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MULTIPLE BELIEFS 

Multiple explanations of how Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection achieved 
atonement 

How did the events of Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection bring this about? What is the means by 

which this reconciliation became possible? As we will see as the book unfolds, there are many ways 

these questions have been answered—multiple metaphors, images, and explanatory accounts of how 

this reconciliation has been brought about. But over the years atonement has gained a much narrower 

meaning, in reference to a certain way that reconciliation has been accomplished. It has its roots 

historically in St. Anselm and his work Cur Deus Homo? in the eleventh century. His basic model of 

“satisfaction”—of Christ satisfying God’s justice on behalf of humans—came to dominate the 

tradition.1 

 

A host of ways have been used to describe the work of Christ 

There have been throughout Christianity, beginning with the New Testament record, a host of ways in 

which the work of Christ has been described. Robert Hughes refers to being “embarrassed by an 

abundance of riches” in a consideration of atonement writ large. He finds twenty-one “root 

metaphors” that he groups into three large categories: incarnational, messianic, and atonement-center 

(in the narrower focus on Jesus’s death and resurrection). In spite of these riches, the Christian faith 

continues to be perceived in the narrower caricature of a God who engineered a violent solution to the 

woes of mankind.2 

------ 

There is no one “biblical view of atonement” but a host of meanings applied to Jesus’s death and 

resurrection.3 

 

A wide variety of approaches in the New Testament and in the following 
centuries 

While systematic theologies eventually emerged, a wide variety of approaches is apparent not only in 

the New Testament but also in the centuries that followed.4 

------ 

It is impossible here to provide a complete history of interpretations of salvation or the cross in 

Christian history. Even a cursory review would not do justice to the wide variety of traditions that 

have developed around Christian convictions that God in Christ was saving the world from sin and its 

consequences.5 

 

A plethora of Christianities 

A review of Christianity in the early centuries reveals a plethora of Christianities. It was this diversity 

that instigated debates among bishops and theologians over who, exactly, Christ was, particularly with 

regard to his humanity and divinity. While the nature and means of salvation were not theologically 

front and center in these debates, it was clear to all of those involved that nothing less than redemption 

itself was at stake/6 
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In its early life there were many “Christianities” trying to make sense of 
Jesus’ life 

Early on in the life of what became “Christianity” there were multiple “Christianities,” each having to 

make sense of the events of Jesus’s life, particularly of his execution and the claims of his 

resurrection. That knowing the Christ as risen from the dead changed lives was never in doubt. Just 

what it all meant, and how to proclaim that meaning to divergent constituencies threw the early 

churches into thinking theologically “on their feet,” so to speak.7 

 

 

 

 

 

Christian teaching about Jesus does not 
follow a simple evolutionary pattern.  

(Beyond Belief, Elaine Pagels, page 45) 
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When seeking to understand, even to give voice to a historical figure, one must be aware of 

the tensions that arise from one’s own conditioning. One must go about research humbly, 

remaining open to new discoveries even if these may not sit well with the researcher’s 

predispositions, presuppositions, or even the commitments of one’s faith or non-faith. 

Knowing how to keep oneself and one’s interests distinct from one’s historical subject is an 

art, and a practice in humility. It includes the challenge to listen to criticism open-mindedly 

and to be open to admitting that one’s views need to be adjusted—or even dismissed if 

mistaken.
8
 

 

Is a descriptive NT theology possible? Many are those who express serious doubts about 

the possibility of the descriptive task. … Every historian is subjective in the selection of his 

material, and it is often said that he does more harm when he thinks himself to be 

objective—i.e., when he does not recognize, not to say openly state, what his 

presuppositions and preconceived ideas are.  … 

All this naturally calls for caution; but the relativity of human objectivity does not give us 

an excuse to excel in bias, not even when we state our bias in an introductory chapter.  

What is more important, however, is that once we confine ourselves to the task of 

descriptive biblical theology as a field in its own right, the material itself gives us means to 

check whether our interpretation is correct or not. To be sure, the sources are not extensive 

enough to allow us certainty in all areas; and the right to use some comparative material, 

while disregarding other such material as irrelevant for our texts, gives further reason for 

uncertainty; but from the point of view of method it is clear that our only concern is to find 

out what these words meant when uttered or written by the prophet, the priest, the 

evangelist, or the apostle—and regardless of their meaning in later stages of religious 

history, our own included. Such a program is by and large a new feature in biblical studies, 

a mature fruit of the historical method. It does not necessarily disregard the intent of the 

biblical texts, but captures the implication of their kerygmatic nature when it lifts them out 

of the framework of "theological concepts" and places them back into their Sitz im Leben 

(the "life situation") of Israel or the church. 

This descriptive task can be carried out by believer and agnostic alike. The believer has the 

advantage of automatic empathy with the believers in the text—but his faith constantly 

threatens to have him modernize the material, if he does not exercise the canons of 

descriptive scholarship rigorously. The agnostic has the advantage of feeling no such 

temptations, but his power of empathy must be considerable if he is to identify himself 

sufficiently with the believer of the first century. Yet both can work side by side, since no 

other tools are called for than those of description in the terms indicated by the texts 

themselves. The meaning for the present—in which the two interpreters are different—is not 

involved, and thus total co-operation is possible, and part of their mutual criticism is to 

watch whether concern for meaning or distaste for meaning colors the descriptions where it 

should not.
9
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PAUL’S WORLD 

Without the historical context, Paul is subject to great misunderstanding 

Knowing what we can about Paul and his historical context greatly illuminates the seven letters that 

were definitely written by him. Indeed, it is not just illuminating, but essential. Without historical 

contextualization, Paul’s letters remain opaque and subject to great misunderstanding.10 

THE IMPORTANCE OF PAUL 

More than any other person, Paul is responsible for the emergence of 
Christianity 

Paul more than any other figure in the New Testament was responsible for the emergence of 

Christianity as a new religion that, though it included Jews, became increasingly separated from 

Judaism. Paul’s importance extends beyond the New Testament into the history of Christianity. Many 

of its most important theologians and reformers were decisively shaped by Paul’s letters.11 

Next to Jesus, Paul is the most important person in the New Testament 

Next to Jesus, Paul is the most important person in the New Testament. … Paul’s letters were the 

biblical foundation of the Reformation in the sixteenth century. He has been especially important for 

Protestants ever since. Many of their “big” words come from Paul: “justification,” “grace,” “faith,” 

“sanctification,” “Christ crucified,” “dying and rising with Christ,” “the body of Christ,” and so forth. 

Some scholars call him the “founder of Christianity” or the “second founder of Christianity.” 12 

------ 

Paul is second only to Jesus as the most important person in the origins of Christianity. Yet he is not 

universally well regarded, even among Christians. Some find him appealing, and others find him 

appalling; some aren’t sure what to think of him, and others know little about him.13 

------ 

Paul was the single most important figure in spreading the movement that began with Jesus and came 

to be known as Christianity (a term Paul himself did not use) to the wider Roman world. His deepest 

influence was largely literary (and postmortem); no fewer than thirteen documents in the New 

Testament were written by him or are attributed to him. In the Book of Acts Paul also features as a 

central figure, although there are crucial differences between what he says or implies in his letters and 

what is said about him in Acts. Yet Acts does preserve valuable information about Paul’s career.14 

------ 

Of the three principal figures in the formation of first-generation Christianity, it is Paul who made and 

has made the most lasting impact. James … has been largely ignored by the great church. … Peter …. 

seems to have made little explicit impact on the writings (the NT). … It was Paul, however, who 

made and leaves the strongest impression from the first generation of Christian leadership. ‘The 

second founder of Christianity’ is an accolade of which Paul is not unworthy.15 

------ 
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It is hardly possible to ignore the influence of Paul in shaping the writings which became the NT. Of 

the twenty-seven writings which make up the NT, no fewer than thirteen are attributed to his 

authorship. Of these no one really disputes seven to be genuinely Pauline.16 

Paul’s prominence is disproportionately large in the NT canon 

However large Paul’s influence may have been in earliest Christianity, his prominence in the NT 

canon is disproportionately larger. The peculiarity of this fact should not be overlooked. Paul was not 

a historical disciple of Jesus, and even after he became a Christian apostle he stood in an oblique 

relationship with the leading figures of the primitive church. Moreover, Paul’s letters were practical 

expedients of his missionary work.17 

PAUL DISCLOSES HIMSELF 

Paul was the first intellectual in the Jesus movement 

In recent years, it has become fashionable to blame Paul for adapting the life and teachings of Jesus, 

the Jew, into the exalted theology of Jesus, the Christ. Paul, [was] perhaps the first intellectual to 

come in touch with the Jesus movement. … Paul was genuinely attracted to Jesus’ inclusive approach 

to Jewish monotheism. Jesus’ call to universal social compassion had struck a chord. … He also 

recognized that the more onerous precepts of Judaism—circumcision, the dietary laws, the strict 

limitations of the Sabbath—were a deterrent for many of these “God-fearing” people.18 

Paul was vigorous, direct, and confident, sometimes arrogant and self-
centered 

[Paul’s] letters tell us a great deal about the man. He was vigorous, direct, and confident, sometimes 

arrogant and self-centered. He wrote for the occasion as he felt, not in the carefully studied literary 

style of the Letter of Aristeas or the Letter to Diognetus, and he could be biting and sarcastic as well 

as humble and pleading; but he was always genuine and utterly devoted to the task in hand.19 

Paul, genius with drive and energy 

Paul (Saul’s Roman name) is one of the few individuals in history who merit the title “religious 

genius.” … Paul provided the church with that additional drive and inspiration needed to take it 

beyond any horizons imaginable by its Galilean leaders..20 

Paul had a strong authoritarian streak 

Paul also had a strong authoritarian streak in his character. His was the only message. “If any one is 

preaching to you a gospel contrary to that which you received,” he tells the Galatians (Gal. 1:9), “let 

him be accursed.” 21 

Paul’s creative, fertile mind 

The invisible features that underlie Pauline Christianity consist in an elaborate doctrinal construct 

developed by Paul’s fertile mind on the subject of the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

… Deep familiarity with Judaism and at least a superficial acquaintance with classical culture, linked 

to a powerful spiritual imagination, enabled Paul to re-use the Jewish religious concepts of 

Messianism and of the merit gained by the self-sacrifice of martyrs, and create out of these elements 

an impressive doctrinal synthesis in which Christ was depicted as the final Saviour.22 
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Paul was a Jewish Christ mystic 

Paul was not simply a mystic. More precisely, he was a Jewish Christ mystic. He was a Jewish Christ 

mystic because, as already mentioned, Paul was a Jew and in his own mind never ceased being one.  

He was a Jewish Christ mystic because the content of his mystical experiences was Jesus as risen 

Christ and Lord. Afterward, Paul’s identity became an identity “in Christ.” And as a Christ mystic, he 

saw his Judaism anew in the light of Jesus. … Paul’s phrase “in Christ” (which occurs over a hundred 

times in the genuine letters) is meant vividly and mystically, as is the corresponding “Christ in me”.23 

------ 

Paul repeatedly refers to his connection to his readers “in the viscera of Jesus Christ” (see Philippians 

1:8, for example). The “body of Christ” was not merely an abstract image, but an emotional 

connection.24 

------ 

Paul had stated openly during his lifetime that he could project his spirit from one place to another (1 

Corinthians 5:3-5). 25 

Paul’s ecstatic visions and revelations of the Lord 

In 2 Corinthians (which may combine several letters), Paul says he “will go on to visions and 

revelations of the Lord.” Note the plural: we should not imagine that the Damascus experience was 

his only experience of the risen Christ. Then he speaks of “a person in Christ who . . . was caught up 

to the third heaven.” Though Paul uses third-person language here, he almost certainly refers to 

himself. “Such a person,” he continues, “whether in the body or out of the body I do not know; God 

knows—was caught up into Paradise and heard things that are not to be told, that no mortal is 

permitted to repeat” (12:1-4). 

The passage speaks of entering another level of reality (“the third heaven,” “Paradise”), in an ecstatic 

state (“whether in the body or out of the body, I do not know”), where he heard “things that are not to 

be told.” We do not think that the last phrase means secret information that could in principle be 

disclosed. Rather, it is best understood as something beyond words—”things unutterable,” as an 

earlier translation put it.26 

Paul’s message came through special revelation 

Paul was Jesus’ contemporary. He personally knew the first followers of Jesus and his immediate 

disciples, Peter and John, as well as “the Lord’s brother,” James (Gal: 18-19; 2:9). And Paul had come 

into contact with the movement very early, within a few years of Jesus’ execution. Yet, as Paul boasts, 

he was very independent of this original circle. The source of his Gospel (by which he means 

“message”), as distinct from theirs, was neither the earthly Jesus nor a human tradition passed from 

man to man, but the Risen Christ, who had been revealed to him through a special act of God (Gal 

1:11-17; but cf. 1 Cor 11:23; 15:3a). Paul thus places himself at some distance from those traditions, 

presumably emanating from the earthly ministry of Jesus, that the later evangelists eventually wrote 

down.27 

Paul had actually seen the resurrected Christ 

While Acts gives a circumstantial account of Paul’s conversion experience, in his letters Paul tells us 

only that God was pleased “to reveal his Son in me” (Galatians i:16). Elsewhere he notes simply that, 

like the other apostles, he has “seen Jesus our Lord,” risen from the dead (1 Corinthians 9:1, 

i5:8).What was important for Paul were not the circumstances or details of his vision of the risen 

Christ but the fact that his vision occurred, that it corresponded to the experience of those who had 

followed Jesus during his lifetime, and that it resulted in his special divine commissioning as the 
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primary apostle to the Gentiles. Paul’s conversion was a vision, as the three different, evidently 

romanticized accounts in Acts (in chapters 9, 22, and 26) demonstrate by their disparities. Following 

this vision, Paul withdrew to “Arabia,” by which he meant the territory controlled by Aretas IV of 

Nabatea in his time, and then returned to Damascus (Galatians 1:17). Only after three years did he 

confer with Peter (“Cephas,” as it is transliterated in English from the Aramaic) and James (Jesus’ 

brother) in Jerusalem.28 

Paul saw his vision of the risen Christ as an apokalypsis (a “revelation”) 

It is highly significant that he uses the language of apokalypsis (“revelation,” “disclosure,” a 

breakthrough that is literally apocalyptic), to describe his original vision of the risen Christ (Galatians 

1.16), his having been commissioned with the gospel for the nations (Galatians 1:12), and his decision 

to check in with the apostolic leaders in Jerusalem (Galatians 2:2). He sought to collaborate with 

them, but they were not the source of his conversion, his commissioning, or his ministry to the 

Gentiles; only God could have been the source of those revelations.29 

Paul as Mystic 

As we read through the pages of the New Testament, it is evident that Paul was a visionary, as both 

his earliest biographer and also his own writings testify to his mysticism. Our claim here that Paul is a 

‘visionary’ or a ‘mystic’ refers to his supernatural visions and revelations (cf. 2 Cor. 12.1) of God or 

from God … 

In the three accounts of Paul’s conversion, Luke depicts ecstatic experiences. In Acts 9.3-9 ‘a light 

from heaven [flashes] around (Paul)’, he falls to the ground, and he hears the voice of Jesus speaking 

to him. Similarly in Acts 22.6-11 ‘a very bright light suddenly [flashes] from heaven all around 

[Paul]’, he falls to the ground, and he hears the voice of Jesus. Later in this account of Paul’s 

conversion, Luke records another vision in which the Lord reveals to Paul that Ananias will lay his 

hands on him to restore his sight (Acts 9.12). In Acts 26.12-18 Paul sees a light from heaven, falls to 

the ground along with his companions, and hears the voice of Jesus speaking to him. In 26.19 Paul 

tells King Agrippa that [he] did not prove disobedient to [this] heavenly vision. 

In addition to the conversion experiences, Luke also recounts other ecstatic visions in the life of Paul. 

In Acts 16.9-10 Paul sees a vision of a man from Macedonia urging him to come and help those in 

Macedonia. In 18.9-10 the Lord speaks to Paul in a vision in which he exhorts Paul not to be afraid 

but to continue to speak. In 22.17-21, while praying in the temple, Paul falls into a trance and sees the 

Lord who tells Paul to leave Jerusalem. … 

Within Paul’s own writings, he emphasizes that he is an apostle ‘not sent from men nor through the 

agency of man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father’ (Gal. 1.1). Indeed, in his apostleship, 

Paul also underscores that the gospel which he preaches is ‘not according to man, for [he] neither 

received it from man, nor was [he] taught it, but [he] received it (Gal. 1.11-12). Paul also writes that it 

was in response to a revelation that he went to Jerusalem (Gal. 2.2).
 

Without doubt, however, the greatest of Paul’s mystical experiences is his ascent to the third heaven 

in 2 Cor. 12.1-10. In 12.1, though he believes it is not profitable, Paul boasts of visions and 

revelations of the Lord …  

Paul then speaks of being caught up (ἁρπαγέντα) ἕως τρίτου οὐρανοῦ [to the third heaven] where he 

hears ἄρρητα ῥήματα [inexpressible words] which are not proper for a man to speak. … In his 

assessment of 2 Corinthians 12, Alan Segal … writes, 

Paul’s claim is not strange or ridiculous for a first-century Jew, since this experience 

parallels ecstatic ascents to the divine throne in other apocalyptic and merkabah 

mystical traditions in Jewish Hellenism. 

Furthermore, Paul’s identification of the third heaven as Paradise (12.2, 4) is similar to 2 Enoch 8 and 

Apoc. Mos. 37.5, 40.1, and so might also be indicative of a Jewish apocalyptic context. … 
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The records of Paul’s visions and ecstatic experiences found in Acts and within Paul’s writings are 

not the only evidence of his interaction with a Jewish mystical tradition. His writings themselves on 

the doctrine of Christ and the transformation of believers also reveal and reflect the mystical tradition 

of the first century. Paul’s references to Christ as the image of God (2 Cor. 4.4-6), the image of the 

invisible God (Col. 1.15), in the form of God (Phil. 2.6), and as having been granted the name which 

is above every name (Phil. 2.9-11) all reveal similarities with the tradition of merkabah mysticism. 

In addition to these references to Christ, Paul also exhibits mystical language when he writes of 

believers and their transformation into the image of Christ (Rom. 8.29; Rom. 12.2; 2 Cor. 3.18; Gal. 

4.19; Phil. 3.10; Phil. 3.20-21; 1 Cor. 15.49; Col. 3.9-10; Eph. 4.22-24).
 

As noted above, this motif of transformation when a visionary stands before the throne of God occurs 

frequently in apocalyptic literature (1 En. 62.15-16; 71.11; 90.37-39; 2 En. 22.8-10) and in Jewish 

merkabah mysticism. … It is quite possible that Paul is the first author to communicate explicitly this 

sort of transformation within Judaism. …
 

 Alan Segal summarizes Paul’s mysticism well when he writes: 

Paul describes his own spiritual experiences in terms appropriate to a Jewish 

apocalyptic-mystagogue of the first century. He, like Enoch, relates his experiences of 

heavenly travel, in which he sees the secrets of the universe revealed. He believes his 

salvation to lie in a body-to-body identification with his heavenly savior, who sits on 

the divine throne and functions as God’s glorious manifestation. 

In this sense, we can see that Paul’s visionary experiences were a fundamental part of his life and his 

ministry. What is of particular interest and significance, though, is that we also find clear instances of 

Paul’s condemnation of certain mystical and visionary practices. There is perhaps no clearer example 

of this than Paul’s condemnation of the Colossian error.30 

Paul experienced a paradigm shift that transformed him 

The Paul who emerges is an extraordinarily zealous Pharisaic Jew who experienced a paradigm shift 

so profound that it transformed the way he saw the world and all in it. This man is a thinker and 

rhetorician, a visionary and prophet, whose experience of God was so profound that he reimagined the 

conditions of existence. … This is a utopian thinker who joins in the cultural debate of his time over 

what constitutes the value and meaning of humanity. This is a man who has glimpsed what it means to 

live beyond tribal or ethnic boundaries. This is a man who can imagine those considered outsiders as 

equals, a man who has found freedom and meaning in the rag-tag communities of “nobodies.”31 

Paul’s letters were strong but his physical presence was weak 

Paul’s strength lay in an ability to dictate immensely powerful letters which could not fail to impress 

their recipients. He was less happy as a preacher. While he could be effective, as the Thessalonians 

bore witness (1 Thess. 2:1ff.), he tended to bore or “rave” when uncertain of his audience. There was 

truth, however, in his Corinthian opponents’ gibe that “his letters are weighty and strong, but his 

bodily presence is weak, and his speech is of no account” (2 Cor. 10:10).32 

Paul’s sufferings for Christ 

Are they ministers of Christ? I am talking like a madman—I am a better one: with far greater labors, 

far more imprisonments, with countless floggings, and often near death. Five times I have received 

from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I received a 

stoning.  

Three times I was shipwrecked; for a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in 

danger from rivers, danger from bandits, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger 

in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and 

hardship, through many a sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked.  
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And, besides other things, I am under daily pressure because of my anxiety for all the churches.33 

Paul provides chronological clues in Galatians 

The Letter to the Galatians seems to have been written in haste; its sometimes reckless style also 

reveals the emotional pressure Paul felt. … Paul gives the most important chronological clues that we 

have concerning the span of time that his public activity lasted: three years after his conversion until 

his first visit with the Jerusalem apostles; and fourteen years until his formal consultation with them 

and other leaders of the emerging church (Galatians 1:18-24). Paul’s purpose in mentioning these 

details is to strengthen his claim that his conversion, his apostolic activity among the Gentiles, and the 

gifts of the Spirit that are evident through him were entirely and directly from God, rather than 

mediated through the Jerusalem-based apostles or their aides.34 

Paul’s approach was conversational 

Because of modern images of preaching, we tend to think of Paul standing in front of a crowd, large 

or small, and proclaiming the gospel. … But it is unlikely that Paul preached in synagogues or to 

crowds of strangers who were completely unfamiliar with Judaism. … We need to imagine Paul’s 

approach as much more conversational.35 

On land, Paul walked everywhere 

He walked thousands of miles, including through mountain passes and across high arid plateaus. 

Despite paintings that depict his being knocked off his horse during his Damascus experience, he 

didn’t travel by horse. Only the military and the wealthy did.36 

PAUL THE JEW 

Paul had been a zealous Jew 

[Paul] claims that he “advanced in Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I was 

far more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors” (Galatians 1:14).37 

Paul was a committed Pharisaic Jew 

[Paul] was a passionate Jew. He became a Pharisee, a member of a Jewish movement that sought 

through sharp social boundaries to preserve Jewish identity and community in a historical context in 

which accommodation to Hellenistic and Roman culture was a very real threat. … he was a brilliant, 

passionate, committed Pharisaic Jew.38 

Paul converted from one form of Judaism to another form 

[Paul] didn’t think of himself as having converted from one religion (Judaism) to another 

(Christianity). He regarded himself as Jewish all of his life, not as a member of a new and different 

religion. His conversion was not from Judaism to Christianity, but from Pharisaic Judaism to 

Christian Judaism. They were different ways of being Jewish. The division into two religions came 

later.39 

------ 

Paul never thinks of himself as a convert to some new religion. He preaches the Jewish God, Yahweh, 

and the Jewish Messiah. He preaches in synagogues. When he brings others to believe in Jesus, he 

teaches them from the Jewish holy writings, which were the only “Bible” of the day—his letters 

would not be joined together with later documents to create a separate “New Testament” till long after 

his death.40 
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Paul always spoke of himself as a Jew 

When it is said that Paul became a Christian, or was converted to Christianity, this offers a polar 

expression that implies that he converted from Judaism to Christianity. Paul did not think of himself 

as being converted from Judaism, and there was no such thing as Christianity, or a Christian church, 

for him to join. He converted others to the Jewish God, Yahweh, but he did not need to be converted 

to Yahweh himself. He taught non-Jews from the Jewish scripture (the only “Bible” that existed in his 

time), saying they must become part of the “seed of Abraham,” inheritors of the Jewish covenant that 

had been extended to them without having been canceled for the Jews. He always spoke of himself as 

a Jew, spoke of “my people,” of the people of Abraham. If Paul was not converted, neither did he 

convert others.41 

------ 

In their initial decades, the Jesus followers did not conceive of themselves as beginning a new 

religion. They understood themselves as the true Israel. Their disagreements were Jewish. One of their 

first major conflicts, for example, was over the membership requirements demanded of Gentiles. This 

problem remains opaque to us until the Jewish context is recovered. The issue was how Gentiles 

become members of Israel.42 

Paul is unambiguously Jewish 

Paul is unambiguously Jewish—ethnically, culturally, religiously, morally, and theologically.43 

Paul remained subject to Jewish authority 

The fact that Paul says he was subject to forty lashes (less one) five times from synagogical 

authorities (2 Cor 11:24) means that the synagogical authorities as well as Paul himself understood 

that he remained subject to Jewish authority.44 

Paul, Jewish persecutor of the Jewish followers of Jesus 

That Paul was a persecutor of followers of Jesus almost from the beginning is certain. He says so 

himself as he briefly refers to his life: he was “circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people 

of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a 

persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless” (Phil. 3.5-6). Paul was a young 

man when he was a persecutor.45 

------ 

Some time before his call to be an apostle (c. 33?), Paul had “persecuted the ekklesia of God” that had 

formed within his community in Damascus (Gal 1:13; cf. v. 23; 1 Cor 15:9; Phil 3:6). But we must 

first ascertain what Paul did before we can ask why he did it.46 

Paul’s actions when he “persecuted” 

What then did Paul, as one of these hostile Diaspora Jews, actually do when he “persecuted”? 

Probably [the same as] what he later received as an apostle and named persecution: lashing (2 Cor 

11:24). Jewish law specifies two sorts: makkot arbaim, the thirty-nine lashes, traditionally a 

punishment administered for specific violations of negative commandments; and makkot mardut, a 

disciplinary lashing administered at the discretion of the local court. The number of lashes given in 

this latter instance would also be up to the court’s discretion; but if the defendant were to be punished 

kath’ hyperbolēn (to the utmost), he could receive up to the customary legal maximum, thirty-nine. 

Paul’s situation both as persecutor and persecuted suggests that he gave and received makkot mardut, 

discretionary lashing.47 
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However, Hellenistic thinking influenced Paul 

Although Paul’s primary concern is Jesus’ redefining of the covenant people, the Hellenistic influence 

on him is apparent in both the literary structure of his writing and in several characteristic aspects of 

his thought. … Far from finding any conflict between his convictions as a devout Jew and the insights 

he has gained from pagan culture, Paul draws on both to make his arguments.48 

------ 

Christians are to regard themselves as members of God’s perfect society, politeuma — a term that 

Paul borrows from the Stoic tradition of a humanity obedient to natural law, but which he perceives to 

be the new community in the process of transformation.49 

------ 

Paul’s letters reflect how much he had in common with other Jews of the Diaspora during the first 

part of the first century C.E., and how much his thought remains faithful to the biblical heritage. Yet 

in many details his writings also show substantial influence from the Hellenistic culture that 

permeated the eastern Mediterranean world.50 

PAUL’S DIFFICULT RELATIONSHIPS 

Few have caused more dissension and hatred than Paul 

Few figures in Western history have been the subject of greater controversy than Saint Paul. Few have 

caused more dissension and hatred. None has suffered more misunderstanding at the hands or both 

friends and enemies. None has produced more animosity between Jews and Christians.51 

Paul’s energy and success caused relationships to be strained 

Paul’s fantastic energy and his success in the Dispersion put severe strains on the unity of the church. 

Personal rivalries and schisms he foresaw, as he told the presbyters at Miletus (Acts 20:30). That rival 

groups formed quickly among the Christians there is shown in 1 Corinthians. In 2 Corinthians we find 

the church in actual rebellion against him (2 Cor. 2:5-7:12). In addition, Acts and Paul’s letters show 

that there were quarrels between Paul and his colleagues. He parted from Barnabas. He does not seem 

to have liked Cephas. His relations with James were equivocal and pose serious problems of 

interpretation.52
 

Paul’s difficult relationships with fellow missionaries 

More difficult still were Paul’s relationships with fellow Christian missionaries in the field, whom in 

his letters he variously describes as “dogs,” “mutilators of the flesh,” “servants of Satan,” and “false 

apostles” (Phil 3:2; 2 Cor 11:12-14; cf. the “false brethren” of Gal 2:4). Such men were guilty, in 

Paul’s eyes, of preaching a “different gospel” and a “different Jesus”—different, that is, from Paul’s 

own.53 

The tension between Paul and James 

A tension between Paul and James is present behind Galatians 1–2 that indicates some measure of 

separation between them. First, whether the association is direct or indirect, Paul names James in the 

same breath with those “of the circumcision” who led Jewish believers into hypocrisy with Gentile 

Christians. Further, after Paul introduces himself as one who was “an apostle not from men nor 

through man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father” (1:1), he refers on four occasions to those 

who were “of repute” among the Jerusalem Christians (2:2, 6a, 6c, 9), then calls the authority of these 
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leaders (identified as James, Cephas, and John in 2:9) into question when he contrasts human 

reputation with God’s impartiality (Gal 2:6).54 

Paul for the Gentiles, James and Peter for the Jews 

Paul claims to have been explicitly and uniquely called to—indeed, created for—the mission to the 

Gentiles. The Jewish mission he left to James and Peter, to whom he refers with some sarcasm as “so-

called pillars,” later disparaging Peter as a hypocrite whom he opposed “to his face” (Gal 1:15; 2:9, 

11).55 

Paul was not known in Judea 

Paul describes his activities following his initial visit with James in Jerusalem as having taken place in 

the “regions of Syria and Cilicia,” and he specifies that he is unknown to the churches in Judea, the 

district where Jerusalem was located.56 

PAUL AND JESUS 

Paul is the closest eyewitness to Jesus 

The closest thing we have to a surviving author who was an eyewitness to the life of Jesus is the 

Apostle Paul, who, before engaging in his missionary work, met two of the apostles.57 

Paul says little about what Jesus said or did 

The apostle Paul, our earliest author, says very little about what Jesus said and did between the time 

he was born and the time he died.58 

------ 

Unfortunately, Paul provides hardly any biographical information about Jesus. One reason may be 

that Paul never met Jesus, so [he] knew only what the disciples knew. Most importantly, however, 

Paul believed that the cardinal significance of Jesus was not so much his life and his teachings, but his 

death on the cross. This, as Paul taught, was preordained by God to expiate the sins of mankind.59 

------ 

Paul, who … wrote the earliest extant texts of Christianity, does not refer to [Mary’s premarital 

pregnancy] at all. Granted, Paul generally does not show much interest in the details of Jesus’ 

biography, but the idea of the virginal conception by the Holy Spirit would certainly have bolstered 

his argument that Jesus was the Son of God.60 

------ 

One of the most striking features of Paul’s surviving letters is just how little he actually tells us about 

Jesus’s life prior to his death.61 

------ 

Even though Paul is our one direct link to an eyewitness report, he doesn’t give us much information 

about Jesus.62 

------ 

There are, of course, twenty-three other books of the New Testament outside the four Gospels, and so 

one might hope that there would be stories in them about Jesus’ life. But unfortunately, to the surprise 
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of many readers, there is very little there indeed. Even the apostle Paul, our earliest author, says very 

little about what Jesus said and did between the time he was born and the time he died.63 

------ 

Students are sometimes surprised to learn how little information about the historical Jesus can be 

gleaned from the New Testament writings that fall outside the four Gospels. The apostle Paul, who 

was not personally acquainted with Jesus but who probably knew some of his disciples, provides us 

with the most detail. Regrettably, it is not much. Paul informs us that Jesus: 

• Was born of a woman (Galatians 4:4) 

• Was born as a Jew (Galatians 4:4) 

• Had brothers (1 Corinthians 9:5), one of whom was named James (Galatians 1:19) 

• Ministered among Jews (Romans 15:7) 

• Had twelve disciples (1 Corinthians 15:5) 

• Instituted the Lord’s Supper (1 Corinthians 11:23-25) 

• Was betrayed (it’s not clear that Paul knows or says this, actually; what he says is that 

Jesus gave his Last Supper on the “night in which he was handed over,” and he may mean 

“handed over by God to his death” instead of “betrayed 11:23”) 

• Was crucified (1 Corinthians 2:2) 

In terms of Jesus’ teachings, in addition to the words at the Last Supper, quoted by Paul at length (1 

Corinthians 11:23-25), Paul refers to two other sayings of Jesus to the effect that believers should not 

get divorced (1 Corinthians 7:10-11) and that they should pay their preachers (1 Corinthians 9:14). 

This is obviously not much to go on. It is enough to show that Paul certainly knew some of the most 

important information about Jesus (for Paul, the two most important things about Jesus were that he 

was crucified and that God raised him from the dead); but it is not enough to help us significantly in 

determining what Jesus’ message was or what he did and experienced throughout his life.64 

The teaching of the historical Jesus plays practically no role in Paul 

The great scripture scholar Rudolf Bultmann wrote that “the teaching of the historical Jesus plays no 

role, or practically none, in Paul . . . in fact, his letters barely show any traces of the influence of the 

Palestinian tradition concerning the history and preaching of Jesus.”65 

The Jesus of the Gospels and of Paul are different 

The difference between the Jesus of the Gospels and the Jesus of Paul is that the former is understood 

to be a teacher divinely appointed to deliver a message, whereas Paul’s Christ is the very object of this 

message. Paul was not concerned with the concrete details of the life and activities of the historical 

personality called Jesus.66 

Paul’s accounts of Jesus’ words may be closer than the variants in the 
Gospels 

Paul’s versions are probably closer to what Jesus said than are later records of it in the Gospels. On 

the Lord’s Meal, for instance, his report is not only the first—written decades before any of the 

Gospel versions—but probably the closest to what Jesus actually said. We should not fall into the 

fallacy of thinking that a saying of Jesus in one of the Gospels is “the original,” which Paul only 

approximates in what seems to be a paraphrase of it. The truth could be the other way around. Out of 
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the rich store of oral accounts that would be reflected in the Gospels, that which Paul received may be 

closer to Jesus’ own words than are the variants in the Gospels.67 

For Paul, Jesus occupies an inferior position 

Paul never envisaged Jesus as fully sharing the nature of the Deity. When compared to God the 

Father, ‘the Son’ always occupies an inferior position in Pauline thought, although he stands far above 

ordinary humans. The co-equality of the divine persons is a concept that is still centuries away.68 

Unlike Jesus, Paul was a city person 

Paul was a city person. Unlike Jesus, who grew up in a small village and whose activity was among 

the peasant class in small towns and rural areas of the Jewish homeland, Paul was urban. He grew up 

in a city and carried out his vocation in major cities of Asia Minor and Greece, most of them capitals 

of Roman provinces. There is no report of his bringing his message to a small town or village.69 

------ 

Paul was inhibited by his urban and Hellenistic background from placing himself in the context of 

rural Palestine where Jesus had worked. … If Jesus taught the multitudes in the countryside and 

instructed his disciples to pray to God as a loving Father, Paul preached in towns to those who, like 

himself, spoke and read Greek and knew their Septuagint; and he sought to interpret the mystery of 

God’s purposes, for the relative few who could comprehend such concepts. …  

[Paul] moved easily among the upper reaches of provincial society, to the governor’s palace at Paphos 

or the Areopagus at Athens. He was not the man to feel compassion for crowds. In some ways, even 

his sense of the elite prepared the way for a Gnostic system of salvation.70 

JEWISH COMMUNITIES 

The early Jesus movement is one Jewish faction; what we know as 
“Christianity” did not exist 

Assuming a Jewish, Torah-observant Paul emphasizes the Jewish character of the movement, then the 

early Jesus movement is, in fact, best described as one Jewish faction, like the Pharisees or the 

Qumran community (which no one claims to represent something other than Judaism). What we now 

know as “Christianity” did not yet exist. The normal religious identity within this movement was a 

Jewish identity, and people within this movement believed that at least some non-Jews also would 

have a place in the world to come (as in some other contemporary forms of Judaism).  

I [Magnus Zetterholm] firmly believe that different ideas of the nature of the relationship between 

Israel and the nations were the dominant source of conflicts. Since all Jews within the movement 

continued to live like Jews, while recognizing Jesus as the Messiah, the conflicts reflected in Paul’s 

letters were not about Jewish Torah observance for Jews. … 

The problem this young movement had to overcome was how to … include non-Jews in the 

eschatological people of God.71 

The term christianismos does not occur in the New Testament and Paul 
offers no evidence of “Christianity” 

We must ask ourselves whether the earliest followers of Jesus would have recognized themselves as 

belonging under the umbrella term “Christianity,” the companion word of “Christians.” As is well 

known, the term christianismos does not occur in the New Testament; Paul offers no evidence that he 

had ever heard of “Christianity.” Christianos occurs only three times, of which two are found in Acts 
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(11:26; 26:28) and one in 1 Peter (4:16), both texts postdating Paul. Paul neither speaks of himself nor 

describes others as christianoi.”72 

------ 

If we use the term “Christianity” when we describe what is happening in Paul’s letters, we thus 

illegitimately impose our modern discursive habits on the ancient world and make it behave as if it 

shared Western, twenty-first century concerns as they relate to the divine.73 

The first appearances of christianos postdate Paul 

It is widely recognized that the first appearances of christianos postdate Paul and that he never refers 

to himself or anyone else by this term or its cognates.74 

Paul was not a Christian—a word that was completely unknown to him 

Paul was called by God to fulfill a particular mission, one that was foretold in the Hebrew prophets: to 

bring knowledge of the one God—the God of Israel—to all the nations of the world. Paul believed 

that the recognition of the one God by Gentiles was necessary so that they might have a share in the 

world to come. Thus, Paul was not a Christian—a word that was in any case completely unknown to 

him because it had not yet been invented. He was a Jew who understood himself to be on a divine 

mission. As a Jew, Paul believed himself to be entrusted with the special knowledge God had given 

only to Jews. However, Paul also believed the resurrection of Jesus signaled that the world.75 

The idea of “Christianity” for Paul is anachronistic and mistaken 

The idea of “Christianity” for Paul, and that it was conceived of as a “third race” made up of people 

who are neither Jews nor non-Jews, are anachronistic and almost certainly mistaken.76 

Paul was not a Christian or the maker of Christian anti-Judaism 

Paul was not a Christian or the maker of Christian anti Judaism; he is a first-century Jew who makes 

sense only in that setting; the gospel of Matthew is a thoroughly Jewish text; and so on.77 

Paul was writing his letters from within Judaism, not Christianity 

One must therefore engage in a cross-cultural endeavor that begins with the observation that Paul was 

writing his letters from within Judaism, not Christianity, even if that is not the way that his letters 

have been read since at least some point in the second century.78 

Everybody then who accepted Jesus and those who didn’t was Jewish 

The question was not “Is a divine Messiah coming?” but only “Is this carpenter from Nazareth the 

One we are expecting?” Not surprisingly, some Jews said yes and some said no. Today we call the 

first group Christians and the second group Jews, but it was not like that then, not at all. 

Everybody then—both those who accepted Jesus and those who didn’t—was Jewish (or Israelite, the 

actual ancient terminology). Actually, there was no Judaism at all, nor was there Christianity. In fact, 

the idea of “a religion,” that is, one of a number of religions to which one might or might not belong, 

had not come on the scene yet and wouldn’t for centuries. 

By the third century (or even earlier) Christianity became a name for what Christians called 

themselves, but Jews were not to have a name for their religion in one of their own languages until 

sometime in the modern period, perhaps the eighteenth or nineteenth century. Until then terms 

meaning Judaism as the religion of the Jews were used only by non-Jews. 

So, then, what are we talking about? We are not talking about a separate institution, a separate sphere 

of “religion,” still less of a “faith” for Jews. We are talking about the complex of rituals and other 
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practices, beliefs and values, history and political loyalties that constituted allegiance to the People of 

Israel, not a religion called Judaism.79 

Being religiously Jewish then was much more complicated than it is even 
now 

Once the Temple was destroyed in A.D.. 70 … some Jews wished to continue sacrifices as best they 

could, while others rejected such practices entirely. Some Jews thought that the purity practices that 

were important in Temple times were still to be practiced, while others thought they were irrelevant. 

There were, moreover, different interpretations of the Torah, different sets of ideas about God, 

different notions of how to practice the Law. In Jerusalem, which had been refounded by priests and 

teachers (scribes) returned from the Babylonian Exile (538 B.C.), new religious ideas and practices 

had been developed. … 

Being religiously Jewish then was a much more complicated affair than it is even now. There were no 

Rabbis yet, and even the priests in Jerusalem and around the countryside were divided among 

themselves. Not only that, but there were many Jews both in Palestine and outside of it, in places such 

as Alexandria in Egypt, who had very different ideas about what being a good, devout Jew meant. 

Some believed that in order to be a kosher Jew you had to believe in a single divine figure and any 

other belief was simply idol worship. Others believed that God had a divine deputy or emissary or 

even son, exalted above all the angels, who functioned as an intermediary between God and the world 

in creation, revelation, and redemption. 

Many Jews believed that redemption was going to be effected by a human being, an actual hidden 

scion of the house of David—an Anastasia—who at a certain point would take up the scepter and the 

sword, defeat Israel’s enemies, and return her to her former glory. Others believed that the redemption 

was going to be effected by that same second divine figure mentioned above and not a human being at 

all. And still others believed that these two were one and the same, that the Messiah of David would 

be the divine Redeemer. As I said, a complicated affair.80 

Many items that would form the checklist for being a Jew or a Christian did 
not form a border line at that time 

For centuries after Jesus’ death, there were people who believed in Jesus’ divinity as the incarnate 

Messiah but who also insisted that in order to be saved they must eat only kosher, keep the Sabbath as 

other Jews do, and circumcise their sons. Here was an environment where many people, it would 

seem, thought that there was no problem in being both a Jew and a Christian. Moreover, many of the 

very items that would form the eventual checklist for being a Jew or being a Christian did not at all 

form a border line at that time. … 

There were also very sharp differences in practice between Christian and Christian: some Christians 

kept much of the Jewish law (or all of it), some kept some rules but dropped others (e.g., the apostolic 

rule of Acts), and still others believed that the entire law needed to be overturned and discarded by 

Christians (even those born Jews). 

Finally, there were Christians who held that Easter was a form of the Jewish Passover, suitably 

interpreted with Jesus as the Lamb of God and paschal sacrifice, while others vigorously denied such 

connections. These had an analogue in practice as well, with the former group celebrating Easter at 

the same time as the Jews celebrated Passover, while the latter just as vigorously insisted that Easter 

must not be when the Jews hold their Passover. There were many other points of conflict as well. 

Until early in the fourth century, all of these different groups and diverse individuals called 

themselves Christians, and quite a few called themselves both Jews and Christians as well. … 
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The checklist approach to making an absolute divide between Christian and non-Christian, between 

Jew and non-Jew, came into its own under the Christian Roman Empire, which set much store in 

getting all the messiness sorted out.81 

When Paul used the term ekklesia, he did so with a Jewish understanding 
of the term in mind. 

The term ekklesia, from which the translation “church” derived, has also come to represent something 

that is by definition distinguishable from “synagogue.” Yet we know that this terminology was 

already used in the Septuagint before Paul’s time, and it was still used interchangeably to refer to 

assemblies or gatherings of Greeks, Romans, and others, including those of Jews. …  

New Testament translators have developed a convention of referring only to Christ-following 

assemblies as “churches” and those of Jews who do not follow Christ as “synagogues.” … It is 

anachronistic and unhelpful for understanding Paul in his own context to use the translation “church” 

when reading and discussing Paul and his Jewish “assemblies.”82 

------ 

When we hear “church,” we associate the term with a non Jewish Christian religious institution. But 

this was not what Paul and his contemporaries heard when ekklesia was used. For them, ekklesia 

could be a referent to a democratic-like Greek or Roman institution, a Jewish public institution, or a 

Jewish voluntary association. These institutions were thus either civic (Greco-Roman or Jewish) or 

non-civic (Jewish associations); none of them were exclusively “religious” organizations. 

We may be reasonably sure that when Paul used the term ekklesia, he did so with a Jewish 

understanding of the term in mind.83 

------ 

It becomes quite clear that the English translation “church” is inappropriate and misleading, since it 

conjures up not only a (modern) religious non-civic, non-political setting, but more importantly, 

imposes on the ancients a separate non-Jewish institutional identity for those who claimed Jesus to be 

the Messiah.84 

------ 

Far from denoting non-Jewish institutions, Paul’s use of ekklesia indicates that as the “apostle to the 

nations” he is inviting non-Jews to participate in specific Jewish institutional settings, where they may 

share with Jews the experience of living with the risen Messiah, of living “in Christ.”85 

A difference arose between Jewish groups around eschatological 
convictions 

Paul’s argument is time specific, claiming something new has transpired in the midst of the present 

age. It is on the matter of what is appropriate now regarding non-Jews turning to Judaism’s God that a 

comparison of Paul’s Judaism with other Judaisms exhibits a salient difference of opinion.  

His Jewish coalition claims that the end of the ages has already dawned, and thus, that the re-

identification of non-Jews now takes place on the awaited-age terms. That proposition is unique to the 

Christ-believing Jewish groups. It revolves around a different answer to the question, “What time is it 

now? on the basis of a different belief about the meaning of Jesus Christ, and in particular, based on 

the claim that God has already raised him from the grave. 

We thus encounter a familiar difference arising between Jewish groups, one that turns around 

eschatological convictions. The issue is not whether the Torah obtains, but how it functions in the 

present age for non-Jews, in contrast to Jews.86 
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Pauline Christianity appears as a significant new departure 

Compared with the charismatic-eschatological religion of Jesus and the charismatic-eschatological 

messianic doctrine of the early Jewish-Christian church, Pauline Christianity appears as a significant 

new departure. It is not surprising therefore that Paul is often presented as the true founder of the 

religion centred on Jesus, not only by iconoclastic New Testament scholars like Gerd Lüdemann 

(Paul, The Founder of Christianity, 2.002.), but even by as authoritative a textbook as The Oxford 

Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd rev. edn, 1997), which states that ‘Paul came widely to be 

regarded as the creator of the whole doctrinal and ecclesiastical system presupposed in his Epistles’ 

(p. 1048).87 

Not one person created Christianity 

No one person created Christianity and there never was a single entity called Christianity. … 

Diversity and dispute were the rule from the beginning and remain so today. … In a remarkable 

number of epochs, this is how [Paul] came to be seen—as the founder of Christianity. For some, this 

was a good thing; for others, not at all.88 

JEWISH DOCUMENTS 

The vast majority of the 27 New Testament books were written by Jews 
before there was any Christianity 

While people intuitively think of the New Testament—of which Paul’s letters are a significant part—

as Christian, the vast majority of the twenty-seven documents that currently comprise the New 

Testament were written by Jews at a time before there was any such thing as Christianity.89 

The Gospels and the letters of Paul are part of the religion of first century 
Israel 

By now, almost everyone recognizes that the historical Jesus was a Jew who followed ancient Jewish 

ways. There is also growing recognition that the Gospels themselves and even the letters of Paul are 

part and parcel of the religion of the People of Israel in the first century A.D.90 

Christianity hijacked the Old Testament and the New Testament 

Christianity hijacked not only the Old Testament but the New Testament as well by turning that 

thoroughly Jewish text away from its cultural origins among the Jewish communities of Palestine in 

the first century and making it an attack on the traditions of the Jews, traditions that, I [Daniel 

Boyarin] maintain, it sought to uphold and not destroy, traditions that give the narrative its richest 

literary and hermeneutical context.91 

In the first century, Paul’s letters did not function as a marker of Christian 
identity 

Paul’s letters are appropriately called Christian because Christians chose to canonize them, and 

Christians continue to value them as authoritative and incorporate them in their worship. 

Complementarily, Jews do not recognize them as authoritative and do not use them in worship. 

From a Christian and a Jewish perspective, then, Paul’s letters are an essential feature of Christianity 

and thus a marker of Christian identity. But in the first century the letters could not possibly have 

functioned as a marker distinctive of Christian identity. 

First, there is the obvious reason that there was no such religious category “Christian.” As far as can 

be determined by historians, archaeologists, and biblical scholars, there were no distinctively 
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Christian institutions, buildings, or symbols in the first century, and a few scholars believe that 

Christians did not materially distinguish themselves until the late third or early fourth century. 

Beyond that, there were other believers in Jesus who were not part of the Pauline circle; some of them 

even seemed to have opposed Paul. Thus, for the first several generations of believers in Jesus, Paul 

and Paul’s letters did not inform all Christians’ belief in Jesus.92 

Paul’s genuine letters 

There are different ways to count Paul’s letters, depending on what criteria you choose to use. The 

correct answer in this book is seven. They include the following: Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, 

Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and Philemon. Restricting myself to these seven letters is due 

to the credibility of these documents above all others as sources. … 

What about Ephesians, Colossians, and 2 Thessalonians? Or how about 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus? 

These texts claim to be written by Paul, but scholars dispute their authenticity. To put it bluntly, many 

scholars, myself included, do not believe Paul is really the author of these letters. According to this 

view, they are pseudonymous; that is, they are ascribed to Paul, but Paul didn’t write them. That 

makes these texts historically unreliable for reconstructing Paul.93 

The earliest evidence we have of Christian life and faith comes from Paul 

Our access to this early oral process of theological creativity is limited. It lies in the written records 

that emerged over a fifty-year period (roughly 50 CE to 100 CE) and that required an even longer 

time (three centuries) to be regarded as “scripture.” And while the Gospels seem chronologically 

closest to the historical events, in fact the earliest evidence that we have of Christian life and faith 

come from Paul’s letters.94 

------ 

While Paul’s name is attached to a range of books in the New Testament, the following are generally 

accepted as authentically authored by Paul: Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 

Thessalonians, and Philemon. Scholars differ on the dating of these but the generally accepted 

timeframe would be 55 CE (1 Thess.) to the late 50s (Rom.) or early 60s (Phil.).95 

Letters from the 50s portray Paul differently to the later letters 

The seven letters universally accepted as coming from Paul in the 50s portray a Paul quite different 

from the Paul of the other six letters.96 

------ 

The seven in their probable order of composition are: 

 First Letter to the Thessalonians 

 Letter to the Galatians 

 Letter to the Philippians 

 Letter to Philemon 

 First Letter to the Corinthians 

 Second Letter to the Corinthians 

 Letter to the Romans.97 

Paul and his writings 

Not all the letters attributed to [Paul] in the canon are his. Ancient Christian tradition ascribed 

fourteen of the twenty-seven writings comprising the New Testament to Paul. Modern scholarship 

accepts as definitely Pauline only half that number: 1 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Philippians, 

Philemon, Galatians, and Romans (in probable order of composition). The Pauline authorship of all 

                                                      
92 Paul Was Not a Christian, pages 6-7 
93 Paul Was Not a Christian, page 16 
94

 Transformed Lives, page 36 
95

 Transformed Lives, page 36 
96

 Evolution of the Word, page 20 
97

 Paul Meant, pages 15-16 



Paul’s world 

30 

the others—2 Thessalonians, Ephesians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus—is disputed; that of 

Hebrews, dismissed. This second group originated most probably not from Paul himself, but from 

various early Christians in the generation following who saw themselves as standing in a tradition 

established by Paul and who accordingly wrote in his name. The theologies of this second group vary 

much among themselves and differ markedly from that of Paul. That Paul was so widely interpreted 

by those who stood so close to him should caution us about the difficulties of his thought. 

Questions also surround the literary integrity of the individual letters: we cannot be sure whether the 

text of the letters as we now have them is substantially the same as when Paul dictated them. Many 

scholars, for example, see several letters edited together in our present versions of Philippians, 2 

Corinthians, and Romans; others argue that a significantly anachronistic interpolation, post-70 C.E., 

follows 1 Thessalonians 1:13.98 

------ 

The Pastoral Epistles (the Timothy letters and Titus), which most (not all) scholars consider to be 

pseudepigraphical: attributed to, but not written by, Paul.99 

------ 

The investigation here [by Paula Fredriksen] focuses solely on the information Paul provides in his 

own letters: I resist supplementing that information with the stories about Paul provided in Acts. Acts 

dates from a significantly later period, well after the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in 70. By that 

time, the original community gathered in Jerusalem, to which Paul had a complicated and highly 

charged relationship, had virtually disappeared. Further, as we shall see, the information that Acts 

relates about Paul—most specifically, on the event and circumstances of his call to be an apostle to 

the Gentiles, and on his later negotiations with the Jerusalem community—contradicts Paul’s own 

statements in crucial ways. Finally, Paul’s speeches in Acts, according to the conventions of ancient 

historiography, are the free compositions of the author; they thus tell us more about Luke than about 

Paul. For all these reasons, then, Acts is not used here as a source for reconstructing Paul’s reflections 

on the figure of Jesus.100 

PAUL’S ROMAN CONTEXT 

The Divine Son of God, God Incarnate, Lord, Redeemer, Saviour 

Before Jesus was born or even if he had never existed—another human being was already proclaimed 

Son of God and, indeed, God Incarnate within the same first common-era century and within the same 

Mediterranean world. In fact, almost all the sacred terms and solemn titles that we might think of as 

Christian creations or even Pauline inventions were already associated with Caesar Augustus, the first 

undisputed ruler of the Roman Empire, from 31 BCE to 14 CE. 

Augustus was Divine, Son of God, God, and God from God. He was Lord, Liberator, Redeemer, and 

Savior of the World—not just of Italy or the Mediterranean, mind you, but of the entire inhabited 

earth. Words like “justice” and “peace,” “epiphany” and “gospel,” “grace” and “salvation” were 

already associated with him. Even “sin” and “atonement” were connected to him as well. …  

All those assertions, terms, and titles were at home within Roman imperial theology and incarnated in 

Caesar the Augustus before they ever appeared in Pauline Christian theology and were incarnated in 

Jesus the Christ.101 

Jesus is Lord – Caesar is not 

In the first-century setting of Paul and his hearers, “Christ crucified” had an anti-imperial meaning. 

Paul’s shorthand summary was not “Jesus died,” not “Jesus was killed,” but “Christ crucified.” Jesus 

didn’t just die, wasn’t simply murdered—he was crucified. This meant that Jesus had been executed 
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by imperial authority: crucifixion was a Roman form of execution. In Paul’s world, a cross was 

always a Roman cross. 

Rome reserved crucifixion for two categories of people: those who challenged imperial rule (violently 

or nonviolently) and chronically defiant slaves (not simply occasionally disobedient or difficult 

slaves). If you were a murderer or a robber, you would not be crucified, though you might be executed 

another way. The two groups who were crucified had something in common: both rejected Roman 

imperial domination. Crucifixion was a very public, prolonged, and painful form of execution that 

carried the message, “Don’t you dare defy imperial authority, or this will happen to you.” It was state 

torture and terrorism. 

To proclaim “Christ crucified” was to signal at once that Jesus was an anti-imperial figure, and that 

Paul’s gospel was an anti-imperial gospel. The empire killed Jesus. The cross was the imperial “no” to 

Jesus. But God had raised him. … 

Executed by Rome exposed the nature of the rulers of that world. … Vindicated by God—raised by 

God—meant Jesus is Lord, and thus the powers that executed him were not. In language that 

confronted and countered Roman imperial theology: Jesus is Lord—Caesar is not.102 

MARCION’S DESCRIPTIONS OF PAUL 

Marcion considered Paul to be the only authentic apostle of Jesus 

Marcion took his inspiration from the letters of Paul, most notably Galatians. He regarded Paul as the 

only authentic apostle of Jesus. He was deeply impressed with Paul’s contrast of law and grace.103 

------ 

Marcion evidently concluded that Paul was the only true apostle of Jesus and that Peter and the others 

were false apostles. … Marcionite Christianity is, therefore, an impressive example of the attempt to 

gain support from the Pauline legacy.104 

The major elements in Marcion’s understanding of Paul 

The major elements in Marcion’s understanding of Paul are clear: the affirmation that Paul was the 

only apostle; that his gospel was the only true gospel; that this gospel entailed a total renunciation of 

Torah and of the Scriptures associated with it; that false apostles, including James and Peter, 

attempted to undermine Paul’s ministry and to re-Judaize Christian teachings; that these false teachers 

interpolated non-Pauline sections into Paul’s letters; that when the interpolations are removed the 

letters of Paul consistently teach that the rule of law has been superseded through Jesus Christ, by 

whom human beings are justified by grace. Thus the purged letters of Paul, along with the gospel, 

constitute sacred and authoritative literature for Marcionite Christians.105 

ACTS’ DESCRIPTIONS OF PAUL 

Luke did not know the real Paul 

[Richard] Pervo treats some 86/ 87 places in Acts that exhibit traces of Pauline letters, including 

Romans, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and 1 

Thessalonians. The presence of Ephesians and Colossians in this list is significant in showing that 

what was available to Luke was a collection of letters assumed to be by Paul. It means that Luke 

wrote after the publication of the deutero-Pauline letters and that, unlike modern scholars, he was 

unable to distinguish between authentic and inauthentic Pauline letters. This observation virtually 

excludes contentions that Luke may have known the real Paul. The Paul known to Luke was the Paul 

who had been filtered through the deutero-Pauline school.106 
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The characterization of Paul in Acts is fundamentally a literary answer to 
Marcion 

I [Joseph Tyson] …  think that the characterization of Paul in Acts is fundamentally a literary answer 

to Marcion. In addition, the content of Paul’s preaching in Acts seems intended to counter the claims 

of Marcionite Christianity.107 

------ 

In my judgment, the author of Acts is not dealing directly with the real Paul, whom he did not know, 

but with the Paul of Marcion. … In the effort to rescue Paul from the Marcionites, the author of Acts 

portrayed him as a faithful Pharisaic Jew who worked in tandem with the other apostles. If Acts was 

written, at least in part, as a reaction against the Marcionite interpretation of the Pauline letters, it is 

not difficult to understand the characterization of Paul that meets us in this book.108 

Acts is a tricky source to use in terms of history 

Precisely because of its genre as a work of history in the ancient sense, Acts is a very tricky source to 

use in terms of modern history. Ongoing debate about how to sift historical information from thematic 

and rhetorical elements in Acts means that using Acts to any significant degree would necessarily 

involve methodological complications that I prefer to avoid in this study. Thus, the stories and 

speeches in Acts play virtually no role in this study of Paul.109 

Paul’s biographical information seems to contradict Luke’s 

Unfortunately, what little biographical information Paul does give us seems to fatally compromise, if 

not contradict, what we have from Luke. Paul himself never states that he studied in Jerusalem under 

Gamaliel or anyone else (as we would expect he would when he boasts of being a “Hebrew of 

Hebrews”; Phil 3:4-6); nor that he participated in any way in persecutions there (as we would expect 

when he speaks of his former life as a “persecutor”; e.g. Gal 1:13-14). Further, he explicitly denies 

that he went up to Jerusalem immediately after his call or sought to confer with the original disciples 

until some time later, after a sojourn in Arabia and another trip to Damascus. At this point, “after three 

years,” Paul reports that he “was still not known by face”—either as a persecutor (cf. Acts 8:1) or as 

an apostle (cf. Acts 9:2.8-29)—to the churches of Judea (Gal 1:17-2.4).110 

The Characterization of Paul in Acts is at odds with what may be drawn 
from his letters 

An intriguing aspect of the characterization of Paul in Acts is the parallelism with Peter. Both 

characters deliver speeches, perform healings and resurrections, defeat workers of magic, correct 

inadequate teaching, are miraculously released from prison, and witness the giving of the Spirit and 

the phenomenon of glossolalia among converts. This parallelization has long been noted.111 

------ 

Acts gives us a characterization of Paul that is at odds with what may be drawn from his letters.112 

Luke’s descriptions of the persecutions are unreliable 

Religious contention invariably leads, in Luke’s account, to violent persecution—imprisonments, 

executions, mob fury, and attempted assassinations. Luke makes this case especially in his 

presentation of Paul. Paul himself, in his own letters, says only that he persecuted the ekklesia “kath’ 

hyperbolēn,” (to the utmost; Gal 1:13). But Luke supplies a description of this activity: Paul witnesses 

and approves the murder/execution of Stephen in Jerusalem (8:1); he has Christians imprisoned (8:3, 

cf. 9:2; 22:4; 26:10); he votes the death penalty whenever the Sanhedrin tries them; in “raging fury” 

he plans to extend his activities to Damascus (26:12.; also 9:2; 22:5). And once the shoe is on the 
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other foot, the Jews of the Diaspora plot continuously to murder Paul (9:19-24, 26-30; contrast with 

the relatively benign Roman involvement, 13:12, 50; 14:2, 19; 17:5; 18:1-13, etc.). 

How reliable is Acts’ picture of these Jewish persecutions? Where we have independent evidence—

Paul for the Diaspora, Josephus for Jerusalem—Luke does not fare well. Paul himself, for example, 

nowhere seems to understand “persecution” as “execution.” When he complains of Jews 

“persecuting” him in the Diaspora, he specifies receiving “thirty-nine lashes,” the maximum number 

allowed by synagogue courts (2 Cor 11:24). Further, and again against Luke, Paul asserts that his 

activity began in Damascus, not Judea (cf. Gal 1:22-23). And in any case, local synagogue courts in 

the Diaspora during this period do not seem to have had authority to execute capital cases (cf. Acts 

26: 10). … Also, if the Sanhedrin had authority in such capital cases, Pilate’s role in Jesus’ death 

would have been superfluous.113 

In Acts, Paul is not an Apostle 

The question of the apostleship of Paul in Acts is a particularly thorny one that has elicited a great 

deal of debate. A discussion of it should begin with the observation that the requirements set forth by 

Peter in his first speech in Acts 1:21-22 define apostleship in such a way that Paul could not have 

been accorded the title: “So one of the men who have accompanied us during all the time that the 

Lord Jesus went in and out among us, beginning from the baptism of John until the day when he was 

taken up from us—one of these must become a witness with us to his resurrection.” 

Further, the narrative in Acts 1 makes it clear that the apostles must be twelve in number, since the 

twelfth apostle, Judas Iscariot, must be replaced. Given these stipulations there is no way for Paul to 

be called an apostle in Acts. He was not appointed by Jesus; he was not with the other 

disciples/apostles from the time of Jesus’ baptism by John to the time of the ascension; and his 

inclusion as apostle would expand a group whose number must remain constant.114 
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PAUL’S GOSPEL 

Paul was neither a systematic theologian nor an ethicist 

[Paul] does not divide his letter into neatly defined sections of theology and ethics. … Theology and 

ethics are intimately related to each other for Paul. 

Neither a systematic theologian nor an ethicist, Paul is the herald of a gospel in which theological and 

ethical issues are so closely related that it is difficult for the apostle to proclaim this gospel without 

pointing to its ethical implications or to speak of its ethical demands without proclaiming the gospel. 

So Victor Furnish (1968, 110) writes, “Neither ‘theology’ nor ‘ethics’ nor a combination of the two is 

to be equated with ‘the gospel.’ Rather, the good news Paul preaches finds expression now in 

theological statements, now in ethical exhortations.”115 

ESCHATOLOGY 

Paul’s message was driven by his eschatology 

The Christianity taught by Paul, like the religion preached by Jesus, was driven by an overpowering 

eschatological ardour. ... Throwing all caution to the winds, [Paul] boldly asserted — as a certainty 

based on Christ’s promise — that he and his flock would participate in the great encounter.116 

For Paul, the “final days” had already arrived 

Christ’s resurrection itself proves the nearness of the End of all things: it is a sign, for Paul, that the 

final days are not merely “at hand,” but have already arrived. It is upon us, he informs his Corinthian 

community, that the end of the ages has come (ta telē tōn aiōnōn katēntēken; 1 Cor 10:11); “The form 

of this cosmos is passing away” (7:31). 

Nor shall this final period extend indefinitely: Paul expects to live to see the Last Days. He speaks of 

his hope for the transformation of his present body before death (2 Cor 5:1-5), and in light of his 

conviction, he even feels it reasonable to urge his congregants to forswear sexual activity, “[for] the 

appointed time has grown very short” (1 Cor 7:26, 29). So near is the End that both Paul and his 

communities are troubled by the death of believers before Christ’s Second Coming: they did not 

expect this and do not know what to make of it (1 Thes 4:13). … 

Paul’s deep and fervent conviction that the End is upon him spurs him on his missions to the Gentiles.  

… Commonplace moralisms are charged with new meaning and urgency, for the fast approaching 

Day of the Lord will be a day of judgment and wrath (1 Thes 1:9; 4:6; Rom 1:18; 2:16, etc.). The 

Lord is at hand (Phil 4:5): Marana tha! Lord, come! (1 Cor 6:22). This expectation marks all Paul’s 

letters. …  

Paul’s Christ is the eschatological Deliverer (Rom 11:26). With his resurrection, he signaled the 

beginning of the End; with his return, he will shortly sum up the ages. The rescue mission for which 

God had commissioned his Son (Phil 2:5-11), is now all but complete, Paul urges.117 

------ 

The first Letter to the Thessalonian church, which Paul wrote with Silvanus (also referred to as Silas, 

a key figure connected with the church in Jerusalem) and Timothy, represents the earliest example of 

Paul’s preserved correspondence. … [1 Thessalonians] focuses on Jesus as divine Son, who alone can 

deliver humanity from the rapidly approaching end of the ages (1:10). This eschatological tenor is 

typical of primitive Christianity and characterizes Paul’s letters as a whole. Time is truly short, 

because the day of the Lord comes as a thief in the night (5:2), at a time that cannot be reckoned.118 
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PAUL CONSIDERED HIS GOSPEL TO BE UNIQUELY TRUE 

The Gospel that Paul Preaches 

What Paul preaches can be summed up in single word: euangelion. Paul proclaims the gospel, the 

good news of what God has accomplished in Christ’s saving death and resurrection. For Paul this 

gospel is God’s power—not a faint reflection of it, not an imitation of it, not a representation of it, but 

the very power of God. To proclaim the gospel is to make God’s salvific power present to all who 

believe, Gentile as well as Jew.119 

------ 

The gospel that Paul proclaims is God’s own good news, God’s gospel ([Romans] 1:1). The content 

of this gospel is God’s Son; it is a gospel about Christ (1:4). This gospel is the power of God that 

brings people to salvation (1:16), for in the proclamation of the gospel, God’s own righteousness (that 

is, God’s saving justice, God’s way of righting wrong, God’s faithfulness and integrity) is revealed 

(1:17). In the face of sin, this righteousness is manifested as wrath, which results in condemnation for 

those who willfully refuse to acknowledge the truth and glory of God (1:18; 2:5). But God’s 

judgments are always just because God is an impartial judge (2:11).120 

------ 

The preaching of the gospel discloses God’s eternal purpose for Gentile and Jew. The preaching of the 

gospel reveals how God has justified and reconciled humanity to himself. The preaching of the gospel 

assures the reconciled and justified of the salvation that awaits them and the entire cosmos at the 

resurrection of the dead.121 

Paul called the Galatians back to his gospel, stressing its sufficiency 

Paul calls the Galatians back to his gospel, back to the beginnings of their faith. He stresses the 

sufficiency of Christ and of what they have already received. They “received the Spirit,” not by 

“works of the law” but by the “hearing of faith” ([Galatians] 3:2). “Walking by the Spirit” (5:16, 25), 

furthermore, will produce “fruit” (5:22) and will reap an eschatological harvest (6:7-9).122 

Paul’s Soteriology 

In [Romans] chapter 5 Paul employs four concepts to explain the benefits of Christ’s redemptive 

work: justification, reconciliation, salvation, and eternal life. By justification, Paul means that God 

has acquitted humanity of its sinfulness on the basis of Christ’s righteous act of obedience on the 

cross (5:18). Thus Paul insists that Christ-believers are justified on the basis of faith (5:1) by the blood 

of Christ (5:9), that is, by Christ’s death. … 

Whereas justification is a forensic concept, reconciliation is a social concept. … Even though 

believers are justified and reconciled, they are not yet saved, as is evident from what Paul writes in 

Rom. 5:9-10. …  

The justified will not experience the fullness of salvation until they have been raised from the dead 

and share the fullness of Christ’s resurrection life. Thus the fourth soteriological concept of this 

chapter—eternal life—is closely related to the third. 

For Paul, salvation is eternal life, the reversal of the death that Adam’s sin introduced into the 

world.123 

God judges all impartially on the basis of what they do 

God does not discriminate between people on the basis of who they are but judges all impartially on 

the basis of what they do. As noted above, the distinctive aspect of Paul’s teaching is not so much the 

concept of divine impartiality as it is the manner in which he applies this concept to Gentiles and 
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Jews. He affirms that although there is a fundamental difference in the way Gentiles and Jews are 

related to God (since only the Jewish people stand in a covenant relationship to God), God remains an 

impartial judge, who judges both on the basis of what they do rather than on the basis of who they 

are.124 

------ 

In Paul’s words, God rewards each according to works ([Romans] 2:6). Because God is an impartial 

judge, it is not the hearers of the law who will be justified but those who do the law (2:13).125 

Paul chastised the Galatians for turning so quickly to a different gospel 

Paul chastises the Galatians for “turning so quickly from the one who called [them] to a different 

gospel” (1:6). This “different gospel,” which has come to the Galatian believers through certain 

“agitators” (1:7; 5:12), is one which claims to “complete” (3:3) the gospel Paul preached to them. The 

agitators’ gospel adds adherence to the law--in particular, circumcision--as a necessary condition for 

full participation in the people of God (2:3-5, 11-14; 6:12-13). For Paul, this false gospel (cf. Paul’s 

references to “the truth of the gospel,” 2:5, 14) relies on ‘“works of the law” (2:15-21; 3:2) teaches 

that righteousness comes through the law (2:21) and therefore nullifies the grace of God and renders 

Christ’s death ‘useless” (2:21). This “different gospel” also has disastrous effects in the body of Christ 

by dividing Jewish and gentile believers (2:11-14; 3:28; 5:13-15).126 

The Galatians sought to add human achievement 

By attempting to add “works of the law” to faith, the Galatians have added human achievement to the 

divine gift.127 

THE DEATH OF CHRIST 

Jesus’ death was for the sins of both Jews and Gentiles 

In [Galatians] 4:9, Paul worries that the Galatians are returning “again to the weak and poor 

elements,” to be reenslaved by them (4:9). They are doing so by observing “days and months” and so 

forth (4:10). This probably relates to Paul’s main fear in the letter, that the Galatians are accepting 

circumcision and other aspects of practice of torah (the Jewish law) (5:3; 6:12). Paul thinks that if the 

Galatian gentile Christians take on torah practice, this means a return to a slavery to the elements of 

the world from which Jesus has freed them, as expressed in 1:4. 

More radically than this (and here we enter a very highly charged scholarly field), Paul sees Christ’s 

self-giving as for “our” sins, to rescue “us,” ostensibly including himself and fellow Jews. Similarly, 

in 4:3 Paul writes that “we … were enslaved under the elements of the world.” Paul’s pronouns are 

often hard to interpret, but although the “we” alone would not automatically indicate that Paul 

included himself and other Jews in this slavery to “the elements,” 4:5 is explicit: God’s Son was born 

“to redeem those under law” Christ came to set free (redeem) law-observant Israelites from slavery. 

Being under the law was equivalent to being enslaved to the elements of the world. In 1:4 we should 

take the “we” as including all people, Jew and gentile. All needed to be rescued from “the present evil 

age.” Jesus’s death for sins brought this about. …  

In his argument to the Galatians, one of Paul’s key moves is to evoke the figure of Peter and to 

present his challenge to Peter that even Christian Jews have found righteousness through faith in 

Jesus, not through works of torah: “We, Jews by nature … trusted in Christ Jesus, so that we would be 

considered righteous on the basis of trust in Christ and not on the basis of works of law” (2:15-16). 

Paul’s challenge to Peter is that, if even Christian Jews are justified in this way, how can Christian 

Jews compel Christian gentiles to adopt Jewish practice (2:14)? There seems to be no reason in 

Galatians to exclude Jews from Paul’s “our” and “us” in 1:4.128 
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Jesus died on the cross because this was precisely what God had intended 

The urgent question that had vexed Jesus’ followers was why, if Jesus had truly been infused with the 

Spirit of YHWH, God had allowed him to be killed in so shameful and gruesome a manner. And 

using his superior skill in logic, Paul had grasped the answer: Jesus died on the cross because this was 

precisely what God had intended all along. Why? Because his crucifixion served, in a way, as the 

ultimate Passover sacrifice—a sacrifice that wiped clean the sinful slate of mankind and allowed 

everyone who believed in him to find salvation. 

Now everything fell into place. By offering himself up as the true paschal lamb, Jesus had made 

Temple sacrifice redundant and its corrupt priesthood irrelevant. And to prove it, God had raised Jesus 

from the dead. The Resurrection was the divine imprimatur on the sacrifice of Jesus. It also marked an 

all-new covenant between God and Man—one that superseded the old covenant of Moses.129 

For Paul, “Christ crucified” had salvific meaning 

“Christ crucified” wasn’t simply information about how Jesus died. It had meaning. To use a 

theological term, for Paul the death of Jesus was salvific—it had “saving significance.” The cross 

saves us. Indeed, for Paul, it is our salvation. … [Paul] writes about Jesus’s death as “for all,” “for the 

ungodly,” for “sinners,” for “us”: 

Jesus died for all, so that those who live might live no longer for themselves, but for 

him who died and was raised for them. (2 Cor. 5:15) 

Christ died for the ungodly. (Rom. 5:6) 

While we still were sinners Christ died for us. (Rom. 5:8)130 

------ 

Salvific significance is also signaled by Paul’s use of the word “sacrifice” to speak of Jesus’s death. 

We—everybody, as the context of the text makes clear— 

are justified by God’s grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 

whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through 

faith. (Rom. 3:24-25)131 

“Christ crucified” reveals God’s character 

Paul often speaks of Jesus dying “for others” and as a “sacrifice.” … This understanding of “Christ 

crucified” sees it as a revelation of the depth of God’s love and Christ’s love for us. …  

What is God’s character? What is God like? And what is God’s passion? What is God passionate 

about? Paul’s answer is that the death of Jesus—Christ crucified—reveals God’s character as love and 

God’s passion.132 

------ 

Paul’s language of Jesus dying for others and as a sacrifice reveals both the love of Christ and the 

love of God—the character and passion of both. Christ’s love and passion led to the cross—and in 

that we see both his love and the love of God.133 

The cross functions as the place of radical identification between the 
believer and Christ 

[Galatians] 2:19b-20. I have been crucified with Christ. I am no longer alive. Christ is alive in 

me. For the life I now live in the flesh, I live by trust in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 

himself for me. Paul “died.” … Paul’s process of dying is a sharing in Christ’s crucifixion. 
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He also ends the letter on this point, boasting in “the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the 

world was crucified to me and I to the world” (6:14). Paul bears “the marks of Jesus” (6:17).  

Galatians 2:19 is the first explicit occurrence of the cross in the letter. The cross’s function here is not 

as a place of atonement (although Paul believes in that, as 1:4 indicates). Here the cross functions as 

the place of radical identification between the believer and Christ. In some sense the believer 

undergoes the crucifixion alongside Christ. 

In coming to trust in Christ, the believer “dies” and, in doing so, becomes identified with Christ—

linked with Christ in such a close sense that Paul can say that “Christ is alive in” the believer (2:20) 

and the believer is “in Christ” (e.g., 3:28).134 

“Christ crucified” had an anti- imperial Rome meaning 

In the first-century setting of Paul and his hearers, “Christ crucified” had an anti-imperial meaning. … 

This meant that Jesus had been executed by imperial authority: crucifixion was a Roman form of 

execution. In Paul’s world, a cross was always a Roman cross. Rome reserved crucifixion for two 

categories of people: those who challenged imperial rule … and chronically defiant slaves. … The 

two groups who were crucified had something in common: both rejected Roman imperial domination. 

Crucifixion was a very public, prolonged, and painful form of execution that carried the message, 

“Don’t you dare defy imperial authority, or this will happen to you.” It was state torture and terrorism. 

To proclaim “Christ crucified” was to signal at once that Jesus was an anti-imperial figure, and that 

Paul’s gospel was an anti-imperial gospel. The empire killed Jesus. The cross was the imperial “no” to 

Jesus. But God had raised him. The resurrection was God’s “yes” to Jesus, God’s vindication of 

Jesus—and thus also God’s “no” to the powers that had killed him. … 

Executed by Rome exposed the nature of the rulers of that world: they “crucified the Lord of glory” (1 

Cor. 2:8), thereby revealing the character of the system of domination and violence that killed Jesus. 

Vindicated by God—raised by God—meant Jesus is Lord, and thus the powers that executed him 

were not. In language that confronted and countered Roman imperial theology: Jesus is Lord—Caesar 

is not. This is the primary meaning of Paul’s emphatic use of “Christ crucified” in its context in 1 

Corinthians.135 

CHRIST’S DEATH REFERENCED THE DAY OF ATONEMENT 

Paul associated Christ’s death with the Day of Atonement 

Paul turns to the cultic imagery of the Day of Atonement to show how God has effected this 

redemption: whom God publicly displayed as a mercy seat—appropriated through faith—by his 

blood ([Romans] 3:25a). Applying the metaphor of the hilasterion (the gold-plated lid that covered 

the ark of the covenant) to Christ, Paul indicates that Christ’s death on the cross (indicated by the 

phrase “by his blood”) effected atonement for humanity in a manner analogous to the way in which 

the high priest expiated or atoned for his sins and those of the people when he entered the holy of 

holies on the Day of Atonement and sprinkled the “mercy seat” of the ark with the blood of goats and 

bulls (Lev. 16). Paul, however, employs the metaphor in another way. The subject of the metaphor is 

God, who “publicly displayed” (proetheto) Christ as a “mercy seat” (hilasterion) when Christ died on 

the cross. 

The significance of the metaphor is threefold: (1) God is the primary actor in the drama of salvation, 

the one who has effected atonement, thereby dealing with sin and reconciling humanity to himself; (2) 

this atonement took place on the cross in Christ’s death so that, in terms of the metaphor, Christ is the 

new mercy seat; (3) believers appropriate the benefits of this atoning death by faith in what God has 

effected in Christ. Since God is the one who has displayed Christ as a new mercy seat, the emphasis is 

on the way in which God brings about atonement/reconciliation through the death of his Son rather 

than on Christ’s death as a sacrifice that appeases or propitiates God’s wrath.136 
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The Day of Atonement Yom Kippur) corresponds with September 

 

------ 

In [Romans] 3:21-26 Paul employs … the cultic metaphor evoked by the term hilasterion. … The 

LXX employs hilasterion to translate Hebrew kapporet (mercy seat), the cover of the ark of the 

covenant that the high priest sprinkled with blood on the Day of Atonement to make atonement for 

himself, for the sins of the community, and for the holy place itself (Lev. 16). Origen and other early 

church writers interpreted the term typologically: Christ is the new “mercy seat,” his cross being the 

new place of atonement. … 

The Vulgate breaks rank with the typological correlation, rendering hilasterion as propitiationem 

(“propitiation” rather than propitiatorium, “propitiatory” or “place of propitiation”). Accordingly, the 

emphasis shifts from Christ viewed as the new mercy seat, the place of atonement, to Christ as the 

victim who is a propitiatory sacrifice. …  

Hesitant to view Christ’s death as a propitiatory sacrifice that appeases God’s wrath, the modern 

period introduced the notion of expiation: Christ’s death is an expiatory sacrifice that deals with sin. 

…  

The phrase that precedes hilasterion (“whom God publicly displayed,” hon proetheto ho theos) 

suggests that Paul has the imagery of the Day of Atonement in view: God publicly displayed the 

crucified Christ as a new mercy seat, the place where God effected atonement for sinful humanity.137 

------ 

Paul says that God presented Christ as a hilasterion, the mercy seat where God shows his 

righteousness in the present time—the time of the gospel—so that all might see that God does deal 

with sin, but in a startling new way that shows how God is “just” (dikaion) and “justifies” 

(dikaiounta) the one who manifests the “faithfulness” (pisteos) of Jesus, or perhaps, “the one who 

believes in Jesus.” 

The train of thought in this unit can be summarized in this way: No one can be justified by doing the 

works of the law. Therefore, God has revealed his saving righteousness in Christ, whom God put forth 

as a mercy seat to effect atonement and show his righteousness, thereby justifying humanity by 

Christ’s redemptive death.138 
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Paul draws an analogy between the Day of Atonement and Good Friday 

In [Romans] 3:21-26 Paul expresses the significance of Christ’s death as the manifestation of God’s 

righteousness. In this death, God manifested his covenant loyalty to Israel. In this death, God dealt 

with sin. But how? To answer this question, Paul employs three metaphors: justification, redemption, 

atonement. By the first, he proclaims that God’s eschatological (final) judgment against sin has 

already occurred in Christ. Sin has been judged, and humanity has been acquitted because of what 

God has accomplished in Christ, not because of anything humanity has done. With the second 

metaphor, Paul draws an analogy between God’s redemptive work on behalf of Israel and God’s 

redemptive work in Christ. As God had redeemed Israel from slavery and exile, so God has redeemed 

Israel—and with Israel the Gentiles—from slavery once more. In this act of redemption, God redeems 

Israel and the nations from the slavery of sin, under whose power all find themselves. 

Paul’s third and most striking metaphor comes from Israel’s cult, the Day of Atonement. Like the 

author of the Letter to the Hebrews, Paul draws an analogy between what happened on the Day of 

Atonement and what occurred on Good Friday. Although the author of Hebrews is intent on 

presenting Jesus as the great high priest according to the order of Melchizedek who has entered into 

the heavenly sanctuary, Paul focuses his attention on God’s saving action in Christ. God publicly 

displayed the crucified Christ as the place of atonement, a mercy seat sprinkled with Christ’s blood, 

where God manifested his righteousness.139 

CHRIST’S RESURRECTION 

Resurrection gave meaning to the cross of Jesus 

The cross of Jesus would have had no meaning for Paul without his conviction that God had raised 

Jesus. … Resurrection gave meaning to the cross.140 

Paul’s conviction of Jesus’ resurrection was grounded in his experience 

All of Paul’s genuine letters are earlier than any of the gospels and are thus the first written references 

to the resurrection. … Our purpose is to see what Paul said about the resurrection of Jesus without 

presuming the gospel accounts. … 

Paul’s conviction that God had raised Jesus was grounded in his own experience.141 

The risen Christ “appeared” 

[Paul] provides a list of those to whom the risen Christ appeared  

He appeared to Cephas [Peter], then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five 

hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some 

have died. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one 

untimely born, he appeared also to me. ([1 Corinthians] 15:5-8) …  

Paul … repeatedly uses the verb “appeared” not only for the experiences of Peter and the rest, but also 

for his experience.142 

It did not mean a “transformed corpse” 

Paul’s experience of the risen Christ carried the conviction that he was real and could be known—but 

real need not mean a transformed corpse.143 

The resurrected body is not the pre-death body brought back to life 

[Paul] insists that the resurrected body is not simply the pre-death body brought back to life. First, he 

says that there are many kinds of bodies ([I Corinthians] 15:38-41) Then, in a series of contrasts, he 
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writes about the differences between physical bodies and resurrected bodies. His central metaphor 

compares the physical body to a seed that is sown: 

What is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonor, it is 

raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power. It is sown a physical 

body, it is raised a spiritual body. ([1 Corinthians] 15:42-44) 144 

------ 

Resurrection is not about coming back to life in a form similar to one’s form before death. Rather, the 

difference is as great as the difference between a seed that is sown and the full-grown plant that 

emerges.145 

The risen Christ is a life-giving spirit with a spiritual body 

The resurrected body—including the body of Jesus—is a spiritual body: raised imperishable, raised in 

glory, raised in power. Clearly the resurrected body is not simply a physical body restored to life. 

Then Paul adds: “It is written, ‘The first man, Adam, became a living being’; the last Adam [Jesus] 

became a life-giving spirit” ([I Corinthians] 15:45). The risen Christ is a life-giving spirit.146 

For Paul, the resurrection redeems believers from sin 

[Paul] argues that the turning of the aeon, through Christ’s resurrection, has already occurred. Thus 

neither Christ’s coming in the flesh, nor his death on the cross, nor his imminent return, but rather the 

fact of his resurrection, to which Paul himself is witness, redeems believers from sin (1 Cor 15:17) 

and ensures the ultimate transformation of their bodies (1 Cor 15:42-48; Phil 3:10). … Thus Paul 

radically redefines the concept of redemption as he does the concepts of Kingdom and Christ: through 

the originally political vocabulary of liberation, he praises a reality that is utterly spiritual.147 

Paul’s gospel relates to the meaning of Jesus’ resurrection 

About Jesus of Nazareth Paul evinces little interest. He reports few of his sayings and admits freely 

that he had not known Jesus “according to the flesh.” Paul sees Jesus’ significance and status as 

eschatological redeemer granted not in his biography (where he was born, what he preached, whom he 

called) but in his resurrection. Christ’s resurrection redeems the believer in the “present evil age” 

when, baptized into Christ’s death, he spiritually joins Christ’s resurrected body while awaiting the 

transformation of his own at the End. Paul’s gospel, accordingly, relates not Jesus’ teachings, but 

Paul’s teachings about the meaning of Christ’s resurrection, from which Paul reasons backward to 

Christ’s divine sonship and forward to his imminent Parousia. Paul in his letters thus does not preach 

about Jesus; rather, he preaches that Jesus has descended, ascended, and is about to descend again in 

power.148 

ATONEMENT 

For Paul, salvation was primarily about life before death 

In Christian contexts today, the most common meaning of “salvation” is primarily about an afterlife—

how one is saved in order to go heaven. But this is not what the term meant for Paul. Yes, Paul 

believed in an afterlife. But for Paul, salvation—being saved—was primarily about life before death. 

It was already happening in this life, this side of death.149 

Atonement 

Atonement refers to a means of reconciliation.150 
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Participatory atonement means personal transformation 

For Paul, Christ crucified and risen revealed the way to new life “in Christ.” Here it functions as a 

metaphor for the path of personal transformation: it involves an internal death and resurrection, dying 

to an old identity and way of life and rising into a new identity and way of life. 

Participatory atonement means a radical internal change 

We participate in the death and resurrection of Jesus, die and rise with Christ, and thereby enter a new 

life in Christ. Participatory atonement does not mean Jesus died for us, and therefore we don’t need 

to. Instead, it means we are to die and rise with Christ. It is metaphorical language for a process of 

radical internal change. 

This was Paul’s own experience. He expresses it most concisely in a single sentence in his letter to the 

Galatians. About himself, he writes, “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, 

but it is Christ who lives in me” (2:19-20). … 

Crucifixion and resurrection, dying and rising, are radical images of internal transformation. The 

difference is as great as the difference between life and death. …  Dying and rising with Christ is the 

means to life “in Christ,” a phrase Paul uses over a hundred times in his letters.151 

Paul had a Spirit transplant 

Paul [was] a Jewish Christ mystic. He not only had ecstatic experiences of the risen Christ, but had 

become one with Christ by dying and rising with him. His identity was now a mystical identity “in 

Christ.” Paul had had a Spirit transplant.152 

This Spirit transplant is available to all 

Paul uses the language of participatory at-one-ment not just about himself, but also for all who would 

live their lives “in Christ.” In his letter to Christians in Rome [6:3-4], he writes about dying and rising 

with Christ as the meaning of baptism, the ritual of initiation into the new life “in Christ”. …  

Being baptized symbolized joining Jesus in his death, being “buried with him by baptism into death.” 

It was followed by resurrection: “just as Christ was raised from the dead … so we too might walk in 

newness of life”—the newness of life that results from a Spirit transplant through dying and rising 

with Christ.153 

Internal transformation pictured as “Sacrifice” 

Paul also writes about internal transformation through participation in the death of Jesus using the 

language of sacrifice: … “… present your bodies as a living sacrifice.” (Romans 12:1)154 

Christ crucified and risen was the path of transformation 

For Paul, Christ crucified and risen had both personal and political meanings. In its personal aspect, it 

was the path of transformation: we are transformed by dying and rising with Christ, by undergoing an 

internal death and receiving a Spirit transplant, so that it is no longer we who live, but Christ who 

lives in us. As a political statement, it proclaimed that Jesus was Lord and Caesar was not. And it 

proclaimed that God’s great cleanup of the world had begun.155 
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PAUL INTRODUCED CHANGES TO HEBREW SOTERIOLOGY 

Paul was an innovator, making major alterations to the Jewish tradition 

Paul is able to make major alterations in the Jewish tradition by claiming to show the real meaning of 

the tradition. This is always the way of successful innovators: innovation is conveyed through 

traditional terminology and symbols, with arguments of continuity and fulfillment. Through 

reinterpretation, the OT remains valuable and can be retained, but nothing has the meaning it formerly 

had. Inheriting a land is turned into inheriting citizenship in a heavenly kingdom. The Mosaic “glory” 

is “fading” (2 Cor 3:7, 10), but it had really been pointing to the new glory all along. The OT narrative 

is seen to contain hidden meaning: “these things happened to them to serve as an example, and they 

were written down to instruct us” (1 Cor 10:11).156 

Paul built on tradition and transformed it 

Paul’s version of the Eucharist adds prophetic words to cultic ideology; he puts Jeremiah’s “new 

covenant” (diathēkē kainē, Jer 31:31 Lxx) into his “new covenant in my blood” (hē kainē diathēkē 

estin en tō emō haimati, 1 Cor 11:25). Thus does Paul build on tradition, encircling his message with 

antiquity, allowing the type to define the antitype, the cultic to express the personal. Paul does not 

break with the past but transforms it and lets it speak for the present.157 

Paul’s summary of his gospel is fraught with exegetical issues 

The thematic statement of Rom. 3:21-26 highlights God’s saving righteousness. Paul’s summary of 

his gospel, however, is fraught with exegetical issues, and there is hardly a phrase over which 

commentators do not argue. Four of these issues are important for our discussion: (1) the meaning of 

dikaiosyne theou in 3:21, 22; (2) the meaning of dia pisteos lesou Christou in 3:22 and ton ek pisteas 

lesou in 3:26; (3) the meaning of hilasterion in 3:25; and (4) the meaning of paresin in 3:25. These 

are not the only exegetical issues in 3:21-26, and … there are others in 3:27-31.158 

Does Romans 3:21-26 refer to the believer’s justification or to the 
faithfulness of Christ? 

Although [Romans] 3:21-26 functions as an important summary of Pauline soteriology, this passage is 

open to several translations and interpretations. These interpretations are not always mutually 

exclusive, but they do represent different ways of approaching this passage. On the one hand, the 

passage can be understood from an anthropological perspective: the believer’s justification. On the 

other, it can be read from a theological perspective: God’s saving activity as manifested in the 

faithfulness of his Christ.159 

Paul’s understanding of Adam’s trespass and its consequences is 
somewhat unique 

Paul’s Adam-Christ comparison had an immense impact on later theology, which employed this text 

to develop the doctrine of original sin. Prior to Paul, however, Adam and his trespass played a 

surprisingly minor role in Scripture, with only the apocryphal/deuterocanonical books of Wisdom and 

Sirach making any reference to what later theology would call “the fall.” But even in these works, 

there is no attempt to develop a comprehensive understanding of the fall to account for the human 

predicament. 

For Wisdom and Sirach, human beings are free to choose what is good or evil, and the choices they 

make determine their destiny. Regarding “the fall,” the book of Wisdom says that God created 

humanity for incorruption and that death entered the world “through the devil’s envy” (2:23-24) rather 

than through Adam’s sin. When it does mention Adam’s transgression, the book of Wisdom notes that 

wisdom delivered him from this transgression (10:1-2). For its part, Sirach attributes the beginning of 
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sin to Eve rather than to Adam, but it does not draw a nexus between her sin and the sin of her 

descendants (25:24). … 

Israel’s sacred writings did not view the transgression of Adam and Eve as a fall from grace that 

resulted in the corruption of human nature. While Israel’s sacred writers acknowledged the presence 

of sin, they remained confident that Israel could do what the Lord required. Paul’s understanding of 

Adam’s trespass and its consequences, then, is unique in some ways.160 

Paul came to a new understanding of Adam’s transgression 

It is in light of Christ’s death and resurrection, then, that Paul comes to a new understanding of 

Adam’s transgression as an act of disobedience that affected not only Adam but his descendants as 

well. Unlike later theology, Paul does not try to explain how the effects of Adam’s transgression were 

transmitted to his descendants.161 

------ 

Paul presents Jesus as the eschatological Adam, the new human being who obediently does God’s 

will. Although this Adam Christology occurs most explicitly in 5:12-21, it is a subtext that runs 

throughout this letter. For inasmuch as humanity has fallen short of God’s glory because it has refused 

to acknowledge God, it found itself in the sphere of sin and death, the sphere of the old Adam, a realm 

in which it is impossible to please God. Consequently, it became necessary for God to send his own 

Son to do what the law, frustrated by sin, could not do, in order to transfer humanity to the realm of 

the eschatological Adam, who was perfectly obedient to God. The destiny of this new human being is 

the destiny of all who live in him. For just as God raised Christ from the dead and made him the 

eschatological Adam, so God will raise those who live in the sphere of the new human being. The 

justified, then, are coheirs with Christ and will be glorified with him, provided they suffer with him 

(8:16-17).162 

Paul did not intend to develop a doctrine of “original sin” 

Paul’s purpose in Rom. 5 is not to develop a doctrine of “original sin” but to contrast the obedience of 

Christ with the disobedience of Adam in order to highlight the significance of Christ’s saving death. 

The church’s teaching on original sin, especially as developed by Augustine, was forged in the 

crucible of its debates with Pelagianism, “which denied the necessity of grace . . . and the reality of 

original sin” (Neuner and Dupuis 1996, 183). Consequently, the doctrine of original sin as developed 

by later theology and church teaching focused on topics that Paul did not develop, such as the original 

state of Adam and Eve and how Adam’s sin was transmitted to his descendants. Nonetheless, that 

doctrine is deeply rooted in Paul’s theology, providing the church with a fuller reading, a sensus 

plenior, of Rom. 5. There is something radically amiss in the human situation that can be remedied 

only when people are transferred from the realm of Adam to the realm of Christ. So long as they 

remain “in Adam,” they are infected by and subject to the power of his sin. Only when they are “in 

Christ” are they free from the power of sin, which introduced death into the world.163 

Paul’s distinctive, mystical understanding of baptism 

Paul introduces his distinctive understanding of baptism as the means by which believers enter into 

the mystery of Christ’s death. To understand why and how Paul can make such a statement, it is 

important to recall what he writes to the Corinthians: “we are convinced that one has died for all; 

therefore all have died” (2 Cor. 5:14, emphasis added). In Paul’s view, Christ’s death was not the 

death of just another individual; it was the death of the eschatological Adam, who represented the 

whole of humanity in his death. Consequently when Christ died, humanity died with him. In light of 

this understanding of Christ’s death as a representative death for all, Paul affirms that those who have 

been baptized into Christ have been baptized into his death. Thus the baptized belong to the new 

creation that Christ, the eschatological Adam, inaugurated by his saving death and resurrection (2 Cor. 

5:17). Incorporated into Christ by their baptism, they have entered into his saving death. 
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Taking his cue from the structure of the church’s kerygma, Paul associates the baptized with Christ’s 

burial (6:4). This complex verse has two parts. In the first, Paul introduces the concept of being buried 

with Christ through baptism: We have been buried with him, then, through baptism into death 

(6:4a). In the second part, he explains the purpose of having been buried with Christ into his death 

through baptism: in order that as Christ was raised from the dead through the Father’s glory, so 

we might walk in newness of life (6:4b). … 

Paul’s purpose is not to describe the rite of baptism but to highlight the intimate relationship between 

Christ and the believer. Just as Christ died and was buried (1 Cor. 15:3b /1), so believers have died 

and were buried with him through their baptism into his death.164 

------ 

For if we have been identified with him in the likeness of his death, then certainly we will be 

united with him in the likeness of his resurrection (6:5). This identification with the likeness of 

Christ’s death took place when the believer entered into the mystery of Christ’s death through 

baptism, and it is this participation in Christ’s death that grounds the moral life of the believer. This 

identification with Christ’s death assures believers they will participate in the likeness of Christ’s 

resurrection at the general resurrection of the dead.165
 

------ 

When believers are baptized into Christ, they are baptized into the historical event of his death and 

thus can say that they have been crucified with and buried with him. This, it seems to me, is Paul’s 

distinctive contribution to the church’s understanding of baptism, a contribution indebted to his 

appreciation for Christ as the progenitor of a new creation. Consequently, while Paul inherited a 

theology of baptism that spoke of believers being baptized into Christ’s name and of being washed, 

justified, and sanctified, his appreciation of Christ as a corporate person, the new human being, led 

him to present baptism as an incorporation into the saving mystery of Christ’s death, with a promise 

of future resurrection.166 

Paul’s fertile mind created an impressive doctrinal synthesis 

The invisible features that underlie Pauline Christianity consist in an elaborate doctrinal construct 

developed by Paul’s fertile mind on the subject of the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Compared to his vision, the theology of the Synoptic Gospels and of the Acts of the Apostles appears 

primitive, but Paul finds his match in John’s superb mystical portrait of the superhuman Christ. 

Deep familiarity with Judaism and at least a superficial acquaintance with classical culture, linked to a 

powerful spiritual imagination, enabled Paul to re-use the Jewish religious concepts … and create out 

of these elements an impressive doctrinal synthesis in which Christ was depicted as the final 

Saviour.167 

------ 

Paul did not simply spread the news and message of Jesus to the Gentiles. He created the message.168 

Pauline Christianity was a significant new departure 

Compared with the charismatic-eschatological religion of Jesus and the charismatic-eschatological 

messianic doctrine of the early Jewish-Christian church, Pauline Christianity appears as a significant 

new departure. It is not surprising therefore that Paul is often presented as the true founder of the 

religion centred on Jesus, not only by iconoclastic New Testament scholars like Gerd Lüdemann 

(Paul, The Founder of Christianity, 2002), but even by as authoritative a textbook as The Oxford 

Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd rev. edn, 1997, which states that ‘Paul came widely to be 
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regarded as the creator of the whole doctrinal and ecclesiastical system presupposed in his Epistles’ 

(p. 1048).169 

Increasingly abstract reinterpretation and alteration to sacrifice 

Over time, and in all sacrificial cultures, one can observe the reinterpretation and alteration of 

sacrifice in a direction of increasingly abstract interpretation and internalization, with a tendency to go 

beyond the literal ritual. The term spiritualization has been used by scholars to describe changes in 

ritual and in its interpretation.170 

Christian scholarship has imported unwarranted meaning to the mercy seat 

The animal is not killed in order to punish it but to get access to its blood. Milgrom’s theory that the 

blood cleanses impurity from various Temple fixtures polluted by particular kinds of impurity makes 

sense of this; penal substitution does not. Standard Christian scholarship has imported more penal 

meaning into Paul’s metaphor of Christ as the mercy seat in Romans 3:25 than is warranted.171 

Christianising interpretations sometimes assimilates scapegoat to sacrifice 

If clarity about Paul’s metaphorical usage is to be attained, there must be some clarity about the 

concepts utilized, and therefore it is necessary to distinguish expulsion rituals from sacrifice. 

Sacrifices are pure offerings made reverently to the deity; expulsion victims are made to be impure 

and are not directed to the deity but to a wilderness demon. Sacrifices are sent to God. Scapegoats are 

sent beyond the pale. Sacrifices are perfect offerings, sending up a “pleasing odor,” which means a 

positive reaction is desired from God. Scapegoats are loathsome things that have nothing to do with 

God, being merely a sin-bearing mechanism; God is not asked to do anything, is not even called upon 

to witness the process. 

A Christianizing interpretation sometimes assimilates scapegoat to sacrifice under the all-dominant 

notion of “substitution.” … This confuses both the terminology and the function of two rituals that 

deal (at least directly) with two different problems—impurity and sin—and in two entirely different 

ways. Hebrew sacrifice must be performed in the temple, and it is used to cleanse the temple, which is 

the center and symbol of the community. The scapegoat concept has nothing to do with the temple, 

but with expulsion of sin beyond the borders of the community. Gaster helpfully points out that it is 

not a substitutionary rite; the animal does not have blame shifted to it. The rite did not pay an 

individual’s debt, or cleanse the temple for a particular transgressor; it just removed “the collective 

taint”; the rite “was representative, not substitutional.” This may be an overly fine distinction as 

regards these English terms, but it expresses a valid distinction as regards the nature of the rite. It 

should not be conflated with sacrifice under the rubric of “substitution,” and the notion of a judicial 

penalty, which is not correct.172 

Using the scapegoat to Christianise sacrifice 

Because of how deeply ingrained is Christian substitutionary thinking, scholarship has often 

interpreted Hebrew sacrifice through Christian lenses. First, scapegoat themes are imported into the 

interpretation of sacrifice, then the burden bearing is turned into penalty-bearing. Heroic martyrology 

is added, and Christian ideas are imposed upon Hebrew sacrifice. The animal is said to become “sin-

laden. . . . The animal had to be holy . . . so that . . . the death it died was not its own. . . . The 

equivalence between offerer and sacrifice lay exclusively in the blood of the victim.” The blood, then, 

would be polluted, but the OT says the Temple is polluted, and the blood cleans it up. This is not 

infected blood, but purifying blood; its inherent life-force cleanses the sin-pollution. Nothing bad 

has been transferred to the blood.173 
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Paul referenced the scapegoat ritual 

Particularly in 2 Corinthians 5:21 and Galatians 3:13 it seems evident that he is referring to the most 

important expulsion ritual in the Jewish tradition, the scapegoat ritual. Three Romans passages seem 

to show a scapegoat pattern as well.174 

Sacrifices do not become accursed 

Paul links his purchase metaphor with a scapegoat image. Becoming a curse is an “emphatic” or 

“metonymic” way to speak of being cursed or bearing a curse, a literary way of saying the curse is 

transmitted to the victim. Curse-transmission is one of the key moments in expulsion rituals, and 

seems to be Paul’s particular focus in Galatians 3:13 and 2 Corinthians 5:21. The biblical scapegoat 

also is described as accursed in early Christian teaching and in Jewish sources. Sacrifices do not 

become accursed.175 

The core message became an interpretation of the Crucifixion and 
Resurrection 

The core message about salvation is an interpretation of the Crucifixion and Resurrection, while the 

teachings of Jesus himself became a secondary body of information. … 

Since the Messiah was expected to be a Victor and Savior, but Jesus had died the death of a criminal, 

it became an urgent necessity to explain exactly how this Messiah was Victor and Savior, exactly 

when his judgment would prevail, and where his writ would run. These were explained with at least 

two very different schemes: future eschatology, with its promise of a Day of Judgment, and typology, 

which explains that certain crucial things have already happened: the Messiah has fulfilled the 

purpose of Yom Kippur and is even restarting the human race: he is a second Adam. What was of 

urgent interest for Paul was the identity of the Messiah and the significance of his death and 

resurrection rather than the content of his stories and maxims. … 

Paul chose a spiritualizing strategy that showed how the national cult pointed forward to a universal 

community. … 

Paul was uniquely placed to affirm values from both the Jewish scriptures and the best of Gentile 

philosophy. He described the saving event in ritual, redemptive, and martyrological terms, while 

picturing its beneficial aftereffects in terms of status-improving Hellenistic institutions: acquittal, 

reconciliation, and adoption. He linked the martyrdom theme, so meaningful to Greeks and Romans, 

to Jewish monotheism. Gentile martyrology and Jewish piety are joined in the idea that “Christ died 

for the ungodly” (Rom 5:6).176 

Paul’s reinterpretation of the story of salvation founded Gentile Christianity 

Paul radically expanded the scope of both the early mission and its view of Jesus as he reinterpreted 

the story of salvation embodied in the biblical promises to Israel in light of his personal experience of 

Christ’s resurrection and his own apocalyptic hope. The unique answers he offered to questions 

concerning the delay of the Kingdom, the meaning and significance of Torah, and the sequence of 

events at the Eschaton served, in the long centuries that neither he nor his fellow apostles imagined 

would follow, as the foundation of a Gentile Christian polity. …  

[Paul’s] expansion of the mission and of Christ’s role in the economy of salvation revolutionized the 

conceptual framework in which the first apostles and, mutatis mutandis, Jesus of Nazareth had 

operated.177 

------ 

Paul denationalizes Jewish restoration theology. Accordingly, Paul also denationalizes Christ.178 

                                                      
174

 Problems with Atonement, page 34 
175

 Problems with Atonement, page 45 
176

 Problems with Atonement, pages 57-58 
177

 From Jesus to Christ, pages 170-171 
178

 From Jesus to Christ, pages 172 



Paul’s gospel 

48 

A new Yom Kippur, but not a cultic metaphor 

Paul nails down [Romans chapter 4] with a soteriological formula: Jesus “was handed over to death 

for our trespasses and was raised for our justification” (4:25). The “for” prepositions have two 

different meanings here: he was killed for (because of) our sins and was raised for (in order to bring 

about) our resurrection. Without a doubt, then, the death of Jesus has a saving significance for Paul. It 

is like a new Yom Kippur ritual … In 4:25 there is no cultic metaphor, but the death was due to 

human sin, and was designed to bring about salvation.179 

Christ is the “mercy seat of faith”, not the “sacrifice of atonement” 

Paul is saying [at Romans 3:24-25] that God has put forward Christ as “mercy seat of faith” 

(hilasterion dia tes pisteos), not “an expiation” (NAB). Nor does he say “sacrifice of atonement” 

(NRSV, NIV), or equate Jesus with the sacrificial victim (in this passage).180 

------ 

In Romans 3:25, then, we need first to recognize that Jesus is being metaphorically equated with the 

mercy seat. … The Yom Kippur purification offerings are the most important sacrificial rituals of the 

year. Because of this, and because of the mention of “blood,” it is understandable that scholars have 

over-interpreted the passage to make Jesus into the sacrificial victim, when actually Paul equates him 

with the mercy seat.181 

------ 

In Galatians 3:13 (“Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us”), 

redemption and curse-transmission are blended.182 

------ 

The threefold metaphor in Galatians 3:10-13 is this: Christ takes away our curse by becoming a 

scapegoat, purchases the freedom of the captives of sin, and secures a favorable judicial result for 

human plaintiffs in the divine court. His death bore away sin, paid a redemption price, and sprang the 

accused. Paul is deliberately blending these metaphors so that sin riddance (originally ritual) may take 

on judicial and social meaning.183 

------ 

For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: sending 

His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He condemned 

sin in the flesh. (Rom 8:3 NASB) 

Three principal metaphors are blended here: the judicial notion of condemnation (katakrina), the 

technical term for the purification sacrifice (peri hamartias), and an implied scapegoat image 

(projecting all sin onto one body). Is sin convicted in court, is it cleansed by a sacrifice, or is it carried 

away by some flesh-creature? In this verse, it is done by all three!184 

Paul introduced many key changes 

With Paul proclaiming himself and being accepted with varying degrees of willingness by the other 

leaders of the church as an apostle, the situation underwent a notable change. … Pauline Christianity 

focused on preaching the crucified and resurrected Christ to the wider human community. At the same 

time Paul became the explorer of the depths of the Christian message concerning the death and 

resurrection of the Son of God, and the consequent atonement for sin and universal salvation. 

The outward expression of Christianity changed, too, and the communities of enthusiasts 

progressively gave way to hierarchically organized and firmly governed churches. 
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The status of Christ was also changing. From a seemingly unsuccessful prophetic Messiah he was 

metamorphosed into a triumphant heavenly Son of God, whose day of glory was expected to dawn in 

the very near future. Paul’s Christ truly became the Lord of the universe, standing somewhat below 

the Father. However, the final New Testament stage of doctrinal advancement was still to be reached 

in the Johannine Christology.185 

Does Romans 3:22 mean “Faith in Jesus” or “The faithfulness of Jesus”? 

Is the phrase dia pisteos lesou Christou in [Romans] 3:22 to be taken as an objective or a subjective 

genitive? Taken as an objective genitive, the translation would be, “the righteousness of God through 

faith in Jesus Christ” (NRSV). Taken as a subjective genitive, the translation would be, “the 

righteousness of God through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ” (NET). The first translation is the more 

traditional, emphasizing the faith that believers put in what God has accomplished in Christ. So 

understood, Christ is the object of faith. The second translation is grammatically possible, and a 

growing number of scholars have argued for its use, not only here but in Gal. 2:16,20; 3:22; Phil. 3:9; 

and Eph. 3:12 as well. Understood as a subjective genitive, the phrase emphasizes Christ’s 

faithfulness toward God throughout his earthly life, particularly at the moment of his passion and 

death. Christ has manifested this faithfulness in and through his obedience as the eschatological Adam 

(Rom. 5:12-21).186 

The subjective and objective theories of pistis Christou as currently 
presented have loopholes 

Having surveyed the main arguments for the anthropological reading of pistis Christou, [‘faith in 

Christ’] we found that each argument has been challenged by supporters of the christological reading. 

These challenges await response. … Having surveyed the main exegetical arguments for the 

christological reading [‘faithfulness of Christ’], we found nearly every argument adequately 

challenged (except perhaps for the arrival of a singular external pistis in Galatians [3:23]). At this 

stage, perhaps Jewett’s conclusion will suffice: ‘Both the subjective or objective theories as currently 

presented have loopholes, and therefore a high degree of certainty should not be claimed in deciding 

between them’.187 

Interpreters of “pistis Christou” rely on their understanding of Paul’s 
theology 

Few topics in New Testament studies have garnered as much recent attention as the   

(pistis Christou) debate. New publications continue to flood the market arguing for either an objective 

(‘faith in Christ’) or subjective (‘faithfulness of Christ’) reading of the phrase. … The objective 

genitive [‘faith in Christ’] can also be called the ‘anthropological’ reading and the subjective genitive 

[‘faithfulness of Christ’] the ‘christological’ reading. … 

While a vast amount of literature appears on the subject, interpreters often repeat a few main 

arguments in support of their position. … Appeals to grammatical or immediate contextual arguments 

have been largely refuted on both sides, and so interpreters have either intentionally or unintentionally 

relied on their larger understanding of Paul’s theology to support one position or the other. … 

Debating the pistis Christou phrases and their immediate contexts appears inconclusive. As such, 

interpreters resort either intentionally or unintentionally to their larger models for reading Paul that 

are already in place. This is a natural consequence of the hermeneutical circle, but if left 

unacknowledged, this practice can appear as begging the question. Both camps are guilty on this 

point; and, indeed, whichever interpretation is more ingrained is more susceptible to this fallacy. … 
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Both interpretations have their challenges, and neither can win the day on the basis of grammatical or 

immediate contextual arguments. The locus of the debate, therefore, is not on whether ‘faith in Christ’ 

or the ‘faith(fulness) of Christ’ is a viable translation. … So the debate goes on.188 

 

 

Varying English translations of   (pistis christou)189 

 Today’s New 

International Version 

of the Bible (TNIV) 

New English 

Translation of the Bible 

(NET) 

International Standard 

Version of the Bible 

(ISV) 

Romans 3:21-22 But now apart from 

the law the right-

eousness of God has 

been made known, 

to which the Law 

and the Prophets 

testify. This right-

eousness is given 

through faith in 

Jesus Christ to all 

who believe. 

But now, apart from 

the law, God’s 

righteousness of God 

(which is attested by 

the law and the 

prophets) has been 

disclosed - namely, 

the right-eousness of 

God through the 

faith-fulness of 

Jesus Christ for all 

who believe. 

But now, apart from 

the law, God’s 

righteousness is 

revealed and is 

attested by the Law 

and the Prophets 

God’s righteousness 

through the faith-

fulness of Jesus 

Christ for all who 

believe. 

Galatians 2:15-16 We who are Jews 

by birth and not 

sinful Gentiles 

know that a person 

is not justified by 

observing the law, 

but by faith in 

Jesus Christ. So 

we, too, have put 

our faith in Christ 

Jesus that we may 

be justified by 

faith in Christ and 

not by observing 

the law, because by 

observing the law 

no one will be 

justified. 

We are Jews by birth 

and not Gentile 

sinners, yet we know 

that no one is 

justified by the 

works of the law but 

by the faithfulness 

of Jesus Christ. 

And we have come 

to believe in Christ 

Jesus, so that we 

may be justified by 

the faithfulness of 

Christ and not by 

the works of the law, 

because by the 

works of the law no 

one will be justified. 

We ourselves are 

Jews by birth and 

not Gentile sinners, 

yet we know that a 

person is not 

justified by works of 

the law but by the 

faithfulness of 

Jesus Christ. We, 

too, have believed in 

Christ Jesus so that 

we might be justified 

by the faith of 

Christ and not by 

the works of the law, 

for no human being 

will be justified by 

the works of the law 

 

 

                                                      
188

 Pistis Christou Debate, pages 33, 34, 42, 44 
189

 The Faith of Jesus Christ, page 2 



Paul’s gospel 

51 

PAUL’S GOSPEL TO JEWISH FOLLOWERS 

Paul’s criticised some Jews and Jewish groups for failing to be what 
Judaism promised to be at the dawn of the End of the Ages 

Paul faulted some Jews for failure to agree with him that the expectations of Judaism were being 

realized in the work of proclamation in which he and his Jewish coalition were engaged, for failure to 

recognize that the end of the ages had dawned in Jesus Christ, and for not joining him in announcing 

this glad tiding to all of the scattered of Israel, and to all of the nations in which they were to be found 

(Rom 9-11; 15:30-32). Even more so, Paul found fault with those who sought to prevent him from 

making this announcement (1 Thess 2:15-16). He wished a curse upon those who marginalized his 

fellow non-Jewish coalitionists for believing his message, and thus expecting communal inclusion on 

an unprecedented level (Gal 1:8-9; 5:12). 

Paul’s criticism was not of Judaism. It was for the failure of some Jews and Jewish groups to be all 

that Judaism promised to be when the end of the ages had dawned. This day he proclaimed to have 

arrived in the news of good in Jesus Christ, made manifest in the community of Jews and non-Jews 

who gathered as equal members to proclaim God’s name in one voice. The awaited universal 

participation of all humankind in this joint praise was what he believed all Jews should agree to now 

by way of including non-Jewish Christ-believers to be equal co-participants in Abraham’s family, in 

the community of the righteous ones, and to live accordingly. What separated his particular way of 

living in Judaism was that he believed that everyone should be persuaded by this proposition now. Yet 

many other Jews and Jewish groups (or Judaisms) did not believe that awaited day had arrived. They 

believed that non-Jews were welcome as guests, but to be included as equal members in the present 

age required membership in Israel.190 

It is not reasonable to say that Paul did not observe Torah 

If Paul does not observe Torah, he leaves himself open to the easiest objection to his proposition that 

Jesus is the Christ that can be leveled by the very Jews he seeks to convince. … If Paul did not 

himself represent the highest ideals of the Judaism which maintained the hope of just such a day, how 

could he expect to reach Jews, much less non-Jews, with his message that the awaited restoration of 

Israel and of the rest of the nations (of creation itself) had begun with the resurrection of Jesus?191 

Paul’s teaching and the implications for Jews is not the same as for non-
Jews 

Pursuing clarification of Paul’s teaching and the implications for Jews is not the same task as 

investigating the meaning of Paul’s rhetoric for non-Jews. … For example, note that in Gal 5:11, Paul 

does not argue that he is persecuted for failure to observe Torah, for failing to keep a Jewish diet or 

Sabbath or uphold circumcision for Jews, but specifically for the policy of not teaching non-Jewish 

Christ-believers to become proselytes. Note that his letters do to not concern themselves with 

answering other charges.192 

Paul never speaks against Jews’ observance of Torah—never 

The reader of Paul must realize that Paul never speaks against Jews’ observance of Torah—never. He 

speaks strongly, however, against Gentile observance. Although he never explicitly says that Jews 

should continue the observance of law even though Christ has come, there is every indication that he 

assumes they will continue to observe the ordinances and commandments of the law.193 

For Paul, the promises continued to belong to the Israelites 

Even after the coming of Christ, Paul writes, “the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the 

law, the worship, and the promises” continued to belong to the Israelites (Romans 9:4)194 
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Any notion that Paul has dismissed Israel’s heritage and history is greatly 
mistaken 

In the portion of this unit that develops the allegory of the olive tree ([Romans] 11:17-24), [Paul] 

makes use of the singular … to address an imaginary interlocutor and discuss the issue of Jewish-

Gentile relations in a nonthreatening manner. Making use of this rhetorical technique and the allegory 

of the olive tree, he will argue against Gentile boasting. … 

Paul’s allegory focuses on the manner in which the grafted-in branches draw from the rich sap of the 

olive tree’s root, Israel’s patriarchs. Thus, instead of commending his Gentile interlocutor for 

strengthening and enriching the tree, Paul reminds him that he draws upon, and is strengthened by, the 

rich heritage of Israel. …  

Paul issues his warning: Do not boast against the branches ([Romans] 11:18a). … But if you 

should boast, recall that it is not you who support the root but the root that supports you 

(11:18b). … As an engrafted branch, the interlocutor finds his support from the root of the tree of 

Israel: from Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Any notion that Paul has dismissed Israel’s heritage and 

history is greatly mistaken.195
 

PAUL’S GOSPEL TO GENTILE FOLLOWERS 

Paul proclaimed Christ to the Gentiles 

Paul understood himself as having been called to “proclaim [Christ] to the Gentiles” (Galatians 

1:16).196 

------ 

Paul, in turn, claimed to be in charge of the mission to the Gentiles as Peter was the apostle of the 

circumcised (Gal. 2:7). His field of activity was the Diaspora because the Palestinian church itself 

belonged to James. The latter’s rise to prominence is demonstrated by his presidential role at the 

council of the apostles and by Paul’s reverential attitude towards him on two separate visits to 

Jerusalem.197 

Paul’s Gentile converts did not need to adhere to the Jewish law 

Paul’s converts did not need to adhere to the Jewish law and in fact were not to do so (Rom. 3:19-26; 

Gal. 2:15-21). Whether Paul thought that was the case for those who were born Jewish is very 

difficult to say (he never indicates one way or the other); but it was certainly the case for gentiles.198 

Paul was adamantly against Torah observance by non-Jewish followers of 
Jesus 

Paul was not against Torah observance for Jews, including himself; rather, he was adamantly against 

the observance of Torah by non-Jews who became followers of Jesus. Recognition of this distinction 

is central to the task at hand, but glossed over in most constructions of Paul to date. 

Paul shared this objection to Torah for non-Jews with some other Jews and Jewish groups; it was a 

way for Jews to protect Torah rather than an expression of resistance to its guidance.199 

Add “for non-Jews” and “believers in Jesus Christ” when addressing non-
Jews 

Here is a simple suggestion. To be more faithful to the contextual usage of Paul’s language, the 

interpreter of Paul’s rhetoric should add, “for non-Jews” as well as “believers in Jesus Christ” to the 

end of virtually every sentence in his letters about these matters, certainly so when he is specifically 

addressing non-Jews within them. … 
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“Why did Paul oppose circumcision?” misses the point. It implies that he opposed it in principle for 

all Christ-believers, and thus for Jews as well as for non-Jews. It leads to hermeneutical applications 

of supposed universal values for everyone. Admittedly cumbersome, one should ask instead, “Why 

did Paul oppose the circumcision of non-Jewish believers in Jesus Christ?” Then theological 

propositions that appeal to Paul’s language have a better chance of reflecting Paul’s contextual 

perspective, and likewise each hermeneutical application can better reflect the tension between what 

he meant and what it might mean for the later interpreter.200 

RIGHTEOUSNESS AND TRUST 

“Righteousness and trust” for Christian Jews and for Christian gentiles 

The most well-known issue in Galatians, Paul’s argument about righteousness and faith (or “trust,” as 

this commentary will generally render pistis), begins in 2:15. The argument runs on through various 

parts of the letter (e.g., 5:4-5). 

However, there is a particularly striking structure from 2:15-3:14. In broad terms, 2:15-21 presents the 

relationship between righteousness and trust for Christian Jews (as seen by Paul), then 3:1-14 presents 

the relationship between righteousness and trust for Christian gentiles. There are many indications 

that Paul is presenting these two discourses in parallel (overall, not line by line). On the other hand, 

there are obvious differences in the terms of the discourse focused on gentiles.  

The pair of discourses together offers an opportunity for us to understand something of what Paul 

means by the righteousness language that he introduces in 2:16. Although he frequently uses the 

vocabulary of righteousness in 3:1-14, the benefits gained by the gentiles are expressed more 

specifically as “the blessing of Abraham” (3:14), which is related to being “sons of Abraham” 

(3:7), all of which, most concretely, is expressed in the house churches’ experience of the Spirit 

(3:2-5,14). The overall structure is something like the accompanying table: 

Righteousness and Trust for Christian Jews 
(Galatians 2:15-21) 

Righteousness and Trust for Christian 
Gentiles (Galatians 3:1-14) 

2:15-16a What Christian Jews know about 

righteousness, trust, Christ, and works of 

the law 

3:1 Exclamation relating to the Cross 

2:16b-c How Christian Jews have acted on this 

knowledge 
3:2-5 The Spirit came to gentiles through trust, 

not law 

2:17-18 Why there is no going back 3:6-9 Christian gentiles who trust are  considered 

righteous, linked to Abraham 

2:19-21a Paul’s experience of law, Christ and trust 

as a paradigmatic Christian Jew. 
3:10-13 Christ/trust is the route to  righteousness 

and deals with the curse of law 

2:21b-c Conclusion on law and righteousness in 

relation to the cross 
3:14 So gentiles in Christ receive through 

trust the Spirit and the blessing of 

Abraham 

Paul tackles his Galatian problem indirectly. In 2:15-21 he shows that Christian Jews obtain 

righteousness through trust in Christ, not by works of law. Having done this, he could just let his 

predominantly gentile audience draw the inference that, if this is true for Christian Jews, 

Christian gentiles certainly do not need to get drawn into feeling the need to follow Jewish law. 

However, Paul goes on to directly address the situation of the Christian gentiles. If they wonder 

how it all involves them, the clue is their experience of the Spirit (3:2-5). Paul relates that to trust 

(3:2, 5), then links trust to Abraham and righteousness (3:6-9). He then explains how trust and 
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Christ remove the obstacle posed by gentile failure to keep Jewish law (3:10-13). This enables the 

Spirit-filled life that their communities experience (3:14).201 

All who trust God are sons of Abraham 

Just as Abraham “trusted God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,” know then that those 

who are of trust, these are sons of Abraham. The Scripture, seeing beforehand that God considers the 

gentiles righteous on the basis of trust, proclaimed the gospel in advance to Abraham, “In you will all 

the gentiles be blessed.” So those who are of trust are blessed along with the trusting Abraham (3:6-

9). …  

The argument of 3:6-9 is tightly constructed and rather surprising. It is built around word groups, 

“trust” (pist-, 5 times in 3:6-9), “Abraham,” “righteousness,” “gentiles,” and “blessing.” The chain of 

argument is as follows: 

Step 1: Genesis 15:6 shows that Abraham “trusted God and it was reckoned to him as 

righteousness” [Gal. 3:6]. Therefore, those of trust are sons of Abraham. 

Step 2: Because those of trust are sons of Abraham (who was declared righteous), when Gen. 

12:3//18:18 says that all the gentiles will be blessed as Abraham’s sons (“in you”), this is 

Scripture seeing beforehand that God considers the gentiles righteous on the basis of trust. 

Step 3: To sum up: those of trust are blessed along with the trusting Abraham.202 

What matters is trust working through love, not circumcision or 
uncircumcision 

[Galatians] 5:5-6. For we, by the Spirit, by trust, eagerly await the hope of righteousness. For in 

Christ Jesus neither circumcision matters nor uncircumcision, but trust, working through love.  

… In Gal. 5:5-6, “trust” involves acting today, being convinced of hope of righteousness coming 

tomorrow. Such a life is enabled by the Spirit. This focus on the future is rather a surprise, given the 

way righteousness and trust have been discussed earlier in the letter. 

The impression has been that, when Christ arrived, people who had trust in him were now considered 

righteous, which involved them becoming one in Christ, becoming children of Abraham, and 

receiving the Spirit. However, the reality always was that these things are matters of trust. Being “in 

Christ” or “a son of Abraham” or “being considered righteous” are not directly visible. The visible 

things are “miracles” worked among the Galatians (3:5) and, as 5:6 emphasizes, the life of love that 

trust creates. Even these would be open to question and interpretation, especially as to whether they 

are really manifestations of God’s Spirit. In fact, “being considered righteous” as such is never 

described as a past event in Galatians (contrast Rom. 5:1). It is a present-tense process (2:16a, 17; 3:8, 

11; cf. 5:4) or a purpose (2:16b; 3:24) or something in the future (2:16c). However, Paul does see it as 

having effects already, in being “in Christ,” “a son of Abraham,” and experiencing “the Spirit.” 

Galatians never explicitly shows us what is righteous, in an ethical sense, about Paul’s use of 

righteousness language.203 

More than intellectual consent, faith is total trust in God that results in 
complete obedience 

The purpose of Paul’s apostleship is to bring about the hypakoen pisteos among all the Gentiles. This 

expression can be understood in several ways: as … “obedience to faith”, as … “the obedience that 

faith works”, or as … “the obedience that consists in faith”, … [which] is preferable. More than an 

intellectual consent to the truth, faith is a total entrusting of oneself to God that results in complete 

obedience to God.204 
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“The righteous will live by faith” 

Everything begins and ends with faith. Thus Paul writes that God’s righteousness is revealed “from 

faith to faith.” Although commentators have interpreted this phrase in a variety of ways, it seems best 

to take it as Paul’s way of saying that from start to finish, from beginning to end, the revelation of 

God’s righteousness in the gospel is related to faith. Or, as Paul will soon say, it is not a matter of 

doing the works of the law. To confirm what he means, he quotes Hab. 2:4, “The righteous will live 

by faith.”  

Once more, Paul confronts us with a number of interpretive decisions. Does he mean that the one who 

is righteous on the basis of faith will live? Or does he mean that the one who is righteous will live by 

faith?  

Although the LXX of Hab. 2:4 reads “But the just shall live by my faith [God’s faithfulness]” 

(NETS), the Hebrew text reads “The righteous man is rewarded with life for his fidelity” (NJPS). 

Neither the Hebrew nor the LXX, however, understands the text as referring to someone who has 

been justified on the basis of faith. Consequently, although reliable commentators (Nygren 1949, 89-

90) have understood the text to mean that the one who is righteous through faith will live, it is more 

natural to take the phrase with the verb that follows it (“live”) rather than with the noun that precedes 

it (“righteous”). Accordingly, I interpret the text to mean that the righteous person lives by faith, as 

Paul will show in his discussion of Abraham in chapter 4.205 

------ 

Even though there are people who do what is in accordance with the law (Paul says he was blameless; 

Phil. 3:6), Paul now understands that the power of sin has made it impossible for anyone (himself 

included) to be justified on the basis of doing the works of the law before the all-holy God of Israel.206 

All are under the power of sin 

Everyone, without exception, is under the power of sin. In the case of God’s covenant people, 

Scripture testifies to this, making plain that all are guilty before God. Consequently, justification/ 

acquittal before God will not and cannot come on the basis of legal observance.
207

 

Galatians is part of the world of many religions 

Christianity is one religion among many, and that Pauline Christianity is one (key) version of that 

religion. Claiming otherwise is, in itself, a radical form of Christian exceptionalism. As a religious 

text, Galatians makes totalizing claims about the plight of humanity (gentile and Jew) and about the 

consequent necessity of adopting the text’s prescriptions for belief and practice. As a Christian, I 

[Peter Oakes] accept the religious claims of Christianity. I expect adherents of other religions to 

accept the claims of their religion, though I know they are not compatible with the claims of 

Christianity. This is how the world of religions is. Galatians is part of that world.208 

BAPTISM 

A non-Jew who wanted to follow the Jewish religion had to have a proselyte 
baptism 

Even before Jesus began his ministry, baptism was an important element in the Judaism of his time. 

Anyone who was not born a Jew yet wanted to follow the Jewish religion had to undergo a proselyte 

baptism. The predecessor of Messiah was called John the Baptist; obviously, baptism was a key part 

of his preparatory ministry (Mark 1:4-5; Luke 3:16; John 1:31; 3:23). When Jesus began his messianic 

ministry, his first act was to be baptized by John (Matt. 3:13-17), and baptism was an important aspect 

of his ministry (John 4:1-2). After his resurrection, Jesus commissioned his disciples with the task of 

continuing his work. Again, baptism was to play an essential role in this endeavor (Matt. 28:19). 
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The early church took seriously this responsibility to baptize. At Pentecost, at the end of his sermon, 

Peter urged the crowd: “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the 

forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38). The response 

was impressive: “Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were 

added to their number that day” (Acts 2:41). 

This pattern of hearing and responding to the gospel accompanied by baptism was repeated 

throughout the early years of the church’s expansion in the lives of various groups and individuals 

(from the book of Acts): Samaritans (8:12); an Ethiopian eunuch (8:36, 38); the persecutor Saul (9:18; 

22:16); Gentiles (10:47-48; 11:16-17); a businesswoman and her household (16:15); a jailer and his 

family (16:33); many Corinthians (18:8); a dozen disciples of John the Baptist (19:3-7). The 

missionary enterprise focused on repentance, faith in Christ, and baptism as the steps of initiation. 

The earliest documents outside of our New Testament picture the continuing importance of baptism. 

Specifically, baptism was the initial rite of Christianity, followed by the Lord’s Supper: “Let no one 

eat or drink of your Eucharist except those who have been baptized into the name of the Lord.” The 

Didache also provided this instruction: 

Concerning baptism, baptize as follows: after you have reviewed all these things [with 

those who are about to be baptized], baptize “in the name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit” in running water [e.g., a river of cold water]. But if you have 

no running water, then baptize into some other water; and if you are not able to 

baptize in cold water, then do so in warm [e.g., a warm lake]. But if you have neither, 

then pour water upon the head three times “in the name of the Father and Son and 

Holy Spirit.” And before the baptism, let the one baptizing and the one who is to be 

baptized fast, as well as any others who are able. Also, you must instruct the one who 

is to be baptized to fast for one or two days beforehand. (Didache, 7)209 

For Paul, baptism is a myth-drama close in meaning to the mystery cults 

In Judaism, immersion into water was intended to wash away the ritual impurity caused by certain 

bodily functions (sex, menstruation, childbearing) and by dermatological and genital diseases or by 

contact with a dead body. In a more spiritual sense, the baptism of repentance, administered by John 

the Baptist, symbolized the removal of the pollution caused by sinful conduct. … Baptism for Paul is 

a myth-drama. … Paul’s understanding of baptism is closer to the ideas of the Greek, Egyptian, 

Syrian and Persian mystery cults that flourished in the Roman Empire in the age of Jesus than to the 

traditional Jewish and Judaeo-Christian purification ritual.210 

New, mystical meanings applied to baptism 

Paul’s view of [baptism] … included … new, mystical meanings which appear to reflect pagan rather 

than Jewish influences. “Do you not know,” he writes (Rom. 6:3), “that all of us who have been 

baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?”.211 

You were baptized into Christ 

Paul does not write eis ekklesian ebaptisthete (“you were baptized into the assembly”) but eis 

Christon (“into Christ”). What would look to outsiders as initiation into the group is viewed by 

insiders as initiation into union with Christ. … In Rom. 6:1-11, Paul expresses baptism in terms of 

dying with Christ and then sharing his risen life. In Galatians, Paul does not explain much about 

baptism, but the idea of it representing Christ’s death and new life would clearly tie very well into the 

letter’s motif of sharing in Christ’s crucifixion and new life (2:19-20; 5:24; 6:14-15,17). What Paul 

does say in 3:27 is that baptism involves “putting on” Christ. The analogy is of clothing.212 
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THE “LORD’S SUPPER” 

Paul supplied a new, mystical meaning to the community meal 

Paul supplied a new meaning to the community meal and turned it into an imitation and repetition of 

the ‘Lord’s Supper’ — Jesus’ last Passover dinner with his apostles on the evening before his 

crucifixion. Paul implies that the mythical significance of this meal was revealed to him directly by 

Christ: ‘I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you’ (1 Cor. 11:23). He does not say that it 

came to him through apostolic tradition as the story of the death, burial and resurrection of the 

Saviour: ‘I handed over to you what I in turn had received’ (1 Cor. 15:3).213 

The mystical significance of the Last Supper must be attributed to Paul 

If my understanding is correct, the mystical significance of the Last Supper must not be attributed to 

the Synoptic evangelists composing their accounts between AD 70 and 100, but to Paul writing in the 

early 50s. It seems that the idea entered the tradition of the Gospels of Mark and Matthew through 

Luke, Paul’s disciple, whose Last Supper account mirrors that of his teacher. Only Paul and Luke 

mention Jesus’ command relating to the repetition of the ritual.214 

John’s Gospel says that Jesus spoke these words in the synagogue at 
Capernaum 

So Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his 

blood, you have no life in you. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life, and I 

will raise them up on the last day; for my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink. Those who eat 

my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them. Just as the living Father sent me, and I live 

because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me. This is the bread that came down 

from heaven, not like that which your ancestors ate, and they died. But the one who eats this bread 

will live forever.”  

He said these things while he was teaching in the synagogue at Capernaum.215 

PAUL’S CREATION: “CHRIST IN YOU / ME” 

“Christ in you” (and variations) appears only four times in three letters 

“Christ in you” (and variations) appears in the homologoumena216 only four times in three letters: Paul 

uses this expression twice in Galatians (2:20, 
“
Christ lives in me,” and 4:19, “until Christ is formed in 

you”), once in Romans (8:10, “if Christ is in you …”), and once in 2 Corinthians (13:5, “Do you not 

know that Jesus Christ is in you?”). 

We also find “Christ in you” in the disputed letters in Colossians 1:27 (“Christ in you, the hope of 

glory”), with a variation in Ephesians 3:17 (“that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith”). The 

Ephesians expression, Christ dwelling in believers’ hearts, is of a slightly different nature than “Christ 

in you”.217 

------ 

Paul does not employ the terminology of “Christ in you/me” nearly as often as he does “in Christ.” 

There are only a half-dozen references in his letters, though this is still a highly significant number of 

occurrences. … There are many more references to the indwelling Spirit than “Christ in you.” … 

despite its small number of occurrences, “Christ in you” shows both the indwelling of and the active 

participation of Christ in the believer.218 
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------ 

“Christ in you” relates to similar expressions such as believers’ “putting on Christ” (Gal. 3:27) and 

being conformed to Christ’s  (Rom. 8:29; 2 Cor. 3:18).219 

------ 

Paul’s key themes, including “in Christ,” ‘with Christ,” and “Christ in you/me” … show mutual 

indwelling and participation. … Paul describes the relationship between Christ and the believer in 

ways that may best be seen as perichoretic.220 

“Christ lives in me” indicates that a transformation has taken place in the 
believer’s life 

“Christ lives in me” indicates that a transformation has taken place in the believer’s life (cf. the 

contrast of [Galatians] 1:13-14 with 1:15-16). G. Berenyi has pointed to the “paradoxical” nature of 

Paul’s statement, “I no longer live … but the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of 

God …” (2:20). How can Paul say both that “I” have died and “I” now live by faith? For Paul these 

words describe the transformed nature of the life of faith. The believer lives a radically new existence. 

The (old) “I” has ceased to exist; the (new) “I” now lives by faith. This change from one existence to 

a new existence, furthermore, is marked by “Christ in me.” Because “Christ lives in me,” Paul in 

effect says, “I,” who have died, am now enabled to live by faith (cf. Phil. 2:12-13), “Christ in me” 

makes possible the new life of faith; it inaugurates new life in Christ.221 

------ 

The present tense in [Galatians] 2:20 describes on-going life with Christ in the present. … Christ has 

“taken hold of” (Phil. 3:12) Paul and Christ now rules and dominates Paul’s life. In the same way, 

Paul desires the Galatians to be determined by their first experience in the faith, to live out the 

implications of what they have received (cf. 3:1-51).222 

------ 

“Christ in you” focuses both on the origin and on the eschatological nature of the life of faith. “Christ 

in you” indicates that a profound transformation has taken place in believers’ lives, which has brought 

about a break with the sinful past. Believers are now to live in ways that are in keeping with this 

transformation, specifically by loving, accepting and living in harmony with one another. As they will 

bear Christ’s image at the Parousia, so they are to display the character of Christ in their present life 

together.223 

Practical manifestations should characterise those who have Christ in them 

[Paul] delineates the practical manifestation that should characterize those who have Christ in them. 

Paul sums up this practical manifestation with the term the “fruit of the Spirit.” … The term “fruit of 

the Spirit” indicates that the Spirit produces growth, not believers themselves. The “fruit of the Spirit” 

is the natural outcome of living by the Spirit. 

Furthermore, the bulk of Paul’s list of “fruit” includes those characteristics which promote communal 

harmony. It is fitting that love heads the list. In 5:6, Paul has stated that “in Christ Jesus neither 

circumcision nor uncircumcision is of any avail, but faith working through love.” “In Christ,” then, 

that which once divided Jew and gentile no longer matters (3:28). Now faith, which justifies both Jew 

and gentile (cf. 2:15-16; 3:6-9), enables and moves believers to love one another. Similarly, in 
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response to the agitators’ imposition of law, Paul asserts that love fulfills the law (5:14). Those who 

demonstrate love, furthermore, by bearing one another’s burdens, “fulfill the law of Christ” (6:2). 

Thus, God’s transforming work manifests itself in love, which in turn produces unity within the body 

of Christ (cf. Gal, 3:27-28). 

Paul’s alternative to the “fruit of the Spirit” is the “works or the flesh.” “Works” hearkens back to 

“works of the law” (2:16; 3:2, 5), which is Pauline shorthand for the nomistic224 gospel of the 

agitators. In contrast to the “fruit of the Spirit” which is characterized by harmony, the “works of the 

flesh” are marked by disunity. Of the fifteen “works” listed, eight are behaviors which bring division 

and disharmony to the body of Christ. … 

The consequences of the agitators’ gospel is already manifesting itself in the Galatians’ behavior as 

they “bite and devour one another (5:15). On the other hand, a return to the basic gospel that Paul 

preached to them will bring transformation and will produce the positive fruit of righteousness. It will 

lead to love and harmony in the community of faith.225 

------ 

“Christ in you,” for Paul, always produces practical results—primarily seen in growth and maturity.226 

“Christ in you” in Galatians focuses attention on the beginnings of the life of faith. It indicates that a 

transition and transformation has taken place in believers’ lives, and that the entirety of the life of 

faith is to bear the imprint of their initial experience of Christ. This transformation has practical 

implications, furthermore, in uniting believers, causing them to love one another and to break down 

the barriers that once divided them. But Gal. 4:19 also brings out the eschatological nature of “Christ 

in you.”227 

The ongoing work of the Spirit gives believers assurance of their final 
glorified state 

The Spirit is the agent of God’s on-going work of redemption, and it is this on-going work that gives 

believers assurance of their final glorified state. As Paul says in 2 Cor. 5:5, the Spirit “prepares” 

believers for the salvation that is to come. 

Returning now to “Christ in you” in Rom. 8:10, we can assert that the close, virtually 

indistinguishable, relationship between “Spirit in you” and “Christ in you” indicates that “Christ in 

you” also functions in Paul’s thought-world as that which transforms believers, preparing them and 

giving them hope of coming glory. Our study of Romans, therefore, shows some important overlap 

with the “Christ in you” passages in Galatians, which also indicate a transformation and participation 

in God’s eschatological purposes. … [This] also largely parallels the formulation in Col. 1:27--”Christ 

in you, the hope of glory.”228 

Three meanings for “Christ in you/me” 

Smedes states that three meanings exist for the phrase ‘Christ in you/me.” They are an infusion of the 

divine life, the reality of “Christ for us,” and the fact that Christ rules within the lives of believers.229 

Christ in you/me” indicates a transformation has taken place in believers’ 
lives 

Barcley notes a common theme running through both usages of “Christ in you/me” in Galatians, 

which is the beginning of the life of faith. He writes, “It indicates that a transition and transformation 
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has taken place in believers’ lives, and that the entirety of the life of faith is to bear the imprint of their 

initial experience of Christ.” 230 

------ 

In Galatians 2:20, Paul boldly asserts that “It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me.” Barcley 

notes that Paul’s language denotes a “radical break” from the past when the person’s participation in 

the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ has been fully realized. The new life in Christ is made real 

because of the real, living presence of Christ in Paul. He is at once both “in Christ” and Christ is “in 

him.” 231 

------ 

The phrase “Christ in you” … denotes a real indwelling presence of Christ in the believer. In addition, 

that indwelling is augmented by an active participation of Christ through the Spirit in the believer as 

well.232 

PAUL’S CREATION: “IN CHRIST” 

The phrase “In Christ” (and similar) is frequently encountered in Paul’s 
writings 

The phrase “in Christ” is often repeated in the writings of Paul. Adolf Deissmann, a pioneer in the 

research of Pauline “in Christ” usage, counted 164 occurrences of the phrase in the Pauline epistles.233 

------ 

One can scarcely read a page in Paul without encountering “in Christ,” “in the Lord,” or some other 

related phrase. Deissmann believed it to be the characteristic expression of Paul’s Christianity.
234

 

“In Christ” and derivatives are used several times at Galatians 3:26-29 

Galatians 3:26-29 is a passage of Scripture that utilizes the phrase “in Christ” and close derivatives 

several times. It speaks of “faith in Christ Jesus” (3:26), being baptized into Christ (3:27), being 

clothed with Christ (3:27), all believers existing as one in Christ (3:28), and belonging to Christ 

(3:29). Certainly a locative interpretation makes sense in at least three of these phrases, particularly in 

3:27-28. 

Commenting on the relationship present in these verses, Richard Longenecker writes, 

As Jesus is reported to have spoken of his relationship with the Father as being “in the 

Father,” all without diminishing the concept of the real personality of God, so Paul 

with his high Christology could speak of being “in Christ” without softening or 

dissolving the fixed outlines of personality for either Christ or the Christian, To have 

been forced to give a definite psychological analysis of this relationship would have 

left Paul speechless. 

[Longenecker] continues, “Being ‘in Christ’ is, for Paul, communion with Christ in the most intimate 

relationship imaginable, without ever destroying or minimizing—rather, only enhancing—the 

distinctive personalities of either the Christian or Christ. It is ‘I-Thou’ communion at its highest.”235 

“In Christ” is a metaphor for the Christian life 

“In Christ” (along with the similar expressions “in Christ Jesus,” “in the Lord,” “in him”) is Paul’s 

most frequent metaphor for the Christian life.236 

------ 
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“In Christ” at times defies categorization and stands as an all-encompassing metaphor for the 

Christian life.237 

“In Christ” describes the participation in and union with Jesus Christ 

Timothy George adds that the phrase “in Christ” is used “to describe that participation in and union 

with Jesus Christ that is effected for every believer by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.” Richard 

Longenecker writes that “the phrase ‘in Christ’ is a favorite of Paul’s to signal the personal, local, and 

dynamic relation of the believer to Christ.” Again, he adds that the phrase “appears frequently in 

Paul’s letters to signal the sphere within which the believer lives and the intimacy of personal 

fellowship that exists between the believer and Christ.”238 

PAUL’S CREATION: “WITH CHRIST” 

“With Christ” is another important theological expression in Paul’s letters 

Another important theological expression in Paul’s letters is “with Christ,” although it does not appear 

nearly as often as “in Christ.” It is interesting to note that unlike “in Christ” and its counterpart “Christ 

in you/me,” the phrase “Christ with me” never occurs in the writings of Paul.239 

“With Christ” describe the believer and Christ in action together 

Paul’s “with Christ” language, in various forms, shows an active participation of the believer in 

Christ. … Some of the most theologically rich passages in Paul are those that describe the believer 

and Christ in action together.240 

------ 

The “with Christ” language appears several times in Romans 6. Believers have been buried with 

Christ through baptism (Rom 6:4), united with him in the likeness of his death (Rom 6:5), crucified 

with him (Rom 6:6), and they have died with him (Rom 6:8) and shall live with him (Rom 6:8). All 

but the last in the “with Christ” list here are past tense. Scholars are agreed that Paul is describing a 

participation of the believer with Christ that goes far beyond the symbolic. For instance, Thomas 

Schreiner writes, “We died to Christ in baptism in that we were united with him in his once-for-all 

death. Because we are incorporated into Christ, his death becomes ours. At baptism (i.e., conversion) 

the death of Christ becomes ours because we share the benefits of his death by virtue of our 

incorporation into him.” The language of “what is his becomes ours” is an active participation in the 

life of Christ.241 

------ 

John Fischer writes, “The Christian’s experiential death and resurrection is not a little reproduction of 

Christ’s physical death and resurrection; it is an event that somehow actually happened to Christians 

as it happened to Christ.” The participation language is both evident and explicit. 

Finally, Ernest Best writes, “How are we to explain this close relationship between believers and 

Christ? There is some kind of identity between the believer and Christ.” He continues that the believer 

is connected to Christ by a bond similar to that which links together two parts of an organism, or 

similar to that which links husband and wife. He shares in the actual experiences of Christ, or at least 

in those experiences of Christ which are most significant for Paul, viz., his sufferings, death, burial, 

resurrection and exaltation. He is ‘with Christ’; it is not Christ who is with him.”242 

Baptism symbolises the believer’s participation in Christ’s death, burial, 
and resurrection 

Baptism is the symbolic act that denotes that a person has entered into union with Christ. Immersion 

under water is a sign of burial, which certifies that death has occurred. Although the analogy between 
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going under water, submerging, and emerging from water and death, burial, and resurrection is one 

that scholars debate, there is a fairly clear consensus that the baptismal act is symbolic of the 

believer’s union with Christ due to the believer’s participation in his death, burial, and resurrection. 

Robert Tannehill writes, “If the believer dies and rises with Christ, as Paul claims, Christ’s death and 

resurrection are not merely events which produce benefits for the believer, but also are events in 

which the believer himself partakes. The believer’s new life is based upon his personal participation 

in these saving events. Furthermore, these events continue to give their stamp to the life of the 

believer, for he continues to participate in Christ’s death and resurrection in his daily life.243 

“IN CHRIST” AND “WITH CHRIST” 

“In Christ” and “with Christ” show two different components of the 
relationship 

While, as it has been shown, “in Christ” and “with Christ” are remarkably similar, they are not 

completely interchangeable. That is, they show two different components of a relationship best 

described perichoretic—indwelling and participation, respectively. Ernest Best summarizes the 

difference well: 

The “with Christ” passages emphasize the fact that it is Christ’s life, his risen life, in 

which they share; the “in Christ” passages emphasize the nature of the new life and 

the relationships which it implies between one Christian and another. The Christian 

does not hope, work, or believe “with Christ,” but “in Christ”; he does not die and rise 

to new life “in Christ” but “with Christ,” The “with Christ” formula describes the 

origin of the Christian life; the “in Christ” formula describes that life as it is lived 

from day to day.244 

PAUL’S LACK OF CLARITY 

Paul was inconsistent and is often difficult to understand 

Whereas Paul’s communities were probably acquainted with a reasonably coherent view of his vision 

of redemption, we are not. We must try to piece one together, aided neither by the nature of the 

epistolary evidence, which is fragmentary and often allusive, nor by Paul’s own temperament as a 

thinker and writer, for he was as often inconsistent and (as his own congregations found) as difficult 

to understand as he was creative and energetic.245 

Scholarship’s disagreements over the meaning of “the works of the law” 

In Gal. 2:16 … [Paul] contrasts “the works of the law” with faith in (or the faith of) Jesus Christ. The 

meaning of “the works of the law” here and in Gal. 2:16 has been contested in recent scholarship.246 

Does Romans 3:25 mean “let go unpunished” or “forgiveness”? 

The noun paresin in [Romans] 3:25 presents another problem since this is its only occurrence in the 

entire Greek Bible (the LXX as well as the NT). On the one hand, it could mean “passing over” or 

“letting go unpunished.” On the other hand, it might mean “forgiveness,” inasmuch as it is “used of 

‘remitting’ debts and other obligations” in ancient Greek literature. The latter is the way in which the 

Vulgate (and most writers in the ancient church) understood it, translating paresin as remissionem 

(forgiveness). It is difficult to make a choice here, given the limited lexical data. 

If the word is taken in the first sense, the meaning would be that God has put forth Christ as the new 

mercy seat to show his (God’s) righteousness because, in his clemency, God had passed over sins 

committed in the past. If the word is taken in the second sense, the meaning would be that God has 
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put forth Christ as the new mercy seat to show his righteousness for the forgiveness of sins committed 

in the past.247 

Does Romans 5:1 mean “we have peace” or “let us be at peace”? 

In the opening verse of [Romans] chapter 5, there is a textual problem whose resolution influences the 

interpretation of the text. While some textual witnesses read “we have” (echomen, present indicative), 

others read “let us have” (echomen, present hortatory subjunctive). The first reading states a fact: 

since believers have been justified, they are at peace with God (“Therefore, since we have been 

justified… we are at peace with God”). In contrast to this, the second reading is an exhortation: since 

believers have been justified, they should seek to be at peace with God (“Therefore, since we have 

been justified, … let us be at peace with God”).248 

Paul’s lack of clarity is evidenced by the range of ensuing soteriological 
explanations 

 Ransom to Satan Theory of Formative Christianity (Origen; Augustine) 

 Recapitulation Theory of Formative Christianity (Irenaeus) 

 Mystical soteriology of the Eastern (Orthodox) Churches 

 Commercial (or Satisfaction) Theory of the Medieval period (Anselm) 

 Moral Influence Theory of the Medieval period (Abelard) 

 The Penal-Substitution Theory is an extension Anselm’s Satisfaction Theory 

o Luther contributed to the development of the Atonement doctrine 

o Calvin involved substitution, cleansing, expiation, and propitiation in the Penal 

Substitutionary atonement 

 Lutheran and Arminian theology embraced the unlimited atonement position 

 Reformed theologians embraced a limited view of the atonement of Christ 

 Some Reformed theologians dissented from the limited atonement perspective 

 Example (Martyr) Theory of the Socinians was similar to Abelard’s Moral Influence Theory 

 Governmental theory of atonement Grotius (1583–1645)  

Distinguish between the doctrine of the Atonement and the various 
theories of the Atonement 

It is very important to distinguish between the doctrine of the Atonement and the various theories of 

the Atonement. The doctrine of the Atonement simply says that we are somehow put right with God 

through the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. The doctrine of the Atonement is explicitly taught 

in the New Testament and indeed it was preached before the New Testament was written. 

By contrast, a theory of the Atonement is an attempt to explain, in clarifying detail, how and why 

Christ’s life, death, and resurrection put us right with God. No theory of the Atonement is set 

forth in the New Testament, nor is any theory of the Atonement endorsed in any of the great 

creeds, such as the Nicene Creed. So, I believe this is an area in which there is room for Christian 

thinkers to try out new ideas.249 

Some Scripture passages indicate that Christ’s life and resurrection are 
part of his work in putting us right with God 

Many passages in the New Testament state the doctrine of the Atonement in a general way, e.g., “All 

this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, … that is, in Christ God was 

reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the 

message of reconciliation to us” (2 Corinthians 5:17-19). Or “But God proves his love for us in that 

while we still were sinners Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8).  
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Life, Death, and Resurrection. While “Christ died for our sins” is a common expression of the 

doctrine of the Atonement, some Scripture passages indicate that Christ’s life and resurrection are part 

of his work in putting us right with God. For example, “If while we were enemies, we were reconciled 

to God through the death of his Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by 

his life” (Romans 5:10). And Paul says that Jesus “was handed over to death for our trespasses and 

was raised for our justification” (Romans 4:25). And “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile 

and you are still in your sins” (1 Corinthians 15:17). Given such passages as these, it is odd that 

Christ’s resurrection plays only a minor role in some of the most influential theories of the 

Atonement.
250

 

Scripture says, not that Christ was condemned, but that sin was 
condemned 

Many people think that the New Testament says (or implies) that Christ was punished for our sins. As 

far as I can tell, the textual evidence for this claim is very weak. Let’s look at one passage which 

many have understood to imply that Christ was punished:  

Romans 8: 3. For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: 

sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in 

the flesh.  

Regarding this passage, N. T. Wright remarks, “This is the closest Paul comes to saying . . . what so 

many of his interpreters have attributed to him: that the death of Jesus was the ultimate moment of 

judicial condemnation, of God’s punishment . . .”.  

But, manifestly, the verse says, not that Christ was condemned, but that sin was condemned. Through 

the life, death, and resurrection of Christ, God condemned sin (i.e., declared it wrong and 

reprehensible). It simply doesn’t follow that God punished Christ.
251

 

Paul is extremely difficult to understand 

Paul is extremely difficult to understand. Our efforts suffer for standing at so many removes from 

him, both temporal and cultural. … Paul’s long respectability at the heart of the New Testament canon 

makes him harder to see: almost two thousand years of exegesis tying him to later periods of Christian 

culture frustrate our efforts as historians to see him in his own. And, finally, from the evidence of his 

own letters, Paul was more successful at communicating excitement and conviction than clarity. He 

confused his own congregations. We come by our own confusions honestly, and by now we lack too 

many pieces of the puzzle to assemble a completely coherent picture of either the man or his 

message.252 

Scholarship on Paul’s use of Scripture has grown increasingly fragmented 

In recent years, scholarship on Paul’s use of Scripture has grown increasingly fragmented. Scholars 

not only use different methods but ground their studies on different presuppositions. Some are 

convinced that Paul’s explicit quotations provide the best insights into his engagement with the ideas 

and language of Scripture, while others find it more beneficial to study his allusions and echoes or his 

use of biblical narratives. Some assert that Paul expected his audiences to know and supply the 

context of his quotations, allusions, and echoes, while others reject this presumption as unhistorical. 

Some insist that Paul’s frequent references to Scripture reveal how profoundly his ideas were shaped 

by the biblical tradition, while others argue that Paul cited Scripture primarily for rhetorical effect. 

Because of these and other fundamental differences over questions of method, dialogue among 

scholars working in this area has become increasingly difficult. Instead of examining the relative 

strengths and weaknesses of various modes of analysis, scholars more often simply talk past one 

another. Papers are presented and books and articles written with little or no effort to justify the 

methods and presumptions that are used. 
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Scholars who approach the subject using different methods are either dismissed or ignored. Most of 

the discussion takes place among people who share common methodologies and presuppositions, with 

little conversation across methodological lines. Progress is made in particular areas, but little is done 

to integrate the findings into a coherent whole or to examine places where the use of different 

methods or presuppositions might lead to different conclusions.253 

Paul does strange things with texts 

Everyone who has studied the apostle Paul’s references to the Jewish Scriptures acknowledges that 

Paul does strange things with texts—”strange”, that is, by modern literary standards. Not only does he 

fail to cite the sources of most of his quotations, but the wording of his quotations and allusions often 

diverges significantly from that of the texts that he cites. The sense that he derives from the biblical 

text also deviates fairly often from what modern readers might see as the “original meaning” of the 

passages to which he refers. Similar problems can be discerned in the writings of other New 

Testament authors. 

These differences between ancient and modern practices aroused scholarly interest as early as the late 

1500s. … Not until the nineteenth century, however, did scholars begin to give serious attention to the 

specific problems associated with the apostle Paul’s use of Scripture. By the end of the century, they 

had identified most of the problems and many of the solutions that have continued to occupy scholars 

to the present day.254 

WHAT DOES PISTIS CHRISTOU (faith Christ) REALLY MEAN? 

The meaning of   (pistis christou) is crucial for understanding 
Paul’s conception of righteousness by faith 

Far from being insignificant, this short expression [  (pistis christou)] is crucial for 

understanding the Apostle’s conception of righteousness by faith and how Paul construed the story of 

salvation in relation to the Mosaic Law.255 

------ 

The arguments are about far more than syntax and grammar. The interpretation of   

[pistis Christou] affects a whole constellation of issues about the nature of salvation, the person and 

work of Christ, the contents of faith, the character of the church, and even Bible translations.256 

Is   (pistis christou) objective (faith in Christ) or subjective 
genitive (the faithfulness of Christ)? 

Since Richard Hays published his doctoral dissertation The Faith of Jesus Christ: The Narrative 

Substructure of Galatians 3:1-4:11, there has been considerable debate in New Testament studies 

concerning whether or not the expression   (pistis christou, lit., the “faith of Christ”) 

should be interpreted as an objective genitive (i.e., faith in Christ), as a subjective genitive (i.e., the 

faithfulness of Christ), or as something in between (e.g., the faith that is of Christ).
257

 

Bible scholars adopt a range of views over pistis Christou 

Debbie Hunn [The Faith of Jesus Christ, pages 15-31] … observes that arguments based on grammar 

and language have singularly failed to provide an adequate answer for either side of the debate.258 

Stanley E. Porter and Andrew W. Pitts [The Faith of Jesus Christ, pages 33-53] … draw attention to 

the fact that a linguistic approach seems to favour the sense in pertinent texts that Christ was the 

object of faith.259 
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For Douglas A. Campbell [The Faith of Jesus Christ, pages 57-71], the programmatic texts of 

Romans 1:17 and 3:22 state that the faithfulness of Christ — understood broadly as his obedience, 

death, and resurrection — has revealed the saving righteousness of God.260 

R. Barry Matlock [The Faith of Jesus Christ, pages 73-89], focuses on the four   

(pistis Christou) texts that include additional  /  phrases: Galatians 2:16; 3:22; Romans 

3:22; and Philippians 3:9. … On Matlock’s analysis, these additional phrases … (help) to select the 

sense, the subject, and the object of  as according to the objective genitive reading.261 

Paul Foster [The Faith of Jesus Christ, pages 91-109] presents an array of arguments for the 

subjective genitival reading of Philippians 3:9 and Ephesians 3:12. … He claims that the context of 

Philippians 3:3-9 suggests that righteousness is imputed on the basis of Christ’s act of fidelity. Foster 

alleges that an even stronger case for the subjective genitive can be made in Ephesians 3:12.262 

It would be churlish to suggest that the arguments proposed here in support of reading 

  [pistis Christou] in Philippians 3:9 and Ephesians 3:12 as subjective 

genitives [“the faithfulness of Christ”] have established the case beyond all doubt. The 

debate has been so disputed and intense precisely because the evidence is ambiguous 

and because solid arguments can be put forward for either case. … Other options are 

also possible, and these should be considered in future debates. It has been suggested 

that the genitives in question are “plenary genitives” — specifically, that they 

encapsulate both the subjective and objective sense.263 

In contrast to Foster, Richard Bell [The Faith of Jesus Christ, pages 111-125] in turn argues for the 

objective genitive of faith in Christ in Philippians 3:9 and Ephesians 3:12.264 

Mark Seifrid [The Faith of Jesus Christ, pages 129-146] argues that the expression describes Christ as 

the author and source of faith. … He says it is more helpful to describe [the phrase  , 

pistis Christou] in terms of categories such as quality, source, and possession that are associated with 

a nominal sense of  [pistis]. … Seifrid takes the “righteousness of God” in Philippians 3:9 to 

denote the righteousness that God effects through the faith which comes from Christ.265 

Francis Watson [The Faith of Jesus Christ, pages 147-163] brings his expertise on Pauline 

hermeneutics to the topic and focuses on Paul’s use of the faith-formulations in order to refute the 

subjective genitive interpretation.266 

Preston Sprinkle [The Faith of Jesus Christ, pages 165-184] presents the case for a “third view” of the 

  (pistis Christou), as “Christ-Faith”, which is equivalent to the gospel message about 

Jesus Christ (viz., the gospel and its content). … This approach takes   as a singular 

entity rather than as two components of “faith” and “Christ”.267 

Ardel Caneday [The Faith of Jesus Christ, pages 185-205] analyzes the theme of Christ’s faithfulness 

in the theology of Galatians. … Christ’s faithfulness through his curse-bearing death serves to redeem 

others from the curse of the Torah. The coming of  (pistis) is the coming of Christ’s 

faithfulness to undo the curse of the Law.268 
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OUTCOMES OF PAUL’S CHANGES TO THE SOTERIOLOGY 

The foundation stone of Paul’s theology is Jesus’ martyr death 

The foundation stone of Paul’s theology is that the martyr-death of Jesus the Messiah was a great 

sacrifice or redemption that cleansed or rescued the whole human race, or as many as choose to 

believe. 269 

The mechanism of Paul’s soteriology is the operation of Christ’s death 

In Paul’s soteriology, the mechanism of salvation is Christ’s death functioning as a payment or a ritual 

action, being handed over for our transgressions, being made sin for us, and so on.270 

Sketching Paul’s soteriology 

Can Paul’s soteriology be sketched out? Roughly speaking, there is an implied 3-step sequence. First 

there is the martyr-death of Christ, describable either as a ritual or a payment. Then there is a 

recognition of new status, expressible as redemption or justification; and the final, restored condition 

is best described with the adoption or reconciliation metaphor, or with the idea of new creation (2 Cor 

5:17; Gal 6:15).271 

Paul’s sequence of salvation 

As regards the sequence of salvation, justification is merely an end-product. The saving act itself—the 

death of Christ—was not juridical but cultic, with Christ becoming the place where purificatory blood 

was splashed. 

The act of atonement precedes believers’ change of status, as cause precedes effect. In Rom 5:9-10, 

“blood” is the means for the change-of-status, a change described juridically (“justified”), personally 

(“saved from the wrath”), and diplomatically (“reconciled to God”), but in every case made secondary 

to the cultic death: “justified by his blood,” “saved through him,” “reconciled . . . through the death.” 

Justification does not occur by a judicial process, nor reconciliation by normal diplomatic means; 

rather, a cultic substance (blood) somehow wins acquittal and achieves reconciliation. Sacrificial 

blood has gained juridical, personal, and diplomatic currency! 

Paul is deliberately mixing these metaphors, making the cultic metaphor fundamental to the others. 

The judicial and the ritual models bleed into each other, so to speak. But the ritual act had to precede 

the legal or transformative result (justification/rightwising) and the interpersonal and diplomatic 

results (saved, reconciled).272 

Paul’s eschatological hope informed every step of the soteriological 
process 

Eschatological hope informs every step in this process. … Examination of the last sentences in Paul’s 

longer soteriological passages shows that eschatological conviction brings joy: at the end of Romans 

5, grace abounds and will exercise dominion; at the end of Romans 8, believers are glorified, and 

nothing can separate them from the love of God and Christ; capping 1 Corinthians 2, believers have 

the mind of Christ; culminating 2 Corinthians 5, believers are ambassadors of Christ; and at the end of 

Galatians 3, they are children of God and Abraham’s heirs. By the ends of these soteriological 

chapters, sorrow and fear are nowhere in sight.273 

Paul utilised more than one soteriological model 

Paul—of all people—is more than capable of utilizing more than one soteriological model. … In Rom 

8:3 Paul synthesizes the sacrificial model (“sacrifice for sin,”) with a judicial setting (God 

condemning) with the scapegoat metaphor (the focalization of wrath on a particular piece of flesh). 

This does not negate the distinction of scapegoat and sacrifice—or of the judicial metaphor. Examples 
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of conflation can only be identified as such when one recalls the standard and recognized distinction 

of the things being conflated. Conflation departs from standard usage.274 

Paul’s martyrological model 

The real reason why the death of Jesus mattered is because of who Jesus was before he was 

martyred.275 

------ 

Paul’s usage of cultic metaphors is complicated by the fact that he also seems to understand the death 

of Christ in terms of a martyrological model. … In some ways, martyrdom may be the most 

fundamental of Paul’s models for interpreting the death of Christ. But it is hardly a separate image for 

Paul, since its meaning is conveyed through the sacrificial, scapegoat, and redemption metaphors. It 

seems to have been absorbed into these other metaphors, to be interpreted by them; it may be the most 

fundamental of Paul’s concepts, but its meaning requires the usage of metaphors from the cultic and 

social realms. …  

If Christ is a martyr, in fact the martyred Messiah, how can Paul find words to express this 

monumental tragedy and triumph, the sublime reversal of fortunes whereby God reached out to 

humanity during humanity’s darkest hour? by describing Christ as the new Passover, as the new sin 

offering through which sin is condemned in the flesh, as the sin-bearer who causes us to take on the 

righteousness of God at the exact moment that he takes on our sin. 

Paul prefers to embody the martyrological notion in these cultic and social metaphors, probably to 

avoid the nationalism that both Jewish and pagan martyrology entailed.276 

------ 

Martyrdom underlies the cultic metaphors, but its significance is explained via the metaphors, and 

Paul is quite comfortable using several. No single metaphor has dominating interpretive power. 

There is a suggestion of payment in some of the cultic metaphors, but not all of them. Scapegoat has 

nothing to do with paying anyone, and sacrifice is only sometimes conceived as being a kind of 

payment. The idea of Christ “paying for your sins” over-emphasizes one of Paul’s conceptual models. 

It makes sense of some passages (“you were bought with a price”) but not of others, 2 Cor 5:21, for 

instance, which involves no payment, but a scapegoat-type of exchange, a magical change of status 

between righteous Christ and sinful mortals). It is perilous to attempt to reduce Paul’s metaphorical 

repertoire to one image.277 

For Paul, redemption or ransoming underwent change over time 

Evidently, redemption or ransoming is the one metaphor that underwent a change over time, for Paul. 

In First Corinthians it could be used for the actual saving event (6:20; 7:23), but in Romans, it only 

describes the change-of-status result. Believers are justified through the redemption that is in Christ 

Jesus, whom God first had to put forward as the place of atonement (3:24-25). The ritual death of 

Christ is the foundational event.278 

Paul does not explain how or why the sacrificial system works 

Paul leaves us guessing as to precisely how and why the sacrificial mechanism works. There is more 

emphasis on the “righteousness of God” (asserted three times in Rom 3:21-26) than on the details of 

the sacrificial transaction, more focus on God’s generosity than on the nature of the transaction that 

achieves acquittal for the guilty. The effect of atonement for Christians is expiation of guilt, aversion 

of God’s anger, reconciliation between God and man—three ways to interpret the same transaction.279 
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Paul employs the scapegoat image in several places and for different 
applications 

In at least two passages (2 Cor 5:21 and Gal 3:13) and probably in three more (Rom 6:6; 7:4; 8:3), 

Paul pictures the salvific death of Christ with the scapegoat image: Christ as sin-bearer or curse-

carrier; the “body of Christ” as victim that brings deliverance to others. In 1 Corinthians, he uses the 

scapegoat metaphor to describe the role of an apostle (4:13). That he uses this metaphor to describe 

different things indicates the liveliness of his allusive imagination and the fact that the same metaphor 

can have different meanings. That he can six times describe either the saving death of Christ or the 

mission of an apostle (which replicates Christ’s ministry) with this image, shows that it lent itself to 

the soteriological transaction that took place on the cross. The scapegoat image is also useful for 

depicting the expulsion of sinful sensualism (Rom 6:6; 8:3-4; 1 Cor 5:5), the last instance blending a 

Passover and a scapegoat image (handing over to Satan). 

Paul exploits the multivalency of cursing in a letter written to a culture where curses had protective 

power; for Galatian readers, Christ as curse in Gal 3:13 possibly summons up the image of a legally- 

and supernaturally-protective curse.280 

 

Paul used Gentile expulsion terms in 1 Corinthians 4:13 

In 1 Cor 4:13 Paul uses explicitly Gentile cultic terms when he says he and his fellow apostles “have 

become like the rubbish of the world, the dregs of all things”.281 

The Scapegoat Image in 2 Corinthians 5:21 

In 2 Cor 5:14-15, Christ dies “for all,” and in v. 21, Christ is made sin for us. … Such a shameful 

becoming does not happen to the sacrificial animal, which remains pure, but only to the expulsion 

victim. In curse transmission there is an exchange; the victim’s initial well-being becomes the 

community’s well-being after the victim takes on the community’s ill. They could be called “reversal 

rituals.”282 

                                                      
280

 Background of Paul’s Atonement Metaphors, pages 120-121 
281

 Background of Paul’s Atonement Metaphors, page 97 
282

 Background of Paul’s Atonement Metaphors, pages 98-99 (italics in original) 



Paul’s gospel 

70 

Paul: Jesus became a curse (Galatians 3:13) 

The first thing to notice about Gal 3:13 is how utterly shocking it must have sounded: “Christ 

redeemed [“ransomed” in NAB] us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us.” It still 

sounds shocking. … 

The scapegoat was not a penal substitute but an animistic sin-bearer. … The scapegoat is not 

condemned or convicted, and the confession over the animal is “a collective, blanket confession of 

sins and then saddling the collective taint upon some one deputed being. … The scapegoat was 

representative, not substitutional.” … Sacrifices do not involve the transfer of curses. … The element 

of exchange is clear. … 

Paul’s emphasis in Gal 3:13 is not on the judicial status of Christ’s death but on its ritual status 

(accursed) and on its result: Christ bears away the curse and opens up salvation for the Gentiles. 

Elsewhere Paul uses sacrificial, judicial, and redemptive metaphors. No matter that these images 

cannot be perfectly harmonized; for Paul they capture a truth in that they picture Christ’s death as a 

ritual act with universal saving consequences. Paul has an intuition that Christ’s death fulfills a cultic 

pattern, perhaps all the basic cultic patterns, since he can equate him to the spotless sacrifice, the 

accursed scapegoat, or the Passover lamb.283 

Paul may get some of his ideas from Isaiah 53, but his participationist 
notions cannot be found there 

The author of Isaiah 53 uses both sacrificial and scapegoat metaphors. In fact, Second Isaiah seems to 

conflate scapegoat and sacrificial themes: the Servant … bears away the punishment deserved by 

others. … It is likely that Isaiah 53 was written by the followers of Second Isaiah after his death, and 

after they came to a chastened awareness of his suffering and of the significance of his life. 

It would be equally difficult to argue that Paul based his teaching on this chapter (since only two 

passages, Rom 4:25; 5:19, seem to be clearly reliant on it), and to maintain that it had little or no 

effect on his teaching (when he may have taken important conceptual hints from it). 

Isaiah 53 describes a man wounded and suffering for others, bringing healing to others (vv. 4-6), 

justification to many (v. 11). Paul’s theology of suffering, if we can call it that, asks disciples to take a 

more active role. As they walk by faith, they must suffer with Christ. Only in such co-suffering is 

there salvation: “For while we live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the 

life of Jesus may be made visible in our mortal flesh” (2 Cor 4:11). Suffering is a necessary aspect of 

choosing Christ and rejecting the present evil age. This goes considerably further than Isaiah 53. 

There is active participation in the fate of the prophet/savior. The mark of genuine Pauline theology is 

this close bonding with the crucified savior, which makes one virtually an extension of Christ. Paul 

may get some of his ideas of heroic death from Isaiah, but his participationist notions cannot be found 

there. 

“Penal substitution” does not quite do justice to this aspect of Paul’s teaching, which might rather be 

denominated redemptive co-suffering with the Savior. This implies that believers somehow replicate 

what the Savior did in his redemptive death. This idea, apparently fraught with heretical or egotistical 

potentials, rapidly disappeared from Christian thought after Paul. 

Further, the notion of a cultic solution is essential to Paul’s message in a way that it is not to Isaiah’s. 

Isaiah 53 turns a cultic image into a solution that is no longer cultic, but for Paul, the solution is 

fundamentally cultic. … Paul’s gospel depends on cultic categories in a way that Isaiah’s does not.284 

Christ defeated the elemental spirits of the cosmos through his resurrection 

[Jesus’] death was an expiation in blood for human sin, and men who receive this news in faith are 

redeemed, for God has acquitted them through his son’s sacrifice (Rom 3:24; also, e.g., 4:24; 5:9). 

Though the believer has been released, in Christ, from his bondage to the elemental spirits of this 

cosmos (the stoicheia of Gal 4:3, 9; see also 5:1), these astral forces still exert tremendous influence 
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as long as the believer dwells in this universe. … How has Christ triumphed over these powers, and 

how does the believer participate in this triumph? … They have been defeated by the power of the 

resurrection of Christ, who is “the first fruits of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Cor 15:20). … 

Further, the believer already shares in Christ’s victory in this life through the gift of the Spirit in 

baptism…. Through the Spirit, the Gentile is made a son of God through adoption (Gal 4:4-6; Rom 

8:15, but cf. v. 23; Jews are already sons, 9:4).285 

Jesus and Paul taught salvation by faith 

Both Jesus and Paul taught salvation by faith, leading to spiritual rebirth and alliance with God’s 

purposes. (Mark 3:35; Luke 7:50; John 3:3-8; Gal 3:26-4:6; Rom 12:2; Phil 3:9; Col 1:9.) But while 

these were, for Jesus, freely available from the God who knows how to give his children what they 

need (Matt 5:6; 7:7-11), with Paul, salvation had to be arranged: there was a mechanism of salvation. 

Christ had to be made sin, had to be handed over for our transgressions. For Jesus, faith is primarily 

trust. This is present in Paul, but what dominates is an intellectual component, namely belief—

assenting to certain soteriological facts: “Believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead” 

(Rom 10:9); “become obedient from the heart to the form of teaching to which you were entrusted” 

(Rom 6:17). 

Faith, then, [for Paul] means accepting certain meanings of the Messiah’s death and resurrection. 

Salvation does not come from Jesus’ own teaching and ministry but from accepting soteriological 

formulas about the death of Jesus. For Paul, Christ is a mediator, not a proclaimer, of salvation. …  

Paul never says “your faith has saved you,” as Jesus did, (Luke 7:50; 8:48; 17:19; 18:42; Mark 5:34; 

10:52) since he is sure it was the Messiah’s ultra-significant death that actually saves; rather, faith 

means accepting this teaching.286 

Co-suffering and even co-death are necessary parts of connection with the 
Messiah 

But salvation is not cost-free for the believer who must be willing to “suffer with him” (Rom 8:17). 

Co-suffering and even co-death (at least a symbolic death) are necessary parts of being connected to 

the Messiah who suffers. Being “united with him in a death like his” (Rom 6:5) refers mainly to 

“dying” to one’s selfish desires. Whoever recognizes the Messiahship of Jesus and the significance of 

his death becomes attached to the Messiah, takes on his righteous character.287 

Salvation results from a cultic act 

Paul utilizes several cultic metaphors to describe the effect of the Messiah’s death: scapegoat (several 

times), the Passover lamb (1 Cor 5:7), the “place of atonement” cleansed during Yom Kippur (Rom 

3:25), and possibly the covenant sacrifice that makes peace between tribes (Gal 3:14). … In each of 

these cases it has a ritual significance. Salvation results from a cultic act. 

If we add the redemption and acquittal metaphors to the cultic ones, we see that four different kinds of 

transactions are conflated (combined) by Paul to describe the saving effect of the death of the 

Messiah: 

 sacrificial: …  

 scapegoat: …  

 judicial:… 

 monetary: … . 

Paul intertwines these images so thoroughly that Christians have ever since understood scapegoat as 

having judicial implications that it did not have in its original setting; have understood redemption as 

carrying sacrificial or scapegoat implications; have understood sacrifice as carrying weight on the day 
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of final judgment. Christian discourse has so blended these ritual and ransoming images that they 

have long since ceased to be distinguished by most readers of the Bible.288 

Israel “stumbled”, but could not fall 

What Paul sees, in fact, is a divine comedy. By God’s will Israel had “stumbled” against the Gospel, 

on account of which the Gentiles entered into the eschatological community of the redeemed. But 

then Israel too will join, for God’s promises are irrevocable: Israel never could have stumbled so as to 

fall ([Romans] 11:2.4, 2.9).289 

A possible range of meanings for “Christ died for us” 

One of Paul’s repeated expressions is that Christ “died for us,” by which he can mean— 

he died to save us (martyr model)— 

or: he died in our place (penal substitution model)— 

or: he paid the price to buy our freedom (ransoming model)— 

or: he died as the new place of atonement (sacrificial and typological)— 

or: he took on our curse and bore away our sins (scapegoat, also typological). 

In our day, as in Paul’s, readers have their own patterns of “hearing” a mixture of these concepts.290
 

Each model describes Jesus’ death as a transaction 

Paul seems to be eager to combine several models for describing the death of Christ, each of which 

speaks of a transaction. … All these statements seem to imply that God is paid-off or persuaded, 

although Paul will not say this openly. But the logical implications of the metaphors say it, and the 

common people pick up on that. The metaphors imply a selfless Messiah, but a God who must be 

paid-off. Salvation is not free. … 

This touches upon one of the difficulties in Paul: does he think that Christ’s death changed God’s 

mind, “purchasing” a salvation that otherwise would not have happened? Is salvation a result of God’s 

generosity or of God being satisfied only after the required payment was made? Paul never says that 

God’s mind was changed; in fact he says that God initiated the saving event (Rom 5:8), but the logic 

either of appeasement or of ritual cleansing shows up in the next verse where “his blood” turns away 

“the wrath of God” (Rom 5:9). 291 

------ 

While being “in Christ” entails membership in “Christ’s body,” the community, and while 

membership in the community requires conformation to a high standard of morality, the Christ in 

whom believers hope is finally neither the founder of a church nor a moral exemplar per se. Paul’s 

Christ is the eschatological Deliverer (1 i :26). With his resurrection, he signaled the beginning of the 

End; with his return, he will shortly sum up the ages. The rescue mission for which God had 

commissioned his Son (Phil 2:5-I r) is now all but complete, Paul urges. Soon, with Christ’s defeat of 

the hostile cosmic powers and his final victory over Death, the sons of God both adopted (Gentiles, 

Rom 8:23) and “natural” (Jews, 9:4) will join with the divine Son in rejoicing in God’s kingdom.292 

Paul spent little on episodes of Jesus’ life or message 

Paul spends little time either arguing or demonstrating from episodes in Jesus’ life or from the LXX 

that Jesus is the messiah. He uses the Greek term, Christos, more as a name than as a messianic title: 

Jesus Christ, not Jesus the Christ. 

The Jesus who is the focus of Paul’s fierce commitment is the divine and pre-existent Son of God, the 

agent of creation “through whom all things are” (1 Cor 8:6), who came to earth, died by crucifixion, 
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was raised and exalted, and is about to return. This pattern of descent, ascent, and approaching return 

is the essential content of Paul’s gospel—or, as he sees it, of the Gospel.293 

------ 

By Gospel Paul meant neither “sayings of the Lord” nor episodes drawn from Jesus’ earthly 

mission—precisely the content of the later gospels. The political and historical metaphors of more 

traditional Jewish apocalyptic eschatology retained even by these later works could not adequately 

express Paul’s vision of the enormous evil overcome and about to be overcome by the Risen Christ. 

He thus transposed the apocalyptic struggle between good and evil into a different key, from the 

historical to the cosmic.294 

Paul barely employed the word, Saviour 

In Paul’s letters to the churches, ōē [Saviour; Deliverer; Preserver] is found only twice [Phil. 3:20; 

Eph. 5:21-23].295 

The End would come when Paul had completed his mission 

We see in the closing chapters of Romans how Paul had integrated his own self-image as uniquely 

appointed apostle with his Law-free mission to the Gentiles and with the approach of the End. The 

interim before the Kingdom came would last as long as Paul’s mission itself. He was bringing in the 

“full number of the Gentiles” ([Romans] 11:25 ). He had preached from “Jerusalem as far round as 

Illyricum” and now there was no longer “any room for work in these regions” (15:23). … And once 

he had brought in the “full number of Gentiles,” the final events could unwind.296 

Jews could not accept a Messiah as long as the world continued on as 
before 

Historians have often sought in the Christian message itself a theological explanation for Israel’s 

rejection of the gospel. … The message failed because its central and motivating claim—that 

crucifixion actually confirmed Jesus’ status as messiah—could not be accommodated to mainstream 

Jewish messianism, which linked the coming of the messiah to the coming of the messianic age (see 1 

Cor : 1:22). Early Christian descriptions of the Parousia, both in Paul’s letters and in the later gospels, 

are the measure of the strength of this Jewish tradition. Jesus’ classically messianic performance at his 

Second Coming was to offset his untraditional earthly ministry. A messiah, crucified or otherwise, 

was not a messiah in the eyes of Jewish tradition if after his coming the world continued as before. … 

As the period between the resurrection and the Parousia stretched on, Christian claims would have 

seemed progressively less credible to those Jews who adhered to traditional messianic expectation.297 

Later Christians developed on implications from Paul’s metaphors 

Although Paul never expounds upon God being appeased by the death of Christ, that is an implication 

of his metaphors, and later Christians have developed such notions.298 

HOW PAUL ACHIEVED THESE CHANGES 

Typology and allegory 

Both typology and allegory look for a secondary meaning behind the literal meaning of a narrative. 

Allegory finds the “hidden” or “real” meaning of the narrative in some cosmological scheme or moral 

teaching, thereby (to some degree) discounting the literal narrative. Typology, asserting the repetition 

and transformation of event-patterns, lends itself to narrative theology, seeing the action of God in a 

pattern of events; this is a transformation of the literal meaning, but not a negation of it. Allegory, 

looking for the higher realities encoded in the narrative, lends itself to ontological theology. … 
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Typology, then, has a stronger sense of history, while allegory has a stronger sense of ontological 

differentiation. Of course, typology is not historiography in the modern sense; it makes a link between 

narratives, not between facts.299 

Paul eagerly mixed metaphors 

Paul does not dwell on any metaphor; he will use cultic, economic, and judicial ones, frequently in the 

same clause. It is important to note the eagerness with which he mixes them so that the underlying 

point is not overshadowed by any one metaphor. And he can use one metaphor to interpret another.300 

Paul applied typology to expulsion rituals 

Paul also applies typology to expulsion rituals, of which the scapegoat ritual is the main Jewish 

example. Since he is conscious of writing to both Jews and Gentiles, and these rites existed in both 

communities, he avoids all technical terms but does indicate that Jesus is the new expulsion victim.301 

Paul used a range of metaphors 

Paul uses many metaphors as well as the martyr motif and even uses one metaphor to interpret 

another. …  Paul has not invested everything in any one metaphor but he has invested everything in 

the range of metaphors. … Martyrdom is not an alternative but an additive to the mix of metaphors 

for the effective death of Jesus. “He died as a martyr” does not transfer information from another 

realm; martyrs are, by definition, people who die for a cause.302 

------ 

Paul uses multiple metaphors and models to illustrate the meaning of the death of Christ: sacrificial 

sprinkling, sin-bearing scapegoat, heroic martyrdom functioning as a redemption payment.303 

------ 

In one of his most densely packed sentences [Romans 3:25], Paul combines redemption and sacrificial 

metaphors for the death of Jesus, with a judicial model for its beneficial aftereffect: justification or 

making-right of believers.304 

------ 

The difference between sacrifice and scapegoat is not spelled out by Paul whose interest is not 

scholarly but soteriological. For him, both sacrifice and scapegoat (as well as redemption payment) 

are useful as metaphors for describing Christ securing salvation on the cross. Paul blends and 

commingles his different metaphors, picturing Christ as the antitype, the fulfillment of everything that 

people believed about purification rituals, redemption purchase, and sin-banishment, with the end 

result, for believers, not only of acquittal in the divine court, but the receipt of Godly character, 

becoming righteousness!305 

Paul’s mixing of metaphors 

If we are to understand Paul’s mixing of metaphors, we need to understand the differences between 

the models that he mixed. In Romans 3:24-25 he mixes ransoming, acquittal before God, and 

purification at the mercy seat; this does not mean that he saw no difference between hostage-release, a 

law court, and temple-purification. He knows that these are different things but he mixes these 

metaphors and so conveys a powerful message about the death as liberating, releasing, and purifying, 

and as a typological fulfillment of various rituals and events in Israel’s history. However, we miss the 
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point if we think that, to start with, there is no difference between ransoming, trying in court, and 

purifying a temple.306 

Paul’s arguments are not consistent with his metaphors 

Paul’s arguments are not consistent with his metaphors; his arguments always defend the generosity 

and free will of God, but his metaphors imply that a transactional payment or ritual was necessary. 

There is a contradiction between a free gift and a necessary payment, but neither Paul nor most 

theologians have been willing to acknowledge that there is a contradiction here.307 

Paul takes the cultic exchange then fills it with spiritual content 

Paul appropriates the notion of cultic exchange, then fills it with spiritual content. This is probably 

Paul’s most effective transformation metaphor, especially if read in its context, as the culmination of a 

discussion of “groaning” while living in a physical body, yearning for the heavenly one (2 Cor 5:2-4), 

anticipating Judgment Day yet eager to proclaim the love of Christ (5:10-14), who died for all (v. 15), 

offering new creation, reconciliation (vv. 17-19), and undergoing a reversal ritual so that people can 

become the righteousness of God (v. 21). The perceptive reader understood that Paul was describing 

the death of Christ in terms of cult.308 

Paul conflates the sacrifice with the scapegoat 

Neither sacrifice nor scapegoat involves punishment in Leviticus. Sacrifice is fundamentally meant to 

purify, first the Temple and then (by implication) people. Leading scholars on the subject of expulsion 

ritual emphasize that the scapegoat “is in no way punished in place of the guilty. . . . Its task is 

confined to transport”; it is not a penal substitute. 

Yet Paul applies both rituals as metaphors for the significance of the death of Jesus. This imaginative 

leap may be effective in a sermon, but it does not mean that scholars no longer need to distinguish 

different kinds of rituals. If Paul deliberately conflates these concepts in his sermons, that can be 

analyzed as a conflation, but it does not retroactively turn the biblical scapegoat into a sacrifice.309 

Scapegoat and new creation in 2 Corinthians 5:21 

For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become 

the righteousness of God. (2 Cor 5:21) 

This idea of a sinless one becoming sin and a sinful community becoming righteousness is a scapegoat 

metaphor. At the heart of the scapegoat ritual is an exchange of conditions: the pure goat takes on the 

community’s sin, and the community takes on the goat’s purity. This interchange is at the heart of 

Paul’s soteriology. It is a ritual exchange: the community’s ill is ritually transferred to the victim, and 

community well-being is the result. … Ignoring the cultic background of Paul’s metaphors is a 

spiritualizing strategy that enables some interesting, but ultimately unsatisfying, analysis. …. Paul 

perpetuates and spiritualizes the logic of cult practice. …  

What happens in 2 Corinthians 5:21 is like what happens in a reversal ritual, not like what happens in 

a law court. This passage does not describe “justification” but change of status, a new “becoming.” 

Christ becomes sin, and people become the righteousness of God—a stunning reversal that has 

nothing to do with acquittal but everything to do with what happens when an animal or a person 

“becomes” sin and is banished by the community. … It is the expulsion victim that becomes impure 

after a sin-transfer and must be harshly and hastily banished.310 

Sacrificial soteriology is spiritualized ritual rectification 

Paul also has his assumptions. He seems to assume that some cultic pattern, like the scapegoat 

mechanism, was already in existence when God resolved to save. This perpetuates the notion that 

ritual patterns are themselves divine or emanate from the divine level. And it guarantees that ancient 

                                                      
306

 Problems with Atonement, page 36 
307

 Problems with Atonement, pages 43-44 
308

 Problems with Atonement, page 43 
309

 Problems with Atonement, page 36 (emphasis supplied) 
310

 Problems with Atonement, pages 42-43 



Paul’s gospel 

76 

beliefs will reappear within the new belief. Sacrificial soteriology is spiritualized ritual rectification, 

appealing to people raised in cultic religions and experiencing distress about their spiritual status.311 

Paul used spiritualised interpretation, blending ancient psychology with the 
new Gospel 

[Paul] seizes upon the most effective images that have deep resonance for the people of his day and 

for centuries thereafter, blending the ancient psychology of atonement with the new Gospel through a 

spiritualizing interpretation.312 

Paul used Hellenistic philosophic concepts 

To make the picture complete, we must observe also Paul’s usage of Hellenistic philosophic concepts. 

… Of course, the Jewish backgrounds are crucial, but Gentile backgrounds are also important when 

studying the “apostle to the Gentiles” (Rom 11:13), who was often understand by others in terms of 

Hellenistic philosophy. Paul’s familiarity with different belief systems is broad, and he makes 

effective reference to meanings recognizable by different groups. Paul cannot be comprehended 

unless his dual audience (Gentile and Jewish) is kept in mind.313 

Paul employed Hellenistic martyrdom language 

We are reading Hellenistic martyrdom language when we read, in Paul, of Christ dying “for us” or for 

“weak believers” (Rom 5:8; 1 Thess 5:10; 1 Cor 8:11). It is a small alteration to speak of dying “for 

our sins” (1 Cor 15:3; Rom 4:25; Gal 1:4). While focused on universal rather than national salvation, 

these passages do echo the “noble death” theme in Greek and Maccabean literature. Martyr-

related themes in Paul include vicarious effect (the death rescues others), grateful recognition of such 

rescue, the martyr taking on the community’s sin or curse, and shame that one’s sin made such a 

sacrifice necessary (2 Cor 5:15; Gal 1:4).314 

Paul responded to Greek and Jewish traditions 

The spiritualizing influences to which Paul responded came “from both Greek and Jewish 

traditions.”315 

------ 

Paul utilizes both Jewish and Hellenistic thinking: he sees a deeper meaning hidden beneath the OT 

narrative (a Hellenistic viewpoint), and this meaning was prophetic (a Jewish intuition).316 

Paul did not attribute literal value to the Jewish cult 

Among ancient Christians, only the so-called Judaizers attribute literal value to the Jewish cult; Paul 

certainly does not. With Paul, cultic ideas operate in a new form—through the comprehension of the 

believer who knows that “Christ is the end of the Law,” and who knows that “these things . . . were 

written down to instruct us” (Rom 10:4; 1 Cor 10:11).317 

Paul went beyond any Jewish thinking 

Paul painted the apocalyptic vision on the broader canvas of the Hellenistic universe, and he needed a 

cosmic Christ to defeat cosmic evil. There is logic to this argument, and even some consonant Jewish 

traditions. But in discussing moral evil, Paul goes well beyond—indeed, goes against—any sort of 

Jewish thinking. For when God sent his Son to die on the cross, Paul maintains, he did more than 

break the powers of the archons. God also revealed that righteousness lay not with the Law—which in 

fact led only to sin and death—but uniquely with life in Christ. With this issue of Paul’s views on 

Christ and the Law, we enter into the deepest exegetical quagmire of New Testament scholarship. 
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Scholars, their confusion facilitated by Paul’s own apparent inconsistency (cf., for instance, 2 Cor 3:4-

9 and Rom 3:1-2.), do not agree even on what Paul said, much less why he said it.318 

 

The Deposition, or Entombment of Christ (1602-1604) 
Michelangelo da Caravaggio (1571-1610) 

 

 

                                                      
318

 From Jesus to Christ, pages 159-160 



 

78 

MARK’S SOTERIOLOGY 

Mark was written 68-70 CE by an unknown author 

Around the year 70, an early Christian put the story of Jesus into written form for the first time. 

Though the location is uncertain, the best guess is a Christ-community near the northern border of 

Galilee in the Jewish homeland. We call the document “Mark,” though it is not certain that somebody 

named “Mark” wrote it. …  

Mark is the first narrative gospel. Even if, as seems likely, a major part of Jesus’s teaching was 

committed to writing in the 50s or early 60s in the hypothetical document Q, that is a collection of 

teachings, not a narrative. … [Mark’s gospel] is the fountainhead of the other two synoptic gospels, 

Matthew and Luke.319 

Peter’s sole voice 

The Gospel of Mark is very likely the preaching of Peter or the catechetical instruction that 

accompanied Peter’s preaching even though the literary form and structure are almost certainly 

Mark’s.320 

SOTERIOLOGICAL FEATURES OF MARK’S GOSPEL 

The terms “salvation” and “saviour” are absent from Mark  

Although the terms “salvation” and “saviour” are absent from Mark, the role of “saviour” is not. The 

verb occurs in 3:4; 5:23, 28, 34; 6:56; 8:35; 10:26, 52; 13:13, 20; 15:30-31 (and 16:16). It is also 

generally accepted that the passion of Jesus plays a very important role in this Gospel.321 

------ 

It remains striking that in the New Testament as a whole the term  [Saviour] is used so seldom, 

even though the function of Saviour is quite obvious in the New Testament and in Mark.322 

Salvation is about liberation and healing 

Mark’s understanding of salvation is not just about sin and redemption, but about liberation and 

healing, which he finds already coming to expression in Jesus’ ministry, to which forgiveness belongs 

but only as one element.323 

Paul and Mark had very different soteriologies 

What sets Mark and Paul apart also is the very different soteriology, pneumatology, and basis for 

ethics, such that it would be hard to place Mark in a Pauline trajectory, such as we find in Colossians, 

Ephesians, or the Pastoral epistles. These differences have major implications for the understanding of 

faith in each, which accordingly is significantly different. In Paul it means believing and embracing 

the gift of reconciliation made possible through Christ’s death which guarantees escape from wrath to 

come and through the Spirit living out that relationship in ways that more than fulfil the Law’s 

demands. In Mark it means believing and embracing the promise of the kingdom, including the 

promise now of forgiveness and belonging, and following Jesus by doing God’s will, including a 

selective keeping of the Law based on priorities set by Jesus. It is hard to get from Paul to Mark in 

the light of such difference.324 

------ 
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The different soteriology and pneumatology, and so the difference in the understanding of what are to 

be faith’s beliefs and faith’s response, suggest that Mark cannot be seen as simply a more radical 

paulinist. The common ground suggests a Christian group within the diverse mix of evolving 

Christian communities, which had also needed to deal with inclusion of Gentiles by addressing issues 

of Law.325 

The source of salvation 

Mark: “Then who can be saved?” … For God all things are possible.”326 

------ 

Mark: Jesus said to them … “Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the 

baptism that I am baptized with?” They replied, “We are able.” Then Jesus said to them, “The 

cup that I drink you will drink; and with the baptism with which I am baptized, you will be 

baptized; but to sit at my right hand or at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for 

whom it has been prepared.”327 

The father did not send his son to be killed; he changes the tenants 

Mark: He had still one other, a beloved son. Finally he sent him to them, saying, ‘They will respect 

my son.’ But those tenants said to one another, ‘This is the heir; come, let us kill him, and the 

inheritance will be ours.’ So they seized him, killed him, and threw him out of the vineyard. 

What then will the owner of the vineyard do? He will come and destroy the tenants and give 

the vineyard to others.328 

No systematic Christology 

The various Christological titles of Jesus are not inherently Christological, and also not unambiguous. 

… This means that we do not have a systematic Christology in the Gospel, but a narrative 

presentation.329 

WORKS AND DISCIPLESHIP REAP ETERNAL LIFE 
Mark: Those who lose their life for [Jesus’] sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.330 

------ 

Mark: Whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear the name of Christ will by no 

means lose the reward.331 

------ 

The difficulties involved in living as disciples of Jesus are clearly seen in the life of the Twelve, and 

the readers of Mark are given clear instructions of what being a disciple entails. In 8:34-9:1 

discipleship, following Jesus, and salvation are also linked in the context of suffering-death 

discourse. The interesting thing is that the link between salvation or losing one’s life and discipleship 

is taken up again in 10:26-27 where miracle discourse is being used (all things are possible with God 

10:27) when the disciples ask in wonder “Then who can be saved?”332 

Mark: “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” … You know the commandments. 

… “Teacher, I have kept all these since my youth.” Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, 
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“You lack one thing; go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will 

have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.”333 

------ 

Mark: “Which commandment is the first of all?” Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the 

Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with 

all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You shall 

love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”334 

Faith was required 

Mark: “I believe; help my unbelief!”335 

------ 

Mark: Jesus said to him, “Go; your faith has made you well.”336 

------ 

Mark: “Have faith in God. … Whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it 

will be yours. “Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so 

that your Father in heaven may also forgive you your trespasses.”337 

Faith means welcoming the good news in a way that is transformative 

Mark adds a further component to what faith meant and means: it meant for some in the narrative that 

they followed Jesus to be engaged in his ministry, which included bringing others to faith (1:16-20).338 

------ 

For Mark faith means welcoming the good news in a way that is transformative and includes 

appropriation of forgiveness of sins. It means believing claims about Jesus which set him in continuity 

with God’s engagement with Israel in the past (in prediction and pattern), give him a unique status 

before God as God’s Son, and portray him as the bearer of God’s Spirit to bring about God’s reign 

and to dethrone the powers of Satan. It also means acknowledging other human beings as enlisted to 

be part of this action.339 

Faith means expressing commitment to following Jesus 

Mark’s usual way of expressing commitment to Jesus is to speak of following him, not to speak of 

believing in him. Where faith is directed towards Jesus it is fundamentally understood as belief that in 

Jesus God’s reign is being exercised.340 

Faith means believing who Jesus is 

Mark’s Jesus promises hope, but already during his ministry brings the transforming reign of God 

through healing, exorcism, and the call to change, offering forgiveness and belonging in God’s people 

to all. Faith is to believe who Jesus is and what he offers and to respond by heeding his teaching, 

which includes the message about what God requires: to do God’s will as described above. The 

message of hope promises change in the future. Faith in Mark, as in Paul, means believing the coming 

day of judgement and the appearance of Christ and the hope of being with him rather than suffering 

divine judgement.341 
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Faith does not mean engaging in a relationship 

Mark shows no awareness of the response of faith as engagement in a relationship which by the Spirit 

engenders ethical fruit. Ethics mean keeping the commandments and following Jesus. The Spirit 

enables miracles.342 

DEATH AND RESURRECTION PREDICTED WITHOUT  
A SOTERIOLOGICAL EXPLANATION 

Predicts his death and rise after three days 

Mark: [Jesus] began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected 

by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again.343 

------ 

Mark: He took the twelve aside again and began to tell them what was to happen to him, saying, “We 

are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be handed over to the chief priests and the 

scribes, and they will condemn him to death; then they will hand him over to the Gentiles; they 

will mock him, and spit upon him, and flog him, and kill him; and after three days he will rise 

again.”344 

------ 

The rhetoric of the Psalm is reversed  In the beginning of Ps 22 the sufferer cries out in alienation, 

then experiences the mockery and humiliation of nakedness while at the end of Ps 22 confidence in 

God is expressed. In Mark 15:24 the humiliation of Jesus’ nakedness is recounted, this is followed by 

the taunting in 15:30-32 and it ends with Jesus’ cry of dereliction and alienation in 15:34. Language in 

a psalm that moved from alienation through agony to an expression of confidence has been 

reconfigured into a crucifixion account that moves from agony to alienation to death.345 

------ 

Robbins reminds us of the Greco-Roman tradition of the suffering and dying king who voluntarily 

dies for the benefit of his own people (1992b, 187f). He then points out the close relation between the 

crucifixion scene in Mark and the description in Dio Chrysostom, Discourses 4.67.69, where the 

Persian ritual in the Sacian festival consists of the humiliation of a prisoner by first mockingly 

honouring him as king and then stripping, scourging and hanging him. The remarkable thing is that in 

this example of cultural intertexture Mark 15 follows the sequence of the text of Dio Chrysostom that 

follows an inverse order of the scenes in Ps 22. In this manner the cultural intertexture actually 

reconfigures the Jewish and Hellenistic-Roman tradition.346 

------ 

Mark: And Jesus said to them … “it is written, ‘I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be 

scattered.’ But after I am raised up, I will go before you to Galilee.”347 

------ 

Mark: [The young man] said to them, “Do not be alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who 

was crucified. He has been raised; he is not here. Look, there is the place they laid him. But go, tell 

his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee.348 

------ 
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There are a number of texts where Jesus is depicted in terms of the Suffering Servant of the Lord from 

Isaiah, 9:12: he should suffer, (treated with contempt cf. Isa 53:3); 10:34: spit upon him (shame and 

spitting cf. Isa 50:6); 10:45: ransom for many (cf. offering for sin Isa 53:10ff); 14:24: my blood of the 

covenant, make many righteous (cf. Isa 53:11f); 14:61: He was silent, made no answer (cf. as a sheep 

is silent Isa 53:7); 14:65: spitting and slapping (cf. Isa 50:6); 15:27: crucified with him two robbers 

(cf. numbered with transgressors Isa 53:12). It should be noted that according to Kee, Mark gives no 

explanation for the suffering and death of Jesus, there are no sure quotations from Isa 53, none of the 

distinctive language of the Suffering Servant can be detected and no explicit doctrine of atonement 

can be found (1975, 182-183).349 

------ 

In Mark 10:35-45 the ransom saying is the climactic word in the context of Jesus’ teaching on service, 

but now with a particular slant to the content of the service by Jesus. But it is precisely the presence of 

10:45b, the [lutron] λúτρον word, which prevents us from interpreting the saying about Jesus’ service 

as being only exemplary. In the past the discussion has often centred on the issue whether the 

background to this saying is to be found in the Suffering Servant of Isa 53. Although the arguments of 

Barrett (1959) and Hooker (1959) against a direct link to Isa 53 are on the whole acknowledged, it is 

difficult to deny an indirect influence of Isa 53 and Hooker admits that “the theology of Isaiah 40-55 

as a whole is certainly an important part of its background” (1991:249). It is true that the word 

“ransom” has no direct relation to Isa 53. It has the meaning of “means of liberation”, “death on cross 

as ransom”, and … it is located in the semantic domain dealing with “release, set free”.350 

Scarcity of references to Christ’s death bringing forgiveness of sins 

Within the passion narrative is the account of Jesus’ last meal with his disciples (14:22-25). It 

includes reference to his own death. In giving the bread, he simply states; “This is my body”; but in 

relation to the cup, declares: “This blood is the new covenant in my blood poured out for many”. The 

only other reference of this kind speaks of his giving his life as a “ransom for many” (10:45). An 

allusion to Isa 53:12 is likely in 14:24 and probable in 10:45. Both sayings interpret Jesus’ death as on 

behalf of or in the interests of others. …  One could conclude that these two references indicate that 

faith for Mark now sees Christ’s death as the salvific moment which brought forgiveness of sins, so 

that this should be seen as the unexpressed assumption wherever Mark speaks of the gospel and 

intends it to apply to his own day. The problem with such a conclusion is the paucity of references to 

it in Mark and especially in the passion narrative where Mark could easily have included comment 

and citation making this clear.351 

No clear evidence that the cross resulted in atonement 

Neither within Mark’s narrative world, which depicts the time before Jesus’ death, nor in projections 

beyond it, is there clear evidence that the cross as effecting atonement has become the main focus of 

the good news, as it is in Paul, according to whom only on that basis can freedom from divine 

judgement be possible. Had this been so also for Mark, one would expect to see traces of it at least in 

the passion narrative, where Mark has been actively engaged in highlighting other key values. Mark’s 

message in Jesus’ ministry is already about belonging and already included forgiveness, offered to 

all.352 

The resurrection is proof of Jesus’ legitimacy 

The resurrection clearly serves Mark’s hearers as a fundamental proof of Jesus’ legitimacy and of the 

promise of future hope.353 

The new covenant sealed with symbolic blood 

Mark: [Jesus] said to them, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many”.354 
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------ 

The words over the wine … could now serve simply refer to Jesus’ self-giving throughout his life and 

even to death in order to bring the benefit of the good news to all and so be saving in that sense.355 

------ 

The phrase “my blood of the covenant” echoes Exodus 24:1-8, especially verse 8, and defines Jesus’ 

death on the cross as a covenantal death.356 

------ 

Mark: The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.357 

------ 

It is often said that Mark 10:45 and 14:24 are the only references to the salvific meaning of the death 

of Jesus in Mark, and that these references were influenced by the early Christian tradition.358 

SOTERIOLOGICAL MESSAGE IMPLIED BY THE MIRACLES 

Employment of metaphors 

It must also be acknowledged that the issue of salvation can be communicated through metaphors. In 

the case of Paul, for example, a large number of metaphors are used, drawn from four different 

spheres: social interaction, biological and physiological interaction, the cultic and ritual realm, as well 

as from the technical sphere of life. When attention is given to motifs and soteriological topoi, it is 

also important to keep in mind that according to some our interest in terms and metaphors is basically 

in the effect or the end result.359 

------ 

The fact that Jesus saved others, but not himself (Mark 15:31), and the implication thereof for his 

mission of saving others.360 

The physical healing had a spiritual message 

Mark: When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven. … The Son of 

Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”.361 

------ 

The healing of a paralytic in Mark 2:1-12 also deals with Jesus as saviour in a narrower sense as 

healer as well as in a broader sense as the one who saves from sin. … Two motifs are combined here, 

the healing of the paralytic and Jesus’ authority as Son of man to forgive sins. The way in which Jesus 

links the forgiveness of sins (2:6) and the healing (2:11) underlines the fact that Jesus wants to bring 

wholeness to the person and not just the healing of a physical illness.362 

------ 

Mark: “Daughter, your faith has made you well. … Do not fear, only believe.”363 

------ 
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The healings of Jesus have a provisional salvific significance in themselves in redressing the physical 

need, but they also point beyond themselves as signs of the coming of the kingdom of God. … Rescue 

from death links to Jesus’ own resurrection – cf. in (5:41, 42).364 

------ 

Jesus’ healing went much further than only the relief of bodily illness, his table fellowship with 

sinners embodied the forgiveness given in [Mark] 2:5 to the paralytic. Each of these actions “depicted 

the gospel of God’s activity in calling together a new people of the Kingdom, the promise of 

wholeness of the age of salvation, and the forgiving reconciliation of God with his alienated people”. 

(Guelich 1989, 106).365 

REDEFINED EXODUS AND KINGDOM, AND THE RENEWED 
COVENANT 

As only God can forgive sins (2:7), Jesus’ claim to do that (2:5) is seen as blasphemy. Forgiveness of 

sins is part of the blessings of the Messianic age (cf. Isa 33:24; Mi 7:18-20; Jer 31:31-34; Ezek 18:31; 

36:22-28; Zech 13:1). The forgiveness promised by John the Baptist in 1:4 is now being realised by 

Jesus in the healing of the paralytic and the pronouncement that his sins are forgiven. This is relevant 

to the issue of salvation in the broader sense too. Forgiveness of sins is another way of saying ‘return 

from exile’ (cf. Jer 33:4-11; Ezek 36:24-6, 33; 37:21-3; Isa 40:1-2; 53:5-6, 11-12. This can be a 

private blessing, but it is not just a gift to an individual person. 

The point is that Jesus was offering the return from exile, the renewed covenant, the 

eschatological ‘forgiveness of sins’ - in other words, the kingdom of god. And he was 

offering this final eschatological blessing outside the official structures, to all the 

wrong people, and on his own authority. That was his real offence. (Wright 1996, 272 

his italics). 

This means that the paralytic was experiencing his own “return” from exile in the healing of his 

paralysis and forgiveness of his sins. It was to this scandalous redefinition of the kingdom itself that 

the Jewish religious leaders objected.366 
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MATTHEW’S SOTERIOLOGY 
 

SALVATION COMES FROM GOD 

Only God can save mortals 

“Who can be saved?” But Jesus looked at them and said, “For mortals it is impossible, 

but for God all things are possible.” (Matt. 19:25-26, NRSV)367 

The rich man’s refusal to part with his wealth allows Jesus to instruct His disciples on how difficult it 

is for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom. … Evidently the disciples hear this as new 

teaching for they express great astonishment (Matt 19:25; Mark 10:26). In their minds it seems that if 

the rich are unable to enter the kingdom then it must be shut up to everyone, hence their response, 

“Who then can be saved?” … The answer is that on the one hand “no one” can be saved for Jesus too 

thinks this is impossible with men. Yet on the other hand everyone can be saved since all things are 

possible with God (Matt 19:26; Mark 10:27; cf. Luke 18:27). God can get the camel through the eye 

of the needle so to speak. He can do what people cannot.368 

------ 

Only those who are poor in spirit (Matt 5:3), who mourn (v. 4), are meek (v. 5), and hunger and thirst 

for righteousness (v. 6), meet God’s demand for righteousness. Otherwise it is impossible (19:26a). 

Hence those who exhibit Sermon on the Mount righteousness and thus enter the kingdom do so only 

by God’s enabling (v. 26b). Sermon on the Mount righteousness is to be ours and yet it can’t be ours 

apart from God.369 

Jesus was born in order to save his people, the Jews, from their sins 

The Lord appeared to [Joseph] in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be 

afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy 

Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people 

from their sins.” (Matt. 1:20-21, NRSV) 

Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? (Matt. 2:2, NRSV) 

A ruler who is to shepherd370 my people Israel. (Matt. 2:6, NRSV) 

Names, especially divinely revealed names, are full of meaning, and this is often revealed by a word-

play which need not always correspond to the actual etymology of the name. In the case of Jesus (the 

Greek form of Joshua or Jeshua, a common name) both the sound (cf. Heb. yosi’a, ‘he will save’) and 

the probable etymology (‘Yahweh is salvation’, or ‘O save, Yahweh’) contribute to the explanation 

for he will save his people from their sins. His people will be in the first instance the Jews (Matthew 

uses this term laos particularly for the chosen race), but the man who wrote 28:19 must have expected 

a wider application ultimately.371 

------ 

Inherent in the name “Jesus” is that “He will save His people from their sins” (Matt 1:21).372 
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Jesus’ body and blood of the covenant are given for the forgiveness of sins 

While they were eating, Jesus took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it he broke it, 

gave it to the disciples, and said, “Take, eat; this is my body.”  

Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks he gave it to them, saying, “Drink from 

it, all of you; for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many 

for the forgiveness of sins. 

I tell you, I will never again drink of this fruit of the vine until that day when I drink 

it new with you in my Father’s kingdom.” 

When they had sung the hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives. Matt. 26:26-30, 

NRSV) 

The Jesus of this Gospel is the Savior of men from sin; or, to put it positively, he makes the higher 

righteousness possible for them. His “blood of the covenant” is poured out “for the forgiveness of 

sins” (26:28). It is only in discipleship to the gentle-and-lowly-in-heart (Matt. 11:29), suffering-and-

dying Jesus that the true righteousness, i.e., inner goodness, is to be found and the kingdom of heaven 

entered.373 

Jesus has all authority, choosing to whom he will reveal the Father 

All things have been handed over to me by my Father; and no one knows the Son 

except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom 

the Son chooses to reveal him. (Matt. 11:27, NRSV) 

Jesus will acknowledge to his Father those who acknowledge him 

Everyone therefore who acknowledges me before others, I also will acknowledge 

before my Father in heaven; but whoever denies me before others, I also will deny 

before my Father in heaven. (Matt. 10:32-33, NRSV) 

Jesus does not decide who will sit alongside him 

To sit at my right hand and at my left, this is not mine [Jesus] to grant. (Matt. 

20:23, NRSV) 

THE GOSPEL, THE “GOOD NEWS” 

The gospel is that Jesus is Lord of heaven and earth 

The gospel is not primarily about the necessity of the human response of “faith” in Jesus’s saving 

work, but rather about how Jesus came to be enthroned as Lord of heaven and earth. Allegiance alone 

is required for salvation.374 

------ 

This gospel is not that “all have sinned and fallen short of God’s glory,” and so “we are saved by 

trusting in the sufficiency of Jesus’s death for our sins.” These statements contain important truths, 

but they truncate and distort the gospel, which instead climaxes and is directed most emphatically 

toward the enthronement of Jesus as the Christ.375 

The Greek word pistis, translated as “faith”, has a broad range of meanings 

Although the Greek word pistis, the word that most often stands behind our English translations of 

“faith” or “belief” in the New Testament, can and does frequently involve regarding something as 

true or real, akin to how we might say “I have faith that God exists” or “my beliefs are different from 

yours,” the word pistis (and related terms) has a much broader range of meaning. This range includes 
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ideas that aren’t usually associated in our contemporary culture with belief or faith, such as reliability, 

confidence, assurance, fidelity, faithfulness, commitment, and pledged loyalty.376 

------ 

The Greek word pistis, generally rendered “faith” or “belief,” as it pertains to Christian salvation, 

quite simply has little correlation with “faith” and “belief” as these words are generally understood 

and used in contemporary Christian culture, and much to do with allegiance. At the center of 

Christianity, properly understood, is not the human response of faith or belief but rather the old-

fashioned term fidelity.377 

------ 

We are indeed saved by pistis, traditionally translated “faith,” but when this word is applied to the 

question of salvation, it is best to speak of loyalty or allegiance.378 

------ 

On contemporary English-language biases regarding what faith means and the range of pistis in the 

NT time period, see D. Campbell, Quest for Paul’s Gospel, 178-207379. Campbell proposes (esp. pp. 

189-90) that when translating pistis, the term faith should either he abandoned or put in scare quotes380 

as “faith.”381 

------ 

If we were to determine that in appropriate salvation-oriented contexts in the New Testament pistis 

most likely means faithfulness, or fidelity, or allegiance, then might not pistis by its very definition 

include concrete acts that are inseparable from allegiance? In other words, we might come to discover 

that faith and works are not mutually exclusive after all.382 

------ 

The New Perspective [on Paul] perpetuates the traditional Christian binary juxtaposition of “faith” 

(meaning faith in God and Christ) versus “works” or actions, whether described as “good” works in 

more general terms or in terms of Jewish behavior more specifically. 

One of the ways in which this juxtaposition surfaces … is the New Perspective’s continued translation 

and interpretation of the Greek pistis as “faith,” as in “belief’ in a propositional claim. The 

contributors [to this book] tend rather to understand pistis in terms of “faithfulness,” as in “trust” and 

“loyalty” or “steadfastness.” The latter understanding of pistis would by implication necessarily 

include matters of affiliation and obedience, that is, of behavior.  

As a consequence, these contributors hold that Paul’s gospel, which insisted that non-Jews not 

undertake proselyte conversion, did not create a “Law-free” apostle.383 

THE START OF JESUS’ PREACHING 
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John baptised with water for repentance but a follower will baptise with the 
eschatological Holy Spirit and fire 

“I [John] baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I 

is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the 

Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will clear his 

threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will 

burn with unquenchable fire.” (Matt. 3:11-12, NRSV) 

To welcome the imminent Kingdom of God, the hearers had to act, they had to change their way of 

living, they had to repent. No indication is given here that faith is all-sufficient, or that there was any 

need to have faith that Jesus’ death and resurrection were the substitutes for a sinner’s. 

------ 

Coming after me does not refer to one coming ‘later’ but is a regular description of a follower or 

disciple. Jesus first appeared as a follower of John when he came to his baptism, but John already 

knew that in fact he was mightier.384 

Together, John and his cousin Jesus fulfilled all righteousness 

But Jesus answered [John], “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to 

fulfil all righteousness.” (Matt. 3:15, NRSV) 

In [Matthew] 3:15, which has no parallel in the other Gospels, we seem to be dealing with an 

apologetic comment, perhaps Matthew’s, by which Jesus’ baptism at the hands of John is explained. 

He was not baptized because he was a sinner, as were the others, but because it was fitting and his 

duty to do all that God had declared to be his will. Surely nothing more is needed here for the content 

of “all righteousness” than all those attitudes and acts which accord with the divine will for men. … 

One is hardly justified in finding in the phrase in 3:15 a reference to a sacrificial death by which 

eschatological judgment and salvation is to be accomplished.385 

------ 

On the basis of the story line in Mt 3:13-17 it is obvious that the act of baptism must be included in 

the meaning of the expression ‘to fulfil all righteousness’. … In 3:15 righteousness does not refer to 

the gift of God but to God’s demand upon man. John and Jesus are to carry out the total will of God. 

They are ‘to leave nothing undone that has been revealed as the righteous will of God’. Righteousness 

is the norm for the conduct of John the Baptist and Jesus.386 

When he heard of John’s arrest, Jesus began to preach  

When Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee.  

He left Nazareth and made his home in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of 

Zebulun and Naphtali, so that what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah might 

be fulfilled: 

"Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali, 

on the road by the sea, 

across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles 

 — 

the people who sat in darkness 

have seen a great light, 

and for those who sat in the region and shadow of death 

light has dawned." 
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From that time Jesus began to proclaim, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has 

come near." (Matt. 4:12-17, NRSV) 

------ 

Jesus touched their eyes. Immediately they regained their sight and followed him. 

(Matt. 20:34, NRSV) 

Believe the way of righteousness preached by John the Baptist 

Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going 

into the kingdom of God ahead of you. For John came to you in the way of 

righteousness and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the 

prostitutes believed him; and even after you saw it, you did not change your 

minds and believe him. (Matt. 21:31-32, NRSV) 

SURPASSING RIGHTEOUSNESS IS REQUIRED OF MAN 

Those who give priority to Jesus will find life 

Whoever loves a father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever 

loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever does not 

take up the cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Those who find their life will 

lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it. (Matt. 10:37-39, NRSV) 

Everyone who has forsaken all to follow Jesus will inherit eternal life 

Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man 

is seated on the throne of his glory, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve 

thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. 

And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or 

children or fields, for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold, and will inherit 

eternal life. (Matt. 19:28-29, NRSV) 

Only those who “do” () the will of the Father will enter the kingdom 

Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but 

only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven. (Matt. 7:21, NRSV) 

About thirty passages in the New Testament provide details about the final judgment. When we 

examine these passages closely, we will see that they all share a common feature: the premise that 

God judges people based on their conduct — the outward expression of their hearts’ character.387 

------ 

In Matthew, Jesus himself indicates, in what is perhaps the most terrifying statement in the New 

Testament, that confessing that he is Lord is not on its own sufficient to secure eternal salvation. 

Allegiance includes obedient action: 

Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one 

who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, “Lord, 

Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many 

powerful deeds in your name?” And then I will declare to them publicly, “I never knew you; 

depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.” (Matt. 7:21-23) 

The context in which this passage is situated pertains specifically to entering true life (“enter through 

the narrow gate!”-7:13), a warning against false prophets (“by their fruit you will recognize them!”-

7:16), and the necessity of putting Jesus’s words into practice (“everyone who hears these words of 
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mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock”-7:24). So the point in 

context is that even those who have confessed Jesus as Lord and who claim (on the basis of their own 

questionable testimony) to have performed good works in Jesus’s name may not have truly enacted 

fidelity to Jesus as Lord. Notice Jesus calls them “workers of lawlessness,” meaning their wicked 

practices are at issue. Professed allegiance is not sufficient; the allegiance must be realized by 

genuine, albeit not perfect, obedience. Pistis must be embodied. In fact, because salvation is a bodily 

journey, it cannot be any other way.388 

------ 

The Gospels make it clear that God judges according to conduct. Jesus himself spoke very clearly on 

the subject: 

The hour is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and will come 

out — those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who have done 

evil, to the resurrection of condemnation: (John 5:28-29)389 

------ 

Speaking on His requirements for entering the kingdom, Jesus concludes that it is not those who 

“call” () Him Lord who will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only those who “do” () the 

will of the Father in heaven (Matt 7:21). Evidently then, doing () involves more than just saying 

(). … That more than just passive acquiescence is in view is apparent in v. 24 where hearing 

() and doing () Jesus’ words avert one’s house, figuratively speaking, from crashing 

down. 

The point is that  is more than, although clearly includes, “calling” () “hearing” 

(, v. 26; cf. Luke 8:21) and “teaching” (, Mark 6:30).  involves activity and 

as such can appropriately be defined as a “work.”390 

Do the will of Jesus’ Father in heaven 

Whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother. 

(Matt. 12:50, NRSV) 

------ 

When Jesus first called the four disciples along the Sea of Galilee he didn’t say “receive me into your 

heart” but “follow me.” When a crisis arose among his followers he didn’t say “you’re safe” or “get 

your orthodoxy on” but “deny yourself and take up your cross.” Moreover, when he finished the 

greatest sermon on earth, the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus didn’t say “Repent and believe these 

things” but “the one who hears these words of mine and does them.”391 

To enter the kingdom, one’s righteousness must exceed that of the scribes 
and Pharisees (Matt. 5:20-48) 

Introductory statement at Matt. 5:20 

Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never 

enter the kingdom of heaven. (Matt. 5:20, NRSV) 

It has been suggested by many scholars that Mt 5:20 is an introductory statement or heading for 5:21-

48. In 5:20 Jesus, in the context of a polemical discussion dealing with the relationship between 

Judaism and his own teaching, is represented as telling his disciples (5:1-2) and the crowds (7:28), 
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‘For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never 

enter the kingdom of heaven.’392 

Putting a fence around The Law (Matt. 5:21-48) 

In Mt 5:21-48 examples of this greater righteousness are given. These examples are generally referred 

to as the antitheses. …  It becomes evident that Matthew himself viewed them as being representative 

of a new interpretation of the old law. … It appears that Matthew is applying the Rabbinic principle of 

making a fence around Torah in 5:21-48. 

Moore explains that this was a hermeneutical principle used to protect the law ‘by surrounding it with 

cautionary rules to halt a man like a danger signal before he gets within breaking distance of the 

divine statute itself’. … 

In 5:21-6 the fence consists of the recommendation that one should not even be angry with his 

brother, for in this way one will definitely obey the commandment ‘You shall not kill.’ 

In 5:27-30 it is suggested that one should not even look at a woman lustfully for in this way one will 

never reach the stage of breaking the commandment ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ In 5:31-2 the 

problem appears to be the legality of a bill of divorce. … In 5:33-7 it is argued that in order not to 

break the commandment ‘You shall not swear falsely’ it is best not to swear at all. 

In 5:38-42 the underlying problem is the uncertainty which is necessarily involved in the application 

of the principle ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’. Can one ever be sure that one has done 

exactly that which has been demanded? The implicit answer is, No! Consequently, depending on the 

situation, it is best not to retaliate at all or to do more than is required. 

In 5:43-7 the dilemma which is to be resolved is the uncertainty of defining who in fact is one’s 

neighbour and who one’s enemy. Since one can never be absolutely certain, it is thought best to treat 

everybody as one’s neighbour. 

That the principle of making a fence around Torah underlies 5:21-48 is not only suggested by the 

passage itself but is consistent with the context in which this passage is found. Mt 5:19 warns against 

the relaxing of ‘one of the least of these commandments’. … 

The antitheses reflect not a new law but a new interpretation of the existing law. This new 

interpretation of the law should not be viewed as a radicalized view of the law. Rather this new 

interpretation of the law is representative of an extremely meticulous observance of the law. …  

The term dikaiosyne [righteousness] in Mt 5:20 is defined by the antitheses. Consequently, the 

righteousness that is to exceed that of the scribes and Pharisees is a righteousness that is 

representative of an extremely meticulous observance of the law, an observance that is based on an 

interpretation reminiscent of the principle of making a fence around Torah.393 

Examples of the fence around The Law at Matt. 5:21-47 

If you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you 

insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say, ‘You fool,’ 

you will be liable to the hell of fire. (Matt. 5:22, NRSV) 

------ 

If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away; it is better for you 

to lose one of your members than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And if 

your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away; it is better for you to 

lose one of your members than for your whole body to go into hell. (Matt. 5:29-30, 

NRSV) 
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It is probable that Matthew did not view this saying in a literal way but conceived of it as a 

hortatory394 device employed to demonstrate the gravity of the situation discussed in 5:27-30. … Mt 

5:29 could be interpreted as pointing to a new law, this is by no means the only reasonable 

interpretation. This saying, too, can be seen in the context of making a fence around the old law.395 

Dikaiosyne [righteousness] refers to conduct that accords with a norm, 
in this case it is The Law (Matt.5:20) 

In [Matthew] 5:20, Dikaiosyne [righteousness] is a term which refers to conduct according to a norm 

which in this case is the law. Both the disciples and the scribes and Pharisees have righteousness 

insofar as both groups live according to the demands of the law. This, however, does not mean that 

the righteousness of the two groups is identical. Jesus demands that the righteousness of the disciples 

is to exceed that of the scribes and Pharisees. This does not mean that the disciples are to live 

according to a different law but that they are to live according to a different interpretation of the law, 

namely, an extremely meticulous and strict interpretation which appears to be based on a principle 

related to making a fence around Torah. The goal of this type of conduct is perfection. In this case 

perfection is not only to be understood in the qualitative sense of observing a different norm based on 

a more meticulous observance of the law, but also in the sense of the attainment of the highest rank. 

The disciples are to observe everything that Jesus commanded.396 

Two kinds of righteousnesses (Matt 5:20) 

Evidently there are two kinds of righteousness. Jesus implies that the Pharisees were righteous (5:20) 

but this will not get them into the kingdom (cf. 23:23). The mere appearance of righteousness will not 

admit anyone into the kingdom (6:1; 23:28). The righteousness must be God’s (6:33;
 
21:32) as 

opposed to man’s righteousness (9:13; cf. Rom 10:3). Jesus defines the righteousness needed to enter 

the kingdom in more detail in Matthew 5:21-48, otherwise known as the antitheses. Irrespective of 

one’s interpretation of this passage, Jesus is clearly presenting Himself as the new authority on the 

Law (cf. 7:29) not abolishing it but transcending it (5:17-19). Since Jesus is now the fulfillment of the 

Law and since the Law revealed God’s will for people’s lives, people must now look to Him for 

God’s will. They must get in line with Jesus. They must submit to Him (6:33) rather than relying on 

formal obedience to the Law (cf. chap. 23).397 

Jesus expects surpassing righteousness from anyone wanting to enter 
the future life 

Jesus expects obedience from anyone wanting to enter into life at the end of the age. In Matthew this 

is called “surpassing” righteousness or being “perfect” as your heavenly Father is perfect (cf. Eph 5:1-

2) and is ultimately fulfilled in loving one’s neighbor as oneself (cf. Gal 5:6; 1 John 4:7). In short, 

Jesus expects that anyone who will enter into life at the end of the age will have demonstrated a 

practical outworking of righteousness here on earth.398 

------ 

The scribes and Pharisees, who, it is implied, do not interpret and obey the law aright and thus do not 

possess the higher righteousness, will not enter the kingdom of heaven (5:20) . Jesus shows what the 

law and the prophets really require: inner goodness, integrity, and abounding love, not simply 

conformity in the realm of overt acts. Those who possess these qualities of the inner spirit obey the 

law as it was meant to be obeyed and will find entrance to the kingdom of heaven.399 

------ 
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Jesus wishes to show what the law and the prophets really require (inner goodness, love, and mercy) . 

He affirms the validity of the Old Testament in its true meaning.400 

------ 

What God wants is inner goodness and integrity, not simply outward conformity to legalistic norms.401 

------ 

The true righteousness is inner goodness and integrity, not adherence to regulations governing 

outward behavior.402 

------ 

The true Christian for our author is not only one who shares in the knowledge that Jesus is the Christ, 

the Son of the living God, but one who obeys the words of Jesus (7:21 ff.; 11:29; 28:20) and who 

imitates him in sacrificial, loving service (16:24 ff.; 25:31 ff.) .  

When one imitates and obeys Jesus, he is obeying the law of Moses as it was meant to be obeyed. 

Such a man possesses the higher righteousness; he is inwardly, not simply externally, good. Those 

who are like Jesus will enter the kingdom of heaven; all others will be cast into the furnace of fire, 

when the Son of Man comes to judge the world.403 

------ 

The higher righteousness and perfection, about which Matthew talks, mean simply being and acting 

like Jesus.404 

In Matthew, Jesus clearly presents Himself as the fulfillment of the Law (Matt 5:17-20). In Mark it is 

clear that Jesus has exclusive authority and thus is capable of superseding the Law (Mark 2:27; 7:19; 

12:33). In Luke it appears that the authority of the Law as it was in the Old Testament has ceased with 

Jesus’ inauguration of the kingdom (Luke 16:16). In all three of these Gospels then Jesus in some 

sense ‘transcends’ the Law. Hence the issue now is not really one’s relationship to the Law but one’s 

relationship to Jesus.405 

Those having exceeding righteousness are those who do the Father’s 
will 

There is an obvious connection between 5:20 and 7:21 that is helpful. Those who have exceeding 

righteousness will enter the kingdom of heaven and thus are the same as those who do the Father’s 

will since they too will enter the kingdom of heaven. The similarity between the two sayings is easily 

evident: 

 Matthew 5:20 Matthew 7:21 

Entry requirement stated 

negatively 

“Unless your righteousness exceeds 

that of the scribes and the Pharisees.” 

“Not everyone who says to me, 

‘Lord, Lord’” 

“But only he who does the will of 

My father who is in heaven.” 

Outcome concerning the 

kingdom 

“You will in no way enter the kingdom 

of heaven.” 

“Will enter into the kingdom of 

heaven 

Surpassing Righteousness versus Doing the Father’s Will in Matthew 5:20 and 7:21 
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There are two things to note. First, the clear eschatological character of 7:21 points to 5:20 also being 

eschatological. Second, to do the Father’s will is to have the surpassing righteousness necessary to 

enter the kingdom (cf. also 12:50; Heb 10:36; 1 John 2:17). They are one and the same. 

What then is the Father’s will? God’s will for others is expressly stated only twice in Matthew. In 

9:13 and 12:7, (Footnote.: On God’s will in Matthew see also 6:10; 12:50; 18:14; 21:34; 26:42.) Jesus 

cites Hosea 6:6: “I desire mercy and not sacrifice.” We may therefore deduce a connection between 

mercy, God’s will and therefore presumably righteousness. 

With this in mind it is significant that Jesus derides the Pharisees for failing to observe the weightier 

matters of the Law: justice, mercy, and faithfulness (23:23). Externally they appear righteous yet on 

the inside they are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness (v. 28). … Hence they are not able to enter the 

kingdom of heaven (23:13). 

Evidently then a key difference between the righteousness of the Pharisees and that of those who will 

enter the kingdom is the presence or absence of internal qualities such as mercy and love. Indeed at 

the final judgment this is what separates the sheep, which are described as righteous, from the goats. 

Only those who have shown mercy to others will inherit the kingdom (v. 34) and go into eternal life. 

(Footnote: The parable [of the Good Samaritan] illustrates the same truth: those who show mercy do 

God’s will and those who do God’s will enter the eschatological kingdom. … [Alan P. Stanley’s] 

point is not that mercy and righteousness are synonymous but that the former appears to be a key 

factor in what distinguished the righteousness of the Pharisees and that of those who enter the 

kingdom of heaven. Cf. esp. 23:23: “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees—hypocrites. For you give a 

tenth of mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the weightier things of the Law—justice, 

mercy, and faithfulness. These things you ought to have done without neglecting these others.”)406 

------ 

That Jesus is intent on showing the true meaning of the law and the prophets is stressed by Matthew 

elsewhere in his Gospel. In two important and unique passages he points out that the essence of the 

law and the prophets is the commandment to love: “whatever you wish that men would do to you, do 

so to them; for this is the law and the prophets” (7: 12) ; and love God and love your neighbor—on 

these two commandments “depend all the law and the prophets” (22:40). 

Furthermore, Jesus is twice made by Matthew to quote Hosea when he is criticized by the Pharisees, 

who do not understand the Scriptures aright: “Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not 

sacrifice’ “ (9:13; 12:7) . Jesus declares that the chief commandments of the law are justice, mercy, 

faith.407 
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Chiasms of Matthew 5:17-20 (NRSV) 

Do not think 

that I have come to abolish  

the law or the prophets; 

I have come not to abolish 

but to fulfill.  

 

For truly I tell you,  

until heaven and earth pass away, 

not one letter,  

not one stroke of a letter, 

will pass from the law  

until all is accomplished.  

 

Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments, 

and teaches others to do the same, 

will be called least in the kingdom of heaven;  

but whoever does them and teaches them  

will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 

 

For I tell you,  

unless your righteousness  

exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, 

you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 

 

The summarising statement at Matt. 5:48 is: “Be perfect” 

Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. (Matt. 5:48, NRSV) 

Verse 48 functions as a concluding statement for vv. 21-47. … Mt 5:48 thus appears to be a 

restatement of 5:20. By the greater righteousness Matthew really points toward perfection, and the 

idea of perfection in turn applies to all the examples in vv. 21-47.408 

The doing of righteousness in Matthew 6:1 refers to the practical side of 
man’s religion 

Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for 

then you have no reward from your Father in heaven. 

So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you. … And whenever 

you pray, do not be like the hypocrites. …. For if you forgive others their 

trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. … And whenever you fast, 

do not look dismal. … But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, 

so that your fasting may be seen not by others but by your Father who is in secret; and 

your Father who sees in secret will reward you.. (Matt. 6:1:, 2, 14, 16-18, NRSV) 
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Just as [Matthew] 5:20 was a heading for 5:21-48, so 6:1 is generally thought of as a heading for 6:2-

18. … Mt 6:1 is concerned with the motives underlying the doing of righteousness. … Three 

illustrations of the doing of righteousness are given. These are the giving of alms (vv. 2-4), praying 

(vv. 5-15) and fasting (vv. 16-18). It thus seems that the doing of righteousness in 6:1 refers to the 

practical side of man’s religion.409 

 

To enter the kingdom one must surpass the Pharisees’ righteousness (5:20) 

The Pharisees appear righteous (23:28) 

But the Pharisees lack love and mercy (23:23) 

The Pharisees are full of lawlessness (23:28) 

To enter the kingdom one must do God’s desire/will (7:21) 

God’s desire/will is to show mercy, etc. (9:13; 12:7) 

Those who fail to enter the kingdom fail because they didn’t do God’s will (7:21) 

Those who fail to do God’s will are called “workers of lawlessness” (7:23)
410

 

 

Strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness (Matthew 6:1b, 19-
33) 

It was noted above that Mt 6:1 is a heading which governs vv. 2-18. In actual fact, this is correct only 

as far as the first part of 6:1 is concerned; namely, the three illustrations in vv. 2-18 refer to 6:1a. 

Mt 6:1b [for then you have no reward from your Father in heaven], on the other hand, deals with the 

giving of rewards, and this theme is taken up in vv. 19-33. In this passage the discussions concerning 

wealth and anxiety serve to illustrate the point that one’s primary concern should be with future rather 

than present rewards.411 

Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, … but store up for yourselves 

treasures in heaven. …  

Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about 

your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than 

clothing? 

Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet 

your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?  

If God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown 

into the oven, will he not much more clothe you — you of little faith? Therefore do 

not worry, saying, 'What will we eat?' or 'What will we drink?' or 'What will we 

wear?' …  

But strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things 

will be given to you as well. (Matt. 6:19, 20, 25, 30-33, NRSV) 

------ 

Mt 6:1 is a heading which governs and in turn is made explicit by vv. 2-33, with v. 33 representing the 

climax of the discourse.412 
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Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for 

then you have no reward from your Father in heaven. … Strive first for the kingdom 

of God and his righteousness. (Matt. 6:1, 33, NRSV) 

“God’s righteousness” provides the norm for man’s conduct 

For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you 

will never enter the kingdom of heaven. (Matt. 5:20, NRSV) 

Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. (Matt. 5:48, NRSV) 

Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for then 

you have no reward from your Father in heaven. (Matt. 6:1, NRSV) 

But strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will 

be given to you as well. (Matt. 6:33, NRSV) 

[Matthew] 5:48 and 6:33 perform similar functions as far as their roles in the structure of their 

respective chapters are concerned. It should also be noted that this parallelism even extends to a 

similarity of meaning. In both verses the disciples are urged to imitate God. 

Seeking God’s righteousness (6:33) is essentially the same as being perfect as God is perfect (5:48). 

Consequently, just as in 5:20, 48 and 6:1 righteousness/ perfection was not thought of as the gift of 

God, so in 6:33 it is not viewed in this way. … God’s righteousness in 6:33 must be understood as a 

norm for man’s conduct. It is ‘righteousness of life in agreement with the will of God.’ 413 

To enter into life, keep the commandments 

Someone came to him and said, “Teacher, what good deed must I do to have eternal 

life?” … “If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments.” He said to him, 

“Which ones?” And Jesus said, “You shall not murder; You shall not commit 

adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; Honor your father 

and mother; also, You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 

The young man said to him, “I have kept all these; what do I still lack?” Jesus said to 

him, “If you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and give the money to the 

poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” When the young 

man heard this word, he went away grieving, for he had many possessions. (Matt. 

19:16-22, NRSV) 

On one occasion, a rich young man asked Jesus directly to name the specific good deed or deeds he 

should perform to gain eternal life. Jesus had a chance to spell out his position on the subject 

conclusively. He affirmed the premise implicit in the man’s question, that God would judge people 

based on conduct. Jesus’ response was that the man should live in a certain way in order to receive a 

positive final judgment: 

If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments... You shall not murder; You 

shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; 

Honor your father and mother; also, You shall love your neighbor as yourself. (Matt. 

19:17-19) 

He clearly spelt out that moral conduct forms the criterion for eternal life.414 

------ 

When Jesus is just beginning his fateful journey to Jerusalem, he is suddenly accosted by a wealthy 

man. The man, who is further described in Matthew’s Gospel as young (Matt. 19:20) and in Luke’s as 

a ruler (Luke 18:18), dashes up to Jesus and collapses in a subservient and beseeching posture, saying, 

“Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” (Mark 10:17). 
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The question asked by the ruler is unambiguous—what action is required of me so that I can come to 

participate in life everlasting? … 

For in replying to the man’s question, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus, to the chagrin of 

many contemporary pastors, priests, evangelists, and teachers, does not give a response that neatly fits 

our tidy theological systems. “You know the commandments,” Jesus states, “‘Do not murder, do not 

commit adultery, do not steal, do not bear false witness, do not defraud, honor your father and mother’ 

(Mark 10:19). In other words, Jesus cites from the covenantal center of the Old Testament, the Ten 

Commandments, and intimates that proper performance of these commandments will result in eternal 

life. Jesus says nothing here about faith, trust, or belief. Rather, Jesus in a relatively straightforward 

fashion asserts that it is necessary to do certain “works” to attain eternal life. … 

The man then promptly replies to Jesus, “Teacher, all these I have kept from my youth” (Mark 10:20). 

Notice that Jesus does not dispute this young man’s claim to adequate performance of the Ten 

Commandments, nor does he question his ability to meet the demands of the law. Instead Jesus says, 

“You lack one thing: go, sell whatever you have and give it to the poor, and you will have treasure in 

heaven—and come, follow me” (10:21). Thus, even when Jesus clarifies that the man still lacks one 

thing, it is not faith or belief, but rather he is required to perform specific additional “works” beyond 

the Ten Commandments in response to Jesus’s instructions—to sell all that he has, give the money to 

the poor, and follow.415 

------ 

An even larger problem for a purely faith-alone interpretation of the story involving the rich young 

man is that every other passage in the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) … explicitly 

describes how to attain eternal life emphasizes not “faith alone” but rather the absolute necessity of 

right action. Even if some of the actions are presented in metaphorical or hyperbolic terms, to find 

eternal life the correct action is without fail required. One must enter through the narrow gate (Matt. 

7:13-14 and parr.); take up the cross and follow Jesus (Matt. 10:38-39; 16:25; and parr.); give up 

homes, families, and possessions in following Jesus (Mark 10:30); remove one’s own offending hand 

or eye (Matt. 18:8); stand firm in testifying to Jesus in the face of persecution (Luke 21:19); provide 

food, water, hospitality, and clothes for the least of Jesus’s brothers; tend the sick; and visit the 

imprisoned (Matt. 25:31-46).  

In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus says to Zacchaeus, “Today salvation has come to this house, since he is also a 

son of Abraham,” not because Zacchaeus is described as putting his “faith” solely in Jesus, but rather 

because Zacchaeus declares, “Look, half of my belongings I give to the poor, Lord, and if I have 

extorted anything from anyone, I am paying it back fourfold” (Luke 19:8-9). It is Zacchaeus’s 

concrete gift to the poor and action to make reparation that prompts Jesus’s “salvation” declaration. 

Meanwhile, in an earlier passage from Luke’s Gospel, a certain lawyer asks Jesus how to gain eternal 

life. When queried further by Jesus, the lawyer is able to state that the two greatest commands are 

required: to love God and to love one’s neighbor as one’s self. In reply Jesus does not say, “Forget the 

commandments! Have faith in me alone and you will live!” but rather, “You have answered correctly; 

do this, and you will live” (Luke 10:28). Then Jesus proceeds to define what it means to be a loving 

neighbor by telling the parable of the good Samaritan, all of which reinforces the basic point—that it 

is necessary to perform concrete acts of service to those who are in need in order to gain eternal life.416 

------ 

It was the Mosaic Law that Jesus was referring to when speaking with the Rich Young Ruler but the 

key is that Jesus takes the ruler beyond the Law—and thus surpasses it—to Himself. In the end what 

is clear is that it is Jesus’ own demand that determines the ruler’s eternal destiny—not the Law. Jesus 

Himself declared that the Law was still valid but only in as much as it is caught up in, and re-applied 

by Him (Matt 5:17-20).  
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Furthermore, if entering into life was dependent upon keeping the commandments the Rich Young 

Ruler would have not been excluded since Jesus gives no indication that He is dissatisfied with the 

young man’s claim—”all these things I have kept” (19:20a). The “one thing” that the rich ruler lacks 

is taken up by Jesus himself, worded elsewhere as “love your neighbor as yourself” (cf. Luke 10:27). 

It is no surprise to find that this command essentially defines the “law of Christ” in Paul (Gal 6:2) and 

the “kingly law” in James (Jas 2:8). “Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law” (Rom 13:10).  

In the final analysis then, what excludes the ruler from entering the kingdom is not the demands of the 

Mosaic Law but his reluctance to depart with his wealth—and thus love the poor—and follow Jesus 

(cf. 6:24). 

In demanding that the young man follow Him, Jesus is placing Himself beyond the commandments 

and thus the Law. What we have here then appears to be another example (in addition to Matt 5:21-

48) of surpassing righteousness. 

In asking the young man to sell all he has, Jesus surpasses the commandments of the Mosaic Law and 

directs the ruler’s attention toward ‘perfection’ (cf. v. 48).417 

The wise hear the words and act on them 

Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be like a wise 

man who built his house on rock. … Everyone who hears these words of mine and 

does not act on them will be like a foolish man who built his house on sand. (Matt. 

7:24, NRSV) 

 

Matthew’s Gospel is made up of five discourses, with each 
ending in judgment by works referenced to eternal salvation 

At the end of every one of Matthew's five discourses Jesus teaches 

judgment by works and the judgment in each case applies to eternal 

salvation (7:24-27; 10:40-42; 13:47-50; 18:32-35; 25:31-46).418 

 

The kingdom of God will be given to a people that produce the fruits of the 
kingdom 

“I [Jesus] tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a 

people that produces the fruits of the kingdom. (Matt. 21:43, NRSV) 

People are blessed because of their attitudes and behaviour 

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. (Matt. 5:3, 

NRSV) 

Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. (Matt. 5:5, NRSV)  

Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. (Matt. 5:7, NRSV) 

Blessed are the pure in heart419, for they will see God. (Matt. 5:8, NRSV) 

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. (Matt. 5:9, 

NRSV) 

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven. (Matt. 5:10, NRSV) 
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Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil 

against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in 

heaven. (Matt. 5:11-12, NRSV) 

People who act on and teach the commandments are called great in the 
kingdom of heaven 

Whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others to do 

the same, will be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does them 

and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. (Matt. 5:19, 

NRSV) 

 

Twenty-five percent of Matthew links behavior and eternal destiny. 

Matt 3:1-12; 5:3-12, 17-20, 21-26, 43-48; 6:1-4, 5-15, 16-18; 7:1-6, 15-20, 

21-23, 24-28; 8:5-13; 10:5-15, 16-25, 32-33, 34-39, 4042; 11:20-24; 12:22-

32, 33-37, 36-43, 44-50; 16:21-28; 18:1-5, 21-35; 19:16-30; 20:1-16; 

21:28-32; 22:1-14; 23:1-36; 24:3-14, 45-51; 25:1-13, 14-30, 31-46; 26:17-

25.
420

 

 

To become a child of heaven, act positively towards your opponents 

Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be 

children of your Father in heaven. (Matt. 5:44-45, NRSV) 

If you forgive others, then your heavenly Father will forgive you  

If you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you; 

but if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses. 

(Matt. 6:14-15, NRSV) 

God forgives our sins on the condition that we forgive others. (Matt 6:12-15, 18:21-35; Mark 11:25; 

Luke 6:37, 11:4) In all these teachings, Jesus made it clear that our behaviour affects how God will 

judge us.421 

Do not judge, then you will not be judged 

Do not judge, so that you may not be judged. (Matt. 7:1, NRSV) 

Be humble and you will be exalted 

All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be 

exalted. (Matt. 23:12, NRSV) 

Take action to be with Jesus 

Whoever is not with me is against me. (Matt. 12:30, NRSV) 

Ask, seek, knock 

Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be 

opened for you. For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, 

and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. (Matt. 7:7-8, NRSV) 
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Deny self and follow Jesus 

If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their 

cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who 

lose their life for my sake will find it. (Matt. 16:24-25, NRSV) 

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. Truly I tell you, there are some standing 

here who will not taste death before they see the Son of Man coming in his 

kingdom. (Matt. 16:27-28, NRSV) 

Become like a child or you will never enter the kingdom of heaven 

The disciples came to Jesus and asked, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of 

heaven?” He called a child, whom he put among them, and said, “Truly I tell you, 

unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of 

heaven. Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of 

heaven. Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me. (Matt. 18:1-5, 

NRSV) 

Do not put a stumbling block before the little ones who believe in Jesus 

If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in 

me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were fastened around your neck and 

you were drowned. (Matt. 18:6, NRSV) 

The kingdom of heaven belongs to those who are like a little child 

Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to such 

as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs.” (Matt. 19:14, NRSV) 

Enter 

Enter through the narrow gate. (Matt. 7:13, NRSV) 

Endure, flee, go through all the towns of Israel before the Son of Man 
comes 

The one who endures to the end will be saved. When they persecute you in one town, 

flee to the next; for truly I tell you, you will not have gone through all the towns of 

Israel before the Son of Man comes. (Matt. 10:22-23, NRSV) 

Endure to the end 

The one who endures to the end will be saved. (Matt. 24:13, NRSV) 

Keep awake, be forever ready 

Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming. … 

You also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour. (Matt. 

24:42, 44, NRSV) 

------ 

Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour. (Matt. 25:13, 

NRSV) 

The blessed slave is one who is working when his master arrives 

Who then is the faithful and wise slave, whom his master has put in charge of his 

household, to give the other slaves their allowance of food at the proper time? Blessed 

is that slave whom his master will find at work when he arrives. But if that wicked 

slave says to himself, ‘My master is delayed,’ and he begins to beat his fellow slaves, 

and eats and drinks with drunkards, the master of that slave will come on a day 

when he does not expect him and at an hour that he does not know. He will cut him 
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in pieces and put him with the hypocrites, where there will be weeping and gnashing 

of teeth. (Matt. 24:45-51, 48-51,NRSV) 

 

In the Synoptic Gospels there are many passages that appear to teach a 

direct relationship between works and salvation (Matt 5:20, 21-26, 43-48 

par.; 7:21-23; 10:22; 18:2135; 19:17-21 pars.; 24:13 par.; 25:34-46; Luke 

10:27-28). It has therefore been my [Alan P. Stanley’s] contention that for 

Jesus, “works” play a significant role in determining where one spends 

eternity. I believe that the passages we have investigated only serve to 

confirm this. …  

Simply put, the presence or absence of “works” plays a significant role (in 

the final judgment) in determining where one spends eternity. That is, if 

works are present one can expect to spend eternity.
422

 

 

Take selfless care of all others who are in need 

When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will 

sit on the throne of his glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will 

separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, 

and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left. (Matt. 25:31-33, 

NRSV) 

The king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father, 

inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was 

hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I 

was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was 

sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ … The king will 

answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are 

members of my family, you did it to me.’ (Matt 25: 34-40, NRSV) 

Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘You that are accursed, depart from me 

into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels; for I was hungry and you 

gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, I was a stranger 

and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in 

prison and you did not visit me.’ … He will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as 

you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’ 

These will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life. 

(Matt. 25:41-46, NRSV) 

According to [Matthew 25:31-46], God bases his eternal judgment on conduct. He calls those who 

have done good and kind deeds to the poor and suffering the ‘righteous’, and gives them eternal life. 

In contrast, he rejects those who have failed to do such things.423 

------ 

What exactly does that mean? “Whenever you did these things to the lowliest of my brothers, you 

were doing it to me.”? 

It means that priests who sexually molest boys are molesting Jesus. Televangelists who cheat old 

women of their savings are cheating Jesus. Those killing members of other religions because of their 
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religion are killing Jesus. Those who despise the poor are despising Jesus. Those neglecting the 

homeless are neglecting Jesus. Those persecuting gays are persecuting Jesus. 

And that judgment of his is being delivered now, at the moment when he is scorned, ignored, left 

hungry. He is outcast, and we welcome him not. He needs us, and we do not take up his cross with 

him, love with him, die with him. That is the awesome test of love that Jesus brings to bear on our 

lives.424 

“Works” in the Synoptic Gospels: Linguistic Usage 

The verb  and its noun  indicate activity or a task to be performed (Mark 

13:34). The meaning simply denotes “to do” or “carry out” and occurs throughout the three 

Gospels (e.g., Matt 25:16; 26:10; Mark 21:28, Luke 13:14). …  

Do (): This verb is used in a variety of ways in the NT. … The term often portrays a 

simple doing activity. … The common element between  and  is activity. Of 

the two,  is broader semantically and so is easily able to encompass the notion of 

. Hence for “works” to take place one must engage in doing. For example, Jesus 

urges his hearers not to “do” () “the works” ( ) of the Scribes and the Pharisees 

(Matt 23:3). Kingdom participants are urged not to “do” () their righteousness before men 

(6:1). 

Not surprisingly  occurs in some significant salvation passages. (See Matt 12:50; 18:35; 

19:16; 25:40, 45; Luke 10:25, 28, 37. Cf. also Matt 3:8, 10; 7:17, 18, 19; 13:23, 26; 21:43; Mark 

4:32, where  is associated with “repentance” and “fruit.” In these contexts the meaning is 

“produce” or “grow.”)
425

 

 

Knowing and believing go hand in hand in this Gospel. Inseparably related to these are being and 

doing.  

The disciple must be inwardly good, not externally correct. God wants freedom from anger, lust, and 

hypocrisy, and abounding generosity of spirit toward persecutors and enemies. He desires “mercy and 

not sacrifice.” Nothing short of complete love for God and one’s fellow men will suffice. “You, 

therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (5:48). Perfection here, in the light of 

the context, clearly means inward goodness, sincerity, integrity, and benevolence, not absolute 

sinlessness. 

But inner goodness is not enough. It must lead to loving acts of service. This is most graphically set 

forth in the parable concerning the Judgment (25:31-46). It is not the pious but the actively benevolent 

who are here admitted to the kingdom of the Son of Man. The food, the drink, the clothes, the loving 

concern for the sick and the imprisoned—by these is a man really known.426 

------ 

Salvation, for [Matthew], results from understanding the mysteries of God’s redemptive purposes and 

activities as mediated through Jesus, the Son; from faith in and loyalty to Jesus as eschatological 

Deliverer; from inner righteousness and loving attitudes; from merciful deeds as an expression of a 

benevolent spirit. Matthew’s thought on this subject thus revolves around four centers: 

understanding, believing, being, and doing. The words of Jesus, together with his deeds, constitute a 

revelation from the Father by which the disciple is led to the response suggested in these four 

words.427 

------ 
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The emphasis in the Gospel of Matthew on doing is related in our summary to knowing, believing, 

and being. … One must become good within and that out of such inner goodness will flow good 

deeds. The true disciple is like Jesus both inwardly and outwardly.428 

------ 

Is the author of the Gospel of Matthew “a Christian legalist”? Is salvation for him to be gained by 

obeying the new Torah of Jesus? Is this Torah regarded as a new Halakah? An affirmative answer is 

impossible in the light of the total sweep of Matthew’s thought. His doctrine of salvation revolves 

around four centers, not just one: knowing, believing, being, and doing.429 

Serve others 

Whoever wishes to be first among you must be your slave; just as the Son of Man 

came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many. (Matt. 

20:27-28, NRSV) 

On the Day of Judgment, you will be either justified or condemned 
according to your words  

I tell you, on the day of judgment you will have to give an account for every 

careless word you utter; for by your words you will be justified, and by your words 

you will be condemned. (Matt. 12:36-37, NRSV) 

The parables of the Kingdom highlight the need for active response 

Seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty, 

some thirty. Let anyone with ears listen! … To those who have, more will be given, 

and they will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they 

have will be taken away. … Blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for 

they hear. (Matt. 13:8-9, 12, 16, NRSV) 

When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil 

one comes and snatches away what is sown in the heart430; this is what was sown on 

the path. As for what was sown on rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word 

and immediately receives it with joy; yet such a person has no root, but endures only 

for a while, and when trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, that 

person immediately falls away. As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one 

who hears the word, but the cares of the world and the lure of wealth choke the word, 

and it yields nothing. But as for what was sown on good soil, this is the one who 

hears the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a 

hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty. (Matt. 13: 19-23, NRSV) 

Just as the weeds are collected and burned up with fire, so will it be at the end of the 

age. The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all 

causes of sin and all evildoers, and they will throw them into the furnace of fire, 

where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will shine like 

the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Let anyone with ears listen! (Matt. 13:40-43, 

NRSV) 

Jesus will only be seen again when you say “…” 

You will not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is the one who comes in the name 

of the Lord’. (Matt. 23:39, NRSV) 
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Never speak against the Holy Spirit 

People will be forgiven for every sin and blasphemy, but blasphemy against the Spirit 

will not be forgiven. Whoever speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, 

but whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age 

or in the age to come. (Matt. 12:31-32, NRSV) 

Heaven does not reward open displays of piety 

Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them; for then 

you have no reward from your Father in heaven. (Matt. 6:1, NRSV) 

Bearers of bad fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire 

Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are 

ravenous wolves. You will know them by their fruits. (Matt. 7:15-16, NRSV) 

Every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot 

bear bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good 

fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. (Matt. 7:17-19, NRSV) 

Jesus condemned the cities where he had performed most of his deeds 
because they did not repent 

Then [Jesus] began to reproach the cities in which most of his deeds of power had 

been done, because they did not repent. “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, 

Bethsaida! For if the deeds of power done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, 

they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. But I tell you, on the day 

of judgment it will be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon than for you. And you, 

Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? No, you will be brought down to Hades. 

For if the deeds of power done in you had been done in Sodom, it would have 

remained until this day. But I tell you that on the day of judgment it will be more  

Remove anything that impedes entry to life or be thrown into the hell of fire 

If your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it away; it is better for you to 

enter life maimed or lame than to have two hands or two feet and to be thrown into 

the eternal fire. And if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out and throw it 

away; it is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes and to be 

thrown into the hell of fire. (Matt. 18:8-9, NRSV) 

The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts 

with his slaves. … In anger [the slave’s] lord handed him over to be tortured until he 

would pay his entire debt. So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, 

if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart. (Matt. 18:23, 33-35, 

NRSV) 
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COLOSSIANS’ SOTERIOLOGY 

Colossians’ style and vocabulary is different from Paul’s 

The style and vocabulary of Colossians appear markedly different from the undisputed Pauline Letters 

[Footnote: The undisputed letters of Paul (i.e., the letters most interpreters agree were written by Paul 

include Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and Philemon)]. 

Colossians has many terms that appear nowhere else in Paul or, for that matter, in the rest of the New 

Testament. Furthermore, the pleonastic431 style of Colossians distinguishes it from the undisputed 

Letters.432 

Colossians’ theology is different from Paul’s 

Beyond these more formal differences, Colossians` theology differs from the undisputed letters in its 

themes and emphases. … Colossians does not, for example, dwell on the theme of justification by 

faith.433 

Colossians’ near absence of reference to the Holy Spirit contrasts with 
Paul’s references 

In comparison with the undisputed Pauline Letters, the near absence of references to the Holy Spirit in 

Colossians stands out. The only direct mention of the Spirit appears in 1:8, where the writer notes that 

the readers’ love comes from the Spirit. … Compared to the attention Paul gives the Spirit in 1 and 2 

Corinthians, Galatians, and Romans, Colossians represents a significant departure. … 

Colossians represents a considerable modification to the emphasis Paul gives the role of the Spirit in 

believers’ lives.434 

Colossians uses the image of the body of Christ differently than Paul 

Colossians also uses the image of the body of Christ in a way the undisputed letters do not. In the 

undisputed letters, Paul only uses this metaphor to describe local churches, but Colossians refers to 

the worldwide church as the body of Christ, with the cosmic Christ as its head (1: 18). Paul certainly 

maintains that the church is one throughout the world and in its many manifestations, but he does not 

use “body” to express that idea in the undisputed letters.435 

The cumulative effect of the shifts suggest an associate penned this letter 
shortly after Paul’s death 

While no single assertion, theological affirmation, or perspective in Colossians is impossible for Paul, 

the cumulative effect of the shifts in meaning and emphasis in so many areas suggests that an 

associate penned this letter soon after Paul’s death, The interpretation of Paul’s sufferings in 

Colossians tips the balance slightly in favor of this conclusion. … 

Colossians represents a first step in establishing and maintaining Paul’s authority after his death.436 

Recognising that the letter was written after Paul’s death aids us in 
understanding it 

Indeed, recognizing that a letter is pseudonymous clarifies the context that gave rise to it and thus aids 

us in understanding it.437 
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An alternate view accepts that Colossians is from Paul’s hand, or is at least 
substantially Pauline 

The authenticity of Colossians has sometimes been questioned. Today, however, there is broad 

agreement that it is, as it purports to be (1:1; 4:18), from the hand of Paul – or that it is at least 

substantially Pauline. … A strong argument for Pauline authorship is the relation of Colossians to 

Philemon. Both of these books, sent to the same town … contain the names of Paul, Onesimus, 

Archippus, Epaphras, Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke. The consensus of scholarly opinion is that 

Philemon is incontestably Pauline and it is the feeling of many NT scholars that this carries over to 

Colossians.438 

SOTERIOLOGY 

Colossians gives extraordinary attention to the forgiveness of sins 

Colossians gives extraordinary attention to forgiveness of sins. The undisputed Pauline Letters do not 

make forgiveness a major theme in their discussions of salvation. Usually Paul does not even speak of 

sin in the plural. Rather than viewing sin as individual evil acts, Paul commonly sees it as a power that 

captures and imprisons (e.g., Rom 7:7-25). But Colossians resolutely makes forgiveness of sins a 

central element of its soteriology.439 

Now believers have been given life 

Assurances of forgiveness frame the christological confession of 1:15-20. The topic of forgiveness 

appears again in Colossians’ explication of believers’ secure relationship with God in 2:9-15. The 

writer makes forgiveness of their trespasses a corollary of being raised with Christ (v. 13). Their 

trespasses had brought them death, but now believers have been given life through receiving 

forgiveness in Christ.440 

Christ’s defeat of the powers has erased the record of the believers’ sin 

In the crucifixion—which here must include the resurrection—the record of believers’ sin and the 

decree of their guilt are erased through Christ’s defeat of the powers. … Colossians commonly 

interprets salvation as release from hostile spiritual powers. 441 

Colossians has a participationist soteriology 

Colossians identifies being “in Christ” as the sphere of salvation (see esp. 2:9-15; also 3:3). Therefore, 

Colossians has a participationist soteriology. Believers are God’s people because they have been 

incorporated into Christ and thus have been identified with him. … 

They have died to their old lives and been raised to new life in Christ and therefore participate in the 

new eschatological reality that God offers through Christ.442 

------ 

Colossians maintains that salvation entails adopting a manner of life consistent with the character of 

God. Participation in Christ requires believers to conform their lives to Christ, who is the image of 

God (1:15: 3:9-10).443 

Colossians proclaims freedom and protection 

Colossians proclaims that Christ has freed believers from the power of these beings, declaring that 

Christ has defeated them and so reclaimed believers for God (2:14-15, 20). Christ has not only 

rescued believers but also transferred them into his own realm. Therefore, they no longer serve those 

hostile powers but are citizens of a different kingdom (1:12-14), in which they are heirs with Christ, 
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properly qualified to receive all God’s blessings. Believers are also freed from their fear of these 

beings because Christ, who has defeated the powers, protects them.444 

In baptism, believers share the exalted Christ’s relationship with God 

It is this cosmic Christ who effects salvation and constitutes the eschatological realm in which 

believers reside; their lives are hidden with him (3:3) because he is not just the ruler of the cosmos but 

also the head of the church (1:18). Believers identify with this most powerful of beings in baptism, 

where they become members of his body and are raised to share this exalted Christ’s relationship with 

God. Believers also gain all knowledge of God in Christ because that knowledge resides fully in him 

(2:3).445 

Believers already possess the eschatological blessings 

Colossians emphasizes believers’ present possession of eschatological blessings. The author asserts 

that they have already been raised with Christ (2:12-13: 3:1) and have already been made full (2:10). 

While Paul often speaks of receiving new life in Christ (e.g., Rom 6:1-4), he does not explicitly use 

resurrection language to speak of the present existence of believers in the undisputed letters.446 

Believers confidently possess forgiveness and salvation 

Through various means, then, this letter maintains that believers need nothing beyond their 

participation in Christ to confidently possess forgiveness and salvation—indeed, the fullness of God’s 

eschatological blessings.447 

Colossians mirrors a shift in emphasis about the second coming 

Colossians does not manifest the urgency about the timing of the Parousia that l Thessalonians, for 

example, has. In this, Colossians mirrors a shift in emphasis about the second coming.448 

CHRISTOLOGY 

The interplay between Colossians’ Christology and soteriology 

Christology stands at the heart of this epistle, but always in the service of soteriological claims.449 

------ 

Christology provides the primary support for Colossians’ assertions about the security of believers’ 

salvation. The center of the letter’s theological thought is found in the interplay between Christology 

and soteriology, that is, between who Christ is and what that means for believers’ relationship with 

God.450 

The soteriology of Colossians emphasises Christ’s exalted position 

Soteriology is the central topic of Colossians. The writer’s Christology emphasizes the exalted 

position of Christ to assure readers that their identification with Christ provides them with forgiveness 

and the proper relationship with God.451 

Colossians envisions Christ as a heavenly being 

Colossians grounds its response to the teaching it opposes in a cosmic Christology. Colossians 

envisions Christ as a heavenly being who has always been God’s mediating agent in relation to the 
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cosmos. God worked through Christ to create the cosmos, as well as to reconcile the church (1:15-

20).452 

Colossians emphasizes Christ’s exalted place with God 

Colossians emphasizes Christ’s exalted place with God: Christ reigns over the cosmos and all that is 

in it (2:10-11). Christ attains this position, in part, by defeating the powers that oppose God’s will 

(1:18-20; 2:15). Thus, God exalts him to the highest place in heaven (3:1). In all of this, Christ works 

as God’s agent. Furthermore, the fullness of God’s nature dwells in Christ (1:19; 2:9).453 

Christ lived before anything came into being 

Colossians goes beyond affirmations of the presence of God in Christ’s salvation-bestowing acts; it 

also identifies Christ as God’s agent in creation. … The preformed liturgical piece in 1:15-20 asserts 

that Christ is the one through whom all things were created and by whom the cosmos is sustained. 

This description of Christ’s work, which predates the writing of Colossians, makes him the highest 

being in the cosmos not only because he lived before anything came into being but also because all 

came into existence through him and continues to exist through his power.454 

Passages from Colossians referred to in this Chapter 

Colossians 1:1-2 (NRSV) 

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother, to the 

saints and faithful brothers and sisters in Christ in Colossae: 

Colossians 1:12-14 (NRSV) 

Giving thanks to the Father, who has enabled you to share in the inheritance of the 

saints in the light. He has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us 

into the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness 

of sins. 

Colossians 1:15-20 (NRSV) 

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things 

in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or 

dominions or rulers or powers — all things have been created through him and for 

him. He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together. He is the 

head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that 

he might come to have first place in everything. For in him all the fullness of God was 

pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, 

whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross. 

Colossians 2:2-3 (NRSV) 

So that they may have all the riches of assured understanding and have the knowledge 

of God’s mystery, that is, Christ himself, in whom are hidden all the treasures of 

wisdom and knowledge. 

Colossians 2:9-15 (NRSV) 

For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have come to fullness in 

him, who is the head of every ruler and authority. In him also you were circumcised 

with a spiritual circumcision, by putting off the body of the flesh in the circumcision 

of Christ; when you were buried with him in baptism, you were also raised with him 

through faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. And when you were 

dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made you alive together 

with him, when he forgave us all our trespasses, erasing the record that stood against 
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us with its legal demands. He set this aside, nailing it to the cross. He disarmed the 

rulers and authorities and made a public example of them, triumphing over them in it. 

Colossians 2:20 (NRSV) 

With Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the universe. 

Colossians 3:1 (NRSV) 

So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, 

seated at the right hand of God. 

Colossians 3:2-3 (NRSV) 

Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth, for you have 

died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 

Colossians 3:9-10 (NRSV) 

Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its 

practices and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in 

knowledge according to the image of its creator. 

Colossians 4:18 (NRSV) 

I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand. Remember my chains. Grace be with 

you. 
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EPHESIANS’ SOTERIOLOGY 

Ephesians is the “Epistle of the Ascension” 

Ephesians tarries largely among the heavenlies. It is characterized by dignity and serenity which is in 

harmony with the elevation of its thoughts. There is scarcely even an echo of the great controversies 

which ring so loudly in the Epistles to the Romans and Galatians. 

It is “the divinest composition of man,” wrote Coleridge. It has been called “the crown of St. Paul’s 

writings,” “the Queen of the Epistles,” and the “greatest and most relevant of his works.” W. O. 

Carver said, “Ephesians is the greatest piece of writing in all of history.” It may well be the “most 

influential document ever written.” …  

Expositors observes: “It is the grandest of all the Pauline letters. There is a peculiar and sustained 

loftiness in its teaching which has deeply impressed the greatest minds and has earned for it the title 

of the ‘Epistle of the Ascension.’”455 

------ 

The soteriological view presented in the book of Ephesians is that the Christian is already living in the 

completed state of salvation. This perspective overrides all other aspects of salvation mentioned in the 

letter. Ephesians 2:5 and 8 both make the statement that “by grace you have been saved”. In these 

instances, the verb ‘saved’ is in the perfect tense, indicating a completed action with ongoing results. 

This is further emphasized by the fact that verses 5 and 6 state that God “made us alive together with 

Christ”, “raised us up with Him, and seated us with Him in the heavenly places”. The tense of these 

three verbs that talk about our union with Christ are all in the aorist tense, again indicating an action 

that has already taken place. 

This completed viewpoint of salvation is somewhat unique among Paul’s writings. In other places the 

stress is often on the future aspects of salvation.456 

THE STRUCTURE OF EPHESIANS 

The theological and paraenetic (moral and ethical) structure of 
Ephesians 

The relationship between the so-called ‘theological’ (Eph 1-3) and ‘paraenetic’457 (Eph 4-6) sections 

of Ephesians has been a matter of extensive scholarly discussion. Central to this debate is the question 

whether the ethical material found in Ephesians 4-6 is an integral part of the theological statements in 

Ephesians 1-3, or whether it is merely an appendage with its own self-contained theology. In an 

attempt to clarify the function of the paraenesis in Ephesians, some scholars have arrived at the 

conclusion that the two parts of the letter are thematically unrelated. Others have endeavoured to 

explain its function by reference to the historical Sitz-im-Leben of the letter, or its allusions to 

baptism. Still others have used rhetorical analysis to discern the structural relationship between the 

different parts of the letter.458 

------ 

The rough division of Ephesians into the didactic section of chapters 1-3 and the paraenetic section of 

chapters 4-6.459 

------ 
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The letter comes to us in two very clear parts. Chapters 1-3 spell out both the fact and the 

soteriological implications of Christ’s death and resurrection-exaltation, while chs. 4-6 spell out their 

ecclesiological and behavioral (ethical) implications.460 

EPHESIANS IS DEPENDENT ON COLOSSIANS 

The author of Eph is dependent on Col. 461 

------ 

There exists a (literary) relationship between Eph and the earlier Pseudo-Pauline Letter to the 

Colossians.462 

------ 

The Pauline debate on God, Christ, and the cosmos, as pursued by the author of Col, appears to be 

continued in Eph.463 

------ 

In his letter, the author of Eph in fact offers a sort of commentary on Col in order to modify its 

cosmology and cosmic Christology. … The literary dependence of the author of Eph on Col appears 

to serve the aim of enabling the author of Eph to write his letter as an exhaustive commentary on the 

cosmological and cosmic christological tenets of Col.464 

------ 

The author of Eph offered a full-scale critical commentary on Col since he caused his letter to run 

almost completely parallel.465 

------ 

Ephesians can be thought of as a commentary on Colossians. More than one third of Colossians is 

repeated in Ephesians, with some phrases and even sentences repeated verbatim (Col. 4:7-8 in Eph. 

6:21-22). More often, however, we find loose paraphrasing and reworking such as Colossians 1:22 in 

Ephesians 1:4 and Colossians 1:14 in Ephesians 1:7. More important, key theological insights, which 

are worked out in Colossians, are taken up and reworked in Ephesians. Ephesians is, to a great extent, 

a meditation on Colossians. This reworking of Colossians is not done woodenly but creatively. … We 

discover in Ephesians a certain maturation of Colossians’ ideas, all of it done in classic Pauline 

language. 

Thus the author of Ephesians must be imagined as a careful student of Paul who uses Colossians as 

his fundamental literary and theological outline. He cannot be named.466 

------ 

[Ephesians] is general in tone. It reads like a summary of key Pauline ideas. It seems to be unaffected 

by any specific problem. It is based extensively on Colossians 467 

------ 

There is a close relationship between the New Testament letters Colossians and Ephesians.468 

------ 

New Testament scholars have long observed a close connection between Colossians and Ephesians. 

Indeed, Francis Foulkes writes, ‘Without fear of contradiction it may be said that there are more 
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numerous and more sustained similarities between Ephesians and Colossians than between any other 

two New Testament letters.’469 

COLOSSIANS AND THEN EPHESIANS 
WERE WRITTEN BY PAUL’S FOLLOWERS 

Paul’s Letter to the Colossians and Letter to the Ephesians are in fact examples of the phenomenon of 

pseudepigraphic470 literature, which was widespread in classical antiquity. A striking feature of these 

letters is that they seem to have been written by two distinct adherents of Pauline theology, both of 

whom credited their writings to Paul, while at the same time one of them was dependent on the other. 

Generally, Eph is thought to be secondary and to share many of its tenets with Col, the writing it was 

modelled on. The two pseudepigraphic writings resemble one another in many respects, but the 

secondary one also diverges to some extent from its model.471 

------ 

In a period when formal commentaries on Paul’s letters were not yet written, pseudepigraphy was an 

important tool in furthering the Pauline debate on God, Christ, and the cosmos.472 

------ 

The letter to the Ephesian church is regarded as one of the masterworks of the NT, but it is also one of 

those books that the critics like to say wasn’t authored by Paul. … 

The supreme oddity of Ephesians, and the attempt to completely remove Paul from any but post-

mortem, ideological sorts of influence in its composition, lies in that even the staunchest critics admit 

that it is a work of genius and great spiritual insight, and not only so, but a brilliant and 

comprehensive summary of Paul’s theological emphases. … 

In light of bits of shared vocabulary …and conceptual ties (the lofty language, the focus on things 

heavenly, shared vocabulary with material by John, Paul, and Luke, the heavy use of liturgical 

material) I [J P Holding] would suggest that our scribe for Ephesians is Timothy, and that he has been 

heavily influenced in his thinking not only by his father in faith, Paul, but also by the beloved 

apostle.473 

------ 

The significant contrasts between Ephesians and the letters we can confidently ascribe to Paul raise 

questions about the identity of the author of Ephesians. Many important terms in Ephesians are not 

used by Paul elsewhere (e.g., heavenly places, dividing wall, fellow citizen), and some of Paul’s 

characteristic terms and emphases either are given new meaning (e.g., mystery, church) or are 

completely absent (e.g., the Jews, justify). In addition, the verbose style of Ephesians, especially the 

use of complex, long sentences (many of which have been divided in the NRSV), is not characteristic 

of Paul. Theological differences, especially Ephesians’ emphasis on believers’ present salvation (1.3-

12; 2.4-10) and the use of household rules (5.22-6.9), are also evident  

As a result of the combine weight of these differences, many scholars hold that Ephesians was written 

in the late first century by a Jewish-Christian admirer of Paul who sought to apply Pauline thought to 

the situation of the church in his own day. A minority of scholars hold the author to be Paul, who was 

writing at the end of his career while imprisoned, probably in Rome; different theological emphases 

are attributed to developments in Paul’s thinking and the particular situation addressed. 

There are, nevertheless, many verbal parallels between Ephesians and the Pauline letters, especially 

Colossians. If Paul was the author of both Ephesians and Colossians, they were probably written at 

                                                      
469

 Heavenlies in Ephesians, pages 8-9 
470 PSEUDEPIGRAPHY: the ascription of false names of authors to works

 (https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/pseudepigraphy accessed 26 October 2107)
 

471
 Cosmic Christology, page 9 

472
 Cosmic Christology, page 203 

473 Authorship of Ephesians, 
http://www.tektonics.org/af/ephauth.php 

 (accessed 3 September 2017)
 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/pseudepigraphy
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/pseudepigraphy
http://www.tektonics.org/af/ephauth.php


Ephesians’ soteriology 

114 

the same time; if Ephesians was written by a later follower of Paul, he drew upon Colossians’ 

established authority and modeled his work on it.474 

THE LIKELY DATE OF EPHESIANS 

The first firm evidence for the existence of Eph seems to derive from Marcion (fl. c. AD 140), who 

knew Eph as the Letter to the Laodiceans, Tertullian (c. AD 160-240), and Basilides (fl. AD 130-

140). For that reason, the date of Eph ranges somewhere between the 80s and AD 140. A date in the 

first two decades following the composition of Col in the 80s AD is to be preferred, since the 

unpolemical way in which Eph exhibits a positive view on God and creation seems to antedate the 

beginnings of Gnosticism after AD 100.475 

------ 

The Letter to the Colossians was probably written in the 80s AD at the earliest.476 … The Letter to the 

Ephesians is generally and rightly regarded to be dependent on the Letter to the Colossians and must 

therefore have been composed after Col in the 80s AD or later.477 

------ 

With what assumptions can we begin, then? The best we can estimate is that Ephesians must be dated 

after Colossians and before the Pastoral Epistles, Ignatius, and Polycarp, all of which make references 

to this letter. Some time between 80-85 would be a good guess, but it could have been written a little 

later. Ephesians, like Colossians, must come from a center of Pauline study, perhaps Rome or Ephesus 

itself. Of course, other locales are possible.478 

IMPACTS ON COLOSSIANS AND EPHESIANS OF CONTEMPORARY 
THEOLOGICAL AND COSMOLOGICAL POSITIONS 

Some theological and cosmological positions are shared with Graeco-
Roman contemporaries 

The interrelationships between the cosmologies of Eph, Col and Paul seem best explained within the 

framework of contemporary Graeco-Roman cosmology.479 

------ 

The author of the Letter to the Colossians (Col) deliberately took issue with certain aspects of Paul’s 

cosmic Christology. The author of the Letter to the Ephesians (Eph), in turn, continued this debate by 

drawing on Col and commenting on some features of its Christology and cosmology. 

It seems that both authors pursued this debate from theological and cosmological positions which they 

shared, to some extent, with Graeco-Roman contemporaries. Paul had opened up the possibility of 

such a debate in terms of Graeco-Roman cosmology, as he held the widespread opinion that the 

cosmos is composed of elements.480 

------ 

The powers Christ is thought to be confronted with in Pauline and Pseudo-Pauline letters are in fact 

similar to those antagonistic cosmological powers which—according to Plutarch—are subjugated by 

Eros, Aphrodite and Osiris.481 
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Graeco-Roman cosmology is closely intertwined with the soteriological 
question of man’s salvation 

Cosmological interest is not only noticeable in the Pseudo-Pauline letters to the Colossians and the 

Ephesians, but already in Paul. In these letters, whether authentically Pauline or pseudepigraphic, 

Graeco-Roman cosmology is closely intertwined with the soteriological question of man’s 

salvation.482 

The logic of Ephesians depends on the Stoic idea of the cosmic 
community 

The similarities between the Stoic notion of the cosmic city and the views which the author of Eph 

expresses on God, the cosmos and the ecclesiastical community are immediately apparent.  

Of course, the most conspicuous dissimilarity is that whereas, according to the Stoics, there is 

fellowship in the cosmic city between the first and greatest God, the astral gods in heaven and the 

wise among the rational human beings, according to the author of Eph the cosmic principles and 

powers in heaven are not yet fully part of this cosmic community as they still need to gain more 

knowledge of God’s wisdom (Eph 3.10). 

The distinction which the Stoics make between those human beings who are wise and are members of 

the cosmic city and those who are not is also applied, in Eph, to the principles and powers of the 

cosmos outside the church. The cosmic principles and powers have only been partially reconstituted, 

as Christ is still in the process of filling the cosmos. In this process the human members of the church 

are actively engaged insofar as they make those principles and powers aware of the multi-faceted 

cosmic wisdom of God. Despite this dissimilarity, it is clear that the whole logic depends on the Stoic 

idea of the cosmic community.483 

------ 

Just as the cosmic city, in Stoic thought, is not absolutely identical with the cosmos but comprises 

God, the astral gods in heaven and those rational human beings who are wise, likewise the church in 

Eph does not exactly coincide with the cosmos: it represents the fellowship between God, the 

Christians, who want to live not as unwise but as wise men (Eph 5.15) who make the wisdom ( 

sophia) of God known to the cosmos (Eph 3.10).484 

------ 

Ephesians 5:15 

Be careful then how you live, not as unwise people but as wise.485 

EPHESIANS MODIFIED THE COSMOLOGICAL TENETS OF COLOSSIANS 

The author of Eph is literarily dependent on Col, adopted almost its entire structure, but modified its 

cosmological tenets.486 

------ 

Eph was presented as the twin letter of Col and is in fact a commentary on Col with, as its main 

purpose, a critical modification of its cosmology and cosmic Christology.487 

Unlike in Colossians, Sin in Ephesians is the direct result of evil cosmic 
instigators 

Sin in Col is not instigated by evil powers but is effectively defined as the denial of Christ’s 

hegemony within the cosmic hierarchy. This is in marked contrast with Eph. Sin, as the author of Eph 
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makes plain in the final section of his introductory prayer, is the direct result of evil cosmic instigators 

such as the demonic ruler who controls the air. These evil cosmic powers are still in operation since, 

until now, the cosmos outside the church is still only in the process of being filled with God. 

Although the author of Eph seems to make a bold statement when he asserts that his readers have 

been raised with Christ and seated with him in the heavenly realms (Eph 2.6), on closer inspection 

these realms are not necessarily a safe place as they are also home to the evil cosmic powers.488 

THE MYSTICISM OF EPHESIANS 

Common themes of Jewish Merkabah mysticism and Ephesians 2 

We can also identify some common themes from our study of Jewish merkabah mysticism and 

Ephesians 2: 

1. Heavenly journey: Though there is no heavenly journey for the redeemed in Ephesians, 

believers are granted a heavenly status (Eph. 2.6). In Eph. 4.10 Christ has ascended above all 

the heavens. 

2. Ascent to God’s throne in the highest heaven: In Eph. 2.6 believers have been raised up with 

Christ and have been seated with him in the heavenlies. Christ has ascended above all the 

heavens (Eph. 4.10) and is seated at the right hand of God in the heavenlies (Eph. 1.20). 

3. Early Jewish mysticism as throne mysticism: Within the Pauline corpus outside Ephesians, 

Paul draws upon common themes in merkabah mysticism and writes that Christ is the image 

of God (2 Cor. 4.4), that the glory of God is found in the face of Christ (2 Cor. 4.6), and that 

Christ is the image of the invisible God. In a clear allusion to Psalm 110, Paul writes in Eph. 

1.20 that the one whom he had previously described as the image and glory of God is 

enthroned and seated at the right hand of God in the heavenlies. 

4. Depiction of a heavenly Temple: Though in Ephesians we do not find an exact parallel to the 

apocalyptic descriptions of the heavenly Temple, Paul does portray the church as a holy 

Temple in the Lord and as the dwelling place of God in the Spirit (2.19-22). Additionally, the 

description of believers as συμπολῖται τῶν ἁγίων καὶ οἰκεῖοι τοῦ Θεοῦ [fellow-citizens of the 

saints and of the household of God] (2.19) has led many commentators to conclude that Eph. 

2.19-22 is indeed a reference to the church as an eschatological heavenly Temple of God. 

5. A special relationship between God’s throne of Glory and other heavenly thrones; the throne 

as a place of honour that is promised for the righteous: In Eph. 2.6 Paul can portray believers 

as enthroned with Christ and as in the heavenlies with Christ precisely because of the special 

relationship which believers have with Christ — that of union with him (Eph. 2.5-6).489 

Jewish Merkabah Mysticism 

The concept of apocalyptic Jewish mysticism is rooted in themes such as heavenly journeys, 

ascensions, throne visions, and enthronements. The term ‘merkabah mysticism’, or ‘throne-chariot 

mysticism’, finds its inception in the mishnaic period (c. 220 CE) and is the usual designation for 

these Jewish mystical traditions. 

Merkabah mysticism can thus be defined as a Jewish tradition which is centred around heavenly 

journeys and throne visions of the heavenly merkabah, or the throne chariot of God.490 
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Paul’s mystical background gave him insight into the mystery of Christ 

We have already noted the significance of Paul’s mystical background in his visions, revelation from 

God, and his ascent to heaven. Such revelations from the Lord shaped both his understanding of the 

gospel and his proclamation of Christ. In Eph. 3.3-4 we see once again Paul’s assertion491 that the 

mystery was made known (ἐγνωρίσθη) to him κατὰ ἀποκάλυψιν [by revelation], with the result that 

he now has insight into the mystery of Christ.492 

The letter stands in Paul’s mystical tradition 

In reference to mystical thought in Colossians and Ephesians, Alan F. Segal writes,  

‘If contemporary scholars were not convinced of the Pauline authorship of these 

letters, one can nonetheless say that they give irrefutable evidence about the 

popularity of Paul’s mystical teaching among his earliest disciples and the direction in 

which these mystical teachings were interpreted’. 

The significance of this understanding of pseudonymity for Ephesians is that regardless of one’s 

particular position on the letter’s authorship, it is evident that the letter stands in the Pauline tradition 

and can justifiably be referred to as ‘Pauline’. … 

Since those who argue for pseudonymous authorship of Ephesians still maintain that the letter was 

written in and stands in the Pauline tradition, the task of comparing the thought of Ephesians with the 

rest of the Pauline corpus would be of value regardless of our particular position on authorship.493 

------ 

Practically, for the aims of this book, the issue of whether or not Paul penned Ephesians is of little 

consequence. The reason for this is because the great majority of scholars who argue for deutero-

Pauline authorship still maintain that Ephesians was written in and stands in the Pauline tradition.494 

In Ephesians, Pauline tradition undergoes a striking transformation 

The author [of Ephesians] reaches back to the apostolic roots of the church, back to Paul, and takes 

over Pauline insights in order to understand his own time. … Pauline tradition undergoes a striking 

transformation in Ephesians. The author says things that have never been said before.495 

The thematic material of Ephesians is also present at Qumran 

The thematic material of Eph has its roots in a tradition that is also represented at Qumran.
496

 

THE COSMIC “PRINCIPLES”, “POWERS”, AND “FORCES” 

Ephesians defines the relation between Christ and the cosmic 
“Principles”, “Powers”, and “Forces” 

The author of Eph defines the relation between the heavenly Christ and the cosmic powers as follows. 

Christ has been installed in heaven above all cosmic powers. These powers are specified as principles 

(ἀρχα), powers (ἐξουσία) and forces (δύναμεις), in the same sequence in which they occur in 1 Cor 
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15.24, though supplemented with the dominions (κυριότητς) which are unique to the introductory 

prayer in Col. He again draws on 1 Cor by quoting Psalm 8.7b LXX: and all things were subdued 

under his feet (1 Cor 15.27). From this the author of Eph concludes, now leaning on the phraseology 

of the introductory prayer of Col, that Christ has been given to the church as supreme head over the 

cosmos.497 

------ 

The combination of all three terms ἀρχα (‘principles’), ἐξουσία (‘powers’) and δύναμεις (‘forces’) 

appears on only two occasions: in 1 Cor 15 and once again in the Pseudo-Pauline Letter to the 

Ephesians (see Eph 1.21), in a passage which is clearly influenced by 1 Cor 15.23-28. In the 

immediate context of Eph 1.21, one of these cosmic powers is specified as the ‘power of the air’ (Eph 

2.2: ἐξουσία τοῦ ἀέρος). 

Furthermore, all possible pairings of the individual terms ἀρχα (‘principles’), ἐξουσία (‘powers’) 

and δύναμεις (‘forces’) occur. The terms ἀρχα (‘principles’) and ἐξουσία (‘powers’) frequently 

occur together in Col and Eph. The terms ἐξουσία (‘powers’) and δύναμεις (‘forces’) are combined in 

1 Peter 3.22, that is, in a writing which is considered to have been exposed to Pauline influence. The 

terms ἀρχα, (‘principles’) and δύναμεις (‘forces’), lastly, are paired in Romans 8.38. 

All these letters are either authentically Pauline (1 Cor, Romans), or Pseudo-Pauline (Col, Eph), or 

written under the influence of the Pauline literary corpus (1 Peter).498 

------ 

Ephesians 1:20-21 

[God] raised [Christ] from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly 

places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every 

name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come.499 

The debates on God, Christ, and the cosmos centre on whether the body 
of the cosmos is Christ’s body 

The Pauline debate on God, Christ, and the cosmos as pursued by the authors of Col and Eph 

effectively centres around the question of whether or not the body of the cosmos is Christ’s body. The 

two authors treat this question for different reasons and answer it in diverse ways. In Pauline 

literature, the notion of a cosmic body first comes up in Col. It is still absent from Paul’s authentic 

letters. The author of Eph was aware of its occurrence in Col, because he is dependent on that letter, 

but he was unwilling to identify the cosmic body with the body of Christ, and consequently dropped 

this notion altogether.500 

------ 

As far as cosmological concepts and terminology are concerned, there are many similarities between 

Pauline Christianity and Graeco-Roman cosmological philosophy. The importance of cosmic 

Christology and cosmology in Paul and in the Pseudo-Pauline letters to the Colossians and the 

Ephesians is reflected in the genuine efforts made by the authors of Col and Eph to adapt Paul’s view 

on God, Christ, and the cosmos to their own temporal and intellectual circumstances.501 

------ 

In his commentary, the author of Eph gave expression to his view that the cosmos does not yet 

constitute Christ’s cosmic body, because the cosmos is still being filled with Christ. In this process the 

                                                      
497

 Cosmic Christology, page 156 
498

 Cosmic Christology, page 88 
499

 Ephesians 1:20-21, NRSV 
500

 Cosmic Christology, page 204 
501

 Cosmic Christology, pages 4-5 



Ephesians’ soteriology 

119 

church participates insofar as it announces God’s wisdom to the cosmos. The boundaries of its 

community are widened to include the cosmic principles and powers as well. 502 

In Ephesians, Christ’s cosmic rule does not extend over the entire 
physical cosmos 

Christ’s cosmic rule, as the author of Eph makes plain, does not yet extend over the entire physical 

cosmos. It began to be implemented, precisely as Paul presupposes in 1 Cor 15.25, when Christ was 

resurrected and installed in heaven (Eph 1.20). The benefit of this rule, however, is still limited to the 

church because Christ has only been given as cosmic head to the church. … 

The fact that the author of Eph thinks the benefit of Christ’s rule is still restricted to the church 

emerges clearly from the explication which he gives of the church. The church, in his definition, is the 

fullness of him who fills all in everything.503 

------ 

Unlike Col, the author of Eph believes that Christ as yet has no absolute control over the powers of 

the cosmos though he has been given to the church as head of the cosmos. The church is the locus 

which has already been totally filled with Christ’s cosmic rule, whereas the cosmos outside the church 

is in the process of being filled with Christ. In the remainder of his letter, the author of Eph wants to 

argue that an important role in this process is assigned to the church.504 

------ 

In contrast to the introductory prayer in … Col, in which the present cosmos is considered already to 

have been brought to peace, reconciled and assembled in Christ, the author of Eph, on the other hand, 

believes that Christ is still in the process of extending his influence over the cosmos.505 

Unlike the situation in Colossians, in Ephesians the fight against the 
cosmic powers continues 

The idea [in Eph] that the fight against the cosmic principles and powers and the rulers of the cosmos 

is still in progress is in marked contrast with the view expressed by the author of Col in his refutation 

of the Colossian philosophy, which was, significantly, omitted out from Eph. 

According to [Col], Christ has already led the principles (ἀρχα), powers (ἐξουσία) and elements of 

the cosmos in triumph, and fully integrated them again into his cosmic body (Col 2.8-10 and 2.15). In 

the view of the author of Eph, though, the decisive triumph over the physical cosmos has not yet come 

about because the confrontation with the cosmic powers, in which the church is actively engaged, still 

continues.506 

In Ephesians, the extension of Christ’s influence over the cosmos is still 
in progress 

Whereas the introductory prayer in Col reflects a confident cosmology which describes the present 

physical cosmos as brought to peace, reconciled and put together in Christ, the author of Eph is 

convinced that the extension of Christ’s influence over the cosmos is still in progress.507 

------ 

In his cosmology and cosmic Christology, the author of Eph develops Paul’s notion of Christ’s 

gradual subjugation of the cosmos by interpreting the classical notion of filling the cosmos, in an 

extraordinary way, as an ongoing process in which the church plays an important role. The 
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relationship between church and cosmos has its analogy in the fellowship between man and cosmos in 

the Stoic notion of the cosmic city.508  

The notion of filling all things or the cosmos originated in Graeco-
Roman philosophy 

Ephesians 1:22-23 

And he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for 

the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.509 

------ 

The notion of filling all things or the cosmos originated in Graeco-Roman philosophy. The author of 

Eph did not derive it from the Septuagint, despite some seeming analogies. … 

The closest parallel in the Septuagint to the idea of God filling the cosmos is certainly found in the 

Wisdom of Solomon. … The Hellenistic date of the Wisdom of Solomon encourages us to look for this 

notion in Greek literature as well. 

In Greek literature, the idea of filling the cosmos, or the cosmos being full, appears to be a widespread 

notion attributed to Thales of Miletus (6th cent. BC). As Aristotle reports, Thales is of the opinion that 

all things are full of gods.510 

IN THE HEAVENLY REALMS 

In Ephesians, readers of the New Testament encounter one of the most intriguing phrases throughout 

the whole of Scripture. The phrase ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις [in the heavenly realms] appears five times in 

the letter and is not found in any other place in all of Scripture. While there is nothing inherently 

intriguing about the words ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις, the expression proves to be of interest because of the 

various contexts in which it appears.511 

------ 

In Eph. 1.3 God has blessed believers with every spiritual blessing ‘in the heavenlies’ in Christ. 

In Eph. 1.20 God has raised Christ from the dead and seated Christ at his right hand in the heavenlies. 

In Eph. 2.6 God has also raised believers up with Christ and seated them with Christ in the heavenlies. 

In Eph. 3.10 the manifold wisdom of God is made known through the church to the rulers and 

authorities in the heavenlies. 

Finally, in Eph 6.12 the church’s struggle is not against flesh and blood, but rather against the rulers, 

the authorities, the world forces of darkness, and the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenlies.512 

------ 

Eph. 2.6 and Eph. 6.12 have caused the most consternation to scholars. … In these passages, two 

things seem patently out of place. First, it does not seem reasonable that earthly believers should be 

depicted as already in heaven. Second, the fact that the forces of evil are ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις [in the 

heavenly realms] is difficult to reconcile with many conceptions of heaven.513 
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Ephesians 6.12 – The spirits of evil in the heavenly places 

For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, 

against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the 

spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.514 

A number of recent commentators have convincingly demonstrated the importance of Eph. 6.10-20 

within the thought and flow of Ephesians. The passage represents the conclusion of the paraenesis and 

so serves to reinforce the previous exhortations, yet also in places recapitulates the entire letter’s 

themes and terminology.515 

The spiritual forces reside in the heavenly realms 

In Eph. 6.12 … the spiritual forces of evil reside ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις [in the heavenly realms]. Since 

the time of the church fathers, this statement has perplexed commentators.516 

------ 

We must conclude that Eph. 6.12 does indeed portray the location of the spiritual forces of evil as in 

the heavens.517 

The description of evil powers in the heavenlies in Eph. 6.12 is unique to 
the New Testament 

Apart from Eph. 6.12, we find no New Testament parallel in which evil spiritual powers seemingly 

have a permanent place in heaven. Whereas several Old Testament passages clearly describe Satan’s 

access to and activity in heaven, the New Testament passages describe Satan and his angels’ removal 

from heaven. Consequently, the description of evil powers in the heavenlies in Eph. 6.12 is unique to 

the New Testament.518 

------ 

Though Ephesians is the only New Testament book which explicitly states that the evil powers are 

located in the heavens, its description of Christ’s authority and rule over the heavenly powers (Eph. 

1.20-21), its description of the powers’ inability to prevent the nations from submitting to God 

(Ephesians 2; 3.1-13), and its description of the great salvation accomplished in Christ (Eph. 2.4-10) 

are all consistent with the other New Testament accounts which depict Satan and the evil powers as 

cast out of heaven.519 

Believers are engaged in a battle against the spiritual forces of evil in the 
heavenly realms 

By and large, the passages in Ephesians which we have examined with the expression ἐν τοῖς 

ἐπουρανίοις [in the heavenly realms] have emphasized the ‘already’ pole of Pauline eschatology. … 

However, when we arrive at Eph. 6.10-20, we encounter a completely different emphasis — the ‘not 

yet’ pole or perspective of Pauline eschatology — when we read that believers are engaged in a battle 

against the spiritual forces of evil ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις [in the heavenly realms].520 
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THE ROLE OF THE CHURCH 

ἐκκλησία (Ekklesia) means ‘an assembly of people’ 

If I [George H. van Kooten] use the term ‘church’ (ἐκκλησία [ekklesia]) in this book, I do so only 

reluctantly, because at the beginning of Christianity the word did not yet have the specifically 

Christian ring to it which it acquired later. Plutarch, a contemporary of the author of Eph, used the 

word ἐκκλησία, like all Greeks, in the sense of an ‘assembly of people’. It is in that general sense that 

the term ‘church’ should be understood.521 

------ 

The Greek word ‘ekklesia’ which comes from two words ‘ek’ meaning ‘out’ and ‘kaleo’ meaning to 

‘call.’ An ekklesia or ‘calling out’ was not just an assembly. The words agora and paneguris as well 

as heorte, koinon, thiasos, sunagoge and sunago can all mean an assembly. The word ekklesia was a 

political term, not a religious term. Jesus was the King and the Bible used the term ekklesia for a good 

reason. In classical Greek “ekklesia” meant “an assembly of citizens summoned by the crier, the 

legislative assembly”.522 

The church is involved in the restoration of the cosmos 

The author of Eph makes known for the first time in what sense the church is involved in the 

restoration of the cosmos. According to the author of Eph, the global church is entrusted the task of 

revealing God’s wisdom to the powers of the physical cosmos. … In this way, Christ’s fullness, which 

has already filled the church, starts to penetrate the cosmos with the aim of filling it too.523 

------ 

In Eph, thus, the mystery is said to be made known in widening circles to the apostles and prophets, 

the nations and the cosmic principles and powers. It is the church which is engaged in the 

reconstitution of the cosmos by convincing its powers of the divine wisdom. 

In accordance with some strands of Graeco-Roman Judaism, wisdom () is understood as a force 

which was present at the creation of the cosmos and helped in putting it together (Proverbs 8.22-31 

LXX) and acted as artificer of all things (Wisdom of Solomon 7.21 LXX). By making known this 

wisdom to the principles and powers of the cosmos, the church will make them aware that the divine 

wisdom is capable of permeating the entire cosmos again (Eph 3.10).524 

The church is God’s instrument of revelation 

It is actually the church which is God’s instrument of revelation as ἡ πολυποίκιλος σοφία τοῦ Θεοῦ 

[the manifold wisdom of God] is made known to the heavenly powers (Eph. 3.10).525 

------ 

It is actually the church which makes known God’s mystery in Christ (the manifold wisdom of 

God).526 

------ 

The church, as the instrument of God’s revelation, bears witness through its very existence to 

the union of Jews and Gentiles and so reveals God’s wisdom and mystery in Christ to the 

spiritual powers in the heavenlies.
527
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Ephesians 3.1-13 – The church makes the plan of the Mystery known to 
the heavenly powers 

Eph. 3.9-10 is the key passage which focuses on the grand design of God’s salvation-historical plan.528 

Ephesians 3:9-10 

And to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who 

created all things; so that through the church the wisdom of God in its rich variety 

might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.529 

The author of Ephesians prays that God may give them the spiritual gift 
of wisdom and knowledge 

In his adaptation of the introductory prayer of Col …, the author of Eph likewise asserts that he has 

never ceased to pray for his readers. He does not pray that they may be filled with knowledge, 

wisdom, and spiritual understanding, as Col has it, but, instead, that God may give them the spiritual 

gift of wisdom and knowledge. These qualities do not enable them, as their equivalents in Col are 

supposed to do, to live a worthy life which is pleasing to the Lord, but allow them to know some 

aspects of God. These aspects include the excessive greatness of God’s power which believers come 

to know.530 

------ 

Ephesians 1:17-19 

I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit 

of wisdom and revelation as you come to know him, so that, with the eyes of your 

heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what 

are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, and what is the 

immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe, according to the working of 

his great power.531 

EPHESIANS’ CHRISTOLOGY 

Christ has been exalted to a lordship far above all powers 

By whatever name “the powers” are known to his readers, Christ has been exalted to a lordship far 

above, and therefore over, all of them.532 

Ephesians 1:3 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ533 

Ephesians 1:17 

The God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory.534 

Ephesians 4:5-6 

One Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and 

through all and in all.535 

Difficult to think that the author designated Jesus as God 

Eph 1:17: “the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory” (see also II Cor 1:3; 1 Pet 1:3). In 

Eph 1:3 we hear of the “God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,” but the abruptness of 1:17 makes 

an even stronger impression. Just as in the … examples from the Gospels wherein Jesus speaks of 
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“my God,” these examples from the Epistles make it difficult to think that the author designated Jesus 

as God.536 

Christ is mentioned far more often than the Father 

The most striking feature of usage in Ephesians is that Christ is mentioned by name more than twice 

as often as God (65x / 31x). … In a letter whose predicate is that it is the Father’s activity that finds 

expression through the Son, Christ is nonetheless mentioned far more often than the Father.537 

Ephesians 1:20-23 – Jesus Christ’s heavenly enthronement and reign 

God put this power to work in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated 

him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and 

power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but 

also in the age to come. And he has put all things under his feet and has made him the 

head over all things for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all 

in all.538 

The resurrection and enthronement are intimately associated 

Eph. 1.20 … proclaims that God has raised Christ from the dead and seated Christ at God’s right hand 

in the heavenlies. … Though the resurrection and enthronement of Christ are in the strict sense 

distinct phenomena, the two events are often intimately associated in the Pauline corpus and this close 

relationship is explicit in Eph. 1.20. This intimate relationship is significant for our understanding of 

Eph. 2.6, where believers who are united to Christ are not only raised up with him, but are also seated 

with him in the heavenlies.539 

Jewish literature and tradition often had an expectation of resurrection 
but not necessarily enthronement 

Within Jewish literature and tradition, there was often an expectation of resurrection but not 

necessarily enthronement. The idea of resurrection from the dead was therefore not equated with 

enthronement or exaltation. In the case of Christ then, his resurrection from the dead by itself does not 

prove his Messiahship or his status as the exalted Lord. Rather, Christ’s resurrection proclaims that he 

lives forever and his exaltation or enthronement proclaims that he reigns forever. In this sense, the 

resurrection and ascension/exaltation should be understood as two distinct events; however, many 

New Testament writers do indeed at times seem to associate closely and even unite these two events 

(e.g. Eph. 1.20).540 

EPHESIANS MODIFIES COLOSSIANS’ MEANING OF “THE MYSTERY” 

The author of Eph refers to what he has written quickly before in another letter which, in all 

probability, is supposed to be Col (Eph 3.3-4). So here, the author of Eph seems to refer to Col as an 

earlier writing and [seeks] to modify the meaning of the mystery.541 

------ 

Ephesians 3:3-4 

The mystery was made known to me by revelation, as I wrote above in a few words, a 

reading of which will enable you to perceive my understanding of the mystery of 

Christ.542 

------ 
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Though for both authors the mystery appears to concern Christ’s subjection of the cosmos, the author 

of Eph differs in viewing this subjection as an ongoing process in which the church has an important 

role to play.  

This modification is crucial to the author of Eph and he authorises his own understanding of the 

mystery by claiming … that he has written about it quickly before in … Col. In this way, the author of 

Eph implies that what he really means is now written down with more precision in his present letter. 

The author of Eph thus needs Col to be prior to his own letter which entails a further clarification of 

the mystery earlier spoken of quickly in Col.543 

------ 

Whereas in Col Paul has to make known the mystery, Christ, to all nations (Col 1.25-26), in … Eph 

the mystery is to be revealed in ever-widening circles which include the apostles and prophets, the 

nations and the cosmos. 

As in Col, there is [in Eph] a twofold definition of the mystery. In the first definition, the mystery 

consists of the incorporation of pagans and Jews into one ecclesiastical body (Eph 3.6) in Christ, the 

Jews and the other nations have been integrated into one body (Eph 2.16). This integration, though, is 

not an end in itself but leads to something else. The mystery is progressively revealed to the apostles 

and prophets (3.3-4), among whom Paul belongs (3.3 and 3.7), and by him to the nations (3.8-9) 

which, as soon as they have been incorporated in the church, start to reveal the much-variegated 

wisdom of God to the cosmic principles and powers themselves. In the second instance, thus, the 

mystery appears to consist of the divine wisdom. 

The revelation of the mystery finds its final goal in the church disclosing God’s wisdom to the powers 

of the physical cosmos. Eventually, also in Eph, the mystery proves to be of a cosmological nature.544 

The mystery of Christ is the complete union of Jews and Gentiles 
through Christ 

In a broad sense, ‘mystery’ in Paul refers ‘to the revelation of what was previously hidden but has 

now been disclosed by God’. In Eph. 3.1-13, as in a number of other places in the Pauline corpus 

(Rom. 11.25; 16.25-26; 1 Cor. 1.18-2.16; Col. 1.25-27), the mystery of Christ is connected with the 

inclusion of Gentiles in the promises of God through Christ (3.6). … 

In Ephesians 3 we can rightly identify the mystery of Christ as the complete union of Jews and 

Gentiles with each other through the union of both with Christ. It is this double union, with Christ and 

with each other, which is the substance of the “mystery”.545 

------ 

In [Eph.] 2:11-22, where the various shifts of imagery (citizens/foreigners, household, temple) all aim 

at emphasizing the inclusion of Gentile and Jew together in the newly constituted commonwealth of 

Israel.546 

------ 

Ephesians 2:11-22 

So then, remember that at one time you Gentiles by birth, called “the uncircumcision” 

by those who are called “the circumcision” — a physical circumcision made in the 

flesh by human hands — remember that you were at that time without Christ, being 

aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, 

having no hope and without God in the world. 

But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the 

blood of Christ. For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and 

has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us.  
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He has abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances, that he might create 

in himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace, and might 

reconcile both groups to God in one body through the cross, thus putting to death that 

hostility through it. … 

Through [Christ] both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father.  

So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and 

also members of the household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and 

prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone.  

In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the 

Lord; in whom you also are built together spiritually into a dwelling place for God.547 

------ 

Ephesians 3:4, 6 

My understanding of the mystery of Christ: … that is, the Gentiles have become 

fellow heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus 

through the gospel.548 

Parallels between what God accomplished for believers in Ephesians 2 
and for the Qumran community 

Since the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, a number of scholars have noted possible parallels, 

similar themes, and similar terminology between the Qumran manuscripts and the New Testament 

letter of Ephesians. … Some scholars have argued for possible parallels between Ephesians 2 and the 

Qumran texts 1QH 11, Hymn 10 and 1QH 19, Hymn 21.549 

------ 

Franz Mussner … identifies the bond between the community and Heaven within the Qumran 

writings and writes that the Qumran manuscripts greatly clarify Eph. 2.18-22 and Eph. 2.5-6. In Eph. 

2.18-22 the community of the church, which includes both Jews and Gentiles, has ‘access to the 

Father’. In Eph. 2.5-6 those who are united to Christ join him in the heavenly realms just as the 

members of the Qumran community are united with the sons of heaven. Mussner notes possible 

parallels between what God has accomplished for believers in Eph. 2.5-6 and what God has done for 

the Qumran community in 1QH 11, Hymn 10.550 

Ephesians widens the term “works” to encompass all human effort 

Many of [Paul’s] writings outside the book of Ephesians make it clear that salvation by God’s grace 

through faith is in contrast to the works of the Old Covenant Law. … Some scholars have contrasted 

this to what is presented in Ephesians, by stating that Ephesians widens the term “works” to 

encompass all human effort, whereas other books only contrast the “works of the Law” with faith and 

grace.551 
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EPHESIANS’ SOTERIOLOGY 

Some differences between the soteriology of Ephesians and the rest of 
the Pauline literature 

There does appear to be some differences between the soteriology in the book of Ephesians and the 

rest of the Pauline literature. … The differences are mainly due to variations in emphasis rather than 

any contradiction in doctrine or teaching.552 

Ephesians 1:3-4 – The revolution from earthly blessing to heavenly 
blessing 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ 

with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, just as he chose us in Christ 

before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love.553 

When we read Eph. 1.3-14, what is immediately striking is the explicit nature and character of the 

heavenly blessing conferred on believers by God himself. In an astounding statement, Paul554 writes in 

Eph. 1.3 that God has blessed believers with every spiritual blessing in the heavenlies in Christ. … 

In the Old Testament, blessing from God is almost uniformly of an earthly and physical nature. The 

typical Old Testament blessings from God include descendants, (good) land, rain, produce, victory 

over enemies in battle, wealth, honour, and prosperity. Perhaps the general nature of blessing in the 

Old Testament is best characterized in Deut. 28.1-14 where the Lord promises Israel prosperity, land, 

offspring, produce, protection, and military success for obedience. In stark contrast to these Old 

Testament blessings, we read in Eph. 1.3 that God has blessed believers with every spiritual blessing 

in the heavenlies in Christ. … 

The identification of these blessings should be understood and identified within the context of the 

passage. The spiritual blessings which Paul has in mind then are election (vv. 3-4, 11), sonship (v. 4), 

lavished grace (vv. 6-8), redemption (vv. 7, 14), forgiveness of sins (v. 7), revelation of the mystery of 

his will (v. 9), salvation (v. 13), and sealing with the Holy Spirit (vv. 13-14).555 

------ 

In Eph. 1.3-14, not only do we find an intimate connection between believers’ union with Christ and 

sharing in the blessings of the Holy Spirit, but we also find a connection between believers’ union 

with Christ, the blessings of the Spirit, and believers sharing in heavenly reality. It is interesting to 

note here that no other New Testament passage speaks explicitly of heavenly blessing.556 

Ephesians 2:1-10 provides the clearest presentation of the salvation 
accomplished by God through Christ 

Within the larger pericope of Eph. 2.1-10, we find perhaps Paul’s clearest picture and presentation of 

the salvation accomplished by God through Christ. In vv. 1-3 Paul557 depicts in graphic terms the past 

sinful and hopeless condition of his readers. In vv. 4-7 Paul writes of the great mercy, love, and grace 

of God which has been lavished upon believers through Christ. Finally, in vv. 8-10 Paul summarizes 

the nature of God’s salvation accomplished in Christ.558 
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Ephesians 2:1-10 – Believers have been raised up and are seated with 
Christ in the heavenlies 

In Eph. 1.15-23 Paul writes of the death, resurrection, and present reign of Christ over his enemies 

and the church. In 2.1-10, through some remarkable statements, Paul559 applies these very themes to 

those who are ‘in Christ’. Indeed, the most astonishing statement and the one that has been the most 

troublesome for New Testament scholars is Paul’s declaration that believers have been raised up and 

seated with Christ ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις [in the heavenlies].560 

Ephesians 2:1-10 

You were dead through the trespasses and sins  

in which you once lived, 

following the course of this world,  

following the ruler of the power of the air,  

the spirit that is now at work  

among those who are disobedient.  

 

All of us once lived among them  

in the passions of our flesh, 

following the desires of flesh and senses,  

and we were by nature children of wrath,  

like everyone else.  

 

But God, who is rich in mercy,  

out of the great love with which he loved us  

even when we were dead through our trespasses,  

made us alive together with Christ  

— by grace you have been saved —  

 

and raised us up with him  

and seated us with him 

 in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus,  

 

so that in the ages to come  

he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace  

in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. 

 

For by grace you have been saved through faith,  

and this is not your own doing;  

it is the gift of God —  

not the result of works, 

so that no one may boast.  

 

For we are what he has made us,  

created in Christ Jesus for good works,  

which God prepared beforehand  

to be our way of life.561 

------ 
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Ephesians 2:6 – The redeemed already participate in Christ’s rule and 
exaltation 

Whereas elsewhere in the New Testament believers’ reign and session in heaven with Christ is 

reserved as a future promise, in Eph. 2.6 the redeemed already participate in Christ’s rule and 

exaltation.562 

-----= 

And raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ 

Jesus.563 

Ephesians 2:5-6 goes beyond what Paul has ever said 

We too are actually raised up with Christ and are seated with him in the heavenly places. This is an 

astonishing proposal. To say that we are now seated with Christ goes beyond what Paul has ever said 

and seems, on the face of it, absurd. After all, we are still right here. … The language of Ephesians 

2:5-6 goes beyond what we have seen in Paul.564 

Ephesians 2:8 – Already living in the goodness of salvation 

When the book of Ephesians comes into play, one could just as easily use Ephesians 2:8 as the 

culminating summary;  

“For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the 

gift of God.”  

These verses are not contradictory, but whereas the Romans passage lays stress on the future aspect of 

salvation, Ephesians emphasizes the fact that we are already living in the good of that salvation.565  

The dominant soteriological motif is removal of the barrier between 
Gentile and Jew 

The dominating soteriological motif in this letter has to do with the reconciling work of Christ, 

whereby through his death he created a new humanity out of Jew and Gentile, having abolished the 

barrier (the law) that separated them (2:11-22).566 

------ 

Ephesians 2:13-16 

But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the 

blood of Christ.  

For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken 

down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us. 

He has abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances, that he might create 

in himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace, and might 

reconcile both groups to God in one body through the cross, thus putting to death that 

hostility through it.567 

Chosen in Christ and destined for adoption through Christ 

Ephesians 1:4-13 

[God] chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless 

before him in love. He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ, 
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according to the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace that he 

freely bestowed on us in the Beloved.  

In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, 

according to the riches of his grace that he lavished on us. 

With all wisdom and insight he has made known to us the mystery of his will, 

according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as a plan for the fullness of 

time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth. 

In Christ we have also obtained an inheritance, having been destined according to the 

purpose of him who accomplishes all things according to his counsel and will, so that 

we, who were the first to set our hope on Christ, might live for the praise of his glory. 

In him you also, when you had heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, 

and had believed in him, were marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit.568 

UNLIKE IN PAUL, THE ESCHATOLOGY OF EPHESIANS IS NOT IMMINENT 

The author of Eph resembles Paul inasmuch as their eschatologies are both future: both reckon with 

an ongoing process in which the cosmos is brought under Christ’s control. He differs, however, from 

Paul insofar as the future eschatology of Eph is not imminent and involves the active participation of 

the church.569 
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THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS 

COMPLEX ORIGINS OF CHRISTIANITY 

There is no simple evolutionary pattern 

Christian teaching about Jesus does not follow a simple evolutionary pattern.570 

An unimaginably diverse and complicated Christian world 

As [Elaine Pagels] worked with many other scholars to edit and annotate these Nag Hammadi texts, 

we found that this research gradually clarified—and complicated—our understanding of the origins of 

Christianity. For instead of discovering the purer, simpler “early Christianity” that many of us had 

been looking for, we found ourselves in the midst of a more diverse and complicated world than any 

of us could have imagined.571 

------ 

Many people have tried to impute a single, definitive meaning shared by all “early Christians”; but 

first-century evidence—much of it from the New Testament—tells a different story. Various groups 

interpreted baptism in quite different ways; and those who ate bread and drank wine together to 

celebrate “the Lord’s supper” often could not confine the meaning of their worship to any single 

interpretation.572 

------ 

The discovery of Thomas’s gospel shows us that other early Christians held quite different 

understandings of “the gospel.” For what John rejects as religiously inadequate—the conviction that 

the divine dwells as “light” within all beings—is much like the hidden “good news” that Thomas’s 

gospel proclaims. Many Christians today who read the Gospel of Thomas assume at first that it is 

simply wrong, and deservedly called heretical. Yet what Christians have disparagingly called gnostic 

and heretical sometimes turn out to be forms of Christian teaching that are merely unfamiliar to us—

unfamiliar precisely because of the active and successful opposition of Christians such as John.573 

Christian groups validated themselves by declaring allegiance to an apostle 
or disciple 

How could anyone who heard John’s message—or that of Mark, Thomas, or any of the others, for that 

matter—decide what to believe? Various Christian groups validated their teaching by declaring 

allegiance to a specific apostle or disciple and claiming him (and sometimes her, for some claim Mary 

as a disciple) as their spiritual founder.574 

Internal Christian politics decided which texts were “heretical” 

Why had the church decided that these texts were “heretical” and that only the canonical gospels were 

“orthodox”? Who made those decisions, and under what conditions? As my colleagues and I looked 

for answers, I began to understand the political concerns that shaped the early Christian movement.575 

THE THOMAS COMMUNITY 

Thomas likely Evangelised India 

The Acts of Thomas (c. 200 C.E.), probably written in Syriac, claims that Thomas himself 

evangelized India, and to this day there are Thomas Christians in India who call Thomas the founder 

of their faith.576 
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The ancient Jews and Christians were deeply religious and believed they 
experienced the sacred 

They sought revelation and vision. This God-Experience included journeys into the heavenly realms 

to see Jesus (GThom 37) and worship before God’s throne (GThom 15), but was also described as an 

internal experience of meeting Jesus within (GThom 24).577 

------ 

The ancient Jews and Christians believed that they experienced the sacred, and they wrote about it. 

These people were deeply religious people whose texts are filled with feelings about and hopes for 

religious experience as they understood and imagined it. 

In this regard, Paul’s own first-hand testimony cannot be emphasized enough, because it demonstrates 

that the first Christian Jews believed that they were recipients of ecstatic experiences both in the form 

of rapture events and invasions of heaven (Gal 1:12; 1 Cor 15:8; 2 Cor 12:2-4). In the context of this 

latter discourse, Paul also implies that he knows of other Christian Jews … who boast of mystical 

experiences (2 Cor 11:21-12:11). This is implied by the author of Colossians too (Col 2:16-18). We 

have a quite strong tradition that the disciples and members of Jesus’ family who formed the initial 

church in Jerusalem had visions of Jesus following his death (1 Cor 15:5-7).578 

Thomas versus the proto-orthodox community 

Unless the prospect of Thomas being stoned in Gos. Thorn. 13 is complete hyperbole, we must 

imagine that there was considerable pressure on the Thomas Christians to believe differently than they 

did. The Thomas Christians were, as Pagels emphasizes, a people persecuted for their belief-system. 

So then the question becomes, ‘Who was it who were setting themselves against the Thomas 

community?’ 

In order to answer this, we are best served by returning to Matthew and Simon Peter so as to inquire 

what community or communities these two dramatis personae represent. Irenaeus mentions that the 

Ebionites used Matthew’s gospel by itself and the docetists used only Mark. So it is possible that 

Thomas Christianity was fighting its battle on two separate fronts, against two separate groups who 

held to two separate belief-systems. 

But what makes this unlikely is Gos. Thorn. 13’s speaking of Matthew and Peter as a collectivity and 

unified force. ‘Were I to tell you even one of these words,’ Thomas says, ‘you both would stone me.’ 

It is the first two canonical gospels together that stand opposed to Thomas. This narrows the 

possibilities. The most prominent body, of which we are aware, that affirmed the authority of both 

these gospels and established itself on the witness of the Old Testament scriptures is the proto-

orthodox community.579 

------ 

It needs to be emphasized that the first two disciples mentioned in Gos. Thom. 13 are not meant to 

represent two isolated and erroneous opinions as to who Jesus was. Rather, Matthew and Simon Peter 

are representative of their gospels, Matthew and Mark,580 

The difficulty with linking Thomas to Jesus or his movement 

The Coptic sayings collection lays so much emphasis on asceticism. The authors of the Diatessaron 

and Gospel of Thomas share and commend identical ascetical practices: avoidance of sexual intimacy 

(outside or inside of marriage), renunciation of personal possessions, and strict vegetarianism. 

The difficulty with linking Thomas to Jesus or his movement lies in the fact that Jesus’ followers 

enjoyed natural marital relationship (1 Cor. 7.10-11, 9.5; Acts 18.26; etc.), possessions (Luke 8.3, 

10.38; John 21.1-3; etc.), and an occasional fattened calf (Luke 15.23, 27; Acts 10.9-15; Rom. 14.6; 
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etc.). Jesus himself approved of marriage (Mark 10.7-9) and possessions (Luke 16.9). He was a 

regular dinner guest at the home of everyday and (presumably) meat-eating Jews, and after his 

resurrection fish was a favourite (Luke 24.42; John 21.11-15).581 

This early Christian mysticism is not heretical. It is an early form of eastern 
orthodoxy 

The spirituality in the Gospel of Thomas is a form of early Christian mysticism. It was a 

contemplative type of Christianity that grew in Syria as well as Alexandria. The idea was that each 

person had the choice to grow into God’s Image or to remain stunted due to Adam’s decision. If the 

person chose to grow, then the divinization process was gradual and included not only ritual activities 

like baptism and eucharist, but also instructional and contemplative activities. Part of the process then 

was living as Jesus lived - it was imitative. … Eventually the faithful would become like Jesus, 

replacing their fallen image with the image of God. This contemplative Christianity is not heretical, 

but an early form of eastern orthodoxy! 582 

The Gospel is theologically an infant of Eastern Orthodox theology and 
practice 

I [April DeConick] am completely convinced that the Gospel of Thomas theologically and practically 

is an infant of Orthodoxy. It is one of our earliest, if not our earliest text showcasing a very old form 

of Orthodox thought. As such, it is very at home in the Syrian environment and represents old Syrian 

religiosity. In this literature, the human being regains Paradise lost through his or her own effort of 

righteous living as revealed by Jesus, not through some act of atonement on Jesus’ part.583 

------ 

Eastern [Orthodox] Christianity is about a mysticism of the heart and the progressive transformation 

of the soul into its glorious Image. In the West, the Augustinian position reigns, so that we know 

about ‘original sin’ severing us from our true Image, leaving us lost and helpless and damned. 

In the West, the lost are saved through grace and atonement which is completed in the eucharist, a 

sacrificial meal. 

In the East, the glorious Image is not lost, but only diminished or stunted by Adam’s decision. It can 

be recovered in part through our own orientation and action. In the East, the eucharist is the ingestion 

of the divine body, aiding the transformation of the soul into the glorious Image.584 

WHAT THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS IS 

We asked who wrote these alternative gospels, and when. And how do these relate to—and 

differ from—the gospels and other writings familiar from the New Testament? 

These discoveries challenged us not only intellectually but—in my case at least—spiritually. 

I [Elaine Pagels] had come to respect the work of “church fathers” such as Irenaeus, bishop of 

Lyons (c. 180), who had denounced such secret writings as “an abyss of madness, and 

blasphemy against Christ.” Therefore I expected these recently discovered texts to be garbled, 

pretentious, and trivial. Instead I was surprised to find in some of them unexpected spiritual 

power—in sayings such as this from the Gospel of Thomas, translated by Professor MacRae: 

“Jesus said: ‘If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do 

not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.’ The strength 

of this saying is that it does not tell us what to believe but challenges us to discover what lies 

hidden within ourselves; and, with a shock of recognition, I realized that this perspective 

seemed to me self-evidently true. (Beyond Belief, page 32) 
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The Gospel with a career that is both famous and infamous 

If there is one early Christian gospel that has a career both famous and infamous, it is the Gospel of 

Thomas. It has been called a ‘direct and almost unbroken continuation of Jesus’ own teaching – 

unparalleled anywhere in the canonical tradition’ – as well as a ‘perversion of Christianity by those 

who wanted to create Jesus in their own image’. It has been understood as an early Jewish Christian 

document, preserving independent Jesus traditions older than the New Testament gospels, as well as a 

late Gnostic gospel entirely dependent on the canonical gospels. On the one hand it has been lauded as 

the ‘fifth gospel’, while on the other it has been dismissed as ‘heretical’.585 

 

Jesus teaches ‘hidden sayings’ and ‘mysteries’ to a chosen few 

In the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus does not simply teach ‘everyday’ wisdom to the common folk. He is 

characterized as a ‘living’ mystagogue586, a hierophant587, teaching ‘hidden sayings’ and ‘mysteries’ to 

a chosen few.588 

The Gospel of Thomas consists of 114 sayings 

The text of the Gospel of Thomas exists in its entirety only in the Coptic version discovered as part of 

the Nag Hammadi library, which was buried in the fourth century and unearthed in Egypt in 1945. 

Greek fragments were first found among the Oxyrhynchus papyri and published in 1897 and 1904. 

While the Coptic version dates to the early fourth century, some scholars estimate that the original 

text may have been composed late in the first century C.E., probably in Syria. In most versions, it 

consists of 114 sayings.589 

------ 

See the translation at: http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/bible-versions-and-

translations/the-gospel-of-thomas-114-sayings-of-jesus/  Also: Beyond Belief, pages 227-242, as well 

as Hidden Sayings of Jesus, pages 20-63 (Nag Hammadi text); 66-75 (Greek fragments). 
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The Gospel of Thomas is a witness to early Syriac Christianity 

The Coptic gospel is not so much a witness to the historical Jesus, but instead a witness to early 

Syriac Christianity.590 

Scholars agree on Thomas’ Syriac origins 

[One] fact on which virtually all scholars agree: Thomas’s Syriac origins. … The following subscribe 

to an originally Syriac Thomas: Strobel 1963; Quecke 1963; Rudolph 1969; Morard 1980; 

Guillaumont 1981; Drijvers 1982.591 

------ 

The Gospel of Thomas—and this point is accepted almost universally—was in all likelihood 

composed in Edessa. … I [Nicholas Perrin] believe that a Syriac Gospel of Thomas carries far more 

explanatory power than any other model can offer. 592 

Scholars disagree on when the Gospel of Thomas was written 

 

These scholars, who are generally interested in the time of writing, provenance, and original language 

of the Logia text, have proposed their own conclusions about the Thomasine community. These are 

often contradictory because the external content of the text is not formed in a chronological or 

narrative way, but in a doctrinal style as an early Christian-community instruction.593 

The Gospel if Thomas’ date is not relevant to this present Study, so alternative views are given. 

(1) A good deal of the Gospel of Thomas dates to some time in the first 
century  

As with all gospel text, with this one in particular, we have to remember that these texts were fluid, 

that scribes could add, that scribes could leave out things, that scribes could add comments, or add an 

interpretation. So we cannot with certainty reconstruct what did the Gospel of Thomas look like 

around the year 100 or earlier. But it is very likely that it existed at that time, and that a good deal of 
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the material that’s now in that manuscript was already in a Greek manuscript that dates back to the 

first century.594 

------ 

A consensus is emerging in American scholarship that the Gospel of Thomas is a text independent of 

the synoptics and that it was compiled in the mid to late first century.595 

(2) The Gospel of Thomas dates to the latter part of the second century 

Thomas also appears to be a compositional unity following the order of the Diatessaron at a number 

of places. This situates the autograph at some time in the last quarter of the second century. 

Historically, a late second-century Thomas makes much more sense than a late first-century or early 

second-century text, simply because the only other texts we have that attest to an ascetically inclined 

Syriac Christianity are texts that issue from this late second-century or early third-century period.596 

------ 

The Gospel of Thomas was a Syriac text written in the last quarter of the second century by a careful 

editor who arranged his material largely on the basis of catchword connections. As far as his sources, 

Thomas drew primarily on Tatian’s Diatessaron, but also undoubtedly drew on his memory of a 

number of oral and written traditions. It cannot be ruled out that Thomas preserves authentic sayings 

of Jesus; it is simply that, given a span of 140-plus years, this would be extremely hard to prove.597 

The Gospel of Thomas was most likely composed in Greek, probably in 
Syria 

Most likely the Gospel of Thomas was composed in Greek, probably in Syria, perhaps at Edessa, 

where Thomas was revered and his bones venerated. A reasonable case can be made for a first-

century date for a first edition of the Gospel of Thomas, though some scholars prefer a second-century 

date.598 

------ 

In the earliest decades of Thomas research, a number of scholars have detected signs of the collection 

having been first composed in Syriac or at least of having passed through a Syriac-speaking stage of 

transmission.599 

------ 

That the Coptic collection can be seen in toto as a translation of a Syriac text can in fact be borne 

out.600 

Scholars disagree on the relationship of the Gospel of Thomas with Jesus 

(1) The Thomas people were initially a branch of the Jesus movement  

The Thomas people were initially a branch of the Jesus movement, composed under the individual 

leadership of Thomas, based on his own revelation and belief.601 

(2) The difficulty with linking Thomas to Jesus or his movement 

The Coptic sayings collection lays so much emphasis on asceticism. The authors of the Diatessaron 

and Gospel of Thomas share and commend identical ascetical practices: avoidance of sexual intimacy 

(outside or inside of marriage), renunciation of personal possessions, and strict vegetarianism. The 

difficulty with linking Thomas to Jesus or his movement lies in the fact that Jesus’ followers enjoyed 

natural marital relationship (1 Cor. 7.10-11, 9.5; Acts 18.26; etc.), possessions (Luke 8.3, 10.38; John 
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21.1-3; etc.), and an occasional fattened calf (Luke 15.23, 27; Acts 10.9-15; Rom. 14.6; etc.). Jesus 

himself approved of marriage (Mark 10.7-9) and possessions (Luke 16.9). He was a regular dinner 

guest at the home of everyday and (presumably) meat-eating Jews, and after his resurrection fish was 

a favourite (Luke 24.42; John 21.11-15).602 

(3) Their Jesus is by no means the historical Jesus or even the memory of 
the historical Jesus 

The Thomas community puts words into the mouth of their Jesus. But their Jesus is by no means the 

historical Jesus or even the memory of the historical Jesus. … The Gospel of Thomas invites us to 

imagine a Jesus who says, ‘I am not your saviour, but the one who can put you in touch with your true 

self. Free yourself from your gender, your body, and any concerns you might have for the outside 

world. Work for it and self-realization, salvation, will be yours — in this life.603 

------ 

We can no longer hold to our romantic vision of Thomas as a naïve, artless compiler of Jesus sayings. 

More importantly, we can no longer envisage the collection as an early and therefore reliable witness 

of the Jesus tradition.604 

The hidden wisdom of Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas takes several forms 

The hidden wisdom of Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas takes several forms. Some of Jesus’ sayings in 

Thomas disclose an everyday sort of wisdom about life in the world that is familiar from other 

wisdom documents in the Jewish scriptures and elsewhere. … Other sayings in Thomas suggest a 

more provocative and radical kind of wisdom that subverts the conventions of polite society. … A few 

other sayings in the Gospel of Thomas show a more esoteric interest in transcending the world and 

identifying with the divine.605 

The Gospel of Thomas reflects a knowledge of Jewish mystical traditions 

The Gospel of Thomas contains logia [sayings] that reflect a knowledge of Jewish mystical traditions, 

especially sayings 15, 27, 37, 50, 59, 83, and 84. [See these sayings below.] The presence of these 

sayings suggests that the community that produced Thomas advocated a mystical experience of God. 

This belief is most evident in statements such as Gospel of Thomas 59, in which Jesus specifically 

commands the reader to seek a vision of God: “Look for the Living One while you are alive, lest you 

die and seek to see him and you will be unable to see [him]”  (my translation and italics).606 

Saying/logion 15607 

Jesus says: “When you see one who was not born of woman, fall on your face (and) 

worship him. That one is your Father.” 

The etiquette for [their] ecstatic visionary experiences is found in Gospel of Thomas 15: “When you 

see the one who was not born of woman, prostrate yourselves on your faces and worship him. That 

one is your Father.” Such advice is consistent with the Jewish mystical portrayals of the divine 

throne room, in which God’s manifestation or kavod is often depicted as seated on a throne in the 

midst of an entourage of angels. It is common in such literature to find descriptions of the mystic 

entering the throne room and prostrating himself before the divine King (cf. 1 Enoch 14:24; 2 Enoch 

22:4). The Thomasites lived a severely ascetic lifestyle in preparation for this ecstatic encounter.608 
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Saying/logion 27 

(1) “If you do not abstain from the world, you will not find the kingdom. 

(2) If you do not make the Sabbath into a Sabbath, you will not see the Father.” 

Saying/logion 37 

(1) His disciples said: “When will you appear to us, and when will we see you?” 

(2) Jesus said: “When you undress without being ashamed and take your clothes (and) 

put them under your feet like little children (and) trample on them, 

(3) then [you] will see the son of the Living One, and you will not be afraid.” 

Saying/logion 50 

(1) “If they say to you: ‘Where do you come from?’ (then) say to them: ‘We have 

come from the light, the place where the light has come into being by itself, has 

established [itself] and has appeared in their image.’ 

(2) If they say to you: ‘Is it you?’ (then) say: ‘We are his children, and we are the 

elect of the living Father.’ 

(3) If they ask you: ‘What is the sign of your Father among you?’ (then) say to them: 

‘It is movement and repose.’” 

Saying/logion 83 

(1) “The images are visible to humanity, but the light within them is hidden in the 

image. 

(2) {} The light of the Father will reveal itself, but his image is hidden by his light.” 

Saying/logion 84 

Jesus says: (1) “When you see your likeness you are full of joy. 

(2) But when you see your likenesses that came into existence before you — they 

neither die nor become manifest — how much will you bear?” 

The Gospel of Thomas does not fit the definition of Gnosticism 

While the Gospel of Thomas has some features in common with gnostic gospels, it does not seem to 

fit the definition of gnosticism. … I [Marvin Meyer] prefer to consider the Gospel of Thomas to be a 

gospel with an incipient609 gnostic perspective. According to the incipit (or prologue) of the Gospel of 

Thomas, the sayings are hidden or secret sayings spoken by the living Jesus and recorded by Judas 

Thomas the Twin. … The sayings included in the Gospel of Thomas include a variety of aphorisms610, 

parables, stories, and other utterances of Jesus.611 

------ 

The theology of the Gospel of Thomas does not jive with any particular system of Gnosis be it 

Naaseene, Valentinian, Basilidian, Carpocratian, or otherwise. … The traditional markers of Gnostic 

ideas are not present. There is no Sophia, Demiurge, Pleroma, Error, Aeons, or Archons.612 

------ 

The believer could gaze on God before death in order not to die (GThom 59). In heaven, they would 

meet their divine doubles, their lost Images, their true selves (GThom 84). They would directly 

encounter the Living God - God the Father and Jesus his Son. They believed that these experiences 

would bring about their full transformation into their primal bodies of Glory, so that they would no 
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longer die. There is nothing about this mystical spirituality that is “heretical” or “Gnostic” even by 

traditional definitions.613 

------ 

This reading of the Gospel of Thomas places it squarely within early orthodoxy rather than outside. 

The Gospel of Thomas does not represent the voice of some late generic Gnostic heresy or some early 

unique sapiential614 Christianity. Rather it is quite cogent with early Syrian Christianity as described in 

the oldest literature from the area.615 

------ 

Although part of what is generally referred to as a Gnostic Library, [The Gospel of] Thomas is not 

simply a Gnostic text. Some ascribe the Gnostic aspects of it to a redactor. Harold Bloom, in his 

“Afterword” to Marvin Meyer’s translation, is a cheerleader for Thomas as a thoroughgoing Gnostic. 

In his introduction, Meyer demurs. He notes that Thomas clearly has other, equally important 

identifying marks. For example, it is part of the ancient genre of collections of sayings and is of a 

piece with Jewish Wisdom literature.616 

Sayings of Thomas derive from a different tradition 

Although [the Gospel of Thomas] contains many sayings of Jesus that Luke and Matthew also include 

in their gospels, it contains other sayings that apparently derive from a tradition different from that of 

the synoptic gospels.617 

The Gospel of Thomas is quite different from the New Testament gospels 

The Gospel of Thomas is quite different from the New Testament gospels in that it is a gospel of 

sayings of Jesus. Most sayings are introduced with the simple attribution “Jesus said,” one listed after 

the other. Narrative is practically absent from the Gospel of Thomas, at least in terms of the type of 

narrative details and elaborate settings for the sayings that we find in the New Testament gospels.618 

Some of Jesus’ sayings in Thomas appear to be more original than the NT 
parallels 

An excellent case can be made for the position that the Gospel of Thomas is not fundamentally 

dependent upon the New Testament gospels, but that it preserves sayings that at times appear to be 

more original than the New Testament parallels.619 

------ 

The value of the Gospel of Thomas as a primary source for the Jesus tradition is underscored by the 

presence within Thomas of sayings of Jesus not included in the New Testament and sometimes totally 

unknown prior to the discovery of this gospel.620 

Individual sayings in Thomas commonly parallel saying in the synoptic 
gospels 

Although the Gospel of Thomas as a whole shows the particular characteristics of a collection of 

wisdom sayings and differs substantially from the narrative gospels of the New Testament, the 

individual sayings in Thomas commonly parallel sayings of Jesus in the synoptic gospels (and Q). 

Some of these parallels are very close.621 
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The Gospel of Thomas does not fit conventional categories 

The Gospel of Thomas … just doesn’t fit the conventional categories or constructs. … It doesn’t make 

sense to us in the interpretative framework we are familiar with from our training as biblical scholars. 

… Jesus’ words aren’t remembered in the same way that they are recorded in the Synoptics. He talks 

about revealing “mysteries” to a few worthy people, rather than preaching ethics openly to crowds. 

He focuses on internal spirituality, turning upside down traditional apocalyptic images. He speaks 

favorably about singlehood, not just preferring it to marriage, but demanding it. And so forth.622 

------ 

Finally I [April DeConick] came to the realization that it isn’t that the Gospel of Thomas is “off,” 

rather it is our categories and reconstructions that are off. What if we didn’t try to fit the Gospel of 

Thomas into any of our known categories? What if we stopped worrying about whether the Gospel 

was dependent on the canonical gospels or contained authentic Jesus sayings like the canonical 

gospels? What if we let the text be itself and listened to it as a voice of its own? What would happen, I 

wondered? What might it tell us about early Christianity? 

Rereading the Gospel this way, I noticed several things. First, the questions that the disciples were 

asking Jesus really struck me. “Tell us, how will our end come about?” (GThom 18.1). “Tell us, what 

is the Kingdom of Heaven like?” (GThom 20.1). “Will we enter the Kingdom as babies?” (GThom 

22.3). “When will you appear to us? When will we see you?” (GThom 37.1). “When will the dead 

rest? And when will the new world come?” (GThom 51.1). “When will the Kingdom come?’’ (GThom 

113). These appeared to me to be very serious mitigative questions raised by this Gospel. Why would 

a community of Christians be asking these particular questions? What might these questions reveal 

about this community of Christians and the problems they were facing? 

These Christians were trying to resolve the fact that their expectations about the future were not 

matching their present experience. They were wondering when and how God would fulfill his 

promises about the immediacy of the coming eschaton and new world, a problem not unfamiliar to 

Christians across the Mediterranean world in the mid to late first century. They were concerned that 

the End of the World, the establishment of the Kingdom, the final rest (or: resurrection) of the dead, 

and the return of Jesus had not yet happened. They were a community in the midst of a memory crisis. 

The presence of answers to these questions, answers endorsed by the living Jesus, show that these 

Christians appear to have resolved their memory crisis. How? By shifting their apocalyptic 

expectations from the eschatological dimension to the mystical.623 

THE SOTERIOLOGY OF THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS 

Salvation comes through wisdom, knowledge, insight, and creative thought 

People are called upon to recall who they are, open their minds, and think, and in this way they can 

experience salvation. This is the good news of the gnostic texts.  

These gospels are gospels of wisdom, not gospels of the cross; the Jesus of this good news is the 

source of wisdom and knowledge, not first and foremost the crucified savior; and people come to 

salvation through insight and creative thought, not primarily through faith.624 

Attainment of knowledge was the key to a salvation 

They regarded attainment of knowledge as the key to a salvation that emphasized the mystical 

awakening of the self, the god within.625 
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Knowledge is more important than faith, unlike gospels of the cross 

The Gospel of Thomas and other gnostic texts often call upon readers to know themselves. In gnostic 

texts, unlike gospels of the cross, knowledge is more important than faith, and knowledge of oneself 

leads to salvation. In the Gospel of Thomas 3:4 Jesus says, “When you know yourselves, then you 

will be known, and you will understand that you are children of the living father”; in the Book of 

Thomas 138 Thomas himself is described as “one who knows oneself.” … 

If knowledge in gnostic thought is salvation, then knowing oneself is coming to salvation through 

oneself. That is the gnosis of Jesus.626 

Knowledge in The Gospel of Thomas is often explicitly mystical 

The knowledge communicated through the sayings of Jesus with his disciples is often explicitly 

mystical. In the Gospel of Thomas Jesus says, “Whoever drinks from my mouth will become like me; 

I myself shall become that person, and the hidden things will be revealed to that person” (108).627 

------ 

The knowledge Jesus communicates in the gnostic gospels and related texts is a knowledge both of 

what is outside and of what is inside. … 

In the Gospel of Thomas Jesus says that the kingdom is inside and outside (3:3), and the inner may be 

like the outer and the outer like the inner (22:4).628 

------ 

If the fullness is within, so, in the Gospel of Thomas, is the kingdom within, or spread out upon the 

earth, unseen by people (3:3; 113:4).629 

The “living Jesus” challenges his hearers to find the way for themselves 

Thomas’s gospel offers only cryptic clues—not answers—to those who seek the way to God. 

Thomas’s “living Jesus” challenges his hearers to find the way for themselves: “Jesus said, ‘Whoever 

finds the interpretation of these words will not taste death,’” and he warns the disciples that the search 

will disturb and astonish them: “Jesus said, ‘Let the one who seeks not stop seeking until he finds. 

When he finds, he will become troubled; when he becomes troubled, he will be astonished and will 

rule over all things.”630 

------ 

According to Thomas, Jesus rebukes those who seek access to God elsewhere, even—perhaps 

especially—those who seek it by trying to “follow Jesus” himself. When certain disciples plead with 

Jesus to “show us the place where you are, since it is necessary for us to seek it,” he does not bother to 

answer so misguided a question and redirects the disciples away from themselves toward the light 

hidden within each person: “There is light within a person of light, and it lights up the whole universe. 

If it does not shine, there is darkness.” In other words, one either discovers the light within that 

illuminates “the whole universe” or lives in darkness, within and without.631 

Jesus demands a lifestyle of righteous living, with rewards of personal 
transformation 

The Jesus that emerges in the Gospel of Thomas is not entirely foreign to the New Testament 

portrayals, particularly as we see him emerge in the Gospel of John – but also, as we see him in Mark, 

teaching publicly to the crowds and privately his mysteries to a few close followers. His message is 

either similar to the New Testament Jesus, or contiguous with him. He teaches against carnality and 

succumbing to bodily desire. He’s an advocate for celibacy. He preaches that the Kingdom of God is 
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here, that people must make a choice whether to enter it or not, that this choice requires an exclusive 

commitment to him and God, that the going is tough and few will be able to make it. He demands a 

lifestyle of righteous living, promises rewards including personal transformation and revelation.632 

God’s light shines not only in Jesus but potentially in everyone 

Thomas teaches that God’s light shines not only in Jesus but, potentially at least, in everyone. 

Thomas’s gospel encourages the hearer not so much to believe in Jesus, as John requires, as to seek to 

know God through one’s own, divinely given capacity, since all are created in the image of God. For 

Christians in later generations, the Gospel of John helped provide a foundation for a unified church, 

which Thomas, with its emphasis on each person’s search for God, did not.633 

Everyone in creation receives an innate capacity to know God 

The cluster of sayings [that Elaine Pagels] takes as the key to interpreting Thomas suggest … that 

everyone, in creation, receives an innate capacity to know God.634 

Discover that you and Jesus at a deep level are identical twins 

[In the Gospel of Thomas], this Jesus comes to reveal that you and he are, if you like, twins.... And 

what you discover as you read the Gospel of Thomas, which you’re meant to discover, is that you and 

Jesus at a deep level are identical twins. And that you discover that you are the child of God just as he 

is. And so that at the end of the gospel Jesus speaks to Thomas and says, “Whoever drinks from my 

mouth will become as I am, and I will become that person, and the mysteries will be revealed to him.” 

Here, Jesus does not take the role of authority and teacher. In the Gospel of Thomas, the disciples say 

to Jesus, “Tell us, what do you want us to do? How shall we pray? What shall we eat? How shall we 

fast?” Now if you look at Matthew and Luke, Jesus answers the questions635 

------ 

Finally Jesus reveals to Thomas that “whoever drinks from my mouth will become as I am, and I 

myself will become that person, and the mysteries shall be revealed to him.” This, I believe, is the 

symbolic meaning of attributing this gospel to Thomas, whose name means “twin.” By encountering 

the “living Jesus,” as Thomas suggests, one may come to recognize oneself and Jesus as, so to speak, 

identical twins.636 

You are the child of God just like Jesus 

In this gospel, this Jesus does not answer. He says, “Do not tell lies, and do not do what you hate, for 

everything is known before heaven.” Now this answer throws you and me upon ourselves.... Here 

Jesus, in effect, turns one toward oneself, and that is really one of the themes of the Gospel of 

Thomas, that you must go in a sort of a spiritual quest of your own to discover who you are, and to 

discover really that you are the child of God just like Jesus.637 

You have to recognize yourself. You have to know yourself 

What is typical about these sayings is that in each instance, these sayings want to say that if you want 

to understand what Jesus said, you have to recognize yourself. You have to know yourself, know who 

you are.638 

------ 

[When one truly knows oneself], one understands that one is divine, but also one understands that one 

is mortal. In such a way, you recognize that this mortality is really meaningless, as physical existence 
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is meaningless. And therefore, death is no longer a problem, but death is a solution, because in death 

finally all this mortality will fall away, and the true self will be liberated.639 

Anyone who apprehends the light and kingdom inside and outside is a son 
of the living father 

Thomas’s most striking christological affirmation, “Jesus said: ‘I am the light...” (saying 77) is 

perhaps not exclusive to Jesus; after all, anyone who apprehends the light and kingdom inside and 

outside is a son of the living father (saying 3) and the unisexual image of God (saying 22).640 

The Gospel of Thomas pays little attention to the cross 

The gnostic gospels and related texts may not be gospels of the cross, but the historical tradition of the 

crucifixion of Jesus does not go completely unnoticed in these texts. How the gnostic gospels deal 

with the crucifixion, however, is another matter. Some of these texts, like the Gospel of Thomas, pay 

little or no attention to the cross; the sole reference to the cross in the Gospel of Thomas occurs in 

saying 55, where the image of one bearing a cross seems to be used in a metaphorical sense.641 

Logion/Saying 55 

Jesus says: 

(1) “Whoever does not hate his father and his mother cannot become a disciple of 

mine. 

(2) And whoever does not hate his brothers and his sisters (and) will not take up his 

cross as I do, will not be worthy of me.” 

Jesus’ crucifixion is the ultimate example of a person crucifying the flesh 
and its appetites 

I think that the allusions to Jesus’ crucifixion (GThom 55, 56, 58, 80, 87, 112) understand it in terms 

very different from Western Christianity. It represents the ultimate example of a person crucifying the 

flesh and its appetites. They seem to have taught that we receive the Holy Spirit at baptism, which 

helps us to fight the apocalyptic battle internally, overpowering our inner demons (GThom 21, 29, 

70).642 

The crucifixion is crucial to Paul and irrelevant to Thomas; the kingdom is 
yet fully to come for Paul but present now for Thomas 

The crucifixion is crucial to Paul and irrelevant to Thomas and the kingdom is yet fully to come for 

Paul but present now for Thomas. Nevertheless, even such substantial differences should not obscure 

the points of agreement between them. Both may agree that the kingdom of God is the establishment 

in the world of the condition of the image of God in the primordial time of creation, and that is no 

small matter.643 

Seriously genuine Christians conquered the body and imitated Jesus 

These Christians took seriously the call to celibacy, believing that sexual renunciation would serve to 

recreate their bodies in Adam’s image before the Fall (G.Th. 4.1, 4.3, 11.2–4, 16.4, 21.1–4, 21.6–9, 

22, 23.2, 27.1, 37, 49, 64.12, 75, 85, 101, 105, 106, 110, 111.2, 114). They taught each other that it 

was necessary to renounce the world, to fast from the world, and to guard against temptations and 

worldliness (G.Th. 27, 21.6–8, 110). Imitation of Jesus conquering his passions at his crucifixion was 

encouraged (G.Th. 55, 56, 58, 80, 87, 112). Participation in the eucharist appears to have aided in the 

person’s transformation since the gospel mentions on several occasions the power of divine food and 

drink to render the person ‘equal’ to Jesus (G.Th. 13, 61, 108).  
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Once the body had been conquered and Jesus imitated, the believer was encouraged to study and 

meditate on the words of Jesus (G.Th. 1). Through this praxis, they sought revelation and vision. This 

mystical apocalypse included journeys into the heavenly realms to see Jesus (G.Th. 37) and worship 

before God’s throne (G.Th. 15). Knowledge of the passage through the heavenly realms was 

memorized (G.Th. 50) so that the believer could gaze upon God before death in order not to die 

(G.Th. 59). In heaven, the believer would meet his or her divine twin, the lost image, the true Self 

(G.Th. 84). The Christians who participated in this praxis believed that the immediate and direct 

vision of God would result in their full transformation into their original bodies of glory, so that they 

would no longer ‘die’.644 

The Thomasites believed in a mystical ascent and vision of God 

The Thomasites believed that the mystical ascent and vision of God was a transformational 

experience. Note, for example, Gospel of Thomas 108: “Jesus said, ‘Whoever drinks from my mouth 

will become like me; I myself shall become that person, and the hidden things will be revealed to him” 

(see also 19b, 22, 84). 645 

Saying/logion 19 

Jesus says: (1)”Blessed is he who was, before he came into being. 

(2) If you become disciples of mine (and) listen to my words, these stones will serve 

you. 

(3) For you have five trees in Paradise that do not change during summer (and) 

winter, and their leaves do not fall. 

(4) Whoever comes to know them will not taste death.” 

Saying/logion 22 

(1) Jesus saw infants being suckled. 

(2) He said to his disciples: “These little ones being suckled are like those who enter 

the kingdom.” 

(3) They said to him: “Then will we enter the kingdom as little ones?” 

(4) Jesus said to them: “When you make the two into one, and when you make the 

inside like the outside and the outside like the inside and the above like the below — 

(5) that is, to make the male and the female into a single one, so that the male will not 

be male and the female will not be female — 

(6) and when you make eyes instead of an eye and a hand instead of a hand and a foot 

instead of a foot, an image instead of an image, (7) then you will enter [the 

kingdom].” 

The perceived power of the Eucharist 

They appear to have placed great stock in the power of the eucharist, mentioning on several occasions 

the power of divine food and drink to render the person “equal” to Jesus (GThom 13, 61, 108).646 

------ 

When the [modern-day] Orthodox Christian eats the eucharist, they think they are ingesting a divine 

body and achieving atonement with God. The Incarnation, not the death of Jesus, is the focus of this 

tradition, when the human and divine united allowing for the rekindling of the soul’s progress into its 

glorious Image. Orthodox believers are called to self-knowledge, renunciation of the flesh through 

temperance in marriage or monasticism, spiritual warfare and purification of the passions, the path of 

virtue, contemplation, and personal glorification through “gnosis” and “theoria,” the great vision of 

God in this lifetime. …  
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I [April DeConick] have been shocked with how close my descriptions of the theology and praxis 

of the Gospel of Thomas has been to descriptions of the theology and praxis of the Orthodox 

[Church].647 

The new creation was something realised through the individual’s imitation 
of Jesus 

Just about everyone (from Isaiah to Paul to Tatian himself) was seeking to get back to Eden, that is, 

the new creation. But while Isaiah saw new creation in terms of Yahweh’s promise of future 

restoration, and while Paul saw new creation breaking through in the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 

which manifested its power through the church, Thomas Christians saw things differently. For 

Thomas Christians the new creation was not something objectively secured through Christ, but rather 

something subjectively realized through the individual’s imitation of Jesus. Only after becoming like 

Jesus, the Adamic single one par excellence, could one expect the Spirit to come and dwell in the 

temple of the body. And when the Spirit did so, new creation began to take place, but only in the 

sphere of individual experience.648 

The salvation that is envisaged in orthodoxy is different to the salvation 
according to Thomas 

There are two broad differences between salvation as it has traditionally been envisaged in orthodoxy 

and salvation according to Thomas. For orthodox believers, new creation has always been an 

objective and corporate reality, manifest in the present but awaiting fuller and final consummation in 

the future. Thomas Christians, by contrast, understood new creation to be fully available in the 

present. They could believe in a here-and-now paradise restored in the face of an imperfect world, 

because they also believed that new creation was to be apprehended strictly as a subjective 

experience.649 

Success only came by successful imitation of becoming Jesus’ twin, his 
“Thomas” 

This experience of new creation came only by one’s successful imitation of Jesus, that is, by 

becoming Jesus’ twin. … Thomas Christians taught that by becoming a ‘Thomas’, a twin, one could 

have hope of paradise in this life. All this makes for interesting comparisons and contrasts. Like other 

Christians throughout the second-century world, Thomas Christians regarded Jesus as divine. But in 

their minds participation in the divine was not something that could be ‘taught’ (as through the 

gospels) so much as ‘caught’ (through personal imitation of Jesus). Against this viewpoint, the Great 

Church seems to have settled on two notions: first, that Jesus Christ was divine in a unique and 

inimitable sense, and, second, that it was both possible and appropriate to communicate the nature of 

Jesus’ divinity through the gospel stories. In their Christology and in their sources for establishing that 

Christology, Thomas Christianity would have undoubtedly stood at odds with the cherished views of 

Serapion and the Edessene Christians connected with him. Perceiving themselves to be like cats in a 

dog-only family, Thomas Christians sought to explain their marginalization by claiming to be privy to 

special knowledge.650 

They were not waiting for death or the eschaton in order to enter the 
Kingdom 

All in all, the accretions651 tell the story of a Christian community in Syria whose members are no 

longer waiting for death or the eschaton in order to enter the Kingdom or achieve immortality. Instead 

of waiting for heaven to come to them, they are invading Eden, sincerely believing that the 

eschatological promises of God are able to be fulfilled in the present. Their apocalyptic expectations 
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have collapsed, shifting their theology away from hopes of an imminent eschaton to mystical pre-

mortem experiences of God. They were already Adam and Eve in Paradise.652 

------ 

Christianity in eastern Syria in the first couple of hundreds of years demanded celibacy and asceticism 

for admission into the Church. The literary evidence … points to a form of Christianity in Syria which 

was encratic653, honouring the solitary life over the marital. 

The larger catholic Church, particularly in the West, did not favour this position, so our historical 

memory of these people is that of sectarians and even heretics. But they were neither. For these 

Christians, baptism followed by daily washings and renunciation of the body extinguished desire and 

made it possible for them to begin to restore their souls to the glorious Image of God.654 

Thomas’ eschatology is also his doctrine of beginnings 

Why is Thomas so interested in creational themes, that is, in protology? … . Thomas is so interested 

in protology because his eschatology (doctrine of last things) is in essence also his doctrine of 

beginnings, for, as Thomas himself puts it through the mouthpiece of Jesus: Tor the place where the 

beginning is, there will the end be as well’ (Gos. Thom. 18.2).655 

THE CHRISTOLOGY OF THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS 

Jesus assumes very few Christological titles 

In the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus assumes very few Christological titles, and, as Stephen Patterson 

notes, Jesus in this gospel is just Jesus. Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas is not designated the Christ or 

the messiah, he is not acclaimed master or lord, and when he refers to himself once in the gospel, in 

saying 86, as child of humankind or son of man, he does so in the generic sense of referring to any 

person (or to himself) as a human being. If Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas is a child of humankind, so 

are other people called children of humankind (sayings 28 and 106). Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas is 

not presented as the unique or incarnate son of God, and nothing is said of a cross with saving 

significance or an empty tomb. Jesus is named the living Jesus, but God is also said to be a living one, 

and followers of Jesus are called living ones as well. Jesus the living one lives through his words and 

sayings.656 

Thomas was incapable of saying whom Jesus is like 

According to Thomas, when Jesus asks, “Who am I?” he receives not one but three responses from 

various disciples. Peter first gives, in effect, the same answer as he does in the gospels of Mark and 

Matthew: “You are like a righteous messenger,” a phrase that may interpret the Hebrew term messiah 

(“anointed one”) for the Greek-speaking audience whom Thomas addresses. The disciple Matthew 

answers next: “You are like a wise philosopher” —a phrase perhaps intended to convey the Hebrew 

term rabbi (“teacher”) in language any Gentile could understand. (This disciple is the one traditionally 

believed to have written the Gospel of Matthew, which, more than any other, depicts Jesus as a rabbi.) 

But when a third disciple, Thomas himself, answers Jesus’ question, his response confounds the other 

two: “Master, my mouth is wholly incapable of saying whom you are like.” Jesus replies, “I am not 

your master, because you have drunk, and have become drunk from the same stream which I 

measured out.”657 
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Jesus performs no miracles but he reveals enlightening wisdom and 
knowledge 

In the Gospel of Thomas Jesus performs no physical miracles, he discloses no fulfillment of prophecy, 

he announces no apocalyptic kingdom that will disrupt the world order, and he dies for no one’s sins. 

Instead, he reveals wisdom and knowledge so that people may be enlightened.’658 

Jesus performs no miracles and does not die for anyone’s sins 

As a gospel of wisdom, the Gospel of Thomas proclaims a distinctive message. In contrast to the way 

in which he is portrayed in other gospels, particularly New Testament gospels, Jesus in the Gospel of 

Thomas performs no physical miracles, reveals no fulfillment of prophecy, announces no apocalyptic 

kingdom about to disrupt the world order, and dies for no one’s sins.659 

Thomas presents a different Jesus 

The Jesus of the Gospel of Thomas does appear rather different from the Jesus we encounter in the 

others.660 

------ 

The Gospel of Thomas does not define Jesus’ role by means of christological terminology. Few 

sayings directly discuss Jesus. Still, one may find a “Christology” of light in saying 77 and a 

“Christology” of wisdom in saying 28.661 

Jesus declares to Thomas that he is not his master 

In Gos. Thom. 13 the disciple Thomas, who evidently apprehends correctly, is equivalent to, or at 

least not subordinated to, Jesus. Jesus declares to Thomas that he is not his master because “you have 

drunk, you have become intoxicated from the bubbling spring which I have measured out.” Gos. 

Thom. 108 shares this motif: “Jesus said, ‘He who will drink from my mouth will become like me. I 

myself shall become he, and the things that are hidden will be revealed to him.’” To drink from Jesus’ 

mouth may be to apprehend what Jesus’ sayings mean (sayings 1, 2), but such understanding is not 

sufficient by itself. One must apprehend the kingdom within and upon the earth, the light within and 

outside; actualize the image of God inside and outside; and thus stand at the beginning.662 

Christological concerns are identified mainly with Jesus’ disciples 

Christological concerns are identified mainly with Jesus’ disciples. Gos. Thom. 24 presents the 

disciples as asking Jesus’ place; the response shifts attention to the place of light within people and 

the world. In Gos. Thom. 37 the disciples seek the revelation of Jesus himself; the response shifts 

attention to the necessity of people acting so as to see the son of the living one which, in the context 

of saying 3, is likely to refer to discovery of their own nature.663 

Jesus is characterized as God’s own light in human form 

While Mark, Matthew, and Luke identify Jesus as God’s human agent, John and Thomas characterize 

him instead as God’s own light in human form. Yet, despite these similarities, the authors of John and 

Thomas take Jesus’ private teaching in sharply different directions. … 

But certain passages in Thomas’s gospel draw a quite different conclusion: that the divine light Jesus 

embodied is shared by humanity, since we are all made “in the image of God.” … 

By claiming that Jesus alone embodies the divine light, John challenges Thomas’s claim that this light 

may be present in everyone.664 

------ 
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Unlike Matthew, Mark, and Luke, who say that Jesus warned of the coming “end of time,” both John 

and Thomas say that he directed his disciples instead toward the beginning of time—to the creation 

account of Genesis 1—and identify Jesus with the divine light that came into being “in the 

beginning.”665 

THE KINGDOM OF GOD 

The Gospel offers secret teachings about the Kingdom of God 

[The Gospel of Thomas] does not tell the story of the life and death of Jesus, but offers the reader his 

‘secret teachings’ about the Kingdom of God.666 

------ 

In this gospel, and this is also the case in the Gospel of Luke, the Kingdom of God is not an event 

that’s going to be catastrophically shattering the world as we know it and ushering in a new 

millennium. Here, as in Luke 17:20, the Kingdom of God is said to be an interior state; “It’s within 

you,” Luke says. And here it says, “It’s inside you but it’s also outside of you.” It’s like a state of 

consciousness. It’s hard to describe. But the Kingdom of God here is something that you can enter 

when you attain gnosis, which means knowledge. But it doesn’t mean intellectual knowledge. The 

Greeks had two words for knowledge. One is intellectual knowledge, like the knowledge of physics or 

something like that. But this gnosis is personal, like “I know that person, or do you know so and so.” 

So this gnosis is self-knowledge; you could call it insight. It’s a question of knowing who you really 

are, not at the ordinary level of your name and your social class or your position. But knowing 

yourself at a deep level.667 

The kingdom of God is the indwelling of light in all things within people and 
outside of them 

For Thomas the kingdom of God is the indwelling of light in all things within people (Gos. Thom. 3, 

24) and outside of them (Gos. Thom. 113, 77). [[Gos. Thom. 113: “Jesus said, ‘If those who lead you 

say to you, “See, the kingdom is in the sky,” then the birds of the sky will precede you. If they say to 

you, “It is in the sea,” then the fish will precede you. Rather the kingdom is inside of you and outside 

of you. When you come to know yourselves, then you will become known and you will realize that it 

is you who are the sons of the living father. But if you will not know yourselves, you dwell in poverty 

and it is you who are that poverty.’”]] When people actualize their inherent ability to perceive through 

primordial light, they perceive the world to be the kingdom of God (Gos. Thom. 3, 113). [[Gos. 

Thom. 3: “His disciples said to him, ‘When will the kingdom come?’ Jesus said, ‘It will not come by 

waiting for it. It will not be a matter of saying “Here it is,” or “There it is.” Rather the kingdom of the 

father is spread out upon the earth, and men do not see it.’”]]  

The light that is within people and outside of them exists now. As a result, those who search for the 

end are told that the end (i.e., the kingdom of God) is present already (Gos. Thom. 51, 113). When 

asked about the end, Jesus responds in terms of the beginning (Gos. Thom. 18); when asked about the 

kingdom to come, Jesus responds in terms of the kingdom which is already here (Gos. Thom. 113).668 

------ 

According to both the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of John, Jesus reveals that the kingdom of 

God, which many believers, including Mark, expect in the future, not only is “coming” but is already 

here—an immediate and continuing spiritual reality.669 

------ 
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The Gospel of Thomas teaches that recognizing one’s affinity with God is the key to the kingdom of 

God.670 

------ 

God’s kingdom is not only outside them but also inside 

It is in the quest and through the quest that people find themselves and God. Then, according to the 

Gospel of Thomas, they discover that God’s kingdom is not only outside them but also inside them, 

that they are “children of the living father” (saying 3), and that they are essentially one with the 

savior.671 

The End had already occurred 

They concluded that the Kingdom had continued to grow since Jesus’ death. Now, at the present time, 

just as Jesus had predicted, it had fully arrived on earth (GThom 20.2-4). The rest (or: resurrection) of 

the dead and the new world had already come (GThom 51.2). Since the Kingdom now was spread out 

among them on earth, Jesus would be revealed to them immediately and directly (GThom 37.2-3; 

113.2-4)672 

------ 

Jesus tells them that the End has already occurred but they just had not recognized it before this. 

GThom 51.1-2. His disciples said to him, ‘‘When will the dead rest, and when will the 

new world come?” He said to them, “What you look for has come, but you have not 

perceived it.”673 

------ 

The apocalyptic mysteries shift from the revelation of secrets about the end times and God’s coming 

Kingdom, to the present and the recreation of Eden on earth. This refocus meant that the moment of 

encounter with God and personal transformation became an immediate experience, a mystical one.674 

------ 

The persistent core of early Jewish and Christian mysticism is the belief that God or his manifestation 

can be experienced immediately, not just after death or eschatologically on the Last Day.675 

The new world has already come, but they did not recognise it 

Thomas evidently knows of christocentric eschatological traditions carried forward in the name of 

Jesus’ disciples and seeks to undermine those traditions by corrective question-response passages. 

Gos. Thom. 51 provides a particularly clear example: “His disciples said to him, ‘When will the 

repose of the dead come about, and when will the new world come?’ He said to them, ‘What you look 

forward to has already come, but you do not recognize it.’” Further, christological investigation of the 

scriptures is actually condemned in saying 52. In Gos. Thom. 91 when they ask to know who Jesus is, 

they are encouraged rather to know what is in front of them and to know the nature of the present 

time.676 

Apocalyptic questions receive mystical responses 

An Apocalyptic Memory Crisis 

In the Gospel of Thomas, the community poses the following questions on the apocalyptic front: 

Tell us how our end will be. (18.1) 

Tell us what the kingdom of heaven is like. (20.1) 

Shall we then, as children, enter the kingdom? (22.3) 
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When will you become revealed to us and when shall we see you? (37.1) 

When will the rest of the dead happen, and when will the new world come? (51.1) 

When will the kingdom come? (113.1)677 

Reconfiguration of Apocalyptic Expectations 

The answers they provide to the very questions they had posed in their Gospel is a logical place to 

start this inquiry: 

Have you discovered, then, the beginning that you look for the end? For where the 

beginning is, there the end will be. Blessed is he who will stand in the beginning. He 

will know the end and will not taste death. (18.2-3) 

It is like a mustard seed, the smallest of all seeds. But when it falls on tilled soil, it 

produces a great plant and becomes a shelter for birds of the air. (20.24) 

When you make the two one, and when you make the inside like the outside and the 

outside like the inside, and the above like the below, and when you make the male 

and female one and the same, so that the male not be male nor the female female; and 

when you fashion eyes in place of an eye, and a hand in place of a hand, and a foot in 

place of a foot, and an image in place of an image, then you will enter [the kingdom]. 

(22.4-7) 

When you disrobe without being ashamed and take up your garments and place them 

under your feet like little children and tread on them, then [you will see] the Son of 

the Living One, and you will not be afraid. (37.2-3) 

What you look forward to has already come, but you do not recognize it. (51.2) 

It will not come by waiting for it. It will not be a matter of saying, ‘Here it is,’ or 

‘There it is.’ Rather, the kingdom of the Father is spread out upon the earth, and men 

do not see it. (113.24) … 

We can see a new apocalyptic hermeneutic replacing an older one. The community members 

maintained in their responses to the questions which they had posed that, indeed, their expectations 

had not actually been disconfirmed, but had been confirmed when the now “correct” hermeneutic was 

applied to the old traditions. So, in the responses to the questions, they posited that the kingdom had 

already been established on earth but no one had noticed its coming (Gos. Thom. 20, 51,113). Did not 

their Gospel tell them that Jesus, in his lifetime, had taught that the kingdom already had begun to 

break into the world? It was like a tiny seed that had fallen unnoticed on tilled soil and now had 

grown into a large plant (Gos. Thom. 20). They concluded that the kingdom had continued to grow 

since Jesus’ death. Now, at the present time – just as Jesus had predicted! – it had fully arrived on 

earth. The anticipated “rest” of the dead and the “new world” had “already come” (Gos. Thom. 

51,113). 

Since the kingdom was now spread out among them on the earth (Gos. Thom. 113), Jesus would be 

revealed to them immediately and directly (Gos. Thom. 37). Such was the new apocalyptic 

hermeneutic that replaced the previous one. The community members, however, did not perceive this 

hermeneutic to be new; rather, they perceived it as the correct hermeneutic through which Jesus’ 

words should have been understood in the first place.678 

------ 

The shift from eschatological to mystical is quite prominent in saying 37. 

GThom 37.1-3. His disciples said, “When will you appear to us? When will we see 

you?” Jesus said, “When you strip naked without shame, take your garments, put 

them under your feet like little children, and trample on them. The [you will see] the 

Son of the Living One and you will not be afraid.” 
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The question expresses concern, perhaps even disappointment that the immediate return of Jesus has 

not yet happened. “When will you appear to us?” “When will we see you?” Now the response is 

remarkable in that it is not eschatological, but mystical. If you want to see Jesus, you won’t do so at 

the end of the worldly kingdoms, but at the end of your former self, when you remake yourself into a 

child who is not afraid or ashamed.679 

Eschatological sayings remade into a call for celibacy 

The old eschatological saying of Jesus about casting fire, sword, and war on earth, has been remade 

into a call for us to choose singlehood or celibacy. 

GThom 16.1-4. Jesus said, “Perhaps people think it is peace that I have come to cast 

upon the world. And they do not know it is division that I have come to cast upon the 

earth –fire, sword, war! For there will be five people in a house. There will be three 

people against two, and two against three, father against son, and son against father. 

And they will stand as celibate people.” 

An older saying (in italics) that evoked a warning about impending Judgment and the dissolution of 

families, is now (in regular type) an injunction from Jesus to abandon their families and take on the 

holy life of the celibate.680 

THOMAS AND JOHN 

Similarities between the Gospel of Thomas with the Gospel according to 
John 

Analysis of the parallel sayings material in John and Thomas has shown not only the similarity of 

tenor and diction, as Raymond Brown believed. The parallels represent the world, Jesus, discipleship, 

salvation in a very comparable way. Indeed, one may even speak about the common theology of the 

parallels. The summary of the similarities would be as follows:  

1. The image of the living God as an unknown Father (GTh 3, GJn 6:57; GTh 18, GJn 8:44; 

GTh 40, GJn 15:1). Of particular interest is the phrase “the living Father” which occurs in 

both gospels and never in the Synoptics, or anywhere else in the New Testament.  

2. The world is a carcass (GTh 56, GJn 15:19 & 17:14). It belongs to the devil (GTh 18, GJn 

8:44). It is marked by the contrast between flesh and spirit (GTh 29, GJn 3:6, 6:63).  

3. The beginning and the end of the world are one and the same with the present (GTh 18, 

GJn 8:44, GTh 19, GJn 17:5). Both gospel engage in speculations about the beginning, 

but on a scale nothing like the developed cosmogony of the second century Gnosticism.  

4. The Redeemer received everything from the Father (GTh 61, GJn 3:35 & 13:3). Who 

keeps his words will not taste death (GTh 1 & 111, GJn 8:51).  

5. The Redeemer has come into this world of poverty (GTh 28, GJn 1:10-12)  

6. The Redeemer is light (GTh 77, GJn 8:12).  

7. The Redeemer is the teacher GTh 13, While for the most part in John teacher has a 

negative connotation of a Jewish leader in GJn 13:13-14, the Washing of the Feet episode, 

Jesus reveals what it means to be a dida,skaloj. To be a true teacher, means to be different 

from the socially accepted teachers.  

8. The Redeemer speaks with remarkable assurance. He needs no proof for his testimony 

(GTh 3, GJn 4:42 & 8:13). He is the light (GTh 77, GJn 8:12). He is the living water 

(GTh 13, GJn 4:13). This particular idea, that is, that the redeemer needs no proof for his 

words, parallels the Stoic idea of cataleptic impressions.  
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9. The discipleship is about becoming like the Redeemer (GTh 108, GJn 7:38), renouncing 

the world (GTh 110, GJn 7:35), being like a little child (GTh 4, GJn 3:4), and 

worshipping the Father (GTh 15, GJn 4:21-23).  

10. The most important prerequisite of the discipleship is listening to the words of Jesus (GTh 

19, GJn 15:7, see also: GTh 1 & 111, GJn 8:51) and keeping them (GTh 78, 79, GJn 

8:32).  

11. The disciples will never see death (GTh 1, 111, GJn 8:51, GJn 21:23 a tradition that the 

beloved disciple will not die: The saying spread abroad among the brethren that this 

disciple was not to die; yet Jesus did not say to him that he was not to die, but, “If it is my 

will that he remain until I come, what is that to you?”  

12. The Redeemer has departed which makes his words even more important (GTh 38, GJn 

7:34). One has to seek him, and will not always find him.  

Besides using several similar theological concepts like, ‘the beginning,’ ‘light,’ ‘darkness,’ ‘flesh,’ 

‘spirit,’ ‘knowledge,’ ‘understanding,’ ‘living Father,’ ‘to know,’ ‘to seek,’ ‘to find’ John and Thomas 

use similar metaphors for Jesus, some taken from the imagery of agricultural life like: ‘water,’ 

‘spring,’ ‘well,’ ‘vine,’ ‘shepherd,’ ‘sheep,’ ‘fish,’ ‘net.’ This common imagery indicates a common 

sauce-cultural setting, namely, wandering ascetics and their orally transmitted teaching.  

Furthermore, I [Alexander Mirkovic] believe that the parallels have shown that the gospels of John 

and Thomas are not directly dependent. There are only two instances where we have the verbatim 

agreement and where one can suspect the borrowing. These are the sayings 38 and 77:  

GTh 38 Jesus said, ‘Often you have desired to hear these sayings that I am speaking to you, and 

you have no one else from whom t hear them. There will be days when you will seek me and you 

will not find me.’ 

GTh 77 Jesus said, “I am the light that is over all things. I am all: from me all came forth, and to 

me all attained. Split a piece of wood; I am there. Lift up the stone, and you will find me there. 

But this verbatim agreement is not enough to establish a literary dependence. Rather, the phrases look 

very much like favorite sayings of wandering sages. The type of similarity indicates an oral tradition, 

rather than literary dependence.681 

John’s gospel was written in the heat of controversy 

John’s gospel was written in the heat of controversy, to defend certain views of Jesus and to oppose 

others. … Research has helped clarify not only what John’s gospel is for but what it is against. John 

says explicitly that he writes “so that you may believe, and believing, may have life in [Jesus’] 

name.”682 

John is more like Thomas than is to Matthew and Luke 

Many of the teachings in the Gospel of John that differ from those in Matthew and Luke sound much 

like sayings in the Gospel of Thomas: in fact, what first impressed scholars who compared these two 

gospels is how similar they are.683 

But John appears to refute Thomas 

I [Elaine Pagels] wondered whether John could have written his gospel to refute what Thomas 

teaches. For months I investigated this possibility, and explored the work of other scholars who also 

have compared these sources, and I was finally convinced that this is what happened. As the scholar 

Gregory Riley points out, John—and only John—presents a challenging and critical portrait of the 

disciple he calls “Thomas, the one called Didymus,” and, as Riley suggests, it is John who invented 

the character we call Doubting Thomas, perhaps as a way of caricaturing those who revered a 

teacher—and a version of Jesus’ teaching—that he regarded as faithless and false. … 
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Luke specifies that, after the crucifixion, the risen Jesus appeared to “the eleven,” and Matthew agrees 

that he appeared to “the eleven disciples”—all but Judas Iscariot—and conferred the power of the 

holy spirit upon “the eleven.” But John’s account differs. John says instead that “Thomas, called ‘the 

twin’ . . . was not with them when Jesus came.” According to John, the meeting Thomas missed was 

crucial; for after Jesus greeted the ten disciples with a blessing, he formally designated them his 

apostles.684 
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THE PASTORALS’ SOTERIOLOGY 

Timothy and Titus, the Pastoral letters 

Christian scholars refer to Paul’s letters to Timothy and Titus as the pastorals because they offer 

instruction for the overseers of Christian congregations.685 

------ 

In the canonical New Testament, 1 Timothy is the first of three letters known as the “pastoral letters” 

or “pastoral epistles.” The other two are 2 Timothy and Titus. They are called “pastoral” in part 

because they are addressed to two early Christian “pastors,” Timothy and Titus. “Pastor” did not yet 

refer to an official institutional role, but had its ancient meaning of shepherd, leader of the flock. Their 

themes are also pastoral, providing practical advice for ordering the community’s life.686 

The overall purpose of the Pastoral Epistles: How to behave in the 
household of God 

The overall purpose of the Pastoral Epistles is summed up nicely in 1 Timothy 3:14-15: “I am writing 

these instructions to you so that … you may know how one ought to behave in the household of God.” 

These letters focus upon the details of the Christian ethical life in both its personal and social 

dimensions.687 

The Pastoral Epistles outline the leadership roles within the community 

Considerable attention is given in these books to outlining the leadership roles within the community. 

Specifically mentioned are the offices of bishop and deacon (1 Timothy 3:1-13, with women included 

in the latter function in v. 11; Titus 1:5-9).What is called for is gentleness, efficiency of management, 

and a good reputation among outsiders. There are also assignments of roles to those identified as 

presbyters (male and female) and to widows.688 

------ 

The influence of the Pastoral Epistles has been largely on two fronts: church order and Christian 

ethics. In these letters, the importance placed on bishops, elders, and deacons shaped subsequent 

discussion about the relationship of clergy and laity. … [The Pastoral Epistles] place into the hands of 

these leaders the responsibility for determining what is orthodox and what is not. The leaders are 

given full authority over the content of church teaching.689 

1 Timothy: The settling down of Christianity 

1 Timothy reflects the settling down of Christianity and early stages of accommodation to the 

dominant culture.690 

2 Timothy: Like a Last Testament from Paul to Timothy 

Second Timothy is like and unlike 1 Timothy. Both begin as letters from Paul to Timothy. … But 2 

Timothy is much more personal. … It is like a last testament from Paul to Timothy. 

It begins with memories, naming Timothy’s mother and grandmother, Eunice and Lois. Then the 

author refers to Paul’s imprisonment and sense of abandonment (1.15; 4.9-16). It continues with a 

commendation to Timothy to be “a good soldier of Christ Jesus” and a worker approved by God (2.1-

16). It warns of what will happen “in the last days” [ 2 Timothy 3:2-5 cited]. … This is not Paul. But 

it is not far from Paul.691 
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Titus: The need for order and institutionalization 

The third of the pastoral letters is addressed to Titus. … The letter is about the need for order and the 

appointment of authorized leaders—in short, it is about institutionalization. … It is concerned with 

“sound doctrine” (2.1). Like 1 Timothy, it is practical and pastoral. It includes a list of qualifications 

for bishops (1.5-9) and directions for what to teach older men and older women, younger women and 

younger men, and slaves (2.1-10). … It is about Paul’s legacy perhaps a half century after his death.692 

Written decades after Paul’s death 

The three letters were written at different times, undoubtedly during the first half of the second 

century. They were not included in Marcion’s list of Paul’s letters (ca. 140 C.E.), nor do they appear 

in the earliest manuscript collection of Paul’s letters (P46, ca. 200 C.E). Quotations first appear in 

Irenaeus’ Against Heresies (180 C.E.), and their content fits nicely into the situation and thought of 

the church in the mid—second century. Their attribution to Paul is clearly fictional, for their language, 

style, and thought are thoroughly un-Pauline, and the “personal” references to particular occasions in 

the lives of Timothy, Titus, and Paul do not fit with reconstructions of that history taken from the 

authentic letters of Paul.693 

------ 

The two Letters to Timothy clearly represent a period in the life of the Church decades after the time 

of Paul and reflect formal developments in doctrine, leadership, and Church administration.694 

------ 

Though all three letters claim to be written by Paul, most modern scholars see them as written long 

after his death in the first decades of the second century. There is a consensus that they were all 

written by the same person. But was that person Paul? For more than one reason, authorship by Paul 

has been rejected.695 

------ 

More important than the difference in the address of these writings, however, is the divergence in 

vocabulary and attitude between these documents, commonly known as the Pastorals, and the letters 

of Paul. 

When Timothy edited the core of Paul’s letters, adding material of his own, that spurred some 

Christians to continue writing in Paul’s name. They produced these new missives as personal letters 

of Paul to Timothy and Titus, but scholarship is nearly unanimous in rejecting these attributions. … 

Antiquity provides many examples of intellectual enthusiasts who wrote in a great master’s name.696 

------ 

The author created a marvelous fiction in order to place a church manual of discipline from the mid-

second century at the very beginning of the apostolic tradition..697 

------ 

When one turns to the three letters addressed to Timothy and Titus, several differences emerge 

between them and the preceding corpus. [Footnote: NT scholarship by and large has rejected these 

letters as being from Paul.] The first, and most obvious, is that the earlier ten are primarily church 

documents—addressed to churches and intended to be read aloud as a Spirit-inspired prophetic word 

to the community. These three letters, on the other hand, are addressed to two of Paul’s younger 

colleagues, who are to assume primary responsibility for carrying out the church correctives that they 

contain. The second set of differences has to do with language and style, plus what many perceive as 

an advanced concern for regulating church order.698 
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The arguments against Pauline authorship of the Pastoral Epistles are 
persuasive 

The arguments against Pauline authorship of the Pastoral Epistles follow the same lines as those of 

Colossians and Ephesians. If anything, all the arguments against Pauline authorship are more 

persuasive regarding the Pastoral Epistles. The linguistic, grammatical, and stylistic deviations from 

the Pauline letters are pronounced, and they are quite noticeable in the English of the NRSV. The 

style and language of the Pastoral Epistles would be unusual for Paul. 

However, the most important argument is the theological one, as it was with Colossians and 

Ephesians. The theology of these letters is distinctly different from Paul’s. … 

The author of the Pastoral Epistles promotes an epiphany Christology wherein Christ’s work occurs in 

two distinct appearances: his original appearance in the flesh and his future return as judge. The shape 

and function of this Christology is quite different from Paul’s, although it intersects and overlaps with 

many Pauline ideas. And the author’s concern for hierarchy is not with the relative rank of the cosmic 

powers, but with proper order within the church. He wants to establish who can teach whom. 

Furthermore, Paul’s sense of ethics as end-time behavior, Christ living in the believer, has nearly 

disappeared. Ethics becomes what it will become in mainline early Christianity; it is the task of all 

believers. It must be taught, learned, and practiced. All people will be judged by Jesus for their virtues 

and vices. This is classic Christian ethical thinking, but it is different from that of Paul. … 

Pauline authorship produces too many problems and requires a strained reading of the text. The 

simplest and most satisfactory solution is that the letters were not written by Paul.699 

Tone and language is unlike Paul’s 

The Pastoral Epistles (1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus) … deal explicitly with the pastoral 

imperative to organize, order, and care for congregations. In this, their tone and language is unlike 

Paul’s, and also unlike those letters that have come to us in which Timothy had a hand.700 

------ 

These are epistles, literary productions that try to crystallize Paul’s wisdom for the Church at large. 

They address the issues of their time, not Paul’s.701 

The Pastoral Epistles deviate from Paul and use his name to authenticate 
non-Pauline ideas 

These letters, like Colossians and Ephesians, are not written by Paul even though they have Paul’s 

name on them as author. They are unlike Colossians and Ephesians in that they use the pretense of 

Pauline authorship more aggressively. Whereas Colossians and Ephesians read like careful 

reworkings of Pauline themes from the Pauline letters, the Pastoral Epistles seem both to deviate more 

from Pauline ideas and to use Paul’s name more aggressively to authenticate some rather non-Pauline 

ideas. There is more of a sense of deception here. It is important to the author that the readers actually 

believe that Paul wrote these letters. In fact, the overall argument of the letters is unraveled if Pauline 

authorship is discounted.702 

These Epistles document the development of the Christian movement at the 
end of the first century 

The Pastoral Epistles are nonetheless extremely valuable for our knowledge of development and 

change within the Christian movement, since they document basic shifts in the inner life of the 

Church and in the Church’s relationship to the wider Greco-Roman culture. Although the exact date 

of their writing cannot be determined, it is likely that they were written about the year 100 C.E. The 

continuity of the Pastorals with the Pauline tradition is also evident.703 
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Deep controversy existed within the Church 

[The author of the Pastorals] was in the midst of a deep controversy in his church, which he perceived 

as touching the nature of salvation itself. He was convinced his opponents were teaching and 

practicing a form of Christianity that was not Christian and was not leading to salvation. He perceived 

his church as being in theological and social disarray. He wants order, both social and theological, and 

he makes his case in the guise of Paul.704 

The heresy being confronted fits nicely into the beginning of the second 
century 

Identifying the heresy being fought in these letters has proven to be quite difficult. … The heretics are 

usually identified with an early form of Christian Gnosticism. (Gnostics believed that only people 

with special spiritual “knowledge” could escape the burdens of the material world and be saved.) … 

According to Titus 1:10-16, these heretics either are Jewish or have Jewish tendencies. Thus they do 

look like some form of early Gnostics with Jewish roots. … It is not clear how literally these 

accusations [in the Pastorals] should be taken. Some of the vices of which the opponents are accused 

appear quite improbable. … The overall portrait of these opponents is likely to be quite unbalanced. 

… The author’s problem with these heretics is as much political as theological. They are creating 

disorder and disharmony in the church. They encourage or permit women to teach men. … part of the 

author’s tactic is to insist on proper order: Women should not teach men, and the church should 

submit to the regular church officers. … These problems and the character of the author’s response 

are typical of church life at the beginning of the second century. The Pastoral Epistles fit nicely into 

that time period.705 

The role of women is very different than in Paul’s genuine writings 

Another reason for thinking the pastorals are later than Paul—the role of women is very different 

from that in the genuine letters of Paul. There Paul pronounces the equality of male and female “in 

Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3.28), refers to Junia as a prominent “apostle” (Rom. 16.7), and speaks of other 

women as early Christian leaders (Rom. 16.1-16). He does not object to women prophesying in the 

community in Corinth; his issue is whether they should do so with covered or uncovered heads (1 

Cor. 11.5). 

The contrast to … 1 Timothy [2:8-15] is stark. … The issue is the different hierarchical roles assigned 

to men and women. … 

Let a woman learn in silence with full submission. I permit no woman to teach or to 

have authority over a man; she is to keep silent. 

It is difficult to reconcile this with the Paul of the seven genuine letters. Then the author provides the 

theological justification for this constriction of women’s role: 

For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman 

was deceived and became a transgressor. 

Women were responsible for bringing sin into the world. In the seven genuine letters, Paul never 

blames Eve; for him, the image of life apart from Christ is life in Adam (1 Cor. 15.21-22; Rom. 5.12-

14). 

As this text ends, it does affirm that women, despite being responsible for sin, can “be saved.” How? 

Note the means: “Through childbearing, provided they continue in faith and love and holiness, with 

modesty.” This does not sound like the Paul of the seven genuine letters.706 
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The originality and sharpness of Pauline metaphor replaced by formulaic 
utterances 

The conflation of metaphors in the post-Pauline era is mainly directed toward solidifying Paul’s 

rapidly shifting metaphorical stream, usually by making redemption-sacrifice dominant. The Epistle 

to the Hebrews takes another tack, making sacrifice the dominant image, with Christ being both high 

priest and sacrificial victim. 

In Paul’s own soteriology there is a strong suggestion of penal substitution, but it should not be so 

magnified as to obscure the other ingredients of the Pauline exchange (a sin-bearing that results in an 

exchange of curse for blessing, of sin for righteousness), nor to obscure the dimensions of cosmic 

rescue and typological fulfillment. Christ is martyr-rescuer, punishment-bearer, and promise-fulfiller. 

Typology conveys a strong sense of salvation history and fulfillment, emphasizing that God had 

always intended to save all humanity, not just Israel. 

Jesus’ role, then, for Paul, was heroic, tragic, and triumphant. Post-Pauline thought certainly has a 

tragic and triumphant soteriology but the humanly heroic function of Christ and the history-of-

salvation depth of his mission disappear from view. In the Gentile church, it is taken for granted that 

Jesus would save Gentiles, but the interesting attempt to explain that in terms of salvation history 

fades out. The originality and sharpness of Pauline metaphor is replaced by increasingly predictable 

formulaic utterances by those whose main interest is to ensure that no one departs from “sound 

words” or “sound doctrine” (1 Tim 6:3; Titus 2:1).707 

------ 

A study of the key patristic developers of the Christian doctrine of atonement finds that they do 

something that Paul does (find saving significance in the death of Jesus) but also do something that 

Paul never does: locate the full significance of salvation in one particular metaphor for the death as an 

atoning act. 

Paul switches metaphors with a rapidity that suggests that any one metaphor by itself would be 

misleading. Further, he is always looking ahead to the Resurrection, and his understanding of 

atonement is never separated from his notion that dying with Christ foretells rising with Christ (due to 

Christ’s resurrection power). Theologians have tended to glue together Paul’s atonement metaphors 

into the notion of a sacrificial and redeeming transaction that took place at the cross and that literally 

(not metaphorically) cleanses sin and pays the debt for human sinning.708 

Paul’s metaphors were turned into doctrinal formulas 

Looking at the Pastorals and at other deutero-Pauline literature, we see that Paul’s metaphors get 

turned into doctrinal formulas, with sacrifice and redemption conjoined, justification subordinated, 

and scapegoat and adoption fading out. Paul’s subtleties are lost on his successors who fuse together 

and freeze his metaphors. Redemption becomes the controlling figure. Even sacrifice is understood in 

terms of redemption.709 

The Pastoral Epistles are a forceful counterbalance to the Sermon on the 
Mount and the creativeness of Paul 

In subsequent Christian discussion about ethics, the Pastoral Epistles, along with some other similar 

texts, serve as a forceful counterbalance to the rigors of the Sermon on the Mount and the creativeness 

of Paul. Of course, Paul’s attempts to imagine how life in Christ is played out in the mundane affairs 

of one’s life probably laid the foundation for the Pastoral Epistles. Colossians and Ephesians started 

down this road, but the Pastoral Epistles focus more on the regular affairs of life and offer ethical 

models within the reasonable reach of most believers. …  
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Christianity is moving into the mainstream of the Greek and Roman world. And the question will 

always be, What was gained and lost in that transition?710 

Speaks of “the faith” rather than “faith” 

The vocabulary of the Pastorals demonstrates the changes that had taken place in the Christian 

community since the time of Paul. For example, instead of using the term “faith” as a description of 

the relationship of trust that God expects from humans, the Pastorals speak of “the faith,” by which 

the writer means the correct doctrines that are to characterize the Christian religion.711 

These pastoral letters substitute terms in common religious use in his era, 
but which Paul does not employ 

Significantly, this body of correct beliefs is referred to as “religion” (1 Timothy 3:16), a usage never 

found in the letters of Paul to describe Christian faith but widely used among the religions with which 

Christianity was in competition as it spread throughout the Mediterranean world. It is not surprising 

that the author of these pastoral letters substitutes terms that were in common religious use in his era, 

but which Paul does not employ, such as “epiphany” (epiphane, divine disclosure) and palingenesia 

(rebirth). Respectively, these words replace Paul’s terms for the coming of Christ at the end of the age 

and believers’ admission by faith into the covenant community.712 

The letters use terms related to Greek philosophical concepts 

To characterize the lifestyle that he sees as fitting for Christians, the author uses throughout these 

letters terms never found in Paul but related to Greek philosophical concepts, such as sophrosune, 

which implies rationality, decency, and orderliness.713 

SOTERIOLOGY OF THE PASTORALS 

The theology of the Pastoral Epistles is fundamentally theocentric 

According to the Pastoral Epistles, God wants all people to be saved (1 Tim 2:4; 4:10), but focuses on 

those who have believed (1 Tim 4:10). God is named Savior (1 Tim 1:1; 2:3; 4:10; Titus 1:3), as is 

Jesus Christ (2 Tim 1:10; Titus 1:4; 2:13; 3:6), and it is not immediately clear what the role of each is 

in the salvation of mankind. 

The theology of the Pastoral Epistles is fundamentally theocentric. God is concerned with the 

salvation of all people, and he allowed his saving grace to appear in Christ.714 

------ 

Salvation depends on God’s own purpose, kindness, and grace, not on human work. It is not human 

righteousness, evinced in good works done, that brings about salvation; rather, it is God’s mercy, 

which saves through the washing of regeneration (), that is, baptism, and renewal of the 

Holy Spirit (Titus 3:5), so that justification rests on God’s grace (Titus 3:7). But, by saving people, 

Jesus creates a people of his own who are eager for good works (Titus 2:14), and they are urged to 

perform such works (Titus 3:14), which are profitable or useful to all people (Titus 3:8).715 

“Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” 

1 Tim 1:15 [“Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners”] could stand as a short formula for NT 

soteriology in general. On the face of it, there is nothing really exceptional about it, and the 

soteriology of the Pastoral Epistles has, until recently, generally shared in the low esteem in which 

other theological aspects of the letters have been held.716 
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Jesus Christ is the sole mediator between God the Savior and mankind 

A summary of the soteriology of the Pastoral Epistles can begin with the observation that the Pastoral 

Epistles present Jesus Christ as the sole mediator between God the Savior and mankind, who gave 

himself as a ransom to redeem us from iniquity (1 Tim 2:3-6; cf. Titus 2:14), and it is through faith in 

him that people are saved (1 Tim 1:16; 2 Tim 3:15; cf. Titus 3:8: faith in God).717 

There is no evidence that the Messiah (“Christ”) was called Savior in 
Judaism 

The striking phrase, the saving grace of God, begins an extraordinarily compact summary of the 

Pastoral Epistles’ view of salvation. … The OT describes God as Savior and Christian use can be 

traced to the formulaic use of Hellenistic Judaism. That cannot be said of the designation of Jesus as 

Savior; for there is no evidence that the Messiah was called Savior in Judaism. One must therefore 

look to the Greek world, and once again the emperor cult is thought to be the source for the language. 

… The OT does not play a major role in the Pastoral Epistles.718 

Salvation can be viewed as a past event or acquired in the present, and with 
a future element 

Salvation can thus be conceived of as a past event (Titus 3:5) or something that can be acquired in the 

present (1 Tim 4:16). There is also a future dimension to salvation, described variously as eternal life 

(1 Tim 3:7; cf. 1:2), to be laid hold or in the present (1 Tim 6:12.; perhaps v. 19), the crown of 

righteousness to be bestowed when the Lord appears (2 Tim 4:8), and the heavenly kingdom (2 Tim 

4:8).719 

The connection of epiphany language – the manifestation of the earthly 
Jesus – with salvation 

2 Tim 1:8-10 [is] the only passage outside Titus where epiphany720 language is used in connection 

with salvation: 

… the power of God, who saved (, sosantos) us and called us with a holy 

calling, not in virtue of our works but virtue of his own purpose and grace, which he 

gave us in Christ ages ago, and now has manifested (, fanerotheisan) 

through the appearance [ epiphania] of our Savior Christ Jesus, who 

abolished death and brought life and immortality through the gospel. 

Here  [epiphania] refers to the manifestation of the earthly Jesus, but elsewhere it has an 

eschatological reference (1 Tim 6:14; 2 Tim 4:1, 8), to the Parousia, a term that is however not used in 

the Pastoral Epistles.721 

Trained by the saving grace of God722: Titus 2:11-14 

The grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, training us to renounce 

impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-

controlled, upright, and godly, while we wait for the blessed hope and the 

manifestation of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ. He it is who 

gave himself for us that he might redeem us from all iniquity and purify for himself a 

people of his own who are zealous for good deeds.723 
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Only correct teaching can rectify the human condition: Titus 2:11-14 

The theological warrant for what Titus is to teach is given in 2:11-14. The connection of this passage 

with what precedes is evident from  [for], which connects God’s saving grace and instruction with 

verse 10. Verses 11-14 are an elaboration of “the teaching of God our Savior” in v. 10, and describe 

how God saves. Verses 11 and 12 do so in terms largely derived from the philosophical traditions 

which the author has used to describe the human condition that can only be rectified by correct 

teaching.724 

The Savior’s kindness and love for humanity725: Titus 3:3-7 

For we ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various passions 

and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, despicable, hating one another. 

But when the goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, 

not because of any works of righteousness that we had done, but according to his 

mercy, through the water of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit. This Spirit he 

poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified 

by his grace, we might become heirs according to the hope of eternal life.726 

Titus 2:11-14 and Titus 3:3-7 exhibit major differences in the formulation of 
God’s saving action 

A major difference between this formulation [in Titus 3:3-7] of salvation by God and that in [Titus] 

2:11-14, is that here the means by which God saved is a single, past event, unlike the continuing 

educative process conceived of by the philosophers, or the disciplined striving for good that, 

according to the author [of Titus 2:11-14], continues after conversion. 

The means by which people are saved [according to Titus 3:3-7] is a washing, that is, baptism, viewed 

here under two aspects, that of regeneration or rebirth, and renewal. The emphasis is thus on a 

complete transformation that is brought about in baptism, This radical change was brought about by 

virtue of God’s mercy when his kindness and love for humanity appeared, The effective power in this 

transforming event is the Holy Spirit, whom God richly poured out on those being baptized. 

The initiative resides with God, but Christ is the agent through whom God pours out the Spirit in 

baptism and he, too, is called Savior, evidently by virtue of his role in salvation as here conceived (v. 

6). 

Justification here (v. 7) is not to be understood in the Pauline sense of being brought into a right 

relationship with God, but in a moral sense, a just life by virtue of Christ’s grace. It is something one 

is trained for by the saving Grace of God (Titus 2:11-12) or by Scripture (2 Tim 3:16).727 

------ 

At the very core of this understanding of salvation are God’s initiative and aid, the role of the Spirit in 

the transformation that occurs in baptism, and Christ, as God’s agent, in rendering converts just by 

grace.728 

Titus 3:3-7 is not derived entirely from Paul and is not always used in a 
strictly Pauline sense 

[Titus 3:3-7] is not derived entirely from Paul, and what does have a Pauline origin is not always used 

in a strictly Pauline sense. Nevertheless, read superficially, it might look like “an epitome of Pauline 

theology,” as it does to one scholar. … Such views of the passage as a theological cameo tend to 

neglect its context and therefore its function. … 
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The passage is an integral part of the last exhortation in [the] Pastoral Epistles, which extends from 

3:1-11, and [it] provides the theological basis for that exhortation. In this, it is like 2:11-14. It is 

further like that passage in that it begins with a statement about God the Savior and concludes with 

one about Christ the Savior.729 

------ 

The author [of Titus 3:3-7] is enough of a Paulinist to deny that human merit is a condition of 

salvation (v. 5; cf. 2 Tim 1:9) and to use the passive in v. 7, δικαιωθέντες τῇ ἐκείνου χάριτι [having 

been justified by that grace]. This sounds like Paul, but is not precisely Paul. 

Paul speaks of the Law, and faith as the means of salvation (Rom 3:20, 27 -28; Gal 2:16), neither of 

which is present here. Furthermore, for Paul, faith is reckoned as δικαιοσύνην [righteousness] (Rom 

4:1-4), whereas in the Pastoral Epistles δικαιοσύνην [righteousness] is something to be pursued (1 

Tim 6:11; 2 Tim 2:22), for which one will receive a crown of victory on the Day of judgment (2 Tim 

4:8), It is something one is trained for by the saving grace of God (Titus 2:11-12) or by Scripture (2 

Tim 3:16).730 

Immorality – godlessness and worldly desires – is starkly painted in the 
Pastoral Epistles 

The human condition from which people are saved is immorality. It is here described as godlessness 

and worldly desires. Both terms have moral connotations, and … share much with the philosophers’ 

conception of the irrational life. The condition is starkly painted in the Pastoral Epistles with long lists 

of vices which describe heretics and unbelievers alike (e.g., 1 Tim 1:8-10; 6:3-5).731 

The soteriology of the letters is related to the human condition that people 
are saved from 

First, the soteriology of the letters is related to the human condition from which people are saved. 

That condition reflects a pessimistic view of human beings who have not come to a knowledge of the 

truth and do not live according to the sound teaching of the church. Salvation is therefore inextricably 

related to a process of learning, which is made possible because God’s saving grace appeared in order 

to educate people how to live. 

The moral philosophers’ view of the human condition provides a framework 
in the Pastoral Epistles, including its view of salvation 

It is clear by now that the moral philosophers’ view of the human condition, that it has been caused by 

a failure to live rationally and is purified by philosophic teaching which saves people, provides a 

conceptual framework also found in the Pastoral Epistles, including its view of salvation. The 

similarities are numerous, but the differences are vast. … 

The first thing that strikes one as different is that the initiative lies with God. … In Ps.-Plutarch’s 

listing of the relationships about which philosophy teaches, the relationship with the gods comes first, 

but in Titus, the issue is not learning about one’s relationship to God, but rather that the education 

itself originates with God. Furthermore, the salvific education is described in terms of God’s grace, a 

quality of God, which means that, strictly speaking, one cannot speak of human virtue that is attained 

by means of education. Nevertheless, the soteriology described in Titus 2:11–14 is at heart cognitive 

and ethical.732 

The consequence of salvation is preeminently social ethics 

Second, the consequence of salvation is preeminently social ethics. The Pastoral Epistles are more 

concerned with the corporate dimension of the church than with individuals in it. A major interest of 

the letters is with social institutions, including the church itself, and the salvation experienced by the 

church is to determine its relationship to the larger society. 
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God takes the initiative to save, which made effective by the appearance of his qualities in the 

manifestation of Jesus 

Third, salvation is not simply brought about by actions of God and Christ, Indeed, God takes initiative 

to save, and traditional formulas are used to describe Christ’s work in salvation, but what is most 

striking is that salvation is effected by the appearance in history of certain qualities of God, which 

change the condition of those who come to a knowledge of the truth. That appearance was the 

manifestation of the earthly Jesus; another appearance, of his eschatological glory, determines the 

goal of those who have been saved.733 

Godliness holds promise for life now and that which is to come 

 [Eusebeia, Godliness] occurs three times in 1 Tim 3:14 – 4:10. … There are practical 

implications to  which include such matters as filial responsibility (cf. 1 Tim 5:4). In 1 Tim 

4:7, Timothy is told to train himself in  [godliness] for while training of the body is of little 

benefit,  [godliness] is of benefit in every way, since it holds promise for life now and that 

which is to come (3:8).734 

THE PASTORALS’ CHRISTOLOGY 

In Titus 2:11-13, the “God and Savior” is identified as Jesus Christ 

When the author speaks of “God our Savior,” as he does in 1 Timothy 2:3, he seems to be referring to 

what Paul would have called “the Father.” But in Titus 2:11-13, the “God and Savior” is identified as 

Jesus Christ. The role of Jesus in salvation is called mediator and ransom (1 Timothy 2:5-6), but there 

is no direct reference to suffering, crucifixion, or death. Similarly, in 2 Timothy 1:9-10, the purpose of 

God is said to have been manifested through the appearing (“epiphany”) of Christ Jesus, who 

abolished death and brought immortality to light. Once again there is no allusion to the historical 

events of Jesus’ birth, suffering, and death, such as we find in Paul’s letters. Titus 2:13-14 is similar to 

these two descriptions of Jesus’ role as redeemer, but “epiphany” is used in this text for what Paul 

would call the parousia, or the coming of Jesus in triumph at the end of the present age.735 

“The mystery of our religion” 

“The mystery of our religion is great,” the author wrote, namely that: 

He [Jesus] was revealed in flesh, 

vindicated in spirit, 

seen by angels, 

proclaimed among Gentiles, 

believed in throughout the world, 

taken up in glory. (1 Tim. 3:16) 

Period. That is all anyone need know about Jesus. What this “mystery” meant for persons should also 

be clear. They should “lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity” (1 Tim. 3:7) and so 

accept the invitation to “eternal life” offered by the gospel (1 Tim. 6:12, 18-19; 2 Tim. 1:10; Titus 

1:1-3). And they should learn to obey the instructions of their overseer!736 

“We wait for the blessed hope and the manifestation of the glory of our 
great God and Savior, Jesus Christ” 

Some scholars blanch at reading [while we wait for the blessed hope and the manifestation of the 

glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ] (1 Tim 2:13) as calling Christ, God. There is a 

tendency to maintain a distinction between God and Christ and to transfer the soteriological functions 

to Christ, who remains in a subordinate role. A number of factors, however, suggest that the reference 

is to Christ, among them the grammatical likelihood that the one article connects all that follows. 
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Furthermore, when  [epiphaneia, appearing] is used of a person in the Pastoral Epistles, it 

describes the appearance of Christ (1 Tim 6:14; 2 Tim 1:10; 4:1, 8), even if only allusively in [Titus 

2:] v. 11.  

[Titus 2:] Verse 14 states in what sense he is Savior and deserves the epithet, It is in a functional sense 

that Christ can be called God, but to introduce the notion of subordination here misses the point, for 

he exemplifies in his own actions the preeminent activity of God, namely, saving people according to 

God’s eternal purpose, 

Christ’s work as Savior is described in [Titus 2:] v. 14 with the aid of traditions that are patently OT, 

Jewish, and Christian in origin. … 

The formula is given a further traditional cast by OT allusions to describe Christ’s redeeming act (Ps 

129:8 LXX) and his purification of a people of his own (Ezek 37.23 LXX; Exod 19:5 LXX). The 

corporate image of the people differs from the Greek focus on the individual.737 

------ 

What, then, can he said about the soteriological passage, Titus 2:1-14? … Its core is the saving action 

of God and Christ through education for the moral life, having rejected a life caught in vice because of 

ignorance. Christ is so fully engaged in this salvific activity that he can himself be called God.738 

 “ALL SCRIPTURE IS GOD-BREATHED” 

[2 Timothy] contains what is probably its best-known verse. It affirms that “all scripture is inspired by 

God” (3.16). … It does not say that “inspired” means “inerrant and infallible.” Rather, because it is 

inspired, it is useful for teaching, reproof, correction, and training in righteousness (the last word 

would be better translated “justice”). There is nothing controversial in that claim. Is scripture useful 

for teaching and so forth? Of course. 

it is worth reflecting about what the word “inspired” means. The Greek word literally means “God-

breathed,” a manifest metaphor with an imprecise meaning. What does “inspired” as “breathed by 

God” suggest? … 

Inspiration—being moved by the Spirit of God, God-breathed—does not mean becoming “infallible.” 

Within the historical context of this verse, “scripture” referred only to the Old Testament, the Jewish 

Bible. There was no New Testament yet. The verse does not refer to the Christian Bible as a whole, 

but to what was “scripture” for Christians around the year 100—the Jewish Bible. …  

Is the Bible inspired, important, and useful? The author’s answer is, “Of course.” But to think that the 

author meant inerrancy and infallibility goes beyond what he wrote.739 

=========== 

INSERTION OF A MYSOGINIST ATTITUDE INTO PAUL’S GENUINE 
WRITINGS 

1 Corinthians 11:3 

These words, which were supposedly written by Paul, assert that they represent the teachings that Paul 

had previously given to the Corinthians: 

I commend you because you remember me in everything and maintain the traditions just as I handed 

them on to you. But I want you to understand that Christ is the head of every man, and the husband is 

the head of his wife, and God is the head of Christ.740 
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Misogynist attitude does not represent Paul’s attitude towards women 

At 1 Corinthians 7, Paul writes of the equal, balanced relationship between husband and wife. 

The husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her husband. For the 

wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does; likewise the husband does not 

have authority over his own body, but the wife does.741 

At Galatians 3:25-28, Paul does not differentiate male from female 

Now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian, for in Christ Jesus you are all 

children of God through faith. As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves 

with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer 

male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.742 

Clearly the sentiment expressed at 1 Corinthians 11:3 is not compatible with the above statements by 

Paul. Also, Paul used women to lead out and to prophesy, and to carry, read and explain his messages. 

The immediate context of 1 Corinthians 11:3 

In the previous Chapter (1 Corinthians 10), Paul entered into a multi-faceted discussion about eating 

and drinking, about having meals. Then at 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 this discussion appears about 

husbands, wives, their head coverings, and hair lengths. Then, just as abruptly, at verse 17 the text 

continues the discussion about food, drink, and meals. 

This strongly indicates that later someone inserted 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 into Paul’s writings. The 

sentiments expressed at 1 Corinthians 11:3 are similar to the attitude of the writer at the Pastoral 

Epistle: 

I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep silent. For Adam was 

formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a 

transgressor. Yet she will be saved through childbearing, provided they continue in faith and love and 

holiness, with modesty.743 

This strongly suggests that the insertion of the passage at 1 Corinthians 11 took place at the end of the 

first century, some 40 years after Paul’s death. 

The rationale used by the writer of 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 is of a hierarchy likewise set by the myth 

that Adam was created before Eve, and that she was formed from his body. 

The concept is consistent with the Pastorals’ emphasis on hierarchy 

The writer (or writers) of the pastorals was obsessed with hierarchy and with ecclesiastic structure. 

This attitude does not accord with Paul’s, who saw everything in the shadow of the imminent End. 

Brothers and sisters, the appointed time has grown short. … The present form of this world is passing 

away.744 

1 Corinthians 11:3 is not part of any natural, rational flow 

In the flow of the reasoning, 1 Corinthians 11:3 stands out like a sore thumb – it is not part of any 

natural, rational flow. 

Do people follow the instructions about hair and head covering? 

1 Corinthians 11:4-16 states that a woman must cover her head, every time she prays. There were no 

“churches” at that time, simply “assemblies” (ekklesia) of groups that met in people’s houses or in 

shops. Should wives therefore cover their heads whenever they pray at home? 
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JOHANNINE SOTERIOLOGY AND CHRISTOLOGY 

THE JOHANNINE COMMUNITY 

Understanding some of the history of the Fourth Gospel assists 
understanding 

While the Fourth Gospel must be read and treated as a completed document, understanding something 

of the history of its development assists the reader in understanding its meaning.745 

The Johannine community started out as a group of Jews 

J. L. Martyn detects in 1:35-51 that the Johannine community began among Jews who came to Jesus 

and with relatively little difficulty found him to be the Messiah they expected. I [Raymond Brown] 

think he is perfectly right.746 

The Johannine form of Christianity emerged from a Jewish matrix 

The Johannine form of Christianity emerges from a Jewish matrix whose existence can be confirmed 

from several sides. And elements within this Jewish matrix may prove very suggestive in accounting 

for the language and conceptuality of the Johannine discourses. That the Qumran scrolls attest a form 

of Judaism whose conceptuality and terminology tally in some respects quite closely with the 

Johannine is a commonly acknowledged fact. …  

Another link between John and Judaism has been seen in John the Baptist, perhaps a close relative of 

the Essenes, in whom the Fourth Gospel manifests a peculiar interest, which is probably to be 

understood as a reaction to claims of a Baptist sect concerning their martyred leader (cf 1:6-8, 15, 

19ff.; 3:2cff.; 4:1; 5:33ff.; 10:40-42) 747 

The life of the Johannine Community and of the Fourth Gospel is a chapter 
of Jewish history 

The history of the Johannine community from its origin through the period of its life in which the 

Fourth Gospel was composed forms to no small extent a chapter in the history of Jewish 

Christianity.748 

The Johannine church was in the mainstream of Jewish Christianity 

According to Martyn, the Johannine church is to be seen in the mainstream of Jewish Christianity, 

basically concerned with what Paul called “the gospel of the Circumcision.” Even the “sheep not of 

this fold,” which will eventually join the fold, are not Gentiles but Jews of the dispersion who have 

also been excommunicated from their synagogues by the use of the Birkath ha-Minim on account of 

their Christianity. The “one fold” which the Fourth Gospel envisions is not the Great Church which 

the Acts of the Apostles represents as fully committed to the Gentile mission, but the church in which 

all are Jewish Christians.749 

The Johannine Community was expelled from the synagogue because of 
their beliefs 

There came a stage in the history of the Johannine group when the status it accorded to Jesus began to 

be felt as intolerable by the parent community, who consequently decided to expel Jesus’ followers 

from their midst.750 

------ 
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[John Ashton’s] theory is that the expulsion was the consequence, not the cause, of the Johannine 

group’s adoption of beliefs incompatible with the strict monotheism of those whom the Gospel calls 

‘the Jews’.751 

Reasons for the expulsion from the synagogue 

It appears that the Johannine community experienced an expulsion from their religious home in the 

synagogue for at least two reasons. 

First, their increasingly successful missionary efforts among their colleagues in the synagogue began 

to pose a threat to the leadership of the synagogue. … 

The second reason for the expulsion was the destruction of the Jerusalem temple by the Romans in 

A.D. 70 and the resulting crisis of faith. The destruction of the temple brought a kind of identity crisis 

for the Jews … and may have resulted in purging sympathizers of Jesus of Nazareth from some 

synagogues. (In three places in the Gospel the expulsion of the Christians from the synagogue is 

echoed－Jn 9:22; 12:42; 16:2). …  

This informal and localized expulsion of the Christians was possibly (later) formalized and made a 

common practice by the Council of Jamnia (ca. 90 A. D.). 

This expulsion had a mighty effect on the Christian community, producing a trauma of faith of major 

proportions. It was amid this crisis that the fourth evangelist gathered the traditions of the community 

and interpreted them so as to address the needs of the newly isolated community. It was then that the 

major themes of the Gospel took shape, providing the Johannine Christians with assurance and 

confidence in the midst of the uncertainty of their recent experience of deprivation. Furthermore, it 

was in the subsequent, and perhaps violent, debate with the members of the synagogue that the Gospel 

found its setting (e.g., Jn 16:2).752 

The community believed that Jesus was the Messiah 

The Jews had already agreed that anyone who confessed Jesus to be the Messiah would be put out of 

the synagogue. (John 9:22, NRSV) 

However, some remained quiet, lest they be expelled from the synagogue 

Many, even of the authorities, believed in [Jesus]. But because of the Pharisees they did not confess it 

for fear that they would be put out of the synagogue; for they loved human glory more than the glory 

that comes from God. (John 12:42-43, NRSV) 

------ 

John 12:42-43 supplies the clearest reference to a group of Jews who were attracted to Jesus so that 

they could be said to believe in him, but were afraid to confess their faith publicly less they be 

expelled from the synagogue. John has contempt for them.753 

Expulsion would be followed by martyrdom 

They will put you out of the synagogues. Indeed, an hour is coming when those who kill you will 

think that by doing so they are offering worship to God. And they will do this because they have not 

known the Father or [Jesus]. (John 16:2-3, NRSV) 

Significant polemical situation within the synagogue and with the 
Johannine community 

One may begin, in agreement with Louis Martyn and others, with a recognition that a polemical 

situation within the synagogue and later between the Johannine community and the synagogue is 

almost certainly a significant, if not the central, milieu of the Johannine material, particularly the 

Fourth Gospe1. Although some of the distinctive points of Martyn’s thesis, including the proposed 

deliberate two-level hypothesis with its implications regarding the topography of the city in which 
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John was written, may be problematical, he has forcefully and persuasively called attention to a wide 

range of evidence for such a setting.754 

------ 

The determinative factor in the milieu of the Johannine Christian community was its conflict with the 

synagogue. We must think at first of a group of Christians still entirely within the fold of the Jewish 

community. It is possible that the affiliations of some members of this group were with Essene-like or 

other “mystical” or dualistic tendencies in ancient Judaism rather than with a more ordinary piety. 

The group also possessed traditions about Jesus and used them to nourish its faith and life. Its 

confession of Jesus as Messiah, however, brought it into growing tension with the authorities of the 

Jewish community. Evidently the Pharisees had come to power in the group’s environment after the 

First Revolt in 70 C.E., and they now undertook an effort to suppress dissident elements within the 

community. In this process, Jewish Christians were especially subject to pressure, and for the 

Johannine group the result was expulsion from the synagogue community altogether. Particular 

factors in the makeup of Johannine Christianity at this point—the nature of its christological 

confession above all, but perhaps also the presence in it of “heterodox” Jewish elements, or its 

relation to Samaritans and Gentiles—may have helped bring about the rupture.755 

------ 

Thus the Johannine group was faced with a crisis, as those who openly acknowledged their faith were 

expelled, while others strove through secrecy to maintain their standing within the Jewish 

community.756 

------ 

A growing isolation and even alienation from outsiders apparently came to characterize the group. It 

could now think of “the Jews” as such as a foreign and hostile body, representative of “the world” at 

large.”757 

The Johannine community saw itself as unique, alien from the world, under 
attack, misunderstood, but living in unity with Christ and God 

There can be no question, as Louis Martyn has shown, that the actual trauma of the Johannine 

community’s separation from the synagogue and its continuing hostile relationships with the 

synagogue come clearly to expression here. But something more is to be seen: coming to faith in Jesus 

is for the Johannine group a change in social location. Mere belief without joining the Johannine 

community, without making the decisive break with “the world,” particularly the world of Judaism, is 

a diabolic “lie.” 

Thus, despite the absence of “ecclesiology” from the Fourth Gospel, this book could be called an 

etiology758 of the Johannine group. In telling the story of the Son of Man who came down from 

heaven and then re-ascended after choosing a few of his own out of the world, the book defines and 

vindicates the existence of the community that evidently sees itself as unique, alien from its world, 

under attack, misunderstood, but living in unity with Christ and through him with God. It could hardly 

be regarded as a missionary tract, for we may imagine that only a very rare outsider would get past the 

barrier of its closed metaphorical system. It is a book for insiders. …  

One of the primary functions of the book, therefore, must have been to provide a reinforcement for the 

community’s social identity, which appears to have been largely negative.759 
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The Johannine Community represented itself as “the sheep” 

In Chapter 10 [the word “sheep”] occurs no less than fifteen times, and it is obviously used in ways 

which are quite revealing as regards the history of the Johannine community. … Leaving aside verse 

16 for the moment … in all fourteen instances the primary reference is quite clear. The sheep stand in 

the first instance for the Johannine community. 

a. It is they who hear the voice of the Good Shepherd. … 

b. It is they who flee from alternative shepherds. …  

c. It is they whose lives are threatened by the wolf. … 

d. It is they who receive the absolute assurance from the Good Shepherd.760 

“Other sheep” 

We come now to verse 16 [of John 10]. If we accept the wording of papyrus 66, the text reads: 

And I have other sheep, that are not of this fold. 

I must gather them also, 

and they will heed my voice, 

and there will be one flock, one shepherd. … 

Why, we may ask, should there be such an emphasis on unification, and why for the sake of the 

unification must the other sheep be gathered? The obvious answer is that they have been scattered. 

… In the experience of the Johannine community the scattering of the sheep occurred when the 

Birkath ha-Minim was imposed in their city. … It follows, I think, that the portrait of the “other 

sheep” is drawn in such a way as to refer primarily to other Jewish Christians who, like those of the 

Johannine community, have been scattered from their parent synagogues by experiencing 

excommunication. It is, then, a vision of the Johannine community that the day will come when all of 

the conventicles of scattered Jewish Christians will be gathered into one flock under the one Good 

Shepherd.761 

------ 

Their hopes for the future may be expressed by 10:16, if that verse is a reference to the Apostolic 

Christians, as J. L. Martyn has argued: “I have other sheep, too, that do not belong to this fold. These 

also must I lead, and they will listen to my voice. Then there will be one sheep herd, one shepherd.”… 

Ah, one may object, the Johannine prayer for unity with the Apostolic Christians carried a price tag—

those other Christians would have to accept the exalted Johannine christology of pre-existence if there 

was to be one sheep herd, one flock. 

If this did not happen, one may argue, the Johannine Christians would reject the Apostolic Christians 

from koinonia 762 even as they had previously rejected the Jewish Christians. Yet we are spared 

discussing that theoretical possibility, for in fact the larger church did adopt Johannine pre-existence 

christology763 

Relationship with followers of John the Baptist 

[The Gospel of] John portrays the first followers of Jesus as disciples of JBap [=John the Baptist], and 

the Johannine movement itself may have had its roots among such disciples. Therefore, it is surprising 

to find in the Fourth Gospel such a large number of negative statements pertinent to JBap. … 

All of this becomes intelligible when we hear in 3:22-26 that some of the disciples of JBap did not 

follow Jesus (contrast 1:35-37) and jealously objected to the number of people who were following 

him. If once more we read the Gospel partly as an autobiography of the Johannine community, we are 
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led to suspect that Johannine Christians had to deal with such disciples and that the negations are 

meant as an apologetic against them.764 

Favourable attitude towards the Apostolic Christians 

What is the Johannine attitude toward the Christianity of the Apostolic Christians? The scene 

mentioned in diagnosing their presence (6:60-69) suggests a fundamentally favorable attitude. The 

Apostolic Christians are clearly distinct from the Jewish Christians who no longer follow Jesus. The 

presence of the Twelve at the Last Supper (13:6; 14:5,8,22) means that the Apostolic Christians are 

included in Jesus’ “own” whom he loves to the very end (13:1).765 

------ 

The Johannine Christians, represented by the Beloved Disciple, clearly regard themselves as closer to 

Jesus and more perceptive than the Christians of the Apostolic Churches. The one-upmanship of the 

Johannine Christians is centered on christology; for while the named disciples, representing the 

Apostolic Christians, have a reasonably high christology, they do not reach the heights of the 

Johannine understanding of Jesus.766 

THE JOHANNINE GOSPEL 

John’s Gospel was formed over several decades, reaching its final form 
about 90 CE 

The pre-gospel period of distinctive Johannine formation took several decades from the 50s to 80s, 

and the Gospel was probably written ca. A.D. 90.767 

Time from Jesus passed before the Gospel was composed and first read 

A distinction certainly has to be drawn between the time in which the story of Jesus took place and the 

time in which the Gospel was composed and first read.768 

Outlining John’s Narrative 

John’s Gospel may be divided into four unequal parts: a shorter Prologue (1:1-18) and an Epilogue 

(21:1-25) and, between them, a more substantive “Book of Signs” (chaps. 1-12) and “Book of Glory” 

(chaps. 13-20). 

In contrast to the Gospel of Mark, which begins with the ministry of John the Baptist, or to Matthew 

and Luke, which begin with different wondrous birth narratives, John’s Prologue features a worship 

hymn to the cosmic Word of God made flesh. …  

The “Book of Signs,” so called because it features the seven signs of Jesus, then leads off with the 

witness of John the Baptist to Jesus and the calling of four disciples and Nathanael (1:19-51). The 

next eleven chapters (2-12) feature seven signs of Jesus, only two of which are also found in the 

Synoptics. … 

The “Book of Glory” (13:1-20:31), so called because it features the glorification of Jesus during the 

last week of his ministry, begins with the fulfillment of Jesus’ “hour” and his imparting his last will 

and testament to his followers. In this section, the focus of the book changes radically from an 

apologetic endeavor to convince audiences to believe that Jesus is the Messiah/Christ to affirming 

their solidarity within community.769 
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The Gospels are not biographies of the lives of Jesus Christ 

The widespread but largely mistaken belief [is] that the Gospels are Lives of Christ. … To call them 

biographers without further ado is to focus on what was for them a secondary aspect of their work.770 

------ 

A gospel is not a theological treatise, certainly, but it is not a biography either; nor is it, properly 

speaking, a compromise between the two nor yet an amalgam of both; it is sui generis.771 

John’s Gospel is distinctly Jewish 

Given the diversity in both first century Judaism and in early Christianity, it would be reasonable to 

presume that there was also a certain amount of diversity in Jewish Christianity. … what is striking is 

the fact that it is possible to read and understand John quite naturally as containing precisely those 

features which have been singled out by many scholars as distinctively Jewish Christian: adoptionist 

Christology, Torah observance, and a continuing Jewish or Israelite self-identity.772 

The evangelists were addressing themselves to their own contemporaries 

The Gospels were written many years after the events that they record. Though narrating events that 

took place in the first half of the first century CE, the evangelists were addressing themselves to their 

own contemporaries in the second half of the same century. So we have to bear in mind the 

differences between the social and political conditions prevailing during Jesus’ lifetime and those of 

the time of the composition of the Gospels.773 

------ 

The Gospels are not simply Lives of Christ. A Gospel (and by that I mean one of the four Gospels 

recognized by the Christian church) is a proclamation in narrative form of faith in Jesus as Messiah 

and Son of God. Ostensibly historical documents, entirely concerned with events that had occurred in 

the past, they are actually addressed to the evangelists’ own communities and speak to their hopes and 

fears. Such, at least, is the hypothesis that underlies what is known as redaction criticism.774 

John’s Gospel and Letters enable a picture of the Johannine Community 

Within the pages of the Gospel and Letters [of John] is buried a surprising amount of positive data 

enabling us to piece together a picture of the nature and history of the community. Of course the 

piecing-together cannot be done without conjecture. As in all historical study, it is important to hold 

apart the factual evidence and the shaping hypothesis.775 

Primarily a source for the historical situation it arose from 

Rudolf Bultmann wrote (in English): 

Wellhausen brought clearly to light a principle which must govern research. We must 

recognize that a literary work or a fragment of tradition is a primary source for the 

historical situation out of which it arose, and is only a secondary source for the 

historical details for which it gives information.’ 

Written in 1926, these words are as true today as they were then.776 

The characters and situations in the texts may reflect events from the 
author’s own experience 

Actual conflicts between religious communities of the past were often fictionalized and recorded as 

dramas rather than related in terms of verbatim dialogue. This means that stories of conflict in the 

gospels can be viewed as dramas created to represent and record actual dialogue between later 
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religious communities. The record of an intercommunity dialogue may therefore appear in the form of 

a hidden rather than an open controversy, in which case the author will not explicitly mention his 

ideological rival (Hirshman 1996, 126). Given this situation, we must examine religious texts 

thoughtfully, recognizing that some portions may contain valuable information for understanding the 

development of the author’s theology in relation to other contemporary religious texts. In other words, 

the characters and situations in the texts may reflect events from the author’s own experience of 

ideological conflict rather than actual “historical” events involving those characters.777 

The Gospel is written for a particular period, situation, and purpose 

While recognizing that the Gospel was actually addressed to the Christian community, Wrede insisted 

that “to achieve an historical understanding of the Gospel we must see it as a writing born out of and 

written for conflict. And further that “what really allows us to discern the true lever of the Gospel is 

an acknowledgement of its polemical thrust. In a word, from being a timeless meditation, the Gospel 

becomes a writing that belongs to a particular period, has a particular situation in view, and is written 

for a particular purpose.”778 

The Gospel and Epistles reveal the struggles of the John community 

The gospel and epistles of John reveal the struggles of one particular Christian community whose 

beliefs and practices were in tension with other early Christian communities.779 

John was composed in the context of conflict with the synagogue 

The issue of the setting of the Fourth Gospel is really a kind of condensed history of a particular 

Christian community in the first century. … 

It was within a situation of conflict, crisis and alienation that the Fourth Gospel was written, and 

against this background it must be understood. The community’s traditions about Jesus were 

powerfully recast in this milieu, reflecting the influence both of forces outside mainstream Jewish 

piety and of the conflict with the synagogue.780 

------ 

Since the publication of J. Louis Martyn’s decisive study, History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel 

(1979), there has been a growing consensus among Johannine scholars that the Gospel of John was 

composed in the context of conflict with the synagogue, and that it is thus best understood and 

interpreted against the background of Judaism and Jewish Christianity.781 

------ 

The Gospel in its present form was written in the wake of the expulsion of the Johannine Christians 

from the synagogue. This was clearly a traumatic event for the group, since they did not leave by 

choice, but were expelled. If the Johannine Christians in this context had feelings of alienation from 

‘Judaism’. this is hardly surprising.782 

Most of the story is directly relevant to the controversies between two 
groups in the synagogue toward the end of the first century 

Most of the story is directly relevant to the controversies between two groups in the synagogue toward 

the end of the first century. Conclusive for this position, as [Martyn] himself observes, is the 

contemptuous dismissal of the man born blind in 9:28: “You are that man’s disciple, but we are 

disciples of Moses,” a statement that, as he says, “is scarcely conceivable in Jesus’ lifetime, since it 

recognizes discipleship to Jesus not only as antithetical, but also as somehow comparable, to 

discipleship to Moses. It is, on the other hand, easily understood under circumstances in which the 

synagogue views the Christian movement as an essential and more or less clearly distinguishable 
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rival.”‘ This point deserves to be underlined. Moses is by far the most important single figure for 

Judaism, as Jesus is for Christianity and Muhammad for Islam.783 

The Fourth Gospel reflects the trauma of excommunication and persecution 

I [Herold Weiss] would certainly agree with Martyn that the Fourth Gospel reflects the trauma of 

excommunication and persecution.784 

------ 

The earliest (dating from 1820) and one of the most interesting reflections on the immediate purpose 

of the Fourth Gospel came from the pen of a German scholar, Karl Gottlieb Bretschneider 

The Fourth Gospel appears to have been composed in the same historical context: its 

apologetic and polemical purpose is plain to see. … It is more an apologia than a 

work of history, and its author assumed the role of a polemicist rather than of a 

historian. Hence: … the debates and doctrinal sections (dogmata), which concerned 

controversies not between Jesus and the Pharisees but between Christians and Jews of 

the second century.785 

The first edition of the Gospel included reminders of their expulsion 

… the Johannine group was expelled from the synagogue. The first edition of the Gospel included 

reminders of this experience, now built into dialogue (chs. 5, 8, and 10) and narrative (ch. 9). 786 

------ 

The nature of the Johannine community is exhibited in the Gospel.787 

A work that spoke directly to their immediate survival needs 

John was not writing a theological treatise for posterity but a work speaking directly to the hopes and 

fears of his own first readers. Yet at the same time he is writing about the past. He telescopes past and 

present together by operating upon two levels of understanding.788 

------ 

The [Johannine] community’s concern for its own survival found expression in a series of allegories 

(door, shepherd, vine) which are eloquent testimony of the sustenance it continued to derive from its 

total commitment to Jesus.789 

The courtroom atmosphere of John’s Gospel reflects the community’s 
experiences 

The courtroom atmosphere of the Fourth Gospel with its constant stress on testimony / witness, 

accusation, and judgment (Jn 1:19-21; 5:31-47; 7:50-51; 8:14-18; etc.) and with its debates over the 

implications of Scripture texts (Jn 6:31-33; 7:40-43, 52; 10:34-36) reflects the controversies and how 

they were conducted.790 

The expulsion of the Johannine community drove them to a more radical 
confession of Jesus 

If it was their confession of Jesus that had caused them to be expelled from the synagogue, their 

expulsion drove them to an ever more radical confession of him. Jesus became the center of their new 

cosmos, the locus of all sacred things. Not only the messianic fulfillment of scripture but also 

judgment and eternal life, the religious observances now closed to them, and Deity itself were all 
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centered on him. His rejection by the world symbolized their own alienation, and the correct 

confession of Jesus became for them the touchstone of truth.791 

John should be read on the level of what happened (history) and the level of 
its meaning (theology) 

Central to [J. Louis] Martyn’s contribution is the thesis that the Gospel of John should be read on two 

levels: the level of what happened (history) and the level of its meaning (theology) for the Evangelist 

and his audience. … His central thesis is that the dialogue between the local synagogue and Johannine 

Christians was the primary issue being addressed by John’s story of Jesus, presenting him vigorously 

as the Jewish Messiah (20:31). 

Under Martyn’s paradigm, as Johannine Christians’ belief in Jesus evolved into a higher set of 

christological beliefs, this became a threat to Jewish monotheism. Jesus adherents were thus likely 

labeled “ditheists” and were conceivably expelled from local synagogues, the plausibility of which is 

corroborated by the twelfth of eighteen Benedictions drafted at the Jamnia councils between 80 and 

90 C.E. …  

Therefore, three seemingly anachronistic statements in John 9:22, 12:42 and 16:2 should be 

understood as implying: “even back then (as now), those who claimed adherence to Jesus openly as 

the Messiah/Christ were cast out of the synagogue.” Martyn sees the term for being “cast out of the 

synagogue” as a technical term for Jewish excommunication, or at least marginalization from 

fellowship by the local Jewish community of faith. Therefore, John’s presentation of “history” is 

primarily apologetic in character—crafted to convince later audiences that Jesus was indeed the 

Messiah/Christ. That accounts for many of John’s distinctive elements and particular emphases. 

Martyn’s contributions, accompanied by Raymond Brown’s sketching a history of the Johannine 

situation in which tensions with the Synagogue were also acute, shifted the primary historical interest 

in Johannine studies from the history of the tradition and its subject (Jesus) to the history of the 

Johannine situation (its community). 

In the meantime, appreciation for John’s thorough Jewishness (aided by the discovery of the Dead Sea 

Scrolls in 1947) bolstered the conviction of most Johannine scholars over the last four decades that 

Jewish-Christian dialogues were central to John’s presentation of Jesus. … 

The Martyn-Brown hypothesis accounts for an impressive connection between three texts that are 

difficult to explain otherwise (9:22; 12:42; 16:2) and the Twelfth Benediction against followers of 

“the Nazarene”; fraternal proximity to Judaism does not demolish this theory, it qualifies it.792 

------ 

J. Louis Martyn argues compellingly in his History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel that the Fourth 

Gospel must be read against the situation history of Johannine Christianity.793 

------ 

While the history of the Johannine situation must be taken into account when reading the Johannine 

literature, its second level of history should not displace the first.794 

------ 

I (Raymond Brown) would like to study the history of the Johannine community (which ultimately 

involves questions of church and sect) by using a fruitful approach that has been opened up in 

Johannine scholarship of the last ten years. This is based on the suggestion that the Gospel must be 

read on several levels, so that it tells us the story both of Jesus and of the community that believed in 

him. … 
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Wellhausen and Bultmann were pioneers in insisting that the Gospels tell us primarily about the 

church situation in which they were written, and only secondarily about the situation of Jesus which 

prima facie they describe. 

I would prefer to rephrase that insight as follows. Primarily, the Gospels tell us how an evangelist 

conceived of and presented Jesus to a Christian community in the last third of the first century, a 

presentation that indirectly gives us an insight into that community’s life at the time when the Gospel 

was written. Secondarily, through source analysis, the Gospels reveal something about the pre-Gospel 

history of the evangelist’s christological views; indirectly, they also reveal something about the 

community’s history earlier in the century, especially if the sources the evangelist used had already 

been part of the community’s heritage. Thirdly, the Gospels offer limited means for reconstructing the 

ministry and message of the historical Jesus.795 

------ 

It would be fair to say that ten years after Martyn’s original proposal, a considerable number of 

Johannine specialists have taken up his suggestion that the Fourth Gospel may be read at two 

historical levels. Many have also come to recognize that this Gospel’s church was involved in a 

dialogue with a Jewish synagogue – rather than with Gentiles who were influenced by the religiosity 

of the mystery cults.796 

------ 

Martyn’s lasting contribution to Johannine scholarship is his insight that the Fourth Gospel may be 

profitably read on two levels, and that what gave this Gospel its unique tone and vocabulary was a 

confrontation with the Jewish synagogue.797 

------ 

It was a traumatic time of decision for Christians who had maintained their allegiance both to the 

Jewish religion and synagogue fellowship and to the messiahship of Jesus and the new Christian 

group. John’s gospel was written for those who were faced with this decision and explores the 

communal and theological dimensions of it by means of a “two-level drama” wherein the stories 

about Jesus reflect also the experience and convictions of the author and his church. … 

Subsequent studies have fully confirmed the rightness of this basic insight.798 

The reader is to become sensitive to the two historical levels 

It is clear that [the Gospel of] John has been used as a “window” through which the critic can catch 

“glimpses” of the history of the Johannine community. The meaning of the gospel derives from the 

way it was related to that history. The meaning of the text, therefore, is assumed to lie on the other 

side of the window. The task of the reader, then, is to become sensitive to the two historical levels, the 

historical level (the ministry of Jesus) and the contemporary level (the situation of the Johannine 

community). By observing how the latter is reflected in an ostensible account of the former, the reader 

is able to grasp the gospel’s message for its first-century readers. … This approach to the gospel has 

been immensely fruitful and exciting.799 

The community’s fear and anger is projected back onto the life of Jesus 

The fear and anger of the Johannine community, as they see themselves exiled from the synagogue by 

those they call the Jews, is similarly projected back upon the life of Jesus. But they had a burning 

conviction that they had been given the truth.800 

------ 
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Two major sections of the Gospel, first the acrimonious controversies between Jesus and ‘the Jews’ in 

chapters 5-10, and … the farewell discourse and prayer in chapters 14-17. Although projected back 

into the life of Jesus, these display the concerns of a much later period. The violent dissensions of 

chapters 5, 8, and 10, the way ‘the Jews’ are portrayed in these, the claims made by Jesus about 

himself and the consolatory words of the farewell discourse (14-16) all go to prove that their author, 

whom we call the evangelist, was writing for readers whose circumstances were radically different 

from those of the few followers Jesus had gathered in his own lifetime and who must have read these 

chapters as a direct reflection of their own experiences. … 

It is true that this need [for a two-level text] does not apply to all sections of the gospel narrative or to 

all the characters who play a part in it. Composed, as I have already argued, over a long period, this is 

not a homogeneous text.801 

Experiences of the Johannine Community symbolised through Nicodemus 

Nicodemus and the blind man are “historical” figures in the gospel of John, not in the sense of their 

being figures from the past in whom the gospel writer is interested, but as representatives of historical 

realities in the experience of the Johannine community.802 

------ 

[Nicodemus] seems in fact to symbolize an important element in the Johannine milieu.803 

------ 

[Nicodemus] is clearly meant to portray one of these untrustworthy believers. Furthermore, he speaks 

to Jesus in the plural, and Jesus likewise addresses him in the plural. … Since the interview is 

represented as taking place alone at night, these plurals are both surprising and significant. Nicodemus 

evidently does not stand for himself alone but for some specific group, which is rather negatively 

portrayed. In the same manner Jesus undoubtedly speaks for the Johannine Christians and stands for 

them here over against the group represented by Nicodemus.804 

------ 

Nicodemus is pictured as a Pharisee, one in a position of authority, who acknowledges the miracles of 

Jesus but cannot reach real faith in him while he retains his own claim to be Israel’s teacher. It would 

seem plausible that the group he symbolizes might also be characterized in this way. This impression 

is confirmed at Nicodemus’ next appearance, in John 7:45-52.805 

------ 

Throughout the gospel, then, Nicodemus appears as a man of inadequate faith and inadequate 

courage, and as such he represents a group that the author wishes to characterize in this way. 

Evidently members of this group may hold positions of authority, may even be Pharisees themselves, 

but their status makes them fearful rather than bold in confessing their faith in Jesus. … 

This group, symbolized by Nicodemus, was one that was present in the environment of the Johannine 

community.806 

Experiences of the Johannine Community symbolised through the Blind 
Man 

The blind man of John 9, who is healed by Jesus and then brought before the Pharisees … is a 

powerfully symbolic figure, whose story can help us understand much about how the Johannine 

community interpreted its experience.807 
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------ 

The blind man whose story is told in John 9 “is acting out the history of the Johannine community,” 

refusing to take the way of concealment.808 

------ 

This story [of the Blind Man in John 9] sums up in a remarkably lucid and compact way what the 

Fourth Evangelist had to say about his community’s relationship to Jesus, to the synagogue 

authorities, and to the secret believers. It is a symbolic story in the best sense, … a representation in 

memorably vivid narrative form of the events and convictions that molded the Johannine community 

and the Fourth Gospel itself.809 

------ 

The blind man, it seems clear, symbolizes the Johannine Christians. They have received their sight, as 

he does, from the one who is the Light of the World, and they have suffered, as he does, for their 

confession of it.810 

------ 

He tells the story of the blind man in chap. 9 as an example of someone who refuses to take the easy 

way of hiding his faith in Jesus and is willing to pay the price of expulsion for confessing that Jesus is 

from God (9:22-23, 33-38). This blind man is acting out the history of the Johannine community;811 

------ 

Beginning in Jn 5 a dominant theme of the Johannine account of Jesus’ ministry is the hatred that “the 

Jews” have for Jesus because he is making himself God. The divinity of Jesus as one who had come 

down from God (an aspect of divinity not apparent in the other gospels) is publicly spoken of and 

attacked. There are long debates between Jesus and “the Jews” that grow increasingly hostile. 

What lies beneath the surface becomes apparent in the story of the man born blind (Jn 9).812  The Jews 

in anger say, “We are the disciples of Moses; we know that God has spoken to Moses. As for that 

fellow (Jesus), we do not even know where he comes from” (Jn 9:28-29). The man born blind, who is 

described by them as one of the disciples of “that fellow”, also speaks as a “we”: “We know that God 

pays no attention to sinners .... if this man (Jesus) were not from God, he could have done nothing” 

(Jn 9:31,33). 

The synagogue and the Johannine community are thus alienated from each other as disciples of Moses 

and disciples of Jesus; and through the medium of struggles in Jesus’ own life, the struggles between 

these two groups are being told. (In other words, the Fourth Gospel narrates on two levels: the level of 

Jesus’ life and the level of the community’s life). Just as the man born blind is put on trial before the 

Pharisees or “the Jews”, so have members of the Johannine community been put on trial by 

synagogue leaders. Just as the man born blind is ejected from the synagogue for confessing that Jesus 

has come from God, so have the Johannine Christians been ejected from the synagogue for their 

confession of Jesus (see also Jn 16:2). 

To have suffered expulsion from the synagogue because of a belief that Jesus had come from God 

inevitably sharpened and tightened the adherence of Johannine Christians to their high Christology.813 
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Jesus is so much one with the Father (Jn 10:30) that he is not only Lord but also God (Jn 20:28). Over 

such issues the Johannine Christians were willing to criticize even other Christians. There is contempt 

in the Fourth Gospel for Jews who believed in Jesus but who were unwilling to confess it openly lest 

they be put out of the synagogue (Jn 12:42).814 There is hostility towards Jewish disciples who have 

followed Jesus openly but who object when it is said that he has come down from heaven and can 

give his flesh to eat (Jn 6:60-66) or because he is described as existing before Abraham (Jn 8:58). 

Such criticism of others suggests that the Johannine Christians must have been extremely 

controversial because of their Christology. 815 

The primary aim of the evangelists was to promote faith in Jesus 

To call the Gospels Lives of Christ without further ado is inadequate and misleading, simply because 

we have not yet taken account of the primary aim of the evangelists, which was to promote faith in 

Jesus as Messiah and Son of God.816 

------ 

The Fourth Gospel was written by a Jew seeking to convince Jewish audiences that Jesus was indeed 

the Jewish Messiah.817 

Mark and John represent separate impressions about Jesus and his 
ministry 

The Johannine tradition shows every sign of having developed independently, emerging alongside 

Mark, but not dependent upon it. Put otherwise, unlike Matthew and Luke, which depend extensively 

upon Mark, the Gospel of John shows a radical independence from Mark.  …  

The perspectives underlying Mark and John represent two separate sets of impressions about Jesus 

and his ministry, formed also by their oral delivery within the early Jesus movement. In so doing, the 

pre-Markan and early Johannine traditions both addressed the needs of the churches with the message 

of Jesus in ways that also conformed to the gifts and ministry inclinations of the early preachers 

themselves. As with any historical project, the main interests of these early preachers were not simply 

in “what happened,” as though all events were equally significant or memorable. Rather, selection of 

materials and slant in presentation were primarily influenced by the purpose of connecting “what 

happened” during Jesus’ ministry with “what was happening” among their audiences—as mediated 

through the preachers themselves.818 

Fourth Gospel not cited during the first part of the second century 

Because the secessionists and their heterodox descendants misused the Fourth Gospel, it was not cited 

as Scripture by orthodox writers in the first part of the second century.819 

------ 

All our evidence points to the fact that a wide acceptance of the Fourth Gospel came earlier among 

heterodox rather than among orthodox Christians. Our oldest known commentary on the Gospel is 

that of the gnostic Heracleon (A.D. 160-180). The Gospel was greatly appreciated by the Valentinian 

gnostics.820 

------ 

There is abundant evidence of familiarity with Johannine ideas in the recently published gnostic 

library from Nag Hammadi.821 

------ 
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On the other hand, it is difficult to prove clear use of the Fourth Gospel in the early church writings 

deemed to be orthodox. There is no specific citation of John in Ignatius of Antioch. More curious is 

the absence of a citation in the letter of Polycarp of Smyrna to the Philippians (ca. A.D. 115-135); for 

Polycarp is said by Eusebius to have heard John, and Polycarp shows knowledge of some eighteen NT 

works.822 

------ 

The earliest indisputable orthodox use of the Fourth Gospel is by Theophilus of Antioch in his 

Apology to Autolycus (ca. A.D. 180).823 

------ 

This curious history of the Fourth Gospel would become quite intelligible if we posit that the larger 

part of the Johannine community, the secessionists, took the Gospel with them in their intellectual 

itinerary toward docetism, gnosticism, and Montanism, while the author’s adherents carried the 

Gospel with them as they were amalgamated into the Great Church. This would explain why 

Johannine ideas but not quotations appear in the earlier church writings: because a majority of those 

who claimed the Gospel as their own had become heterodox, there would have been a reluctance 

among the orthodox to cite the Gospel as Scripture.824 

 

THE JOHANNINE GOSPEL’S 
SOTERIOLOGY AND CHRISTOLOGY 

The Prologue shows the destination and purpose of the Fourth Gospel 

By far the most common text for assessing the destination and purpose of the Fourth Gospel, 

however, is the Prologue. If indeed John 1:1-18 reflects an intended introduction to what is to follow 

in the narrative text, getting a sense of the central thrust of the Prologue will rightly suggest the thrust 

of the Johannine Gospel. … 

Alan Culpepper … used a chiastic literary analysis of the Prologue’s structure as a means of getting at 

its central meaning. By noting parallels between the beginning and end (A and A1), the second and 

next-to-last feature (B and B1), and so forth, one finally gets to the center—the pivotal fulcrum of the 

composition. 

In this case, Culpepper argues that the chiastic center of the Prologue is verse 12: “But to all who 

received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God.” From that 

standpoint, the whole emphasis of the Prologue is the response of faith to Jesus as the Word and 

Light, to which all are invited as prospective children of God. This actually makes a good deal of 

sense, in that it resonates with John 20:31, chapter 17, and also 12:44-50 and 3:31-36. Even the 

christological imagery and action within the Johannine Prologue serves this missional purpose. 

In both the Prologue and the rest of John 1, Jesus’ agency as the One who is sent from the Father 

comes through clearly. The central structure of the Fourth Gospel features the divine-human dialogue 

in which God speaks to humanity through his Word, which is actually a person, Jesus, inviting the 

world to respond in faith to God’s saving/revealing initiative. Those responding in faith are promised 

the gift of life, welcomed into the fellowship of God’s children as members of the divine family.825 
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The chiastic structure of John 1:1-18 

826 
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Is the purpose of the Fourth Gospel apologetic or pastoral? 

John’s statement of purpose in 20:31 (“these things are written that you might believe”) is the clearest 

statement of literary intentionality anywhere in the Bible, but what does “believing” really mean? 

While the end result is clear, that believers have life in Jesus’ name, controversy has revolved around 

what is meant by the verb believe. On the face of it, believing seems to involve accepting that Jesus is 

sent from the Father as the Messiah/Christ, whom believers receive as the Son of God and the way to 

the Father. Therefore, believing involves coming to faith for the first time—receiving the evangel, the 

good news—a response to an apologetic thrust. On the other hand, believing is at times associated 

with abiding and remaining in Jesus as a matter of faithfulness—not abandoning the community as the 

schismatics of the epistles appear to have done. That would involve a pastoral thrust. Intrigue is 

compounded by the fact that some Greek texts (see Box 4.3, above) suggest first-time belief, while 

others suggest continuing belief. These themes are also evident in the text.827 

Is the saving/revealing work of Christ universal or particular? 

Salvation, or soteriology (“salvation”) in the Fourth Gospel—is it particular or universal? Is salvation 

through Christ alone, or are there other paths that might lead up the mountain to God? … The Fourth 

Gospel is the greatest source of Christian particularity and universalism when it comes to salvation. 

Jesus is the Way, the Truth, and the Life; no one comes to the Father except by him (14:6). And yet, 

the Light that enlightens every person was coming into the world (1:9), inviting a salvific response of 

faith to all—whether they know the outward story of Jesus or not. … 

What is being claimed in asserting that all who come to God do so through Jesus, and what is claimed 

in asserting that all have access to the illuminating work of the eternal Christ? …  

While all might have access to the saving Light of Christ, this is not the same as claiming that all 

respond equally well to it. Therefore, if the only hope for humanity is God’s saving initiative, which 

Jesus Christ—the Way, the Truth, the Life, and the Light—eschatologically was and is, the difference 

is not that of one religion over another, but one of revelation over religion. Might the issue pivot on 

the insufficiency of human initiative, which religion represents, and the all-sufficiency of the divine 

initiative, which Jesus embodies?828 

------ 

So what do we do with John’s apparent contradictions regarding the means of salvation? On one hand, 

John’s soteriology (theology of salvation) is the most particular and exclusive anywhere in the Bible: 

Jesus declares, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through 

me” (John 14:6). On the other hand, John is the most universalistic and inclusive of biblical texts: 

“The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world” (1:9). But if all have access to 

divine enlightenment, why is coming to the Father through Christ required? And if people could be 

redeemed by simply responding receptively to God’s Light, why did Jesus need to come and die? The 

primary source of this tension is the Evangelist’s agency Christology, and it has as much to do with 

anthropology (understanding what it means to be human) as with theology. 

These verses, however, are often misunderstood. Jesus’ being the singular means of access to the 

Father often gets wrongly interpreted as a divine regulation: “God has a rule, and unless that rule is 

followed, people forfeit salvation.” But this is not what the text is saying. This text is also 

misconstrued as the privileging of one religion over another: “Only ‘Christians’ [as the reader 

defines them, of course] will be saved; the rest will be lost”—or so the well-meaning interpreter 

wrongly infers. If we ask why this text is true, the answer is a factor of the human condition rather 

than a divine requirement: no one has seen God at any time (1:18; 6:46)—only the Son, who is from 

God. Therefore, humans cannot attain knowledge of God’s saving/revealing work except it be 

disclosed; “No one can come to me unless drawn by the Father who sent me; and I will raise that 

person up on the last day” (6:44, 65), declares the Johannine Jesus. 
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Note that Jesus does not say that no one may come, as a factor of God’s permission; rather, it is a 

factor of human limitation and lack of potentiality—no one can come except being drawn by the 

Father. That is, the same God who has drawn humanity to divine love in many times and in many 

ways (see Heb. 1:1-4) has now spoken in God’s Son Jesus Christ as the time-changing means of 

communicating divine love to the world (John 3:16-17). So the reason Jesus is the only effective way 

to the Father, far different from a “religious” means of grace, is precisely that it is not a religious 

answer to the human condition; it is a revelational answer to human blindness and deafness. …  

The Light of Christ is accessible to all, even though some reject it. This relates, then, to a common 

misconception about the Light and its universality. Despite being accessible to all, this does not mean 

that all will recognize the Light as such, nor that all who do so will be receptive and responsive. 

Indeed, the significance of the Light of Christ as the saving/revealing initiative of God is too easily 

missed for several reasons. First, it cannot be imagined; it must be revealed. Humans live by merit—

by judgment—receiving what we deserve, which inevitably is death except for God’s grace. Again, 

this is why no one can have access to the Father except by being drawn by God, whose world-

changing initiative Jesus as the Jewish Messiah was and is. God’s saving grace is finally unmerited. 

Therefore, there is no hope without the revelation of God’s undeserved love and saving grace. It is not 

that we loved God, but that God has first loved us; such is the heart of the evangel (1 John 4:10).829 

------ 

On one hand, John is the most exclusive of biblical texts, claiming that no one comes to the Father 

except through Jesus as the Christ; on the other hand, John is the most inclusive and universalistic of 

biblical texts, claiming Christ as the Light who enlightens all humanity, inviting a response of faith.830 

------ 

Differences in inclusion between John and the Synoptics are difficult to explain if John represents a 

tradition rooted in history. If the items listed in the first group indeed happened, how could the 

Johannine Evangelist leave them out if he really was an eyewitness? And, if the second list of items 

actually took place in history, how could the Synoptic writers not know of them? If they knew of 

them, how could they leave them out? Of course, Gospel traditions developed in different 

geographical contexts, and no one person or tradition knew all the circulating stories about or 

teachings of Jesus, but these differences in inclusion continue to perplex historians on all sides of the 

issues.831 

Salvation and the believer: determinism or free will? 

A related subject is John’s apparent determinism, which is also accompanied by clear references to 

free will. … The tension in John is not between determinism and free will; it is between human 

willingness to respond in faith to the divine initiative, which alone is the way to God, versus the 

temptation to rely on platforms of human initiative. Revelation, thus, is ever a scandal to religion.832 

Unresolved contradictions in John over predestination 

About 21 passages in the Fourth Gospel can be cited as supporting the doctrine of predestination or 

determinism, passages in which it is implied that salvation is not effected by man’s response. These 

passages include John 5:21 (“the Son gives life to whom he will”); 6:37 (“all that the Father gives me 

will come to me”); and 6:44 (“no one comes to me unless the Father who has sent me draws him”). It 

is the Father who gives “the sheep” to Jesus (10:29; cf. 10:26). Likewise the disciples are said to be 

those who belong to the Father and who are given to the Son by the Father (17:2,6,9,12,24). Unbelief 

is explained by an appeal to Isaiah 6:10: “They could not believe, for ‘he has blinded their eyes and 

hardened their heart’ “ (John 12:39 f.). … 
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Other texts, however (about 25 in number), stress the opposite—that salvation depends also on man’s 

response to the divine initiative. For example, salvation does not come to those who refuse to accept 

the incarnate Word (1:11). Those who do not receive the revelation forfeit life, while those who do 

“receive” or “believe” live (3:11-16). It is man’s belief as well as God’s choice that determines 

whether one has life or death (3:18, 36). Only those who “drink” find the water of life (4:14). A 

refusal to “come” or to “believe” means deprivation of “life” (5:40); but those who “hear” and “do 

good” will have eternal life (5:24,29). Inquirers are urged to “labor for the food that endures to eternal 

life” (6:27). In John 6:37-45 there are not two predetermined categories of men. 

John makes no effort to resolve the apparent contradiction between passages that imply predestination 

and others that place the responsibility for salvation on man’s response.833 

The Father draws but will people open themselves? 

Therefore, John’s soteriology is inclusive in its means, but it is humanity that requires a revelation to 

glimpse the undeserved love of the Father; such is what Jesus as the Christ conveys eschatologically. 

This also explains John’s apparent tension between free will and determinism. While Jesus appears to 

know who will receive and reject him, ultimately the gift of salvation is available to any and all who 

receive it in faith. No one can come to Jesus without being drawn by the Father; the question is 

whether people will open themselves to the loving/drawing work of God, extended ultimately through 

the agency of the Son.834 

Jesus’ vicarious death removed all of the world’s sin 

In the Gospel also there are clear indications that the Evangelist had in mind Jesus’ death as a 

vicarious sacrifice, consistent with the First Epistle and the NT generally. The designation of Jesus as 

“the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (1:29; cf. 1:36) is a clear indication of this 

fact. … The link between Jesus’ death and the serpent on a pole (3:14) also points to the death rather 

than the incarnation as the means by which the believer finds salvation and eternal life. The other 

references to being “lifted up” (8:28; 12:32) clearly point to the death of Jesus as the determining 

factor in man’s salvation. This focus on Jesus’ death is in marked contrast to those who say that in the 

Fourth Gospel the crucifixion has no special significance.835 

------ 

[John the Baptiser] saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes 

away the sin of the world!” … As [John] watched Jesus walk by, he exclaimed, “Look, here is the 

Lamb of God!”  (John 1:29, 36, NRSV) 

------ 

Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that 

whoever believes in him may have eternal life. (John 3:14, NRSV) 

------ 

Jesus said, “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will realize that I am he, and that I 

do nothing on my own, but I speak these things as the Father instructed me. And the one who sent me 

is with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what is pleasing to him.” As he was saying these 

things, many believed in him. (John 8:28-30, NRSV) 

------ 

I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” (John 12:32, NRSV) 
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In John, salvation is expressed in analogies 

The Johannine doctrine of salvation … permeates the entire Gospel of John and is expressed in 

analogies rather than in theological language. … Salvation is expressed in analogies—light, life, 

knowledge, bread, water, truth—rather than in forensic terms as in Paul.836 

------ 

There are many synonyms for “believe” in John, and they help clarify what faith involves. To 

“believe” is the same as to “come” (5:40; 6:35,37,44,65; 7:37), to “follow” (8:12), to “enter” (10:9), 

to “drink” of the water Jesus provides (4:13; cf. 6:35; 7:37), to “accept” (1:12; 5:43). “Seeing” is often 

the prelude or condition of “believing,” hence the oft-repeated invitation, “come and see” (1:39,46; 

4:29; 11:34; cf. 20:8,25). Similarly “light” is equivalent to “life” (1:4; 8:12). Belief is also equal to 

“knowing” the Father and the truth (8:32; 17:3; cf. 1 John 4:16).837 

------ 

Soteriology permeates the entire Gospel … with the equivalents of salvation: new birth, water, bread, 

shepherd, vine, light and life. 

“Repentance” is implicit in “belief” 

The motif of belief in John and the absence of mention of repentance in connection with it. … Perhaps 

the answer lies in searching for ideas equivalent to repentance in John. Twice Jesus is quoted as 

saying, “Sin no more” (5:14; 8:11). The woman at the well in Sychar was told that her sin must be 

acknowledged before the water of life would be available (4:15-18). For John the basic sin is unbelief; 

therefore, belief involves the turning that “repentance” involves.838 

“Believe into” implies personal commitment 

“Believing” for John has been identified as involving facts, people, participation “in Christ.” The 

distinctive Johannine formula is “believe in” as in 1:12; 2:23; 3:18; 4:39,41—to mention a few 

instances. It means to believe “into” Jesus or “into” his name, reminiscent of the Pauline phrase “in 

Christ.” … To believe “into” implies a personal commitment lacking in the more formal “believe 

that.”  

It “takes the believer out of himself and makes him one with Christ,” says Leon Morris. Like James, 

the Evangelist urges a more vital relationship than mere acceptance of a doctrine about someone or 

something (James 2:18-26).839 

“Eternal Life” begins when one believes in Jesus 

It is distinctive with John that eternal life (salvation) is more than something given as a reward in the 

future; instead, it is seen as beginning when one believes in Jesus and continues in obedience (John 

8:31-36).840 

Soteriology involves what one is saved from and what he is saved to 

Soteriology involves, negatively, what one is saved from, and positively, what he is saved to—what 

salvation includes. First, it means deliverance from the “world,” here seen as an alien influence in 

defiance of God. … Second, the salvation Jesus brings results in salvation from sin (8:34-36). Sin has 

no place in the life of the Christian. … Third, salvation is from death. Death in John is more than 

physical decease; it is spiritual alienation from God. … Fourth, salvation positively brings one into 

immediate filial relationship to the Father (John 14:1-3).841 
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John’s Gospel focuses on the Incarnation, not on the resurrection 

R. Bultmann argues that John’s Gospel, unlike 1 John, focuses belief on the incarnation, not (as with 

Paul) on the resurrection (Theology of the New Testament). W. G. Kümmel (The Theology of the New 

Testament) points out that in John the theme of the “removal of guilt by Jesus’ death does not play a 

central role,” and that the death can be pushed into the background without endangering the concept 

of Jesus’ coming to save men from sin. Robert Fortna sets forth the hypothesis that the Evangelist 

used a “signs source” (John 2-12): Salvation comes to those who simply believe that Jesus is the 

Messiah, while for the Evangelist (1, 13-21) salvation involves, in addition, a personal commitment to 

Jesus as Lord. George Ladd finds that for John salvation consists in eternal life that comes by 

knowing God and accepting the Truth. More than seventy years ago, G. B. Stevens taught that in John 

Jesus’ death is not necessarily vicarious but simply the ultimate expression of love for sinners.842 

The focus and emphasis lies in the incarnation 

Where does the locus of the idea of salvation lie in the Fourth Gospel—in the incarnation or the death 

and the resurrection? Stevens, Bultmann, and Rummel agree that in John the emphasis lies in the 

incarnation. Others acknowledge that in this Gospel the emphasis is on Jesus’ source or origin rather 

than the manner and significance of his death. This is seen in the frequent emphasis on Jesus’ coming 

“from above,” an allusion to his pre-existence with the Father (1:9; 3:13, 31; 7:27-29; 8:42; 16:28; 

17:5). According to Bultmann, with Paul the emphasis in salvation lies in the death and resurrection 

(Rom. 3:21-26; 10:9; 1 Cor. 15:3-8) while with John the most important fact is the incarnation.843 

The Evangelist’s sacramentology was INCARNATIONAL not cultic 

If the only New Testament book we had were the Gospel of John, there would be no biblical basis for 

the Christian rites of baptism and communion. …. As an ordinance, Jesus does not ordain rites of 

baptism or communion in John. As an institution of the church, Jesus’ followers are not presented as 

establishing such rites. Sacraments as a means of instrumentality, transactions by which grace is 

received, conflict with salvation being received through faith in Christ alone.844 

------ 

The practice of water baptism itself seems in this narrative deemphasized. John is not portrayed as 

baptizing Jesus in the first chapter; the emphasis in John 3:5 is upon the second item rather than the 

first (water alone is insufficient; the new birth must involve the Spirit); and John 4:2 claims that Jesus 

himself never baptized—only his disciples did.  

Likewise, with reference to eucharistic forms, Jesus does not institute a meal of remembrance at the 

Last Supper in John—contrary to his presentation in the Synoptics and 1 Corinthians 11. Rather, the 

“bread” Jesus offers makes reference to the cross in John 6:51—calling his followers to costly 

discipleship rather than a cultic rite. Finally, the meal on the shore of Galilee smacks more of a 

fellowship meal than a cultic one.845 

------ 

The injunction is to be willing to ingest the flesh and blood of Jesus as an expression of one’s 

willingness to suffer and die with him on the cross—if required by the truth. … The emphasis here is 

upon solidarity with Jesus and his followers, even in the face of adversity, if one expects to receive 

eternal life. That view is perfectly consonant with the rest of the Evangelist’s theology; the focus is 

not on a eucharistic rite, but on faithful discipleship—even if costly. … 

Celebrating table fellowship together in community, in memory of the Lord’s ministry and sacrifice, 

is what is emphasized in John 6, 13, and 21, rather than a formalized rite. This is because the 

Evangelist’s sacramentology was incarnational rather than cultic.846 
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Darkness preferred by the religious and political authorities 

While some were open to Jesus and his works, others were closed to revelation—they loved darkness 

rather than light and refused to receive the Revealer lest he expose the insufficient character of their 

religious programs and platforms. Therefore, revelation presents a scandal to religious and political 

authorities, who love the praise of humans more than the glory of God (12:43); “all who do evil hate 

the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed” (3:20). “Sin” in John … 

it is used to describe the closing of oneself to God’s saving/revealing work because of religious 

certainty and conventional investments. Jesus is thus rejected in John as the liberating truth of God 

because people claim knowledge (9:41; 15:22-24; 16:7-11).847 

Their high Christology caused the community’s expulsion 

The christological claims of the Johannine Christians resulted in their becoming alienated, and finally 

expelled, from the synagogue; that alienation in turn is “explained” by a further development of the 

christological motifs (i.e., the fate of the community projected onto the story of Jesus); these 

developed christological motifs in turn drive the group into further isolation.848 

------ 

The Johannine Christians were expelled from the synagogues and told that they could no longer 

worship with other Jews; and so they no longer considered themselves Jews despite the fact that many 

were of Jewish ancestry.849 

------ 

The battle between the synagogue and the Johannine community was, after all, a battle over 

christology.850 

------ 

A very high christology was the central issue in the historical struggles of the Johannine community 

with the Jews and with other Christians.851 

The community’s Christology can only be understood in the context of the 
community’s situation 

The struggle with the synagogue and the resultant polemic atmosphere are very important in 

understanding what is present in the Fourth Gospel but also what is absent. … 

The evangelist—and his community—defended the divinity of Jesus so massively that the Fourth 

Gospel scarcely allows for human limitation. … The entire presentation [of Jesus in the Gospel] 

protects Jesus from whatever could be a challenge to divinity. It is very important to understand that 

this particular Christology can be understood only when seen in the context of the community’s 

situation.852 

The Fourth Gospel’s uniquely high Christology 

It is a uniquely high christology that appears in the pages of the Fourth Gospel, reflecting the type of 

belief in Jesus that came to be accepted in Johannine Christianity. The Word that existed in God’s 

presence before creation has become flesh in Jesus (1:1,14); coming into the world like a light (1:9-

10; 8:12; 9:5), he can reveal God because he is the only one who has come down from heaven and has 

seen God’s face and heard His voice (3:13; 5:37); he is one with the Father (10:30), so that to see him 

is to see the Father (14:9); indeed, he can speak as the divine I AM. Johannine christology is very 

familiar to traditional Christians because it became the dominant christology of the church, and so it is 

startling to realize that such a portrayal of Jesus is quite foreign to the Synoptic Gospels. With justice, 

Johannine christology can be called the highest in the NT. …  
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The Johannine Jesus during his ministry says, “Before Abraham was, I AM” (8:58); it is the earthly 

Jesus who talks about the glory that he had with God before the world began (17:5). Indeed, only in 

John is the term “God” applied to all phases of the career of the Word: the pre-existent Word (1:1), 

the incarnate Word (1:18), and the risen Jesus (20:28). Such a comparison may explain why the 

struggle with “the Jews” over the issue of blasphemy was so acute in Johannine history.853 

------ 

The dominant dispute echoed in the Gospel has been over the divinity of Jesus. … Disputes between 

the Johannine Christians and the synagogue leaders, disputes which led to the expulsion from the 

synagogues.854 

The portrayal of Jesus – the Christology of John 

To most modern eyes the synoptic portrait [of Jesus] is both simpler and more attractive. We see a 

man with a special relationship with God, whom he addresses by the intimate name of Abba, Father.  

… His birth was miraculous and his resurrection from the dead, after appalling suffering, unique. But 

for all that, he was a man of his time; his teaching and preaching, even his healing miracles, can be 

readily placed in the context of first-century Palestinian Judaism. … 

Not so the Johannine Christ. He does not belong to this world at all: it is almost true to say that he 

enters it with the purpose of leaving it, or descends in order to ascend. His real home is in heaven, but 

he enters an alien world with an unprecedented confidence and assurance, knowing precisely who he 

is, where he comes from and where he is going. … 

In 1916, in a book on the Fourth Gospel called Der Sohn Gottes, Gillis Petersson Wetter proposed 

that the category best suited to the Johannine Christ is that of a divine man, defined later by an 

authority on the subject as “a man with qualities and abilities far beyond the normal, the darling of the 

gods, and a kind of mediator between the divinity and human beings, at once their counsellor and their 

champion”. … 

The Prologue states firmly (and, one might think, unambiguously) in its opening verse that the Word 

was God. But this follows the statement, “the Word was with God,” or perhaps “close to God”, and it 

soon emerges that the Word is the masculine surrogate of Wisdom, whose presence by God’s side is 

highlighted by one of the earliest and most beautiful hymns to Wisdom in the Hebrew canon: “I was 

beside him. . . . I was daily his delight, rejoicing before him always, rejoicing in his inhabited world 

and delighting in the sons of men” (Prov. 8:30-31). But then comes the momentous assertion, “the 

Word became flesh,” proclaiming what was to become one of the cardinal tenets of Christianity; and 

even if we reject the reading “the only-begotten God” in the last verse (which is read by all the best 

manuscripts), in favor of the less well attested “Son”, it is hard to resist the conclusion that the author 

of the Prologue thought that Jesus was divine in the strong sense of the word.855 

The central structure of John’s Christology 

 The One who comes from above testifies to what he has seen and heard from the Father; he 

does not speak his own words, only God’s, yet the world does not receive his testimony. 

 He came as a light into the world so that everyone who believes in him should not remain in 

darkness. 

 Whoever believes in him believes not only in him but in the One who sent him, for he speaks 

the words of God authentically. 

 Whoever accepts his testimony certifies that God is true; that one receives eternal life, but to 

reject him is to receive judgment on the last day, and that one must endure God’s wrath. 
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 The One whom God has sent gives the Spirit without measure, and the Father loves the Son 

and has placed all things into his hands; his commandment is eternal life. 

Within this central structure of John’s Christology, Jesus’ mission as the apostolic agent of the Father 

comes through clearly: the Son is sent from the Father as his representative ambassador. The Son does 

not do his own bidding, but only what he has seen and heard from the Father.856 

John reacted against Gnostics and Docetists 

The only specific feature of the Johannine faith … is the insistence on the reality of the incarnation, 

namely that Jesus Christ came ‘in the flesh’ (1 Jn 4:2; 2 Jn 7) in reaction against the Docetists, 

Cerinthus and other early Gnostic teachers alive in Asia Minor during the decades that followed. 

Their idea that the birth, life and, in particular, the suffering and death of Jesus were not true but 

merely imaginary will be a standard theme of the great debate with Gnosticism in the second 

century.857 

Absolute I-Am Sayings of Jesus in John 

Some of them seem to present Jesus as the appearance of God before the burning bush (Exod. 3:14), 

but some of them also function simply as a means of identification: “It is I.” 

 “I am he!” (the Messiah—Jesus to the Samaritan woman, 4:26) 

 “I am—fear not!” (during the sea crossing, 6:20) 

 “Where I am you cannot come.” (7:34, 36; 8:21) 

 “You will die in your sins unless you believe that I am he [that is, he that is from above].” 

(8:24) 

 “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will realize that I am he [that is, the one 

declaring to the world what I have seen and heard from the Father who sent me].” (8:28) 

 “Before Abraham was, I am!” (8:58) 

 “I tell you this now, before it occurs, so that when it does occur, you may believe that I am 

he” (that is, your teacher and lord). (13:19) 

 “I desire that they be with me, where I am.” (17:24) 

 “I am he!” (in response to the guards’ statement that they are seeking Jesus of Nazareth; or is 

this a more absolute use of “I am”? 18:5, 6, 8) 

John’s I-Am Sayings with the Predicate Nominative 

 I am the bread of life (6:35, 41, 48, 51). 

 I am the light of the world (8:12; see also 9:5). 

 I am the gate of the sheepfold (10:7, 9). 

 I am the good shepherd (10:11, 14).858 

The ‘I am” sayings are miniature Gospels containing a promise of life 

We enquire what it is that the `I am’ sayings affirm, we find further surprising resemblances. All of 

them, directly or indirectly, contain a promise of life (the Gospel’s central metaphor for the attendant 

benefits of faith). Consequently they are all miniature Gospels; they affirm simply and graphically the 

purpose for which the Gospel was written, ‘that you may believe, and believing, have life in his name’ 

(20: 31)859 
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The “I am” sayings are deliberate compositions following profound 
reflections 

The ‘I am’ sayings sum up and express insights which can only have been reached through a profound 

reflection on the essence of Jesus’ message, a reflection culminating in the realization that what Jesus 

came to bring was nothing other than himself.  

The majority of these sayings are now embedded in discourses and dialogues which, however 

prophetic in tone, are clearly the product of deliberate composition.860 

Structures of John 1:1-18 

The Hebrew writings are full of chiasms. Hebrew poetry does not rhyme the end words of lines. 

Rather, it employs parallels, whether of reinforcements or of contrasts. 

------ 

In the beginning was the Word, 

 and the Word was with God, 

 and the Word was God.  

He was with God in the beginning.  

 

Through him all things 

 were made; 

without him nothing was made  

 that has been made.  

------ 

The structure of the chiasm on the following page shows that the focus of the passage at John 1:3b-18, 

which lies at its central point: “He gave the right to become children of God”. 

Baptism is a birth, where coming out of water symbolises the birth from the 
Spirit 

At John 3:3-8 (as in John 3:16-17) the emphasis is on the birth (delivery of the Son) rather than on a 

death. While John 3:14 is said by most to picture Jesus as a snake(?) being lifted up by Roman 

soldiers(?), it is more probable that the significance is in “lifting him up”, which can have a spiritual 

meaning without reference to the crucifixion. 

John thus references baptism as a birth from the spirit (=water), while in contrast, Paul saw baptism as 

a burial and hence referencing Jesus’ death and resurrection. 

The centre of a chiasm indicates the focus and purpose of the passage. In this passage at John 3, Jesus 

is representing the views of the Johannine community while Nicodemus represents the ignorance of 

their opponents, the leaders of the synagogue. 

The chiastic analysis of the passage thus shows that its focus is on Nicodemus’ ignorance contrasted 

with the Johannine community’s experience and assured belief. 
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Chiasms of John 1:3-18 (NIV) followed by the chiasm of John 3:3-18 (NRSV) 
 

In him was life, 
and that life was the light of men.   

 The light shines in the darkness, 

 but the darkness has not understood it.  
 

  There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John.  

   He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, 
    so that through him all men might believe.   

   He himself was not the light; 

  he came only as a witness to the light.   

 

   The true light that gives light to every man 

    was coming into the world.  
     He was in the world, 

      and though the world was made through him, 

     the world did not recognize him.  
    He came to that which was his own, 

   but his own did not receive him.  

 
    Yet to all who received him, 

     to those who believed in his name, 

      he gave the right to become children of God —   
     children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, 

    but born of God.  
 

   The Word became flesh 

    and made his dwelling among us. 

     We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, 
    who came from the Father, 

   full of grace and truth.  
 

  John testifies concerning him. 

   He cries out, saying, “This was he of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.’ “   

    From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another.   
   For the law was given through Moses; 

  grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.   

 
No one has ever seen God, 

 but God the One and Only, 

 who is at the Father’s side, 
has made him known. 

 

 

The focus of this chiasm is: 

“He gave the right to become children of God” 
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3 Jesus answered him, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.”  

4 Nicodemus said to him, “How can anyone be born after having grown old?  

Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?”  

 

5 Jesus answered, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit.  

6 What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit. 

7 Do not be astonished that I said to you, ‘You must be born from above.’ 

 

8 The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it,  

but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. 

So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.”  

 

9 Nicodemus said to him, “How can these things be?”  

10 Jesus answered him, “Are you a teacher of Israel,  

and yet you do not understand these things? 

 

11 “Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know 

and testify to what we have seen;  

yet you do not receive our testimony.  

 

12 If I have told you about earthly things  

and you do not believe, 

how can you believe 

if I tell you about heavenly things? 

 

13 No one has ascended into heaven  

except the one who descended from heaven, the Son of Man. 

14 And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, 

so must the Son of Man be lifted up,  

15 that whoever believes in him  

may have eternal life. 

 

16 “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, 

so that everyone who believes in him  

may not perish but may have eternal life.  

17 “Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world,  

but in order that the world might be saved through him.  

 

18 Those who believe in him are not condemned;  

but those who do not believe are condemned already,  

because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God.
861 
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THE JOHANNINE EPISTLES (LETTERS) 

The Epistles are concerned with protecting those within the community 
from secessionists 

The story of the community of the beloved disciple is continued after the Gospel period in the 

Epistles. The Second and Third Epistles of John are one-page letters written by the same person, who 

calls himself “the presbyter.” The author of the First Epistle of John never identifies himself, and his 

work is more of a tractate than a person note. His dominant concern is to reinforce the readers against 

a group that has seceded from the community (1 Jn 2:19) but is still trying to win over more 

adherents. While the Gospel reflects the Johannine community’s dealing with outsides, the Epistles 

are concerned with insiders. If the Gospel is dated ca. A. D. 90, the Epistles might be dated ca. A. D. 

100. … 

The author of the First Epistle says that a group has gone out from the ranks of his community (I Jn 

2:19). … The central issue was apparently christological. The secessionists so stressed the divine 

principle in Jesus that the earthly career of the divine principle was neglected. They apparently 

believed that the human existence of Jesus, while real, was not salvifically significant. The only 

important thing for them was that eternal life had been brought down to men and women through a 

divine Son who passed through this world. The author challenges the wrong conclusions that his 

opponents have drawn from the commonly admitted incarnational theology.862 

1 John and 2 John depict a community torn apart 

First and Second John depict a community torn apart by doctrinal and ethical differences. According 

to Culpepper (1998:48), the differences had precipitated a schism by the time 1 John was written.863 

------ 

These deceivers claimed a special illumination by the Spirit (2:20, 27) that imparted to them the true 

knowledge of God. This caused them to regard themselves to be the children of God. This explains 

the strong emphasis by the elder on the knowledge of God and the way in which he and his adherents 

became children of God (to receive salvation) (5:1-5). He contrasts the heretics’ claim to knowledge 

with the knowledge that can come only from the Christian tradition (2:24).  

In response to this crisis, the elder wrote 1 John to warn the community of the dangers of this false 

teaching, to correct this false teaching, and to encourage those who remained faithful. II John was 

written to warn a sister community of the dangers that were posed by this group (Culpepper 1998:60), 

and III John was written to advise a certain Gaius on how to deal with Diotrephes (v 9), who was 

probably a schismatic.864 

The Christian life means living in a family with God as the Father 

The elder portrays the Christian life as existence in a family, the family of God, where God, the 

Father, is the head. The opponents of the elder are depicted as existing outside this family. …  

To become a member of this family a person has be born into it. This happens through faith in Jesus 

Christ, the Son of God. This is necessary, for the child of God has to take on the same life as the 

Father, which means “to walk in the light” (1:7), or, otherwise expressed “to walk just as Jesus 

walked”.865 

------ 

The claim to have “fellowship” with God the Father is a lie when it is combined with a wandering in 

darkness (1:6).866 

------ 
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Paul sees believers as children of God, but by adoption rather than by new birth (Rom 8:15). 

However, in the new birth and the implanting of the divine seed, the elder clearly sees something 

more than a new relationship. It means … that a new dynamic, a new power, has entered the human 

personality, which is confirmed by a change of conduct.867 

------ 

Life in this new family is expressed as “eternal life”.868 

------ 

When people became part of God’s family, as a result of their birth from God, major changes 

occurred in their lives. The picture of these children of God, concerning their change, is derived from 

analyses of status, and change in their social behaviour.869 

“Salvation” and “fellowship” are complementary 

Within scholarship two distinct and disparate views have developed concerning the message of 1 

John. They have arisen as a consequence of two variant perceptions of the purpose of the epistle. 

The one comprises “salvation” and the other “fellowship”. In fact, they are complementary to one 

another. Both these themes are mentioned in the prologue of 1 John.870 

------ 

At the end of chapter 2 (2:29) a new perspective is introduced, but now from a theocentric point of 

view, which states that a “child of God” is someone who was “born of God” and “abides in God, and 

God in him/her”. This perspective does not oppose the Christocentric perspective, but complements it 

in that it describes salvation from another perspective and simultaneously links the theme of 

“salvation” with the theme of “fellowship”871 

Tests for having fellowship with God 

The first test for having fellowship with God – The danger of denying sin. … 

The second test for having fellowship with God – Obey His command. … 

The third test for having fellowship with God – Love for the Father versus love for the world. 

The fourth test for having fellowship with God –Combat the heresy among you.872 

1 John also assures the present experience of eternal life 

Like the Fourth Gospel, 1 John concentrates on the assurance of the present experience of eternal life. 

It mentions eternal life at least 10 times,
 
always emphasising the present: … ([1 John] 3:14). In Christ 

God has already given us eternal life ([1 John] 5:11-12). The purpose here is to reassure the adherents 

of the elder, who rejected the teaching of the deceivers and abided in the teaching they had heard from 

the beginning (2:24), that they might know that they have eternal life (2:25; 5:13).873 

------ 

The promise of “eternal life” at the critical point of the letter, after the initial introduction of the 

schismatics, constitutes both the basis for and the goal of the remaining faithful (2:25). Verse 2:23 

states that denying or confessing (believe – 3:23; 5:1, 5, 10, 13) the Son is the precondition for (not) 

having the Father, which prepares the reader for the promise of eternal life (2:25). The same occurs in 

verse 5:12, where the statement prepares the reader for the definite assurance that they shall “have 

eternal life” through faith in the Son of God (5:13).874 
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THE NATURE OF THE BOOK OF REVELATION 

Revelation is a letter (epistle), a circular letter addressed to specified 
churches 

Revelation, like most of the books of the New Testament, was written in the form of an epistle. It has 

the traditional opening and close common to nearly all of the biblical epistles. After a brief 

introduction, which speaks of John in the third person (1:1-3), we find the true beginning of the 

epistle: “John, to the seven churches which are in Asia.” This resembles, in form, the opening of every 

one of the Pauline Epistles, as well as those of James, Peter, and Jude. 

That the book was a letter intended for a specific contemporary audience is seen, for example, in 1:11: 

“What you see, write in a book and send it to the seven churches which are in Asia: to 

Ephesus, to Smyrna, to Pergamos, to Thyatira, to Sardis, to Philadelphia, and to 

Laodicea.” 

The close of the book, too, is typical of a biblical epistle: “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with 

you all. Amen.” Every epistle of Paul’s, as well as Hebrews, closes with an equivalent well-wishing. 

Thus the first step toward gaining a correct understanding of Revelation is to recognize that it is an 

epistle to a particular group of Christians, aiming to address their specific needs at the time it was 

written. This requires that we should seek first to discover how it applied to and would have been 

understood by its original readership, as we would seek to do with any other biblical epistle. Only 

secondarily do we transfer truths to our own modern circumstances. This is how responsible readers 

approach 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, James, or any other New Testament book, and it is also the 

most responsible way to approach the epistle known as The Apocalypse of Jesus Christ.875 

 

The whole book of Revelation is a circular letter addressed to seven specific churches: Ephesus, 

Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, Laodicea (1:11; cf 1:4; 22:16). 

Revelation 22:16 “It is I, Jesus, who sent my angel to you with 
this testimony for the churches.” 

They are probably named in the order in which they would be visited by a messenger starting from 

Patmos and travelling on a circular route around the province of Asia. But many misreadings of 

Revelation, especially those which assume that much of the book was not addressed to its first-
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century readers and could only be understood by later generations, have resulted from neglecting the 

fact that it is a letter.876 

The Apocalypse of John was not written to modern readers 

The Apocalypse of John was not written to modern readers, but to seven Christian churches at the end 

of the first century. This does not mean that it cannot be usefully read and applied by communities of 

faith in the twenty-first century, but rather that accurate interpretation requires the foundational 

awareness that even if the text, by extension, was written for us, it was not written to us.877 

To biblical writers, “the world” often was limited in scope 

In Revelation we read frequently of “all those who dwell on the earth” and of events affecting the 

“whole world.” Because of these and similar expressions, our first impression is likely to be that the 

judgments described in the book are global in extent. … 

In the Old Testament (and, arguably, in the New as well) the gentile nations are symbolically called 

“the sea” in contrast to “the land” (i.e., Israel). Thus, phrases like “those who inhabit the earth (or 

land)” and “kings of the earth (or land)” might be references to the people of Israel and their rulers, 

respectively. … 

Likewise “the world” normally speaks to us of the planet earth. But to biblical writers it often was 

limited in scope to the Mediterranean world or the Roman Empire (see Luke 2:1; Col. 1:6). Similar 

passages that employ language that sounds universal but where the scope is actually limited to the 

Roman Empire would include Daniel 7:23, Acts 2:5, and Colossians 1:23. Thus in Revelation, a 

statement about “the time of trial which shall come upon the whole world to test those who dwell on 

the earth” (Revelation 3:10) may refer to an empire-wide crisis, which will especially place stress 

upon those who dwell in Israel.878 

The author, John, was a Jewish Christian prophet 

Virtually all we know about John, the author of Revelation, is that he was a Jewish Christian prophet. 

Evidently he was one of a circle of prophets in the churches of the province of Asia (22:6), and 

evidently he had at least one rival: the Thyatiran prophetess whom he considers a false prophet (2:20). 

Thus to understand his book we must situate it in the context of early Christian prophecy. John must 

normally have been active as a prophet in the churches to which he writes. The seven messages to the 

churches reveal detailed knowledge of each local situation, and 2:21 presumably refers to an earlier 

prophetic oracle of his, addressed to the prophetess he calls Jezebel at Thyatira. John was no stranger 

to these churches but had exercised a prophetic ministry in them and knew them well.879 

John possibly went to Patmos to receive the revelation 

It may not have been just because he could not be with his churches in person that he wrote this 

prophecy. He wrote from Patmos (1:9), an inhabited island not far from Ephesus. It has most often 

been assumed that 1:9 indicates he was exiled there, whether in flight from persecution or legally 

banished to the island. This is possible, but it is also possible that he went to Patmos in order to 

receive the revelation.880 

Revelation was written during a time of intense persecution 

Revelation was written during a time of intense persecution of believers. Suffering has been a 

recurrent feature of the history of the people of God. Some scholars have referred to apocalyptic 

works in general as “tracts for hard times.” Revelation was clearly written at just such a time of 

difficulty for Christians. The author describes himself as his readers’ “companion in the tribulation” 

(1:9). One of the recipient churches had lost a member to martyrdom (2:13), and others were warned 
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of impending tribulation, imprisonment, and testing (2:10; 3:10). One of the main themes of the 

predictive portion of the book is that great suffering lies ahead, and martyrdom is a recurring theme.881 

------ 

To understand any New Testament book, it is valuable to establish the time it was written and to 

sketch pertinent features of its historical and cultural context. ... The Book of Revelation was written 

during a time of persecution and trial for the recipient churches. It seems to have been written with a 

mind to encourage the believers that, though they may be called upon to suffer, or even die, for their 

faith, yet their vindication (and the doom of those who persecute them) is sure and not far off. … 

Most commentators believe that the magnitude of the crisis described in Revelation requires that we 

identify it with one of the Imperial persecutions of the Roman emperors.882 

The Book of Revelation is an apocalypse, which means it “reveals” 

Jewish apocalypses, insofar as they continued the concerns of the Old Testament prophetic tradition, 

were typically concerned with the apparent non-fulfilment of God’s promises, through the prophets, 

for the judgment of evil, the salvation of the righteous, the achievement of God’s righteous rule over 

his world. The righteous suffer, the wicked flourish: the world seems to be ruled by evil, not by God. 

Where is God’s kingdom? The apocalyptists sought to maintain the faith of God’s people in the one, 

all-powerful and righteous God, in the face of the harsh realities of evil in the world, especially the 

political evil of the oppression of God’s faithful people by the great pagan empires. The answer to this 

problem was always, essentially, that, despite appearances, it is God who rules his creation and the 

time is coming soon when he will overthrow the evil empires and establish his kingdom. John’s 

apocalypse in important ways shares that central apocalyptic concern.883 

------ 

Revelation was written as apocalyptic literature, a style of writing popular in John’s time, but obscure 

to modern readers. Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Dictionary points out that “the word apocalypsis is 

a Greek word meaning ‘revelation.’ . . . Apocalyptic literature is a special kind of writing that arose 

among Jews and Christians to reveal certain mysteries about heaven and earth, humankind and God, 

angels and demons, the life of the world today, and the world to come.”‘ No other book of the New 

Testament was written in this style, but between 200 B.C. and A.D. 100, Jewish writers produced a 

large number of noncanonical books which, because of their similarities to this book, are now referred 

to as apocalyptic (e.g., The Book of Enoch, The Apocalypse of Baruch, The Book of Jubilees, The 

Assumption of Moses, The Psalms of Solomon, Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, The Sibylline 

Oracles, etc.).884 

The Greek name of the Book of Revelation means "unveiling" 

Apocalyptic: A type of biblical literature that emphasizes the lifting of the veil between heaven and 

earth and the revelation of God and his plan for the world. Apocalyptic writings are marked by 

distinctive literary features, particularly prediction of future events and accounts of visionary 

experiences or journeys to heaven, often involving vivid symbolism. Later apocalypses often build 

upon and elaborate the symbolism employed by earlier ones. This is particularly the case in the Book 

of Revelation, in which not only earlier apocalypses but the whole Old Testament is plundered for 

ideas and symbols. Readers need to be alert to discern allusions. 

It has often been argued that apocalyptic is a response to distress, enabling suffering people to see that 

God is in control of their circumstances and that ultimate deliverance is assured. There is certainly 

truth in this. However, as a total explanation it may be questioned. … The apocalyptic movement 

seems to have flourished also at times when particular suffering was not experienced. It is not clear, 

for instance, that Revelation is a response to suffering, although suffering is predicted in it (2:10; 

13:10). Sociologically, it seems better to say that apocalyptic is the product of a prophetic movement, 
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which claims to reveal the way things really are, both in heaven and on earth (the term "apocalypse, " 

the Greek name of the Book of Revelation, means "unveiling"). …  

 

The fundamental conviction of apocalyptic is that the world may be understood, but only by 

revelation that enables understanding. The mode of revelation varies. Daniel usually receives 

visionary dreams in his sleep (2:19; 7:1), but he also has day-time visions (10:4-5) and is able to pass 

on words from God like a traditional prophet (5:25-28). John receives his revelation while "in the 

Spirit" (Rev 1:10), which seems in his case to indicate an out-of-body journey to heaven (4:1) 

something claimed in other apocalypses of the period). … 

One interesting difference between Revelation and all other apocalypses is the extent to which it 

leaves visions unexplained. The usual pattern, both in Daniel and in the extrabiblical apocalypses, is 

that a vision is followed by an explanation of the symbolism (Dan 7:15-27; Zech 1:7-21). … 

This is only occasionally the case in Revelation. In 7:13 a heavenly figure actually asks John for an 

explanation of what he has just seen (but then provides it for him). In most cases the visions are just 

related, so that the reader is challenged to provide the interpretation, as in the case of the majority of 

Jesus' parables.885 

Revelation is a prophetic apocalypse 

John’s work is a prophetic apocalypse in that it communicates a disclosure of a transcendent 

perspective on this world. It is prophetic in the way it addresses a concrete historical situation – that of 

Christians in the Roman province of Asia towards the end of the first century AD – and brings to its 

readers a prophetic word of God, enabling them to discern the divine purpose in their situation and 

respond to their situation in a way appropriate to this purpose. This contextual communication of the 

divine purpose is typical of the biblical prophetic tradition. But John’s work is also apocalyptic, 

because the way that it enables its readers to see their situation with prophetic insight into God’s 

purpose is by disclosing the content of a vision in which John is taken, as it were, out of this world in 

order to see it differently. Here John’s work belongs to the apocalyptic tradition of visionary 

disclosure, in which a seer is taken in vision to God’s throne-room in heaven to learn the secrets of the 

divine purpose (cf., e.g., 1 Enoch 14-16; 46; 60:1-6; 71; 2 Enoch 20-1; Ap. Abr. 9-18).886 

------ 

Revelation as an apocalyptic-prophetic work focuses more on the source of revelation than does 

prophetic literature. The origin of revelation is the throne room of God in the heavenly temple. This is 

a feature that forms a part of prophetic genre (e.g., Isaiah 6, Ezekiel 1–2), but in Revelation it 

becomes the dominating focus in order to underscore the divine, heavenly source of the revelation 

sent to the seven churches.887 

Revelation is an apocalypse, a prophecy, and a letter 

Revelation combines aspects of three different kinds of writing — apocalyptic, prophecy, and epistle. 

The word “apocalyptic” comes from the Greek word for “revelation” and can refer to literature 

concerned with detailing events of the end times. Many apocalyptic books were written before, 

during, and after the time of the NT, most coming from Jewish circles rather than from Christians. 

Some scholars dismiss Revelation as just another of these wild and fanciful portrayals of the last days. 

Though there are many definitions of apocalyptic, it is best to understand apocalyptic as an 

intensification of prophecy.888 

------ 

The opening verses of Revelation seem to indicate that it belongs not to just one but to three kinds of 

literature. The first verse, which is virtually a title, speaks of the revelation of Jesus Christ. … The 
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word ‘revelation’ or ‘apocalypse’ (apokalypsis) suggests that the book belongs to the genre of ancient 

Jewish and Christian literature which modern scholars call apocalypses. …  

However, 1:3 describes Revelation as a prophecy intended to be read aloud in the context of Christian 

worship, and this claim to be a prophecy is confirmed by the epilogue to the book. … 

Revelation 1:1-3 (NRSV) 

The revelation of Jesus Christ,  

which God gave him 

to show his servants 

what must soon take place; 

he made it known 

by sending his angel 

to his servant John, 

who testified to the word of God 

and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, 

even to all that he saw. 

Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of the prophecy, 
and blessed are those who hear and who keep what is written in 
it; for the time is near.889 

But then 1:4-6 can leave no doubt that Revelation is intended to be a letter. Verses 4-5a follow the 

conventional form of letter-opening used by Paul and other early Christian leaders. … 

Revelation 1:4-5a (NRSV) 

John to the seven churches that are in Asia: 

Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is 
to come, 

and from the seven spirits who are before his throne, 

and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the 
dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth.890 

Thus Revelation seems to be an apocalyptic prophecy in the form of a circular letter to seven churches 

in the Roman province of Asia. … 

The habit of referring to chapters 2-3 as the seven ‘letters’ to the churches is misleading. These are not 

as such letters but prophetic messages to each church. It is really the whole book of Revelation which 

is one circular letter to the seven churches. The seven messages addressed individually to each church 

are introductions to the rest of the book which is addressed to all seven churches. Thus we must try to 

do justice to the three categories of literature – apocalypse, prophecy and letter – into which 

Revelation seems to fall.891 

------ 

Unlike other biblical epistles, Revelation is a prophecy, as it repeatedly affirms itself to be (1:3; 22:7, 

10, 18, 19).892 
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Apocalyptic motifs were a tool to help audiences contextualise what Christ 
was saving people from 

Christian biblical authors used the apocalyptic genre to help contextualize the meaning of salvation 

for their audiences. … Apocalyptic gave biblical authors the ability to make statements about what 

salvation was salvation from.893 

------ 

Apocalyptic imagination gave early Christians a context for seeing what the salvation of the cross was 

salvation from.894 

------ 

To the evangelists, apocalyptic motifs were a tool for helping their audiences understand what it was 

that Christ was saving people from. These motifs allowed the evangelists to demonstrate the sinful 

orders of society—political, economic, religious—that Christ’s self-sacrificial love was meant to 

overcome.895 

Sources of John’s vivid imagery 

In common with other apocalyptic writings, such as Daniel and 1 

Enoch, John’s letter employs vivid, memorable imagery. As with 

the other elements of his Apocalypse (Revelation), John draws on 

existing sources for his material. 

Meanings inferred from these images need to keep the following 

firmly in mind: 

1. The symbols had to have meaning for and be clearly 

understood by his immediate intended hearers. 

2. John intended that these images encourage those hearers 

to “overcome”, then and there. 

3. John anticipated that the Coming of Jesus was imminent, 

“soon”. 

It is my belief that the images were intended to depict earthly 

opposition (Rome and apostate Jews) as well as heavenly 

opposition (wars in heaven involving Satan). 

The writers/compilers of Daniel also employed vivid imagery. 

They wrote while their community was under threat by Antiochus 

Epiphanes. Through the use of vivid images, John and Daniel 

were able to pass on supportive messages to their respective 

communities. 

For his symbols, John made full use of the array of material 

available to him. There was no Canon of Scripture at the time. 

The following citations on the imagery of the seven-headed beast 

provide Jewish and non-Jewish sources available to John. 

 

Common to both Yahweh and Baal was also a constellation of motifs surrounding their martial and 

meteorological natures. The best-known and oldest of these motifs is perhaps the defeat of cosmic 

foes who are variously termed Leviathan, ‘qltn, tnn, the seven-headed beast, Yamm, and Mot.896 

------ 
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A seal from Tel Asmar (ca. 2200) depicts a god battling a seven-headed dragon, a foe identified as 

Baal’s enemy in CTA 5.1 (KTU 1.5 I).3 (and reconstructed in 30) and Yahweh’s adversary in Psalm 

74:13 and Revelation 13:1. A shell plaque of unknown provenance depicts a god kneeling before a 

fiery seven-headed dragon. Leviathan, Baal’s enemy mentioned in CTA 5.1 (KTU 1.5 I).1 (and 

reconstructed in 28), appears as Yahweh’s opponent and creature in Isaiah 27:1, Job 3:8, 26:13, 40:25 

(E 41:1), Psalm 104:26, and 2 Esdras 6:49, 52. In Psalm 74:13-14 (cf. Ezek. 32:2), both Leviathan and 

the tannînîm have multiple heads, the latter known as Anat’s enemy in 1.83.9-10 and in a list of 

cosmic foes in CTA 3.3(D).35-39 (= KTU 1.3 III 38-42). This Ugaritic list includes “Sea,” 

Yamm//“River,” Nahar, Baal’s great enemy in CTA 2.4 (KTU 1.2 IV). In Isaiah 11:15 the traditions 

of Sea//River and the seven-headed dragon appear in conflated form:  

And the Yahweh will utterly destroy the tongue of the sea of Egypt, and will wave his 

hand over the River with his scorching wind, and smite it into seven channels that 

men may cross dry-shod.  

Here the destruction of Egypt combines both mythic motifs with the ancient tradition of crossing the 

Red Sea in Egypt. The seven-headed figure is attested in other biblical passages. In Psalm 89:10 the 

seven-headed figure is Rahab, mentioned in Isaiah 51:9-11 in the company of tannîn and Yamm. The 

seven-headed enemy also appears in Revelation 12:3, 13:1, 17:3 and in extrabiblical material, 

including Qiddushin 29b, Odes of Solomon 22:5, and Pistis Sophia 66. Yamm appears in late 

apocalyptic writing as the source of the destructive beasts symbolizing successive empires (Dan. 7:3). 

J. Day has suggested that this imagery developed from the symbolization of political states hostile to 

Israel as beasts.897 

Overlaps between apocryphal Acts and 

apocryphal Apocalypses 

The distinction between apocryphal acts898 and apocryphal 
apocalypses is not always particularly sharp. The apocryphal acts 
contain a number of apocalyptic or revelatory passages, where 
the information disclosed is mediated through a heavenly being, 
often the risen Jesus, and discloses a transcendent reality. 

Similarly, a number of the so-called apocryphal apocalypses 
centre on a single apostolic figure, who becomes the focus of the 
revelatory actions in the text. Thus, while the latter category may 
place more emphasis on revelatory communications that pertain 
to the eschatological era, there are overlaps in generic features 
with apocryphal acts. … 

Texts that are considered a representative sample … include the 
Apocalypse of Peter, the First Apocalypse of James, and the 
Apocalypse of Thomas.899 

Revelation reworks hundreds of OT passages 

The book has been called “a rebirth of images,” since it takes imagery familiar from hundreds of Old 

Testament passages and reworks them into new applications. For example, the symbol of “the two 

olive trees” as a designation for the two witnesses in chapter 11 is an echo of Zechariah 4:3, 11-14, 

where the two olive trees are evidently Zerubbabel and Joshua, the high priest. Yet Revelation, while 

taking the identical phrase, gives it a different application. 
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Unlike most other books of the New Testament, Revelation does not contain even one direct quotation 

from the Old Testament. However, there are hundreds of allusions to familiar images and phrases 

from the Old Testament, and from the New Testament as well (especially the other writings of John). 

It has been calculated that concepts and imagery are drawn from Isaiah (79 times), Daniel (53 times), 

Ezekiel (48 times), Psalms (43 times), Exodus (27 times), Jeremiah (22 times), Zechariah (15 times), 

Amos (9 times), and Joel (8 times). 

The principal historical matrices from which the images frequently are taken are: a) the Exodus, b) the 

Babylonian exile, and c) the life of Jesus.900 

Revelation is permeated by the OT 

No other book of the NT is as permeated by the OT as is Revelation. Although its author seldom 

quotes the OT directly, allusions and echoes are found in almost every verse of the book.901 

------ 

The imagery is drawn almost exclusively from the OT.902 

------ 

It is generally recognized that Revelation contains more OT references than does any other NT 

book.903 

Revelation’s heavy reliance on OT sources 

John leaves almost no OT stone unturned in the course of Revelation, but six OT books in particular 

have overarching conceptual significance for the composition of his work. The creation/fall accounts 

of Genesis are foundational for Revelation, in terms of both antithesis (the dissolution of the created 

order in John’s visionary material) and fulfillment (the blessings of the new Jerusalem as 

eschatological fulfillment of Eden). The accounts of the plagues in Exodus are the source of some of 

the most startling imagery in Revelation, and the theme of liberation from oppressive rulers is the 

predominant motif in both books. 

In regard to the prophets, Isaiah and Ezekiel contribute significantly to John’s vision of the heavenly 

throne room in Rev. 4-5, and the promises of eschatological blessing in Isa. 40-66 permeate the vision 

of the new heaven and new earth (itself an Isaianic phrase) in Rev. 21-22. Ezekiel provides the 

primary background for John’s prophetic self-understanding (see esp. Rev, 1 : 1 0, 17; 10:9-11), and 

John models his narrative of the final battle, judgment, and new Jerusalem precisely on Ezek. 37-48. 

Zechariah provides some crucial imagery for John, notably the four horseman, the lampstands, and (in 

one of the rare OT quotations in Revelation) the statement that “every eye will see him, even those 

who pierced him” (Rev. 1:7; Zech. 12:10). 

Finally, the book of Daniel—chapter 7 in particular—provides a mother lode of material for John 

(e.g., it is likely the dominant influence in the vision of Rev. 4-5). Revelation’s central theme of 

faithful witness in the midst of persecution derives directly from the stories in Daniel, as does the 

particular note that these witnesses triumph over the beast (Dan. 7; Rev. 13). John’s themes of 

judgment and the reign of the saints, though present elsewhere in the OT, arguably find their closest 

parallels in the vision of Dan. 7.904 

------ 

John uses OT themes of creation, covenant faithfulness, end-time redemption, and judgment, which 

lie at the heart of the book of Revelation.905 

------ 

There is a consensus that the plagues of the “trumpets” in Rev. 8:6-12 and those of the bowls in 16:1-

9 follow the paradigm of the exodus plagues (Exod. 8:12), although creatively reworked and applied. 
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All of the foregoing proposed OT models have woven within them allusions from other parts of the 

same OT book and from elsewhere in the OT corpus, and many of these are based upon common 

themes, pictures, catchphrases, and so on. Often these other references serve as interpretive 

expansions of an OT prototype. They are used in an “already and not yet” sense to indicate either 

indirect typological fulfillment or fulfillment of direct verbal prophecy. Sometimes they refer 

exclusively to fulfillment yet in the future.906 

------ 

It is difficult to understand Revelation without understanding the OT. John identifies himself as a 

prophet (1:3) in the line of the OT prophets, speaking the word of the Lord in both judgment and 

promise. Scholars estimate that as many as 278 out of 404 verses in Revelation contain references to 

the OT and that over five hundred allusions to OT texts are made in total (compared with less than 

two hundred in all of Paul’s letters).907 

------ 

A quick look at just some of the OT allusions in the first chapter will illustrate our point. In 1:5 John 

alludes to Ps. 89:27; in 1:6 to Exod. 19:6; in 1:7 to Zech. 12:10; in 1:13-15 to Dan. 7:13-14 and 10:5-

6; in 1:15 to Ezek. 1:24; and in 1:16 to Isa. 49:2. OT prophecy called the people to a renewal of 

commitment to God and His law and to turn away from the pagan practices tempting them to 

compromise.908 

Rev. 1:5 From Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of 
the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. 

Psalm 89:27 I will make him the firstborn, the highest of the 
kings of the earth. 

In Rev. 1:1, John deliberately uses the language of “signify” from Dan. 2:45 in part to portray that 

what God has been showing him is likewise symbolic. Most of the things that are about to unfold are 

not to be taken literally (lions, lambs, beasts, women, etc.), but each refers symbolically to another 

reality or set of realities. The symbolic use of sēmainō in Daniel 2 defines the use in Rev. 1:1 as 

referring to symbolic communication and not mere general conveyance of information. Therefore, 

John’s choice of sēmainō (“signify”) over gnōrizō (“make known”) is not haphazard but intentional.909 

------ 

Revelation has more allusions to the OT than all other books of the NT put together. It should be 

noted that these are allusions rather than direct quotations. Most, however, are either clear allusions, 

where the wording is almost identical to an OT text, or probable allusions, where the wording is not 

quite as close but the idea is still directly and uniquely traceable to a text in the OT. Some larger OT 

passages seem to serve as a pattern for similarly substantial portions of Revelation. For instance, 

patterns from Daniel 2 and 7 are found repeatedly in Revelation 1, 4, and 5. Sections of Ezekiel 

influence Revelation 4 and 5, as well as other passages, including most of ch. 6 and part of ch. 18. The 

earlier trumpet and bowl plagues (Rev. 8:6-12; 16:1-14) follow the pattern of the Exodus plagues 

(Exodus 7–14). Revelation also develops certain OT themes in a general way, examples being end-

time judgment and salvation, Daniel’s concept of the abomination of desolation, and the OT concept 

of earthquake as a sign of the end.910 

------ 

John’s use of the OT should not, therefore, be seen as abuse of its true meaning. John simply 

understands the OT as prophetically pointing forward to the events of the NT and to Christ, and he 

does so in the same way that Jesus Himself and all the other NT writers did. The true people of God 

are now seen to be those who trust in the Savior promised in the OT, and believers from every nation, 
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Jew and Gentile alike, constitute God’s new covenant people, the continuation of true Israel. It was 

likewise prophesied in the OT that such people would be those upon whom God would in the latter 

days pour out His Spirit and upon whose hearts He would write His law. History is united by the plan 

of a sovereign God. In this history, the latter part (the work of Christ) interprets what has gone before, 

yet cannot be understood properly without it.911 

Apokalypsis (“apocalypse”) at Revelation 1:1 is part of an allusion to Dan. 2 

[Revelation] 1:1 – The word apokalypsis (“apocalypse”) is part of an allusion to Dan. 2, since the 

whole of 1:1 is patterned after the broad structure of Dan. 2:28-30, 45-47 (cf: e), where apokalypta 

(“reveal”) appears five times (cf. also 2:19, 22), bade’ genesthai (“what must come to pass”) three 

times, and semaino(“signify”) twice (cf. also 2:23 LXX). The words en tachei (“quickly”) are a 

conscious substitution for Daniel’s “in the latter days” (e.g., Dan. 2:28) and connote the definite, 

imminent time of fulfillment. But whereas Daniel expected this fulfillment to occur in the distant 

future, the “latter days: John expects it to begin in his own generation. Indeed, it has already started to 

happen, as the references to beginning fulfillment of OT prophecy in chapter 1 bear out (cf. 1:5, 7, 13, 

16).912 

What Daniel had expected to occur in the distant “latter days”, John 
expects to begin “quickly,” in his own generation 

Daniel 2 and Revelation 1 are describing the same reality, and that what is prophesied in Daniel is 

beginning to be fulfilled in Revelation. The events prophesied are actually occurring or beginning to 

occur. The death and resurrection of Christ have brought about the inauguration or beginning of the 

kingdom of God prophesied in Daniel.913 

------ 

Daniel’s phrases “in the latter days” (Dan. 2:28) and “after this” (in Theodotion’s translation, “after 

these things,” exactly as in Rev. 1:19) are identical in meaning. The phrase “after this” (in the Hebrew 

text) or “after these things” (Theodotion) refers in Dan. 2:29 to something lying far off in the future, 

to which the phrase “in the latter days” also refers. 

However, in Revelation they allude to something which is already beginning to happen. … Rev. 1:1 

replaces “in the latter days” with “shortly,” and v. 3 adds the nuance “near,” meaning “at hand.” The 

phrase “after these things” in 1:19, therefore, is not a reference to events only of the future but to 

events that are already unfolding in these last days, since “after these things” is to be identified with 

the “latter days” in Dan. 2:28-29, which have been inaugurated by the death and resurrection of 

Christ.914 

------ 

Beale, The Book of Revelation, 153, notes that ‘John understands Daniel’s reference to a distant time 

as referring to his own era, and he updates the text accordingly. What Daniel expected to occur in the 

distant “latter days”—the defeat of cosmic evil and the ushering in of the divine kingdom—John 

expects to begin “quickly,” in his own generation, if it has not already begun to happen.915 

John saw God’s actions with Israel in the past continuing with his current 
activities and promises in Christ 

Even though the book of Revelation is saturated with allusions to the Hebrew Bible, there are few 

explicit references to events in that history. John draws from the Old Testament figures of Balaam and 

Jezebel in his characterization of opponents in Pergamum and Thyatira (Rev 2:14; 20). The reference 

to Christ as the lion of the tribe of Judah and the root of David (Rev 5:5; 22:16) present Jesus as the 

consummation and fulfillment of the Davidic covenant (2 Samuel 7; 1 Chr 17:11-14; 2 Chr 6:16; cf. 

Gen 49:10). Jesus also possessed the key of David (Rev 3:7). God’s mystery, his making of a new 
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creation for his people to inhabit, was announced beforehand to the Hebrew prophets (Rev 10:7), and 

the twelve gates of the New Jerusalem are inscribed with the names of the twelve tribes of the sons of 

Israel (Rev 21:12). The agony and birth pains of the woman in labor leading up to the birth of the 

Messiah (Rev 12:2) reflect back on the suffering of God’s people in the Old Testament and Second 

Temple period while they waited for the Messiah to come. 

These references to God’s activity in the Old Testament along with the allusions to the Old Testament 

throughout the Apocalypse clearly demonstrate that John saw continuity between the actions and 

activity of God in the past in relation to Israel, his present activity in Christ, and the promise of his 

future activity to judge and remake the world.916 

An online list of OT references in Revelation 

It’s a fact widely acknowledged that the book of Revelation contains more references to the Old 

Testament than any other New Testament book. Indeed, some scholars have found as many as 635 

echoes and allusions in John’s apocalypse.  

As a Jew who was thoroughly versed in the ancient Scriptures, it seems that John couldn’t help but 

make associations with God’s previous revelations as he himself was given the climactic vision of 

God’s redemptive plan. Granted, sometimes those associations seem to be less of a conscious action 

on John’s part, and simply reflect the way his mind was furnished so entirely by Israel’s sacred texts. 

But sometimes his allusions do reflect a conscious parallel, calling on an OT passage in order to say 

“This is that!” in some way or another. 

Whether conscious or unconscious, however, John’s many echoes and allusions constitute our single 

greatest aid in understanding the way that he, the seer, understood his own vision. If we want to see 

things through John’s eyes and understand his vision the way he understood it, therefore, we should 

pay close attention to the many references he has left for us. 

[Matthew Hartke] compiled the … list of OT references in Revelation by combing through G. K. 

Beale and D. A. Carson’s Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, a fantastic 

resource that really should be in every Bible student’s library.917 

 

 

 

                                                      
916

 Soteriology in the Apocalypse, page 96 
917

 http://www.fifthacttheology.com/blog/2015/7/7/a-super-nerdy-list-of-old-testament-references-in-revelation 

(accessed 1 December 2017) 

http://www.fifthacttheology.com/blog/2015/7/7/a-super-nerdy-list-of-old-testament-references-in-revelation


 

207 

THE SOTERIOLOGY OF THE BOOK OF 
REVELATION 

The Book of Revelation contains many profound truths and 
encouragements concerning Christian life and discipleship 

One of the great tragedies in the church in our day is how Revelation has been so narrowly and 

incorrectly interpreted with an obsessive focus on the future end time, with the result that we have 

missed the fact that it contains many profound truths and encouragements concerning Christian life 

and discipleship. The prophetic visions of Revelation can easily disguise the point that it was written 

as a letter to the churches, and a letter which is pastoral in nature.918 

The Book of Revelation encourages God’s people to persevere, because 
their final reward is certain 

The goal of Revelation is to bring encouragement to believers of all ages that God is working out His 

purposes even in the midst of tragedy, suffering, and apparent Satanic domination. It is the Bible’s 

battle cry of victory, for in it, more than anywhere else in the NT, is revealed the final victory of God 

over all the forces of evil. As such, it is an encouragement to God’s people to persevere in the 

assurance that their final reward is certain and to worship and glorify God despite trials and despite 

temptations to march to the world’s drumbeat.919 

Revelation has a focus on the church’s conduct 

The focus of the revelation John received from God is how the church is to conduct itself in the midst 

of an ungodly world. The heavenly revelation gives an entirely different perspective from that offered 

by the world. Believers are faced with the choice of lining their lives and conduct up with one 

perspective or the other, and their eternal destiny depends on that choice. … 

The events of the book deal with the real-life situation of the church in every age, not just that of the 

end-time future. Believers are always facing the threat of compromise in one form or another. They 

must submit to the message as John has brought it, or face God’s judgment. How sad it is when the 

study of Revelation in today’s church regards it merely as futurology rather than setting in place a 

redemptive-historical mindset or worldview for the church!920 

John’s overall goal was to unite the churches behind him 

John’s overall goal was to unite the churches behind him ... His strategy consisted of two specific 

rhetorical moves. The first involved developing (or exacerbating) a sense of crisis between his 

churches and the outside world ... John’s second rhetorical move consisted of connecting his rival 

‘Jezebel’ to the outside enemy ‘Babylon.’921 

Revelation is a letter (epistle) giving instruction on godly living 

Revelation is also written as an epistle, a letter to the seven churches, in which instruction on godly 

living is given to the believers who received it. It begins and ends as a typical letter would. Like the 

other NT letters, Revelation addresses the situation and problems of the believers who receive it. John 

appeals to them, on the basis of all they have in Christ and all they will yet inherit not to forsake the 

faith by compromising with the world. Not only the specific addresses of chs. 1–3 but also the visions 

of chs. 4–21 convey truth and direction from God as to the nature of the battle raging in the heavenlies 

and how believers are to respond to this battle, not at some undetermined date in the future but in their 

lives here and now, and to do so not simply by an intellectual belief that events will unfold in a 

particular way but by concrete moral choices on the basis of the issues God faces them with in the 

present.922 
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------ 

Revelation, like the other letters of the NT, is a pastoral letter written to believers. As in the other 

letters, grace is spoken over believers at the beginning and the end of the letter (1:4; 22:21). 

1:4 John to the seven churches that are in Asia: Grace to you 
and peace … 

22:21 The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all the saints. Amen. 

Like the other letters, Revelation deals with pastoral issues facing the churches and carries an appeal 

to believers to live for Christ. Like the other letters, it offers the hope to believers that, if they 

persevere in faithfulness to Christ, they will receive an eternal reward. This means that the content of 

the visions must have real and present relevance to all believers who read the book, no matter what 

age they live in.923 

John wrote to motivate his hearers to change their thinking and behaviour 

John primarily wrote in order to motivate his hearers to change their thinking and behavior, not to 

give a cryptic timeline of distant future events with little to no bearing on their present existence.924 

------ 

Beale, The Book of Revelation, 39, in discussing the genre, notes that the purpose of the book is ‘to 

motivate the audience to change their behavior in the light of the transcendent reality of the book’s 

message.’925 

Those who respond positively to John’s call to repentance, worship, 
witness, perseverance, and obedience would be saved 

Soteriology is the primary motivating factor in the argumentation of the Apocalypse. Throughout the 

Apocalypse, John presents salvation as a future event that would not decisively culminate until 

Christ’s return in order to motivate his hearers to overcome in the present through complete 

faithfulness to Jesus unto death. Those who responded positively to his call to repentance, worship, 

witness, perseverance, and obedience would be saved with God’s people in the final day of salvation 

and judgment, while those who did not respond appropriately would be judged with God’s enemies.926 

Hearers are exhorted to overcome in order that they might be saved 

Hearers are not exhorted to overcome because they had been saved but in order that they might be 

saved. This way of stating the issue is not the result of a prior systematic-theological position but 

derives from the evidence of John’s actual argumentation.927 

Revelation 3:20-21 (NRSV) 

Listen! I am standing at the door, knocking; 

if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and 
eat with you, and you with me.  

To the one who conquers I will give a place with me on my 
throne, just as I myself conquered and sat down with my Father 
on his throne. 
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Throughout the Apocalypse, John seeks to motivate his hearers to 
overcome 

Throughout the Apocalypse, John seeks to motivate his hearers to overcome. This ‘overcoming’ 

serves to describe a range of responses John is trying to elicit which include repentance, worship, 

witness, perseverance, and obedience.928 

If they obey God’s voice and keep his covenant they will be his treasured 
possession, a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation 

The most striking way the Apocalypse presents the present possession of salvation by the believing 

community draws upon descriptions of the people of Israel who had just been delivered from Egypt 

through the blood of the Passover lamb. In God’s first words to the people at Sinai he promised that if 

they obeyed his voice and kept his covenant they would be his treasured possession, a kingdom of 

priests, and a holy nation (Exod 19:5-6). John draws upon this language to describe the current status 

of the community of believers in 1:5-6 and 5:9-10. 

Revelation 1: 5-6 (NRSV) 

To him who loves us 

and freed us from our sins by his blood, 

and made us to be a kingdom,  

priests serving his God and Father,  

to him be glory and dominion 

forever and ever. Amen. 

 

Revelation 5:9-10 (NRSV) 

You are worthy to take the scroll 

and to open its seals, 

for you were slaughtered 

and by your blood you ransomed for God 

saints from every tribe and language 

and people and nation; 

you have made them 

to be a kingdom and priests 

serving our God, 

and they will reign on earth. 

These passages have three parallel parts which describe: (1) the love (Rev 1:5) and violent death of 

Christ (Rev 5:9); (2) the loosing of the hearers by Christ’s blood (Rev 1:5) and their redemption from 

all mankind by the blood of the lamb (Rev 5:9); (3) the present existence and constitution of John’s 

hearers as a kingdom and priests to God with Rev 5:10 emphasizing their future reign on the earth.929 

Chiastic structures 

John structured his book chiastically.930 
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The book’s “prophecy” includes divine precepts for living in the present 

G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, 555, notes that, ‘the book’s “prophecy” includes divine precepts 

for living in the present about which the readers must make a decision.’931 

Only by conquering may the members of the churches enter the New 
Jerusalem 

The call to Revelation’s readers or hearers to ‘conquer’ is fundamental to the structure and theme of 

the book. It demands the readers’ active participation in the divine war against evil. Everything else 

that is said in the seven messages to the churches has this aim, expressed in the promise to the 

conquerors that concludes each (2:7, 11, 17, 28; 3:5, 12, 21): to enable the readers to take part in the 

struggle to establish God’s universal kingdom against all opposition. 

The eschatological content of the promises, as well as the single promise to the conquerors which 

matches them at the climax of the whole book in 21:7, shows that it is only by conquering that the 

members of the churches may enter the New Jerusalem (cf. 22:14). The visions that intervene between 

the seven messages to the churches and the final vision of the New Jerusalem are to enable the readers 

to move from one to the other, to understand what conquering involves.932 

Believers must remain faithful to Christ in spite of present sufferings 

One of the main goals of the book, therefore, is to exhort believers to remain faithful to Christ in spite 

of present sufferings and in spite of the temptation to engage in idolatry represented by compromise 

with the world-system, because this faithfulness will eventually be rewarded in the heavenly 

kingdom.933 

------ 

After the portrayal of the heavenly kingdom in 21:1–22:5, the final words of the book revert to the 

command to remain faithful. The heavenly visions serve as motivators for Christians now suffering in 

adversity to hold to the glorious promises of God and not to fall away.934 

Believers must obey the exhortation to overcome, persevere and remain 
faithful 

To overcome or conquer is the condition in each of the seven letters for inheriting the promise of 

salvation. Believers must obey the exhortation to persevere and remain faithful if they wish to be heirs 

of the divine promise. 

Although the promises are phrased differently in each letter, they are all versions of the final promise 

of the book to the conquerors, which is generally stated in 21:7 as “he who overcomes shall inherit 

these things.” 

The inheritance there is immediately explained to be the enjoyment of God’s covenantal presence 

among His people (so also 21:3). This is precisely the force of the promise in 2:7. To eat of the tree of 

life, which is in the paradise of God is alluded to again at the conclusion of the book as a picture of 

forgiveness, where it is a clear reference to the restoration of mankind to its original unfallen state, the 

tree of life standing for the presence of God (22:1-3).935 

The redeemed had not defiled themselves with women, they follow the 
Lamb, are lie free, and blameless 

Rev 14:3-4 describes the character of the redeemed: they had not defiled themselves with women, 

they follow the Lamb wherever he goes, they are lie free, and blameless. These characteristics are not 

presented as the cause of redemption but are a description of the redeemed. The symbolic description 

of the 144,000 as male virgins indicates purity, perhaps in light of holy war traditions (Bauckham, The 
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Climax of Prophecy, 230-31), and should not be read as indicating male soteriological priority or 

literal celibacy. Cf. Schüssler Fiorenza, The Book of Revelation: Justice and Judgment, 190-91.936 

God rewards according to what a man has done 

Jesus’s … assertion in [Rev. 22:] v. 12, “My reward is with Me, to render to every man according to 

what he has done”, is an allusion to Isa. 40:10, “Behold, the Lord God will come with might, with His 

arm ruling for Him. Behold, His reward is with Him, and His recompense before Him” (cf. similar 

language in Isa. 62:11). This refers to God’s work of bestowing blessings of salvation on His faithful 

people, though judgment of the unfaithful is likely implicit. That the “reward” and “recompense” 

focus on salvation is apparent in that Isa. 40:10 is the content of the good news of Isa. 40:9 and a 

result of God’s forgiveness of “iniquity” (40:2).937 

The broader New Testament bears witness to the necessity of works, 
sanctification, or perseverance in the attainment of final salvation 

The broader New Testament bears witness to the necessity of works, sanctification, or perseverance in 

the attainment of final salvation. See Matt 25:31-46; John 8:31; 15:5-6; Rom 2:6-10; 8:12-14; 1 Cor 6: 

9-11; 9:24-27; Gal 5:19-21; 6:7-8; Eph 5:5-10; Phil 2:12-13; Col 1:21-23; 1 Thess 4:1-7; 2 Thess 

2:13-17; Heb 12:14; 2 Pet 1:10-11; 1 John 1:6; 2:3, 4, 9, 15, 29; 3:1-3, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10; Jude 20-24; Rev 

2:10-11. Cf. Schreiner and Caneday, The Race Set Before Us; Owens, The Doctrine of Sanctification 

with Respect to Its Role in Eternal Salvation.’ Serious warnings against falling away and not gaining 

final salvation fill the pages of the NT (Matt 10:32-33; Luke 8:11-14; Rom 8:12-13; 1 Cor 9:23-27; 

15:1-2; Gal 5:2-6; 6:7-10; Col 1:21-23; Heb 2:1-4; 3:1-4:13; 5:11-6:12; 10:19-39; 12:12-29). These 

warnings are predicated, as in the Apocalypse, on an understanding of salvation as a process (a 

process of overcoming) that will not reach its fulfillment until God’s final day of salvation and 

judgment.938 

There is no exhortation in the Apocalypse to believe in God or Jesus in 
order to be saved 

Does John’s emphasis on motivating a human response of ‘overcoming’ indicate that salvation is not 

dependent upon faith alone? One will look in vain in the Apocalypse for exhortations to believe in 

God or Jesus in order to be saved. Instead the Apocalypse contains exhortations to action: overcome 

through repentance, worship, witness, perseverance, and obedience. 

Does this mean that faith or belief was not important for John in his understanding of a Christians’ 

experience and relationship to God? Does John promote a works-based salvation? This impression 

might be strengthened by the repeated emphasis upon a final judgment in accordance with works (Rev 

2:23; 18:6; 20:12, 13; 22:12; cf. Rev 14:13). 

Such a conclusion, however, would be premature and wide off the mark. Belief in God’s sovereignty 

and Christ’s ability and willingness to save function as the unstated assumption behind John’s 

conception of the human response and reception of God’s salvation. It is taken for granted that the 

actions associated with overcoming would be based on belief. …  

Works are not soteriologically optional but are an integral component of a holistic believing human 

response to God’s saving initiative.939 

Sin and bondage are dealt with by Christ’s blood 

Sin and bondage are dealt with by Christ’s blood (Rev 1:5; 5:9), while death awaits its final defeat just 

prior to the consummation of salvation: resurrection life in God’s new creation (Rev 20:14; 21:4).940 
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Through his death and resurrection, Christ has already won his decisive 
victory 

Fundamental to Revelation’s whole understanding of the way in which Christ establishes God’s 

kingdom on earth is the conviction that in his death and resurrection Christ has already won his 

decisive victory over evil. This conviction is portrayed in chapter 5, which is the continuation of the 

foundational vision of God’s rule in heaven in chapter 4.941 

God’s messiah reconstituted the people of God on the basis of repentance, 
allegiance, and bearing witness 

The Apocalypse of John does not elaborate or explain how things went wrong or how evil entered and 

corrupted God’s good creation. God’s promises to his people were fulfilled and the end times begun 

by the violent death of God’s messiah who, through his death, reconstituted the people of God on the 

basis of repentance and allegiance to himself. 

The people of God in this final period of history carry God’s seal and must overcome by bearing 

witness to Christ’s lordship and worshiping God alone—actions that will certainly result in increased 

persecution and death. This final period of history would soon end with the return of Christ, the 

resurrection of all people, final judgment, and God’s creation of a new heaven and earth in which his 

people will dwell. This narrative stands in continuity and full dependence on the Old Testament 

narratives and brings the Old Testament narratives to a final and fitting conclusion.942 

Real spiritual struggles are going on behind the scenes of apparently 
insignificant earthly events 

There is also emphasis on this heavenly perspective so that the churches will be reminded that real 

spiritual struggles are going on behind the scenes of what appear to be insignificant earthly 

appearances or events. Indeed, the reason for addressing churches through their representative angels 

is to remind them that they have already begun to participate in a heavenly dimension and that their 

real and eternal home is in that dimension of the new heavens and earth (see 4:4; 21:1–22:5), 

inaugurated through Christ’s death and resurrection (see 3:14). Such a reminder should motivate them 

not to place their ultimate security in the old world, as do unbelieving, idolatrous “earth-dwellers” 

(see 6:17). 

The focus on the heavenly perspective also makes the churches aware that their victory over the threat 

of idolatrous compromise comes ultimately from the heavenly sphere, where the Lamb and God 

sitting on the throne are centrifugal forces exerting their power on earth through the Spirit. The 

“lamps” of the Spirit give power to the ecclesiastical “lampstands” to shine their light of witness 

throughout the earth (see 1:4, 12-13; 4:5; 5:6). One of the ways the church is to remember this 

heavenly perspective is by modeling its worship on the heavenly liturgy communicated in the 

apocalyptic vision (see 4:4).943 

The Apocalypse has a focus on ethical instruction 

The Apocalypse has a focus on ethical instruction, not just on eschatological prediction. Thus, in the 

letters we note criticisms, cautions, counsels, and commands that have ethical significance. (Olutola 

K. Peters, The Mandate of the Church in the Apocalypse of John, 141)944 

John primarily employs soteriology as motivation 

John primarily employs soteriology as motivation in the Apocalypse; that is, John presents full and 

final salvation as a future event that would not decisively culminate until Christ’s return in order to 

motivate his hearers to overcome in the present through complete faithfulness to Jesus unto death. 

Those who responded positively to his call to overcome through repentance, witness, worship, 
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perseverance, and obedience would be saved with God’s people in the final day of salvation and 

judgment, while those who did not respond appropriately would be judged with God’s enemies.945 

Soteriology and eschatology have begun, they are inaugurated 

In general, John’s eschatology, and thereby his soteriology, could be described as inaugurated; that is, 

it is both ‘now’ or ‘already’ and ‘not yet’ at the same time—it is inaugurated but not yet 

consummated, begun but not yet finished.946 

Christians have been saved, are being saved, and finally, will be saved 

Christians have been saved (Rom 8:24; Eph 2:5, 8; 2 Tim 1:9; Tit 3:5), are being saved (1 Cor 1:18; 

15:2; 2 Cor 2:15; 1 Pet 1:9; 3:21), and finally, will be saved (Matt 10:22; 24:13; [cf. Luke 21:19]; 

Rom 5:9-10; 13:11; 1 Cor 3:15; 5:5; 1 Thess 5:8-9; 1 Tim 4:16; 2 Tim 4:18; Heb 1:14; 9:28; 1 Pet 

1:5; 2:2). This past, present, and future diversity is found in other soteriological terms and concepts as 

well: the kingdom of God that has come (Matt 12:28; Luke 17:21) and will come (Matt 6:10; 25:34; 

Luke 19:11; 21:31; Acts 14:22; 2 Thess 1:5; 1 Cor 15:50); redemption is possessed (Rom 3:24; Eph 

1:7; 1 Pet 1:18-19; Heb 9:12) and yet hoped for (Luke 21:28; Rom 8:23; Eph 1:13-14); eternal life is 

both eschatological (Mark 10:29-30) and a present possession (John 5:24; 6:47, 54; 1 John 5:11-13); 

adoption is completed (Rom 8:15; Gal 4:5; Eph 1:5) and yet waited for (Rom 8:23); justification is 

declared in the present (Luke 18:14; Rom 3:24; 4:5; 5:1, 9; 1 Cor 6:11; Titus 3:7) and still waited for 

in the future (Matt 12:37; Rom 2:13; Gal 2:17; 5:5)947 

John’s hearers are released from their sins, redeemed, are among the 
people of God, a kingdom and priests 

Christ’s sacrificial death is the means by which John’s hearers are loosed from their sins, redeemed 

from mankind, included within the people of God, and made to be a kingdom and priests to God—

God’s people are divinely sealed, measured, nourished, and protected in the present time period of 

tribulation and distress. In their worship God’s people on earth participate in the heavenly worship of 

God and anticipate their future day of deliverance and vindication in God’s new creation.948 

The eschatological victory of Jesus Christ has already been won 

In the theology of Revelation it is foundational that the eschatological victory of Jesus Christ has 

already been won, and its immediate result, in constituting a people of God drawn from all nations, is 

a kind of realization of God’s kingdom in the sense that this people already acknowledges God’s rule. 

The emphasis on future eschatology comes from the recognition that this is not the goal of God’s 

purpose. The sense in which God’s kingdom has not yet come is that the powers which dominate the 

world do so in defiance of God and his righteousness. 

The church does not exist for itself, but in order to participate in the coming of God’s universal 

kingdom. The victory the Messiah has already won is the decisive eschatological event, but it cannot 

have reached its goal until all evil is abolished from God’s world and all the nations are gathered into 

the Messiah’s kingdom. This is indeed a Jewish apocalyptic perspective on the Christian salvation-

event, but it is an entirely necessary counterweight to a kind of realized eschatology which so 

spiritualizes the kingdom of God as to forget the unredeemed nature of the world. 

Revelation’s future eschatology serves to keep the church orientated towards God’s world and God’s 

future for the world.949 

A present salvation along with a future salvation that is a full and final event 

The Apocalypse advocates what might be called inaugurated soteriology. The hearers were saved in 

the sense that they had been loosed from their sins, redeemed, and had been included within God’s 

people; they had been made a kingdom and priests. This identity as God’s people, however, only 
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represents an inauguration of the salvation God has in store for his people—it is partial, incomplete, 

and liable to forfeiture based upon a failure to overcome. Those who overcome will inherit final and 

full salvation in God’s new creation—at that point they would be past the danger of sin, temptation, 

and compromise and would be fully and finally secure. 

In the Apocalypse, initial salvation is invisible, spiritual (loosing from sins), individual, and 

incomplete, while final salvation is concrete, visible, physical, political and corporate, cosmic, and 

complete. … 

Throughout the Apocalypse’s argumentation, John presents full and final salvation as a future event 

that would not decisively culminate until Christ’s return in order to motivate his hearers to overcome 

in the present through complete faithfulness to Jesus unto death. Those who responded positively to 

his call to overcome would be saved with God’s people in the final day of salvation and judgment, 

while those who did not respond appropriately would be judged with God’s enemies.950 

Revelation’s prophecy for the “latter days” 

John’s statement in 1:1 (“The Revelation … which God gave Him to show to His bond-servants the 

things which must shortly take place”) is taken from Dan. 2:28, 29, 45, where God shows Daniel what 

must take place “in the latter days” or “after these things”: “He has made known … what will take 

place in the latter days” (Dan. 2:28) “… what would take place after this” (Dan. 2:29) “… what will 

take place after this” (Dan. 2:45) “to show … the things which must shortly [or quickly] take place” 

(Rev. 1:1)  

If we compare Rev. 1:1 with the passages in Daniel, the thought is almost identical. The significant 

difference in what God speaks to John involves the replacement of “the latter days” or “after this” 

(years yet far off to Daniel) with “shortly” or “quickly,” thus implying that Daniel’s “latter days” (= 

“after this”) are on the brink of unfolding, in fact beginning to unfold. What was far off to Daniel is 

staring John in the face. In 1:3, John says that the time is “near,” using a word similar to that spoken 

by Jesus in Mark 1:15, “The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God at hand.” It is likely that “the 

kingdom of God is at hand” is parallel with and a further explanation of “the time is fulfilled.” If so, 

the idea of “near” is a close synonym of “fulfilled.” The Greek verb for “nearness” has the sense of 

“about to arrive” or “beginning to arrive.” It will not be happening far off in the future: it is beginning 

to happen now, and much more is around the corner.951 

------ 

In Luke 20:18 Jesus equates the “stone” of His ministry with the end-time rock of Daniel’s last-days 

kingdom. To Jesus, the prophetic words of Daniel are on the verge of fulfillment. And John is no 

different from Jesus in his understanding.952 

John’s Foundational Narrative: The Future 

God and Christ are coming again soon to visit the earth (Rev 1:1, 3, 4, 7, 8; 2:16; 3:11; 6:16-17; 10:6; 

16:15; 19:11-16; 22:6, 7, 10, 12, 20) and to establish their visible kingdom there (Rev 11:15, 17; 15:4; 

19:6) on the great day (Rev 6:17; 16:14). This visit will result in the final eschatological battle (Rev 

16:12-16; 17:14a; 19:19-21; 20:7-10), resurrection (Rev 20:4-6, 12-13), judgment (Rev 3:10; 6:12-17; 

11:18; 14:8-11, 17-20; 16:19-21; 17:14; 18:1-24; 19:1-3, 15; 20:11-15; 21:8, 27; 22:12, 15) and the 

making of a new creation (Rev 21:1, 5). Those who overcome will experience never-ending life in 

this new creation without suffering, sickness, death, or pain (Rev 2:7, 10, 11, 17, 27-28; 3:4, 5, 12, 21; 

5:10; 7:15-17; 14:1-5; 19:7, 9; 21:2-4, 6-7; 9-26; 22:1-5, 14, 17).953 

Full salvation still lies ahead 

Full, final, and complete salvation is reserved for the future day when the kingdoms of this world will 

become in concrete reality the kingdom of God and his Christ (Rev 11:15). This future time period of 
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God’s ultimate victory and the saints’ ultimate vindication and salvation is preeminently described in 

the descent and description of New Jerusalem in Rev 22:1-22:5, the marriage of the Lamb and his 

bride (Rev 19:7-9; 21:2, 9). God will make a new heaven and earth for his resurrected people to 

inhabit (Rev 21:1, 5), and he will dwell with his people and intimately wipe away all tears and abolish 

death, mourning, crying, and pain (Rev 21:3-4; 22:3-4). God’s people will have access to springs of 

living water (Rev 21:6; 22:1), the tree of life (Rev 22:2, 14, 19), and the safety and security of life in 

and as the New Jerusalem (Rev 21:2, 922:5). 

This final salvation is described in the proclamations to the seven churches in the promises to the 

overcomer: the right to the tree of life (Rev 2:7); the crown of life (Rev 2:10); immunity from the 

second death (Rev 2:11); the hidden manna and white stone with a new name on it (Rev 2:17); 

authority over the nations (Rev 2:26); the morning star (Rev 2:28); white clothing (Rev 3:4); 

permanent solidarity with God’s temple as a pillar (Rev 3:12); sitting with Christ on his throne (Rev 

3:21). 

The final salvation of God’s people is further described in the visionary sections of the book: they will 

reign on the earth (Rev 5:9; 20:4-6; 22:5); God will dwell among them and the lamb will perfectly 

shepherd them (Rev 7:15-17); they will sing a new song on Mount Zion (Rev 14:1-5); those who die 

will experience rest (Rev 14:13; cf. Rev 6:11). Salvation finds its origin and belongs to God (Rev 

7:10; 12:10; 19:1) who will send it to his creation and his people with the return of Christ on the 

clouds (Rev 1:7).954 

The “not yet possessed” dimensions of John’s soteriology form the 
grounds for his motivation 

It is striking that the inaugurated dimensions of John’s soteriology (being loosed from sins, redeemed, 

made a kingdom and priests, and sealed) play only a minor role in John’s motivation while the not yet 

possessed dimensions of John’s soteriology repeatedly form the grounds for John’s motivation.955 

Christ will soon return to judge and punish sinners and bring salvation to 
his people 

John’s motivational strategy is thoroughly grounded in his foundational narrative. Christ will soon 

return to judge and punish sinners and bring salvation to his people. In light of that future day, John 

exhorts his hearers to make choices that will result in their participation in final salvation, entrance 

into the New Jerusalem, and to avoid choices that would lead to their exclusion from final salvation.  

Soteriology surfaces as the primary explicit and implicit motivating factor in John’s argumentation. 

For John, believers were not secure in their final salvation until they had demonstrated faithfulness 

unto death. Until that point there was still a need to overcome in light of the danger that they might 

fail to overcome.956 

 

Rev. 22:7 “See, I am coming soon! Blessed is the one who 
keeps the words of the prophecy of this book.” 

Rev. 22:12 “See, I am coming soon; my reward is with me, to 
repay according to everyone’s work. 13 I am the Alpha and the 
Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.” 

Rev. 22:20 The one who testifies to these things says, “Surely I 
am coming soon.” Amen. Come, Lord Jesus! 
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Rev. 1:11-12 I am coming soon; hold fast to what you have, so 
that no one may seize your crown.  

If you conquer, I will make you a pillar in the temple of my God; 
you will never go out of it. 

I will write on you the name of my God, and the name of the city 
of my God, the new Jerusalem that comes down from my God 
out of heaven, and my own new name. 

 

Christ’s coming is repeatedly said to be near at hand 

For example, the church in Philadelphia was promised: “Behold, I am coming quickly! Hold fast what 

you have, that no one may take your crown” (Rev. 3:11). On two other occasions he makes the 

identical promise: “Behold, I am coming quickly!” (Rev. 22:7, 12).957 

------ 

At least twelve times (possibly more) the Book of Revelation promises or warns that Christ is going to 

“come.” In most cases, the impression is given that his coming will not be very far distant.958 

Three times in the epilogue, Jesus himself promises, “I am coming soon” 

The same issue which we have discussed in the last section has a further aspect which is worth 

noticing, if only because modern readers frequently find it problematic. This is the imminent 

expectation, which Revelation shares with most of the New Testament documents. John’s prophecy is 

a revelation of ‘what must soon take place’ (1:1; cf. 1:3; 22:10: ‘the time is near’). This cannot mean 

only that the great conflict of the church and the Empire is soon to begin, for the parousia itself is also 

said to be soon. Three times in the epilogue, Jesus himself promises, ‘I am coming soon’ (22:7, 12, 

20; cf. 2:16; 3:11 ).959 

Christ’s judgment at the parousia is the divine judgment, as was his 
sacrificial death 

Seven times in Revelation, Christ himself declares ‘I am coming’ (erchomai: 2:5, 16; 3:11; 16:15; 

22:6, 12, 20). His judgment at his coming is emphatically God’s. For example, Revelation 22:12 

follows common early Christian practice in quoting an Old Testament prophecy of God’s coming to 

judgment (Isa. 40:10; 62:11) with reference to the parousia of Christ, and expands it with the well-

known principle of divine judgment (‘to repay according to everyone’s work’), drawn here from 

Proverbs 24:12 (cf Matt. 16:27; 1 Clem. 34:3; 2 Clem. 17:4). 

But if Christ’s judgment at the parousia is the divine judgment, the same also must be said of his 

sacrificial death, which we shall see is also central to the theology of Revelation. When the 

slaughtered Lamb is seen ‘in the midst of the divine throne in heaven (5:6; cf 7:17), the meaning is 

that Christ’s sacrificial death belongs to the way God rules the world. The symbol of the Lamb is no 

less a divine symbol than the symbol of ‘the One who sits on the throne’.960 
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Revelation 19:11-16, NRSV 

Then I saw heaven opened, 

and there was a white horse! 

Its rider is called Faithful and True, 

and in righteousness he judges and makes war. 

His eyes are like a flame of fire, 

and on his head are many diadems;  

and he has a name inscribed that no one knows but himself. 

He is clothed in a robe dipped in blood,  

and his name is called The Word of God.  

And the armies of heaven,  

wearing fine linen, white and pure,  

were following him on white horses.  

From his mouth comes a sharp sword 

with which to strike down the nations,  

and he will rule them with a rod of iron; 

he will tread the wine press of  

the fury of the wrath 

of God the Almighty.  

On his robe and on his thigh  

he has a name inscribed, 

"King of kings and Lord of lords." 961 

 

The robes of fellow-partakers have been washed white in the blood of the 
Lamb 

The idea of an inaugurated end-time tribulation in Rev. 7:14 is compatible with the way “tribulation” 

(Greek thlipsis) is used elsewhere in the NT. The great tribulation, therefore, began with the 

sufferings of Jesus and is now shared in by all believers, who are, with John, fellow-partakers “in the 

tribulation and kingdom and perseverance which are in Jesus” (1:9). 

The fact that they are those who have come out of the great tribulation accounts for the whiteness of 

their robes, which have been washed … in the blood of the Lamb, an OT metaphor which speaks of 

the forgiveness of sins (Isa. 1:18; Zech. 3:3-5). 

Jesus Himself is described in Rev. 19:13 as clothed with a robe dipped in blood, and so their robes 

express the fact that these saints have followed Jesus faithfully in the way of the cross. 

In 6:9-11, those who were slain were given a white robe because they had maintained their testimony 

to Christ. Despite resistance, they continued believing in and testifying to the Lamb’s death on their 

behalf, which has taken their sin away and granted them salvation. Conversely, those in the church 

who compromise and do not witness to Christ because of trials have “soiled their garments” (3:4). 

Tribulation has only served to refine and purify the faith and character of the saints.962 
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The establishment God’s kingdom on earth is a work of salvation and 
judgment 

The role of Christ in Revelation is to establish God’s kingdom on earth: in the words of 11:15, to turn 

‘the kingdom of the world’ (currently ruled by evil) into ‘the kingdom of our Lord and his Messiah’. 

This is a work of both salvation and judgment. … Salvation and judgment are inevitably the two sides 

of a single coin. It is also a process which begins with his earthly life and death and ends with his 

parousia. 

The victory he has already achieved in his death and resurrection is decisive, but needs to be 

continued by his Christian followers in the present and completed at his parousia in the future.963 

The contrast between the 144,000 Israelites and the innumerable multitude 

The 144,000 from the twelve tribes of Israel (7:4-8) contrast with the innumerable multitude from all 

nations (7:9), but the two images depict the same reality. They are parallel to the two contrasting 

images of Christ in 5:5-6: the 144,000 Israelites are the followers of the Davidic Messiah, the Lion of 

Judah (note that the tribe of Judah is listed first), while the innumerable multitude are the people of 

the slaughtered Lamb, ransomed from all the nations (5:9). … 

There is a further contrast between the 144,000 Israelites and the innumerable multitude which makes 

the parallel with 5:5-6 exact. The 144,000 are an army. This is implicit in the fact that 7:4-8 is a 

census of the tribes of Israel. In the Old Testament a census was always a reckoning of the military 

strength of the nation, in which only males of military age were counted. The twelve equal 

contingents from the twelve tribes are the army of all Israel, reunited in the last days according to the 

traditional eschatological hope, mustered under the leadership of the Lion of Judah to defeat the 

Gentile oppressors of Israel. 

But the multitude who celebrate their victory in heaven, ascribing it to God and the Lamb (7:9-10), 

‘have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb’ (7:14). This means that they 

are martyrs, who have triumphed by participating, through their own deaths, in the sacrificial death of 

the Lamb.964 

The few who have been faithful will walk with Christ in white 

Only a few of the Sardian Christians had not “soiled their garments” [Rev. 3:](v. 4), a phrase which 

refers to some kind of compromise with pagan or idolatrous practices. The word “soiled” occurs also 

in 14:4, where it refers to those “not defiled with women,” which, in context (see 14:8 on the concept 

of idolatrous fornication with Babylon) refers not so much to literal sexual immorality (though that 

might be involved) as to involvement with pagan or idolatrous activity. 

The likelihood is that the Christians in Sardis had for the most part fallen into a stupor of compromise 

and fear of the consequences of a bold witness for Christ. [Rev. 3:]4 The few (literally, the “few 

names”) who have been faithful, however, will walk with Me in white; for they are worthy. They are 

worthy because they have not soiled their garments, and these factors together become the basis for 

the future reward of walking with Christ in unsoiled clothes. 

That this concerns a reward for perseverance through suffering is further evident from 7:14, which 

refers to “the ones coming out of the great tribulation” and to those who “have washed their robes” 

and “made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” That this is the significance of the overcomers 

receiving white garments is also evident from 6:9-11, where “those who had been slain because of the 

word of God and because of the testimony which they had maintained” were given a “white robe.” 

Again the role of witness is echoed in the reward of the white garments. [Rev. 3:]5-6 These faithful 

saints are the ones who have overcome through a life of faithful witness, and (the promise is repeated) 

they will be dressed in white: He who overcomes shall thus be clothed in white garments.965 

------ 
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White clothes in Revelation, when worn by the saints, always signify a gift from God given to those 

with tested and purified faith (3:5-6, 18; 6:11; 7:13-14; in 3:18, the idea of buying the clothes from 

Christ is used to encourage believers to identify with Christ’s clothes in 1:13-14, which means to 

identify with Him and not with the compromising world). Therefore, the white clothes are not merely 

the saints’ righteous acts but the reward for or result of such acts. This emphasizes God’s justifying or 

vindicating action.966 

Christ will not erase the faithful saint’s name from the book of life 

Christ will not erase the faithful saint’s name from the book of life. The book of life appears five other 

times in Revelation (13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15; 21:27), and contains the names of believers written in it 

before the foundation of the world.
967

 

Revelation 7:9-10 (NRSV) 

I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could 
count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and 
languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, 
robed in white, with palm branches in their hands. They cried out 
in a loud voice, saying, 

“Salvation belongs to our God  

who is seated on the throne,  

and to the Lamb!” 

 

Revelation 19:1-2 (NRSV) 

After this I heard what seemed to be the loud voice of a great 
multitude in heaven, saying, 

"Hallelujah! 

Salvation and glory and power  

to our God, 

for his judgments are true and just.” 

 

Rev. 12:10-11, NRSV 

Then I heard a loud voice in heaven, proclaiming, 

"Now have come the salvation 

and the power and the kingdom 

of our God and the authority of his Messiah,  

for the accuser of our comrades  

has been thrown down, 

who accuses them day and night 

before our God. 

But they have conquered him 

by the blood of the Lamb 

and by the word of their testimony, 

for they did not cling to life 

even in the face of death.” 
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Christ is the only One worthy to be accepted before God 

Rev. 5:9-10, which says that Christ is the only One worthy to be accepted before God and that He was 

slain and redeemed by His blood people from their sins so that they also could be considered 

worthy.968 

Rev. 5:8-10 (NRSV) 

The four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell before 
the Lamb, each holding a harp and golden bowls full of incense, 
which are the prayers of the saints. 

They sing a new song: 

"You are worthy to take the scroll  

and to open its seals, 

for you were slaughtered 

and by your blood  

you ransomed for God  

saints from every tribe and language and 
people and nation; 

you have made them to be a kingdom 
and priests  

serving our God, 

and they will reign on earth." 

Can Christians Lose Their Salvation? 

John’s motivational strategy naturally raises the common question: Can Christians lose their 

salvation? This question fails from the start on two points. First, it betrays a failure to think and talk 

about salvation in accord with how John thought and talked about it. In the Apocalypse, salvation 

belongs to God and Christ and will come fully and finally to God’s creation in his great day of 

salvation and judgment. It is cosmic in scope and is possessed by God who will bring it to his people 

in his new creation; this is the ‘not yet’ of salvation. Second and conversely, the question fails because 

it seems to superficially equate salvation with conversion-initiation; the ‘now’ of salvation. A full-

bodied New Testament soteriology includes past, present, and future dimensions—with many texts, 

particularly rhetorically motivational texts, emphasizing the future non-possessed aspects of 

salvation.969 

Images used by John seem to convey the loss of something already 
attained 

In one sense it is not quite accurate to describe the danger confronting John’s hearers in terms of 

Christians losing their salvation because ‘salvation’ is not yet something that is fully possessed. On 

the other hand, the images used by John seem to convey the loss of something already attained: the 

lampstand could be removed (Rev 2:5); the crown could be taken (Rev 3:11); the name could be 

blotted out of the book of life (Rev 3:5); they, as God’s people, could be judged with his enemies 

(Rev 18:6; cf. Rev 2:16, 23); they could lose access to the tree of life (Rev 22:19). Using the language 

of the Apocalypse this would not be considered a loss of salvation since  is only ever 

attributed to God in settings of worship in the Apocalypse. God cannot fail to possess and bring 

salvation to his people and his creation. The potential danger consists in being excluded from 

membership and participation in the people of God who will be saved in that final day. Soteriology is 

thus closely linked to ecclesiology in the Apocalypse; not an ecclesiology based on denominational 

affiliation, sacraments, or outward appearances, but based upon allegiance, worship, and witness to 

the true God and his Christ—in a word—overcoming.970 

                                                      
968

 Revelation: A Shorter Commentary, page 517 
969

 Soteriology in the Apocalypse, pages 197-199 
970

 Soteriology in the Apocalypse, page 200 



The soteriology of the Book of Revelation 

221 

The expected Messiah of David is reinterpreted by the image of the Lamb 

Jesus really is the expected Messiah of David (22:16). But insofar as the latter was associated with 

military violence and narrow nationalism, it is reinterpreted by the image of the Lamb. The Messiah 

has certainly won a victory, but he has done so by sacrifice and for the benefit of people from all 

nations (5:9). Thus the means by which the Davidic Messiah has won his victory is explained by the 

image of the Lamb, while the significance of the image of the Lamb is now seen to lie in the fact that 

his sacrificial death was a victory over evil.971 

What Christ does, God does 

It is also notable that many times when [John] is talking most deliberately about God he does not call 

God ‘God’ either. He says far more about the deity of God by calling him ‘the Alpha and the Omega’ 

than he does by calling him ‘God’, and he also calls Jesus ‘the Alpha and the Omega’. The 

importance of John’s extraordinarily high Christology for the message of Revelation is that it makes 

absolutely clear that what Christ does, God does.972 

God as “the one who is and was and is to come” is an interpretation of the 
Name “YHWH” 

The description of God as “the one who is and was and is to come” is an interpretation of the name 

“YHWH,” based on reflection on Exod. 3:14 together with twofold and threefold temporal 

descriptions of God in Isaiah (cf. Isa. 41:4; 43:10; 44:6; 48:12), which themselves likely are 

reflections on the divine name in Exod. 3:14. The name in Exod. 3:14 was also expanded in a 

threefold manner by later Jewish tradition, most notably Targum Psalms-J. Deut. 32:39, “I am he who 

is and who was, and I am he who will be.” The first element, “the one who is” (ho On), derives from 

Exod. 3:14 LXX (ego eimi ho on), and although the preposition apo calls for the genitive, John keeps 

ho an in the nominative in order to highlight it as an allusion to Exodus (for a full account of the 

phrase, see McDonough 1999).973 

The Present Activity of God, Christ, and Satan 

God is presently reigning on his throne (Rev 4:2-3, 9-10; 5:1, 7, 13; 7:15) with Christ (Rev 3:21; 7:17) 

and with the seven spirits before the throne (Rev 1:4; 4:5), being worshipped continuously by 

heavenly beings (Rev 4:8-11; 5:11-14). Jesus is presently reigning as the ruler of the kings of the earth 

(Rev 1:5).  

In addition to sitting on God’s throne, Jesus, in his transformed and exalted body (Rev 1:13-16), 

walks among the churches (Rev 1:13; 2:1), speaks through the Apocalypse to them (Rev 1:19; 2:1, 8, 

12, 18; 3:1, 7, 14), judges and punishes (Rev 2:5, 16, 21-23; 3:3, 16), and reproves, disciplines, and 

helps his people (Rev 3:8, 19, 20). The messages to the churches are presented as the direct speech of 

the Spirit to them (Rev 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22).974 

The main differences between John and the authors of the Old Testament 
centre on Jesus 

The main differences (extensions) between John and the authors of the Old Testament center on (1) 

John’s identification of the Messiah as Jesus, (2) the redefinition of the people of God based on 

allegiance to the slain and resurrected Messiah instead of ethnicity, and (3) the belief that in Christ’s 

death and resurrection the last days had begun.975 
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Summaries: Keys to understanding the Book of Revelation. 

 

 

 

 The whole book of Revelation is one letter. 

 That letter was to be taken by a courier and read out aloud in churches along a 

road that ran from Ephesus to Laodicea. The author was very familiar with each 

of the churches. 

 Those Christians were experiencing intense persecution. 

 The letter was designed to encourage these first-century Christians to 

“overcome”. It told them that the end was imminent (“soon”) and they had to 

remain faithful, to the point of being prepared to losing their lives. 

 John had gone to Patmos in order to compose (“receive”) the message. He put 

his words into the mouth of Jesus, and others. 

 Very cleverly, John employed the lurid imagery of apocalyptic writing in order to 

support the Christians while at the same time using the symbolism to hide the 

messages from their persecutors. This technique had been used by the 2nd 

century BCE writer of the Book of Daniel when Antiochus Epiphanes was 

persecuting Jews. John relied heavily on the Book of Daniel. 

 None of John’s expectations came to pass. He got it wrong 

 John did not write the Apocalypse in order to provide a detailed time-table of 

events that would unfold thousands of years in the future. Instead, John wrote 

to affect and move his hearers at the end of the first century, to motivate them 

to reject idolatrous compromise with the surrounding cultural and political 

institutions and to overcome through repentance, worship, witness, 

perseverance, and obedience. 
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The opening (Rev. 1:4) and closing (22:21) of the biblical Book of Revelation show that 

it is a letter. It is written to a series of communities along a road running from Ephesus 

to Laodicea by a man who is very familiar with them and who is deeply concerned for 

them. So he writes a circular letter that is to be read out aloud (1:3) in each 

community. His overriding concern is for them to survive, to be saved despite the 

inordinate pressures they are experiencing. 

To achieve this, John employs the vehicle of apocalyptic and revelatory treatises. It 

was a style of writing they were familiar with. Several such treatises have survived, 

including: The Apocalypse of Peter, The Apocalypse of Paul, The Shepherd of Hermas; 

The Secret Book of John, and so on. The book of 1 Enoch figures prominently 

throughout the New Testament writings. In writing his messages to his beloved 

communities, John drew on imagery from within Judaism and beyond. 

Mark 13, Matthew 24, 25 and Luke 21 are known as the “little apocalypses”. They 

supposedly predict the future destruction of Jerusalem’s temple and the fate of Jesus’ 

followers. These too, were not intended as prophecies, but were intended to provide 

assurance to those who remained faithful. Each of these chapters was written after 

Jerusalem’s destruction. In this way they repeated the actions of the second-century 

BCE Jews who wrote the Book of Daniel to provide comfort to their community at the 

time it was being persecuted by Antiochus Epiphanes. They wrote Daniel as if 

predicting the regions’ dominant nations whereas in fact they wrote it after the fact. 

Being concerned for his communities’ salvation, John encourages them to persevere, to 

overcome, and to keep the commandments. He tells them they will survive, even if 

they are killed. They will be victorious, and most importantly he repeats that it will be 

over “very soon”, for Jesus is “coming quickly”, even within 1,260 days. 

“Salvation” for John and for those communities meant: obedience, perseverance, and 

overcoming. John’s concept of “salvation” is different from the ideas created by Paul’s 

imaginative mind. Paul’s form of following Jesus was not the only one. Each Jewish 

sect claimed to follow Jesus and his directives, yet they did not fully agree with one 

another. Nothing has changed. 

These writers had no more predictive insights than anyone else. Throughout the 

centuries, the abject failure of fulfilments has generated any number of explanations 

and interpretations. All have failed miserably, yet people continue to create 

contemporary solutions. 

The lesson that history teaches is that people do not learn the lesson that history 

teaches, and they keep on repeating the same mistake over and over again. 

John, the writer of the biblical Book of Revelation, employed the apocalyptic style of 

writing in order to create and sustain strength and commitment within the 

communities he deeply cared about and was committed to. He was not predicting the 

course of Western civilization’s history. 
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