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Preface

A few words of clarification are in order at the outset. This is not a New Testa-
ment Christology, not a history of early Christianity, and not a history of early
Christian doctrines. It is a historical analysis of the beliefs and religious prac-
tices that constituted devotion to Jesus as a divine figure in earliest Christianity.
It is about the role of the figure of Jesus in the religious life and thought of ear-
liest Christians.

As I explain in the introduction, so far as I know, this is the first book of
quite this kind (in focus, scope, and depth) since Wilhelm Bousset’s classic
from 1913, Kyrios Christos. (At the end of the considerable effort involved in
producing this one, I can see more readily why such a work has not been at-
tempted!) This is not, however, a revised edition of that influential volume. Per-
haps I should say, instead, that this book has been inspired and shaped in some
ways by Kyrios Christos. But I offer here my own historical analysis of the emer-
gence and early development of devotion to Jesus; and mine is very different
from his. I admire Bousset’s enormous learning. But I think he was seriously
wrong on some rather important matters. His great erudition I do not ques-
tion, but I am not so confident of his judgments.

Also, of course, things have moved on quite a lot since 1913. There are im-
portant additions to the body of primary data (such as the Nag Hammadi
cache), and the oceanic body of relevant scholarly publications has brought
major changes in approaches and conclusions on a number of matters.

This was always going to be a big book. But it is much bigger, and took
much longer to write, than I had expected at the outset. Whoever asks readers
to accommodate a book as big as this owes them an explanation. I can offer
one. (But whether the writing of any book, large or small, is justified, ah, that is
left for its readers to decide.) Basically, this book is unavoidably large because of
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PREFACE

its chronological scope, the mass of evidence considered, and its depth of treat-
ment of matters.

But I have endeavored to write for a wide readership. It is, I hope, a book
that is sufficiently important that scholars in relevant fields ought to read it, and
yet also a book written accessibly enough that anyone else seriously interested
in this subject would be able to read it. I have transliterated Greek, Aramaic,
and Hebrew words, and have often used footnotes to provide explanatory ma-
terial for those less well acquainted with the issues and data. When I placed a
previous manuscript of mine in his hands and posited a similar aim for it, the
late John Hollar (a trenchant and supportive editor to many in my field) replied
that it was a pretty tall order. But, after reading that manuscript, John and other
readers of that and other publications have encouraged me to think that it is
feasible to combine serious discussion and accessibility. So, with some confi-
dence I offer this big tome, to serious “lay” readers as well as scholars, to “take it
up and read”

Because it is intended to help (re)shape scholarly opinion, this book is fit-
ted out with the apparatus of scholarship. Whether they are scholars and stu-
dents in the subjects discussed here or “general readers” with a serious interest
in the origins of Christianity, I write for those who are not particularly intimi-
dated by footnotes or put off reading books that have them. I give my readers
credit as those who appreciate having available adequate references to the pri-
mary data and the rich body of relevant scholarly publications. Moreover, I be-
lieve in transparent scholarship. So you can see the basis for the analysis that I
provide.

Also, I engage here many controversial matters, and I have not declined to
“call ’em the way I see ’em.” So I have provided the sort of engagement with
scholarship that critical readers have a right to expect in a book intended to be
taken seriously. Those readers who may not be so concerned with such matters
but essentially want to follow the analysis offered here will find, I trust, that my
discussion is sufficiently readable as well as buttressed.

A number of friends and colleagues in the scholarly guild have read por-
tions of the manuscript in earlier stages as it was being written, generously giv-
ing time to provide me with comments (in some cases, very extensive), both
critical and encouraging: Dale Allison, Darrell Bock, David Capes, April
DeConick, Peter Hayman, Alan Kirk, John Kloppenborg Verbin, lan McDon-
ald, Carey Newman, Paul Owen, James Robinson, Marianne Meye Thompson,
Catrin Williams, and David Wright. Very deliberately I chose people of a vari-
ety of viewpoints, each of whom, however, is an expert in the subject(s) of the
chapter(s) he or she kindly read. For some chapters I was able to have the ser-
vices of two or more of these colleagues, benefiting from their various points of
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Preface

view. On a number of matters they alerted me to evidence and publications that
I had missed, gave me suggestions to strengthen my arguments, and also can-
didly indicated their disagreements, and where they didn’t find my arguments
persuasive. I am enormously grateful to them all. Even when I have been unable
to accede to their views, their criticism has enabled me to identify places where
I hope that I have made a better job of presenting my own views. Whatever its
remaining flaws (which, no doubt, reviewers will be prompt to identify!), this is
a better book than it would have been thanks to these scholars.

Behind the néarly three years of writing this book are nearly twenty years
of research and other publications in its subject matter. Grants in support of
the research from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of
Canada, a research leave grant from the Arts and Humanities Research Board
(UK), and sabbatical leaves from the University of Manitoba and the University
of Edinburgh were crucial. I gratefully acknowledge the investment of all these
bodies in my research.

The team at Eerdmans have been wonderfully supportive and patient in
the considerable delay between my earlier hopes and the completion of this
work. Their enthusiasm for the project has been constant. I am grateful to col-
leagues in New College (the School of Divinity) who have been so encouraging,
and also considerate of the demands of this big project. My wife, Shannon, has
lovingly endured my preoccupation with this drawn-out task, patiently listen-
ing to me muse about this or that issue, while she was herself finishing her
Ph.D. thesis in history!

On a sadder note, one of those friends to whom this book is dedicated,
Don Juel, did not live to see it in finished form. I admire Don’s scholarship, and
I am privileged to have known him personally. He will be missed greatly by all
who knew him. I treasure an e-mail message from him, sent in the final days of
his long and difficult bout with illness, in which he expressed his enjoyment of
friendships and a moving confidence in the Faithfulness, to whom he entrusted
himself. In the same spirit, then, not really “good-bye,” but “Au revoir,” Don!

Edinburgh,
27 March 2003
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Introduction

The indisputable centrality of the figure of Jesus in early Christian devotion is
the premise for this book, and my aim is to offer a new historical description
and analysis of this remarkable phenomenon. Indeed, the key distinguishing
feature of the early Christian circles was the prominent place of Jesus Christ in
their religious thought and practice.' There certainly were plenty of other reli-
gious groups worthy of note in the Roman period, and even some that shared a
number of important features with early Christianity. There were, for example,
other movements and groups that recruited converts across ethnic lines, offer-
ing intimate fellowship, initiation rituals, and sacred meals with a deity.2 There
were philosophical movements to which the early Christian groups can be lik-
ened in their concern to define and promote ethics.? But despite the similarities

1. In this study I will refer to the Jesus of early Christian devotion as “Jesus” and “Christ”
with no distinction intended, unless such a distinction is made in the early Christian source be-
ing studied. Characteristically, in early Christian circles Jesus of Nazareth is taken as the figure
God has exalted to unique authority and status as “Christ” and “Lord” (e.g., Acts 2:32-36). As is
well known among scholars, so pronounced were such convictions that the term “Christ”
quickly became almost another name for Jesus in early Christian usage, as continues to be the
case in popular usage to this day.

2. The classic study by A. D. Nock, Conversion: The Old and the New in Religion from Al-
exander the Great to Augustine of Hippo (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933), is still essential
reading.

3. E. A. Judge, “The Early Christians as a Scholastic Community,” JRH 1 (1961): 4-15, 125-
37. A. ]. Malherbe, Moral Exhortation, a Greco-Roman Sourcebook (Philadelphia: Westminster,
1986), discusses the moral/ethical traditions of the Roman era. For discussions of early Chris-
tian ethics that take these traditions as context, see W. A. Meeks, The Moral World of the First
Christians, Library of Early Christianity (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986); J. I. H. McDonald,
The Crucible of Christian Morality (London: Routledge, 1998); and Troels Engberg-Pedersen,
Paul and the Stoics (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000).



INTRODUCTION

with other religious movements and groups of the Roman period, all the vari-
ous forms of early Christianity (whatever their relationship to what came to be
known as “orthodox” or “catholic” Christianity) can be identified as such by
the importance they attached to the figure of Jesus.

Moreover, an exalted significance of Jesus appears astonishingly early in
Christian circles. Well within the first couple decades of the Christian move-
ment (i.e., ca. 30-50 C.E., to make at this point in the discussion a deliberately
modest chronological claim) Jesus was treated as a recipient of religious devo-
tion and was associated with God in striking ways. In fact, as we will see later in
this study, we probably have to posit a virtual explosion of devotion to Jesus to-
ward the earlier end of this short period.* I have proposed that in this develop-
ment we have what amounts to a new and distinctive “mutation” or variant
form of the monotheistic practice that is otherwise characteristic of the Jewish
religious matrix out of which the Christian movement sprang.® In this book my
aim is to offer a full-scale analysis of the origin, development, and diversifica-
tion of devotion to Christ in the crucial first two centuries of the Christian
movement (ca. 30-170 C.E.).

In the following chapters I have basically three main points to make. First,
as I have already mentioned, a noteworthy devotion to Jesus emerges phenom-
enally early in circles of his followers, and cannot be restricted to a secondary
stage of religious development or explained as the product of extraneous
forces. Certainly the Christian movement was not hermetically sealed from the
cultures in which it developed, and Christians appropriated (and adapted for
their own purposes) words, conceptual categories, and religious traditions to
express their faith. But devotion to Jesus was not a late development. So far as
historical inquiry permits us to say, it was an immediate feature of the circles of
those who identified themselves with reference to him.

Second, devotion to Jesus was exhibited in an unparalleled intensity and
diversity of expression, for which we have no true analogy in the religious envi-
ronment of the time. There is simply no precedent or parallel for the level of
energy invested by early Christians in expressing the significance of Jesus for

4. “At the beginning there was not a ‘quite rapid development, but an ‘explosion.”
Martin Hengel and Anna Maria Schwemer, Paul between Damascus and Antioch: The Un-
known Years (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1997), 283-84, in critique of Wilhelm
Bousset’s characterization of early devotion to Jesus. See also Hengel’s programmatic essay,
“Christology and New Testament Chronology,” in Between Jesus and Paul (London: SCM
Press, 1983), 30-47.

5. See, e.g., L. W. Hurtado, One God, One Lord: Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jew-
ish Monotheism, 2nd ed. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1998; 1st ed., Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988);
Hurtado, “First Century Jewish Monotheism,” JSNT 71 (1998): 3-26.



Christ-Devotion

them in their religious thought and practice. The full pattern of devotion to Je-
sus that we examine in this book is not one example of a class of analogous reli-
gious phenomena in comparable groups, but is instead truly remarkable in the
history of religions, justifying (indeed, requiring) a special effort to understand
it in historical terms. Toward that end I propose a model of the historical forces
and factors that shaped and propelled early devotion to Jesus, which is the par-
ticular focus of the next chapter.

The third thesis is that this intense devotion to Jesus, which includes rev-
erencing him as divine, was offered and articulated characteristically within a
firm stance of exclusivist monotheism, particularly in the circles of early Chris-
tians that anticipated and helped to establish what became mainstream (and
subsequently, familiar) Christianity. That is, with notable exceptions that will
be discussed in a later chapter, these early believers characteristically insisted on
the exclusive validity of the God of the Scriptures of Israel, rejecting all thé
other deities of the Roman world; and they sought to express and understand
Jesus’ divine significance in relation to this one God. In their religious thought,
that is, in the ways they defined and portrayed Jesus in their teachings, they
characteristically referred to him with reference to God (e.g., as God’s “Son,”
“Christ/Messiah,” “Word,” “Image”). In their devotional practices as well (for
example, in their patterns of prayer and worship), they characteristically sought
to express a rather full veneration of Jesus in ways that also affirmed the pri-
macy of God “the Father”

To be sure, there are indications that maintaining this close linkage and
distinction of Jesus and God was not easy. In some forms of early “popular”
Christianity, Jesus almost seems to have eclipsed “the Father” In other cases a
monotheistic concern may not have featured at all, as appears to be so in the so-
called gnostic systems of multiple divine beings and emanations. But the reli-
gious thought and devotional practice that were most characteristic in the first
two centuries, and that came to mark Christian tradition subsequently, express
reverence for Jesus within the context of an exclusivist commitment to the one
God of the Bible.

Christ-Devotion

Now, as a further introductory step, I want to define the phenomena that form
the subject of the investigation. “Devotion” is my portmanteau word for the be-
liefs and related religious actions that constituted the expressions of religious
reverence of early Christians. For a number of years now I have proposed the
term “Christ-devotion” in preference to “Christology” to refer to the range of
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phenomena we shall consider here.® “Christology” has been used for study of
Christian beliefs about the figure of Jesus, the doctrine(s) and concepts involved,
and the wording used by Christians to express them. To be sure, these things all
form part of the present investigation. But to do full justice to the way in which
Jesus figures in early Christian circles requires us to take account of additional
matters as well, some of which have not always been given adequate attention.

To cite one particularly important matter, there is the place of Jesus in the
patterns of worship characteristic of early Christian groups. At an astonishingly
early point, in at least some Christian groups, there is a clear and programmatic
inclusion of Jesus in their devotional life, both in honorific claims and in devo-
tional practices. In addition, Jesus functioned in their ethical ideals and de-
mands, in both interpersonal and wider social spheres.

As another kind of evidence, already within the early period addressed in
this book we can even find initial attempts to register piety and devotion to Je-
sus in phenomena that signify an emergent material and visual culture. For
instance, this can be seen in the way Christian manuscripts were prepared, spe-
cifically, the so-called nomina sacra, sacred abbreviations of key terms that refer
to God and to Jesus.”

By “Christ-devotion” and “devotion” to Jesus, thus, I mean the signifi-
cance and role of the figure of Jesus Christ in both the religious life and thought
of those forms of Christianity observable to us within the first two centuries. In
particular, we shall focus on the ways in which early Christians referred and re-
lated to Jesus that seem to constitute treating him as a “divine” figure, or at least
a figure of unique significance in God’s plan. So this book is neither a “New
Testament Christology” (in the sense of an organized presentation of all the ex-
pressions of christological beliefs in the New Testament) nor simply a survey of
all christological beliefs of the historical period under review here. Instead, the
particular “story” I try to tell in this historical study concerns the ways that Je-
sus functions as divine in the religious life of Christian groups of the first two
centuries, when and how this is exhibited in beliefs and other expressions of
their faith, and what historical forces probably shaped devotion to Jesus in this
period.

6. E.g., L. W. Hurtado, “Christ-Devotion in the First Two Centuries: Reflections and a
Proposal,” TJT 12, no. 1 (1996): 17-33.
7. L. W. Hurtado, “The Origin of the Nomina Sacra: A Proposal,” JBL 117 (1998): 655-73.
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As to why and how Jesus came to be held and treated as messianic and a divine
figure among early Christians, two major approaches can be mentioned as par-
ticularly influential, with both of which I take issue. Among Christians of more
naive orientation (this can include otherwise sophisticated people who have
simply not been made aware of the issues) and among some anticritical Chris-
tian apologists, there is often the view that Jesus was regarded as divine simply
because he was in fact the Messiah and divine Son of God and made both his
messiahship and his divinity clear to his disciples during his ministry. Conse-
quently, in this view, there is no historical process to investigate and nothing
particularly difficult to understand historically about Christ-devotion in the
early period. The early Christian claims about Jesus may be difficult for non-
believers to accept for various reasons, but the explanation of how and why
early Christians promoted such high views of Jesus as are attested in the New
Testament and other early Christian writings is thought to be simple: the truth
of Jesus’ messiahship and divinity was revealed by Jesus himself, and so natu-
rally was taken up from the beginning in Christian beliefs and religious prac-
tice. In effect, in this view it is either puzzling or downright inappropriate (es-
pecially in the view of anticritical apologists) to apply historical analysis to the
Christ-devotion of early Christianity and seek to explain how it developed. In
the anticritical expressions of this viewpoint, it is held that the theological and
religious validity of traditional Christian devotion to Christ would be called
into question if it were really treated as a historical phenomenon.?

The other influential approach arose in large part in reaction against this
naive and ahistorical view. Though the roots of modern historical-critical study
of the Bible lie in eighteenth-century Deism, for our purposes the key period is
the late nineteenth century and early decades of the twentieth, when the so-
called religionsgeschichtliche Schule (history-of-religions school of thought)
sought to set Christian origins thoroughly within the history of the Roman
era.® These scholars devoted particular attention to the questions of how Jesus

8. The term “anticritical apologists” is not intended as pejorative, but rather as a fair re-
flection of the rejection of critical inquiry espoused by some in the past and present. This obvi-
ously does not include scholars who engage in critical investigation and argue on historical
grounds that the christological claims in the New Testament have a strong basis in Jesus’ own
self-understanding and claims. Whatever one judges to be the merits of this position, they seek
seriously to engage other scholars, addressing the evidence and methods of modern scholarship.

9. W. G. Kiimmel, The New Testament: The History of the Investigation of Its Problems,
trans. S. M. Gilmour and H. C. Kee (Nashville: Abingdon, 1972), esp. 206-324; Gerd Liidemann
and Martin Schréder, Die religionsgeschichtliche Schule in Gottingen: Eine Dokumentation
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came to be so central in early Christianity and how early Christian devotion to
Jesus developed in the period prior to the classical creedal statements about
Christ and the Trinity of the fourth century and later.

The history-of-religions scholars insisted that the divine status of Jesus in
early Christianity was the result of a thoroughly historical process and was thus
in principle subject to the same sort of historical investigation that one would
apply to any other historical phenomenon. This investigation demanded the
utmost of scholars in becoming thoroughly familiar with all the early Christian
sources and with the whole of the wider Roman era, especially the religious en-
vironment of the time. The great scholars of this school of thought demon-
strated impressive (and today almost unmatchable) breadth of learning and
competence in the languages and texts of the ancient world.

But in this religionsgeschichtliche Schule the whole impressive effort of
historical investigation had the effect (and likely, the intention) of demonstrat-
ing that the emergence of devotion to Christ as a divine figure was essentially a
simple and really rather unremarkable process of syncretism. Essentially, devo-
tion to Jesus as divine resulted from the influence of “pagan” religion of the Ro-
man era upon “Hellenistic” Christians supposedly more susceptible to such in-
fluence than were “Palestinian” Jewish Christians.

I will have more to say about this particular view of things later. For now,
I limit myself to making one ironic point. Though the history-of-religions
scholars took issue with the naive or precritical view and insisted that the de-
votion to Christ reflected in early Christian sources could be approached as a
historical phenomenon, their view of the historical process behind this phe-
nomenon was practically as simplistic as the view they opposed. In their own
way they too wound up claiming (though for very different reasons, to be
sure) that the emergence and development of Christ-devotion in early Chris-
tianity was neither very remarkable nor difficult to understand. Presented as
one particular example of the deification of heroes and the emergence of new
gods rampant in the Roman world, early Christ-devotion was to be under-
stood simply as resulting from the impact of this “pagan” religious environ-
ment upon an originally purer Christian movement in which ideas of Jesus’
divinity could not have appeared.

(Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1987); Carsten Colpe, Die religionsgeschichtliche Schule:
Darstellung und Kritik ihres Bildes vom gnostischen Erlosermythus (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1961). On the Deist origins of biblical criticism, see now Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery
Divine (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990). As illustration of the continuing influence
of the old religionsgeschichtliche Schule, see, e.g., Kurt Rudolph, “Early Christianity as a
Religious-Historical Phenomenon,” in The Future of Early Christianity: Essays in Honor of
Helmut Koester, ed. B. A. Pearson (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 9-19.
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I wish to take issue in this book with both of these views, which in vary-
ing forms continue to be influential. On the one hand, I agree with the history-
of-religions school that Christ-devotion can be approached as a historical phe-
nomenon. Whatever stance one takes on the religious validity of the devotion
to Jesus reflected in the various early Christian sources, this devotion mani-
fested itself within history and therefore, in principle, can be investigated in the
ways we inquire about any other historical person, event, or movement. We
may or may not have sufficient historical understanding of the time and suffi-
cient understanding of how religious movements originate to develop a plausi-
ble analysis of theé particular historical process involved in the emergence of
Christ-devotion. I believe that we can, as I hope to show in this book. But what-
ever the particular merits of my own proposals, in principle the effort to under-
stand devotion to Jesus historically is valid.

But, on the other hand, both the naive view and the familiar history-of-
religions view are wrong in portraying early devotion to Jesus as basically sim-
ple, unremarkable, and not difficult to understand. For several reasons I con-
tend that Christ-devotion is an utterly remarkable phenomenon, and that it is
also the result of a complex of historical forces and factors. Here are some ma-
jor features that justify us in seeing early devotion to Jesus as remarkable.

(1) It began amazingly early, and was already exhibiting signs of
routinization by the time of the letters of Paul (i.e., by ca. 50 c.E.), which means
that the origins of cultic veneration of Jesus have to be pushed well back into
the first two decades of the Christian movement. (2) Devotion to Jesus was by
no means confined to this or that conventicle but seems to have spread with
impressive rapidity across the Christian movement, though there were also
variations in its expression. (3) Although at a certain high level of generaliza-
tion one can draw some comparisons with other Roman-era groups and move-
ments, we have no full analogue in the Roman world, which makes the task of
historical explanation particularly difficult (the more so to the degree that his-
torical “explanation” is seen to rest upon analogy). To cite one key matter, we
have no other Roman-era example of a religious movement with similar ties to
the Jewish religious tradition of exclusivistic monotheism and with a devo-
tional pattern that involved so thoroughly a second figure in addition to God.!°
(4) Devotion to Jesus was central in early Christian groups and of enormous
significance for the historical development of Christianity.

As already indicated, I contend that the historical process was not simple
but complex, involving not one factor but the interaction of several important
factors or forces. One of my major aims in the long research and reflection that

10. Hurtado, One God, One Lord, passim.
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has led to this book has been to develop an understanding of these historical
factors and forces and to make them explicit for others to judge. In the next
chapter I describe the historical process and propose the key factors involved.

Before we proceed further toward analyzing Christ-devotion as a histori-
cal phenomenon, however, it may be helpful to note a relevant (and in my
view misguided) assumption shared by both the pre/anticritical and the
history-of-religions approaches. It is worth identifying because it continues to
be influential in both popular and scholarly circles. This is the notion that the
validity of a religious belief or practice is called into question if it can be
shown to be a truly historical phenomenon, and the product of historical fac-
tors and forces that we can attempt to identify and analyze. D. F. Strauss, the
controversial biblical scholar of the early nineteenth century, is credited with a
much-repeated epigram: “The true criticism of a dogma is its history.”!* Al-
though the epigram more explicitly expresses the assumption in a form that
would be more congenial to history-of-religions scholars than to anticritical
apologists, both approaches to early Christ-devotion seem to have assumed
something like this, and then took sharply divergent actions with diametri-
cally opposed aims.

Wishing to preserve the religious and theological validity of traditional
christological claims, the anticritical view attempted to deny or minimize as far
as possible the historically conditioned nature of early Christ-devotion. On the
other hand, the history-of-religions scholars were convinced that their demon-
stration of the historically conditioned nature of early Christ-devotion proved
that it was no longer to be treated as theologically valid or binding for modern
Christians. In both views the assumption is the same: if something can be
shown to have arisen through a historical process, then it cannot be divine “rev-
elation” or have continuing theological validity.

It is not my aim in this book to consider the continuing theological valid-
ity of the patterns of devotion to Jesus that we shall examine here. I simply want
to make two points. First, the assumption that seems to have lain behind the
historical-critical work of the history-of-religions school, and the anticritical
efforts of apologists as well, is of dubious validity (or at least is not compelling).
There is no obvious reason why, in principle, divine revelations could not come
through thoroughly historical processes involving people and events of partic-
ular times and places and conditioned by particular cultures. To claim divine
revelations in particular historical events or people requires a case to be made,

11. E.g., the saying is attributed to Strauss in M. Hengel, The Son of God: The Origin of
Christology and the History of Jewish-Hellenistic Religion, trans. John Bowden (London: SCM
Press; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 6.
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of course, and on appropriate grounds that would have to be weighed. But our
being able to show that given people and events were parts and results of histor-
ical processes does not mean that these same historically conditioned people
and events are thereby discredited as divine revelations that have some sort of
continuing validity. To assume otherwise is shallow philosophical thinking.

Second, the misguided assumption [ am criticizing here has obviously
worked mischief in scholarship. It has driven anticritical apologists (sometimes
with impressive trappings of scholarship) to strive to avoid or minimize the
force of the evidence that early Christ-devotion was a historical phenomenon,
and it has led a good deal of historical-critical scholarship to opt for some sim-
plistic historical analyses in the interest of opposing traditional Christian be-
liefs. In short, on both sides opposing religious and theological concerns were
promoted on the basis of a shared but fallacious assumption.

So I wish to make it clear that, in approaching Christ-devotion as a his-
torical phenomenon that can in principle be analyzed in the ways that histori-
ans study other historical phenomena, I do not intend thereby either to refute or
to validate the religious and theological meaning of early devotion to Jesus. I have
my views of traditional christological claims and readers will have theirs. To
come clean, I confess to being guilty of Christian faith (though, Christians be-
ing what we are, not every other one will be satisfied with my version of Chris-
tian faith!). But I do not believe that the religious validity of a Christian
christological conviction necessarily rests upon the time or manner of its ap-
pearance in history.

Thus, for example, I do not think it is necessary for Jesus to have thought
and spoken of himself in the same terms that his followers thought and spoke
of him in the decades subsequent to his crucifixion in order for the convictions
of these followers to be treated as valid by Christians today. A good many may
disagree, both among those who assert and among those who oppose tradi-
tional Christian beliefs. Most Christians will likely think that some degree of
continuity between what Jesus thought of himself and what early Christians
claimed about him is at least desirable and perhaps necessary for these claims
to have religious validity. My object in this book, however, is not to engage in
these theological questions. I only wish to indicate briefly why I contend that
the historical analysis of early devotion to Jesus can be, and should be, pursued
without the level of theological anxiety with which it has been resisted by some,
and also without what I regard as the simplistic zeal for theological reformation
with which it has sometimes been pursued by some others. So far as I am aware,
the conclusions I urge in this study do not rest upon a personally felt need that
they should be so, or a fear that if they are wrong there are automatically pro-
found consequences for Christian faith.
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We all have motivations for our research that extend beyond mere curios-
ity. Among other things, they can include professional advancement, academic
notoriety and influence, religious faiths, and even antagonisms against particu-
lar religious faiths (e.g., often what seem to be “postreligious” stances that can
sometimes be pursued with the zeal of the stereotypical missionary!). These
motivations usually help to explain our interests in particular historical topics,
and they can help to provide the energy for the effort required in historical re-
search. Along with our other characteristics, they help make us the various peo-
ple that we are, and we do not need to be embarrassed about them. But true his-
torical criticism means primarily to be self-critical, to try to be conscious of
one’s motivations and personal concerns and critical of one’s assumptions, per-
haps especially those that one might be most inclined to take for granted. His-
torical study is a “discipline,” both because it demands expertise in relevant lan-
guages and sources and also because it involves disciplined use of critical
analysis and skills in putting the data together into plausible, preferably persua-
sive, pictures of events, people, and processes. Right down to the present, the
history of critical inquiry into Christian origins is littered with attempts to
make this or that historical picture serve this or that religious aim. This is un-
derstandable, but the subject of this book is sufficiently intriguing in its own
right to warrant and reward disciplined study, and sufficiently important in
historical terms to make it worth every effort to produce as complete and accu-
rate a picture of things as we can.

Unlike Bousset (and some of the latter-day scholars mentioned in this
chapter), however, I do not present this portrayal of early Christ-devotion in
the service of some critique of traditional Christian beliefs or some revisionist
theological aim. Elsewhere I have noted that Bousset’s views were obviously
colored by and in service to his own theological preferences.!? A recently pub-
lished study by Karsten Lehmkiihler has now demonstrated this thoroughly,
tracing the theological influences and aims taken up in the historical studies of
the religionsgeschichtliche Schule.'®

To cite one crucial matter, Lehmkiihler shows that in Kyrios Christos
Bousset’s firm distinction between a supposedly original ethicizing piety of Je-
sus (and the primitive “Palestinian” community of Jesus followers) and the
“Christ cult” of the “Hellenistic” Christian community was theologically
driven. This distinction permitted him to posit an ideal, original Christian pi-

12. Hurtado, One God, One Lord, 10-11, 135 nn. 34-35.

13. Karsten Lehmkiihler, Kultus und Theologie: Dogmatik und Exegese in der
religionsgeschichtliche Schule, Forschungen zur systematischen und 6kumenischen Theologie 76
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996).
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ety with which he could more comfortably associate himself as a liberal Prot-
estant of his time.!'

Of course, liberal Protestantism of the very early twentieth century is not
the only religious point of view that can distort one’s historical analysis. Each of
us may have preferences among the various forms of early Christian piety and
beliefs. But it is simplistic and imperils sound historical analysis to think we can
promote our own theological or piety preference by identifying it with some
“original” form of Christianity. Just as in biological evolution, so in religious
traditions, original or earlier forms of life or religious expression are not neces-
sarily better. The primary motivation for the research presented in the present
book is curiosity about a fascinating central feature of a notable new religious
movement which appeared in the Roman era, diversified and grew rapidly to
become now the largest religious tradition in the world. What form of Chris-
tian piety and belief is, or ought to be, preferred and triumphant in the present
and future will not (and should not) be decided by historical claims about
which forms were earliest and what historical processes generated them.

A New religionsgeschichtliche Schule?

On the back cover of the American edition of my 1988 book One God, One Lord:
Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish Monotheism, Professor Martin
Hengel endorsed the study as reflecting “the results of scholarly experts in
many countries who are in some way forming a new ‘religionsgeschichtliche
Schule.” Taking a cue from this comment, Jarl Fossum presented a paper at the
1991 meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature entitled “The New
. Religionsgeschichtliche Schule: The Quest for Jewish Christology,” in which he
attempted to sketch some features of the research being carried out by a num-
ber of current scholars interested in historical analysis of early Christ-
devotion.'®

To be sure, there is a recent and continuing body of newer scholarly stud-
ies focused on the emergence of devotion to Jesus, and the scholars involved
have all been shaped very much in interaction with one another’s work.!® But

14. Lehmkiihler, 226.

15. Jarl Fossum, “The New Religionsgeschichtliche Schule: The Quest for Jewish Christol-
ogy,” in SBLSP 1991, ed. E. Lovering (Atlanta: Scholars, 1991), 638-46.

16. In the preface to the second edition of One God, One Lord (1998), vii-xxii, I men-
tioned a number of such studies, especially those that appeared subsequent to (and often in in-
teraction with) the first edition. Fossum’s paper was given at a consultation that led to the for-
mation of a program unit in the Society of Biblical Literature devoted to the historical context

1
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these scholars are from academic institutions in a number of countries (e.g.,
the USA, Great Britain, Germany, Israel), whereas the original Schule was basi-
cally a group of colleagues in the faculty of theology at the University of
Gottingen. Moreover, the Gottingen scholars all shared a very similar theologi-
cal position, the liberal Protestantism at the turn to the twentieth century
(about which, more below), whereas the scholars identified with the current re-
search are by no means of one religious persuasion (e.g., they come from Jewish
as well as various Christian traditions).!” If, therefore, we can speak of a new
history-of-religions “school,” it could be only in a much looser sense of the
term, in this case connoting a group of contemporaries with a shared interest in
historical investigation of early devotion to Jesus in the context of the Roman-
era religious environment, and a shared conviction that the Jewish religious
matrix of the Christian movement is more crucial than was recognized in the
older religionsgeschichtliche Schule.

Still, I think there is reason to describe this more recent body of work as
constituting a “new history-of-religions” effort that can be linked with and lik-
ened to the classic efforts of the Gottingen circle. The work in question (as is
true of nearly all historical investigation of early Christianity in the years since
the original Schule) is of course all heavily indebted to the prodigious contribu-
tions of the various scholars associated with the religionsgeschichtliche Schule,
even if scholars involved in today’s effort would object in various ways to that
earlier body of work. In several publications I have lodged criticisms of a num-

and analysis of Christ-devotion that met from 1991 to 1997 and was the venue for a number of
scholars (including particularly younger and emergent scholars) to present their research.
Fossum, Alan Segal, Carey Newman, Donald Juel, and I collaboratively drafted the proposals
that led to this program unit. In 1998 the University of St. Andrews hosted the International
Conference on the Historical Origins of the Worship of Jesus, which brought together scholars
from several countries who have contributed to the question. See Carey C. Newman, James R.
Davila, and Gladys S. Lewis, eds., The Jewish Roots of Christological Monotheism: Papers from the
St. Andrews Conference on the Historical Origins of the Worship of Jesus, ]S]Sup 63 (Leiden: Brill,
1999).

17. E.g., among those linked with the current renewal of research are Martin Hengel,
Richard Bauckham, Alan Segal, Jarl Fossum, Donald Juel, Karl-Wilhelm Niebuhr, Carey
Newman, Loren Stuckenbruck, as well as others, among whom, I am pleased to note, are a
younger generation of scholars, such as Charles Gieschen and Darrell Hannah. In my own
work, Hengel’s contributions have been valuable, particularly his influential studies of the inter-
section of Jewish and Hellenistic cultures (esp. Judaism and Hellenism: Studies in the Encounter
in Palestine during the Early Hellenistic Period, 2 vols. [Philadelphia: Fortress; London: SCM
Press, 1974]) and his several writings on early christological matters (esp. The Son of God [1976;
German ed., 1975; rev. ed., 1977]; and see now Studies in Early Christology [Edinburgh: T. & T.
Clark, 1995]). As well, studies by Bauckham and Segal were crucial in shaping questions in the
early stages of my own work on this topic.

12
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ber of characteristics of work of the religionsgeschichtliche Schule (especially
Bousset’s), along with appreciative appraisals of some other features.!® In order
to clarify the relationship between this book and the older work, I will summa-
rize observations I have offered in these previous publications. My aim is not
simply to carp about the work of others, especially learned scholars long dead,
but to indicate why this book is called for and the reasons why I hope it marks
an advance and might thus be worth the attention of readers.

For the study of devotion to Jesus in the first two centuries, the book that
gathers up and reflects all that was best and all that was wrongheaded in the
religionsgeschichtliche Schule is Wilhelm Bousset’s landmark study, Kyrios
Christos, which originally appeared in 1913.’ It made a major impact when it
appeared, drew a number of vigorous and critical responses, generated some
impressive counterproposals, and has clearly been the single most-influential
work in twentieth-century study of the subject.?® After a revised edition in 1921,
there were several further editions to supply the continuing demand for the
book. As further indication of its persistent importance and the wider interest
in the book, there was an English translation in 1970. Kyrios Christos will not
appear on the trade best-seller lists. But for a full-scale scholarly monograph, it
is a success story that is hard to beat. As I stated in a 1996 article, “Bousset’s
Kyrios Christos has influenced the agenda of historical investigation of belief in
Christ in the formative period of Christianity as has no other work.”?!

18. E.g., L. W. Hurtado, “New Testament Christology: A Critique of Bousset’s Influence,”
TS 40 (1979): 306-17 (German version: “Forschungen zur neutestamentlichen Christologie seit
Bousset: Forschungsrichtungen und bedeutende Beitrige,” TB 11 [1980]: 158-71); Hurtado, “New
Testament Christology: Retrospect and Prospect,” Semeia 30 (1984): 15-27; and “Christ-
Devotion in the First Two Centuries.”

19. Wilhelm Bousset, Kyrios Christos: Geschichte des Christusglaubens von den Anfiingen
des Christentums bis Irenaeus (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1913; rev. ed. 1921); ET:
Kyrios Christos: A History of the Belief in Christ from the Beginnings of Christianity to Irenaeus,
trans. J. E. Steely (Nashville: Abingdon, 1970), from the 1965 German edition. Unless otherwise
indicated, I cite the English translation.

20. I draw here upon paragraphs of “Christ-Devotion,” 17-19. The important early cri-
tiques were by Paul Wernle, “Jesus und Paulus: Antitheses zu Bousset’s Kyrios Christos,” ZTK 25
(1915): 1-92, and Paul Alhaus, “Unser Herr Jesus: Eine neutestamentliche Untersuchung. Zur
Auseinandersetzung mit W. Bousset,” NKZ 26 (1915): 439-57. Bousset replied to these critiques in
Jesus der Herr, Nachtriige und Auseinandersetzungen zu Kyrios Christos, FRLANT 8 (Géttingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1916). An early account of the debate is by Geerhardus Vos, “The
Kyrios Christos Controversy,” PTR 15 (1917): 21-89. Major responses in English were by A. E. J.
Rawlinson, The New Testament Docirine of the Christ: The Bampton Lectures for 1926 (London:
Longmans, Green, 1926), and J. G. Machen, The Origin of Paul’s Religion (1925; reprint, Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965).

21. Hurtado, “Christ-Devotion,” 18. Among the many helpful analyses of the history of
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Given the wide acquaintance with Kyrios Christos, and its continuing
availability, a summary of the argument of the book will suffice here. Two
points are central in Bousset’s discussion: (1) The emergence of the “Christ
cult,” the treatment of Jesus as a divine figure, especially in liturgical actions
and settings, is absolutely crucial for all subsequent developments in Christol-
ogy in the early centuries; and (2) this Christ cult, though early, was a second-
stage development and, most importantly, does not go back to the earliest cir-
cles of Jesus’ followers in Palestine. These Palestinian Jewish Christians (the
“primitive community”) developed a view of the risen Jesus as “the son of man”
(which Bousset along with many others supposed was a well-known title for a
widely expected apocalyptic figure who would act as God’s agent in the escha-
tological vindication of the righteous). At a secondary stage of development
(but still very early), in the “Hellenistic Gentile” communities there arose a new
and influential view of Jesus as divine Kyrios (Lord), a view influenced by pagan
analogies of divine heroes and cult deities. It was into this latter stage and ver-
sion of the Christian movement that Paul was converted, and in his letters we
see the beliefs of this Hellenistic Gentile Christianity presupposed and devel-
oped. The divinization of Jesus is developed further in the Johannine writings,
and in second-century figures such as Ignatius, Justin, and Irenaeus we are of-
fered a still more thoroughly Hellenized version of the Christ cult, which con-
stitutes the emergence of classical Christianity at considerable religious dis-
tance from the faith of the primitive community. In a later section of this
introduction I offer some criticisms of Kyrios Christos to indicate why it is nota
satisfactory account of things and why I offer this fresh analysis. Nothing of the
criticism I and others have offered, however, can detract from the impact of
Kyrios Christos upon scholarly study of early devotion to Christ.

In combined depth and scope, erudition, and influence, nothing equiva-
lent has appeared in the nearly ninety years now since it was first published. Se-
rious studies of the last several decades have been both more narrowly focused
and often are still heavily indebted to Kyrios Christos. Cullmann’s magisterial
study of New Testament christological titles took issue with Bousset impres-
sively on some key historical-critical matters, but is limited to the New Testa-
ment material.22 Cullmann also seems to have anticipated, and perhaps helped
to generate, the scholarly focus on christological titles such as “Christ,” “Lord,”
“Son of God,” and, the title that most vexed and fascinated scholars, “son of

scholarship, note esp. Horst Balz, Methodische Probleme der neutestamentlichen Christologie,
WMANT 25 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1967), and the other literature cited in
my essay “New Testament Christology: A Critique of Bousset’s Influence,” 306 n. 1.

22. Oscar Cullmann, Die Christologie des Neuen Testament (Tiibingen: Mohr [Siebeck],

1957; ET, Philadelphia: Westminster, 1959; rev. ed., 1963).
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man.”? But (with Cullmann as a notable exception) nearly all these scholars
accepted the basic framework for the development of Christ-devotion given in
Kyrios Christos (discrete, unilinear stages of development).?* Perhaps the most
widely known study from English-speaking scholars in the 1960s, by Reginald
Fuller, was basically a distillation of the results of these studies of christological
titles, and it adopted (with minor modifications) the developmental scheme of
discrete stages of first-century Christianity promulgated in Kyrios Christos.?®
In more recent years there has been a spate of books on the Christology
reflected in the New Testament, but none are the equivalent weight study to
Bousset’s classic." A number are simply introductory expositions of the
christological themes of the individual New Testament writers/writings, with
very limited treatment of the larger historical questions of how and why early
Christ-devotion developed and was expressed.? There are some more in-depth
discussions of particular issues, such as J. D. G. Dunn’s sizable and controversial
book on the origins of the idea of the incarnation of Christ.?” Petr Pokorny fo-

23. Major studies include H. E. Toédt, Der Menschensohn in der synoptischen Uberlieferung
(Giitersloh: Gerd Mohn, 1959; ET, London: SCM Press, 1965); Werner Kramer, Christos, Kyrios,
Gottessohn (Ziirich: Zwingli-Verlag, 1963; ET, London: SCM Press, 1966); Ferdinand Hahn,
Christologische Hoheitstitel, Ihre Geschichte im friihen Christentum (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1963; ET, New York: World Publishing, 1969). The journal literature is too extensive to
list here, but numerous publications are cited in Hurtado, “New Testament Christology: A Cri-
tique of Bousset’s Influence” and “Christ-Devotion in the First Two Centuries.” Studies of his-
torical background and meaning of the “Son of Man” expression continued into more recent
years. Among influential studies note Geza Vermes’ appendix on the use of the Aramaic expres-
sions in Matthew Black, An Aramaic Approach to the Gospels and Acts, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Claren-
don, 1967), 310-30; P. M. Casey, Son of Man: The Interpretation and Influence of Daniel 7 (Lon-
don: SPCK, 1979); Barnabas Lindars, Jesus Son of Man (London: SPCK, 1983); D. R. A. Hare, The
Son of Man Tradition (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990). More recently, however, note the challenge
to some earlier opinion on the Aramaic evidence by Paul Owen and David Shepherd, “Speaking
Up for Qumran, Dalman and the Son of Man: Was Bar Enasha a Common Term for ‘Man’ in
the Time of Jesus?” JSNT 81 (2001): 81-122.

24. Hahn (The Titles of Jesus in Christology, 12) modified Bousset’s two-stage scheme
(Palestinian-Jewish, Hellenistic-Gentile) by inserting a “Hellenistic-Jewish” stage in between.
Bousset’s scheme is usually thought to have been adopted from W. Heitmiiller, “Zum Problem
Paulus und Jesus,” ZNW 13 (1912): 320-37.

25, Reginald H. Fuller, The Foundations of New Testament Christology (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1965).

26. E.g., Marinus de Jonge, Christology in Context: The Earliest Christian Response to Jesus
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1988); Earl Richard, Jesus: One and Many: The Christological Con-
cept of New Testament Authors (Wilmington, Del.: Michael Glazier, 1988); Frank J. Matera, New
Testament Christology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1999).

27.J. D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1980; 2nd ed.,
London: SCM Press, 1989).
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cused on very early christological formulae in the New Testament and argued
that the various christological ideas reflected in them are not remnants of inde-
pendent Christologies but signal efforts to articulate convictions shared among
various Christian groups.?® Paula Fredriksen’s 1988 book sketched for general
readers the beliefs about Jesus in the New Testament writings.?®

As illustration of the continuing influence of the scheme of development
laid out in Kyrios Christos, we may cite Burton Mack.?® Like Bousset, Mack dis-
tinguishes sharply the Christ cult (in which Jesus is treated as a divine figure)
from an allegedly earlier stage of the Christian movement in Galilee and Judea,
attributing this Christ cult to Hellenizing circles in Antioch. Also, with Bousset
he evaluates the Christ-cult as a regrettable shift from what he calls the “Jesus
people” of Jewish Palestine, for whom (commendably in Mack’s view) Jesus was
by no means Messiah, Lord, or recipient of devotion, but simply a Cynic-like
sage, an inspiring exponent of clever sayings and a carefree lifestyle.

Mack’s particular rendition of an original Jesus movement as a
noncommunitarian, noneschatological collection of individuals with only a
shared, low-key appreciation of Jesus as a stimulating teacher of aphorisms is
somewhat different from the more eschatologically oriented “primitive com-
munity” postulated in Kyrios Christos.>' 1 will offer my own appraisal of what
we can say about the earliest followers of Jesus in later chapters of this book.
For now it is sufficient to note that his explanation of the rise of Christ-
devotion, his sharp distinction of it from his Palestinian Jewish Jesus people,
and his negative and theologically driven appraisal of the Christ cult are all es-
sentially rephrasings of Bousset.?

One of the few recent studies to attempt a fresh historical explanation of

28. Petr Pokorny, Die Entstehung der Christologie (Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt,
1985); ET, The Genesis of Christology (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1987).

29. Paula Fredriksen, From Jesus to Christ: The Origins of the New Testament Images of Je-
sus (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), esp. 158.

30. His main study is A Myth of Innocence: Mark and Christian Origins (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1988). See my critical discussion in “The Gospel of Mark: Evolutionary or Revolution-
ary Document?” JSNT 40 (1990): 15-32 (reprinted in The Synoptic Gospels, ed. C. A. Evans and
S. E. Porter, “The Biblical Seminar 31” {Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995], 196-211). More
recently Mack has focused on theses about the Q sayings collection: The Lost Gospel: The Book of
Q and Christian Origins (San Francisco: Harper Collins; Shaftsbury: Element, 1993).

31. But Mack does project a shift from an originally noneschatological ethos to a more es-
chatologically oriented stage within the history of his “Jesus people” (e.g., The Lost Gospel, 105-
70).

32. But Mack’s disapproval of the Christ cult is much more stridently expressed, and he
attributes much more to it, including twentieth-century American imperialism (e.g., A Myth of
Innocence, 353-76)!
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how and why Christ-devotion developed is by Maurice Casey.>* Like Bousset,
Casey claims that a significant departure from earlier christological convictions
took place, involving a divinization of Jesus. But in Casey’s scheme this depar-
ture really happened later than Bousset thought, not in the Christian circles of
Antioch in the early decades of the Christian movement but in the closing de-
cades of the first century and among Johannine Christians heavily influenced
by what Casey calls “Gentile self-identification.” This social/mental condition
(crucial in Casey’s scheme) resulted from a combination of a critical mass of
Gentile converts and the expulsion of Johannine Jewish Christians from the
larger Jewish comrhunity.>* The vigor of Casey’s discussion makes the book en-
gaging, but, for reasons I have given elsewhere, it does not convince.* In part,
this is because he fails to see the significance of the Christian devotional/wor-
ship practices, which are evident decades earlier than the supposed
christological revolution that he attributes to the Gospel of John. In other re-
spects too his scheme is insufficiently responsive to the evidence.?®

Thus, in spite of the continuing appearance of the sorts of studies I have
mentioned, Kyrios Christos remains unrivaled in weight, scope, and influence.?”
Bousset was a very erudite scholar, and his breadth of knowledge is enviable. In
Kyrios Christos he built upon his many more specialized studies and those of his
colleagues in the religionsgeschichtliche Schule, setting Christ-devotion within
his picture of the wider religious environment of the Roman world. Moreover,
the combination of in-depth discussion and chronological scope of the book is
daunting, covering developments in Christ-devotion from the beginnings of
Christianity down to the great church leader of the late second century,
Irenaeus of Lyons. There are, of course, a few scholars who have contributed

-

33. Maurice Casey, From Jewish Prophet to Gentile God: The Origins and Development of
New Testament Christology (Cambridge: James Clarke; Louisville: Westminster John Knox,
1991). See also now his essay, “Monotheism, Worship and Christological Developments in the
Pauline Churches,” in The Jewish Roots of Christological Monotheism, 214-33.

34. Casey, From Jewish Prophet, e.g., 37-38.

35. I have offered criticisms in “Christ-Devotion,” 27-28. For more lengthy critique, see
J. D. G. Dunn, “The Making of Christology — Evolution or Unfolding?” in Jesus of Nazareth:
Lord and Christ. Essays on the Historical Jesus and New Testament Christology, ed. ]. B. Green and
Max Turner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 437-52.

36. See, e.g., L. W. Hurtado, “Pre—70 c.k. Jewish Opposition to Christ-Devotion,” JTS 50
(1999): 35-58.

37. Although not nearly so influential (indeed, unjustifiably little known today), Jules
Lebreton, Histoire du dogme de la trinité: des origines au concile de Nicée, 2 vols. (Paris: Gabriel
Beauchesne, 1910, 1928), is certainly an in-depth treatment that remains valuable, particularly
because Lebreton included discussion of the religious practice of early Christianity, thus rang-
ing much wider than the title of the work implies.
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studies of early Christian faith that have covered even broader time periods.
But they do not engage the thorny questions of historical origins and earliest
developments in the same depth as did Bousset.?®

But, in addition to erudition and impressive scope, like all good history
writing, Kyrios Christos offered a cohesive “story” and an explanatory theory or
model for the developments recounted in the story. The point of departure and
the focus of that story is what Bousset called the “Christ cult,” the reverence of
Christ as a divine figure manifested both in beliefs about him and, even more
importantly, in the devotional practices of early Christians, their worship.®
The crucial thesis that is also the basis of that story line is that this Christ cult
does not go back to the original or “primitive” Christian groups of Jewish Pal-
estine but appeared subsequently, in “Hellenistic communities” of Christians in
Antioch, Damascus, and Tarsus, places where Christians were more susceptible
to the pagan religious environment.*® The whole story told in Kyrios Christos is
the continuing development of the Christ cult through subsequent and still
further influences from the larger Hellenistic culture. In short, as I have already
stated, the development of Christ-devotion and the model of the historical pro-
cess behind it is a progressive syncretism or Hellenization of an earlier, purer
(and, to Bousset, more congenial) form of Christianity.

38. Aloys Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, vol. 1, From the Apostolic Age to
Chalcedon (451), trans. . Bowden, 2nd rev. ed. (London: Mowbray & Co.; Atlanta: John Knox,
1975), devotes a scant thirty pages to the first century, and is entirely concerned with doctrinal
issues. Jean Daniélou’s magisterial volumes on early Christianity are topically organized and
mainly concerned with questions about how Christian faith appropriated and interacted with
Jewish and “Hellenistic” culture: The Theology of Jewish Christianity, trans. and ed. J. A. Baker
(London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1964); Gospel Message and Hellenistic Culture, trans. and
ed. J. A. Baker (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1973). Martin Werner attempted (unsuc-
cessfully, to judge by scholarly responses) to explain the whole of the early centuries of
christological development as a reaction to the failure of the original Christian apocalyptic ex-
pectation of a soon return of Christ (Die Entstehung des christlichen Dogmas [Tubingen:
Katsmann-Verlag; Bern: Verlag Paul Haupt, 1941; 2nd ed., 1954); ET, The Formation of Christian
Dogma [New York: Harper and Brothers, 1957; reprint, Boston: Beacon Press, 1965]). Werner
was also unpersuasive in his claim that in the earliest Christology the exalted Christ was seen as
a high angel (cf. Formation of Christian Dogma, 120-30).

39. Bousset, Kyrios Christos, 11.

40. “The great and decisive turning point of Christianity is marked by its transition to
Gentile-Christian territory in its very earliest beginnings” (Bousset, Kyrios Christos, 12). See his
description of the Gentile Christian primitive community on 119-52.
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Kyrios Christos is still so influential in the field, and in several respects has re-
mained so superior to anything else written to this point, that it will be suffi-
cient to position this book in relationship to it. To do this I must indicate briefly
both the shortcomings in Kyrios Christos that require this fresh treatment of the
subject and also the more positive ways in which my work is shaped by
Bousset’s.

From as far back as 1979 I have lodged criticisms of Kyrios Christos as an
account of early devotion to Christ and have called for a fresh, equivalent study.
It would be a bit tedious to write here a detailed itemization of points of my
disagreement with Kyrios Christos, and so I hope that a summary of some ma-
jor matters will be sufficient. I draw here upon several previous pubhcatlons in
which I have engaged Bousset’s classic work.*!

1. Bousset’s portrayal of an early “son of man” Christology, in which Jesus
was identified simply as a heavenly redeemer figure of the future allegedly well
known by this title in pre-Christian Jewish tradition, though asserted by nu-
merous other scholars as well, has increasingly been recognized as dubipus over
the last thirty years or so.*> There is no evidence for a supposed pre-Christian
use of the expression “the son of man” as a title in Jewish sources.** Nor is there
any evidence that the expression was used confessionally in earliest Christian-
ity. Though there remains some disagreement among scholars as to how best to
account for the expression and its meaning(s) in the Gospels, “son of man”
does not represent the christological confession of a “primitive community.”*

41. See, e.g., Hurtado, “New Testament Christology: A Critique of Bousset’s Influence”;
“New Testament Christology: Retrospect and Prospect,” esp. 19-23; “Christ-Devotion in the
First Two Centuries.”

42. The recent study by Hare, The Son of Man Tradition, both fully interacts with previ-
ous scholarship and presents cogent and well-argued conclusions.

43. Note, e.g., Hare, 21: “No scholar can fairly claim on the basis of the extant evidence
that ‘the Son of man’ had become a widespread, universally recognized title for a supernatural
figure who was expected to function as God’s deputy in the last judgment.” Hare’s review of the
evidence (9-21) is representative of a growing body of scholarly judgment.

44. “The very fact that the phrase [the Son of man] was rigidly restricted to sayings at-
tributed to Jesus and, conversely, absent from all New Testament statements about his signifi-
cance suggests that, like Paul and John of Patmos, the Palestinian Christians did not find the
phrase useful for talking about the meaning of Jesus for faith” (Hare, 243). Note also Hare, 257:
“[1]f the earliest Christology issued from this identification, it is inexplicable why no relic of the
alleged confessional use of ‘the Son of Man’ has been preserved in the resurrection narratives,
the archaizing speeches of Acts, pre-Pauline formulas, or the Apocalypse. Here the argument
from silence must be given its due.” The entirety of Hare’s discussion of the “pregospel tradi-
tion,” 213-56, is well worth reading.
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Its primary function in the Gospels is as a self-designation by Jesus, not an ex-
pression used to refer to him honorifically by others. Moreover, Jesus’ use of the
term in the Gospel narratives does not there trigger any objection or contro-
versy, unlike the other honorific terms such as “Messiah/Christ,” “Son of Da-
vid,” and “Son of God.”*®

To be sure, it is highly likely that the earliest circles of Jesus’ followers ex-
pected him to return in eschatological glory to consummate God’s redemptive
purposes (as we shall see later in this book), and passages in the Gospels indi-
cate that the scene in Daniel 7:13-14 where God gives dominion and vindication
to “one like a son of man” was interpreted as a prophecy of Jesus’ eschatological
victory (e.g., Mark 14:62-64; Matt. 25:31). But there is no indication that “the
son of man” was used by early Christians as a confessional title that expressed
this expectation. Instead, they preferred other christological terms. For exam-
ple, in what is usually taken as a very early confessional fragment, 1 Thessalo-
nians 1:10, Jesus is referred to as God’s “Son,” whom believers await from heaven
to deliver them from eschatological wrath.

Nor, contra Bousset, is there any basis for restricting the earliest estima-
tion of Jesus’ significance simplistically to a future redemptive role. Instead,
the data indicate a much richer and wider role of Jesus in the religious beliefs
and practice of the earliest circles of Christians to which we have any histor-
ical access, whether the “primitive Palestinian” groups or those in diaspora
locations.

2. Bousset’s characterization of the christological views of his “Hellenis-
tic” Christians and of Paul has also been shown to be badly off base. If “son of
man” represented for Bousset the earliest confession of Palestinian Jewish
Christians, the confession of Jesus as “Lord” (Kyrios) represented the
“Hellenization” of Christian faith in Gentile Christian circles (into which Paul
was allegedly converted).*® But in the ensuing investigation Bousset has been
shown wrong here as well.

Contra Bousset, the Kyrios title does not represent some major termino-
logical or christological innovation among Gentile Christians who supposedly
appropriated the title from pagan cults. Instead, the term goes back to the devo-

45. In Mark 14:61-64, the high priest’s cry of “blasphemy” seems to be in response to Je-
sus’ affirmative response to the question whether he is “the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One”
(v. 61). The term “Son of Man” in v. 62 seems to function both as a self-designation and as part
of the allusion to the scene in Dan. 7:13-14 where a humanlike figure receives divine vindication.
There is no hint that the use of the term here is to be taken as Jesus’ offense.

46. Bousset’s chapter entitled “The Gentile Primitive Christian Community” (Kyrios
Christos, 119-52) is wholly a discussion of the Kyrios title. I draw here on paragraphs of my arti-

>

cle “New Testament Christology: A Critique of Bousset’s Influence,” 312-16.
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tional life of Jewish Christian circles.” It is clear that Kyrios was used by Greek-
speaking Jews for the Hebrew tetragrammaton (Yahweh) when reading aloud
the biblical texts, and so it had long been indigenized as part of the religious vo-
cabulary available to Greek-speaking Christian Jews.*® It is also clear that ac-
claiming and invoking Jesus as “Lord” was done in Aramaic-speaking Christian
circles as well as in Greek-speaking ones, as indicated by the invocation for-
mula, maranatha, preserved by Paul in 1 Corinthians 16:22. This Aramaic for-
mula was so familiar already by the date of this epistle that no translation of it
was required for his Greek-speaking Gentile Christian readers in Corinth.*®
The formulaic acclamation of Jesus as Kyrios reflected in several Pauline pas-
sages (Rom. 10:9-10; 1 Cor. 12:3; Phil. 2:9-11) and taken there as unexceptionally
characteristic of Christian practice has to be seen in light of these things.

We should also notice that references to Jesus as “Lord” in Pauline epistles
frequently involve allusions to Old Testament passages (e.g., Phil. 2:9-11; 1 Cor.
8:5-6) and appropriation of biblical phrasing (e.g., Rom. 10:9-13). This confirms
that the early use of the title in Christian circles derives from Jewish religious
vocabulary and not, as Bousset claimed, from its use in mystery cults or em-
peror veneration. I will say more about the meaning of this acclamation later in
this book. My object here is merely to point out that Bousset’s presentation of
matters is not tenable.

Likewise, Bousset’s view of the derivation and meaning of the theme of
Jesus’ divine sonship in Paul has to be rejected.”® Bousset correctly noted that
Jesus’ divine sonship was important in Paul’s religious views. But he also
claimed that this represented the key category by which Paul communicated Je-
sus’ divine status to his Gentile converts and justified for them the worship of
Jesus. In Bousset’s view, the meaning of the references to Jesus’ divine sonship

47. See esp. ]. A. Fitzmyer, A Wandering Aramean: Collected Aramaic Essays, SBLMS 25
(Missoula: Scholars, 1979), chap. 5, “The Semitic Background of the New Testament Kyrios-
Title” (115-42).

48. See, e.g., J. R. Royse, “Philo, Kyrios, and the Tetragrammaton,” Studia Philonica An-
nual 3 (1991): 167-83; A. Pietersma, “Kyrios or Tetragram: A Renewed Quest for the Original
Septuagint,” in Studies in Honour of John W. Wevers on His Sixty-Fifth Birthday, ed. Albert
Pietersma and Claude Cox (Mississauga, Ontario: Benben Publishers, 1984), 85-101.

49. See my discussion of this passage and citation of other scholarly literature in One
God, One Lord, 106-7, 131-32 n. 11, 164 n. 43. Esp. see Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “New Testament Kyrios
and Maranatha and Their Aramaic Background,” in To Advance the Gospel: New Testament
Studies (New York: Crossroad, 1981), 218-35.

50. For more full discussion of the theme of Jesus’ divine sonship in Paul, see later in this
book, and also Hurtado, “Son of God,” in DPL, 900-906; Hurtado, “Jesus’ Divine Sonship in
Paul’s Epistle to the Romans,” in Romans and the People of God, ed. Sven K. Soderlund and N. T.
Wright (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 217-33.
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was taken directly from the pagan religious environment where sons of the
gods were themselves venerated as divine beings. Paul had thus appropriated a
religious category from the pagan religious setting of his converts that would
promote cultic reverence of Jesus in terms they could readily appreciate.®! In ef-
fect, Bousset portrayed divine sonship as a clever marketing device used by
Paul.

There is no dispute that divine sonship was a category in the pagan reli-
gious environment of the Roman era, and that those referred to as sons of the
gods were treated as divine. But a careful analysis of the theme in Paul’s epistles
shows that his attribution of divine sonship to Jesus derives its meaning from
biblical and Jewish traditions, in which divine sonship did not necessarily con-
note divinity. In these traditions divine sonship language was applied to the di-
vinely chosen king, the devout, righteous individual, and to Israel collectively,
particularly in the Second Temple period; in these cases divine sonship con-
noted special favor and relationship with God.>?

Paul’s references to Jesus’ divine sonship all involve primarily connota-
tions of God’s direct involvement in Jesus, Jesus’ special status with God, and
Jesus’ consequent honor and authority. The biblical and Jewish associations of
the language of divine sonship in Paul are further indicated by the fact that ref-
erences to Jesus as God’s Son are heavily concentrated in Romans and
Galatians, the two epistles in which Paul makes the most detailed presentation
of his message in connection with the Old Testament and Jewish traditions.>?

Moreover, the major christological title Paul used in formulas and con-
texts reflecting worship was not “Son of God” (which in fact appears only four
times in letters attributed to Paul, and is clearly not a standardized expression),
but Kyrios.>* In short, contra Bousset, the theme of Jesus’ divine sonship does
not function in Paul (and, we must presume, in the form of Christian devotion
into which he was converted) primarily to connote Jesus’ divinity, and does not

s1. Bousset, Kyrios Christos, esp. 91-98, 206-10. Bousset’s influence on this question is il-
lustrated in Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 2 vols. (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1951, 1955), 1:128-29; H. J. Schoeps, Paul: The Theology of the Apostle in the Light
of Jewish Religious History (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1961), 149-59.

52. For the Jewish background, see, e.g., Gerhard Delling, “Die Bezeichnung ‘Sohne
Gottes’ in der jiidischen Literatur der hellenistisch-rémischen Zeit,” in God’s Christ and His Peo-
ple: Studies in Honour of Nils Alstrup Dahl, ed. J. Jervell and W. A. Meeks (Oslo: Universitets-
forlaget, 1977), 18-28.

53. This was noted by Hengel, The Son of God, 7.

54. “Son of God” translates a variety of Greek phrasings in the Pauline corpus and ap-
pears only in Rom. 1:4 (tou . . . huiou theou), 2 Cor. 1:19 (ho tou theou . . . huios), Gal. 2:20 (tou
huiou tou theou), and Eph. 413 (tou huiou tou theou). On the meanings and functions of Kyrios
in Paul, see Hurtado, “Lord,” in DPL, 560-69.
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thus seem at all derived from the pagan religious realm in which divine sonship
language functions precisely to connote the divine status of human figures.

To summarize up to this point: Bousset has been shown to be seriously
wrong both in his portrayal of his “primitive” Jewish Christian community and
in his characterization of key features of the devotion of Paul and the Christian
groups he represents. These alone are major reasons to set aside Kyrios Christos
as an account of the development of Christ-devotion. The extent of the prob-
lems with Bousset’s characterization of early devotion to Jesus is such that one
wonders how such &n erudite scholar could have made such mistakes, and the
answer, I suggest, has to do with the approach and assumptions that Bousset
brought to his analysis. As I have stated already, Bousset sought to make the
story of early Christ-devotion a simple tale of Hellenization, more specifically,
the progressive paganization of a supposedly pure, primitive Christian faith.
The prior conviction that this had to be the way things went seems to have pre-
vented him from seeing what now seems so obvious. It is clear that his portrayal
of the “primitive” community was both simplistic and inaccurate, and that his
characterization of Paul and the supposed “Gentile Christianity” was also badly
wrong. His sharp distinctions between the beliefs of Jewish Christians and
Gentile Christians in the first few decades of the first century were artificial and
without foundation, and by all indications the cultic veneration of Jesus began
both incredibly early and among groups made up largely of, and dominated by,
Jewish Christians with profound loyalty to a monotheistic religious stance.

3. Bousset operated with a distinction between “Palestinian” and “Helle-
nistic” that, though widely accepted then and in many subsequent studies, has
been shown to be simplistic.>® The sequential layering of early Christian devel-
opment in neat strata of “Palestinian Jewish,” “Hellenistic Gentile,” and “Pau-
line” was crucial in Kyrios Christos; but, even when supplemented with the
“Hellenistic Jewish” stratum added in later scholarship, the scheme is highly
questionable.

It does not adequately allow for the clear interplay of influences charac-
teristic of the Hellenistic and Roman periods. Jews had encountered Hellenistic
language and culture for three hundred years by the time of Jesus. Though Jew-
ish responses to Greek culture varied considerably, all forms of Jewish culture
of the Roman period were “Hellenized” in varying degrees and ways, whether
located in Roman Judea or in the diaspora.®®

55. Hurtado, “New Testament Christology: A Critique of Bousset’s Influence,” 308-9, and
the literature cited there.

56. Martin Hengel has been particularly influential in making this point in several publi-
cations, esp. Judaism and Hellenism. See also the discussion and literature cited by I. H. Mar-
shall, “Palestinian and Hellenistic Christianity: Some Critical Comments,” NTS 19 (1972-73):
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If it is now recognized as wrong to speak of a “Palestinian Jewish” setting
free from Hellenistic influences, we should also realize that it is inaccurate to
speak of a purely “Hellenistic Gentile community” prior to Paul. Paul estab-
lished churches largely composed of Gentile converts, of course. But well into
the decades of Paul’s ministry and beyond, Christian groups, including the
Pauline communities, continued to be led and shaped to a significant degree by
Christian Jews, among whom Paul must certainly be counted! Furthermore,
there is a scant twenty years between the death of Jesus and the earliest of Paul’s
extant letters, and these letters reflect an already well developed pattern of de-
votion to Jesus, key features of which likely even predate Paul’s own conversion
and probably helped to provoke his own prior efforts to stamp out the Jewish
Christian movement.’

So both Bousset’s theory or model of development (pagan influences)
and his framework of early Christian development (discrete unilinear layers/
stages) are to be rejected, along with the key features of his portrayal of Christ-
devotion that I have criticized in the preceding paragraphs here. However im-
pressive the influence of Kyrios Christos on subsequent scholarship, and in
spite of the undeniable erudition Bousset brought to his work, we are long
overdue for a more accurate discussion of equivalent scope. This is what I at-
tempt to provide in this book. Having illustrated major problems with Kyrios
Christos, I also want now to indicate more positive features that I have sought
here to emulate.

1. This book has a similar chronological scope, reaching from the begin-
nings of what became Christianity down toward the late second century. I in-
tend no theological statement thereby for or against the traditional Christian
view of the New Testament canon. For my purposes here, the writings of the
New Testament are invaluable historical sources, and the collection includes
our only extant first-century Christian writings. The first-century period is, of
course, of special interest, and the earlier in this period, the more intriguing
things are in some ways. But I contend that extending the chronological sweep
well into the second century is important in giving us a better historical per-
spective for this earliest period.

271-87. On the use of Greek in Palestine, see esp. A. W. Argyle, “Greek among the Jews of Pales-
tine in New Testament Times,” NTS 20 (1973-74): 87-90; S. Lieberman, Greek in Jewish Palestine
(New York: Feldheim, 1965 [1942]); ]. N. Sevenster, Do You Know Greek? How Much Greek Could
the First Jewish Christians Have Known? NovTSup 19 (Leiden: Brill, 1968); J. A. Fitzmyer, “The
Languages of Palestine in the First Century A.D.,” in A Wandering Aramean, 29-56.

57. On the chronological issue, see Martin Hengel, “Christologie und neutestamentliche
Chronologie,” in Neues Testament und Geschichte, ed. H. Baltensweiler and B. Reicke (Ziirich:
Theologischer Verlag, 1972), 43-67 (ET in Hengel, Between Jesus and Paul, 30-47).
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Moreover, it allows us to see better the possible effects upon Christ-
devotion as the Christian movement became dominantly made up of Gentiles,
and as Christians sought to articulate their faith and piety in categories drawn
more than before from the Greek intellectual traditions. In the second century
we begin to see a “Christianity” that is a new religion with exponents and critics
who distinguished it sharply from Judaism and the larger religious “cafeteria”
of the Roman period; there is also a greater body of evidence extant from this
period that indicates interesting diversities in Christian faith. Like the better-
known second-century Christian witnesses, such as Justin Martyr, these other
forms of Christian faith as well may have roots or (to change the metaphor)
tributaries feeding them in the first century. In short, there is clear historical
continuity as well as development in the first two centuries, and so it makes
sense to have this chronologically larger field of vision.

2. As indicated earlier, I aim to consider in this book the breadth of phe-
nomena accessible to us that constitute and reflect the central role and signifi-
cance of Jesus in the religious thought and practice of the Christian movement
in these first two centuries. In this breadth of phenomena to be studied, this
book has another deliberate similarity to Kyrios Christos. I agree with scholars
such as Bousset, Adolf Deissmann, Johannes Weiss, and others of the early de-
cades of the twentieth century that the christological beliefs of early Christians
are best seen, and more profoundly understood as well, in the context of their
piety and the patterns of their religious devotion.

3. This is a historical and developmental analysis in which my concerns
will be to understand probable sequences and relationships of the various
forms of Christ-devotion. I will pay attention to chronology, geographical loca-
tion (where known), and any other indications that allow us to place forms of
devotion to Jesus in relation to one another. We should, however, avoid any as-
sumption of an inevitable and unilinear development, and allow for the greater
likelihood of more complex patterns and unpredictable phenomena involving,
for example, multilinear “trajectories,” parallel or regressive developments, and
even patterns that may be closer to an explosion than any orderly progression.

4. In another affirmation of the broad aims of the religionsgeschichtliche
Schule, I attempt to take due account of the historical setting and context of
early Christian devotion, both the Jewish matrix out of which the Christian
movement grew and the larger historical and religious environment of the Ro-
man period. Obviously, to keep to our focus it will be necessary to be selective
and to deal with those features of the historical context that can plausibly be
posited as particularly relevant for understanding Christ-devotion in its vari-
ous forms.

5. Finally, similar to Kyrios Christos, one of the important contributions
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offered in this study is a proposed theory or model of the historical forces and
factors that drove and shaped Christ-devotion in these crucial early centuries.
Historical understanding of a phenomenon or period involves more than sim-
ply recounting what happened. It also includes asking why things happened
and how. Over the last decade or more I have devoted a great deal of effort to
identifying the key factors and the particular contributions of each to the pro-
cess of development and diversification in Christ-devotion. In this book I wish
to lay out in detail the fruit of my continuing efforts to grasp the reasons for the
particular ways devotion to Christ exhibited itself. To this I turn in the follow-
ing chapter.
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CHAPTER ONE

Forces and Factors

The real challenge in historical understanding is to figure out not only what
happened, but also how it happened and why. The accurate logging and de-
scription of the sources and all relevant data is crucial, of course, and is itself a
fully worthy and demanding historical task. But the difficult intellectual tasks
are to identify the forces and factors that prompted and shaped people and
events, and to understand how these forces and factors operated. Probably ev-
ery scholar who has examined any aspect of early Christ-devotion has had
some notion of these things, but, to judge by their publications, few seem to
have made these how and why questions much of a conscious or explicit focus.
As I stated in the introduction, a good many scholars have simply subscribed to
the syncretism theory of the religionsgeschichtliche Schule and have fitted their
readings of the historical sources into this scheme. Of those who have explicitly
attempted to offer a theory of their own (e.g., Casey, discussed below), none
seems to me to have done adequate justice to the range of relevant data and the
particularities of early Christ-devotion, and none seems to have drawn ade-
quately upon what we can learn from other relevant disciplines about the rise
and development of new religious movements.

When we are dealing with something as remarkable and historically sig-
nificant as early Christ-devotion, it is all the more crucial to try to grasp the fac-
tors involved.! The more unusual something is, however, the more difficult it is
to explain, especially because modern historical understanding is so unavoid-

1. There is no denying the historical significance of the emergence of Christ-devotion, as
it led to Jesus becoming perhaps the best-known figure in human history. In One God, One
Lord: Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish Monotheism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988; 2nd
ed., Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1998), I demonstrated that it was unusual and cannot be fitted
easily within a pattern of analogous developments of the time.
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ably dependent upon analogy. Unlike those who conduct research in the exper-
imental sciences, when doing historical research we cannot repeat historical
events in laboratories under controlled conditions to observe recurring features
that permit us to formulate theories. Instead we have to look for other historical
(and contemporary) phenomena that might be fully or even partially analo-
gous, and then see if we can identify common factors that might also have been
efficacious in the particular historical people and events that we are trying to
understand.

In this process accurate observation and comparison are crucial, lest we
pose as analogies phenomena that are not, or that are analogous only at such a
high level of generalization that they do not actually provide us with the ex-
planatory factors that we seek. Inaccurate observations and misguided compar-
isons produce theories that attribute too much significance to this or that and
overlook other vital factors. Although historical theories cannot be as easily
verified or falsified as can theories in experimental science, some historical the-
ories can be shown to be better than others. Any theory that can be shown to
rest upon an oversimplified or distorted view of what is being explained, or
overlooks an important factor, or simply gets wrong the interaction of relevant
historical factors is justifiably to be rejected or seriously modified.

In this chapter I present a theory of the historical factors and forces that
“drove” and shaped Christ-devotion in the first two centuries. This theory both
arises from and shapes the historical analysis given in subsequent chapters.
Over the past decade or more, in previous publications I have sketched ideas
that are discussed here more fully and, I hope, developed more adequately. I
think developing a theory adequate to the subject of inquiry is important, and I
am a bit puzzled that so few scholars have seriously pursued the matter.? His-
torical theories not only offer explanations of why and how things happened,
they also contribute to our perception of what happened and the significance
of the event(s) in question. That is another reason why it is good to strive for
adequacy and accuracy in building our theories. I offer the following theory to

2. In their jointly authored book, Trajectories through Early Christianity (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1971), James M. Robinson and Helmut Koester offered several studies that basically
urge the view that early Christianity developed along several different paths, and they rightly
proposed that Christian sources of the first two centuries or so, whether canonical or
noncanonical, should all be taken account of in developing a picture of historical developments.
With these basic points I agree. They do not, however, develop a general model or theory of how
and why the developments happened as they did. William Horbury (Jewish Messianism and the
Cult of Christ [London: SCM Press, 1998]) proposes that honorific language of Jewish
messianism accounts for Christ-devotion, but his proposal does not seem to me to take ade-
quate account of the phenomena involved in Christ-devotion.
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help us understand better how and why Christ-devotion emerged and devel-
oped in the particular ways it did, to grasp more fully what Christ-devotion
was, and thereby to see more profoundly how remarkable it was.

Two brief points before we proceed with a discussion of specifics. First,
this theory involves several factors. Whatever the adequacy of the set of factors I
will discuss, the basic thrust of the theory is that we have to think in terms of
multiple factors and not a simple explanation such as the syncretistic model of
the religionsgeschichtliche Schule. Maybe further factors in addition to those I
propose here should be considered, but certainly not fewer factors! Second, I
want to emphasize the interaction of these factors. Each factor had its own con-
tribution, as I hope to show; but I contend that the particulars of early Christ-
devotion are best accounted for by positing a dynamic (and varying) combina-
tion of the forces and factors I shall now attempt to specify.?

Jewish Monotheism

What became “Christianity” began as a movement within the Jewish religious
tradition of the Roman period, and the chief characteristic of Jewish religion in
this period was its defiantly monotheistic stance.* I contend that any consider-
ation of early Christ-devotion must set it in the context of this central feature of
the religious matrix out of which the Christian movement sprang. I also con-
tend that Jewish monotheism had a powerful role in shaping Christ-devotion,
particularly in the Christian groups that we know about in the New Testament
and the later groups that were formative of what became familiar, “orthodox”
Christianity.

As has become clearer in recent decades of scholarly study, the religion of
ancient Israel had not always manifested the monotheistic emphasis that was so
familiar a feature of Jewish religious teaching and practice by the Roman era.’

3. I have emphasized these points in previous publications. It is, therefore, disappointing
to encounter criticism that is in fact directed against a distortion of my position, and does not
really engage it. E.g., Timo Eskola, Messiah and the Throne, WUNT 2/142 (Tiibingen: Mohr
Siebeck, 2001), 9-10, 322-28, wrongly attributes to me the claim that “divine agency” explains the
emergence of early Christian beliefs about Jesus. In fact, however, as in the following discussion,
I have consistently invoked the interaction of several factors (e.g. One God, One Lord, 114-24),
and I have indicated clearly that the ancient Jewish traditions I call “divine agency,” though im-
portant, were not by themselves sufficient to explain the emergence or distinctive character of
devotion to Jesus.

4. I draw here upon my essay “First-Century Jewish Monotheism,” JSNT, no. 71 (1998): 3-
26, and the scholarly literature cited there, and One God, One Lord, esp. 17-39.

5. See, e.g., Bernhard Lang, ed., Der einzige Gott: Die Geburt des biblischen Monotheismus
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Although the Hebrew Scriptures present Israel as summoned from the first to
an exclusive worship of Yahweh, and as condemned for worshiping other dei-
ties, the earliest and clearest expressions of a genuinely monotheistic belief
(that is, a denial of the efficacy or reality of any other deity) are found in Isaiah
43—48, in a section of the book that is widely seen among scholars as coming
from the period of the Babylonian exile (sixth century B.c.E.).® This suggests
that it may have been precisely in the forcible encounter with the many gods of
other nations and peoples, indeed, an encounter on the “home turf” of these
gods in lands of Israelite/Judean exile, that the rather pugnaciously monotheis-
tic claims that came to characterize religious Jews were explicitly formulated.
In the continuing experience of devout Jews in the religious environment
of the ancient Near East in the Persian period and thereafter, an exclusivist
monotheism became so fully identified with Jewish piety that by the Roman
period failure to maintain such a stance was perhaps the greatest sin possible
for a Jew. It is likely that the religious crisis generated in the second century
B.C.E. by the attempt of Antiochus IV to impose a programmatic religious and
cultural assimilation of the Jews made devoutly traditionalist Jews thereafter
even more sensitive to any challenge to the exclusivity of the God of Israel.” The
more flexible readiness of non-Jewish religion to accommodate many deities
(and also human objects of cultic devotion such as rulers) was portrayed by de-
vout Jews as utter stupidity and the worst of many corrupt features of Gentiles.?®
This exclusivist religious posture is all the more striking when we con-
sider how, in a good many other matters, many (perhaps most) Jews showed a
readiness to accommodate themselves (though in varying ways and degrees) to
other features of Hellenistic culture. Language, dress, dining practices, intellec-
tual categories and themes, sports, and many other things were widely adopted,
but there could be no negotiating away the monotheistic posture of Jewish reli-
gion. As Lester Grabbe put it, “For the vast majority, this was the final barrier
that could not be crossed; we know from antiquity of only a handful of exam-

(Munich: Koselverlag, 1981); Lang, Monotheism and the Prophetic Minority (Sheffield: Almond
Press, 1983); Saul M. Olyan, Asherah and the Cult of Yahweh in Israel, SBLMS 34 (Atlanta:
Scholars, 1988); Mark S. Smith, The Early History of God: Yahweh and the Other Deities in An-
cient Israel (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1990).

6. E.g., Richard J. Clifford, “Isaiah, Book of (Second Isaiah),” in ABD, 3:490-501; R. N.
Whybray, The Second Isaiah (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1983).

7. See the detailed and sensitively nuanced discussion in Martin Hengel, Judaism and
Hellenism: Studies in the Encounter in Palestine during the Early Hellenistic Period, 2 vols. (Lon-
don: SCM Press, 1974), 1:255-309.

8. Note this emphasis even in the urbane and sophisticated diaspora Jew, Philo of Alex-
andria (e.g., Decal. 52-81). The same stance is expressed also in other Jewish texts of the Helle-
nistic and Roman period, e.g., Wisd. of Sol. 13-16.
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ples of Jews who abandoned their Judaism.”® Grabbe’s wording nicely conveys
my point: to engage in the worship of other deities was to abandon Judaism.
For devout Jews, the core requirement of Judaism was the exclusive worship of
Israel’s God.!?

For assessing the historical significance of the devotion given to Jesus in
early Christian circles, with Jesus represented variously as unique agent of God
“the Father,” it is still more important to note that the Jewish resistance to wor-
shiping any figure but the one God of Israel was manifested not only against the
deities of other peoples and traditions but also with reference to figures that we
might term “divine agents” of the God of Israel. Even the angelic figures that
formed part of God’s vast heavenly entourage and that feature so prominently
in some Jewish writings of the Greek and Roman periods, and also the great
human heroes in the Bible (e.g., Moses) or of postbiblical history (e.g., the
Maccabean heroes), were not treated as rightful recipients of cultic 'worship in
any known Jewish circles of the time.

This withholding of cultic worship from these highly revered “agents” of
God (whether angelic or human) is important for two reasons. First, it shows
that the ancient Jewish concern about the uniqueness of God was a genuinely
exclusivist “monotheism” and not simply a negative attitude toward the deities
of foreigners. The refusal to give worship to any other extended to members of
the “home team” too. Secondly, it means that the accommodation of Christ as a
recipient of cultic devotion in the devotional practice of early Christian groups
was a most unusual and significant step that cannot be easily accounted for on
the basis of any tendencies in Roman-era Jewish religion. In short, the incorpo-
ration of Christ into the devotional pattern of early Christian groups has no
real analogy in the Jewish tradition of the period. The firmly monotheistic
commitment of the religious matrix of earliest Christianity both makes Christ-
devotion an intriguing phenomenon and, as we shall see, was an important fac-
tor in shaping its development.

A large part of my book One God, One Lord: Early Christian Devotion and
Ancient Jewish Monotheism was given over to demonstrating these things, and

9. Lester L. Grabbe, Judaism from Cyrus to Hadrian, vol. 1, The Persian and Greek Periods
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 170.

10. Because the word “worship” and its Greek and Hebrew equivalents can connote a va-
riety of degrees and forms of reverence, I wish to make it clear that by “worship” here I mean the
sort of reverence that was reserved by ancient devout Jews for God alone and was intended by
them to indicate God’s uniqueness. I use the term to designate “cultic” worship, especially devo-
tion offered in a specifically worship (liturgical) setting and expressive of the thanksgiving,
praise, communion, and petition that directly represent, manifest, and reinforce the relation-
ship of the worshipers with the deity.
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having followed the reviews and continuing investigation since its initial publi-
cation in 1988, it seems to me that the basic case made there stands.!! Scholarly
responsibility requires that I give reasons for this judgment and take account of
the very lively debate of relevant matters that has characterized the last decade
or so.

Was Jewish Religion Really Monotheistic?

The monotheistic stance of Roman-era Judaism has received a good deal of dis-
cussion in recent scholarship, some scholars actually questioning whether Jew-
ish religion of the time really was monotheistic and others emphatic that it
was.!? But in my judgment there have been some confusion, inaccuracy, and in-
sufficient attention to proper method on both sides of the argument. I wish,
therefore, to try to clarify matters before we proceed further.!?

In a provocatively titled essay Peter Hayman questioned whether it was
really appropriate to attribute “monotheism” to Jewish religion until late in the
medieval period.’* Hayman claimed that ancient Judaism retained a “dualistic
pattern” from the ancient Canaanite background and that “functionally Jews
believed in the existence of two gods,” though he provides scant evidence of
this.’> Instead, Hayman invokes five things in support of his proposal that
monotheism is not properly to be attributed to ancient Jewish religion: (1) ab-
sence of a clear doctrine of creation ex nihilo until well into the Middle Ages;
(2) references to the possibility of mystical unity with God and to ideas of
metamorphosis of human beings (e.g., Enoch) into heavenly/angelic figures;
(3) the prominence of angels in ancient Jewish texts, along with prohibitions
against worshiping them; (4) evidence of Jewish practice of magic involving the
invocation of a variety of heavenly figures (usually named angels) along with
God as sources of power; and (5) the alleged survival of a divine consort of
Yahweh in postexilic Jewish references to Wisdom and Logos. These phenom-
ena certainly indicate a fascinating complexity in ancient Jewish religion, but
they do not make Hayman’s case for a ditheistic pattern in Roman-era Jewish

11. Hurtado, One God, One Lord, 17-92. I have responded to contrary suggestions in the
preface to the second edition (x-xiii) and in “First-Century Jewish Monotheism,” esp. 18-22.

12. See the literature cited in Hurtado, “First-Century Jewish Monotheism,” 4-5 nn. 2, 5.

13. I draw here upon portions of an earlier essay of mine, “What Do We Mean by ‘First-
Century Jewish Monotheism’?” in SBLSP 32, ed. Eugene H. Lovering (1993), 348-68, esp. 348-56.

14. Peter Hayman, “Monotheism — a Misused Word in Jewish Studies?” JJS 42 (1991): 1-
15.

15. Hayman, 14.
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religion. Before justifying this judgment, I want to refer to another scholar who
has posed a distinguishable but somewhat similar line of argument.

In her book The Great Angel, Margaret Barker contends that the early
Christian cultic reverence of Christ represented an adaptation of an alleged
theology of two deities (Elyon/Elohim and Yahweh) from preexilic Israelite reli-
gion that somehow survived in Jewish circles of the Roman period, in spite of
the monotheistic reforming efforts of Deuteronomists in the postexilic centu-
ries.’® In her view, this more ancient ditheistic pattern found new expression in
early Christian circles, with Jesus being understood as Yahweh and God as
Elyon/Elohim. Hér aim seems to be to make early Christ-devotion an under-
standable (and, in her logic, historically and religiously valid) phenomenon by
giving it this putatively venerable pedigree. She rightly identifies the crucial
question as “how it could have been possible for monotheistic Jews to have wor-
shipped Jesus,”'” but she answers it with a simplistic set of alternatives, a false
dilemma.

The only alternatives she considers are that the worship of Jesus is either a
later intrusion from the pagan world or simply Christian relabeling of authen-
tic Jewish religious traditions. It seems not to occur to her to consider whether
there might be any other possibility. To be sure, religious traditions can be
maintained, and can undergo significant change through syncretistic encoun-
ter with other traditions and cultural forces. But also, in some circumstances
adherents of a religious tradition can develop reconfigurations or variant forms
of the tradition (sometimes creative and significant ones). This is what I argue
happened in the emergence and development of Christ-devotion in early
Christianity: the reconfiguring of Jewish monotheistic practice and thought to
accommodate Jesus with God as rightful recipient of worship under the impact
of a set of factors and forces which I lay out in this chapter.

There are other problems as well with Barker’s argument on a number of
points, especially her handling of a number of relevant texts, but the larger sub-

16. Margaret Barker, The Great Angel: A Study of Israel’s Second God (London: SPCK,
1992). In a more recent essay, Barker proposes that the worship of Jesus is to be explained by al-
leged traditions of the real apotheosis of divine kings and priests in ancient Israel, who were
worshiped by Israelites as human embodiments of the God of Israel. It is not entirely clear how
her various explanations fit together. See Barker, “The High Priest and the Worship of Jesus,” in
The Jewish Roots of Christological Monotheism: Papers from the St. Andrews Conference on the
Historical Origins of the Worship of Jesus, ed. C. C. Newman, J. R. Davila, and G. S. Lewis, ]SJSup
63 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 93-111. Moreover, examination of the evidence she proffers often makes
it difficult to accept her claims. One example: Barker cites one line from Somn. 2.189 as showing
that Philo knew and accepted the divinity of the high priest, whereas the context makes it clear
that Philo specifically demurs from any such idea (“Is he then a god? I will not say so .. .”).

17. Barker, The Great Angel, 1.
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stantial problem I focus on here pertains to both Barker’s and Hayman’s claims
about ditheistic tendencies in Roman-era Jewish religion.!® Neither is able to
show an actual devotional pattern involving public and corporate worship of-
fered to any figure other than the God of Israel in the extant sources that derive
from and reflect the worship practices of Jewish groups of the period. This is
really rather crucial. Whatever might have been going on in preexilic Israelite
religion, it is evidence of Roman-era Jewish practice that is relevant. Moreover,
the issue is Roman-era Jewish worship practice: how and to whom Jews prayed,
offered sacrifice, and otherwise gave what they intended as worship of a divine
figure. For this, we have in fact a good deal of evidence that devout Jews were
quite scrupulous in restricting full worship to the God of Israel alone.

The closest we come to the possibility of anything contrary is in the pro-
hibitions against worship of angels that we find in rabbinic texts and in a cou-
ple pseudepigraphical writings (which we will note again later in this chap-
ter).!® But the most that can be made of these data is that they may reflect criti-
cism of those Jews who dabbled in magical practices (including the invocation
of angels) in their private lives. None of the texts in question gives evidence of
public, corporate cultic devotion given to figures other than the God of Israel
among Jews who identified themselves with their ancestral religious tradi-
tion.2° There is, for example, no evidence of an “angel cultus,” that is, worship
offered to angels as part of the devotional pattern of any known Jewish group of
the time. As Stuckenbruck showed in his very detailed study of the evidence,
the “venerative language” used by ancient Jews about angels and even the occa-
sional appeals to angels for assistance (often along with God) did not amount
to cultic worship of angels; and the incorporation of angels into their view of
God’s sovereignty was apparently seen by devout Jews as compatible with their
monotheistic commitment.?! The prohibitions in the rabbinic texts may indi-
cate, however, that historical developments in ancient Judaism in the second
century c.E. and later (e.g., rabbinic concerns to consolidate and unify Judaism
under their teachings, perhaps partly in reaction against what they regarded as
dangerous sectarian developments such as Jewish Christianity) involved rab-

18. I have expressed some specific criticisms of The Great Angelin a brief review in Theol-
ogy 96 (1993): 319-20.

19. I have discussed the data in One God, One Lord, 28-35.

20. See the discussions of the magical data by C. E. Arnold, The Colossian Syncretism: The
Interface between Christianity and Folk Belief at Colossae, WUNT 2/77 (Tiibingen: Mohr-
Siebeck, 1995), 8-102, esp. 59-60, 82-83.

21. Loren Stuckenbruck, Angel Veneration and Christology, WUNT 2/70 (Tiibingen:
J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1995), 200-203. The expression “venerative language” is used by
Stuckenbruck to designate the honorific ways angels are referred to in ancient Jewish sources.
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binic authorities taking a more negative view of the way angels had figured in
Jewish religious thought and practice in the previous period.??

There are of course indications of what may have been syncretistic exper-
iments involving Jews here and there in the Hellenistic and Roman periods, as
Morton Smith and Martin Hengel have noted.?® But these seem to have been ad
hoc, localized, none of them reflecting or leading to a religious movement
within Judaism or a new rival religious movement stemming from Judaism that
affirmed cultic veneration of figures other than the one God. Bickerman was
likely correct (and is followed by Hengel) in attributing a large role to
assimilationist Jews among Judean elite circles in promoting the disastrous
Hellenization of Judaism supported by Antiochus IV that apparently involved
an identification of the God of Israel with Zeus and Dionysus.?* But it is all the
more important to note that this effort failed largely because it could not obtain
sufficient popular support among the masses of Jews in Judea who rallied in-
stead behind the Hasidim and the Maccabees.

Both in profession and in public religious practice, devout Jews of the Ro-
man era were clearly monotheistic. In fact, it appears that the monotheistic stance
was more firm and characteristic in the Hellenistic and Roman era than in any
previous period. The weakening or undermining of a supposedly pure Old Testa-
ment monotheism in the Judaism of the period of Christian origins alleged by
some previous scholars such as Bousset is directly the opposite of the actual his-
torical movement in Judaism of the time toward a more emphatic monotheism.?
Ancient Jews certainly saw the heavens as full of angels and made ample space for
the involvement of various figures from God’s heavenly entourage in the opera-
tion of God’s sovereignty over the world and God’s redemptive purposes.?® But in
the expression of their religious beliefs, they showed a concern to preserve God’s
uniqueness, and even more significantly in their cultic worship they maintained

22. On early rabbinic concerns about Jewish sectarian forces, see, e.g., Shaye J. D. Cohen,
“The Significance of Yavneh: Pharisees, Rabbis, and the End of Jewish Sectarianism,” HUCA 55
(1984): 27-53. On Jewish views of angels during the period in question, see now Michael Mach,
Entwicklungsstudien des jiidischen Engelglaubens in vorrabbinischer Zeit, TSAJ 34 (Tibingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 1992).

23. Morton Smith, Palestinian Parties and Politics That Shaped the Old Testament (1971;
reprint, London: SCM Press, 1987), esp. chap. 4; Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, 1:261-67.

24. Elias Bickerman, From Ezra to the Last of the Maccabees (New York: Schocken Books,
1962), 93-111; Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, 1:267-303.

25. Cf. W. Bousset, Die Religion des Judentums im spdthellenistischen Zeitalter, ed.
H. Gressmann, 3rd ed. (Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1926). See my critique of Bousset’s character-
ization of Judaism in One God, One Lord, 22-2;.

26. Hans Bietenhard, Die himmlische Welt im Urchristentum und Spéitjudentum
(Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1951).
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an exclusivity. Other scholars have documented amply the evidence of Jewish
monotheistic commitment, and I have cited and drawn upon these studies in an
earlier discussion of the topic.?” As I concluded in that essay, two major themes or
concerns come through in the monotheistic rhetoric of ancient Jews: (1) God’s uni-
versal sovereignty as creator and ruler over all, even over the evil forces that op-
pose God; and (2) God’s uniqueness, expressed by contrasting God with the other
deities of the religious environment, but also expressed in contrasts or distinc-
tions between God and God’s own heavenly retinue, the angels.?®

Furthermore, as already emphasized, in their religious/cultic practice as
well, devout Jews of the Roman period exhibited a monotheistic commit-
ment.?® In fact, in this outward and tangible sphere of worship practices we
have still more obvious and crucial indications of this commitment. It is possi-
ble to misinterpret the honorific descriptions of principal angels and other ex-
alted figures in ancient Jewish texts (a possibility exhibited in some scholars’
readings of these texts!), particularly if we treat these references out of the con-
text of the religious practice of those who wrote the texts. Thus, for example, it
is possible to mistake Philo’s reference to the Logos as “the second god” (ton
deuteron theon, in Quaest. Gen. 2.62) as evidence of a ditheistic outlook unless
we take account of the larger context of these statements and Philo’s emphatic
affirmation that worship is to be restricted to the one God of Israel alone (e.g.,
Decal. 65).>® In terms of how devout Jews of the Roman period thought, we
would know if another figure were being treated as a deity and were really func-
tioning in ways that compare and compete with the one God if we had evidence
of cultic worship being offered to the figure. As [ wrote in a 1998 article,

Jews were quite willing to imagine beings who bear the divine name within
them and can be referred to by one or more of God’s titles . . . beings so en-
dowed with divine attributes as to make it difficult to distinguish them de-
scriptively from God, beings who are the very direct personal extensions of
God’s powers and sovereignty. About this, there is clear evidence. This
clothing of servants of God with God’s attributes and even his name will
perhaps seem to us “theologically very confusing” if we go looking for a

27. Hurtado, “First-Century Jewish Monotheism,” 9-14. Among these studies, the unpub-
lished D.Phil. thesis of Paul A. Rainbow is particularly valuable as a mine of evidence (“Mono-
theism and Christology in 1 Corinthians 8:4-6” [D.Phil. thesis, Oxford, 1987]).

28. Hurtado, “First-Century Jewish Monotheism,” 12-14.

29. For further discussion and evidence, see Hurtado, “First-Century Jewish Monothe-
ism,” 14-22, and One God, One Lord, esp. 22-39.

30. On the Logos and other “personified divine attributes,” see my discussion in One
God, One Lord, 41-50.
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“strict monotheism” of relatively modern distinctions of “ontological sta-
tus” between God and these figures, and expect such distinctions to be ex-
pressed in terms of “attributes and functions.” . . . The evidence . . . shows
that it is in fact in the area of worship that we find “the decisive criterion”
by which Jews maintained the uniqueness of God over against both idols
and God’s own deputies. I may also add that the characteristic willingness’
of Graeco-Roman Jews to endure the opprobrium of non-Jews over their
refusal to worship the other deities, even to the point of martyrdom, seems
to me to reflect a fairly “strict monotheism” expressed in fairly powerful
measures.*”

Very recently, Crispin Fletcher-Louis has offered a direct challenge to my
position, contending that there are several texts that reflect a readiness of an-
cient Jews to worship other figures alongside God.?? Because he has'marshaled
the putative evidence for this view and expresses it so strongly, it will be useful
to examine it critically. I do not find his case persuasive, and courtesy requires
that I should indicate why.

Acceding to the evidence that the worship of angels was not a feature of
Roman-era Jewish religion, Fletcher-Louis contends that there is “considerable
evidence” that the tradition did allow for the worship of “a particular righteous
humanity which in one way or another had become divine or angelomor-
phic.”?* The key evidence he offers is five texts where he contends “in one way
or another a human figure . . . is worshipped” by devout Jews, and he claims
that this was accommodated “within a genuinely Jewish monotheism.”** There

31. Hurtado, “First-Century Jewish Monotheism,” 21-22. The words within quote marks
here are lifted from Andrew Chester, “Jewish Messianic Expectations and Mediatorial Figures
and Pauline Christology,” in Paulus und das antike Judentum, ed. M. Hengel and U. Heckel,
WUNT 58 (Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1991), 17-89, esp. 64-65, whose otherwise
helpful essay shows here an inadequate appreciation of these points.

32. Crispin H. T. Fletcher-Louis, “The Worship of Divine Humanity as God’s Image and
the Worship of Jesus,” in The Jewish Roots of Christological Monotheism, 112-28. Fletcher-Louis
here refines and focuses his argument from his book Luke-Acts: Angels, Christology, and
Soteriology, WUNT 2/94 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997). Margaret Barker makes somewhat
similar claims in “The High Priest and the Worship of Jesus.”

33. Fletcher-Louis, “Worship of Divine Humanity,” 112.

34. Fletcher-Louis, “Worship of Divine Humanity,” 112-13. The five texts (discussed by
Fletcher-Louis, 113-20) are (1) the “Son of Man” figure in 1 Enoch 48:5 and 62:6-9; (2) God’s or-
der that the angels should reverence Adam in the Life of Adam and Eve 12-16; (3) a description of
Jerusalem temple activities ascribed to Hecataeus of Abdera (quoted in Diodorus Siculus,
Bibliotheca historica 40.3.3-8); (4) Josephus’s account of Alexander the Great encountering the
Jewish high priest (Ant. 11.331-35); (5) the paean of praise to Israel’s heroes and the high priest
Simon in Sir. 44:1-50:21.
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are basically two problems with his case that make it unpersuasive, one concep-
tual and the other practical.

The conceptual problem is reflected in the looseness of his phrase “in one
way or another.” Fletcher-Louis seems to lump together a range of reverential
gestures as all indicating “worship” of various figures as divine beings. In the
ancient world of these texts, however, reverence was expected for, and rather
freely given to, any superior person or being, whether human or heavenly; and
obeisance was given to any victor in battle and by subject peoples to those who
subdued them. Moreover, all these cases involve basically the same gesture, a
bowing or prostration; and the same terms were used for the reverence (e.g., in
Greek, proskynein), whether given to a god or to any one of an assortment of
one’s social superiors.>® But the specific connotation of the prostration or other
gestures depended entirely on what kind of honor the person offering the rev-
erence intended to attribute to the figure receiving the gesture. Jews scrupulous
about reserving worship for “the true and living God” refused to bow down to
the images of Gentile gods, but nevertheless showed reverence and obeisance
for other figures, e.g., for rulers and those in high office, for parents, and for
anyone from whom they badly needed a favor or mercy. So we really cannot
take every example of bowing and obeisance as “worship” in the “hard” sense of
reverencing a figure as a deity.>®

This brings me to the practical problem in Fletcher-Louis’s argument:
none of the texts he uses really seems to be an example of “worship” in this
sense of the word. Let us examine the texts on which his case rests, commencing
with passages in 1 Enoch where we are given dream-visions of a future triumph
of a Son of Man/Elect One. Read in their contexts, the references in 1 Enoch 48:5,
62:1-9 to the obeisance given by all the inhabitants of the earth and by the
mighty kings and rulers to the Son of Man/Elect One simply envision the es-
chatological acknowledgment of this figure as God’s appointed one who will
gather the elect and subdue the haughty kings and nations who have not ac-
knowledged the true God and who have oppressed the Jewish righteous. As

35. For more detailed discussion of this, see L. Hurtado, “The Binitarian Shape of Early
Christian Worship,” in The Jewish Roots of Christological Monotheism, 187-91 (187-213). The most
complete analysis is still Johannes Horst, Proskynein: Zur Anbetung im Urchristentum nach ihrer
religionsgeschichtlichen Eigenart, NTF 3/2 (Giitersloh: C. Bertelsmann Verlag, 1932).

36. As indicated earlier, in this book I use the term “worship” to mean the actions of rev-
erence intended by the person(s) offering it to express specifically religious devotion of the sort
given to a deity in the culture(s) or tradition(s) most directly relevant to earliest Christianity.
That is, I use the term to designate “cultic” worship, especially devotion offered in a liturgical
setting and intended to represent, manifest, and reinforce the relationship of the devotee(s) to a
deity.
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Matthew Black noted in his commentary on 1 Enoch, these passages seem in-
tended to show the fulfillment of divine promises in Isaiah of the vindication of
Israel and the Servant of the Lord and the acknowledgment of this vindication
to be given by foreigners and former oppressors (Isa. 45:14; 49:7, 23; 60:14).>”
There is no reason given in these Isaiah passages (in the most emphatically
monotheistic section of the Hebrew Scriptures) or in 1 Enoch to take the proph-'
esied reverential actions as “worship” of any of these figures as a divine being.*®
We have a Christian appropriation of the same promises in Revelation 3:9,
where the Philadelphian Christians are promised that their religious opponents
will come and give obeisance (proskynésousin) at their feet.

The scene in the Latin tradition of the Life of Adam and Eve 12-16, where
God orders the angels to reverence the newly created Adam, is likewise not at all
a Jewish precedent for the worship of a second figure alongside God, as I have
shown before.*® Even if for purposes of discussion we ignore the very real ques-
tions about the date and provenance of this passage and treat it as reflecting a
pre-Christian Jewish tradition, we have only a literary scene set in the mythic
past where heavenly beings are told to reverence Adam as God’s image.*® As

37. Matthew Black, The Book of Enoch or 1 Enoch: A New English Edition with Commen-
tary and Textual Notes, SVTP 7 (Leiden: Brill, 1985), 210 (note on 48:5).

38. Fletcher-Louis’s supporting reasons for seeing worship of the Son of Man/Elect One
in these passages (“Worship of Divine Humanity,” 114) simply fail on close examination. The al-
lusion in 1 Enoch 46:1 is in fact not to Ezek. 1:26 and God, but instead to Dan. 7:13-14, where “one
like a human being” comes with God and is given dominion. There is no reason, thus, to take
the Son of Man of 1 Enoch as “the anthropomorphic form of God.” The Son of Man sits on “the
throne of his glory” in 1 Enoch 51:3; 62:2, 5; 69:29, but this is quite obviously a throne on earth,
where he can be given obeisance. Also, I cannot see the basis for the assertion that in 1 Enoch
69:13-29 the Son of Man is shown “in possession of God’s Name,” or how this has any relevance
to the obeisance given him in 48:5 (where it is the Son of Man’s own name that is revealed, not
God’s). Contrary to Fletcher-Louis’s somewhat misleading statement, it is not a “prior assump-
tion” that prevents scholarly acceptance of worship of the Son of Man as a divine being in
1 Enoch (114); it is the lack of clear evidence in support of this view.

39. Hurtado, One God, One Lord, 2nd ed. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1998), x-xi. Cf.
Fletcher-Louis, “Worship of Divine Humanity,” 114-15. Fletcher-Louis cites Steenburg’s article
on this text, but mischaracterizes his claims. Steenburg did not contend that the text was a true
precedent for Jewish worship of a second figure. He suggested only that the passage may indi-
cate that the idea that it might be appropriate to worship God’s image was entertained among
ancient Jews, and that, as Jesus became identified as God’s eikon, this might help account for
him being a recipient of worship. David Steenburg, “The Worship of Adam and Christ as the
Image of God,” JSNT 39 (1990): 95-109.

40. See, e.g., the summary of critical issues about the textual and tradition history of the
Adam and Eve materials by M. D. Johnson, “The Life of Adam and Eve,” in OTB 2:249-52. The
scene does not appear in the Greek textual tradition, on which see Daniel A. Bertrand, La vie
grecque d’Adam et Eve (Paris: Librairie Adrien Maisonneuve, 1987). For discussion of all the
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Fletcher-Louis acknowledges, “there is no straightforward correlation with any
form of contemporary Jewish praxis”;*! but this is precisely what we need in or-
der to have a real precedent for the worship of Jesus. What is at issue is whether
devout Jews in the Roman period actually worshiped as a divine being any fig-
ure in addition to their God, not what imaginative scenes they might pen for
etiological or laudatory purposes.*?

The early Christian phenomenon for which we seek historical explana-
tion and any possible precedent is not merely this or that imaginative scene of
some eschatological acknowledgment of Jesus, but a full pattern of religious be-
havior practiced in early Christian groups, featuring Jesus, and made up of spe-
cific devotional actions which I have itemized and discussed at some length in
previous publications.** Philippians 2:6-11 pictures such an eschatological ac-
knowledgment of Jesus. But what makes this passage so remarkable is that it
also reflects the sort of regular, corporate devotion that featured Jesus and that
characterized the religious practice of Christian circles already within the first
decades of the Christian movement.

The report of Jewish temple worship attributed to Hecataeus of Abdera
which says that in the temple ceremony the Jewish people bowed down to rev-
erence the high priest, and Josephus’s story of Alexander the Great bowing
down before the high priest, who went out to plead with him not to sack Jerusa-
lem, hardly bear the weight Fletcher-Louis puts upon them.** Josephus cer-
tainly portrays Alexander astutely showing reverence for the appointed priest
of the god of a conquered people to whom he wished to present himself posi-
tively. Reverencing the gods of conquered peoples in the hope of being seen by

versional evidence, see Michael E. Stone, A History of the Literature of Adam and Eve, SBLEJL 3
(Atlanta: Scholars, 1992). The various versions are set out with English translations in Gary A.
Anderson and Michael E. Stone, A Synopsis of the Books of Adam and Eve, 2nd rev. ed., SBLEJL 17
(Atlanta: Scholars, 1999). In 15:3 (Latin), Satan’s words are a clear allusion to Isa. 14:13-14, and
Corrine Patton has pointed also to the possible hint of the tradition in Wisd. of Sol. 2:23-24
(“Adam as the Image of God: An Exploration of the Fall of Satan in the Life of Adam and Eve,” in
SBLSP 33 [1994], 294-300, esp. 296), noting that the scene in Life of Adam and Eve could be a
haggadic narrative prompted by the passage in Wisdom of Solomon. It is interesting to note
also the recurring references to this tradition in the Quran (2:34; 7:11; 15:29-31; 17:61; 18:50; 20:116;
38:71-76).

41. Fletcher-Louis, “Worship of Divine Humanity,” 113.

42. In the case of the vignette in Latin Life of Adam and Eve 12-16, for example, it is fairly
clear that we have an etiological tale explaining the origin of Satan’s evil disposition toward hu-
manity.

43. I discuss six specific ritual actions in One God, One Lord, 100-114, elaborated in
“Binitarian Shape,” esp. 192-211.

44. Cf. Fletcher-Louis, “Worship of Divine Humanity,” 115.

40



Jewish Monotheism

them as a decent sort of fellow, even claiming to be the divinely appointed
guardian of the gods, is commonly attested behavior of the astute conquerors
of the ancient Near East. But, as Josephus makes very clear, devout Jews re-
garded Alexander’s prostration before the high priest as reverence for the God
of the Jews. Contra Fletcher-Louis’s assertion, the high priest himself is cer-
tainly not presented in the account as if regarded or reverenced as divine in
himself or ex officio.

It is also hard to see the basis for Fletcher-Louis’s assertions about the ac-
count of Jewish temple worship attributed to Hecataeus of Abdera in
Diodorus’s Bibliotheca historica. To be sure, the Jewish crowds are pictured as
showing reverence to the high priest as the expositor of God’s commandments,
reverence fully fitting for a person holding such a revered office; and the setting
of this action in the courts of the Jerusalem temple “excludes any purely secular
understanding of their genuflection.”*5 It is a religious ceremony taking place in
a religious site, and the high priest is given proper reverence there because that
is where he exercises his religious role on behalf of the people. But this does not
give us reason to see this reverence as indicating that the high priest was wor-
shiped as a divine being.*$

Finally, there is the panegyric on Simon II in Sirach 50:1-21 that concludes
the long section of “praises of famous men” that begins in 44:1. The lavish de-
scription of Simon in his priestly robes in 50:5-11 is an impressive series of simi-
les. But Fletcher-Louis’s claim that the passage portrays Simon as “the embodi-
ment of the Glory of God” (emphasis his) on the basis of the rainbow simile in
50:7 (perhaps adapted from Ezek. 1:28), seems rather extravagant.*” Clearly, the
placing of this panegyric to the deceased Simon as the final section of a rhap-
sody on famous ancestors has the effect of linking him with great figures of the
Bible through whom God led and blessed Israel. Simon is obviously lauded, but
neither “at the literary level” nor in actual temple practice do we have any basis
for Fletcher-Louis’s attempt to portray Simon as worshiped as a divine being.*®
In 50:17 the people bow to worship God, and in 50:21 they prostrate themselves

45. Fletcher-Louis, “Worship of Divine Humanity,” 115. It is in fact hard to guess what a
“purely secular understanding” would mean for the ancient Jewish setting.

46. Philo describes the high priest as acting on behalf of the Jews, the whole human race,
and the whole of the natural order (Spec. leg. 1.97), but not as some sort of embodiment of di-
vinity. In m. Tamid 7.1-4 there is another lengthy description of the priests’ actions in the temple
service of daily sacrifice, and it mentions frequent prostrations by the Jewish crowds at various
points when the temple trumpets were sounded in the ceremony (esp. 7.3).

47. Cf. Fletcher-Louis, “Worship of Divine Humanity,” 116.

48. Fletcher-Louis, “Worship of Divine Humanity,” 117-19. Cf. Patrick W. Skehan and Al-
exander A. Di Lella, The Wisdom of Ben Sira, AB 39 (New York: Doubleday, 1987), 546-55.
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again to receive God’s blessing. To be sure, the high priest pronounces this
blessing, at which point the people bow. But nothing in ancient Jewish sources
indicates that such actions were understood by Roman-era Jews as signifying
that the high priest was himself worshiped as a divine figure, and it thus seems
rather excessive to read such connotations into a text like this.

Fletcher-Louis repeatedly refers to those who disagree with his assertions
as bound by an assumption that Jewish monotheism could not accommodate
the worship of figures other than God.*® If among early Jewish Christians Jesus
was reverenced in ways that amount to a genuinely “binitarian” devotional pat-
tern, there is in principle no reason to assume that in other circles of devout
Jews something similar could not have developed. I contend, however, that the
extant evidence does not show any true parallel or precedent in Roman-era
Jewish religious practice, and I have attempted to show here that my view of the
matter is not an assumption but comes as a conclusion to a close examination of
the evidence.

The Nature of Jewish Monotheism

Other scholars have also emphasized the monotheistic nature of Roman-era Ju-
daism, but here too some comments are in order. In particular, some scholars
refer to Jewish monotheism in fairly simple terms as a fixed creedal constraint
against attributing any real divinity to figures other than the one God, thus
constituting mainly a doctrinal commitment. For these scholars, this constraint
means it would have been impossible for Jewish Christians to have developed a
view of Christ that amounted to attributing divinity to him. In short, these
scholars invoke their portrayal of Jewish monotheism as a basis for determin-
ing in advance what could or could not have happened christologically among
Christians with allegiance to the monotheistic stance of the Jewish tradition.
Anthony Harvey’s 1982 study is an example of this.>® In Harvey’s view, it
was not until Ignatius of Antioch that we have the “first unambiguous in-
stances” of Jesus being described as divine. It would have been impossible for
this to happen among Jewish Christian circles. “It was not until the new reli-
gion had spread well beyond the confines of its parent Judaism that it became

49. E.g., Fletcher-Louis, “Worship of Divine Humanity,” 112, 113, 119-20 (“the rigidly held
assumption that Jewish monotheism, by its very nature, excludes the worship of the human be-
ing concerned”). Barker too characterizes those who disagree with her as holding “assump-
tions” (“High Priest,” 94).

50. A. E. Harvey, Jesus and the Constraints of History (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1982),
esp. the chapter “The Constraint of Monotheism.”
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possible to break the constraint and describe Jesus as divine.”®! Both his de-
scription of ancient Jewish monotheism and his understanding of the sort of
reverence of Christ reflected in the New Testament are subject to challenge, but
I restrict my comments to the former matter here.

Two things in particular are important to note. First, his references to
Jewish monotheism solely as a “constraint” give the impression of a rather rigid’
doctrinal commitment that could not easily be “broken” (to use his image). He
(along with other scholars mentioned below) does not consider the possibility
of a religious commitment such as monotheism being adapted and reformu-
lated by adherents of a tradition so as to take account of their own religious ex-
periences or other developments. Second, like a good many other scholars,
Harvey portrays Jewish monotheism (and early Christian developments too) in
terms of doctrines and concepts, giving insufficient attention to the cultic/litur-
gical practices and scruples involved. But these are the matters emphasized in
ancient Jewish tradition as the key boundary markers that distinguished the
one God from other heavenly/divine beings and that set apart valid devotion
from its idolatrous counterfeits.

In Maurice Casey’s Cadbury lectures we have another study of the devel-
opment of New Testament Christology that employs an understanding of Jew-
ish monotheism similar to Harvey’s.3 Casey too invokes Jewish monotheism to
argue that it was impossible for Jesus to have been regarded as divine so long as
Christianity was dominated by a Jewish religious outlook. In Casey’s view, how-
ever, the restraint was effectively (and lamentably) overcome a bit earlier than
posited by Harvey, within the Johannine community after 70 c.E., when the
community became dominated by the attitudes of the increasing numbers of
Gentile converts. Under the influence of this Gentile mentality, in the
Johannine community “Jesus was hailed as God,” a second deity alongside the
God of the Bible.>® Ignoring for the moment Casey’s oversimplified character-
ization of Johannine Christology and his equally dubious effort at a sociologi-
cal explanation of the development of early Christology, I restrict myself here
to his handling of Jewish monotheism.>*

s1. Harvey, 157.

52. P. M. Casey, From Jewish Prophet to Gentile God: The Origins and Development of New
Testament Christology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox; Cambridge: James Clarke, 1991). See
now Casey’s essay, “Monotheism, Worship and Christological Developments in the Pauline
Churches,” in The Jewish Roots of Christological Monotheism, 214-33.

53. Casey, From Jewish Prophet, 36. See also, e.g., 138, 144, 156.

54. For a critique of Casey’s views, see J. D. G. Dunn, “The Making of Christology —
Evolution or Unfolding?” in Jesus of Nazareth: Lord and Christ. Essays on the Historical Jesus and
New Testament Christology, ed. Joel B. Green and Max Turner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans;
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As does Harvey, Casey makes his view of Jewish monotheism the crucial
premise that allows him then to determine in advance the possible limits of
early Christian reverence for Jesus in groups made up largely of Jews. Like
Harvey, Casey portrays Jewish monotheism as a fixed restraint that could only
either be in force (among Jews) or broken (among Gentiles), and he is then able
to insist in case after case that pre-Johannine New Testament passages that
might appear to reflect a reverence for Jesus as divine cannot in fact be taken
that way. As in Harvey, there is scant consideration of the possibility of new ad-
aptations of a religious tradition from within by adherents of the tradition.
Likewise with Harvey, Casey sees the restraining force of Jewish monotheism as
manifested primarily in a conceptual/doctrinal distinction of God from other
figures, that is, in the Janguage used to describe and distinguish God and other
figures such as high angels.’® But I am not persuaded that these rhetorical dis-
tinctions were quite as firm as Casey and Harvey claim.® Moreover, like
Harvey, Casey seems not to have appreciated fully the importance of cultic
practice in understanding ancient Jewish monotheism and early Christ-
devotion.’”

In several publications over a number of years, J. D. G. Dunn also has in-

Carlisle: Paternoster, 1994), 437-52. I do not imply here that sociological factors are not relevant,
only that Casey’s explanation has major unacknowledged problems. He assumes that Gentile
Christians were automatically less likely to be concerned about monotheistic commitment, an
error he could have avoided by taking account of the literature of second-century Gentile Chris-
tians, who often seem more concerned about asserting monotheism than Christology (e.g., Jo-
seph Lortz, “Das Christentum als Monotheismus in den Apologien des zweiten Jahrhunderts,”
in Beitrige zur Geschichte des christlichen Altertums und der byzantinischen Literatur: Festgabe
Albert Ehrhard, ed. A. M. Koeniger [Bonn and Leipzig: Kurt Schroeder, 1922], 301-27). His claim
that a Gentile-dominated new religious movement would have had to deify its identification
figure (in this case, Jesus) in order to provide sufficient cohesiveness for itself is refuted by the
example of Islam, which felt no need to deify its central figure, yet quickly acquired a quite im-
pressive cohesion!

55. Casey, From Jewish Prophet, 8s.

56. See my discussion of various types of divine agent figures as portrayed in ancient
Jewish sources in One God, One Lord, 41-92.

57. In his recent essay “Monotheism, Worship and Christological Developments in the
Pauline Churches,” however, Casey seems to have taken more notice of this matter, acceding that
“Pauline Christians worshipped God differently from non-Christian Jews and that Jesus was
central to these occasions” (e.g., 229). He also grants that “in Pauline Christology we have a sig-
nificant change in Jewish monotheism” (231) and “a serious development of monotheism which
goes beyond anything found in non-Christian Judaism” (233). On the other hand, Casey insists
that there is sparse evidence that Jesus was worshiped in the Pauline churches (222), but his dis-
cussion of the evidence (222-29) is incomplete, and focuses on small linguistic matters, failing to
take account of the larger significance of the actions themselves as constituting an early and ma-
jor reshaping of devotional practice, both among Jewish and Gentile Christian circles.
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voked Jewish monotheism as crucial in his efforts to analyze early Christian
reverence for Jesus. In a 1982 essay Dunn posed two questions. (1) Was pre-
Christian Jewish monotheism “threatened” by beliefs about “heavenly re-
deemer figures and intermediary beings”? (2) Did earliest Christology consti-
tute a threat to or departure from Jewish monotheism?>® He answered both
questions in the negative. Later in this book I examine in detail early Christ-
devotion and its relation to Jewish monotheism,; at this point I focus on the way
Dunn dealt with the first question.

Although Dunn contends that the ancient Jewish interest in redeemer/in-
termediary figures was not a significant threat to the monotheistic stance of
Jewish tradition, he seems to allow for some development and change in Jewish
tradition of the Greco-Roman period, implying a bit more than Harvey or
Casey that Jewish monotheism was able to stretch and bend somewhat without
breaking.* Drawing upon Alan Segal’s study of references to “two powers” her-
esies in rabbinic texts, Dunn has suggested that “strains” on, and dangers to,
Jewish monotheism appeared in the late first and early second centuries.®® He
has proposed, for example, that the “high” Christology of the Epistle to the He-
brews, the Gospel of John, and Revelation (all commonly thought to have been
written in this period) may be Christian versions of a larger number of specula-
tions about divine figures in contemporary Jewish (and Jewish-related) groups,
speculations that distended or were seen as threatening monotheism by some
devout Jews.*!

But in his discussion of Paul and these later New Testament writings,
Dunn, like Harvey and Casey, still basically works with only two possibilities:
monotheism could either have remained intact or been broken. Commendably
he pictures developments stretching or even distending Jewish monotheism,
but he too seems not to consider the possibility of significant reformulations
and new adaptations of a religious commitment by adherents of a religious tra-
dition.

58. J. D. G. Dunn, “Was Christianity a Monotheistic Faith from the Beginning?” SJT 35
(1982): 303-36. The questions are posed on 307. There have been subtle shifts and developments
in Dunn’s views since this essay, but on his major contentions he has remained firm. See Dunn,
Christology in the Making (London: SCM Press; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1980); “Foreword to
the Second Edition,” in Christology in the Making, 2nd ed. (London: SCM Press, 1989); The Part-
ing of the Ways between Christianity and Judaism and Their Significance for the Character of
Christianity (London: SCM Press, 1991), esp. chaps. 9—11; and most recently, The Theology of Paul
the Apostle (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), esp. 28-38, 244-65.

59. E.g., Dunn, “Was Christianity?” 321-22; cf. “Foreword,” xxiv, xxviii-xxix.

60. Alan F. Segal, Two Powers in Heaven: Early Rabbinic Reports about Christianity and
Gnosticism, SJLA 25 (Leiden: Brill, 1977).

61. Cf. Dunn, “Was Christianity?” 322; “Foreword,” xxvii-xxix; Parting, 223-25, 228.
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In his earlier portrayals of Jewish monotheism and the significance of
intermediary figures, Dunn dwelt entirely on the honorific descriptions of
these figures and the ways they were conceived by Jews. That is, like most
scholars, he focused on the verbal expressions of beliefs about God and other
figures and neglected the data of devotional practice. More recently, however,
he has shown greater recognition of the importance of cultic practices (wor-
ship) in understanding both Jewish monotheism and early Christian develop-
ments.%? Nevertheless, in my view he still does not grant fully the significance
of the Christ-oriented cultic practices that he agrees characterized Christian
worship in the earliest decades. It seems very important to Dunn to attribute a
mental monotheistic “reserve” to Paul that was “soon lost to sight” in
Johannine Christianity. There are certainly distinctions between Paul and the
Johannine writings in their christological rhetoric, but it seems to me that
Dunn has underestimated the place of Christ in Paul’s religion and overesti-
mated the difference between Paul and the Johannine community, because
Dunn has not sufficiently appreciated the import of the devotional pattern
that is already attested in Paul’s writings.5

Among recent studies of the relevance of Jewish monotheism for early
Christ-devotion, one of the most important is an essay by Richard Bauckham
in which he drew attention to the motif of angelic refusal of worship in Jewish
and Christian writings.®* Bauckham showed that in a number of writings that
feature a glorious angel appearing to a human seer, we can see a monotheistic
concern to maintain a distinction between God and such heavenly representa-
tives and that this concern manifests itself in scruples about worship. In several

62. Cf. Dunn, Parting, 219-20, where he takes the “clear and uninhibited worship of the
Lamb” in Rev. 5 to indicate a significant departure from typical monotheistic “inhibitions,”
showing (along with the theophanic portrayal of Christ in the visions of Revelation) that “the
constraints of monotheism previously observed were being challenged.” On 204-6 Dunn grants
my empbhasis that the cultic veneration of Jesus was the decisive Christian innovation in Jewish
monotheistic tradition, but he questions whether it developed as early and as quickly as I have
maintained (cf. Hurtado, One God, One Lord, 93-124). Most recently, in Theology of Paul, 257-60,
Dunn holds to this view. But in his critique of Casey he affirms my emphasis that the early ori-
gins of cultic devotion to Christ (“The Making of Christology,” 451-52) signal a major develop-
ment in monotheistic tradition.

63. Cf. Dunn, Theology of Paul, 260.

64. Richard Bauckham, “The Worship of Jesus in Apocalyptic Christianity,” NTS 27
(1981): 322-41. I gratefully acknowledge the stimulation that this essay gave to my own research
and thinking early in the work that led to my book One God, One Lord. An expanded version
appears in Bauckham, The Climax of Prophecy: Studies on the Book of Revelation (Edinburgh:
T. & T. Clark, 1993), 118-49, and I cite this version of the essay in the following discussion. See
also Bauckham, “Jesus, Worship Of,” in ABD, 3:812-19. On the motif of angelic refusal of wor-
ship, see also Stuckenbruck, Angel Veneration, 75-102.
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passages in these writings, when the human seer mistakes the glorious angel for
God and starts to offer worship, the angel forbids this and directs the human to
worship God alone.®® Bauckham showed that this refusal motif is found also in
Christian writings (e.g., Rev. 19:10; 22:8-9) and cogently argued that this makes
the cultic reverence given to the Lamb in other passages of Revelation (esp. 5:6-
14) all the more striking evidence of the exalted place of Christ in this writing
and in the Christian traditions it reflects.

I think he is correct, both in his analysis of this motif of angelic refusal of
worship as an important manifestation of Jewish (and early Christian) mono-
theism and in his argument about what the early Christian references to the
worship of Christ indicate.®® Bauckham’s essay was influential in shaping the
questions I pursued in One God, One Lord, where I demonstrated in some detail
that in Second Temple Jewish tradition there was an impressive interest in vari-
ous figures pictured as God’s principal agent, and that the crucial line distin-
guishing these figures from God was in worship. God was to be worshiped, and
worship was to be withheld from any of these figures. I contend that this was
the decisive and clearest expression of what we call Jewish “monotheism.” In
the essay on first-century Jewish monotheism referred to above, I provided fur-
ther substantiation of this.

To underscore two important points: Jewish monotheism of the Roman
period (1) accommodated beliefs and very honorific rhetoric about various
principal-agent figures such as high angels and exalted humans like Moses, and
(2) drew a sharp line between any such figure and the one God in the area of

65. Bauckham cites Tob. 12:16-22; Apocalypse of Zephaniah 6.11-15; Joseph and Aseneth
15.11-12; Apocalypse of Paul (Coptic Version); Apocryphal Gospel of Matthew 3.3; Ladder of Jacob
3.3-5; 3 Enoch 16.1-5; Cairo Genizah Hekhalot A/2, 13-18; and compares these with passages in
Revelation (19:10; 22:8-9) and Ascension of Isaiah (Ethiopic 7.21-22; cf. Greek Legend 2.21-22).

66. In more recent publications Bauckham seems to back away a bit from his earlier em-
phasis on worship as the crucial criterion and manifestation of Jewish monotheism, and on the
worship of Christ as the crucial indicator of Christ’s significance in early Christian groups, pre-
ferring to characterize both Jewish monotheism and early Christ-devotion mainly in concep-
tual/doctrinal terms (cf. now Bauckham, God Crucified: Monotheism and Christology in the New
Testament [Carlisle: Paternoster, 1998], 13-16, esp. 14 n. 20; and his essay, “The Throne of God
and the Worship of Jesus,” in The Jewish Roots of Christological Monotheism, 43-69). Both Jewish
monotheism and Christ-devotion obviously involved beliefs about God’s uniqueness and about
Christ’s significance. But I remain persuaded that the key way that Jews and Christians distin-
guished God and Christ from other honorific figures was in giving and withholding worship.
Contra Bauckham’s claims, the representation of Christ as participating in God’s sovereignty
(e.g., sitting on/sharing God’s throne) is not unique, and Bauckham’s attempts to deny the anal-
ogies in ancient Jewish texts (e.g., Moses’ enthronement in The Exagoge of Ezekiel) are not per-
suasive. Likewise, in Rev. 3:21, Laodicean Christians are promised a seat with Christ on his
throne, which he shares with God!
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cultic practice, reserving cultic worship for the one God. Both features are sig-
nificant in appreciating the Christ-devotion we see in early Christianity.

Monotheism in the New Testament

I contend that the exclusivist monotheism of ancient Judaism is the crucial re-
ligious context in which to view early Christ-devotion, and that this monothe-
istic concern helped powerfully to shape that Christ-devotion, especially in
those Christian circles concerned to maintain a fidelity to the biblical tradition
of the one God. We do not have to assume that this monotheistic stance was
taken over into early Christian circles, however. For the sources show conclu-
sively that it was a characteristic and powerful factor in the religious devotion
of Christians from the earliest years onward, among Gentile as well as Jewish
adherents of the young religious movement. Indeed, this hardly requires sub-
stantiation for anyone acquainted with the New Testament and the great ma-
jority of extant early Christian writings. A couple well-known illustrations will
suffice.

In 1 Corinthians 8 and 10 Paul engages at some length unavoidable ques-
tions for Christians living in Roman cities, questions about their participation
in pagan religious activities; and his directions are to shun these activities en-
tirely. He refers to the pagan religious ceremonies as eidolothyta (8:1, 4), “offer-
ings to idols,” reflecting the scornful attitude toward the pagan deities charac-
teristic of his Jewish background. Over against what Paul calls derisively the
many “so-called gods in heaven or on earth” of the religious environment, he
poses the “one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we ex-
ist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ” (8:5-6). In 10:14-22 Paul again demands that his
converts completely avoid participation in the “worship of idols” (eidololatria),
insisting that participation in the Christian sacred meal (“the cup of the Lord
. . . the table of the Lord™) is incompatible with joining in the religious festivi-
ties devoted to these other deities, whom he here calls “demons” (10:20-21).
Though Paul freely states a willingness to adapt himself on a number of matters
“to those [Gentiles] outside the law” (9:21), he maintains a totally negative
stance toward worship of anything or anyone other than the one God of Israel
and the one Kyrios Jesus Christ.5’

Paul’s easy inclusion of devotion to Christ within his emphatically mono-

67. Similarly, note how in 1 Thess. 1:9-10 Paul contrasts the preconversion religious life of
his converts with their Christian orientation: “you turned to God from the idols to serve the
true and living God, and to await his Son from heaven.”
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theistic posture nicely illustrates the intriguing nature of early Christ-devotion.
For Paul, and for many other Jewish and Gentile Christians of the time it ap-
pears, devotion to Christ was compatible with a vigorously monotheistic faith
and practice. Here and elsewhere (e.g., Rom. 1:18-25), Paul has only contempt
for the other recipients of cultic reverence in the Roman religious environment.
How to understand and account for the reverence for Christ reflected in Paul
and other early Christian sources will occupy us in the rest of this book, but
there is no denying the exclusivist monotheism attested in Paul and characteris-
tic also of many other early Christian writings, whether from Jewish or Gentile
Christian hands. -

For another illustration of this exclusivist monotheistic stance in early
Christian writings, I point to the New Testament book of Revelation. In Paul we
have a Christian Jew writing in the first few decades of the Christian move-
ment. In Revelation we have another Christian Jew commonly thought today to
have written toward the end of the first century, and both these points are im-
portant.%® Revelation shows both the continuing influence of Christian Jews
outside Palestine late in the first century and also how among such Christians
monotheism continued to be the emphatic context within which they offered
devotion to Christ.

The author accuses the churches of Pergamum and Thyatira of accom-
modating some who encourage others to “eat food sacrificed to idols” (2:14-15,
20). It is difficult to be sure of what precise behavior is in view here, but this pe-
jorative wording indicates clearly that the author thinks it compromises in
some way the monotheistic exclusiveness he regards as obligatory for Chris-
tians. Running throughout the book is a contrast between the worship of God
(e.g., 4~5; 7:9-12; 11:15-19; 14:6-7) and the improper worship of idols (e.g., 9:20-
21) and of the Beast (e.g., 13:5-8, 11-12; 14:9-11). Moreover, as Bauckham noted, in
two passages John is forbidden to worship even the glorious angel who as di-
vine emissary brings the revelations of the book (19:10; 22:8-9).%° These things
all indicate a complete contempt for the larger religious life of the Roman world
and a strong (indeed, one could say fierce) fidelity to the tradition of exclusivist

68. Most scholars date Revelation toward the end of the reign of Domitian (ca. 95),
though some scholars in the past and today have proposed a date in the time of Nero. Although
the early church tradition of the author as John Zebedee is today widely rejected, the otherwise
unknown John of Revelation is commonly taken to have been a Christian Jew, and a rather con-
servative one at that. See standard introductions such as W. G. Kimmel, Introduction to the New
Testament, ed. and trans. H. C. Kee, rev. ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1975), 466-72; and Helmut
Koester, Introduction to the New Testament, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982), 2:248-57.

69. Bauckham, “The Worship of Jesus in Apocalyptic Christianity”; see also Stucken-
bruck, Angel Veneration, esp. 75-102.
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monotheism that extends to a prohibition against the worship of heavenly rep-
resentatives of God.

The scene in Revelation 5 where the Lamb is pictured receiving with God
the idealized worship of heaven, is all the more remarkable in the light of this,
and surely indicates an amazingly exalted status of Christ in the religious belief
and practice advocated by the author. In fact, as | have demonstrated in One
God, One Lord, we have no analogous accommodation of a second figure along
with God as recipient of such devotion in the Jewish tradition of the time, mak-
ing it very difficult to fit this inclusion of Christ as recipient of devotion into
any known devotional pattern attested among Jewish groups of the Roman pe-
riod. It is important to note the specific nature of the devotional pattern re-
flected in these Christian texts. There are two key components: (1) a strong af-
firmation of exclusivist monotheism in belief and practice, along with (2) an
inclusion of Christ along with God as rightful recipient of cultic devotion.

The Effects of Monotheism on Christ-Devotion

This unusual “binitarian” devotional pattern certainly requires further analysis
and adequate explanation, and the present chapter is intended to present the
main lines of the explanation that I find most adequate. Essential to any such
explanation and analysis is the recognition that the devotional commitment
and pattern illustrated in Paul and Revelation (and found also in many other
Christian writings from the period we are studying in this book) are shaped by
the exclusivist monotheism inherited from the Jewish tradition. The Christ-
devotion we see in these Christian writings is certainly a novel development. It
is equally clearly presented as a religious stance that seeks to be faithful to the
concern for the one God, and therefore it must be seen in historical terms as a
distinctive variant form of monotheism.”®

70. In previous publications I have referred to a Christian “mutation” in Jewish mono-
theism, without in any way intending the term pejoratively. Nevertheless, some have objected
to the term “mutation,” contending that it is unavoidably pejorative in connotation, at least in
popular usage. So I have also used the term “variant” in this book, adapting it from the field of
textual criticism where it refers to variant readings that appear in the transmission of a text. All
readings (other than nonsense readings, demonstrable scribal errors, and minor orthographic
differences), including what one might judge to be the original reading, are variant readings,
each of which tells us something important about how the text was transmitted and, in most
cases, how it was read and used meaningfully by various groups. See, e.g., E. J. Epp, “Toward
the Clarification of the Term ‘Textual Variant,” in E. J. Epp and G. D. Fee, Studies in the Theory
and Method of New Testament Textual Criticism, SD 45 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 47-61,
esp. 60.
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Thus, for the purpose of developing an adequate theory of the formation
and development of Christ-devotion, we have to make Jewish monotheism a
central factor. It was certainly central in the Jewish religious matrix of earliest
Christianity, and it was clearly affirmed with equal force in the sorts of early
Christian sources we have sampled here.”! But it is necessary here to consider
further how exclusivist monotheism might have shaped Christ-devotion. Given
that we have no other example of the sort of binitarian form of exclusivist
monotheism that we see reflected in these Christian sources, Jewish monothe-
ism by itself is not ap adequate explanation for Christ-devotion, and other fac-
tors will have to be explored as well. But we must also take seriously the likely
force of the exclusivist monotheism affirmed in the Christian sources.

Inasmuch as exclusivist monotheism is manifested essentially as a sharp
discrimination between legitimate and illegitimate recipients of worship, and
more specifically in a refusal to offer worship to any figure other than the one
God, it is appropriate for scholars to refer to the constraining effect of mono-
theism. It is certainly correct to say that Jewish monotheism would have
worked against the deification of Jesus along the lines of the apotheosis of fig-
ures that we know of elsewhere in the religious environment of the Roman pe-
riod.”? In light of the constraining effect of exclusivist monotheism, it is in fact
initially difficult to imagine how the sort of Christ-devotion that we see re-
flected in the early Christian sources could have emerged and flourished so
early and so fully among people who professed a fidelity to the monotheistic
tradition. But, however it emerged and however it is to be understood, the
Jesus-devotion of early Christians is not an example of simple apotheosis. Jesus
did not become for them an additional god. It is very productive heuristically to
take seriously their monotheistic orientation, which helps us avoid simplistic
characterizations of Jesus-devotion and also alerts us to the need to develop a
theory adequate to account for this remarkable phenomenon.

Granted, the exclusivist monotheism of Roman-era Judaism characteris-
tically operated as a constraint against anything fully comparable to the Jesus-
devotion we are examining in this book. So, are we to think of this constraint
only as maintained or as “broken” in early Christian circles, as some scholars
mentioned above have formulated the question? In light of the continuing
monotheistic professions and evident scruples in these Christian circles, I pro-

71. As we will see later in this book, there appear to be forms of early Christianity that
show little or no monotheistic concern, especially at least some examples of what are called
“gnostic” Christians with their elaborate mythologies of multiple divinities.

72. See, e.g., Erich Berneker, “Apotheosis,” in Der Kleine Pauly Lexikon der Antike, ed.
Konrat Ziegler and Walther Sontheimer, 5 vols. (Munich: Deutsche Taschenbuch Verlag, 1979),
1:458-59. For an illustration of Jewish attitudes about apotheosis, see Philo, Embassy to Gaius 118.
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pose that we also consider as a third possibility whether their Jesus-devotion
constitutes an apparently distinctive and variant form of exclusivist monothe-
ism, and that we inquire then how monotheism helped shape this devotional
stance. Later in this chapter I will say more about how such a variant form of a
tradition can arise, and I will defend further the view that the Jesus-devotion
evident already in the New Testament constitutes such a development. To antic-
ipate that discussion, my point is that the constraining effect of monotheism
may not have prevented this variant form from emerging, though it may have
contributed significantly to the particular form that it took.

In this light, monotheism has to be reckoned as one of the important
forces or factors that, together with other factors to be sure, helps account for
the why and how of Jesus-devotion, particularly in the formative period and
among those Christian circles that sought to maintain an authentic relation
with the tradition of biblical monotheism. The Jesus-devotion attested in the
New Testament writings, for example, operates in such a context. That is, Jesus
is not reverenced as another deity of any independent origin or significance; in-
stead, his divine significance is characteristically expressed in terms of his rela-
tionship to the one God. The cultic reverence given him is likewise characteris-
tically offered and justified with reference to the actions of the one God. The
New Testament claim is that it is the one God who has exalted Jesus to an excep-
tional position of reverence and given him a “name” of divine significance
(Kyrios, e.g., Phil. 2:9-11). It is God who now requires that Jesus be reverenced as
the divine Kyrios, and one reverences Jesus “to the glory of God the Father”
(Phil. 2:11). Indeed, in the polemical rhetoric of the Johannine writings, to fail
to give such reverence to Jesus (“the Son”) is to fail to give proper reverence to
God (“the Father,” e.g., John 5:23; 1 John 2:22-23; 5:9-12).

In other words, the vigorous Jesus-devotion promoted in New Testament
writings and, as we shall see, perpetuated and developed also in Christian cir-
cles of the second century does not amount to a separate cultus offered to Jesus
as a new second god. Instead, there are a fairly consistent linkage and subordi-
nation of Jesus to God “the Father” in these circles, evident even in the Chris-
tian texts from the later decades of the first century that are commonly re-
garded as reflecting a very “high” Christology, such as the Gospel of John and
Revelation.”® This is why I have referred to this Jesus-devotion as a “binitarian”

73. As is well known, the Gospel of John combines an exalted view of Christ with a clear
subordinationist emphasis. See, e.g., Paul N. Anderson, The Christology of the Fourth Gospel
(Valley Forge, Pa.: Trinity Press International, 1996), appendices on 266-67; C. K. Barrett, “‘The
Father Is Greater Than I'. John 14:28: Subordinationist Christology in the New Testament,” in his
Essays on John (London: SPCK, 1982), 19-36; W. G. Loader, The Christology of the Fourth Gospel:
Structure and Issues, 2nd rev. ed., BBET 23 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1992).
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form of monotheism: there are two distinguishable figures (God and Jesus), but
they are posited in a relation to each other that seems intended to avoid a
ditheism of two gods, and the devotional practice shows a similar concern (e.g.,
prayer characteristically offered to God through/in the name of Jesus). In my
judgment this Jesus-devotion amounts to a treatment of him as recipient of
worship at a surprisingly early point in the first century, and is certainly a pro-
grammatic inclusion of a second figure unparalleled in the monotheistic tradi-
tion of the time.” But the worship of Jesus clearly shows a recognizably mono-
theistic concern shaping it. This Jesus-devotion (indeed, the christological
rhetoric of the New Testament generally) involves an adaptation of the
principal-agent traditions that I have shown to be a feature of ancient Jewish
monotheism.” Jesus functions as God’s principal agent, Jesus’ revelatory and
redemptive actions consistently portrayed as done on God’s authority, as ex-
pressions of God’s will, and as serving God’s purposes and glory. The accom®
modation of Jesus as recipient of cultic worship with God is unparalleled and
signals a major development in monotheistic cultic practice and belief. But this
variant form of monotheism appeared among circles who insisted that they
maintained faithfulness to the monotheistic stance of the Jewish tradition. Any
theory of the origins and development of Jesus-devotion must, therefore, grant
a significant role to this monotheistic concern.

Jesus

Exclusivist monotheism is the crucial religious context in which to view Christ-
devotion in early Christianity, and was a major force shaping what Christ-
devotion looked like, but monotheism hardly explains why devotion to Jesus
emerged. What was the impetus? There are really two questions involved.
(1) Why was there such a focus on, and thematizing of, this particular figure, Je-
sus? (2) Why did Christ-devotion assume the proportions it did in early Chris-
tianity, i.e., amounting to a new binitarian devotional pattern unprecedented in
Jewish monotheism? I address the second question in the next two sections of
this chapter. It is the first question that we take up at this point, and this in-
volves invoking another force/factor in my theory. I propose that the only rea-
sonable factor that accounts for the central place of the figure of Jesus in early

74. For discussion of the indications that Christ-devotion (a) appeared and generated
sharp opposition very early, and (b) amounts to a genuinely binitarian devotional pattern, see
Hurtado, “Pre—70 c.k. Jewish Opposition to Christ-Devotion,” JTS 50 (1999): 35-58, and “The
Binitarian Shape of Early Christian Worship.”

75. Hurtado, One God, One Lord, esp. 17-39.
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Christianity is the impact of Jesus’ ministry and its consequences, especially for
his followers.

As is well known to any specialist in the origins of Christianity (and in-
deed, in light of the impressive recent promotional efforts of some authors and
publishers, to many general readers as well), the last couple decades have wit-
nessed a veritable flood of scholarly studies of Jesus as a historical figure.”8 It is
in fact now difficult even for professional scholars in the New Testament and
Christian origins to keep fully current on all the latest books on Jesus and the
varied views and approaches they offer. Moreover, predictably, the differences
among some scholars writing on the historical Jesus are such as to tempt one
toward discouragement as to what specific conclusions one can entertain with
any confidence about his message and purposes. But my aim here is consider-
ably more modest, and more feasible, than a detailed portrait of Jesus, and all
that is essential to claim will, I believe, command fairly wide assent.

The current scholarly studies of the historical Jesus tend to focus on Jesus’
own aims, intentions, concerns, emphases, and characteristic actions. If the
scholarly objective is to understand Jesus in historical terms, this is all very ap-
propriate in principle (however difficult it has proven in practice to secure wide

76.1n 1994 I wrote a survey of “historical Jesus” studies that had appeared in the preced-
ing decade, and by the time it was published in 1997 further significant books had appeared!
L. W. Hurtado, “A Taxonomy of Recent Historical-Jesus Work,” in Whose Historical Jesus? ed.
W. E. Arnal and Michel Desjardins, ESC] 7 (Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press,
1997), 272-95. The works I discussed there were E. P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (London: SCM
Press, 1985); three Jesus books by Geza Vermes, Jesus the Jew (New York: Macmillan, 1973), Jesus
and the World of Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), and The Religion of Jesus the Jew (Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 1993); Ben Witherington IlI, The Christology of Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress,
1990); the first of a multivolume set by John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew, vol. 1, Rethinking the His-
torical Jesus (New York: Doubleday, 1991); Marcus Borg, Jesus: A New Vision (San Francisco:
Harper and Row, 1987); Richard Horsley, Jesus and the Spiral of Violence: Popular Jewish Resis-
tance in Roman Palestine (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1987); Sean Freyne, Galilee, Jesus, and
the Gospels: Literary Approaches and Historical Investigations (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988); and
John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San
Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1991). Further studies particularly worth noting that appeared
after my essay are the second volume from John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew, vol. 2, Mentor, Mes-
sage, and Miracles (New York: Doubleday, 1994); Craig A. Evans, Jesus and His Contemporaries:
Comparative Studies, AGJU 25 (Leiden: Brill, 1995); N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996); Marius Reiser, Jesus and Judgment (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997;
German ed., 1990); and Dale C. Allison, Jesus of Nazareth: Millenarian Prophet (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1998). I ignore here books advocating views without any scholarly basis — though they
more often appear on the shelves of the bookstore chains! — in which, for example, Jesus is
portrayed as having learned mystical teachings from Druids at Glastonbury or from extraterres-
trial aliens.
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agreement for any particular scholarly proposal). But for a theory of the origin
and development of Christ-devotion in Christian circles of the first two centu-
ries, I contend that it is not necessary to make a specific case about what might
have been Jesus’ own aims or purposes. Neither is it necessary to defend a spe-
cific proposal as to the contents of Jesus’ own message, in particular what spe-
cific claims he may have made for himself. It is quite sufficient to take adequate
account of the results, the effects of his career, as a contributing factor in the
place he occupied in early Christian religious belief and practice. This is the fo-
cus here. .

However one prefers to characterize Jesus’ public persona and how he was
perceived by contemporaries (e.g., prophet, messianic claimant, exorcist/healer,
holy man/Hasid, shaman, magician, teacher/rabbi, sage, peasant spinner of
tales, clever wordsmith, revolutionary, establishment critic, friend of social out-
casts, a liberal Jew ahead of his time), and whatever one posits as Jesus’ message -
and intention (e.g., to found a new religion/religious movement, to reform Ju-
daism, to call for national repentance of Israel, to announce God’s eschatologi-
cal kingdom, to promote the overthrow of Roman colonialism in Jewish Pales-
tine, to encourage new patterns of social interaction, to articulate a more
carefree lifestyle), it is clear that he quickly became a figure of some notoriety
and controversy.”” He had followers, including some who seem to have been
quite closely attached and keenly devoted to him and closely involved in his ac-
tivities; he also had his critics, and at some point generated deadly serious op-
position from some powerful people. That is, whatever may have been Jesus’ in-
tentions (often difficult to establish with certainty for historical figures, even
when we have their own statements on the subject!), the effect of his public ac-
tivity was very much to polarize a good many of his contemporaries over the
question of how to regard him, whether to take a negative or positive stance
about him. It is, I think, a reasonable inference that there was likely something
in Jesus’ own actions and statements that generated, or at least contributed to,
this polarization. But for the present investigation the point is that, already in
Jesus’ own lifetime, people were strongly polarized over what to make of him.

There may have been a range or diversity of positive and negative stances
among Jesus’ contemporaries, and there were certainly rather strongly positive
and negative views toward either end of a possible spectrum. It appears that
some followers left their normal occupations, and their familial ties too, and
formed a small band inspired by and drawn to him. These followers were com-

77. Those acquainted with historical Jesus literature will recognize both that the options I
list here allude to various scholarly characterizations of Jesus in recent scholarship, and that I
have given only an illustrative sampling of the varying characterizations available!
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mitted to his teachings and what they understood to be his aims. This means,
unavoidably, that they were also committed to his own personal validity. It was
Jesus’ message to which they responded, and he was thus the impetus and basis
for their commitment. By far, most scholars who have given attention to the
subject have concluded that his followers likely saw Jesus in one or another way
in terms and categories prominent in their Jewish Palestinian setting, a setting
heavily characterized by religious issues and concerns, though for a few schol-
ars the putative influence of Hellenistic philosophical traditions figures impor-
tantly.”® The varying estimates of Jesus given in some Gospel passages (e.g.,
Mark 6:14-16) are widely thought to be a generally authentic, though perhaps
also only a selected, set of opinions held about him: a prophet, perhaps even a
herald of eschatological events (Elijah), someone to be likened (as a trouble-
maker?) to John the Baptizer. A plausible case has been made that there was an
even wider variety of views that included at one end a hope that Jesus was a
messianic figure and at the other end the conviction that he was a bad example
and perhaps even a false teacher, magician, and arrogantly dangerous agitator.
Nils Dahl wrote a classic essay arguing cogently that the early Christian
claim/confession of Jesus’ messianic significance is best explained by Jesus’ cru-
cifixion as a royal-messianic pretender.”” Moreover, as Dahl suggested, the
charge against Jesus did not require Jesus’ own messianic claim, but can in prin-
ciple be accounted for as occasioned by messianic claims/hopes of Jesus’ follow-
ers and/or the settled conviction of the authorities that his activities provided
the basis for such a charge. That is, on this view, whatever Jesus’ claims about
himself in his teachings, the governing authorities found their own good rea-
sons to crucify him, and these reasons likely had to do with fears that he was be-
ing taken by his followers as a messianic figure.? The Gospel narratives cer-
tainly make the royal-messianic charge the basis of his execution (e.g., Mark
15:1-26; Luke 2311, 32-38; Matt. 27:11-14, 20-23, 37; John 18:33-37; 19:12), and the at-
tempts of Matthew and Luke to play down the political side of things do noth-

78. 1 allude here to proposals about possible similarities of Jesus to Cynics, on which see,
e.g., H. D. Betz, “Jesus and the Cynics: Survey and Analysis of a Hypothesis,” JR 74 (1994): 453-
75-

79. Nils A. Dahl, “The Crucified Messiah,” in his Jesus the Christ: The Historical Origins of
Christological Doctrine, ed. D. H. Juel (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 27-47. This essay first ap-
peared in Der historische Jesus und der kerygmatische Christus, ed. H. Ristow and R. Mattiae
(Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1960), and then in Dahl, The Crucified Messiah and Other
Essays (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1974), 10-36.

80. Of course, one might well ask what Jesus said or did to contribute to messianic hopes
among his followers and/or to excite such anxieties about his messianic pretensions among the
authorities. But to explore such questions would require much more space than I can devote
here.
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ing to hide this. The Gospels agree in having Jesus crucified with others who
were judged guilty of serious crimes.?! Based on what we know of the Roman
use of crucifixion as a form of capital punishment, Jesus’ execution had to have
been based on one or more charges of a very serious nature, perhaps involving a
threat to public order, which would certainly correspond to a perceived royal-
messianic claim, whether made by him or his followers.5?

It is also likely that the Jerusalem temple authorities, who served at the
pleasure of Rome, were involved in Jesus’ execution.®> Graham Stanton has
shown that Jesus was probably held by some such contemporaries to be a false
teacher/prophet, a religious deceiver, in terms of Deuteronomy 13 and 18.3 That
is, there is good reason to think that Jesus ran afoul of both Jewish and Roman
authorities and was taken to be deeply offensive on both religious and political
grounds. Certainly, death by execution indicates a seriously negative construal of
one’s behavior! And execution by crucifixion indicates a clear intent to humiliate
and eliminate an offender by the strongest measure in Roman judicial usage.®®

A few other scholars, however, have proposed that Jesus’ execution was
basically an overly hasty and misguided judicial bungle, and that we cannot
thus infer much from it. That is, Jesus’ execution does not indicate that he (in-
tentionally or unintentionally) generated such opposition and anxiety that he
had to be dealt with in this forcible manner. In the preface to one of his several
books on Jesus, Geza Vermes asserts that there was no direct basis for Jesus’ cru-
cifixion in his words and deeds. Instead, “nervous authorities in charge of law
and order” became unduly alarmed at Jesus’ ill-timed “affray in the Temple”
and mistakenly executed him as a messianic claimant. But it was a tragic error
of perception on their part: “He died on the cross for having done the wrong
thing (caused a commotion) in the wrong place (the Temple) at the wrong time
(just before Passover). Here lies the real tragedy of Jesus the Jew.”86

81. They are called “bandits” (Iéstas), which indicates some sort of violent crime. See, e.g.,
R. E. Brown, The Death of the Messiah. From Gethsemane to the Grave: A Commentary on the
Passion Narratives in the Four Gospels, 2 vols. (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 1:283-84, 2:969-71.

82. Martin Hengel, Crucifixion in the Ancient World and the Folly of the Message of the
Cross (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977).

83. See the extensive discussion in Brown, 1:372-83.

84. G. N. Stanton, “Jesus of Nazareth: A Magician and a False Prophet Who Deceived
God’s People?” in Jesus of Nazareth, Lord and Christ: Essays on the Historical Jesus and New Testa-
ment Christology, ed. ]. B. Green and M. Turner (Carlisle: Paternoster; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1994), 164-80.

85. Hengel, Crucifixion in the Ancient World and the Folly of the Message of the Cross.

86. Vermes, Religion of Jesus, ix-x. The quote is from p. x. Though Vermes does not notice
it, one might also say that on his view of events Jesus would have to be seen as seriously naive or
stupid not to have foreseen that his “commotion” in the temple was scheduled so badly!
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This is perhaps an attractive view for some (such as Vermes) who under-
standably wish to find ways to approach the historical figure of Jesus positively
apart from theological claims in the New Testament and the harsh history of
Christian-Jewish relations. But Vermes never gives a defense of his claim, and I
think for most scholars of whatever religious persuasion, accepting his view re-
quires a strong need to ignore probabilities. Miscarriages of justice are known,
undeniably, even in jury-based trials in modern democracies. But Vermes’ pic-
ture of things would make notorious examples of court stupidity like the
Dreyfus affair or the Dred Scott case minor blips by comparison. They only led
respectively to a prolonged national crisis in France and the American Civil War,
whereas the crucifixion of Jesus led to the two thousand years of Christianity
with all its positive and negative consequences! Though Roman justice could be
rough, and a governor like Pilate may have cared little about judicial niceties for
the colonials, it is on balance more likely that the religious and political authori-
ties saw things in Jesus’ behavior that in their eyes justified their action. It was
not a lynching by a mob; it was state execution on serious charges.®’

In his hefty and widely noticed 1991 volume The Historical Jesus, John
Dominic Crossan portrays Jesus as proclaiming a “brokerless kingdom” of un-
mediated divine acceptance, who intended no special role or significance for
himself.®® Crossan devotes a number of pages to proposing how various fea-
tures of the Gospel passion narratives arose and what kind of historicity might
lie behind them.% But, curiously for such a lengthy book on the historical Jesus,
he makes only the briefest suggestion about why Jesus was executed, what it was
that made the authorities take such a venomous measure against him. After
concluding that Jesus carried out some sort of action in the courts of the Jeru-
salem temple and uttered a saying about its “symbolic destruction,” in a couple
paragraphs Crossan simply asserts that, in “the confined and tinder-box atmo-
sphere of the Temple at Passover, especially under Pilate,” this “could easily have
led to arrest and execution.”® Beyond this subjunctive Crossan does not allow
himself to go, as to the cause of Jesus” execution. But, as to the event itself,
Crossan expresses himself more confidently in the indicative: “[T]here is not
the slightest doubt about the fact of Jesus’ crucifixion under Pontius Pilate.”*!

87. For a respected treatment of Roman judicial procedures with reference to Jesus’ exe-
cution, see A. N. Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament (The
Sarum Lectures, 1960-61) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963; reprint, Grand Rapids: Baker,
1978).

88. Crossan, The Historical Jesus, e.g., 422, 423-24.

89. Crossan, The Historical Jesus, 354-94.

g9o. Crossan, The Historical Jesus, 360, emphasis his.

o1. Crossan, The Historical Jesus, 375, emphasis his; and see also 372.
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Personally, I find it a bit more difficult than Crossan allows in his ex-
tremely brief statement to understand how the authorities would have seen the
sort of figure that Crossan portrays as posing so much a threat as to warrant
crucifixion. Josephus’s account of the actions taken against another Jesus, son
of Ananias, who prophesied the temple’s destruction, shows that those in
charge of the temple did not take kindly to such actions. But, after being ar-
rested and “severely chastised” by the temple authorities and “flayed to the
bone with scourges” by the Roman governor, he was let go as a madman.®? So,
the outcome of the ‘arrest of Jesus of Nazareth means that he must have been
taken as a much more serious threat than the poor wretch described by
Josephus, and that probably something more than a disturbance in the temple
courts during a tense holy-day period was involved. But it is not necessary to
my purpose here to argue the matter further. It is the impact and outcome of
Jesus’ activities, the impact upon followers and upon opponents, that is my em-
phasis for this discussion.

Given the outcome of Jesus’ life, however, it is difficult to ignore the gi-
gantic irony involved in Crossan’s scenario. Though (per Crossan) Jesus sup-
posedly saw and intended absolutely no special attention or significance for
himself, he was singled out for execution by the means reserved for the most
heinous of offenses against Roman order. On the other hand, all his followers,
or, to follow Crossan again, Jesus’ partners in “open commensality,” were ig-
nored by the authorities. Moreover, an astonishingly short time afterward these
partners identified themselves with reference to him and proclaimed his
uniquely authoritative significance for them in God’s purposes. By common
scholarly consent, scarcely more than a year after Jesus’ execution (dated vari-
ously from 27 to 33 c.E.), the Jesus movement had attracted the ire of religious
zealots such as Saul of Tarsus (whose subsequent conversion is widely reckoned
by scholars to have happened within a couple years of Jesus’ crucifixion). Fur-
thermore, this Saul/Paul also claims that his conversion to the Jesus movement
involved his capitulation to a very high view of Jesus (“God . . . [revealed] his
Son to me,” Gal. 1:14-16).%% All this indicates that the groups Saul/Paul was seek-
ing to discipline were already characterized by a fervent thematizing of the ex-
alted significance of Jesus in their beliefs and religious practices.®*

So, in view of the virtual preoccupation with Jesus’ significance that char-
acterized the Jesus movement from the earliest days (at least those circles to

92. Josephus, Jewish War 6.301-9.

93. On these chronological matters, see, e.g., Martin Hengel, Between Jesus and Paul,
trans. John Bowden (London: SCM Press, 1983), 31; H. D. Betz, “Paul,” in ABD, 5:191; Brown, The
Death of the Messiah, 2:1350-78.

94. Hurtado, “Pre—70 c.E. Jewish Opposition,” esp. 50-57.

59



FORCES AND FACTORS

which we have any direct reference in the surviving sources), if he intended no
special role for himself in their religious life, Jesus would have to be seen as
spectacularly unsuccessful in communicating his intentions to his followers. Or
else he chose followers who felt particularly free (or compelled?) to ignore his
message.

In any case, whether in keeping with his intention or not, people were po-
larized over Jesus.?® His execution by the Roman governor, on charges preferred
and supported by the Jerusalem religious authorities, both demonstrates this
and explains why it was unavoidable for his followers as well as his opponents
to take an explicit position on his significance. Very little choice was left beyond
either consenting to the judgment of the authorities that Jesus was worthy of
the harsh punishment meted out to him or reaffirming Jesus’ validity and sig-
nificance. Moreover, the latter unavoidably would have involved having to offer
a rationale for Jesus’ fate, and reasons for continuing to regard him in positive
terms. There may well have been efforts along these lines, with various interpre-
tations of Jesus’ role and significance, but in all of them his own person was in-
escapably to the fore. So, even if we take a view of Jesus such as that promoted
by Vermes (Jesus as a Palestinian Jewish holy man who got caught up in a judi-
cial process by mistake) or by Crossan (Jesus as a peasant advocate of broad so-
cial generosity whose references to a symbolic destruction of the temple were
wrongly interpreted as a threat by the authorities), it makes little difference to
the point I am making here. It is possible that the impact of Jesus may have
gone far beyond, or been different from, his own intentions, in generating an
intensity of opposition and of discipleship. In my view, however, it is more
plausible to think that Jesus’ actions had something to do with their outcome.

In any case, it is the impact of Jesus, the results or outcome of his activities,
that we have to consider in explaining why the devotional life of early Christian
groups is so heavily concerned with him. Jesus became an issue, the key issue
for his followers, from his execution onward, and probably even before that. We
should not, thus, be surprised to find that their religious discourse and activi-
ties featured much reference to him.

Burton Mack has claimed, however, that in the very early years after Jesus’
execution there were followers of Jesus who had little interest in questions
about Jesus’ significance.®® Mack alleges that his earliest followers in Roman

95. Paula Fredriksen, Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews: A Jewish Life and the Emergence of
Christianity (New York: Knopf, 2000), proposes that Jesus did not himself make a messianic
claim, but nevertheless was seen as a messianic figure by Jerusalem crowds. Therefore the au-
thorities executed Jesus to nip these notions in the bud.

96. Burton Mack, The Lost Gospel: The Book of Q and Christian Origins (San Francisco:
Harper Collins, 1993).
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Palestine were simply individuals with shared interests in “sane and simple liv-
ing” who collected aphorisms, attributing them to Jesus but without any inter-
est in either thematizing him or forming any religious movement within or
apart from the Judaism of the time.*” Why they should have attributed sayings
to Jesus in particular is not, so far as I can tell, ever really explained by Mack,
though it seems to be a fairly crucial historical question. Actually, there are a
troubling number of important historical questions in Mack’s proposal, for
which he shows surprisingly little interest. But it is not my purpose here to as-
sess fully Mack’s claims. In a subsequent chapter of this book I will discuss
more extensively what we can say about followers of Jesus in Roman Judea/Pal-
estine in the early years after his execution. Here, two points will suffice.

First, the only basis for the sort of early Jesus-followers that Mack asserts
is his conjectures about a supposed sayings Gospel, the contents and nature of
which Mack conjures up out of the body of sayings attributed to Jesus com-~
monly thought to have come from a sayings collection that scholars refer to as
Q.%8 In a later chapter I discuss Q more extensively. At this point I make only a
few points directly relevant to Mack’s claims.

There are at present a number of proposals about what kind of literary
history this Q material may have gone through before it was adapted and incor-
porated by the authors of the Gospels of Matthew and Luke; and there are like-
wise various views as to what kind of information about early groups of Jesus
followers we can derive with confidence from any of these hypotheses.®® In the
early Christian sources of the first century, there are no confirmatory references
to the particular kinds of circles of Jesus followers that Mack portrays. The elo-
quent absence of corroborating evidence is illustrated in Paul’s letters. Given
that Paul shows knowledge of Jewish Christian as well as Gentile Christian
groups, both in Palestine and the diaspora (e.g., Gal. 1:18-2:14; 1 Cor. 15:3-7;
1 Thess. 2:14; 2 Cor. 11:16-23; Rom. 15:22-32), and that he felt free to criticize

97. Mack, The Lost Gospel, esp. 4-5, 9, 105-30.

98. As admitted by Mack, The Lost Gospel, 3.

99. For an excellent, balanced assessment of major issues in current studies of Q, see
C. M. Tuckett, Q and the History of Early Christianity: Studies on Q (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark;
Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1996). On the literary history of Q, see esp. 41-82. In the current
debate about supposed strata or stages of Q, John Kloppenborg’s The Formation of Q: Trajec-
tories in Ancient Wisdom Collections (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987) is particularly influential.
This is one of the few scholarly publications that Mack cites, but he fails to convey
Kloppenborg’s emphasis that the literary history of Q does nor amount to or necessarily corre-
spond to a tradition history of the Jesus tradition. That is, early and authentic Jesus tradition
might have been added to the Q collection subsequent to its initial composition. Mack, on the
other hand, collapses the distinction between stages of composition and tradition history with-
out explanation.
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those with whom he differed, his silence about anything like the groups Mack
describes cannot be dismissed. If there were such Jesus followers for whom Je-
sus was relatively insignificant except as a figure to whom to attribute apho-
risms, we would expect Paul to mention them in unsparing terms, unless they
were so nearly invisible as to fail to come to anyone’s attention then.

Likewise, if, as Mack alleges, an original “Q Gospel” was modified to serve
different religious emphases and aims, we might expect to find some indication
of this in the supposedly adapted form of the material. For example, in the Gos-
pel of Thomas, there are indications of Christians seeking to distinguish them-
selves and their beliefs from other (previous) Christians and their beliefs by re-
formulating sayings of Jesus.!?° But, to my knowledge, neither Mack nor others
who offer a redaction history of the Q material have shown any evidence of
later redactors refuting and correcting the religious views from earlier stages of
the sayings material. Neither “Matthew” nor “Luke,” for example, exhibits a
clear effort to refashion the sayings of Jesus over against the religious views of
those from whom they obtained them. Moreover, neither Matthew nor Luke
shows knowledge of followers of Jesus for whom he is merely a quotable spin-
ner of aphorisms. So, though Mack presents his case with enthusiasm, one has
to take it heavily on faith; and in critical historical work, this is hardly supposed
to be the way cases win acceptance.

"On the other hand, we do have direct evidence of how Jesus’ sayings were
used by a number of Christian circles, and none of these circles corresponds to
the sort of group that Mack posits. All three Synoptic Gospels have significant
bodies of Jesus’ sayings, and they incorporate them readily enough within nar-
ratives of Jesus’ ministry, death, and resurrection that reflect more familiar
early Christian beliefs about him. The Synoptic authors seem unaware of any
major transition in beliefs or usage supposedly involved in what they do with
this sayings material. Earlier still, Paul makes use of Jesus sayings-traditions
also. Though it is not clear how much Jesus sayings-tradition Paul knew, he
uses what he knew to help shape Christian behavior (e.g., 1 Cor. 7:10-11).1°! So
our earliest direct evidence consistently indicates the use of Jesus’ sayings as au-
thoritative teachings to shape behavior within the context of more familiar
forms of Christianity, and with no indication that this usage of the Jesus tradi-
tion is a departure from any previous usage of it.

Even if we entertain the possibility of Mack’s proposed circles of Jesus fol-

100. John W. Marshall, “The Gospel of Thomas and the Cynic Jesus,” in Whose Historical
Jesus? 37-60.

101. See, e.g., David L. Dungan, The Sayings of Jesus in the Churches of Paul (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1971).
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lowers, they would have to be seen as a very short-lived variant form of the Je-
sus movement that had little or no impact on subsequent religious history. By
Mack’s own account, within a short time their sayings collection was reworked
so heavily that their own emphases were replaced with others, and Mack’s Jesus
followers and their concerns lay unknown until rediscovered by him and the
few other recent scholars whose work he finds congenial.’®? If among the vari-
ous early groups of Jesus followers there were some such as Mack describes,
then in historical terms they would be an interesting curiosity but are not very
important for understanding anything else. Indeed, the more aberrant Mack
makes them, the less significant they become for historical purposes. If we use a
biological analogy, they would represent unsuccessful life-forms or dysfunc-
tional mutations, so peculiar as to be unrepresentative of the species, unable to
sustain themselves without significant further transformation, and not very in-
fluential in shaping the forms that come after them. In terms of intellectual or
technological analogies, Mack’s Jesus followers would resemble the sort of un-
successful concept or invention that was tried out but found to fail, or was sur-
passed in favor of more convincing or satisfying ideas, or more efficient or reli-
able inventions.

In a later chapter I will return to the question of what we can say about
the earliest known groups and their views of Jesus. As I have already indicated,
however, from Paul’s letters, and other sources too, we know of a certain diver-
sity, including some Christians whom Paul scathingly describes as “false broth-
ers” who sought to oppose his Gentile mission (Gal. 2:4). In principle it is not
impossible that this diversity may also have included the sort of Jesus followers
that Mack writes of so enthusiastically. But given that Mack criticizes scholars
who assume a single point of origin and a unilinear development of the Jesus/
Christian movements, it is strange that he refers to his putative Q Gospel circles
as the “first” and “earliest” followers of Jesus, as if all other kinds of Jesus move-
ments came later in some kind of unilinear scheme. If there were such “Jesus
people” (to use one of Mack’s terms for them), they were one comparatively
short-lived type among others that survived and adapted better. There is no
particular reason to see them as having any priority in telling us what Jesus’
other followers or opponents made of him.

So [ reiterate my main point stated at the outset of this section. If we wish
to account for why there is the focus on the specific figure of Jesus in the early

102. Had not Matthew and Luke “incorporated sizable portions” of Q, “the sayings gos-
pel of the first followers of Jesus would have disappeared without a trace in the transitions tak-
ing place. We never would have known about the Jesus movements that flourished prior to the
Christian church.” Mack, The Lost Gospel, 3.
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Christian sources, the best way forward is to note that the immediate and domi-
nant outcome of Jesus’ career was a sharply divided set of views about him, with
some so negative as to justify his crucifixion and some so positive as to form the
basis of one or more new religious movements of dedicated followers. In the ear-
liest stages to which we have any access and onward, the devotional life of the
followers of Jesus was marked by a high importance given to him. The specific
nature of that importance, the claims that they made about him, arose from sev-
eral factors, and in my view cannot be attributed solely to Jesus’ teaching and ac-
tivities. But the most likely explanation of why the question of Jesus’ legitimacy
and authority featured so prominently in early Christian circles is this polariza-
tion of views about Jesus that we have looked at here, a polarization over Jesus
that is evident already during his own ministry and that remained (and probably
escalated) as a result of his execution. This polarizing effect or outcome of Jesus’
ministry is thus a second force/factor to include in an adequate theory of the ori-
gin and formation of Christ-devotion. I proceed now to the second question
mentioned at the beginning of this section: Why did Christ-devotion assume the
proportions it did in early Christianity, i.e., amounting to a new binitarian devo-
tional pattern unprecedented in Jewish monotheism?

Religious Experience

Earlier in this chapter I proposed that Christ-devotion quickly amounted to
what may be regarded as an unparalleled innovation, a “mutation” or new vari-
ant form of exclusivist monotheism in which a second figure (Jesus) was pro-
grammatically included with God in the devotional pattern of Christian groups.
Outside the Jewish-Christian circles in which this binitarian pattern arose, the
characteristic force of exclusivist monotheism seems to have prevented any
other figure being treated as rightful recipient of cultic devotion, just as this
monotheistic constraint served in early Christian circles to work against any ad-
ditional figures other than God and Jesus being accorded such reverence. So,
how should we account for such a novel development? The outcome of Jesus’ ca-
reer was a deeply polarizing force that accounts for the thematizing of him and
his general prominence among his followers. But this particularizing focus on
Jesus would hardly be expected to amount to the binitarian devotional pattern
we see so quickly in evidence. Something more is required, something sufficient
to have generated such a significant and apparently novel development, espe-
cially given the concerns about God’s uniqueness and the apparent lack of prece-
dent for this development in Roman-era Jewish tradition.

I propose that the most plausible factor for this is the effect of powerful
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religious experiences in early Christian circles, experiences that struck the re-
cipients (and other participants in these circles as well) as having revelatory va-
lidity and force sufficient to demand such a significant reconfiguring of mono-
theistic practice. It is not necessary for my theory, however, that we grant the
religious validity of these (or any other) experiences. All that is necessary is for
us to recognize two things: (1) the demonstrable efficacy of such experiences in
generating significant innovations in various religious traditions, and (2) the
likelihood that this efficacy is to be granted in the case of early Christianity as
well. As I have sought to provide a persuasive case for these matters elsewhere, I
shall restrict myself here to a summary presentation.'®

For various reasons the religious experiences described in the early Chris-
tian sources have not always been done justice in scholarly studies. From its in-
ception, scholarly study of the New Testament has mainly had theological con-
cerns, mining the New Testament for what it has to say that would inform,
support, or challenge Christian beliefs. This is the case, whether the scholars in
question were sympathetic or antithetic to conventional Christian beliefs. Nat-
urally, therefore, the scholarly traditions, the issues, the apparatus of scholar-
ship, the questions and approaches were all focused heavily on the religious
thought of the New Testament and other early Christian texts, and compara-
tively less attention was given to the nature and importance of the religious ex-
periences attested. Those scholars who were more positively disposed to Chris-
tian faith were also inclined to focus on doctrines; those more negatively/
critically disposed were usually uncomfortable with the whole idea of religious
experience.

Gunkel’s classic work on the Spirit in Paul is commonly regarded today as
awatershed publication, and in the decades after its appearance numerous other
studies focused on early Christian religious experience.!® In more recent years a
few other scholars have made useful contributions, among which Dunn’s study,
Jesus and the Spirit, is particularly worth noting.’®® Nevertheless, scholars still

103. L. W. Hurtado, “Religious Experience and Religious Innovation in the New Testa-
ment,” JR 80 (2000): 183-205.

104. Hermann Gunkel, Die Wirkungen des heiligen Geistes nach der populiren Anschauung
der apostolischen Zeit und der Lehre des Apostels Paulus (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1888). The continuing significance of this study is reflected in its translation into English in 1979
(The Influence of the Holy Spirit: The Popular View of the Apostolic Age and the Teaching of the
Apostle Paul, trans. R. A. Harrisville and P. A. Quanbeck [Philadelphia: Fortress]). Subsequent
scholars who have contributed to the topic include Adolf Deissmann, P. Gardner, H. B. Swete,
and H. W. Robinson from the early part of the twentieth century (publications cited in Hurtado,
“Religious Experience and Religious Innovation in the New Testament”).

105. J. D. G. Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit: A Study of the Religious and Charismatic Experi-
ence of Jesus and the First Christians as Reflected in the New Testament (London: SCM Press; Phil-
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tend to ignore or give little importance to religious experiences in describing and
understanding early Christianity. The more conventional historical investiga-
tions have tended to focus on questions about the origins of the written sources,
the beliefs and events reflected in them, and the circumstances that evoked the
writings. Even in more recent studies of the social and cultural characteristics of
early churches there is a tendency to focus on other aspects and questions, such
as the economic levels of early Christians, the roles exercised by women, or the
organizational structures, or rituals.' Luke Johnson has complained about this
neglect in a very recent book, in which he advocates a phenomenological ap-
proach involving comparisons with religious experiences of other times and
places to develop a sense of how they likely functioned.*’

Beyond an adequate appreciation of the general importance of religious
experiences in early Christian circles, however, I contend that we need to allow
specifically for the causative significance of revelatory experiences in the reli-
gious innovations that took place in these circles. That is, I hold that an ade-
quate historical understanding of early Christianity requires us to give signifi-
cant attention to the religious experiences that obviously formed such a major
part of the early Christian ethos. Having made this point in previous publica-
tions, I know also that some scholars are reluctant to grant it.® It is worth not-
ing, therefore, that I am not alone in my view.

Dunn, for example, has warned about “discounting the creative force of
religious experience” (emphasis his), citing Paul as an important case study.
Granting that Paul drew upon his Jewish and Greek backgrounds for much of
his language and concepts, Dunn insisted that we also have to grant “the cre-
ative power of his own religious experience — a furnace which melted many
concepts in its fires and poured them forth into new moulds. . . . Nothing
should be allowed to obscure that fact.”!%® Philip Almond acknowledged the

adelphia: Westminster, 1975). Note also G. D. Fee, God’s Empowering Presence: The Holy Spirit in
the Letters of Paul (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1994).

106. For example, the justly praised study by W. A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians:
The Social World of the Apostle Paul (New Haven; Yale University Press, 1983), has no significant
treatment of the religious experiences that characterized early Christian groups. See also the
survey of scholarship by Bengt Holmberg, Sociology and the New Testament: An Appraisal (Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 1990).

107. Luke T. Johnson, Religious Experience in Earliest Christianity: A Missing Dimension in
New Testament Studies (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998).

108. Hurtado, One God, One Lord, esp. 117-22, and my interaction with critics of this view
in “Christ-Devotion in the First Two Centuries: Reflections and a Proposal,” TJT 12, no.1 (1996):
17-33, esp. 25-26. See also my essay “Religious Experience and Religious Innovation in the New
Testament.”

109. Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit, 3-4, quote on 4. We might also note Hermann Gunkel’s
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connection between the nature of one’s religious experience and “the context
that informs it,” but he also emphasized that in our analysis of religious devel-
opments we must allow for “those experiences which go beyond or are at odds
with the received context.”!'® He pointed specifically to powerful religious ex-
periences that “may lead to the creative transformation of a religious tradition”
and that are “capable of generating new interpretations of the tradition.”!!!
Similar points have been made by Carl Raschke, who described revelation expe-
riences as involving “the transposition of certain meaning systems,” that is, the
reformulation or reconfiguring of religious convictions.'!?

Among social scientists, though the tendency has been to regard religious
experiences as derivative phenomena, the (dysfunctional) outcomes of stressful
social circumstances and the manifestation of psychopathology, there are schol-
ars who question this approach.!'* Characteristically, social science approaches
assume one or another form of “deprivation theory,” whether the deprivation be
regarded as social and cultural conditions or individual (psychological) condi-
tions of stress, sexual frustration, etc. Thus religious experiences are taken as
“false consciousness,” and dysfunctional responses to life. Powerful, “revelatory”
experiences are taken quite often as “hallucinatory” and delusional, and therefore
of not much significance in themselves.''* But some scholars have questioned
this rather negative view of religious experiences and have offered resources for

comments against attempts of his day to make Paul’s religious thought simply a borrowing
from other sources: “The theology of the great apostle is the expression of his experience, not of
his reading” (Influence, 100).

110, Philip C. Almond, Mystical Experience and Religious Doctrine: An Investigation of the
Study of Mysticism in World Religions (Berlin: Mouton, 1982), 166-67.

111. Almond, 168.

112. Carl Raschke, “Revelation and Conversion: A Semantic Appraisal,” ATR 60 (1978):
420-36, quote from 424.

113. The social science literature on religious experience is too vast to attempt more here
than a citation of a few illustrative and heuristically useful studies. The pioneering classic was of
course William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (New York: Mentor Books, 1962
[1902]). Among more recent work, see, e.g., W. H. Clark, H. N. Malony, J. Daane, and A. R.
Tippett, Religious Experience: Its Nature and Function in the Human Psyche (Springfield, IlL.:
C. C. Thomas, 1973); Rodney Stark, “A Taxonomy of Religious Experience,” JSSR 5 (1965): 97-116.
For a critique of the negative view of religion and religious experiences often found in social-
scientific circles, see Rodney Stark, “Normal Revelations: A Rational Model of ‘Mystical’ Experi-
ences,” in Religion and the Social Order, vol. 1, New Developments in Theory and Research, ed. Da-
vid G. Bromley (Greenwich, Conn.: JAI Press, 1991), 239-51.

114. The classic statement of “relative deprivation theory” is by David Aberle, “A Note on
Relative Deprivation Theory as Applied to Millenarian and Other Cult Movements,” in Reader
in Comparative Religion: An Anthropological Approach, ed. W. A. Lessa and E. A. Vogt, 3rd ed.
(New York: Harper and Row, 1972), 527-31.
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understanding that some such experiences seem to serve as the occasion for the
emergence of sometimes significant innovations in religious traditions. That is,
such powerful religious experiences can themselves contribute significantly,
sometimes crucially, to religious innovations, and are not limited to serving
merely as “legitimizing devices” for previously formed beliefs and practices.

In a now classic essay, in which he offered a model of the processes in-
volved in the emergence of major religious innovations such as new sects, An-
thony Wallace referred to “mazeway reformulation,” involving the restructur-
ing of elements such as religious beliefs, which in the history of religions often
happens in the mind of a prophet figure abruptly and dramatically as “a mo-
ment of insight” He also noted that “the religious vision experience per se is
not psychopathological but rather the reverse, being a synthesizing and often
therapeutic process.”!!?

More recently, Rodney Stark also has recognized the capacity of “revela-
tional” religious experiences to “contradict and challenge prevailing theological
‘truths.”?1¢ He also noted the efficacy of such experiences to produce in the re-
cipient a sense of personal divine commission, and to generate messages taken
as directed to a wide public, “such as in the case of new theologies, eschatologi-
cal prophecies, or commissions to launch social reforms.”!!” In another study
Stark focused specifically on religious experiences of “revelation,” positing as
“the most fundamental question confronting the social scientific study of reli-
gion: How does new religious culture arise?”!!® Stark expressed dissatisfaction
with his own earlier attempts to account for the emergence of new religious
movements, because he had not allowed for “normal people” (by which Stark
meant mentally healthy people) to have “revelations sufficiently profound to
serve as the basis of new religions.”!*® Noting that reports of this kind of revela-
tory experience are comparatively infrequent in comparison to lower-intensity
religious experiences, Stark proposed that “unusually creative individuals”
might have such “profound revelations” and attribute them to divine action,
though he also granted the possibility that revelations actually occur and that

115. A. E. C. Wallace, “Revitalization Movements,” American Anthropologist 58 (1956): 264~
81, these citations from 270.

116. Stark, “Taxonomy of Religious Experience;” 108.

117. Stark, “Taxonomy of Religious Experience,” 110-11.

118. Stark, “Normal Revelations,” 239.

119. Stark, “Normal Revelations,” 240-41. Cf. W. W. Meissner, The Cultic Origins of Chris-
tianity: The Dynamics of Religious Development (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2000),
whose attempt to portray the emergence of religious innovation and innovators in psychologi-
cal categories is beset with his use of terms such as “paranoid,” and his heavy dependence upon
analyses of leaders such as Hitler.
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there is “an active supernatural realm closed to scientific exploration.”!?® Stark
was obviously trying to develop a theoretical model that allowed for the efficacy
of such experiences and did not require a prior acceptance of a divine agency
behind them.

The important points for my purposes are (1) that Stark defends the idea
that certain powerful religious experiences themselves can produce significant
innovations in religious traditions, and (2) that such experiences, though
shaped by social and cultural contexts, are not merely confirmations of reli-
gious ideas otherwise generated and are also not necessarily merely manifesta-
tions of psychopathology. Moreover, I agree with Stark that revelatory experi-
ences are more likely to happen to “persons of deep religious concerns who
perceive shortcomings in the conventional faith(s),” that persons are more
likely to perceive shortcomings in conventional faith(s) during times of in-
creased social crisis, that during such periods there is a greater likelihood of
people being willing to accept claims of revelations, and that it is crucial to the
success of the revelation that some others accept it as such.!?!

So, just as it is a mistake to dismiss all claims of revelatory experiences as
psychopathology, it is also a mistake to ignore such experiences in accounting
for religious innovations. This is recognized by scholars working on religious
innovations in other cultures as well, such as Mark Mullins, Byron Earhart, and
others.'?*> As Earhart noted, “The innovative decision of the founder cannot be
completely subsumed by either social factors or the influence of prior religious
factors,”?® and in a good many cases the “innovative decision” of founder and
reformer figures is attributed by them to experiences of revelation.

In most cases we are dealing with innovations within a religious tradi-
tion. Werner Stark referred to the “minor founder” figure as “a charismatic in-
dividual who gives birth to a new religious movement” in an attempt to address
religious needs felt by members of an established tradition, “while at the same
time conceptualising the movement as an extension, elaboration, or fulfilment

120. Stark, “Normal Revelations,” 243-44, 241.

121. Stark, “Normal Revelations,” 244-46.

122. Mark R. Mullins, “Christianity as a New Religion: Charisma, Minor Founders, and
Indigenous Movements,” in Religion and Society in Modern Japan, ed. Mark R. Mullins,
Shimazono Susumu, and Paul Swanson (Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1993), 257-72; H. By-
ron Earhart, Gedatsu-kai and Religion in Contemporary Japan: Returning to the Center
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1989); Earhart, “Toward a Theory of
the Formation of the Japanese New Religions: A Case Study of Gedatsu-Kai,” HR 20 (1981): 175-
97; and Marilyn Robinson Waldman and Robert M. Baum, “Innovation as Renovation: The
‘Prophet’ as an Agent of Change,” in Innovation in Religious Traditions, ed. M. A. Williams,
C. Cox, and M. S. Jaffee (Berlin and New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1992), 241-84.

123. Earhart, Gedatsu-kai, 236.
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of an existing religious tradition.”'?* Of course, characteristically those who
have sought reformations or innovations within their own religious traditions,
and could thus be thought of as “minor founder” figures, can be rejected by the
parent tradition, which can result in new religious traditions forming out of ef-
forts at reformation or innovation. This is likely the best way to understand
what happened in early Christianity.

To summarize matters to this point, I contend that it is either ideological
bias or insufficiently examined assumptions that prevent some scholars from
taking seriously the view that revelatory religious experiences can directly con-
tribute to religious innovations. I have pointed here to religious scholars and so-
cial scientists who support my contention, based on their study of historical ex-
amples and more recent and contemporary religious developments. In light of
this I submit that in developing a theory to account for the religious innovation
constituted by early Christ-devotion, it is thoroughly reasonable in principle to
posit a significant causative role to revelatory religious experiences. Moreover, in
the case of early Christianity, such a view is supported by the evidence.

Revelatory Experiences in the New Testament

In later chapters where we look in detail at the Jesus-devotion reflected in vari-
ous early Christian sources, I shall more extensively analyze evidence that shows
the effects of religious experiences. At this point I hope it will be sufficient to give
initial indication that we have a basis in the relevant sources for making revela-
tory experiences of early Christians one important factor in my theory of the
forces that drove and shaped the innovation constituted in Jesus-devotion.!?*
In what follows, my focus is on the effects of revelatory experiences in
early Christian circles after Jesus’ crucifixion. Some readers might well agree
that Jesus may have had such experiences, that they may have had a significant
role in shaping his own sense of himself and his mission, and that in a certain
sense Jesus could be thought of as a “founder figure” whose own revelatory ex-
periences helped to generate a significant religious innovation. In my view this
is a perfectly reasonable line of inquiry and argumentation, and I could also

124. Werner Stark, The Sociology of Religion: A Study of Christendom, vol. 4 (New York:
Fordham University Press, 1970), 265. Anthony Blasi has used this “minor founder” category to
describe the apostle Paul in Making Charisma: The Social Construction of Paul’s Public Image
(New Brunswick, N.].: Transaction Books, 1991), esp. 14-15.

125. Also in the essay referred to earlier (Hurtado, “Religious Experience and Religious
Innovation in the New Testament”), I have more fully discussed evidence indicating a signifi-
cant role of revelatory religious experience in the New Testament.
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point to scholarly studies that support various versions of such a proposal.’?¢
But there are two reasons for not taking up this question here. First, there is a
practical one. It would require a great deal more space here, in an already large
book, to deal with this question adequately and with a chance of persuading
anybody of what I might have to say. Second, the early Christian sources all in-
dicate that after Jesus’ execution there was a significant reformulation of the
faith of his followers and a new and powerful sense of revelation, these things
connected to religious experiences that were perceived by recipients to have a
new quality and frequency in their lives. So in this study I shall focus on the re-
ligious experiences that are attributed to early circles of Christians subsequent
to Jesus’ ministry and its traumatic outcome.

In 1 Corinthians 15:1-11, in a letter written scarcely twenty years into the
Christian movement, the apostle Paul recites as a sacred tradition the claims that
Jesus died redemptively for sins and that he was “raised on the third day in ac-
cordance with the scriptures” (v. 4). There follows a series of resurrection ap-
pearances to various figures, and it is commonly recognized that these are listed
here as the basis for the traditional conviction that Jesus was resurrected. There
is no reference to an empty tomb, but it would exceed the warrants of the pas-
sage to say that Paul knew of no tradition about the tomb. Whether he did or did
not know of such reports, however, it is clear that in the tradition that he learned
and circulated among his churches the resurrection appearances were the crucial
bases for the faith that God had raised Jesus from death. Moreover, the reports of
such experiences are attributed to figures who take us back to the earliest known
circles of the Christian movement (e.g., Cephas, James, the Twelve, all of whom
are well-known figures connected with the Jerusalem church).

These appearances must have been such as to contribute significantly to
the specific convictions drawn from them.'*” The earliest indications are that

126. In my view the most useful study is Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit, esp. 11-92. From an-
other standpoint, there is also Stevan L. Davies, Jesus the Healer: Possession, Trance, and the Ori-
gins of Christianity (New York: Continuum, 1995). From another perspective still, there is Mar-
garet Barker, The Risen Lord: The Jesus of History as the Christ of Faith (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark;
Valley Forge, Pa.: Trinity Press International, 1996).

127. The term “appearances” here, and the term “visions” which I use later in this discus-
sion, refer to visual experiences which the recipients described as specially given to them by God
and, as such, distinguishable from everyday and public visual experiences understood as result-
ing from encounter with objects and events that are freely visible to anyone on site at the time.
To refer to these experiences of early Christians as “hallucinations” would indicate a negative
philosophical/theological judgment about them, for which a specific defense would be required,
just as much as would be expected for an acceptance of their claim to have been special acts of
God. As indicated already, my focus here is on the historical effects/efficacy of such experiences
in earliest Christianity, and I leave the philosophical/theological question for another occasion.
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these convictions were the following: (1) that God had released Jesus from
death, so that it really is Jesus, not merely his memory or influence, who lives
again; (2) that God has bestowed on Jesus uniquely a glorious new form of exis-
tence, immortal and eschatological bodily life; (3) that Jesus has also been ex-
alted to a unique heavenly status, thus presiding by God’s appointment over the
redemptive program; and (4) that those who were given these special encoun-
ters with the risen Jesus were divinely commissioned to proclaim Jesus’ exalted
status and to summon people to recognize in his resurrection/exaltation the
signal that the eschatological moment of redemption has arrived. The experi-
ences, therefore, likely involved an encounter with a figure recognized as Jesus
but also exhibiting features that convinced the recipients that he had been
clothed with divinelike glory and given a unique heavenly status.

These convictions constituted an innovation in religious belief in the his-
torical setting in which they first were expressed. The earliest traditions attrib-
ute the innovation to powerful experiences taken by the recipients as appear-
ances of the risen Christ. We have no historical basis for attributing the
innovative convictions to some other source, and we have surveyed scholarly
bases for accepting that such experiences can generate novel religious convic-
tions. Whether one chooses to consider these particular experiences as halluci-
natory, projections of mental processes of the recipients, or the acts of God,
there is every reason to see them as the ignition points for the christological
convictions linked to them.

I reiterate the observation that, in terms of the religious scruples of the
ancient Jewish tradition, the most striking innovation in earliest Christian cir-
cles was to include Christ with God as recipient of cultic devotion. What could
have prompted such a major innovation in the devotional scruples and prac-
tices that were inherited from the Jewish tradition? What might have moved
Christian Jews to feel free to offer to Christ this unparalleled cultic devotion? In
light of the characteristic reluctance of devout Jews to accord cultic reverence to
any figure other than God, it seems likely that those very early circles who took
the step of according Christ such reverence would have done so only if they felt
compelled by God. That is, in these groups there must have been some who ex-
perienced what they took to be revelations sent by God that convinced them
that obedience to God demanded of them this cultic reverence of Christ. We
shall have to test this proposal in following chapters. My purpose here has been
merely to give sufficient reason to take it seriously.

The experiential forms that such “revelations” may have taken were likely
several, based on references in early Christian sources.

1. I have already referred to visions, especially visions of the resurrected/ex-
alted Christ. Based on other traditions about such experiences (e.g., 2 Cor. 12:1-4;
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Acts 7:54-56; Rev. 5:1-14), they seem to have included visions of (and/or ascents
to) God’s heaven, in which the glorified Christ was seen in an exalted position,
and perhaps receiving heavenly cultus with God. It would appear that corporate
worship was a frequent setting for such visions and “revelations” and other ex-
periences understood as prompted by the Holy Spirit (e.g., 1 Cor. 14:26).

2. It is highly likely that inspired/spontaneous utterances in the form of
prophetic oracles and also inspired songs were another important medium for
religious innovation. Inspired songs were perhaps particularly important for
the emergence of christological insights and claims, as Martin Hengel has ar-
gued.'?® Based on’what appear to most scholars to be remnants of earliest
Christian hymns in the New Testament (e.g., Phil. 2:6-11), they were heavily
concerned with celebrating and lauding Christ.'?* These were not the products
of trained poets but arose out of the religious exaltation of Christians, were
likely taken as having the force of prophetic oracles, and again seem to have
been particularly associated with the worship setting (1 Cor. 14:26; Col. 3:16).

3. What might be termed “charismatic exegesis” of biblical (Old Testa-
ment) texts was still another important medium for new insights.!*® The New
Testament preserves the results of these experiences in the sometimes astonish-
ing appropriation of biblical passages to express Christ-devotion.'®! For exam-
ple, the utterly remarkable allusion to Isaiah 45:23 in Philippians 2:10-11 involves
finding a reference to Christ as Kyrios as well as God in what is perhaps the
most stridently monotheistic passage in the Old Testament!'*> The christo-

128. Martin Hengel, Studies in Early Christology (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1995), 227-91.

129. Reinhard Deichgriber, Gotteshymnus und Christushymnus in der friihen Christen-
heit: Untersuchungen zu Form, Sprache und Stil der frithchristlichen Hymnen, SUNT 5 (G6t-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1967).

130. David E. Aune, “Charismatic Exegesis in Early Judaism and Early Christianity,” in
The Pseudepigrapha and Early Biblical Interpretation, ed. James H. Charlesworth and Craig A.
Evans, JSPSup 14 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993), 126-50; Aune, Prophecy in Early
Christianity and the Ancient Mediterranean World (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 339-46. In
the latter discussion, Aune rightly observes that “charismatic” exegesis was “indeed widely prac-
ticed” (345), and that “the phenomenon of prophecy (direct revelation) was an integral part of
early Christian religious experience” (345-46). But, curiously in my view, he assumes that be-
cause early Christians believed that “divine revelation was directly available through inspired
persons, charismatic exegesis did not and probably could not occupy the central place that it did
in the Qumran community” (346). The inference simply does not follow, and it does not take
adequate account of what can be observed down the centuries in “charismatic” movements in
Christian, Jewish, and Muslim traditions, that prophetic inspiration and revealed insights often
focus on scriptural texts.

131. See, e.g., David Capes, Old Testament Yahweh Texts in Paul’s Christology, WUNT 2/47
(Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1992).

132. On the allusion to/use of Isa. 45:23 here, see esp. Takeshi Nagata, “Philippians 2:5-11:
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logical interpretation of Isaiah 6:1 in John 12:41 is another striking case. Refer-
ences in the New Testament to experiences of inspired insights into biblical
texts (e.g., 2 Cor. 3:12-16; Luke 24:27, 31-32, 44-47), and comparative phenomena
in the history of religions, should make us seriously consider experiences of in-
spired interpretations of biblical texts as key occasions for christological devel-
opments. These experiences were likely in the context of group worship, which
included prayer for and expectations of divine revelations, and other phenom-
ena that raised questions that drove devout believers to their Scriptures search-
ing for new insights and answers.

So, if we seek a factor to account for the striking innovation constituted
by the incorporation of Christ into a binitarian devotional pattern, that is, if we
seek an answer to the question of why Christ-devotion assumed the propor-
tions it did and so quickly, I propose that we have to allow for the generative
role of revelatory religious experiences. This is the third factor in the theory
that I offer. I turn now to the final factor.

The Religious Environment

The fourth force or factor in my theory is the effects upon early Christ-
devotion of encounters with the Roman-era religious environment. This in-
cludes, of course, both Jewish and pagan components, and in part I have al-
ready addressed this in the discussion above about monotheism. Second Tem-
ple Judaism was certainly the central component in the religious environment
of the earliest Christian circles, and the monotheistic concern was a central fea-
ture of Judaism. If we accord Jewish monotheism a major role in shaping
Christ-devotion in early Christian circles, this surely demonstrates the influ-
ence of the religious environment.

To mention the influence of the religious environment of earliest Chris-
tianity will seem so obvious to most scholars as to be a rather banal matter. As-
suming that it requires little argument to invoke the religious environment as a
significant factor, I shall not take up a great deal of space here in defense of my
doing so. At least since the classic study by Edwin Hatch, scholars have taken se-
riously various influences of the Greek background and Roman religious set-
ting of early Christianity.'*® How could there be any group or individuals not

A Case Study in the Contextual Shaping of Early Christology” (Ph.D. diss., Princeton Theologi-
cal Seminary, 1981), 279-337.

133. Edwin Hatch, The Influence of Greek Ideas and Usages upon the Christian Church: The
Hibbert Lectures, 1888, ed. A. M. Fairbairn (London: Williams and Norgate, 1907).

74



The Religious Environment

shaped in various ways by the cultural setting in which they live? How could
any group such as the early Christian circles, concerned to communicate with
and recruit from their contemporaries, not deliberately seek to make their ef-
forts meaningful in terms appropriate to the setting? So, of course, in these
senses at least, early Christians were shaped, and shaped themselves, by influ-
ences of their environment. To refer to Jesus as Christos (Messiah) reflects a
claim directed to Jewish hopes of the time for God’s messianic mercy. Virtually
all the christological rhetoric of early Christians was appropriated from their
environment, although in a great many cases the meanings were significantly
altered.* '

Likewise, although attempts to make early Christian rituals entirely de-
rivative from pagan practices have been shown to be simplistic, there are un-
deniable historical connections. For example, early Christian baptism was
adapted from Jewish phenomena such as the repentance rite advocated by John
the Baptizer; and in a religious environment where sacred meals were a com-
mon feature, it is not surprising that early Christians, too, made a sacred com-
mon meal a central feature of their practice. To cite another matter, in a subse-
quent chapter on the books about Jesus written in early Christianity, I shall
discuss the question of whether the canonical Gospels were influenced by and
can be likened to biographical literature of the Roman era.

In addition, however, there are other ways the early Christian encoun-
ters with and existence in the Roman-era religious environment were influen-
tial. I mention here two things in particular. First, it is clear that in their ef-
forts to commend their religious views and practices, the early Christians
sought to differentiate their message from others of the time. That is, they
took account of their religious environment much more consciously and crit-
ically than they would have had they seen their message and devotional pat-
tern as simply one of many acceptable versions of religiosity of their cultural
setting. This means that the Roman-era religious environment was influen-
tial, but not only, perhaps not primarily, in terms of the simple or direct ap-
propriation of ideas and practices. In their efforts to articulate and justify
their distinctives in message and practice in the Roman-era religious setting,
and in their reactions against features of the religious environment, their reli-
gious rhetoric and religious practices were also shaped. For example, I con-
tend that the rising frequency in the christological use of divine sonship lan-
guage that we see in the Christian writings of the late first century and
thereafter may very well reflect a reaction against the contemporaneous in-

134. See the programmatic essay by N. A. Dahl, “Sources of Christological Language,” in
his Jesus the Christ, 113-36.
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crease in the use of the same rhetoric in the emperor cult under the Flavians
and thereafter.'?®

Second, it is also clear that the early Christian movement suffered opposi-
tion and criticism, initially from other sectors of the Jewish matrix and then in
the pagan religious and political arenas as well. The Jewish opposition and cri-
tique came immediately, at least from the Jerusalem authorities who colluded
with Pilate in bringing Jesus up on the charges that led to his execution. In fact,
of course, the execution of Jesus itself meant that opposition to any positive
thematizing of him was there even before what is usually regarded as the birth
of the Christian movement! As already argued earlier in the section entitled
“Jesus,” this condemnation of Jesus would have put tremendous pressure on his
followers either to capitulate or to reinforce and defend any positive claims
about him.!3¢

In an earlier publication I gathered evidence of continuing Jewish oppo-
sition to Christ-devotion particularly in the first century, supplementing the
study by Claudia Setzer, which surveys more broadly the period down to circa
150 C.E.!*7 Paul’s preconversion opposition to Jewish Christians was of course a
very early and, by his own testimony, very vigorous example (e.g., Gal. 1:13).138
This Jewish opposition obviously involved polemics against Jesus and any at-
tempt to make him religiously significant by his followers. It is likely that at
least some Jews regarded Jesus as deserving, or under, a divine curse for his false
teaching.’®® That is, the opposition to the early Jesus movement was heavily
concerned with denial and refutation of its message, practices, and claims for
Jesus.

This being so, such Jewish opposition and critique must be seen, together
with the early Christian interaction with the pagan religious scene, as constitut-
ing another major force driving and shaping early Christ-devotion. The dy-
namics involved in such polemical encounters have been characterized classi-
cally by Berger and Luckmann as the maintenance of a “symbolic universe” by a

135. I have proposed this in an earlier publication: “Christ-Devotion in the First Two
Centuries,” 24-25, with citations of other relevant literature in nn. 34-35 on pp. 31-32. See also my
analysis of divine sonship language in Paul: “Son of God,” in DPL, 900-906.

136. This is one of several reasons why recent claims that there were very early circles of
Jesus’ followers who took no interest in thematizing him or his execution are implausible and
require considerably more supporting evidence than has thus far been furnished.

137. Hurtado, “Pre—0 c.E. Jewish Opposition to Christ-Devotion”; Claudia Setzer, Jewish
Responses to Early Christians: History and Polemics, 30-150 c.e. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994);
and see also G. N. Stanton, “Aspects of Early Christian-Jewish Polemic and Apologetics,” NTS 31
(1985): 377-92.

138. Hurtado, “Pre—0 c.k. Jewish Opposition,” 50-54.

»

139. E.g., Hurtado, “Pre—70 c.E. Jewish Opposition,” 56-57.
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group over against challenges from other groups or from dissidents (“heretics”)
within the group. They note that the need to defend a religious or political view
against opposition can in fact contribute significantly to the further conceptu-
alization of the view by its defenders/advocates.'*® Here again, my proposal
about a significant force/factor in the origin and development of Christ-
devotion has support in social scientific studies.

I cite an example of these dynamics from the New Testament. It is widely
accepted that Paul’s assertions of Jesus’ superiority over Torah were, in a signifi-
cant measure, in opposition to those Christian Jews who either demanded cir-
cumcision and Torah observance of Gentile converts (e.g., the “false brethren”
of Gal. 2:4-5) or in Paul’s eyes behaved in such a way as to give implicit support
for such demands (e.g., the behavior of Cephas and Barnabas as described in
Gal. 2:11-14). That is, Paul’s conceptualizing and verbal expressions of Christ’s
significance were in this case shaped in a polemical encounter with his religious
environment, though in this example it was the immediate Christian sector of
that environment. To cite another instance, it is also likely that Paul’s treatment
of Christ as “becoming a curse for us” in Galatians 3:10-14 was shaped in reac-
tion to Jewish charges that Jesus was accursed (charges which Paul himself had
likely pressed upon Christian Jews in his own preconversion days of opposition
to them).!*! Here again, Paul’s conceptualization of Christ’s significance proba-
bly reflects the effects of opposition from the religious environment of the ear-
liest Christian circles.

Still other examples can be given, but I trust these will suffice for the pres-
ent purpose, which is to contend that the (often adversarial) encounter with
their religious environment was a major factor driving and shaping the Christ-
devotion of early Christian circles. As such, this factor must be included in an
adequate theory.

Summary

In answer to the demand that a fully adequate historical analysis of early
Christ-devotion should include a clearly formulated and explicitly stated the-
ory of the forces/factors that drove and shaped it, I have laid out such a theory
at some length in this chapter. Having discussed them individually, I simply re-

140. Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality (Garden
City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1966), esp. 99.

141. E.g., Dieter Singer, “‘Verflucht ist jeder, der am Holze hingt’ (Gal. 3,13b): Zur
Rezeption einer frithen antichristlichen Polemik,” ZNW 85 (1994): 279-85.

77



FORCES AND FACTORS

state here the four major forces/factors that constitute this theory: (1) Jewish
exclusivist monotheism, as the most important context and a powerful shaping
force that accounts particularly for the characteristically “binitarian” nature of
Christ-devotion; (2) the impact of Jesus, particularly the polarizing effects of
his career, which at one extreme involved outright condemnation of him, this
in turn contributing heavily to the very positive thematizing of him from the
earliest known circles of the Jesus movement onward; (3) revelatory religious
experiences, which communicated to circles of the Jesus movement the convic-
tion that Jesus had been given heavenly glory and that it was God’s will for him
to be given extraordinary reverence in their devotional life; and (4) the encoun-
ter with the larger religious environment, particularly the dynamics of counter-
ing Jewish polemics and of differentiating and justifying Christian devotion
over against the dominant pagan practice.

Although I have proposed something of the individual effects of these
forces, I emphasize again that they are to be seen as having operated in a dy-
namic interaction in early Christian circles. Thus, for example, although the re-
velatory experiences appear to have prompted an extraordinarily exalted place
for Jesus in the devotional life of very early Christians, the inherited commit-
ment to monotheism, obvious in what became the characteristic forms of early
Christianity, helped shape this devotion in what I have termed a “binitarian”
direction rather than toward an apotheosis of Jesus as a new deity in his own
right after the pagan pattern. The resulting devotional pattern was an unparal-
leled innovation, and in view of the clearly expressed monotheistic self-
understanding of these early Christians, their inclusion of Christ as recipient of
cultic devotion can be taken as constituting a new variant form of exclusivist
monotheism.

With this explicit discussion of a theory intended to indicate my answer
to the how and why questions, I turn now to a historical analysis of the Christ-
devotion reflected in Christian evidence of the first two centuries.
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CHAPTER TWO

Early Pauline Christianity

Where to Begin?

In any study of earliest Christ-devotion the letters of Paul certainly must loom
large, for these invaluable writings reflect an intense religious devotion to Jesus
at a remarkably early point in the emergence of the Christian movement. But
some readers will perhaps wonder why I commence here with a chapter on
Paul, and then turn to an analysis of early Jewish Christianity in Roman Judea
(Palestine). In strict chronological order there were, of course, Christians be-
fore the apostle Paul, as we learn from Paul himself. In his letter to Rome, for
example, Paul sends greetings to Andronicus and Junia, two members of the
Roman church who were fellow Jews and who “were in Christ before me”
(Rom. 16:7), and in his letter to the Galatians Paul refers to “those who were
apostles before me” in the Jerusalem church (Gal. 1:17).! By all accounts the first
groups in the emergent Christian movement were made up of Jewish adherents

1. The variant reading Ioulian, though attested early (P46), is now widely thought to be a
later corruption of an original Tounian, who is often thought by commentators to be linked with
Andronicus as sister or wife. Paul’s reference to them as syngeneis could connote their being his
relatives or members of the same nationality, as in Rom. 9:3 where Paul refers to the Jewish peo-
ple as “my kindred according to the flesh” (see, e.g., MM, 595). There is also a variation among
manuscripts in Rom. 16:15, where Ioulian is likely original and Iounian a later variant. Commen-
tators offer various suggestions about how these two pre-Paul Christians came to be in the Ro-
man church. Their names may indicate that they were diaspora Jews who came into contact with
the Christian gospel during a pilgrimage to Jerusalem for one of the Jewish festivals (e.g., Pass-
over); or conversely they could be Palestinian Jewish Christians who moved to Rome for some
reason. All of the figures named by Paul in Rom. 16 are likely leaders and respected figures among
Roman Christians. On Rom. 16 as an authentic part of Paul’s letter to Rome, see esp. Harry Gam-
ble, Jr., The Textual History of the Letter to the Romans, SD 42 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977).
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in Jerusalem and elsewhere in Roman Judea (Palestine). Once again, among the
relevant evidence (indeed, the earliest evidence we have) are references by Paul
to Christian groups in “Judea” as far back as his own conversion in the early 30s
(Gal. 1:22-23; 1 Thess. 2:14).2 It might at first seem more logical, therefore, to
commence with an analysis of these “pre-Pauline” Jewish Christian groups. But
there are several reasons for my choosing to commence with Paul.

A practical (and considerable) problem is that we have no undisputed
source that stems directly from any of these very early circles of “pre-Pauline”
Jewish Christians. For example, the New Testament writings that claim to be
written by leading figures associated with the Jerusalem church (Peter, James,
Jude) are all widely (but not universally) regarded by scholars as pseudony-
mous and written in the late first or early second century.> In some recent
scholarship the sayings material thought to come from a collection commonly
designated Q is proffered as reflecting circles of Jesus’ followers in Palestine in
the early decades of the first century. But Q survives only in the Gospels of Mat-
thew and Luke, which are commonly dated approximately 75-90 c.E., and this
sayings material thus went through a process of transmission and adaptation
for several decades before being incorporated (and adapted further) by the au-
thors of these two Gospels into their narratives of Jesus’ ministry. Moreover,
any claim about how to use the Q material to infer the features of the groups in
which it was first collected and circulated requires an elaborate and highly hy-
pothetical procedure (a matter to which I return in chap. 4). So I have chosen to
start with a body of evidence whose provenance, contents, and historical use-
fulness are much more widely agreed upon.

2. “Judea” in the narrow sense was the area south of Samaria and north of the Negev, and
associated with the tribe of Judah; but the Roman province of “Judea” at various points in-
cluded virtually the whole of what came to be referred to as “Palestine” after Hadrian. Scholars
differ over whether Paul used the term in the more narrow sense or in the wider sense of the Ro-
man province. Cf. the variation in the reference of the term in Luke-Acts (Martin Hengel, “The
Geography of Palestine in Acts,” in The Book of Acts in Its Palestinian Setting, ed. Richard
Bauckham [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Carlisle: Paternoster, 1995], 27-78, esp. 32-33). On the area
and its Roman-era history, see M. Stern, “The Province of Judaea,” in The Jewish People in the
First Century: Historical Geography, Political History, Social, Cultural, and Religious Life and In-
stitutions, ed. S. Safrai and M. Stern, CRINT 1/1 (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974), 1:308-76.

3. To be sure, there are dissenting voices in support of the authenticity of 1 Peter (e.g.,
E. G. Selwyn, The First Epistle of St. Peter [London: Macmillan, 1964]) and the Epistle of jude
(R. J. Bauckham, Jude, 2 Peter, WBC {Waco, Tex.: Word, 1983]; Bauckham, Jude and the Relatives
of Jesus in the Early Church [Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1990]), and others who propose connec-
tions of the Epistle of James to the Jerusalem leader James the Just (e.g., P. H. Davids, The Epistle
of James, NIGTC [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982]). I find some of the arguments impressive,
but I choose to proceed here on the basis of views of the sources more commonly shared.
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In the next chapter I shall offer my own description of what kind(s) of
devotion to the figure of Jesus may have characterized Jewish Christian circles
of the first two decades or so of the Christian movement. As that chapter, and
any genuinely scholarly study of the matter, will show, relevant evidence has to
be recovered out of Christian sources from later decades and other situations in
the first century, prominent among which are Paul’s letters and other New Tes-
tament writings such as the Gospels and Acts. Also, scholars disagree about
what in these later sources may in fact reflect the beliefs and practices of Jewish
Christian groups in’Palestine and adjacent areas from the 30s, 40s, and 50s, and
about the best critical procedures to follow in developing and checking hypoth-
eses about these groups.

Another reason for starting with Paul is that the earliest extant Christian
writings are his epistles, the undisputed ones commonly dated approximately
50-60 C.E. Pauline Christianity is thus the earliest sector of the Christian move-
ment to which we have direct access through firsthand sources. Paul certainly
had contacts with Jewish Christians and sought to maintain links and foster
mutual acceptance between his (dominantly Gentile) churches and the Chris-
tian circles in Judea/Palestine, his efforts most tangibly demonstrated in the
collection for Jerusalem from his churches, a project with which he concerned
himself over several years.* One of the key questions, therefore, is how to iden-
tify and use specific material in Paul’s letters that may have originated earlier
from Jewish Christian groups, including Jewish Christian groups in Roman
Judea.’ A related question is how much the Christ-devotion generally reflected
in Paul’s letters also represents or is different from that of contemporary non-
Pauline circles and of Christian groups of the two decades or so prior to when
he probably wrote his extant epistles. How much was the Paul of the 50s dis-
tinctive, and how much does he reflect of wider and earlier circles of Chris-
tians? To deal with these questions adequately we must first take full account of
the Christ-devotion attested in Paul’s letters.

So, though one could commence by developing and defending a hypothe-

4. Paul refers to the collection effort several times, most extensively in 1 Cor. 16:1-4, 2 Cor.
8-9, Gal. 2:10, Rom. 15:25-33. See, e.g., Scot McKnight, “Collection for the Saints,” in DPL, 143-47
(and bibliography).

5. The classic English-language study of this question, far too little known today, is A. M.
Hunter, Paul and His Predecessors, rev. ed. (London: SCM Press; Philadelphia: Westminster,
1961). In the first edition of this work, in 1940, Hunter was right to claim himself “something of
a pioneer” (116). In the appendix of the revised edition (116-50) he updates his 1940 discussion,
and it is interesting to observe where his own mind changed on matters. He was right to observe
that the work of the twenty years subsequent to his first edition “materially strengthened my
original thesis” (117).

81



EARLY PAULINE CHRISTIANITY

sis as to the faith and piety of “Palestinian” Jewish Christian circles, I have cho-
sen instead to start our analysis with Paul. That is, we commence with a study
of the indisputably earliest extant Christian sources (Paul’s letters), and see
what they tell us about the earliest Christ-devotion to which we have direct ac-
cess, the devotion that is indeed already well developed and presupposed in the
Pauline letters. We can then try to see what hints and glimpses we can obtain
about what was going on in other kinds of Christian groups and what might
have come earlier and/or alongside Paul. This procedure allows us to develop
and test hypotheses about non- and pre-Pauline groups with information that
we can date and place with greater confidence.

This contrasts with the sequence of the discussion in Bousset’s Kyrios
Christos, to cite an influential example. But I trust that any scholar who reads
Bousset’s first chapter, “The Palestinian Primitive Community,” will readily see
that its premises are all highly questionable, and will acknowledge also what I
have written here about the unavoidably hypothetical character of any state-
ment one might make today about Palestinian Jewish Christianity.®

My decision contrasts even more with the approach taken more recently
by J. D. Crossan in his book The Birth of Christianity, and it may be useful to in-
teract with Crossan on this matter.” Early on Crossan indicates that he intends
to “bracket” out and programmatically omit Paul, and to focus on Christianity
of the 30s and 40s.2 It is, of course, a perfectly valid scholarly choice for Crossan
to restrict the time frame of his discussion to these early decades, but there are
at least two problems with omitting Paul from the story of this period.

First is the problem already mentioned of not having any direct source
from Jewish Christian groups from these earliest decades on which to build a
discussion. Crossan’s book illustrates this problem vividly. He speaks of going
back earlier than Paul, but in developing his views of Christian groups of the
30s and 40s he depends upon, and hypothesizes from and about, material from
sources that are in fact much later than Paul. For example, Crossan draws upon
the canonical Gospels (ca. 70-90 c.E.); other Gospels that are at least as late, and
likely later (Gospel of Peter, Gospel of Thomas); and also the Didache, an inter-
esting early Christian document that may have a complicated and lengthy tra-
dition history but reached its present form sometime between 100 and 150. In
fact, of the sources that may be relevant to the 30s and 40s, the earliest by far are
Paul’s letters. So, given that Paul’s letters are the most proximate sources for

6. On problems in Bousset’s classic work, see, e.g., Hurtado, “New Testament Christol-
ogy: A Critique of Bousset’s Influence,” TS 40 (1979): 306-17.

7. John Dominic Crossan, The Birth of Christianity (New York: Harper Collins, 1998).

8. Crossan, The Birth of Christianity, xxvii, and also 15.
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Christianity of the first decades, and given that he is the only named figure of
that period from whom we have direct sources, does it really make sense to
bracket him out and programmatically omit a proper discussion of him?

There is also a second, related problem in bracketing out Paul. The fact is
that Paul was not simply a Christian figure of the 50s (the approximate years to
which his extant letters happen to be dated); the Christian Paul takes us back
much earlier. Crossan considers Paul part of the “growth” of Christianity, not
its “birth.” But Paul’s conversion is most likely to be dated within a couple years
(at most) of Jesus’ execution, that is, within what in terms of social history must
be regarded as the “birth” of the Christian movement.

In fact, of course, Paul’s acquaintance with Palestinian Jewish Christians
and their faith goes back even earlier than his participation in the Christian
movement. Prior to his conversion, as a zealous Pharisee, he had become suffi;
ciently acquainted with the beliefs and practices of Jewish Christians to deter-
mine that they were so dangerous as to justify his firm efforts to “destroy” the
Christian groups and the ideas they promoted (as he testifies in Gal. 1:13-14;
1 Cor. 15:9; and Phil. 3:6).°

Furthermore, according to autobiographical statements in his letters, fol-
lowing his conversion Paul was active in Christian circles in Arabia, Damascus,
and then “the regions of Syria and Cilicia”; and in the first few years he became
personally acquainted with Cephas (Peter) and James the Just, leaders of the Je-
rusalem church (e.g., Gal. 1:13-24; 2 Cor. 11:32-33).'° The Paul who wrote the let-
ters that we date in the 50s had been for some time prior a very widely and well-
connected participant in the Christian movement, acquainted with Jewish
Christians of Judean/Palestinian provenance all through the 30s and 40s as well
as with Gentile congregations of the 50s (the main period of his Gentile mis-
sion). We can put locations of Pauline activity on the map of the Roman world
with confidence (e.g., Jerusalem, Damascus, Antioch, Thessalonica, Philippi,
Corinth), and we have names of people involved with him (e.g., Barnabas, Tim-
othy, Silvanus, Titus, and a rather impressive list of others that we could put to-
gether from Paul’s letters).!!

9. Martin Hengel, The Pre-Christian Paul (London: SCM Press; Philadelphia: Trinity
Press International, 1991), esp. 63-86; Martin Hengel and Anna Maria Schwemer, Paul between
Damascus and Antioch: The Unknown Years (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1997); Rainer
Riesner, Paul’s Early Period: Chronology, Mission Strategy, Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans;
Carlisle: Paternoster, 1998).

10. On Paul’s rhetorical purposes in using autobiographical material, see George Lyons,
Pauline Autobiography: Toward a New Understanding, SBLDS 73 (Atlanta: Scholars, 1985).

11. Thirty-five Christian men and women are named in Rom. 16 alone, and we are given
quite interesting details for many of them. Such references permit a limited prosopographical
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In other words, in any thorough discussion of Jewish Christians of these
early decades, it is not only appropriate to take full account of Paul and the rich
evidence in his letters, it is a failure of method not to do so. Among the Chris-
tians of these years, Paul is one of the few we know by name; and, I repeat for
emphasis, he is the only one from whom we actually have writings of undis-
puted authenticity. Paul’s persecution of Jewish Christians, his conversion and
subsequent participation in Christian circles, and the full pattern of faith and
piety that he professes to have shared with Jewish Christians from the begin-
ning (e.g., 1 Cor. 15:11) are all key data for any adequate account of the Christian
movement in the first two decades. In fact, as the best-known convert of the
very first couple of years of the Christian movement, Paul is a top priority fig-
ure if we want to understand what kind of Christianity it was that provoked his
opposition and then to which he converted.

Actually, in spite of Crossan’s stated procedure of skipping over Paul to go
back to the 30s and 40s, he does give a cursory treatment of Paul that is basically
intended to justify bracketing him out from the rest of the book.!? But the ra-
tionale proffered does not reflect sound historical reasoning. I mention a cou-
ple of matters by way of illustration.

As the first of his “four factors” for leaving Paul out, Crossan opines
that Paul was not as important or influential in the first century as he became
theologically in later centuries. But whatever the validity of Crossan’s judg-
ment here, the extent of Paul’s personal influence upon the theology of first-
century Christianity is an irrelevant issue. Paul is important for historical
analysis of the earliest Christian decades mainly because of his personal par-
ticipation in Christian circles in these early years, his acquaintance with
Christian traditions from the earliest years of Christianity, and the reflections
in his letters of the beliefs and practices of Christian circles of the sos and
previous decades.

The “most basic” reason offered by Crossan for excluding Paul is the no-
tion that, unlike John the Baptist, Jesus, and James, Paul had been influenced by
Platonic dualism.'®* Now in my judgment this is a dubiously adequate charac-

analysis such as done by Edwin Judge, “The Early Christians as a Scholastic Community,” JRH 1
(1961): 4-15, 125-37. Note also Bengt Holmberg’s discussion of Paul’s coworkers in Paul and
Power (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978), 57-67, and Wayne Meeks’s justly praised study of the social
characteristics of Pauline churches, The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle
Paul (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983).

12, Crossan, The Birth of Christianity, xxi-xxvii.

13. Crossan, The Birth of Christianity, xxi. In a response to N. T. Wright’s review article,
Crossan (“Blessed Plot: A Reply to N. T. Wright’s Review of The Birth of Christianity,” SJT 53
[2000]: 92-112) admits that “Paul is representative of Pauline Christianity but he is also reflec-
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terization of Paul.’* But even if for the sake of argument we accept Crossan’s
claim that Paul reflects a “moderate Platonic dualism,” this too is irrelevant as a
reason for omitting him from a portrait of Jewish Christians of the first two de-
cades of the Christian movement.!® Paul is in fact crucial for understanding
what was going on in Jewish Christian circles of these early years, for the rea-
sons that I have already stated.

Crossan concludes these few pages on Paul with an aphorism: “Start with
Paul and you will see Jesus incorrectly”' In the same spirit, I will give an apho-
rism in reply: Fail to take adequate account of Paul and you will describe “the
birth of Christianity” incorrectly. In a scholarly study of earliest Christianity,
even one restricted to the 30s and 4o0s, the choice not to take adequate account
of Paul is a serious error for which there is simply no basis in historical method.
Surely if we want to know what Christianity was like in the very earliest years, it
is necessary to give careful attention to the most famous Christian convert of
that same period.

I summarize my reasons for placing an analysis of Paul at this early point
in my discussion of devotion to Jesus in earliest Christianity. (1) Pauline Chris-
tianity is the earliest form of the Christian movement to which we have direct
access from undisputed firsthand sources. (2) Paul’s letters, which are addressed
to Christian circles already established and operative in the 50s, also incorpo-
rate and reflect emergent Christian traditions of belief and religious practice
from still earlier years. (3) Paul’s own associations with Christian circles, which
include important Jewish Christian figures such as Peter, James the brother of
Jesus, Barnabas, and others, go back to his conversion, which is to be dated ap-
proximately 32-34, and so his acquaintance with beliefs and practices of Chris-
tian circles is both wide and extremely early. (4) Several of Paul’s letters reflect
disagreements between him and other Christians, in particular some Jewish
Christians with different views of the terms for full acceptance of Gentile con-
verts, making Paul’s writings our earliest and most unambiguous evidence that

tive of Jerusalem Christianity” (98), and denies that Paul’s alleged Hellenism was the reason for
bracketing out Paul (100), citing his statement (The Birth of Christianity, xxvii) that he did so
merely “to concentrate on a Christianity that had to be born before [Paul] could notice its exis-
tence and persecute its presence.” But the quoted phrasing comes at the end of an eight-page
discussion of Paul’s alleged “dualism and inconsistency,” after which he writes, “In this book,
therefore [emphasis mine], I bracket Paul. ...

14. Among the discussions of Paul’s thought that I find more instructive and adequate is
T. L. Donaldson, Paul and the Gentiles: Remapping the Apostle’s Convictional World (Minneapo-
lis: Fortress, 1997).

15. Crossan, The Birth of Christianity, xxv.

16. Crossan, The Birth of Christianity, xxvii.
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there was a certain diversity of beliefs and groups in the earliest decades of
Christianity, and also our best indication of the nature of this diversity and
whatever commonality linked the groups. (5) The Christ-devotion attested in
Paul’s letters amounts to a notable development in the history of religions, es-
pecially when set in the context of the Jewish religious tradition and the larger
Roman-era religious environment, and his letters exhibit this development as
having already taken place at a remarkably early point in the young Christian
movement. (6) Finally, the place of Christ in the Pauline letters also anticipates,
represents, and likely helped to promote the christological beliefs and devo-
tional practices that came to be widely characteristic in Christian groups after
Paul.

Key Personal Factors

This chapter focuses mainly on what Paul’s letters tell us of the beliefs and de-
votional practices of early Christian groups, both the churches he founded and
other Christian circles. Although I will note some points where Paul’s own be-
liefs and devotional life are evident, I am not primarily concerned here with
emphasizing Paul’s particular views or his own contribution to the theological
beliefs of other and later Christians. This chapter does not offer a “theology/
Christology of Paul”; instead it is mainly a study of Paul’s letters as historical
sources for Christ-devotion of the first few decades.!” Nevertheless, before we
look at what Paul’s letters tell us specifically about the place of Jesus in the reli-
gious life and beliefs of early Christianity, it is well to take account of a few im-
portant factors that conditioned Paul and everything that we find in these
texts.'® Part of the historical value of Paul’s epistles lies precisely in their reflect-
ing the historical events that shaped both the author and his original readers in
the various churches to which the letters were sent. Even though, with most
scholars, I hold that Paul’s letters embody a good deal of Christian tradition
that was earlier than his letters and was shared by Christian groups wider than
his own churches, the letters are best read with some account taken of the man
who wrote them. I propose that for understanding and appreciating the Christ-

17. For a somewhat similar focus, see Peter Stuhlmacher, “Das Christusbild der Paulus-
Schule — eine Skizze,” in Jews and Christians, the Parting of the Ways, A.D. 70 t0 135, ed. ]. D. G.
Dunn, WUNT 66 (Tiibingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1992), 159-75. I dissent, however, from
Stuhlmacher’s view that a central feature of Paul’s Christian message was criticism of Torah (cf.
170-72).

18.1 expand here points I make in another publication: “Paul’s Christology,” in The Cam-
bridge Companion to Paul, ed. ]. D. G. Dunn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
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devotion affirmed in his letters, it is necessary to reckon with three major per-
sonal factors in particular.

Paul’s Jewishness

In chronological terms, and in terms of its pervasive relevance, the first factor
to take very seriously is Paul’s Jewish religious background and its continuing
effect in his Christidn beliefs and life. Of course, in the time of Paul the over-
whelming majority of Christian adherents, and nearly all the earliest Christian
leaders, were Jewish. But precisely because Paul is remembered mainly for his
efforts to win believers among Gentiles, it is important to recognize that the
formative religious tradition for him was Judaism of the Roman period.**
The profound continuing impact of his Jewish religious background is
evident in the many ways that Paul’s Christian beliefs and efforts carry forward
features of Jewish religion. For several decades now important studies have
shown that Paul continued to be deeply shaped by his Jewishness in such things
as his conceptions, attitudes, and modes of thought.2® It is clear that even in his
role as apostle to the Gentiles Paul’s motives and conceptions were heavily in-
debted to biblical and Jewish categories.?! For example, he likened his apostolic
appointment to a prophetic calling (Gal. 1:15, echoing Isa. 49:1), and he seems to
have seen his mission to the Gentiles in terms of passages in Isaiah about the
nations coming to worship the God of Israel (e.g., Rom. 15:21, quoting Isa.

52:15).

19. I do not consider Hyam Maccoby’s claim (The Mythmaker: Paul and the Invention of
Christianity [New York: Harper and Row, 1986]) that Paul was not a Jew but the Gentile “inven-
tor” of Christianity and the father of anti-Semitism as justifying refutation here, for other schol-
ars have adequately shown the faults in Maccoby’s argument (e.g., J. Louis Martyn, Theological
Issues in the Letters of Paul [Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1997], 70-76).

20. From earlier influential studies such as W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism
(New York: Harper and Row, 1948), to more recent studies such as E. P. Sanders, Paul and Pales-
tinian Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), the impact of Paul’s Jewish religious background
on his thought and activity as apostle has been abundantly demonstrated.

21. Among earlier studies, Johannes Munck’s Paul and the Salvation of Mankind (Lon-
don: SCM Press, 1959; German original, 1954) remains important. Among more recent studies,
see, e.g., Karl-Wilhelm Niebuhr, Heidenapostel aus Israel: Die jiidische Identitiit des Paulus nach
ihrer Darstellung in seinen Briefen, WUNT 62 (Tiibingen: Mohr {Siebeck], 1992); Karl Olav
Sandnes, Paul — One of the Prophets? WUNT 2/43 (Tiibingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1991); and now
Donaldson, Paul and the Gentiles: “Paul conceives of himself as apostle not to an undifferenti-
ated mass of humanity in general, but to the Gentiles in particular; such a self-conception be-
trays an underlying view of reality in which the distinction between Jew and non-Jew is funda-
mental” (182).
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In his letters Paul continues to identify himself as a Jew (e.g., Rom. 9:1-5;
Gal. 2:15) and to think of humanity as composed of Jews and Gentiles (e.g.,
Rom. 1:16; 9:24; 1 Cor. 1:22-25; 10:32), a recognizably Jewish view of the world.
Perhaps the most gripping indication of Paul’s continuing commitment to his
Jewishness was his readiness to undergo repeated synagogue floggings, which
could be given only to a Jew who submitted to the punishment, and which he
describes as inflicted for unspecified charges arising from his apostolic activi-
ties (2 Cor. 11:24). Paul held together fiercely two things that most of Christian-
ity subsequently came to regard as incompatible: (1) he affirmed the continuing
ethnic identity of Jews and the continuing special significance of “Israel” (by
which Paul always refers to a group made up of Jews); and (2) he affirmed the
necessity for all peoples to obey the gospel and, through faith in Jesus, to receive
God’s eschatological salvation.?

On the one hand, Paul seems to have had no problem with fellow Jews,
including particularly Jewish Christians, maintaining their particular identity,
especially as manifested in observance of the Torah, so long as it was not used as
a basis for rejecting Gentile Christians.>> We have to remember always that
Paul’s delimitation of the significance of the Jewish law (e.g., in Gal. 3:1-5:15;
Rom. 3:9—4:24) was entirely in defense of Gentile conversion on the basis of
faith in Christ, over against those who wished to make circumcision and Torah
observance a requirement for all. On the other hand, it is also clear that, as a re-
sult of his “conversion” from persecutor to proponent of the Christian move-

22. The claim that Paul saw Jesus as relevant only for Gentiles is not persuasive. Cf. Lloyd
Gaston, Paul and the Torah (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1987). On Paul’s
use of “Israel,” see now the excellent discussion by W. S. Campbell, “Israel,” in DPL, 441-46,
which is rightly influenced by Peter Richardson, Israel in the Apostolic Church, SNTSMS 10
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969). Donaldson (Paul and the Gentiles, esp. 215-48)
describes Paul as thinking of his Gentile converts as redefined proselytes through faith in Christ,
and thus as made part of an “Israel” whose core was made up of Jewish believers. Contrary to
Crossan’s claim ( The Birth of Christianity, xxv), if Paul had had a son, he would almost certainly
have circumcised him. The tradition in Acts (16:1-3) of Paul having Timothy circumcised
(whom Paul could refer to religiously as his “child,” e.g., 1 Cor. 4:17) suggests that the author of
Acts would answer similarly!

23. This is, of course, easier to state as a principle than it was for Jewish Christians to
carry out in practical circumstances, as noted by E. P. Sanders, Paul, the Law, and the Jewish Peo-
ple (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 177-78. Especially in the demand that Jewish Christians have
full table fellowship with Gentile believers, it would have been necessary for them to share food
under Torah-observant conditions. But my point is that Paul did not demand that Jewish be-
lievers renounce observance of Torah. Instead, Torah observance was problematic in Paul’s eyes
only if it was used as a basis for refusing (a) to put faith in Jesus (e.g., by Jews who rejected the
gospel) and (b) to accept Gentile believers as fully enfranchised into salvation through their
faith in Christ.
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ment, Paul held that faith in Jesus now defined the circle of those whom God
accepted, and that Torah observance was no longer the essential basis for a rela-
tionship with God and for being included among those to whom the blessings
of Abraham were promised. In this sense Christ is the “end of the law” (Rom.
10:4): Christ, and not Torah, is the effectual means to “righteousness” (i.e., be-
ing “put right” with reference to God) for anyone who trusts in him (“to every-
one who trusts/believes”).?*

Nevertheless, even when Paul advocates what looks like an innovation in
belief or practice, he characteristically does so by explicit reference to Jewish re-
ligious tradition. Thus, for example, he refers to his Gentile converts in
Thessalonica as having “turned to God from idols, to serve a living and true
God” (1 Thess. 1:9), reflecting a decidedly Jewish view of religious matters! To
cite another, even more striking example, in contending over against somg
other Jewish Christians that his Gentile converts were free from the require-
ments involved in the full observance of Torah, Paul insists that whether Jew or
Greek, slave or free, male or female, “you are all one in Christ Jesus,” and as such
“are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise” (Gal. 3:28-29). That is,
even in affirming the admission of Gentiles into full Christian fellowship as
Gentiles without having to undergo a proselyte conversion to the Jewish law,
Paul does not ridicule or reject the Jewish idea of a promise made to Abraham
or the meaningfulness of being his heirs. Though he certainly redefines what is
required for Gentiles to be included in the benefits of this promise (faith in
Christ rather than Torah observance), it is clear that the very Jewish categories
of Abrahamic promise, covenant, the purposes of God giving the Torah, and
other matters as well, all continued to be of vital meaning and importance for
Paul. As Terence Donaldson has argued, under the impact of powerful religious
experiences that struck Paul as revelations, he manifests a “reconfiguration” of

24. In Rom. 10:1-13 Paul contrasts the stance of “unbelieving” Israel (zealously seeking to
establish their own righteousness through Torah observance, but thereby ignoring the righ-
teousness of God, 10:1-3) with those (among Jews and Gentiles, 10:12) who instead confess Jesus
as the risen Lord (10:9-10) and so are saved (10:13). In 10:5-8 Paul contrasts the righteousness
that comes from Torah observance (and, thus, can be attempted only by those to whom the To-
rah was given) with the righteousness that is given through the preaching of the gospel (“the
word of faith which we preach,” 10:8b). This righteousness is readily available to all, Jew and
Gentile (10:12), and is accessed through faith, involving confessing “with your mouth” and be-
lieving “in your heart” (10:8-10), which, ironically, Paul presents as corresponding to Deut.
30:10-14. It is clear that in Paul the Greek noun dikaiosyné and its verbal cognates (from dikaiod)
have to do with a positive relationship and standing with God. The English word “righteous-
ness” hardly connotes this effectively. See the exhaustive study of the matter by Richard Kingsley
Moore, “Right with God: Paul and His English Translators” (Ph.D. diss., University of
Queensland, 1978).
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convictions and categories, nearly all of which derive from his Jewish religious
background.?®

Of course, Paul was an intelligent and widely traveled man of his time, and
so he reflects the broad dissemination of ideas and categories (e.g., rhetorical
conventions) that were part of the general intellectual and cultural environment
of his day, some of which had derived from Greek philosophical traditions. But in
Paul these traditions appear in a very diluted form, and he seems to have ab-
sorbed them simply by being a participant in the Roman period.?s Paul can
hardly be said to have had formal study in, or serious familiarity with, Greek phi-
losophy. Any serious comparison between Paul and another devout Jew of the pe-
riod who does show a certain formal acquaintance with Greek philosophy, Philo
of Alexandria, will easily show how much more characteristically and program-
matically there is in Philo a familiarity with and usage of Greek philosophical tra-
ditions. By comparison, Paul seems to have acquired a much more elementary
and secondhand acquaintance, such as one might have picked up by stopping to
listen to the many wandering speakers in Roman-era cities, and, as likely, such as
had widely become absorbed into even the most devout and particularistic forms
of Judaism of the Roman era.?” We could speak of various features of originally
Greek culture that by the first century had seeped into the cultural “groundwater”
and were taken up, in diluted form, by Jews as simply part of their own culture.?®
This was possible wherever Jews judged that elements of Greek culture did not
pose a conflict or challenge to their religious beliefs and practices. In this Paul was
no different from many other devout Jews of his time. Hengel proposes that as a
student of Jewish tradition in Jerusalem, Paul would have “basic knowledge of a
Jewish-Greek rhetoric aimed at synagogue preaching which was essentially differ-
ent from the literary style of the Greek schools”? It would, however, be mislead-

25. Donaldson, Paul and the Gentiles, esp. 293-307.

26. Note the judicious conclusions of R. Dean Anderson, Jr., Ancient Rhetorical Theory
and Paul (Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1996), esp. 249-57.

27. Above all, Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism: Studies in the Encounter in Palestine
during the Early Hellenistic Period, 2 vols. (London: SCM Press, 1974); and Hengel, The
“Hellenization” of Judaea in the First Century after Christ (London: SCM Press, 1989); Saul
Lieberman, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine: Studies in the Literary Transmission, Beliefs, and Man-
ners of Palestine in the I Century B.c.E.~IV Century c.E., 2nd ed., Texts and Studies of JTSA 18
(19505 reprint, New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1962).

28. For example, Moshe Weinfeld argues that the very particularist Qumran group shows
organizational patterns like those of the wider Greco-Roman era guilds, collegia, and related
voluntary associations (Organizational Pattern and the Penal Code of the Qumran Sect: A Com-
parison with Guilds and Religious Associations of the Hellenistic-Roman Period, NTOA 2
[Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986]).

29. Hengel, The Pre-Christian Paul, 54-62, quote from 61.
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ing, and would exceed the evidence considerably, to characterize Paul as, for ex-
ample, in any significant degree a Platonizing thinker.>°

For appreciating the Christ-devotion affirmed and reflected in Paul’s Jet-
ters, it is particularly important to take account of the monotheistic emphasis
of the Jewish tradition that shaped him. In terms of beliefs and practical conse-
quences for Jews living in the Roman period, especially (but by no means exclu-
sively) in the diaspora, nothing was more central and more indicative of Jewish
tradition than its monotheism.?! Jewish insistence on the uniqueness of the
God of Israel and the exclusive validity of worship offered to their God made
them unique (and’in the eyes of some, notorious) among the ethnic groups of
the Roman Empire. Their religious exclusivity provoked significant questions
and difficulties as well, for virtually all aspects of Roman-era life were linked to
the gods and were charged with a certain religious character. .

Two features of Jewish monotheism are especially important for appreci-
ating the historical significance of the devotion to Christ that is reflected in
Paul’s letters. First, in addition to refusing to accept and worship any of the
other deities of the Roman religious environment, conscientious Jews also
maintained a distinction between the God of Israel and any of the exalted fig-
ures who could be seen as prominent in God’s entourage, such as principal an-
gels or revered human figures like Moses or Enoch. This distinction was most
clearly maintained in discouraging the worship of these figures; and devout
Jews insisted that worship was to be given to God alone. In light of this attitude,
the level of reverence for Christ reflected in Paul’s letters is historically remark-
able, and will require some explanation.

Second, the Jewish monotheistic stance forbade apotheosis, the
divinization of human figures, and thus clashed with a major theme in pagan
religion of the time.? Philo’s quip about Gaius Caligula’s claim to divinity aptly

30. Contra Crossan, The Birth of Christianity, xx-xxvii; and Daniel Boyarin, A Radical
Jew: Paul and the Politics of Identity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994). Boyarin
mistakenly attributes the dualistic language and motifs in Paul to Platonic influence (e.g., 59-
64), apparently not realizing that Paul simply reflects (and adapts in the light of his Christian
beliefs) the dualistic categories that characterized ancient Jewish apocalyptic traditions. Cf.
Martyn, Theological Issues, 11-23. Likewise, Paul’s varied uses of the term for “flesh” (sarx) re-
flect recognizably biblical and Jewish traditions, not Platonism (not even a “moderate” version);
see, e.g., R. J. Erickson, “Flesh,” in DPL, 303-6. Crossan’s neologism, “sarcophobic,” is utterly
misleading ( The Birth of Christianity, xxiii).

31. I refer readers back to my discussion of monotheism in the preceding chapter.

32. E.g., Erich Berneker, “Apotheosis,” in Der Kleine Pauly Lexikon der Antike, ed. Konrat
Ziegler and Walther Sontheimer, 5 vols. (Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1979), 1:458-59
(with bibliography); E. R. Bevan, “Deification (Greek and Roman),” Encyclopaedia of Religion
and Ethics, ed. James Hastings (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1911), 4:525-33; Stephan Losch, Deitas
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illustrates Jewish attitudes, and is all the more important in coming from a di-
aspora Jew who in some other respects shows a cosmopolitan attitude: “Sooner
could God change into a man than a man into God” (Embassy to Gaius 118).
This rejection of apotheosis as ridiculous and blasphemous seems in fact to
have been characteristic of devout Jews of the Roman period, and this in turn
makes highly implausible any explanation of the Christ-devotion attested in,
and affirmed by, Paul as resulting from the prevalence of the notion of apothe-
osis in the Roman era. Though Jewish writings of the time show that principal
angels and revered human figures such as Moses or Enoch could be pictured in
a highly exalted status, and described in terms that can be compared with
divinization, the refusal to accord any such figure cultic worship shows that we
are not dealing here with a genuine apotheosis.?* In light of the allergic sensi-
tivity of devout Jews of the time about claims of apotheosis, any scholar who
wishes to propose the relevance of this category for explaining the Christ-

Jesu und Antike Apotheose (Rottenburg: Bader’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1933). Lésch shows
very well that the New Testament writings are consistently opposed to pagan notions of apothe-
osis and that this makes it difficult to attribute much influence of such ideas upon earliest
Christian views of Jesus. But his own solution to the question of how Jesus came to be viewed as
divine (Jesus taught such a view of himself and the Jerusalem church echoed it) strikes me as
simplistic. L. J. Kreitzer, “The Apotheosis of the Roman Emperor,” in Striking New Images: Ro-
man Imperial Coinage of the New Testament World, ]SNTSup 134 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1996), 69-98, offers a very valuable discussion with illustrations from coins and other vi-
sual artifacts of the Roman era. However, his brief suggestion that some Christians may have
“found that the incarnational basis of their faith was readily synthesized with the prevailing reli-
gious system of the Romans, which included the apotheosis of the Emperor” (97) is both un-
supported and does not explain how the cultic reverence of Jesus could have begun (as it obvi-
ously did) among circles of Jewish believers and others governed by Jewish monotheistic scruples,
for whom the whole idea of apotheosis was abhorrent. Bruce Winter, “The Imperial Cult,” in
The Book of Acts in Its Graeco-Roman Setting, ed. D. W. ]. Gill and C. Gempf (Carlisle: Paternos-
ter; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 93-103, shows from more recently available evidence that
the imperial cult developed in the eastern provinces much earlier than has previously been
thought by some scholars.

33. E.g., L. W. Hurtado, One God, One Lord: Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish
Monotheism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988; 2nd ed., Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1998), 51-69. Cf. J. J.
Collins, “A Throne in the Heavens: Apotheosis in Pre-Christian Judaism,” in Death, Ecstasy, and
Other Worldly Journeys, ed. ]. ]. Collins and M. A. Fishbane (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1995), 43-58. Collins surveys references to heavenly ascent and exaltation in canoni-
cal texts (Exod. 24:9-10; Dan. 7:13-14; 12:3) and Jewish extracanonical writings (1 Enoch 13-15;
3 Enoch; Exagoge of Ezekiel; and 4Q491: frag. 11, col. 1, 1. 10-18). As Collins notes, the scenes func-
tion to claim an authorization/authority for the figures given such exaltation, but there is no
cultus devoted to these figures. Cf. also Morton Smith, “Ascent to the Heavens and Deification
in 4QM?” in Archaeology and History in the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. L. H. Schiffman (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 1990), 181-88.
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devotion of the first couple decades of the Christian movement is obliged to
provide a cogent description of the specific process by which Christian Jews
could have adopted this repellent category without realizing it.>

As a zealot for the religious integrity of Judaism and “the traditions of
[his] ancestors” in his pre-Christian religious life (Gal. 1:14), Paul was devoted
above all to the uniqueness of the God of Israel; and he continues to exhibit a
firm monotheistic stance in his Christian letters. This is evident, for example, in
his critique of pagan religion in Romans 1:18-32 (which reflects the sort of Jew-
ish attitudes also seen in texts such as Wisd. of Sol. 12-15), and also in 1 Corin-
thians 8-10, where he replies to various questions from the Corinthian Chris-
tians about social activities that could involve reverence for the various deities
of the Roman period. So we must remember that for Paul, as for other Jewish
Christians, and also for the Gentile converts they sought to make obedient to
the one God of the biblical/Jewish tradition, devotion to Christ is expressed in
the context of a firmly monotheistic stance. '

Paul the Convert

Paul’s monotheistic stance unites him with other Christian believers of his
time, but two other factors distinguish him from anyone else we know of in the
early decades. The first is Paul’s dramatic turnabout from dedicated opposition
against the early Christian movement to enthusiastic affirmation and promo-
tion of Christian beliefs.?® There were likely other Jews who moved from initial
unbelief to acceptance of the gospel, but we know of none who moved from the
sort of vigorous effort aimed against the Christian movement that Paul pro-
fesses to have been his. Paul refers to his efforts to destroy “the church of God”
(Gal. 1213; Phil. 3:6; 1 Cor. 15:9), and characterizes his preconversion motivation
as “zeal” for Jewish religion (Phil. 3:6; Gal. 1:14), a term that in ancient Jewish

34. Thus Adela Yarbro Collins’s proposal (“The Worship of Jesus and the Imperial Cult,”
in The Jewish Roots of Christological Monotheism: Papers from the St. Andrews Conference on the
Historical Origins of the Worship of Jesus, ed. C. C. Newman, J. R. Davila, and G. S. Lewis, ]S]Sup
63 [Leiden: Brill, 1999], 234-57) that non-Jewish ideas about divine heroes and divinized hu-
mans were adapted in the first decade or so among Jewish Christians, not consciously but
“unreflectively,” seems to me implausible. It is entirely possible that Phil. 2:6-11 could have been
read by Gentile converts in the light of ideas of heroes and apotheosis, but this does not give us
either the explanation for the origin of the ideas in the passage or the historical explanation of
how it became acceptable to accord such reverence to Christ in the circles of Christian Jews,
where this devotional practice first began.

35. L. W. Hurtado, “Convert, Apostate or Apostle to the Nations? The ‘Conversion’ of
Paul in Recent Scholarship,” SR 22 (1993): 273-84.
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tradition was associated with the biblical account of Phinehas (Num. 25:5-13),
who is praised for his violent action against a fellow Israelite caught in a fla-
grant and public offense. The terms Paul uses in Galatians 1:13 (di6kd, porthed)
connote a determined, even violent set of actions that take in more than mere
verbal refutation.

It is necessary to appreciate the nature of Paul’s zealous preconversion
stance in order to grasp the significance of the change in his religious convic-
tions. Study of the Phinehas-zeal tradition in ancient Jewish sources has pro-
vided us with valuable help in catching the force of Paul’s allusion in his refer-
ences to his religious “zeal.”*® The offenses mentioned in ancient Jewish sources
as justifying (even demanding) “zeal” of the type associated with Phinehas were
serious: idolatry, perjury, sorcery and poisoning, and false prophecy.>” Against
fellow Jews publicly committing such offenses, the devout Jew was authorized
to take vigorous action, which could even involve the death of the offender. The
rationale seems to have been that the religious integrity of the Jewish people,
the collective Jewish responsibility to exhibit faithfulness to the God of Israel,
was at stake. If, as seems likely from his references to his own preconversion ac-
tions, Paul saw himself as carrying out this sort of firm disciplinary effort, then
he was responding to something he found deeply offensive, even dangerous, in
the beliefs and practices of the unfortunate Jewish Christians on the receiving
end of his zeal. Consequently Paul’s shift from this attitude to an enthusiastic
participation in the Christian movement is remarkable, and must have involved
profound changes in his religious views.

It is likely that Paul’s letters preserve indications of his preconversion
views of Jesus and the beliefs of Christian circles that he opposed. For example,
Galatians 3:13 refers to Jesus having become “a curse for us [hyper hémon
katara), for it is written, ‘Cursed [ epikataratos) is everyone who is hanged upon
a tree’” This may be an adaptation of Paul’s preconversion view of Jesus as a
false teacher whose crucifixion reflected his being cursed by God.*® Also, in
2 Corinthians 3:7-4:6, references to the veiled minds of non-Christian Jews, to
the illumination that comes “when one turns to the Lord,” and to the spiritual
blindness of those who cannot see “the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ”

36. Torrey Seland, Establishment Violence in Philo and Luke: A Study of Non-Conformity
to the Torah and Jewish Vigilante Reactions (Leiden: Brill, 1995). See also T. L. Donaldson,
“Zealot and Convert: The Origin of Paul’s Christ-Torah Antithesis,” CBQ 51 (1989): 655-82.

37. Seland, esp. 37-42 and 103-81, which gives detailed exposition of Philo, Spec. leg. 1.54-
57; 1.315-18; 2.252-54.

38. E.g., Hans Dieter Betz, Galatians, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 152 n. 136;
Dieter Singer, “‘Verflucht ist jeder, der am Holze hangt’ (Gal. 3,13b): Zur Rezeption einer frithen
antichristlichen Polemik,” ZNW 85 (1994): 279-85.
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are likely informed by Paul’s memory of his own preconversion attitudes and
his sense of having undergone a revelatory change of view.

The appropriateness of referring to Paul as a “convert” and to his change
in religious commitment as a “conversion” has rightly been questioned on the
basis of the incompatibility of Paul’s experience with characteristic examples of
famous converts.*® Paul did not move from neutrality, and was not a rebellious
or irreligious “sinner” (as in the classic mold of an Augustine) who found a ca-
thartic resolution to his doubts or wayward tendencies; nor does he seem to
have been (like Luther) frustrated in his previous religious life. On the basis of
his references to his preconversion life (e.g., Phil. 3:6), it appears that Paul had
what Stendahl memorably referred to as a “robust conscience.”*! Paul certainly
underwent a major redirection of his religious energies, but he himself charac-
teristically refers to his experience more in terms of a prophetic calling than a
conversion. Yet, as Alan Segal has proposed, given that Paul’s change of reli-
gious direction was so serious (180 degrees!), and for Paul so wrenching, the
term “conversion” may be used.*?

As a convert, especially having moved from opposition against the Chris-
tian movement to being an adherent, Paul had to undertake a rather thorough
reformulation of his religious views, indeed his whole religious “self.” As any-
one acquainted with political or religious converts (or even with smokers who
become nonsmokers!) will know, a radical shift in commitment often involves a
more enthusiastic and also a more thoroughly thought-out appropriation of
the views to which one converts than may be characteristic of those whose ac-
ceptance of the position came less traumatically.

This is part of the reason why we sense in Paul’s letters that we are deal-
ing with both an enthusiast and a “thinker,” or at least with someone who has
given a good deal of consideration to his religious views; and it makes Paul’s
letters all the more valuable as historical sources. In them we have affirmations
of Christian beliefs and practices that are accompanied by, or give indications
of, a rationale for them. Having worked out his understanding of his Christian
beliefs in various Christian communities of the very earliest years of Chris-

39. Carey C. Newman, Paul’s Glory-Christology: Tradition and Rhetoric, NovISup 69
(Leiden: Brill, 1992).

40. See the discussion of the scholarly literature in Hurtado, “Convert, Apostate or Apos-
tle?” 274-76.

41. Krister Stendahl, “The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West,”
HTR 56 (1963): 199-215, reprinted in Stendahl, Paul among Jews and Gentiles (Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1976), 78-96, which I use here. The phrase quoted is from p. 80, and see also 89-91.

42. Alan F. Segal, Paul the Convert: The Apostolate and Apostasy of Saul the Pharisee (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), esp. 5-7.
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tianity, he gives us at least a glimpse of the sorts of reflections going on in such
groups.

Moreover, it is reasonable to think that the basic christological views that
he embraced and espouses in his epistles reflect the beliefs he had previously
found objectionable and had opposed so vigorously.** In fact, in a number of
places Paul recites traditional formulations that likely illustrate the beliefs of
those he persecuted, beliefs he then accepted as a convert (e.g., Rom. 4:24-25;
1 Cor. 15:1-7; 1 Thess. 1:10).

The Gentile Mission

Another distinctive feature of Paul, and the third key factor to bear in mind in
considering Paul’s letters, is his mission to the Gentiles. Paul refers to himself as
given a special responsibility to win adherents to the gospel among the Gentiles
(Rom. 1:5; 11:13; 15:17-20), and compares this special apostolate to Gentiles with
that of Peter to Jews (“the circumcision”; Gal. 2:7-8). Moreover, he even makes
this mission the divine purpose in his own conversion to Christian faith (Gal.
1:15-16), picturing himself as chosen by God before birth for this task!

It is not clear, however, how soon after the “revelation” that secured his
assent to Christian faith Paul became convinced of his special calling, and how
quickly he began his efforts to secure the obedience of Gentiles to the gospel.
Galatians 1:15-16 does not actually say more than that this mission was the di-
vine purpose in Paul’s conversion; the passage asserts no specific chronological
connection. In his account in Galatians 12, Paul explicitly mentions a message
and activity already directed specifically at Gentiles in 2:1-2, in his description
of a visit to Jerusalem “after fourteen years.” If this time span is reckoned from
his conversion, this would take us back at least as early as the mid-4o0s. Probably,
however, we should think of Paul as having come to see himself as called to
evangelize Gentiles a number of years earlier still.**

43. L. M. Hurtado, “Pre~70 c.k. Jewish Opposition to Christ-Devotion,” JTS 50 (1999):
50-57.

44. For judicious discussion of the question, see Riesner, 235-63, who proposes that it was
during Paul’s stay in Jerusalem, three years after his conversion, that he may have come to the
conviction that he was specially called to the Gentiles. Cf. the implausible argument by Nicholas
Taylor that Paul’s sense of apostolic authority came only after his residence in Antioch (Paul,
Antioch, and Jerusalem: A Study in Relationships and Authority in Earliest Christianity, [SNTSup
66 [Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1992]). Oddly, Taylor treats Paul’s firsthand statements
with skepticism but builds his own view in dependence upon the later and secondhand narra-
tives of Acts!
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But whether he came to this conviction immediately after his conversion
or within a few or several years thereafter, by all indications he understood the
terms of Gentile conversion as requiring obedience to the gospel but not prose-
lyte conversion to the Torah. Over against some other Jewish Christians, Paul
insisted that faith in Christ was sufficient basis for the full inclusion of Gentiles
as partakers in God’s salvation, fellow members of the ekklésia, and fellow heirs
of Abraham (e.g., Gal. 2:1-5, 11-18; Rom. 4:13-17), and he insisted that Holy
Spirit-empowered obedience to Christ was the defining content of their ethical
obligation (e.g., Gal: 5:6, 13-26).

Paul’s conflicts over this matter show that his views were not obviously
compelling to all others, especially among Jewish Christians. In light of his own
preconversion zeal for Torah observance, Paul himself must have required some
very efficacious basis for shifting to the view that Jesus superseded Torah as the
key divine overture; and he must have needed to satisfy himself that he could
integrate such a high view of Jesus into a (howbeit reformulated) continuihg
commitment to the God of Israel who had given the Torah through Moses.

So, whether his conviction that Gentiles were to be enfranchised on the
basis of faith in Christ came to him as a “revelation,” or (as some scholars sug-
gest) he formed this conviction through pondering implications of Jesus’ re-
demptive death, either way Paul’s mission to the Gentiles likely shaped the em-
phases in his Christology.*® Paul includes the belief that “Christ died for our
sins” among the traditions that he received and among the beliefs common to
him and the other Jewish Christian leaders he refers to in 1 Corinthians 15:1-11.
But Paul’s mission required him to develop the rich implications of Christ’s re-
demptive death that he presents in passages such as Galatians 3:1-29 and
Romans 3:9-31. In these passages Paul seems to be presenting his own reflec-
tions rather than simply reciting christological tradition. Particularly in his
views of how Christ is to be understood in relation to the Torah, it is likely that
Paul’s Christology shows the effects of his special mission to the Gentiles.

Nevertheless, given Paul’s concern to maintain links with, and acceptance
of his mission in, the Jerusalem church, and given also his need to present argu-
ments for his own views with premises that could command the assent of those
with whom he disagreed, we should be careful about attributing too much
originality and distinctiveness to him. Though he drew practical inferences that
were apparently not shared by all, specifically as to Gentile Christian obliga-
tions and the proper Jewish Christian attitude toward Gentile converts, it is not
at all clear that in other respects the beliefs about Christ and the devotional

45. E.g., Donaldson (Paul and the Gentiles, esp. 293-307) proposes that Paul’s Gentile mis-
sion was essentially an inference from his Christology.
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practices reflected in his letters constitute a major departure from prior Chris-
tian tradition.

Christological Language and Themes

We turn now to specific beliefs about Jesus and the devotional pattern evi-
denced in Paul’s letters. At the risk of a slightly artificial distinction, I discuss
first the beliefs about Jesus, and in a later part of this chapter I turn to the ways
Jesus features in the devotional life that Paul attests. In addressing Pauline
christological ideas, we are traversing frequently explored territory, some dis-
cussions of which take up much more space than I can give to the matter here.*¢
It is not my purpose to treat comprehensively all aspects of Paul’s Christology.
Instead I concentrate on major features that show how Jesus functions in Pau-
line Christianity as a divine figure and recipient of devotion. I am not primarily
concerned here with a discussion of Paul as a theologian, but rather with the
beliefs about Jesus that were broadly characteristic of Pauline churches.

Interestingly, nowhere in Paul’s letters does he give us anything like a
systematic or comprehensive presentation of his christological beliefs. In fact,
other than the passages where he found it necessary to explicate the implica-
tions of these beliefs for the admission of Gentiles (e.g., Gal. 3:10-4:7), or
where he sought to promote behavior shaped by beliefs about Christ, Paul
characteristically seems to presuppose acquaintance with the christological
convictions that he affirms, and most often he expresses them in brief, some-
what formulaic terms. So it is necessary for anyone who discusses Pauline
christological beliefs to supply some sort of organization of them. In the fol-
lowing discussion I focus on the key honorific terms and themes that consti-
tute the ways Paul expresses Christian beliefs about Jesus. In each case, my ma-
jor aim will be to clarify important matters and correct the misunderstandings
that have made their way into some scholarly studies.

Jesus as “Christ”

By far, the honorific term most frequently applied to Jesus in Paul’s letters is
Christos (some 270 uses in the seven undisputed Pauline epistles, more than

46.E.g.,]. D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark; Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 163-315 (with copious bibliographies); and, among somewhat older
studies, Werner Kramer, Christ, Lord, Son of God, SBT 50 (London: SCM Press, 1966).
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half the 531 uses in the New Testament).*’ As is well known among scholars, the
use of Christos as a title derives entirely from Jewish usage as the Greek transla-
tion for the Hebrew term mashiach (“anointed [one],” “Messiah”; e.g., Pss. Sol.
17-18).*8 Most frequently Paul uses Christos on its own to refer to Jesus (about
150 times; e.g., 1 Cor. 15:3; Rom. 10:4); but he also uses the term in varying com-
binations with others: “Christ Jesus,” “Jesus Christ,” “Jesus Christ our Lord,”
and “Our/the Lord Jesus Christ” (examples of all appear in Rom. 1:1-7).

On the one hand, in Paul’s letters the term “Christ” has clearly become so
closely associated with Jesus that it functions almost like an alternate name for
him. It is at least clear that “Christ,” even when used on its own, always refers to
Jesus. In Paul’s letters we see no need to make the claim that Jesus is Christ/
Messiah, which can only suggest that in the Christian tradition and circles lying
behind these writings there is hardly any question for his readers as to who is
being referred to when Paul uses the simple Christos. That is, the identification
of Jesus as the Messiah/Christ has become so firm and routinized that the title
itself is a sufficient way to designate him. This routine association is reflected in
the way Paul can even use the expressions “in Christ” and “in Christ Jesus” to
refer to the Christian fellowship (e.g., 1 Cor. 4:15; Rom. 12:5; 163, 7, 9, 10). These
references show that the circle of Christian fellowship can be thought of as de-
fined by and linked closely to Jesus in his significance as Christos.*® Also, of
course, when used with the name “Jesus” (Gk. Iésous), Christos would have had
another function for ancient readers of the Jewish Scriptures in Greek that is
lost to readers of the Christian Bible in modern translations. “Jesus Christ” and
“Christ Jesus” served to distinguish this Iésous from his biblical namesake, the
hero of the book that bears his name and the great successor of Moses, whose
name is today usually transliterated from the Hebrew form, “Joshua” (Heb.
Yehoshua; Gk. Ieésous).

On the other hand, the varying position of the term in the fuller expres-
sions is one of several indications that for Paul and others who used these

47. The figures are based on the data in the Computer-Konkordanz zum Novum
Testamentum Graece, ed. Institut fiir Neutestamentliche Textforschung (Berlin: De Gruyter,
1985), which is based on the twenty-sixth edition of the Nestle-Aland Greek New Testament.
Important studies of Paul’s use of Christos include Hengel, “ ‘Christos’ in Paul,” in his Between
Jesus and Paul, trans. John Bowden (London: SCM Press, 1983), 65-77; N. A. Dahl, “The
Messiahship of Jesus in Paul,” in Jesus the Christ: The Historical Origins of Christological Doc-
trine, ed. D. H. Juel (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 15-25, in addition to Kramer, 19-64, 131-50.

48. E.g., W. Grundmann et al., “xpiw, xp1076¢, etc.,” in TDNT, 9:493-580.

49. In other cases, Paul uses “in Christ” to convey more of a relation to or a kind of “mys-
tical” participation of believers somehow in Jesus. See now the discussion in Dunn, Theology of
Paul, 390-401.
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terms, Christos had not simply been reduced to a name (e.g., Jesus’ cognomen)
but instead retained something of its function as a title. Paul’s use of the term
with the definite article — “the Christ” (ho Christos) — in Romans 9:3, and
again in 9:5 in a list of things that pertain to, and derive from, the Jewish people
(his “brothers, kin by race,” 9:3), without further explanation shows that he ex-
pected his Gentile readers to recognize the title and to have some acquaintance
with Jewish traditions connected with it.>® So, in Pauline circles, it remained the
case that to refer to Jesus as “Christ” (with or without the definite article) was to
assert his significance as the divinely approved figure who acts as the eschato-
logical agent of God.>! For example, as the first to be raised from death to es-
chatological glory, Christ is the “first fruit” of the promised resurrection of the
elect (1 Cor. 15:20-23). The royal-messianic connotation of Christos seems to be
retained in Paul’s reference to Jesus being enthroned by God’s appointment to
secure God’s complete supremacy (15:23-28).

There is no basis for thinking that Paul’s Gentile converts were incapable
of appreciating the royal-messianic significance of the term Christos, and that
thus it functioned merely as another name for Jesus. One has only to note, for
example, that in the canonical Gospels, written some twenty to thirty years later
than Paul’s letters and addressed to circles of Christians that were either largely
Gentiles (Mark and Luke) or at least included significant numbers of them
(Matthew and John), the title “the Christ” (ho Christos) remains a very promi-
nent feature of their christological claims, and the royal-messianic meaning re-
mains very much to the fore.’? The prominent and meaningful place of the
messianic claim among Gentile Christians that was registered in these writings
several decades later than Paul easily refutes the notion that first-century Gen-
tile Christians found it difficult to apprehend the sense of Christos.

As Werner Kramer noted several decades ago, it is also significant that
Christos is particularly used in sentences that refer to Jesus’ death and resurrec-
tion {e.g., Rom. 5:6; 14:9, 155 1 Cor. 5:7; 8:11; 15:20; Gal. 2:21; 3:113).5% In these ex-
pressions, which in a number of cases are thought to be Paul’s use of traditional

50. This could be accounted for if at least some of Paul’s Gentile converts had been “God-
fearing” adherents of Jewish synagogues. To judge from Paul’s letters, it appears also that he
simply presented his message in categories that derived from Jewish tradition and Scriptures,
and expected his readers to cope!

51. Amid the variations in messianic expectation in ancient Jewish texts, “messiah” al-
ways indicates an eschatological figure. See now J. J. Collins, The Scepter and the Star: The Messi-
ahs of the Dead Sea Scrolls and Other Ancient Literature (New York: Doubleday, 1995);
W. Horbury, Jewish Messianism and the Cult of Christ (London: SCM Press, 1998).

52. L. W. Hurtado, “Christ,” in DJG, 106-17.

53. Kramer, 26-28.
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faith formulations from earlier Christian circles, the term Christos functions to
assert the messianic significance of Jesus’ death and resurrection (it is as
Christos that Jesus died “for us” and rose again); and at the same time these
statements declare the innovative early Christian claim that the work of
Christos/Messiah involves his redemptive death and resurrection. In short,
Paul’s use of Christos shows how early the term had become a conventional fea-
ture of the claims asserted in early Christian belief. It also shows how much
Christian understanding of the work and nature of the Messiah was shaped by
Jesus’ execution, and by the conviction that he had been resurrected by God.

As noted above, the prevalence of Christos in Paul’s christological expres-
sions can be accounted for only by positing the messianic claim as a feature of
Christian proclamation for a considerable period earlier than his letters. Proba-
bly we have to take the claim back to the earliest circles, those whom Saul/Paul
the zealous Pharisee sought to gag and destroy. Their proclaiming' this dis-
graced false teacher as Messiah would certainly help account for the outrage
that seems to have prompted Saul’s efforts (though I think their offense went
even farther, in reverencing their Christ in ways that seemed to Saul to compro-
mise the uniqueness of God, as I will indicate in the next chapter).

The traditional designation of Jesus as Christ/Messiah is explicitly what
Paul asserts in 1 Corinthians 15:1-11. In this block of material, which is com-
monly recognized as coming from the Jerusalem church, the kernel of the con-
densed expression of faith is that Christ “died for our sins according to the
scriptures, and was buried, and was raised on the third day according to the
scriptures” (15:3-4).%* That is, both the messianic claim and the messianic inter-
pretation of his death and resurrection are specified as stemming from this tra-
dition and as among the beliefs shared by Paul and the other figures connected
with Jerusalem (15:11).

Jesus’ Divine Sonship

At the other extreme in comparative frequency of usage in Paul is the category
of divine sonship.5® There are only fifteen references to Jesus as God’s “Son” in
the seven undisputed Pauline letters (and only two more in the remaining Pau-

54. E.g., Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975), 248-
62; G. D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987}, 717-
37.

55. I draw here upon my earlier studies: “Son of God,” in DPL, 900-906; and “Jesus’ Di-
vine Sonship in Paul’s Epistle to the Romans,” in Romans and the People of God, ed. Sven K.
Soderlund and N. T. Wright (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 217-33.
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line epistles). Moreover, in these references the actual title “Son of God” is nei-
ther fixed nor frequently used, appearing only three times (four if we include
Eph. 4:13) and in varying Greek phrasing (tou horisthentos huiou theou, Rom.
1:4; ho tou theou huios, 2 Cor. 1:19; tou huiou tou theou, Gal. 2:20). Focusing on
this infrequency of reference to Jesus’ divine sonship, Kramer mistakenly con-
cluded that the theme was simply a remnant of “pre-Pauline” tradition and no
longer an important christological category for Paul.® Kramer was right that
Jesus’ divine sonship was a feature of “pre-Pauline” tradition, but he erred in
thinking it was not important in Paul or his churches.

Instead, Bousset was surely correct in seeing Jesus’ divine sonship as cen-
tral in Paul’s beliefs. But Bousset seriously erred both in claiming that Paul
adopted the category from the pagan religious environment where sons of gods
were supposedly a common category of divine beings, and in asserting that Je-
sus’ divine sonship functioned as the means by which Paul communicated Je-
sus’ divine status to his Gentile converts and justified to them the worship of Je-
sus.>” Unfortunately, however, Bousset’s view was repeated in writings of other
very influential scholars such as Bultmann and Schoeps.®

But, as Nock and Hengel have shown, it is hard to demonstrate the rele-
vance of pagan references to divine sonship.>® There are references to the hu-
man race as offspring of Zeus or other high gods, but this hardly relates to the
way Paul attaches special significance to Jesus as God’s unique Son. Great fig-
ures such as Alexander the Great might be portrayed as a son of a deity, but this
was essentially an honorific gesture in recognition of some quality such as wis-
dom or military prowess, and with the intention of presenting the figure as an
exceptionally impressive human being. In fact, the phrase “son of god” was not
common in Greco-Roman paganism. The deities of the so-called mystery cults,
to which early history-of-religions scholars attached such importance for early
Christianity, were not referred to as “son of god.” The title does seem to have
been promoted in the Roman emperor cult, but any influence of emperor devo-

56. Kramer, 183-94, esp. 189.

57. W. Bousset, Kyrios Christos: Geschichte des Christusglaubens von den Anfangen des
Christentums bis Irenaeus (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1913; rev. ed., 1921); ET (from
the ath German ed., 1965), Kyrios Christos: A History of the Belief in Christ from the Beginnings of
Christianity to Irenaeus, trans. ]. E. Steely (Nashville: Abingdon, 1970), 91-98, 206-10.

58. R. Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 2 vols. (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1951, 1955), 1:128-29; H. J. Schoeps, Paul: The Theology of the Apostle in the Light of Jewish
Religious History (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1961), 149-59.

~ 59. A. D. Nock, “*Son of God’ in Pauline and Hellenistic Thought,” in Essays on Religion
and the Ancient World, ed. Z. Stewart, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1972), 2:928-39; M. Hengel,
The Son of God: The Origin of Christology and the History of Jewish-Hellenistic Religion, trans.
John Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress; London: SCM Press, 1976), 21-41.
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tion upon early Christianity was probably much later than Paul and likely was
considered blasphemous and rejected rather than considered something to be
appropriated.®® The judgment of that master of the Roman period, A. D. Nock,
still holds concerning the Pauline attribution of divine sonship to Jesus: “[T]he
attempts which have been made to explain it from the larger Hellenistic world
fail”¢!

Divine sonship was, however, a familiar category in the biblical and Jew-
ish tradition that shaped the religious vocabulary of early-first-century Chris-
tian circles. In what appears to be an archaic use of the expression in the He-
brew Scriptures, the heavenly hosts are referred to as “sons of God” (e.g., Gen.
6:2-4; Deut. 32:8; Job 1:6; 2:1; Pss. 29:1; 89:6). Though in a number of cases the
Greek Old Testament translates the phrase “angel(s) of God” (e.g., Deut. 32:8),
this is not done consistently (e.g., Deut. 32:43), meaning that Greek-speaking
Jews too would have known this use of “sons of God.” The more influential uses
of the language of divine sonship, however, are in references to the Davidic king
(2 Sam. 7:14; Pss. 2:7; 89:26-27), and still more frequently to righteous individu-
als (e.g., Wisd. of Sol. 2:18; 5:5; Sir. 4:10; Pss. Sol. 13.9; 18.4) and Israel collectively
(e.g., Exod. 4:22; Deut. 14:1; Isa. 1:2; Jer. 3:22; Hos. 1:10; 11:1; Wisd. of Sol. 12:21;
16:10, 26; 18:4, 13) as son(s) and “firstborn” of God. '

In view of recently published texts from Qumran, it now seems more
likely than earlier thought by some scholars that divine sonship was also part of
the royal-messianic rhetoric of pre-Christian Judaism, and that biblical pas-
sages originally referring to Davidic kings were read as messianic texts.®? In this
messianic usage, divine sonship did not function to connote divinity, but it cer-
tainly indicated a special status and relationship to God. The same is true for
the uses of divine sonship language in reference to righteous individuals and
groups and Israel collectively. So the category of divine sonship lay close to
hand in the Jewish matrix of earliest Christianity, and can even be said to have
been more prominent there than in the pagan religious environment.

Moreover, if we make an inductive analysis of Paul’s references to Jesus as

60. See, e.g., Dominique Cuss, Imperial Cult and Honorary Terms in the New Testament,
Paradosis 23 (Fribourg: University of Fribourg, 1974).

61. A. D. Nock, Early Christianity and Its Hellenistic Background (New York: Harper and
Row, 1964), 45.

62. 4Q174 (4QFlorilegium) contains a commentary on 2 Sam. 7:14 and applies the pas-
sage to the royal Messiah. Another fragmentary text, 4Q246, refers to a ruler who will be ac-
claimed as “son of God” and “son of the Most High.” On the use of divine sonship language in
Jewish messianism, see, e.g., J. . Collins, Scepter and the Star, 154-72. Note also the discussion of
messianism reflected in the LXX Psalter by Joachim Schaper, The Eschatology of the Greek Psal-
ter, WUNT 2/71 (Tiibingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1995), esp. 138-44.
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God’s Son, it becomes clear (1) that the background lies in biblical and Jewish
traditions, and (2) that in Paul’s usage Jesus’ divine sonship does not function
as a way of expressing his divinity or of justifying worship of him, but instead
primarily expresses Jesus’ unique standing and intimate favor with God, and
God’s direct involvement in Jesus’ redemptive work. To be sure, in the beliefs
and devotional practice reflected in Paul’s letters the glorified Christ holds a
status that connotes a participation in divinity. But, contra Bousset and
Bultmann, in Paul the christological category of sonship was not the principal
way of expressing this.

Bousset’s claims about the provenance and purpose of Paul’s references to
Jesus’ divine sonship are immediately rendered dubious if we note where Paul
does and does not employ the category. Eleven of the fifteen references in his
undisputed epistles are in Romans (seven uses) and Galatians (four uses), the
two letters where Paul makes sustained efforts to present, and obtain approval
for, his gospel in categories adapted from the Jewish tradition. By contrast, in
1 Corinthians 8-10, where Paul explicitly compares Christian worship with the
worship of the many deities of the Roman world, we have no reference to Jesus’
divine sonship. Yet this is just the sort of passage where we should expect to find
Paul using a divine sonship claim to promote reverence for Jesus, if Bousset’s
view were correct.

A survey of the individual references to divine sonship in Paul’s letters
yields specific conclusions about how the category functions. In several pas-
sages Jesus’ divine sonship primarily connotes his royal status and role. This is
evident in Romans 1:3-4, where Jesus is referred to as the “seed [sperma] of Da-
vid” raised up from death by God, alluding to God’s promise to David to “raise
up your seed [spermal” in 2 Samuel 7:12. Also, Jesus’ appointment as God’s Son
here echoes the divine promise in 2 Samuel 7:14, “I will be a father to him, and
he will be to me a son,” and Psalm 2:7, where the enthroned Davidic king is pro-
claimed as God’s Son.5?

In 1 Thessalonians 1:10 as well, Jesus’ divine sonship is mentioned in con-
nection with his resurrection and his eschatological role as divinely appointed
deliverer from God’s wrath. The combination of strong eschatological flavor
and the contrast between “the living and true God” and “idols” indicate a prov-
enance shaped by Jewish religious views, and the reference to Jesus as “Son”
here likely designates him as God’s messianic agent. We encounter the same
sphere of meaning also in 1 Corinthians 15:24-28, where Christ’s rule as “Son” is

63. Paul’s reference to his mission to secure “obedience of faith among all the nations”
(Rom. 1:5) may allude to God’s promise to the royal Son in Ps. 2:8 to give “the nations as your in-
heritance.”
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described with allusions to Psalms 110:1 and 8:7(6), and as entirely at God’s ap-
pointment and directed toward God’s eschatological supremacy.5*

To be sure, the scope and basis of Jesus’ sonship are distinguishable from
that of the Davidic kings and Jewish messianic figures. There is no precedent
for the idea that the Messiah was to be appointed through a resurrection from a
shameful death; and the transcendent nature and cosmic scope of Jesus’ son-
ship are approached perhaps only in references to “the Elect One” of 1 Enoch
37—71. But in all these Pauline passages we have motifs, imagery, and terms from
Jewish royal-messianic traditions adapted to express boldly beliefs about Jesus’
exalted place in God’s purposes.

In three other passages Paul refers to Jesus as the Son who was given over
by God, or gave himself over, to redemptive death. Here it is likely that divine
sonship expresses Jesus’ intimate place in God’s plan and God’s direct involve-
ment in Jesus’ redemptive work. In Romans 8:32 there is the striking statement-
that God “did not withhold his own Son but gave him over for us.” The Greek
verb translated “gave over” here (paradidomi) appears in another reference to
“Jesus our Lord” in 4:24-25, who was “given over for our trespasses,” and is the
same verb Paul uses to describe divine judgment upon sinful humanity in 1:24-
28. There is another reference to God having acted redemptively in the death of
Jesus in 5:6-10, where Paul designates him both as “Christ” (vv. 6, 8) and God’s
Son (v. 10). These references show a certain flexibility in christological titles in
references to Jesus’ redemptive death. But in 5:10, and even more clearly in 8:32,
the references to Jesus as God’s Son are intended to underscore the significance
of the one given over, and to present Jesus’ death as God’s redemptive act. In the
latter passage the description of God as not withholding his own Son is likely
an allusion to Genesis 22:12, 16, where Abraham is commended for not with-
holding his own son, thus likening God’s offering up of Jesus to Abraham’s of-
fering of Isaac.®®

The third reference is in Galatians 2:20, where Paul proclaims his life of
faith in “the Son of God who loved me and gave himself up [paradidomi] for
me.”%® Seven other times in the context (2:15-21) Paul refers to “Jesus Christ”

64. The reference to “the kingdom of the Son of his [God’s] love” in Col. 1:13 likewise al-
ludes to Jesus in royal-messianic role. L. J. Kreitzer, “Kingdom of God/Christ,” in DPL, 524-26.

65. In Rom. 8:32, “did not withhold” translates ouk epheisato, the same verb used in the
LXX of Gen. 22:12, 16.

66. The variant “God and Christ,” though supported by some important Greek wit-
nesses, probably resulted from an accident in copying. See B. M. Metzger et al., A Textual Com-
mentary on the Greek New Testament (London and New York: United Bible Societies, 1971), 593.
Cf. B. D. Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture: The Effect of Early Christological Con-
troversies on the Text of the New Testament (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 86-87, who
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and “Christ,” but the use of “Son of God” in this verse emphasizes the stature
and divine favor of the one whose love and self-sacrifice are praised. Here too,
however, God is implicitly involved, as is confirmed in the following statement
(2:21) where Paul refers to “the grace of God” in connection with Jesus’ death.

It is important to note that the Pauline references to Jesus as divine Son
consistently use the Greek definite article, thus connoting Jesus’ unique status
as “the” Son and distinguishing him from any others referred to as sons of
God(s) in Jewish or pagan sources of the time (e.g., angels, the righteous, great
men, or wonder-workers). But in several passages Paul either explicitly or im-
plicitly refers to the enfranchisement of the redeemed into a filial relationship
with God that is based on and patterned after Jesus’ sonship. Galatians 4:5 states
that God sent his Son “that we might receive sonship [huiothesia),” and 4:6-7
refers to believers as God’s sons and heirs who have received “the Spirit of his
Son” and who join the Son in calling upon God as “Abba, Father.”5”

In Romans 8 as well, Paul connects the filial status of believers with Jesus’
divine sonship.®® After referring to God’s sending of “his own Son” (ton
heautou huion) in verse 3, and the bestowal of the Spirit (vv. 5-13), Paul charac-
terizes believers as adopted “sons of God” (v. 14) and “God’s children” (v. 16)
who now call to God as “Abba, Father” through “the Spirit of sonship/adoption
[huiothesias]” (v. 15) and are “fellow heirs with Christ” (v. 17). In verses 18-27
Paul states both present and future consequences of this divine adoption of be-
lievers, which include their revelation as God’s sons (v. 19), their glorious free-
dom as children of God (v. 21), and “the redemption of our bodies,” which
must mean resurrection/transformation into immortal life (v. 23). Then come
verses 28-30, a highly theocentric passage which proclaims God’s love toward
the elect who have been “predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son,
in order that he might be the firstborn among many sons.” Clearly Jesus’ status
as God’s unique Son is not exclusionary; instead he is the redemptively inclu-
sive prototype and basis for all others who are brought into filial relationship
with God.

Other references echo this idea. 1 Corinthians 1:9 describes believers as

agrees that “the Son of God” is the original reading but proposes that the variants may have
been theologically motivated.

67. Gal. 3:27-28 makes it clear that female and male believers are included on equal terms
as “sons” and “heirs.”

68. It has been claimed by some that Rom. 8:3 and Gal. 4:4 are evidence of an early
christological “formula” expressing the sending of God’s Son. I have no particular stake in the
question, but personally I do not see much to support this claim. There is nothing formulaic in
the two passages, which use different phrases for Jesus (“his own Son,” “his Son”), and even dif-
ferent verbs for the sending (pempo in Rom. 8:3; exapostello in Gal. 4:4).
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called by God into the “fellowship/participation [koinonia] of his Son,” which
means that their status is both dependent upon the Son and also partakes in his
filial status. There is probably another allusion in 2 Corinthians 1:19-20, which
declares God’s redemptive “yes” as communicated in the preaching of God’s
Son, in whom all God’s promises are assured and through whom believers
gratefully say “amen” back to God.

Scholars commonly see in Romans 1:3-4 and 1 Thessalonians 1:10 Paul’s
use of traditional confessional formulations that stem from years earlier than
these letters. As with Paul’s references to Jesus as “Christ,” the divine sonship
category takes us back much earlier than the date of the Pauline epistles, and
likely back to Jewish Christian circles of the earliest years. Bultmann granted
this, but contended that in Paul Jesus’ divine sonship assumed a different mean-
ing, one more shaped by pagan notions of sons of gods; but I can see no basis
for this view.®® Instead, in the references we have examined here, Jesus’ divine’
sonship continues to show the influences of Jewish traditions. It connotes Jesus’
special relationship to and favor with God, his royal-messianic status, his
unique significance in God’s plan, and God’s close involvement in Jesus’ ap-
pearance. Jesus’ status as God’s “Son” does not particularly function in Paul’s
epistles to indicate Jesus’ own divinity (for which Kyrios much more clearly
serves, as we note in the following section of this chapter). Ironically, it is even
possible that Paul’s desire to avoid among his converts the sort of misunder-
standing of Jesus’ sonship that Bultmann fell into, that is, likening him to divine
heroes and demigods, may help account for the infrequency of Paul’s references
to Jesus as God’s “Son.”

But, although Jesus’ divine sonship does not appear as frequently as some
other christological categories, and the “Son of God” title in particular is nei-
ther a prominent feature nor a fixed expression in Paul’s christological rhetoric,
the concentration of references in Romans and Galatians shows that Paul found
the category useful in conveying Jesus’ significance in terms of Jewish and bibli-
cal traditions. Moreover, several passages indicate that referring to Jesus’ divine
sonship was particularly meaningful for Paul personally. Note that he describes
the cognitive content of the divine disclosure that turned him from opponent
into dedicated proponent of the Christian gospel as God’s revelation of “his
Son to/in me [en emoi]” (Gal. 1:16). Moreover, Paul can characterize his procla-
mation as presenting “God’s Son, Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 1:19), and he can portray
his own devotional stance as living “by faith in the Son of God who loved me
and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20).

If, as is likely, in his preconversion opposition Paul rejected early Jewish

69. Bultmann, Theology, 1:128-29.
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Christian claims that Jesus was God’s unique Son, and then, by force of divine
“revelation,” was brought in his innermost being to the conviction that it was
all true, this would help explain the importance that Jesus’ divine sonship
seems to have had in Paul’s postconversion religious life. I suggest that for Paul
Jesus’ divine sonship expressed the total opposite of what he had thought of Je-
sus prior to his conversion. Whereas previously the zealous Pharisee had re-
garded Jesus as a miserable false teacher who justly had suffered an accursed
death, Paul came to see Jesus as sent by God and as having a uniquely favored
status and relationship to God; and for Paul the biblical category “Son” was a
profoundly expressive way of registering this radically changed view of Jesus.

Jesus as Lord

The remaining key christological title, used about 180 times in the undisputed
Pauline letters, is Kyrios (Lord).”® Here too the obvious questions are about the
derivation of the practice of applying Kyrios to Jesus, and the meanings and
contexts of doing so as indicated in Paul’s letters.

In Roman-era Greek, kyrios was used to refer to and address someone in a
variety of socially superior positions. For example, the owner of a slave was the
slave’s kyrios (“master,” e.g., Eph. 6:5, 9). More generally kyrios was used in po-
lite address, roughly the equivalent to “sir” in English (and “my lord” in more
courtly speech). This basic notion that anyone referred to as kyrios holds a su-
perior status and a certain power or authority is there in all uses of the term.

As Paul’s derisive reference to the “many so-called gods” and “many
lords” of the Roman era indicates (1 Cor. 8:5), kyrios was also a familiar part of
the religious vocabulary of the time, as a reverential epithet given to deities
(e.g., the Lord Serapis). It also came to be used for the Roman emperor, more so
in the eastern provinces where traditions of divine kingship were strong and
cultic devotion to the living emperor (and not only the deceased ones) was
more acceptable than in the West.”! This pagan religious usage certainly illus-
trates the wider linguistic context within which early Christian use of kyrios is
to be seen, and it shows that pagans could easily have understood the term as
connoting reverence for Jesus as divine. But the antipathy of devout Jews to-

70.1draw upon my much more extensive discussion in Hurtado, “Lord,” in DPL, 560-69.
In addition to the bibliography listed there, see now also Neil Richardson, Paul’s Language about
God, JSNTSup 99 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994).

71. Duncan Fishwick, The Imperial Cult in the Latin West (Leiden: Brill, 1987); S. R, E
Price, Rituals and Power: The Roman Imperial Cult in Asia Minor (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1984).
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ward virtually any aspect of pagan religion makes it unlikely that pagan usage
of kyrios was the impetus or the provenance that directly shaped the
christological use of the term in Paul’s letters and among his congregations. To
understand where the christological use of kyrioscomes from and how the term
functioned in Christian circles of the first few decades, we have to look else-
where.

Most recent studies of these questions conclude that the key semantic
background lies in Jewish tradition, and that the christological designation of
Jesus as “Lord” goes back into the very earliest circles of Jewish Christians.”?
Two features of the Jewish tradition of the time are particularly relevant: (1) the
religious use of translation equivalents to kyrios in Hebrew and Aramaic in ref-
erence to God, and (2) the use of kyrios itself in the religious vocabulary of
Greek-speaking Jews.

By the first century, among devout Jews there had developed a w1dely ob-
served avoidance of pronouncing the Hebrew name of God (Yahweh), and vari-
ous substitutes were used, even in reading the scriptural passages where the di-
vine name appears. The most frequent Hebrew substitute was adonay. As
illustrated in Qumran texts, the Aramaic term maryah (definite form of maréh)
was used similarly, and both mean “Lord.” Among Greek-speaking Jews it is
likely that kyrios was favored as a substitute for the divine name.”® This is re-
flected in the New Testament writings, which likewise prefer kyrios in citing
biblical passages where God’s name appears in Hebrew. That is, by all indica-
tions, in Jewish circles of the first century kyrios and its Semitic-language
equivalents for “lord” were used to refer to the God of the Bible; and in their de-
terminative/emphatic forms (“the Lord”) these terms functioned as substitutes
for the divine name.

So, in addition to the generally honorific sense of kyrios (e.g., “sir,” “mas-

72. See, e.g., W. Foerster and G. Quell, “k0pioc,” in TDNT, 3:1039-98; J. A. Fitzmyer, “The
Semitic Background of the New Testament Kyrios Title,” in his A Wandering Aramean: Collected
Aramaic Essays, SBLMS 25 (Missoula: Scholars, 1979), 115-43.

73. See Fitzmyer, “The Semitic Background of the New Testament Kyrios Title,” for the
Qumran Aramaic evidence. We know that Yahweh was written in Hebrew characters in extant
Jewish Greek biblical manuscripts of the pre-Christian period, but by all indications Jews used a
substitute term in reading aloud and in oral references to God. Josephus, writing in Greek to-
ward the end of the first century, preferred despotés in place of God’s name, but he may have
wanted to avoid using kyrios on account of it having become one of the titles of the Roman em-
perors under whose sponsorship he worked. Philo (early first century) prefers kyrios; see also
J. R. Royse, “Philo, Kyrios, and the Tetragrammaton,” Studia Philonica Annual 3 (1991): 167-83;
A. Pietersma, “Kyrios or Tetragram: A Renewed Quest for the Original Septuagint,” in Studies in
Honour of John W. Wevers on His Sixty-Fifth Birthday, ed. Albert Pietersma and Claude Cox
(Mississauga, Ontario: Benben Publishers, 1984), 85-101.
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ter”) and the application of the term to divine figures in the wider religious en-
vironment, there is also the more specific use in the religious vocabulary of
Greek-speaking Jews of the first century as a reverential way of referring to
God, parallel to the way adonay and maréh were used in Hebrew and Aramaic.
Given the Jewish religious background and religious scruples of Paul and influ-
ential Christians of the first decades, this Jewish religious use of kyrios and the
Semitic equivalents is the far more directly important linguistic provenance for
the christological use of kyrios evidenced in Paul’s letters.

In fact, the connections between Jewish use of “Lord” and the christo-
logical use of kyrios in Pauline Christianity are mediated through the prior
practice of referring to Jesus as “Lord” in Greek-speaking and also Aramaic-
speaking Jewish Christian circles in the earliest years of the Christian move-
ment. This is confirmed by a crucial piece of evidence I referred to earlier, the
transliterated Aramaic devotional formula Paul uses in 1 Corinthians 16:22 that
is probably vocalized marana tha, “Our Lord, Come!” The expression certainly
comes from circles of Aramaic-speaking Jewish Christians, where it was a fea-
ture of their worship practice, an invocation addressed to the glorified Jesus ap-
pealing either for his presence in the worship setting or for his eschatological
appearance.’ Paul’s use of marana tha, without translation or explanation in
this epistle written to a Greek-speaking congregation composed mainly of Gen-
tile Christians, indicates that he counts on his readers being already acquainted
with it. The likely reason is that he himself had introduced the expression to the
Corinthians earlier as a verbal link to the devotional practices of their Aramaic-
speaking, Jewish Christian coreligionists. This in turn means that the practice
of invoking Jesus as “our Lord” must already have been sufficiently routinized
in Aramaic-speaking circles by the time Paul taught the phrase to the Corinthi-
ans, that it carried a certain cachet of tradition and could serve to unite believ-
ers across linguistic and cultural lines in a shared devotional practice.””

We know from Romans 8:15 and Galatians 4:6 that Paul similarly taught

74. See, e.g., Fee, Corinthians, 838-39, and the literature cited there. Often overlooked but
still valuable is the discussion in Franz J. Délger, Sol Salutis: Gebet und Gesang im christlichen
Altertum mit besonderer Riicksicht auf die Ostung in Gebet und Liturgie, 3rd ed., LQF 16/17 (1925;
reprint, Miinster: Aschendorffsche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1972), 198-206.

75. Fitzmyer judged that marana tha here “gives evidence of a veneration of Jesus by early
Jewish Christians as ‘Lord, as a figure associated with Yahweh of the Old Testament, even as one
on the same level with him, without saying explicitly that he is divine” (“New Testament Kyrios
and Maranatha and Their Aramaic Background,” in To Advance the Gospel: New Testament
Studies (New York: Crossroads, 1981), 229). I would only reiterate the point that for ancient Jews
to have given corporate liturgical reverence to Jesus in this way would have involved an unprec-
edented and momentous innovation in traditional Jewish liturgical practice.
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his Gentile converts to use another Aramaic devotional term, Abba (Father), as
a specially meaningful Christian way of addressing God in prayer. It is very in-
teresting that Paul passed on to his Greek-speaking converts these two Aramaic
prayer-expressions used by Jewish Christians to address both God and Jesus,
which, taken together, reflect a “binitarian” devotional pattern originating
among Aramaic-speaking Jewish Christians in Judea/Palestine and then pro-
moted among Greek-speaking Pauline churches.”®

The point I want to emphasize is not only that the christological use of
kyrios in Pauline Christianity had translation equivalents in Aramaic-speaking
Jewish Christian circles of earlier decades, but also that the religious meaning and
functions of the application of kyrios to Jesus in Pauline circles were shaped by
this earlier practice of appealing to the risen Jesus as “Lord” as a feature of the de-
votional life of Aramaic-speaking circles. That is, there was a shared religiousness,
and not merely an inherited vocabulary. We have no basis for thinking that the
designation of Jesus as “Lord” in Pauline Christianity represents some major de-
velopment in meaning distinguishable from the reverential use of maryah for Je-
sus earlier in Aramaic-speaking circles of Jewish Christians in Palestine. Instead
we have indications that Paul sought to align the christological terms and devo-
tional practices of his converts with those of earlier circles of Jewish Christians.””

Let us now look more closely at the uses of the Kyriostitle in Paul’s letters.
We look first at the referents to whom the title is applied. In the seven undis-
puted Pauline epistles there are just over 200 occurrences of Kyrios, in about 180
of which Paul applies the term to Jesus (the proportion is about the same if we
include the uses in the disputed Pauline letters). Clearly, Kyrios characteristi-
cally functions in Paul’s letters as a christological term. But that makes it all the
more important to note that Paul also refers to God as Kyrios. The certain pas-
sages where Paul does this are citations of the Old Testament, and Kyrios is
there the translation/substitute for Yahweh: Romans 4:8 (Ps. 32:1-2), Romans

76. Cf. Bousset’s desperate proposal that maranatha was an Aramaic translation of an
originally Greek invocation of Jesus (Kyrios Christos, 129), and B. L. Mack (A Myth of Innocence:
Mark and Christian Origins [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988], 100-102), who sharply distinguishes
Palestinian “Jesus movements” from “the Christ cult” and attributes the latter to “the Hellenis-
tic community” in “northern Syria.” Among other things, Mack ignores the absence of any evi-
dence in Paul for the supposed influence of these Syrian Christian circles. Instead, Paul fre-
quently promotes links with and imitation of Jewish believers in Judea/Palestine (e.g., 1 Thess.
2:14-16; 1 Cor. 15:1-11; 2 Cor. 8—9; Rom. 15:25-33). I focus on these circles in the next chapter.

77. There is further indication of the routinized christological use of “Lord” among Jew-
ish Christian circles of the earliest years in Paul’s references to “the brothers of the Lord” (1 Cor.
9:5, hot adelphoi tou kyriou) and to James, “the brother of the Lord” (Gal. 1:19, ton adelphon tou
kyriou). In both cases Paul seems to be deliberately referring to these figures in formulaic ex-
pressions by which they were honorifically designated in their own circles.
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9:28-29 (Isa. 28:22; 1:9), Romans 10:16 (Isa. 53:1), Romans 11:34 (Isa. 40:13),
Romans 15:11 (Ps. 117:1), 1 Corinthians 3:20 (Ps. 94:11), 2 Corinthians 6:17-18 (Isa.
52:11; 2 Sam. 7:14). Even clearer as evidence that Kyrios was a part of Paul’s own
vocabulary for God are the several other citations of the Old Testament where
Paul supplies an explicit reference to God as Kyrios for which there is no direct
equivalent in the Old Testament passages: Romans 11:3 (1 Kings 19:10), Romans
12:19 (Deut. 32:35), 1 Corinthians 14:21 (Isa. 28:11). All these passages show that
in Paul’s inherited religious vocabulary the term Kyrios could serve to designate
God, and functioned as a Greek substitute for God’s name.

So it is remarkable that, in other citations of Old Testament passages
which originally have to do with God, Paul applies the passages to Jesus, mak-
ing him the Kyrios: Romans 10:13 (Joel 2:32), 1 Corinthians 1:31 (Jer. 9:23-24),
1 Corinthians 10:26 (Ps. 24:1), 2 Corinthians 10:17 (Jer. 9:23-24). In two other
places it is more difficult to be certain whether it is God or Jesus to whom Paul
applies the Old Testament citations: Romans 14:11 (Isa. 45:23) and 1 Corinthians
2:16 (Isa. 40:13).7% There are also a number of cases where Paul alludes to Old
Testament passages that mention Yahweh as the Kyrios and Paul clearly makes
Jesus the referent: 1 Corinthians 10:21 (Mal. 1:7, 12), 1 Corinthians 10:22 (Deut.
32:21), 2 Corinthians 3:16 (Exod. 34:34), 1 Thessalonians 3:13 (Zech. 14:),
1 Thessalonians 4:6 (Ps. 94:2).7° But the most striking example of this is surely
Philippians 2:10-11, which appropriates Isaiah 45:23-25 (originally proclaiming a
universal submission to God) to portray the eschatological acclamation of Jesus
as Kyrios “to the glory of God the Father.”

These applications of Old Testament Kyrios passages to Jesus connote and
presuppose the conviction that in some profound way he is directly and
uniquely associated with God. For example, in Philippians 2:9-11 Jesus’ status is
bestowed by God, who has exalted Jesus and given him “the name above every
name.” The creative understanding of Isaiah 45:23 in these verses as predicting a
universal acknowledgment of Jesus as Kyrios shows that being given this title
must be the Greek equivalent of bearing the Old Testament name of God. We
must note that Philippians 2:6-11 is widely thought to be Paul’s adaptation of a
christological hymn that likely originated much earlier than the epistle in
which it is preserved, and that Paul shows no need to explain or justify its
christological content.®® Once again, this means that Paul here is no
christological innovator, at least as far as the contents of this passage and the

78. D. B. Capes, Old Testament Yahweh Texts in Paul’s Christology, WUNT 2/47
(Tibingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1992), argues that these are also applied to Jesus.

79. Also 2 Thess. 1:7-8 (Isa. 66:15); 2 Thess. 1:9 (Isa. 2:10, 19, 21); 2 Thess. 1212 (Isa. 66:5).

80. One of the best studies is T. Nagata, “Philippians 2:5-11: A Case Study in the Contex-
tual Shaping of Early Christology” (Ph.D. diss., Princeton Theological Seminary, 1981).
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devotional practice it reflects are concerned. Instead the passage gives us valu-
able historical evidence of devotion to Jesus that was so familiar that Paul could
use this fascinating christological recitation as a basis for making his real point
here, which is to call for appropriate Christian ethical behavior.?!

In 2 Corinthians 3:15-18 Paul’s statement that “when one turns to the Lord
the veil is lifted” (v. 16) applies to Christ, the phrasing adapted from Exodus
34:34 (where God is clearly the Kyrios before whom Moses takes off his veil).
Paul goes on to link Christ with the divine Spirit (vv. 17-18), and refers to him as
the agent of transforming glory (doxa = Heb. kavad, one of the most important
attributes of God i the Old Testament, borne here by Christ) and as the divine
image (etkon, 4:4) proclaimed as the Kyrios (4:5),in whose face the glory of God
shines forth (4:6).82

Additional important evidence that Paul’s references to Jesus as the Kyrios
involve a direct association of him with God is found in the several .passages -
where Paul appropriates the Old Testament theme of “the day of the Lord
[ Yahweh]” to refer to the eschatological victory of Christ (e.g., 1 Thess. 5:2;
1 Cor. 5:55 2 Thess. 2:2), even modifying the phrase to identify Jesus explicitly as
the Kyrios (1 Cor. 1:8; 2 Cor. 1:14). Larry Kreitzer focused on the close association
of Christ with God reflected in Paul’s use of Kyrios to designate Christ acting in
the role of God in these passages, and Kreitzer rightly described a “conceptual
overlap between God and Christ” in Paul.®?

In another set of Pauline passages we have Kyrios applied to Jesus in ex-
pressions that are commonly recognized as having originated as acclamations
of Jesus in early Christian worship. 1 Corinthians 12:3 refers to the acclamation
formula Kyrios Iésous (“Lord Jesus,” or “Jesus is Lord”) as prompted by the Holy
Spirit. Romans 10:9-10 is another reference to this early liturgical acclamation
of Jesus as “Lord,” here connected to faith in his resurrection, which shows that
Jesus’ resurrection continued to be regarded as the historic basis and demon-
stration of his exaltation (as reflected also in Rom. 1:3-4). In Philippians 2:9-11
we have a slightly fuller acclamation, Kyrios Iésous Christos (“Jesus Christ is
Lord,” or “Lord Jesus Christ”). Though the passage projects this universal accla-
mation as the divine purpose for the future, the phrase also echoes early Chris-

81. L. W. Hurtado, “Jesus as Lordly Example in Philippians 2:5-11,” in From Jesus to Paul:
Studies in Honour of Francis Wright Beare, ed. P. Richardson and J. C. Hurd (Waterloo, Ontario:
Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1984), 113-26. More generally, see S. E. Fowl, The Story of Christ
in the Ethics of Paul: An Analysis of the Function of the Hymnic Material in the Pauline Corpus,
JSNTSup 36 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990).

82. Newman, Paul’s Glory-Christology.

83. Larry J. Kreitzer, Jesus and God in Paul’s Eschatology, JSNTSup 19 (Sheffield: JSOT
Press, 1987), 116. See also Neil Richardson, Paul’s Language about God.
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tian devotional practice. As already indicated, Philippians 2:6-11 is commonly
understood as derived from early Christian worship; the acclamation of Jesus
in early Christian worship settings was intended as an anticipation of this uni-
versal recognition of him as Kyrios.

We should also note 1 Corinthians 8:5-6, where there is another indica-
tion of the liturgical acclamation of Jesus as Kyrios, and the close association of
him with God in devotional practice. Here, in explicit contrast to the worship
practices of the polytheistic environment, Paul affirms a two-part exclusivistic
confession of “one God [heis Theos| the Father” and “one Lord [ heis Kyrios) Je-
sus Christ” (the latter phrase resembling the longer, sonorous wording of the
acclamation in Phil. 2:11). In this astonishingly bold association of Jesus with
God, Paul adapts wording from the traditional Jewish confession of God’s
uniqueness, known as the Shema, from Deuteronomy 6:4, “Hear, O Israel: The
Lord our God is one Lord” (Kyrios heis estin [LXX], translating Heb. Yahweh
‘echad). This adaptation of the Shema may be Paul’s own creative formulation
here, but, as we have seen, the acclamation of Jesus as “Lord” obviously had
long been a traditional feature of Christian devotional practice in Pauline
Christianity and in other Christian circles as well, in both Greek and Aramaic.

In addition to the types of uses of Kyrios already mentioned, there are
about 170 cases where the term is applied to Jesus in several somewhat formu-
laic expressions. In sociolinguistic perspective these are routinizations in the re-
ligious discourse of early Christians, which shows how thoroughly familiar it
was to use Kyrios as a christological title. In about 65 cases Kyrios is used with
other christological terms: “Jesus Christ our Lord” (e.g., Rom. 1:4; 5:21), “Our
Lord Jesus Christ” (e.g., Rom. 5:1, 11; 16:20; Gal. 6:18), “the Lord Jesus Christ”
(e.g., 2 Cor. 13:13), and “the Lord Jesus” (e.g., Rom. 14:14; 1 Cor. 11:23). In many
cases these constructions appear in the openings and closings of Paul’s letters,
where scholars have identified Paul’s use of greeting and benediction formulas
from early Christian worship settings.®* These phrases are thus evidence of the
devotional expressions characteristic of Christian worship in which Jesus was
routinely referred to as “Lord”

The most frequently found use of Kyrios in Paul (about 100 times in the
undisputed letters) is the absolute use (with the definite article) to designate Je-
sus simply as “the Lord” (ho Kyrios; e.g., Rom. 14:6, 8; 16:2, 8, 11, 12, 13; 1 Cor. 3:5;
4:4-5). In these cases it is clear that for Paul and his intended readers, “the Lord”
is sufficient and no further identifying words are needed. As noted earlier, this
absolute use of Kyrios had its precedents and equivalents in Hebrew (Adonay)

84. See, e.g., D. E. Aune, The New Testament in Its Literary Environment (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1987), 192-94.
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and Aramaic (Maryah) references to God, and in Aramaic-speaking Jewish
Christian practice where Maryah was also applied to Jesus. This indicates that
Paul must have inherited this christological use of “the Lord” from his Chris-
tian predecessors, and these include Aramaic-speaking as well as Greek-
speaking believers.®>

There are three main kinds of contexts and statements in which Kyrios is
applied to Jesus. One frequent kind of context is where Jesus’ authoritative sta-
tus for believers is the focus. Kramer noted that in Paul’s letters Jesus is referred
to as Kyrios “most frequently in statements about the practical conduct of the
Church or of the individual”%¢ As their Kyrios, Jesus claimed the obedience of
believers and defined for them the sphere of their ethical endeavor. A few exam-
ples of Pauline passages will illustrate this.

In a larger section on how believers are to treat one another, Romans 14:1-
12 urges believers who differ over foods and special days to respect one another
as servants who are answerable to their Lord (v. 4). Paul portrays positively be-
lievers on both sides of these issues as acting “unto [NRSV, ‘in honor of’] the
Lord [kyrio]” and in thankfulness to God, both those who abstain and those
who eat, both those who observe certain days and those who do not (vv. 5-6).
Indeed, their living and dying are to be wholly “to/for the Lord [t kyri6]” (vv.
7-8), and in the context this Lord is clearly Christ who “died and came to life
anew [ezésen] so that he could be Lord [kyrieusé] of the dead and the living”
(v. 9).%7

In 1 Corinthians 6:12—7:40 Paul deals with several questions about sexual
behavior, often referring to Jesus as the Kyrios. Having been resurrected by God
(6:14), “the Lord” is now the one to whom the bodies of Christians belong (6:13)

85. For reasons evident from my discussion here, Kramer’s assertions that the acclama-
tion of Jesus as “Lord” could have originated only in a “Hellenistic” context are unreliable and
ill founded (cf,, e.g., Kramer, 99-107).

86. Kramer, 169.

87. Consequently, in Paul’s citation of Isa. 45:23 in Rom. 14:11, I propose that Jesus is
probably to be taken as the Kyrios to whom every knee is to bow in a life of obedience, thereby
also giving praise (exomologésetai) to God. Phil. 2:9-11 shows that Isa. 45:23 was read in very early
Christian circles as referring to Jesus and God. Such an interpretation of Isa. 45:23 would also
explain why Paul modifies the text here to make explicit reference to the Kyrios as well as God.
Cf.,e.g.,]. D. G. Dunn, Romans 9—16, WBC 38B (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1988), 810, who contends that
Kyrios in 14:11 refers to God. To be sure, in some of Paul’s Old Testament citations the Kyrios is
God, but Dunn exaggerates things in claiming that this is Paul’s “usual practice” As I have
noted, in about ten citations Kyrios clearly designates God, and in another ten or so citations
and clear allusions it designates Jesus. Paul’s easy linkage of Jesus and God is illustrated in the
context, where he uses the same verb (proselabeto) in referring to God as having “welcomed” be-
lievers (14:3) and to Jesus as having “welcomed” them “for the glory of God” (15:7).
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and to whom they are joined in spirit also (6:17). In answering questions about
marriage and singleness, Paul cites a saying of “the Lord” as a command (7:10-
11), as he does elsewhere in this epistle (9:14; 14:37), and he distinguishes be-
tween these sayings of the Lord and his own advice (7:12, 25). Moreover, as in
other passages, so here “the Lord” is the realm of Christian life: believers are
called “in the Lord” (7:22), the unmarried are encouraged to devote themselves
“to the Lord” (7:32-35), and the widow may remarry only “in the Lord” (7:39,
i.e., within the Christian fellowship).

The same idea is reflected in Romans 16:2-20, where Paul repeatedly refers
to believers as being “in the Lord [en Kyrio]” as well as “in Christ [en Christo},”
meaning that they share in Christian fellowship and service (vv. 2, 8, 11-13). By
contrast he mentions certain troublesome individuals who “do not serve our
Lord Christ” (v. 18). Elsewhere Paul uses the phrase “the work of the Lord” to
designate the activity of promoting the gospel (1 Cor. 15:58; 16:10). Paul portrays
his own personal movements in his ministry as dependent upon the will of “the
Lord” (1 Cor. 4:19; 16:7). In 1 Thessalonians 1:6 the believers are praised for being
“imitators of us and of the Lord” in their obedience to the gospel amidst afflic-
tion; later in this epistle Paul exhorts the Thessalonians to observe ethical in-
structions that he gave them on the authority of “the Lord Jesus” (4:1-2), who
will judge their behavior (4:6).

A second frequent kind of context where Jesus is referred to as the Kyrios
is in eschatological passages. I have already mentioned the way the Old Testa-
ment idea of “the day of the Lord” is applied to the eschatological return of Je-
sus. In other passages as well where Paul refers to Jesus’ future appearance and
victory, he designates him as Kyrios. For example, in 1 Corinthians 4:1-5 Jesus is
“the Lord” who at his coming will judge Paul and other believers, and in
Philippians 4:5 the phrase “the Lord is near” reflects the expectation of Jesus’ es-
chatological return that was shared by Paul and his converts. In these passages
the designation of Jesus as Kyrios connotes much more than simply “master” As
indicated also in the christological interpretation of the Old Testament theme
of “the day of the Lord,” the returning Jesus was thought of with attributes and
functions that likened him to God. This association of Jesus with God in escha-
tological hopes has parallels in ancient Jewish references to principal agents of
God’s eschatological victory, such as the “Elect One” of 1 Enoch 37—71. It is, how-
ever, rather stunning for early Christian circles to have placed in such a role a
near contemporary who had suffered a disgraceful death and had fallen under
the judgment of religious and political authorities.

The third kind of context is in statements that stem from and reflect the
worship setting. Recall the earlier observation about the acclamation formulas
commonly found in Paul’s letters in which Jesus is confessed and invoked litur-
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gically as the Kyrios, and also the liturgical greetings and benedictions referring
to Jesus as Kyrios which Paul adapted to serve as letter openings and closings.
We can illustrate this connection of the Kyrios title with worship contexts with
a couple of representative passages.

In 1 Corinthians 11:17-33 Paul issues directions over proper celebration of
the Christian sacred meal, which he refers to as “the Lord’s supper” (kyriakon
deipnon, 11:20), just as he refers to “the Lord’s cup” and “the Lord’s table” in dis-
tinguishing this meal from the cult meals of the pagan gods (11:27; 10:21).
Throughout 11:17-33 Jesus is consistently designated Kyrios (11:23, 26, 27, 32). In
the reference to “the Lord’s death” in 11:26, where we might expect Paul to use
Christos, the use of Kyrios probably stems from the statement having to do with
Jesus’ eschatological return and its use here in the setting of worship.

To cite another passage, in 1 Corinthians 5:1-5 Paul instructs the Corin-
thian congregation to carry out disciplinary action against a member guilty-of
“sexual immorality” (porneia). This is not the sort of action familiar in the ex-
perience of most Christians today, and it likely was not a frequent liturgical ac-
tion in the first century either. But the action is clearly to be taken in the setting
of the gathered church, where Jesus is characteristically affirmed as Kyrios. We
should probably take “in the name of the Lord Jesus” as describing their assem-
bly (alluding to the liturgical practice of invoking Jesus as Kyrios), and perhaps
also as the spiritual power they are to invoke in handing the offender “over to
Satan for the destruction of his flesh” (v. 5). Moreover, once again, in this pas-
sage concerned with a liturgical gathering, we have a reference to Jesus’ eschato-
logical return, “the day of the Lord”

There are thus three main types of Pauline contexts in which Jesus is
characteristically referred to as Kyrios: (1) In hortatory statements and passages
Jesus is the Lord/Master whose teaching and example are authoritative for be-
lievers. (2) In references to eschatological expectations, Jesus is designated the
Lord who will come again as agent of God. (3) In formulae and passages reflect-
ing actions of the worship setting, Kyrios designates the unequaled status given
to Jesus by God and is the characteristic title given to Jesus in the worship prac-
tices of early Christian circles.

We can identify particular nuances in referring to Jesus as Kyrios in each
type of context, but these connotations were likely all linked in the religious
thought and life of the Pauline Christians and among those earlier Christians
with whose beliefs and practices Paul sought to align his converts. We have
noted how references to Jesus as the coming Lord appear in worship contexts
where Kyrios also designates Jesus as recipient of corporate devotion. The
overly sharp distinctions in meaning and in chronology between references to
Jesus as eschatological Lord and as Lord of the gathered congregation (e.g.,
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Bousset, Bultmann) are, thus, artificial and unrealistic. Instead we have to think
of an exciting, dynamic, and rather complex “development” (explosion would
be nearer the mark) of convictions about Jesus in the earliest months and years
of what became the Christian movement. These earliest believers were less in-
terested than some modern scholars in precise distinctions of nuance and in
keeping their convictions in tidy compartments and carefully attached to dis-
crete vocabulary. The various nuances of calling Jesus “Lord” were all con-
nected in the semantics of earliest Christian circles, though one or another nu-
ance may be more to the fore in different contexts (e.g., Kyrios as “master” to be
obeyed in hortatory contexts, or as divine recipient of devotion in worship con-
texts).

We have to think in terms of a similar interconnection of connotations
and convictions for all the christological titles we have looked at here. Certainly
“Christ,” “Lord,” and “Son” each has its own connotation, and each seems to be
used somewhat more characteristically in particular kinds of contexts in Paul’s
letters, as we have noted. But we should not impute modern analytical concerns
to the religious life of early Christian believers. The easy way Paul varies his des-
ignations of Jesus, combines titles (e.g., as “Jesus Christ our Lord,” “the Lord Je-
sus,” “the Lord Jesus Christ”), and uses more than one title in the same passage
(e.g., “Christ” and “Son” in Gal. 2117-21; “Lord” and “Christ” in Rom. 14:5-9)
shows the rich interplay of meanings operating in the religious life of believers
in these early decades.

Preexistence

In recent years some scholars have questioned whether Paul’s letters attest a be-
lief in Jesus’ “preexistence,” that is, that Jesus had some sort of heavenly state/
status prior to his historical, earthly life.8® It is clear that belief in Jesus’
preexistence did arise at some point, and it is commonly thought to be regis-
tered in New Testament writings of the latter decades of the first century (espe-
cially in John 1:1-18). But there are questions about how early this view of Jesus
arose, how to account for the belief historically, and what Jesus’ preexistence
meant for early Christians. There are also theological-philosophical questions
about whether the preexistence of Christ can still be credible and meaningful

88. E.g., Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, “Christological Anthropology in Phil., I, 6-11,” RevB
83 (1976): 25-50; and J. D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making (London: SCM Press; Philadel-
phia: Westminster, 1980; 2nd ed., 1989).

89. In addition to Dunn, Christology in the Making, see also Jiirgen Habermann,
Priexistenzaussagen im Neuen Testament (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lange, 1990).
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today, and if so, what the significance would be; but these latter really lie be-
yond the scope of my discussion here.?® In this chapter my concern is what
Paul’s letters tell us about the Christ-devotion that characterized Pauline Chris-
tianity, and perhaps other and earlier circles as well.

Though scholarly majorities can sometimes be wrong, we should note
that the overwhelming majority of scholars in the field agree that there are at
least a few passages in Paul’s undisputed letters that reflect and presuppose the
idea of Jesus’ preexistence. Philippians 2:6-11 (esp. vv. 6-8) is usually considered
the most explicit attestation, with shorter and more allusive references often
seen in several other Pauline statements, among which 1 Corinthians 8:6 is
prominent on account of an apparent link of Christ with creation (“one Lord
Jesus Christ, through whom all things [are] and through whom we [are]”).
Other references include 1 Corinthians 15:47 (Jesus is the “man from heaven”),
2 Corinthians 8:9 (Jesus “became poor so that through his poverty you might
become rich”), Galatians 4:4 (God sent forth his Son to be “born of a woman”),
Romans 8:3 (God sent his Son “in the likeness of sinful flesh”), and 1 Corinthi-
ans 10:4 (the “spiritual rock” that accompanied Israel in the wilderness was
Christ).®! But if some kind of preexistence is reflected in at least some of these
references, can we say more precisely what this idea entails? Before we proceed
to this question, however, we had best examine how secure the majority opin-
ion is.

Prominently among those who take a dissenting view, James Dunn has
argued that there is no idea of Christ’s personal preexistence and incarnation in
Paul’s letters (in Dunn’s discussion this includes Colossians, in which 1:15-20 is
crucial on this question), and that all the Pauline letters attest is some kind of
association between Christ and the Jewish concept of God’s wisdom. That is,
Dunn contends, in Pauline Christianity Christ may have been seen as the hu-
man expression or embodiment of God’s attribute of wisdom, which in Jewish
sources is often portrayed in personified form.’? Because Dunn has dissented
from, or attempted to qualify, more widely held views of these passages, he has

90. See now Karl-Josef Kuschel, Before All Time? The Dispute over Christ’s Origin (New
York: Crossroad, 1992). The collection of essays on the subject edited by John Hick (The Myth of
God Incarnate [London: SCM Press, 1977]) generated controversy in English-speaking circles by
questioning the meaning and logical validity of the belief and by claiming its origins in early
Christian appropriation of pagan myths. See, e.g., Michael Goulder, ed., Incarnation and Myth:
The Debate Continued (London: SCM Press; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979).

91. But Kuschel (298) sees a clear Pauline reference to Jesus’ preexistence only in Phil. 2:6-
11, which “stands ‘in isolation’ in the whole of Pauline theology.”

92. Dunn, Christology in the Making, esp. 113-28, 176-96; and his more recent discussion
in Theology of Paul, 266-93.
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probed the topic at some length. In the interests of an economic treatment of
the matter here, therefore, I shall engage the topic by way of interaction with
him.** Even with a concern for a concise discussion, however, it will take a few
pages to address the main issues involved in understanding what the several
short passages in Paul tell us about Christ’s preexistence.

First, Dunn is obviously correct to point out that there is metaphorical
language in these references, and that metaphors should not be read woodenly.
A prime example is the reference in 2 Corinthians 8:9 to Christ having gra-
ciously “impoverished” himself for the redemptive “enrichment” of believers.
The reason for this particular set of metaphors lies in the context, which is not a
christological treatise but an extended appeal for the Corinthians to participate
generously in the Pauline financial collection for the Jerusalem church (the
whole of 2 Cor. 8-9). Paul’s reference to Christ’s generosity is clearly intended to
make it the supreme example for the practical generosity that Paul urges from
the Corinthian believers.

But in every intelligent use of metaphor the imagery represents a reality.
So in this case we have to ask what constituted Christ’s self-impoverishment
and how it produced the “enrichment” of believers. Granted, Jesus’ self-
abasement here is referred to holistically, and in light of the repeated affirma-
tion of the redemptive significance of Jesus’ death in Paul’s letters, it is reason-
able to see Jesus’ death as the apex of Jesus’ generosity (though the nadir of
abasement for him). Moreover, in Paul’s letters it is surely Jesus’ death and res-
urrection that constitute the decisive action on which the redemption of believ-
ers rests. But Dunn dubiously claims that 2 Corinthians 8:9 is only a “one-stage
act of abasement” and that this can only be Jesus’ death. The redemptive action
of Christ is recounted by means of a single metaphor, self-impoverishment, but
this is hardly a basis for restricting the reference to a single act, Jesus’ death.
Nothing in the passage demands this, and (contra Dunn) nothing in Paul’s
other references to the “grace” of Christ requires this either.”* What Pauline
Christians might have seen as being involved in Christ’s self-impoverishment
remains an open question.

To help address this question, we have to see what else Paul’s letters tell us
about views on Christ’s self-abasement current in his churches. The most im-

93. I point readers to my earlier discussion, Hurtado, “Pre-existence,” in DPL, 743-46
(with further bibliography).

94. Dunn’s claim that Paul’s other references to the “grace” of Christ always refer to his
death and resurrection is flatly incorrect, as can be verified by use of a Greek concordance. In
fact, Paul’s most frequent references to the “grace” of Christ are in the grace benedictions of his
epistles, where he simply invokes Christ’s favor upon believers (e.g., Rom. 16:20; 1 Cor. 16:23;
2 Cor. 13:13; 1 Thess. 5:28; Gal. 6:18; Phil. 4:23; Philem. 25).
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portant (and most contested) passage is Philippians 2:6-11.%° In particular, how
are we to understand verses 6-8, which refer to Christ being “in the form of
God” and having been able to demur from exploiting for his own advantage
“being equal with God”? Most scholars take these verses to reflect a belief in the
personal preexistence and incarnation of Christ.”® But Dunn contends that
they allude to the Genesis accounts of the creation and disobedience of Adam,
and that the Philippians passage simply contrasts the self-sacrifice of the hu-
man Jesus with the hubris of Adam in reaching for divinity. That is, Philippians
2:6-8 refers solely to the actions of the earthly Jesus, and no preincarnate state is
in view.*” Because Philippians 2:6-11 is recognized as a key passage for assessing
the Pauline view of Christ, and the key passage on whether Pauline Christianity
held an idea of Christ’s preexistence, we should take some time to examine
these verses.

It is true that, when they are suggested by scholars, we can see contrasts”
between Jesus’ self-humbling in verses 6-8 of this passage and the serpent’s
claim that if they eat of the forbidden tree Adam (and Eve) will be “like gods”
(LXX: hos theoi) in Genesis 3:1-7. But Dunn’s claim that Philippians 2:6-8 is a
clear and direct allusion to the Genesis account and is thus intended to be read
simply as “Adam Christology” greatly exceeds the warrants of the passage.®® To
cite a crucial matter, with a good many others Dunn asserts that en morphé
theou (in the form of God) in 2:6 is simply a variant way of saying “image of
God” (eikon theou), basing his assertion entirely on the partial overlap of the
lexical range of meanings of the two words morphé (form, outward appearance,
shape) and eikon (image, likeness, form, appearance).®® But, as modern linguis-
tics has demonstrated, words acquire their specific meanings and denotations
when used in phrases and sentences with other words. So the question is not

95. Dunn seems to have thought so as well, for he devotes nearly twice as many pages to
this passage as to any of the others he addresses in his discussion of preexistence in Theology of
Paul, 266-93 (discussion of Phil. 2:6-11 on 281-88). See also my other discussions of this passage:
“Philippians 2:6-11,” in Prayer from Alexander to Constantine: A Critical Anthology, ed. Mark
Kiley (London: Routledge, 1997), 235-39; and “Jesus as Lordly Example in Philippians 2:5-11.”
Among recent commentaries, see esp. Gordon D. Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, NICNT
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 191-229, and G. F. Hawthorne, Philippians, WBC (Waco, Tex.:
Word, 1983), 71-96.

96. E.g., Habermann, 91-157.

97. Dunn proposes, however, that the passage “set in motion the thought of Christ’s
preexistence” and that the idea of the preexistent Christ making “an Adamic choice.. .. in effect
to become man” was “the almost inevitable corollary” (Theology of Paul, 288).

98. Indeed, it seems to me that in general Dunn attributes far too much to a supposed
“Adam Christology” in Paul’s letters.

99. E.g., BAGD, s.v. eikon (222), morphé (528).

121



EARLY PAULINE CHRISTIANITY

whether the general meanings of morphé and eikon have resemblances, but
whether the specific expression en morphé theou is actually used interchange-
ably with eikon theou in Greek texts.'®®

The answer is clearly negative. In the Genesis passages eikon theou is used
to express the status and significance of the human creature (Gen. 1:26-27; 5:1;
9:6), and when subsequent writers wish to make allusions to this idea, they con-
sistently use the eikon theou phrase (Wisd. of Sol. 2:23; 7:26; Sir. 17:3; and as Paul
himself does in 1 Cor. 11:7; cf. also Col. 3:10). Moreover, New Testament writers
consistently use etkdn in statements that seem to make explicit christological
appropriations of this theme (2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15), and in other passages as well
where the allusion/appropriation is less direct but still likely (1 Cor. 15:49; 2 Cor.
3:18). By contrast, morphé theou is never used elsewhere in any allusion to
Adam. In fact, morphé theou is not used at all in the Greek Old Testament, nor,
to my knowledge, in any other pre-Pauline Greek writing.

So the alleged use of en morphé theou as an allusion to Adam in Philip-
pians 2:6 would be a singular phenomenon, and a particularly inept one as well.
For allusions to work one must use, or at least adapt, at least a word or two from
the alluded-to text so that readers can catch the allusion.'®! In Philippians 2:6-8,
other than “God,” there is not a single word from the Greek of the Genesis 1:26-
27 description of God’s creation of the human in “the image of God” or from
the Genesis 3 temptation story.'%2

The phrase “being equal with God” (to einai isa thed) is never used else-
where in any identifiable allusion to Adam. It is used, however, in several texts,
and always negatively to describe the hubris of human efforts to become or be
seen as divine: e.g., a Jewish accusation against Jesus in John s5:18; the dying la-
ment of Antiochus over his own hubris in 2 Maccabees 9:12; and Philo’s scorn-
ful reference to human vanity in Legum allegoriae 1.49.'%

In Philippians 2:6, however, “being equal with God” seems to be presented

100. See also David Steenburg, “The Case against the Synonymity of Morphé and Eikon,”
JSNT 34 (1988): 77-86, who shows that the two words are not simply interchangeable. My argu-
ment, however, makes use of modern linguistics principles to focus on the two Greek construc-
tions, en morphé theou and eikon theou. On semantics, see, e.g., John Lyons, Language and Lin-
guistics: An Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 136-78; Moisés Silva,
Biblical Words and Their Meaning (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983).

101. See, e.g., Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1989), 29-32.

102. Among the eight Old Testament allusions in Philippians identified by E. E. Ellis
(Paul’s Use of the Old Testament [1957; reprint, Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981],154), there are none to
Genesis.

103. Note also Philo, Somn. 2.130-31; Decal. 61; and see my discussion of John 5:18 and re-
lated references later in chap. 6.
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as something already held by Christ or really within Christ’s grasp, for he is pic-
tured as refusing to exploit this status for selfish advantage.!** It appears also
that “being equal with God” is here equivalent or linked to “being in the form of
God,” the latter presented as the basis or condition for Christ being able to make
a choice about not taking personal advantage of “being equal with God.”*%

Furthermore, given that 2:8 explicitly refers to the earthly Jesus’ self-
abasement and obedience to death on the cross, it would be somewhat redun-
dant if 2:6-7 were simply recounting the same action. I suggest that the more
plausible way to read 2:6-8 is as a narrative sequence, with Jesus’ earthly obedi-
ence in 2:8 as the apex of a set of actions of selflessness that are then answered
by God’s exaltation of Jesus (2:9-11). All this means, as astonishing as it may be
that the idea developed so early, that Philippians 2:6-7 should be read as de-
scribing the action of the “preincarnate” or “preexistent” Christ. .

This raises the likelihood that Paul’s Corinthian readers also would have
been expected to think of Jesus’ self-impoverishment in 2 Corinthians 8:9 as in-
volving the range of actions that seem to be referred to in Philippians 2:6-8,
which includes the selfless readiness of the preexistent Jesus to give himself over
to costly obedience. To be sure, 2 Corinthians 8:9 is a reminder to readers of Je-
sus’ generosity and self-impoverishment from some prior position of advan-
tage (“you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that, being rich, for your
sakes he impoverished himself”); so Paul does not explain what he expects his
first readers to know already. But, with other scholars, I contend that various
references in Paul’s letters indicate that among the ideas he expected his con-
verts to be acquainted with and to appreciate was the belief that Jesus had really
come from God, and that the story of Jesus’ own involvement in redemption
extended back beyond his earthly existence and his crucially redemptive death
and resurrection.

In another tantalizingly brief passage, 1 Corinthians 8:6, Jesus is explicitly
identified as the one “through whom (are) all things and we through him.”
That is, Jesus here is linked with God, and the repetition of the prepositional
phrases using “through” (dia) makes emphatic his role as agent in creation as
well as redemption. As Conzelmann stated, “His preexistence is accordingly
presupposed.”!%¢ Exactly. Jesus’ preexistence is logically presupposed in the ref-

104. On the phrase oux harpagmon hégésato, see esp. Roy W. Hoover, “The Harpagmos
Enigma: A Philological Solution,” HTR 64 (1971): 95-119.

105. The structure of the Greek of Phil. 2:6 indicates this. Hos en morphé theou hyparchon
is an adverbial clause giving the circumstance for the action of the main clause, oux harpagmon
heégesato to einai isa theo [he did not regard being equal with God as an opportunity to be ex-
ploited].

106. Conzelmann, 145; Fee, Corinthians, 373-76.
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erence to his agency in creation. But Paul’s brief statement of this also seems to
presuppose that the idea was already known to his readers, thus requiring no
elaboration from him here. We would be very grateful if Paul had elaborated
the idea of Jesus’ preexistence, but this sort of passing reference to it is in fact
very important for historical purposes. It indicates that the idea had already be-
come disseminated among his churches so early that by the time he wrote his
epistles he could take it for granted as known.

Scholars have sometimes asserted that the background of this idea lies in
Greek philosophical traditions, noting that the prepositional phrases in 1 Co-
rinthians 8:6 resemble language developed in Stoic pantheism.!%” But, though
the Greek phrasing of this passage has parallels in Greek philosophical tradi-
tions, in fact the background and the logic of the statement in 1 Corinthians 8:6
and the other Pauline passages where Jesus’ preexistence is alluded to lie in Jew-
ish tradition, especially Jewish apocalyptic notions. The idea of Jesus’ agency in
creation and redemption is not driven by speculative interests, and does not re-
spond to philosophical questions about how a transcendent deity could create
the material world. Instead, the logic proceeds from profound convictions
about the sovereignty of the one God reflected in Jewish apocalyptic tradition,
which posit that all of history is subject to God, to whose predetermined pur-
poses all things correspond.’®® Thus, in spite of the vagaries and evils of history,
God’s redemptive purpose is supreme and will triumph in eschatological glory.
This eschatological triumph corresponds to and fulfills God’s creation purpose,
and so eschatological entities can be referred to as preexistent in various
ways. 109

In the Pauline references we have noted here, and in other New Testament
references as well (e.g., Col. 1:16-17; Heb. 1:2; John 1:1-3), it is clear that attribut-
ing preexistence to Jesus proceeds from the conviction that he is the eschatolog-
ical agent of redemption. Convinced as early believers were that Jesus has been
sent from God, and that final salvation is to be realized through Jesus, it was, in

107. E.g., Conzelmann, 144 (references to philosophical writings in n. 44). For fuller dis-
cussion of the Greek phrasing in pagan sources, see Erik Peterson, Heis Theos: epigraphische,
formgeschichtliche und religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen, FRLANT, n.s., 24 (Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1926).

108. Nils A. Dahl, “Christ, Creation and the Church,” in The Background of the New Testa-
ment and Its Eschatology: Studies in Honour of C. H. Dodd, ed. W. D. Davies and D. Daube (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1954), 422-43. See also R. G. Hamerton-Kelly, “The Idea of
Pre-Existence in Early Judaism: A Study in the Background of New Testament Theology” (Th.D.
diss.; Union Theological Seminary, New York, 1966); Hurtado, “Pre-existence,” 743-44.

109. As Dahl noted, “The distinction between ‘real’ and ‘ideal’ pre-existence is often fluid,
and so is also the distinction between existence from the foundation of the world, pre-
creational or eternal existence” (“Christ,” 429).
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the logic of Jewish apocalyptic, only a small and very natural step to hold that
he was also in some way “there” with and in God from before the creation of
the world.!!®

In fact, in the conviction that Jesus was clothed with the very glory of God
and was to be reverenced in unprecedented ways as the Kyrios, early Christians
seem to have gone beyond the notions about eschatological figures found in
Jewish apocalyptic texts (such as the idea that the Elect One/Son of Man was
“named,’ “chosen and hidden” before God “before the world was created, and
for ever,” 1 Enoch 48.1-3).!'! Paul’s formulaic statement in 1 Corinthians 8:6 in-
dicates that already at that early point in the Christian movement believers
were attributing to Christ not only preexistence or foreordination, but also an
active role as divine agent in creation. Scholars commonly (and cogently) sug-
gest that this reflects an appropriation of biblical/Jewish traditions about God’s
Wisdom pictured as God’s companion in creation (Prov. 8:22-31; Sir. 24:9; Wisd.
of Sol. 7:22; 8:4; 9:9).!2

This is a suitable point at which to underscore certain key results of this
discussion of Jesus’ preexistence. First, there is good reason to see condensed
references to the idea in Paul’s undisputed letters, which means that it ap-
peared astonishingly early in the Christian movement. Second, the condensed
nature of the references indicates that Paul was not introducing the idea but
presumed acquaintance with it already among his converts, which takes us
back even earlier than the letters themselves.!!® Third, these references include
reflections of the idea that Christ was actively involved as divine agent in cre-
ation. Fourth, the traditions and resources reflected in the belief in Christ’s
preexistence are biblical and Jewish, apocalyptic/eschatological traditions in
which final things are seen as primal things, and traditions about God’s Wis-
dom participating in creation. Thus the idea of Christ’s preexistence is not to
be attributed to “Hellenistic” influences and is probably not to be presumed as

110. On the early origin of the idea of Christ’s preexistence and its connection with es-
chatological ideas, see also Hengel, The Son of God, 66-76.

111. Cf. also T. Mos. 1.14 (Moses “prepared from the beginning of the world, to be the me-
diator of [God’s] covenant”), and 4 Ezra 12:32 (the Messiah is kept by God “until the end of
days”), and 13:25-26 (the messianic man from the sea is “he whom the Most High has been keep-
ing for many ages”).

112. Hermann von Lips, Weisheitliche Traditionen im Neuen Testament, WMANT 64
(Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1990), esp. 290-317.

113. Kuschel (303-8) mistakenly takes the lack of any elaboration of the idea of Christ’s
preexistence in Paul as indicating that the idea played little or no role in his religious views. But
Paul had no need to expound Christ’s preexistence, and could refer to the idea in the sort of
condensed statements that we note here because he presumed an acquaintance with the idea
through his previous missionary teaching in the churches to which he writes.

125



EARLY PAULINE CHRISTIANITY

requiring supposed Hellenistic Christian circles for its provenance, but more
likely arose in Jewish Christian circles that held Jewish eschatological catego-
ries as important.

One final point: in these Pauline statements it is the historic figure Jesus
who is referred to as preexistent. It is difficult for us to imagine how this is to be
reconciled with the equally strong early Christian awareness that Jesus was a
real human figure of relatively recent time. Dunn proposes, for example, that
1 Corinthians 8:6 does not mean that Jesus was personally preexistent “as such,”
but only “that preexistent Wisdom was now to be recognized in and as Christ.”
In Dunn’s view, “It is the preexistence of divine Wisdom” that is referred to
here, not the personal preexistence of Christ.!'* The problem with this is that it
is not what the Pauline passage says. Granted, in the passages where Jesus is de-
scribed as agent in creation, it is likely that Jewish Wisdom traditions are drawn
upon and adapted. But in some way that escapes easy philosophical categories,
these passages directly attribute to Jesus personally a preexistence and a central
role in creation. These claims resist philosophical categories because they do
not arise from speculative interests. Instead they were prompted by profound
religious convictions about the transcendent significance, unique status, and
role of Jesus Christ, who was sent forth from God for the redemption of the
world. In my view, we should understand these attributions of preexistence to
Jesus as the expression of profound theological/christological convictions that
we risk making banal if we attempt to fit them into what may seem to us more
reasonable categories.

The preexistence passages reflect two key christological convictions:
(1) Jesus’ origins and meaning lie in God, above and before creation and human
history, making his appearance an event of transcendent significance (e.g., Phil.
2:6-8; 2 Cor. 8:9); and (2) Jesus’ agency in creation corresponds to his central
role in redemption (1 Cor. 8:6), expressing his unique significance and the unity
of divine purpose in creation and redemption. The Pauline references to Jesus’
preexistence not only presuppose acquaintance with these affirmations, they
also use them as a basis for making appeals for Christian behavior (humility
and concern for others in Phil. 2:1-18; generosity in 2 Cor. 8:8-15).

Jesus’ Redemptive Death and Resurrection

There is no dispute that in Paul’s letters Jesus’ death and resurrection hold pow-
erful redemptive significance, and there are numerous and extensive scholarly

114. Dunn, Theology of Paul, 274.
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discussions of the relevant Pauline texts and ideas.'’> Our concern here, how-
ever, is not primarily with Paul as a “theologian” and how he personally may
have developed his ideas, but rather with the sorts of beliefs that were embraced
broadly in the Pauline congregations. So it will be sufficient to summarize be-
liefs about the redemptive effects of Jesus’ death and resurrection reflected in
Paul’s letters, and to focus on their religious function in Pauline Christianity -
and the degree to which they may represent an innovation or the appropriation
of beliefs from earlier Christian circles.

Several specific observations about Paul’s references to the redemptive ef-
fects of Jesus’ death and resurrection are in order. First, in a goodly number of
places Paul simply refers to these matters in brief, formulaic statements, with-
out further explanation, which indicates that Paul presumed an acquaintance
with them among the churches. In fact, in some cases Paul’s references to
Christ’s redemptive death/resurrection are tucked into statements that really
have some other focus. In 1 Thessalonians s:10, for example, Paul refers to “our
Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us” in a statement about God’s eschatological
salvation, and in the larger context of an exhortation for ethical preparedness
for this coming event (5:1-11). In the midst of another hortatory passage,
Romans 14:1-15:13, there is a brief reference to Christ having died and risen to
be Lord of the living and the dead (14:9), and an appeal to show regard for fel-
low Christians as those “for whom [hyper hou] Christ died” (14:15). A similar
sentiment appears in 1 Corinthians 8:11, in a passage urging Christians to shape
their behavior with regard for “the brother for whom [di’ hon] Christ died.” In
1 Corinthians 6:12-20, where Paul urges believers to avoid fornication, there is
an allusion to Christ’s redemptive death (v. 20) with the reminder to believers:
“You were bought with a price; therefore glorify God in your body” There is
also the short reference to Jesus as “our paschal lamb” in 1 Corinthians 5:7-8,
which requires and presupposes an acquaintance with passages such as Deuter-
onomy 16:1-8 and with this paschal interpretation of Jesus’ death. Here, too, we
have a passing reference to Jesus’ death set in a context all about Christian be-
havior.

Earlier in 1 Corinthians (1:18-25), Paul famously contrasts “the message of
the cross” with human wisdom, characterizing his message as “Christ crucified”
(1:23); and in 2:2 there is his epigram-like statement, “I decided to know noth-
ing among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified.” Both statements seem to
presuppose that the intended readers share with Paul an understanding of the
significance of Christ’s crucifixion. This is confirmed by two other passages in
1 Corinthians where Paul explicitly reiterates teachings and traditions previ-

115. E.g., Dunn, Theology of Paul, 207-65.
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ously delivered to the Corinthian believers, and in which the redemptive mean-
ing of Jesus’ death and resurrection is stated.

The first of these is 11:23-26, where Paul reminds the Corinthians of the
tradition about Jesus’ last supper, which includes words of Jesus about the
bread representing “my body which is for you [to hyper hymon]” and the cup
representing “the new covenant in my blood.” Both of these formulaic and
compressed phrases refer to Jesus’ death as redemptive. Thus Paul reminds the
Corinthians that in their eucharistic meal they “proclaim the Lord’s death until
he comes” (v. 26).

In another rehearsal of a relevant tradition previously conveyed to the Co-
rinthians (15:1-8), there is the statement that “Christ died for our sins [hyper ton
hamartion hemdn)] according to the scriptures,” and that after burial “he was
raised on the third day according to the scriptures” (vv. 3-4). This tradition pre-
sents Jesus’ death and resurrection as fulfillment of divine purposes, and briefly
but explicitly indicates the redemptive meaning of Jesus’ death (“for our sins”).

This introduces my second observation. Paul not only presumes an ac-
quaintance with the redemptive meaning of Jesus’ death and resurrection
among his converts on the basis of his prior teaching of them, he also attributes
this view of Jesus’ death and resurrection to previous circles of Christians. In
fact, in 1 Corinthians 15:1-11 Paul explicitly claims an agreement in such a view
of Jesus’ death and resurrection among all the previous Christians he names
here (v. 11), which includes the Jewish Christian leadership of the Jerusalem be-
lievers (Cephas, James, and the Twelve).

Scholars commonly see the very compressed and formulaic wording of
Romans 4:25 as yet another example where Paul uses a traditional statement
about Jesus’ death and resurrection: “[Jesus] who was given over [to death] for
our trespasses and raised [from death by resurrection] for our justification”
(that translations have to insert something like the words I have put into brack-
ets reflects the very compressed and formulaic nature of the expression).'!° I
agree with Cranfield that this formulation alludes to, and seems to draw upon,
ideas and wording from Isaiah 52:13-53:12, which repeatedly refers to God’s
“servant” (LXX: pais) undergoing suffering for the sins of others, and on their
behalf (Isa. 53:4-6, 11-12).117

116. Kramer (30-32, 119) cites a number of scholars who see Rom. 4:25 as “pre-Pauline.”
His rejection of this view rests upon unsupported and unpersuasive claims about an intricate
tradition history of early Christian statements about Jesus as “given over” (paradidonai).

117. C. E. B. Cranfield, The Epistle to the Romans: Volume 1, Romans 1-8, ICC (Edinburgh:
T. & T. Clark, 1975), 251-52. Important verbal links to the LXX of Isa. 52:13-53:12 include the use
of the verb paradidonai (“hand over,” used three times in Isa. 53:6, 12), and the repetition of the
preposition dia (“on account of/for,” used three times in Isa. 53:5, 12).

128



Christological Language and Themes

This is fully compatible with the additional suggestion that this statement
in Romans 4:25 likely goes back to circles of believers much earlier than the
Pauline mission, people who naturally turned to the Old Testament Scriptures
for an understanding of God’s purposes, and who were sufficiently familiar
with relevant biblical passages that this kind of allusive formulation was ade-
quate. It is certainly worth noting that Paul presumes a familiarity with the idea
that Christ’s death and resurrection are redemptive among the Roman Chris-
tians to whom this epistle is addressed, circles he had no role in founding, and
that had been established at a very early point by other Jewish Christians who
“were in Christ before I was” (such as Andronicus and Junia, Rom. 16:7). The
compressed reference to Jesus’ death, resurrection, exaltation at God’s right
hand, and intercession for the elect in Romans 8:34 can be understood only as
alluding to a whole body of christological teaching that Paul presumes was al-
ready well known among his readers. '

In some other passages Paul appears to offer his own statements about ]e-
sus’ redemptive death and resurrection, though these are informed and shaped
by the sort of traditional material we have noted here. For example, in a couple
of passages Paul uses the Greek term paradidonai (to give/hand over), which
probably stems from the sort of traditional formulation we see in Romans 4:25.
In Galatians 2:20 he refers to Jesus as “the Son of God who loved me and gave
himself [ paradontos] for me [hyper emou],” and in Romans 8:32 Paul writes that
God “did not spare his own Son but gave him up [parediken] for us all [hyper
hémaon panton].”118

In still other passages Paul expresses more extensively the meaning of the
death and resurrection of Jesus; in these we probably have Paul’s own phrasing,
though obviously he reflects these traditional convictions about Christ’s re-
demptive death. Note his statement in 2 Corinthians 5:14-15 about being urged
on in his mission by Christ’s love, for Christ “died for all [ hyper panton), so that
those who live might live no longer for themselves but to/for him who died and
was raised for them [hyper auton]).” The immediate context (5:11-21) is about
Paul’s aims in his ministry, and just a few verses later he characterizes God as
the one who “for our sake [hyper hémdon] made him [Christ] to be sin who
knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” The
phrasing “made him to be sin” is Paul’s arresting way of referring to Christ’s
death for the sins of others.!!® In Romans 8:3 Paul uses another expression, re-

118. Note Eph. 5:2 (“Christ loved us and gave himself up for us”). If, as is widely thought,
Ephesians is pseudepigraphical, the author echoes here Gal. 2:20. Kramer’s view of the relation
of Eph. 5:2, Rom. 8:32, and Gal. 2:20 as earlier formulations from which Rom. 4:25 developed
stands all likelihood on its head (Kramer, 31).

119. Richard H. Bell, “Sacrifice and Christology in Paul,” JTS 53 (2002): 1-27.
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ferring to God’s sending of his own Son “in the likeness of sinful flesh, and for
sin [peri hamartias],” the latter phrase certainly alluding to Christ’s redemptive
death.

It is worth noting that the more extensive Pauline passages about Christ’s
death, which have received so much attention in scholarship and in subsequent
Christian tradition, are in fact found in two epistles: Galatians (esp. 2:15-21; 3:10-
29; 4:4-6) and Romans (esp. 3:21-26; 5:6-11; 6:1-11). In the one, Paul is desperately
concerned to persuade Gentile Christians in Galatia to retain their trust in
Christ as the sufficient basis for their redemption, over against those who advo-
cated circumcision and observance of Torah as additional necessary conditions
for Gentiles to be received as fully converted. In the epistle to Rome Paul presents
himself and his ministry to Roman Christians (who likewise seem to be mainly
Gentiles; e.g., 1:5-6; 11:13-14), in the hope that they will accept him and perhaps
even cooperate with him in his future mission plans (esp. 15:22-33). In both let-
ters Paul explicates and defends the validity of his mission to Gentiles, and his
message that all believers are redeemed through Christ, and so Gentiles are not
required to supplement their conversion by observance of Torah.

Paul’s emphasis on the adequacy of redemption through Christ was di-
rected most acutely to those concerned with the question of how Gentile Chris-
tians could fit into the biblical picture of Israel, the Sinai covenant, and Torah,
among whom, obviously, Jewish Christians, and the Gentile believers influ-
enced by them, were prominent. The need to justify the inclusion of Gentiles
apart from proselyte conversion through Torah was serious. This accounts for
the space devoted in these particular letters to expounding the redemptive sig-
nificance of Jesus’ death and resurrection, and it also helps account for what
Paul says.!?°

Among those Gentile Christians for whom the biblical (Old Testament)
“story” of Israel and Torah were authoritative categories for understanding God
and themselves, the question of how Gentiles could be included in the elect
without converting to Torah observance was understandably meaningful, and
even urgen