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INTRODUCTION
The theme of this issue of Letter & Spirit is “Christ and the unity of Scripture.” From the perspective of the hermeneutic of faith, the primary purpose of biblical narrative is to recount humanity’s familial history in the light of God’s covenant plan for his people. Biblical history stands in sharp contrast to the mythical view that was widely held throughout the ancient Near East. Outside Israel, time was understood in terms of a fatalistic, never-ending cycle where the gods often controlled everyone’s destiny. Most of these societies exhibited a deep pessimism about both the past and the future.
The modern Western approach to history is quite different. It is, first of all, quite secular, meaning that there is little patience for the idea of gods or God controlling or superintending events. Remarkably, modern history tends to be optimistic—fueled by an ever-increasing parade of dazzling technological achievements (overlooking its colossal moral failures). Modern history is linear and progressive. When a new “age” arrives—the “industrial,” the “electronic,” the “information”—the old age is superseded, and, to a greater or lesser degree, simply swept away. Even core values and fundamental principles can and sometimes should be jettisoned; societal progress is the goal. Progress means moving forward, and that is generally understood in terms of bull-dozing the past, not returning to it.
Biblical history is progressive, but not supersessionist. It moves forward, but it neither forgets nor overthrows the past. What follows fulfills what has preceded. What has preceded will return, but with each return there is a fuller flowering, a brighter dawn. As recent Popes have noted, with the coming of Christ in the New Covenant the Old is not revoked but renewed, not taken away but transformed, not forgotten but fulfilled. “Christ is in the Old concealed; Christ is in the New revealed”—here is the very DNA of sacred scripture, from Genesis to Revelation. Not an endless, pessimistic cycle; nor an aimless, cynical post-modernism. Biblical history—the story of salvation—is what it is because Christ is there, from beginning to end. Christ unifies all, making the story of salvation history—like the music of a great symphony—ever-expansive, increasingly dynamic, and minutely purposeful.
In his essay “The Matthean Christ, Center of Salvation History,” Leroy Huizenga maintains that the Gospel of Matthew stands at the center of salvation history and thus at the center of the biblical canon by describing Christian faith as a story in the four acts of creation, fall, redemption, and glory, with redemption consisting of Israel, Jesus, and the Church. The Gospel of Matthew stands at the fulcrum of the story of salvation history and is thus first in the New Testament and first among the canonical Gospels in terms of both position and importance because its Christology shows most clearly the continuities of redemption, namely, how Israel’s mission to the Gentiles is fulfilled in Jesus and the Church he founds. It is then suggested that a proper estimation of Matthean Christology rooted in the continuities of salvation history pays hermeneutical and theological dividends.
In Matthew 5, Jesus insists that he has come not to “abolish” (katalysai) but to “fulfill” (plēroō) the law (Matt. 5:17). Yet, in the following section a series of sayings, often called “antitheses” (Matt. 5:21–48), seem to do just that. Perhaps most striking is Jesus’ rejection of a practice sanctioned by the law; Jesus defines divorce and remarriage as adultery, a teaching that is reiterated in Matthew 19:4–9. In his article “Jesus as the ‘Fulfillment’ of the Law and His Teaching on Divorce in Matthew,” Michael Patrick Barber argues that in Matthew, somewhat like Ezekiel, Jesus explains that certain elements of the law were only given because of Israel’s sinfulness. These represented “statutes that were not good” (Ezek. 20:25). Such accommodations underscored Israel’s need for a “better righteousness,” which biblical and Second Temple texts associated with the eschatological age. For Matthew, Jesus comes to fulfill these hopes and thus maintains God’s original design for marriage without the need for such concessions.
In his article, “‘These Least Brothers of Mine’: A Reappraisal of the Great Judgment Scene as Apocalyptic Retribution in Matthew 25:31–46,” William Bales contends that the popular understanding of the Great Judgment scene in Matthew 25:31–46, particularly regarding the identity of “these least brothers” of Jesus, is seriously flawed. Bales first gives an analysis of the glaring problems connected with today’s popular interpretation. Then, employing Matthean parallels and a sensitivity to the apocalyptic genre of Matthew 24–25, he offers a more satisfactory understanding of the great scene, along with some implications of his findings for the church today.
The accounts of the Last Supper are often neglected by contemporary Jesus research. In his study “The Last Supper and the Quest for Jesus,” Brant Pitre contends that the Last Supper accounts are essential for answering the four key questions in the historical quest for Jesus: What was Jesus’ relationship with his Jewish context? Who did he think he was? What did Jesus expect to happen in the future? What were his intentions toward the growing community of his followers? The Last Supper accounts strongly suggest that Jesus’ identification of the bread and wine with his body and blood make the best sense within a first-century Jewish Temple context in which Jesus saw himself as the Messiah. Contrary to the proposals of Albert Schweitzer and Rudolf Bultmann, the words of institution also presuppose that Jesus did not expect the immediate destruction of creation. Instead, he envisioned the community of his disciples continuing after his death during the era of the new “covenant” and deliberately instituted the Last Supper as a founding cultic rite.
Following the teachings of Dei Verbum regarding the hermeneutical contribution of the biblical interpretation of the Church Fathers for understanding the contents of Scripture, William M. Wright’s article “All Things in Wisdom: Reading the Prologue to the Gospel of John with St. Augustine” examines St. Augustine’s interpretation of the Prologue to the Gospel according to John (John 1:1–18). John’s Prologue offers a far-reaching vision of all things in relation to the Word of God. Augustine develops the Prologue’s teaching into a synthetic account of “all things in Wisdom” (Ps. 103:24 quoted by Augustine in Tract. Ev. Jo. 1.16) wherein all created realities, and human beings in particular, creation and redemption, revelation and reason, the Old and New Covenants, are all inter-connected with one another by virtue of their relation to Christ, the Word and Wisdom of God.
In his article “Covenant Fulfillment in the Gospel of John,” Vincent P. DeMeo demonstrates that a covenant theology is operative in the background of John 13–17 by showing that the kinship-by-covenant rule disclosed in the Old Testament is employed as a formative and controlling principle with respect to how Jesus, and through him the Father, relates to and guides his community of disciples. DeMeo argues that in the actions and discourses of his last supper, Jesus has established the new covenant with his eschatologically gathered community and, in doing so, has formed a divine kinship relation with them grounded in familial obligations. They are the definitive covenantal children of God. DeMeo’s intent is to further and deepen the recent research on the covenant tradition in the gospel by explaining how Israel’s covenantal kinship relation and obligations with their God, are, according to the gospel of John, fulfilled with a realism that is heightened in an unexpected manner.
In his article “Fulfillment in Christ: The Priority of the Abrahamic Covenant in Paul’s Argument against the Galatian Opponents (Galatians 3:15–18),” Scott W. Hahn argues that Paul’s controlling argument in Galatians 3:15–18 is that the Abrahamic covenant enjoys historical priority and theological primacy over against the Mosaic covenant at Sinai. In the process, Hahn shows that the Greek word diathēkē in Galatians 3:15 should be taken as “covenant,” which accords well with the actual statements of the verse and the “covenant logic” of 3:15–17. Hahn demonstrates that for Paul, the Mosaic covenant cannot possibly supplement or alter the conditions of the covenant-oath sworn by God to Abraham at the Aqedah (the “binding” of Isaac), in which God took upon himself the responsibility to bless the Gentiles through Abraham’s seed. The background of the Aqedah also elucidates the obscure argument in Galatians 3:16: Paul sees Isaac, the “only son” of Abraham, as a type of the Christ, the “one seed” of Abraham par excellence, whose self-sacrifice would be completed and serve to actualize the promised blessing of the Gentiles merited at the Aqedah. Paul’s argument in Galatians 3:15–18, though subtle, is coherent and persuasive when we acknowledge his contextual use and typological reading of biblical texts.



THE MATTHEAN CHRIST,
 CENTER OF SALVATION HISTORY
~: Leroy Huizenga :~
University of Mary
Introduction
Christian Scripture presumes and presents a coherent story, the story of salvation history. Indeed, that story is the canon’s formal organizing principle, from Genesis to Revelation. But the canon’s coherence has largely been lost among modern Christians, thanks largely to contemporary convictions about the competence and authority of the individual to interpret texts however he or she will. These convictions have their roots not only in intellectual currents in modern philosophy or post-Reformation theology but also in socio-cultural realities brought about by the technological revolution of the printing press.1 With its advent in the West, inexpensive Bibles and increasing literacy went hand in hand, making for the possibility of personal and private interpretation. Further, our detailed, precise system of versification first used in the 1560 Geneva Bible has caused many of those modern Christian individuals to approach the Bible as a jigsaw puzzle of individuated pieces to be memorized as discrete units and thus often interpreted quite apart from their native context. The blessing of widely-available Bibles and a largely literate Christian population brings with it the challenge of finding some whole within which the parts make sense, of perceiving the sweep of the forest and not just the trees.
For the Bible is not an undifferentiated mass of textual signs, a cacophony of diverse and discordant voices, a random jumble of discrete Bible verses. It is not a mere collection of textual artifacts bearing witness to long-dead disparate and diverse Israelite, Jewish, and Christian communities. Rather, it is Scripture, for it has functioned as Scripture in history for very real communities who persist and thrive today.2 Therefore it can and must be studied as such, with due attention given to its reception history and history of interpretation within those communities. In this way the story of the canon of Christian Scripture may emerge, through attention to the democracy of the dead, whose descendants yet live.
In this essay I wish to show how the Matthean Christ in particular stands at the center of salvation history. First, I will delineate a simple version of the story of salvation history that reflects the structure of the Christian Bible, with the added advantage of being easy to teach in religious education and catechesis. Second, I wish to make the claim that the Gospel of Matthew stands at the theological center of that story and thus at the center of Christian Scripture. Third, I wish to expend the bulk of my energies sketching the story that the Gospel of Matthew tells. And fourth, I wish to engage in some hermeneutical reflection, asking how the Gospel of Matthew’s centrality to the story of Scripture helps us perceive the unity of Scripture as we read it today.
I. The Story of Salvation History and the Structure of the Canon
Following St. Augustine, the Christian faith may be conceived as a drama in four acts: Creation, Fall, Redemption, and Glory.3 Genesis relates how God created all things with Adam and Eve at the pinnacle, making a covenant with them, but then Adam and Eve fell, introducing both moral and natural evils into creation. Genesis then recounts how God began the process of redemption, instituting a sacred, covenantal line, a covenantal family running from Adam and Eve through Noah and Abraham to Jacob, who becomes “Israel,” the father of twelve sons who become the twelve tribes of Israel. In addition to the covenants made with Adam and Eve, Noah and his family, and Abraham and his descendants, The Lord God of Israel continues the line in making covenants with Moses, David and the kingdom of Israel, and ultimately Jesus and the Church.4 From beginning to end, salvation history flows in covenantal continuity.
In Christian understanding, then, the Old Testament story of Israel’s sacred covenantal line culminates in Jesus, the ideal Israelite, who founds a Church to continue the line. Redemption is thus divided into three scenes, Israel, Jesus, and the Church. The Church looks forward to the end (Judgment Day, the Second Coming), which is Glory. The Bible, then, presumes and presents this drama: The Christian Old Testament presents Creation, Fall, and the first scene of Redemption, Israel. The New Testament tells of Jesus and the Church, the second and third scenes of Redemption, and the Church in all times and places looks forward to that Glory of which the prophets and Jesus himself spoke.
The Christian drama assumes continuity. Jesus and the Church do not make doctrine and practice up out of whole cloth. Even those elements that may seem new have Old Testament antecedents. Christian convictions concerning continuity explain the shape of the Christian Old Testament and New Testament and their relationship to each other.
We see the Church’s concern for continuity in the order of its Old Testament (which is not the “Hebrew Bible” of modern terminology, which properly belongs to Judaism). The Hebrew Bible is structured according to the acronym TaNaK, for Torah (Law), Nevi’im (Prophets), and Ketuvim (Writings). The Law takes priority, while the Prophets call people back to fidelity to the Law, and the Writings give guidance for life before the Messiah’s coming.
But Christians believe the Messiah has indeed already come in Jesus. And based on the conviction that the prophets prophesied the coming of Jesus, the Christian Old Testament places the prophets last so that they come immediately before the Gospels, which tell of Jesus, their fulfillment.
The New Testament, then, follows a fourfold structure. The Gospels come first because they tell directly of Jesus, the fulfillment of the Old Testament, and the Gospel of Matthew comes first among them because (among other things) it is a Gospel of fulfillment. Acts then tells the story of the earliest Church, founded by Jesus, as it expands into the ancient Roman world to embrace the nations. The letters come next, being written by those who have their stories told in the Gospels and Acts. Revelation forms a fitting conclusion, as the Church founded by Jesus whose story is told in Acts without end anticipates the return of the Lord and the consummation of creation.5
This story of continuity—from creation and fall to redemption through Israel, Jesus and the Church, culminating in glory—forms the basis for perceiving unity in the Christian canon. This means that unity is not a matter of systematizing the superficial meanings of the various versified parts. Rather, the unity of the canon is found in this narrative structure. Indeed, this is not a novel concept: the patristic rule of faith has a similar story structure which issues forth in the historic creeds of the Church, especially the Nicene Creed and Apostles’ Creed. And so St. Irenaeus and other early Fathers provided a rule of faith in story form that would provide the “hypothesis,” the narrative key for organizing the mosaic of the Scriptures.6
And it is precisely the conviction that the same God superintends the salvific story from creation to consummation that guaranteed the continuity of the Christian story of salvation history. That conviction in turn required the appropriation of allegory (which in the West looked much like what today is called typology, although the word was not in use until the mid-nineteenth century) as the tool for understanding the Old Testament rightly. Thus certain words of St. Augustine become the celebrated phrase, Novum Testamentum in Vetere latet, Vetus in Novo patet (The New Testament is latent in the Old, the Old is made patent in the New).7
But the story of salvation is not only ideal but also historical. Whatever genres the sacred authors employed and however they and tradents before them shaped their material, the story of salvation continues in the real history of the Church, even today. Allegory culminates in mystagogy in a threefold movement, as the events foreshadowed in the Old Testament are fulfilled in the New Testament and then made real in the present in the Church’s sacramental mysteries. For instance, the Passover becomes a type of Christ’s sacrifice and supper which are in turn celebrated in the Church’s celebration of the Eucharist.8
Biblical interpretation, then, is ultimately not academic but liturgical. For the Catholic, the Bible is realized in the Mass,9 where elements of creation become the agents of our redemption necessitated by the fall while with them we anticipate the consummation. Creation, fall, redemption, and glory are all found there.
II. Matthew and the Fourfold Gospel Canon
The Gospels are central to the Liturgy of the Word: Catholics (and other liturgical Christians) sit for the Old Testament reading, the Psalm, and the Epistle, but stand for the reading of the Gospel. The Gospels are central to the Liturgy of the Word because they are central to Scripture, and they are central to Scripture because they tell directly of the coming of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who by the incarnation is the immediate and ultimate revelation of God himself to humanity, in the very flesh.
If the Gospels are the theological center of the Canon, then the Gospel of Matthew stands at the forefront of the fourfold Gospel canon as the most important Gospel. Calling the Gospel of Matthew the “First Gospel” need not be merely a clever way to duck questions of authorship but a way of recognizing its preeminence, for it has been regarded not only as first among equals but even more as that Gospel which regulates readings of the others.
To distinguish among the contents of the canon of Scripture in this way is not to affirm some sort of “canon within a canon” determined by a priori confessional commitments with the effect of tossing wide swaths of sacred Scripture overboard, but rather to recognize Scripture as a coherent story in which every word plays its role, a mosaic in which every tessera matters and contributes to the picture of the whole. And for the historic Church, all roads lead to the Gospel of Matthew.10
Why has the Gospel of Matthew achieved such preeminence in Christian history, not only among Catholics but also among Christians of the radical Reformation?11
First, the Gospel of Matthew has proven itself in liturgy and life. It has been found practical and relatively easy to preach. The reason for this concerns in turn the breadth, depth, and clarity of its comprehensive content. Stories teaching what became fundamental Christian doctrine are found therein, such as the Virgin Birth, the sacrificial crucifixion and Eucharist, and the resurrection and ascension, while Jesus issues plenty of direct and applicable teaching in his five great discourses (especially the beloved Sermon on the Mount) and teaches by example in the narrative sections.
Second, until relatively recently in Christian and academic history, the Gospel of Matthew was thought to be not only the first written but also an eyewitness account.12 The Gospel of Mark was thought to be a summary of the Gospel of Matthew, the Lukan prologue admits its account is derivative,13 and John was thought to have written a spiritual, theological Gospel complementing the three prior Gospels.14 And thus the fourfold Gospel canon received its canonical order for deep theological and historical reasons. In the canonical order, one also sees movement from the particularity of the Gospel of Matthew, situated as it is within the orbit of conservative normative and Pharisaic Judaism, to the universality of the Gospels of Luke and John, in which Gentile inclusion in the people of God is clear throughout.
A third, if subtle, reason for the Gospel of Matthew’s preeminence and position in the canon and Christian history as the first Gospel concerns that very particular nature. Salvation history culminates in Jesus the Jew, as salvation is from the Jews;15 the gospel is for the Jew first, then the Gentile.16 The Gospel of Matthew is concerned with fulfillment. All is fulfilled in the Matthean Jesus—the Scriptures, righteousness, obedience, the various Old Testament types Jesus completes. And so the Gospel of Matthew shows most clearly the culmination of salvation history in Jesus the Jew sent to Israel17 and then commands his disciples to take him and his teaching to the nations.18
The story of salvation history begins with the parents of the universal human race, but narrows as it goes on, running through the southern tribes of Judah and Benjamin, the Jews. But with the coming of Jesus Christ it begins to open up again, as it were, as the promises to Abraham concerning not just Israel or the Jews but indeed the whole human race are fulfilled. Part of God’s original promises to Abraham was that in him “all the families of the earth shall be blessed,”19 a promise with universal import that the prophets reaffirmed in their own oracles.20
Now the Gospel of Matthew is sometimes colloquially called a “Jewish” Gospel. This is misleading because all the New Testament documents are fundamentally Jewish, since early Christianity was a Jewish phenomenon, firmly rooted in the practice and belief of normative common Judaism even as it expanded beyond the bounds of the holy land and incorporated Gentiles.21 Basic Christian beliefs like monotheism, election, God as lawgiver, and the eschaton are Jewish and in no way pagan. The pagan gods neither choose a people nor give them a way to live out of love nor judge the world at the end of time. But the misnomer is meant to convey a truth. The Gospel of Matthew is concerned with the concerns of conservative common Judaism: how to interpret the law, what makes for righteousness, what does it mean to be a child of Abraham, how Scripture is fulfilled. The Matthean Jesus looks very much like his Pharisaic opponents (a conservative Jew of the holy land concerned for the right interpretation of the law while affirming the law’s enduring relevance22) and a large part of the reason for their mutual hostility23 lies in their common convictions. In any event one observes that the Matthean genealogy begins not with Adam (as in the Gospel of Luke, which does so to signal the universal relevance of the gospel message) but Abraham (thus signaling concern for intramural Jewish issues), and the Matthean Jesus himself evinces little interest in Gentiles until his resurrection,24 going so far as to declare his mission restricted to Israel on two occasions.25
Given this ethos, it makes canonical sense for the Gospel of Matthew to be situated at the beginning of the fourfold Gospel canon, for salvation history has not yet widened out again, as it were, to the universal embrace of the nations, something which happens at the very end of the Gospel of Matthew. The Gospel of Matthew marks the shift from particular to universal in its own narrative, as the Gospel most concerned with fulfillment shows in the unfolding of its story that God’s purposes and prophecies are being fulfilled not only for Jews but also for Gentiles.
III. The Matthean Story
The Gospel of Matthew understands itself as a universal, authoritative document persisting for all time and its community as the universal Church perduring to the end of time. It understands itself and the Church in this way because it believes Jesus Christ the Jew, the divine Son of God in whom resides all authority, to be the final fulfillment of God’s promises not only for Jews but also Gentiles, inaugurating the final period of God’s plan, until the end of the age should come, and that Jesus Christ has commanded that which the Gospel of Matthew records to be taught to disciples in the age of the Church until the end.
Reading the Gospel of Matthew
The Gospel of Matthew presents itself as such through its narrative, through the form of a story. Reading the Gospel of Matthew, then, requires significant attention to its narrative dynamics. Redaction criticism fails to take account of narrative dynamics and ironically goes beyond and behind an evangelist’s intention. The evangelists did not intend their Gospels to be read in the way redaction critics read, with such scrupulous attention to presumed prior sources (in the case of the Gospel of Mark) and utterly hypothetical, non-extant sources (in the case of Q). The Gospels draw attention to the Old Testament through the rhetorical devices of allusion and quotation but they do not quote material from other Gospels directly. Above all, the Gospels read well as stories, as narratives, for that is what they are, as the evangelists composed wholes and intended them to be read as such. Moreover, when one reads the Gospels using redaction criticism, they become surreptitious stories about crises in hypothetical communities when they in fact present themselves openly as stories about Jesus. Finally, in canonical perspective, the Gospel of Matthew’s primary position in the fourfold Gospel canon suggests it is to be read before the other Gospels.
For these reasons, I will read the Gospel of Matthew as the narrative it purports to be and speak of the “Model Reader,” a concept developed by the Italian theorist Umberto Eco,26 much like the more familiar “ideal reader,” a regulative concept used to determine what sense should be made of the text itself apart from any consideration of the empirical author or real readers. Speaking of the Model Reader instead of what the empirical author may have intended permits the entirety of the text of the Gospel of Matthew to be taken into account (unlike redaction criticism, which focuses on that small percentage of a Gospel’s text that constitutes additions, omissions, and changes) and its narrative dynamics.
When one examines the narrative of the Gospel of Matthew, one finds the Gospel pushing not backward but forward. Its final words are oriented not to its own original community in some sort of self-referential way but to the future. True, it draws deeply on the past; it is a Gospel of radical continuity with the tradition of the Scriptures of Israel and their community of Israel. Yet that continuity is neither repristination nor nostalgia. It draws on that tradition as a resource for mission in the perpetual present, as the tips of leaves draw on roots.
The Gospel of Matthew tells an ironic story of reversal that is one of both tragedy and triumph. Ironic, because the initial expectations the Gospel raises for the Model Reader are ultimately reversed, and tragic, for Israel qua Israel loses its status as the privileged community of mission, but triumphal in that God’s purposes for the world are not thwarted in spite of the human race’s rejection of the Christ. Indeed, as the Matthean Jesus is the embodiment of Israel and the fulfillment of its promises and mission, in Jesus’ vindication and exaltation Israel is vindicated and exalted and Israel’s mission to be a “light to the nations”27 commences anew.
Initial Expectations: How Will He Save His People, and Who Are They?
The first chapter of the Gospel sets the Model Reader deeply in the world of traditional, conservative first-century Palestinian Judaism. The first verse suggests that Jesus Christ is to be understood in terms of two fundamental Christological categories, Messiah (=son of David) and sacrifice like Isaac (=son of Abraham).28 The genealogy begins with Abraham, the Father of faith.29 And then the Model Reader confronts the story of the Virgin Birth, identifying Jesus Christ with God30 and thus investing him with divine personhood and authority. Most interesting is the explanation of Jesus’ name: “You shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”31 The explanation raises two implicit questions for the Model Reader: Who are his people, and how will he save them from their sins?32
In reading, the human mind confronts and answers questions raised by such nodes (Eco’s term) of the text automatically again and again in a subconscious fashion. But here it is helpful to engage in some conscious hypothesizing: the intratextual constitution of the text here raises these questions for the Model Reader, and drawing on encyclopedic, intertextual knowledge, the Model Reader first hazards that “his people” are the Jews and he will save them from their sins by killing for them. For while there were indeed diverse messianic understandings in antiquity, that is what the Davidic Messiah was generally expected to do. The people are under the oppression of Roman rule (however indirectly, it is true that there was not an Italian centurion on every street corner in Jerusalem) because of their sins, and forgiveness of sins means violent liberation from oppression so that the Jews once more might have something even more than what the Hasmoneans achieved. They might have a new, eschatological United Monarchy ruled by a new David.33
So far, then, the Model Reader expects a story of violent conquest in which Israel’s liberation will be achieved in the time of the eschaton. But for the Model Reader those initial assumptions are almost immediately thrown into question with the story of the Magi in Matthew chapter two. The Magi, pagan astrologers from the East, arrive searching for the “King of the Jews,” a title already bequeathed to Herod the Great by the Roman Senate roughly forty years prior, a fact known to the Model Reader by virtue of encyclopedic knowledge. Herod is “troubled” and “all Jerusalem with him,”34 not pleased, not overjoyed, by news that some are seeking a new king. Unless one is in Narnia, there can be only one king (or queen). And so Herod tries to kill baby Jesus. Herod wants to destroy him.35 Being warned about this in a dream, Joseph takes mother and child and flees to Egypt. Then follows the formula citation of Hosea 11:1b in Matthew 2:15: “Out of Egypt have I called my son,” which functions to present Jesus as the embodiment of Israel, as Israel/Jacob is the son of Hosea 11. Further, the formula quotation occurs immediately after the Holy Family travels to Egypt and they do not return from Egypt to Galilee until Matthew 2:19–21. The Gospel of Matthew thus subtly describes the infant Jesus’ contemporary Israel as Egypt, and therefore inverts Egypt and Israel. Moreover, it is Herod, the king of Israel, who seeks to destroy Jesus, whereas the Magi, Gentile foreigners, are paying Jesus the homage he deserves. Finally, Hosea provides no heroic recollection of the Exodus. Rather, God’s love for Israel is contrasted with Israel’s abject failure, detailed in Hosea 11:2: “The more I called them, the more they went from me; they kept sacrificing to the Baals, and burning incense to idols.” The episode is thus an early instance of the significant Matthean theme of Jesus’ conflict with Jewish leadership leading to Gentile inclusion.
Jesus’ Perspective and God’s Perspective on the Extent of Jesus’ Mission
The Matthean Jesus, however, does not know that his mission extends to the Gentiles. He sends his disciples only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel36 and refuses, at first, to aid a Canaanite woman’s daughter because he believes himself to have been sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.37 In the instance of the healing of the centurion’s servant the Matthean Jesus does voice the conviction that “many will come from east and west and sit at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, while the sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness,”38 but otherwise seeks out no Gentiles and says nothing positive about them until the after the resurrection.39 Given that the healing of the centurion’s servant appears before Jesus’ declaration of the restriction of his mission to the house of Israel, it is likely that the Matthean Jesus is thinking not of a mission to the Gentiles in history, in the time of Israel or the Church, but the eschatological coming of the Gentiles to Zion.40 The centurion comes to him; Jesus does not go to the centurion.
The divine perspective is different, however. The narrator shows in the story of the Magi and tells through explicit prophecy that God’s promises to the Gentiles will be realized in Jesus through the quotation of Isaiah 9 in Matthew 4 and above all of Isaiah 42 in Matthew 12: “He shall proclaim justice to the Gentiles…and in his name will the Gentiles hope.”41 The transformation of Jesus’ perspective that his mission is restricted to Israel is achieved only after the resurrection and only then reconciled with the Model Reader’s knowledge that God intends Jesus’ mission to extend to Gentiles.
But if the God of Israel who prophesied through Isaiah knew all along that Gentiles would receive their promised blessings through Jesus, their inclusion requires Jewish rejection of Jesus on a human level, a pattern seen throughout the New Testament.42 Herod, the King of the Jews, had tried to kill little baby Jesus, and John the Baptist excoriates those who will become Jesus’ foremost opponents even before his baptism of the latter. Indeed, in an oft-overlooked instance of Matthean parallelism, the Gospel presents both John and Jesus facing mortal threats that lead to Jesus’ withdrawal and then a quotation from Isaiah promising Gentile inclusion. In Matthew 4:12 Jesus hears that John is arrested and withdraws (χ) from there to Capernaum, near Zebulun and Naphtali, occasioning a quote from Isaiah 9:1–2 promising good things to pagans:
The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, toward the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles—the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and for those who sat in the region and shadow of death light has dawned (Matt. 4:15–16).
In Matthew 12:14–21, Jesus encounters the threat of the Pharisees’ murderous conspiracy and aware of it “withdrew” (χ) from there, upon which the narrator supplies another quote from Isaiah promising good things to pagans, this time from Isaiah 42: “He shall proclaim justice to the Gentiles…and in his name will the Gentiles hope.”43
The Eucharistic Mission of the Matthean Church
In Matthew 16, then, after rising opposition, Jesus founds a Church, a remnant community formed to continue Israel’s mission of redemption of the world as Israel’s leadership refuses to let Jesus lead.44 But here Gentiles are not yet in view. In the prior chapter Jesus had ignored the Canaanite woman45 and refused her request for a remote exorcism of her daughter, claiming again that he was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.46 Too often popular piety protects Jesus in this passage, claiming that Jesus is trying to tease faith out of the woman but really wants to help her all along. A better reading, more faithful to the cultural and literary context of the passage, sees the Matthean Jesus here as a conservative male Jew who has little time for either women or pagans.
So the Church in Matthew 16 should not yet be envisioned to include Gentiles. The Church appears implicitly in the Parable of the Wicked Tenants.47 Jesus tells the parable against “the chief priests and the elders of the people,”48 telling them fatefully, “The kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a nation () producing the fruits of it.”49 “Nation” here is singular, not plural; we do not have here—nor do we find elsewhere in the Gospel of Matthew—ethnic Israel replaced by a Gentile Church. Rather, given the flow of the narrative, at this point the singular “nation” is likely the Church, but the Church is as of yet regarded as exclusively Jewish, a remnant body from within Israel continuing Israel’s redeeming work in the world.
But it will continue that redeeming work apart from the mainstream body of Israel’s institutions, such as rabbinate (“rabbi” is never a positive word in the Gospel of Matthew50) and Temple (as Jesus predicts its destruction51). By this point in the narrative, the Model Reader is considering a different answer to the question, “Who are his people?” The initial and justified assumption is that his people are Israel, the Jews. But now the Model Reader is starting to see that “his people” is the Church. And as that body breaks from the parent body, the Model Reader finds Jesus erecting himself and his sacrifice as replacements for the rabbinate and the Temple. Jesus says, “But you are not to be called rabbi, for you have one teacher”—presumably Jesus himself—“and you are all brethren.”52 Jesus “cleanses” the temple and not so subtly prophesies its destruction not only by turning over tables but also by alluding to Jeremiah 7 in Matthew 21:13b, an allusion to Jeremiah’s prophecy of the destruction of the first Temple which then functions as Jesus’ prophecy of the destruction of the second Temple, a prophecy made explicit to his disciples and the Model Reader in Matthew 24:2. And most notably in Matthew 26:26–29 Jesus institutes the Eucharist in the context of the Passover meal. Here Jesus sets himself up as a new Passover, something well understood in early Christianity.53 He takes the Passover ritual but transforms it into his own rite. In particular, Jesus claims the chalice is “my blood of the [new] covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” His blood is “poured out,” or “shed,” χυ, from χω, a technical word with sacrificial denotations and connotations in the LXX.54 The answer to the second question, “How will he save his people from their sins?” is thus unexpected: He will save his people not by killing for them but by dying for them, offering himself as a sacrifice in crucifixion and chalice.
Jesus’ Mission to the Gentiles
By this point in the narrative, then, the Messiah has fulfilled the promises to Israel and ushered in the inbreaking of the Kingdom. But having encountered opposition, he founds the Church as a remnant community to carry forth Israel’s work of redemption in the world, a community with its teacher in Jesus, its leaders in the Twelve, and its sacrifice in the Eucharist.
When, then, do Gentiles enter Jesus’ plans? After the Israel contemporary with Jesus rejects him utterly. Jesus Christ is before Pilate, along with Jesus Barabbas.55 Pilate attempts to release Jesus Christ, whom the Model Reader knows is the true Son of the Father,56 but the crowd demands his crucifixion and the release of the imposter son of the Father, Barabbas. The craven Pilate washes his hands of the matter and declares he is innocent of Jesus’ blood.57 And then “all the people” cry out some of the most horrifying and consequential words in human history: “His blood be on us and on our children!”58 The phrase “All the people” recalls for the Model Reader “all Jerusalem” being troubled along with Herod at the rumors of the birth of a new King of the Jews,59 and here what is adumbrated in the story of the Magi is fulfilled: the ultimate rejection of Jesus not just by Jewish leadership, parties, and sects, but indeed “all the people.”
It is crucial at this point to understand several things: First, Gentiles are not yet in Jesus’ picture; ethnic Israel is not being replaced by a Church of Gentiles. Second, Jesus remains Jewish, and his original disciples remain Jewish, and remain so past the time of the Gospel into the period of the Church and indeed the eschaton. Third, “His blood be on us and on our children” need not imply a perpetual curse upon ethnic Jews. Rather, in the world of the Matthean story, any “curse” here lasts two generations: upon the generation calling for Jesus’ crucifixion, and then their children, the generation which endures the horrors of the siege and destruction of Jerusalem and its temple predicted by Jesus himself.
But again, on a human level, this Jewish rejection of Jesus precipitates Gentile inclusion. Only after—but soon after—“all the people” utter these terrifying words does Jesus utter a definitive positive mention of a Gentile mission: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.”60 Here, now, for the first time, Jesus clearly and directly encourages mission to Gentiles. The direction is important: Jesus sends the Church to them. In the story of the Gospel itself, Jesus never goes to Gentiles; they come to him, whether the Magi,61 the centurion in Capernaum62 (though Jesus is willing to go with him, the centurion comes first to him, and Jesus ultimately does not go with him), or the Canaanite woman.63 Here, then, at the end of the Gospel, is something new: deliberate mission to the Gentiles.
Rereading the Gospel of Matthew as Christian Scripture
Now many interpreters of Scripture operate with a hermeneutics of the gap, thinking that the idea is to bridge a chasm between the Bible in the ancient world and their situation in the modern world. But reading with a sense of continuity in which we stand in the time of the Church, anticipating the eschaton, helps us to read the Gospel of Matthew as Christian Scripture. For the Gospel of Matthew, it is the time of the Church from resurrection to eschaton.
A particular phrase from Jesus’ Great Commission, “teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you,”64 functions to make the Gospel of Matthew more than a mere Jewish document from antiquity, a textual artifact bearing witness to a long-dead apocalyptic sect within Judaism. Rather, it is a Christian document of perpetual relevance, sacred Scripture. For as many Matthean scholars have recognized, the phrase invites rereading of the Gospel of Matthew with the knowledge that the Model Reader has acquired along the way, as all that Jesus has commanded them and now commands them to teach others among the nations is contained in the prior material of the Gospel itself.65
This enables a reading of Matthew that is allegorical (as St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas, as representatives of the West, would understand it, in a limited sense, rooted in the letter). For instance, in light of Jesus’ institution of the Eucharist, references to the altar throughout the Gospel of Matthew may now be understood to refer to the Christian altar of the Eucharist66 and not only the altar of the temple, as in Matthew 5:23–24: “So if you are offering your gift at the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go.” In this way does material that Jesus’ predictions of the destruction of the temple would seem to render more or less pointless after the fact find perpetual relevance. Put simply, why would the Jesus of the Gospel of Matthew spend so much time on the concerns of Judaism in the shadow of the temple when he knows it will not long endure? If on a first reading the Gospel of Matthew presents a Jesus who would lead Israel into and in the new age as her Messiah and savior, on a second reading the Gospel of Matthew presents a Jesus who would lead the Church into and in the new age as her Messiah and savior.
One might say that there are thus two Gospels of Matthew the Model Reader encounters, as “teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” puts the Model Reader on a cyclical loop into that future “to the close of the age,”67 making the Gospel of Matthew a document of perpetual relevance for the Church. And in either of these Gospels—the one the Model Reader encounters on a first reading, or the one the Model Reader encounters on a second reading—it is a time of fulfillment.
The theme of “fulfillment” in the Gospel of Matthew has occasioned much discussion, particularly in light of the “lure” of the formula quotations, which have drawn attention away from other ways in which the Gospel of Matthew appropriates Scripture (for example, allusion) by their formal prominence.68 Perhaps one of the best but neglected pieces on the issue belongs to J. R. Daniel Kirk, “Conceptualizing Fulfillment in Matthew.”69 Avoiding the “lure,” Kirk proposes a “narratival typology” that avoids collecting isolated typological resonances and instead “see[s] that [Jesus’] life takes the shape of Israel’s story.”70 Kirk’s approach makes sense of the structure of the Christian Scriptures, which situates the Gospel of Matthew in the canonical center as the First Gospel, and it makes sense of the Gospel of Matthew itself. The Gospel of Matthew comes first precisely because it is a Gospel of fulfillment, the canon suggesting to Christians that Jesus is indeed the fulfillment of the prophets’ words, which come last in the Christian Old Testament. Further, in and of itself, the Gospel of Matthew presents Jesus as a new Israel, as the embodiment of Israel. The formula citation of Hosea 11:1b in Matthew 2:15 (“out of Egypt I called my son”) functions to present Jesus as the embodiment of Israel.71 So too does the Testing narrative72 concern the testing of Jesus as the embodiment of Israel.
There is some question, however, as to whether Jesus will be faithful, for Israel’s history contains instances of gross failure and disobedience by corporate Israel and otherwise heroic individuals therein.73 Hosea 11 itself recounts the disobedience of Israel. The Testing narrative answers this question affirmatively and definitively.74 Jesus is tested; Israel was tested in the wilderness.75 Jesus is in the desert forty days and nights; Israel was in the wilderness forty years.76 Jesus is hungry; Israel was hungry.77 In this brief story there are three quotations from Deuteronomy.78 Indeed, in this section of Deuteronomy Israel is adjured repeatedly to be faithful to the Lord in light of the Exodus and the giving of the Commandments.79 As such, Matthew 4:1–11 presents Jesus recapitulating Israel’s experience in the desert as detailed in Deuteronomy 6–8.80 Jesus obeys perfectly, unlike Israel in the wilderness. On an incarnational reading of “Emmanuel,”81 then, God himself (who is not the God of the philosophers, but the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the God of Israel) in Jesus fulfills Israel’s story. All other Christological typologies and titles ought to be subordinated to this one. Jesus fulfills not only particular biblical personalities in a typological way but indeed the entirety of the “law and the prophets.”82
If the God of Israel fulfills Israel’s story in Jesus, then the Model Reader sees more clearly the Matthean emphasis on continuity. It is easy to emphasize discontinuity in the Gospel of Matthew, given the history of Christian anti-Judaism, the Gospel’s own historical role in generating that history as it suffers misreading, and the radical claims of newness in the Gospel rooted in the uniqueness of the divine authority of Jesus’ person (“for he taught them as one who had authority, and not as their scribes”83), the one who is so bold as to issue his own commandments.84 Jesus fulfills the line of Israel as son of Abraham (a new Isaac, and thus a sacrifice) and son of David (Messiah)85 as God himself come to earth86 who is with us always.87
Jesus is and remains Jewish. Jesus assumes a Jewish worldview, whatever his particular mindset within Judaism. Jesus does not start from scratch, as docetic and moralistic Enlightenment theology would have it. And the Model Reader perceives that continuity. The story of Israel culminates in Jesus the Jew, but—as a result both of the divine plan as indicated in the story of the Magi and the quotations of Isaiah 9 and 12 and also human hostility—Jesus founds the Church not to replace Israel in a brute substitution but to continue her work to be the servant proclaiming “ justice to the Gentiles.” Jesus himself will lead those Jews (and post-resurrection, Gentiles) who would join him as his disciples as he, God with them,88 present in their midst when gathered,89 promises to be with them to the end of the age.90 The time of the Gospel of Matthew, then, is now: the time of the Eucharistic mission of the Church to all the nations, as the Church is to do what Jesus commands, which chief among many other things is to celebrate the Eucharist.91 The Gospel of Matthew makes clear that Jesus Christ stands at the center of salvation history and that his presence in the Eucharist stands at the center of our salvation today.
IV. Hermeneutical Implications of Reading Scripture as Story
I would offer, then, some hermeneutical reflections on reading the Scripture in terms of salvation history with the Gospel of Matthew at its center. First, and above all, this interpretive stance helps us see that Jesus Christ remains Jewish and thus that the Faith remains Jewish in character, since the Matthean Christ is situated deeply in the world of conservative first-century common Judaism. Too often the noble desire for enculturation results in the creation of a Christ in one’s own image abstracted from the Gospels and removed from the very real salvation history he as the incarnation of the second person of the Trinity superintends. One winds up with an ideal and thus unreal Christ, not the real resurrected and ascended Christ who sits ad dexteram patris. Enculturation risks making particular cultures normative and thus determinative of the gospel.92 But Christ is more than a teacher and Christianity more than a doctrinal system. Even as it permeates particular human cultures, it is its own culture rooted in the cultus of the Eucharistic liturgy. The Church is its own nation93 with its own practices and beliefs, its own culture.
Second, recognizing continuity in salvation history means we read Scripture from within the story itself as part of that ecclesial culture Scripture itself has generated and nurtured. We do not stand outside and above Scripture’s story, as if the Bible were a discrete object and its constituent verses crash upon us at once, requiring us to sift and sort them with some interpretive principle as if there is a hermeneutical gap. Rather, we stand in the time of the Church, like the Matthean community itself, and hear Jesus’ words directly as did they as part of the same Church he founded.
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JESUS AS THE “FULFILLMENT” OF THE LAW
 AND HIS TEACHING ON DIVORCE IN MATTHEW
~: Michael Patrick Barber :~
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In the Sermon on the Mount we find Matthew’s most explicit account of Jesus’ teaching regarding his “fulfillment” (plēroō) of the law. However, as is well known, the logical progression of the Sermon is difficult to follow.1 On the one hand, Jesus insists he has come not to “abolish” (katalysai) the law and the prophets (5:17). He even emphatically states, “till heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the law until all is accomplished” (Matt. 5:18), adding that whoever relaxes “one of the least of these commandments … shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:19).2 Yet, in the teachings that immediately follow these statements, the so-called “antitheses” (5:21–48), Jesus appears to do just that, that is, nullify the law.3
While it is true that some of the “antitheses” may be understood in terms of an “intensification” of the law’s demands (for example, lust as adultery in 5:27–30), others are difficult to describe in such terms. One especially difficult element in this regard is Jesus’ equation of divorce and remarriage with adultery in Matthew 5:31–32.4 Of course, the law itself provided specific provisions for divorce and remarriage (see especially Deut. 24:1–4). In light of this, scholars such as E.P. Sanders and John P. Meier explain that it is therefore difficult to see Jesus’ teaching on this matter as merely an “intensification” of the law’s requirements. To put it baldly, Jesus appears to be explicitly prohibiting something the law expressly permits.5 How is this not “abolishing” the law? Is there any way to explain this apparent problem?
This paper proposes a solution. In short, as many now recognize, at certain points the Mosaic law itself seems to conflict with its own standards. As Old Testament scholars have observed, Deuteronomy in particular seems to codify practices at odds with the teaching of the preceding books of the Torah. Scholars such as Goldingay have recognized that Deuteronomy seems to, in some sense, “lower the bar” by accommodating certain practices that appear to be at odds and even in some cases expressly forbidden in the laws of Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers (for example, profane slaughter: compare Deut. 12:15–25 with Lev. 17:1–4). In fact, as Hahn and Bergsma have shown, it is likely Ezekiel had precisely these types of concessions in view when he declared that God had given Israel “statutes that were not good” (Ezek. 20:25).
In this article we will argue that Ezekiel’s recognition of certain “tensions” within the Torah itself offers a helpful backdrop for understanding Jesus’ teaching on divorce and remarriage in Matthew. As we shall see, like Ezekiel, Jesus explains that certain aspects of the Old Testament were only imposed upon Israel as a response to their sin. In other words, the laws themselves pointed to Israel’s failure to achieve God’s standard of righteousness. However, the prophetic literature suggests that the eschatological age will involve a new order of righteousness that will transcend that required by the law. In Matthew, Jesus proclaims that he has come to usher in this era. In this, he brings true fulfillment to the law. Even though certain elements of it are now “surpassed,” he does not “abolish” it. Regulations such as those regarding divorce and remarriage—given because of Israel’s “hardness of heart”—point to Israel’s need for a deeper righteousness that is only made possible with the coming of the Messiah.
The Concept of Deuteronomic Concessions
As scholars familiar with the book know, Deuteronomy contains many unique laws that appear nowhere else in the Pentateuch. In fact, Deuteronomy even seems to offer legislation that explicitly contradicts regulations found in the earlier books of the Torah:6
 
	Worship at one sanctuary. In Deuteronomy, acceptable cultic worship is restricted to one sanctuary (Deut. 12:5–18), an idea never articulated in the laws of Exodus–Numbers.7
	Profane slaughter. Whereas Leviticus 17:1–4 prohibits the killing of animals outside of the sanctuary, Deuteronomy 12:15–24 explicitly allows for the practice.8
	Laws for a king. While God is described as Israel’s king in the Exodus narrative, legal provisions are made for a human king in Deuteronomy 17:14–20—an office nowhere mentioned in the previous books of the Torah.9
	War of total destruction. Israelites are given the horrific commandment to engage in ḥērem warfare in Deuteronomy 20:16–1710, a decree nowhere found in the previous books of the Torah.11
	Usury. Deuteronomy allows Israelites to charge interest from non-Israelites (Deut. 15:3; 23:20), a concession not made in the previous books of the Torah.
	Divorce and remarriage. Deuteronomy makes provisions for divorce and remarriage, regulations that are nowhere present in the other books of the Torah (24:1–4). In fact, Leviticus 21 prohibits a priest from marrying two specific kinds of women: prostitutes and divorced women, both said to be “defiled” (Lev. 21:7, 14).12

Although diachronic approaches have attempted to address such tensions in the Torah, these explanations are of little help in looking at Deuteronomy in light of the New Testament since its authors would not have been familiar with such solutions.
Nonetheless, contemporary Old Testament scholarship has offered some relevant insights into the possible rationale of Deuteronomy’s approach. Many scholars have noted that God appears to accommodate certain sinful practices in Deuteronomy that, though perhaps at odds with the law’s ideals, could not be realistically eradicated. Thus Goldingay identifies what he calls a “Pastoral Strategy” in the book. He explains that certain laws
… presuppose various realities of a sinful world, such as slavery through impoverishment (15:12–18), the desire to have a king, as other nations do (17:14–20), legal disputes (19:15–21; 25:1–3), war (20:1–20), marital and other family problems (21:10–21; 22:13–29; 24:1–4); they do not forbid slavery, monarchy, war, polygamy, or divorce. … indeed, each of them fits ill with Deuteronomy’s ideals … Yet in the light of Israel’s sinfulness, simply to ban them would be unrealistic. Deuteronomy’s policy is to circumscribe them by, and to harness them to, the values and theology it propounds.13
In this vein, scholars such as Dale Allison have spoken of the way the Torah contains “divine concessions to human sin or compromises for it” which promoted “less than the ideal human behavior.”14
Ezekiel and the “Laws That Were Not Good”
Given their intimate knowledge of the biblical texts, it is hard to believe that ancient readers failed to recognize such discrepancies within the law. The book of Ezekiel offers strong evidence that they were, in fact, aware of them. Ezekiel 20:25–26 reads:
Moreover I gave them statutes that were not good and ordinances by which they could not have life; and I defiled them through their very gifts in making them offer15 all their first-born, that I might horrify them; I did it that they might know that I am the Lord.
While some have interpreted this passage as a description of human sacrifice sanctioned by the God of Israel,16 Scott Hahn and John Bergsma offer another proposal17 that has since been endorsed by other exegetes.18 Analyzing the structure of the chapter and the language employed, they show that the “statutes that were not good” should most likely be identified with the Deuteronomic legislation. Let us briefly summarize their treatment.
As many have observed, Ezekiel 20 appears to summarize the account of Israel’s Exodus and wilderness experience recounted in the Torah.19 In the opening section the prophet relates Israel’s captivity in Egypt. Going on, he relates how the Lord led the Israelites out of Egypt into the wilderness, recalling how he gave them his law. This latter element recalls the Sinai experience of Exodus 20–23 (see Ezek. 20:11–12). Next, in Ezekiel 20:13–15 we find an account of the people’s revolt against the Lord, relating the divine threat triggered by their sin. This sin is best understood as a reference to the worship of the golden calf and God’s response to it in Exodus 32–33 (see Ezek. 20:13–15). Finally, in Ezekiel 20:21 we read about the rebellion of the children of the Exodus generation, which is most likely a description of the disobedience of the second generation recounted at the end of the book of Numbers.20 In light of this, the laws Ezekiel mentions next in 20:25—the “statutes that were not good”—should likely be linked with those given in Deuteronomy.
This reading is supported by a close examination of the language employed. God’s sworn oath in Ezekiel 20:23 to scatter Israel among the nations uses the exact same terminology employed in Deuteronomy.21 Further, the word used in Ezekiel 20:25 for the “statutes” that were “not good” is the masculine plural, huqqîm. Up until this point in the chapter a different form of the word, the feminine plural, had been used to refer to the divine legislation (see, for example, Ezek. 20:24, huqqôtay). Yet it is the masculine plural—the form that appears in Ezekiel 20:25 for the “statutes that were not good”—that is more commonly associated with the laws of Deuteronomy. Indeed, the masculine plural form (huqqîm) introduces the Deuteronomic legislation in Deuteronomy 12:1. Significantly, while the masculine plural form dominates Deuteronomy, it appears only two times in all of Leviticus (10:11; 26:46). In addition, Ezekiel 20:25 also pairs huqqîm with ûmišpātîm, which is noteworthy since the expression huqqîm ûmišpātîm occurs exclusively in Deuteronomy.22
Making the distinction between the previous Torah legislation and that associated with Deuteronomy is thus key to understanding the reference to these “statutes that were not good” and the difficult statement in Ezekiel 20:26, “I defiled them through their very gifts, in their offering up all their firstborn, in order that I might horrify them…”
Because the terminology běha ăbîr (“offering up”) used in 20:26 is elsewhere associated with the Molech cult (see Ezek. 20:31) some have argued that such worship is in view here. The term, however, is also frequently used in Ezekiel for offerings that have no association at all with Molech (see Ezek. 5:1; 14:15; 20:37; 37:2; 46:21; 47:3–4; 48:14). Moreover, Molech worship was never linked to the offering of firstborn children.23
According to Hahn and Bergsma, the description of the sacrifices as “defiling” arises instead from a careful understanding of the nuances of the Deuteronomic law and their lack of conformity to the earlier Torah legislation. The Deuteronomic laws permitted something that was expressly condemned by the Levitical legislation: the killing of animals and the spilling of blood outside of the sanctuary. As we have mentioned, while Leviticus requires one to sacrifice all animals at the central sanctuary (see Lev. 17:1–8), Deuteronomy only requires an annual sacrifice of the firstborn animals (see Deut. 12:6, 17; 15:19, 20). Given this, it is easy to see why Ezekiel would describe the offering of the firstborn as defiling. From the perspective of Leviticus, all animals should be killed at the temple, not simply the firstborn. In fact, Ezekiel 20:26 uses the precise form of the verb “to offer” (hiphil of ‘ābăr) that the pre-Deuteronomic legislation uses to describe the offering of the firstborn animals (see Exod. 13:12). In sum, it seems that this accommodation in Deuteronomy—a “defiling” concession from the standpoint of Leviticus—is what the author has in mind when he speaks of “statutes that were not good.”24
Objections to Hahn and Bergsma’s Approach
Before moving on it is important to respond to criticisms of Hahn and Bergsma’s reading. While affirming that Hahn and Bergsma have demonstrated persuasively that Ezekiel 20:25 refers to Deuteronomic legislation, Gile believes that their reading is unconvincing.25 First, Gile holds that while Hahn and Bergsma are correct that the offering of the firstborn in Exodus 13 excludes human offspring, such an exemption is not clear in Ezekiel 20:26 and should therefore not be understood as operative there. Second, he takes Hahn and Bergsma to task for failing to consider the possibility that non-Molech human sacrificial rites are in view in Ezekiel 20:26. Third, Gile argues that a close reading of Deuteronomy suggests that the book itself provides the rationale for licit profane sacrifice. He insists that the entire land is sacralized in Deuteronomy thus constituting the entire region as an extension of the sanctuary. Moreover, he insists that Deuteronomy recognizes that Israel’s new circumstances of living in the land will necessitate accommodations to cultic norms, specifically profane slaughter, since many will now have to travel a great distance to the sanctuary (see Deut. 12:20–21; 14:24–26). Fourth, given that Ezekiel elsewhere accepts the validity of the Deuteronomic legislation, Gile insists that it seems unlikely that the book views its laws as “not good.”26
Drawing on Friebel,27 Gile argues for another view of Ezekiel 20:25. In his view, rather than referring to divine legislation (“statutes” and “ordinances”), huqqîm and mišpātîm should be linked to God’s “decrees” and “judgments” in Ezekiel 20:23 announcing the punishment of exile. Thus, according to Gile, in 20:25 the idea is not that God gave Israel “laws” that were not good, but instead that Israel had triggered the dreadful curses of Deuteronomy 4:25–28.28 Yet Giles objections are far from insurmountable and the solution drawn from Friebel’s work is problematic.
First, while it is not explicitly stated that the exemption of human offspring from the offering of the “firstborn” found in Exodus 13 is in place in Ezekiel 20:26, nothing in the text demands that “firstborn” refer to human sacrifices. That firstborn terminology is used elsewhere in the Torah to refer to animal victims alone (see, for example, Lev. 27:26; Num. 18:17; Deut. 15:19; 33:17) should be enough to call into question the view that human sacrifices are necessarily implied. Further, legislation prohibiting human sacrifice is found elsewhere in the Torah besides Exodus 13 (see Exod. 34:20; Num. 3:40–51; 18:14–15). Given the Torah’s multiple prohibitions, it is unlikely that ancient readers would have understood the sacrifices in Ezekiel 20:26 as human beings. What decisively tips the scales against such a reading is that Ezekiel 20 describes the laws as having been given by God himself. Given that we have evidence of laws that fit the language of Ezekiel 20:26 in the Torah—that is, the offering of the firstborn animals—it seems like special pleading to insist that something else is in view.
Second, Giles objection that Hahn and Bergsma overlook the possibility of non-Molech rites in Ezekiel 20:26 has one major flaw: Molech sacrifices are mentioned in the immediate context (see 20:31). Thus, if Ezekiel 20:26 is referring to human sacrifice it would be hard to believe that Molech rites were not somehow being suggested. Again, however, such a reading is unlikely.
Third, while Deuteronomy does explain that its cultic laws accommodate the new circumstances of the people in the land it does not specifically explain why pouring out blood on the land would not defile it. The suggestion that the land was seen as an extension of the sanctuary is inadequate. If the land is simply to be equated with the sanctuary, why must sacrificial offerings of the firstborn be offered and eaten at the sanctuary?
Fourth, it is not at all surprising, on Hahn and Bergsma’s reading, that Ezekiel accepts elements of Deuteronomy in their interpretation, since Ezekiel believes that the Deuteronomic laws were given by God. What Hahn and Bergsma offer is simply a nuanced view of Ezekiel’s reception of Deuteronomy. That Ezekiel did indeed have such a sophisticated reading is suggested by the subtle shift from the feminine plural ḥuqqôtay (Ezek. 20:24) to the masculine plural huqqîm (Ezek. 20:25) as described above. Ezekiel was a careful reader of the Torah and took seriously all of the Pentateuchal legislation. Unwilling to simply gloss over an apparent conflict in the law—a conflict never actually resolved in the Torah—Ezekiel was willing to accept the idea that God had apparently given laws to Israel that “were not good.” Leviticus explains that pouring out blood on the land will defile it. Ezekiel takes this warning seriously and concludes that the Deuteronomic laws themselves were thus “not good,” given in response to the climactic rebellion of the second generation described at the end of Numbers.
Finally Friebel’s solution has linguistic and contextual problems. Linguistically it overlooks how the pairing of huqqîm and mišpātîm used elsewhere refers to Torah legislation (see, for example, Neh. 9:13; 10:29).29 In terms of context, as others such as Choi have observed, the suggestion by Freibel that what is in view are “judgments” and not “laws” “does violence to the plain sense of the text. Admittedly, it is theologically troubling to assert that Yahweh would give bad laws, but this is what the text says in unambiguous fashion.”30 In short, the reading offered by Friebel and Gile fails to explain why 20:25–26 links what God gave to the Israelites to their defilement (“I gave them statutes that were not good … and I defiled them through their very gifts.”). Hahn and Bergsma’s view, however, does just that. In sum, the reading they advance simply has greater explanatory power in addressing the various facets of Ezekiel 20 and should therefore be preferred.
Deuteronomic Allusions in Jesus’ Teaching on Marriage in Matthew 19
Turning to the Gospel of Matthew we can note that Jesus specifically identifies divorce and remarriage—one of the provisions unique to the Deuteronomic legislation—as a concessionary regulation given to Israel because of its sinfulness. Asked by the Pharisees why Moses gave Israel provisions for divorce and remarriage, Jesus explains, “For your hardness of heart Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so” (Matt. 19:8). Our discussion in the previous section supports Jesus’ affirmation: the allowance of divorce and remarriage was not “from the beginning” (that is, found in Genesis-Numbers) but appears for the first time in Deuteronomy.
In fact, in Matthew, Jesus not only rejects Deuteronomy’s allowance of divorce and remarriage, he understands it as a kind of “defiling” concession—at least in a moral sense. In Matthew 19, Jesus explains, “whoever divorces his wife, except for unchastity, and marries another, commits adultery; and he who marries a divorced woman, commits adultery” (Matt 19:9). Likewise, earlier, in Matthew 5, we find him teaching in a similar vein: “every one who divorces his wife, except on the ground of unchastity, makes her an adulteress; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery” (Matt. 5:32). In other words, as Meier has pointed out, however one reads the controversial exception clause in these passages, according to Matthew’s account of Jesus’ teaching the legal provision for divorce and remarriage in Deuteronomy sanctioned nothing less than adultery.31
Indeed, language used by Matthew suggests that the idea of Deuteronomic concessions is specifically intended. The scene in Matthew 19 opens with a description of Jesus’ movements, connecting the episode of Jesus’ teaching on divorce to a specific location: “the region of Judea beyond the Jordan [peran tou Iordanou]” (Matt. 19:1). It seems hard to believe it is just a coincidence that this is the precise place the laws of Deuteronomy were said to be delivered to Israel in Deuteronomy 1:1 and 1:5 (LXX: peran tou Iordanou). Moreover, without insisting that Jesus’ teaching directly evokes Ezekiel 20, we can note a similarity between the two passages. Like Ezekiel, Jesus suggests that the Deuteronomic law involved the institution of a kind of defiling concession: divorce and remarriage—that is, a statute that “was not good.”
Jesus’ “Fulfillment” of the Law
With all of this in mind, we can now turn to the question of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5 and the apparent tension in the flow of thought there. The solemn affirmation of the law’s value in 5:17–20 is immediately followed by a series of sayings in which Jesus compares the law’s requirements to his teachings.32 This section is conventionally referred to as the “six antitheses” (see Matt. 5:21–48).33 Here Jesus cites a passage from the Torah34 and then offers a saying that begins with the formula “but I say to you” (egō de legō hymin—see 5:22, 28, 32, 34, 39, 44).
There is, of course, tremendous controversy surrounding the meaning of this latter phrase. Does the language “but I say to you” signal a rejection of the Torah? Many scholars observe that Jesus’ insistence on the enduring value of the law in 5:17–20 in the immediately preceding verses militates against such a reading.35 In addition, Jesus’ use of the word de (mildly contrastive) and not alla (strongly contrastive) suggests that something other than outright rejection is in view.36 Moreover, the hinge between the two sections seems to be Jesus’ call for a “better righteousness” (dikaiosynē pleion) in 5:20. Here scholars have recognized the stated rationale for the antitheses that follow in 5:21–48.37 Yet what this “better righteousness” exactly entails is debated.
Some have argued that rather than contrasting his teaching to the law itself, Jesus is simply intensifying its demands.38 Highlighting the presence of language used by the rabbis,39 some have argued that Jesus is simply contrasting his teaching—not with the Torah itself—but with simplistic literal interpretations advanced by other teachers of his day.40 Yet the problem with such a view is that in almost every instance Jesus cites the law itself, not simply other interpretations of it.41 Further, as we have already mentioned, while some of the antitheses can be explained as an intensification of the demands of the Torah (for example, the association of lust with adultery in 5:27–30), others are harder to explain along these lines. In particular, as noted above, Jesus’ equation of divorce and remarriage with adultery is very hard to explain as merely an intensification of the Torah’s requirements since he explicitly prohibits something the law permits.42
It appears, then, that Jesus is doing something more than simply increasing the law’s requirements. Jesus’ words “but I say to you” (egō de legō hymin) underscore the focus on his own authority.43 The antitheses are thus likely related to the important christological assertion in 5:17: Jesus has come not to abolish (katalysai) the law and the prophets but so that they may be “fulfilled” (plērōsai).44
It seems, therefore, that the interpretive crux resides in the meaning of the word “fulfilled” (plēroō). The key question is: what sort of “fulfillment” is in view?45 Of course, taken by itself, the term pleroo can be translated in various ways.46 However, since the word is contrasted with katalysai (“abolish”), which carries the meaning of “destroying”47 or “annulling,”48 the most likely reading would appear to involve an antithetical meaning, namely, “to uphold” or “to maintain.”49 Moreover, we should also not neglect the other element Jesus says he has come to “fulfill” (plēroō) in verse 17: “the prophets.”50 The fulfillment of the prophets is a recurring theme in Matthew.51 In passages relating this motif, the word for “fulfill” (plēroō) is, in some sense, used to describe the arrival of that which the prophets announced, which, in most cases, is understood as Jesus himself.
An especially important parallel is found in Matthew 11:13–14. There Jesus states: “For all the prophets and the law prophesied [eprophēteusan] until John; and if you are willing to accept it, he is Elijah who is to come.” Without entering into an extended exegesis of this passage, we can make three important observations about it. First, in addition to the prophets, the law is understood as having prophetic value; both the law and the prophets are said to have “prophesied.”52 Second, the law and the prophets are described as being in some sense provisional; John the Baptist’s arrival seems to mark the appearance of what they were anticipating.53 Third, this fulfillment is eschatological since John’s ministry is linked to future hopes for the coming of Elijah, a figure associated with eschatological hopes.54
It is very difficult to imagine that Jesus’ reference to fulfilling the law and the prophets in Matthew 5:17 should be taken in an entirely different sense than elsewhere in Matthew. Therefore, we should likely conclude that in Matthew 5 Jesus is explaining that he brings fulfillment to the law and the prophets because he is the one to whom they pointed. In the “antitheses,” then, Jesus does not merely intensify the Torah’s demands but brings about what these precepts ultimately anticipated: a “better” righteousness, an eschatological holiness.
Still, we must ask: how did the law point to a better holiness? A good explanation would involve the recognition that the law itself made concessions to sin that in some way sanctioned a “less than ideal” standard of righteousness. Accordingly, Jesus has come to usher in the age of eschatological holiness—a radically new kind of righteousness that the law itself, with its many concessions to sinfulness, could not presume. Indeed, such a reading would fit well within first-century Judaism.
Eschatological Righteousness and Deuteronomic Concessions
That the eschatological age would involve a radically new kind of righteousness and the total eradication of impurity is attested in numerous prophetic texts. Here we can mention the famous “new covenant” prophecy in Jeremiah 31, a chapter cited from in Matthew 2 and also likely alluded to in Matthew’s institution narrative of the Last Supper:55
“But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. 34And no longer shall each man teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more” (Jer. 31:33–34).
Ezekiel has a similar vision, announcing that God will cleanse his people from uncleanness through the sprinkling of water, giving his people “a new heart” and “a new spirit,” describing how he will cause them “to walk in my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances” (Ezek. 36:26–27).
Some texts even envision Gentiles seeking righteousness and learning the law of God in the future.56 A number of texts also link the eschatological age with purification and the cleansing of uncleanness.57 Zechariah explains that all the pots in Jerusalem—not simply those used in the Temple—will be sacred to the Lord (see Zech. 14:21). Such hopes are also attested in other Second Temple sources,58 and later Jewish works.59 Clearly such ideas would imply a transcending of clean/unclean categories presumed by the law.
Moreover—and this is crucial—in many cases eschatological holiness seems to entail certain realities that conflict with the norms of the Torah. Such is the case with the scenario envisioned in Isaiah 19:19, where the eschatological age is linked with the offering of sacrifices on an altar in Egypt—something which conflicts with the law’s regulations for a central sanctuary in Deuteronomy 12:13–14.60 Likewise, Isaiah indicates that the eunuchs and foreigners will worship with Israel at the Temple (see Isa. 56:3–8)—something which obviously stands in tension with the law’s exclusion of such people from the cultic assembly in Deuteronomy 23:1–6.61 In other words, Israel’s prophetic texts and other Jewish works seem to imply that the righteousness of the eschatological age will transcend the regulations of the law.
Later Jewish interpretation would therefore recognize that some aspects of the Torah would not remain binding after the coming of the Messiah. For example, it was believed that, with the exception of the thank offering, sacrifices would cease (see Pesiq. Rab. 12; Lev. Rab. 9.7). Likewise, Yalqut on Proverbs 9:2 explains that all the festivals will cease except Purim and the Day of Atonement. The Midrash on Psalm 146:7 suggests that the kosher laws will also pass away.62 While these rabbinic teachings are clearly taken from much later sources, they highlight the notion that an eschatological transcending of the law, clearly suggested in the scriptures of Israel, is consistent with a Jewish context.
In light of such expectations we can perhaps better understand Jesus’ teaching in Matthew. In teaching that he has come to fulfill the law and the prophets in Matthew 5:17, Jesus explains that the law pointed forward to him and to the eschatological age that he heralds.63 The fulfillment he has brought in no way annuls the law and the prophets. On the contrary, it offers their definitive validation since what they pointed to has now arrived.64 Jesus’ teaching in 5:21–22, “you have heard that it was said … but I say to you,” and the teaching which follows must therefore be understood against this backdrop.65
Moreover, according to Matthew, for Jesus the fulfillment of the law does not necessarily involve recognizing each and every one of the commandments as upholding the perfect standard of righteousness. As the prophets and later Jewish writers hoped, Jesus indicates that the dawning of the eschatological age involves a transcending of the Torah. This is especially clear in Jesus’ teaching on divorce and remarriage in Matthew 5 and 19. Certain aspects of the law were in fact concessions to Israel’s “hardness of heart.” Some laws effectively sanctioned behavior that involved material evil (for example, divorce and remarriage are equated with adultery). The fulfillment that Jesus makes a reality does not involve rejecting the value of these laws. Yet their value must be carefully understood—ultimately they pointed beyond themselves. By accommodating Israel’s sinfulness, such concessionary precepts actually revealed the penultimate nature of the law. That certain regulations were given because of Israel’s “hardness of heart” highlighted the law’s insufficiency and pointed beyond itself. Jesus’ fulfillment of the law thus involves his announcement of the age of eschatological holiness that restores in some sense what was “from the beginning.” He has come not to “relax” the law’s standards but to bring about a better holiness, one that does not require these concessions.
Conclusion
Matthew 5 is a complex text. In 5:17–20, Jesus insists that he has come not to abolish the law and the prophets. However, in the so-called “antitheses” that follow in vv. 21–46, he seems to contrast his teaching with the standards of the law itself. In particular, Jesus’ teaching on divorce and remarriage seems to involve doing precisely what he had said he had not come to do: nullify the law.
In this article we have argued that Jesus recognized what many Old Testament scholars have noted: at points the law itself seems to sanction practices that are contrary to its own principles. In particular, Deuteronomy seems to make concessions to behavior not only absent in the preceding books of the Torah but that even contradict the law’s own stated standards. Indeed, as we have argued above, Ezekiel’s recognition that God gave Israel “statutes that were not good” reveals that ancient readers caught such inconsistencies in the law.
Jesus’ teaching on divorce and remarriage in Matthew 19 seems to echo a view similar to Ezekiel’s. There he explains that divorce and remarriage was only tolerated by Moses because of Israel’s “hardness of heart,” stating that “from the beginning it was not so.” This, as we have seen, summarizes the canonical record: there is no provision for divorce and remarriage until the book of Deuteronomy. For Jesus in Matthew, the regulations for this practice entailed nothing less than the sanctioning of adultery. Moreover, that the specific idea of Deuteronomic concessions is in view seems to be suggested from the geography of the passage— Jesus offers his teaching on divorce and remarriage in the very place where Moses delivered the laws of Deuteronomy to Israel (“the region beyond the Jordan”).
In Matthew 5, then, Jesus maintains that he has brought fulfillment to the law and the prophets because he has ushered in what they anticipated. The concessionary ordinances of the law are not rejected as evil but as evidence of the penultimate nature of the law itself. The prophetic hope for an age marked by a radically new kind of holiness has arrived. With the dawning of the new covenant age, Jesus calls his disciples to be “perfect as your heavenly father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48), a standard of righteousness impossible to achieve on one’s own but now made possible by God (see Matt. 19:26). Because of this the concessionary laws have now been transcended. Jesus has ushered in the age of a “better holiness” in which such precepts are no longer necessary.66
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I. Introduction
“And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of these least brothers of mine, you did it to me.’” So reads the verse at the very heart of one of the most misunderstood passages in the Gospel of Matthew. The general contours of the dramatic scene in Matthew 25:31–46 are well known. Jesus comes with the angelic hosts in great power and glory to a vast multitude of people, identified as “all the nations.” From his glorious throne he sits as judge to separate this multitude into two groups, one signified “sheep,” the other, “goats.” The criteria for this separation are revealed as six specific charitable works performed on yet another group, identified as “these least brothers of mine.” The seriousness of the drama reaches shocking proportions as the group signified as “goats” are sent away to everlasting punishment, while the “sheep” inherit the heavenly kingdom, everlasting life.
The interpreter is confronted with a raft of puzzling questions1: (1) identifying “these least brothers of mine”; (2) finding the significance, if any, of the six specific “works of mercy” Jesus lists; (3) classifying the genre of the passage; (4) finding the significance and contribution of the passage at this juncture in Matthew’s gospel narrative, and, more specifically, its significance at this point (the conclusion) in the so-called “Olivet” discourse (Matt. 24–25); (5) correlating themes and ideas from the passage with texts elsewhere in Matthew; (6) situating this scene in the overall eschatology of Matthew’s gospel; (7) identifying the “nations” in 25:32; (8) how people could have served Jesus without, apparently, having ever met him; (9) understanding how the time frame of the scene (AD 70? The end of the world?).
The almost ubiquitous understanding of the text today—especially at the popular level—is that an individual’s eternal destiny hinges upon whether or not, in the course of one’s life, one has performed the six works of mercy listed in verses 35–36 (and, perhaps, similar works) to persons in need (understood as “these least brothers” of Jesus).2 Helping the poor, the “disenfranchised,” the “unfortunates” of the world becomes therefore the primary focus of the Christian life, inasmuch as attaining unending life in the heavenly kingdom would (rationally) be a person’s highest aspiration. “As you did it to these least …”—interpreted as helping the “unfortunates” among us—has become the motto of many parishes and charitable organizations and is a common rhetorical prod in fundraising efforts. Indeed, Matthew 25:31–46 has been employed by countless groups, both religious and otherwise, in their efforts to raise money to help people with various needs.
Taken to its logical conclusion, one which I have encountered from various pulpits over the last 25 years many times, the “unfortunates” interpretation calls into question the necessity of God even sending his son into the world as savior. If our primary obligation in life is to take care of the unfortunates among us, then what’s the point of believing in Christ? The world had access to this sort of ethic long before Christ came (for example, in the OT, as well as in many other religions and philosophies). What’s the point of a church if attaining the heavenly kingdom is possible by simply taking care of “the least of these”? And why, on Sunday morning, are we not down the street serving at a soup kitchen or helping out at Habitat for Humanity instead of going to church? Not surprisingly, certain commentators who embrace today’s standard approach to the passage have said as much. Arland Hultgren, in his well-known commentary on the parables of Jesus, concludes his treatment of Matthew 25:31–46 as follows:
If Christ is seen clearly in the disfigured faces of the unfortunates, one may indeed be moved to serve him. But, in fact, according to this passage, Christ is actually hidden in those faces; his face is obscured by the faces of the unfortunates. People therefore do not know that it is Christ whom they serve—or fail to serve. Gone is the view here that the only way one can serve Christ (or God) is a prior commitment to him. The old argument that one must be religious in order to be moral—and so religious faith becomes only instrumental to ethics—goes by the board. The down-to-earth service of the person in need—without any sense of religious obligation or motivation—that is service to Christ! Christ’s true servants, then, know nothing about him, but seek only to serve the neighbor.3 [his emphasis]
Francis Watson states the matter a little more baldly:
The parable of the sheep and the goats asserts both the secret solidarity of the Son of man with the oppressed and the possibility that his true servants are those who know nothing of him but only seek to serve their oppressed neighbor. Tfce heathen may act not so much as “anonymous Christians” but as servants of the anonymous Christ. … Naturally the church should perform works of mercy to the oppressed inside and outside its own communal boundaries, and in so far as it does so its members will be found among the sheep rather than the goats. But if the works of justice and mercy are regarded as the sole criterion, then the communal and confessional context out of which they proceed is irrelevant. Even the worshippers of idols, who constitute the overwhelming majority in the group designated as panta ta ethne [”all the nations”] (25.32), may feed the hungry and visit the prisoners; and in so far as they do so they are the true servants of the anonymous Christ.4 [my emphasis]
The purpose of this study is to present a more satisfactory understanding of Matthew 25:31–46. First I will point out some of the serious problems with the “unfortunates” interpretation, then move to an analysis of the genre and text of the passage with the aim of ascertaining Matthew’s primary intention and meaning.
II. Problems with the “Unfortunates” Interpretation
Soteriology5
Inasmuch as Matthew 25:31–46 has an acute concern about how a person will or will not attain everlasting life, an important question to ask is whether or not the “unfortunates” interpretation of how a person attains this wonderful end is found elsewhere in Matthew. The answer is an unambiguous “no.”
In Matthew, the basis of individual salvation is exercising faith in the only one who can save, Jesus. That, after all, was the reason behind his naming, for “he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). In Matthew, humans are in a catastrophic situation as a result of sin. Utterly lost and without hope, salvation is, humanly speaking, “impossible” (Matt. 19:26). In Matthew, the program of salvation is illustrated by the many maladies Jesus miraculously heals. He alone is portrayed as the source of healing, restoration, and wholeness. What Matthew conveys via the narration of Jesus’ marvelous physical restorations is the notion of a metaphysical restoration involving the forgiveness of sins, a transformed human nature, and restored fellowship with God (hence one of Jesus’ other titles in Matthew, “Emmanuel”—God with us).
Thus, in Matthew, Jesus’ primary concerns are to forgive sin (Matt. 9:2, 6), restore a disfigured and fatally flawed humanity, and reconcile people to God. Jesus’ statement about coming to “serve” by giving his life as a “ransom for many” (Matt. 20:28) is pointedly connected with his passion and death by which a remedy to these problems would become available:
[Jesus] will consummate this service [20:28] by the death of the suffering servant, an atoning sacrifice for the sake of and in the place of “many”…. His death above all is a sacrifice “for the remission of sins” (cf. 26:28), a “ransom” (lytron) which buys back, redeems, frees captive mankind from the grip of evil. … Thus does the messianic king “save his people (the church) from their sins” (1:21).6
In Matthew, Jesus comes to save a humanity sunk in the mire of sin and guilt, incapable of extrication or transformation. He comes to offer a renewed spiritual life and hope for a life beyond this life. For Matthew, there is no other possible solution to humanity’s dire and bleak situation than faith in Jesus.
Matthew’s soteriology is rooted in his christology. It is because of Jesus’ unique (divine) person, power, and authority that he, and he alone, can solve and rectify humanity’s condition. Various titles and rhetoric are used by Matthew to convey this christology. Jesus is the Son of David and Son of Abraham (1:1)7. He is Emmanuel (1:23), the Savior (1:21), the King of the Jews (2:2; 27:11, 29, 37), the Christ (1:1; 2:4; 16:16 and others), and Son of God (3:17; 8:29; 16:16 and others). More Matthean christological titles could be added, but these suffice to show Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus as the fulfillment of all the great promises of the Old Testament—promises having to do with a coming ruler, savior, judge, restorer, and deliverer who would set all things right.
Besides titles, many events in Matthew’s narrative advance a christology which shows that faith in Jesus is indispensable for personal salvation. Jesus receives the adoring worship of the Magi, something Matthew’s Jewish audience would have known was reserved only for divinity (“… and falling down, they [the Magi] worshipped him.” [Matt. 2:11]). The great prophet, John the Baptist, by his own self-testimony is just a house-slave—if even that—compared to Jesus and compared to what Jesus was about to bring to the world (the Holy Spirit—Matt. 3:11). Jesus’ miracles show him as the bringer-of-new-life, both physical and spiritual (see chapters 8–9, 12, 14–15, 20:29–33, 21:14). Especially important in this regard are the miracles that symbolically reconcile a person with God by removing uncleanness—for example, the leper, stopping a blood flow, and performing exorcisms.8 Jesus is the rest-giver (11:28). He is the “ransom” for humanity (20:26–28; 26:28). Unique among the gospels, Matthew depicts certain events at Jesus’ death as life-giving,9 indicating, among other things, that only Jesus’ death on the cross can bring the dead to life (27:51–54).10
More than the other gospels, Matthew portrays Jesus as a new and greater Moses, bringing a new and greater salvation (and law) that is patterned after the life of Moses and events connected with the Exodus, Passover, escape from Egypt, giving of the Law, and journey to the promised land.11 Matthew’s careful and deliberate construction of Jesus as the new and perfect Moses builds a christology that sees Jesus’ career as analogous to what Moses was and did. At the time of the Exodus, faith in and obedience to Moses were essential if one was to be “saved” from slavery in Egypt. One had to follow him (literally). So in Matthew: faith in and obedience to the New Moses, Jesus, is clearly necessary. Jesus alone can rescue a person from the “slavery” of sin and death (and from the tyrannical dominion of Pharaoh / Satan), bring his people through the sea (baptism), through the wilderness, provide sustaining manna and an abiding presence (in the Eucharist), give the law (the Sermon on the Mount), and (as Jesus / Joshua) bring them into the promised land.
The notion that Matthew would introduce a kind of “short cut” in 25:31–46—that having worked in one’s life to meet the needs of the “unfortunates” will result in being ushered into the heavenly kingdom—irrespective of one’s faith or even knowledge of Christ—would be, soteriologically speaking, astonishing. It would render as completely irrelevant the rich soteriological tapestry that Matthew has so carefully woven throughout his gospel narrative.
Further, in Matthew, being connected to the church is, soteriologically, a very important thing. Keeping in mind the new exodus theme, the church is the new Israel that goes out with the new Moses to get the new law, and, provided with the sustaining powers of the new sacraments, finally enters the new promised land. Matthew is clear about presenting the church as the channel or vehicle through which saving “graces” would be made available to the nations.
In Matthew 16:18 Jesus speaks of building his church, through which he will engage and conquer the “powers of death.”12 In Matthew 10 the pattern appears to be set (repeated in Matt. 24–25 and 28) that Jesus will authorize certain chosen ones to evangelize the nations. The feeding miracles in both 14:13–21 (the feeding of the 5000) and 15:32–39 (the feeding of the 4000)—both anticipating the eucharistic banquet (26:26–29)—portray life-giving food as being mediated by the disciples (probably meaning the twelve). These feeding actions anticipate a church with leadership that mediates God’s saving gifts. In 18:15–20, it is the church that functions organizationally and juridically. In 28:16–20 the nations will be baptized into the church via the missionary efforts of Jesus’ chosen and appointed emissaries. The “unfortunates” view of Matthew 25:31–46, if correct, would constitute a glaring aberration from a Matthean soteriology so closely connected with ecclesiology.
“Brethren” in Matthew
Another problem for the “unfortunates” interpretation of Matthew 25:31–46 is that when the word for “brother” (Greek = adelphos) is used in Matthew (often on the lips of Jesus), it is not used to refer to “any and all human beings.” Matthew uses the term to indicate a more focused and specific group—usually those who have become his disciples—those who appear to have repented (to one degree or another), put their faith in him, and are following him.
It is true that the Greek word (adelphos) behind translations such as “brethren” or “brother(s)” is used in Matthew to indicate relations other than disciples. For example, the use of adelphos meaning “brother” as we understand it in our modern western culture (that is, as offspring of the same mother and/or father) is the clear meaning in Matthew 1:2, 11; 4:18, 21; 10:2, 21; 14:3; 17:1; 19:29; 20:24; and 22:24, 25. The meaning of adelphos is disputed at 12:46–48 and 13:55. Some hold it to mean “blood brother,” that is, offspring of the same mother or father, as just previous. The other uses of the word adelphos in Matthew indicate a quasi-familial relation based on adherence to a common religious tradition. In some cases it refers to those who share the common tradition of Judaism with Jesus (5:22, 23, 24, 47; 7:3, 4, 5),13 in others it refers to persons who are showing, at some level at least, faith in him (12:49, 50; 18:15, 21, 35; 23:8; 28:10).14
When Jesus speaks of “these least brothers” in Matthew 25:40, the meaning, especially in the context of Matthew 24–25 (where he is clearly addressing his disciples) is likely restricted to those who have put their faith in him. It is likely to be further restricted as meaning simply the twelve. As chapter 24 and 25 flow into chapter 26, the same group designated “disciples” in 24 and 25—and in the beginning of 26—becomes seamlessly “the twelve” at the Passover supper (see 26:19–20).
Taking Care of the Poor Not a Matthean Emphasis
Another problem for the standard “unfortunates” interpretation of Matthew 25:31–46 is the modest observation that care for the poor is simply not an emphasis in the Gospel of Matthew.15 The word for “poor” (Greek = ptochos) is used only five times in the entire gospel. In Matthew 11:5 and 19:21 it is used in contexts where helping the poor is not the issue.16 In Matthew 5:3 “poor” is mentioned, but it is used in the phrase “poor in spirit,” a phrase that certainly means something more than simply economic want. The word “poor” is also used in 26:9 and 26:11 in connection with Jesus having his head anointed with expensive ointment. In Matthew 6:2–4 the giving of alms appears, yet the issue at hand is not helping those in need so much as warning against hypocrisy. Besides this lexical data, the theme of helping the poor and needy is simply not in Matthew.
How astounding then, when the reader arrives at Matthew 25:31–46 and learns that his eternal destiny hinges solely on whether or not he has helped the poor! As we will see below, being astounded should serve as a hint that the reader has missed Matthew’s (and Jesus’) point.
One should also note that the Old Testament sine qua non of works done for the less fortunate—that of taking care of widows and orphans—is missing from Jesus’ catalogue of works in Matthew 25:35–36 (repeated in 25:42–43). Numerous Old Testament texts implore the care of widows and orphans.17 The “sojourner” is often grouped with the widow and orphan as persons singled out for special concern and attention, especially in Deuteronomy.18 It is possible that this grouping, “sojourners, widows, and orphans” functioned in the OT as a metonym for any needy person or persons. It is surprising, therefore, for Jesus to make no mention of widows and orphans in the list of works in Matthew 25, if his purpose was to enjoin care for the unfortunates of the world.
A related problem for the “unfortunates” interpretation of Matthew 25:31–46 is that the idea of Jesus so closely identifying himself with the poor—again, any poor—would be unique in the gospel of Matthew. The two other places in Matthew where Jesus uses similar “identity” language are in 10:40 and 18:5. In 10:40 Jesus states: “He who receives you receives me, and he who receives me receives him who sent me.” Here Jesus identifies himself not with the poor but with the twelve disciples being sent out on mission. Jesus tells the twelve that whenever people “receive” them (which would entail accepting their message [see 10:14]) their “receptors” are actually receiving Him. “Identity” language is also found in Matthew 18:5: “Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me.” Here, however, Jesus is teaching on humility and on turning from the natural tendency to want to be considered important, not on caring for the less fortunate.
The “unfortunates” interpretation has a further problem: none of the six works necessarily suggest that the recipients of the works are poor. They could just as easily suggest someone who is simply in need of one or more of the works at a specific time and place.
Another problem is that some commentators push the rhetorical severity of the six works so that the “least” are viewed as, for example, the downtrodden, the marginalized, the disenfranchised, the disfigured, and / or the oppressed.19 None of the six works mentioned in Matthew 25:31–46 necessarily suggest any of these severe conditions. This sort of hyperbolic “shove” may be at home in the rhetoric of incautious homilies, but it is not the fruit of careful exegesis.
The “Unfortunates” View a Novelty in the History of Interpretation
Strangely, what seems like such an obvious interpretation of Matthew 25:31–46 to modern interpreters has not seemed so obvious to prominent interpreters and commentators down through the centuries. In his extensive treatment of the history of the interpretation of Matthew 25:31–46, Sherman Gray has shown that it wasn’t until the twentieth century that the “unfortunates” view became the majority interpretation (65% of commentators investigated).20 The nineteenth century was somewhat mixed (60% of commentators investigated interpreted the “least” as Christians or missionaries).21 Prior to 1800, however, in every quarter and age, the more restricted view of the “least”—interpreted as either Christians or missionaries—was dominant.22 The “unfortunates” interpretation was held by only a small minority of Church Fathers, for the most part as a secondary or tertiary interpretation.23
Gray’s study does not prove the view that will be set forth in this article. It does, however, demonstrate that the dominant view at present is a relative newcomer, and is not firmly rooted in the interpretive tradition of the Church.
III. Toward a More Satisfying Interpretation of Matthew 25:31–46
The Genre of Matthew 24–25
In moving from an analysis of the many problems stemming from the common interpretation of Matthew 25:31–46, an important question to ask of the passage is that of genre. While virtually all commentators acknowledge that Matthew 24 is apocalyptic in genre, most do not see—or at least leave unstated—that the genre extends into chapter 25. By the time 25:31–46 is finally analyzed, a sustained awareness of the apocalyptic genre as the crucial interpretive backdrop has disappeared. The discussion of genre moves myopically to that of parable, pronouncement story, or whatever.24 This is one of the most serious errors in the interpretive process for Matthew 25:31–46.
The genre categorized as “apocalyptic” is distinctive and is found in ancient sources like Daniel, Isaiah, 1 Enoch, and quintessentially, in the Book of Revelation.25 The following elements are characteristic of the genre:
 
	The life-setting is that the people of God are in, or, more commonly, will be in, some sort of serious distress, brought about by evil powers (human and/or angelic).
	A messenger from heaven conveys a message, often to some important prophetic figure, to reveal (apokaluptd) what is about to take place—usually in a dream or trance-like setting. If the suffering is future, both the suffering and the subsequent vindication of God’s people will be disclosed by the heavenly messenger. If the suffering is taking place at the time of the revelation, then what will primarily be in view is future vindication.
	The people of God are either explicitly or implicitly exhorted and warned to remain faithful and loyal to God, his ways, and his mission during this upcoming time of suffering and distress (see Rev. 2–3; Dan. 7:25; 11:31–35; 12:10).
	A very important part of this genre concerns the announcement that a savior figure will eventually arrive in a glorious and spectacular fashion, usually with an angelic host, who will set things right by destroying the forces of evil and rewarding and thereby vindicating God’s people who have remained faithful through the time of distress. The ultimate fate of both the righteous and the wicked is disclosed, and this fate is intimately connected to the coming or arrival of the savior figure.
	In general, the arrival of the savior figure will be soon (relative to the “revelation”).
	In general, his arrival will be connected with what is understood as the “end” of time or at least the end of an epoch, ushering in some sort of new and revived world situation.
	Before his arrival at the “end,” various catastrophic “woes” will be unleashed or allowed by God on the world (for example, earthquakes, famines, lawlessness, the proliferation of evil in general, an unleashing of the forces of evil on God’s people— both of a deceptive nature and perhaps physical persecution). These “woes” serve as signs of the impending end and function to alert God’s people and perhaps others that the end is near.
	These “woes” may affect all peoples, both the righteous and the wicked, but sometimes only the wicked are targeted.
	Two qualities permeate apocalyptic: (1) dualism (both in the angelic and in the human sphere)—the radical disjunction and enmity between the forces of good and evil—and (2) an emphasis on a kind of “determinism” or divine sovereignty. In the midst of all the chaos and suffering, God is still in total control. Though it may not appear to be so, everything is going according to the divine plan and thus God will work everything out in his own time for the good of his people and for his own glory.

Apocalypses—be they brief (Matt. 10:16–42) or extensive (The Book of Revelation)—serve several purposes: (1) They encourage the people of God in and through their present trials and in anticipation of the coming woes via a heavenly disclosure that all will ultimately be set right. The labor, mission, and endurance of God’s people will not be in vain. The righteous will be vindicated and receive salvation and various rewards; the wicked, especially those who persecute God’s people and oppose his purposes, will be condemned and punished severely. (2) While the current (or soon-to-be) unhappy circumstances are not exactly explained in the apocalypse proper, the people of God are informed that God’s good purposes are being realized even in the midst of their distress. All is taking place according to his plan—thus mitigating their anxiety and helping them to maintain their confidence in God. (3) The people of God are able to deduce that they are, in fact, God’s chosen ones. They and they alone are “legitimized” in their own minds, bringing strength, encouragement, and comfort in the face of impending trial. (4) Importantly, and beyond encouragement, the people of God are warned in various ways to maintain their fidelity and trust in him during the present and upcoming distress.26
All of these elements are present in Matthew 24–25, marking the entire discourse, and not just Matthew 24, as a unified apocalypse:
 
	The people of God (in this case, the twelve) are about to suffer distress in various ways. The general environment will be dangerous and fearful; deceivers will be about (24:4–5) and the twelve will be surrounded by unstable political conditions that will lead to wars and rumors of wars (24:6–7). Because of their missionary activity (24:14) they will suffer tribulation (undefined), hatred, betrayal, and death (24:9–12). Because of the delay of Jesus’ parousia, the disciples will be tempted to stray from the path of righteousness (this is the basic hazard presented in the parables of the wicked household servant [24:45–51], the ten virgins [25:1–13], and the talent-entrusted servants [25:14–30]).
	Here in Matthew 24–25, as in the “mini-apocalypse” of Matthew 10:16–42, the heavenly messenger (Jesus) is already present on the scene, so there is no need for a messenger to be sent from heaven, appearing in some dream or trance.
	The apostles are exhorted / warned to fidelity (and to specific precautionary measures) during the upcoming time of distress, the interim period between Jesus’ death / resurrection and his parousia. These exhortations / warnings occur throughout chapter 24. At the end of chapter 24, and continuing through 25:30, the warnings become longer, more descriptive, and parabolic. These warnings are primarily focused on being productive, diligent, and faithful during the time of mission, the interim time before the return of the king. The warnings (exhortations) are logically connected to the (previously mentioned—24:14) upcoming mission of proclaiming the Kingdom. The Noahic simile (24:37–41), indicating that the exact day of Christ’s parousia is unknown, leads to the warning (24:42) of constant readiness—meaning productive, faithful kingdom service, and, pointedly for the twelve, the mission to the nations mentioned in 24:14. The keynote theme of 24:42 (readiness for Christ’s parousia) serves as an introduction that is developed first in the short analogy of the thief and householder (24:43–44), and then in three longer parables: the wicked household servant (24:45–51), the ten virgins (25:1–13), and the talent-entrusted servants (25:14–30).
	Various eschatological “woes” and other signs (some spectacular) occur before Jesus’ parousia. See (1) 24:6–8; (2) 24:11–12; (3) 24:15; (4) 24:24; (5) 24:29; (6) 24:37–39.
	The savior figure, with his angels, arrives in a glorious and spectacular fashion, setting all things right by condemning the forces of evil and rewarding and vindicating God’s faithful people: (1) 24:27; (2) 24:30–31; (3) 24:39–41; and, most importantly, (4) 25:31–46. Final judgment, salvation, and vindication are portrayed in 25:31–46 with a striking twist vis-a-vis comparable apocalypses. It’s not just that the apostles will be saved and those who reject them and / or persecute them be condemned (as would be expected in normal apocalypses). Rather, the success and vindication of their mission is also in view.27 Their mission of proclaiming the kingdom to the world (Matt. 24:14; see 10:5–7; 28:16–20) is vindicated—a group has responded to them and to their message (really two inseparable matters) and so are saved; those who reject them and their message are condemned. 

Of note is that Jesus’ discussion of his actual parousia as savior / judge before he arrives at 25:31–46 is rather sparse. Only in 25:31–46 do we find the kind of resolution one expects in apocalypses. Matthew 25:31–46 resumes and completes the parousia scene that was stated tersely in 24:27 and then again quite briefly and incompletely in two short verses just following, 24:30–31. Matthew 25:31–46 presents the same scene, the same players, only now expanded and, fittingly, concluded.

Matthew 10:16–42: Relevance and Genre
RELEVANCE
The missionary discourse in Matthew 10:16–42, while given to the twelve by Jesus before their proto-mission (explained in 10:1–15), clearly has more relevance to the post-resurrection mission given to them in chapter 28 than to the limited mission narrated in chapter 10. Matthew narrates nothing about the actual results or activities of this (evidently small and short) mission. When the twelve rejoin Jesus in 12:1 (plucking grain on the Sabbath), it’s as if nothing had even taken place. There is no narration of any of the remarkable and severe events that Jesus foretells and warns of in 10:16–42. Though one could suppose that during this “proto-mission” the twelve experienced some opposition and some need for the kind of exhortative encouragement found in the discourse, they were manifestly not delivered up to councils, flogged in synagogues, dragged before governors and kings, or delivered up to death. Jesus didn’t “come” before they had gone through all the towns of Israel (10:23).
All of this would happen post-resurrection, after the “great commission” in 28:16–20. Jesus uses the occasion of this first, limited mission—using elements of the apocalyptic genre—to convey the kind of information to the twelve that apocalypses generally convey and for reasons that apocalypses are generally used. When Jesus later speaks of the twelve’s mission to the nations in 24:9, 14 and in 28:16–20, this information will not be repeated.28 It is here instead.
GENRE
Matthew 10:16–42 contains many elements of the apocalyptic genre, and therefore can fairly be categorized as a “mini-apocalypse.” Of the nine elements listed above29—all of which are found in Matthew 24–25—the following are present in 10:16–42:
 
	A heavenly messenger (Jesus) reveals what is about to take place (suffering, persecution, etc.).
	The life-setting of the message is the proto-mission, but also (see just above) the mission post-resurrection, where the twelve will experience serious distress brought about by evil human beings, precipitated by the mission (10:16–25).
	The twelve are explicitly exhorted and warned to remain faithful and loyal to God, His ways, and His mission during this upcoming time of difficult labor, hardship, and distress (10:24–39).
	Jesus reveals that he (the savior figure) will arrive, it will be soon (10:23), and he will set things right by destroying the forces of evil and rewarding and vindicating the twelve, as well as vindicating the divine origins of their mission and message (10:40–42). The notice of Jesus’ “coming” in 10:23, while not presented with the rich symbolism usually associated with apocalyptic, nonetheless permeates the rest of the discourse, intimating that all will be, in the end, set right.
	Though not overtly concerned with notions of the “end” of time, ushering in some sort of new and revived world situation, 10:16–42 nevertheless gives certain information that presupposes that an eschaton will arrive with the coming of Jesus (10:26, 28, 32–33, 39, 40–42).
	While 10:16–42 does not catalogue the kind of catastrophic “woes” typical of some apocalyptic, the interim time of the mission will nonetheless be punctuated by a general cold-heartedness that will lead to betrayal and murder—a kind of moral chaos (compare 10:34–36 with Matt. 24:10, 12).
	Matthew 10:16–42 manifests both a dualism and an overlaying divine sovereignty that are typical of apocalypses. Evident is the dualistic language of us against them, light contrasted with dark, being acknowledged or denied, a sharp division among peoples, being worthy or not, and being rewarded or losing one’s reward. God is, as well, sovereign over coming events. Jesus is not speaking of possibilities but certainties. In the midst of upcoming suffering, God is in control—everything works inexorably toward the time of judgment and retribution (10:26, 40–42).

Identifying Matthew 10:16–42 as apocalyptic, along with seeing the obvious parallel in concern (the mission to the nations) with chapters 24–25, help inform our interpretation of 24–25, which are concerned with the same mission. This is particularly the case when we come to interpret the end or conclusion of each respective apocalypse (that is, comparing 10:40–42 with 25:31–46). Both apocalypses end, as one would expect, with a glimpse of final retribution and vindication, which brings encouragement and hope to the twelve.30 Both end, though using different rhetoric, with the notice that those who have (or, have not) received the twelve (and their message), have (or have not) actually received Jesus, and will be repaid accordingly.31
Analysis of Matthew 25:31–46
THE CONTEXT OF MATTHEW 25:31–46 WITHIN MATTHEW 24–25
Jesus’ lengthy response in 24:4–25:31 is to the disciples’ question in 24:3, where they ask him concerning the timetable of the temple’s destruction, the end of the age, and Jesus’ parousia (his “coming”):32 “Tell us, when will this be, and what will be the sign of your coming (parousia) and of the close of the age?” Much of the ensuing discourse, however, is taken up with matters pertaining to the upcoming apostolic mission to the nations,33 directed as exhortations and warnings to the disciples.
Indeed, exhortations / warnings regarding the disciples upcoming mission begin in 24:37 and continue uninterrupted until 25:31. Matthew 25:31 once again picks up the matter of the parousia and effectively resumes the drama where 24:29–31 left off.34 The series of intervening warnings, exhortations to readiness, again, typical of apocalyptic, are over. Now, in 31–46, we are told of final vindication—the sort of thing expected of an apocalypse—for the twelve and their mission. The receptive “nations” receive salvation; the unreceptive ones, damnation. The events in 31–46 are a recapitulation and augmentation of 24:29–31, and, for that matter, of 7:21–23,35 10:14–15,36 10:40–42; 11:22–24; 12:41–42, 13:40–43, 13:49–50, 16:27, 19:28–30, and 26:64.37
Matthew 24–25 is Jesus’ revelatory discourse to his disciples about events that will (and did) take place within a generation of his death and resurrection: the destruction of the Jerusalem temple (AD 70) and with it the end of the old covenant age and the judgment upon that generation, meaning all the towns and cities of what was then “Israel” (see 10:23;38 23:3439), and finally Jerusalem itself (see 23:37–3940). Jesus’ discourse foreshadows events that will bear a similar contour at the end of the world.
IDENTIFYING “THESE LEAST BRETHREN OF MINE”
In Matthew, the word for brethren (adelphos) can indicate several possible meanings.41 Here, however, the likely meaning is disciple, and, more specifically, the twelve disciples that Jesus has been talking to throughout chapters 24–25. Before 25:31 there has been no final resolution and vindication for the disciple / missionaries. In v. 31 Jesus shifts from warning the disciples to bringing before their minds a majestic—not to say somewhat frightening—parable-like judgment scene. Before the great throne are the sheep, the goats, and Jesus’ “least brothers.”
Jesus’ use of the proximate demonstrative adjective “these” (toutōn) in the phrase “one of these least brothers of mine” (heni toutōn tōn adelphōn mou tōn elachistōn) suggests that at 25:31 he shifts from speaking to the twelve and is now speaking about them. “These least” are singled out, a group separate from the sheep—and hardly a subset of the goats. They are “the least” {tōn elachistōn) of the larger set of “brothers” (tōn adelphōn). They are nearby, visible, and present to both sheep and goats, and hence the use of the proximate demonstrative “these” instead of just the definite article “the” (tōn). Further, the “fronting” of toutōn in the phrase toutōn tōn adelphōn mou tōn elachistōn (that is, putting it before the rest of the clause), puts special emphasis on this group, suggesting that they are to be understood as a third group in the scene. The apostles are hearing about themselves in the final part of the apocalypse in this parable-like scene, even as in chapter 10 they heard about themselves at the end of the “mini-apocalypse” (10:40–42).42
The reference to the word “least” associates 25:40 (and 25:45) with texts from earlier in Matthew that concern Jesus’ disciples. One of those places, significantly, is 10:42: “And whoever gives to one of these little ones even a cup of cold water—because he is a disciple—truly, I say to you, he shall not lose his reward.” The phrase “one of these little ones …” in 10:42 uncannily anticipates “one of these least …” in 25:40, 45. The Greek word for “least” in chapter 25 (elachistōn) is used in the NT as the superlative of the word for “little ones” in 10:42 (mikros). Further, in Matthew 11:25 Jesus effectively refers to any and all of his disciples as “babes”; not to the wise and understanding, but to babes has the Father revealed the saving secrets of the kingdom. Finally, the narrative in Matthew 19:27–20:28 has an acute concern that a disciple of Jesus not seek worldly greatness, or seek to be “first” in the sense valued by the Gentiles. Rather, the disciple must seek to be a servant—and, in that sense, seek “littleness” and “lastness.” With the sort of background these earlier Matthean texts provide, associating “these least” in 25:40, 45 with the disciples is not as far-fetched as might appear at first.
There is more. The nations are gathered for judgment before the exalted Christ on his “glorious throne” (thronou doxēs). The only other place in Matthew where the term “glorious throne” is used is when Jesus is speaking to the twelve disciples in chapter 19: “Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, I say to you, in the new world, when the Son of man shall sit on his glorious throne (thronou doxēs), you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel’” (Matt. 19:28). Assuming coherence in Matthew’s eschatology, this reference in chapter 19 refers to the same event we are now witnessing in 25:31–46. Christ comes in glory, sitting on his glorious throne, judging the nations, of which the twelve tribes are a part. So where are the twelve disciples on their thrones? They are the “these” of 25:40, 45. Though least and of no-account in the world’s eyes, they are now exalted to positions of honor before those they had been sent to evangelize. The last have become first, the first last; the least have become great, the servants now rule (Matt. 19:30; 20:16, 26–27).
Both on the level of Matthew’s overall narrative and on the level of the apocalypse that is Matthew 24–25, identifying the “least” in 25:40, 45 as the disciples-now-apostles-now-judges makes good sense. Matthew’s eschatology, though complicated, coheres. The apocalypse of 24–25 finds a denouement as, fittingly, all nations are judged in the presence of the “least” and on the basis of their response to the obedient proclamation of these same “least.”
“THESE LEAST” AND THE SIX WORKS OF MERCY
Evidence from chapter 10 strengthens the understanding that the “least” in 25:40, 45 are the twelve disciples. The specific works mentioned in 25:31–46, performed for the “least,” correspond remarkably to the needs that the twelve were to experience on their proto-mission in chapter 10.
The “proto-mission” in chapter 10 functions as a kind of blueprint for the post-resurrection mission to the world (seen especially in the revelatory discourse in 10:16–42). In that proto-mission, the twelve were to take no money with which to buy food or drink (10:9–10), and so they would be dependent on those who might receive them for these provisions, something we find in 25:35 (“I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink”). They had no money for shelter, and they were directed by Jesus to go forth with what was, effectively, insufficient clothing (10:10, “nor two tunics”). Again, they would be dependent on those who might receive them for these necessities. Correspondence is found in 25:35–36: “I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was ill-clad43 and you clothed me.”
Before the proto-mission, Jesus tells his apostles that they would suffer bodily tortures and be dragged before governors and kings (10:17–18). The last two so-called “works of mercy” in 25:36 nicely attend to these adversities: “… ill and you cared for me, in prison and you visited me.” Being dragged before rulers would certainly involve some imprisonment, necessitating sustaining help from someone—in 25:36 from the “sheep.”44 The Greek word translated here as “ill,” asthened, denotes not only the debilitating weakness that comes as a result of disease but also the sort of weakness that comes from things like, for example, beatings, which would fit well here in Matthew 25:36, where it is coupled, as the rhetoric of the passage suggests, with imprisonment.45
The exalted Christ mentions these six “works of mercy” in chapter 25 because what is at issue is whether or not a particular people group received the apostles, exemplified and signified by the sorts of works he lists, works done to meet the needs of the missionary apostles. One must not miss Jesus’ deeper point: the works are emblematic of having received not just the messenger but the message of the missionaries,46 that is, they became disciples of Jesus through the vehicle of his emissaries. Receiving the message is the basis on which eternal life is granted (or not).47 That receiving the message was the real point of the mission in chapter 10 (and thus in the post-resurrection mission that is in view in the Matthew 25 judgment scene) can be seen not only in 10:14, 40–42, but also plainly in 11:20–24, where Jesus forecasts doom on the cities who had received his benefits (healings, etc.) but not his message of repentance and faith (see also 12:41–42).
Further, on the level of Matthew’s story, one could posit that Jesus’ words in chapter 25 to the nations about having done (or not) the six works to him would have been readily understandable and recognizable to the twelve who sat there on the Mount of Olives listening to this discourse, for during the “proto-mission” they had already lived through and experienced, at least to some limited degree, these very sorts of kindnesses or deprivations (the six works), necessitated by the terms of Jesus’ commission (Matt. 10:8–11).
Works similar to those performed for the twelve in Matthew 10 and 25, signifying being on mission or signifying the reception of the Gospel message, are found in Paul: (1)”To the present hour we hunger and thirst, we are ill-clad and buffeted and homeless …” (1 Cor. 4:11); (2) “… on frequent journeys … in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure …” (2 Cor. 11:26–27); and (3) “you know it was because of a bodily ailment that I preached the gospel to you at first; and though my condition was a trial to you, you did not scorn or despise me, but received me as an angel of God, as Christ Jesus” (Gal. 4:13–14). These Pauline parallels concur with what I have been arguing above with respect to the “least”.
“AS YOU DID IT … YOU DID IT TO ME.”
Reception of the apostles is the reception of Jesus. This concept is consistent with the notion of the shaliach (“sent one”), someone sent with a message in the name of and on behalf of the sender, with the full authority of the sender, so that to receive or not to receive the “one sent” would be the equivalent of receiving (or not) the sender and his message. This practice can be observed in the OT (prophets, who speak with divine authority), NT (for example, Matt. 10:40; John 13:20; Acts 9:4–5, Gal. 4:13–14), and in extra-biblical sources. It is in the background both in chapter 10 (especially 10:40–42), and in the judgment scene in chapter 25.48
TWO OBJECTIONS
For some commentators, the “surprise” of the sheep and goats (25:37–39, 44) at the Great Judgment scene poses a problem for interpreting “the least” as missionaries. They argue that if the least are understood as missionaries, the sheep and goats certainly would have known of Jesus through the missionaries’ proclamation.49 This objection, however, misses an important rhetorical point: only at the parousia, when the discourse reaches its resolution and climax, do both sheep and goats fully comprehend just how great was the one who had been working in and through the “no-account” missionaries. Neither sheep nor goats had actually seen Jesus himself (and a fortiori had never seen the glorified Jesus as they do now at the Great Day), but they did receive or reject him when they received or rejected the lowly missionaries. The surprise manifested by both groups springs from the great contrast between the glorious, enthroned Christ and the “little ones,” the apostles.
The sheep, who had become disciples, knew of course that Jesus was the one who had sent the apostles on mission to them, and that Jesus was present in and through them—and in the church—in some way. But the breathtaking, majestic scene they now behold of Christ enthroned in glory with all the angels makes it seem almost unbelievable that their reception of these otherwise ordinary-looking men and their message was actually the reception of this colossal figure.50 This, then, explains the surprise of the sheep. With respect to the goats, there is no real problem. They rejected the missionaries as the no-accounts they appeared to be; now they learn the truth of things and are stunned.51
The “surprise” notices to the sheep and goats add a rhetorical element to this part of the apocalypse (the encouraging part). They add a kind of “ironic vindication” for the twelve. The twelve are let in on the “joke” that the parousia will bring marvelous surprise one day to the sheep, and terrible shock to the goats. They will be sent out, but the Lord of Glory, the Judge of all the Earth stands by them—or better—is, unawares, “through them, with them, and in them” as they go about their mission.52
Besides the “surprise” problem, thefeature in 25:31–46 that is seemingly most probative against the view outlined in this study is that the reader or hearer simply senses that the passage is exhorting him to care for the “least,” and is not focused on the comfort, encouragement, or vindication of the “least” The major concern seems to be with the destiny of the sheep and goats, not with the “least” (whoever they are). The “least” seem somewhat ancillary to the parable as a whole; they are the means to the more important end of soberly considering one’s eternal destiny and acting so as to attain a good end (inheriting the kingdom). In other words, the reader senses in 31–46 that he is being exhorted by Jesus to associate himself with the sheep (not the “least,” and certainly not the goats).
Here again, however, this is an objection that arises from interpreting 25:31–46 out of context (especially the context of chapters 24–25), and from missing the connections with the proto-mission in chapter 10. In chapter 10:40–42, the apostles are not being exhorted to be receptors of righteous (& etc.) men. They are the righteous men who will (or, will not) be received. So it is in 25:31–46: the apostles, listening to Jesus on the Mount of Olives as he comes to the end of his apocalyptic discourse are not exhorted to be like the sheep. They are the least who will be received by the sheep (but not by the goats). Both passages (10:40–42 and 25:31–46) serve the same rhetorical function within the context of their respective apocalypses. They encourage the disciples (in manifold ways) before they are sent off on what will be, for some, a “suicidal” mission (10:21, 28—compare 24:9).
THE APOSTLE’S MESSAGE
Earlier in the discourse (24:14) Jesus says that the “gospel of the kingdom will be preached throughout the whole world, as a testimony to all nations.” The nature of the message—the good news of the kingdom—preached by the apostles and received by the sheep, is worth considering briefly.
From Matthew, we have no examples of “evangelistic proclamations” like we have in Acts 2, 3, 10, 13 (to Jews), 14, 17 (to Gentiles), and 26 (to a mixed audience). From Matthew 28:16–20, we learn that the apostles will proclaim (something) so as to make disciples for Jesus, and then teach these disciples to obey all that Jesus had taught them—evidently meaning material found throughout the gospel of Matthew. While the evangelistic proclamation would likely have been in continuity with what both John the Baptist and Jesus had earlier preached (about, for example, the advent of the Kingdom of Heaven and repentance), surely Jesus’ passion, death, and resurrection would also have been part of the message. Though Matthew narrates no ascension, Jesus is presented in 28:16–20 as exalted above the nations as ruler, Lord, and effectively King—this also, we expect, would have been part of the missionaries’ opening proclamation.
Some, then, would accept and receive the Kingdom proclamation and begin to learn of Jesus’ teaching from the apostles, others would not. What is important to note is that, for Matthew, neither the proclamation of the good news of the Kingdom nor the teaching of the gospel to newly minted disciples would have had, as a special concern, care for the unfortunates of this world.53 The message had as its primary concerns the same concerns that John the Baptist and Jesus had in their preaching: forgiveness of sin and hope of eternal life on condition of repentance towards God (which would mean turning to follow Jesus’ teaching) and faith in (the now exalted) Jesus. This was the message of the apostles in the interim; this was what was received or not received.
IV. The Meaning(s) of Matthew 25:31–46
The Primary Meaning of 31–46
After the exhortative material stemming from the stories and parables about Noah, two men in the field, two women at the mill, the householder, the wise servant, the 10 virgins, and the talent-entrusted servants (24:37–25:30), in 25:31–46 the twelve are encouraged (as in 10:40–42) that their missionary efforts, attended as they will be with trials, sufferings, and death (10:17–23, 28, 39; 24:9), will have eternal significance, success, and final vindication. Not only will their labor not be in vain, their “living out” of the previous warnings brings supremely important results: eternal consequence for the hearers (receptors) and vindication for themselves. Jesus uses this same sort of “rhetoric of encouragement” in chapter 10 (vv. 14–15, 26, 40–42), only now, in chapters 24–25, it is expanded and filled with powerful imagery. Those who receive their message, who repent and become disciples, can expect the eternal kingdom; those who reject it will suffer eternal fire and punishment (25:41, 46). The messengers themselves will be vindicated on that Great Day—the main point of 31–46, as this would be the primary concern of the apocalyptic genre—many having paid the supreme price for their missionary efforts, even as Christ himself had. On the level of the gospel story, this encouragement was for the twelve. For Matthew’s first century readers, it should have encouraged any missionary endeavors at the time. For Matthew’s readers down through the centuries, it should likewise encourage all missionary activity.
Christological and Soteriological Coherence with the Rest of Matthew
According to Matthew, the world’s most pressing need, both in the first century and today, is not to take care of the poor. The extreme christocentricity presented in the gospel, coupled with its presentation of humanity’s desperate condition, show that for Matthew the world’s most pressing need is to believe in Jesus Christ and receive the forgiveness, life, and salvation that He alone offers and confers, and to become members of his church. As far as Matthew is concerned, Jesus is the only source of this forgiveness and new life, as mediated through the Church.
Further, Derivative Meanings
The alternative interpretation that understands “the least of these” as Christians (but not restricted to missionaries, as I have argued above), is somewhat legitimate, though derivative and secondary. According to Matthew, Jesus is present in his Church as well as in his missionaries and apostles (see Matt. 18:20). It would therefore be wise to treat them with the sort of kindness exemplified in the six works of mercy. This is not, however, Jesus’ primary point in Matthew 25:31–46.
Further, since all human beings are made in the image of God, even though marred by the Fall, and since, according to Matthew and other Scripture texts, we are commanded to love our neighbors as ourselves (and to love even our enemies), it is certainly legitimate, in some sense, to speak accurately about doing good to Jesus when we do good to any fellow human being. This, again, is not Jesus’ point in Matthew 25:31–46.
V. Conclusion
The “unfortunates” interpretation of Matthew 25:31–46 is unfortunate. It is the result of methodology that too hastily grabs at the “obvious” when, with a little more investigation, a more coherent and satisfying solution can emerge. “What’s the harm?” one might ask; “The text is being employed to help people, and that’s a good thing.” The harm is that, theologically and pastorally speaking, this important text is being employed horizontally instead of how Jesus intended, that it be understood vertically. For Matthew, and for the rest of the New Testament, the primacy lies with embracing the missionary message that Christ is King, Savior, and Judge and responding accordingly. This is the scene we are presented with in Matthew 25:31–46; this is the message the apostles and others have taken to the nations; this is the message that, when received, results in eternal happiness—to the glory of God and to the glory and vindication of his holy apostles.
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Introduction
Pick up any major historical study of the life of Jesus, read it carefully from cover to cover, and you will probably find at least four key questions operative in it:
 
	What is the relationship between Jesus and Judaism? This is the question historical context.
	Who did Jesus think he was? This is the question of Jesus’ self-identification—or, more commonly, his self-understanding.
	What did Jesus expect to happen in the future? This is the question of Jesus’ eschatology, the discussion of which has tended to revolve around how and when he thought the kingdom of God would come.
	What is the relationship between Jesus and the early church? This is the question of Jesus’ intentions for those who followed him, the discussion of which has often revolved around whether or not his aims were fulfilled, abandoned, or distorted by the emerging church.2

At least since the eighteenth century, these four questions have dominated the historical study of Jesus and continue to play a central role in major works on his life and teaching.3 Moreover, as a close study of competing proposals reveals, the way in which any given scholar answers these questions will to a large extent constitute some of the starkest dividing lines between their overall conclusions about who Jesus was and the meaning of what he did and said.
This article will explore how the questions of Jesus’ historical context, self-understanding, eschatology, and intentions have been answered in the contemporary quest by focusing on the words and deeds of Jesus at the Last Supper. On the one hand, in the case of each question, a number of widely accepted conclusions about Jesus in contemporary scholarship are not easily reconciled with evidence preserved in the accounts of the Last Supper (Matt. 26:26–28; Mark 14:24–25; Luke 22:19–22; 1 Cor. 11:23–25). On the other hand, when examined carefully, the words and deeds of Jesus at the Last Supper have a direct bearing upon the four questions of his relationship to his Jewish context, his self-understanding, his eschatological outlook, and his intentions toward the community of his disciples. Indeed, I would contend that to the extent that the contemporary quest has failed to integrate the Last Supper into its overall reconstruction of Jesus’ life and teaching—which it often has—then it has also failed to answer adequately the four guiding questions in the quest for Jesus. In the words of the young Albert Schweitzer, written over a century ago: “The problem of the Lord’s Supper is the problem of the life of Jesus!”4
I. Jesus, Judaism, and the Last Supper
The first question that presents itself to us is that of Jesus’ Jewish context. How do the accounts of the Last Supper fit into the context of first-century Judaism? Are their basic contents historically plausible? If so, what might they have meant in Jesus’ Jewish context? When we examine such questions in light of recent scholarship on Jesus, something of a paradox emerges.
The Jewish Jesus
On the one hand, nowadays it is all but universally affirmed by scholars that Jesus of Nazareth was born, lived, and died a Jew. Perhaps more than any other result of contemporary Jesus research, the Jewish identity of Jesus has commanded a widespread acceptance, and represents a virtual consensus. Consider, for example, the remarkably categorical statements of several prominent scholars:
It is with … Judaism, the Judaism of the first century CE, that we must carry through the task of finding the historical Jesus.5
Virtually no one today disputes or has any reason to dispute that Jesus was a Jew from Galilee.6
One of the characteristic pursuits of the latest phase of Jesus-of-history research, namely the so-called Third Quest, has been the serious attempt to locate Jesus within first-century AD Judaism, to seek a Jesus who would be plausible within his Jewish context.7
Jesus had to have made sense in his own context, and his context is that of Galilee and Judea. Jesus cannot be fully understood unless he is understood through first-century Jewish eyes and heard through first-century Jewish ears. … To understand Jesus’ impact in his own setting—why some chose to follow him, others to dismiss him, and still others to seek his death—requires an understanding of that setting.8
[A]ny attempt to build up a historical picture of Jesus of Nazareth should and must begin from the fact that he was a first-century Jew operating in a first-century milieu.9
[I]f there is any enduring gain from the so-called third quest, it is the one hammered home by scholars like Geza Vermes and E. P. Sanders: Jesus first, last, and only a Jew.10
If [Jesus] belongs anywhere in history, it is within the history of first-century Judaism.11
Scholars continue to debate exactly what it means to say that Jesus was “Jewish” and what Judaism was like at the time of Jesus.12 Nevertheless, the same general point is made by many recent titles, which go out of their way to emphasize that the Jesus of history is unequivocally a Jewish Jesus.13 In short, the importance of Jesus’ Jewish identity and context has become one of those extremely rare occasions where virtually everyone in the scholarly realm agrees upon a basic conclusion and treats it as settled.
The Problem of the Last Supper
On the other hand, it is by no means immediately evident how the Jewish Jesus of scholarly consensus can be reconciled with what might be called the “eucharistic Jesus”—that is, the Jesus depicted in the words of institution recorded in the Synoptic Gospels and Paul, as well as the arguably eucharistic elements of the discourse in the synagogue at Capernaum attributed to Jesus in the Gospel of John.
As is well known, according to all four accounts of Jesus’ words and deeds at the Last Supper—including what is commonly regarded as the most ancient account in 1 Corinthians—Jesus not only identifies the bread and wine of his final meal with his own body and blood, but also commands his disciples to eat and drink them:
Now as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and blessed, and broke it, and gave it to the disciples and said, “Take, eat; this is my body.” And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, saying, “Drink of it, all of you; for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. (Matt. 26:26–28)
And as they were eating, he took bread, and blessed, and broke it, and gave it to them, and said, “Take; this is my body.” And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, and they all drank of it. And he said to them, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many.” (Mark 14:22–24)
And he took bread, and when he had given thanks he broke it and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” And likewise the cup after supper, saying, “This cup which is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood.” (Luke 22:19–20)14
For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, “This is my body which is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way also the cup, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” (1 Cor. 11:23–25)
Along similar lines, but in a different mode and form, according to the Gospel of John, Jesus said something very similar to this while teaching in the Jewish synagogue at Capernaum, when he declared it necessary to eat the flesh and drink the blood of the Son of man—which he identifies as real food and drink—in order to participate in the resurrection of the dead and eternal life (John 6:53–55):
Jesus said to them, “Amen, amen, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you; he who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For my flesh is real food, and my blood is real drink (John 6:54–55).
The problem with this evidence is that it stands in stark contrast to the express directives of ancient Jewish Scripture. According to the Torah of Moses, it was absolutely forbidden for anyone to consume blood:
Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you … Only you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its blood. (Gen. 9:3–4)15
If any man among the house of Israel or of the strangers that sojourn among them eats any blood, Iwill set my face against that person who eats blood, and will cut him off from among his people. For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it for you upon the altar to make atonement for your souls; for it is the blood that makes atonement, by reason of the life. Therefore I have said to the people of Israel, No person among you shall eat blood, neither shall any stranger who sojourns among you eat blood. (Lev. 17:10–12)
You may slaughter and eat flesh within any of your towns, as much as you desire … Only you shall not eat the blood; you shall pour it out upon the earth like water. (Deut. 12:15–16)
Clearly the biblical commandment against drinking blood was gravely serious and absolute: any transgression of this law would result in being “cut off from God and from the people of Israel. Notice also that the law is universal in scope: the Torah commands that not only Israelites avoid the consumption of blood, but that any Gentile “strangers” living among them do so as well.
In light of such evidence, a fundamental problem emerges. If, for the sake of argument, we assume that the substance of Jesus’ words regarding eating his body and drinking blood are historical,16 then how could he as a first-century Jew have ever commanded his disciples to eat his flesh and drink his blood? If he did, would this not entail explicitly breaking the Torah’s repeated commandments against consuming blood? It is precisely this tension between the Jewish Torah and the eucharistic words attributed to Jesus that leads Geza Vermes to contend:
[T]he imagery of eating a man’s body and especially drinking his blood … , even after allowance is made for metaphorical language, strikes a totally foreign note in a Palestinian Jewish cultural setting (see John 6:52). With their profoundly rooted blood taboo, Jesus’ listeners would have been overcome with nausea at hearing such words.17
Along similar lines, another major Jewish scholar, Joseph Klausner, writes:
[I]t is quite impossible to admit that Jesus would have said to his disciples that they should eat of his body and drink of his blood, “the blood of the new covenant which was shed for many.” The drinking of blood, even if it was meant symbolically, could only have aroused horror in the minds of such simple Galilean Jews.18
Note two points about the views of both Vermes and Klausner. First, both agree that there is simply no way to reconcile the Jewish taboo against blood consumption with Jesus’ command for his disciples to eat his flesh and drink his blood at the Last Supper. The words of institution are thus historically “impossible.” Second, both agree that even if Jesus only meant these words metaphorically, as many Christian interpreters since the Protestant Reformation have contended, in an ancient Jewish context, such a command would have been completely repugnant. From this point of view, there is no way to reconcile the Jewish Jesus and the Jesus of the Last Supper accounts. Therefore, since the Jewishness of Jesus cannot be called into question, it is the words of institution that must be rejected as unhistorical.
This tension between the Jewish Jesus and the eucharistic Jesus has been felt since the very beginning of the modern quest, and continues to be present in studies of Jesus and the Last Supper. For example, already in the eighteenth century, Hermann Samuel Reimarus found it impossible to reconcile the accounts of the Last Supper with his portrait of Jesus as a Jewish revolutionary. As a result, Reimarus was forced to insist—against the testimony of all the extant evidence—that Jesus celebrated the Last Supper “without the least alteration” from the ordinary Jewish Passover meal. Indeed, Reimarus claimed that “one cannot see that he omitted or changed anything that was customary for this meal.”19 To say the least, this is a questionable interpretation of the data. To the contrary, if anything is certain, it is that all four accounts of the Last Supper agree that Jesus identified the bread and wine of the meal with his own body and blood, and that such an identification was certainly not customary Jewish Passover practice (see Matt 26:26-28; Mark 14:22–24; Luke 22:19–20; 1 Cor. 11:23–25). However, Reimarus’ assertion helps to make an important point: from the earliest days of the modern quest, in order to maintain the hypothesis that Jesus was thoroughly Jewish, scholars were forced to explain away the eucharistic words. In the figure of Reimarus, the quest begins to exhibit a tendency to dismiss the startling words of Jesus at the Last Supper as “incidental.”20
Much more recently, this tension between the Jewish Jesus and the eucharistic Jesus manifests itself in another way: entire studies of the Last Supper that pay almost no attention to the Old Testament or to Second Temple Judaism.21 For example, one searches Jens Schroter’s recent monograph on the Last Supper in vain for any detailed discussion of the early Jewish context of the images of blood, covenant, Passover, sacrifice, kingdom of God, etc.22 Perhaps, unsurprisingly, Schroter ends up concluding that the words of institution, with the sole exception of Jesus’ vow about not drinking in the kingdom (Mark 14:25), in all probability do not stem from Jesus, but from the early church (to which he has devoted all his attention).23 In sum, there remains an undeniable tension between Jesus the Jew and the Jesus of the Last Supper accounts—a tension that is sometimes not faced head-on. If the substance of the eucharistic words recorded in the Gospels and Paul is historically plausible, then how could Jesus have ever commanded his disciples to eat his body and drink his blood—even if he only meant it symbolically? In a word, how does one reconcile the Jewish Jesus and the eucharistic Jesus?
II. The Self-Understanding of Jesus
When we turn from the question of Jesus’ context to the question of his self-understanding, the Last Supper presents us with yet another paradox. On the one hand, much of contemporary biblical scholarship on Jesus concludes that we lack solid evidence that he saw himself as or ever claimed to be the messiah. On the other hand, if the words of institution at the Last Supper are basically historical, then it is rather hard to square them with a Jesus who did not see himself as anything more than just a Jewish teacher or prophet.
The Dogma of the Non-Messianic Jesus
In his massive study on the death of Jesus, Raymond Brown once described the idea that “neither Jesus nor his followers thought he was the Messiah” as a “’dogma of modern critical scholarship.”24 Roughly around the same time, Martin Hengel used equally strong language: “Today the unmessianic Jesus has almost become a dogma among many New Testament scholars.”25
To be sure, there are numerous scholars who have argued in favor of some kind of messianic self-understanding on the part of the historical Jesus.26 Indeed, at the end of his life, even Rudolf Bultmann retracted his earlier assertion that Jesus saw himself merely as a rabbi and concluded instead that Jesus appeared as a messianic prophet whose proclamation “implies a christology.”27 Nevertheless, it remains true that many scholarly works and introductions to the New Testament reflect the assumption that no historically reliable evidence exists that Jesus saw himself as the Jewish messiah.
For our purposes in this article, one key feature of this so-called “dogma” is the conviction that Jesus did not attribute any redemptive or saving significance to his death.28 Consider the following remarks from recent works on Jesus:
The inauthenticity [of Jesus’ description of his death as a ‘ransom for many’] follows from the fact that it is the ‘risen Christ’ speaking.29
It’s not clear why, exactly, Jesus went with his disciples to Jerusalem. A theologian, of course, might say that it was in order to die for the sins of the world. This view, though, is based on Gospel sayings … that cannot pass the criterion of dissimilarity, in that they portray Jesus as being fully cognizant of the details of his own fate.30
It is not historically impossible that Jesus was weird … But the view that he plotted his own redemptive death makes him strange in any century and thrusts the entire drama into his peculiar inner psyche. The other things that we know about him make him a reasonable first-century visionary. We should be guided by them.31
Perhaps the most influential articulation of this view comes from Rudolf Bultmann, who famously wrote:
The greatest embarrassment to the attempt to reconstruct a portrait of Jesus is the fact that we cannot know how Jesus understood his end, his death. It is symptomatic that it is practically universally assumed that he understood this as the organic or necessary conclusion to his activity. But how do we know this, when prophecies of the passion must be understood by critical research as vaticinia ex eventu [foretelling after the event]? … What is certain is that he was merely crucified by the Romans, and thus suffered the death of a political criminal. This death can scarcely be understood as an inherent and necessary consequence of his activity; rather it took place because his activity was misconstrued as political activity. In that case it would have been—historically speaking—a meaningless fate. We may not veil from ourselves the possibility that he suffered a collapse.32
The impact of Bultmann’s assessment of the historical question of Jesus’ self-understanding is hard to overestimate. As I have shown elsewhere, such sentiments have led to a situation in which many influential scholars on Jesus do not consider it necessary even to discuss the evidence that Jesus saw his death as redemptive, much less to provide arguments for why this evidence should be regarded as unhistorical.33 As I stated above, while this is certainly not true of all studies on Jesus, it is widespread enough for the most recent full-length study of Jesus and his death to draw the following conclusion: “Many scholars, perhaps a majority today, think Jesus was innocent, that he was righteous, that his death was splendidly exemplary, and/or that he died as a result of his self-claim and his mission, but that his death was not undertaken (consciously and deliberately) as an atonement.”34
It seems, then, that the “dogma” of the non-messianic Jesus—and its sister, the dogma of the non-redemptive Jesus—has become something of an assumption in the minds of many contemporary scholars.
The Problem of the Words of Institution
A major problem with this dogma is that if the words of institution attributed to Jesus at the Last Supper are basically historical, then it is rather difficult to square them with the non-messianic Jesus.
In all three Synoptic accounts of Jesus’ words at the Last Supper, he specifically identifies himself as the “the Son of man” whose death is prophesied in Jewish Scripture (Matt. 26:24; Mark 14:21; Luke 22:22). Although the exact meaning of Jesus’ usage of the “Son of man” continues to be debated, the expression itself continues to be widely regarded as a positive indicator of historicity. If as some scholars hold (and I have argued elsewhere), the Son of Man is in fact a messianic figure in Daniel and Jesus saw himself as this figure, then this strong linkage between the Last Supper and Jesus’ self-understanding as Son of Man poses a serious problem for the dogma of the non-messianic Jesus.35 Perhaps even more striking is that in all four accounts of the Last Supper, Jesus identifies the wine of the meal with his own “blood” that will establish a new “covenant” between God and his people. In all four accounts, Jesus uses the language of sacrifice to describe his blood as being offered for others:
And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, saying, “Drink of it, all of you; for this is my blood of the [new] covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. (Matt. 26:27-28)
And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, and they all drank of it. And he said to them, “This is my blood of the [new] covenant, which is poured out for many.” (Mark 14:23-24)
And likewise the cup after supper, saying, “This cup which is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood.” (Luke 22:20)
In the same way also the cup, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” (1 Cor. 11:25)
Numerous scholars have identified in these accounts allusions to the “blood of the covenant” established by Moses (Exod. 24:8), the “new covenant” spoken of by the prophets (Jer. 31:31), as well as the sacrificial death of the suffering servant who offers himself for “many” (Isa. 53:12).36
Now, if Jesus understood himself as merely a rabbi, or prophet, or anything less than the messianic redeemer (whether he saw himself as more than a messiah is yet another question), then we should not expect to find him saying and doing the kinds of things the evidence claims he said and did at his final meal. Conversely, if the eucharistic words of institution are basically historical, then they make good sense on the lips of a Jesus who saw himself as the messianic deliverer of Israel, one whose death would somehow usher in the age of redemption awaited by many Jews and spoken of by the prophets.
This tension between the dogma of the non-messianic Jesus and the evidence in the accounts of the Last Supper is manifest in the work of scholars who deny that Jesus saw himself as messiah and/or that he attributed any redemptive significance to his death.37 Consider the following:
All of the texts which deal with the last supper of Jesus reflect the liturgical concerns of the meal celebrations of the various churches. No text reports the historical event … The words of institution … [are] reminiscent of Isaiah 53:12, but Jesus cannot have spoken that way… [W]hen we examine Jesus’ message elsewhere, we find nowhere the suggestion that God’s gracious acceptance of the lost was dependent in any way on the sacrifice of Jesus’ own life.38
If it is certain that according to the accounts of Paul and Mark (the same is probably true of the accounts of Matthew and Luke) Jesus celebrated the first Lord’s Supper with his disciples, at which he distributed to them his body and blood and at which they ate his body and drink his blood symbolically, really, or in whatever way, then it is equally certain that the institution of the supper thus described is not historical … [For] he had said nothing about a saving effect of his death or even his resurrection … Only Jesus’ expectation of the future kingdom of God stands at the centre, not Jesus as savior …39
According to these accounts [of the Last Supper], he told his disciples that the unleavened bread was (or represented) his body that would be broken, and the cup of wine was (or represented) his blood that would be shed (Mark 14:22–25; Matt. 26:26–29; Luke 22:15–20; 1 Cor. 11:23–26). It’s very difficult to know whether this “institution” oj the Lord’s Supper is historical. On the one hand, it is multiply attested in independent sources, even though they disagree concerning the precise words that were spoken. And one of these sources, Paul, who claimed to know people who had been there at the time, was writing just twenty years after the event. On the other hand, the accounts seem so heavily “Christianized” with the doctrine of the saving effect of Jesus’ death (a doctrine that developed, of course, after he had died), that it is hard to know here what is history and what is later theology.40
In all three of these analyses, the historicity of the words of institution at the Last Supper is rejected, not because of any evidence to the contrary, but because of the assumption that Jesus did not see his death as redemptive. Bart Ehrman’s statements are particularly revealing. On the one hand, according to his own criteria of historicity, the words of institution should pass with flying colors, since they are quadruply attested, and since he regards Paul’s account as the earliest recorded words of Jesus.41 On the other hand, when Ehrman is faced with the evidence in the Last Supper accounts that Jesus saw his death as redemptive, he quickly jettisons the very criteria of authenticity which in other cases he utilizes to establish the historicity of a given saying or deed, thus casting doubt on the words of institution. Indeed, he does not seem to consider the possibility that the reason why the words of institution are so solidly attested may be because the idea that Jesus’ death had “saving significance” goes back to Jesus himself.
In sum, it is quite common nowadays to assume that Jesus did not see himself as the messiah and, a fortiori, did not see his death as redemptive. It is very difficult, however, to see how such conclusions can be reconciled with the words and deeds of Jesus at the Last Supper. In light of this situation, we find ourselves on the horns of yet another historical dilemma: Is it possible to reconcile the non-messianic Jesus and the Jesus of the Last Supper? Is one of them in error? If so, which?
III. The Eschatology of Jesus
A third issue regards the relationship between the accounts of the Last Supper and Jesus’ eschatological expectations. On the one hand, one of the most influential theses of the twentieth century is that Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom of God should be understood in light of ancient Jewish beliefs about the end of history, the final judgment, and the destruction and renewal of creation. On the other hand, what often goes unnoted is how difficult it is to integrate the words of institution into the portrait of Jesus as an apocalyptic prophet at the end of history.
The Apocalyptic Jesus and the End of History
The pervasive influence of an apocalyptic view of Jesus is commonly credited to Albert Schweitzer’s famous book, The Quest of the Historical Jesus (1906).42 In the wake of Schweitzer’s work, it became widely accepted that Jesus’ expectations were characterized by what Schweitzer referred to as “thoroughgoing eschatology.”43 From this perspective, Jesus acted on the conviction that the end of the present world was imminent and would coincide with the advent of the kingdom of God. In Schweitzer’s own words, Jesus “thought the end was at hand.”44 Therefore, he expected “the immediate coming of the last things”—that is, the final tribulation, the last judgment, the resurrection of the dead, etc.—along with “the coming of the new supernatural world.”45
For Schweitzer, Jesus not only expected the end to take place soon, he also acted on this expectation by going to Jerusalem to die and thereby force the coming of the kingdom to take place. Consider Schweitzer’s famous description of how Jesus understood his death with the accounts of the Last Supper in mind:
There is silence all around. The Baptist appears, and cries: “Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand.” Soon after that comes Jesus, and in the knowledge that he is the coming Son of Man lays hold of the wheel of the world to set it moving on that last revolution which is to bring all ordinary history to a close. It refuses to turn, and He throws himself upon it. Then it does turn; and crushes Him. Instead of bringing in the eschatological conditions, He has destroyed them. The wheel rolls onward, and the mangled body of the one immeasurably great Man, who was strong enough to think of Himself as the spiritual ruler of mankind and to bend history to His purpose, is hanging upon it still. That is His victory and His reign.46
Schweitzer’s Jesus does not look beyond his own death precisely because he saw it as the event that would “bring all ordinary history to a close.” Consequently, for Schweitzer, Jesus did not expect his disciples to continue the work of his public ministry after his death: “[The disciples] are not [Jesus’] helpers in the work of teaching; we never see them in that capacity, and He did not prepare them to carry on that work after His death.”47 For Schweitzer, then, Jesus was an eschatological prophet in the strictest sense of the word: he proclaimed and expected the end of ordinary history to coincide with his own demise.
In the wake of Schweitzer’s work, the view of Jesus as an apocalyptic prophet of the imminent end of the world soon became widely accepted by a large sector of New Testament studies.48 Over and over again in influential books on Jesus, we find conclusions such as the following:
Jesus’ generation … passed away. They all tasted death. And it is not the kingdom of God that has come but the scoffers who ask, Where is the promise of his coming? All things continue as they were from the beginning of creation. Jesus the millenarian prophet, like all millenarian prophets, was wrong.49
Jesus appears to have anticipated that the coming judgment of God, to be brought by the Son of Man in a cosmic act of destruction and salvation, was imminent. It could happen at any time. But it would certainly happen within his own generation.50
[T]he great event which Jesus was convinced would happen in his lifetime failed to materialize …51
We have no saying of Jesus that postpones the end into the distant future … That raises an extremely serious question: must we not concede that Jesus’ expectation of an imminent end was one that remained unfulfilled? Honesty and the demand for truthfulness compel us to answer ‘Yes’. Jesus expected the end would come soon.52
[Jesus expected] salvation not from a miraculous change in historical (i.e., political and social) conditions, but from a cosmic catastrophe which will do away with all conditions of the present world as it is.53
Such examples could be easily multiplied. To be sure, there are voices to the contrary.54 Nevertheless, when modern scholarship is taken as a whole, it seems as if the Jesus of Schweitzer—the apocalyptic Jesus of the imminent end of history—has convinced many and left an indelible mark on the way in which Jesus’ eschatological outlook is conceived.
The Problem of the Words of Institution
One serious problem with the hypothesis of Jesus as an apocalyptic prophet of the imminent end of history is that scholars who adopt this point of view have substantial difficulty making sense of the words of institution recorded in our earliest accounts of the Last Supper. In these words, Jesus apparently looks beyond his own imminent suffering and death, in at least two ways. First, as we have already mentioned, in all four accounts of the Last Supper, he speaks of his own “blood” as establishing a new “covenant” between God and his people (Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25). Second, and equally important, he commands the disciples to repeat his actions in “remembrance” of him:
And he took bread, and when he had given thanks he broke it and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” And likewise the cup after supper, saying, “This cup which is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood.” (Luke 22:19–20)55
For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, “This is my body which is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way also the cup, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” (1 Cor. 11:23–25)
Taken together, these passages can be accurately described as words of institution, in which Jesus is commanding the disciples to repeat a particular ritual in his absence and after his death.
In light of such texts, T. Francis Glasson, one of the twentieth century’s most vocal critics of Schweitzer’s reconstruction, makes a case against the apocalyptic Jesus of the immediate end in his small but significant book, Jesus and the End of the World.56 First, Glasson argues that the command to repeat his actions at the Last Supper implies that Jesus did not expect the end of history to coincide with his death:
For seventy years we have been told that Jesus could not have envisaged the Church because his view of the future left no interval of time in which such a community could operate. Yet the evidence … surely shows that he did count on the continuance of human history after his death … The words “This do in remembrance of me” occur twice in the oldest account we have, 1 Corinthians 11:24 and 25 … However the words are interpreted, they are inconsistent with the view that Jesus expected the world to end immediately after his crucifixion …57
Second, and perhaps even more important, Glasson points out that Jesus’ words about establishing a new “covenant” in his blood not only shows that he did not think the world would end immediately, but rather, when interpreted in light of the Jewish Scriptures, that the era of Jesus’ new covenant would endure for some time:
[Even a] “short interval” does not appear to do justice to the conception of a new covenant and a period in which it would operate … The words “my blood of the covenant” (Mark 14:24) and “This cup is the new covenant in my blood” (1 Corinthians 11:25) look back, as the commentators remind us, to Exodus 24 … Jesus knew that the covenant at Sinai had been instituted many centuries before. Is it conceivable that he envisaged only a “short interval” before the Last Judgment and a supernatural new world? … When Jesus in the upper room referred to this [the covenant], surely he cannot at the same time have thought that a catastrophic kingdom was imminent, bringing history to an end, and touching off the resurrection of the dead, the last judgment, a new heaven and earth. This just does not make sense. Judas had departed, and Jesus knew that in all probability he had not many hours to live. Was the new covenant to operate for merely a few hours, or a few days, or a “short interval”?58
This is a powerful argument, one that to my knowledge has never been rebutted by advocates of Schweitzer’s reconstruction. If Jesus did indeed think that the end of the world would coincide with his death, or even that it would take place a few days thereafter, then it would be nonsense—especially in a Jewish context—for him to compare his actions to the covenant established by Moses at Sinai, which had lasted for well over a thousand years. By contrast, once we dispense with the idea that Jesus expected the immediate end of the world and entertain the possibility that he expected history to continue after his death—however long that may be—then both his commands to repeat his actions in memory of him and his establishment of a new covenant make good sense.
Should there be any doubt about the problems caused by the words of institution for the hypothesis of Jesus as an apocalyptic prophet of the immediate end, it is striking to note how, over the course of the last century, scholarly advocates of Schweitzer’s hypothesis consistently ignore the words of institution in their reconstruction of Jesus’ eschatology.59 For example, in Schweitzer’s famous work, The Quest of the Historical Jesus, he dismisses the words of institution with a single sentence.
The mysterious images which He used at the time of the distribution concerning the atoning significance of His death do not touch the essence of the celebration, they are only discourses accompanying it.60
Notice here that Schweitzer does not argue that the words of institution are unhistorical—the evidence for them is too strong for that—he just dismisses them as insignificant, not touching the “essence” of the Last Supper.
Along similar lines is the work of E. P. Sanders, who follows Schweitzer’s basic reconstruction of Jesus as a Jewish eschatological prophet for whom “the end was at hand.”61 Remarkably, when it comes to the Last Supper, Sanders concludes it is “almost equally certain” in historical plausibility to Jesus’ act of cleansing of the Temple, which he considers certain.62 However, while Sanders devotes two long chapters to Jesus’ words and deeds regarding the temple, he completely ignores the Last Supper and never explains how the words of institution can be reconciled with his overall reconstruction of Jesus’ eschatology.63
Last, but certainly not least, there is the work Dale Allison, one of the most brilliant and persistent advocates for Schweitzer’s apocalyptic Jesus. In his most comprehensive study to date, Allison makes a powerful case for Jesus as an apocalyptic prophet of the immediate end of the world.64 While Allison capably shows that eschatological concepts such as the kingdom of God and the Son of man are front and center in the accounts of the Last Supper (Matt. 26:24–29; Mark 14:21–25; Luke 22:14–22), he gives no detailed discussion of the words of institution.65 Indeed, in Allison’s many writings on Jesus and eschatology, he never explains how the words of institution do or do not fit into his overall reconstruction of Jesus’ eschatology.66
In short, it seems that the apocalyptic Jesus of the immediate end of history has proven very hard to square with the Jesus of the Last Supper. This is an interesting situation. Given the importance in Jesus research of the question of his eschatological expectations, it seems that any worthwhile reconstruction of Jesus’ eschatology must take into account his words and deeds at the Last Supper. To be sure, the words of institution can be dismissed as unhistorical; they can be reinterpreted so as to accommodate an imminent eschatology; but they should not simply be ignored.
IV. Jesus and the Early Church
The fourth and final issue has to do with the question of Jesus’ intentions and the origin of the early church. On the one hand, in contrast to popular Christian belief, many scholars conclude that Jesus himself did not intend to found a church. Indeed, any talk of such an intention on his part is commonly viewed as anachronistic. For example, the famous text in which Jesus speaks of building his “assembly” or “church” on Peter (Matt. 16:18–19) is widely ignored or regarded as unhistorical by most works on Jesus.
On the other hand, several scholars have argued that the eucharistic words of institution, when situated in the context of ancient Jewish hopes for the restoration of Israel, do reveal an intention on Jesus’ part both to replace the Jerusalem Temple cult with his own sacrificial meal and, in this way, to begin a new community. From this perspective, a case can be made that at the Last Supper Jesus deliberately founded a new cult, one focused on the sacrifice of his own body and blood that would establish a new “covenant.”
The Question of Jesus and the Church
The first of these two positions—that Jesus did not intend to found any kind of enduring community and that it is anachronistic to speak of him instituting the church—is widely attested. In 1902, it found its classic formulation in the work of the French biblical scholar Alfred Loisy, who famously asserted:
It is certain, for instance, that Jesus did not systematize beforehand the constitution of the Church as that of a government established on earth and destined to endure for a long series of centuries … Jesus foretold the kingdom, and it was the Church that came.67
Although this last line has often been taken out of context, it became, over the course of the twentieth century, an influential way of summing up the discontinuity between the intentions of the historical Jesus and the actual effects of his ministry. Indeed, many recent studies, if they take up the question of Jesus and the church at all, often declare—usually in no uncertain terms—that he did not intend to found any kind of community that would live on after his death. Consider, for example, the following:
[T]here arise most serious doubts as to whether the historical Jesus himself really did speak these words [to Peter about the building of the church]. This is not only because they have no parallel in the other Gospels, and because this is the only place in the whole synoptic tradition where the word “ekklesia” appears in the sense of the church as a whole … But the authenticity of the passage in Matthew xvi is questioned chiefly because it is not easily compatible with Jesus’ proclamation of the imminent coming of the kingdom of God.68
[L]et it be re-stated for a last time, if [Jesus] meant and believed what he preached … namely, that the eternal Kingdom of God was truly at hand, he simply could not have entertained the idea of founding and setting in motion an organized society intended to endure for ages to come.69
[E]kklésia in Matt. 16:18 comes from the usage of the early church, and not from the historical Jesus … It is difficult to imagine such a usage in the mouth of the historical Jesus.70
Jesus cannot have spoken these words [in Matt. 16:18–19] as he did not found a church.71
In two famous passages in Matthew, Jesus is reported as speaking of his ekklēsia … Both passages are probably redactional and indicative of later developments.72
It should be clear from statements such as these that many modern biblical scholars, even those who are otherwise disposed to affirm many of the sayings of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels as historically reliable, reject the notion that the Jesus of history intended to found a church of any kind. Note in particular that Bornkamm and Vermes (see above quotes) reject the idea that Jesus instituted any kind of ecclesial community because they believe that Jesus expected an imminent coming of the kingdom of God (similar to the view of Loisy).
Indeed, many recent books on the historical Jesus show their allegiance to the idea that Jesus did not intend to found a church by simply ignoring the question altogether. One searches the indexes of a remarkable number of major works on Jesus in vain for any discussion of whether or not he intended to found a community in the wake of his death.73 Hand in hand with the apocalyptic Jesus of the imminent end of history the non-ecclesial Jesus also seems to have largely won the day.
The Problem of the Cultic Words of Jesus
One problem with this “non-ecclesial” view is that it fails to take seriously the evidence for Jesus’ intentions implicit in the accounts the Last Supper. For example, in all four accounts, Jesus explicitly speaks of a “covenant” that is centered on the sacrifice of his own blood, not the covenant sacrifices of the Jerusalem Temple (Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25). Moreover, in the Synoptic accounts this covenant is not established with just anyone, but with “the twelve” disciples who represent the nucleus of a new Israel that is bound together by the blood of Jesus rather than the blood of Jacob the patriarch (Matt. 26:20; Mark 14:17; Luke 22:14, 28–30).74
In light of this evidence, a number of studies over the course of the last century have concluded that Jesus did in fact intend to establish a new covenant in his own blood and a new community in the persons of the twelve disciples. Although the following articulations are lengthy, they are worth citing in full:
If Jesus understood his Messiah-ship in the sense of Daniel 7, this will open up new vistas when we are considering the nature and the importance of his founding of the Church. For the Son of Man in Daniel is not a mere individual: he is the representative of ‘the people of the saints of the Most High’ and has set himself the task of making this people of God, the ekklesia, a reality. From this point of view, the so-called institution of the Lord’s Supper can be shown to be the formal founding of the Church.75
The decisive saying for the connection of the message of a crucified Messiah with the reconstituted People of God is to be found in the words of institution at the Last Supper, and particularly in the use of the word diatheke [”covenant”] … If we may look for any one moment wherein the new Israel was constituted, it would be in the act of Jesus at the Last Supper.76
In the time of Jesus the sectaries of Qumran regarded themselves as the people of the new covenant. The idea, therefore, of a covenant as the foundation charter (so to speak) of the people of God was very much alive at the time, and there can be no doubt what Jesus had in mind when he invited his followers to drink of the cup of the covenant: he was formally installing them as foundation members of the new people of God.77
By the command ‘Do this (Luke 22.19; cf. 1 Cor. 11:25) he enjoined the continuation of this fellowship in his absence and endowed it with a distinctive social and cultic act. This was to be the visible unifying factor of a community otherwise remaining scattered throughout Israel … Until the definitive gathering of the saved at the end of time the aims of Jesus would be incarnated in this community, at once the remnant and the first fruits of messianic Israel.78
[T]he twelve disciples were probably looked upon by Jesus as the nucleus of the restored people of God in an eschatological sense. The choosing of the twelve took place during Jesus’ Galilean ministry. The interesting point now to note is that the definitive constitution of this new people of God in nuce was done in proleptic manner at the Last Supper.79
The symbolic action against the temple cult was complemented by Jesus’ symbolic action at the last supper in founding a cult, though he did not intend to found a cult which would last through time. He simply wanted to replace provisionally the temple cult which had become obsolete: Jesus offers the disciples a replacement for the official cult in which they could either no longer take part, or which would not bring them salvation—until a new temple came. This ‘substitute’ was a simple meal. By a new interpretation, the last supper becomes a substitute for the temple cult—a pledge of the eating and drinking in the kingdom of God which is soon to dawn.80
Three aspects of these proposals are worth highlighting.
First, the question of Jesus’ self-understanding and the question of his intentions are inextricably bound up with one another.81 For if Jesus saw himself as the messianic head of a “new” Israel, then one of his key tasks will be to gather the eschatological community.
Second, insofar as the Last Supper was intended to function as a unifying event among the twelve disciples, it would have the effect of creating an eschatological community. In other words, the Last Supper is not just a sign of the restoration of Israel, but to a certain extent, the very means by which Jesus unifies the community of followers that would exist in his absence.82
Third, the presence of the language of a “covenant” at the Last Supper is implicitly but undeniably cultic. In a Jewish context, such language would have enormous implications. Indeed, as a number of scholars have suggested recently, when Jesus’ demonstration in the Temple and the Last Supper are taken together, they may suggest that he intended to replace the atoning cult of the Jerusalem Temple with the atoning cult of his own sacrifice, embodied in the eucharist.83 In short, the messianic Jesus, as head of a new community, and the eucharistic Jesus, as the founder of a new cultic rite, lead directly to the ecclesial Jesus, the founder of a community unified by his leadership and his covenant.
If any of the suggestions listed above are correct, then Jesus’ actions at the Last Supper do not cohere well with the overly simplistic (but quite common) picture of an eschatological prophet who had no intentions of establishing any community that would survive him. To the contrary, when the words and deeds of Jesus are interpreted within the context of ancient Judaism, a case can be made that he not only awaited the eschatological restoration of the people of Israel, he deliberately established the nucleus of a new Israel precisely by means of the Last Supper. At the very least, the question of Jesus’ intentions cannot simply be decided on the basis of an evaluation of Jesus’ words to Peter at Caesarea Philippi; the accounts of the Last Supper must be taken into account. As A.J. B. Higgins aptly stated in his study of the Lord’s Supper:
The cleavage of opinion as to whether Jesus did or did not ‘found’ the Church has its counterpart in the debate on the origin of the Eucharist. Was it deliberately ‘instituted’ by Jesus himself, or is it a natural and perhaps inevitable development which began in the earliest days of the Church, but which Jesus had neither foreseen nor intended? These two questions of the Church and the Eucharist are inseparably connected, just as it is impossible to isolate Israel and the Passover from one another.84
In other words, if Jesus did indeed institute a new cultic ritual to be performed after his death by his twelve disciples as the sign of a new covenant with the new Israel, then, on some level, he certainly envisioned a community that would perform the ritual. And if he did indeed intend to replace the Jerusalem Temple cult with the sacrificial banquet of the coming kingdom of God, then the whole question of the opposition between the kingdom and the church posed by Loisy at the start of the century needs to be reexamined. If what Jesus intended for his followers is important, then the quest for the historical Jesus must pay serious attention to the question of what he did and said—and hence, what he intended—at the Last Supper.
Conclusions
Although contemporary Jesus research is dominated by the four questions of Jesus’ relationship to Judaism, his self-understanding, his eschatological outlook, and his intentions toward the community of his followers, and while the words and deeds of Jesus at the Last Supper have a direct bearing on each of these questions, a remarkable number of major scholarly reconstructions have failed to integrate the Last Supper into their overall portraits of the historical figure of Jesus.
If the accounts of the “eucharistic” words and deeds of Jesus in the Gospels are historically plausible, then at least four preliminary implications follow for contemporary research.
First, scholarship needs to clarify how it is that the Jewish Jesus and the eucharistic Jesus can be reconciled with one another. One way forward—keeping in mind the patently Jewish context of the scene—is to recognize elements of both continuity and discontinuity in Jesus’ words and deeds at the Last Supper. To take but one example: the very Jewish belief that “the life is in the blood” (Lev. 17:11), which is the rationale behind the prohibition of drinking animal blood in the Old Testament, provides a plausible explanation for why drinking the blood of Jesus is necessary. Unless one drinks the “blood” of the “Son of man,” one has no eschatological “life” (John 6:53–56). In other words, far from undermining the Jewish Jesus, the complex combination of continuity and discontinuity in an eschatological context has a great deal of explanatory power in clarifying how Jesus the Jew could have ever uttered such words. It is only as a Jew that his eucharistic words makes sense.
Second, along similar lines, if contemporary Jesus research wants to take the accounts of the Last Supper as actual history, it needs to seriously reconsider what Martin Hengel and Raymond Brown referred to as the “dogma” of the “non-messianic Jesus.” No mere prophet of Israel, however great, ever saw his own “blood” as having the power to establish the eschatological “covenant” that would inaugurate the year of the forgiveness of sins (see Jer. 31:31–33; Ezek. 16:59–63). Far more plausibly, the Jesus of the Last Supper accounts is, christologically speaking, a self-referential Jesus. He not only proclaims the coming of the kingdom, he places himself and his own sacrificial death at the center and head of that coming kingdom. This makes perfect sense if Jesus sees himself as the king of the kingdom of God (see Dan. 7:13–15); it makes no historical sense whatsoever if Jesus thinks of himself as merely its herald.
Third, the now aging, exegetically myopic portrait of Jesus the “apocalyptic prophet” of the imminent “end of the world” made so influential by Albert
Schweitzer and Rudolf Bultmann not only needs to be reconsidered, it needs to be completely retooled. On the one hand—as I have argued at length elsewhere—it is certainly the case that Jesus drew upon and spoke in the language of Jewish “apocalyptic”—especially as found in the book of Daniel.85 On the other hand, the evidence in the Last Supper accounts where Jesus saw himself as instituting a new “covenant” (Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25) simply cannot be reconciled with the simplistic reconstruction in which he expected the destruction of the cosmos and final judgment to coincide with or happen shortly after his own death. Instead, as T. F. Glasson showed some time ago, Jesus’ words about instituting a new covenant presuppose at the very least a “substantial interim period” during which this new covenant, like the old covenants before it, would function.86
Fourth and finally, but by no means least significantly, the widespread assumption that it is almost historically meaningless to ask whether Jesus intended to found an “assembly” (Greek ekklēsia; Hebrew qahal) needs to be radically called into question by the undeniably cultic character of Jesus’ words of institution (drawing, as he does, upon the temple language of sacrifice; see Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25). If Jesus’ actions at the Last Supper are understood as a deliberate effort to establish a new “temple,” then it seems equally clear that he expected his disciples to be united in the cultic offering of sacrifice in a manner akin to the people of the old temple. Like the Passover of old offered as a “memorial” that both united and constituted Israel (Exod. 12:14), he expected the assembly that he left behind to repeat the inaugural sign performed at the Last Supper as an act of “remembrance” (Luke 22:19; 1 Cor. 11:23–24).
To the extent that contemporary Jesus scholarship continues to explore the four historical questions of his relationship with Judaism, his self-understanding, his eschatological outlook, and his ecclesial intentions, it can also provide insights useful to the theological study of typology, christology, eschatology, and ecclesiology. In this way, one can say that Albert Schweitzer was right: “The problem of the Lord’s Supper is the problem of the life of Jesus!”87
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Introduction
The first eighteen verses of the Gospel according to John, more commonly known as the Prologue, envision all things in relation to the Word (or Son) of God.1 The Prologue’s opening words, “In the beginning” (John 1:1), are a deliberate allusion to the beginning of the Book of Genesis, and through this allusion, the Prologue signals to its audience that it is providing a “re-reading” of things in several respects.2
First, given that the Book of Genesis opens the biblical canon, the Prologue’s allusion to Genesis 1:1 indicates that it is offering a summarized version of the whole biblical drama in light of the Incarnate Word. The Prologue moves from the creation of all things through the Word (1:1–5), the prophetic witness to that Word (1:6–8, 15), to the presence and activity of the Word in creation generally and in the history of Israel specifically (1:9–13), and it culminates in the incarnation of the Word and the gifts made available to humanity through him (1:14–18).
Second, as Genesis 1:1 introduces the creation accounts in Genesis, the Prologue envisions the whole of creation in relation to God’s Word. Making use of biblical traditions about God’s Word and Wisdom (for example, Wisd. 9:1–9), the Prologue presents all created reality existing in relation to and by virtue of the Divine Word.
Third, the Prologue goes beyond the canonical narrative and the whole of creation to provide a glimpse of the inner-life of the Godhead as an eternal exchange of life and love between God and his Word (or, the Father and the Son; compare 1:1, 14, 18).
The basis of the Prologue’s envisioning or “re-reading” of these three things— the canonical narrative, the whole of creation, and the inner-life of God—is the revelation given in the Divine Word made flesh: Jesus of Nazareth.
The subject matter of John’s Prologue is most profound, and quite appropriately, this text and its contents have been contemplated by saints and scholars throughout the history of the Church. Consistent with longstanding tradition, the Second Vatican Council states that the Church “strives to reach day by day a more profound understanding of the sacred Scriptures, in order to provide her children with food from the divine words.”3 The Council goes on to specify that in order to move into “a more profound understanding” of Scripture, the Church “duly fosters the study of the Fathers, both Eastern and Western, and of the sacred liturgies.”4 The Council here reaffirms that the biblical interpretation of the Church Fathers constitutes a valuable resource and guide for progressing into a deeper understanding of Scripture.
These hermeneutical prescriptions of Vatican II’s Dei Verbum [The Word of God] coincide (to an extent) with some interests of the growing scholarly field of biblical reception history. Biblical reception history is the scholarly study of periods, trends, and instances of interpretation throughout the course of the Bible’s reception, which itself includes “every single act or word of interpretation of that book (or books) over the course of three millennia.”5 Reception history is “a scholarly enterprise, consisting of selecting and collating shards of that infinite wealth of reception material in accordance with the particular interests of the historian concerned, and giving them a narrative frame.”6 Biblical reception history is a highly diverse and eclectic field, and its practitioners undertake this scholarly research for a variety of different reasons and ends.
In this essay, we will seek—in concert with the teachings of Dei Verbum—a deeper understanding of John’s Prologue by examining it in light of its interpretation by one of its most important and consequential readers: St. Augustine. Focusing on Augustine’s Tractates on the Gospel according to John 1–3 (henceforth Tract. Ev. Jo.), I will attend to the ways in which Augustine develops the Prologue’s unifying vision of things in relation to God’s Word or Wisdom.7 What emerges from Augustine’s interpretation is a synthetic account of “all things in Wisdom,” wherein all created realities, and human beings in particular, creation and redemption, revelation and reason, the Old and New Covenants, are all inter-connected with one another by virtue of their relation to Christ, the Word and Wisdom of God.8
I. The Divine Word
John begins the Prologue with the mystery of God: “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God” (1:1–2). Drawing on biblical imagery for God’s Word or Wisdom as being present with or involved when God creates (see Prov. 8:22–31; Wisd. 9:1–9), John’s Prologue sets forth the life of God as constituted by unity and distinction: “the Word was with God” (there is distinction) and “the Word was God” (there is unity and identity) (1:1). The divine life, or “identity,” is a relationship between God and his Word, or, to use the register introduced at 1:14, the Father and the Son.9
Throughout his ministry, Jesus speaks of the Father as the source of his life and mission. Jesus is the Son, the one whom the Father has sent into the world for its salvation (3:16–17). Jesus’ unique and eternal relationship with the Father as his only Son makes him the only one who can reveal the Father to the world (1:18; 6:44; 14:9–10). All of Jesus’ words and deeds are given him to do by the Father (5:19–20; 8:38–39; 14:11), and he carries out his mission in perfect love and obedience (10:17–18). The Father gives his everything to the Son (5:24), and as is made manifest in the gift of his life on the cross, the Son in turns gives his everything back to the Father. Jesus acts with the Father’s power and authority (10:30), and a response to Jesus is the same as a response to the Father who sent him (5:20–23).10 Thus, when viewed in light of the Gospel narrative, these opening words of the Prologue invite us to think of the relationship of God (the Father) and the Word (the Son) as turned towards each other in an infinite exchange of life and love: the divine communion.
Confronted with this glimpse into the mystery of God, Augustine opens his homiletic exposition of John’s Prologue not by delving immediately into the Gospel but by putting his congregation into an appropriate context for thinking properly about God. He begins by pointing out that the members of his congregation have different capacities to understand spiritual realities. On the one hand, with reference to 1 Corinthians 2:14, Augustine states that many among his hearers are “merely natural, still of a materialist cast of mind and still not able to raise themselves to a spiritual understanding.”11 On the other hand, Augustine also acknowledges that others in his congregation are more intellectually capable of understanding both the Gospel and Augustine’s interpretation. Although Augustine’s hearers may differ in their abilities to understand spiritually, they will all benefit (no matter their intellectual capacities) from the Scriptural teaching by the grace of God: “Ultimately, the mercy of God will be present, so that all may be satisfied and each one will grasp what he can.”12
Augustine develops this distinction between those more and less capable of spiritual understanding by interpreting it through Psalm 71:3 (“May the mountains receive peace for your people and the hills justice”): “Mountains are lofty souls; hills are ordinary souls.”13 The lofty souls (or mountains), among whom Augustine counts John the Evangelist and John the Baptist, are those who have been illumined according to their respective capacities by God’s Wisdom (they “receive peace”) so that they might pass on “justice” (which Augustine identifies as faith by way of Rom. 1:17) to those ordinary souls (the hills) with lesser capacities to understand.14
Part of the theological payoff of this homiletic opening is to highlight the limits of human beings for grasping spiritual realities and especially God. While Augustine acknowledges that his congregants have different capacities to understand, he speaks of any measure of spiritual understanding as a gift from God, and, in doing so, he effectively levels these differences between his congregants. Both lofty souls and ordinary souls stand in need of illumination by God and any understanding of spiritual realities comes by way of God’s grace and mercy—a point to which I will later return. The incomprehensibility of God is, as Lewis Ayres puts it, a fundamental principle of Augustine’s “Trinitarian grammar”—before the ineffable mystery of God, all people fall short of understanding and stand in need of God’s assistance.15
Augustine’s teaching about divine incomprehensibility informs his exegesis of John 1:1. He remarks that the opening of the Prologue treats “Christ’s inexpressible divinity—and it was spoken almost inexpressibly. Who, in fact, will ever comprehend In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God?”16 Augustine calls attention to the use of the verb “to be” (given in the imperfect tense as “was”) with reference to the Word in John 1:1. The use of this verb in connection with the Divine Word indicates that the Word, simply, is.17 The Word is eternal, unchanging “Being itself [Latin: Idipsum est]… it is the same, ever in the same way; as it is, so it always is; it cannot change; that is what is means.”18 As such, the Word is distinct from and transcends all created realities, especially the material and changeable. Thus, Augustine speaks of John the Evangelist, a great mountain, as soaring high above creation, “above and beyond all these created things … things that were made through the Word” so to contemplate the Divine Word.19
II. The Creator Word
Continuing its “re-reading” of Genesis 1, the Prologue teaches that the Divine Word is the agent by which the world was created: “all things came to be through him and apart from him, not one thing came to be” (John 1:3; see also 1:10). All creation exists in relation to the Divine Word, and accordingly, as Raymond Brown writes, “the Word’s role in creation means that Jesus has a claim on all.”20 All creation owes its existence to the Divine Word, and, consistent with the broad biblical tradition, the Prologue affirms the radical distinction between the transcendent Creator God and the created world (that is, God and everything-that-is-not-God).21
John articulates the distinction by a careful use of two Greek verbs in 1:1–14. When referring to God in himself John uses the Greek verb eimi (“to be”) in the imperfect tense: “the Word was God.” John also uses the Greek verb ginomai (“to become”) when articulating the “coming to be” of the created world through the Divine Word. In doing so, the Prologue resembles the Septuagint text [LXX] of Genesis 1, which uses the same Greek verb (ginomai) in the “Let there be …” commands spoken by God throughout the days of creation. The dual reservation of the verbs “to be” for God and “to become” for the world continues throughout the Prologue until 1:14 when John sets forth the incarnation of the Word wherein the Divine, Creator Word becomes part of his creation: “the Word became flesh and tabernacled among us.”
For Augustine, a proper understanding of the Creator/creation relationship is essential for a correct understanding of the Prologue’s teachings. Augustine’s homilies raise the question of how human beings might understand these statements about God and the Word in the Prologue, given God’s radical transcendence and incomprehensibility.
Augustine frames his response by first instructing his congregation to resist thinking about the Divine Word as a thing or within the categories proper to created realities. For instance, Augustine contrasts his own words, which he is presently speaking in his sermon, with God’s Word. Augustine’s verbalizations sound out and pass away, and thus they are unlike God’s Word which is eternal. God’s Word is not like Augustine’s spoken words, and thus he rhetorically asks, “What kind of Word can it be then, that is both spoken and does not come to an end?”22 To assist in appropriate thinking about God’s Word, Augustine offers the created analogy of the inner, spiritual word.23 Before a person vocalizes speech, he or she first conceives an inner, immaterial word in the mind (something like an idea, intention, or meaning). A person then conveys this spiritual word to another through the medium of a spoken word. This inner word, Augustine says, “is the word which is really spoken in the spirit, that which you understand from the sound but which is not itself the sound.”24 The spoken word comes to be and then passes away, but the spiritual word remains in the minds of both the speaker and the hearer.25 Hence, the inner word provides a limited measure of insight into how God’s Word could be thought of intelligently as both spoken and enduring. And yet, while the analogy of the inner word has some merit, Augustine reminds his congregation of the limitations of all created analogies, for God’s Word cannot be defined or adequately grasped in terms of created realities, including human speech.26
The reason why created analogies have even a small measure of legitimacy for talking about God is the relationship which exists between the Divine Word (Being itself) and the creation which exists through him. Augustine explicates the Creator/creation relationship in terms of God’s Wisdom, a title interchangeable with God’s Word, and he does so by using two similar analogies.27
First, Augustine elaborates on the analogy of the inner, spiritual word by likening it to a builder’s design (Latin: consilium).28 Just as a person conceives an inner word in the mind, so too does a builder devise a mental plan for a building to be constructed. Once the building has actually been built, Augustine says, “People notice the admirable building and admire the builder’s plan; they are surprised by what they can see [that is, the building] and in love with what they do not see [that is, the builder’s mental plan].”29 Augustine’s point is that the building is a sensible expression of the mental plan which exists in the builder’s mind. By observing the material building, a person can obtain a measure of insight into the builder’s mental plan.
Augustine uses this analogy of the builder to explain how human beings can obtain some insight into God on the basis of the created world. Just as a building reveals something of the mental design which exists in the builder and from which it derives its existence, so too does the created world reveal something of God’s Wisdom which made it and from which it is derived. Augustine says, “Take a look at the structure of the world, observe what has been made through the Word, and then you will have some idea of what the Word is like.”30 God’s Word/Wisdom is Being itself, and therefore everything that exists derives its existence from God. Things exist because they participate derivatively in God’s Being, and this ontological participation allows for some manner of analogous speech and thought about God.
Augustine elaborates on how creation derives its existence from God’s Wisdom in his exegesis of John 1:3c–4a: “What was made in him is life.”31 Augustine interprets this statement in tandem with the claim of Psalm 104:24, “You have made all things in wisdom.”32 Combining the claims of John’s Prologue and that of Psalm 104, Augustine states, “So if Christ is the Wisdom of God, and the Psalm says, You have made all things in wisdom, then just as all things were made through him, so all things were made in him.”33 All things exist not only through God’s Wisdom, but also, somehow, in God’s Wisdom.
To explain, Augustine employs a second, related analogy: a craftsman who builds a wooden chest.34 Once again, he makes a distinction between the immaterial chest, which exists in the craftsman and from which a material wooden chest is constructed. Augustine speaks of the immaterial chest existing in the craftsman’s “art” [Latin: ars], which “refers to the learnt and active knowledge or knowing of an artist who creates.”35 The immaterial chest is that from which the material, wooden chest originates. These two chests are related in one respect, but distinct in another—for one chest exists conceptually and invisibly in the craftsman and the other chest has a derivative, sensible existence as the wooden box. For Augustine (with a certain indebtedness to Platonism), the immaterial chest has a stronger mode of existence (it is more “alive”) than the wooden chest because it is not subject to material corruption: “For the one can rot and decay, but the other one, which remains in the mind, can fashion another chest.”36 In this light, Augustine says, “The chest he made is not living; but the chest in his mind is alive, because the soul of the craftsman, where all these things are before they are in fact produced, is living.”37
As the immaterial chest, which exists in the craftsman’s creative “art,” is a source for the life and existence of the material wooden chest, so, by analogy, can the Wisdom of God be said to contain the intelligible forms (the Life) of all things which Wisdom creates.38 Augustine states, “the Wisdom of God, through whom all things were made, contains all things in the mind before she fashions them; consequently, all the things that are made through such a design are not thereby life, but whatever has been made is alive in him.”39 All created realities derive their existence and life from God’s Wisdom. In this way, Augustine develops the Prologue’s account of Creator and creation into his account wherein all things are ontologically related in that they all share a common relation to God’s Word/ Wisdom, who made and contains all things: “All things came to be through him, and apart from him, not one thing came to be. What has come to be through him was life” (John 1:3–4).
III. The Enlightening Word
After identifying the Divine Word as the agent of creation and source of life, John’s Prologue continues, “the life was the light of human beings” (1:4). The Fourth Gospel, as well as the First Letter of John, employs the symbolism of light in its presentation of Jesus.40 More specifically, the Gospel uses light symbolism with regard to three key aspects of Jesus and his work: Jesus the revealer, Jesus the giver of eternal life, and the coming of Jesus as the occasion of judgment.
First, John uses light symbolism to present Jesus as the revealer. On two occasions, Jesus identifies himself as “the Light of the world” (8:12; 9:5). He is the one sent into the world by the Father to reveal God as Father and himself as Son and to accomplish the divine work of salvation. The pre-eminent moment of the revelation of God is at the cross, where the Father’s giving of the Son (his all) and the Son’s laying down his life out of love and obedience to the Father (his all) reveals God as an eternal exchange of radical, self-giving love (John 8:28; 1 John 4:8–10).
Second, Jesus as the light is also the giver of life. After first identifying himself as the Light of the World, Jesus adds “the one who follows me will not go about in the darkness but will have the light of life” (John 8:12). As the one who reveals the Father and accomplishes his saving work, Jesus offers eternal life to those who receive him in faith and discipleship (3:16–17). The Fourth Gospel teaches that eternal life is a participation in the relationship of the Father and the Son—the divine communion—entered into by receiving a share in Jesus’ own life as the Son (and thus sharing in his relationship with the Father). At the close of his public ministry, Jesus exhorts his hearers, “believe in the Light so that you may become sons of the light” (12:36). These words recall the Prologue, which speak of an anthropological aspect of salvation: “to as many as did receive him, he gave them the power to become children of God” (1:12).
Third, John associates the coming of Jesus as the light with judgment (3:19–21). In John’s Gospel, “the world” (when used with a negative connotation) indicates human beings and their world as they are in a willful rebellion against God and his Word—hence, it has turned away from the spiritual light and into spiritual darkness.41 Jesus was sent as the Light into this spiritually darkened world, and the very presence of the Light necessarily provokes a response from people. All people must make a decision whether to receive or reject Jesus and his revelation.42 Those who receive him in faith are delivered from the spiritual darkness and are given the light of life (8:12; 12:35); those who knowingly and willfully refuse the Light choose to remain in the spiritual darkness.
Augustine’s interpretation of the Prologue’s teaching about the Word as “light” (1:4) follows closely upon his analysis of 1:3b–4a (“what was made in him is life”) in terms of God’s Wisdom.43 According to Augustine, the Prologue speaks of “life” being “in” God’s Wisdom because the intelligible forms of all things, which he creates, exist primarily in God’s Wisdom. For Augustine, the Prologue’s further claim, “the life was the light of human beings” (1:4b), speaks to the Wisdom of God as the source of illumination of human beings in particular.44
The claim that the Light illumines human beings in particular leads Augustine to consider what makes human beings distinct from other creatures and thus capable of being illumined. After ruling out qualities such as strength, speed, and beauty, Augustine claims that human uniqueness and superiority to the animals lies in the human possession of a rational mind capable of understanding.45 Augustine identifies the rational mind as that aspect of human nature where human beings bear the image of God: “the human being, made to the image of God (Genesis 1:27), does have a rational mind, with which wisdom may be perceived.”46 The rational mind seeks to be illumined by and contemplate Wisdom, which also created all things and contains their intelligible forms. In this way, Augustine explains how the Life “in” the Wisdom of God is also “the Light” which illumines the rational human mind, seeking understanding: “the light of human beings is the light of minds. The light of minds is above minds and surpasses minds. That is the life through which all things were made.”47
Augustine’s interpretation of God’s Wisdom as the source of illumination for human minds gives perspective on his (previously mentioned) remarks about the different human capacities to understand spiritual realities, that is, “the mountains” and “the hills.” Augustine cites John the Evangelist as the highest of mountains, for “he was contemplating the divinity of the Word.”48 These heights of contemplation were not an achievement of John himself, but rather a gift of divine grace. Like the other mountains, John was “enlightened by Wisdom herself.”49 But Augustine asks how John could ascend to contemplate the ineffable Wisdom of God, which 1 Corinthians 2:9 describes as that “which no eye has seen nor ear heard, nor has it entered in the heart of man.”50 He answers that Wisdom so entered into John’s heart such that he was ceasing to be a man and “had begun to be an angel,” that is, John became a messenger proclaiming God.51 Augustine cites holiness and that which accompanies people becoming “more than human,” for “all the saints—because they are announcers of God—are angels.”52 God’s Wisdom transforms John spiritually and morally by grace and elevates him to contemplate the divinity of the Word. Augustine thus praises the Evangelist for his holiness and humility, which coincide with the elevating and illuminating activity of God’s Wisdom, and so encourages his congregation: “We will become more than merely human if we acknowledge in the first place that we are in fact human, that is, so that we might rise up to that lofty height by humility.”53
The goal of such divinely worked illumination is that the one illumined (a “mountain”) should pass on what they have received to others, especially to ordinary people (“the hills”). John the Evangelist did this by passing on the fruits of his illumination through his Gospel. Referencing the scene where the Beloved Disciple leaned back upon Jesus’ chest at the Last Supper (John 13:23), Augustine says of John the Evangelist: “he laid his head on the Lord’s breast and from the Lord’s breast drank in what he would give us to drink.”54 John received wisdom and illumination from the Lord, and he in turn “gave us words to drink” in his Gospel.55 However, Augustine is quick to point out that both the Evangelist and the Scriptures are not luminous of their own accord but are mediators of light. As Augustine says of John the Baptist (another one of the “mountains”), “if… he had not been enlightened, he would have been darkness.”56 The mountains, like John the Evangelist and John the Baptist, are lights, but they only shine because they have been illumined by and mediate “the true Light” (John 1:9): “a person who has been enlightened is also called light, but the true light is the one who enlightens.”57 Accordingly, Augustine instructs his congregation to look beyond such “mountains” and lesser “lights” to the true light (that is, God’s Word/Wisdom) who illumines them.
Augustine also maintains that such divinely inspired illumination as that granted to John the Evangelist is not the only way by which human beings can attain some insight into God’s Wisdom. Appealing to Romans 1:20–22, Augustine argues that human beings can arrive at some knowledge of the Creator by means of philosophical reflection on the created world.58 The possibility of knowing something of God from creation arises from a combination of two previously mentioned factors: first, human beings possess rational minds capable of perceiving Wisdom, and second, created realities derive their existence from (and thus participate in) God’s Wisdom, Being itself. The (limited) powers of human reasoning can attain something of divine Wisdom by rational reflection on the created order which comes from and exists in the same divine Wisdom.
Augustine places this discussion of knowing something of the Creator from reasoned reflection on creation within a metaphorical description of the human condition. He likens it to a person who can see his homeland from afar and desires to reach its secure confines but is separated from it by a vast, presently uncrossable sea.59 The homeland which people long for is eternal Wisdom. Some people (“The great minds of the mountains”) are able to see across the waters to view their destination, but others (the “little”) cannot.60 While “the great” by philosophical reasoning may be able to recognize Wisdom as the longed-for homeland, both they and “the little” are equally unable to cross the sea on their own. Both the great and the little have the same identical means for crossing the sea: “no one can cross the sea of this world unless carried over it on the cross of Christ.”61
Once again, Augustine presents God’s Wisdom as bringing diverse realities together. Both John the Evangelist and the philosophers are “mountains,” who have as their object of contemplation God’s eternal Wisdom. By placing these two “mountains” in a similar position vis-à-vis God’s Wisdom, Augustine brings together revelation and reason, theological contemplation and philosophical inquiry. They are inter-connected as diverse ways in which human beings are given to know Wisdom.
But whereas Augustine praises John the Evangelist for his humility, he indicts the philosophers for their pride and sin. This brings us to Augustine’s interpretation of “the darkness” (John 1:5). The Fourth Gospel teaches that the world, although created good by the Divine Word (in light of Gen. 1), has been plunged into spiritual darkness on account of its sin. The Gospel locates the core of sin in creatures’ knowing and willful rebellion against God’s Word, but Augustine focuses his discussion of sin in terms of pride and worldly attachments. He does so by citing three groups as examples.
First, like Paul in Romans 1:20–21, Augustine castigates the philosophers, who could see across the metaphorical waters to the destination of eternal Wisdom, but their pride prevented their crossing: “They saw where they were to go, but, being ungrateful to the one who set what they saw before them, they wanted to take all the credit for the sight themselves; and, grown thus proud, they lost what they saw and turned away from there to idols … and disdaining the creator.”62 These philosophers boast in their achievements and mock the humility of the incarnate and crucified Word as the only means of reaching their goal.63
A second group, whom Augustine singles out as inhabiting the darkness, are heretics and schismatics.64 These people may have the great minds of mountains, but instead of passing on “peace,” they bring division and sunder the Church.
A third group whom Augustine indicts are the “lovers of the world.”65 In his discussion of this group, Augustine says that to love something is “to live from within [it]”—or, one might say, to seek one’s happiness and fulfillment in it and thereby rest in it.66 The lovers of the world are people “who put the world first in their affections; for their heart dwells in the world.”67 In this way, Augustine interprets the Fourth Gospel’s use of “the world” with different connotations. On the one hand, the world can mean God’s good creation as such, but when the Gospel speaks of the world as wicked, it is because of these “lovers of the world” and not on account of its creation by God.68
Human beings have withdrawn from the Light by their sins, and the sin of human beings has left them in a woeful, wounded state.69 Augustine frequently describes this state of fallen humanity in terms of diseases and ailments of the eyes. Sin has left humans spiritually blind to God’s ever-present Wisdom: “just as a blind person, placed in the sun, has the sun present to him, even though he is absent from it [that is, he cannot see the sun], in the same way every [sinner] is blind in heart.”70 Similarly, Augustine will speak of the eyes of the heart as being weakened and incapable of seeing clearly.71 So, wounded and blinded, the fallen human race stands in need of a healer, and, in this way Augustine explicates the Prologue’s teaching on the economy of salvation worked by the Divine Word.
IV. The Healing Word
John’s Prologue famously speaks of the Divine Word, who created the world, as becoming incarnate: “And the Word became flesh and tabernacled among us” (1:14). The Prologue goes on to speak of him as the source of “grace upon grace” (1:16) as well as “grace and truth” (1:17). The Incarnate Word (or Son) is the sole revealer of the Father, for only he exists from before creation “upon the Father’s heart” (1:18).
Less clear is how much of the Prologue speaks of the work of the incarnate Word—that is, Jesus’ life and work in the flesh—and more specifically, how 1:10–13 should be understood.72 For instance, many Johannine scholars see the first mention of John the Baptist in 1:6 as indicating that all the material from 1:6–18 pertains to the work of the Word made flesh in Jesus.73 Taken in this light, 1:10–13 speaks to the incarnation of the Word in Jesus and the mixed (but largely negative) response which he received from his Jewish contemporaries.
Other scholars, however, locate the discussion of the Incarnate Word only in 1:14–1774 and so take 1:10–13 as speaking of the activity of the Divine Word prior to his Incarnation—that is, his presence and activity in the world generally and in Israel specifically.75 Support for this second interpretation comes from the Fourth Gospel’s subtle affirmation of the presence of the Divine Word in the history of Israel. For example, when a heated exchange between Jesus and his opponents reaches its climax in 8:57, Jesus claims to have had a relationship with Abraham. His opponents are incredulous and ask, “You are not yet fifty years old and you have seen Abraham?” Jesus then speaks of his divine identity and that he actually existed before Abraham: “before Abraham came to be, I AM” (8:58). In another instance, the evangelist identifies the Divine Word as the one seen by the prophet Isaiah when Isaiah saw the Lord at his prophetic call (John 12:41; compare Isa. 6:1–4). Augustine’s exegesis of the Prologue coheres with this second line of interpretation.
Augustine understands the economy of redemption as an overarching sequence of activity in which the Eternal Word condescends, or accommodates Himself, to human beings into order to heal the wounds of sin and draw them into eternal life.76 In his exposition of the economy in Tract. Ev. Jo, 1–3, Augustine continues to show the inter-connectedness of distinct realities by virtue of their relationship to God’s Word/Wisdom. To bring these inter-connections into clearer focus, I will focus this treatment of Augustine’s exegesis in terms of divine agency. That is, Augustine identifies the Eternal Word as the agent who is at work in both creation and redemption, in both the biblical history of Israel and in the Incarnation. The one divine agent, who is at work in these realities, binds them all together in himself.
Consistent with longstanding Christian orthodoxy, Augustine maintains the intrinsic unity between the orders of creation and redemption. One way in which he does so is by specifically identifying the Eternal Word as both the Creator and the Savior. Some of his clearest affirmations of this identification in Tract. Ev. Jo. 1–3 appear in places where Augustine speaks polemically against Arian Christology and warns his congregation against such heretical thinking.77 In the course of his anti-Arian polemic, Augustine identifies the Eternal Word as both the Creator and Redeemer (or Re-creator) of humanity: “if you were once made through the Word, you still need to be remade through the Word.”78 In doing this, Augustine brings to light the unity between the orders of creation and redemption, since the same divine agent (the Word) acts in each.
For Augustine, this continuity of divine agency also underlies the deep unity between the Old and New Testaments. On several occasions, Augustine speaks of the presence and activity of the Eternal Word in Old Testament events. As we have seen, Augustine interprets the use of the verb “to be” in John 1:1 (“In the beginning was the Word”) to indicate that the Divine Word is “Being itself” eternal and unchanging.79 Augustine then associates the Word as “Being itself” with the revelation of God’s sacred name to Moses in Exodus 3:14: “That is the name he declared to his servant Moses: I am who am; and He who is sent me (Exod. 3:14).”80 Significant here is that Augustine identifies the one who appeared and spoke to Moses in Exodus 3 as the Eternal Word.81
Augustine’s identification of the saving actions of God in the Old Testament as actions of the Eternal Word continue in his remarks about the election of Israel. Augustine interprets the reference to “his own” in John 1:11 as referring to the Jews. They are the “people he made: the Jews whom, in the beginning, he made to be over all the nations.”82 The Eternal Word is the one who brought the Israelites out of Egypt and formed them as a nation of his own. This special relationship between the Eternal Word and the people of Israel, which was forged in the covenant promises to Abraham and at Sinai, extends into the Word’s incarnation in Jesus the Jew. Augustine states, “[the Jewish] people were born of the seed of Abraham, and they are supremely his own, because they are related to him through the flesh which he was good enough to take to himself.”83
Augustine also speaks of the Eternal Word as the one who gave Israel “the law through Moses” and also became incarnate in Jesus to give “grace and truth” (John 1:17).84 Augustine draws out the interrelationship between the Torah and the incarnation (and thus the Old and New Covenants) by speaking of them as both having roles in the Word’s activity to heal a spiritually blind, wounded humanity. In Tract. Ev. Jo. 3.14, Augustine introduces the example of a sick person, who does not think that he is sick and thus does not desire a cure. Redolent of Paul’s characterization of the Law as a “pedagogue” (Gal. 3:24–25), Augustine interprets the Law as a slave or nurse who assists and prepares for the doctor’s arrival. He states, “a doctor who wants to cure someone first sends along his slave so that the doctor might find the patient bandaged up.”85 Continuing his Pauline-inspired reading of John’s Prologue, Augustine speaks of the Law as this nurse-slave, who bandaged up (that is, bound) the patient by laying bare his guilt and weakness but who also could not cure the patient of the illness of sin, inherited from Adam.86 It is the work of “our Lord Jesus Christ,” whom Augustine says “is our one and only doctor,” to heal a wounded and spiritually blinded humanity.87
Augustine speaks of the incarnation of the Divine Word in Jesus as medicine or healing for fallen humanity.88 He pays special attention to the healing role of the Incarnate Word’s humanity and humility.89 Augustine spoke of the wounded-ness of fallen humanity as caused by and exemplified in sinners’ misguided love for worldly realities (that is, the “lovers of the world”). These misguided loves for worldly things leave sinful humanity spiritually blinded to their true homeland in God’s Wisdom: “The soul… had become fleshly-minded by giving its consent to fleshly-minded inclinations, and that is how the eye of the heart had been blinded.”90 Correspondingly, the Eternal Word became “flesh” (that is, he came to exist in a material way as a man) in order to deliver human beings from their love for and attachment to “the flesh” (that is, material things). Augustine states that the Word “became a medicine for us, so that as we had been blinded by the earth we might be healed by the earth.”91
Augustine cites the humility of the Eternal Word in condescending to take flesh and then to embrace the humiliation of the cross as an antidote to human pride and arrogance. Within the context of his metaphor of the vast sea, which separates people from their homeland, Augustine says the following: “why was he crucified? Because you were in need of the wood of his humility. You had swollen up with pride … and you have no means of crossing over to the home country, unless you are carried there on the wood [of the cross].”92 The incarnation of the Word in the man Jesus means that to perceive God’s Wisdom, one must humble oneself and look towards the humble flesh of Jesus.93
After stating that “the Word became flesh,” John’s Prologue adds “and we saw his glory” (1:14). Augustine capitalizes on this association between the Word becoming flesh and people being given to see the divine glory. According to Augustine, the Incarnate Word heals the blinded eyes of the heart in order that they might be able to see (that is, contemplate) God. He says of the Incarnate Word, “by his very birth he made an ointment with which the eyes of our hearts could be cleaned that we might see his majesty through his humility.”94 The humility of God’s Word/Wisdom serves to heal a fallen, prideful humanity, whose spiritual vision has been impaired, so they might be elevated to contemplate God.
Augustine follows the Prologue’s sequence by associating the two following statements—“from his fullness we have all received grace for grace” (1:16) and “grace and truth have come about through Jesus Christ” (1:17)—as further descriptions of the Incarnate Word’s saving work.95 Augustine takes “grace for grace” as signifying two distinct but related gifts of the Incarnate Word. The first “grace” is faith and the forgiveness of sins.96 Augustine arrives at this interpretation by reading John 1:17 through Romans and Paul’s exposition of the grace of justification. This first grace of the remission of sins is the precondition for the second “grace” which is the gift of eternal life.97
Elsewhere in Tract. Ev. Jo. 1–3, Augustine speaks of the same sequence of gifts (forgiveness and then eternal life) and makes clear that eternal life is the grace of divine adoption. Commenting on John 1:12, Augustine states, “the only-begotten Son came to forgive sins, those sins which had us so tied up that they were an impediment to his adopting us; he forgave those he wished to make his brothers and sisters and made them co-heirs.”98 The Eternal Word, therefore, is the source of both mercy and of eternal life. The coming of the Word as a human being in Jesus gives confirmation that human beings can in fact become God’s adopted children.99
Augustine links these two “graces” (mercy and eternal life) in 1:16 to the “grace and truth” that came through Jesus (1:17). The singular mention of “grace” in 1:17 summarizes the two “graces” spoken of in 1:16. The “truth” in 1:17 names the faithfulness of the Divine Word, who fulfilled the promises spoken through the prophets. Augustine thus says, “God had promised [mercy] through the prophets; and when he came to give what he had promised, he gave not only grace, but truth as well. How was truth demonstrated? Because he did what was promised.”100 Through his interpretation of the Incarnate Word’s “grace and truth,” Augustine unites the Old and New Covenants in the person of the Divine Word. What the Divine Word promised through the prophets in the Old Testament, he accomplished in the New by taking flesh in Jesus.
V. Conclusion
From its opening presentation of the pre-existent relationship of God and the Word, the Prologue of the Gospel according to John sets forth a comprehensive vision of all things in relation to the Divine Word. Augustine develops this comprehensive vision through a complex exegesis of John’s Prologue. In these homilies, Augustine articulates the inter-relationships between Creator and creation, all human beings as both bearing the image of God and in need of divine healing, between revelation and reason, creation and redemption, and the Old and New Covenants. All of these diverse realities are deeply inter-related with each other because they are all related to one common subject: God’s Eternal Word. Augustine’s exegesis of John’s Prologue is truly an account of “all things in wisdom.”
How, in light of Dei Verbum §23, might we think of Augustine’s exegesis as helping us to arrive at “a more profound understanding” of John’s Prologue? Francis Martin makes a key distinction between two related aspects of biblical interpretation: “what the text says” and “what the texts are talking about.”101 The biblical texts are the divinely inspired points of access by which readers encounter the realities about which the texts speak. But there are more to these realities than their verbal articulations in the Bible, and thus these realities can be understood as transcending (but not denying) their historically and linguistically particular presentations in the biblical texts.
Taken in this light, Augustine attends carefully to the plain sense of John’s Gospel (“what the text says”), even though he is not concerned to explicate the Prologue in its context of origins like a modern historical-critical exegete. Compared with most modern exegetes, Augustine operates with a different understanding of what constitutes the literal sense of Scripture. Augustine’s larger concern lies with an intellectual exploration of “what the text is about” (its reality, or res).
For Augustine, the ultimate goal of proper biblical interpretation is the contemplation of eternal Wisdom, such as that passed on by John the Evangelist in his Gospel, rather than the valuable, but limited, knowledge of history and philology.102 It is the reality given in the text, not the text proper, which is the ultimate object of biblical interpretation. Therefore, Augustine can bring his theological intelligence to consider the biblical res in ways that transcend, but do not deny, what the text may say. For in contemplating the realities given in Scripture, we encounter God’s Word and Wisdom, who heals the eyes of the heart, breaks down arrogant pride, and illumines the mind to contemplate his eternal glory.
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Within the scholarly investigation of the presence and function of a covenant theology in the Johannine writings, a lacuna exists in regard to its association to the divine kinship relations that are present in the foreground of the gospel. This study will attempt to fill this lacuna.
Following Frank M. Cross and others,1 I have argued elsewhere2 that the covenant institution in the ancient Near East was the legal means by which kinship relationships were extended beyond the natural kinship sphere. They generated sacred bonds of kinship with those who are outside one’s blood kinship group. Covenants, at any level (individual, tribal, international; either secular or divine), utilized kinship language to disclose that blood kinship relations (and their consequent obligations) have been extended across family lines to non-relatives (that is, “kinship-by-covenant”).
The purpose of this article is to demonstrate that a covenant theology is operative in the background of John 13–17 (which functions as an adequate representative of the entire Johannine tradition). This will be accomplished by showing that the kinship-by-covenant principle disclosed in the Old Testament (OT) is employed as a formative and controlling principle with respect to how Jesus, and through him the Father, relates and guides his community of disciples. In other words, my aim is to point out that in the actions and discourses of his final meal narrated in John 13–17, Jesus established the new covenant with his eschatological community and, in doing so, generated a divine kinship relation (with corresponding familial obligations) with them. They are the definitive children of God (see John 1:12; 11:52; 13:33; 14:18). My intent is, therefore, to further and deepen the recent research on the covenant tradition in the gospel by explaining how Israel’s covenantal kinship relation and obligations with their God are, according to the gospel of John, fulfilled with a realism that is heightened in an unexpected manner.
I. Covenantal Relation: Generation of the Children of God
Covenant Meal
Jesus’ discourses with his disciples in John 13–17 take place within the setting of a meal.3 One characteristic of this meal that emerges is that it is shared between members of kin. Not only does John 13–17 contain a detailed discourse about Jesus’ Father and his own divine sonship, but his disciples are referred to as “his own” (13:1)—a phrase with familial connotations—and as his “children” (v. 33) who possess a dwelling place in his “Father’s house” (14:2).4 They will not be “orphans” (14:18) but will be called by the name of the Father (17:6, 11, 12, 26). This particular meal seems to adhere to the principle commonly found in banquets of the ANE, namely, only members of the same kin, broadly understood, ate together.5
Another indicator of the character of this supper is that it is associated in some manner with the Passover feast (see 13:1). The Passover celebration was a festival of kin and for kin celebrated in the home. Jesus’ disciples constituted a type of kinship community known as a habhura ( — that is, a fictive family unit who together celebrate the Passover). It is possible that Jesus was acting as the paterfamilias (father of the family) whose duty it was to bring to mind the redemptive events of God in the Passover and exodus events (Exod. 12:24, 26–27).
The Passover context is also the first hint that this meal could be associated with the covenant between God and Israel. Not only was God’s election of Israel in the Passover-Exodus and Israel’s acceptance of sonship sealed by a shared meal at the covenant ratification ceremony on Mt. Sinai (Exod. 24:9–11), but two parties sharing a meal together when establishing a covenant was a standard practice within the ancient Near East and ancient Israel.6 A banquet eaten in the context of a covenant expressed their belonging to one family and the sharing of a common life. Especially in light of the other traditions of the OT divine covenant found throughout John 13–17 (which will be discussed below), it is probable that this meal functions analogously to the common practice of sharing a banquet at a ratification or renewal of a covenant.7
His Own
According to John 13:1, Jesus’ disciples are considered to be “his own” (τοὺς, ἰδίους). The phrase “his own” is powerfully evocative of Israel being given the status of God’s own possession in their covenant: “If you will obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my own possession among all peoples” (Exod. 19:5). In the midst of the renewal of this divine covenant in Exodus 34:9–10, Moses begs God to “take us as your own possession.” Both of these texts are rooted in God’s overall plan with Israel as revealed in the covenant formula of Exodus 6:7 which has as an essential aim God’s active “taking” of Israel as his own possession: “I will take you for my people, and I will be your God.”8 In a similar vein Deuteronomy 7:6 states, “For you are a people holy to the Lord your God; the Lord your God has chosen you to be a people for his own possession.”9 This verse highlights the relationship between mutual possession (Israel has given themselves to their God and he has chosen Israel as his own) and covenant belonging (“The Lord your God” expresses the covenant relationship). The prophets, too, foretold that God would establish mutual possession and belonging in the covenant given on the eschatological day. According to the prophet Malachi, when the “messenger of the covenant” comes (3:1–2) those Israelites who fear God shall be possessed by him as his covenantal sons: “They shall be mine, says the Lord of hosts, my special possession on the day when I act, and I will spare them as a man spares his son who serves him” (3:17). The hope of this eschatological day for mutual possession in a covenant relationship was previously disclosed in 3:7: “Return to me, and I will return to you, says the Lord of hosts.” This mirrors the covenant formula: “I will be yours and you will be mine.”10
The status of being God’s “own,” which is deeply inherent to the OT divine covenant, is taken up and applied to the relationship between the Father, the Son, and the disciples. A covenantal understanding of Jesus’ “own” is supported by John 10:1–2. Here the relationship between Jesus and his own is depicted through the shepherd-sheep imagery, suggestive of the OT covenant between God and Israel.11 The fundamental characteristics of this relationship are present: divine initiative, a redeeming intervention, careful providence, election and possession, obedience and love towards the divine word and commandment, and knowledge that is significantly interior, personal, and decisive.12 Jesus depicts his reciprocal relationship to his own in a manner identical to the OT covenant formula: “I know my own and my own know me” (John 10:14).
Furthermore, as with the other usages of “his own” in the gospel,13 the phrase in John 13:1 has a familial character and refers to relations between kin. Jesus’ “own” are those disciples who have been definitively taken by Jesus as his personal possession. He has taken them to himself in the fullness of love (“he loved his own … he loved them to the end,” v. 1), which implies that they have given themselves to him. Because they have been loved by him and have given themselves to him in belief and love they have been granted the definitive status of those “who received him” (John 1:12a). In receiving him, they receive what he alone has the authority to give—they become like him.14 According to the logic of 1:12, this likeness is one of sonship in relation to the Father: as those “who received him” (1:12a), the disciples are like the Son by having been given the grant of the status of “children of God” (1:12c). Such status is explicitly confirmed in 13:33 where Jesus himself calls them “children.” Jesus’ “own” are, in fact, those who have been given to him by the Father: “they were yours, and you gave them to me” (17:6; see also v. 9). They are the Son’s “own” as they are the Father’s “own”—they are the children of God. In sum, in being given the status as Jesus’ “own,” the disciples have not rejected the new covenant offered by their God,15 but, on the contrary, have been generated as children of God in the new covenant.
The Status of Children
The kinship relationship that is implicit in the phrase “his own” is explicitly expressed in 13:33 where Jesus calls his disciples “children” (τεκνία). The significance of this title is highlighted since this first-time usage occurs within the context of the ushering in of Jesus’ decisive hour which has finally come, when his love for his own has reached eschatological fulfillment (“to the end,” 13:1). Moreover, “children” appears immediately following the mutual glorification of God and the Son of man (vv. 31–32). In a gospel which places such emphasis on the divine kinship motif,16 this first-time designation of “children” functions as a climactic high-point within the gospel as a whole.
Τεκνία in 13:33 recalls the use of τέκνα in 1:12 and 11:52 and ought to be understood in light of them.17 John 11:52 discloses the meaning of Caiaphas prophecy regarding Jesus’ death: he will die “to gather into one the children of God (τέκνα τΟῡ θεΟῡ).” Regardless of the exact referent of the phrase “children of God” (the Gentiles, the diaspora Israelites, or both),18 the notion that Jesus has gathered his disciples into one is implied in the phrase “his own” (13:1). John 17:1–26 explicitly states that the Father, the Son, and Jesus’ own will be “one” (vv. 21, 22, 23). In deeming them “his own” (13:1) and “children” (13:33), Jesus is fulfilling his mission (at least in principle) to gather into one the children of God.
If the gospel is strongly influenced by the thought world of biblical Israel and Judaism—as I believe it is19—the reference to a gathered group of people claiming to be God’s “children” is significant. Such Jewish groups thought of themselves, in one way or another, as the remnant of Israel and that God was performing his eschatological interventions of restoration and vindication through them.20 The reason for this is that divine childhood or sonship is a central feature of Israel’s covenant relationship to their God.21 Israel’s designation in the covenant as God’s “people”  implies a kinship relation.22 Israel is explicitly given the status of “firstborn son” in Exodus 4:22–23 which is confirmed in the Sinai covenant’s blood and meal rituals23 and later described in Deuteronomy.24 Within the ratification of the covenant with David, God promises that “I will be his father, and he shall be my son” (2 Sam. 7:14; see also Ps. 89:26–27 where God deems David his “first-born son”). Finally, the grant of the prophetic new covenant includes, as a vital component, the promise of the restoration of the Father-son relationship between God and Israel: “At that time, says the LORD, I will be the God of all the families of Israel, and they shall be my kin ” (Jer. 31:1). According to the Septuagint, Jeremiah 31(8):8 relates how God will gather a remnant of Israel from the ends of the earth to the feast of the Passover where a great multitude will be begotten. Jeremiah 31:9 states that such a restorative gathering is rooted in the re-establishment of God’s fatherhood and Israel’s consequent first-born sonship: “I have become a father to Israel, and Ephraim is my firstborn” (v. 9). Jeremiah 31:20 echoes 31:9 by underlining their restored father-son relationship: “Ephraim is a beloved son, a pleasing child to me.” The “new covenant,” explicitly stated in Jeremiah 31:33, is the proximate setting for the restoration of God’s fatherhood and Israel’s divine sonship.25
Kinship language is utilized in John 13:33 (and elsewhere in John 13–17) for the same reasons as in the examples of covenant making in the OT, namely, for the sake of indicating that family ties have been furthered across family bloodlines. In giving his disciples the title of “children” at his final Passover meal, Jesus is signifying that a chief promise of the OT divine covenant—namely, the establishment of intimate, personal bonds of divine kinship between God and his people—has been fulfilled. According to Brown, “Jesus was proclaiming the arrival of the eschatological times when men would be God’s children.”26 Commenting on 11:52, he holds that “John has rephrased the covenant saying, ‘I will be your God, and you shall be my people,’ into ‘I will be your God, and you shall be my children.’”27 He sums up the principle at work in the conferral of the status of children to his disciples in John 13:33: “where sonship is mentioned, it is the result of covenant choice.”28
Conferral of Inheritance
In John 13:8, Jesus grants his own the gift of inheritance: “If I do not wash you, you have no inheritance with me.” “Inheritance” (μέρος) signifies the grant of participation in Jesus’ life. It makes explicit what is implicit in the phrase “his own” (13:1), namely, a relationship or communion of mutual belonging and abiding—the disciples share in Jesus’ life in such a manner as to be with him (and therefore he with them). This inheritance is familial in that it is a gift passed down from kin to other members of kin.29 Analogous to the double-portion of inheritance received by the first-born son in the ancient Near East, Jesus, the only Son (μονογενής, see 1:14,18; 3:18),30 has received “all things” from the Father (13:3) and authority over “all flesh,” (17:2). In sum, “all that the Father has” belongs to Jesus (16:15).
As the only Son “coming” from God and “sent” by the Father,31 Jesus is the agent or envoy who speaks in the name of the Father and acts as his representative.32 As the Father has life in himself, so he has also given the Son to have life in himself (5:26; see also 5:21) for the sake of perpetuating it for the future prosperity of Jesus’ own: “from his fullness have we all received” (1:16). Jesus stands in the Father’s stead as a kind of “father-figure” to his “children” (13:33)33 —or, as St. Augustine says, to the “begotten of the only begotten” (invenies unigeniti genitorem),34 — and “younger brethren” (20:17) granting his disciples an “inheritance” in his very own power to become children of God who are “born… of God” (1:12–13). In other words, “inheritance” in 13:8 signifies a grant of participation in Jesus’ inheritance in such a manner that the disciples share in him—they are “sons in the Son”—and are drawn into his destiny as Son of the Father. They have a prepared place for them in the “Father’s house” (14:2). Jesus has brought Israel’s disinheritance to an end.35 This marks the fulfillment of the eschatological promise: the Father himself is now, in Jesus, the inheritance of Israel.
Lastly, the inheritance that Jesus gives to his own in John 13:8 is acutely appropriate in a covenant context, for, according to many OT and NT traditions, the divine covenant and the reception of inheritance are integrally related. As Israel was promised in the covenant to receive God himself and the ancestral land of Canaan as an inheritance,36 so now Jesus’ own are given an inheritance with him in the new covenant.37 Such inheritance is a central effect of the formation of sacred kinship bonds via the ratification of the new covenant at this final meal. It denotes a mutual sharing of a common life within a covenant relationship. Such an understanding of inheritance as familial communion in covenant relation is found in another Johannine text, namely, Revelation 21:7, “He who overcomes will inherit these things, and I will be his God and he will be my son.”
Blessed and Chosen Ones
According to John 13:17–18, Jesus’ disciples have received the status as the “blessed” and “chosen” ones.38 Such a status is quintessential to the OT divine covenant. To be “blessed” in the OT is practically equivalent to being in a right covenant relationship with God.39 For instance, as a final declaration of their divine covenant relationship, God swears a covenant oath to Abraham to bless him, his future seed, and all the nations: “I will indeed bless you… and by your descendants shall all the nations of the earth bless themselves” (Gen. 22:17–18). Likewise, in the midst of the ratification of the Deuteronomic covenant a promise of blessing is given: “And all these blessings shall come upon you and overtake you, if you obey the voice of the LORD your God” (Deut. 28:2; see also vv. 3–6). For that matter, in the whole of Deuteronomy the term “blessing” seems to be a technical word indicating favor within the covenant relationship.40 Similarly, the divine blessing is emphatically solicited by David in the covenant that God granted him in 2 Samuel 7:29.41 The logic of being “blessed” in the divine covenant is as follows: similar to a father blessing his son because of the latter’s loyalty and filial obedience, so those of Israel who rightly live out their covenant position in faithfulness and love as divine sons were blessed by God their Father.42
Hence, in obeying Jesus’ teaching and imitating his example as his own who believe and love him, the disciples are the blessed ones (John 13:17).43 Such a blessing not only acknowledges the divine sonship of the disciples, it indicates that they are successfully living out their covenant relationship with the Father and the Son.44
John 13:18 relates that Jesus has conferred upon his disciples the relational status of being his “chosen” ones.45 As the chosen ones of the “chosen one of God” (1:34),46 Jesus’ disciples participate in his relation to the God who chooses. Being chosen by Jesus is comparable in meaning to the disciples’ status of being “his own” (v. 1). According to v. 18, Jesus is fulfilling the scripture in choosing his disciples by inserting them into the theological history of Israel’s covenant election.47 Among other texts,48 the intimate association between being “chosen” in the covenant is poignantly expressed in Deuteronomy 7:6–7, 9:
For you are a people holy to the Lord your God; the Lord your God has chosen you to be a people for his own possession … the Lord set his love upon you and chose you … Know therefore that the Lord your God is God, the faithful God who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him.
God’s choice of David as his representative king and temple master was utterly fundamental to Israel’s divine covenant.49 In Psalm 89:3 God states, “I have made a covenant with my chosen one, I have sworn to David my servant.” Later in the same text, it is said that David, the chosen one, will cry to his God, “You are my father, my God” (v. 26). God replies, “I will make him the first-born” (v. 27). David has been adopted through covenant election to be the first-born of God.50 Lastly, Isaiah prophesizes about a servant-son (παῐς) “chosen” by God who will be a “covenant to the people” (Isa. 42:1, 6; see also 43:10; 49:7–8). Therefore, we agree with the conclusion of Mendenhall that “the religious meaning of God’s ‘choosing’ must be looked for within the framework of the religious bonds which held early Israel together. This can only be the covenant tradition.”51
In this eschatological hour of Jesus’ final meal (13:1), Israel’s theological history of covenant election is fulfilled: Jesus’ own are the definitive “chosen” ones of God (13:18). According to the covenant logic found in the OT, this grant of the status of being Jesus’ elect coincides with the disciples’ adoption as children of God in the new covenant. As the ones “chosen” by the Son, they participate in the divine sonship of the Son as his children and they eat his bread at his table as his kin (vv. 18, 28, 33).
Friendship With Jesus
The relational status granted to the disciples by Jesus is further qualified in a remarkable way in John 15:13–15. They are “friends” (ϕίλος) with Jesus. Their friendship consists in sharing a common life, namely, in Jesus’ filial life that he lays down in love for his own (see v. 13). Furthermore, Jesus shares everything that he has heard from the Father with them (v. 15; see also v. 16); the Father’s life is also commonly possessed. Thus, their friendship finds its ultimate referent in the Father. As friends, therefore, they share a quasi-familial life together, a communion comparable to kinship.52 The meaning of their status as “friends” and their status as “brothers” (see 20:17) is similar.53 This is an illustration of how, in the ancient world, friendship was analogous to kinship relations.54
The use of the term “friends” in John 15:13–15 also supports the covenantal status of Jesus’ own. In the OT, the status of friendship was commonly linked to the covenant relationship. According to Psalm 25:14, friendship and covenant are interrelated: “The friendship 55 of the LORD is for those who fear him, and he makes known to them his covenant.” In the midst of the renewal of the Sinai covenant it is disclosed that Moses is a friend of God (Exod. 33:11). Also, the friendship between David and Jonathan, whose souls were bound together in mutual love and “steadfast love,” is sealed with a covenant (1 Sam. 18:1–3; 20:3, 8, 17; 23:16–18).56 Furthermore, Wisdom 1:16 states that the ungodly not only consider death to be “a friend,” but “they made a covenant with him.” According to Qumran, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob possessed friendship with God that was equivalent to their covenant relationship with him: “Abraham … was counted as a friend for keeping God’s precepts … And he passed them on to Isaac and to Jacob, and they kept them and were written up as friends of God and as members of the covenant forever” (Cairo Damascus Document 3:2–4).
In conclusion, the conferral of the status of friendship to Jesus’ disciples in John 15:13–15 is analogous to a kinship relation: since a friend is another “self,” then it follows that a friend of Jesus the Son will be another “son” who shares in his filial life with the Father. Moreover, this grant of friendship is a grant of a covenantal relation akin to the OT covenantal friendship shared between Abraham, Moses, and God. Altogether, then, the kinship-by-covenant principle is operative in this grant of friendship. Tilborg summarizes, “Jesus knows that he is in the service of the oikos of his heavenly father. Choosing disciples and making them his friends he enlarges the oikos [house] of his heavenly father. He allows these people to enter into the covenant of love.”57
Bestowal of The Father’s Name
Multiple texts throughout John 13–17 relate that Jesus’ own definitively know the Father’s name and are invited to invoke it.58 Hence, they share in it: they possess his name, are under his name, and resemble various features of the meaning of his name. Such sharing resembles a child being given the same name by his father and, therefore, possessing it. The familial unity shared between the Father, the Son, and the disciples is made manifest by their mutual possession of one “name” (17:11).
That Jesus grants his disciples knowledge of the Father’s name and the right to invoke it clearly echoes the OT tradition where God’s name was manifested and called to be known and incanted within the covenant relationship. In the renewal of the Sinai covenant Moses petitioned God to restore his name (Exod. 33–34). In fact, the mutual knowledge of each of their respective names signified their covenant relationship itself (33:12, 17, 19). Moreover, this covenant renewal took place through the proclamation of the divine name (34:5–7). By revealing his name in covenant, God desires his people to claim it for themselves, so that he can be their God and they can be his people.
In their covenant, both God and David mutually knew each other’s name (2 Sam. 7:9, 13). At the heart of the Davidic covenant was God’s promise that a son of David would “build a house for my name” (v. 13) so that God will “make himself a name” (v. 23) and that his name will be “magnified forever” (v. 26).59 The grant of his name to Israel signified that he will be “God over Israel.”
The vindication and knowledge of God’s holy name was a vital element in the eschatological covenant as foretold by the prophets. According to Isaiah 42, in the eschatological time God will give over the Servant as a “covenant to the people” (42:6), so that his name may be manifested: “I am the Lord, that is my name” (42:8). Isaiah 56 relates how the foreigner and eunuch who “hold fast my covenant” (56:4) will be granted “a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name which shall not be cut off (56:5). Moreover, the prophet Jeremiah foretells that the new covenant relationship will be the locus of the definitive revelation of the divine name (Jer. 31:35). The gift of the covenant and the revelation of God’s name go hand in hand.60 According to the prophet Ezekiel, the vindication of the holy name will take place through a new covenant (Ezek. 36:24–28; see also vv. 29, 33).
According to John 17:6, 23, and 26, the Father’s name is central to the generation and formation of Jesus’ own as the children of God, and their subsequent relationship of love with the Father and the Son. This is a significant indicator that the Sinaitic, Davidic, and prophetic promises regarding the divine name and the covenant relationship with Israel are fulfilled. Knowledge of the Father’s name and the invitation to incant Jesus’ name signifies that the Father is “God over Israel.” According to 17:11, because the children of God possess the Father’s name, and because they are protected by it, they will be one as the Father and the Son are one. To be unified in the divine name in a manner analogous to the unity found in God is the simultaneous fulfillment of the prophetic promise of a reunified Israel (and the gathering of the nations) and the unprecedented escalation of interpersonal, interfamilial communion.61
II. Covenanted Obligations For Kinship Relation
Commandment to Love
In John 13:34–35, Jesus presents his “new commandment.” Commandments were characteristic or typical of the OT covenant relationship; where you find commandments, you usually find a covenant.62 For instance, the promulgation of the Decalogue (Exod. 20:1–17) expressed the essence of the Sinai covenant. It was a gracious revelation of God’s will defining Israel’s status and relation to him. Deuteronomy 4:13 notes the link between commandments and this covenant: “And he [the Lord] declared to you his covenant, which he commanded you to perform, that is, the ten commandments.” Deuteronomy 4:13 is a specific case of the general rule, namely, the OT divine commandment is “a relational term which can be understood only within the covenantal context.”63
That love is the essential content of Jesus’ commandment is undoubtedly evocative of the OT divine commandment given in the divine covenant.64 Few passages in the OT illuminate as fully the relation of covenant, commandments, and love as Deuteronomy 7:6–13. According to this text, love lies at the heart of the covenant relationship between God and Israel (vv. 7, 8, 9) and is the principal core of the covenant commandments (v. 9). Love is the reason for their covenant relationship; it explains why God chose Israel and bound himself by a sworn covenant oath to Israel (vv. 7–8, 13). In addition, it is the indispensable obligation required to maintain their covenant relationship. From this text, and others (for instance, Exod. 20:5–6), we can conclude, along with Stauffer, that in the OT “the concept of love is the ultimate foundation of the whole covenant theory.”65
Jesus’ commandment to love is the primary indicator that John 13–17 presents a relationship between the Father, the Son, and the disciples that can be deemed “covenantal.” Its vital content and function is unmistakably identical to the OT covenant commandments: as the OT commandments disclosed the will of God for Israel and in doing so defined their covenant relationship, so Jesus’ new commandment definitively discloses the will of his Father for his own for the sake of defining their covenant relationship.66 In other words, Jesus’ commandment is the core obligation required of the disciples’ newfound status in the new covenant: in keeping it, Jesus’ own are securing their relationship and shared life with the Father and the Son as children of God.
However, Jesus’ commandment is noticeably dissimilar to its OT counterpart. The uniqueness of the commandment is appropriate for the uniqueness of the event: Jesus’ commandment is qualitatively new because it is promulgated for a new, effective covenant67 which is ratified by a new sacrifice that is bound up with his efficacious love—“as I have loved you” (13:34c)—that does not remain alone, but bears much fruit (12:24–25). In laying down his life for his friends in great love (see 15:13; 10:15, 17–18), Jesus has loved them with the fullness of sacrificial love—“to the end” (13:1)—and in doing so the power of divine love is “given to” them (13:34a; also 15:9) in order to keep his commandment.68 Jesus’ commandment to love is, therefore, the living principle by which the children of God can accomplish the Father’s will and live with him in a mutual covenant.69 In this way, the OT eschatological expectation of an intimate, reciprocal covenant relationship rooted in keeping the divine commandment of love is fulfilled and surpassed in an unforeseen manner.
Belief
In this hour of plain revelation of the Father (John 16:25, 29), Jesus’ own make a solemn profession of belief in the divine sonship of the Son who has his origin and end in the Father: “now we know that you know all things … we believe that you came from God” (v. 30). Through their profession of belief in the sonship of the Son, which was anticipated by Jesus in v. 27b (“you have loved me and have believed that I came from God”), they also declare their belief in the fatherhood of the Father: God is their Father and they believe that “the Father himself loves” them (16:27). This fulfills the logic of John 1:12–13, namely, their belief marks that they have received the Father and the Son (see 17:8 “they received”) and their reception manifests that they are children of God.70 By receiving him in belief, they will not only participate in the very life of the Father and the Son (14:10–11), but also in the future will imitate the Son as children of God (“he who believes in me will also do the works that I do,” 14:12a).
The function of “believing” in John 13–17 generates and maintains a relationship with God which the OT would consider to be distinctly covenantal in character. God’s dealings with Israel in the Exodus (see Exod. 4:4–5, 7–8; 14:31) and in his theophany on Mount Sinai (see Exod. 19:9; also 34:10–12) were ordered to empower Israel to firmly believe in him for the sake of entering into a covenant relationship with him. In a similar manner, Jesus is appealing to the heart of his disciples to empower them to fidelity and faithfulness to God. Furthermore, as the dangers of disbelief and apostasy were usually addressed during ratifications and renewals of the OT divine covenant, so Jesus’ appeal to believe is underlined by the real danger that the disciples may forsake their covenant God by not believing in him (see 16:1).
Lastly, their profession of belief is comparable to the manner in which a covenant oath was sworn at covenant making ceremonies and it bears an analogous function to it, namely, it ratifies a covenant.71 For example, at the ratification ceremony of the divine covenant at Sinai, Israel swears a verbal oath of allegiance to the covenant: “Then he [Moses] took the book of the covenant, and read it in the hearing of the people; and they said, ‘All that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient’” (Exod. 24:7; see also 24:3). Likewise, in the renewal of the divine covenant in the land of Canaan, Israel professes its allegiance to their covenant God: we “will serve the Lord, for he is our God” (Josh. 24:18; also 24:21, 24). An equivalent occurrence is happening in John 13–17. The profession of the disciples’ present belief in the Father and the Son, therefore, manifests their being bound to the relationship they have with them in the new covenant.72
III. Covenantal Inferiority of the Father, Son, and Children of God
The covenantal kinship status with God that is conferred upon the disciples by Jesus in John 13–17 is further qualified as a relationship of deep interiority which surpasses all traditional and prophetic expectations of Israel.
In 14:1 Jesus reassures and encourages his disciples not to fear his imminent departure: “let not your hearts be troubled; believe in God, believe also in me.” Interior belief is that which will grant courage to the “heart,” which refers to the very depths of the person and is the “organ of interiority.”73 Throughout the OT, the heart was the reference point for Israel in their covenant with their God (see Deut. 30:1–20)—he continually called and appealed to their heart.74 It is precisely a relationship of the heart, of great interiority, that Jesus grants his own during his final meal. Their relationship to the Father and the Son will be one of in-being and mutual indwelling, and mutual indwelling generated by the Spirit of truth.75
Spirit of Truth
As the representative of Jesus who speaks in his name (14:26; 16:13), the Spirit-Paraclete helps in bringing to completion the mission of the Son to die for the nation of Israel so as to gather into one the scattered children of God (11:51–52; 7:39; 16:7) The Spirit “gives life” (6:63) As the one who comes from above (1:32, 33), the Spirit is a source and agent of eschatological,76 divine birth “from above” (3:3, 7) resulting in participation in the familial life of the Father and the Son, “eternal life” (3:15, 16) 77
At the hour of glorification of the Son (13:31–32; 17:1–5; 12:23, 28), the Spirit of truth is presently given to the disciples (see 7:39) as Jesus discloses: “you know him, for he abides with you, and is in you” (14:17) 78The role of the Spirit in generating the children of God is explicitly referred to the next verse: “I will not leave you orphaned” (v 18) In being sent by the Father through the mediation of the Son (14:16; 3:34), the Spirit manifests the caring, protective action of the Father for the children of God—they will not be left without the Father The manifestation of the generation of Jesus’ own as his children through the Spirit is the long awaited fulfillment of the promise of covenant restoration, especially as foretold by the prophet Ezekiel (see Ezek 36–37, 39) who foresees the Spirit of God (36:26–27; 37:5–6, 9, 14) as the agent of the vindication and unification of Israel (37:16) through cleansing water (36:25, 33; 37:23) for a renewed covenant relationship (36:28; also 37:23, 26–27) 79
In-Being
The covenantal relation of the children of God to the Father and the Son is a specific kind, namely, one of “being-in-another ” Not only do the Father and the Son share a relation of in-being, “I am in the Father and the Father in me” (14:10, 11), 80but their in-being relationship is extended to Jesus’ own, “I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you” (14:20) While maintaining a distinction between persons, this relationship suggests a union of wills and activity resulting in a total, reciprocal belonging to the other It is the father-son relationship which characterizes this mutual in-being relationship: because the Father is the father of the Son and the Son is he who comes from the Father, they are “in” one another By way of extension, because the Son is in his own, the Father is also in them In this manner, their status as children of God is highlighted by this interiority.
The triple in-being expression found in John 14:20 is equivalent, in both form and content, to the OT divine covenant formula which expressed the very heart of the covenant relationship, namely, mutual being-together and belonging: “You shall be my people, and I shall be your God ”81 The covenant formula was grounded in the understanding that God was in the midst of his people Deuteronomy 6:15 states, “The Lord your God in the midst of you is a jealous God ”82 In this text, as in others, the Septuagint translates the Hebrew “in your midst”  as “in you” (ἐνσοί) “His very presence in the midst of them signifies that he is in a covenant relationship with them ”83 The depth of interiority, force of interchange of mutual presence, and extent of familial intimacy of the in-being presence of the Father and the Son in the children of God and they in them marks the fulfillment of the OT divine covenant with a hitherto unexpected escalation of divine in-being 84
Indwelling
The interiority of the covenantal kinship relationship is further qualified as a relation of mutual indwelling: the disciples will mutually dwell with their God within the “many dwellings” (monai,) in the “Father’s house” ( John 14:2, 23) Beyond the multiple chambers within the physical temple building, “many dwellings” signify the dwelling of persons in mutual relationship and communion as emphasized in 14:23: “If anyone loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our dwelling with him ”85 The Father and the Son are dwelling with the children of God in such a reciprocal fashion as to share their life with them in a manner analogous to how life is shared within a dwelling place or house 86 Hence, through such mutual indwelling their divine sonship will flourish—they will not be left “orphans” (14:18).
The temple reference contained in “my Father’s house” (John 14:2) indicates that Jesus is establishing a new covenant. This is evident because the temple (and the mountains associated with it), which was the “cosmic center of the universe” where “heaven and earth converge,”87 was the place where covenants were made 88 The close association between the dwelling place of God and the covenant with his people is disclosed in 1 Kings 8:21 where the tabernacle is the covenant: “And there I have provided a place for the Ark, in which is the covenant of the Lord which he made with our fathers, when he brought them out of the land of Egypt ”89 His concrete presence with his people in the tabernacle and temple expressed the mutual dwelling together in the peace of their covenant relationship.
More specifically, the temple was “the embodiment of the covenant of David ”90 In this divine covenant God requested that the son of David build “a house for my name”(2 Sam 7:13) or, as 1 Chronicles 17:12 relates, a “house for me ” Building this temple “house” is closely associated with the divine paternity of God and the divine sonship of the Davidid that was promised in their covenant: “I will be his father, and he shall be my son” (1 Chron. 17:13). Following the kinship-by-covenant principle, 1 Chronicles 17:14 manifests the relationship between God’s house and the Davidic divine son: “I will confirm him in my house ... forever.” A permanent dwelling place will be established and confirmed for the Davidic divine son within God’s house which is, subsequently, his “Father’s house.” This takes place in the fulfillment of their divine covenant.91
John 14:2-3, 23 signifies analogously the expected restoration and fulfillment of two necessary traditions of the Davidic covenant, namely, divine sonship and the house-temple as expressed in 2 Samuel 7/1 Chronicles 17.92 Jesus is the Davidic divine son who not only dwells forever with the Father in the “Father’s house,” but, as John 2:21 relates, he is the Father’s house.93 Having a dwelling place prepared for them by the Son (14:2-3), the disciples participate in the filial life of the Son to the Father within the Father’s house as children of God.94
Knowledge and Sight
“Knowing” in the gospel of John suggests more than intellectual apprehension and is an existential, active, concrete experience where one has profound contact with another’s presence and their family, occurring at the heart of a personal relationship. It seems to extend to recognition and discernment of another person, and to will or to choose another person, leading to personal communion.95 John 10:14-15 attests to such a meaning: “I know my own and my own know me, as the Father knows me and I know the Father.” “Seeing” in the Fourth gospel is different than knowledge, but is intrinsically bound up with it, for knowledge determines the content of what is seen, that is, the content of the personal presence that we interiorly see and behold through perception.96
These particular aspects of the knowledge and sight of God in the gospel are almost identical to knowledge and sight of God associated with the OT covenant relationship.97 For instance, to “know” God and to “see” him face to face in a profoundly personal manner was a chief promise manifested in the Sinai covenant (Exod. 24:9–11; 33:18ff.). At the ratification of this covenant the representatives of Israel “saw the God of Israel” (24:10) and “beheld” him (v. 11; see Deut. 5:1–4). Instead of taking away their life because they saw him (v. 11a), God rather granted them the gift of an exclusive participation with him.
Similarly, within the context of the renewal of the Sinai covenant in Exodus 33, God “knows” Moses and has found favor with him “in his sight” (33:12; see vv. 13, 17). Moses was then granted the gift of seeing God “face to face” (v. 11)98 so that he may “know” and, according to the Septuagint, “see” (ἴδω) him and receive his favorable glance in return (vv. 13, 14). In vv. 18–19, Moses boldly requested/show me your glory” and God remarked, “I will make all my goodness pass before you, and will proclaim before you my name, ‘the Lord.’” Thus, within the context of the renewal of the divine covenant with Israel (see 34:6–32), God confirmed the covenant faithfulness of Moses and demonstrated the purpose of the covenant relationship, namely, to see the face of God, to behold his glory, and to know his name and his ways. To “see,” to “behold,” and to “know,” therefore, manifest the interpersonal communion and friendship promised in the divine covenant.
Furthermore, in his prophecy of the eschatological covenant, Ezekiel included the knowledge and sight of God as vital components to it. Israel will “know that I am the Lord” (36:6–11; see v. 38; 39:6–7, 22) and “the nations will know that I am the Lord” (36:23; see v. 36; 37:28; 39:6–7, 13, 21). This definitive knowledge of God is linked to a newborn communion of persons within a new covenant (36:25–28; also 39:22). Through his jealousy for his holy name, Israel’s God will mercifully restore their fortunes again for the purpose of generating an effective covenant communion through the fullness of eschatological divine knowledge where they will “see” his face: “then they shall know that I am the Lord their God … and I will not hide my face any more from them” (39:28–29).
The intimately personal bond generated by knowledge and sight in the OT divine covenant relationship is indistinguishable from the knowledge and sight given to Jesus’ own in the gospel of John. For instance, in John 10:14–15 an interior, mutual knowledge is central to the relationship between Jesus and his own (notice that the structure of these statements is similar to the OT covenant formula): “I know my own and my own know me, as the Father knows me and I know the Father.”99 Furthermore, in John 13-17 the disciples presently possess definitive knowledge and sight of their God as Jesus reveals: “you know him and have seen him” (14:7) and “he who has seen me has seen the Father” (14:9; also 12:45). They have seen his glory (13:31–32; 17:1–5; 1:14). Through their interior, mutual knowledge and sight of God they have been granted the gift of participation in the eternal life of the Father and the Son (17:3; 6:40). This radically fulfills the promise and expectation of eschatological knowledge and sight of God foreshadowed in the Sinai covenant and foretold in the prophecies about the new covenant.100 Within the new covenant relationship between the Father, Son, and disciples, Israel knows definitively “the one true God” (17:3) and has at long last seen their God “face to face” (14:9; 12:45).101
Peace
In having received the gift of covenantal interiority with the Father and the Son, the disciples have received the gift of peace: “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you” (John 14:27; also 16:33). This consoling gift of peace is not any ordinary, worldly peace but rather it is precisely the peace that only Jesus gives—it is his personal peace (“my peace”); it is intrinsic to him and represents the “all-embracing sphere of his life (see 14:19), his love (14:21, 23), his joy (15:11; 16:22; 17:13).”102 Being “in” him (16:33), the disciples have entered into a communion of peace with the Son and, subsequently, into the familial harmony and peace that he shares with the Father.103 Especially by possessing the protection of the Father (17:11, 12, 15),104 the children of God dwell in the “Father’s house” (14:2–3) in spiritual tranquility and peace with him.
Peace was the quintessential effect of the interpersonal communion forged in any covenant. The terms “covenant” and “peace” were not only frequently juxtaposed in the OT but the latter was the expressed content of the former.105 For example, peace between Isaac and Abimelech was effected by the covenant they made with each other in Beersheba. After sharing a covenant meal (Gen. 26:30), they “took oath with one another; and Isaac set them on their way, and they departed from him in peace” (v. 31). In dealing with the Gibeonites, Joshua “made peace with them, and made a covenant with them, to let them live” (Josh. 9:15). Likewise, in the covenant between Solomon and Hiram, the main content was that “there was peace between” them (1 Kings 5:12). To make a covenant was equivalent to “make peace.”106 Similarly, in Malachi 2:5, God proclaims, “my covenant with him [Levi] was of life and peace.”107 The prophets foretold a future communion and indwelling with God in a “covenant of peace.”108 Therefore, in the OT “the covenant effects a unity which is peace.”109
Because Jesus’ own are “in” him (16:33), they have entered, as children of God, the wholeness of the sphere of his filial life with the Father and their shared communion of peace. As a result, they possess divine peace that goes beyond all expectation. This eschatological peace powerfully signifies a most stable state that prevails in their intimate, interior communion with the Father and Son in this new covenant. Jesus’ gift of peace—this definitive covenant solidarity with their God—is, ultimately, consolation for their hearts.
Consecration
In John 17:17–19, Jesus prays for the consecration of his disciples. It stresses that they are “not out of the world” (17:16), but rather they are “out of God,”110 set apart as his own. As Jesus is consecrated by his Father111 and consecrates himself,112 so in a similar fashion the disciples are consecrated by the Father—who is the origin and source of their consecration as the one who is “Holy Father” (17:11)—as those who are sacred, holy to the Father (17:17).
Furthermore, the disciples are consecrated “in the truth” (17:17a), which, as Jesus goes on to specify, is the Father’s word (17:17b). Jesus is himself the Word of God (1:1–2), he speaks the Father’s word (14:10, 24; 17:8, 14) which is the truth (8:40). In fact, the Son is himself the truth (8:32, 36; 14:6) and fully discloses his interpersonal communion with the Father. In this manner, “truth” in the gospel essentially refers to the definitive revelation of the Father and his love by the only Son of the Father. It is the unveiling of the sonship of the Son and the fatherhood of the Father, and their interrelation.113 Consequently, the disciples’ consecration “in the truth” signifies their participation in the sonship of the Son and in the fatherhood of the Father. As the prologue states, the disciples are children of God because they have received him who is “full of … truth” (1:12–14). Thus, their consecration “in the truth” definitively seals their participation in Jesus’ filial relation to the Father; it seals their status as “children of God.”114
Such a consecration is appropriate at the ratification of a covenant. The covenant between God and Israel on Sinai is framed by the divine call for Israel to be a consecrated nation: “keep my covenant … [and] you shall be to me … a consecrated nation” (Exod. 19:6). To prepare to enter into covenant with their God, Israel was to perform a divinely instituted ritual of consecration (19:10; also vv. 14, 22, 23).115 In the “book of the covenant” (Exod. 21–23), the first-born sons of the families of Israel were called to be consecrated (22:29, 31; also 13:1–16). This consecration corresponds to the general consecration of Israel in Exodus 19 since Israel, corporately understood, is God’s first-born son (4:22–23). Thus, they are set apart in the Sinai covenant precisely as God’s first-born son. Israel’s call to be a consecrated nation in a covenant relationship with their God is echoed in Deuteronomy 7:6, “For you are a people consecrated to the Lord your God.” The Deuteronomic covenant itself demands that Israel be consecrated to God: “you shall be a people consecrated to the Lord your God” (26:19).
When the Davidic divine covenant was renewed under the Davidic king Hezekiah (2 Chron. 29:1ff.), the act of consecration was central to the covenant ratification rituals. Not only did the covenant renewal call for the Levitical priests to consecrate themselves and to consecrate the temple (29:5; also vv. 15, 17, 19), it also functioned to consecrate the assembly of Israel to their God: “You have now consecrated yourselves 116 to the Lord; come near, bring sacrifices and thank offerings to the house of the Lord” (2 Chron. 29:31). It is through the ratification of the covenant that the consecration of Israel takes place.117
In light of the connection between the ratification of the OT divine covenant and the consecration of Israel, the consecration of the disciples in John 17:17–19 functions as a sign that the disciples’ new covenant relationship with the Father and the Son is definitively sealed—they are fully and completely Jesus’ covenantal “own.” More specifically, as with the covenant at Sinai, this consecration in the truth decisively and resolutely sets Jesus’ own apart as covenantal children of God.
Glorification
The Johannine meaning of “glory” forcefully reflects common traditions of Israel (especially the Sinai revelations).118 In the Exodus, the glory of God was a sign119 of his victorious power over the Egyptian Pharaoh which visibly manifested himself to his people so that they may believe in him (14:31) and so that all shall “know that I am the Lord” (Exod. 14:4; also 14:17–18; 15:1, 6, 11, 21). During the ratification of the Sinai covenant “the glory of the Lord settled on Mount Sinai” for seven days (24:16). This continuous dwelling in glory visibly manifested in the cloud and devouring fire (vv. 17–18) was a perceptible sign of God’s active power to establish a familial communion through the covenant ratified by blood (v. 8).120 Furthermore, God’s power and indwelling presence in the tabernacle was signified in glory (Exod. 40:34–35). As a perceptible sign of the covenant relationship itself the Ark of the Covenant was often referred to as “the glory.”121
John 13:31–32 and 17:1, 5 relate that the hour of the mutual glorification of the Father and the Son has come. According to 17:24, the Father gives glory to the Son because he loves him. Their mutual glorification is rooted in their communion of love.122 Furthermore in 17:22, this glory of the communion of love between the Father and the Son is given to the disciples, who subsequently will be one as the Father and the Son are one (17:22–23). In possessing the Son’s glory they recognize and acknowledge that the Father has “loved them even as you [Father] have loved me [the Son]” (v. 23). Lastly, the mutual glorification of the Father, the Son, and the disciples is ordered externally to all future believers (17:20, 22–23). Verse 23c—“so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you loved me”—indicates that the glory of the communion of love in which the disciples participate will be a glorious sign to the world which will point to the relation of the Son to the Father (“you have sent me”) and, ultimately, to the love of the Father for his Son and for the world. In other words, the disciples’ communion of love will be the glorious sign for all future believers to know and recognize the sonship of the Son and the love of the Father. Through this glorious sign, and the consequent belief and knowledge initiated by it, a relation will be generated which essentially concerns the relationship between the Father and the Son and their love, namely, all future believers will be generated as children of God.123
The glorification of the Father, Son, and disciples in John 13:31–32 and 17:1–26 ought to be understood in light of its primary background, namely, the exodus event and the Sinai covenant, and as the “natural outworking of the analogy with Moses introduced in 1:14–18.”124 As glory was the visible sign for generating belief and knowledge in the exodus and the visible sign of God’s fidelity and love in his covenant with Israel, so in John 13–17: through the communication of the glorious, visible sign of the communion of love of the Father and the Son, all future believers in the world will come to know the Father and the Son and their love given in the new covenant. Jesus is evoking OT traditions for the establishment of a sign by which the covenant relationship can be known, remembered, and shared.125
IV. Conclusion: Hermeneutic of Continuity and Fulfillment
It has been argued that the covenant principle, which defines the relationship of God to his people throughout the OT, permeates John 13–17 and is functioning within its theology. Put differently, John 13-17 goes to great lengths to describe the relationship between God and his people—the status, obligations, and the character of interiority—with the distinctive elements of what the biblical record calls a covenant. It is not unique in this regard, for it has followed the long period of biblical history which employed a covenant theology to provide a basic set of theological categories and values for understanding the relationship between God and Israel. John 13–17, therefore, possesses a profound continuity with the covenant theology of the OT.
However, such continuity does not mean equality. Although the covenant theology of John 13–17 is rooted in many traditions of the various OT covenant theologies, it presents itself not only as fulfilling these traditions, but as exceeding them in an unforeseen manner, and, therefore, presents a redefinition of the covenantal people of God. This unexpected fulfillment is disclosed through the eschatological revelation of God as “Father” by Jesus “the Son,” who has enabled his disciples to participate in their familial relationship as those “born of the Spirit,” as “children of God.” This unanticipated realization expresses the significant shift in emphasis that has occurred when progressing through the continuous story of Israel as presented in Scripture’s bi-covenantal corpus. The OT frequently and predominately employed the term “covenant” to describe the relationship between God and his people. In contrast, kinship terminology expressing familial relations and obligations in the OT was, for the most part, regulated to the background of God’s dealings with his people. Although an extension of divine kinship status was disclosed at vital moments in Israel’s history, it was often an implicit part of a future promise.126 However, the reverse is true when progressing from the OT to its fulfillment in the NT. The term “covenant” has receded into the background while kinship terminology has taken a predominant position and has been employed with such unprecedented frequency and force that it has surpassed all OT expectations.127
Thus, there is no substantial discontinuity between the covenant theology of the OT and the covenant theology of the NT. The OT covenant has not been forgotten by the NT, rather it has been fulfilled by the NT. In light of this fulfillment, the language of divine kinship increases, while the explicit use of the term “covenant” predictably decreases. The language of divine kinship, which permeates John’s gospel, is not only employed in a structured and systematic manner, but in relation to the OT it is utilized with unparalleled frequency and force. Like several other NT texts, the Fourth Gospel understands the ratification of the new covenant to fulfill the OT covenant relationship between God and his people with a hitherto unexpected escalation of sacred kinship and divine familial communion. In John’s gospel there does not exist a sharp break or major departure from the covenant theology revealed in the story of Israel, but rather a fulfillment that exceeds all expectations.
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Introduction
Some scholars hold that the word διαθήκη (diathēkē) in Galatians 3:15 should be translated “will” or “testament,” an “act by which a person determines the disposition of his or her property after death.”2 Other scholars, almost as equally widespread, hold that the verse, so translated, renders Galatians 3:15–18 unintelligible with respect to both the legal background of the passage and the logic of Paul’s argument.
This article will attempt to bring intelligibility and clarity to Galatians 3:15–18. I will show, first, that the meaning of διαθήκη in Galatians 3:15, 17 should be understood in the usual Pauline sense of “covenant,” that is, “a legal fellowship under sacral guarantees.”3 Next, and having the interpretation of 3:15–18 now guided by the concept of “covenant” rather than by “will” or “testament,” the identification of a specific Old Testament covenant-making narrative underlying Paul’s argument will appear—Genesis 22:15–18, the covenant with Abraham ratified by divine oath after the Aqedah (the binding of Isaac). Once it has been determined that the specific narrative Paul has in mind in Galatians 3:15–18 is the covenant-oath of the Aqedah, his theological argument emerges. The thrust of the entire unit (3:15–18) is that the Abrahamic covenant enjoys historical priority and theological primacy over the Mosaic covenant at Sinai.
The coherence of Paul’s argument in Galatians 3:15–18, though subtle, is recognizable when we follow sound lexicography, employ contextual sensitivity, and engage biblical texts with a typological reading.
I. Διαθήκη as “Covenant” in Galatians 3:15
Although the most basic meaning of διαθήκη seems to have been “a disposition,” from διατίθημι, “to dispose, determine, distribute, establish,” this meaning is rarely attested and only in older texts.4 Over time the term became particularized to one specific kind of disposition, namely, “a final testamentary disposition in view of death”:5
The law shall run as follows: Whosoever writes a will (διαθήκη) disposing of his property, if he be the father of children, he shall first write down the name of whichever of his sons he deems worthy to be his heir. …6
Within Hellenistic Judaism, however, the development of the term followed a different trajectory. The translators of the Septuagint [hereafter, LXX], with almost complete consistency, chose διαθήκη to render the Hebrew , “covenant.” This translational choice has elicited some scholarly discussion, since the usual Greek term for “covenant,” outside of the LXX, is συνθήκη.7 Yet there is no reason to think that the LXX translators misunderstood  as “last will and testament.” Rather, “it may be assumed that where LXX uses διαθήκη the intention is to mediate the sense and usage of .”8 “Testament” makes no sense in the contexts in which the LXX uses διαθήκη, for example, “So Abraham took sheep and oxen and gave them to Abimelech, and the two men made a covenant (διαθήκη)” (Gen. 21:27). For the most part, later Second Temple literature also employed διαθήκη| to mean “covenant.”9
It scarcely needs demonstration that a testament is a quite different sort of legal institution from a covenant. A testament provided for the distribution of an individual’s estate shortly before or after his or her death, whereas a covenant was a legally-binding relationship of obligation—which could take a wide variety of forms—ratified by an oath between one party and one or more others, which seldom concerned the distribution of goods after one’s death perse.10
Usually, which of the two senses διαθήκη bears is clarified by the context, but Galatians 3:15 is a difficult case:
      

Brothers and sisters, I give an example from daily life: once a person’s will has been ratified, no one adds to it or annuls it. (NRSV)
Like the translators of the NRSV, most contemporary commentators agree that διαθήκη here should be taken in the secular sense of “will” or “testament.” This consensus remains strong despite three serious difficulties:
First, Paul always employs διαθήκη as “covenant” in his other writings.11 The same is true for the LXX translators, as well as for the other NT writers and the Apostolic Fathers.12 With one possible exception, there is not a single instance where διαθήκη means “testament” in any of the above.13
Second, the reference to a Hellenistic “testament” in v. 15 would represent a lapse in the coherence of Paul’s argument. Both before and after v. 15 he proceeds strictly within the conceptual sphere of Jewish (not Greco-Roman) law. Since the dispute at hand concerns the interpretation of the Jewish Torah (νόμος), it is difficult to imagine what rhetorical force or relevance either Paul or his opponents would see in an analogy drawn from the secular court.
Third (and most seriously), if Paul intends διαθήκη to be understood as “testament” in v. 15, his statement “no one adds to or annuls [a διαθήκη]” is simply erroneous.14 It is widely acknowledged that all known Greek, Roman, or Egyptian “testaments” could be annulled (ἀθετέω) or supplemented (διατάσσομαι) by the testator.15 Legal practice in the first century directly contradicts what Paul seems to be claiming. This has led to an exegetical impasse.16
In an attempt to get beyond this impasse, some scholars suggest that Paul’s statement οὐδεὶς ἀθετεῐ ἢ ἐπιδιατάσσεται means “no one [other than the testator] can annul or supplement [it].” It is then supposed that Paul holds God to be the “testator” of the Abrahamic “testament,” whereas angels give the Mosaic law (Gal. 3:19).17 Since the angels are not the “testators,” their law cannot annul or supplement the original testament.
This interpretation strains the sense of v. 19. Burton remarks: “δἰ ἀγγέλων (“through angels”) does not describe the law as proceeding from the angels, but only as being given by their instrumentality, and the whole argument of vv. 19–22 implies that the law proceeded from God.”18 It was a commonplace in Second Temple Judaism that God gave the Sinaitic law by means of angels.19 If Paul had intended to say something more radical—that is, that the angels were acting independently of God—then one would have expected him to clarify his meaning.
Other attempts around the impasse have concentrated on finding some contemporary legal instrument that does fit Paul’s description of a διαθήκη in v. 15. Greer Taylor suggests that Paul refers to the Roman fidei commissum.20 Ernst Bammel states that Paul has the Jewish  in view.21 While these suggestions cannot be ruled out, there is no positive evidence that Paul’s Galatian audience would have been familiar with either of these legal institutions. Furthermore, neither was called a διαθήκη.22 How could Paul have expected his readers to understand that by διαθήκη he meant neither “covenant” nor “testament” but a lesser-known legal instrument not called by that name?23
A better interpretation results if one understands διαθήκη according to Paul’s normal use of the word, that is, as “covenant.” This has two advantages over the previously-mentioned proposals: First, “covenant” is the only sense of διαθήκη used by Paul elsewhere in Galatians and in his other letters (not to mention the LXX and the other NT documents). If we may assume that the Galatian congregation was familiar with Paul and his manner of speaking, it seems likely that they would have understood Paul’s use of διαθήκη according to his usual meaning.24 Second, since a covenant was irrevocable even by its maker (as I will show immediately below), Paul’s statement οὐδεὶς ἀθετεῐ ἢ ἐπιδιατάσσεται (“no one sets aside or adds to [it]”) rings true without nuance.25
A. The Covenant as Inviolable Legal Institution
The covenant institution had a life of its own in antiquity quite apart from its particular religious significance in Judaism and Christianity. Frank Moore Cross offers the following working definition: “Oath and covenant, in which the deity is witness, guarantor, or participant, is … a widespread legal means by which the duties and privileges of kinship may be extended to another individual or group.”26 Covenants were widely used to regulate human relationships on the personal, tribal, and national levels throughout ancient Mesopotamian, Anatolian, Semitic, and classical (Greek and Latin) cultures.27 The Bible itself attests to the widespread use of covenants: at least twenty-five different covenants between two human parties— always rendered by διαθήκη in the LXX—are mentioned in the Hebrew Scriptures: for example, between Abraham and Abimelech (Gen. 21:27–32), Laban and Jacob (Gen. 31:44), David and Jonathan (1 Sam. 18:3), David and Abner (2 Sam. 3:12–13), and many others.28
Of particular relevance to Paul’s point in Galatians 3:15 is the narrative of the covenant between the Israelites and Gibeonites in Joshua 9 (and the epilogue of the story in 2 Sam. 21:1–14), which illustrates the binding nature of a human covenant. In Joshua 9 we have a covenant between two human parties (Israelites and Gibeonites): “Joshua made peace with them and made a covenant (διαθήκη [LXX]) with them, to let them live, and the elders of the congregation swore to them” (Josh. 9:15). Significantly, the text explicitly states that the covenant, once sworn, could not be annulled, even when it comes to light that it was made on the basis of a deception:
But all the leaders said to all the congregation, “We have sworn to them by the LORD, the God of Israel, and now we may not touch them. … Let them live, lest wrath be upon us, because of the oath which we swore to them.” (Josh. 9:19–20)
This passage illustrates the point that even a human διαθήκη—indeed, one made without consulting the LORD (Josh. 9:14)—is inviolable, a point brought home even more poignantly in 2 Samuel 21:1–14, where, even after the passing of several generations, Saul’s breech of the covenant with the Gibeonites still results in three years of famine on Israel and must be atoned for by the death of seven representatives of his family.
Also of significance for Paul’s use of διαθήκη is that in the late 2nd century B.C. the author of 1 Maccabees used the word to describe secular covenants between human parties:
In those days lawless men came forth from Israel, and misled many, saying, “Let us go and make a covenant (διαθήκη) with the Gentiles round about us, for since we separated from them many evils have come upon us.” (1 Macc. 1:11)
Later in the book we read:
[King Ptolemy] sent envoys to Demetrius the king, saying, “Come, let us make a covenant (διαθήκη) with each other, and I will give you in marriage my daughter who was Alexander’s wife, and you shall reign over your father’s kingdom. (1 Mace. 11:9)
Obviously, διαθήκη in 1 Maccabees 1:11 and 11:9 cannot refer to a “last will and testament.” Thus, the author of 1 Maccabees provides us an example of a Hellenistic Jew, writing not so very long before Paul, who understood διαθήκη in the sense of  or “covenant” and applied the term in that sense to relatively recent human affairs.
Those scholars who work with biblical and non-biblical covenant texts point out that a covenant was always ratified by an oath.29 The close relationship between a covenant and its ratifying oath can be seen in the narrative of Joshua 9 (esp. vv. 15, 18–20) cited above. Gordon P. Hugenberger states, “the sine qua non of ‘covenant’ in its normal sense appears to be its ratifying oath.”30 For this reason, the terms “oath”  and “covenant”  are frequently associated and at times functionally equivalent in the Bible (both testaments), OT psuedepigrapha and Apocrypha, Qumran literature, Targums, ancient Near Eastern documents, and classical Greek literature.31
The oath that ratified a covenant generally took the form of an implicit or explicit self-curse in which the gods were called upon to inflict punishments upon the covenant-maker should he violate his commitment.32 Because a covenant was ratified by oath before the gods (or God), the obligations to which the parties had sworn could not be subsequently annulled or supplemented by either party.33 Gottfried Quell summarizes the legal status of an oath-sworn covenant as follows:
The legal covenant … makes the participants brothers of one bone and one flesh. … Their relationship as thus ordered is unalterable, permanent, … and inviolable, and thus makes supreme demands on the legal sense and responsibility of the participants. There is no firmer guarantee of legal security … than the covenant. Regard for the institution is made a religious duty by means of the oath taken at its establishment.34
Thus, if διαθήκη is taken as “covenant” in Galatians 3:15, Paul’s statement that “no one annuls or supplements even a human διαθήκη once it is ratified” makes excellent sense. Paul, like the translators of the LXX and the author of 1 Maccabees, has employed διαθήκη as the equivalent of  to describe covenants both human and divine.
B. Coherence with the “Covenant Logic” of Galatians 3:6–18.
Two other aspects of the covenant institution integrate smoothly into Paul’s argument in Galatians 3:6–18.
First, as Cross has indicated (see above), the covenant was a legal means of extending kinship privileges to outsiders. It is precisely the extension of the privilege of sonship—both divine and Abrahamic—to the Gentiles that is of paramount concern to Paul in Galatians 3–4 (see 3:7, 26–29, 4:1–7, 21–31). Even when Paul speaks of the outpouring of the Spirit on the Gentiles (3:2–3, 5, 14), he is speaking of the Spirit of the Son (4:6) which imparts sonship (4:5) to the recipients.
Second, as numerous biblical and ancient Near Eastern covenant documents attest, covenants transmit blessings and curses.35 It is precisely the interplay between covenantal curses and blessings that concerns Paul in the dense discussion of the Mosaic law and Abrahamic blessing in Gal 3:10–14.
Third, since covenants created kinship ties, they could also order the transmission of property (see Gen. 15:18–21), or an “inheritance” (κληρονομία), a concept Paul mentions in Galatians 3:18. In fact, Abraham’s “inheritance” was given to him by God via a promise incorporated into a covenant oath (see Gen. 15:1–21, especially vv. 18–21).36
Thus, not only does the inviolable covenant fit the precise statements of Paul in v. 15, but Paul’s thinking throughout chapters 3 and 4 is deeply shaped by the covenant institution, such that one could describe it as “covenant logic.”37
C. Arguments for “Testament” Critiqued
If διαθήκη as “covenant” fits the context of Galatians 3:15 so well, why is the term so widely understood as “will” or “testament”? Usually it is proposed that either (1) the presence of “technical legal terms” (κυρόω, αθετέω, επιδιατάσσομαι [ratify, set aside, add to])38 or (2) the introductory statement κατά ἄνθρωπον λέγω [”I am speaking in human terms”39] suggests that Paul is using διαθήκη in its Hellenistic sense.40
First, with respect to the legal terminology in v. 15, Johannes Behm’s assessment is typical: “The many legal terms used in the passage make it clear that he is here using the word διαθήκη in the sense of Hellenistic law,” that is, in the sense of “testament.”41 Unfortunately, Behm presupposes a false dichotomy between the “legal” sense of διαθήκη as “testament” and the “non-legal” sense of διαθήκη as “covenant.” Rather, as we have seen above, a “covenant” is just as much a legal instrument as a “testament,” only of a different kind. Legal terminology is equally applicable to both.42 Indeed, Paul uses “legal” terminology throughout Galatians 3, yet always within the context of Israel’s religious law and covenantal history.43
Moreover, Behm and others exaggerate the extent to which the terms used in v. 15 are associated specifically with the secular court.44 For example, the verb κυρόω is not used as an exclusively legal term, as can be seen from 2 Corinthians 2:8 and 4 Maccabees 7:9. Significantly, Paul applies the variant forms προκυρόω and ακυρόω to διαθήκη in Galatians 3:17, but no one for that reason suggests that διαθήκη as used there (v. 17) means “testament.” The verb is even less restricted to the legal sphere; observe the use of the word in Mark 6:26, 7:9; Luke 7:30, 10:16; 1 Corinthians 1:19, 2:21; 1 Thessalonians 4:8; 1 Timothy 5:12; Hebrews 10:28; and Jude 8. The verb δικαιόω likewise has a wide range of uses, only some of which are legal.45 The form of the verb used by Paul in v. 15 (έπιδιατάσσομαι) is a hapax legomenon in Greek literature, legal or otherwise; Paul seems to be coining the term.46 Therefore, none of the words Paul uses in Gal 3:15 is so exclusive to the secular court as to require διαθήκη to be taken in the sense of “testament.”
Second, as Charles H. Cosgrove has shown, the all-too-common rendering of κατά ἄνθρωπον λέγω as “I cite an example from everyday life” cannot be substantiated by similar phraseology in contemporary Greek literature.47 A better translation would be “I speak according to human standards.” Paul is introducing the lesser, human element (prime analogate) in his lesser-to-greater (a fortiori) argument, with the greater, divine element introduced in v. 17. His argument runs as follows: if, according to human standards of justice, it is illegal to alter the obligations of a covenant after one has ratified it by oath (v. 15), how much more so according to divine standards, when God himself ratifies a covenant (v. 17)?48 In order for Paul’s argument to be valid, the central term, διαθήκη, must bear the same meaning (covenant) in each analogate (vv. 15 and 17).
Therefore, neither the presence of legal terminology nor the phrase κατά ἄνθρωπον λεγω supports understanding διαθήκη as “testament” rather than “covenant.”
II. The Διαθήκη of Galatians 3:15, 17 as the Covenant-Oath of the Aqedah
If, by διαθήκη, Paul means “covenant” in Galatians 3:15, can one determine a specific διαθήκη from which Paul draws his analogy to a “human covenant”? Although commentators often describe vv. 15 and 17 as speaking of “the Abrahamic covenant” in general, some scholars have recently noted that Genesis records at least two distinct covenant-making episodes in the life of Abraham (Gen. 15:17–21 and 17:1–27).49 While these are often read as doublets of the same event narrated by different redactors (J and P), Paul would have read them synchronically, as two separate covenants.50 Furthermore, in addition to Genesis 15:17–21 and 17:1–27, it is likely that Paul, like other first-century Jews, recognized another episode in the Abrahamic narrative as the ratification of a covenant: namely, the divine oath at the Aqedah (Gen. 22:15–18).
A. The Oath of the Aqedah as “Covenant” in Second Temple Judaism
Several texts from late Second Temple Judaism witness to the identification of the oath of the Aqedah as a covenant with Abraham.
Luke 1:72–73 tells of Zechariah praying to the Lord “to remember his holy covenant, the oath which he swore to our father Abraham.” The “holy covenant” (διαθήκης ἁγίας) is thus identified with “the oath which he swore to Abraham” (ὅρκον ὃν ὤμοσεν πρὸς ’Aβραὰμ), a reference to Genesis 22:15–18, the only explicit divine oath made to Abraham in Scripture.51 The identification is confirmed by Luke 1:74, which speaks of “being rescued from the hands of our enemies,” a reflection of the promises of Genesis 22:17: “And your offspring shall possess the gate of their enemies.”
In Acts 3:25, Peter refers to “the covenant (διαθήκη) which God gave to your fathers, saying to Abraham, And in your seed (ἐν τῴ σπέρματί σου) shall all the families of the earth be blessed.’” (my translation). Since only in Genesis 22:18 does God swear a covenant with Abraham that the blessing of the Gentiles shall be “in your seed” (ἐν τῴ σπέρματί σου), Acts 3:25b again identifies the “covenant” with the oath of the Aqedah.
Assumption (Testament) of Moses 3:9 reads, “God of Abraham…remember your covenant (διαθήκη) which you made with them, the oath which you swore to them by yourself,” which can only refer to Genesis 22:15–18, the only time God swears by himself to any of the patriarchs. The phrase “covenant and oath” occurs elsewhere in the book as a reference to the oath of the Aqedah.52
Although its date is uncertain, the Fragmentary Targum of Leviticus 26:42 speaks of “the covenant oath which I swore with Isaac on Mount Moriah” in reference to Genesis 22:15–18.53
Many contemporary scholars recognize the virtual equivalence of the oath in Genesis 22:15–18 to the establishment of a διαθήκη. John Van Seters, for example, observes the correspondence between “oath” and “covenant” in Genesis: “The expression ‘I will establish … my covenant’, (17:7) corresponds to … ‘I will establish … the oath’ (26:3), since oath and covenant are equivalent terms here.”54 T. Desmond Alexander applies Van Seters’ observation—confirmed by the equivalence of “covenant” and “oath” in Genesis 21:22–34, 26:26–33, and 31:43–54—to Genesis 22:16–18 and the relationship of these verses to earlier promises made to Abraham, concluding, “Following the successful outcome of his testing of Abraham, God confirms with an oath in 22:16–18 what he had earlier promised. It is this oath which ratifies or establishes the covenant.”55
Alon Goshen-Gottstein notes a shift between Genesis and Deuteronomy in the terms used to describe the patriarchal covenant:
The term “covenant” [in Deuteronomy] is replaced by the term “oath” to the Patriarchs. This occurs with every mention of the patriarchal covenant in Deuteronomy … The covenant with the Patriarchs is understood as an oath, the oath to the Patriarchs taking the place of the covenant with the Patriarchs.56
In sum, the ancient readers of Deuteronomy came to associate the patriarchal “covenant” with God’s “oath,” pointing back to Genesis 22:16–18, the only oath God explicitly swears to any patriarch.57
B. To Which Abrahamic Covenant Text Does Paul Refer in Galatians 3:15–18?
In looking for Paul’s specific source-text for the Abrahamic covenant in Galatians 3:15–18, Genesis 22:15–18 is the most likely candidate as it fits far more agreeably into the context of Paul’s remarks in Galatians 3:6–18 than the other two covenant-making episodes in the Abrahamic narratives—those of Genesis 15:17–21 and 17:1–27.
A close reading of the context of Galatians 3:15–18 reveals three salient characteristics of the διαθήκη of v. 17: (1) It is “ratified by God” (προκεκυρωμένην ὑπὸ τοῠ θεοῠ, v. 17), not by a human (ἄνθρωπος, v. 15). (2) It is made with Abraham and his “seed” (σπἐρμα, vv. 16, 18).58 (3) It guarantees a divine blessing (εὐλογία) to the Gentiles (τὰ ἔθνη, v. 14).59 Since neither Genesis 15:17–21 nor 17:1–27 promise blessing to the Gentiles, Genesis 22:16–18 is the only potential source-text with all three characteristics.60 The passage reads:61
By myself I have sworn (καἰ ἐμαυτοῠ ὤμοσα), says the LORD, because you have done this, and have not withheld your son, your only son,62 I will indeed bless you (εὐλογών εὐλογήσω σε), and I will multiply your seed (σπέρμα) as the stars of heaven and as the sand which is on the seashore. And your seed shall inherit the gate of his enemies63 and by your seed shall all the nations (πάντα τὰ ἔθνη) of the earth be blessed …
Here all three elements occur—(1) ratification by God with a solemn oath of a covenant containing a promise (2) to Abraham and to his “seed” concerning (3) blessing of the Gentiles (ἐνευλογη … πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, v. 18a).64 It is reasonable to conclude that the specific διαθήκη Paul has in mind in Galatians 3:17 is the Abrahamic covenant in its final form, as ratified most solemnly by God’s oath after the Aqedah (Gen. 22:15–18).
C. Supporting Evidence: Allusions to the Aqedah in the Near Context
The conclusion that in Galatians 3:15–18 Paul has the Aqedah and its subsequent oath in mind is strengthened by evidence in the near context.
In Galatians 3:8, Paul alludes to the covenant-oath of the Aqedah by forming a conflated quotation of Genesis 12:3 and 22:18.65 The text reads:
      

…the scripture…preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, “In you shall all the nations be blessed.”
The phrase ἐνευλογηθήσονται ἐν σοὶ (“in you shall be blessed”) must be taken from Genesis 12:3, but πάντα (“all the nations”) as the object of the blessing comes from Genesis 22:18, the only place those words are spoken to Abraham.66
More significant than the brief allusion to Genesis 22:18 in Galatians 3:8, however, is the substantial relationship between the Aqedah and vv. 13–14. This text reads:
      

13 Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree”— 14 in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith. (NRSV)
Several scholars have suggested that in v. 13 Paul works with an Isaac/Christ typology, juxtaposing the Aqedah with the passion. Paul’s quotation is from Deuteronomy 21:23, ἐπικατάρατος πας ὁ κρεμάμενος ἐπὶ ξύλου (“cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree”), and primarily has the crucifixion of Christ “on a tree” in view (see Acts 5:30, 10:39, 13:29; 1 Pet. 2:24). But one hears echoes of an earlier near-death experience “upon the wood” (ἐπάνω των ξύλων):
      

…and Abraham built an altar there and laid the wood in order. He bound his son Isaac, and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. (Gen 22:9 NRSV)
Paul has apparently linked Deuteronomy 21:23 with Genesis 22:9 via the analogy of ἐπάνω των ξύλων ωιτη ἐπὶ ξύλου. Max Wilcox argues that “behind the present context in Galatians 3 there is an earlier midrashic link between Gen. 22:6–9 and Deut. 21:22–23 by way of the common term  citing Gen. Rab. 56:4 and (Ps.)-Tertullian, Adv. Iudaeos 10:6 as evidence.67
By itself the link between Deuteronomy 21:23 and Genesis 22:9 via the hook-word ξύλος would not be conclusive. But when Paul’s thought is followed into the next verse (v. 14), one finds an undeniable textual relationship with the Aqedah. As mentioned above, v. 14a is essentially a reworking of Genesis 22:18a.68 The phrase εἰς τὰ ἔθνη ἡ ξύλογία … γένηται (“to the nations the blessing…might be”) in Galatians 3:14a corresponds to ἐνευλογηθήσοντα … πάντα τὰ ἔθνη (“all the nations will be blessed”) in Genesis 22:18a; ἐν χριστω |ησου (“in Christ Jesus”— Gal. 3:14a) corresponds to ἐν τω σπέρματί σου (“in your seed”—Gen. 22:18a). Here Paul implicitly equates the “seed” of Abraham with Jesus Christ, as he will do explicitly in v. 16.69
Thus, the sense of vv. 13–14 is that the death of Christ ἐπὶ ξύλου (“on a tree”) allows the blessing of Abraham given after the Aqedah (Gen. 22:18) to flow to the ἕθνη (“nations”) through Jesus Christ (ἐν χριστω ’|ησου). The movement of v. 13 to v. 14 is structured on the Aqedah itself, where the binding of Isaac ἐπάνω των ξύλων (“upon the wood [collective idea]” or, literally, “upon the trees”) merits from God a covenant oath to bless the ἔθνη (nations) through Abraham’s “seed.”70
The typology of the Aqedah has not been lost on Jewish scholars of Paul. Geza Vermes notes the implicit comparison of the death of Christ and the self-offering of Isaac, commenting: “In verses 13 and 14 [Paul] obviously has Genesis xxii. 18 in mind .… In developing his theological interpretation of the death of Christ, Paul … followed a traditional Jewish pattern.”71 Jon D. Levenson also recognizes how Aqedah-typology controls much of the argument here: “The equivalent for Jesus of the binding of Isaac is, once again, his crucifixion. It is undoubtedly this that underlies Paul’s citation of Deuteronomy 21:23 (Gal. 3:13).”72 For Levenson, Galatians 3:13–14 is Paul’s reapplication of the model of the Aqedah—the father sacrificing his son to release blessing to the nations—to Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross. Thus, “In the juxtaposition of Gal. 3:13 and 3:14, we can thus hear a recapitulation of the whole movement of Pauline salvation history.”73 Since Paul has the Aqedah in mind in the verses 13–14—immediately preceding his discussion of the Abrahamic διαθήκη (vv. 15–18)—it is all the more likely that the specific form of the Abrahamic διαθήκη discussed in vv. 15–18 is that of Genesis 22:16–18.
Even the example of a human διαθήκη in v. 15 itself may have been inspired by Paul’s meditation on the near context of the Aqedah. Strikingly, the Aqedah (Gen. 22:1–19) is directly preceded by the first account of the making of a human covenant recorded in Scripture, that between Abraham and Abimelech (Gen. 21:22–34). Since Paul engages the pericope of the Aqedah (Gen. 22:1–19) in Galatians 3:15–18 and the pericope of the expulsion of Ishmael (Gen. 21:8–21) in Galatians 4:21–31, he cannot have failed to notice the narrative of a human covenant (Gen. 21:22–34) sandwiched between them.74
D. The Significance of the Aqedah and its Covenant-Oath to Paul
The ratification of the covenant at the Aqedah is not simply one of three covenant-making texts (Gen. 15:17–21, 17:1–27, or 22:15–18) from which Paul could have drawn his argument. Rather, as the final ratification of the covenant with Abraham, it is the “last word,” the definitive form of that legal bond. For Paul, the Aqedah is the occasion on which the Abrahamic covenant takes on its greatest theological significance, where Abraham’s faith and God’s promise reach their quintessential expressions (see James 2:21–24). God’s promise (ἐπαγγελία) and Abraham’s faith (maris) are, as it were, the two strands from which Paul weaves his theology here (Gal. 3:6–29) and elsewhere (for example, Rom. 3–4). Although the word “faith” (πίστις) is not used in the LXX of Genesis 22:1–14, clearly in this narrative Abraham’s faith successfully undergoes its most severe test, as Second Temple literature attests.75 As a result of Abraham’s demonstration of faith, the divine blessings, given in the form of promises alone in Genesis 12:1–3, are raised to the level of legally-binding covenant stipulations ratified by solemn oath (Gen. 22:16–18).76 The Aqedah brings to perfection both Abraham’s faith and the consequent divine promise to bless all nations.
III. The Interpretation of Galatians 3:15–18
Granted that Paul has the covenant-oath of the Aqedah in mind in his discussion of the “διαθήκη ratified beforehand by God” in vv. 15 and 17, how does this insight illuminate Paul’s theological argument in Galatians 3:15–18?
A. The Legal Form of Paul’s Argument in Galatians 3:15–18
Paul’s argument in vv. 15–18 is a legal argument (thus the legal terminology) in the qal wāhomer (a fortiori, or lesser-to-greater) form.77 Since even in the lesser sphere of human justice it is illegal to change the conditions of a covenant after one has sworn to it (v. 15), it is more so in the sphere of divine justice, when God unilaterally swears to bless all the Gentiles through Abraham’s seed (v. 17).
Paul’s argument is also a reductio ad absurdum: he shows that his opponent’s position leads to an unacceptable conclusion. The Judaizers argue that obedience to the Mosaic Law is necessary for the Abrahamic blessing to reach the Gentiles, that is, for them to become children of God and children of Abraham. In Paul’s view, this concept would be tantamount to placing the Mosaic Law as a condition for the fulfillment of God’s covenant with Abraham to bless the nations through his “seed” (Gen. 22:16–18). Since, at the Aqedah, God put himself under a unilaterally binding oath to fulfill his covenant with Abraham, this would be nonsense. To suppose that God added conditions (the Mosaic Law) to the Abrahamic covenant long after it had been unilaterally sworn by God would imply that God acted illegally, reneging on a commitment in a way not tolerated even with human covenants. This would be an utterly unacceptable conclusion. Therefore, the premise that obedience to the Mosaic law had become the condition for the inclusion of the Gentiles in the blessings of the Abrahamic covenant must be rejected.
B. Paul’s Argument in Galatians 3:16: The One “Seed” is Christ
If the Aqedah is indeed the background for the discussion in Galatians 3:15–17, light is shed on Paul’s puzzling argument based on the singular “seed” of Abraham in v. 16, a notorious crux interpretum.78 The narrative context of the Aqedah enables Paul to lay another subtle but significant plank in his argument against his Judaizing opponents.
It is not coincidence that the narrative of Genesis 22 stresses three times that Isaac is the one or only son of Abraham  [”one, only”] vv. 2, 12, 16; see Gal. 3:16, ἐϕ ἑνός [”to one”]), pointedly excluding Ishmael (see Gen. 17:18–21) and any other progeny (see Gen. 25:1–5) from view. Moreover, the covenantal blessing in Genesis 22:18, unlike similar ones in 12:3 and 18:18, is only through Abraham’s “seed,” which in context is Isaac. Thus, Paul’s point about the promise not being to “seeds” but to the one “seed” has some justification from the narrative of Genesis itself.79
If Paul had simply made the point that the “seed” in the context of Genesis 12–22 is primarily one individual, Isaac, there would be no controversy. However, Paul identifies the one “seed” as Christ. Why Christ and not Isaac? The most satisfying explanation is that Paul is engaged in an Isaac/Christ typology.80 What Paul has in view is probably Isaac’s singular claim to Abrahamic sonship in Genesis 22, precisely as a result of the expulsion and disinheritance of Abraham’s other “seed,” Ishmael, in Genesis 21. This expulsion/replacement theme becomes explicit in Galatians 4:21–31, the climax of Paul’s argument.81 Miguel Pérez Fernandez comments:
Throughout Paul’s entire argumentation and in the typological representation that he makes of Isaac, the term with which Isaac is denominated in Gen. 22.2.12.16 in the chapter about the Akedah is fundamental … Paul … translate[s] the concept of yaḥid with the Greek numeral heis [”one” or “only”]. The whole argumentation of chapter 3 of Galatians is based on the following equivalence: Isaac is heis, Jesus is heis, God is heis, believers are called to overcome their differences [cf. Gal. 3:28] … by being heis in Christ.82
But more is involved in Paul’s Isaac/Christ typology than the motif of “only” , εἱς) sons: he sees Christ’s passion as the fulfillment of Isaac’s binding.
Isaac indeed carries the wood of his death up the mountain and is affixed to it in sacrifice, the “only” beloved son of his father, offering himself in obedience to God’s command. But ultimately the sacrifice is abortive: it is, after all, the Aqedah and not the ‘olah (whole burnt offering) of Isaac. The sacrifice is incomplete, and the divine promises (Gen. 22:16–18) are not actualized in Isaac.
When and through whom was Isaac’s abortive sacrifice completed and the promises actualized? In Paul’s view, through Christ at Golgotha. There, the “only beloved son” (see Rom. 8:32; John 3:16) bore the wood of his death up the mountain, was affixed to it, and died in obedience to the command of the Father. Now through him the promised blessing of the Gentiles (Gen. 22:18)—that is, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit (Gal. 3:2, 5, 14)—had come to pass. For Paul, Abraham’s binding of Isaac not only merited the blessing of the Gentiles through Abraham’s “seed” (Gen. 22:18), but in fact prefigured and pre-enacted the sacrifice of the only beloved Son, which would release that same blessing.83
Galatians 3:16 is not the only evidence that Paul reads the Abrahamic narratives typologically.84 An implicit Isaac/Christ typology of the Aqedah has been recognized by Vermes, Levenson, and others in Galatians 3:13–14, as noted above. Moreover, at the climax of the epistolary probatio in Galatians 4:21–31, Paul draws an explicit typological allegory based on Genesis 21, in which the exclusion of Ishmael from the Abrahamic covenant blessing and the exclusive identification of Isaac as Abraham’s heir figure prominently. Paul intends his readers to link the Gentiles who accept circumcision with Ishmael, who received circumcision as an adult (Gen. 17:25) but was nonetheless disinherited (Gen. 21:10). Uncircumcised converts are meant to be associated with the late-in-coming Abrahamic son of promise, Isaac, who was designated heir while still uncircumcised (Gen. 17:19).
Galatians 3:16 may be seen as anticipating Galatians 4:21–31. As Galatians 3:16 sees Isaac as a type of Christ in Genesis 22, so Galatians 4:21–31 sees Isaac in Genesis 21 as a type of Christians. The typologies are intimately related, since believers are “one in Christ Jesus … Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise” (Gal. 3:29).85
C. The Conclusion of Paul’s Argument: The Priority of the Abrahamic Covenant
Understanding the covenant oath of the Aqedah as the background for Galatians 3:6–18 clarifies Paul’s argument concerning the relationship between the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants, as well as their fulfillment in Christ’s curse-bearing death on the “tree.”
Paul sees the historical priority of the Abrahamic covenant vis-à-vis the Mosaic covenant as revealing the theological primacy of God’s sworn obligation to bless all nations, over and against Israel’s sworn obligation to keep the Sinaitic Torah (Gal. 3:17). In other words, Paul argues that since the Mosaic covenant is subsequent to the Abrahamic, God’s purpose in binding Israel at Sinai to keep the law (that is, as Abraham’s seed) must be legally subordinated to his purpose in binding himself at the Aqedah to bless all the nations (that is, through Abraham’s seed). What God promised to Abraham was not negated by what happened at Sinai. Yet the Sinai legislation did serve a pedagogical function, as a divine accommodation to Israelite transgressors, that is, the backsliding descendants and heirs of the Abrahamic promise (Gal. 3:19, 23–24).
The oath of the Aqedah ensured the success of God’s plan to bless all the nations through Abraham’s seed despite their backsliding. By swearing the oath, God subjected himself to a curse should Abraham’s seed fail to convey that blessing to the Gentiles.86 After Israel had sworn a covenant with God at Sinai (Exod. 24:1–8)—which they promptly transgressed (Exod. 32:1–8)—the covenant curse-of-death was triggered (Exod. 32:10).87 This curse was averted only when Moses appealed to God to keep his own covenant oath, sworn to Abraham’s seed at the Aqedah (Exod. 32:13). God’s oath to Abraham preserved the life of rebellious Israel on that and other occasions (Num. 14:16, 23). Still, the Mosaic law stipulated many covenant curses (Deut. 28:15–68), all of which were borne collectively by Israel as a nation, with the notable exception of one singular curse-bearing provision that was only applied to certain individuals—namely, being hung on a tree for a crime punishable by death (Deut. 21:23).88
Paul’s citation of that notable exception in the immediately preceding context (Gal. 3:13) indicates the covenantal form of the legal logic behind his typological argument, by which he proves the salvific efficacy of God’s sworn covenant to Abraham at the Aqedah over and against Israel’s sworn (and transgressed) covenant at Sinai. The covenant consequences of Christ’s death are revealed: On the one hand, Christ’s willing consent to crucifixion—prefigured by Isaac—uncovers the deepest dimension of the Aqedah, that is, the pre-enactment of what God alone must do to bring about “the blessing of Abraham” for Israel and the nations, even if it calls for his own sacrificial self-identification with Abraham’s “seed” (and “only beloved son”). On the other hand, Christ’s curse-bearing impalement “on a tree”—also prefigured by Isaac—reveals God’s preemptive strategy and merciful resolution to remove the legal impediment of the Deuteronomic curses that hang over unfaithful Israel (Gal. 3:13).89 In sum, the laws and curses of the Mosaic covenant will not cause—or prevent—the promises and sworn blessings of the Abrahamic covenant from reaching Israel and the nations.
IV. Conclusions
A. Paul was a Contextually Sensitive Exegete
What kind of exegete was Paul?90 Scholarly opinion on this question falls across a wide spectrum. Some argue that Paul routinely disregards the context of his Old Testament Scriptural quotations and deploys rhetorically effective but logically incoherent arguments.91 Others—at least those who are willing to accept his understanding of the inspiration and authority of the Scriptures of Israel—find his use of Scriptural quotations profoundly sensitive to the Old Testament context, and his logic compelling.92
In an essay published over two decades ago, Carol Stockhausen proposed several principles concerning Paul’s exegesis, among them that the “narrative texts of the Pentateuch are usually at the core of his arguments,” that “he is extremely concerned with the stories themselves,” and that he pays “consistent attention to the context of cited passages.”93 Stockhausen also states that “a fundamental awareness of the constitutive presence of Abraham’s story in Paul’s argument requires that Paul’s arguments in the whole of Galatians be seen … [as having] the primary goal of correctly interpreting the story of Abraham itself.”94 This article confirms Stockhausen’s observations. We have shown that, far from employing a hermeneutical and rhetorical slight-of-hand, in Galatians 3–4, Paul engages in a thoughtful and exacting meditation on the theological implications of the Abrahamic narrative—especially the account of the Aqedah—for the Gospel and for the Church.
B. The Priority of the Abrahamic Covenant in Paul’s Argument in Galatians 3
It was demonstrated above that διαθήκη in Galatians 3:15 should be taken as “covenant,” which accords well with the actual statements of the verse and the “covenant logic” of the context. In particular, the διαθήκη Paul has in mind in vv. 15, 17 is the covenant oath sworn by God at the Aqedah with Abraham and his “seed” (Gen. 22:16–18). The example of a “human covenant” (Gal. 3:15) itself may have been prompted by the record of a human covenant immediately preceding the Aqedah (Gen. 21:22–34). A pattern of allusion to the Aqedah and its context is evident throughout Galatians 3:6–18.
In the heart of the unit, vv. 15–18, Paul uses a kal va-homer argument—only valid if διαθήκη means “covenant” in both v. 15 and v. 17—to demonstrate that the Mosaic covenant cannot possibly supplement or alter the conditions of the covenant oath of the Aqedah, in which God took upon himself the responsibility to bless the Gentiles through Abraham’s seed. The background of the Aqedah also elucidates the obscure argument in v. 16: Paul sees Isaac, the “only son” of Abraham, as a type of the Christ, the “one seed” of Abraham par excellence, whose self-sacrifice would be completed and serve to actualize the promised blessing of the Gentiles merited at the Aqedah.
The thrust of the entire unit (vv. 15–18) is that the Abrahamic covenant enjoys historical priority and theological primacy over against the Mosaic covenant at Sinai. The coherence of Paul’s argument in Galatians 3:15–18, though subtle, is recognizable when we acknowledge his contextual use and typological reading of biblical texts.
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