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Preface

Patrick Gray

“benign neglect” is perhaps the best description of the attitude among modern scholars toward the Epistle to the Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles (James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude). Other sections of the Christian canon of Scripture have tended to overshadow these writings. The Gospels furnish an indelible portrait of Jesus and tantalize historians seeking to reconstruct the origins of the movement that would turn the world upside down in the wake of his death (cf. Acts 17:6). Paul’s letters convey their author’s forceful personality and explicate the significance of Jesus so compellingly that he is sometimes referred to as the second or even the “true” founder of Christianity. And in every era, like moths to the flame, readers have been drawn to the Apocalypse, intent on deciphering its astonishing visions.

This relative neglect becomes more conspicuous with the dawn of the Reformation in the sixteenth century, though the categorization of James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, and Jude as “Catholic” was largely incidental to the process. They were called “General” or “Catholic” from antiquity because they were seen as addressed to the “universal” or “whole” (katholikos = kata + holos) church. Insofar as doctrinal purity in Protestant circles was defined according to rubrics that were, implicitly or explicitly, Pauline in orientation, Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles were at an obvious disadvantage. Although Martin Luther called 1 Peter “one of the noblest books in the New Testament … the genuine and pure Gospel” (LW 30:4), and John Calvin drew heavily on Hebrews in developing his view of salvation history, theological assessments of these writings were not always so positive. Luther, famously, had deep reservations about Hebrews and James on account of their perceived deviation from Paul on faith and repentance and relegated them to the appendix of his 1522 German translation of the New Testament. For others, Jude’s quotation of noncanonical texts such as 1 Enoch was a cause for concern. It would be inaccurate, however, to frame early modern reservations as an exclusively Protestant reflex. The omission of either Hebrews or certain of the Catholic Epistles from early canon lists or their designation as antilegomena or “disputed” books (e.g., the Muratorian Fragment, Eusebius, the Cheltenham/Mommsen catalogue, the canon of Amphilochius) demonstrates that ambivalence predates the Reformation.

In subsequent decades and centuries, theological and historical perspectives intersect in ways that become increasingly difficult to untangle. Whereas the Gospels, Paul’s letters, and Revelation, in the view of most early modern interpreters, could be placed in more or less known historical contexts, Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles proved more challenging to situate. For example, exegetical demonstrations of the non-Pauline authorship of Hebrews often went hand in hand with suspicions regarding its doctrinal content. To adapt the bon mot of Voltaire about the Holy Roman Empire—it “was neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire”—many interpreters concluded that “The Epistle of the Apostle Paul to the Hebrews” (as it is labeled in the King James Bible and some other versions) was not really an epistle, was not written by Paul, and was not originally sent to “Hebrews.” Doubts about the ascribed authorship of each of these writings surged in the scholarship of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The conclusion that these writings were “late” was in some cases related to their denigration as examples of “early Catholicism” (Frühkatholizismus), nomenclature frequently attributed to F. C. Baur and the Tübingen School of the 1830s and invoked by Ernst Käsemann in the 1950s, especially in reference to Jude and 2 Peter.

As it turns out, study of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles was never truly confined to their place in fraught ecclesiastical disputes, however large this dynamic looms in historical accounts of their reception. Whether as a function of the “publish or perish” imperative that influences much academic study of the Bible or other factors, recent decades have witnessed a resurgence of interest in these writings. The present volume seeks to assess the relevance of these works to various questions that are often posed to other parts of the New Testament canon, to report on the current state of scholarship devoted to the interpretive issues they raise, and to survey their rich and often overlooked afterlives.

The essays are divided into four sections. Part I covers a range of general issues relevant to Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles. Thomas J. Kraus takes up the major text-critical issues and focuses on a selection of the most important textual variants. Darian Lockett looks at the factors at play in their respective paths into the Christian canon of Scripture. Clare K. Rothschild explores a very particular element of the canonization process for the epistles, namely, the extent to which medieval theologians were building on numerological theories entertained by their late antique antecedents. Armin D. Baum considers the dynamics of authorial attribution in early Christian letter writing, including anonymity, orthonymity, and pseudonymity. Bryan R. Dyer puts Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles into conversation with Pauline Christianity in terms of their historical relationships, content, and form. Matt Jackson-McCabe approaches these writings in the context of scholarly discussion of the “parting of the ways” between Judaism and Christianity in antiquity. Simon Gathercole appraises the ways in which Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles contribute to but also problematize conventional approaches to the so-called delay of the parousia.

Part II is devoted to exegetical and theological issues connected to the Letter to the Hebrews. Kenneth Schenck surveys the state of the question on a range of interpretive issues, including authorship, date, and audience, as well as its contributions to Christian theology. Philip Church tackles the thorny issue of supersessionism as it pertains to the author’s thinking about Israel and the church, with special emphasis on the notion of perfection as renewal rather than replacement. Susan Docherty examines the ways in which Hebrews reads Scripture—its selection and distribution of citations, text form, the treatment of Scripture as “divine speech,” the relationship between the author’s interpretative method and early Jewish exegetical techniques, and implicit allusions and appeals to biblical characters. David M. Moffitt explores the letter’s view of the atonement by explicating the logic of the relationship between Jesus’s death, resurrection, and exaltation.

Part III surveys recent discussions in the secondary literature devoted to the Catholic Epistles. Among the topics considered by Alicia Batten in her essay on James are those connected to literary genre and structure and the use of sources. Duane F. Watson highlights questions related to persecution and the social setting of the author and original audience of 1 Peter. Travis B. Williams attends to the intertextuality exhibited by 2 Peter and Jude, along with the author’s attitude toward opponents. Alongside the standard introductory questions, in his essay on the Johannine Epistles William M. Wright reviews the debate about the history of the so-called Johannine community. Three additional essays in this section look closely at more specific issues. Karl-Wilhelm Niebuhr examines various dimensions of the relationship between the Letter of James and the historical Jesus. David J. Downs sketches the ecclesiological orientation of the individual Catholic Epistles and the ways in which they inform the contested category of “early Catholicism.” Katie Marcar details the influence of apocalyptic literature and the epistemological, cosmological, and eschatological significance of apocalyptic themes in the Catholic Epistles.

Part IV features essays documenting the variegated reception history of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles. In his essay on Hebrews, Jason A. Whitlark summarizes its deployment in debates about apostasy, its contribution to Christian speculation about Melchizedek, various treatments of the humanity of Jesus, and select examples of art and literature exhibiting the letter’s influence. David B. Gowler’s essay on James includes examples of social critique, visual representations of James of Jerusalem, and “church and state” issues such as papal claims of authority and governmental requirements to swear oaths, as well as the way the letter’s language has influenced music, literature, drama, and poetry. In their wide-ranging essay on 1–2 Peter and Jude, Patrick Gray and Adam Booth demonstrate that these letters have enjoyed quite colorful afterlives, having served as touchstones for such concepts as the doctrine of theōsis, the priesthood of all believers, and Jesus’s “Descent into Hades,” as well as contributing to debates about Christian attitudes toward civil authorities and the relationship between canonical and noncanonical writings. Alicia D. Myers’s examination of the Johannine Epistles traces the way later readers have drawn on it to understand the problem of sin (including “mortal sin”), the Trinitarian controversies, the “antichrist,” and the relationship between divine love and human ethics. Finally, two essays deal with the function of these writings in particular ecclesiastical settings. Alan C. Mitchell considers the use of Hebrews in the deliberations at the Council of Trent in response to the theological challenges posed by the Protestant Reformers. Amy Peeler and Lance Peeler present a selection of Protestant creedal and confessional documents, liturgy, and hymnody which have appropriated themes and language from Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles.
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Part I

General Issues


Chapter 1


The Text of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles



Thomas J. Kraus

In the following, textual criticism is understood as an academic discipline that takes with equal seriousness both manuscripts as physical archaeological objects that are “tradents of the text” (Parker 2008: 133–34) as well as the text they transmit—the reconstruction of its history and the process of editing it, including variant readings. Accordingly, the aim of New Testament textual criticism is (a) to write “the history of the text, both showing at each point of variation all the different stages through which the text evolved, and providing an overall view of the development of the text” (Parker 2008: 179) and (b) to produce a critical edition of the New Testament as the result of sound criteria, reasoning, and method (cf. Vaganay and Amphoux 1991: 52–86). Both (a) and (b) are to be carried out on the basis of the entire manuscript evidence, the various (early) translations, and citations by (early) Christian writers. Of course, this “Initial Text” or “Ausgangstext” (not to be confused with the “original text” or “autograph”) and the decisions made for reconstructing it must be open to and remain a matter of ongoing critical discussion.

This essay provides an overview of the crucial text-critical issues related to the text of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles. Although it is not an exhaustive treatment of these issues, it attends to a number of aspects of the external evidence (the manuscripts, translations, and patristic testimonies regarded as “witnesses”) and includes discussion of a selection of interesting variants in each of the individual texts.

The present survey is not beholden to a certain method of textual criticism, nor is there a certain preference for one over the other. However, the Coherence-Based Genealogical Method (CBGM) will be dealt with in some detail as it has already had a noticeable impact on the discipline. It has affected the current critical edition of the New Testament. It serves as the method behind the Editio Critica Maior (ECM) of the Catholic Epistles published by the Institut für neutestamentliche Textforschung in Münster, Germany (Institute for New Testament Textual Research [=INTF]). It will also be the basis for the ECM volumes of Hebrews.

Manuscripts are mostly abbreviated according to their Gregory-Aland numbers (GA), a system established by Caspar René Gregory (Gregory 1908), refined and continued in the Kurzgefaßte Liste der griechischen Handschriften des Neuen Testaments (Aland et al. 1994), and utilized in the so-called Nestle-Aland, the classical critical edition of the New Testament now in its twenty-eighth edition (= NA28 [Aland et al. 2012]). Today the classical Liste is easily accessible online and kept up to date in the New Testament Virtual Manuscript Room (NT.VMR) by the INTF. In order to guarantee the unambiguous identification of each manuscript, only the sequence of numbers is given according to the manner manuscripts are organized in the Liste (e.g., 05 or 06 and not just D). References to the New Testament texts rely on the NA28 and to its predecessor NA27 (B. Aland et al. 1993), but, wherever appropriate, The Greek New Testament produced at Tyndale House, Cambridge (THGNT) is brought into the discussion of variants because it disagrees with NA28 and ECM1-2 in a few places due to its focus on early Greek manuscripts (on the THGNT, see Jongkind and Williams 2017: 505–17).

Methodology and Outlook

As far as the text of Hebrews is concerned, the so-called text-type theory can still be valid for text-critical evaluations (Royse 2012: 178). The papyrus codex with the Pauline letters (P46) is seen as a representative of the “Alexandrian” text, but it also has some specific overlapping with other types (Royse 2012: 181). Groupings of certain texts according to the labels “Alexandrian,” “Western,” “Caesarean,” and “Byzantine” (Metzger and Ehrman 2005: 276–79) as well as the formation of “families” and sets or clusters of “families” have become widely accepted, but they have also been criticized for being too general and not applicable to every set of New Testament writings alike (see, e.g., Aland and Aland 1989: 60–61, 67–77, 342–48). However, the origin of the “text-type theory” as a method based on quantitative analyses (Parker 2008: 163–64) might help to substantiate the plausible preference for certain readings over others and to write the textual history of Hebrews just as a detailed “multivariate statistical analysis” of Hebrews producing “maps of orthographic and substantive variants” (Finney 1999) might do, which can be influenced by the geographic origin of manuscripts (see Finney 1997, 2002; for computer-based approaches, see Metzger and Ehrman 2005: 204–5).

In addition to other methods, the CBGM, developed by Gerd Mink (1993, 2003, 2004), is an approach to distinguishing between manuscripts and texts—the latter being taken as “witnesses,” to make up genealogical stemmata of “witnesses” and/or variants (Mink 2011: 143–44)—which considers and weighs their quality, documents adequate data, and maps the degrees of agreement. It also seeks to identify the relationships of variants and of witnesses, textual flow, and the relative readings as prior or posterior (Wachtel 2012; Gurry 2017: 89–113). The results of the methodological work conducted in projects and in teams based on transcriptions, collations, and computer tools is meant to clarify the history of the New Testament text. The outcomes of the application and implementation of the CBGM have direct influence on the NA28 text, especially on that of the Catholic Epistles, and provide the foundation of the volumes of the ECM. So far only the Catholic Letters (Aland et al. 2013), Acts (Strutwolf et al. 2017), and Mark (Strutwolf et al. 2021) have been published by the INTF. There is no corresponding corpus of the ECM for Hebrews yet, which, at the moment, makes it difficult to evaluate the benefit of the method for a potential modification of the text of Hebrews and its attestation (Gurry 2017: 218). However, detailed studies on the basis of the CBGM—e.g., of specific manuscripts with Hebrews and the literary tradition preserved in the texts of Christian writers—can help to identify relationships (see Gäbel 2020 for the minuscule 1739, P46, 01, 02, 03, and Origen’s commentary on John).

The situation of the Catholic Epistles is different. Volumes of the ECM on the basis of CBGM have already been published in fascicles between 1997 and 2005 and, after further applications of the method, in the form of a two-volume revised second edition in 2013. The rankings of agreements and the stemmata are developed by the INTF with the online computer-based Genealogical Queries program, now version 2.0, relying on the ECM database. Thus, it should be sufficient to list the order of witnesses of “rank one” as given in ECM2 (without percentages of agreement with the “initial text A”) to visualize the differences from the “consistently cited witnesses” as usually presented in the “Nestle-Aland” editions: 03, 1739, 04, 468, 025, 81, 02, 2492, 5, 1243, 1852, 1175, 1735, 01, 2344, 436, 442, 044 (see Aland et al. 2013: 33). The CBGM has been developed further over the years and has to face certain challenges that are posed by the diverse texts and corpora to which it is applied (Mink 2011; Gurry 2017: 35–86; Wachtel 2019). For instance, the CBGM textual flow diagrams can illustrate and determine stemmata and substemmata of specific variants and witnesses (for Jas 1:12, no. 31, cf. Gurry and Wasserman 2019: 218–20). Consequently, the “old nomenclature of text types” has been given up (Elliott 2012: 207). It may even be asked whether the CBGM can or should be applied to the Catholic Epistles as an overall entity rather than considering each letter separately (Elliott 2012: 209).

The methods and specific conclusions of the CBGM remain a matter of ongoing debate within the discipline (cf. the reservations of Elliott 2012, 2013; Ehrman 1998). We must always be aware of the random nature of the data culled from the extant manuscripts, given that so many manuscripts have been lost over the centuries. The CBGM itself may also be seen as excessively complicated and inaccessible because of its numbers, figures (e.g., stemmata), and percentages (of agreements) and its mathematical character. However, the easy-to-use and flexible Genealogical Queries program allows users to perform their own searches and to apply the CBGM (in order to find “potential ancestors and descendants,” to compare “witnesses,” to find “coherence in attestations” and “at variant passages,” and to produce “local stemmata”). Furthermore, the production processes of the ECM have always been very transparent, with strategies and results regularly presented at conferences and in specialized publications, and the volumes of the ECM manifest a sound and comprehensive presentation of the variants and their attestation. In addition, the publication of an Untersuchungsband for explanations of the textual decisions (as promised in ECM1 = Aland et al. 1997–2005: 22 [vol. IV.1.2]) might help to facilitate the use of the CBGM and address any criticism.

The following discussion of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles illustrates many of the results, the methodological challenges, and the refinement of results that will influence later editions of NA and volumes of the ECM.

The Text of Hebrews

Hebrews in the New Testament

The position of the Epistle to the Hebrews in the manuscript tradition, in the versions, and in the writings of early Christian authors has long been a matter of discussion. Its inclusion in the Corpus Paulinum might have even been responsible for “attributing the genre of letter to a writing which is not a letter and not by Paul” (Parker 2012: 151n14). In manuscripts and versions Hebrews is mostly found between Philemon and the Catholic Epistles in important majuscules (06, 020, 044, 048, 056, 075, 0142), many minuscules, in the Vulgate, in Bohairic manuscripts, and in Syriac traditions. This order has mostly been accepted and, thus, is the guiding structure of editions of the New Testament (but see THGNT, with Hebrews between Philemon and Revelation according to the positioning of the Catholic Epistles). Yet there is also considerable attestation for the position of Hebrews after 2 Thessalonians and Paul’s nine epistles to the churches and before his four to individuals in important manuscripts (01, 02, 03, 04, 015, 016, 018, 025, 0150, 0151, and, e.g., 33, 81), in the Armenian and the rest of the Bohairic tradition, and in Georgian and Ethiopic manuscripts, so that quite a few printed critical editions have had that sequence of texts. Besides, a few minuscules have the Pauline Epistles in a totally different order with Hebrews included (Metzger 1994: 591–92), while the inclusion of Hebrews in the Corpus Paulinum or its exclusion—as it was discussed among early Christian writers (cf. Gallagher-Meade 2017: 39–45) that have to be assessed critically—is a separate matter of discussion (Nongbri 2013: 97–101).

Today Hebrews is usually regarded as a non-Pauline letter. Its absence from extant Gothic manuscripts might be caused by the influence of a bilingual tradition with only thirteen Pauline letters from the middle of the fourth century (Falluomini 2013: 338–39). Yet the importance given to Hebrews is not contingent on its status as a Pauline letter, as can be seen, e.g., in its inclusion in the synaxarion of lectionaries (Osburn 2013: 95) and in its use as a significant authority by Clement of Alexandria (Thompson 2006).

Manuscripts as “Witnesses”

According to the Kurzgefaßte Liste in the NT.VMR there are ten papyri, twenty-seven majuscules, about 308 minuscules, and forty-two lectionaries that contain Hebrews or passages from it. The current critical edition (NA28) boils that number down as follows and lists the following consistently cited witnesses to Hebrews (Aland et al. 2012: 65):


• Papyri: P12, P13, P17, P46, P79, P89, P114, P116, and P126, to which P130 (see NT.VMR and Arzt-Grabner 2015: 561) has to be added

• Majuscules: 01, 02, 03, 04, 06, 015, 016, 018, 020, 025, 044, 048, 0122, 0227, 0228, 0243, 0252, 0278, 0285

• Minuscules: 33, 81, 104, 365, 630, 1175, 1241, 1505, 1506, 1739, 1881, 2464

• Lectionaries: l249 and l846



Furthermore, it qualifies the minuscules 6, 323, 326, 424, 614, 629, 945, and 2495 as “[f]requently cited witnesses” for the edition of a critical text of Hebrews. (For a preliminary list of manuscripts that may become important for the ECM of Hebrews, see Houghton 2019: 358–59.)

Of course, each of these “witnesses” deserves a closer look (Ellingworth 1993: 81–85), but space permits only representative treatment of a few particularly conspicuous manuscripts. Papyrus codex P46, usually dated ca. 200 ce, represents a specific and at the same time crucial case (Nongbri 2013: 92–93). It has Hebrews after Romans and before 1-2 Corinthians (just as 103, 455, 1961, 1964, 1977, 1994, 2104, 2576, 2685) and has the doxology that is usually found in Rom 16:25–27 after 15:33. Its text of Hebrews is mainly regarded as belonging to the Alexandrian text-type. It is seen as being close to 02 and 1739 but “in Hebrews P46 seems to be a little closer to P13 than to B” with a considerable number of “singular readings” (Royse 2012: 181, 183). The aforementioned P13 (ca. 300 ce) is an opistograph, i.e., a roll with text on both sides, with a passage from Livy on the one and Heb 2:14–5:5, 10:8–22, 10:29–11, and 11:28–12:27 on the other. Its text was probably copied from a codex because of the numbered columns it has, and one may wonder whether or not there might have been “more of the Pauline Epistles” (Royse 2012: 184). Like P46, P13 also contains some Alexandrian readings but also remarkable “readings found in the Western witnesses … as well as some readings found in the Byzantine witnesses” (Royse 2012: 187 [and 186 for agreements between the two papyri]).

In general, it should be mentioned that P13 and P46 go together in a considerable number of instances in Hebrews, and their readings are partly supported by various other witnesses (Royse 2012: 186). P12, a leaf from a roll, is interesting, too, because it has a Christian letter from the third century on one page and most of Heb 1:1 above the second column in a different hand from the late third or early fourth century on one side and Gen 1:1–5 according to the LXX and then the same again in the version of Aquila on the other. The function and purpose of the Hebrews citation is dubious. Interestingly, it has patrasin hēmōn in Heb 1:1 as in (a correction of) P46, some minuscules, some manuscripts of the Vulgate, and the Latin version of Clement of Alexandria (NA28). Although they do not offer striking textual features, the other papyri from the third and fourth century (P17, P89, P114, P126, and P130; cf. Royse 2012: 190, 197–98) add to the impression supported by the major codices 01, 02, 03, 04, 06, and others that Hebrews is strongly attested and transmitted as a central Christian text. It should not be forgotten that there is an ostracon with parts from Hebrews (2:2–3)—P.Horak 1 from the seventh or eighth century—whose value for reconstructing the text of this letter must be assessed critically but whose significance for its textual history cannot be overestimated (Gallazzi 2004: 1–4; Head 2013: 437).

The critical apparatuses of NA27 and NA28 and Metzger’s (1994) Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament offer a considerable number of textual variants and of their witnesses and attestation (cf. Gurry 2019). For demonstration purposes, concentration on special phenomena may suffice here in order to illustrate the range of text-critical issues.

Some Selected Variants


• Heb 1:3. While the tradition reads he upholds (pherōn) the universe by the word of his power, the original text and the third correction of 03 have he reveals (phanerōn).

• Heb 2:9. This verse contains “the most famous textual problem in the letter” (Rodgers 2011: 31). The context is about Jesus being “crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death.” While the following reading by the grace of God (chariti theou) is widely and strongly supported, a considerable number of Christian writers (e.g., Origen, Ambrose, Jerome, Fulgentius) and 0243 (originally), 1739, and manuscripts of the Vulgate and of the Peshitta (Brock 1985: 236–44) have apart from God (chōris theou), which makes a decisive difference in meaning. This may be caused by a scribal misreading or as a former gloss introduced into the text to explain “that ‘everything’ in ver. 8 does not include God” (Metzger 1994: 594; Omanson 2012: 454–55). Besides, the reading apart from God might have originated from a deliberate rejection of the Nestorians (Elliott 2013: 754) so that the other reading could be the initial text (so in NA28 and THGNT). Nonetheless, there are also reasons brought forward in support of apart from God as the “original reading” over “the more familiar and less jarring” by the grace of God (Rodgers 2011: 31–43; cf. Ehrman 2011: 146–50). Nonetheless, it must be proven if apart from God is really “the reading which best explains the origin of the others” (Metzger 1994: 207; but see Bruce 1992: 28–29 for taking by the grace of God as secondary and apart from God as having derived from a marginal gloss; for a full discussion of Heb 2:8, see Parker 2008: 277–79).

• Heb 3:6. The verse ends with we hold fast (kataschōmen) in the Greek, but important attestation (e.g., 01, 02, 03, 04, 06, 018, 020, 024, 044, 33 81 1739, the entire Latin tradition, the Bohairic and Syriac tradition [but not the Peshitta]) suggests additional until the very end (mechri telous babaian) before that verb. Possibly, this is an interpolation from Heb 2:14 because in 2:9 not babaian but neuter babaion would go with the Greek for boasting (to kauchēma) in that verse (Metzger 1994: 595). Be that as it may, the phrase mechri telous bebaian “emphasizes and develops the meaning” of the verb (Ellingworth 1993: 211; cf. Bruce 1992: 29).

• Heb 9:11. NA28 prefers genomenōn, i.e., [the good things that] have come to pass (P46 [genamenōn], 03, 06 [original reading], 1739), while THGNT favors mellontōn, i.e., [the good things that] are to come (01, 02, 06 [second correction], 016vid, 018, 020, 024, 0278, 69, 1424 etc., the majority text, the Latin tradition, the Coptic version). Both readings offer just slight nuances of meaning and make good sense in the context, but mellontōn in Heb 10:1 may have influenced 9:11 (Bruce 1992: 31).

• Heb 10:34. Probably chains (desmiois: 01, [originally] 06, 015, 33, 81, 1739, the Latin tradition, and the Syriac and Coptic versions) fits the context best and helps to explain the other readings. Prisoners or the bound (desmois: P46, 044, 104) may be a scribal error lacking the first iota, while additions (their or my prisoners) might have been derived from similar passages, as in Phil 1:7, 13, 14, 17, or Col 4:18 (Metzger 1994: 601). From a modern perspective the two readings could be similar in meaning (Omanson 2012: 462: “those who were in prison” for both).

• Heb 11:37. The majority of manuscripts have epeirasthēsan (they were tempted) before or after epristhēsan (they were sawn in two), which has been regarded as “strange and unexpected” so that epeirasthēsan was taken as “the corruption of some other word more suitable to the context” (Metzger 1994: 603). Consequently, a number of conjectures have been suggested by commentators since the days of Erasmus and John Calvin. All the many other suggestions can be explained plausibly, and epeirasthēsan can be regarded as a secondary addition so that it is reasonable to omit it (Bruce 1992: 36; the online Amsterdam Database of New Testament Conjectural Emendation in the NT.VMR, entries “s25589” and “Heb 11:37”).



The Catholic Epistles

The Catholic Epistles in the New Testament

The so-called Catholic letters are attested in different sequences within the canon of the New Testament. They are not always placed where they are traditionally found today. The two oldest codices, Sinaiticus (01) and Vaticanus (03), and the Greek manuscript tradition have the seven letters arranged according to their length and clustered with associated letters (with the same putative author): James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, and Jude (Parker 2008: 301). This is also the sequence attested in the Greek sources, such as Athanasius and Origen (Gallagher and Meade 2017: 44–48).

However, tradition differs when it comes to the placement of the Catholic Epistles. The two codices mentioned earlier, Alexandrinus (02), Ephraemi Rescriptus (04), and the minuscule 1424 have them after Acts, but only in 01 do Acts and the Catholic Epistles not precede the Pauline letters but come after them (Gallagher and Meade 2017: 248–51). Consequently, THGNT places the Catholic Epistles exactly there, i.e., following Acts, which immediately comes after the four gospels (cf. also the order of volumes of ECM with Acts as Vol. III and the Catholic Epistles as Vol. IV). It is worth noting that Syriac manuscripts of the Peshitta traditionally do not include 2 Peter, 2–3 John, Jude, and Revelation (Aland and Aland 1989: 202–3; see Gallagher and Meade 2017: 45, 238–43 for Saint Catherine’s Monastery Syriac MS 10).

Nevertheless, especially the Latin canon lists of the New Testament “attest several alternate sequences” of the seven letters (Gallagher and Meade 2017: 45). A remarkable fact is that Acts and the Catholic Epistles (together also called the Corpus Apostolicum) were obviously regarded as closely connected and were placed together directly after the four Gospels (Elliott 2012: 206). Consequently, they were also copied together, and so-called Praxapostoloi contained these with the Corpus Paulinum (Parker 2008: 283; but also see Aland and Aland 1989: 91–92).

Manuscripts as “Witnesses”

The Kurzgefaßte Liste in the NT.VMR offers the following picture for the seven Catholic letters in absolute numbers:


• James → 306 hits, i.e., five papyri, fifteen majuscules, fifteen lectionaries, and the rest minuscules

• 1 Peter → 233 hits, i.e., four papyri, fifteen majuscules, fifteen lectionaries (one to be deleted)

• 2 Peter → 211 hits, i.e., two papyri, fourteen majuscules (one to be deleted), nineteen lectionaries

• 1 John → 342 hits, i.e., two papyri, fourteen majuscules, sixteen lectionaries

• 2 John → 203 hits, i.e., one papyrus, twelve majuscules, nine lectionaries

• 3 John → 204 hits, i.e., one papyrus, thirteen majuscules, eight lectionaries

• Jude → 266 hits, i.e., three papyri, eleven majuscules, eighteen lectionaries



Although these figures can be revealing as they are, the consistently cited witnesses of the Catholic Epistles in NA28 refer more clearly to manuscripts that are important for the seven letters (for a full “list of manuscripts for the individual writings,” see Aland et al. 2013: Part 2: 8–9, but also see 10–18; for a “textual flow” in the Catholic Epistles of all manuscripts used in the ECM, see Parker 2012: 87 fig. 3.5).

As delineated earlier for Hebrews, these are again arranged according to papyri, majuscules, and minuscules; lectionaries have not been listed:


• James—P20, P23, P54, P74, P100 – 01, 02, 03, 04, 025, 044, 048 – 5, 33, 81, 307, 436, 442, 642, 1175, 1243, 1448, 1611, 1735, 1739, 1852, 2344, 2492

• 1 Peter—P72, P74, P81, P125 – 01, 02, 03, 04, 025, 044, 048 – 5, 33, 81, 307, 436, 442, 642, 1175, 1243, 1448, 1611, 1735, 1739, 1852, 2344, 2492

• 2 Peter—P72, P74 – 01, 02, 03, 04, 025, 044, 048, 0209 – 5, 33, 81, 307, 436, 442, 642, 1175, 1243, 1448, 1611, 1735, 1739, 1852, 2344, 2492

• 1 John—P9, P74 – 01, 02, 03, 04, 025, 044, 048, 0245, 0296 – 5, 33, 81, 307, 436, 442, 642, 1175, 1243, 1448, 1611, 1735, 1739, 1852, 1881, 2344, 2492

• 2 John—P74 – 01, 02, 03, 025, 044, 048 – 5, 33, 81, 307, 436, 442, 642, 1175, 1243, 1448, 1611, 1735, 1739, 1852, 2344, 2492

• 3 John—P74 – 01, 02, 03, 04, 025, 044, 048 – 5, 33, 81, 307, 436, 442, 642, 1175, 1243, 1448, 1611, 1735, 1739, 1852, 2344, 2492

• Jude—P72, P74, P78 – 01, 02, 03, 04, 025, 044 – 5, 33, 81, 88, 307, 436, 442, 642, 1175, 1243, 1448, 1611, 1735, 1739, 1852, 2344, 2492



It is obvious that the six first listed majuscules (01, 02, 03, 04, 025, 044) and a considerable number of minuscules (above all, 33, 81, 323, 1175, and 1739) contain all the Catholic Epistles and Acts (Parker 2008: 284–85; Elliott 2012: 206). Besides, 048 lacks only Jude and 04 is without 2 John (though originally it might have been there). P74 is the only papyrus, though rather young (seventh century) and not totally complete, that has the seven letters and Acts (Parker 2008: 283; Gallagher and Meade 2017: 44). P72 from the third or fourth century, however, is of more importance for the text and history of 1–2 Peter and Jude. The abbreviation P72 (P.Bodmer VII–VIII) is just the classical short form for the New Testament portions of a codex that consists of an interesting array of texts: the Nativity of Mary, 3 Corinthians, the 11th Ode of Solomon, Jude, Melito’s Homily on the Passover, a fragment of a liturgical hymn, the Apology of Phileas, LXX Psalms 33:2–34:16, and 1–2 Peter. It is debated whether this collection of texts is to be called a “miscellaneous” or a “composite” codex (Wasserman 2005; Nicklas and Wasserman 2006; Jones 2011–12), in other words, whether one should adopt a “gradual-growth view” or a “collection-hypothesis” (Wasserman 2006a: 40). The codex contains marginal notes in 1–2 Peter only and corrections of misspellings and blunders, and the copying becomes more careless toward the end of texts (Elliott 2012: 214–18). All in all, P72 appears rather informal and might be seen best as a copy used for private and personal use (Wasserman 2006a: 49–50; Frey 2018: 6–7, 167). P78 is an extraordinary slip of papyrus of miniature format, being wider than it is high. It is dated to the third or fourth century and contains just Jude 4–5, 7–8 on both sides of the bifolium. The papyrus might be the remnants of a miniature codex, or it might have served the purpose of an amulet (Wasserman 2006b; Kraus 2016: 140). Yet it is not certain how much was originally included on P20, P23, P54, P100 (James), P81 and P125 (2 Peter), and P9 (1 John), which are only fragments, but they actually offer some sort of continuous text. For P78, however, it is debated whether or not it should be part of the Liste at all due to its seemingly noncontinuous text (Elliott 2012: 206–7).

There is also a papyrus that has not yet been integrated into the Liste: P.Genova 5.186—the back of P.Genova 1.2 with Psalm 114:5–8—was probably written in the second half of the fifth century and contains Jas 1:14–17. Compared to the front, the papyrus is rotated by ninety degrees and thus also written against the fibers (transversa charta). Together with the ostraca mentioned earlier, this is the only witness to James that is not from a codex. Like the ostraca, it may have originated from a monastic environment and may have been intended for educational purposes, e.g., as a model text written by a teacher or for reading or copying (Perrone 2015: 21–26; Arzt-Grabner 2020: 126–27).

Among the majuscules and minuscules, the major codices 01 to 04, 025, and 044 require no further treatment, but three minuscules deserve mention. (1) Codex 33, a full bible without Revelation from the ninth century, was called “the queen of the cursives” in the early nineteenth century and is regarded as offering an Alexandrian text with “influence of the developing Byzantine textual tradition” (Anderson and Widder 2018: 138). (2) Codex 1739 from the tenth century with Acts, the Pauline Epistles, and the Catholic Epistles is seen as “an excellent example of the Alexandrian textual grouping,” offering “notes made by the scribe, a monk named Ephraim, in the margins, quoting early church fathers (none later than Basil, who was mid-fourth century) and offering variant readings” (Anderson and Widder 2018: 139). The manuscript is often put close to or associated with the text quoted by Origen (Nongbri 2013: 89–90; Gäbel 2020). (3) Codex 1 has been studied so far in relation to its relevance for the text of the Gospels (Lake 1902) and is the name for a family of manuscripts that are related to each other. Within this family, in which 1 and 1582 (written by the same scribe as 1739, the monk Ephraim) have a common ancestor, the interrelations help to establish a stemma with minuscules 205 (a full bible), 205abs (thought to be a copy of the former), and 209 (with the Gospels, Acts, the Catholic and Pauline Epistles) and basically a lost “sister” manuscript of 209 and an archetype of these two (Parker 2008: 137–40).

Finally, an archive of ostraca from the fifth century from around Thebes consists of eighteen pieces with texts from the New Testament but also from Homer and Menander. O.Petr.Mus. 11 and 12 have verses from James, 13 to 16 have verses from 1 John, and 17 has verses from Jude. These texts do not offer much when it comes to interesting readings (Römer 2003) but they actually do offer readings and at the same time confirm the usually accepted text. Nevertheless, these witnesses must be taken seriously for the textual history and reception of these texts and, probably, for the whole New Testament (Head 2013: 437; Arzt-Grabner 2015: 563–65).

Some Selected Variants

The application of the CBGM by the INTF to all seven Catholic Epistles made necessary a new and complete edition (ECM2) of the four fascicles of the first edition of the ECM (ECM1 = Aland et al. 1997–2005; cf. Aland et al. 2013: 30–35; compare to the earlier list in NA28 [Aland et al. 2012: 50–51]). The textual changes from NA27 to NA28 include the following:


• Five changes in James (1:20/numerical addresses 12–14; 2:3/44–48; 2:4/2–6; 2:15/16–18; 4:10/6–8)

• Six changes in 1 Peter (1:6/18; 1:16/5; 1:16/15; 2:5/31; 4:6/26; 5:1/4)

• Nine changes in 2 Peter (2:6/33; 2:15/2; 2:18/22; 2:20/23; 3:6/2–4; 3:10/48–50; 3:16/10–12; 3:16/44; 3:18/45)

• Three changes in 1 John (3:7/2; 5:10/22–24; 5:18/36)

• Two changes in 2 John (5/18–22; 12/50–52)

• One change in 3 John (4/22–24)

• Two changes in Jude (5/14–20; 18/11)



These changes are of various kinds and not always of real significance for the actual form of the main text (Gurry and Wasserman 2019: 221 for James). There are slight modifications from ECM1 to ECM2 in six instances (in Jas 1:22/14–16; 5:9/24–26; 5:10/28–30; 2 Pet 2:11/24–26; 1 John 1:7/3; Jude 18/7), while the numerical variant addresses in twelve instances had to be changed and variants rearranged. These are marked by a “+” in ECM2 (see the list in Aland et al. 2013: 35–36) and are listed among the absolute numbers of “textual changes from NA27 to NA28” (see the list in the previous paragraph). In addition, “[p]assages with split guiding lines,” i.e., where two readings are given under each other in the main text, are marked by diamonds in NA28 (Aland et al. 2012: 51; see the list in Aland et al. 2013: 37–38 and the presentation within the ECM2 itself).

Due to space restrictions, the following represents only a random selection of phenomena in order to illustrate the wide and diverse impact variants might have and the issues they raise. For a full presentation of the variants and their attestation, consultation of the “text” and “supplementary material” volumes of ECM2 as well as a collation with the THGNT as a point of comparison is strongly recommended. The numerical address after the verse number (e.g., Jas 1:12/31) is meant to identify the variant unit(s) easily within ECM2.

The Epistle of James


• Jas 1:12/31. Many important and early witnesses have the verb promised without any subject, while others supply the Lord, Lord, or God (Metzger 1994: 608). A textual flow diagram and a stemma of the crucial witnesses help to explain the origin of the subjects added to the sentence (Mink 2011: 178–79 figs. 9–10; Gurry and Wasserman 2019: 218–20).

• Jas 1:17/40–46, The obscurity of the phrase there is no variation or shadow due to change might have led to a considerably wide variation. Nevertheless, parallagē ē tropēs aposkiasma is very firmly supported by significant witnesses and the origin of the many, sometimes just slightly different, variants that are often supported by only a few witnesses can be plausibly explained (Metzger 1994: 608–9; Omanson 2012: 469–70).

• Jas 1:22/8. Although attestation of the phrase of the word (logou) is overwhelming, the reading of the law (nomou) with or without definite article is an interesting example of how a little difference can influence the meaning of a passage decisively.

• Jas 2:20/26. The question ends as that faith apart from works is barren? The adjective barren (argē) has a good backing (03, 04* [reading of the first hand], 322, 323, 945, 1175, 1243, 1739, the Latin type V, and the Sahidic version), while dead (nekra) might have a better attestation (01, 02, the 2nd corrector of 04, 025, 044, 5, 33, 81, 88, and many more minuscules, the Byzantine text, Cyr, PsOec, and several versions and/or respective witnesses). But the latter might have been introduced via 2:17 or 2:26, and the first may represent a play on words and sounds (ergōn argē estin). The reading vain/shallow (kene) of P74 and the Latin text-type F could be initiated by the preceding adjective kene in 2:20a (Metzger 1994: 610; Omanson 2012: 472).



The First Epistle of Peter


• 1 Pet 1:22/18. Truth at the end of the verse is followed by through the Spirit in the Textus Receptus “following the later uncials” (K, P, 049, 056, 0142), but the addition is missing in P72, 01, 02, 03, 04, 044, 33, 1739 etc. and can be seen as “a theological expansion introduced by a copyist” (Metzger 1994: 617–18).

• 1 Pet 3:15/6–8. The obviously less common Christon in kyrion de ton Christon is strongly and widely attested, while the more usual theon is supported by the Byzantine text and a considerable number of minuscules and may be seen as a later correction (Metzger 1994: 621–22). The addition of a pronoun (your or our) is just backed by a minuscule each.

• 1 Pet 3:16/32–42. The main text in the critical edition reads your good behavior in Christ, which is widely and strongly attested by external evidence. Nonetheless, “[i]t competes with 17 other variants, most of which differ in word order, sometimes additionally opting for another adjective” (Mink 2011: 174). Mink offers an interesting example case for the application of CBGM by asking whether or not the variant your nice/beautiful behavior in Christ (i.e., kalēn where the absolute majority of witnesses has agathēn) “emerged more than once.” He identifies potential ancestors for the variant (with the number 42n in ECM2) of which your good behavior in Christ (no. 42a) “probably is the source of n” (Mink 2011: 175, with “n” representing variant number 42n in ECM2).

• 1 Pet 3:18/10–14. There is a “bewildering diversity of readings” (Metzger 1994: 622) of which suffered for sins (peri amartiōn epathen) is given in the main text of the critical editions due to external and internal evidence (Metzger 1994: 622–23; Omanson 2012: 487–88).

• 1 Pet 4:16/26. While NA27 still had (a) in this name (en tō onomati toutō), the main text was changed in NA28 and ECM1-2 to (b) in this portion/case (en tō merei toutō), though the first reading is strongly and widely supported by external evidence (among others, P72, 01, 02, 03, 044, 5, 33, 81, 424Z, 436, 442, 1175, 1243, 1739, 1852, 1881, several versions, Cyrill, Pseudo-Oecumenius), and the latter is not (the majority of Byzantine witnesses, the Old Church Slavonic, and many minuscules). Both variants—other variants are only sparsely supported by a few witnesses—can be plausibly used to explain the origin of the other. On the one hand, (b) as a lectio difficilior might be favored due to the imperfect coherence of (a) and on the assumption that this is a harmonization to 1 Pet 4:14 (Wasserman 2013: 599–603). On the other, the evidence is balanced, and by taking into account the complete text of all of the Catholic Epistles and including corrected readings in manuscripts in the data when the CBGM is applied, this may lead to a preference for (a) (Knight 2019: 899–921), as it is represented in the main text of THGNT.



The Second Epistle of Peter


• 2 Pet 1:1/2. The two readings Symeōn and Simōn are equally supported by external evidence, but the first form of the name is used only here and in Acts 15:14, so that the reading Simōn might more easily be accepted as a correction of Symeōn than vice versa (Metzger 1994: 629; Frey 2018: 249–50).

• 2 Pet 1:17/34–48. Although only P72, 03, and a Sahidic manuscript have ho huios mou ho agapētos mou houtos estin, it is accepted as the initial text because the other readings may be seen as assimilations to Matt 3:17 and 17:5 or as an expansion of these verses (Metzger 1994: 631).

• 2 Pet 2:11/24–26. While NA28 and ECM1 printed para kyriō as the main text and preferred it to para kyriou of NA27 and earlier editions, ECM2 has the first variant and the deletion of the prepositional phrase as equal “candidates for the initial text” so that editors “cannot assess which variant has a higher claim to be the initial one” (Aland et al. 2013: 34). External evidence is rather equally distributed among the three rival readings, though for a long time the preposition para with genitive kyriou was regarded as lectio difficilior (Metzger 1994: 633). However, the extraordinary linguistic character of 2 Peter (Kraus 2001), the dative construction (para kyriō) in 3:8 and the legal diction behind it, as well as the explainability of the other readings (a derivation of para kyriou over 1:7 and the absence by Jude 9) suggest the priority of the dative construction (Kraus 2000: 265–73).

• 2 Pet 2:13/32. For apatais (strongly and widely supported) versus agapais (02, 03, 044, 5, 623, etc.) with a clear preference for the first to the latter (cf. Metzger 1994: 634), see Jude 12/12.

• 2 Pet 2:15/16–22. The name Bosor in the phrase tou Balaam (or Balam or Baal) tou Bosor is not found anywhere else but has strong support among the large majority of Greek manuscripts (P72, second corrector of 01, 04, 025, 044, 048, 69 etc., most of the early versions), while external evidence for Beōr (03, 88 [alternative reading], 915 [alternative reading, manuscripts of the Vulgate, the Sahidic version, the Philoxenia, and the Armenian version]) and Beōorsor (01 [1st hand]) is weak (Metzger 1994: 635; Frey 2018: 350–51).

• 2 Pet 3:6/2–4. The reference of the prepositional sentence connection, i.e., the decision whether to have a singular or plural pronoun after the preposition dia at the beginning of the sentence, appears ambiguous at first glance. The preference for the weaker attested singular (025, 69, 398 etc.) might derive from an easier identifiable reference word in 3:5 so that it was taken as the initial reading in NA28 and ECM1-2. External (P72, 01, 02, 03, 04, 044, 048, 0156, 5, 33 etc. the Byzantine text etc.) and internal evidence, i.e., a clearly determinable plural or the understanding of “water” and “the word of God” (3:5), however, do speak in favor of the plural di’hōn (Kraus 2001: 95–96, 228–29 [also referring back to the construction in 1:4]; Blumenthal 2016) as it is printed in the main text of THGNT.

• 2 Pet 3:10/50. Although the reading heurethēsetai (will be found) at the end of the verse is well attested (01, 03, 018, 025, 323, correction in 424, 1175, 1241, 1448, 1739txt, 1852, 1881, manuscripts of the Philoxenia, in the margin of a manuscript of the Harklensis, the Armenian version, and Origen) and “best explains the origin of the others that have been preserved” (Metzger 1994: 636), the text in NA28 and ECM1-2 has ouk heurethēsetai (will not be found) that can be regarded as a conjecture (attested only by the Sahidic version and in manuscripts of the Philoxenia) to smooth or even correct the semantics of the verse. There have been several other proposals for conjectures and a handful of other readings for the last word of 3:10 (Metzger 1994: 636–37). However, the reading heurethēsetai (printed in the main text of THGNT) does not necessarily require a negation, because in the larger context in 2 Peter and when taken together with other Christian texts the reading can make sense. Besides, some scribes of quality manuscripts who copied this reading regarded the passage as unproblematic and comprehensible (Kraus 2001: 16–17; Blumenthal 2007: 118–45).

• 2 Pet 3:18/45. Although external testimony supporting the presence of amēn at the close of the doxology is “almost overwhelming in scope and weight,” its absence from notable Eastern and Western witnesses (e.g., B, 1739* [reading of the first hand], Augustine, Bede) as well as from several other minuscules” is difficult to explain (Metzger 1994: 638–39). Thus, amēn was enclosed in square brackets in NA27 and omitted in NA28 and ECM1-2, while THGNT prints amēn according to the external evidence.



The First Epistle of John


• 1 John 4:3/10–12. Only 1739 has luei ton Iēsoun (looeses Jesus, instead of mē homologē or homologei ton Iēsoun, i.e., does not confess Jesus) in the margin, a reading that is also attested (in Latin translations of the verse) by Irenaeus of Lyon, Origen, and probably Clement, by Socrates Scholasticus and “five Old Latin MSS, and the Latin Vulgate” (Ehrman 1988: 221; 1993: 125), and is translated into Latin as solvit Iesum or dividere Iesum. This peculiar nature of attestation and internal (i.e., mostly linguistic and theological) considerations led Ehrman to regard luei as more original than mē homologē, the latter being an alteration versus “Gnostic Christologies that ‘separated’ (or ‘loosed’) Jesus from the Christ” (Ehrman 1993: 125) despite the sparsity of its attestation (Ehrman 1993: 125; cf. 1988: 221–43) and the support of the absolute great majority of witnesses for mē homologē (does not confess; see NA28, ECM1-2, and THGNT).

• 1 John 4:3/14–16. The critical editions read ton Iēsoun in their main texts, which itself is well supported (02, 03, 044, 33, 81, 206, 323, 429 etc.), while external evidence for Iēsoun Christon (several minuscules and the Byzantine text) and ton Iēsoun Christon (020, 049, 1, 43, 61, 69, 88, 104 etc.) is weaker, and they may be regarded as Christological enlargements of ton Iēsoun. All the other readings (Iēsoun, ton huion, ton Christon, and to auto touto) are rather poorly attested (Metzger 1994: 645).

• 1 John 5:6/10–16. The reading (a) through water and blood has good support (for an overview and external evidence of all of the readings and the discussion of the variants, cf. Metzger 1994: 646; Omanson 2012: 512), while the presence of the spirit in other readings is regarded as an inclusion (via John 3:5), as in (b) through water and spirit, and the triadic sequences (c) through water and blood and spirit, (d) through water and spirit and blood, and (e) through water and blood and the Holy Spirit are usually taken as (theological) conflations, though the second reading is rather strongly attested. Based on the interpretation of the attestation as weighty, widespread (01, 02, 6, 33vid., 93, 94 etc., Cyrill, Sahidic manuscripts, the Bohairic version, the Harklensis, Old Church Slavonic editions, and an Ethiopic manuscript), and superior to (a), which itself is also backed by the Byzantine text (and 03, 044, and minuscules, Cyrill, and versions), as well as on the grounds of theological considerations, Ehrman prefers variant (c) as the initial one, which was intended to combat adoptionist heretics. He explains the origin of the other readings as corruptions (Ehrman 2011: 70–71). Interestingly, Cyrill cites variants (a), (b), and (c). On the basis of the CBGM, however, Wasserman argues against such a reasoning by pointing to “an imperfect coherence in the attestation of reading c” (Wasserman 2015: 212–13) and to the fact that the triadic sequence came up several times independently in the copying process. Thus, he regards it as unlikely that the reading originated from just one and only one orthodox corruption (see also Strutwolf 2019: 201–3).

• 1 John 5:7/11–5:8/1. The so-called Johannine Comma is the name for an interpolation between the final verb in 1 John 5:7 and 5:8 that still underlies much discussion of the doctrine of the trinity, though it does not really offer any problem from a pure text-critical perspective. Its evolution is nevertheless a crucial part of the textual history of 1 John. Only a few Greek manuscripts (61, added variant readings to 88, 221, 429, 636, 918, 2318) have what can be found as an addition to the Vulgate but is absent from older Latin manuscripts (Houghton 2016: 178–79) and most of the versions and is not quoted by Greek Christian writers. The text reads as follows: (after 5:7) in heaven, [there are] the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost; and these three are one. (5:8) And there are three that bear witness in earth. Consequently, the passage is regarded as spurious and not printed in the main text of critical editions of the Greek New Testament (Omanson 2012: 512–13; Klauck 1991: 303–11).



The Second Epistle of John


• 2 John 3/22–26. The main text of the critical editions read from Jesus Christ, which is well supported (02, 03, 044, 048, 0232, 61, 81, 88 etc.), while from the Lord Jesus Christ (second corrector of 01, 5, 6, 33 etc., and the Byzantine text) may be seen as more likely a conflation rather than to assume a later deletion of kyriou. Other readings are weakly attested (Metzger 1994: 652).

• 2 John 13/19. The reading of amēn at the end of the letter is mostly supported by minuscules and the Byzantine text, while the great majority of weighty witnesses do not have amēn (Metzger 1994: 653–54).



The Third Epistle of John


• 3 John 9/2–4. The reading egrapsa ti (I have written something) best explains the equally supported egrapsa an (I would have written), which might prompt readers to assume that a letter was lost, or the poorer attested egraphsa (I have written), which could be taken as a disparagement of apostolic authority (Metzger 1994: 655; Omanson 2012: 518).

• 3 John 12/18. NA28 and ECM1-2 prefer the stronger and more widely attested alētheias (truth) to ekklēsias (church) and ekklēsias kai (tēs) alētheias (church and truth), which seems to be a theological adjustment and its inflation.



The Epistle of Jude

Jude offers an astounding number of text-critical challenges so that entire monographs have been devoted to the issue of reconstructing its text (Albin 1962; Landon 1996; Wasserman 2006a: 240–339 [for differences between his text and that of ECM1 see 125–27 and 218–32]).


• Jude 5/12–20. The many variations of the whole phrase humas hapax panta hoti Iēsous (you were once fully informed that Jesus) make it one of the most difficult text-critical problems in Jude (Wasserman 2006a: 255–66; Frey 2018: 79–82). Of major concern are the positions of hapax and humas and the variants Iēsous, kyrios, and theos. Although the omission of humas is strongly attested by important witnesses (Wasserman 2006a: 256), there is considerable support for humas, too (e.g., 01, 03, 018, 020, 056, 35, a number of lectionaries, the Byzantine text), so that attestation might be considered divided. Stylistically speaking, the pronoun appears superfluous, and it might have been included due to the effort to produce emphasis (Landon 1996: 69–70), but it has been integrated into the main text of NA28 (and ECM1-2) and might be the more difficult, so that to take it as a secondary insertion would be more unlikely (Wasserman 2006a: 258). The position of hapax depends on its interpretation as an adverb of manner (once and for all) or as a numerical term (once, a first time), the latter then including hapax into the hoti-clause that follows. Wasserman (2006a: 258–60; also see Metzger 1994: 657–58; Frey 2018: 80) opts for the first alternative, so that hapax refers back to the verb eidotas, and regards the almost divided attestation as pending toward understanding hapax as an adverb of manner. Last but not least, the reading Iēsous has strong and substantial support (above all, 02, 03, 33, 81, 88, 1739, and quite a few versions and Christian authors) and might be seen as the more difficult option which best explains the origin of the alternatives (Metzger 1994: 657). However, kyrios (e.g., 01, 018, 044, 0142, 18, 35, 307, many more minuscules, the Byzantine text) could also help to explain the other readings, because Iēsous is rather peculiar within the context of Jude so that kyrios might be the initial reading (so Wasserman 2006a: 266; Frey 2018: 79–82), though NA28, ECM2, and THGNT have Iēsous in their main texts. The other two alternatives, theos and theos christos, have weaker support and may stem from a theological alteration and—in the case of the latter—from a scribal blunder.

• Jude 12/12. Here agapais (“love-feasts”) is strongly and widely supported, while some important witnesses offer apatais (02, 04, 88, 104 etc.). The first is a unique word in the New Testament, while the second (deception) can have resulted from a scribal misreading (for the priority of apatais, see Kilpatrick 1982: 160–62). Interestingly, there is the same variation between the two words in 2 Pet 2:13 (Wasserman 2006a: 286–87; Frey 2018: 109).

• Jude 15/14–16. Although the reading pantas tous asebeis (all the impious) is strongly and widely supported (02, 03, 04, 044, 81, 307, 326, 431 etc., Photius, Georgian manuscripts, and a manuscript in Old Church Slavonic), pasan psychēn (all the souls: P72, 01, 1852, Sahidic witnesses, Bohairic manuscripts, manuscripts of the Syriac Philoxenia; other witnesses [e.g., 35, 88, 915, 1836 etc.] with additional autōn according to manuscripts of the Byzantine type) has been accepted as the better reading to be inserted into the main text of NA26-28 and ECM1-2. A case for pantas tous asebeis, which is in the main text of THGNT, can be made on external and internal evidence, e.g., stylistically, pointing at triadic expressions in Jude (Landon 1996: 55–56; see also Mink 2011: 181–89 and 214 fig. 26).

• Jude 22/2–23/22. The multitude of generally and also slightly differing readings for these two verses make this “one of the most corrupt passages in NT literature” (Osburn 1972; 139, cited by Wasserman 2006a: 320). All in all, the major issue is to make a choice between a two-clause and a three-clause form. Although assuming the priority of the two-clause form and explaining the origin of the triadic structure on that assumption might appear plausible to a certain extent, there are sound reasons against such an assumption, e.g., referring to the style of Jude with a preference for triple structure and the rather homogeneous explanation of all the other readings (Allen 1998: 133–43; Omanson 2012: 522–24; Wasserman 2006a: 320–31; NA28, ECM1-2, and THGNT).
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Chapter 2


Hebrews, the Catholic Epistles, and the Canon



Darian Lockett

It is important to discuss the canonization of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles because Hebrews, James, 2 Peter, 2–3 John, and Jude were all labeled “disputed books” (antilegomenoi) by Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 3.25.1–4; 6.13.6). The term antilegomena was used to describe writings that had a disputed reception, and though Hebrews and most of the Catholic Epistles were considered antilegomena, they were finally included in the canon of the New Testament. The story of their reception into the canon illustrates well the common pattern of canonical development of the New Testament, namely, that their inclusion was as part of larger collections—Hebrews as part of the Pauline letter collection and the Catholic Epistles as a self-contained collection. Harry Gamble (2002) has rightly observed the need to consider the development of the New Testament canon as the coming together of a group of three smaller collections—the gospels, the letters of Paul, and the Catholic Epistles—each with its own discrete history, prior to and independent of the history of the larger canon. Therefore, “the canon is in the main a collection of collections” (275). The canonization of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles certainly reinforces this insight.

Although the specific trajectories each of these letters took on their way into the New Testament canon are different, there are significant similarities. As with all canonical New Testament texts, connection to an apostle, orthodoxy, and universal acceptance by the church were factors in how Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles achieved canonical status. Furthermore, canon defined as a fixed list and canon defined as an authoritative text (Scripture) are interrelated issues. Thus, when considering the date at which a text becomes canonical depends upon one’s definition of canon. The following discussion, as much as is possible, will focus on how and when Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles were numbered within the list of New Testament canonical texts. While it is clear that several of these texts functioned authoritatively within the Christian community from the earliest time, it can be said that by the fourth century Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles were securely placed among the canonical texts of the New Testament (though that is not to say their canonical status ceased to be debated). In what follows we will treat Hebrews on its own and then the Catholic Epistles as a group. In each section we will first consider the early citation and use of the text by early Christians. This will provide a range of views regarding authenticity and authority in earliest Christianity. Second, we will provide details from early canon lists and consider what such information suggests regarding our texts. Finally, we will consider the manuscript tradition and its bearing upon the canonization of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles.

Hebrews

Before the fourth century, attitudes regarding Hebrews in the East and the West differed sharply. Generally, in the East, influenced by concerns for “the soul’s pilgrimage to God,” the book was valued; however, in the West, which was dealing with issues of church discipline, the book was largely ignored (Koester 2001: 19). It was not until the Christological controversies of the fourth and fifth centuries, when Athanasius argued from Hebrews (1:3; 13:8) for the Son’s divinity, that Hebrews enjoyed broad acceptance throughout the church.

Reception of Hebrews in the Early Church

A consensus of scholarship has long held that Hebrews was rejected in the West early on because of doubts regarding Pauline authorship (Westcott 1892: lxxii–lxxiii; Attridge 1989: 2; Cockerill 2012: 4). This consensus argues that it was not until Jerome (Vir. ill. 5; Epist. 53.8; 129.3) and Augustine (Doctr. chr. 2.8; Civ. 16.22) that the question of Pauline authorship was decided in the affirmative, resulting in acceptance of Hebrews in the East and the West. Rothschild (2009) has challenged this consensus view. She argues that while doubts regarding Pauline authorship of Hebrews surfaced regularly in the West, such doubts “were neither confined to, nor did they affect usage in, that region of the Empire” (18). The two major pieces of evidence for the rejection of Hebrews in the West are the Muratorian Fragment and Eusebius’s testimony about Gaius, Presbyter of Rome.

Leaving aside the debates regarding the dating of the Muratorian Fragment (see Hahneman 1992, 2002; Verheyden 2003; the present study holds to a second-century date along with Nienhus 2007: 76–77), it is important to note that the Fragment does not include Hebrews. While this omission might suggest the rejection of Hebrews in the West, it is an argument from silence. More suggestive is the Fragment’s assertion that in his letters Paul addresses seven churches, as does Revelation 2–3, naming the seven churches as Corinthians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Galatians, Thessalonians, and Romans (lines 49–55, trans. Gallagher and Meade 2017: 180). However, the Fragment goes on to list Philemon, Titus, and 1–2 Timothy along with 2 Corinthians and 2 Thessalonians in the Pauline collection. From this Rothschild (2009: 24) concludes that the Fragment “accepts a non-literal interpretation extrapolating from the principle that seven churches represent the universal church” and therefore, in light of the additions beyond the seven churches addressed by Paul noted above, “that any number of letters represents the one universal church.” Thus, it is not clear that the Fragment’s failure to list Hebrews is necessarily a rejection of the text outright—such a conclusion would be supported only by silence.

The other evidence cited as rejection of Hebrews in the West is Eusebius’s recorded testimony of Gaius regarding Hebrews: “he mentions only thirteen epistles of the holy Apostle, not numbering the Epistle to the Hebrews with the rest” (Hist. eccl. 6.20.3; all quotations taken from LCL). According to Rothschild (2009: 25), the exclusion of Hebrews was owing more to the politics of the day in Rome. She argues that Gaius’s omission of Hebrews was “a warning to his adversaries who defended doctrinal positions by letters manufactured in Paul’s name,” and of course, for such a strategy to work at all Hebrews would have had to hold some level of authority.

Despite the widely held position that Hebrews was rejected early in the West, the earliest citation of Hebrews actually appears in 1 Clement, demonstrating the influence and presence of the letter in Rome. Several passages in 1 Clement bear a resemblance to Hebrews (1 Clem. 9.3–4 [Heb 11:5–7]; 1 Clem. 12.1–3 [Heb 11:3]), and the phrase “for he, being the radiance of his majesty, is as much superior to the angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent” (1 Clem. 36.2) is virtually a quotation of Heb 1:3–4 (a citation Eusebius points out; Hist. eccl. 3.38.4). Furthermore, Hebrews is likely attested in the Shephard of Hermas, where the writer refers to an inquiry regarding the singular act of repentance: “I have heard from certain teachers that there is no other repentance beyond what occurred when we descended into the water” (Mand. 4.3.1). The only such teaching at the time was expressed in Hebrews.

Other Western writers who clearly knew and used Hebrews include Justin Martyr (1 Apol. 12.9; Dial. 13.1; 19.3, 4; 46.3; 56.1; 67.9; 96.1; 113.5; 121.2), Irenaeus (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.26.1–3), Tertullian (Pud. 20.3), and Hippolytus (Haer. 6.30.9). Whereas Justin attributes authorship to Paul, Irenaeus and Hippolytus join the testimony of Gaius denying Pauline authorship. (Tertullian argued for Barnabas as author.) Polycarp’s description of Jesus Christ as “the eternal high priest” (Phil. 12.2) could possibly be an allusion to Heb 6:20, though this seems unlikely. Authors of the fourth and fifth centuries in the West who recognized the authority of Hebrews and argued for Pauline authorship include Epiphanius (Pan. 69.37), Hilary of Poitiers, and of course Augustine and Jerome.

This evidence highlights the distinct yet interrelated issues of Pauline authorship (and thus inclusion in the Pauline corpus) and authority. Whereas some rejected Hebrews outright (Marcion, perhaps the Muratorian Fragment, and Arius), others held the letter as an authority but did not hold to Pauline authorship (Irenaeus, Gaius of Rome, and Hippolytus). As we have seen, several held to both Pauline authorship and authority (1 Clement, Justin, Epiphanius, Hilary of Poitiers), and whereas Tertullian argued that Barnabas wrote the text, he still held Hebrews as authoritative. One should therefore be cautious in asserting the outright rejection of Hebrews in the West before Augustine and Jerome.

In the East, the early fathers in Alexandria appear to have accepted Hebrews as authoritative and as having been written by Paul. It is clear that Pantaenus (ca. 180) knew Hebrews and thought that Paul was its author (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.14.1–4; Clement mentions receiving this tradition from “the blessed elder,” who is most likely Pantaenus [Hist. eccl. 5.10.1; 5.11.1]). Clement, according to Eusebius, argued that Hebrews was written by Paul and then translated by Luke from Hebrew into Greek. It was therefore due to his modesty that Paul “does not inscribe himself as an apostle of the Hebrews” (Hist. eccl. 6.14.2–3). Origen affirmed Pauline authorship of Hebrews many times, even mentioning a defense of Pauline authorship (Ep. Afr. 14). Yet, as Eusebius records, Origen expressed confidence in the letter while at the same time acknowledging stylistic differences between Hebrews and other Pauline texts. Hebrews features “better Greek in the framing of its diction” and lacks “the apostle’s rudeness in speech.” The thoughts expressed in Hebrews are “not inferior to the acknowledged writings of the apostle,” and it is “not without reason have the men of old time handed it down as Paul’s.” Origen famously concludes, “But who wrote the epistle, in truth God knows” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.12–14). Even in registering these qualifications regarding authorship, Pantaenus, Clement, and Origen acknowledge the authority of Hebrews and defend its place among the Pauline letter collection. In a similar way Theodore of Mopsuestia registers hesitation regarding Pauline authorship of Hebrews while at the same time receives the letter as authoritative (see Rothschild 2009: 39).

Hebrews in the Early Canon Lists

By the time of Athanasius, it was common to enumerate the Pauline letter collection as containing “fourteen letters by the apostle Paul,” and though Hebrews contains no internal claims to authorship it was often included in the collection. If an early (second-century) date for the Muratorian Fragment is accepted, then there are two early witnesses to a Pauline letter collection that does not include Hebrews (the Fragment and Marcion’s Apostolikon, ca. 160). We learn about the Apostolikon in Tertullian (Adv. Marc. 5.4) and Epiphanius (Haereses 1.42) and find that it only included ten of Paul’s letters—omitting the Pastoral letters and Hebrews. Although a corpus of Paul’s letters is attested in the mid-second century, Hebrews was not specifically listed in either, yet this was to change as the collection developed.

As we will see, the earliest evidence of Hebrew’s inclusion in the Pauline letter collection is an early (ca. 200) papyrus manuscript containing nine of Paul’s letters, including Hebrews. Within the same time period, Origen’s homilies on Joshua (Hom. Jos. 7.1, written toward the end of Origen’s life, ca. 253), preserved in Rufinus’s Latin translation, mentions the fourteen epistles of Paul (though “fourteen” is omitted in the same passage as preserved by Eusebius; Hist. eccl. 6.25). Throughout the rest of the tradition, whenever Paul’s letters are enumerated as fourteen, Hebrews is clearly included.

Eusebius mentions Paul’s letter collection in four different passages. First, in his canon list, Eusebius mentions the epistles of Paul without enumerating them individually and without specifically omitting Hebrews (Hist. eccl. 3.25.1–4). In a second passage Eusebius specifically mentions “the fourteen letters of Paul [which] are obvious and plain”; however, he goes on to give the qualification that “it is not right to ignore that some dispute the Epistle to the Hebrews, saying that it was rejected by the church of Rome as not being by Paul” (Hist. eccl. 3.3.4–5). Eusebius clarifies that the dispute is over the authorship of Hebrews and not necessarily the authority of the text. Third, Gaius mentions “only thirteen epistles of the holy Apostle, not numbering Hebrews with the rest” (Hist. eccl. 6.20.3), yet as already mentioned, this is not necessarily a rejection of the letter’s authority. Finally, Eusebius specifically notes that, because 1 Clement is dependent upon Hebrews, “it has seemed natural to include it among the other writings of the Apostle” (Hist. eccl. 3.38.4). Rothschild (2009: 41) notes the significance of Eusebius, in the East, using Western attestation of Hebrews in 1 Clement as evidence of the letter’s authority. Eusebius is clearly citing earlier judgments regarding the letter, which suggests that Hebrews had been included within the Pauline letter collection before his own time.

After the time of Eusebius, Hebrews is included in several canon lists. Cyril of Jerusalem (ca. 350) mentions “the fourteen Letters of Paul,” which no doubt included Hebrews (Catech. 4.36). Athanasius’s Festal Letter of 367 lists Hebrews among the Pauline letters between 2 Thessalonians and 1 Timothy. This is an example of Hebrews coming at the end of Paul’s letters addressed to congregations and before those addressed to individuals (a distinction already observed in the Muratorian Fragment—though this fragment omits Hebrews), which was the common sequence of Paul’s letters. The placement of Hebrews in Paul’s letter collection, where the letter is situated between 2 Thessalonians and 1 Timothy, is reinforced by the canon list of the Synod of Laodicea (canon 59). This uniform inclusion of Hebrews is interrupted in the Latin canon list in the Mommsen Catalogue (or the Cheltenham List, ca. 365), where only thirteen letters of Paul are noted. Apostolic Canon 85 mentions the fourteen epistles of Paul without enumerating them, and the list preserved in Gregory of Nazianzus (ca. 381–90, Carmina Theologica 1.1.12) includes the “ten and four epistles of Paul” (Gallagher and Meade 2017: 146). Amphilochius (Iambi ad Seleucum 305, ca. 380) also lists the fourteen letters of Paul and then adds the note, “Now some say the one to the Hebrews is spurious. They do not speak well; for the grace is genuine” (Gallagher and Meade 2017: 154). The fact that Amphilochius includes this final comment is evidence that even in a context where Hebrews was received as authoritative and canonical there was still a need to comment on and defend against its detractors. The African Councils at Hippo (393) and the two in Carthage (397 and 419) included Hebrews within the Pauline letter collection.

Hebrews in Early Manuscript Tradition

The manuscript evidence is rather uniform, such that Elliott (1996: 109) can remark, “[I]t seems as if there are no Greek manuscripts of the Pauline corpus extant that exclude Hebrews.” The earliest manuscript evidence for Hebrews is contained in P46 (ca. 200), a single-quire papyrus codex with numbered pages containing, in order, Romans, Hebrews, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Ephesians, Galatians, Philippians, Colossians, and 1 Thessalonians. From the physical makeup of the codex and the existing pagination, scholars can determine that the original codex contained 208 pages, and it is thought that it originally also contained 2 Thessalonians. This reconstruction might suggest a ten-letter Pauline collection—excluding Hebrews, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, and Philemon. The texts included in P46 are letters Paul addressed to congregations (as opposed to individuals), and it is worth noting that Paul’s letters to congregations were listed in the Muratorian Fragment. However, it is hard to be certain that P46 did not include the Pastoral Epistles, and thus one should be cautious in reaching certain conclusions. (See Parker 2008: 253–54 regarding whether or not P46 originally included the Pastoral Epistles.)

Other early papyrus manuscripts witnessing to the early use and circulation of Hebrews include P114 (P.Oxy. LXVI 4498), a third-century papyrus fragment from a larger codex found in Oxyrhynchus containing fragments of Heb 1:7–12. P12 is a very small portion of Heb 1:1 from the late third century, either coming from a book roll or possibly an amulet (Comfort 2015: 49). P13 (P.Oxy. IV 657) is a third- or fourth-century papyrus fragment (of Heb 2:14–5:5; 10:8–11:13; 11:28–12:17) in the form of a book roll rather than a codex. Blumell and Waymnet (2015: 120) note that the columns are numbered and begin with Column 47 and thus conclude that the manuscript must have contained another work preceding Hebrews. Not an entire Pauline collection, they argue that P13 may have included Romans before Hebrews, like P46, and was probably limited to those two texts. P17 (P.Oxy. VIII 1078) is a single leaf from a third- or fourth-century papyrus codex containing nine lines from Heb 9:12–19. P89, a fourth-century papyrus containing a fragment from Heb 6:7–9, 15–17, is too small to determine its textual characteristics. Finally, 0228 is a fourth-century parchment fragment written in majuscule containing portions of Heb 12:19–21.

The major majuscule codices of the fourth and fifth century (Sinaiticus, Vaticanus, and Alexandrinus) share the same canon and order found in Athanasius’s Festal Letter (367), placing Hebrews in Paul’s letter collection between 2 Thessalonians and 1 Timothy—between letters to congregations and letters to individuals. Curiously, however, B. F. Westcott (1892: xxx–xxxi) notes that the marginal notations in Vaticanus marking paragraph divisions of Hebrews indicate that it originally came between Galatians and Ephesians (see also Parker 2008: 254). The placement of Hebrews between letters to congregations and letters to individuals is confirmed in the Syriac tradition (in the Armenian version of Ephraem’s Commentary on Paul, also preserved in C, H, I, K, and P), yet the Sahidic canon placed Hebrews between 2 Corinthians and Galatians, an order more in keeping with the paragraph divisions preserved in Vaticanus.

Codex Claromontanus (ca. 550) is an interesting witness with regard to Hebrews. The text itself is a bilingual manuscript containing the fourteen epistles of Paul with Greek on the left page and Latin on the right page. Curiously, there are four blank pages separating Philemon from Hebrews in which a Latin catalogue of books was inserted. The list itself inexplicably omits Hebrews along with 1–2 Thessalonians and Philippians. Bruce Metzger (1987: 230) argues that their absence is probably due to an error of a scribe or translator. In the text of Claromontanus itself, Hebrews is included in the Pauline letter collection after Philemon and at the very end of the collection—the location reflected in contemporary English Bibles.

The persistent questions that appear throughout the early reception and canonization of Hebrews were likely due in large part to the fact that the letter was anonymous and that this led to doubts about its authorship. The details presented here suggest that there were questions (and doubts) regarding (especially the Pauline) authorship of Hebrews and that such concerns, at times, led to doubts about the letter itself. However, what seems clear is that concerns over authorship surface in both the East and the West. Rothschild’s (2009) conclusion seems correct, that is, that the decision to include Hebrews in the canon did not come about gradually, from the East to the West, nor did a uniform shift in its acceptance take place with Jerome and Augustine during the fourth century. Based on the primary evidence, she concludes, “Hebrews was never censured or even substantially rejected” (43).

The Catholic Epistles

The seven letters of James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, and Jude have been traditionally associated and called Catholic Epistles (sometimes General Epistles). For most, the interchangeability of “catholic” and “general” leads to the understanding that these letters were collected together because of their common genre—that is, each of these texts belonged to the same genre subcategory. As a genre, catholic or general letters were addressed to a wide or nonspecific audience. Some ancient precedent for this understanding is found in Apollonius’s description of the Montanist Themiso, who dared “in imitation of the apostle [John] to compose an epistle general [katholikēn … epistolēn]” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.18.5). Also, Eusebius reports that Dionysius of Alexandria was “most useful to all in the general epistles [katholikais … epistolais] which he drew up for the churches” (His. eccl. 4.23.1). Origen seems to have had this understanding of at least 1 John and perhaps 1 Peter as general letters (1 John; Comm. Jo. 1.22.137; 2.23.149; 1 Peter: Comm. Jo. 6.35.175; cf. Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.5). Later in the tradition, Leontius of Byzantium argues that these letters are called catholic “because they were written not to one single people like Paul’s, but in general to all” (De Sectis, act 2.4).

However, not all of these letters address general audiences. Both 2 and 3 John are addressed to a specific individual (respectively, the “elect lady” and “Gaius”), and both Jude and 1 John address specific situations where either intruders or schismatics have infiltrated particular communities such that it is hard to conceive of them as truly general letters either. These observations should caution against overgeneralizing these letters as uniformly written to general audiences. Rather than referring to a particular genre subcategory around which these seven letters were collected, the term “Catholic Epistles” came to be used as a title for these letters—that is, rather than an adjective describing a kind of genre, “Catholic Epistles” functioned as a proper noun labeling this specific collection of letters (namely, Catholic rather than Pauline Epistles).

Reception of the Catholic Epistles in the Early Church

We know from Eusebius that Papias (ca. 150) “used quotations from the first Epistle of John, and likewise also from that of Peter” (Hist. eccl. 3.39.15). Allison (2013: 17) notes that “there are no traces of James in the fragments of Papias,” and the same could be said of Jude.

Whereas Irenaeus (130–200) mentions the fourfold Gospel canon (Haer. 3.11.8) and Paul’s letters, he does not mention a Catholic Epistle collection. Irenaeus does clearly refer to 1 Peter (Haer. 4.9.2; cf. 5.7.2; 4.16.5; 4.34.2) and 1 John (Haer. 3.16.3, 5–8) by name. An interesting example of Irenaeus’s use of 1 and 2 John suggests that the two letters were very closely associated. He quotes from 2 John 11, noting the text is from John the disciple of the Lord (Haer. 1.16.3). Subsequently, he cites 1 John 2:8–19, 21–22 (in 3.16.5) and 1 John 4:1–2; 5:1; 2 John 7–8 (in 3.16.8). John Painter (2009) notes that the form of the quotation in Haer. 3.16.8 refers back to the epistle already quoted (in 3.16.5) and that, having quoted 2 John 7–8, Irenaeus continues with a reference to “this epistle” before quoting 1 John (4:1–2; 5:1). Apparently, then, Irenaeus knew 1 and 2 John but in a form where the two epistles were not distinguished as two separate documents (Painter 2009: 243). Although it is possible that Irenaeus could have confused the two passages, thinking they were from the same text, this explanation seems unlikely. Perhaps Irenaeus was merely unclear in his argument at this point, or, perhaps Painter is correct regarding the version of the text he was using; either way, this is an example of how closely these texts were related and received early on.

Tertullian (160–223) knew and used 1 Peter and 1 John and is the first Western witness to affirm the letter of Jude (Cult. fem. 1.3.1–3). Tertullian directly quotes 1 Peter (Scorp. 12.2; 14.3) and alludes to 1 John even more frequently than 1 Peter—Brown (1982: 10) notes that Tertullian cites 1 John forty to fifty times. He refers to James of Jerusalem and is careful to demonstrate the consistency between Paul and the Pillar apostles, yet he never refers directly to the letters of James, 2 Peter, or 2–3 John. Nienhuis (2007: 44) concludes that the evidence of Irenaeus and Tertullian demonstrates the widespread acceptance of 1 Peter and 1 John as authoritative in early third-century Western churches allied with Rome, while Irenaeus knows of 2 John yet shows no awareness of Jude, and Tertullian attributes apostolic authority to Jude but shows no awareness of 2 John.

Clement of Alexandria (150–215) refers to 1 Peter (Strom. 3.18.110.1; 4.20.129.3; Paed. 3.11.53.3), 1–2 John (Strom. 3.4.32.2; 2.15.66.4), and Jude (Strom. 3.2.11.2; Paed. 3.8.44.3–45.1). There is much debate regarding whether Clement knew of James (see Alison 2013: 15). There is a suggestive passage preserved in Eusebius where he indicates that Clement provided commentary upon all the “canonical scriptures.” According to Eusebius, Clement had written in his Hypotyposeis “concise explanations of all the Canonical Scriptures, not passing over even the disputed writings [antilegomenas], I mean the Epistle of Jude and the remaining Catholic Epistles [katholikas epistolas]” (Hist. eccl. 6.14.1). It is unclear whether or not the term “Catholic Epistles” is Clement’s or Eusebius’s. We will see that elsewhere Eusebius understands that James stands at the head of the Catholic Epistles; thus he knew of such a collection. However, it is not clear that Clement also knew of such a collection (as he is silent with regard to 2 Peter, 3 John, and, according to some, James).

Origen (185–253) frequently cited 1 Peter and 1 John, calling both texts “catholic epistles” (1 Peter: Sel. Ps. 3; Comm. Jo. 6.175.9; 1 John: Comm. Jo. 1.138, 2.149); however, it is unclear exactly what he means by the title. Referring to 1 Peter 5:13 (in Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.5), Origen uses the title, but it is difficult to know whether he is referring to 1 Peter as part of a Catholic Epistle collection or to 1 Peter’s general audience. Furthermore, Origen says that Peter “has left one acknowledged epistle, and, it may be, a second also; for it is doubted” (Hist. eccl. 6.25.8). The passage continues with a reference to the letters of John: “He has left also an epistle of a very few lines, and, it may be, a second and a third; for not all say that these are genuine” (Hist. eccl. 6.25.9). Origen also mentions Jude with approval: “Jude … wrote a letter of few lines, it is true, but filled with the healthful words of heavenly grace (Comm. Matt. 10.17.40). In several places Origen refers to the Epistle of James (Sel. Ps. 30.6; 118.153; Comm. Jo. Frag. 126; and in Latin, Hom. Exod. 3.3; Hom. Lev. 2.4; 13.2).

Several scholars have noted that Origen registers a degree of hesitance in accepting James. He notes in passing “the epistle current by [en tē pheromenē] the name of James” (Comm. Jo. 19.23.152, trans. Allison 2013: 19; however, Nienhius [2007: 55] renders the phrase “the so-called epistle of James”). Both Nienhuis and Allison argue that, given what we know about Origen’s use of James, this phrase should not be taken as an expression of doubt toward the letter, but rather it likely reflects the doubts of others. Origen knows of all seven letters and uses the label “Catholic Epistle” for two of them. Nienhuis (2007: 53, 63) observes, “Of greatest importance is the fact that Origen is the first witness to use the world ‘catholic’ in association with some of the proto-CE,” yet concludes that, “despite having all the ingredients in his possession,” he shows no awareness of a discrete canonical collection called the Catholic Epistles.

In Eusebius we find what some consider the first reference to the “Catholic Epistles” as a technical designation for a discrete collection. Following an elaborate record of the martyrdom of James, the Lord’s brother, Eusebius notes:


Such is the story of James, whose is said to be the first of the Epistles called Catholic [onomazomenōn katholikōn epistolōn]. It is to be observed that its authenticity is denied, since few of the ancients quote it, as is also the case with the Epistle called Jude’s, which is itself one of the seven called Catholic; nevertheless we know that these letters have been used publicly with the rest in most churches.

(Hist. eccl. 2.23.24–25)



Eusebius clearly notes that James and Jude are considered members of a larger collection of letters, “the Epistles called Catholic.” That James and Jude were used in “most churches” indicates, to some degree, Eusebius’s reception of tradition about these letters. He indicates that James and Jude were used publicly along “with the remaining [letters].” The passage suggests that Eusebius not only received a tradition of using these letters, “as in most churches,” but that tradition also included referring to these seven letters including James and Jude with the label “Catholic Epistles.”

The fact that Eusebius only mentions James and Jude could be significant as well. Painter notes that these brothers of Jesus form “the bookends of this collection.” This could explain why Eusebius, when he names James as the first of the seven Catholic Epistles, also names Jude but no other letter from the collection (Painter 2009: 458n11). Naming the first and the last was a way of identifying this collection as a whole, which might have been necessary, given that “catholic epistle” was used in a nonspecific way in earlier sources.

If Painter is correct, then it seems likely that the tradition of a Catholic Epistle collection starting with James, including 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, and finally concluding with Jude, was already a received collection that was recognized by Eusebius’s audience with the mere reference to the first and last letters of the collection.

The Catholic Epistles in the Early Canon Lists

After making reference to the book of Acts and the Epistles of Paul (omitting Hebrews), the Muratorian Fragment makes reference only to Jude and two epistles of John. In Verheyden’s (2003: 528) estimation the Fragment’s information regarding the Catholic Epistles is “hopelessly confusing.” Lines 68–69 say, “[T]he epistle of Jude and two of the above-mentioned John are counted/used [habentur] in the catholic [in catholica] church/epistles.” Furthermore, whereas Jude and 2–3 John are the only Catholic Epistles mentioned in the list, the Fragment seems to quote 1 John 1:1–3 in lines 29–31.

At any rate, the selection of only Jude and two of the Johannine letters is unique and idiosyncratic in terms of both content and order. Hahneman (1992: 181) notes that the absence of James and 1 Peter is extraordinary and probably implies other omissions in the Fragment, as those letters it mentions (2 and perhaps 3 John, Jude) are elsewhere found only in larger collections of the Catholic Epistles. Whereas in the Fragment Jude is listed before the Johannine letters, it normally appears last among the Catholic Epistles both in the East, where the now-standard sequence is typically followed, and in the West, where the order exhibits more variation. Although it does not definitively clarify what was contained in the fragment, Hahneman is likely correct to suggest that the Fragment has for some reason omitted reference to at least 1 Peter and 1 John and perhaps James as well.

In another key passage, Eusebius names each of our seven letters yet does not use the label “Catholic Epistles.” After noting the Gospels and Paul’s letters, Eusebius writes:


Following them the Epistle of John called the first, and in the same way should be recognized the Epistle of Peter…. These belong to the Recognized Books [homologoumenois]. Of the Disputed Books [antilegomenōn] which are nevertheless known to most are the Epistle called James, that of Jude, the second Epistle of Peter, and the so-called second and third Epistles of John which may be the work of the evangelist or of some other with the same name.

(Hist. eccl. 3.25.1–5)



It is important to note that Eusebius classifies James, 2 Peter, and 2–3 John as disputed rather than “not genuine.” Eusebius is aware of a collection of Catholic Epistles as suggested in Hist. eccl. 2.23.24–25. It is therefore plausible, when reading both passages together (namely, 2.23 and 3.25), that they form a trajectory that indicates Eusebius received or understood the Catholic Epistles as a discrete collection. Nienhuis (2007: 66) argues that Eusebius is the earliest witness to the existence of a seven-letter collection known as the Catholic Epistles, headed by James and including letters attributed to Peter, John, and Jude. If Eusebius was writing sometime before 300 and his work reflects previous tradition regarding the reception of these letters, then we can consider the Catholic Epistles a relatively fixed canonical subcollection at least by the close of the third century (Nienhuis and Wall 2013: 29).

From Eusebius onward, the Catholic Epistles are limited to seven in number, with the ordering of the texts most always being James, Peter, John, and Jude. About fifty years after Eusebius, Cyril of Jerusalem (ca. 350) lists “the seven Catholic Epistles of James, Peter, John, and Jude” (Catech. 4.36). In canon 59 of the Synod of Laodicea (before 380), the seven Catholic Epistles are counted by name after the four Gospels and Acts and before the Pauline letters. Athanasius’s Easter Letter (367) lists Acts and “seven letters, called Catholic [epistolai katholikai kaloumenai], by the apostles, namely one by James, two by Peter, then three by John, and after these, one by Jude. After these there are fourteen letters by Paul” (Ep. fest. 39.5). The Apostolic Canons (85) lists all seven letters, yet in the order of James, 1–3 John, Jude, and 1–2 Peter, though without the label Catholic Epistles. Gregory of Nazianzus lists the seven letters in the traditional order, calling them “the seven catholic [hepta catholicai]” epistles (Carmina Theologica 1.1.12). Like Gregory, Epiphanius (ca. 376) describes the letters of James, Peter, John, and Jude as “catholic epistles” (Panarion 76.22.5). Roughly thirteen years after Athanasius, Amphilochius (ca. 380) notes a degree of variation. He says, “Of the catholic epistles some say we must receive seven; others only three is it necessary to accept: the one of James, and one of Peter, and those of John, one. But some receive three [of John], and in addition to them the two of Peter and that of Jude, the seventh” (Iambi ad Seleucum 310, trans. Gallagher and Meade 2017: 154). Although Amphilochius registers some variation in number—the “others” may represent the Syrian churches—he is clearly working within a tradition that received the seven Catholic Epistles.

The Latin Mommsen Catalogue (or the Cheltenham List) includes only the three letters of John and two letters of Peter. Interestingly in the Cheltenham version of the catalogue a marginal notation is inserted by both entries saying “one only.” Perhaps this is registering a dissenting opinion that only 1 John and 1 Peter should be included. Both Jerome and Augustine included the Catholic Epistles in their traditional order, but in the canon list in the Breviarium Hipponense (canon list 36) the Catholic Epistles are listed in the order 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, James. The variations found in the Apostolic Canons and the Breviarium are somewhat unique. The older Eastern order—the traditional order of James, Peter, John, and Jude—is almost uniformly found in the manuscript tradition.

The Catholic Epistles in the Early Manuscript Tradition

The manuscript evidence strongly suggests a fourfold Gospel collection originating in the early second century and a Pauline letter collection sometime after that. Any evidence for the early manuscript history of the Catholic Epistles is extremely fragmentary. Despite this fragmentary record, the manuscript tradition suggests a particular association between the texts of the Catholic Epistles.

P72 represents an early example of associating some of the Catholic Epistles. It is a third- or early fourth-century papyrus codex containing the complete text of Jude and 1–2 Peter along with several other ancient Christian texts. The unusual collection of texts suggest that the manuscript was possibly for private use rather than for reading in the church. Both the pagination and the scribal hand suggest that Jude and 1–2 Peter were from a previous manuscript, either originating together from a previous collection or as individual documents. Tommy Wasserman (2005) has attempted to reconstruct what he calls the “Bodmer miscellaneous codex,” arguing that 1–2 Peter and Jude were actually written by the same hand, even though they follow different originals (1 Peter is closest to Codex Vaticanus, where 2 Peter and Jude contain Western readings). Porter (2013: 123) notes that, if true, “it indicates that by as early as the third century, 1 Peter, 2 Peter, and Jude were considered a subcorpus and copied together, even if they were bound with other manuscripts for particular theological purposes.” Along with P72 there is another papyrus witness to Jude, P78 (P.Oxy. XXXIV 2684), which originated from a miniature papyrus codex dating to the third or fourth century. There is debate regarding whether these two fragments were part of a single quire codex containing only Jude or if it was part of a larger codex collection.

P125 (P.Oxy. LXXIII 4934) contains forty-four fragmentary lines of text from 1 Peter 1:23–2:5, 7–11, dating to the third or fourth century. Whereas the papyrus contains the usual nomina sacra, there are no indications of punctuation or reading aids. Another witness to 1 Peter includes 0206 (P.Oxy. XI 1353), which comes from a parchment codex dated to the fourth century and contains 1 Peter 5:5–13. The page numbers on the upper right corner were added to the leaf by a different scribe and indicate a codex containing over eight hundred pages—a rather small and bulky book in such a small format (Blumell and Waymet 2015: 167). If these calculations are correct, this would constitute the largest codex from Oxyrhynchus, and it is possible that the codex contained the letters from Romans through 1 Peter, which would have required approximately 778 pages on a codex of the same size (Blumell and Waymet 2015: 167). One wonders what other combinations of texts the estimated length of the codex could accommodate.

There are three papyrus witnesses to James, all, perhaps, from the third century: P20 (James 2:19—3:2, 4–9), P23 (1:10–12, 15–16), and P100 (3:13—4:4; 4:9—5:1). P20 (P.Oxy. IX 1171) consists of a “small scrap of papyrus” (Blumell and Waymet 2015: 85) containing a few lines from James—none of which are complete. There are examples of reading aids—diaeresis and the use of apostrophe noting the end of proper names—along with the usual nomina sacra. P23 (P.Oxy. X 1229) is dated to the third century or possibly the second (Blumell and Waymet 2015: 88). The text contains some punctuation and page numbers, but there are no indications of nomina sacra, as the surviving passages do not contain any of the relevant terms. P100 (P.Oxy. LXV 4449) contains larger spaces signaling sense divisions, and the text contains the usual nomina sacra. Furthermore, P100 consists of a single page from a codex of twenty-six fragmentary lines of text on both the front and reverse sides, with pagination preserved in the upper margin. The pages are numbered sequentially ϛ and ζ (6–7), indicating a codex that could have included other texts after James (Blumell and Waymet 2015: 134). Porter (2013: 123) notes that, since Hebrews was probably included with the Pauline Epistles, “it is possible either that both P23 and P100 were manuscripts of just the Epistle of James or that they were the first book in a collection of the Catholic (or General) Epistles.” Of course, we cannot know this for certain because the page numbers alone could otherwise indicate that there were a number of other texts in the codex. Finally, a nearly complete leaf from a parchment codex containing Jas 1:25–27, marked as 0173, is dated to the fifth century. Interestingly, the pagination (17–18) suggests that this miniature codex began with James, and thus there are two examples of Christian codices from Oxyrhynchus—P.Oxy.X 1229 and P.Oxy.LXV 4449—that began with this epistle (Blumell and Waymet 2015: 180).

The oldest witness to 1 John is P9 (P.Oxy. III 402) and is dated to the fourth or perhaps fifth century. The papyrus contains text on the front and the reverse and employs the usual nomina sacra. Larry Hurtado (2006: 39) notes that the fragmentary parchment codex 0232 (P.Ant.12), containing a small portion of 2 John 1–9 on the front and back of a single page, may have originally contained a collection of writings ascribed to the apostle John, a “Johannine Corpus.” The fragment contains page numbers (164, 165), originating from a different scribal hand, which indicate that the codex was of a significant enough size to contain several texts. Based on a revised calculation, Kruger (2012: 265) argues this manuscript likely contained Hebrews as well as a full collection of the Catholic Epistles.

The major majuscule codices of the fourth and fifth centuries combine Acts and the Catholic Epistles into the Corpus Apostolicum and place it either before (Vaticanus and Alexandrinus) or after (Sinaiticus) the Pauline corpus. The order of the Catholic Epistles in all three follows the canonical order (James, Peter, John, and Jude), a rather fixed tradition in the East since Athanasius (Parker 2008: 286). The oldest copy of a manuscript containing only Acts and the Catholic Epistles is from the seventh century. (P74 contains fragments from all eight texts.)1

An interesting feature found only in Codex Alexandrinus further underlines not only the order and collection of the Catholic Epistles but its connection to Acts as well. After the end of Jude there is a kind of colophon in a different hand reading “acts of the holy apostles and catholic [epistles].” Not only do we see the “Catholic Epistles” so labeled as a collection, but also this passage testifies to an understanding that Acts and the Catholic Epistles form the Corpus Apostolicum (Lockett 2023; see also Lockett 2017: 105–36). In the Syriac versions of the New Testament there are two trajectories. The Peshitta canon includes only James, 1 Peter, and 1 John, or the major Catholic Epistles, while the remaining four Catholic Epistles, the minor, are found in the Philoxenian and Harklean editions.

The manuscript evidence indicates that the Catholic Epistles eventually entered the New Testament canon as a collection after circulating individually and as smaller groups. Gamble (2002: 288) notes:


The history of the Catholic Epistles holds significance for larger conceptions of the history of the canon. Since they found inclusion in the canon not individually but precisely as a group, since that collection did not take shape until late in the third century at the earliest, and since that collection came to constitute, along with the Gospels and the Pauline Letters, one of the three major sub-units of the canon, it is very difficult to speak of a New Testament canon … prior to the fourth century.



One might quibble with Gamble’s assessment that we cannot speak of a New Testament canon before the fourth century. This largely depends on how one defines canon. It could be that long before a final list of twenty-seven books was fixed, canonical subcollections were circulating as authoritative Scripture. Gamble’s observation that the Catholic Epistles came into the New Testament canon as a collection and that they constitute one of the three major subunits of the New Testament canon is surely correct.

Note

1.However, 0166 (the Heidelberg Fragment, dating from the fifth century) contains on the verso the end of Acts (28:30–31), and the recto contains a text from James (1:11). Though only a fragment, it is an even earlier witness that Acts and at least James (and likely the rest of the Catholic Epistles) circulated within the same codex. Parker (2008: 285) notes that 0166 could have contained Acts and all of the Catholic Epistles. Furthermore, 093 (sixth century) contains fragments from Acts and 1 Peter.
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Chapter 3


Hebrews, the Catholic Epistles, and the Arithmetic of Canon Lists



Clare K. Rothschild

The number seven is good. But we do not

explain it in the manner of Pythagoras and the

other philosophers, but according to the

pattern and division of the grace of the Spirit.

—Ambrose, Ep. 44 (to Horontianus; PL 16:1136)

Since late antiquity, the genre of Hebrews, its attribution to Paul, and its inclusion in the New Testament alongside the Catholic Epistles have each posed questions to scholars. Most recognize that it has no epistolary prescript, resembling something closer to a homily or other oration, and yet it acquired the title “Letter to the Hebrews.” Its style bears little resemblance to other Pauline letters, and yet its Pauline attribution is virtually indelible until the fifteenth century. Its place alongside the Catholic Epistles has been sure since antiquity, and yet it has almost no similarities to these works. Hebrews is, to be sure, a profoundly inspiring text, but the Didache, the Shepherd of Hermas, 1–2 Clement, and Barnabas also stir the hearts and minds of believers then and now. What exactly accounts for the dogged insistence to include Hebrews among the Pauline Epistles, alongside the Catholic Epistles in the Bible?

Medieval theologians demonstrate a clear interest in establishing numerical relationships between the divine and human realms (Hopper 1938: 104–5). This so-called theology of numbers endorses the divine power inherent in a variety of integers. Exegesis of the Johannine writings, including Revelation, is especially popular in this medieval literature insofar as these texts contain deliberate number symbolism (Hopper 1938: 71). The Apocalypse of Peter and the Shepherd of Hermas likewise receive attention for their ample numerological references (e.g., Apoc. Pet. 1.17 [Ethiopic]; Herm. Vis. 3.8[16].2; Herm. Sim. 6.3[63].2; Herm. Sim. 9.1[78].8; 9.24[101].1; see Yarbro Collins 1984).

In addition to its utility for exegesis, medieval theologians such as Rabanus Maurus in his De computo (Wedell 2015) express interest in the numerical symbolism of the organization of the biblical writings. Yet modern scholars have devoted little attention to this element of medieval debates about the canon in the Latin West. “But besides practical decisions, such as whether to include or exclude Baruch or the Epistle to the Laodiceans in the manuscripts of the Bible,” as Cornelia Linde (2015: 7) observes, “medieval scholars throughout the centuries engaged with the structure and composition of Scripture on an abstract level.”

Isidore of Seville (560–636 ce) sets the stage for later medieval theologians with his endorsement of the application of numerology to the understanding of Scripture:


The reckoning of numbers ought not to be despised, for in many passages of sacred writings it elucidates how great a mystery they hold. Not for nothing it is said in praise of God (Wisd. 11:20), “Thou hast ordered all things in measure, and number, and weight.” … animals.

(Etym. 3.4.1–4, trans. Barney et al. 2006: 909)



In his prooemia to the books of the Bible (PL 83: 160), Isidore summarizes: hae litterae sacrae, hi libri integri numero et auctoritate (“These books are sacred, these volumes, complete in both number and authority”). This emphasis on the relevance of numbers for interpreting Scripture is likewise found in one of the oldest Pseudo-Isidorian works, the eighth-century Quaestiones (McNally 1963).

In the twelfth century, faith in numbers as symbols soars, together with a determination to find number symbolism in the organization of the Bible. Calculation of the date of the final judgment was one popular application of this interest (Emmerson and McGinn 1993; Walker Bynum and Freedman 2000), but so was the scope and structure of the Bible itself. Late medieval theologians treated the Bible like “a shell containing adaptable building blocks that allowed for arranging and rearranging,” with the specific content and structure remaining a subject of debate in which the positions of the church fathers were regularly invoked (Linde 2015: 18). Hugh of St. Victor (1096–1141), for example, ties the number of books in the various canonical groupings (ordines) within the two Testaments to a deeper meaning (Linde 2015: 11). In his Didascalicon, De Scripturis et Scriptoribus sacris, and other writings, he organizes the New Testament on a model of the Old Testament (Pentateuch, Prophets, Hagiographa). The idea—traceable to Jerome—that books may be included in the Bible that are not regarded as canonical guides his inclusion of certain church fathers. Hugh’s New Testament, thus, has the following three sections (ordines): (1) Four Gospels, (2) Apostles (Acts, Paul’s letters, Catholic letters, Revelation), and (3) patres (Linde 2015: 10–11). Responding to Hugh, Robert of Melun organizes the New Testament into three sections (ordines), but the contents of his sections differ: (1) Four Gospels, (2) Paul’s letters and Catholic letters, and (3) Acts and Revelation. Both Hugh and Robert regard the organization of biblical texts as a scholarly enterprise: symmetry that involves number symbolism is the guiding principle.

The twenty-ninth canto of Dante’s Purgatorio—a beautiful allegorical pageant appearing just before the pilgrim Dante sets foot into the lost paradise—may represent the culmination of medieval numerology concerning the number of books in the Bible. Dante observes a procession representing the arrival of the word of God in history. Teodolinda Barolini (2014) describes the scene as follows:


The books of the Bible arrive as embodied figures. First to arrive are twenty-four old men representing the Old Testament. They are followed by an empty chariot, which represents the church, drawn by a griffin, traditionally taken as a representation of Christ. The chariot is surrounded by seven female figures who represent the four cardinal virtues and the three theological virtues, as well as by four figures who represent the four evangelists. Behind the chariot are the Acts of the Apostles, the Epistles of Paul, and the minor Epistles of James, Peter, John, and Jude. Bringing up the rear is “un vecchio solo … dormendo, con la faccia arguta”: “a lone old man, his features keen, advanced, as if in sleep” (Purg. 29.143–44). This is John, the author of the Apocalypse.



If numerology is important for the discussion of the canon among medieval theologians, to what extent are they building on their late antique antecedents? Could number and concepts of proportion have played a greater role in the articulation of “God’s plan” as it relates to the Scriptures than has hitherto been realized? This essay seeks to contextualize these questions with respect to Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles.

Arithmetic of Canon Lists

Early Christianity shows evidence of only modest commitments to numerological theology. By the fourth century, however, just as New Testament canon lists appear with ever greater frequency, Christian interest in numerological symbolism blossoms. The impetus behind both innovations may be the same. Late antique Christian writers repeatedly condemn the magical use of numbers associated with Babylonian sources, Pythagoreans, philosophers (e.g., neo-Platonism), and so-called gnostics. These condemnations nonetheless suggest that Christians were in fact making use of such numerological interpretative strategies. Fascination with numerology as a means of establishing the canon begins with Jerome and Augustine, although it can be seen earlier, in the writings of Hippolytus, Victorinus, and others (Linde 2015: 8–10; Hopper 1938: 77–88). The list of Amphilocius of Iconium (ca. 380) in Iambi ad Seleucum, for example, is written in verse and uses numbers to identify the sections of the New Testament (Oberg 1969). Tatian provides the earliest testimony of the “common availability of the four gospels,” but Irenaeus is first to interpret their number symbolically. In Haer. 3.11.8, he argues that the gospels must be four in number to accord with the four “zones of the world,” the four winds, the four living creatures in Ezekiel, and the four covenants between God and human beings (Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus).

The number seven controls the Pauline letter collections. In various lists, this number is emphasized using ordinal numbers: “To the Corinthians first, To the Ephesians second,” etc. Sometimes the list gives the total number of letters to a city: “To the Corinthians, two, To the Ephesians, one,” etc. A common pattern used to group the letters is based on the number of total churches (Rome, Corinth, Galatia, Ephesus, Philippi, Colossae, Thessalonica). In a letter to Paulinus focusing on the number of churches (Ep. 53.8), Jerome implies that numbers are at issue in the formation of the orthodox canon: “The apostle Paul writes to seven churches (for the eighth epistle—that to the Hebrews—is not generally counted in with the others).” Hebrews is “not counted” because it would add an “eighth,” that is, it would violate the sacrosanct septimal set. According to Apostolic Canons 85, the constitutions “in eight books” are esoteric and should not be made public because of their mysteries. A scheme of seven is also applied to New Testament letters to individuals, namely, Timothy, Titus, Philemon, James, Peter, John, and Jude. Jerome (Ep. 53.8) enumerates seven epistles to individuals as follows: James, Peter (2), John (3), and Jude.

In canon lists of the fourth century, the number fourteen (twice seven) rises to importance. Cyril of Jerusalem (ca. 350 ce) mentions the collection of fourteen letters as “sealing” the total (Cat. 4.36):


Then of the New Testament there are the four Gospels only, for the rest have false titles and are mischievous. The Manichaeans also wrote a Gospel according to Thomas, which being tinctured with the fragrance of the evangelic title corrupts the souls of the simple sort. Receive also the Acts of the Twelve Apostles; and in addition to these the seven Catholic Epistles of James, Peter, John, and Jude; and as a seal upon them all (episphragisma de tōn pantōn), and the last work of the disciples, the fourteen Epistles of Paul. But let all the rest be put aside in a secondary rank.

(NPNF2 7:26–28)



Gregory of Nazianzus (ca. 380 ce) also emphasizes the importance of numbers in the formation of canon. He highlights the fourteen letters of Paul and the seven Catholic letters, concluding with the comment that anything not included in this number is not “genuine” (Carm. 1.1.12 [PG 37:471–74]).

The list attributed to Origen in Hom. in Josh. 8.1 (Latin) is unique in pointing to a total of seven New Testament writers. In addition, it proffers that Paul’s fourteen letters “complete” the canon:


So too, our Lord, whose advent was typified by the son of Nun, when he came sent his apostles as priests bearing well-wrought (ductiles) trumpets. Matthew first sounded the priestly trumpet in his Gospel. Mark also, Luke and John, each gave forth a strain on their priestly trumpets. Peter moreover sounds loudly on the twofold trumpet of his Epistles; and so also James and Jude. Still the number is incomplete (addit nihilominus) and John gives forth the trumpet-sound in his Epistles and Apocalypse; and Luke while describing the Acts of the Apostles. Lastly however came he who said: “I think that God hath set forth us Apostles last of all” [1 Cor 4:9], and thundering on the fourteen trumpets of his Epistles threw down even to the ground the walls of Jericho, that is to say all the instruments of idolatry and the doctrines of philosophers.

(Trans. Westcott 1896: 368)



Although the arithmetic of this passage is unclear—some scholars believe the original may have been edited, perhaps by Rufinus—the “completion” of the canon by Paul’s fourteen letters is crucial because it exposes the heterodoxy of rival texts and doctrines. Similarly, the Synopsis Scripturae 6.52 (ca. 550 ce) regards the collection of fourteen and seven books as unalterable—each comprising an individual unit in itself: “the Catholic Epistles by a variety of apostles, seven in all, counted as one book,” plus “fourteen epistles of the Apostle Paul, counted as one book” (PG 28:99B, C-D [Felckmann 1600: 64]). As single units these collections would be indivisible.

Geoffrey M. Hahneman (1992: 110–25, 176) observes that prior to the fourth century churches in the Eastern Empire appear to have established a Pauline collection of fourteen letters, whereas those in the West have a collection of thirteen. As with rejection of Hebrews in the Western Empire, however, the evidence for thirteen-letter corpora is thin. Only three of the lists (Eastern and Western) in the recent volume by Edmon L. Gallagher and John D. Meade (2017) on the biblical canon include thirteen as opposed to fourteen letters: (1) the Muratorian Fragment (which excludes Hebrews, James, 1 Peter, 2 Peter, and possibly one Johannine letter), (2) the Cheltenham List or Mommsen Catalogue (excluding Hebrews), and (3) Codex Claromontanus (ten letters only).1

The Muratorian Fragment shares much in common with the themes and priorities of medieval discussions (e.g., it employs the concept of ordo [ll. 33–34, 44, 49, 50; cf. 62]). This text includes works later excluded from the New Testament canon (Wisdom, Apocalypse of Peter, Shepherd of Hermas) and excludes works later included (1 Peter, 2 Peter, James, Jude, one of the Johannine letters). It also mentions divisions of “prophets” and “apostles” as “complete” (ll. 79–80). The Fragment’s arithmetical emphasis is so pervasive it jeopardizes deductions about its date and provenance from the books not listed. It “receives” a total of twenty-one texts. Although Matthew and Mark are not mentioned, the Fragment’s presentation of texts is symmetrical: four Gospels, seven Pauline churches matching seven Johannine churches, seven Pauline letters to individuals, four final texts (Wisdom plus three apocalypses).

The Cheltenham List or Mommsen Catalogue claims that the Old Testament and New Testament canons match, each with twenty-four books. The claim that the Old Testament has twenty-four books is not based, as elsewhere (e.g., Hilary of Poitiers, Prol. in Tract. 15 [PG 9:241]; cf. Westcott 1896: 584), on the number of letters in the Greek alphabet, but on the claim that John saw twenty-four elders casting their crowns before the throne of God (Rev 4:4), a pronouncement also present in Jerome’s discussion of canon in the prologue to the Book of Kings. The Old Testament canon list does not, however, comprise twenty-four books excluding Ezra-Nehemiah and Lamentations and including Maccabees, Tobit, and Judith. Evidently the number was more important than the specific books. Its New Testament canon of twenty-four books comprises four Gospels, Acts, Revelation, thirteen letters of Paul, three letters of John, and two letters of Peter. The most remarkable aspect of this list is its explicit denotation of Paul’s letters as “thirteen” (Eplae Pauli, n XIII)—possibly, but not certainly, excluding Hebrews, as James and Jude are also absent from this list. Although “thirteen” is de-emphasized by the stichometrical quality of the list, its overall goal of amassing twenty-four total books matching the Old Testament probably explains the reference. Likewise, the number thirteen is also explicit in the list of the Third Council of Carthage (397 ce), but it is immediately followed by the claim that Hebrews is “by the same author,” though the comment adding Hebrews (ejusdem) may be a later insertion (Westcott 1896: 448).

Westcott’s more capacious study of ancient canon lists includes a catalogue of Philastrius of Brescia. He refers to this text as “very unsatisfactory,” with apparent respect to the equivocating nature of the testimony (Westcott 1870: 177–78). In Haer. 88, Philastrius denotes thirteen letters of Paul, apparently excluding Hebrews (cf. Haer. 89). However, elsewhere he qualifies those ignorant of this text as heretics (Westcott 1896: 462, 578).

Many church fathers cite only thirteen Pauline letters—sometimes excluding Hebrews, other times excluding a different text, and Ambrosiaster and Pelagius wrote commentaries on only thirteen letters of Paul (Westcott 1896: 459). Philastrius’s comments may demonstrate an undifferentiated category in between citations of biblical books and canon lists. What is nevertheless clear is that the fourth-century proliferation of canon lists shows a marked preference for fourteen letters.

The Number Thirteen

The problem of the numbers eight and thirteen is not as obvious as one might think. Judaism bequeathed to Christianity both favorable and unfavorable views of these numbers—eight, perhaps more because it is not seven, and thirteen, because it is not twelve or twice seven (i.e., fourteen). In the Bible, it is occasionally associated with rebellion (e.g., Gen 14:4). Utilizing gematria, in Second Temple and early Christian tradition, various names of Satan have a numerical value in multiples of thirteen, such as dragon (75 x 13), tempter (81 x 13), Belial (6 x 13), and serpent (60 x 13).

Various Christian writings also associate Judas with the number thirteen. This tendency is most conspicuous in the Gospel of Judas. In Gos. Jud. 55.9–12, Jesus reveals to Judas that his star will rule over the thirteenth eon (Pearson 2009: 142). Jesus laughs after saying to Judas, “[In] my name, and your star will ru[le] over the [thir]teenth aeon” (Kasser and Wurst 2007: 228–29; Pearson 2009: 141). Although the nature of Judas’s fate in this gospel is debated, the thirteenth eon does not appear to be a desirable destination (Pearson 2009: 14; cf. the thirteenth eon in other gnostic texts such as Zost. VIII,1, 4,25–28, PS 30, Gos. Eg. III,2, 63,17–18). As Jesus explains in Gos. Jud. 46.18–47.1 (Kasser and Wurst 2007: 211), “You will become the thirteenth, and you will be cursed by the other generations, and you will come to rule over them. In the last days they <will …> to you, and (that?) you will not ascend on high to the holy [generation]” (cf. Gosp. Jud. 44.20; Kasser and Wurst 2007: 206–7).

In a critique of Valentinian teaching associating Judas with Sophia, Irenaeus insists that Judas is the twelfth apostle, dismissing any argument that he was cast out of that seat when replaced by Matthias (Acts 1:26):


Judas, then, the twelfth in order of the disciples, was not a type of the suffering aeon, nor, again, was the passion of the Lord; for these two things have been shown to be in every respect mutually dissimilar and inharmonious. This is the case not only as respects the points which I have already mentioned, but with regard to the very number. For that Judas the traitor is the twelfth in order, is agreed upon by all, there being twelve apostles mentioned by name in the Gospel.

(Haer. 2.20.4; ANF 1:388)



Although Irenaeus decries proponents of symbolic numerology as heretical, when the numbers are wrong, he will correct them. No direct evidence links debates over Judas as twelfth or thirteenth disciple to fourth-century canon lists, but as background they suggest Christians kept a desirable distance from the number thirteen.

Hebrews

It is usually assumed that discussions about the canonicity of Hebrews involve its Pauline authorship, a point of dispute as early as Origen and Augustine. However, an unacknowledged problem concerns its enumeration in the canon. To seven Pauline churches it adds an eighth, but to thirteen Pauline letters, it admits a fourteenth. To nine Pauline letters to churches, it adds a tenth. Augustine, for example, endorses the number ten (“Therefore, join seven with ten, if you want to fulfill justice” [Meeder 2015: 113]).

Charles P. Anderson (1966) argues that Hebrews would have been very difficult to add to the Pauline corpus. It is not an epistle, the author does not identify himself, it does not begin with the customary greeting, and it does not possess a thanksgiving (436–38). To these factors he might have added certain aspects of the theology of Hebrews, such as its refusal of a second repentance (6:4–6), which contradict other canonical texts—as Martin Luther would later highlight—thus compounding the problem of including it in the canon.

At the same time, Anderson observes that its citation by 1 Clement and Origen’s comment (apud Eusebius Hist. eccl. 6.25) that “not without reason have the men of old time handed it down as Paul’s” suggest a longtime association with a Pauline collection. The “men of old” is likely a reference to Clement or Pantaenus. Both Origen and Clement recognize the non-Pauline quality of Hebrews, but justify its inclusion nonetheless. Concerning Origen’s comment, Anderson (1966: 431) helpfully emphasizes that “it was not an opinion about Hebrews, but the epistle itself that was handed down … hōs Paulou”—“as of Paul”—and concludes that Origen may have been thinking of “men of old” who had transmitted “a form of the Pauline corpus which included Hebrews. Finally, Anderson notes that the inclusion of Hebrews among Paul’s letters in P46 clearly indicates not only Egyptian acceptance of Hebrews as Pauline but also that it was a part of the Pauline corpus by the end of the second century. This strongly suggests that Origen and Clement knew of a Pauline corpus that included Hebrews and that “they were not arguing for its inclusion, but for its right to the place which it already held” (432).

As difficult as Hebrews should have been to include in the canon, by the fourth century its place in the canon is sure. It is as though a criterion beyond authorship paved its path. That this criterion was numerical in nature is a possibility that merits further exploration.

Conclusion

The earliest New Testament includes Pauline letters based on a pattern of seven churches. With the addition of the Pastorals, the pattern shifts to letters. Inclusion of Hebrews is necessary to maintain the commitment to the pattern (seven times two). The development is nonlinear—both patterns exist simultaneously beginning in the second century. While authorship was of interest, numerical symbolism is unappreciated for its role in guaranteeing a place for Hebrews in the canon. What makes the Scriptures true in this framework are the traces of perfect proportion that the divine hand imprints on all of its creations and plans.

Note

1.Greek Lists: Eusebius, Cyril of Jerusalem, Athanasius, Synod of Laodicea, Apostolic Canons, Gregory of Nazianzus, Amphilocius of Iconium, Epiphanius of Salamis. Latin Lists: Muratorian Fragment, Codex Claromontanus, Cheltenham List or Mommsen Catalogue, Hilary of Poitiers, Jerome of Stridon, Rufinus of Aquileia, Breviarium Hipponense, Augustine of Hippo, Pope Innocent I. Syriac List: St. Catherine’s Monastery. See Gallagher and Meade (2017).
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Chapter 4


Anonymity, Orthonymity, and Pseudonymity in Hebrews and the Catholic Letters



Armin D. Baum

Of the seven Catholic Letters, only four were published with authorial names, while three are anonymous or semi-anonymous. The Letter to the Hebrews is also anonymous.

This observation must be considered within a broader context. Twenty-one of the twenty-seven New Testament books are letters. In addition, the Book of Acts contains two embedded letters. Of these twenty-three letters, nineteen have authorial ascriptions, while only four were published anonymously. Likewise, many of the texts known as the Apostolic Fathers are letters. The corpus of the Apostolic Fathers also contains both named and anonymous letters.

In this essay, I will discuss the meaning of literary orthonymity, pseudonymity, and anonymity in early Christian letter writing. Since the meaning of orthonymity is rather obvious and the meaning of pseudonymity has been investigated in depth, I will devote most of my space to the much less studied phenomenon of literary anonymity.

Authorial Attribution in Hebrews and the Catholic Letters

Named Letters in Early Christian Literature

As a rule, ancient letters contained a superscription that mentioned both the sender (in the nominative) and the addressee (in the dative) and conveyed a greeting. The two embedded New Testament letters followed this rule. In Acts 15:23–29, the authors identify themselves collectively as “the brothers, both the apostles and the elders,” and the letter is written in the first-person plural. In Acts 23:26–30, the author of this non-Christian letter mentions his name, “Claudius Lysias,” and writes in the first-person singular. Seventeen of the twenty-one independent New Testament letters follow the same rule: the thirteen letters of Paul and, among the Catholic Letters, 1–2 Peter, the Letter of James, and the Letter of Jude.

The author of 1 Peter introduces himself in the superscription as “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 1:1). In the superscription of 2 Peter, the author identifies himself as “Simeon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ” (2 Pet 1:1). Throughout 2 Peter, the authorial attribution plays a particularly dominant role.

The author of the Letter of James refers to himself in the superscription as “a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (Jas 1:1). Similarly, the author of the Letter of Jude identifies himself as “Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and brother of James” (Jude 1:1). In contrast to 1–2 Peter, the authorial attributions of these two letters are confined to their opening sentences.

The usual conventions of ancient letter writing were also observed by some of the so-called Apostolic Fathers in their letters. Ignatius of Antioch introduces himself in his seven letters as “Ignatius, who is also called God-bearer” (Ign. Eph. pr. etc.). Polycarp of Smyrna also mentions his name in his letter to the Philippians: “Polycarp and the presbyters who are with him” (Pol. Phil. pr.). The authors of 1 Clement identify themselves collectively as “the church of God that temporarily resides in Rome” (1 Clem. pr.), though the actual composer of the text does not mention his name and is only later identified as Clement of Rome. The addressee(s) of these named letters are specified in every case (Table 4.1).



Table 4.1 Senders and Addressees in Named Early Christian Letters




	 
	Sender(s)
	Addressee(s)





	Acts 15:23–29
	“The brothers, both the apostles and the elders”
	+



	Acts 23:26–30
	“Claudius Lysias”
	+



	13 Letters of Paul
	“Paul” (and “Sosthenes,” “Silvanus,” or “Timothy”)
	+



	1 Peter
	“Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ”
	+



	2 Peter
	“Simeon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ”
	+



	Letter of James
	“James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ”
	+



	Letter of Jude
	“Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and brother of James”
	+



	Seven Letters of Ignatius
	“Ignatius, who is also called God-bearer”
	+



	Letter of Polycarp
	“Polycarp and the presbyters who are with him”
	+



	First Letter [of Clement]
	“The church of God that temporarily resides in Rome”
	+








Anonymous and Semi-Anonymous Letters in Early Christian Literature

Anonymity refers to “literary works in which the author is not explicitly identified” (Aune 2003: 35). According to ancient epistolary standards, anonymous letters were noticeable exceptions. Of the twenty-one independent New Testament letters, only Hebrews and three of the Catholic Letters were published anonymously or semi-anonymously.

Since the author of the Letter to the Hebrews does not mention his name, his letter is literarily anonymous, not pseudonymous or pseudepigraphical (pace Rothschild 2009: 119–62). Many of its ancient readers, however, attributed the anonymous Letter to the Hebrews to the apostle Paul (15–44).

The so-called First Letter of John is also completely anonymous. Since in the so-called Second and Third Letters of John, the author identifies himself not with his personal name but as “the presbyter” (2 John 1; 3 John 1), these two letters could be called semi-anonymous.1 In all three cases, the titles (“The First [Letter] of John,” etc.), which identify the author by name, are not original but were added only later (Brown 1982: 151, 646). In the ancient church, the anonymous Johannine Letters were attributed either to the apostle John or to a different John who was called “the presbyter.”

Not only some of the New Testament letters, but also several letters among the Apostolic Fathers were literarily anonymous. The so-called Second Letter of Clement begins, “Brothers, we must think about Jesus Christ as we think about God” (2 Clem. 1.1 [LCL, Ehrman]). The so-called Letter of Barnabas begins, “Greetings, sons and daughters, in the name of the Lord who loved us, in peace” (Barn 1.1). These anonymous letters are only later attributed to Clement and Barnabas. The so-called Letter of Diognetus begins, “Since I see, most excellent Diognetus, that you are extremely eager to learn” (Diogn. 1.1) (Table 4.2).



Table 4.2 Senders and Addressees in Anonymous Early Christian Letters




	 
	Sender(s)
	Addressee(s)





	Second Letter [of John]
	“The presbyter”
	“to the elect lady and her children”



	Third Letter [of John]
	“The presbyter”
	“to the beloved Gaius”



	Second Letter [of Clement]
	[unnamed]
	“Brothers …”



	Letter [of Barnabas]
	[unnamed]
	“Sons and daughters …”



	Letter to Diognetus
	[unnamed]
	“most excellent Diognetus”



	Letter to the Hebrews
	[unnamed]
	[unnamed]



	First Letter [of John]
	[unnamed]
	[unnamed]







The secondary attributions for these anonymous letters confirm the observation that ancient readers, scholars, and libraries were inclined to provide anonymous texts with authorial names (cf. Speyer 1971: 40–41).


The Meaning of Epistolary Orthonymity in the Catholic Letters

The authorship of the named letters of the New Testament is a controversial topic. According to a rough estimation, of all the Catholic Letters 1 Peter has the most defenders of its authenticity (Brown 1997: 718). Only a minority of scholars regard James as authentic (726). Second Peter is the New Testament book with the fewest defenders of its authenticity (766–67).

My purpose in this section is not to contribute to this authorship debate, but rather to determine the meaning of authorial names in ancient and early Christian letters: What did pseudepigraphers want to claim if they composed and published their own letters under the names of apostolic and other early Christian figures? And why did some early Christian letter writers compose their texts anonymously? However, before I come to this question I would like to answer another one: Assuming that Paul, James, Peter, John, Jude, Ignatius, and Polycarp really did write at least some of the letters ascribed to them, what did these legitimate claims of authorship entail?

James as an Early Application of the Teaching of Jesus

The most probable interpretation of the name “James” in the prescript of the Letter of James (Jas 1:1) is that it referred to the well-known brother of the Lord with that name (Allison 2013: 3–5). In contrast to 1–2 Peter, the author of James does not claim direct apostolic authority because he was not one of the Twelve. Nor does he explicitly identify himself as “the brother of the Lord” (Gal 1:19). Most probably, he does not want to rely on his kinship to Jesus since, in his eyes, blood relationship to Jesus could not convey theological authority. Rather, he introduces himself as “a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ.” While in early Christian literature all Christians could be called “servants of God” (1 Pet 2:16; Rev 7:3), the term “servant of Jesus Christ” was often used for Christian workers in a leadership position (Rom 1:1; 1 Cor 4:1; Phil 1:1; Col 1:7; 4:12; 1 Tim 4:6; 2 Pet 1:1). Thus, the words “servant of Jesus Christ” in Jas 1:1 suggest that, just as Paul, Peter, Epaphras, or Timothy, James exercises some kind of leadership role.

According to the Pauline letters and the Book of Acts, the leadership role of James was unique. He was one of those early disciples of Jesus to whom the risen Christ had appeared before his ascension (1 Cor 15:5–8). Already before Pentecost, he was part of the earliest core group of the Christian church to which not only the apostles but also several women and the brothers of Jesus belonged (Acts 1:13–14). Together with Peter and John, James was one of the leaders of the Jerusalem church (Gal 1:18–19; 2:9; Acts 12:17; 15:13–21; 21:18). The reason why James does not allude to this biographical background is that he could presuppose it would be well known among his addressees.

It is striking that the Letter of James contains more parallels to the synoptic teaching of Jesus than any other book of the New Testament. Many commentators have observed this. Peter Davids (1982: 47–50), for instance, identifies thirty-six parallels, twenty-five of them with the Sermon on the Mount. In his evaluation of the relevant scholarly publications appearing between 1833 and 1985, Dean Deppe (1990: 402–10) concludes that sixty authors had suggested more than 180 possible parallels between the Letter of James and the Synoptic Gospels. It is certainly true that not all of them are equally convincing. However, the more restricted lists offered by Davids and many others confirm the conclusion that, although James does not explicitly cite Jesus by name, the teaching of Jesus is his major norm (Bauckham 2001: 115–16).

If the Letter of James is orthonymous, its author writes as a member of the earliest core group of the Christian church and one of the earliest leaders of the Jerusalem church. As such, he is able to offer a very early application of the teaching of Jesus to the contemporary challenges for the Christian movement.

1 Peter as an Apostolic Application of Apostolic Teaching

In the prescript of his letter (1 Pet 1:1), the author of 1 Peter calls himself “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ.” Later on, he reminds his readers, albeit indirectly, that he is an eyewitness of Jesus: “Although you have not seen him (mē horōntes), you love him” (1:8). Further on, the author designates himself directly and more specifically as “a witness (martys) of the sufferings of Christ” (5:1), that is, of the passion and crucifixion of Jesus. Therefore, if 1 Peter is orthonymous, its author writes as one of the twelve apostles of Jesus who can speak about him as a historical witness and a personal disciple.

2 Peter as an Apostolic Application of Apostolic Teaching

In the first chapter of 2 Peter, the author introduces himself as “Simeon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ” (2 Pet 1:1), who claims to know “that my death will come soon, as indeed our Lord Jesus Christ has made clear to me” (1:14). The author’s intention is to remind his readers of the truth which they have already received. By refreshing their memory, he wants to enable them “at any time to recall these things” (1:12–15), namely, the Christian message which rests upon the ministry of Jesus and the apostolic teaching.

Subsequently, he reports in an elaborate section of his first chapter that he personally witnessed, together with others, the transfiguration of Jesus (1:16–18):


For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we had been eyewitnesses (epoptai genēthentes) of his majesty. For he received honor and glory from God the Father when that voice was conveyed to him by the Majestic Glory, saying, “This is my Son, my Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” We ourselves heard (hēmeis ēkousamen) this voice come from heaven, while we were with him on the holy mountain.



This claim dovetails with the synoptic tradition, where only three disciples, Peter, James, and John, accompany Jesus up the mountain where he is transfigured (Matt 17:1; Mark 9:2; Luke 9:28).

If 2 Peter is orthonymous, the author belongs to the inner ring among the twelve apostles and therefore writes as a particularly privileged eye- and ear-witness of Jesus and one of the apostles (Guthrie 1990: 811–12).

Jude as a Contemporaneous Application of Apostolic Teaching

In the opening section of the Letter of Jude (Jude 1), its author makes two important points by introducing himself as “Jude, a servant of Jesus Christ and brother of James” (cf. Bauckham 1983: 23–25). Just as in Jas 1:1, the words “servant of Jesus Christ” in Jude 1 suggest that Jude exercises some kind of leadership role in the early church. That Jude, like James, avoids the self-designation “apostle” implies that he exercises his leadership role alongside the apostles. His self-identification as “brother of James” presupposes that James is more famous than Jude (see “James as an Early Application of the Teaching of Jesus” above).

As a brother of James, the brother of the Lord (Gal 1:19), Jude is also a brother of the Lord (Matt 13:55; Mark 6:3). However, Jude also refrains from calling himself “brother of the Lord,” probably because he too does not want to derive his authority from kinship with Jesus. Jude likely refers to his better-known brother James not only to distinguish himself from other Christians who carry the same name but also to claim that he too, like his more famous brother, forms part of the earliest core group of the Christian church to which not only the apostles but also several women and the brothers of Jesus belong (Acts 1:1–14).

The author of the Letter of Jude mentions the source of his authority at the beginning and the end of his letter. Immediately after the address and salutation, right at the beginning of the body of the letter, he writes (Jude 3): “Beloved, while eagerly preparing to write to you about the salvation we share, I find it necessary to write and appeal to you to contend for the faith that was once and for all delivered to the saints (tē hapax paradotheisē tois hagiois pistei)” (NRSV with modifications). With these words, the author is probably referring back to the initial instruction, which the addressees of his letter had received. His use of the language of tradition (paradidōmi) is similar to the way in which Paul uses it in his letters (1 Cor 11:2, 23; 15:1–3, etc.). Since this tradition was delivered to them “once and for all,” it must not be changed. The transmitters of the tradition, who are not mentioned, are probably primarily the apostles (cf. Bauckham 1983: 32–34).

In Jude 17–18, the author refers to the prophecies of the apostles as a source of his authority: “But you, beloved, must remember the predictions of the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ (tōn rhēmatōn tōn proeirēmenōn hypo tōn apostolōn tou kyriou hēmōn Iēsou Christou); for they said to you, ‘In the last time there will be scoffers, indulging their own ungodly lusts.’ ” Here the author presupposes that his original readers have been the addresses of at least one prophecy of at least some of the apostles. As the expression “the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ” indicates, the authority of the apostles is not independent, but rather derives from the original authority of their lord Jesus Christ (Bauckham 1983: 102–4). This differs from 2 Pet 3:2–3 where the same prophecy is presented less indirectly.

If the Letter of Jude is orthonymous, its author speaks, just as his brother James, with the authority of one of the first members of the Christian church who can apply its original apostolic teaching authentically to the present situation of his readers.

The Letters of Ignatius as Postapostolic Applications of Apostolic Teaching

In his seven letters to several churches and to Polycarp, Bishop Ignatius of the church of Antioch in Syria defines the authority of these writings in two ways. On the one hand, he concedes several times that he is not in a position to “give you orders like an apostle” (Trall. 3.3 [Ehrman, LCL]) or “as Peter and Paul did” (Rom. 4.3). On the other hand, Ignatius underlines again and again, that he himself flees to “the gospel” and “the apostles” (Phld. 5.1) and that the addresses of his letters should also “be eager therefore to stand securely in the decrees of the Lord and the apostles” (Magn. 13.1) and be “inseparable … from the injunctions of the apostles” (Trall. 7.1). He praises the Ephesian Christians “who have always agreed with the apostles” (Eph. 11.2). Since the teaching of the apostles is the source of Ignatius’s theology, he does not speak with apostolic but with postapostolic authority.

The Letter of Polycarp as a Postapostolic Application of Apostolic Teaching

Polycarp of Smyrna’s understanding of his authority is similar to that of Ignatius. On the one hand he grants that “neither I nor anyone like me is able to replicate the wisdom of the blessed and glorious Paul,” whose letters enabled the Philippians “to be built up in the faith that was given you” (Phil. 3.2 [Ehrman, LCL]). On the other hand, Polycarp prompts his readers to “turn to the word that was delivered to us from the beginning” (7.2). His sources are “the apostles who proclaimed the gospel to us and the prophets who preached, in advance, the coming of our Lord” (6.3). Like Ignatius, Polycarp does not claim apostolic but rather postapostolic authority for his letter (Table 4.3).



Table 4.3 The Historical Claims of the Named Early Christian Letters




	Named Letters
	Historical Claims





	Letter of James
	Early application of the teaching of Jesus



	1 Peter
	Apostolic application of apostolic teaching



	2 Peter
	Apostolic application of apostolic teaching



	Letter of Jude
	Contemporaneous application of apostolic teaching



	Letter of Polycarp
	Postapostolic application of apostolic teaching



	Seven Letters of Ignatius
	Postapostolic application of apostolic teaching








The Meaning of Epistolary Pseudonymity in the Catholic Letters

What exactly did the authors of the named Catholic Letters claim if they or at least some of them were not the Christian leaders whose names appear in the superscriptions? Broadly speaking, two alternative answers have been given. Since the scholarly discussion of this topic is broad, I will focus on the interpretations of pseudepigraphy in 2 Peter and a few representatives of the alternative interpretations.

Pseudonymity as Nondeceptive Reference to the Apostolic Authority behind a Letter

Raymond Brown can serve as a representative proponent of the first answer. He starts with the observation that after the death of Peter, Paul, James, or Jude, some of their disciples considered themselves as legitimate interpreters of their teachers. When in the postapostolic period new questions or problems arose, which the apostles and their contemporaries had not dealt with, these disciples were convinced they knew what their teachers would say in these new situations. When the disciples of the apostles wanted to put their postapostolic applications of the apostolic teaching into writing, they wrote letters that they attributed to their teachers.

In his interpretation of pseudonymity in the New Testament letters, Brown suggests that when ancient authors put names on their texts they “may have meant only the authority behind a work” (1997: 585). This explanation applies also to the use of the first person and the claim to speak as an eyewitness: by using the names of the apostles, the Christian pseudepigraphers did not want to claim that Paul or Peter actually wrote these letters. Rather, the posthumous attribution of such a letter to Peter expressed the claim that its content was “an extension of his thought” (586). A pseudonymous letter of Peter was intended as a nondeceptive substitute that could “serve to continue the apostle’s presence” (586). Brown assumes that according to ancient standards, this kind of pseudonymity was not fraudulent (for similar views see Bauckham 1983: 131–35, 158–62; Meade 1986: 183–86, 192–93 and passim; Schmidt 2003: 2–3, 295–96, 398–99, 401–5, 429–33).

Objections to the Theory of Nondeceptive Epistolary Pseudonymity

Brown (1997: 587–88) concedes in all fairness that this interpretation is not without problems and mentions a number of critical questions, which he finds difficult to answer: How close did a disciple have to be to his apostolic teacher to write legitimately in his name? Did the first readers of a pseudonymous letter really know that it was not written by Peter but by a disciple under Peter’s name? Would they have accepted these letters had they realized that they were pseudonymous?

As the ancient evidence demonstrates, these difficulties are more serious than Brown would admit. (For a collection of the most relevant ancient source texts, see Baum 2013: 12–56). First, it is uncontroversial that a pseudepigraphical letter was nondeceptive if it was composed as a rhetorical exercise (Calhoun 2009: 295–330) or as part of a novel.

Second, a posthumously published named text was nondeceptive if its content came from the person to whom it was attributed (Baum 2017: 388–96). This is demonstrated, for instance, by a remark of Tertullian about the authorship of two of the Synoptic Gospels (Marc. 4.5.3–4 [Evans 1972: 270–71]):


that which Mark produced is stated to be Peter’s (licet et Marcus quod edidit Petri affirmetur), whose interpreter Mark was. Luke’s narrative also they usually attribute to Paul. It is permissible for the works which disciples published to be regarded as belonging to their masters (Capit magistrorum videri quae discipuli promulgarint).



According to this statement, Tertullian would not have considered the second gospel to be a deceptive forgery if it had been attributed to Peter, since he regarded Mark only as a publisher of his teacher’s narratives about Jesus. To date, however, no ancient evidence has been presented that this or similar ancient explanations of legitimate authorial attribution were ever applied to letters, that is, to written messages from one person to another.

Third, a named letter was nondeceptive if it was composed by a secretary but its author authenticated it with an autographic postscript or subscription. However, it was regarded as illegitimate when Atticus dispatched letters under Cicero’s name which Cicero had not authenticated (Baum 2017: 383–85).

Except for rhetorical exercises and letters in novels, without an author’s consent or after an author’s death it was impossible to compose nondeceptive letters under his name. What is more, to date no one has offered convincing evidence that by publishing a letter under the name of a historical figure the pseudepigrapher simply referred to the authority behind the letter.

Pseudonymity as Deceptive Claim of Apostolic Authority

Other scholars have assigned more weight to these and other critical questions than Brown. A representative proponent of an alternative interpretation is Wolfgang Speyer (1971). He is convinced that the authors of pseudepigraphical letters wanted to claim that the figures to which they attributed them in the superscriptions actually wrote or dictated or authenticated them during their lifetime. When ancient pseudepigraphers used the first person, they claimed to be the purported authors of their texts. Likewise, with their eyewitness accounts they wanted to make the readers believe that they themselves had been present at the described events.

According to Speyer, these literary conventions applied not only to the superscription, but also to the use of the first-person singular and plural as well as the eyewitness accounts in 2 Peter and other early Christian pseudepigrapha. In 2 Pet 1:16–18, the Christian pseudepigrapher employed an alleged eyewitness account about the transfiguration of Jesus to increase the pretended authenticity of his letter and its historical and theological contents (Speyer 1971: 51–53). Therefore, Speyer does not hesitate to classify 2 Peter as a literary forgery: The unknown pseudepigrapher may have been convinced that if the great apostle Peter were still alive, he would have spoken in a very similar way. However, by writing the letter under the name of Peter, he did not produce a transparent pseudepigraph. Rather, he used a mask of the apostle Peter in order to simulate apostolic authority (285–87; for similar views see Guthrie 1990: 811–12; Donelson 1986: 54–65 and passim; Baum 2001: 32–93; Wilder 2004: 217–43 and passim; Ehrman 2013: 222–29, 259–63).

This assessment is in line with a statement on 2 Peter in Didymus the Blind’s commentary on the Catholic Letters (Enarrat. Ep. Cath.): “It is therefore not to be overlooked that the present Epistle is forged (praesentem epistolam esse falsatam), which, though it is read publicly (in the churches), is nevertheless not in the canon” (Zoepfl 1914: 37, trans. according to Metzger 1997: 213).

Hence, named Catholic Letters that were pseudonymous pretended to be contemporaneous or even apostolic applications of apostolic teaching (Table 4.4).

The Meaning of Epistolary Anonymity in Hebrews and the Catholic Letters

In comparison to ancient and New Testament pseudonymity, anonymity is a rather neglected topic, although the books that were published anonymously (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Acts, Hebrews, and 1–3 John) comprise nearly two-thirds of the New Testament (Aland 1980: 130). A similar proportion can be found in the non-Pauline letters of the New Testament, i.e., the Catholic Letters and Hebrews, where the anonymous texts amount to about 60 percent (about 7,500 out of 12,500 words). Yet for all that, Raymond Brown, for instance, in his more than eight-hundred-page commentary on the three Johannine letters, discusses the authorship question in great detail but, as far as I can see, does not discuss the meaning of the letters’ anonymity at any length.



Table 4.4 The False Historical Claims of the Pseudonymous Early Christian Letters




	Named Letters
	False Historical Claims





	Letter of Ps.-James
	Early application of the teaching of Jesus



	First Letter of Ps.-Peter
	Apostolic application of apostolic teaching



	Second Letter of Ps.-Peter
	Apostolic application of apostolic teaching



	Letter of Ps.-Jude
	Contemporaneous application of apostolic teaching



	Letter of Ps.-Polycarp
	Postapostolic application of apostolic teaching



	Seven Letters of Ps.-Ignatius
	Postapostolic application of apostolic teaching








The Scholarly Debate

Nevertheless, a few scholars have offered explanations for the fact that three of the Catholic Letters and Hebrews are anonymous.

Secondary Anonymity in Early Christian Letters?

A first explanation is that seemingly anonymous letters had originally been published with authorial attributions, which only later were intentionally removed or got lost by accident. These letters are therefore only secondarily anonymous. This has been suggested both for Hebrews and for the Johannine Letters. Richard Bauckham (2008: 125) states that “an anonymous letter is a defective letter, a deliberate abuse of the form.” He therefore conjectures for Hebrews, 1 John, and Barnabas that “the letter opening may have been thought inapplicable when the letter was copied for a wider readership” (128).

However, apart from the fact that there is not the slightest text-critical evidence in support of this suggestion, the theological prologues of 1 John and Hebrews do not look like damaged beginnings but rather like carefully crafted letter openings (cf. John 1:1–18). Further, 2–3 John are clearly (semi-)anonymous, although they begin with a complete letter prescript. For these reasons, the majority of scholars have rightly assumed that the anonymous New Testament letters were originally written without authorial names and are therefore primarily anonymous. From this presupposition, scholars have moved in at least three different directions.

Hidden Authorial Identity in Early Christian Letters?

Even some very early interpreters believed that some authors sent their letters anonymously because they knew that they were not appreciated by their addressees. Clement of Alexandria, who regarded the Letter to the Hebrews as Pauline, explained that Paul abstained from prefixing the words “Paul an apostle” because “in writing to Hebrews who had conceived a prejudice against him and were suspicious of him, he very wisely did not repel them at the beginning by putting his name” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.14.2–3 [Oulton, LCL]).2 David Aune (2003: 35) mentions this explanation among the possible reasons for anonymity.

However, the literary anonymity of Hebrews does not imply that the author was or wanted to remain unknown to his original readers. At the same time, the postscript of Hebrews makes it very probable that the anonymous author was writing to addressees who knew who he was (see “Practical Reasons for Onymity and Anonymity in Hebrews and the Catholic Letters” below).

Another group of interpreters believes that the literary anonymity of a letter does not necessarily mean that its author was or wanted to be unknown to its addressees or recipients. These interpreters regard the anonymity of some early Christian letters as a literary device that was meant to express a certain self-conception. This explanation falls into two groups.

Divine Authorship in Early Christian Letters?

Gregory the Great believed that the Old Testament narrators abstained from using their names because they consider the Holy Spirit to be the true author of their texts (Baum 2008: 134–35). As works inspired by God, the narrative books in the Bible have no real human author; their writers are simply pens in the hand of God. On the basis of this argument, in the prologue of his commentary on Job Gregory declared it unnecessary to determine the author of the anonymous Book of Job: “If we regard the Holy Spirit as the author and ask nonetheless who the scribe is, what else are we doing than reading the text and enquiring about the pencil?” (Moral. 1.2 [Adriaen 1979: 9, my translation]).3

In the more recent scholarly debate on New Testament anonymity, Kurt Aland (1961: 44) applies a similar interpretation of literary anonymity to the letters of the New Testament: “When he [i.e., the early Christian letter writer] spoke with inspired utterance it was not he that was heard but the Lord or the Apostles or the Holy Spirit himself.” According to Aland, the human author’s person “was not important at all” and everything depended on what he had to say since “[t]he author is but its instrument, the channel, through which it flows to the readers of this writing” (43). Since the name of the instrument was not relevant, it could be omitted.

However, while the apostle Paul is obviously convinced that he is preaching “the word of God” (1 Thess 2:13; cf. Gal 1:1.11–12), he nevertheless identifies himself in all his letters. If Aland’s explanation is correct, why then does the apostle Paul not write his letters anonymously (cf. Balz 1969: 419–20)?

Jesus Christ as Exclusive Norm in Early Christian Letters?

Another group of interpreters agrees that some texts of the New Testament were published anonymously because the personal authority of the author was dispensable. Michael Wolter moves from this insight in a different direction. He believes that, in contrast to pseudonymous texts that invoke the personal authority of the apostles, anonymous texts rely on the personal authority of Jesus Christ, who was the origin of all normative tradition (Wolter 1988: 6).

According to Wolter, in 1 John Jesus Christ is the normative authority that guarantees the binding character of the letter, while the anonymous author is just an authentic mediator. He does not convey his own message but rather transmits what he has heard from Jesus Christ. While the author admonishes his addresses to abide in Jesus Christ, he himself remains anonymous (7–9). In Hebrews also, the normative origin of the message of salvation lies in the words and deeds of the Lord Jesus Christ. The author and his readers have to hold firm to this message. The author himself has nothing to add on his own authority. Therefore, he remains anonymous (9–11).

This suggestion has much to commend it. It cannot explain, however, why the Letter of James was not published anonymously although it contains more parallels to the synoptic teaching of Jesus than any other New Testament letter (see “James as an Early Application of the Teaching of Jesus” above). Further, it raises the question as to why the Book of Acts was published anonymously although it does not transmit the normative words and deeds of Jesus but rather the words and deeds of the apostles and the history of the early church.

With these different suggestions and objections in mind, I will now turn to the very few statements of ancient literary theory that might help explain the phenomenon of anonymous letter writing in early Christianity. On this basis, I will consider what the unnamed letters themselves can teach us about the possible reasons for their anonymity.

Anonymous Authors as Mediators of an Authoritative Message

In contrast to the works of Greco-Roman historiography, the Old Testament historical books were anonymous without exception (for this section cf. Baum 2008: 127–31). The authors’ names were never mentioned. The historical books of the Hebrew Bible were not named after their authors but after their introductory words (e.g., “In the beginning” for Genesis), after their content (Chronicles), or after their main characters (Joshua, Judges, etc.). Later narrative works like Tobit, Judith, and the Books of the Maccabees and other early Jewish writings like the anonymous Lives of the Prophets and Joseph and Aseneth are also named after their main characters. In all these examples of Jewish historiography, the narrators remain anonymous.

Read in the context of ancient Near Eastern literature, the anonymity of the Old Testament history books is anything but unusual. Not until the time of Alexander the Great did Greek literary conventions gain a decisive influence in the ancient Near East, “among them the wider use of authors’ names” (Millard 2006: 558).

The historical books of the Old Testament were regarded as “records of very old oral traditions” (Speyer 1971: 109–10). The writers remained invisible behind the tradition they handed on, acting as nameless mouthpieces (Alter 1992: 2–3). By writing anonymously, the Old Testament historians presented themselves as rather insignificant mediators of the traditional material they passed on and gave highest priority to their subject matter.

A later statement by Sulpicius Severus makes the reason for the anonymity of certain ancient history books explicit. In the dedication letter to Desiderius at the beginning of his Life of Saint Martin, Sulpicius explains why he is willing to have his biography of Bishop Martin of Tours published anonymously. “[K]indly erase the title which the book bears on its front,” he requests, “so that the page may be silent; and (what is quite enough) let the book proclaim its subject-matter, while it tells nothing of the author (loquatur materiam, non loquatur auctorem)” (Vita sancti Martini pr. 6 [Halm 1866: 110, trans. NPNF]).

In concealing their authors’ names, the narrative books of the New Testament follow the model of the Old Testament books from Genesis to 2 Kings, as well as 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah (but see the objections by Gathercole 2018: 447–76). Like their Old Testament models, the New Testament narrators use the anonymity of their works to give priority to their subject matter, the narratives about the life of Jesus and the spread of the early Jesus movement.

First John as an Eyewitness Application of the Words and Deeds of Jesus

The anonymity of the so-called First Letter of John can be explained in a similar way, at least to a certain extent. The prologue of the letter contains a similar claim as the Fourth Gospel in its prologue (John 1:14), in its passion account (19:35), and in its second epilogue (21:24). The prologue of the letter begins with these words (1 John 1:1–3):


We declare to you what was from the beginning (ap’ archēs), what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life…. [W]e declare to you what we have seen and heard.



This claim is briefly picked up in 1 John 4:14 (“And we have seen and do testify that the Father has sent his Son as the Savior of the world”).

“From the beginning (ap’ archēs)” (1 John 1:1) most probably means “since the beginning of Jesus’s ministry” and refers either to his baptism (cf. Mark 1:1; Acts 1:22) or to his early association with his disciples (cf. Luke 1:2). This interpretation fits not only the immediate literary context in the prologue (1 John 1:1–3) but also the language used in the Johannine writings, namely, the Letters of John (1 John 2:7; 3:11; 2 John 5–6) and the Fourth Gospel (John 6:64; 8:25; 15:27; 16:4). Thus, the phrase “what was from the beginning” refers to “the person, words and deeds of Jesus … after his baptism” (Brown 1982: 158).

The most natural understanding of “what we have heard,” “what we have seen with our eyes,” and “what we have touched with our hands” is that the author wants “to underline the importance of witness to the realities of Jesus’ preresurrectional ministry” (Brown 1982: 163). With his repeated claim to speak and write as an eye- and ear-witness, the author directs the view of his readers as strongly as possible to Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of God and savior of the world. The anonymous author’s task is merely to testify to what he has seen and heard. Neither in his Gospel nor in his letters does he want to present his own theological thoughts but just the historical truth about the unique identity and significance of Jesus Christ.

The literary anonymity of his letter is thus a result of this exclusive focus on the person of Jesus Christ. His own person is relevant only insofar as it helps to attest to and highlight the importance of the word of life (cf. Dochhorn 2018: 173–77).

2–3 John as Eyewitness Applications of the Words and Deeds of Jesus

The two shorter Johannine letters are not completely anonymous but semi-anonymous. In their prescripts, the author calls himself “the elder” (ho presbyteros). In early Christianity, the designation “elder” could be used for a person who belonged to an earlier generation (Papias in Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.39.14–15; Irenaeus, Haer. 4.27.1). It is possible that in 2–3 John the author wants to identify himself as a disciple of the eyewitness disciples of Jesus and therefore as a member of the second Christian generation (Brown 1982: 648–51). Because of the parallel with 1 John 1:1–3, however, it is more probable that the author wants to designate himself a member of the first generation who had himself seen and heard Jesus. The words “the elder” seem to fulfill the same function as the claim to speak as an eyewitness in 1 John 1:1–3 (Dochhorn 2018: 174). The anonymous author does not regard his name as important but merely the fact that he can write as a firsthand witness of the words and deeds of Jesus Christ.

Hebrews as a Contemporaneous Application of Apostolic Teaching

In a similar way, the anonymity of the Letter to the Hebrews is connected to the self-concept, which its author expresses in Heb 2:1–4:


Therefore we must pay greater attention to what we have heard [or: what was heard], so that we do not drift away from it…. It [i.e., the Christian message of salvation] was declared at first (archēn labousa) through the Lord, and it was attested to us by those who heard him (hypo tōn akousantōn).



In Heb 2:3, the author refers to the beginning and the first transmitters of the original Christian tradition: the Lord Jesus had declared the message of salvation, the first ear-witnesses passed it on to the author, and his addressees are challenged to play close attention to it.

The author does not claim to be a personal disciple of Jesus Christ or a direct witness to his teaching. Rather, he claims to have received the gospel that Jesus Christ had preached through his direct disciples. This is in line with Tertullian’s claim, when he ascribed the book to a companion of the apostles (Pud. 20.1).

The anonymity of Hebrews is programmatic. The author wants to express without many words that he is not the creator of the message that he applies in his letter, but just a transmitter of the binding teaching of his Lord Jesus Christ. His letter derives its authority not from the identity of its comparatively insignificant author but from the identity of Jesus Christ, the originator of eternal salvation.

The Letter of Barnabas as a Postapostolic Application of Apostolic Teaching

In a very similar way, the anonymity of the Letter of Barnabas finds a plausible explanation in what its author has to say about the relevance of the original Christian tradition in Barn. 1.5 (Ehrman, LCL): “I have thus come to realize that I will be rewarded for serving spirits like yours, if I care for you enough to hand over a portion of what I have received (tou meros ti metadounai aph’ hou elabon). I have hastened, then, to send you a brief letter, that you may have perfect knowledge to accompany your faith.”

The source of the Christian tradition is the twelve apostles, since “to them he [i.e., Jesus] has given the authority to preach the gospel” (Barn. 8.3). The author of the Letter of Barnabas does not claim to be an apostle himself. The authority of his teaching is only derived from the authority of the apostolic paradosis, which he hands over to the addressees of his letter (Prostmeier 1999: 149–51, cf. 159–60). Therefore, his anonymity is also programmatic. He sees himself merely as a mediator and advocate of the apostolic tradition. His personal name is not relevant (130, cf. 128) (Table 4.5).



Table 4.5 The Historical Claims of the Anonymous Early Christian Letters




	Anonymous Letters
	Historical Claims





	First Letter [of John]
	Eyewitness application of the teaching of Jesus



	Second Letter [of John]
	Eyewitness application of the teaching of Jesus



	Third Letter [of John]
	Eyewitness application of the teaching of Jesus



	Letter to the Hebrews
	Contemporaneous application of apostolic teaching



	Letter [of Barnabas]
	Postapostolic application of apostolic teaching







However, this explanation of epistolary anonymity cannot be sufficient since some early Christian letter writers who also present themselves as mediators of authoritative tradition make no use of this literary device. Neither James nor Jude nor 1 and 2 Peter were published anonymously. To explain the difference between the named and the anonymous letters, an additional factor has to be taken into account.


Practical Reasons for Onymity and Anonymity in Hebrews and the Catholic Letters

The reflections of Galen of Pergamum can help to unlock the most probable reason for the anonymity of only some of the early Christian letters. In the prologue of his work On My Own Books, Galen explained repeatedly why he has written some of his texts anonymously, without inscription (De libris propriis pr. [Müller 1891: 92–93, trans. Singer 1997: 3–4]):


[Some of my books] were given without inscription (chōris epigraphēs) to friends or pupils, having been written with no thought for publication, but simply at the request of those individuals, who had desired a written record of lectures they had attended …

[My anonymous texts] were written not for publication but to fit the particular attainments and needs of those who had requested them …

I simply gave them to my pupils without any such inscription (ouden epegrapsa), and it is for that reason that when they later fell into other hands, they were given a number of different titles by different persons.



These anonymous texts were not designed for a broad readership that did not know Galen personally but just for his personal pupils and friends. The intended readers did not need an inscription with the author’s name since they knew who he was and that he was the author of these anonymous texts.

Galen applied this explanation to some of his lectures, not to his letters. Nevertheless, since several of the early Christian letters have much in common with lectures, speeches, or sermons (particularly, but not only, 1 John and Hebrews), it is worthwhile to examine them from this perspective.

A Close Relationship between Anonymous Letter Writers and Their Addressees

The semi-anonymous Third Letter of John is addressed “to the beloved Gaius, whom I love in truth” (3 John 1). In v. 10, “the presbyter” announces that he will soon visit Gaius. In his postscript, he develops a bit more elaborately that he has decided not to write a longer letter but “instead I hope to see you soon, and we will talk together face to face” (3 John 13–14). In the context of such a personal letter, Gaius will certainly have known the identity of the author who keeps quiet about his name and calls himself “the elder.”

Second John is in many ways similar to 3 John, but is addressed to the members of a Christian local church (2 John 1: “to the elect lady and her children”). As in 3 John, the semi-anonymous author declares that instead of writing with paper and ink, “I hope to come to you and talk with you face to face” (2 John 12). Again, these words presuppose a close personal relationship between the letter writer and the recipients of his letter.

First John lacks all the usual features of a letter. Since it has no letter prescript, not only the name of the author but also a mention of its addressees are missing. It lacks also a letter postscript and does not contain any personal, historical, or geographical indications. However, the many similarities with 2–3 John suggest that 1 John is written to a group of churches to which also “the elect lady” of 2 John belongs. In addition, the fact that the anonymous author addresses his readers repeatedly as “my little children” (1 John 2:1; cf. 2:12, 14, 18, 28; 3:7, 18; 4:4; 5:21) implies that he is speaking as a pastoral figure who is personally connected to his readers.

Regarding Hebrews, it is not possible to unveil the identity of the author who wrote this literarily anonymous letter. Nor is it easy to decide whether its addressees live in Palestine or in Rome or perhaps elsewhere (cf. Heb 13:24). Yet, the author’s hope to “be restored to you very soon” (13:19) seems to imply that he and his addressees are personally connected to each other.

Since the authors of these letters had a close personal relationship with their original readers (just as Galen with his pupils), their readers knew who was addressing them, even if the letters were anonymous. These personal relationships to their readers allowed the writers of Hebrews and the so-called Johannine Letters, by omitting their personal names, to put all the emphasis on the message they want to transmit and apply.

A Distant Relationship between Named Letter Writers and Their Addressees

In contrast to these anonymous letters, the writer of 1 Peter implies that he himself has not preached among his addressees (1 Pet 1:12), namely, the Christians who live in Asia Minor (1:1). The Letter of James is addressed very broadly “to the twelve tribes in the Dispersion” (Jas 1:1) without mentioning a local church or geographical area. Second Peter appears to be addressed to all Christians in all places (2 Pet 1:1: “to those who have received a faith as precious as ours through the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ”). In a very similar way, the Letter of Jude is also addressed without any restriction to all Christians (Jude 1: “to those who are called, who are beloved in God the Father and kept safe for Jesus Christ”).

These prescripts make it unlikely that the authors of these named letters had a personal relationship with all their addressees. Had they written their letters anonymously, many of the original recipients would not have known who was addressing them. Since these authors wrote for readers whom they could not regard as their close and long-term pupils, they did not take the liberty of omitting their names.

The same can be said for the letters of Ignatius and Polycarp. Ignatius does not send his seven letters to the church in Antioch of Syria whose bishop he is (Ign. Rom. 2.2). On his trip as a prisoner from Antioch to Rome, he becomes acquainted with the representatives of several churches in Asia Minor and beyond. When he writes his letters to these churches in Ephesus, Magnesia, Tralles, Rome, Philadelphia, and Smyrna, he sends them to addressees to whom he has not been deeply connected for a long time.



Table 4.6 The Practical Reasons for Onymity and Anonymity in Early Christian Letters




	Relationship
	Letters





	Named Letters:

Distant relationship between authors and addressees
	Letter of James



	First Letter of Peter



	Second Letter of Peter



	Letter of Jude



	Letter of Polycarp



	7 Letters of Ignatius



	Anonymous Letters:

Close relationship between authors and addressees
	First Letter [of John]



	Second Letter [of John]



	Third Letter [of John]



	Letter to the Hebrews



	Letter [of Barnabas]







Likewise, when Polycarp of Smyrna writes his Letter to the Philippians he cannot regard them as close friends and long-term pupils with whom he has a close personal relationship. Therefore, neither for Ignatius nor for Polycarp is anonymity an obvious option.

If these observations and deductions are correct, there were two interconnected reasons for the anonymity of some of the early Christian letters: only letter writers with a close personal relationship to their addressees could write anonymously in order to emphasize the priority of their subject matter and their own role as mere transmitters of the original gospel message (Table 4.6).


Notes

1.Cf. Eccl 1:1 (“The words of the Teacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem”) and the code name “teacher of righteousness” in the Dead Sea Scrolls.

2.Later on, Clement refers to Paul’s humility: “Paul, through modesty, since he had been sent to the Gentiles, does not inscribe himself as an apostle of the Hebrews, both to give due deference to the Lord and because he wrote to the Hebrews also out of his abundance, being a preacher and apostle of the Gentiles” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.14.4 [Oulton, LCL]).

3.For a detailed interpretation of the praefatio, see Greschat 2005: 65–78.
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Chapter 5


Hebrews, the Catholic Epistles, and Pauline Christianity



Bryan R. Dyer

Introduction

After the death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ, the Apostle Paul emerged as the most significant figure in the early church and the development of early Christian thought. However, Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles offer glimpses into other important persons and communities within early Christianity. The texts preserved in the Catholic Epistles have traditionally been associated with other key leaders in the early church (James, Jude, Peter, John). Given the historical significance of Pauline Christianity, there has been a pronounced tendency to read Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles in light of Paul’s writings. Recent studies have stressed the need to read and appreciate these texts on their own terms and not through a Pauline lens (e.g., Niebhur and Wall 2009). This approach should be encouraged. The task of this essay, however, is to put these texts into conversation with Pauline Christianity. As we will see, these letters that appear in the last section of the New Testament canon furnish distinctive testimonies to the legacy of Paul’s life and thought beyond his death in the late 60s ce, even if their full import is not exhausted by any relationship with the apostle.

Prior to putting these letter collections into conversation with each other, it is necessary to consider the extent to which we can understand Pauline Christianity as having an influence on these other writers and letters. The term “Pauline Christianity” is used here to refer to the texts that have traditionally been attributed to Paul (both disputed and undisputed epistles) as well as the content and theology of those texts that continued to develop after the apostle’s death. The question of influence is a historical and literary one, and it assumes that any direction of influence moved from Paul and his writings to Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles. For the purposes of this essay, I am working from the general scholarly consensus that Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles are all dated later than the composition of Paul’s earliest letters and that most of them were composed well after Paul’s death. However, we must also acknowledge that similarities in content or sharing of theological ideas between these collections of letters do not necessarily entail any direct influence of one on the other. In some instances, we must hold our conclusions rather loosely since other factors may explain theological or literary similarities.

“Influence” can be an ambiguous term, especially as it is used here. It should not be limited to something like “literary dependence,” as is often the issue, for example, in the study of the gospels. For our purposes, “Pauline influence” signifies any engagement with or incorporation by these New Testament writers, whether conscious or subconscious, of Paul’s letters or thought. Assessments of Pauline influence will be grouped into three categories: (1) literary or historical points of contact between the text under consideration and Paul (“Connections to Pauline Christianity”); (2) incorporation or engagement with Pauline ideas (“Content”); and (3) reflection of Pauline style (“Form”). Each document will be analyzed under these headings. The following considerations inform the criteria for the analysis in each category.

Connections to Pauline Christianity

The first category considers both direct and indirect connections to the person of Paul, his theology, or his letters. This would include mentions or appeals to the name of Paul or his writings more generally (including quotations or allusions to Paul’s letters). Intertextuality can be difficult to assess with any certainty, thus each potential instance must be evaluated on its own merits rather than assuming an intertextual link. We will also consider references in Paul to the traditions or figures associated with each of the texts under examination, including named individuals in Paul’s missionary network (see Gooder 2023).

Content

The second category evaluates the content of each text to identify any connections to Paul’s letters or thought. Unlike the previous category, the New Testament writer is not explicitly or specifically engaging with Paul or his thought. Rather, comparisons between the content of these New Testament texts and the content of Pauline Christianity can yield insights that are not contingent on any proof of literary dependence or conscious engagement.

Form

This is a neglected category but one that warrants attention. It takes for granted that these documents (including Hebrews) come to us in epistolary form. (One exception might be 1 John, which lacks any epistolary features.) This raises the question of whether or not the Pauline epistles influenced how these later epistles were shaped and constructed. In addition to the macrostructure, or literary form, of each New Testament document, this category can include the imitation or incorporation of Paul’s literary style or rhetoric into these other writings.

The Epistle to the Hebrews

Hebrews is unique within our investigation in that, unlike the Catholic Epistles, it was collected and circulated with the Pauline corpus from an early stage (Young 2022). For much of Christian tradition, it was also understood as a Pauline text even though most scholars today find this unlikely. It is the only New Testament text that was traditionally attributed to Paul without having any explicit claim to Pauline authorship within its discourse. This puts it in a different category than the “disputed” Pauline writings that do make a claim to Pauline authorship even though many today doubt their authenticity. Although it was not written by Paul, this history—especially the fact of its inclusion within the Pauline corpus—marks the Epistle to Hebrews as “Pauline” in some sense. From the earliest extant attestation, Hebrews was read alongside Paul’s writings, and a strong case can be made that it should be seen as an extension of Pauline Christianity.

Connections to Pauline Christianity

Hebrews does not mention the name Paul or make any reference to the apostle’s life or letters, yet it includes an intriguing comment: “I want you to know that our brother Timothy has been set free; and if he comes in time, he will be with me when I see you” (13:23). There should be little doubt that this is a reference to the same Timothy who appears frequently in other New Testament writings, including two Pauline epistles that are addressed to him (1 and 2 Timothy). The Book of Acts tells us that Timothy was a disciple who traveled with the Apostle Paul (Acts 16:1–3; 17:14–15; 18:5: 19:22; 20:4). He is mentioned several times in the Letters of Paul, frequently as a co-sender alongside Paul (2 Cor 1:1; Phil 1:1; Col 1:1; 1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:2; Phlm 1). Like the author of Hebrews, Paul refers to Timothy as “our brother” (2 Cor 1:1; Col 1:1; 1 Thess 3:2; Phlm 1) and discusses Timothy’s visitations to the recipients (Phil 2:19; 1 Thess 3:2, 6). Some have argued that the reference to Timothy in Heb 13:23 is an attempt by the author to claim Pauline authorship, and therefore authority, for the epistle (Rothschild 2009; Wrede 1906). Others have understood the reference to be an indication of the epistle’s connection to Pauline Christianity and those involved in the continuation of Paul’s mission (Cockerill 2012: 721; Thompson 2008: 286). Either option is possible, but neither can be held with any certainty. What is clear is that the reference to Timothy led many of the epistle’s early readers to assume Pauline authorship or link it to Pauline Christianity in some other way (Johnson 2006: 357–58).

Content

It is impossible to prove any contact between Hebrews and Pauline Christianity, and the tendency in modern scholarship has been to keep the two distinct from each other (Hurst 1990: 107–9). Several key terms and concepts found in Paul’s writings—such as the issue of Gentile inclusion in the people of God or the title “Christ Jesus”—are absent from Hebrews. Furthermore, many of the Pauline themes that we do find in Hebrews are also found in other New Testament literature and so may be explained by the use of a common tradition rather than Pauline influence (Koester 2001: 56). For example, the reference to Christ’s preexistence in Heb 1:2 has parallels in Phil 2:5–6 and Col 1:15–17 but also in John 1.

At the same time, there are several important connections between Hebrews and Paul that are worthy of investigation (see esp. Hurst 1990: 109–24; Koester 2001: 54–56). For example, both compare spiritual teaching to milk and solid food (Heb 5:12–14; 1 Cor 3:2) and describe endurance in faith using the metaphor of a race (Heb 12:1–3; 1 Cor 9:24–27). Hebrews and Paul both discuss faith as the defining trait of the believer’s life (Heb 11:1–39; Gal 2:20). Both appeal to Hab 2:4 in their discussions of faith (Heb 10:38; Rom 1:17; Gal 3:11) and associate hope with “things unseen” (Heb 11:1; Rom 8:24).

Hebrews and Paul’s Letters make extensive use of Old Testament passages and figures within their discourses. Both authors, for instance, discuss Abraham as a model of faith who received God’s promises (Heb 6:13–16; Rom 4:1–12; Gal 3:6–9). Believers are also understood as “descendants of Abraham” (Heb 2:6; Rom 9:7–8; Gal 3:7). Both cite Deut 32:35 in reference to God’s vengeance (Heb 10:30; Rom 12:19) and connect Ps 110:1 with Psalm 8 (Heb 2:6–8; 1 Cor 15:24–28). Hebrews and Paul both connect the death of Jesus with the events of the Day of Atonement (Heb 9:11–14; Rom 3:25). Both put a psalm of praise on the lips of Jesus, having him proclaim God’s name and sing his praises (Ps 21:23 LXX in Heb 2:12; Ps 17:50 LXX in Rom 15:9). Finally, both appeal to the wilderness generation as an example of a lack of faith (Heb 3:16–19; 1 Cor 10:1–11).

Form

Hebrews does not begin like a typical ancient letter since it lacks any of the formal epistolary opening features such as a salutation or thanksgiving. It does include an epistolary closing that is similar to the closings of Paul’s Letters and other New Testament writings (Dyer 2013: 279–85; cf. Weima 1994). Like many of Paul’s Letters, Hebrews begins his epistolary closing with a peace benediction in 13:20–21a. The phrase “God of peace” (Heb 13:20) is uniquely Pauline and is used in the closings of several letters (Rom 15:33; 16:20; Phil 4:9; 1 Thess 5:23). Other features of Hebrews’ peace benediction find parallels with Paul’s writings (Rothschild 2009: 67–74), but it also contains several distinctive elements, such as the phrase “great Shepherd of the sheep” (Heb 13:20). The peace benediction in Hebrews leads directly into a doxology: “to whom be glory forever [and ever], amen” (13:21b). Doxologies appear frequently in Paul’s letter closings (Rom 16:25–27; Phil 4:20; 1 Tim 6:16; 2 Tim 4:18), although never as an extension of the peace benediction. Like Paul’s letters, Hebrews contains a short hortatory section (13:22) that includes a nominative of address (“brothers and sisters”) followed by an imperative (“bear with my word of exhortation”). Mention of travel plans and greetings were also a common feature in Pauline letter closings (see Rom 15:22–29). All of Paul’s undisputed letters except Galatians include a form of greeting after the peace benediction. Similar to Paul’s writings, Hebrews includes both a second-person greeting (13:24: “greet all your leaders and all the saints”) and a third-person greeting (13:24: “those from Italy greet you”). The grace benediction in Heb 13:25 (“Grace be with all of you”) matches Titus 3:15 exactly, but its form closely resembles all of Paul’s letters (Weima 1994: 78–87).

The Epistle of James

The Epistle of James has traditionally been associated with James the brother of Jesus, who was a leader of the early church in Jerusalem. The author of Acts places James at the Jerusalem Council, where he hears the testimony of Paul and supports his ministry (15:13–21). Josephus tells us that James was killed in 62 ce under Ananus the high priest (Ant. 20.200). If James is the author of this epistle, then it must have been written sometime before this and would be among the earliest New Testament texts—possibly written around the same time as Paul’s early letters. If it was written by someone else, then a date in the late first century is possible. (According to Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.23.20, the authorship of James was disputed as early as the fourth century ce.) We may also note that among the Catholic Epistles, James has historically been read through a Pauline lens and has often been put in juxtaposition with Paul’s Letters. This is likely due to the influence of Martin Luther, who saw the epistle’s teaching on faith and works as contradicting Paul’s teaching on justification and so relegated James to secondary canonical status.

Connections to Pauline Christianity

In his letter to the Galatians, Paul recounts visiting James and identifies him as a pillar of the early church (1:19; 2:9). According to Paul, and in agreement with the author of Acts, James supported Paul’s mission and commissioned him to bring the gospel to the Gentiles (2:9–10). In Gal 2:12, however, there is an indication that Paul’s opponents are affiliated with “certain people from James.” Elsewhere, Paul states that James was among those to whom the risen Christ appeared (1 Cor 15:7). The Epistle of James itself makes no explicit reference to Paul or to his letters. There is extensive debate about whether James is responding to Paul, or Pauline thinking, in his discussion of faith and works in Jas 2:14–26. Some have argued that James is completely independent of Pauline Christianity, while others have argued that the epistle is a direct response or corrective to Paul’s writings or teaching.

Content

To address the question of Pauline influence on the Epistle of James, one must grapple with the epistle’s teaching on faith and works in Jas 2:14–26. James begins by asking his reader if faith unaccompanied by works has the power to save (2:14). He goes on to state that faith by itself, that is, without any works to accompany it, is dead (2:17). To make his case, he appeals to Abraham, who acted in faith when offering his son Isaac, but this faith was “brought to completion by the works” (2:22). He then quotes Gen 15:6 (“Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness”) to support this point. He invokes Rahab as another model of this faith-works synthesis exemplified by Abraham. The most direct statement on this issue is the one that seems to conflict with Paul’s writings (2:24): “You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.” Readers of Paul will immediately note the use of common terminology: justification, faith, works. Paul’s teaching on justification by faith appears elsewhere (Gal 2:16) but finds full expression in Romans 3–4. The succinct statement in Rom 3:28 (“For we hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law”) appears to be at odds with James’s statement in Jas 2:24. Further, Paul also appeals to Abraham, even quoting Gen 15:6, to support his position (Rom 4:2–3).

Scholars have posited a variety of theories regarding how these two articulations of justification by faith or works are related (Chester and Martin 1994: 46–53, esp. 47). On the assumption that James was written earlier than Romans or Galatians, some see Paul as responding to James’s epistle. The more prevalent argument dates James after Paul and sees the epistle as responding to or correcting either Paul directly or some perversion of Paul’s teaching. Others view them as unrelated and either independently contradicting each other or using the same terminology in different ways and so avoiding any contradiction. Any of these theories is possible and none can be proven beyond a doubt. Yet, given the close language and the appeal to Gen 15:6 in both texts, it is difficult to maintain that they are completely independent of each other. But since Paul does not name James directly, especially since he does not shy away from calling out individuals directly (Gal 2:14; Phil 4:2; 1 Tim 1:20; 2 Tim 1:16–17), it seems improbable that Paul is responding to the Epistle of James. Likewise, James does not name Paul as one might expect were he correcting the apostle.

The more likely view is that James is correcting or refuting a misinterpretation of Paul’s theology or a perversion of his teaching. Some may have heard Paul teach (or heard his letters) and taken “a person is justified by faith apart from works” to mean that works are not important. Many have pointed out that the term “works” has different meanings in Paul and James. Paul refers to “works prescribed by the law,” including circumcision, while James emphasizes works that are connected to one’s faith. If Pauline Christianity rallied behind the doctrine of “justification by faith and not works,” then James is issuing a corrective to underscore the importance of works for justification. Whether or not one agrees with this reconstruction, it is likely that there is some interaction between James and Pauline thought in this passage. It may be that in the Epistle of James we have an example of later reception and development of Pauline thought (Eurell 2020).

While the tendency in scholarship has been to pit James and Paul against each other, we should note the extent to which they agree. Both, for example, stress that one must be a doer of the law (or “word”) and not just a hearer of it (Rom 2:13; Jas 1:22–25). Both emphasize God as judge and warn those facing such judgment that they are “storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath” (Rom 2:5; cf. Jas 5:3, 5; Johnson 2004: 13). Both Paul and James declare that believers fulfill the law when they love their neighbor (Rom 13:8; Jas 2:8). Finally, both connect the afflictions one encounters with opportunities to build endurance and “completeness” (Rom 5:3–5; Jas 1:2–4).

Form

Formal features are also shared by James and Paul. First, James’s opening is similar to the form that we find in Pauline and other early Christian letters. James identifies as a “servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (Jas 1:1). Paul, likewise, takes on the designation “servant of God” (Titus 1:1) and “servant of Christ Jesus” (Rom 1:1; cf. 2 Pet 1:1; Jude 1). Second, both James and Paul employ strategies common among Greek and Roman moral teachers (Johnson 2004: 12). For example, both authors use the diatribe form of rhetoric in their writings (Rom 9:19–20; 1 Cor 15:35–36; Jas 2:18–22), incorporate vice-virtue lists (Rom 13:8–14; Jas 3:13–4:4), and aim to shape and strengthen the moral behavior of their audiences.

1 Peter

First Peter is traditionally attributed to Simon Peter, whom gospel traditions portray as receiving a special place of prominence directly from Jesus (Matt 16:18; cf. John 21:9–19). Alongside James and John, Paul identifies Peter as one of the pillars of church (Gal 2:9) and as having been entrusted with taking the gospel to the Jews (Gal 2:7). Two epistles are attributed to Peter in the New Testament. Petrine authorship has been challenged for both epistles, with 1 Peter being less disputed than 2 Peter. Whether or not Simon Peter penned 1 Peter, the epistle attaches itself to the tradition of Peter and asserts his apostolic authority.

Connections to Pauline Christianity

On two occasions, Paul mentions Peter (sometimes Cephas) in his writings. In Galatians, Paul recounts several visits and encounters with Peter. He first mentions visiting Cephas in Jerusalem and staying with him for fifteen days (Gal 1:18). In Galatians 2, he recounts another visit, fourteen years later, in which Peter and other leaders voiced support for his mission to the Gentiles. The third encounter (Gal 2:11–14), in which Cephas visits Antioch, is one of conflict. Paul states that he confronted Peter to his face about his hypocrisy related to table fellowship with Gentiles (Bruce 1979: 20–39). Paul also refers to Cephas in 1 Corinthians, where he lists him among church leaders (himself included) with whom believers foolishly align themselves (1 Cor 1:12). First Peter makes no mention of Paul or Pauline Christianity.

Content

Scholars in the early twentieth century made the argument that 1 Peter was dependent upon Paul’s letters, even arguing that it was written pseudonymously by someone within the Pauline school (e.g., Beare 1970: 44–45). Few scholars subscribe to this view today, and most commentators argue against any literary dependence upon the Pauline corpus (Jobes 2005: 11–13). Nevertheless, a number of elements in 1 Peter are also found in Paul’s writings. While it is possible that the author of 1 Peter was aware of Pauline teaching, these similarities may be explained by a shared early Christian tradition or milieu.

First Peter compares his readers to infants in need of “spiritual milk” (1 Pet 2:2; 1 Cor 3:2) and identifies them as a “holy priesthood” (1 Pet 2:5; Rom 12:1; cf. 1 Pet 2:9). The author’s discussion of charisma in 1 Pet 4:10–11 is the only non-Pauline writing to take on this uniquely Pauline concept (Rom 12:3–8; 1 Cor 12:8–10; Dunn 1997: 892). Both 1 Peter and Paul encourage their recipients to honor the human governmental structures placed over them (1 Pet 2:13–14; Rom 13:1–7) and warn them not to use their freedom to do evil (1 Pet 2:16; Gal 5:13). The author also adapts a household code, popular in Hellenistic writings, in light of Christ (1 Pet 2:13–3:7). Similar household codes are found in Ephesians (5:22–6:9) and Colossians (3:18–4:1).

The intertextual linkage of two passages from Isaiah (8:14 and 28:16) is suggestive of a more specific material connection between Paul and 1 Peter (Rom 9:33; 1 Pet 2:6–8). In Rom 9:33, Paul cites these passages in the context of Israel’s failure to obtain righteousness in their pursuit of the law. The imagery from Isaiah of a stumbling stone is interpreted as Jesus, whom Israel has failed to trust. In 1 Pet 2:6–8, Jesus is likewise identified as “a living stone” that has been rejected by mortals (2:4). Interestingly, both authors insert the word tithēmi at the beginning of their citation of Isa 28:16, indicating either a shared interpretive tradition or common LXX rendering.

Suffering is another important theme shared by Paul and the author of 1 Peter. Both authors highlight the significance of Jesus as the suffering servant in terms that echo Isaiah 53 (1 Pet 2:24; Rom 4:25). Of particular importance is the way in which 1 Peter develops the Pauline concept of suffering with Christ. First Peter 4:12–16 encourages the recipients to “rejoice” in their hardships since they are “sharing Christ’s sufferings” (4:13). Suffering with Christ signifies that they are blessed (4:14) and that they can “shout for joy when his glory is revealed” (4:13). Paul expresses a similar notion in Romans, writing that we “suffer with [Christ] so that we may also be glorified with him” (Rom 8:17; cf. Phil 3:10).

Form

Unlike Hebrews and James, 1 Peter contains all of the standard epistolary features found in Paul’s letters and other early Christian letters. The letter opens by identifying its author as “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 1:1; cf. 2 Cor 1:1; Eph 1:1; Col 1:1; 1 Tim 1:1; 2 Tim 1:1; cf. Titus 1; Gal 1:1; Rom 1:1). More significant is 1 Peter’s use of “grace and peace” in its salutation (1 Pet 1:2). This uniquely Pauline greeting appears in some form in every letter opening in the Pauline corpus.

Several features of the letter closing connect it to Paul’s writings. In 1 Pet 5:12–13, the author notes that he wrote the letter “through Silvanus” and sends greetings from “my son Mark.” Paul also lists Silvanus as a co-writer in the Thessalonian correspondence (1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:1) and lists him among his traveling companions in 2 Cor 1:19. Silvanus, also known as Silas, appears in Acts as Paul’s companion (Acts 16:19; 17:4–15) and is identified as a leader in the Jerusalem church (15:22). Mark is mentioned by Paul in the closings of Colossians (4:10), 2 Timothy (4:11), and Philemon (24). The reference to Silvanus in 1 Pet 5:12 may function much like the mention of Timothy in Heb 13:23 in connecting the epistle to the Pauline circle. As Markus Bockmuehl (2012: 31) points out, Mark and Silvanus had links to both the Jerusalem church and the mission of Paul, which in turn suggests “for this ‘Petrine’ document the memory of a more harmonious working relationship between Peter and Paul” than many interpreters have surmised from the report of their conflict at Antioch in Gal 2:11–14.

Other features in the letter closing connect 1 Peter to the Pauline corpus. The doxology (5:11: “To him be the power forever and ever. Amen”) is a common feature in early Christian writings, including Paul’s letters (Rom 16:25–27; Phil 4:20; 2 Tim 4:18; cf. Heb 13:21; 2 Pet 3:18; Jude 24–25). In 1 Pet 5:12, Peter sends greetings from “your sister church in Babylon” and from Mark. This is a typical feature of Pauline letter closings (Rom 16:21, 23; 1 Cor 16:19; 2 Cor 13:12; Phil 4:21–22; Col 4:10–14; 2 Tim 4:21; Tit. 3:15; Phlm 23). Finally, the exhortation to “greet one another with a kiss of love” (1 Pet 5:14) recalls Paul’s directive in his closings to “greet one another with a holy kiss” (Rom 16:16; cf. 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12; 1 Thess 5:26).

2 Peter

Although 2 Peter claims to be written by “Simeon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ” (2 Pet 1:1), most scholars believe that it was composed pseudonymously after Peter’s death (though see Mbuvi 2015: 15–21). The author nevertheless claims several autobiographical elements of Peter’s life, including memory of Jesus’s words regarding his death (2 Pet 2:14; John 21:18–19) and witnessing the Transfiguration (2 Pet 1:17–18). The author comments that this is the “second letter I am writing to you” (3:1), a likely reference to 1 Peter, thus staking a claim to Peter’s authority and ministry.

Connections to Pauline Christianity

Second Peter explicitly mentions Paul and his writings: “So also our beloved brother Paul wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, speaking of this as he does in all his letters. There are some things in them hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other scriptures” (2 Pet 3:15b–16). This fascinating passage gives some insight into how Paul’s writings were received by early Christian readers (Bauckham 1983: 327–35). We should first note that, against any perceived tension between Paul and Peter gleaned from Gal 2:11–14, the author offers a favorable assessment of Paul and his writings. Paul is “our beloved brother,” a phrase frequently used by Paul and others to refer positively to members of their ministry circles. The author holds Paul in high regard and assumes his audience does as well. This is why, as Richard Bauckham (1983: 328) argues, the author seeks to align his own teaching with that of Paul.

This passage also provides a glimpse into how Paul’s letters were regarded by this author and his community. First, the author states that Paul writes “according to the wisdom given to him” (3:15b). The passive participle dotheisan (“given”) implies God as the giver and thus posits a claim here of divine authority or source behind Paul’s writings. This verse recalls the author’s previous comments on Scripture: “no prophecy ever came by human will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (1:21). Second, the reference to “all his letters” (3:16a) signifies that some of Paul’s letters had begun to circulate by this time and were likely collected into a corpus. Third, the author comments that some elements of these letters are difficult to understand and that some have twisted their meaning (3:16b). This may point to misconceptions or intentional misinterpretations of Paul’s writings by early Christian readers. The author does not stipulate which Pauline letters or specific issues are being misinterpreted, yet this points to an ongoing engagement with Paul’s writings in multiple circles in the early church which are not in unison when it comes to the proper understanding of those writings. Finally, the author places the letters of Paul alongside “the other scriptures” (3:16c). This indicates that by the time of the composition of 2 Peter, the Pauline corpus (or some version of it) was being read alongside of, and considered to be a part of, the community’s Scriptures.

Content

The invoking of Paul in 2 Pet 3:15b–16 is intended to validate the teaching found in the epistle. This directly refers to the teaching on the believer’s holy living as they await the coming of Christ in 2 Pet 3:14–15a (Kelly 1969: 371). However, since this passage comes at the closing of the epistle it may be the author’s way of placing his entire teaching in line with Paul. At the same time, it is curious that 2 Peter evinces very little influence or connection to Pauline Christianity in terms of its content (Bauckham 1983: 147–48).

Form

The epistolary opening of 2 Peter contains many of the typical features found in Paul’s letters and other early Christian letters. The author identifies himself as “a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ” (2 Pet 1:1). In nearly every Pauline letter, the author identifies as either an “apostle” or a “servant” of Christ and even combines the two in Rom 1:1 and Titus 1:1. (The only Pauline epistles that do not include one of these designations is 1 and 2 Thessalonians and Philemon, which has “prisoner of Christ.”) These appear to be common designations in early Christian letters, appearing in one form or another in the epistles of James, 1 Peter, and Jude. Second Peter also includes the Pauline phrase “grace and peace” in its salutation but closely follows that of 1 Peter by wishing grace and peace “in abundance” (2 Pet 1:2: plēthunō). The epistolary closing lacks many of the typical Pauline features but includes a doxology in 2 Pet 3:18.

The Johannine Letters

Three letters in the New Testament have traditionally been attributed to John, the son of Zebedee, whose name is also traditionally attached to the Fourth Gospel. None of these letters makes a claim of Johannine authorship. What has come to be titled 1 John is formally anonymous, although its language overlaps significantly with John’s Gospel—especially the farewell discourse of John 14–17—which likely led many in the early church to assume that the same author (or authors) is behind them both (see Marshall 1978: 42–46). Second and Third John claim to be from “the presbyter” (2 John 1; 3 John 1), and church tradition has attributed them to the same author as the Gospel of John and 1 John. This view was held as early as the late second century by church leaders such as Irenaeus (Haer. 3.16.8), Tertullian (Mar. 5.16.4), Origen (Comm. Jo. 5.3), and Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 6.25; Marshall 1978: 48). More recent studies have moved away from a common author standing behind the Gospel and Epistles and have shifted toward understanding the Gospel as being heavily revised and redacted by a community affiliated with the Beloved Disciple (mentioned in John 13:23; 19:26; 20:2; 21:7, 20). The author (or authors) of 1–3 John, in this understanding, is a member of this community and may have had some role in the Fourth Gospel’s final form (Brown 1979: 93–96). Since 2 and 3 John are so brief, we will treat all three epistles together.

Connections to Pauline Christianity

There is nothing in 1–3 John that signifies any connection to Pauline Christianity. Paul mentions John in Gal 2:9 as one of the “pillars” alongside James and Peter. Even though the Johannine Epistles are thought to be written much later than Paul’s writings and even possibly to believers in similar regions as Paul’s recipients, there is nothing to suggest in either body of work that one was familiar with the other. Of course, it is difficult to believe that these texts from a Christian community in the late first century would have been unaware of Paul and his writings, but there is little indication of Pauline influence.

Content

While 1–3 John appear to originate from a tradition that was independent of Paul, it is interesting how both authors address very similar situations, even if they respond to them differently. Both authors write to communities that are in danger of being led astray by false teachers. Paul warns against “false apostles” that disguise themselves as apostles of Christ (2 Cor 11:13, 26) and “false brothers and sisters” that spy on them in order to enslave them (Gal 2:4). First John 4:1 warns of “false prophets” that have gone out into the world (cf. 1 John 2:26–28). Interestingly, John encourages his audience to “test the spirits” of these prophets in order to see whether they are from God. Paul offers similar advice in 1 Thess 5:20–21, where he tells his audience not to neglect prophets but to be sure to test them. Second John warns of traveling preachers that “go beyond” the teaching of Christ, voicing special concern about their teaching that Jesus did not come in the flesh (2 John 7, 9). In 3 John 10, the author warns against individuals who spread false charges against him and his community. Paul, too, warns his recipients about false teaching (Gal 5:7–10) and has to defend himself against slanderous charges (cf. 2 Cor 11:5–31).

Form

There is little overlap between Paul and the Johannine Epistles in terms of epistolary form. First John contains neither an opening nor a closing letter feature. While it eventually circulated among the other epistles, 1 John gives no indication that it originated as a letter, unlike 2–3 John. Second John’s salutation identifies its author as “the presbyter” and the recipient as “the elect lady and her children” (2 John 1). Like the Pauline letters, it includes a wish of “grace” and “peace,” but also wishes “mercy,” with mention of “truth” and “love” (2 John 3). Its closing includes a desire to visit the recipient in person and the passing along of greetings—both features found in Paul’s letters but likely standard in ancient letters. The author of 2 John expresses that a visit from the recipient would “make our joy complete” (2 John 12). This phrase is also found in other Johannine material (John 15:11; 16:24; 17:13; 1 John 1:4) and, interestingly, in Paul’s letter to the Philippians (Phil 2:2). Third John also includes a letter opening and closing but nothing that distinguishes it as uniquely Pauline or Christian.

Jude

The Epistle of Jude claims to be written by Jude “the brother of James” (Jude 1). Matthew and Mark mention Jude (or “Judas”), alongside James and other siblings, as a brother of Jesus (Matt 13:55; Mark 6:3). While these are common names in the first century ce, this Jude and the implied author of the Letter of James are the most obvious referents in the early church. Like many of the Catholic Epistles, although this attribution of authorship is disputed, the epistle makes a claim to the authority of this Jude, even as it makes little of its putative familial relation to Jesus.

Connections to Pauline Christianity

There are no clear references to Paul or Jude in each other’s epistles. Paul makes a reference to “the brothers of the Lord” in 1 Cor 9:5, which could include Jude, but there is no clear indication he was among the individuals in view. Likewise, Jude reminds his readers of the teaching of “the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ,” which concerns false teachers in the end of days. While this could conceivably be a reference to Paul, whose writing include such warnings, our examination of 1–3 John revealed that Jude’s reference to the teaching of “the apostles” could just as easily refer to John.

Content

Jude’s concern with false teachers is shared by Paul but also by the epistles attributed to John and Peter. Some passages, such as Jude’s instruction to “pray in the Holy Spirit” (v. 20) have a certain Pauline flair to them (Eph 3:16; cf. Rom 8:26; Phil 1:19), but there is little else in Jude that connects it to the Pauline corpus.

Form

Jude contains many of the standard epistolary features of early Christian writings. In his salutation, Jude describes himself as “a servant of Jesus Christ,” a variation of which appears in Paul (Rom 1:1; Titus 1) as well as Jas 1:1 and 2 Pet 1:1. Addressing his audience, Jude describes them as “those sanctified in God the Father” (tois en theō patri hēgiasmenois), which recalls Paul’s description of his audience in 2 Cor 1:1 (hēgiasmenois en Christō Iēsou, “those sanctified in Christ Jesus”). Jude’s epistolary closing includes a benediction and doxology (Jude 24–25).

Conclusion

It is difficult to come to any firm conclusions regarding Pauline influence on Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles. In terms of connections to Pauline Christianity, we can note that the majority of these letters claim authorship by, and thereby apostolic authority of, major figures in the early church. In every case, this claim of authorship is disputed, but a significant Christian leader stands behind these epistles in some form—even if a later disciple is writing in their name. Tradition holds that several of these figures—James, Peter, and John—had relationships with Paul and his circle. We also find substantial overlap among the individuals named in the openings and closings of these epistles. This includes the mention of Timothy in Hebrews and Silvanus and Mark in 1 Peter. One explanation for this is to assume the pseudepigraphal nature of these writings and interpret these references as grabs at apostolic authority. It may also be that these references reflect overlap within these early Christian circles, which in the first century must have been relatively small. Additionally, 2 Peter includes the earliest reference to a collection of Paul’s letters and places them alongside the other Scriptures used by the early church.

We noted several points of connection in terms of the content found in Paul and in Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles. Of course, much of this could be explained by the sharing of similar traditions regarding Jesus the Messiah and not as evidence that one author has influenced another. There are nonetheless a number of examples of Pauline language and ideas that are difficult to explain away in this manner. The discussion of works and faith in Jas 2:14–26 is one such example. The particular ways in which these later authors combine Old Testament passages also find striking parallels in the Pauline corpus. This includes the linking of Ps 110:1 with Psalm 8 in Heb 2:6–8 and 1 Cor 15:24–28 and Isa 8:14 with Isa. 28:16 in Rom 9:33 and 1 Pet 2:6–8.

The form of these letters, particularly their epistolary features, also reveal points of connection to the Pauline correspondence. It is true that there were standards within the ancient letter form that may account for some of the similarities that we see across these writings. However, since we know that Paul’s letters circulated early and were seen as authoritative (2 Pet 3:15–16), some of these authors may have taken their cues (and their vocabulary) from Paul. This may include the self-designation as a “servant” of Jesus (Rom 1:1; Titus 1; Jas 1:1; 2 Pet 1:1; Jude 1), “grace and peace” exhortations (Rom 1:7; 1 Cor 1:3; 2 Cor 1:2; Gal 1:3; Eph 1:2; Phil 1:2; Col 1:2; 1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:2; 1 Tim 1:2; 2 Tim 1:2; Titus 1:4; Phlm 3; 1 Pet 1:2; 2 Pet 1:2; 2 John 3), and instructions to greet fellow believers with a “kiss of love” or “holy kiss” (1 Pet 5:14; cf. Rom 16:16; cf. 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12; 1 Thess 5:26).

The canonical placement of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles compels us to read them after and in light of Paul’s Letters. From a historical and literary perspective, however, these texts stand apart from Paul and should be read on their own terms. My purpose is not to advocate for one approach over the other but rather to acknowledge the merits of both. Sound exegesis begins with reading a text on its own merit without reading other texts or authors into it. This means not assuming Pauline influence or agreement when reading Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles, however difficult it is to believe the authors of these texts were unfamiliar with Paul and his writings. To be sure, there are places where Paul is invoked—2 Peter specifically, but possibly also James and Hebrews—and so we cannot completely remove him or his writings from the equation. Yet they did not live under Paul’s shadow, and their compositions are informed by a particular set of questions, emerge from discrete sociocultural circumstances, and manifest distinctive theological trajectories. It may be that the collection of these letters into a canonical unit (not including Hebrews) was a calculated grouping intended to amplify these voices and possibly to correct an overemphasis on, or misreading of, the Pauline corpus (see Nienhuis 2007: esp. 1–28).

At the same time, one can perceive the value of putting these texts into conversation with Pauline Christianity. The level of agreement among these texts is noteworthy, all the more so when one considers that they were produced in disparate locations and by members of a movement without centralized coordination and only a nascent sense of orthodoxy. All are concerned with the person of Jesus Christ, his messianic identity and lordship, and the communities that have emerged to worship him. Each of these texts understands Jesus Christ to be a continuation of the work of God as revealed through Israel’s sacred Scriptures. When read alongside Paul, Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles offer striking agreement in terms of their content but also their form. In some places, Paul may have set the theological agenda and vocabulary these later writers adopt. We also see that the communities addressed in these writings struggled with many of the same issues: a delayed parousia, false teachers, persecution from outside the group, and the like. Notwithstanding these similarities, Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles stand out in how they address different questions and offer different solutions, and when they are read alongside Paul, the signal contributions of these often neglected texts come into sharper relief.
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Chapter 6


Hebrews, the Catholic Epistles, and the “Parting of the Ways”



Matt Jackson-McCabe

The problem conjured up by the title of this essay is a thoroughly knotty one. “The parting of the ways” is such an established scholarly shorthand that it goes without saying that the ways in question are Christianity and Judaism. Beneath that seemingly simple expression, however, lies a complex tangle of issues—to the point, in fact, that the whole idea of “the parting of the ways” has come in for criticism as a problematic interpretive construct (Lieu 2005: 11–29; Becker and Reed 2007). The current scholarly tendency to treat Christianity and Judaism as socially constructed terms of identity considerably complicates the question of when, where, and the sense in which we can begin to talk about them as social realities in antiquity at all, let alone how to conceptualize their “parting.”1 The latter has been variously conceived as a question of social interaction between Christians and Jews (Simon 1996; Fredriksen 2007), of the emergence of Christianity and Judaism as distinct cultural complexes or “religions” (Dunn 2006; Boyarin 1999, 2004, 2009), or of the taxonomic separation of Christians and Christianity from Jews and Judaism per se as terms of identity (Jackson-McCabe 2020; cf. Reinhartz 2006). Different approaches to these matters have resulted in historical reconstructions in which the “parting” is variously imagined as a phenomenon of the first, second, or fourth century, or one we should not seek to correlate with any such decisive era at all (Reed 2018: 394–401).

When one adds to this the interpretive issues surrounding Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles, the problem becomes thornier still. The compilation of works attributed to the Jerusalem “Pillars” James, Peter, and John (cf. Gal 2:9) and Jude “the brother of James” (Jude 1:1) into a collection of Catholic Epistles, and its canonical juxtaposition with a text traditionally identified as a letter of Paul to the Hebrews, was the work of a group who identified itself, too, as “Catholic” (katholikē, i.e., universal). As it happens, this group was instrumental in the propagation of the notion of a Christianity distinct from Judaism (Jackson-McCabe 2020: 145–55). Its developing canon, among other things, gave literary expression to the group’s basic historical claim: that the same Christianity that (they said) distinguished them fundamentally and essentially from Judaism had been there from the beginning, embodied already in the apostles and their writings. As some two centuries of critical scholarship have made clear, however, the historical significance of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles becomes much more complicated when they are analyzed as individual works and through lenses other than those of this apologetic Christian historiography. Brief consideration of the social, cultural, and taxonomic dimensions of these texts can begin to illustrate the problems where “the parting of the ways” is concerned, even if it does not always lead to definitive conclusions.

Hebrews

Whether or not “everything about” its traditional designation “is wrong” (so Harrington 2005: 1), the circumstances surrounding the composition of the work identified canonically as Paul’s letter to the Hebrews are notoriously difficult to reconstruct. The main thing on which there is consensus, in fact, is a negative: it was not actually written by Paul. Its interest in the cultural tradition of the Judeans is obvious and profound; but the significance of that interest for the so-called parting of the ways is a matter of debate. A long-standing line of interpretation reads Hebrews as intended for “Jewish Christians” (cf. “to the Hebrews”) thought to be in danger of backsliding into a Judaism they should have left behind (Lincoln 2006: 57–60; Walker 2018). The matter, however, is far from settled (Eisenbaum 1997: 7–10; Mason 2018). Indeed, Kenneth Schenck (2019) has recently argued quite the opposite: that it was actually intended for Gentiles the writer considered in danger of backsliding from (a Christian) Judaism into their former paganism.

It is clear at any rate that the text reflects a translocal group, running somehow through Italy (Heb 13:24), whose alignment with Jesus adversely affected its social relations with the larger society. Membership in the group, it is assumed, comes with the potential for significant social conflict with those outside it, including public abuse, loss of possessions, and imprisonment (10:32–34; 13:3; cf. 13:23). While this implies at least some degree of social separation from the wider society, the extent to which these tensions involved Judeans in particular is far from obvious. Working conclusions are inevitably bound up in the wider—and wide open—question of the identity of the assumed audience.

As already suggested, the appropriateness of the canonical identification of the audience as “Hebrews” is a matter of debate. To be sure, the work appeals from the outset, without explanation, to “the fathers” to whom the prophets spoke (1:1). Notions of descent from common ancestors is typical of ethnic identity in the Hellenistic world—including of course the Judeans, whose Scriptures postulated a variety of (frequently eponymous) patriarchs such as Abraham, Jacob/Israel, Judah, and Levi (Hall 2002: 9–19; cf. 1997: 19–26; Cohen 1999: 5–8). While it is undoubtedly these latter “fathers” that the writer of Hebrews has in mind (cf. Heb 3:9; 8:9; cf. 11:22, “the sons of Israel”), it is by no means clear that this implies a claim on Judean identity for either the writer or the implied audience (Attridge 1989: 38). The question is particularly complicated by the emphatic use of kinship language elsewhere in a more sectarian and indeed pointedly non-genealogical sense. Just as Jesus is the uniquely elevated Son of God who “became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him” (5:8–9; cf. 1:1–14), so too those whom he has “sanctified” are also “sons”—specifically of the “Father of Spirits” (tō patri tōn pneumatōn) rather than of any merely human, “fleshly” parents (12:9, tous tēs sarkos hēmōn pateras; cf. 2:10–13). Whatever the ethnic descent of the intended audience, then, it is undoubtedly in this more specialized sense that the author addresses them as “brothers” (e.g., 3:1, 12; 10:19; 13:22). The key question for our present purpose is how the group’s imagined kinship with each other and with a divine “Father of Spirits” relates to its interest in the human “fathers” from Israel’s scriptural past on one hand, and to Judean ethnic identity in the present on the other. Does the text assume that the divine kinship inaugurated by Christ represents a special subset within ethnic Israel, representing in effect a sectarian group of “true” Judeans? Or that it has entirely supplanted ethnic Israel along the lines of a Christian supersessionism?

These questions can be answered only in light of the work’s characteristic emphasis on Jesus’s role as “mediator of a better covenant … enacted through better promises” (8:6). Derived from Jer 31:31–34, which the author quotes at remarkable length in Heb 8:8–12, this notion of a new covenant also features prominently in the sectarian literature of the Dead Sea Scrolls—as well, of course, as in a variety of works produced by followers of Jesus (Lehne 1990). Hebrews’ understanding of the concept, however, is distinguished by its characteristic notion that the “first covenant” contains only dim, earthly reflections of higher, divine realities. The temple cult, for example, represents “copies of heavenly things” (9:23, ta hypodeigmata tōn en tois ouranois; cf. 8:5, “a sanctuary that is a copy and shadow of the heavenly one”), and the law more generally is “only a shadow of the good things to come and not the true form of those realities” (10:1). Such “shadows” are undoubtedly to be counted among “the many and various ways” God is assumed to have spoken “by the prophets” (1:1). The writer, in fact, identifies a number of such shadows throughout the work in what is in effect a programmatic effort to strip Judean ethnic identity from Judean textual tradition. Not only the Judean cult but the central and interrelated scriptural themes of ancestral territory, promise, and inheritance are aggressively relativized by assertions of truer, higher realities beyond them. God promised Abraham a land, but what was in mind was less an earthly “fatherland” (patrida) than a “better,” which is to say “heavenly” one (11:8–9, 13–16; cf. 9:15). The city that God prepared for Abraham, accordingly, was actually Mount Zion as “heavenly Jerusalem” (11:16; cf. 12:22); here on earth, including most especially the Jerusalem where Jesus was killed, the “brothers” have “no lasting city, but … are looking for the city that is to come” (13:14). Regardless of what Josh 21:44 says, therefore, Joshua did not actually provide Israel “rest” on the land insofar as true rest—and the one really intimated by Judean Sabbath custom—is a heavenly one that cannot be attained apart from Jesus (4:1–11; cf. 3:11; Attridge 1989: 122–32).

This de-ethnicizing program goes beyond the scriptural themes of land and cult to the very notion of a distinct people of God. Despite its traditional title, the author does not actually use the word “Hebrews” (cf. Attridge 1989: 12). Nor do “Judean” or “Gentile” appear in the work. The writer does, however, invoke a variety of other highly charged scriptural terms of identity, the most important of which are clustered together in the same extensive quotation of Jeremiah mentioned earlier. This quotation refers to the subjects of the new covenant variously as “the house of Israel,” “the house of Judah,” and God’s own “people” (laos; Heb 8:8, 10; cf. LXX Jer 38:31, 33), while identifying the subjects of the first covenant as “their fathers” (Heb 8:9, tois patrasin autōn; cf. LXX Jer 38:32). To be sure, the author’s chief interest in the passage is less these particular designations than the “new covenant” concept itself. Nonetheless, the dual use of related designations elsewhere in Hebrews resonate tellingly with their usage in Jeremiah. The only other mention of Israel comes specifically in a reference to “the exodus of the sons of Israel” (Heb 11:22), which suggests a correlation of Israel with the “fathers” from the Jeremiah passage: those who were led out of Egypt by God but who failed to “continue in [God’s] covenant”—and for whom God, therefore, “had no concern” (8:9). While the “sons of Israel” are thus correlated particularly with the first and now obsolete covenant, it is difficult to imagine that the author would not also lay claim to the title “house of Israel” for his own group given the term’s repeated association with the new covenant in the Jeremiah quotation. The question is whether such an implicit claim on the name “Israel” would imply ethnic continuity between the old covenant and the new one, or simply one more instance of a contrast between earthly shadow and heavenly reality.

The author’s repeated use of “the people” (ho laos) is characterized by an analogous ambiguity. In line with Jeremiah, it sometimes refers specifically to a current “people of God” (4:9): “believers” who, in contrast to those “fathers” who “formerly received the good news” but failed to enter God’s “rest” because of disobedience (4:6, 8; cf. 3:9–11), are parties to a new covenant—and who therefore can expect to enter “rest,” provided they don’t fall away from faith in Christ (4:1–3, 9–11; cf. 10:30). On the other hand, the term can also be used with specific reference to the subjects of the first covenant: “the people” who “received the law under this [Levitical] priesthood” (7:11). In this latter case, in fact, the connotation is emphatically genealogical: those “from the sons of Levi” who were selected for the priestly office were commanded to collect tithes “from the people, that is, from their brothers, even though they have come forth from the loins of Abraham” (trans. Attridge 1989: 186). When the writer, therefore, correlates “the people” for whose sins the High Priest Jesus has atoned with “the seed of Abraham” (Heb 2:16–17), the question is before us again: Do these represent variations on the same ethnic “people,” or is the scriptural “people” merely a dim, earthly reflection of a divine one entirely transcendent of Judean ethnicity?

In fact, the whole point of emphasizing the genealogical dimension of “the people” of the first covenant is precisely to demonstrate the inferiority of the Levitical priesthood—and by extension, genealogical descent from Abraham—to the de-ethnicized priesthood of Jesus. The writer makes two key moves in this regard. On one hand, he emphasizes Jesus’s descent not from Levi but from “another tribe” (7:13, phylēs heteras), the tribe of Judah, which Moses had in no way connected to the priesthood (7:11–14). If this, as the only other reference to Judah in Hebrews, provides an important clue as to how the author might interpret Jeremiah’s reference to “the house of Judah” as the subjects of the new covenant (8:8), his second move is much more germane to his immediate point. Jesus’s priesthood, unlike the Levitical one, was not based on any “fleshly commandment” regarding genealogical descent, but on power (dynamis) derived from incorruptible life (7:16). Indeed, he is a priest “in the likeness of Melchizedek” (7:15), and thus “without father, without mother, without genealogy” (7:3, apatōr amētōr agenealogētos). Seen in this light, Jesus’s own status as a Judean—i.e., as a member of the tribe of Judah (cf. Josephus, A.J. 11.173)—is as fundamentally ambivalent for Hebrews as it would be, in the late second century, for Irenaeus.2 While it may constitute a sarkic reality to which one might point for the apologetic purpose of claiming fulfillment of prophecy, Jesus’s status as a Judean is all but meaningless in light of his higher, divine identity. The author, in fact, is quite emphatic: Melchizedek, “resembling the Son of God” (7:3), “does not belong to their ancestry” (7:6, ho de mē genealogoumenos ex autōn). The fact that Abraham—and by extension Levi himself, insofar as “he was still in the loins of his father [Abraham]”—paid tithes to him demonstrates the superiority of Jesus’s nonethnic priesthood to the “fleshly” one it has now replaced (7:11–12). By implication, then, Judean ethnicity is also fundamentally irrelevant to the group’s brotherhood with Jesus and thus to their own consequent sonship with the “Father of Spirits” insofar as they have now themselves “tasted the heavenly gift and have shared in the Holy Spirit” (6:4; cf. 2:4).

Accordingly, when the writer correlates these “brothers” of Jesus with the “seed of Abraham” (2:16), it is not because he assumes they descend genealogically from him. It is a function, rather, of their status as the true heirs of the promise made to Abraham—a promise not of some earthly “fatherland,” but of a heavenly one (11:9–10, 15–16; cf. Gal 3:6–9, 16–18). In the same way, when the author reflects the language of the Judean Scriptures by referring to “the fathers” to whom God spoke through the prophets, it is not, apparently, because he considers them the group’s own fathers in any meaningful way (despite Jeremiah). Elsewhere in Hebrews, in fact, the “fathers” refer specifically to those parties of the first covenant who God swore would “never enter [his] rest” (3:9–11, hoi pateres), and for whom he no longer has any concern (8:9, tois patrasin). Accordingly, when the author proceeds to narrate an extensive list of his own group’s forerunners “in faith,” he presents them not as “the fathers” but rather as “the ancients” (hoi presbyteroi) whose faith is attested by the Scriptures (11:2) in what is in any event a thoroughly “denationalized” retelling of Israel’s history (Eisenbaum 1997: 135–88).

In sum, the text traditionally titled “Hebrews” reflects a group of Jesus people in significant tension with its larger society. Whether that society is primarily a Judean one is far from clear. To be sure, the writing is profoundly shaped by cultural traditions of the Judean people. The author’s understanding of his own group and its messianic High Priest, filtered through an interpretation of Jeremiah’s anticipation of a new covenant, is modeled to a remarkable degree on Judean terms of identity and cultic tradition. If the author argues that the new “corresponds to the old,” however, he also insists emphatically, as Attridge (1989: 36) aptly puts it, that the new “surpasses it, and does so absolutely.” While apparently not yet formulated in Ignatius’s terms as a distinction between Christianism and Judaism (Magn. 10.1–3; Phld. 6.1), the writer’s aggressive stripping of Judean ethnicity from Judean scriptural tradition amounts to the same profound devaluation of Judean identity per se that one finds in the writings of Ignatius and Irenaeus. The fact that he chose to compose a work such as this, however, may suggest an awareness that this de-ethnicizing understanding of Jesus was far from self-evident among other members of the group.

The Letter of James

The circumstances surrounding the composition of the Letter of James are only slightly clearer than those surrounding Hebrews. In this case, at least, the text explicitly identifies itself as a letter sent by James (Iakōbos) “to the twelve tribes in the diaspora” (1:1). The significance of these identifications, however, is widely debated. While most recognize the James in question as the brother of Jesus characterized by Paul as “an acknowledged pillar” in the early Jerusalem community (Gal 2:9; cf. 1:19; 2:12), scholars are divided on both the authenticity of the letter’s authorship and the identity of its addressees (Batten 2009: 28–46; Penner 1999: 296–98). Some take Jas 1:1 more or less at face value, reading the work as a letter sent by the brother of Jesus from Jerusalem to Judeans (if especially Judean followers of Jesus) in the diaspora (so, e.g., Mayor 1954; Coker 2015). Others interpret it as a pseudonymous work addressed to diaspora Judeans, whether members of the Jesus group or not (Allison 2001; Kloppenborg 2007a, 2007b). The symbolic resonances of the phrase “the twelve tribes in the diaspora” has led still others to conclude that the audience may have nothing to do with the literal Jewish diaspora at all. Dibelius (1975: 45–47, 66), for example, considered James a pseudonymous work composed sometime between 80 and 130 ce, possibly in Rome, for a generalized audience of “Christendom on earth,” with “no indication that the addressees are of Jewish extraction.” As with Hebrews, then, conclusions regarding the relationship of James to Judeans and Judaism on one hand and to Christians and Christianity on the other depend largely on inferences drawn from the contents of the letter itself.3

James, like Hebrews, is steeped in Judean culture. The One God whose existence is assumed is clearly the “lawgiver and judge” of the Judean Scriptures (Jas 4:12; cf. 2:19) who promised a kingdom as an inheritance to his elect poor (2:5). Its ethical instruction, revolving largely around the themes of law and judgment (e.g., 1:21–25; 2:1–13; 3:1; 4:11–12; 5:1–9), are regularly elaborated with reference to the Scriptures (Allison 2013: 51–55; Johnson 1995: 29–34), including Abraham and Rahab (Jas 2:23–25), Elijah and “the prophets” (Jas 5:10, 17–18), and Job (Jas 5:11). Quite unlike Hebrews, in fact, James is (in)famous for its lack of peculiarly Christian—which is to say, not generally Jewish—ideas, to the point that several scholars of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries argued that its two references to Jesus Christ (1:1; 2:1) must have been later additions to a text that originally had nothing to do with the Jesus movement at all (Massebieau 1895; Spitta 1896; Meyer 1930). While this theory has been rightly abandoned, James’s silence on a number of ideas typical of other Jesus group literature remains subject to varying interpretations. Some argue that such ideas are not so much absent as assumed; that notions like the saving death of Christ, the universal need for rebirth, and a new covenant, though not spelled out, represent the subterranean foundation of James’s ethical exhortation (e.g., Mussner 1970). Others suggest that the absence of “unambiguously Christian beliefs” reflects a deliberate rhetorical strategy by an author concerned to minimize any perception of difference between Christian Jews and more “conventional” ones (Allison 2013: 88; cf. Kloppenborg 2007a). The other possibility, of course, is that the writer was neither assuming nor deliberately downplaying such ideas; that the whole perception of missing themes is entirely a function of our own problematic assumptions about early Christianity and its relationship to Judaism—and, thus, about what any member of an early Jesus group (and perhaps most especially any canonical writer) “must have” believed about Jesus (Jackson-McCabe 2001, 2003, 2019).

What is plain at any rate is that the author, writing as a “slave of the Lord Jesus Christ” (Jas 1:1), belongs to a group distinguished from Judeans more generally by its identification of Jesus as both lord and messiah. Unless the reference to Jesus in Jas 2:1 was a later scribal insertion (Kloppenborg 2007b: 126–34; Allison 2001: 540–46), the translocal audience to whom he writes is assumed to share the same lord (2:1, tou kyriou hēmōn Iēsou Christou). In that case, the communities referred to as ekklesiai in Jas 5:14 probably refer to local cells of the Jesus group in particular rather than to diasporic Jewish communities more generally. (Allison [2013: 753–63] suggests that this verse refers to elders of local Jewish communities [cf. Jas 2:2] invoking the name of God rather than to local Jesus communities invoking the name of Christ.) These ekklesiai include elders who are assumed (presumably among other things) to conduct healing rituals “in the name of the Lord”—another apparent reference to Christ—when individual members fall ill (5:14–15). The group has its own teachers, among whom the writer counts himself, even while discouraging others from aspiring to the role (3:1). The key questions for our purposes are (a) how the writer conceptualizes his own group’s identity vis-à-vis the Judean people and (b) what he assumes about the social relations obtaining between any given ekklesia and the local Judean population.

Like Hebrews, James makes no reference to the Jew/Gentile distinction as such. Here again, though, the writer frames both his audience and his relationship to them with reference to traditional terms of Judean identity. They represent a kin group (1:2, adelphoi mou; cf. 1:16, 19; 2:1, etc.), specifically with Abraham as “father” of author and audience alike (2:21). In contrast with Hebrews, however, there is no clear indication that this kinship implies anything other than its traditional, genealogical sense. Does the writer simply assume the sort of de-ethnicizing interpretation of Israel’s patriarch for which Paul (Gal 3:6–7) and Hebrews (see above) felt the need to argue pointedly? The address of the letter to “the twelve tribes in the diaspora” is even more highly charged, conjuring up not only the landedness of Israel in its idealized, scriptural past but especially, in an early Roman context, nationalist dreams of its messianic restoration (Jackson-McCabe 1996, 2003). To be sure, the appeal to the example of Rahab alongside Abraham in Jas 2:25—particularly given the apparent interaction with Pauline ideas in the wider context of Jas 2:14–26—suggests that Gentile involvement in the movement is being accounted for in some way. What that way is, however, is far from obvious given the varying views on the matter that continued to divide Jesus groups throughout antiquity.4

Questions concerning the social and taxonomic relationships of James’s assumed ekklesiai to Judeans converge interestingly in the letter’s characteristic distinction between rich and poor. Socioeconomic disparities are clearly a central concern of the writer (1:9–11, 27; 2:1–13, 15–16; 4:1–3, 13–17; 5:1–6). The distinction between “the poor” and “the rich,” however, is also highly symbolic, to the point that they become pregnant terms of identity and othering, respectively. “The poor with respect to the world” are explicitly identified as the elect heirs of God’s kingdom (2:5; cf. 1:9). “The rich,” on the other hand, plainly represent a villainous other: they are the ones that oppress “you” and drag “you” into court (2:6, hymōn, hymas), who blaspheme “the excellent name invoked over you” (2:7; cf. 5:14), who even have “condemned and murdered the righteous one” (5:6). While “the humble brother” should anticipate exaltation, accordingly, “the rich” can expect to perish (1:10–11) in the “misery” of an approaching “slaughter” for which they have fattened themselves by living luxuriously at the expense of the laborers who work their fields (5:1–5). Such use of economic terms to frame group identity, which is rooted in the Jewish Scriptures, is not uncommon among dissident Judean groups; both the Dead Sea Sect and the Ebionites self-identified as “the poor” (Jackson-McCabe 2020: 168–69), as perhaps did the apostolic community in Jerusalem (Gal 2:10; cf. Rom 15:26). It is all the more interesting, then, that James assumes that these very “rich” will be encountered in “your synagogues” (synagōgēn hymōn), where they may even be cultivated as patrons (Jas 2:2–4; Kloppenborg 1999; Batten 2017: 122–44). Does this imply that local ekklesiai, even if meeting separately for their own ritual purposes (Jas 5:14–16), also continue to participate in social gatherings of a wider Judean community? Or is synagōgē in this instance merely a synonym for ekklesia, with the wealthy man who enters thus portrayed as a sinister enemy within the Jesus group itself? While James’s language is ambiguous enough to have led to competing interpretations (Lockett 2012: 28–31), the first option makes much better sense of the text (Allison 2001: 540–43).

The Letter of James raises a number of tantalizing questions where the so-called parting of the ways is concerned, though little in the way of definitive answers. In the end, working conclusions will depend largely on the extent to which one feels confident asserting that James, as a writing eventually included in the Christian canon, must have been making certain assumptions regarding Jesus’s transcendence of Judaism. For reasons that cannot be adequately explained here, the cumulative evidence in my view suggests a writer quite unlike that of Hebrews, one for whom alignment with messiah Jesus was simply one more component, alongside respect for scriptural law and concern for the socioeconomically disadvantaged, of proper Judean piety (see esp. Jackson-McCabe 2001, 2003, 2019).

1 Peter

The letter known canonically as 1 Peter presents itself as having been written by Peter through Silvanus (1:1; 5:12). Here again authenticity is widely doubted (Achtemeier 1996: 1–42; Elliott 2000: 118–30). The letter in any event assumes a network of communities identifiable by the name “Christian” (1 Pet 4:16) in the Roman provinces of Asia Minor (1:1) and elsewhere (cf. 5:9, “the brotherhood [throughout] the world”), and linked in turn to the one in Rome (“Babylon”) from which it was apparently written (5:13; cf. Horrell 2008: 23–25). It assumes further that these communities are governed by internal authority structures that distinguish “elders” (presbyteroi) from “younger” members (5:5, neōteroi). “Peter,” in fact, writes not only as an apostle (1:1) but as one such elder himself (5:1, sympresbyteros).

As in Hebrews, the letter assumes that membership in the group has significant consequences for social interaction with the wider society. A central purpose of the letter, in fact, is to encourage any who are being “reviled for the name of Christ,” and thus “suffer[ing] as a Christian” (4:14, 16), at the hands of communities from which they have at least partially withdrawn (Elliott 2000: 103–9; Horrell 2008: 53–59). Also like Hebrews, the implied audience consists of made rather than born group members. Their earlier lives are painted in broad strokes as having been defined by ignorance and human desires (1 Pet 1:14), which is to say idolatry and sensuality (4:2–3). Such imputed characteristics are imagined not merely as a matter of personal failings but as the result of “a useless way of life inherited from your ancestors” (1:18, ek tēs mataias hymōn anastrophēs patroparadotou). Not surprisingly, the implied audience’s consequent withdrawal (at least in some respects) from their ancestral communities has resulted in active social tension with them: “They are surprised that you no longer join them in the same flood of debauchery and so they blaspheme” (4:4). The fact that this former way of life is characterized as “doing what the Nations [ta ethnē, i.e., the Gentiles] like to do,” including idolatry (4:3), strongly suggests that the author has in mind non-Judean culture(s) (Horrell 2008: 47–48; cf. Achtemeier 1996: 50–51). If so, the “parting” that is of foremost concern in this text is not between Christians and Judeans at all, but between these now self-identifying Christians (Horrell 2007) and the non-Judean peoples from which they had been recruited.5

Their Christian affiliation is imagined in any event as involving both a “regeneration” (1 Pet 1:23, anagegennēmenoi; cf. 1:5) and a transfer to a different “people” (laos), a different ethnos, even a different “race” (genos) (2:9–10). If once Gentiles themselves, then, they are now members of a people who only live “among the Gentiles” (en tois ethnesin) as “aliens and exiles” (2:11–12). The central question for our present purpose is whether the “race” to which they have been transferred is the Judean one or a wholly new Christian one. Because the text shows no explicit interest in Judeans one way or the other, the best we can do is make an educated guess based on comparisons with other ancient works.

To be sure, the letter is awash in traditional Judean discourse (Achtemeier 1996: 12–13; Elliott 2000: 12–19). The writer is intensely interested in the prophets, whom he believes to have been “serving not themselves but you” (1 Pet 1:10–12). Their prophecies, facilitated by the same “spirit of Christ” that now apparently animates the “regenerated” audience, not only predicted Christ’s coming (1:10–12; cf. 1:2; 2:2–5; 3:18; 4:6, 14), but also prefigured the group’s own ritual and experience in a manner reminiscent of Hebrews (e.g., 1 Pet 3:20–21). Much of the writer’s language of identity in particular is obviously derived from the Judean Scriptures (Horrell 2008: 61–75). The self-identifying “Christians” of 1 Peter represent an “elect race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people” (2:9), and “exiles of the Diaspora” (1:1; cf. 2:11)—a people indeed that can be defined more generally over against “the Nations” (2:11–12).

Nevertheless, a significant leap is required to move from this observation to the conclusion that “Christian identity was Jewish identity” in 1 Peter (so Dunn 2015: 543). It is abundantly clear from the history of Christianity that Gentile Jesus groups are quite capable of appropriating terms of identity from a Judean people they nonetheless consider profoundly other. The moves made in 1 Peter, in fact, are typical of other self-identifying Christian writers who subsumed the traditional Judean distinction between Judeans and Gentiles under a differently self-referential distinction between a new “race” of Christians and everyone else, Jew or Gentile (Buell 2005; Jackson-McCabe 2020: 145–55). Such terms of identity are thus scarcely indicative of Jewish identity in and of themselves, particularly in a work that actively embraces the name “Christian.”

Of particular significance in this connection is the fact that the writer includes Peter himself among the “regenerated” (1:3, anagennēsas hēmas). The contrast with the Pseudo-Clementine Homilies is instructive at this point. The Peter of that work, as a Judean, requires no such rebirth himself; he simply was charged with bringing it to those who do—that is, the Nations. Indeed, in the Homilies Judeans are precisely what the regenerated ones “from the Nations” become (Jackson-McCabe 2020: 160–65). This would seem to leave us with two possibilities where 1 Peter is concerned. The first is that it interprets ritual regeneration asymmetrically along ethnic lines: that while making Gentiles members of a whole new ethnos—i.e., the Judean one—it only makes Judeans like Peter more “sanctified” (cf. 1 Pet 1:1) members of the same “race” to which they had already belonged all along. The implication in this case would be a group consisting of both born and made Judeans, albeit one with a significantly more exclusivist, sectarian attitude toward other (by implication unregenerated and thus unsanctified) Judeans than the group that produced the Pseudo-Clementine Homilies, which requires no such baptism on the part of Judeans. The other, and in my view much more likely possibility is that 1 Peter, like other works that use the name “Christian” self-referentially, has simply appropriated traditional terms of identity from a Judean people it claims to have replaced as God’s new “elect”: a whole new genos, as distinct from Judeans and their defining culture as it is from Gentiles and theirs (Horrell 2008: 61–75).

2 Peter and Jude

Second Peter presents itself self-consciously as a “second letter” from Peter to its intended audience (3:1). Despite their canonical juxtaposition, it is in no way obvious that the author is referring to 1 Peter (Davids 2006: 257–59). What is clear, however, is its literary relationship to the Letter of Jude, on which it almost certainly depends (Bauckham 1983: 141–43; Davids 2006: 136–43). It is convenient, therefore, to treat these two works together.

Once again it is difficult to say much with any confidence regarding the historical or social location of the Jesus group or groups reflected in either of these texts. There is virtually universal agreement among scholars that 2 Peter is pseudonymous (Harner 2004: 47–49; Lockett 2012: 80–82). The only thing that is immediately obvious about the highly generalized audience to whom it is addressed—“those who have received a faith as precious as ours through the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pet 1:1)—is that they are Jesus people (Davids 2006: 132–36). While there is less uniformity of opinion where the authorship of Jude is concerned, significant doubts also surround its authenticity as a writing of the brother of James—which is to say, a brother of Jesus (Harner 2004: 96–99; Lockett 2012: 77–79). The location and ethnic derivation of its similarly general audience of “those who are called, who are beloved in God the Father and kept safe for Jesus Christ” (v. 1) are bound up in the authorship question, and thus once again largely matters of speculation (Davids 2006: 17–28; Dunn 2015: 96–99).

There is no clear evidence in either letter regarding the social relationships between their respective authors or audiences and local Judean populations. Indeed, the “partings” most immediately relevant to both of these texts are not those separating Jesus people either from Judeans or even (as in 1 Peter) “the Nations,” but those splintering the writers’ own group(s). The underlying causes of these divisions, buried under what are largely ad hominem attacks, are unclear but seem in both cases to involve matters of both doctrine and practice. Jude was written to marginalize, as lust-driven “grumblers and malcontents” (v. 16), certain community members who, it says, were “causing divisions” (v. 19) by rejecting authority and blaspheming (v. 8; cf. vv. 4–5). The author of 2 Peter applies much the same rhetoric (esp. 2:10–12; 3:3) to “false teachers” said to be smuggling “heresies” into the group (2:1; cf. 3:15–16). Both writers accuse their foes of sensuality (Jude 4; 2 Pet 2:2) and portray them as behaving like “irrational animals” (Jude 10; 2 Pet 2:12). The extent to which matters of Judean identity and culture are implicated in these conflicts is far from obvious. (For a brief survey of recent positions, see Harner 2004: 53–54, 101–2.)

How each writer imagines his own group and its salient values in relation to Judeans is only somewhat clearer. Both draw heavily on Jewish texts, aligning themselves clearly with the God found therein (Dunn 2015: 544–45). A central rhetorical strategy in both texts, in fact, is the marginalization of their respective antagonists by correlating them with scriptural examples of bad behavior, including Balaam (Jude 11; 2 Pet 2:15–16), Sodom and Gomorrah (Jude 7; 2 Pet 2:6), and the rebellious angels of 1 Enoch (Jude 6; 2 Pet 2:4), among others. Both, moreover, refer to the Israel encountered in those Scriptures as a distinct “people” (Jude 5, laos)—or even, as in 2 Peter, “the people.” (2:1, tō laō). Notably, however, each of these latter references treats that people first and foremost as part of a narrative past—a people who, while prefiguring the writer’s own present group, nonetheless has an ambiguous relationship to it at best. When 2 Peter points out that “false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you” (2:1), the distinction between “the people” and the implied “you” of the letter seems plain. Even if the now-deceased “fathers” of 2 Pet 3:4 are to be taken with reference to “[Old Testament] worthies” (Davids 2006: 265–67) rather than its more usual interpretation as first-generation Jesus group members (Bauckham 1983: 290), therefore, it would not imply ethnic continuity between them and the audience any more than it does in Hebrews (see above). While the author does not explicitly invoke the distinction between Judeans and “the Nations,” Jesus people apparently represent a category separate from—not merely taxonomically subordinate to—Ioudaioi. If this is correct, 2 Peter’s immersion in the Jewish Scriptures is less an indication of “unparted ways” than of one group’s appropriation of the cultural heritage of another.

Jude similarly “reminds” its audience that even though “the Lord” had “once for all saved a people out of the Land of Egypt,” he subsequently “destroyed those who did not believe” (v. 5). Here again the distance between the writer’s intended audience and “a people” he calls to their collective mind is apparent. Less clear in this case, particularly given the lack of a definite article, is whether this distance is merely rhetorical (as, e.g., in Paul’s reference to “a man” he knows in 2 Cor 12:2). Does the writer imply that “the called” he addresses represent an analogous but different people, as is apparently the case in 2 Peter? Or are they the same people experiencing yet another moment of divine winnowing along the lines of belief? A more significant distinction between the implied audience and Judeans is plain in those editions of the letter that are addressed specifically to “the Gentiles [ethnesin] beloved by God” (see the apparatus to Jude 1 in NA28 for the relevant manuscripts). Even in this version, however, the implications are ambiguous. On the face of it, the direct address of the audience as ta ethnē indicates that they have not been transferred to a new ethnos at all, that even as group members, they remain “the Nations.” But does this imply that they are considered peripheral associates of a Judean group analogous to the “godfearers” of Acts? Or that they represent, even if not a new ethnos, a Gentile replacement of Judeans as God’s new elect? The answer is not immediately obvious.

The Johannine Epistles

The significance of the Johannine Epistles for the “parting of the ways” question is bound up in the larger and very live problem of their relationship to one another and most especially to the gospel similarly attributed to John (Culpepper 2014). Despite the canonical designations, none of these texts actually identifies its author by name. The Gospel presents itself as “testimony” derived in some manner from an unnamed “disciple whom Jesus loved” (John 21:20, 24; cf. 13:23). The letters designated canonically as 2–3 John identify their writer(s) equally vaguely (at least for modern readers) as “the elder” (presbyteros, 2 John 1:1; 3 John 1:1); 1 John, which is not even obviously a letter, identifies no author at all.6 Doubts that these texts were all written by the same person were registered already in antiquity (Lieu 2008: 2–3, 27–28). The Fourth Gospel is a complex composition involving multiple hands (Brown 2010: 40–89; von Wahlde 2010: 1.10–43). Whether any of these hands was also responsible for one or more of the letters—and even whether the same “elder” wrote 2 and 3 John—remains a matter of debate in critical scholarship (Harner 2004: 59–63; Dunn 2015: 104–5). Nonetheless, the distinctive language and themes characterizing these texts—what Lieu (2008: 4) aptly describes as an “idiolect,” or “the dialect of an in-group, a form of subdialect not only of Koine Greek but even of early Christian discourse”—is best explained with reference to a distinct group or “school” within the early Jesus movement, “Johannine” or not (Culpepper 1975; Strecker 1996: xxxv–xlii; Klauck 2005).

The question of how this group viewed itself and its salient values in relation to Judeans and theirs is complicated by the possibility that its surviving texts could represent so many snapshots over a span of time in which its position on these matters was evolving. The Fourth Gospel is notorious for its relentless references to hoi Ioudaioi—“the Jews”—and its characterization of them collectively as violent opponents of Jesus and of anyone associated with him (e.g., 7:1, 13, 19; 8:59; 9:22; 10:31; 16:2). This distinctive feature—including the fiercely ambivalent portrayal even of “the Jews who had believed in [Jesus]” as children of a murderous devil (8:31, 42–44)—is an obvious indication of a writer or writers who considered Judeans per se to be fundamentally “other” (cf. Reinhartz 2018: 160, 162). Since the 1960s, however, it has been common to view the Gospel as the reflection of a period in the community’s history immediately following what was in effect a “parting of the ways” writ small (Martyn 2003; Brown 1979). While the details vary from reconstruction to reconstruction, the Gospel’s distinctive and recurring concern with expulsion from the synagogue as a consequence of acknowledging that Jesus is “from God” or the messiah (9:22, aposynagōgos; cf. 9:34; 12:42; 16:2)—and its related notion of “secret disciples” of Jesus among the Judeans (19:38, mathētēs kekrymmenos)—is widely interpreted as a reflection of the group’s experience of a painful separation from the Judean community in which it supposedly originated (de Boer 2018). Scholars who accept some version of this reconstruction disagree as to whether some or all of the letters were written before the Gospel (Stecker 1986), after it (Brown 1982, 2010; Culpepper 1998: 42–61), or somewhere in the midst of its various editions (von Wahlde 2010; Anderson 2014; Culpepper 2014). Others, meanwhile, have raised serious questions about this whole reconstruction (Reinhartz 1998; Kysar 2005; Bauckham 2007: 113–23; Lieu 2014). Adele Reinhartz (2018: 111–57) has recently suggested that the Fourth Gospel was produced as part of an effort to create a Gentile community rather than as the reflection of an already existing Jewish one.

Given these complications, it would seem prudent to deal first with the evidence from the individual letters before bringing the Fourth Gospel into the picture (cf. Lieu 2014). Unfortunately, they provide little clear help in and of themselves. In stark contrast to the Gospel, none of the letters even mentions “the Jews,” let alone thematizes them (Hakola 2015: 73; Perkins 2018). Similarly, active cultivation of Judean scriptural tradition is also much less evident here than in the Gospel—or for that matter, interestingly, than in Hebrews or any of the other so-called Catholic Epistles (though note 1 John 3:12). In particular, terms of identity in 1–3 John come primarily in the form of superhuman and moralizing distinctions rather than ethnic or scriptural ones. First John, like the Fourth Gospel, distinguishes its group as those who have been “born of God” (3:9; cf. 2:29), and thus as the “children of God” as opposed to the “children of the Devil” (1 John 3:1–10). But it does not clearly correlate these distinctions with a Judeocentric taxonomy of Jew and Gentile. Similarly, all three letters couch the group’s distinguishing features in sweeping, self-serving ethical generalizations—light as opposed to darkness; love as opposed to hate; good as opposed to evil; truth as opposed to lies, error, and deception (e.g., 1 John 1:5–7; 2:8–12, 21–22; cf. 2 John 1–2, 4; cf. 3 John 3–4, 6, 11)—rather than with reference to specific practices of particular peoples, Judean or otherwise.

Complicating matters further, the “others” to whom such dualisms most immediately apply are enemies within the group rather than those outside it. As with 2 Peter and Jude, the specific issues driving these divisions have been variously assessed (von Wahlde 2010: 3.339–85; Hakola 2015: 83–91). What is clear at any rate is that all three texts are concerned first and foremost with people who purport to share the group’s own salient values but who do not, in the view of the writer(s), properly enact them (1 John 1:6–10; 2:3–6, 9–11; 4:20–21; 2 John 7–11): those who do not really “have the anointing” evidently understood as defining group membership (1 John 2:20, hymeis chrisma echete), and who are thus called “antichrists” (1 John 2:18, antichristoi; cf., 2:22; 4:3; 2 John 7), or in the case of 3 John, simply those who reject the writer’s own claim to authority over the group (9–11; cf. Jude 8; 2 Pet 2:10). As in 2 Peter and Jude, then, the most immediately relevant “partings” reflected in the so-called Johannine Letters are those fragmenting the “fellowship” (koinōnia) of the group itself (1 John 1:3, 6–7; contrast 1 John 2:18–19; 2 John 7–11; 3 John 9–10)—not those between them and (other?) Judeans. Neither the group’s view of itself and its defining values in relation to Judeans and theirs in principle, nor its interaction with Judeans in actual social practice represent front-burner concerns in 1–3 John.

The most tantalizing clue both to the group’s assumed social taxonomy and to its social interaction with wider society is found in 3 John. In this letter, the “elder” urges an otherwise unknown Gaius to offer hospitality and support to traveling members of their group, even if they happen to be strangers (v. 5). This is important, he explains, because the latter will “accept nothing from the ethnikoi” (v. 7). While translated as “non-believers” in the NRSV, ethnikoi, of course, is a variation on the typical Judean designation of non-Judeans as ta ethnē, “the (other) Nations” (cf. Matt 5:47; 6:7; 18:17; also Gal 2:14). Here too such “ethnic ones” clearly represent others—with whom, indeed, social relationships of hospitality and exchange are shunned. But does this imply a corresponding identification of the group itself (or at least its traveling members) as Judeans? The question is complicated by the fact, already observed in connection with 1 Peter, that self-identifying Christians, by the second century, regularly integrated the traditional Judean notion of “the Nations” into a differently self-referential taxonomy: one that defined a wholly new “us” over against Judeans and the Nations alike, with the latter pair now imagined as a subdivision of others “from” or “out of” which Christians could be made. Rather than implying a Judean “us,” then, the reference to the “ethnic ones” in 3 John might be the language of a group that defined itself (including a Roman Gaius?) over against Judeans and Gentiles alike (Strecker 1996: 259; cf. Brown 1982: 713), but for whom Gentiles were the most immediately relevant “other.” In this case, the situation would be broadly comparable to the one we found in 1 Peter: a Jesus group living among Gentiles with whom they no longer identify, and from whom they have socially, at least to some degree, “parted ways”—not as Judeans, but as some new, third thing.

Notably, there is no indication in any event that local Judean communities could be relied on as an alternative source of hospitality and support by the sort of traveling group members assumed in 3 John. In fact, it is difficult to imagine that the stark dualisms with which these texts process cultural difference would not have had social consequences for their interaction with (other?) Judeans as much as with the ethnikoi. First John pits the “children of God” not only against “antichrists” within, but against the dark and dangerous “world” more generally—a world, in striking contrast to the community, that is not to be loved (1 John 2:15–17; cf. 3:1; 5:4–5, 19). But how did the group imagine itself in relation to Ioudaioi in theory? Did it approach them the same way it did the Jesus people—that is, with those sharing their salient values as the only “true” ones, and all others shunned as lying hypocrites (cf. Rev 2:9)? Or did the group’s dualistic interpretation of human difference translate into a blanket rejection of Judeans per se—as much as ethnikoi—as dangerous embodiments of a dark and sinister “world”?

At this point it is worth observing that for the Fourth Gospel, at least, the matter is clear. It too similarly thematizes “the world” as a source of ignorance and evil (John 1:9–10; 15:18–19; 16:33; 17:1–26) and is particularly explicit where “the Jews” are concerned: they are “from below,” while Jesus is “from above”; they “are of this world,” while Jesus is “not of this world” (esp. 8:22–24; cf. 1:10–13; 15:18–16:3). Apart from some hypothesis dating 3 John not only earlier than the Gospel but prior to some theorized synagogue expulsion, then, the same is most likely true of it and the other so-called letters of John as well. The simplest explanation is that the letters of John reflect a group much like the self-identifying Christians of the second century: one that treated Judeans and ethnikoi alike as dangerous others in both taxonomic theory and social practice.

Conclusion

The disparate works considered here present significant challenges for historians interested in reconstructing the historical separation of Christianity and Judaism. Since none of them can be confidently considered genuine writings of the first-century Judeans whose names they bear, their provenances—including their production within Jewish or Gentile social settings—can only be hypothesized on the basis of their contents. The central challenge is that none of them even mentions Ioudaioi or Judaism as such, let alone articulates clear statements about the relationship of the writers’ own group(s) and salient values to them.

Not surprisingly, all of these texts reflect significant social tension between their stridently moralistic authors and the societies in which they lived. Yet it is difficult to move from this observation to broad generalizations about a “parting of the ways” between Christianity and Judaism. The Letter of James contains no clear evidence of any such parting at all, only the social criticisms of a writer who finds his society out of step with the dictates of the Torah, particularly where socioeconomic matters are concerned. Those partings that are clearly evident in the collection, moreover, are not between Jesus groups and Ioudaioi but ones either separating Jesus groups from “the Nations” (1 Peter, 3 John) or fragmenting the Jesus groups themselves (Jude, 2 Peter, and 1–3 John). The extent to which Judean people or different appraisals of Judean cultural values were implicated in any of these latter, intramural partings is debatable. Even where tension with the wider Greco-Roman society is the issue, it is not, apparently, because the intended audiences were members of a Jewish community; on the contrary, it was because their fraught relationships with (other) Gentiles were of much more immediate and ongoing relevance to them. In such cases the caution of Shaye J. D. Cohen (2013: 208) is worth keeping in mind: “There was no parting of the ways between gentile Christians and non-Christian Jews for the simple reason that their ways had never been united.”

Basing conclusions about parted or nonparted ways solely on cultural considerations is equally problematic. All of these works are of course indebted to Judean culture to one degree or another. To characterize them on that account as so many expressions of “Judaism,” however, seems rather misleading—at least apart from some consideration of the writers’ respective assumptions regarding the taxonomic relationship of their own group to the Judean people. In most cases, in fact, the situation seems better described as an appropriation of Judean scriptural tradition and terms of identity by people who nonetheless considered Judeans and their salient values per se to be “other.” Hebrews actively immerses itself in the cultural heritage of the Judeans, but precisely for the purpose of stripping it of its ethnic “Judean-ness” to make it relevant for a new, transethnic people of God, a people defined not by any human ancestry but by its claimed possession of a divine spirit. Something broadly similar seems to be at work in 1 Peter, which calls this new people “Christians,” in 2 Peter, and most likely in the so-called Johannine epistles as well. The brief Letter of Jude is more ambiguous in this respect. The main outlier seems to be the Letter of James, which cultivates Judean scriptural tradition and terms of identity with no signs of appropriation either by or for a people defined over against ethnic Israel. Whatever our particular conclusions regarding each of these individual texts, analysis of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles underscores the fact that making sense of the historical separation of Christianity and Judaism is not merely a matter of tracking social interactions and cultural values, but first and foremost of the ancient taxonomic assumptions that informed them.

Notes

1.On issues surrounding use of the term “Judaism,” see Mason (2007); Law and Halton (2014); Boyarin (2019). On “Christianity,” see Townsend (2008); Jackson-McCabe (2020). In what follows I frequently use “Judeans” rather than “Jews” when referring to ancient Ioudaioi as a helpful reminder that we are talking about members of a people correlated with a particular ancestral territory and cultural (including cultic) traditions—analogous to Greeks, Egyptians, and others—rather than adherents to the “religion” of Judaism. I am grateful to Dale Walker for constructive comments on an earlier draft of this essay.

2.Compare Irenaeus’s treatment of the matter in Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching. On one hand, he correlates Jesus’s birth “from Jacob and the tribe of Judah” with Moses’s prediction that the messiah’s birth “according to the flesh would be among the Jews” (Epid. 58). Nonetheless Christ ultimately “has a lineage that cannot be declared” since his true, divine Father “is non-declarable and inexpressible” (70). Interestingly, Irenaeus likens Christ’s body to a “shadow” of his spiritual body (71) in a manner reminiscent of Hebrews.

3.Here and throughout I refer to the writer as “James” purely as a convenience. My own view, for reasons detailed in Jackson-McCabe (2009), is that the letter is much more likely to be pseudonymous than an authentic writing of the brother of Jesus.

4.The long-standing prophecy that “the (other) Nations” would come to acknowledge Israel’s god, in its classic form, is universalistic only in an imperialistic sense. That is, it does not imply the end of the distinction between Israel and the nations so much as a subordination of the latter to the former and its god; cf. in this respect the messianic era envisioned in Psalms of Solomon 17. The question of what to do with such Gentiles in actual social practice represented an ongoing controversy among Judeans in the Jesus movement; compare, e.g., Galatians 2 with Justin, Dial. 47. Still in the fourth century, the Pseudo-Clementine Homilies considered such Gentiles Judean proselytes rather than a separate “Christian” people (Jackson-McCabe 2020: 155–65).

5.The charge of idolatry, however, is not definitive in and of itself: the so-called Nazoraean commentary on Isaiah quoted by Jerome repeatedly charges the rabbis with idolatry (Jackson-McCabe 2020: 174–75). In the case of 1 Peter, however, note that “Peter” criticizes the culture of your ancestors (1:18), not ours, thus implying rather plainly a (formerly) “Gentile” audience. Elliott (2000: 95–97) assumes a mixed, if primarily Gentile audience. Dunn (2009: 1158–60, emphasis removed) argues that 1 Peter was “probably written primarily for Jewish believers” but recognizes that this runs counter to the modern consensus (cf. Dunn 2015: 543).

6.I thus refer to these texts collectively as “Johannine”—and, at least where 1 John is concerned, as letters—purely for the sake of convenience.
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Chapter 7


Hebrews, the Catholic Epistles, and the “Delay of the Parousia”



Simon Gathercole

The scholarly theory of the delay of the parousia should perhaps refer to delays in the plural. For Albert Schweitzer (1906), the first promise of the Son of Man’s coming was made in Matt 10:23: “Truly I tell you, you will not finish going through the towns of Israel before the Son of Man comes.” Commenting on how the Son of Man does not come in the course of this mission of Jesus’s disciples, Schweitzer uses the phrase “the delay of the parousia” and notes that “the non-fulfilment of Matt. x. 23 is the first postponement of the parousia” (358). Jesus’s next move, according to Schweitzer, is to take the mantle of the Son of Man upon himself, and to throw himself upon the wheel of the world in order “to set it moving on that last revolution which is to bring all ordinary history to a close” (368–69). That hope was also dashed.

Far from fading, however, the expectation of an imminent parousia endured. On the standard paradigm, Paul expected that he and at least the great majority of his addressees would live to see the parousia (1 Thess 4:13–18; 1 Cor 15:51–52). Faced constantly with the threats of the swords of the empire and other life-threatening hardships (Rom 8:35–36; 2 Cor 11:23–27), together with his own advancing age, Paul’s realization of his own mortality grew and he began to take the prospect of his own death before the parousia increasingly seriously, as passages such as 2 Corinthians 5 demonstrate (e.g., Schnelle 1989: 37–48).

Even so, after Paul’s death, Matthew, Mark, and Revelation, among other books, exhibit an imminent expectation of the end, but as the first century came to its end the hopes of such a near return of Christ began to decline. The church began to settle down and learned to stop worrying about when the end of the world might come. This timeframe around 100 ce is reckoned to be the context of several of the Catholic Epistles (as well as the Pastorals). They are Catholic not just in the sense of being addressed to wide audiences, but also in that they exhibit Frühkatholizismus (“early Catholicism”). This early Catholicism represents a decline from the Pauline standard in the view of many scholars: these later letters define Christianity in terms of orthodox doctrine set over against heresy; create hierarchies of bishops, elders, and deacons; and evince a loss of anticipation of Christ’s return (e.g., Schelkle 1963).

As Richard Bauckham (2016: ix) has recently commented, however, “There are all kinds of things wrong with this narrative.” It represents not least a misreading of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles. The present chapter will discuss each of these letters, evaluating whether it is correct to see them as presupposing a delay in Christ’s return. It will also assess the extent to which they have a view of Christ’s imminent return. Imminent expectation is closely related to the theme of delay: in the delay paradigm, it is the failure of an imminent parousia which has led to its postponement; on the other hand, as we shall see, for some scholars an imminent expectation (in German, Naherwartung) disproves a sense of delay.

Hebrews

One of the preeminent interpreters of Hebrews in the twentieth century was also a scholar who saw the delay of the parousia as a decisive factor in the development of early Christianity. Erich Grässer was a committed disciple of Albert Schweitzer, both on the topic of “consistent eschatology” and in the philosophical doctrine of “reverence for life.” Grässer had written a doctoral thesis on the problem of the delay of the parousia in the Synoptic Gospels and Acts (1957) and then proceeded to a Habilitationsschrift on the subject of faith in Hebrews (1965).

In this monograph on faith, Grässer saw the delay of the parousia as an essential component of the situation into which the epistle to the Hebrews was written: “For the author of Hebrews a particular eschatological development is presupposed, and the problem of the delay of the parousia has impinged upon his consciousness” (1965: 196). He remarks that, like Luke and John, the author of Hebrews reinterprets the Christ event under the influence of this delay (Grässer [1964] 1992: 57–58). Hebrews should be interpreted in the light of salvation having become uncertain for the author’s audience, which is living at the intersection of the apostolic and the postapostolic ages (Grässer 1965: 84, 219). In his massive commentary, he notes that Heb 3:14 and 6:4–12 can be read against the background of “disappointment” (Enttäuschung); the promise of the parousia in Heb 9:28 is reasserted for the benefit of a community faltering in its faith; reassurances about future judgment (e.g., Heb 10:30) are evidence of a consciousness of delay; and the promise that the coming one “will not delay” in Heb 10:37 protests too much and gives away a sense that, for the author, the parousia is overdue (Grässer 1990: 371; 1993: 199; 1997: 51, 76). Hebrews thus no longer exhibits an expectation of the imminent return of Christ, an expectation which Grässer (1973) took to be a feature of earliest Christianity. Others have taken a similar line. Robinson (1961: 41) asks, “Undoubtedly the delayed parousia played an important part in the tendency of these Christians to desert their first love, else why the emphasis on those who endured ‘not having received the promises, having seen them and greeted them from afar’ (11:13)?” Söding (1991: 218), similarly, identifying the Hebrews as belonging to the second or third Christian generation, sees the situation of the audience as typical of churches at that time, diagnosing the problem as a “crisis” of tiredness and discouragement (see also Strobel 1961: 79; Klappert 1969: 49).

Is this an accurate picture? First, the late dating of Hebrews presupposed by Grässer and Söding—around the end of the first century—is by no means certain. Koester’s (2001: 50–54) survey in his commentary remarks that many scholars can be found dating Hebrews on both sides of the 70 ce divide. Second, encouragements to perseverance by no mean imply a late date. Even in 1 Thessalonians, for example, there is a presumption of “perseverance,” as well as exhortations to “comfort one another” and to “encourage the disheartened” (1 Thess 1:3; 4:18; 5:11, 14). Similarly, there is the encouragement to be steadfast in 1 Corinthians (15.58). Third, on a similar note, statements about future expectation cannot simply be assumed to be corrective of a deficiency on that point. Grässer and Wrede take opposing positions on this question, the latter taking the view that such statements are evidence for lively expectation in the community. (Interestingly, Grässer [1965: 180n176] simply responds that such references “can just as well be an indication of the delay of the Parousia.”) Fourth, Robinson’s point about greeting the promised blessings “from afar” is irrelevant, because Hebrews is talking about Old Covenant saints. There is no sense that the audience is far from salvation; indeed, they have “approached” Mount Zion (Heb 12:22–24). Fifth, it is notable that, for all of Grässer’s encyclopedic work on Hebrews, he identifies little in the epistle that he takes as positive evidence for delay. Rather, the statements about perseverance and future expectation are, on the assumption of the delay of the parousia, read as consistent with that theme (e.g., the “can just as well” above). And even if Hebrews was written in the late first century, that would not require that the delay of the parousia had become a problem (compare, e.g., the Epistles of John, discussed later). Others have understood the problem or crisis to which the epistle is addressed quite differently (see Dyer 2017: 21–46).

Finally, does Hebrews seem to hold to an expectation of Jesus’s imminent return? The prologue refers to Christ’s first advent occurring “at the end of these days” (1:2), and “at the culmination of the ages” (9:26), while his second coming will take place “in a little while” (10:37), and the day is “approaching” (10:25). These statements naturally place the audience in the last epoch of history. The reason for this is not so much that Christ’s return is expected imminently, pace Barrett (1956: 365), for whom the present age is “shortly to be consummated by his [i.e., Christ’s] return” (similarly Erlemann 1995: 221; Colijn 1996: 575).1 Rather, the decisive point for Hebrews is that there is only one final event remaining: the future shaking of the heavens as well as of the earth in Heb 12:26–27 is a final, singular occurrence (epi hapax, “once more”). As Grässer rightly notes, there is no sense here of “the timing of the final catastrophe (imminent expectation, delay of the parousia, etc.).” Instead, the emphasis is on the “singularity and unrepeatability of the eschatological event” to come (Grässer [1986] 1992: 242). On this aspect of Hebrews, Grässer is correct that there is no reference to any delimitation of the timing of Christ’s return (1965: 180).

James

On any showing, eschatology is very important to the Epistle of James. Eschatology has even been identified as the theological “framework” for the letter (Penner 1996). Even Hartin (2011: 451, cf. 466), who is more cautious about the apocalyptic and eschatological character of James, talks of how the opening verse’s reference to the twelve tribes “clearly situates the Letter of James within an eschatological framework.” The future destinies of the righteous and the wicked are set out plainly: those who are “rich in faith” are defined as “heirs of the kingdom which God has promised to those who love him” (Jas 2:5); conversely, the wicked will receive judgment without mercy, to be set on fire by hell, on the “day of slaughter” (2:13; 3:6; 5:5). According to James’s calendar, he and his audience are now living “in the last days” (5:3). The cries of the oppressed have already reached the Lord of Hosts (5:4), and God therefore “stands at the door,” ready to judge (5:9). Hence the coming of the Lord is near (5:8). The main implication of these statements is that Christians should wait with patient endurance (5:7–8 et passim).

There is general agreement that James expects the end very soon. English-language scholarship refers frequently to “imminent” expectation (e.g., Penner 1996: 161; Moo 2000: 225; Allison 2013: 712); German-language scholarship employs the term Naherwartung (e.g., Mussner 1964: 205; Schrage 1982: 53; Popkes 2001: 322). There is some variation in the degree of immediacy assumed by commentators. Allison (2013: 704n92) implies a very short interval in his comment that the analogy of “the farmer waiting for the land to yield its valuable crop” in Jas 5:7 is “perhaps all the more suitable as one waited less than half a year between planting and sowing—not a very long period of time.” Moore (1966: 151) on the other hand emphasizes how the response to the traders (Jas 4:13–17) who say “today or tomorrow we’ll travel to such and such a town, and spend a year there” is connected not with the parousia but with the transitoriness of human existence in Jas 4:14. Backhaus (1996) understands Jas 4:13–17 in terms not divorced from James’s eschatology, but principally as “everyday ethics.” While Jas 1:9–11 may allude to the parousia, the allusion there to Isa 40:6–8 means it may instead refer to the brevity of human life. This is certainly the emphasis in Jas 4:13–15. These two passages tap into the familiar sapiential themes of the unknowability of the future in general and the unpredictability of death in particular (Prov 27:1; Sir 11:18–19; Luke 12:16–21). Other scholars (e.g., Mussner 1964: 75; Moore 1966: 151n1) also consider that the prospect of deaths is part of the horizon for James’s audience. James 1:15 touches upon the threat of death: “desire conceives and gives birth to sin, and sin when fully grown begets death.” Some scholars consider the nearness of the parousia in more relative terms. On Jas 5:8 (“the parousia of the Lord has come near”), Moo (2000: 224) remarks that “the return of Christ, as the next event in the salvation-historical timetable, is, from the time of the early church to our own day, ‘near,’ or ‘imminent.’ ” Laws (1980: 211) also notes on Jas 5:8–9 that “James’ affirmation that the coming of the Lord is near contains no hint of how its nearness might be calculated” (see also Moore 1966: 150). James 4:13–17 and the farming analogy in 5:7 imply that the timing is in the sovereign hand of God.

On the issue of possible delay, a few scholars understand James to be implying a postponement of the parousia. These views can be plotted on a spectrum. At the extreme end of certainty, Strobel (1961: 259; similarly Eisele 2003: 19) talks of the “conviction of delay” (Überzeugung der Verzögerung) evident in the encouragement to be patient (makrothumēsate) in Jas 5:7–8. Next, Schrage (1982: 53) sees delay as apparently in the background of Jas 5:8: “You too, be patient and stand firm, because the Lord’s coming is near.” More cautiously, Brown (2019: 534) equivocates, noting the delay of the parousia as one possible reason for the exhortations to perseverance. The converse of Schrage’s apparent delay is found in Allison’s (2013: 704n93) statement of apparent lack of concern: “James does not seem to show any real anxiety about the end being delayed.” Finally, Davids (1982: 39) and Mussner (1964: 203; similarly Laws 1980: 210) are emphatic that Christ’s return is anticipated without any worry or concern of a delay whatsoever. These more skeptical scholars are undoubtedly correct. While one cannot of course rule out that some community members were anxious about delay, James’s call to endure until the parousia cannot be naively “mirror-read” as implying that some were not persevering because of doubts about the parousia.

The Johannine Epistles

The “delay of the parousia” has not been an issue in the discussion of the Johannine Epistles, in part because some scholars have even seen in the letters an escalation of imminent expectation by comparison with the Fourth Gospel. It is probably true that there is a greater emphasis on future expectation in the first epistle. Unlike the Gospel, 1 John refers to “the last hour,” the presence of singular and plural antichrists, the parousia when “Christ appears,” and the “day of judgment” (2:18, 22, 28; 3:2; 4:17). Certainly the Johannine Epistles fail to meet the criteria of belonging to a putative “early Catholicism” (Black 1986: 154). Only if one applies Bultmannian surgery to the text can one remove the sense of final eschatology from 1 John (see, e.g., Bultmann 1967: 49 on 1 John 2:28). The reference to future events is almost exclusively confined to 1 John among the letters. Although 2 John alludes to everlasting life and eschatological reward (2 John 2, 8) and some scholars (e.g., Schmidt 1992) see a possible reference to the parousia in 2 John 7, most commentators find no evidence in the letter for a dispute about the parousia and the nature of Christ’s future appearance (see Lieu 2008: 254–55).

The timing of the appearance of Christ at the parousia is near but also unknown. On the one hand, the arrival already of “antichrists” in the world means that the present time is the “last hour” (1 John 2:18; cf. 2 John 7). The point here is not that “the hour” is an especially short time, however, but that, as in John’s Gospel, the time of decision is upon us (Balz 1986: 37; Frey 2005: 82). As Litaert Peerbolte (1996: 101n4; contra, e.g., Dodd 1946: xxxvi) remarks, “the author of 1 John does not explicitly expect the parousia to occur in the near future. ‘The last hour’ has become a way of dealing with the urgency of the decision.” Reinforcing the indefiniteness of the timing is the Greek particle introducing the references to Jesus’s coming in 1 John 2:28 and 3:2:


And now, dear children, continue in him so that, whenever (ean) he appears, we may be confident and unashamed before him at his coming. (1 John 2:28)

 …

But we know that, whenever (ean) Christ appears, we shall be like him for we shall see him as he is. (1 John 3:2)



The word ean here normally means “if,” although it can rarely mean “when” or “whenever” (cf. also John 12:32; see BAGD 211). In this particular case, there may well be an emphasis on the temporal uncertainty (Lieu 2008: 114). In 2 and 3 John there are imminent hopes, but those hopes are that the author will soon see the “elect lady” and Gaius again (2 John 12; 3 John 10, 13–14).

The final events of the end—the appearance of Christ, the transfiguration of the saints into his likeness, and the final judgment—are certain in fact but uncertain in timing. As far as we can see from the Johannine Epistles, the temporal uncertainty cannot be attributed to a prior delay. Nor is there any sense that the epistles are a “return” to a futuristic eschatology among Johannine Christians after a prior lull (rightly Carson 1994: 218, 231; cf. Dodd 1946: liii–liv; Menken 2008: 206 sees the opponents as having an overrealized eschatology and raises the possibility that 1 John’s eschatological statements about the future may be polemical). The references to the future events of the parousia and judgment serve both to reassure and to warn those in the present living in the “last hour” (Lieu 1991: 90; Zimmermann 2011).

1 Peter

It is commonly noted that 1 Peter is a document suffused with hope (e.g., Reiser 1994: 173). There are various references to Christ’s parousia, although Peter never uses that particular Greek term. He speaks instead of Christ being revealed (1:7, 13), of the revelation of his glory (4:13), or of the appearance of the chief shepherd (5:4). There are also clear references to the end in 1 Pet. 2:12 (the day of God’s visitation) and in the various statements about judgment (1:17; 2:23; 4:5–6, 17; 5:6).

Scholars often remark on 1 Peter as evidence for expectation of an imminent parousia (e.g., Achtemeier 1996: 294; Elliott 2000: 744; Feldmeier 2008: 217). This is not surprising, given that the epistle announces that “the end of all things has come near” (1 Pet 4.7) and twice reassures the audience that their suffering will last only “for a little while” (1.6; 5.10). The first coming of Christ has taken place “at the end of the times” (1.20). Scholars who see a doctrine of the “messianic woes” in 1 Peter understand this tribulation as immediately anticipating the end (e.g., Webb 2007). Having said that, there is no specification of the length of the time; indeed Cranfield (1960: 111–12) and Vorholt (2009: 90, 98) contend that 1 Peter cannot be easily classified as propounding an imminent parousia. There are four factors which provide counterevidence to the claim that Peter expected Christ’s return immediately.

First, the audience inhabits not merely a punctiliar moment but a chronos—a period of time. This current period is “your term of exile” (ton tēs paroikias humōn chronon, 1 Pet 1:17). Indeed, the phrase shortly after this in 1:20, translated as “at the end of the times,” may be better rendered “in the last of times” (ep’ eschatou tōn chronōn), i.e., in the final stage of redemptive history rather than at the very end (Jobes 2005: 275–76). Achtemeier (1996: 132) sees the phrase referring to “the last of a series of ages” and “the final period of God’s plan” (similarly Davids 1990: 74; Elliott 2000: 377). Peter also refers to “the remainder of time” (ton epiloipon … chronon) in 1 Pet 4:2, a common Greek phrase referring to the future, in this case the audience’s future prior to the parousia. In 1 Pet 1:5, the very end is designated by a quite different phrase: Christ will be revealed at the last kairos or moment (en kairōi eschatōi)—“that final … point in time” (Elliott 2000: 338). The author describes the present, however, as a chronos rather than a moment.

Second, while the time specified for suffering is short, “short” is of course a relative term. Achtemeier (1996: 101) is almost certainly correct that oligon in 1 Pet 1:6 and 5:10 refers to duration rather than quality (pace Vorholt 2009: 97). These verses contrast the shortness of suffering with the everlasting character of the eschatological reward. In the former (1 Pet 1:4–6), the audience is promised “an inheritance that cannot perish, spoil or fade” kept for those “who … may have now for a little while (oligon) suffered”—the two phrases are grammatically joined and there is an implicit contrast (Grudem 1988: 62–63). In 1 Pet 5:10 the comparison is very clear: there is an explicit comparison between the eternity of God’s realm and the brevity of Christian suffering: the audience is addressed as called “to his everlasting glory (aiōnion autou doxan) in Christ, after you have suffered a little while (oligon pathontas)” (Davids 1990: 194; Feldmeier 2008: 251). When set alongside the infinite perpetuity of the Christian hope, the suffering will inevitably seem fleeting by comparison. This is true even though the persecution may in fact be extensive, as the reference to “all manner of trials” (1 Pet 1:6) implies (Vorholt 2009: 97). These references to short suffering may therefore not be as clear evidence for belief in an imminent parousia as is often thought.

Third, Webb (2007: 89–93; cf. Erlemann 1995: 227–28) considers the presence of the messianic woes to be a sign that the end is imminent: “For it is time for judgment to begin with God’s household; and if it comes to us first, what will the end be for those who do not obey the gospel of God?” (1 Pet 4:17). In fact, however, this verse clearly distinguishes between the beginning of judgment first (to arxasthai, protōn) and the later “end” or “outcome” (to telos) for non-Christians at the final judgment (Vorholt 2009: 98–99). Moreover, the suffering of the Christians is not merely a sign of the coming end but a part of the end, according to 1 Pet 4:17; hence a number of scholars note the prominence of realized eschatology in the letter (Reiser 1994: 171–76; Vorholt 2009; Horrell and Wan 2016: 267). As a result, Vorholt (2009: 98) is right to conclude that 1 Pet 4:17 cannot be adduced as indisputable evidence for intense imminent expectation. The meshing of the present age and eternity complicates any attempt to construct a linear, chronological time for the author (see further Vorholt 2009: 103–4; Horrell and Wan 2016).

Finally, there may be an implicit identification of the present time as a time of God’s patience (e.g., Grudem 1986; Kelly 1969: 158; Marcar 2017). In this view, Noah’s time appears to be a typological foreshadowing of the audience’s present. Just as God’s forbearance was in operation during the construction of the ark (1 Pet 3:20: “the patience of God was waiting in the days of Noah”), so Peter sees this patience as still active. (Otherwise the reference to patience in Noah’s time would be strangely redundant.) During this interval of divine patience, then, 1 Peter seems to envisage God bringing about further conversions through the epistle’s audience: the people are a priesthood called to declare the excellence of God (2:9) and to conduct themselves in a way which will lead pagans eventually to praise God (2:12); the same reasoning appears to undergird the instruction to wives, whose husbands in 1 Pet 3:1 may be “won over” by godly womanhood (Vorholt 2009: 90). Giving an explanation of the Christian hope to those who ask (1 Pet 3:15) presumably aims at the conversion of pagans as well. Christians may not always be successful in converting the ungodly, but at least the pagans might be “silenced” for now and put to shame at the judgment (2:15; 3:16). Although the author does not stress the point, the “term of exile” therefore may well be seen as a time of God’s patience which allows for the salvation of others.2

Only a few scholars appear to have concluded that this reference to God’s patience reflects a sense of Christ’s delay in returning. Achtemeier (1996: 263) is a rare example: “In this context, the reference to God’s patience is probably to be understood as the reason why God has delayed, even if not for long, his final judgment, enduring for a time the evil of the contemporary society that opposes him in the form of opposing the Christian community.” Grässer’s brief discussion of 1 Peter sees a crisis arising out of the “not yet,” with the “extension” (Erstreckung) of the present, the “temporary deferral” (zeitweilige Zurückstellung) of the echaton, and the “delay of the Parousia” (Verzögerung der Parusie) becoming the problem for the community (1965: 150–53; also Dawsey 2010: 147–48). Grässer’s view of 1 Peter suffers from the same weaknesses as his view of Hebrews. Nor is there anything to be said in favor of Dalton’s (1989: 58–59) assertion that the content of the pagans’ scoffing in 1 Pet 4:4 is that “the promised parousia delays in coming, and meanwhile Christians are dying just like other people.” In fact, Horrell (2013: 79) is correct that 1 Peter shows “no evident concern about the delay or non-occurrence of the parousia.”

2 Peter

As scholars often observe, 2 Peter is the one book of the New Testament which makes the “delay of the parousia” a theme.3 In 2 Peter 3, the author reports the opponents’ denial of the parousia, and makes several replies:






	Opponents’ point 1 (the taunt):
4a “Where is this promised coming of his?”
	Opponents’ point 2 (the basis for the taunt):
4b “For ever since the fathers fell asleep, everything has remained the same since the beginning of creation.”



	 
	Author’s responses to point 2:
5–7 But they deliberately forget that:

(i) long ago by God’s word the heavens came into being and the earth was formed out of water and by water.

(ii) By these waters also the world of that time was deluged and destroyed.

(iii) By the same word the present heavens and earth are reserved for fire, being kept for the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly.







	Author’s responses to point 1:
	 



	8–9 But do not forget this particular point, my beloved:

(i) “with the Lord” a day is like a thousand years, and “a thousand years are like a day.”

(ii) The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. Rather, he is patient with you, wanting no one to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.




	 



	Conclusion:
10 The day of the Lord will come like a thief. On it, the heavens will pass away with a roar, the elements will be dissolved by burning, and the earth and all its works will be exposed.







To probe the issue of the delay of the parousia more deeply, we can examine the impact of this so-called delay upon the three parties in the epistle: (1) the opponents, (2) the addressees, and (3) the author.


The Opponents

The first clear mention of false teachers comes in 2 Pet 2:1, which contains an analogy between the false prophets of old and the false teachers now. The latter claim—like the opposition in Jude—to have authority over certain heavenly powers (2:10–12). They have some kind of association with the addressees (2:13: “feasting with you”) and are intimate enough with the congregation to be able to influence them, especially leading astray unstable Christians (2:14) or “those fleeing from the people who live in error” (2:18). These false teachers were evidently destined to have some success (2:2: “many will follow them”), perhaps because of their message of “freedom” (2:19). Scholars often connect this freedom with the opponents’ skepticism about coming judgment.

The first part of their objection (3:4a: “Where is this promised coming of his?”) is expressed in scriptural terms, the rhetorical question “Where is… ?” being a common taunt in the Psalms and Prophets (see, e.g., Popa 2017: 167). Like many such taunts, the implied answer to “Where?” is “Nowhere.” There is thus a basic rejection of any idea of a return of Christ.

The second part of the skeptical objection is the basis for the taunt in 2 Pet 3:4a: “For, ever since the fathers fell asleep, everything has remained the same since the beginning of creation” (3:4b). The point here is not that the earliest Christian generation has passed away, and so the deadline for the parousia has elapsed. First, the objection is that nothing has happened since the fathers died off, not that Christ failed to return before the passing of the apostolic generation. Second, although the majority of scholars take “the fathers” to be the apostles and perhaps others of that first Christian generation (e.g., Bauckham 1983: 290–91; Frey 2018: 382), this is in fact doubtful. As Adams (2005) has noted, the normal usage of this phrase is in reference to Old Testament patriarchs and prophets. The idea of the first generation of Christians having died would not fit well either with Petrine authorship or a pseudonymous authorial fiction. It has been objected to the “patriarchal” interpretation that it would be very odd to have no reference to the Christ event if the promises were Old Testament promises (Bauckham 1983: 290; Grünstäudl 2013b: 196). Yet the position of the scoffers clearly is that the cosmos has remained the same not just since the patriarchal promises but “since the beginning of creation.” The author also presents the opponents as in some sense denying the redemptive work of Christ (2 Pet. 2.1). Positively, moreover, understanding the fathers as Old Testament patriarchs would make good sense in this context, because they are often identified as the recipients of the promises (e.g., Acts 13:32; Rom 15:8–9; Barn. 5.7; 14.1; Apoc. Pet. 14.2–3), and Peter has already talked of the “prophetic word” in 2 Pet 1:19–21 as confirmation of the parousia (1:16). In 2 Pet 3:1–2, the antidote to the false teaching about the parousia comprises the words not only of the apostles but also of the “holy prophets”—an addition by the author to Jude 17, assuming the order of influence runs from Jude to 2 Peter. In 2 Pet 3:13 the promise consists, at least in part, of “new heavens and a new earth,” which is very likely to refer to the Old Testament promise of the patriarch Isaiah (Isa 65:17; 66:22). Therefore, the objectors reason, if there has been no cosmic catastrophe or new heaven and earth since the time of these patriarchs (who lived a very long time ago), the promises allegedly made to or through them must have been bootless. This absence of past divine activity is the basis for the opponents rejecting any prospect of a divine intervention in the future. The opponents are therefore not claiming a “delay” of the parousia as such, but its nonexistence because of the inordinate length of time since the promises were made to the fathers.

In sum, as far as we can tell from 2 Peter, the mockers’ taunts did not arise because an objective deadline had passed (as in some interpretations of Mark 9:1; 13:30; John 21:20–23). Nor is the statement in 2 Pet 3:4b an expression of a Parmenidean or Epicurean doctrine, though it is compatible with such views (Frey 2018: 384). It rather professes to be an empirical observation about the nonfulfillment (i.e., the perpetual delay) of allegedly divine promises.

The Addressees

To what extent have these false teachers already persuaded the congregation of a delay (or perpetual deferral)? Hoppe (2010: 283) describes the community addressed in 2 Peter as “unsettled.” For Käsemann (1964: 170, cf. 193–94), they are “embarrassed and disturbed,” while Popa (2017: 163, 181; cf. 173) sees a “crisis.” Other commentators detect no sense of embarrassment (von Allmen 1966: 257; Neyrey 1980: 430–31) and see the opponents as a marginal group more distinct from the addressees (Talbert 1966: 137–45). It is of course hard to gauge the state of alert in the community from a letter addressed to them. The author, however, does not seem anxious that his addressees have already succumbed to the false teachers. The addressees have received the faith, have everything they need, know the truth, and are “established in the truth present” among them (2 Pet 1:1, 3, 12). It is plausible, however, that at least some of them understood Christ’s return as delayed, given that the discussion of slowness in 2 Pet 3:8–9 is framed by the address to “my beloved” and the response about God’s patience “to you” (Frey 2019: 25). On the other hand, the author’s emphasis is on reminding the addressees of what they already know, and the tone of the letter is not anxious like Galatians, for example; it is more a clarification of their existing position and an encouragement to persevere, as Jude is.

The Author’s Responses

The author’s first reply addresses the objection that “everything has remained the same since the beginning of creation.” Confronting this, he states that, just as God created the world and intervened in judgment at the flood, so in the future God will certainly judge the cosmos (2 Pet 3:5–7). This first stage of the response therefore addresses the fact of the parousia rather than its timing. This assertion that the parousia will surely come has been anticipated earlier in the letter, where the certainty of the parousia is grounded in the transfiguration (1:16–18) and in the solidity of the prophetic promises (1:19–21), as well as in the Lord’s ability to reward and punish (2:9) and in the statement that God’s judgment is not idle or asleep in 2 Pet 2:3 (Hoppe 2010: 283; Frey 2019: 38–40).

It is the second part of the reply that deals with the experienced delay. As we have noted, it seems likely that the author surmises a sense of delay in the audience. In vv. 8 and 9, he makes two theological points to address this experience.

The initial theological point is the incommensurability of divine and human measurements of time: “ ‘with the Lord’ a day is like a thousand years, and ‘a thousand years are like a day’ ” (2 Pet 3:8, quoting Ps 90:4 [LXX 89:4]). Here the argument is not merely that what might seem a long time for human beings (i.e., the time of waiting for Christ’s return) might be a short time for God. This is the thrust of Psalm 90 which Peter is quoting. To the psalm’s statement that for God a thousand years are like a day, however, Peter adds the “vice versa,” that the converse is also true (“ ‘with the Lord’ a day is like a thousand years”). The point is therefore that God’s accounting of time is unlike any human measurements of time (Schrage 1985; Erlemann 1995: 229; Frey 2018: 401), whether they be subjective experiences of duration or more rational human reckonings of days, years, or generations. The author’s reference to God’s transcendence of time is obviously of significance for the question “Where is this promised coming of his?” The author relativizes any problem of delay which Christians might feel as merely human experience which does not correspond to the timing of the divine plan.

It is not until the latter point (2 Pet 3:9) that the theme of delay explicitly arises: “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. Rather, he is patient with you, wanting no one to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” The reference to slowness is similar to delay, although the former does not presuppose a “deadline” having passed in the way that “delay” may suggest.4 The implied objection of “slowness” has in part been addressed in 2 Pet 3:8: since divine and human measurements of time are incommensurable, the human experience of slowness is not a reflection of God’s perspective. Hence “the Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness.”

While the author rejects the idea of a delay or slowness, he does allow that there is an interval. There is therefore a kind of “stretching out” of time which may, from a human perspective, have been anticipated as short. God’s transcendence of time means that he can speed it up, compress it, expand it, or shorten it (Schrage 1985: 271, 273). God’s patience may imply a deferral of his wrath (Strobel 1961: 90). This interval has a theological rationale: God’s patience aims to elicit human repentance. (Riesner [1984: 140] notes a similar motif in Luke 13:6–9, where the forestry steward requests that the owner, who has ordered his fig tree to be cut down, allow a further year for the tree to bear fruit.) There has been some scholarly discussion of the fact that Peter says here “he is patient with you” (see Horrell 1998: 179–80): does this imply that the interval provides opportunity specifically for the addressees to repent? Or does the clause “wanting no one to perish, but everyone to come to repentance” indicate a more universal purpose to the interval? As noted, the author appears to have a fairly contented and optimistic view of his audience. Although there is danger, as matters stand the addressees’ salvation (not perishing but repenting) does not seem to be in jeopardy. As a result it is probably better to regard the “you” as nonspecific rather than the “no one” and “everyone” as overspecific (i.e., referring only to the community).

An Imminent Parousia in 2 Peter?

Finally, does the author assume that, despite the interval, the parousia is still imminent? A number of scholars think so, primarily on the basis that the opponents are themselves a sign of the end of time (Frey 2011: 505–6): “First, you must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own desires” (2 Pet 3:3). Bauckham (1983: 310) argues that “the author in fact continues to speak as though his readers will be alive at the Parousia,” on the basis of 2 Pet 1:19 (“until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts”) and 3:10 (“as you look forward to this, make every effort to be found spotless”). These passages would apply in the same way, however, whether the end came during their lifetimes, or the fulfillments of these expectations took place at the resurrection of the dead.

To reason from the presence of the scoffers to an imminent end, moreover, seems to reverse the logic of the letter: the author does assume that he and his readers are living in the last days, but his point is that the presence of false teachers should thus be no surprise—it is all part of the divine plan. Given what the author has said about calculations of the end and the human incomprehensibility of God’s timing, it is unlikely that he would have a particular time frame in mind. The motif of the parousia coming like a thief (3:10) and the possibility of the “hastening” of the last day’s arrival (3:12), however, confirm that the coming of Christ is potentially imminent.

2 Peter: Conclusion

The structure of the argument in 2 Pet 3:4–10 is clear, and an obvious distinction between the author’s own view and that of the “scoffers” is apparent. From his own point of view, “the author writes not as someone wrestling with his own doubts and perplexity and endeavouring to find a way through them, but as someone who recognizes a bogus problem for what it is” (Cranfield 1960: 186–87). For the opponents, there is also not quite a sense of delay (contra Eisele 2003: 19); their view is not that the parousia is delayed but that it is not coming at all. It may be granted that their skepticism about divine action in the future may well have been partly caused by an apparent failure of the parousia to come earlier (Frey 2018: 383). As far as we can tell, the audience is at risk of influence from the false teachers, but not in crisis. The tone and content of the author’s address to the congregation are very different from the way the author talks about the false teachers. In sum, while 2 Peter addresses aspects of the audience’s experience of “delay of the parousia,” the letter does not provide evidence that such a supposed delay proved a great embarrassment to Christians or was seen as an alarming emergency.

Jude

Jude is often regarded as a clear product of “early Catholicism,” with its apparent petrification of Christianity as a body of tradition, “the faith handed down once for all to the saints” (v. 3; see, e.g., Schelkle 1963: 226; Käsemann 1964: 175). Yet Jude fails the early Catholic test very badly when it comes to eschatology, for there is a vibrant interest in the parousia throughout the letter. Believers are “kept for Christ” in anticipation of his return (v. 1). The ungodly opponents in the epistle, conversely, will face “this judgment” (4), which is defined in the exegetical section (5–19): there will be “the judgment of the great day” (6), “everlasting fire,” the still smoldering Sodom and Gomorrah serving as harbingers of the fires of hell (7), and the wicked will “incur destruction” (10). All this will happen when, as Enoch foretold, “the Lord comes with his countless holy ones to carry out judgment against everyone, and to convict all the ungodly of every act of ungodliness which they have committed, and of every bitter word which these ungodly sinners have spoken against him” (Jude 14–15; cf. 1 En. 1.9). The presence of heretical and libertine “mockers” is not a surprise, however, because the apostles foretold that they would come “in the last time” (v. 18). Everything is therefore happening in accordance with the divine plan, and in anticipation of the end the posture of the faithful is to be “waiting for our Lord Jesus Christ’s mercy which leads to eternal life” (21). There is thus a high density of material related to the parousia in this short letter (Webb 1996).

Is there any indication of this coming being imminent or delayed? It has been argued that Jude employs a “pesheristic” interpretation of 1 Enoch 1; that is, the author cites Enoch’s oracle as relating specifically to his own day when the prophecy will be fulfilled (Bauckham 1983: 5; Anderson 2003: 56). Commentators often take the presence in Jude of mockers in “the last time” (v. 18) to mean that the end must be at hand (Frey 2018: 50). Some scholars thus see an enduring imminent expectation of the parousia in Jude.

Others, however, note a lively expectation of the parousia, but without any suggestion of an imminent timing (Müller 1998: 288). This is probably more accurate in relation to Jude. On the question of the pesheristic interpretation, Enoch’s prophecy is not taken to be solely about the opponents in Jude. Rather, the prophet speaks “also (kai) against them” (v. 14). The prophecy is about judgment upon “everyone” and is directed against “all the ungodly” (15), not only those troubling Jude in the letter. Again, “the last time” referred to in v. 18 is not given a specific length; instead, with the faith having been passed down “once and for all” (hapax) according to v. 3, there is nothing further in salvation history to be accomplished apart from the church’s mission to “save others by snatching them from the fire” (23; cf. v. 3).

Nor is there any suggestion of delay in the epistle to cause a problem for the author or his audience. Vögtle (1994: 86, 95–98) takes Jude’s opponents to be “parousia mockers” or “parousia deniers,” however, and sees the impulse for this stance to be the delay of the parousia. Hoppe (2010: 269, 271) similarly perceives “a crisis of parousia faith” and attendant dispute over it, and believes the situation in Jude to be similar to that of 2 Peter (Hoppe 2010: 279, 284). On the other hand, as Frey (2011: 497) rightly points out, there is no sense in the letter that the parousia or its timing is a subject of dispute.

Conclusion

Several examples from this survey suggest that the treatment of the “delay of the parousia” often depends on a scholar’s broader construction of early Christianity as a whole. Dale Allison is not merely an expert on the epistle of James, and Ernst Käsemann did not only write on 2 Peter and Jude. Integration of Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles into one’s overall picture of eschatological tendencies in early Christianity, of course, does not necessarily distort the evidence. As can be seen with Hebrews and 1 Peter, however, for Erich Grässer the assignment of these epistles to the “in-between time” (Zwischenzeit) at the end of the first century is taken as virtually sufficient on its own to warrant interpretation against the background of delay. The same can be said of Vögtle’s analysis of Jude. Scholars should instead be cautious about assuming what “must” have been the case in a particular period of early Christianity. As Allison (2013: 704n92) has noted, “there was no unilinear rise or decline in eschatological enthusiasm.”

Similarly, scholars who posit an assumption of delay underlying a particular early Christian letter tend to exaggerate the phenomenon. It is widely acknowledged that 2 Peter is the only New Testament document to address the issue directly, and even here “delay” is an issue neither for the author nor even for the opponents (who deny the parousia outright) but only for the audience—and even then the author’s relative calm implies that the situation is far from critical. The identification of delay as an impulse for the writing of Hebrews or James or 1 Peter or Jude is mere speculation. In commentary on the Johannine Epistles the issue apparently does not arise even in scholarly imagination.

On the other hand, there is a tendency to exaggerate the degree of imminent expectation in some cases. For James, God’s will is sovereign over human history, and in 2 Peter, divine and human time are incommensurable. Hebrews and Jude appear to reason that all the conditions are ready for the Lord’s return, but neither gives any timescale for the parousia. The author of 1 Peter uses the language both of nearness and of Christians dwelling in an “age,” and 1 John can even talk in quite indefinite terms of “whenever” Christ might appear. The combination of references to nearness (most marked in 1 Pet 4:7 and Jas 5:7–9) with qualifications reflects the fact that nearness or imminence can be “a very elastic concept” (Frey 2018: 407). The perceptions of delayed time experienced by, for example, the audience of 2 Peter are merely provisional. Conversely, God’s actions can also appear to human experience as a compression or shortening of time (Mark 13:20; 2 Pet 3:12; see Erlemann 1995). As 1 Peter demonstrates, the inbreaking of eschatological events into the present also complicates the notion of time being straightforwardly linear for New Testament authors.

From the foregoing survey, it is clear that conventional narratives about a “delay of the parousia” in early Christian history stand in need of correction, not least with reference to the Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles. The idea that the Catholic Epistles stem from a decadent period in which eschatological enthusiasm has declined is wrong-headed, as is the whole construct of the “early Catholicism” from which they are too often assumed to have emerged.

Notes

1.The most recent discussion of Hebrews’ eschatology (Lee 2022) refers to imminent expectation only in connection with the book of Jubilees. Feuillet (1961: 26–27) refers to Hebrews as several times talking of the imminence of judgment, but he goes on to speak in terms of judgment, at least in part, coming in 70 ce.

2.Some have argued that 1 Peter gives evidence of an expectation of deaths forthcoming in the community (e.g., Reiser 1994: 170). But Achtemeier (1996: 281) and Davids (1990: 150) are probably correct that 1 Pet 4:2 refers to the interval before the parousia rather than the remaining earthly lives of Christians before they die.

3.I will not address the introductory questions about 2 Peter treated elsewhere in this volume. Few of those issues affect the meaning of 2 Peter 3 under discussion. There is not space to deal here with the ingenious “new perspective” on 2 Peter advocated by Grünstäudl (2013a, 2013b) and Frey (2018, 2019); for some critical responses, see Foster (2019) and Bauckham (2019).

4.“Slowness” does, however, come in a cluster of roughly synonymous nouns in Plutarch’s treatise On the Delay of Divine Vengeance: “slowness” (bradytēs, 548c, 549b); “procrastination” (mellēsis, 548c, 549b, 550f); “spending time” (diatribē, 549b), “laziness” (rhathumia, 556e). See Neyrey (1980: 414–15); Trimaille (2004: 474–75).
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Part II

Hebrews


Chapter 8


Hebrews

Contested Issues



Kenneth Schenck

The book of Hebrews is a study in polyvalence. Uncertainties surrounding such basic matters as the identity of its author and recipients, cultural background, literary genre, and many other issues have long thwarted interpreters, even before Joachim Biesenthal (1878: 1) first referred to “the riddles of Hebrews” over a century ago. Surveys of the secondary literature over the past several decades (e.g., Grässer 1964; Feld 1985; Guthrie 2004; Harrington 2005; Dyer 2013; Moffitt 2019, 2021) have documented the way in which scholarship on Hebrews has come and gone in waves and eddies, with consensus on many of the most crucial questions remaining elusive. A generation ago, J. C. McCullough (1994: 66) could describe Hebrews as a Cinderella hardly invited to the ball of New Testament studies. In the twenty-first century, however, Hebrews has danced regularly and often, with well over thirty monographs and almost twenty commentaries since the turn of the millennium (Moffitt 2011: 390nn5–6).

Genre and Integrity

There is broad support for the notion that Hebrews is some sort of sermon or homily. Key evidence for this perspective comes, first, from the fact that the book does not begin with a standard letter greeting or proceed in a letter form. An additional clue is its self-identification as a “word of exhortation” (13:22), an expression used in Acts 13:15 for a short sermon that Paul delivers at Pisidian Antioch. That the final chapter of Hebrews takes the form of a letter conclusion, with final instructions and greetings, further complicates its classification as a sermon. While we do not learn their identities, the clear impression is that author and audience are well acquainted. Most interpreters thus regard Hebrews as a hybrid of sorts, a “sent-sermon.” It is a sermon sent to a destination at some remove from the author, with an epistolary conclusion.

On account of the meager and provisional character of the evidence, one occasionally finds scholars who dissent from this consensus. Regarding the genre of Hebrews, Carl Mosser (2006: 249) has argued that the placement of Paul’s word of exhortation in Acts suggests it was more of a “prophetic word” than a homily, as the synagogue sermon would typically have been completed before Paul gave his “word of exhortation.” Mosser wonders if the “word” in Heb 13:22 is not Hebrews itself but, instead, a previous prophetic warning the author had delivered to the community.

From time to time, an older hypothesis resurfaces that ch. 13 is a later addition to the book and thus that the letter ending was not part of the original document (e.g., Buchanan 1972; Wedderburn 2004). However, most scholars consider the final chapter with its epistolary elements to be part of the original document (Filson 1967; Thurén 1973). On the basis of ch. 13—and especially the mention of Timothy in v. 23—Clare Rothschild (2009) has proposed that Hebrews is “disguised” as a Pauline letter. Although Rothschild does not make the connection, the suggestion that Hebrews is intended as a Pauline pseudepigraphon by someone in the apostle’s orbit might also fit with a hypothesis such as that of Ruth Hoppin (2009) that the actual author of Hebrews was Priscilla. While these theories have gained some sympathy, they generally stand on the margins.

On the assumption that Hebrews was composed as a homily, Gabriella Gelardini (2006) has argued that Hebrews was not only a sermon but that it was an ancient synagogue homily for a specific day on the Jewish calendar. Tisha be-Av was set aside not only to remember the prohibition of Israel from entering the land of Canaan but also to remember the destruction of both the first and second temples. Gelardini (2005: 123) suggests a date for Hebrews in the late first or early second century, when it is likely that the Palestinian Triennial Cycle of Scripture readings was in use.

Literary Structure

Questions about the literary structure of Hebrews have long divided commentators, though some areas of consensus have emerged. George Guthrie (1994) and Cynthia L. Westfall (2005) have generated key insights into the sermon’s structure with the application of discourse analysis. Westfall has focused especially on the author’s use of hortatory subjunctives, affirming the tripartite division of Hebrews—1:1–4:16; 4:11–10:25; 10:19–13:16, with overlapping units—that other scholars have proposed. There is nearly universal agreement that a major shift takes place in ch. 10, usually at v. 18 or v. 25, where commentators find a clear shift from the author’s high priestly argument to a more paraenetic focus in the rest of the book. The alternation between exposition and exhortation, or between doctrinal and paraenetic material (as Vanhoye 1976: 59 puts it), is likewise recognized by most scholars (e.g., Guthrie 1994: 112–16). This shift is most pronounced in the latter part of ch. 10. Within the final section, there is broad agreement as well that ch. 13 stands somewhat apart as something like a letter conclusion to the sermon (Stolz 2018; Holmes 2018).

It is in the first of these three broad structural divisions where one finds the greatest difference of opinion. The disagreement is more one of emphasis than disagreement over the location of shifts. For example, most scholars see some sort of parallelism between the material in Heb 4:14–16 and 10:18–25, which form an inclusio at the beginning and end of the middle section (see esp. Nauck 1960). The correlation of elements in these two sets of verses aligns so well that most scholars see them as hinge points whereby the document as a whole may be divided into three main sections (Cockerill 2012: 61; cf. Pierce 2020: 176–78, 209). Although he elaborates this basic structure into a more intricate set of chiastic patterns, Cockerill’s (2012: 79–80) outline is representative, even if scholars who adopt it would characterize the contents differently:


1:1–4:13 A Very Short History of the Disobedient People of God

4:14–10:18 The Son’s High Priesthood—Resource and Urgency for Perseverance

10:19–12:29 A History of the Faithful People of God from Creation to Consummation



This tripartite outline is now more widely accepted than Albert Vanhoye’s (1976) influential outline which divided the document into five sections: 1:5–2:18 (eschatology); 3:1–5:10 (ecclesiology); 5:11–10:39 (sacrifice); 11:1–12:13 (paraenesis); 12:14–13:19 (eschatology).

It is a scholarly commonplace that the first four verses of Hebrews form an exordium or proemium to the sermon (1:1–4). The question is whether they should be set aside as a distinct introduction to the whole sermon or should be seen as part of a larger introduction that perhaps extends to the end of ch. 2. Vanhoye’s outline sets the first four verses apart as introduction in parallel to the last two verses of Hebrews as conclusion (so also Martin and Whitlark 2018: 253). By contrast, Walter Übelacker (1989) sees these verses as the first part of a narratio that extends to 2:18, providing background to the epistle’s broader argument.

A final point of contention relates to the significance of the shift that takes place at the start of ch. 3. Utilizing the categories of ancient rhetoric, Übelacker (1989: 193–95) considers Heb 2:17–18 the propositio of the sermon, the “key verses,” as it were. As early as 1902, F. Thien (1902) had suggested that Heb 2:17 might introduce themes which play out in the chapters that follow (“faithful”: 3:1–4:13; “merciful”: 4:14–5:10). Léon Vaganay (1940) and Vanhoye (1976) followed suit, with Vanhoye’s agreement having an enduring impact. Übelacker (1989) likewise sees Heb 2:17–18 as a general statement that prepares for the argumentatio proper of the sermon, which he believes begins at 3:1.

Amid the multiplicity of proposals for understanding the literary structure of Hebrews, therefore, we find significant common ground: 1:1–4 serves as an introduction; 2:17–18 is a thematic statement that is worked out in the chapters that follow; 3:1 marks a shift in the argument; 4:14–16 and 10:18–25 are parallel statements that may serve as hinges that demarcate the beginning and end of the middle section; 5:11–6:12 includes the central exhortation, followed by the central exposition of the sermon in 7:1–10:18. There is a decided turn toward exhortation near the end of ch. 10. Hebrews 13 is an epistolary conclusion.

Recent analyses feature refinements of this broad structure or construe the nature of the divisions along different lines. John Paul Heil (2010) is one among many who see chiastic structures as the key to understanding the flow of the text. Within three broader units (A [1:1–5:10], B [5:11–9:28], and A′ [10:1–13:25]), Heil identifies eleven subunits in chiastic relationships. Madison Pierce (2020) approaches the question of structure in a novel manner by framing Hebrews as a recurring dialogue between Father and Son, Son and Father, and the Holy Spirit with the community. However much they illuminate certain aspects of the text, to this point these alternatives have not displaced the consensus that broadly understands Hebrews as a sermon divided into three parts.

Use of the Old Testament

It is the overwhelming consensus that the author of Hebrews drew from a version of the Greek Old Testament when quoting Scripture rather than from the Hebrew Bible (Georghita 2003). For example, Heb 10:5 quotes Psalm 39:7 LXX with a variant found in no known Hebrew manuscript. Hebrews reads “a body you have prepared for me” in place of the original Hebrew, “my ears you have opened up.” Cockerill (2012: 436) maintains that the variant could have derived from a textual corruption or a misreading of the more original Greek manuscript in which a translator perhaps understood “ears” as a synecdoche. The author of Hebrews then built his case on this existing variation in the text with which he and his audience were more familiar. Cockerill notes other minor changes in the citation that he believes were probably made by the author himself.

However, even on the assumption that the author is following the Greek rather than Hebrew text, it is contested whether the author felt free to paraphrase or modify the biblical text for rhetorical or theological purposes. Is the author relatively loose or relatively conservative when quoting Scripture? Recent discussion has been driven by Susan Docherty (2009), whose main thesis is that the author of Hebrews is extremely careful in his citation of Septuagintal texts down to the level of individual words. She notes, e.g., that the unusual reading en dokimasia in Heb 3:9 has been discovered in the Bodmer Papyrus text of Ps 94:9 (Docherty 2009: 137). Other examples lead Docherty to conclude that as-yet-undiscovered manuscripts with alternate readings likely exist to explain citations in Hebrews (165, 203), whereas others (e.g., Thomas 1965) believe the author has freely and deliberately paraphrased the biblical text for theological reasons. Similarly, although J. C. McCullough (1980) believes that Hebrews likely draws on Septuagintal texts no longer available to us, he still concludes that the author was willing to alter the biblical text to make its message more understandable to his audience. Docherty’s analysis serves as a salutary reminder that the textual variation exhibited in Hebrews need not be explained as an intentional emendation on the part of the author, and that the absence of evidence for an extant reading in the manuscript tradition is not the same as evidence of absence.

Yet Docherty’s own thesis at points relies on an absence of evidence. She ably argues that there could have existed a Greek text behind certain citations in Hebrews, but in the end it often remains a conjecture. In some cases, the odd precedents she cites could actually result from the influence of Hebrews itself rather than an independent textual tradition. An even further leap is to assume that care and fidelity in citation indicates a certain view of inspiration on the part of the author, a conclusion that may import modern controversies into the author’s world (e.g., Docherty 2009: 141). Additionally, what does one make of the author’s splicing together of Josh 1:5, Deut 31:8, and possibly Gen 28:15 in Heb 13:5? The same concatenation of texts is made in Philo (Conf. 166), so the author of Hebrews may very well be citing an Alexandrian tradition, but if Docherty’s thesis is correct, the author could not have failed to realize that it was a composite of texts from the Jewish Bible. Therefore, while Docherty has shown that the author may have cited lesser known variants of the Greek text, her analysis does not account for every aspect of his handling of Scripture.

Author and Recipients

The unnamed author’s identity must forever remain a mystery. After the usual survey of the field, commentators almost invariably affirm the judgment of Origen in the third century: “God knows” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.14). Occasionally a scholar will speculate about specific figures who may have written Hebrews, such as Priscilla (Hoppin 2009). Most scholars continue to believe that the author was male, based on the use of the masculine singular, self-referential participle at Heb 11:32. Pauline authorship of Hebrews has been almost universally rejected by commentators. One exception is David Alan Black (2001), who has suggested that Paul might have dictated Hebrews to Luke and allowed him some latitude in the actual composition. David L. Allen (2010) has similarly suggested that Luke was the author, a theory which assumes that the author of Luke-Acts was the same Luke mentioned in Paul’s letters. Several scholars give serious consideration to Apollos or someone like him from an Alexandrian Jewish background (Johnson 2006: 44; Backhaus 2009: 21; Cockerill 2012: 10). This proposal relates to questions about the similarities and dissimilarities between Hebrews and Philo (see “Philo and Metaphysical Dualism”).

Although the quest to discover the author’s name has been largely abandoned, most scholars acknowledge that the excellent prose of Hebrews points to a highly educated author for whom Greek was a first language. This would allow for either a Jewish or Gentile author (like Luke [cf. Col 4:11]). Authorship by a Christ believer from a Hellenistic Jewish background is the more popular position. Nothing about Hebrews requires that the author was Jewish, however, as Gentile converts to Christian Judaism fully embraced the Scriptures and perspectives of their adopted religion. Further inferences about the identity or background of the author must remain tentative, insofar as the available information about the author is limited to the document itself.

The identity and location of the recipients are matters of greater contention. The traditional position that the audience was located in Jerusalem has very few adherents (though see Mosser 2004). Luke Timothy Johnson (2006: 43–44) has revived the hypothesis of Montefiore (1964) that the audience might be located at Corinth and that Hebrews might even predate 1 Corinthians. Decisions about the destination often rely heavily on the interpretation of Heb 13:24 (“those from Italy greet you”). This note might reflect the provenance of the writer, but it is usually seen as pointing to a Roman destination. Proponents of a Roman audience attempt to align internal allusions to the situation of Hebrews with what we believe about the history of the Roman community from other first-century sources. As Johnson (2006: 44) and others have pointed out, however, we might see parallels to the stories of other Christian communities too if we had more information about them. A Roman destination for Hebrews nonetheless enjoys the greatest support. Jason Whitlark (2014: 4–12) in particular has shown that the situation in Rome during the mid-Flavian period (ca. 79–82 ce) could easily have given rise to the concerns evinced in Hebrews.

Of greater significance is the question of whether the audience was Jewish or Gentile or, to put it more accurately, whether the audience came to faith in Christ as Jews or as non-Jews. Cockerill (2012: 19) has gone so far as to say that one cannot interpret Hebrews without taking a position on this question. British and especially continental scholarship has historically tended toward a Gentile audience in the period after the destruction of the temple, while American scholarship has often leaned toward a Jewish audience prior to its destruction. According to David Moffitt (2019: 391, 405), the trend is toward a Jewish audience and a pre-70 date of composition.

The same “new perspectives” that have had an impact on Pauline and Jesus studies in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century might clarify some misconceptions in relation to the intended audience of Hebrews as well (Schenck 2019). For example, the extensive use of the Jewish Scriptures has little bearing on the question of audience. After all, the Galatians were primarily Gentile, and the scriptural argument of Paul’s letter to them is quite intricate at points. Many Gentile converts to Christian Judaism were likely God-fearers previously and, in any case, would have fully embraced the Scriptures of their newfound faith. In addition to a Roman destination, Whitlark (2014: 12–16, 190–93) has argued that Hebrews was written to a Gentile audience tempted to “relapse” into imperial culture in order to avoid persecution and recover its honor.

The question of the audience’s ethnicity bears directly on the question of the situation envisioned by Hebrews. At present, the dominant view is that the audience is from a Jewish background and that the author is worried they will abandon their faith in Jesus and return to their former commitments within “mainstream” Judaism (e.g., Mackie 2007: 12–17). But a Gentile audience might also be contemplating a return to their status as God-fearers associated with a nonmessianic form of Judaism. Alternatively, a Gentile audience might be tempted to abandon Judaism altogether, to “turn from the living God” (Heb 3:12; cf. 1 Thess 1:9) back to the worship of dead idols (Schenck 2019: 31–58).

A crux interpretum in this discussion is Heb 5:11–6:3. In Heb 5:12, the author complains that he may need to teach them again “the elements of the beginning of the oracles of God” (5:12). This seems to align with his reference to “the word of the beginning of the Christ” (6:1), which relates to things they needed to learn when they first embraced Jesus as Messiah. Among these teachings are “repentance from dead works and faith in God, teaching about baptisms and laying on hands, and the resurrection of the dead and eternal judgment” (Heb 6:1–2). This “starter list” relates far more to things a Gentile convert would need to learn when believing in Christ than would a Jewish believer. Belief in repentance for sins, faith in God, resurrection, eternal life—these were widely held Jewish beliefs which a Jewish audience would likely have known since birth (Attridge 1989: 163; deSilva 2000: 16). Nevertheless, it is not impossible that the list could also have applied to some Jews, and many interpreters see Hebrews as intended for a mixed audience of Jewish and Gentile believers (deSilva 2000: 6–7). It is a matter of proportion—which group dominated? This question should not be considered in isolation from questions about the date or situation of Hebrews.

Date and Situation

With regard to the date of composition, scholars may be divided into three basic groups. First are those who date Hebrews prior to the destruction of the temple in 70 ce. This group generally leans toward a Jewish audience. Second are those who date Hebrews to the decade or so after 70. This group is not as unified on the question of ethnicity but leans increasingly toward a more Gentile audience. Finally, some date Hebrews to a later period at some remove from events surrounding the demise of the temple.

The situation envisioned by Hebrews is of obvious relevance to the question of dating. William Lane (1991: lxiii–lxvi), for example, suggests that the past persecution of the audience (Heb 10:32–34) might have been during Claudius’s expulsion of the Jews from Rome and that Hebrews itself was written in the early days of the Neronian persecution. Those who infer a weak connection between Hebrews’ content and its context are free to date it either earlier or later. Pamela Eisenbaum (2005: 224–31) and Gabriella Gelardini (2005) read Hebrews as an expression of general theological sentiments that would resonate broadly after the temple’s destruction and situate it in the last quarter of the first or early in the second century. Whereas Eisenbaum sees the author assuming a stance at some distance from the apostolic generation and exhibiting a familiarity with other Christian literature that is hard to square with an early dating, Gelardini speculates that Hebrews originated as a synagogue homily for Tisha b’Av, a day of fasting that marks five major calamities in Jewish history, including the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 ce. Cockerill (2012: 40) concurs that Hebrews is a general Christian adaptation of a synagogue homily instead of a response to a specific situation but places it before 70 ce.

Some arguments for a pre-70 date have more force than others. The author’s use of the present tense in relation to the Levitical cultus has no force, since other writers do the same decades after the temple was destroyed (Josephus, C. Ap. 2.77; 1 Clem. 40; cf. also Diog. 3). A weightier argument is that the author of Hebrews would surely have mentioned the temple’s destruction if it had already taken place, since such a catastrophe would have bolstered his case about the efficacy of the rituals described in Torah. Insofar as the author speaks only of the tabernacle rather than the temple, however, this argument from silence is not dispositive. The author seems to be engaging in a theological argument that is somewhat abstracted from the temple, even if the obvious application would have extended to cultic activities in Jerusalem. He might have focused on the tabernacle before the temple’s destruction in order to avoid direct offense, but he might have done so after the destruction to provide tactful consolation.

Several scholars have connected Hebrews more closely to the political situation not long after the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 ce (Aitken 2005; Whitlark 2014: 8–12; Schenck 2019: 100–114). Aitken (2005: 146; cf. Schenck 2019: 195–97) suggests a date of composition in the 70s or just after the death of the Emperor Titus in 81 ce when Flavian propaganda began to spread by means of the triumph ceremony as well as the erection of monuments throughout the capital. The audience is apparently unaware of the scope of Christ’s atonement (Heb 5:11) while fearing impending persecution (12:7) and perhaps puzzling over the delay of Christ’s return (10:37). The shock wave of the temple’s destruction might easily have prompted a faith crisis among Gentile converts to the Jesus movement. What God allows his temple to be destroyed? What shame to be associated with the Jewish people! In such a context, Hebrews functions as a source of profound consolation rather than as polemic.

Hebrews within Judaism

For much of the twentieth century, the central debate over the author’s religious-philosophical background was between those who saw Hebrews’ thought world as steeped in Platonism and those who believed that Jewish apocalyptic exerted the more formative influence (see, e.g., Barrett 1956). L. D. Hurst (1990) surveyed a number of suggested non-Christian options for understanding the background of Hebrews, including Platonism, Qumran, Gnosticism, Samaritan, and Merkabah mysticism, and identified an apparent deficiency of these earlier discussions, namely, that the treatment of Jewish eschatology or apocalyptic was simply another “background” that could be put on a par with a “background” like Platonism. It is now widely acknowledged that Christian Judaism was the river in which Hebrews flowed, and earliest Christianity was fundamentally eschatological and apocalyptic in nature (see the classic treatment of Käsemann 1969). If other backgrounds were also in play, they intermingled with a more central Christian Jewish eschatological core.

The “new perspective on Paul” and the “third quest for the historical Jesus” were manifestations of the recognition that earliest Christianity was fundamentally Jewish in character. Although this fact may seem obvious today, it was far less appreciated in the scholarship of Hebrews prior to the Holocaust. Whatever one might think of specific proposals relating to the “new perspective,” a fundamental paradigm shift took place in the biblical scholarship of the late twentieth century. This post-Holocaust paradigm shift on Hebrews has not yet had the same impact as in Pauline studies, but a number of studies that engage Hebrews within a more nuanced understanding of first-century Judaisms have begun to emerge (see Schenck 2019).

Qumran

The discoveries at Qumran in 1947 were a major factor behind the rise of the new perspective (see, e.g., Sanders 1977: 239–328). Although no scholars now endorse the theory that the audience of Hebrews were former or current Essenes (e.g., Kosmala 1971), some recent studies have argued that various texts of the Dead Sea Scrolls provide crucial background to the sermon of Hebrews and its treatment of Melchizedek and other elements.

Eric Mason (2008: 201) does not assert direct dependence on any Qumran document in making sense of Melchizedek’s role in Hebrews but believes that the best explanation for passages like Heb 7:3 is that the author interprets the appearance of this enigmatic figure to Abraham as an angelophany. The closest parallel to this presentation of Melchizedek is in 11QMelchizedek. The priestly Messiah of Qumran is another respect in which, in Mason’s assessment, the thought world of Hebrews appears to overlap in terms of its characterization of Melchizedek. The chief alternative to Mason’s approach is to understand the author as adopting the hermeneutical principle quod non in thora non in mundo (“what is not in the Torah does not exist”) employed, e.g., by Philo (Ebr. 59–60) and rabbinic literature (see Schenck 2007: 107). This interpretation sees the author in the process of defining a priest “after the order of Melchizedek” in part on the basis of what Genesis 14 does not say about him. Because the text does not mention Melchizedek’s human or priestly lineage, such a priest can be said to be “without father or mother and without genealogy.” Because Genesis does not mention the end of his priesthood, such a priest can be said to continue in office forever. Hebrews is not so much discussing the historical Melchizedek as using Genesis 14 to elucidate the nature of Jesus as a Melchizedekian priest.

J. C. Calaway (2013: 185–86) has forcefully argued that Hebrews and the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice have so much uniquely in common in distinction from other Jewish literature that “those involved in the Songs and Hebrews were likely part of the same broader … mutually interdependent, overlapping communication networks.” He is not arguing for direct dependence but notes a number of distinctive combinations in these documents, including an alignment of Sabbath and sanctuary with both spatial and temporal dimensions, and references to the heavenly sanctuary as a tabernacle that was the “pattern” for Moses’s tabernacle (183–84). Both texts picture a bloody sacrifice in the heavenly realm and appear to place a Melchizedekian priestly figure there.

Calaway believes that the relationship between Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice and Hebrews is more proximate than between any other relevant literature of the period (e.g., the Philonic corpus). A comparison of Hebrews and Songs holds potential for illuminating the background of Hebrews 1. If Colossians pictures a mystical “philosophy” with individuals worshiping with the angels, then overlapping communication networks with Songs within early Christianity become all the more plausible (Dunn 1996: 180–85). How firmly Hebrews connects entrance into the heavenly realm with the Sabbath rest of Hebrews 4 is less certain, as is the extent to which Hebrews highlights the heavenly nature of Melchizedek’s priesthood. The same caveats apply to parallels with Philo (see “Philo and Metaphysical Dualism”).

The Heavenly Tabernacle

The most common way of understanding the nature of the heavenly tabernacle in Hebrews has long been to see it either as a Platonic archetype or along the lines of the temple of Jewish apocalyptic. L. D. Hurst (1990: 13–42) highlighted the difficulties in aligning the tabernacle of Hebrews with a straightforward Platonic archetype. For example, “events” such as those described in Hebrews (e.g., sacrifices) do not “take place” in Platonic archetypes. If any Platonic concepts or categories stand in the background of Hebrews, they would have been mediated via a hybrid with Stoicism usually labeled Middle Platonism, for which Plutarch, Numenius, and Alcinous are among the best surviving witnesses. Hurst (1990: 13–17) further claims that the use of hypodeigma (Heb 8:5; 9:23) to describe the earthly tabernacle in relationship to the heavenly tabernacle is not likely a reference to a “copy,” despite this long-standing translation. The deigma word group generally relates to exemplars rather than to copies. Hurst contends that the key term never means “copy” in any extant Greek literature, a point made even more emphatically by Philip Church (2017: 405–11). Gregory Sterling (2001) allows that hypodeigma could conceivably mean something like “copy” in Heb 8:5 but concludes that, if the author of Hebrews was trying to use Platonic imagery, he did not do a very good job of it.

As an alternative, many scholars believe the heavenly tabernacle in Hebrews is a metaphor for heaven itself, a “cosmological” temple (Schenck 2007: 144–81). Craig Koester (1989: 152–83) considers the cosmological temple found in Philo and Josephus (e.g., Philo, QE 2.69, 83, 94; Josephus, Ant. 3.180) as the closest parallel. Hebrews arguably uses several different metaphors in relation to the tabernacle such that it cannot be reduced to just one symbolic meaning (Schenck 2016). Few would agree with Church (e.g., 2017: 433) that the heavenly tabernacle is exclusively a metaphor for the “eschatological dwelling of God with his people.”

The dominant trend in recent scholarship is to see the heavenly tabernacle as an actual structure in heaven. According to David Moffitt (2011: 223), the heavenly tabernacle “is neither the created heavens nor part of the created heavens, but a structure that exists above and beyond the realm of this creation.” Eyal Regev (2019: 274) likewise observes that Hebrews’ treatment of the Day of Atonement seems to envision “a concept of an actual Tabernacle” where “Christ really cleanses something in the spiritual realm.” Several other interpreters believe the author conceives of a literal sanctuary structure in heaven and not merely a functional pattern (Ribbens 2013: 129–30). Jamieson (2019: 53) refers to a “two-room tabernacle existing in heaven,” an “actual structure.”

These studies support the view that the heavenly temple of Jewish apocalyptic, rather than Platonic dualism, provides the primary background for Hebrews’ tabernacle imagery. Jonathan Klawans (2006: 111) has suggested that Jewish literature as a rule did not integrate a cosmological interpretation of the heavenly temple with any sense that a heavenly structure actually existed in heaven, generally articulating one but not both approaches. The utility of this observation for the interpretation of Hebrews is less certain. Applied to Hebrews, it would imply that the author either assumes an actual structure in heaven or treats it metaphorically. Yet Philo has at least two distinct (allegorical) perspectives on the heavenly temple, affirming in the same text (Her. 75) the cosmos both as the temple of the sense-perceptible order and as an archetypal sanctuary that is discoverable only by the mind. This second temple would seem to relate to the rational soul (e.g., Somn. 1.215), and the tunic of the high priest was a “copy” of this soul. Bezalel’s plans for the temple are similarly described as “shadows” of the heavenly archetype shown to Moses (e.g., Leg. 3.96).

Philo thus supplies a precedent for an approach to the heavenly tabernacle that overlays multiple layers in a generally figural interpretation. In the end, the problem with a single view of the heavenly tabernacle is that one is forced to make multiple images conform to a single perspective. We have a high priest who has passed through the heavens (Heb 4:14) into heaven itself (9:24). We have a two-room structure, the first of which represents this present age and the second one, presumably, the new age, where the conscience can truly be cleansed (9:9). We have the veil as the flesh of Jesus (10:20). We have the amalgamation of multiple instances of earthly sacrifice as correlates to the singular sacrifice of Christ (e.g., the Day of Atonement sacrifice [9:7], the purification rites of the red heifer [9:13], the inauguration of the temple [9:18], and the use of scarlet wool and hyssop [9:19]). In short, the simplest explanation for Hebrews’ imagery is to see these as distinct but related metaphors. Attempts to harmonize every element into a single system or structure inevitably fail to account for some aspect of the author’s presentation.

Christ’s Sacrifice and Offering

The previous decade has witnessed several promising proposals for understanding the nature and location of Jesus’s sacrificial offering in Hebrews. R. B. Jamieson (2019) presents a typology of five perspectives, beginning with those who see Jesus’s sacrifice and offering as completely coterminous with his death, proceeding to those who see it as purely taking place in heaven. He dismisses the possibility that Hebrews uses a mixture of imagery that cannot be reduced to just one of the five options he describes.

The first perspective—and the most common in older scholarship—understands all of Hebrews’ statements about Jesus offering himself as references to his death on the cross (Jamieson 2019: 6–7). Jamieson quotes F. F. Bruce (1990: 213–14) as the consummate example, for Bruce saw no division of Jesus’s sacrifice into two phases, one of which involved his death on the cross and the other of which took place in the heavenly sanctuary. The passage that provides the greatest support for this position is Heb 9:27–28, which seems to place Jesus’s offering in parallel to his death. This view also seems to align with Paul’s sacrificial metaphors for Jesus’s death in, e.g., 1 Cor 5:7 and Rom 8:3.

Jamieson (2019: 7–8) distinguishes a second perspective which is closely related to the first, so much so that one wonders if the scholars in question would agree with the differentiation. In this perspective, language describing Jesus’s offering in heaven refers not to an event in heaven but to the heavenly significance of his death. By way of illustration, Jamieson quotes Harold W. Attridge (1989: 264): “Christ’s sacrificial death is not an act distinct from his entry into God’s presence.” Jamieson acknowledges that these scholars may see a literal entrance into heaven as part of Hebrews’ thought as well but do not believe Hebrews understands that entrance as part of Jesus’s offering.

Jamieson’s third perspective reflects the bulk of German scholarship on Hebrews (e.g., Grässer 1990: 64–65; Eisele 2003: 388–89; Backhaus 2009: 317–18). According to Jamieson, two aspects of this perspective separate it from the preceding ways of understanding the sacrifice of Jesus. The first is an emphasis on Jesus’s entrance into heaven as a spirit rather than as a body.1 The second is a view of Christ’s sacrifice and offering that is limited neither to earth nor to heaven: “Christ’s self-offering begins on the cross, but it does not end there” (Jamieson 2019: 8–9). Support for this position is often found in Heb 9:14, given that Christ is said to offer himself to God “through eternal spirit,” though most interpreters read this statement in reference to the Holy Spirit.

The final two perspectives assume an embodied resurrection for Christ. The fourth involves both earth and heaven, that is, both the cross and the heavenly sanctuary (Jamieson 2019: 9–10). The cross is not merely a prologue to Jesus’s priestly action but the first movement in a “multi-stage-act of sacrificial offering” (Nelson 2003: 255). The fifth perspective emphasizes that Jesus became high priest only at or after his resurrection (Jamieson 2019: 11–12). It is not that Jesus’s death is necessarily insignificant for this view. Most proponents, including Jamieson himself, emphasize that “Jesus’ death corresponds to the slaughter of the animal victim, the first step in the sacrificial sequence” (11) Georg Gäbel (2006) does not fit neatly into Jamieson’s typology. Like other German scholars who interpret Hebrews dualistically, Gäbel does not clearly see evidence for an embodied resurrection in Hebrews (310–11), but he affirms that Jesus became high priest only at his exaltation, after his death. Because he also limits Christ’s offering exclusively to the heavenly tabernacle, Jamieson places Gäbel in the fifth group.

No one has argued more strongly that Hebrews believes in an embodied resurrection than David Moffitt (2011). Previously it was the general consensus that the resurrection played, at best, a very minor role in the thought world of Hebrews. For example, Attridge (1989) claims that the author deliberately avoids the word “raise” in relation to Jesus’s resurrection in the blessing in Heb 13:20. Hebrews consistently uses language of exaltation, not resurrection “for the act whereby Jesus’ sacrifice is consummated and he himself ‘perfected’ ” (406). By contrast, Moffitt (2011) takes bodily resurrection to be one of the most essential elements of the author’s argument. He maintains that Jesus could not take his humanity into the heavenly realm without having a body (143) The logic of Hebrews makes sense only, he believes, on the analogy of the Levitical sacrificial system, which required “the presentation of blood as the presentation of life before God” (299).

Obviously, Moffitt rejects any sense of spirit-body dualism or Middle Platonic influence on Hebrews. What distinguishes Moffitt from Jamieson’s position is the question of whether Jesus offers his blood as a presentation of life (Moffitt) or a presentation of his blood as a sacrificial death, a death for a life (Jamieson). For Moffitt (2011: 271), “the death or slaughter of the victim … has no particular atoning significance.” Drawing on the work of Jay Sklar (2005: 173), Moffitt sees the atoning power of blood in its life, not its death. Jamieson (2019: 135) argues for a more traditional sense of blood “as a medium of life-for-life exchange.” If Heb 9:22 echoes Lev 17:11 (“the life is in the blood”), he reasons, and if Leviticus assumes that sacrifice works on the logic of a life given for a life saved, then Hebrews most likely assumes this logic as well.

Finally, Jamieson (2019: 12–13) addresses the question of whether Hebrews is coherent in its imagery for the location and nature of Christ’s sacrifice and offering. He locates a number of scholars (e.g., Löhr 2005: 471; Eberhard: 2013: 142; Schenck 2016) in a camp that believes Hebrews does not consistently narrate the time and place of Jesus’s self-offering. Properly speaking, the question is not one of incoherence. Rather, it is a question of whether the author of Hebrews uses multiple metaphors for the same underlying reality. The literal events for the author are the death of Christ on the cross, his ascension, and his entrance into the highest heaven where the throne of God the Father sits. The earliest church understood Christ’s death metaphorically as a sacrifice, as witnessed by Paul and other New Testament authors. Hebrews both retains this early metaphor and lays on top of it others relating to a heavenly tabernacle and an offering made there. If this perspective is correct, most of the approaches in Jamieson’s typology capture an element of Hebrews’ argument, though none of them fully accounts for the author’s logic in its entirety.

Philo and Metaphysical Dualism

Whether the writings of Philo provide any useful background for understanding Hebrews is a long-standing debate among commentators. Scholarly preoccupation with Philo is most conspicuous in the two-volume commentary of Çeslas Spicq (1952–53) and, later, in the work of James W. Thompson (1982). The unfolding shock of the Dead Sea Scrolls discovery and the critical analyses carried out by Ronald Williamson (1970) and L. D. Hurst (1990) did much to temper this enthusiasm. Commentaries on Hebrews continue to dialogue with Philo’s writings, though assessments of their relevance are mixed. The tendency to regard Middle Platonism as a key background to Hebrews is stronger among continental scholars (e.g., Grässer 1990; Eisele 2003; Backhaus 2009; Svendsen 2009) than their Anglo-American counterparts.

The sheer number of superficial parallels to Hebrews is striking. These range from quasi-Platonic vocabulary to superficially similar statements in Philo about angels, oaths, faith, the Logos, Moses, Melchizedek, training, and more. Although the parallels tend to be more superficial than substantive, the cumulative force is impressive to many scholars, even those like Runia (1993: 78) who nonetheless believe “the thought worlds are markedly different.” Runia highlights four Scripture citations in Hebrews where the exact wording is found only in Hebrews and Philo within the Jewish literature extant from the period. The most striking is the way Hebrews and Philo alone seem to splice together Josh 1:5, Deut 31:8, and possibly Gen 28:15 (Heb 13:5; Philo, Conf. 166). Runia (1993: 76) concludes that the parallel is “so close to Philo that coincidence must be ruled out.” Nevertheless, he is not arguing for literary dependence but something along the lines of Calaway’s (2013) “circles of connection.” Whereas the similarities could be explained if the author of Hebrews had a common exposure to the synagogues of Alexandria, we cannot know for certain how widespread such “splicing” actually was in first-century Jewish exegesis. To be sure, vaguely Platonic/Philonic notes may be heard in Heb 8:5 and 9:24, but most commentators conclude the author does not operate with Philo’s assumptions. While Williamson (1970) overstates his case at points (Schenck 2002), he convincingly shows that there is no substantial borrowing of Philo’s thinking by Hebrews. The author’s fundamental framework is eschatological and “horizontal” more than “vertical.”2

The focal point of this debate at present has to do with the nature of the dualism of Hebrews. In the opinion of Moffitt (2011: 208, 301), the dualism reflected in Hebrews is “not a dualism of flesh-and-blood body vs. spirit.” but, rather, “a dualism between the holy, pure realm of heaven and life, and the impure, corruptible realm of the earth and death.” At least on the surface, a complete denial of physical/spiritual dualism in Hebrews is a difficult position to hold (Schenck 2007: 115–43). From ch. 1, where angels are ministering spirits (1:14), to the intimation that there was a time when Jesus did not have flesh and blood (2:14; 5:7), to recurring contrasts between flesh and spirit (9:13–14; 12:9), to the fact that the heavenly Jerusalem is a place for the spirits of those who have been perfected (12:23), the contrast between flesh and spirit is pervasive. It also aligns neatly with the persistent contrast between heaven and earth (e.g., 12:18–24) and between the created and the unshakeable (12:26–28). Edward Adams (2009) has pushed back against any attempt to portray Hebrews as anticreational. Hebrews is not a Gnostic text in this sense. Yet it seems difficult to deny an element of cosmological dualism where the created, earthly realm may not be evil, but it is clearly metaphysically inferior.

The majority of interpreters assume that the author envisaged a new creation after the removal of the created realm in Heb 12:27. Hebrews gives only the barest of hints of such a re-creation (e.g., 1:12), leading a few scholars to suggest that Hebrews pictures the removal of the entire material cosmos (e.g., Thompson 1982: 50; Ellingworth [1993: 688] comes close this view but does not see a total annihilation of the created order). The relative silence of Hebrews on a new creation, coupled with its pervasive dualism, may be taken as a likely indication of a complete removal of the material realm in lieu of the spiritual one—as I have previously taken it (Schenck 2003: 37; 2007: 132)—yet the difficulty of finding any precedent whatsoever for such a position in extant Jewish literature seriously undermines this reading of Hebrews.

Indeed, it is perhaps anachronistic to read both Hebrews’ language of creation and language of removal in an absolute sense. An argument can be made that language that now sounds like ex nihilo creation took on this sense only in the hindsight of the Gnostic controversies of the late second century. (See May [1994] for the predominant view that belief in creation ex nihilo proper did not really emerge until the late first century ce.) When Heb 11:3 speaks of creation “not from things that appear,” for example, it likely means the formation of what is seen from “material” that cannot be seen. Accordingly, the language of the creation’s “removal” in Heb 12:27 might also refer to the removal of the creation as it appears rather than to its complete ontological elimination.

Hebrews and Christian Theology

Recent years have witnessed the rise of theological interpretation in the discipline of biblical studies. “Theological interpretation” is an umbrella term that can signify a variety of different approaches. For example, the 2006 St. Andrews conference which resulted in a major volume of essays on Hebrews and Christian theology (Bauckham et al. 2009) featured no contributors who engaged reader-response or ideological-critical approaches to the text. All utilize historical-critical methods to focus on theological aspects of the meaning of the text in its original context. Other approaches to theological interpretation do not focus on the original meaning or authorial intent but, instead, aim to experience the texts as Christian Scripture informed by mature Christian theology. Indeed, if the original meaning(s) of the biblical texts are by their very nature underdetermined, one might decide to privilege an orthodox Christian potentiality of the texts’ meaning and import. Is it possible that such hermeneutical undercurrents have made the interpretation of Hebrews highly susceptible to anachronism, if only unintentionally? Might the way in which, e.g., Moffitt steers the guild toward a strong sense of bodily resurrection in Hebrews or the emphasis of Jamieson on “substitutionary atonement” in soteriology constitute examples of anachronism, reading the categories and concerns of Christian theology back into the text of Hebrews? Perhaps they have discovered the most likely original meanings of the text. At the same time, it is not unreasonable to consider whether or to what degree their theological commitments have colored their exegetical judgments.

Christology

An earlier generation saw the Christology of the early church developing backward, so to speak, starting with a focus on the resurrection and moving backward over time toward incarnation and the worship of Jesus (e.g., Dunn 1996). At the opposite end of the spectrum, an emerging group of scholars in the 1990s (with origins in the Divine Mediators in Antiquity Group of the Society of Biblical Literature) playfully called themselves “the early high Christology Club.” Richard Bauckham (2008: x) concisely summarizes its basic stance: “[T]he earliest Christology was already the highest Christology.” The work of Larry W. Hurtado (1988) marks an important turning point in this direction. In Hebrews scholarship, it was Bauckham (2004, 2008) more than anyone else who solidified a trajectory toward a “high Christology” reading of the sermon.

There are at least three key issues of contention in current discussion. First, is language of Christ’s agency in creation and preexistence literal or metonymic? Second, is language of Christ’s divinity “ontological,” “functional,” or something else?3 Third, is the worship of Jesus in Hebrews intrinsic to Christ or representational in relation to God (the Father)? Inevitably, the answer to these questions centers on the interpretation of the opening chapter, with Heb 7:3 also playing an important role.

Hurst (1987: 155) remarks that Hebrews 1 “has too often been read in the light of Nicaea and Chalcedon.” He has in mind commentators like B. F. Westcott (1889: 18), who read the chapter in relation to the eternal Sonship of Christ, whose “divine Being … was not interrupted,” a traditionally ontological reading of Christ’s divinity in Hebrews. Perhaps the primary interpretive question is whether the catena of quotations praises Christ at all points of his existence, as John Meier (1985) has argued, or whether the chapter is thoroughly a “celebration of the enthroned Son,” centered at the point of his exaltation to God’s right hand (cf. Schenck 2001, 2003: 40–55). Understandably, most recent interpreters take Heb 1:10 literally: “You in the beginning, Lord, founded the earth, and the skies are the works of your hands.” A strong majority of interpreters also take the language of Heb 1:3 literally (“through whom also [God] made the worlds”). Such language could conceivably be metonymic in nature, that is, so closely associating Christ with the purpose of creation that Christ could figuratively be called the agent of creation (Schenck 1996: 91–117; cf. Caird 1984; Hurst 1987; McCormack 2012: 165); however, most scholars take the language to refer to the literal presence and agency of Christ in creation.

Questions about Jesus’s divinity can be treated together with questions about the degree to which he is an object of worship in Hebrews. Theologically, a great deal is at stake in how one interprets the epithets “Son” and “Lord” in ch. 1. For example, what is the “name” in Heb 1:4 that Jesus inherits, the name that is greater than that of the angels? The majority of interpreters see the name or title as “Son.” This conclusion follows naturally from the fact that the following verse (1:5) substantiates the claim of 1:4 with the citation of Ps 2:7, where the king is pronounced God’s Son, possibly at a coronation. Most scholars recognize the royal overtones of such sonship and so locate the timing of v. 5 at the point of Jesus’s exaltation to God’s right hand (Schenck 2001, 2003.) Even Amy Peeler (2014: 55–56), who emphasizes the eternal relationship between Father and Son in ch. 1 and thus understands sonship in more ontological terms, also recognizes that the catena reflects the Son’s royalty, an “eternal reign.”

Bauckham (2008) has ingeniously argued instead that the name Jesus inherits is in fact Yahweh, the Tetragrammaton. What name could be higher than the very name of God! As Bauckham puts it, “the Son is the one who inherits the name from his Father, not what he inherits” (239). Peeler (2014: 51) concurs: “If Heb. 1.5 is not the articulation of the name Jesus inherits, then it cannot be support for the interpretation that Jesus becomes God’s Son only upon his exaltation.” Rather, Christ’s sonship is an eternal relationship with God the Father. The question is whether these interpretations of the word “Son” are sufficiently sensitive to the original context or inadvertently import anachronistic connotations into the text.

To emphasize the full divinity of Jesus, both Bauckham and Peeler appeal to Jerome Neyrey’s (2004: 228–42) interpretation of Heb 7:3, where Jesus is compared with Melchizedek: “without father, without mother, without genealogy, neither having beginning of days nor end of life.” For Bauckham (2008: 246), Neyrey demonstrates that “this is Hellenistic true-god-language.” Additionally, Peeler (2014: 23) sees the Wisdom and Word overtones of Heb 1:1–4 as indications of Christ’s divinity in Hebrews: “God’s Wisdom and God’s Word are not separate beings alongside God, but are aspects of the one God.” Therefore, in conjunction with the sonship relationship expressed in Heb 1:5, she infers that Hebrews is ascribing divinity to Christ as a preexistent person (cf. Brennan 2021).

We thus potentially have a tale of two Christologies. One takes the varied references in Hebrews 1 and 7:3 very literally, resulting in a “high” Christology. In this case, the worship of Jesus is nothing other than the appropriate worship of the one true God. Hebrews would thus advocate the worship of Christ outright as appropriate in itself. The other sees highly nuanced and figurative language that would indeed play a significant role in the development of later orthodox Christology. At this stage of development, the worship of Jesus would be royal and representational in nature, the proskynesis of servants before their king (cf. Schenck 2009, 2019: 127–74). In that case, one might see Hebrews’ Christology as a step on the way to later formulations but only in an incipient form.

Jamieson (2021) has proposed a “both-and” solution. His thesis is that “there is no opposition in Hebrews between Jesus being Son and becoming Son” (108). “Son” sometimes seems to carry a divine meaning and sometimes a messianic meaning. Christ can become Son in Heb 1:5 as he is enthroned as the cosmic king. At the same time, Jamieson believes that at least four of the acclamations about Christ in Heb 1:1–4 “ascribe divinity to the Son” in addition to other passages throughout Hebrews (2021: 54). He thus attempts to take the best arguments both for Christ’s divine identity and Christ’s royal divine functionality and to combine them into a synthesis that essentially tells the same story that will later be affirmed about Christ at Chalcedon (155).

Supersessionism

A final word should be said about Hebrews in relation to the question of supersessionism. Does Hebrews reflect a substantial “parting of the ways” between the newfound Jesus movement and the boundaries of the Judaisms of the day? Does Christianity “replace” Judaism in some way in Hebrews? Answering this is made all the more difficult with the realization that we should probably speak of Judaisms plural at the time of Christ rather than as a monolithic entity. Daniel Boyarin (2004) has further suggested that the distinctions between Judaism and Christianity at this time should be regarded as a kind of “partitioning” rather than a decisive “parting.” Hebrews may be compared to other contemporary Jewish literature in relation to temple, Law, and “monotheism” and read as a document from a Jewish sect with unique views that stood alongside the unique views of other Jewish sects (Schenck 2019). Few scholars today would say that Hebrews fundamentally parts ways with Judaism (though Eisenbaum [2005: 236–37] can use the language of supersession). Most find substantial continuity between Hebrews and Judaism, not an author who understands the Jesus movement as any kind of “replacement” for Israel. However, we must admit that there may have been Jewish observers in the first century who considered the claims made in Hebrews unacceptable, just as there are Jewish readers today who see Hebrews (or its Christian interpreters) as moving beyond the boundaries of an authentically Jewish thought world.

Moving Forward

Scholarly trends are in part a function of context, with sociological and historical factors playing a larger role than scholars themselves often realize. Hebrews is no exception. In the aftermath of the Holocaust, for example, it is no surprise that biblical scholars might emphasize the continuity of Hebrews with Judaism and reject the notion of a “parting of the ways” within the Jesus movement. By the end of the century, postmodernist theory and the methodological concerns of thinkers like Hans-Georg Gadamer would increasingly focus the attention of interpreters on hermeneutical issues. Approaches often characterized as “theological interpretation,” by contrast, as well as efforts at reading Hebrews through the lens of Christian doctrine have become more pronounced over the past two decades. Whether or in what form scholars will return to historical-critical questions that occupied previous generations or seek out new areas of research, and in response to which new developments, is yet to be determined.

Notes

1.Eisele (2003: 428) interestingly identifies Jesus’s second coming as his entrance into heaven, based on the parallel in Heb 9:27–28.

2.Cf. Mackie (2007). However, Mackie believes that the author has synthesized Middle Platonic elements into the more fundamental eschatological framework. Hebrews is “a deliberate hybridization of Middle Platonism and Jewish eschatology” (115).

3.Bauckham (e.g., 2008: 235) suggests that the category of “divine identity” transcends earlier debates framed in terms of an ontological versus a functional Christology. An ontological Christology might speak of Jesus’s divine nature or being. A functional Christology might say that Jesus performs functions of deity without those functions necessarily belonging to his being and without an identification of Jesus with God (the Father). Bauckham, it seems, tries to create a monotheistic “black box” in which God the Father and Son fit and from which the functions emerge without commenting on the “nature” of what is inside.
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Chapter 9


Hebrews and the Question of Supersessionism



Philip Church

It has long been argued that the Letter to the Hebrews has the most pronounced supersessionist tendencies of any writing in the Christian canon. Robert Gordon (2008: 36) affirmed this view, suggesting that Hebrews is supersessionist in outlook because it is the only New Testament document to use the word “better” when comparing Christianity and Judaism, “to the disadvantage of the latter.” Hebrews claims that “the legislation establishing the Aaronic priesthood and its functions” (Ellingworth 1993: 381) was set aside because it was “weak and useless” (asthenes kai anopheles), followed by the introduction of a better hope through which we can approach God (Heb 7:18–19); that the introduction of a second covenant implies the first was not “faultless” (amemptos), and is now “obsolete” (palaioō) (8:6–13); and that the sacrifices legislated in the Jewish Scriptures have been abolished (anaireō) to make way for the establishment (histēmi) of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ (10:9–10). Whether this amounts to the replacement of one religion by another may be debated, but it does seem clear that, according to Hebrews, the Aaronic priesthood and its sacrifices and the Mosaic covenant have been superseded by a new priest and his sacrifice and a second covenant.

Defining and Classifying Supersessionism

Terence Donaldson (2010: 20) defines supersessionism as the idea “that the Christian Church has superseded the Israel of the ‘Old Testament’ ” or “that the Church has succeeded and replaced Israel as the people of God and has inherited everything of value in Israel’s traditions” and consequently “that pre-Christian Israel has been rendered obsolete.” R. Kendall Soulen (1996: 29, italics in original) highlights similar elements in his definition:


Israel corresponds to Christ in a merely prefigurative and carnal way, whereas the church corresponds to Jesus Christ in a definitive and spiritual way. Hence Christ’s advent brings about the obsolescence of carnal Israel and inaugurates the age of the spiritual church … [and as] a result, carnal Israel becomes obsolete.



These definitions fairly express the main themes of contemporary thinking on supersessionism, but it is doubtful whether they should be applied to Hebrews. The writer of Hebrews uses the word “church” (ekklēsia) only twice, first in a quotation from the Jewish Scriptures (Heb 2:12, quoting Ps 22:22) and again in Heb 12:23, where it seems to refer to “faithful men and women of both the old and new covenants” (Lane 1991b: 469). He uses the term “Israel” three times, twice quoting the Jewish Scriptures to refer to those with whom God will make the new covenant (Heb 8:8, 10: “the house of Israel”), and once to refer to the Exodus generation (11:22). These texts suggest not replacement but continuity between the people of Israel and those whom the writer was addressing.

Other definitions are more appropriate for the first century. Christopher Zoccali (2017: 2, emphasis in original), for example, suggests that supersessionism is the idea that “Christian” identity “is ultimately irreconcilable with Jewish identity” and consequently that “all prior identities are to be abandoned upon entrance into the Christ community.” Zoccali is concerned with the predominantly Gentile church in Philippi, quite unlike the community addressed in Hebrews, and it is questionable whether the writer of Hebrews would have agreed with this idea. In a similar vein, Oskar Skarsaune (2009: 181) proposes that supersessionism has to do with “the Christological exclusivism that is so integral to all known varieties of early Christianity,” so that, since Christ has come, it is no longer “an option for Israel to relate to God in the same way as they did before Christ as if nothing had happened.” Skarsaune implies, not implausibly, that the writer of Hebrews would have endorsed this idea. But since it is still “Israel,” supersessionism may not be the most helpful way to name this phenomenon.

Scholars identify various types of supersessionism. Soulen’s (1996) scheme is the most convenient. “Economic supersessionism” regards “Israel’s essential role” as preparing for salvation “in its spiritual and universal form” (29). “Punitive supersessionism” understands God to be “abrogat[ing] God’s covenant with Israel … on account of Israel’s rejection of Christ and the gospel” (30). “Structural supersessionism” is “a formal feature of the standard canonical narrative … whereby it renders the Hebrew Scriptures largely indecisive for shaping Christian convictions about how God’s works as Consummator and as Redeemer engage humankind in universal and enduring ways” (181n6). Soulen implies that a Christian theology of redemption and consummation can be (and often is) worked out without reference to God’s dealings with Israel—making a leap from creation and fall straight to Christ and the gospel.

Hebrews and Supersessionism: Historical Survey

The following survey considers supersessionism in Hebrews commentaries from Chrysostom onward. It includes Thomas Aquinas, John Calvin, and John Owen writing on the eve of the Enlightenment, followed by three figures from the nineteenth century: John Brown in the Puritan tradition, Franz Delitzsch, and B. F. Westcott.1 The survey ends with a glance at several contemporary writers who critique the supersessionism they detect in Hebrews, and Robert Gordon, who, with certain qualifications, endorses the supersessionism he finds in the letter.

John Chrysostom

John Chrysostom’s Homiliae in epistulam ad Hebraeos was published posthumously in 407 ce, probably having been delivered in 406 while he was in exile (Kannengiesser 2012: 74). He read Hebrews as a Pauline letter, addressed to Jewish believers hostile toward Paul because he showed that “not the Jewish, but ours are sacred [institutions]” (NPNF1 14: 786).

In Homily 11 Chrysostom refers to the Jewish offerings of “sheep and oxen … blood and fat” having been abandoned (luō) and substituted (anteispherō) with the “reasonable worship” of Rom 12:1 (NPNF1 14: 904; PG 63:92). In Homily 13 he discusses the athetēsis (“setting aside”) described in Heb 7:18, suggesting it denotes an “exchange” or “succession” (ameipsis) and a “casting out” (ekbolē) of the former things, whether they be circumcision, sacrifice, or Sabbath (NPNF1 14: 923; PG 63:103–5).

Even more supersessionist in tone are Chrysostom’s eight Discourses against Judaizing Christians (Adversus Judaeos; see Wilken 1971: 19). Chrysostom delivered these Discourses to Christian believers in Antioch (381–398) who apparently found synagogue worship attractive, warning them of the dangers involved in synagogue attendance (Harkins 1979: xxi–xlvii, 204). He cites Hebrews in Adv. Jud. 7 in connection with the old sacrificial system being “abolished (ekballō) and another brought in (eisagō) to take its place” (Harkins 1979: 183; PG 48:918). Later he uses the word kataluō (“abolish”) to refer to the abolition of the Jewish commonwealth (politeia), “its place taken by a greater way of life—I mean ours” (Harkins 1979: 189; PG 48:920). In parts 4 and 5 of the same Discourse he refers to the “substitution” (anteispherō) of the old rituals with another ritual and of the substitution of the old priesthood with a new priesthood (Harkins 1979: 191–92, 194, 198; PG 48:921–22, 924).

Jewish ritual and synagogue worship are the objects of Chrysostom’s critique. He claims in Adv. Jud. 7 that God had rejected these elements (ta pragmata … ta kata Ioudaious, “the things of the Jews/Judeans”). Harkins (1979: 198) translates the expression with “the Jewish religion,” but Chrysostom seems not to be thinking in terms of a “religion” per se. Rather, he believes it is Jewish ritual that has been replaced by the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. While Chrysostom would agree that it is no longer “an option for Israel to relate to God in the same way as they did before Christ as if nothing has happened” (Skarsaune 2009: 181), he seems not to think in terms of one religion replacing another. Indeed, his use of the term politeia implies that he is thinking in ethnic and cultural categories rather than strictly religious categories.

Thomas Aquinas

The Summa Theologiae represents Aquinas’s most mature thought, begun at Santa Sabina in 1265 and completed after his death in 1274. Aquinas refers to Hebrews several times in the Summa and also wrote a commentary on the letter. The commentary is earlier than the Summa, comprising lectures delivered when he was at the University of Paris in the 1250s or at a Dominican school (Benesh 2014: 317).

Aquinas has recourse to Hebrews in the Summa where he treats the so-called Old Law with his famous distinction between the moral, ceremonial, and judicial law (ST 1a2ae, 99). Quoting Hebrews (1:2; 2:2) he argues that the “New Law” is superior to the “Old Law” since the former was given immediately by God while the latter was given through the mediation of angels (ST 1a2ae 98.3, Reply; Aquinas 2018b: 266).

Having established this fundamental principle, in Question 103 Aquinas considers the question of the duration of the ceremonial law. He writes:


[T]he ceremonies of the Old Law betokened Christ as having yet to be born and to suffer: whereas our sacraments signify Him as already born and having suffered. Consequently, just as it would be a mortal sin now for anyone, in making a profession of faith, to say that Christ is yet to be born … so too it would be a mortal sin now to observe those ceremonies.

(ST 1a2ae: 103.4, Reply; Aquinas 2018b: 370)



He mounts similar arguments in the commentary where he also deals with the renunciation of the ceremonial law, which included some precepts that were “purely ceremonial.” “Such laws,” he continues, “since they were only figurative, it is no longer licit to observe, for they were a figure of something to come; hence, anyone who observes them now would be signifying that Christ is still to come” (Ad Heb. 7.2.339; Aquinas 2018a: 147).

In Lecture 7 on Hebrews, Aquinas considers the relationship between Christ and the Levitical priesthood. He affirms that the Levitical priesthood was a perpetual institution (Lev 24:3), but only in the sense that what it prefigured was perpetual, that is, the perfect priesthood of Christ (Ad Heb. 7.1.334; Aquinas 2018a: 144–45). The arrival of this perfect priesthood meant the voiding of the former priesthood, inasmuch as “the perfect voids the imperfect.” Accordingly, “the priesthood of Christ does away with (evacuat) the Levitical” (Ad Heb. 7.3.349; Aquinas 2018a: 152). Aquinas states this even more starkly later in the same Lecture:


Then when he says, there is indeed a setting aside (reprobatio), he lays down two consequents: first, in regard to the voiding (evacuatio) of the Old Testament (veteris testamenti); second, the institution of the New, but a bringing in (introductio) of a better hope.

(Ad Heb. 7.3.361; Aquinas 2018a: 155)



Scholars have debated whether Aquinas’s reading of Hebrews should be deemed supersessionist. Michael Wyschogrod (1987: 133) finds it problematic that the law, which was formerly a vehicle that pointed to Christ, has become a vehicle that denies Christ “and is therefore the occasion of mortal sin.” He critiques Aquinas’s treatment of law as a prefigurement, suggesting that it undermines the nature of the law insofar as “a document written in one epoch cannot be taken as referring to events hundreds of years in the future.” When Christians discern “in the myriad details of Jewish ceremonial law references to the birth, passion and resurrection of Jesus,” he observes, “the Jewish reader cannot help feeling uncomfortable” (135).

The symbol of Israel’s covenant is circumcision, as Wyschogrod (1996: 67) puts it, “a searing of the covenant into the flesh of Israel.” If circumcision is now a mortal sin, then one might conclude that God “no longer desires Jews to exist in the world as Jews” (Tapie 2015: 29). And if this is the case,


[i]f the old Israel insisted on surviving, it was only because it did not recognize its redeemer and continued to wait for him who had already appeared. Were all Jews to recognize the truth, they would cease their stubborn insistence on continuing to exist as an identifiable people and become an identifiable part of the new Israel—the Church—which is God’s new covenant partner in the world. The disappearance of the Jews from the world would be no theological loss because their place would have been taken by the new people of God.

(Wyschogrod 2004: 208)



In response, Matthew Levering (2002: 9, emphasis original) argues that Aquinas avoids supersessionism when it is understood as the view that “the fulfillment of Israel’s covenants means that they are now revoked.” Rather, Levering argues that, according to Aquinas, “the Mosaic Law, in a real sense, is still observed by Christians” since they share in Christ’s fulfillment “of all aspects of the Mosaic Law from their participation in the passion of Christ” (28, emphasis original). Levering thus counters charges that Aquinas endorses punitive supersessionism but, according to Matthew Tapie (2015: 83), fails to address the question of economic supersessionism, for in Aquinas’s view the old law is replaced by the new, and “God no longer desires these sacrifices.”

Aquinas’s supersessionist reading of Hebrews may be inferred from his remarks on the letter’s purpose. It was written “against the errors of those converts from Judaism (qui ex Iudaismo ad fidem Christi conversi) who wanted to preserve the legal observances along with the Gospel, as though Christ’s grace were not sufficient for salvation” (Ad Heb. 1.6; Aquinas 2018a: 6). For Aquinas, “Judaism” was an entity from which one could “convert” to “the faith of Christ.” Ethnic Jews who had done this were the writer’s concern (Ad Heb. Prologue 5; Aquinas 2018a: 2). But Aquinas’s remarks are more sweeping than that. Levering (2016: 400, responding to Tapie 2015) concedes that Aquinas’s commentary on Gal 5:2 must be read as condemning Torah observance according to its original form by any and all Jews after the advent of Christ, a fact of relevance for Hebrews since Aquinas believed Paul to be its author. Tapie (2015: 162, citing Ad Heb. 7.3.361) finds that this logic also applies to Hebrews, where “the Old Law is not fulfilled and transformed but fulfilled and rendered void.” Aquinas’s reading of Hebrews is clearly supersessionist in this sense. Judaism has been replaced by “the faith of Christ” (fidem Christi), and it is no longer appropriate for any Jew to observe its ceremonial law.

John Calvin

John Calvin’s Hebrews commentary appeared in Latin in 1549 and also in French (Hansen 2006: 258). The Latin version was translated into English in 1853 by one John Owen (not to be confused with the seventeenth-century Puritan of the same name).

Although he does not consider it a Pauline letter, Calvin (1996: 23–24) agrees with Aquinas that it was written to Jews who had made a profession of Christ, in order to show that “by his coming an end was put to ceremonies.” For Calvin, the priesthood of Christ “abolishes (abolet) all the ceremonies of the Law” (1996: 26; 1896: 7), and Jeremiah’s new covenant promise “was nothing else than an improvement on the old” (nihil aliud est quam veteris correctio: 1996: 26; 1896: 8). Throughout the commentary Calvin continues to refer to those addressed in Hebrews as “the Jews.” Indeed, the word Iudaeos appears approximately one hundred times, referring to the recipients of Hebrews and to Jews in general, either in the Second Temple period or among Calvin’s contemporaries. There is no indication that this is other than an ethnic designation, and the term “Judaism” does not appear. “Christianity” appears in discussion of Heb 10:29 where Calvin refers to “the desertion of Christianity” (christianismi desertionem: 1996: 216; 1896: 136). Here, Christianity appears to be a religion which can be both adopted and forsaken.

Calvin (1996: 40) explains that “the Jews” evade the sense of Heb 1:8 so as not to be “forced to own Christ to be called God” and of Heb 5:6, so as to “obscure the glory of Christ” (102). This is likely a reference to Calvin’s Jewish contemporaries. Second Temple Jews appear in the discussion of Heb 2:13, and it is here that supersessionism appears. In discussion of the expression “I and the children God has given me,” Calvin notes that only a few of the Jews took the opportunity to return from the exile, “a presage of their future blindness, through which it happened that they rejected Christ, and that they in turn were rejected by God, and perished” (qua factum est ut Christum reiieientes, ipsi vicissim a Deo reiecti perirent: 1996: 59; 1896: 31). This is punitive supersessionism. Calvin is equally explicit in the following paragraph, pointing out (with reference to Rome), that they “who have been substituted for Israel (qui in locum Israelis subrogati sunt), not only repudiate his Gospel, but also furiously assail him” (1996: 59; 1896: 31).

A similar approach is seen in Calvin’s discussion of “the heirs of the promise” in Heb 6:17. He points out that this refers to the Jews, “the first lawful heirs.” Gentiles are secondary heirs, and the writer refers to the oath here “in order to make the Jews more ready to receive the covenant.” But then he applies the same logic to the present day; it applies “to us also, for we have entered into the place quitted by them through unbelief” (quia in locum ipsorum incredulitate relictum sumus ingress: 1996: 130–31; 1896: 79).

“Forever” in Heb 7:17 raises questions about the status of the ancient sacrifices enjoined in Torah (Exod 12:7; 19:9). Like Aquinas, Calvin explains that the word “forever” is applied to these ancient sacrifices, “not with regard to the external ceremony, but on account of their mystical signification” (mysticam significationem: 1996: 149; 1896: 91). He comments on the next verse that “there is no benefit to be found in the ancient ceremonies, except as they refer to Christ” (1996: 149; 1896: 92). Calvin applies the same logic to the design of the tabernacle discussed in Heb 9:6: “the very form of the ancient tabernacle reminded the Jews that they were to look for something else” (1996: 175; 1896: 107).

Calvin critiques the Jews in his discussion of Heb 10:24–25. He has no doubt that the call to “consider one another” (10:24) is addressed to the Jews since,


being the posterity of Abraham, they boasted that they alone, to the exclusion of all others, had been chosen by the Lord to inherit the covenant of eternal life. Inflated by such a privilege, they despised other nations, and wished to be thought as being alone in the Church of God; nay, they superciliously arrogated to themselves the name of being The Church. It was necessary for the Apostles to labor much to correct this pride; and this, in my judgment, is what the Apostle is doing here, in order that the Jews might not bear it ill that the Gentiles were associated with them and united as one body in the Church.

(1996: 209–10)



The issue Calvin (1996: 210) addresses here is that God was gathering a church from both Jews and Gentiles, from which the Jews recoiled, “for they thought it a great indignity that the Gentiles, should be made equal with them.” The same logic is applied to the appeal to “mutual love” (philadelphia) in Heb 13:1, “because a secret hatred arising from the haughtiness of the Jews was threatening to rend the Churches” (1996: 292; 1896: 186). Any tension in the church is thus laid at the feet of the arrogant Jews! He makes the same polemical claims against the Pope as well as against his Jewish contemporaries as he does against Jews of the Second Temple period: for their unbelief God rejected them and replaced them with the church.

John Owen

John Owen’s (1854) verse-by-verse commentary on Hebrews was originally published in four volumes between 1668 and 1684 and subsequently republished in seven volumes.

Owen (1854: 18.82) accepts Pauline authorship of Hebrews and argues that Paul had no need to assert his apostolic authority, remaining anonymous because his addressees still accepted the authority of the Jewish Scriptures, as did he. In this introduction, Owen seems to be arguing that the Jewish believers addressed in Hebrews had not adopted some new religion. The church, he writes, “before the days of Abraham, though scattered up and down in the world, and subject unto many changes in its worship, by the addition of new revelations, was still but one and the same, because founded on the same covenant.” Over time, because God “confine[d] this church … unto the person and posterity of Abraham,” they presumed “the promises all belonged unto them.” This presumption amounts to “a woful and fatal mistake” (18.120–21).

Their mistake, according to Owen, was that they did not understand the consequences of Abraham’s dual privilege: that he should be the ancestor both of the Messiah and also of all those who believe. They thought that being the physical seed of Abraham was all that was needed to remain in the covenant:


It is true, they were the children of Abraham according to the flesh: but on that account they can have no other privilege than Abraham had in the flesh himself; and this was … that he should be set apart as a special channel, through whose loins God would derive the promised Seed into the world … That this separation and privilege was to cease when the end of it was accomplished and the Messiah exhibited, the very nature of the thing declares; for to what purpose should it be continued when that was fully effected whereunto it was designed? … Seeing, therefore, that their other privilege was come to an end, with all the carnal ordinances that attended it, by the actual coming of the Messiah … if they did not, by faith in the promised seed, attain an interest in this of the spiritual blessing, it is evident that they could on no account be considered as actual sharers in the covenant of God.

(1854: 18.122–23, emphasis in original)



For Owen, then, there was continuity between pre-Abrahamic believers, Israel, and the church, but the Jewish addressees of Hebrews did not recognize that this continuity involved a cessation of their privileges as the physical descendants of Abraham.

Owen (1854: 18.123, emphasis in original) elaborates on this point in the conclusion of “Exercitation VI”:


It remains, then, that the church founded in the covenant, and unto which all the promises did and do belong, abode at the coming of Christ, and doth abide ever since, in and among those who are the children of Abraham by faith. The old church was not taken away, and a new one set up, but the same church was continued, only in those who by faith inherited the promises.



“Great alterations” were made in the “outward state and condition” of this church, including:


(1.) The carnal privilege of the Jews, in their separation to bring forth the Messiah, then failed; and therewith their claim on that account to be the children of Abraham. (2.) The ordinances of worship suited unto that privilege expired and came to an end. (3.) New ordinances of worship were appointed, suited unto the new light and grace then granted unto the church. (4.) The Gentiles came in to the faith of Abraham together with the Jews, to be fellow-heirs with them in his blessing. But none of these, nor all of them together, made any such alteration in the church but that it was still one and the same.

(18.123–24, emphasis in original)



Through the olive tree analogy of Rom 11:17–24, Owen understands Israel and the church to constitute the one people of God, although the Gentiles have supplanted the Jews, having come “in their room.” Abraham’s physical descendants, then, are excluded from the people of God unless they become his descendants by virtue of their faith in the Messiah.

This change in the relationship of Jews to God is reflected in Owen’s treatment of Heb 1:1–2. “These last days” is not a reference is to “the times of the gospel,” as some suggest, but instead to “the last days of the Judaical church and state, which were then drawing to their period and abolition” (1854: 20.11).

Unbelieving Jews of Owen’s time are excluded from the new covenant promises of Jer 31:31–34, quoted in Heb 8:6–13. Here his treatment evidences some polemic (1854: 23.102). The “principal fundamental article of their present faith, or rather unbelief,” is the “absolute perpetuity” of the Sinai covenant with its law and worship. He proposes that they be asked if they believe God will make a new covenant. If they reply in the negative, “they plainly renounce the prophets,” but if they grant this belief, then it is clear that the old must go as the Jewish priests cannot administer two covenants: “[n]othing but obstinacy and blindness can resist the force of this argument.” The new covenant is with the house of Israel and the house of Judah (Heb 8:8), which Owen reads as both “the whole entire posterity of Abraham” and “mystically significant of the whole church of God” (1854: 23.117). This entity is continuous from the Jewish Scriptures until the present day. Nevertheless, it refers to “the whole church of elect believers … alone [whether] Jews or Gentiles” (23.118). Unbelieving Jews are excluded and are at fault for not apprehending that their “church and state” have been abolished.

Owen’s (1854: 18. vii) editor, W. H. Goold, refers to “an effete and lifeless Judaism” to which the readers of Hebrews might be induced to “relapse.” Owen himself is not quite so critical in his references to Judaism, but for him the readers of Hebrews were in danger of apostasy (18.64; 18.101; 19.144; 20.479; 22.93–94), by which he meant a return to Judaism. On Heb 5:12–14 he notes that the readers’ lack of understanding of the “ ‘rudiments of the oracles of God’ … made them incline to their old Judaism” (21.574). They were in danger of “deserting the truth of the gospel, and returning to their Judaism” (23.591). This is the gospel of Christ, whose coming was “the great fundamental article of Christian religion, in opposition unto Judaism” (23.261). It is with Owen that the so-called relapse theory first appears, and it presupposes the idea of two religions, “Judaism” and “Christianity,” existing in the first century.

John Brown of Edinburgh

John Brown was appointed chair of exegetical theology in the theological hall of the Secession Church in 1835. His two-volume Hebrews commentary was published posthumously in 1862. According to Brown, the presenting issue in Hebrews is the relapse theory: Hebrews was addressed to Jewish Christians tempted to revert to Judaism. He writes with reference to Heb 3:12 that to depart from the living God “under the influence of a wicked, unbelieving heart” amounts to “renouncing the profession of the faith of Christ and returning to Judaism” (1862: 178).

Brown uses the terms “Christianity” and “Judaism” frequently, referring to them as two separate religions. He is critical of Judaism, expressly stating that it had been superseded by Christianity:


No part of the system of Christianity was less palatable to the Jew, or furnished him with more plausible objections against receiving it, than its obvious tendency and avowed purpose to abolish and supersede the Mosaic economy. This venerable institution, they were well aware, was divine in its origin, and they believed with equal firmness, though on more questionable grounds, that it was destined to perpetual endurance. When Christianity, then, in no obscure language, declared Judaism to be radically an imperfect and introductory institution, a local and temporary economy, and proclaimed itself the universal and everlasting dispensation of religious truth and duty, fitted and intended for mankind of all countries and all ages, not merely were all their strongest prejudices roused into a state of most excited exasperation, but irrefragable evidence seemed presented to them of the falsehood and impiety of the new system.

(1862: 4; cf. 38)



The purpose of Hebrews was to correct “this excessive and ignorant veneration of the Mosaic institution … [since it was] folly and crime to cleave to an institution which had already served its purpose” (1862: 5). Consequently, the “Doctrinal” part of Hebrews exists to demonstrate “the superiority of Christianity to Judaism” (222–23), and the “Practical” part exists “to teach constancy in the faith and profession of that religion” (10).

Brown’s work thus expresses a form of economic supersessionism. As he saw it, “Paul” wrote to these “Hebrews” to demonstrate that Judaism’s day was over and it had been replaced by Christianity.

Franz Delitzsch

The first volume of Franz Delitzsch’s commentary appeared in 1868, followed two years later by a second volume. Delitzsch (1868: 324) refers to Judaism and Christianity as distinct religions, and to Christianity’s “surpassing glory … in contrast with Judaism.” Here, too, the relapse theory appears (297), with the “Hebrew Christians” (1870: 328) tempted to “return to the dead works and lifeless service of Judaism” (185). Indeed, Delitzsch describes the apostasy addressed in Hebrews as a return to “the fellowship and services of anti-christian Judaism” (188). He acknowledges the existence of “Jewish Christianity,” of which “St. James” is a part, although he “had not the spiritual energy and courage to give to faith in its Pauline sense … its true and exclusive validity” (274). But this was quite different from these Hebrew Christians and the danger of their apostasy.

Explicitly supersessionist language appears at various points in Delitzsch’s exposition. God’s speech through the Son supersedes God’s former speech through the prophets (1868: 40), the new priesthood supersedes the old (361), and the new covenant with “its points of excellence” supersedes the old with “its deficiencies” (1870: 47). “Ever since the new covenant was established in the blood of Jesus Christ,” according to Delitzsch, “the old covenant has had only a seeming existence and validity in the mind of Israel: it belongs henceforth to a dead and buried past” (45).

Economic supersessionism appears in his discussion of “the removing of those things that are shaken” (Heb 12:27). One of “those things” is the faith of Israel, which was always only temporary:


God from the very first created that which is changeable with the purpose of establishing the continuance of that which is immutable by setting it free from the changeable elements: this is equally clear and true as that the law from Sinai … the old covenant, and the Israelitish national form of salvation, are divine transitional constitutions, which aimed from the very first at spiritual freedom, an antitypical consummation, an abolition of human limitations; in short, that the provisional should be replaced by the complete, the temporal by the eternal.

(1870: 363)



In Delitzsch, then, Judaism with its prophets, priesthood, and covenant belongs to a former, temporary mode of relating to God and is now supplanted by what is new and enduring.

Brooke Foss Westcott

The first edition of Westcott’s commentary on Hebrews appeared in 1889, with a second edition in 1892 and a third in 1903, with subsequent reprints. Westcott (1909: li) reads Hebrews as addressed to ethnic Jews and is “most truly intelligible as the last voice of the apostles of the circumcision … [who] regarded Judaism naturally with sympathy and even with affection, for it was that through which they had been led little by little to see the meaning of the Gospel.” The “Hebrews” were “a definite Society” rather than Jewish Christians generally, and in the light of the “widening breach between the Church and the Synagogue” they needed “to make a choice between them” because they “were in danger of apostasy” (xxxvi–xxxvii). Westcott does not say anything here about the precise nature of this apostasy, but the implication is that it entailed a return to Judaism since, commenting on Heb 3:12, he asserts that “to fall back from Christianity to Judaism was really to revolt from Him” (1909: 84). Consequently, “Christians therefore must abandon Judaism” (444).

For Westcott, the two religions are set over against one another. Judaism is preparation for Christianity, “as a stage in the advance towards a wider work which could not be achieved without a preparatory discipline” (1909: lvi, 319). Later, he notes that “Judaism was the shadow, and Christianity is the substance” (lix). There is no harsh critique of Judaism such as in Brown and Delitzsch; rather, it is “an advancing manifestation of the Living God,” and if “we regard Judaism in this way, the history of Christianity itself will be quickened for us with a new life” (496).

Westcott, then, sees Judaism in a positive light, although it is still merely preparatory, anticipating the substance of Christianity, and useful from an educational point of view.

Readers of Hebrews after the Holocaust

Since the mid-twentieth century, several scholars have critiqued the perceived supersessionism of Hebrews. Bibliowicz (2013) is sharply critical of what he refers to as Hebrews’ “anti-Judaism.” He contends that “the author’s denigration of the covenant aims at eroding [the addressees’] standing as God’s chosen altogether,” and so “articulates the first cornerstone of identity annihilation theology, the gravest component of supersession-replacement theology” (123). Whereas Jer 31:31–34 seeks to “revitalize the Israelite commitment to the covenant,” Bibliowicz proposes that in Heb 8:8 the author (a non-Israelite, writing to Gentile believers) subverts this to “support the advent of a new covenant with non-Israelites” (2013: 124–25).

Other scholars highlight various themes in their treatments of Hebrews in the broader context of supersessionist thinking. Klawans (2006: 243), for example, remarks on its “antitemple, antisacrificial, and antipriestly polemics,” arguing that the letter “lays out a clear supersessionist approach in its contrast between the old order and the new” and provides “the basis of Christian supersessionist approaches” to the temple and its ritual. In the view of Freudmann (1994: 152), the writer manipulates the Jewish Scriptures to demonstrate the superiority of Christianity over Judaism in a way that “stretches credibility beyond the breaking point.” Sandmel (1978: 120–22) finds that Hebrews, in understanding Christ to have superseded the law, deals with ancient Judaism “as the worthy but imperfect preparation for the perfection which is Christianity.” Reuther (1979: 107–11) thinks that the writer—who addresses a Jewish Christian community in danger of “backsliding into Judaism” and thus “committing apostasy from which there can be no forgiveness”—works with a testimony book that contained “misreadings” of the Greek text to show that “Judaism is not merely superseded historically, but absolutely.” Williamson and Allen (1989: 52–54) claim that Hebrews regards Judaism as “a second rate religion” and believe that even the “structure of Hebrews is itself anti-Jewish.” Lindars (1991: 15–21) is slightly more nuanced in using the language of supersessionism with reference to Jewish ritual in its various forms. Gager (1985: 183) discerns in Hebrews “a critique of Judaism from within” undertaken by an author who is preoccupied with “demonstrating the absolute superiority of Christianity over Judaism.”

Robert Gordon (2008: 25–29, 36–53, 40) finds Hebrews to be supersessionist in outlook, with “supersessionist elements … deep in the texture and structure of the letter.” In particular, he notes how the writer makes use of concepts taken from the Jewish Scriptures, such as


the concept of Sabbath rest developed in chs. 3–4, the arrogation of the term people of God to the Christian community (4:9), the superior status accorded to priesthood “according to the order of Melchizedek” in chs. 5–7, the invoking of the new covenant in explanation of the advent of Christ and the birth of the Christian community in ch. 8, the relativizing of the status of the revelation at Sinai (2.2–4; 12.18–29), and of the tent of meeting, the Mosaic covenant and the Day of Atonement (principally in chs. 9–10), the subordination of Moses to Christ (3.3–6; 11.26, pace REB), the inauguration of a “new and living way” (10.19–25), and the spiritualizing of the concept of sacrifice (13.10–16).

(2008: 40)



These features and more, Gordon (2008: 40) claims, “amount to ‘constitutional supersessionism.’ ” But at the same time, he finds this to be a legitimate development of what is found in the Jewish Scriptures.

While Gordon (2008: 51) deems Hebrews to be supersessionist, he locates this supersessionism within a Jewish-Christian context, as an “inner-Jewish development” with the effect that the author “requires his addressees to dissociate themselves from their Jewish matrix,” yet “still regards himself and the ‘Hebrews’ as belonging to the community of those who worship the God of Israel.” In so doing, he can deliver “ ‘in-house criticism’ of the ancestral religion” against the background of first-century realities (51).

Gordon’s use of the term “supersessionism” to refer to this “inner-Jewish development” is unhelpful. On the one hand he sees continuity in “the community of those who worship the God of Israel” before and after the coming of Christ, but, on the other hand, he concludes that Hebrews is concerned with two religions, “Christianity” and “Judaism,” one of which has superseded the other.

Conclusion

For writers in the patristic period, supersessionism seemed to be self-evident and they mounted no critique of it. By and large, what was superseded was Jewish ritual, replaced by the priesthood and sacrifice of Christ and the new covenant. Calvin begins to speak of a religion called “Christianity,” and the “relapse theory” appears first in Owen and is fully developed in the nineteenth century, persisting throughout the twentieth century (see, e.g., Bruce 1990: 3–9) and beyond, although not without the occasional dissenting voice (Dahms 1977: 365–75; Allen 2010: 78–79, 362–63). From Chrysostom to Westcott, most of the writers surveyed here are critical of Judaism, and their views can be classified as a form of anti-Judaism. Not until after the Second World War and the Holocaust do critiques of supersessionism begin to appear. Several more recent scholars are highly critical of Hebrews on those grounds, with the exception of Gordon, who affirms that Hebrews is supersessionist and mounts no critique, although his use of the term is unhelpful as he would also affirm continuity between the people of God in the Old Testament and the New.

A Way Forward

Since the Holocaust, both Jewish and Christian scholars have demonstrated the problematic nature of supersessionist language, with Littell (1975: 2, 79, 88) asserting that “[t]he cornerstone of Christian Antisemitism is the superseding or displacement myth.” Consequently, major issues arise for Jewish-Christian relations if Hebrews is read as a supersessionist text.

Readers who deny that supersessionism is found in Hebrews generally fall into two camps. Some date Hebrews after the fall of the temple and see its critique of Jewish ritual as a response to that event (cf. Klassen 1986: 8). Others date Hebrews prior to 70 ce and offer a nuanced reading around the identity of the recipients and the writer’s use of the Jewish Scriptures. Prior to discussing these issues, however, it is necessary to set the scene by considering the question of whether Judaism and Christianity existed as distinct religions in the first century.

Judaism and Christianity in the First Century

The notion that the writer of Hebrews was comparing two religions, “Judaism” and “Christianity,” is a dubious one, notwithstanding how frequently it appears in the preceding historical survey. These “religions” appear nowhere in Hebrews, and, indeed, “Christianity” appears nowhere in the New Testament. It first appears early in the second century in Ignatius of Antioch (Magn. 10.1, 3; Rom. 3.3; Phld. 6.1), where Mason (2007: 470) translates it “Christianizing,” alongside the term “Judaizing” (cf. Hammond Bammel 1982: 81–85; BAGD 1090), and in the Martyrdom of Polycarp (10.1). Ioudaismos appears in Gal 1:13–14, but it may simply describe what “Judaizers” do, as in Gal 2:14, where the verb ioudaizō (“to live like a Jew”) is used. The verb seems to have the same sense in Josephus (War 2.454, 463) and in its only instance in the Jewish Greek Scriptures, in Esth 8:17, where it renders the Hebrew verb yahad (“to profess to be a Jew”). The noun Ioudaismos appears in the Jewish Greek Scriptures in 2 Maccabees (2:21; 8:1; 14:38), where “Judaizing” seems to be a valid translation, as well as in 4 Macc 14:26 (Boyarin 2007: 67–68). It may also have this sense in Ignatius (Magn. 8.110.3; Phld. 6:1).

Elliott (2007: 119–54) and Boyarin (2007: 70–74) argue that the entities we know as Judaism and Christianity did not emerge until the fourth century and that it is anachronistic to speak in these terms with reference to the first century. There is no evidence that the writer of Hebrews and his contemporaries thought in terms of two “religions” in the sense that one could supersede the other (Juel 2006: 62–64). The idea that Christianity had replaced Judaism would be entirely foreign to this writer, who would have thought of himself as a faithful Israelite and would have continued to acknowledge his Jewish identity and that of his readers.

The Date of Hebrews

Several scholars who deny that Hebrews is supersessionist propose a date after the destruction of the temple. Pamela Eisenbaum (2005a: 1; 2005b: 236–37) believes that supersessionism has been “superimposed by a long tradition of interpretation.” In reaching this conclusion, she contends that Hebrews postdates the destruction of the temple: “a post-destruction dating means the author did not write Hebrews so as to relegate the temple to obsolescence, but real-world circumstances made it so” (2005a: 2). Eisenbaum is not alone is proposing a post-destruction date for Hebrews as part of a solution (see Mitchell 2011: 263–64; Nanos 2009: 185; Barnard 2014: 33). This line of argumentation has been taken up most recently by Kenneth Schenck (2019: 117), who concludes that “Hebrews cannot be seen as supersessionist in relation to the temple because it was strategizing in relation to its absence, not arguing polemically against it.”

Nevertheless, while an increasing number of scholars now ascribe a post-destruction date for Hebrews, the internal evidence seems to indicate an earlier date. Two texts in particular point in this direction (see Church 2017: 14–16, 269–73). Hebrews 8:4–5 claims that Jesus would not be a priest if he was on earth, “since there are priests who offer gifts according to the law … [who serve] in a sanctuary that is a sketch and shadow of the heavenly one.” This “contrary to fact” condition uses the imperfect tense (“if he was on earth”) to refer to the present time from the author’s perspective. The author has just claimed in Heb 8:1–2 that Jesus is enthroned at the right hand of God in the present (Koester 2001: 377) and not presently on earth where these other priests are serving. If the first half of v. 4 refers to the present situation of Jesus, it is reasonable to infer a present time reference for the rest of the verse. In other words, those high priests are officiating in the temple in the present (Gordon 2008: 31–32), a temple that is still standing.

In Heb 10:1–4, the author refers to “the same sacrifices that are continually offered year after year” and asks whether, if they could have made perfect those who approach, would they not have ceased being offered? Some scholars suggest that this has no bearing on the date of Hebrews (e.g., Attridge 1989: 272; Schenck 2019: 103–5). But had the temple been destroyed and the sacrifices ceased, the argument could hardly be expressed in this way. An interlocutor could simply rebut the argument by pointing to the fallen temple (see Church 2020: 281–92). These two texts, along with Heb 13:9–16 referring to “those who serve the tent” being forbidden to eat from the Christian altar (see pp. 172–173), combine to make a cumulative case for a date prior to 70 ce, with the implication that Hebrews could be read in such a way as “to relegate the temple to obsolescence” (Eisenbaum 2005a: 2).

The Recipients of Hebrews and Its Occasion

The recipients of Hebrews were clearly a Christ-allegiant community. What is not so clear is their ethnicity. Some have suggested that they are Gentiles (Moffatt 1924: xvi–xvii), others that they are Jews/Judeans (Anderson 1989: 255–77; Esler 2011: 470–89), and still others that they are of mixed ethnicity (Muir 2014: 425–39), either predominantly Jewish (Ellingworth 1993: 26–28) or predominantly Gentile (Schenck 2003: 91–93; 2019: 31–58).

Cockerill (2012: 20) discounts ethnicity when he defines “Jewish Christians” as “followers of Christ who have been acculturated into and continue to be attracted by Jewish religious practices regardless of their ethnicity.” On the other hand, Esler (2011) has argued from what he calls “the anthropology of ethnicity” that the recipients were ethnic Judeans. Following Hutchinson and Smith (1996: 6–7), Esler (2011: 470–71) lists a “repertoire of features” that are “constitutive of ethnicity.” These are (1) a common proper name identifying the group; (2) a myth of common ancestry; (3) a shared history of a common past, including commemoration of heroes and events; (4) a common culture, including customs, language, and religion; (5) a link with an ancestral homeland, either through actual occupation or by symbolic attachment; and (6) a sense of communal solidarity. Esler finds in Hebrews features that indicate that the writer was addressing Judean Christians and that he systematically deconstructs all the features of Judean ethnicity according to this repertoire (477–87). At the same time he shows how the Christ movement contains such features in a superior form. Esler concludes that the author “everywhere presupposes the powerful pull of Judean ethnic identity and sets out comprehensively to subvert, manipulate, and redefine its dominant cultural categories and meanings in terms suitable for the Christ-movement by developing a broad counter-identity” (488).

While Esler does not consider Heb 13:10–16, this text suggests that the addressees identify as Judeans with a strong attachment to Jerusalem and the temple. In Heb 13:9 the readers are enjoined to avoid “strange teachings” (NIV), since it “is good for our hearts to be strengthened by grace, not by eating ceremonial foods [brōmata].” “Ceremonial foods” may refer to Jewish sacrificial meals (cf. Josephus, Ant. 10.213–16). Lindars (1989: 388, cf. Lane 1991b: 530–36) suggests that they are communal meals held on feast days in the diaspora, which “were one way in which Jews far away from Jerusalem maintained the sense of solidarity with the temple and its cultus.” Verses 10–16 explain why participation in such meals is incompatible for a follower of Christ. The pericope contains three claims followed by three exhortations. Verses 10–12 assert that (1) “we have an altar” from which “those who serve (in) the tent” are not permitted to eat, explained with reference to (2) the burning of the bodies of sacrificial victims “outside the camp,” with this explanation in turn providing the rationale for (3) the suffering of Jesus “outside the gate.”

It seems best to identify the Christian altar in Hebrews as a metonym for the sacrifice of Christ (see Church 2017: 358–67). Those who “serve in the tent” are the Levitical priests (Lehne 1990: 115–16; Young 2002: 246–47) currently serving in the Jerusalem temple, with the tent a deliberately archaized reference to the temple (Walker 1994; Barnard 2012: 88; for the use of skēnē to refer to the temple, see Sir 24:10–11). These priests are forbidden to eat from that altar because the bodies of the sacrificial victims of a sin offering are burned outside the camp rather than being eaten. This text echoes Lev 16:27, from the Day of Atonement ceremony, which Heb 9:11–12 understands to have anticipated the death of Christ (Loader 1981: 180). “For this reason,” the author confirms in Heb 13:12, Jesus suffered “outside the gate,” that is, the gate of Jerusalem (Thompson 1982: 147; Fuller Dow 2010: 176). Jesus was excluded from the sacred precincts of the city and died as an outcast (Lane 1991b: 541–42).

Consequently, the readers are encouraged to “go out” to Jesus “outside the camp,” bearing his reproach. The referent of the expression “outside the camp” is debated, but it is likely an oblique appeal to move away from anything associated with the Jerusalem temple. Jerusalem in Hebrews is identified with “the camp,” as in 4QMMT from the Dead Sea Scrolls (4Q394 frgs. 3–7 col. ii lines 16–19; frg. 8 col. iv lines 10–11; 4Q396 col. iii lines 1–2; 4Q397 frg. 3 line 3; frgs. 6–13 lines 3–5). The association of the tabernacle with the temple and the camp with Jerusalem would have been natural for residents of Judea as well as for diaspora Jews on pilgrimage to the city. They would have known that, in biblical law, “outside the camp” means “outside Jerusalem” (Mosser 2009: 401–2).

One might expect that the climactic exhortations in this “word of exhortation” would give some indication of the circumstances that prompted it. While there are no clear clues about the recipients (Mason 2010: 16–20), inferences can be drawn from the nature of the concluding exhortations as to their identity. The connections with the temple, the Day of Atonement, sacrifice, and Jerusalem make it likely that the recipients are Christ-allegiant Jews with a strong attachment to the temple and its ritual. The writer, also a Christ-allegiant Jew since he identifies with them using first-person plural verbs, calls his readers to leave all that aside. Since Christ has come and made the definitive offering of himself, they are to follow Jesus “outside the camp,” that is, away from the temple and Jerusalem. It is no longer appropriate for them to relate to God as they had in the past (Skarsaune 2009: 181).

Hebrews 8:6–13 and the New Covenant

Karl Barth maintains that “God’s Covenant with his people Israel is as such ‘the condition for the reconciliation of the world in Christ’ ” (Church Dogmatics, IV/1, § 57:1, 6). Bertold Klappert (1997: 45) feels compelled to sharpen Barth’s statement, declaring that the reconciliation of the world is based upon God’s “one uncancelled and undismissed Covenant with Israel.” This theological claim stands in strong contrast to Heb 8:13: “in speaking of a new [covenant], God declares the first obsolete.”

In Heb 8:3–5, the author compares the priesthood of Jesus with that of the priests serving in the Jerusalem temple. He explains that the ministry of Jesus is superior to that of those priests (8:6), thus setting up the quotation of Jer 38:31–34 LXX, where God announces that he will make a new covenant with his people. The quotation is introduced with the claim that Jeremiah’s new covenant oracle amounted to a speech-act by God (Hays 2009: 160–61) that rendered the first covenant faulty (for “God finds fault when he says to them: ‘The days are surely coming … when I will establish a new covenant’ ”).2 It ends with a second speech-act by God (8:13), where the author reasons that calling the second covenant “new” implies a declaration that the first was “old,” and that what is old is aging and near to “destruction” (aphanismos, see BAGD 155). According to the writer of Hebrews, God himself declares the obsolescence of the former covenant when he calls the second covenant “new.”

If the temple was still standing, if the readers were Christ-allegiant Jews devoted to the temple, and if the author was writing to exhort them to set aside this devotion and follow Jesus, the identity of those with whom God makes the new covenant becomes significant. A new covenant “with the house of Israel and the house of Judah” is announced in Heb 8:8–10. “This is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel,” the author states, quoting Jeremiah, who in turn speaks for God. This Christ-allegiant Jewish author is not thinking of “Christianity” and “Judaism,” nor is he thinking of a Gentile church or of “a new covenant with non-Israelites,” as Bibliowicz (2013: 124) maintains. Rather, the writer “is perhaps more conscious than any other New Testament writer of the historical and theological continuity of the people of God before and after the earthly ministry of Jesus” (Ellingworth 1993: 64). As Hays (2009: 161) points out, “[t]he Gentile church appears nowhere in the picture … [and thus] Hebrews represents a form of Jewish ‘restoration eschatology.’ ”

Hebrews and Perfection

This theological continuity comes to the fore at the end of the example list of faithful people in Hebrews 11, who, perceiving “God’s eschatological activity” (Koester 2001: 120–21), acted faithfully as they anticipated an unseen future. They did not receive what God had promised, not because of any failure on their part (Attridge 1989: 352); rather, it was because God had provided a better plan “with us in mind” (peri hēmōn), “so that they would not be made perfect without us” (11:40).

While some readers of Hebrews speak in terms of “fulfilment” (e.g., Kim 2006: 140–46), the author never uses this term. Instead, he thinks in terms of “perfection,” a word he uses with reference to Jesus in connection with his achieving salvation for God’s people, and also with reference to humans, where Laansma (2017: 35) suggests it refers to “everything involved in effecting arrival at the goal of creation’s and salvation’s history … qualifying them to approach the holy God’s throne.” The writer is convinced that the temple cultus was unable to achieve this goal. In Heb 7:19 the “weak and useless” (asthenes kai anōpheles) law is set aside because it made nothing perfect. The design of the tabernacle and its associated gifts and sacrifices in Heb 9:9 cannot perfect the conscience of the worshiper but function, rather, as a “symbol” (parabolē) anticipating the time when things would be set right. And in Heb 10:1–2 the repetitive nature of these sacrifices shows that they cannot make perfect those who approach.

Then, in Heb 10:14 the writer claims that “by a single offering Christ has perfected for all time those who are sanctified.” Christ did what the ritual associated with the law was unable to do. The repetitive nature of the sacrifices of the former covenant revealed that they were unable to bring perfection. For that the Jewish Scriptures anticipated a second covenant and a different kind of offering: the offering of the will (Hughes 1979: 89). In terms of the relationship between the first and the second covenants, then, Hebrews seeks to show “how the imperfect anticipated that which alone brings us to the goal” (Laansma 2017: 35). Because of God’s great love for his people,” Kim (2006: 201) concludes, “he has provided a superior way by which his people can draw near to him.” However, it is not only those who follow Christ chronologically who are made perfect, but also those who preceded him chronologically, as the author explains at the end of ch. 11. Just like the Christ-allegiant Judeans addressed in Hebrews, the “ancients” (presbyteroi, 11:2, 39–40) are made perfect by the self-offering of Christ. As Bloesch (1989: 199) suggests, Heb 11:40 “intimates that the faith of Israel finally apprehends its object through the sanctifying of the church.”

God planned that Christ would offer himself to achieve perfection for those who preceded him as well as those who follow him. The former covenant and its associated ritual anticipated this; the second covenant provided it. Consequently, the Jewish Scriptures are not a discrete entity that can be replaced. They are part of the whole, anticipating the reality that, according to Hebrews, has now come to pass. Now that that which provided perfection has come, that which was imperfect, which anticipated the perfect is set aside. But it is not the church replacing Israel; it is perfection for the whole people of God, past, present, and future, in Christ (Mitchell 2011: 266–67). This penultimate occurrence of the word “better” in Hebrews (11:39) shows how the occurrences preceding it are to be read. The “better plan” God has formulated to give access to the throne of grace both to those living under the former covenant and to those living under the new covenant “embraces the better hope, the better promises, the better covenant, the better sacrifices, the better and abiding possession, and the better resurrection which is their heritage, and ours” (Bruce 1990: 330).

Conclusion

Hebrews was written by a Christ-allegiant Judean to a group of Christ-allegiant (diaspora) Judeans showing how the Jewish Scriptures are to be read in the light of the exaltation of Christ to the right hand of God “in these last days.” This is the climax toward which those Scriptures were moving. God’s speech-act in Jer 31:31–34 proclaims the inadequacy of the current arrangements and points forward to a new, superior arrangement. The Jewish Scriptures themselves thus anticipate a day when the Sinai covenant will grow old and fade away. The writer of Hebrews understood that this was now about to happen, and for that reason it was no longer appropriate for Israel to relate to God as it had in the past. This does not, however, spell the rejection of Israel. To the contrary, in Christ and in the new covenant, Israel is transformed, renewed, and perfected (Hays 2009: 162).

But Israel is still Israel, and Jewish identity and ethnicity are compatible with allegiance to Christ. What is incompatible is a former covenant along with its associated cultus that was unable to achieve the perfection that Christ has achieved. What is superseded is not “Israel” but Israel’s religious system—the former covenant, with its temple and its sacrifices, as the Jewish Scriptures anticipated. Unhelpfully, Gordon calls this supersessionism. Rather, it is the transformation and renewal of Israel to enable unhindered access to God’s presence for all God’s people, in the past as also in the present.

Notes

1.I also discuss aspects of the treatment of the relationship between Christians and Jews in Chrysostom, Aquinas, Calvin, Owen, Brown, and Westcott in Church 2023: 6–11, 15, 17–18.

2.Author’s translation, following Lane (1991a: 202), Guthrie (2007: 971), and Hays (2009: 160) in reading the dative (autois) in Heb 8:8 rather than the accusative (autous), and construing this dative as the object of legō. Verses 7–8 thus read, “For if that first [covenant] had been faultless there would have been no need to look for a second, for finding fault [with it] he says to them….” I note that when the writer cites Jer 31:33–34 again in Heb 10:16–17 the text is spoken by the Holy Spirit “to us” (Heb 10:15).
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Chapter 10


How Hebrews Reads Scripture



Susan Docherty

The Centrality of Israel’s Scriptures in Hebrews

The theology and rhetoric of Hebrews is fundamentally shaped by Israel’s Scriptures, both in substance and in the language through which ideas are expressed. Every aspect of the author’s Christology depends on a close engagement with these authoritative texts, and appeal to them is equally constitutive of his ethical exhortation. Modern scholarship focuses particularly on investigating the direct citations which figure prominently in the letter’s argument and appear integral to its literary structure. This chapter will begin, therefore, by addressing the main critical issues raised by the presentation and interpretation of these formal quotations, before turning to consider more briefly some of the less explicit ways in which Scripture is reused in Hebrews.

Scriptural Citations

Text Selection and Distribution

The scriptural citations in Hebrews are, on the whole, clearly marked with an introductory formula, but it is nevertheless notoriously difficult to calculate their precise number. This is primarily because the author’s exegetical method often involves the partial repetition of a previously quoted text during its exposition (see esp. the treatment of Ps 95(94):7–11 at Heb 3:7–11 [3:15; 4:3, 7]; cf. Jer 31(38):31–34 at 8:8–12; 10:16–17; Ps 110(109):4 at 5:6, 10; 6:20; 7:17). It is debatable, therefore, whether these reiterations should all count as separate citations. There are also a small number of strong allusions (Heb 11:21; 12:29), plus one close paraphrase of a scriptural passage (7:1–2), which are classified by some commentators as direct quotations. The figure given for formal citations generally ranges between twenty-nine and forty-seven (Cockerill 2012: 42–43), and I put it at thirty-seven, or thirty-one if the cases of restatement within an interpretation are excluded. The author turns most frequently to the Psalms, eighteen times in total, including the repetitions (1:5a, 7, 8–9, 10–12, 13; 2:6–8, 12; 3:7–11, 15; 4:3, 5, 7; 5:5, 6; 7:17, 21; 10:5–7; 13:6). However, the Pentateuch is also very well represented, particularly the books of Genesis (4:4; 6:14; 11:18), Exodus (8:5; 9:20; 12:20), and Deuteronomy (1:6; 10:30a, 30b; 12.21; 13.5). The “new covenant” passage from Jeremiah is cited twice (8:8–12; 10:16–17), and there are four further quotations from the prophets Isaiah (2:13a, 13b), Habakkuk (10:37–38), and Haggai (12:26). The remaining citations are taken from 2 Samuel (1:5b) and Proverbs (12:5–6).

The Significance of the Psalms in Hebrews

The preponderance of quotations from the Psalms is striking, especially in the first half of the letter. Here, texts like Ps 2:7 (Heb 1:5) and Ps 110(109):1, 4 (Heb 1:13; 5:5–6; 7:17, 21) function as the principal supports for the claims being made about Jesus’s status as son of God and eternal high priest. Major citations are deployed at several other key points in the argument, giving rise to suggestions that the epistle as a whole is organized around them. Caird (1959) identifies four such “structuring” texts, mainly drawn from the Psalms: Pss 110(109):1, 4; 8:4–6(5–7); 95(94):11; plus Jer 31(38):31–34. Other commentators (e.g., France 1996) find a larger number of scriptural building blocks, including some or all of the following: the catena in Heb 1:5–13; Hab 2:3–4; and Prov 3:11–12. However, these proposed reconstructions sometimes minimize the contribution to the letter’s overarching theological framework of shorter quotations, or fail to account fully for those sections of it which lack sizable direct citations, such as the encomium on faith in ch. 11 (cf. chs. 6 and 13).

No real consensus has yet emerged, then, about the place of the Psalms in the structure of Hebrews, and the author’s extensive recourse to them is explained in a variety of ways. It may stem from a decision to use scriptural texts that would already be familiar to the members of his intended audience, assuming that they encountered the Psalms regularly in their worship either as Jews or as followers of Christ (Barth 1962; Kistemaker 1961; Steyn 2011). This possibility might account for the inclusion of citations from several other hymnic passages, too, such as the Song of Moses (Deut 32:1–43; cf. Heb 1:6; 10:30). Alternatively, it could result from the messianic associations attaching to the Psalms as the songs of David, which prompted early Christians to read them as prophecies about Jesus’s life and death (Karrer 2010: 133–34). Apart from any potential eschatological overtones, another important factor in their selection is their poetic style and generalizable content, which makes many of these passages easily applicable to a range of situations and later speakers, including Jesus (Attridge 2003; Docherty 2009: 146–47). Despite this undoubted emphasis on the Psalms, the significance of other parts of Scripture also should not be overlooked, such as the Genesis narratives about Abraham (Heb 6:13–15; 7:1–10; 11:8–19). Deuteronomy also exhibits particular parallels with Hebrews (Allen 2008), as both works envisage an audience standing on the threshold of entry into their promised inheritance, and both issue strong warnings about the dangers of repeating the mistakes of the faithless wilderness generation (3:7–4:11). The writer clearly demonstrates in his citations, then, a broad and deep knowledge of Israel’s Scriptures as a whole.

Sources and “Testimonia” Collections

The author’s selection of scriptural texts does not mark him out as exceptional within his early Jewish exegetical context, as it overlaps to a certain extent with the distribution of quotations in the works of Philo and the Dead Sea Scrolls (Brooke 1997; Steyn 2011: 379–84). At Qumran, for instance, there was evidently an interest in Jeremiah’s promise of a new covenant (Jer 31(38):31–34; cf. CD 3.10–20; 19.33–34; cf. Heb 8:8–12; 10:16–17), in the connection drawn by Habakkuk between righteousness and faith (Hab 2:4b; cf. 1QpHab 8.1–3; cf. Heb 10:37–39; cf. Rom 1:17; Gal: 3.11), and in the eschatological implications of the Davidic covenant (e.g., 2 Sam 7:14; cf. 4Q174 1.10–11; cf. Heb 1:5).

His choices also, however, illustrate his participation in a developing Christian tradition of scriptural interpretation, as several of his texts are also employed elsewhere in the New Testament, notably Ps 2:7 (Heb 1:5; 5:5; cf. Acts 13:33); Ps 110(109):1 (Heb 1:13; cf. Matt 22:44; Mark 12:36; Luke 20:42–43; Acts 2:34–35; cf. Rom 8:34; 1 Cor 15:25; Eph 1:20; Col 3:1); Hab 2.4 (Heb 10:38; cf. Rom 1:17; Gal 3:11); Ps 8:6(7) (Heb 2:8; cf. 1 Cor 15:27; cf. Eph 1:22); Deut 32:35 (Heb 10:30; cf. Rom 12:19; cf. Luke 2122); and Gen 21:12 (Heb 11:18; cf. Rom 9:7). Other citations are unique to Hebrews but are taken from sections of Scripture that were evidently popular among the first followers of Jesus, as exemplified in his use of v. 4 of Psalm 110(109) (Heb 5:6, 17, 21), in addition to the frequently quoted v. 1 (Heb 1:3, 13; 8:1; 10:12–13; cf. Matt 22:44; 26:64; Mark 12:36; 14:62; 16:19; Luke 20:42–43; 22:69; Acts 2:33–34; Rom 8:34; 1 Cor 15:25; Eph 1:20; Col 3:1). The author draws also on Psalm 22(21), so influential for the gospel passion narratives (Ps 22:22[21:23 LXX] at Heb 2:12; cf. Ps 22:1 at Matt 27:46; Mark 15:34; Ps 22:7 at Matt 27:29, 39; Mark 15:29; Ps 22:8 at Matt 27:43; Luke 23:35; Ps 22:18 at Matt 27:35; Mark 15:24; Luke 23:34; John 19:23–24); on Psalm 118(117), source of the designations of Jesus as both the “cornerstone” and “the one who comes in the name of the Lord” (Ps 118[117]:6 at Heb 13:6; cf. Ps 118[117]:22 at Matt 21:42; Mark 12:10; Luke 20:17; Acts 4:11; 1 Pet 2:7; Ps 118[117]:26 at Matt 21:9; 23:39; Mark 11:9; Luke 13:35; 19:38; John 12:13); and on a chapter of Isaiah (Isa 8:17–18 at Heb 2:13) which contains the important motif of the “stone of stumbling” (Isa 8:14–15; cf. Rom 9:33; 1 Pet 2:8).

This common appeal to certain passages by different New Testament writers raises the possibility of their dependence on collections of “testimonia,” extracts purposefully culled from the Scriptures because of their perceived applicability to Jesus. This might help to explain other features of early Christian citation practice, too, such as vague or inaccurate attribution and unusual text-forms. The chain of quotations in Heb 1:5–13 is often assumed to derive from such a preexisting source, for instance, as it includes some texts linked by the catchword “son,” as well as others which could potentially be read as speaking about two divine beings (Albl 1999: 201–7; Attridge 1989: 50). The existence of Christian Testimony Books and their use in debates with Jews is not firmly attested until the patristic period. However, the Qumran discoveries demonstrate definitively that anthologies of scriptural excerpts were being produced for various purposes long before this time (e.g., 4Q174, 4Q175, 4Q176, 4Q177). One of these manuscripts, 4QFlorilegium (4Q174), is particularly relevant for the discussion of Hebrews 1, because Psalm 2 and 2 Samuel 7 are also combined there (cf. Heb 1:5), although different verses are quoted. It is, therefore, entirely feasible that the followers of Jesus also made compilations of this kind, especially in an age of limited access to full scriptural scrolls. Nonetheless, the premise that an extract collection underlies this section of Hebrews is not universally accepted (Docherty 2009: 172–76; Steyn 2011: 54–56), since the catena seems to be carefully crafted to develop an overall theological argument, and it includes some unique texts (e.g., Pss 45:6–7[44:7–8]; 102:25–27[101:26–28]). The author also seems to be aware of the wider context of some of these citations (Ellingworth 1993: 113; Guthrie 2007: 920–21), implying his knowledge of the Scriptures in a more holistic form. Echoes of the language and themes of Psalm 2 (cited in Heb 1:5), for example, can be detected throughout the letter (e.g., klēronomia in Ps 2:8; cf. Heb 1:2; paideuthēte in Ps 2:10; cf. Heb 12:5–11; pepoitotes ep’ autō in Ps 2:12; cf. Heb 2:13 = Isa 8:17).

Text Form

A key debate within modern scholarship concerns the extent to which the author felt free to alter the wording of his scriptural sources for theological or rhetorical purposes (e.g., Thomas 1964–65; McCullough 1980). Most of the citations do diverge, either slightly or more substantially, from the forms found in the major Septuagint codices, but this does not necessarily imply extensive authorial adaptation. Rather, it is likely to be a consequence of the pluriformity of the scriptural tradition in the first century ce. This ongoing state of textual variety has been decisively confirmed by the Qumran discoveries and is reinforced by a consideration of the full range of extant Septuagintal witnesses (see esp. Steyn 2011; cf. Karrer 2010; McCullough 1980, 1981). Steyn’s recent investigation in particular has uncovered a number of variants in minor manuscripts such as PBod 24 which support some of the readings in Hebrews, such as the phrase pyros phloga rather than pyr phlegon in Ps 104(103):4 (“flame of fire,” in Heb 1:7; cf. Ps 95(94):7–11 in Heb 3:7–11). The similarities between the forms of the Pentateuchal quotations in Hebrews and the writings of Philo (Opif. 136 [Heb 8:5]; Conf. 166 [Heb. 13:5]) are also increasingly being recognized (Steyn 2011: 74, 241, 363). This new evidence makes it harder now than in the past to argue against the position that the author generally reproduces faithfully a version of the Scriptures known to him.

His concern to accurately represent his sources in formal citation may also be deduced from a comparison with his looser treatment of scriptural material in other forms of reuse. The line from Ps 110[109]:4—“You are a priest for ever, according to the order of Melchizedek”—is twice cited verbatim (5:6; 7:17), for instance, even though almost all of the numerous allusions to it (2:17; 3:1; 4:14, 15; 5:1, 5, 10; 6:20; 7:26–28; 8:1; 9:11; 10:21) introduce Jesus as a “high priest,” in line with the letter’s wider argument. Furthermore, in contrast to several other New Testament writings (Adams and Ehorn 2018: 210), only one definite example of a composite quotation occurs in Hebrews (Isa 26:20 and Hab 2:3–4 at Heb 10:37–38; cf. possibly 8:5; 13:5; see further Docherty 2018), a statistic which also indicates a preference for exact citation.

Exploiting Alternative Text Forms in Interpretation

The pluriform state of the Scriptures in the first century ce does, however, have other potential implications for their interpretation within Hebrews. Textual variety was apparently regarded as an exegetical tool within some early Jewish circles, and so was deliberately employed in order to extend the range of meanings of a passage. The Habakkuk Pesher (1QpHab 11.9–13), for instance, attests to a knowledge on the part of the Qumran community of two Hebrew readings of Hab 2:16, one parallel to the form found in the Septuagint translation (diasaleutēhti kai seisthēti, “stagger” or “shake and quake,” assuming a Hebrew hera‘l) and the other reflecting the MT (he‘arel, “be uncircumcised) (Lim 2002). Walser (2013) provides further illustrations of a similar engagement with multiple versions of a passage by early Jewish and Christian exegetes. In this hermeneutical context, then, it is possible that the citations in Hebrews represent the author’s intentional selection of the form which best suits his theological purposes from among others available to him. It is clearly critical for the argument of ch. 10 (Gheorghita 2003), for example, that his Psalm quotation should include reference to a “body” (Gk. sōma) being prepared as a replacement for the sacrifices required by the Mosaic Law (Heb 10:5–10), and there is ample support for this form in Codices Vaticanus, Sinaiticus, and Alexandrinus, as well as in PBod 24. The textual tradition is, however, divided. The MT has the difficult phrase “ears you have dug” at this point (Ps 40:6), and some Greek manuscripts follow the Hebrew with the reading “ears” (ōtia) rather than body (Karrer 2010: 143; Steyn 2011: 286). It is now impossible to be certain, therefore, whether the author cited the verse accurately in the only version known to him, or whether he made a choice between two competing translations. An awareness of alternative textual forms may also be detected in chs. 3–4, where the period of “forty years” spent by Israel in the wilderness is connected in the formal citation of Psalm 95[94] with God’s miracles, through the unusual placement of the conjunction dio (Heb 3:9–10; cf. Ps 95[94]:9–10), but the following explanation assumes the traditional understanding that it relates to the duration of God’s anger (Heb 3:17).

Stylistic Changes to Quotations

Despite this incontrovertible evidence of textual plurality, the possibility that the author on occasion intentionally adapted the form of his citations cannot be entirely discounted. Jobes (1991), for instance, argues that the plural noun holokautōmata (“burnt offerings”) in the quotation from Ps 40:6[39:7] is a stylistically motivated substation for the singular holokautōma found in most Septuagint witnesses, made in order to produce a more pleasing sound when the passage is read aloud (phonetic assonance) as well as to highlight the crucial phrase sōma de (Heb 10:5) with which it now rhymes. Her analysis helpfully considers the structure and rhythm of the citation as a whole and is supported by reference to the documented principles of Greco-Roman rhetoric. It remains difficult to determine, however, whether any of the rhetorical alterations she identifies actually originate with the writer of Hebrews, as they may have been already present in his Vorlage. In this case, for example, the form holokautōmata is attested in PBod 24 and in a number of other Septuagintal sources, and is closer to the MT, so it is probably not an authorial adjustment but a genuine variant, reflecting the ongoing process of revising the Greek translation of the Scriptures toward the Hebrew (Steyn 2011: 285–89).

Scripture as Divine Speech

One of the most striking features of the interpretation of Scripture in the epistle is the emphasis throughout on its nature as essentially divine revelatory speech: “Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets” (Heb 1:1; cf. 3:12–13). This view is reinforced in the frequent appeal to the Scriptures as the source of solemn testimony to God’s intentions and thoughts (2:6; 3:5; 7:8, 17; 10:15; 11:5), for example, and in the consistent use of forms of the verb “to say” (legein) to introduce explicit citations from them. The expression “it is written” (gegraptai) is employed far more commonly to preface quotations elsewhere in the New Testament (although see Acts 13:34, 35, 40, 47), but both formulae are attested in the Dead Sea Scrolls (Fitzmyer 1960–61), and introductory verbs of speech predominate in the later Mishnah (Metzger 1951). The author of Hebrews is not unique among early Jewish exegetes in this regard, then, but his presentation of Scripture as God’s direct address to his audience does serve to strengthen his theological claims and to enhance the power of his rhetoric. It is not he but God who is now exhorting the community to persevere in suffering (Heb 12:5–7; cf. 13:5), for instance, or who proclaims that Jesus is both son (1:5) and eternal high priest (5:6).

Jesus as the Speaker of Scriptural Words

This view of Scripture helps to explain why almost all of the texts cited in Hebrews have the form of first-person direct speech. Through one of the author’s most characteristic exegetical moves, Jesus is then designated as the speaker (Heb 2:12–13; 10:5–7) or addressee (1:5–6, 8–13; 5:5–6; 7:17, 21) of many of these quotations. This interpretation is regarded by some commentators as indicating an assumption that the preexistent Christ was active in the events recorded in the Scriptures (Barth 1962; Hanson 1964). Although not initially widely supported, this hypothesis has recently been revived as part of a wider interest in the possible utilization within the New Testament of the Greco-Roman method of prosopological exegesis (Bates 2012). This way of reading the classical texts involves attributing speeches to specific actors or to different characters (prosōpa, “faces”) as a way of clarifying ambiguities. This approach is certainly adopted by patristic commentators like Justin Martyr and Augustine to relate scriptural passages to Jesus, but its use by Christians at an earlier period remains disputed. However, Pierce (2020) sees it as key to understanding Hebrews, arguing that it is this technique that enables the author to interpret scriptural citations as either part of an intradivine dialogue between the father and the son, or as an extradivine communication given by the Holy Spirit to the letter’s recipients. Her study successfully foregrounds the frequently overlooked role of the spirit in Hebrews as the speaker and interpreter of scripture (see also Emmrich 2002), but the distinction she draws between Jesus, whose words are always directed to God, and the spirit, who pronounces scriptural warnings and exhortations to believers in the present (Heb 3:7; 10:15), should not be pressed too far. God can address the community personally without the mediation of the spirit (12:5; 13:5), for example, and the named divine speakers of scriptural texts seem to be interchangeable in some cases (3:7; 4:8; 8:8; 10:15).

Furthermore, although the letter does indeed depict conversations between God and Jesus, it is less clear that these are envisaged as taking place in heaven and that this therefore implies a belief in the son’s preexistence. In the introduction to the citation from Psalm 40(39), for instance, it is stated specifically that it was “on coming into the world” that Jesus uttered these words about the offering of his body (10:5; cf. 1:6). It is perhaps more likely, then, that the author shares an understanding of Jesus’s life and death as a “fulfillment” of the Scriptures similar to that of the evangelists, who also apply verses from the Psalms to elements of his passion, and even present him as voicing their words (Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34; Luke 23:46; John 12:27; cf. Luke 12:14). There is, however, a clear correlation between the interpretative method of Hebrews and prosopological exegesis in that both require the ascription of a definite speaker to a potentially ambiguous authoritative text. It is by this means that Jesus can be equated with, for example, the indefinite “son” addressed in Ps 2:7 (1:5; 5:5) or the otherwise unspecified “priest like Melchizedek” (5:6; 7:17, 21; cf. Ps 110[109]:4). This practice of reallocating speeches to new characters is not confined to Greco-Roman sources but is widely exemplified also in various forms of early Jewish exegesis, including the rewritten Scriptures (e.g. LAB 23.2 [cf. Num 22:19]; 35.6 [cf. Gen 18:30–32]; 48.1 [cf. 1 Kgs 17:4]; 50.3 [cf. Ps 43:3]; 56.6 [cf. Jer 1:6]), the targumim, and the midrashim (see Samely 1992, 2002).

Scriptural Speech within Narrative Summaries

Another related feature of the author’s use of Scripture is the inclusion of explicit citations of direct speech within narrative summaries (Docherty 2018). Three such quotations are inserted into his description of the Sinai theophany (Heb 12:20 [cf. Exod 19:12–13], 21 [cf. Deut 9:19], 26 [cf. Hag 2:6]), one is introduced in his account of the sealing of the Mosaic covenant (Heb 9:20 [cf. Exod 24:8]), and there is a third example in the review of Abraham’s life in ch. 11 (Heb 11:18 [cf. Gen 21:12]). This tendency to reproduce spoken words in full within a larger paraphrase is evident elsewhere in the New Testament, as in Stephen’s defense in Acts (Acts 7:3, 7, 26–28, 32–34, 35, 37, 40), and it is also very common in the works of rewritten Scripture (Docherty 2017). The abridged version of the flood narrative provided by Pseudo-Philo in the Biblical Antiquities, for instance, contains no fewer than seven direct speech citations (LAB 3.1–12; cf. Gen 6:1–9:29), and this pattern recurs in his retelling of several other episodes (e.g., the building of the Tower of Babel, LAB 7.1–5; cf. Gen 11:1–9; the meeting between Balaam and Balak, LAB 18.1–14; cf. Num 23:1–30; the call of Samuel, LAB 53.1–13; cf. 1 Sam 3:1–18). This technique suggests that scriptural speech attracted particular attention in early Jewish interpretation, as part of a broader understanding of the Scriptures as divine words with a significance extending far beyond the single situation in which they were first uttered. The author of Hebrews reads Scripture like his contemporaries, then, as not only a record of Israel’s past but also as a living word from God which continues to speak to new generations and circumstances.

Exegetical Method

The Early Jewish Context

The issue of the author’s exegetical method and its relationship to early Jewish hermeneutics more widely is a further major area of critical discussion. His interpretative techniques have been compared variously with those employed in the Qumran pesharim (Bruce 1964; Fitzmyer 1967), the midrashim (Guthrie 2003; Docherty 2009; Boyarin 2016), and the allegorical commentaries of Philo (Spicq 1952: 39–91; Svendsen 2009). Correspondences between Hebrews and all of these corpora can certainly be identified, such as the utilization of the typically rabbinic operation of gezerah shawa to link scriptural texts on the basis of a common term (e.g., katapausis at Heb 4:4–5), or the interest in the eschatological role of Melchizedek shared with the Qumran community (Heb 7:1–22; cf. 11Q13). None of them provides an exact and comprehensive parallel to the letter (Schröger 1968), though, partly because the Scriptures are treated in it in such a variety of different ways, from chains of citations (e.g., Heb 1:5–13), through detailed and almost line-by-line exposition of extended quotations (e.g., 3:7–4.10), to selective paraphrases of larger sections of narrative (e.g., 11:1–40). However, these diverse exegetical forms all flow from underpinning axioms widely held within early Judaism about the nature of Scripture, which provide the context for its reuse in Hebrews. The author’s exegetical principles and methods will be illustrated next, through an exploration of three of his most fundamental and pervasive techniques: the exploitation of textual ambiguities; the frequent juxtaposition of quotations; and the focus on individual scriptural words or short “segments” of text.

Exploiting Problematic Texts

The primary motivation of many early Jewish interpreters appears to have been a concern to solve perceived problems within a scriptural text (Samely 1992), even if this exegetical starting point ends in an eisegetical reading which suits the theology or interests of their particular group. The author of Hebrews shares this basic aim of clarifying Scripture, as is evident, for instance, in the explicit questions he poses (3:16–18) about the subjects and actors of Psalm 95(94). Many of the texts he cites do potentially raise difficulties for later readers, and this may have been a factor in their selection and reuse in the letter (Docherty 2009). For example, the speakers and addressees of several of his quotations from the Psalms are not clearly specified in their original context, so that there is a genuine ambiguity about their referents. This is especially significant when more than one divine—or at least highly exalted—figure appears to be in view (1:5; 5:5 [Ps 2.7]; 1:8–9 [Ps 45:6–7/44:7–9 LXX]; 1:13 [Ps 110(109):1]; 5:6; 7:17, 21 [Ps 110(109):4]), as this creates space for their application to Jesus. Similarly, the gap created by the lack of information provided in the Scriptures about Melchizedek’s ancestry is exploited in order to relate him to Jesus (7:1–3; cf. Gen. 14:17–20). As discussed earlier, Ps 40:6(39:7 LXX) (10:5–10) offers a further example of the author’s use of a verse with a complicated textual and interpretative history (Walser 2013: 104–7). His exegetical method is, therefore, clearly rooted in a long tradition of reflection on ambiguous or gapped scriptural passages within early Jewish and/or early Christian circles.

Juxtaposition of Scriptural Texts

Texts from different parts of the Scriptures are regularly juxtaposed in Hebrews, a technique arising from the central early Jewish hermeneutical principle of the essential internal coherence of the divine revelation. The most conspicuous means of making inner-scriptural connections is on the basis of shared words, like “son” (Heb 1:5; cf. Ps 2:7; 2 Sam 7:14), “angels” (1:6–7; cf. Deut 32:43; Ps 104[103]:4), “feet” (1:13–2:9; cf. Ps 8:6[7]; Ps 110[109]:1), or “rest” (4:4–5; cf. Ps 95[94]:11; Gen 2:2). This is only one of an array of means through which passages are brought together in the letter so that they become mutually interpretative, however. Another common technique is to present quotations in pairs (Steyn 2011: 25–28), perhaps to demonstrate a dual authority for the point being made. Two citations are directly linked in the final chapter, for instance, so that a comforting promise of divine faithfulness is immediately followed by a suitable community response to it (Heb 13:5–6; cf. Deut 31:6; Ps 118[117]:6). The implicit appeal to multiple scriptural “proofs” is also very characteristic of both the author’s exegesis and his rhetoric, as epitomized in the long list of exemplars of faith in ch. 11, or by the allusion in the closing ethical exhortation to the several scriptural characters who were rewarded for showing hospitality (13:2).

In addition, larger narratives can be reinterpreted by being connected to one another or by being set alongside a citation from another part of Scripture. In ch. 11, for example, key events and characters from Israel’s history take on a new meaning (Eisenbaum 1997) when they are selectively retold and presented as collective illustrations of the kind of “faith” referred to in the introductory quotation from Habakkuk (Heb 10:37–39; cf. Hab 2:3–4). Abraham’s meeting with Melchizedek (7:1–3; cf. Gen 14:17–20) is likewise read through the lens of Ps 110(109):4, so that the emphasis in Hebrews falls not on the magnitude of Abraham’s victory over the kings, as in Genesis, but, rather, on the person of Melchizedek, the eternal priest, with whom Jesus is compared (e.g., 7:3, 15, 24). The author’s interpretation of Ps 95(94):7–11 is also clearly informed by his knowledge of the Pentateuchal accounts of the wilderness period (Guthrie 2007: 920–21), which underscore his primary theme of the lack of faith in God of this generation of Israelites to a greater extent than does the Psalm (Heb 3:12, 19; cf. Num 14:11, 33).

Conflation of Scriptural Narratives

A further, although less explicit way of connecting scriptural narratives is through the citation of a text drawn from one episode within a summary of a different event. In the account in Hebrews of the terror and awe attendant on the Sinai theophany (12:18–24), for instance, Moses is quoted as saying, “I tremble with fear” (ekphobos eimi kai entromos, 12:21). According to the Pentateuch (Exod 19:9–24; 20:18–21; Deut 4:11–12), however, it is not then that Moses declares that he is fearful and trembling but, rather, at the time of the making of the golden calf (Deut 9:19). This citation serves to sharpen the contrast drawn in the epistle between the fear surrounding encounter with God under the former dispensation, and the joy and immediacy of the divine access on offer in Jesus (Heb 12:21–24). Recalling the saying at this point may also be intended to subtly remind the audience of the idolatry and faithlessness of the early Israelites, whose example they should eschew. Likewise, a clear scriptural allusion to Jacob “bowing in worship over the head of his staff” (11:21; cf. Gen 47:31) is applied in ch. 11 to the patriarch’s deathbed benediction of his grandsons. Yet in the Genesis narrative, it is not when blessing Manasseh and Ephraim that Jacob bows over his staff, but earlier, in response to Joseph swearing that he would bring his body back from Egypt to Israel for burial. Both of these episodes involve Jacob and Joseph, include the same verb (proskuneō, Gen 47:30; 48:12 LXX), and occur at the end of Jacob’s life, making it possible for an interpreter to link them. Conflating them in this way is perhaps intended to surround the patriarch’s final blessings with added solemnity as flowing from an act of worship. It may even implicitly confer on them the sense of a divine guarantee, since it is precisely these promises which the letter’s recipients are told they will inherit if they only remain faithful (Heb 11:39–40).

In both of these examples, the author is purposefully connecting episodes which are adjacent to one another in the Scriptures, but not formally related there. This technique is employed elsewhere in early Jewish interpretation, including the rewritten Scriptures and the rabbinic midrashim. The young Abraham is inserted into the account of the building of the Tower of Babel in the Biblical Antiquities (LAB 6.3–18; cf. Gen 11:1–9; 12:26–31), for instance, and the pronouncement of the law about tasseled garments is presented as the direct cause of Korah’s rebellion against Moses (LAB 16.1; cf. Num 15:37–16:3; see also Num.Rab. 16.3; b.Sanh. 110a; cf. Tg. Yer. 1 on Num 16:2). The multiplicity of forms of textual juxtaposition employed by the author of Hebrews situates him firmly within his early Jewish exegetical context, then, and indicates that he read the Scriptures as a unified whole, with an alertness to the connections between individual verses and larger narratives.

Scripture: Parts or a Whole?

Nevertheless, other elements of his hermeneutical method depend on a more atomistic approach to the Scriptures. Some of his interpretations evidently arise from a narrow focus on a single word or a short phrase within his chosen text, such as “son” (Heb 1:5; 5:5, 8; cf. 3:6), “today” (3:7, 13, 15; 4:7–8), or “rest” (3:11, 18–19; 4:1, 3–6, 8–10). It seems that he utilizes a technique of stressing a key term, isolating it from its original context, and then redefining it by surrounding it with a new textual frame (Docherty 2009). By this means, for instance, the “rest” promised by the psalmist can be explained as referring not to entrance into the land of Canaan, but instead to the “sabbath rest” available to the followers of Jesus, and Jeremiah’s mention of a “new” covenant read as signifying that an “old” order must be passing away (8:6–13; cf. Jer 31[38]:31–34). This emphasis on the individual words of a scriptural quotation is especially clear in the author’s exposition of Psalm 95(94) (Heb 3:12–4:11), but it is operative also elsewhere in the letter, as in the exegesis of Ps 8:4–6(5–7) (Heb 2:8–9), and in the repetition of the phrase “(high) priest after the order of Melchizedek” (2:17; 4:14–15; 5:5–10; 6:20; 7:3, 11, 15–28; 8:1–4; 9:11; 10.21; cf. Ps 110[109]:4).

A concentration on small units of scriptural text is characteristic of several forms of early Jewish exegesis, such as the Qumran pesharim and the midrashim. Samely (2002: 31) has coined the description “segmenting” to describe the way in which the rabbinic interpreters, for example, worked with sections of a verse at a time, thereby opening up each part of every sentence for potential application to a vast range of topics and new referents. This view of the Scriptures as something akin to a treasury of divisible “segments” ripe for receiving interpretative attention may underlie another unusual feature of Hebrews: the citation of neighboring scriptural texts in quick succession, but as if they were entirely separate and unconnected (Heb 2:13 [Isa 8:17–18]; 10:30–31 [Deut 32:35–36]; cf. possibly 1:8; 13:6; Docherty 2009: 165, 186, 195). Scripture is read in Hebrews both atomistically and more contextually or holistically, then. This dual hermeneutical attitude is widespread across early Jewish literature, and it arises from underlying axioms about the significance of every single word of Scripture, as well as its overall coherence and unity.

The Implicit Reuse of Scripture

Allusions

The work of Richard Hays (1989) has demonstrated the important place of scriptural “echoes” and allusions within many of the writings of the New Testament. The function of such implicit appeals to Scripture in Hebrews deserves a more thorough analysis than it has yet received, as this could contribute to a fuller understanding of the author’s interpretative method. Three aspects of his use of indirect scriptural references appear to be particularly significant. First, the range of scriptural sources from which they are selected is very broad. The Psalms do not dominate as they do in formal citations, so that other important influences on the author’s thought, especially Isaiah (e.g., Heb 9:28 [Isa 53:12]; 10:27 [Isa 26:11]; 12:12 [Isa 35:3]; 12:27 [Isa 66:22]; 13:20 [Isa 63:11]; cf. possibly Isa 45:17 at Heb 5:9) begin to emerge. This indicates that his “canon within a canon” does not differ from that of other early Christian writers as widely as is sometimes supposed.

Second, the density of scriptural allusions in certain parts of the letter is striking and surely intentional. They are frequently clustered in transitional paragraphs, such as the preface (Heb 1:1–4; cf. 2 Sam 7:23; Pss 2:7, 8; 110[109]:1; Wisd 7:26) and the closing chapter (Heb 13:10–20; cf. Exod 33:7–11; Lev 16:27; 17:3; Ezek 34:1–31), where they serve to introduce or to sum up a section of the argument. They are also regularly deployed immediately before a major citation (e.g., Heb 3:1–6; cf. Num 12:7; 1 Sam 2:35; 1 Chron 17:14), so that they can help to shape the audience’s understanding of that text and prepare the ground for the particular interpretation it will receive. Moses’s status as “servant,” generally a positive designation in Scripture, is contrasted with the role of Jesus as “son” (Heb 3:2–6) in advance of the quotation of Ps 95(94):7–11, for example, so that it comes as little surprise when the author then explains that this psalm demonstrates Moses’s failure to lead the wilderness generation to their promised “rest” (Heb 3:16–4:3).

Finally, the author often weaves together allusions from a great variety of locations, thereby confirming his wide knowledge of the entire Scriptures and his commitment to reading them as a mutually interpretative whole. The letter’s opening three lines, for instance, contain echoes of two psalms (Pss 2:8; 110[109]:1), a minor prophet (Hos 12:10), and a wisdom writing (Wisd 7:25–26). Scriptural phrases are usually associated with one another without being formally conflated, but there is one possible example of a combined allusion in Heb 13:15 (anapherōmen thusian aineseōs, “a sacrifice of praise”; see Pss 50:14; 107:22; 116:17; and karpon cheileōn, “the fruit of lips”; see Hos 14:3 LXX).

Characters

Scriptural characters, especially Abraham and Moses, play an important role within the letter. They are generally presented as models, both positive and negative, of the attitudes and actions which the members of the audience are exhorted either to embrace or to avoid (Heb 11:1–12:1; 12:15–17; 13:2). In the discussion of Israel’s ancestors, for example, Abraham’s obedience and faith in God’s promises of a better future (11:8–19) are highlighted, and Moses is depicted (D’Angelo 1979) as having endured in his lifetime the same kind of opposition and abuse as the followers of Jesus can expect to face (11:23–28; cf. 12:3–4; 13:3).

These figures are central to aspects of the author’s theological argument as well as to his paraenesis. He draws on both Abraham and Melchizedek in developing the major theme of Jesus’s eternal priesthood (Heb 7:1–10), for instance, and his claim of divine sonship for Jesus is developed partly through a comparison with Moses. The special status and close relationship with God enjoyed by Moses are acknowledged in Hebrews: he is God’s faithful servant (3:2–5), he encountered God directly on Mount Sinai (12:18–21), and he was chosen to receive the divine instructions about the building of the tabernacle (8:5). Yet his authority, achievements, and ongoing significance are all subtly downgraded, as observed earlier, by contrasting his status as “servant” (Num 12:7–8) with that of the “son” (Heb 3:1–6), and his limited and fearful experience of the presence of God with the free and joyful access to heaven now made possible in Jesus (8:1–2; 9:24; 12:18–24). The treatment of these scriptural characters has received some attention within Hebrews scholarship to date, but existing studies tend to focus largely on their function as moral exemplars, as types of Jesus (Ounsworth 2012), or as foils to establish his superiority. A richer picture might be gained by investigating them further in the light of the most recent research on characterization in Greco-Roman literature and in the New Testament (e.g., Bennema 2014).

Conclusion: The Hermeneutic of Hebrews

The extensive deployment of the Scriptures in every section of Hebrews, together with the variety of techniques applied to their exegesis, reveal the letter’s author to be a confident and highly skilled interpreter of Israel’s sacred texts. It is to them that he turns almost exclusively to justify his theological claims and to strengthen the power of his exhortation, through explicit citations of their words, allusions to their language and symbols, and appeal to the characters and key events of their narratives. He draws particularly on the Psalms, but the influence on his theology and expression of other parts of Scripture also, especially the Pentateuch and Isaiah, should not be overlooked. He builds on both a long history of Jewish exegesis and a developing early Christian tradition in identifying his key texts, exploiting their perceived ambiguities, and making use of variant readings in his interpretation. He regards the Scriptures as a coherent and unified whole, often demonstrating a knowledge of the wider contexts of his quotations, even though he can also at times read them atomistically. He emphasizes the status of Scripture as divine speech, highlighting the ongoing relevance of its words by attributing some of them to Jesus and addressing others directly to his audience.

One fundamental problem which has long exercised Hebrews commentators (Caird 1959; Guthrie 2003; Hughes 1979) is how to explain the author’s understanding of the relationship between the former revelation in Scripture and the new word of God in Jesus (Heb 1:1–2). The main institutions established on scriptural warrant (priesthood, sacrificial system, covenant) are described within the letter as either obsolete or as mere copies of the better realities now on offer through Jesus (e.g., 7:18, 22, 28; 8:4–13; 9:9–15, 23–26; 10:1, 9; cf. 7:12; 12:18–24). Yet, at the same time, Scripture is presented as a heavenly revelation (2:2–3), an accurate testimony to Christ (3:5), a message of “good news” (4:2), and a living and active voice which the community should continue to heed (4:12) because its words are true (2:5; 3:16–18; 4:10; 7:4; 10:30; 12:7, 16–17, 26) and its promises will be fulfilled (4:1, 6, 9; 6:13–18; 10:36–39). Caird (1959) seeks to resolve this tension by emphasizing that the epistle’s basic contention is that the Scriptures themselves point to the temporary and imperfect nature of the old dispensation (e.g., Heb 4:5–10; 7:11, 28; 8:5–7, 18; cf. 12:27). The entire argument rests on this scriptural foundation, presumably because this was necessary to convince the recipients of its validity and because the writer himself saw an integral connection between the Scriptures and his faith in Christ. The word of God in Jesus is not something wholly new or different from the earlier divine revelation to Israel, then, so the Scriptures retain their authority as the primary source of theological and ethical teaching. All this presupposes that Hebrews was composed and received in a religious and social context in which a detailed and thoroughgoing engagement with these normative texts was both possible and expected, and in which Israel’s Scriptures were understood as continuing to speak powerfully to those within the community who would hear them “today” (3:7; 4:7; cf. 12:5).
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Chapter 11


Hebrews and the Atonement



David M. Moffitt

The text we know as the Epistle to the Hebrews has more to say about Jesus’s high-priestly ministry and atoning sacrifice than any other New Testament document. Of all the New Testament texts, only Hebrews explicitly identifies Jesus as a high priest who offers an atoning sacrifice. Moreover, only Hebrews develops a relatively consistent set of analogies between the earthly high priest’s annual act of offering sacrifice in the holy of holies on the Day of Atonement and Jesus’s once-for-all-time ascension into the heavenly holy of holies to offer his own sacrifice. Hebrews has therefore played a significant role in Christian reflection on the atonement.

Much modern interpretation of this text has nevertheless misconstrued Jesus’s atoning work in Hebrews by failing to recognize the importance of Jesus’s resurrection for the author’s arguments. Many scholars assume that Hebrews’ atonement theology is focused primarily, if not exclusively, on the event of Jesus’s crucifixion. These interpreters typically argue that the author refracts the crucifixion through the lens of the Jewish Day of Atonement (see Leviticus 16), which is often presumed to consist of two chief moments—the sacrifice, assumed to be the event of the slaughter or killing of the animals, and the high priest’s subsequent entrance into the earthly holy of holies with the sacrificial blood. These two moments of the Day of Atonement are often thought to correlate in Hebrews with Jesus’s death on the cross and exaltation in heaven (e.g., Windisch 1931: 79; Bruce 1990: 32–33). This correlation enables the author of Hebrews to craft a sophisticated metaphor that explains the earthly event of the crucifixion as the great sacrifice of atonement, while also linking this event closely with Jesus’s transition from this world into God’s heavenly presence (esp. Schenck 2003: 14–15, 35–39). When, therefore, the author speaks of Jesus entering the heavenly tabernacle to perform his high-priestly service (Heb 8:1–4) and to offer himself to the Father (9:24–26), a number of interpreters demythologize this imagery. These are metaphors that primarily explain and reflect on the atonement achieved by the historical event of Jesus’s crucifixion (see the useful typology of views on how Jesus’s death and heavenly offering are correlated in Jamieson 2019: 4–12).

For many interpreters, the various iterations of this basic coordination of the two primary foci of the Day of Atonement (sacrifice/slaughter and entrance into the holy of holies) with Jesus’s death and heavenly exaltation explain why Hebrews has so little to say about Jesus’s resurrection (e.g., Moffatt 1924: xxxviii–xxxix). Numerous examples and permutations of modern scholars seeking ways to explain Hebrews’ atonement theology apart from Jesus’s resurrection could be offered (see the survey in Moffitt 2011: 1–43). Suffice it to say that when the hermeneutical anchor for Hebrews’ language of Jesus’s heavenly self-offering is tethered primarily (and often exclusively) to the cross, the resurrection—as a discrete, bodily event—finds no significant role to play in the author’s atonement theology. Indeed, Jesus’s bodily resurrection would disrupt Hebrews’ atonement theology by creating temporal, spatial, conceptual, and logical gaps between two things that must be held together conceptually: (1) Jesus’s atoning sacrifice, which is self-evidently the crucifixion, and (2) his self-offering before the Father, which Hebrews consistently locates in the heavenly holy of holies. The two “moments” of Jesus’s death and exaltation must be seen to be essentially one and the same if the crucifixion is the time when and the place where Jesus is the high priest offering his atoning sacrifice to his Father.

Additionally, accounts of Jesus’s sacrifice in Hebrews like those just discussed usually rely on assumptions about sacrifice and covenant that stand in tension with the ways these are described and depicted in the Pentateuch. These assumptions (1) tend to presuppose that Levitical sacrifices focus on, are even coterminous with, the act of slaughter/death, which is often simply assumed to occur on the outer altar (e.g., Loader 2018: 237), and (2) tend to conflate the inauguration of the new covenant with the means of maintaining that covenant, a point that stands in tension with the dynamics of the Mosaic covenant (a problem rightly seen by Haber 2005; cf. Moffitt 2017c).

Some acknowledge the tensions just noted, suggesting that they are inherent to the author’s metaphorical reflection on Jesus’s death (esp. Schenck 2007, 2016). Others find in these tensions a sign of the author’s (theo)logical incompetence and a clear indication of the supersessionist tendencies in play in early Christianity (Haber 2005; Wedderburn 2005). Still others assume that Jewish sacrifice really did focus on violent death and vicarious punishment. As such, the Mosaic sacrifices serve as fitting types of Jesus’s death—the ultimate self-sacrifice offered on the altar of the cross (Schreiner 2015: 42–43, 461–62).

The discussion that follows presents a different account of Jesus’s sacrifice and atonement in Hebrews. The crucifixion, I argue, is necessary for Jesus’s atoning work, but the cross is far from sufficient for Hebrews’ understanding of atonement. (For a more thorough discussion, see Moffitt 2011: 285–303; 2017c.) This conclusion depends upon three points that are developed throughout this chapter: (1) Jesus’s bodily resurrection is an important assumption for Hebrews’ argument, a factor that, as many have recognized, complicates the presumed unity between Jesus’s death and heavenly offering; (2) the author of Hebrews understands that Jewish sacrifice consists of a larger process that neither culminates in the slaughter of the victim nor is reducible to that act, but culminates instead in the priestly activities (and on the Day of Atonement, the high-priestly activities) involved in bringing the elements of the sacrifice into God’s presence; and (3) because Hebrews does not reduce sacrifice to slaughter, the author can work with understandings of Jesus’s death, resurrection, ascension, and heavenly session that recognize distinctions among these aspects of Jesus’s saving work. Hebrews, that is, correlates different elements of the larger, implicit narrative of the incarnation of the divine Son with events and elements in that narrative that lead ultimately to the future salvation of his brothers and sisters.

Important Assumptions

Before discussing these points, some important assumptions must be identified, first, with respect to the language of “atonement” in relation to sacrifice and, second, regarding Hebrews’ cosmology and corresponding anthropology.

Sacrificial Atonement

First, some qualification of the language of atonement is needed. “Atonement” is not a biblical word, but one invented in English and used in theological discourse to refer to God and his people being “at one” with each other. The phrase “the atonement” in theological discourse often subsumes a wide array of biblical words and concepts under one conceptual umbrella (e.g., forgiveness, healing, living in peace, propitiation, purification, expiation, ransom, reconciliation, redemption). All of the solutions to the various problems that would prevent God and his people being “at one” tend to be held together under the rubric “the atonement.” This use of atonement language further tends to view these various concepts as different metaphors for reflection on the singular saving work of Jesus (e.g., Shelton 1984; Guntin 1989).

When “atonement” is understood to mean “the totality of Jesus’s saving work,” other terms like “soteriological significance” or “saving significance” can be used interchangeably with “atonement” since “soteriological,” “atoning,” and “salvific” are viewed as synonymous (see, e.g., Jamieson 2019: 97–99, 126, 178–79; cf. Loader 2018). This use of atonement language as a catchall for Jesus’s salvific work, however, can contribute to a blurring of lines among distinct concepts and terms found in specific biblical texts. The problem of conceptual conflation is compounded when the cross is assumed not only to be the time and place of Jesus’s sacrifice, but also the singular, once-for-all event that holds together the various ideas associated under the broad rubric of atonement. The cross is often thought to be explained in the New Testament by way of a number of metaphors, all of which have the one truth of the saving effects of Jesus’s death as their actual referent. In this way, Jesus’s death, self-evidently conceived of as a sacrifice, is understood as the means by which all his atoning work is accomplished. The crucifixion/death of Jesus tends to become the subject of soteriology and the conceptual core of the atonement (see, e.g., Morris 1965; Green 2017).

This essay assumes a more limited meaning for the word “atonement.” I focus here on the narrower sacrificial or Levitical senses of the term (Moffitt 2011: 256–78; further developed in 2022: 1–7). Given both the close association of the term in biblical and exegetical studies with the Levitical sacrificial system, and its use in many modern English translations of Leviticus to render the Hebrew word kipper, which often names the removal of some offending obstacle between God and his people by the proper performance of certain sacrifices and priestly activities, the limitation of “atonement” to sacrificial/Levitical concepts is particularly appropriate for Hebrews, a text that uniquely emphasizes the high-priestly and sacrificial person and work of Jesus.

Sacrifice was a process that involved a priest transferring certain items, typically conceived of as gifts, to God by drawing near to the altars in the tabernacle/temple complex (Gane 2004: 78; 2005: 19–20; cf. Anderson 1992; Hayes 1998). This process formed a central part of the means by which the covenant relationship between God and his people was maintained in the face of problems that threatened that relationship. These problems hindered the ability of the people to dwell close to God’s presence and God’s willingness to continue to dwell among his people, not least because the offending hindrance might result in God’s wrath breaking out against them. Certain of the Levitical sacrifices aimed to achieve not only forgiveness for moral failings but also the purification of mortal bodies and other objects that became impure by virtue of participating in the larger cycle of birth and death—mortality (esp. Maccoby 1999). Within this dynamic was an element of returning life/blood to God by applying it on the altar (Lev 17:11; see Gilders 2004: 70–78), an act that could also help prevent the outbreak of God’s wrath (Gilders 2004: 168–76; see also Sklar 2005, 2008). According to Leviticus, elements of the process that constituted a given sacrifice could kipper or “make atonement.” In this way, sacrifice, especially the ḥaṭṭā’t or “sin offering,” could help achieve the state of forgiveness for sins (e.g., Lev 4:13–20, 22–26, 27–31, 32–35) and of purification of bodily impurities (e.g., Lev 12:6–7). These resultant states were important aspects of the covenant relationship between God and his people because, if left unresolved, they threatened the health of that relationship. Sacrificial atonement, therefore, helped maintain the conditions within which God condescended to dwell in peace with and in close proximity to his people (see, e.g., Anderson 1992: 877; Klawans 2006: 68–73). Thus, atonement in the narrower sacrificial sense just outlined refers to the goal of certain Levitical sacrifices so that the covenant relationship between God and his people could be maintained.

It should be clear from the preceding discussion that this sort of qualification of the term “atonement” in relation to Hebrews focuses attention on the high-priestly and sacrificial work of Jesus. Atonement is the result of the work he does that enables the new covenant people’s forgiveness, purification, and ability to approach God without fear. Moreover, with this narrower understanding of atonement in place, distinctions can emerge in Hebrews among the many different aspects of Jesus’s salvific work. As I will argue, the salvific or soteriological significance of Jesus’s death is not in Hebrews identical with or reducible to that of his high-priestly sacrifice. Put differently, the work that Jesus does to save his people extends in Hebrews beyond his sacrificial and high-priestly person and ministry. Jesus’s sacrificial atoning work is an aspect of that larger saving work, the one that corresponds with elements of Levitical sacrifice and high-priestly ministry within the covenant relationship.

Hebrews’ Cosmology, Anthropology, and Eschatology

A second important set of assumptions concerns the cosmology and corresponding anthropology and eschatology implicit in Hebrews. This essay is not the place to offer detailed argumentation about these matters. Assumptions concerning what the author thought about the constitution and relationship of the heavens and the earth, as well as what he thought about the constitution and relationship of humanity to these realms, nevertheless stand among the more important contextual and historical issues for any account of atonement in Hebrews. To paint with a broad brush, many argue that Hebrews works with a cosmology and corresponding anthropology that assume a radical divide between the immaterial/heavenly and material/earthly realms, akin to what one finds in versions of Platonism (e.g., Thompson 1982, 2011; Eisele 2003; Johnson 2006).

This kind of dualistic understanding of reality often correlates with the idea that “heaven” refers not to a place where God’s presence is in some sense most fully located but rather to the eternal, spiritual, and abstract reality of God’s presence. The earth, by contrast, belongs to the material realm of time, space, events, and physical bodies. Correspondingly, human beings consist of a material part, the flesh-and-blood body, and an immaterial part, the spirit or soul. The former belongs to the earthly realm and is only a temporary habitation for the latter. The spirit or soul belongs to the heavenly realm and is properly home when it leaves the body to go there. To speak of heaven in terms of spatial and temporal categories, as if heaven were a space that might contain structures and where events and activities could occur, is to speak metaphorically (e.g., Attridge 1989; Isaacs 1992; Finlan 2012; Schenck 2007, 2016).

Many assume that the author of Hebrews largely accepts some version of this kind of dualism. In this interpretation, when Hebrews says that Jesus “passed through the heavens” (4:14), entered, and now ministers in the “heavenly tabernacle” (8:2; 9:12, 24), the author does not intend an actual ascension into some kind of actual structure in the heavens. These are concrete images taken from the finite, material realm of embodied human experience (particularly from Israel’s cult) and applied to the aspatial, atemporal, and immaterial reality of God’s spiritual presence. Metaphors that draw on the tabernacle and high priesthood help finite minds conceptualize and find meaningful divine realities that are otherwise abstract. Such imagery is therefore misconstrued when read as predicating space, time, events, and structures in heaven.

It should be clear that an account of atonement in Hebrews that both views the historical event of the crucifixion as the locus, if not sum total, of Jesus’s sacrifice, and takes the language of Jesus’s entrance into the heavenly tabernacle as a metaphor that reflects on the spiritual significance of that historical event and/or on the transition of Jesus’s spirit from the material realm into the immaterial reality of God’s presence, correlates well with the kind of cosmological and anthropological dualisms just described.

One often also finds a corresponding assumption that Hebrews envisions the present, earthly sojourn of God’s people as a time of wandering or pilgrimage. Salvation on such an account is not about a future resurrection but about the spirit’s opportunity to depart from the material realm and to enter into “heaven” to be with Jesus (esp. Käsemann [1961] 1984; Eisele 2003). The material body is to be transcended. Just as Jesus left the material realm and entered God’s presence when his spirit passed out of his body at his death, so too his followers look to escape the earthly realm of suffering in which they presently wander in order to join him eternally in “heaven.” Eschatologically, this view often tends to think that Hebrews imagines a time when all material creation is destroyed and only the unshakable realm of the Divine presence remains (e.g., Eisele 2003; Schenck 2007).

Increasingly, however, others argue that the author of Hebrews holds commitments that align better with Jewish apocalyptic cosmological and eschatological assumptions than Platonic ones (e.g., Hurst 1990; Mackie 2007, 2012; Mason 2008, 2011, 2012; Barnard 2012; Macaskill 2020). These commitments suggest accounts of the universe and of anthropology that differ significantly from the ones just discussed. Cosmologically, the divide between the earth and the multiple heavens in apocalyptically oriented texts does not necessarily work in terms of a dualism between immaterial, timeless realities and material, temporal ones, but in terms of a divide between the impure, imperfect realm of human mortality, and the pure, holy realm where God dwells most fully within the cosmos he created (see Frey 2014 for a discussion of the various dimensions of apocalyptic dualism; cf. Alexander 2011; Moffitt 2011: 279–303; 2016).

The heavens are often described in apocalyptic texts as spatial and temporal realities, even though space and time work differently there than on earth (Alexander 2011). Nonetheless, the heavens are places full of living beings, activity, and amazing structures. The highest heaven is the most holy and pure heaven, the place where God dwells most fully. Anthropologically, human beings can be thought to enter and pass through these multiple heavens both spiritually and sometimes bodily (Himmelfarb 1993; Moffitt 2011: 164–81; cf. 2 Cor 12:2–3). The material of the body must be purified and transformed, in some cases even replaced, but the body is not always thought to be abandoned when one enters the heavens. Literature that attests to these views usually also anticipates a future judgment. It often envisions a coming age and/or world in which the cosmos is either restored, renewed, or re-created (Aune 2006: 13–38, esp. 34–36). One often finds, therefore, some notion of resurrection correlated with the future salvation for which many apocalyptically minded Jews hoped.

Notably, the distinction the author of Hebrews draws in chs. 1–2 between humans, who have blood-and-flesh bodies, and angels, who are spirits (see Moffitt 2011: 45–144), does not fit well with the kind of dualism between matter and spirit that one finds in the variations of Platonic cosmology and anthropology described earlier (Moffitt 2020). This distinction can, however, fit remarkably well within the range of permutations of apocalyptic Jewish thought.

The discussion of atonement in Hebrews offered here assumes that the author was more committed to a kind of apocalyptic cosmology and corresponding anthropology than to Platonic ones. This correlates well with the future-oriented soteriology of Hebrews. These assumptions have a significant impact on how one understands atonement and salvation in Hebrews, not only because of the eschatological (and ethical) orientation Hebrews shares with apocalyptically oriented Jewish thought (e.g., Mackie 2007; Mason 2011; Moffitt 2014), but also because these kinds of commitments make sense of Hebrews’ emphasis on Jesus passing through the heavens, being worshiped by angels, and entering the heavenly tabernacle to appear before God as the high priest and sacrifice who makes atonement.

The Significance of Jesus’s Resurrection for Atonement in Hebrews

As noted, most modern interpreters assume that Jesus’s resurrection has little or no role to play in Hebrews. This conclusion often correlates (1) with the view that Jesus’s crucifixion is the sacrifice whereby he makes atonement and (2) with assumptions about the author’s more Platonic cosmological and anthropological dualisms. As such, one also often finds salvation conceived of as the goal of the spirit’s wandering when, at the death of the body, it can depart from the material realm and enter “heaven”/God’s presence where Jesus is (esp. Eisele 2003).

I have argued elsewhere that Hebrews not only assumes Jesus’s bodily resurrection, but also that this assumption is foundational to the author’s larger arguments about Jesus’s high-priestly status and about the salvation he makes possible for his people (Moffitt 2011, 2012). I here assume those conclusions and note three points of significance Jesus’s bodily resurrection has for Hebrews’ account of his high-priestly work of atonement.

First, Jesus’s bodily resurrection purifies or perfects his mortal humanity by transforming it such that it is now forever incorruptible and immortal (Moffitt 2011: 145–214; 2019b). The incarnate Son was at one point in time subject to mortality—Jesus died. Now, however, having risen from the dead, he stands forever beyond the grasp of death. Jesus’s bodily resurrection makes him fit to be the human being who is exalted to the place of rule over all of creation, including the angels. The resurrection identifies Jesus as the Son of Man spoken of in Psalm 8 (see Heb 2:5–9; Moffitt 2011: 120–29). As the human being who has been crowned with glory and honor, he has been elevated above the angels. The now perfected Jesus was not only fit to ascend bodily into the heavenly tabernacle; he is able to remain there in the presence of God. Jesus’s bodily resurrection, in other words, means that the incarnation was not a temporary affair but continues for the Son forevermore, which proves important for his high-priestly status.

Second, Jesus’s bodily resurrection qualifies him to be the great high priest of the order of Melchizedek. Atonement in Hebrews is correlated with its most distinctive Christological contribution—Jesus’s high priesthood in the order of Melchizedek. Yet for Hebrews, Jesus became a priest when he rose from the dead. This is so because of the particularity of the incarnation itself. Jesus was born a member of the tribe of Judah, not Levi. As such, he was not qualified to serve on earth as a priest in Aaron’s order (Heb 7:12–14; 8:4–5). Once he was perfected, however, he became a priest not by virtue of meeting the Law’s standards about physical descent or tribal lineage but by virtue of his humanity having the power of an indestructible life (7:15–16). The resurrection, as the event that transformed Jesus’s mortal body into one that has indestructible life, qualified Jesus to become the high priest of Melchizedek’s order. This is why he was able to enter the holy of holies in the heavenly tabernacle and take up his high-priestly ministry at the Father’s right hand (8:1–2). Apart from his bodily resurrection, Jesus would not be a priest at all, let alone the great high priest who entered the heavenly holy of holies in order to offer the sacrifice that makes atonement for his people.

Third, because he arose into his high priesthood and ascended through the heavens bodily, he was able to enter the heavenly holy of holies, present his offering, and minster in the Father’s presence. All of this works by way of close analogy to what the earthly high priest did on the Day of Atonement in the earthly tabernacle. The analogy is close because Moses based the earthly space and its ministry on the heavenly realities he saw on the mountain (8:5; Moffitt 2016). Every high priest was appointed to the position in order to offer sacrifices to God and therefore had to have something to offer to God as a sacrifice (Heb 8:3). For the earthly high priests, the supreme sacrifice they had to offer consisted of the blood of animals, which they offered to God when they sprinkled it in the holy of holies once a year on the Day of Atonement (9:6–7). Jesus, however, did not offer God the blood of sacrificial animals when he entered the heavenly holy of holies. Rather, the sacrifice he had to offer to the Father was nothing less than himself, his own body and blood. The resurrection not only qualified Jesus to be high priest; it also made possible his appearance before God to offer himself as a sacrifice in the heavenly holy of holies (9:11–14, 24–26). The very elements Jesus offers—his blood (9:12–14; 12:24; 13:12), his body (10:10), and his very self (7:27; 9:24–26)—are the elements of his perfected humanity. Apart from the resurrection, not only would Jesus be unfit to be elevated as the Son of Man above the angels and unqualified to be a high priest who could enter the heavenly holy of holies, he would have had nothing to offer to the Father as his sacrifice. Having presented himself before the Father, the Father invited him to sit on the heavenly throne, which is another element in Hebrews redolent of the author’s Jewish apocalyptic presuppositions (Mason 2012). There he now reigns and perpetually serves as high priest until he returns to bring salvation to his waiting people (Heb 9:28; Moffitt 2019a).

Atonement and the Process of Jesus’s Sacrifice in Hebrews

The points just detailed imply that Hebrews thinks about who Jesus is and how he makes salvation possible for his people in terms of a proto-credal narrative. The divine Son of God became the incarnate Jewish man Jesus in the tribe of Judah. Jesus suffered, died, rose from the dead, ascended through the heavens into the heavenly tabernacle, sat at the Father’s right hand, now intercedes for his people, and will one day return to them to bring them their salvation.

Part of the theological genius and contribution of Hebrews to early Christian reflection on Jesus and the atonement is the way in which the author correlates aspects of this implicit, Christological narrative with elements of the process of Jewish sacrifice, particularly the annual high-priestly offering of sacrificial blood in the holy of holies on the Day of Atonement (Nelson 2003). Three different yet related points of correlation are especially noteworthy.

First, as noted in the discussion of sacrificial atonement, sacrifice is not synonymous with death, but refers to the entire process of giving a gift to God, a process that culminates in drawing near to the altar and transferring the gift into his presence (Gane 2005). A sacrificial slaughter is a particular kind of slaughter of an animal done at a particular place (either in front of or next to the bronze altar of the tabernacle/temple, on its north side [Lev 1:11]) as part of a process of transferring elements of the animal to God. The slaughter forms a necessary and constituent element in the larger process, but it is distinct from the offering of blood and flesh of the animal on the altar and, on the Day of Atonement, from the high priest’s entrance into the inner sanctum to offer the blood obtained from the animals to God. So, too, Jesus first died. Then, after his resurrection, he ascended into the heavenly holy of holies to offer himself to God. Jesus’s death, therefore, is not the sum total of his sacrifice any more than the slaughter of the victim was the sum total of any other sacrifice. From a sacrificial point of view, Jesus’s death is an initial step in the larger process of his sacrifice.

Second, Hebrews’ emphasis on Jesus’s presentation or offering of himself in the heavenly holy of holies coheres well with what Jewish and biblically informed followers of Jesus could be expected to mean when they spoke of his sacrifice. This is particularly true given the focus and directionality of the process of Jewish sacrifice (Moffitt 2022: 159–80). Sacrifice culminated in the priests delivering to God the items being offered to him by bringing these to the altars. The altars were especially the places where the blood and, in the case of the outer altar, parts of the slaughtered animals were given over to God. They were not the places where the animals were slaughtered. On the Day of Atonement, Hebrews is clear, the high priest offered the sacrificial blood to God in the holy of holies (9:7), presumably because the ark was both God’s earthly throne and functionally an altar. This sacrifice sanctified the people (13:11). The blood was not offered to God outside the sancta, where the animals were slaughtered, but rather inside, behind the inner veil within the holy of holies. By correlating Jesus’s ascension with the earthly high priest’s entrance into the holy of holies in order to offer the sacrifice to God, the author argues that Jesus offered himself when he passed through the heavens and entered the heavenly holy of holies to appear before God.

As a side note, there is a curious and often unnoticed problem with modern interpretations of Hebrews that insist that Jesus’s sacrifice consisted of his self-offering at his death on the cross (e.g., Morris 1965: 270–308; Young 1981; Schreiner 2015: 42–43, 461–62). These accounts assume that the Son moves in the wrong direction relative to the Father in order to offer his sacrifice. If Jesus offers his sacrifice outside the heavenly holy of holies, he offers himself away from God’s heavenly presence. Whereas the high priests drew near to God’s presence on earth by going into the holy of holies in order to offer their annual blood sacrifices, many modern accounts of Jesus’s sacrifice posit that the Son left the Father’s presence in order to offer himself by dying on the cross. The Son must, that is, have left the heavenly holy of holies to become incarnate in order to offer himself on the altar of the cross. Strangely, Hebrews then emphasizes that Jesus moved in the same direction as the earthly high priests but only to return to the heavenly holy of holies after having offered his sacrifice.

From the standpoint of the biblical accounts of Jewish sacrifice, such a conception of Jesus’s sacrifice is confused and nonsensical. It is very difficult to understand in either historical or theological terms how Jesus’s early Jewish followers would have developed traditions that so radically redefined (or misunderstood) sacrifice, particularly as they reflected on traditions of his resurrection and ascension. The point is even more pressing in the midst of Hebrews’ account of the incarnation of the Son precisely because Hebrews emphasizes the Son’s return to the Father’s presence now as the perfected human and great high priest.

More plausible, and in line with the actual Christological narrative Hebrews presupposes, is an account of Jesus’s sacrifice that correlates his offering with his return to the Father. The Son’s entrance into the heavenly holy of holies as the incarnate high priest is when and where he offers himself as a sacrifice to God. The analogy between Jesus’s sacrifice and the Day of Atonement aligns with the structure and pattern laid out by the repeated earthly offerings of blood in the earthly holy of holies. Scripture (esp. Leviticus 16) and Jewish sacrificial practice provide the analogies for understanding what, how, and when Jesus offered himself to the Father. (On Hebrews’ analogical theology, see Moffitt 2016.) As with the annual Day of Atonement, the resurrected Son offered God the sacrifice of himself when he entered once for all time the heavenly holy of holies (Heb 9:12). This is the place where he serves in his high-priestly ministry. Jesus’s ascension, not his death per se, provides access to the throne of grace (4:14–16). Interestingly, this kind of understanding of the significance of Jesus’s ascension is well represented in patristic engagement with Hebrews (Moffitt 2017a).

Third, Jesus’s high-priestly ministry in the heavenly holy of holies functions in a way that correlates with the aims of the Day of Atonement—the maintenance of the covenant relationship. Given that atonement is the goal toward which the process of some sacrifices aims, it follows that Jesus effects atonement for his people when, like the earthly high priest, he presents his offering to the Father. Forgiveness, purification, and the ability of God’s people now to enter his presence boldly are accomplished by virtue of Jesus’s ongoing high-priestly service in the heavenly holy of holies.

As noted, sacrificial atonement forms an essential component of covenant maintenance. This is, in other words, a fundamental element of the covenant relationship, a chief reason for the high priest’s existence and ministry. The ongoing presence and intercession of Jesus with the Father (7:25) implies that his high-priestly and sacrificial ministry continues while he remains in the heavenly holy of holies (Moffitt 2019a; cf. Brooks 1970). Jesus’s ongoing presence with the Father maintains the new covenant relationship that he mediates. Put differently, atonement is an ongoing reality for those who remain within the new covenant because Jesus, the ministering high priest and sacrifice of this covenant, is always present with the Father serving on their behalf. This ministry will not come to an end until, like the high priests on earth, Jesus leaves the holy of holies to return to his people, bringing them their long-awaited salvation (9:28).

Jesus’s Salvific Death in Hebrews

When the process of Jesus’s sacrifice and the atonement he effects for his people are understood in the way just described, it is clear that Jesus’s death is neither the place where nor the time when he offers his sacrifice to the Father. The bodily resurrection of Jesus shifts the focus of atonement onto his bodily ascension and ongoing high-priestly ministry. Jesus’s death is nevertheless salvific in Hebrews. This can be seen from at least two angles.

First, without Jesus’s faithfulness to the Father in his suffering even to death, he would not have been raised up and thus would be neither the high priest he is nor the sacrifice that he offers. Jesus’s suffering and death are necessary for sacrificial atonement to be made, even if they are not by themselves sufficient for that atonement. Apart from Jesus’s death, there is no atonement and so also no salvation. Suggestions that such a view diminishes the significance of Jesus’s death by making this event merely preparatory for his sacrifice tend to beg the central question insofar as such notions have already reduced Jesus’s atoning and sacrificial work to the cross.

Second, akin to the arguments made about atonement and the process of sacrifice, Jesus’s death is also correlated by the author with essential elements of the salvation he makes possible for his people. Specifically, Hebrews correlates Jesus’s death with key events in the larger Pentateuchal story of God’s salvation of his people, namely, Passover and the inauguration of the Mosaic covenant. These two events are at times closely connected in Jewish scripture (e.g., Jer 31:32). Passover marks the paradigmatic moment of God’s deliverance of his people from slavery and the inauguration of the covenant establishes the special relationship God has with a people to whom he promises an inheritance and with whom he dwells. By correlating Jesus’s death with these two events, Hebrews identifies the crucifixion as the salvific moment that established the very conditions (liberation from slavery) and context (new covenant) within which Jesus serves as high priest and offers his sacrifice. Jesus’s death makes possible the relationship that ensures his people will receive the promised inheritance.

Few modern interpreters recognize the role or significance of Passover in Hebrews. The event is explicitly mentioned in Heb 11:28 with respect to Moses’s act of sprinkling blood as the means by which the “Destroyer” (see Exod 12:23) was defeated. Already in Hebrews 2, however, Jesus’s defeat of the Devil and liberation of his people from enslavement to the fear of death echoes Passover (2:14–15; see Moffitt 2017b, 2017c). That Passover plays a role in the argument finds confirmation not just in the motif of liberation from slavery but also in the fact that the author turns in chs. 3–4 to compare his audience with Israel in the wilderness. The audience find themselves in a situation analogous to that of Israel when they were liberated from slavery in Egypt. In Hebrews, Jesus’s death is implicitly correlated with Moses’s act of applying blood to the doors and lintels of the Israelite houses. Jesus’s death is the act that, like the first Passover, rescues the congregation of the firstborn (cf. Heb 12:23) from the enslaving power of the Devil (2:14–15).

The analogies with the story of Israel as related in the Pentateuch do not stop with Passover. While being liberated and led into the wilderness are themselves salvific events, these salvific benefits are neither equal to entering the inheritance nor the only means needed to do so. A context within which the worship of the liberating God could occur was also instituted when Moses used blood to inaugurate the covenant between God and the Israelites. Hebrews 9:15–18, by way of a pun on the Greek word used for both a last will and testament and for a covenant (diathēkē), links the inauguration of the new covenant with the death of Jesus, much like a will has the death of the testator hardwired into its logic such that the heir can receive the inheritance (Moffitt 2011: 289–95). This new covenant provides, like the Mosaic covenant before it, the context within which God’s newly liberated people can worship him. This is the context within which the heavenly tabernacle and Jesus’s high-priestly ministry function. In terms of the larger narrative about Jesus, the death of Jesus not only frees God’s people from slavery; it also inaugurates the covenantal relationship, offices, and spaces that are essential to maintaining the covenantal relationship. While in the Mosaic covenant these essentials were the Levitical priesthood, the sacrifices, and the earthly tabernacle, in the new covenant they are Jesus’s high priesthood, sacrifice, and ministry in the holy of holies of the heavenly tabernacle. All of this aims at the ultimate salvation of God’s people when they finally receive the inheritance God promised them.

Summary: Sacrifice, Atonement, Covenant Maintenance, and Salvation in Hebrews

Atonement is an aspect of salvation typically connected in Jewish Scriptures with the Levitical sacrificial system. The term names the states of forgiveness from sins and purification from impurities inherent in mortality, which threaten the ongoing relationship between God and his people. Atonement, in other words, allows God and his people to dwell together in peace. Priests, and on the Day of Atonement the high priest, effect atonement by performing the whole process of a sacrifice, ultimately bringing the gifts being offered to the altars and into God’s presence. All of this makes sense within the relational dynamics of God’s covenant with his people. Indeed, being able to dwell in peace with God is among the central blessings of being God’s covenant people.

In Hebrews, salvation is achieved by Jesus. He is the one who liberated his people from slavery and inaugurated the long-awaited new covenant between them and God when he died. Rising from the dead to assume his high priesthood, he is the one who then ascended into the heavenly tabernacle and entered its holy of holies. There he presented himself to the Father. There he now intercedes for his people. He makes sacrificial atonement for his people as he ministers within the context of the new covenant that he inaugurated. All of this work will culminate in his return to his people so that they will finally receive the fullness of their salvation.

Conclusion

The author of Hebrews, more explicitly and consistently than any other New Testament writer, presents the process of Jesus’s self-offering coming to its climax when he ascended through the heavens and entered the heavenly holy of holies to serve the Father as his people’s great high priest. There he presently intercedes for them at God’s right hand (7:25; cf. Rom 8:34). Jesus’s work, especially his heavenly presentation and ongoing intercession, are the means by which he makes atonement within the new covenant. This is how he perpetually maintains the new covenant relationship, ensuring that his people always have access to the Father and will receive their promised inheritance (cf. Rom 8:35–39). Jesus, in his person and work, ensures that his people will be saved completely. When he leaves the heavenly sanctuary to return to his waiting people, he will bring them the salvation for which they wait.

The argument traced here indicates that the salvation that Jesus makes possible involves more than simply his death, or his resurrection, or his ascension, or his ongoing intercession, or his awaited return. That is to say, the totality of Jesus’s salvific work in Hebrews cannot be reduced to any one of these events, and certainly not to one of these elements in abstraction from the others. Accounts of Jesus’s atoning sacrifice that reduce this to his death not only misconstrue what sacrifice is and how it works; they often also fail to grasp the way in which the incarnational narrative substructure of Hebrews allows the author to correlate different aspects of the salvation Jesus makes possible for his people with different events and elements of the incarnation.

All of this suggests that, rather than being focused primarily on an event in the implied narrative of Jesus’s life (such as Jesus’s crucifixion, or that of his resurrection, or of his ascension), the focal point of salvation in Hebrews rests on his person. Jesus saves his people from their sins. The person of the incarnate Son is the one who in himself holds together all the events and aspects not only of atonement but ultimately of salvation. Just as Jesus’s death and resurrection are distinct events that cannot ultimately be abstracted because both happened to Jesus, so also the functions of Jesus’s death and those of his atoning sacrifice can be distinguished without positing that they are unconnected or can be abstracted from each other. Hebrews’ account of atonement allows the important salvific contributions of different events in Jesus’s life to emerge.
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The Letter of James

Contested Issues



Alicia J. Batten

Most readers are likely familiar with the fact that Martin Luther made some very disparaging comments about the Letter of James. Granted, Luther also had a few positive things to say about the letter (Lane 2018), but his negative remarks and his emphasis upon the letters of Paul as well as the Gospels have contributed to the comparative neglect of James since the Reformation. In recent decades, however, James has made a significant comeback and cannot be easily dismissed as of little import (see Penner 1999) or described as part of the “junk mail” of the New Testament (Elliott 1993: 71). But unlike the undisputed letters of Paul, the Letter of James does not identify specific historical individuals, other than claiming to be by James, “a servant (doulos) of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (Jas 1:1). The letter does not identify a specific city or other region, and addresses itself simply to the “twelve tribes in the Dispersion.” Greetings to friends or acquaintances do not bring the document to a close. The overall structure and rhetoric of James is tricky to delineate, and its sources are not always clear. Moreover, the earliest manuscript evidence dates from the third century (Lockett 2019: 269–71), and the first extant and explicit reference to James does not appear until the writings of Origen (Comm. Jo. 19.23), after his move to Caesarea in 231 ce, and Origen never indicates whether James is considered canonical (Kloppenborg 2016: 103; Wall 2004: 52). Finally, there is not much about James that is specifically “Christian” other than the mention(s) of “the Lord Jesus Christ” (Jas 1:1; 2:1; the latter reference is regarded by some interpreters as a later interpolation). “Lord” (kyrios) otherwise appears to refer to God (e.g., Jas 4:15), although some argue that the indication of the coming of the “Lord” (5:7) as well as the several other references to “Lord” in ch. 5 denote Jesus (Davids 2019: 122–25). We see no mention of the death and resurrection or practices such as baptism or Eucharist. There are echoes of or allusions to some of the teachings attributed to Jesus in the letter, but Jesus is never credited with such wisdom.

These features of James are intriguing, but also render it a site of considerable debate. The present essay begins by examining historical questions such as authorship and provenance, and in doing so engages some issues of content. The discussion then turns to literary questions before addressing various interpretive questions that continue to generate debate among scholars. The essay is by no means exhaustive, and I encourage readers to consult sources in the bibliography for further study.

Authorship

The letter claims to be by James, “a servant [or slave] of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (Jas 1:1). The only other self-identification of the author occurs in Jas 3:1, where he includes himself among “we who teach.” There are a number of different individuals named James who appear in the literature associated with the Jesus movement, such as James the son of Zebedee (Mark 1:19) and James the son of Alphaeus (Mark 3:12), but neither of these individuals emerges as significant a figure as James the Just (or “the Righteous”), the brother of Jesus (Gal 1:19; Mark 6:3), whom Paul calls one of the “pillars” of the church (Gal 2:9; see Myllykoski 2006). If the letter is claiming to be from one of these lesser-known people, presumably the author would identify himself more clearly.

Many interpreters, though not all, think that the letter at least makes an implicit claim to be by James the Just, whose martyrdom in Jerusalem is depicted in a variety of sources, including Josephus (Ant. 20.200) and Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 2.23.20), the latter drawing from Josephus, Hegesippus, and Clement of Alexandria. The significance of this figure is evident in a range of writings, including those attributed to Clement of Rome in the second century and portions of the Gospel of the Hebrews found in Jerome (Vir. ill. 2). In the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus instructs the disciples to follow James the Righteous once Jesus has departed (Gos. Thom. 12). The Pseudo-Clementines reflect extensively on the figure of James the Just, and several texts are attributed to him, such as the Apocryphon of James, the First and Second Apocalypses of James, and the Protoevangelium of James, although scholars do not regard such claims to authorship as authentic. Characteristics of James the Just as preserved in the diverse collection of traditions either about or attributed to him have been helpfully summarized by Allison (2013: 121): James was an authoritative, Torah-abiding Jew and a pious “servant” who lived in Jerusalem, cared for the poor, and did not show favoritism. He opposed Paul, upheld a life of prayer and purity, and was murdered as the “just one.” The fact that several texts are attributed to him makes it clear that he was perceived by some as literate and as a writer.

Whether James the Just actually wrote this letter has been disputed since the early church. Origen thinks it is authentic, but he comments that the letter is pheromenos (Comm. Jo. 19.23), which could mean that it is alleged to be by James, or “current by the name of James” (Allison 2013: 19). This confusing comment might mean that Origen was aware that others questioned authentic authorship. Eusebius makes it clear that authorship was disputed (Hist. eccl. 2.23.25), and Jerome divulges that some thought the letter was not truly by James of Jerusalem (Vir. ill. 2). Although James was eventually included in the New Testament canon, possibly due to the influence of leaders such as Athanasius (see Yates 2004), Augustine, and Jerome (Johnson 2004: 91–96), interpreters continued to question whether the work was written by James the Just. Luther theorized that the author was a pious student who had either direct or indirect contact with the apostles. The author jotted down some of their teachings, which explains, in Luther’s view, why the letter reads like a loose assemblage of proverbs. For Luther, the author was writing in the name of James, the son of Zebedee (Lane 2018: 65). Erasmus also questioned whether it was by James the Just, but such questions in no way jeopardized his admiration for the letter or its canonical status (Roussel 2003; Chester 2019: 278–81). Calvin accepted and admired the letter, but he was not sure which James wrote it (Gowler 2014: 71–73).

Debates about authorship continue to the present day. Some uphold the “traditional” view that the letter is indeed by a brother or half-brother of Jesus who lived in Jerusalem and held an authoritative position in the Jesus movement until his death. Arguments in favor of this perspective appeal, in part, to the fact that early church writers affirm this view, as well as the observation that elements of the content of the letter of James match what we know about James the Just. Some interpreters point to parallels between James’s speech in Acts 15:13–21 and the letter (Adamson 1989: 24), although it is possible that these similarities can be explained by both texts’ use of the Septuagint (Johnson 1995: 118). One of the consistent objections to James of Jerusalem as author stems from doubts that a first-century Palestinian Jew could have produced a text that is littered with Hellenistic ideas, rare Greek vocabulary, and sophisticated literary devices. Defenders of authenticity counter that Hellenism had deeply permeated first-century Palestine (Moo 2000) and that James may have had assistance from a more literate scribe (Bauckham 1999). Bauckham and others also rebut the claim that the letter’s emphasis upon moral teachings does not cohere with the association of James of Jerusalem with ritual purity and dietary laws, claiming that the letter is not intended for Gentiles, but for “Jewish Christians” for whom dietary concerns and ritual practices were not an issue. Therefore, the letter does not need to address such subjects.

Closely associated with the view that the letter is authentically by James the Just is the perspective that it is not actually written or dictated by this James but still reflects “Jamesian” tradition. John Painter (2019: 248) does not think that James of Jerusalem could have produced the letter itself for a variety of reasons, including the fact that there is no certain early attestation for the letter and its authenticity is disputed by ancient interpreters. However, he thinks that given the presence of so much Jesus tradition in James—a presence which many authors acknowledge, regardless of their view of authorship—it is a letter in which “the wisdom of Jesus via the wisdom of James comes indirectly from him to the twelve tribes in the diaspora” sometime after 135 ce (250). The letter reflects the teachings of Jesus and James the Just himself, even though it was not actually written by the latter.

Another possibility is that the letter is indeed by someone named James, but not James of Jerusalem. James could be “ein orthonymes Schreiben” (Metzner 2017: 10). In this case, someone otherwise unknown in the ancient church may have produced the letter. “James” was a common name, and it could be that an educated teacher by this name wrote the letter in order to convey authentic teaching (Metzner 2013); he was not pretending to be James of Jerusalem, and therefore it makes sense that the letter does not reflect traditions associated with James the Just, such as his associations with the Temple, cultic purity, and martyrdom.

There is a long history of assessing James as a pseudonymous document. Various arguments have been made. Some scholars believe that the letter bears little connection to traditions about James the Just (Dibelius 1975; Laws 1980). Others understand there to be clear tensions between James and developments in the Pauline churches after the time of Paul. An overemphasis upon faith at the expense of works has developed, according to this view, to which the letter of James responds in the late first or early second century (see, e.g., Popkes 2001). Also finding support is the notion that James was deliberately written and attributed to James of Jerusalem in order to serve as a counterbalance between the Pauline letter collection and the Catholic Epistles. The author was familiar with the writings of Paul and produced this letter in order to “correct” what were perceived to be inaccurate and misleading interpretations of Pauline teachings (Nienhuis 2007: 236).

In my view, the argument that James is a second-century pseudonymous document written in the name of James of Jerusalem has the strongest support. The letter reflects literary sophistication and Hellenistic philosophical concepts as well as familiarity with urban life and practices. Kloppenborg has also recently observed that when one examines certain linguistic features in the letter, particularly words that appear between zero and three times in other literature, James is comparable to later New Testament writings such as Luke-Acts, 1–2 Timothy, and 1–2 Peter as well as to later LXX texts such as 1–4 Maccabees, Wisdom of Solomon, and Sirach, as well as with Philo of Alexandria. These similarities indicate that James belongs to the world of Hellenistic Judaism (Kloppenborg 2016: 108). Even more interesting is the fact that James employs philosophical terms that are among the rarest in Greek prior to the second century, such as adiakritos (Jas 3:17), akatastatatos (1:8), and apeirastos (1:13). These terms are attested only five to thirty-three times in six hundred years of Greek literature prior to the appearance of James. James also uses vocabulary found among ancient Greek poets and playwrights and not simply from standard prose. Our earliest incontrovertible evidence for the document, as we have seen, comes from the third century, and the letter simply claims to be by “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ,” as if the audience can be expected to recognize the author. The figure of James the Just was attached to other documents, which are indisputably pseudonymous. The long-standing argument that it is claiming to be by James the Just—a perspective evident in the early church—is convincing.

Questions of authorship, moreover, may be clarified in the future by closer attention to the role of fictional authors and epistolarity in antiquity. How, for example, does the identification of a specific letter with a particular individual contribute to that person’s image and reputation? Is it possible that the “readers” know that the author is fictional, but appreciate how the actual writer adopts the voice of the “author”? In the case of James, the text presents James as an authoritative teacher who adapts Jesus’s teachings in a masterful way (Wachob 2000; Kloppenborg 2007). The letter, in claiming to be by James, effectively contributes to the development of the reputation of James as a literate scribe (Fewster 2016). What purpose would this serve in the ancient world, where literacy was valued? At any rate, more work on the role of pseudepigraphic letters and how they “performed” the character of the authors that they claimed to be by will enrich our discussions of the authorship of James.

Provenance and Date

The provenance and date of the letter are obviously connected to the identity of the author. If it is authentically from James of Jerusalem, then it emerges from that city or somewhere in Palestine in the 40s or 50s. If we think that James is a pseudonymous second-century creation, alternatively, then it need not come from Jerusalem. Given the author’s familiarity with features of city life, such as a “crown” (Jas 1:12), a gold-ringed man in fine clothes (2:2), courts (2:2), teachers (3:1), potential traders (4:13), and the wealth of the rich (5:2–3; Batten 2014b), together with rare Greek vocabulary and Hellenistic topoi, including speech ethics (Luther 2015) and the notion that evil does not come from the deity but from human desire (Jas 1:13–15; cf. Jackson-McCabe 2019), a metropolitan provenance is highly likely.

Yet which city? The fact that Origen evidences our first indisputable reference to James suggests Alexandria as a possibility, although there has not been overwhelming support for such a provenance. Some have argued for Syria, especially Antioch, as the pseudonymous author would know that the audience would respect a text bearing the name of the revered leader of the Jerusalem church (Konradt 2009).

But Rome is the most compelling possibility. Laws (1980) argues for Rome because she thinks that the Shepherd of Hermas—a Roman text—knew James. The links between the two documents may be explained by appeals to common tradition rather than direct dependence, but the fact that both writings had access to the same Roman tradition favors Rome as the site of James’s composition. More recently, Kaden (2014) has also suggested Rome because he perceives the letter to be addressed to a reasonably affluent audience that may be familiar with Paul’s letter to the Romans, a text many scholars think is engaged by the author of James. Moreover, Kaden thinks that James reflects elements of Imperial Stoicism, especially as represented by the Roman Stoic Epictetus. Allison (2013: 96–97) documents connections to other texts associated with Rome, such as 1 Peter, Romans, and 1 Clement, the last of which may have had access to shared traditions with James, akin to the Shepherd of Hermas. Particular Roman literary motifs, such as the contrast between city life and country life found in authors such as Martial adds further support to a Roman provenance for James (Batten 2013).

Audience

Another question is to whom “the twelve tribes in the Diaspora” (Jas 1:1) refers. Is this a metaphor for the “true Israel,” as some have argued (Vouga 1984; Edgar 2001)? Or can we read it literally, as a reference to those who are physically living outside of Palestine (Hartin 2003)? Additionally, some scholars think the phrase, as it is used here, has an eschatological dimension (Penner 1999). If we understand the letter to be comparable to ancient Jewish encyclicals such as the Letter of Jeremiah and 2 Macc 1:1–9, which would circulate to more than one community (Niebuhr 1998), there is no necessary reason not to read the address to the “twelve tribes” literally. An address to the twelve tribes evokes exile and the need to withstand hardship until God’s intervention, and thus coheres with much of the content of the letter (Verseput 2000).

Yet it is not at all clear that James is addressed solely to poor people, despite its considerable criticism of wealth and expressions of support for the poor. Drawing on the teachings of Jesus, James advocates benefaction for the poor (Wachob 2000), which means that he is writing to people who can provide assistance. Moreover, the letter betrays knowledge of Stoic philosophical concepts (Kloppenborg 2010; Kaden 2014), which indicates that some of the recipients are somewhat educated or, at least, at a social level that they would appreciate such ideas. There may be poor people envisioned in the audience, but also significantly wealthy individuals, notwithstanding the satirical attack on the rich in Jas 5:1–6 (Batten 2014a).

Not only might the audience be mixed socioeconomically but also, one might say, theologically, that is, a mixture of Jews and “Jewish Christians,” for lack of better terminology. Many scholars have argued that James was written to Jewish Christians, while a few have argued that they are Gentiles, or a combination of Gentiles and Jewish Christians, reading “twelve tribes in the Diaspora” metaphorically. In the past, some scholars argued that the letter was a Jewish document that had been “Christianized” with the interpolation of the references to Jesus Christ (Jas 1:1; 2:1; Massebieau 1895; Spitta 1896: 158–77). This view is not common now, though some question the originality of the reference in Jas 2:1, given its grammatical awkwardness (Allison 2013: 382–84). As noted, other than the one or two indisputable references to Jesus Christ, there is not much about the letter that is peculiarly “Christian.” According to Allison (2001: 32–50), this lack of “Christian” content is due to the fact that the letter was written to both Jewish Christians and Jews who do not share Christian perspectives. The letter edifies the Jewish Christians on various matters while it elucidates various ideas for the Jewish members of the audience. Such an audience would also help to explain why there is not much that is specifically “Christian” about the letter. Of course, this means that James was written at a time when Jewish Christians are still members of the synagogue (see Jas 2:2). The letter thus serves to promote understanding and peaceful relations among this group or groups of people.

Literary Issues

In the early twentieth century Deissmann (1927: 242–43) classified James as an “epistle” rather than a letter because letters, he thought, were private and dealt with specific situations, whereas “epistles” such as James were general and addressed to a wide audience. At approximately the same time Dibelius (1975: 2–3) described James as paraenesis, understood as a compilation of various ethical teachings strung together like beads on a string. Some scholars (e.g., Llewellyn 1997) have argued that Jas 1:1 was added later to this paraenesis in order to liken it to other canonical documents. Yet there is little manuscript support for such a claim. Scholars have also reevaluated the distinction that Deissmann made between “letters” and “epistles.” They have questioned such a typology and demonstrated that ancient letters could vary widely, and that James could indeed be categorized as a letter (see Francis 1970). The notion of paraenesis has not been dismissed, for James is widely perceived to be paraenetic, but a paraenetic letter (Watson 2019: 99) comparable, as already mentioned, to Jewish diaspora letters (see Tsuji 1997; Niebuhr 1998).

James draws from a variety of literary sources, above all the Jewish Scriptures, though it is not clear what form of the LXX the author may have been using. Some scholars think that James used a version of Q (Foster 2014). In addition, exegetes have argued that other texts such as the Testament of Job (Gray 2004) and the now lost Eldad and Modad (Allison 2011) are familiar to and used by James. The author’s familiarity with some of Paul’s letters, especially Romans, as well as 1 Peter, remains a matter of much debate. Finally, Verseput (1997) has compared Jewish liturgical traditions to portions of James, arguing that Jewish morning prayers may well inform the author’s language about divine immutability at Jas 1:17. The question of liturgical backgrounds to James here is intriguing, especially given that this verse will later figure prominently in the Divine Liturgy of the Christian East.

It has long been appreciated that James reflects literary techniques such as paronomasia and alliteration (Jas 1:1–2), among others (Dibelius 1975: 37–38). Its unusual vocabulary, including many New Testament hapax legomena (e.g., enalios [Jas 3:7]), has been frequently noted. The author’s considerable rhetorical skill is widely acknowledged (Watson 1999), even though his syntax is not overly complex. There is also evidence of the Greco-Roman practice of paraphrase, or aemulatio, especially in the manner in which Jesus’s teachings are adapted to suit James’s context (Kloppenborg 2007). As Kloppenborg (2016: 109) puts it, these features of James “point to an author who wishes to create the impression of a learned and sophisticated discourse,” despite the letter’s relatively simple sentence construction. These observations support the notion that this author was a skillful scribe, writing to a mostly literate and urban audience who would appreciate his manner of discourse.

Where considerable disagreement remains is with regard to both the epistolary and rhetorical structures of James. Most scholars think that James is an ordered composition, but the precise parameters are debated. A noted exception to this view is Popkes (2001), who concludes that James is shaped more by the traditions that it uses than by an epistolary structure. But others think that Jas 1:2–27, with its references to testing, wisdom, rich and poor, speech, and action, reflects some of the major themes that are elaborated in the body of the letter, while Jas 5:7–20 closes the letter with an ethical exhortation (e.g., Davids 1988). Some contend that the body of the letter reflects chiastic patterns that reflect the themes introduced in Jas 1:2–27 (Davids 1988; Hartin 1991); others argue that the entire letter, minus the opening address, manifests a single, extended chiasm (Reese 1982). Not everyone is convinced that chiastic patterns are to be found at all, however, and still others prefer to apply more recent developments in semiotics and linguistics to understand the structure of the letter. It is unlikely that a consensus on these questions will emerge anytime soon.

There is no agreement as to the overall rhetorical structure of the letter (Watson 2019), although many would concur that James constitutes deliberative rhetoric in that it seeks to persuade the audience to future action. In his summary and discussion of rhetorical studies of both the whole of James as well as its discrete internal units, Watson is surely correct to point out that James does not reflect a clear rhetorical macrostructure, but that smaller portions of James do indeed reflect Greco-Roman conventions in their arrangement. James also employs diatribe and paraenesis as it elaborates upon various themes, most conspicuously in Jas 2:1–26 (Watson 2019: 103–10). When we consider James as a document containing a series of arguments that focus upon various topics, we see that it is comparable to Jewish wisdom literature such as the Wisdom of Solomon, as well as other forms of ancient wisdom instruction which develop themes in a sequence (see also Cheung 2003).

James can be compared to an even wider variety of ancient literature, including Greco-Roman satirical writing. For example, the highly uncomplimentary characterization of the rich in Jas 5:1–6 bears considerable overlap with satirical takes on wealthy people who have lost control of their physical and financial appetites (Batten 2014a). The well-dressed man who struts into the assembly in Jas 2:2, and the disgust the author expresses for those who offer him the best seat are elements found in ancient satirists who ridicule those who engage in obsequious behavior (Batten 2022: 322). Examining James in light of these literary examples may shed more light on the function and aims of the letter.

Contrary to Dibelius’s assessment, James is not simply a collection of ethical exhortations strung together. It reflects the characteristics of ancient Jewish diaspora letters, and its smaller units can be understood within the context of Greco-Roman rhetorical practices of invention and arrangement. It is in the analysis and explanation of these subunits of James, rather than its overall literary structure, where fruitful work can take place in the context of a wide range of ancient literary genres and practices.

Interpretive Issues

Is there a central theme to James? Not all interpreters think so, especially if James, like much Jewish wisdom literature, is attempting to elaborate on a variety of topics. However, several scholars have put forward the notion of integrity, perfection, or wholeness as central to James (e.g., Hartin 1999). Klein (1995: 43–81), for example, argues that Jas 1:2–4 introduces the theme and that the rest of the letter elaborates upon how such perfection can be achieved. Perfection, he thinks, is connected to ultimate salvation in James. Likewise, Hartin (1999: 53) links this perfection to other dimensions of the letter, especially its eschatology.

Others have stressed that the “word” (logos) of truth by which God gave birth to humanity (Jas 1:18) is central, and that the rest of the letter provides guidance as to what it means to follow this logos and, in the end, to receive salvation (Konradt 1998: 310). The audience is to “receive with meekness the implanted word that has the power to save [their] souls” (1:21); thus the logos is linked with salvation. But what is this implanted logos? Jackson-McCabe (2019: 61–71) has argued that this is a Stoic concept that will assist human beings in mastering desire, which, for James, is a source of evil (1:14–15). Given the evidence of other Stoic teachings in James, especially in the realm of psychagogy (Kloppenborg 2010), this construal of the logos along Stoic lines is compelling. Here and more broadly within its Greco-Roman and Jewish literary and cultural contexts, James’s thinking calls for more exploration.

One of the most vexing questions in the history of interpretation is whether and to what extent James disagrees with ideas found in the letters of Paul. Early church interpreters acknowledged that there were differences between James and Paul, but they did not emphasize those discrepancies (Bergauer 1962: 62–65). Medieval exegetes such as Dionysius von Rijkel compared Jas 2:14–26 to Rom 3:20 and Gal 3:9–11, but, in the case of Dionysius, argued that the letters were actually addressing different issues. Dionysius deduced that James was referring to moral law, while Paul was dealing with ritual (Dahan 2012: 96). Martin Luther, however, perceived matters differently, understanding James to be flatly against Paul (Chester 2019: 276–78).

Contrary to Luther, some modern exegetes downplay or reject any perceived tensions between James and Paul (Hartin 2003: 163–71; Johnson 1995: 58–64). Others contend that there is a conflict with Paul’s ideas about faith and the law, whether directly or as ideas about faith that were developing in the second century among inheritors of Pauline traditions (Popkes 2001: 43; Tsuji 1997: 16). Their respective audiences are critical elements of this discussion, for if Paul is writing primarily to Gentiles, it makes a difference to how we understand what he is attempting to say about faith. James may be writing to Jewish Christians (and possibly non-Christian Jews as well), and not to Gentiles. Context and audience play a crucial role. Moreover, James is, in my view, writing later than Paul, likely in the second century. It could well be that, for James, some groups of believers have by that time taken Pauline teachings about faith and grace too far in the direction of what will later be called antinomianism.

Although Dibelius did not view James as a source of theological insight, since the 1960s interpreters have largely agreed that it is a theological letter in that it has much to say about the character of God. God does not tempt, and is not tempted by evil (Jas 1:13). God is a generous source of wisdom (1:5), and all good gifts “[come] down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no shadow due to change” (1:17). Jas 1:17 is subject to some debate. Many readers have understood it to imply the idea of divine immutability, meaning that God does not change (Allison 2013: 274–77). Verseput’s (1997) examination of the possible role of Jewish morning prayers in the development of this portion of the letter, however, suggests that for James God does not change in terms of faithfulness and reliability in providing good things. Verseput’s interpretation is compelling as far as it goes, but this and other texts merit more study against the background of Jewish liturgy, as well as the possible influence of Hellenistic philosophical and theological ideas.

Some interpreters do not think that James reflects a sustained or developed Christology, asserting that it is special pleading to seek out an understanding of Jesus Christ in the letter. But again, one’s perspective will depend, to a large extent, on whether some of the references to the kyrios (e.g., Jas 5:7–9, 14–15) denote Jesus (Davids 2019: 122–25). The question of audience is also relevant. If it is addressed to both Jews and Christian Jews, it is doubtful that the author would refer to Jesus so often throughout the letter, unless he wished to remain deliberately ambiguous or anticipated that some in the audience would interpret these references christologically while others understood them as references to God.

The last interpretive issue to be addressed here is the question of poverty and wealth. First, what does James mean by ptōchos (poor) and plousios (rich)? Dibelius (1975: 40) granted that the meaning of “poor” could include material disadvantage, but the poor were primarily the “pious poor” which would mean that “poor” is more of a religious concept or characteristic than an economic one. Even a rich person could thus be “poor” in the sense that she or he had faith in God. Others have challenged this narrow reading of the “pious poor,” pointing out that within the context of ancient Greco-Roman and Jewish literatures, “poor” included an economic dimension (Kloppenborg 2008).

It is important that interpreters attend to the material aspect of poverty within the context of the ancient Mediterranean world in which poverty was never idealized. To be sure, the economic elites were often ridiculed, but no one wanted to be destitute. Moreover, the terms “rich” and “poor” were relative. Writers might claim the identity of “poor” in order to distance themselves from the rich (Batten 2014a) even when they were in no way impoverished in terms of material resources. “Rich” and “poor” were identities that writers could adopt or use in comparison to others and in service of various rhetorical aims.

Interpreters struggle with James on questions of wealth and poverty in part because James is so direct and seemingly merciless when he attacks the wealthy in Jas 5:1–6. Yet there must be people of means within his audience, for they are exhorted to care for the poor. Should we conclude that the wealthy in ch. 5 are not a part of the audience, while those addressed in ch. 2, who show favoritism to the gold-fingered man and receive admonition from James, are? My suggestion is that we imagine the “poor” and the “rich” as characters that James creates in order to teach the audience. When James refers to the wealthy and the indigent, he may not be imagining specific people, but including such examples in order to illustrate particular teachings, such as the importance of not showing favoritism and fawning over the well-dressed person (2:1–7) or hoarding wealth and exploiting others (5:1–6). These teachings cohere with James’s overall intent to instruct his audience in how to live according to God’s wisdom (Batten 2022: 326). Some in the audience may have acknowledged their own similarities to the rich or to the poor, for James’s readers or hearers were likely an economically diverse group. Insofar as they were familiar with ancient literature, including satire, they may have appreciated and learned from James’s presentations of rich and poor, whether they identified with such “characters” or not.

This survey of the themes and questions over which interpreters of James disagree is necessarily selective. Others might be asked: What is the overall role of wisdom in James? How does apocalyptic figure in the letter? How does friendship play a role, and what does James mean when it states that “friendship with the world is enmity with God” (Jas 4:4)? How might we understand James’s anthropology or understanding of the human person, and what is the role of purity in this connection? How does a focus on gender and colonialism illuminate the letter (see Aymer 2015)? These and other questions about the content, context, and reception of this short but intriguing letter will no doubt continue to occupy interpreters for the foreseeable future.
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Chapter 13


1 Peter

Contested Issues



Duane F. Watson

Authorship

First Peter indicates that it originates with the apostle Peter. The author refers twice to himself as “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ” (1:1) and as “an elder myself and a witness of the sufferings of Christ” (5:1). From the end of the first century to the modern age, tradition has consistently upheld that Peter was the author of this letter. The author of the pseudonymous letter of Second Peter is the first to assume this attribution as he uses the authority of 1 Peter for his own letter (ca. 80–90): “This is now, beloved, the second letter I am writing to you.” In the late second century, Irenaeus is the first to attribute 1 Peter to Peter (Haer. 4.9.2 and 5.7.2 cite 1 Pet 1:8; 4.16.5 cites 1 Pet 2:16). In the third century, Eusebius refers to a tradition originating with Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–215) that Peter authored the letter: “He [Clement] also says that Peter mentions Mark in his first Epistle, and that he composed this in Rome itself, which they say that he himself indicates, referring to the city metaphorically as Babylon, in the words, ‘the elect one in Babylon greets you, and Marcus my son’ ” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.15.2; cf. 1 Pet 5:13). Eusebius also refers to a lost segment of Origen’s commentary on the Gospel of John that makes mention of two letters of Peter, one genuine (1 Peter) and one suspicious (2 Peter; Hist. eccl. 6.25.8). In addition, church tradition places Peter’s ministry within the region of Asia Minor where the churches addressed reside (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.1 citing Origen; Epiphanius, Pan. 27.7; Jerome, Vir. ill. 1).

Despite this early and unified voice, on the basis of linguistic, sociological, and theological factors modern scholarship assumes that 1 Peter is pseudonymous rather than authored by the apostle Peter (Brox 1975, 1978; cf. Richard 2004: 413). However, this consensus needs to be reconsidered because the arguments put forward for pseudonymity of this letter are not as strong as they are assumed to be. As Janse van Renseburg (2011: 2) accurately asserts, “Research has given no persuasive arguments that Peter the apostle could not have written the letter, having dispatched it from Rome.”

Typically, contemporary scholars posit that the letter was written by a disciple of Peter in Rome (Elliott 1980, 2000: 124–30) or some other Roman Christian who adapted Peter’s teaching for second- and third-generation Christians (Horrell 2002). This was a contemporary practice, for students of the professions often composed works in their mentor’s names using knowledge that they had gained from them. The fact that we have the Apocalypse of Peter and the Gospel of Peter from the mid- to late second century shows that pseudonymous works were written in Peter’s name.

Substantial evidence can be mustered for 1 Peter being pseudonymous. The Greek is superior to the common Koine Greek, and the style of argument is comparable to what one might expect of a writer with a secondary-level Greek education where the curriculum focused on rhetoric (Achtemeier 1996: 2–4). It is assumed that a Galilean fisherman whose native tongue was Aramaic and who did not have a Greek education would be incapable of writing this letter, especially when, according to Acts, Peter was not considered formally educated (Acts 4:13). However, this assumption no longer seems so assured. Letters were usually written with the help of a scribe or amanuensis who took dictation and polished the letter in conjunction with the one who dictated it. Paul wrote letters this way (1 Cor 1:1; 16:21; 2 Cor 1:1; Gal 6:11; Phil 1:1; 1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 3:17). The quality of the Greek and rhetoric may therefore be attributed in part to an amanuensis. Moreover, Peter could certainly have gained considerable Greek and rhetorical skill after nearly three decades preaching to Greek-speaking audiences.

It has also been suggested that the author’s use of the Septuagint indicates pseudonymity because Peter would have been raised with the Hebrew or Aramaic Targums of the Old Testament texts. After working in the Hellenized East, however, there is reason to assume that he would have become familiar with the Septuagint, especially when working with Jews and Godfearers in the diaspora.

Some note that 1 Peter contains few personal references (2:11; 5:1, 12), especially to experience with Jesus that is not simply part of the broader Jesus tradition (e.g., 2:18–25), and assume this is indicative of pseudonymity. However, personal reference is not common in the New Testament letters, especially in exhortation like 1 Peter, and where it does occur, it is in refutation of personal attack (e.g., Paul in 2 Corinthians 10–13) which is not present in this letter.

The author’s use of Rome as Babylon (1 Pet 5:13) is thought to be possible only after the connection between the two cities was made when Rome joined Babylon in 70 ce as a destroyer of Jerusalem and the temple. Such a connection is not found in Jewish and Christian literature prior to that date, and Peter had already been martyred. However, the destruction of Jerusalem is not necessary to make the association of Rome with Babylon. The idolatry and immorality of both empires would provide plenty of grounds for comparison a good century before 70 ce.

The persecution of the recipients of 1 Peter seems be limited to verbal abuse and social ostracism (2:12, 15, 23; 3:9, 16; 4:4, 14), with only an allusion to something more severe, a “fiery ordeal” (4:12). While Christians experienced more physical persecution from Nero in the 60s and Domitian in the 90s, there was a lull in the interim. To many scholars, a date between 70 and 90 ce for 1 Peter seems likely, which would put the date of composition beyond Peter’s lifetime. However, the persecution of Christians prior to 64 ce, when Peter could be writing, can be characterized by verbal abuse and social ostracism as well.

The apocalyptic tone of 1 Peter (1:1–9; 4:7, 12–19) is often seen as originating in the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 ce interpreted as a sign of Christ’s imminent parousia, but apocalyptic perspective is strong in the early days of the church and could have been present during Peter’s ministry as well.

Finally, 1 Peter seems to have intertextual connections with the Pauline Epistles, including Romans, Ephesians, Galatians, and 2 Corinthians (Horrell 2013: 12–20). These are often shared epistolary conventions and paraenesis, including household codes. Even if the author of 1 Peter had some knowledge of Pauline letters, that knowledge can predate the death of Peter. The fact that Romans provides the most striking parallels to 1 Peter would be logical since Paul sent the letter to Rome and Peter spent part of his ministry there as well, including time after Romans was written.

Recently Horrell (2013) has challenged the current consensus that 1 Peter is the product of a Petrine Circle. He argues that the letter’s broad intertextual incorporation of early Christian tradition, including Pauline tradition, makes the concept of a Petrine Circle with a distinct theology most difficult to support. Rather, this use of tradition implies an attempt to synthesize early Christian Pauline and Petrine, Gentile, and Jewish strands of Christianity. While not addressing the authorship question directly, Horrell’s thesis still does not rule out Peter as author.

The case for the pscudonymity of 1 Peter is not as strong as it is assumed to be, and reopening this discussion could be fruitful, not to appease some conservative agenda but to be sure we are placing the letter as accurately as we can in the history of the first century.

Date of Writing

Debates about the dating of 1 Peter are intertwined with the question of Petrine authorship. Neither external nor internal evidence is conclusive for dating the letter. Strong external evidence is the reference to 1 Peter in 2 Peter (2 Pet 3:1), a letter typically dated around 80–90. First Clement (ca. 80–140) from Rome exhibits many similarities with 1 Peter, being familiar with 1 Peter and relying upon Roman tradition they shared (Elliott 2000: 138–40). The language of Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians (100–140) has similarities with that of 1 Peter (cf. Pol. Phil. 1.3 par. 1 Pet 1:8; Phil. 8.1 par. 1 Pet 2:22, 24; and Phil. 2.1 par. 1 Pet 1:13, 21). Eusebius remarks that Polycarp (Hist. eccl. 4.14.9) and Papias (3.39.17) early in the second century relied on 1 Peter. The first author to cite 1 Peter by name is Irenaeus ca.180 (Haer. 4.9.2 and 5.7.2 cite 1 Pet 1:8; 4.16.5 cites 1 Pet 2:16). If Peter wrote the letter, it would have to be dated before 64–68, when tradition claims that the Emperor Nero had him executed (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.25.5; see Aland 1960: 35–104; Bauckham 1992), but no external evidence allows us to pin the date down to such a narrow timeframe.

When it comes to internal evidence, the letter encourages a positive stance toward governmental authorities (1 Pet 2:13–17; cf. Rom 13:1–7) which is nearly impossible to envision after Nero’s persecution of Roman Christians between 64 and 68. However, Christian respect for the government is founded on God’s providence, not temporary circumstances (1 Clem. 61.1–2; Tertullian, Apol. 30.1, 4; 32.1, 3; 33.1–2). The metaphorical reference to Rome as Babylon can be understood to indicate a post-70 date, but that metaphor can arise from the comparison with Babylon on grounds of idolatry and immorality alone, apart from the destruction of the temple. The persecution suffered by the audience was mainly verbal (2:12, 15, 23; 3:9, 16; 4:4, 14), and verbal persecution was surely common throughout the entire first century. The identification of the recipients as the new temple, as a priesthood offering sacrifices, and as the people of God may be a strong indication that the physical temple in Jerusalem had been destroyed by the time of the writing and was now to be found spiritually among the followers of Christ. However, the Essenes had spiritualized the Jewish cult long before the birth of Christianity.

To summarize, internal evidence is too ambivalent to determine the date of composition, and external evidence produces a wide range of dates, from ca. 80 to 180, with an earlier date in that range being more likely due to the reference to 1 Peter in 2 Peter.

Place of Writing

The location for the composition of 1 Peter has been the subject of much speculation. Antioch of Syria and Asia Minor have been proposed as possible locations, but the author refers to his location as “Babylon” (5:13), a nickname for Rome. A mid-second-century tradition about Clement of Alexandria mentioned by Eusebius further affirms Rome as the place of composition (Hist. eccl. 2.15.2). In addition, many interpreters have shown that 1 Peter shares theological terminology with other works associated with the Roman churches, including Romans, Mark, Hebrews, 1 Clement, and the Shepherd of Hermas (Brown and Meier 1982: 134–39, 166–76).

Recipients

The recipients of 1 Peter are identified as “the chosen resident foreigners of the diaspora in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia” (1:1), Roman provinces in Asia Minor. Debate centers on two matters: the ethnic background of the recipients and their social and political status. Are the recipients of a Jewish or a Gentile background? Some internal evidence indicates a Jewish identity. The exile is a major topic in the letter. The recipients are designated as “resident foreigners” (parepidēmos, 1:1) and “aliens and resident foreigners” (paroikos, parepidēmos, 2:11) and described as being in exile (1:17). The designation of their geographical location as “diaspora” in the opening verse denotes Jews dispersed throughout the Mediterranean world since the Babylonian captivity. The author even designates his own church(es) in Rome as “Babylon” (5:13) and denotes those among whom the recipients live as Gentiles (2:12; 4:3). References to the exile in the letter could indicate that the recipients have a Jewish background, including proselytes and Godfearers, especially when it is noted that the letter mines the Old Testament for quotations, allusions, and historical references (see “Jewish and Early Christian Sources” below). Externally, Paul describes Peter’s calling as to the Jews (Gal 2:7–8), and early church tradition assumes that the recipients were Jewish Christian (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.1.2 citing Origen; 3.4.2).

Notwithstanding these factors related to a Jewish identity, the recipients of the letter were probably Gentile. They are characterized as having a Gentile lifestyle prior to conversion (1 Pet 1:14, 18, 21; 2:25; 4:3–4) and as not having been God’s people (2:9–10). This characterization would fit Gentiles and partially fit proselytes and Godfearers who began as Gentiles but sought to identify more fully with God’s people. The motif of the exile, so appropriate for describing Jews, was easily adapted as a metaphor to describe Christians as resident aliens in this world because their true citizenship is in heaven (cf. Jas 1:1). The recipients are described in Jewish terms because they are now incorporated into God’s new people, and all non-Christians are now “Gentiles” from the perspective of this new identity (1 Pet 2:12; 4:3). Any familiarity with the Old Testament that the author assumes on their part is easily attributed to instruction in the faith received when the recipients were proselytes or Godfearers or following any Gentile’s conversion to Christianity.

It has been proposed that the designations “resident foreigners” and “aliens and resident foreigners” (1 Pet 1:1; 2:11) define the political, social, and legal status of the recipients of 1 Peter, that they are foreigners living outside their native land within areas where they are dispossessed (Elliott 1990: 21–49; 2000: 94, 101–3). However, in extrabiblical Greek paroikos designates noncitizens, whether native or nonnative, rather than resident aliens (Horrell 2009: 188, Bechtler 1998: 71–73). Also, the pairing of paroikos and parepidēmos is likely to be an example of hendiadys and thus not intended to designate two distinct social and political groups within the readership but, rather, to describe their experience (Horrell 2009: 188–89).

Furthermore, the social and political understanding of these titles presupposes that Christianity was not making inroads among the native population. But is that true? The household code (1 Pet 2:18–3:7) indicates that some recipients had considerable wealth, some wives wearing gold jewelry and fine clothing (3:3–4). Others were slaves (2:18–25) of a higher, more educated level found in larger households (oiketēs). Pliny, governor of Bithynia, could write to the Emperor Trajan ca. 112 that Christians there were from all levels of society and included citizens and noncitizens from both the city and the countryside (Ep. 10.96). Neighbors of the recipients were apparently surprised by the radical change in the behavior of the recipients (4:1–6), and the author advised good behavior as way to deal with them (2:12–17; 3:13–17). All the details gleaned from the situation indicate close and long-term social interaction between the recipients and their neighbors and an embeddedness of the recipients in the broader society.

It has recently been proposed that in addition to describing the political, social, and legal status of the recipients, their status as resident foreigners and aliens reflects a status of “otherness.” That is to say, as proselytes and Godfearers they belong fully to neither the Gentile nor the Jewish world (van Renseburg 2011: 7, 9–10). But again, it is their Christian faith that has made the change in the recipients’ lives and causing persecution, not some preexisting status such as being a proselyte or Godfearer, neither of which was normally attended by persecution. The metaphor of Christians as resident foreigners and the associated metaphors of exile and diaspora are probably derived from the political and social narrative of the Jews, not from the social and political reality of the recipients in the first-century Roman Empire. Smith (2016) is more to the point. She has demonstrated how the address “elect-foreigners of the diaspora” (eklektoi parepidēmoi diasporas) in 1 Pet 1:1 assumes a new kinship experienced by Christians scattered over the world. The diaspora motif from Judaism is a theological construct for a distinct people of diverse backgrounds related to God within temporary spatial and chronological boundaries. It helps the Christians understand how to relate to one another, to God, and to the outside world.

Occasion and Purpose

The recipients of 1 Peter are being persecuted (1:6–7; 3:13–17; 4:19; 5:9–10). This results in part from the stark changes conversion to Christianity has made in their lifestyle. The author’s characterization of the recipients as “aliens and resident foreigners” (2:11), as well as the description of their existence as being lived in exile (1:17), strongly suggests estrangement from neighbors as the recipients adapt to their lives as members of the family and household of God (1:2–5, 14, 17, 23; 2:2; 4:17; 5:9). They have withdrawn from drunken parties and idolatry, which the author says were central to the Gentile lifestyle, changes that have been condemned by their neighbors (4:4). The recipients are accused of being evil (2:12) and maybe even criminal (2:13–17). Becoming Christian meant withdrawal from three prominent activities: volunteer associations, the imperial cult, and worship of the gods. This would mean that Christians were almost complete isolationists (Williams 2012: 239–75). Antisocial behavior was considered a threat to social stability, perhaps even leaving the community vulnerable to the wrath of the gods who were no longer being worshiped.

The nature of the persecution is debated, whether verbal or physical (Achtemeier 1996: 23–36). Interpreters usually understand the persecution to be verbal (see 1 Pet 2:12, 15; 3:16; 4:4), especially affronts for bearing the name of Christ (4:14, 16). However, physical abuse may have accompanied verbal abuse. The recipients endure various trials (1:6), experience fear in their suffering (3:13–17), and undergo a “fiery ordeal” (4:12). The author encourages them to look to Christ’s example of endurance through verbal and physical abuse and suffering (2:23; cf. 3:18) and exhorts them not to retaliate against their persecutors (3:9).

It is also debated whether the persecution is unofficial or official in nature, and whether it is local or more widespread. Some evidence points to persecution that is widespread and official. Persecution for the name of Christ (4:14, 16) may indicate a more legal accusation. The command to be ready to defend the faith when it is demanded (3:15) suggests a formal defense in a law court. Christians “in all the world” are said to suffer in a similar way (5:9). This persecution has been linked to that of the reigns of the emperors Nero (54–68), Domitian (81–96), and Trajan (98–117). Nero’s persecution, however, was limited to Rome. Domitian’s persecution was localized and sporadic, but did include Asia Minor (Revelation 2–3). Trajan’s persecution was not official or empire-wide in scope, nor were there official guidelines for handling Christians (Pliny, Ep. 10.96–97). There was no official, empire-wide persecution of Christians within the time that 1 Peter was authored.

The persecution is local and experienced by other Christians in various places in the empire (1 Pet 5:9), and may have been official only if local authorities created policies in order to maintain the peace, the coercitio. Williams (2012: 275–95, 303–16) studies the types of conflict and suffering that different social groups might have endured in the first century in this region. He argues that Christianity was “effectively illegal” and that some of the suffering of the recipients was legal in nature, brought on by the accusations of their neighbors to local officials. However, no direct evidence for anti-Christian legal procedures can be found in the letter. Since the persecution is expected to be short-lived (1 Pet 1:6; 5:10) and the recipients of the letter can mitigate the impact of the persecution with their behavior (2:13–17; 3:13–17), the persecution is most likely unofficial (Molthagen 1995; Williams 2012).

In response, according to Balch (1981), the author of 1 Peter encourages the recipients, especially slaves and wives, to conform to social norms as much as they can as Christians in order to placate their oppressors, especially masters and husbands. From a very different perspective, Elliott (1990) argues that 1 Peter is intended to bolster the internal cohesion of the recipients so they can more effectively resist social norms (Horrell 2007). In a fresh approach, Liebengood (2016) argues that the letter is intended to offer a symbolic inversion or counterideology to Roman imperial ideology. Rather than stress fulfillment in this life, 1 Peter’s eschatology looks to fulfillment in the eschaton. Roman propaganda in the first century held up Augustus as a savior who instituted a dynasty of peace and prosperity, a golden age better than any before and worthy of the praise and loyalty of its citizens. First Peter sets up another narrative in which the recipients are “resident foreigners of the dispersion” (1:1) addressed from Babylon (i.e., Rome; 5:13) who will be saved in the eschaton (1:3–9). In other words, Rome is not a savior but a conqueror that oppresses them as Babylon did and will be subject to God’s judgment, as was Babylon. Salvation does not lie with Rome in the present but with God in the eschaton (Liebengood 2016).

Each of these perspectives gets something right about the purpose of 1 Peter. The letter provides a theological rationale for the suffering of the recipients as a test from God (5:12, 19) and an opportunity to imitate Christ in his suffering (2:21–23; 3:18). Good conduct is upheld as a way to mitigate verbal and physical abuse from Gentile neighbors and local authorities (2:12–17; 3:13–17) and to order their lives as obedient children of God (1:14–16). Authority is to be respected (2:13–17) and suffering tolerated without retaliation (3:9). This approach is especially pertinent to slaves with non-Christian masters and wives with non-Christian husbands (2:18–3:6), two groups without power likely to suffer for their newfound faith. It also serves an evangelistic goal, for good works are motivated by an effort to convert their oppressors (2:12; 3:15) and will find a reward at the eschaton.

Literary Genre

First Peter is a letter with the standard parts of a letter as adapted by Christianity: a prescript naming the sender and recipients using theological descriptors (1:1–2); a blessing substituting for the traditional thanksgiving (1:3–12); the main body (1:13–5:11) with distinct opening (1:13–2:10), middle (2:11–4:11), and closing (4:12–5:11); and a postscript recapitulating the reason for writing, greetings, and a blessing (5:12–14). There were many different kinds of letters exchanged in Judaism and the Greco-Roman world (Malherbe 1988; Stowers 1986), and 1 Peter is best classified as a paraenetic or hortatory letter intended to instruct and persuade an audience to take a particular direction (Stowers 1986: 96–97; Martin 1992: 81–134).

Intended for recipients in a variety of places, and more specifically a diaspora letter sent to “Israel,” 1 Peter is an example of a circular letter. Judaism used diaspora letters for official correspondence from Jerusalem to the Jewish communities in exile in Babylon (Jer 29:1–23), Assyria (2 Bar. 78–87), Egypt (2 Macc 1:1–10a; 1:10b–2:18), and elsewhere. Early Christians refashioned the diaspora letter to correspond with fellow believers around the Roman Empire. Other examples of Christian use of the diaspora letter are the Epistle of James (1:1; cf. Acts 8:1) and the letter of the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:23–29).

Structure, Rhetoric, and Integrity

The dual uses of the vocative “beloved” (agapētoi, 1 Pet 2:11; 4:12) divide 1 Peter into three parts (1:13–2:10; 2:11–4:11; 4:12–5:11) and give the interpreter some guidance on determining the structure of the letter. Together with the letter prescript (1:1–2) and thanksgiving (1:3–12), the first part (1:14–2:10) defines the recipients as God’s people based on the salvation that Christ has achieved. A reference to the audience as a chosen people begins and ends this part, forming an inclusio (1:2; 2:9). The second (2:11–4:11) and third (4:12–5:11) parts instruct the recipients about Christian behavior within their own community and in the world as aliens and resident foreigners. The references to “chosen” people in the prescript (1:2) and the postscript (5:13) provide an inclusio for the entire letter. (For discussion of structure, see Antoniotti 1985; Talbert 1986.)

While our modern eyes do not perceive a careful structure in 1 Peter, the original recipients would have observed the letter differently. Originating in an oral culture, the letter does have literary and rhetorical features that help the hearers to understand and remember the author’s message and to be persuaded by the arguments it contains. Repetition of content is central to literary works in an oral culture. Central topics are introduced, reintroduced in a variety of forms, elaborated, and connected to other topics in a variety of combinations. Key topics are heard multiple times and associated with other topics in a rich mix. (On the rhetoric of 1 Peter, see Thurén 1990, 1995; Campbell 1998.)

Contrary to most interpreters, some scholars do not view 1 Pet 1:3–4:11 as being addressed to a particular situation. On this view, references to spiritual rebirth (1:3, 23; 2:2) and baptism (3:21) lead scholars to surmise that this section is a baptismal homily inserted in the original letter which consisted of 1 Pet 1:1–2 and 4:12–5:14 (Perdelwitz 1911). Some see the entire letter as a baptismal liturgy with the simple additions of the letter prescript and postscript (1:1–2; 5:12–14; see Cross 1954; Elliott 2000: 7–12). However, references to new birth are not always associated with baptism in 1 Peter, and the baptismal themes are not a main topic, as would be the case if this section were a baptismal liturgy or homily. Rather, these themes are a part of the broader discussion of how to live in the world as aliens.

Jewish and Early Christian Sources

As far as sources used in its composition, 1 Peter quotes the Septuagint or subtly weaves its words into its text. It primarily relies on the Psalms, Proverbs, and Isaiah. (For a detailed list, see Sargent 2015.) The author also references characters in the Old Testament, including angels (1 Pet 1:12), Noah (3:20 from Genesis 6–8), Sarah and Abraham (3:6 from Gen 18:12), and the prophets (1:10–12). Reference is made to broad portions of the life of Israel, including the exile (1:1; 2:11; 5:13) and the dispersion (1:1). The Old Testament and Jewish tradition provide most of the letter’s imagery as well; its chief metaphor, and the new reality it seeks to impress upon the reader, is that the church is the new Israel (Chevallier 1978). Israel was once exiled in Babylon, and the recipients are exiled on earth (1 Pet 1:1, 17; 2:11). The author is in “Babylon” and is thus a “fellow exile” with the recipients (5:13), who were once Gentiles, but as Christians are now God’s chosen people living among the Gentiles (2:12).

First Peter interprets the Old Testament christologically. It assumes that Israel’s prophets foretold the grace that the suffering and glorification of Christ would bring to the recipients of the letter themselves as the pinnacle of salvation history (1:10–12; Sargent 2015). The “word of the Lord” that abides forever (Isa 40:6–9) is the gospel of Jesus Christ (1 Pet 1:24–25), who is “a chosen and precious cornerstone” laid in Zion (Isa 28:16) and the sinless suffering servant with no deceit in his mouth (Isa 53:5–12; cf. 1 Pet 2:6, 22–25).

The author also relies on tradition from Judaism and Christianity no longer considered authoritative. One example is the tradition in 1 Pet 3:18–22 that is partly based on Gen 6:1–4 and elaborated in 1 Enoch. According to this Jewish tradition, angels fathered “super children” with human women, the Nephilim, who taught humans to sin, which then led to the great Flood. Subsequently God placed these angels in prison until the final judgment (Dalton 1989: 165–71).

Early Christian tradition formulated in exhortation, kerygmatic formulas, hymns and creeds, liturgies, and catechetical instruction is also incorporated in the letter. This tradition focuses on Christ’s redemptive suffering, resurrection, and exaltation, on baptism, on the exhortation to love and good works, and on the second coming of Christ in judgment (1 Pet 1:18–21; 2:21–25; 3:18–22; Best 1970; Elliott 2000: 20–40). The letter draws most heavily on Gospel tradition and the sayings of Jesus (for a detailed list, see Achtemeier 1996: 10n97), including the commandment to “love your enemies,” which is the focus of the center section (e.g., 2:12, 15, 17, 18–20, 23; 3:1–2, 9, 10–12, 15–16; 4:1), as well as sayings of Jesus now collected in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5:10; Luke 6:22 par. 1 Pet 3:14; Matt 5:11 par. 1 Pet 4:14a; Matt 5:16 par. 1 Pet 2:12; Luke 6:28 par. 1 Pet 3:9). Even so, it should be noted that 1 Peter shows no dependence on Q, the sayings of Jesus in written form that were used by Matthew and Luke, but rather demonstrates an independent use of the Jesus tradition.

Intertextual connections with the Pauline Epistles, including Romans, Ephesians, Galatians, and 2 Corinthians, can also be detected (Horrell 2013: 12–20). Does the author know Paul’s letters, especially Romans? If 1 Peter is pseudonymous, is he familiar with the deutero-Pauline letters, especially Ephesians? Similarities between 1 Peter and Paul’s letters lead some scholars to answer in the affirmative to one or both questions, though others are unconvinced (cf. Foster 1913:411–532; Achtemeier 1996: 15–19; Elliott 2000: 20–30, 37–40). Such connections are often the result of shared epistolary conventions and paraenesis, including household codes. Other connections can be attributed to shared Christian tradition. There is no conclusive evidence that our author knew any of the Pauline or deutero-Pauline letters. Interesting parallels between 1 Peter and Romans (sent to Rome) and Hebrews (written either to or from Rome) suggest that all three letters originate in the same theological climate at Rome.

Theology and Ethics

Theology and ethics are integral parts of the author’s broader attempt to address the persecution being experienced by the recipients. The presentation of Jesus Christ as a model of suffering and the wider perspective offered by the purposes of God are central to his theological and hortatory program (Martin 1994; Bechtler 1998; van Rensburg 2005; Dryden 2006; Green 2007: 187–288).

First Peter is God-centered. God is the creator, redeemer, father, and judge. God is the creator of everything (4:19). God foreknows everything that will happen in the redemptive plan (1:2), for Christ was “chosen before the foundation of the world, but was revealed in the last of the ages for your sake” (1:20). God is the Father both of Jesus Christ and of all Christians (1:2–5, 17). The relationship between God and Jesus does not focus on the eternal bond of Father and Son, but on God’s resurrection of Jesus from the dead and the resulting extension of their relationship of parent and child to include all Christians (1:3–5, 21; 3:22). God is the future judge of believers and unbelievers alike (1:17; 2:23; 4:5, 17). Judgment begins with God’s household (4:17) and is conducted according to deeds (1:17). Christians can understand their suffering to be within the will of God (4:19).

The Christology of 1 Peter pivots on Christ’s future revelation and the revelation of his salvation. Christ is currently not seen (1:8), having ascended into heaven (3:22). However, Christ will appear on the last day (1:7, 13), revealing salvation (1:5), bringing grace (1:13), and revealing his glory to be shared with believers (4:13; 5:1; cf. 5:4). Salvation is achieved by the suffering and death of Christ, his resurrection, and his ascension to heaven (1:11; 2:21–25, 3:18–22) in glory (1:21; 3:22). Christ was a purposeful bearer of sin, not an unfortunate victim of circumstances (1:18–21; 2:21–25; 3:18).

This salvation is represented by several images, including the traditional image drawn from the temple cult of Christ as a sacrifice for sin (3:18); Christ as the Suffering Servant of Isaiah, who suffered for his people of God (2:21–23 quoting Isa 53:7, 9b); Christ the shepherd to whom errant sheep return (2:25); and Christ the rich patron who buys the freedom of a slave by manumission (1:18–19). The resurrection of Jesus enables God to give Christians a new birth, a living hope, and an inheritance (1:3–4), and it assures believers that their faith and hope can be placed in God instead of futile ancestral traditions (1:18, 21). Also on account of the resurrection, baptism is salvific (3:21).

The account of the ascension of Christ (3:19, 22) is like that found elsewhere in the New Testament (John 3:13; 6:62; 20:17; Acts 2:33; 5:31; Eph 4:8–10). To this account, 1 Peter adds that during his ascension Jesus announced his victory over the wicked angels that had fathered children with human women and created the evil generation that disobeyed in the time of Noah. These are angels that were subsequently punished by imprisonment until the last day (3:18–22; see Richard 1986).

The Holy Spirit is the power setting Christians apart from the world as God’s sanctified, chosen people (1 Pet 1:2). It builds the church into a spiritual house and a holy priesthood offering spiritual sacrifices (2:5), enables the proclamation of the Christian message (1:12), and rests on Christians when they are persecuted (4:14). It is God’s power to raise the dead (3:18; 4:6).

The day of visitation (2:12) is “the last time” (1:5) when salvation is revealed, the end of all things (4:7), when all people—living and dead—are judged by God (1:17; 4:5, 17), Jesus Christ is revealed in his glory (1:7, 13; 4:13; 5:1), and those who were faithful to him will receive their unfading crown (5:4; see Parker 1994).

Imitation of Christ (imitatio Christi) is the guiding ethical principle in 1 Peter. God intends for Christians to follow the path of Christ from suffering to resurrection and on to heaven and glorification (2:21). Suffering is part of the redemptive plan of God (4:19) and leads to glory and blessing in heaven with Christ (1:7; 3:9, 18; 5:10). In the Gospel tradition, suffering and death are inescapable aspects of discipleship (Mark 8:34–38 par. Matt 16:24–28; Luke 9:23–27). In the Johannine tradition, likewise, Jesus tells Peter in reference to his passion, “Where I am going you cannot follow me now; but you will follow afterward” (John 13:36), and “Follow me!” (John 21:19, 22).

The proper response of Christians to the promise of redemption is to do the will of God (4:1–2), that is, “doing good” (agathopoiein: 2:12, 15, 20; 3:6, 13, 17; 4:19), especially in situations where suffering is a consequence (3:17; 4:19). Such behavior is intended to counter the accusations of non-Christians and perhaps even lead to their conversion (2:12). Doing good shares in Jesus’s commandment to love one’s enemies. It is implicit in 1 Peter’s emphasis on humility, gentleness, and nonretaliation as the proper response to those who cause the recipients suffering (2:12, 15–17, 18–25; 3:8–17). The ethical ideal can also be expressed as “keeping [one’s] conscience clear” (3:16) and “liv[ing] for righteousness” (2:24), and negatively in the admonition to avoid sin (2:1, 11, 24; 3:10; 4:1–2).

References

Achtemeier, Paul J. (1996). 1 Peter. Hermeneia. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress.

Aland, Kurt (1960). “Der Tod des Petrus in Rom.” In Kirchengeschichtliche Entwürfe: Alte Kirche, Reformation und Luthertum, Pietismus und Erweckungsbewegung, edited by Kurt Aland, 35–104. Gütersloh: Gerd Mohn.

Antoniotti, L.-M. (1985). “Structure littéraire et sens de la Première Épitre de Pierre.” Revue thomiste 85: 533–60.

Balch, David L. (1981). Let Wives Be Submissive: The Domestic Code in 1 Peter. SBLMS 26. Chico, CA: Scholars Press.

Bauckham, Richard J. (1992). “The Martyrdom of Peter in Early Christian Literature.” ANRW 2/26.1: 539–95.

Bechtler, Stephen R. (1998). Following in His Steps: Suffering, Community, and Christology in 1 Peter. SBLDS 162. Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press.

Best, Ernest (1970). “1 Peter and the Gospel Tradition.” NTS 16: 95–113.

Brown, Raymond E., and John P. Meier (1983). Antioch and Rome: New Testament Cradles of Catholic Christianity. New York: Paulist.

Brox, Norbert (1975). “Zur pseudepigraphischen Rahmung des ersten Petrusbriefes.” BZ 19: 78–96.

Brox, Norbert (1978). “Tendenz und Pseudepigraphie im ersten Petrusbrief.” Kairos 20: 110–20.

Campbell, Barth L. (1998). Honor Shame, and the Rhetoric of 1 Peter. SBLDS 160. Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press.

Chavallier, M.-A. (1978). “Israël et l’église selon la première épître de Pierre.” In Paganisme, Judaïsme, Christianisme: Influences et affrontements dans le monde antique: Mélanges offerts à Marcel Simon, edited by A. Benoit, M. Philonenko, and C. Vogel, 117–30. Paris: de Boccard.

Cross, Frank Leslie (1954). 1 Peter: A Paschal Liturgy. London: Mowbray.

Dalton, William Joseph (1989). Christ’s Proclamation to the Spirits: A Study of 1 Peter 3:18–4:6. 2nd revised ed. AnBib 23. Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute.

Dryden, J. de Waal (2006). Theology and Ethics in 1 Peter: Paraenetic Strategies for Christian Character Formation. WUNT 2.209. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck.

Elliott, John H. (1980). “Silvanus and Mark in 1 Peter and Acts: Sociological-Exegetical Perspectives on a Petrine Group in Rome.” In Wort in den Zeit: Neutestamentliche Studien: Festgabe für Karl Heinrich Rengstorf zum 75. Geburtstag, edited by W. Haubeck and M. Bachmann, 250–67. Leiden: Brill.

Elliott, John H. (1990). A Home for the Homeless: A Social-Scientific Criticism of 1 Peter, Its Situation and Strategy. 2nd ed. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress.

Elliott, John H. (2000). 1 Peter. AB 37B. New York: Doubleday.

Foster, Ora Delmar (1913). The Literary Relations of the “First Epistle of Peter” with Their Bearing on Date and Place of Authorship. Transactions of the Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences 17. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Green, Joel B. (2007). 1 Peter. Two Horizons New Testament Commentary. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Horrell, David G. (2002). “The Product of a Petrine Circle? A Reassessment of the Origin and Character of 1 Peter.” JSNT 86: 29–60.

Horrell, David G. (2007). “Between Conformity and Resistance: Beyond the Balch-Elliott Debate towards a Postcolonial Reading of 1 Peter.” In Reading First Peter with New Eyes: Methodological Reassessments of the Letter of First Peter, edited by Robert L. Webb and Betsy J. Bauman-Martin, 111–43. London: T & T Clark.

Horrell, David G. (2009). “Aliens and Strangers? The Socioeconomic Location of the Addressees of 1 Peter.” In Engaging Economics: New Testament Scenarios and Early Christian Reception, edited by Bruce W. Longenecker and Kelly D. Liebengood, 176–202. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Horrell, David G. (2013). “The Product of a Petrine Circle? Challenging an Emerging Consensus.” In Becoming Christian: Essays on 1 Peter and the Making of Christian Identity, edited by David G. Horrell, 7–44. LNTS 394. London: Bloomsbury.

Liebengood, Kelly D. (2016). “Confronting Roman Imperial Claims: Following the Footsteps (and the Narrative) of 1 Peter’s Eschatological Davidic Shepherd.” In An Introduction to Empire in the New Testament, edited by Adam Winn, 255–72. SBLRBS 84. Atlanta, GA: SBL.

Malherbe, Abraham J. (1988). Ancient Epistolary Theorists. SBLSBS 19. Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press.

Martin, Ralph P. (1994). “1 Peter.” In The Theology of the Letters of James, Peter, and Jude, edited by Andrew Chester and Ralph P. Martin, 87–133. New Testament Theology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Martin, Troy W. (1992). Metaphor and Composition in 1 Peter. SBLDS 131. Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press.

Molthagen, J. (1995). “Die Lage der Christen im rōmischen Reich nach dem 1.Petrusbrief.” Historia 44: 422–80.

Perdelwitz, Richard Emil (1911). Die Mysterienreligion und das Problem des 1.Petrusbriefes: Ein literarischer und religionsgeschichtlicher Versuch. Religionsversuche und Vorarbeiten 11.3. Giessen: Töpelmann.

Richard, Earl (1986). “The Functional Christology of 1 Peter.” In Perspectives on First Peter, edited by Charles H. Talbert, 121–40. National Association of Baptist Professors of Religion Special Studies 9. Macon, GA: Mercer University Press.

Richard, Earl (2004). “Honorable Conduct among the Gentiles: A Study of the Social Thought of 1 Peter.” WW 24: 412–20.

Sargent, Benjamin (2015). Written to Serve: The Use of Scripture in 1 Peter. LNTS 547. London: Bloomsbury.

Smith, Shively T. J. (2016). Strangers to Family: Diaspora and 1 Peter’s Invention of God’s Household. Waco, TX: Baylor University Press.

Stowers, Stanley (1986). Letter Writing in Greco-Roman Antiquity. LEC 5. Philadelphia: Westminster.

Talbert, Charles H. (1986). “Once Again: The Plan of 1 Peter.” In Perspectives on First Peter, edited by Charles H. Talbert, 41–51. National Association of Baptist Professors of Religion Special Studies 9. Macon, GA: Mercer University Press.

Thurén, Lauri (1990). The Rhetorical Strategy of 1 Peter with Special Regard to Ambiguous Expressions. Åbo: Åbo Academy Press.

Thurén, Lauri (1995). Argument and Theology in 1 Peter: The Origins of Christian Paraenesis. JSNTSup 114. Sheffield: Sheffield Academic.

Van Rensburg, Fika J. (2005). “Metaphors in the Soteriology in 1 Peter: Identifying and Interpreting the Salvific Imageries.” In Salvation in the New Testament, edited by J. G. Van der Watt, 409–35. Leiden: Brill.

Van Renseburg, Janse (2011). “Constructing the Economic-Historical Context of 1 Peter: Exploring a Methodology.” HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 67: 1–11.

Williams, Travis B. (2012). Persecution in 1 Peter: Differentiating and Contextualizing Early Christian Suffering. NovTSup 145. Leiden: Brill.


Chapter 14


2 Peter and Jude

Contested Issues



Travis B. Williams

The epistles of 2 Peter and Jude have long suffered neglect within New Testament scholarship. This is partly on account of their brevity and polemic-filled content, along with the oft-repeated claims that they reflect the emergence of “early Catholicism.” Despite the reservations of some observers, these letters provide unique insights into the world of early Christianity. They reveal how some ancient Christian communities handled theological disputes and intergroup conflict; they offer insight into the authority granted to diverse Jewish and Christian writings; and they contribute toward modern understandings of the practice of pseudonymity.

With these contributions in mind, the present essay is meant to address how 2 Peter and Jude have been interpreted within critical scholarship. Rather than attempting to provide a comprehensive review of the status quaestionis for each letter (cf. Müller 1998, 2001), we will limit our discussion to some of the important interpretive disputes that have arisen during the past few decades. Our point of departure will be the publication of the groundbreaking commentary of Bauckham (1983). This work marked a turning point in scholarship on 2 Peter and Jude. Not only did it serve to review and consolidate previous discussions (cf. Bauckham 1988a, 1988b), but it also set the interpretive framework for most subsequent treatments.

Before considering the topics under debate, it is important to briefly review some of the earlier interpretive disputes that have, more or less, found resolution. One issue that long occupied scholarship was the relationship between 2 Peter and Jude. Due to the fact that the epistles share a number of close agreements in terminology, word order, and content (Hultin 2014: 27–31), they are often read and studied together. Leading up to the twentieth century, the priority of 2 Peter was maintained by the majority of interpreters. This position has generally fallen out of favor, however, and it is only occasionally defended today (Mathews 2010). There is now a strong consensus that the author of 2 Peter borrowed from the epistle of Jude (Gilmour 2002: 83–91; Thurén 2004; Wasserman 2006: 73–98). Consequently, much recent discussion has focused on redactional considerations in an attempt to better understand the purposes of each writer.

Widespread agreement has also been reached on the authorship of the letters. Earlier generations of scholars understood Jude as a genuine epistle composed by the brother of Jesus. However, a notable shift in this interpretive landscape began to take place in the mid-twentieth century (Bauckham 1988a: 3817). Since that time, challenges to the authenticity of Jude have progressively increased. While there are still some who maintain that the epistle is, in fact, genuine (Schreiner 2003: 407; Painter and deSilva 2012: 180–82), the majority of critical scholars have come to identify the letter as a pseudonymous composition (Donelson 2014: 21–25). In contrast, questions about the authorship of 2 Peter arose soon after it was composed, and a consensus on the letter’s pseudonymity was reached long ago (see Donelson 2014: 18–21). For this reason, discussion of 2 Peter’s authorship has taken a different direction (cf. Frey 2017b: 13–14). Rather than continuing to focus on the epistle’s linguistic, theological, and thematic features with a view toward determining whether 2 Peter was written by the historical Peter, interpreters have moved on to consider how fictive authorship is employed and what it is intended to accomplish. These questions have especially been fueled by recent developments in the study of pseudonymity (see Riedl 2005; Frey 2009a: 702–31).

Widely held conclusions like these will serve as the backdrop for our survey of the interpretive issues over which scholarship on 2 Peter and Jude is currently divided.

Contested Issues in Jude

While relatively less attention is shown to the epistle of Jude compared to other New Testament documents, significant advances in the interpretation of the letter have been made in recent years (see Webb and Davids 2008). Scholars have moved the discussion forward in important ways in areas such as the epistle’s rhetorical strategies (e.g., Watson 1988), polemic (e.g., Robinson 2018), and textual form (e.g., Wasserman 2006). Nevertheless, the following topics represent areas where significant division remains.

Opponents of Jude

One of the most controversial topics in the study of Jude has been the outlook of the opponents. Among an earlier generation of scholars, it was common to explain the situation by identifying the group as Gnostics. This connection was thought to be consistent with Jude’s accusations of moral laxity (Jude 4, 8, 16), a trait commonly associated with Gnosticism by early Christian heresiologists. The charge in Jude 19, that these opponents were “worldly” (psychikoi) and devoid of the “spirit” (pneuma), also contributed to this identification, especially given that Gnostics divided humankind into pneumatics and psychics. In more recent scholarship, however, this position has faced mounting criticism (see Desjardins 1987: 92–95), and as a result, the number of those who continue to espouse the view is very small (e.g., Frankemölle 1990: 125; Seethaler 2003: 127).

Most interpreters have become hesitant to identify the opponents with any particular group from the ancient world; nonetheless, efforts are still made to understand the issues that necessitated Jude’s polemic. A few have attributed the situation to the group’s overrealized eschatology. This interpretation has been developed in a few different directions. Some claim that the opponents denied the parousia and understood themselves to be in special possession of the Spirit (Vögtle 1994: 95–96; Blumenthal 2008: 148–75). Others contend that the opponents were teaching that the resurrection had already occurred (Neyrey 1993: 31–32), a view that is also represented in 2 Tim 2:17–18. Common among both positions is the view that the group’s eschatological perspectives had significant ethical implications. Understanding themselves to be participants in the present reality of the eschaton, these opponents denied that there were any constraints on their moral conduct.

Alternatively, it has been common to associate the letter with views expressed by Paul. In fact, some have surmised that Jude may have been written as a counterbalance to Pauline and post-Pauline perspectives. Throughout his ministry, Paul faced questions and criticisms over his teaching on grace. Antagonists even claimed that his views inevitably led to antinomianism (cf. Rom 3:8). Many interpreters believe that Jude is responding to a similar situation. At issue, they contend, is the liberating effect of God’s unmerited favor. According to this approach, Jude’s opponents were claiming that they possessed complete moral freedom since they were no longer bound by the restraints of the Mosaic law (Kraftchick 2002: 19–20; Green 2008: 18–26).

Another aspect of Paul’s teaching to which the opponents of Jude have been connected is the relationship between humans and angels. The epistles of Paul seem to place the two on an equal footing (1 Cor 13:1), and in some cases, humans even appear to outrank angels (1 Cor 6:3). This view is further extended in the deutero-Pauline literature, to the point that any reverence ascribed to angels is disparaged (Col 1:16; 2:10, 15, 18; Eph 1:21). In light of this development, various interpreters believe that the primary point of dispute in Jude is the veneration of angels (Heiligenthal 1992: 63, 94, 149–50; Frey 2018: 33–44). According to this view, the opponents of Jude reflect a position similar to the one espoused by the author of Colossians, yet they seem to take this perspective one step further by actually denigrating angels. This stands in contrast to the position represented in Jude, where angels are held in high esteem. Not only does Jude explicitly cite from a source that attributes a significant role to angelic beings (1 Enoch), but the author may have even espoused an angelomorphic Christology (Fossum 1987; Grünstäudl 2019a).

Aside from the brevity of the epistle, the factor that has contributed most to this diversity of opinions is the stereotypical nature of Jude’s polemic (Thurén 1997). Many of the criticisms leveled against the opponents are standard forms of discourse that were commonly applied in ancient disputes, regardless of the participants involved and irrespective of the nature of the conflict (du Toit 1994: 404–10; Robinson 2018). This consideration has led interpreters to emphasize the constructed nature of the opponents’ portrayal (Van Oyen 2008; Nortjé-Meyer 2014: 3). Although some are concerned that this stress may represent an overreaction (Davids 2014: 207–8), it serves to expose a significant problem that lies at the heart of this discussion: there are no agreed-upon principles for determining whether an actual historical situation lies behind the stereotypical language.

Use of Source Materials

The significance of Jude’s citation from works like 1 Enoch and the Assumption of Moses has long been the subject of debate. There has been discussion of the sources through which these traditions were accessed (Mazich 2003; Davids 2004), but much more controversial has been the question of why these works were selected in the first place. Throughout much of Christian history, interpreters have approached the issue through the lens of the biblical canon. Among the church fathers, the use of books that were considered on the fringes of the canon led some to challenge the scriptural character of Jude (see Hultin 2010; Grünstäudl and Nicklas 2014: 216–20). The manner in which these citations are treated among modern interpreters indicates that a level of discomfort still remains, especially within more conservative circles. Some try to justify the usage of (what eventually came to be) noncanonical writings (Dutcher 2008), while others go to great lengths to demonstrate that these texts were somehow less authoritative than (what eventually came to be) canonical texts (Moo 1996: 272–74). Rather than connecting the use of 1 Enoch and the Assumption of Moses to the value ascribed to them by the author of Jude, a few interpreters have suggested that the texts were selected because of the authority they held among the audience of Jude or even among his opponents (Charles 1990: 112, 119n4; Gentry and Fountain 2017: 283–84).

New light has been shed on this issue by the shifting perspectives on the canon of the Jewish Scriptures during the Second Temple period (see Brooke 2009). Prior to the second century ce, there does not appear to have been a singular, defined collection of writings to which all Jewish (or Christian) groups ascribed authority; instead, the situation was marked by diversity, without strong lines of separation necessarily being drawn between scriptural and nonscriptural works. Therefore, it is inappropriate to evaluate Jude’s use of source materials from later perspectives marked by a clear canon-consciousness. Interpreted against this fluidity, most have concluded that 1 Enoch and the Assumption of Moses were considered authoritative writings by the author of Jude. In fact, the formula used to introduce the former is similar to scriptural references in other writings (Hultin 2010: 113). This conclusion has opened up new ways of understanding the citations. Viewed from a sociological perspective, for instance, Hultin (2008: 46) argues that the texts may have been unfamiliar to the audience and that their esoteric nature provided “symbolic capital.” By displaying his knowledge of these mysterious works and his ability to interpret them, the author “effectively lowers the value of what may have been one of his opponents’ means of accessing information about the divine, namely dream visions” (47).

More recently, the source-critical debate has turned to the use of early Christian materials, and in particular the tradition surrounding James. All are agreed that the author of Jude was aware of traditions related to James the person. This is clear from the fact that the prescript refers directly to James, describing him as the brother of Jude (v. 1). Where scholarship is divided is over whether the letter of James was itself one of the sources used in the composition of Jude. In the most extensive treatment of the similarities between the epistles of James and Jude, Charles (1993: 71–81) has argued that the two epistles share a number of similarities, including style, vocabulary, theology, and even interpretive techniques. Rather than viewing these affinities as evidence of literary borrowing, Charles contends that the similarities can be accounted for by the letters’ shared cultural milieu.

Others have not been as convinced by the similarities, and as such, they have been even more hesitant to posit a literary connection between the letters of James and Jude. Bemmerl and Grünstäudl (2013: 7–15) have concluded that the “parallels” identified by Charles are strained and superficial. This has led them to question whether a common milieu offers the best explanation. Even after reviewing the two places where a literary connection seems most plausible (Jude 19//Jas 3:15 and Jude 1//Jas 1:1), they were unable to find any evidence of a direct relationship between the epistles (Bemmerl and Grünstäudl 2013: 16–21).

These conclusions have recently been challenged by Frey. He argues that when Bemmerl and Grünstäudl examined the parallels in Jude 19//Jas 3:15 and Jude 1//Jas 1:1, their treatment was “methodologically too narrow” (Frey 2017a: 617n38). The problem, according to Frey, is that the letter’s brevity does not allow interpreters to fully assess the relationship through literary parallels alone. As a result, he suggests that other questions be considered, including the source from which the audience received their information about James. Frey points out that while the author’s choice of the pseudonym “Jude” allows the letter to be connected to James (and by extension, to Jesus), the authority of this designation is not exploited. The appeal to James is, therefore, more than just an authorization strategy; it is a way of positioning the epistle of Jude within a key theological debate, namely, the antinomian dispute which originated during the time of Paul and which was later developed in various pseudepigraphical writings. The epistle of James, according to Frey, was one of the compositions that addressed this issue, and the author of Jude intended to connect his work to this same tradition (Frey 2009b: 326; cf. 2009a: 691). Frey even goes so far as to describe the letter of Jude as “a second James” (2009a: 686–91; 2017a: 616–19).

The Identity of the Group(s) Referenced in Jude 22–23

A final topic that has generated considerable controversy is the identity of the group(s) referenced in the letter’s final exhortation (Jude 22–23). How one answers this question is shaped by a complex set of interpretive issues. The difficulties begin at the textual level, where major witnesses represent different textual forms. Some prefer a two-clause structure balanced by correlating conjunctions, as found in P72: “Snatch some from the fire, but on those who dispute/doubt have mercy with fear.” Support for this reading derives from its external testimony, which includes a combination of early manuscripts, church fathers, and ancient translations (Winter 1994: 216–17; Landon 1996: 131–34). Those who adopt this reading usually interpret the passage as referring to two groups within the “beloved” community, each having been persuaded to varying degrees by the message of the false teachers (Neyrey 1993: 91–92; Frey 2018: 149–54).

An alternative textual form, which is found in the important manuscripts Codex Sinaiticus and Codex Alexandrinus, is a three-clause structure. In this case, each clause is introduced by the same relative pronoun, which enumerates three distinct actions or groups: “And have mercy on some who are wavering; save others by snatching them out of the fire; and have mercy on still others with fear, hating even the tunic defiled by their bodies” (NRSV). This structure is reflected in most modern translations, and it has become popular among interpreters as well (Wasserman 2006: 320–31). The complexity of the sentence, and especially its repetition of the initial command (“have mercy … have mercy”), makes it the more difficult of the two readings, and many have adopted the three-clause structure on these grounds. For those who move in this direction, the question is whether the threefold structure is intended to delineate three separate groups or to prescribe three distinct actions for the same group. The answer depends, to some degree, on the meaning assigned to the verb diakrinō in Jude 22.

There is a long tradition of scholars, informed by standard lexica and dictionaries, who interpret diakrinō in Jude 22 as indicating a sense of internal uncertainty (Kraftchick 2002: 66; Davids 2006: 100). This view is also shared by a number of modern translations that render the clause “have mercy on those who doubt/waver” (e.g., NRSV, NAB, NIV, ESV, NASB). The basis for this interpretation lies in the middle form of the verb, which is believed to convey a reflexive idea (“dispute with oneself”). While this meaning of diakrinō is not found elsewhere in classical or Hellenistic Greek, it is thought to represent a usage that was introduced by New Testament authors (cf. Matt 21:21; Mark 11:23; Acts 10:20; Rom 4:20; 14:23; Jas 1:6). Applied to Jude 22, this meaning allows interpreters to read the list as a progression toward the influence of the false teachers: one group was uncertain about the points under dispute, another was close to being persuaded by the false teachers, and still another had actually begun to follow the opponents’ views (Schreiner 2003: 487; Reese 2007: 70).

Important objections have been raised against the semantic arguments used to justify the reflexive meaning of diakrinō in Jude 22, most notably by Spitaler (2006, 2007). He argues, in particular, that the middle form of the verb is consistently used in the classical and Hellenistic period to denote an active engagement with someone—not oneself—of an alternative perspective (“dispute”). Further, Spitaler points out that in the cases where a reflexive meaning is assigned to New Testament passages, authors provide no contextual or linguistic clues that they have expanded the traditional usage, and the earliest interpreters of these passages seem unaware of any semantic shift. This evidence, combined with the fact that the term is used earlier in the letter to denote a “dispute” between Satan and the archangel Michael (Jude 9), has led many to reject the reflexive meaning. The point of this passage, these interpreters contend, is that mercy should be shown to those who are “contesting” the types of claims made by the author of Jude. Since this interpretation makes it difficult to posit three distinct groups with varying levels of commitment to the views of the opponents, a growing number of interpreters have concluded that all three clauses refer to the same group (Allen 1998; Robinson 2018: 15–16).

Contested Issues in 2 Peter

As with Jude, recent studies of 2 Peter have advanced scholarship in important ways (see Webb and Watson 2010). Interpreters have considered the canonical function of 2 Peter (Wall 2017), the connection drawn between theosis and moral virtue (Starr 2000), and the letter’s association with Pauline literature (Nicklas 2017), among other topics. In what follows, however, we will consider a few of the more controversial issues.

Relationship to the Apocalypse of Peter

Since the initial publication of the Akhmim fragment of the Apocalypse of Peter in 1892 (not to be confused with the Coptic text by the same title discovered at Nag Hammadi, NHC VII,3), interpreters have debated whether this text might be related in some way to 2 Peter. Recently, this question has been taken up with much more fervor, becoming perhaps the most controversial topic within recent discussion of 2 Peter. Its importance lies in its impact on a number of key interpretive matters, including the date of the epistle and the problem addressed by its author.

The Apocalypse of Peter displays a number of similarities with 2 Peter (Bauckham 1998: 294–302). On the level of vocabulary, the two texts share a few key terms and phrases (e.g., “eternal kingdom” [2 Pet 1:11//Apoc. Pet. 14.2]; “promises” [2 Pet 1:4//Apoc. Pet. 14.3]). But the case for a literary relationship rests primarily on three thematic connections: the story of Jesus’s transfiguration (2 Pet 1:16–18//Apoc. Pet. 15–17), the prophecy of Peter’s death (2 Pet 1:14//Apoc. Pet. 14.1–4), and the cosmic conflagration associated with the parousia (2 Pet 3:3–13//Apoc. Pet. 4–6). Some question whether these parallels are sufficient to demonstrate a literary connection (Foster 2017: 189–99; 2019; cf. Gilmour 2002: 105–15). Nevertheless, many are convinced that the verbal and thematic affinities are evidence of direct literary borrowing. The question is, which texts holds priority in this relationship?

Throughout much of the twentieth century, it was generally believed that the Apocalypse of Peter was dependent upon 2 Peter. This view found a strong advocate in Bauckham (1983: 162; 1998). Much of his case was built on source-critical conclusions related to the parallel references to the transfiguration. According to Bauckham, the narrative in the Apocalypse of Peter is dependent upon the Synoptic Gospels, whereas 2 Peter is thought to preserve an independent version of the story (Bauckham 1998: 302; cf. Kraus 2001: 376–79; Berghorn 2017: 59–64). Given these considerations, Bauckham viewed the nonsynoptic features shared by 2 Peter and the Apocalypse of Peter (e.g., “holy mountain” [2 Pet 2:18//Apoc. Pet. 15]; “honor and glory” [2 Pet 1:17//Apoc. Pet. 16]) as evidence of the latter’s dependence upon the former.

The implications of these conclusions for Bauckham’s understanding of 2 Peter were significant. By determining the literary relationships of the epistle, he was able to locate its date of composition with more certainty. To do so, he focused on the mention of the false messiah in Apoc. Pet. 2.4–13. Bauckham (1994) viewed this as a reference to Simon Bar Kokhba, which led him to date the Apocalypse of Peter around 132–135 ce. The literary connection between 2 Peter and the Apocalypse of Peter provided the former with relatively early external attestation, allowing Bauckham to date the epistle in the late first century ce. While portions of this theory have been questioned (e.g., the date assigned to Apocalypse of Peter), Bauckham’s view has nonetheless been highly influential within Petrine scholarship (see, e.g., Kraus 2001: 390–96).

A significant challenge to the views of Bauckham has recently been set forward by Grünstäudl (2013a), who makes a strong case for the priority of the Apocalypse of Peter. His position is grounded, in part, in the parallel references to the transfiguration of Jesus. In contrast to Bauckham’s reconstruction, Grünstäudl contends that 2 Peter displays a familiarity with the Synoptic traditions and, in particular, the gospel of Matthew (113–23; cf. also Miller 1996; Callan 2014: 166–72). It is when the author of 2 Peter departs from his gospel source that his account parallels the Apocalypse of Peter, and in this way the Petrine version is said to represent a harmonization (Grünstäudl 2013a: 121). The prophecy of Peter’s death (2 Pet 1:14) and the description of cosmic conflagration (3:3–13) are also thought to support this direction of literary dependence. According to Grünstäudl (2013a: 123–37), both serve (in different ways) as a corrective to the expectations generated from the imminent eschatology of the Apocalypse. The final argument used to support the posteriority of 2 Peter is the lack of contact between the Apocalypse of Peter and Jude. Had 2 Peter been the source of the Apocalypse, Grünstäudl reasons that it would be difficult to explain why the section drawn from Jude is entirely absent (137–41).

Overall, Grünstäudl has presented an impressive case that will no doubt be foundational within the study of 2 Peter for many years to come. While this view is still in its infancy, it has already been the subject of testing and refinement (see the essays in Frey, Dulk, and van der Watt 2019). In fact, the proposal has been adopted and extended by Frey (2019; cf. 2016: 457–63), who describes it as the “new perspective” on 2 Peter. This recent engagement has even caused Bauckham (2019) to reconsider his earlier position, leaving him to question whether any literary relationship between 2 Peter and the Apocalypse of Peter can be established. The increasing acceptance of this “new perspective” is significant given its implications with regard to the interpretation of 2 Peter. As it relates to the date of composition, it would require locating the epistle firmly within the mid-second century ce, making it perhaps the latest of all canonical writings and raising interesting questions about the canon (Grünstäudl 2019a: 302–6). It would also have a major bearing on how one reconstructs the letter’s purpose. If 2 Peter is understood as a response to the eschatological situation described in the Apocalypse of Peter, modern interpreters would be forced to reconsider both the objections raised by the “scoffers” as well as the response offered by the Petrine author (cf. Hultin 2019).

Dispute with Opponents

Since 2 Peter and Jude share many similarities, an earlier generation of interpreters commonly connected the epistles to the same group of opponents. As with the interpretation of Jude, the opponents in 2 Peter were often identified as Gnostics, due to the letter’s emphasis on knowledge and its critique of libertine tendencies (Smith 1985: 93–100). Yet serious objections have been raised against this position (see Fornberg 1977: 32–33). In more recent scholarship, the two situations are commonly distinguished. Each letter is believed to address its own unique set of problems, generated by a distinct group of antagonists. Nonetheless, disagreement still surrounds the nature of the dispute addressed in 2 Peter.

Much of the focus has naturally been placed on 2 Pet 3:3–10, where the author refers to the taunts made by “scoffers” and then provides a response to their objections. Most believe that the point of contention is the parousia, or more specifically, the fact that Jesus had not returned as soon as his early followers expected (see Popa 2017). But whereas scholars generally agree on the object of the opponents’ criticism (although cf. Adams 2005b), the basis of the scoffers’ skeptical appraisal has been disputed. There are two main interpretive issues that shape the contours of this debate.

First, there is debate about the identity of the “fathers” who had “fallen asleep” (2 Pet 3:4). This group is regularly identified with the first generation of Christians or even the apostles (Paulsen 1992: 157; Kraftchick 2002: 152). According to this interpretation, Jesus promised his followers that he would return in a glorious manner within a generation. At the time when 2 Peter was written, however, this deadline had passed. The scoffers had pointed to this lack of fulfillment as an indication that an expectation of the parousia was misguided. Other interpreters identify “the fathers” with the patriarchs of Israel (Davids 2006: 265–67; Donelson 2010: 267). Consistent with this approach, the death of the fathers is viewed not as a deadline that had been exceeded by Jesus’s delayed arrival but as a starting point from which an extended period of time had been measured. What the scoffers had argued is that there was a long history of unfulfilled predictions associated with God’s eschatological arrival, and the association of Jesus’s parousia with this event would be no different.

Second, how one understands the basis of the scoffers’ criticism is also affected by the philosophical reflection underlying the statement “all things continue as they were from the creation of the world” (2 Pet 3:4). The most popular explanation of these words is that the opponents had been heavily influenced by Hellenistic ideas and that their views are best understood in light of pagan skepticism (cf. Caulley 2008: 10–12). Along these lines, Neyrey (1993: 122–28, 231) connects the background of the opponents’ position with Epicurean thought. According to this approach, what led the scoffers to deny the parousia was their belief that God did not intervene in the affairs of the world (cf. Horrell 1998: 176; Kraftchick 2002: 152–53). Others have questioned this Epicurean connection, however. They reconstruct the situation as involving the doctrine of cosmic indestructability formulated by Plato and then further by Aristotle (Adams 2005a: 208–10; 2005b: 114–21). Viewed from this philosophical perspective, the problem posed by the parousia was the global conflagration associated with it. Both Plato and Aristotle had set forth theological and physical arguments against such cosmic destruction. In response, the Petrine author is thought to invoke a Stoic perspective (Harrill 2010) that addresses just such a line of argumentation. Through this dialogue with contemporary philosophical disputes, the Petrine author is able to defend traditional Jewish and Christian eschatological expectations.

Prophecies of Scripture in 2 Pet 1:19–21

Significant debate also surrounds the interpretation of 2 Pet 1:19–21, a passage that reflects part of the letter’s response to objections raised against the parousia. In connection with his larger argument, the Petrine author seeks to substantiate the validity of Jesus’s return by pointing to the transfiguration experience of the apostles (1:16–18) and to the prophetic word (1:19–21). How one understands the author’s line of argument is shaped by the answers given to two interpretive questions.

The first is the force and function of the comparative adjective bebaioteron (“more/very reliable”) in 2 Pet 1:19. All agree that the term asserts the trustworthiness of prophetic Scripture. Precisely how this supporting claim relates to the earlier proof of the parousia, namely, the transfiguration experience, remains a matter of debate. Many take the appeal to the eyewitness testimony of the apostles as confirmatory in nature: “So we have the prophetic message more fully confirmed” (NRSV; cf. NASB, NKJV; ESV). In this way, the transfiguration served to validate what the Scriptures had already predicted (Wolfe 1998: 96–97; Grünstäudl 2013b: 203–4; Williams 2021). Some argue that the passage sets up an evidential hierarchy for the purpose of establishing its truth claim: while the eyewitness experience of the apostles adds weight to the declaration, the prophetic Scriptures provide an even more reliable attestation (Sherwood 1996: 61–65; Watson and Callan 2012: 176); hence, the sentence is translated, “and we have the prophetic word as something that is even more reliable [than the transfiguration].” Other interpreters have begun to move away from this and similar approaches, arguing that no comparison is intended at all. They insist, instead, that the prophetic Scriptures are thought to provide reliable testimony to the parousia right alongside the transfiguration, with no measure of superiority being accorded to either (Horrell 1998: 158; Green 2008: 226); thus, the adjective is translated with an elative sense: “We also have the prophetic message as something completely reliable” (NIV; cf. NAB, NET).

Regardless of how this problem is resolved, the prophetic Scriptures play a key role in the author’s dispute with his opponents. For modern interpreters, the reference to these sacred writings provides the context for the second point of contention. In 2 Pet 1:20, the audience is told that they must understand something about prophetic Scripture. Exactly what the author wants to communicate about these texts has long been debated, and the controversy still awaits a more settled resolution. Some contend that the passage is focused on how prophetic Scripture should be interpreted (Paulsen 1992: 122–23; Vögtle 1994: 172–78; Schreiner 2003: 322–23). In this way, the sentence is rendered, “no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation” (NRSV; cf. NAB, ESV, NKJV). From this perspective, the statement represents an accusation leveled by the Petrine author against his opponents. The target of his attack is the nature of their exegetical endeavors. These “false teachers” had gone astray by interpreting the Scriptures in a manner that challenged the validity of Christ’s return. Since this conclusion was at odds with the views of the church establishment, the interpretive approach is considered illegitimate. Support for this position is found in a later allegation that the opponents had misinterpreted the writings of Paul (2 Pet 3:15–16). What opponents point out, however, is that this view does not provide a natural transition from v. 20 to v. 21, particularly since the latter is concerned with the process by which prophecy was received.

Alternatively, many argue that 2 Pet 1:20 is focused on the origin of the scriptural prophecies used to substantiate the parousia (Green 2008: 231–32; Frey 2018: 307–10). As such, proponents translate the sentence, “no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation” (NIV; cf. NET, CEB, NLT). In this reconstruction, the Petrine author is defending the prophecies found in the Jewish Scriptures against claims made by his opponents. What these opponents suggested was either that the prophets misunderstood the revelation of God, or perhaps even that they fabricated their prophecies altogether. In response, the author of 2 Peter insists that these prophetic words were given directly by God and that the prophets’ understanding of the revelations were accurately conceived. This view, many modern interpreters argue, best explains the verse that follows (v. 21), which focuses on the divine role in the origins of prophecy. The difficulty that this proposal must overcome is explaining the meaning of the term epiluseōs (v. 20), which is used elsewhere to denote the interpretation or explanation of a prophecy, vision, or parable, and the force of the present-tense verb ginomai (“become”), which seems to exclude a past reference to Jewish prophets (see Grünstäudl 2018: 284–89).1

Note

1.I am grateful to Wolfgang Grünstäudl for reading an earlier draft of this essay and offering many valuable suggestions.
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Chapter 15


The Johannine Letters

Contested Issues



William M. Wright IV

The three New Testament letters known as 1, 2, and 3 John have presented many challenges for interpreters past and present. In the early church, the authority and apostolic origins of 1 John were never in question, but those of 2 and 3 John were disputed in some circles until the fourth century (Strecker 1999: 603). For modern scholarship, with its concern to locate these writings in their historical contexts of origin, the critical questions have increased both in number and in terms of the complexity of their interrelationships. Such issues include the following: whether all three letters had the same author; how the letters and their author(s) relate to the Gospel of John in terms of their theological thinking, language, social setting, and composition histories; under what historical circumstances they were written—including the sequence in which the letters were written, the opponents to whom they occasionally refer, and whether, in fact, they speak to the same or different situations among themselves (Strecker 1999; Harner 2004; Smith 2009; Culpepper and Anderson 2014; Do 2019). Given the range of topics and the interconnections between them, one could say (with only slight exaggeration) that nearly all the major critical issues pertaining to the Johannine letters are contested to some degree (cf. von Wahlde 2014: 19).

This essay will examine some of the major issues in the study of the Johannine letters. I will begin with the recognition that the Letters of John, along with the Gospel, emerged within a common matrix in New Testament Christianity. Different categories have been proposed for articulating this common context, such as the Johannine “tradition,” “school,” or “community.” Then I will turn to the composition of the Johannine letters with attention to questions of authorship, genre, and literary structure, and I will also consider the relationship of the Letters of John to the Gospel of John. Finally, I will take up what the Johannine letters suggest about their compositional settings, the purposes which they serve, and the contested issue of using these writings to reconstruct a history of the Johannine school (and whether such a reconstruction effort is even legitimate).

The Johannine Matrix

The notion that the Johannine letters, along with the Gospel according to John (and perhaps even the Book of Revelation at further remove), emerged from the same Johannine matrix in first-century Christianity is a scholarly commonplace. The most visible evidence for this common provenance includes the shared theological concerns, distinctive manners of thinking and writing, and particular turns of phrase found in the Gospel and Letters of John. Building upon different assessments of the textual evidence, scholars have proposed a variety of models for articulating this setting. The broadest category is that of the “Johannine tradition,” which focuses on the shared theological thinking and modes of expression found in the Letters and Gospel of John (Lieu 2008: 18). This category as such does not make particularly strong claims about the historical or social setting of these compositions. Two other important models (which are not strictly synonymous) are those of the Johannine school and the Johannine community. These two models involve stronger claims about the historical and social setting of the Johannine writings, but as Lieu (2008: 29) points out, each of these models tends to accent a different part of the scholarly picture: “While ‘school’ puts the emphasis on the initiators of the tradition and literature, ‘the Johannine community’ is used to encompass the audience who presumably were equally at home with its distinctive language and thought.” Given its prominence in scholarship, I will examine here some thinking about the Johannine school, taking up the Johannine community (and its history) in the final section.

Beyond recognizing a common tradition, many scholars have argued for the existence of a Johannine school as the principal locus of this distinctive tradition. The notion of a Johannine school dates back to the nineteenth century, and some component parts of this model even before that. R. Alan Culpepper has provided a helpful overview of scholarly thinking about a Johannine school from the earliest known use of the category by Ernst Renan in 1863 until the time of Culpepper’s own contribution in the 1970s. After a comparative analysis of several ancient schools which predate the Johannine writings (e.g., Plato’s Academy, Qumran, the House of Hillel), Culpepper (1975: 247–60, esp. 258–59) identifies nine characteristic features which define an ancient school as such. These include, by way of summary, the following: a founding figure who was an authoritative teacher; the school’s being comprised of that founding teacher’s students; the students’ reception, preservation, and handing on of the founder’s teachings; various practices and forms of life that instantiate the school’s identity and ongoing existence. Culpepper highlights the need for conceptual precision involved in scholarly use of this category, and his comparative analysis reinforces the appropriateness of identifying the context from which the Gospel and Letters of John emerged as a school.

Udo Schnelle (1992: 41–47) has adduced a number of elements from the Gospel and Letters of John which are illustrative of their coming from a common provenance in the Johannine school. As mentioned, the Gospel and Letters share many distinctive theological interests as well as a common literary style and lexicon. Schnelle also sees evidence of the Johannine school in John 21:24b (“This is the disciple who is testifying to these things and has written them, and we know that his testimony is true”). The mention of a “we” who know and vouch for the truth of the Beloved Disciple’s testimony, Schnelle argues, points to the existence of a Johannine school. Moreover, these writings share a concern to present Jesus as a teacher, and they talk in a distinctive manner about their group identity (e.g., “friends” [John 15:13–15; 3 John 15]; “children of God” [John 1:12; 1 John 3:1, 10]; “brothers” [John 21:23; 1 John 3:13–14; 3 John 5, 10]) and their conduct (e.g., the love command [John 13:34; 15:12; 1 John 3:11; 2 John 5]).

The identity of this master teacher at the head of the Johannine school remains unclear, for he is never named in the Johannine writings themselves. Much of the thinking about this topic centers on the Gospel of John and the anonymous figure of the Beloved Disciple. The Gospel states that the Beloved Disciple is an eyewitness to Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection (13:23; 19:34–35; 21:7) and that the Gospel records his testimony about Jesus (21:24). While it is not clear whether the Gospel predates or antedates 1 John, a similar sketch emerges from the prologue which opens 1 John. The prologue (1 John 1:1–4) contains a string of sensory verbs in the perfect tense, indicating a past action with enduring effect: “what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked upon and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life” (1:1). What the author has seen in the past provides the basis for his present teaching: “we are testifying and announcing to you” (1:2, translation mine; cf. 4:14). The situation is further complicated by 2 and 3 John, which both identify their author as “the Elder” (2 John 1; 3 John 1)—a title not ascribed to the Beloved Disciple in the Gospel nor the implied author of 1 John. Given the anonymity, theories abound as to whether the Beloved Disciple is the author of some (or any) of the Johannine writings, and if not, whether someone involved in the production of one or more of the letters was also involved in the redaction of the Gospel.

Irenaeus seemingly identifies the Gospel of John and 1 John as the work of John the Apostle, the son of Zebedee (Haer. 3.1.1; 3.16.5, 8). He may have received this information from his teacher Polycarp, who was himself instructed by John. While many have tended to be skeptical of the second-century testimony about the origins of the Johannine writings, others have discerned in these witnesses some historically significant traditions (e.g., Hill 2004; and differently, Hengel 1989).

There are disagreements over the finer points of the model and what can be said about it historically, but the basic notion of the Johannine school has staying power in the secondary literature. It entails the presence of a master teacher (the Beloved Disciple in the Gospel? the Elder of 2–3 John?) surrounded by a group of devoted disciples, a group which the Gospel itself may suggest (cf. John 21:24). There exists within this school a common tradition of theological content and linguistic expression. The model of the Johannine school, moreover, provides a historically plausible way to account for both the similarities and the differences between the Johannine writings. For the Johannine letters show theological and linguistic similarities between themselves and the Fourth Gospel, but they also exhibit differences in theological emphasis, vocabulary, and literary style. These differences have led many scholars to think that multiple hands within a larger group, holding shared traditions, may have been involved in the composition and editing of these writings.

The Composition of the Writings

With respect to the composition of the Johannine letters, we will examine the matters of authorship, genre, and literary structure. Given that 2–3 John have certain things in common which neither has with 1 John, we will treat these two letters together before turning to 1 John.

None of the Johannine letters names their author. However, 2–3 John are alike in that the author of both compositions identifies himself as “the Elder [ho presbyteros]” (2 John 1; 3 John 1). The New Testament writings employ the term presbyteros in several ways. In some cases, it refers to an ecclesiastical leadership office (Acts 14:23; 15:2, 4, 5, 22–23; 16:4; 20:17; 1 Tim 5:17, 19; Titus 1:5; Jas 5:14; 1 Pet 5:1–5), comparable to that exercised by “elders” (presbyteroi) in Jewish communities (Mark 15:1; Luke 7:3; John 8:9; Acts 4:5; cf. Sir 7:14). In other cases, presbyteros refers to an older male (e.g., Luke 15:25; Acts 2:17; 1 Tim 5:1), often distinguished for learning (Sir 6:34; 25:4–5). Ignatius of Antioch speaks of “elders” in the sense of an ecclesiastical office, subordinate to the bishop (cf. Ign. Magn. 2.1; 3.1; 6.1; 7.1; Trall. 2.1–3.1; 12.2; Phld. 1.1; 10.2; Pol. 1.1; 5.3; 6.1). The term “elder” is also used, especially by Irenaeus, for students of the apostles who were instrumental in the transmission of apostolic teaching. Hence, Irenaeus in a fragment of his Letter to Florinus counts Polycarp among “the elders” (presbyteroi) who were “taught by the apostles themselves” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.20).

Of particular interest for the Johannine writings is the ambiguous testimony of Papias, the early second-century bishop of Hierapolis and contemporary of Polycarp. Eusebius reports that Papias, though he had not known any of the Apostles, did learn from their students. Eusebius then quotes Papias, who mentions that he had learned from “the elder John” (Hist. eccl. 3.39; cf. Irenaeus Haer. 5.33.4)—an individual seemingly distinct from John the Apostle. The key text from Papias (preserved in Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.39) reads as follows:


And if by chance someone who had been a follower of the elders [presbyterois] should come my way, I inquired about the words of the elders—what Andrew or Peter said, or Philip or Thomas or James or John or Matthew or any other of the Lord’s disciples, and whatever Aristion and the elder John [ho presbyteros Iōannēs], the Lord’s disciples, were saying.

(Quoted in Holmes, 2007: 734–35)



In the same passage, Eusebius recounts a tradition about two tombs in Ephesus, the location traditionally associated with the Apostle John, which belong to two different individuals there named John.

The Elder, it is implied in 2–3 John, is an authority figure in a network of churches. In 2 John, the Elder writes to “the elect lady” (2 John 1)—in all likelihood, a church community—and sends greetings from the church in which he writes (2 John 13: “your elect sister”). Moreover, the Elder travels from one church community to another, for he announces his hopes for a future in-person visit (v. 12)—although this announcement may just be an epistolary formality (Lieu 1986: 41). The Elder praises his addressees for their ongoing fidelity to received teaching and practice (vv. 4–6) and encourages them to abide in it. For “whoever abides in the teaching has both the Father and the Son” (2 John 9). The Elder also instructs his addressees not to receive or support rival, heterodox missionaries, who deny the reality of Christ’s humanity (vv. 7–8). According to the Elder, to support these missionaries is to support their heretical teaching, and such cooperation entails the forfeiture of their relationship with the Son and thus the Father (vv. 9–11).

In 3 John, although the implied situation of the letter is somewhat different, the Elder still comes to light as an authority figure in a network of churches. He writes to a specific individual, Gaius, whom he addresses as one of his “children” (3 John 4), perhaps because the Elder was instrumental in Gaius’s conversion (cf. 1 Cor 4:15; Phlm 10). The Elder praises Gaius for receiving and supporting missionaries from the Elder (vv. 3–4), and the Elder identifies Gaius’s behavior as an expression of his fidelity and faithful living. He asks Gaius to outfit again some traveling teachers from the Elder (vv. 6–8), including one named Demetrius (v. 12). By doing so, Gaius will be cooperating in their teaching and missionary endeavors (v. 8). That the Elder is a known authority figure is evidenced by the fact that one Diotrephes contests his authority in both word and deed (v. 9). Diotrephes refuses to receive any traveling teachers from the Elder, punishes any who attempt to do so, and speaks calumny against the Elder (v. 10). As 2 John likewise indicates, the Elder travels between communities, for in 3 John, he suggests that he may come and respond to Diotrephes (v. 10) and also hopes to visit Gaius (v. 13).

While 2–3 John present the Elder as an authority figure over a network of churches, it is less clear whether he enjoys this authority by virtue of holding a formal ecclesiastical office or (more likely) his elderly, venerable status—or perhaps even a combination of both (Brown 1982: 647–51; Lieu 1986: 52–64; Schnackenburg 1992: 267–73; Strecker 1996: 218–20; Schnelle 1998: 440–42; 2010: 5–8). Moreover, some identify the Elder of 2–3 John with John the Elder whom Papias mentioned (Hengel 1989: 28–30; Bauckham 2006: 420–23; Schnelle 2010: 6), while others see that identification as unwarranted (Lieu 1986: 61–64).

In addition to the author’s identifying himself as the Elder, 2–3 John have other commonalities. Both letters reflect the basic literary structure of a Hellenistic letter (Lieu 1986: 37–51; Klauck 2006: 27–40). Both include conventional epistolary elements (here following Klauck 2006: 28–40): a prescript which identifies the author and recipient and sends greetings (2 John 1–3; 3 John 1); a health wish or message of the author’s joy (2 John 4; 3 John 2–4); the body of the letter (2 John 5–11; 3 John 5–12); a closing which mentions plans for a future visit (2 John 12–13; 3 John 12–15). Some also think that 3 John literarily presupposes the circulation of 2 John. On this account, the comment in 3 John 9 (“I have written something to the church; but Diotrepehes, who likes to put himself first, does not acknowledge our authority”) is taken as referring to 2 John (e.g., Strecker 1996: 253–54, 263; Schnelle 1998: 448). This assessment of 3 John 9 as referring to 2 John, however, is rejected by others (e.g., Brown 1982: 716; Schnackenburg 1993: 296–97).

First John presents a very different situation as regards authorship, genre, and literary structure. Whereas 2–3 John both identify their author as “the Elder,” 1 John gives no direct evidence about its author’s identity. These letters name their addressees as “the elect lady” (2 John 1) and Gaius (3 John 1), but 1 John does not specify its intended readership in any real way. Unlike 2–3 John, 1 John displays neither the basic structure nor conventions of a Hellenistic letter in a straightforward manner.

Throughout the composition, 1 John implies that its author was a known teaching authority by his instructing, encouraging, warning, and exhorting the audience. The prologue which opens 1 John (1:1–4) establishes the author as an authoritative witness to Jesus and the Johannine tradition. Use of the first-person plural “we” (1:4: “We are writing these things so that our joy may be complete”) reinforces the author’s authority, though there is disagreement over how precisely it does so. Bauckham, for instance, sees this as an authoritative “we” whereby the author sets himself in contrast to the position of his audience, designated as “you” (2006: 373–75). Others, however, see the author’s use of the first-person plural as indicating that the author speaks in concert with other custodians of the Johannine tradition (Brown 1982: 172–73).

The implied audience of 1 John shares with the author the theological substance and linguistic idiom of the Johannine tradition. Throughout the letter, the author speaks of what his audience has already received in terms of the contents of revealed faith (2:24) as well as the command to love one another (2:7; 3:11, 23; 4:7, 11–12, 21; cf. 2 John 5). These are things which the audience has received “from the beginning” and which they already know (2:7, 13–14, 24; 3:11; cf. 2 John 5–6). While the author identifies himself with his audience as sharing in a common tradition of faith and practice, he also takes an authoritative posture over them. Consider, for instance, the use of the language of “begetting” and the term “children” throughout the letter. On the one hand, the author presents himself and his audience together as all being “God’s children” (3:2; 5:19) or “from God” (4:6; 5:4, 19). Taken in this light, author and audience are siblings. On the other hand, the author addresses his readers as “my little children” (2:1; cf. 2:28; 3:7; 18; 4:4; 5:21; 3 John 4), and thus he holds a kind of parental authority over them. Furthermore, the author adopts an affectionate tone throughout the letter, often referring to his addressees, his “children,” as “beloved” (2:7; 3:2, 21; 4:1, 7, 11; cf. 3 John 1–3, 5, 11).

Whether the author of 1 John is the same as the Elder, the author of 2–3 John, is a matter of dispute. Brown (1982: 16–19, 755–59) (among others) holds to a common authorship for all three Johannine letters. The strongest support for this position is the high degree of similarity in terms of style, phraseology, and diction among the three letters. Brown acknowledges some linguistic and conceptual differences between 1 and 2 John but does not think them significant enough to warrant positing different authors. By contrast, others regard these (and other) differences as extensive enough to indicate different authors for 2–3 John and 1 John. Schnelle, for instance, points to a variety of linguistic and theological differences between 1 John and 2–3 John as indicating a difference in authorship. In addition, 1 John exhibits a different epistolary format from 2–3 John, and the author of 1 John does not use the title “the Elder” as does the author of 2–3 John (Schnelle 1998: 454–55; 2010: 7–8).

The literary genre of 1 John is also puzzling (Klauck 1991: 68–74). Unlike 2–3 John, it does not exhibit the format of a Hellenistic letter. Yet the author speaks throughout the composition of his “writing” to a known, intended audience (1:4; 2:1, 7, 8, 12–14, 21, 26; 5:13). Given its lack of clear epistolary features, some have speculated that 1 John might be better classified as another genre, like “a somewhat informal tract or homily” (Dodd 1946: xxi; for a catalogue of proposed genres, see Klauck 1991: 69). However, Lieu (2008: 5–6) points out that the frequent mentions of the author’s intentional act of writing, as well as intratextual connections between different sections of 1 John, are indicative of the fundamentally scribal dimension of the composition. Arguably, 1 John is best categorized as a letter, but one which does not follow epistolary conventions. Klauck (1991: 74) acknowledges that, whatever special features it may contain, there is probably no better alternative than the letter when it comes to the genre of 1 John.

The literary structure of 1 John presents other challenges (Brown 1982: 116–29, 764; Klauck 1991: 59–68). The writing opens with a prologue (1:1–4) which is comparable in some ways to the prologue to the Fourth Gospel (John 1:1–18). The material in 1 John 5:13–21 appears to many to be a kind of epilogue to the composition. The body of the letter (1:5–5:12), however, does not exhibit a clear literary structure. As a result, many proposals have been made for articulating how 1 John holds together as a composition, with scholars discerning from two to seven major sections in the body of the letter (Klauck 1991: 60–63). Many scholars discern a tripartite structure to 1 John, with section breaks after 2:17 (or after 2:27) and also after 4:6.

The Letters of John and the Gospel of John

The relationship between the Letters and the Gospel of John is also a central issue in the study of the Johannine letters. Since 1 John offers the most substance for comparison, scholarship has focused principally on the relationship between this composition and the Gospel (Culpepper 2014).

As compositions from the same Johannine tradition, the Fourth Gospel and 1 John have much in common in terms of their theological content and literary style. For example, these writings share many of the distinctively Johannine “buzzwords,” such as “love” (agapē, agapaō), “truth” (alētheia), “remain” (menō), and “testify” (martyreō) (Brown 1966: 497–518; Schnelle 1998: 435n3). These writings also display a similar symbolic dualism, featuring pairings such as light and darkness (John 1:5; 3:17–19; 1 John 1:5), love and hate (John 15:19; 1 John 2:9–10), and life and death (John 5:24; 1 John 3:14). First John and the Fourth Gospel also share similar theological interests, such as the relationship between the Father and the Son (John 5:19–26; 1 John 2:23), the reality of the Incarnation (John 1:14; 1 John 4:2), and Christians having become “children of God” (e.g., John 1:12; 1 John 3:1–2; Schnelle 1998: 434–35).

None of the Johannine letters quotes the Fourth Gospel, nor, conversely, does the Fourth Gospel quote any of the Johannine letters. However, 1 John and the Gospel share a number of topical and textual similarities (see Brown 1982: 755–59). First, and most prominently, there is Jesus’s love command, which Jesus gives in the Gospel’s Farewell Discourse (John 13:34; 15:12–14), where Jesus instructs his disciples to “keep” (tēreō) his commandments (John 14:15; 21, 23; 15:10). Similarly, 1 John identifies the love command as “old” (and which his audience has known “from the beginning”), and yet it is also a “new” commandment (1 John 2:7–8; cf. John 15:12; 2 John 5). The author of 1 John also exhorts his audience to “keep” (tēreō) the commandments of Jesus (1 John 2:3; 3:22, 24; 5:3). Second, while there are differences in terms of scope and reference, the prologue to 1 John (1:1–4) in both its form and interest in the Incarnation is reminiscent of the prologue of the Gospel (John 1:1–18). Third, there are a number of individual texts and phrases where the Gospel (esp. in the Farewell Discourse) and 1 John are strikingly similar. In the Farewell Discourse, for instance, Jesus tells his disciples, “I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete” (John 15:11). Similarly, the author of 1 John declares, “We are writing these things so that our joy may be complete” (1:4). Both Jesus in the Gospel and the author of 1 John tell their audiences that “the world hates” them (John 15:18; 1 John 3:13), and both speak of “conquer[ing] the world” (John 16:33; 1 John 5:4).

Certain theological differences may also be found between the Gospel and 1 John. In terms of Christology, several curious features set 1 John apart from the Gospel. The author twice refers to Jesus’s death as an “atoning sacrifice” or hilasmos (1 John 2:2; 4:10), a term drawn from Israel’s liturgical and sacrificial practice (Lev 16:13–16; 25:9; 2 Macc 3:33). However, the Gospel of John does not employ such liturgical language to describe the salvific nature and effects of Jesus’s death (cf. Do 2014). Also, 1 John refers to Jesus as “an advocate [paraklētos] with the Father” (2:1), whereas the Fourth Gospel reserves the title Paraclete for the Holy Spirit—though in the Gospel Jesus does refer to the Spirit as “another Advocate” (allon paraklēton; John 14:16, emphasis added). In terms of eschatology, both the Gospel and 1 John integrate elements of present and future eschatology, but 1 John employs certain apocalyptic categories to accent the eschatological future in a way that the Gospel does not. Such apocalyptic categories include the mention in 1 John of the present time as “the last hour,” “antichrist(s)” (1 John 2:18; cf. 2:22; 4:3; 2 John 7), and the final judgment carried out at Christ’s parousia (4:17–18). Unlike the Gospel, 1 John also speaks explicitly of the future beatific vision and deification of Christians who are presently “God’s children” (1 John 3:1–3). Moreover, there is a theological difference between the Gospel and 1 John regarding the impeccability of Christians—a notion absent from the Gospel and in tension with other statements in 1 John (cf. 1 John 1:10–2:2; 5:18).

There are also a number of literary and compositional differences between the Gospel and 1 John. In a 1937 article, C. H. Dodd famously argued that despite some general similarities in prose style, the Fourth Gospel and 1 John evidence substantive linguistic differences in terms of their syntactical structures, diction, and figures of speech (130–41). These linguistic differences, in addition to certain differences in theology, led Dodd to conclude that the author of 1 John did not write the Gospel but was a student of the evangelist (156). While Dodd’s arguments about the language of these two writings has not gone unchallenged, his work highlights the syntactical and stylistic differences between them.

Schnelle (1998: 455) also points out that while the Gospel and 1 John both employ many of the same theologically significant terms, there are other such terms which are present in one text but not in the other. For instance, Schnelle observes, there is no mention in 1 John of the prominent Gospel terms “glory/glorify” (doxa/doxazō), “judge” (krinō), or “send” (pempō). Conversely, the Gospel does not use terms such as “antichrist” (antichristos), “hope” (elpis), or “participation” (koinonia), which have an important place in 1 John (for a fuller index, see Schnelle 2010: 8–9).

Moreover, in terms of compositional technique, 1 John does not once quote Israel’s Scriptures, whereas quotations and allusions to Scripture are found throughout John’s Gospel and are integral to its narrative. Nevertheless, 1 John shows knowledge of biblical texts and traditions. First John 3:12 speaks of Cain as being “from the evil one,” and in so doing reflects a Jewish tradition identifying him, the first murderer, as the offspring of Satan (see Kugel 1998: 146–48, 157). The author of 1 John also draws on Israel’s covenant theology, New Covenant oracles, and their attendant promise of the eschatological indwelling of the Spirit (cf. Boismard 1949; Malatesta 1978).

These similarities and differences between the Gospel and 1 John lead most scholars to see them as coming from different authors within the Johannine school. The common Johannine tradition accounts for their similarities in theological content and linguistic expression. The differences proceed from their being principally composed by separate individuals within the Johannine school.

The relationship of 1 John to the Gospel further involves the topics of composition history, the purposes which the Johannine writings serve, and the situations in which they were composed. The investigation of these matters is coupled with another (disputed) issue: namely, whether it is proper to read the Gospel and letters together and as indirectly reflecting a “history of the Johannine community,” or whether the Gospel and each of the letters should be read on their own terms and apart from any such effort to go behind the writings to a coherent community history.

Situations, Purposes, and Interrelationships

Two passages in 1 John suggest that some members of the Johannine churches have left over doctrinal disputes. In 1 John 2:18–22, the author states that a group of individuals have broken ranks with him: “They went out from us, but they did not belong to us; for if they had belonged to us, they would have remained with us” (2:19). The author labels these individuals “antichrists” (2:18). He later indicates that at issue in their leaving the church were matters of Christology and theology. The opponents, the author writes, deny “that Jesus is the Christ” (2:22), and by denying Jesus, they also deny the Father (2:23).

The author makes similar claims in 1 John 4:1–6. Here, the author speaks of the need for the discernment of spirits because “many false prophets … have gone out into the world” (4:1). He sets forth a doctrinal criterion for the discernment of spirits: “every Spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God” (4:2). The language of “antichrist” returns in 1 John 4:3, reiterating the need for evaluation by doctrinal orthodoxy: “Every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God” but is, rather, “the spirit of the antichrist” (4:3). Taken together, these texts suggest that the opponents deny the reality of Jesus’s humanity (Strecker 1996: 134–35) or its salvific character (Brown 1979: 113).

Similar statements also appear in 2 John. Writing to a church within the Johannine network, the Elder states, “Many deceivers have gone out into the world, those who do not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh; any such person is the deceiver and the antichrist” (2 John 7). In terms that recall 1 John 2:22, the Elder states that whoever does not “abide in the teaching of Christ, but goes beyond it, does not have God; whoever abides in [it] has both the Father and the Son” (2 John 9). These deceivers are itinerant teachers, for the Elder warns this church against receiving and hosting these teachers. To do so would be to cooperate in their work and thus to forfeit their “reward” in Christ” (2 John 8, 11).

Third John does not contain any discussion of schism or false teaching. However, the issue of itinerant Christian teachers or missionaries is central to the letter. The Elder praises Gaius for receiving his delegates in the past and asks them to do so again (3 John 5–8). The letter also speaks of a controversy featuring Diotrephes, who slanders the Elder, refuses to receive delegates from him, and punishes any who do (3 John 9–10). It is not clear whether these issues in 3 John have anything to do with the schism or doctrinal disputes hinted at in 1–2 John.

That a schism involving Christological questions occurred within the author’s ecclesiastical circle seems clear from 1 John. To what extent this schism informs the thought and exposition in the Johannine letters is contested. For some scholars (the majority opinion), the schism is the overarching concern in all the Johannine letters, but for others (the minority opinion), the schism is more occasional and accidental to the larger purposes of the correspondence. This brings us to the scholarly effort to reconstruct a history of the Johannine community and employ it as a hermeneutical key.

Over the past half-century, few aspects of Johannine studies have been untouched by the effort to reconstruct the nature and history of a community thought to lie behind the Gospel and Letters of John. In this endeavor, the Gospel and letters are taken together and are understood to reflect (or even encode) the historical circumstances within which they were written. The writings are mined for bits of data and hints about the circumstances of composition. A scholar then assembles the bits of data into a narrative of the Johannine community’s history which encompasses both the Gospel and the letters. With respect to the Johannine letters, many scholars build upon the more patent remarks about a schism in 1–2 John and attempt to glean more from the letters about the beliefs and practices of the author’s opponents. Having articulated a picture of the opponents’ thinking, some scholars then seek to identify the opponents with other known groups on the late first- and second-century religious landscape. The reconstructed community history then serves as a hermeneutical key for interpreting the significance of the Gospel and Letters of John, for the writings are understood as speaking both to and in light of this community history.

No other scholar has exercised more influence on the effort to reconstruct the history behind the Johannine letters (and their relation to the Gospel) than Raymond Brown. In his 1979 The Community of the Beloved Disciple and then in his 1982 commentary, Brown sets forth an elaborate history of the Johannine community. Starting with the Gospel, Brown tracks the community’s origin with the Beloved Disciple (an eyewitness to Jesus who was not one of the Twelve), the community’s historical development marked by the expulsion of some of its members from the synagogue, the multistage composition of the Gospel, the schism within the Johannine community reflected in the letters, and finally the assimilation of the Johannine community into the larger church. Since Brown’s work, there have been variations and modifications of his account, but his basic model has had staying power (see von Wahlde 2014; Anderson 2014).

Brown thinks that the schism is the governing issue in all the Johannine letters, and he makes several inferences about the opponents from the author’s statements. Brown regards many of the claims against which the author of 1 John argues to indicate a belief or practice which the author’s opponents actually held. Thus, for instance, Brown (1979: 123; 1982: 82–83, 234–35) reads the claim in 1 John 1:10 (“If we say that we have not sinned, we make [God] a liar, and his word is not in us”) as indicating that the opponents held a particular notion of impeccability. (Brown [1982: 762–63] helpfully catalogues all the statements in 1 John which he thinks are indicative of the opponents’ beliefs.) On the basis of his analysis, Brown identifies four matters of dispute between the author of 1 John and his opponents—Christology, ethics, eschatology, and pneumatology—and he sees these disputes as rooted in divergent interpretations of the Gospel of John (1979: 106–9). For Brown, the opponents in the Johannine letters, with their denial of the salvific role of Jesus’s humanity and belief in their impeccability arising from their spiritual relationship with God, are proto-Gnostic, and they likely merged into second-century Gnostic circles (Brown 1982: 64–65, 113–14, 123).

According to Brown, the Johannine letters were all written after the Gospel, for the polemical situation which the Gospel reflects (polemic with “the Jews”) is not the polemical situation which the letters reflect (polemic against the opponents). Moreover, Brown sees the letters as having been written in the order in which they appear in the canon and by the same author: the Elder (Brown 1982: 147, 643, 699). Through the letters, the Elder seeks to refute his opponents’ beliefs and to stop their expansion into other sectors of the Johannine community (1–2 John). He also enlists Gaius’s support for his missionaries, in contrast to Diotrephes, who refuses to receive missionaries from either the Elder or the opponents (3 John).

An alternative picture of the Johannine community history which is more modest in scope and different in configuration than Brown’s comes from Schnelle (1992: 228–36; 1994: 434–516; 2010: 1–19; Schnelle’s work builds upon that of Strecker 1996). Whereas Brown thinks that the letters were written after the Gospel, Schnelle argues that the letters were written before the Gospel. Brown furthermore sees the Johannine letters as a sustained campaign against the opponents’ proto-Gnosticism, but Schnelle sees both the letters and the Gospel as a sustained campaign against the opponents’ Docetism like that of the opponents mentioned in the letters of Ignatius. Schnelle (1992: 230–31; 2010: 6) identifies 2 John as the oldest of the Johannine writings, and its author, the Elder, as the founder of the Johannine school, the elder John who taught Papias, and the Beloved Disciple mentioned in the Gospel. Schnelle (1998: 452) believes that 2 John is the writing mentioned in 3 John 9, and this connection leads him to count Diotrephes among the Docetic heretics whom the Elder combats. The earliest of the Johannine writings, then, are 2–3 John, and their historic connection to the Elder, the school’s founder, accounts for their preservation. First John, written by someone other than the Elder, was written after 2–3 John and aims at refuting the growing conflict with the opponents’ Docetism. The Gospel of John, written by another member of the Johannine school, continues this anti-Docetic endeavor by emphasizing God’s saving action in the historical humanity of Jesus (Schnelle 1992: 228–36).

Such efforts to read the Gospel and letters together as speaking to the history of the Johannine community represent a majority trend in scholarship. However, there is a very significant minority position which contends that such attempts to reconstruct an elaborate community history from these four Johannine writings are misguided. The most prominent proponent of the minority opinion as regards the Johannine letters is Judith Lieu (2008, 2014). Fundamental to Lieu’s (2008: 29) approach is the interpretation of the letters as compositions in their own right and not in light of the Fourth Gospel. She recognizes that the Gospel and Letters of John both reflect a common Johannine tradition of thinking and speaking. But this common inheritance of the Johannine tradition does not necessitate that these writings reflect a shared community history which scholars can reconstruct from the writings. Instead of seeing the Gospels and letters as literarily or theologically interconnected or indebted one to the other, Lieu holds that they should be understood as independent articulations of elements in the common Johannine tradition (17).

Lieu thus seeks to understand each of the letters within its own compositional horizon. On her reading of the language and rhetoric of the letters, Lieu argues that they show a decided lack of interest in the refutation of opponents. She acknowledges, in light of 1 John 2:19 and 4:1ff., that a schism had occurred within the ecclesial circle in which the author of 1 John was located and that it involved Christological disputes (1991: 13). But beyond a few basic points, the author says very little about the schism, who was involved, and what exactly the schismatics thought. Lieu writes, “The author’s failure to spell out his opponents’ views and to refute them must be taken seriously—they are not his chief concern” (16). So while a schism had occurred within the author’s own context, it does not seem to have substantial bearing on the context of the implied audience, nor does it govern the exposition in 1 John (Lieu 1991: 15).

If the impact of the schism is scant in 1 John, it is even less evident in 2–3 John. According to Lieu (2008: 9, 239–40), the purpose of 2 John is to instruct the addressed church against receiving itinerant teachers who espouse heretical teaching. In 3 John, the concerns are internal church leadership: the Elder seeks to enlist and secure Gaius’s help, in contrast to the course of action taken by Diotrephes (Lieu 2008: 9, 12–13, 265–66). For Lieu, the evidence provided by the Johannine letters is neither sufficient nor strong enough to support the weight which an elaborately reconstructed history of the Johannine community requires.

Rather than seeing 1 John as fundamentally a matter of polemics against theological and ecclesial adversaries, Lieu (2014: 136) identifies its purpose as the formation and preservation of communion. This is precisely the purpose of 1 John (1:4): “we declare to you what we have seen and heard so that you also may have fellowship with us.” Lieu (2008:15; 2014: 135–36) observes that a key rhetorical strategy toward this end is the author’s use of personal pronouns. She notes that at the beginning of the letter, the author consistently identifies his audience as “you,” whereas the author will speak of himself as “we” or “us.” But, Lieu (2008: 15) writes,


as the letter progresses “we” comes to be inclusive, and most decisively in 4:4–6 “you” and “we” are united in common cause against the “they” of the world; thereafter the author speaks consistently of “we” so that those who received the letter are able to join in the affirmation “we have seen and give testimony” (4:14).



Through his use of the common Johannine tradition, including its dualistic framing, the author articulates a theological worldview and invites his readers to understand themselves within it by aligning themselves with the author (Lieu 2008: 11–12).

Conclusion

The Johannine letters present their readers with a deeply interconnected series of critical issues. The letters are strikingly similar to each other and to the Gospel of John in their theological thinking and linguistic expression, such that it is warranted to view them as products of the same tradition in early Christianity. Yet the letters are also sufficiently different from each other and from the Gospel to leave the matters of their authorship, composition history, and literary interrelationships (or lack thereof) unclear. The letters suggest that a schism over doctrinal matters had occurred in the author’s ecclesial circle. Scholars nonetheless have very different assessments of the evidence afforded by the letters and what in the letters even counts as evidence. The Johannine letters provide enough tantalizing clues to invite investigation and speculation into such historical, theological, and contextual questions. And yet what the letters do provide on these matters is also sufficiently ambiguous to keep scholarly inquiry into these contested issues going for years to come.
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Chapter 16


James and the Historical Jesus



Karl-Wilhelm Niebuhr

There are two ways to approach the relationship between James and the Historical Jesus. One is to start with a reconstruction of what we know about the family of Jesus and of the personal biographies of the two brothers as members of a pious Jewish family from Galilee at the beginning of the Christian era. In following this track, one would have to ask why and by which external factors and internal developments the two biographies took such different directions first in Galilee and yet, in the end, led both to violent deaths in Jerusalem as martyrs who had to bear the consequences of their religious convictions. Somewhere within such an account, one might either treat the Epistle of James as contemporary evidence for James, the brother of Jesus (however little information the former provides regarding the latter), or judge it to be a pseudepigraphical letter testifying to the interests and intentions of a later generation. Ultimately, the comparison between Jesus and James this approach entails would have to answer the question of how these two exceptional Jewish personalities are to be situated in their historical, cultural, and religious contexts, and how their particular intentions and accomplishments are to be assessed.

For the present volume, I will pursue an alternative approach. I will take the Epistle of James as my starting point. Since any description of the relationship between James and the Historical Jesus depends on a judgment regarding the authorship of the letter, I must briefly summarize my own position in this regard at the outset. As I have argued elsewhere (Niebuhr 2020a: 259–65), it is difficult to accept the widespread view that the letter originated in the late first or early second century ce. On the other hand, I recognize that the particular language skills shown by the author point to an educated, native Greek speaker, which contradicts what we think we know about the Galilean origin of the family of Jesus. Therefore, I have proposed a theory of “collective authorship” for the letter, originating from the circle around James of Jerusalem in the middle of the first century.

Irrespective of any decision with regard to the authorship, however, we must carefully extract out of the letter itself everything that may give any hints about the relationship between James and Jesus in historical terms. Therefore, in the first section I will deal with James and Jesus in the Epistle of James. The second step, then, will take us back beyond the letter by inquiring about the place and the role of James, the brother of Jesus, in the earliest “Christian” Jesus movement originating immediately after the events of the crucifixion of Jesus and the emerging conviction in the circles of his followers about his resurrection. In this section, we will have to explain why and by which course of events James, who as a member of Jesus’s family originally had nonetheless been somewhat distant from his brother, very quickly became one of the leading figures of the Jesus movement in Jerusalem. Only after this stage of inquiry, in the third part of our investigation, will we turn to the family background of James and Jesus in Galilee. We will examine whether there is at least some common religious or cultural imprint on both figures, apart from any personal connection between them. The final section will return to the letter as part of the New Testament canon. As one out of seven, it belongs to the collection of the Catholic Epistles that forms one of the units of collections in the manuscript tradition of the Bible. This bears particular weight in any approach to the New Testament writings that is interested in the theological meaning of the Christian Bible and its constituent parts.

James and Jesus in the Letter of James

In the prescript to his letter (I use “James” for the person and “Jas” for the letter), the author introduces himself by his biblical-Jewish name James (cf. Ameling 2004: 317; Ilan 2002: 171–74; 2008: 121–27; 2012: 125–31 for the use of the name in Greek in ancient Jewish sources) and by a self-designation as “slave of God and the Lord Jesus Christ.” Exactly the same “christological” designation of Jesus is used in Jas 2:1 when the letter writer addresses his audience by pointing them to their common “faith in our Lord Jesus Christ of glory” (Niebuhr 2020c). These are, surprisingly, the only two references in the letter where the author mentions Jesus at all. Nowhere else does he give any biographical information about himself or about Jesus. Therefore, before adding to our picture such “missing” information from other sources, we have to consider carefully the implications of the two references quoted from the letter for our understanding of the relationship between James and Jesus.

No one would call Jesus “Lord and Messiah” and place him next to God without being convinced that this man from Galilee is the one and only eschatological representative of God, confirmed in his self-claim by God himself. The predications used in the prescript and the address to the letter audience thus imply a fully developed “Christology” as testified by the earliest sources collected in the New Testament (Hurtado 2003: 79–257; Hengel 2006: 27–51; Bauckham 1999b). James the letter writer places himself on a different level from Jesus, that is, among his addressees, thereby sharing their faith in Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory. If one takes this seriously, that understanding of his own status sufficiently explains why the author does not deal with any biographical information about Jesus or his personal relationship to him. After Easter, this counts for nothing, for the historical origins and the family relations are no longer an important matter in the system of convictions and beliefs shared by the author and his audience. This will change later, admittedly, when in certain Christian circles an interest in the relatives of Jesus is developing (discussed later). The absence of such interests in the Epistle of James, then, seems to indicate an earlier date of composition.

Another way to illuminate the relationship between the Epistle of James and the Historical Jesus is to search for traces of the Jesus tradition in the letter (Deppe 1989; Hartin 1991; Kloppenborg 2004). Although there are several similarities between verses in Jas and sayings attributed to Jesus in the gospels, I am rather hesitant to assume any literary or even traditional-historical dependency between them (Niebuhr 2020a: 267–74). From a biographical perspective, such genealogical relations between single sayings would have to go back to the level of Aramaic language used as mother tongue by both Jesus and James. Yet any affinities taken as testimony that Jas adopted particular sayings or ideas from Jesus refer to the Greek tradition of Jesus’s sayings only, usually identified with the “Q tradition.” It seems impossible to trace back such relations to the level of the Aramaic language. Incidentally, none of the sayings typically examined for a genealogical relationship to the Jesus tradition is explicitly marked as words of Jesus in Jas, and any Aramaic formulas are missing in Jas, even those found in the gospels or in Paul (cf. 1 Cor 16:22)!

Moreover, the general form and quality of language seem rather to distinguish Jas from the Jesus tradition. Whereas Jas is praised for its variegated and colorful use of koine Greek, Jesus left behind nothing in writing at all. However, recent scholars have conducted more sophisticated investigations into levels of education with regard to Jesus and his relatives (Deines 2017: 244–51). But the letter of James is much too short to base any sweeping judgments about its language (Wifstrand 1948: 170–82; Allison 2013: 81–88; Burchard 2000: 13–14). Several traditions and linguistic features may point to particularly Palestinian influences on the letter of James (Davids 1999). Nevertheless, before speculating about genealogical dependencies between Jas and particular sayings of Jesus as transmitted by the post-Easter Jesus tradition, we should look for the common ground they share. In any case, both Jesus and the author of Jas without any question were pious and religiously educated Jews who inherited a system of religious convictions and rules for religious practice from the Scriptures of Israel. Therefore, both belonged to the broad and variegated “common Judaism” of their time, that is, the first half of the first century ce in the land of Israel.

There is no clear evidence either for Jesus or for the author of Jas that one or both of them belonged to one of the contemporary particular Jewish “sects” we know from other sources, such as the Pharisees or Essenes. Even if we accept a certain proximity of Jesus to Pharisaic convictions about fulfilling the will of God grounded in Torah in everyday life, Jesus certainly was not a member of a pharisaic ḥaburah (Niebuhr 2020b: 109–41). For James in Jerusalem this can be excluded as well. Yet, like his brother, he shared the conviction that the commandments of Torah are to be kept wholeheartedly by every pious Israelite, with certain core elements among them, such as the love commandment, the Decalogue, and the command to worship the God of Israel alone (cf. Jas 2:8–11, 19). In addition, both may have acquired their particular ways of adopting and interpreting the laws of Moses from the so-called wisdom tradition widespread in different pious circles in early Judaism (Bauckham 1999b: 29–111; Frankemölle 1994: 80–88, 561–71). Jesus in his dealing with Torah-related matters seems closer to a “paraenetical” approach to the Jewish law (Niebuhr 1987: 167–242) than to a particularly “halakhic” manner of interpretation later developed professionally by rabbinic teachers.

Many passages in the biblical and “postbiblical” Jewish wisdom literature appear closely related to Jas as well as to Jesus (Wachob 2000; Bauckham 2004; Hartin 2009). Most likely, however, affinities between sayings of Jesus and particular verses in Jas derive from common traditions rather than from genealogical dependency. Nevertheless, what most conspicuously connects and unites them is their rootedness in the traditions and convictions of biblical and early Jewish belief and religious practice. Therefore, it is not by chance that a somewhat younger contemporary like Josephus mentions both Jesus and James, but independently of each other, even though he is aware that they are related (Josephus, Ant. 18.63; 20.199–203; cf. van Henten 2020: 365–70).1 However, such proximity in milieu does not prove any individual biographical or local identification in historical terms.

James and the Beginnings of the Post-Easter Jesus Movement

Taking into account the fact that, according to the gospels, the members of the family of Jesus had dissociated themselves from his public ministry of Jesus in Galilee (discussed later), one has to explain why and how at an early time after the violent death of his brother, James had come to the decision to move to Jerusalem. It is already difficult to explain how and why Peter or the sons of Zebedee, as important members of the closest Galilean circle around Jesus (the “Twelve”) who nevertheless had abandoned their Lord at the time of his detention, only shortly after the crucifixion found themselves together again in Jerusalem (cf. Gal 1:19; 2:9; Acts 12:2). Still more difficult is it to explain the similar course of events with regard to James.

When Paul reports to the Galatians about the first years of his life after his call to become an apostle of Christ (Niebuhr 1992: 4–78), he mentions a short trip to Jerusalem to meet and interview Peter (Gal 1:18–20). Almost incidentally, and induced by the particular purposes in writing to the Galatians, Paul here refers to a meeting with James, “the brother of the Lord” (1:19). For compelling chronological reasons related to the biography of Paul, this event can be dated no later than the middle of the third decade of the first century (Schnelle 2003: 46–49; Hengel and Schwemer 1998: 214–36). Unless we assume that a short visit of James to Jerusalem took place at the same time as Paul’s simply by coincidence, we have to reckon with James’s permanent presence there since the early 30s. But why? The only conceivable reason seems to be what we deduce from Paul, who in 1 Cor 15:5–8 enumerates a series of encounters between the risen Christ and several of his adherents or contemporaries during a limited period, among them a self-revelation of Jesus to his brother James (v. 7). Because Paul explicitly calls his own encounter with Christ “the last one” (v. 8), to be identified with his call to become an apostle, James’s meeting with his brother, raised from the dead and elevated to God, must date even earlier. There is no hint as to the location(s?) of the events enumerated in 1 Cor 15:5–8. If James is mentioned as one whom Paul met in Jerusalem only a few years after his call (Gal 1:19), however, we may assume that James had moved to the capital immediately after his encounter with the resurrected Jesus—or even before. Such a conclusion would be appropriate if we consider that the resurrection of the dead had been part of the eschatological expectations lively in Israel at that time and were often connected to Jerusalem and to Mount Zion in particular, as one finds in Paul (Rom 11:26–27).

This course of events fits well with other details conveyed in Paul’s letters (Farmer 1999; Bockmuehl 1999). When Paul returns to Jerusalem fourteen years later together with Barnabas and Titus from Antioch (Gal 2:1–10), they meet there “James, Cephas, and John, the acknowledged pillars” (2:9). James here appears first, probably referring to his first rank among the Jerusalem church authorities then. Still later Peter leaves Jerusalem for good (Gal 2:11–16; 1 Cor 9:5; Hengel 2002: 576–82), leaving to James the leading position in the original church. This course of events and the situation in Jerusalem on the whole fit what we read in Acts. The events reported in Acts (12:17; 15:13–21; 21:18–25) display a situation changing gradually, with a growing leadership role for James (Deines 2017: 146–76).

Obviously, the reason for James to move to and stay in Jerusalem, therefore, was not his personal and biographical relation to Jesus but his confession and testimony to the resurrection of Jesus Christ connected to that place, in combination with the earliest origins of a post-Easter Jesus movement that was located in Jerusalem as well, and not in Galilee (Hengel and Schwemer 2019: 3–138; Koch 2014: 157–93; Dunn 2009: 133–278; Nodet and Taylor 1998: 218–29). This coincides well with what we observed in the Epistle of James. Thus, our earliest and most original evidence for a relation between James and the Historical Jesus refers to James as one of the leading figures of the post-Easter Jesus movement in Jerusalem, not to the brother of the man from Nazareth in Galilee. Only there did James get in contact more closely with those who had shared Jesus’s way of life already in Galilee. There he possibly received information in more detail about Jesus’s preaching and his deeds during the years of his public ministry. There he joined the community of those who had become convinced that Jesus’s service was not yet over and that his full significance was to be located in his salutary death and his enduring presence as the resurrected Christ in the circle of his adherents.

Of course, not only James but any other members belonging to that group of Christ-believing Jews in Jerusalem were well aware of his particular family relationship to Jesus, as is testified already by the title “the brother of the Lord” applied to him by Paul (Gal 1:19). However, the poor evidence for personal memories of Jesus related to James in both Jas and the gospel traditions results from the particular character of the sources as testimonies of the faith of their authors and addressees related to the risen Christ.

Secondarily and only in later sources beginning with Josephus (Ant. 22.200), personal traditions about the leading role of James and other relatives of Jesus in the Jesus movement in Jerusalem increase in number and prominence. Here, the image of “James the Just” emerges (Deines 2017: 49–58; Painter 1999: 105–58; Hengel 2002: 551–69; Pratscher 1987: 102–228), an image that is not yet implied in the Epistle of James. In his letter the author counts himself among the group of teachers who “all make many mistakes” (Jas 3:2). Now, James appears distinguished by his extraordinary observance of and devotion to Torah, even by asceticism. He is presented as a model of praying and preaching about Jesus Christ as enthroned at the right hand of God and returning with the clouds of heaven. According to this image, James lived his life in Jerusalem particularly close to the temple and suffered martyrdom in front of its walls (Hengel and Schwemer 2019: 492–511; Bauckham 1999a; Evans 1999; Pratscher 1987: 229–60). In some sources, he even climbs to the rank of first bishop of Jerusalem, elected by Peter and the sons of Zebedee (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.1.3, citing the Hypotyposes of Clement; cf. Painter 1999: 187–97; Deines 2017: 287–314; Hengel 2002: 561–65; Nodet and Taylor 1998: 230–37). Whether or not James had a successor from his family lineage in the (idealized) bishop’s chair in Jerusalem is a highly complicated matter involving several early Christian sources that need not occupy us here (Bauckham 1990: 70–94; Hengel and Schwemer 2019: 520–45). After all, there emerged a tradition, first attested in the fourth century, about a “throne of James” erected in Jerusalem at Mount Zion (Deines 2017: 290–99). In any case, this seems to be a later development emerging only after the death of James, according to which members of the family of Jesus, the so-called desposynoi, achieved higher ranks in early Christianity, in particular in “Jewish Christian” circles (Bauckham 1990: 125–30).

To conclude this section, we have to admit that the sources referring to the role of James in Jerusalem do not significantly augment our knowledge for the relationship between James and his brother Jesus in historical terms. Only by way of assumption, we may take it for granted that James here became more acquainted with the primary components of Jesus’s Galilean ministry that formed the basis for all materials collected and composed later in the Synoptic Gospel tradition. Jerusalem, in my view, makes the most sense as the locus for the earliest origins of the gospel tradition. To suppose that James took any part in that process, however, is to go beyond what we find in our sources.

James and Jesus in Galilee

When we turn now to the period of the Galilean origin and upbringing of Jesus and James, in historical terms the only feasible way to proceed is to ask whether they exhibit any common religious or cultural influences. Unfortunately, however, there is a dearth of contemporary Jewish sources on first-century Galilee as a distinct region, and non-Jewish sources shed even less light (Freyne 1980; Deines 2014: 79–80). What we learn from Josephus mostly concerns the Jewish revolt in the late 60s, including the several violent groups involved and the events preceding it. Nothing of this relates directly to James and his relatives, and conversely there are no hints that they had any part in the violent turmoil reported by Josephus for their lifetime (cf. Hengel 2011; Deines 2011: 403–48; Lichtenberger 2013). Recent studies on Galilee focus on the archaeological evidence (Reed 2000) and illuminate the overall cultural, religious, and social situation (Fiensy and Strange 2014–15; Freyne 2004; Schröter 2017b: 80–120; Zangenberg 2017). Unfortunately, to clarify the relationship between James and Jesus specifically, the sources are not sufficiently significant.

Most of our information about the origin and the education of James we gain by deduction from what we know about Jesus and his family (Deines 2017: 103–35). If it is only with caution that we may derive any knowledge from the gospels about the formal education of Jesus, this is all the more true with regard to his brother(s). What we can say with sufficient certainty is that they belonged to a pious Jewish family that counted themselves as members of a Davidic, that is, nonpriestly, lineage (Hultgren 2017b: 214–19; Hengel and Schwemer 2007: 291–94; Deines 2017: 114–19). The parents probably took care that the upbringing of at least their boys would be according to the values and requirements of Torah. Education and religious formation belonged to the preeminent tasks of any family in pre-rabbinic Judaism. Whether primary schools already existed in Galilee attached to synagogues at that time is a matter of debate (Hultgren 2017b: 219–27). The gospels give the impression that Jesus was familiar with Israel’s Scriptures and was able to quote passages from it by heart. According to Luke 4:16–19 he was even able to read from Scripture in a synagogue service. This may be true of James as well, but there are no reports about such activities of other members of Jesus’s family. We may point, at least, to the manifold use of and argument from Scripture quotations or biblical figures in the Epistle of James, although the passages referred to there are very popular and would not require any particular scholarly formation in Scripture (Foster 2014: 59–191; Popkes 1999: 213–29; Metzner 2017: 33). Moreover, such quotations or allusions refer to the Scripture in Greek, as far as we can see, and belong to a period when the letter writer would have lived in Jerusalem already for a long time, probably in Greek-speaking circles. The language spoken by James and Jesus in everyday life, however, was probably Aramaic, but this would not exclude any knowledge of Hebrew on the one hand or of Greek on the other. There has been recent discussion of Hebrew as a language alive in Galilee at least in religiously interested circles or families (Hultgren 2017a: 225–27). Some knowledge of Greek was certainly helpful for people belonging to the working class of ordinary artisans (Hengel and Schwemer 2007: 294–96).

The most important item reported about James and Jesus in the gospels is their personal distance from each other (Deines 2017: 103–35; Bauckham 1990: 46–57; Painter 1999: 11–41). This information is particularly reliable from a historical point of view, for no one in post-Easter circles of adherents of Jesus would dare to invent such stories in an environment where James very soon became a well-known authority. Although we are not told of any specific statements by James to his brother, according to Mark he belonged to the relatives of Jesus who tried to pull him back from public ministry into the circle of his family (Mark 3:31–35). That those in the vicinity as well were aware of his background follows from the story of Jesus coming to his native town together with his followers (Mark 6:1–3). James here explicitly appears among those known as sons and daughters of Mary, notably omitting their father. A third and very short notice on Jesus and his relatives reported only in Mark is the most provocative story about him in the entire gospel tradition: when Jesus comes to his house and many gather to listen to him, his relatives try to catch him because, as they say, “he is crazy” (Mark 3:20–21). As can be seen from these three pericopes, we can be quite sure that James did not take any positive part in the public ministry of Jesus in Galilee. Therefore, all assumptions about a tradition of sayings stemming from Jesus and quoted or reflected on in the Epistle of James remain without support from the sources.

Even the exact “biological” relation between James and Jesus is a matter of dispute, and this applies already to ancient sources. However, the reason for this issue emerges only at a later stage of literary tradition, when the interest in Jesus’s and James’s mother Mary steps into the foreground. Whereas in Luke (4:22) and John (1:45; 6:42) Jesus is called Joseph’s son without any concern and Mark reports about several of his brothers and sisters (Mark 6:3), in later sources beginning with Origen and his opponent Celsus, such statements are in tension with the belief in the virginity of Mary. From a historical perspective focused on James, we do not have to settle this question here. It suffices to point to the many and varied approaches to solving the problem as documented in ancient Christian sources (Deines 2017: 74–98).

James and Jesus in the New Testament Canon

In this final section, I will turn to the Epistle of James as part of the canon of the New Testament. Even for those who identify the letter as a pseudepigraphon, it belongs to the search for James and the Historical Jesus to answer the question of how the epistle became a letter attributed to James, the brother of the Lord (Konradt 2003: 16–53). If we take seriously the insight that “historical” is what is remembered (Schröter 2017a; Dunn 2003: 99–136), we have to ask what it means that the letter has been read and understood always, as far as we can see, as the voice of one of the closest relatives of Jesus, even if written only at a time after Jesus’s death and resurrection. Therefore, the perspective of readers of the New Testament as canonical—even if it is a perspective of readers in later periods of the reception history that we cannot reconstruct exactly by historical means—may contribute to a better understanding of the relationship between James and Jesus (Niebuhr 2022).

The history of the New Testament canon with regard to the so-called Catholic Epistles is difficult to reconstruct (Markschies 2012: 25–74; Lockett 2017; Nienhuis 2007: 29–97). The testimony for the letter of James is particularly faint and begins only with Origen at the end of the second century. By the middle of the fourth century, Jas is a fixed component within one unit among the collections of manuscripts (Sammlungseinheit: Trobisch 1996: 40–43) called “Catholic Epistles” (Niebuhr 2013). Whether or not that part of the canon was linked from the beginning with the Book of Acts—forming a Sammlungseinheit called the Apostolos—is a matter of dispute (Karrer 2020). Nevertheless, as a constitutive part of a collection of seven “apostolic” letters (if we follow terminology that combines the Pauline and the Lukan usage of the Greek term apostolos used in later manuscripts to describe the letter writers), usually placed at the head of the Catholic Epistles in the manuscript tradition of the New Testament, Jas has become a set of instructions, so to speak, for reading for the collection as a whole (Nienhuis 2007: 163–231; Nienhuis and Wall 2013).

This was important for two strategies for reading the New Testament, one strategy that focused on the relation to Jesus and a second one on the relation between the apostles. For the relation to Jesus, the evidence in both letters attributed to his brothers is sparse, to say the least. The prescript of the letter of Jude, however, presupposes this perspective when the author introduces himself to his readers as “Jude, slave of Jesus Christ, brother of James” (Jude 1). For any reader of the canon, therefore, both letters form a couple referring, through their authors, to Jesus Christ the Lord, and not any longer only to Jesus their sibling. In the most common ordering of the seven epistles in Greek manuscripts, moreover, the two letters written by brothers of Jesus frame the whole letter collection. Yet there is no hint of any concern about their “biological” relatedness to Jesus in the manuscript tradition. In contrast, several of the minuscule manuscripts from the ninth century and later in their superscriptions and subscriptions apply terms like adelphotheou (“brother of God”) to the letter authors.2 Considerations about the status of their mother before or after their conception are not matters of concern.

More important seems to be the role and authority of the relatives of Jesus over against the other apostles appearing as authors of other letters in the New Testament. As noted, the subscriptions and superscriptions to the Greek manuscripts point to their authority by applying the term apostolos to both James and Jude, although neither the gospels nor the Book of Acts uses this terminology for the brothers of Jesus. Nor does the term appear in their letter prescripts. Only Paul uses it for James (cf. Gal 1:19). The view expressed in the manuscript tradition, therefore, is a result of reading different writings of the New Testament from a common canonical perspective. The figure of James seen in that way ascends to the highest level, that of an apostle, for he interconnects the three main parts of the New Testament canon. In the gospels, he appears as a family member of Jesus, even if from a more distant perspective. In the Pauline letter collection, he figures as one of the most important leaders in the original church of Jerusalem. In the book of Acts, James together with Peter represent those in Jerusalem who united the original church with those churches newly founded by Paul and Barnabas, the ambassadors of the church of Antioch. In the letter of James, finally, he addresses the church as a whole as consisting of the twelve tribes in the dispersion. Only as part of the canonical collection do the addressees become the entirety of “all Christians,” consisting now exclusively of non-Jews. This was different, in my view, for the original audience of the letter (Niebuhr 2020a: 259).

The scene of the assembly of the apostles in Jerusalem contributes significantly to a picture of the church united by the apostles (Gal 2:1–10; Acts 15). After hard negotiations about the proper strategy of mission and a concerted defense against agitators—culminating with an agreement on the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ to all people—Peter together with James and John form an alliance of the apostles with Paul and Barnabas and thereby create a model of the church for all later generations (Niebuhr 2016).

Notes

1.Strikingly, in both references Josephus mentions the term C/christos as applied to Jesus. For older studies, cf. Winter (1973: 428–41).

2.Cf. the full documentation of superscriptions and subscriptions to the Greek manuscripts in Novum Testamentum Graecum: Editio Critica Maior (Aland et al. 2013: 1, 102, 403, 436). The most common Greek term used there for both authors is apostolos.
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Chapter 17


The Ecclesiology of the Catholic Epistles



David J. Downs

The English term “ecclesiology” derives from the Greek noun ekklēsia, a word often rendered “church” in English translations of the Bible. Among the collection of letters known as the “Catholic Epistles,” however, the word ekklēsia is used only once in James (5:14) and three times in 3 John (1:6, 9, 10). By contrast, the noun ekklēsia occurs sixty-two times in the thirteen letters attributed to Paul in the New Testament. The relative infrequency of the noun ekklēsia in the Catholic Epistles—and its complete absence from 1 Peter, 2 Peter, 1 John, 2 John, and Jude—does not mean that there is a limited or no concept of “church” in these writings, however. Instead, a variety of terms and images are employed in these writings (including James and 3 John) in the construction and presentation of the Christ-following communities in and for which these letters were written.

While acknowledging the diverse portrayals and descriptors of Christ-followers in the Catholic Epistles, it can still be helpful to employ the broad term “church” as a classification for the groups addressed and imaged in the Catholic Epistles. Thus, in this essay we shall consider the following three questions: (1) How is the church’s identity depicted in the writings of the Catholic Epistles? (2) What is the work and/or mission of the church in the Catholic Epistles? (3) What, if anything, is indicated or implied about the ordering and structures of the church? The bulk of the essay will consider these questions with regard to each of the seven writings that make up this group of letters. Thus, the inquiry will be framed in literary-theological terms and will focus on the presentation of “church” within the letters rather than dwelling on histories behind the texts.1 In the final section, we shall briefly reflect on the ecclesiology of the Catholic Epistles in light of the canonical form and placement of this collection. Before turning to the letters themselves, however, it is worth assessing an influential, if not also problematic and now somewhat dated, analytical framework for the ecclesiology of these writings.

“Early Catholicism” and the Catholic Epistles

In a famous essay first published in 1952, Ernst Käsemann (1964: 169) critiqued 2 Peter as “from beginning to end a document expressing an early Catholic viewpoint and … perhaps the most dubious writing in the canon.” Käsemann concludes his essay with a series of pointed rhetorical questions, reflecting the results of his exegetical analysis of 2 Peter. In these questions, Käsemann reveals his disdain for 2 Peter because it stands as a signal representative of “early Catholicism”:


What have we to say about an eschatology, which, like that of our epistle, is concerned only with the hope of the triumphal entry of believers into the eternal kingdom and with the destruction of the ungodly?

What have we to say about the canon, in which II Peter has a place as the clearest possible testimony to the onset of early Catholicism?

What have we to say about a Church, which is so concerned to defend herself against heretics, that she no longer distinguishes between Spirit and letter; that she identifies the Gospel with her own tradition and, further, with a particular religious world-view; that she regulates exegesis according to her system of teaching authority and makes faith into a mere assent to the dogmas of orthodoxy? (195)



That Käsemann in this essay does not provide a succinct definition of “early Catholicism,” or Frühkatholizismus, is perhaps an indication of the popularity of that particular interpretive category among German New Testament scholars in the middle of the twentieth century. But Käsemann’s concluding questions, together with the essay that precedes it, identify several key elements of “early Catholicism,” as the concept was understood and used by Käsemann and many others at that time. Emerging out of the German Lutheranism of the Tübingen School associated with F. C. Baur (1792–1860), as well as the writings of Ernst Troeltsch (1865–1923), ostensibly the first writer to use the term Frühkatholizismus, the concept of “early Catholicism” was employed to describe an alleged shift from the charismatically organized Christian communities of the first generation to more institutionalized forms of the Christian movement in its second and third generations. Important components of “early Catholicism,” in the history of the term’s usage, have included (1) an amplified emphasis on tradition; (2) the collection and organization of an apostolic canon; (3) the replacement of the charismatic community with a hierarchically structured, institutional church; (4) a growing distinction between clergy and laity; (5) a static conception of faith, the object of which becomes an orthodox doctrine defined in opposition to various “heresies”; (6) an increased “sacramentalism,” leading to a view of the church as the Una Sancta; and (7) a diminished apocalyptic perspective, characterized particularly by a fading expectation of the parousia (Downs 2005: 642).

At one point or another, and for one reason or another, all the writings of the so-called Catholic Epistles have been categorized as representatives of “early Catholicism.” Yet in more recent years the utility of the concept of Frühkatholizismus has been questioned for a variety of reasons, not least because of the implicit (and perhaps inherently Protestant) yet anachronistic and value-laden assumption that any move toward institutionalization reflects a “fall” into legalism from the pristine form of grace-filled and democratic Christianity at its origins (Elliott 1969; Hahn 1978; Neufeld 1981; Downs 2005). Not only is the concept of “early Catholicism” frequently used without being clearly defined, but texts described as “early Catholic” documents often do not stand up to scrutiny when evaluated for the allegedly defining characteristics of Frühkatholizismus. As C. Clifton Black (1986: 157–58) pointed out more than thirty years ago, “[The] standards that have customarily been employed for defining and eliciting ‘early Catholicism’ basically constitute a set of sociological tendencies displayed by most complex organizations of human beings, especially religious organizations. They are not, for the most part, essentially or even distinctively Catholic characteristics at all.” This essay will mainly take up questions of leadership and organization in the Catholic Epistles rather than an allegedly diminished expectation of Christ’s return or an increased emphasis on the importance of “tradition.” Yet particularly in matters of governance and structure, we shall see that these letters do not offer anything like the detailed and institutionalized forms of ecclesiastical organization that are purported to be at the heart of “early Catholicism.” One looks in vain, that is, for the telltale sign of “early Catholicism” in the Catholic Epistles, namely, according to one of its earliest and most influential definitions, “that peculiar form of the Christian priesthood, the episcopate, with which the new Christian Bible or the New Testament was closely connected, the emphasis on a genuine tradition, secured by the bishops, and the development of the sacramental idea, which ascribed a miraculous power to the new ceremonies, and which ordained that the Sacrament was only valid within a properly constituted Christian community through the hands of the regular clergy” (Troeltsch 1931: 91).

James

The Letter of James is addressed to “the twelve tribes in the Dispersion” (1:1). Some have understood the tribal and diaspora language in the salutation to be metaphorical, so that Israel and the experience of exile are redefined in a symbolic reference to Christ-followers everywhere, regardless of their ethnicity or particular geographical location. (For a full discussion, see Allison 2013: 32–50.) This interpretation is perhaps supported by 1 Pet 1:1, where recipients are addressed as “exiles of the Dispersion” in the context of a letter that more obviously employs texts and images from the Jewish tradition in the construction of a distinct “Christian” identity. Others, however, have contended that there is nothing metaphorical about the “twelve tribes of the Dispersion” in Jas 1:1 and that, therefore, the letter is addressed to Jews from the Diaspora, perhaps both Christ-followers and non-Christ-followers (so Allison 2013; cf. Marcus 2014). However the address in James is to be understood, the language of “twelve tribes in the Dispersion” does not recur elsewhere in the epistle. Instead, the preferred designation for readers is “brothers and sisters” (1:2, 16, 19; 2:1, 5, 14; 3:1, 10, 12; 4:11; 5:7, 9, 10, 12, 19; cf. 1:9; 2:15; and 4:11, where the singular adelphos or adelphē is used), a term thrice qualified by the adjective “beloved” (agapētoi, 1:16, 19; 2:5).2 In James, the Twelve Tribes are members of a singular family.

A wisdom letter, James does not offer any extended reflection on the nature or identity of the church. Yet James is one of two writings in the collection of the Catholic Epistles to employ the noun ekklēsia, which is found in the context of instruction about how the “elders of the church” should be summoned to pray for the sick and anoint them with oil in the name of the Lord (5:14). The letter offers other glimpses of the communal practices of the ekklēsia. James 5:13–18, for example, suggests that the ekklēsia is to be characterized by communal practices of prayer (including particularly prayer for the sick), singing, and confession of sin. Earlier in the epistle there is the implication that the “assembly” (or “synagogue,” synagōgē) gathers together in a community meeting that at least potentially features both wealthy persons who might be invited to sit and poor persons who are requested to stand or sit at the feet of others (2:1–7). The author is opposed to favoritism on behalf of the rich, a position that coheres with his insistence that the nature of religion is to show practical care for distressed orphans and widows and for individuals to keep themselves unstained by the world (1:27; cf. 2:16). There is no hint in James that a “church” (ekklēsia) is something distinguishable from a “synagogue” (synagōgē), for the terms are used synonymously (Allison 2015).

Although elders (presbyteroi) are mentioned in Jas 5:14, very little information about leadership positions or structures can be gleaned from the epistle. It is not clear whether the “elders” called to pray for the sick were a defined leadership body or simply senior members of the community, distinguished by their age and not by any official role. Similarly, those who might want to become “teachers” are warned that teachers will be judged with greater strictness (3:1–2), but it is not clear that “teacher” was a defined office among the communities to which the letter is written. There is also a reference to “the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord” in Jas 5:10. It is most likely that this denotes Old Testament prophets, however, as is suggested by the reference to Job in the ensuing verse.

1 Peter

While the author of 1 Peter does not use the word ekklēsia, the letter employs a striking number of images to describe those labeled—perhaps for the first time in literature produced by Christ-followers—“Christians” (Christianoi, 1 Pet 4:16; cf. 4:14). The letter opens with an address by “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ,” to “the exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia” (1:1; cf. 1:17 and the reference to Babylon in 5:13). If the nature of exilic language in the Letter of James is at least potentially used nonmetaphorically to address ethnic Jews who reside outside of Palestine, in 1 Peter diaspora is part of a cluster of images taken from Israel’s Scriptures and applied to communities of (largely) Gentile “Christians” (cf. 1:14, 18, 21; 2:10; 4:3), whether the language of exile refers metaphorically to Christ-followers as estranged from their true home in heaven or whether these “aliens and strangers” (2:11) are alienated from their neighbors on the basis of their allegiance to Christ (see Elliott 2005; Dunning 2009: 9–12). At the beginning of 1 Peter, for example, the author claims that it was revealed to Old Testament prophets “that they were serving not themselves but you, in regard to the things that have now been announced to you through those who brought you good news by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven—things into which angels long to look” (1:12). Israel’s prophetic writings are thus read in 1 Peter as providing messages to present-day readers, messages about both the salvation available in Christ (1:10) and the suffering and glory that those who bear the name of Christ will experience (1:11; cf. 1:6–7; 2:19–25; 3:13–20; 4:1–6, 12–19; 5:1–11; see Egan 2016). In 1 Peter 2, also with imagery drawn from the Jewish Scriptures, readers are said to be “like living stones” and exhorted to “let [them]selves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” (2:5). Later, Christians are figured as “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you might proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light” (2:9). The characterization of all Christians in priestly terms in 1 Pet 2:9 is a move that would prove influential for later ecclesiological discussions, not least during the time of the Protestant Reformation.3

Aside from general ethical instruction such as the calls to holiness (1:15–16), mutual love (1:22), and hospitality (4:8–9), the author of 1 Peter alludes to at least two practices of the churches that merit mention. The first is a general posture of missional engagement toward outsiders. Among all the writings of the Catholic Epistles, it might be said that 1 Peter evinces the strongest sense of and call to what might be called a missional ecclesiology. Certainly the author emphasizes the importance of intramural love among the “brotherhood” (adelphotēs, 5.9) of those whom he addresses as “beloved” (4:12). Yet especially in 1 Pet 2:11–4:11 there exists a series of injunctions to perform “good works” in the sight of outsiders so that non-Christians, even if they exhibit hostility toward the Christ-believing community, may be impressed with the godly witness of those who suffer (2:11–12, 13–17; 3:1–2, 13–17). The saying in 1 Pet 2:12 is programmatic in this regard: “Conduct yourselves honorably among the Gentiles, so that, though they malign you as evildoers, they may see your honorable deeds and glorify God when he comes to judge.” As Torrey Seland (2009: 589) writes, “1 Peter should thus be read as a missional letter, encouraging the members of the emerging churches—in spite of their perilous lives—to live the gospel by works and words, thus promoting the mission of God in the world and the praise due to him alone.”4

The second notable Christian practice in 1 Peter is baptism. Mentioned directly only in 1 Peter among the Catholic Epistles, baptism is said to have been prefigured by Noah’s salvation through water (3:20–21). While the ritual practice of baptism is not described in detail in 1 Peter, the author does reflect upon the soteriological significance of the rite: “And baptism, which this [i.e., the Noah story] prefigured, now saves you—not as a removal of dirt from the body, but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers made subject to him” (3:21–22).

First Peter does not reveal much about ecclesiological organization among the “exiles of the Dispersion.” The purported author, Peter, identifies himself as an “apostle” (1:1), and the letter assumes that Peter’s instruction should be followed by Christians in Asia Minor. If the “sister church in Babylon” (5:13) is a reference to the Christ-following community in Rome, as many have argued, then 1 Peter could potentially bear witness to the importance of the Roman church at an early period (so O’Collins 2018), although the rhetoric of the letter ascribes authority to the voice of Peter himself rather than to any Christ-following community with which Peter might be associated. Some type of leadership structure is assumed in the charge of Peter, an elder (presbyteros), to “the elders among you” in 1 Pet 5:1–5. Elders (presbyteroi) among the churches in Asia Minor are exhorted “to tend the flock of God that is in your charge, exercising the oversight, not under compulsion but willingly, as God would have you do it—not for sordid gain but eagerly” (5:2; for the image of leaders as shepherds, see Acts 20:28; Eph 4:11; Ign. Phld. 2.1; Ign. Rom. 9.1; Herm. Vis. 5.5; Herm. Sim. 9.31.5–6). These elders are to be “examples to the flock” (1 Pet 5:3). Moreover, those who are younger (neōteroi) are instructed to “accept the authority of the elders” (5:5). Given the household imagery used to describe the community (4:17) and the household code (2:11–3:12), it may be the case that the presbyteroi in 1 Peter are not merely older persons but household heads who, because of their age and status within the Christian communities, were responsible for leading household churches.

2 Peter

Like Jude, the letter from which it ostensibly draws source material, 2 Peter is concerned to exhort readers against the dangers of false teachers. In this sense, and also like Jude, forms of direct address in 2 Peter, such as “brothers and sisters” (1:10) and “beloved” (3:14, 17; cf. 3:15: “our beloved brother Paul”), contrast readers with “false teachers” (pseudodidaskaloi, 2:1), whom the author does not specifically name but consistently calls “they/them” and other polemical epithets (e.g., “irrational animals, mere creatures of instinct,” 2:12; “blots and blemishes,” 2:13; “accursed children,” 2:14; “waterless springs and mists driven by a storm,” 2:17). This rhetoric serves to create an oppositional identity that divides “those who have received a faith as precious as ours” (1:1) from the false teachers who the author believes are threatening that faith.

Once again, not much is said in 2 Peter about the practices of those called brothers and sisters. In a discussion of prophecy, the author states, “First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation because no prophecy ever came by human will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (1:20–21). The author appears to be referring to prophetic writings in the Old Testament rather than contemporary prophetic utterances (cf. 3:10). Whether the phrase idias epilyseōs ou ginetai is a reference to one’s own interpretation of Old Testament prophetic writings (so the NRSV) or a statement about the divine origins of prophetic writings (so the NIV: “no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation of things”) is debated (see Green 2008: 231–32). If the former option is taken, however, then perhaps the author imagines, if not a communal interpretation of Scripture, at least a communal discernment of the interpretation of prophetic texts.

That those addressed in 2 Peter shared some common meals is implied in 2 Pet 2:13: “They are blots and blemishes, reveling in their dissipation while they feast with you (syneuōchoumenoi hymin).” It is often inferred that this meal is similar to the “love feast” of Jude 12 or even the Lord’s Supper mentioned in 1 Cor 11:17–34. Yet the text of 2 Pet 2:13 does not provide any clear information about the antecedent(s), structure, or practices of these communal meals, aside from the fact that those whom the author declares to be “false teachers” were present at them, much to the author’s dismay.

It almost goes without saying that the writing, sharing, and collecting of letters was a key practice among many early Christian churches. Second Peter bears distinct witness to the importance of letters for nascent Christian communities. Whatever judgment is made about the historical author of 2 Peter, the epistle indicates an awareness of both 1 Peter (3:1) and a collection of Paul’s letters (3:15–16), the latter of which are grouped among “the other Scriptures.” Thus, 2 Peter offers significant evidence for the “bookish” nature of early Christian practice (Hurtado 2016; Barclay 2018).

Even more than 1 Peter, the epistle called 2 Peter claims authority on the basis of eyewitness apostolic testimony, even as the author, “Peter,” contemplates his impending death (1:14). The letter purports to be written by “Simeon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ” (1:1). Eyewitness testimony features prominently in the author’s opposition to the “devised myths” of his opponents, for in 2 Pet 1:16–19 the author claims to have witnessed Jesus’s transfiguration (Matt 17:1–8), an affirmation that lends support to the author’s apostolic authority. Interestingly, however, while the author of 2 Peter implies, perhaps even asserts his apostolic authority, he does not defend it against opposition. Like its source, Jude, 2 Peter labels opponents as those “who despise authority” (2:10, kyriotētos kataphronountas). Yet the “authority” in question in 2 Pet 2:10 is most likely the ruling lordship of the Lord Jesus Christ, not the apostolic authority of “Peter.” The author does refer to “the commandment of the Lord and Savior spoken through your apostles” (2 Pet 3:2), indicating the author’s awareness of a larger circle of apostles.5 Yet aside from references to the author as an apostle and to other apostles here, there are no other references to ecclesiastical leadership in 2 Peter.

1, 2, and 3 John

Any discussion of the ecclesiology of the Johannine letters stands under the shadow of debates about the existence of a so-called Johannine community. Beginning in the mid-twentieth century, influential writings by J. Louis Martyn and Raymond Brown, among others, interpreted the Johannine epistles as products of a distinguishable and, in some analyses, sectarian community of Christ-followers that also produced the Gospel of John. The “Johannine community” hypothesis has come under fire in recent years, not least because of the tendency of some to interpret the Fourth Gospel along sectarian and almost allegorical lines (see Culpepper and Anderson 2014; Méndez 2020). Leaving aside the relationship between the Johannine epistles and the Gospel of John, the question whether 1, 2, and 3 John come from the hand of a common author has featured in this debate. First John is anonymous, whereas 2 John and 3 John are attributed to an unnamed “elder” (presbyteros, 2 John 1; 3 John 1). Common authorship of the Johannine epistles will be assumed in this essay, and the three letters will be treated together, although good arguments can be made that “the elder” of 2 and 3 John should not be identified with the author of 1 John (so Lieu 2014; on the larger question of a “Johannine community” in relation to the Gospel of John, see the essay by Wright in this volume).

Whatever one thinks of the historical question of authorship, the Johannine epistles employ a relatively high concentration of familial imagery to frame the identity of readers to whom the letters are addressed. This language is especially prominent in 1 John, where the author repeatedly designates or addresses his audience as “(little) children” (2:1, 12, 18, 28; 3:7, 18; 4:4; 5:21; cf. 3 John 4), “beloved” (2:7; 3:21; 4:1, 7, 11; cf. 3 John 2, 5), or “brothers and sisters” (2:9, 10, 11; 3:10, 13, 15, 17; 4:20–21; 5:16; cf. 3 John 3, 5). Similarly, the image of the community as a household comprised of little children, fathers, and young people is employed in 1 John 2:12–14. Not only are readers imaged as members of a common family and siblings of one another in 1 John; they are also frequently described as “children of God” (3:1, 10; 5:2, 19), and this identity is contrasted with those who are labeled “children of the devil” (3:10). While the author of the Johannine epistles is opposed to false teachers who might penetrate or even be part of his communities, he also constructs an oppositional identity that contrasts believers with “the world” that knows neither God’s son nor God’s children (1 John 2:15–17; 3:1, 13; 4:1–5; 5:4–5, 19; cf. 2 John 7).

Although affective and familial imagery is not altogether absent from 2 and 3 John (see 2 John 1; 3 John 2–5), these short letters offer distinct images for God’s people. Second John is addressed by “the elder to the elect lady (eklektē kyria) and her children” (v. 1; cf. v. 5: “dear lady”). The letter concludes, “The children of your elect sister (ta tekna tēs adelphēs sou tēs eklektēs) send you their greetings” (v. 13), suggesting that this is symbolic imagery that portrays local churches as “elect ladies” and members of these churches as children. Thus, in 2 John the “children” (tekna) are depicted as progeny of the lady church, rather than as children of God. While 3 John also claims to be written by “the elder,” it is addressed to an individual, Gaius, rather than a church. Yet 3 John, along with James, is one of two letters in the Catholic Epistles that employs the term ekklēsia (vv. 6, 9, 10). In addition to the familiar imagery that it shares with 1 John, 3 John also describes members of these ekklēsiai as “co-workers with the truth” (synergoi tē alētheia) and “friends” (philoi, v. 15).

The central virtue and requirement for the community of the Johannine epistles is love. Love is defined by the self-giving death of Jesus (1 John 3:16), an exemplary act that demonstrates what mutual love should look like among the “brothers and sisters” to whom the elder writes (1 John 2:9–11; 3:11–18, 23; 4:7–12, 16–21; 2 John 5–6; 3 John 6). In practical terms, love involves the obligation to help a brother or sister in need (1 John 3:17) and showing hospitality to itinerant “brothers” who visit the ekklēsia (3 John 5–8). As for other communal practices, it is possible that the charge to “confess our sins” in 1 John 1:9 indicates “a public, corporate context for such confession,” although this is uncertain (Lieu 2008: 58). Similarly, some have suggested that the mention of anointing in 1 John (2:20, 27) alludes to the practice of baptism, but this reference is oblique at best. There are no clear references to Christian sacraments in the Johannine epistles.

Additionally, very little is revealed about the ordering and structures of the churches known to the author of 1, 2, and 3 John. It is possible that the title claimed by the writer of 2–3 John, prebyteros, refers to the author’s position and leadership within the network of Christ-followers to which he is known, in addition to his advanced age. Certainly the author of the Johannine epistles assumes the prerogative to provide theological, ethical, and practical instruction to those who read his missives, even while he acknowledges the existence of those who do not align with his teaching—such as false prophets (1 John 4:1–3)—and who do not welcome his friends (2 John 7–11; 3 John 9–10). Yet there are no “offices” mentioned aside from the ambiguous reference to the “presbyter” in 2–3 John (Black 1986: 137–39).

Jude

The brief letter of Jude is particularly concerned to exhort readers to “contend for the faith that was entrusted once for all to the saints” (v. 3) and to reject the ungodly teaching and practices of certain individuals whom the author believes have the potential to influence these readers. At the beginning of the letter, the author—identified only as “Jude, a slave of Jesus Christ and brother of James” (v. 1)—addresses readers as “those who are called, who are beloved in God the Father and kept safe for Jesus Christ” (v. 2).6 Elsewhere, “beloved” (agapētoi) is the author’s favored designation for the people to whom he writes (vv. 3, 17, 20). On one hand, this label would appear to suggest that the author and recipients share a close bond—or at least that the writer aspires to, or rhetorically constructs, such a relationship between himself and those loved by God and by him, taking the prepositional phrase en theō patri in v. 1 as instrumental (“by God the Father”). At the same time, the term “beloved” is more than a friendly moniker, for it also features in the formation of an oppositional identity throughout the letter, an identity through which the author and his beloved recipients are sharply contrasted with the false teachers. These opponents are not named but are instead consistently marked as “these” people (“these dreamers,” v. 8; “these people,” v. 10; “these are blemishes,” v. 12; “these are grumblers and malcontents,” v. 16; “these worldly people,” v. 19). Similarly, the litany of biblical examples of God’s salvation of a people from the land of Egypt and God’s judgment upon “those who did not believe” in vv. 5–16 frames the false teachers as enemies of the author and his group, even if the writer holds out the possibility that “these worldly people” might turn from their divisive ways and join the group of the “beloved” (esp. vv. 22–23). Thus, while the identity of the church is not a topic of explicit reflection in the letter of Jude, the author characterizes himself and “the beloved” as those who together contend for the true faith against ungodly intruders.

Almost nothing is suggested in the letter of Jude about the organization of Christ-following communities. In the opening address, the author identifies himself as “a slave of Jesus Christ and brother of James” (v. 1). While this designation may assist in the author’s assertion of his authority by connecting him with his master, Jesus Christ, and by subtly identifying him as the brother of the Lord, it does not denote an official “title” or ecclesiastical role. Indeed, although it is an argument from silence, it is intriguing that in his opposition to the false teachers the author does not appeal to his personal authority as a church leader. The author accuses his opponents of being those who reject authority (kyriotēta, v. 8), yet in context this polemic appears to insinuate a rejection of the ruling lordship of Christ. There is also an exhortation to “remember the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 17), but even in this mention of apostles what is evoked is a saying of the apostles, not their ecclesiastical authority.

The most direct and important reference to the work of the community in the letter of Jude is the mention of communal meals, or “love-feasts,” in v. 12: “These are blemishes on your love-feasts, while they feast with you without fear, feeding themselves.” Since the allusion is so brief, it is difficult to know what practices might have accompanied these gatherings or what role these meals might have played in the formation of communal identity among the Christ-followers to whom the epistle is written. The author, of course, is troubled that his opponents are participants in these feasts. That this common meal is termed a “love-feast” (agapē)—a description found first in Jude but also picked up in later Christian literature (Ign. Smyrn. 8.1; Clement of Alexandria, Paed. 2.4.3; 2.4.5; Tertullian, Apol. 39.16)—is perhaps an indication that at this early stage the common meal, and thus the community that shared in it, was known for and characterized by communal practices of love. Yet the letter of Jude does not give a clear indication of what love practices might have been adopted by nascent churches at this time.

The Ecclesiology of the Catholic Epistles in Canonical Context

This essay has focused on the ecclesiology of the discrete documents that make up the collection called the “Catholic Epistles,” although already the decision to combine the Johannine epistles has identified a collection within this collection. Such an atomizing approach has the advantage of allowing individual letters within the New Testament canon to be heard on their own terms, respecting the diversity of these early Christian witnesses to the nature and mission of the church. Yet a decision to concentrate on the ecclesiology of particular documents is not the only and, some would contend, perhaps not the best way to organize a discussion of “the Ecclesiology of the Catholic Epistles.” Several recent studies have emphasized the importance of interpreting the Catholic Epistles as a discrete collection of seven letters and of reading this letter collection in relation to its placement within the larger canon of Christian Scripture (Niebuhr 2003; Nienhuis 2007; Nienhuis and Wall 2013; Lockett 2017). Without wading too deeply into debates about canonical interpretations of the Catholic Epistles, it will be helpful briefly to suggest at least two ways in which attention to the canonical shape of this letter collection might bear upon questions of ecclesiology.

First, it might be suggested that, while individually the letters in this collection do not communicate a great deal about ecclesiastical organization and leadership, the collection itself highlights the importance of apostolic teachers, for each letter is named after an esteemed figure. Indeed, it has often been observed that the canonical ordering of the Catholic Epistles—sequentially featuring letters attributed to James, Peter, and John—mirrors Paul’s listing of the Jerusalem “pillars” in Gal 2:9, a point that some have suggested frames this collection as representative of apostolic teaching. Additionally, it has been argued that the fact that the collection opens with James and concludes with Jude provides a framework in which letters from Jesus’s brothers bracket “the entire collection, thereby guaranteeing their religious authority and importance for the future of the church catholic” (Nienhuis and Wall 2013: 47). Thus, the lack of attention to matters of ecclesiastical organization in the individual letters of the Catholic Epistles could be interpreted as a consequence of the fact that the apostolic voices purported to have authored this teaching are themselves guarantors of the tradition and the authorized voices of “the church.”

In addition, perhaps, to an implicit ecclesiology reflected in the canonical order of the Catholic Epistles, a monograph by David R. Nienhuis and Robert W. Wall (2013) offers an innovative attempt to discern a coherent ecclesiology at the textual level within this seven-letter collection. Nienhuis and Wall draw upon Tertullian’s version of the Rule of Faith in order to identify five theological loci that offer hermeneutical guides for their own canonical reading of the Catholic Epistles (72–73). One aspect of this Rule of Faith touches upon ecclesiological issues: “The community of the Spirit forms loving fellowship with God as members follow God’s word” (72). In ensuing chapters, Nienhuis and Wall offer short commentaries on the epistles of James, Peter, John, and Jude, each scriptural commentary followed by a set of reflections on the categories generated by Tertullian’s Rule of Faith: (1) the Creator God; (2) Christ Jesus; (3) the Community of the Spirit; (4) Christian Discipleship; and (5) Consummation in a New Creation. In the book’s conclusion, the authors provide a synthetic account titled “The Unifying Theology of the CE Collection” (257–72). Beginning with the observation that “James puts into play the collection’s principal conception of the church as a Diaspora community, constituted by a poor and powerless membership, who, though tested by many trials (1:2), wisely befriend God rather than the world” (2013: 263), the authors attempt to paint a coherent picture of “the church” in this collection of seven letters. Nienhuis and Wall’s synthetic canonical project has been sharply critiqued by some (e.g., Kloppenborg 2015), and it likely will not appeal to those who do not share their theological and ecclesiastical convictions. Yet for those who read the Catholic Epistles as a coherent collection within Christian Scripture there is much to appreciate in this canonical approach.

Notes

1.It is, of course, possible that any one, or even each one, of the Catholic Epistles might be a pseudonymous (or, in the case of 1 John, anonymous) literary fiction. (For a recent attempt to argue this for the Johannine epistles, though with some confusion regarding differences between anonymity and pseudonymity, see Méndez 2020.) This essay will leave historical-critical questions of authorship and date to others in this volume and focus instead on the presentation of the letters themselves.

2.This usage raises a vexing translational issue that is present in all of the Catholic Epistles: should the masculine plural adelphoi be translated “brothers” or “brothers and sisters”? I have followed the NRSV in using the gender-inclusive rendering, although it is possible that some authors intended their missives only for male readers. In James, a gender-inclusive translation of adelphoi is demanded by the use of the feminine adelphē in Jas 2:15, a noun which indicates that women are part of the implied audience.

3.A nonpolemical study of the reception of 1 Peter’s concept of “royal priesthood” remains something of a lacuna in English-speaking scholarship (but see Gäckle [2014] for a foundational background study). For discussion of the notion of universal priesthood among Protestant Reformers, see Avis (1981: 95–108).

4.It has been suggested that the language of “doing good” or “good works” (2:12, 14, 15, 20; 3:6, 11, 13, 16, 17; 4:19) in 1 Peter refers to civic benefaction (Winter 1994: 12–40). However, this view is unconvincing. Not only is it highly unlikely that communities of Christ-followers in Asia Minor would have had the economic means to resource public benefactions, but the author of 1 Peter assumes that “doing good” and “good works” will result in suffering, not public honor (2:20; 3:14, 16–17; 4:19; see Williams 2014).

5.Sometimes the phrase “your apostles” is said to reflect a group to which the real author of 2 Peter is aware he does not belong. Such an interpretation minimizes the literary context of this reference, for “Peter” claims to be an “apostle of Jesus Christ” in 2 Pet 1:1. The phrase “your apostles” (3:2) could easily refer to the apostles who bore witness to Jesus Christ to readers of the letter (Green 2008).

6.There is a text-critical issue in Jude 1 because some ancient manuscripts identify the recipients as those “sanctified (ēgiasmenois) in [or ‘by’] God the Father.”
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Chapter 18


Apocalyptic Traditions in the Catholic Epistles



Katie Marcar

Defining “Apocalypse” and “Apocalyptic”

The aim of this essay is to examine the influence of apocalyptic literature and the significance of apocalyptic themes in the Catholic Epistles. The terms “apocalypse” and “apocalyptic” conjure up associations of strange beings, esoteric knowledge, and otherworldly realms in popular and scholarly imagination alike (Collins 2000, 2014). Within the academic study of Second Temple Judaism, early Christianity, and related disciplines, these terms have specific, technical definitions (Sturm 1989; Collins 1991: 11–13). According to a widely accepted definition, an apocalypse is


a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, in which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient, disclosing a transcendent reality which is both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial insofar as it involves another, supernatural world.

(Collins 1979: 9, italics original; cf. Collins 2016: 5)



As an adjective, “apocalyptic” usually denotes the distinctive elements found in apocalypses (Collins 1991: 13). The best-known apocalypses are Daniel, 1 Enoch, 4 Ezra, 2 Baruch, and Revelation, the only apocalypse in the New Testament.

None of the Catholic Epistles is an apocalypse. However, they all have apocalyptic features because they share particular worldviews, themes, and interests found in apocalypses. In the apocalyptic worldview, Collins (2016: 9) writes, “the world is mysterious and revelation must be transmitted from a supernatural source, through the mediation of angels; there is a hidden world of angels and demons that is directly relevant to human destiny; and this destiny is finally determined by a definitive eschatological judgment.” This essay will demonstrate that the epistemology, cosmology, and eschatology of the Catholic Epistles is fundamentally apocalyptic in nature. The following themes will therefore provide the framework for this investigation (see esp. Collins 2000: 147):


1. The revelation of hidden wisdom, along with the themes of secrecy and ineffability (Rowland 1982; Adler 1996: 10).

2. Interest in supernatural worlds and the impact of those worlds on earth (Dennis 2008; Coblentz Bautch 2014: 69–73).

3. Prominence of supernatural beings, such as angels and demons, and their interactions with and influence on humanity (Dennis 2008).

4. Expectation of final judgment, of both individuals and groups. This expectation often includes discussion of those who are righteous, chosen, or elected, and those who are wicked and destined for judgment and punishment.



Finally, the settings of apocalyptic texts are often identified as times of crisis, and their function is often to provide exhortation and comfort in the wake of these crises (Collins 2016: 50–52). Most of the Catholic Epistles reflect situations of suffering and difficulty, fertile soil for the propagation of apocalyptic ideas, which contrast the visible reality of the world with the more significant unseen reality of the outworking of God’s divine plan.

James

By genre, James is both an epistle and a wisdom text (Cheung and Yu 2019; Wold 2019). The relationship between wisdom and apocalyptic has been a contested question in the history of scholarship (Goff 2014; Wright and Wills 2005; Collins 1993). Due especially to the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, recent scholarship views the genres of wisdom and apocalyptic as overlapping and interrelated (Stone 1976; Goff 2014). This is certainly the case with James, as its similarities to 4QInstruction, a Qumran wisdom text with apocalyptic themes, illustrates (Wold 2019). Several studies have recently appeared examining apocalyptic traditions in James (Jackson-McCabe 1996; Wachob 2002; Hartin 2005; Tiller 2005). Kovalishyn (2017: 306) identifies the letter as an exemplar of “apocalyptic wisdom” in which “the apocalyptic worldview has permeated the thinking of this early Christian sage and imbued all his practical advice with a new eschatological urgency and a renewed role for Wisdom.”

In its very first verse, the epistle of James addresses “the twelve tribes in the Dispersion,” a salutation which Jackson-McCabe (1996) argues is apocalyptically and eschatologically charged. Despite the fact that the twelve tribes of Israel had disappeared with the destruction of the Northern Kingdom in 722 bce, Jewish writings evince hope for their eschatological restoration (Ezek 37:19–24; Jer 3:18; Sir 36:13). As Hartin (2005: 158) writes of James’s addressees, “In them the eschatological hope of Israel’s past reaches fulfilment” in that “[t]he beginning of the end time occurs with this Jewish-Christian community, which is the twelve-tribe people.” The prescript foreshadows the dense saturation of Jewish tradition in the letter and its inaugurated eschatology. Structural similarities between James and, e.g., the Epistle of Enoch additionally suggest that the medium and message of this early Christian letter are complementary in a manner witnessed in Jewish apocalyptic (162–65).

James (for simplicity, identified here as the author) reflects on the nature of wisdom in two illustrative passages (1:5–8; 3:13–17). In Jas 1:5, the author writes, “If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask God, who gives to all generously and ungrudgingly, and it will be given you.” Later, in Jas 3:13, he asks, “Who is wise and understanding among you?” before exhorting his recipients to lead lives characterized by this wisdom, in contrast to wisdom that is “earthly, unspiritual, devilish” (3:15). A number of elements in these passages demonstrate that James’s epistemology and theology is bound up with his cosmology (cf. Lockett 2008). God is “above” (i.e., in heaven: 1:17, 3:15, 17; Jackson-McCabe 1996: 508–10). From above, he is described as the source of pure wisdom and truth in a manner that recalls the characterization of Wisdom in 1 En. 42.1–3 (Jas 3:14, 17; Kovalishyn 2017: 296–97). Divine wisdom is about more than living well in this life. When these passages are read together, it becomes plain that “the wisdom from above is directed not simply toward a specific moral type of life, but toward regeneration and rebirth” (Hartin 2005: 157). Through their regeneration, believers thus become the “first fruits” (Jas 1:18) of an eschatological salvation which has already commenced. There is a stark contrast between God’s wisdom and what comes from the devil, who spreads lies; and it “does not come from above” and is “earthly, unspiritual, devilish” (3:15; on Gehenna in James, cf. Lockett 2008: 154–55). This demonic “wisdom” is associated with “disorder and wickedness of every kind” (Jas 3:16), and James carefully avoids calling the opposite of what comes from God “wisdom” (Kovalishyn 2017: 297). While James does not depict God revealing hidden mysteries through visions or heavenly journeys, he is operating within a worldview of contrasting realities. On one hand there is the world below, defined by wickedness and under the control and influence of the devil. Sometimes this is simply “the world,” as when the author asserts that “friendship with the world is enmity with God” (Jas 4:4). On the other hand there is the heavenly realm of God, who dispenses gifts, pure wisdom, and truth to those who ask (Jackson-McCabe 1996: 508–10).

James’s world is populated with demons and a devil (2:19; 4:7) whose origin he feels no need to explain (Stokes 2019). When James admonishes his readers, “You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder” (2:19), he is clearly referring to the Shema (Deut 6:4). This text served apotropaic purposes (i.e., to ward off unwanted spirits) in Second Temple Judaism (cf. Wold 2019: 83–84). The trembling of the demons in Jas 2:19 may also reflect depictions of the fallen angels in the Book of Watchers (1 En. 13:3; Stokes 2019: 156). Fears of demonic power may also lie behind the prayers for the sick in Jas 5:14–15 (Stokes 2019: 156–57; cf. Mark 6:13; 9:29; 2 Cor 12:8).

Notwithstanding the role James seems to assign to demonic influence, believers are held morally responsible for their sin (Jas 1:13–14; 4:7; Stokes 2019: 158). In Jas 4:1–10, James holds his recipients accountable for their evil “cravings” that are “at war” in them (4:1). Wisdom texts among the Dead Sea Scrolls (e.g., 4Q417 1 II) employ the language of “enticement” with both “sexual as well as demonic connotations,” which is similar to the terminology used in Jas 1:14–15 (“conceive,” “give birth”; Wold 2019: 80–81). In order to resist temptation and live rightly, believers are to ask for wisdom from God, who gives good gifts to his people (Jas 1:7; 4:2). James acknowledges the agency of individuals in their relationship with God and at the same time emphasizes the need for divine assistance in a spiritual battle with evil forces: “Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you” (4:7–8; see Stokes 2019: 157–58 on the possible connections with CD XVI 4–5; Matt 4:11; 1 Pet 5:8–9). James thus seems to maintain a delicate balance between the reality of demonic interference in human affairs and the moral responsibility of humanity for their actions.

The author’s comments on wealth and poverty also betray assumptions informed by an apocalyptic worldview (Wachob 2002). “Rich” and “poor” pertain not only to material wealth and status, but are also ethical categories (Jas 1:9–11; 2:1–7; 4:13–17; 5:1–6; Tiller 2005). “The exploitative actions of the rich are not offensive because they are directed against Christians in particular,” Tiller observes, “but because they represent the norms of a demonic society” (173). Accordingly, the lowly are to boast when they are raised up, while the rich, who will pass away “like a flower of the field,” are brought low (Jas 1:10–11). James warns the rich that they will be judged for having “laid up treasure for the last days” (5:3) and for exploiting the poor (5:1–6). The rich will be judged in “a day of slaughter” (5:5). Although this phrase derives from prophetic literature (Isa 34:5–8; Jer 46:10), apocalyptic texts like 1 Enoch (94.8–9; 97.8–10; 99.15) connect the “day of slaughter” to the judgment of “the rich” (Hartin 2005: 159–60, 163; cf. Tiller 2005: 175).

In James, the day when Christ will return and fully establish his kingdom is imminent (Jackson-McCabe 1996; Wachob 2002). James encourages believers to be patient for the approaching day of the Lord (5:7–8). Grumbling against one another will result in judgment—no idle worry since “the Judge is standing at the doors!” (5:9). From beginning to end, the letter’s wisdom-inflected ethical teaching is steeped in eschatological expectation (Hartin 2005: 160). The pervasive language of perfection in James (1:4, 17, 25; 2:8, 22; 3:2) is also associated with eschatological judgment (Kovalishyn 2017). Those who persevere through trials and temptations will become “mature and complete” (teleioi kai holoklēroi), will be called “blessed” (makarios), and will be rewarded with the crown of life (1:4, 12; on the Christian eschatologizing of the beatitude form, see Tiller 2005: 152). While James does not describe hell as a place of punishment, the fiery imagery he uses (3:6) recalls the woes, exhortations, and descriptions of judgment in the Epistle of Enoch (1 En. 92–105; see Hartin 2005: 162–65). This infusion of ethical and sapiential forms with the urgency of an imminent eschatology brings the apocalyptic themes of James into sharper focus.

1 Peter

First Peter is saturated with quotations from, allusions to, and echoes of Jewish texts and traditions, including the apocalyptic traditions (Webb 2007: esp. 80–83; Coblentz Bautuch 2014; Pierce 2017; Marcar 2016, 2017; Abebe 2021). Monograph-length studies have appeared on such topics as the messianic woes (Dubis 2002) and the eschatology of 1 Peter (Liebengood 2014), as well as the influence of 1 Enoch on 1 Peter 3:18–22 (Reicke 1946; Dalton 1989; Pierce 2011). This influence can be seen in the letter’s concentration of common apocalyptic themes and motifs: apocalyptic epistemology and use of the apokalyptō word group and similar terms (1 Pet 1:5, 7, 10–12, 13, 20; 4:13; 5:1); imminent eschatology (1:5–6, 20; 4:5, 7, 13, 17; 5:1, 10; cf. Webb 2007: 88); angels, supernatural beings, and the devil (1:12; 3:22; 5:8); cosmology and otherworldly realms (1:4, 12; 3:19, 22; cf. Dennis 2008); judgment or God as judge (1:17; 2:12, 23; 4:5–6, 17); messianic woes (1:6–9; 4:12–19; cf. Dubis 2002; Webb 2007: 88–93); future rewards (1:4–5, 9, 13; 3:7; 5:4); the “glory” word group (1:7, 8, 11, 21, 24; 2:12, 4:11, 13, 14, 16; 5:1, 4, 10; Pierce 2017: 309–10); election (1:1, 20; 2:4, 6, 8–9; cf. Abebe 2021); and dualism (2:9; cf. Coblentz Bautch 2014: 75–76).

Three passages are representative of the way in which “an apocalyptic perspective pervades and penetrates the very heart of this letter” (Webb 2007: 79): 1 Pet 1:10–12; 3:18–22; and 4:1–6.

1 Pet 1:10–12

In 1 Pet 1:10–12, the author contrasts the partial revelation of the prophets with the fuller revelation of the good news that has been brought to believers. He recounts a complex transmission of knowledge accompanied by gradations of revelation. According to the author, the spirit of Christ first prompted the prophets, albeit with self-awareness of their partial understanding, to write about the time and person of Christ. With the advent of Christ, the gospel has been revealed and preached to the letter’s recipients. This knowledge is privileged because it was withheld both from the prophets and from the angels, though it is now publicly proclaimed. A common feature of apocalyptic literature is a high degree of interest in the origin and transmission of knowledge, as well as explanations for why certain knowledge has been kept secret (Rowland 1982; Adler 1996: esp. 10–19).

Four features of this passage are noteworthy: (1) The author envisions the spirit of the preincarnate Christ as indicating, but not fully disclosing, the coming of Christ. Such partial revelation necessitated the need for subsequent revelation (e.g., Daniel’s reinterpretation of Jeremiah; cf. Collins 2016: 134–36). The advent of Christ therefore inaugurates a new period of time in which a fuller revelation has now been made. In 1 Peter, this new age is characterized by a realized eschatology, which, though currently present, still looks forward to its full realization in the future (Abebe 2021). (2) The author specifies that the prophets sought to discern both the person and the time of Christ’s coming, but this knowledge was hidden from them. The identity of Christ is thus integrated with Jewish messianic expectation (the person) and eschatology (the time). (3) The author emphasizes that these prophecies were not for the benefit of the generation of the prophet, but for contemporary believers. This is typical of apocalyptic literature, where prophecies are not understood according to the historical circumstances of the prophet but are reinterpreted for their new apocalyptic context (Collins 2000: 144; Rowland 1982: 44–45). An explicit example is found in 1 Enoch, which begins, “Not concerning this generation do I expound, but concerning one that is distant I speak” (trans. Nickelsburg and VanderKam; 1 En. 1:2; cf. 1QpHab 7.1–6; cf. Webb 2007: 94). (4) The author highlights the privileged position of human beings as possessors of knowledge denied to the angels. Here 1 Peter intentionally turns normal apocalyptic epistemology upside down. Angels, as dwellers in heavenly places, are assumed to have access to heavenly knowledge withheld from mortal human beings. Due to this privileged access to heavenly knowledge, angels often act as guides or mediators in apocalyptic literature. By contrast, in 1 Pet 1:10–12 the author subversively places the location of the revelation of Christ on earth, with the angels, rather than human beings, on the outside looking down at mysteries for which they are not the custodians. This predicates an apocalyptic epistemology that is developed further in 1 Pet 1:20, where the author explains that Christ “was destined before the foundation of the world, but was revealed at the end of the ages for your sake.” That this pre-creation predestination is made manifest “at the end of the ages” links primordial time with the eschaton in a manner commonly seen in apocalyptic literature (Marcar 2017).

1 Pet 3:18–22

The influence of apocalyptic literature can be felt most keenly in 1 Pet 3:18–22, which has vexed interpreters from the patristic period to the present. Since the work of Friedrich Spitta (1890), scholars have recognized the importance of 1 Enoch, particularly the Book of Watchers (1 En. 1–36) for interpreting this passage. (For a history of scholarship, see Reicke 1946; Dalton 1989; Campbell and van Rensburg 2008; Dennis 2008; Pierce 2011.) The Book of Watchers fills an enigmatic gap in Genesis, where the “sons of God” see that the daughters of men are beautiful and take them as their wives (Gen 6:1–4). The earth then becomes full of evil and corruption (Gen 6:11–13; cf. 6:5), after which God sends the great flood. While the Genesis narrative may imply a causal connection between these marriages and the proliferation of evil, this link is made explicit in 1 Enoch. The Book of Watchers explains that the sons of God were angels who rebelled against God by marrying human women, revealing hidden knowledge to them, and begetting monstrous offspring (1 En. 6–8; cf. Jub. 5). The watchers are then punished and imprisoned for their sins, and their offspring are (mostly) destroyed in the flood, which is necessary to cleanse the earth from these abominations. In his heavenly journey, Enoch visits the imprisoned watchers, who ask him to intercede for them with God (1 En. 12–16).

The author of 1 Peter appears familiar with the stories told in the Book of Watchers. Like Enoch, Christ goes to the supernatural places where the “spirits” are imprisoned and he declares a message to them. While 1 Peter does not describe the details of this message, it specifies that the spirits sinned in the days of Noah. The Petrine author then makes a typological connection between the flood of Noah’s day and believers’ baptism in the present. Here again one finds a correspondence between primordial time and the end time—Urzeit becomes Endzeit—that is typical of apocalyptic writings (Marcar 2017). The passage concludes with an assurance that Christ is seated in heaven in glory with supernatural powers made submissive to him (1 Pet 3:22). Christ’s victory thus serves as an encouragement to believers because they will ultimately be vindicated as Christ was (Pierce 2017: 315–17).

1 Pet 4:1–6

In ch. 4, the author continues to contrast those who live by “human desires” with those who live “by the will of God” (4:2). Those who live profligate lives now will soon have to give an account “to him who stands ready to judge the living and the dead” (4:5). Judgment is imminent, but there is still hope, as the author explains in a verse that has occasioned much debate (4:6):


For this is the reason the gospel was proclaimed even to the dead, so that, though they had been judged in the flesh as everyone is judged, they might live in the spirit as God does.



This verse is controversial because it can be understood as a reference to postmortem salvation. The interpretive difficulties of 1 Pet 4:1–6 are substantial: Does it refer to the same group, situation, or location envisioned in 1 Pet 3:18–22? Who are “the dead” in v. 6 (Horrell 2013: 73–99)? Does this verse refer to the possibility of postmortem salvation or other salvific activity such as one finds in later texts like the Ascension of Isaiah (9.16; 10.14; 11.23), the Odes of Solomon (17.9; 42.15), or the medieval Gospel of Nicodemus, with its narrative of Christ’s descent into hell? While definitive answers are beyond the scope of this essay, it is clear that the apocalyptic themes operative in 1 Peter are crucial for reading this letter in its literary context in Second Temple Judaism.

Jude and 2 Peter

Jude and 2 Peter brim with otherworldly beings and bristle with eschatological tension. Indeed, Jude is the only New Testament work to directly quote 1 Enoch. Because most scholars believe that 2 Peter is literarily dependent on Jude (see, e.g., Bauckham 1983: 141–43), for the purposes of this essay the two documents may be considered together.

For such short letters, Jude and 2 Peter reflect a very rich literary tradition of biblical and nonbiblical literature (Charles 1991; Mason 2014a). They are dense with biblical material understood through the lenses of Second Temple Jewish literature, with Jude strongly immersed in apocalyptic traditions (Watson 2002; Mason 2014a). Famously, Jude directly quotes 1 En. 1:9 in vv. 14–15 (Hultin 2010) and contains likely allusions to the Book of Watchers (1 En. 1–36) and perhaps other Enochic literature as well (Mason 2014b). Jude 9–10 reflects traditions from the Assumption (or Testament) of Moses (Bauckham 1983: 67–76; Stokes 2017).

Epistemological concerns are front and center for both Jude and 2 Peter. Both authors warn their recipients against the teachings of their opponents (2 Pet 2:1–3; Jude 8, 10–13, 18–19). “In response to the false teachers’ lack of respect for celestial beings or antinomian tendencies,” according to Pierce (2017: 318, 321), “Jude responds with tradition, citing stories from the Hebrew Bible and early Jewish tradition,” thereby emphasizing “the ‘right sort’ of knowledge.” The author of 2 Peter follows a similar strategy in that he attends not only to the substance but to the source of spiritual truth as well. On this score, both Jude and 2 Peter highlight the careful transmission of the faith from the saints (Jude 3; 2 Pet 1:12–15; 3:2). Whereas Jude holds the predictions of the apostles in high regard (17–18; cf. 2 Pet 3:2), 2 Peter mentions Paul by name as the conduit of divine wisdom (2 Pet 3:15). Accordingly, 2 Peter valorizes eyewitness testimony and is concerned with the nature of prophecy and its interpretation (2 Pet 1:16, 19–21).

The world of Jude and 2 Peter stretches up to the heavens (2 Pet 3:10, 12–13) and downward to the nether gloom of supernatural prisons (Jude 6, 13; 2 Pet 2:4, 17). This world is populated with many supernatural beings: angels (Jude 6; 2 Pet 2:4, 11; Charles 1991; Pierce 2017: 317–23); “glorious ones” (Jude 8; 2 Pet 2:10), a circumlocution for angels (Dennis 2008: 168–70); the archangel Michael (Jude 9); the devil (Jude 9); and “wandering stars” (Jude 13), another circumlocution for angels (Bauckham 1983: 89). References to angels, both obedient and fallen, reflect the apocalyptic world described in 1 Enoch and other Second Temple texts (Coblentz Bautch 2014: 68, 70–72). The fallen angels “left their proper dwelling,” thus sinning against God’s created order (Jude 6; Dennis 2008: 165–66). They are condemned to “hell” (lit., “held captive in Tartarus” [tartarōsas]) and are bound in “chains of deepest darkness” (2 Pet 2:4; cf. 2:17; cf. Jude 6, 13). In Greek mythology, Tartarus was associated with the imprisonment of the Titans, who were associated in Jewish literature with the fallen angels, or watchers, and their giant offspring (Bauckham 1983: 249; Dennis 2008: 165–68).

For both Jude and 2 Peter, time is short and the cosmos will soon face judgment and renewal. The eschaton (Jude 18), the “last days” (2 Pet 3:3), the day of the Lord/God (2 Pet 3:10, 12), and the final judgment (Jude 6–7, 13 15 [quoting 1 En. 9], 23; 2 Pet 2:4, 9, 17; 3:7) are near (Adams 2007: 200–235). Nearly the entire letter of Jude and large parts of 2 Peter are focused on condemnation and judgment, especially of false teachers, which is a sign of the end (Watson 2002). Ironically, the error of the false teachers in 2 Peter consists partly of the claim that there is neither judgment of the wicked nor reward for the righteous, and 2 Peter invokes previous punishments recorded in Scripture as a corrective (Pierce 2017: 323–24). Christ’s return is certain, according to 2 Peter, even if the timetable for his parousia is unknown. Any apparent delay should not be taken as proof that it will not come to pass but, rather, as a function of divine patience and mercy: God wants no one to perish “but all to come to repentance” (2 Pet 3:9). In conclusion, the epistemological, cosmological, and eschatological dimensions of Jude and 2 Peter attest to their embeddedness in the thought-world of Jewish apocalyptic literature.

The Johannine Epistles

Unlike the other exegetical questions that have occupied scholars—e.g., their relationship with other Johannine texts, dating, and authorship—the apocalypticism of the Johannine Epistles has received relatively little attention (Leonhardt-Balzer 2013, 2018; Reynolds 2017), especially in comparison with the Gospel of John (e.g., Ashton 2007; Williams and Rowland 2013). Despite their brevity and (at first glance) simplistic language, these writings contain a rich and complex theology that manifests apocalyptic themes, most conspicuously in terms of their epistemology, cosmology, and eschatology.

Epistemology is one of the prime concerns of the Johannine Epistles. The author insists on the legitimacy of the testimony that was received “from the beginning” (1 John 1:1; 2:7, 13, 14; 24; 3:11; 2 John 5, 6). He frequently distinguishes the truth and those who “do” the truth from those who do not (e.g., 1 John 1:6, 8; 2:4, 2:23; 3:18, 19; 2 John 1–4; 3 John 1, 3–4, 8, 12). The opposite of the truth is lies spoken by deceivers (1 John 2:26; 3:7; cf. 1:18). The truth has been “revealed” from the beginning. (For use of the phaneroō and cognates, see 1 John 1:2; 2:19, 28; 3:2, 5, 8, 10; 4:9.) Although the gospel message is heavenly knowledge, it is revealed not by someone who journeys above but by Jesus Christ’s coming to earth and the reliable transmission of his message by his obedient followers.

The cosmology of the Johannine Epistles is not strongly developed. Various aspects of the author’s thought, including his cosmology, are commonly described as dualistic. Although the terminology and the particulars of this characterization are contested (Reynolds [2017], e.g., prefers “binary oppositions”), Frey (2018: 275) identifies a wide variety of dualisms, many of which may be perceived in the Johannine Epistles as well as in apocalyptic writings: metaphysical, cosmic, spatial, eschatological or temporal, ethical, soteriological, theological/creational, physical, anthropological, and psychological. The author frequently employs a cosmic dualism to distinguish between this world, which is currently ruled by demonic powers, and the future world, which will be ruled by God. The Johannine Epistles thus reflect a world inhabited by supernatural beings, such as the devil (1 John 3:8, 10), “the evil one” (1 John 2:13, 14; 3:12; 5:18, 19), and spirits (1 John 4:1, 3; cf. Leonhardt-Balzer 2013). More difficult to evaluate is the identity of the antichrist(s) (1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3; 2 John 7). These supernatural beings are a threat to believers and are therefore of the utmost concern to the author.

The question of how time, and thus eschatology, is depicted in the Johannine Epistles is complex (Zimmermann 2018). The author exhorts believers to remember what they have received “from the beginning,” by which he seems to mean their first reception of the Christian gospel. Yet he also uses this phrase to refer to the primeval entrance of evil into the world (1 John 3:8), thus establishing a protology that links forward to the present and expresses his realized eschatology. Within this inaugurated eschatology, the final age has begun, while simultaneously future eschatological events are still anticipated—an “already” but also a “not yet.” Supernatural agents like those appearing in apocalyptic writings are thus integrated with the author’s eschatology: “As you have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many antichrists have come” (1 John 2:18). The letters also contain references to “the last hour” and “the day of judgment” (1 John 2:18; 4:17). Believers are therefore exhorted to remain faithful. While explicit interest in eschatology is not present in all apocalyptic literature, and apocalypticism should not be understood narrowly as an interest in “last things,” these motifs suggest an affinity with this worldview that merits closer scrutiny than it has heretofore received.

Conclusion

In their complexity and diversity, apocalyptic traditions have had an unmistakable influence on the Catholic Epistles. James manifests an intriguing combination of wisdom and apocalyptic traditions, exhibiting what could be called “apocalyptic wisdom.” Jude and 1–2 Peter have clearly been influenced by Enochic traditions as well as other apocalyptic traditions. The Johannine Epistles also bear witness to apocalyptic themes, mediated as they are through a highly stylized and dualistic register. This essay has sought to provide a broad overview of apocalyptic themes in the Catholic Epistles in order to encourage further study into the fascinating, interconnected worlds of Second Temple Judaism and early Christianity. Whatever one makes of Ernst Käsemann’s (1969: 102) oft-quoted claim that “apocalyptic was the mother of all Christian theology,” it is clear that these texts should be a part of the debate.1

Note

1.I would like to thank Darian Lockett, Paul Trebilco, and James Harding for their generous and helpful feedback.
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Part IV

Reception and Engagement


Chapter 19


A Reception History of the Letter to the Hebrews



Jason A. Whitlark

This essay considers four areas of Hebrews’ reception and influence among Christians from the second century through the post-Reformation period. We will examine how Hebrews was deployed in debates about apostasy and the readmittance of the lapsed. Next, we will consider Hebrews’ influence on Christian speculation about Melchizedek. Then, we will consider various frameworks used to understand the humanity of Jesus in Hebrews. Finally, we will look at select examples of art and literature that demonstrate engagement with Hebrews.

Hebrews and Readmittance of the Lapsed

The New Testament regularly points to the experience of suffering among the early Christian communities. Moreover, perseverance in the midst of suffering was seen as necessary for inheriting God’s promise at the eschaton (cf. Acts 14:22; Matt 10:22; Rev 2:7, 11, 17, 26; 3:5, 11; cf. Acts John 107; Barn. 4.1–2; Did. 16.2). The warning passages in Hebrews, however, raise the issue of whether, before the eschaton, apostates can repent, whether God or the community of believers will accept the repentance of the lapsed, and thus whether the repentant lapsed may once again entertain the hope of God’s eschatological salvation. Indeed, the declaration in Heb 6:4–6, which states the impossibility of renewing to repentance those who fall away, evidences a discussion among the earliest Christians concerning the fate of those who at one time deny their former loyalty to Jesus Christ. We first will consider Hebrews among potential responses to the lapsed in Rome in the latter part of the first century and the beginning of the second century.

Responses to the Lapsed in Rome after Nero

During the reign of Nero in the 60s, a period of intense suffering at the hands of imperial authorities in Rome put the Christian communities there to the test. It stands to reason that this acute situation of lethal imperial prejudice likely precipitated a discussion in Rome about the status of lapsed Christians. Some Christians may have become informers against their own communities (cf. Tacitus, Ann. 10.44). Recent challenges to a Neronian persecution in Rome have been raised (Shaw 2015), but Hebrews may be among the oldest Christian documents that evidences this traumatic event among the Christian communities in the imperial capital (Whitlark 2014; cf. Jones 2017). Heb 6:6 potentially imagines a public renouncing of loyalty to God’s son, Jesus, characteristic of those contests with imperial authorities recounted in Pliny and martyr stories.

According to Hebrews, while perseverance is essential, God seemingly will not accept the repentance of those who deny Christ, leave the community, and return to their former lives. Hebrews issues some of the strongest warnings against apostasy among early Christian texts (6:4–6; 10:26; 12:17). While Hebrews does not explicitly prescribe an ecclesial practice in dealing with the lapsed, the failure to exhort the community to recover the lapsed is telling (cf. Jas 5:19–20; Jude 23; cf. Herm. Vis. 22.3).

Hebrews’ statements seem to have stimulated debate about the lapsed in Rome in the early second century witnessed by the Shephard of Hermas (ca. 120–140 ce). Like Hebrews, Hermas is aware of Christians who defect to avoid suffering and loss (Sim. 98.3: cf. Vis. 6.7–8; 7.4; 10.1–2; 14.4; Sim. 69.6; Verheyden 2005: 295). Hermas reflects conflicting viewpoints or tensions in the Christian community’s response to the lapsed in Rome and states the question on apostasy in the manner that Hebrews poses it. In Mand. 31.1–7, Hermas writes that he has heard from some teachers “that there is no repentance apart from that which came when we descended into the water and received forgiveness for the sins we formerly committed.” Such a position appears to echo Heb 6:4–6 (cf. 10:26), especially if “those who have once been enlightened” in Hebrews was understood as a reference to baptism. The angel then informs Hermas that this position is correct, but because of the Lord’s compassion, there is only one opportunity for repentance after baptism. This position appears to undergo further modification in Vis. 6.4–5 (cf. 25.7), where repentance is not accepted after the giving of the revelation to Hermas, and in Sim. 103.5–6, where repentance is available for those who “deny the Lord” before final judgment but not afterward. Hermas does not explicitly mention Hebrews, though one wonders whether the way the question is framed and the mention of “teachers” who hold the rigorist position might be an allusion to Hebrews or those who adopted its instructions (cf. Gray 2008: 327–33).

Hebrews and the Lapsed in Tertullian

Almost a century later, Tertullian (ca. 140–220 ce) wrote De pudicitia during a period of increasing influence of Montanism on his own thought. This early third-century treatise reflects the developing rigorism or strict Christian discipline characteristic of Montanist practices (Wilhite 2007: 169–76). Before De pudicitia, Heb 6:4–6 does not appear to play a significant role in Tertullian’s writings such as De baptismo or De paenitentia, where he still allows for a second repentance after baptism. In other early works of Tertullian, he shows little awareness of Hebrews (De Boer 2014: 245–46).

In De pudicitia Tertullian opposes a bishop’s edict that allows for Christian communities to accept the repentance of Christians for the mortal sins of fornication and adultery (1.6–8). Tertullian instead asserts that such a sinner should remain repentant until death and hope for forgiveness from God, but that person can no longer be absolved by the bishop and accepted back into the believing community (3.4). He fears that Christians will become not only fornicators and adulterers but also idolaters, renegades, and every class of apostate if the laxer position is accepted (9.9).

It is in Pud. 20.3–5 where Tertullian cites Heb 6:4–6 in its entirety after a discussion of parables from Luke 15 (lost sheep, lost coin, and the prodigal son), Acts 15, Paul’s letters, and Revelation with 1 John (Pud. 7–19). Tertullian asserts that no second repentance is promised to fornicators and adulterers. As Patrick Gray (2008: 324–25) points out, it is peculiar that Heb 6:4–6 is the controlling text for his interpretation of the Third Gospel’s parables and not the other way around. In fact, as the final citation of emerging canonical New Testament texts, Hebrews serves as the climactic proof for Tertullian’s case. He thus provides an extended apology for Hebrews’ apostolic authority since he attributes Hebrews to Barnabas, presumably because this was in the title of the manuscript in Tertullian’s possession. Tertullian notes that Barnabas worked alongside Paul, learned from the apostles, and taught in accordance with them. For Tertullian, repentance and rebaptism are not accepted and cannot reestablish the Christian sinner within the communion of the church. For Tertullian, even apostles and martyrs cannot absolve such a sinner (Pud. 22). Consequently, he reads the impossibility of repentance in Heb 6:4–6 as an ecclesial policy with regard to readmittance of lapsed Christians. There is still hope that God may forgive such sins and accept the penitent sinner at his or her death, especially if such a one dies a martyr (cf. Pud. 9.21; cf., Martyrs of Lyons 1.46). If the bishop’s edict cited by Tertullian is from Rome, the rigorist interpretation of Hebrews exemplified by Tertullian may, in part, have contributed to Hebrews’ tenuous position among the Christian leadership in Rome at the beginning of the third century (cf. Wilhite 2007: 176; Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.3.4–5; 6.20.3; Jerome, Ep. 129.3).

Hebrews and the Lapsed in the Third and Fourth Centuries

Persecutions in the latter half of the third century ce brought fresh debate about the readmittance of the lapsed. The persecution under Decius in 250 ce gave rise to the Novatian schism. Novatian (ca. 200–258 ce) led a rival faction against the election of Cornelius in Rome in 251. Fourth-century Christians indicate that the Novatians made acute the interpretation of Heb 6:4–6. Consequently, interpretive strategies developed for rehabilitating the text—an indication also of Hebrews’ rising canonical status. The primary strategy was to interpret Heb 6:4–6 and the impossibility of renewing to repentance as a statement against the rebaptism of the penitent. Therefore, if Christian baptism is associated with the death and resurrection of Christ, as Paul argues in Romans 6, then baptism is performed only once since Christ died once for all, never to die again. To rebaptize the penitent Christian would be tantamount to “crucifying the Son of God again, holding him up to contempt” (cf. Ambrose, Paen 2.6–12; Filaster, De Haeresibus 89; Epiphanius Pan. 59.2.1–5; John Chrysostom, Heb. Hom. 9.5–9; Theodoret of Cyrus, Int. Heb. [PG 82:717]; Ephrem the Syrian [Heen and Krey 2005: 85]; John of Damascus, Exp. Orth. Faith 4.9). A second strategy involved attributing authorship of Hebrews to Paul. Accordingly, Heb 6:4–6 could be interpreted in light of Paul’s letters, especially 2 Cor. 3:5–11, where Paul authorizes the restoration of the penitent Christian back into the communion of the Corinthian believers. Certainly, if Paul wrote Heb 6:4–6 he would not contradict ecclesial practices that he asserted elsewhere (cf. Ambrose, Paen. 2.6–12; Theodoret of Cyrus, Int. Heb. [PG 82:717]). A third strategy can be found in Jerome’s writings where the author’s statement in Heb 6:9–10 mitigates the harshest readings of 6:4–6. Jerome acknowledges that Heb 6:4–6 is amendable to the rigorist teachings of Montanus and Novatian (cf. Jov. 2.1–3). He notes that the rhetoric of Heb 6:4–6 is to make Christians more fearful and careful about their lives because they can fall away. However, Jerome states that repentance of the lapsed is still possible because, in Heb 6:9–10, the author remains hopeful about the salvation of his audience, even presumably about those who at one time had fallen away (cf. Epiphanius, Pan. 52.2.1–5; Ephrem the Syrian [Heen and Krey 2005: 85]). A fourth strategy is provided by Theodore of Mopsuestia (ca. 350–428 ce). In his comment on Heb 10:26–27, the impossibility of repentance occurs at the final resurrection and end-time judgment (Staab 1933: 209).

Through the first four centuries of the Christian movement the resolution of the problems generated by Hebrews’ warning passages played no small part in its final inclusion in the canon in the West (Gray 2008: 321–22). Indeed, Filaster of Brescia in his treatise De Haeresibus 89 (ca. 384 ce) states that appeals, such as those of Novatians, made to Heb 6:4–6 in support of the rigorist position concerning the lapsed prevented the letter from being embraced without reservation (PL 12: 1200–1202). In the medieval period, the strategies developed in the fourth and fifth centuries against rigorist readings of Hebrews continue to find traction with Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274). For Aquinas, as for the early interpreters, Heb 6:4–6 concerns ecclesial practice. Hebrews affirms only one baptism as long as it is not administered by heretical groups, and it does not forbid ongoing penance for postbaptismal sins (Comm. Heb. 128; cf. ST 3.66.9; 3.84.10; 3.86.1).

Hebrews and the Lapsed in the Reformed Tradition

Among Reformed Protestant interpreters of Hebrews’ warning passages, the concern is not whether a Christian who has lapsed into sin or denied Jesus Christ can be readmitted into God’s chosen vessel, the church, where the gifts of grace are available to the restored member. Reformed exegetes worry about a different question, namely, whether it is possible to lose the salvation God has chosen for the individual through Jesus Christ. This theological concern becomes also an anthropological concern. In other words, how does the will of the believer relate to the will of God? Can God’s grace be resisted or God so offended that no hope remains for the offending Christian? Hebrews seems to resist the pastoral designs of many Reformers’ emphasis on justification by faith to release Christians from anxiety about their worthiness for salvation (Rittgers 2017: xlv).

All these concerns are already evident in John Calvin’s commentary on Hebrews. Calvin (1509–1564) in his commentary on Hebrews acknowledges earlier interpretations of Heb 6:4–6 (1979: 135–40). He takes note of the Novatian schism that led some to repudiate the epistle. Additionally, Calvin acknowledges the former attempts to temper the interpretation of the impossibility to renew again repentance—either by forbidding rebaptism of the penitent or by softening “impossibility” to “very difficult.” Calvin rejects the rebaptism interpretation because it would diminish the rhetorical effect of this passage, which is to disturb with the vengeance of God the secure and the wavering in the audience. Calvin also distinguishes himself from earlier interpreters like Tertullian by arguing that “falling away” does not deal with sins of theft, murder, and adultery but with defection from the gospel, that is, wholly renouncing God’s grace (cf. Owen 1790: 135–36). Calvin links his exegesis to the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit from which there is no forgiveness (Matt 12:31–32) and to the parable of the seed that is sown among thorns only to be choked out and die (Mark 4:3–20).

Calvin’s main concern stems from the doctrine of election. How can such a person described by the experiences in Heb 6:4–6 (“enlightened … tasted the heavenly gift … and become participants in the Holy Spirit”) fall away if God’s calling is effectual for the elect who are given a sure pledge of adoption in the gift of the Holy Spirit? Calvin acknowledges that the elect are ultimately beyond falling away. Moreover, those who do fall away are the reprobate who might have a taste of God’s grace but do not fully share in the benefits of the elect (cf. Owen 1790: 134–35). Unlike Tertullian, Calvin states that the apostates described in Heb 6:4–6 have no hope of salvation and have become hardened against repentance. He develops three theological corollaries from his discussion. First, such a passage reminds Christians of their need of God’s grace. Second, repentance is a gift given by God. Third, if a Christian repents and recovers from egregious sin or defection, then that Christian must not be guilty of the defection described in Heb 6:4–6. Calvin ultimately seems unable to identify any human who commits such an offence, leaving the assessment until the day of God’s judgment.

Jacobus Arminius (1560–1609) develops his understanding of Heb 6:4–6 in a 1599 letter to John Uytenbogard where he responds to the issue of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit as the unpardonable sin (1956: 511–38). Arminius considers this issue within a matrix of passages that he sees as related: Matt 12:31–32; Mark 3:28–29; Luke 12:10; Heb 6:4–6; 10:28–29; 1 John 5:16. He equates “falling away” in Heb 6:6 with “blasphemy against the Holy Spirit” and “despising the Spirit of grace.” According to Arminius, this sin entails universal rejection of God and his authority and, more specifically, rejection of the gospel of Christ. He points to Heb 10:29, where the Spirit is the Spirit of grace (i.e., the gospel), and to Heb 2:2–4, where the apostate neglects the great salvation announced by the Lord to which the Spirit testifies. The sin is therefore a transgression of God’s command to believe in Jesus Christ. This transgression is not merely lifelong unbelief in or opposition to the gospel or even the embrace of heretical notions. It is the sin of one who has believed the truth of the gospel, devoted himself or herself to it by an oath, and then rejects Jesus Christ completely. It is the sin of one who identifies as a member of the Church, according to Arminius, as Hebrews appears to presuppose through the experiences it describes. Like Calvin, he relates these apostates to the parable of the sower, though Arminius equates these responses to the seed that falls on the stony ground.

For Arminius, it is important that the total rejection of Christ, after having accepted him, is done with malice. He identifies several causes of apostasy—ignorance, infirmity, and malice—and classifies Peter’s denial as infirmity of the will because of fear of death, along with all those who under the threat of persecution denied Christ. This is not the “falling away” described in Heb 6:4–6, according to Arminius. Unpardonable defection is out of hatred of Christ. This is how Arminius understands Heb 6:6 (“crucifying to themselves the Son of God afresh and putting him to open shame”) and 10:29 (“treading underfoot the Son of God, counting the blood of the covenant as an unholy thing, and despising the Spirit of grace”).

Why is it impossible to renew such a sinner to repentance? Arminius argues two points: (1) that such a sin is extremely diabolical, and as such (2) God decrees the impossibility of repentance. God’s justice and mercy are freely administered, moreover, and thus God can restrict it of his own accord. Arminius believes such sinners are identifiable. Judas Iscariot is the prime example of someone who “blasphemed the Holy Spirit” and “fell away,” seeing that he had accepted Jesus as the true Messiah, experienced the power of the Holy Spirit through Christ himself and the disciples’ ministry on his behalf, and betrayed Christ in malice. Arminius in his response to Uytenbogard never wrestles with the same question as Calvin as to whether this can ever happen to the elect. Arminius at the end of his response appears to understand that a believer who commits such apostasy and blasphemy has spurned and rejected the resistance to such contempt offered by the Holy Spirit.

The tensions created by Heb 6:4–6 and the apostasy that it warns against continued to create fissures in the Reformed community. The tensions were apparent in the Synod of Dort and eventually resulted in the labels “Calvinist” and “Arminian” with respect to the possibility of the elect ultimately “falling away.” This concern is still reflected in modern Protestant scholarship from Calvinist and Arminian perspectives (e.g., Bateman 2007). Identifying the sin of apostasy in others and oneself was an ongoing source of spiritual anxiety that required nuanced pastoral responses that simultaneously combated spiritual overconfidence and crushing despair (Rittgers 2017: xlv–xlvi).

Hebrews and Christian Speculation about Melchizedek

According to Heb 7:3, Melchizedek is “without father, without mother, without genealogy, having neither beginning of days nor end of life, and being made like the Son of God, he remains a priest forever.” Inasmuch as the Apocalypse of Abraham characterizes God Himself as “without mother, without father, without genealogy” (17.10), such language could be taken to imply that Melchizedek is a divine figure (Neyrey 2004: 235). Recent scholarship has paid close attention to first-century Jewish speculation about Melchizedek. Melchizedek was identified as a human (Josephus, Ant. 1.180–81; B.J. 6.438), the Logos (Philo, Leg. 3.79–82), or an angelic agent of God (11QMelchizedek). Understandably, the language used of Melchizedek in Hebrews also generated further speculation about and numerous counterresponses to the divine or heavenly ontology of Melchizedek among early Christians.

So-called Melchizedekians

Christians in the second century seem mostly interested in Melchizedek as a priest of the uncircumcised whose priestly ministry was taken up by Christ (cf. Justin, Dial. 33; Tertullian, Adv. Jud. 2). Christian speculative interest in Melchizedek as a divine being, however, appears at the end of the second century and persists at least into the fourth century (Horton 1976: 87). Epiphanius begins his Panarion (374–375 ce) as a refutation of heretical sects in the church, one of which he labels the Melchizedekians (55.1.1–9.19; Williams 2009: xi–xxxiv). References to a group of this name are also found in Augustine, Isidore of Spain, St. John of Damascus, and Theodoret of Cyrus (Horton 1976: 95).

The starting point for the beliefs of these so-called Melchizedekians was their interpretation of Heb 7:3. Epiphanius identifies four theories regarding Melchizedek’s divine identity among Christians: he is (1) an angelic power in heaven greater than the Son (Ps.-Tertullian’s Refutatio omnium haeresium [PL 2:91–92]; Hippolytus, Haer. 7.36.1; Pistis Sophia), (2) the Son of God (Cyril of Alexandria, Glaphyrorum in Genesim 2.7; Jerome, Ep. 7), (3) the Holy Spirit (Apophthegmata Patrum [PG 65.160]), or (4) God Himself (Mark the Hermit [PG 65.1119–21]). The first group Epiphanius identifies likely reflects the beliefs of the Melchizedekians proper, an adoptionistic sect that existed briefly in Rome at the end of the second and beginning of the third centuries (Horton 1976: 97–98, 101). The other groups identified by Epiphanius are likely not to be identified as various sects of these Melchizedekians but, instead, represent various beliefs about this enigmatic figure, especially in the Christian East.

Melchizedek among the Gnostics

Some Gnostic literature was influenced by Heb 7:3. The earliest Gnostic text to mention Melchizedek is Bala’izah frg. 52. This fragment seems to associate Melchizedek with Shem in a manner that was characteristic of rabbinic interpretation.1 The fragment ends by quoting Heb 7:3, which serves as the starting point for the Savior’s interpretation about Melchizedek.

The Sethian Gnostic tractate Melchizedek (late second to early third century) provides more substantial information about Melchizdekian speculation, though the Gnostic elements in this tractate appear to be secondary (Pearson 1990: 113). In this tractate Melchizedek is the recipient of a revelation from the angel Gamaliel and other heavenly beings. The first revelation points to the future ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, who will descend from heaven and defeat Death and his world-rulers, archons, principalities, and authorities. He will then provide his disciples with postresurrection instruction (cf. 1.1–4.10). Moreover, Melchizedek is given a prophecy of his own future high-priestly activity that brings hope and life to the elect (cf. 5.11–23). In Melch. 15.12, Melchizedek is said to be in the image of the true high priest, Jesus Christ. This statement most certainly reflects engagement with Heb 7:3 where Melchizedek is made like the Son of God. In the additional revelations recorded in Melch. 26.1–27.3, Melchizedek becomes himself an eschatological savior figure. In fact, he is the future triumphant Son of God who emerges victorious from an eschatological battle with the “archons.” Birger Pearson notes that, in Melch. 25.1–4, Jesus Christ speaks to his angelic opponents about his death and resurrection. Then on the following page, Melchizedek is received by a heavenly multitude proclaiming his victory over his enemies (26.1–9). The revelation Melchizedek has seen of Jesus Christ, Son of God, is thus a revelation about himself. The incipit (1.2) after the (partial) title “Melchizedek” reads, “Jesus Christ, Son [of God].” This incipit suggests that Melchizedek is the Son of God encountered at the end of the text. In the Egyptian and Syriac context, there are multiple witnesses that identify Melchizedek as the Son of God (Pearson 1990: 108–23; 2007: 595–606). The depiction of Melchizedek in the Gnostic tractate as one person with two historical occurrences is similar to the depiction in 2 Enoch that relates two manifestations of Melchizedek, before and after the Flood. (On the notoriously difficult dating of 2 Enoch, see Orlov 2000; Andersen 1983: 92–99.)

Responses to Melchizedek Speculation among Christians

Epiphanius responds to these claims about Melchizedek’s divinity with exegetical, rational, and theological arguments. He is at pains to note that the author of Hebrews states (7:6) that Melchizedek’s “descent is not from them (i.e., Israelites).” His descent, then, is not counted from among the Israelites. It is not, as Epiphanius states, that he has no descent but that his descent is counted from among other people (cf. 55.7.5, 9.15). Epiphanius offers alternative traditions that he received from others, which state that Melchizedek’s parents, though not named in Scripture, are Heracles and Astarth, who lived in Salem (which is either Jerusalem or near Neapolis; cf. 55.2.1). As Epiphanius reveals, Christians developed stories that gave Melchizedek a human descent, in part, to explain Heb 7:3 (Robinson 1987: 37–38; Böttrich [2010: 73–76] has argued for the Jewish origins of this story, but cf. Piovanelli 2013: 64–74). These stories gained popularity and currency in the East and even entered the Ethiopian eucharistic prayer in the Anaphora of St. Gregory of Nyssa in “the prayer over the bread.” Three merit special attention.

(1) The Greek Story of Melchizedek, at least as Christians used it, dates as early as the fourth or fifth century ce (Piovanelli 2013: 54–74; Minov 2016: 111–12). It was widely popular in the East, being found in twenty-nine Greek manuscripts produced between the eleventh and nineteenth centuries and translated into Latin, Coptic, Arabic, Armenian, Georgian, Slavonic, and Romanian. The story at times has been attributed to Athanasius (ca. 295–373; see PG 28:523–30). In the story, Melchizedek is one of two sons of a pagan king. Through his consideration of the cosmos, he comes to acknowledge and worship the Most High God. His father attempts to offer Melchizedek to the gods of the city to appease them for his son’s “atheism.” Melchizedek leaves the city and goes up to Mount Tabor, where he prays to God, who judges the city, swallowing it and its inhabitants into the earth. Terrified by God’s judgment, Melchizedek then lives seven years as a naked hermit on Mount Tabor until God sends Abraham to restore him to civilization.

The Story of Melchizedek humanizes Melchizedek in two ways. First, Melchizedek is given a genealogy with human parents. God’s judgment leaves Melchizedek without father or mother and with no record of the beginning of his days (12.5–8). Indeed, the account ends with a polemical tone when the editor writes that “one should not think that he has no beginning of days” (trans. Piovanelli 2013: 80). This remark might be aimed at those who claimed Melchizedek was God or at least a divine heavenly power. Second, Melchizedek is a priest forever because he offers the Eucharist to Abraham and is obedient to God, who loves him like a son. Melchizedek is thus “made like the Son of God” both in his observance of the Eucharist and in his obedience. He is not like the Son by sharing in the Son’s divinity (12.6; 13.1–14; Pelle 2013: 76, 82). A Syriac version of this story found in the Catena Severi further underscores the polemical purpose of the story. This version explicitly states that the Story of Melchizedek was revealed to Athanasius and holy ascetics while praying to discover the genealogy of Melchizedek because “many erred and thought him to be the only-begotten son of God” (Vat. Syr. 103 [tenth century]; cf. Minov 2016: 119, 121–22).2

(2) The Syriac Cave of Treasures dates as early as the late sixth or early seventh century. The manuscript is purported to have come from a cave near Paradise where Adam’s body was buried. The cave also contained items from Paradise which the magi brought to Jesus (Toeple 2013: 531–39). In ch. 23 of this account, Shem takes Melchizedek from his parents (Malah and Yozdaq), who are not idolaters, and makes him a priest, after which he serves at the future spot of Jesus’s crucifixion.3 Later in chs. 28–29, Abraham encounters Melchizedek and worships him (cf. b. Ned. 32b). Melchizedek blesses Abraham by giving him the eucharistic elements. God, too, will bless Abraham because Melchizedek has done so. Here the superiority of Melchizedek to Abraham described in Heb 7:4–10 is present in the asymmetrical depiction of these two figures. In ch. 30, after the encounter with Abraham, the surrounding kings build Jerusalem for Melchizedek, who is acknowledged as king of the whole earth.

Chapter 30 of the Cave of Treasures concludes by explaining why Heb 7:3 describes Melchizedek as having “no beginning of days or end of life.” The purpose of the story is to provide missing information to explain that such a statement is not meant to equate Melchizedek with God. Indeed, it is the most polemically explicit account that resists speculation about Melchizedek’s divine status. The statement in Hebrews is made, according to the Cave of Treasures, because no further word is said of Melchizedek’s parents when Melchizedek was taken from them. There is also no word given about his age when he left his parents or when he died. The failure of the apostle (understood to be Paul) to mention them in Hebrews was meant to communicate that none of Melchizedek’s family, as descendants of Shem, ever served at the altar. Moreover, they were not written down because the evangelists Matthew and Luke recorded family lineage only through the patriarchs. The author of Hebrews did not wish to say that Melchizedek was without parents on this reading, only that his parents are not in the family registers of Matthew and Luke.

(3) The Palaea historica is a ninth-century Old Testament history (Adler 2013: 585–99). Chapters 32–40 of the Palaea historica tell a version of the Story of Melchizedek under the title “Concerning Melchizedek” (32.1). Similar to the Story of Melchizedek attributed to Athanasius, Melchizedek’s parents are idolaters. He rejects their idolatry and is to be sacrificed with other boys in the city to appease the gods. Instead Melchizedek leaves the city and goes to the Mount of Olives opposite the city (Jerusalem), where he prays and sees God destroy the city and its inhabitants. He then retreats to Mount Tabor, where he lives as a hermit for forty years. Abraham is sent by God to retrieve Melchizedek, bringing with him a fine raiment and a razor. He also brings bread, wine, and oil which he and Melchizedek offer together to God. Abraham then pays Melchizedek a tithe from the tithe he had earlier received from Ephron (38.6–8). This exchange of tithes is an effort to explain Heb 7:9: “receiving tithes he paid tithes.”

Because the story opens by quoting Heb 7:3, it is best understood, in part, as an attempt to explain this enigmatic description of Melchizedek. In the Palaea historica, Melchizedek is a mortal human who has been orphaned by God. The story, however, minimizes the comparative aspect of Heb 7:4–10 by making Abraham and Melchizedek equals. Abraham brings the eucharistic bread and wine and offers it together with Melchizedek to God.

Hebrews and the Humanity of Jesus Christ

Hebrews is often considered to have one of the highest Christologies in the New Testament, anticipating the main lines of Nicene-Chalcedonian orthodoxy (cf. Filaster, De Haeresibus 89). Hebrews 1:3 in particular was used to combat Arian claims about Jesus, which certainly helped to solidify its canonical status among orthodox Christians—even leading to the eventual Arian rejection of the epistle (Theodoret of Cyrus, Int. Heb. [PG 82:681]). In the 1980s, George Caird and Lincoln Hurst, however, proposed a reexamination of the Christology of Hebrews. They argued that Jesus in Hebrews should be primarily understood from the perspective of his humanity (cf. Karrer 2008: 164; Elliott 2017: 236–41). In distinction from incarnational Christologies of the preexistent Word, in their reading Jesus in Hebrews is not a uniquely privileged, preexistent, divine being, but a royal human figure who bears the divine wisdom (Hurst 1987: 163). They conclude that Jesus in Hebrews is “essentially a human … who attains to perfection, to preeminence, and even to eternity” (Caird 1984: 81). For Caird and Hurst, Jesus is a model for redeemed humanity who follows after him both in his exemplary faithfulness and as a forerunner of God’s eschatological design for humanity. Jesus is also God’s savior of humanity because he, as an exalted human, is God’s victorious king and appointed high priest.

When we turn to the fourth and fifth centuries ce, the interpretation of key texts from Hebrews also played a role in post-Nicene Christological developments. These discussions reemerged in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries among Protestants. Two approaches in these Christological discussions carefully wrestled with the full humanity of Jesus in Hebrews. Theodore of Mopsuestia, a defender of Nicene orthodoxy, brought to bear his two-natures Christology in his reading of Hebrews. Later, the anti-Trinitarian Socinians developed their exalted-human Christology in which Hebrews also played a significant role. Although their theological foundations differed, the mutual emphasis on the full humanity of Jesus Christ in these approaches has resulted in some interesting convergences in the interpretation of Hebrews.

Two-Nature Christology of Theodore of Mopsuestia

Theodore of Mopsuestia was intent upon developing a fully human–fully divine Christology in the wake of Nicaea. He considered the teachings of Apollinaris, who contended that the Word replaced the human mind or soul in a human body at the time of the incarnation, to be especially dangerous. In his catechetical homilies, Theodore insisted that the Word “took a perfect man … not a body only, but the whole man, composed of a body and an immortal and rational soul” (Greer 1973: 212). Theodore was careful not to confuse the uncreated nature of Jesus Christ’s divinity with the created nature of his humanity. Thus, for Theodore, certain aspects of the incarnation could be attributed to the divine Word and others to the “assumed Man” (lēphthentos anthropos) indwelt by the Word (De incarnatione 7). The Word and the assumed Man also had distinct types of sonship. The Word was son by nature, whereas the assumed Man was son by grace. The assumed Man is the one who then is perfected, namely, raised, exalted, and given a name that is above every name. Consequently, he also shares in the honor of the assuming Word. Moreover, this union was foreordained by God prior to the submission of the Man to God’s will for him (Greer 1973: 211–19). Theodore’s framework laid the foundation for Nestorius’s Christology and the Nestorian church, which regarded Theodore as “the Interpreter” (Greer 2011: 240).

Theodore teases out this framework in his interpretation of Hebrews (cf. Greer 1973: 235–61; 2011: 240–44). In De incarnatione 12, he states that, because the reference to (a) son in Heb 1:1 has no definite article, son here designates both the one who is son by nature and the one who is son by grace. He then divides the attributions in Heb 1:1–4 between each of these sons. The son, through whom God has spoken in these last days, who is made heir, cleanses, sits at God’s right hand, and inherits a name superior to angels, is the assumed Man. The son who creates and sustains the world, who is the radiance of God’s glory and the imprint of his being, is the divine Word.4 These distinctions are carried forward in the catena in Heb 1:5–14. In Theodore’s Commentary on Hebrews, Heb 1:12 applies to both the Father and the Word since they possess a “communion of nature,” whereas Heb 1:5 applies to the assumed Man who is made a son at his exaltation (Staab 1933: 202, 206). By grace this son is raised to immortal and immutable life where he becomes the eschatological renewer of the creation (cf. Cat. hom. 3.6–7; Athanasius, C Ar. 1.16). Theodore attributes all the designations of king, judge, high priest, firstborn, and captain in Hebrews to the assumed Man who is the conduit of salvation for the rest of humanity.

When Theodore comes to Heb 2:9–10, a similar division follows. The captain of salvation who suffers is a reference to the assumed Man since the divine Word is unable to suffer. In fact, Theodore argues for the less attested reading, chōris theou (“without God”), in v. 9 as a description of the assumed Man since only he is able to suffer, not the divine Word who indwelt him (though the Word never departs from the Man). In his Treatise against Apollinaris, Theodore argues from Heb 5:7–9 for the full humanity of the assumed Man since he is the only one who is able to fear, who needs to pray, and who requires deliverance from death. None of these things is possible for the divine Word, and thus the Word has not replaced the human mind or soul in the assumed Man. Moreover, Theodore divides Heb 2:10 between the two natures of Christ: the Word who perfects and the assumed Man who is perfected by the Word. This recognition of the full humanity of the captain of salvation allows Theodore to emphasize that Jesus as the assumed Man serves as a true pattern for others who, like him, receive sonship by God’s grace, though Jesus is given glory and honor above the rest of God’s chosen children (Staab 1933: 204–5; cf. Greer 1973: 235–61; 2011: 240–44).

Exalted-Human Christology of the Socinians

Hebrews emerges again in debates between Protestant groups in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries who accepted or rejected Nicene orthodoxy. The Socinians rejected the Nicene Council and, instead, adopted a strict monotheism, though they still affirmed the supernatural works of God, such as belief in the virgin birth and the death and resurrection of Jesus. Along with their views of the atonement, the anti-Trinitarianism of the Socinians was considered a threat by orthodox English reformers, a threat which, in part, led John Owen to write a multivolume commentary on Hebrews in the latter half of the seventeenth century to counter Socinian exegesis of Hebrews among English Protestants (Tweeddale 2019: 48–49; Mortimer 2010: 205–32).

The Racovian Catechism, published in Poland in 1605 and translated from the Latin into English in 1651, served as an important representative of Socinian exegesis. According to Thomas Rees’s introduction to the 1818 printing, this revised, 1605 catechism was initially undertaken by Faustus Socinus but was completed by other associates after Faustus’s death (lxxvii–lxxviii). The Racovian Catechism rejected the Chalcedonian synthesis and argued that opposite and discordant properties, namely, human and divine, cannot be applied to the same individual. Whereas Theodore held two distinct and complete natures in Jesus Christ, the Socinians affirmed only the complete human nature of Jesus. But like Theodore, the Catechism recognizes that death and resurrection are human experiences and not attributable to the divine (56, 60–61).

Especially in Section 4.1, “Of the Person of Christ,” the Racovian Catechism regularly interprets texts from Hebrews in its Christological statements. It states that God’s declaration of sonship from Psalm 2:7 quoted in Heb 1:5 and 5:5 concerning Jesus is not a statement about sonship from eternity past (1818: 72). Instead, by correlating sonship with the quotation of Ps 2:7 in Acts 13:32–33, the Catechism teaches that the statement in Heb 1:5 is about sonship granted as a result of resurrection to an exalted status. Theodore had affirmed the same of the assumed Man in his interpretation of the passage. Likewise, the Catechism affirms that Jesus’s divine appointment as son was part of God’s predestined plan. Thus, Jesus as God’s son did not exist prior to his life upon earth, only God’s purpose for him did—an assertion that distinguished Socinians from Arians (1818: 69).

The Racovian Catechism takes up the difficult attributions for the son in Heb 1:2 and 1:10–12 where the son is considered both agent and sustainer of God’s creation. Unlike Theodore, who attributes these qualities to the Word, the Catechism teaches that the exalted son, endowed by God with authority and power, is the creator of God’s second creation, the future world for redeemed humanity. This exegesis is first based upon order, where Heb 1:2 describes the son as God’s appointed heir via resurrection and exaltation before it describes him as God’s agent who created the worlds (1818: 93–94). Second, the future world of the redeemed is presently inhabited by the exalted son with his angels. This is argued by correlating the references to oikoumenē in Heb 1:6 (which the son enters) with the reference in Heb 2:5 (which the faithful enter in the coming age). Again, Jesus as God’s exalted son is given the authority and power to create the second creation which will be inhabited by the redeemed (1818: 86–91). This affirmation resembles Theodore’s own statement that the assumed Man is the eschatological renewer of God’s creation. Whereas Theodore had acknowledged the divine Word in Jesus Christ, the Catechism’s attribution of the “radiance of God’s glory” to the son in Heb 1:3 is taken to mean that Jesus revealed God’s wisdom while on earth (1818: 140–41). The Catechism takes these conclusions from Heb 1:1–4 as the context for the quotation of Psalm 102 in Heb 1:10–12. Hebrews 1:1–4 limits the scope of the Psalm’s declaration to the preeminence of the son, not as the supreme God but as one who obtained an inheritance and sat down at the right hand of God (1818: 95, 103).

Finally, since Socinians do not see in Jesus Christ the incarnation of deity, a rather uncommon understanding of Heb 10:5 and its quotation of Ps 40:6–7 is considered in the Catechism. “The body prepared” for Jesus is not the body taken up by the Word at the time of the incarnation. Instead, it is a reference to Jesus’s immortal, resurrected body made suitable for his office as high priest before God in the heavenly realm (cf. 1818: 349–59). Although Socinian interpretation of Heb 10:5 is still possible within the framework of Nicene orthodoxy, the lack of interpretive pressure from an assumed incarnational or two-natures Christology made Socinians open to this uncommon alternative—namely, rethinking the point in the life of Jesus to which these verses are addressed in Hebrews.

Modern scholars have returned to these and other considerations of Jesus’s humanity, variously concluding that Hebrews affirms the deity of the Son or Hebrews challenges quasi-docetic constructions of Jesus’s identity as God’s Son.

Hebrews in Art and Literature

This section examines four noteworthy examples of Hebrews’ reception history in art and literature. Its influence can be detected among the earliest identifiable Christian symbols in the catacombs of Rome. It is also present in eucharistic prayers and in the sixth-century eucharistic mosaics in the Basilica of San Vitale. Finally, in seventeenth-century English literature, Hebrews is part of the intertextual fabric of John Milton’s Paradise Lost and John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress.

Hebrews in the Catacombs of Rome

Among the earliest art of Christians, Hebrews’ influence can possibly be seen in the inscriptions of funerary anchors on loculi in Roman catacombs (Whitlark 2023: 107–42). These inscriptions begin in the third century. For instance, the anchor is the dominant symbol in the earliest parts of the Catacombs of Priscilla. In the upper floor of the catacomb there are forty-five anchors out of sixty-four figures, that is, 70 percent of all the figures are anchors (Castelli 2013: 13–14). Among the sixty to eighty catacombs of Rome, there are over 550 funerary anchor inscriptions.5

This iconography in Christian burials may be attributed to Heb 6:18–20a, where the author likens the audience’s eschatological hope in God’s promise of life after death to an ankyra for the soul (Martin and Whitlark 2018: 64–65; Moffitt 2011: 192–93). This hope is “secure and reliable” amid the trials of suffering, even death, that the audience must face. The hope is to reach the heavenly realm and to enter God’s eschatological presence, where Jesus has gone before them. The anchor in Hebrews, then, is a symbol of hope in God’s promise that brings stability amid persecution (e.g., 10:32–39). The association of the anchor with Christian hope in life after death is certainly fitting for the context of Christian burial in the third century, when Christians still lived under the lethal prejudice of imperial Rome.

When we consider references to ankyra outside of Hebrews among texts associated with Christians in the first, second, and beginning of the third century, we do not find ankyra in the Septuagint, Apostolic Fathers, Tertullian, or Origen. The metaphorical uses of ankyra in pagan literature commonly associate the anchor with ideas of security (bebaiōs) and safety (asphaleia), as in Hebrews.6 Hebrews’ use of the anchor to convey the idea of security and safety belongs to this broader cultural milieu. Nevertheless, almost no Greek text (pagan, Christian, or Jewish) associates ankyra with elpis prior to the fourth century ce. In fact, Heb 6:18–19 is the earliest occurrence of these two words together within fifty words of each other, according to a search of the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG) database. Moreover, the goddess Spes (Hope) is most often represented on Roman coins from the imperial period not with an anchor, but as a woman hiking up her skirt with one hand and carrying a small flower in the other (RIC 2:30 no. 139). Associating ankyra with elpis as a symbol of stability and security in Hebrews may have resonated with Christians in light of the prominent role that eschatological hope (elpis) played among the early Christ-followers (e.g., Rom 8:24–25; 1 Cor 13:13) and especially for the author of Hebrews (cf. Heb 3:6; 6:11, 18; 7:19; 10:23; 11:1). Conversely, optimism was not typically expressed in pagan epitaphs. Moreover, archaic and classical Greek literature was more ambivalent when it comes to elpis (Cairns 2015: 13–44). Romans could also portray spes as an evil or delusional force (Clark 1983: 120n20). There was little expectation or hope expressed for life after death (Klauck 2003: 79–81; Cumont 1959: 18). Paul seems to demonstrate awareness of this popular skepticism when he writes, “If only in this life we have hope in Christ, then we are to be more pitied than all people…. If the dead are not raised, let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die” (1 Cor 15:19, 32). One epitaph reads, “I was nothing, I am nothing;/and you who [now] live,/eat, drink, play, come!” (Klauck 2003: 80). Some funerary inscriptions do contain spes and fortuna, though not so much to express hope in life after death as to declare that the dead have been freed from their delusive influences (Clark 1983: 102n23).

While ankyra is scarcely associated with elpis in extant Greek texts before the fourth century ce, we do find the anchor associated with elpis or spes in the catacombs of Rome prior to the fourth century. The most telling example comes from the Catacomb of Priscilla on the Via Salaria Nova (Carletti 1988: 119). Potentially dating from the beginning of the third century, one of the most interesting inscriptions from the catacomb of Priscilla reads:


ΕΥΕΛΠΙCΤΟC EVELPISTVS [anchor]



The name of the Christian buried in the loculus is “Good Hope.” His name is spelled in Greek, then transcribed in Latin, and then signified with an ideograph of an anchor (De Rossi 1886: 73).7 Other associations of similar names with anchor imagery can be found in the Catacomb of Praetextatus on the Via Appia, where there is an “E” linked with an anchor lying on its side. The “E” with the anchor possibly stands for Elpis or a name derived from elpis.8 The anchor occurs elsewhere with names derived from elpis: ELPIS, ELPIZ[usa], ELPI[D]I, and HELPIS.9

The Christian iconography in the catacombs should be interpreted in light of its funerary context and hopes related to life after death (Guyon 2017: 283; cf. Galvao-Sobrinho 1995: 453–58). Some historians believe that the persecutions of Christians in the third century had a formative influence on Christian iconography. The imagery tends to emphasize safety, security, or deliverance from danger (Jensen 2000: 27). Hebrews is the only early extant Christian text that takes a central tenet of Christian preaching, hope in God’s promise through Jesus Christ for life after death, and associates it with the stability and safety of an anchor. The other place this connection manifests before the fourth century is in the Roman catacombs. These Christian burials in Rome, which also associate the anchor with elpis or spes, therefore suggest a connection with the unique phenomenon in Heb 6:18–20a. This connection is strengthened if we recognize that Hebrews was known in Rome by the end of the first century, as is suggested by its influence on 1 Clement (36.1–5)10 and on other Christians who resided in Rome throughout the second century, such as Hermas (Mand. 31.1–7), Justin (Dial. 11.2; 13.1), and the Melchizedekians.

Hebrews in the Eucharistic Art of San Vitale

A number of modern interpreters argue that evidence for the presence of eucharistic practice and belief is found in Hebrews (Swetnam 1989: 74–95). Yet others argue that Hebrews represents an antisacramental view among the earliest Christians (Williamson 1975: 300–312). Hebrews has more often been used to reinforce the eucharistic tradition over the centuries.

The influence of Hebrews in the eucharistic tradition is most evident in representations of the figure Melchizedek from Gen 14:18–20. Christians developed elaborate typological readings of the encounter between Melchizedek and Abraham. For example, in the Byzantine Chronicon Paschale 74 (seventh century ce), Abraham passes over the Jordan River as a type of baptism, after which he meets Melchizedek, who then offers to a “baptized” Abraham bread and wine as an observance of the Eucharist (Piovanelli 2013: 72, 82–84). The narrative attests to the practice of celebrating the Eucharist after the baptism of the initiate—a practice attested as early as Justin (Apol. 1.61, 65–66).

In the West, the Latin eucharistic liturgy of the Roman Canon received its fixed form by the time of Gregory the Great (590–640) but may have originated in the fourth century (Chupungco 2014: 414–17). When the host is elevated in the liturgy (Supra quae), God is asked to accept the gifts as he did the gifts of Abel, the sacrifice of Abraham, and the offering of Melchizedek (Buda 2017: 128). In the earliest traces of the Roman Canon, Ambrose of Milan (339–397) provides a similar amalgamation of figures in De sacramentis. There the prayer offered asks that God receive the oblation on his altar on high by the hands of his angels, as he also accepted the gifts of the righteous Abel, father Abraham, and the high priest Melchizedek (4.27). This particular selection of characters who are mentioned in the Western eucharistic anaphora is noteworthy. In the New Testament, only in Hebrews are just these three characters portrayed together as priests: Abel (11:4), Abraham (11:17), and Melchizedek (7:1). Beyond the mention of the offering of Melchizedek, the selection of just these three priestly characters in the eucharistic prayers of Ambrose and the Roman Canon may point to the influence of Hebrews on the Supra quae in the Western observance of the Eucharist. Many Eastern eucharistic anaphora fail to limit their selection to these three figures or even mention Melchizedek. In the Greek text of the Jerusalem liturgy of St. James, when the incense is offered, Abel, Noah, Aaron, and Samuel are listed (Kazamias 2006: 17; Abel, Noah, Abraham, Aaron, and Zechariah are listed in the Codex Rosanno and Paris Manuscripts 2509 and 476; cf. Swainson 1884: 219). In the Alexandrian liturgy of St. Mark, God is asked to receive the offerings as he did from Abel, Abraham, Zechariah, Cornelius, and the widow with two mites (Swainson 1884: 42). In the Byzantine version of the anaphora of St. Basil, God is asked to accept the gifts like those of Abel, Abraham, Moses, Aaron, and Samuel (Spinks 2013: 132, 137). This difference between Western and Eastern eucharistic prayers again might point to the fact that Hebrews possibly played a more significant role in giving shape to this aspect of the prayer in the Western eucharistic tradition.

Explicit mention of Hebrews with regard to the Latin eucharistic liturgy is found in Ambrose’s De sacramentis. Specifically, Ambrose quotes Heb 7:3 to establish a strong typological connection between Melchizedek and Christ (4.12, 5.1). In this way, Ambrose can argue that Melchizedek, when he offers bread and wine to Abraham, is the author of the Christian sacrament. The importance of this claim for Ambrose is that the Eucharist is more ancient and thereby superior to Moses’s sacraments, and that the Christian people began before the Jews (4.10–11).

Other Christians in late antiquity likewise emphasized the connection between Melchizedek and Christ in an effort to associate the meeting of Melchizedek and Abraham with the Eucharist. This rhetorical strategy is evidenced by the letter of Cyprian (ca. 200–258) to Caecilius (Ep. 63.4). Ephrem (306–373) states in the Hymn of the Unleavened Bread that Melchizedek is a type of Christ and his offering of bread and wine is the Eucharist (Spinks 2013: 79). Jerome (ca. 347–420) states that Melchizedek is a type of Christ who offers the eucharistic mystery (Ep. 46). Augustine (354–430) points to Cyprian’s claim based upon Ps 110:4 (Doctr. chr. 4.21). Elsewhere Augustine notes that Hebrews praises Melchizedek, who offered the same Eucharist that Christians now observe (Civ. 16.22). Finally, in the Chronicon Paschale, God tells Abraham that he will show Abraham “the type of that day,” and upon seeing Melchizedek with the bread and wine, Abraham falls on his face “for he had seen the day of the Lord” (74.8, 11).

These points of contact between Hebrews and the Eucharist are present in the ecclesial art of the Basilica of San Vitale in Ravenna (Moffitt 2016). In San Vitale (consecrated in 547), a mosaic above the arch on one side of the altar depicts an altar with the eucharistic bread and wine. On one side of the altar mosaic, Abel offers up his lamb alive in both hands. On the other side, Melchizedek with both hands offers up the same eucharistic bread that is depicted on the altar. On the arch across from this mosaic are displayed scenes depicting Abraham’s hospitality in serving eucharistic bread to his guests and his near-sacrifice of Isaac. This combination of figures reflects the influence of the Supra quae from the Roman Canon, which itself has likely been influenced by Hebrews. Other figures such as Moses, Isaiah, and Jeremiah appear on the arches as well, possibly reflecting a more significant influence by Hebrews. Jeremiah’s prophecy of the new covenant provides the central motif for Hebrews and is quoted extensively in Heb 8:8–12. It is also the covenant that is recalled in the celebration of the Eucharist according to Luke 22:20, 1 Cor 11:25, and the Roman Canon (“the new and eternal covenant”—both descriptors found in Hebrews [9:15; 13:20]; see Jasper and Cuming 1975: 107). Moses witnesses to Christ (3:1–6) and is a vital exemplar of faith for the community (11:24–26), while Isaiah’s martyrdom is alluded to in Heb 11:37. Even the mosaic depicting the hospitality of Abraham to his angelic guests has a connection to the exhortation in Heb 13:2 (“do not neglect hospitality for through it some have entertained angels”).

Additionally, in the vault of the ceiling above the altar, four angels are depicted offering up the living eucharistic lamb, who is at the very center. In the Supplices te rogamus of the Roman Canon, the priest asks that the offerings be taken by the angel to God’s high altar so that all who participate may receive the body and blood of the Son. This supplication follows immediately upon the Supra quae where the offerings of Abel, Abraham, and Melchizedek are recalled. The mosaic project in the area of the altar at San Vitale immerses the participant in this very movement of the liturgy of the Roman Canon (Deliyannis 2010: 243–50). The offerings from the altar on earth join with the depictions of the offerings by Abel, Abraham, and Melchizedek on the arches. As one continues looking up, these offerings are then offered in heaven by angels through Jesus the Lamb at the center of the vaulted ceiling. Spatially, by means of these mosaics, one moves as one does in the Roman Canon from the altar on earth to the altar in heaven where the living, resurrected Jesus ministers. The concept of the self-offering of the living Christ in heaven in the Supplices te rogamus of the Roman Canon and of the exalted Lamb in the eucharistic mosaics of San Vitale seem to evoke not only images from Revelation and the Gospel of John but also an understanding of Heb 8:1–10:18 (esp. 10:10) where the bodily self-offering of the resurrected Jesus takes place in the heavenly realm.

Hebrews in Paradise Lost and Pilgrim’s Progress

Two of the towering classics of English literature, John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) and John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (1678), represent noteworthy instances of intertextual engagement with Hebrews. Milton and Bunyan lived in a context of flourishing commentary writing on the Scriptures by Protestants. In the preceding century, more than forty commentaries were written on Hebrews (Hagen 1981), and many more would follow. One of the most influential was the anti-Socinian commentary of John Owen, who began the publication of his multivolume work (1668–84) the year after Paradise Lost appeared in print.

Hebrews played a significant role in the Miltonic theological tractate, De doctrina christiana (1650–1660). How much of De doctrina can be directly ascribed to Milton is a matter of debate since he was blind during the period of its production and therefore used at least three amanuenses (Hale and Cullington 2012: xix–lv). This work contains 342 citations of Hebrews (Bauman 1989: 146–50, 178). Eleven separate verses are cited five or more times: Heb 1:2, 1:3, 1:5, 1:6, 3:7, 6:4, 7:25, 10:10, 11:6, 12:2, and 13:20 (Bauman 1989: 175).

The imprint left by Heb 1:1–14 on Paradise Lost is especially conspicuous. Heb 1:5–14 is an epideictic syncrisis of the Son with angels asserting the superiority of the Son in his exaltation to God’s right hand over other heavenly beings. There are two relevant issues of interpretation: (a) Does Heb 1:5–14 describe the moment of exaltation of the Son, the progression of the Son’s incarnate humiliation to his subsequent exaltation, or the moment of the Son’s parousia? The crux of this issue turns on Heb 1:6: When does the firstborn enter the oikoumenē? A postresurrection enthronement in the heavenly world has found significant support among modern scholars (Hurst 1987; Schenck 2001; Caneday 2008; Jipp 2010). In this scenario, the Son enters the oikoumenē, that is, the heavenly realm (cf. 2:5), to the worship of angels (1:6) and is finally seated at the right hand of God (1:13). (b) Christological questions also arise (Schenck 2009): Does Jesus become the Son at the point of his exaltation by God’s decree, as is implied in Heb 1:5 (“You are my Son; today I have begotten you”), or is he preexistent and eternally the Son, as suggested by Heb 1:2 (“through whom [God] also made the worlds”)?

In Paradise Lost, there are five exaltation passages of the Son where Heb. 1:1–14 plays a central role: books 3.305–19; 5.600–615; 6.887–92; 7.584–88; and 12.456–58 (Luxton 1986: 123–46). Milton provides a recurrent picture of the Son’s exaltation at various moments: prior to creation (bk. 5), after the war in heaven (bk. 6), after the creation of the world (bk. 7), after the Son’s sacrifice (bk. 3), and at the ascension (bk. 12). Milton does not choose one point in time to instantiate the enthronement of the Son in Hebrews 1. Instead, he adapts the imagery to portray five recurrent points in time of the Son’s exaltation decreed by God from before the creation to the ascension. There is a logic to the sequence in Milton. The Son who is exalted by the Father’s will before creation proved his authority in the defeat of Satan. He then created and subsequently rules the world, demonstrating responsibility for his rule by offering himself as a sacrifice for its redemption, again proving his appointed exalted status by his merit. Milton’s Christology appears to adopt a more Arian flavor in both De doctrina (cf. 5.MS 49–52; 8.MS 126) and Paradise Lost. Interestingly, Milton had licensed the printing of the Racovian Catechism in England in 1652, suggesting some sympathy with Socinian views (Rumrich 2001: 149–50; Mortimer 2010: 165–67).

Of these five exaltation scenes, Raphael’s speech to Adam in book 5.600–615 describing the appointment of the Son by God is illustrative (see esp. Rasmussen 2019). First, Milton clearly draws upon the language of Psalm 2 to tell of the Son’s appointment to kingship or as “Vice-gerent” by God’s decree. God declares, “This day I begot My onely Son” (Donnelly 2009). If we read Heb 1:5–14 as an enthronement scene, as Milton seems to do, the enthronement of the Son begins with God’s declaration from Psalm 2: “You are my son. Today I have begotten you.” Additionally, Milton marshals Ps 110:1, 4 to describe the Son “at the right hand” who has been appointed by God’s decree, “which unrevok’t shall stand” because “by my Self have sworn to him.” Likewise, Heb 1:13 concludes the enthronement of the Son, quoting God’s decree in Ps 110:1: “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.” Hebrews as well goes on to quote Ps 110:4 (the only New Testament text to do so), stating that Jesus’s appointment as the royal priest comes with an oath: “The Lord has sworn and will not change his mind, ‘You are priest forever’ ” (7:21).

One might argue that Milton and Hebrews are independently drawing their language from these enthronement Psalms employed by early Christians. It is worth noting, however, the addressees to whom God declares the Son’s appointment to rule. In Ps 2:6 the declaration of God’s wrath is made to the rebellious nations. Milton’s addressees, however, more closely match the context of Heb 1:5–6. In Paradise Lost, as in Heb 1:6, God’s decree is made to angels or heavenly powers. In fact, each of the exaltation scenes in Paradise Lost shares this common element, namely, the enthronement of the Son at God’s right hand, often to the acclaim of angelic worship.

Elsewhere, the language of Hebrews bears upon the exaltation scenes in Books 6 and 12. In these books, Milton depicts this exaltation as “entering into glory”—a clear allusion to Heb 2:5, where Jesus leads “many children into glory,” and Heb 6:19–20, where Jesus himself “enters” the Most Holy Place, the heavenly realm, or glory, that is, behind the veil (6.891; 12.456). The language and imagery of Heb 1:3 (“who is the brightness of his glory and the express image of his person, upholding all things by the word of his power” [KJV 1611]) also echoes throughout Paradise Lost. In 5.719–20, God addresses the Son, “Son, thou in whom my glory I behold/in full resplendence, Heir of all my might.” In 6.680–82, again God states, “Effulgence of my Glorie, Son belov’d,/Son in whose face invisible beheld/Visibly, what by Deitie I am.” In 3.6, the Son is “bright effulgence of bright essence increate” (cf. 3.62–64, 388; 6.719–21, 735–36). In these instances, the emphasis falls upon the Son as the one who reveals God and his rule.

Hebrews played a significant role in John Bunyan’s own spiritual experiences, especially during the time of his imprisonment, when he wrote his 1666 autobiography, Grace Abounding (Stranahan 1982). No other text is quoted as frequently, with Heb 12:22–25 and Heb 11:37–38 proving to be especially important sources of comfort and inspiration. While imprisoned, Bunyan also developed his idea for Pilgrim’s Progress. He appears to have drawn the pilgrimage motif for the Christian life from Hebrews, where the depiction of Abraham provides a succinct model for the journey of Bunyan’s main character, Christian. In Heb 11:13–16, Abraham leaves one earthly city for a city promised and built by God, the celestial Jerusalem (12:22). Abraham has an opportunity to return to his former city but continues in his sojourn, strengthened by the promise of God. In Milton’s King James Bible, Abraham is described as a “pilgrim,” a translation of parapidēmoi. In a similar fashion, in the first part of Pilgrim’s Progress Christian leaves the City of Destruction for Mount Zion and the Celestial City. At the House Beautiful, Prudence asks Christian if he ever thinks of the country whence he came. Christian’s response echoes Heb 11:15–16: “Truly if I have been mindful of the country from whence I came out, I might have opportunity to have returned; but now I desire a better country, that is, a heavenly.” Hebrews (12:22–23) likewise supplies the language used to describe the celestial city when Hopeful and Christian cross the river of death. The pilgrimage motif, however, was not unique to Bunyan. It was especially powerful earlier for Origen (Greer 1973: 42–64) and later for Ernst Käsemann (1939) in their engagement with Hebrews.

Conclusion

A fuller study of the reception history of Hebrews from the early church to the post-Reformation period would show how Hebrews was used in trinitarian controversies (Greer 2011), in defining Jewish-Christian relations (Barnard 2014), in liturgical observances (Torgerson 2011), and in hermeneutics related to the Old Testament (Rittgers 2017: xlvi–xlvii; Fisher 2016). In this essay we have also seen how Christians from the second century to the post-Reformation period engaged with Hebrews over the issue of the lapsed, over speculation about Melchizedek, in affirmations of the full humanity of Jesus, in the earliest Christian iconography featuring funerary anchors, through Hebrews’ potential influence on the Roman Canon as expressed in the eucharistic art of San Vitale, in the portrayal of the Son in Paradise Lost, and in the depiction of the Christian life as a pilgrimage in Pilgrim’s Progress. The reception history of Hebrews shows that Hebrews has intrigued interpreters, enriched the church’s theology, provided a source of robust hope, and made unsettling demands of covenant loyalty. It continues to do so to this day.

Notes

1.The tradition found in Targum Pseudo-Jonathan and Targum Neofiti on Gen 14:18 identifies Melchizedek as Noah’s son Shem. See also Epiphanius, Pan. 55.6.1, though he attributes this view to the Samaritans. Jerome is also aware of this tradition among Jews (cf. Ep. 73). Horton (1976: 114–17, 124) summarizes the evidence from rabbinic sources by stating that Melchizedek is primarily an agent for passing on the priesthood or Torah to Abraham (e.g., Gen. Rab. 43.6–8; b. Ned. 32b).

2.An alternative account is preserved by Ps.-Zacharias in Hist. eccl. 1.3 (sixth century). Here Epiphanius is said to have had a vison wherein the names of Melchizedek’s parents were revealed to him (Minov 2016: 127n58).

3.The Cave of Treasures makes Melchizedek a son of Shem (30.15). The Latin Roda Codex identifies Melchizedek as Shem and explicitly makes Abraham a descendant of Melchizedek (Pelle 2013: 76). Some Christians identified Melchizedek with Ham who was the father of Canaan since Melchizedek was identified as a Canaanite king of Jerusalem (cf. Minov 2016: 128; Piovanelli 2013: 82 n. b).

4.Johannes Bugenhagen (1485–1558) follows Theodore’s distinctions, stating that with regard to Christ’s divinity he is son by nature, and with regard to his humanity he is son by adoption. Moreover, the adoption was completed at his resurrection (Rittgers 2017: 9–10). Martin Luther also identifies “heir” in Heb 1:2 with Christ’s humanity and “through whom the worlds were made” with his divinity (Rittgers 2017: 12). John Calvin (1979: 34) states that “heir” is ascribed to the humanity of Christ, who restores what was lost through Adam.

5.A search of “(ancora)” in the Epigraphic Database Bari turns up 551 inscriptions distributed across the catacombs in Rome. The epigraphic evidence from the catacombs in Rome are catalogued in Inscriptiones Christianae Urbis Romae, nova series, vols. 1–10 (ICUR). This evidence can be searched in the Epigraphic Database Bari (www.edb.uniba.it), where 40,566 inscriptions of 40,815 items have been added.

6.Cf. Appian, His. Rom. 11.56; Plutarch, Solon 19.2; Sophocles, frg. 685; Propertius, Elegies 2.22.41; Plato, Leg 12.961C; Euripides, frg. 866; Hec. 79–81; Galen, Synopsis librorum suorum de pulsibus 9.432.10.

7.ICUR 9, 26038 (ca. 200–299). Also, among Justin’s companions in the account of their martyrdoms in Rome is a Euelpistus (The Martyrdom of the Holy Martyrs Justin, Charito, Euelpistus, Hierax, Paeon, and Liberian [Recension B], 4.3).

8.ICUR 5, 15246c (p. 375).

9.ELPIS: ICUR 8, 22429 (ca. 276–300); ELPIZ[usa]: ICUR 9, 25118 (ca. 200–299); ELPI[D]I: ICUR 9, 25116 (ca. 200–299) and ICUR 1, 1592; HELPIS: ICUR 7, 20429 (ca. 200–299).

10.The witness of Hegesippus (Eusebius, His. eccl. 3.16; 4.22), Irenaeus (Haer. 3.3.3), Clement of Alexandria (Strom. 4.17), and Eusebius (His. eccl. 3.15–16; 5.6.2–3) all support a date of composition for 1 Clement in the 90s, near the end of the reign of Domitian.
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Chapter 20


The Reception History of the Letter of James



David B. Gowler

The Apostle James must be dragged a little into prominence—not in behalf of works against faith; no, no, that was not the Apostle’s meaning, but in behalf of faith.

(Kierkegaard 1974: 49)

It is surprising that the Letter of James has encountered so many difficulties being accepted as Scripture, given the extent to which it inherits the heart, mind, and message of Jesus (cf. Hartin 2004: xvii). Even after its inclusion in the canon, it has often been ignored by the Christian church. To be sure, debates about such questions as apostolic provenance or perceived disagreements with Paul’s justification by faith—both raised, most famously, by Martin Luther, whose statements on James are more complex than usually claimed (Gowler 2014: 10–12)—have contributed to the diminished influence of the Letter. It is also true, however, that James is often neglected precisely because it shares radical sayings and perspectives from the teachings of Jesus that many Christians ignore or domesticate (Tamez 2002: 62; Blomberg and Kamell 2008: 21), especially those sayings that stem from the Torah obedience so important to Jesus and Jewish Christianity (i.e., Jewish followers of Jesus who also observed the law because of God’s covenant with Israel).

The tendency to marginalize the Letter of James continues, even among biblical scholars and theologians, but its influence is evident in other areas, especially in discussions of the practical, ethical implications of what it means to implement the teachings of Jesus in one’s daily life (Allison 2013: 106). This essay thus highlights a few representative responses to James in forms often overlooked in scholarship: art, music, literature, plays, poetry, and political and social critique.

Patterns of Interpretation

The embeddedness of the Letter of James in Jewish Christianity—including Torah obedience and the teachings of Jesus—imbues it with a certain coherence, although its theology is not systematic in a way that many modern people expect or desire (e.g., Dibelius 1975: 2; but see Watson 1993: 99–120; Penner 1996: 121–213; Hartin 1999: 9; Wachob 2000). This embeddedness results in a few common patterns of interpretation found in dialogues that interpreters have had in their encounters with James through the centuries (Batten 2009: 47–71).

The Sovereign God

The Letter refers to James as God’s servant (1:1), who echoes the Shema in proclaiming that God is one (2:19). God is unchanging and therefore trustworthy. Human beings are made in the image of God the Creator (3:9), from whom comes “every perfect gift” (1:17). James thus urges its readers to be friends with God (1:23), not friends of the world (4:4). This friendship with God is possible because God the generous benefactor is merciful, gracious, and forgiving (1:17; 4:6–11; cf. Batten 2010: 56–121; McKnight 2011: 42).

God is also the righteous Lawgiver and Judge (4:11–12; 5:4). Therefore, James calls its readers to purity and wholeness as they await the eschaton (Penner 1996: 212) and gives encouragement to remain steadfast in the face of trials. Thus the wisdom tradition in James, like the Jesus tradition, pushes beyond the traditional, conventional, and practical, with ethical exhortations that are urgent and sometimes subversive in light of the coming judgment of God (cf. Penner 1996: 258–59).

Over the centuries, interpreters have built upon James’s portrait of God, expressing their view of God’s sovereignty in various ways. The urgency of eschatological judgment is often downplayed, although God’s role as judge is maintained. Emphasis tends to fall on one’s fragile mortality and the imminent possibility of the individual facing God instead of the universal judgment being at hand. In such responses, the issue of the relationship of God’s sovereignty and the free will of human beings is a common thread.

James and Jesus

James refers explicitly to Jesus by name only twice, although it may refer to Jesus in some instances as “Lord” or “the excellent name” (e.g., 2:7; 5:7–8, 14–15). Yet the Letter echoes teachings of Jesus extensively, including the Sermon on the Mount (e.g., Jas 1:2, 4, 5–6, 10, 17, 19–20, 22–23; 2:5, 10, 11, 13; 3:12, 18; 4:4, 8, 10, 11, 13–15; 5:2–3, 10) and other Jesus traditions (e.g., Jas 4:9/Luke 6:25; Jas 2:8/Matt 22:39; Jas 3:1/Matt 23:8–12; Jas 5:9/Matt 24:33; Jas 5:12/Matt 5:34–35, 37).

With a major emphasis on the need to be “doers of the word” (1:22) and to be “mature and complete” (1:4), the reception of James reflects this coherence with Jesus’s message. Interpreters tend to respond to James’s coherence with the message of Jesus in the same way they respond to the radical aspects of Jesus’s message in the Gospels: by ignoring them altogether, domesticating them in varying ways, or incorporating those radical critiques into their interpretations as “practical theology.”

Faith in Action: Ethics, Practical Theology, and James

James’s concern with Torah obedience, practical theology, and ethics is one reason why James is so prevalent in sermons and other discourses that emphasize applications of Scripture to one’s life. It also helps explain why James is often ignored, marginalized, and domesticated by many theologians and other interpreters. Other factors certainly play a role—such as James’s apparent contradiction of Paul’s theology of justification by faith—but the discomfort caused by James’s radical pronouncements about poverty and wealth certainly contribute to this marginalization.

The terms James uses for the poor (ptōchos, tapeinos) and for the rich (plousios) have social as well as economic implications (Batten 2008: 72–73). James is committed to the poor and marginalized, and its Torah obedience leads it to stress that loving one’s neighbors means taking care of their physical as well as spiritual needs (e.g., Lev 19:15–18; Jas 2:8, 14–18). God, for James, is a God of social justice (1:27), so James encourages the poor and condemns the actions of the wealthy (1:9–11; 4:13–16). The author calls for believers to imitate God’s actions with concern for the poor (5:1–6), avoiding discrimination against the poor or in favor of the rich (2:1–7), and performing concrete actions on behalf of those in need (2:14–17; Hartin 2003: 31–33, 37). Interpreters respond to these emphases in intriguing ways, some extending James’s words concerning poverty and wealth to related issues of gender, class, and race.

James and Paul

James appears to contradict Paul’s view of the relationship between faith, works, and the law. Such debates appear extensively in scholarly and theological treatments, but they also influence other responses, often with theological preference being given to Paul’s perspective as the measure of “authentic Christianity” (Johnson 1995: 111; Hartin 2004: 107). The relative rarity of visual representations of James and the Letter attributed to him is consistent with this widespread perspective.

James in Art

Visual Representations of James of Jerusalem

The paucity of images of James of Jerusalem and differences of opinion about James’s “real” identity make the study of visual representations of James complex (Bedford 1911: 4–5). Images of James tend to reflect his holiness, aspects found in other traditions concerning James “the Just.” Eusebius, for example, includes traditions about James’s piety, holiness, asceticism, and Torah obedience, even describing him as a priest and lifelong Nazarite (Hist. eccl. 2.23.4–7; cf. Acts 21:18–26).

Many artists stress “St. James’s legendary likeness to Our Lord” (Bedford 1911: 3–4, 7), which is similar to the way some interpreters explain the Letter’s close relationship to the traditions of Jesus. As Deems (1888: 27) notes, these “two sons of Mary were much alike in some mental characteristics.” Sometimes images of James and Jesus are almost indistinguishable. For example, James prays in the Garden of Gethsemane in James Tissot’s Saint Jacques le Mineur (ca. 1894, Brooklyn Museum), a work that also highlights the holiness and piety of James. Such representations draw on traditions regarding James’s devotion to prayer that caused his knees to become “hard like those of a camel” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl 2.23:4–7).

Since James is named as one of Jesus’s “brothers and sisters” (Matt 13:55), some early Christians believed James was a younger brother of Jesus born of Joseph and Mary (the Helvidian position). Because of the development of the doctrine of the perpetual virginity of Mary, other theories became necessary to explain their relationship, and the Epiphanian theory, that Jesus’s “brothers and sisters” were children of Joseph by a previous marriage (Epiphanius, Panarion 1.29.3.8–4.4), became the dominant position in the East. This view is represented in the Protoevangelium of James, for example, and in a few visual works of art where James appears to lead the donkey on which Mary rides from Nazareth to Bethlehem or during the flight into Egypt, as in Titian’s Flight into Egypt (ca. 1508, Hermitage, St. Petersburg, Russia) and in one of Giotto’s frescoes in the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua. A recent mural painted on a semi-dome in Dormition Abbey, Jerusalem, touches on the same theme (Gowler 2014: 33).

A number of representations incorporate elements denoting James’s status as the first bishop of Jerusalem, with James wearing episcopal robes and a miter, sitting in his episcopal chair, and/or holding a crozier. Such depictions are found in several images in Sts. James Cathedral in Jerusalem.1 A painting at the front of the main sanctuary highlights the resemblances between Jesus and James and includes an image symbolizing that Jesus entrusted James with the episcopate of Jerusalem. Others include a recent painting by E. Esme on the outside wall of the cathedral in the parvis and a painting of an older James on the northern interior of the sanctuary as the first of the many bishops of Jerusalem. Nearby one also finds James of Jerusalem portrayed with James the Great, Mary, and Jesus in a painting in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (Gowler 2014: 44–47).

In many representations, James holds a book, a symbol of the belief that he had written part of Scripture. Examples include El Greco’s paintings of James the Less (ca. 1612, Museo del Greco, Toledo, Spain). In contrast to conventional depictions of James resembling Jesus, El Greco’s portrayal of the Apostle is a self-portrait in El Greco’s distinctive Mannerist style. In this image, El Greco himself takes the role of James and bids us to reflect (and act?) on the Scripture he holds in his hands.

Many representations of James connect with traditions about his death. Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 2.1.4) relates that James “was thrown from the pinnacle of the temple and was beaten to death with a club by a fuller.” Images of James, then, often depict him holding a fuller’s staff or with a bow used by hat makers. This latter development in iconography possibly occurred because of the close connection between guilds of fullers and hatmakers in the Middle Ages (Bedford 1911: 21, 25–26). Sometimes James even wears a fuller’s hat, as seen in Hieronymus Emser’s James Reads His Letter. In this image, found in Emser’s sixteenth-century German translation of the New Testament in which he “corrects” the errors of Luther, James sits reading his Letter wearing the flat hat with a long brim that is characteristic of fullers, and a fuller’s rod leans on his right shoulder. Compare the image by the engraver Virgil Solis that appears in Martin Luther’s Das symbolum der Heyligen Apostel (ca. 1548). James carries his book in his right arm and the bow with which he is killed in his left hand. In the background on the right, James’s martyrdom is depicted, a combination of being thrown from the height and being beaten with the fuller’s bow (cf. other depictions of James in Gowler: 2014: 30–62).

Representations of the martyrdom of James are rare until the twelfth century. The use of the bow is more common in German iconography, as seen in The Martyrdom of St. James by Johann von Eck (1531). A painting on the south wall of the main sanctuary in Sts. James Cathedral in Jerusalem dramatically illustrates the martyrdom of James of Jerusalem. It depicts three distinct events in the martyrdom story: James (1) bearing witness to his faith in Jesus, (2) being thrown from the pinnacle of the temple, and, (3) as in most images of James’s martyrdom, kneeling in prayer as a man with a fuller’s club prepares to strike him, which might reflect Hegesippus’s version (in Eusebius) of James’s martyrdom, where James prays, as did Jesus, for God “to forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Hist. eccl. 2.23.16; Luke 23:34; cf. Acts 7:60).

Visual Representations of the Letter of James

Visual representations of passages from the Letter are also uncommon, but sometimes depictions of James incorporate passages from the Letter. An engraving by Christoph Weigel (Biblia ectypa, 1695), for example, portrays James gazing into a mirror, a warning to be doers of the word, unlike those who look in a mirror and forget what they look like (Jas 1:23–24). This image includes a wind creating waves, a reminder not to be double-minded and doubting (1:6–8). Likewise, the sun rises and a flower wilts in the sun’s heat, symbolizing that the rich will suffer the same fate (1:9–11).

The Roman Catholic Church believes that Jas 5:14–15 institutes extreme unction as a sacrament. Nicolas Poussin includes depictions of extreme unction in his two series of paintings on the seven sacraments. In the first series (Extreme Unction, 1638–40, Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, U.K.), Poussin highlights the role of the priest leaning over the bed and administering the sacrament to the man nearing death, with onlooking women engaging in prayer (Green 2000: 150–57). Extreme Unction in the second series (1644, National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh) accentuates the pathos of the scene both through the figures in the painting—a man raises both arms over the dying man’s body, for example, and a small child reaches to touch the man’s face—and by the use of chiaroscuro, some figures highlighted and others in the shadows, such as the praying woman on her knees (Verdi 1995: 244).

Most artistic depictions incorporating passages from James illustrate moral and spiritual concerns of faith-in-action, as in works by the Dutch artist and poet Jan Luiken. James’s admonition to sinful, double-minded people to “cleanse your hands” and “purify your hearts” (4:8) is found in his etching The Scrubbing-Brush: The Courtyard Is Perfect (Het leerzaam huisraad, 1711), where the cleansing of a courtyard symbolizes that human beings are concerned about keeping their earthly dwellings spotless but allow the “grime of evil” to remain on their souls. Luiken’s The Lawful Contest depicts a wrestling match between the “resignation” and “perseverance” of Jas 1:12 (De onwaardige wereld, 1710). He also interprets Jas 1:12 in his etching The Willow Tree: Time Brings Lilies and Roses, which illustrates that perseverance will bring a reward (De Bykorf des Gemoeds, 1711). Luiken uses the unusual symbolism of a duck decoy in the same set of drawings to interpret the “friendship with the world” of Jas 4:4. The Duck Decoy: Be on Your Guard illustrates the truth that although the world seems attractive, it is actually a treacherous snare.

The ethical exhortations in the Letter of James are sometimes interpreted in light of God’s forthcoming judgment, a perspective reflected in the seventh engraving of William Blake’s ([1825] 1966) masterpiece on the book of Job. Job’s three friends arrive to comfort him, and various illustrative biblical texts surround the image, including a quote from Jas 5:11, a reminder that, despite all appearances, the coming of the “compassionate and merciful” Lord is near (Rowland 2010: 35–36; Gowler 2014: 281–83).

Reception of the double-minded person (Jas 1:8; 4:8) as hypocritically “two-faced” includes polemical images in popular culture. An 1876 political cartoon about the U.S. presidential candidate Samuel J. Tilden, for example, depicts him with one face declaring his support for civil service reform and opposition to political patronage, whereas his second face is associated with his alleged Confederate sympathies and corrupt connections with Boss Tweed (Frost 1876). An 1892 cartoon likewise depicts the “two-faced” presidential ticket of Grover Cleveland and Adlai Stevenson with Cleveland as a “saintly” good-government reformer, whereas Stevenson is portrayed as the sinful deliverer of political patronage jobs to political bosses and other allies (Gillam 1892).

James in Music

A small number of musical works highlight James’s role as leader of the church in Jerusalem as well as his piety and devotion as a disciple of Jesus. He appears, for example, in the Troparion and Kontakion for the feast day of St. James in the Orthodox Church in America (October 23) and in an alternate verse of “By all your saints still striving” in the 1982 hymnal of the Episcopal Church (The Hymnal 1982: 232). The vast majority of musical receptions of the Letter, though, are found in hymns that focus on God’s sovereignty, God as friend or benefactor, and various aspects of putting one’s faith into action.

A number of hymns use verses from James 1 as their foundation, such as “Jesus, Grant that Balm and Healing” (1644), by the German poet and hymn writer Johann Heermann.2 This hymn combines elements from Jas 1:13–16 and 4:7 with thoughts from earlier church leaders (e.g., Bernard of Clairvaux). Like Bede the Venerable (Gowler 2014: 105), Heermann envisions three modes of temptation—from within, by Satan, and through the world’s enticements (Aufdemberge 1997: 47)—and calls for prayer and meditation in order to endure and overcome such trials. “Never Give Up” by Fanny Crosby (1903), based on Jas 1:2–4, echoes similar sentiments for those who undergo trials.

Matthias Claudius’s 1782 hymn, “We plough the Fields and Scatter,” uses Jas 1:17 to communicate the good gifts that God as benefactor bestows:


All good gifts around us

are sent from heav’n above;

then thank the Lord, O thank the Lord,

for all his love.



The hymn is based on a song Claudius heard local farmers singing (“Wir pflügen und wir streuen”), and it can be heard in settings as varied as the musical Godspell (1971) and the animated film, Wallace & Gromit: The Curse of the Were-Rabbit (2005). Compare Thomas Chisholm’s hymn “Great is Thy Faithfulness” (1923) and Thomas Ken’s “Awake, My Soul, and With the Sun” (1674), which includes a final stanza (known today as “The Doxology”) that calls for people to praise God as benefactor. Both hymns build on the language and imagery of Jas 1:17.

Charles Wesley’s hymns utilize James to reflect the necessity of “good works, which are the fruit of faith” (Wesley 1743: 6). A hymn based on his conversion experience, “Aldersgate Street,” includes references to Jas 1:17, especially stanzas 4 and 5. Wesley shows God’s “Spir’t within” by hearing “the sufferer’s cry”:


On mercy’s wings I swiftly fly,

The poor and the helpless to relieve,

My life, my all, for them to give. (Hymns and Psalms 1985: 318)



In a similar way, Wesley incorporates Jas 2:15–17 into several stanzas of his hymn “Love Feast” to illustrate faith-in-action. For Wesley, “faith alone” contains “social grace,” an “active faith” that “sanctifies and makes us whole” and demonstrates its vitality by good works (“Faith which by our works is shown”: Hymns and Psalms 1985: 756). The connections between God’s grace, the wisdom from above, and works of faith that inherently follow from it are succinctly noted as well in the first stanza of Wesley’s hymn “Happy the Man that finds the Grace” (Hymns and Psalms 1985: 674).

The call in Jas 4:8 to draw near to God has inspired more hymns than perhaps any other verse in the Letter, such as Joseph Scriven’s, “Pray without Ceasing,” which was published anonymously by J. B. Packard in 1857 and put to music with a new title (“What a Friend We have in Jesus”) by Charles Converse. This popular hymn captures the essence of James’s exhortation for the faithful to call upon God in prayer (Aufdemberge 1997: 425). Thomas Hansen Kingo’s “Dearest Jesus, Draw Thou Near Me” (1699), instead of focusing on James’s admonition to draw near to God, focuses on the believer’s request for Jesus to draw near to the believer. Nearness to Jesus entails living faithfully in the sheltering care of the church, continuing to seek God’s aid in resisting temptation, gaining “full and free” salvation, and, upon death, entering into God’s presence in heaven. Likewise, in Leila Naylor Morris’s hymn on Jas 4:8, “Nearer, Still Nearer” (1926), the believer calls to Jesus “as Savior” to draw near the believer and provide a shelter in the “Haven of Rest.” Like Kingo, Morris also echoes the theme of turning away from sin, as well as drawing after death “still nearer” to Jesus throughout all eternity.

Perhaps the most famous hymn that echoes Jas 4:8 is Sarah Fuller Flower Adams’s “Nearer, My God, to Thee” (1841). For example, as is depicted in the 1997 movie Titanic, some survivors of the 1912 disaster (other survivors disagreed) remembered that the ocean liner’s orchestra played the hymn as the ship began to sink. It is also associated with the 1901 assassination of President William McKinley, who is reported to have said on his deathbed, “Nearer, my God, to Thee” (Gowler 2014: 242).

As in many other hymns on Jas 4:8, the possibility of being “nearer” to God in Adams’s hymn is accomplished through Jesus’s sacrificial death. Later stanzas of the hymn incorporate the image of Jacob’s ladder, including angels from heaven calling us to be nearer to God; the memories of those dreams allow us even through our “woes” to be nearer to God. The hymn concludes, as do others inspired by this passage, with the confidence that after death one will be nearer to God in heaven, which makes its purported use by the orchestra on the Titanic and by President McKinley quite fitting.

James 5:8 has also inspired a number of hymns, including two by Fanny Crosby. “The Morning draweth Nigh” (1889) reminds people, “Though long and deep the shadows the dreary night may bring … the morning draweth nigh” when Christians will sing “everlasting praises.” In “We are Waiting, Blessed Savior” (1899), Crosby writes that believers are “watching for the hour” when “the shadows will be lifted” and that they are “watching not in vain” for the return of Jesus, when their sorrows “like a dream will pass away.” Granville Jones’s “His Coming draweth Nigh” (1895) likewise utilizes Jas 5:8 to reflect on the trials that life brings one’s way and the belief that the day is coming soon when those sorrows will end.

Faith-in-Action: Literary, Theological, and Political Reception of James

Receptions of James in literature, plays, and poetry are also limited but frequently involve putting one’s faith into action. For example, the poem “O Brother Man” (later converted into a hymn) by the Quaker and abolitionist John Greenleaf Whittier utilizes Jas 1:27 to speak of the way true worship consists in one’s actions for the marginalized, especially widows and orphans, and how those actions bring about God’s peace.

Shakespeare refers to the Bible more than any other source (Shaheen 1999). Allusions to James or major concerns of the Letter are sometimes identified in The Merchant of Venice. In the court scene (Act IV scene i), for example, Portia’s famous speech at the trial of Antonio may reflects the language of Jas 2:13 (“judgment will be without mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment”), as may also the Duke’s question to Shylock (“How shalt thou hope for mercy, rendering none?”). It should be noted that while some interpreters view Portia’s speech about mercy as Christ-like, others understand it as ironic, in light of the play’s antisemitism and the unmerciful way Portia and other non-Jewish characters treat Shylock.

The necessity of faith-in-action is clearly seen in John Bunyan’s ([1678] 1960) Pilgrim’s Progress as the character “Talkative” demonstrates. Upon first meeting Talkative, the character Faithful is impressed and declares to the character Christian that Talkative “will make a very excellent Pilgrim” (77). Christian then explains to Faithful why this is not the case by quoting the definition of “pure religion and undefiled” in Jas 1:27 (78–79). Later, in a further reflection on Jas 1:24–27, Christian argues that saying and doing “are as diverse as are the Soul and the Body: For as the Body without the Soul, is but a dead Carkass; so, Saying, if it be alone, is but a dead Carkass also” (79).

The English poet A. H. Clough’s poem Dipsychus (1850) makes an explicit connection with Jas 1:8 by using James’s Greek term for “double-souled.” Notably, in Part I, Scene XI, “The Piazza at Night,” Dipsychus speaks of his “double self” as being “aimless and hopeless” in life, “bewildered, baffled,” and “at cross-purpose even with myself” (Clough 1974: 274–75). Yet the poem seems to conclude that Dipsychus and the Spirit must join together because “worldly wisdom” and “spiritual aspiration” are both necessary: no one “moves without having one leg off, as one leg always on the ground” (Ryals 1963: 186).

One of the most important expressions of the necessity of faith-in-action comes from Søren Kierkegaard, who refers to the Bible at least fifteen hundred times in his writings. A major complaint Kierkegaard has against the Lutheranism of his day was its use of the Bible to enumerate doctrines rather than for true spiritual guidance. Kierkegaard champions the Synoptics and James in particular for the “radical demands” they make for Christian life (McKim 2007: 609, 612). His favorite passage in his favorite book of the Bible was Jas 1:17–21, and he wrote four complete discourses and nine shorter passages to explain it. Kierkegaard argues that James has a deep understanding of the logic and pathos of the heart and of receptivity and doubt. Above all, he recognizes that hearing God’s Word entails doing it as well (Polk 1988). This latter focus on “the doing” includes self-examination and then action. The one who only hears the Word “is outside it”: “Any mere hearing of the Word is infinitely more imperfect than the doing” of the Word (Kierkegaard 1990: 173).

James and Politics

Many political treatises make use of Jas 1:25, such as Marsilius of Padua’s Defender of the Peace (1324). In this treatise, Marsilius denies that the pope and the church have coercive power. God is the ultimate source of all power on earth, but the power to legislate belongs to the people, not to individual “representatives” of God. Law, therefore, is the expression of the will of the people, “who, by the voice of the majority, could enact, interpret, modify, suspend, and abrogate it at will” (Salembier 1910: 720). In particular, Marsilius cites Jas 1:25 as an example of one of the four types of law: admonitions for voluntary human acts as these are ordered toward glory or punishment in the future world (Defensor Pacis 10.3; O’Donovan and O’Donovan 1999: 431).3

William of Ockham (ca. 1340) similarly uses James in his assault on the papal claim of plenitudo potestatis (supreme jurisdiction over worldly goods). He champions the rights of humankind through natural and divine law, the power of fallen humanity to establish governments and distributions of property, and the rights of unbelievers to exercise jurisdiction and ownership not subject to papal rule. Ockham cites Jas 1:25 to extol gospel law as the law of freedom from every external servitude that lacks rational justification—freedom from the “arbitrary, excessive, and harsh commands of tyrants, whether popes or emperors” (O’Donovan and O’Donovan 1999: 457). Directly challenging the idea that the pope has the right to do all things that are not against natural or divine law, Ockham declares that assertion is “false, and dangerous to the whole community of the faithful.” It is also heretical in Ockham’s view because it conflicts with Scripture, and “compared with the law of Moses the gospel law involves, not more servitude, but less, and hence it is called by blessed James a law of perfect freedom” (A Short Discourse on the Tyrannical Ascendancy of the Pope 2.3; O’Donovan and O’Donovan 1999: 470). John Wyclif’s On Lordship (1383), written in the context of the dispute between the English crown and the papal court over church taxation, likewise argues that the church should not grasp after worldly power or property (O’Donovan and O’Donovan 1999: 482–83). Wyclif also uses Jas 3:2 to buttress his arguments against the idea that certain aspects of that law are meant only as a “counsel” for most human beings and are binding only on “moral heroes” (Civil Lordship 2.13; O’Donovan and O’Donovan 1999: 500).

Luther utilizes Jas 3:1 in his challenge to papal authority. In his “Defense and Explanation of All the Articles” (1521), Luther declares, “It is certain that it is not within the power of the pope or of the church to establish articles of faith or commandments regarding morals and good works.” Human beings should listen to Christ alone and flee from the commandments of human beings, because, citing Matt 23:10 and Jas 3:1, “Such commandments may appear to make us godly, but are only deceit and the destruction of faith” (LW 32:77).

Jesus’s command not to swear oaths (Matt 5:33–37), echoed in Jas 5:12, is taken seriously by writers such as John Chrysostom (e.g., Hom. 8 on Acts 3:1), but Augustine (Serm. Dom. 1.17) and others consider this prohibition not to be absolute, for example, because Paul swears oaths (Gal 1:20; 2 Cor 11:31). Over the centuries, this admonition has often carried political implications. The early Anabaptist leader Menno Simons (1871: 2.272), for example, argues that Jesus has “plainly forbidden us to swear, and pointed us to yea and nay, alone, therefore it is that we swear not, by the fear of God, nor dare swear, though we must hear and suffer so much on that account from the world.” Scripture teaches us, Simons concludes, that Christians should not swear oaths. He admits that swearing oaths was practiced—albeit not uniformly—in the Hebrew Bible (e.g., Gen 24:3; 47:29–31; Ex 22:11; Lev 19:12) but gives priority to Jesus and “the holy James,” who both say not to swear at all. The problem for Simons is that human rulers and magistrates sometimes command “the conscientious Christian” to swear. Simons (1871: 2.272) concludes that he would rather die than “weaken or break the precious gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, the ordinance of the eternal God,” and pleads with the “lords and magistrates” in the Netherlands to follow the teachings of Jesus by not requiring oaths and not punishing those who refuse to swear an oath. In contrast, Calvin (1995: 312) declares that the Anabaptist use of Jas 5:12 to condemn all taking of oaths displays “some lack of vision.” James, like Jesus, does not forbid all oaths. Instead, James condemns a “common vice in almost all ages,” that is, the dishonoring of God’s name (312).

George Fox (1909) also believes that Jesus and James proscribe swearing oaths. In the seventeenth century, Fox was frequently imprisoned for this belief, even though he had declared that he was against “plots and persecution for religion and Popery.” One’s religious allegiances were especially critical during this era of the English Civil War, the Commonwealth, the Protectorate, and the Restoration, but Fox would not disobey the command of Jesus not to swear: “Our Yea is yea, and our Nay is nay” (430).

Poverty and Wealth

James’s radical statements about wealth and poverty—concerning, e.g., God’s special favor for the poor (2:5) and the denunciation of the exploitation of poor day laborers by the wealthy (5:1–6)—have led some interpreters to make more serious attempts to put those words into practice.

One example is On Riches, written by Pelagius or, more likely, one of his disciples in the fifth century (Rees 1991: 171–74), which criticizes wealth and property. Wealth itself is not wrong, according to this critique. The problem is that wealth comes from covetousness and theft, causes violence, leads to sin, and blinds the rich to the reality of the “equality of humanity” shared by rich and poor (Bradstock and Rowland 2002: 12–13). It is therefore an obstacle to salvation and exemplifies the discrepancy between many Christians’ beliefs and practices, as exemplified in the practice of honoring the wealthy and disparaging the poor in churches (cf. Jas 2:1–3). This treatise poses the poignant question “Why then are we ashamed to live by the example of those whose disciples we profess to be?” (On Riches 14.2; Bradstock and Rowland 2002: 24).

The Lollards, English dissenters of the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, also echo James’s words about God choosing the poor. A Lollard sermon on Luke 2:1–14 (Bradstock and Rowland 2002: 56–58), for example, concludes that the rich should not despise anyone because of his or her poverty or simple vocation if that person leads a virtuous life of faith. Rich people should also note well that Jesus chose the poor instead of the rich for his own friends. Therefore, the sermon declares, James says that God chose the poor of this world (Jas 2:5), showing to the “simple” and those of “moderate learning” (like the Lollards themselves), rather than the “lofty clergy and the intellectuals,” the “mysteries of Scripture” (cf. Matt 11:25; Bradstock and Rowland 2002: 57–58).

In this vein, James is often cited by early members of the Social Gospel movement in the United States. In The Christian Pastor and the Working Church, Washington Gladden (1923: v) seeks to illuminate the best methods to bring to bear “the truth of the Gospel of Christ” to people’s daily lives in effective ways that extend “the Kingdom of God upon earth.” The final chapter, “The Care of the Poor,” begins with strong words: “It might almost be said that the Christian church was organized for the care of the poor” (448). Citing James’s statement about God choosing the poor, Gladden concludes, “No more important field of labor is open to the working church; none in which greater wisdom or a more genuine love of souls is needed; none in which the church can do more to help in answering its prayer for the coming of the kingdom of heaven” (475).

This focus of the Social Gospel movement is shared by many interpreters of the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Pedrito Maynard-Reid (1987: 53) warns interpreters not to spiritualize the categories of rich and poor; James is dealing with literal economic and class distinctions (cf. Martin Dibelius [1975: 39], who argues that “ ‘poor’ and ‘pious’ appear as parallel concepts”). James rejects the rich because they oppress poor people, drag them into court, and blaspheme God (2:6–7). The word “oppress,” reminiscent of the language prophets use to denounce social injustice committed by the rich against the poor, widows, and orphans, has violent overtones that emphasize exploitation and domination, such as dragging the poor into court over issues of debts, rents, and wages (Maynard-Reid 1987: 63–66). Maynard-Reid envisions Jas 5:1–6 as James’s “final attack on the rich”—the selfish, tyrannical oppressors against whom the cries of the oppressed have reached the Lord of hosts (5:4). James describes their punishment in terms more violent than anywhere else in the New Testament, with the possible exception of Revelation 18 (97). Addison Eastman (1978: 89) similarly applies Jas 5:1–6 to the horrific treatment of migrant workers in the United States in the 1970s. Craig Blomberg (1999: 158) expresses the warning in the form of a pointed rhetorical question: “To what extent do the well-to-do Christians in the West and North live lives little different from those described in 5:1–6 … even if we plead innocent of the more blatant forms of oppression described in this text?”

Gay Byron (2007) cautions readers not to misunderstand references to “rich people” as merely drawing distinctions between rich and poor. Readers must also fully engage the “systems and institutions” that perpetuate oppression of the non-elite by the elite and the injustices—which may also be based on distinctions of gender or race—that pervade those systems (465). Byron argues that Jas 5:4 points directly to such systemic crises as inequitable or “non-living” wages, problems that beset many African Americans and other ethnic minorities. James warns those who participate in such economic oppression and instead urges them to participate in “genuine relationship-building” activities without “a trace of partiality or hypocrisy” (465–66, 469).

Liberation Theology: “God Has Chosen the Poor”

On similar grounds, James has proven popular among Liberation theologians. Gustavo Gutiérrez (1973: 203) stresses the need for solidarity with the poor and for directly addressing injustices in society: “To place oneself in the perspective of the Kingdom means to participate in the struggle for the liberation of those oppressed by others.” As James 2:1–7 illustrates, the essential barometer as to whether “we are directing our existence in conformity with the will of the Father” is our commitment to the marginalized (203; cf. 144–45). In brief, the Bible views poverty as “a scandalous condition inimical to human dignity and therefore contrary to the will of God” (291).

In The God of Life (1991), Gutiérrez argues that the love of God and the love of one’s neighbor are different expressions of the same love. Christians are called to practice love and mercy to other human beings and to avoid violating the rights of the poor or withholding the necessities of life from those on the margins of society, including foreigners serving as “temporary workers.” Establishing justice means actively caring for the rights of others, especially the poor. Gutiérrez places Jas 5:4–6 in this context. These “harsh but well-aimed” words rebuke those who feast and prosper while oppressing the poor. God will punish those rich oppressors. Gutiérrez notes that the situation to which James speaks has been repeated countless times throughout the history of the church and is contrary to a true commitment to a “journey of solidarity in the following of Jesus” (183; cf. 177–78).

Elsa Tamez (2002: 46) believes that, for James, the core of praxis is integrity—that is, consistency in hearing, seeing, believing, speaking, and doing—both in one’s personal life and in the life of the community. The Letter’s sympathy for the poor and antipathy to their rich oppressors are central to its “scandalous message.” God is on the side of the subjugated and desires the creation of a new, just social order. Tamez criticizes commentators, especially those from Europe and the United States, who equate “poor” and “pious” and therefore downplay real economic oppression, deny God’s special concern for the materially poor, and allow the unjust economic order to remain unchallenged and unchanged (37; cf. Wheeler 1995). Instead, Tamez (2002: 21–22) argues, a Latin American reading fixes its gaze on those neglected and oppressed people. In contrast to the rich who drag the poor before the courts in Jas 2:6b-7, Tamez points to the “integrity” of word and deed demanded by James. Integrity must occur in the entire community in which everyone becomes sensitive to the pain of others within the community and outside of it (47–48). James urges Christians to practice community values taught by Jesus: to work for justice, oppose oppression, care for the needy, and be forthright and honest in prayer before God (1).

James and Civil Rights

Frederick Douglass cites Jas 1:27 and 3:17 in his best-known speech, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?,” delivered in Rochester, New York, on July 5, 1852. He uses these texts to decry the incongruity of Christianity and slavery as “part of a thorough deconstruction of slaveholding religion” (Aymer 2008: 47). Many churches and their leaders in the United States argued from the Bible a “horrible blasphemy” that slavery was ordained by God, observes Douglass (1982: 377–78):


They strip the love of God of its beauty, and leave the throne of religion a huge, horrible, repulsive form. It is a religion for oppressors, tyrants, man-stealers, and thugs. It is not that “pure and undefiled religion” which is from above, and which is “first pure, then peaceable, easy to be entreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy” [Jas 1:27; 3:17]. But a religion which favors the rich against the poor; which exalts the proud above the humble; which divides mankind into two classes, tyrants and slaves; which says to the man in chains, stay there; and to the oppressor, oppress on; it is a religion which may be professed and enjoyed by all the robbers and enslavers of mankind; it makes God a respecter of persons, denies his fatherhood of the race, and tramples in the dust the great truth of the brotherhood of man.



Douglass quotes Jas 3:17 ten times in his extant speeches, and those citations give significant insights into his view of Christianity and abolition (Aymer 2008: 27). One example is his speech at Finsbury Chapel in London, where he asks how the horrors of slavery could exist in a country that professes to believe in Christianity, that dutifully prints tracts and Bibles, and sends missionaries all over the world to convert people to Christianity: the answer is a slaveholding religion whose ministers “torture the hallowed pages of inspired wisdom to sanction the bloody deed.” Instead, Douglass says that he loves “that religion that comes from above,” which is why he hates “the slave-holding, the woman-whipping, the mind-darkening, the soul-destroying religion that exists in the southern states of America…. Loving the one I must hate the other, holding to the one I must reject the other” (Douglass 1979: 281–83). As Aymer (2008: 41) notes, for Douglass and for James, religion must involve performing good deeds, caring for those in need, and following the Golden Rule.

The Letter of James was also significant during the modern civil rights movement, as a 1954 address to the World Council of Churches by Benjamin Mays illustrates. Mays disputes the idea that segregation is found in the Bible, arguing instead that segregation started when modern Western imperialism “began to explore and exploit the colored peoples of Africa, Asia, and America” (quoted in Houck and Dixon 2006: 56). Mays notes that since its inception the Christian Church has consisted of “people of different nations, races, and even colors” and that nowhere “in the early church do we find distinctions drawn on the basis of country or race.” According to Mays, Jas 2:1–6 explicitly “condemns the separation of cultural or social groups in the local church” (quoted in Houck and Dixon 2006: 60).

Mays’s conclusions based on Jas 2:1–6 resonate beyond the context of segregation in the United States, as an article by D. J. Smit illustrates in a 1990 issue of the Journal of Theology for Southern Africa. He notes how radically apartheid is unmasked as un-Christian “partiality” by Jas 2:1–13. Apartheid treats “human beings and fellow believers ‘according to their appearance’ thereby ‘making distinctions among themselves and becoming judges with evil thoughts.’ ” “Underlying apartheid is an anthropology, a way of viewing humanity” which, according to Smit, “deserves no place in the Christian church” (1990: 65).

In addition, Smit argues, Jas 2:1–6 allows those practicing partiality to see themselves in the mirror. In every church in every place, people are treated differently because of their outward appearance, “whether they are black, white, rich, poor, men, women, elderly, children, powerful and influential, leaders and respected, or powerless and marginalized” (1990: 66). Smit then applies James’s lessons to his own experiences in South Africa:


The problem is that we can become so accustomed to [honoring the rich and powerful], that we may fully and enthusiastically agree with the rejection of “partiality” and “discrimination,” and still accept discriminatory practices and structures as natural, as the way things are and ought to be. We may, for example, reject racism, yet practise sexism. It is because of this that we need examples, mirrors, to help us to see ourselves and the discrepancies between theory and practice in our own congregations and lives. (66–67)



Conclusion

The Letter of James plays a unique role in the New Testament canon. Because of the vagaries of its reception by various groups within and outside the church, the number and depth of responses to James are meager in comparison with the Gospels, Paul, or Revelation. In addition, even when James is not ignored, its radical message is often domesticated. Yet a number of voices have heeded Kierkegaard’s plea to bring James into more prominence, extending James’s concern for the poor and marginalized to related concerns of gender, class, and race. Many recent interpreters attempt to bridge the gap between the first-century, Torah-obedient message of James and modern Christianity. James’s prophetic message, like the message of Jesus, continues to be relevant to the poor, marginalized, oppressed, and dispossessed in any age and in every place—those with their “backs against the wall” (Thurman 1996)—albeit in ways not completely understood, acknowledged, or accepted by many, especially more privileged, Christians. The reception of James illustrates that its radical message demanding faith-in-action, especially faith-in-action by and on behalf of the poor and oppressed, can still resonate today.4

Notes

1.This cathedral is usually referred to as Sts. (plural) James because it is named for both James of Jerusalem and James the Apostle.

2.The text of hymns discussed in this section may be found at https://hymnary.org.

3.The other three types of law, according to Marsilius, are (1) the natural inclination toward some action or passion (e.g., Rom 7:23); (2) any productive habit or producible thing from an exemplar (e.g., Ezek 43:12–13); and (3) “the science or doctrine or universal judgment of matters of civil justice and benefit, and of their opposites.”

4.Much of the material in this essay is adapted from Gowler (2014). Used with permission.
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Chapter 21


The Reception History of 1–2 Peter and Jude



Patrick Gray and Adam Booth

From the beginning, the afterlives of the letters attributed to Peter and Jude have traced divergent paths. Whereas 1 Peter was used early and often, 2 Peter was a relative latecomer to the theological conversation—when it was allowed to speak at all—and Jude was often ignored as little more than an abridged version of 2 Peter. Yet it would be a mistake to conclude that these texts have exerted only a negligible influence, even if this influence is felt primarily within ecclesiastical settings. This essay will survey a selection of themes, motifs, and doctrines found in 1–2 Peter and Jude and present a representative range of examples of their appropriation from the second century to the present. (For discussion of the canonization process for 1–2 Peter and Jude and an overview of their treatment in the scholarly literature in the modern period, see the essays in this volume by Darian Lockett, Duane Watson, and Travis Williams.)

1 Peter

Although John Elliott (1976) termed 1 Peter an “exegetical stepchild,” it has had a lively reception history among a variety of audiences. For Richard Perdelwitz (1911; cf. Cross 1954), this reception began in the paschal baptism liturgy for which it was written as a homily. While most scholars today reject this hypothesis, twentieth-century biblical scholars were not the first to make this connection. Compilers of two early codices, Crosby-Schøyen MS 193 and the Bodmer Miscellaneous, placed the letter in paschal and baptismal contexts. This indicates that, whereas 1 Peter originated as a letter, it was recognized as a text well suited to the Easter season and was likely read in such liturgical contexts at a very early stage (Horrell 2013: 72). Later lectionary compilers preserved a special place for the letter in their Easter selections. In the Tridentine lectionary, 1 Peter is used for eight readings a year, six during the Easter season, which also means it is comparatively overrepresented among the epistolary selections of that lectionary (appearing more often than the much longer 2 Corinthians, for instance). In the modern Revised Common Lectionary, the letter appears eight times, six of which are during the Easter season.

The first surviving mention of 1 Peter occurs in 2 Pet 2:1–2. While the differences between the two letters suggest to some that 2 Peter is not referring to our 1 Peter (e.g., Green 1987: 134–35), Jeremy Hultin (2014: 44) points out that 2 Peter correctly notes that 1 Peter “recalls the words of the prophets, emphasizes Christ’s commandment for holy life, and addresses the coming revelation of Christ.”

The opening verses of the letter feature vivid imagery which has found its way into a variety of poetic and spiritual writings. For example, the image of the addressees as exiles or resident aliens in 1 Pet 1:1 (see also 1:17; 2:11) has resonated with many who experience a sense of alienation from their environment, from the medieval monks at Cluny who identified themselves as “exiled children of Eve” in the hymn “Salve Regina,” to Isaac Watts, the eighteenth-century Congregationalist hymn writer who had his congregations understand themselves as “strangers here” waiting to be called home by Christ, in “Blest Be the Everlasting God” (the opening verse of which paraphrases 1 Pet 1:3a). The sprinkling of Christ’s blood in 1 Pet 1:2 has been similarly productive, especially in hymns such as John Foote’s “When I See the Blood” (1892), in which the singers urge each other, “Sprinkle your soul with the blood of the Lamb.” Much earlier, Julian of Norwich had opened her Showings with a bloody vision of Christ’s passion in which Jesus is said to “besprinkil us in his precious blode” (63.16–17). The primary influence of 1 Peter on Julian may be seen in her unusual elevation of growth language, as found in 1 Pet 2:2–3, over the journey language more typical of the late medieval period. As Sarah McNamer (1989: 24) puts it, “by choosing the growth of the child as her primary metaphor for spiritual development, Julian lifts the relationship with God out of the context of the competitive climb.”

Allusions to persecution in 1 Peter (e.g., 1:6–7; 3:13–17; 4:12–19; 5:8–10) have inspired numerous Christians contemplating the prospect of suffering “for the name” (4:15–16). Tertullian (Scorp. 12) uses 1 Pet 2:20 and 4:12 as part of his celebration of martyrdom and his argument that Christ commended it to the apostles. Cyprian (Ep. 55) uses 1 Pet 4:12–14 to exhort his readers to martyrdom, while Clement (Strom. 4.7) uses the same text to emphasize the Spirit’s accompaniment of the martyr. For Augustine (Persev. 2.2), 1 Pet 3:17 illustrates the truth that martyrdom is humanity’s perfect end. While many of these texts have also been applied to the experience of suffering in general (e.g., Calvin, Inst. 3.8.4), their application to persecution and martyrdom is not confined to the early centuries before Christianity becomes a legal religion. The seventeenth-century Dutch Martyrs’ Mirror, for instance, speaks throughout of people suffering “for the name” (1 Pet 4:14) almost as a terminus technicus for martyrdom. Frequently appearing even on the lips of the martyrs themselves is the conviction that their faith is “more precious than gold tested by fire” (1:7). In the nineteenth century, Daniel Payne, the first African American college president, turned to 1 Pet 1:8 to describe how the presence of God enables the faithful to feel joy in the midst of persecution (cited in Bowens 2020: 153). The modern Roman Catholic Lectionary offers 1 Pet 3:14–17 and 4:12–19 as options for readings on the liturgical memorials of martyrs.

References to priesthood in 1 Pet 2:5–9 have often been employed in debates about the relationship between the common priesthood of the faithful and the ordained priesthood. As early as the Apostolic Tradition (likely fourth century), the authors feel the need to clarify that 1 Pet 2:9 does not mean that all the faithful are ordained priests, before going on to use the verse to justify anointing after every baptism (3.2). Jerome, in a letter to Paula discussing mourning practices (Ep. 39.4), uses this verse to justify the application of Old Testament injunctions to priests to all Christians. Thomas Aquinas cites this passage to argue that only an ordained priest can offer the Eucharist (ST III.q 82 . a1), commenting that the type of priesthood shared by all Christians is the power to offer spiritual sacrifices, i.e., one’s own body (cf. Rom 12:1), not Christ’s. Martin Luther, on the other hand, uses 1 Pet 2:9 to assert that all the baptized are priests without distinction and that the ministerial priesthood is about service instead of rule (Babylonian Captivity 7.9; cf. Calvin, Inst. 4.18.17). John Calvin invokes the rock image in 1 Pet 2:5 in opposition to papal authority, rebutting a claim that the logion in Matt 16:18 (“You are rock [petros]”) gives Peter any special place, as Peter himself ascribes “rock-ness” to all Christians (Inst. 4.6.5). The World Council of Churches’ (1982) ecumenical document Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry avoids this debate in its section on ministry but employs 1 Peter in its section on the Eucharist to say that Christians’ primary sacrifice is of themselves, though this “spiritual worship” is nourished by the Eucharist (§10). Low-church denominations such as the Baptists and Pentecostals, for whom this text functions as a proof-text for the priesthood of all believers, commonly adhere to the doctrine with greater zeal than mainline Protestant groups. This tendency reflects, variously, an egalitarian discomfort with the hierarchy implicit in an ordained ministry, a conviction that the Holy Spirit is a sufficient guide for the individual’s interpretation of Scripture and the discernment of God’s will, or an anti-Catholic suspicion of “popery” and “priestcraft.”

Debates over the proper Christian attitude to civil authority have often involved parsing the terms of 1 Pet 2:13–17 (“submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every human authority … fear God, honor the emperor”). Many readers discern a tension between a call for assimilation to the dominant social and cultural mores, so long as they do not compromise faith in Christ, and a plea for solidarity that enables the community to withstand pressures to conform. Travis Williams (2014) has suggested that the passage reflects early Christian resistance to the imperial cult rather than accommodation by describing Caesar as “creaturely,” thereby denying his claims to divinity. Early Christian exegesis shows a similar concern to read this passage to limit the extent to which Jerusalem must bow to Rome. Tertullian, for example, interprets the passage to mean that one should give honor to kings only up to the point when they demand the place of God (Scorp. 14.2–3). When Augustine deals with this passage in his Exposition on Psalm 62(63) (4), however, he urges the reader to tolerate the subjection of Jerusalem (the heavenly city of God) to Babylon (the earthly city), as it is only temporary. The use of this passage to impress on readers the importance of obedience to civil power is still stronger in later authors such as Aquinas (ST II.ii.  q104 . a6) and Calvin (Commentaries on the Catholic Epistles), who claims that any government is better than anarchy, so even malevolent rulers should be obeyed.

The history of interpretation reveals several ways in which the discussion of slavery in 1 Pet 2:18–21 has been received. One option is to treat the exhortation of slaves to accept their masters’ authority metaphorically, as Calvin does when describing papal authorities as enslavers (Inst. 4.10.23). A more literal approach to 1 Peter was taken by slaveholders seeking to perpetuate the institution of slavery. In a letter of 1740, Methodist pioneer George Whitefield used 1 Pet 2:21 to criticize Southern slaveholders for not teaching religion to those they enslaved out of fear it would make them proud. On the contrary, he argues, “Christian slaves” would be obedient (cited in Young 2006: 71). When antislavery activists employed 1 Peter, they generally employed other passages to undercut the apparent support for slavery that could be found in sections that explicitly mention the practice. In an 1837 pamphlet, Southern abolitionist Angelina Grimké makes an ingenious argument by reading 1 Peter and the Pastoral Epistles as a unity. She contends that Paul was in fact opposed to slavery as he includes “menstealers” in “that black catalogue of sins enumerated in his first epistle to Timothy” (15), identifying “menstealers” in 1 Tim 1:10 with slave traders. She then turns to 1 Pet 4:17 to justify the claim that slaveholders are more deserving of opprobrium than slave traders, as “judgment must begin at the house of God” (16). While recognizing that its counsel may make readers who are committed to social activism “cringe,” Shively Smith (2016: 169) has written appreciatively of 1 Peter as disclosing an ethic of survival and, thus, of hope for the oppressed:


No matter how much I want it to be, it is not the community’s time to revolt, rebel, attack, challenge, and defy the status quo. It is a time to survive the system despite the system…. My truth rings clear this moment. As much as I am a daughter of those who fought and declared openly their full humanity and rights as God’s creation, I am also the daughter of those who made an honest assessment of their odds and decided it was more expedient in the moment for them to survive the ungodly, inhumane, and evil systems forced on them.



Lisa M. Bowens (2020: 44n79) sees a parallel to Smith’s comments in “An Address to Negroes in the State of New York” by Jupiter Hammon, an eighteenth-century African American author. Hammon cites 1 Pet 5:8 when he says that all those who do not do good are serving Satan, whom he describes as a lion.

Beginning in the patristic period, Christian moral theology has drawn on the Christologically grounded exhortation in 1 Pet 2:19–25 (Merkt 2014). Augustine could wield this passage against two different types of opponents. In Sermon 37, he uses it to advance the view that it is not enough merely to receive the sacraments; one must “walk the walk.” In Sermon 284, however, the emphasis is anti-Pelagian. Here, he emphasizes that Christ must heal our imperfections and that humans cannot save themselves. Leo the Great appeals to 1 Pet 2:21 in identifying Jesus as exemplum et sacramentum, simultaneously a moral example to be imitated (emphasizing humanity’s need to actively participate in their own salvation) and an irreplaceable agent of change (emphasizing humanity’s inability to be saved without divine intervention). Later reception of this passage among peace churches such as the Mennonites and Quakers has highlighted Jesus’s example in the face of unjust suffering, thus furnishing support for practices of nonviolent resistance. The 1527 Anabaptist Schleitheim Confession extends the application of this principle by citing 1 Pet 2:21 in support of the teaching that a Christian should not become a magistrate, on the grounds that secular rulers must wield “the sword” to preserve public safety and order.

Appropriations of the household code in ch. 3 may be found along a wide spectrum, with parallels to similar texts in the Pauline letters. Presbyterian clergyman Henry Patillo exemplifies a traditional application. In his 1787 “Plain Planter’s Family Assistant,” he makes 1 Pet 3:4 part of an examination of conscience to be used by the (male) head of an American household to ensure he is running his house in accord with “Christian values,” in this instance by ensuring that wives comply with the instructions about modest dress (cited in Young 2006: 148). The teaching on marriage in 1 Pet 3:1–7, in which women are called “weak” and told to “submit” (hypotassomenai) to their husbands, has been labeled a text of terror by many feminists (Kiley 1987; Corley 1994). Sarah’s addressing of Abraham as “Lord”—an example held up for emulation by patristic authors such as Ps.-Ignatius (Antiochenes 9) and Augustine (Nupt. 10), who uses 1 Pet 3:6 to explain why husbands could have more than one wife but not vice versa, since no one can serve more than one master—is thought to epitomize an overly subservient model of marital relations. Particular concern has been voiced about the ways in which this text has contributed to a sociocultural script that expects wives to endure and forgive domestic abuse in the hopes of winning over their husbands (Bird 2011: 116–21). Catherine Clark Kroeger (1995) argues that this critique as well as the problematic practices at which it is aimed are based on a mistranslation of hypotassō. Instead, she claims, 1 Peter represents not “a call … to oppression and loss of self, but to meaningful bonding and accountability within a committed relationship” (140). Betsy Baumann-Martin (2004) finds something potentially liberating in this text: praise of women and enslaved people who disobey powerful patresfamiliae when commanded to do wrong and the identification of their consequent suffering as unjust and therefore shared by Christ. Female Church of God in Christ (COGIC) leaders at the time of the Great Migration evince diasporic concerns similar to those of the original text (cf. Kaaland 2018: 129–31). Mother Robinson (d. 1945), for example, quotes the cautions about extravagant dress in 1 Pet 3:3–4 in counseling Southern women to maintain distinctive fashion as a means of resisting what were perceived as the allures of distinctively “Northern” urban sin (Butler 2007: 69).

Especially among modern evangelicals, 1 Pet 3:15 is widely regarded as a “slogan for apologetics” (Rezkalla 2014), a classic expression of the imperative for defending the faith. Earlier interpreters likewise found in this text a mandate to “always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (NIV). John Chrysostom used it to urge all believers to know their faith well, not clergy alone (Sac. 4.8). Similarly, Aquinas used the same verse to justify post-baptismal anointing, as every Christian needs to be strengthened to give witness (ST III. q 66 . a10), and to defend the practice of debating with unbelievers (ST II.ii. q 10 . a7).

The enigmatic statements that Jesus “made a proclamation to the spirits in prison” (1 Pet 3:19) and that “the gospel was proclaimed even to the dead” (4:6) have attracted considerable attention (Horrell 2013: 73–99; Merkt 2014: 170–72). Many concur with Luther when he says of 1 Pet 3:19, “This is a strange text and certainly a more obscure passage than any other passage in the New Testament,” admitting, “I still do not know for sure what the apostle means” (LW 30: 113). For Clement of Alexandria (Adumbrations on 1 Peter), both texts present Christ preaching to unbelievers who are “spiritually dead.” Augustine (Ep. 164) settles on the same conclusions, though he acknowledges other possibilities, including preaching to the physically dead. While Augustine affirms his belief that Christ descended to the realm of the dead to preach between his crucifixion and resurrection, a belief shared by Justin Martyr (Dial. 72.4) and other early Christian authors (see Wicks 2008), he expresses skepticism that these verses necessarily refer to that descent. This reading contributes to the “harrowing of hell” tradition which is enormously popular in Christian piety throughout the medieval period. The Catechism of the Catholic Church uses these verses to describe this event (§§632–635). Calvin thinks it is “not improbable” that they refer to the descent to Hades but admits that the text is “not definite” (Inst. 2.16.9). The Mormon text Doctrine and Covenants (§138) relates that Joseph F. Smith was meditating upon these verses when he received an elaborate vision of Jesus’s descent to Hades. Smith’s vision includes details of the message preached to them (including the doctrine of vicarious baptism), the joyous reaction of those who heard it, and a note explaining that Jesus did not personally appear to “the wicked and the disobedient who had rejected the truth.”

Early Anabaptist leaders such as Menno Simons and Dirk Philips frequently cited 1 Pet 3:20–22 as a proof-text for the practice of a believer’s baptism in place of infant baptism (e.g., Simons 1871: 23–27). They noted that Noah and his family believed God’s word and desired a clean conscience before entering the ark (understood as a type of the church or as a symbol for baptism) and did not rely on the proxy profession of parents or godparents. This view was widespread enough that Calvin felt a need to deal with this passage when arguing for the permissibility of pedobaptism (Inst. 4.16.21). His translation of 1 Pet 3:21 describes baptism as a bonae conscientiae testimonium (“testimony of a good conscience”), unlike the Vulgate, which translates eperōtēma as interrogatio (“question”). Calvin thus asks how it is that infants can “testify.” He concludes that what is being asked for is exactly what was asked for in circumcision in the former covenant, and so if that (i.e., “testimony”) can be commanded of infants, it must be permissible to baptize them. For Calvin, the sign (baptism) can precede verbal confession.

Within the temperance movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, anti-alcohol activists make frequent reference to the warnings about drunkenness in 1 Pet 4:3. Proponents of total abstinence from alcohol had to defend their position against texts that seemed to speak positively of wine and depicted Christ himself as drinking and even producing it. A popular response was to adopt what John Merrill (1988: 151) terms the “contextual argument,” that alcohol was not a source of social and spiritual ills within the culture of “biblical times” but had become one in nineteenth-century America. Preachers such as Herrick Johnson (1873) used 1 Pet 4:3 to establish Peter (as well as Paul) as witnesses to the problems alcohol could cause in “biblical times.” This led to the development of more ingenious ways of accounting for ostensibly pro-alcohol texts, including the “two-wine theory,” according to which the “fruit of the vine” spoken of positively was nonalcoholic, unlike the wine spoken of by Peter which, like the alcohol of modern times, was not (Merrill 1988: 154). Naturally, this verse was also employed in a variety of contexts to warn against drunkenness, often as part of a call to be moderate in one’s enjoyment of sensory pleasures in general (e.g., Basil, Ep. 22).

Through its incorporation in the Apostles’ Creed and, later, the Nicene Creed, the expression “to judge the living and the dead” from 1 Pet 4:5 has enjoyed widespread liturgical and catechetical use, included in the official liturgical books of Roman Catholics and every mainline Protestant denomination and in catechisms ranging from Luther’s Shorter Catechism to the modern Catechism of the Catholic Church, where creeds are often used as structuring principles. Neither have modern evangelicals ignored the text, with musical settings by Graham Kendrick, Rich Mullins, Hillsong, and Keith and Kristyn Getty appealing to broad audiences. For Reinhard Feldmeier (2008: 44–45), this use is fitting given that the densely creedal language of 1 Peter suggests that it played a role in the development of Trinitarian doctrine, with its apparent division of the functions of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Karen Jobes (2005: 270), however, argues that the identification in the creeds of the judge as Christ differs from the author’s intended meaning in 1 Pet 4:5, where she proposes the judge should be understood as God the Father.

To “cover a multitude of sins” (1 Pet 4:8) has become an English idiom meaning to conceal or compensate for defects. David Downs (2014: 498) has investigated how early Christian interpreters understood this predicate with its subject “love” in 1 Peter, finding a “dynamic interplay between divine and human love” as they tried to determine whose love and whose sins are being related. For instance, Clement of Alexandria (Who Is the Rich Man Who Shall Be Saved? 38), explains the statement in terms of the capacity of almsgiving to remit the sins of the donor. In 1 Clem. 49.5, the verse is used primarily to celebrate God’s love for humanity, though this love is still presented as a model for human imitation (without any specific reference to almsgiving). Calvin was determined to refute the claim that this verse should be read to teach that human works can cancel out sins. According to Calvin, it refers not to the “cause of pardon but the mode of conversion” (Inst. 3.4.36). Oscar Wilde’s turn of phrase in “The Soul of Man under Socialism” (1891)—“Charity creates a multitude of sins”—is informed by a conviction different from those of Clement or Calvin, namely, that most altruism is misguided insofar as it treats the symptom and not the cause and overlooks the unintended consequences of much philanthropy. “The proper aim,” Wilde says, “is to try and reconstruct society on such a basis that poverty will be impossible.”

The warning in 1 Pet 5:8, where Satan is described as like a lion, has found a steady place in the office of Compline (daily in the Tridentine Breviary; once a week in the current Roman Rite; one of three options in the Episcopalian 1970 BCP). Nigel Harris (2021: 191) observes two polar opposite uses of the lion in Christian art from late antiquity through the Middle Ages: the lion could be a symbol either of Christ or of the devil. The influence of 1 Pet 5:8 and Rev 5:5 (which uses the lion of Judah as an image for Christ) can be seen in this tradition. One example of this medieval usage of the lion as an image for Satan is the Crusade text Historia Hierosolymitana, in which the Christian knight Wicher the Swabian is presented as killing a lion to symbolize the role of the warrior in defeating evil. A clearer still example in a later text can be found in John Milton’s Paradise Lost, in which Satan takes the form of a lion in Eden, stalking Adam and Eve, his prey (4.393–41). Many texts linking Satan with a lion focus particularly on the vice of pride, such as the fourteenth-century Etymachia, which states, “[J]ust as the lion is the king and prince of the animals, so the devil was the first to introduce pride” (cited in Harris 2021: 207). This association seems to stand behind the frequent use of the lion to represent pride in medieval murals depicting the seven deadly sins (Vincent-Cassy 1985).

Eusebius famously claims that Mark the Evangelist was a disciple of Peter (Hist. eccl. 3.39.15). If this tradition is not historical, 1 Pet 5:13 is a likely source for this connection (as argued by Vielhauer 1975: 260–61). Both Origen and Jerome use this text to support their claims about the relationship between Mark and Peter (Origen, Comm. Matt. 1; Jerome, Vir. ill. 8). This verse is also part of the first reading assigned for the feast day of Saint Mark in the Roman Catholic lectionary for Mass.

2 Peter

The earliest evidence for the reception of 2 Peter is disputed. Apparent allusions maybe be found in the Apocalypse of Peter (1 [2 Pet 2:1]; 3 [2:8]; 4 [1:18]; 6–20 [1:16–18]; 21 [1:19]; 30 [2:21; 3:2]), Justin Martyr (Dial. 81–81 [2 Pet 2:1; 3:8]), and the Acts of Peter (12 [2 Pet 2:16]; 20 [1:16–18]), as well as in the Apostolic Fathers (Picirilli 1988). These second-century echoes are so faint that many scholars believe that any literary dependence runs in the opposite direction. According to Jörg Frey (2018: 173–75), it is more likely that 2 Peter shows knowledge of the Apocalypse of Peter than vice versa (though see Foster 2017). A commentary on 2 Peter by Clement of Alexandria (cf. Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.14.1) has not survived, leaving Origen’s comment (Comm. Jo. 5.3 apud Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.25.8) as the earliest undisputed reference to 2 Peter. Doubts about 2 Peter’s status emerge as soon as it becomes a focus of discussion among patristic authors. Resistance to its canonization was stronger in this period than for any other writing that eventually found its way into the Scriptures, largely due to its contested authorship (see Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.3.1; 3.25.3; Jerome, Vir. ill. 1).

Suspicions about 2 Peter among modern scholars go beyond the historical concerns related to Petrine authorship. Edwin A. Abbott, the Cambridge theologian better known as the author of the mathematical fantasy novella Flatland (1884), expresses a widely held view, even if he puts it more brusquely than would others who share his assessment. Abbott (1903: 449) describes the author of 2 Peter as “a false apostle, destitute of original thought, given to bombastic inanities, and of an essentially vulgar, tawdry, and dishonest mind, [who] instinctively seeks to disguise his own spiritual nakedness by stealing patches from others.” His evaluation reflects the scholarly consensus that 2 Peter borrows from Jude, which is a shift from earlier exegesis that regarded Jude as an abridgement of 2 Peter. On this basis, in addition to the author’s awareness of a Pauline letter corpus (2 Pet 3:15–16), scholars generally consider 2 Peter to be the latest writing in the canon.

This chronological judgment coheres with a theological animus harbored by many interpreters, above all Ernst Käsemann (1968: 169), for whom 2 Peter is “the most dubious writing in the canon.” He is not referring simply to its disputed authorship or even to its eschatology, which he deems to lack “any vestige of Christological orientation” (178). Many Protestant theologians have followed Käsemann in plotting 2 Peter, together with Jude, along what they see as a downward theological slope toward “early Catholicism.” By this term they mean a system that valorizes “mere assent to the dogmas of orthodoxy” (195) and renders “faith” into something that can be “obtained” or “possessed” (cf. 2 Pet 1:1, 12), a “deposit” of doctrines with an objective, propositional content to be confessed, accepted on authority, and defended from attack by heretics. An “early Catholic” orientation is presented in contradistinction to a model of faith as an existential decision or subjective expression of trust in the salvific power of Jesus’s death, an understanding of faith often associated with Paul. This distinction is often made in Latin between fides quae creditor (“the faith which one believes”) and fides qua creditor (“the faith with which one believes”; Pelikan 2003: 47–50, 136).

Despite, or perhaps because of, the putative stance of its author, the impact of 2 Peter has exceeded what one might expect for a short writing tucked away near the end of the Christian Bible. The concept of theōsis or “deification,” which plays an important role especially in Eastern Orthodox spirituality, develops the hope expressed in 2 Pet 1:4 that believers may become “participants of the divine nature” (theias koinōnoi physeōs). Participation in this “divine nature” can be understood as filial adoption through baptism, the soul’s ascent to God, or participation in divine attributes or energies among Greek patristic and medieval authors like Gregory Palamas in the hesychast controversy of the fourteenth century (Russell 1988). In tandem with Ps 82:6 (“I say, ‘You are gods’ ”), 2 Peter 1:4 assumed a prominent place in the thick of the Christological controversies of the fourth century because of its relevance to the debate about the precise nature of the “nature” (physis) taken on by Christ. The text informs the maxim of Irenaeus (Haer. 5 pref.) as paraphrased by Athanasius, Incarn. 54.3: “For the Son of God became man so that we might become God.” Athanasius cites 2 Peter several times in this connection (C. Ar. 1.16; 3.40; Ep. Serap. 1.23, 24; Vit. Ant. 74; Ep. Adelph. 4; see Kharlamov 2008). Put in doctrinal terms, deification was the purpose of and the corollary to the incarnation.

The author makes this hope for participation in the divine nature the basis for the moral exhortation that follows in 2 Pet 1:4–7, instructing his readers in v. 10 to thereby “confirm your call and election, for if you do this, you will never stumble.” Calvinists are careful to explain that one may only prove or have assurance of one’s salvation or inclusion among the elect, not that “the stability of our calling and election depends on good works” (Calvin, Commentaries on the Catholic Epistles; cf. Westminster Confession of Faith 3.8; 17.1). Some early manuscripts (e.g., Sinaiticus, Alexandrinus) unintentionally heighten the theological issue by interpolating the phrase dia tōn kalōn ergon. Arminian theology understands the “call” in v. 10 as a call to live for Christ, whereas Calvinists read it as a reference to an irresistible call issuing from an election in God the Father before the foundation of the world. Baptists who adhere to the doctrine of eternal security (“once saved, always saved,” in common parlance) but otherwise reject this Reformed perspective fasten on the promise that the faithful “will never stumble.”

Hermeneutical concerns are emphasized in the interpretation of 2 Pet 1:20–21, where the author declares that “no prophecy of scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation” (RSV, NRSV). The key question is whether the primary focus is on the source of prophecy (i.e., whether the “content” issues from God or from the prophet) or the manner in which prophecies are understood by others. That the author likely has the former in view is indicated in v. 21 by the explanation that the Holy Spirit is involved in generating prophetic utterances. Oecumenius adds that the prophets were cognizant of their role as instruments in conveying the divine message, albeit not aware of the full significance of the words they were speaking (PG 119:589). Bede credits the prophets with a greater capacity to comprehend their prophecies, rejecting the notion that they were little more than flutes in the hands of the divine flutist (PL 93:73–74). Together with 2 Tim 3:16, this text buttressed Reformation-era arguments about the inerrancy of the Bible (Frey 2018: 307–10).

More often, interpreters have attempted to answer the latter question, partly under the influence of translations that render idias epiluseōs as “[by or of] private interpretation” (Douay-Rheims; Geneva Bible; KJV; see also the renderings of the NJB [“the interpretation of scriptural prophecy is never a matter for the individual”] and the NEB [“no one can interpret any prophecy of Scripture by himself”]). There is a palpable sense of urgency on this score during the Reformation. William Tyndale raises the stakes by producing an English translation of the Bible, without which the possibility of individuals reading it on their own is largely moot. It is in his 1526 draft of the New Testament where the phrase “private interpretation” first appears. Tyndale recognized the implications of his audacious undertaking and, accordingly, addressed this theme frequently in his writings (Freiday 1979: 34). “Private interpretation” for Tyndale (1848) denotes something like an esoteric or allegorical reading divorced from the plain sense of the text. Scripture, he says, “must be expounded according to the general articles of our faith, and agreeable to other open and evident texts, and confirmed or compared to like sentences … and all the rest of Scripture” (522, 528; cf. 317–18). His views here express the principle of perspicuity (claritas scripturae) and evince a conviction that Scripture itself is its own infallible interpreter (scriptura sui ipsius interpres).

Tyndale’s language clearly informs Heinrich Bullinger’s formulation in Article 2 of the Second Helvetic Confession (1566), which is an extended gloss on 2 Pet 1:20 and its relevance to “what the defenders of the Roman Church plainly maintain should be thrust upon all for acceptance.” It becomes a commonplace among the Reformers to cite the use of Matt 16:18 as a papal proof-text in this regard (e.g., LW 30:166–67). While the polemical remarks of Reformers may contain caricatures of Catholic doctrine, there is a tendency to extend the rule set forth in 2 Pet 1:20 to all of the Bible and to posit a “public” interpretation, promulgated by the church magisterium, as a counterweight to radically individualistic readings of Scripture. The “Decree concerning the Edition, and the Use, of Sacred Books” from the Fourth Session of the Council of Trent (April 8, 1546), states:


[N]o one, relying on his personal judgment in matters of faith and customs, shall dare to interpret the Sacred Scriptures either by twisting its text to his individual meaning in opposition to that which has been and is held by holy mother Church, whose function is to pass judgment on the true meaning and interpretation of the Sacred Scriptures.

(quoted in Tanner 1990: 664)



Although there is no explicit citation of 2 Pet 1:20 (Curran 1943: 367–68), the mention of personal judgment, the interpretation of Scripture, and “twisting” the text (cf. 2 Pet 3:16) leaves little doubt that this passage stands in the background of the decree.

Whereas ch. 2 consists largely of warnings and commentary on biblical examples shared with or adapted from Jude, ch. 3 furnishes later interpreters with ample material for reflection. The so-called delay of the parousia has long supplied opponents of Christianity with a potent argument insofar as it appears to show that Jesus and Paul were mistaken on a major question, namely, when the end of the world would arrive, and 2 Pet 3:3–4 is the earliest extant evidence that the unfulfilled “promise of his coming” was used in this way. Albert Schweitzer’s (1910: 360) claim that the whole history of Christianity “down to the present day … is based on the delay of the Parousia” may overstate the case, but it is clear that the “scoffers” mentioned in v. 3 touched a nerve and that many defenders of the faith have pursued an apologetic strategy that takes 2 Peter as a starting point. William Miller and other end-times preachers leading up to “the Great Disappointment” of 1844 saw the taunts of scoffers as confirmation that they were truly entering the last days (White 1875: 309–10). A decidedly antagonistic apologetic response is suggested by the comparison in 2 Pet 3:5–7 of those who mocked Noah with the unbelievers of the author’s own day. While the antediluvian doubters were wiped out by the flood, “the present heavens and earth have been reserved for fire, being kept until the day of judgment and destruction of the godless.” These verses inspired a lyric in the old slave spiritual “Mary Don’t You Weep”—“God gave Noah the rainbow sign,/No more water, the fire next time!”—which in turn supplied James Baldwin with the title of his blistering call for racial justice, The Fire Next Time (1963).

When predictions of the Second Coming made by millenarian groups do not come to fruition, 2 Pet 3:9 is often cited as the reason for the apparent nonfulfillment. Any “delay” is thus attributed not to neglect or indifference but to God’s patience, compassion, or clemency whereby time for repentance is granted to wayward souls. This argument coincides with the response of many patristic writers to their critics long before the onset of eschatological fervor on periodic display in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Skaggs 2020: 255–58). The reminder that “with the Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like one day” (2 Pet 3:8: cf. Ps 90:4) likewise underscores the unknowability of God’s timetable and the necessity of reserving judgment. Many theologians emphasize that this is less a statement about the nature of time than about the eternal character of God and thus an assertion of the ultimate incommensurability of human categories for contemplating the divine, as one finds in the Isaac Watts hymn that quotes it (“O God, Our Help in Ages Past”). Nevertheless, this “equation” has been used to calculate the date of the world’s end with unwarranted and imprudent precision. Early writers (Barn. 15.4; Irenaeus, Haer. 5.28.3; Hippolytus, Dan. 4.22–24) applied the formula to the Genesis account of creation in six days to arrive at the conclusion that world history will culminate after six thousand years, to be followed by an eschatological Sabbath on the seventh “day.” Apocalyptic sects have been repeatedly forced to recalculate when their projections for an end in the more immediate future have proven wrong.

Geological discoveries, along with the dissemination of Charles Darwin’s theories and awareness of the time spans they require, have led many Christians to see in 2 Pet 3:8 a warrant for a nonliteral reading of Scripture that makes it possible to reconcile biblical revelation with modern science. Proponents of this approach sometimes appeal to 2 Peter in support of a “Day-Age theory” which is more compatible with theistic evolution. In contrast, John C. Whitcomb and Henry M. Morris, authors of the 1961 book that gave rise to the modern Young Earth Creationist movement (The Genesis Flood), identify 2 Peter’s “scoffers” as those who believe that mainstream, “uniformitarian” science explains the geological data better than a literal reading of Genesis and rules out the miraculous (451–52). Uniformitarians, according to Young Earth Creationists, are the latter-day counterparts to these scoffers in their erroneous belief that “all things continue as they were from the beginning” (2 Pet 3:4) and in not accounting for catastrophic events like a global flood that warp the geological record (e.g., Snelling 2009: 47–51).

Whenever it arrives, 2 Pet 3:10–13 suggests that the end of the world will come with a bang and not a whimper. Precisely what will be destroyed, and over what period of time, was a matter of speculation in the patristic and medieval periods. Bede, for example, mentions that some posited an “outer universe” that would be spared the fiery conflagration of v. 7 (On 2 Peter [PL 93:80]). To the consternation of readers worried about potential threats to environmental well-being, the author states, “The heavens will disappear with a roar, the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything done in it will be laid bare.” Barbara R. Rossing (2008: 365–68) sees this as “the most ecologically problematic chapter in the entire New Testament” and asserts that it “should not be read uncritically in Advent lectionaries as the ‘word of the Lord.’ ” The call to “hasten” the end in v. 12 heightens her reservations “in our age of nuclear weapons as well as global warming,” all the more so as she sees it as inspiring a nonchalant attitude on the part of many fundamentalist Christians who regard current meteorological trends as the fulfillment of prophecy and thus no reason for panic, or even to be welcomed as a harbinger of the eschaton. Whether Rossing is correct to read 2 Peter as envisioning a complete physical destruction of the created order and to contrast it with Revelation is unclear, but it is intriguing that this text may have been read by the pagan interlocutors of Origen and Minucius Felix (Thiede 1986).

Jehovah’s Witnesses are among those who are unperturbed by 2 Peter’s words about the end. They understand “new heavens and a new earth, where righteousness is at home” (v. 13) as a “renewed” but not utterly destroyed heaven and earth. The present “heaven” consists of unjust human governments, which will be replaced by God’s rule in the true heaven, administered by Jesus and 144,000 of his anointed followers (Watchtower Bible and Tract Society 1982: 160). Although the notion of a restored earth that has not been completely destroyed is not unique (cf. Eusebius of Emesa [CEC 100]), a distinctive Jehovah’s Witness doctrine is that this “new earth” will be an eternal terrestrial paradise for the faithful who are not included among the 144,000 in heaven.

Finally, a cameo appearance by “our dear brother Paul” (2 Pet 3:15–16) provides many writers an occasion for cataloguing the ways in which Scripture may be misinterpreted. The author of 2 Peter concedes that Paul is “hard to understand,” which poses a challenge when the “ignorant and unstable” have access to “all his letters.” Augustine (Ep. 214.6), for example, believes that one prevalent “twisting” of the letters takes the form of an antinomianism to which Paul is responding in Rom 3:8 (“let us do evil that good may come”), a misunderstanding partly resulting from Paul’s diatribal style. More broadly, this text is brought to bear on the doctrine of sola scriptura and what comes to be called the perspicuity of Scripture. Anticipating Reformation attacks on nonbiblical traditions, Thomas Aquinas (ST II.ii. q 1 . a10) takes up the question of whether the pope has the prerogative to draw up a “symbol” or summary of the faith in the form of creeds. He grants that while the truth of the faith is sufficiently clear in the teachings of Christ and the apostles, Peter’s comments on Paul’s letters remind us that there are many who would pervert the Scriptures and that it is therefore necessary to express the faith more explicitly as a safeguard against error. Against both the Catholic emphasis on tradition and the Protestant shibboleth of biblical inerrancy, William Penn (1674: 140) cites 2 Pet 3:15–16 in defense of the Quaker doctrine of the Inner Light without which Scripture itself is unintelligible. “What is most plain is that the Scriptures are not plain, except to the spiritual person,” he writes, mentioning 2 Peter’s characterization of Paul’s letters being susceptible to distortion. The Bible thus cannot function as a rule of faith: “A rule must be exact, plain, and easily understood—and the Scriptures are not” (140).

The manifold differences of opinion among interpreters and the divergent uses to which 2 Peter has been put would seem to support Penn’s basic hermeneutical point.

Jude

Douglas J. Rowston (1975) has referred to the Letter of Jude as “the most neglected book in the New Testament.” By no means is this relative neglect a purely modern prejudice (cf. Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 2.23.25). To be sure, it is in part a function of Jude’s brevity. Its polemical tone is unsettling to many modern readers—though not so much to the fourth-century anti-Arian Lucifer of Calaris, who punctuates his treatise De non conveniendo cum haereticis (“On Not Associating with Heretics” [PL 13:767–94]) with several references to the letter. Luther’s relegation of Jude, along with Hebrews, James, and Revelation, to the end of his 1522 translation of the New Testament is also a factor, reflecting as it does a judgment that the letter is not to be “counted among the chief books which are supposed to lay the foundations of the faith” (LW 35: 398). Moreover, as the Revised Common Lectionary contains no Sunday readings from Jude, most Christians have likely never read or heard its contents proclaimed.

Several features of Jude have nonetheless attracted the attention of readers from a very early stage (Bray 2000: 245–60). After the author’s intended audience, it appears that the very earliest reader of Jude was the author of 2 Peter. Similarities between 2 Peter and Jude were noted by patristic commentators, who typically attribute them to Jude’s borrowing from Peter, often on the grounds that so eminent a figure as Peter would be unlikely to borrow from the lesser-known “brother of James.” Virtually all modern scholars hold the opposite view, that is, that 2 Peter draws material from Jude (compare Jude 4–13, 16–18 with 2 Pet 2:1–18; 3:1–3; see, e.g., Callan 2004). Little can be said about 2 Peter’s attitude toward Jude on this assumption apart from the fact that he deems it to be a reliable source of biblical wisdom and that he sees in Jude’s warnings about false teachers the fulfillment of prophecies concerning the end times and thus a harbinger of the messianic age. The absence of the citations of 1 Enoch and the Assumption of Moses may indicate some unease with Jude’s high regard for these extrabiblical writings, but the argument from 2 Peter’s silence is uncertain. Whatever doubts were entertained, Jude enjoyed sufficient popularity to be included in the Muratorian fragment by 200 ce and in the Festal Letter of Athanasius in 367.

The author of Jude states in v. 3 that his purpose is to exhort his readers “to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.” This phrase has had perhaps a longer echo than any other element of the letter. Although it is quoted only rarely in surviving works (Irenaeus, frg. 36), it appears to have functioned as a slogan in the patristic period (Moore 2022). Jude’s Greek phrasing (tē hapax paradotheisē tois hagiois pistei) reflects the notion of “tradition” (paradosis), as does the Vulgate rendering (pro semel tradita sanctis fide). In light of the pejorative characterization of Jude as a specimen of “early Catholicism,” it is worth noting that the antipathy of the Reformers to the understanding of “the faith” as encompassing more than “Scripture alone” has been greatly overstated. Whether or to what extent Jude, in attempting to safeguard this faith, played a pivotal role in the emergence of early Christian heresiology (cf. Wisse 1972) is inconclusive.

Theologians across the ecclesiastical spectrum invoke Jude 3 to describe the “faith once delivered” even as they disagree about the specific details of that faith. Anglican writers, such as the Oxford Movement theologian Edward B. Pusey (1851: 12–14), regularly cite this verse in articulating the “deposit” or “rule of faith” (depositum fidei, regula fidei) as do Reformed theologians like T. F. Torrance (1983: 2). The Catechism of the Catholic Church (§171) cites it in connection with the church’s role in transmitting and preserving this “deposit.” Mormon leaders such as Brigham Young, George Q. Cannon, and John Taylor make frequent reference to v. 3 in their sermons (transcribed in the “Journal of Discourses,” 1854–86), no doubt struck by Jude’s felicitous mention of faith having been delivered to the “saints” and their own calling as apostles in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints to restore the true gospel and “priesthood authority” after “the Great Apostasy” which led the church astray after Jesus’s ascension. Among the documents promulgated at Vatican II, by contrast, the “Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation” declares that on the basis of Jude and other New Testament texts, the church “await[s] no further new public revelation before the glorious manifestation of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Dei Verbum §§4, 8).

Interpretations of the remainder of Jude’s brief epistle have influenced developments of “the faith entrusted to the saints” in various ways. Jude 6–7 helped to Christianize the concept of fallen angels found in Jewish writings that had previously elaborated on the enigmatic account of “the sons of God” mating with “the daughters of men” in Gen 6:1–4 (Skaggs 2020: 176–78). The angels who “did not keep their own position, but left their proper dwelling” are now “in eternal chains in deepest darkness” until the day of judgment, after which they will undergo “a punishment of eternal fire.” John Milton may be more responsible than any author for popularizing the notion of fallen angels in popular imagination, and his language is often reminiscent of Jude (cf. Paradise Lost 1.45–48, where Satan and his angels are “Hurl’d headlong flaming from th’ ethereal sky,/With hideous ruin and combustion, down/To bottomless perdition, there to dwell/In adamantine chains and penal fire”). The punishment said to be awaiting these sinners figures in debates about the nature of hell, with Jude 7 cited to support the view that their torment will be unceasing (e.g., Jonathan Edwards’s 1735 sermon “The Folly of Looking Back in Fleeing out of Sodom”; cf. Westminster Larger Catechism 27i; 86e) against proponents of annihilationism who contend that it is only the consuming fire that is everlasting, and not the suffering of the individual who ultimately ceases to exist (Fudge and Peterson 2000: 70–72, 153–56). The fallen angels are compared with the residents of Sodom and Gomorrah whose sexual immorality included the pursuit of sarkos heteras, “strange flesh” (KJV). Jude’s emphasis appears to fall on the unnaturalness of their carnal desire for the angels rather than a proclivity for same-sex relations (Bauckham 1983: 54; for the equation of “unnatural lust” with homosexuality, see the sixth-century commentary of Pseudo-Oecumenius [PG 119: 712]). Various translations render the verse in a way that may reflect the latter tradition of interpretation (e.g., NAB: “unnatural vice”; NIV: “perversion”; RSV: “unnatural lust”). Later identifications of homosexuality as “the sin of Sodom” often treat Jude 7 as confirmation of earlier readings of Genesis 18–19 that had been adopted among Jewish writers like Philo of Alexandria (Abr. 133–141; Fug. 144; see, e.g., English clergyman William Jenkyn’s [1652: 561–83] lengthy disquisition on “the peculiar odiousness of this sin” in his commentary).

Jude has attracted considerable comment for its overt reliance on extracanonical Jewish writings. Patristic authors (Origen, Princ. 3.2.1; Gelasius of Cyzicus 2.21.17) were aware that Jude had drawn the story of the archangel Michael disputing with the devil over the body of Moses from the Assumption of Moses or the related Testament of Moses, the ending of which is no longer extant. Clement of Alexandria and Didymus the Blind took Jude to be appropriating the episode in order to counter the Gnostic teachings of, respectively, Carpocrates and Simon Magus (Bauckham 1983: 75–76).1 More controversial has been the explicit quotation from 1 Enoch 1.9 in vv. 14–15. Jude’s esteem for 1 Enoch has made it suspect in the eyes of many observers. Jerome (Vir. Ill. 4) notes that many authorities denied the letter canonical status, though others refer to it without any apprehension (e.g., Clement of Alexandria, Paed. 3.8; Strom. 3.2; 6.8; Irenaeus, Haer. 4.36.4; Tertullian, Cult. fem. 1.3, mentions Jude’s use together with Jewish rejection of 1 Enoch as evidence that the Jews had elsewhere concealed messianic prophecies). It may be that the nonuniversal recognition of Jude—it was not accepted in Syrian churches until the sixth century—raised more doubts than its use of 1 Enoch (Moore 2013: 513–14).

Especially among movements that fall outside the Christian mainstream, Jude’s use of 1 Enoch has occasioned favorable comment. Consonant with their description of the Book of Mormon as “Another Testament of Jesus Christ,” Latter-day Saints enlist Jude to make their case against a closed canon (Strathearn 2009). For Ellen G. White (1870: 7), cofounder and prophet in the Seventh-Day Adventist Church, Enoch’s appearance in Jude proves that “[t]he spirit of prophecy was designed for all dispensations.” (In the fourth century, Priscillian of Avila made a similar appeal on the basis of Jude 14–16 for recognizing the possibility of prophecy outside the canon [Gründstäudl and Nicklas 2014: 217].) In a more esoteric vein, Elizabeth Clare Prophet (1983) of the Church Universal and Triumphant claims that the Church Fathers suppressed Jude precisely because it bore witness to 1 Enoch and the knowledge that the fallen angels had taken on human form. According to Prophet, these evil beings “are with us today in positions of power in church and state as prime movers in matters of war and finance,” involved in population control, genetic engineering, and energy policy, and that bringing to light the secrets possessed by Jude and the apostles is “the essential ingredient in the turning of worlds toward a new age of peace and enlightenment” (4–5).

Note

1.Richard Nemesvari (1993: 56–58) has suggested that Thomas Hardy’s 1895 novel Jude the Obscure is an “ironic re-writing of the Epistle of Jude” in which he manifests Gnostic ideas in a character named for a biblical author whose epistle specifically attacks that heresy, thereby undermining what he sees as an inflexible orthodoxy concerning the “deadly war waged between flesh and spirit.”
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Chapter 22


The Reception History of the Johannine Epistles



Alicia D. Myers

On account of their connection to the Gospel of John and the Revelation of John, the Letters of John (1, 2, 3 John) have been explored as part of a Johannine tradition that flourished in Asia Minor in the late first and early second centuries. The Letters’ canonical separation from the more substantive Gospel and Revelation, however, means they are often overlooked in New Testament scholarship. Yet the brevity and relative hiddenness of these letters in the back of the canon belie their significance for Christian interpreters throughout the centuries. First John garners the most attention due to its striking words on God’s love (4:8, 16, 19), the problems of sin (1:6–10; 3:4–10) and antichrists (2:18; 4:3; cf. 2 John 7), and Jesus’s atoning work as hilasmos and paraclete (2:2; 4:11), as well as the threefold testimony of the Johannine comma (5:7). Second and Third John enter the conversation to fill out themes from 1 John but are not themselves often the subject of extended theological exposition. This essay will reflect this history by focusing on 1 John, with reference to 2 and 3 John when they have attracted the attention of interpreters. We begin with an overview of how 1–3 John became accepted as part of the Christian canon before turning to explore select themes in more depth.

Questions of Authority: The Canonization Process

The process by which the Letters of John achieved authoritative status was more protracted than for the Gospel of John, although perhaps less so than for the Book of Revelation. First and Second John were accepted and quoted much earlier than 3 John, which is not cited until the third century (Painter 2009: 242–43). The most important early witness for 1 and 2 John is Polycarp of Smyrna, who appears to paraphrase these letters in his Letter to the Philippians 6–7:


Let us be zealous in the pursuit of that which is good, keeping ourselves from causes of offense, from false brethren, and from those who in hypocrisy bear the name of the Lord, and draw away vain men into error. For whosoever does not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh, is antichrist [cf. 1 John 4:2–3; 2 John 7] and whosoever does not confess the testimony of the cross, is of the devil; and whosoever perverts the oracles of the Lord to his own lusts, and says that there is neither a resurrection nor a judgment, he is the first-born of Satan. Wherefore, forsaking the vanity of many, and their false doctrines, let us return to the word which has been handed down to us from the beginning.

(Cf. 1 John 1:1; 2:7, 13–14, 24; 3:11; 2 John 5, emphasis added [ANF 1:34])



Polycarp’s pupil Irenaeus is another important witness for the second-century reception of 1–2 John. Irenaeus uses these writings in his refutations because of their connection to John of Zebedee (Haer. 1.16.3; 3.16.5–8). A native of Ephesus, Irenaeus traced his apostolic authority back to John of Zebedee since Polycarp was traditionally identified as one of his disciples (Haer. 2.3.4). Although Irenaeus fluidly argues from 1–2 John alongside John’s Gospel, he does not seem to know of 3 John. Because Irenaeus conflates 1 and 2 John, John Painter (2009: 244) argues that he knew of them only as a single letter. This conflation may support the thesis that 2 and 3 John were cover letters to the homily that comprises 1 John. Not only does this explain the lack of generic letter elements in 1 John, but it also provides a rationale for why 2 and 3 John were preserved despite their brevity and, especially for 3 John, their specificity. Hugo Méndez, however, has recently compared 2 and 3 John to other “pseudo-historical” letters written in the style of known authors. He suggests that the lengthy canonization process for these letters indicates they are later imitations of the Johannine style rather than works emerging from a specific debate among a group of believers (Méndez 2020; see also Skinner and Seglenieks 2024).

By the beginning of the third century, 1 John was quoted throughout the East and West, attesting to its growing acceptance and importance for the Church. While Eusebius lists 2 John among the doubted writings (Hist. eccl. 3.14), both 1 and 2 John are listed as authoritative in the Muratorian Fragment and Athanasius’s Thirty-ninth Festal Letter (367 ce) and were approved at the Synod of Hippo (393 ce) and Councils of Carthage (397 and 419 ce). Despite a lag, once 3 John was accepted it was also kept alongside 1 and 2 John. Robert E. Wall (2009: 24–25) notes the presence of 1–3 John in manuscripts alongside the other Catholic Epistles rather than with the Gospel of John or Revelation, despite their traditional connection to Johannine circles (cf. Lieu 2018: 400). For Wall, this indicates the relatively early creation of the Catholic Epistles as a collection meant to counter an overly libertine reading of Paul’s letters. Thus, in some codices, the Catholic Epistles follow the Gospels and precede Acts, thereby supplying the apostolic teaching of disciples who were among the Twelve (Peter, John) as well as two of Jesus’s brothers (James, Jude). By the late fourth century, 1–3 John are firmly located in the New Testament canon, appearing in all the major codices preserved from this era (Painter 2009: 245–46).

Although it took longer to achieve widespread authoritative status, 1 John regularly features in the early doctrinal debates on Christology and the Trinity, as well as in homiletical and devotional works. It was particularly helpful to patristic authors seeking to counter Sabellianism and Cerinthianism, which divided the divine Son from the human Jesus. At the same time, 1 John also supported Jesus’s divinity against Ebionite and Arian teaching. The emphasis on Jesus’s unity with the Father in 1 John, therefore, becomes an important witness in the development of Chalcedonian Christology. It also provided important support for the Holy Spirit’s inclusion in the Godhead. The use of 1 John in these debates perhaps explains the later addition of the Johannine comma in 1 John 5:7 (see “The Johannine Comma” below). In homiletical and devotional works, authors turn their attention to the theme of love—not only the divine nature and source of love but also in terms of what Christians owe one another and the rest of the world. Thinkers from Augustine of Hippo to Archbishop Desmond Tutu have found in 1 John’s meditations a foundation for proclaiming God’s love and for seeking reconciliation rather than hatred.

Major Questions in the History of Reception

The following overview of the reception of the Johannine Letters is representative rather than comprehensive. I will discuss the following themes: (1) the problem of sin; (2) christological and Trinitarian controversies; and (3) divine love and human ethics. Under each of these themes, I will chronologically survey the main areas of dispute with respect to a number of particular interpretive questions.

The Problem of Sin

Although 1 John is especially known for its emphasis on God’s love, this emphasis comes as part of the letter’s explanation of God’s intervention for the problem of human sin. First John uses the plural form of hamartia (in 2:2; 2:12; 4:10), perhaps indicating an interpretation of “sins” as individual acts against God and others, as well as the more abstract singular “sin” (1:7–9; 3:4–5, 8–9; 5:16–17). The author begins by explaining that all people have sinned, and thus require cleansing by Jesus’s blood (1:6–10). Jesus is, therefore, the hilasmos for the sins of believers, as well as for “the whole world” (2:2). The picture sketched in 1 John is complicated, however, inasmuch as the author argues that believers, who are now children of God, “cannot sin” (3:9), and then describes the need to pray for a sinning “brother” as long as he has not committed a “mortal sin” (5:16–17). Interpreters grappled with these diverse elements in various ways.

Jesus as Hilasmos: Propitiation, Expiation, or Both?

Interpreters must decide what the letter means by hilasmos in connection with Jesus’s crucifixion. This term appears in 1 John and nowhere else in the New Testament. The main issue of debate is whether Jesus’s sacrifice—usually interpreted as his death—should be understood as propitiatory or expiatory. Propitiatory sacrifices were common in the Greco-Roman world as worshipers made offerings to appease angry deities. In contrast, an expiatory sacrifice is one that cleanses or purifies worshipers. In this case, God’s wrath is not appeased; rather, God accepts the sacrifice as a means of forgiveness. Most recent interpreters prefer the expiatory reading, citing the use of “cleansing” (1:7) and “purifying” (3:3) in the letter, as well as historical uses of hilasmos in the LXX and other Jewish writings (Do 2014; Armitage 2021). Earlier readers, however, often promoted a propitiatory interpretation or understood it in a way that combined elements of both propitiation and expiation, fluidly transitioning between the two depending on their arguments. The focus on propitiation may point to the use of Latin translations such as the Vulgate, which translates hilasmos as propitiato. In the same period, Rufinus’s Latin translation of Origen’s Homilies on Leviticus (9.5.99–103) describes Jesus’s death with the term repropriatio to connect Leviticus 16 to 1 John 2:1–2. Writing in the seventh century, the Venerable Bede seems to blur the lines, first writing that Jesus’s “divinity … has propitiated (propitiatur) [our sins] for us with the Father” and then that God sent his Son “so that he might grant forgiveness (veniam daret, i.e., expiate) to all who believe in him” (Comm. 1 John 2.2; 4.10; cf. Giles 1884: 275–76, 303). Catherine of Siena frequently writes about Jesus’s blood, describing it as “the manifestation” of God’s “truth and love” (Ep. 9.1.31–32; cf. Wiseman 2001: 94–140). Influenced by Thomas Aquinas as well as Anselm of Canterbury, Catherine’s comments on the atonement feature motifs related to both satisfaction and cleansing, but she ultimately sees God’s actions through Jesus as motivated by profound love for humanity (Ep. 184.3.116; cf. 1 John 4:9–11).

Jesus as Advocate (1 John 2:1)

Jesus’s status as hilasmos is related to 1 John’s description of Jesus as “an advocate with the Father.” The word the NRSV translates as “advocate” is paraclete, a notoriously difficult Greek word also used in the Gospel of John. In the Gospel, however, this term is used primarily to describe the Holy Spirit (14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7). Yet in John 14:16, Jesus calls the Holy Spirit “another advocate” who will be given to the disciples by the Father. When 1 John calls Jesus “advocate,” even after his resurrection and ascension, interpreters face a question with christological and pneumatological dimensions: How might one understand Jesus’s ongoing role in ways that do not diminish the value of the Spirit on earth? Origen argues that Jesus’s role as paraclete includes his role as “intercessor,” “for he is said to intercede with the Father because of our sins.” The Holy Spirit, however, is more of a comforter “inasmuch as he bestows consolation upon the souls to whom he openly reveals the apprehension of spiritual knowledge” (Princ. 2.7.4). Gregory of Nazianzus likewise links 1 John 2:1 with other portrayals of the resurrected Christ petitioning the Father on behalf of believers in the writings of Paul (Rom 8:26; 2 Cor 5:16; 1 Tim 2:5) and Hebrews (4:15; 7:25). Gregory explicitly connects Jesus’s work with that of the Spirit: “O how beautiful and mystical and kind! For to intercede does not imply to seek for vengeance, as in most men’s way … but it is to plead for us by reason of his mediatorship, just as the Spirit also is said to make intercession for us” (Or. 4.14). Origen similarly connects 1 John, Romans, and Hebrews in his Homilies on Leviticus (9.5.99–103).

Can Christians Sin? (1 John 1:6–2:2; 3:1–10)

One of the major problems addressed in 1 John is the practical problem of Christians continuing to sin. While 1 John 1:6–2:2 explicitly asserts the universality of human sin, the author goes on to declare that “[t]hose who have been born of God do not sin, because God’s seed abides in them; they cannot sin, because they have been born of God” (3:9). Augustine wrestles with this apparent contradiction in his Homilies on 1 John, calling it a “great question, and an embarrassing one” (4.12). His solution is to distinguish between types of sins. While everyone has sinned, “whoever is born of God … cannot commit” the sin of disobeying the “new commandment” to “love one another” (5.2–3): “Mark well! This commandment of Christ is called, ‘love.’ By this love sins are loosed. If this love be not kept, the not holding it is at once a grievous sin, and the root of all sins” (5.2 [NPNF1 7:488]). More commonly, however, interpreters distinguish between unintentional or infrequent sins that all people commit and the habitual sinning of unbelievers. Martin Luther thus applies his famous doctrine of simul justus et peccator (“at once justified and a sinner”) to explain 1 John’s reasoning: “[A]lthough we have become a new creature, nevertheless the remnants of sin always remain in us” (LW 30: 228). To deny sin, therefore, is to deny what Christ’s blood has done for us. Nevertheless, true Christians are not “ruled” by sin and seek to obey through love as well as confession (236–41).

Writing in the seventeenth century, John Wesley was unsatisfied with this solution since it diminished the ability of God’s love to transform believers. Exploring Wesley’s “canon-within-a-canon,” Robert Wall (2011: 111) argues that 1 John is the hermeneutical key to Wesley’s readings of Scripture. First John is the foundation for Wesley’s doctrine of “Christian Perfection,” which proposes a second anointing upon believers that indicates an end to all intentional sinning. Jesus’s atoning death in his view does not simply justify believers for a heavenly afterlife, but transforms them by means of the Holy Spirit, enabling them to love God and one another perfectly in this life (113, 118). Wesley’s emphasis on transformation recalls pre-Reformation discussions of God’s love and the believer’s ability to reciprocate it. Thus, Thomas Aquinas affirms that believers can achieve a type of perfect love (“charity”) in this life when they love God as much and as habitually as possible. Nevertheless, “the perfection of charity of heaven” is not possible because “by reason of the weakness of human life, it is impossible to think always actually of God, and to be moved by love towards him” (ST II.ii. q 24 . a8).

Mortal Sin (1 John 5:16–17)

Discussions of sin in 1 John must also grapple with the confusing remarks of 5:16–17:


If you see your brother or sister committing what is not a mortal sin, you will ask, and God will give life to such a one—to those whose sin is not mortal. There is sin that is mortal; I do not say that you should pray about that. All wrongdoing is sin, but there is sin that is not mortal.



Early interpreters wrestled with this sudden command for believers not to pray for one another. Rather than understanding it as an insufficiency of love, however, interpreters concluded that mortal sin was a sin that resulted in immediate death (Origen, Hom. Lev. 11.6) or was an offense committed against a fellow believer that was left unrepented before death (Augustine, Hom. 1 John 5.2–4; Bede, Comm. 1 John 5.16–17; Oecumenius, Comm. 1 John). Mortal sins were eventually defined and catalogued by the Catholic Church (e.g., Catechism of the Catholic Church §§1854–63). All sins under this rubric reflect a type of apostasy, that is, a habitual and intentional turning away from God’s love without repentance. Indeed, 1 John may have such apostasy in mind since it addresses those “who went out from us” as “antichrists” who deny Jesus’s incarnation, that is, God’s demonstration of perfect love. As a result, they hate their “brothers,” acting in conformity to the paradigmatic son of the devil, Cain, by “murdering” their brothers, which takes the form of ignoring their needs for provisions and hospitality (1 John 3:11–18; 3 John 9–10). The problem of sin in 1–3 John, therefore, is intimately connected to the author’s concerns for right Christology.

Christological and Trinitarian Controversies

Most interpreters suggest the chief controversy behind the Letters of John is about Christology: the author’s opponents no longer confess that “Jesus has come in the flesh” (1 John 4:2–3; 2 John 7). Rather than treating it as a trivial matter, 1–2 John believe this deficient Christology puts one at odds with Christ, dismissing as it does the value of his blood, his ongoing role as advocate before the Father, and his example of love which they are to follow (1 John 3:16). Right confession, therefore, indicates reliance on God and supplies the model for proper ethical behavior (cf. van der Watt 2023: 271–80).

Antichrist(s) (1 John 2:18–20; 4:1–3; 2 John 7)

First and Second John contain the only mention of “antichrist(s)” in the entire New Testament. In these writings, former believers who have left the community and do not confess Jesus’s incarnation are called “antichrists” and “false prophets” under the influence of the “spirit of the antichrist.” Recent interpreters debate whether “antichrist” language was unique to (or invented by) the Johannine community as part of their sociolect or if it was grounded in preexisting traditions (Lietaert Peerbolte 1996; Lieu 2008: 99–100). Craig R. Koester (2014: 187) notes that 1 and 2 John contain the earliest known uses of “antichrist,” and as a result, they “bequeathed it to the generations that followed.” Indeed, the earliest quotations of 1 and 2 John incorporate the verses describing antichrist to support their condemnation of opponents (e.g., Polycarp, Phil. 6–7; Cyril of Alexandria, Unity of Christ).

Questions about “antichrist” had become the focus of speculation by the turn of the third century (Koester 2014: 187). Hippolytus of Rome devotes an entire treatise to the topic called On Christ and Antichrist, while Irenaeus of Lyons describes the coming of the Antichrist in his Against Heresies. Irenaeus offers an early example of combining elements from the books of Daniel and Ezekiel with 2 Thessalonians and Revelation to form a more robust picture of the Antichrist (Haer. 5.28.2–5.30.4). This figure is a human who comes to power near the end of the age, positioning himself in opposition to Christ as a false prophet and demanding worship under penalty of death. Similar portraits emerge throughout later Christian writings, often in polemical works seeking to identify one’s enemies as the Antichrist (Nichols 2001). In the past half-century of American Christianity, John Nelson Darby’s (1800–1882) premillennial dispensationalism became doctrine in many evangelical circles, its proponents expending ever greater energy on “decoding” the Bible in order to predict the date of the Second Coming. Hal Lindsey’s (1970) Late Great Planet Earth and Tim LaHaye and Jerry A. Jenkins’s (1995–2007) Left Behind series capitalized on these trends in the last decades of the twentieth century. Their phenomenal popularity and best-seller status reflect the abiding fascination with the Antichrist among Christian readers.

In opposing antichrists, 1 and 2 John emphasize a unified Christology that acknowledges both Jesus’s divinity (as God’s Son and Christ) and his humanity (as one who died on behalf of others). As a result, commentators regularly discuss potential identities for these opponents, suggesting proto-docetics and -gnostics, as well as Cerinthians, all of whom divided Jesus’s humanity from the divine Christ (Streett 2010: 19–89). Even if we cannot confirm the identity of these first opponents, tracing the history of interpretation shows how 1–3 John were incorporated into later christological debates. Athanasius uses 1 John to support his christological and Trinitarian views in his Letters to Serapion concerning the Holy Spirit against Arius and other opponents (1.2, 6, 19, 23–24; 2.2; 3.3). Athanasius’s contemporary Basil the Great cites 1 John 3:24 (“And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit that he has given us”) to affirm the equality of the Spirit’s divinity since possession of the Spirit confirms that the believer is joined also to Father and Son (On the Holy Spirit 5.9). As these controversies continued into the fifth century, Pope Leo I used 1 John to support Jesus’s full humanity and divinity (Tome of Leo 5). Leo’s letter helped to confirm this as the orthodox position at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 CE. While 1 and 2 John provide the clearest texts in support of Jesus’s incarnation and the Spirit’s divinity, 3 John was also cited to compare contemporaneous heretics to Diotrephes, who “loves to put himself first” and denied hospitality to the Elder’s missionaries (3 John 9; see Bray 2000: 235–37, 242–43).

The Johannine Comma

First John was used as scriptural evidence by writers such as Tertullian, Dionysius, Athanasius, and Augustine in support of their Trinitarian views. Augustine mirrors Athanasius’s use of 1 John, quoting or alluding to 5:20 in On the Trinity (1.6.9, 1.12.26) to affirm the eternality of the Triune Godhead, the gift of the Spirit that makes believers God’s children (1 John 3:24), and the promise that believers will “become as he [God] is” (1 John 3:2) because of God’s love (4:17–19; cf. Trin.12.14.22; 14.18.24–14.19.26; 15.17.31). Tertullian likewise defends the doctrine of the Trinity, quoting from 1 John in his Against Praxeus in chapters 15, 28, and 31. Nevertheless, none of these early writers explicitly cites 1 John 5:7 in support of their arguments. This is surprising because, if it were original to 1 John, the comma at 5:7 would provide unambiguous scriptural warrant for the doctrine of the Trinity. The translation below includes the Johannine comma in italics as a part of vv. 7–8:


Because there are three who testify in heaven: Father, Word, and Holy Spirit; and these three are one; and there are three who testify on earth: the Spirit and the water and the blood; and these three are in agreement.

(Parsenios 2014: 122)



Instead of this verse, many ancient authors cite Jesus’s comment at John 10:30 (“I and the Father are one”) to emphasize his oneness with the Father to which the Spirit is then added. While some argue that Cyprian of Carthage (ca. 210–258) quotes the comma in Unit. eccl. 1.6, it is at most an allusion rather than a quotation. Instead, Cyprian quotes John 10:30, to which he then adds 1 John 5:8, “these three are one” (Galiza and Reeve 2018). Theologians in the third and fourth centuries quote “these three are one” but do not include the longer portion of the comma, even if they interpret “the three” in a Trinitarian way. Combined with the lack of early manuscript evidence supporting the comma, the majority of scholars conclude that it was a later addition to the text. As George Parsenios (2014: 123) explains, “The evidence against this addition [the comma] is irrefutable. No Greek text before 1400 contains the comma…. The comma appears in the Old Latin text only after the year 600 and in the Vulgate only after 750. Before 1500, it does not exist in Coptic, Ethiopic, and Arabic versions.” Some theologians, such as Thomas Aquinas, argued in spite of this evidence that readers should include the comma. He suggested it was the Arians who removed the Johannine comma from 1 John in hopes of quashing orthodox Trinitarianism (Levine 1997: 592).

Most discussion of the Johannine comma, however, originates not with Aquinas but with Desiderius Erasmus in the sixteenth century. Trinitarian discussions incorporate the comma after it appears in editions of the Latin Vulgate. Erasmus, however, based his 1516 Novum Testamentum on Greek manuscripts and therefore did not include the comma. This text-critical decision sparked immediate and intense responses. Debates with Martin Dorp, Johann von Eck, and Edward Lee eventually prompted Erasmus to include the comma in his third edition in 1522 after they accused him of Arianism (Levine 2018: 589). Although later Luther and Zwingli both rejected the comma, and Calvin offered interpretations both with and without it, the damage to Erasmus’s reputation was done (Posset 1985: 246; McDonald 2016: 62–69). According to Joseph M. Levine, Erasmus was always more of a grammarian than a theologian and had no desire to engage in theological debates. This entire debate, and its consequences, were for him “an unexpected outcome of his philology” and an early illustration of the uneasy relationship that can occur between theologians and biblical scholars (Levine 2018: 596).

Grantley McDonald (2011: 305) traces the resurgence of some Protestant fundamentalists who argue in favor of the comma. These groups believe only the textus receptus (and, by extension, the King James Version) of the New Testament is authoritative. Along with Parsenios, McDonald aptly demonstrates that the overwhelming textual evidence supports the consensus among both Protestant and Catholic biblical scholars that the comma is not original to 1 John. Yet, McDonald rightly concludes, the persistent, and often contentious debate is a “microcosm of the religious tensions in which we find ourselves right now” (310).

Divine Love and Human Ethics

A focus on God’s love is perhaps 1 John’s best-known feature. While the letter addresses the problem of sin and, thus, division in the community, 1 John is adamant that God’s response to human failings is love. God not only loves through the act of creation but continues to love by sending Jesus, his Son, as hilasmos for the sins of believers and “the whole world” (2:2). According to 1 John, knowing God’s love should inspire the faithful to imitate him as they fulfill the commandment to “love one another” (3:13).

God Is Love (1 John 4:8, 16)

With 1 John’s emphasis on love, it is not surprising that the letter is a key text in writings reflecting on God’s identity and how humans are to relate to him. When Augustine explores the Spirit’s identity in On the Trinity (15.17.27), he connects the Spirit to the Godhead by linking John 4:24, “God is a Spirit” with 1 John 4:7–8, “God is love.” For Augustine, while the entire Godhead can be called “Love,” it is an especially fitting title for the Holy Spirit. Focusing on 1 John 4:10–13, he explains:


“[God] loved us, and sent his Son to be a propitiator for our sins” (4:10) and thereupon had exhorted us also to love one another (4:11–12), and that so God would abide in us (4:13)—because, namely, he had called God Love (4:8); immediately, in his wish to speak yet more expressly on the subject, “Hereby,” he says, “know we that we dwell in Him, and He in us, because He has given us of His Spirit” (4:13). Therefore, the Holy Spirit, of whom He has given us, makes us to abide in God, and Him in us; and this it is that love does. Therefore, He is the God that is love.

(Trin. 15.17.31 [NPNF1 3:217])



Inspired by the Holy Spirit who is Love, Augustine explains, believers can imitate God by loving one another.

Augustine’s reflections influenced later theologians as they, too, reflected on 1 John 4. Scholastic thinkers from the eleventh through the thirteenth centuries take up the text in their writings. Anselm of Canterbury summarizes Augustine’s On the Trinity in his Monologion (57), and Thomas Aquinas explores love, or “charity,” in the Summa Theologica (ST II.ii.q23–27, 34, 36) often engaging explicitly with Augustine’s writings. Mystical theologians as well take a special interest in the theme. Bernard of Clairvaux outlines four degrees of love in his On Loving God, describing a believer’s movement from loving God out of selfish motivations (degrees 1–2), to loving God because of who God is (degree 3), to finally being united with God’s love (degree 4). Bernard’s emphasis on the importance of God loving first appears also in the work of Hildegard of Bingen, who quotes 1 John 4:9–10 in her own discussion of the Trinity (Visions II). Julian of Norwich likewise develops her understanding in Shewings of Divine Love (ca. 1373). As Beth M. Stovell (2016) notes, the influence of 1 John 3–4 seems clear in these writings, even though Julian does not cite these passages explicitly. In her visions, Julian describes Jesus’s Passion as a demonstration of his unending love (9.22) and explains that because of God’s love, humanity can fulfill its purpose in loving God (14.44) and being united to him (15.65).

The idea that “God is love” remains a foundational belief for a wide range of theologians. Black liberation theologian James Cone (2006: 67), for example, writes, “The theological statement ‘God is love’ is the most widely accepted assertion regarding the nature of God.” Yet, as he notes, understandings of God’s love vary widely. Søren Kierkegaard wrote prayers inspired by 1 John 4 to express thanksgiving for God’s love and the need for humans to love one another (LeFevre 1956: 11–14). Dietrich Bonhoeffer (e.g., 1959: 110, 343–44) incorporates 1 and 2 John into The Cost of Discipleship to bolster his view that the Christian community should live like Christ. In 2006, Pope Benedict XVI sought to set the tone for his papacy with his first encyclical, which he titled God Is Love (Deus Caritas Est). Gustavo Gutiérrez (1996: 153) finds in 1 John support for his emphasis on the need for people to love one another in “concrete actions” rather than in mere sentiment. Cone follows Gutiérrez’s path, emphasizing that God’s love is not abstract, but is experienced. For the oppressed, it is experienced as God “becoming black” in the “black Jesus,” joining with the oppressed and offering validation and liberation (Cone 2006: 73, 119–24). For the oppressors, though, especially white supremacist theology and systems, God’s love is experienced as wrath and judgment; it convicts oppressors of their sins rather than reifying existing structures. Cone stresses that God’s love must be defined by the oppressed rather than as it historically has been, by the oppressor (72). While oppression continues in the world, Cone (2012: 145) also finds hope in 1 John for the future: “[T]he oppressed have a future made not with human hands but grounded in the liberating promises of God” such as 1 John 3:2.

Perfect Love Casts Out Fear (1 John 4:17–18)

In addition to the identification of love with God, 1 John reflects on “perfected” or “completed love.” Theologians had wrestled with what, exactly, “perfected love” is long before John Wesley dealt with the question in connection with the doctrine of entire sanctification. Making the question even more difficult to answer is 1 John’s comment on the relationship between fear and love (4:17–18): “Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love.” What might this mean when other texts speak of “fear of the Lord” (e.g., Prov 1:7: “fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge”) in positive terms? How can perfect love cast out fear?

The most common answer is to distinguish between the types of “fear” 1 John is said to describe. The “fear of the Lord” is an important disposition Christians have at the beginning of their faith. As they mature in love, however, this fear is “cast out” because their love of God is being perfected. When perfected, the believer has no fear, especially not of the day of judgment. Thus, Augustine explains:


Then let fear make the beginning, because the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom. Fear, so to say, prepares a place for charity. But when once charity has begun to inhabit, the fear which prepared the place for it is cast out. For in proportion as this increases, that decreases: and the more this comes to be within, is the fear cast out. Greater charity, less fear; less charity, greater fear. But if no fear, there is no way for charity to come in.

(Hom. 1 John 9.4 [NPNF1 7:515])



Julian of Norwich also presents God’s love as gradually casting out fear in her own revelations, culminating in her seventh vision. The fears Julian describes, however, are the “weariness of my life, and irksomeness of myself.” While God allows believers to experience such fears and discomforts, Julian assures her readers, “[I]t is God’s will that we hold us in comfort with all our might: for bliss is lasting without end, and pain is passing and shall be brought to nought for them that shall be saved. And, therefore, it is not God’s will that we follow the feelings of pain in sorrow and mourning for them, but that we suddenly pass over, and hold us in endless enjoyment” (7.15; Stovell 2016: 22–23).

Leo the Great, however, takes a different path, aligning “fear” with persecution. Interpreting Acts 2, Leo explains that while the apostles had the Holy Spirit prior to Pentecost, they received a fuller blessing of the Spirit on that day to prepare all Christians for what was to come. He writes, “It was necessary, though, to increase the capacity of those who were being taught, and to multiply the constancy of that ‘love’ that ‘drives out all fear’ not dreading the rage of persecutors. The apostles, after they were filled with the new abundance of the Holy Spirit, began to will more ardently and to work more efficiently, profiting from the knowledge of the teachers to bear suffering” (76.5; Bray 2000: 217). For Leo, God’s love enables believers to stand firm in their faith regardless of the risks.

Should Love Be Limited? (1 John 2:2; 2 John 10–11)

A final debate about God’s love concerns the perceived limits of that love. As noted, the Johannine Letters employ harsh polemic against opponents. In 1 and 2 John these opponents are called “antichrists,” “deceivers,” and “false prophets,” while 3 John provides an actual name, Diotrephes. Moreover, 2 John 10–11 instructs its audience to shun those who deny Jesus’s incarnation: “Do not receive into the house or welcome anyone who comes to you and does not bring this teaching; for to welcome is to participate in the evil deeds of such a person.” As orthodoxy developed for Christians, theologians often referred to these verses to instruct believers to avoid those deemed heretics. In a commentary on 2 John pseudonymously credited to Didymus the Blind “[a]nyone who dwells in the doctrine of the gospel and who acts according to its teaching” is admonished to “separate himself from those who think and act differently” (PG 39:1819; Bray 2000: 237).

Notwithstanding these limits placed on fellowship with heretics, 1 John 2:2 presents a more universal scope for God’s love insofar as Jesus is the hilasmos not only for the sins of believers but “for the whole world.” A significant trend among patristic writers was to interpret “the whole world” as “the church” which exists throughout the world, as well as to describe the whole word as “bought with His blood” (Augustine, Hom. 1 John 1.8; cf. Hilary of Arles, Introductory Commentary on 1 John). Other writers, however, emphasize the universality of God’s love for the world even though it “lies under the power of the evil one” (1 John 5:19). Commenting on 1 John 2:2, Clement of Alexandria explains:


“And not only for our sins,”—that is, for those of the faithful,—is the Lord the propitiator, does he say, “but also for the whole world.” He, indeed, saves all; but some [He saves], converting them by punishments; others, however, who follow voluntarily [He saves] with dignity of honor; so that “every knee should bow to Him, of things in heaven, and things on earth, and things under the earth” [Phil 2:10]; that is, angels, men, and souls that before His advent have departed from this temporal life.

(Adumbr. 3 [ANF 2:575])



Rather than being cut off from God, the world is still loved by him, so much so that he sent his Son as hilasmos.

More recent interpreters who follow this nonsectarian interpretation of 1–3 John find that these letters call for an ethic of nonviolent resistance and inspire hope for reconciliation. Chris Armitage (2021: 1–30) traces the use of 1 John among pacifist and “peacemaking” theologies, among such thinkers as René Girard, Stanley Hauerwas, Glen Stassen, and David Gushee. He also notes the use of 1 John by Archbishop Desmond Tutu. In one address, Tutu responds to those who dismiss the anti-apartheid mission as a communist movement. Rather than “one political ideology,” Tutu (1985: 18–19) explains, his opposition is based “firmly on the Scriptures, firmly on the tenets of the Christian faith, firmly on the demands that our Lord Jesus Christ in his gospel places on each one of us.” After citing a series of passages from both the Old and New Testaments, Tutu concludes with reflections on 1 John:


St. John says, “He who says he loves God and hates his brother is a liar” [1 John 4:20a]. Now that is categorical. I mean he’s not saying “maybe.” He’s quite firm, “You’re a liar. How can you say you love God whom you have not seen when you hate your brother you have seen?” [1 John 4:20b] And that is where we get our marching orders from—not from Peking or Moscow. We get our marching orders, as it were, from Galilee. (19)



It is not surprising, then, to find 1 John among the texts incorporated into the work of Martin Luther King Jr., who was also accused of Marxist sympathies. King (1967) ends his final book, Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community?, with an appeal to 1 John 4:11–12. This passage, according to King, posits love as “the supreme unifying principle of life.” “Love is the key that unlocks the door which leads to ultimate reality,” whether one is Hindu, Muslim, Christian, Jewish, or Buddhist. It is a “call for a worldwide fellowship that lifts neighborly concern beyond one’s tribe, race, class and nation,” that is in reality “a call for an all-embracing and unconditional love for all.” Writing in the midst of the civil rights movement and the Vietnam War, King presciently emphasized the “urgency of now” even as he looked back to the Johannine writings (190–91).

Conclusion

As even this brief survey demonstrates, the Johannine Letters have been used extensively throughout Christian history. Written to believers struggling with division and controversy, they have been invoked repeatedly to clarify key doctrines and to encourage Christians. The message of 1 John centers on love—love from God, love as God’s “identity,” and love as the appropriate human response to God. Not surprisingly, then, the most robust avenues of interpretation have explored these themes. Despite their harsh rhetoric against “antichrists,” these letters are most commonly cited to remind believers of God’s love as demonstrated in Christ’s passion. With this example to emulate, Christians are commanded to love one another, even when they face opponents within their ranks and whatever fears await them in “the world” outside (1 John 2:15–17; 3:1, 13; 4:1–5, 9; 5:4–5; 2 John 7).
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Chapter 23


The Reception of Hebrews in the Roman Catholic Tradition at the Council of Trent



Alan C. Mitchell

The Council of Trent, one of the most important councils in the history of the Roman Catholic Church, met from 1545 to 1563 in three defined periods. Whereas it addressed doctrinal and pastoral issues in need of attention in the wake of the Protestant Reformation, it was not as comprehensive a council as was Vatican II (1962–65). One of its overarching concerns was to address the teachings of the Reformers, none of whom is actually condemned in its documents. Rather, their teachings were the main foci of the Council, while the teachers were largely absent (O’Malley 2013: 249). Some Protestants were given safe passage to attend the Council in 1551–52, but they were noticeably silent in the proceedings (Iserloh 1983: 566). In some instances, the councilors may have known some of the actual Reformation doctrines, but for the most part they relied on summaries prepared by others, including a group of controversialist theologians known to have excerpted these doctrines out of context (570). As a consequence, the extent to which the actual teachings of the Reformers were engaged by the bishops and theologians at the Council cannot be precisely known.

Regarding Scripture, Trent promulgated two documents, “On the Acceptance of the Sacred Books and Apostolic Traditions” and “The Acceptance of Vulgate Edition of the Bible; Rule on the Manner of Interpreting Scripture.” In addition to these two, other decrees took up the topics of Original Sin, Justification, the Eucharist, the Mass, and the nature of the Priesthood. In countering the Reformers’ claims about those topics, the Council appealed frequently to scriptural texts. It is in these doctrinal areas that Trent relies heavily on Hebrews, which it received as an important counterweight to the Reformers’ doctrines.

The Authority of Hebrews as Scripture

It is often said that the Roman Catholic canon of Scripture was promulgated during the fourth session of the Council of Trent on April 8, 1546 (Metzger 1997: 246). In fact, the Council of Trent adopted the canon of Scripture including the Apocrypha, which was ratified at the eleventh session of the Council of Florence on February 4, 1442 (O’Malley 2013: 91). Trent’s affirmation of the scriptural canon of the Council of Florence may have been, in part, a response to the fact that Luther considered Hebrews to be one of the disputed books of the New Testament canon. In his own canon, Luther placed Hebrews, James, Jude, and Revelation after 3 John, as the last four books of the New Testament. His doubts about Hebrews stemmed from the fact that he did not consider it to be authentically Pauline and from his disagreement with the sermon’s teaching regarding a second repentance (Heb 6:4–6; 10:26–27; 12:17), something he found to be a “hard knot” and contrary to the gospels and the Pauline epistles (LW 35:394–95). On these grounds he regarded its author as anonymous. In “On the Acceptance of the Sacred Books and Apostolic Traditions” (Tanner 1990: 663–64) and “The Acceptance of Vulgate Edition of the Bible; Rule on the Manner of Interpreting Scripture” (664–65), the point of Trent’s affirming the canon agreed upon at Florence was primarily to counter the Reformers’ doubts about the Apocrphya as canonical. That task was accomplished by affirming the list of books in the Latin Vulgate. Trent thus accepted the authority of Hebrews and included it in the canon as the fourteenth letter of the Apostle Paul (664).

Original Sin and Justification

The status of Hebrews as authoritative Scripture is further demonstrated by the number of times it is cited in the decrees of Trent. The “Decree on Original Sin” from Session Five, June 17, 1546, cites Heb 2:14, “the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil,” as the cause of Adam’s fall from grace (Tanner 1990: 666). In the same decree the first clause of Heb 11:6, “And without faith it is impossible to please God,” describes the Catholic faith (665). The remainder of the verse, “for whoever would approach him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him,” appears in the “Decree on Justification” from Session Six, January 13, 1547, to capture the way divine grace aids in developing an attitude of mind that disposes the believer to prepare for justification (673).

As it does in the “Decree on Original Sin,” Heb 11:6 serves to emphasize the necessity of faith as the “foundation and root of all justification, without which it is ‘impossible to please God’ ” in the “Decree on Justification” (Tanner 1990: 674). Whereas this decree does not indicate how it understood the author’s purpose in Heb 11:6, the fact that the whole of ch. 11 in the sermon concerns faith should not go unnoticed. In particular, Heb 11:5–6 recounts the faith of Enoch, someone who pleased God and for that reason was spared death. Since the righteousness of Abel and Noah is referenced in Heb 11:4 and 7, it may be that the authors of Trent’s “Decree on Justification” were prompted to include 11:6 because they saw Enoch as righteous on account of the way he was taken up by God. Thus, the use of Heb 11:6 seems quite appropriate within the larger context of the decree.

Responding to Luther and other reformers, the “Decree on Justification” also invokes Heb 12:2 when it states the Council’s purpose in issuing such a decree: “Its intention is to set out for all the christian faithful the true and sound doctrine on justification, which the sun of justice, Jesus Christ, pioneer and perfecter of our faith, taught, the apostles handed down, and the catholic church under the prompting of the holy Spirit has always retained” (Tanner 1990: 671). The use of Heb 12:2 in this decree underscores the legitimacy of Trent’s teaching on justification by attributing its authority to Jesus Christ himself, as “the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.”

Stressing that faith alone is not sufficient for justification, ch. 11 of the “Decree on Justification” appeals to Heb 5:8–9, “Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered; and having been made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him,” to show that suffering with Christ is necessary to avoid complacency in faith (Tanner 1990: 675). Yet another reference to Heb 11 is found in the same chapter of the decree with its reference to the example of Moses, who by faith endured suffering, “for he was looking ahead to the reward” (Heb 11:26), a text joined in the decree to a citation from Psalm 118:112 (Vulg), “I have inclined my heart to perform your statutes for the sake of the reward.” Trent had Luther in mind when asserting the value of enduring something or doing something good with a view to a reward, for Luther saw such motivated action as sinful. In his Treatise on Good Works, he addressed the question of motivation for doing good works. He treated the matter of doing good works for temporal rewards in relation to human motivation, where good works are done to gain honor and praise or to avoid shame and disgrace:


Some think it is a good thing for young people to be encouraged by reputation and honor and discouraged by shame and dishonor, and so be induced to do good. For there are many who do what is good and forswear what is evil for fear of shame or love of honor, and so they do what otherwise they would never do and avoid what they would never avoid. I leave these people to their own opinion. But at present we are seeking how true good works are to be done, and those who are inclined to do them surely do not need to be driven by the fear of shame and the move of honor. They have, and ought to have, a far higher and nobler incentive, and that is God’s commandment, God’s fear, God’s approval, and their faith and love toward God. Those who do not possess this motive, or who pay no regard to it and let shame or honor be the spur, have their reward, as the Lord says in Matthew 6[:2]. And as is the motive, so is the reward: none of them is good, except in the eyes of the world.

(LW 44:43–44)



The only proper motive for doing good works, then, is because God commands that they be done.

Elsewhere, he speaks of motivation toward an eternal reward rather than a temporal one. Luther translated Psalm 119:112 thus: “I have inclined my heart to do thy statutes forever because of the reward.” The Hebrew original lacks “because of the reward” (propter retributionem), which occurs in the Vulgate. He explains his translation this way:


Therefore, letting our translation stand, we can say it as above, for some temporal people preserve the law of God for a temporal advantage. And these do not incline their heart forever, but for a time, to do the statutes. And we will not be without reward, because the Lord will reward us as He promised. And because of this reward (not the temporal one, but the promised one) it is holy to incline the heart to do the statutes, For this reward is not here, because it is eternal, and yet it is promised. And therefore because of it, as because of the things promised, which he believes and hopes for, he can rightfully do the statutes.

(LW 11:491)



Luther maintains the distinction between the motivation toward a temporal reward and an eternal one for doing what God has commanded, which he understood as legitimate because the reward is something promised by God, and it is not a reward given in this life.

Canon 31 of Trent’s “Decree on Justification” appears to address the issue, but its drafters may not have gotten Luther’s thought right: if anyone says that a justified person commits sin when he does something good with a view to an eternal reward: let him be anathema (Tanner 1990: 681). The wording of the canon reflects the text of the decree at the point where Psalm 118 and Heb 11:26 are cited:


Hence it is certain that they are opponents of the orthodox teaching of religion who say that in every good work the just person sins at least venially; or (which is more intolerable), that he deserves eternal punishment; likewise those who hold that the just sin in all their works if, when arousing their sloth and encouraging themselves to run in the race, in addition to the aim that above all God may be glorified, they are also looking to an eternal reward; since it is written: I have inclined my heart to perform your statutes for the sake of the reward, and the Apostle said of Moses that he looked to the reward.

(Tanner 1990: 676)



In support of doing good works with a view to a reward the “Decree on Justification” cites Heb 6:10, “For God is not unjust; he will not overlook your work and the love that you showed for his sake in serving the saints, as you still do,” and 10:35, “Do not, therefore, abandon that confidence of yours; it brings a great reward.” These two texts are preceded by the citation of 1 Cor 15:58, “Therefore, my beloved, be steadfast, immovable, always excelling in the work of the Lord, because you know that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.” These three texts support the view of the decree that it is appropriate that eternal life should be held out to the just both as a grace promised and a reward to be faithfully bestowed (Tanner 1990: 677–78). But in the end, it would appear that Trent and Luther are actually in agreement on the motivation for doing works commanded by God, with an eye to an eternal reward.

Confirmation of this agreement comes in the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification signed by the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church in 1999. Under §4.7, “The Good Works of the Justified,” two paragraphs present the Catholic and Lutheran views on this important topic in clear agreement that good works follow upon justification and are the fruit of the Christian life lived in faith hope and love:


38. According to Catholic understanding, good works, made possible by grace and the working of the Holy Spirit, contribute to growth in grace, so that the righteousness that comes from God is preserved and communion with Christ is deepened. When Catholics affirm the “meritorious” character of good works, they wish to say that, according to the biblical witness, a reward in heaven is promised to these works. Their intention is to emphasize the responsibility of persons for their actions, not to contest the character of those works as gifts, or far less to deny that justification always remains the unmerited gift of grace.

39. The concept of a preservation of grace and a growth in grace and faith is also held by Lutherans. They do emphasize that righteousness as acceptance by God and sharing in the righteousness of Christ is always complete. At the same time, they state that there can be growth in its effects in Christian living. When they view the good works of Christians as the fruits and signs of justification and not as one’s own “merits,” they nevertheless also understand eternal life in accord with the New Testament as unmerited “reward” in the sense of the fulfillment of God’s promise to the believer.



In these ways, Trent invokes Hebrews as a response to Luther’s understanding of the relationship of faith to good works. Also against Luther, Trent stresses that faith alone is not sufficient for justification, and that good works can be performed with hope of an eternal reward when they are understood as the result of justification rather than the product of one’s own merits.

The Understanding of the Eucharist and the Mass

In support of the practice of eucharistic adoration, Trent’s “Decree on the Most Holy Sacrament of the Eucharist” appeals to Heb 1:6:


For we believe that the same God is present therein of whom the eternal Father declared when introducing him into the world, Let all God’s angels worship him; he whom the Magi, falling down, worshipped; he who finally as the scriptures bear witness, was adored by the apostles in Galilee.

(Tanner 1990: 695)



Trent seems to go out of its way to invoke the authority of Hebrews to counter Luther’s own thought on the matter. Luther remarks that as “the apostles did not adore the Sacrament since they were sitting and eating at the table” (LW 36:295), worship of the Eucharist was precluded. For this reason, Luther believed that those who refused to worship the presence of Christ in the Eucharist should not be condemned or accused of heresy. Yet he also believed that those who adore the sacrament should not be condemned or accused of heresy, “For although Christ has not commanded it, neither has he forbidden it, but often accepted it” (36:295). His concern was that the adoration of the Eucharist might reduce it to a work without faith. For Luther, the danger was that one might become preoccupied with what the believer might do for Christ in such adoration and may not consider sufficiently what Christ has done for the believer.

Accordingly, the affirmation that the Eucharist contains the real presence of Christ is the basis upon which the practice of worshiping the Eucharist, in contexts apart from the Mass, is legitimate. For that reason, ch. 4 of the decree, “On Transubstantiation,” establishing the substantial change of the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ, precedes ch. 5, “On the Worship and Reverence to Be Shown to This Most Holy Sacrament.” Whereas Luther held that the Eucharist was the real presence of Christ, he rejected the notion of transubstantiation. For him, the real presence of Christ was proper to the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, meaning it existed only during the Eucharist, and until it was consumed (LW 36:30–31; O’Malley 2019: 84). Among the canons accompanying the decree there is one that explicitly counters Luther’s claim:


4. If anyone says that the body and blood of our lord Jesus Christ are not present in the wondrous sacrament of the eucharist after the completion of the consecration, but only in its use, while it is being consumed, but not before or after; and that the true body of the Lord does not remain in the hosts or consecrated particles which are reserved or remain over after communion: let him be anathema.

(Tanner 1990: 697)



The authority of Hebrews bulks the largest in the “Teaching and Canons of the Most Holy Sacrifice of the Mass,” Session 22, September 17, 1562. Unfortunately, the opening of the decree is replete with the supersessionist interpretation of Hebrews that began in the second century ce and was common in the sixteenth century:


As there was no fulfillment under the old covenant because of the powerlessness of the Levitical priesthood (as the apostle Paul testifies), it was necessary (God the Father of mercies thus ordaining) for another priest to arise according to the order of Melchisedech, our lord Jesus Christ, who was able to bring to completion all due to be sanctified and to lead them to perfection. And so he, our Lord and God, was to offer himself once to God the Father on the altar of the cross, a death thereby occurring that would secure for them eternal redemption.

(Tanner 1990: 732–33)



This explanation of Christ’s atoning sacrifice, offered to God, once for all, appeals (in sequence) to Heb 7:11, 19, 27; 9:12, 26, and 28. It goes on to stress that Christ was the second priest in the order of Melchizedek, who offered his body and blood to God in the manner of Melchizedek under the forms of bread and wine. This manner was passed on to the apostles who, as priests, employed the same material elements when they commemorated Christ’s sacrifice in their conduct of the Lord’s Supper (Tanner 1990: 733).

At this point Trent stresses the importance of the person of Melchizedek (with allusions to Heb 5:6, 10; 6:20; 7:1,10, 11) for explaining not only the character of Jesus’s high priesthood but also the nature of his unbloody sacrifice as eternal and offered in the Mass under the elements of bread and wine, something that Christ bequeathed to the apostles when he asked them to “[d]o this in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19; 1 Cor 11:24). Curiously, the decree does not explicitly mention the offering of bread and wine that Melchizedek brought to Abraham before he blessed him, as does the original text of Gen 14:18. Rather, the council’s focus was solely on Hebrews with the intent of showing that the unbloody sacrifice of the Mass is constituted by the offering of bread and wine.

“Teaching and Canons of the Most Holy Sacrifice of the Mass” richly alludes to passages from Hebrews (7:27; 9:12, 26, 28) regarding the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ on the cross, stressing that Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross is commemorated in the Mass as an unbloody sacrifice. Nevertheless, in this sacrifice the propitiatory character of it was not diminished by its once-for-all status. In the second chapter, the decree offers Heb 4:16 as evidence for that claim that it “brings it about that if we approach God with sincere hearts and upright faith, and with awe and reverence, we receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (Tanner 1990: 733).

The decree goes on to say that not only is divine appeasement a consequence of Christ’s once-for-all sacrifice of himself, but it also results in true repentance and the absolution of “manifold sins and offences” (733). It is only the manner of the sacrifice in the Mass that differs from Christ’s self-offering on the cross. The former is an unbloody sacrifice unlike the latter, but without any compromise to the effects of Christ’s sacrificial death. The council felt the need to stress that the value of Christ’s death is in no way impaired when commemorated in the Mass, in order to ensure that masses could be offered legitimately for “the sins, penalties, satisfactions, and other needs of the faithful, who are living, but also for those who have died in Christ, but are not yet fully cleansed” (Tanner 1990: 734). Additionally, the decree turns to Hebrews to demonstrate why it was necessary for Christ to arise as a High Priest according to the order of Melchizedek. It was so that he could complete all those who were to be sanctified by leading them to perfection as a result of his sacrifice on the cross, something which the council fathers thought the Levitical priesthood could not attain (Heb 7:11, 19; Tanner 1990: 732).

This decree, then, attempts to correct Luther and the Reformers on the place of the Mass in relation to indulgences intended to remit the temporal punishment due to sin and the benefits of the Mass, which are extended to the souls in Purgatory. The reception of Hebrews in its teaching on the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ, and the effects that flow from it (i.e., the remission of sins and the cleansing of the conscience of the believer), become an important focal point for shoring up the Roman Catholic understanding of the Mass as a sacrifice over against the views of Luther and the Reformers (Heb 9:9, 14; 10:22; 13:18).

This interpretation is borne out in the nine canons stated at the end of the decree (Tanner 1990: 735–36). The relevant canons are as follows:


1. If anyone says that a true and proper sacrifice is not offered to God in the mass, or that the offering is nothing but the giving of Christ to us to eat: let him be anathema.

 …

3. If anyone says that the sacrifice of the mass is only one of praise and thanksgiving, or that it is a mere commemoration of the sacrifice enacted on the cross and not itself appeasing; or that it avails only the one who receives and should not be offered for the living and the dead, for their sins, penalties, satisfactions and other needs: let him be anathema.

 …

9. If anyone says that the rite of the Roman church, in which the words of the consecration and parts of the eucharistic prayer are said in a low voice, should be condemned; or that mass should only be celebrated in the vernacular; or that water should not be mixed with wine to be offered in the chalice, on the grounds that this is against Christ’s institution: let him be anathema.



It is not difficult to see that these canons have Luther and other Reformers in mind. In his own treatise on the Mass, “A Treatise on the New Testament, That Is, the Holy Mass,” Luther explicitly denies that the Mass is a sacrifice, instead calling it a testament or a promise (Dorn 2007: 1–10). In support of this designation he cites Heb 9:16–17, where a testament is said to be made operative by the death of the testator. Christ in his death therefore fulfills and confirms the testament and promise of God. This fulfillment and the promise of the forgiveness of sins which it brings reveals the true nature of the Mass as a testament (LW 35:84–85). He goes on to describe his understanding of the Mass as “nothing else than an exceedingly rich and everlasting and good testament bequeathed to us by Christ himself, in such a way that Christ would have no other reason to die except that he desired to make such a testament” (35:87).

The Nature of the Priesthood

Closely bound to the Eucharist and the sacrificial nature of the Mass is the matter of ordained ministry. In response to Luther and the Reformers, who challenged the Roman church’s understanding of priesthood, the Council of Trent issued the decree “The True and Catholic Doctrine of the Sacrament of Order, to Condemn the Errors of Our Time,” Session 23, July 15, 1563. The first chapter of the decree affirms the relationship of sacrifice to priesthood in the new covenant by grounding that relationship in Heb 7:12, “For when there is a change in the priesthood, there is necessarily a change in the law as well” (Tanner 1990: 742; Mitchell 2007: 24). In alluding to this verse, the council established the need to keep in place its understanding of priesthood in opposition to the redefinition of the roles of clergy and laity proposed by the Reformers. The reception of Hebrews 7:12 at Trent made it possible to challenge the notion that the High Priesthood of Christ did not negate the need for earthly priests but rather transformed it by bringing it to completion (Torgerson 2011: 279). The author of Hebrews understands the change in the priesthood as a change from the earthly, Levitical priesthood to a heavenly, eternal priesthood of the order of Melchizedek. Since Jesus was not from the tribe of Levi he could not have been a priest on earth. The mysterious Melchizedek mentioned in Gen 14:18–20 becomes an intriguing figure in later Jewish literature and is spoken of as a heavenly figure (11Q Melch). The citation of Psalm 110:4, “You are a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek,” adds to his eternal character and provides the author with the image of an eternal priest to whom he will liken the heavenly High Priesthood of Jesus in Heb 7:15.

A very contentious problem for the councilors at Trent concerned the priesthood of the faithful. Luther and the Reformers claimed that all Christians were equally priests with those ordained for ministry, by virtue of their baptism (Minnich 2007: 343). Based on the premise that Christ alone is the one priest who has mediated between God and Christians, Luther claimed there was no need for any other priests to act as mediators. He called it a spiritual priesthood that was shared by all Christians and by virtue of the fact that Christ offered himself as a once-for-all sacrifice, thereby granting all believers access to God (LW 36:138–39). The practical needs of preaching and worship required that there be ministers appointed to serve in those capacities called to serve by a superior with the consent of the people, but in Luther’s mind that differed from ordained priests of the Roman Church. For him, ordination to priesthood was not a true sacrament, but was, merely, a rite which called a person to the ministry of the word:


Let everyone, therefore, who knows himself to be a Christian, be assured of this, that we are all equally priests, that is to say, we have the same power in respect to the Word and the sacraments. However, no one may make use of this power except by the consent of the community or by the call of a superior…. According to what the Scriptures teach us, what we call the priesthood is a ministry. So I cannot understand at all why one who has once been made a priest cannot again become a layman; for the sole difference between him and a layman is his ministry.

(LW 36:116–17; cf. 138–39)



Over the course of sixteen years of debate, this understanding of priesthood was condemned by Trent in the fourth chapter of the decree “The True and Catholic Doctrine of the Sacrament of Order, to Condemn the Errors of Our Time”:


In the sacrament of order, as in baptism and confirmation, a character is imprinted which cannot be deleted or removed. Hence the holy synod justifiably condemns the opinion of those who assert that priests of the new covenant have only temporary power, and when duly ordained can be made laity once more if they do not exercise the ministry of the word of God.

(Tanner 1990: 742–43)



By asserting the special character of ordained priesthood that would distinguish it from the priesthood all Christians the council built upon an earlier canon it had issued concerning the sacraments sixteen years earlier: “If anyone says that all Christians have the power to exercise the ministry of the word and of all the sacraments: let him be anathema” (Tanner 1990: 685).

On this question of a common priesthood for all Christians Hebrews played a critical role for the council fathers and theologians as well as for Luther himself. During the debate on the question of the priesthood of all believers, Heb 5:1 (“Every high priest chosen from among mortals is put in charge of things pertaining to God on their behalf, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins”) served as an example of the distinction between priesthood by virtue of baptism and that of ordination. On May 6, 1547, one of the council fathers, Maurus of Ravenna, argued that this text pointed to the distinction between priesthood shared by all Christians in baptism and ordained ministry. He claimed that a separate priesthood was established by Christ when he said to the apostles, “Do this in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19; 1 Cor 11:24). Maurus links Christ’s words at the Last Supper to his exegesis to the last clause of Heb 5:1—“to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins”—which, in his view, indicated a role for the ordained priest that separated him from the priesthood shared by all Christians. Additionally, this argument was made against abolishing ministerial priesthood on the basis of Heb 7:27 and 10:11 (Concilium Tridentinum VI-I 116:9–10; 118:15–16; Minnich 2007: 346). In a later debate on December 18, 1551, Francis of Heredia argued for the distinction between ordained ministry and the priesthood of all believers by calling forth the fuller text of Heb 5:1–4 as proof that the qualities of the priest listed there are not shared by all Christians. He argued for a metaphorical priesthood in which nonordained Christians offer a “sacrifice of praise” or a “sacrifice of the heart,” making them internal priests (Concilium Tridentinum VI-I 415:41–44; Minnich 2007: 351). This language may have been the source of the distinction between internal and external priests found in The Catechism of the Council of Trent (Pius V 1982: 330–31).

Interestingly, Luther himself appealed to Heb 5:1 as proof of the priesthood of all believers. In his treatise On the Misuse of the Mass he denied that there was an external priesthood in the New Testament. Rather, according to Luther, there is only one single priest, Jesus Christ. Then he speaks of a spiritual priesthood which makes all Christians priests along with him:


This is a spiritual priesthood, held in common by all Christians, through which we are all priests with Christ. That is, we are all children of Christ, the high priest; we need no priest or mediator other than Christ. “Every priest (Heb 5[:1]) is appointed in order that he might pray for the people and preach.” Thus every Christian on his own may pray in Christ and have access to God (Rom 5[:2])….

(LW 36:138–39)



On the one hand, Trent appealed to Hebrews 5:1–4 to declare that there is an external priesthood that is not shared by all Christians because priests are chosen from the people for whom they mediate, and that they possess particular qualities as priests, which are not shared by all Christians. On the other hand, Luther made the hermeneutical choice to read Heb 5:1 as overthrowing the external priesthood and supporting the internal or spiritual priesthood of all Christians, who need no mediator except Christ himself, who made ordained priesthood obsolete and ineffective. This is a good example of how Trent addressed the doctrinal teaching of the Reformers by directly opposing them on particular interpretive questions regarding Hebrews.

Conclusion

The reception of Hebrews at the Council of Trent stressed the importance of the sermon in countering the Reformers on very important doctrinal issues. First, the numerous citations of texts from Hebrews show its acceptance in the canon of Scripture as an authoritative voice to counter the teachings of the Reformers on particular issues like Original Sin, justification, the Eucharist, the sacrificial character of the Mass, and the distinction between external and internal priesthoods, vis-à-vis the Reformers’ understanding of the priesthood of all believers. Second, the many appeals to Hebrews by the bishops and theologians of Trent place the sermon at the heart of the worship life of the Roman Catholic Church, the pastoral side of its reception in Catholicism thus joining the doctrinal side. This reception, however, is not without its problems, chief among which is the long practice of interpreting Hebrews as evidence for supersessionism, the rejection and replacement of Judaism with Christianity. Fortunately, that changed in 1965, when Vatican II promulgated the decree Nostra Aetate, “The Declaration on the Church’s Relation to Non-Christian Religions.” The decree is particularly sharp in its condemnation of antisemitism:


Although the church is the new people of God, the Jews should not be represented as rejected by God or accursed, as if that follows from holy scripture…. Moreover, the church, which condemns all persecutions against any people, mindful of its common inheritance with the Jews and motivated not by political considerations but by the religious charity of the gospel, deplores feelings of hatred, persecutions and demonstrations of anti-Semitism directed against the Jews at whatever the time and by whomsoever.

(Tanner 1990: 970–71)



The Second Vatican Council thus extended the reception of Hebrews in the Roman Catholic tradition by correcting any implicit or explicit supersessionism in the interpretation of Hebrews, as part of the canon of Scripture.
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Chapter 24


Hebrews and the Catholic Epistles in Protestant Creeds, Confessions, Liturgy, and Song



Amy Peeler and Lance Peeler

The texts typically categorized as “Catholic” or “General Epistles” often play second fiddle (or third or fourth) to the Gospels and Paul in the academic study of the New Testament. Not so in the worshiping life of the Protestant church. The theological pithiness of these documents has woven itself into the fabric of song, prayer, and declaration. This begins in the ancient councils and creeds shared by all Christian groups and continues in the many distinct expressions that exist today. We focus here on two streams, the Anglican and the Baptist, both with rich traditions which influence a much wider swath of the Protestant movement. Attending to the beliefs and practices of these groups as case studies affords insight into the weighty influence of these frequently overlooked biblical texts.

The Nicene Creed

Hebrews especially played an integral role in the formulation of doctrine that came to be encapsulated in the creed shared by Christians across the globe, the Nicene Creed. It exercises particular influence over the article on the Son. Historians of the early Church agree that the causes that led to the Council in 325 are many and complicated. They coalesce, as a shorthand, in the figure of Arius, but the lines are not so neatly drawn between two camps as it was once assumed (Ayres 2004: 11–12). Nevertheless, it is possible to feel the presence of Hebrews in the discussion between those who thought of the generation of the Son in disparate ways.

Alexander, the bishop who initially heard and disagreed with Arius’s position, reported that he and others who did not acknowledge the equal divinity of the Son, like Paul of Samosata, saw in Heb 1:9 an affirmation that the Son had peers, for he was “anointed in the presence of his fellows” (Pietras 2016: 77). Those opposed to Arius cited other verses in Hebrews to show that Jesus the Messiah became a peer to humanity but without compromising his divinity. Alexander, Athanasius, Gregory of Nazianzus, Cyril of Jerusalem, and others appealed to Heb 13:8 to affirm that Jesus Christ is unchanging in his nature (Johnson 2006: 3–6). They appealed to earlier authorities like Justin Martyr, who alludes to the “begotten” language of Hebrews 1 in the Dialogue with Trypho (128) to show the relation of sameness between the Father and the Son (Rusch 1980: 4–6). Origen had referred to Heb 1:3 in asking how there could ever be a time when the brightness of God’s glory did not exist—an absurd conclusion, in his view, since the light of God shines eternally (Princ. 4.4; Fr. Heb. 24.359; see Pietras 2016: 30). Against Arius, Alexander concluded that since Hebrews says that the Son is the perfect image and brightness of the Father, then he must be from the Father’s essence and, hence, eternal (see Hanson 1988: 15–16, 186–87, 845–46; a similar position formulated from Heb 1:2–3 appears in the writings of Methodius of Olympus, Athanasius, and the Cappadocians). As the doctrine came to be articulated with increasing clarity, Alexander also quotes 2 John 10–11 as a warning not to accept false teachers or participate in their evil deeds in reference to rejecting the teachers of the ideas of Arius. The declaration that the Son is light from light, God from God, true God from true God, begotten not made, was thus affirmed in no small part on the basis of Christological pressure exerted by Hebrews and, to a lesser extent, the General Epistles.

Protestant Scripture and Liturgy

From the ancient to the modern, the many Christians who draw their biblical readings from the Revised Common Lectionary will encounter Hebrews and most of the General Epistles throughout the guide’s three-year cycle. Hebrews receives the most coverage, although ch. 8 and portions of other chapters are not read. Many of the major feast days of the calendar have readings from Hebrews, including Christmas Day, Good Friday, Monday and Wednesday of Holy Week, and the Feast of the Presentation. Many of the other Hebrews readings come during Ordinary time of year B.

Portions of James are read six different times during the year, mostly during year B. First Peter is mostly read during the Easter season of year A, along with the commemoration of the Confession of St. Peter. With its description of Peter’s experience at the Transfiguration, 2 Pet 1:13–21 is read at the Feast of the Transfiguration, the last Sunday before Ash Wednesday. Most of 1 John is read over the Easter season of year B. The Revised Common Lectionary includes no readings from 2–3 John or Jude.

A similar frequency of citation—Hebrews, followed by the first letters of John and Peter—appears in the particular documents that shape the worship life of many Episcopal and Baptist churches.

The Book of Common Prayer

A worshiper shaped by the Book of Common Prayer can hardly pass one day without encountering Hebrews or the General Epistles. At key points in personal devotion and in corporate worship the words of these texts orient the perception of the worshiper to the sovereignty and grace of God. (References here are to the 1979 edition. On other versions of the BCP, see Jacobs 2013: 181–94.)

Daily prayers consistently draw from these texts. In the morning when they are called to prayer, worshipers first confess their sins to God as 1 John 1:9 instructs. During Lent, this text is the first offered as one of the several options for the opening sentence of Morning Prayer. During Eastertide, the proclamation of Jesus’s entrance into heaven on humanity’s behalf in Heb 9:24 provides the confidence for the ability to offer the following confession. When the time of prayer draws to an end and the closing collect joins the hearts of those gathered in prayer, on Saturdays Hebrews’ declaration of God’s rest—in the work of creation, at the end of each week, and in heaven for eternity (3:11, 18; 4:1–11)—orients the sabbath-keeping of the congregation. At the close of the day for the Compline service, congregants can retire comforted by Jesus, “the great shepherd of the sheep” from Heb 13:20–21, or go to bed watchful, warned about the roaring lion from 1 Peter 5.

In the centering act of weekly Eucharistic worship, the letters of John, Peter, and Hebrews play a prominent role. The promise of Jesus as advocate for the sins of the congregation and even the whole world in 1 John 2:1–2 provides one option for the conclusion to the Service of the Word. After the sharing of the Peace, when the congregation is invited to prepare for the Service of the Eucharist, the invitation to offer a sacrifice of praise to God from Heb 13:15 sets them in the right framework to offer themselves so that they can receive Christ’s self-offering. First John and Hebrews play an especially prominent role in the Eucharist service during the season of Lent. For the evening service, 1 John’s words on confession (1:5–7) are one of two options for the homily. The Penitential Order, often used during Lent, features 1 John’s assurance of pardon for confession. Hebrews’ assertion that “Jesus was tempted in every way as we are, yet did not sin” (4:14) appears in the proper preface for Lent.

For Good Friday, Hebrews is the only option for the Epistle reading. Congregants may hear about the new covenant opened through the blood of Jesus (10:16–25), his empathetic experience of temptation in the midst of his perfection (4:14–16), or his own learning of obedience through suffering (5:7–9). Unsurprisingly, the ethical admonition to a holy life in 1 Peter 4, which includes the oft-debated affirmation that the gospel was preached to the dead (4:1–7), is the epistle reading for Holy Saturday.

For All Saints, the BCP recommends 1 Pet 2:9 as the text for the evening service. A well-known passage, it connects New Testament to Old with phrases from the prophets that describe the comprehensive people of God. During the same season, Hebrews’ vision of the cloud of witnesses (12:1–2) provides wording for the proper preface during Eucharist.

These texts appear at other key moments for those whose lives are hemmed in by the carefully chosen texts of this prayer book. At weddings, they may hear 1 John 4’s reflections on the divine nature of love. When they are sick, the priest may read over them Heb 12:1–2, which sets their eyes on Jesus, who has finished the race of faith and spurs them on, or Jas 5:14–16, which gives instructions for the anointing prayer for those who are ailing, or 1 John 5:13–15, which encourages boldness in asking from God who has already given eternal life. When they have been sick in spirit and desire reconciliation, the particular service for penitents includes the promise of Jesus’s advocacy and offering for sin from 1 John 2. Finally, at the end of life, the burial service recommends reflecting upon 1 John’s hopeful assurance that ultimately believers will be like God when they see him (3:1–2). The funeral service closes with the benediction from Heb 13:20 about the God of peace who raised the Shepherd of the sheep from the dead.

Similarly, these books give voice to the key moments in the ongoing life of the church. For a Eucharist service (for Rites I and II) held at the time a church is being dedicated, the preface evokes Hebrews with its mention of Jesus “our Great High Priest” (348) and the desire to offer a holy and pleasing sacrifice of praise and prayer (Heb 13:15). First Peter resonates as well when the liturgy speaks of the gathered members of the church as the “living stones of a holy temple” (1 Pet 2:4–8). At this consecration, the same passage appears as a potential text for the liturgy of the word (2:1–9; cf. BCP 571). In ordination services, Hebrews’ study of priesthood (Heb 5:1–10) is a fitting text for the Epistle reading at the ordination of a bishop, and 1 Peter’s admonitions for elders (5:1–4) offer salient words for reflection at the ordination of a priest.

Baptist Confessions

In several of the Baptist confessions, from the early English-Separatist confessions to the more modern Baptist Faith and Message, the doctrinal guiding document revised and adopted by the Southern Baptist Convention in 2000, as well as the Articles of Faith of the National Baptist Convention (NBC), Hebrews and the General Epistles exert considerable influence.

The early Baptists appealed frequently to Hebrews to articulate such things as their affirmation of the Trinity, the Priestly and Royal ministry of Christ, and chiefly the Son as the ultimate revelation of God, for which they cite “the whole Epistle to the Hebrews throughout.” Peter’s letters are referenced frequently as well to support their vision of the creation and providence of God, as well as the necessity of the order of offices in the church. First John and Jude appear just a few times as affirmations of the work of God’s Spirit and providence. The thirty-four sections of the Philadelphia Confession of 1742, like other early American confessions, show engagement with Hebrews throughout, Peter and John frequently, and James and Jude sporadically.

The NBC article on the way of salvation echoes several passages from the General Epistles. Christ is “now enthroned in heaven,” an allusion to Ps 110:1 shared by many New Testament documents but invoked most consistently and prominently in Hebrews. It goes on to mention his “tenderest sympathies” and “compassion,” the traits of Christ as a sympathetic High Priest (Heb 2:17; 4:15), and names him explicitly as priest in Article VIII on repentance and faith. NBC teachings on the Christian Sabbath also draw explicitly from Hebrews, affirming that weekly practice of the Lord’s day is a way of preparing “for that rest that remaineth for the people of God,” an explicit citation of Heb 4:9. First Peter’s admonitions for respecting and obeying leaders (2:12–17) forms one of the Scriptural foundations upon which NBC statements on civil government are built (Article XVI; cf. Baptist Faith and Message XVII).

For the Baptist Faith and Message, texts from Hebrews and the General Epistles are cited in fifteen out of the eighteen articles. Those without any attestation include the ordinances of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, the Lord’s Day (a surprising omission, in light of the emphasis on the Sabbath and the exhortations on common assemblies in Heb 3:7–4:11; 10:24–25), and cooperation between Christians (VII, VIII, and XIV). Hebrews is featured most prominently, especially its discussion of Christ’s salvific offering in ch. 9 and its affirmations about God, faith, and the community of believers in ch. 11. The Petrine letters appear next most often, with the succinct statement of salvation foretold in the past and demanding obedience in the future (1 Peter 1) providing a touchpoint in several of the doctrinal sections. James (eight citations) and the Johannine letters (fourteen) appear less frequently. Jude is cited only once in connection with Christ’s second coming (Jude 14).

Protestant Song

Hymns that quote or allude to Hebrews and the General Epistles are found throughout the Protestant tradition, whether it is “Fairest Lord Jesus,” praising Jesus for “shin[ing] brighter … than all the angels heaven can boast” (Heb 1:3–4), or “I’m But a Stranger Here,” likening the Christian life to a journey (Heb 11:8–16), or “Love Divine, All Loves Excelling,” celebrating God as love (1 John 4:16).

Few hymns are so densely populated with references to and thematic elements from Hebrews and the General Epistles as William Chatterton Dix’s “Alleluia! Sing to Jesus!” Dix, a nineteenth-century British businessman, began writing hymns, among other reasons, out of concern for a lack of Eucharistic hymns in the English hymnals. The first and last stanzas draw heavily from Revelation, and the second hints at the theme of Hebrews 11 (“he is near us, faith believes, nor questions how”). But stanzas 1, 3, and 4 more explicitly express some of the main points of Hebrews:




(1) Alleluia! sing to Jesus! his the scepter, his the throne;

Alleluia! his the triumph, his the victory alone;

Hark! the songs of peaceful Zion thunder like a mighty flood;

Jesus out of every nation hath redeemed us by his blood.

 …
 (3) Alleluia! Bread of Heaven, thou on earth our food, our stay!

Alleluia! here the sinful flee to thee from day to day:

Intercessor, friend of sinners, earth’s Redeemer, plead for me,

where the songs of all the sinless sweep across the crystal sea.

(4) Alleluia! King eternal, thee the Lord of lords we own:

Alleluia! Born of Mary, earth thy footstool, heaven thy throne:

thou within the veil hast entered, robed in flesh, our great High Priest:

thou on earth both Priest and Victim in the eucharistic feast.



Hebrews 1:8, in its comparison of Jesus to the angels, mentions the Son’s “throne” and “righteous scepter.” The first line of the hymn is drawing directly from this reference and combining it with the vision of Revelation 5. Stanza 3’s emphasis on Jesus’s role as intercessor echoes the description of his priestly office in Heb 7:25.

Stanza 4 is even more direct in its references to Hebrews. “Earth thy footstool” echoes Heb 1:13, and “Heaven thy throne” again recalls Heb 1:8, but the last two phrases encompass a number of the main themes of Hebrews. Hebrews 5–10 gives a lengthy exposition of Jesus as High Priest—an eternal high priest who enters through the veil into the Holy Place, not through the blood of bulls and goats which could only sanctify the flesh, but through the offering of his own blood, which sanctifies the whole being. This Holy Place is not located in a tabernacle or temple on earth but in God’s presence in heaven. Only on account of Jesus’s priestly work can humans enter directly into God’s presence, as Heb 10:19–22 states succinctly: “We have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way which he opened for us through the curtain (that is, through his flesh), and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us approach with a true heart in full assurance of faith.” The idea that Jesus is both “Priest and Victim” is found throughout the letter, notably in Heb 9:14, where his sacrifice is compared to the blood of bulls and goats (“[H]ow much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without blemish to God, cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?”). Protestant traditions with a robust Eucharistic theology feature this text prominently. Anglican/Episcopalian, Lutheran, and Presbyterian hymnals, accordingly, include this hymn. Even some recent Baptist hymnals have included it, such as the Celebrating Grace Hymnal (2010), as well as some nondenominational hymnals such as Worship and Rejoice (2001), though stanza 4, which concludes with the “eucharistic feast” and contains the most explicit references to Hebrews, is omitted.

“Hail, Thou Once Despised Jesus!” is another hymn which draws heavily from Hebrews. Its author, John Bakewell, was an eighteenth-century Methodist preacher. Stanza 2 touches on similar themes as Dix’s hymn (“All thy people are forgiven through the virtue of thy blood: opened is the gate of heaven, reconciled are we with God”). Stanza 3 incorporates elements from ch. 1 as well as chs. 7–10:


Jesus, hail! enthroned in glory,

there for ever to abide;

all the heavenly hosts adore thee, seated at thy Father’s side.

There for sinners thou art pleading;

there thou dost our place prepare;

Ever for us interceding,

till in glory we appear.



This hymn also appears in many Protestant hymnals, among them Anglican, Episcopal, Lutheran, Presbyterian, and Methodist. The final stanza, which offers praise directly to Jesus and asks the angels to “help to sing our Savior’s merits,” is sometimes omitted or given as optional.

“How Firm a Foundation,” by an author identified only as K—, is a hymn commonly found in the hymnals of most Protestant denominations. It is among the most popular English-language hymns, appearing in over eighteen hundred different hymnals. Many contemporary artists have either sung it to its most common tune, “Foundation,” or written new tunes for its lyrics. Several of its stanzas draw on themes from James (1:2–12) to the effect that trials are good because God is with us in them and using them to give us endurance to the end. This theme is most explicit in the second stanza:


Fear not, I am with thee; O be not dismayed!

For I am thy God, and will still give thee aid;

I’ll strengthen thee, help thee, and cause thee to stand,

upheld by my righteous, omnipotent hand.



The fourth stanza echoes the language of 1 Peter (1:7; 4:12) connected to persecution in the end times that will produce faith “more perishable than gold … tested by fire”:


When through fiery trials your pathway shall lie,

My grace, all-sufficient, shall be your supply.

The flame shall not hurt you; I only design

Your dross to consume and your gold to refine.



The final stanza includes a divine promise to the embattled believer that is essentially a paraphrase of Heb 13:5–6 (“Be content with what you have; for he has said, ‘I will never leave you or forsake you.’ So we can say with confidence, ‘The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can anyone do to me?’ ”):




The soul that to Jesus hath fled for repose,

I will not, I will not desert to its foes;

that soul, thou all hell shall endeavor to shake,

I’ll never, no, no never, no, never forsake.



Old Regular Baptists of Appalachia, Episcopalians at cathedrals in major cities, Pentecostal churches in Seoul—believers from virtually every sector of Protestantism share this hymn and its message.

The seventeenth-century Lutheran hymn “Ah, Holy Jesus” by Johann Heermann also echoes 1 Peter as it meditates on Jesus’s crucifixion in its third stanza (as commonly translated by Robert Bridges and printed):


Lo, the Good Shepherd for the sheep is offered;

the slave hath sinned, and the Son hath suffered;

for our atonement, while we nothing heeded,

God interceded.



This draws fairly explicitly from 1 Pet 2:23–25, highlighting how Jesus “suffered” and “bore our sins in his body on the cross, so that, free from sins, we might live for righteousness.” Heerman is following the lead of 1 Peter, which borrows liberally from Isaiah 53 in understanding the salvific significance of Jesus’s death (cf. Acts 8:32–35) and places both the people as well as “the suffering servant” in the role of sheep. He retains the shepherd and sheep imagery of 1 Peter and adds an accent from John 10:7–18 (the “good” shepherd). This hymn is somewhat less well-known but is commonly sung in Lutheran, Episcopalian, Methodist, and Presbyterian communities during Holy Week.

Few hymns draw from 2 Peter, with the exception of Peter’s brief recounting of his experience at the Transfiguration in 2 Pet 1:17–18. In churches that observe the liturgical calendar, hymns such as “O Light of Light, Love Given Birth,” “Songs of Thankfulness and Praise,” and “O Wondrous Type! O Vision Fair” allude to this text and to the fuller accounts in the Gospels.

First John has inspired many more hymns and appears in liturgies and lectionaries more than the other General Epistles. Among others, Brian Wren’s “I Come with Joy to Meet My Lord” expresses the central sentiment of 1 John 3:16 (“We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay down our lives for one another”). The key themes of 1 John 4—that we should love one another, that love is from God, that that love is manifested in the person of Christ, and that God is love—are especially prevalent, appearing in hymns such as “Love Came Down at Christmas” by Christina Rossetti, “God Is Love, Let Heaven Adore Him” by Timothy Rees, and the American folk hymn “What Wondrous Love Is This.” By contrast, 2–3 John and Jude receive little attention in commonly sung hymns.

Conclusion

New Testament scholarship may have been able to thrive with these texts remaining on the margins, but Christian faith has not. From the formation of integral Christological and Trinitarian doctrines to the rich body of hymnody that instills an attitude of prayer and reverence, Hebrews and the General Epistles have made a deep mark on Christian identity. Hebrews explicates the atonement and grounds Christian confidence in God’s fidelity, James exhorts believers to faith and emphasizes the virtue of perseverance, 1 John highlight forgiveness and love, and 1–2 Peter disclose the mystery of God’s revelation long hoped for in the past. The selective overview presented here, it is hoped, will serve as a point of departure for tracing the influence of these texts in other streams of the Christian tradition.
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