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Preface

[Kume Bryant]

Welcome to the New Testament! You probably are a student at a college, university, or seminary. Perhaps you
are taking this course because you are really interested in learning more about these Christian writings, or
perhaps you just need the class to meet a requirement. Either way, my intent in writing this book is to help
you have an interesting, enjoyable, and intellectually rewarding experience.

The New Testament is a fascinating book. And, whatever your experience with it has been up to now, an

academic encounter in an educational setting is sure to open your eyes to ideas and concepts that you have not



considered previously. Some will be provocative, some might be inspiring, a few could be exasperating, but not
many will be boring. Bottom line: this should be a good class.

Let’s take a quick overview of this book. A few chapters deal with general topics (e.g., the world of the New
Testament, the life and thought of Paul), but most of the book deals directly with the New Testament

writings themselves. A typical chapter takes one of the New Testament books and offers you three things:

® a brief overview of the book’s contents
e adiscussion of historical background questions: Who wrote the book? Where? When? Why?

® a presentation of major themes: What is the message of the book? What topics in this book have

interested people the most over the years?

Now let me note a few things that are distinctive about this particular New Testament introduction, things
that might set it apart from other textbooks that you have used (and from other New Testament

introductions).

The Chapters Can Be Read in Almost Any Order

I think that the book works quite nicely if it is simply read in the manner in which it was written, taking up
each part of the New Testament in its canonical order (i.e., the order in which the writings appear in modern
editions of the New Testament). But many professors will want to introduce the chapters in a different order,

and they may have good reasons for doing so. Here are a few ideas:

e Some may want to read the chapter on Mark before the chapter on Matthew because they think that
Mark was the first Gospel to be written. It is also the shortest of the four Gospels and, for that reason,
can make a good “starter Gospel” for beginning students.

e Some may want to read the chapters on Luke and Acts back to back because those two New Testament
books were probably written by the same person.

e Some may want to read the chapters on Ephesians and Colossians or on Jude and 2 Peter back to back.
In both of these pairs the two books appear to be related to each other and often are treated as “literary
siblings.”

e Some may want to read the chapters on Paul’s letters before reading the chapters on the Gospels

because, chronologically, Paul’s letters were written before any of the Gospels.

There are other possible variations. The point is, don’t freak out if your professor scrambles the book and
directs you to read chapters out of order. The book was designed to work that way, and your professor

(probably) knows what she or he is doing.

The Book Urges Engagement of Ideas but Does Not Attempt to Resolve Disputes

The book is somewhat unique in its approach. The standard practice for a New Testament textbook is for the
author to (1) present questions and controversies that have arisen concerning the New Testament documents,

(2) describe various positions that have been taken regarding these issues, and (3) tell the student which ideas
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and positions ought to be accepted (i.e., which views are correct in the mind of the author). I have omitted
this third step, not because I have no opinions about such matters but because as a teacher I don’t usually find
it helpful for a textbook to make such determinations for me (or for my students). I assume that your professor
will offer you some guidance with regard to evaluating the different ideas and will do so in a manner
appropriate to the particular academic environment in which you are using this book. Such assessments are
made differently in different contexts (a Protestant Bible college, a Roman Catholic seminary, a state
university): different principles, priorities, and presuppositions come into play, and what counts as convincing
evidence in one setting might commend less attention in another. In any case, the goal of this book is
engagement, not indoctrination. However, if we should ever meet, I will be happy to tell you what I think you

should believe about all sorts of things!

The Book Draws on the Rich Resources of Christian Art

You probably have already noticed this book’s extensive use of artwork—assuming you were not so intrigued
by this preface that you took to reading it before looking at anything else. This book contains the usual maps
and historical photos that characterize conventional New Testament introductions, but it also offers about 150

reproductions of artwork from many lands and many centuries. Why?

e ] hope that these illustrations have aesthetic appeal and make your use of the textbook more pleasant.
Life should be pleasant—or at least as pleasant as it can be—and studying is not always the most
pleasurable of pursuits. Perhaps the art will help. There’s not much in the art that you will have to learn

for tests at any rate, so be grateful for that.

o The individual works illustrate key themes or points that are made in the book or in the New Testament
writings themselves. They have not been chosen haphazardly; each work corresponds to a motif or
concept or illustrates some particular point that is discussed. Sometimes this is obvious; other times you
might not get it at first (“What’s this in here for?”). Think about it, ask someone else, let the art inspire

reflection and conversation.

e I hope that the art will convey something of the influence of these writings—the importance of the New
Testament to history and to culture. Much of the art looks very old; some looks very new. Some pieces
are representational; others are abstract. Some are Western; others Eastern. Some you may like; others
not so much. Taken together, they illustrate the range of the New Testament’s spatial, temporal,
cultural, and aesthetic impact on our world. They depict its appeal, which helps to explain why we are

studying such a book in the first place.

The Book Has a Companion Website That Features Numerous Additional Resources

The website (www.IntroducingN'T'.com) accompanying this book is filled with materials that you may find
useful in this course and beyond. If you like, you can print and reproduce many of these materials for use in
teaching the New Testament to others, should you find yourself in a position to do that.

A few of these items are indicated by the lists of EXPLORE references printed at the end of each chapter—

those references alert you to some of the things that are available at the website that pertain to the topic of
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each chapter. But you really want to go to the website to see everything that is available.

The materials there are of different sorts:

o All the various boxes in the book itself are also on the website. Thus if you want to use one of those
items as a handout in some context, you may simply print the item from the website (rather than trying

to photocopy from the book).

e Many additional items that could have been boxes in the book are also on the website. I had too many

to put in the book itself, and I thought that readers might like to have some of these materials as extras.

e Several long pieces presenting short essays or in-depth discussion of matters are included on the website.

These provide further content regarding matters that are touched on only briefly in the book.

e Bibliographies for the various books of the New Testament and related topics discussed in the text are

on the website. These will help the student who wants to do advanced study or write a term paper.

o The website’s multimedia resources, including videos, maps, and interactive learning tools, illustrate and

reinforce key material from the book.

e And, although most of the EXPLORE materials are educational (this is a textbook), I have also included

quite a few items that I think are just interesting or fun.
The website also features

o study aids, such as chapter summaries, chapter objectives, study questions, flash cards, and self-quizzes;

e instructor resources, including PowerPoint chapter outlines, discussion prompts, pedagogical

suggestions, and a test/quiz bank.

Acknowledgments and an Exciting Announcement

Those who appreciate this book and find it of value in their study of the New Testament owe a debt of
gratitude to Trinity Lutheran Seminary, the fine institution where I teach. Community leaders at Trinity
provided me with time and resources to complete this project, and they did so for no other reason than that
they are committed to furthering theological and biblical education. Likewise, those who appreciate this book
should be grateful to many good people associated with Baker Academic: James Kinney and James Ernest had
the vision for this project that culminated in the highly successful first edition of the work; Brian Bolger
served as project manager; Rachel Klompmaker secured rights for most of the artwork; and Jeremy Wells
developed the website. Kinney, Bolger, and Wells continued their service for this new edition, and they were
joined by textbook specialist Christina Jasko, who had primary responsibility for the greatly expanded website,
and acquisitions assistant Brandy Scritchfield, who obtained rights for the artwork and other wonderful
images. Join me in offering thanks to all these people.

Exciting announcement: Baker Academic is preparing a Spanish version of this book, and when it becomes
available, los que pueden leer un poco de espaiiol deben obtenerlo y leer todo de nuevo para practicar.

I think that’s it for now. Why are you reading a preface? Shouldn’t you be studying?
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New Testament Background
The Roman World

[Photo © Tallandier / Bridgeman Images]
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The world of the New Testament can be a strange place for the e el s e

uninitiated. People beat their breasts (Luke 18:13; 23:48), tear their texts of Scripture worn on the
forehead or left arm by pious Jews in

clothing (Mark 14:63), speak in tongues (Acts 2:4-13; 1 Cor. 14), and obedience to Exodus 13:9, 16

wash one another’s feet (John 13:3-15). Some people wear phylacteries, Deuteronomy 6:8; 11:18.

which Jesus thinks should be narrow, not broad (Matt. 23:5). When casting lots: a practice akin to
“drawing straws,” used to select a
person for a given task; “lots” were

people eat, they don’t sit at a table; they lie on the floor (John 13:23, 25).
When they want to elect an important leader, they don’t take a vote; ;‘\2;%2 g;ones similar to dice (see
they cast lots (Acts 1:26).

This world is often a harsh one by our standards. When a woman wants to make a request of a man, she
kneels in the dirt and waits for him to call on her (IMatt. 20:20); when a man defaults on a debt, his wife and
children are sold into slavery (Matt. 18:25). It is a brutal world, one in which thieves can be nailed naked to
wooden poles and hung up in public where people can watch them slowly die (Mark 15:27). It is a world in
which some people think that a woman who commits adultery should be hauled out into the street and pelted
with rocks until she is dead (John 8:2-5).

It is also a world filled with surprising tenderness and dignity. People speak freely and affectionately of how
deeply they love one another (Phil. 1:3-8; 4:1). Families are valued, friendships are treasured, and hospitality
to strangers can almost be taken for granted. It is a world where faith, hope, and love are primary values
(1 Cor. 13:13) and where the retention or attainment of honor trumps all other goals in life. This is also a
world with a finely tuned moral compass, with some widely accepted notions of what constitutes virtue and
what constitutes vice (see, e.g., Rom. 1:29-31; 13:13; 1 Cor. 5:10-11; 6:9-10; 2 Cor. 6:6-7; Gal. 5:19-23).

All the books of the New Testament were written by people whom we would call Christians, so in order to
understand them, we have to know a few things about what these Christians believed: what they valued, what
they feared, how they lived. But, to be a bit more specific, all the books of the New Testament were written by
Roman Christians—that is, Christians who lived in the Roman Empire. Furthermore, even though all these
books were written 4y Christians, not all were written about Christians. Jesus, John the Baptist, the Virgin
Mary, and many other celebrated New Testament personalities were not Christians, but Jews. To be more
specific, they were Roman Jews—that is, Jews who lived in the Roman Empire.

To understand the New Testament, then, we must know about three different worlds: the Christian world,

the Jewish world, and the Roman world. In all of the New Testament writings, these three worlds overlap.
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Roman Rule during the Christian Era

Jesus was born during the reign of the first great Roman emperor,
Caesar Augustus (27 BCE-14 CE), and he conducted his ministry
during the reign of the next emperor, Tiberius (14-37 CE). Rome is a
long way from Jerusalem, but the emperor’s presence was always felt.
Later, as Christianity moved out into the world around the
Mediterranean Sea, the new faith came to the attention of the emperors
in ways that invited direct engagement. For example, the Roman

historian Suetonius reports that the emperor Claudius expelled Jews

BCE: an abbreviation meaning “before
the common era”; in academic studies
BCE is typically used for dates in place
of BC (“before Christ”).

CE: an abbreviation meaning
“common era”; in academic studies CE
is typically used for dates in place of
AD (anno Domini, “in the year of our
Lord").

from Rome around 49 CE due to a disturbance over someone known as “Chrestus” (probably a mangled

reference to Christ). Claudius’s successor, Nero, violently persecuted Christians, murdering them in sadistic

ways that generally repulsed the Roman public.

For Jesus and his followers in Palestine, however, the local Roman rulers had more immediate relevance

than the emperors in faraway Rome. When the Romans conquered a country, they typically set up a king,

governor, or some other ruler in the land, but they also tried to preserve some institutions of native rule. Thus,

according to the New Testament, a council of Jewish leaders, the Sanhedrin, had authority in Jerusalem in

some matters (Mark 14:55-64; Acts 5:21-40), but the Roman authorities always had the final say (cf. John

18:31). Some knowledge of these Roman authorities is important for understanding the New Testament, so

here we look briefly at some of these rulers.

Herod the Great
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Herod the Great ruled all of Palestine from 37 to 4 BCE. He was first appointed king by Marc Antony but
was later confirmed in that position by Antony’s archrival, Caesar Augustus. The fact that he attained support
from both of these rival leaders indicates that he was adept at political maneuvering (switching sides at exactly
the right time). Herod would also become known as a master builder; his projects included a harbor at
Caesarea and a number of fortresses (including Masada, Machaerus, and the Herodium). He rebuilt the
ancient city of Samaria into the Greek metropolis Sebaste and, perhaps most important, was responsible for
expanding and refurbishing the Jewish temple in Jerusalem. At the time of Jesus, this “Herodian temple” was
regarded as one of the seven wonders of the ancient world; its pinnacle was the highest architectural point in

the world.

GERMANA
SUPERIOR

corsiéal
“. Romd ¥, —

AN
sy

£

SARDINIA

‘stena

i > L = Antioch
= pe Carthage® ' - OSyracuse R “IYOIA B
MAURETANIA ( X i ; PA‘MPHVLM: a0 *qs".

Roman Empire
Client State 0 100 200mi 5

0 100 300 km

Herod and the Temple

The Jewish Roman historian Josephus reports, “In the fifteenth year of his reign, (Herod) restored the temple and, by erecting new
foundation-walls, enlarged the surrounding area to double its former extent. The expenditure devoted to this work was incalculable,
its magnificence never surpassed” (Jewish War 1.401).

Josephus, Jewish War: Books 1-2, trans. H. St. ). Thackeray, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1927), §1.401.
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Fig. 1.1. Herod the baby-killer. Herod the Great will always be remembered for “the
massacre of the innocents” described in Matthew 2:1-18 and portrayed in this fifth-
century fresco from Verona (northern Italy). The story is not mentioned in any other
ancient record, but historians agree that it seems in keeping with the sort of atrocities
for which the otherwise capable ruler was renowned. (Bridgeman Images)

Ethnically an Idumean, Herod was considered to be “half-Jewish,” but
magi: astrologers or sorcerers

he was viewed by the Jewish people as a foreigner and a Roman associated with Persian religion.

collaborator. Though Herod the Great appears to have been a

competent ruler in many respects, he was famously paranoid to the point that he actually inspired a Roman
proverb attributed to Caesar Augustus: “Better to be a pig than a son in the house of Herod” (the Romans
found it humorous that Herod did not eat pork but did kill three of his children when he suspected them of
wanting to usurp his throne). Herod also murdered his Jewish wife, Mariamne, when he suspected her of
plotting against him, and this incident inspired numerous legends (e.g., tales of how he remained hopelessly in
love with her and/or was haunted by her ghost). Herod was ruler of Palestine at the time Jesus was born
(Matt. 2:1), and he remains known to Christians for the biblical story in which he confronts the magi and

orders a massacre of babies in Bethlehem (Matt. 2:1-18).

Herod Antipas
Herod Antipas ruled Perea and Galilee from 4 BCE to 39 CE. In

. . . . tetrarch: a ruler of a quarter of a
Roman literature he is often referred to simply as “Antipas,” but the

province or region.

New Testament Gospels consistently call him “Herod,” and this can lead
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to some confusion, since Herod the Great is also called “Herod” in the New Testament. In any case, Herod
Antipas ruled less territory than did Herod the Great (whose lands were divided when he died), and he was
only a tetrarch, not a king. Still, his tenure was a long one, and it included the entire time of Jesus’s life and

ministry in Galilee.

Fig. 1.2. Death of a prophet. Mark 6:14-29 tells the story of a gruesome banquet in
which Herod Antipas provides his stepdaughter with “the head of John the Baptist on a
platter” after her mother, Herodias, prompts her to request this as a reward for
pleasing the drunken ruler with her dancing. (Bridgeman Images)

About the time Jesus began his public ministry, John the Baptist criticized Antipas for marrying his niece
Herodias, who was already married to a different uncle. Antipas had John arrested and, later, beheaded at
Herodias’s request (Mark 6:14-29). Luke’s Gospel reports that Antipas also took an ominous interest in Jesus,
who refers to the ruler as a “fox” (13:31-33)—probably a reference to his penchant for violence (the Jews
considered foxes to be rapacious animals that would kill not only for food but also for sport). According to
Luke, Antipas heard speculation that Jesus might be John the Baptist raised from the dead (9:7-9), and he

examined Jesus briefly when he was arrested in Jerusalem, hoping to see Jesus perform a miracle (23:6-12).

Pontius Pilate

Pontius Pilate ruled Judea as a prefect or procurator from 26 to
prefect: in the Roman Empire, a

36 CE. He was, in essence, a governor who served as the representative | 1osistrate or high official whose
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of Caesar. Pilate is portrayed in some literature (notably the writings of ~ duties and level of authority varied in
) ) ) different contexts.

Philo of Alexandria) as a cruel ruler who hated the Jews and did not

procurator: a governor appointed by

the Roman emperor to administer a

perhaps exaggerated, but many reports do indicate that Pilate’s term in province for an indefinite period of

time.

understand their religion. Some scholars think that this vilification is

office was marred by episodes of conflict and violence. During his first
week in power he sought to install imperial banners in Jerusalem, which precipitated a crisis among Jews, who
saw the banners as idolatrous. Embarrassed, Pilate removed the banners in response to virulent protest and
threats of riot. He later used temple funds to finance an aqueduct, and this precipitated more protests, but this
time he did not back down; he sent soldiers (disguised as civilians) into the crowd of protesters and, at a
prearranged signal, had them beat and kill people at random. The New Testament reports that Pilate was the
governor who sentenced Jesus to be crucified while also declaring him to be innocent (Matt. 27:1-26; Mark
15:1-15; Luke 23; John 18:28-19:26). Some years later, Pilate was recalled after using extreme force to
suppress a religious revival led by a Samaritan prophet. Two more procurators of Judea figure in later New
Testament stories: Felix (53-60 CE) and Festus (6062 CE), both of whom kept Paul imprisoned in
Caesarea and presided over his hearings there (Acts 23-25).

21



Fig. 1.3. Christ before Pontius Pilate. This painting by Hungarian artist Tamas Galambos
tries to capture the contrast between the tranquil power of an ascetic Jesus (wasted
away from a life of self-denial) and the pomposity of Roman rule, evident in Pontius
Pilate. (Bridgeman Images)

Herod Agrippa |
Herod Agrippa I ruled Galilee (like Herod Antipas) from 37 to 41 CE and then became king over all of
Palestine (like his grandfather Herod the Great) from 41 to 44 CE. He is also simply called “Herod” in the

New Testament, which can be confusing for readers who do not realize there are three different people who
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bear that name; also, the person called “Agrippa” in Acts 25:13-26:32 is not Herod Agrippa I but is a later
ruler of Galilee whom historians call “Herod Agrippa I1.” Herod Agrippa I was a politically popular and
successful ruler, but he persecuted the fledgling Christian movement in Jerusalem, putting Jesus’s disciple
James to death and imprisoning Peter (Acts 12:1-3). He ultimately met with a somewhat gruesome death,

which the New Testament attributes to divine wrath (Acts 12:20-23).

Fig. 1.4. The Triumph of Truth. This work, by nineteenth-century Italian artist Luigi
Mussini, celebrates the victory of philosophy and science over superstition and
ignorance—a viewpoint that would sometimes be used to justify colonialism
(anticipated here in the submission of the African). The empires of Greece and Rome
justified their conquests in a similar manner, as they brought Hellenistic enlightenment
to cultures regarded as primitive and undeveloped. (Mondadori Portfolio / Art
Resource, NY)

Philosophy and Religion in the Roman World

Everyone who lived in the world that produced the New Testament was influenced directly or indirectly by
different patterns of thought that the Greeks and Romans brought to the lands that they subdued and
occupied. The people of this era were heirs to the three greatest Greek philosophers—Socrates (ca. 470—
ca. 399 BCE), Plato (ca. 428—ca. 348 BCE), and Aristotle (384-322 BCE)—and to some extent the thinking
of most people was shaped by what these masters had taught. Indeed, the case could be made that the
thinking of most people today is still shaped by the ideas expounded and explored by these influential
thinkers.

New Testament scholars focus more attention, however, on certain philosophical movements that were

popular during the period in which the New Testament documents were written. These include the following:
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o Cynicism—a philosophical orientation that emphasized radical authenticity, repudiation of shame,

simplicity of lifestyle, and a desire to possess only what is obtained naturally and freely

e Epicureanism—a philosophical orientation that emphasized free will, questioned fate, and encouraged
the attainment of true pleasure through avoidance of anxiety, concentration on the present, and

enjoyment of all things in moderation

o Platonism—a philosophical orientation that emphasized the reality of a transcendent world of “ideals”

standing behind everything physical or earthly

e Pythagoreanism—a philosophical orientation that emphasized the value of intelligent reasoning,

memory, and radical honesty, all in service of a quest to attain harmony of ideas and of body and soul

e Stoicism—a philosophical orientation that emphasized the attainment of virtue through acceptance of

fate, based on the notion that all things are predetermined and that there is logic to all that transpires

New Testament scholars detect the influence of these philosophical
Essenes: ascetic, separatist Jews who

schools in various ways. Paul is depicted as interacting with Epicurean lived in private communities

and Stoic philosophers in Acts 17:16-34, but the impact of Greek and
Dead Sea Scrolls: a collection of

Roman philosophy can be detected even when there is no reason to Jewish documents copied and
. . . . 250 BCE
suspect direct contact. Josephus, a first-century Jewish Roman historian, S(r)e;;rved between 250 BCE and

thought that the Essenes (who produced the Dead Sea Scrolls) were

diatribe: a rhetorical device derived
from Greek philosophy in which an
author argues with an imaginary
opponent by proposing objections
between the first followers of Jesus and Cynic philosophers (e.g., in their  and then responding to them.

analogous to Pythagoreans and that the Pharisees had much in common

with Stoics. Likewise, many modern scholars have noted similarities

renunciation of materialism and worldly status). Several letters in the

New Testament (including 1 Corinthians, Galatians, and James) make use of the “diatribe” and other forms of
rhetorical argument that were popular among Cynic and Stoic philosophers. The Letter to the Hebrews is
often read as an engagement with Platonic philosophy, and the concept of the “Logos” in John 1:1-18 also
owes much to that school of thought. The “banquet talks” that Jesus gives in Luke’s Gospel (7:44-46; 14:7—
14) and the lengthy discourses that he offers in the Gospel of John (5:19-47; 6:25-70; 7:14-52; 8:12-59;
10:1-18, 22-39; 12:23-36; 14:1-16:33) are similar in style and content to writings of various philosophical
schools.

Of course, not everyone in the Roman world would have identified as a follower of one of these particular
schools. Jewish peasants in Palestine may not have known one system from another. Still, these philosophies
represent the sort of thinking that was “in the air” at the time. They represent efforts to answer questions that
virtually everyone wondered about: What is the purpose or goal or highest good in life? Is everything
predetermined, or can people make choices that affect how their lives turn out? Is there life beyond death?
What is the secret of happiness? Even uneducated people in far-flung corners of the empire (e.g., Galilean
fishermen or shepherds or carpenters) tended to think about things like this and to orient themselves in a
manner more compatible with one philosophical system than with others. Naturally, people then (as now)
could also be eclectic and inconsistent, simultaneously holding to notions derived from schools that the

philosophers themselves might not have considered compatible.
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Fig. 1.5. Artemis. One of the more popular deities of the ancient world, the goddess
Artemis was especially revered in Ephesus. A mother goddess, Artemis is easily
recognizable by the numerous globes on her chest. These are usually thought to be
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breasts, although an alternative theory holds that they could be eggs. Either way,
Artemis was regarded as a provider of fertility and as an overseer of children. See also
fig. 17.2. (Craig Koester)

Roman Religion

In addition to the major philosophical systems, the Roman world
pagans: nonconverted gentiles, often

offered a smorgasbord of religious options. There were, first of all, the associated by Jews and Christians with

numerous gods known to us from Greek and Roman mythology (Zeus, ~ 1d0latry, polytheism, erratic religious
beliefs, and an immoral lifestyle.
Aphrodite, Apollo, and others). Most of these had temples in their
honor, and people were invited to engage in various festivities and practices to earn the gods’ favor or celebrate
their gifts. Some people in the empire appear to have taken this very seriously and literally. For others, the
ostensibly religious observances were more social and symbolic experiences, something akin to modern people
celebrating Christmas with rituals designed around the Santa Claus story. Thus when Roman pagans
converted to Christianity, there was some question as to whether purely social observances connected with
pagan mythology were incompatible with their new faith. Some Roman Christians saw nothing wrong with
celebrating traditional festivals inspired by stories of mythical gods, whom they knew to be unreal. Other
Christians (like most Jews) saw this as a dire compromise.

Something similar probably applied to emperor worship. The Roman emperors often were identified as
divine figures to whom appropriate homage was due. In popular piety, various miracles and divine benefits
were attributed to the emperors. Beyond this, however, no real “religion” developed around the emperors:
what Jews and Christians regarded as “worship” of emperors, most Romans saw as simple acts of patriotism
(analogous to pledging allegiance to a flag). The Romans rarely understood why Christians refused to pay
such homage to Caesar.

The Roman world also featured a wide variety of cults that modern
fertility: the ability to produce

scholars identify as “mystery religions.” The mystery religions were offspring; used of humans able to

organized around gods and goddesses from various mythologies: conceive children, or of fields able to
produce crops.

Demeter, Dionysius, Orpheus, Cybele, Astarte (Ishtar), and Artemis

eucharistic meal or Eucharist: from

a Greek word meaning “thanksgiving”;

always involved participation in secret rites, such as ritual washings, the Christian rite or sacrament also

known as the “Lord's Supper” or “Holy

Communion.”

(Diana) were particularly popular. They differed from one another but

common meals, and sometimes sexual rites related to concerns for
fertility (of crops or of humans). The secret knowledge that was obtained
allowed the devotees to bond with the god or goddess in this life and to establish an intimate connection that
would continue in the world beyond death. We know that these religions were popular, but we know little
about them because their practitioners deliberately kept their ideas and practices secret. What reports we do
have might be hyperbolic accounts based on speculation and rumor. After all, Christianity was regarded as a
mystery religion by some Romans when it first appeared, and early reports concerning Christian worship
included allegations of orgies and cannibalism—probably because the Christians called their eucharistic meal a
“love feast” and talked about “eating the body of Christ.”

Finally, it might be helpful to mention a few other areas of spiritual interest that were so widespread in the

New Testament world that they need not be connected with any one particular religion.
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Animism

There was widespread belief in the existence of spirits, good and bad, and in the possibility that these spirits
could possess people and animals. They could also dwell in rocks, trees, streams, and other phenomena. The
common perception was that such spirits interacted with the world of nature—for example, storms at sea were
caused by water sprites; diseases were caused by demonic possession. As a result of these beliefs, protective
amulets often were worn by people from all social classes, and magical potions and spells were used to
influence or manipulate the spirits into doing one’s bidding. The city of Ephesus appears to have been a center
for these magical arts (see Acts 19:11-21). Along these same lines, we should note that virtually everyone in

the New Testament world believed in ghosts (spirits of the departed); some tried to contact them.
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Fig. 1.6. Animism. In the Roman world it was commonly believed that trees, rocks,
rivers, and other natural phenomena were inhabited by spirits. (Bridgeman Images)

Augury and Divination

divination: any practice used to
discern the will of divine beings and/or
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There was great interest in knowing the future: dreams, visions, and to predict the future.
other portents could reveal the future, but an interpreter might be
needed to know their meaning. Priests known as augurs tried to determine the will of the gods by observing
flight patterns or eating habits of birds (the “auspices”). Professional oracles, usually women, claimed to have
the ability to predict the future for those who sought them out (and performed required services). The most
famous of these was at Delphi in Greece. Astrology was also practiced, offering predictions of the future (and
attendant advice for the present) based on the observation of stars, which were believed to be deities affecting

earthly events.

Supernaturalism

There was common acknowledgment among most people in the
oracle: a person, usually female,

Roman world that what we might regard as supernatural events could capable of receiving messages from

and did occur: what we deem impossible, they considered extraordinary. ~ the gods in response to particular
queries, including questions about the

Miracles often were attributed to individuals who seemed to have an future.

especially close link to the spiritual realm; a person believed to have such

a link was called a theios anér (“divine man”). Examples of such “divine men” include Honi the Circle Drawer

(a Jewish teacher from the first century BCE) and Apollonius of Tyana (a Greek philosopher from the first

century CE). Jesus, who lived in between the lifetimes of these two individuals, no doubt would have been

regarded as a theios aner by Romans who heard the miracle stories reported in the New Testament.

Interestingly, while women were more likely to be regarded as oracles who could predict the future, most

miracle-workers were men.

On the Horizon: Gnosticism

One of the more significant developments for Christianity in the second

heresy: false teaching, or teaching
that does not conform to the official
standards of a religious community.

century was the emergence of gnosticism, a religious movement or
perspective that appealed to many Christians and became the bane of
many prominent church leaders who sought to defend the orthodox faith
from what they called the “gnostic heresy.” Gnosticism is difficult to define because as a religious and
ideological phenomenon it took many forms and had many different expressions (think, for instance, of how
difficult it would be to define exactly what is meant by “new age” religion or thinking today). Gnosticism also
demonstrated a remarkable capacity for integration with different religions and philosophies: there were
gnostic Jews, gnostic Christians, and gnostic pagans. Ultimately, however, the marriage of gnosticism and
Christianity proved especially effective, and throughout the second, third, and fourth centuries gnostic
versions of Christianity constituted the primary alternatives to what we usually think of as “mainstream”
Christianity. There were hundreds of gnostic Christian churches, complete with their own clergy, bishops,
liturgies, and all the other accoutrements of any organized religious system. The gnostics also wrote their own
gospels, telling stories about Jesus in ways that reflected their particular interests and then backdating the
books by falsely attributing them to Jesus’s disciples or close acquaintances. A library of gnostic writings was

discovered in Egypt at Nag Hammadi in 1945, and the availability of that literature has greatly enhanced our
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One of the more significant developments for Christianity in the second century was the emergence of
gnosticism, a religious movement or perspective that appealed to many Christians and became the bane of
many prominent church leaders who sought to defend the orthodox faith from what they called the “gnostic
heresy.” Gnosticism is difficult to define because as a religious and ideological phenomenon it took many
forms and had many different expressions (think, for instance, of how difficult it would be to define exactly
what is meant by “new age” religion or thinking today). Gnosticism also demonstrated a remarkable capacity
for integration with different religions and philosophies: there were gnostic Jews, gnostic Christians, and
gnostic pagans. Ultimately, however, the marriage of gnosticism and Christianity proved especially effective,
and throughout the second, third, and fourth centuries gnostic versions of Christianity constituted the primary
alternatives to what we usually think of as “mainstream” Christianity. There were hundreds of gnostic
Christian churches, complete with their own clergy, bishops, liturgies, and all the other accoutrements of any
organized religious system. The gnostics also wrote their own gospels, telling stories about Jesus in ways that
reflected their particular interests and then backdating the books by falsely attributing them to Jesus’s disciples
or close acquaintances. A library of gnostic writings was discovered in Egypt at Nag Hammadi in 1945, and
the availability of that literature has greatly enhanced our understanding of Christian diversity.

All the various expressions of gnostic thought derive from a radically
dualistic: exhibiting the tendency to

. . . « st
dualistic attitude that regards “spirit” as fundamentally good and separate phenomena into sharply

“matter” as fundamentally evil. Thus the physical world in general and opposed categories.

individual human bodies in particular are understood to be material

prisons in which divine souls or spirits have been trapped. The most prevalent form of gnosticism known to us
held that the world was created by an evil or at least inferior god known as the Demiurge. Human beings are
basically eternal spirits that were captured by the Demiurge and are now being confined in bodies of flesh and
in a world of matter. Gnostic Christians believed that Christ had come as a spiritual redeemer (disguised as a
human being) to impart secret knowledge (Greek, gnosis). This knowledge enables the enlightened to be
liberated from their material existence and to realize their true identities as spiritual beings. The implications
of such a belief system for life in this world varied dramatically. Many (probably most) gnostics held that
liberation from the flesh involved renunciation of bodily pleasures and material concerns: they encouraged
virginity, celibacy, fasting, strict diets, and other aspects of an ascetic and austere lifestyle that would enable
them to become more spiritual. But other gnostics drew the opposite conclusion: they engaged freely in all
manner of wanton excesses on the grounds that since the spirit is all that matters, what one does with the flesh
is completely irrelevant.

We need to emphasize that gnosticism appears to be a development of

ascetic: religiously strict or severe,
especially with regard to self-denial or
renunciation of worldly pleasures.

the second, third, and fourth centuries; there is no evidence that the
movement as such had any traction at the time when events reported in
the New Testament were occurring or when the books of the New
Testament were being written. Nevertheless, historical scholars do not think that a movement such as this one
simply appeared fully formed in the middle of the second century; the assumption is that the ideas and
tendencies that would later define gnosticism must have been present earlier. Thus it has become common for
New Testament scholars to speak of an almost invisible and largely unidentified “proto-gnosticism” as part of

the milieu that made up the New Testament world. The apostle Paul writes about the distinction between
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Wealth and Poverty

The Roman Empire was characterized by grotesque economic inequality. There was nothing comparable to
what we would call a “middle class”; for the most part, people were either extremely rich (about 3 percent of
the population) or extremely poor (about 90 percent). Most of those who belonged to the latter group lived at
or near a subsistence level, making just enough to survive, with little hope of saving anything that would allow
them to improve their position or provide them with a hedge against calamity. The more fortunate of these
impoverished persons might at least learn a trade (as was apparently the case with Jesus, his disciples, and the
apostle Paul), but for many people in rural areas “subsistence” meant living off the land, and so life was subject
to the vicissitudes of agriculture. Thus for the least fortunate—beggars, widows, orphans, prisoners, unskilled
day laborers—survival itself may frequently have been in question. Modern estimates suggest that about
28 percent of the population of the Roman Empire during New Testament times lived below subsistence
level, meaning that such people did not know from day to day whether they would be able to obtain those
things necessary to sustain life.

Given the extremes of such a situation, attitudes toward wealth and poverty were a significant part of the
social world. Some religious people at the time of Jesus believed that wealth could be viewed as a sign of God’s
blessing and that poverty could be understood as a consequence of divine displeasure. It is difficult, however,
to know how widespread this notion was. What seems more certain is that virtually everyone in this time
period held to what is now called a theory of “limited good.” People believed that money and the things that
money can buy were in short (or at least finite) supply; the common perception—in stark contrast to modern
capitalism—was that acquisition of wealth or resources by some necessitated depletion of wealth or resources
for others. Simply put, virtually everyone in New Testament times believed that there was only so much
“stuff” to go around and that some people had less than they needed because other people had more than they

needed.

Patronage and Loyalty

Roman society (in Palestine and everywhere else) functioned in accord

patron-client relationship: a social
system according to which people with
power serve as benefactors to those
lacking power.

with strong expectations regarding benefaction and obligation. At the
simplest level, the exchange of favors was virtually definitive of
friendship. “Friends” were people who did things for one another, and
even though no one was supposed to keep score, the assistance and support would have to be mutual over the
long term or else the friendship would break down. At another level, however, almost all people were involved
in patron-client relationships with people who were not their social equals. Very few people had money or
power, but those who did were expected to serve as benefactors for those who did not. The wealthy might, for
instance, allow peasants to live on their land or provide them with food or grain or employment. In
sociological terms, such benefactors are called “patrons,” and the recipients of the benefits are called “clients.”
In such a relationship the exchange of favors could not be mutual, but the clients were expected to offer their
patron what they could: gratitude and, above all, loyalty. They were expected to praise their patron, to speak
well of their patron, and to enhance his or her social reputation. They were expected to trust their patron to

continue providing for them. And, as necessary, they were expected to perform various services that the patron
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simplest level, the exchange of favors was virtually definitive of lacking power.

friendship. “Friends” were people who did things for one another, and

even though no one was supposed to keep score, the assistance and support would have to be mutual over the
long term or else the friendship would break down. At another level, however, almost all people were involved
in patron-client relationships with people who were not their social equals. Very few people had money or
power, but those who did were expected to serve as benefactors for those who did not. The wealthy might, for
instance, allow peasants to live on their land or provide them with food or grain or employment. In
sociological terms, such benefactors are called “patrons,” and the recipients of the benefits are called “clients.”
In such a relationship the exchange of favors could not be mutual, but the clients were expected to offer their
patron what they could: gratitude and, above all, loyalty. They were expected to praise their patron, to speak
well of their patron, and to enhance his or her social reputation. They were expected to trust their patron to
continue providing for them. And, as necessary, they were expected to perform various services that the patron
might request of them. Such relationships were not constituted legally, but at a basic level they represented
how most people thought the world was supposed to work and, indeed, how it usually did work.

Patron-client relationships would form a significant backdrop for the development of Christian theology.
The term most often used for the patron’s bestowal of benefits is charis (typically translated as “grace” in the
New Testament), and the term that is often used for the client’s expected attitude of loyalty toward his or her
patron is pistis (often translated as “faith” in the New Testament). Thus the phenomenon of patron-client
relationships seems to have served as a rough analogy for divine-human encounters in which the constitutive
elements are grace and faith: God gives to people freely and generously (grace), and this arouses within people

an appropriate response of trust, devotion, and willingness to serve (faith).

Honor and Shame

The pivotal social value in the New Testament world (among Greeks, Romans, Jews, and everyone else)
was honor—that is, the status that one has in the eyes of those whose opinions one considers to be significant.
To some extent, honor was ascribed through factors beyond an individual’s control: age, gender, nationality,
ethnicity, height, physical health, economic class, and the like could set certain parameters that defined the
limits of how much honor one could hope to attain. Given such limitations, however, many things might
increase one’s honor (religious piety, courage, virtuous behavior, a congenial or charitable disposition, etc.),
and many things might precipitate a loss of honor or even bring its opposite, shame.

Such a value system may not seem strange to us because even in modern Western society everyone likes to
receive honor and nobody wants to be put to shame. The difference, however, could be one of magnitude: the
New Testament world was one in which honor was to be prized above all else and shame was to be avoided at
all costs. For example, people wanted to be wealthy not primarily because wealth would enable them to live in
luxury but because almost everyone believed that it was honorable to have money to spare. Likewise, it was
shameful to be needy; Ben Sira, a prominent Jewish teacher of the Second Temple period taught that “it is

better to die than to beg” (Sir. 40:28). He said this not because begging was immoral or sinful but because it
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Fig. 1.8. Shame. In the New Testament world shame was not just a temporary
emotional response (like embarrassment) but rather an overriding psychological status
according to which one lived in disgrace and was considered to be unworthy of divine
or human attention (or even of life itself). Cowards, failures, and fools lived in shame, as
did tax collectors, lepers, beggars, and prostitutes. Compare the use of nakedness to
display shame here with the nineteenth-century depiction of Truth in fig. 1.4.
(Bridgeman Images)
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Tacitus, Agricola, trans. Harold Mattingly (New York: Penguin, 2009).

By the start of the second century, almost all the books of the New Testament had been written, including
the Gospels and all of Paul’s letters. By this time the Romans had come to regard Christianity and Judaism as
separate religions, and the former was now regarded as an unauthorized innovation and was officially
outlawed. We get a good picture of what this meant in practice from a set of letters sent by the Roman
governor Pliny to the emperor Trajan in about the year 112. The overall policy was something of a “Don’t ask,
don’t tell” approach: Christians were not sought out, but when they came to a ruler’s attention, they were to

be tortured and killed unless they renounced their faith and made sacrifices to Roman gods (see box 26.6).

Conclusion

The documents of the New Testament are value-laden writings that critique the cultural standards of the
world in which they were produced. Both Roman and Jewish social systems are evaluated, sometimes
positively, sometimes negatively. For instance, as we make our way through these writings, we will find a fairly
sustained critique of Roman imperialism. The perspective is not completely negative—there were benefits to
the Roman system. Still, though it is not always stated outright, one does not have to look hard to see that
most New Testament authors are at least suspicious of the Pax Romana: World peace is nice, but at what cost
has it been attained, and at what cost is it maintained?

It should come as no surprise to discover that modern theologians
liberation theology: a movement in

have sought to apply these critiques to the world in which we now live. Christian theology, developed mainly

Feminists challenge the status quo of male supremacy, and liberation by twentieth-century Latin American
Roman Catholics, that emphasizes
theologians critique the process of “colonialism” through which liberation from oppression.

European powers impose their political and religious systems on

developing nations. In the twenty-first century some theologians would speak critically of the Pax Americana
or even of the Pax Christiana, according to which relative peace may be preserved through the dominance of
one political, cultural, and/or religious system—and, of course, the New Testament writings are referenced in
such discussions. As we will see, however, those documents do not speak unilaterally, and people with
different sociopolitical ideas often are able to find support for their preferred position in comments offered in
one or another of the New Testament books. But even when there is lack of clarity regarding application of
New Testament values to our modern world, the questions are invariably brought to the fore: At what cost

have the benefits of modern society been attained? And at what cost are they maintained?
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2

New Testament Background
The Jewish World

[2017 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / Bridgeman Images]

The New Testament relates a story already in progress. It assumes that its readers know the material that
constitutes what Christians call the “Old Testament,” and they are also expected to know what happened to
the Jewish people in the intervening years since those books were written.

Let’s try a quick exercise. Look at the list of words below and try to guess what they all have in common—

two things actually:

baptism exorcism parable Samaritan
centurion gentile Pharisee synagogue
crucifixion hell rabbi tax collector
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denarius Jew Roman

devil messiah Sadducee

What do these words have in common?

o First, they all designate common phenomena that are mentioned frequently in the New Testament.

e Second, they designate rare phenomena, mentioned infrequently (if at all) in the Old Testament.

Clearly, a lot has changed in what might broadly be called “the biblical world.” The Israelites of the Old
Testament have become the Jews of the New Testament, and much has happened to them and to the world in

which they live.

The Story Thus Far

The Old Testament relates the story of a people who identified themselves as God’s chosen ones. Their
history as a people began with God’s selection of Abraham and Sarah and with God’s decision to have a
special relationship with all of their descendants. Those descendants were organized into twelve tribes but
were known collectively as the children of Israel. They had to endure hard years of slavery in Egypt, but God
called Moses to deliver them, give them the Torah (instruction in how God’s people ought to live), and lead
them to the promised land (a region the Romans would later call Palestine). There they became a significant
nation that reached its high point under King David around 1000 BCE. They built a magnificent temple, but
subsequent centuries were marked by division and decline.

In 587 BCE the Babylonians conquered the capital city of Jerusalem, destroyed the temple, and took the
population into exile. Fifty years later Cyrus of Persia allowed the people (now called Jews) to return and build
a new temple, which was dedicated in 515 BCE and much later destroyed by the Romans in 70 CE. Thus the
span of Jewish history from 515 BCE to 70 CE is often referred to as the Second Temple period. It is further

subdivided into four periods.

The Persian Period (ca. 537-332 BCE)

Throughout this period the Jewish nation was ruled by high priests with minimal interference from the
Persian kings. It was at this time that synagogues emerged as significant sites for teaching and worship. The

Jews became increasingly focused on faithfulness to Torah as the hallmark of their religion.

The Hellenistic Period (ca. 332—-167 BCE)

With the conquests of Alexander the Great, Palestine came under

Hellenistic: affected by Hellenism—
that is, the influence of Greek and
Roman culture, customs, philosophy,
and modes of thought.

Greek control; after Alexander’s death Palestine came first to be part of
the empire of the Ptolemies, whose power was centered in Egypt (320-
198 BCE). Then it became part of the empire of the Seleucids, whose
power was centered in Syria (198-167 BCE). One of the Seleucid rulers, Antiochus IV Epiphanes (175-

164 BCE), sought to exterminate the Jewish religion by inflicting horrible atrocities on anyone who professed

or practiced the faith.
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The Hasmonean Period (167-63 BCE)

Jewish rebels nicknamed “Maccabees” (“hammers”) led a revolt against
. ) . Hanukkah: an eight-day Jewish
Antiochus and won independence. The temple (defiled by Antiochus) festival commemorating the

rededication of the Jewish temple in
164 BCE.

was rededicated in an event that would come to be commemorated
through the Festival of Hanukkah. The Maccabees established a Jewish
state ruled by the Hasmonean dynasty (“Hasmonean” being the official family name for the leaders of the
Maccabees). Jewish sects, including those that would eventually be known as “Pharisees” and “Sadducees,”

emerged at this time.

The Roman Period (63 BCE-70 CE)

Civil war among the Hasmoneans left the Jewish state ripe for conquest by the growing Roman Empire.
The Roman general Pompey annexed the territory without much of a struggle in 63 BCE, and Palestine

would remain under Roman rule to the end of the Second Temple period—and beyond.

Basic New Testament Chronology

63 BCE Pompey conquers Jerusalem for Rome
ca. 6-4 BCE birth of Jesus

ca. 30-33 crucifixion of Jesus

CE

ca. 32-36 Paul becomes a follower of Christ

CE

ca. 46-65 Paul’s missionary journeys and imprisonment (as recorded in Acts);
CE Paul’s letters written during this period

ca. 62-65 martyrdom of Peter and Paul in Rome

CE

ca.65-73 Gospel of Mark written

CE

66 CE outbreak of Jewish war with Rome

70 CE destruction of the Jerusalem temple

73 CE fall of Masada—definitive end of the Jewish war

ca. 80-100 other New Testament books written: Matthew, Luke, John, Acts, and “second-generation” letters by followers of
CE the original apostles

The People of Palestine at the Time of Jesus

During the lifetime of Jesus the population of Palestine was incredibly

. . . . Torah: the law of Moses, as contained
diverse. Even among Jewish people there was no single, unified system in the Pentateuch.
of beliefs or practices. Still, there were certain things that almost all
Jewish people believed: there is only one God, and this God had chosen them to be an elect and holy people,
distinct from all other peoples or nations on earth; also, God had made a covenant with them and given them

the Torah. Accordingly, they lived in ways that set them apart from those who were not God’s people: they
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practiced circumcision, kept the Sabbath, observed dietary restrictions, and committed themselves to certain
standards of morality (e.g., the Ten Commandments). Beyond these basics, however, the Jewish people in the
time of Jesus were quite diverse. And, of course, not everyone in Palestine was Jewish (see Matt. 15:21-28;
Luke 3:14; John 4:5-9).

Let’s take a quick survey of some people we will meet in the New Testament world of Palestine.

Fig. 2.1. Galilee today. The land where Jesus lived remains a lush and largely rural
environment. The octagonal building near the center of this photo is a church built over
the house that is said to have belonged to Peter, one of Jesus’s disciples (Matt. 8:14).
Just to the right of the structure are the remains of a synagogue on the site where Jesus
taught and performed an exorcism (Mark 1:21-27). (Todd Bolen / BiblePlaces.com)

Pharisees

The Pharisees may be the best known of the Jewish sects to readers of the New Testament. In many Gospel
stories they are the opponents of Jesus, and often they are portrayed as narrow-minded legalists (Matt. 23:23—
24) or even as hypocrites who don’t follow their own teaching (Matt. 23:3). Such an understanding, however,
would be incomplete (at best), representing a hostile assessment of how Christians (who became their
religious competitors) believed some Pharisees behaved some of the time. In a broader sense, the Pharisees
were noted for emphasizing faithfulness to Torah, including the study of Scripture and obedience to God’s
demands. They were the Jews who founded synagogues throughout the land and encouraged every Jewish
person to participate in prayer, Bible study, and regular worship.

The Pharisees also assigned authoritative status to an oral body of
Mishnah: a collection of rabbinic
discussions regarding interpretation of

eventually became codified within Judaism as the Mishnah (part of the the law of Moses.

material known as “the tradition of the elders” (see Matt. 15:2), which

Talmud). Their interpretations of the law seem to have been driven by a  Talmud: a collection of sixty-three
books (including the Mishnah) that
contain Jewish civil and canonical law
They urged laypeople to follow the same purity regulations in their daily ~ based on interpretations of Scripture.

conviction that all of God’s people should live with the utmost sanctity.

lives that were expected of priests serving in the temple, the idea being

that (in some sense) every house was a temple, every table was an altar, and every man was a priest. For
example, the Pharisees and their followers practiced handwashings originally designated for temple service
before eating any meal (see Matt. 15:2; cf. Mark 7:3-4).
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The Shema

“Hear, O Israel: The Lorp is our God, the Lorp alone. You shall love the Lorb your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and
with all your might.”

In Jesus'’s day, as in our own, the Shema was the central prayer of Judaism, recited daily. It comes from Deuteronomy 6:4, though
later versions would add a liturgical refrain and append verses from Deuteronomy 6:5-9; 11:13-21; Numbers 15:37-41. Shema is the
Hebrew word for “Hear!”

Many Pharisees appear to have been scribes, and it is possible that
the law: “the law of Moses” or any

« . » .
some New Testament references to “the scribes” refer to scribes who regulations that the Jewish people

were Pharisees (cf. Mark 2:16; Luke 5:30; Acts 23:9). The same is understood as delineating faithfulness
to God in terms of the covenant that
probably true of the “lawyers” whom we hear about now and then (cf. God had made with Israel.

Matt. 22:35; Luke 11:45); they were experts in the law (i.e., Torah) and

priests: in Second Temple Judaism,
thus probably were Pharisees. Many Pharisees were synagogue leaders, people authorized to oversee the
sacrificial system in the Jerusalem

and some are referred to as “rabbis”—that is, teachers (cf. Matt. 23:6-8). temple.

Jesus (who also is called “rabbi”) probably had more in common with the
scribes: Jewish professionals skilled in

Pharisees than with any other Jewish group of his day, which could teaching, copying, and interpreting
. . . . ish law; closel iated with th
explain why most of his arguments were with them: they had enough in J;r\]/\;l fisez\;v closey asseriated W IE

common to make debate possible. The apostle Paul was raised a Pharisee
. ) . rabbis: Jewish teachers, many of
and continued to regard himself as a Pharisee even after he became a whom had disciples or followers.

missionary for Christ (see Phil. 3:5).

Sadducees

The Sadducees probably were the most powerful Jewish group of the day. They figure less prominently in
our Gospel stories because they appear to have been centered in Jerusalem, and Jesus spends most of his time
in Galilee (but see Mark 12:18-23). They seem to have controlled the temple system and often dominated the
Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling body. The high priest and the chief priests whom we hear about in the New
Testament probably were Sadducees. Pharisees and Sadducees were able to cooperate with one another on
matters of common interest, but they were divided over a number of theological and political issues. For
example, it is said that the Sadducees did not believe in life after death and that they were skeptical of
nonbiblical stories regarding angels and demons. They regarded only the Pentateuch (the first five books of
our Old Testament) as sacred Scripture and viewed the other books that Jews and Christians now consider to
be Scripture simply as religious writings. Whereas Pharisees were teachers who emphasized Torah and
synagogues, the Sadducees were priests who focused on sacrifices and temple worship. On the crucial matter
of interaction with Rome, the Sadducees appear to have been more willing than the Pharisees to compromise
on political matters as long as the temple and sacrificial system could continue unabated. (For a side-by-side

comparison of Pharisees and Sadducees, see box 2.3; see also the story in Acts 23:6-9).

Pharisees and Sadducees
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Pharisees

generally middle class

power base outside Jerusalem
closely associated with synagogues
primarily teachers and scholars

theologically committed to maintaining Israel’s relationship
with God through obedience to the law

accepted as Scripture most of what Christians call the “Old
Testament”

believed in resurrection of humans to a life beyond death

recognized existence of spiritual beings, including angels and
demons

regarded as social moderates who objected to imposition of
Roman authority but did not advocate armed revolt against
the Roman powers

prominent Pharisees: Shammai (strict interpretations of law),
Hillel (more lenient interpretations of law)

in the New Testament they argue with Jesus over matters of
law but are only peripherally connected to the plot to have
Jesus put to death

the primary forebears of modern Judaism

Essenes

Sadducees

mainly upper class

power base in Jerusalem

closely associated with the temple
primarily priests

theologically committed to maintaining Israel’s relationship with
God through the sacrificial system

accepted only the Torah (Pentateuch) as Scripture

did not believe in resurrection to a life beyond death

skeptical of beliefs regarding different spiritual beings

regarded as social conservatives who sought collaboration with
Roman authorities in ways that would ensure their own place in
the status quo

prominent Sadducees: Caiaphas and Annas, identified as high
priests during the lifetime of Jesus

in the New Testament they are the primary architects of the
plot to have Jesus put to death

disappear from history after the disastrous Jewish war with
Rome in 66-73 CE

The Essenes were ascetic separatists who lived in private

communities. They probably are to be connected with the group that
lived in the desert at Qumran and preserved the library now known as
the Dead Sea Scrolls. The Essenes advocated strict dietary laws and
other rigorous paths to holiness, including, for some of their members, a

commitment to celibacy; they also practiced ritual baths and sacred

ascetic: religiously strict or severe,
especially with regard to self-denial or
renunciation of worldly pleasures.

apocalyptic ideas: ideas influenced
by a pessimistic forecast for the world
at large, combined with an optimistic
outlook for a favored remnant.

meals similar to the Christian sacraments of baptism and Eucharist.

They espoused messianic beliefs and harbored apocalyptic ideas about imminent judgment and divine

deliverance. The Essenes are never mentioned in the New Testament, and there is no sure indication that any
New Testament figure knew about them or had any contact with them. Nevertheless, scholars like to compare
and contrast Essene beliefs and practices with those of Christianity. In particular, John the Baptist has been
evaluated in this light: like the Essenes, he lived in the wilderness, called for radical repentance, and baptized
people. It is impossible to know for sure, but most scholars today find no direct evidence to suggest that John

was an Essene (or had ever been one), but he may have been influenced by some of their ideas.
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Fig. 2.2. Jewish cities. These images portray reconstructions of Jewish cities in New
Testament times. Above, the crowded metropolis of Jerusalem; below, the village of
Nazareth, where Jesus grew up. See also fig. 4.1. (Balage Balogh / www
.archaeologyillustrated.com)

Quotation from the Mishnah
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By three things the world is sustained:

by the law (Torah),
by the temple-service,
and by deeds of loving-kindness.

—Mishnah, Avot 1:2
Jacob Neusner, The Mishnah: A New Translation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988).

Zealots

The Zealots were radical anti-Roman Jews who advocated armed rebellion against the Roman forces. Their
numbers included the sicarii, knife-wielding assassins who mingled in with crowds and stabbed Jews suspected
of collaborating with the Romans. Ultimately, the Zealots and their sympathizers would be responsible for
leading the Jews into a disastrous war against Rome in 66-73 CE. They probably are not mentioned in the
New Testament itself, though one of Jesus’s disciples was called “Simon the Zealot” (the term could simply
mean “Simon the zealous one”). The Zealots may not have appeared as an organized force in Palestine until a

few years after the time of Jesus.

Herodians

The Herodians were a political coalition of Jews who supported the family and dynasty of Herod, which
included many Roman leaders who ruled various areas of Palestine at various times. In the New Testament
they are mentioned as collaborating with Pharisees to trip up Jesus politically and to establish grounds for
having him banished or destroyed (see Mark 3:6; 12:13).

Samaritans

The Samaritans lived primarily in Samaria, the region situated between Judea (where Jerusalem was) and
Galilee (where Jesus lived and conducted most of his ministry; see map 1.2). They claimed that they were the
true Israel (descendants of the “lost” tribes taken into Assyrian captivity around 722 BCE) and that the Jews
represented a heretical splinter group that had gotten its start when Eli set up a rival sanctuary in Shiloh (see
1 Sam. 1:3). The Samaritans had their own temple on Mount Gerizim and claimed that it was the original
sanctuary; they regarded the temple in Jerusalem as a secondary sanctuary built by heretics (see John 4:19-22).
They did not accept anything as Scripture but the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Bible), and they had
their own version of the Pentateuch, which differed at key points from that of the Jews (e.g., one of the Ten
Commandments states that the Lord is to be worshiped only on Mount Gerizim). The Samaritans claimed
that their version of the Pentateuch was the original and that the Jews had a falsified text produced by Ezra

during the Babylonian exile.
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Fig. 2.3. The Jerusalem temple. The temple was the center of worship and religious life
for Jewish people. This model displays the building and its outer courts as they looked
at the time of Jesus. The outer plaza was open to all people, but the walled compound
in the center of the plaza could be entered only by Jews. The tall building in the center is
the inner part of the sanctuary, or “holy of holies,” which could be entered only by
designated priests on specific occasions. (Craig Koester)

According to the Jews, the Samaritans were not children of Israel at
Samaritans: Semitic people who lived
in Samaria at the time of Jesus and

Assyrians had brought into the land after the conquest in 722 BCE or, claimed to be the true Israel.

all; rather, they were either descendants of foreign colonists whom the

at best, the offspring of Israelites who had forsaken their traditions and
intermarried with foreigners. Both Jewish and Samaritan religious leaders taught that it was wrong to have
any contact with the opposite group. Ideally, Jews and Samaritans were not to enter each other’s territories or
even to speak to one another. During the New Testament period, however, Samaria was under Roman rule,
and the Romans did not recognize Samaria and Judea as separate countries; they simply grouped them
together (along with Idumea) as one realm with a single ruler. The Jewish Roman historian Josephus reports
numerous violent confrontations between Jews and Samaritans throughout the first half of the first century.
In the New Testament Jesus often is represented as having a compassionate, if not friendly, attitude toward
Samaritans: he surprises a Samaritan woman by engaging her in conversation (John 4:3-26), and he even
points to individual Samaritans as good examples for his Jewish followers to emulate (Luke 10:30-37; 17:11-

19). The book of Acts indicates that some Samaritans became Christians (Acts 8:5-17).
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Fig. 2.4. Women'’s work. The world in which Jesus lived had fairly fixed ideas about
gender roles, but women were active in most aspects of life, including jobs that
required hard physical labor. They worked in the fields at all stages of agriculture, from
seedtime to harvest. Other tasks might include spinning and weaving cloth (Matt. 6:28),
making or patching clothing (Mark 2:21; Acts 9:39), grinding meal (Matt. 24:41), making
bread (Matt. 13:33), sweeping the house (Luke 15:8), going to a well for water (John 4:7),
and waiting on houseguests (Mark 1:31; Luke 10:40). Women had primary responsibility
for childrearing and were expected to please their husbands (1 Cor. 7:34). They often
were in charge of the family finances. Women often were more educated than men,
and many were successful in business and were able to provide charitable support for
others out of their resources (Luke 8:3). We also hear of women who are guards (John
18:16), prophets (Luke 2:36), merchants (Acts 16:14), tentmakers (Acts 18:3), and
missionaries (Phil. 4:3). (John Swanson)

Gentiles

Gentiles were also prominent in Palestine at this time. Large numbers
. . gentiles: people who are not Jewish.
of Romans, Greeks, and Persians had moved into the area and settled
there, contributing to the urbanization of traditionally rural areas. Indeed, the two largest cities in Galilee at
the time of Jesus were Tiberias and Sepphoris, but Jesus is never said to visit either one of them. As he travels

about the countryside, he demonstrates an obvious preference for villages, completely avoiding the large urban
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centers, where most of the gentiles lived. Jewish attitudes toward gentiles varied: among the Pharisees, Rabbi
Shammai is reported to have espoused intolerance of gentiles, whereas Rabbi Hillel is said to have been more
conciliatory. The evidence on Jesus is mixed (for a negative attitude toward gentiles, see Matt. 6:7; 10:5;
18:17; 20:25-26; for a positive attitude, see Matt. 8:5-13). Even Paul, who devoted the latter part of his life to
bringing salvation to the gentiles, does not always seem to have thought highly of them (see, e.g., Rom. 1:18—
32).

The attitude of gentiles toward Jews was also somewhat varied. Anti-
God-fearers: gentiles who were

Semitism was high, with many gentiles (including those who lived in sympathetic to Jewish theology and

Palestine) openly hating Jews and despising their culture, customs, and morality.

religion. But there were also a good number of gentiles who were

attracted to the Jewish religion. Of particular interest to New Testament study are those gentiles who were
called “God-fearers.” The God-fearers were half-converts—gentiles who embraced Jewish theology, worship,
and morality but did not follow ritual purity laws, which they regarded as specific for ethnic Jews. They were
allowed to attend synagogues, but typically they were not circumcised (which would have constituted a full
conversion and made them “Jews”). Eventually, these God-fearers became prime candidates for conversion to

Christianity (see Acts 10:1-2).

The Effects of Hellenism on the New Testament World

“Hellenism” refers broadly to the influence of Greek culture, which was

pagan: Greco-Roman religion and
culture as viewed from the perspective
of Jews and Christians, who tended to
associate what was “pagan” with
people throughout the world were said to be “Hellenized” because they erratic religious beliefs and an
immoral lifestyle.

prominent in the Roman Empire (or in what is sometimes referred to as

the Greco-Roman world). During the New Testament period Jewish

had been influenced to a greater or lesser degree by the culture of Greece
and Rome.

Hellenistic influences included simple cultural matters. For example, many Jewish people of the time,
including Jesus and his disciples, had adopted the Greek practice of reclining at table to eat (i.e., they ate lying
down, on floor cushions). Of course, the degree of Hellenism varied; in some instances it was embraced, while
in others it was resisted. One extreme example of Hellenistic influence is recounted by the Jewish Roman
historian Josephus, who says that in some cities young Jewish men paid to have surgical operations performed
on their penises so that when seen exercising naked at the gymnasium, they would appear to be uncircumcised
—apparently, circumcision was unfashionable, and the Jewish males did not want to be ridiculed by the
gentiles. At the opposite extreme, some Jews virulently resisted anything that smacked of Hellenism and
sought to isolate themselves from the secular world, denouncing seemingly innocent social practices as
instances of pagan infection.

Hellenistic influences were evident in Palestine, but they were even more prominent in the “Diaspora.”
This term (meaning “dispersion”) refers to Jews living outside the traditional homeland of Palestine. Some
Diaspora Jews were descendants of Jewish people who had not returned from the Babylonian exile. Many
others were Jews who discovered that the Pax Romana allowed them to emigrate and live freely elsewhere.

They did so, and for a variety of reasons: business opportunities, education, or a simple desire to see more of
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the world. But because Diaspora Jews often were far from Jerusalem (indeed, many never saw the city), the
temple system lost some of its relevance and meaning for them. Diaspora Jews tended to look to synagogues
rather than to the temple for their religious needs, with the result that, over time, rabbis became more
important than priests and obedience to Torah took precedence over the offering of sacrifices (which was

allowed only in Jerusalem).

Fig. 2.5. Jewish teachers. This illustration, Christ the Student, based on a story in Luke
2:41-51, recognizes the training that Jesus received from the Jewish teachers of his day,
a legacy of torah (“teaching”) that had been passed down for centuries. Jesus himself
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was thoroughly Jewish, the New Testament is steeped in Jewish tradition, and the
religion of Christianity to this day retains a strong Jewish matrix. (Michael O'Neill
McGrath)

The eftects of Hellenism were also felt in another very practical way: Hebrew ceased to be the primary
language of the Jewish people. It was all but forgotten in the Diaspora, and it tended to be used only in
religious services in Palestine itself. The common language for Jesus and other Palestinian Jews was Aramaic.
Thus in Palestine Aramaic paraphrases of Scripture called “Targums” were widely used. Outside of Palestine
the common language for Diaspora Jews was Greek, the language in which all books of the New Testament
would be written. Indeed, long before the time of Jesus, during the third century BCE, the Jewish Scriptures
had been translated into Greek. This Greek translation of the Jewish Bible is called the “Septuagint” (the
word means “seventy,” and a common abbreviation for the Septuagint is “LXX,” the Roman numeral for
seventy). Why this name? According to legend, the translation was done by seventy (or seventy-two) scholars
who, working independently, produced seventy (or seventy-two) identical translations. The Septuagint was
widely used throughout the Diaspora and also appears to have been used in many parts of Palestine. Notably,
most New Testament authors quote from the Septuagint rather than translating from the Hebrew Bible when

they make reference to something said in Scripture.
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Fig. 2.6. Torah. Hellenistic culture prized beauty, honor, strength, and acceptance of
fate, but in the traditional Jewish mind-set there was nothing more precious than Torah
—the revelation of God's will that was sweeter than honey and to be desired more than

gold (Ps. 19:10). (Randy Zucker)




The Septuagint contained fifteen additional books written in Greek in the years after the writing of the
Hebrew Scriptures (what Christians generally call the “Old Testament”). These extra books are often called
the “Apocrypha” by Protestant Christians, though eleven of them are classed as “deuterocanonical writings” by
Roman Catholics. Their status as Scripture was disputed among Jews at the time of Jesus, as it is among
Christians today. In the New Testament the Apocrypha is never cited as Scripture, but Paul and other authors
do appear to have read some of these books and to regard their teaching favorably.

Hellenism also brought a pervasive increase of religious syncretism. As
syncretism: the combination or

populations mixed, religious ideas were exchanged. For example, some fusion of different religious or cultural

Jewish people came to believe in immortality of the soul, the idea from beliefs and perspectives.
Greek philosophy that each person has a soul that continues to live after
his or her body dies. There is material in the Jewish Scriptures that could be read in support of such a view,
though it had not been understood that way previously.
Other tendencies in Jewish religion were amplified and modified through religious syncretism. Here we

take a brief look at three.

Wisdom Theology

Wisdom theology became more popular than ever before. The wisdom tradition of Israel focused less on
divinely revealed truth (prophets declaring a word of the Lord that often went contrary to human thinking)
and more on common sense (truth that is gained through general insight into life and the human condition).
There is a good deal of wisdom material in the Jewish Scriptures (in books such as Proverbs, Job, and
Ecclesiastes), and the Hellenistic Jews may have found a theology based on this material consonant with life in
a secular, more philosophically oriented world. In the New Testament the influence of wisdom theology is
evident in the teachings of Jesus (see Matt. 5-7) and in the writings of some of his followers (see especially the

Letter of James).

Dualism

Dualism came to the fore as a more prominent aspect of religious perspective. Dualism reflects the tendency
to separate phenomena into sharply opposed categories, with little room for anything in between. For
instance, a dualistic perspective tends to objectify “good” and “evil” as realities within nature. The Jewish
religion had originally resisted extreme dualism, emphasizing that all people and nations have both good and
evil tendencies. In the New Testament world, however, we find that it has become common to think that
there are “good people” and “evil people” in the world (cf. Matt. 5:45; 13:38), and that there are also good
spirits (angels) and evil spirits (demons). Furthermore, traditional Jewish religion had attributed virtually all
power to what was good, to what derived from the all-powerful and righteous God, who ruled over all. The
dualistic impulse granted far more power to Satan. Thus in the New Testament we discover that Christians

influenced by Hellenistic Judaism have become so dualistic that they actually refer to Satan as “the god of this
world” (2 Cor. 4:4; cf. Luke 4:6; John 14:30; 1 John 5:19).

Apocalypticism

52



Apocalypticism combined a radical dualistic outlook (clear distinction between good and evil) with a
deterministic view of history (the idea that everything is proceeding according to a divine plan). The
apocalyptic perspective typically was twofold: (1) a pessimistic forecast for the world at large—things will go
from bad to worse; and (2) an optimistic outlook for a favored remnant, those who would be rescued out of
the evil world through some act of divine intervention (which was always believed to be imminent). Thus a
limit was placed on the power of evil, but it was primarily a temporal limit: Satan may rule the world for now,
but not for long! Apocalypticism as a dimension of Jewish religion emerged during the Babylonian exile (see
the book of Zechariah) and may have been influenced by Persian religion, which was extremely dualistic. In
any case, it came to full expression during the Hellenistic period (see the book of Daniel) and flourished
during the Roman period. In Jesus’s day apocalypticism tended to be embraced by Jews as a reaction against
Roman imperialism and its cultural by-product, Hellenism. In the New Testament apocalypticism is most
conspicuous in the book of Revelation, but it underscores many other writings as well (e.g., Matt. 24-25;

Mark 13; Luke 21:5-36; 1 Thess. 4:13-5:11; 2 Thess. 2:1-12; 2 Pet. 3:1-18).

Preservation of Jewish Identity

The influence of Hellenism may have been far-reaching in the world of
. . . purity codes: regulations derived
Second Temple Judaism, but few Jews wanted to lose their national and  fom Torah that specified what was

“clean” or “unclean” for the Jewish

cultural identity completely. Certain traditions—circumcision, Sabbath ‘
people.

observance, holidays and festivals—became markers that would remind

the people who they were and inhibit total immersion into Greco-Roman society. On a day-to-day basis the
key markers of such identity may have been the various “purity codes” that the Jewish people had developed.
Such codes were typically derived from Torah, and they often articulated public, observable ways in which
Jewish people would live differently than most of the population.

Of course, all societies have culturally determined values regarding what they deem “clean” and “unclean.”
In the modern Western world most people shampoo their hair on a regular basis, not to prevent disease but
because they think that oily hair is gross or dirty. But globally and historically, there have been many people
(including all those we read about in the Bible) who have thought oily hair is simply natural, the way hair is
supposed to be. Such ideas reflect the standards of particular societies, values that might be deeply held (and
vigorously defended) but that are not universal. Likewise, the Jewish people at the time of Jesus (like many
Jewish people today) had strong ideas about what was clean or unclean, but, as identity markers, these ideas
had become integral to their religion. Eating pork or lobster was not just gross or disgusting; it was something
that God had directed them not to do. Furthermore, the primary reason why God had directed them not to
eat pork or lobster was not because doing so would be immoral or intrinsically evil; rather, abstention from

such foods set them apart from other peoples of the world.
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Fig. 2.7. Jewish mikveh. Jewish purity laws required those who had become ritually
unclean to purify themselves by taking a ritual bath in a mikveh, a type of cistern or tub
filled with water. Ancient mikvot (plural of mikveh) from the time of Jesus can be found
throughout the land of Israel. This one is in Jerusalem, just south of the Temple Mount.
(Todd Bolen / BiblePlaces.com)

In a positive vein, the Jewish concept declared certain things to be holy or sacred: Jerusalem was a holy city
(see Matt. 27:53), the temple was a holy building, and the Sabbath was a holy day. Negatively, there were
many things that could render a person unclean, such as contact with a corpse or with various bodily fluids.
Lepers were unclean, as were women during menstruation and men who had recently had a sexual discharge
(including nocturnal emissions). It is important to note that being unclean or encountering uncleanness was
not necessarily a bad or shameful thing; often the point was simply to notice what made one unclean and to
perform certain purification rituals in recognition of this. For a modern (though flawed) analogy, we might
consider the act of changing a baby’s diaper: no one in our modern world would think that this is a bad or
shameful thing to do, but most people probably would wash their hands after doing it.

One thing that we do not know is how seriously everyone took the purity codes. Some Jews might have
ignored them or observed them selectively and sporadically, but many (often the ones we hear about) took
ritual purity very seriously and found the codes to be not the least bit oppressive. The Jews of the New
Testament era did not go through life with a paranoid aversion to avoiding pollution at all costs, nor did they
suffer from perpetually low self-esteem due to an inability to remain ritually clean at all times. They simply

avoided what was avoidable, noted what was not, and performed purification rites as part of their regular
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spiritual discipline. This was a deeply meaningful part of religious life for many Jewish people in both

Palestine and the Diaspora.

Conclusion

The world of the New Testament is actually many worlds. The Gospels are set in Palestine, but Paul’s letters
are addressed to cities such as Corinth, Philippi, and Rome, far from the homeland of Jesus. Furthermore,
even though the Gospels relate events that happened in places such as Bethlehem, Nazareth, and Jerusalem,
they were written by and for people who lived elsewhere—Antioch, or Ephesus, or Rome. The stories are told
with a dual focus: they report what happened #here and why it is important Aere, what happened #hen and why
it is important zow.

One thing to remember, however, is that in every New Testament writing the Christian, Jewish, and
Roman contexts overlap: Christian concerns, Jewish concerns, and Roman concerns are superimposed. The
Christian claim in these writings is that Jews and Romans alike find a new identity in Jesus Christ (see Gal.
3:28). The God of Israel is the hope of the gentiles and, indeed, is the God of the entire universe (cf. Rom.
1:20; 15:4-12).
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One of the most prominent Christians of the second century was a man now known to us as Justin Martyr
(i-e., Justin the Martyr). Justin produced a number of theological writings, but he is perhaps best known today
for a single paragraph in which he provides an early description of a Christian worship service (see box 3.1).
Most of the elements of contemporary liturgies already appear to be in place: preaching, prayers, eucharistic
meal, even an offering.

We want to pay special attention to one line of Justin’s remarks: “The
apostle: “one who is sent” (gpostolos);
used for certain leaders among the

as time permits.” What does he mean by “the memoirs of the apostles” ~ earliest followers of Jesus, especially
the twelve disciples and Paul.

memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read, as long

He is referring to writings now found in the Christian New Testament
(specifically, the four Gospels). These writings are being read publicly in worship alongside “the writings of
the prophets’—that is, the Jewish Scriptures contained in what Christians now call the “Old Testament.”

The early Christians believed the Jewish Scriptures provided a record
covenant: an agreement or pact
between God and human beings that

believed God had done something new in Jesus Christ, and they found esltablishﬁs the terms of their ongoing
relationship.

of God’s covenant (or testament) with Israel. But Christians also

language to describe this in Jeremiah 31:31-34, where the prophet

testament: here, a written account of
a covenant; it is in this sense that parts
14:24; Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25). Christians eventually decided that the  of the Bible are called the Old

Testament and New Testament.

speaks of God making a “new covenant” (see also Matt. 26:28; Mark

apostolic writings testifying to this new covenant should also be counted
as Scripture, and it seemed natural to call these works the “new covenant writings” or, simply, the “New

Testament.”

Christian Worship in the Second Century

In chapter 67 of his First Apology, the Christian theologian Justin Martyr (110-65) provides us with our earliest account of Christian
worship outside the New Testament itself:

On the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather together to one place, and the memoirs of the apostles
or the writings of the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when the reader has ceased, the president verbally
instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of these good things. Then we all rise together and pray, and . . . when our prayer is
ended, bread and wine and water are brought, and the president in like manner offers prayers and thanksgivings, according to
his ability, and the people assent, saying Amen; and there is a distribution to each, and a participation of that over which
thanks have been given, and to those who are absent a portion is sent by the deacons. And they who are well to do, and
willing, give what each thinks fit; and what is collected is deposited with the president, who succors the orphans and widows
and those who, through sickness or any other cause, are in want, and those who are in bonds and the strangers sojourning
among us, and in a word takes care of all who are in need. But Sunday is the day on which we all hold our common assembly,
because it is the first day on which God, having wrought a change in the darkness and matter, made the world; and Jesus Christ
our Savior on the same day rose from the dead.

Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. A. Roberts and J. Donaldson, 10 vols. (1885-96; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986-89), 1:186.

An Overview of the New Testament

We should begin by looking at a basic “table of contents” for the New Testament. There are twenty-seven
books, ranging in length from the Gospel of Luke (the longest) to 3 John (the shortest). The books are

arranged into seven categories:
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The Gospels. There are four of these (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John), and they are named for the
individuals who traditionally have been identified as their authors. All four report on the life, ministry,
death, and resurrection of Jesus; thus they provide four different versions of the same basic story, and

there is a good deal of overlap in their content.

The book of Acts. This book is actually “part two” of the Gospel of Luke, but it has been put in its own
section in the New Testament (following the four Gospels) because it is the only book that relates the
history of the early church—that is, what happened after the events reported in the Gospels.

. Letters from Paul to churches. There are nine of these (Romans, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians,
Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 Thessalonians, 2 Thessalonians). If you are unfamiliar with the
New Testament, the names of these books may strike you as odd or difficult to pronounce; they are
geographical references to the people in various cities or regions to which the letters were sent (e.g., the
“Ephesians” were people who lived in the city of Ephesus). The designated author of all nine letters is
Paul, an important Christian missionary. These letters are presented in the New Testament in order of
length, from Romans (the longest) to 2 Thessalonians (the shortest).

. Letters from Paul to individuals. There are four of these (1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon), and
they are named for the individuals to whom they were sent. Again, they are presented in order of
length. The designated author is the same Paul who is associated with the nine letters to churches,
making, all told, thirteen letters from Paul.

The letter to the Hebrews. This one is in a class of its own. It is an anonymous work, and we do not
know who wrote it or to whom it was sent, but since it appears to have been written for Jewish
Christians (i.e., Hebrew Christians), it is traditionally called “The Letter to the Hebrews.”

. Letters by other people. There are seven of these (James, 1 Peter, 2 Peter, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, Jude).
Unlike the letters from Paul, these are named not for the people to whom they were sent but rather for
the individuals who traditionally have been identified as their authors. They are often called “The
General Letters (Epistles)” or “The Catholic Letters (Epistles).” The word catholic in the latter
designation has nothing to do with the Roman Catholic Church but simply means “universal” or
“general.”

The book of Revelation. This one too is in a class of its own. It offers an account of a visionary
experience as recounted by someone whose name was John. It is sometimes called “The Apocalypse of

John” (the word apocalypse means “revelation”).

Two warnings or caveats may be sounded regarding first impressions

of these New Testament books. First, the books are not arranged in

chronological order. To take just one example, the Gospels come first in

General or Catholic Letters
(Epistles): the seven letters
traditionally thought to have been
written to the church “at large” rather

the New Testament, but they were not the first books to be written; all than to specific individual

four of them probably were written after the death of Paul, and thus they

congregations: James, 1 Peter, 2 Peter,
1John, 2 John, 3 John, Jude.

must be later chronologically than any letters that Paul wrote. Second,

the titles that these books now bear reflect ancient church traditions that often do not hold up to scrutiny.

The first book in the New Testament is titled “The Gospel according to Matthew” (or just “Matthew” for

short), but the Bible itself does not say that Matthew wrote this book, and very few modern scholars think
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that he did. Likewise, we have books in our New Testament called “The First Letter of John,” “The Second
Letter of John,” and “The Third Letter of John,” but the books themselves are anonymous and could have

been written in any order (they are numbered in our Bibles from longest to shortest).

Development of the Canon

The authors of our New Testament books did not know that they were
. . . . canon: literally, “rule” or “standard”;
writing Scripture—our current books of the Bible. They did not know used by religious groups to refer to an

authoritative list of books that are

that a New Testament would ever exist, much less that their writings . :
officially accepted as Scripture.

would be a part of it. Nevertheless, these writings owe their prominence

and influence to the fact that they came to be included in that corpus.
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Fig. 3.1. Preservation of manuscripts. We do not possess any original copies of New
Testament documents as produced by their authors. For centuries, monasteries and
other institutions copied the manuscripts by hand. In some cases, the work was done
hastily and produced copies filled with errors. But the reproduction of Scripture could
also be regarded as a high calling, undertaken with painstaking seriousness that
produced amazingly accurate results. (Bridgeman Images)

To understand this significant point, let us imagine for a moment that Paul’s letter to the Romans had

simply come down to us as an independent writing, a document from antiquity presenting the thoughts of a
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Christian missionary at the height of his career. Who would read it, and why? In all likelihood, it would be an
interesting work to scholars who wanted to reconstruct the early history of one of the world’s major religions.
But elderly men and women would not be reading it in nursing homes, business professionals would not
gather weekly to read it at prayer breakfasts, and teenagers would not memorize passages from it at summer
camps. It would no doubt be regarded as a classic of ancient epistolary literature (like the letters of Cicero),
and it might get quoted now and then, but it probably would not have inspired hundreds of paintings,
thousands of hymns, and millions of sermons. The impact and significance of all New Testament writings is
owed in large part to their inclusion in the Christian canon.

The word canon literally means “rule” or “standard,” but it is used by religious groups to refer to a list of
books that are officially accepted as Scripture. In the early years Christians simply gathered together writings
that they found to be helpful and shared them with one another. Paul encouraged the churches to which he
wrote letters to exchange those letters with one another so that they could read what he had written to other
congregations as well as to their own community (see Col. 4:16). Likewise, we are reasonably sure that
multiple copies of Mark’s Gospel were produced and distributed to different parts of the Roman Empire a few
years after it was written (both Matthew and Luke appear to have had copies). Since there were no printing
presses at that time, the production of manuscripts was a costly and time-consuming process; nevertheless,
Christians throughout the world wanted copies of these documents, and they seem to have done a remarkable
job of making and sharing copies with one another.

At first there was no need for official agreement as to which books
apostolic tradition: oral or written

were to be read; for the most part, the works that circulated were the materials that are believed to bear a

writings produced by people who had founded or led the earliest close connection to Jesus, his original
disciples, or the missionary Paul, or
churches, people such as Paul and the original disciples of Jesus, or at believed to be congruent with what

least people who had known Paul or those original disciples. This chain those people taught

of connection to Jesus and/or to Paul would come to be known as the
“apostolic tradition,” and as long as churches were copying and sharing writings that stood within this
tradition, there was little need to decide which of those writings was worthy of being labeled “Scripture.”

Almost from the start, however, there were voices within Christianity

Scripture: the sacred writings of a
religion, believed to be inspired by
God and viewed as authoritative for
faith and practice.

that were in tension with that developing tradition. From many of Paul’s
letters, we learn that there were people arguing for versions of the
Christian faith that Paul himself rejected; these people were preaching a
message that they thought was “the gospel” but that Paul claimed was a perversion of the gospel (see Gal. 1:6—
9). Some of these alternative voices in the Christian movement probably produced writings as well (see
2 Thess. 2:2), but their works do not appear to have been preserved or included in the New Testament. In one
sense, then, the New Testament is not just a collection of early Christian writings; rather, it is a selection of
those writings. The New Testament contains those works that were considered to be most representative of
what became mainstream and orthodox.

The process through which such selections were made was complex, and there is controversy among
modern scholars as to how the judgments were made. By the second century, however, two developments

made the question of canon a pressing one for Christians.
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From Jesus to Us: Six Stages in the Transmission of the Gospel
Tradition

Stage One: Historical Jesus

Jesus says and does things that are considered remarkable.

Stage Two: Early Tradition

Oral Written

People remember what Jesus said and did and share these and/or  people write down brief accounts of things that

memories with others. Jesus said and did.

Stage Three: Composition of the Gospels

The Gospel writers compile their books, drawing on both oral tradition and early written sources to form narratives of Jesus’s life
and work.

Stage Four: Preservation of Manuscripts

People make copies of the Gospel narratives and distribute them.

Stage Five: Translation

Scholars translate copies of the Gospel narratives into other languages, including, eventually, our own.
Stage Six: Reception

In modern editions of the Gospels we hear or read about what Jesus said and did.

First, there were now Christians who wanted to exclude writings with ties to the apostolic tradition that
were not to their liking. The most prominent figure in this regard was the Christian scholar and evangelist
Marcion (ca. 110-60), who came to prominence in the first half of the second century. Marcion appears to
have been influenced by a movement called “gnosticism,” which valued what was spiritual but despised
anything material or physical (see “On the Horizon: Gnosticism” in chap. 1). He also wanted to purge
Christianity of Jewish influences and make it into a more purely gentile religion. Marcion urged his followers
to reject writings that taught a version of the faith different from what he was promoting. Eventually he came
up with an approved list of writings that he thought should be considered Scripture for Christians: ten letters
of Paul (all but 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus) and a copy of the Gospel of Luke. He also edited these
eleven books to remove positive references to the Jewish God, or to the Jewish Scriptures, or to other matters
that did not fit with his anti-Jewish, hyperspiritual version of the faith (he claimed that the writings had been
previously modified by heretics and that by editing them he was merely restoring them to their original form).
In any case, many writings currently in our New Testament were rejected by Marcion and his followers not
because they were considered to be out of step with the apostolic tradition but rather because that tradition
itself was considered to be corrupt (steeped in Jewishness and overly concerned with physical life in a material
world).

Second, there were Christians in the second century who began producing new writings and attributing
these to people who had belonged to the original circle of apostolic witnesses. In virtually every case these new
writings were copycat versions of books that had been written in the first century: someone would write a

letter promoting gnostic ideas and claim that it was a newly discovered letter of Paul; someone else would
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write a gospel portraying Jesus as a major supporter of gnosticism and claim that it was a newly discovered
work by one of his twelve disciples. These books continued to be produced well into the fourth century. Their
anachronisms and idiosyncrasies make the fictional attributions of authorship readily apparent today, but the
production of such writings did cause confusion among Christians in the first few centuries.

Thus the twofold problem: on the one hand, most Christian churches wanted to use only those writings
that could be reasonably connected to the apostolic tradition; on the other hand, they wanted to use all the
writings that were connected with that tradition, not just ones that fit with some particular teacher’s
ideological preferences. Thus by the end of the second century lists began to appear specifying which writings
were thought to meet these criteria. From these lists it becomes apparent that most of the writings now found
in our New Testament were universally accepted as reliable witnesses to the apostolic tradition. Seven books,
however, had a more difficult time gaining such acceptance: Hebrews, James, 2 Peter, 2 John, 3 John, Jude,
and Revelation. We have no indication that these books were ever denounced or rejected outright, but the
more cautious church leaders seem to have been reluctant to regard them as being on a par with the others
(ie., as being works that should be regarded as Scripture). Eventually, however, a consensus emerged, and by
the beginning of the fifth century our current New Testament canon of twenty-seven books was well
established.

Two conclusions regarding the canon of New Testament writings would be accepted by most scholars
today. On the one hand, all the books in our current New Testament are ones that were deemed compatible
with what came to be regarded as “apostolic Christianity”: there are certain, basic matters of faith on which
they seem to speak with unanimity. On the other hand, the selection of canonical writings was not a narrow
one that eliminated diversity of opinion: the twenty-seven New Testament writings present a wide variety of
viewpoints, including positions that sometimes are difficult to reconcile. Indeed, if all the authors of these
writings had been gathered into a single room at a given place and time, they almost certainly would have
argued with one another over many matters that have continued to be of interest to Christians throughout the

centuries. In short, the New Testament writings evince a basic unity but also remarkable diversity.

How Scholars Study the New Testament

The academic field of New Testament study has developed into a discipline that encompasses different

approaches and employs a variety of methods.

Text Criticism

Text critics analyze the various manuscripts of the New Testament

variant: in text criticism, an alternative
reading of a text, supported by some
manuscripts.

that have been preserved over the centuries, comparing them, dating
them, and employing various techniques to determine which are the
most reliable. Their goal is to reconstruct what the original manuscripts
probably said, noting also “variant readings” when one or more of the copies that have been made over the
years say something different. Significant variant readings are sometimes noted in footnotes in English Bibles
(e.g., see the footnote to Matt. 10:3 in the NRSV, which notes that the disciple of Jesus called “Thaddaeus” is

referred to as “Lebbaeus” in some manuscripts).
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Archaeology

Archaeologists excavate ancient cities and other sites important to the New Testament world, and they have
uncovered an enormous amount of physical evidence that supplies background information for interpreting
these texts. They have also discovered ancient documents from this period, the most important finds being the
library of the Dead Sea Scrolls, which tells us a good deal about the diversity of first-century Jewish religion,
and the Nag Hammadi gnostic library, which tells us a good deal about the diversity of early Christianity.

Sociological Criticism

Scholars examine the New Testament with perspectives and tools derived from the social sciences,
including the field of sociology. They are attentive to a number of matters that characterized the social world
of the Roman Empire during the New Testament era: the phenomenon of the Pax Romana; the Diaspora
migrations of Jewish people; the military occupation of Palestine; and an economic system that virtually
eliminated the middle class, leaving a few people rich and almost everyone else poor. New Testament scholars
who are trained in sociology examine the New Testament writings to see how the effects of these social

phenomena are addressed.

Cultural Anthropology

Derived from the social sciences, cultural anthropology seeks to understand what happens in a given culture
by way of comparison with what is known about other cultures. Cultural anthropologists study matters such as
kinship relations, power structures, gender roles, economic systems, and strategies for education. With regard
to the New Testament, they have analyzed the purity codes that defined what most people considered to be

“clean” and “unclean” and the social value system that led people to prize acquisition of honor above all else.

Historical Criticism

“Historical criticism” sometimes has been used in New Testament studies as an umbrella term for those
approaches that focus on the circumstances of a text’s composition (e.g., source criticism, form criticism,
redaction criticism [all discussed below]) as distinct from “literary criticism,” which encompasses approaches
that focus on interpretation of the text that is now before us (e.g., narrative criticism, rhetorical criticism,
reader-response criticism, ideological criticism [also discussed below]). In a strict sense, however, “historical
criticism” refers to the ways in which a historian might use the New Testament to learn about history.
Historians (whether they are Christian or not) view Jesus, Paul, and other figures of the New Testament as
important and interesting people, and they understand the emergence of Christianity to be one of the most
significant developments in human history. Thus they use the New Testament as a resource for understanding

the lives and circumstances of these people and for reconstructing the events that transpired concerning them.

Source Criticism

The discipline of source criticism attempts to move behind the New Testament texts to posit hypotheses
regarding materials that the biblical authors might have used in composing their documents. Paul quotes from

an early Christian liturgy in 1 Corinthians 11:23-26, and he appears to incorporate a Christian hymn into his
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letter to the Philippians (see Phil. 2:6-11). The authors of our four Gospels also appear to have possessed
some written materials about Jesus that they drew on when writing their books (see Luke 1:1). Source critics

try to identify these materials, and sometimes they even attempt to reconstruct them.
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Fig. 3.2. The Greek New Testament. This typical page from the Nestle-Aland Greek
New Testament (28th ed.) shows the text of Matthew 5:7-18. The narrow column on the
right side of the page lists parallel passages found elsewhere in the Gospels. The
column on the left side shows related passages in the Old Testament, the New
Testament, and other ancient literature. The bottom part of the page indicates variant
readings, using an elaborate system of codes developed by text critics. The codes
indicate, for each verse, many of the different readings found in extant manuscripts,
along with a list of which manuscripts contain those divergent readings. (German Bible
Society)

Form Criticism

The discipline of form criticism seeks to classify different materials found in the New Testament according
to literary genre or type (“form”) and to draw conclusions relevant to interpretation based on these
classifications. Different types of material can be discerned: genealogies, parables, miracle stories, speeches,
hymns, creeds, proverbs, and many more. The fruit of such investigations will become apparent in this book
when we consider “T'ypes of Material in the Gospels” (in chap. 5) and the “Typical Structure or Format for a
Letter” (in chap. 11). Form critics usually are interested in identifying the Sizz im Leben (“setting in life”) that
each of these types of literature would have served, which implies certain assumptions about purpose: a joke
might be employed for the purpose of entertainment, while a prayer might be employed for the purpose of
worship. Form critics often have practiced their discipline in tandem with source criticism but with a view to

discerning oral sources that stand behind the New Testament texts.

Redaction Criticism

Used mainly in Gospel studies, redaction criticism tries to determine the particular intentions of New
Testament authors by analyzing how they arranged and edited their source materials. The discipline typically
involves two methods: (1) composition analysis looks at how various units are arranged within the particular
book—the order or placement of individual units, the sequence of material, and the overall organization of the
book; and (2) emendation analysis looks at alterations that the Gospel author probably made in the source
material—additions, omissions, and other changes that reveal the author’s priorities and preferences. For

summaries of redaction-critical analyses of the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, see box 6.2 and box 8.2.

Narrative Criticism

Also used primarily with the Gospels (and the book of Acts), narrative criticism draws on the insights of
modern literary analysis to determine the particular effects that the biblical stories are expected to have on
their readers.

Like redaction criticism, narrative criticism is interested in treating each book on its own and discerning
what is distinctive about it, but whereas redaction criticism focuses on composition (how the author organized
and edited the material), narrative criticism focuses on reception (how readers are expected to be impacted or
affected by the work). Narrative critics often analyze a Gospel the way literary critics interpret a short story:
they pay attention to how the plot is advanced, how characters are developed, how conflict is introduced or
resolved, and how rhetorical features such as symbolism and irony affect the reader’s perception of what is

happening.

Rhetorical Criticism
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The focus of rhetorical criticism is on the strategies employed by biblical authors to achieve particular
purposes. Rhetorical critics are interested not only in the point that a work wishes to make but also in the
basis on which that point is established (the types of arguments or proofs that are used): sometimes external
evidence or documentation is cited; sometimes the trustworthy character of the writer is invoked; at other

times an appeal is made to the readers’ emotions or sense of logic.

Reader-Response Criticism

The approach to New Testament texts known as reader-response criticism focuses on how texts have been
understood and might be understood by readers who engage them in different ways and in various contexts.
Reader-response critics are typically interested in “polyvalence”—that is, the capacity for any text to mean
different things to different people. Most reader-response critics are interested in exploring how readers
contribute to the process of interpretation, bringing their own perspectives and presuppositions to texts and
reading them in light of these. For example, they analyze how factors of social location (age, gender,
nationality, economic status, etc.) inevitably affect the ways readers engage texts and help to determine what
they think those texts mean. One type of reader-response criticism known as Wirkungsgeschichte (“history of
influence”) seeks to document and explain how given texts have been read throughout history—how they have
been used in theological discussions, liturgy, preaching, art, and other modes of both scholarly and popular

reception.

Ideological Criticism

Somewhat related to reader-response criticism are a number of approaches to the New Testament that seek
to explore how these writings might be interpreted when they are read from particular ideological perspectives.
Varieties of feminist criticism expound what different books or passages mean when read from a feminist
point of view. A related field called “womanist criticism” interprets texts from the specific perspective of
African American women, and a developing field called “mujerista criticism” does the same from the
perspective of Latin American women. “Postcolonial criticism” brings to the fore interpretations from the
perspectives of marginalized and oppressed peoples of the world, especially those in Asia, Africa, or Latin
America. These approaches and others like them (Marxist, Jungian, etc.) seek to put forward interpretations
that other scholars may have missed due to the limitations of their own, usually unacknowledged, ideological
perspectives. They also ask questions about the ideological perspectives of the biblical authors themselves, and
they seek to expose ideological assumptions that may be inherent in texts produced in particular cultures and

contexts.
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Fig. 3.3. Students of Scripture 1. The Christian penchant for studying Scripture in an
academic and serious manner derives from Judaism. Jewish rabbis first established
standards for the interpretation of Scripture, many of which are still respected today. In
Jewish households instruction in the Scriptures may begin in childhood; indeed, many
Jewish children learn Hebrew in order to understand the Bible better. (Bridgeman
Images)

Deconstruction

The approach to texts called “deconstruction” is a rather extreme

. . . . postmodern philosophy: a relativistic
mode of interpretation that arose in the late twentieth century and approach to life and thought that

denies absolutes and objectivity.
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became popular with scholars influenced by postmodern philosophy. It

attempts to demonstrate that all proposed interpretations are ideological constructs that have no objective
claim to legitimacy. The process of interpretation inevitably privileges certain possibilities at the expense of
others. Thus postmodern scholars often claim that interpretation reveals more about the interpreter than it
does about the text, and they employ the method of deconstruction to demonstrate that proposed
interpretations of any given text depend on subjective criteria: they may be correct interpretations from a
particular point of view, but any number of other interpretations would have to be considered equally valid.
From the postmodern perspective, meaning in any absolute sense is unobtainable. Still, interpreters can “play”
with texts, and this might be worthwhile if they learn things about themselves and about other interpreters in
the process. Positively, deconstruction often brings to the fore neglected possibilities for biblical meaning and

raises questions regarding why those avenues have not been more thoroughly explored.

Exegesis and Hermeneutics

Biblical scholars sometimes make a distinction between exegesis and hermeneutics. The first term, exegesis,
refers to scholarly study of the Bible with an emphasis on the actual explication of texts; the academic
approaches described above involve the use of exegetical methods. The second term, hermeneutics, refers more
broadly to philosophical reflection on the process of interpretation, including consideration of questions
regarding what the goal of interpretation should be, and of the various ways in which biblical passages might
be regarded as meaningful or authoritative. Should the New Testament be studied as a collection of historical
documents to determine what they reveal about the origins of Christian religion? Should it be analyzed and
evaluated for its aesthetic and artistic qualities? Should it be approached as a resource for the development of
religious dogma? Should it be studied (academically) as Scripture, as a book that reveals the very thoughts of
God, and if so, what does that mean? One person might believe that the New Testament is the inerrant word
of God; another might regard it as containing books that retain the marks of both divine inspiration and
human fallibility. Clearly, interpretation of the New Testament can be affected by the different hermeneutical

assumptions that interpreters make regarding these writings.
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Fig. 3.4. Students of Scripture 2. Bible study has always been an essential part of the
Christian church. Even before there was a New Testament believers gathered regularly
to attend to “the teachings of the apostles” (Acts 2:42), and congregations passed letters
of Paul from one church to another to be read (Col. 4:16) and struggled to understand
them (2 Pet. 3:15-16). Much later, after the printing press was invented and the
Scriptures had been translated into multiple languages, Bible study groups sprang up
everywhere Christians were to be found. (Trustees of the Wallace Collection, London /
Art Resource, NY)

One of the most common mistakes that students make when they are new to the field of academic biblical
studies is to associate particular exegetical methods with specific hermeneutical stances. Here are some
examples: (1) a student reads a book by an archaeologist who claims to provide evidence that certain biblical
stories are factual and correct, so the student concludes that archaeology typically is used by scholars who want
to prove the accuracy of biblical narratives; (2) a student reads a book by a redaction critic who claims that the
Gospel authors edited their source material in ways that reveal they had inconsistent and competing agendas,
so the student concludes that redaction criticism typically is used by scholars who want to emphasize
contradictory points in Scripture; (3) a student reads a book by a rhetorical critic who maintains that Paul’s
argument in a particular letter is so persuasive it should be accepted by everyone today, so the student
concludes that rhetorical criticism typically is used by scholars who want to encourage readers to accept what
the biblical authors taught as being valid for our time; and (4) a student reads a book by a narrative critic who
regards the Gospels as fictional tales, so the student concludes that narrative criticism typically is used by

scholars who do not think that the Gospels offer historically accurate accounts of first-century events.
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All of these conclusions are false. All the exegetical methods and academic disciplines described above are
used by people who operate with different hermeneutical assumptions and interests. The methods themselves
are simply tools that are employed for very different purposes by people with different attitudes and goals. The
beginning student must be careful not to evaluate the legitimacy or value of a method based on limited
exposure to its employment. Furthermore, most scholars use these methods in combination with one another;
they examine a text with one approach to answer one set of questions and with another approach to answer a

different set of questions. They use one method one day and another method the next day.

Conclusion

The writings of the New Testament are not simply read; they are studied. In fact, it probably is safe to say that
these books have been more carefully investigated and more closely scrutinized than any other writings in
history. The academic field of New Testament studies has developed into a discipline that encompasses many
different approaches and employs a variety of methods. Some scholars are most interested in historical
questions; they rely on archaeology to reconstruct the settings in which the New Testament books were
written, and they draw on the insights of sociology, cultural anthropology, and other disciplines to understand
what is reported within the context of the ancient world. Other scholars tend to be more interested in
understanding the messages that the books convey or the effects that the books seek to have on their readers,
so they rely more heavily on methods that analyze the rhetorical and literary features of the texts. And, of
course, many New Testament scholars are interested in theological issues, and so they study these writings in
light of specific ideological and doctrinal concerns. In a general sense, the different methodological
approaches to the New Testament may be likened to keys on a ring: different keys open different doors and
grant access to different types of insight. It is difficult to know at the outset which doors one will want to
open. Accordingly, the best advice for budding Bible interpreters is usually this: try to obtain as full a set of

keys as possible.
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[Dianelos Georgoudis / CC BY-SA 3.0]

Get up on a Sunday morning and drive around your town. If you live in America, you will find churches, just
as you would in many other countries. They are of all sorts: historic denominations and recent innovations,
major “name brands” and generic community fellowships. You will find people meeting in towering cathedrals

and in rented-out storefronts, in spacious auditoriums and in ranch-style sanctuaries. You'll see vestments and
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paraments, stained glass and video screens, expensive commissioned artwork and tacky homemade banners.
And the people are as diverse as their furnishings.

Now here is an amazing fact: all these people have gotten out of bed and gathered with others on Sunday
morning because of one person—a Jewish man who was born on the other side of the world over two
thousand years ago.

Listen!

You will hear people singing:

Jesus shall reign where’er the sun

Does its successive journeys run . . .

What a friend we have in Jesus

All our sins and griefs to bear . . .

All hail the power of Jesus’ name

Let angels prostrate fall . . .

You will hear congregations confessing a creed:

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ
the only Son of God,

eternally begotten of the Father,
God from God, Light from Light,
true God from true God,

begotten not made,

of one Being with the Father.

You will hear an evangelist exhorting individuals to accept Jesus as their personal Lord and Savior, inviting
them to ask him into their hearts to cleanse them from sin. You will hear inspired worshipers claiming that
Jesus has spoken to them this very morning and given them a word of direction for others who are present.
You will hear a priest intoning Latin or Greek and promising those who have gathered that they are about to
eat the flesh of Jesus and consume his blood.

If you are not one of these people—if you are not a Christian—all of this might seem bizarre. Even if you
are a Christian, some of this might seem bizarre, for you probably have some ideas about which groups of

Christians have this stuff about Jesus right, and which have it wrong.

Historical Significance of Jesus

On a spring morning in about the year 30 CE, three men were executed by the Roman authorities in Judea. Two were
“brigands.” . .. The third was executed as another type of political criminal. He had not robbed, pillaged, murdered or even
stored arms. He was convicted, however, of having claimed to be “king of the Jews”—a political title. Those who looked on . ..
doubtless thought that the world would little note what happened that spring morning. . . . It turned out, of course, that this
third man, Jesus of Nazareth, would become one of the most important figures in human history.

—E. P. Sanders®

Regardless of what anyone may personally think or believe about him, Jesus of Nazareth has been the dominant figure in the
history of Western culture for almost twenty centuries. If it were possible, with some sort of super-magnet, to pull up out of
that history every scrap of metal bearing at least a trace of his name, how much would be left?

—jJaroslav Pelikan:
*E. P. Sanders, The Historical Figure of Jesus (London: Penguin, 1993), 1.
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YJaroslav Pelikan, Jesus through the Centuries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), 1.

Jesus in the New Testament: Earthly and Exalted

Jesus is the central figure of the New Testament; every book is written because of him and, in some sense,
about him. Still, the Jesus whom we read about in the New Testament may be spoken of in two different
ways. First, the New Testament tells us about a man named “Jesus” who lived in Galilee and who said and did
many remarkable things before eventually being crucified. Second, the New Testament also speaks of Jesus as
an exalted, eternal figure who existed prior to creation and who now continues to reign from heaven, seated at

the right hand of God and dwelling in the hearts of those who believe in him.

Fig. 4.1. Where Jesus lived. These reconstructions portray the village of Capernaum at
the time of Jesus, showing houses typical of those in which Jesus and his disciples would
have lived. Capernaum appears to have been “home base"” for Jesus during the time of
his ministry in Galilee, perhaps because Peter owned a house there where Jesus and
the others could stay. See also figs. 2.1, 2.2. (Balage Balogh /
www.archaeologyillustrated.com)
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Christian faith and doctrine affirm the unity of these two figures: they are the same Jesus, not two different

Jesuses. Still, Christian scholars often find it helpful to distinguish between the two, especially when they are
interpreting the New Testament. For example, there is one passage in the Gospel of Matthew in which Jesus
says to his disciples, “You always have the poor with you, but you will not always have me” (26:11). Then,
later in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus says to these same disciples, “I will be with you always” (28:20). The first
passage refers to what scholars call the earthly, historical figure of Jesus (or, sometimes, “the pre-Easter Jesus”)
—the man who lived in Galilee and who told his disciples he would not remain present with them on earth
forever. But then, in the second passage, when Jesus says, “I will be with you always,” he must be referring to
something else. Christian theologians would say that the eternal exalted Jesus (“the post-Easter Jesus”)

remains present in a way that the earthly, historical figure does not.

The Earthly Figure of Jesus in the New Testament: An Overview

The New Testament Gospels consistently refer to Jesus as being a Jew from Nazareth, a small village in the
province of Galilee. He is the son of Joseph and Mary, and he has several brothers and sisters. He is a Jewish
peasant who works as a zeton, some sort of carpenter or builder or construction worker. Almost nothing is
said about his early life, though some process of education is implied by the fact that, as an adult, he is able to
read (Luke 4:16-20) and is knowledgeable of the Scriptures. Nothing is said of his marital status, which
probably means that he is to be regarded as a single adult, committed (for religious reasons?) to a life of
celibacy (cf. Matt. 19:12).

The New Testament focuses primarily on the last year or years of Jesus’s life. He is baptized by John the
Baptist, a fiery preacher of repentance who appears to have modeled his ministry after prophets such as Elijah

from the Old Testament. Then Jesus begins a public ministry of his own, traveling throughout the villages of

78



Galilee, teaching, preaching, and healing. He calls disciples to follow him and chooses twelve of those
disciples to constitute an inner circle of followers patterned after the twelve tribes of Israel. Certain facets of

his ministry are especially noteworthy:

o It is an itinerant ministry. Whereas John the Baptist preached in the wilderness, expecting the crowds to
come out to hear him, Jesus preaches on the road, taking his message to different groups as he and his

disciples move from place to place (see Matt. 8:20).

o Itis a rura/ ministry. Although there were large cities in Palestine (Caesarea, Sepphoris, Tiberias), Jesus
is never said to visit any of them except for Jerusalem; the focus of his ministry is villages and market
towns, places such as Bethsaida and Capernaum. He often is pictured as ministering to people in

outdoor settings (e.g., beside the Sea of Galilee).

o It is a Jewish ministry. Despite occasional encounters with gentiles or

gentiles: people who are not Jewish.
Samaritans, the ministry of Jesus is directed primarily to Jews and
Samaritans: Semitic people who
lived in Samaria at the time of Jesus
teaches in synagogues, he quotes from the Jewish Scriptures, and he  and claimed to be the true Israel.

conducted in terms meaningful to Jewish people. He frequently

discusses topics such as how the Jewish law might be best observed

and how the writings of Jewish prophets are fulfilled.

Thus the New Testament presents Jesus as a Jewish peasant who assumes the roles of rabbi and prophet on
behalf of other Jewish peasants in Galilee during the rule of Herod Antipas; the most prominent phase of his
ministry, furthermore, occurs just after Herod has John the Baptist arrested (see Mark 1:14).

In terms of content, the most prominent topic addressed by Jesus in
kingdom of God / kingdom of
heaven: phrases used to describe the

often uses the phrase “kingdom of God” (or sometimes “kingdom of pruEneEnien eif Gl Ui, veever
and whenever that might be.

the New Testament is the imminence and certainty of God’s rule. Jesus

heaven”) to describe the sphere of God’s influence and power, a

phenomenon that cannot be restricted by time and space. According to Jesus, the “kingdom of God” (a phrase
that also can be translated “rule of God” or “reign of God”) is not just in heaven or in the future but is a reality
to be experienced here and now. When Jesus says, “The kingdom of God has come near” (Mark 1:15), he
means something like, “God is ready and willing to rule our lives—right here, right now.” But that is not all
there is to it; the kingdom also has a future dimension, and the New Testament presents Jesus as speaking of
this as well. There will be a final judgment at which Jesus himself will preside and human beings will either be
granted access to eternal bliss or be condemned to everlasting punishment, depending on their status relative
to God and to Jesus himself. Jesus indicates that the blessings of the future kingdom are for those who believe
in him and who are faithful to him in word and deed.

The overall emphasis on God’s presence and power has numerous implications. Other prominent themes in
Jesus’s teaching and preaching include: (1) a call to uncompromising allegiance to God and absolute trust in
God; (2) a promise of forgiveness that leads to the reconciliation of sinners and a new inclusion of outcasts
among God’s people; (3) a reassessment of certain legal interpretations, particularly those that are deemed
burdensome or viewed as fostering spiritual elitism; (4) a radical “love ethic” that declares love for God and

neighbor to be a synopsis of all of God’s demands and that urges people to love everyone, even their enemies;

79



and (5) a reversal of value judgments that insists that God favors the poor over the rich and the meek over the

powerful, with the obvious corollary that those who wish to please God should humble themselves through

voluntary poverty and service.

The Kingdom of God in the Teaching of Jesus

Jesus often teaches about “the kingdom of God.” Sometimes he appears to be talking about the present reign of God in human lives;
other times he appears to be talking about a future realm where people will live forever with God in heaven. Frequently his
references to “the kingdom of God” appear to entail both meanings. The kingdom of God is a phenomenon that cannot be limited
by time or space; it is both present reign and future realm.

“Strive first for the kingdom of God and [God's] righteousness” (Matt. 6:33; cf. Luke 12:31).

“If it is by the Spirit of God that | cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come to you” (Matt. 12:28; cf. Luke 11:20).
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news” (Mark 1:15; cf. Matt.
417).

“The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, and would sleep and rise night and day, and the
seed would sprout and grow, he does not know how” (Mark 4:26-27).

“There are some standing here who will not taste death until they see that the kingdom of God has come with power” (Mark
0:1; cf. Matt. 16:28; Luke 9:27).

“It is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into hell” (Mark 9:47).
“Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs” (Mark
10:14; cf. Matt. 19:14; Luke 18:16).

“Whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it” (Mark 10:15; cf. Matt. 18:3).

“How hard it will be for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God” (Mark 10:23; cf. Matt. 19:23; Luke 18:24).

“| will never again drink of the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God” (Mark 14:25).
“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” (Luke 6:20).

“There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth when you see Abraham and Isaacvand Jacob and all the prophets in the
kingdom of God, and you yourselves thrown out” (Luke 13:28).

“The kingdom of God is not coming with things that can be observed; nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!" or ‘There it is!" For,
in fact, the kingdom of God is among you” (Luke 17:20-21).

“No one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above” (John 3:3).

Compare These References from the Letters of Paul:

“The kingdom of God is not food and drink but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17).
“The kingdom of God depends not on talk but on power” (1 Cor. 4:20).
“Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Cor. 15:50).

The New Testament also presents Jesus as teaching about himself—that is, about his identity as one who

has a unique relationship with God—and as speaking proleptically—that is, in a manner that anticipates

matters of concern to Christians in the life of the early church (see, e.g., Matt. 18:15-18). He often refers to

himself in the third person as “the Son of Man,” and he also wants to be identified (at least privately) as the

Messiah and as the Son of God. In general, he seems to indicate that the possibility and necessity of living

under God’s rule is a new reality, one that is now available because of him: he is the mediator through whom

people experience the power and presence of God’s rule.
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Fig. 4.2. Children in the marketplace. Jesus compared himself and John the Baptist to
children playing music in a marketplace. No matter what type of music they play—
funeral dirges or festive dances—most people pay no attention. So Jesus and John had
very different styles of ministry, but both were dismissed by many (see Matt. 11:16-19;
Luke 7:31-35). (Lalo Garcia)

The style or conduct of Jesus’s ministry is also noteworthy. He is
parables: figurative stories or sayings
that convey spiritual truth through

aphorisms, and other memorable forms of speech associated with the rehference to mundane and earthly
phenomena.

especially fond of telling parables, although he also uses proverbs,
Jewish wisdom tradition. In addition, he is depicted as performing what
might be called “prophetic acts” (unconventional public displays intended to make a particular point). The

Old Testament narrates that Isaiah walked about naked for three years to illustrate the shame that would

81



come upon Israel when the nation was taken into exile (Isa. 20:3), and that Jeremiah wore a yoke (Jer. 27:1-7)
and broke a pot (Jer. 19:1-11). Prophetic acts attributed to Jesus include dining with tax collectors (Mark
2:15-17), riding into Jerusalem on a donkey (Mark 11:1-10), and overturning tables of money changers in the
temple court (Mark 11:15-17).

Another prominent aspect of Jesus’s ministry in the New Testament is
exorcism: the act of casting a demon

his regular practice of healing the sick. He cleanses lepers; he makes the ¢ BEmS6r A T

mute to speak, the deaf to hear, and the blind to see; he enables the lame

demon: an evil (or “unclean”) spirit
or paralyzed to walk. Often these healings are performed through acts of  capable of possessing people and

incapacitating them with some form of

exorcism. People suffer various afflictions because they are possessed by Lo
iliness or disability.

demons, but when Jesus forces the unclean spirits to leave, the people are

instantly cured. Jesus says that he is able to do this because the kingdom of God has come (Matt. 12:28); thus
his healings and exorcisms also become prophetic acts, illustrating his central message about the presence and
power of God’s rule. In a few cases he even restores dead people to life. He also works what are sometimes
called “nature miracles,” doing things that ordinarily are impossible for a human being: he walks on water, he
multiplies a limited quantity of food, he changes water into wine, he controls the weather, he withers a fig
tree. To the extent that these miracles are prophetic acts, they serve to illustrate the power of faith in God (see
Matt. 14:28-31; Mark 11:21-24); sometimes they also seem to carry symbolic meaning—for example, water
being changed into wine symbolizes a transformation from mundane life to abundant life (see John 2:1-11).

In any case, Jesus’s ministry brings him into conflict with the religious leaders of Israel. They disagree with
him over many matters regarding interpretation of the law (e.g., Sabbath regulations, criteria for divorce) and
the appropriate practice of piety (e.g., fasting, ritual handwashings, almsgiving, the wearing of phylacteries).
According to the New Testament, these leaders are jealous of Jesus’s popularity with the people, and they are
scandalized by his public fellowship with sinners; they are also offended by his claim to speak with a divine
authority that trumps their own judgments. But Jesus finds them offensive as well: he regards them as
pedantic fools, as insincere hypocrites, and as pompous paragons of self-righteousness, and he denounces
them publicly in precisely those terms.

The career of the earthly Jesus comes to a climax when he is arrested in Jerusalem on what the New
Testament presents as trumped-up charges. He seeks to prepare his disciples for this trauma by displaying
foreknowledge of what will occur, predicting exactly what will happen, and observing a final meal with his
followers replete with last words and advice for them to follow in the days to come. His death is presented in
the New Testament as a result of collaborative evil: high-ranking Jewish opponents want him out of the way,
and they manipulate a predictably unjust Roman ruler (Pontius Pilate) into commanding the torture and
execution of a man he knows to be innocent. Even Jesus’s own disciples contribute to his disgraceful demise,
as one of them betrays him, all of them desert him, and his right-hand man (Peter) denies that he even knows
who Jesus is. Nailed to a cross, Jesus suffers and dies; his body is placed in a tomb donated by a sympathetic
member of the Jewish elite. Then, just as he predicted, he rises from the dead and appears to a number of his

followers.
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Fig. 4.3. The universal Jesus. Throughout history, people in different cultures often
have conceived of Jesus (and sometimes of the Virgin Mary) in terms appropriate for
their particular context. The artists behind these three paintings are trying to portray
Mary and Jesus not the way they “actually looked” in first-century Palestine but rather
the way they might appear to devotees through the eyes of faith. Compare fig. 4.4. (left,
Rose Walton; center, Bridgeman Images; right, National Trust Photo Library / Art
Resource, NY)

The Earthly Jesus as Understood by Individual New Testament Authors

The foregoing sketch of the earthly Jesus resembles what is often taught and believed about Jesus in Christian
churches and Sunday school classes. Academic study of the New Testament, however, takes a somewhat
different approach to the subject: the primary goal of such study is not to understand what Christians believe
about Jesus but rather to understand the writings of the New Testament itself. This is not an entirely different
subject; obviously there is a lot of overlap between “the writings of the New Testament” and “what Christians
believe about Jesus,” since Christian beliefs are based on those writings. Still, the topics are not exactly the
same, and we are now going to look at one of the most important ways in which they typically differ.

Christian beliefs about Jesus usually seek to encompass everything that the New Testament teaches
concerning him—all the points made in different books combined. In order to understand any particular
writing of the New Testament, however, it is necessary to focus on what that one book or author says apart
from consideration of what is said in other books. Thus in New Testament studies it is customary to speak
about “Matthew’s Jesus” or “the Matthean Jesus,” “John’s Jesus” or “the Johannine Jesus,” “Paul’s Jesus” or “the
Pauline Jesus,” and so forth. This can be somewhat confusing or daunting for a beginning student, so a few
examples will illustrate the matter.

In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus does not ask for information from his disciples or other people. In Mark’s
Gospel, Jesus asks his disciples questions such as “How many loaves have you?” (6:38) and “What are you
arguing about?” (9:16). The stories in which these questions occur are found in Matthew’s Gospel also, but in
Matthew the stories are told in such a way that no questions are asked (see 14:16-18; 17:14-16). There are
several more examples of this. What are we to make of such a phenomenon? Certainly Jesus did ask people for

information—the New Testament makes that clear. But the Matthean Jesus does not ask people for
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information. Recognizing this fact may not help us to know anything about Jesus (a goal of Christian theology
and faith), but it does help us to understand Matthew’s Gospel (a goal of New Testament study). In order to
get a firm grasp of the Gospel of Matthew we need to ask, “Why doesn’t this book portray Jesus as asking for
information? Is it just a coincidence that it doesn’t do this? Or is the author trying to make a point?”

Let’s take another example. In the Gospel of John, Jesus performs no exorcisms and tells no parables. We
know from the other Gospels that Jesus did perform exorcisms and tell parables. So the Jesus of the Synoptic
Gospels does these things, but the Johannine Jesus does not. Again, knowing this probably does not enhance
our understanding of the life and mission of the earthly Jesus, but it may contribute significantly to our
understanding of one particular book of the New Testament: scholars who study the Gospel of John want to
know why this Gospel does not include exorcisms or parables.

Students of the New Testament need to become accustomed to hearing statements such as the following:

o The Matthean Jesus insists that all the commandments of the law will remain valid until the end of time

(Matt. 5:18).
o The Markan Jesus is unable to work miracles for those who lack faith (Mark 6:5; cf. Matt. 13:58).

e The Lukan Jesus promises that God will give the Holy Spirit to those who ask (Luke 11:13; cf. Matt.
7:11).

e The Johannine Jesus often uses metaphors to describe himself (John 6:35; 8:12; 10:7, 11; 11:25; 14:6;
15:1).

More troubling to some students, particularly those steeped in Christian faith and tradition, are statements
that seem to indicate that a book contradicts the beliefs or values of Christianity. For instance, New
Testament scholars will say, “The Markan Jesus was not born of a virgin.” To the uninitiated, this might
sound like a denial of the Christian doctrine of the virgin birth, but the scholars are simply stating a fact: there
are no references to the virgin birth of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark. The author of Mark’s Gospel either did
not know the story of the virgin birth or deliberately chose to omit it. Either way, if we want to understand
what the author of Mark’s Gospel intended to communicate through the book that he wrote, we must focus
on interpreting that book as it was written rather than on supplementing it with information from other
sources. At an introductory level, the goal of New Testament studies is always to understand each book on its
own terms; the later integration of themes and ideas from all the New Testament writings is usually associated

with an advanced field of study called “New Testament theology.”

The Earthly Jesus as Understood by Modern Historians

Historians are also interested in studying the earthly Jesus portrayed in the New Testament, and they use the
New Testament writings the same way they use any other writings from antiquity. They view these writings as
primary sources to be analyzed in order to extract information pertinent to a credible reconstruction of who
Jesus was and what happened in the world because of him. In using the New Testament for this purpose, we
should note, historians do not use it the same way theologians do when they seek to explicate what Christians
should believe about Jesus, nor do they use it in the same way as scholars whose goal is to understand the

messages of individual books. The object of the historian’s quest is not “the New Testament Jesus,” who is
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important to Christian faith, nor is it “the Matthean Jesus” or “the Johannine Jesus” or any other such figure
who is often the focus of New Testament study. They seek “the historical Jesus™—that is, the person who
emerges from an analysis of sources in accord with generally accepted principles of historical science. In this
sense, the historical study of Jesus is a decidedly different field from New Testament studies: it is a field that
uses the New Testament to understand history rather than a field that views interpretation of the New
Testament as an end in itself. Still, the overlap of interest between these two fields is considerable, such that

some discussion of what is called “historical Jesus studies” may be appropriate.

Fig. 4.4. The historical Jesus? This “reconstructed head of Christ” was produced by
Richard Neave, a forensic scientist and medical artist at the University of Manchester.
Dr. Neave worked with three skulls of Semitic Galilean men from the first century CE to
compose a reasonable facsimile of what Jesus actually looked like. Neave further
suggests that Jesus would have been about five feet one and weighed about
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110 pounds. He likely had a beard because this was customary for teachers, but he
would have worn his curly hair roughly cropped because shoulder-length hair on men
was considered disgraceful (1 Cor. 11:14). (BBC Photo Library)

The first thing to say is that “the historical Jesus” should not be equated with the actual man Jesus who
lived in Galilee. Historians recognize that Jesus, the actual person, said and did many things that are unknown
to us. They also allow that he may have said and done things reported in the New Testament that cannot be
regarded as historical, simply because there is insufficient evidence to verify or confirm what is reported there.
Historical science is skeptical by nature. For example, historians usually are unwilling to accept allegations that
people performed miracles or other supernatural feats that defy known laws of science. They do not
necessarily deny that such things occurred, but they usually maintain that such claims cannot be confirmed in
ways that allow them to be regarded as historical facts. They are not matters that can be verified on the basis

of what counts as historical evidence.

A Historian’s Biography of Jesus: An Excerpt

He comes as yet unknown into a hamlet of Lower Galilee. He is watched by the cold, hard eyes of peasants living long enough
at subsistence level to know exactly where the line is drawn between poverty and destitution. He looks like a beggar, yet his
eyes lack the proper cringe, his voice the proper whine, his walk the proper shuffle. He speaks about the rule of God, and they
listen as much from curiosity as anything else. They know all about rule and power, about kingdom and empire, but they know
it in terms of tax and debt, malnutrition and sickness, agrarian oppression and demonic possession. What, they really want to
know, can this kingdom of God do for a lame child, a blind parent, a demented soul screaming its tortured isolation among the
graves that mark the edges of the village? Jesus walks with them to the tombs, and, in the silence after the exorcism, the
villagers listen once more, but now with curiosity giving way to cupidity, fear, and embarrassment. He is invited, as honor
demands, to the home of the village leader. He goes, instead, to stay in the home of a dispossessed woman. Not quite proper,
to be sure, but it would be unwise to censure an exorcist, to criticize a magician.

John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus (San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1991), xi.

Historians are also cautious about accepting unsubstantiated reports from authors who are reporting things
that they would have wanted to be true or that would have helped to promote their particular cause. Thus,
from a historian’s perspective, the New Testament documents must be classified as “religious propaganda’”;
they were written for the express purpose of promoting the Christian faith and persuading people to believe
certain things about Jesus. For example, the Gospels of Matthew and Luke report that Jesus (who usually was
said to be from Nazareth) was actually born in Bethlehem. But this is something that Christians would have
wanted people to believe about Jesus; a birth in Bethlehem would help to boost his credentials as the Jewish
Messiah, who was expected to be born there (see Matt. 2:4-6; cf. Mic. 5:2). Accordingly, historians are
cautious about accepting such a report as historical fact.

This skeptical use of the New Testament is a far cry from the theological appreciation accorded to the
writings by people who believe that they are inspired Scripture. Still, students should not assume that
“historical Jesus scholars” are necessarily irreligious. Many may be devout Christians who are simply
committed to honesty with regard to the practice of their discipline (historical science); they realize that even
if they personally believe in Jesus (in a spiritual or theological or religious sense), they should not fudge the
evidence or treat the historical materials concerning him differently than they would if they were studying any

other individual from the ancient world.
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Map 4.1. Galilee in the time of Jesus.

Students sometimes find it awkward to think of biblical assertions
Golden Rule: a traditional name given
to the words of Jesus in Matthew 7:12:

things they believe about Jesus, things clearly presented in the New ‘In everything do'to others asyou
would have them do to you.”

about Jesus in these terms. It may seem sacrilegious to admit that some

Testament, do not pass muster in terms of historical science. But there

may be a sense in which we already know this to be the case. In the United States certain things can be taught
about Jesus in public schools: a history teacher may tell students that Jesus was Jewish, that he taught the
Golden Rule, that he called disciples, that he was crucified—these are regarded as “historical facts” about Jesus
that can be presented without any suspicion that the teacher is promoting the Christian religion. Yet most
people in America realize that it would be inappropriate for a public school teacher to tell students that Jesus
was born to a virgin, that he was the Messiah, or that he died for people’s sins. A teacher who said such things
would probably get in trouble for teaching religious beliefs rather than simply presenting historical
information. Of course, the categories of “historical facts” and “religious assertions” get fuzzy, but most of us
probably have some degree of awareness that certain things about Jesus are verifiable apart from faith while
other things are not. The search for “the historical Jesus” is basically a quest for “the historically verifiable

Jesus.”

Images and Titles for Jesus in the New Testament
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Advocate 1John 2:1 High Priest Heb. 3:1 Prophet Luke

13:33
Alpha and Omega Rev. 21:6 Holy One of God Mark 1:24 Rabbi John 3:2
Apostle Heb. 3:1 Image of God Col. 1:15 The Resurrection John 11:25
Author of Life Acts 3:15 Judge Acts 10:42 Root of David Rev. 5:5
Bread of Life John 6:35 King Matt. 25:40 Root of Jesse Rom.
15:12
Bridegroom Mark 2:19- King of Kings Rev. 19:16 Sanctifier Heb. 2:11
20
Brother Matt. 25:40 Lamb of God John 1:29 Savior Luke 2:11
Chief Cornerstone Eph. 2:20 The Life John 14:6 Savior of the World John 4:42
Chief Shepherd 1 Pet. 5:4 Light of the World John g:5 Second Adam Rom.
12:5-19
Christ (Messiah) Mark 8:29 Lion of Judah Rev. 5:5 Servant Mark
10:45
Emmanuel Matt. 1:23 Lord Rom. 10:9 Son of Abraham Matt. 1:1
Firstborn from the Col. 1:18 Lord of Glory 1 Cor. 2:8 Son of David Matt. 9:27
Dead
Firstborn of Creation Col. 1:15 Lord of Lords Rev. 19:16 Son of God John 20:31
Friend John 15:13- Master Luke 17:13 Son of Man Matt.
15 20:28
The Gate John 10:7 Mediator 1 Tim. 2:5 Spirit Acts 167
God Titus 2:13 Minister Heb. 8:2 Teacher John 13:13
Good Shepherd John 10:11 Morning Star Rev. 22:16 The Truth John 14:6
Guarantee Heb. 7:22 Our Peace Eph. 2:14 The Vine John 15:5
Head of the Body Col. 1:18 Perfecter of Faith Heb. 12:2 The Way John 14:6
Heir Heb. 1:2 Pioneer Heb. 12:2 The Word John 1:1

The Exalted Figure of Jesus in the New Testament

So far we have focused all of our attention on the earthly figure of Jesus, the man who lived in Galilee (and
who thus is subject to historical investigation). But, as indicated above, the New Testament also pays a good
deal of attention to Jesus as an exalted figure who continues to be active in human lives even though he is no
longer physically present on earth. In fact, the New Testament generally presents “being a Christian” as a
matter of being in a living relationship with Jesus Christ, a relationship that must be construed differently
from that which human beings once had with the earthly Jesus. Sometimes Jesus is envisioned as dwelling
within the individual believer (Gal. 2:19-20). More often the metaphor is reversed such that the believer is
found in Christ (Phil. 3:9)—that is, as one part of the corporate entity that now makes up Christ’s body on
earth (1 Cor. 12:27). In any event, the relationship is mutual: believers abide in Jesus Christ, and Jesus Christ
abides in them (John 15:5).

There is considerable variation in such imagery. The exalted Jesus can be identified as the bridegroom of
the church (Mark 2:19) or as a great high priest who serves God in a heavenly sanctuary (Heb. 4:14). Indeed,
the exalted Jesus is often located in heaven (Col. 3:1), though he remains active on earth, especially through

the words and deeds of those who speak and act in his name (Acts 4:30). He sometimes is identified as a spirit
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who continues to inspire and direct affairs on earth (Acts 16:7). He communicates with people through
visions (2 Cor. 12:1) and prophecies (1 Cor. 14:29-31). His presence sometimes is experienced by way of
interaction with other people, especially the disadvantaged (Matt. 25:40) or vulnerable (Mark 9:37) or
persecuted (Acts 9:5). The realization or manifestation of his presence sometimes is linked to baptism (Gal.
3:27) or to participation in a ritual reenactment of his last supper (1 Cor. 11:23-26). He answers prayers (John
14:14) and also offers prayers for his followers (Rom. 8:34). Furthermore, the New Testament provides
absolute assurance that this exalted Jesus is coming again: he will return to the earth in a tangible way at the

end of time, coming on the clouds of heaven to preside at the final judgment (Matt. 24:30; 25:31-32).
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Fig. 4.5. Christ in glory. A sixth-century image from Saqqara, Egypt. (Bridgeman
Images)

Until then, Jesus remains an object of devotion: Christians can almost
Christ: “anointed one” or Messiah; the
man known as “Jesus the Christ”

(1 Cor. 1:2), or as people who believe in Jesus without physical evidence jventug!ly ez 1o lbe 2zl sirmiaty
“Jesus Christ.”

be defined as people “who call on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ”

of his existence (John 20:29), or as people who love Jesus even though
they have not seen him (1 Pet. 1:8). Indeed, they are people who regard him as worthy of worship and praise
(Rev. 5:6-14).

This general overview of how the New Testament presents the figure
Christology: a branch of theology that
focuses on the person and work of

with the earthly figure of Jesus, the field of New Testament studies lJes.s (Cnirsic, oifsen Wroiersiod &s an
eternal divine figure.

of the exalted Jesus is important for Christian theology and faith. But, as

wants to get more specific and focus on how individual books or authors

understand the exalted Christ. Some writers exhibit what is called a “high Christology,” according to which
the exalted Jesus is virtually equated with God (see box 4.5); others strive to maintain some distinction
between Jesus (exalted though he might be) and God the Father, to whom he remains subordinate (see Mark
10:18; John 14:28). Some books or writers emphasize certain aspects of the exalted Jesus’s identity or ministry
and pay little attention to others. For example, the Letter to the Hebrews is largely constructed around an
exposition of the exalted Jesus as high priest, an image given little (if any) attention in most of the other New
Testament books. The image of the exalted Jesus being manifest in a body of believers on earth is especially
prominent in the letters of Paul. New Testament scholars do not just assume that every author operated with
the full range of understanding regarding the exalted Jesus found in the New Testament as a whole; rather,
they try to discern which aspects of New Testament imagery are operative for each book, so as to understand

each book on its own terms.

Jesus as God: New Testament References
The following verses often are cited as examples of instances in which the New Testament refers to Jesus as God:

e “the Word was God” (John 1:1)

e “God, the only Son” (John 1:18)

e “My Lord and my God” (John 20:28)

e “the Messiah, who is over all, God blessed forever” (Rom. 9:5)
e “our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13)

e “of the Son, he says, ‘Your throne, O God"” (Heb. 1:8)

e “our God and Savior, Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 1:1)

e “Jesus Christ .. .. is the true God” (1 John 5:20)

See Murray J. Harris, Jesus as God: The New Testament Use of Theos in Reference to Jesus (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1992).

Conclusion

So how many Jesuses are there? Have you been keeping track?
Let’s see. We have “the New Testament Jesus” (also called “the canonical Jesus”). We have “the earthly

Jesus” (sometimes called “the pre-Easter Jesus” or “the Jesus of history”). We have “the exalted Jesus” (also
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called “the post-Easter Jesus” or “the Christ of faith”). And then there is “the historical Jesus” (also called “the
historically verifiable Jesus”). And we have all the different Jesuses associated with the various writings or
authors of the New Testament: the Pauline Jesus, the Johannine Jesus, the Petrine Jesus (i.e., the Jesus of

1 Peter), and so forth. Ultimately we might also speak of the “Jesus of Christian theology,” or indeed we

” « ” « ” «

might speak of “the Baptist Jesus,” “the Calvinist Jesus,” “the Catholic Jesus,” “the Lutheran Jesus,” “the

Wesleyan Jesus,” and so on. We might (and scholars definitely do) speak of “the American Jesus,” “the Asian

» « » «

Jesus,” “the African Jesus,” “the Latin American Jesus,” and on and on.

It is daunting, and eventually it probably does get a little bit silly. But the complexity of classifications is a
measure of the stature and significance of the man himself. No other person in history or in literature has ever
been accorded this much attention; no one else attracts this level or this variety of interest. According to the
New Testament, that is nothing new; almost from the very start, Jesus is said to have prompted consideration

of the questions that people continue to ask today:

“What is this? A new teaching?” (Mark 1:27)

“Why does this fellow speak in this way?” (Mark 2:7)
“Who then is this?” (Mark 4:41)

“Where did this man get all this?” (Mark 6:2)

All of those verses come from just one book, the Gospel of Mark. Then, as that story continues (in Mark
8:27-28), Jesus asks his disciples to respond to this question: “Who do people say that I am?” And then he
asks them to respond to another question: “Who do you say that I am?” The academic task may be to learn
about how various New Testament authors, historians, and theologians identify the person and significance of

Jesus. But most students eventually end up wanting to answer the question for themselves.
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)
The Gospels

[Manolis Grigoreas]

Think about drawings, paintings, and other pictures of Jesus that you have seen. How do they portray him?

What appeals to you? Are there pictures that you really like or dislike? Why?
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You do not have to look far for examples! This book contains quite a variety. For example, in the last
chapter there is a portrayal of Jesus that strives for realism, attempting to depict the man as he actually may
have looked (fig. 4.4). And then there are examples of artwork that go another route, intentionally portraying
Jesus in ways that will help contemporary people relate to him (fig. 4.3). These artists are not trying to be
literal; they want to paint Jesus “as we see him today.”

As we begin our study of the four New Testament Gospels, it may be helpful to think of the books as
providing “portraits of Jesus,” and you may want to give some thought to the question of what sort of portrait
is provided. Did the Gospel authors strive to describe the person and work of Jesus with precise, literal,
historical accuracy, or were they more interested in presenting Jesus in a manner that would make him
relevant to an intended audience? You will not be surprised to hear that scholars disagree on this point, but
the discord can be overstated. Very few scholars would maintain that the Gospel writers had no interest in
historically accurate representation, and virtually no one would deny that they shaped their accounts of Jesus
in ways that would highlight his significance for their readers. The question is whether one concern
dominated the other.

We can go further with this analogy because “historical reconstruction versus contemporary relevance” is
only one issue to be considered. Look at pictures of Jesus and you will find works that show Jesus in very
spiritual terms, gazing heavenward, with a halo about his head; other times he looks just like any other man,
like “one of us.” Some artists portray him as gentle and tender, cradling a little lamb in his bosom or holding
children on his lap. But that does not look very much like the Jesus who screamed at Pharisees (“You brood of
vipers!”) or drove money changers out of the temple. The questions that artists inevitably face are these:

“Which Jesus do I want to present? Which aspects of this multifaceted person do I want to emphasize?”

Four Pictures of Jesus

e The Gospel of Matthew presents Jesus as the one who abides with his people always until the end of time. Jesus founds the
church, in which sins are forgiven, prayers are answered, and the power of death is overcome (Matt. 16:18-19; 18:18-20).

e The Gospel of Mark presents Jesus as the one who announces the advent of God’s reign, in which the humble are exalted
and the proud brought low. Obedient to this rule, he dies on a cross, giving his life as a ransom for many (Mark 10:45).

e The Gospel of Luke presents Jesus as the one whose words and deeds liberate those who are oppressed. Jesus comes to
seek and to save the lost and to bring release to all those whom he describes as “captives” (Luke 4:18; 19:10).

e The Gospel of John presents Jesus as the one who reveals what God is truly like. Jesus is the Word of God made flesh, and he
reveals through his words and deeds all that can be known of God (John 1:14; 14:8).

Likewise, each of the four Gospels presents a portrait of Jesus that is distinctive from those of the other
three. Near the end of the second century (about a hundred years after the Gospels were written), Irenaeus,
bishop of Lyons, suggested that the Gospels could be symbolized by the four “living creatures” mentioned in
both Ezekiel 1:4-14 and Revelation 4:6-8. This became standard practice in Christian art throughout the
centuries. Matthew is portrayed as a man, Mark as a lion, Luke as an ox, and John as an eagle. Thus the
church recognized from the start that each Gospel was unique.

The temptation for Bible readers is to combine all four portraits in order to obtain as complete a picture of

Jesus as possible. But doing that causes us to miss the particular image that each Gospel writer wanted to
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present. The goal of Gospel study should first be to recognize the four separate portraits that these individual
books offer (see box 5.1). When we focus on any one Gospel, and on that Gospel alone, what is the image of
Jesus that emerges? This is the image that the author (a literary artist) wanted to show us. Once we see that

Jesus, we may go on to another Gospel and obtain a second image, and then a third, and a fourth.

Genre

What is a “Gospel” anyway? Most modern readers are familiar with many different types of literature—a walk
through a modern bookstore reveals sections devoted to history, fiction, travel, and so forth. We might
wonder: If there had been bookstores like this in the ancient world, where would they have shelved the Gospel
of Matthew? Or Mark, or Luke, or John?

The word gospel was first used to describe not a type of book but

o . . evangelist: in New Testament studies,
rather the content of Christian preaching. The word literally means an author of any one of the four

Gospels; Matthew, Mark, Luke, and

“good news” (Greek, euangelion), and for this reason the authors of the :
John are the four evangelists.

four New Testament Gospels have often been called “the four

evangelists” because they wrote good news (essentially the same good news that other “evangelists” were
preaching). In a sense, then, our written Gospels are only a short step removed from preaching, but they don’t
really read like sermons. What are they?

Many modern scholars think that the Gospels can be placed loosely into the genre of “ancient biography.”
Books belonging to that genre were especially popular in the Roman world, and many of them have survived
to the present day. The Greek historian Plutarch (45-125 CE) wrote more than fifty biographies of
prominent Greeks and Romans. Around the same time as Plutarch, Suetonius and Tacitus recounted the lives
of the Roman emperors. There were biographies of generals and military heroes and also of philosophers and
religious leaders. A Roman bookstore or library probably would have put our New Testament Gospels on the
same shelf as Lives of Eminent Philosophers by Diogenes Laertius and Life of Apollonius of Tyana by

Philostratus.

Characteristics of Ancient Biographies

no pretense of detached objectivity

no concern for establishing facts (e.g., by citing evidence or sources)

little attention to historical data (names, dates, places)

little attention to chronology of events or development of the subject’s thought
no psychological interest in the subject’s inner motivations

anecdotal style of narration

emphasis on the subject’s character and defining traits

consistent focus on the subject’s philosophy of life

strong interest in the subject’s death, as consistent with philosophy of life
presentation of the subject as a model worthy of emulation

depiction of the subject as superior to competitors or rivals

overall concern with the subject’s legacy, evident in followers who carry on the tradition
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Understanding the Gospels as ancient biographies is helpful, but at least five more things need to be said in

this regard.

1. They are compilations. Although the Gospels as finished products might be identified as ancient
biographies, they include other genres of literature within their pages: genealogies, hymns, parables,

miracle stories, speeches, pronouncement stories, and more.

2. They are influenced by Jewish literature. All four New Testament Gospels are written in Greek, the
language of the Greco-Roman world, but they were written by persons well versed in the Scriptures of
Israel. Those Scriptures also contain semibiographical narratives of people such as Abraham, Moses,
and Elijah. Even though our Gospels were written for the Greco-Roman world, their authors knew
these Old Testament stories and were influenced by them.

3. They are ancient biographies, not modern ones. The Gospels make no pretense of offering objective or
balanced perspectives on Jesus’s life. They do not reveal their sources or offer any way for readers to
check the reliability of what they report. Their treatment is far from comprehensive: they offer little
insight into Jesus’s personality or motivation; they provide almost no information about his early life;
they do not even bother to describe his physical appearance. They also lack the sort of data—references
to names, dates, and places—that would be standard for any modern biography: the Gospel of Mark
tells us that Jesus healed a man in a synagogue (3:1-6), but it does not give us the man’s name or tell us
when this happened or what happened next (Was the healing permanent? Did the man become a
tollower of Jesus? Did he continue to attend the synagogue?). Though it may seem strange to us,
audiences in the ancient world did not expect such questions to be addressed in biographies. The point
of ancient biographies was to relate accounts that portrayed the essential character of the person who
was the subject of the work. Indeed, the purpose of the biography was to define that person’s character
in a manner that would invite emulation. The anecdotal style of ancient biographies, furthermore,
allowed events to be related without much concern for chronology. Events were not necessarily
reported in the order in which they occurred; rather, they were recounted in a sequence likely to have a
desired rhetorical effect on the book’s readers. This characteristic may explain why our four Gospels
often relate events in different sequences (e.g., the account of Jesus overturning tables in the Jerusalem
temple is found near the beginning of John’s Gospel but comes near the end of the Gospel of Mark).
See box 5.2.

4. They employ a fictive (‘fiction-like”) style of narration. In many ways the literary style of the New
Testament Gospels is closer to that of modern fiction than it is to modern historical reporting. To say
this is not to cast any aspersions on the accuracy of what is reported: scholars who regard the content of
the Gospels as historically reliable can still recognize that the style of writing is quite similar to that of
works that we now classify as historical fiction. The Gospel authors knew the art of storytelling, and
they employ literary devices such as irony, symbolism, and foreshadowing. They solicit our empathy so
that, as their stories unfold, we feel drawn into the drama. Thus scholars who employ “narrative
criticism” (see “Narrative Criticism” in chap. 3) often talk about the “plot” of a particular Gospel or
about how its rhetorical features bring the story to a climax in a way intended to generate specific

effects on the readers. The genre of ancient biography allows for such analysis because biographies in
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the ancient world tended to treat history as a story and to relate events with a flair that modern readers

associate with fiction.

5. They are overtly evangelistic. Most biographies written in the ancient world were evangelistic in a broad
sense. They did not simply pass on information about interesting individuals; rather, they reported on
extraordinary lives with an obvious hope that readers would be inspired by what was presented and
would be motivated to change their values or behaviors accordingly. Our New Testament Gospels
exhibit this tendency to an extreme. Their authors tell the story of Jesus in a way that may inspire
people to accept his teaching or practice his way of life. But there is more: the claim of the Gospels is
that what has happened in and through Jesus has altered the very course of history and the nature of
human existence. These authors are telling a story of ultimate significance, recounting things that they

claim will affect the lives of all people, whether they believe in Jesus or not.

Types of Material in the Gospels

As noted earlier, the Gospels are best viewed as compilations. Their

fulfillment citation: a form-critical

category for a declaration that

they incorporated many different types of material into the overall something hashappenediin order to
fulfill what was prophesied in the

“biography” framework. Some of these are specific to particular Gospels:  Scriptures (e.g, Matt. 2:15).

authors composed them to serve as biographies of Jesus, but in so doing

fulfillment citations are especially popular in Matthew; hymns are found
only in Luke and John; genealogies are found only in Matthew and Luke. But other types of material are

found in most or all of the Gospels. We will survey here some types of material that are particularly pervasive.

Parables

Jesus is famous for telling parables. More than forty parables of Jesus
are included in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke (see box 5.3).

allegory: a type of figurative speech in
which the elements or characters that

There are no parables in John’s Gospel, but even there we see instances rontzzer thiat iztsoirr?tskiinrizyalcazcr?d?ts or
of figurative speech not far removed from the parable genre (4:35-37;
8:35; 10:1-5; 12:24; 16:21).

What, exactly, is a parable? The stories and sayings that get classed as parables in the Gospels are of many
different types. A couple of Jesus’s better-known parables are explicitly presented as allegories: he explains the
parable of the sower (Mark 4:3-8; cf. 4:13-20) and the parable of the weeds (Matt. 13:24-30; cf. 13:36-43)
by indicating that every element of these stories stands for something else (the seed is the word, the birds are
the devil, etc.). Most of the parables, however, are not allegories. A few are simply one-liners that seem more
like “ideas for parables” than parables proper (see Matt. 15:13; cf. 15:15). Jesus compares heavenly or spiritual
things to mundane realities: the kingdom of God is like a mustard seed (IMark 4:30-32) or a pearl (Matt.
13:45-46) or a treasure hidden in a field (Matt. 13:44). Many parables are short anecdotes that function like
sermon illustrations: the parable of the rich fool in Luke 12:16-21 illustrates the folly of equating quality of
life with the acquisition of possessions. But in other cases the parables do not help to clarify a difficult point;
they do exactly the opposite, introducing an element of complication with regard to what would otherwise be

clear. God prefers those who keep Torah to those who do not, right? Well, not in the case of a particular

97



Pharisee and a particular tax collector (Luke 18:10-14). Indeed, in some instances the parables pose riddles for

people to figure out (Mark 3:23), and in certain cases they function as a sort of code language for speaking of

divine matters in terms that the unenlightened will not comprehend (see Mark 4:11-12, 33-34; 7:17). C. H.

Dodd, a parable expert, said a parable often has the tendency to “leave the mind in sufficient doubt about its

precise application to tease it into active thought” (Parables of the Kingdom [London: Collins, 1961], 16).

Parables in the Gospels

Parable Matthew Mark
New patch on an old cloak 9:16 2:21
New wine in old wineskins 9:17 2:22
The sower 13:3-8 4:3-8
Lamp under a bowl 5:14-16  4:21-22
Seed growing secretly 4:26-29
Mustard seed 13:31-32  4:30-32
Wicked tenants 21:33-44 12:1-11
Fig tree 24:32-33  13:28-29
Watchful slaves 13:33-37
Wise and foolish builders 7:24-27

Yeast leavens flour 13:33

Lost sheep 18:12-14

Thief in the night 24:42-44

Faithful and wise slave 24:45-51

The talents (or the pounds) 25:14-30

Weeds among the wheat 13:24-30

Treasure hidden in a field 13:44

Pearl of great value 13:45-46

Net full of good and bad fish 13:47-50

Treasure new and old 1352

Unmerciful servant 18:23-34

Workers in the vineyard 20:1-16

Two sons 21:28-32

Wedding banquet 22:12-14

Ten bridesmaids 25:1-13

The two debtors

The good Samaritan

Friend at midnight

Rich fool

Severe and light beatings

Barren tree

Lowest seat at a banquet

Excuses for not attending a banquet

Building a tower

98

Luke
5:36
5:37-38
8:5-8

8:16; 11:33

13:18-19
20:9-18
21:29-31
12:35-38
6:47-49
13:20-21
15:4~7
12:39-40
12:42-48

19:12-27

7:41-43
10:30-37
11:5-8
12:16-21
12:47-48
13:6-9
14:7-14
14:16-24
14:28-30



Waging war 14:31-32

Lost coin 15:8-10
Prodigal son 15:11-32
Shrewd manager 16:1-9
Rich man and Lazarus 16:19-31
Slave serves the master 17:7-10
Widow and judge 18:2-5
Pharisee and tax collector 18:10-14

Summary

9 parables from Mark (all but one of which are also in Matthew and/or Luke)

6 parables from material that is often ascribed to Q (found in Matthew and Luke but not in Mark)
10 parables unique to Matthew

17 parables unique to Luke

42 parables in all

In general, scholars seek to discern the basic point that each parable was expected to make and warn against
reading too much into the stories. Jesus tells a parable about prayer, using the example of a persistent widow
who seeks justice from a corrupt and uncaring judge (Luke 18:2-5). The basic point is that persistence is
important with regard to spiritual quests; we would be amiss to think that Jesus wanted people to view God as
corrupt and uncaring. He tells another parable about laborers all being paid the same wage even though they
worked different amounts of hours (Matt. 20:1-16). The basic point seems to be that God can be surprisingly
generous in a way that offends those who see themselves as more deserving; it is less likely that Matthew
preserved this parable in his Gospel because he wanted to propose some new pay scale for day laborers. That
said, interpreters do sometimes try to go beyond the “basic point” of the parables to ask why Jesus would make
these points in these particular ways: Do the stories above offer any hints as to his view of judges or labor

relations?

A Jewish Perspective on Parables

The parable should not be lightly esteemed in your eyes, since by means of the parable one arrives at the true meaning of the
words of the Torah.

—Midrash, Song of Songs Rabbah 1.8
Harry Freedman and Maurice Smith, eds., Midrash Rabbah (London: Soncino, 1939).
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Fig. 5.1. Jesus casts out a demon. (The Bridgeman Art Library International)

Miracle Stories

Jesus is also famous for working miracles, and all four Gospels contain numerous accounts of him doing so
(see box 5.5). The preferred Greek term for “miracle” in the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) is
dynamis, which means “power” or “deed of power” (e.g., Matt. 11:20-23; Mark 6:2, 5). In John’s Gospel the
miracles often are called sémeia, or “signs,” because they point beyond themselves to the truth about God that

Jesus has come to reveal (e.g., 2:11; 12:37).

Miracles of Jesus Reported in the Four Gospels

100



Healings and Exorcisms
Demoniac in synagogue
Peter’s mother-in-law
Man with leprosy
Paralytic

Man with withered hand
Gadarene demoniac(s)
Woman with hemorrhage
Gentile woman'’s daughter
Deaf mute

Blind man at Bethsaida
Demon-possessed boy
Blind Bartimaeus (and companion?)
Centurion’s servant
(Blind) mute demoniac
Two blind men

Mute demoniac

Crippled woman

Man with dropsy

Ten lepers

High priest’s servant
Invalid at Pool of Bethesda

Man born blind

Matthew

8:14-15
8:2-4
9:277
12:10-13
8:28-34
9:20-22

15:21-28

17:14-18
20:29-347
8:5-13
12:22
9:27-31
9:32733

Resuscitation (dead brought back to life)

Jairus’s daughter
Widow’s son

Lazarus

Provision

Five thousand people fed
Four thousand people fed
Catch of fish

Changing water into wine
Post-Easter catch of fish
Miscellaneous

Calming a storm at sea
Walking on water
Transfiguration
Withering a fig tree
Predicting coin in fish’s mouth
Vanishing at Emmaus

Appearing in Jerusalem

9:18-25

14:15-21

15:32-38

8:23-27
14:25
17:1-8
21:18-22

17:24-27
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Mark

1:23-26
1:30-31
1:40-42
2:3-12
3:1-5
5:1-15
5:25-34
7:24-30
7:31-37
8:22-26
9:17-29
10:46-52

5:22-42

6:35-44
8:1-9

4:37-41
6:48-51
9:2-8

11:12-25

Luke

4:33-35
4:38-39
5:12-13
5:18-25
6:6-10

8:27-35
8:43-48

7:1-10

11:14

13:11-13

14:1-4

17:11-19

22:50-51

8:41-56

7:11-15

9:12-17

5:1-11

8:22-25

9:28-36

24:31

John

4:46-54

5:1-9
9:1-7

11:1-44

6:5-13

2:1-11

21:1-11

6:19-21

20:19, 26



The most common miracle stories are accounts of Jesus healing those who are sick or physically disabled; in
a few cases he is even said to restore dead people to life. Many of these stories exhibit a focus on faith, either
that of the afflicted person (Mark 5:34; 10:52; Luke 17:19) or that of others (Mark 2:5; 7:29; 9:23).
Sometimes the healing stories are intended to be read with a degree of symbolic interpretation. For example,
the story of Jesus healing a blind man leads to commentary on Jesus’s ability to grant spiritual insight (John
9:39).

Healing stories overlap considerably with accounts of exorcism. In the

unclean spirit: a demon; a spiritual
being that inhabits people and causes
them to become sick or disabled.

Bible, possession by an unclean spirit does not cause a person to become
sinful or immoral; rather, it causes the person to become blind or deaf, to
have seizures or be crippled, or to experience some other sort of physical
or emotional distress. The exorcism stories in the New Testament usually focus on the interaction of Jesus and
the unclean spirit; the afflicted person apparently is incapable of independent action or response, which may
explain why no such person in the New Testament ever requests an exorcism (note how the father requests

help for his demon-possessed son in Mark 9:18, 22).

Pronouncement Stories in the Gospels: Some Examples

Correction Stories

let the dead bury the dead (Matt. 8:21-22)
forgive seventy-seven times (Matt. 18:21-22)
whoever wants to be first (Mark 9:33-35)
whoever is not against us (Mark 9:38-40)
who is truly blessed (Luke 11:27-28)

Commendation Stories

o the confession by Peter (Matt. 16:13-20)
o the generous widow (Mark 12:21-44)
e the woman who anoints Jesus (Mark 14:3-9)

Controversy Stories

eating with sinners (Mark 2:15-17)

Jesus's disciples don't fast (Mark 2:18-22)
picking grain on the Sabbath (Mark 2:23-28)
eating with defiled hands (Mark 7:1-15)

by what authority? (Mark 11:27-33)

paying taxes to Caesar (Mark 12:13-17)
whose wife will she be? (Mark 12:18-27)

See Robert C. Tannehill, “The Gospels and Narrative Literature,” in The New Interpreters Bible: New Testament Survey (Nashville: Abingdon, 2005), 1-16.

There are also a handful of miracle stories in the Gospels in which
epiphany: a manifestation of divine

Jesus rescues people from danger (stilling storms at sea) or provides for truth or presence.

people’s physical needs (multiplying loaves, changing water into wine,
effecting a large catch of fish). And, finally, there are a couple instances of what are sometimes called

“epiphany miracles” because they serve to manifest Jesus’s divine presence (walking on water, transfiguration).
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In our modern world, miracle stories often seem to present Jesus as violating known laws of nature or in
some other way doing what scientists regard as impossible. Such an attitude would be anachronistic for the
New Testament world, in which almost everyone believed that there were spiritual and magical powers that
might enable people to do what they could not have done on their own. Thus the most common response to
miracles in the New Testament is not disbelief but astonishment (see, e.g., Matt. 9:33-34). The onlookers

recognize that some extraordinary power is at work; the question involves what power, and fo what end.

Fig. 5.2. Jesus speaks with authority. (The Bridgeman Art Library International)

Pronouncement Stories

All four canonical Gospels contain numerous examples of what scholars call “pronouncement stories,”
anecdotes that preserve the memory of something Jesus said (see box 5.6). In such a story everything leads up
to a climactic and provocative pronouncement: the saying, which usually comes at the end, is the whole point
of the anecdote (just as a “punch line” is the whole point of a joke). Such stories were popular in the ancient
world, and we possess numerous books filled with pronouncement stories preserved for other ancient figures.
Here is one example from an educational textbook called the Progymnasmata by Theon:

Some people came up to Alexander the Great and asked him, “Where have you hidden your treasure?” He pointed to his friends and said,

“In them.”
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Sayings of Jesus: Some Examples
Wisdom sayings provide insight into how life really works:

e “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Luke 12:34).
o “If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand” (Mark 3:24).

Prophetic sayings proclaim the activity or judgment of God:

e “The kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news” (Mark 1:15).

Eschatological sayings reflect the view that the future is of primary importance:

e “The Son of Man is to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay everyone for what has been
done” (Matt. 16:27).

Legal sayings interpret God's will:

e “In everything do to others as you would have them do to you; for this is the law and the prophets” (Matt. 7:12).

“I” sayings are autobiographical:

e “I have come to call not the righteous but sinners” (Mark 2:17).
e “| came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (John 10:10).

Our Gospels recount dozens of stories about Jesus that are stylistically similar to these secular anecdotes.
Sometimes the climactic saying of Jesus constitutes a correction: Peter offers to forgive his sibling seven times;
Jesus says, “Not seven times, but seventy-seven times” (Matt. 18:21-22). In other cases it offers a
commendation: a widow gives a penny to the temple, and Jesus says, “This poor widow has put in more than
all who are contributing . . . , for she put in everything she had” (Mark 12:41-44). In our Gospels,
furthermore, pronouncement stories often occur within a context of controversy. Many of Jesus’s most
memorable sayings are prompted by objections that are raised to his ministry or by other challenges to his
authority. In response to a conflict with the scribes and Pharisees, Jesus declares, “The sabbath was made for
humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath” (Mark 2:23-27); in response to an attempt to lure him into
self-incrimination, he exhorts people, “Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the

things that are God’s” (Mark 12:13-17).

Individual Sayings
The Gospels also contain numerous sayings of Jesus that lack narrative context. Sometimes these sayings
are strung together to make what appear to be speeches of Jesus given on some particular occasion. Scholars

sometimes group sayings together into different types or categories for ease of reference and discussion (see

box 5.7).
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Fig. 5.3. Jesus crucified. (photo © Boltin Picture Library / The Bridgeman Art Library
International)

Passion and Resurrection Narratives

All four Gospels conclude with an extended account of Jesus’s passion

passion: in Christian theology, a term
for the suffering and death of Jesus
Christ.

(arrest, trial, crucifixion, burial) and resurrection. In each Gospel this
portion of the story is treated with more intense detail than any other

portion of the narrative, and the pace of the narrative slows to the point
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that the reader receives an almost hour-by-hour account of what is happening. Scholars have noted similarities
between these accounts and death scenes of other famous men in ancient Greco-Roman biographies. These
accounts also show an especially strong degree of interaction with Old Testament Scripture: they appear to be
written by people who have already thought deeply about the meaning of Jesus’s death and resurrection and to
have reflected on those events in light of passages from the psalms, the prophets, and other passages of
Scripture. Thus the death and resurrection of Jesus is not just one more episode in a series of remarkable
occurrences; for each of the four Gospels, it is treated as the climax of the story, the point to which everything
has been moving all along. Indeed, each of the Gospels prepares its readers for this capstone event by having
Jesus predict exactly what will occur (e.g., Mark 8:31-32; 9:31; 10:33-34) and/or offer vague allusions that the
readers are expected to understand in a manner that characters in the story do not (see Mark 2:20; John 2:19-
22; 3:14; 8:28; 12:32-34). More to the point, each Gospel tells the story of Jesus’s death and resurrection in a
distinctive way that pulls together certain threads and fulfills important themes of that particular work. For
example, in Matthew, Jesus dies as the Messiah of Israel, fulfilling prophecies that indicated he would be the
one to save his people from their sin (see 1:21); in Mark, he gives his life as a ransom for many, demonstrating
the sacrificial way of self-denial that is to mark all of his followers (8:34-35; 10:43—45); in Luke, he dies as a
noble martyr, a victim of injustice, who will overcome death in a way that promises an end to oppression
(4:18); in John, he dies triumphantly, as one who is glorified and exalted in an ultimate expression of God’s
love (12:23; 15:13). In these and many other ways, each of the passion and resurrection stories serves as the

narrative and theological climax of the Gospel in which it appears.

The Dying Words of Jesus

Jesus speaks seven times from the cross, but not seven times in any one Gospel. The Gospels relate three very different stories
regarding Jesus’s dying words. In one story, Jesus speaks only once; in a second, he speaks three times; and in a third, he speaks
another three times. However, there are no parallels between what is said in any one of these three stories and what is said in the
other two stories.

Story A Story B Story C

Matthew and Mark Luke John

“My God, my God, why have you “Father, forgive them; for they do not know  “Woman, here is your son. . .. Here is

forsaken me” (Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34)?  what they are doing” (Luke 23:34). your mother” (John 19:26-27).
“Truly, I tell you, today you will be with me ~ “l am thirsty.” (John 19:28)

in Paradise” (Luke 23:43).

“Father, into your hands, | commend my “It is finished” (John 19:30).
spirit” (Luke 23:46).
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Fig. 5.4. Divine inspiration. Matthew gets some help from an angel.

Composition of the Gospels: The Synoptic Puzzle

Christian piety sometimes has imagined that the Gospel authors were secretaries for God. Medieval paintings
often show one of the Gospel authors seated at a desk with an angel standing behind him and whispering in
his ear. According to this view, the composition of the Gospels was a simple process of taking dictation,

writing word for word what a heavenly messenger said to write. Academic scholarship assumes that the matter
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was a bit more complicated. The Gospel writers do not claim to have received any special guidance of this sort
(cf. Rev. 1:10-11); indeed, the author of the Gospel of Luke says that he has done some research and that his
intent is to provide an orderly account of what has been handed on “from the beginning” (1:1-4). As this
comment implies, the Gospel authors did not have to start from scratch. They had what scholars call “oral
sources” (nuggets of material that had been told from memory), and they probably also had written sources

(materials that people had put into writing a generation before the Gospels themselves were produced).

The Gospels and Apostolic Authorship

A popular misconception holds that the four New Testament Gospels were written by apostles—earthly followers of Jesus who
were among his twelve disciples. But the church has always maintained that this was not the case for two of the Gospels (Mark and
Luke), and Augustine thought that this was theologically significant:

The Holy Spirit willed to choose for the writing of the Gospels two who were not even from those who made up the Twelve, so
that it might not be thought that the grace of evangelization had come only to the apostles and that in them the fountain of
grace had dried up. (Sermon 239.1)*

The great majority of scholars today would want to apply Augustine’s thinking to all four Gospels, since Matthew and John were
also probably not composed by members of the Twelve, at least in the finished editions that we now possess.

*Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and Henry Wace eds., The Early Church Fathers (1867; repr., Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994), 38:244.

A potentially complicating factor with regard to composition of the Gospels concerns the question of
whether the evangelists operated independently of one another. Did each of the Gospel authors produce his
biography of Jesus without any clue that others were doing (or had done) the same thing? Or did they consult
with one another? More to the point, did the ones who wrote last have copies of the Gospel or Gospels that
were written first? Three of the four Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—are called the “Synoptic Gospels”
because they appear to be related to one another in a way that the fourth one (John) is not. The word syngpric
literally means “seeing together,” and it came to be applied to the first three Gospels because their contents
could be set in parallel columns that allowed them to be read and interpreted side by side. The amount of
overlapping material is remarkable, as are the similarities in structure, style, perspective, and overall tone. The
question of exactly how these three Gospels should be related to one another may be called the “Synoptic
Puzzle” (or, more commonly, the “Synoptic Problem”).

To get an inkling of what this involves, let’s consider just one piece of the puzzle. Scholars have long noted
that the Gospel of Matthew is twice as long as the Gospel of Mark and that about 90 percent of the material
found in Mark is found in Matthew also. Why would this be? Augustine (fourth century) thought that Mark
perhaps had a copy of Matthew’s Gospel and produced a “condensed version” of it. But most modern scholars
think that Augustine got it backward: Matthew had a copy of Mark’s Gospel and produced an expanded
version of it. Why do they think this? For one thing, it’s a little hard to imagine Mark deciding that some of
Matthew’s material wasn’t worthy of inclusion. For example, by Augustine’s reckoning, passages such as the
Beatitudes and the Lord’s Prayer ended up on Mark’s cutting-room floor, as did Matthew’s account of the
virgin birth and reports of Jesus’s resurrection appearances. Furthermore, Mark’s Gospel is written in a rather
rustic and casual style, while Matthew’s work follows more conventional rules of grammar and is more

polished. Are we to imagine that Mark copied from a sophisticated work, changing passages that were
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grammatically correct to read in ways that are grammatically questionable? Most interpreters think that we
should assume the opposite: Matthew altered Mark’s material, editing it for grammar and style in order to
produce a Gospel that would appeal to people who cared about such things. If this is correct, then the Gospel
of Matthew is almost a “second edition” of the Gospel of Mark, a rewritten and greatly expanded version of
that book presented in a different style for a different audience.

As indicated, the theory that Matthew had a copy of Mark’s Gospel and expanded it is only one piece of
what scholars ultimately mean when they talk about the Synoptic Puzzle. The full picture that emerges when
all the pieces are in place is shown in the first of the two illustrations provided in box 5.10. In a nutshell, the
proposal is as follows: (1) Mark’s Gospel was written first, and Matthew and Luke both had copies of Mark’s
Gospel; (2) another early source, called “Q,” was also produced in the early church, and Matthew and Luke
had copies of Q _as well; (3) Matthew had some additional material that Luke did not have, which we call the
“M” material; and (4) Luke had some additional material that Matthew did not have, which we call the “L.”
material. This construal is called the “T'wo-Source Hypothesis” (or, sometimes, the “Four-Source
Hypothesis”) because Matthew and Luke each used two major sources (Mark and Q) in addition to other
materials (IM and L).

According to this widely accepted theory, there was a period in early church history (ca. 70-85) when
Christians had two writings about Jesus: the Gospel of Mark and what we now call the “Q” source. Churches
made copies of these two works and passed them around. It wasn’t long, however, before people began to
think, “Why not combine them?” And Matthew and Luke did exactly that, each in his own way. Each of
them did this independently, without knowing what the other was doing, and, according to this theory, they
also wove other traditions about Jesus into the mix (the M material for Matthew, the L material for Luke). As
gifted writers with some time on their hands, they edited everything to produce books that worked on their
own terms. As a result, the Gospels of Matthew and Luke turned out to be much more than just “expanded
versions of Mark” or even “Mark-Q hybrids.” They turned out to be truly distinctive biographies of Jesus that
tell the story of Jesus from particular perspectives, works that would prove to be effective in different ways for
different people. This, of course, is why the Christian church chose to keep all three Synoptic Gospels in spite

of the overlap in content.
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Fig. 5.5. Evangelical collaboration. This illustration from a seventeenth-century
“synopsis of the Gospels” shows Luke and John collaborating on what to write in their
respective books. Modern scholars, however, do not believe that the authors of our
four Gospels had any direct contact with one another. Similarities between the works
may be explained through the use of common sources (including oral traditions), and
the differences may be explained in light of the evangelists’ individual interests and
tendencies. (© British Library Board / Bridgeman Images)

If this theory is correct—and it is on/y a theory—then we might consider the different ways in which
Matthew and Luke expanded Mark by adding new material. Those who follow this theory surmise that
Matthew chose to insert the material from Q and M at five key points in Mark’s narrative: Matthew decided
that Jesus could give speeches at those points in the story, and the material from Q_and M gets organized
topically and presented as the content of those five speeches. Likewise, those who follow this theory think that
Luke took material from Q_and L and created a ten-chapter insertion into Mark’s narrative according to
which Jesus takes his disciples on a journey, teaching them as they travel to Jerusalem. The result is that, in

Matthew, discipleship has an academic, classroom feel to it—]Jesus the rabbi instructs his students with
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thematic lessons—but in Luke’s Gospel discipleship seems more like an immersion experience of learning on

the job.

Suggested Solutions to the Synoptic Puzzle

Two-Source Hypothesis

: M i Mark Q i L :

l ¥ ¥ l
Matthew Luke
Farrer Theory
Mark Matthew
Luke

Two-Gospel Hypothesis

Matthew Luke

/

Mark

Contents of Q: Material in Matthew and Luke but Not in Mark

Preaching of John the Baptist Luke 3:7-9 Matt. 3:7-10

Temptation of Jesus Luke 4:1-13 Matt. 4:1-11

Beatitudes Luke 6:20-23 Matt. 5:3-12

Love for enemies Luke 6:27-36 Matt. 5:39-48; 7:12

On judging others Luke 6:37-42 Matt. 7:1-5; 10:24; 15:14
On bearing fruit Luke 6:43-45 Matt. 7:15-20

Parable of two builders Luke 6:47-49 Matt. 7:24-27

Healing of a centurion’s servant  Luke 7:1-10 Matt. 8:5-10, 13

John the Baptist questions Jesus  Luke 7:18-35 Matt. 11:2-