the book as
the one who speaks to the seven congregations and conveys the promises of God to them (Rev 2:7; cf. Rev
14:13; 22:17),18 but otherwise the Spirit plays no part in the action of the book.19

Angels, however, are very important. No other book of the New Testament contains so many
references to them.20 They dominate the book, acting as messengers conveying revelation to human beings,
as heralds and agents of the successive series of judgments, and in other capacities as God’s agents.

A particular role is served by the seven angels of the congregations who are the recipients of the
messages to the churches. They are usually said to be heavenly doubles of the congregations, but their role
in the communication of the messages, which are couched in the second person singular (and therefore
could be addressed to the angel or to the congregation as a whole) is obscure. It is significant that the
messages all culminate in statements addressed directly to the members of the congregations.

The forces of evil. Over against God and his agents we have the forces of evil. What we might call
the beastology of Revelation is as complicated as the an-gelology. The principal evil force is the dragon,
alias the devil and Satan (Rev 12:9; 20:2 make the equation) who is the instigator of action against God.
He does not make his appearance until the vision of the woman with the child (Rev 12:3). He is involved
in conflict in heaven with Michael, is defeated and is hurled down to earth, so that he ceases to accuse the
people of God before God but is now able to persecute the church on earth. His allies are described as
two wild animals or “beasts” that are satanically inspired to mimic the power of Christ and (1n the case



of the second wild animal) the role of his prophets, and between them to exercise totalitarian power over
the world. Like God they have impressive supernatural agents at their command. Yet they remain under
God’s control; frequently the verb “it was given” is used to express the permission given to them by God
(e.g., Rev 6:2, 4, 8, 11).21 The world that they create is one that is opposed to God and his witnesses and
therefore is characterized by its role as persecutor. At the same time, however, it is strongly condemned
for its way of life described in Revelation 18, where the world is characterized like ancient Babylon as a
city that grew wealthy not only on its trade but also on its violence and godlessness and especially its
attacks on God’s people. It would not be difficult to see the Rome of the Caesars in this way.

The church. In this situation we have human beings sharply divided into two groups, those who
follow the Lamb and those who yield to the enticements and temptations of the satanic forces. These are
not two groups whose members are fixed by divine fiat. There are calls to the ungodly to repent, and there
is no indication that these calls are other than genuine. There is also the fear that people in the
congregations may succumb to apostasy: the book hardly needed to be written if the danger was not a real
one. At the same time, the followers of the Lamb are those who are sealed by God before the judgments
take place. Their names are written in the book of life (Rev 13:8; 17:8) from the foundation of the
world.22 However, the reference in Revelation 3:5 to names not being blotted out of the book of life
suggests that some names could be blotted out. We have the familiar New Testament tension between
calls to persevere and assurances of divine protection that should not be smoothed out in favor of
guaranteed perseverance or timid uncertainty.

Consequently, the all-important thing is that believers should conquer or prevail, in the sense that
they stand up to temptation and persecution and successfully resist it. For John it is necessary not only to
be a believer but also to overcome the temptations to unbelief. The verb “to believe” is missing from
Revelation, but the adjective faithful is used of Jesus (Rev 1:5; 3:14; 19:11) and of believers (Rev 2:10,
13; 17:14).

This suggests that the Christians thought of themselves as a ghetto surrounded by hostile forces,
perhaps seeing this as an almost inevitable fate, like the experience of Jews in Naz1 Germany and its
satellites. It is a world in which there can be no compromise with the ways of sin and ungodliness.

John envisages congregations in different localities.23 Their primary task appears to be to witness to
Jesus, and the content of their message is “the word of God testified to by Jesus Christ” (Rev 1:3). The
church has thus a missionary task. Within the congregations prophets are active, John being the
outstanding example (Rev 1:3; cf. Rev 22:9), but there can be false prophets alongside the true (Rev
2:20). No prophets apart from “Jezebel” are named in the seven messages, but the prophetic character of
the church’s witness is clear enough later on (Rev 11:18; 16:6; 18:24). There is also reference to
“apostles” (false ones in Rev 2:2), who are linked with the saints and prophets in Revelation 18:20.
These should be differentiated from the twelve apostles (Rev 21:14). There are echoes of the language of
baptism and the Lord’s Supper but no direct references (Rev 3:20; 7:14; 22:14).

The action. Now that we have considered the principal actors, we can ask what they do. We have a
picture of a godless world going about its own business with no thought of God, rejecting the witness of
believers to the gospel and putting them to death. Even the Jews or some of them can be characterized as a
synagogue of Satan. This world is open to evil influences, and it is taken over by them. But the major
action is that of God, who brings various judgments upon the world for its evil. The body of the book
describes several series of awful disasters that take place in the world, some of them more easily
conceivable than others to modern minds, others of them described in ways that defy imagination. There
are strong elements of the supernatural throughout the book, and the boundary between what is meant
literally and what can only be symbolical is hard to draw. These disasters seem to be in the nature of
premonitory warnings to people of the final judgment and are intended to awaken people to the awful
plight that will be theirs if they do not repent. However, we hear little, if anything, of them being



successful.24 The book culminates in a final judgment in which the forces of evil and those who
succumbed to them are destroyed.

The nature of the final judgment is portrayed with various different kinds of imagery. Mostly the
imagery is of destruction and death; at one point there is a lake of fire in which the devil and his
accomplices are tormented day and night forever (Rev 20:10), and those whose names are not in the book
of life are also thrown in there (Rev 20:15). Although it is not explicitly said that the latter are tormented
in this way, it is a fair inference that this also applies to them. The question, therefore, is whether this is
the dominating image, or whether, as seems more probable, the images of death and destruction control
the discourse.25

Equally, the final destination of God’s people is described with varied imagery. People are invited
to the marriage banquet of the Lamb, but the bride and the guests are the same people. There is a holy city,
which is likened to a bride and appears to be identified with the bride (Rev 21:2, 9–10). The city is on a
new earth rather than in heaven, and since God and the Lamb are in the city, it would seem that earth and
heaven merge. The description of the city is heavily symbolic, picking up motifs from Scripture. Within it
is the tree of life that the original inhabitants of the Garden of Eden did not eat but whose fruit is now
there for the picking. With the image of the city, it is possible for John to speak of the area outside it
where saints and sinners are: the former may enter, but the latter are excluded. This imagery comports ill
with the image of the sinners in the lake of fire. The possibilities would seem to be either that these are
two different images for the crucial reality of judgment, or possibly that the difference between outside
and inside is not geographical but temporal, between the “now” when people outside may respond to the
gospel and the “then” when those who respond actually enter the city.

For John this action is to take place soon (Rev 4:10). The final words of the book emphasize that
Jesus is coming soon (Rev 22:20). The book thus shares the general New Testament belief that the end is
not far distant. What was certainly not far distant is the kind of human society described in the book, in
whose history may be seen sin and its judgments, the witness of the church and the attacks upon it, the
failures of the church and attempts to reform it. But the time of the end remains unknown.
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1John would have expected the events foretold to take place in the immediate future rather than over many centuries.
2This is usually understood to be the first day of the week, but it has also been suggested that he means the final day of the Lord.
3The description is based on that of the Ancient of Days in Dan 7.
4This is the standard response of God to his fearful people, but it is not to be taken other than seriously. It is spoken by the Creator of the
universe, who is by definition greater than it.
5 This may seem strange in view of the rebelliousness that characterizes so much of the creation. It is hardly a proleptic vision of the final
state after evil has been defeated (contrast Rev 7:9–17). Presumably we are to take it for granted that rebellious beings, supernatural and
human, are not included.



6 Compare the description of the seventh trumpet in Rev 10:7; 11:15–19.
7 It has also been suggested that they are preserved in this way from natural disasters so that they can be the victims of their enemies as
martyrs at a later stage. This probably goes beyond what the text implies.
8 The lists in Scripture vary considerably in order and contents. Joseph’s two sons, Ephraim and Ma-nasseh, were reckoned as two separate
tribes in the division of the land among the twelve tribes, the number being kept at twelve because Lev1 was excluded from the division. In the
present list Joseph appears to replace Ephraim, and Dan is omitted.
9The problem caused by the long period during which people go on waiting for a divine intervention that never happens is present throughout
the New Testament. Some interpreters argue that the earliest Christians expected that God’s intervention would take place very soon indeed
and underwent considerable strain when their hopes were disappointed. They had to shift the emphasis in their theology and find ways to
account for the ongoing delay. There is reason to doubt whether the parousia was thought to be as im^nent as this theory claims; nevertheless,
with the passage of time the question of when God was going to act must have raised doubts as to whether he was going to act at all, and this
problem is reflected in the later books of the New Testament (2 Pet 3:3–9). The problem became all the more acute with the Jewish war with
Rome and the fall of Jerusalem; it was natural to think that this “great tribulation” for the Jewish people was a sign of the end.

10If 1 Cor 2:8 refers to supernatural powers rather than to earthly rulers, it would give a parallel to the thought here, but the
interpretation is insecure.

11Compare how the evil forces in Dan 7 are represented by fearsome animals, whereas the people of God are represented by “one like
a human being”.

12The picture of torment here is drawn from the practice of oriental potentates who had their enemies tortured in public and presumably
gloated over their sufferings. John uses the language of the worst pain that he knows and magnifies it to infinity by saying that it is
“forever”. In a book where there is so much symbolism, it is inconceivable that this language is to be taken literally. The problem is
rather to consider what it means when it is taken seriously.

13This contrasts with the picture in Mk 13:27, where it is only the elect who are gathered together by the Son of Man; however, he
judges his enemies in Dan 7.

14See discussion of this hypothesis in I. Howard Marshall, “The Christian Millennium”, EQ 72 (July 2000): 217–35.
15The question as to whether any other New Testament authors believed in a millennium continues to be debated; see Seth Turner,

“The Interim, Earthly Messianic Kingdom in Paul”, JSNT 25 (2003): 323–42.
16This is justified by the fact that the water of life (Rev 22:1) is already available here and now (Rev 22:17).
17See Paul S. Minear, “The Cosmology of the Apocalypse”, in Current Issues in New Testament Interpretation: Essays in Honor of

Otto A. Piper, ed. William Klassen and Graydon F. Snyder (London: SCM Press, 1962), pp. 23–37.
18Here should be included references to the Spirit in relation to prophecy (Rev 19:10; 22:6).
19Other usages of the term refer to evil spirits or to John being “in [the] spirit”, that is, able to enter heaven and see what is going on

there.
20Sixty-seven of the 175 uses of the term in the New Testament are in Revelation.
21Grant R. Osborne, Revelation (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2002), p. 32.
22In Rev 13:8 it is not clear whether this phrase refers to the slaying of the Lamb or the writing of the names in the book; in Rev 17:8 it

has to be the latter.23 The number of seven must stand symbolically for an indeterminate number of congregations.
24It is debated whether or not the possibility of repentance is really envisaged. See the discussion, concluding in favor of true

repentance in Rev 11:13, in Osborne, Revelation, pp. 433–35. But this does not mean that every individual is envisaged as repenting,
as Richard J. Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 139–40,
clearly notes.

25Literally eternal torment and death/destruction are incompatible with one another.



23

THE GOSPEL, LETTERS AND REVELATION OF JOHN

 

The major witness to what is generally called Johannine theology is the Gospel itself. Its closest links
are with the letters of John, and nobody doubts that these documents are closely related. A problem is
posed by the book of Revelation. It stands apart by reason of its genre and is su1 generis. Before we can
proceed to place the Johannine theology in relationship to the rest of the New Testament, we need to
discuss briefly the theological relationships of its possible components.

The Gospel and the Letters of John

As we have noted, the current tendency is to ascribe the Gospel and the letters to different authors, often
to the accompaniment of hypotheses regarding the development of a Johannine community that passed
through various phases. Even if different authors were at work, there is nevertheless a real identity of
theology between John and 1–3 John, provided that we bear in mind the different purposes and genres of
the writings. They share a common theological vocabulary and idiom.

The Gospel is richer in its theology than 1 John, not merely because of its greater length but also
because of the wealth of imagery that it uses and the breadth of the issues that are discussed. First John
has a much narrower focus; it is largely concerned with things that can go wrong in the church, and so it
concentrates essentially on the issues of denial of Christ, claims to sinlessness, lack of brotherly love and
dubious spiritual revelations. But arising from these concerns it sets out a positive theology and way of
life for its readers. It can certainly be seen as applying the kind of theology found in the Gospel to specific
problems and developing it accordingly.

The letter begins with a christological statement that echoes the prologue to the Gospel establishing
the reality of the revelation of the Word of life, which is implicitly identified with Jesus. As yet, there is
no suggestion of any problems in this area. This is followed by a section dealing with the importance of
not falling into sin and with the danger of denying that one’s behavior is sinful. The Christian life is
understood as a life of fellowship with God and with Christ, characterized positively by obedience to
Christ’s commands. The tone is one of encouragement not to sin, coupled with the positive promise that
sin in the lives of believers is forgiven by God in response to the intercession of Christ. This picture
coheres with that in the Gospel, where the Christian life is spelled out in terms of a spiritual relationship
of mutual indwelling and where disciples are expected to follow the commands of Jesus (Jn 13:34; 14:15,
21; 15:10–12). But the danger of falling into sin receives more attention here than in the Gospel.

The specific command at issue is that of love for other believers, and this is simply a development of
the basic command to love one another. The teaching about the world ties in with the Gospel, where the
world is the sphere of human life characterized by darkness and sin but still the object of God’s loving
concern. We find essentially the same kind of dualistic idiom in the Gospel and the letters.

One new feature is the warning about antichrists (1 Jn 2:18), which is not prepared for in the Gospel;
the Gospel and the first letter are familiar with the activity of the devil as the ruler of this world, but only
the latter has the concepts of antichrists who deny Christ. We may also mention here the concept of a sin
that leads to death, generally equated with apostasy; those who deny the Savior manifestly cannot be



saved. The close link between such sin and belonging to the world is seen in 1 John 5:18–19.
Then comes the major point of christology. As we saw, there is debate whether John is countering

simply a Jewish denial that Jesus is the Messiah or a denial that the Son of God truly became incarnate.
We encounter the warning that those who reject Jesus as the Son of God are thereby rejecting the Father
as well (as in Jn 5:23). If we accept that in the Gospel the identity of Jesus as Messiah is closely tied to
an interpretation of messiahship in terms of divine sonship (cf. Jn 1:49; 10:24/36; 11:27; 20:31), we can
see that the kind of denial found in 1 John could be essentially the same repudiation of Jesus. The Gospel
and the first letter are prepared to use the designation God of Jesus (Jn 20:28; 1 Jn 5:20).

The understanding of the death of Christ in 1 John has been thought to differ from that in the Gospel,
but this view rests on a misrepresentation of the teaching in the Gospel. The first letter does lay more
stress on the sacrificial character of the death of Jesus (1 Jn 2:2; 4:10), but it does so in the context of the
same teaching as the Gospel that the death of Jesus is an expression of divine love (1 Jn 4:10), that Jesus
bears sin (1 Jn 3:5) and that he laid down his life on behalf of us (1 Jn 3:16). In both writings the blood of
Jesus is significant, although the motif is developed in different ways.

First John does not mention the resurrection of Jesus, although it assumes that he is in heaven and has
access to the Father (1 Jn 2:1) and that believers can have a spiritual relationship with him.

Statements about anointing with the Spirit express the Gospel teaching about the Spirit being given to
believers (Jn 7:39; 20:22) using a new metaphor (1 Jn 2:20, 27).1

The motif of the sanctification of believers (Jn 17:17; 1 Jn 3:3) is not developed in the Gospel or the
letter, but whereas the Gospel has no discussion of sin on the part of the followers of Jesus, the letter is
concerned with this problem. This is a clear case of development to deal with a contingent situation. The
future hope that believers will be like Christ is also new, but it could be deduced from statements in John
17, where Jesus speaks of the disciples being with him, seeing his glory and receiving the glory that the
Father has given him (Jn 17:20–24).

The fact that God keeps and protects believers is common to both writings (Jn 10:28–29; 1 Jn 5:18).
In all this the writer of the letter maintains the theological idiom of the Gospel. 1 cannot see any

major point at which the Evangelist would want to disagree violently with him and say, “No, that’s not
right”. Within the framework of thought assumed by the Gospel, the letter develops an appropriately
contingent application of the same basic theology.

Thus what is being urged here is that the differences between the Gospel and the letter are only such
as one might expect to arise within a theological framework that is essentially defined by the Gospel.2 We
can, therefore, make use of the Gospel and the letters in a comparison of Johannine theology with that of
other parts of the New Testament.

The Revelation of John

Revelation and the Johannine Literature. The relation of Revelation to the Gospel and Letters of John
is problematic. It is not impossible that one and the same author could express himself in different ways
as occasion required,3 but the very considerable differences in ways of thinking would seem to rule out
this possibility.4 The question is rather whether there is a deeper affinity that places Revelation closer to
the Gospel and Letters of John than to other New Testament writings. At the deepest level, of course,
there is a Christian understanding of reality that is shared by all the New Testament writers and is
constituted by their understanding of Jesus as being one with God the Father and the Savior of believers
from sin and the source of the hope of resurrection and new life. That binds the varied books of the New
Testament together so that they all reflect a common set of core beliefs. But within that unity of diverse
theological expressions the question arises of the closer links: is Revelation closer to the Johannine
writings than to any other? Where does it find its place on a theological map?



The major problem is the apocalyptic genre and content of Revelation, which sharply distinguish it
from the Gospel and Letters. This character links the book closely to the traditions that are found in the
apocalyptic sections of the Synoptic Gospels and in 2 Thessalonians and elsewhere. These were clearly
important in areas of the early church in the critical times of the Jewish war and the growth of persecution
later in the first century. The development of these themes appears to be dominant in the book.
Nevertheless, it is perfectly conceivable that such a way of thinking could coexist with other ways,
perhaps at different points over a period of time depending on the intensity of outside pressures.

A specific illustration of this is provided by Wilbert Francis Howard, who juxtaposed two hymns
that typify two types of Christian outlook. The first is what he called “Christian mysticism”:

Open, Lord, my inward ear,
And bid my heart rejoice;
Bid my quiet spirit hear
Thy comfortable voice;
Never in the whirlwind found,
Or where earthquakes rock the place,
Still and silent is the sound,
The whisper of Thy grace.

The second is “undiluted Jewish apocalyptic”:

Come, Thou Conqueror of the nations,
Now on Thy white horse appear;
Earthquakes, dearths and desolations
Signify Thy kingdom near;
True and faithful!
‘Stablish Thy dominion here.
The point of the quotations derives from the fact that they are works by the same writer, Charles

Wesley, dated in 1742 and 1759 respectively. 5 Howard used the example to argue that in the same way
Jesus could combine mysticism and eschatology in his teaching. We can use it to argue that the same
combination could be found in the outlook of a single New Testament author or within a single school of
Christian theology.6 It is, therefore, not impossible that Revelation may be accommodated within the
broad range of Johannine Christianity. Alongside the main stream of Johannine theology, seen in the
Gospel and letters, we may have a further tributary through which apocalyptic thinking was fed in.

Is it, then, justified to claim that Revelation is at home within Johannine Christianity rather than
anywhere else? The alternative would be to argue that Revelation belongs elsewhere for its main
inspiration but has also been influenced secondarily by Johannine ideas.7

A number of common features may be noted. First, the designation of Christ as the Lamb of God that
dominates Revelation is echoed in John 1:29, 36 (cf. Acts 8:32; 1 Pet 1:19). In both cases the imagery is
that of a sacrificial animal. But it has to be admitted that there the similarity ends. Two different Greek
words are used, amnos in John and arnion in Revelation (also used of Christ’s flock in Jn 21:15), the
former of which means a young animal whereas the latter can be used of an adult animal (Rev 13:11).
Further, in the two references in John the phrase is “the lamb of God”, whereas in Revelation the term is
used absolutely: “a/the lamb”. Finally, the term is marginal to the christology in the Gospel, although it is
used to make a significant theological point about the death of Jesus. Other terms are more significant,
whereas in Revelation it is a central category. The importance and significance of the term in Revelation
are thus quite distinctive.

A further link lies in the use of the name “the Word of God” for Christ in Revelation 19:13, raising
echoes of the use of “Word” in John 1:1–14 and IJohn 1:1–4. This designation for Christ is not used
elsewhere in the New Testament. But again there are significant differences. In John and 1 John the term
is set prominently at the beginning. In John it is used absolutely, whereas in Revelation it is qualified, “the



Word of God” (cf. 1 Jn “the Word of life”).
It is not clear whether the rich background that is needed to understand the usage in John 1 is

required in Revelation 19.
Another important link is the use of “1 am” sayings (Rev 1:17; 2:23; 21:6; 22:13, 16), but the

predicates in Revelation are different from those in the Gospel. However, it should be noted that the use
of “1 am [he]” that appears to be a divine self-affirmation in the Gospel is paralleled in Revelation with
the use of “1 am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End”, which is
language used by God (Rev 1:8).

Fourth, the language used to connote salvation also has links with Johannine usage. The term life is
widely used in both books but is too well attested throughout the New Testament to be regarded as
distinctive. The metaphorical use of “water” for salvation is found in John and Revelation, thematically in
the former (Jn 4; 7:38) and occasionally in the latter (Rev 7:17; 21:6; 22:1, 17), but is not found
elsewhere; the related metaphorical term thirst is common to both books (Jn 4:13–15; 6:35; 7:37; Rev
7:16; 21:6; 22:17). Revelation does not use bread, but it does have the imagery of manna (Rev 2:17; cf.
Jn 6:31, 49). Both books are conspicuous for their use of a range of imagery to describe salvation and the
blessings given to God’s people, but they go their own ways in doing so. The imagery of Christ coming in
through the door and having table fellowship with the believer (Rev 3:20) is not unlike the imagery of
indwelling used in John (Jn 14:23).

But there are also differences. Although the use of Father to refer to God is of central importance in
John, the term is used only five times in Revelation and then always qualified as the Father of Christ (Rev
1:6; 2:28; 3:5, 21; 14:1). The combination “Lord God” is common in Revelation but is not found in John
(see, however, Jn 20:28), and the adjective almighty (pantokratōr) is characteristic (nine times;
elsewhere in the New Testament only in 2 Cor 6:18). The overwhelming picture of God is of a mighty
potentate seated on his throne (another characteristic concept), a picture that is determined by the
visionary nature of the book and by the need to stress the sovereignty of God over the forces of evil.

The Holy Spirit acts primarily as the conveyor of divine messages in Revelation (Rev 2:7; 14:13;
22:17), and there is also the unusual reference to “the seven spirits” (Rev 1:4; 3:1; 4:5; 5:6), which are
held by Christ (Rev 3:1). The Spirit evidently conveys messages to John as to a prophet, and this
corresponds with the picture elsewhere in the New Testament.

In both the Gospel and Revelation there is the consciousness of the threat to the church from
persecution that could lead to death (Jn 15:18–16:4), but the theme is almost incidental in the Gospel as
compared with the centrality in Revelation. The term world plays no significant role as a theological
entity in Revelation, and the detailed development of God’s judgments upon rebellious and unbelieving
society has no parallel in the Gospel, which speaks simply of judgment. The Gospel does not have the
apocalyptic descriptions of what is to happen in the future; this also distinguishes it from the Synoptic
Gospels.

These points are sufficient to show that there are features of the underlying Johannine theology in
Revelation, but they are used in a book that has a very differently expressed set of interests. However,
there is also the significant point that the author of Revelation is called John, and the best explanation of
this feature in the context of early traditions about the Johannine writings is that there is some association
between Revelation and the Gospel and Letters.8

We should probably be cautious about attempting to create a meaningful synthesis of the material in
Revelation with that in the Gospel and Letters to produce a “Johannine theology” in the sense of an
identifiable, coherent subgroup within the theology of the early Christians generally. We just do not know
how far the outlook expressed in Revelation was shared by the au-thor(s) of the Gospel and the Letters
and vice versa. What we propose to do, therefore, is to make a brief comparison of Revelation with the
rest of the New Testament at this point, and to leave it on one side in our subsequent comparison of



Johannine theology with that of the Synoptic Gospels and Acts and Paul.
Revelation and the rest of the New Testament . How do we account for the theology of Revelation

and see its relationship to the rest of the New Testament? The most conspicuous feature of the book is its
use of the apparatus of apocalyptic. The situation of the congregations is understood in terms of a clash
with the satanically inspired forces of the world engaged in persecution of the followers of the Lamb; the
forces arrayed against the church are worldwide and cosmic, and there is no human hope of survival. The
threat of suffering and martyrdom looms large and fills the horizon. So part of the message of the book is
to warn against the temptation to apostasy and to encourage steadfastness to the point of death by assuring
the threatened believers that God is on their side, and they are assured of a heavenly reward provided that
they continue to be faithful. At the same time it is made clear that the forces arrayed against them will be
judged by God and ultimately totally destroyed. The judgment of the oppressors is something that is a
necessary part of God’s victory and vindication of his people. Great stress is laid on the recalcitrance of
the oppressors who refuse to repent despite every painful warning. The implication is that God is more
powerful than the oppressors and therefore the believers can be assured of ultimate victory.

The understanding of the contemporary situation in apocalyptic categories may have been the only
viable option for a church that felt overwhelmed and threatened. Whether there was actually serious
persecution (especially from the state) at this time is still debated, but it seems clear that the older former
picture of worldwide persecution to the death cannot be substantiated. Yet there was clearly a sense of
separation from the surrounding society with its godless values and a related feeling of rejection and
opposition that placed their life under threat.

Is the response different from that of other early Christian authors who find routes other than the
apocalyptic one? The apocalyptic line is seen in the Synoptic Gospels with their awareness of the Jewish
war with Rome, and the effects of that fearful time must not be underestimated. It emerges elsewhere, if
only briefly (1–2 Thess; 1 Cor 15; 2 Pet; Jude).

How, then, does Revelation stand in relation to the apocalyptic teaching elsewhere in the New
Testament? Putting together the material in the Synoptic Gospels, particularly in Mark 13 and Q, we have
an account that starts with the threatened destruction of the temple and its relationship to the fulfillment of
all that has been prophesied, that is, the end of the world. The picture unfolded is one of worldwide
anarchy and disorder. Paradoxically perhaps there is also the picture in the Q material (Lk 17; Mt 24) of
the people of the world going about their ordinary daily lives as if there was nothing the matter and no
God to whom they are answerable. There will be attacks on Christians, despite which they have to
continue to preach the gospel. There is the danger of them being deceived by false claimants to be
prophets and messiahs. They are counseled to stand firm. There are specific warnings about getting away
from Jerusalem when it is attacked. Finally, the Son of Man will come and gather together his elect, and
they must remain spiritually vigilant in anticipation of that event. A final judgment involving the Son of
Man will separate people depending on their attitude to him and his brothers and sisters.

In Revelation we can see most of these features, but there are shifts in emphasis. The city imagery
speaks of Rome as well as of Jerusalem and has become symbolical of the unbelieving world as a whole.
Much of the war and suffering is seen as a series of judgments upon the world inflicted by God. The motif
of martyrdom is strongly developed. The danger of deceit and forcing believers to conform to false
worship is strong, but the concept of divine protection for God’s people is also emphasized. The notion of
a final conflict is developed. Above all, the concept of the devil and his allies in an evil trinity comes to
the fore. There are visions of the action in heaven and the new heaven and earth that are unparalleled in
the Gospels.

It is clear that Revelation fits into this general framework of apocalyptic presentation, and there is a
similar scenario of events, but at the same time there is much, much more. Elsewhere in the New
Testament, particularly in 2 Thessa-lonians 2, we have evidence of other attempts to provide a scenario



of future events that also includes God’s ultimate opponent. In these cases the apocalyptic material is
inserted in the context of mainline Pauline Christian teaching without any appearance of incongruity
caused by the change of genre. We shall have to explore the possibility that Revelation occupies a similar
kind of slot within the broader family of Johannine Christianity.

When we look at the theological motifs that are expressed within this framework, we find that the
picture of God concentrates in a vivid way on the sheer power of God. Although his sovereignty and
power are taken for granted elsewhere in the New Testament, Revelation makes much of them, partly
because the author is adopting the style of apocalyptic with its striking imagery and partly because he saw
the immensity of the threats to the church and needed to reassure his readers that God was in ultimate
control.

The picture of Jesus is a combination of typical messianic features and of an exalted figure who is
closely related to God and shares his status. The specific concentration on the imagery of the Lamb is
unusual and again may be due to the apocalyptic background; it aids the author in presenting a crucified
Messiah and indicating the sacrificial character of his death. The understanding of his death as redemptive
fits in with the use of this motif elsewhere.

Revelation is unique in its portrayal of the seven spirits of God as divine messengers and in the
prominent place given to angels as divine agents. There is certainly a plasticity in the depiction of
heavenly and supernatural agents, good and evil, in the New Testament, and the language used may well
be rhetorical rather than realistic. Revelation offers a much more individualistic presentation here that
again fits in with its apocalyptic genre. The same is true of the descriptions of the sinful world and the
evil forces that control it. Here we have a pictorial, imaginative presentation of what is expressed in
more sober and abstract terms elsewhere.

The phrasing of the call to sinners and opponents of God to repent, rather than to believe, is not
surprising in view of the way in which their sin is seen as rebellion and enmity. It is also entirely fitting
that the call to God’s people is to avoid contamination with sin and to resist like an army fighting a battle
and making every effort to win. Elsewhere we can readily find appeals to separation from sin and to
perseverance in resisting temptation (especially the temptation to yield to persecution) that say the same
thing in less vivid ways.

Where Revelation goes beyond the other New Testament writings is in its rather detailed account of
the new Jerusalem. Here there is a rich variety of scriptural allusions and pictorial imagery that create an
attractive prospect. The point to be noted and stressed is that this imagery does not detract from the fact
that the central feature of the age to come is the presence of God and of the Lamb with his people so that
their chief delight is in him; the description of the attendant features does not divert readers from this
primary experience but rather serves to enhance it.

From this summary account we can see that the theology expressed in Revelation is essentially
similar to that found elsewhere in the New Testament but is richly colored by the use of apocalyptic
imagery and is developed in the context of a concentration on the situation of the church in a world that is
resisting God and stands under divine judgment. The question would then be whether this concentration
has in any way skewed the theology. For example, there is a lack of interest in the spiritual relationships
of believers with Christ and the Holy Spirit, and there might be the danger of underemphasizing these
elements that are so important in Paul and John. Again, we might wonder whether adoption of the
apocalyptic framework has led to a more pessimistic and gloomy understanding of the situation of the
church in the world than was justified. Even so, however, it would still be the case that in some
situations, such as the darkest days of the Holocaust, persecuted and threatened people will find more
help in a book like Revelation, which takes the depths of evil seriously than in other parts of the New
Testament written in more peaceful circumstances.

Revelation may thus to some extent be a book on its own in the New Testament, but its theology does



not differ significantly in its broad features from that of the other books.
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JOHN, THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS AND ACTS, AND PAUL

 

We now face the question of the character of the theology of John in comparison to that of the Synoptic
Evangelists and to that of Paul.

The Gospel of John and the Synoptic Gospels

We have no means of knowing what personal links there may have been between the different authors of
the books of the New Testament. Here we are almost completely in the dark. It can be taken for granted
that early Christians did communicate with one another, although some modern scholars tend to write as if
the various New Testament authors lived on separate islands with no contact with other known figures;
personal communication is ignored, and there are vague references to traditions and influences. But
Galatians 1–2 places it beyond any doubt that James, John, Paul and Peter knew each other and talked
together, and in the immortal phrase of C. H. Dodd, “we may presume they did not spend all the time
talking about the weather”.1 1 see no reason to deny the well-founded belief that this John, the son of
Zebedee, had something to do with the origins of this Gospel.

Further, there is increasing support for the view that although John was not writing with another
Gospel before his eyes, in the manner in which Matthew and Luke are generally thought to have used
Mark, nevertheless he could well have had some contact with earlier Gospels, specifically Mark and
Luke. At the very least he had knowledge of the traditions that lay behind them or at least with traditions
of a very similar character. There is thus some continuity traceable with the kind of material recorded in
the other Gospels.2

All this might be regarded as making the problem more acute. How did John then come to write so
different a Gospel? Why did he write the kind of Gospel that he did write, knowing that those who had
done so previously had written in a different style from that which he adopted? And how do we explain
the differences between Pauline and Johannine theology? 1 have no fresh solution to offer for these
puzzles. What 1 shall attempt to do is to look at the prior question of the nature of the differences and the
similarities between them in order to answer the specific question whether there is a basic unity between
them.

A further limitation to our enquiry must be mentioned. Our concern is primarily with the theologies
of the Evangelists and not with their different depictions of the teaching of Jesus. There are considerable
differences in style and content between the kind of statements attributed to Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels
and in John, but our concern is not primarily the historical one of how it comes about that there are two
different presentations of the teaching of Jesus. It is a comparison of the theologies of the Synoptic
Evangelists and John to see whether there is some kind of unity and harmony between them rather than a
discussion of how the Johannine understanding arose in relation to the Synoptic picture and to Jesus.

The kingdom of God. We saw that in the Synoptic Gospels the main theme of the teaching of Jesus
was the announcement of the coming of the kingdom of God with all the consequences that this had for the
lives of those who heard it. Although the phrase clearly indicates the importance of God reigning, this
must be qualified or unfolded in various ways.



First, the reign of God is associated with the agent through whom it is proclaimed but also through
whom it comes into being. The reign of God is proclaimed by Jesus, but the proclamation itself, both in
word and accompanying deed, is the manifestation of the reign, the means by which it is brought about.
Therefore, the question of the identity of Jesus as God’s agent is a central issue. Even if Jesus was
reticent about himself, nevertheless it is clearly a concern of the Evangelists, so much so that in the case
of Mark it is possible to understand his Gospel as falling into two parts, concerned with whether Jesus is
the Messiah and then with what kind of Messiah he is.

Second, the reign of God brings the blessings of God’s rule to human beings, spelled out most
directly by Luke in his unfolding of the concept in terms of salvation, both now and in the form of entry
into God’s heavenly kingdom in the future.

Third, the proclamation of the kingdom challenges the hearers to respond positively to the message,
and this involves discipleship of Jesus and total commitment to him.

Fourth, the reign of God imposes a way of life upon those who enter the kingdom, with Matthew
especially systematizing the teaching of Jesus on how people should live.

In John the language of the kingdom of God has all but disappeared (Jn 3:3, 5; 18:36), although it is
important to note that the concept of Jesus as king and therefore the ruler of a kingdom (Jn 18:36) is
powerfully present. As has often been observed, in effect it is replaced by the concept of eternal life. This
should not be misunderstood to mean that one set of terms has been replaced by another that has the same
function, in the way that the metaphor of bread could be replaced by that of water. Rather, there is a shift
in expression, comparable with that in Luke where the concept of salvation is introduced to explain the
effects for human beings personally of the coming of the kingdom. This has two immediate results. The
one is that the crucial issue in the Synoptic Gospels of whether the proclamation of the coming of the
kingdom has to do with a new state of affairs that has already come about (or at least been initiated) or
that is imminent and expected to come soon moves away and is no longer present in this form. The other
effect is that the question of the identity of Jesus becomes a question that is openly discussed. This does
not mean that the so-called messianic secret ceases to play any role; on the contrary, Jesus is reticent
about revealing who he is to those who are set on unbelief. But it does mean that the proclamation about
the coming of the kingdom is replaced by the question of Jesus himself. Perhaps a third point should be
added here. Although John foresees the onset of persecution directed against the disciples after his
departure, it is placed within a Jewish context (Jn 16:2), and there is no detailed description of future
events in apocalyptic language. Yet within the total context of what may be broadly called Johannine
Christianity we might reckon that the Revelation is the Johannine equivalent to the apocalyptic sections in
the Synoptic Gospels; there are certainly sufficient similarities between them to indicate a common
inspiration behind them.

The identity of Jesus. In the Synoptic Gospels the essential question about Jesus is whether he is the
Messiah of Jewish expectation and how his suffering and death fit in with this. The same question of
messiahship figures in John, and we have the same combination of christological designations. But the
accent has shifted. In the Synoptic Gospels the designation “Son [of God]” is used of Jesus and is clearly
important for the Evangelists; indeed, it plays a rather larger role in the actual story than is sometimes
realized. Even in Mark it figures in exorcism stories (Mk 3:11; 5:7) and in the transfiguration (Mk 9:7); it
appears occasionally in the teaching of Jesus (Mk 12:6 is parabolic but surely understood of Jesus
himself by the Evangelist), and it becomes a key issue at the trial of Jesus (Mk 14:61) and is affirmed at
the cross (Mk 15:39). It is no less prominent in the other Gospels. But it does not become the object of
teaching by Jesus and controversy with his opponents. It is only rarely linked to teaching about a close
personal relationship between Jesus and his Father and about preexistence in the way that it is in John (Mt
11:25–27; Lk 10:21–22).

It is a moot point whether the picture of Jesus given by the Synoptic Evangelists includes the concept



of his preexistence.3 For some scholars the birth traditions in Matthew and Luke rule out the idea. Jesus
comes into being through the operation of the Holy Spirit on Mary rather than through (let us say) the
preexistent Word or Son of God coming to reside in her womb and coming to birth as a divine-human
being.

Such a judgment may be premature. The birth stories, it may be said, are more concerned with the
twin facts of the birth of Jesus as the Jewish Messiah (cf. the genealogies) and as the Son of God. In both
stories the Holy Spirit is the agent through whom God acts (Mt 1:20; Lk 1:35). If—at least for Paul—it is
the Spirit of God by whose agency Jesus is raised from the dead, rather than by his own power, it is not
inappropriate that it is by the agency of the same Spirit that he enters into human life. That is to say, for a
theologian who accepts the concept of the preexistence of the Son of God, there need be no tension with
the birth stories; there has to be some means by which the preexistent Son comes into the human world,
and Spirit conception and the virgin birth can be the means. If we start from the birth stories, these in
themselves do not necessarily imply preexistence. However, elsewhere in the Synoptic Gospels there is a
certain amount of material about Jesus coming from or being sent by God that may point in this direction.
The problem is that such statements may be nothing more than expressions of what a person feels to be
their calling in life or their commissioning by God (cf. the self-consciousness of the prophets) rather than
a statement of origin. The possibility that the Son of Man was understood to be a preexistent figure who
comes from God should also be mentioned.

By contrast, in John the evidence, as we saw, is clearly in favor of a belief in preexistence. At the
same time, the fact that Jesus had a human mother, Mary, and human brothers is taken for granted; there
may be ironical implications in John 6:42. So, whether or not John believed in the virgin birth, he
certainly accepted that Jesus was a human being with a human birth.

The difference, therefore, lies more in the way in which the preexistence of the Logos or Son of God
is thematic and central in John. The Synoptic Gospels come from a time when the preexistence of Jesus as
the Son of God was accepted by at least some Christian theologians, and therefore there would be nothing
unusual or problematic about them believing in it. But their reporting of the teaching and debates of Jesus
reflects more what was actually said in his lifetime, whereas John is bringing out rather the issues that
emerged with the passage of time and fuller and deeper reflection on the identity of Jesus.

As far as the role of Jesus is concerned, messiahship is understood in much the same way in the
Synoptic Gospels and John. The concept is one that developed and changed in the light of the actual
performance of the role by Jesus. This is conspicuous in John 4, where the initial suggestion to the
inhabitants of Sychar that Jesus is the Messiah leads eventually to their confession that he is the Savior of
the world (Jn 4:29/42). The role of the Messiah consists in bringing benefits to people and delivering
them from their present plight.

The recognition of Jesus as a prophet is common to all the Gospels. The concept of Jesus as the
prophet emerges much more clearly in John (Jn 1:21; 6:14; 7:40) and chimes in with the presentation of
Jesus in Acts 3:22–23, where the prophet is equated with the Messiah. And, as we have seen, the concept
of Jesus as the king of the Jews is common to all the Gospels but is rather more prominent in the trial
scenes in John.

The usage of “Son of Man” goes far beyond what we found in the Synoptic Gospels. The close link
between the Son of Man and the passion and resurrection of Jesus persists, but the Son of Man is also
identified as having come down from heaven and being the agent of revelation and salvation. “Coming
down from heaven” is a phrase also used with reference to Jesus as the bread that comes down from
heaven and is linked to his identity as the Son (Jn 6:33, 51), the language being based on the description
of the manna. The role of the Son of Man as the judge or counsel4at the last judgment is mentioned in John
5:27 but otherwise has retreated into the background.

In comparison with the Synoptic Gospels, then, the figure of the Son or Son of God is much more



prominent in John and is used in discussion with the crowds and Jesus’ opponents in an open way. He is
God’s agent sent into the world to bring salvation and has full authority to act on behalf of God. The term
Logos is used in much the same way. This concept is peculiar to John. Even if the concept of Wisdom is
used as a christological category in the Synoptic Gospels, nevertheless the motifs of preexistence and
agency in creation do not figure in this context. The term Logos is deeply significant because the
Evangelist uses it to introduce the Gospel, and it profoundly and succinctly expresses the totality of his
christology.

It is apparent that, although this christology is rooted in the kind of utterances that we find in the
Synoptic Gospels and that can be traced back to Jesus, nevertheless the picture of Jesus is one in which
the earthly Jesus is portrayed in the light of the understanding of him as the risen Lord.

Response to the message. In John there are the two lines of thought: that God’s love extends to the
whole world and salvation is offered to all who believe and that only those who are drawn by the Father
can come to the Son and believe and will be raised up at the last day. The Synoptic Gospels do not
contain any significant theologizing along these lines. The universality of the offer of salvation emerges
explicitly occasionally (Mt 11:28–30), but is always implicit: a call such as that in Mark 1:14–15 is
manifestly intended for all who hear it.5 Some of the pericopes on discipleship are so framed that the
initiative lies with Jesus, who calls people to be his disciples (Mk 1:16–20; 2:13–17), although cases of
people coming to Jesus are also recorded (Lk 9:57–62). Matthew 22:14 comments that many are invited
but few are chosen, but in its context this saying functions to warn people against abusing the invitation.

The motif of faith/belief as the essential response of people to the Christian message and the means
of appropriating salvation comes to the fore in John. Somewhat surprisingly the noun faith is absent from
John (except in 1 Jn 5:4), although it is found in the Synoptic Gospels mainly in connection with the
performance of mighty works (though see Lk 18:8; 22:32, where the nuance of persistent faith emerges). It
is the verb that is dominant. In the Synoptic Gospels it is also used of faith as the condition for mighty
works, but the thought of acceptance of Jesus as the Messiah is also present. Now in John faith becomes
the crucial mark of the followers of Jesus.6 Three elements come together in it. First, there is the sense of
believing what a person says to be true and accepting their statements (e.g., Jn 6:69; 8:24; 11:26–27, 42;
14:10; 16:27; 20:31). Second, it refers to self-commitment to the person whose teaching has been
accepted intellectually (e.g., Jn 1:12; 2:11, 23; 3:16; 6:29; 7:31).7 And, third, there is the element of
faithfulness expressed in a continuing relationship, which is expressed in Johannine vocabulary by the
term remain (Gk menō) Jn 6:56; 8:31; 15:4–10). This is a usage that is peculiar to the Johannine
literature.

This understanding of response to the message of Jesus corresponds fairly closely with that in the
Synoptic Gospels. There the essential element of commitment to Jesus is expressed in terms of following
him, and there are demands for self-denial. This element persists in John (Jn 12:25–26); moreover, just as
the call to self-denial and bearing the cross comes in the context of references to Jesus’ way to the cross
in the Synoptic Gospels (Mk 8:31–38), so also here (Jn 12:23–24). Similarly, the opposition that
disciples will face is associated with the fate of Jesus (Jn 15:20–21). The thought of continuing
faithfulness to him is expressed in the Synoptic Gospels by the imagery of bearing the cross.

Salvation and eternal life. We have seen how the proclamation of Jesus regarding the kingdom of
God tends to be understood in terms of salvation in Luke, although the language is not entirely absent from
Mark (Mk 10:26, 52) and Matthew (Mt 1:21; 19:25). This tendency is carried further in John. The motif
of the kingdom of God plays an important role in the trial and crucifixion narrative (Jn 18:33–39; 19:3–
21), where the question whether Jesus is a king assumes central importance. But this messianic theme has
already emerged in John 1:49; 6:15; 12–15, and entry into salvation is understood as entry into the
kingdom of God in the conversation with Nicodemus (Jn 3:3, 5), but this is the only place where the full
phrase is used. By contrast the purpose of Jesus is expressed as saving the world (Jn 3:17; 4:42; 12:47)



and so of saving the individuals who compose it and who believe (Jn 5:34; 10:9). The total number of
references, however, is not great.

Much more importance attaches to the theme of life or eternal life. Again the concept is used in the
Synoptic Gospels for the life of the world to come (Mk 9:43, 45; 10:17, 30; Mt 7:14; 18:8–9; 19:16, 17,
29; 25:46; Lk 10:25; 18:18, 30), and there is some tendency perhaps toward using the word to refer to a
present experience of life (the combination of “be healed/saved and live” in Mk 5:23; Mt 9:18; life
dependent on the words of God, Mt 4:4 par. Lk 4:4; cf. Lk 10:28; 15:24, 32). By contrast the usage of
“life” and “live” assumes massive proportions in John. The full phrase eternal life occurs no fewer than
sixteen times, and the synonymous use of the simple life (cf. Jn 3:36a/36b) occurs a further twenty times.
The verb is less frequently used but nonetheless significantly. The usage thus indicates that this is a major
category in Johannine thought. The gift of life is said to reside in Jesus (Jn 1:4; cf. Jn 6:35, 48; 11:25;
14:6) or even to be identified with him, and his teaching leads to life (Jn 6:68). Such life is closely
associated with resurrection (Jn 5:29; 11:25) and also with the Spirit as the life-giving force (Jn 6:63).
But it is equally understood as a present experience (Jn 3:36; 5:24; 6:47), so that physical death does not
interrupt it. It is God’s gift to those who believe in him or in Jesus (Jn 3:16, 36; 5:24), but it is
fundamental for John that the Father has authorized Jesus to give life to believers. Thus the life of the
world to come becomes a reality here and now for believers.

All of this is expressed in the present tense for those who hear Jesus speaking. The language is
clearly appropriate for the period after Easter in that it is common in the early church for the here and
now experience of believers. For John it also describes the experience of those who believed in Jesus in
his lifetime; he interprets the experience of those who respond to the message of Jesus and become
disciples as being essentially the same as that of believers after Easter (though see Jn 7:37–39).

We may compare the way in which in Matthew 18:20 Jesus says, “Where two or three come together
in my name, there am 1 with them”. It can be safely assumed that Jesus here is describing something that
will happen after his resurrection rather than suggesting that people meet in his name and enjoy his
spiritual presence while he is physically somewhere else during his earthly life-time8.

Union with Christ. There is much stress in John on faith in Jesus, and he is spoken of as a spiritual
figure who is in the disciples and they are in him, just as they are in the Father and the Father is in them.
The concern here appears to be with the relationship of the disciples to the risen Jesus, but this is
expressed through the words of the earthly Jesus. So there is a considerable amount of teaching in which
Jesus looks forward to the situation after the resurrection. This is clearly evident in John 14–16, where
Jesus speaks in the future tense of what will happen after he has gone: the Father will send the Counselor;
you will do greater works; they will persecute you. But tied in with these future statements are statements
in the present tense about Jesus as the vine and the disciples remaining in him. It seems that Jesus uses the
present tense here and elsewhere to describe spiritual relationships that exist after his resurrection, but he
speaks as if these relationships are already possible during his earthly life, as indeed in some sense they
were. Thus, for example, he offers living water to the Samaritan woman there and then, and he tells the
crowds that they must eat his flesh and drink his blood and that if they do so they will remain in him and
he in them (Jn 6:53–57).

It is tempting to suggest that the roots of this language lie in the Last Supper and the sayings of Jesus
there in which he identifies the bread with his body (or flesh) and the wine with his blood and invites
them to eat and drink. The primary significance is that the elements represent his body and blood given in
death, so that the action at the Lord’s Supper is a visible proclamation of his death. But side by side with
this there is the symbolism of somehow feeding on Christ and receiving the benefits of his death, and this
is understood in terms of a spiritual relationship between the believer and Christ. We could say,
therefore, that the fuller implications of the words and action at the Last Supper here come to expression.
At the same time other imagery—drinking water, grafting into the vine—conveys the same point. The



more personal imagery of the good Shepherd likewise expresses a personal relationship between the
believer and Christ, but not the thought of mystical union.

The motif of spiritual union with Christ is shared with Paul, who speaks of Christ living in him (Gal
2:20; Col 1:27), of being “in Christ” and of knowing Christ (Phil 3:10), and of dying and rising with
Christ. It is absent from Acts. Yet it is adumbrated in Luke, where the risen Christ is with the disciples at
the breaking of bread. John is thus expressing a central motif of postresurrection Christianity with a root
in the tradition of the Last Supper.

In this way the theme of the spiritual relationship between believers and the risen Jesus that is not
raised in the Synoptic Gospels, except briefly in Matthew, comes to the fore in John. The same is true of
the teaching about the coming of the Holy Spirit. Teaching about spiritual relationships with the risen
Christ and the Holy Spirit that is elementary in the Synoptic Gospels is taken much further. Even in Acts
this kind of experience is not to the fore, and the divine is experienced more in the manner of visions and
messages. John’s teaching is much more akin to the Pauline understanding than to the Synoptic with his
understanding of the Spirit as the inward source of eternal life and spiritual guidance.

The way of life. The way of life expected of disciples in the kingdom of God as it is presented in the
Synoptic Gospels can be summed up very briefly as follows.

1. Negatively, there are warnings against following the practices and teachings of other people. The
disciples are warned against the hypocrisy of the Pharisees, which includes self-seeking and outward
observance of certain aspects of the law while ignoring the core values of righteousness and mercy. By
contrast Jesus gives teaching about the right attitude in giving alms, praying and fasting. There are
warnings against false prophets and even false messiahs.

2. Positively, there are the commandments to love God and one’s neighbor, stretched to include love
of enemies.

3. There is specific instruction regarding marriage and divorce.

4. Jesus teaches his disciples about the hard times that will come in the future before the coming of
the Son of Man and urges them to be watchful and ready.

5. Jesus warns against the dangers associated with wealth and calls at least some disciples to give
away their wealth.

6. Jesus inculcates trust in God to provide for their needs and bases this on the character of God as
Father. He also promises the help of the Holy Spirit in times of special need.

7. Jesus instructs his disciples in how to pray and encourages them to pray.

8. Some disciples are sent out on mission, with specific instructions regarding their conduct
particularly in terms of material conditions.

9. There is some teaching that relates to the establishment of a community of disciples and how they
are to live together.

Let us now compare what we find in John.

1. Warnings against the Pharisaic way of life are largely absent; the questions that arise in discussion



with the Pharisees have more to do with christology. They are castigated for their love of human praise,
and this may well reflect the same criticism as we find in the Synoptic Gospels, but here the accusation is
made more because they refuse to believe in Christ (Jn 12:42–43).9

2. The centrality of love in John is self-evident, although the radical elementof love for enemies is
missing.

3. The issue of marriage and divorce does not arise (except in Jn 4:16–18).

4. There are specific warnings against persecution, but there are no detailedapocalyptic forecasts.

5. The issue of wealth does not arise (except indirectly in Jn 12:6).

6. Trust in God and the promise of help from the Spirit are expounded atlength. The role of the Spirit
is considerably enlarged.

7. There is strong encouragement to “ask” (i.e., pray) in the name of Jesus.10

8. The mission of the disciples is a conspicuous feature (Jn 4:38; 17:18; 20:21).

9. The disciples are addressed as if they are a community through the useof such imagery as that of
the flock and the vine.

These points indicate a basic agreement between the Synoptic Gospels and John on the nature of the
way of life of disciples.

The future and believers. Although the Synoptic Gospels are primarily concerned with the new
situation brought about by the proclamation and activity of Jesus, they also contain teaching about the
future. They all are written from a post-Easter standpoint and know that the Christian church continues to
exist, committed to the mission entrusted to it by Jesus. They have an understanding of history in which the
outlook is bleak. On the one hand, there is every reason to believe that the negative reaction of the Jewish
authorities to Jesus will continue, directed now against his followers; Jesus had foreseen that this would
happen. On the other hand, the Evangelists were conscious of indications that the kind of cosmic and
human events associated with the coming of the end of the world were already happening. Specifically,
they knew of the prophecies of judgment made by Jesus against Jerusalem and the temple, and they saw
signs of them being fulfilled, along with the broader evidences of wars and natural disasters. Most
scholars would accept that the war between the Jews and the Romans in A.D. 66–70 forms the backdrop to
the writing of the Gospels, whether as something seen to be increasingly inevitable and near or as an
event that had already taken place.

It is not surprising that a significant amount of attention is given to these events. A further factor in
the situation was the belief that imposters would appear, claiming to be the Messiah or Jesus, with the
danger that followers of Jesus would be misled. Therefore there are detailed warnings to prepare the
readers for these events accompanied by assurances that despite the dreadful things that were going to
happen, the Son of Man would intervene to rescue his people and bring about the final judgment. All the
Synoptic Gospels devote major sections to these matters and use cosmic imagery, typical of apocalyptic
writings, to describe what will happen. We should bear in mind that any attempt to prophesy what will
happen at the end of the world was bound to describe events that fall outside the borders of normal human
experience, but also that the boundaries between describing appalling human events (the ancient
equivalents to the Holocaust and great natural disasters) and cataclysmic divine interventions are



inevitably fuzzy.
In John’s Gospel account is similarly taken of the future of the disciples and the world. To the so-

called apocalyptic discourses in the Synoptic Gospels there correspond two sections in the Johannine
literature. The one is the main storyline in Revelation, which likewise traces the course of future events.
Although there are similarities in the basic account of what will happen, Revelation goes well beyond the
Synoptic material in extent and content. The differences are, first, whereas the Gospels deal almost
entirely with events in this world, Revelation also describes the concurrent events in heaven from which
the judgments come. Second, Revelation describes at some length the actual judgment and the new world
that follows it. Third, Revelation goes into much detail about the temporal judgments of God on the sinful
world. In all of this the aim of the book appears to be to prepare the church to face up to the persecution
that lies ahead by issuing a call for preparedness for martyrdom and by assuring believers of the ultimate
triumph of God and of the new world into which they will be resurrected.

Within the Gospel we have the lengthy section comprising John 14–17 in which Jesus deals at length
with the situation of believers after his departure. The dangers arising from opposition and persecution
are made clear; there is a warning against the possibility that believers may fall away. The disciples are
promised the help of the Spirit in a much broader way than is found in the Synoptic Gospels, and they are
allowed to overhear the prayer of Jesus in which he seeks divine resources for them to protect them. But
otherwise there is little resemblance. The shadow of the Jewish war is not evident. The coming of Jesus
for his disciples is muted (Jn 14:3).11 The end of the world is scarcely in view.

It seems to be the case that the core teaching can be presented in two different idioms. John 14–17
prepares the disciples for the future without the physical presence of Jesus by forewarning them of
hostility and persecution, and urges them to stand firm, relying on the help of the Holy Spirit. The Gospel
implicitly rather than explicitly indicates that the time of trial is a limited one, since Jesus will return, and
as he returned to the Father after being sent into the world to bear witness, so they too will be with Jesus
in the end. Elsewhere in the Gospel there are promises that disciples will be raised at the last day (Jn
6:39–52; cf. Jn 11:24; 21:22), and the hope of being with Christ when he comes is repeated in 1 John
2:28 and 1 John 3:2.12 What is said here in a mood of didactic encouragement is in essence what is said
much more graphically in the Synoptic Gospels. But there the teaching about the help of the Spirit is much
less developed, and the material is interwoven with the other theme of the fall of Jerusalem and the
temple, coupled with the danger of misreading this event as a sign of the imminence of the last day.

Conclusion. What has not come out so far in this comparison of motifs is the framework of thought
within which John operates. This is his dualism in which there is a clear distinction between the spheres
symbolized by light and darkness. The world is in darkness, but the light can shine in it, and there can be
people who belong to the light within it (Jn 12:35–36). The language is not so very different from that in
Matthew 4:16 (Is 9:2) and Matthew 5:14–16, but it is used to express a basic structure of John’s thought.
However, we have observed the great differences in emphasis between the Synoptic Gospels and John, so
that (for example) the proclamation of the kingdom of God has all but disappeared. The way of expressing
the theology is thus significantly other.

Nevertheless, despite all the differences between them we can now see that the essential structure
and content of the theologies of the Synoptic Gospels and of John are very much the same. The Synoptic
Gospels are probably much closer to the ipsissima verba of Jesus and to his teaching about the future,
whereas the Johannine literature evidences a much more developed theology that reflects more fully the
insights of early Christians in the period after the resurrection. Let it be repeated: it is emphatically not
the aim or intention of this present discussion to iron out the differences between John and the Synoptic
Gospels or to trivialize them. Nor is it possible in this context to attempt a historical explanation of how
they have arisen. The aim is much more modest: to ask whether there is sufficient agreement in substance
between them to allow us to conclude that they are different expressions of the same underlying



theological apprehension. In my view this is in fact the case.

John and Paul

Our next task must be to compare the Johannine theology with what we know of the postresurrection
theology of the early church from its principal witness, the Pauline literature.

The theology of Paul is constituted in part by the debate with Judaizers and with proponents of a way
of thinking that was more indebted to Hellenistic ways of thinking that emphasized wisdom, knowledge
and human status. In the later writings there is a strong consciousness of the threat of supernatural powers
that was worrying to believers. Throughout the letters there is much engagement with the general
problems and issues that arise within the congregations as they struggle with the growing pains of learning
to live as Christians in fellowship. These matters are much less to the fore in the Gospel of John, where
the dispute is much more with the synagogue and its rejection of Jesus as the Messiah and where the more
specific issues of life within the church are not a primary concern; however inner-church issues are to the
fore in the letters of John. We shall therefore expect that the general shape and manner of expression may
be rather different.

God and Jesus Christ. Clearly the understanding of God is the same for both writers. For Paul, as
for John, there is one God whose character is summed up in the title of Father. He is the God of Israel,
active throughout the history of that people.

Jesus Christ is for Paul the one Lord who is regularly placed alongside God the Father in regard not
only to creation but also to the spiritual blessings given to believers. He is preexistent, associated with
God in creation. He is the Son of God, sent from God to the world to redeem humanity. In so doing, he
laid aside his equality with God and took the role of a servant in becoming human. He was raised from
the dead and exalted to sit at the right hand of God, where he presently reigns, and he will return at the
end of history to gather together his people, to raise the dead and to execute judgment.

John presents the same picture. He identifies Jesus as the eternal Word who was with God in the
beginning and shared in the task of creation. The Word became flesh and shared human life. The humanity
of Jesus is real in John. Incarnation means nothing less. Pilate’s comment “Here is the man” (Jn 19:5) has
doubtless a deeper meaning, but there is no trace of any Adam typology.13 John develops massively the
concept of Jesus as the Son of God and his sending by God into the world. Originally sharing a glorious
state with the Father, he came into the world, where his glory was visible to his disciples, although in a
different form, and he returns to God and to the glorious state that he formerly had. Where Paul stresses
more his exaltation to the right hand of God (cf. Ps 110), John emphasizes his close relation to God as
Son. Where Paul makes some limited use of the concept of wisdom, John’s prologue makes full use of the
concept of the Word, which is closely linked to wisdom.

The Holy Spirit. For Paul the Holy Spirit is beginning to be understood as a personal being who can
be named along with the Father and the Son, and in John this understanding is taken further with the
identification of the Spirit as the Paraclete who acts as a person and is not simply a form of divine power.

The Scriptures. Paul and John accept the authority of the Scriptures as divine revelation (Rom 1:2;
cf. 2 Tim 3:16; Jn 7:19; 8:17; 10:34), although they differ in the ways in which they make use of them. The
Scripture is authoritative in its teaching. It bears testimony to an ongoing history of God’s dealings with
his people in judging and saving them. Moses and the prophets bear witness to the coming of the Messiah
and to the way of salvation through him (Rom 3:21; Jn 1:45). Paul has a lot to say about the law of Moses
because it was an issue with the Judaizers. This was evidently not the case for John; his reference to the
law in John 1:17 is not pejorative. Similarly, the issue of works of the law is marginal in John (Jn 6:28–
29), presumably because the matter of Gentiles being required to keep the law was not a problem for his
readers.



Humanity and its need. For both writers the main story is concerned with the fact of human sin and
the divine response. Paul paints a picture of humanity in which the concepts of sin and the flesh are
central tools for his exposition. Sin is the alien power that overcomes human beings and renders them
liable to death. The flesh is human nature, captivated by sin and incapable of doing what is good and
right. John works with the same concept of sin but does not have the same concept of the flesh; instead he
operates with various expressions of a dualism in which the world of human beings is in darkness,
conceived as a sphere in which evil reigns, a realm below and distinct from the divine realm. Either way,
human beings are in the grip of sin and under the threat of death. They stand under divine judgment. Where
Paul can speak of God’s wrath already being revealed from heaven (Rom 1:18), John talks of a divine
judgment that people have already brought upon themselves (Jn 3:18); for both authors the future judgment
is a recognition of the existing state of humanity, and the issue is death (cf. 1 Jn 5:16–17).

Jesus and his role. For John Jesus appears much more in the role of a teacher simply because he has
expressed his theology in the form of a Gospel. Nevertheless, this earthly role becomes one of revelation
that is ongoing after the departure of Jesus through the Spirit. The question arises whether the story of
Jesus is understood from the cross as its focal point or from the incarnation. Hahn suggests that “whereas
for Paul the incarnation is the essential presupposition for the death of Jesus, the Johannine theology is
conceived from the incarnation, so that the death of Jesus is the final consequence of the incarna-tion”.14

He insists that this is a difference in emphasis. Certainly the human life of Jesus plays an almost
negligible role in Paul; it is important that he was a man, born of a woman and born under the law, and
there is the very occasional reference to his authoritative teaching. One could say that, like the creed, Paul
moves straight from the incarnation to the cross, and the cross-resurrection is the saving event. For John
the life and teaching of Jesus constitute the heart of the story, but in his letters it disappears almost
completely from view in the same way as in Paul. Nevertheless, the role of Jesus as the Lamb of God is
stressed at the outset of the Gospel. Moreover, the way in which this Gospel devotes an even greater
proportion of its space than the Synoptic Gospels do to the final visit of Jesus to Jerusalem shows that
“his hour” is indeed the climax of the story, for which the rest is preparation.

In Paul the death of Jesus is understood as his becoming one with sinners in order that through him
they may become righteous. The concept of justification is the most fully developed of the images used by
Paul, and even though this development may have been catalyzed by the need to interact with Judaiz-ers, it
is still of key importance to him. This language is unknown to John. But he knows that Jesus takes away
sins, that he dies on behalf of human beings and that the cross and resurrection constitute the point where
Satan is driven out. And in 1 John the same understanding of the cross as an atoning sacrifice for the sins
of the world as in Paul is clearly present. Even without the evidence of 1 John the testimony of the
Gospel, where the role of the Lamb is either as a sacrificial victim or as a scapegoat, is quite sufficient to
make the point.

God’s initiative in salvation. Paul and John display a tension between universality and
particularism. The purpose of God is the salvation of humankind, and both authors make statements that
indicate unequivocally that his sending of Jesus Christ is to provide a means of salvation from sin for all
people. In the case of Paul, this is particularly directed to stressing that this purpose includes Gentiles
alongside Jews. This point is equally firmly made in John (Jn 12:20–33; cf. Jn 10:16). Such statements do
not carry anything to indicate that this offer of salvation is in reality intended only for certain Jews and
Gentiles, namely, those foreordained to salvation by God, and the gospel is presented in such a way that
whoever believes the message may have salvation.

However, we also have statements in both authors that might appear to teach some kind of limited
election. In Paul we find that it is those whom God foreknew who are predestined to be conformed to the
likeness of his Son (Rom 8:29–30). In Romans 9 it appears that God has the freedom to choose some and
pass over others or even harden their hearts so that they cannot believe, although Paul shrinks back from



actually saying that God has so acted except in judgment on those who have sinned. Similarly, in John 6 it
is said that those whom the Father gives to Christ will come to him, and he will accept whoever comes to
him in this way. There is the statement that some of Jesus’ audience do not believe because they are not
his sheep (Jn 10:26), with the apparent implication that people who have been chosen to be sheep are
able to believe, but others are not able to believe; yet even in this context Jesus still urges his audience to
believe (Jn 10:37–38). Again it seems possible that those who are not Jesus’ sheep are those who have
refused to believe and consequently stand under judgment. If people are not saved but remain under
condemnation, it is because they have refused the good news, and not because God did not give them the
opportunity to be saved. Both writers hold that in the case of some people their continuing refusal to
believe is because of a divine hardening of their hearts, apparently as a judgment upon them for an earlier
refusal to believe. The question of those who never have the opportunity to hear the gospel is not raised.
Paul appears to believe that all Israelites have heard (or will hear) the message through the messengers
whom God sends, and he urges the importance of evangelists taking the good news into the world (Rom
10:14–21).

The existence of these tensions in the two writers is striking. Both Paul and John teach the
universality of the offer of salvation and the sufficiency of the work of Christ for all humanity. Both affirm
that God and Christ are entirely at one in their will to save (Rom 8:31–35; Jn 6:37). Both recognize that
not everybody who hears responds to the offer with faith. Equally, both authors indicate that salvation
results entirely from the initiative of God in sending Christ and in sending out his followers to proclaim
the good news; human beings can contribute nothing to their own salvation, and the only work that is
required of them is not a work but is faith.

Paul and John give different explanations for unbelief. Paul states that some Jews have chosen to
follow the path of salvation by works and rejected the path of faith, and they are held to be culpable for
doing so. John says that some people do not openly believe out of fear of excommunication and because
they love human glory more than divine glory (Jn 12:42–43), and he warns those who refuse to believe
that they stand condemned.

New life in union with Christ. The fundamental theologoumenon that brings Paul and John together
is probably the way in which they each have a profound understanding of the spiritual relationship
between Christ and believers, corporately and individually. In Paul this is primarily conveyed by the “in
Christ” phraseology that establishes the way in which the lives of believers are determined by their
relationship to Christ. The reciprocal thought that Christ is in believers is extremely rare by comparison
(Gal 2:20; cf. Eph 3:17; Col 1:27). The same closeness of relationship to God is expressed by the way in
which the Holy Spirit is closely linked to believers. Corporately, the church is the body and bride of
Christ, and in the later letters this is expressed in terms of a divine fullness that flows from Christ to the
church. Through the relationship with Christ believers are understood to have died with Christ and to
have been raised to newness of life that will culminate in their being raised with spiritual bodies or being
taken to be with Christ.

In John we find language of mutual indwelling between Christ and believers and the Father and
believers, and this is closely linked to the thought of the Spirit coming or being given to believers, but
reciprocal language is lacking at this point. John does not have the concept of dying and rising with Christ
(but he comes close to dying with Christ in Jn 12:24–26). John develops the imagery of the vine and its
branches to describe the relationship of believers collectively to Christ, and Paul has something similar in
his brief allusion to the olive tree and its branches (Rom 11:16–24). And John develops the thought of the
essential content of eternal life being to know God and Christ (Jn 17:3), a thought that surfaces briefly in
Paul (Phil 3:8; cf. Eph 3:19). In both sets of writings there is frequent reference to prayer as the natural
expression of the relationship between believers and God. Both writers thus have highly developed
understandings of the new life in Christ, although they develop the same idea in different ways.



Life in community. John’s Gospel has an implicit understanding of the disciples of Jesus as forming
a community. The images of the flock and the vine bring out this fact that disciples are not isolated
individuals but belong together. It might be objected that in both cases the links are between the individual
disciples and Jesus rather than between the disciples themselves. This objection is overruled by two
considerations. The one is the way in which Jesus recognizes a distinction between the sheep belonging to
“this sheep pen”, evidently the Jews, and his “other sheep”, presumably the Gentiles, and goes on to state
that they will be brought together to constitute one flock cared for by the one shepherd (Jn 10:14–16).
There is thus a union between different groups of disciples. The other factor is the way in which the
imagery of the vine is immediately followed by Jesus’ teaching about love and specifically that the
disciples are to love one another as he has loved them (Jn 15:1–17). This teaching is then reinforced in 1
John, where the recipients are related to one another as brothers and sisters and must love one another in
action and not just in words (1 Jn 3:11–18, 23; 4:11–12, 20–5:2; 2 Jn 5), and also pray for one another (1
Jn 5:16).

This understanding of the church is shared by Paul. It emerges all the more sharply because he is
writing to congregations about their life, and therefore the mutual relationships of believers are
continually under discussion. Consequently there is far more development and detail in Paul on fairly
practical levels of what happens when believers come together. The exercise of the gifts of the Spirit is
prominent, not just in 1 Corinthians 12 and Romans 12 but also briefly in 2 Corinthians 12:12, Galatians
3:5 and 1 Thessalonians 5:19–21 (cf. Eph 4:7–13). Comparison of the lists in this set of passages
demonstrates the variety of gifts and erases any impression that there is one fixed list of gifts.

With that point made, we can then observe that the Spirit is also active in gifting the disciples for
mission in John 20:21–23. John accordingly is aware of the activity of the Spirit in the work of the
disciples. Indeed, the Spirit’s activity in witnessing to the world about sin, righteousness and judgment
(Jn 16:7–11) is, as we noted earlier, an activity carried out through the disciples. There is also the
activity of the Spirit in teaching within the Christian group (Jn 14:25–26; 16:12–15), which should not be
understood simply as the guidance of individual believers but as the gift of teaching for the benefit of the
disciples generally. In 1 John the readers are said to have received an anointing that conveys teaching to
them. It is recognized that the existence of prophets in the congregation necessitates some kind of testing
of them to see whether they are truly inspired by the Spirit since unfortunately in every age there is the
danger of false prophets leading God’s people astray (1 Jn 2:26–27; 4:1–6). Here we have a remarkably
close parallel to Paul’s teaching about the need for the testing of prophecies (1 Thess 5:21). From 2–3
John we learn of the existence of traveling teachers and the development of local leadership (not without
some problems reflected in 3 John) in a way that is not dissimilar from what we find in Paul. Otherwise,
there is little to pick up from John about what happened when Christians met together. We must beware of
assuming that practices were the same everywhere; what we are concerned to demonstrate is the
charismatic nature of congregational life coupled with the development of local leadership across early
Christianity.

Mission. The missionary nature of the church is immediately apparent in Paul’s letters. He
introduces himself as an apostle or missionary writing to the congregations that he has founded and
planted. There is an ongoing mission to which he is obligated, and there is a sense of geographical goals
to be reached. Although he says surprisingly little about the responsibility of congregations to engage in
mission where they are, he expects them to participate in the mission that has been entrusted to his
colleagues and himself by their support in prayer and by the provision of helpers; he is somewhat
ambivalent about monetary support but nevertheless did receive gifts.

The concept of mission in John is presented in terms of Jesus as being sent on a mission whose goal
is to save the world, and he entrusts his mission to his followers (Jn 4:38; 17:18; 20:21). The catch of
153 fish after the resurrection appears to be symbolical of the harvest to be gathered. The disciples are to



confer forgiveness or to withhold it, presumably from people who refuse to believe, and they are given
the Spirit to enable them for their task. The Pauline and Jo-hannine pictures agree on the fundamental fact
that the followers of Christ are called to a mission that brings salvation to those who accept their
message.

The coming of Christ and the resurrection. Paul’s teaching about the ultimate future
(“eschatology” for shorthand) centers on the coming of Christ and the resurrection of the dead. History
moves to a climax during which the effective dominion of Christ is extended over all things, and he
returns as a glorious figure to gather together his people who are still alive, raise up those who have died,
and transform them to be like himself for their future life with him. The rest of the dead are raised up, but
not transformed, to face the wrath of God at the judgment, which is carried out by Christ. Paul knows of a
final outbreak of evil in power before the coming of the end.

For John there is the same hope of eternal life for those who belong to Christ. The story of Lazarus
offers an acted parable of resurrection from the dead. But John also teaches that all the dead will hear the
voice of the Son of Man and be raised to life or to condemnation and wrath (Jn 5:28–29). As in Paul, it is
Christ to whom the task of judgment is delegated. The hope of the return of Christ is still there, but there is
less stress on it in the Gospel. The basic structure of expectation that we have in Paul is thus also present
in John, but the accents are differently placed, with rather more stress on eternal life. This would not be
surprising for an author writing somewhat later at a point when far more believers had already died. But
we must not omit to note that the Johannine literature includes the full-scale drama concerning the activity
of evil in the last days and the judgment upon all people in Revelation and also the recognition of the
activities of antichrists here and now wherever the coming of Jesus as the Christ is denied (1 Jn 2:22; 2 Jn
7).

Conclusion. This comparison shows that in Paul and John we have two presentations of early
Christian theology that have essentially the same basic structures and agree to a very considerable extent
in their detailed content; at the same time, they do differ in their conceptuality and style. We have two
different artists or schools of artists who see the same subject in different ways, but it is the same subject,
and we need both sets of pictures to bring out the richness of the common theme.
 

1C. H. Dodd, The Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1944), p. 16.
2Opinions differ whether John knew the Synoptic Gospels and developed themes from them or was dependent upon other, closely related
traditions. Either way, there are close links to the historical Jesus.
3The question, long ignored, is now firmly back on the scholarly agenda.
4Either role is used to indicate that the Son of Man has the decisive role at the judgment.
5Clearly at this point the audience is Jewish, but the problem of Jews and Gentiles does not affect the basic issue.
6As in the other Gospels, the term disciple is used frequently to designate the followers of Jesus, both in a narrow sense of his continual
companions and in a broader sense of his adherents, and it has some theological significance (Jn 8:31; 13:35; 15:8).
7This kind of faith is often expressed by the use of pisteuō eis.
8Admittedly this text stands on its own. Nevertheless, we may cite Mt 10:40; Mk 9:37; Jn 13:20, where acceptance of the messenger is
tantamount to acceptance of the sender. It is easy to see how this could be understood in terms of representation during Jesus’ earthly life but
in terms of a spiritual coming of the sender to those who accept the human messengers in the period after the resurrection of Jesus.
9Strictly speaking, the accusation is against the Jewish leaders who feared the Pharisees, but the point still stands.

10The words pray and prayer (proseuchomai, proseuchē) are conspicuous by their total absence; a different set of prayer words
and phrases is used.

11Jn 14:8 would seem to refer more naturally to the spiritual coming of Jesus to the disciples through the Spirit.
121 see no reason to accept the view that these references to the last day are glosses added to the text by a later reviser.
13Interestingly Jn 1:30 is the only instance of anēr (rather than the usual anthrōpos) being used of Jesus in the New Testament. It is

natural for other people to refer to Jesus as a man (Jn 4:29; 7:46; 10:33).
14Hahn, 1:612.
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THE LETTER TO THE HEBREWS

 

The letter to the Hebrews begins majestically like a speech and ends personally like a letter. It
presumably incorporates a written form of a sermon on a single theme that the writer sent to a
congregation for which he had a particular concern. The most plausible account of their situation is still
that a group of Christians were being tempted to fall away from their Christian faith as a result of a
combination of external pressure and internal weakness. An older view was that their precise temptation
was to relapse into the Judaism from which they had turned to Christianity.1 Whether this be so or not, the
author wrote to demonstrate to them the impossibility of salvation apart from Christ on the basis of their
shared acceptance of the Old Testament Scriptures and to call them to be prepared for the long haul of
faith and the tribulations associated with it.

The author’s identity is unknown, but he was a man, not a woman,2 and he was familiar with the
thought world of Hellenistic Judaism. The identity of the readers is likewise unknown, but Hebrews
13:24 probably implies that they were in Italy. The date of the letter is disputed, but 1 favor a date before
A.D. 70.

The structure of the argument has been a matter of intense detailed discussion, but we may safely
adopt the following analysis or something like it.

Hebrews 1:1–2:18 The revelation of God through his Son
Hebrews 3:1–5:10 The Son as high priest
Hebrews 5:11–10:39 The high priestly office of the Son
Hebrews 11:1–12:13 The need for faith and endurance
Hebrews 12:14–13:25 The Christian life in a hostile world

Within this broad framework there is an alternation of sections that are more doctrinal and more
paraenetical; the latter are found in Hebrews 2:1–4; 3:1–4:14; 5:11–6:12; 10:19–39; 12:1–13; 12:14–
13:25.3 It is thus characteristic of this writer that he weaves together instruction and exhortation.

The Theological Story

The writer’s theological style is a mixture of assertion and of exposition of Scripture. No other New
Testament writer makes such full and explicit use of Scripture as the foundation of his argument.

The revelation of God through his Son (Heb 1:1–2:18). In his opening section (Heb 1:1–14) the
writer plunges straight into a statement of the high position of Jesus, whose message is superior to that of
the prophets in virtue of his role in relation to the universe and of his status as the one who shares the
being of God and is enthroned beside him. This makes him superior even to the angels, a theme developed
in the rest of Hebrews 1 by a series of scriptural quotations that show how God addresses Jesus in a way
that he never addressed the angels and makes assertions about him that are superior to anything that is
ever said about angels.4 No arguments are advanced for the way in which the writer can regard certain
Old Testament texts as being about Jesus; he must have been able to assume that his readers shared his



method of understanding the Old Testament.5
The practical corollary (Heb 2:1–4) is that it is all the more culpable to neglect the salvation

provided by Jesus if the lesser message spoken by angels incurred penalties for disobedience. The
reference is to the giving of the law through the mediation of angels. The description of the announcement
of salvation is of particular interest for its close congruence with the way in which Luke describes the
preaching of the gospel with accompanying signs and the gifts of the Spirit in Acts.

In the second installment of this first part of the letter (Heb 2:5–18) the writer next proceeds to
accommodate the suffering and death of Jesus, which might appear to be an argument against his
superiority to the angels. By using Psalm 8 he is able to show how Jesus was made lower than the angels
only for a short time so that he might be one with his human kindred and suffer death for the twofold
purpose of defeating the devil and making atonement for the sins of humanity. With this comment the
writer introduces the dominant theme of Jesus as high priest that will occupy him for most of the rest of
the letter.

The Son as high priest (Heb 3:1–5:10). However, the writer begins his exposition a little distance
away from this in a practical section (Heb 3:1–4:13) by first of all comparing Jesus with Moses and
establishing his superiority as that of the Son as compared with the servant, even though Moses was the
principal servant. But as with the message given by the angels, so the Israelites were persistently
unbelieving and rebellious over against Moses, and there is the continuing danger that those who have
heard the gospel may equally fail to believe and so be excluded from the “rest” spoken of in Psalm 95.
This concept of rest is tantamount to salvation, and the writer explains that although originally it signified
entry to the Promised Land, the promise is not exhausted by that; there is still an experience of salvation
available for believers. The implicit exhortation to persevere in belief is buttressed negatively by a
warning that the state of the human heart is visible to God and positively by an intimation that with Jesus
as their high priest the readers can come with confidence before this God and expect to find mercy.

With the theme of the high priest now clearly intimated, the way appears to be open for a more
detailed exposition, and the writer begins to give this (Heb 5:1–10) with a general statement of the need
for a high priest to be a sympathetic representative of humanity and to be appointed by God to his office.
Both of these requirements are fulfilled in the case of Jesus, particularly through his suffering, which
perfected him for his role as Savior.

The high priestly office of the Son (Heb 5:11–10:39). The next step in the argument should be to
develop the exposition of the task of Jesus as high priest, but before being launched into it we again have
a practical section (Heb 5:11–6:20). The writer warns his readers that they are in danger of spiritual
unpreparedness for the teaching that he is about to give. Ironically he suggests that they need a simple diet
of teaching, but nevertheless he proposes to continue as if they were ready for more advanced teaching,
providing that they are prepared to receive it. There is the danger that people may turn their backs on
salvation and so on the Savior, in which case there is no hope for them. But although the danger is real, he
is not persuaded that it is the case with them, and when he bears in mind the signs of salvation that he has
observed in the readers he is encouraged to press on with his teaching. They for their part must continue
in faith and they will inherit what God has promised. For God’s promise, confirmed to Abraham with an
oath, is utterly reliable. Believers, therefore, have a hope on which they can rely. Beyond what they can
see is the heavenly sanctuary within which Jesus is present as their high priest.

So he begins his major teaching section, which is concerned with the role of Jesus as high priest
(Heb 7:1–10:18). The right of Jesus to be high priest, although he belonged to the tribe of Judah and not to
the priestly tribe of Levi, is justified by comparison with the intriguing figure of Melchizedek, who
functioned as an independent priest of God in the time of Abraham, long before the levitical priesthood
came into being. So too Jesus owes his position to his indestructible life and to his appointment by God,
confirmed by God’s oath. Thus Jesus is able to continue in office, uninterrupted by death, by contrast with



the earthly levitical priests. He has made a once-for-all sacrifice, and he is able to exercise an
uninterrupted ministry of intercession.

An elaborate comparison is now developed to assert the superiority of Jesus’ priesthood. Two
contrasts are drawn. The first is between the earthly character of the levitical priesthood, serving in the
tabernacle built by Moses, and the heavenly character of the priesthood of Jesus, serving in the heavenly
tabernacle of which the earthly was merely a copy. Here the writer takes up the story of the heavenly
drawing used by Moses (Ex 25:40) and concludes from it that there is a heavenly tabernacle to which the
earthly one corresponds as a shadowy outline of the real thing.6 The second contrast is between the first
or old covenant made with Moses and the promise of a new covenant made to Jeremiah. It is an easy step
for the writer to assert that the second covenant must be superior to the first, since otherwise God would
not have made it, and to identify it with the new state of affairs mediated by Christ. Here he is building on
the already current belief of early Christians that Jesus had inaugurated the new covenant by his death.

With this parallelism established, it is possible for the writer to draw out the correspondences and
contrasts between the two systems. It would be fair to say that the two systems have the same general
structure of a tabernacle with an altar and a system of offerings of sacrifices whose blood cleanses from
sin. The contrast is that the heavenly tabernacle is not material, that Christ has offered himself and not an
animal, that Christ has made one offering of himself once for all by contrast with the repeated sacrifices
of the levitical priests, and that there is no need for repetition of the one offering. When Christ returns, it
will not be to act again as a sacrificial victim but to bring salvation to those who are waiting for him.

But the point is taken further. The contrast is not between two efficacious ways of dealing with sin,
the first being the one that worked in the past until it was superseded by the second, namely, the sacrifice
of Christ. In fact the levitical sacrifices could not of themselves take away sin: how could the blood of
animals possibly do so? Even though the law required them, they were not in fact what God wanted.
These sacrifices, therefore, were simply shadows or reflections of the real thing. The sacrifice of Christ
achieves its end perfectly and once and for all, and thus it inaugurates a new covenant under which people
can be truly cleansed from sin.

The practical lesson emerges at once (Heb 10:19–39). Christian believers can confidently approach
God in prayer free from the guilt of sin. With such a privilege in mind they should continue in faith and the
activities that faith inspires. They must remember that if they go on sinning, there is no other way of
forgiveness; the particular sin in mind is the rejection of Christ as Savior. But again the writer is warning
against a possible danger rather than one that has overcome his readers—or at least he writes in these
terms in order to encourage them not to proceed further on the downward track away from belief. Let them
persist in their faith, for it cannot be that long until Jesus returns.

The need for faith and endurance (Heb—12:13). The carefully contrived mention of faith creates
the bridge for the final teaching section of the letter, which develops the notion of a faith that trusts in God
where it cannot see and that persists in belief despite every disincentive to do so. The parallel between
the old and the new covenants continues in that the faithful believers under the old covenant persisted in
faith although they could not yet see the realization of the promises of God and walked by faith rather than
by sight. They recognized that the world that they could see was not the world to which they really
belonged, and they believed that God could triumph over death. So too it is with those who live under the
new covenant; they are equally strangers and pilgrims, gripped by the firm hope that God will fulfill his
promises.

Again the practical relevance is pressed home to Christians who are under pressure to give up their
faith. There is every encouragement from the believers of the past and Jesus to persist and persevere. Let
them see the pressures to abandon faith positively as tests to strengthen faith; God is using this painful
means of discipline to make them stronger. And (a repeated thought in the letter) let there be mutual
encouragement as the strong help the weak.



The Christian life in a hostile world (Heb 12:14–13:25). The final section of the letter deals on an
even more practical level with life in the hostile world.7 There are warnings against sexual immorality
and material greed. There is encouragement built on a contrast between the fearsomeness of Mount Sinai,
where the law was given, and Mount Zion, where there is a vast company to welcome the readers; but
with the encouragement there is a repeated warning not to treat the God of Zion with contempt and incur
his wrath. The Christian situation is seen as one of privilege over against the emptiness of what Judaism
has to offer but also of disgrace in terms of the social exclusion that Christians may have to endure. In the
end, Christians depend upon their prayers for one another and upon the inward working of the power of
God (Heb 13:21) to provide them with the spiritual resources that they need for their pilgrimage.

Theological Themes

The old and the new. As the summary of the argument has shown, the conceptuality of the letter is
provided in large measure by the category of priesthood and sacrifice that is developed in this document
in a way unparalleled elsewhere in the New Testament. The writer’s concern is primarily with the work
of Christ, and everything that he says about the status of Christ is preparatory to the discussion of his work
and is designed to establish that he is indeed fit to be the high priest under the new covenant. The aim is to
show clearly that the work of Christ was to bring salvation in a unique way, so that the readers would
realize that there was salvation nowhere else but through Christian faith.

The development of this argument is structured in terms of a basic general contrast between “the
past” and “these last days”, intimated at the beginning of the letter, and this governs the thought of the
writer. The point of the contrast is not to condemn the set-up in the past as though it were invalid but
rather to establish the following points.

First, “in the past” God interacted with his people through prophets who were genuinely his
messengers, through the agency of Moses who ranked highly as the servant in charge of God’s house,
through the angels by whose agency the law was given, through the law as the revelation of God’s ways
for his people, through the promises of God which were real, and specifically through the sacrificial
system laid down in the law, by means of which the succession of priests made atonement for the people,
and through the faith of God’s people by which they gained genuine blessings.

Second, this set-up is contrasted with that of the present time as being no longer valid, however
much it once was. The old covenant has been succeeded by the new, which indeed it had foretold; the
priesthood of Christ has replaced that of Aaron; his single sacrifice has replaced the many offerings of the
ancient priests; a heavenly offering has replaced the earthly offerings at the tabernacle. Nevertheless the
way of faith is still the same.

Third, the old set-up provided the pattern for interpreting what is going on now. Thus the present age
can be understood as that of the new covenant, but we learn what a covenant is from the old covenant.
Equally the whole enterprise of understanding the work of Jesus as sacrificial depends upon drawing
analogies from the Old Testament system to the work of Jesus. This analogy requires that there is a real,
structural similarity between the two. It is important to show that Jesus was appointed as a priest so that
his work can be understood in terms of the Old Testament priesthood.

However, it is vital to observe that although the writer argues from the Jewish system, with which
his readers were familiar, to the work of Christ, as if the former provided the categories for interpreting
the latter, nevertheless he recognizes that the ontological order is the reverse. In fact what Christ did in
the heavenly sanctuary is the pattern that was followed by the old system of tabernacle and sacrifices, so
that the latter can be regarded as shadows of the real thing (Heb 8:5; 9:23–24).

Fourth, although the law laid down God’s requirements that had to be carried out (Heb 10:8), the
writer emphasizes that the old set-up could not take away sins and was thus not efficacious (Heb 9:9;



10:11). Its effects were purely external (Heb 9:13). It could not produce perfection (Heb 7:11, 19; 10:1).
The old covenant had something wrong with it, or else it would not have needed to be replaced (Heb
8:7).

To be sure, this fundamental criticism of the sacrificial system creates the same problem as we find
in Paul, where the question of how people got right with God before the coming of Christ also arises. The
system was a shadow or reflection of the true system (Heb 10:1). It might be possible to assert that by
reason of this it was efficacious in taking away sin, but the writer does not go so far as to say so. He
limits its efficacy to an external cleansing and its time span to the period before the new order was
introduced (Heb 9:10). Nevertheless it was there by divine command. Moreover, we are not told that it
was impossible to be in a right relationship with God before the coming of Christ. There is a significant
statement that people who sinned under the first covenant are granted redemption through the death of
Jesus (Heb 9:15). This may be a hint that the sacrifices under the old system achieved an outward
cleansing that was symbolical of the spiritual cleansing achieved by the sacrifice of Christ to which they
pointed. However, the point is not made clear, since the writer’s main concern is to demonstrate that, now
that Christ has come, there is no longer any need for the old.8

Here we must introduce yet another concept which is fundamental to the letter, that of perfecting
God’s people. This language is used of Jesus and of his people. It is brought into the discussion of the
sacrifices, which were not able to perfect the worshipers so far as their consciences were concerned, but
only to cleanse them externally (Heb 9:9) and temporally (Heb 10:1). Here, then, the term refers to the
sacrifices accomplishing that which ideally they should have been able to do, namely, to cleanse people
completely from their sins. But the ordinances of the law could not do this (Heb 7:19); they were weak
and imperfect. By contrast Christ is able to make perfect those who are being made holy (Heb 10:14). The
implication is that he does fully and effectively what the law could not achieve, to cleanse people
inwardly and permanently from their sins and so make them fit to enter into the presence of God without
fear (Heb 12:23). And this prospect is held out as a reality for people of faith under the old covenant as
well as the new (Heb 11:40).

Accordingly, the relationship between the old and the new systems is not simply one of contrast.
There is also a strong element of continuity. This is provided by the concept of faith. Whether or not Paul
thought that the era of faith did not come until Christ (Gal 3:23–25), the writer of Hebrews is quite clear
that faith was characteristic of the true people of God right through the Old Testament period (Heb 11).
He refers on occasion to the people’s lack of faith (Heb 3:19; 4:2; in terms of disobedience, Heb 4:11),
and the implication would appear to be that faith was a genuine possibility for them, but some of them did
not grasp it rather than that they lived in an era when faith was not a possibility.

The Christian life as a journey. Alongside the use of the concept of sacrifice and priesthood, a
further important structural element in the thinking of Hebrews lies in the concept of the journey in space
and time. Here there is not the same developed, systematic conceptuality and terminology; nevertheless,
the reality forms a significant subtheme in the development of the author’s appeal to his readers.

The key illustration here is that of Abraham, who left his own country to go wherever God would
direct him. His hoped for goal was a city, a place of security built by God (Heb 11:16). But he spent his
life in a tent, waiting for the fulfillment of the promise. Evidently the city is heavenly, and there is no
sense in which Abraham already arrived there. Nevertheless, to some extent the Promised Land of Canaan
may be seen as a shadow or foretaste of the ultimate goal and destination that is depicted as a heavenly
Jerusalem (Heb 12:22; 13:14; cf. Gal 4:26). Thus there develops the idea of God’s people as strangers
and aliens in this world looking forward to a better country, a heavenly one.9 At the same time the writer
can tell his readers that they have come to the heavenly city, so that there is the characteristic Christian
blend of the “already” and the “not yet”. Already Christians by faith have access to the unseen God and
his city, and one day they will see the reality of that which they firmly believe at present (cf. 2 Cor 5:7).



For the writer this would seem to be a difference between those believers under the old covenant who
merely looked forward and new covenant believers who already enjoy that to which they look forward.

A related contrast is that between the two mountains to which people may come. The first generation
of Israelites in the desert literally came to Sinai, which was a fearsome place. But the readers have come
to Mount Zion, understood spiritually as the city of God and populated by angels, other believers, God
and Jesus, and to a sacrifice that is efficacious. But in what sense have they come? Again this is the goal
of their journey, but at the same time it is the place with which they are in spiritual contact through their
faith. Perhaps there is a parallel between Mount Sina1 at the beginning of the journey to the Promised
Land and Mount Zion as the spiritual equivalent at conversion; in both cases the experience marks the
nature of the God with whom they have to do. The purpose, as in the earlier chapters, is to draw the
contrast between the inferiority and the superiority of the two situations and then to stress that, if failure to
listen to the God of Sina1 carried such serious consequences, how much more will failure to listen to the
God of the new covenant. However, the point that immediately concerns us is that the nature of the
eschatological goal, which is real and present in heaven, determines the nature of the present relationship
with God and speaks of privileges already enjoyed by faith.

The same pattern is established with the concept of rest. One reading of the biblical texts is that the
rest promised by God was the goal of the journey through the wilderness to Canaan; the angry response of
God to the rebellion of Israel in the desert was to condemn them to forty years of wanderings so that they
would all die and not enter into rest (Heb 3:7–11, citing Ps 95:7–11). This literal understanding is
pressed throughout Hebrews 3:12–19 in the interests of establishing that it was unbelief that leads to
exclusion from God’s blessings. But then the writer asserts that the promise of entering into rest is still
there as an offer to his readers, since the purpose of Psalm 95 is not simply to record what happened in
the past but to challenge the readers not to behave like the wilderness generation and so cut themselves off
from God’s rest. That rest is still a goal set before the new generation of readers; the offer made by
David, as the author of the psalm, still stands.

A further image used by the writer is that of the race, in which the readers are moving toward a goal
where Jesus stands to inspire them with his example. The imagery of the race enables the writer to
develop the thoughts of the need to keep going to the end and to bear with the tough demands of the course
(Heb 12:1–3). Here the metaphor of the race tends to merge into that of the struggle against enemies,
perhaps like a visiting football team having to contend also with the mass of spectators shouting for the
home team and discouraging the visitors.

It may be noted, finally, that the use of journey language was not seen by the author as incompatible
with the hope of the appearing of Christ at the end of the age to bring salvation to those who are waiting
for him (Heb 9:28). Travelers can also be people living in hope of a tax1 drawing up alongside them to
take them the rest of the way!

The nature of faith. It is now appropriate to consider this key characteristic of God’s people under
both covenants, faith. Faith in this letter is “being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not
see” (Heb 11:1). In this phrase are the two elements of futurity and invisibility. There is a realm that we
cannot at present see nor enter, but one day we shall see the unseen and enter the inaccessible. So faith is
concerned with belief in the invisible God (e.g., Heb 11:6) and with conviction that what is prophesied
for the future will happen (e.g., Heb 11:7). It was characteristic of the old covenant as well as of the new.
Thus Abel could by faith offer a sacrifice to God that was acceptable to him and be commended for his
righteousness (Heb 11:4). The same could presumably be said about Abraham’s willingness to offer Isaac
in sacrifice (Heb 11:17). The Passover sacrifice carried out by Moses was efficacious (Heb 11:28).
Clearly such faith, especially as illustrated by the cases of Abraham and Moses, involves commitment, in
that a life is lived on this basis, preferring the future reward to the present, tangible “treasures of Egypt”.
It must also involve trust in God that he will fulfill his promises. And it certainly involves perseverance



in the face of opposition and every temptation to fall back into a more comfortable, less risky way of
living. Thus it requires the believer to recognize that unpleasant experiences may still be within the
purpose of God inasmuch as they constitute part of the training or discipline that he uses for our own good
(Heb 12:4–13).

Nevertheless, the key question remains whether this kind of faith with its strong emphasis on
perseverance and hope for the future is essentially a personal relationship with God and Christ and leads
to the kind of spiritual union with God that is characteristic of Paul and John. Has the concept of faith in
these writers been replaced by something that is more “early catholic”? Has faith acquired more the sense
of faithfulness and perseverance?10

Part of the answer to this question is that we may be dealing simply with a changed emphasis, with
nothing more than a shift of focus to bring out the need for persistence in faith in a situation where this
was the quality chiefly needed in the readers. For Hebrews the church is a body of Christians who should
be moving forward and not backward (Heb 2:1), and so the elements of belief in the promises and
persistence despite opposition are of cardinal importance.

But having accounted for the distinctive character of faith in Hebrews in the light of the situation that
is addressed, the question still remains whether the author has a somewhat different understanding of faith
from elsewhere in the New Testament. This ties up with the question of the nature of salvation and to what
extent it is a present possession.

Salvation future and present. The writer of the letter is addressing a group of people who had
received a message concerning salvation that had been powerfully attested to them in various ways (Heb
2:1–4). Our problem is whether the message concerned a salvation that they could experience and receive
there and then or something that still lay in the future but of whose future possession they could be
confident because of the trustworthiness of the divine promises.

The accent is probably on the future in Hebrews 5:9, where Christ is the source of eternal salvation
for all who obey him, and also in Hebrews 9:28, where Christ will appear the second time to bring
salvation to those who are waiting for him. In Hebrews 1:14 the writer speaks about the angels serving
those who are to inherit salvation, that is, come into the possession of what has been promised to them.
This looks like a reference to aid given to believers in the course of their pilgrimage on the way to
inheriting salvation.

Further, the writer has a clear concept of a heavenly sphere into which believers will one day enter,
and has a terminology to describe it. “Mount Zion, the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem”
(Heb 12:22) is the heavenly destination. Where the author of Revelation appears to locate believers on
the new earth and the Jerusalem that has descended from heaven, the author of Hebrews is less precise
about the locale. The essential feature that the future dwelling of believers is with God is common to both
authors.

On the one hand, then, the temptation is to regard the present life of believers as one in which they do
not yet have salvation but live in a hostile world, experiencing pain and hardship, falling far short of
God’s purpose for their lives, not yet mature, always liable to fall away, and to think of salvation as the
perfected life of heaven to be reached after a long and arduous journey.

On the other hand, consider these elements of their position. In Hebrews 2:1–4 it is significant that
the contrast is between the law that was spoken by angels, that is, a proclamation from God, and salvation
announced by the Lord. It is a contrast between breaking the law and ignoring an announced salvation
rather than an announcement of salvation. It is impossible to avoid the conclusion that salvation itself
rather than simply a message about future salvation was brought to the readers. As Werner Foerster puts
it, “salvation takes place with being spoken about”.11 The readers have been freed from the fear of death
(Heb 2:15), a clear description of a present experience in this life. They are already described as God’s
sons and daughters who are destined for glory, and this description is tightly linked to a mention of Jesus



as the author of their salvation (Heb 2:10; cf. Heb 5:9). They already form part of God’s household (Heb
3:6). Above all, they share in Christ (Heb 3:14). They can enter into rest—which may combine elements
of the present and the future (Heb 4:1–11). They receive mercy and grace to help them in their time of
need: here mercy and grace are understood as divine power, motivated by love, that strengthens believers
facing temptation and hostility (Heb 4:16). They are able to come to God in prayer, even though they
cannot see him (Heb 4:16). There is the powerful description of the state from which people may fall
away, which includes enlightenment, participation in the heavenly gift, sharing in the Holy Spirit, tasting
the goodness of the Word of God and experiencing the powers of the coming age (Heb 6:4–5). The writer
goes on to describe his readers as people who experience or manifest the things that accompany salvation
(Heb 6:9). Christ is able to save completely and for all time12 those who come to God through him (Heb
7:25). The promise of the new covenant is fulfilled, according to which God’s laws are written in the
hearts of his people; they are his people, and they know the Lord; their sins are forgiven (Heb 8:10–12).
Their consciences have been cleansed from sin so that they can serve the living God (Heb 9:14), and they
have been made holy (Heb 10:10). Having been thus cleansed, they have confidence to enter the Holy
Place and draw near to God with full assurance.

In view of this accumulation of evidence, there can be no doubt that for this writer believers look
forward to a salvation yet to be revealed (cf. 1 Pet 1:5), but at the same time they experience a real and
comprehensive set of divine blessings, including entry into the presence of God with complete confidence
(cf. Rom 5:1). It would be playing with words to suggest that this was anything less than a genuine
experience of salvation.

Perhaps what leads to the writer’s stress on salvation as a future experience is his concern over the
possibility that people may experience all these divine gifts and yet fall away from their faith. So
perseverance or patience is an essential ingredient in faith, and because the writer knows of the
theoretical possibility of falling away and wrote because the possibility was in danger of becoming a
reality, he recognizes that in a sense nobody can be said to be saved until they have safely entered into the
unseen world.

Falling away. This last thought directs us to a further characteristic of Hebrews. The letter is, as we
have seen, written to a community that was in some danger of drawing back from its faith and ignoring the
salvation that it had received. In a number of passages (Heb 2:1–4; 3:7–4:13; 5:11–6:20; 10:19–39;
12:12–13:19) there are warnings against the danger of falling away from one’s Christian profession
coupled with encouragements to remain faithful to the end. These passages seem to allow that a person
who has been a believer and enjoyed the blessings of salvation may lapse into a state of unbelief. But,
more than that, it is also stated that if this happens to people, it is impossible to bring them back to
repentance and all that awaits them is judgment; even though Esau sought the blessing with tears, he could
bring about no change of mind. Thus to the possibility of falling away there is added the impossibility of
restoration to faith and salvation.

It should be noted, first, that when Hebrews speaks of the impossibility of apostate people coming
back to salvation, it appears to be suggesting that people who reject the way of salvation and the Savior
cannot be saved so long as they do so. There is no other sacrifice for sins, no other way for them to be
saved. The strong language in Hebrews 10:26–31 is meant to be a warning to those who are tempted to
reject Christ and to persist in doing so. The statement in Hebrews 6:4–6 may also be somewhat
hyperbolical in presenting a worst-case type of scenario, and the point may simply be that so long as
people continue to reject Christ they cannot be brought back to repentance and salvation. Alternatively,
the wording may be deadly serious and indicate that there is a point known only to God at which
repentance becomes impossible, and the writer faces his readers with this awful possibility in order to
make them fully aware of the dangerous end result of yielding to the temptation to apostasy.

Second, it must be insisted that while the tone is indeed one of warning against a possible danger, it



is coupled with strong statements of encouragement—“we are confident of better things in your case”.
Nobody is unequivocally identified here as having crossed over the fatal line.

Third, all attempts to evacuate the statements here of their significance fail to convince. The writer is
dealing with a real, if remote, possibility. Therefore, consideration must be given to whether the rest of
the New Testament in fact excludes the possibility.13

God as judge and Father. It is now appropriate to examine what sort of picture of God emerges
from the letter. Much of the traditional or typical Christian understanding of God can be illustrated from
the letter. God is the Creator of the universe, who completed his work in six days and rested on the
seventh day. He lives in a heaven that is pictured in spatial terms. He is the glorious and omnipotent ruler
of the universe but also the God who speaks through the prophets and his Son. In various ways the exalted
position of God gets perhaps more emphasis than in some other parts of the New Testament. He
established a household with Moses as his housekeeper and the people of Israel as its members, and he
made his covenant with them. He is active in the inauguration of salvation, which is due to his purpose
(Heb 2:10). He is aware of all that goes on in the whole of his creation, which means that human motives
and actions are laid bare before him (Heb 4:13). He is presented in powerful terms as the Judge (Heb
12:23) who acts to punish those who transgress the commands given through Moses and reject the
salvation offered through his Son. The language used in this context is extremely powerful, summed up in
the conception of him as a consuming fire (Heb 12:29).

The other side of the picture is that God is presented as a Father to the children who constitute his
family (Heb 2:10; 12:5–8). In relation to believers the term is used only in one passage where the point is
the discipline of the Father, which may seem harsh but is intended for the good of the children (Heb 12:4–
11). In the context, however, the point is to reinterpret the hardships through which the readers are passing
by means of the analogy with human parents who discipline their children in a manner that was
presumably fully acceptable to the readers since otherwise the analogy could not have been used as a
persuasive argument. Moreover, it is shown how Jesus as God’s Son went through the same kind of
experience (Heb 5:8). Believers have access to God through the efficacy of Christ’s sacrifice (Heb
10:19–22) and are able to serve God like priests (Heb 9:14; 12:28). The writer appears to suggest that
this privilege takes them into heaven (Heb 10:19), identified further as the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of
the living God (Heb 12:22–24).

Son and high priest. The christology of the letter is detailed. As we have already seen, it is
developed in terms of the sonship of Jesus, which forms the basis for his high priesthood, and it
emphasizes his genuine humanity and his divine sonship. The writer makes use of the familiar terms
Christ and Lord. The former of these is virtually a name for Jesus but may on occasion carry the
connotation of “Messiah” (Heb 6:1; 11:26). The term Lord is used only four times for Jesus, twice with
reference to his earthly career (Heb 2:3; 7:14) and twice of his exalted position (Heb 1:10; 13:20).

It is more striking that the simple term Jesus is found no fewer than ten times. There may be nothing
significant in this. But if this term does not allude to the humanity of Christ, there is sufficient other
evidence that the real human experience of Christ, which made him in all respects like his human brothers
and sisters (Heb 2:17), to the point of learning obedience to God and of suffering a human death (Heb
2:14–18; 5:7–9), was a matter of great importance to the writer. He saw this kinship and sympathy with
humankind as the indispensable qualification for acting as a high priest in his intercession for them and in
his dying for them.

In this connection we should note that the writer uses the same term ((perfecting) with reference to
Jesus as he uses for believers. Describing Jesus as the author or originator of salvation, he insists that in
this capacity Jesus had to be made perfect through suffering (Heb 2:10; cf. Heb 5:9; 7:28). The term to
perfect derives its meaning partly from its context; it means to make a thing perfect in whatever it is
supposed to be or do. Here it refers to the vocation of Jesus as Savior, and the thought is that he could



achieve his purpose only through “a whole sequence of events: his proving in suffering, his redemptive
death to fulfil the divine requirements for the perfect expiation of sins and his exaltation to glory and
honour”.14 It is important for the writer that the high priest who offers himself in sacrifice has a human
face. It is not just a case of making a costly self-sacrifice but of being a person who has fully entered into
the situation of humanity and is able to sympathize with them. His sacrifice is made by one who knows
and understands the suffering of humankind and thereby constitutes a genuine appeal by one representative
of them to God. Perhaps more clearly than anywhere else in the New Testament, Hebrews makes it clear
why the Savior had to be truly human.

On the other side, there is the exalted status of Jesus. This is brought out at the beginning of the letter
with the description of the Son in terms used elsewhere of Wisdom as sharing in the glorious image of
God and being his close companion and helper (Heb 1:1–4; cf. Wis 7:25–26). This language is generally
taken to imply a belief in the preexistence of the Son, that is, that the Son literally existed before creation
and shared in the task of creation. However, this understanding has been challenged by James D. G. Dunn,
who has argued that “Christ alone so embodies God’s Wisdom, that is, God’s creative, revelatory and
redemptive action, that what can be said of Wisdom can be said of Christ without remainder. The thought
of pre-existence is present, but in terms of Wisdom christology it is the act and power of God which
properly speaking is what preexists. Christ is not so much the pre-existent act and power of God as its
escha-tological embodiment”.15 This interpretation of the language is not persuasive. The critical point is
the claim that the creative and redemptive action of God, given literary personification in the figure of
Wisdom, is somehow embodied in Christ. It breaks down on the language of Hebrews 1:2, which does
not say that God made the world by means of his creative power or wisdom but by means of his Son.
Further, there is no good reason for saying that creation is excluded from the activity of the Son but the
upholding of the universe and the making of purification for sin are included. Furthermore, the concept of
Christ embodying the impersonal power of God is very different from the New Testament way of
speaking of his status in relational and personal terms as that of a Son to the Father.

The most unusual feature in the christology is probably the introduction of the figure of Melchizedek.
The writer uses Melchizedek to demonstrate how there can be a priesthood distinct from that of the tribe
of Lev1 but yet perfectly legitimate in its function and in a sense superior to that of Levi. The priesthood
of Christ, who came from Judah and not Levi, can be seen as falling into the same category. The
inspiration for this move could have come simply from the writer’s use of Psalm 110:1, which he
understood christologically (Heb 1:13). It was easy to read further in the psalm and find a motif that could
then be developed in the light of Genesis 14 and its picture of a priest whose origin was unknown and
who therefore had, so far as Scripture is concerned, no genealogical qualifications for his task. Further,
the biblical language about being “a priest forever in the order of Melchizedek” could be taken to imply
that Melchizedek, whose death is not reported in Scripture, held an eternal priesthood. At the same time
speculation about Melchizedek was in the air and could have had some influence. For Philo, Melchizedek
was an embodiment of the Logos, and in a Qumran text he is an angelic type of figure.16 However, nothing
suggests that Melchizedek was seen in this way in Hebrews,17 and certainly Christ is not identified with
him but merely seen as being in the succession of Melchizedek.

The task of Christ needs to be understood in terms of its goals, which are variously described. The
ultimate aim is, as we have seen, summed up in the concept of salvation (Heb 2:3; 7:25), but this is a
rather formal concept that needs to be fleshed out.

One aim is to bring God’s people to their future destination and condition, described as glory (Heb
2:10). This is understood to be God’s original aim for humanity (Ps 8), which at present is fulfilled only
in the case of Jesus. Another description of it is as rest; it may not be fanciful to see an implied contrast in
Hebrews 4:8 between the Joshua who did not give rest and the new Joshua who can do so.18



A second aim is to deliver people from the fear of death (Heb 2:15). This is achieved at least in part
by rendering the devil powerless since he has the power of death. Surprisingly, this thought is not
developed at any length here or elsewhere in the New Testament.19 It would be possible to argue that the
devil loses his power as the inflictor of death in that if people have been cleansed from their sins they no
longer come within his sphere of power, and this is what was achieved by the death of Jesus. But it is
also possible to argue that the death of Jesus, followed by his resurrection, broke the power of death and
was a victory won on behalf of his brothers and sisters by Jesus.

A third aim is to make people holy (Heb 2:11) or to cleanse them (Heb 9:14). This is manifestly the
principal theme of the letter. The work of Christ is understood as the offering of a sacrifice and the
provision of forgiveness (Heb 8:12). The Old Testament sacrificial system provides the categories used
by the writer, although, as we have noted, properly speaking this is because they are shadows and copies
of the real thing.

The writer uses more than one aspect of the sacrificial system, but the principal one is the annual
Day of Atonement, on which the high priest entered the innermost part of the tabernacle carrying the blood
of a sacrificed animal with which he smeared the cover of the ark of the covenant. The blood was the
indication that a sacrifice had been made, and the offering of it sufficed to expiate the sins of the people.20

For the writer the death of Jesus on the cross constituted the sacrifice. His exaltation to heaven and entry
into the presence of God constituted the offering to God that he made once and for all. The writer is quite
emphatic on this point, which contrasts the action of Jesus with that of the levitical priests (Heb 7:27;
9:12, 26, 28; 10:10, 14; cf. 1 Pet 3:18); he made his offering once and for all, and then he sat down (Heb
10:12). It is the basis for the traditional phrase “the finished work of Christ”. His intercession for sinners
continues (Heb 7:25), a motif that could lead to the misunderstanding that God the judge has to be
persuaded to forgive sinners, whereas in fact it is God himself whose grace led to the whole action of
salvation (Heb 2:10). It is at this point that the use of the imagery of intercession and mediation by a high
priest shows up the limitations of any human attempts to comprehend the reality of God and his action
within human analogies.

The writer also uses the language of sacrifice in a different way when he brings in the fact that
alongside the offering of the sacrifice to God there was the sprinkling with blood of the sinful worshipers
in various rites (Heb 9:13, 19; cf. the metaphorical application in Heb 10:22). Here the symbolism
associated particularly with the inauguration of the old covenant is brought into play, the sprinkling of the
blood signifying the cleansing and the consecration of the people to God.

The effect of sacrifice is that people can come into the presence of God without fear (Heb 10:19).
Here again the point is made by contrast with the old covenant, under which only the high priest could
enter right into the innermost part of the tabernacle, which symbolized the presence of God. But Christian
believers now have a positive relationship with God that can be described in terms of coming into his
presence—a present anticipation of the future consummation.

The people of God. The letter to the Hebrews offers little explicit teaching on the common life of
Christian believers, although it assumes that they meet together as a congregation and warns against
slipping away from the church meet-ings—and so from Christian profession (Heb 10:25). It encourages
believers to express their faith in praise to God and doing good to others; these activities provide the
opportunity for something equivalent to sacrifice in the Christian life (Heb 13:15–16). There is a fairly
certain allusion to baptism in Hebrews 10:22, where it is a symbol of spiritual cleansing. Some
interpreters understand Hebrews 13:9–10, which refers to an altar from which those who minister in the
tabernacle have no right to eat, as an allusion to the Lord’s Supper. But it is inconceivable that the author
thought of the Lord’s table in the church as an altar, since the only altar that he knows is in heaven. He is
referring to the spiritual benefits that come from the death of Christ, using the imagery of the worshipers
under the old covenant eating the portions of the sacrifices that were reserved for them.



Conclusion

The framework of the theology of Hebrews is set by the way in which the writer uses the continuity and
contrasts between the old and new covenants to shape his exposition of the superiority of the latter in its
own time. Linked to this contrast is that between the earthly tabernacle and the heavenly temple. A
typological understanding of the Old Testament is developed.

The main theme is the obsolescence of the old covenant and its replacement by the new, which
makes it inconceivable that Christians should want to abandon their pilgrimage of faith.

Significant elements in the theology are

1. The understanding of Jesus as the Son of God, who is superior to all other figures, including
Moses, as the mediator of the new covenant.

2. The centrality of the concept of priesthood. Jesus Christ is the high priest, qualified for his role
not only by being the Son of God but also by his incarnation and human experience.

3. The self-sacrifice of Jesus in his death followed by his entry into the heavenly temple to make a
once-for-all offering for sin. Despite the importance of this heavenly offering, the resurrection of Jesus
plays no significant role in the theology.21

4. The impossibility of forgiveness other than by the offering of Christ and the impossibility of
forgiveness for those who turn away from Christ.

5. The understanding of the Christian life as a pilgrimage or journey in faith.
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1Barnabas Lindars, The Theology of the Letter to the Hebrews (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 12–15, suggests that the
readers had a consciousness of sin but had lost faith in the power of Christ’s sacrifice to deal with their guilt and were turning to Jewish rites
to give them the peace that they lacked.
2The masculine gender of the participle in Heb 11:32 is decisive.
3This analysis is based on William L. Lane, Hebrews (Dallas: Word, 1991), 1:c11-c111.
4Hübner, 3:61–62, draws particular attention to the way in which God speaks to the Son (and addresses him as God!) and the Son speaks to
the Father (Heb 10:5–7), thereby demonstrating their complete unity in the work of redemption. The Holy Spirit also speaks to the people on
behalf of God (Heb 10:15–17).
5The quotations are from Ps 2:7; 2 Sam 7:14; Deut 32:43; Ps 104:4; Ps 45:6–7; Ps 102:25–27; Ps 110:1. Ps 104 is about the angels and causes
no difficulties. The messianic interpretation of Ps 2, 2 Sam 7 and Ps 110 is shared with other New Testament writers. The interpretation of Ps
45 as messianic was natural, since this was also a psalm about the Lord’s anointed. The use of the other passages is more problematic. Deut
32:43 in the form cited here was part of the Odes attached to the Psalter (cf. also Ps 96:7), and the reference to the making of atonement may
have been sufficient to justify seeing in it a reference to Christ rather than to the Father. In the LXX Ps 102:25–27 was understood as a
statement by God rather than an address to him (as in the MT). See Stephen Mot-yer, “The Psalm Quotations of Hebrews 1: A Hermeneutic-
Free Zone?” TynB 50.1 (1999): 3–22.
6The writer’s thought is sometimes thought to be based on the well-known Platonic contrast between the “ideas” in heaven and the copies of
them on earth. Against this view see especially L. D. Hurst, The Epistle to the Hebrews: Its Background of Thought  (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 13–17.
7Heb 13:22–25 is the typical conclusion of a letter, turning what precedes (1f it was originally a sermon) into the body of a letter. This process
was aided by the fact that the final main section of the document is very similar to the closing sections of other New Testament letters in its
coverage of miscellaneous practicalities.
8If the letter comes from after A.D. 70, then it may be, as is suggested by Marie E. Isaacs (Sacred Space: An Approach to the Theology
of the Epistle to the Hebrews  [Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1992], p. 67), that one of its purposes or effects was to reassure people
who felt acutely the cessation of the sacrificial system that the death of Christ had made the temple redundant in any case.
9This raises the question whether there is a depreciation of the material world as opposed to a heavenly spiritual one. See Hurst, Epistle, p. 73,
for a denial that the outlook is dualistic and the suggestion that it is more future-orientated.

10On this point see especially Graham Hughes, Hebrews and Hermeneutics: The Epistle to the Hebrews as an Example of Biblical
Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), pp. 137–42, with its careful refutation of the view of Erich Grässer
that faith in Hebrews has become faithfulness rather than a personal relationship with Christ. See further Victor (Sung-Yul) Rhee,
Faith in Hebrews: Analysis within the Context of Christology, Eschatology and Ethics (New York: Peter Lang, 2001).

11Werner Foerster, TDNT, 7:996.
12Lane, Hebrews, 1:176.
13See I. Howard Marshall, Kept by the Power of God: A Study of Perseverance and Falling Away,  3rd ed. (Carlisle: Paternoster,

1995).
14David Peterson, Hebrews and Perfection: An Examination of the Concept of Perfection in the ‘Epistle to the Hebrews”

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), p. 73. Other writers stress more the idea of his consecration as a priest (e.g., Lane,
Hebrews, 1:57).

15James D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making (London: SCM Press, 1980), p. 209.
16IIQMelch. See Fred L. Horton Jr., The Melchizedek Tradition: A Critical Examination of the Sources to the Fifth Century A.D.

and in the Epistle to the Hebrews (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976).
17See the discussion in Lane, Hebrews, 1:155–72.
18The Greek word for Joshua (lēsous) is the same as for Jesus.
19The concept of Christus Victor became more prominent in the patristic period, but in the New Testament it is a matter of hint and

allusion rather than of a systematically worked out motif.
20Strictly speaking, it covered only unintentional sins as opposed to deliberate acts of disobedience to God; it is the difference between

accidentally driving down a one-way street in the wrong direction and deliberately breaking a known speed limit. In practice, it was
probably interpreted rather elas-tically.

21The resurrection of Jesus is not mentioned explicitly until Heb 13:20, although it is implicit much earlier in references to his entry into
heaven and exaltation.
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THE LETTER OF JAMES

 

Of all the books of the New Testament the letter of James is the one that may appear at first sight to be
least theological. But it at least mentions Jesus, which is more than can be said for 3 John! Whatever may
have been the theological beliefs of the author, he has chosen to write a letter that is concerned largely
with the moral and practical behavior of his readers, although their spiritual life is not forgotten. The
letter contains plenty of what we might call good advice for people who may be subjected to different
temptations. It has been described as a “witness to a form of life which is formulated almost entirely in
Old Testament terminology without an explicit christology”.1 Our task will be to find out what the implicit
theology of the letter is.

The Situation

The letter is addressed by James, the brother of Jesus and the leader of the church in Jerusalem,2 to “the
twelve tribes scattered among the nations”. The writer here takes up the tradition of Jewish leaders
writing to Jewish people living in exile from their homeland and exposed to the difficulties and trials of
this situation (cf. the letters in 2 Macc 1:1–9; 1:10–2:18). However, this is a Christian letter to Christian
believers, and it is addressed in this way to Christians wherever they may happen to be, and implicitly it
identifies them as the new Israel, just as we find in other New Testament writings. The writer addresses
his readers as the diaspora, or dispersion (the name used for Jews living outside Judea), but there is no
agreement as to whether the diaspora is to be taken literally of Christians living outside Judea or
metaphorically of their sojourn in this world away from their heavenly home. Their situation is one of
testing and oppression, and James’s aim is primarily to strengthen and encourage them but equally to
exhort them to Christian behavior as they progress toward maturity of faith. The readers are manifestly
people with a Jewish heritage and may be presumed to be Jewish Christians. Although the subject of faith
and works is discussed, there is no reference to any of the problems regarding relationships between
Jews and Gentiles in the church such as we find in Acts and Paul. Nevertheless, this certainly does not
exclude the possibility that the envisaged audience could include Gentile Christians in their number.

The Theological Story

James confronts two perennial problems in his letter.
The one is the threat to the attainment of Christian maturity through pressure from outside, apparently

from rich people who oppress the poor Christians and attack their religion (Jas 2:7). There is some
debate over whether the rich people who are addressed in the letter were inside the church or outside it,
but certainly there was opposition from outside the church, from rich people who dragged some of the
Christians off to court (Jas 2:6).

The other is the threat to the unity of the congregations through internal bickering and slander (Jas
4:11). We hear of envy and ambition, of fights and quarrels (Jas 3:16; 4:1).

We thus have the paradox that the writer appears to be writing to a very broad audience, the



Christians scattered among the nations, and yet seems to have a very specific congregation or
congregations in view. Evidently, he assumes that what is true of the Christians he knows is also true
fairly widely and that what he has to say to this kind of situation can be heard with advantage by his wider
audience. Paul wrote similarly to the church in Corinth and meant his letter to be read throughout Achaia,
and in the same way the letters to Colosse and Hierapolis were to be exchanged by the churches.

There is no reference to false theological teaching as a danger in the church.3 We do not have the
problems with Judaizers that we find in Paul, and if there was christological heresy, such as we find
attacked in 1 John, the writer has nothing to say about it. It follows that the primary purpose of this letter
is not evangelistic, doctrinal or polemical but rather pastoral, as the writer displays his pastoral concern
for the readers and exhorts them to show spiritual care and love for one another (Jas 5:13–20; cf. Jas
2:14–17)

A first glance may suggest that the letter treats one theme after another with no discernible order.
While it is possible to detect a structure in the letter which makes it more than a collocation of teachings
on unrelated paraenetic topics,4 it may be more helpful for us in our survey of it to follow a very simple—
indeed oversimplified—analysis of the letter in terms of five recurring main themes that have been
interwoven.5

These themes are temptation and maturity, wealth and poverty, faith and actions, sins of speech, and
patience and prayer.

Temptation and maturity (Jas 1:2–8, 12–18) . The readers are seen as people who are constantly
subjected to temptations. These can be seen from two perspectives, either as circumstances in which God
is testing and so developing their faith as they learn to resist evil impulses, or as situations in which they
are being enticed to do what is evil and get trapped into a process that culminates in death (cf. Jas 5:20).
In particular, there is the continual temptation to follow the so-called wisdom of the surrounding world
(Jas 4:4) with its emphasis on success and consequent boasting (Jas 3:14). The Christian life is thus
understood as a process of testing. In the concluding exhortations the theme is taken up again with a
calling to be patient and to persevere in the face of suffering (Jas 5:7–11).

However, more important than the process of testing is the goal of maturity or perfection, which is
reached by a path that includes testing. This notion of perfection is particularly significant for James.6 The
aim of the Christian life is to be perfect and lacking in nothing (Jas 1:4). Its environment is created by the
heavenly Father whose gifts are perfect and whose law is perfect (Jas 1:17, 25; 2:8). Believers must
move forward to a faith that is perfect, and this perfection is achieved when faith works in harmony with
deeds (Jas 2:22). Perfection in the Christian life is to be seen in the absence of sins committed by the
tongue, since the people who can control their tongues are a fortiori able to control the rest of their sinful
impulses (Jas 3:2).

Temptation has to do with the contrast between the two ways, the path that leads to the crown of life
awarded by God and the path that leads to death. James thus assumes the normal Christian understanding
of life as following either the way of righteousness that leads to the kingdom of God or the way of sin that
leads to death. He is aware of the possibility of believers falling into temptation and coming into danger
of death, and the very last word of the letter emphasizes the importance of pastoral care for those in the
church who are liable to fall away into sin and death (Jas 5:19–20).

Wealth and poverty (Jas 1:9–11; 2:1–13; 4:8–10, 13–16; 5:1–6) . The church evidently contains a
range of people from the rich to the poor, with the main body falling between the two extremes, and there
is a temptation for those in the middle to show partiality toward the rich out of self-interest and to
discriminate against the poor. At the same time there is a temptation on the part of the rich toward
complacency and to oppression of the poor in order to maintain their own lifestyle. The difficulties
encountered by the church are apparently not due, as is more common elsewhere in the New Testament, to
persecution of Christians as Christians but rather to the oppression of the poor by the rich. The author



very much sides with the oppressed poor who trust in God and points out to them the judgments that await
the people who are rich and immoral.

Faith and actions (Jas 1:19–25; 2:14–26; 3:13–18; 4:1–7, 17). There is the temptation to assume
that faith is the sufficient mark of a Christian regardless of the need to demonstrate the reality of faith
through appropriate action. Certainly faith is extremely important; it is the typical quality of the Christian,
and the readers can be described as “rich in faith” (Jas 2:5). However, faith is not everything. The
author’s slogan is “faith and actions working together”. The specific context of the teaching here is the
existence of bad relationships within the congregations; alongside the partiality shown to the rich there is
a lack of concern for the needy and a strong tendency to quarrelsomeness and to arrogance. From the
amount of space given to this theme it looks as if it is the most important one in the letter, or at least the
one that requires the most attention.7

Sins of speech (Jas 1:26–27; 3:1–12; 4:11–12; 5:12). There is a considerable body of traditional
teaching on the sins of speech; the tongue can be an uncontrollable source of evil, especially in the
slanderous and angry things it says about other people, particularly fellow believers. Here the author
chimes in with a long tradition in the ancient world of teaching regarding speech.8

Patience and prayer (Jas 5:7–11, 13–20). The closing section of the letter stresses the importance
of patience and of intercessory prayer for the members of the church.

Theological Themes

It may be as difficult for us to see the rationale for this collection of topics as it is in the case of Jewish
wisdom books like Proverbs, where the themes jostle somewhat untidily against one another. And it
would be unwise to do too much mirror reading and attempt to identify the readers and their situation on
the basis of the sins that are being condemned, especially as James names his readers in very broad terms.
One can easily imagine many a Christian congregation or congregations for which any of these topics
would be appropriate subjects of exhortation.

What is surprising is the gathering of them together with so little of the kind of theological backing
that is typical of the rest of the New Testament; the contrast with 1 Peter, with which James has some
significant contacts, is very marked. In fact, however, the essentially practical focus of the letter can cause
readers to overlook the fact that the topics discussed all have theological roots and significance. What is
lacking in James is the explicit use of christological and soteriological material to form a basis for
following exhortations, such as we find in some of the Pauline letters, or the use of doctrine to form the
theological backup for preceding exhortations, such as we find on occasion in Titus and in 1 Peter.
Nevertheless, a doctrinal basis is present. Note for example, how respect for other people is built upon a
doctrine of the image of God (Jas 3:9). Even more significantly, James is explicitly concerned with the
crucial questions of how people are saved (Jas 1:21; 2:14; 4:12) and justified (Jas 2:21–25). What is
happening is that to a considerable extent James emphasizes elements in New Testament theology and
ethics that tended to be ignored or marginalized elsewhere, and he has an important corrective to offer to
some mistaken practical consequences that were being drawn from mainline Pauline theology.

Jesus Christ. There is no explicit christology in the letter, but only hints that show that the writer
had such a doctrine but expressed himself without recourse to it here. Jesus appears to be mentioned or
alluded to only four times apart from the reference in the opening greeting (Jas 1:1).

In James 5:7–8 the readers are instructed to be patient until the Lord’s coming. In view of the unified
expectation of the coming of Jesus rather than of God in the New Testament, this is best taken as a
reference to the parousia of Jesus.9 The reference to the future coming of the Lord is thus pregnant with
meaning in that here the same shift has taken place as elsewhere in the New Testament, where the future
coming of God on the Day of the Lord has been replaced by the coming of the Lord Jesus as judge, with



all the implications that this has for the Christian estimate of Jesus as being God’s supreme agent and
entitled to the same honor.10 Although God is the only judge (Jas 4:12), here this function is assigned to
Jesus.

This exalted understanding of Jesus is confirmed by the description of him in James 2:1 as “our
glorious Lord Jesus Christ”.11 For James Jesus is not simply a human teacher or a human Messiah; he is
the Lord of glory, the status assumed by Jesus as a result of his resurrection and exaltation. His character
is seen in the way in which an appeal to faith in the Lord is used to back up a condemnation of favoritism
or partiality.

It is not surprising, then, that in a third passage those who are ill are to be anointed in the name of the
Lord and the Lord will forgive any sins that they have committed (Jas 5:14–15).12

And, finally, when James mentions “the noble name of him to whom you belong” (Jas 2:7), this is
surely a reference to baptism in the name of Jesus, again with all that this implies for the position of Jesus
as Lord and Savior.13

What must not be forgotten, however, is that this letter includes numerous echoes of the teaching of
Jesus, largely drawn from the Sermon on the Mount.14 The influence of the teaching of Jesus is pervasive,
and indeed for its size James shows proportionately more such influence than any of the other letters.

God as giver and judge. James takes up two possible misconceptions about God. One was that
people were lacking in faith in the goodness of God and his willingness to answer prayer; they thought
that God does not bestow good gifts on those who ask. The other misconception was that God is the
author of temptation and that he is trying to pull people down.

Against such misconceptions James wants to reassure his readers that God is gracious (Jas 4:6;
5:11) and generous (Jas 1:5). All good gifts come from him (Jas 1:17). He is ready to answer prayer.

The picture of God is developed positively in such a way as to emphasize his role as lawgiver and
judge and his lack of partiality. God desires a righteous life on the part of his people (Jas 1:20). The sort
of life that God wishes to see is characterized by concern for the needy and by freedom from succumbing
to the sins of the surrounding world. The basic commandments found in the Old Testament are held up as
God’s continuing will (Jas 1:25).

There is a strong stress on God as the judge before whom all will eventually stand (Jas 2:12–13;
4:12). James does not mince his words about the fearsomeness of the judgment that is in store for the
wicked and unjust (Jas 5:1, 3, 6, 9, 12).

God is further described as choosing the poor for his kingdom (Jas 2:5). Here, if anywhere in the
New Testament, there would seem to be a bias to the poor on the part of God, which his church should
imitate. James would justify it by pointing to the oppressive character of rich people, especially as this
was experienced by his readers, and he condemns the favoritism that fails to give the poor their rights. He
insists that God is concerned for the people who are oppressed by the rich (Jas 5:4).

Already we can see two main influences from the Old Testament shaping the thought of James. The
first of these is that James stands in the tradition of wisdom teaching, which in its turn was carried on in
some of the teaching of Jesus.15 Here we may remind ourselves that the teaching in the Old Testament
falls into three main categories. First, there is the category of law, in which God’s instructions to his
people have a characteristically legal character and are expressed in terms of commandments that have to
be obeyed under pain of penalties. Leonhard Goppelt has argued that the “royal law” (Jas 2:8) is more
than the Old Testament; it is “the claim of God that stood behind the Old Testament commandments”.16

Second, there is the category of prophecy, in which God speaks to his people more in terms of exhortation
backed up by promises and warnings of what will happen to them according to whether they accept or
reject the prophetic message. And, third, there is the category of wisdom, in which God’s instruction is
given largely in short, independent, pithy sayings that are often self-evidently true or are based on



profound observation of what happens in life. Proverbs and Ecclesiastes are the outstanding examples of
the form, but it is also found in some of the psalms, like Psalm 1 and Psalm 49. Now the teaching in James
is generally of this character, although elements of law and prophecy can also be found.17 This applies to
its form, but it also applies to its content; there is explicit reference to the importance of wisdom.

The other is that James picks up the theme of the righteous sufferer found in the Psalms and
elsewhere, especially the book of Wisdom. The meaning of this term is obvious enough; it refers to the
kind of person who is upright and honest in behavior and trusts implicitly in the power and love of God.
Nevertheless, such people can be the objects of attack and persecution by other people who take
advantage of them, and in that situation they commit themselves afresh to the care of God, and they have
his promise that in the end he will vindicate them. James believes that God will ultimately uphold the
poor, not necessarily the poor in general but the poor who believe in God and commit themselves to him
(Jas 1:12; 5:10–11). The motif of the righteous sufferer is thus used to say something significant about the
character of the God in whom the sufferers put their trust.

In both of these cases James is carrying further motifs found in the Gospels. Jesus is presented as the
prime example of the righteous sufferer who commits himself into the care of God and is vindicated for
this faith and obedience. And Jesus spoke as an envoy of wisdom and used the forms of the wisdom
literature.

The life of the believer. James has a powerful sense of the reality of sin. He is well aware that
temptation works by the stimulation of evil desires that are part of a person’s nature. Here the Jewish
background of James is particularly evident in that his writing probably reflects the Jewish doctrine of the
good impulse and the evil impulse that are present in human nature, and our behavior depends on which
has the upper hand; what James says about evil desire is very like Jewish teaching about the evil impulse
or yetzer.18 There can therefore be no excuse for sin by claiming that it was the result of an overpowering
outside impulse (Jas 1:13–15).

James identifies his readers as people who have been given birth through the word of truth (Jas
1:18). This statement brings James remarkably close to Peter (1 Pet 1:23), and it strongly suggests that
there is more to the theology that is held by James than what surfaces in this particular writing. His
theology of conversion is thus expressed in two standard ways. First, in terms of God’s action, Christians
are people who have experienced a new birth, but, second, in terms of human action they are also people
who profess faith in Jesus Christ (Jas 2:1). James is thus writing to people who are identified as
believers, and his concern is with their life of faith, the temptations to give it up, the ways in which they
may live inconsistently and the path to maturity.

James also describes them as being under the law of liberty (Jas 1:25). The law is described as
“perfect” and “royal” (Jas 1:25; 2:8), powerful adjectives that emphasize its preeminent place in the
theology of James. In a paradoxical way the law sets people free because it is part of the word, that is, the
gospel, through which they receive new birth.19 It is important for James that there is an element of law in
Christian teaching. The law found in Scripture (i.e., the Old Testament) is part of the “word” that
Christians hear, for the “word” is not simply gospel but also teaching about behavior (Jas 1:22–23). Is
there here a difference from Paul? Hardly, for Paul is equally concerned that believers fulfill the law and
cites the same supreme command (Rom 13:8–10). It is true that different New Testament writers give
different degrees of emphasis to the place of the Old Testament law in the lives of believers. Paul was
quite emphatic that believers are no longer under the law and that people cannot be justified by the works
of the law, but this does not seem to have meant for him that the moral and spiritual teaching of the law
was no longer relevant for them.

It is noteworthy that James makes no mention of the Holy Spirit in relation to the life of the believer.
One possible explanation is that wisdom in James is equivalent to the Holy Spirit in other parts of the
New Testament.20 Wisdom is a gift given by God (Jas 1:5; 3:15) that leads to humility (Jas 3:13); in



James 3:17–18 it produces qualities in believers that are remarkably similar to the fruit of the Spirit in
Galatians 5:22–23; even the word fruit is common to both passages (cf. 2 Pet 1:5–8). Does James, then,
in effect use the term wisdom with reference to those aspects of the Christian life that other writers refer
to by means of language about the Spirit? This is an attractive hypothesis particularly when we remember
the close connection between wisdom and the Spirit in some of the background material (Is 11:2; cf. Eph
1:17).21 However we answer this question, it emerges that James does have a concept of a divine power
at work in the lives of believers without which their path to perfection would be impossible22

Faith and actions. James is particularly insistent on the need for faith to be expressed in actions
(e.g., Jas 2:1–4) and the uselessness of a faith without actions (Jas 2:14–26). We should carefully
distinguish three related motifs here. First, listening to the Word must be accompanied by obedience to
what it says (Jas 1:22). Second, words without deeds are useless when people need to express both (Jas
2:15–16). Third, and equally, faith not accompanied by works is dead (Jas 2:14, 17).23 James builds up
an argument for action that is not based simply upon logic but is defended by appeal to biblical examples,
Abraham and Rahab. He can pick up the Old Testament example of Abraham and demonstrate from it the
need for deeds to make faith complete.

Here James is talking about faith and works in relation to salvation (Jas 2:14) and to justification,
God’s declaration that a person is righteous and stands in a good relationship to him (Jas 2:21, 23–25).
Now it was Paul who developed the doctrine of justification and insisted that it was by faith and not by
works. This has naturally raised the question whether James has got Paul or followers of Paul in his sights
and is handing out a corrective. This may well be so, and we must discuss the point later. James is
attacking a false view of faith that sees it as little more than orthodox belief that does not change a
person’s lifestyle. He is quite clear that the Christian life can be summed up in terms of faith (Jas 1:3; 2:1,
5) and that faith is essential to our ongoing relationship with God expressed in prayer (Jas 1:6; 5:15).
There is, then, a genuine kind of faith, but there is also a faulty kind of faith that is no faith.

Further, it is important to observe that what James does throughout is to insist on faith and works.
What James defends is the view that faith is demonstrated to be real by issuing in actions that express it,
like being prepared to offer one’s son to God (Jas 2:21) or welcoming spies and protecting them from
capture (Jas 2:25). Although the illustration in James 2:15–16 is concerned with the contrast between
words and deeds of love as a parallel to the contrast between faith without deeds and faith with deeds, it
is a highly apposite illustration in that James undoubtedly saw loving deeds as opposed to ritual
requirements as one of the necessary expressions of true faith.

The life of the congregation. The fact that Christians meet together comes out almost incidentally in
James 2:1–4, where their gathering is called by the Jewish name of synagogue. They form a group led by
elders (Jas 5:14) whose pastoral care extends to visits to the sick to anoint them and pray for them. There
is no mention of overseers/bishops or of deacons, and we may perhaps presume that the elders fulfilled
the functions of these leaders. The activity of teaching is evidently important, and it was not confined to
the elders, but rather it would seem that there was a wider circle of people who gave teaching or had a
recognized role as teachers. Teaching was regarded as a desirable occupation even by people who were
not well suited to it (Jas 3:1–2).

The teaching is described in traditional Christian fashion as “the word” (Jas 1:22–25), and it can
include the “perfect law” as well as specifically Christian instruction. Wiard Popkes characterizes the
church of James as a church of the Word—and of words!24 It is the emplanted word that is able to save
people, and they are brought to the new birth through the Word of truth (Jas 1:18); their role as a
congregation is to receive the word.

The life of the congregation includes prayer and singing of praise (Jas 3:9) as well as mutual
confession of sins (this seems to mean confession of faults committed against the other person) and



prayers for healing (Jas 5:13–18). Nothing is said explicitly of baptism or the Lord’s Supper, but these
can fairly be assumed to have taken place, and the “name” in James 2:7 has been plausibly connected with
baptism. There is thus a framework of Christian meetings at which people praise, pray and are taught as
the background to all that the letter is concerned with. Here James is simply assuming the common pattern
of congregational meetings that was to be found, with minor variations, throughout the early Christian
world. The only oddity is the use of the term synagogue for the Christian meeting; this word is not found
elsewhere in the New Testament in a Christian sense, but it is attested later in Ignatius and Hermas.
Clearly a Jewish background is present.

Moreover, the way in which James addresses his readers as belonging to the Dispersion probably
indicates that they regarded themselves as the true successors of the Old Testament people of God. Their
present existence is similar to that described in 1 Peter as “strangers and pilgrims”, people living in the
midst of an environment that was at best uninterested and at worst inimical to their faith. The way in
which Abraham is claimed as their father (Jas 2:21) is a further indication of this takeover of a Jewish
heritage.

Conclusion

The framework of James is provided by the Jewish wisdom tradition that molds the form and the content
of his thought.

The main theme is the development of Christian perfection, seen in a life of active faith that
successfully copes with the temptations arising from the love of money and the abuse of the tongue.

The significant elements James stresses are

1. Human answerability to the judgment of God through Christ, whose coming is near.

2. The provision of God’s word and divine wisdom to enable believers to develop maturity.

3. The need for faith to be expressed in action.

4. Life lived according to the law of God to love one’s neighbor; this forbids partiality.

5. Life lived in dependence on God through prayer.

James thus makes a rather distinctive theological contribution to the New Testament.
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1Brevard S. Childs, The New Testament as Canon: An Introduction (London: SCM Press, 1984), p. 444.
2The attribution of the letter to this James rather than to a pseudonymous author is well grounded; see, for example, Richard J. Bauckham,
James (London: Routledge, 1998), pp. 11–28.
3The view that people could be justified by faith without deeds is more a matter of a wrong emphasis regarding practice than of doctrinal
error.
4This view of James was powerfully presented in the influential commentary by Martin Dibelius andHeinrich Greeven, James (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1975), but is convincingly rejected in more recentwork, particularly by Peter H. Davids, The Epistle of James: A Commentary on
the Greek Text (Exeter: Pater-noster Press, 1982). Davids’s analysis is complex and open to refinement, but in essence it is on theright lines.
A simplified version of it is as follows:

Jas
1:1 Greeting

Jas
1:2–
27

Opening statement on trials and temptations, which deals in turn with testing (Jas 1:2–4, 12–18),
prayer and wisdom (Jas 1:5–8), poverty and riches (Jas 1:9–11), speech (Jas 1:19–21), obedience
and generosity (Jas1:22–27)

Jas
2:1–
26

Poverty and riches; faith and deeds

Jas
3:1–
4:12

Wisdom and the tongue

Jas
4:13–
5:6

Testing and wealth

Jas
5:7–
20

Closing statement: patience and prayer

The essence of this analysis is the recognition that various themes are adumbrated in the opening statement and then discussed in turn more
fully in the central part of the letter.
5This analysis goes back to J. A. Findlay, as reported in A. M. Hunter, Introducing the New Testament  (London: SCM Press, 1945), p. 97;
he thought that five short sermons or homilies had been broken up and stitched together. Without sharing this theory of compilation we may
nevertheless find his analysis useful for highlighting the main topics in the letter.
6Cf. Robert W. Wall, “James, Letter of”, in DLNTD, pp. 545–61 (p. 553).
7If we ignore the greeting, there are 108 verses in James, and 34 of them, that is, a third, are devoted to this topic.
8See the detailed survey by William R. Baker, Personal Speech Ethics in the Epistle of James (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck],
1995).
9There are six clear uses of Lord for Jesus (Jas 1:1; 2:15; 5:7, 8, 14, 15). Elsewhere in the letter the term Lord refers to God the Father (Jas
1:7; 3:9; 4:10, 15; 5:4, 10, 11). As elsewhere in the New Testament, it is not always absolutely certain whether God or Christ is the referent.
See William R. Baker, “Christology in the Epistle of James”, EQ 74 (2002): 47–57.

10This expectation of the parousia is a lively one, and it is clearly still within the horizon of the readers and not something shifted into the
distant future (Jas 5:3, 9).

11One possibility here is that we should translate “the Lord Jesus Christ, [who is] the glory [sc. of God]” (cf. Sophie Laws, A
Commentary on the Epistle of James [London: A & C Black, 1980], pp. 94–97), but many commentators prefer to see “glory” as a
descriptive genitive.



12In Jas 5:10 the name is presumably that of God.
13There is only one possible reference to the Spirit in the obscurity of Jas 4:5 (cf. the variants in TNIV), but here it is more probable

that the reference is to a human spirit, namely, the evil yetser which inclines to envy; see Joel Marcus, “The Evil Inclination in the
Epistle of James”, CBQ 44 (1982): 621.

14See the table in Wiard Popkes, Adressaten, Situation und Form des Jakohushriefes  (Stuttgart: Katholische Bibelwerk, 1986), pp.
156–57.

15It is interesting that the form-critical analysis of the sayings of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels has found that many of them fit into the
patterns of legal sayings, prophetic sayings and wisdom sayings, thus corresponding to all three main divisions of the Hebrew Bible
—the law, the prophets and the writings.

16Goppelt, 2:206.
17For the former see Jas 1:25; 2:8–13; for the latter see Jas 4:13–5:6, which has the marks of a prophetic denunciation of the sins of the

rich.
18There are links here with the Jewish understanding of the two impulses, good and evil, within human beings (yetser). For a full survey

of the background see Marcus, “Evil Inclination”.
19See Goppelt, 2:204–5.
20Compare how the exorcisms of Jesus are attributed to the Spirit of God in Mt 12:28 but to the finger of God in Lk 11:20.
21The case is strongly argued by J. A. Kirk, “The Meaning of Wisdom in James: Examination of a Hypothesis”, NTS 16 (1969–1970):

24–38.
22Note that there is no suggestion of the sort of perfectionism in James that would divide believers into two categories, the ordinary

believers and the “perfect”. Perfection is always seen as a goal rather than as an achievement.
23Note how “words without deeds” is used as an analogy to argue against “faith without works”.
24Popkes, Adressaten, p. 103.
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THE FIRST LETTER OF PETER

 

The so-called first letter of Peter has the familiar form of a real letter that we know from the writings of
Paul. It is addressed to Christians in a specific, though wide, area of the ancient world.1 It takes account
of a broad situation that may be presumed to be generally true of the readers without evidencing a specific
occasion of the kind that we find in, say, the Corinthian correspondence. The concrete circumstances that
are reflected are the attacks on Christians that constitute painful trials (1 Pet 4:12); the short letter uses the
verb suffer about twelve times, more than any other book in the New Testament. These sufferings are
evidently happening rather than being merely a threat on the horizon, but they are for the most part insults
and harsh treatment from other people, such as slaves might receive from unsympathetic masters (1 Pet
2:18–20) rather than any kind of official state action. nevertheless, since the possibility of suffering is
compared with what may happen to murderers or thieves (1 Pet 4:15), it may be that prosecution was a
possibility.

The people addressed form Christian congregations that are led by elders (1 Pet 5:1), but the tasks of
ministry are carried out by any members of the congregation who are appropriately gifted by God (1 Pet
4:10–11). We get the impression of a church that has had sufficient time to spread throughout the world (1
Pet 5:9), but at the same time the character of the teaching suggests that the readers included people who
had just become believers; healthy established congregations would naturally include new believers.

Perhaps a majority of contemporary scholars hold that the letter is later than Peter but comes out of a
group who evidently held that what they had to say could fitly be associated with him. But there is nothing
in the letter that demands allonymity,2 and we may well have here a valuable testimony to the thinking of
Peter himself.

The aim of Peter is to give a general letter of encouragement and teaching to his readers, much in the
way in which many a modern sermon does not deal with one specific set of circumstances among the
hearers but gives them a general exhortation that is concerned with the Christian life as a whole but may
be slanted in some particular direction. The major theme, then, is the way in which Christian believers
are to live in the world despite the hostility that they experience from some of its members.

As with so many Christian writings, it is not easy to discern the detailed logic of the discourse.
There are some clear breaks, but there are also some lengthy threads where the author moves from one
topic to another with a logic that is not ours; in particular, he has the artifice of tagging on a phrase to the
end of one sentence and then making it the theme of the next one (e.g., 1 Pet 1:9/10). Nevertheless, there is
an integrated structure of theology and exhortation in which “the theological statement gives the basis for
the exhortation, and then the exhortation refers back to the statement about salvation”.3

The letter begins with an opening greeting and thanksgiving (1 Pet 1:1–12) and has a closing greeting
(1 Pet 5:12–14). In between we can distinguish three main sections that are concerned with the basic
characteristics of Christian living (1 Pet 1:13–2:10), social conduct (1 Pet 2:11–3:12) and the Christian
attitude toward hostility (1 Pet 3:13–5:11).

The Theological Story



Greeting and berakah (1 Pet 1:1–12). The opening greeting employs the same concept of the Christian
dispersion as we find in James. The readers are further described as being God’s elect people. They are
such through the foreknowledge of God, which is a way of saying that he took the initiative in bringing the
church into being; through the sanctification wrought by the Spirit, which molds their character to be
appropriate for God’s people; and with the purpose that they might be obedient and sprinkled with the
blood of Jesus, these being the signs that they are now in covenant with God (like the Israelites in Ex 24).

Since the Christian way is not easy and involves suffering, a good part of the letter is devoted to
rehearsing the nature of Christian salvation in such a way as to encourage the readers. The mood of the
letter is accordingly one of praise to God for the gift of salvation (1 Pet 1:3). The opening section of the
letter takes the form of an extended expression of praise to God4 and serves to remind the readers of the
nature of this gift (1 Pet 1:3–12). Peter emphasizes that although the readers may be suffering now in all
kinds of ways, they can look forward confidently to a future in heaven, and therefore while suffering they
enjoy a confident hope of what God has promised to them. There is accordingly a contrast between
present suffering and future blessing.

One purpose of putting the matter like this is to indicate that there is a sense in which the present
trials of the readers are allowed by God as a means of testing and strengthening their faith. For the
moment they live by faith rather than by sight of Jesus Christ.

All this might make us think that Peter is working with a simple contrast between present suffering,
sustained by hope, and future realization of that hope. This would be a serious misunderstanding of the
letter. There is also a strong element of present salvation in the letter. The revelation of Christ has taken
place “in these last times” (1 Pet 1:20). The coming of Jesus is the beginning of the end and so brings a
new era in world history. The readers have already experienced a new birth (1 Pet 1:3, 23). Already the
prospect of the future causes the readers to experience great joy. So, although they look forward to the
coming of Christ (1 Pet 1:7; 5:4), here and now they know what it is to love him and believe in him, and
this experience causes intense emotions of joy (1 Pet 1:8). When Peter says that they are receiving the
goal of their faith, the salvation of their souls (1 Pet 1:9), the present tense should be taken seriously and
not softened into a future. Already they have tasted that the Lord is good; they have had evidence of his
care for them (1 Pet 2:3).

It emerges, then, that Peter uses this now-then contrast in order to stress the need for godly living
during the period that leads up to the final revelation of salvation. He is concerned with how believers
live in this interim period, and he motivates them by the hope of what is to come. He uses the hope to
encourage them in that he stresses the certainty of its being fulfilled. This is accomplished by rooting the
hope in the resurrection of Jesus as an event that the readers would have taken for granted as historical
fact (1 Pet 1:3). It is also achieved by the claim that the sufferings of Christ and the glories to follow were
the theme of prophecy and that the prophets were told by God that their message was for the benefit of the
future generation to which the readers belong (1 Pet 1:10–12). Thus the readers can be sure that they are
the people for whom the blessings are prepared.

The basic characteristics of Christian living (1 Pet 1:13–2:10). In the light of this statement of
their status as the objects of God’s grace, Peter can move into exhortation. Despite their present trials, the
readers are to set their sights on the future. The element of future hope, already stressed in 1 Peter 1:3,
reappears in 1 Peter 1:13. Throughout this period of confident waiting the readers are to seek to be holy,
like their God (Lev 11:44–45). There is an element of the fear of the Lord. God is their Father, but a
Father can also be a judge,5 and God is the impartial judge of his people (1 Pet 1:17; cf. 1 Pet 2:23; 4:5).6
So there is an incentive to live in way that will earn his approval.

But Peter does not linger long on that theme before giving further encouragement to the readers by
referring to the way in which they have been delivered from their old, futile way of life and its
consequences by the shedding of the blood of Jesus, who is the counterpart of the sacrificial victims in the



Old Testament. Here redemption is not simply from the consequences of sin but from their sinful way of
life. But the appeal is based not simply on the fact of deliverance but on the great cost with which it was
achieved. So precious a gift is not to be treated lightly by continuing to live useless lives. The outcome is
a new life in which their faith and hope rest in a God whom they can fully trust. If this statement is meant
to assure them of the certainty of their salvation, it is also meant to fill them with a powerful motive of
gratitude to sustain them in their pilgrimage.

The exhortation continues with an appeal for sincere love within the Christian community (1 Pet
1:22), but this is not developed in any detail. Instead there is a further statement of their new status, this
time using the metaphor of rebirth through the Word of God to eternal life. This new picture allows Peter
to briefly develop the thought of spiritual sustenance by the milk that is appropriate for newly born
children.

Then the imagery shifts yet again, and Peter now develops a more extended metaphor of the
believers as a spiritual building, with Christ as the cornerstone. The building is specifically a temple
whose purpose is to offer spiritual sacrifices to God, and the readers appear to be understood
simultaneously as the stones of which the building is made and also as the priests who function within it.
The imagery serves as yet another source of encouragement, since the texts about the stone refer to the
safe position of those who believe in the cornerstone contrasted with those who do not believe and so are
rejected.

This leads to a summary statement in which the readers are understood to be the new Israel, a
priestly nation whose task is to praise God. Language used of Israel in the Old Testament is here directly
applied to the company of believers.

The social conduct of believers (1 Pet 2:11–3:12). The appeal for Christian conduct now becomes
more concrete as Peter develops the need for the readers to live in a way that will be recognized as good
by the world around them. Conduct that would be generally accepted as good is here motivated and taken
to a higher level by theological backing.

All believers are to be submissive to the rulers and to honor people in general for the Lord’s sake.
Obedience to God entails obedience and respect to the authorities that he has set up in the world.

Slaves are to obey their masters no matter whether the latter is good or faulty. Here Peter develops
the thought that suffering that is undeserved brings credit with God, and he backs it up by reference to the
example of Jesus, here described in terms of the suffering Servant (Is 53). But the example merges into a
reminder of the way in which as the suffering Servant Jesus bore the sins of the readers and healed them;
picking up another metaphor from the same context, the readers are to be seen as wayward sheep that are
now obedient to their shepherd.

Wives are also to be submissive to their husbands, an attitude that was expected in the culture of the
time and one that would help to commend the gospel to non-Christian partners. Husbands for their part are
to show due consideration for their wives and not to act selfishly toward them. Their equality as
inheritors of God’s salvation is emphasized.

All of this climaxes in a call to mutual love and to refraining from answering evil with evil, based on
Psalm 34.

The attitude of believers to hostility (1 Pet 3:13–5:11). The remainder of the letter is concerned
with the situation of believers in a hostile world, of which we have already had several hints in the
earlier part of the letter. This now becomes a theme in its own right. Believers are encouraged that the
suffering that will inevitably come their way cannot really harm them. Therefore, they should not be
frightened of the opposition but prepared to bear witness to their faith. Peter repeats his point that it is no
credit to anybody to put up with punishment because it is deserved, but if a person suffers innocently, that
is, for being a good person or a believer, then this is creditworthy. Again the example of Jesus as the
innocent sufferer is invoked. This time, however, the thought is elaborated in a different direction by



referring to the way in which he was brought back to life and preached to the spirits in prison who had
been disobedient in the time of Noah. At that time God was acting to save Noah and his family, and he is
now acting to save believers through “baptism”, which corresponds to the “salvation” of the people in the
ark through water. There seems to be an implicit parallelism between Noah, who was a preacher of
righteousness (2 Pet 2:5), and Christian believers as witnesses in a hostile world. But God raised Jesus
from the dead and the opposing powers have been subjected to him. God saved Noah, and God saves
believers. The victory of Jesus thus encourages believers in their witness; they know that the forces
arrayed against them are ultimately powerless.

So the believers can be encouraged to see that their sufferings will turn out for their good. They are
not to fall back into their old way of life, in which they were free from persecution because their life was
like that of the world around them. Instead they are to live lives that are different, knowing that even if
they are abused for it, they will ultimately be vindicated in that their opponents will be judged by God.

Over against the sinful life that they once practiced is placed the Christian alternative, a life of
sobriety, prayer, mutual love and mutual service, in which they use the gifts that God gives them for
ministry to one another that, like their evangelism (1 Pet 2:9), will bring glory to God.

Yet again the readers are warned to expect opposition, but it is to be seen as a form of testing and as
a path that will lead to sharing in the glory of Christ. Persecution can be understood as a means that God
uses to purify the church by separating out the faithful from the unfaithful. Sufferings can thus be regarded
as a kind of judgment by God (1 Pet 4:17) through which his people are purged of sin.

In this situation, the church needs leaders who will care for the flock and members who are prepared
to be humble in their attitudes to one another. They are also to be humble over against God, submitting to
his way for their lives. The situation can be summed up in terms of the church being under attack
worldwide from the devil seeking to destroy it, but its members are in the care of God, who will
strengthen them to withstand attack and bring them to glory, just as he exalted Christ after his sufferings.

Theological Themes

The general character of the theology. The dominant theme of the letter is one of encouragement to the
readers to live steadfastly and positively as Christian believers in the world, despite the sufferings and
opposition they encounter. Peter encourages them by dwelling on the future hope that is guaranteed to
them, the way in which Christ has redeemed them, and the various ways in which they experience God’s
grace and strength here and now, and by encouraging their communal life as the people of God. Theology
thus serves to motivate Christian living.

First Peter illustrates well the structure of Christian belief and experience in terms of the three
categories: doxological, antagonistic and soteriological. The Christian life is expressed in praise,
worship and thanksgiving to God; it is lived in opposition to Satan and evil; and it derives its strength
from the salvation bestowed by God in Christ and through the Holy Spirit.

We have seen how the dominant note at the outset of the letter is praise to God. The theological
teaching is couched in the form of praise to God because of what he has done. The effect of rehearsing the
great deeds of God is to bring about spontaneous expressions of thanksgiving to God.7 Behind this
thanksgiving there lie the two elements of God’s working in the world.

There is his victory over the forces of evil leading to their defeat. At the heart of the letter is the
enigmatic passage about the two stages in the victorious journey of Christ after his death: first, his
triumphant message to the spirits in prison and, second, his enthronement alongside God as supreme over
angels, authorities and powers (1 Pet 3:19, 22). Believers in their own way are immersed in the fight
against the evil passions that make war upon them (1 Pet 2:11), but Peter assures them that they are
fighting against a defeated foe.



There is also Christ’s deliverance of believers from sin to bring them to God and the promise of
their future inheritance. The language of redemption is used to describe how believers have been
delivered from their past way of life by the death of Christ (1 Pet 1:18–19).

The influence of the Old Testament. Considerable importance is attached to the written and spoken
Word of God as the means whereby God saves and strengthens his people (1 Pet 1:23–25; 3:1); here we
have the major statement in the New Testament regarding the prophetic character and continuing
relevance of the Old Testament (1 Pet 1:10–12). The letter is remarkable for the extensive use of citations
from and allusions to the Old Testament. This takes place used in several ways.

First, the Old Testament is used to explain who Jesus is and what he does. We have here the fullest
use of Isaiah 53 by any New Testament author; Jesus is preeminently the Suffering Servant who is not
merely an example of how to respond to persecution, but above all the One who bore the sins of humanity
in order that they might die to sin and live to righteousness (1 Pet 2:21–25). He is also likened to a
sacrificial lamb whose blood was shed to redeem or deliver people from their old, sinful way of life and
its consequences.8 The allusion appears to be primarily to the Passover lamb, but since the descriptions
of the various sacrifices in the Old Testament are not dissimilar, we should not tie down the reference too
tightly; we may compare, for example, the description of the burned offering in Lev 22:17–25. This
language is part of a general application of the idea of a new exodus and of an understanding of the
requirements of the Christian life as a counterpart to the teaching on the holiness of God’s people in
Leviticus.

Second, then, at the beginning of the letter, in the theological definition of the readers that forms part
of the greeting, they are described as God’s chosen people, made holy by his Spirit and destined for
obedience to God and being sprinkled with the blood of Christ (1 Pet 1:2). This last phrase in particular
is lifted from the description of the covenant ceremony in Exodus 24 and shows how Peter regards the
church as the counterpart of Israel at Sinai; it stands in continuity with the people of God in the Old
Testament and is now that people. This Old Testament teaching about the people of God can be used to
shape the exposition on the ground that the readers are the people of God and therefore the promises and
the exhortations in the Old Testament both apply to them. Consequently, the immediate goal of Christian
living can be described in terms of holiness (1 Pet 1:15–16), using language inspired by Leviticus 11:44–
45, Leviticus 19:2 and Leviticus 20:7. It is noteworthy that the question of the status of Jews who had not
become part of the Christian church is not discussed. The place of the church as the successor of Israel in
the Old Testament is taken for granted.

Third, it has been suggested that some sections of the letter use parts of the Old Testament to provide
the guiding thread.9 This is evident in the sustained use of Isaiah 53, but also there is the use of Psalm 34
in 1 Peter 3 and of Leviticus in 1 Peter 1–2. Some of the material, such as the quotations in 1 Peter 2:6–8,
is also used independently by other New Testament authors, probably drawing on a common stock of
Christianly interpreted texts, but there is also material that is peculiar to this letter. In any case, the
understanding of the exodus from Egypt and the associated setting up of the covenant with its
accompanying teaching on how God’s people are to live has been understood as the prototype of
Christian redemption; Peter, in other words, uses typology as a means of utilizing the Old Testament
revelation.

The significance of Jesus Christ. The person of Jesus is of central importance, particularly in his
role as the Suffering Servant who died to redeem the readers, but also as the resurrected and exalted Lord
who is to be revealed in glory.10 First Peter also, like James, contains a significant number of echoes of
the teaching of Jesus, introduced without specific identification of their source. The more ethical teaching
of Jesus fits in comfortably alongside the Old Testament as a basis for how believers should live.
Whatever theological struggles there may have been over the observance of the Torah as the way to be
right with God, in practice Christians accepted the Old Testament as a guide to God’s will for holy



living.11

Obviously the main interest of Peter is in the death and resurrection of Christ and specifically in their
significance for the lives of the readers,12 but he goes beyond this in three ways.

First, he speaks of Jesus as the one who was chosen by God before the creation of the world but who
was revealed in these last times for the sake of the readers (1 Pet 1:20). Here there is the familiar New
Testament contrast between what God planned before creation and what he did to carry his plan into
effect later, between what was at first hidden and secret and afterward was revealed to human beings.
This emphasizes that God took the initiative in salvation and carried out his plan in due course. He chose
Jesus before creation to be the Savior and then brought him into the world to carry out his task. While the
language might mean nothing more than that God carried out a preconceived plan, it is more likely that
Peter is thinking of a preexistent being whom God appointed for his task even before creation and then
revealed him to the world. However, Peter does not develop the relationship of Jesus Christ to God his
Father (1 Pet 1:3) in any way; he simply takes it for granted.

Second, Peter develops the story of what happened after the death of Jesus. He was put to death “in
flesh” but brought to life “in spirit”. This compressed phraseology is hard to elucidate, but it appears to
mean that on the human level, as regards the physical sphere of existence, Christ died; his body physically
died. But on the divine level, as regards the spiritual sphere of existence, he was made alive in a life that
is not physical or not simply physical but spiritual, and therefore eternal and not bound by the constraints
of the physical. When Christians today affirm belief in the physical resurrection of Jesus and consider it
important to do so, what they are denying is that the physical body of Jesus simply perished in the grave
and only some kind of spiritual entity was brought to life. What they are affirming is that the physical body
of Jesus died but came to life in a new way in the spiritual realm as a spiritual body. In this way the
importance of the physical is preserved; it is not merely a shell for the spiritual that can be cast away
when it is no longer needed but is an essential part of the whole person.

Peter goes further, however, and tells his readers that in this spiritual mode of existence Christ made
a journey to the prison where the spirits are and preached to them. The spirits are best understood as the
evil, supernatural powers that are kept imprisoned by God until the day of judgment (2 Pet 2:4; Jude 6).
The main alternative is that they are the spirits or souls of dead people, separated from their bodies, but
this is a very unusual use of the term. Some commentators strengthen this interpretation by arguing that the
reference in 1 Peter 4:6 is to the same beings, but it is more likely that this verse refers to the way in
which the gospel was preached to believers who have subsequently died and are destined for life with
God.

The prison is generally thought to be the underworld, but in some writings the opponents of God are
kept in subjection in a lower part of heaven (cf. Rev 12:7 of the devil). The term preached in itself does
not tell us what Christ’s message was; normally the verb is used of proclaiming the gospel, but in the
present context the proclamation is more likely to be of the victory of Christ.

The whole passage is intended to make two points. The first is that the evil powers are identified
with the evil beings whose sin and rebellion led to the flood. Just as God saved Noah and his friends then
despite the flood—almost, one might say, through the flood on which Noah’s boat could float safely—so
now too God saves the people who submit to the water of baptism from perishing with his opponents. The
second thing is that these powers that threaten believers have been vanquished and Christ is supreme over
them. The purpose of the passage, therefore, is to encourage believers facing hostility by reassuring them
of their salvation and the defeat of their enemies. Peter assures the readers of the continuing care of Christ
for them by referring to him as the Shepherd who cares for his sheep (1 Pet 2:25; 5:4).

Finally, as in the writings of Paul, Christ is the source of all the blessings of salvation, and this is
expressed by the use of the characteristically Pauline phrase “in Christ”. God addresses his call to
people, as we would say, “in and through Christ”; he is the channel of God’s communication (1 Pet 5:10).



The closing benediction is addressed to all those who are “in Christ” (1 Pet 5:14): the thought is that they
are joined to him so closely by their faith that he determines their way of life. Hence the good way of life
of Christians is described as being “in Christ” (1 Pet 3:16); it is determined in every way by Christ,
through his example and as the result of the believers’ trust and obedience to him. Peter does not actually
speak of “dying and rising with Christ” in the manner of Paul, but he comes close to it with his teaching on
dying to sins and living to righteousness (1 Pet 2:24).

The Holy Spirit. There is no particular emphasis on the Holy Spirit. There is debate whether in 1
Peter 3:18 Jesus is made alive “in the Spirit” (TNIV) or (more probably in my view) “in the spirit[ual
realm]” (cf. NRSV). When Peter refers to the gifts that enable believers for ministry, it is not clear whether
the word which he uses (Charisma, 1 Pet 4:10) would automatically arouse associations with the Spirit
or not, although 1 Corinthians 12 does make the link quite explicitly.

Other references are quite unambiguous. The Spirit is referred to as the inspirer of the prophets and
Christian preachers (1 Pet 1:11–12), as the agent in the sanctifying of believers (1 Pet 1:2), and most
interestingly as the Spirit of glory and of God who rests on believers when they are persecuted (1 Pet
4:14). Here we have a powerful restatement of the motif that the Spirit will aid believers when they face
hostile questioning in court (Mk 13:11).

The church as the people of God. The experience of present salvation provides the ground and
motivation for the new behavior of believers. It also draws them together as the people of God. Peter
takes for granted the fact that believers corporately form the people of God, although he never uses the
term church (ekklēsia). Instead, he uses a whole lot of phrases that, as we have seen, indicate that he saw
Christian believers as now forming the people of God. They are God’s flock (1 Pet 5:2). This phrase
picks up the imagery of Jeremiah and Ezekiel in particular regarding Israel in relation to God. Peter’s
understanding of Christian leadership is of people acting as subshepherds under the chief Shepherd. They
should not only care unselfishly for the flock but should also—rather breaking the parameters of the
metaphor—be examples to those for whom they care (1 Pet 5:2–4).

The believers also form the house of God (1 Pet 4:17); this word can refer either to a “household”
(so TNIV) or, as is much more likely here, to the place where God is present, his temple. This fits in with
the same image in 1 Peter 2:4–5 and with the passage that probably inspired the thought here (Ezek 9:6;
cf. Mal 3).

In 1 Peter 2:1–10 we have one of the most powerful statements in the New Testament identifying the
company of believers as the people of God; language used to describe the privileged position of the Jews
as the people of God in the Old Testament is now deliberately applied to the readers so that they are
identified as this people. They are God’s household and God’s people. The identification is even more
focused in that the Christian congregation is declared to be both temple and priesthood with the task of
offering the spiritual counterpart of sacrifices to God. These sacrifices are evidently the praise of God by
words and by the living of lives that honor him in the world and so increase his glory (1 Pet 2:4–10).

On the practical level believers form a community and love one another. They show this love by
giving hospitality to one another. Prayer is also a part of their life; the implication is that it is a communal
activity as well as a private one (1 Pet 3:7; 4:7). It is also assumed that they will share Christian teaching
with one another and serve one another. They don’t have to be told to do these things but rather are
encouraged to do them better, and they can do so because God’s grace gives them the insight and the
strength that they need. Here we have an important parallel to what Paul says in Romans 12 and 1
Corinthians 12 on spiritual gifts of ministry. Like Paul, Peter assumes that any and every member of the
congregations may be equipped to serve in this way, and it is taken for granted that ministry of this kind
was practiced, although there were people recognized as elders in the congregations. Further, the
possession of a spiritual gift entails a responsibility to use it.

The outward mark of entry to the church is baptism (1 Pet 3:21), which is said to save the readers.



This bold language is justified in that baptism was probably taken with great seriousness as the sign of
acceptance into the church and above all either as a pledge to live a new life or a prayer to God to enable
this to happen.13 The older view that the letter as a whole reflects what was said at a baptismal service is
no longer seriously held, but the hypothesis is significant as demonstrating the way in which much of the
letter does reflect the theology of conversion. There is no mention in the letter of the Lord’s Supper.

The characteristics of believers. In the description of Christians we have observed a powerful
element of hope (1 Pet 1:3, 13, 21; 3:5, 15), although this has not displaced faith (1 Pet 1:5, 7, 8, 9, 21;
2:6–7; 5:9, 12; cf. 1 Pet 4:19). These two qualities are the appropriate ones in this letter for people who
are thought of as “strangers and exiles”. They are living in the world as temporary residents and do not
really belong to it. Indeed the world thinks them very strange people because its pleasures are not their
pleasures, even though they once enjoyed them (1 Pet 4:1–4). The thought is different from that of
Hebrews, which is more concerned with the journey or the race that constitutes the Christian life.
Nevertheless, the forward look is important, as well as the sense of trusting in the unseen Creator (1 Pet
4:19) and Christ (1 Pet 1:8). And the strong stress on their being the people of God gives them a status
and a self-respect that contrasts strongly with their situation vis-à-vis the world.

Alongside faith and hope, however, love for God and Christ (1 Pet 1:8) and for one another (1 Pet
1:22; 2:17; 4:8–9; 5:14) and holiness (1 Pet 1:2, 15–16; 2:5, 9; 3:5) stand together as the qualities or
characteristics that Christians must show, mirroring the life of God. Rather than referring to the love of
God, however, Peter speaks repeatedly of his grace, using this term to sum up the entire series of events
and spiritual gifts through which life was brought to the world (1 Pet 1:2, 10, 13; 3:7; 4:10; 5:5, 10, 12;
cf. the use of “mercy”, 1 Pet 1:3).

Life in the world. The major theme of the letter is the way in which Christian believers are to live
in the world despite the hostility that they experience from some of its members.

Peter makes use of a pattern of teaching found elsewhere in the letters, especially in Titus, in which
believers are told how to behave in relation to other people and institutions in society. Such teaching was
found in non-Christian sources also and was concerned with relationships within the ancient household
and toward the state. We find it in the New Testament mainly in Ephe-sians, Colossians and Titus.

In Peter’s development of this pattern there are two key words. The one is do good (1 Pet 2:15, 20;
3:6, 17). This term is particularly important in making it clear that Peter is concerned to commend an
outgoing, positive attitude toward life in society, however much the Christians may have been the objects
of hostility. The other significant term is submit (1 Pet 2:13, 18; 3:1; 5:5), and this expresses the
appropriate attitude toward people who in one way or another are placed over the readers—the
governing authorities, the masters of slaves, the husbands of wives and the elders of the church (1 Pet
2:13–17, 18–25; 3:1–7; 5:5). There is nothing surprising in this given the existing framework of ancient
society, which took these relationships for granted. In the first three instances Peter is thinking particularly
of situations where the superior party was not necessarily Christian, and he is insisting that in these
circumstances Christians show the effects of their obedience to the Lord by living according to the norms
of ordered society.

At the same time he does have something to say to the people on the other side. He insists that
Christian husbands must show consideration to their wives, and he regards them as joint heirs of the gift
of life (1 Pet 3:7); he also requires the elders to avoid the characteristic faults of leaders and calls all the
members of the church to show humility toward one another (1 Pet 5:5b; cf. 1 Pet 3:8–12). The concept of
mutual responsibilities was known in the ancient world, but Peter perhaps goes further in emphasizing this
mutuality in a direction that leads to a recognition that believers are fundamentally equal in the Lord.
Nothing is said about the duties of governors to their subjects or of masters toward their slaves; at least in
the former case it can be assumed that these are non-Christians who would not be accessible through a
Christian letter. In any case, since Peter is addressing himself particularly to people who suffer, teaching



for governors and masters of slaves would be less appropriate here.
Peter’s audience clearly includes people, probably especially Gentiles, who had undergone a

profound conversion in becoming Christians; the language of new birth is used at the outset of the letter to
convey the newness of the existence of Christians (1 Pet 1:3, 23). He recognizes that his readers will
include people who once lived like the rest of pagan society, and he expects that they will now live sober
lives (1 Pet 4:3). For this and other reasons Christians may expect abuse from other people, but they can
reflect that there is no credit in suffering punishment or abuse for doing wrong, but if they are doing what
is right and suffer for it, this is praiseworthy in God’s eyes (1 Pet 2:20; 4:15–16).

Refusal to take part in a sinful way of life does not mean the same thing as withdrawal from the
world. Rather, Christians are to do good in the world and in the particular social settings in which they
are placed (1 Pet 2:15). There is thus a thoroughly positive attitude to the opportunities given by living in
the world. There is probably also an eye to Christian mission here in that the hope is that through their
good deeds Christians will lead non-Christians to glorify God (1 Pet 2:12); this ties in with the way in
which Christians are also to be prepared to respond to people who question them about their faith (1 Pet
3:15–16).

From these instructions we can see that Peter presupposes that the human authorities in the world
owe their positions to God and therefore they and the sociopolitical order that they embody are to be
respected and obeyed. In developing his rationale for Christian behavior in this situation Peter’s thought
is dominated by the role of Christ. The behavior of believers is to be determined by their loyalty to Christ
as their Lord (1 Pet 2:13). Moreover, when it comes to suffering, Christ functions as the exemplar of
innocent suffering endured in the confidence that God will vindicate his faithful people. When Christians
suffer as a result of their faith, they are participating in the sufferings of Christ (1 Pet 4:13).

Conclusion

First Peter is a letter in which the theology is explicit and is used constantly to encourage the readers and
to back up the practical instruction. The density of the theology of 1 Peter is quite remarkable; it is a rich
source for understanding the nature of the Christian life in a hostile world. Compared with James it is
more a letter of encouragement than of practical instruction.

The letter is distinguished by not engaging in any polemic with the readers or with groups among
them who are expressing false doctrines and false understandings of Christian behavior. There are
warnings against failure to live up to Christian standards and encouragements for those whose hopes are
weak, but there is no trace of false views that need to be corrected. New Testament theology is not
always conducted in an arena of debate.

The framework of thought in the letter appears to be broadly that of the other New Testament letters.
The main theme in the theology is the nature of the Christian life in a time of testing; believers, called

to a living hope, are to live holy lives in the fear of God and mutual love, respecting the society in which
they are placed but avoiding its temptations and standing firm in the face of persecution.

Significant themes worthy of note are

1. The way in which the theology is expressed in strong dependence upon the Old Testament and in
the consciousness that believers now form the people of God.

2. The accent on the hopeful aspect of faith as belief in the God who raises the dead and guards his
people.

3. The understanding of Jesus Christ in terms of stone and servant imagery.



4. The unique reference to Christ’s preaching to the spirits in prison.

5. The recognition of persecution as an opportunity for witness and the positive attitude toward
living out the Christian life in the world despite its sin-fulness and opposition.

In summary, Peter has a very positive attitude throughout the letter to what God is going to do in and
for the readers; his promises will be fulfilled, and the life of the readers in the world will have a positive
influence. Suffering is real but is relativized by the promises of God, which are fulfilled now and in the
future. The designation “epistle of hope” is thoroughly appropriate for this letter.
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1For a slightly fuller defense of the critical and exegetical positions adopted in this section see I. Howard Marshall, 1 Peter (Downers Grove,
Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1991).
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3Hübner, 2:392.
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makes the point that Peter is less concerned with the problem of consciences disturbed by guilt and more with “the disturbed consciousness of
living as exiles in a world of abuse”. This is true up to a point, but Peter is concerned that his readers are delivered from a sinful way of life
and the judgment that will befall the rest of the world.
9See especially William L. Schutter, Hermeneutic and Composition in 1 Peter (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1989).

10Attempts have been made to identify specific traditions utilized in the three christologically rich passages 1 Pet 1:18–21, 1 Pet 2:22–24
and 1 Pet 3:18–22, but, while traditional phraseology is doubtless being used, the formulation is most probably the author’s own.

11The question of the law and the works of the law is not raised in this letter. Peter is able to take over ethical teaching from the law
without being troubled by the problems that are reflected in some of the Pauline letters.

12Peter normally refers to him as “Christ” (thirteen times), “Jesus Christ” (eight times) and “Lord Jesus Christ” (once). The name
Christ predominates in references to the suffering and death of Jesus, reflecting early Christian usage. Peter does not use the term
Son with reference to Jesus. He uses Lord in agreement with the Old Testament (1 Pet 1:25; 2:3; 3:12, 15), and also independently
in 1 Pet 2:13.

13The meaning of eperōtēma is debatable, and both possibilities listed above are defensible.
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THE LETTER OF JUDE

 

If somebody writes an article on the most neglected book of the New Testament, it does not need much
reflection to conclude that the reference will be to the letter of Jude.1 Opinions vary greatly over the
origin of this brief letter, but it remains likely that it is the work of the implied author, Jude, here
identified as the brother of James, the leader of the Jerusalem church, and the relative of Jesus.2 The
author wrote in order to deal with the problem caused by the intrusion of godless people into the church
and to remind his readers to hold fast to the apostolic gospel. The purpose of the letter is thus not
primarily polemical in the sense that the author attacks and denounces opponents; it is rather pastoral in
that he warns the readers against the danger caused by the infiltrators into the congregation, exhorts them
to remain faithful and encourages them to win back the people who are in the grip of error or in danger of
succumbing to it.

Thus, as various commentators have noted, the real heart of the letter is Jude 20–23; the theme is
summed up in Jude 3, where the readers are encouraged to contend for the faith, and the danger is spelled
out in Jude 4–19, where the false teaching is unmasked and characterized. The readers are assured that
God will bring it to naught and judge it, as he has done with previous examples of the same thing.3 The
missionary concern of New Testament theology is thus not to the forefront in this letter, concerned as it is
more with the spiritual well-being of those who faith is endangered; the existence of error in the church
means that attention is directed to the perseverance of God’s people and the reclamation of those in
danger of falling away.

The Theological Story

Opening greeting and closing doxology (Jude 1–2, 24–25). The opening greeting emphasizes the way in
which the readers are the objects of God’s love and so dwell in him and are “kept for Jesus Christ” (i.e.,
probably for his final coming; Jude 1). The closing doxology forms an inclusio with its emphasis on this
thought, that God is able to keep them from falling and to bring them into his presence (Jude 24).
Nevertheless, this reassurance does not do away with the need for the readers to keep themselves in the
love of God (Jude 21) and to guard against the effects of the godless people who are now in the church.
Although the readers already know what the writer is going to say, nevertheless it is important for him to
repeat it for their benefit.

We thus encounter in this letter the tension between the keeping love and power of God, and the need
for human effort not only by church leaders in instruction and pastoral care but by believers in preserving
themselves from error and sin, that we find to be a constant factor in New Testament theology.

The danger caused by false teaching (Jude 3–16). The situation is that various people have in
some way or other become part of the Christian congregations although they do not share the apostolic
gospel and way of life. The use of the term shepherding (Jude 12) and the reference to flattering other
people “for their own advantage” (Jude 16) may suggest that they held positions of leadership in the
congregation; in any event they were able to give teaching that encouraged their particular way of life.
They may have been wandering prophets of a type whose activity is amply attested elsewhere in early



Christian literature and whose numbers included teachers both orthodox and unorthodox according to the
standpoint of mainstream Christianity.4 The language used accuses them of gross sins, which according to
some scholars is simply a means of denigrating opponents without actually being true.

Jude describes their sin (Jude 4). They have turned grace into license for immorality. This would
appear to mean that they think that because they are saved by grace, they are therefore free to indulge in
sin without fear of any consequences. They also deny Jesus Christ as Lord (the less usual word despotēs
is here linked with kyrios). This is again probably a matter of behavior, a refusal to obey the commands
of Jesus.

Further (Jude 8), they are described as dreamers, which may suggest that they laid claim to visions
(cf. the condemnation of such in Deut 13). The description of them as lacking the Holy Spirit may perhaps
imply that they claimed to be Spirit-inspired in their teaching but fell under the kind of censure found in 1
John 4:1. Their pollution of their bodies probably refers to sexual sins, and this is confirmed by other
references to animal-like behavior (Jude 10). They are said to reject authority and slander celestial
beings.5 This is unusual and implies a greater role for angels in early Christianity than we would
otherwise have guessed. Were the angels regarded as guardians of the law, and was it taken as still valid?

They are attacked as selfish and unproductive, as grumblers and faultfinders, boasters and flatterers.
This suggests nothing more than a generally low level of behavior.

The total picture is thus one of broadly immoral and boorish behavior that is incompatible with the
way of Christ. It is coupled with a lack of respect for Christ or any other spiritual authority. It is not
surprising that they are categorized as people who do not have the Spirit (Jude 19), which can only mean
that their teaching was not inspired by the Spirit because they did not possess the Spirit and so were not
truly Christian believers despite whatever profession they made. Nevertheless, this behavior was being
practiced by people in the church who were able to reconcile this way of life with the desire to be part of
the church and to enter into its fellowship. The effect was a split in the church, and presumably the danger
of orthodox Christians joining the immoral group.

Responding to the false teachers (Jude 17–19, 22–23). Jude holds that the church should not be
surprised by what was happening since it was already prophesied. In particular, the apostles had foretold
what would happen (Jude 17–18). Not only so, but such sins have been common throughout the span of
Old Testament history. From the time of Cain onward there have been sinners who have behaved
similarly. It is not clear to what extent the contemporary sinners behaved in precisely the same ways as
their various forebears.

Jude emphasizes that such people will not escape divine judgment. He does this by first pointing to
the way in which similar people and communities had been punished—the disobedient Israelites at the
time of the exodus, the fallen angels (Gen 6), Sodom and Gomorrah and the sons of Korah. Second, he
refers to the prophecy of judgment that he found in 1 Enoch 1:9 and that was based ultimately on
Zechariah 14:5.

Nevertheless, Jude has great concern for those who have succumbed to such sins or who may be in
danger of doing so. Unfortunately his precise recipe for dealing with this situation is shrouded in the
uncertainties of the text of Jude 22–23.6 There is probably a distinction between believers who are being
enticed by the false teachers and who must be urgently rescued before they come under judgment and the
false teachers themselves, to whom mercy must be extended but in the fear of God (who will judge such
people if they don’t repent) and taking care not to be infected by their sin.7 Even the false teachers are not
beyond redemption.

Persevering in the faith (Jude 20–21). From this material we can see that Jude is primarily
concerned to unmask these sinners for what they are, to show that they belong with earlier sinners and to
emphasize that they will not escape divine judgment. What, then, are the faithful to do, and what is the
danger to them?



The matter was evidently so urgent that Jude claimed to have abandoned his intention to write in
more general terms about salvation and to have concentrated on the need for his readers to contend for the
faith that was handed down to them, that is, to proclaim this message and to uphold it over against any
attempts to promote an understanding of the faith that gave license to sin (Jude 3–4).

He urged the readers to four personal activities: building themselves up on the basis of their faith;
praying in (i.e., as they are led by) the Holy Spirit;8 keeping themselves in the love that God has for them;
and awaiting the mercy of Christ (at his future advent) that leads to eternal life (Jude 20–21). These are
the characteristics of healthy Christian living. It is notable that nothing is said here about avoidance of sin
and cultivation of Christian qualities. The stress is rather upon the personal relationship to God (note the
implicit trinitarianism), the spiritual activity of prayer and the attitude of hope. It therefore appears that
Jude did not contemplate too great a degree of spiritual danger for the readers through succumbing to the
heretical way of life.9

Theological Themes

God as loving and merciful. Jude varies the opening greeting that is common to many New Testament
letters but nevertheless retains a reference to God as the Father and to Jesus Christ, who are named in
parallel as the spiritual agents through whom believers are loved and guarded. When he writes of the
blessing of “mercy, peace and love”, it can be assumed that these gifts come from God and Christ, just as
in other New Testament letters. Thus the love and mercy of God are paramount. Although grace is not
mentioned in this variation of the greeting formula, the term is used for the all-encompassing quality of
God in Jude 4. At the end of the letter this same picture of God recurs with a reference to the love of God
and to the mercy of Christ. All this is summed up in the closing doxology, which characterizes God as
Savior.

In common with other writers Jude describes the “glory, majesty, power and authority” of God in the
kind of language that we find in some of the later New Testament writings where Christian worship is
expressed in the language of ascription, stating that these qualities or attributes belong to God. The style
of the doxology has some similarities to that of a benediction, but whereas in the latter there is an implicit
or explicit prayer to God to bestow his grace and peace or whatever upon believers, in the former the
believers acknowledge that glory belongs to God. In this case the effect is to enhance the glory of God by
swelling the number of persons who bestow praise on him and occasions when this happens.

But God is also the stern judge who destroyed those who did not believe and who is to be feared
(Jude 23). Whether “the Lord” in Jude 5 refers to God or Christ,10 it can be assumed that whatever is said
about the one would be considered to be equally true of the other, since Christ is always understood as
the agent of his Father, carrying out his will. Jude sees no tension between these two sides of God’s
activity, as judge and as savior.

Jesus Christ as Lord. The descriptions of God the Father and of Christ are almost interchangeable.
As we have seen, they are named together in the manner familiar from elsewhere in the New Testament
that indicates that they belong closely together. If it is God who keeps believers in Jude 24, it is Christ
who does so in Jude 1. If it is God who loves believers in Jude 1, 21, it is Christ who shows mercy to
them (Jude 21). If God is the one to whom power and authority belong (Jude 25), it is Christ who is given
the title of Lord, both despotēs and kyrios being used of him. If it is God who is Savior (Jude 25), it is
Christ whose mercy brings the readers to eternal life (Jude 21). If it is God who judges (Jude 5; but see
above), it is Christ who will come in judgment, according to Jude’s likely interpretation of Enoch’s
prophecy.

Jesus Christ is thus described in a way that puts him on an equal footing with God. Nevertheless, it is
to God that the closing doxology is addressed, and the glory is ascribed to him “through Jesus Christ”, just



as elsewhere in the New Testament prayer is offered to God through Jesus.
Possession of the Holy Spirit. It is characteristic of believers that they “have” the Spirit (Jude 19)

and of the sinners that they do not. The latter are characterized as people “who follow mere natural
instincts” (Gk. psychikoi), a term that is used here of people devoid of the Spirit and living life on a
purely natural level. By contrast believers are able to pray “in the Spirit”.

Sin and judgment. Jude has a sharp division of people into sinners (Jude 15, citation) and saints
(Jude 4). The sinners are further characterized as ungodly (Jude 4, 15). They stand condemned by God for
their evil ways. What happened to Sodom and Gomorrah, which were destroyed by fire, is taken as a
vivid picture of what will happen to the sinners. This judgment is associated with a final day; meantime
the angels who fell into sin are kept in painful confinement until that day. When Jude speaks of rescuing
sinners from the fire (Jude 23), the meaning is that they are to be rescued from the impending judgment
rather than that they are in the fire already. The language of fire is traditional for destruction, and it need
not convey the sense of an unending torment.

But although there is such a strong stress on judgment, it is significant that the last word of the letter
before the doxology is one of pastoral care for sinners. Whatever the solution to the textual problem, some
distinction is made between different types of people affected to greater or less degree by the beliefs and
behavior that had infiltrated the church, but the important point is that in all cases the attempt is to be
made to rescue such people from their danger by showing mercy to them. They are seen as victims to be
pitied, but nevertheless as responsible persons who need to repent.

Salvation. The readers are described as “the called [ones]”. Jude regards the essential possession of
the saints as being salvation (Jude 3; cf. Jude 25), and the rescuing of the sinners in the church from their
sinful ways and the consequent threat of judgment is “saving” them (Jude 23). The characteristic quality of
the saints is, again as elsewhere, faith. This term can be used as summing up of the Christian religion,
which is seen as a body of saving truth handed over to God’s people once and for all. Here Jude is
emphasizing the authority of the tradition of what God has spoken to the first Christians and implying that
any later alterations to it are ipso facto lacking in divine authority. Faith can be described as “most holy”,
an adjective that serves to stress its great value (Jude 20). The emphasis here is thus on the content of the
Christian message that is to be believed rather than on faith as the activity of belief and commitment, but
the use of the word faith for the gospel demonstrates that the activity of believing is integral to
Christianity. There is the danger that Christians may be pulled into sin by the sinners in the church.
Traditional Jewish language is used of the need to avoid being contaminated by them; but although this
language was originally understood literally of physical contamination by contact with sinners, here the
reference is clearly to the spiritual danger of being induced into sin through relationships with sinners,
even when attempting to rescue them.

The goal of believers is to stand before God without any such stains, an experience that produces
intense joy (Jude 24). Although the coming of the Lord is described in terms of judgment upon sinners,
this is not its character for believers. This future hope, which will bring vindication for God’s faithful
people, remains living and real. For Jude, the readers are already living in the last days, and prophecy is
being fulfilled (Jude 18).

Scripture and other sources. Jude rests his thought partly on what has been prophesied in the past
and therefore is sure to happen. When he writes about the sinners in the church “whose condemnation was
written about long ago”, his language could perhaps be taken to mean that the condemnation of these
specific people was already the subject of prophecy; however, this is unlikely, since no such prophecies
are known. It is therefore more probable that he is referring simply to those prophecies that state that God
will certainly condemn and punish any people who are godless and unrepentant. Such prophecies include
the one by Enoch, which is found outside Scripture in 1 Enoch 1:9. Opinions differ whether this means
that Jude regarded 1 Enoch as part of Scripture and indeed that he ascribed the prophecy to a literal



seventh-generation descendant from Adam. He need be doing no more than citing what was generally
believed, and the dividing line between Scripture and what were presumably believed to be antique
writings by inspired prophets was a fluid one at this time. (The question may even be anachronistic, since
the concept of a closed canon of Scripture was still in process of formation.) Earlier in the letter Jude
also describes the contention between Michael and the devil over the body of Moses, which is allegedly
from the pseudepigraphical Assumption of Moses. Various scholars have drawn attention to Jude’s use of
exegetical procedures akin to the pesharim found at Qumran in which scriptural texts are made the basis
for a commentary that applies them to the contemporary situation.

The congregation and its life. Jude maintains the practice of writing to the congregation(s) rather
than to Christian leaders. The Pastoral Epistles constitute the only exception, and they are presented as
letters to fellow missionaries rather than as letters to the actual local church leaders. The congregation as
a whole remains responsible for dealing with the problem caused by the troublemakers in its midst, and
its members are the people who stand in danger as a result of their activities. The activity of restoring the
sinners is carried out by the congregation as a whole. It is not surprising that when Jude looks for
examples of similar problems, he turns to the history of God’s people within the Old Testament and
Judaism. Evidently the church stands in succession to this people of God; continuity is assumed. We hear
in passing that the congregation meets together for what is here called a love feast (Jude 12). At this early
stage this must be identical with the church meal at which the Lord’s Supper was celebrated, but nothing
is said about the specifically eucharistic aspects of the meal; the origin of the term needs investigation.

Conclusion

The framework of the theology is that of Jewish Christianity with particular use of the Jewish apocalyptic
tradition.

The main theme is the call for Christians to persevere in the faith under the protection of God despite
the existence among them of false teachers who will be judged by God just like the notorious sinners of
the past.

Significant elements include

1. The correlation of God’s judgment upon immoral sinners and his mercy for those who repent.

2. The juxtaposition of God and Christ in judgment and salvation.

3. The use made of the apocalyptic strand in Judaism.

4. The role of the congregation in pastoral care for sinners and those in danger of being led astray by
them.

There is naturally much left unsaid in this short letter. In particular, there is nothing about the death
and resurrection of Jesus. Yet it is remarkable how much theology we have been able to draw out of it
when it is borne in mind that a good deal of it is taken up with describing the faults of the sinners in the
church and citing the examples of previous sinners and what happened to them.
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THE SECOND LETTER OF PETER

 

The second letter ascribed to Peter is generally thought to be so different in style from 1 Peter that it can
scarcely be by the same author. Although some would give a considerable share in the composition of 1
Peter to Silvanus, this would not make it much easier to assign 2 Peter to Peter himself (whom 1 regard as
the author of 1 Peter), since the way in which the thought is expressed is also very different. Until fresh
arguments are brought forward, it therefore seems wisest to admit that we do not know who wrote this
letter but to recognize that it claims to stand in the tradition associated with Peter.1 This means that for
practical purposes we have yet another, semi-independent voice in the chorus of New Testament
theology. The letter displays very considerable similarities with the letter of Jude that have led most
scholars to conclude that it has taken over and rewritten much of Jude or perhaps that both writers each
used in their own way a common earlier document whose wording is reproduced much more closely by
Jude.

Whereas the main concern in Jude is with the need for the readers not to be attracted to false teachers
who do not appreciate that the gospel is intended to lead to moral behavior and to stand firm on the basis
of the gospel, there are two differences in 2 Peter. The first is that the material about the false teachers in
this letter is incorporated in a much broader set of instructions and exhortations. The second is that while
much of the polemic appears to be directed to the same situation as in Jude, we also learn that there was
great skepticism regarding the promises of the future coming of Jesus since with the passage of time it
looked as if they were not going to be fulfilled.2 This raises the question whether the false teachers
attacked in Jude also questioned the parousia. Although Jude stresses the future hope of believers, there is
no hint that his opponents denied it.

The Theological Argument

The spiritual progress of the readers (2 Pet 1:1–11). Second Peter begins with a greeting that describes
the readers as people who have “received” a faith of equal value with that of “us” (the writer and his
circle) in (i.e., through) “the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ”. Here faith is thought of as
a gift that one can receive, and it is precious, doubtless because of the salvation that it brings. The actual
greeting is also unusual in linking the growth in grace and peace of the readers with their knowledge of
God and Christ.

The letter moves straight into a statement of the spiritual resources provided for the readers and
again made accessible through knowledge of God (2 Pet 1:3–11). Through the gifts promised to them
believers may obtain the twofold goal of escaping from the corruption that is in the world and
participating in the nature of God. The thought here may be particularly of incorruptibility and
immortality, such as Paul associates with the new spiritual bodies prepared for believers.

With this incentive before them, believers are urged to develop a set of qualities that are closely akin
to the fruit of the Spirit. They are presented in a rhetorical form that leads from faith to love through
various steps, but the arrangement is probably purely rhetorical and does not represent a fixed order or
series of upward steps. Those who pursue this road will find that they increase in knowledge of God. In



this way they will confirm that God has called them and made them part of his people and will enter his
eternal kingdom.

Peter’s main concern is to rehabilitate the expectation of the future coming (parousia) of Jesus. He
achieves this in three stages. First, he stresses the truth of the apostolic testimony confirmed by
eyewitness experience of the transfiguration of Jesus and supported by the voice of prophecy. Second, he
states that the coming of false teachers is nothing new, that they are destined to certain judgment and that
God can deliver his people from their enticements. And third, he engages directly with the arguments of
the false teachers and rebuts them.

Apostolic testimony and the voice of prophecy (2 Pet 1:12–21). In the first stage Peter emphasizes
the importance and the reliability of the teaching that he is giving. Like Paul in 1 Thessalonians he is
conscious of encouraging his readers to do what they are already doing. Even after he is gone, Peter will
ensure that they are still able to remember what he has said, presumably by having it in written form.3

He commences his refutation of attacks on the promise that Christ would return by reference to the
transfiguration of Jesus, which was witnessed by himself and his companions and gave confirmation of
the glorious status of Jesus.4 What he says about the power and the future coming of Jesus is not an
invented story, since he himself had heard the divine voice that confirmed the status of Jesus at the
transfiguration. Like people in darkness who rely on a lantern until the day dawns, so in the darkness of
this world believers should hold on to the words spoken by the prophets until the full light is revealed.
The coming of Christ has confirmed what the prophets said. But it is important to remember that they
spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit, and therefore (it is implied) their words are not open to any
arbitrary interpretation.5

Then in the next paragraph he comments on the sure testimony of the prophets, who prophesied the
coming of the Lord or of the Son of Man. Here the reference is to the appropriate passages in the Old
Testament, whose reliability rests on the fact that they were not written by persons following their own
ideas but by people who were inspired by the Spirit to a correct understanding of what God was saying to
them.

Condemnation of false teachers (2 Pet 2:1–22). This appeal to the prophets rightly understood is
important because there will be false teachers with teaching that leads to destruction, associated as it is
with immoral ways of living. Practically it denies the lordship of Christ. Such people stand under divine
condemnation, which is sure to come upon them in the same way as judgment came upon the sinners in the
Old Testament. Peter then lists some of the same examples as in Jude: the fallen angels and the people of
Sodom and Gomorrah. But a new note, as compared with Jude, is introduced in that Peter also notes how
God was able to rescue godly people from the midst of the sinners who were tempting and persecuting
them and from the judgment that fell upon them. So, introducing a new example, Peter relates how God
saved Noah and his family from the flood, and then Lot.

He proceeds to characterize the false teachers for their lack of respect for authority and their sensual,
animal nature, in much the same way as Jude did. He develops the picture of their immorality, their
tempting of others to sin and their greed, and fills out the brief reference to Balaam in Jude. Here are
people who once escaped from the corruption of the world through their knowledge of Christ, but now
they have fallen away and are in a worse position than previously, presumably in that, if their former sins
might be regarded as sins of ignorance, their present sins are deliberate and witting.6

Rebuttal of the false teaching (2 Pet 3:1–18). There is now a new beginning, in which Peter
reminds his readers of a further antidote to the false teaching in the words of the prophets and of the
apostles (2 Pet 3:1–11). Echoing teaching by Jesus and Paul, Peter prophesies the coming of such people
in the last days. But a fresh element enters in that these people deny that there will be a future coming. Life
appears to go on unchanged. They have forgotten the story of the flood! The God who created the world
and separated the waters to do so was able to bring about the destruction of the world by water.



Similarly, God will keep his promise to destroy the universe by fire. If things seem to go on unchanged,
this is because God’s timescale is not ours, and he is giving people every chance to repent before it is too
late. Then there will be total destruction of the universe. But not quite! For God will create a heaven and
a new earth characterized by righteousness, and those who are holy and godly will live in that home.

This is the hope that the readers should have, and it should spur them on to live righteous lives (2 Pet
3:11–16). In what is almost an aside Peter comments that the same things have been said by Paul, although
some people give his teaching an interpretation that he regards as twisted.

In short, the letter concludes, the readers must beware of being led astray by false teaching that
issues in immoral behavior and must rather continue to grow in grace and knowledge (2 Pet 3:17–18).

Theological Themes

There is more theology than might have been expected in this short letter, sometimes expressed in ways
that may seem surprising when compared with the manner of expression that we have found in the main
stream of New Testament writing.

Jesus as Savior. Puzzles face the reader in the first verse. Peter describes his readers as those who
have received faith by (or in) the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ. Is Peter here referring
to two persons “Our God and Savior Jesus Christ” or to one figure, Jesus Christ, who is said to be both
God and Savior? In the epistolary greeting in the next verse the rather similar sounding wording clearly
refers to two persons. Elsewhere in the letter Peter uses God to refer simply and unequivocally to the
Creator (2 Pet 3:4), the ultimate source of prophecy (2 Pet 1:21) and Judge (2 Pet 2:4; cf. 2 Pet 3:12) and
once appropriately to him as the Father in relation to his Son Jesus (2 Pet 1:17). Nevertheless, taken by
itself the phrase in 2 Peter 1:1 would most naturally refer to one person.7 The reference, therefore, is
probably to Jesus as God. Elsewhere in the letter Jesus is commonly referred to as “our Lord Jesus”, and
the term Savior is applied to him (2 Pet 2:20; 3:18).

But how does Jesus function as Savior? In the opening greeting Peter refers to the “righteousness” of
Jesus Christ through which people receive the gift of faith. This use of “righteousness” (dikaiosyn) is
unusual. It may well refer to the act of Christ, which brings about justification; the language is close to that
of Paul when he mentions the righteous act (dikaiōma) of Christ through which people receive
justification that leads to life (Rom 5:18).8

Jesus is also referred to as the Lord who bought his people; this verb is used very similarly in 1
Corinthians 6:20, 1 Corinthians 7:23, Revelation 5:9 and Revelation 14:3–4 with reference to the
redemptive action of Jesus. In these passages, with the exception of the last listed, there is specific
mention of the price that was paid or of the blood of Christ. Now the use of the term buy would inevitably
carry with it some understanding of when and how the purchase took place, and the other passages clearly
spell out what this understanding was; it can be assumed that it was tacitly present in the present passage.
There is, therefore, an implicit reference to the death of Jesus in these two passages, and this adequately
counterbalances the fact that there is no explicit reference to it.

As in the case of James, which also lacked any reference to the resurrection of Jesus, the supreme
status given to Jesus as Savior, Lord and God, indicates that he is regarded as the exalted Lord. The
christological moment that is related is, somewhat surprisingly, the transfiguration. This incident is
related because it was a conferral of honor and glory by the Father, and it gives credence to the prophecy
of the future coming in power of Jesus. Whereas in Acts 1:11 the ascension is seen as a pledge of the
return of Jesus in the same way as he departed, the establishment of his majesty at the transfiguration is
here seen as confirmation of his exalted status.

Faith. At the outset of the letter Peter speaks of being given faith (2 Pet This language is reminiscent
of Ephesians 2:8, where the event of being saved by grace through faith is said to be the gift of God. It



may be surprising that faith is mentioned only here and in 2 Peter 1:5 in a list of Christian characteristics.
However, it is highlighted as the foundation to which believers are to add goodness and other qualities.
The structure of the list is rhetorical, and it is not meant to suggest that one acquires the characteristics in
the order given. Although the qualities also feature in non-Christian ethical teaching of the time, a
comparison with other New Testament passages shows that this list is in no way idiosyncratic.9

There are close links with Galatians 5, and significantly we are told that the people who cultivate
these qualities will not be fruitless.10 The fact that the readers are told to make every effort to gain these
qualities may seem to stand in tension with teaching elsewhere that suggests that they are the fruit of the
Spirit (Gal 5:22–23), but the same tension can be found in Paul (Gal 5:25).

As in Jude, the antidote to the false teaching that threatens the church is thus spiritual growth. More
pointedly than in Jude the emphasis is on spiritual progress, both in knowledge of Christ and in the
qualities characteristic of Christian community life. The list is a combination of qualities that are personal
and social.

Knowledge. When Peter tells his readers that they are to add to their faith various qualities,
“knowledge” (gnōsis) comes second in the list (2 Pet 1:5–6). Growth in these qualities means that their
knowledge of Jesus Christ is being fruitful (2 Pet 1:8).

The noun epignōsis is used four times (2 Pet 1:2, 3, 8; 2:20), the noun gnōsis three times (2 Pet 1:5,
6; 3:18) and the verb epiginōskō twice (2 Pet 2:21a, 21b).11 Knowledge is the means by which salvation
is gained (2 Pet 2:20). Such knowledge is of the way of righteousness, which no doubt involves
obedience to the “holy command” mentioned in the same context (2 Pet 2:21). The continuing experience
of God’s grace and peace comes about through knowledge of God and Jesus our Lord (2 Pet 1:2). All that
we need for life and godliness comes through out knowledge of him (2 Pet 1:3). The distinction between
the two terms for knowledge is not clear, particularly since in 2 Peter 3:18 gnōsis is used of a personal
relationship with the Lord. However, it may well be that in 2 Peter 1:5–6 the thought is more intellectual.

Partaking of the divine nature. It is in this context that we should consider the phrase “participate
in the divine nature” (2 Pet 1:4). This is the clearest statement in the New Testament about believers
somehow being given a divine nature, and it has aroused considerable criticism because of its more or
less unique, explicit use of the concept of divinization. However, something similar is implied by Pauline
statements that give believers a share in divine glory and Johannine statements that envisage believers
being joined to God or Christ in a way that is similar to that in which God and Christ are joined to each
other. It must be remembered that Peter is here talking about the divine promises, and this confirms that he
is thinking of something that is to be conferred in the future, doubtless when believers appear before God
and Christ, and are found blameless and at peace before him.

The negative side of conversion is escaping from the corruption that is in the world caused by evil
desires (2 Pet 1:4). Corruption is another key word of the letter. The false teachers are likened to mere
animals that are caught and destroyed in that they too will be destroyed; although they offer freedom to
their converts, they themselves are held captive by destruction (2 Pet 2:12, 19). Behind this statement lies
the general understanding that the people in the world who follow their own desires instead of obeying
the will of God are in fact captives to them and will end up in destruction meted out by God as the
judgment on their sin. Believers are people who have been enabled to escape from this inevitable
sequence of cause and effect. No language is too strong to characterize this network of evil, which is
regarded as foul and unclean. Moreover, the judgment is certain, as is attested by the various accounts in
Scripture of what happened to the evil angels and people of past days. The judgment is a combination of
physical destruction and death and of the fate that follows a final day of judgment. Even the time before
the judgment is one of punishment for the angels preserved in gloomy dungeons until that time. It seems
probable that Peter envisages the destruction of the world by fire as coinciding with the destruction of the
evil at the judgment.



Salvation. Salvation is manifestly the work of God through Christ, particularly if we are correct in
the interpretation of 2 Peter 1:1. It involves cleansing, in which we may perhaps detect an allusion to the
symbolism of baptism (2 Pet 1:9);12 cleansing is an important picture for salvation in view of the great
stress on the defiling character of sin. Salvation further depends upon the call and choice of God (2 Pet
1:10), which are effective only insofar as they are confirmed by the response of people to them. Those
who do so attain a position of stability (2 Pet 1:10, 12; cf. 2 Pet 2:9), but they need to be continually
reminded of the truth lest they stumble through, for example, the influence of the unstable false teachers (2
Pet 3:16) and their deceptive promises (2 Pet 2:14; 3:17). The Christian life thus calls for effort (2 Pet
3:14) and watchfulness (2 Pet 3:17). There is perhaps more stress on the need for effort and less on the
keeping power of God than there is in Jude, but the basic pattern of thought is the same. Although Peter
does not speak of the influence of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers, the reality is present when he
mentions the divine power that equips believers for the Christian life (2 Pet 1:3) and refers to growth in
grace (2 Pet 3:18).

Salvation also includes the hope of a future life in a new heaven and a new earth that will be
characterized by righteousness. This state is also described as the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior
Jesus Christ (2 Pet 1:11). Those who enter this new state must obviously themselves be pure and
blameless. This dimension of hope thus imparts an urgency to the effort to be holy and blameless when the
Lord comes. In the Pauline writings there is an unresolved tension between the injunctions to believers to
grow in faith and love and the references to the way in which God will cause believers to be blameless
and mature when the Lord comes. This same tension is probably reflected here.

It is at this point that the function of the letter as a theodicy is to be seen. Jerome H. Neyrey in
particular has produced evidence that the false teachers reflect the kind of things said by Epicurean
thinkers in their practical atheism and denial of future retribution, and that Peter makes use of similar
arguments to those found both in non-Christian philosophers, specifically Plutarch, and in Judaism to
refute such claims. It is because of this theological focus of the letter that the writer does not need to
discuss christology and soteriology at any length.

Conclusion

As with Jude, the framework of the theology is Christian Judaism with an apocalyptic accent, but not so
marked as in Jude.13 If Neyrey is right, the author has used material from the philosophical tradition that
had already found a home in Hellenistic Judaism.

The main theme of the theological message is the perseverance and spiritual growth of the readers in
their faith in Christ, avoiding the dangers of false teaching that led to immorality and skepticism about the
Christian hope of the parousia.

Significant elements include

1. The unusual stress on the transfiguration of Jesus as a pointer to his exaltation as Savior, Lord and
God.

2. The linking of faith with a personal knowledge of Christ.

3. The sharing of believers in the divine nature.

4. The negative verdict on the perishable world and its replacement by a new heaven and earth.

5. The importance attached to holding fast to the apostolic tradition and to the correct understanding



of it.
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1Michael J. Kruger, “The Authenticity of 2 Peter”, JETS 42 (1999): 645–71, argues that the case for inauthenticity falls short of proof.
2Although the heresy has been thought to be an expression of Gnosticism, there is nothing specifically Gnostic about it. Since on other grounds
a first-century dating for the letter is plausible (Richard J. Bauckham, Jude, 2 Peter [Waco, Tex.: Word, 1983], pp. 157–58), second-century
Gnosticism is in any case an unlikely part of the context. But the fact that there are no obvious Gnostic traits in the false teaching fits in with
and confirms the earlier dating.
3This is generally taken as a reference to 2 Peter itself, but the hypothesis that the reference is to the Gospel of Mark has some support.
4It should be noted that the purpose of this paragraph is not to provide verisimilitude for the identity of the author but primarily to refer to the
confirmation of the position of Jesus as God’s glorious Son, which was attested by the apostles as was presumably known to the readers from
the Gospel tradition. Consequently, even if the letter is allonymous, the argument loses none of its force.
5This has surely some negative implications for the contemporary, postmodern view that readers are free to interpret texts as they please.
6There is nothing in this lengthy section about the views of the false teachers on the parousia. This may be because Peter is here using
material taken over from Jude that was concerned more with the moral failure of the teachers. He homes in on the false teaching itself in 2
Pet 3.
7The combination “God and Savior” is a stock phrase in which the two words refer to the same person; the shape of the phrase is identical
with “our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pet 1:11; 2:20; 3:18; cf. 2 Pet 3:2). The use of similar language elsewhere in the New Testament
strengthens the case for our interpretation here. See Murray J. Harris, Jesus as God: The New Testament Use of Theos in Reference to
Jesus (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1992), pp. 229–38.
8Bauckham, Jude, 2 Peter, p. 168, takes it of the justice of God that grants salvation to people without favoritism or partiality. Hübner, 2:403–
4, draws attention to Christ as our righteousness in 1 Cor 1:30 and suggests that here he is seen as the righteousness of God.

9Faith Gal 5:22 1 Tim 6:11
Goodness Phil 4:8
Knowledge 2 Cor 6:6
Self-control Gal 5:23 (Tit 1:8)
Perseverance (Gal 5:22) 2 Cor 6:4
Godliness 1 Tim 6:11
Mutual affection Rom 12:10 1Pet 1:22
Love Gal 5:22 2 Cor 6:6 1 Tim 6:11

10The qualities are also found in non-Christian lists of virtues in the Hellenistic world. This was inevitable. The point that is being made
above is simply that the spirit of the list here, both the actual Christian qualities listed and the idea of incorporating them in a list, can
be traced back to Paul.



11The verb ginōskō is used in a nontheological sense in 2 Pet 1:20; 3:3.
12As in Jude 12, there is a probable reference to the church’s communal meals in 2 Pet 2:13.
13See Anders Gerdmar, Rethinking the Judaism-Hellenism Dichotomy: A Historiographical Case Study of Second Peter and

Jude (Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell, 2001), for a detailed exploration.
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HEBREWS, JAMES, 1–2 PETER AND JUDE IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

 

We have been able to identify three main sets of writings in the New Testament: the Synoptic Gospels
and Acts; the Pauline letters, including those that are later compositions by Paul or are the work of his
followers; and the Johannine literature, comprising the Gospel and Epistles with the Revelation sitting
somewhat uneasily on the fringe. This leaves us with a collection composed of the remaining books—
Hebrews, James, 1–2 Peter and Jude. “Collection” implies that the books belong together in some
meaningful kind of way, and so they do in the broad sense of being early Christian compositions included
in the canon, but in the narrow sense they obviously do not constitute a collection in the same kind of way
as the three collections already mentioned. There are certainly some links between individual members of
the group. Jude and 2 Peter clearly belong together. There are links between James and 1 Peter in their
common and extensive use of Jesus traditions and other overlaps. But that is about all, and therefore our
question here is whether these basically independent documents broadly testify to the same underlying
theology and fit in with the three major collections.

The Letter to the Hebrews

The weightiest and most distinctive of this group of writings is the letter to the Hebrews. The theology of
the letter is distinctive in many ways, but it nevertheless rests firmly upon the basic beliefs of early
Christianity. Although C. H. Dodd did not follow up the “developments” in Hebrews to any extent in his
study of the apostolic preaching and the way in which it controlled the growth of New Testament
theology,1 the indebtedness of Hebrews to the pattern of early Christian thought has been demonstrated by
other scholars.2 We have, then, a distinctive development of the common Christian message, rather than
something of a different character. The letter is primarily concerned with the danger that faced the readers
of abandoning their faith in Christ, and the author deals with this problem by developing a theological
approach that combined two elements.

Covenant and journey. On the one hand, he develops the contrast between the two covenants, the
old and the new, to show how the Christian faith can be understood as the fulfillment of the Jewish
religion. He presents an account of Christianity using the categories provided by the Old Testament,
specifically by its sacrificial system, and proceeds to argue that the new covenant has replaced the old, so
that it does not make sense to go back to the old.

On the other hand, he recognizes the difficulties that surround Christians and develops the concept of
the Christian life as a journey like that of the Israelites through the wilderness, in which they must
maintain a steadfast faith in God; already they are experiencing the life of the world to come, but they
must press on until they reach perfection. They are the traveling people of God.

This understanding of the Christian life in terms of a journey is an important part of his
encouragement to his readers. The choice of the imagery is called forth by the particular problem facing
him, that of reinvigorating believers who are in danger of abandoning their faith through weariness in
withstanding the pressures upon them. So the journey and the race images are brought together to give a
fuller understanding of the need for Christians to persevere in their faith.



The effect of this situation is that greater emphasis is given to the element of continuation in faith that
is expressed in the cognate English term faithfulness. This is not a different understanding of faith from
that elsewhere in the New Testament, but the accentuation of the element in faith that was most needed in
this situation. We might contrast how the element of knowledge and acceptance of the truths contained in
the gospel was necessary in the situation faced in the Pastoral Epistles.

In both cases, the writer is latching on to existing motifs in the early church. The motif of the new
covenant is not all that widespread, but it is certainly there. The cup saying at the Last Supper indicates
that the death of Jesus is to be understood as the sacrifice that inaugurates the new covenant, and this is
also reflected in 1 Peter 1:2. The concept of the new covenant is then taken up by Paul in Galatians 4:24
and 2 Corinthians 3.

Nowhere, however, is the motif so fully and distinctively developed as it is in Hebrews in the
service of his particular pastoral encouragement to his readers. The contrast between the old and new
covenants is developed in such a way as to show that the old covenant has now been renewed and in that
sense superseded. It would be instructive to make a detailed comparison here with Paul’s approach to the
same topic in 2 Corinthians 3.3 Use of the term supersession sets alarm bells ringing for some
theologians, so let it be said that we are talking of one covenant in two phases rather than the replacement
of one covenant by another and different one.4 God has not rejected the Jewish people and turned instead
to the Gentiles, but he has revealed himself through the Messiah and declared him to be the one mediator
through whom all people can come to him.

The notion of the Christian life as a journey through the wilderness is also part of early Christian
paraenesis, but again it is more fully developed here than elsewhere in the New Testament. The journey
motif is used by Luke with reference to the life of Jesus but also to the Christian movement. Peter again
provides a parallel with his understanding of believers as strangers in this world, although Peter’s motif
is more that of believers living in a world to which they do not belong rather than of travelers making
their way through it (1 Pet 2:11). The metaphor of the Christian life as a race to be run in Philippians 3 is
not dissimilar.

Priesthood and sacrifice. It is in this context that the writer makes his detailed comparison in which
he shows how Jesus is the counterpart to Moses and Aaron, so that his role is to be understood by analogy
with theirs. This is the New Testament document that makes the most far-reaching employment of
typology, whereby God is seen to act in such a way in certain people and institutions in Old Testament
times that they embody the patterns according to which he acts later in a superlative and final matter.
Jesus is the new Moses and the new Aaron, or you might say that in their different roles Moses and Aaron
were the old Jesus. The author’s aim is not so much to use the typology to provide the categories for
understanding Jesus but rather to show that because this is the role of Jesus, therefore the former
embodiments of these roles have now run their course and gone into retirement. So the sacrifices
prescribed in the Old Testament had a limited effectiveness in their time because the blood of bulls and
goats could not really take away sin, and the cleansing produced was external. They are now replaced by
the fully effective sacrifice of Christ, which is able to bring perfection to the worshipers.

In expounding this theme, the author goes into considerable detail to show how the sacrifice on the
Day of Atonement is the model for understanding the sacrifice of Christ. He takes up the pattern of slaying
the animal on the altar and then taking its blood into the innermost part of the tabernacle to make
atonement for sin. He compares the way in which Christ could be said to shed his blood on the cross and
then to go into heaven to offer his sacrifice to God to make full and final atonement for human sin. Here
we have an important example of the way in which he takes his understanding further than that of other
New Testament writers who do not tackle this question. He provides us with the rationale of how the
sacrifice made on the cross takes effect and indicates how the exaltation of Christ, or rather his entry to
heaven, is an essential part of the saving event.



Priestly language is used elsewhere of Jesus to a limited extent, it being more normal to think of him
as the sacrifice. We find the rudiments of it in the statements that he gave himself up for us, and then in the
statement that he gave himself for us as an offering and sacrifice to God (Eph 5:2). But the theme is more
widespread. The understanding of the death of Jesus as sacrificial is an underlying motif that surfaces
regularly without being thematized at length. Paul sees the death of Jesus in terms of the Passover
sacrifice and the sin offering, alongside his possible understanding of his role as scapegoat.5 Sacrificial
ideas are also present in John, 1 John, 1 Peter and Revelation.

The problem of falling away. We have seen how the letter warns against the danger of believers
falling away from Christ and coming under divine judgment. However, it is commonly thought that
elsewhere in the New Testament the nature of salvation is such that, once a person has become a Christian
believer, there is no possibility of their falling away and losing their salvation. Believers are people who
were chosen by God for salvation in an act of choice that is held to have preceded even the creation of the
world. They have been called by God and drawn to Christ in faith through God’s action. They have been
born or regenerated by the Spirit of God and have an indelible status and character conferred upon them.
And they are promised that they will be kept by the power of God, that they are the sheep whom nobody
can or will pluck out of the Shepherd’s hand. The God who called them is faithful and will not abandon
them. They have been justified by his grace, and this justification is full and final, so that, no matter how
much they may sin thereafter, this cannot alter their status with God. Nothing can separate them from the
love of God. This combination of statements drawn principally from Paul and John appears to forge a
cast-iron case for the eternal security of believers. True, they may sin grievously, but their sins will never
be great enough to cause God to reject them, for he will so work in their lives as to preserve them from
falling away. This does not mean that they may presume on their security and sin to their heart’s content.
In some cases, the presence of this tendency would be an indication that they were not truly saved after
all. In other cases, true believers who fall into sin will suffer other penalties or chastisements short of
final separation from God.6

Conspicuously the letter to the Hebrews appears to go against this impressive consensus. The
problem can be resolved in various ways. First, one may simply admit a contradiction between two
different understandings of salvation. Second, it may be denied that Hebrews teaches what it appears to
teach. This route is followed by scholars who try to show that the description of those in danger of falling
away is of people who were never truly believers and had no real or full Christian experience.
Alternatively, it is argued that the cases described are hypothetical in the sense that if these people were
to fall away, they would suffer this fate, but the if clause is an impossible possibility, for God will always
intervene to prevent people reaching the point of danger and apostatizing. A variant of this view is that the
warnings are there as God’s way of ensuring that his people do persevere: the exhortations are there “to
secure the obedience of faith, not to imply possible failure of faith”.7 The third possibility is that Hebrews
does teach what it appears to teach and that this teaching is not incompatible with that of the other New
Testament authors.

In my earlier discussion of the letter I have argued that the warnings appear to be genuine and not
hypothetical; they point to a real if remote danger. The question then is whether the teaching elsewhere in
the New Testament can accommodate this emphasis in Hebrews. Elsewhere I have developed a case that
the New Testament writers lay stress on the faithfulness of God in caring for his people and preserving
them from falling (Jude 24) while at the same time encouraging them to continue in faith in this God and
not to fall away from him. Their security rests on the faithful love of God. Nevertheless, alongside this
motif there are the warnings against the danger of falling away that are not to be emptied of their force.
They urge people to put their faith in the Lord and to accept his promises. There is a paradox here akin to
that of the relationship between divine empowering and human effort in achieving holiness. The warnings
would lose their effectiveness in preventing believers from falling if they knew that there was in fact no



danger of falling. The believer is called to live by faith in the faithfulness of God rather than by faith in a
theological dogma (cf. Heb 6:16–20).8

The nature of the Christian life. So far, then, it makes good sense to see the Writer as taking further
motifs found in Paul and elsewhere and doing so in a way that can certainly be seen as legitimate
extension of the thought. However, there is a comparative silence or at least muting on some other aspects
of early Christian theology. Certainly, as we urged above, the activity of the Holy Spirit in the letter can
easily be overlooked. The Spirit not only bears witness to Christ and to the good news (Heb 2:4; 3:7; 9:8;
10:15) but is also active in the life of Christ (Heb 9:14) and is closely related to the lives of believers
(Heb 6:4; cf. 10:29). The power of God is also present in believers to enable them to do God’s will (Heb
13:21; cf. Phil 2:12–13). The lack of fuller mention of these motifs might be compared with the way in
which some modern Christians will express the nature of their spiritual life in terms of their personal
relationship with Christ and neglect to mention the Spirit in this connection.

But it is not clear that this explanation will work for Hebrews, where, it can be argued, there is also
very little of the language of spiritual union with God and Christ that is so characteristic of Paul and John.
The use of the language derived from the sacrificial system under the old covenant has tended to restrict
the range of the writer’s coverage of Christian experience. God is inevitably pictured as a more distant
figure who is always approached through Jesus Christ—but who can be approached in the same kind of
way as Paul describes in Romans 5:1. There is less emphasis on the spiritual resources that people need
for the long haul of faith; they are upheld by hope, but this hope, it must be emphasized, is likened to an
anchor rope that holds them absolutely firmly. Inverting the metaphor, we might perhaps think of a lifeline
connecting a diver to his ship and conveying the life-giving oxygen. In this respect, Hebrews may be
thought to be more akin to Acts, where there is certainly spiritual succor for believers in various kinds of
ways, but the concept of a personal relationship with Christ and the inward working of the Spirit other
than in empowering for mission is considerably muted.

But we should probably see this apparent omission being compensated for by the presence of another
theological motif, namely, the way in which believers have access through prayer to God in his heavenly
dwelling, thanks to the priestly mediation of Christ, and thus participate in the life of heaven. Here we
have an expression of the nature of the new spiritual life to which believers are admitted that bears some
resemblance to the concepts of the Jerusalem above (Gal 4:26) and of the heavenly places in which
believers now exist (Eph 1:3) and the realm above to which they have been raised with Christ (Col 3:1).
There is thus a spiritual life for believers in which they are in the heavenly presence of God, while still
on earth. Hebrews has a vertically realized eschatology in which believers are already now raised to be
with God and are able to approach him with confidence (cf. Rom 5:1) as well as its future eschatology
that looks forward to the coming of Christ (Heb 9:28; 10:37). In this way the concept of being in the
heavenly presence of God here and now with the privilege of prayer to him would seem to correspond
with the concepts of present union with Christ that are so prominent in Paul and John.

Exodus theology. The question of the background and origins of this unique theology have been fully
discussed by other writers, and it would be difficult to add anything significant to their work. L. D. Hurst
in particular has surveyed the field.9 His summary has shown that despite some superficial resemblances
that suggest an indebtedness to Platonism and the kind of thought found in Philo, the main thrust of the
theology belongs within Judaism. Attempts to link it particularly with the theology of the Qumran sect or
other more esoteric groups, including the Samaritans, must be judged to have failed. Within the early
Christian church it shows notable links to the way of thinking associated with Stephen in Acts 6–7 and
with Paul. The hypothesis of Gnostic influence, developed especially by Ernst Käsemann,10 is to be
discounted; the links of Hebrews are more with Jewish apocalyptic. Rather, Hurst sees the writer as a
student of the Septuagint who uses the Old Testament in a similar way to what we find in Acts 7 and has
been exposed to Jewish apocalyptic and to what he calls a “Paul-like” theology, and he claims that this



“mix” will account for much of the letter. He recognizes, however, that it does not fully explain the
development of the motif of the heavenly high priest and leaves this question as the unanswered riddle that
calls for fresh light.

What can be said is that exodus theology, in which the typology of the story of Israel’s redemption
from Egypt is explored, is a basic part of early Christian thinking; what we have in Hebrews is a specific
development of this particular line of thought which could have been catalyzed by the existing concept of
Christ’s death as a sacrifice. The concept of Christ as heavenly Lord was closely linked to Psalm 110,
and from there the development of the priesthood of Christ was fairly natural. The jump from a
Melchizedekian priesthood to a levitical one in the typology is not so great a riddle as Hurst suggests,
since the language of sacrifice was already in use. To be sure, it required an original, creative thinker to
make the links and do the development, which is precisely what the writer of Hebrews was. 1 doubt
whether any further explanation is needed.

Missionary theology. The missionary character of the theology may at first sight be less obvious in
Hebrews. This letter is concerned more with the danger of Christian believers falling away from their
faith than with the winning of new converts. Its appeal is to people to hold fast to their faith and to
persevere. Nevertheless, it reflects the situation in which people become believers with its description of
how the readers heard the message that was first spoken by the Lord, then confirmed to the readers by
those who had heard the Lord, while God supported them and backed up their message with signs and
wonders and gifts of the Holy Spirit (Heb 2:3–4). The recognition that the church owed its origin to the
apostolic mission is thus clear. What is of particular interest here are the echoes of 1 Corinthians 12 with
the reference to the Spirit giving gifts as God wills (1 Cor 12:11) and of Luke-Acts. W. C. van Unnik
claimed that this short statement in Hebrews is an admirable summary of Luke-Acts, capturing precisely
its structure and atmosphere.11

Conclusion. These observations show that with all its individual theological developments
Hebrews has strong connections with the other main expressions of early Christian theology. The roots of
its thought do lie in widely held Christian convictions. With the other documents that we have yet to
consider in this chapter it adds a richness to the manifold witness to this theology and demonstrates yet
again how individual New Testament writers were able to be creative and innovative in their
theologizing.

The Letter of James

Our analysis of James showed that there was a much more considerable theological substratum to it than
is often realized. James is essentially concerned with the living of the Christian life in the midst of
temptation. It stands in the tradition of Jewish wisdom and has its own characteristic way of expressing
its teaching. We saw that James was concerned with practical problems in the church; what we do not
know is whether he preached doctrinal messages, and, if so, how he did it. One might dare to say that his
letter resembles what Ephesians or Colossians would have been like if we had only the second halves of
these letters.

The background influence on the theology of James is to be found in Judaism. Indeed, the theory was
once advanced that James is really a Jewish document lightly revised to give it a Christian veneer. Its
concept of God is thoroughly Jewish, down to the echo of the Shema in James 2:19. The Old Testament is
the source for the style and content of much of the teaching, the illustrations and the proverbial sounding
paraenesis. Much of the exhortation could be at home in the Jewish piety of Tobit or the Testaments of
the Twelve Patriarchs. This specific Jewish background, which is more obvious in James than elsewhere
in the New Testament, gives it much of its characteristic color.

A major argument against this hypothesis of the basically Jewish character of the letter is the way in



which it, more than any other New Testament letter, implicitly refers to the teaching of Jesus and is
thereby stamped as being fundamentally Christian rather than Jewish. Strong echoes of the teaching of
Jesus, rather than direct quotations, are to be found. These echoes come primarily from the Sermon on the
Mount. Thus, as in 1 Peter, we have a Jesus tradition that sits alongside a Jewish tradition that is based on
the Old Testament and appeals to its theology and its ethics. One might say that an important function of
James within the New Testament as a whole is to remind people who attach great weight to the
significance of Jesus as Lord not to neglect his down-to-earth teaching out of an overconcern with
mouthing the right confessions concerning him.

Further, we have seen that at numerous points James reflects the common theology of the early
church. His understanding of God as one, as lawgiver and judge, and as the gracious giver of gifts who
hears the prayers of his people is fully in line with the central understanding of God. His concern for the
poor reflects the teaching of Jesus. Although little is said about Jesus, his exalted, glorious position is
assumed, and his future coming is awaited.

For James the Christian life begins with a new birth and is a continuing life of faith. He offers his
own analysis of the nature of temptation and sin, and he is a realist in recognizing the temptations and
trials that come to believers. He assumes that to be a Christian is to be a believer, but he corrects any
misapprehension that belief is a mere matter of the head and does not affect behavior. We have already
seen that, although James has often been thought to take up a different, indeed an opposing, position to
Paul on the issue of faith and works, their positions are harmonious.

James writes to Christian groups with a keen eye on their life as congregations and comments on
their life, particularly as regards the need to honor and care for the poor, to pray for one another and to
exercise pastoral care particularly for those in danger of falling away from their faith. He affirms the
reality of divine healing of illness in response to prayer. All of this clearly ties in with teaching
elsewhere in the New Testament.

A truncated theology? Yet despite the undoubtedly Christian character of the letter there are
astonishing silences. There is nothing on the incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus. There is no
reference to the Holy Spirit. There is none of the deeply theological teaching on the nature of the spiritual
life that we find especially in Paul and John. We lack here any development of spiritual communion with
God or of a life in Christ, in which believers are identified with him in his death and resurrection. James
is primarily concerned in a down-to-earth manner with how people behave in the world and how they
may suffer, and whether they pray.

Part of the explanation is no doubt that James is writing a practical letter to deal with specific
anxieties about Christian behavior. There is, however, no lack of what we can legitimately call
theological grounding of his message closely meshed with something more like proverbial wisdom. It is
all very down to earth; it would get across to congregations who might find Paul or John or Hebrews hard
going.

So the theological accents lie elsewhere than we might have expected. The question is whether the
theology is compatible or incompatible with what we have elsewhere in the New Testament.

James and Paul. The main issue here is that of faith and works (Jas 2:14–26), where it is often
thought that James is attacking the Pauline understanding of justification by faith and not by works.

In my view the use of the language of justification by faith to express the nature of Christian
conversion originates with Paul or at least has no significant history prior to him. Certainly there are many
scholars who think that it is a pre-Pauline motif that Paul then developed greatly. However, none of the
texts (except perhaps Lk 18:14 and Rom 3:24–25) can be shown to be pre-Pauline. In any case, what
James is discussing here is a concept that was at least brought to the center of Christian theology by Paul,
and it is therefore most likely that what is going on here is some kind of reaction to Paul’s teaching. But
this does not mean that James was contradicting Paul or was his theological opponent. This assessment is



sometimes found among German theologians, perhaps out of respect for Martin Luther’s denigration of
James. They argue that James knew the writings of Paul (Romans), understood what he was saying and
protested against it, claiming that Paul had separated what belong together, namely, faith and works.

But this is probably not the case. Recently, Richard J. Bauckham has questioned whether James has
Pauline teaching in his sights, and he argues that what we have in Paul and James are two parallel and
independent developments of the same motif that arise out of Jewish teaching.12 However, the
coincidences in language weigh more heavily with me and make it difficult to accept that there is no
relationship between them here. One possibility is that what James is contesting can have arisen out of a
superficial understanding of Paul, and he saw the need to administer a corrective. The attack is then on a
misunderstanding of Paul by some of his followers rather than on Paul. More probably, however, James
and Paul stand back to back defending the gospel against different misunderstandings. Paul was contesting
the misunderstanding that obedience to the Jewish law, especially circumcision and its ritual aspects, was
necessary in order to be justified here and now; whereas James is contesting the misunderstanding that if
you have faith in God, this need not express itself in the love that Paul also saw as the indispensable
expression of faith (Gal 5:6). For Paul justification is primarily what made a person a Christian—note the
wording of Romans 5:1: having been justified! For James the focus may be more on justification as the
action of God at the last judgment when the reality of faith is assessed; it corresponds to future salvation
in Paul’s thinking, as illustrated in Romans 5:9.

Further, James does not place works in antithesis to faith, which was the view that Paul combated so
fiercely in Galatians and Romans. What Paul condemned was the view that works of the law were
required instead of or in addition to faith in order to be justified. But James is concerned with the kind of
good works that indicate the change of character that should accompany Christian conversion. It is
entirely possible that some hearers of Paul took his insistence on faith alone as an excuse for lack of effort
to do good actions.

The common argument, therefore, that James is opposing Paul and that Paul would have rejected
what he says here is quite unconvincing. According to Rudolf Bultmann, Paul could not have agreed “with
the thesis that faith works along with works (2:22)”.13 This may well be true, but only so far as the
formulation is concerned. James, after all, is not Paul and puts things in his own way. Paul would
certainly not have been happy with the slogan “faith and works” ripped out of its context, because for him
“works” meant “works of the law”, whereas for James it means something different; nevertheless, Paul
would have agreed with the point that James was making.

The individualism of James. At the risk of being overanalytical I suggest that two things can be
observed. One consists of the distinctive theology of James, this way of thinking largely based on the
wisdom tradition and the teaching of Jesus. The other is material held in common with the early church;
the glimpses that we have are surely the tips of an ice floe just showing above the water rather than a few
pieces of scattered flotsam. But what does it say about a writer that he shows so little of this underlying
mainstream theology (If we may so term it) and that he does not take up issues of a more theological
character concerning the Christian life? Part of the answer is that James offers a very practical corrective
regarding Christian practice because the nature of the situation apparently demanded it.

But there is something more to be said. It is also the case that James has developed a theology that
stands in the wisdom tradition with its stress on the piety of the righteous sufferer and its concern for the
practicalities of fair and loving behavior. We have taken up the suggestion that wisdom as God’s gift to
believers may function in the same way as the Holy Spirit in Paul and John. If this proposal or something
like it is valid, then James’s understanding of the life of the believer is close to that of other New
Testament writers than is sometimes thought.

But the effect of this observation is to pose a problem. It is one thing to identify what is going on in
the letter of James. It is more difficult to explain how and why this particular individualistic strand of



theology developed, a theology that does not naturally use the typical language of the rest of the New
Testament, although we have kept on hearing echoes of all kinds, and that appears to say similar things in
a somewhat different idiom. Why does James talk about wisdom rather than about the Spirit? Why does a
Christian writer make so little direct reference to Jesus? Why is there no direct reference to his death and
resurrection?

Maybe this is an unreal problem. There is an analogous situation in the marked difference in idiom
between Paul and John, and perhaps still more between the ways in which the Synoptic Evangelists and
John thought it proper to express the teaching of Jesus. The effect is to suggest that there was more
individual creativity inspired by Jesus in the early church than we may have thought.

A plausible theory is that James, the leader of the Jerusalem church, wrote to Christian congregations
that were probably mainly Jewish in character. It can be assumed that they found life difficult, just as the
Jews did, and he wrote to strengthen them in their Christian faith by encouraging them to press on to
perfection, to resist temptation and not to be disheartened by oppression. He was aware of standard
problems within the church: partiality to the rich; a faith that did not issue in loving actions; the sins of
speech, quarrelsomeness, the temptation to succumb to worldly desires, the temptation to get rich and to
be arrogant, the need for prayer, and the need for loving pastoral care by the members for one another.
His letter is primarily concerned with these pastoral matters, but it rests upon an individual theology that
is deeply inspired by the Jewish wisdom tradition and by the teaching of Jesus but betrays some
knowledge of the development of Pauline theology and has links with Peter.14

We have, then, to recognize a strain in Christian theology that shared the basic convictions that we
find elsewhere in the early church but developed its own characteristic way of thinking that owed more to
a kind of wisdom tradition and stressed Christian maturity shown in the development of character rather
than the concept of spiritual life in Christ. In this respect James may be thought to stand closer to the kind
of theology that we find in Acts rather than in Paul and John.

1 Peter

We have observed some similarities and contacts between James and 1 Peter, particularly in their use of
the Old Testament and the teaching of Jesus. But the general character of the two letters is rather different.
It might be summed up somewhat sharply by saying that in the context of 1 Peter it would make sense to be
asking the question of a reader “Do you love Jesus?” (cf. 1 Pet 1:8), but it might seem odd to ask the same
question of a reader of James. No doubt it is at least a trifle unfair to base a verdict on the limited
evidence that the short letter of James, written for specific practical purposes, can give us for a full
understanding of the spirituality of its author and readers. Nevertheless, with respect to the letters as we
have them there is a broad distinction here.

There is considerable use of early Christian material in the letter. As in the case of James we find
significant echoes of the teaching of Jesus. The theology is also strongly influenced by the use of the Old
Testament. Peter has a clear theology of the way in which God worked through his Spirit in the formation
of the prophetic writings (1 Pet 1:10–12). There is a remarkably high amount of quotation from and
allusion to passages from the Old Testament; some of these passages are used independently by other
New Testament authors, suggesting that there was a common pool of material that was known to early
Christians. Analysis of the doctrinal and practical teaching also reveals significant contacts in form and
content with other New Testament writings and demonstrates that 1 Peter stands in close contact with the
common teaching of the church; after all, this is precisely what one would expect from a letter of Peter.

The general theological character of the letter has been perceived to be not dissimilar to that of
Paul’s writings rather than to Hebrews, James or John. This suggests that a brief comparison with Paul
may be the appropriate way to see how 1 Peter fits into the New Testament spectrum of theology.



Peter shares the common New Testament understanding of God as the gracious and faithful Father of
Jesus Christ (1 Pet 1:3; 2 Cor 1:3) and of believers, who is also the sovereign and impartial judge of
humankind (1 Pet 1:17; Rom 2:11; 14:11–12). His statements about God’s foreknowledge of his people
(1 Pet 1:2) place him alongside Paul, who uses similar language to indicate that the creation of God’s
people, to which the readers belong, rests on God’s purpose and initiative (Rom 8:28–30; Eph 1:3–6); the
church is not a humanly created society of like-minded individuals.

Jesus Christ is the Son of the Father, and language is used that at least points in the direction of his
preexistence. God’s purpose of salvation through Jesus was conceived before the creation of the world
but only now revealed to the world (1 Pet 1:20; cf. Eph 1:4; Col 1:26). The Old Testament designation of
“Lord” is applied to Jesus (1 Pet 2:3, 13; 3:15; 1 Cor 10:26). The understanding of Jesus as the Suffering
Servant of Yahweh is thematized (1 Pet 2:21–25), although the actual term is not used of him by either
writer, and the concept of self-emptying employed in Philippians is absent from 1 Peter.

The Holy Spirit is active in the inspiration of the prophets (1 Pet 1:11; cf. 2 Tim 3:16) and in the
empowering of preachers (1 Pet 1:12; 1 Cor 2:10; 1 Thess 1:5). The Spirit also is at work in the
sanctification of believers (1 Pet 1:2; 1 Thess 4:8) and is present with them in their sufferings (1 Pet 4:14;
cf. Rom 8:26–27). All of this is amply paralleled in Paul.

Peter’s understanding of salvation is likewise close to that of Paul. The death, resurrection and
exaltation of Jesus constitute the saving event, but Peter is alone in developing the significance of the
period after his death when Jesus visited the spirits in prison. The death is understood as sacrificial (1
Pet 1:2, 19; Rom 3:25; Eph 5:2), the means of redemption (1 Pet 1:18; Rom 3:24; Gal 3:13), the bearing
of sin (1 Pet 2:24; cf. 2 Cor 5:21), and the means of reconciliation whereby sinners are brought back to
God (1 Pet 2:25; 3:18; Rom 5:10). The hostile forces arrayed against them are subjugated to the exalted
Lord (1 Pet 3:22; 1 Cor 15:25–27). Christians are people characterized by faith, hope and love directed
to Jesus (1 Pet 1:3–9; 1 Thess 1:3). They have died to sin and live to righteousness (1 Pet 2:24;15 Rom
6:1–11), and their new life is in Christ (1 Pet 3:16; 5:10, 14; 1 Thess 2:14; 4:1). Corporately they
constitute the people of God, in continuity with Israel to which they now belong (Gal 6:16), and they are a
royal priesthood and temple (1 Pet 2:4–10; 2 Cor 6:16). They are God’s flock and household (1 Pet 2:25;
4:17; 5:2; cf. 1 Cor 3:9; Eph 2:21).16 They are endowed with spiritual gifts to speak and serve in the
congregation (1 Pet 4:10–11; Rom 12:6–8; 1 Cor 12). Though they are afflicted by opposition and
persecution, they put their trust in God to keep them and will finally attain to sharing in the glory of God to
which they have been called (1 Pet 1:5–9; Rom 8:31–39; 2 Cor 4:16–18; 2 Thess 2:14).

Although what has just been presented is a summary of Petrine teaching, reflecting his characteristic
vocabulary, it will be clear from the references how close it is to Paul’s way of expressing Christian
doctrine not only in wording but also in essential structure. For our present purposes it matters not
whether this is distinctively Pauline teaching or the common teaching that Paul shared with other
Christians; the significant fact is that Petrine teaching manifestly fits into this context. Peter brings his own
distinctive contribution within a theology that we can term broadly Pauline.

Further comparison is unnecessary. By establishing that 1 Peter exhibits a Pauline type of theology,
we have demonstrated adequately that this letter fits comfortably within the parameters of one of the main
streams of early Christian thinking. Some scholars take the argument further and claim that it really
belongs to a Pauline school rather than to Peter or his circle.17 This hypothesis is unlikely and
unnecessary. The historical contacts between Paul and Peter and the background of both apostles in early
Christianity are a fully adequate explanation of the resemblances in their theologies.18

Jude and 2 Peter

We can conveniently consider these two letters together. Despite their differences they have much in



common with one another. In both cases a major element in the situation is the activity of pseudo-
Christians among the readership, false teachers who live immoral lives and propound false doctrines. The
writers are concerned not to just to expose them and condemn them but also to preserve believers from
their bad influence and enable them to persevere in their faith.

Jude. Jude concentrates on this one theme. He makes use of Jewish literature and traditions to place
the heretics and to prophesy their fate. His employment of such materials places him out on a limb,
although it must be remembered that parallels to the apocalyptic passages elsewhere in the New
Testament can easily be found in extracanonical literature (particularly in 1 Enoch, from which Jude
quotes), and there is no reason in principle why reference should not be made to such sources.

The brevity of the letter curtails the amount of evidence provided for Jude’s theology. In our analysis
we saw that what he has to say about God, Christ and the Spirit is in line with other early Christian
writings. If the aspect of judgment emerges strongly, this is traditional language for the fate of rebels
against God, and the picture of God in relation to believers is of a merciful and loving being. Christ is
described as functioning in the same ways as the Father and thus as being equal with him. Salvation
depends upon God’s calling and perseverance is related to his love and mercy and also to the faith and
prayer of believers.

The description of the readers as “called” is a designation also used by Paul, but, although he tends
to link it with the goal of the action—“called to be saints”—the term can stand as a name for Christians in
virtue of an essential characteristic, that they have been summoned by God to be his people and have
responded to the summons (Rom 1:6–7; 8:28; 1 Cor 1:2, 24; cf. Rev 17:14).19 When the congregation are
urged to build themselves up in their faith, this most naturally refers to a mutual activity, similar to what
Paul describes in 1 Corinthians 12 and 1 Corinthians 14 when he insists that the purpose of the activities
in Christian meetings is the promotion of the spiritual growth and good of the congregation as a whole and
not simply of isolated individuals in it.

The goal of appearing blameless before God is precisely what we find in Paul; believers will be
able to stand before God without fear of blame since they will be made holy by him (1 Cor 1:8–9; Phil
1:9–11; 1 Thess 3:13; 5:23). The motif of intense joy is reminiscent of 1 Peter 1:8. The use of the
doxology, in which these motifs appear (Jude 24–25), probably mirrors the practice of the church in its
prayer language, and the closeness of the language to that of Romans 16:25–27 is indicative of Jude’s
relationship to mainstream Pauline Christianity.20

The general impression made by this letter is thus of a theology that is very similar to that of
mainstream Christianity. The references to the apostles as figures of the past (Jude 17) and the use of
pious language (your “most holy” faith; cf. Mt 27:53; 2 Pet 1:18) may suggest a developed stage in the life
of the church. However, the former of these points is not compelling, since the apostles are not to be seen
as belonging to a distant point in time. There is nothing in the theology itself that can be regarded as early
catholic. Bauckham has developed the hypothesis that Jude preserves an early form of christology
associated with the family of Jesus in which Jesus is the agent of God’s salvation and judgment, and this
is summed up in his title of Messiah and in the attribution to him of God’s name of “Lord”.21

Second Peter. This letter appears to have much the same concerns as Jude. The fact that 2 Peter can
take over so much of Jude should be taken as evidence that the two writers were dealing with much the
same kind of problem rather than that they were engaging totally different phenomena. The major new
element here as compared with Jude, where the emphasis was almost entirely on the immoral lifestyle of
the false teachers, is the scoffing at the Christian hope of the parousia of Christ and the associated end of
history. The Christian hope is in danger of dying out in this context. A further point is that the false
teachers twist the Scriptures, including the letters of Paul. They pay lip service at least to Scripture but
twist it in an antinomian manner to allow what Peter regarded as sinful license and to deny that it will
come under judgment. These two characteristics evidently belong to one and the same group of people.



Second Peter 3:3–4 is based on Jude 18, which suggests that the same people are in view. The denial of
the parousia could well be due to influences from outside the church altogether.

The theology developed in this context is similar to that in the Pauline tradition. Jesus Christ ranks
alongside God the Father and is probably named as God (2 Pet in a manner that is found elsewhere in the
New Testament (Tit 2:14). His function is summed up as that of Savior, again a term whose currency is
seen particularly in the Pastoral Epistles but also in Luke-Acts. His saving activity consists in redemption
(2 Pet 2:1), a term that probably carries a reference to his death, and there may be a reference to his
righteous act that brings release from sin (2 Pet 1:1). We noted the very similar use of this motif by Paul
and Revelation (1 Cor 6:20; 7:23; Rev 5:9; 14:3–4).

The reference to the transfiguration of Jesus is unusual, but there is nothing strange about it. The real
puzzle is rather why the resurrection appearances of Jesus are not appealed to instead (cf. Acts 1:11), but
the point may simply be that Peter wished to appeal to the majestic appearance of the transfigured Christ,
which does not figure in the resurrection appearance stories in the Gospels.22 Despite the lack of explicit
reference to the resurrection, this is implicit in the references to his present existence alongside God the
Father.

The readers are characterized by faith, stated to be a gift of God (as in Eph 2:8), and the Christian
life is regarded as one of growth in grace and knowledge; we saw that this understanding has close links
to Pauline teaching on the fruit of the Spirit.

The considerable stress on knowledge requires comment. The usage here is more personal than in
the Pastoral Epistles and Hebrews, which use the stereotyped phrase “knowledge of the truth” for the
experience of conversion. Usage elsewhere in the New Testament indicates that epignōsis increasingly
came to be used for a personal relationship with God and hence of shared knowledge of his purposes.
This use is found in the later Pauline letters (Eph 1:17; 4:13; Col 1:9–10; 2:2; 3:10).23 It is also
paralleled by the rich usage in John and 1 John for personal relationships involving God the Father and
Christ. At the risk of oversimplification we may hazard the suggestion that the usage is not all that
different from the common English use of “I know her” to express a personal relationship of greater or
less depth. Thus the terminology does not indicate an intellectualization of Christian faith but rather
something that is perhaps more mystical or, rather, personal (cf. Phil 3:10).

The language of sharing in the divine nature is unique to this letter. However, the substance of the
idea is expressed by Paul and John. For Paul believers are linked so closely to Christ as to be fellow
heirs of the glory that is his and sharers in his resurrection, receiving glorious bodies like his (Rom 8:17,
30; 2 Cor 3:18; Phil 3:21; cf. Eph 3:19). Similarly, in the language of John the relationships between
believers and the Father and the Son are described in the same way as those between the Son and the
Father (Jn 17:21). Moreover, humanity is made in the image of God, and this image is also found in Jesus,
whose image will also be borne by redeemed humanity (1 Cor 15:49). It is not too much to say that
closely related expressions are well and truly present elsewhere in the New Testament and that 2 Peter is
essentially making the same point but in an unusual manner.

Another unusual motif is the replacement of the perishable world by a new heaven and earth. This is
most closely paralleled in Revelation (Rev 21:1), and this is confirmed by Romans 8:21, which says the
creation is liberated from decay and shares the glory of the children of God. The motif may be implied in
1 Corinthians 15, where the provision of spiritual bodies for believers might suggest the need for a new
spiritual environment for them.

The basic theology of the letter is thus fairly categorized as mainstream. Nevertheless, some of the
distinctive features are often taken as indications that the letter is late and has undergone some major
shifts in theology. A number of scholars invoke the category of early catholicism to typify the letter. The
difficulty in evaluating this claim lies in the fact that the category is so vague. If it refers, as it normally
does, to the stereotyping of the church’s message, the control of the church over what was becoming a set



of orthodox beliefs rather than a personal relationship with Christ, a theology resting on tradition that is
fixed and unchanging, and the development of a hierarchical concept of office with the church as the
dispenser of salvation, then it is hard to recognize this tendency in the letter. There is certainly the appeal
to the authority of Peter the apostle and of Paul, and the denial of the freewheeling interpretation of
Scripture practiced by the false teachers. But is this really any different from the apostolic authority to
which Paul appeals? The wholly negative characterization of the letter by Ernst Käsemann, for whom
“early catholic” was a strongly pejorative term,24 has been increasingly rejected in recent scholarship for
the very good reason that its exegetical basis cannot be sustained.25

True, there are signs of later language. The use of superlative adjectives such as “holy” with the
“mountain” (2 Pet 1:18) and the “commandment” (2 Pet 2:21; cf. “most holy faith” in Jude) and
“precious” (2 Pet 1:1, 4) is typical of this. There is also the backward look to the teaching of the apostles
(2 Pet 3:2) and to a collection of Pauline letters regarded as Scripture (2 Pet 3:16), but both of these
references are perfectly possible in the first century.26 But that is all that there is. There is nothing here to
suggest early catholicism, no exaltation of the church as the institution controlling and providing salvation,
no replacement of a living relationship with Jesus Christ by mere intellectual assent to a set of doctrines

Without going so far in this direction Ralph P. Martin has detected a danger that “2 Peter represents
a Christianity that is on the road to becoming tradition-bound, authoritarian and inward-looking”. On the
one hand, the letter is characterized as rigid and offering a “somewhat mechanical reaction to innovation
and theological enterprise”; but on the other hand, it was necessary to defend the faith against the errors of
the false teachers and so preserve it for the future.27 This characterization is perhaps not altogether fair.
There is no evidence that the false teachers were offering a creative development of the faith, and in
response to them 2 Peter develops some fresh argumentation (the appeal to the flood and to the Lord’s
sense of time) and uses a new vocabulary that would probably be appropriate for them.28 It is important to
bear in mind that from the beginning the theology of the early church rests firmly on tradition, and that a
period of consolidation is inevitable and necessary.

More to the point might be the query whether 2 Peter retains the missionary character that is
fundamental to New Testament Christianity. The charge of being inward-looking is best responded to by
recognizing that the author saw the danger of the false teachers as being so great that (like Jude) he had to
concentrate his message on that particular problem. It is true that he seems to foresee little chance of them
abandoning their error and writes in the most powerful terms of the judgment that faces them and of the
fear that people who lapse from the way of righteousness can scarcely be brought back to it. Nevertheless,
the context of the letter is a church composed of people who have been rescued from a way of life that
leads to destruction, and the dominant motif in the picture of God and Christ is that of a God who does not
want anybody to perish but rather that all people should come to repentance.

Conclusion

The documents that we have considered in this chapter are very varied in their character, but there is great
value in their diversity. No doubt the most valuable are Hebrews and 1 Peter. The former gives us the
essential typological understanding of the relationship of the Old Testament sacrificial system to the self-
offering of Jesus and also the crucially important understanding of the life of the believer as an ongoing
pilgrimage and growth to maturity. The latter sees life in the world as an opportunity for believers to
demonstrate their faith and love despite the hostility that they experience. James has a particular place
with its intensely practical wisdom that picks up on an aspect of Old Testament thought that might be
thought to have little to offer to believers but here is seen to retain its relevance and importance. Jude and
2 Peter are somewhat slighter in weight, but have a significant message for a church that is confronted by



the evils of hedonism and false values. They present the Christian faith in different ways, but we have not
seen any evidence of serious differences in their central understanding, granted that in the case of the
shorter writings the available evidence is limited. Here we have valuable, indeed indispensable
witnesses to the richness of theological thought in the early church.
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DIVERSITY AND UNITY IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

 

The purpose of this book has been to offer a presentation of the theology in the New Testament in a
manner that would include doing justice to four main concerns.

First, it is essential to see the New Testament writings as part of the canonical Scriptures of the
Christian church and therefore to undertake a biblical theology of the New Testament in which proper
attention is paid to the substructure provided by the Old Testament.

Second, we were concerned to locate the theological activity that comes to expression in the New
Testament in the context of the missionary situation in which it took place.

Third, we considered it essential to begin with examining the theology of each of the documents
individually. Even where, as is the case with Luke-Acts and with the generally acknowledged letters of
Paul, some writings can be ascribed to the same authors, it is still of value to look at these writings
separately to see what contribution each has to offer to the total picture. In other cases the scholarly
uncertainty regarding authorship requires us to look at each writing by itself without making assumptions
about authorship. In this way we can hope to do better justice to each book of the New Testament than if
we look simply at each separate author.

Fourth, we were concerned to see whether the several writings can be said to show any kind of
theological unity. It could be said that the thesis that we have been testing here is that we can proceed
through a recognition of the diversity in the documents to a recognition that there is a fundamental unity
between them.

There are one or two other concerns that might have been addressed but that have been given little or
no attention. I have not attempted to reconstruct the history of the development of New Testament
theology, showing how ideas may have been born and then changed as they passed through many Christian
minds. To some extent questions of the relationships between writers are essential to the understanding of
theological ideas in their contexts: a consideration of James 2 with no reference to its relationship to Paul
would not be fruitful. But I have made no attempt to create a global picture of development, an enterprise
that is difficult and speculative.1

Nor have I undertaken the task of relating New Testament theology to the systematic, dogmatic
theology of the Christian church today.2 Rather I have tried to give an analysis of the theological thinking
and ideas of the New Testament writers that will serve to help people to understand New Testament texts
in their theological context and to have a systematic presentation that can form the starting point for a
biblically based systematic theology. There is a dialectic or hermeneutical circle between apprehending
the theology expressed in the New Testament texts and using that theology as a context for the
understanding of those texts.

The Biblical Context

Nothing more needs to be said at this point about the importance of understanding the New Testament
writings as documents whose worldview is shaped by the faith expressed in the Old Testament and that
draw heavily on the Old Testament for their motifs, concepts and theological vocabulary. The account of



the exodus and new exodus terminology particularly in Isaiah 40–55 are used by several authors in
bringing out the continuity between the old and new covenants. The fact that a New Testament theology
must be a biblical theology of the New Testament has been so thoroughly demonstrated by such scholar as
Hans Hübner and Peter Stuhlmacher that it requires no further demonstration here, and we have been
content to assume this approach rather than to justify it.

The Missionary Situation

The situation of the early Christians was one in which they were communicating the good news about
Jesus to people who were not yet believers. It is worth remembering that people were believers only if
they had become believers. The good news was news, something fresh that had not been heard before.
Therefore, any people who became believers did so only as a result of the gospel being communicated to
them. Whether deliberately or otherwise, whether consciously or otherwise, the early Christian church
grew through sharing the message of Jesus with people who were not yet believers. There was no other
way in which it could happen.

Inevitably, therefore, the church was active in mission, or else there would have been no church.
Jesus was engaged in mission and called followers to share his work, and they knew that after his death
and resurrection they must continue that mission. Consequently, the writings that we have arose out of that
mission. While the majority of them were written to people who had become believers, some of them may
have been intended to be evangelistic, the kind of writings through which readers might be brought to faith
(Jn 20:30–31). Others of them described the mission of Jesus (the Gospels) and of his followers (Acts),
and in both cases part of the purpose was to confront the readers with their heritage and set an example to
encourage and direct them in their own mission. For the most part, however, the books were written to
help those who had become believers and needed fuller instruction in their faith and practice. It is a
narrow view of evangelism that confines it to the activity whereby people are brought to faith; the nurture
of converts and the establishment of the congregations that they comprise are equally important as part of
the task. In particular, the rise of false beliefs and evil practices creates dangers as a result of which
people may make shipwreck of their faith and congregations may lapse, and therefore the New Testament
books have to deal with these problems, even if the writers would gladly have written about other things
(Jude 3). Consequently, it can be affirmed that mission is the origin of the New Testament documents. At
the same time, the documents are concerned in part with the forwarding of the actual evangelism and
contribute to a theology of evangelism.

Inevitably, however, a central area of interest is the theology that expresses the experience of
believers and the new beliefs that they come to hold. Focusing on this activity can carry with it the
temptation to ignore the task of mission as the sharing of the gospel with those who have not yet heard it
or believed it. It is possible to remember how one became a believer, to carry on the activities expected
of believers, individually and in a congregation, and yet to ignore mission and evangelism. Particularly in
time of hostility and persecution believers may maintain a low profile and withdraw from mission and
evangelism for entirely understandable reasons. Even today believers may find their attention diverted to
the study of theology and other aspects of Christian living to the detriment of evangelism, and this
presupposition may give them a skewed reading of the New Testament. Therefore, it has been my aim in
this book to take note of the missionary character and implications of New Testament theology without
exaggerating this element or giving it undue attention alongside the other characteristics of the theology.

The theological status of the mission is important. I have drawn attention to the essential role of
Jesus as the One sent by God to act as his agent in the establishment of his kingdom and the associated
blessings of salvation. Jesus then sent his followers to continue the same task. In the theology of Paul we
saw how there is a consciousness that the Christ event and the apostolic proclamation of the gospel are



the two inextricably linked parts of the one saving event in which God sends his Son to act as Savior, and
his followers make known and interpret his coming, death, and resurrection, and call on people to believe
the good news and accept Jesus as Lord. The ongoing mission is thus given its proper status as an integral
part of the one saving action of God.

Through Diversity to a Common Theology

Our presentation has shown something of the distinctiveness of the different books of the New Testament.
A historical approach cannot assume that the writers would necessarily be in full agreement with one
another in their manners of expression. Can we find a unity in their presentations? There are two
complementary ways of investigating the matter. One is to compare the letters with one another to see if
we can establish a common core of teaching that is expressed in or that manifestly underlies them all, a set
of ideas that are held by all or by a reasonable majority of the writers. The other approach recognizes that
the writers will express different facets and different implications of the basic theology in the several
writings, but it investigates whether it is possible to formulate a full statement of their theology that will
contain many motifs that may be peculiar to individual writings but that fit coherently together. For
example, Paul’s motif of the heavenly intercession of Christ is found only in Romans 8:34, but it would be
foolish to assume that it was not part of Pauline theology because it is attested only the once, and the
presence of the element elsewhere (Hebrews; 1 John) shows that it was not peculiar to Paul. The
construction of a New Testament theology must pursue both the greatest common factor and the least
common multiple approaches. Neither of these projects is easy to undertake, partly because the documents
are shaped by their contexts, and again partly because they may be operating at different levels or with
different modes of understanding.

Another kind of approach, taking account of the diversity, might be to try to categorize the New
Testament writings, or rather the theological ideas that they express, into different types or streams that
may have been flowing alongside one another. However, the complexity of the interrelationships,
synchronically and diachronically, defies neat analysis. A fashionable scheme of some forty years ago
saw three stages in the development of the early church and its theology—Palestinian Jewish Christianity,
Hellenistic Jewish Christianity and Hellenistic Gentile Christianity, so clearly defined that one could plot
the development of theologoumena in terms of these stages and assign different texts to each of them.3
Although this interpretative grid has dropped silently out of use, this emphatically does not mean that it
has to be replaced by a scenario that sees no developments and assumes that all parts of the New
Testament bear testimony in the same kind of way to the same beliefs; that kind of easy harmonization is
simply not possible. Rather, we have to recognize that the theological languages and concepts used by the
early Christians developed and diversified. But to what extent were they still recognizably bearing
testimony to the same things and the same experiences despite all the diversity?

In an important discussion of the topic, James D. G. Dunn argued for a common core to the four
categories of New Testament Christianity that he identified. These categories were Jewish Christianity,
Hellenistic Christianity, Apocalyptic Christianity and Early Catholicism; the common core in them all
could be represented somewhat abstractly as the affirmation of the identity of the man Jesus with the risen
Lord.4 That affirmation may sound very meager, as indeed it is, but it does encapsulate the fundamental
affirmation of early Christians that “if you declare with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your
heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Rom 10:9). Certainly it would not be at all
difficult to demonstrate that this affirmation is common to all the various kinds of New Testament
Christianity and that anything less would not be Christian. All writers assume the lordly status of Jesus
and implicitly accept that God raised him from the dead. But the implications of this are much wider, in
that Paul’s statement refers to God, belief and salvation in ways that are characteristically Christian and,



it may be claimed, are as fundamental and as widely accepted by early Christians as the point that Dunn
has isolated.5

Here we should not overlook the work of C. H. Dodd, who made a distinction between the preaching
of the early Christians to nonbelievers and the instruction given within the congregations to those who had
come to faith. He offered a reconstruction of what he called the “kerygma”, the message preached by the
early Christians to nonbelievers, on the basis of the evidence of the sermons in Acts and the traces of
earlier, preaching material in Paul and elsewhere in the New Testament. Despite considerable
questioning as to whether there was one kerygma or several, Dodd’s approach seems to be fundamentally
sound, although his conclusions need some refinement. It is not too difficult to show that the features that
he and subsequent scholars, such as Robert H. Mounce, isolated as typical of early preaching, can be seen
to underlie at least some of the New Testament documents. Dodd did not tackle the question of the so-
called Didache, the instruction given to new Christians with equal intensity, but this theme was taken up
by Edward Gordon Selwyn in a study of the sources lying behind the instruction in 1 Peter. Selwyn
deserves the credit for identifying the common contents and structures in this material, even if his attempt
to be more precise about the nature of the sources has not been so fruitful.6

All of these approaches are essentially concerned with the preliterary stages in the development of
New Testament theology, the oral preaching and teaching of the church in its earliest days that has been
dispersed and deposited piecemeal in the written documents and can be recovered from them only with
some difficulty. The story of the initial efforts of scholars in this area was chronicled by Archibald
Macbride Hunter some fifty years ago in a book on Paul and his Predecessors, and the task of identifying
and analyzing such material has continued apace. But this approach is concerned with the preliterary
material and not with the written texts that have been our concern. It is clearly relevant to our discussion
if it can be shown that there was a common pool of material behind the documents and that the writers
shared a basic package of theological understanding. It is not surprising that Hunter also wrote a very
short book on The Unity of the New Testament,  in which he demonstrated at a simple, but nonetheless
convincing, level that there is a considerable measure of agreement between the texts.7

So what about the texts themselves? In his study of New Testament theology Werner Georg Kümmel
placed side by side the teaching of Jesus, Paul and John whom he identified as the three principal New
Testament witnesses. At the end of the book he asked whether there was a commonality of theology
between them despite the manifest differences in expression. Jesus’ message concerns the approaching
end of the world and era of salvation, both of which were already beginning. The presence of salvation is
closely bound up with the person of Jesus, and he is able to offer a share in it to his hearers. After the
death of Jesus, his followers believed that he was raised from the dead and exalted as the heavenly Lord.
They experienced the Spirit, who was promised for the end time, and saw themselves as the community of
the end time. Thus like Jesus they believed that the end time had already begun, although they still looked
forward to the imminent coming of the kingdom of God. This experience provided the presupposition for
the theology of Paul. He developed this understanding theologically, expecting the near end of the world
but also conscious that through the sending of God’s Son the time of salvation is already a reality. The
living Christ and the Spirit are active in the Christian community. As for John, we find the same
juxtaposition of the hope of the future coming of Jesus and the final revelation of the children of God in
glory beside the reality of salvation here and now for believers. John emphasizes the presence of
salvation more than Paul.

From this comparison Kümmel concludes that the three witnesses all know of the imminent coming
of the final era of salvation and of the present reality of this future event in Jesus, the human being and the
risen Lord. But Paul and John are more conscious of the presence of salvation, and the expectation of
future salvation is less prominent. At the same time common to all three witnesses is the belief in the
condescension of God in Jesus. In Jesus the love of God comes to fulfillment. The early church came to



the recognition that Christ had died for their sins and that God had wiped out their sins. Paul took this
further by seeing that Christ delivered people from their sin and guilt and also from the hostile powers in
the world. John is said to follow a somewhat different route, in that he emphasizes the realization of
God’s saving purpose in the person of Christ to such an extent that the significance of his death almost
disappears; salvation is much more the result of the love of God who gave his Son.

Thus in spite of the development of thought exhibited in them, the three major witnesses of the theology of the New Testament are
in agreement in the twofold message, that God has caused his salvation promised for the end of the world to begin in Jesus Christ, and
that in this Christ event God has encountered us and intends to encounter us as the Father who seeks to rescue us from imprisonment in
the world and to make us free for active love.8

This is a somewhat different and fuller account of things from Dunn’s, but I cannot imagine Dunn
doing anything other than essentially agreeing with it. Kümmel is especially conscious of the tension
between the present realization of the kingdom of God and salvation and the future consummation as a
major structural element in New Testament thought, but he also emphasizes that God has acted in Christ in
order to bring about salvation through his incarnation and death. This account of things seems to me to get
nearer to the heart of New Testament theology than Dunn’s rather formal statement.

Kümmel’s statement is concerned only with the three principal witnesses to the theology of the New
Testament. In the course of this study I have outlined the views of each writer, and my proposition is that
what Kümmel established for three witnesses can be extended to cover all of them. The evidence for this
has already been provided. We began by looking at the way in which the mission and message of Jesus
are presented in the Synoptic Gospels. I argued that Matthew and Luke present essentially the same
picture as Mark with greater detail and with some changes in emphasis that do not significantly alter the
general impression. Further, I stated that there is every reason to believe that the substance of this
presentation faithfully reflects the earliest traditions about Jesus, which in turn reflect what Jesus did and
said. The Gospels reflect the earliest memories about Jesus, which there is good reason to see as being
based on actual memories of him. Within the confines of this book, which aims to be reasonably compact,
I did not develop a case for this assumption and refer readers to treatments of the historical Jesus.

1 then brought the account of the early church in Acts into the picture. We saw that the presentation
there fits within the general framework provided by the Gospels and specifically by Luke, and that it
presents a picture of the beliefs and theology of early Christians that appears credible as the development
of the message of Jesus in the light of Christian experience of the resurrection of Jesus, the outpouring of
the Spirit, and the ongoing mission of the church. Although the picture is to some extent molded by Luke, it
is generally coherent and convincing. Here, again, I did not attempt to justify this position in detail, being
content to state my agreement with those scholars who have argued for a positive view of Luke’s
reliability over against the skepticism of an earlier generation.

We were thus able at this stage to bring together the theologies of the Synoptic Gospels and of Acts
and to establish the harmonious development that can be seen between the theology of Jesus, as presented
by the Evangelists, and the theology of the early church, as presented in Acts.

The next stage was to examine the letters in the Pauline corpus following a probable chronological
order that conveniently enabled us to consider first those letters generally considered to be from his own
hand and, second, those that are either later compositions by him or produced by his followers who
presented his theology in ways appropriate for their situations. On the basis of this examination we were
then able to produce a synthesis of Paul’s theology based on the generally accepted letters. Throughout
this section we were able to include evidence from the later letters that fit into this presentation, and then
we looked at the later letters separately to compare their distinctive ideas with those of Paul. Again we
were able to see that they developed Paul’s theology in various ways, but what was produced was clearly
in basic harmony with the earlier letters, in some cases fruitful further developments and in other cases an
insistence on the importance of holding fast to Pauline teaching in the face of other, dubious theological
and behavioral tendencies in some of the congregations.



We were then able to make a comparison between the theology of the early church in Acts and the
theology of Paul. The effect was to show that there was a clear identity in basic matters, but the Pauline
letters offered a much fuller picture in terms of the range of material covered and in the depth of the
treatment. The greater depth of the Pauline material is not in the least surprising. The significant point is
that the two theologies show so much identity. And this is the case despite the fact that although Luke
presents himself as a partisan of Paul, nevertheless he has been suspected of misunderstanding Paul.
Certainly he does not give expression to the finer points of Pauline theology, but on basic matters there is
no conflict.

The next stage in the study was to bring in the third major area, the Johannine literature. The theology
of the Gospel is expressed in a very distinctive fashion with its use of a dualistic framework. The
theology of the Letters is closely related to it in the manner of expression and the content. The theology of
Revelation suggests the work of a writer who belongs to the Johannine circle but who feels the need to
make use of the apocalyptic traditions and style of expression that also occur in the Synoptic Gospels and
to a limited extent in the Pauline corpus. The theology of the Gospel and Letters needs to be analyzed in
comparison with the other Gospels and the Letters of Paul. The results of these comparisons show that
once again we have a form of theology that shows the same basic content as those of both of the groups of
writings. Of course, the manner of expression and the areas of discussion are different, but the central
concerns and the understanding of them are essentially the same.

Finally, we brought into the discussion the remaining books of the New Testament, Hebrews and the
so-called catholic letters, and looked at each in turn. The letter to the Hebrews produced its own
remarkable angle on the person and work of Christ, and on the nature of the Christian life in order to deal
with a specific danger of Christian fatigue and the threat of apostatizing, but once again, the fundamental
understanding of the faith is the same as elsewhere. James is unusual in its concentration on Christian
behavior, but there is more theology in it than is often noticed, and it reveals an author in close touch with
the tradition of the teaching of Jesus and in critical contact with some misunderstanding of Pauline
theology. Nevertheless, the manner of expression is remarkably different, thanks to its indebtedness to a
wisdom tradition, although the thrust is that of early Christianity generally. The first letter of Peter is a
gem in its extraordinarily dense and deep expression of theology in a brief space, and its similarities to
Pauline theology, though not such an identity as to make us assign it to a follower of Paul, evidence how
closely it belongs to the mainstream of New Testament theology. Jude and 2 Peter are often neglected in
accounts of New Testament theology, but we discovered that they both demonstrate an underlying
theology akin to that found elsewhere with a particular use of apocalyptic traditions to understand and
evaluate the false teaching that they felt obliged to oppose. In short, there is considerable variety in this
area of the New Testament, but the individual writings can be included without difficult in the map of
New Testament theology rather than being relegated outside its boundaries.

Thus in broad terms our analysis suggests that there is a significant core of agreement and identity
within the theologies of the individual constituents of the New Testament.

Is it possible to give an account of this core?
The main theme. Throughout the New Testament we are presented with a religion of redemption.

The same four stages are common to all the writers: There is a situation of human need that is understood
as sin that places sinners under divine judgment. There is a saving act by God that is accomplished
through Jesus Christ, who is the Son of God manifested as a human being and whose death and
resurrection constitute the saving act that must be proclaimed to the world, to Jews and to Gentiles. There
is a new life for those who show faith in God and Jesus Christ, and this new life, mediated by the Holy
Spirit, is experienced individually and as members of the community of believers. God will bring his
redemptive action to its consummation with the parousia of Christ, final judgment and the destruction of
evil, and the establishment of the new world in which his people enjoy his presence for evermore.9



The framework of thought. All our theologians work within the same Jewish framework of
understanding the world as the creation of God and history as the narrative of the ongoing relation of God
with the people whom he has chosen out of the nations, initially the Jews but then the people, Jewish and
Gentile, who have a spiritual relationship with him. They tend to accept the apocalyptic understanding of
history, and some writings make use of a cosmic and ethical dualism between God and the sinful world.
They accept the Jewish Scriptures (the Old Testament) as the divinely authorized and inspired account of
God’s dealings with his people and as the record of his communications with them through his prophets
who foretold what he would do in the future.

Developing the theme. The context of mission: God the Father. God is understood as the sovereign
Creator and Ruler of the universe, holy and righteous, loving, compassionate and faithful. He is both the
Judge of human sin and the Savior of sinners. In the New Testament he is characteristically the Father of
Jesus Christ and of believers. He is the author of salvation. The concept of fatherhood is marginally
present in the Old Testament, is developed by Jesus and taken for granted by the other New Testament
writers. There is thus a fuller and deeper understanding of God as entering into personal relationships
with individual believers.

The context of mission: The story of God and humanity. The New Testament writers assume the
biblical story of the creation of human beings who were expected to love and obey God, the fall of
humanity into rebellion and sin, God’s calling and appointment of the patriarchs and their descendants to
be his people, with whom he made a covenant, and the subsequent checkered history of the covenant
people, a cyclical story of rebellion, judgment, repentance and redemption repeated over and over again.
They pick up the promises that God would make a new start with his people, and their story is the story of
the establishment of this new covenant.10 There is thus a profound continuity between the acts of God in
both Testaments.

The center of mission: Jesus Christ. All our theologians understand Jesus to be the only significant
mediator between the world and God. They are all agreed that Jesus is a human being, and yet they assign
to him a status that also puts him alongside God the Father. At the very least he is the appointed agent of
God, with authority and insight that make him the supreme prophet. The concept of Messiah or Christ
expresses this role. The Jewish hope of an agent of God who would rule over his people, that is,
inaugurate or revivify the rule (kingdom) of God, was believed to be fulfilled in Jesus, and there is good
evidence that he saw himself as acting out this role, although he radically transformed it in doing so. To
some extent “Christ” became a name for Jesus that carried less meaning for Gentile Christians, but the
significance conveyed by it was not lost and was expressed in other ways. Jesus was conscious of a
relationship with God as his Father in what was at least an unusual and probably indeed a unique manner.
In the light of his resurrection, understood as exaltation to be with God, he is understood more and more
by early Christians to be God’s principal agent, is accorded the title of Lord, which was also the Old
Testament title for God, and is recognized as the Son of God (other related expressions include Wisdom
and Word). This status was understood to be something that for want of a better word we might call an
onto-logical relationship that places him within the identity of God,11 and occasionally the term God is
used of him. Accordingly, he is understood as a being who was with God before he became incarnate as a
human being.

The center of mission: The saving event. The death of Jesus and his resurrection are highly
significant. All sorts of ways are explored to develop the significance of these events, with varying
emphases. The basic idea of a death on behalf of other people is found throughout the New Testament.
The fact that the death delivers people from sins and their consequences and reconciles them to God is
again common to all. Different sets of images encapsulate different facets of the saving act. Common to
them all is that Christ died for or on behalf of human beings and that his death deals with the sin(s) that
separate them from God, enslave them in evildoing and place them under divine judgment that is active



now and in a final rejection of those who reject the gospel. His death is understood in categories taken
from the Old Testament understanding of sacrifice to remove the barrier caused by sin between humanity
and God. Forgiveness, justification, redemption and reconciliation are the key categories of
interpretation.

Likewise the fact that God raised Jesus from the dead and exalted him to a heavenly position
alongside himself (a glorification) is common, basic Christian belief. The death and resurrection of Jesus
are seen as one, single saving event, the action of God raising Christ rather than Christ raising himself.
Through this action the forces of evil are defeated and death is overcome for God’s people.

The saving event is made known through the proclamation of the gospel, which lies at the heart of the
mission entrusted by Christ to his followers. Whether people can be saved without having heard the
gospel is not a question that is discussed in the New Testament; what is emphasized is the divine
command to the church to go and make disciples. This mission is itself an integral part of the saving event.

The community of mission: The renewed Israel. God originally chose the nation of Israel/Judah to
be his people, and membership within it was on the basis of birth, ratified by male circumcision and
expressed in obedience to the law. The Jews were in many ways not fulfilling their side of the covenant.
Jesus came as the Messiah, and the Messiah’s role in at least some Jewish minds was to rid Israel of its
enemies and free the people from their oppression, and also to purge Israel so that the people might be
holy (Ps. Sol. 17). Jesus accordingly had a mission to Israel. On the assumption that he believed himself
to be fulfilling the role of the Messiah, it is not surprising that he called people to respond to him.
Whether or not he did this, his followers certainly saw him as the Messiah and pleaded with the Jews to
accept him as the Messiah and Lord. There thus developed a new people, standing in continuity with the
faithful Israel of the past, who were the continuing people of God, whereas those who rejected Jesus as
Messiah were excluded from this people, just as was the case in Old Testament times with those who
rebelled against the law and went after idols. The racial qualification was dropped as believers became
more and more aware that the mission of Jesus was not confined to racial Jews and that God was not the
God of the Jews only but also of the Gentiles. The tree (a vine or olive) thus gained engrafted branches.

There are only intimations of this in the Synoptic Gospels, and for the most part it appears that the
practice of Jesus was confined to Jews. Yet the three Evangelists are aware of the implications. The
gospel is to be preached to all nations. Gentiles will come into the kingdom of God. Luke especially
develops the theme in Acts. The fullest thematic treatment is in Paul, who knows himself as the apostle to
the Gentiles. John also knows that the flock will be increased by other sheep not belonging to the original
pen and that the appeal of Jesus will be to all people and not just to the Jews. There is thus not so much a
supersession of the ancient promises to the Jews that they will be God’s people as rather a spiritual
renewal of those promises in the new covenant, whereby the spiritual element of faith and love toward
God (that was always fundamental to the maintenance of the covenant) is now given fresh expression in
the revelation of God’s Messiah, Jesus, and the extension of the covenant people to include all who are
spiritually descendants of Abraham through their faith in the Messiah.

The theologian who travels furthest on his own in this theme is Paul, who had to face the problem of
the place of the Jewish law being applied to Gentiles in his churches, and who recognized that the law
had become something in which people placed their confidence rather than in Christ. Although there were
groups in the church who insisted that Gentiles should keep the Jewish law, especially circumcision, none
of the New Testament writers adopt this position. This led Paul into a profound discussion of the place of
the law in the purpose of God that is one of his major individual contributions to New Testament
theology. Paul shows the deepest understanding of sin as it affects and takes control of humanity from
Adam onward.

The community of mission: The response of faith. The understanding that because of what Jesus has
done people can be delivered from sin and put right with God is also basic. The gospel is about a divine



initiative, a divine offer that leaves no room for any human actions as a means of being saved.
Nevertheless, it is crucial that for salvation to be received there must be a human response. Such a
response is not something that human beings do to make themselves acceptable but rather is acceptance of
what God has done for them through Jesus, an acceptance that requires a total, ongoing commitment from
them, expressed in steadfastness and perseverance. Such faith is an acceptance of what God has done and
is doing to save his people without any reliance on whatever human beings might try to do to gain
acceptance. Hence faith is a defining characteristic of Christianity in a way that distinguishes it from
other ancient religions.

Even faith can be thought of in some contexts as a gift of God in that it is aroused and made possible
through the Spirit-empowered proclamation of the gospel. This has led some scholars to argue that behind
the New Testament writings generally lies a concept of a purpose of God to save only specific
individuals out of humanity in general, put into effect by sending Christ to die specifically and only for
them (although his death is sufficient for all humanity), calling these foreordained individuals by the
preaching of the gospel, creating faith in them and giving them the gift of perseverance so that God’s
purpose for them will not fail but be brought to completion. Although some texts may appear to support
such a position, it does not do justice to the passages that indicate that Christ died for all and that the
gospel is truly offered to all people who hear it. It would appear to reduce the New Testament language
of personal relationships between God and his people to some kind of determination of people’s willing
and acting by God so that they do exactly what he wants, and despite their appearance of freedom to
respond one way or another to the gospel they are in fact doing what they have been programmed by God
to do. What they do, of course, includes their evil choices and actions, and this seems to make God in
some sense the author of evil rather than its opponent engaged in a real conflict with it. We do better not
to force the New Testament teaching into a tight, logical system that does not sufficiently recognize the
mysteries and paradoxes that run through it.

Even less likely is the proposal that the New Testament teaches that God’s plan is that ultimately all
people will inevitably be saved. However congenial such a thought may be, there is no clear evidence
that God will act to achieve this, and the overwhelming trend of the New Testament writers is to warn
against the danger of judgment and call people to faith here and now.

The community of mission: The Holy Spirit. Although the Synoptic Jesus had little to say about the
Spirit, it is recognized that his work was done in the power of the Spirit. The Synoptic Gospels do not say
very much about the life of disciples after Jesus has left them, beyond warning of the difficulties and
tribulations that lie ahead and calling for watchfulness and steadfastness. Only Matthew preserves the
promise of the presence of Jesus with his assembled disciples. Thus for the most part the Spirit and the
presence of the risen Jesus lie outside the horizon of the Synoptic Gospels. Nevertheless, the work of
Luke culminates in the book of Acts, which does refer to the power of the Spirit in the disciples and to
their experiences of the risen Lord. Luke, therefore, saw no problem in the contrast between the limited
amount of coverage of these experiences in the Gospel and the new experiences that dominated Christian
consciousness after Pentecost.

The place of the Spirit in the life of individual believers and in the congregations is developed most
fully in the Pauline corpus and in John and 1 John. Paul sees the Spirit as the agent that transforms
believers to be holy and loving, and empowers them for their struggle with evil. Yet the power of the
Spirit is not such that it cannot be resisted and thwarted. The paradox of the relationship between human
willing and divine transformation is not lightly resolved. The Spirit gives his gifts to believers to be used
in the community for upbuilding one another as well as themselves. John sees the Spirit especially in his
role as the Comforter to take the place of Jesus after his resurrection, bearing witness to him and
conveying eternal life to them.

The community of mission: The church. The goal and result of the work of Jesus is the redemption



of individuals and their formation into a community. These two aims belong closely together, since the
purpose of redemption is not simply to deliver individuals from the consequences of their sinfulness but
to create a new life characterized by righteousness and love. But since righteousness and love cannot be
practiced in a vacuum but only in a community, it follows inevitably that redemption should result in a
new community characterized by the mutual exercise of love and righteousness. Thus God’s purpose of
creating a people who will honor him is brought about.

There is little about the followers of Jesus forming what we might call an organized community in
the Synoptic Gospels. During the lifetime of Jesus there was no need for organization beyond the fact
reported by John that the traveling group had a common purse held by Judas and that there were
arrangements for their keep from various women who evidently had material resources. Matthew does
have some instructions applicable to a more formal group. Luke was not organization-minded, and the
organization of the congregations in Acts is dealt with rather casually. The Pauline letters reveal the
development of various forms of ministry and types of activity within the groups of disciples with a mix
of formal and less formal assignments of tasks within the congregations. Here the congregations meet
together, and the meeting is the characteristic Christian activity. Contrast the Gospels, where there is no
telling whether, let us say, the disciples of Jesus in Capernaum had any common gatherings or activities
when Jesus was not there. We have a picture of disciples gathered around Jesus to be taught and
presumbly to pray, but that is all; in any case, at this point, they presumably still go to the synagogues for
the normal religious activities expected of Jews. In John the picture resembles that in the Synoptics, and
there is no anticipation of the life of Christian congregations.

Entry into salvation and into the community of believers is symbolically expressed in baptism, a rite
that is eloquent of being cleansed from sin, sharing in the death and resurrection of Jesus, and receiving
the Holy Spirit. The continuing relationship of believers to Christ is also symbolically expressed in the
Lord’s Supper, which is eloquent of the sacrificial death of Jesus, spiritual nourishment and the bond of
unity and love between those who share in the one loaf and cup. The common life of believers further
includes the manifestation of gifts of the Spirit intended to build up believers in their faith, especially
through teaching, practical love and care for one another, and worship, thanksgiving, and prayer to God.

The community of mission: The love commandment. The clearest common motif in many of the
sources, especially in Jesus, Paul and John, is undoubtedly the love command. Its centrality in the
behavior of disciples and believers is obvious in all three cases. It appears in its most radical form in the
sermon of Jesus where love of enemies is enjoined. But this motif is also present in Paul (Rom 12). In
John the emphasis is more on love within the Christian community (Jn 13:34–35); as noted above, John is
thinking of mutual love as the mark that distinguishes the Christian community. Loving care for the poor
outside the community is hard to detect, although concern for the poor brother and sister is emphasized in
1 John. John too is more aware of the enmity of the outside world toward the believers. Granted these
differences regarding the scope of love, there is still no denying the centrality of the motif as lying at the
heart of Christian behavior.

Of a piece with the love commandment is the concept of leadership as humble service and not as the
self-serving exercise of power and authority. The Son of Man came to serve, and he commended humility
to his followers; true greatness lies in serving, not in being served. John presents the example of the Lord
and Master washing the feet of the disciples. The motif may not be so obvious in Paul, but it is there also.
The church certainly has leadership, and there is authority attached to it, but the authority is exercised for
the benefit of the others and not for self-aggrandizement, and this transforms its character.

The consummation of mission: The fullness of salvation. Finally, in all our sources we are
conscious of the imminent end of the present age and the overlap of the ages. It is notorious that in the
Synoptic Gospels the kingdom of God is presented as a very near future entity and as something that is
already exercising its power in the here and now. The kingdom is now and not yet. Equally, the Messiah



is here now and yet not fully recognized. His power is seen in mighty works, but he can be arrested and
put to death. The resurrection undoes the opposition and leads into the era preceding the parousia when
the Son of Man will reign and judge. Equally salvation is here to be experienced, but it is not yet
consummated. This broad picture can be accepted despite disagreements on the finer points. It is also the
picture in Paul, who can speak of salvation in the future tense but also speak of the present realities of
Christian experience of justification and reconciliation. Ephesians 2:8, whether Pauline or not, accurately
sums up a theology that insists that believers have been saved and can therefore look forward with
confidence to being saved from divine wrath at the final judgment. The belief in the imminence of the end
is also there in the Pauline hope of the parousia and the resurrection of the dead; there should be no
controversy over the affirmation that for Paul the end was certainly something that could come in the near
future, whether or not he committed himself to saying that it must do so. As for John, we have seen that he
is particularly concerned with the present experience of eternal life by believers but without forgetting the
resurrection of the dead. John 11 in particular depicts the tension between eternal life now and the
continuing experience of death until the time comes when the dead are resurrected; between the present
coming of Jesus to his people and the future parousia.

None of our sources makes the error of thinking that believers are already living in the fullness of the
new world; they insist on the preliminary, incomplete mode of Christian experience in the midst of
suffering, temptation and physical weakness and death, but equally they insist that this experience is a
genuine anticipation of the consummation. Consequently, there is a tension between strength and
weakness, so that in the midst of utter human weakness the power of God may be manifested to believers.
Tensions of this kind are to be found throughout the New Testament, although naturally they are more
apparent in some writings than in others.

Conclusion. On the basis of this analysis, it can be claimed that our witnesses do bear testimony to
what is palpably the same complex reality. We have found a far greater range of areas of agreement than
Dunn’s statement might have suggested. Hence a synthetic New Testament theology is a real possibility,
but it must begin with seeing each writer in his own terms. Here we may refer again to the achievement of
Ferdinand Hahn, who has shown how, despite all the variety to be seen in the individual writers, a
comprehensive theology of the New Testament as a whole can be constructed. In this book I have
attempted the more limited objective of establishing that there is a common, basic theology that can be
traced in all our witnesses, but without developing this theology in detail. Perhaps, therefore, it should be
emphasized that the various elements in the theology of the early Christians are to be found not just in this
summary of the key essentials but also and above all in the detailed expositions of the individual books of
the New Testament.

Unity or Diversity?

Our survey so far has indicated that it is possible to construct a summary of theological teaching that is
essentially shared by the New Testament writers. Some parts of it are multiply attested, while others have
less explicit support. Nevertheless, it is a reasonable conclusion that if something like the summary just
offered were put before the different New Testament writers, they would all be prepared to recognize it
as being close to the essential core of beliefs that inform their individual theologies. But once this has
been said, it must again be emphasized that we must not flatten out the teachings of the various writings in
such a way as to suggest that they all saw absolutely everything in exactly the same kind of way. The unity
is expressed in diversity. The issue is rather whether the diversity amounts to significant difference or
even contradiction.12

To illustrate the problem we may consider one important contribution to the discussion. Arland J.
Hultgren has argued that there are a number of different understandings of Jesus and his work in the New



Testament and has attempted to classify them into four distinguishable categories.
Redemption accomplished in Christ. This type of christology is found in the seven acknowledged

Pauline letters and Mark. Basically it is theopractic in that God is the principal actor and Jesus is
primarily obedient to God. It is the God of Israel who performs the redemptive act in Christ, who acts as
his agent or instrument; Christ dies on behalf of humanity by taking upon himself the divine judgment upon
sin, and his death and resurrection are the clues to his meaning as the Christ. There is variation between
the documents in the metaphors used and in the presence or absence of preexistence in their varied
christologies. The resulting christology is more functional than ontological, and the cross is central.
Redemption is an accomplished fact, and the scope is universal. The church is essential in proclaiming
redemption and as the community in which salvation occurs. No part of creation is outside its scope.13

Redemption confirmed through Christ. This understanding is found in Matthew and Luke-Acts.
Through Jesus, God carries out or confirms his redemptive purpose, making salvation possible for
humanity. Here Christ is rather more fully involved in the work of redemption than in the first view. On
this view the cross is almost incidental to the resurrection and exaltation of Christ; it is as the risen Lord
that he has authority to forgive sins. Redemption is now essentially a future prospect of which the gospel
is a pledge. But the time in between is significant in that forgiveness of sins is available, although
believers must persevere to the end to be saved. If there is less stress on the cross, there is now more
recognition of the church as the community in which salvation is experienced. The benefits of salvation
include guidance and teaching concerning conduct. No thought is given to those who have not heard the
gospel.14

Redemption won by Christ. This perspective belongs to such diverse works as Colossians,
Ephesians, the Pastoral Epistles, 1 Peter, Hebrews and Revelation. Here Christ is more obviously the
redeeming figure as the One who comes from above to secure redemption through his cross and victorious
resurrection and then return to his former glory, after which he will be revealed at the parousia. This
christology is accordingly christopractic, with Christ as the center, and forms the basis for Christus
Victor theories. He is not merely sent by God, like a prophet might be, but he is preexistent. The nature of
Christ is beginning to be the basis for his work. Several of the writings move to ontological unity between
God and Christ. Christ acts to liberate from sins; he does not appease God but rather ransoms human
beings. Future liberation from the evil powers and the devil is envisaged. The effects of Christ’s work are
accordingly essentially future, and the present life of the Christian is essentially preparatory for the
salvation that is to come. There is a tendency to universalism. The exalted Christ already exercises his
reign through the church. To some extent this later perspective is already anticipated in Philippians 2:6–
11, and the picture shows some conscious contrast to the emperor cult.15

Redemption mediated by Christ. This view is found in John and to some extent in 1–3 John. Christ,
who is in union with the Father, reveals him and mediates salvation from him to those who believe in him.
So salvation is based in the purpose of God but is essentially christopractic. The cross and resurrection of
Jesus are the presupposition and foundation of redemption. The message is pronouncedly one of gospel
and summons. The mediation of salvation takes place when and where persons believe in the Son. It is
very exclusivistic. In 1–3 John there is a return to the concept of the atoning significance of the death of
Jesus.16

Hultgren poses the questions that arise for discussion. Why are there different types of
understanding? Is there unity within the diversity? What differences remain between the various views,
and can they be harmonized? What criteria can be used to assess their relative strengths, weaknesses and
adequacy? Hultgren thinks that these four views cannot be harmonized, and he finds the first (the Pauline
model) the most satisfactory.17

Hultgren is to be commended for this pioneer work in attempting to explore the subtle differences



there may be between different understandings of the person and work of Jesus in the New Testament
writings. The task is peculiarly difficult because of the very considerable overlaps between the different
writings.18 Hultgren has to recognize that there are some examples of “mixture” where elements of one
type of understanding are found in writings that he assigns to another type. The effect of this may be to
show that the different views are not as incompatible as he suggests. It has often been commented that the
character of the gospel is such that it cannot be contained within any one, single model and that we need
pictures taken from various angles in order to appreciate the fullness of its content. We have constantly
had occasion to note the existence of paradoxes and tensions even within single documents in the New
Testament as they grapple with the difficulty of expressing Christian beliefs, and we should not assume
too swiftly that different presentations are necessarily incompatible with one another. There is also the
danger of assuming that what is not mentioned in comparatively brief documents was not essential in the
thought of the writers.

So, for example, it is difficult to accept his contention that the cross is less emphasized as the means
of redemption in Matthew compared with Mark, or conversely that the resurrection is less significant in
Mark.19 And the God who saves in Matthew and Luke-Acts is the same God of Israel as in Paul. The
christology of Paul is as ontological as that of these other documents, where Christ’s preexistence is a
matter of inference rather than of explicit statement. To say that no thought is given to those who have not
heard the gospel in Matthew and Luke-Acts is to fly in the face of the commands to universal mission in
both works and to assume wrongly that we are told about the salvation of those who have never heard or
will never hear the gospel elsewhere in the New Testament. Again, to affirm that teaching and guidance
concerning behavior is more characteristic of Matthew and Luke-Acts than Paul would have sorely
puzzled readers of 1 Corinthians, to say nothing of Paul’s other letters. As for redemption won by Christ,
most of the features of this mode are to be found explicitly and characteristically in Philippians as well as
in other earlier Pauline letters. In particular, it is hard to believe that the triumphant resurrection of Jesus
is any less prominent in Paul than it is here. Finally, the gospel presented in the Johannine writings is
essentially at one with Paul in its emphasis on the message and on the response of faith, and the
universality of the provision of salvation for the whole world is clearly expressed.20

These considerations show that there are good grounds for contesting whether the four types of
christology identified by Hultgren are all that distinct from one another and incapable of being seen
harmoniously. Hultgren certainly recognizes that there is a real unity within the diverse categories that he
has identified. He lists four points: (1) Redemption is based in the purposes of the God of Israel. (2)
Consequently, Christ does not act on behalf of humanity against God, but God is at work in him.21 (3)
Redemption is always seen as taking place in the death and resurrection of Jesus, however these may be
understood. (4) With the death and resurrection of Christ a new age has begun in which redemption is a
reality, even if there is tension regarding the extent of its fulfillment. I would suggest that the extent of the
unity is rather greater than the content of these points and that the various authors are bringing together
different elements that contribute to a fuller understanding of the many facets of christology and
soteriology rather than setting up models that are incompatible with one another.22

Two points made be made in conclusion. First, we must recognize that there may be considerable
differences in religious ethos that are compatible with a basic identity in experience. There is a distinct
difference between a high Anglican liturgy and the informality of a charismatic celebration, and yet each
of them may testify equally faithfully to the same gospel. How far was what went on in a typical meeting
of the congregation in Corinth comparable with a traditional Jewish-Christian synagogue in Galilee? Such
differences are tolerable, although even today Christians may find it difficult to adapt to them.

Second, in an important essay David Yeago has shown how the recognition of a distinction between
judgments and the conceptual terms in which they are expressed can help us to recognize that the same



judgments can be made in different conceptual terms. So, for example, Nicene dogma can be an
expression of the same judgment as is made concerning the person of Jesus in the New Testament.23 The
same principle may be applied to the different conceptualities that are used to express the judgments
concerning Jesus and the gospel that we find in the New Testament. Once we recognize that different
conceptualities can be used to express the same judgment, the next question is whether we can recognize
whether the same judgments are being made in the different bodies of evidence that we are examining.
Thus, for example, it is not difficult to recognize that the judgment that there is a spiritual relationship
between the risen Jesus and his followers is expressed using different conceptualities in Paul, John and
other New Testament writers. Similarly, the judgment that Christ’s death sets believers free from the
consequences and the power of sin is conceptualized in a variety of models, each of which helps to enrich
the total picture.

We close, then, with a recognition of a unity that is expressed through diversity. The quest is not
complete. There is much theological detail that we have not been able to explore in a book that is
intended to be an introduction rather than a comprehensive treatise. And it is part of the inspiration of
Scripture for Christian readers that it constantly speaks in new ways to people in different generations and
situations even if the message is still the same; compare how a Taizé chant, for example, remains the same
even if the instruments and voices, the harmony and counterpoint, are infinitely variable. So, when we
have reached the end of this book, we have not brought our study to a final conclusion but rather accepted
an invitation that will lead us on further to a continuing engagement with the God who continues to speak
to us in Scripture.
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Hunter, The Unity of the New Testament (London: SCM Press, 1943).
8Werner Georg Kümmel, The Theology of the New Testament According to Its Major Witnesses  (Nashville: Abingdon, 1973; London:



SCM Press, 1974), p. 332.
9Here 1 use the categorization suggested by David Wenham; p. 36 n. 26.

10The old covenant-new covenant distinction is not all that prominent on the surface of the New Testament, but it seems to underlie
Christian thinking on the understanding of the progress of salvation history.

11This is the helpful formulation offered by Richard J. Bauckham, God Crucified: Monotheism and Christology in the New
Testament (Carlisle: Paternoster, 1998).

12As has been indicated, there were manifestly differences between different groups in the early church, most conspicuously the
groups of Judaizers anathematized or rejected by Paul. Our concern here is whether the New Testament authors stand together.

13Arland J. Hultgren, Christ and His Benefits: Christology and Redemption in the New Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988),
pp. 47, 64–67.

14Ibid., pp. 69, 85–89.
15Ibid., pp. 91, 135–43.
16Ibid., pp. 145, 160–64.
17Ibid., pp. 179–80, 181–89.
18For a contemporary example of a similar problem one might compare the attempts to characterize the distinctives of the different

generations of young people in the Western world. Much is shared between the different generations, and it becomes a case of
trying to discover which features are more obvious in one group than in another. Cf. David Hilborn and Matt Bird, God and the
Generations: Youth, Age and the Church Today (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2002).

19See Morna D. Hooker, Endings: Invitations to Discipleship (London: SCM Press, 2003), pp. 11–30.
20Hultgren, Christ, pp. 56–57, creates what 1 regard as an artificial difference by arguing that Paul teaches a universalism according to

which all people will eventually be saved.
21Here it would be important to ask why Christ as the agent of God needed to become human. Hultgren is attempting to avoid any

suggestion that some kind of appeasement of God’s wrath against sin was needed, but the fact of divine wrath is not to be evaded.
22The major tension in the New Testament is probably that between the preaching in Acts with its concentration on the exaltation of

Christ to be a Savior and its lack of attestation of the significance of his death as a means of atonement. Yet the Last Supper
sayings and Acts 20:28 are adequate evidence that what we have is at most a shift in emphasis rather than a contradiction of the
saving significance of the death of Jesus.

23David Yeago, “The New Testament and the Nicene Dogma: A Contribution to the Recovery of Theological Exegesis”, in The
Theological Interpretation of Scripture: Classic and Contemporary Readings,  ed. Stephen E. Fowl (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997),
pp. 87–100.
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