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Foreword

Within academic guilds it is fitting that we honor scholars who
have distinguished themselves in their fields of study. Though Ed
Glenny’s teaching and writing career shines brightly for all who
know him, a variety of factors have drawn little notice to the
man whose next birthday marks the close of his 70th year on this
earth. Chief among such factors is that Ed is a man with a mod-
est, unassuming, and unpretentious demeanor who prioritizes
attention to others rather than to himself. Though his scholar-
ship is of world class and international acclaim, he is content to
teach at a small Christian university where modesty characterizes
his office, his salary, and his stature amongst international col-
leagues.

The concept of this Festschrift to honor Ed Glenny on his 70th

birthday on April 28, 2019, was conceived during the summer
of 2017 and brought to Professor Randy Nelson, Chair of the
B&TS Department in September 2017. The proposal presented
to Randy Nelson, who gladly welcomed it, entailed compiling
essays from Ed’s former students at both Central Baptist Theo-
logical Seminary and the University of Northwestern–St. Paul.
After a few months of electronic conversations five members of
the B&TS Department met together in January 2018 to plan and
to strategize—Randy Nelson, Ruth Jostad (Administrative Assis-
tant), Anna Rask (Adjunct Professor), Greg Rosauer (Archivist &
Adjunct Professor), and Ardel Caneday (Professor of New Tes-
tament & Greek). Both Anna and Greg are UNW alumni who
majored in Biblical & Theological Studies.

Thus, it is with delight that we offer this collection of essays
written by several of Professor Glenny’s former students at Cen-
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tral Baptist Theological Seminary (1984–1999) and the Univer-
sity of Northwestern–St. Paul (since 1999), graduates who have
continued their own pursuits of careers in biblical and theologi-
cal studies either in church ministries or in teaching careers. This
volume features essays that address a variety of topics in biblical
studies, most of which touch on those areas that have dominated
Ed’s teaching and scholarly career.

Thanks for the cover design goes to Tyson Phipps, who is a
senior at UNW majoring in both Biblical & Theological Stud-
ies and Graphic Design. For readers who may be less familiar
with the large characters, LXX, that appear in the backdrop on
the cover, they function as a double entendre. First, they memo-
rialize Ed Glenny’s becoming a Septuagenarian on April 28,
2019. Second, they represent the shorthand designation of the
Septuagint—the Greek translation of the Old Testament—which
continues to dominate Ed’s research and writing, and which
identifies him as a Septuagintalist.

Happy Septuagesimus Birthday, Ed Glenny, and may our
Lord bless you with many more birthdays and years of scholarly
productivity for the edification of both the church and the acad-
emy.

Ardel B. Caneday, PhD, General Editor
Anna Rask, MDiv, Associate Editor

Greg Rosauer, MA, MS, Associate Editor
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Appreciations

For my thoughts are not your thoughts,
neither are your ways my ways, declares the LORD.
For as the heavens are higher than the earth,
so are my ways higher than your ways
and my thoughts than your thoughts.
(Isaiah 55:8–9 ESV)

I have long thought that this text should be reviewed daily, espe-
cially by those who study Scripture professionally, like pastors
and professors. Not only are God’s mind and manners nearly
beyond our reach (“as the heavens are higher than the earth”),

they are categorically different (“my thoughts are not your
thoughts…”). This certainly does not mean that it is futile to
try to understand God, his thoughts and his ways—after all, two
verses earlier, we are commanded to seek the LORD (v. 6), and
the two following verses connect heaven and earth in the sense
that rain and snow fall from heaven to water the earth and pro-
duce nourishment (v. 10), which is actually God’s word given to
accomplish God’s purpose (v. 11). Pastors and professors have the
high privilege of devoting themselves professionally (and per-
sonally) to reaching for the heavens to know and understand
God better.

However, there is an important reminder and warning here:
as those who deal with Scripture professionally, we have a for-
midable task, and we should undertake it with considerable and
constant humility. A common pitfall of such privileged people is
pride in what one knows (1 Cor 8:1). If God’s mind and manners
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are so much beyond ours, the implication should be an appro-
priately healthy humility in the study of the Bible and theology.

W. Edward Glenny is an outstanding model of just this. Ed’s
scholarly abilities are obvious to anyone who can read a resume.
With two earned doctorates and a distinguished long list of pub-
lications, there is no doubt that he deserves a reputation as a
world-class scholar. Not only this, Ed is also a pastor at heart. He
is regularly speaking in churches and has provided interim pas-
toral ministry to many churches. Ed, thanks for your many years
of faithful work in Scripture and the awesome contributions you
have made to the academic realm, many local churches, and to
the Church in general.

But Ed is to be congratulated not only for what he has done
in his ministry of the Word, but also for how he has done it,
specifically with much humility. This is not something that can
be put in a resume (I guess if it could—“I am a person of great
humility”—it would be self-contradictory!), but is obvious in the
personal realm.

I am thankful to call Ed, not only a colleague, but also a friend.
And I have always been impressed with Ed’s genuine modesty
regarding his world-class professional accomplishments and his
refreshing unpretentiousness around others. My wife, Marilyn,
and I have had the great privilege of spending many “Taco
Tuesdays” with Ed and his wife, Jackie. We have learned with
great delight and laughter the hazards of sticking a knife in the
jelly jar in Scotland, the adventure of spending a night in a com-
partment with a hole in the floor on the Orient Express, how to
creatively make change for a ten-dollar bill, and so much more!
But we have also seen Ed’s simple love for the Lord and longing
to honor Him in all he does. Ed, thanks for your friendship and
for being a reliable model of modesty in the pursuit of Majesty.
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So, Ed, congratulations on your 70th birthday and on your
many years of humble scholarship for the glory of God and the
good of his people. As you will also (and much more impor-
tantly!) hear one day from our Lord, “Well done, good and faith-
ful servant.”

Daryl Aaron
Emeritus Professor of Biblical Studies
University of Northwestern–St. Paul
St. Paul, Minnesota

It is most appropriate to honor Ed Glenny, whose work in the
Old Testament, Septuagint, 1 Peter, and hermeneutics has ben-
efitted so many of us. However, it is the Christian character of
Ed that stands out the most. Kind and thoughtful, his scholarship
comes with a personality and gentle fairness that shows the soul
and spirit that makes of an exemplary Christian leader. So I join
in heartfelt congratulations for a career that has sought to honor
God with scholarship and character that is a model for us all.

Darrell Bock
Executive Director of Cultural Engagement &
Senior Research Professor of New Testament Studies
Dallas Theological Seminary
Dallas, Texas

My earliest significant acquaintance with Ed Glenny’s scholar-
ship came in 1992 when I read his essay, “The Israelite Imagery

in 1 Peter 2” in Dispensationalism, Israel, and the Church (Zon-
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dervan Publishing House). His essay was one of many in an
anthology that signaled a welcomed paradigmatic shift that was
taking place among biblical scholars in the tradition self-identi-
fied as Dispensationalism. Later that same year I accepted a fac-
ulty appointment at Northwestern College in suburban St. Paul,
Minnesota, where I learned that Ed’s wife, Jackie, was an adjunct
professor. She joined the faculty the following year.

Though I first met Ed Glenny at both national and regional
annual meetings of the Evangelical Theological Society and the
Society of Biblical Literature, I came to know him much bet-
ter at various annual events at Northwestern College which
provided occasions for professors and their spouses to socialize.
At that time the Biblical & Theological Studies Department at
Northwestern was dominated by senior professors who year by
year were retiring. Because some members of the department
had become well acquainted with Ed Glenny, some of us began
to consider him as a potential faculty colleague. In 1999, we
were delighted to have him join the B&TS faculty. He was a
wonderful addition because of his skills in both the Hebrew of
the Old Testament and the Greek of the New. He was already
broadening his scholarship by working toward a second doctoral
degree, a PhD in Classics at the University of Minnesota, which
he completed in 2007.

Once Ed became my colleague our friendship deepened sig-
nificantly. We have worked together professionally on a variety
of committees, developing courses, strengthening our Ancient
Classical Languages program, and engaging in many conversa-
tions about mutual interests in each other’s offices. Twice, when
I was in dire straits, I appealed to Ed to bring clarity and har-
mony to a painful situation. He provided strong advocacy for
me, and his voice prevailed on my behalf to bring about peace.
As much as I admire Ed’s achievements in scholarship, what I
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appreciate even more is how seriously he submits to the Scrip-
tures’ authority. Yes, he is an academic of the highest order, but
more than this Ed is a Christian who cherishes the Bible as God’s
Word and who teaches the Scriptures to students with a view
to their transformation. He is a minister of the gospel who cares
deeply about God’s people whether they are students who sit in
his university classes or members of a local church who are seated
in pews to hear God’s Word proclaimed.

My friendship with Ed is not confined to our contacts while
on the campus of the University of Northwestern. My wife and
I have been adopted into a group of several of Ed and Jackie’s
friends from their days in college and at Central Seminary. It is
over meals together, playing table games, watching college bowl
games, and in conversations that I have come to know Ed even
more than teaching on the same campus and in the same acade-
mic department affords.

Early on I came to realize that Ed shares my passion to
approach the Scriptures as God’s Word and to teach the Bible
as God’s saving message in the classroom and in the church.
Because of this, in 2004, when I was asked to make a return
trip to South India to minister to pastors, I was also asked if
one of my colleagues would be willing to join us, I invited
Ed who agreed to travel with us. For three weeks we traveled
together, roomed together, and taught the Scriptures to pastors
who had no opportunity and funds to attend either a Bible col-
lege or a seminary. Whether we gathered with Indian Chris-
tians in a mud hut, in a factory meeting room, or in a traditional
church structure Ed was prepared to speak impromptu. Thus,
one passage of Scripture tends to accompany my thoughts con-
cerning Ed. It is the apostle Paul’s admonition to Timothy,
“Preach the word; be prepared in season and out of season; cor-
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rect, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful
instruction” (2 Timothy 4:2).

Thank you, Ed, for being my friend, for being my advocate
in times of great need, for your extraordinary scholarship that
will be a wonderful legacy for generations to come, and for your
patient and enduring service to our Lord Jesus Christ to multi-
ple generations of students. It is my delight to call you my col-
league, my friend, my co-laborer in teaching and proclaiming
God’s good news as it is in Jesus. Happy Birthday, septuagenar-
ian!

A Sonnet to A Septuagenarian
W. Edward Glenny on his 70th Birthday

Better is the chamber of the mournful
Say the Scriptures than the dwelling of mirth,
Where friends gather to celebrate another’s birth,
A man of seventy years, and joyful
That God has given life so plentiful
To a friend or father or spouse whose worth
Is not in years but in what God brought forth.

We laud your life of three score and ten years
Spent for others to gain no wealth or fame,
Yet richly lavished with Heaven’s kind love.
Blessed by God, we honor you with glad cheers
That strength may match your days, uphold your frame,
If God is pleased to grant all from above.

Ardel B. Caneday
Professor of New Testament & Greek
University of Northwestern–St. Paul
St. Paul, Minnesota
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Dear Ed: it is a real joy for me to send this word of greeting
and congratulation at a moment of grateful celebration. It’s a
moment to gather up all the good and happy memories that I
have of our meetings and exchanges over the years. I still savour
those first encounters in Cambridge in 2005 when we sat, for
something like four hours, over a glass of juice in the Gradu-
ate Centre, looking out over the river, and putting our heads
together over knotty problems in the Septuagint of Amos, a text
on which we were both working at the time. I was happy to be
able to share with you some of the fruits of my previous study,
at the same time picking up new insights from you. Since then,
I have followed with admiration the way in which your work
with the Septuagint has developed and I rejoice at the grow-
ing number of publications, especially your commentaries on
the Minor Prophets, which are making a real contribution to this
important area of biblical studies. Occasional meetings at inter-
national conferences, or whenever you’ve been able to spend
some time back in Cambridge, have enabled a precious friend-
ship to go on growing, enhanced often by the presence of your
wife, Jackie. I look forward to further such moments and mean-
while send you my warmest wishes and blessings for many more
years of fruitful and faithful service.

Jenny Dines
University of Cambridge
Cambridge, England

It is with great pleasure that I offer congratulations to Dr.
Glenny on the occasion of his 70th birthday and of the presenta-

tion of this Festschrift. Ed has made and continues to make signif-
icant contributions to the field of biblical studies. I am especially

Appreciations xvii



grateful for his work in Septuagint studies and for his passion to
further our knowledge of and appreciation for the Septuagint. It
has been a delight for me to work alongside Ed in the further-
ance of these goals.

Over the years, I have benefited greatly from Ed, both in my
work and personally. While researching and writing my PhD on
the Old Greek translation of the Minor Prophets, I found Ed’s
work in the area to be clear, thoughtful, and helpful. During
that time, I also had the opportunity to meet and befriend Ed.
He was always happy to give of his time and dialogue about my
research—something for which I continue to be grateful. Over
the years, Ed has continued to be a dear brother, and I am thank-
ful for his friendship.

Most significantly, Ed has shown himself, in word and deed,
to be a man devoted to Jesus and to his family. He cares for the
Church, and he is a man of virtue and high moral character. I
have learned not only from his academic work but also from
how he conducts himself and interacts with others.

Here’s to you! Happy Birthday, Ed, and congratulations!

Christopher J. Fresch
Lecturer in Biblical Languages & Old Testament
Bible College of South Australia
Adelaide, Australia

So you, a Septuagintalist, are entering on ‘septuagenarianism’!
My warm congrats on achieving this symmetry; and if too many
of your friends and colleagues have quipped along similar lines,
I’d better start all over again. But first, since I’ve read the fast-
forwarding ‘Love story of two Northwestern professors’, I had
better get in sharp with my best wishes to Jackie as well.
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Our meetings have been few and well spaced out, but pre-
cious, and we have found not only a shared interest in, and love
of, the Septuagint, but also, and more significantly still, a shared
commitment to the One to whom the Scriptures point, whether
they are in Hebrew or Greek (or English). Since I am working
these days on a heavy-duty commentary on Amos (in the ICC
series), and the ancient versions are a part of my suit, there are
many days when you are my companion for part of the way
at least, as I turn to your volume in the Brill ‘Septuagint Com-

mentary Series’, and to your monograph Finding Meaning in the
Text (2009), for insight and help. The past decade or so has been
a wonderfully productive period for you, with the volumes on
Hosea and Micah also under your belt. These are a tremendous
help—and I have the Micah volume in front of me as I write—in
the understanding of the earliest Jewish translation of the Old
Testament and the Bible of the early church, and my wish and
prayer are that your hope, expressed in the preface to the Micah
volume, will be fulfilled, and that you will be spared many days
to put us further in your debt—and also to revisit Cambridge,
which is not without its historic Septuagintal connections.

Hearty Congratulations!

Robert Gordon
Retired Regius Professor of Hebrew
University of Cambridge
Cambridge, England

It has been a privilege for me to work with Dr. Glenny in the
Biblical and Theological Studies Department at the University
of Northwestern for the past 20 years. When we both began
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teaching at the University in the fall of 1999, Dr. Glenny was
already a seasoned professor and scholar while I was just begin-
ning my first full-time appointment. As Dr. Glenny’s junior col-
league throughout the years, I have had ample opportunity to
observe him in action in a number of different settings. Of all the
important lessons I have learned from him based on this obser-
vation, two that are especially relevant to life in the Christian
academy stand out in my thinking. The first has to do with the
spirit that should characterize the work of the faithful Christ-
ian scholar. While Dr. Glenny’s academic interests and areas of
competence are wide ranging and his appetite for theological
discussion at times seems insatiable, what distinguishes him as a
Christian scholar—and what makes him most worthy of emula-
tion—is his humility, which is palpable. In my estimation, Dr.
Glenny is a scholar that academics like me should emulate not
just because his academic accomplishments are considerable, but
primarily because his scholarship is grounded in an eagerness to
submit to the authority of Scripture, and it is motivated by a
concern for the glory not of his own name, but of the name of
the Lord of heaven and earth.

The second lesson I have learned from Dr. Glenny—one that I
struggle to faithfully appropriate in my own life—is related to the
deportment that should characterize a Christian scholar when
working in an academic context, especially in an important
department of a Christian university. Throughout the 20 years
that I have known and interacted with Dr. Glenny, he has made
obvious efforts to treat his colleagues the way he would like his
colleagues to treat him. Not only has he demonstrated a sin-
cere interest in their work and been solicitous of their opinions,
but he has also interacted with them in a consistently gracious,
even deferential fashion, especially when difficult or contentious
matters were being discussed or when tensions that had erupted
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were being addressed. Without fail, Dr. Glenny has honored his
colleagues by being quick to listen and slow to speak or pass
judgment, and to the best of my knowledge, he has never spoken
disparagingly about any member of the department, or about
any other person for that matter, whether theological friend or
foe. All in all, Dr. Glenny has proven himself to be not just a
Christian gentleman of the first order, but a friend who treats his
colleagues with honor and dignity, and this, I would suggest, is
one of the primary reasons we all appreciate and respect him so
much.

Paul Kjoss Helseth
Professor of Christian Thought
University of Northwestern–St. Paul
St. Paul, Minnesota

It was 1994 when I first became a full-time biblical studies pro-
fessor at the University of Northwestern–St. Paul, a beloved
institution where Dr. Jackie Glenny had started as a professor
of communication studies just one year before me. Institutional
service brought me to work on a committee with Jackie where
I learned that her husband, Dr. W. Edward Glenny, was a bib-
lical scholar who was then serving at nearby Central Seminary.
I got to know Ed further through colleague connections and at
conferences, and eventually we were able to attract Ed to a full-
time teaching position on Northwestern’s faculty in 1999. Then
as colleagues at the same institution, I greatly benefited to be in
more regular contact with Ed and to share in the ministry of
God’s Word with him.

In the professoriate, the universal triumvirate by which all
faculty in all disciplines are measured is “scholarship, teaching,
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and service.” Some institutions may well emphasize one of these
measures more than others; and most faculty will confess that
they frequently drop at least one of these three more often than
they would prefer. But anyone who knows Ed Glenny knows
that he is an excellent juggler of these three aspects of professor-
ial life.

For Ed as a biblical and theological scholar, I suspect that
what tightens his grip on each of these three professorial roles
is his love for Scripture as the Word of God. Because he loves
the Bible as God’s Word for humanity, Ed has been a life-long
learner in his scholarly pursuit to understand Scripture. His six
educational degrees, including two doctorates, and his steady
stream of scholarly presentations and publications say something
about his ongoing interest in scholarship. Because he knows the
Bible as God’s Word remains applicable to life today, Ed is a
beloved teacher of students. As one recent student remarked,
“Dr. Glenny makes complicated concepts understandable. He
works with students to make sure no one gets far behind or
lost. He will take extra steps to help struggling students. He is
very funny and personable.” And beyond the regular service to
his institution (like advising students, work on committees, etc.),
because he recognizes the Bible as God’s Word for the church,
Ed remains in service to various local church ministries as well.
That’s right: in addition to teaching in the classroom, on week-
ends he can often be found preaching in local pulpits. Study-
ing for himself and teaching for students is not sufficient for Ed;
he must be preaching the Word of God to God’s people in the
church.

Ed’s balance of professorial effectiveness is truly admirable:
world-renowned scholarship (particularly in Septuagint and
New Testament studies), praise-worthy teaching (for decades
now, including 20 years at Northwestern!), and persistent service
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to his institution and to the local church (whew!). And anyone
who knows Ed Glenny can’t speak about him for long without
mentioning words like “humble,” “friendly,” “inviting,” and
“encouraging.” That is the Ed I have known for almost 25 years,
a man respected, admired, and loved by many.

Thanks, Ed, for your friendship, mentorship, and modeling,
and for your tireless and multifarious service to our Lord Jesus
Christ. Perhaps as you enter your 71st year, you can pray with
the writer of the 71st Psalm (here are vv. 14–18 ESV):

But I will hope continually
and will praise you yet more and more.
My mouth will tell of your righteous acts,
of your deeds of salvation all the day,
for their number is past my knowledge.
With the mighty deeds of the Lord GOD I will come;
I will remind them of your righteousness, yours alone.
O God, from my youth you have taught me,
and I still proclaim your wondrous deeds.
So even to old age and gray hairs,
O God, do not forsake me,
until I proclaim your might to another generation,
your power to all those to come.

With admiration, love, and respect,

Douglas S. Huffman
Professor and Associate Dean of Biblical and Theological Studies
Talbot School of Theology at Biola University
La Mirada, California
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I wish to join numerous others in congratulating Ed for achiev-
ing the age of seventy—not just because of the accumulated years
but because it represents his extensive Christian commitment to
teaching and scholarship at Northwestern. I first met Ed while
he was a doctoral student at the University of Minnesota, noting
at the time his interests in the Septuagint, and wanted to com-
mend him (as well as commiserate) for tackling a second doctor-
ate mid career. However, the time that I remember most with
Ed, along with his wife, Jackie, was in a week-long trip that a
number of us took to Turkey. Ed and I had an exciting time
hunting out and lingering over numerous Greek inscriptions at
the various cities that we visited. There were numerous inciden-
tal inscriptions on columns strewn around the various sites, but
also the incredible nearly intact inscriptions lining the various
walls of a city like Aphrodisias. Ed and I would try to read as
many as quickly as we could, while the guide tried to hurry us
along with the others to see another ruined temple. We clearly
were in the minority of those wishing to ponder the inscrip-
tions. The trip provided a great opportunity for my wife and
me to get to know Ed and Jackie as discussion of inscriptions
turned to other common interests we had in biblical studies, C.
S. Lewis, and related topics. Thus, when the opportunity arose
while editing the Brill Septuagint Commentary Series, I was
overjoyed when Ed enthusiastically proposed to write a number
of the volumes on the minor prophets. Ed’s scholarship is always
careful and well-considered, and has provided a model for other
contributors of how to write commentaries on relatively short
books within the Greek Old Testament canon. When my niece
decided to attend Northwestern, I made sure to tell her to look
up Ed and Jackie when she was there. Knowing they were there,
I was confident she would receive a great education at North-
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western—and she did. I wish Ed many more healthy and produc-
tive years at Northwestern, and I am thankful for his friendship
over the years.

Stanley E. Porter
President and Dean
Professor of New Testament
Roy A. Hope Chair in Christian Worldview
McMaster Divinity College
Hamilton, Ontario, Canada

I will never forget the day in 2015 that I saw Ed from a distance,
walking towards me across Jesus Green in Cambridge, England.
We were throwing my son’s second birthday party in a park.
Ed was not only kind enough to take the time to walk across
town and join us at such an event by himself (Jackie was travel-
ing), but also to bring presents. The name W. Edward Glenny
had been familiar to me for years by then through his work in
Septuagint studies, which played no small part in drawing my
own interest to that discipline. We had even spoken personally
at a conference or two. But it wasn’t until I was working on
a doctoral dissertation in Septuagint studies at the University of
Cambridge that my wife and I had the good fortune of get-
ting to know both Ed and Jackie during their joint sabbaticals
there. Ever since then I have come to recognize that Ed embod-
ies that rare combination of ardent scholarship, honest humility,
and genuine concern for others. His careful thinking, pursuit of
academic rigor, and generous spirit of collaboration have been
and will continue to be a model towards which I aspire in my
own vocation. Thank you, Ed, for your example, your encour-
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agement, and your friendship. And a very happy birthday to you
from the Ross family.

William A. Ross
Assistant Professor of Old Testament
Reformed Theological Seminary
Charlotte, North Carolina

Please accept my sincere congratulations on reaching this mile-
stone birthday and on your career of faithful and fruitful service
to God, the church, the academy, and to the institutions where
you have taught as well as to the hundreds and hundreds of stu-
dents to whom you have ministered.

Thank you, too, for demonstrating the character of Christ
to those you touch, including us, your fellow teachers. It is an
honor to work alongside you and a pleasure to interact with you.
Your character confirms the validity of what you believe and say.

Boyd Seevers
Professor of Old Testament Studies
University of Northwestern–St. Paul
St. Paul, Minnesota

It is such a pleasure to congratulate W. Edward Glenny on
his 70th birthday. As adviser of Ed’s *second* doctoral disserta-
tion, I know as well as anyone what a careful, independent, and
impactful scholar he is. His insights on Septuagintal translation
have contributed more to Biblical Studies than his characteris-
tic modesty might ever suggest. I also know Ed to be a devoted
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husband and father, a dedicated churchman, and an effective
teacher. I am honored to join others in greeting Ed on his ster-
ling career.

Melissa Harl Sellew
University of Minnesota

When we are inspired by excellence, it touches our hearts, lifts
our souls, and allows us to feel the joy found in God’s creative
perfection. A spark is lit within us to use our own giftedness and
to know God more deeply through the process. Dr. Ed Glenny
has been one of the individuals in our academic community at
the University of Northwestern–St. Paul who has inspired us
through his scholarly pursuit of learning.

Ed’s scholarship, teaching, and service as a faculty member
are closely integrated and deeply grounded in his love for God.
His high regard for Scripture and his desire to explore its depths
are evidenced through his prolific publications on both Old and
New Testament topics. Similarly, his desire to nurture a pas-
sion for Scripture in others is clearly seen in his roles of teacher
and mentor. Investing in future generations is a hallmark of Ed’s
legacy in his work as a faculty member and in his ministry to a
variety of church communities. One return on that investment
is seen in the many students represented in this publication who
have been influenced by his scholarly work.

A life of scholarship is demanding of scholars and their families
as it requires sacrifice and focus. This is especially true when
both spouses are engaged in scholarly work in different fields.
Therefore, this tribute would not be complete without express-
ing our deep appreciation to our faculty colleague, Dr. Jackie
Glenny, for her support and encouragement of Ed as he engaged
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in research and writing. We know that the commitment to
mutual support has been a driving force in Ed and Jackie’s acad-
emic pursuits.

Ed, it is with joy that we celebrate your ongoing scholarly
work. Your contributions in scholarship, teaching, and service
have inspired this learning community in ways you may not
even recognize. Our understanding of Scripture has been deep-
ened, our own scholarly endeavors encouraged, and our students
launched to new heights of accomplished study. Your humble
servant attitude will tend toward counting others “more worthy”
of the recognition, but we know with certainty that our Lord
has brought you into this community and blessed the work of
your heart, mind, and soul in ways that have touched us deeply.
Thank you for continuing to live out the command to “love the
Lord your God with all of your heart and with all your soul and
with all your mind” (Matthew 22:37 NIV).

May our Lord be glorified through the publication of this

Festschrift, which honors a servant’s work well done and a com-
munity inspired to greater service.

Dr. Janet Sommers
Senior Vice President of Academic Affairs
University of Northwestern–St. Paul

Dr. Susan Johnson
Dean, College of Professional Studies
University of Northwestern–St. Paul

It is a joy to contribute to this volume of essays in honor of Dr.
Ed Glenny. It was a privilege to serve as Dr. Glenny’s research
assistant in 2009, when he was preparing the manuscript for his
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monograph, Finding Meaning in the Text: Translation Technique
and Theology in the Septuagint of Amos. Dr. Glenny has been an
encouragement and scholarly mentor figure to me on a number
of occasions over the past ten years. He attended my first aca-
demic paper presentation at the regional SBL meeting in 2010,
graciously fielded Septuagint questions during my PhD stud-
ies, and offered me publishing advice on several occasions. We
also shared time together at the Tyndale House in Cambridge
in 2013. Thank you, Dr. Glenny, for your friendship and your
example of faithful biblical scholarship.

Brian J. Tabb
Managing Editor of Themelios
Academic Dean & Associate Professor of Biblical Studies
Bethlehem College & Seminary
Minneapolis, Minnesota

Ed Glenny’s vigilant, detailed scholarship is a thing of beauty.
His commentaries on the Septuagint as found in Codex Vati-
canus are truly innovative. But his work in the Petrine Epistles
and the use of the Old Testament in the New has impacted me
the most. Further, it has been my privilege of laboring with him
on a doctoral dissertation committee. This has allowed me to see
Ed’s scholarship in a way that few ever get to behold. I simply
cannot begin to express my deep appreciation for his insights, his
humility, his reverence in handling the Sacred Text, and his nur-
turing of a future scholar. Having witnessed these things first-
hand, I have gotten a glimpse of the kind of mentor he must be.

Festschriften are written by colleagues and notable scholars.
This one is no exception, but it has an additional feature that

undergirds the whole thing: it is written entirely by the honoree’s
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former students. This bears witness to the man’s faithfulness to

his calling as a professor of the Bible. I can think of no higher
praise than this: Ed Glenny is the embodiment of 2 Timothy 2:2.
The legacy he leaves behind in print will someday fade, but his
legacy in the lives of his students will bear fruit for many gener-
ations. Thank you, Ed, for being a model mentor, and for run-
ning the race well.

Daniel B. Wallace
Senior Research Professor
New Testament Studies
Dallas Theological Seminary
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The Life and Career
of W. Edward Glenny

Ardel B. Caneday

William Edward Glenny was born April 28, 1949, the first of
three children to William and Geraldine Glenny. His parents
reared him and his younger siblings, Richard and Margaret, on
their rural farm near Winnebago, Illinois, west of Rockford. His
middle name, Edward, came to distinguish him from his father.
From childhood he and his siblings regularly attended church at
First Baptist Church of Rockford.

Ed attended and graduated from Pecatonica High School
where he excelled in football. Pecatonica lies west of Win-
nebago, with a population of about 1,500 when Ed was born
and increased to about 1,700 by 1967 when he left home for col-
lege at the University of Washington where he had received a
full scholarship to play football. During his first year he became
too ill to play. He completed the academic year and returned the
next fall, but once again he became so ill that he returned home
to Illinois to recuperate. While Ed lay in his sick-bed his team-
mates of the Washington Huskies traveled to play the Badgers of
the University of Wisconsin. He was too ill to make the trip to
watch the game, so his parents made the journey to attend the
game in Madison, Wisconsin, without him.

Ed completed his second year at the University of Washing-
ton. After seeking medical advice concerning his physical condi-
tion, the physician assured Ed that there was no physical ailment
troubling him but that he was fighting a battle in his mind.
Ed knew that the battle he was engaging was a fight against
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the Lord’s call upon him. He made the decision to discontinue
attending and playing football for the University of Washing-
ton. Difficult as the decision was, he knew that it was the proper
choice.

Ed enrolled and transferred to a much smaller institution,
Pillsbury Baptist Bible College in the small town of Owatonna,
Minnesota. There, he began biblical studies and Koine Greek,
which marked a considerable change in the direction of his life.
With his health restored, he played football for the Pillsbury
Comets until he graduated with a Bachelor of Arts degree in
1972. It was at Pillsbury that Ed also met his future wife, Jackie
Anderson from Westbrook, Minnesota, a small town north of
Worthington. They dated on and off for two or three years until
Ed graduated. This relationship took a prolonged hiatus, how-
ever, while Ed attended Central Baptist Theological Seminary in
Minneapolis. As a young seminarian Ed added service as a youth
pastor (1973–1975) to his short-term missionary experience in
France. In the meantime, Jackie graduated and became a high
school teacher in Minneapolis.

During his senior year of his studies toward the Master of
Divinity degree, Ed renewed contact with Jackie. He did not
know how to contact her but knew where she was teaching
in Minneapolis, so he arrived early one Tuesday morning at
her classroom door to meet her when she arrived to teach.
That evening they went on a date and then again on Thursday
evening of the same week. It was on that date that Ed said, “I
suppose you’re wondering why I’ve asked you out.” Jackie was
prepared to say, “Let’s date or go our separate ways,” when Ed
reached into his pocket to retrieve a diamond ring as he pro-
posed marriage. They were married within a few weeks in 1975.

Upon receiving the MDiv, Ed began to teach at his alma
mater, Pillsbury College. While teaching Bible, Greek, and
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Christian Education courses, he also studied at Central Seminary
toward the Master of Theology degree besides serving as an
assistant coach of the college’s football team. In April 1979, Brit-
tany was born to Ed and Jackie. Two years later, in July 1981,
the young professor and his wife welcomed Courtney. When Ed
completed the ThM in 1982, the young family moved to Dallas,
Texas, where Ed began studying toward the Doctor of Theol-
ogy (ThD) degree at Dallas Theological Seminary. He focused
his research on how the New Testament uses the Old with Dar-
rell Bock as his advisor. His dissertation—“The Hermeneutics of
the Use of the Old Testament in 1 Peter”—set Ed on a path of
study that has often returned to feature 1 Peter in his academic
presentations, publications, and sermons.

Ed completed the ThD in 1987 while teaching at Central
Seminary after accepting a faculty appointment in 1984. There
he served as Associate Professor of New Testament and Bible
Exposition until 1988 when he received a promotion to Pro-
fessor of New Testament. During his tenure at Central Semi-
nary, Ed also taught courses at the campus extension in Arad,
Romania. He also served as interim pastor at Parker’s Lake Bap-
tist Church (1986–1987), Rockford Baptist Church (1987), First
Baptist Church of River Falls, Wisconsin (1991–1992), and as
interim preacher at Chisago Lakes Baptist Church (1997–1998)
and at Twin Cities Chinese Christian Church (1998–1999).

Among those within the biblical scholarship guilds—Evangel-
ical Theological Society (ETS), Institute for Biblical Research
(IBR), and Society of Biblical Literature (SBL)—two scholars
made others aware of Central Baptist Theological Seminary, Ed
Glenny and his Old Testament colleague and friend, Michael
Grisanti, who now serves on the faculty of The Master’s The-
ological Seminary in California. Since receiving his faculty
appointment at Central Seminary in 1984, Ed has regularly
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attended and presented at the annual national meetings of the
ETS and frequently at the annual regional meetings of the same.
He also makes frequent academic presentations at both the
national and Upper Midwest regional meetings of the SBL.
More recently Ed has become an active presenter and panelist
at the meetings of the International Organization for Septuagint
and Cognate Studies.

Partly because of Jackie Glenny’s teaching presence at North-
western College since 1993, but also because of our knowledge
of Ed through his publications and presentations, we members
of the Biblical & Theological Studies Department at Northwest-
ern were delighted to invite him to travel with us to attend the
annual meetings of the ETS in Jackson, Mississippi, and then
travel on to New Orleans to attend the meetings of the IBR and
SBL in late November 1996. Besides being a memorable trip in
its own right, traveling together provided an occasion to become
more familiar with Ed because some of us had an eye on him
with a view to inviting him to join the faculty of the B&TS
Department at Northwestern.

That year winter arrived early and with a vengeance. Our
Northwest Airlines jet scheduled to fly to Memphis, Tennessee,
where Ed and his Northwestern friends would catch a connect-
ing flight to Jackson, Mississippi, waited in line on the tarmac
for deicing at the Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport for
more than three hours. Of course, we patient flyers found our-
selves stranded in the Memphis airport past midnight after miss-
ing the flight to Jackson. All agreed to continue traveling. So,
we intrepid voyagers rented a van to drive to Jackson where we
arrived at 5:00 a.m., in time for the beginning of the conference
but hardly prepared to listen to academic presentations capable
of inducing sleep for even caffeine-laden folks.
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Once the ETS conference ended the survivors of the harrow-
ing first leg of our travels set out for New Orleans, which should
have been a three-hour drive. As David K. Johnson, Chair of the
B&TS Department, drove the van, without warning it began to
lurch with the engine sputtering. Suddenly, the vehicle stalled.
There we sat, stranded on the narrow shoulder of a heavily trav-
eled interstate highway in the middle of bayou country, sand-
wiched between vehicles racing by within inches on the left and
a concrete barrier on the right side, which some surmised was
there to prevent alligators from climbing out of the swamp and
onto the roadway.

Much to the surprise of all, unexpectedly an angel who was
piloting an empty charter bus heading to New Orleans stopped
to assist. His urgent expressions concerning how dangerous the
situation was and his eagerness to transport the stalled travelers
directly to the door of our hotel in New Orleans sufficed to
convince all that he was heaven-sent. Rescued, everyone turned
to humor, reflecting on our traveling woes. The adventure of
November 1996 became remembered as the B&TS Depart-

ment’s version of the Steve Martin & John Candy movie, Planes,
Trains, and Automobiles. Little did Ed Glenny realize that his
understated, jovial, and calm response to the unwelcomed events
did not go unnoticed. It was evident that a man of such charac-
ter, given what was already known of him, should be vigorously
pursued to join the faculty of the B&TS Department.

In July 1997, Ed’s colleague and close friend, Michael Grisanti,
left Central Seminary to begin teaching at The Master’s Sem-
inary in Sun Valley, California. His colleague’s absence at the
seminary and his wife’s presence at Northwestern doubtless
influenced Ed to pursue a faculty position and accept an appoint-
ment at Northwestern in 1999. Students welcomed Ed’s pres-
ence in the classroom. His colleagues appreciated his reliable
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contribution to the strengthening of the curriculum for both the
Biblical & Theological Studies Major as well as the General Bible
curriculum, which serves the entire student body at North-
western. With Ed’s addition to the faculty, the B&TS Depart-
ment developed the Ancient Classical Languages Minor, fea-
turing yearly instruction in Koine Greek, biennial teaching of
Ancient Hebrew and Latin, and the occasional teaching of
Egyptian Hieroglyphics. Since his arrival at Northwestern, the
Book of Revelation and Biblical Theology have been Ed’s signa-
ture courses.

After joining the faculty at Northwestern, Ed became prolific
with both professional presentations and publications even as he
pursued a second doctoral degree, a PhD in Classics at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, which he completed in 2007. Presentations
at the annual meetings of the ETS and SBL elevated his profile
and prompted various scholars with common interests to extend
invitations to Ed to contribute essays to thematic anthologies,

to Festschriften, and to commentary series. Given his contin-
ued exegetical work in 1 Peter since writing his dissertation, he
accepted a contract to write a commentary on 1 Peter for the
Evangelical Exegetical Commentary Series published by Lex-
ham Press. This commentary has become a multi-year writ-
ing project given Ed’s commitment to a multi-volume project
of writing commentaries on the Minor Prophets in the Sep-
tuagint Commentary Series for the prestigious academic pub-
lisher, Brill, which is part of a major project edited by Stanley
Porter, PhD, Principal of McMaster Divinity College, Hamilton,
Ontario, Canada. This commitment has opened fresh horizons
for Ed, with invitations to make presentations at the meetings
of the International Organization for Septuagint and Cognate
Studies (IOSCS). To date, Ed has published four books on the
LXX-Minor Prophets: a monograph on translation technique in
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Amos (2009), and commentaries on Amos (2013), Hosea (2013),
and Micah (2015). These commentaries feature both the transla-
tion techniques and the theological interpretation of those who
translated the prophets from Hebrew to Greek.

Blessed by being awarded the J. Edwin Hartill Endowed Pro-
fessorship for two sequential terms (2011–2012 & 2013–2015),
which reduced by half the number of courses he taught during
those years with a sabbatical semester of study at Tyndale House,
Cambridge (UK), sandwiched between, Ed was able to devote
concentrated periods of research and writing that he has pre-
sented at recent triennial international meetings of the IOSCS.
Such uncommon opportunity for a professor at a small Christian
university was matched with uncommon productivity as Ed’s
industriousness brought to completion three commentaries for
Brill during this period.

During the UNW honors and awards event on May 11, 2018,
President Alan S. Cureton presented Ed Glenny with the Faculty
Excellence in Scholarship Award for his outstanding scholarly
achievements. Each year members of the faculty at Northwest-
ern can nominate their colleagues for this award bestowed by the
faculty. With the following words of commendation Randy W.
Nelson, Chair of the B&TS Department, nominated Ed Glenny
who has distinguished himself as a scholar both at Northwestern
and in the biblical and theological guilds.

Few university professors are as consistent and prolific
in their publications as Dr. Glenny. His commitment
to scholarship can be seen in scholarly books and arti-
cles published in peer-review journals…. Dr. Glenny
has a wide range of scholarly interests in the field of
Biblical Studies, both Old Testament and New Testa-
ment. His early research was in the area of hermeneu-
tics, especially typology. Since earning his second doc-
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torate in 2007, Dr. Glenny’s greatest contributions
have been on the study of the Septuagint (LXX), the
Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible…. Based upon
his ambitious proposal for a rigorous writing plan,
Dr. Glenny was awarded the J. Edwin Hartill Profes-
sor, 2011–2012. This award was the result of voting
by B&TS faculty and the recommendation of an out-
side reviewer. Because he completed his writing pro-
jects and had many more in the works, Dr. Glenny
was again awarded the J. Edwin Hartill Professor,
2013–2015…. Dr. Glenny is well respected by his col-
leagues in the Department of Biblical & Theological
Studies and in other academic departments at North-
western…. He was also awarded Visiting Scholar, Fac-
ulty of Divinity, Cambridge University (spring 2013).

Amidst his busy schedule of teaching courses at the University of
Northwestern–St. Paul and his several publishing contracts that
call for research and writing, Ed has always maintained a close
connection with the ministry of the church. His love for the
Scriptures as God’s Word is evident in his teaching and writing
but also in his regular preaching in local churches. Throughout
his career Ed has served many churches in the greater metropol-
itan area of the Twin Cities as an interim pastor. Prior to Ed’s
becoming my faculty colleague at Northwestern and while Ed
was serving as interim pastor at Chisago Lakes Baptist Church
(Chisago City, Minnesota) my father, Herbert V. Caneday who
was a member of the church, passed away January 30, 1998.
At my urging, the family requested that Ed have a role in offi-
ciating in my father’s funeral service which he did admirably.
Throughout the past twenty years Ed has served no fewer than
nine churches as interim pastor, including Chisago Lakes Baptist
Church a second time in 2008–2009.
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My own exposure to Ed’s friendship, teaching, and preaching
confirms why he is well received among students at Northwest-
ern. On my invitation, Ed joined me with two other ministers
who taught and preached the Scriptures throughout South India
for three weeks in July–August 2004. I had the privilege of hear-
ing him teach God’s Word to Indian pastors in retreat centers
and to congregations in church buildings constructed from mud
and thatching. His ministration of the Scriptures was heartily
welcomed by all. At Northwestern, Ed’s pastoral qualities are also
evident in his initiation and leadership of the Bread of Life chapel
sessions conducted in the beautiful Nazareth Chapel and hosted
by the B&TS Department several times each semester. These
alternative chapel sessions are available for students who desire
deeper exposition of Scripture on featured themes.

To all who know him well, Ed Glenny is (1) a scholar who
advances biblical knowledge and understanding first for himself
and for all who read his writings or hear him lecture, (2) a
churchman for whom all knowledge of the Scriptures is acquired
in vain unless it is implemented in the transformation of char-
acter, and (3) a gentleman who is of the highest Christian char-
acter. Doug Huffman, former chair of the B&TS Department at
the University of Northwestern–St. Paul and now Professor &
Associate Dean of Biblical & Theological Studies at Biola Uni-
versity, aptly observes, “Ed’s balance of professional effectiveness
is truly admirable: world-renowned scholarship (particularly in
Septuagint and New Testament studies), praise-worthy teaching
(for decades now, including 20 years at Northwestern!), and per-
sistent service to his institution and to the local church (whew!).”
All who know Ed Glenny acknowledge him to be godly, hum-
ble, kind, gentle, approachable, friendly, and encouraging.
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Some Reflections on the Old Greek
of Psalm Four

John Screnock

At the start of my undergraduate education in the fall of 2002,
I took Greek with Ed Glenny. The class had a vibrant and
nurturing atmosphere, owing principally to Ed’s teaching
style—though the enthusiasm of my peers helped. He was par-
ticularly winsome and birthed in many of us a love for ancient
languages and biblical studies. My path of study took me next
to Ancient Hebrew, and soon after I naturally fell in love with
the Septuagint (Old Greek or OG) as a place where Hebrew and
Greek collide. During my graduate studies and now in my early
career, Ed has been a significant source of encouragement and
support. He has also been a wonderful interlocutor for my work
on the OG, whether in print or in private conversation. I am
lucky to be among Ed’s students and friends, and I am honored
to contribute to this volume in his honor.

My work on the OG focuses on its value for textual criticism
of the Hebrew Bible (HB);1 in the texts that I work with (e.g.,
Exodus and Psalms), my inclination is to look to the Hebrew

Vorlage to explain phenomena in the OG. In contrast, Ed’s work
looks to the translator and his work to explain the OG phenom-
ena. Though the difference may stem primarily from our respec-
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tive corpora (Ed works on the Minor Prophets), Ed has pushed
me to give greater weight to the translator. In the following
reflections on some readings in OG Ps 4, I attempt to pay signif-
icant attention to both sides of the coin.2 Old Greek Ps 4, like all
texts in the OG, is wonderfully complex. In this piece of ancient
translation, we find phenomena related to language (Hebrew
and Greek), scribal copying (of the HB and OG), translation
practice (from “literal” to “free”), and interpretation, all vying for
our attention in a short space of text.

1. Psalm 4:73

While the Greek of Ps 4:7 follows the Hebrew closely in most
respects, there is an apparent discrepancy where the OG trans-
lates ְנסָה with ἐσημειώθη (“it was given as a sign”). This is
amplified because the word ְנסָה is itself difficult in the Hebrew.
The second stich of Ps 4:7 echoes the priestly blessing of Num
6:24–26:

ָוה ְיה ָך  ֶני ּו אוֹר פָּ ְנסָה־עָלֵינ

Lift up the light of your face upon us, LORD.

None of Ps 4 is extant in the Dead Sea Scrolls, leaving the
Masoretic Text (MT)—given above—as the only Hebrew wit-
ness. The verb ְנסָה is not entirely straightforward; the exact form
is found nowhere else in the HB. Given the context, and the
lack of alternative explanations, this is an imperative of the verb
נשׂא (“to lift up”). While the imperative, as a I-נ verb, usually
drops the initial radical נ and takes the form ׂשָא , the form ׂשָא ְנ is
attested in Ps 10:12, and some I-נ verbs regularly take this form
(e.g., ְנטֵה , “stretch”). The interchange of ס and שׂ is not infre-
quent, and even more so the interchange of ה and ,א especially
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with an a-vowel at the end of a word. Though it is improbable,
it seems the improbable has occurred here: the strange form ׂשָא ְנ
is used, ס is written for ,שׂ and ה is written for .א Though it is
possible to speculate other interpretations of the data,4 this the-
ory is most compelling and reasonable.

The fact that this spelling of the verb was in widespread use is
reflected in the OG’s translation, which appears to stumble over
the verb:

ἐσημειώθη ἐφ᾿ ἡμᾶς τὸ φῶς τοῦ προσώπου σου,
κύριε.

The light of your face was given as a sign upon us,
Lord.

The words of the Greek correspond closely to the Hebrew in all
respects except the initial verb. Significantly, the verb σημειόω
(“to give a sign”) is only ever used here in the OG. How did the
OG arrive at an aorist passive third person verb (ἐσημειώθη) for
the MT’s imperative ְנסָה , and why was the verb σημειόω used?

1.1 The Old Gr1.1 The Old Greek Peek Ps 4:7 as Ts 4:7 as Trranslationanslation
In this case, it seems likely that the translator’s source text had
ְנסָה , as in the MT. If this were the case, one can easily imagine
the translator being unsure of what to do with the unique form.
Based on his translation, he evidently did not understand it to
derive from the roots נוס (“to flee”) or נסה (Piel “to test”).5

Instead, the translator connected the verb to the noun ֵנס (“ban-
ner, standard, sign”).6 This was probably an intuitive connec-
tion—or even possibly an intentional strategy for dealing with
a difficult word.7 If the former, the translator may have
drawn—intuitively, not conscientiously—on the relationship of

some qill pattern nouns to their corresponding verbal roots: as חֵן
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(“grace”) is the result of the action חנן (“to be gracious”),8 so too
the noun ֵנס (as “sign”) may have been (seen as) a denominative
noun from an unattested root ,נסס meaning “to signal” or “to
give a sign.”9

The connection to ֵנס (“sign”) seems likely. But why did the
translator render the consonants נסה as a passive verb? The rea-
sons are not entirely clear. If the verb were active in Hebrew
and the noun phrase ָוה ְיה (“LORD”) were the subject, it would
be difficult to view ָך ֶני פָּ אוֹר (“light of your face”) as the object
of a verb meaning “to signal.”10 Yet, the OG’s understanding of
ָך ֶני פָּ אוֹר as the subject of a passive verb implies that with an
active verb ָך ֶני פָּ אוֹר could have been the object—the subject of
a passive verb is the object of the corresponding passive.11 The
OG, then, must have understood our hypothetical verb נסס to

mean “to make something into a signal.” Perhaps the OG began
by understanding ָוה ְיה to be a vocative (κύριε) and needed אוֹר
ָך ֶני פָּ to be the subject (τὸ φῶς); or perhaps the OG translated
word-by-word, without an eye to the end of the verse, and did
not consider the possibility that ָוה ְיה could be the subject. Either
way, with ָך ֶני פָּ אוֹר as the subject, the verb was consequently
understood as passive. The interpretation of ָך ֶני פָּ אוֹר (“light of
your face”) as the subject of the verb rules out the possibility of
taking the Hebrew verb as an imperative; instead, it is under-

stood as qatal and past tense (thus the Greek aorist is used).
All these contextual considerations beg the question: how

could the OG take the consonants נסה to be a passive qatal
verb from the root ?נסס The initial נ of a Nifal geminate verb

would not assimilate in the qatal form;
12

such a form would be
written .ננס Perhaps the translator did not know this, or per-
haps he “fudged” because the text was difficult. Then again, it is

possible that the translator, again via intuition, viewed the root
as ,נסה given that geminate verbs sometimes have III-ה by-

14 John Screnock



forms.
13

The Nifal qatal form of this root would be ִנסָּה (“it was
made a signal”), consistent with the consonants of the MT’s text.
The intuitive analysis of the unknown form ,נסה then, would
have followed several concurrent steps—an association with the
noun ֵנס (“banner, signal, sign”), semantics following the rela-

tionship of some qill nouns to their corresponding roots, and
finally the interchange of a geminate root (נסס) with a III-ה by-
form (נסה).

All things considered, it is more likely that the OG did not
make all of these grammatical associations—even intuitively—in
trying to deal with what was a difficult text. Rather, not know-
ing what to make of the spelling in context, he did his best by
choosing something that both works contextually but also shows
some etymological fidelity to the source text. This required him
to skirt around some aspects of the grammar, but he had little
other choice.

One interesting implication of this example is that the trans-

lator here was reading the Hebrew source himself. Theo van der
Louw has argued that the translation of some books of the OG
came about by one person reading the Hebrew text aloud and

another person translating based on what they hear.
14

While the
theory has merit in other cases, in this example the person who
translated into Greek must have been the same person who read

the Hebrew. Otherwise, the translator would have heard nissā (if

Nifal qatal) or nəsā (if Qal imperative) and would have assumed
the root in—נשׂא this context, the root נסה would be indistin-
guishable.

1.2 The Old Gr1.2 The Old Greek Peek Ps 4:7 as Ws 4:7 as Witness to the Hebritness to the Hebrewew
If one wanted to venture beyond the MT’s text in search of a

Vorlage for OG’s σημειόω (“to give a sign”), one would need to
look to related nouns for translation evidence—because σημειόω
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occurs only here in the OG. Though the evidence is somewhat
sparse, the noun σημεῖον (“sign”) is rigidly paired with אוֹת
(“sign”) in the Psalms—אוֹת is translated only by σημεῖον, and
σημεῖον is never used to translate any other word.15 One might,
then, consider reconstructing a verb of the root אוה (“to sign,
mark”). However, another related noun, σημείωσις (“indication,
notice”), also provides important evidence. It occurs just once in
Ps 60:6, where it translates the only occurrence of ֵנס (“banner,
standard, sign”) in Psalms. Furthermore, the translation of ֵנס
outside of Psalms is important, since OG Psalms sometimes
looked to books in the OG Pentateuch for lexical equivalences.
In OG Numbers, the three occurrences of ֵנס are all translated
by σημεῖον.16 If one were to speculate about a retroversion for
the verb σημειόω, then, the (scanty) evidence points to a verb
related to ֵנס . If the MT’s text had something other than ְנסָה ,

I would decline to retrovert a Vorlage in this instance, because
there is insufficient data. But as it is, our extant Hebrew evidence

suggests that נסה was in the OG’s Vorlage.

2. Psalm 4:3
Psalm 4:3 is significantly different between the Hebrew and the
Greek. The Hebrew text is extant only in the MT:

ּו ׁש ּון רִיק תְּבַקְ ׁש עַד־מֶה כְבוֹדִי לִכְלִמָּה תֶּאֱהָב ֵני אִי ּבְ
ָזב כָ

Sons of man, how long [will] my glory [be] for
reproach? You love vanity, you seek a lie.

The first stich lacks a verb, though it is possible to read a covert

copula (“to be”). The lamed preposition in לִכְלִמָּה seems best

read as communicating transformation, whether “for reproach”
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or “as reproach;” the point is that the “sons of man” turn the
psalmist’s glory into reproach (perhaps only in their estimation,
or they denigrate the psalmist’s reputation within the commu-

nity broadly). Alternatively, lamed could be understood to com-
municate direction or goal here: the “sons of man” cause the
psalmist’s glory to lead to or result in reproach. The second stich
has overt verbs, but may potentially be gapping עַד־מֶה from the
first stich: “[How long] will you love vanity and [how long] will
you seek a lie?”

The OG clearly derives from some version of the Hebrew as
found in the MT.17 However, whereas OG Psalms usually corre-
sponds to the MT quite closely, there is significant difference in
the middle of the verse:

υἱοὶ ἀνθρώπων, ἕως πότε βαρυκάρδιοι; ἵνα τί
ἀγαπᾶτε ματαιότητα καὶ ζητεῖτε ψεῦδος;

Sons of man, how long [will you be] heavy-hearted?
Why do you love vanity and seek falsehood?

Instead of the psalmist’s glory and reproach, the OG refers to

the psalmist’s opponents as heavy-hearted, and asks why (ἵνα
τί) they behave as they do. Placing the OG alongside the MT,
most aspects of the texts pair in a manner typical in the Psalms.
The words that do not align are לִכְלִמָּה כְבוֹדִי (“my glory for
reproach”) and βαρυκάρδιοι ἵνα τί (“heavy-hearted, why”).

2.1 The Old Gr2.1 The Old Greek Peek Ps 4:3 as Ts 4:3 as Trranslationanslation
Septuagintalists and text critics, when confronted by the data in
this verse, conclude that the OG read a Hebrew text at vari-
ance with the MT. Before exploring that possibility, however,
how might the OG be explained as a translation of the MT? If

לִכְלִמָּה כְבוֹדִי were in the OG’s Vorlage, it would not have been
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difficult for the OG to translate it isomorphically: in the OG,
ּכָבוֹד (“glory”) is nearly always δόξα (“glory”), simple preposi-

tions like lamed are represented by a preposition, and the noun
כְלִמָּה (“reproach”) and related verb כלם (Niph “to be humili-
ated,” Hiph “to humiliate”) are regularly translated by ἐντροπή
(“humiliation”), ἐντρέπω (“to put to shame”), and καταισχύνω
(“to dishonor”). Something like δόξα μου εἰς ἐντροπήν (“my
glory for humiliation”) is what would be expected for כְבוֹדִי
.לִכְלִמָּה

Based on translation evidence elsewhere, it is clear that the
OG translator understood the individual Hebrew words in the
phrase.18 Did they make sense, however, together in their con-
text in Ps 4? The lack of a verb in the first stich could have
made the text difficult to the translator. The initial noun phrase
and interrogative are rendered in Greek with a noun phrase and
interrogative; following these two phrases, the translator faced
yet another noun phrase, without a verb to glue the elements
together into a meaningful utterance. If this were the case, the
translator could draw on at least two different strategies. First, he
may have ignored the difficult Hebrew and filled in the blanks
from context within the Greek target text.19 In other words, the
translator may have taken the Hebrew he understood—“sons of
man, how long … you love vanity, you seek a lie”—and filled
in the ellipses in Greek. In the preceding verse, the psalmist
alludes to his “distress” and asks God to heed his prayer. Given
the near context, then, the translator would naturally read the
“sons of men” as adversaries, filling in the blank before their
“loving vanity” with appropriately negative content. There is a
strong tradition of negative figures in the HB having stubborn
hearts (e.g., Pharaoh), and the theme appears also in the Psalms
(95:8; 119:70). Calling the “sons of man” hard of heart, then,
would be one way to smooth over the difficult section of this
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verse. Notably, the word βαρυκάρδιος (“heavy-hearted”) occurs
nowhere else in the OG,20 perhaps suggesting that the transla-
tion is “free” or target-oriented at this point.

A second strategy, which could be used in tandem with the
first strategy of contextual smoothing, is etymologizing.21 If the
translator did not know how to plug the second noun phrase,
כְבוֹדִי (“my glory”), into the clause, he may have looked for
other senses connected to the root .כבד The verb is used to
describe the dulling of the senses—the eyes or ears, for exam-
ple—and, by extension, the dulling of the conscience—whether
using language of ears or heart (Gen 48:10; Isa 6:10; 59:1; Zech
7:11). This is the verb that is used to describe the hardening of
Pharaoh’s heart in Exodus. The translator may have looked to
these connections to come up with a Greek translation of the
difficult text.

If the translator were familiar with biblical poetry, particularly
in the Psalms, it may have been natural for him to adjust the
feel of the second stich from a declarative statement (“you love
vanity”) to a rhetorical question that implies the same sentiment
(“why do you love vanity?”). Similar rhetorical questions are
used, for example, in Pss 2:1; 10:1; 43:2; 44:24–25; etc.

2.2 The Old Gr2.2 The Old Greek Peek Ps 4:3 as Ws 4:3 as Witness to the Hebritness to the Hebrewew
A more straightforward explanation of the OG is that it read the
Hebrew לָמָּה לֵב ּכִבְדֵי (“hard of heart”)—at the end of the first
stich, and “why” at the beginning of the second stich—instead
of MT’s לִכְלִמָּה כְבוֹדִי (“my glory for shame”).22 The two read-
ings are extremely close from a text-critical perspective. Though
spaces between words were used in manuscripts during the Sec-
ond Temple period, these spaces were often inconsistent—thus

the different divisions in these two readings. The use of matres
lectionis, like ו in ,כְבוֹדִי were not consistent during this
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period—thus כְבוֹדִי could be written .כבדי Finally, the letters ב
and כ were often mistaken for one another, thus the ב in OG’s
לֵב versus the כ in MT’s .לִכְלִמָּה

This reconstruction of the OG’s Hebrew Vorlage is not just a
nifty solution to the discrepancy between the OG and the MT.
Even if there were no Hebrew evidence extant for this verse,
the translation data from the rest of OG Psalms would suggest
this reconstruction. “Heart” (לֵב) is nearly always translated by
καρδία, and where the root כבד does not have the sense of “glo-
rify/ied, honor/ed,” it is translated with the root βαρυ* (Pss 32:4;

38:5). So while βαρυκάρδιος is a hapax legomenon, the Hebrew
it most likely represents—following these translation patterns—is

לֵב ּכִבְדֵי , itself a hapax legomenon. For the last word of the
phrase, לָמָּה is nearly always translated by Greek ἵνα τί or διὰ τί.
Based on translation evidence alone, then, לָמָּה לֵב ּכִבְדֵי is the
most likely Hebrew behind the Greek.

Did the translator—or the person reading the text aloud to
the translator—misread the consonantal Hebrew text, commit-
ting scribal errors of graphic confusion and word mis-division?23

Or, was he simply reading the Hebrew text as it was written
in his source? This is often a difficult question to answer.24

Pietersma points to the fact that “[OG] clearly knows the mean-
ing of ,כלמה which he regularly (six times) renders by ἐντροπή

(‘embarrassment’/’disgrace’),” to argue that the OG’s Vorlage
must not have had the MT’s כלמה.25 However, even though the
OG would not have struggled with the word ,כלמה this does
not rule out that he misread the כ as a :ב when reading a text,
the mind processes whole words, not individual letters.26 The
larger interpretation of the phrase and division of words, there-
fore, would have been a much greater factor than the identifica-
tion of a single letter as כ or ,ב with contextual pressures pushing
him to read לב למה without scrutinizing the second letter.
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Regardless, Pietersma is correct that the variant probably stems

from a Vorlage that differs from the MT, and that the translator
did not misread the Hebrew. This is because the Hebrew reading
behind the OG here is likely an earlier reading than the MT.27

The MT is a little strange, while the OG’s reading fits contextu-
ally and poetically. MT’s clause לִכְלִמָּה כְבוֹדִי עַד־מֶה ׁש אִי ֵני ּבְ
(“sons of man, how long my glory into shame”) lacks a con-
textually appropriate verb—whether explicit or elided. There is
no verb in the preceding line that is gapped (as is common in
Hebrew poetry), and context does not indicate to the reader
what the verb ought to be (including a copula “is”).28 The fol-
lowing clause, רִיק ּון תֶּאֱהָב (“you love vanity”), also seems to be
missing an element. It is possible that עַד־מֶה (“how long”) is
gapped from the earlier clause; however, together with the miss-
ing verb in the preceding clause it raises red flags.

The OG’s Vorlage, on the other hand, reads well. The first stich
is verbless but the predication is clear: ּכִבְדֵי עַד־מֶה ׁש אִי ֵני ּבְ
לֵב (“sons of man, how long [will you be] heavy-hearted?”).29

The following stich asks a parallel question whose semantics
mirror the first (allowing the reader to dwell on and explore
the thought30): רִיק ּון תֶּאֱהָב לָמָּה (“why do you love vanity?”).31

Some argue that the Hebrew behind the OG is not good biblical
poetry, but these concerns are unfounded.32 Barthélemy, for

example, objects to the parallelism of OG’s Vorlage, seemingly
on the grounds that parallel stichs should communicate syn-
onymous ideas.33 Granted, the MT’s text presents a line-to-line
semantic parallel between the psalmist’s adversaries tarnishing
his reputation in the first stich and telling lies about him in the
second. However, it has long been recognized that such line-
to-line semantic parallelism is not, as was once thought, at the
core of poetic parallelism. Correspondence at all levels of lan-
guage—morphology, consonance, prosody, syntax, vocabulary,
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etc.—can be involved in parallelism between stichs and also at
closer and further distances.34 Moreover, the narrow tripartite
typology of “synonymous,” “antithetic,” and “synthetic” line-to-
line parallelism is neither adequate descriptively, nor accurate

linguistically.
35

The parallelism of the OG’s Vorlage is, in fact, not
at all out of keeping with what is found elsewhere in the Psalms.
Barthélemy also argues that the pejorative designation “heavy-
hearted” is not appropriate for those who are told to trust God in
v. 6 ָוה) ְיה אֶל־ ּו ,בִטְח “put your trust in the LORD”). This, how-
ever, assumes that the addressees of v. 6 are the same as those of
v. 3, which is neither necessary nor probable—even in the MT,
v. 3 is negative toward its addressees.

To be sure, sometimes in textual criticism the more difficult
reading is earlier—but in this case, the difficult reading is unchar-
acteristic of Hebrew poetry. Moreover, the less difficult reading
cannot be explained simply as an improvement of the diffi-
culty—it is tightly woven into the fabric of the psalm. The most
plausible explanation, then, is that the MT’s reading results from
scribal error. If the OG’s Hebrew is earlier, it could not have
arisen from the translator misreading; it must have been the

OG’s Hebrew Vorlage.

3. Psalm 4:8
The OG understands the relationship between the two stichs of
Ps 4:8 differently than modern interpreters. In Hebrew, the verse
is best understood as employing enjambment—the clause begin-
ning in the first stich is finished in the second:

ּו ּב ׁשָם רָ ְותִירוֹ ָנם  ָג ּדְ ׂשִמְחָה בְלִבִּי מֵעֵת  ָנתַתָּה 

You have put joy in my heart, more than the season
during which their grain and wine abound.

22 John Screnock



The phrase מֵעֵת (“from the time”) and its relationship to the
following words are crucial here. The noun עֵת (“time”) takes
the same form whether it is bound or free. It could be taken as
bound to the noun ָנם ָג ּדְ (“their grain”), together meaning “time
of their grain;” however, it makes better sense contextually to
read עֵת as modified by an unmarked relative clause. Unmarked
relatives are not uncommon, particularly in the Psalms; the noun
עֵת could be bound to the entire relative clause—its boundness
signaling a restrictive relative clause36—or it could be free with
the relative signaled purely by context. Either reading works
well. In the prepositional phrase ,מֵעֵת a null element is under-
stood from context (“more than [the joy of] the season”). This,
too, is not uncommon, and the reader understands that the com-
parison (signaled by (מִן is not between the psalmist’s joy and a
time, but between his joy and the joy of “them” when their grain
and wine abound.37

Although the translator of OG Psalms usually spots unmarked
relatives, especially when the head-noun is bound, here the OG
reads the second stich as an independent clause without a rela-
tive:

ἔδωκας εὐφροσύνην εἰς τὴν καρδίαν μου· ἀπὸ
καιροῦ σίτου καὶ οἴνου καὶ ἐλαίου αὐτῶν
ἐπληθύνθησαν

You gave38 gladness in my heart; they39 multiplied
from the season of their grain and wine and oil.40

Perhaps the OG translator overlooked the unmarked relative
because it is the first to occur in the Psalms. By Ps 7, the OG rec-
ognizes these relative constructions and translates them as such.41

Instead, עֵת is understood as bound to ָנם ָג ּדְ (“their grain”), the
preposition מִן is taken as denoting source instead of comparison,
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and the second stich is taken as a standalone clause with its main
verb at the end.42

Curiously, not a single OG manuscript in Greek has the word
καιροῦ (“time”) as in the text of Rahlfs’s edition, given above.43

Instead, all the Greek manuscripts have καρποῦ (“fruit”). Many
early Old Latin witnesses and church fathers writing in Latin,

however, have the word tempore here, reflecting καιροῦ, rather

than fructu, reflecting καρποῦ. Because the Old Latin tradition
was translated from the Greek and is not corrected to a Hebrew
tradition—at least not early on—the best explanation for the
Latin’s agreement with the MT is that it reflects the original
OG translation better than the Greek manuscripts themselves.44

This is why Rahlfs has corrected to καιροῦ (“time”). Moreover,
there is a straightforward explanation for the diversity of the evi-
dence: the words καιροῦ and καρποῦ are very similar, most of
the letters being identical—especially in uncial script, where the
two differing letters are mistakable, ΙΡ and ΡΠ.45 The contextu-
ally motivated scribal error must have occurred very early in the
transmission of the Greek, with the result that the original read-
ing is preserved only in Latin.

Despite this excellent explanation of the OG and Latin evi-
dence, there is no harm in exploring the possibility that the vari-
ation stems from variant Hebrew. Indeed, one possible explana-
tion, however compelling, does not rule out the possibility of
other explanations, and as a point of methodology a scholar can-
not stop when they discover one plausible explanation. What if

the Old Latin was corrected to a Hebrew manuscript (or, more
likely, a recension of the OG like Aquila), resulting in the read-

ing tempore, as an alternative to postulating inner-Greek scribal
error? If the original OG were indeed καρποῦ (“fruit”) not
καιροῦ (“time”), it would reflect Hebrew פְּרִי (“fruit”) or ּול ְיב
(“produce”). It is not obvious how the variant Hebrew readings
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עֵת and פְּרִי or ּול ְיב would arise; but if taw (ת) were written
poorly, without much of a serif on its left stroke, it could be mis-

taken for resh plus yod ,(רי) and if ayin (ע) were written poorly,
with the left vertical stroke too far to the right, it could be mis-

taken for peh .(פ) Although these graphic interchanges are not
common, neither are they impossible, especially considering that
graphic error is rarely merely about mistaking letters, but also
the impact of context on the word or words that the reader’s
brain expects to see.46 The following words “grain,” “wine,” and
“oil,” are foodstuffs, which could have induced the translator or
a scribe to view this word as another foodstuff. A shift from מעת
(to (מערו to מפרי is thus not completely unreasonable. This

variant Vorlage might also explain why the OG, which notices
unmarked relatives elsewhere, does not read one in Ps 4:8—with
the noun פְּרִי instead of ,עֵת an unmarked relative is improbable
if not impossible47—and takes מִן as indicating source rather than
comparison.

The point of the preceding paragraph is to explore what is

possible. To be clear, I do not think this is a plausible explanation.
For one thing, the phrase ָנם ָג ּדְ ,פְּרִי “fruit of their grain,” makes
little sense: the “grain” is already the fruit/produce, and as such
a phrase like this is never found in the HB.48 More importantly,
the alternative explanation is much more convincing: the OG
missed the unmarked relative but translated ,עֵת with the text
changing subsequently in the transmission of the Greek. From
there, the straightforward mechanism of change (ΙΡ to ΡΠ in the
context of reading) and external evidence (the earliest Old Latin

testifies to tempore) are very compelling.

4. Conclusion
The OG is truly a fascinating collection of texts. At the cross-
roads of Hebrew and Greek, it is complex linguistically. And its
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complexity extends to the possible explanations for its phenom-
ena. In the OG we encounter a variety of translation styles and
techniques, scribal errors and scribal revisions, text-critical com-
plexities in Hebrew and Greek manuscripts, and even the occa-
sional exegetical move. And though generations of scholars have
explored many of these possibilities, the OG’s depths have not
been plumbed; it holds many further treasures yet to be discov-
ered.
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35. Holmstedt, “Hebrew Poetry and the Appositive Style.”

36. See Robert D. Holmstedt, “The Restrictive Syntax of Genesis i 1,” VT 58
(2008): 56–67, here 59–63.

37. The elision of elements is not rare, particularly in poetry. For Delitzsch,
“the expression is as concise as possible” (see his excellent discussion in Biblical
Commentary on the Psalms, 117). Similarly, Briggs and Briggs paraphrase מֵעֵת
as אשר“ העת משמחת ”טוב (better than the joy of the time during which…)
(Psalms, 36).

38. The difference between “gave gladness in my heart” and “set joy in my
heart”—the former is awkward in Greek as in English—stems from the lexical
pairing of נתן and δίδωμι. Before its use in the OG, δίδωμι did not have the
sense “to place [something somewhere]” (cf. LSJ, s.v.) while the Hebrew נתן
does. The translator of OG Psalms cared less about representing the specific
semantics of נתן in its particular context and more about representing נתן with
the same Greek word across the book.

39. The “they” who multiply are those who doubt God from v. 7; cf.
Pietersma, “An Ode among the Psalms,” 159.

40. The OG plus “and oil” probably represents variant Hebrew; it is not
relevant to our discussion.

41. E.g., Ps 7:6, 16. The OG generally notices and understands such
relatives.

42. Pietersma, “An Ode among the Psalms,” 159; Septuaginta Deutsch,
1506–1507.
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43. Bons in Septuaginta Deutsch, 1506; for Rahlfs’s edition, see Alfred Rahlfs,
Psalmi cum Odis (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1979).

44. Cf. Rahlfs, Psalmi cum Odis, 45.

45. Pietersma, “An Ode among the Psalms,” 159.

46. See footnote 26 and section 2.2 on bet/kaf interchange with .כלמה

47. “More than the fruit with which their grain and wine abound”?

48. Note, for example, Deut 7:13, where “fruit of your womb” and “fruit of
your land” are parallel to “your grain” and “your wine.” Then again, it could be
that knowledge of Deut 7:13 has influenced the translator or a Hebrew scribe to
find פְּרִי (“fruit”) in the text.
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The Sacrifice of Praise
in Psalm 49 LXX

Lance Kramer

The two references to the “sacrifice of praise” in Psalm 49 LXX
play a crucial role in understanding the focus of the psalm as a
whole. They highlight the need for a heart of worship in order
to maintain covenant fidelity. After analyzing how the psalm’s
placement within the Psalter, its structure, and its references to
covenant and the sacrifices in Leviticus play a crucial role in
understanding the psalmist’s use of the phrase “sacrifice of praise
to God” (Ps 49:14), I will show that the “sacrifice of praise” in Ps
49 is both material and typological.1

1. The Context of Ps 49 in the Psalter
Psalm 492 is a prophetic lawsuit psalm attributed to Asaph.3 In it,
Yahweh judges Israel for violating the covenant he made with
them at Sinai.4 The psalm begins with the declaration of the
coming of Yahweh and his impending judgment speech. Yah-
weh is described as the judge (κριτής, 49:6) who will rebuke
Israel and “lay out a case” against them (49:21). A discussion of
the psalms surrounding Ps 49, namely Pss 48 and 50, will assist
in elucidating the significance of the phrase “sacrifice of praise to
God.”
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1.1 The P1.1 The Psalms of the Sons of Ksalms of the Sons of Kororah: Pah: Pss 41–48ss 41–48
Prior to this lone psalm of Asaph is a series of psalms attributed
to the sons of Korah (Pss 41–48) which comprise the beginning
of book two of the Psalter.5 These psalms were possibly recited
at certain sacrificial feasts.6 Several of these psalms have similar
themes or words as those used in Ps 49, such as Ps 48:2–3 and
11–14 which highlight the beauty of Zion as Yahweh’s dwelling
place (cf. Ps 49:2). Many of these psalms also reference times of
“trouble” (θλίψεως) directly or indirectly for Yahweh’s people
(Pss 43:24; 45:1; 48:5); it is Ps 49:15 that requires Israel to look to
Yahweh during these times.

Psalm 48 in particular has some commonalities with Ps 49 as
it focuses on the immorality of humanity in general, especially
the rich against the poor (Ps 48:5–6, 16; cf. Ps 49:16–21). The
“understanding” (σύνετε) that Ps 49:22 calls for is the basis for
the refrain in Ps 48:12–13; namely, that “a person held in honor
did not understand” and that he becomes like “senseless beasts”
(NETS). The concept in Ps 49:21 that unfaithful Israel thought
Yahweh was like them is reminiscent of becoming like the beasts
in Ps 48:12–13 as well. In other words, the same problems and
lack of understanding by the Israelites expressed in Ps 49 are also
true of the broader humanity in Ps 48.

1.2 P1.2 Psalm 50salm 50
The strongest connections of Ps 49 with the psalms that sur-
round it comes between Ps 49 and Ps 50.7 David confesses
his “lawlessness” (ἀνομίας) and “sin” (ἁμαρτίας) in Ps 50:4–5
(cf. Ps 49:16–17), yet still professes his faith in Yahweh as the
one who will “deliver” (ρῦσαί) him and bring about his “salva-
tion” (σωτηρίας) in Ps 50:14 (cf. Ps 49:22–23). David criticizes
the insufficiency of the sacrificial system to please Yahweh and
focuses rather on the inward condition of a person in Ps
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50:17–19 (cf. Ps 49:8–15). In Ps 50:20–21, David asks that Yah-
weh “do good… to Zion” (ἀγάθυνον… τὴν Σιων) knowing
that this will result in acceptable sacrifice (cf. Ps 49:2, 8). It is
in Ps 49:18–21 that the “sinner” (ἁμαρτωλῷ) is rebuked for
participation with thieves and adulterers and for allowing his
mouth to “increase evil” (ἐπλεόνασεν κακίαν) against his fellow
Israelites—all of which are sins that David committed against
Uriah (2 Sam 11:4, 14–27).8 David sleeps with Uriah’s wife,
Bathsheba (2 Sam 11:4), commands evil against him, thereby
murdering him, and then “steals” Bathsheba for himself (2 Sam
11:14–17).

The final editor(s) of book two of the Psalter seems to have
intentionally placed Pss 49 and 50 next to each other to highlight
these significant themes. The declaration of the guilt of the
nation made in Ps 49 highlights the proper repentant response
of an individual, namely the king, in Ps 50;9 and the emphasis
on Zion makes David’s sin in Ps 50 a national issue, not just an
individual one.10 What is most important to highlight here is that
the critique of sacrifices is more a critique on the motivation and
inward orientation of one’s heart regarding the sacrifices rather
than on the sacrificial system itself.11 Both Pss 49 and 50 critique
the sacrificial system, but do so in a way that maintains its valid-
ity.12 Otherwise, it would seem odd for Yahweh to continue to
accept any sacrifices (Pss 49:8, 14, 23; 50:19). David’s sins against
Uriah are really the same sins in which at least some in Israel are
participating (Ps 49:18–21). David’s repentance in Ps 50:12–16
also highlights the need for right motives as is expressed in Ps
49:8–13. In some sense, then, Ps 49 is a rebuke given to the peo-
ple of Israel for their lack of repentance highlighted by David’s
own repentance from similar sins in Ps 50.
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1.3 C1.3 Conclusion on the Conclusion on the Context of Pontext of Ps 49s 49
The connections between Pss 48–50 highlight aspects of Ps 49
that might have gone unnoticed. The editor(s) of the Psalter
understood that the plight of humanity described in Ps 48 is just
as true for Israel in Ps 49, despite their insincere profession of
Yahweh’s covenant (Ps 49:16–17). The repentance of David in
Ps 50 gives a display of what true worship ought to be like, one
of a repentant heart that leads to a faithful life. Psalm 49, then,
functions as a bridge between the psalms of Korah in Ps 41–48
and the psalms of David in Ps 50–70. The themes of true repen-
tance of the heart in Ps 50 and the necessity for Yahweh alone to
save humanity in Ps 48 are highlighted in Ps 49 through its focus
on the “sacrifice of praise” (Ps 49:14–15, 23).

2. The Structure of Ps 49
Before addressing the more specific issues regarding the
covenantal language of Ps 49 and the references it makes to
Leviticus, the structure of Ps 49 (50 MT) must be analyzed in
order to elucidate its meaning. After discussing the current posi-
tions on the structure of Ps 50 MT, I will consider the discourse
features present in Ps 49 LXX that confirm the general consensus
held by most scholars regarding Ps 50 MT, and how this struc-
ture highlights the centrality of the call to offer up the “sacrifice
of praise.”

2.1 C2.1 Currurrent Views on the Structurent Views on the Structure of Pe of Ps 50 MTs 50 MT
Most contemporary scholars argue that Ps 50 MT is split into
three or four sections. Craigie and Tate suggest that Ps 50:1–6
MT depicts Yahweh’s summons of his covenant people, 50:7–15
MT gives the true meaning of sacrifice, and 50:16–23 MT warns
those not who are not in line with the covenant stipulations.13

Kraus recognizes these same divisions as well.14 Spero recognizes
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three sections, but he divides the first and second section
between 50:4 and 50:5 MT.15 Goldingay also holds to a similar
division, though he breaks Ps 50:22–23 MT off as a conclusion
to the psalm as a whole.16 Allen recognizes Ps 50:1–6 and
50:7–23 MT as the two major units, the latter being broken into
three parts: a discussion of right sacrifice (50:7–15 MT), a rebuke
for those who disobey the covenant (50:16–21 MT), and a con-
clusion to the psalm (50:22–23 MT).17 Declaissé–Walford also
delineates a conclusion, but limits it to Ps 50:23 MT.18 The cri-
teria for these divisions are typically based on either the content
and themes of the text or the poetic features of the text. These
criteria, however, have not sufficiently taken into account the
discourse features of the text.

2.2 Structur2.2 Structural Clues in Pal Clues in Ps 49s 49
The structure of Ps 49 is fairly straightforward. Three discourse
features determine its overall flow. First, there are several shifts
in person throughout the psalm. Psalm 49:1–6 speaks in the third
person regarding Yahweh. The first major shift in person hap-
pens between vv. 6 and 7 from the third person to the first per-
son.19 This shift communicates a change between the speaker
of the psalm being the psalmist himself and the speaker of the
psalm being Yahweh. The second transition happens in v. 16;
the first half of the verse introduces Yahweh’s speech to “the sin-
ner” (ἁμαρτωλῷ) while vv. 16b–21 then articulates the speech
using the first person. Psalm 49:22 also uses the third person and
then returns to the first person in v. 23.

Second, seven imperatives followed by result clauses mark the
major sections of the psalm in 49:5, 7, 14–15, 22. The first
imperative in v. 5 is a call to “gather together” (συναγάγετε)
those who are under Yahweh’s covenant, most likely the Sinai
covenant (see below). The result of this imperative is that the
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heavens, who are about to bear witness against Israel, would
declare that Yahweh’s verdict is righteous, since he is the judge.20

The second imperative comes in v. 7 where Yahweh commands
Israel to listen to what he is about to say. Following this imper-
ative is another result clause—when the people come to hear,
Yahweh will testify against them (v. 7). In 49:14–15, a string of
three imperatives conclude Yahweh’s rebuke of Israel for their
sacrifices. Israel is called to sacrifice the sacrifice of praise to Yah-
weh, pay their vows, and call upon Yahweh in the day of trou-
ble. These imperatives will be examined more closely below.
Psalm 49:15 gives the intended result of these three imperatives,
that Yahweh would rescue those who call on him and that they
would then glorify him. The final imperative in v. 22 is a com-
mand to “understand these things,” most likely a reference to all
that Yahweh has testified against them in the previous verses.
The urgency of this command is highlighted by the inferential
marker δή (“therefore”). They are to do this so that Yahweh will
not “carry them off” without a “rescuer” (v. 22).

Third, the psalmist writes with certain patterns that make each
section of the psalm cohere. The repetition of speaking verbs
in 49:1–6 suggests that this section is a unit that introduces the
speech given in vv. 7–23.21 Psalm 49:18–20 has a series of imper-
fects that describe the actions of Israel for which Yahweh is
rebuking them. They have associated themselves with thieves
and adulterers (v. 18) and have slandered their fellow Israelites
(vv. 19–20). The terminology used in v. 23 is reminiscent of the
imperatives found in v. 14 with the repetition of the “sacrifice
of praise” (θυσία αἰνέσεως), as are vv. 15 and 22 with the ref-
erence to “salvation” (σωτήριον) in comparison to the need for
deliverance from Yahweh or the lack of a “deliverer” (ρυόμενος),
respectively. Psalm 49:23, then, forms a sort of final summary

36 Lance Kramer



statement of all that Yahweh has spoken to them in rebuke in vv.
7–22.

2.3 C2.3 Conclusion on the Structuronclusion on the Structure of Pe of Ps 49s 49
The discourse features discussed above strengthen the major
divisions described by other scholars previously noted. In light
of these details, I propose the following outline for Ps 49:

I. The Setting of the Scene: The Promise of Yahweh’s Coming
(49:1–6)

A. The Psalmist’s Promise: Yahweh’s Coming Judgment
(49:1–4)

B. The Psalmist’s Command: Gather the Covenant People
(49:5–6)

II. Yahweh’s Rebuke: Faulty Sacrifices and Disobedience to the
Covenant (49:7–23)

A. Yahweh Rebukes Israel for Wrong Motives in Sacrifice
(49:7–15)

1. Yahweh’s Rebuke: Stop Trying to Manipulate Me
(49:7–13)

2. Yahweh’s Command: Sacrifice from a Worshipful
Heart and Look to Me for Rescue (49:14–15)

B. Yahweh Rebukes Israel for Disobedience to the Covenant
(49:16–22)

1. Yahweh’s Rebuke: Stop Disobeying the Ten Words
(49:16–21)

2. Yahweh’s Command: Don’t Forget the Covenant
(49:22)

C. Yahweh’s Declaration Summarized: Sacrifice from a
Worshipful Heart and Live According to the Covenant
(49:23)
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3. The Role of Covenant in Ps 49
The role of covenant in Ps 49 has been underdeveloped in schol-
arship, even though it plays a significant role in the message
the psalmist is conveying. Unpacking a full biblical theological
understanding of covenant is outside the scope of this study;
however, a discussion of Ps 49’s perspective on covenant is nec-
essary to understand the psalmist’s call for the “sacrifice of praise”
(θυσίαν αἰνέσεως) in vv. 14 and 23.

3.1 The Mosaic C3.1 The Mosaic Covenant and Povenant and Ps 49s 49
The term “covenant” (διαθήκην) occurs twice in vv. 5 and 16.
The first occurrence comes at the end of the first section of
the psalm (vv. 1–6). Here Yahweh calls those who are “pious”
(ὁσίους), those who made a covenant with him by a sacrifice, to
be gathered to him. Biblical covenants often involved sacrificial
animals to ratify the covenant (see Gen 15:7–20).22 This is cer-
tainly true of the Mosaic covenant to which this psalm refers (Ps
49:5; cf. Exod 24:5–8).

The reference to the Mosaic covenant in Ps 49 is confirmed
by the imagery used throughout vv. 1–6. In v. 3, Yahweh is
described as one who has “fire” (πῦρ) burning “before him.”
He is also described as having a “storm all around him” (κύκλῳ
αὐτοῦ καταιγίς). This imagery is reminiscent of the smoke
(ἐκαπνίζετο) around Mount Sinai in light of Yahweh’s descent
onto it “in fire” (πυρί) in Exod 19:9 and 18. In a later description
of this event in Deut 4:9–14, Yahweh commands that the people
“assemble” (ἐκκλησίασον) around the mountain to hear from
him concerning the covenant he was making with them (cf.
Ps 49:5); here Yahweh is described as being surround by “fire”
(πυρί) and in the midst of the “tempest” (θύελλα). Later in
Deut 30, Moses calls upon “heaven and earth” (οὐρανὸν καὶ τὴν
γῆν) to “witness” (διαμαρτύρομαι) against Israel as he encour-
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ages them to choose life in Yahweh over disobedience to the
covenant (Deut 30:19). Similarly, Yahweh calls upon “heaven
and earth” (τὸν οὐρανὸν… καὶ τὴν γῆν) to judge his people in
Ps 49:4. And in Ps 49:7, Yahweh “witnesses” (διαμαρτύρομαι)
against Israel. Ps 49, then, alludes to the Exodus theophany
in which Yahweh reveals himself to Israel before he speaks to
them.23

What is odd about the theophany in Ps 49 is that it comes not
from Sinai, but “from Zion” (ἐκ Σιων, 49:2). In later psalms of
Asaph, Zion is the current residence of Yahweh (Pss 74:2; 76:2;
cf. 9:11), and elsewhere the psalms describe Zion as Yahweh’s
permanent resting place (Ps 134:13–14).24 Zion is described as
a “mountain” (ὄρος, Ps 47:2, 11; Ps 74:2) like Sinai (cf. Exod
9:9–14). One psalmist equates Judah with Zion, whom Yahweh
loves (Ps 78:68), and in Ps 49, Zion is described as “the splendor
of his beauty” (Ps 49:2 NETS). Thus, in Ps 49 Yahweh shines
forth from Zion, not Sinai, when he reveals himself to Israel and
calls for their gathering. Psalm 49, then, is not a recapitulation of
the events at Sinai, but a current assessment of Israel’s participa-
tion in that covenant.25

The second reference to “covenant” comes in 49:16, where the
wicked are rebuked for giving lip service to the covenant. Their
commitment to this covenant is called into question because
they hate discipline and do not take the words of Yahweh’s
covenant seriously (v. 17). This hatred is explained in vv. 18–21.
The sinner among Israel disregards the Ten Words that are the
heart of the Mosaic covenant. Yahweh gives three examples of
the sinner’s disobedience. First, Yahweh rebukes the sinner for
“running” (συνέτρεχε) with thieves (v. 18), most likely referring
to the command to “not steal” (κλέψει, Exod 20:15). Second, the
sinner’s participation with “adulterers” (μοιχῶν) recalls the com-
mand to “not commit adultery” (οὐ μοιχεύσεις, Exod 20:14).

Sacrifice of Praise in Ps 49 LXX 39



Third, the description of speaking “evil” (κακίαν) against a
brother may be a reference to the command to “not bear false
witness against your neighbor” (οὐ ψευδομαρτυρήσεις κατὰ τοῦ
πλησίον σου, Exod 20:16).26 Hence the “sinner” is one who pays
lip service to the covenant and yet does not obey the covenant
stipulations.

3.2 Allusions to Leviticus in3.2 Allusions to Leviticus in PPs 49s 49
This covenantal backdrop colors the understanding of the sacri-
ficial language sprinkled throughout Ps 49. These references are
clearly allusions to Leviticus which is to be expected if the set-
ting of this psalm is Zion, where the temple is located (Ps 49:2).
The majority of this Levitical imagery occurs in 49:7–15.

In Ps 49:8, Yahweh notes what Israel is not rebuked for,
namely that they are indeed performing the sacrifices according
to the covenant stipulations. The burnt offering was offered on
the altar whose fire was burned “continually” (διὰ παντός);27

thus Israel was offering up sacrifices to Yahweh according to
what was prescribed in the law. Yet, Yahweh’s rebuke is that
he will not “accept” (δέξομαι) these sacrifices. The psalmist lists
three animals that Yahweh is unwilling to accept: “calves”
(μόσχους), “goats” (χιμάρους), and “birds” (πετεινά).28 These
three animals are allusions to the sin offerings described in Lev
4–5. A bull was to be offered up on behalf of the people as their
sin offering whenever they commit an “unintentional” sin (Lev
4:13–21). If a leader or common person sinned, they were to
offer a goat or a lamb without blemish to die on their behalf
(Lev 4:22–26). For those too poor to afford a goat or lamb, they
were to offer a bird instead (Lev 5:7–10). The idea here is that
Yahweh is rejecting the sin offering of anyone who would come
before the altar, irrespective of whether they were rich, poor, a

leader, or a common person. The question, then, is why? The sin
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offering was the means by which sin was forgiven and fellow-
ship with Yahweh was repaired, and it served as the basis for all
other offerings.

Yahweh gives his reason in Ps 49:12–13. Since all of the world
belongs to Yahweh, he does not need their sacrificial gifts (v. 12).
The reference to Yahweh’s hunger in verse 12 is clearly ironic.
It seems as though sacrifices were being offered up to Yahweh
in order to manipulate him and appease him.29 Although the
Israelites were offering up these sacrifices according to the law,
they were doing so with wrong motives. This is Yahweh’s ini-
tial critique in Ps 49 of Israel—they have faulty worship. While
they obey this aspect of the law in outward actions, their motives
reveal that they are not truly worshipping Yahweh. Yahweh
then commands in vv. 14–15 what Israel ought to do instead.
Right worship is to offer to Yahweh the “sacrifice of praise”
(θυσίαν αἰνέσεως). To understand the reference to the “sacrifice
of praise” and its juxtaposition with the sin offering, the “sacri-
fice of praise” in Leviticus must first be analyzed.

3.3 Θυσίαν Αἰνέσεως in Lev 7 and its Significance f3.3 Θυσίαν Αἰνέσεως in Lev 7 and its Significance for Por Ps 49s 49
The “sacrifice of praise” (θυσίαν αἰνέσεως) is one of three kinds
of “peace” offerings described in Lev 7:11–36.30 The other two
forms of peace offering described are the “vow” (εὐχή) offering
and the “free-will” (ἑκούσιον) offering (Lev 7:16). Leviticus
7:11–36 dictates that unleavened bread accompany these offer-
ings (Lev 7:11–14) and that they be eaten within a certain time
span (Lev 7:15–18). It also commands that part of the offering
belongs to the priest (Lev 7:28–36). In Lev 3 the law of the peace
offering describes the process of the sacrifice and the placement
of the animal’s blood, as well as the kinds of sacrificial animals
Yahweh requires.31 The term “praise” (αἰνέσεως) highlights the
motive behind this variant of the peace offering.32 Worshippers
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who brought the sacrifice of praise were to do so in honor and
praise of Yahweh.33

Two other aspects of particular note regarding this offering
are that it is a voluntary offering most likely given after Yahweh
delivered the worshipper from danger.34 Additionally, it is the
only sacrifice that the worshipper eats. These minor details
should not go unnoticed, since the ritual acts and sacrifices
themselves are inherently symbolic.35 The voluntary nature of
the sacrifice highlights the fact that the one bringing the sacrifice
does so of their own volition and not because the law demands
it.36 Participating in this sacrifice reveals that the one bringing

the sacrifice in fact wants to worship Yahweh and that they
believe that Yahweh is worthy of praise. In other words, the
“sacrifice of praise” reveals that the one bringing the sacrifice has
a heart of worship. In addition to this, the fact that the wor-
shipper could eat this sacrifice highlights the fact that by bring-
ing the peace offering they would be having fellowship with
Yahweh by enjoying a meal in Yahweh’s presence.37 This meal
would exhibit “a renewed sense of fellowship with Yahweh and
his people, an occasion to celebrate with gratitude.”38 The sac-
rifice of praise was therefore the culmination of the covenantal
promise, that Yahweh’s presence would be with his people for
their joy.39

The reference in Ps 49 to the “sacrifice of praise” is therefore
intentional given its purpose in the covenant. Rather than offer-
ing empty worship to Yahweh through heartless obedience to
the law-covenant, worshippers ought to bring a “sacrifice of
praise” because they should want to worship Yahweh from the
heart and not simply perform outward actions (v. 14).40 In
49:8–15, Yahweh’s critique is of wrong motivation in sacrifice
and his answer is that worshippers ought to offer a “sacrifice
of praise” (v. 14).41 The psalmist’s point is that this particular
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sacrifice highlights the need for a new heart of worship in his
audience. Likewise, the psalmist’s reference to paying vows to
Yahweh and “calling” to Yahweh for help in trouble corresponds
with the “sacrifice of praise,” since worshippers offered it after
deliverance from danger (v. 15). The reference to the “sacrifice
of praise,” then, is metaphorical in the sense that the psalmist
intends to use this sacrifice to point to the greater issue of the
need for worship from the heart.

3.4 C3.4 Conclusion on the Ronclusion on the Role of Cole of Covenant in Povenant in Ps 49s 49
The psalmist’s critique of the sacrificial system and the covenant
is not that the sacrifices are unnecessary (v. 8), but that worship
in merely outward form is no worship at all. “The abuse of
sacrifice, rather than its absolute worth, [is] emphatically con-
demned.”42 The “sacrifice of praise” (θυσία αἰνέσεως) is cer-
tainly a reference to the material physical sacrifice.43 The wor-
shippers should express their inward praise and thanksgiving
outwardly through the sacrifice. However, in this instance, the
physical sacrifice is also being referenced as a metonymy. In
other words, the “sacrifice of praise” in Ps 49 is physical since the
law-covenant still stands but typological in that it emphasizes the
heart. However, this critique of each Israelite’s heart in worship
is also a critique of the covenant system itself––that the covenant
cannot bring about the inward change it demands. What should
be on the sinners’ lips are words of praise as they offer the sac-
rifice of praise, but instead they give lip service to the covenant
while ignoring its requirements since their hearts are wicked.

4. Conclusion
The analysis above shows that the message of Ps 49 is primarily
about the heart of those who worship Yahweh and live under
the old covenant. Its structure and surrounding context give fur-
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ther support to recognizing this fact. In light of this overarching
message, the “sacrifice of praise” (θυσία αἰνέσεως) in Ps 49:14,
23 is meant to invoke within its hearers a conviction that one
should worship Yahweh with thanksgiving and praise from the
heart and not just with the lips.

Notes

1. I am grateful for Dr. Glenny and the impact he made on me during
my time as a student at the University of Northwestern–St. Paul. Some of the
most pivotal and paradigm shifting moments in my own young, theological
understanding came through his classes. Therefore, it is an honor to dedicate this
essay to him.

2. For the remainder of this essay, references to the Psalms will use LXX
numbers and versification unless otherwise stated (so, Ps 49 is Ps 50 MT).

3. For a discussion on the designation of Ps 50 MT (Ps 49 LXX) as a
lawsuit psalm, see Ma Maricel Ibita, “‘O Israel I Will Testify Against You’:
Intensification and Narrativity in the Lament-Lawsuit of the ‘Unsilent’ God in
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3

The Nature of Israel’s Rebellion
in Amos 4:4–5

Anna Rask

Come to Bethel and rebel at Gilgal—multiply rebel-
lion. And bring every morning your sacrifices, every
three days your tithes. And make a sacrifice of thanks-
giving with some leaven and proclaim freewill offer-
ings. Make proclamation! For thus you love [to do]
people of Israel. A declaration of my Lord, the LORD.
(Amos 4:4–5)1

In 805 BCE King Adad-Nirari III of Assyria captured Damascus
and defeated King Hazael of Aram (841–806 BCE) who had
been a consistent thorn in the side of Israel’s kings. Hazael had
sieged Jerusalem during the reign of Joash of Judah, taken con-
trol of the Transjordan, and controlled all the commerce along
the King’s Highway.2 But now Aram was no longer at the
height of its political power and soon neither would Assyria
be, as they experienced a period of weakness from 772–754
BCE.3 Aram and Assyria’s substantial loss of power was Israel
and Judah’s gain as two powerful kings would emerge and
rule steadily for over forty years, King Uzziah of the Southern
Kingdom of Judah (792–740 BCE) and King Jeroboam II of
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the Northern Kingdom of Israel (793–753 BCE). During their
reigns both Judah and Israel enjoyed great economic prosperity
and relative peace and security.

It was during this time that Amos was called by Yahweh to
prophesy to the Northern Kingdom of Israel even though he was
a native of the Southern Kingdom of Judah. Amos’s prophetic
career was short, perhaps only a year, sometime between 760 and
730 BCE. He traveled to the Northern Kingdom, specifically to
the sanctuary at Bethel, but also perhaps to other sanctuaries such
as Gilgal to preach his messages.4

Amos was a shepherd and a grower of sycamore figs. Amos
himself explains he is not a prophet by vocation and is proud of
his lack of credentials.5 The writers of the OT often associated
the role of shepherding with the role of being king. Amos was a
literal shepherd who spoke against the royal shepherd, Jeroboam
II, who was supposed to be leading Yahweh’s people in covenant
fidelity. He instead was allowing and encouraging economic
exploitation and legal injustice and was also perpetuating the sin
of King Jeroboam I (931–910 BCE).6 The primary sin of Jer-
oboam I was the institution of a new state religion. In 930 BCE
he erected golden calves at sanctuaries in Bethel and Dan which,
it will be argued, at first represented Yahweh but then quickly
developed into idolatry, syncretism, and a false view of Yahweh.
Under the reign of Jeroboam II, Israel’s worship had become
so mixed with pagan elements that they were no longer wor-
shipping Yahweh. Instead they were worshipping a “god” they
had named Yahweh who was simply a figment of their imagi-
nation—a “god” they thought they could manipulate to bless and
protect them.7

Amos 4:4–5 is a sarcastic rendition of a traditional priestly call
to worship. Amos calls the Israelites to come to their sanctuaries
and continue their rebellion against Yahweh by their manipu-
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lative worship of the false “god” to whom they bring abundant
sacrifices, tithes, and offerings—for that is what they love to do
and brag about. Amos 4:4–5 is a condemnation of Israel’s reli-
gion and their view of Yahweh; every aspect of their worship is
wrong because they are worshipping the wrong “god.”8

1. Literary Context of Amos 4
Amos 1–2 contains a series of repetitive phrases in which Amos
indicts Israel’s neighbors for their ׁשַע פֶּ (“rebellion”). If Amos was
publicly prophesying at the sanctuaries of either Bethel or Gil-
gal during a pilgrimage festival, the Israelites may likely have
cheered as they heard judgment being declared on their ene-
mies.9 Amos’s indictments on Israel’s neighbors are primarily
about their moral injustices, but when he turns to Judah, Israel’s
sister nation and Amos’s own people, he indicts her for not keep-
ing the Torah. Shockingly, in Amos 2:6, he then focuses his
attention on Israel herself. Her condemnation is the strongest
and longest of those preceding it. He names specific rebellions
primarily in the realm of economic exploitation and legal injus-
tice as Israel was enslaving people, abusing widows and orphans,
gaining their wealth at the expense of the poor, and living an
easy life while others suffered. Amos paints a picture of a seem-
ingly very religious people: at the local sanctuaries they were
offering tithes beyond “budgetary requirements,” an abundance
of sacrifices, and were voluntarily giving unrequired freewill
offerings.10 Given their current economic prosperity they likely
thought they were being divinely blessed. Amos makes the case
that Israel, who has an exclusive relationship with Yahweh, is not
on the same immoral level as her pagan neighbors, rather she is
worse than them and Yahweh will bring judgement against her
too. In Amos 4:1–3 Yahweh threatens “violent military action”
against them followed by an exile. It is verses 4–5 that focus on
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ecclesiastical concerns related to the people of Israel at their cul-
tic sanctuaries.11

2. Exegesis of Amos 4:4
The Israelites would pilgrimage to their cultic sanctuaries, such
as Bethel and Gilgal, for a variety of reasons such as to give
thanks, fulfill vows, seek atonement through sacrifices, give
tithes and offerings,12 make peace with their deity through sac-
rificial communion meals, and to receive their deity’s blessings
so as “to secure their welfare.”13 Upon arrival at the sanctuary a
priest would invite the worshippers to come and seek their deity
and in turn find life and peace.14 The priest would address “the
people with plural imperatives, setting forth instructions con-
cerning the cultic ritual[s] to be performed at the shrines.”15 In
Amos 4:4–5, Amos the prophet takes over the priestly role to
sarcastically exhort “the congregation in a shocking parody of
ecclesiastical language that must have sounded like irreverent
blasphemy.”16 Amos likely surprised his audience but they no
doubt would have immediately sensed his sarcasm as he changed
the words they were accustomed to hearing; nevertheless, his
message would have been appalling in that he was calling them
to come to their sanctuaries not to worship but to rebel.17

“To rebel” ׁשַע) (פָּ is a political term18 signaling an “act of rebel-
lion against a constituted authority. It is a volitional act of the
will resulting in estrangement from the object of one’s rebel-
lion.”19 It is used in Amos 4:4 to identify the Israelite worship-
pers as “rebels and seditionists” against their “divine suzerain;”
they are “treaty-covenant breakers against God.”20 The noun
ׁשַע פֶּ (“rebellious act” or “transgression”) is used in the indict-
ments against the foreign nations in Amos 1–2. Its use again in
the indictment against Israel signals that Yahweh regards her as
being no better than the pagan nations around her. Yahweh’s
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judgment will surely fall on his people for her acts of willed
rebellion against him.21

2.1 Opinions on the N2.1 Opinions on the Naturature of Isre of Israel’s Rebellionael’s Rebellion
The nature of Israel’s rebellion against Yahweh has been an issue
of much debate yielding four primary views. While scholars may
prioritize one of the four views below, they often see all four as
factors in Israel’s rebellion.

First, and the most popular view, is that Israel’s acts are
deemed as a rebellion because they are hypocritical and are
superficial empty formalism.22 The multitude of religious rites
that the Israelites performed at their cultic sanctuaries make it
seem as though they were very pious and religious people, and
they likely thought they were, but these rites were simply an
expression of how much they loved being religious.23 Their
behavior outside the sanctuaries “contradicted their professed
devotion” to Yahweh as they would gain wealth by oppressing
the poor.24

Second, Israel’s actions are deemed as a rebellion against Yah-
weh because the people were self-absorbed; they loved and hon-
ored themselves more than Yahweh, thus displacing him as the
“central reality of the cult.”25 It was at the sanctuaries that the
wealthy could openly display their wealth to try to gain higher
status in the community.26

Third, Israel’s actions are deemed as a rebellion against Yah-
weh because they believed that if they zealously offered sacri-
fices, tithes, and offerings they could manipulate Yahweh into
blessing and protecting them.27 Andersen and Freedman argue
that Amos 4:4 “is a specific pronouncement against a particular
festivity, a national celebration.” They believe the scattered
verses in Amos condemning Israel’s worship are all “glimpses of
a single event, a great and special national celebration in thanks-
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giving for the victories over Lo-Dabar and Qarnaim.”28 They
posit that if the Israelites were pilgrimaging to religious shrines
after military victories then the nature of their rebellion would
be “the use of religion to legitimate militarism, to equate victory
with divine blessing, [and] to use tokens of divine approval as
evidence to contradict the argument that oppression of the poor
has made them forfeit the favor of heaven.”29

Fourth, Israel’s actions are deemed as a rebellion against Yah-
weh because the people were transforming their worship rituals
to be ends in and of themselves. The goal of Israel’s worship
should have been to fellowship with Yahweh and become moral
and ethical people. Worship in and of itself can replace neither
morality nor ethical behavior.30 Amos, and other prophets to
come, condemned Israel’s cult when it was substituted for moral
behavior and was being absolutized.31 The prophets instead
stressed that Yahweh was most concerned with personal behav-
ior: “justice, kindness, righteousness, integrity, honesty, and
faithfulness.”32

There are also several options proposed by scholars of what the

nature of this rebellion cannot be. Some scholars argue the ritu-
als in and of themselves cannot be the problem since the people
were in fact bringing the correct prescribed sacrifices, offerings,
and tithes.33 Neither Shalom M. Paul nor William Rainey Harper
believe Amos is deeming Israel’s cultic rites as rebellion sim-
ply because they were practicing them at cultic shrines or high
places outside of Jerusalem; for they argue that the Deutero-
nomic law of the centralization of the cult was not yet in effect.34

Nor do they think Amos is accusing the Israelites of “offering
illegitimate sacrifices or of being involved in idol worship, as
[they argue] these hardly play any role whatsoever in his con-
demnations.”35 Additionally, Harper does not consider Amos to
be condemning them for seemingly changing “the details of the
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ceremonial [law] by adapting them to the heathen worship out-
side of Israel.”36 Andersen and Freedman see that Amos 4:4–5 “is
the clearest condemnation of the official cult as sinful,”37 but they
do not believe Amos’s statements are an indictment of the cultus
as a whole for such a “judgment is too categorical.”38 Instead they
argue the “attitude of the prophets to the political and religious
institutions and officials of Israel was ambivalent. They could
commend or condemn as occasion required.”39

2.2 The F2.2 The Fundamental Nundamental Naturature of Isre of Israel’s Rebellionael’s Rebellion
The above views on the nature of Israel’s rebellion are aspects of
their rebellion but none them identify the fundamental problem.
A review of the implications of Jeroboam I’s actions will serve to
clarify it.

Jeroboam I became the first king of the Northern Kingdom
following the split of the united monarchy in 931 BCE and the
death of King Solomon. In 1 Kgs 11:26–40 the prophet Ahi-
jah informs Jeroboam I that it was because of Solomon’s idola-
try that the kingdom was going to be divided, but that for the
sake of David, and Yahweh’s chosen city of Jerusalem, Judah
would continue to be a kingdom and Yahweh would be faithful
to the promises he made to David and Solomon. Yahweh then
promised to make Jeroboam I “a dynasty as enduring as the one
[he] built for David” (1 Kgs 11:38), but in order to be blessed by
Yahweh, Jeroboam I needed to obey Yahweh.40 Paul R. House
comments that implicit “in these promises is the notion that any
idolatry will bring this covenant to a halt.”41 The role of the
king was not simply to be a steward of the government, rather
it was to make worship of Yahweh at the temple in Jerusalem
of utmost importance and to lead the people in keeping the
covenant. When the kings allowed “anything besides separatist
Yahwism to flourish” they were not “pure symbols.”42
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When Jeroboam I became king of Israel, he had a political
problem: how could the Northern Kingdom remain faithful in
their covenant with Yahweh when his presence and temple
was technically in the Southern Kingdom in Jerusalem? Jer-
oboam I risked losing control of his own subjects and kingdom
if he allowed them to travel to Jerusalem for worship. Jeroboam
decided to make a strategic political and religious move, he
established two shrines in the already sacred sites of Bethel and
Dan at the opposite ends of his kingdom.43 These two sites
became the main cultic sanctuaries of the Northern Kingdom
and were an alternative place of worship to Jerusalem.44 He then
erected golden calves in these sanctuaries, instituted priests who
were not from the tribe of Levi, made additional temples on high
places, and changed the day of the Feast of Tabernacles (cf. 1 Kgs
12:25-33).

It is debated as to what Jeroboam I’s intentions were when
he erected the golden calves, but the most likely option is that
the calves were not cultic objects but instead, in likeness to
the Ark of the Covenant, were pedestals upon which Yahweh
was thought to invisibly stand.45 It does not seem Jeroboam I
intended for the calves to be worshipped nor was he inventing
a new deity, rather they were to represent Yahweh.46 However,
the golden calf or bull symbol was “too closely associated with
the fertility cult to be safe.”47 These calves were not images of
Egyptian gods but instead were a primitive Semitic and Hebrew
symbol of the “life-giving energy of the Godhead.”48 Such was
likely also the case after the Exodus when the Israelites made a
golden calf to symbolize the power of Yahweh who delivered
them from Egypt; they were not worshipping an Egyptian god
or another deity.49 Jeroboam I likely felt he “was following
ancient precedent, and was in no sense renouncing the worship
of Yahweh.”50 But this use of Canaanite cult symbols led to “a
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confusion of Yahweh and Ba’al, and to the importation of pagan
features into the cult of the former.”51 By installing the calves
Jeroboam I disobeyed the word of Yahweh in Exodus 20:4–6
regarding idolatry. He even had been recently reminded that
Yahweh prohibited idolatry for Ahijah had told him this was
what led to Solomon’s fall and the division of the kingdom (cf. 1
Kgs 11:26-40).

Jeroboam I had effectively made a new alternative religion
and dubbed it the official state religion of the Northern King-
dom.52 It was thoroughly non-Mosaic being a syncretistic mix
of Canaanite idolatry and deviant Yahwism. Such “syncretism
led to loyalty for neither tradition.” Jeroboam I had successfully
moved his nation from orthodoxy to heterodoxy.53 Syncretism
and idolatry in the OT are always forms of non-legitimate wor-
ship of Yahweh and they threaten covenant loyalty.54

Yahweh’s rejection of this new religion is made clear in 1
Kgs 13:1–10 as an unnamed man of God cries out against the
altar at Bethel “presumably because it has no legitimacy in God’s
eyes,” and he predicts Josiah, a descendant of David, will defile
the altar.55 The man of God then offers a sign to legitimize his
message, the altar will split and the ashes on it will be poured
out, which is exactly what occurs.56 In 1 Kgs 14 Ahijah also con-
demns Jeroboam I’s idolatry and rejection of Yahweh and tells
him that Yahweh regards him as having done more evil than
all who were before him, thus he will not receive Yahweh’s
promises. He even declares that in the future Israel will go into
exile because of this new religion and for taking part in fertility
cults.57

The authors of 1–2 Kings use Jeroboam I as an “example of
how to define a morally deficient king” because his actions are
“so far-reaching and repulsive.”58 Jeroboam I set Israel on a path
of spiritual, moral, and political decline that ultimately led to
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destruction. The phrase the “sin of Jeroboam” occurs nineteen
times in 1–2 Kings and becomes paradigmatic for the subse-
quent kings of Israel as the cultic actions he initiated are perpet-
uated throughout the duration of the Northern Kingdom. Every
king of Israel continues the sin of Jeroboam. Jeroboam I is “an
example of how pervasive sin can be. His religion affects others
adversely. His sin becomes their sin, and his cult leads to an easy
acceptance of Baalism.”59

The OT reveals that the majority of Israelites during Jer-
oboam I’s reign and beyond never took issue with henotheism

nor polytheism. “[T]he more Israel accepted not just the presence
of the other religions but their validity as well, the more Yahwist
worship became a mixture of truth and error and the more
the people turned outright to other gods.”60 During the reign
of the Israelite King Ahab in the ninth century BCE the cult
of Jeroboam I continued but now Baalism also spread into the
nation due to Ahab’s marriage to Jezebel, a devout Baal wor-
shipper. This move meant that full-blown fertility rites had come
into Israel.61 The Israelites were now not simply syncretistic
and deviant Yahwists, they were polytheists. There is no record
of Elijah or Elisha explicitly attacking or condemning the cult
established by Jeroboam I, rather they are described as fighting
against Baalism only.62 They left the people with a choice: they
could either serve Yahweh or Baal, but not both. Even after Eli-
jah’s victory on Mt. Caramel, Baalism was still not eradicated,
the peoples’ choice of Yahweh alone was only temporary. King
Jehu of Israel later purged out Baalism, but rather than leading
the people into a separatist Yahwism he still committed the sin
of Jeroboam which 2 Kgs 10:29 clarifies as the worship of the
golden calves at Bethel and Dan.63 Evidently, he did this because
he regarded them as legitimate centers of “primitive Yahweh
worship.”64
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The defeat of Damascus and Aram by Assyria in 805 BCE
did usher in a golden age of economic and military success for
Israel, but the nation was the most religiously corrupt it had
ever been.65 Jeroboam II kept the state religion instituted by Jer-
oboam I nearly two hundred years earlier, yet it seems the peo-
ple still considered themselves legitimate followers of Yahweh as

none of Amos’s prophesies explicitly accuse the people of foreign
idolatry.66

Scholars question why Amos, who prophesied at Bethel, never
mentioned the golden calf likely hovering right above him.
Lewis Bayles Paton suggested that he never so much as
“utter[ed] a single word which can fairly be construed as a direct
condemnation of this form of worship.”67 Many scholars are
unwilling to say Amos 4:4–5 is a reference to worship in the cult
established by Jeroboam I, and they use Amos’s silence to sig-
nal his consent of the calf-symbolism and Jeroboam I’s cult as a
whole.68

It would seem that aside from the condemnations by Ahijah
and the man of God in 1 Kgs 13, the cult of Jeroboam I and the
“calf-worship enjoyed an undisturbed existence from the time
of Jeroboam I to the time of Amos, and that during this long
period not one voice was raised in opposition to it as an illegiti-
mate way of worshiping Yahweh.”69 The first explicit comments
in the prophetic writings come in Hosea who with “intense hos-
tility” explicitly calls the calf-worship idolatry and says the cultic
sanctuaries are serving to apostatize Israel from Yahweh.70 Paton
notes that such “a fully developed antagonism is very surprising
in Hosea, in view of the fact that we have found nothing of the
sort in the earlier history.”71 He questions if it is possible for a
religious thought to pass “at a leap from complete approval to
complete disapproval, without going through the intermediate
stages of criticism or suspicion of the correctness of established
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beliefs.”72 According to Paton the analogy of history teaches the
exact opposite:

Great religious revolutions, such as Hosea’s change of
attitude towards the calves, do not come in a moment,
but are the culmination of a long development of
human thought. We are led, therefore, to suspect that
the approval of the calf-worship by Hosea’s predeces-
sors is more apparent than real, and that their silence
on this subject has another explanation than that they
saw nothing to blame in this way of worshiping Yah-
weh; that possibly the germ of Hosea’s antagonism
was already present in the minds of Elijah and Elisha,
but that they did not publicly condemn the calf-sym-
bolism, because they thought that it would be time
enough to attempt a reformation within the religion
of Yahweh, after the religion of Baal had been finally
defeated.73

Simply because Amos is silent on the calf-worship and cult of
Jeroboam I does not mean he approved of it. Hosea was a near
contemporary of Amos, he continued Amos’s main theologi-
cal points and may have even heard him preach.74 It is hard to
believe Amos had no antagonism toward the calves and cult of
Jeroboam I. His failure to explicitly mention the calves could
have been because they were simply one feature of a completely
corrupt system, this is likely the same reason he did not mention
the non-Levitical priests or the specific rituals of their sacrifices.75

Hosea mentions the calves only three times, they are not a
main point in his prophecies; rather, like Amos his main thought
is that Israel is not worshipping Yahweh. The “god” they are
worshipping is no better than Baal.76 Paton proposed a more
recent example of this notion:
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One might search the writings of the Protestant
Reformers without finding any special polemic against
the worship of the Virgin as the Mother of Sorrows
with seven swords in her heart; but that would not
show that they approved of this cult, but simply that
they rejected Mariolatry in its entirety, and that, there-
fore, they did not trouble themselves to antagonize one
particular phase of this debased form of Christianity.77

Amos reveals a people who, though they may have nominally
called themselves Yahwists, did not truly know the character of
Yahweh.78 The Israelites essentially regarded him in the same
ways their neighbors regarded their gods, as a patron-god who
loved and protected only them and hated other nations.79 Israel
thought their economic prosperity was a result of their deity
blessing them in light of their multitudes of tithes, sacrifices,
and offerings at their sanctuaries. These apparent blessings moti-
vated the people to keep up their religious rites in abundance
to manipulate their deity to keep the blessings coming. The
first three sections of Amos seek to combat Israel’s misconcep-
tions about Yahweh.80 Amos reintroduces Yahweh not as Israel’s
patron-god but as Yahweh the “God of hosts” meaning he is the
only God of the universe.81

Thus, the fundamental nature of Israel’s rebellion was their
breaking of the Mosaic covenant by not worshipping Yahweh
alone but instead engaging in idolatry.82 Israel’s idea of Yahweh
had degraded so much that they were not purely worshipping
him. They were no longer simply syncretists and deviant Yah-
wists; they were heathens. They had added and subtracted so
much to Yahweh’s character that the “god” they worshipped was
nothing more than a figment of their imagination, a false god.83

Their worship was pleasing only to themselves.
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In the OT’s prophetic books the first prophecy of the book
displays the theme of the rest of prophecies to come. The first
prophecy in Amos is 1:2, “And he said: ‘The Lord roars from
Zion and utters his voice from Jerusalem; the pastures of the
shepherds mourn, and the top of Carmel withers’” (ESV). Yah-
weh roars from his city and from his temple, and not “from one
of the sanctuaries of the northern kingdom, because he does not
dwell in them or recognize them as his.”84 This passage pro-
grammatically reveals that Yahweh is still the normative voice
over his people and that he still has dominion over the Northern
Kingdom. Paton aptly notes that “[n]owhere in the book [of
Amos] does Yahweh speak of one of the Israelitish sanctuaries
as ‘my house.’” 85 Because Israel does not worship Yahweh, he
declares his judgment against them, particularly against their
sanctuary at Bethel.

Since Israel had broken from the Davidic covenant Amos
emphasizes the Mosaic covenant. Israel needed to be called back
to following Yahweh alone and his commandments in the
Torah. The reason Israel was failing in the areas of justice and
righteousness was because they were not seeking the one true
God or following his standards; “ethical standards flow from a
commitment to the living God.”86 Although it would have been
best for the Israelites to abandon their idols and worship the
one and only God, Yahweh, at his temple in Jerusalem served
by the Levitical priests, that is not what seeking Yahweh truly
entails. Yahweh has always been more concerned about the spir-
itual condition of one’s heart rather than their external acts of
worship. Such is the notion conveyed in 1 Sam 15:22–23 when
Samuel rebuked King Saul for disobediently making an unau-
thorized animal sacrifice. Samuel states that it is obedience that
Yahweh requires over sacrifice; ironically this event took place
at Gilgal.87
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2.3 Exeg2.3 Exegesis of Aesis of Amos 4:4bmos 4:4b
“Sacrifices” ִזבְחֵיכֶם) ) is a general term used for any animal sacri-
fice, but scholars posit here it may be specifically referring to the
peace offerings mentioned in the Torah because the thank and
freewill offerings to come in 4:5 are types of Torah peace offer-
ings.88 It is debated how to translate לַבֹּקֶר and ׁשֶת ׁשְלֹ לִ ָימִים .
One suggestion is to translate לַבֹּקֶר as “in the morning” and
ׁשֶת ׁשְלֹ לִ ָימִים as “on the third day,” which leads some to under-
stand Amos’s call as a reference to a pilgrim custom, albeit an
unattested one,89 of staying three days at a sanctuary offering
sacrifices the morning they arrived and giving their tithes on
the third day before they left.90 They then suggest that Amos’s
call could be referring to the peoples’ present practices and he
is sarcastically encouraging to continue them.91 However, it is
best to understand ׁשֹעַ לִפְ ּו ּב הַרְ (“multiply rebellion”) as gov-
erning v. 4b and the ל prepositions as functioning distribu-
tively.92 Thus, לַבֹּקֶר would then mean “every morning” and
ׁשֶת ׁשְלֹ לִ ָימִים would mean “every three days.” Amos is not call-
ing the people to correct observance of the Torah for the people
are not even worshipping Yahweh; rather, he is sarcastically
calling them to extravagance by sacrificing every morning and
giving their tithes every three days. Though Amos knows the
Israelites are wealthy and are showing off their wealth with a
multitude of sacrifices and tithes, the people would effectively go
broke if they followed his advice. Gary V. Smith points out the
irony as the sacrifices and tithes are described as “yours” rather
than Yahweh’s.93 These religious rites are pleasing only to the
people as it feeds their ego and as they worship the so-called
“god” they have conjured up. The more they perform these rites,
the more they exacerbate their rebellion and guilt.

Nature of Israel’s Rebellion in Amos 63



3. Exegesis of Amos 4:5
Amos’s sarcastic call to worship continues with the verb קטר
which is a “technical expression for ‘offer’” and means “to burn
and send up in smoke.”94 These ritual practices in v. 5 are to
be understood as peace offerings.95 It is the thanksgiving offer-
ings that were traditionally offered “in anticipation [of] or [in]
gratitude for deliverance of some kind”96 or they were offered
as praises to Yahweh for blessings and answered prayers.97Amos
clarifies that these thanksgiving offerings are to be leavened
(חָמֵץ) which refers to the “meal-offering accompanying the
thanksgiving [animal] sacrifice.”98 The preposition on the adjec-
tive מֵחָמֵץ could be understood as functioning as a privative
which would translate as “without leaven,” or it could be under-
stood as a partitive and be rendered “with some leaven.”99 It
seems best to understand the preposition as a partitive, thus
translating it as “with some leaven.”100 But why would Amos call
the people to offer leavened thanksgiving sacrifices or continue
to do so when this would break a ritual regulation according to
Leviticus?101

Roy Lee Honeycutt does not believe Amos was concerned
with the people violating any cultic laws; rather, he thinks Amos
is pointing out their “mistaken zeal” in thinking that by adding
leaven to their thanksgiving offerings they could make them
more acceptable to their deity.102 By way of contrast, Harper
suggests Amos was calling the Israelites to “further increase their
zeal” by burning “what ordinarily was not burned,” yet he does
not think Amos is referring to Lev 2:11 or 7:12 because he
does not believe these laws were yet in existence.103 Harper also
argues Amos is referring to a developing new custom in which
the Israelites would prepare a thank offering with “yeast or
grape-honey (Ho. 3:1)” believing this “would be more accept-
able.”104 Harper presumes that the use of leaven at this time was
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considered pleasing to Canaanite deities, and that because of this
when Exodus and Leviticus were later written the use of leaven
was forbidden in burnt thanksgiving offerings.105 Andersen and
Freedman do not believe the use of leaven is the root of the
rebellion at Bethel and Gilgal, nor do they believe its use was
“paganizing” or that “the bans in Leviticus represent a later purist
reaction against the practice.”106

Against these interpretations, v. 5 is not about if the Israelites
were correctly following cultic law. Rather, all of Israel’s worship
is sinful because it is not pure worship of Yahweh. Amos is
sarcastically calling the people to be more zealous as if adding
leaven to their thank offerings would somehow make the people
more devout and better please their conjured up deity. But it
would not at all be surprising if the Israelites were following a
Canaanite practice of using leaven to please their deity, for their
religion and conception of their deity was so syncretistic and
corrupted.107

Amos concludes saying, ְנדָבוֹת ּו ְוקִרְא (“and proclaim freewill
offerings”) and ּו ׁשְמִיע הַ (“make proclamation”). Together these
statements “suggest a prideful and boastful attitude toward their
generous sacrifices and offerings.”108 According to the Torah,
freewill offerings ְנדָבוֹת) ) were supposed to be “voluntary,”
“spontaneous,” and “nonprescribed.”109 They were offered out of
a worshipper’s own volition to express their joy and devotion
to Yahweh110 or thank him for his goodness.111 The point of
freewill offerings is completely contradicted when a worshipper
proclaims their offering to others, yet that is exactly what Amos
sarcastically calls them to do. Clearly the peoples’ internal moti-
vation was to show others their religious wealth and religious
zeal to gain more recognition.
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4. Conclusion
While it is fine to search the OT to find analogous texts to make
sense of what Amos is saying in these two verses, Amos’s call is
not about returning to fastidious Torah following. Rather, Amos
4:4–5 is about the peoples’ sin of breaking the Mosaic covenant
with Yahweh, practicing idolatry, and worshipping a made-up
deity at their own sanctuaries. Israel’s religious rites were exac-
erbating the problem: “everything about the services of its sanc-
tuaries, its sacrifices, its offerings, its music, is wrong, because [it
is] rendered in worship of a false god.”112 Traditionally, at the
end of a priestly call to worship there would be “some declara-
tory formula spoken as the basis for the summons to worship”
such as, “‘for I am Yahweh your God’ or a reference to Yahweh’s
will or pleasure in the divine cult.”113 Such a formula would base
the “ritual in the person and will of the deity” and affirm the
deity’s acceptance of the offering and pleasure in the worship-
per.114 Amos however ends with a reference to what the people
love to do. He accuses them of loving to boast about their reli-
giosity and generosity, but such “is not the same thing as loving
God.”115 Indeed, the people did not love Yahweh; they had bro-
ken from him and were not worshipping him. They loved only
themselves and were making offerings to a false god who was
nothing more than a projection of themselves.
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4

Articulating a Theology of Jesus
Jonathan R. Pratt

Ever since New Testament theology developed as a branch of
the broader discipline of biblical theology, scholars have debated
how such a theology should be constructed.1 Are we to use the
categories of systematic theology and then see what each NT
author had to say about these areas?2 Or should we study the
post-Easter preaching of the early church to see how Chris-
tians developed the theology of the NT?3 Some have sought to
organize NT theology using significant themes found therein.4

Still others have traced the theological themes of the individual
writers of the NT with the goal of showing the unity of these
themes.5

But regardless of the approach taken, one important question

persists: What role should the words and works of Jesus have in form-
ing a NT theology? Undeniably, the things Jesus said and did
should play a central part in the drama of this pursuit. In fact
Jesus’s words and deeds ought to be the starting point in any
formulation of a NT theology. Before we ask what any of the
Gospel writers or Paul or Peter believed about Jesus, we ought to
consider what Jesus believed as revealed in his words and works.
Discovering and articulating this theology of Jesus, as I argue in
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this essay, should be seen as a key component in designing a NT
theology.

I will proceed by dealing with four issues that provide the
structure in which to delineate the various aspects of Jesus’s the-

ology. First, I will establish the warrant for the study of Jesus’s
theology as a legitimate pursuit. Second, I will provide a survey
of previous attempts to answer this question in order to show

the need for such an enterprise today. Third, I will address the

challenges that face those who attempt a study of Jesus’s theology.

And fourth, I will delineate a methodology for the study of the
theology of Jesus.

1. The Warrant for the Study
The assertion that Jesus’s theology should be the starting point in
articulating a NT theology may seem quite impossible or at best
naïve, but I propose five reasons why such an enterprise should
be pursued, not just as a possibility, but even more as a necessity.
I will classify these reasons under two broad categories: theolog-
ical and historical.

1.1 Theolog1.1 Theological Wical Warrarrantsants
There are at least two theological reasons that warrant a study
of Jesus’s theology. First, the reality of who Jesus is demands
that we study his theology. The author of Hebrews refers to
Jesus as the founder of our faith (Hebrews 12:2). Paul calls Jesus
the head (Eph 5:23; Col 1:18) and cornerstone (Eph 2:20) of
the church. Furthermore, Jesus’s words and works are significant
because he is the second person of the Godhead (John 1:1; Titus
2:13; Heb 1:8).6 God revealed himself by many different avenues
throughout biblical history (Heb 1:1), but in Jesus he has pro-
vided revelation about himself directly. Jesus’s words ought to be
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investigated because he is the head of the church and because he
is God.

The efforts made by the followers of Jesus to preserve his
words in writing establishes the basis for the second reason we
should study his theology. As the canon took shape, the church
came to recognize the four Gospels as authoritative books
inspired by God.7 The Gospel writers chose to focus their atten-
tion on the Son of God’s words and works because they did not
want to lose any of the truth about Jesus due to the failure of
people’s memories.8 Indeed, guarding this tradition about Jesus
was of supreme importance to the NT writers (2 Thess 2:15; 1
Tim 6:20; Jude 3).9 This is evident in the amount of canonical
space dedicated to the preservation of what he said and did.10 It
is also evident in the application of Jesus’s teaching to the church
shown in Acts, the epistles, and Revelation. Since Jesus is the
focus of the NT revelation, his words preserved therein deserve
pride of place in any articulation of a NT theology.

1.2 Historical W1.2 Historical Warrarrantsants
There are three historical reasons Jesus’s words and works ought
to be the starting point in constructing NT theology. First,
before James or Mark or Paul, Jesus spoke. His words and works
formed the basis for what these men and all the other NT writers
thought and theologized.11 Jesus taught his disciples, interacted
with his opponents, performed miracles, comforted his follow-
ers, and prophesied about his death and the life to come. He did
all of this before any of the apostles preserved it in writing or
sought to develop theological dogma based upon what he had
said and done.

Second, this simple chronological priority should be taken a
step further. Peter Stuhlmacher argues that there are three pos-
sible starting points one could take when developing a NT the-
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ology: Jesus’s preaching, the Easter message (i.e., the preaching
about the death and resurrection of Christ), and the theology of
Paul.12 It is possible to argue for the legitimacy of any one of
the three depending on one’s goal. If one seeks to use the oldest
NT writings as the starting point, then the letters of Paul would
be the choice.13 If one relies on the construction of the NT tra-
dition, indebted as it is to the death and resurrection of Christ,
then the Easter message would be a natural starting point. But if
the goal is “to trace the path which God took when he, in and
through Jesus Christ, came to humanity,”14 then one ought to
start NT theology with Jesus because God chose to reveal him-
self in him. Jesus’s preaching and teaching, then, should be the
starting point of a NT theology since God chose to reveal his
truth in and through Jesus prior to the theological conclusions
his followers would make following Jesus’s resurrection.15 Fur-
thermore, Jesus’s preaching forms the basis of the later kerygma
of the church.16

The third historical reason we ought to engage in the study
of Jesus’s theology relates to the significance of Jesus’s words
and works in the inspired writings of his followers. Besides
the Gospels, which intend to preserve the words and works
of Jesus,17 Acts, the epistles, and Revelation base many of their
arguments on the words of Jesus himself.

There are a few direct quotations of Jesus in Acts and the epis-
tles. Twice in Acts Peter (Acts 11:16) and Paul (Acts 20:35) use
Jesus’s words to validate a point they were making to their audi-
ences. In 1 Cor 11:24–25, Paul quotes Jesus’s words at the Last
Supper as a template to be used for the church’s communion cel-
ebration, and in 1 Tim 5:18, he quotes Jesus’s words from Luke
10:7 to support the idea of caring for elders. And, though not
directly quoting Jesus, Paul refers to his teaching on marriage in
1 Cor 7:10–11.
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The allusions to Jesus’s words in Acts, the epistles, and Rev-
elation are too numerous to delineate exhaustively here, but a
few examples will suffice to show the authority of his words in
the NT tradition. In Acts, Philip (8:12) and Paul (20:25; 28:31)
preach the same message (the gospel of the kingdom) that Jesus
did (Mark 1:15). Paul alludes to the words of Jesus in 2 Thess
3:3 (cf. Matt 6:13); 2 Tim 2:12 (cf. Matt 10:33); and Phil 3:7–8
(cf. Mark 8:36). We find many allusions to Jesus’s teaching in
James (2:5 [cf. Luke 6:20]; 5:1–6 [cf. Luke 6:24]), the Johannine
epistles (1 John 3:11 and 2 John 5 [cf. John 13:34]; 1 John 3:8
[cf. John 8:44]), and Revelation (2:10 [cf. Matt 10:28]; 16:15 [cf.
Matt 24:43; Mark 13:37]) as well.

Besides quotations and allusions, Jesus’s use of the OT
prompted his followers to employ the same texts in their preach-
ing and teaching.18 Jesus cited Gen 2:24 in his teaching on mar-
riage, as did Paul (Eph 5:31). The writer of Hebrews quoted or
alluded to Ps 110 at least twenty times,19 and was most likely
pointed there by Jesus’s words (Matt 22:44 and par.; Mark 14:62
and par.). Likewise, Peter (Acts 2:34–35; 1 Pet 3:22) and Paul
(Rom 8:34; 1 Cor 15:25; Eph 1:20; Col 3:1) used the Psalm
with reference to Jesus’s exalted status. When speaking about his
rejection by unbelieving Jews, Jesus cited Ps 118:22 (Luke 20:17
and par.). Peter referred back to this usage in Acts 4:11 and 1 Pet
2:7. Paul quoted Isa 6:9–10 in Acts 28:26–27, using the prophet’s
words exactly the way Jesus did when using this text to explain
his hearers’ failure to grasp his message (Matt 13:14–15 and par.).
Finally, Jesus referred to Dan 7:13 during his eschatological dis-
course (Matt 24:30 and par.) and at his trial (Mark 14:62 and
par.). Both Stephen (Acts 7:56) and the writer of Hebrews (1:3)
likely made this same connection because of Jesus’s prior usage.

I have shown that there is a fivefold warrant for delineating
Jesus’s theology. Two theological reasons include (1) a Chris-
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tological argument: Jesus is head of the church and is divine;
and (2) a scriptural argument: more than half of the canonical
NT books preserve the words and works of Jesus. Three histor-
ical points include the chronological reality that (1) Jesus spoke
and acted prior to any written revelation; (2) the preaching and
teaching of Jesus preceded and formed the basis for the later
preaching of the church; and (3) the significance of Jesus’s words
and works seen in the abundance of quotations and allusions in
Acts, the epistles, and Revelation show the value and significance
of Jesus’s words in the canonical record.

2. The Need for the Study
Despite legitimate reasons to prioritize Jesus’s theology, many
remain unconvinced. On the other hand, some have embraced
the notion as foundational for NT theology. With few excep-
tions,20 most of the nineteenth and early twentieth century the-

ologies of Jesus followed the Heilsgeschichte approach champi-
oned by F. C. Baur and the Tübingen school.21 This trend ran
headlong into a formidable wall built in part by two of the great-
est conservative biblical theologians of the early twentieth cen-
tury—Adolf von Schlatter in Germany and Gerhardus Vos in
the United States.22 Both considered the historical Jesus and his
teaching foundational for NT theology.23 Thus, at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century there were two basic approaches
to Jesus’s theology. On the one hand were those who rejected
the historical nature of the words and works of Jesus. For them
a consideration of Jesus’s actual teaching was impossible because
the NT bears testimony only to the thoughts and opinions of
the early church about Jesus. On the other hand, those who
accepted the sayings of Jesus as being authentically preserved in
the Gospels, believed that NT theology ought to begin with a
presentation of Jesus’s theology.
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Throughout the rest of the twentieth century and up to the
present, NT scholars handled the teaching/theology of Jesus in
three basic ways. First, some rejected it outright as a hopelessly
impossible enterprise since the Jesus of history is impossible to
extricate from the Christ of faith. Rudolf Bultmann, for exam-
ple, proclaimed, “The message of Jesus is a presupposition for the
theology of the New Testament rather than a part of that the-
ology itself.”24 For Bultmann, “[t]he theology of the New Tes-

tament begins with the kerygma of the earliest church and not
before.”25

In contrast, following the work of Schlatter and Vos, several
conservative scholars have included Jesus’s theology as a part of
their explication of NT theology,26 including Peter Stuhlmacher
(1992), G. B. Caird (1994), N. T. Wright (1996), Larry Helyer
(2008), and Ben Witherington (2016).27 Of these, Caird, Helyer,
and Witherington spend one or two chapters explaining Jesus’s
theology. Stuhlmacher dedicates half of his work (about 200
pages in the German edition) to Jesus’s teaching (in many
respects his work is patterned after the approach of Schlatter).
Wright deals with many categories of Jesus’s thought, but he
does so deductively with an ulterior goal in mind.28 An impor-
tant subset of works exist whose authors did not necessarily
intend to make a specific contribution to the discipline of NT
theology but which do, nonetheless, provide an explanation of
Jesus’s theology.29

Alongside these conservative scholars are several others who,
though not necessarily accepting the historical Jesus, still believe
that the writing of a NT theology ought to begin with the
preaching of Jesus. Thomas W. Manson (1935), Joachim Jere-
mias (1971), and Leonhard Goppelt (1981) all present book
length treatments of Jesus’s theology.30 Werner Kümmel (1973)
deals with the theology of Jesus, Paul, and John in separate sec-
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tions and then finishes with a synthesis of the three in his con-
cluding chapter.31 Ferdinand Hahn (2005) devotes Part 1 of his
NT theology to defending the use of Jesus’s preaching for the
foundation of NT theology.32 Finally, Udo Schnelle (2009) ded-
icates one chapter to the proclamation of Jesus.33

The third approach to the teachings of Jesus is not really an
approach at all but is rather an omission. Several NT theolo-
gies have been produced in the past forty years by evangelical
scholars who appear to assume the foundational nature of Jesus’s
teaching. Though all would strongly affirm the historicity of
Jesus and the authoritative nature of his words, none have dedi-
cated even a chapter of their books to a treatment of Jesus’s the-
ology.34

Beginning with George Ladd and Chester Lehman in 1974
and moving forward to the works of Donald Guthrie (1981),
Leon Morris (1986), Roy Zuck and Darrell Bock (1994), I.
Howard Marshall (2004), Frank Thielman (2005), Thomas
Schreiner (2008), and Julius Scott (2008), evangelical Christians
have enjoyed an abundance of NT theological studies.35 How-
ever, each of these books gives no space to Jesus’s theological
instruction.

This absence of attention to the theology of Jesus is also
evident in seven monograph series dedicated to biblical theol-
ogy. From 1952–1975, SCM Press/Alec R. Allenson published
eighty-two volumes in two series entitled, Studies in Biblical
Theology. Only two of these monographs deals with Jesus’s the-
ology.36 Cambridge University Press published sixteen volumes
in a series entitled New Testament Theology from 1991–2003,
none of which explicated a theology of Jesus. At present, four
publishers are producing multi-volume series on biblical the-
ology: New Studies in Biblical Theology (Inter-Varsity Press),
NAC Studies in Bible and Theology (B&H Publishing Group),
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Explorations in Biblical Theology (P&R Publishing), and
Library of Biblical Theology (Abingdon Press).37 None of the
seventy-one volumes in these four series includes a study of
Jesus’s theology. Lastly, Zondervan’s Biblical Theology of the
New Testament series will eventually consist of eight volumes,
none dealing with the theology of Jesus.38

Despite the proliferation of monographs in biblical theology,
there are surprisingly few presentations focused on Jesus’s the-
ology. Though there remain many evangelical scholars who are
ably writing in defense of the historical Jesus and who are mak-
ing significant contributions to the discipline of NT theology,
very few have seen fit to articulate Jesus’s theology let alone
make it the starting point of NT theology. In fact, since 1900
only Adolf Schlatter (1920) has presented a conservative, book-
length treatment of the subject.39 Even when we add non-con-
servatives to the mix, only Jeremias (1971) and Goppelt (1981)
come into view. Moving onward to shorter treatments of Jesus’s
theology within larger NT theological works, we find that since
1950 only N. T. Wright (1996), Peter Stuhlmacher (1992), and
Ferdinand Hahn (2005) have provided more than a couple of
chapters discussing Jesus’s theology.

3. The Challenges of the Study
If the effort of articulating a theology of Jesus and placing it at
the head of the enterprise of NT theology is both warranted and
necessary, several hurdles face those who would undertake this
task. These include the question of the historical Jesus, the iden-
tification of Jesus’s words, and the time when he spoke them.

3.1 The Historical Jesus3.1 The Historical Jesus
For conservative theologians the historical Jesus and the theo-
logical Christ are the same individual. Anyone wishing to know
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who Jesus was and what he said can readily discover this infor-
mation in the Gospels. There is no need to peel back the layers of
tradition formed over decades by well-meaning Christians bent
on developing a positive theological picture of Jesus. They affirm
that Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John accurately reported the
teachings of Jesus without erring and according to the intended
meaning of Jesus himself. Such scholars should not have any
problem delineating a theology of Jesus since the Gospels con-
vey his teaching accurately and provide the right theological and
historical context in which to understand it.

But such a perspective does not find happy acceptance among
less conservative scholars. For them the effort to articulate Jesus’s
theology is quite improbable, if not impossible, because the
Gospels reveal a “remembered Jesus”40 rather than a “recited
Jesus.”41 At best, Jesus’s words recorded in the four Gospels
bear some resemblance to what Jesus might have actually said,
and at worst they provide only a faint hint. Either way these
words, purported to have come from Jesus, cannot serve as fertile
ground for the articulation of Jesus’s theology because there is
no way to be confident that what the Gospel writers recorded
reflects the actual words of Jesus.42

An inordinate amount of time spent on the defense of the
historical Jesus in the pursuit of his theology can hopelessly
sidetrack us from the goal. Fundamental differences should be
acknowledged and accounted for, but they should not detain
those who trust Scripture from articulating Jesus’s own theology.
Since I approach the question from the conservative perspective,
I point the reader to the multitude of works which offer signif-
icant support to the accuracy of the historical Jesus found in the
Gospels.43 And I concur with those who argue that the burden of
proof in this discussion lies with those who deny the historicity
of Jesus’s words and work.44
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3.2 The Identification of Jesus’s W3.2 The Identification of Jesus’s Wordsords
Another challenge facing the pursuit of Jesus’s theology: what
exactly did Jesus say? There are three aspects to this question.
First, identifying the original Greek text of the NT must precede
all other investigation. This whole subject, of course, plunges us
into the technical world of NT textual criticism. Interestingly,
the two largest variant readings in the NT contain significant

and unique teachings by Jesus: the Pericope Adulterae (John
7:53–8:11) and the ending of Mark (16:9–20). Including or
excluding these passages in a description of Jesus’s theology
requires prior textual decisions to be made.

Second, we must inquire into situations where Jesus’s words
are easily confused with the words of the Evangelist; i.e., where
do Jesus’s words end and the Evangelist’s comments begin? For
example, in John 3:1–15 Nicodemus comes to Jesus at night and
they interact over the question of how one can be born again.
Jesus gives a rather lengthy answer in vv. 10–15 as he speaks
about the necessity of the Son of Man’s death. Many red-letter
editions continue to print vv. 16–21 in red, but are these Jesus’s
words? If we consider the parallel story in 3:22–36 with John the
Baptist, it appears that John the Evangelist has followed the same
pattern in both narratives. That is, in 3:1–15 and in 3:22–30, the
Evangelist records the interaction between the characters; then,
in 3:16–21 and 3:31–36 he provides a commentary on what just
occurred.45 Thus, the words of John 3:16–21 are not those of
Jesus but are, rather, the words of the Evangelist. Hence, these
six verses should not be used when articulating a theology of
Jesus.

Third, the issue of the ipsissima verba and the ipsissima vox of
Jesus requires attention. The precise Aramaic words spoken by
Jesus are recorded quite infrequently in the Gospels.46 Aside from
his words on the cross (Matt 27:46; Mark 15:34) and his words
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to Jairus’s daughter (Mark 5:41), there are few other instances
where Jesus’s Aramaic words are recorded. Rather, the Evange-
lists have translated Jesus’s Aramaic words into Greek. A prob-
lem arises when we consider the extent to which the Evangelists
are translating or summarizing Jesus’s voice. If the words of Jesus
recorded in the Gospels differ at all (assuming that the words
were spoken at the same event; e.g., the Lord’s Supper or the
feeding of the 5,000), how can we discern the theology of Jesus
since such changes represent the various theological interests of
the particular Evangelist who recorded the event? These differ-
ences help to show the theology of Matthew or Luke, but they
could tend to confuse the effort to articulate Jesus’s theology.

With few exceptions,47 the differences between Gospel quota-
tions of Jesus do not affect one’s understanding of the meaning
of Jesus’s words. Two examples must suffice:48

Matt 16:13: “Who do people say the Son of Man is?”

Mark 8:27: “Who do people say I am?”

Luke 9:18: “Who do the crowds say I am?”

While Jesus probably said, “Son of Man,” Mark’s and Luke’s
insertion of “I” in its place does not constitute a change in mean-
ing; the same can be said for Luke’s use of “crowds” as opposed to
Matthew’s and Mark’s use of “people.” A second example comes
from Jesus’s trial:

Matt 26:64: “Yes, it is as you say…. But I say to all of
you: In the future you will see the Son of Man sitting
at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on
the clouds of heaven.”
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Mark 14:62: “I am…. And you will see the Son of Man
sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and com-
ing on the clouds of heaven.”

Luke 22:67b–70: “If I tell you, you will not believe me,
and if I asked you, you would not answer. But from
now on, the Son of Man will be seated at the right
hand of the mighty God.”

Again, there are a few differences between the three accounts,
but as Bock states, “Though there is variation and difference in
detail, the gist of the replies is the same.”49

Thus, the attempt to articulate Jesus’s theology is not thwarted
by the slight modifications the Evangelists may have made to the
words of Jesus.50

3.3 The T3.3 The Timing of Jesus’s Wiming of Jesus’s Wordsords
When considering the raw material needed for articulating a
theology of Jesus, we must set the parameters not only with
regard to identifying Jesus’s words but also with regard to their
timing. The Gospels are the main source of Jesus’s teachings
both before and after his resurrection. Additionally, Acts 1:4–5,
7–8; 11:16 record similar words of Jesus found in Luke 24:47–49.
And most agree that the agraphon in Acts 20:35 (“It is more
blessed to give than to receive”) came from Jesus’s mouth during
his earthly ministry. Furthermore, Paul’s recounting of Jesus’s
words at the Last Supper in 1 Cor 11:24–25 likely precede the
recording of the same words in each of the Gospels. Thus, the
words of Jesus in the Gospels, Acts, and 1 Corinthians constitute
the bulk of the material for articulating a theology of Jesus.51

But Jesus said other things from his exalted position at God’s
right hand that are recorded in the NT. In Acts 9:4–16 (parallel
accounts include Acts 22:7–21; 26:14–18), Christ speaks to Paul
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on the Damascus road; Acts 10:13, 15; 11:7, 9 record the words
of Christ to Peter in the vision of the sheet; Acts 18:9–10 quotes
Jesus’s words to Paul in Corinth; in Acts 23:11 Christ comforts
Paul regarding his coming witness in Rome; and 2 Cor 12:9
recounts when Christ encouraged Paul in a time of personal
weakness. All of these instances relate to the ministry of the apos-
tles and a situation when Christ spoke directly to them.

Furthermore, the Book of Revelation includes Jesus’s words
to the apostle John on Patmos (Rev 1:8–11, 17–20) and to the
seven churches in Asia (Rev 2–3). These are similar to those in
Acts and 2 Corinthians in that they provide encouragement and
instruction to the first-century church and its leaders. Finally,
Christ gives several exhortations regarding his coming (Rev
16:15; 22:7, 12–13, 16, 20), and these are likewise directed to the
late first-century readers of this prophecy.

Should these post-ascension words of Christ found in Acts, 2
Corinthians, and Revelation be included in the study of Jesus’s
theology? Or are Jesus’s pre-ascension words qualitatively supe-
rior than his post-ascension words as a source for his theology?
To the first question, we ought to answer “Yes,” which entails
“No” to the second. True, Jesus’s words in Acts, 2 Corinthians,
and Revelation address believers in the church as opposed to his
pre-ascension words, which were directed to people not yet in
the church (because the church had not yet begun). But this fact
does not alter the value of any of Jesus’s words recorded in the
NT, which were clearly intended to teach the believers of the
church the unsearchable riches of Christ.52

The challenge of articulating Jesus’s theology does encounter
several hurdles. But I have sought to help the reader clear these
hurdles with alacrity. First, we have ample reason to affirm that
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John accurately reported the words
Jesus said and the deeds Jesus performed. Second, we can be con-
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fident we are studying the actual words of Jesus by consider-
ing text-critical and contextual issues, while also considering the
ipsissima vox of Jesus. Third, we should study both the pre- and
post-ascension words of Christ if we hope to delineate a com-
prehensive theology of Jesus.

4. The Methodology for the Study
Before explaining the method for pursuing a theology of Jesus,
I have a few words about alternative approaches to this subject.
Some have chosen to explain Jesus’s theology by looking at the
literary forms he used. Books on the parables of Jesus are one
example.53 Others have investigated the commands of Christ.54

Certainly, other forms could be studied such as discourses,

prophecies, etc. Schlatter’s History of the Christ approached the
theology of Jesus through a chronological and historical consid-
eration of his life. In a sense, reading his book is like reading
a life of Christ, although his interests were theological, rather
than historical, using the events of Christ’s life as a springboard
to describe Jesus’s theology. While each of these approaches has
merit, I propose that a theme-based method holds more promise.

4.1 A Theme-Based A4.1 A Theme-Based Apprpproachoach
Those who have chosen a thematic treatment of Jesus’s theology
provide the wisest way forward.55 Yet no one to date has

attempted a comprehensive topical study. So what categories or
themes should be used to organize a theology of Jesus?

The answer to the question of category choice best derives
from a detailed investigation of all the material available. But the
amount of material is immense, and so it seems wise to organize
it into smaller chunks such as parables, discourses, imperatives,
prophecies, answers to questions, proverbs, etc. Once the mate-
rial has been organized, one must determine the major theme
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or themes addressed and any sub-themes mentioned. Sometimes
this theme identification is easy (e.g., a parable which begins
with “the Kingdom of Heaven is like…”) and other times quite
challenging (e.g., Matt 12:31, “blasphemy against the Holy Spirit
will not be forgiven”). Sometimes Jesus interprets his actions
clearly as when he explains why he washed the disciples feet
(John 13:12–17). Yet in other places his actions and explanations
appear quite confusing (e.g., the cleansing of the temple and the
prophecy to rebuild it).

Once a set of themes arises from an inductive exegesis, they
become the organizing principles used to systematize Jesus’s the-
ology. Sub-themes are then organized under the broad themes.
One must avoid a couple temptations in this endeavor. First,
one might pursue themes personally intriguing or seemingly
more application-oriented rather than those that Jesus empha-
sized. And second, one might import categories from systematic
theology or contemporary issues56 rather than use the themes
Jesus did. In both cases, there is a temptation to allow external
categories to control Jesus’s theology. Rather than following an
inductive approach, deductive57 approaches that begin with for-
eign themes tend to see evidence where there may in fact be
none.

5. Conclusion
Given the scant treatment of Jesus’s theology in the history of
the discipline of NT theology, must we assume that studying
the theology of Jesus is a hopelessly futile exercise? Μὴ γένοιτο!

(May it never be!) New Testament scholars, who hold to the
inspiration and inerrancy of Scripture, and who declare that the
Christ of faith is the Jesus of history, have an immensely won-
derful opportunity before them.
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The prospect and possibility of articulating a theology of Jesus
require attention and involvement, but they also call for certain
virtues. Those who would desire to enter the foray must possess

at least three. First, they need courage to face the potential ridicule
that may come from the academy. Ben Witherington’s experi-
ence will likely be repeated for those who engage in this task:

When my book The Christology of Jesus came out at
the beginning of the 90s a panel discussion of the book
was undertaken at the Society of Biblical Literature.
Some scholars saw it as humorous to talk about Jesus
viewing himself in a messianic light. Nevertheless, I
persisted, and the book has served as a stimulus in the
discussion of Jesus’ self-understanding. One angry per-
son came up after the panel discussion at the Society of
Biblical Literature and accosted me: “You’re just a the-
ologian, not a historian, why not just admit it? You’re
not talking about the historical Jesus, you’re talking
about the later Christian evaluation of Jesus.”58

Second, they must have a love for our Savior that compels them
to pursue a knowledge of his teaching. All understand that, if
not for Jesus, there would be no Matthew, Luke, or Romans or
any other NT book. Jesus stands at the forefront of the Chris-
tian church as its Founder and Head. What he said and did is
of profound importance for those who carried on his teachings.
Hence, there must be a priority placed upon loving and learn-
ing from this Christ since, as Peter confessed, he alone has “the
words of eternal life” (John 6:68).59

Third, they require diligence to investigate closely all the teach-
ings of Jesus. Conservative, Bible-loving scholars ought to lead
the way in the detailed and comprehensive study of the words
of Jesus. Sadly, liberal scholars like Rudolf Bultmann and F. C.
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Baur put many conservatives to shame with their painstakingly
thorough scholarship.60 Bible-believing scholars who desire to
explain the teachings of Jesus for today’s church must step for-
ward to engage the task with unfaltering zeal.

I have tried to demonstrate that articulating Jesus’s theology
holds great promise as a starting point for the task of NT theol-
ogy. Indeed, this enterprise, though not pursued very often or at
great length, holds the potential to provide encouragement and
joy in the faith. The words of Jesus are convicting, comforting,
instructive, hope-driven. May God give us more who will enter
this neglected field of study whose promise is, indeed, as glorious
as the Savior whose words and works it seeks to understand and
proclaim.
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Cor 11:2; 1 Thess 4:1–2) (Redemptive History and the New Testament Scriptures,
rev. Richard B. Gaffin, Jr., trans. H. DeJongste [Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian &
Reformed, 1988], 15–21).
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crucifixion, resurrection, ascension, etc.) recorded in Acts–Revelation. It is safe to
say that over half of the NT specifically preserves the words and works of Jesus.

11. Adolf von Schlatter, The History of the Christ: The Foundation for New
Testament Theology, trans. Andreas Köstenberger (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker,
1997), 18–19.

12. Stuhlmacher, Biblical Theology, 15. Also, G. B. Caird, New Testament
Theology, ed. L. D. Hurst (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 345–47.
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teach (e.g., John 10:24–26; 13:12–16). Second, in speaking of the “starting point”
of NT theology as consisting of Jesus’s words and works, I am not suggesting
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Eerdmans, 1981), 7.
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biographical aspects, to the theological perspectives of Acts, the epistles, and
Revelation.

18. Note the helpful chart in Steve Moyise, Jesus and Scripture: Studying
the New Testament Use of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2010),
122–123. Two studies on Jesus’s use of the Old Testament include R. T. France,
Jesus and the Old Testament: His Application of Old Testament Passages to Himself
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Academic Press, 1994).
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Writings and Scripture (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2012), 95. This large number
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Hebrews is a “homiletical midrash based on Ps 110” (To the Hebrews, AB [Garden
City, NY: Doubleday, 1972], xix).
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John M. King, The Theology of Christ’s Teaching (London: Hodder & Stoughton,
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21. William Wrede’s “The Task and Nature of ‘New Testament Theology’”
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nineteenth century with regard to the place of Jesus’s theology in NT theology.
Not everyone adopted a purely critical approach. For example, Willibald
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theology” (New Testament Theology, trans. Neil Buchanan, 2nd English ed., 2
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theology very early in his career; e.g., his Princeton inaugural address, “The Idea
of Biblical Theology as a Science and as a Theological Discipline” (published in
Redemptive History and Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus

Articulating a Theology of Jesus 93
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1/12 (London: SCM Press, 1954); W. G. Kümmel, Promise and Fulfilment: The
Eschatological Message of Jesus, SBT 1/23, trans. Dorothea M. Barton (Naperville,
IL: Allenson, 1957); Norman Perrin, The Kingdom of God in the Teaching of Jesus
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of the theological task, why is its study not included in Marshall’s methodology,
if not his starting point?
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Jesus: Ancient Evidence for the Life of Christ (Joplin, MO: College Press, 1996).

44. Stuhlmacher, How to do Biblical Theology, 19; Caird, New Testament
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13:14–20; Luke 21:20–24]), and (2) parallel accounts that appear to contradict
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adjustments in their recording of Jesus’s words. Rather, I am saying that the
modifications never changed or contradicted the gist of what Jesus said. For
a clear explanation of this issue, see Paul D. Feinberg, “The Meaning of
Inerrancy,” in Inerrancy, ed. Norman Geisler (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
1980), 301.

51. Jesus said many other things not recorded in the Gospels (John 20:30;
21:25), and some would argue that we should pursue these agrapha in the non-
canonical resources available to us. However, only those words recorded in the
inspired text of Scripture should be our source for Jesus’s theology. Stuhlmacher
is correct when he says, “The main sources for understanding Jesus remain the
four Gospels of the Bible. The apocryphal Gospels from the second century offer
only secondary enlargements on and additions to the Gospel tradition” (How to
do Biblical Theology, 17).

52. Note that the four Gospels were written to believers in the church, but
they record the words of Jesus given before his ascension which historically
addressed his followers not yet in the church. Stier attempted a study of Jesus’s
post-ascension words in 1871 (The Words of the Risen Saviour). I have yet to find
a modern writer who has done the same.

53. E.g., Craig Blomberg, Interpreting the Parables, 2nd ed. (Downers Grove,
IL: IVP, 2012); Joachim Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus, 2nd ed. (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1972); and Arland J. Hultgren, The Parables of Jesus: A
Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000).

54. A popular level treatment of Jesus’s commands is John Piper, What Jesus
Demands from the World (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006).

55. E.g., Jeremias investigates the following main headings: the Mission of
Jesus, the Dawn of the Time of Salvation, the Period of Grace, the New People
of God, Jesus’s Testimony to his Mission, and Easter (New Testament Theology,
v–ix). And Vos investigates three topics: Jesus’s Attitude Toward the Scriptures
of the Old Testament, Jesus’s Doctrine of God, and Jesus’s Teaching on the
Kingdom of God (Biblical Theology, 383–429).

56. E.g., Schnelle uses systematic categories to organize his theology
(Theology of the New Testament); and Thompson, who wrote in 1871, had
chapters on slavery and pietism (The Theology of Christ from His Own Words,
ix–xiv).

57. Wright appears to be more deductively than inductively driven (Jesus and
the Victory of God, 198–199). See note 28 in this essay.

58. Witherington, New Testament Theology, 54.

59. Not that a knowledge of Matthew’s or Luke’s or Paul’s teaching is less
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significant than Jesus’s (i.e., the red letters are not more important or more
inspired than the black ones). But, as I’ve argued here, it would appear that the
teaching of Jesus has been de-emphasized.

60. A look at any of Bultmann’s form critical work will demonstrate his
laborious attention to detail regarding Jesus—and this from one who did not even
think that the details he was investigating actually happened! In regard to F. C.
Baur’s work, this tidbit from Stephen Neill and N. T. Wright is noteworthy: “He
was at his desk by four o’clock every morning. The works published during his
lifetime amount to ten thousand pages; those published after his death from his
notes or those of his students to another six thousand—the equivalent of a book
of four hundred pages every year for forty years” (The Interpretation of the New
Testament, 1861-1986 [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988], 21).
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5

The Divine Name
in the Gospel of John

Robert A. Snyder

At the burning bush on Sinai, God revealed his name to Moses
in three forms: “I AM WHO I AM” ֶיה) אֶהְ ׁשֶר אֲ ֶיה ,(אֶהְ “I
AM” ֶיה) ,(אֶהְ and “Yahweh” the—(יהוה) latter appears in Eng-
lish Bibles today as “the LORD” in capital letters, according to
the post-exilic Jewish custom of substituting the title “Adonai”
ָני) (אֲדֹ for the sacred name (Exod 3:14–15). God then told
Moses, “This is My name forever, and this is My memorial-name
to all generations” (3:15).1 Accordingly, the Old Testament has
over six thousand occurrences of the divine name, “Yahweh,”
significantly more than any other title, including “God.”2 In
contrast, the New Testament appears to mention the divine
name only in its shortened form at the end of “hallelujah” (Rev
19:1, 3, 4, 6). On the surface, this omission would suggest some
discontinuity between the religion of Moses and the religion of
Christ. If the divine name is God’s “memorial-name to all gener-
ations,” then why did the Christian community fail to remember
it?

The NT provides at least two explanations for this omission.
First, Christians continued the practice of substituting the title
“LORD” for the name “Yahweh,” but then applied this title
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directly to Jesus Christ as a common label for his divinity.3 Sec-
ond, Jesus himself asserted his divinity through the phrase “I am,”
especially in the Gospel of John. In these two ways at least, the
divine name has been remembered in Christianity. This present
essay examines the second way in detail.

The Gospel of John deliberately applies the divine name “I
am” to Jesus Christ. Three lines of argument support this asser-
tion. First, in the prologue (John 1:1–18), the phrase “full of
grace and truth” refers to the divine name and thus creates the
expectation that the name will appear in the rest of the book.
Second, the absolute “I am” statements, which lack an explicit
predicate, often speak of the safety provided by the divine name,
which is an explicit theme from the OT (e.g., Prov 18:10).
Third, the predicate “I am” statements appear with the absolute
“I am” statements according to the same pattern as the devel-
opment of the divine name in the book of Exodus. From these
three lines of argument, it is reasonable to conclude that the
Gospel of John remembers the divine name and provides conti-
nuity for Christianity with the Jewish religion of the OT.

1. The Divine Name in John’s Prologue
By all appearances, John’s prologue echoes the wilderness theo-
phany of Exod 34 (cf. 33:18–23; 34:6–7). The “verbal echoes”
and related concepts include the words “tented” and “glory”
(John 1:14), the phrase “full of grace and truth” (1:14; cf. 1:16),
the giving of the law (1:17), and the concept of not seeing God
(1:18).4 In addition, the Greek translation of the divine name (ὁ
ὤν) begins a significant clause in John 1:18 about the Son being
“in the bosom of the Father”—not as a child on a lap, but as a
friend leaning against a friend during a shared meal (cf. 13:23).5

Such ties have led most commentators to affirm the wilderness
connection. Indeed, regarding Exodus 34, Anthony T. Hanson
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concluded, “It would be impossible to find a scripture passage
which contains more fundamental elements in common with
John 1:14–18. I find it inevitable to conclude that the one is the
basis of the other.”6

Regarding John 1:14 in particular, J. Ramsey Michaels claims

that the text “evokes the Exodus,” but lacks any “direct reference”
to it.7 While acknowledging similarities in imagery
(“encamped”) and terms (“glory”), he notes that other occur-
rences of the verb “encamped” (σκηνόω) in the NT emphasize
location, not temporary residence (Rev 7:15; 12:12; 13:6; 21:3).8

Moreover, the phrase “grace and truth” actually refers to the
“Spirit of truth,” who is God’s gift (“grace”) to the Son—a phrase
akin to “grace and power” in Acts.9 Regarding the Exodus,
Michaels claims, “When the author wants us to think of Moses
or the desert wanderings explicitly, he will mention Moses by
name (v. 17).”10

Based on Michaels’s own principle, John 1:14 must also refer
to Moses, because v. 17 cannot be extricated from its context.11

Regarding the verb “encamped,” the comments from Revelation
are valid but irrelevant. The temporary nature of the Word’s
residence “among us” is plain from the Gospel itself, which
ends with Jesus’s departure.12 Moreover, in rabbinic thought,

the verb σκηνόω is related to the shekinah glory, which first
appeared as the pillar of fire and then “filled” the tabernacle
(Exod 40:34–35). Perhaps the verb implied that “Jesus is now

the shekinah of God.”
13

The phrase “grace and truth” echoes
the familiar OT phrase “lovingkindness and truth” (34:6), even
though John uses “grace” (χάρις) instead of “mercy” (ἔλεος)
which is the normal translation for the Hebrew word “lov-
ingkindness” a—(חֶסֶד) word with no direct equivalent in Greek.
Many have noted that John’s translation of the OT often departs
from the LXX.14 John may be offering his own translation, an
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inspired interpretation of the Hebrew phrase. Therefore, the
phrase “full of grace and truth” likely corresponds to the divine
name “abounding in lovingkindness and truth” (34:6)—another
echo of the wilderness theophany.15

If this conclusion is correct—that Exod 34 is the background
to John 1:14–18, and that “full of grace and truth” refers to the
explanation of the divine name in Exod 34:6—then John’s elab-
oration of that fullness in his prologue may prove critical to an
understanding of the divine name in his Gospel: “For of His full-
ness we have all received, and grace upon grace. For the Law
was given through Moses; grace and truth were realized through
Jesus Christ” (John 1:16–17). Two concepts are stressed: first, a
universal reception of grace from the fullness (“we… all”); and
second, the historical transition from Moses to Christ. The sec-
ond supports the first. Every Christian perpetually receives grace
from an infinite supply, because true grace has now come in
Christ. This truth needs exegetical examination.

First, receiving from the “fullness” is explained by the phrase
“grace upon grace” (χάριν ἀντὶ χάριτος). This phrase may
either refer to replacement (“grace in place of grace”), accu-
mulation (“grace upon grace”), or correspondence (“grace for
grace”).16 Lexically, the preposition ἀντί best fits the first option,
a meaning common to the Greek fathers, who often interpreted
the phrase as the “grace” of Christ replacing the “grace” of
Moses.17 This interpretation seems odd in light of the next verse,
which links the “Law” to Moses and “grace” to Christ. Specif-
ically, although the law is said to be “given” and thus could
be considered a “grace,” the text explicitly says that “the grace”
of John 1:16 “came into being” (ἐγένετο) through Christ—just
as through him “all things” came to be (1:3; cf. 1:5, 14).18 The
emphasis is on historical realization. Therefore, just as the full-
ness was beheld after the incarnation of Christ (1:14) and is said
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to be “His” (1:16), the grace-replacing-grace experience of the
fullness is also connected to Christ, not Moses. This fullness in
Christ is truly experienced individually as grace-replacing-grace.
The “living water” given in Christ becomes a continuous “well
of water springing up to eternal life” (4:14), just as believers feed
again and again on Christ, the “bread of life” (6:48–51, 52–58).19

Second, the transition from Moses to Christ is not necessarily a
contrast. Many commentators note that the clauses in John 1:17
are in juxtaposition, not formal contrast.20 If there is a contrast,
it is between the concepts themselves—“the Law” versus “the
grace and the truth,” and “given” versus “realized.” In a masterful
Johannine way of expressing profound meaning through simple
forms, these clauses represent both continuity and discontinuity.
For example, historical realities are said to come both “through
Moses” and “through Jesus Christ,” but in different ways—Moses
is the agent for a divine passive (ἐδόθη), but Jesus is the agent for
new existence (ἐγένετο). Moreover, while both “the Law” and
“the grace” are gifts, the latter is added to the former and sur-
passes it—not as replacement, but as fulfillment. The purifying
jars of the law were not emptied and then replaced with wine;
rather, they were filled and then transformed into wine, with
an excellence and an abundance that speaks of true grace (John
2:1–11). Similarly, both the temple and its sacrifices find their
fulfillment in the Word incarnate as “the Lamb of God” (John
1:29; 2:19–21).21

Third, easily overlooked in the discussion of John 1:16–17 is
the importance of v. 15. Although v. 16 grounds v. 14, as seen
in the verbal reiteration of “full” with “fullness,” the parenthetical
insertion of v. 15 provides necessary information for understand-
ing the two verses that follow.22 In v. 15, two ideas are intimately

connected: contrary to appearances, the Word incarnate is before
John the Baptist in rank, because the Word himself was before
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John in time. Regarding rank, the Word must be greater than
John, because John owes his existence to the Word (cf. 1:3, 6).
Regarding time, in order to create John, the Word must pre-
date John. By parity, the Word incarnate must also be greater
than Abraham (8:53), Jacob (4:12), and Moses (1:17), and predate
them all. As Jesus himself will testify later, “Truly, truly, before
Abraham was born [γενέσθαι], I am” (8:58).

Therefore, in light of this chronology and fulfillment in con-
tinuity (1:15, 17), could it be that “all” in v. 16 includes even
Moses himself? While the “fullness” came only through the
incarnation of the Word, perhaps Moses had a foretaste of the
divine name before the incarnation. For example, when Moses
prayed, “If I have found favor [χάριν, LXX] in Your sight,
let me know Your ways that I may know You, so that I may
find favor [χάριν, LXX] in Your sight” (Exod 33:13). What is
this except favor leading to favor, that is, “grace upon grace”
(John 1:16)? Similarly, while the law condemned the Israelites
and threatened their annihilation, if Yahweh were to dwell in
their midst (Exod 33:5), the “grace and truth” of the name of
God provided the possibility of his presence with safety (Exod
32–34).23 It was not the law that brought “lovingkindness” (חֶסֶד)

to Israel in the wilderness, but the name of Yahweh, the name

that predates the giving of the law. This name was spoken to

Moses (Exod 34:6–7), but now in Christ it is seen (John 1:14, 18;
cf. Job 42:5)—ironically, both revelations were given in the con-
text of the people rejecting God (Exod 32:1ff; John 1:10). This
name of “grace and truth” is something different than “the Law”
and provides continuity with the NT experience of salvation in
Christ.

Therefore, the prologue to the Gospel of John highlights the
divine name as the essence of the divine glory. If Ardel B. Cane-
day is correct, that the twice-mentioned word “glory” in John
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1:14 is “the featured echo around which other echoes seem to
collocate and are swept into pericopes through John’s Gospel via
the prologue as the portal,” then the threefold echo of “grace
and truth” as the essence of that glory must imply a coordinate
theme.24 From the prologue, the reader expects to find the divine
name in the Gospel of John.

2. The Absolute “I Am” Statements in John
According to the OT, the divine name provides safety for God’s
people: “The name of the LORD is a strong tower; the righteous
runs into it and is safe” (Prov 18:10; cf. 29:25). In contrast to
the rich man whose wealth is like a “strong city” and “a high
wall” in his imagination (18:11), the righteous person finds safety
through habitually running to the divine name.25 In Ps 61:3, this
image of God as a “tower of strength” is parallel to God as a
“refuge,” which is another common image for having safety in
God (e.g., Ps 2:12; 5:11–12; 18:30; 34:22; 37:40). Significantly,
the prophet Zephaniah reports that the humble remnant will
“take refuge in the name of the LORD” (3:12).

Jesus also associated the divine name with safety. At the end of
his ministry, he prayed, “Holy Father, keep them in Your name,

the name which You have given Me” (John 17:11; cf. 15). It was
this name that Jesus “manifested” and “made… known” to those
whom the Father had given to him (17:6, 26); and it was this
name that he would continue to make known, even as he tes-
tified, “While I was with them, I was keeping them in Your
name which You have given Me; and I guarded them and not
one of them perished but the son of perdition, so that the Scrip-
tures would be fulfilled” (17:12). In the Gospel of John, the safety
found in the divine name is primarily communicated through
the absolute “I am” statements, which lack an explicit predicate.26
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At first glance, the most obvious place to start the discussion
would seem to be Jesus’s striking statement, “Truly, truly, I say
to you, before Abraham was born, I am” (John 8:58). Surely,
Jesus provides here an undeniable self-identification with the
divine “I AM” of the OT. After all, as Victor P. Hamilton
quipped, it is doubtful that the Jews’ angry response can be
explained as a reaction to poor grammar.27 Herman N. Ridder-
bos, however, asserts that only an explanation that includes the
eschatological redemption of Christ can “do justice to the con-
text” of his “day” (John 8:56).28 The “I” in this “I am” statement
does not point to God abstracted from history—a mere reference
to the divine essence—but to the Word made flesh in Christ.29

The strength of this argument comes from the demand to do
justice to the context. The same context, however, also speaks
of the Jews attempting to stone Jesus (8:59). Later, when the
Jews attempt to stone Jesus “again” (10:31), they explain why:
“For a good work we do not stone You, but for blasphemy; and

because You, being a man, make Yourself out to be God” (10:33).
Therefore, the absolute “I am” statement contains both a refer-
ence of good news for Abraham as well as an assertion of divin-
ity.30

This combination of divine identity and good news is also
seen in the prophetic uses of the phrase “I am,” especially in the
later chapters of Isaiah. According to Raymond E. Brown, while
it is “difficult to find pagan parallels,” the OT “offers… the only
good examples of the absolute use.”31 These examples include “I
am Yahweh” (translated in the LXX as ἐγώ εἰμι in Isa 45:18), “I
[am] He” (always translated in the LXX as ἐγώ εἰμι), and state-
ments where “I am” in the LXX could be understood as a divine
name, such as “I am ‘I AM’ who blots out transgressions” (Isa
43:25), “I am ‘I AM’ who comforts you” (Isa 51:12), and “My

people shall know my name; in that day (they shall know)…
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that egō eimi is the one who speaks”
32

(Isa 52:6; cf. Isa 43:10;
John 8:28; 13:19). Interestingly, while the LXX is said to stress
“the unicity of God” and his “divine existence” (e.g., Exod 3:14,
“I am the Existing One”), it is all the more striking to see the
LXX in Isaiah associate ἐγώ εἰμι with blotting out transgressions
and comforting people.33 Therefore, there is canonical precedent
behind the absolute “I am” statements speaking of good news for
God’s people and not simply that God exists.

Regarding physical safety, the absolute “I am” significantly
appears when Jesus walks on the water (John 6:16–21). Although
this miracle ranks as one of John’s seven signs, it is easily over-
looked and its function within chapter six left unexplained. After
all, the feeding of the five thousand clearly fits thematically with
Jesus’s later words, “I am the bread of life” (6:35, 48). Why would
John insert a second miracle as the background for this long dis-
course? After examining the use of “I am” within the miracle
pericope, a possible function for its use will be proposed.

First, the miracle. After three to four miles of rowing at night
on the stormy Sea of Galilee, the disciples were frightened by
the sight of Jesus “walking on the sea and drawing near to the
boat” (6:19). Interestingly, instead of parting the sea, as Moses
had done, Jesus simply walked across. As a comfort, Jesus said
to them simply, “It is I; do not be afraid” (6:20). The Greek text
is simply ἐγώ εἰμι with no predicate provided in the context.
In the Synoptic Gospels, a possible predicate is provided (“It is
a ghost!”), but it makes no sense—as if Jesus were responding,
“Yes, I am a ghost!” (Matt 14:26–27; cf. Mark 6:49–50). While
the phrase could also be interpreted as “I am Jesus” (e.g., CEV),
the subsequent behavior of the disciples makes this interpretation
unlikely. Once Peter returns to the boat with Jesus, having
walked together on the water, the winds mysteriously stop and

those in the boat worship Jesus, saying, “You are certainly God’s
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Son!” (Matt 14:32–33). This response of worship corresponds
well to Jesus’s use of “I am” as a statement of his divinity.34 More-
over, the disciples’ verbal response foreshadows the famous con-
fession of Peter, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God”
(Matt 16:16). This association of the divine name followed by a
confession of faith may provide the clue for the function of the
absolute “I am” statement in John chapter six.

If the absolute “I am” signified only self-existence, then
announcing it to imperiled disciples seems odd. However, if
this statement also carries the Exodus emphasis on divine pres-
ence and the Isaiah emphasis on forgiveness and comfort, then
such an announcement conveys safety and it begins to make
sense. In John 6, however, the safety of the divine name extends
to more than just the wind, the sea, and the night. The next
day, Jesus offered his first predicate “I am” statement: “I am the
bread of life” (John 6:35, 48). This statement offended his audi-
ence, including many of his disciples, who then “withdrew” and
walked with him no more (6:41–42, 52, 60, 66). In contrast,
the twelve stayed. What made the difference? Contextually, the
most likely cause is the nighttime theophany, in which Jesus
asserted his divine presence and the twelve believed. After all,
the disciples “saw” (θεωροῦσιν) Jesus in a theophany (6:19)—a
sight necessary for saving faith (6:40)—while the crowds merely
had “seen” (ἑωράκατέ) Jesus (6:36). Therefore, in contrast to the
apostate disciples, who were asking in effect, “Who does this
man think he is?” (cf. 8:53), Peter confessed, “We have believed
and have come to know that You are the Holy One of God”
(6:68–69)—a confession made, as in the Synoptic Gospels, after
a private theophany. In effect, the sign on the sea provided the
absolute “I am” and the sign of the loaves provided the predicate,
“the bread of life,” and altogether, the divine name protected the
twelve from the sea and from apostasy.
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The protection on the sea strongly resembles the protection
later in the garden of Gethsemane (John 18:1–9). Again, it is
night. Soldiers arrive to arrest Jesus, but instead of waiting for
them to act, Jesus asks, “Whom do you seek?” (18:4). When they
answer, “Jesus of Nazareth,” Jesus again responds by saying, “I

am He” (ἐγώ εἰμι), after which the soldiers withdraw and fall to
the ground (18:5–6). When the question and answer is repeated,
Jesus then demands that the disciples go free, thereby fulfilling
his own prophetic word, “Of those whom You have given Me I
lost not one” (18:7–9).

Some commentators shy away from assigning full weight to
the absolute “I am” in John 18:5–6. For example, while D. A.
Carson acknowledges that ἐγώ εἰμι “can bear far richer over-
tones,” as in the divine assertions of Isaiah 40–55, he finds it more
likely here that the words simply mean “It is I” (self-identifica-
tion) or “I am Jesus” (the appropriate complement).35 According
to Carson, the expression ἐγώ εἰμι has “maximum weight” when
it is either “absolute (8:58) or the object of what ought to be

believed (‘if you do not believe that I am’ or the like, 8:24, 28).”
36

In the garden, however, several facts argue against an assertion
of the divine name: the expression is ambiguous; the context
“provides a perfectly adequate complement;” the Jews, if they
had heard the divine name, would have tried to stone him (cf.
8:58–59); the normal posture before a theophany is not to draw

back, but to “fall prostrate;” and if this narrative were a theo-
phany, then it is “painfully clumsy” (they still arrest Jesus) and
unnecessary (there is no need to “score theological points” with
a “formally incomprehensible narrative”).37 Therefore, Carson
concludes that while the “overtone” of deity may be “undoubt-
edly present” for the enlightened reader and perhaps even for
some soldiers, most of the soldiers probably fell for psychologi-
cal reasons (e.g., “they are staggered by his open self-disclosure”)
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and, in doing so, “their physical ineptitude was another instance
of people responding better than they knew” (cf. 11:49–52).38

Interestingly, the text itself interprets this scene—Jesus fulfilled
his earlier words about protecting his own: “I was keeping them
in Your name” (17:12; cf. 18:9).39 Because only one other text
in John speaks of Jesus’s words being fulfilled (18:32), the inser-
tion here is rare and may anticipate possible interpretive confu-
sion. Therefore, John explicitly identifies ἐγώ εἰμι (“I am”) with
the divine name. Moreover, Carson’s idea of “people respond-
ing better than they knew” is helpful and fits a Johannine pattern
(e.g., 11:49–52).40 Nothing in the text requires that the divine

name be understood for it to have physical effect. In fact, the
physical effects may align with prophecy (Ps 27:2; 35:4).41 And
even if the soldiers had understood Jesus’s words as blasphemy,
seeking to arrest Jesus is apparently an alternative to stoning

in this Gospel (cf. 10:31, 39). As for the odd effect of drawing
back, the Greek perfectly echoes the effect of the divine name
on the crowd in chapter six: “As a result of this many of his dis-
ciples withdrew [ἀπῆλθον εἰς τὰ ὀπίσω] and were not walk-
ing with him anymore” (6:66; cf. 18:6). In chapter eighteen,
the accompanying effect is more graphic—instead of simply “not
walking,” the opponents actually “fell to the ground” (18:6). Sig-
nificantly, the withdrawal in the garden included Judas Iscar-
iot (18:5), who, despite his devilish nature, had earlier remained
with Jesus (6:67–71).

Therefore, Jesus’s use of the divine name in the garden is
intentional and corresponds perfectly to his earlier pronounce-
ment on the sea. In both instances, the “protective power” of the
name is stressed, as pictured in the tower image of Prov 18:10.42

Although some have objected to the physical aim of this protec-
tion, as if such were unworthy of Jesus’s statement (John 18:9),43

the Gospels tell us that more was at stake than drowning at sea or
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being slain in the garden. Jesus’s theophany on the sea protected
his elect from falling away the next day due to his amazing self-
assertions, and Jesus’s theophany in the garden protected his elect
from their inability to follow him at that time (cf. 13:36). Even
though Peter objected, his subsequent denials revealed the dan-
ger—in the Synoptics, Jesus prays to keep Peter from being sifted
by Satan (Luke 22:31–32), and in John’s Gospel, Jesus prays that
the Father would “keep” the disciples in his name, specifically
from the “evil one” (John 17:11, 12, 15). The physical and spiri-
tual are intertwined in such a way that protection by the divine
name applies to both areas.

The Gospel of John ends with two gardens. Literary echoes
lead to a comparison with subtle parallels. In the first scene, the
garden of Gethsemane, Jesus is approached by his enemies and
by Judas, the traitor. In the second scene, the garden of the new
tomb, Jesus approaches a weeping woman. In both scenes, Jesus
asks whom they are seeking. In the dialogue with his enemies,
Jesus asserts the divine name and protects his people. In dialogue

with the weeping woman, Jesus mentions not his name, but her
name, “Mary.” Interestingly, her full name “Mary Magdalene”
begins and ends the pericope (John 20:1, 18), as if the town of
Magdala somehow contributes to the meaning of this scene. In
Aramaic, “Magdala” likely derives from ְגדָּל ,מִ the Hebrew word
for “tower.”44 Mary Magdalene would then be “Mary of the
Tower,” a name not unlike Sally Hightower or Victor Godwin
in connotation. Although admittedly speculative, an Aramaic
name can have theological significance in the Gospel of John
(e.g., John 9:7). Accordingly, this believing woman is already in
her strong tower. She is kept safe and enjoys the fellowship of
the Lord—a fellowship where believers are no longer regarded
as slaves, but as friends, known by him and talking with him
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face-to-face, like Moses, on a first-name basis (John 15:15; Exod
33:11–12).

3. The Predicate “I Am” Statements in John
The development in John from the absolute “I am” statements
to the predicate “I am” statements strongly resembles the devel-
opment of the divine name in Exodus. To see this resemblance,
the pattern must first be shown in Exodus, then in the Gospel of
John.

Regarding the divine name in Exodus, scholars have debated
both its translation and its meaning. With regard to translation,
“I AM WHO I AM” ֶיה) אֶהְ ׁשֶר אֲ ֶיה (אֶהְ has nine possibilities,
due to three translations for the verb (“I was” or “I am” or “I will
be”) and three translations for the relative pronoun (“who” or
“what” or “that”).45 The name “Yahweh” (יהוה) presents its own
problems. Presumably, it should be the third-person form of the
first-person form ֶיה ,אֶהְ similar to other names in the OT (e.g.,
Isaac, Jacob, Israel, Jephthah). However, the expected third-per-

son form for the verb היה in the qal stem would be ֶיה ִיהְ (“he
was” or “he is” or “he will be”), not .יהוה This oddity has led

some scholars to speculate that the verb is in the causative hiphil
stem—perhaps even an “early Canaanite causative”—meaning “I
cause to be,” referring to God’s creative governance of nature

and history.
46

In response, there is no known hiphil usage of this
verb in Scripture, and the first-person form ֶיה אֶהְ is definitely in

the qal stem, not the hiphil.47
With regard to meaning, the LXX

translators apparently understood the divine name ontologically.
Instead of “I AM WHO I AM,” the LXX has “I am The One
Who Is” (Ἐγώ εἰμι ὁ ὤν), as if a philosophical statement were
being made.48 If this is correct, then God is asserting his self-
existence, his aseity. He alone is essential Being, contingent on
nothing. While this assertion is true theologically (cf. Rev 4:11 et
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al.), it is also possible that the LXX simply reflects the difficulty
of translation.49

Given these uncertainties, a more promising approach to
ascertaining the meaning of the divine name comes from its

form. Scholars call it idem per idem, a form that stresses the free-
dom of the subject.50 Because this form of the name is used later
when God himself will “proclaim” his name (33:19; cf. 34:6–7),
it seems best to let the form drive the interpretation.51 If so,
then the shortened version (“I AM”) most likely carries the same
meaning, because Moses is simply told to relay the name he has
just heard to the people (Exod 3:14). Similarly, the juxtaposition

of “Yahweh,” the proper form of the divine name, to the idem per
idem formula both here (3:14, 15) and later (33:19; 34:6) shows
that the meaning of “Yahweh” should also be understood with

this idem per idem formula in mind, rather than simply by the
verb “to be.” The emphasis is not on being in general, but on the
sovereign freedom of God to be whatever he wants to be.

By itself, this freedom would appear to be a problem for
humans as created beings. God is not like the deities of the
ancient Near East, who were bothered by the noisy humans
whom they had created to do their work and whose sacrifices
they greedily ate.52 In contrast, the “Mighty One, God, the
LORD” (Ps 50:1) tells his people, “If I were hungry I would not
tell you, for the world is Mine, and all it contains” (50:12). As
Paul told the Greeks on the Areopagus, “Nor is He served by
human hands, as though He needed anything” (Acts 17:25). As
self-existent and sovereignly free, God is beyond all coercion
and manipulation. How then can humans be sure that this God
will not simply act capriciously or arbitrarily, as he sometimes
appears to act during times of human suffering?53 While some
have philosophically tried to infer God’s moral goodness from
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his sovereignty, it seems hard to build a case for a certain future
of goodness based on the principle of sovereign freedom alone.54

In response, three observations give humans some initial rea-
sons for hope. First, the fact that God has a fixed name shows

that in some sense he does not change, and his character is pre-
dictable.55 Second, a name can be known. Just as people intro-
duce themselves by name, so God in Exodus introduces himself
by name, thereby showing some desire for relationship. The rev-
elation of himself becomes the basis of faith: “Those who know
Your name will put their trust in You” (Ps 9:10). Third, some-
how the message Moses is told to give must be good news:
“Thus you shall say to the sons of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to
you’” (Exod 3:14). The source must correspond to the gift; and as
the gift is deliverance from oppression and inheritance in a new
land, surely the name must mean something good, perhaps even
the assurance of divine presence.56

Later in Exodus, this suspicion of good news is confirmed.
In the context of rebellion, after the Israelites had “exchanged
their glory for the image of an ox that eats grass” (Ps 106:20),
God not only spared them, but freely chose to place his tent
in their midst, in response to the bold intercession of Moses
(Exod 32:1–33:17). Apparently, in seeking confirmation of this
bold grace—a grace not unlike returning to live with a spouse
who had committed adultery on the honeymoon—Moses prays,
“Show me Your glory!” (33:18).57 In response, God promises,
“I Myself will make all My goodness pass before you, and will
proclaim the name of the LORD before you, and I will be gra-
cious to whom I will be gracious, and will show compassion on
whom I will show compassion” (Exod 33:19). As the common
chorus in Israel celebrates, goodness is at the heart of the divine
name.58 Perhaps this fact could have been inferred from previ-
ous promises, but now it is being “proclaimed” by God himself.
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Moreover, this goodness, this divine name, consists of sovereign

freedom in grace and mercy. The bare idem per idem form of
“I AM WHO I AM” (Exod 3:14) gains specificity and doubles
in size: “I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will
show compassion on whom I will show compassion” (33:19). It
is not as though God no longer punishes sin—the fuller procla-
mation of the name makes this clear (Exod 34:6–7)—but his
wrath is not central to his character. Consequently, the divine
name offers hope to all, even to the rebel. Here then is the
answer to humanity’s question whether the freedom of God can
be trusted: “Whoever calls on the name of the LORD will be
delivered” (Joel 2:32). Truly, the name of the LORD is a strong
tower.

This pattern in Exodus, where the bare name later receives
fuller treatment, strongly resembles the expansion in John of
the absolute “I am” statements into the predicate “I am” state-
ments. To see this expansion clearly, consider whether the pri-
mary emphasis in the predicate “I am” statements falls on the
predicate or on the first-person pronoun (as if “I” was the pred-
icate). In other words, is the predicate “more a description of
what [Jesus] is in relation to man” or is the predicate “an essential
definition or description of Jesus in himself,” in which case the
“predicate is not true of some other person or thing”?59

In response, two contextual facts should be noted. First, in
the immediate context, the predicate “I am” statements often
answer a misfocus of those being addressed, such as the manna-
conscious Jews (John 6:34–35), the resurrection-minded Martha
(11:24–25), and the way-despairing Thomas (14:6). By saying,
“I am what you are focused on,” Jesus is clearly stressing that

he alone is what the predicate signifies. And it is not necessarily
an error that is being corrected, but a misfocus. Martha’s true
statement about future resurrection is met with a statement of
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exclusive identity: “I am the resurrection” (11:25). Second, in
the overall context, these predicate “I am” statements occur in a
book with absolute “I am” statements. By starting each predicate
statement with “I am” (ἐγώ εἰμι), Jesus brings in the exclusive
connotations of the absolute “I am” statements. This observation
gains strength by noting that the first predicate “I am” statement
(6:35) does not occur until after the first absolute “I am” state-
ments (4:26; 6:20). Moreover, the resultant statements retain the
first-person pronoun “I” (ἐγώ), an emphatic form not necessary
in Greek.60 Therefore, as in the absolute “I am” statements, so
also in the predicate “I am” statements, the emphasis is still on
Jesus, the “I” of the statement.

Granted, the predicate “I am” statements are often followed by
an explanation of their significance for the believer—an expla-

nation that appears to define the statement itself. For example,
when Jesus declares, “I am the resurrection and the life,” he
immediately explains the significance of “the resurrection” as “he
who believes in Me will live even if he dies” and the signifi-
cance of “the life” as “everyone who lives and believes in Me
will never die” (11:25–26). This pattern of declaration and expla-
nation occurs often in John (e.g., 6:35; 8:12; 11:25–26). Some-
times, the explanation is not a positive statement, but a negative
one. In answering Thomas, Jesus declares, “I am the way, and
the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through
Me” (14:6). Here the emphasis is not on benefits, but on exclu-
sivity. Both the explicit reference to “no one” and the emphatic
form in Greek of “Me” (ἐμοῦ) stress the exclusivity of Jesus as

the way.
61

This example also highlights the importance of the
Greek article, which also occurs in each predicate “I am” state-

ment: Jesus is always the entity mentioned. Due to the universal
presence of the article, it would be reasonable to conclude that
an exclusive, negative statement could have followed each pred-
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icate “I am” statement. For example, since Jesus is the resurrec-

tion, Jesus could have also said that no one receives resurrection
apart from him. Certainly, this conclusion would have fit well

with earlier assertions in John, such as “in Him was life” (1:4,
emphasis added; cf. 5:21–22, 25–27). Therefore, the predicate “I
am” statements stress the exclusive claim of Jesus to that iden-
tity, while the follow-up statements explain the significance of
that exclusive identity for others, especially believers. As in the
purpose statement for the book (20:30–31), the focus is on iden-
tity (“Jesus is the Christ”), which is followed by a statement of
significance for believers (“that believing you may have life in
His name”). Therefore, in both the absolute and predicate “I am”
statements, the emphasis rests on Jesus’s exclusive claim to each
identity.

This coordination in John of absolute “I am” statements with
predicate “I am” statements follows the same pattern of the orig-

inal “I AM” statements in Exodus. The unspecified idem per idem
statement in Exod 3 and its shortened form are subsequently
given color in Exod 33–34. God’s sovereign freedom finds ulti-
mate expression in the free grace and mercy he shows to his
people, even his rebellious people, without losing any of his free-
dom. Similarly, in John, the absolute “I am” statements lay the
foundation for the name, but the predicate “I am” statements
give the name its color in describing what Jesus is for believ-
ers. Therefore, in addition to the prologue and the absolute “I
am” statements, the predicate “I am” statements also manifest the
divine name.

The Gospel of John proclaims Jesus as the fulfillment of the
divine name of Exodus. As in Exodus, where “He will always
be whatever his people need him to be in any given moment,
in any given place,” because truly God is both “I-will-be-what-
I-will-be” and “I-will-be-what-I-need-to-be-for-you,”62 so also
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in John, Jesus is both the absolute “I am” and the predicate “I am
your every need.” Jesus is God’s memorial-name forever and our
very strong tower. Hallelujah!
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Jesus, the Church, and Mental Illness
Joshua W. Jipp

Do the Scriptures say anything of relevance for the church’s
pursuit to care for those with mental illnesses or mental health

challenges? The Scriptures do not directly address every question
that twenty-first century North Americans may ask, and yet the
Scriptures do provide wisdom, guidance, and challenges for all
questions of human existence and this includes the problem of
mental illness. It will not do for ministers of the gospel to avoid
this topic by claiming that they are not medical experts or pro-
fessional counselors, for while professional help (e.g., counsel-
ing, medication, hospitalization) is necessary it is not sufficient to
provide the care, love, and understanding needed by those who
struggle with mental health challenges. It likely will not sur-
prise anyone to hear that mental illness is rarely addressed in an
explicit manner in most churches or sermons. There is an almost
universal fear and prejudice against the mentally ill that results in
them feeling unwelcome, stigmatized, and alienated from others

within most settings—including many (probably most) churches.
But if it is true that close to three percent of the adult population
in the United States (nearly six million people) has experienced a
severe and ongoing mental illness, then continuing in fear and a
lack of understanding of mental illness is at best irresponsible and
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at worst a willful turning away from those created in the image
of God.1 The statistics elucidate the fact that, to use Amy Simp-
son’s language, “mental illness is mainstream,” but it is likely that
one’s own experiences, including those of their families, would
suggest that everyone is surrounded by mental illness.2

The ensuing thoughts will offer biblical and theological
resources for how the church ought to think and act with respect
to mental illness. Specifically included is a thought experiment
oriented around Luke-Acts that asks the question: What does the
witness of Jesus and the early church have to say about how the
church engages people who are challenged with mental health
illness? What follows is not so much specific and prescriptive
application, but rather an examination of the witness of Jesus and
the early church, and how they engaged suffering, stigma, and
human vulnerability.

1. Jesus the Healer
Luke makes it plain that Jesus’s short sermon in the Jewish syn-

agogue in his hometown of Nazareth is programmatic for the
entirety of his Gospel. Here Jesus draws upon Isaiah to pro-
claim that God’s Spirit is upon him: “to proclaim good news
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind, to set free the oppressed,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18–19). To
state it simply, the object of Jesus’s ministry is the vulnerable
(i.e., the poor, blind, incarcerated, and oppressed), and his task
is to reverse their conditions which prevent human wholeness
and flourishing. If Jesus’s initial sermon occupies a programmatic
role in the gospel, then one should expect to find Jesus enacting

this program of release and divine favor to all people, including
the oppressed and needy. This is exactly what Jesus does in his
Galilean ministry (4:31–9:50) where Luke presents a series of
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scenes depicting Jesus instructing and liberating human beings.
This is the literary function of Luke 4:31–44, where there are a
series of short vignettes that present what Jesus’s ministry looks
like in condensed, representative form:

(i) 4:33–37: Jesus provides release from demonic
oppression for a man “with an unclean spirit” (4:33).
The text gives a preview of the cosmic battle that
takes place over humanity between the healing Mes-
siah and Satan.

(ii) 4:38–39: Jesus heals a woman and the fever “left
her” (ἀφῆκεν αὐτήν, 4:39); thus showing that heal-

ing is one way Jesus provides release (cf. 4:18–19).
(iii) 4:40–41: Luke provides a typical summary state-

ment of Jesus’s ministry: “as the sun was setting, all
who had charge of persons who were sick with var-
ious illnesses brought them to Jesus. And placing his
hand on each one of them, he healed them. And
demons also went out from many people, shouting,
‘You are the Son of God!’”

Jesus’s Galilean ministry is peppered with accounts of his heal-
ings and exorcisms: a leper (5:12–16); a paralytic (5:17–26); the
slave of the centurion (7:2–10); the son of the widow in Nain
(7:11–17); Jesus’s response to John the Baptist’s question of
whether or not he is the one (“At that time Jesus healed many
people of diseases, afflictions, and evil spirits, and he granted
sight to many blind people. He replied to them, ‘Go and report
to John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their
sight, the lame walk, those with leprosy are cleansed, the deaf
hear, the dead are raised, and the poor are told the good news,”
7:21–22); the Gerasene demoniac (8:26–39); the daughter of
Jairus (8:40–42, 49–56); the woman with the flow of blood
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(8:43–48); and the ministry of the twelve in the Galilean villages
to heal and proclaim the gospel (9:1–6). And this is only within
Jesus’s Galilean ministry! The point here seems to be as emphatic

as one could hope for—one of the primary ways in which Jesus
enacts his ministry of release and welcome is through healing the sick
and oppressed. A basic question to ask now is: What is the logic
here? Why would release from sickness and disease be spoken of
as enacting the kingdom of God?

Within Luke’s Gospel, Jesus’s healings reflect his compassionate
concern (note this compassion is an enactment of his own teach-
ing, 6:36) for holistic human flourishing and the restoration of
humans to total-capacity health, well-being, and social function-
ing. It is important to look at “Jesus’ acts of healing first and fore-
most from the perspective of his beneficiaries, those who were
sick. Jesus was remembered as having healed people out of com-
passion for their needs.”3 For example, Jesus’s cleansing of the
leper dramatically overturns and reverses the leper’s place in soci-
ety (5:12–16). Of primary importance here is not the healing
from actual physical ailment, but rather the implications of the
leper’s healing; namely, that it restores him from a place of ban-
ishment on the margins of society and from being unable to
participate in the religious, communal life of Israel (Lev 13:14;
13:44–45) to now being in a place of full communion within the
people of God. The result is similar with Jesus’s healing of the
woman with the flow of blood. Her disease was not life-threat-
ening, but it was socially debilitating (8:43–48). Jesus’s healing is
a form of compassion that allows her to reenter society, religious
life, and to rejoin her family. In Luke 7:11–17 Jesus restores life
to the widow’s son. Luke says that Jesus sees the vulnerable, mar-
ginalized widow and “the Lord feels compassion for her” (7:13).
His restoration of life to the dead son essentially secures her abil-
ity to have life and subsistence due to her son.
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There are two healing narratives in particular in Luke that
specifically exemplify how Jesus’s healings are enactments of
release and liberation from Satanic/demonic oppression which
usher in shalom—peace, freedom, and life as intended by God.
First, in the story of the Gerasene demoniac, the man is described
initially as “one who had demons” (8:27) and later as “the man
from whom the demons had gone” (vv. 28, 33, 36, 38). The
man’s fundamental characteristic is one who is in bondage and
oppression to demonic power (4:18–19). The picture is that of
a totally dehumanized person, driven from society (house and
city), and forced to live in the abode of the dead. He is liter-
ally “shackled in chains and bonds” (v. 29) and lives amongst
the tombs—as one who is essentially dead (v. 27). Jesus’s healing
of the man results in a point-by-point overturning of the man’s
prior condition: he had many demons (v. 27) // demons gone
from the man (v. 35); he had worn no clothes (v. 27) // he was
clothed (v. 35); he did not live in a house but tombs (v. 27) // he
was called to return to his own home (v. 39); demons seized him
and he was out of control (v. 29) // he was in his right mind (v.
35).4

Second, the story of the healing of the bent woman demon-

strates most obviously that Jesus’s healings are enactments of lib-
eration or release from the power of Satan (13:10–17). Thus the
story is filled with language of “binding and loosing” (v. 12: You
have been set free; v. 15: each of you frees his cow/donkey; v.
16: the woman is set free from the bonds of Satan). Her affliction
is due to “having an unclean spirit” (13:11). Note Jesus’s pro-
nouncement: “ought not this daughter of Abraham, whom Satan
has oppressed for eighteen years, must she not be set free from
this bondage on the Sabbath”? (13:16). Her healing, then, is a
form of release which signifies wholeness and freedom from dia-
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bolic and social oppression. Further note Jesus’s word of inclu-
sion to her when he refers to her as “this daughter of Abraham.”

Though this point will not be greatly expanded upon, it

should be noted that the healing ministry of Jesus continues in
the early church as evinced by the book of Acts. Peter’s Pentecost
speech is significant here as it both provides explicit evidence
that Jesus was remembered as one “attested by God among
you through powerful acts, wonders, and signs which God did
among you” (2:22) and indicates God’s Spirit will continue to
act among the church with signs and wonders (2:19; cf. 2:43).5

Peter’s healing of the lame man at the temple gate (Acts 3:1–10)
and Paul’s healing of the lame man in Lystra (14:8–10) are so
clearly patterned after Jesus’s healings (esp. Luke 5:17–26). They

are both performed through prayer to Jesus and in the name of
Jesus; the obvious conclusion is that Jesus’s apostles continue what
Jesus himself had done, but only now through the power of
the risen and heavenly enthroned king (this is explicit in Acts
3:12–16).6

Jesus’s healings, then, are a form of release and welcome that
liberates humans from bondage and oppression, restores them
to proper physical and social engagement, and flow from Jesus’s
compassion for human suffering and vulnerability. Henriksen
and Sandnes state this well: “As healer, Jesus reveals a God of love
and compassion, who does not turn away from the suffering of
creation but instead makes possible concrete hope for redemp-
tion and fulfillment by acting in, with, and under creaturely
conditions in order to reveal the kingdom. … [Jesus] engages
the powers of creation in his graceful approach to humanity in
order to alleviate the suffering of the sick and destitute.”7

What does Jesus’s healing ministry mean, however, for the
church’s call to care for those with mental illness? Heather

Vacek’s Madness examines how a variety of Protestant responses
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to mental illness were grounded in their Christian sense of oblig-
ation to show compassion and care for the mentally ill.8 Despite
a host of theological differences, these responses were deeply
attentive to the human experience of suffering and vulnerability.
The words of Dorothea Dix seem to not accidentally echo the
words of Jesus: “I come to present the strong claims of suffering
humanity. I come to place before the Legislature of Massachu-
setts the condition of the miserable, the desolate, the outcast. I
come as the advocate of helpless, forgotten, insane, and idiotic
men and women; of beings sunk to a condition from which
the most unconcerned would start with real horror; of beings
wretched in our prisons, and more wretched in our
almshouses.”9 One hears in Dix’s plea echoes of Jesus’s care and
advocacy for the vulnerable. Dix has internalized Jesus’s compas-
sion as one who sensed the need and vulnerability of the specific
people he encountered.10

Jesus’s healing ministry functions as a reminder that Jesus
cared deeply about human flourishing and stood opposed to
death and that which inflicted harm and evil upon humanity.
Those who seek to continue the healing ministry of Jesus, then,
will “stand with those whose lives or whose flourishing are
threatened and to withstand the disorders that threaten them,
however we explain those disorders.”11 Amanda Porterfield has
argued that the church’s care for the sick continued in the early
centuries of the church’s existence and that this was rooted in
Jesus’s healing ministry. She states this well: “[C]are for the sick
was a distinctive and remarkable characteristic of early Christian
missionary outreach. Early Christians nursed the sick to emulate
the healing ministry of Jesus, to express their faith in the ongoing
healing power of Christ, and to distinguish Christian heroism in
the face of sickness and death from pagan fear.”12 The church’s
indiscriminate concern for the poor was one of the major factors
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that led to the creation of institutions such as “poorhouses” that
supported widows, the sick, and the poor, as well as hospitals,
which were, “in origin and conception, a distinctively Christian
institution, rooted in Christian concepts of charity and philan-
thropy.”13

2. Hospitality and Friendship
The fundamental problem in Luke-Acts is not simply human-

ity’s alienation from God but also its alienation from one another.14

Humans were created to be friends with God as well as friends
with one another. One of the surprising features of Luke’s
Gospel is that Jesus’s analysis of those in need of “the year of the

Lord’s favor” and welcome includes all people, including but not
limited to those who are poor, blind, and oppressed (4:18–19).
Luke portrays Jesus as a host who dispenses God’s hospitality by
sharing meals with strangers, sinners, outsiders, and those on the
margins of society. In the ancient world, hospitality to strangers
was the means whereby an enemy or outsider was converted
into a friend. The “table” was reserved, then, for friends or those
with whom one wanted to initiate friendship.15 Thus, one of the
primary ways in which humanity’s alienation from God is over-
come, within the Gospel of Luke, is through sharing meals with
Jesus.

But what is surprising about Jesus’s eating practices is that he
does not eat only with the religious elite; his hospitality seems
to be indiscriminate and offered toward all people: tax collec-
tors (5:27–32; 19:1–10); a sinful woman (7:36–50); two women
(10:38–42); the poor and ritually unclean (9:11–17); his disci-
ples (22:15–20); and the Pharisees (7:39; 11:37–54; 14:1–16). It
is no surprise, then, that Israel’s leaders consistently grumble and
complain about those with whom Jesus shares meals (5:30–32;
15:1–2; 19:6–7). Their immoral lifestyle—or at least lack of seri-
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ous devotion to the Torah—has disqualified them from partic-
ipating in the kingdom of God. And yet Jesus interprets their
joyful participation in his hospitality meals as the enactment of
God’s recovery of his lost sheep and formerly lost children who
have now been reconciled with God (throughout Luke 15).16

Thus, Jesus’s meals create a context whereby sinners, outcasts,
and those on the margins become friends with God and fellow
participants in the kingdom of God. It is this reconciliation with
God or friendship with God that should result in their common
fellowship or union with one another as fellow friends with God
and one another. This is seen, for example, when Jesus pub-
licly declares Zacchaeus to be “a son of Abraham” (19:9) and the
bent woman a “daughter of Abraham” (13:16); when the father
in the parable tells his older son that “we must rejoice” at the
restoration of the lost son (15:29–32), and when Jesus exalts the
woman’s hospitality and her recognition of her need of forgive-
ness but then shames Simon the Pharisee for his lack of hospital-
ity and attendant failure to see his need (7:44–50). Luke’s sequel
to his Gospel, the book of Acts, portrays the early church as a
community of friends who celebrate and continue to remem-
ber Jesus’s hospitality to them. The Summary Statements of Acts
2:42–47 and 4:32–35 show the church remembering Jesus by
breaking bread with one another (2:42, 46; cf. Luke 22:19). Luke
employs the language of philosophical friendship—“all things in
common” (2:44; 4:32b), “one heart and soul” (4:32), and “fel-
lowship” (2:42)—to show that the early church is a community

of friends comprised of all people—rich and poor, Hellenist and
Hebrew, man and woman, and soon Jews, and every ethnic-
ity under heaven. The primary point here is that Luke’s story
presents a correspondence between divine and human hospital-
ity or stated differently, humanity’s restoration with God results
in restoration with one another. Friendship with God has as
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its result the creation of a community of friends. Samuel Wells
states the theological dynamic well: “For Jesus, our real problem
as human beings is our alienation from God and one another.
That is what changes in Jesus. Jesus is the solidarity between us
and God that makes those links tangible and visible and perma-
nent and unbreakable.”17

What is the relevance of Luke’s vision of hospitality and
friendship for those who are challenged by mental illness? A
community of friends is precisely the gift that Christians can

share with all people that experience deep vulnerability, stigma,
and suffering. It would appear that there is a deep correspon-
dence between the fear, exclusion, and stigma experienced by
many of the characters in Luke’s Gospel and mentally ill persons
today. Christian community and friendship provide the possi-
bility for vulnerable persons to experience meaningful relation-
ships, relational wholeness, loyalty and commitment even in the
midst of pain and brokenness, and fellow humans who are com-
mitted to countering the stigma and exclusion many mentally ill
persons experience.18 John Swinton has made a powerful argu-
ment that “Christian friendships based on the friendships of Jesus
can be a powerful force for the reclamation of the centrality of

the person in the process of mental health care.”
19

Despite the
importance of professional help offered by psychiatry and med-

icine, a community of friends can provide a focus upon the per-
son (instead of the pathology) and thereby enable people “to
explore issues of human relationships, personhood, spirituality,
value, and community….”20 Just as Jesus and his friendship over-
turned society’s evaluation of tax-collectors, women, the poor,
and the sick so the church as a community of friends is able,
through its friendship with the mentally ill and other vulnera-
ble and marginalized peoples, to witness to a new, kingdom-ori-
ented standard of evaluating one another.
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One of the common refrains from people who struggle with
mental illness is the challenge their behavior often presents to
their friends and family. How should they interact with their
loved one in the hospital? Why does their friend/loved one seem
unpredictable and/or resist opportunities for social engagement?
Could the erratic behavior of their loved one result in harm?
Why does their loved one seem sad, angry, timid, etc., at all
the wrong times? The challenges these questions pose to friends
and family almost certainly have no real satisfying answers. Per-
sons with mental illness are not problems to be solved, but per-
sons that require faithful, loyal, persistent, not-easily-offended

friends who are willing to simply be with them.
21

Samuel Wells
has argued that the most faithful form of Christian witness is
what he describes as “being with” (rather than working for or
working with), precisely because God’s act in Christ is an act of
the restoration of “being with” his people; it is an overcoming
of the alienation between God and humans that is fundamentally
an act of hospitality that results in friendship.22 This is a helpful
way of conceptualizing the church’s engagement of those with
mental illness (and those with other forms of vulnerability and
suffering). Rather than treating the person as a “problem” that
needs to be fixed and needs to find victory or success, the call

here is for the church to simply remain with those who are chal-
lenged with mental illness. The call is an ordinary one of friend-
ship, presence, fellowship, and all of the joys and struggles that
characterize friendships with one another.

3. Challenging Stigmas and Stereotypes
One of the defining features of God’s hospitality in Jesus for
his people is that this welcome does not correspond to some
prior existing social worth or status of the individual. God’s wel-
come is for male and female, Jew and (in Acts at least) Gen-
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tile, Pharisees and sinners, rich and poor, apostles and outcasts.
Luke demonstrates that God’s friendship is for all people apart
from their social status by frequently raising a negative cultural
stereotype only to reject or subvert it. A few examples will suf-
fice. I have written at length about how Paul’s shipwreck on
Malta plays on the stereotypes of the supposedly exotic islanders
as uncivilized barbarians. Only here does Luke use the language
“barbarian” (Acts 28:2, 4) and it seems this is almost certainly his
intention to raise the stereotype of the barbarian, the non-Greek,
as one who is prone to prey on shipwrecked strangers and who
lacks the civilized custom of hospitality.23 The reader is prepared,

then, for an impending inhospitality scenario as Paul and his fel-
low prisoners wreck on the island. But Luke raises this stereotype
only to reject it as a poor means of making sense of the Maltese,
for Luke pairs “barbarian” together with φιλανθρωπία (“philan-
thropy”) and this is intentionally jarring for the reader. By way
of summary, the Maltese execute hospitality protocols as well as
any of the other characters throughout Luke-Acts. They make a
fire to warm the prisoners (28:1–2); Paul receives a friendly and
hospitable welcome in Publius’s home (28:7–9); and the Maltese
provide Paul with what he needs for his journey as they grant
honors to him (28:9–10).

Luke does something similar, of course, with the so-called
Parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10. One aspect of Jesus’s
genius—to use an insight from John Dominic Crossan—is seen
in his forcing the lawyer and reader “to put together two impos-
sible and contradictory words for the same person: ‘Samaritan’
(10:33) and ‘neighbor’ (10:36)…. The story demands that the
hearer respond by saying the contradictory, the impossible, the
unspeakable.”24 The story packs the punch that it does precisely

because the reader struggles to say: “The Samaritan was the
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neighbor to the man,” and perhaps even harder, “The Samaritan
obeyed and fulfilled the commands of the Law of Moses.”

A third instance of Luke’s transformation of stigmas and
stereotypes occurs in Luke’s portrait of the first Gentile convert,
the Ethiopian Eunuch, for he is both black and a sexual deviant
by most ancient standards. The Torah forbid castrated men
(those with “crushed testicles”) from full participation in the
temple (see Lev 21:16–23; Deut 23:1). The prophet Isaiah in fact
draws upon the eunuch as a representative for the kinds of out-
casts who will be welcomed into God’s people when God fulfills
his promises (Isa 56:3–8). Eunuchs were frequently portrayed as
soft, feminine, and sexually deviant as they did not conform to
the masculine stereotypes of virility and strength.25 But despite
Luke’s fronting of the man’s identity as a eunuch (Luke 8:27,
34, 38, 39), he activates none of the stereotypes about eunuchs.
Rather, the man is silent, humble, and inquisitive as he reads Isa-
iah and seeks interpretive help from Philip. He welcomes Philip’s
interpretation and pursues baptism and goes back home rejoic-
ing—a model Lukan character to be sure.

Roman centurions, women, and those with physical disabil-
ities could be examined in detail to see that the previous three
examples are not accidental but instead point to a fundamental
feature of Luke-Acts, namely, the worthlessness of stigmatizing
stereotypes for making sense of human existence. The recipients
of divine welcome in Luke-Acts are some of society’s most stig-
matized (and often vulnerable) persons: sinners, tax-collectors,
eunuchs, Samaritans, the poor and the hungry, the physically
disabled, and barbarians. Jesus is remarkably unconcerned with
a fear of the stranger, being polluted by a sinner, or conform-
ing to good societal standards and cultural norms.26 Amos Yong
has suggested that this theme indicates that those on the margins
of society are included within God’s people as they are so that
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they can stand “as a testimony to the power of God to save all of
us ‘normal’ folk from our discriminatory attitudes, inhospitable
actions, and exclusionary social and political forms of life.”27

In today’s context one of the most stigmatized groups of peo-
ple are the mentally ill. This stigma is demonstrated in a variety
of ways. While some progress seems to have been made regard-
ing the language used to describe people with physical disabili-
ties, the same cannot be said for those who struggle with mental
illness.28 Again, John Swinton describes this dynamic clearly:

Running alongside the biological and psychological
history of people with mental health problems is a form
of social experience that is fundamentally degrading,
exclusionary, and frequently dehumanizing. When we
look into the social experience of people with mental
health problems, we discover a level of oppression,
prejudice, exclusion, and injustice that is deeply con-
cerning. Negative media images, powerful stigmatiz-
ing forces, and exclusion from basic sources of value
are just some of the negative experiences that many
people experience on a daily basis, simply because they
are diagnosed as having a mental health problem.29

When persons in one’s own local church are no longer identified
as people but as a pathology (i.e., a crazy person, a loon, a
schizoid, etc.), when the illness of a person becomes a source
of fear or an opportunity for anxiety that one might be cont-
aminated, then their primary identity as one who has received
God’s welcoming hospitality is sadly lost. One of the primary
insights from those who work within disability studies is how
the broader culture’s perpetuation of using mental disorders as
insults or for the purpose of humor directly and negatively
influences engagement with persons who are actually suffering
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from these disorders.30 Amy Simpson has detailed the ways in
which the church often contributes, with its own unique spiri-
tual twist, to stigmatizing the mentally ill. Some of these include:
the false narrative that Christians should be happy all the time;
the naïve belief that mental illness is always a spiritual and never
a medical matter; the desire for churches to be comprised of
socially acceptable people; the worry that the mentally ill will
create social disruptions; and a theological inability to engage
human vulnerabilities.31

The subversion and rejection of stigma is dependent upon the
previous point regarding hospitality and friendship. Everyone is
dependent upon meaningful relationships and friendships for a
sense of meaning, joy, and self-worth, but if those with men-
tal illness are deprived of these friendships as a result of oth-
ers’ judgment and fear then these inevitably will lead to a deep
loss of their sense of personhood.32 Again, the call here is some-
thing that is as ordinary as it is essential and distinctly Christ-
ian, namely, the necessity for the church to engage in regular,
ordinary friendships with one another and to reject stereotypes
that unduly prejudice one’s perceptions of the other. For per-
sons with mental health challenges, the illnesses of bipolar disor-
der and schizophrenia can too easily turn into labels that define

people as sick or worse, if people are not vigilant in seeing and

befriending the actual person.
33

Part of the church’s mission, then,
is to become friends and allies who stand in solidarity with per-
sons with mental health challenges by rejecting societal stereo-
types of individuals labeled as dangerous, risky, or pollutants. Of
course, this stems from one’s own recognition that they too are
desperately in need of Christ’s welcome and a recognition of
their own human vulnerability.

In Saved by Faith and Hospitality I voiced my agreement with
Heather Vacek’s powerful conclusion by suggesting that the
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church can only continue the same mission of Jesus and the early
church in Luke-Acts by rejecting its obsession with the so-called
normal, with its safe and exclusive boundaries that are privileged
over the witness that the church is a stigmatized community.34

Vacek stated the matter this way:

[T]o be a stigmatized people: to resist social norms
contrary to Christian belief and practice, to eat with
outcasts and tax collectors, with sinners, and with those
who fail, and to remember that Christian identity is
defined by baptism into the body of Christ, not by
adherence (or lack of adherence) to social norms….
Being damned by association should be an expected
part of Christian witness, but it is a reality difficult to
embrace in a society, like modern America, where a
safer, more sanitized Christian belief and practice are
deemed normative.35

If today’s churches are filled only with those whom broader soci-
ety sees as safe and normal, then in what way are churches con-
tinuing the legacy of Jesus and the church in Luke-Acts? Or
do churches unwittingly testify that God’s welcome and friend-
ship come only to those who are socially acceptable? Luke-Acts
demands reflection upon those who are vulnerable and stigma-
tized in society as well as the broader cultural narratives that
result in social exclusion and dehumanizing experiences for these
persons. And it demands reflection upon how to provide friend-
ship, welcome, and care for all persons within the church. One
rather obvious way to do this, in addition to simply being ready
and prepared for new friendships with people outside of one’s
social circle, is to host different kinds of support groups (or part-
ner with other churches who already are doing this) that pro-
vide help for those with mental illnesses. Pastors and leaders
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(and seminary professors) might do just a little work to educate
themselves on the challenges of mental illness and seek to speak,
preach, and pray for one another in ways that deconstruct rather
than reaffirm fears.36 Further reflection could also be done upon
whether today’s ministries empower all people to serve and share
their gifts rather than cause them to remain in a perpetual guest-
like position.

4. God’s Presence in Suffering and Weakness
The experience of suffering can quickly make one question
God’s presence and goodness within their life, but the Scriptures
witness to the reality that God is present within one’s suffering
and weakness, that God often reveals himself through human
vulnerability, and that God accomplishes his mission through
suffering. The witness of the Scriptures with respect to human

suffering is complex (see section 1), and this point should not
be taken to imply that suffering or mental illness is an inherent
good or something to be sought after. But one should consider
how the Scriptures often deconstruct people’s notions of power,
masculinity, and normalcy as privileged goods. God is often
portrayed as acting and working within situations of human
vulnerability. This theme is present throughout Scripture but
most emphatically declared by Paul’s surprising claims that God’s
power is revealed in the cross of Christ and in his bodily suf-
fering: “I will most gladly boast all the more about my weak-
nesses, so that Christ’s power may reside in me. So I take pleasure
in weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and in difficulties,
for the sake of Christ. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2
Cor 12:9–10). But the theme is present in the Lukan writings as
well. For example, in Jesus’s experience of his deepest moments
of suffering and vulnerability, he forgives his executioners (Luke
23:34), enacts salvation for one of the criminals on the cross
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(23:39–43), and entrusts himself to his Father with his last breath

(23:46). Paul, as an incarcerated prisoner on his voyage to Rome,
offers faithful proclamations of the gospel before his fellow Jews
and Roman governors (Acts 22–26) and is instrumental in saving
his fellow crew when they shipwreck on the way to Rome
(27:1–28:10).

There are a variety of lessons here for ways in which one can
learn from suffering and vulnerability, but the ways God works
within suffering are particularly important. First, one’s own per-
sonal experiences of suffering can enable them to sympathize
with others. This is rooted in the remarkable reality that God
himself has entered into human suffering through the Son of
God who himself “learned obedience from the things he suf-
fered” (Heb 5:7). Christians have the call to sympathize with the
pain of others and this is a participation in the divine compas-
sion of the Messiah who had compassion on the sick and the
weak.37 Second, God’s decision to work through suffering and
weakness testifies that vulnerability does not detract from per-

sonhood. Everyone is beset by the vulnerabilities and weaknesses
that characterize human existence, and these can function as
reminders that everyone is needy but that they can live into their
full personhood when they embrace and acknowledge their vul-
nerabilities and need for one another. This embrace can expose
idolatrous attempts to obtain false security through “the cult of
normalcy” and the rejection of one’s own limitations. Thomas
Reynolds says it this way: “Vulnerability is a positive feature of
every human life, a life that becomes its own through depen-
dency upon others in relationships of belonging…. [W]hen we
engage another human being at various levels of weakness and
disability we confront in ourselves something of their weakness
and need.”38
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The goal here has not been to offer specific and concrete pre-

scriptions for what the church should do but rather to provide
some theological resources from Jesus and the early church that
can help people think about the church’s mandate to care for
those challenged by mental illness. Remembering Jesus as healer
challenges the church to continue the healing ministry of Jesus
through offering compassionate care and services that lead to
human flourishing. The church as a context for friendship and
hospitality with one another offers the possibility of it being
a place that celebrates difference and cares for one another in
the midst of suffering and vulnerability. The remembrance of
Jesus and the early church as those who rejected the fears of cul-
tural stigmas and stereotypes can challenge the church to reject
obsessions with normalcy and misguided notions of purity and,
instead, look for means to include those that broader society has
stigmatized.39 And the realization that God is present and works
within suffering can encourage people to find their joy and full
personhood in the recognition of mutual dependence upon one
another even in the midst of vulnerabilities.
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7

First Peter and Atonement Theology
Greg Rosauer

A popular theory of atonement portrays Christ’s death as a legal
exchange: he died in our place suffering the punishment we
deserved. In this model the just wrath of God was poured out on
Christ at the cross in that he experienced the curse of death in
our place. Within this juridical metaphor, Christ’s death is also
pictured as a sacrifice that appeased God by removing sin and
cleansing those who, in Christ, believe. At the heart of it, there
is an exchange framed in juridical and sacrificial terms. This the-
ory is generally known as penal substitutionary atonement, and
many find it to be a distortion in that it portrays a God who
can only forgive by satiating his wrath in the violent killing of
his Son.1 Moreover, this model—especially in popularized ver-
sions—tends to disconnect Christ’s death from his resurrection.
If the mechanism for salvation is primarily about trading places,
Christ’s resurrection came only as a happy surprise since it seems

like a non sequitur. Why didn’t he stay dead? While the juridical
and sacrificial aspects of his death are integral to a biblical under-
standing of atonement, there is something else at the heart of
Christ’s work—namely, his victory over death.

In this essay I attempt to demonstrate the congruity of juridi-
cal, sacrificial, and victorious aspects of the atonement in 1 Pet
3:18. I argue that the suffering of Christ in 3:18ab is both sacri-
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ficial and penal according to Peter’s interpretation of Isa 53 in 1
Pet 2:23c. I then offer a theological interpretation of 3:18de by
considering Christ’s death in the flesh and resurrection by the
Spirit in the broader metaphysical context of a patristic atone-
ment model,2 which accounts for Christ’s victory over death.

1. The Righteous One Delivered Over
First Peter 3:18 seems to draw on a creedal or hymnic formu-
lation of Christ’s suffering.3 As such, it is a brief glance at the
redemptive significance of Christ’s death in support of Peter’s
admonitions to follow Christ’s example (3:8–17), and in so
doing, to participate in the salvation that he provides (4:1–19).

ὅτι καὶ Χριστὸς ἅπαξ περὶ ἁμαρτιῶν ἔπαθεν,4

δίκαιος ὑπὲρ ἀδίκων, ἵνα ὑμᾶς προσαγάγῃ τῷ θεῷ
θανατωθεὶς μὲν σαρκὶ ζῳοποιηθεὶς δὲ πνεύματι·

For even Christ suffered once for sins—the Righteous
One on behalf of the unrighteous ones—in order that
he might bring you to God by being put to death in
the flesh yet being made alive by the Spirit.5

Peter qualifies Christ’s suffering—a euphemism for his death—as
a one-time occurrence, implying that it accomplished some-
thing in the past that is not repeated in the suffering of Christ’s
followers. His suffering was qualitatively different in that it was
περὶ ἁμαρτιῶν (“for sins”), a phrase that evokes sin-offering lan-
guage in the OT.6 Peter’s formulation also recalls his appeal in
2:24a to Christ ὃς τὰς ἁμαρτίας ἡμῶν αὐτὸς ἀνήνεγκεν (“who
himself bore our sins”), and it is reminiscent of διὰ τὰς ἁμαρτίας
αὐτῶν (“because of their sins”) in Isa 53:12e LXX. The substitu-
tionary aspect of the sacrificial language becomes clear in 1 Pet
3:18b: δίκαιος ὑπὲρ ἀδίκων (“the righteous one on behalf of the
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unrighteous ones”). Whether or not δίκαιος (“righteous one”)
is a christological title,7 here its singular form certainly refers to
Christ.8 And given the Isaianic background already broached in
2:21–25, it seems likely that Peter’s “righteous one” alludes to
the “righteous one” (δίκαιον) in Isa 53:11 LXX.9 In contrast, the
plural ἀδίκων (“unrighteous ones”) ostensibly refers to humans
generally and to Peter’s Christian readers particularly since they
were called “out of darkness into his wonderful light” (2:9).

The language of 3:18 is sacrificial, but when Isa 53 is added
to the conceptual background, the nature of Christ’s death is
expanded beyond mere sacrificial metaphor (1:2; 3:18) and ran-
som imagery (1:18–19).10 These themes converge in the creedal
material of 3:18, but the penal aspect of his substitutionary suf-

fering does not seem immediately apparent to many.
11 Does suf-

fering for sins mean that Christ suffered the punishment of sin under
the judgment of God? Certainly, Peter’s purpose in mentioning
Christ’s substitutionary suffering is not to answer this question,
but to comfort and support his readers in the face of persecu-
tion. However, the ease with which Peter accesses Isaiah and
creedal material in bursts of reflection on the redemptive nature
of Christ’s death betrays a theological structure to the nature of
that redemptive event. He thought it accomplished something as
the basis for inspiring exemplary behavior. Though much could
be said about Christ’s substitutionary suffering in 1 Peter, for the
purpose of understanding the penal aspect, I will focus on 2:23c
as the background to Christ’s vicarious suffering in 3:18.

In 2:21, Peter transitions from imploring slaves to endure
unjust suffering to the basis on which they should do so, namely,
the example of Christ: “Christ suffered for you [ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν],
leaving you an example” (2:21b). Peter is not being redundant
here. Christ’s suffering “for you” refers to his redemptive sac-
rificial suffering, and it anticipates the sin-bearing language to
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come in 2:24.12 Yet Christ’s suffering, while uniquely “for you”
in a redemptive sense, is also an example (ὑπογραμμός) to be
followed.13 Peter weaves both the redemptive and exemplary
themes together in his interpretation of Isaianic material in
2:22–25.14

Peter portrays Jesus as the blameless Isaianic Servant who,
though unjustly persecuted, did not retaliate (2:22–23b). Peter
then adds an awkward clause, παρεδίδου δὲ τῷ κρίνοντι
δικαίως (“But who delivered… over to the one who judges
justly,” 2:23c). The active imperfect verb παρεδίδου (“deliv-
ered… over”) has no direct object, causing some interpreters to
supply “his cause”15 or “his enemies.”16 In this scenario, Christ
handed over his cause to be vindicated or handed over his ene-
mies to the judgment of God. Most, however, take the participle
as reflexive by supplying “himself.”17 In this case, παραδίδωμι
expresses Christ’s committing or entrusting himself to God who
will vindicate him—e.g., “he entrusted [παρεδίδου] himself to
him who judges justly” (NIV).18 In all these cases, 2:23c com-
pletes a sequence of ways in which Peter’s readers should emu-
late Christ’s attitude in suffering.19

Yet, rather than construing 2:23c as merely another way to
emulate Christ’s attitude, there is reason to suppose that it sets
up Peter’s reflection on the redemptive nature of Christ’s death
in the following verses.20 It is a transitional clause even as it
is the finishing clause in the sequence of Christ’s exemplary
behavior.21 That is, the lack of a direct object for παραδίδωμι
(“delivered… over”) causes an ambiguity that results in a double

entendre: παραδίδωμι expresses both the self-abandoning devo-
tion that Christ displayed toward God, and the realization that this
giving over of himself elicited the justice of God because he took
sins upon himself.22

The latter meaning, which is the focus here,
is evoked by Peter’s employment of Isa 53 where παραδίδωμι
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(“delivered… over”) occurs three times (53:6, 12 [2X]).23 Peter’s
use of the term ties into his broader appeal to the context in Isa
53 which itself contributed to the passion traditions in the NT.

Concerning the use of παραδίδωμι in the NT, wherever
Christ is the subject or object of the verb the meaning always has
his betrayal, suffering, or death in view. Though Christ is always
the one being handed over, the one who does the handing over
and to whom he is handed over varies. He is handed over from
Judas to the Chief Priests, from the Chief Priests and Jews to
Pilate, and from Pilate to the cross itself.24 With these iterations
in mind, it is understandable why Paul uses the imperfect to
describe “the night in which he was handed over [παρεδίδετο]”
(1 Cor 11:23). Peter’s use of the imperfect in 2:23c might rely
on that traditional eucharist material, but it is especially appro-
priate for Peter’s aim to show that Christ endured suffering and
abuse repeatedly as an example to endure in the same way.25 In
other epistles a theological or christological agency overrides any
other agency in the verb—either God hands Jesus over (Rom
4:25; 8:32), or Jesus gives himself up (Gal 2:20; Eph 5:2, 25).26

The complexity of who does the handing over and to whom
Christ is delivered in the NT is mirrored in the experience of
Isaiah’s Servant. Isaiah 53 brings out a troubling tension between
the injustice of the Servant’s suffering and the fact that it was the
Lord who “delivered him over to our sins” (παρέδωκεν αὐτὸν
ταῖς ἁμαρτίαις ἡμῶν, 53:6c LXX).27 In other words, it looked as
though the people in Isa 53 were punishing the Servant unjustly
(53:4), but in fact he was being offered as an unblemished sacri-
fice for sins by the Lord. There was a divine sacrificial intent to
the Servant’s death which operated behind and above the wicked
intent of the people (53:5b, 8b, 10a, 12b).

But the imagery of Isa 53 is not only sacrificial, it is irreducibly
juridical as well. In his death “he was reckoned with the lawless”
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(ἐν τοῖς ἀνόμοις ἐλογίσθη, 53:12d LXX), which is to say—para-
doxically—that he was counted among the lawless who unjustly
killed him (53:5a). Thus, in a sacrificial way, he legitimately suf-
fered the penal consequences of “bearing our sins,”28 and so the
injustice of his death is in fact the rectifying justice of God in
action.

Peter brings out this tension in 1 Pet 2:23c: παρεδίδου δὲ τῷ
κρίνοντι δικαίως (“but delivered himself over to the one who

judges justly”). For Peter, Christ is the exemplar of unjust suffer-
ing according to Isa 53, but as in Isaiah so here Christ’s suffer-
ing is more complex than simple victimhood. That complexity
is signaled by the awkward use of παρεδίδου, thus functioning
as a transition to Peter’s reflection on the uniquely redemptive
sacrifice of Christ in 2:24–25. Behind the ostensible causes of
Christ’s suffering, the higher reality for Peter is that Christ will-
ingly gave himself over to be judged by the just judge—God.29

In 2:24ab, Peter makes two important connections that eluci-
date this meaning of 2:23c. He draws on Isa 53:4 and 12 LXX
in stating that Christ “himself bore our sins” (1 Pet 2:24a), which
is then qualified with two prepositional phrases echoing Deut
21:23 LXX (1 Pet 2:24b).

In its two occurrences in Isa 53:12 LXX, παραδίδωμι
(“deliver over”) is passive yet it implies that the Lord is giving
over the Servant (cf. 53:6c). In the second instance, it links
παραδίδωμι closely with the bearing of sins.

καὶ αὐτὸς ἁμαρτίας πολλῶν ἀνήνεγκεν καὶ διὰ τὰς
ἁμαρτὶας αὐτῶν παρεδόθη.

and he bore the sins of many, and because of their sins
he was delivered over. (Isa 53:12ef)
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This conceptual link in the background suggests that Peter’s
use of παραδίδωμι in 1 Pet 2:23c should be understood in
light of the description to come in 2:24a: ὃς τὰς ἁμαρτίας
ἡμῶν αὐτὸς ἀνήνεγκεν (“who himself bore our sins”),30 which,
as I’ve argued, evokes the sacrificial function of Christ’s death.
The sacrificial language is then extended with the clarification
that Christ’s bearing of sins was ἐν τῷ σώματι αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ τὸ
ξύλον (“in his body on the tree,” 2:24b), which alludes to Deut
21:22–23 LXX:31

Now if there is in someone sin, a judgment of death,
and he dies and you hang him on a tree, his body
shall not sleep upon the tree [οὐκ ἐπικοιμηθήσεται τὸ
σῶμα αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ τοῦ ξύλου], but with burial you shall
bury him that same day, for anyone hanging on a tree
is cursed by a god32 [ὅτι κεκατηραμένος ὑπὸ θεοῦ πᾶς
κρεμάμενος ἐπὶ ξύλου]. (NETS)

As with the sacrificial and juridical matrix of Isa 53 itself, Peter’s
use of Deut 21:23 with its juridical context complicates any pic-
ture of Christ’s suffering for sins that is merely sacrificial.33 The
mode of capital punishment in Deuteronomy is not a wooden
pole or tree per se. Rather the display of the body on a pole
after execution signified the divine accursedness of a person who
was (presumably) rightfully put to death. The Romans had man-
aged to combine the mode of execution with the ignominious
public exhibition of the criminal’s body. As such the cross itself
evoked the idea of punishment, but in the covenantal context of
Deut 21:23, the penal notion takes a theological turn—i.e., the
display of the body ἐπὶ ξύλου (“on a tree”) entailed the curse
of God.34 Thus, Peter’s use of the prepositional phrases (“in his
body on the tree”) clarifies what it meant for Christ to bear sins:
he suffered a divinely cursed death—which compliments Peter’s
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expression that Christ “delivered himself over to the just judge”
(1 Pet 2:23c).35

In sum, Peter’s use of παραδίδωμι (“deliver… over”)
expresses both the self-abandoning trust that Christ displayed
toward God, and also the realization that this giving over of
himself elicited the just judgment of God because he took sins
upon himself.36 Christ willingly gave himself over to the justice
of God (2:23c), knowing that he was bearing sins (2:24a), and
consequently incurred the penalty of death—a death that signi-
fied the divine curse (2:24b).

Though redemptive, the purpose of Christ’s suffering is also
participatory—”so that we might die to sins and live for right-
eousness” (2:24c NIV). Peter returns to the death/life merism
in 3:18 with reference to Christ’s redemptive suffering and he
draws out the participatory implications in 4:1–7, noting later
that his readers should “rejoice inasmuch as you participate
[κοινωνεῖτε] in the sufferings of Christ” (4:13 NIV). This thread
culminates in the expectation of eschatological judgment where
Christians “who suffer according to God’s will should commit
[παρατιθέσθωσαν] themselves to their faithful Creator and
continue to do good” (4:19 NIV).37 As with the Servant in Isa
53, there is a divine intent behind the suffering of Christians
which should prompt them to entrust their lives to God. In this
way they are following Christ’s example of self-abandoning trust
in God, but their entrusting (παρατίθημι) lacks the uniquely
redemptive significance trigged by Christ’s “delivering… over”
(παραδίδωμι). This notion of Christ’s sacrificial and penal death
stands behind Christ’s substitutionary suffering in 3:18. Thus,
the Righteous One suffered the curse of God’s judgment in his
body on the tree on behalf of the unrighteous whose sins he
bore. He did this ἵνα ὑμᾶς προσαγάγῃ τῷ θεῷ (“to bring you
to God,” 3:18c).
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2. Death in the Flesh and Life by the Spirit
The effect of Christ’s penal death results in reconciled existence
with God. But it is not merely so because a sacrifice and judg-
ment took place. Rather it takes effect by virtue of Christ’s
human and divine natures as he was “put to death in the flesh
yet made alive by the Spirit” (3:18de).38 The two participles,
θανατωθείς and ζῳοποιηθείς, that modify the reconciling
effect of Christ’s substitutionary death are instrumental—“by
being put to death” and “by being made alive,” Christ brought
them to God.39 The juxtaposition of these events binds them
inextricably together so that Christ’s death and resurrection are

the how of atonement.
The two datives (σαρκί and πνεύματι) that modify the

respective participles are debated. Most take them as datives of
respect (“in respect to [his] flesh/spirit”) or sphere (“in the realm
of the flesh/spirit”).40 Some argue that they are instrumental (“put
to death by flesh [i.e., by humans]” and “made alive by the
Spirit”).41 These positions maintain that the datives must have a
parallel sense. Yet if the material is hymnic or creedal, a formal
parallel would not necessitate such a parallel. Poetic language
often omits and abbreviates for formal economy while investing
the same forms with different senses.42 Thomas Schreiner’s inter-
pretation seems to be the best way forward: “the two datives are
not used in precisely the same way; the first is a dative of ref-
erence, and the second is a dative of agency. Christ was put to
death with reference to or in the sphere of his body, but on the
other hand he was made alive by the Spirit.”43 Or as Calvin put it:

“Flesh here means the outward man; and Spirit means the divine
power, by which Christ emerged from death a conqueror.”44

While “flesh” certainly includes the physical body, it connotes
something more. The physical body is the visible aspect of lim-
ited and perishable human existence—“σάρξ is the perishable
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par excellence.”45 Peter earlier described this frail and corruptible
nature by quoting Isa 40:6: πᾶσα σὰρξ ὡς χόρτος (“All flesh
is like grass”).46 The flesh, then, is not merely the physical body
but the perishable mode in which humans live prior to resur-
rection.47 Thus, when Peter highlights that Christ “bore our sins
in his body [ἐν τῷ σώματι αὐτοῦ] on the tree” (2:24), he is
instantiating the most conspicuous feature of Christ’s fleshly and
perishable existence: the outward man, or in Paul’s terms, the
descendant of David.48 Thus, it was in that mode and realm of
existence that Christ was put to death.

But what role does the Spirit play in this two-step sequence
of reconciliation? Theologically, it seems of little consequence
whether the dative πνεύματι connotes respect/sphere (“in the
spirit”) or agency (“by the Spirit”); for the former would cer-
tainly imply the work of the Holy Spirit. But if the statement was
drawn from creedal material, it seems more likely that it refers
to the agency of the Holy Spirit.49 While the death of Christ is
obviously important, given the space that Peter allots to describ-
ing it in 3:18ab and in 2:21–25, grammatically, the first clause in
the μέν… δέ construction sets up the background for the vital
point in the second.50 Thus, the stress falls on the instrumentality
of Christ’s resurrection in bringing them to God. The death of
Christ in the flesh opens upon a new existence by the Spirit. Res-
urrection is the telos of Christ’s death because it is by the Holy
Spirit—which is the Spirit of Christ (1:11–12), the Spirit of God
(4:14). But how does that work? What is it about the Spirit that
enlivens his body?

Thematically in the NT, Christ’s resurrection is more than
a forensic vindication “by the Spirit.”51 In 3:18, Christ wasn’t
made alive because he was judged to be righteous. Of course,
he was righteous (2:22), but his sinlessness has more to do with
the perfection of his sacrifice than with the efficacy of the Spirit
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in resurrection. In Acts, Peter proclaims the injustice of Christ’s
death, but God does not raise Christ because he was exonerated;
rather, he was freed from “the pangs of death because it was not
possible for death to keep its hold on him” (Acts 2:24).52 The
imagery is not merely vindication but victory. It was the sin-
gular divine life of the Spirit “by which Christ emerged from
death a conqueror.”53 Thus, as Reinhard Feldmeier observes, it is
Christ’s participation in the Spirit that “brings about precisely in
the sphere of death the conquest of the same.”54 Which is to say
that the consequence of his death in the flesh can issue only in
the reversal of that death because “in him was life” (John 1:4).55

“For what does it mean,” asks Augustine, “that he was brought
to life in the spirit but that the same flesh in which alone he was
put to death rose by the life-giving spirit?”56

Benjamin Myers describes the development of this logic in
what he calls the patristic atonement model with its attendant
metaphysical assumptions,57 two of which are highlighted here:
(1) death is the privation or corruption of being, and (2) God
is being or life and he cannot by nature undergo death—he is
impassible. Since death is not a positive thing against which God
struggles, Peter’s language in Acts that death cannot hold Christ
down or Calvin’s assertion that Christ emerges a conqueror are
truly metaphorical. Christ did not overcome death in a cosmic
struggle or a hard-won battle against Satan and the powers.58

Rather, as easily as light dispels darkness, so too when impassible
divine life meets death in the flesh of Christ, the privation is filled
and death itself is reversed. Gregory of Nyssa put it like this, “For
it is not in the nature of darkness to endure the presence of light,
nor can death exist where life is active.”59 Or to use a metaphor
from 1 Peter, “by his wounds you have been healed” (2:24e;
cf. Isa 53:5). While modern commentators usually find in this
statement a paradox,60 a metaphysical commitment to impassi-
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ble divine life dwelling in the incarnate Christ makes good sense
of it. The wound of death in his flesh was met with his life in
the Spirit. And as Peter’s notion of suffering with Christ is par-
ticipatory (4:13), so the salvation that he provides for humanity
is a participation in resurrected existence: “You have been born
again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the
living and enduring word of God” (1:23 NIV). Thus, being truly
human, Christ enlivens not only his own body by the Spirit but
human nature generally, which had for so long suffered the cor-
ruption of sin and death. Athanasius described the participation
this way:

Therefore, assuming a body like ours, because all peo-
ple were liable to the corruption of death, [the Word]
surrendered [his body] to death for all humanity, and
offered it to the Father. He presented it to the Father as
an act of pure love for humanity, so that by all dying
in him the law concerning the corruption of humanity
might be abolished… and [so] that he might turn back
to a state of incorruption those who had fallen into a
state of corruption, and bring them to life by the fact
of his death, by the body which he made his own, and
by the grace of his resurrection.61

While theologically more developed, Athanasius’s meaning
seems entirely consistent with 1 Peter’s participatory notion of
atonement. The imperishable Word took on a perishable human
nature “to bring you to God” so that when he succumbed to

death in the flesh he brought the fullness of his deity by the Spirit
to fill the gaping wound of death thereby reversing death for his
own humanity and for all those who participate in him—who are
born again (1:23) and baptized (3:21), which is the grace of his
resurrection.
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3. Atonement as Sacrificial, Juridical, and Victorious
Undoubtedly, patristic writers drew their atonement logic from
the NT itself, concentrated portrayals of which can be found in
Colossians and Hebrews. In Col 2:9–15, God forgives our sins
by Christ absorbing their legal consequence in himself on the
cross (2:14), which is simultaneously the triumph of the cross
(2:15) because Paul assumes that in Christ the fullness of deity
encountered death in Christ’s body (2:9). And in Heb 2:14–17,
the author assumes the divine status of Christ (1:2–3) as he works
out why the Son took a human nature. He did so to destroy
death and the devil (2:14) and to become a priest for us (2:17).
In his divinity he is able to overcome death, and in his humanity
he is able to offer his death on behalf of our sins. In both Colos-
sians and Hebrews there is a blending of the triumphant vic-
tory of Christ with judicial and sacrificial imagery respectively.62

The key to their effortless mixture is the humanity and deity
of Christ. A seed of the same logic appears in 1 Pet 3:18de in

the juxtaposition of flesh and Spirit. On the one hand, dying in
the flesh, Christ died as a human for our sins (3:18ab) under the
just judgment of God (2:23c). On the other hand—and what is

more—being made alive by the Spirit, Christ conquered death for
humanity in his resurrection because the Spirit in him is the full-
ness of divine life and power.

While penal substitution is a vital aspect of atonement in 1
Pet 3:18, it operates in concert with Christ’s victory over the
grave. With characteristic profundity, Augustine brings together
the sacrificial, juridical, and victorious threads of atonement in
saying, “It was of course on our behalf that [Christ], in whom
the prince of the world and the lord of death found nothing, did
away with the death that he did not deserve.”63 Though with-
out sin, Christ delivered himself over to the just judge to suffer
a death sentence for sins that he did not deserve—the Righteous
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One for the unrighteous—so that in death he might discard death
by virtue of his inextinguishable life-giving Spirit.64 In doing so,
Christ has brought us to God.
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Eschatology in 1 Peter 4:12–19, StBibLit 33 [New York: Peter Lang, 2002], 179
n. 18).

22. Dubis makes a similar argument for this double meaning (Messianic Woes
in First Peter, 178–182).

23. Achtemeier’s assertion that “there is no reflection of language from Isaiah
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24. In the Gospels, the verb refers to Judas, “the betrayer,” or what he does
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(Matt 20:18; 27:2, 18; Mark 10:33; 15:1, 10; Luke 18:32; 20:20; John 18:30, 35,
36; 19:11). An interesting usage occurs in John 19:30: καὶ κλίνας τὴν κεφαλὴν
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3:19): ἐν ᾧ… (“By whom…”). On which see Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 252.
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is the one he is. From the standpoint of the resurrection, Jesus’ entire temporal
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Peter’s Gospel to the Martyrs
David D. Danielson II

Εἰς τοῦτο γὰρ καὶ νεκροῖς εὐηγγελίσθη, ἳνα
κριθῶσιν μὲν κατὰ ἀνθρώπους σαρκί, ζῶσιν δὲ
κατὰ θεὸν πνεύματι.

For this is why the gospel was preached even to those
who are dead that though judged in the flesh the way
people are, they might live in the spirit the way God
does. (1 Pet 4:6)1

After almost two thousand years, Peter’s gospel to the dead (1
Pet 4:6) continues to strike readers as a “curious and strange
text.”2 Who proclaimed good news and when? Who listened and
where?3 In the mid-twentieth century, W.J. Dalton identified
four views on the identity of the “dead.”4 More recently, David
Horrell has distilled the debate as between two views regard-
ing the substantival adjective νεκροῖς (“the dead”). One view is
that human beings who were “already dead” encountered the
gospel message in the realm of the dead. The other view is that
people heard and believed the gospel on earth but had “since
died” before Peter wrote his epistle.5 Whereas Horrell takes the
“already dead” view, this essay will argue for a version of the
“since died” view.6 In particular, I will argue that “the dead” of
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1 Pet 4:6 were Anatolian Christians who had been slandered in
court, found guilty, and put to death. In the Great Assize (1 Pet

4:5), God will conduct a trial de novo with respect to those who
suffered and died as Christians (1 Pet 4:15–17). The good news
for these dead is that the lower court’s judgment will be thrown
out, and the divine court will award to these defendants far more
than compensatory damages—namely, resurrection. In a word,
then, Peter’s gospel to the dead was good news for the Anatolian
martyrs and good news to his readers.7

First, I will address the historical question: What kinds of per-
secution did Peter’s readers face? Much of recent Petrine scholar-
ship has depicted persecution of Christians in first-century Asia
Minor as local and sporadic, consisting of verbal assault and
social ostracism. On this view, Peter’s readers faced persecu-
tions, but not prosecutions. Pagan hostility was local, popular,
and informal. This account needs to be revised.

Second, I will offer a new take on 1 Pet 4:6 by framing
the identity of “the dead” in terms of the concessive clause
“they were judged.” Interpreters have understood this aorist pas-
sive subjunctive (κριθῶσιν) in essentially three ways: judged by
God, criticized by humans, or judged in court. The third seems
most likely, revealing a martyriological significance in this “curi-
ous and strange text.”8

1. Persecutions in Asia Minor
What kinds of persecution had “grieved” the churches in Asia
Minor? Did some Christians stand trial for their participation in
what one Roman governor called “a perverse and immoderate
superstition”?9 Or were persecutions merely unofficial forms of
social hostility?
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1.1 The C1.1 The Currurrent Cent Consensus: Unofficial Ponsensus: Unofficial Persecution Viewersecution View
While older scholarship posited that the Roman Empire made
persecution of Christians a matter of official policy,10 the current
consensus holds that the persecutions suffered by Peter’s readers
were unofficial.11 This view precludes a martyriological inter-
pretation of 1 Pet 4:6. Three points typify the unofficial persecu-
tion position.

First, at the time of the letter’s composition (ca. AD 60–95),
the Roman Empire had not proscribed the Christian faith.12

Christians of this period did not face “organized Roman persecu-
tion,” nor had they been dubbed “enemies of the state.”13 In fact,
the correspondence of Trajan and Pliny shows a lack of imperial
policy regarding the Christian movement.14

Second, the suffering of Peter’s readers was popular and con-
sisted largely of verbal assault and social antipathy. John Elliott
refers to the “disparagement and abuse” inflicted by “hostile
unbelievers.”15 Likewise, J. Ramsey Michaels states that “the
actual abuse of Christians with which [Peter] seems most con-
cerned is verbal abuse (e.g., 2:12, 15, 23; 3:9, 16; 4:4, 14b).”16

According to Paul Achtemeier, Peter’s readers faced “reproach
and obloquy (1 Pet 4:14)….”17 And for Karen Jobes, the letter
depicts “verbal slander, malicious talk, and false accusations (1:6;
2:12, 15; 3:9, 16; 4:12, 16).”18

Third, any aggressions and violence against Christians gener-
ally were local and sporadic. Outbursts of hostility (e.g., against
Stephen in Acts 7:54–60) occurred because of “the flare-up of
local hatreds rather than because Roman officials were engaged
in the regular discharge of official policy.”19

In sum, Elliott notes that “anti-Christian actions against indi-
viduals or groups were sporadic, generally mob-incited, locally
restricted, and unsystematic in nature.”20 Probably for this rea-
son, Dalton says that martyrdom in 1 Pet 4:6 would be “foreign
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to the context.”21 Accordingly, Martin Williams finds death via
“formal legal proceedings” to be unlikely “since there is nothing
in 1 Peter to suggest that, at this time, there existed an official
policy of state-organised persecution resulting in martyrdom.”22

Thus, a reference to martyrs in 1 Pet 4:6 is flatly dismissed.

1.2 Rec1.2 Recovery of the Median Povery of the Median Persecution Viewersecution View
Travis Williams has offered a forceful rejoinder to the unofficial

persecution view by examining inter alia the structures of civic
and judicial authority in first-century Roman Anatolia.23

According to him, the unofficial view is not a recent develop-
ment.24 And the official/unofficial dichotomy oversimplifies ear-
lier Petrine scholarship. Many who are said to hold the official
view were in fact more nuanced than current scholarship con-
cedes.25 Thus, T. Williams argues for a third position that he sees
in previous Petrine scholarship, and which he dubs the “median”
view of persecution.26

The median view hypothesizes a combination of official and
unofficial hostility against first-century Christians. This hostility

was not “the result of laws passed down by the Roman govern-
ment which proscribed the Christian faith” but stemmed from

“the important influence of the Neronian pogroms, both on the
local populace as well as on governing officials.” Nero’s violence

is thought “to have set a precedent for the treatment of Chris-
tians.”27 Moreover, several texts in 1 Peter (2:11–17; 3:14b–16)
could easily reflect “a more formal conflict situation,” and “there
is no more natural environment in which to envision these
events than the Anatolian courts.”28 In particular, the remarks
of 4:15–19 reflect the criminalized status of Christianity in this
period.29

During this time, “believers were not actively sought by the
local or provincial authorities.” Any prosecution of Christians
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occurred because of “official accusations” brought by individu-
als.30 Most criminal cases, including capital cases such as “adul-
tery, sacrilege, and murder,” had to be tried by the provincial
governor, who would make yearly circuits of the province.31 If
a governor decided to hear a case, “the formal procedure of a
trial, the rendering of a verdict, and the dispensing of appropri-
ate punishments were all dependent upon the personal discretion
of the governor.”32

At the same time, “relatively few [Christians] ever suffered
capital punishment” during the first three centuries of Christian
history.33 Thus, “destructive, escalated conflict [was] more often
sporadic and episodic rather than permanent and decisive.”34

Reasons for this include personal risks to the accuser, who could
suffer penalties if the accused Christian recanted; the caprice and
broad discretion exercised by the provincial governor in both
verdict and sentencing; and the scarcity of the governor’s judicial
presence, who alone in the province could impose capital pun-
ishments.35 The costs of attending the governor’s tribunal must
also have deterred would-be litigants.36 These and still other rea-
sons37 explain why an “effectively illegal” religion did not regu-
larly meet with violent suppression by Roman authorities.

Though evidence for an official view of persecution is lack-
ing,38 the unofficial persecution view has overcompensated. It
will not do simply “to pose as alternatives informal public hostil-
ity and official Roman persecution.”39 Such a dichotomy falsely
assumes “a hard and fast separation… between popular animosity
and official persecution.”40 The work of T. Williams has recov-
ered the median persecution view, prevalent among earlier
scholarship, by recognizing how Nero’s pogroms would have
impacted local authorities.41

In summary, a strong argument can be made that Christianity
was effectively illegal at the time of Peter’s writing. The officially
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sanctioned action of Nero against Christians, in Rome no less,
associated Christians with criminal behavior or at least with
imperial condemnation. In this light, Peter’s reference to “gov-
ernors as sent by [God] to punish those who do evil” (2:14) is
striking. His emphasis upon doing good and not evil in the pub-
lic eye (2:11–12; 2:15–16; 2:19–21; 3:16–17) seems to imply that
slander against Christians included content of a criminal nature
(4:15–16).

2. Gospel to the Martyrs
Taking the median view of persecution, this study reframes the
question of “the dead” in the interpretation of 1 Pet 4:6a: In
what sense were they “judged” (κριθῶσιν)? Intriguingly, inter-
preters who disagree on the identity of “the dead” overlap in
their assessment of “judged.” In this section, three interpretations
of “judged” (κριθῶσιν) will be assessed. For ease, I will refer to
1 Pet 4:6b as the “judgment clause” or the “concessive clause.”

Preliminarily, the meaning of “judged” partly hinges upon
the meanings of its two adverbial modifiers: κατὰ ἀνθρώπους
(“according to humans”) and σαρκί (“in/by/with respect to the
flesh”). The latter will be addressed in section 2.2. The former

has been understood to indicate (i) the nature of those judged

(i.e., “as/like humans”), (ii) the standard of their being judged

(i.e., “according to human standards”), or (iii) the perspective from
which they are judged (i.e., “according to a human perspective”).

2.1 W2.1 Werere the Dead Judge the Dead Judged by God?ed by God?
Some understand the word “judged” to mean “judged by God.”
There are two variations within this view: death as divine judg-
ment or divine judgment on the Last Day.

The first version asserts that death is God’s judgment on sin.
As God warned Adam, the consequence of disobedience would
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be death (Gen 2:17).42 On this reading of the judgment clause,
all human beings who live in the fleshly realm (σαρκί) experi-
ence divine judgment in the form of death.

Death as divine judgment fits into the “since died” reading for
Dalton, who says that through participation in Christ, believ-
ers are brought through “the lot common to all men” into life.43

Alan Stibbs writes that when believers hear and receive the
gospel, they die, and thus “the judgment due to them as sinners

is fully accomplished in this world, i.e. in the flesh….”
44

Proponents of the “already dead” view also assert this meaning
of “judged.” J.W.C. Wand writes: “The point is that the dead
have already suffered some judgment either in the manner of
their death or in the penalties they have undergone in their life
on the earth.”45 C.E.B. Cranfield explains the concessive clause to
mean “though they have died, as all men must (death itself being
regarded as God’s judgment).”46 For Goppelt, “condemnation is
executed in their death,” as attested in scriptural and early Jew-
ish sources.47 Horrell also appeals to a scriptural basis to describe
death “as a sign of judgment for sin,” but he notes that “I Peter
insists that this is a human perspective.”48

A second version of the judged-by-God view is proposed by
Bo Reicke, who argues that “judged” in 4:6 refers to God’s judg-
ment on the Last Day, just as it did in 4:5.49 The downfall of the
death-as-divine-judgment view is twofold. First, it sharply dis-
tinguishes between two species of God’s judgment in the span
of three clauses.50 In 4:5, the Last Day judgment is in view,
whereas in 4:6, the judgment stated is a biblical gloss on death.
The accompanying modifiers in 4:6, “according to humans” and
“in the flesh,” make such a nuance semantically possible, but one
wonders if a simpler solution lies at hand. Second, the death-
as-divine-judgment view must interpret “according to humans”
as indicating the common lot of humanity, what I have called
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the nature translation. Yet several scholars argue that the modifier
κατὰ ἀνθρώπους (“according to humans”) indicates standard or
perspective. If they are right, it would be absurd to assert a divine
judgment according to human standards, and it is unlikely that
unbelieving pagans would have appealed to a scriptural view of
death.51

A Last Day judgment in 4:6b is more persuasive, as argued by
Reicke. For him, both “dead” and “judge” should be interpreted
consistently in 4:5–6, and the word γάρ (“For,” 4:6) presents the
gospel proclamation to “the dead” as the legal basis for God’s
judgment of all “living and dead” (v. 5).52 If “the dead” have not
changed between the two verses, why should the meaning of
“judge” change?53 The tense/mood of “judged” (κριθῶσιν) is no
obstacle, since the aorist subjunctive could refer to past, present,
or future time.54

The obvious obstacle to this reading is construing the word
σαρκί (“in the flesh”) to mean “physically.”55 Reicke seeks to
resolve this difficulty by demonstrating early Jewish and early
Christian belief in a universal resurrection of righteous and
wicked unto both life and judgment.56 However, this attempt
must be deemed unsuccessful. Earlier in the letter, Peter quotes
from Isa 40 to depict the frailty and mortality of human gen-
erations: “All flesh [πᾶσα σάρξ] is grass…” (1:24). More at
hand, the parallel between 3:18 and 4:6 is unmistakable.57 In
3:18, Peter writes: “For Christ also suffered once for sins… being
put to death in the flesh [σαρκί] but made alive in the spirit
[πνεύματι].” According to Karen Jobes, most scholars find these
two datives pointing “either to two spheres of Christ’s existence
(the earthly sphere versus the eschatological) or to two modes
of his personal existence (in human form before his death and
in glorified form after his resurrection).”58 Either sense would
fit with the usage of σαρκί (“in the flesh”) both in 4:1, “Christ
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suffered in the flesh [σαρκί],” and in 4:2, where believers are
to pursue God’s will during “the rest of the time in the flesh
[ἐν σαρκί].”59 Throughout the letter, σάρξ (“flesh”) serves as a
synecdoche for frail, mortal existence on earth. Contra Reicke,
the modifier σαρκί (“in the flesh”) is not a blunt reference to
physicality. Rather, Peter writes that the “dead” were “judged” in
the realm/existence characterized by mortal “flesh.”

2.2 W2.2 Werere the Dead Criticized by He the Dead Criticized by Humans?umans?
A second view holds that “the dead” were criticized by humans.
According to this view, those who had believed the gospel had
faced ridicule and slander during their time “in the flesh,” and
the Last Judgment not only holds their critics accountable (4:5)
but vindicates these berated believers through resurrection (4:6).

According to Selwyn, the Thessalonian conundrum was
“modified and accentuated by the fact of persecution and social
ostracism at the hands of men who lived wholly for the flesh and
scorned all idea of future retribution and eternal life. ‘What good
is Christianity,’ they said, ‘when like the rest of us you die?’”60

Dalton refers to the apparent condemnation of death, which
is, from a human and pagan perspective, “the final verdict on
human destiny, the verdict of annihilation.”61 And Jobes com-
ments, “Accountability after death was not widely taught in the
pagan world.”62 Proponents of this view thus find an echo of
pagan criticism in Peter’s reference to fallen believers as simply
“the dead.”

Lexically, the word κρίνω (“to judge”) can mean “pass an
unfavorable judgment upon, criticize, find fault with, con-
demn.”63 The strength of the criticized-by-humans view is that
this meaning of “judged” fits both with the context 4:1–4 (which
culminates in the phrase “and they malign you”) and with the
repeated references in 1 Peter to verbal hostility. “The Gen-
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tiles… with their maligning, slander, and reproach (4:4; cf. 2:12;
3:9, 16; 4:14) actively faulted the Christians according to their
own God-opposed norms….”64 These considerations combine
with the unofficial persecution view to support an interpretation
of “judged” as “criticized.”

In addition, this view rightly connects the identity of “the
dead” with the meaning of “judged,” but like the judged-by-
God view, it errs in letting the state of death interpret the
type of judgment that Peter has in mind. Rather, the judgment
or criticism of “the dead” occurs prior to their death. While
the aorist subjunctive κριθῶσιν (“judged”) could refer to dis-
course contemporaneous with Peter’s letter,65 the modifier σαρκί
(“in the flesh”) implies that the judging occurred during their
lives, not after their deaths. More fundamentally, the criticized-
by-humans view overlooks the juxtaposition of “judge” and
“judged” in 4:5–6, and it assumes without proof that Gentile
criticism occurred only in informal settings. While rare, slander
against Christians, especially accusations of criminal behavior
(4:15), could lead to judicial proceedings.

2.3 W2.3 Werere the Dead Judge the Dead Judged in Ced in Court?ourt?
I propose here a third view of the concessive clause: the dead
had been “judged in court.” In a few instances known to Peter,
believers in Asia Minor had been tried in court, where they were
found guilty “according to human standards” and put to death,
marking the end of their time “in the flesh.” To be clear, the
verb κριθῶσιν (“they were judged”) refers simply to their trials.
The results—a guilty verdict and a death sentence—emerge from
Peter’s somewhat awkward reference to them as “the dead.”

The judged-in-court view argues first from the antithesis of
the purpose clause (4:6bc), which thus balances execution and
resurrection: “judged by human standards” vs. “live by God’s

180 David D. Danielson II



standard.” As seen above, interpreters variously connect “judged”
and being “dead,” whether as a scriptural gloss (judged-by-God
view) or as a prong of pagan polemic (criticized-by-humans
view). Actually, the solution is straightforward: God’s decision
(future) to grant life will foil human decisions (past) to inflict
capital punishment. Outside of the verse, one can identify con-
textual and structural support for this view. First, the parallel
with 3:18de supports this interpretation:66

3:18d A
though [Christ was]
put to death

in the fleshly
realm

4:6b A′ though [the dead]
were judged

by human
standards67

in the fleshly
realm

3:18e B yet [he was] made
alive

in the spiritual
realm

4:6c B′ yet they should live by God’s standard in the spiritual
realm

Whereas the agents of execution and resurrection are implied in
3:18, they come to the fore in 4:6. The positive results are iden-
tical: just as Christ was made alive by God (B), believers will live
by God’s standard of judgment (B′). Or negatively, Christ was
executed by humans (A), and certain believers, now dead, had
been judged by human standards (A′).

Second, the sequence of suffering in 4:1–6 repeats that of
Christ, who suffered both popular hostility and capital punish-
ment. Admonishing slaves, Peter writes, “For this is a gracious
thing, when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows while suffer-
ing unjustly [πάσχων ἀδίκως]” (2:19). Peter goes on to narrate
the exemplary suffering of Christ (2:21), who “committed no
sin,” was “reviled” and “suffered” (πάσχων), “continued entrust-
ing himself [παρεδίδου] to him who judges justly [τῷ κρίνοντι
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δικαίως],” and died. Full vindication waits until Christ’s res-
urrection (3:18) and ascension (3:22). With different points of
emphasis, a similar sequence appears in 4:1–5: believers “suf-
fered” (παθών), having “ceased from sin,” and were maligned,
and all will face “him who is ready to judge the living and the
dead.” The sequence is compressed in 4:6: “the dead” had heard
the gospel, “were judged by human standards,” and will “live
according to God’s standard.” Thus, like Christ, “those who suf-
fer” (οἱ πάσχοντες) must do good and thus “entrust their lives
[παρατιθέσθωσαν τὰς ψυχὰς αὐτῶν] to the faithful creator”
(4:19). The template for believers is thus the Passion narrative, in
which verbal aggression led to judicially guided violence. In the
end (4:5, 7), the story of these Anatolian believers (4:6) will reca-
pitulate the story of Christ: “suffering unjustly” (2:19) will give
way to God “judging justly” (2:23).

Furthermore, a trial-execution sequence explains why Peter’s
thought leaps from βλασφημοῦντες (“and they malign you,” 4:4)
to τῷ ἑτοίμως ἒχοντι κρῖναι ζῶντας καὶ νεκρούς (“him who is
ready to judge the living and the dead,” 4:5). Mere mockery in
the streets does not seem to warrant this warning. On the other
hand, this sudden climax makes good sense if the slander of 4:4
had resulted in a miscarriage of justice. God’s judgment looms
over not libel but lynching.

Finally, a martyriological interpretation of 4:6 resonates with
the key pairing of νεκρῶν (“the dead”) and κρίνω (“to judge”).
When God judges (κρῖναι) all the dead (4:5), he will vindicate a
particular group of dead people (4:6), namely, those who heard
the gospel and were “judged” (κριθῶσιν) in court.68 In these
two instances, the word κρίνω (“to judge”) involves different
agents but carries the same basic sense—“to engage in a judicial
process.”69 In 4:6, “judged” does not mean either “criticized”70

or “condemned through a legal process,”71 for the one “ready

182 David D. Danielson II



to judge” (4:5) will not merely “criticize” or only “condemn.”
Rather, God will declare to some human beings life and to others
an unnamed alternative.72 To depict this speech act, Peter and
other NT authors picture a great and final trial over which God
will preside, judging “impartially according to each one’s deeds”
(1:17). The twice pairing of “dead” and “judge” thus effects
an eclipse: divine judgment will overwhelm all human judg-
ments. God’s opponents will answer for their actions (4:5). As
for the faithful dead (4:6), their death sentences will be contra-
vened by God’s verdict of life—a fitting end to the larger section
(3:18–4:6).

In summary, the judged-in-court view is plausible both his-
torically and lexically. This reading attends to the key parallel
with 3:18, balances death with resurrection within 4:6, and real-
izes the theological and rhetorical potential of Peter’s repetitions.

3. Conclusion
The breathless quality of Peter’s gospel to the dead, with its
high concentration of universals, has lent itself to a nether-
worldly reading (people already dead hearing the gospel) and to
claims about the enigmatic nature of Scripture.73 Yet it seems
historically probable that this text was written at a time when
Christianity was effectively illegal—at minimum, some Chris-
tians were being accused of criminal conduct (2:12; 4:15).74

Interpreters have sometimes suggested that “martyrs” could be
a subset of Peter’s “dead,”75 yet they have looked outside of the
letter for an explanation that sits, unencrypted, in the text: await-
ing the Judge of all humanity, these believers had stood trial
before human judges and had subsequently died. In 1 Pet 4:6, a
beautiful catena of universals identifies martyrs with Christ, dig-
nifies their deaths,76 and foretells future vindication.
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The brevity, psychology, and universality of 1 Pet 4:1–6 verge
on poetry. In a poem, an author may achieve economy and
potency through ambiguity and double entendre. One such
point is βλασφημοῦντες (4:4), which lacks a direct object and
could be translated “and they malign”77 or “and they blas-
pheme.”78 The former directs insults against believers; the latter,
against God himself, to whom they will give account (4:5). In
fact, both are in play, and Peter effects the ambiguity by omit-
ting the direct object. “When unbelievers slander the Christians,
they also, wittingly or no, slander God.”79

Similarly, Peter creates polyvalence in the terms “dead” and
“judge.” The expression “him who is ready to judge the living
and dead” (4:5) takes on several meanings. In 4:5, it identifies
God as one who holds the slanderous accountable for their blas-
phemy, yet it points forward to 4:6, where believers will “live
by God’s standard,” recalling God’s final judgment of all. One
day, Peter writes, God will condemn the living Gentiles who
wrongly prosecuted and executed those who did God’s will, and
he will vindicate these dead believers. Having heard of Christ’s
suffering and glories, they were tried by merely human stan-
dards, found guilty, and killed. On the Last Day, these believers
will stand before God. Overturning the sentence of the lower
courts, the High Court will rule in favor of the martyrs “that
they should live.”
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9

Prayer in Apocalyptic Perspective
Brian J. Tabb

The symbolic visions in the book of Revelation challenge readers
to resist worldly compromise, spiritual complacency, and false
teaching.1 They also reassure struggling saints to hold fast to
the testimony of Jesus and maintain hope that the sovereign
God will finally save his people, judge his foes, and consummate
his kingdom through the reigning and returning Lord. These
visions offer a divine perspective on what is true, valuable, and
lasting. They expose the ungodly nature of the world’s political,
cultural, economic, and religious systems destined for destruc-
tion, and they reorient the worldviews and values of God’s peo-
ple around God’s eternal kingdom.2

Revelation’s portrayal of “the prayers of the saints” is one
subtle yet significant way that the book encourages embattled
believers to press on in confident hope. The Apocalypse explic-
itly mentions “the prayers of the saints” only three times (5:8;
8:3–4). However, these petitions—along with the martyrs’ cries
for vindication in 6:10—play a crucial role in the book’s unfold-
ing drama of new exodus salvation and judgment. This essay
seeks to explore the OT background, structural importance, and
theological significance of petitionary prayer in the book of
Revelation.
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1. The Saints’ Prayers as Incense (5:8)
The first clear mention of prayer in the Apocalypse comes in
5:8, where John describes the four living creatures and twenty-
four elders falling down before the Lamb who is found worthy
to take the sealed scroll. Each of these heavenly worshipers holds

“a harp, and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers
of the saints” (αἱ προσευχαὶ τῶν ἁγίων).

3
The harp (κιθάρα)

frequently accompanies praise and thanksgiving to God in the
OT.4 Elsewhere in Revelation, the redeemed hold harps as they
sing “a new song” and “the song of Moses … the song of the
Lamb” (14:2–3; 15:2–3), bringing together the two great sav-
ing events in redemptive history: the exodus from Egypt and the
cross of Christ.5 The golden bowls in their hands contain incense
(θυμιάματα), which John identifies as the prayers of God’s peo-
ple.6

Incense was a staple of Jewish worship in the tabernacle and
the temple throughout biblical history (Exod 30:1–10; 1 Chr
6:34; 28:18; Luke 1:9–10). The altar of incense (θυσιαστήριον
θυμιάματος) stood before the veil separating the holy place from
the most holy place, where the Lord promised to meet with
his people (Exod 30:1, 6). The high priest burned a regular
incense offering every morning and evening (30:7–8), the same
times prescribed for the daily burnt offerings on the altar at the
entrance of the tent of meeting (29:38–42).7

The symbolic depiction of prayers as incense in Rev 5:8
reflects the close association of prayer with sacrifice and offerings
in Ps 141:2 (140:2 LXX): “Let my prayer be counted as incense
before you, and the lifting up of my hands as the evening sac-
rifice!”8 Some interpreters posit that the psalmist envisions his
prayer replacing the formal temple offerings,9 while others rea-
son that prayer regularly accompanies sacrifices and offerings.10

More likely, the psalmist here presents his prayer as analogous to
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those offerings as pleasing acts of worship and devotion to the
Lord.11 The Greek translators of the psalm express this compari-

son with the conjunction ὡς: “Let my prayer succeed as incense
[ὡς θυμίαμα] before you” (NETS). The sweet smell and ascend-
ing smoke from burning incense in the tabernacle or temple
offer a vivid picture of pious petitions entering into God’s glori-
ous presence.

Revelation 5:8 draws upon this symbolic association of incense
and prayer in the OT and Jewish literature, but John goes further
by presenting heavenly beings bringing the saints’ sweet-
smelling prayers directly into the heavenly throne room. The
OT priests regularly offered incense “before the Lord” (ἔναντι
κυρίου) in the tent of meeting (Exod 30:8 LXX). However,
the Apocalypse strikingly presents those holding the bowls of
incense prostrating themselves “before the Lamb” (ἐνώπιον τοῦ
ἀρνίου) after he is revealed as the one worthy to open the
Almighty’s sealed scroll. Moreover, they extol the Lamb as “wor-
thy” using the same language of worship offered to the Creator
God in 4:11 (ἄξιος εἶ, 5:9; cf. 5:12). These parallels signal that
“Christ is being adored on absolutely equal terms with God the
creator!”12

The depiction of the saints’ prayers as golden bowls of incense
contributes to Revelation’s perspective on petitionary prayer in
at least three ways. First, this reassures God’s people that their
prayers are acceptable to God and effective in his cosmic pur-
poses. The twenty-four elders hold these golden bowls in the
heavenly throne room in the presence of the Almighty and the
Lamb. “This picture brings assurance to the church that a pow-
erful angelic ministry is operating in heaven on their behalf,
even though the church is still suffering on earth.”13

Second, John introduces the golden bowls of incense-prayers
at the pivotal point when the Lamb takes the sealed scroll from

Prayer in Apocalyptic Perspective 193



the Almighty and heaven erupts with praise and expectation.
The heavenly scroll in Rev 5:1, modeled after the double-sided
scroll in Ezek 2:9–10, contains God’s eschatological plan of
judgment and salvation.14 The seals indicate that its contents are
secret and inscrutable until Jesus, the worthy seal-breaker, dis-
closes and executes them.15 The context in which John intro-
duces “the prayers of the saints” (5:8) suggests that these petitions
concern “the progress of the gospel on earth” and “focus on
God’s work on earth in salvation and judgment.”16 The mention
of these prayers in the heavenly drama of Rev 5 serves “to pre-
pare the way for their role in the coming of God’s kingdom on
earth.”17

Third, the dramatic heavenly scene in Rev 5 depicts Jesus the
Lamb rightfully receiving the prayers and praise of God’s people.
This reinforces the book’s presentation of Jesus sharing fully in
the identity, authority, prerogatives, and activity of the one true
God.

2. The Martyrs’ Cries for Vindication (6:9–11)
The next prayer scene in the Apocalypse comes in 6:9–11. When
the Lamb opens the scroll’s fifth seal, John sees under the altar the
souls of martyrs who cry out, “O Sovereign Lord, holy and true,
how long before you will judge and avenge our blood on those
who dwell on the earth?” (6:9–10).18 Interpreters debate whether
the “altar” here refers to the altar of burnt offering, the altar of
incense, or a fusion of the two. The sacrificial connotations of
“blood” and the location “under the altar” relate most closely
to the OT description of the altar of burnt offering, where the
priest poured out the blood of sacrificial victims at the altar’s base
(Lev. 4:18, 30, 34).19 Alternatively, Beale identifies the altar in
6:9 with the golden altar of incense situated near the most holy
place, since the book elsewhere refers to the altar of incense in
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8:3–5 and 9:13.20 He reasons that “the imagery of the altar brings
to mind the ideas of both sacrifice and prayers, as incense, asking
God to vindicate those who have been persecuted for righteous-
ness’ sake.”21 More likely, the Apocalypse consistently refers to a
singular “altar” for sacrifice and prayer in the heavenly sanctu-
ary, which combines the functions and imagery of the two altars
in Israel’s tabernacle and temples.22 John’s reference to the souls
under the altar as “slain” (σφάζω) recalls the repeated depiction
of the “slain” Lamb (5:6, 9, 12), which may imply “a kind of par-
ticipation in the shed blood of the Lamb”23 or may signal that
Christ’s followers “will have their sacrificial suffering and appar-
ent defeat turned into ultimate victory.”24

John Paul Heil asserts that the martyrs’ cries set “the agenda
for the remainder of the book.”25 They do not seek personal pay-
back but call for God to reveal his righteous justice on a cosmic
scale,26 for “the Judge of all the earth [to] do what is just” (Gen
18:25). Their question “how long?” (ἕως πότε) resonates with
OT appeals such as Ps 12:1–3 LXX (13:1–3 MT):

How long, O Lord [Ἕως πότε, κύριε], will you totally
forget me?

How long [Ἕως πότε] will you turn your face from
me?

How long [Ἕως πότε] shall my enemy be exalted over
me?27

In particular, the martyrs’ question, “How long?” and their
appeal for God to “avenge our blood” in Rev 6:10 likely allude
to Ps 78 LXX (79 MT).28 Asaph’s psalm of lament begins by
recounting how the nations have entered God’s inheritance,
defiled his sanctuary, and poured out the blood of his people like
water (vv. 1–4). The psalm then includes a series of petitions
for God to rescue his people and pour out wrath on the nations
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that have brought reproach and shame upon them (vv. 5–12).29

The martyrs’ query (ἕως πότε) and their call for vindication (οὐ
κρίνεις καὶ ἐκδικεῖς τὸ αἷμα ἡμῶν) closely parallel Ps 78:5, 10
LXX:

How long, O Lord [ἕως πότε, κύριε], will you be utterly
angry, will your jealousy burn like fire?

Let the avenging of the outpoured blood [ἡ ἐκδίκησις
τοῦ αἵματος] of your slaves be known among the
nations before our eyes. (NETS)

In Rev 6 and Ps 78 LXX, the question “How long?” highlights
the present sufferings and disgrace experienced by God’s people
and asks when God will intervene to reverse their situation
and bring justice and deliverance. The psalmist appeals to God’s
compassion for his people (v. 8), the glory of his name (v. 9), and
the greatness of his arm (v. 11) vowing to recount God’s praise
(v. 13) even while waiting for him to act. In contrast, Revelation
records God’s initial and ultimate response to his people’s ques-
tion, “How long?”

The Almighty hears the martyrs’ urgent petitions and
responds initially by giving them each a white robe and instruct-
ing them to “rest a little while” (Rev 6:11). God covers their
shame and comforts his slain saints by inviting them to expe-
rience blissful rest in heaven (cf. 14:13). The white robes are
not the martyrs’ glorified resurrection bodies; rather, they signify
their worthiness and purity as those who have remained faithful
to Christ and thus have “conquered” (3:4–5; 12:11), even as
they await comprehensive vindication at the resurrection.30 In
the next chapter, John sees a great multitude “clothed in white
robes” (περιβεβλημένους στολὰς λευκάς) standing before the
Lamb (7:9–10). In 7:14, the heavenly elder explains to John that
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those clothed in white robes “are the ones coming out of the
great tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them
white in the blood of the Lamb.” Thus, the saints who are “slain”
like the Lamb also experience redemption by his blood and cor-
porately share in the Lamb’s ironic yet decisive victory.31

In addition to God’s initial response of comfort and heavenly
vindication in 6:11, the Apocalypse also reveals God’s ultimate
answer to the prayers of slain saints. In the midst of the climactic
bowl judgments, an angel declares, “Just are you, O Holy One,
who is and who was, for you brought these judgments. For
they have shed the blood of saints and prophets, and you have
given them blood to drink. It is what they deserve!” (16:5–6).
Then the altar speaks, “Yes, Lord God the Almighty, true and
just are your judgments!” (16:7). It is noteworthy that this affir-
mation of the Almighty’s true and just judgments comes from
“the altar,” where the martyrs cry out for justice and the prayers
of the saints are offered as incense (6:9; 8:3). The voice in 16:7
may come from the angel presenting believers’ prayers at the
altar (8:3–4);32 but most likely, “the altar” is a metonymic refer-
ence to the martyrs themselves who are “under the altar” (6:9).33

The judgment reflects the principle of lex talionis: those who
shed blood will drink blood. The Almighty “gives to people only
what they have given to others, and his judgment is testimony to
his justice and equity.”34 The victims who cried out at the altar
are now the victors agreeing with God’s just judgments. Thus,
the Apocalypse presents the consummate bowl judgments as the
Almighty’s faithful and fitting response to the petitions of his
persecuted people.

3. The Altar of Incense and Judgment (8:3–5)
The Apocalypse returns to “the prayers of the saints” in 8:3–5
in a transitional scene that concludes the opening of the scroll’s
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seven seals (8:1) and introduces the seven angels with seven
trumpets (8:2, 6). John writes,

And another angel came and stood at the altar with a
golden censer, and he was given much incense to offer

with the prayers of all the saints [ταῖς προσευχαῖς τῶν
ἁγίων πάντων] on the golden altar before the throne,

and the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints
[ὁ καπνὸς τῶν θυμιαμάτων ταῖς προσευχαῖς τῶν
ἁγίων], rose before God from the hand of the angel.
Then the angel took the censer and filled it with fire
from the altar and threw it on the earth, and there were
peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning, and
an earthquake. (8:3–5)

When the Lamb takes the sealed scroll in ch. 5, the twenty-
four elders bring incense-prayers in golden bowls. Here in ch.
8, the angel offers those prayers with incense on the altar, like a
priest serving in the tabernacle (Lev 16:12). This is presumably
the same heavenly altar sprinkled by the martyrs’ blood in Rev

6:9. The reference to all the saints’ prayers doubtless includes
the martyrs’ appeals for justice in 6:10. The mingled prayers and
incense rise before God as a dramatic depiction of believer’s peti-
tions effectively reaching God’s throne with angelic authoriza-
tion.

The direct answer to these prayers comes in 8:5, where the
same priestly angel who offered the prayers in 8:3 fills his censer
with fire from the altar and hurls it to the earth. The storm theo-
phany in 8:5—peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning,
and an earthquake— recalls God’s awesome presence at Mount
Sinai (Exod 19:16–19). The Sinai imagery occurs earlier in 4:5,
where the lightning, rumblings, and thunder establish the divine
throne as the central place where “God’s holiness and power
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are openly revealed.”35 The Apocalypse reintroduces these theo-
phanic phenomena at the conclusion of septets of seals, trumpets,
and bowls (8:5; 11:19; 16:18).36 Thus, we see the glorious God of
thunder, who rules from his heavenly throne, execute his awe-
some judgments on the earth, culminating in the seven bowls of
divine wrath.37

The Apocalypse reinforces the connection between prayer
and divine judgment in several ways. First, the initial trumpets in
8:7–8 include “fire” (πῦρ), which brings destruction on the earth
and sea. This repetition of fire closely links these divine acts with
“the fire from the altar” that the angel hurls to the earth as the
incense and prayers ascend to God (8:4–5).

Second, when the sixth trumpet sounds, John hears “a voice
from the four horns of the golden altar before God” (9:13). Else-
where in Revelation, the martyrs “under the altar” (ὑποκάτω
τοῦ θυσιαστηρίου) cry out for vindication (6:9–10), the saints’
prayers are offered with incense “on the altar” (ἐπὶ τὸ
θυσιαστήριον, 8:3), and the angel fills his censer “with fire from
the altar” (ἐκ τοῦ πυρὸς τοῦ θυσιαστηρίου, 8:5). The voice in
9:13 is variously understood as belonging to God,38 the minis-
tering angel (8:3–5),39 or simply the altar itself.40 Alternatively, as
in 16:7, this voice from the altar may refer to the martyrs’ uni-
fied appeal for justice (6:9). Regardless of the precise identifica-
tion of the voice, John has already associated the golden altar
with the saints’ prayers and thus links those petitions here with
the sixth trumpet. According to Robert Mounce, “John is recall-
ing the fundamental truth that the prayers of God’s people play
an active role in the eschatological drama.”41 Specifically, God’s
righteous acts of judgment issue forth from the altar in response
to his people’s prayers for justice.42

Third, in 14:18, an angel with “authority over the fire” comes
from the altar and announces the time to harvest grapes for the
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winepress of God’s wrath (v. 19; cf. 19:15; Isa 63:1–6).43 This
may be the same priestly angel who offers the saints’ prayers
and takes fire from the altar in 8:3–5, who now prepares for the
“blood” to flow from the winepress of divine wrath (14:20) to
avenge the “blood” of the saints (6:10; 16:6; 18:24; 19:2).

Fourth, in 15:7, “one of the four living creatures gave to the
seven angels seven golden bowls full of the wrath of God.” Else-
where in Revelation, “golden bowls” (φιάλας χρυσᾶς) appear
only in 5:8, where they are filled with incense-prayers. Regard-
less of whether or not the golden bowls full of wrath in 15:7 are
precisely the same as those in 5:8, the unique lexical repetition of
“golden bowls” implies that the last septet of judgments is a fur-
ther, more definitive answer to the petitions of God’s people in
5:8 and 8:3–4 (cf. 6:9–11).44

Thus, the Apocalypse presents the judgment cycles of seals,
trumpets, and bowls as God’s direct and definitive answer to the
effective prayers of the saints.45 The heavenly altar under which
the slain martyrs cry (6:9–10) and on which the angel presents
the saints’ petitions as a fragrant offering (8:3–4) is also the place
from which divine fire falls, bringing righteous retribution (8:5;
9:13) and leading to approving praise for the Almighty (16:7).

4. Come, Lord Jesus! (22:20)
The book of Revelation closes with two prayers. The final verse
expresses John’s epistolary prayer-wish, “The grace of the Lord
Jesus be with all. Amen” (22:21). This stylized closing prayer is
typical of other NT letters and recalls the book’s only other ref-
erence to grace (χάρις) in the introductory blessing in 1:3.

In 22:20, Christ reasserts his promise, “Surely I am coming
soon” (ναί, ἔρχομαι ταχύ, cf. 22:7, 12). John responds with
the expectant and assenting prayer, “Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!”
(Ἀμήν· ἔρχου κύριε Ἰησοῦ; 22:20). Jesus’s “coming” is a major
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theme in the Apocalypse that is introduced in 1:7, alluding to
Dan 7:13, “Behold, he is coming [ἔρχεται] with the clouds.”
Most commentators interpret Christ’s “coming with the clouds”
as a reference to the parousia at the end of history,46 but Ian Paul
avers that here and elsewhere in the NT Jesus’s “coming” as the
Son of Man depicts Christ’s “victorious ascent to the right hand
of the Father.”47 In 16:15, Jesus interrupts the presentation of the
sixth bowl judgment to exhort faithful readers, “Behold, I am
coming like a thief!” He also declares three times in the epilogue,
“I am coming soon” (22:7, 12, 20).

Revelation depicts the exalted Son of Man approaching the
Ancient of Days and being crowned on the cloud, now sitting
on the throne of heaven (3:21; 5:7; 14:14). Christ will also return
at the end of history as the rightful sovereign to execute judg-
ment and divine wrath on the forces of evil, establishing his
everlasting kingdom (19:11–16; cf. 11:15). In fact, Revelation
applies OT descriptions of Yahweh’s “coming” to Christ’s

parousia.
48

For example, Isa 40:10 asserts, “See, the Lord comes
[ἔρχεται] with strength, and his arm rules with power; behold,

his recompense is with him [ὁ μισθὸς αὐτοῦ μετ᾿ αὐτοῦ], and his

work before him” (NETS).
49

In Rev 22:12, Jesus declares, “See, I
am coming soon [ἔρχομαι ταχύ] and my recompense is with me [ὁ
μισθός μου μετ᾿ ἐμοῦ], to repay each one as his work is.”50 The
expectation of the consummate coming of Yahweh at Christ’s
parousia impels believers to faithfully endure and maintain hope
amidst suffering as they join with John in declaring, “Come,
Lord Jesus!” (22:20). Bauckham observes that apart from Paul’s

Aramaic prayer Maranatha in 1 Cor 16:22, “it is only in the last
few verses of Revelation … that the ‘coming’ of Jesus is explic-
itly the object of prayer.”51
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5. Conclusion
In this essay I have considered how the Apocalypse subtly yet
systematically links the prayers of God’s people with the cycles
of divine judgment. The book refers directly to “the prayers
of the saints” three times (5:8; 8:3–4), prominently depicts the
slain martyrs crying out for vindication (6:9–11), and closes
with the yearning appeal, “Come, Lord Jesus!” (22:20). Revela-
tion closely associates these prayers with the temple imagery of
incense, golden bowls, and the altar, which feature prominently
at key junctures in the septets of seals, trumpets, and bowls. The
golden bowls of incense that represent the prayers of the saints
(5:8) anticipate the seven golden bowls filled with divine wrath
in 15:7, which the angels pour out on the earth (16:1). Revela-
tion first refers to the heavenly altar when the fifth seal is opened

and the slain martyrs under the altar cry out for divine justice
(6:9–10). Immediately following the opening of the seventh seal
and the introduction of the angels with seven trumpets (8:1–2),

a priestly angel offers the saints’ prayers with incense on the altar
following the seal judgments and then fills his censer with fire

from the altar and throws it on the earth (8:3–5). Voices from the
altar in 9:13 and 16:7 during the trumpet and bowl cycles rein-
force the link between the saints’ petitions and God’s response of
judgment.

Elsewhere the Scriptures clearly state that God hears the
prayers of his people and acts in response to these prayers. Two
examples will suffice. First, God delivers his people from Egypt
in direct response to their cries for help. According to Exodus
2:24, “God heard their groaning, and God remembered his
covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob.” God then
tells Moses that he has seen his people’s oppression, has heard
their cry, knows their sufferings, and has now “come down to
deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians” (3:7–9). Sec-
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ond, in Acts 4:23–30 the early church prays for boldness amidst
opposition and receives an immediate answer in v. 31: “And
when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered
together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit
and continued to speak the word of God with boldness.” In the
same vein, Revelation discloses God’s eschatological response to
his people’s prayers. John vividly portrays these prayers carried
by heavenly beings into God’s throne room and offered with
incense on the heavenly altar. These prayers play a crucial,
instrumental role in the consummation of God’s purposes in
judgment and salvation. Each of the book’s three major judg-
ment cycles is linked to the prayers of the saints explicitly
(6:9–11; 8:3–4) or implicitly through the imagery of the heav-
enly altar (8:5; 9:13; 14:18; 15:7; 16:7; cf. 6:9) and golden bowls
(15:7; 16:1; cf. 5:8).

Thus, Revelation’s depiction of the prayers of the saints offers
strong assurance and encouragement to God’s suffering people.
As in times past, the Almighty hears and receives his people’s
prayers, which ascend to his throne like sweet-smelling incense.
God offers present comfort to his slain saints who cry out, “How
long?,” as he grants them rest and clothes them in white robes
(6:10–11). The Apocalypse also holds out further hope for God’s
suffering people by showing how he responds to their appeals for
justice by giving their enemies what they deserve (16:5–7) and
by stressing the surety and imminence of Christ’s return (1:7;
22:7, 12, 20).

In Matthew 6:9–10, Jesus teaches his disciples to pray, “Our
Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come,
your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” Bauckham aptly
states that the prayers in the Apocalypse “are fully eschatolog-
ical—that is, they are prayers for the coming of God’s king-
dom.”52 Revelation presents God consummating his kingdom
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and establishing his will through the present reign and future
return of Jesus Christ (cf. 11:15–18; 12:10). After God judges his
enemies in response to his people’s cries for justice, his glorious
throne moves from heaven to earth as the central reality of the
new Jerusalem (22:1, 3).53

In the book’s concluding vision of the glorious temple-city,
God’s people no longer pray for justice or salvation because all
enemies have been judged and all threats have been removed.
The saints will behold God’s face and worship him forever
(22:3–4). When God has finally and fully answered all his peo-
ple’s prayers, their earnest petitions will give way to exuberant
praise. As Gary Millar observes, “All that remains is endless
delight, worship and surprise at the endless magnificence of the
glory of God.”54 This glorious hope of perfect justice, redemp-
tion, and restoration should compel God’s people to hold fast
to the testimony of Jesus and to pray with John, “Amen. Come
Lord Jesus!” (Rev 22:20).
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