CONCORDI A THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY
Concordia Theological Quarterly, a continuation of The Springfielder, is a theological
journal of The Lutheran Church- Missouri Synod, published for its ministerium by
the faculty of Concordia Theological Seminary, Fort Wayne, Indiana.
Editor: David P. Scaer
Associate Editor: Charles A. Gieschen
Book Review Editor: Lawrence R. Rast Jr.
Members of the Editorial Committee:
Richard T. Nuffer, Timothy C. J. Quill, Dean 0. Wenthe
Editorial Assistants: Peter F. Gregory, Annette Gard
The Faculty:
James G. Busher
Carl C. Fickenscher II
Daniel L. Gard
Charles A. Gieschen
Arthur A. Just Jr.
Cameron A. MacKenzie
Walter A. Maier
Walter A. Maier III
N aomichi Masaki
Eric J. Moeller
Richard E. Muller

John G. Nordling
Richard T. Nuffer
John T. Pless
Timothy C. J. Quill
Lawrence R. Rast Jr.
Richard C. Resch
Robert V. Roethemeyer
Douglas L. Rutt
David P. Scaer
· Peter J. Scaer
Randall A. Schroeder

Klaus Detlev Schulz
Harold L. Senkbeil
William C. Weinrich
Dean O. Wenthe
Roland F. Ziegler

Emeriti in Residence:
Daniel G. Reuning
Harold H . Zietlow

Concordia Theological Quarterly is indexed in Religion Index One: Periodicals and
abstracted in Old Testament Abstracts and New Testament Abstracts. This periodical is
indexed by the A TLA Religion Database®, published by the American Theological Library
Association, 300 S. Wacker Dr., Suite 2100, Chicago, IL 60606, E-mail: atla@atla.com,
http://www.atla.com/ and the International Bibliography of Periodical Literature on the
Humanities and Social Sciences (www.gbv.de) .
Manuscripts should conform to the Chicago Manual of Style and are subject to peer
review and editorial modification. Please accompany manuscripts with a computer
disk version, preferably in Microsoft Word. Unsolicited submissions should be
original unpublished works and will not be returned unless accompanied by selfaddressed envelopes and sufficient return postage.
Concordia Theological Quarterly is published in January, April, July, and October.
The annual subscription rate is $20.00 within the United States, $25.00 U.S. in
Canada, and $40.00 U.S. elsewhere. All changes of address, subscription payments,
and other correspondence should be sent to Concordia Theological Quarterly, 6600
North Clinton Street, Fort Wayne, Indiana 46825. The Quarterly is printed and
shipped by Mignone Communication s, Inc., Huntington, Indiana. The Web site is
at www.ctsfw.edu /ctq/ .
©2007 Concordia Theological Seminary • ISSN 0038-8610

CON COR DIA THE OLO GICA L QUA RTE RLY

April 2007

Volu me 71:2

Table of Cont ents
.................... 98
Talk ing abou t the Son of God: An Introduction .........
of Texts
Recent Arch aeolo gy of Galil ee and the Interpretation
from the Galil ean Mini stry of Jesus
.. 99
Mark T. Schu ler ........................................................................
117
.........
Resp onse by Danie l E. Paav ola .................. .......... .........
Jesus and the Gnos tic Gosp els
121
Jeffrey Kloh a ...... .. ....................... .. ... .............................. .. .........
144
.
.........
.........
.........
Resp onse by Charl es R. Schulz ..................
s
Refo rmat ion Christology: Some Luther Starting Point
.... 147
..
Robe rt Rosin ........... ...................... ..... .. .... ..... .. ...... ... ... .........
168
Resp onse by Naom ichi Masa ki.. ............................................
American Christianity and Its Jesuse s
175
Lawr ence R. Rast Jr .................................... ...... .... .... ................
194
....
.........
Resp onse by Rod Rose nblad t ....................................
Theo logic al Observer
.. 199
The Lost Tomb of Jesus? ......................................................

Talkin g about the Son of God: An Introduction
The articles found in this issue were first presente d as papers at the third
Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod (LCMS) Theology Professo rs'
Convoca tion that took place on March 1-4, 2007, in Dallas, Texas. These
biennial convocat ions have each focused on a single article of the
Augsbur g Confession. 1 "Talking about the Son of God," based on Article
III (The Son of God), was the theme. As in the past, this convoca tion was
funded by The Marvin M. Schwan Charitab le Foundati on, which supports
the concord and harmony cultivate d in our church by these convocat ions.
Article III of the Augsbur g Confessi on states:
Likewise, they teach that the Word, that is, the Son of God, took upon himself
human nature in the womb of the blessed Virgin Mary so that there might be
two natures, divine and human, inseparab ly conjoined in the unity of one
person, one Christ, truly God and h·uly a human being "born of the Virgin
Mary," who h·uly "suffered, was crucified, died, and was buried" that he might
reconcile the Father to us and be a sacrifice not only for original guilt but also for
all actual sins of human beings. He also "descend ed into hell, and on the third
day he was" truly "resurrec ted." Thereafte r, "he ascended into heaven" in order
to "sit at the right hand of the Father," and he will reign forever and have
dominion over all creatures. He will sanctify those who believe in him by
sending into their hearts the Holy Spirit, who will rule, console, and make them
alive and defend them against the devil and the power of sin. The same Clu·ist
will publicly "return to judge the living and the dead . . . ," according to the
Apostles' Creed.2

The papers and response s that follow exhibit unique Lutheran
scholarsh ip and research that contribu tes to the world of theological
educatio n and to the church that lives the life of God on earth. As you read
them, you will journey to the land of Jesus for a view of archeological digs
in Galilee. Then you will look at what the gnostic gospels -so popular
today-s ay about Jesus. You will also taste afresh the vibrant waters of
Christolo gy in Luther. Finally, you will discover the various Jesuses in
America n Christian ity so that your own understa nding and proclam ation
of Jesus' identity will be clear and faithful. It's a joyful journey!

L. Dean Hempelm ann
Executive Director of LCMS Pastoral Educatio n
St. Louis, Missouri
The focus of the first convocation in 2003 was on Article I (God) convening under
the title, "Confessing the Trinity Today." Presentations were published in Concordia
Theological Quarterly 67:3/4 (July /October 2003). The second in 2005 centered on Article
II (Original Sin) with the theme "Talking about Sin and the Wrath of God." The major
presentations were published in Concordia Journal 31 :4 (October 2005).
2 Robert Kolb
and Timothy J. Wengert, eds., The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the
Evangelical Lutheran Church, tr. Charles Arand, et al. (Minneapolis: Forh·ess Press, 2000),
39.
1
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Recent Arch aeolo gy of Galil ee
and the Interpretation of Texts
from the Galil ean Minis try of Jesus
Mark T. Schule r
When Article III of the Augsbu rg Confess ion opens by assertin g that
n
"God the Son became a human being" (CA III, 1),1 the Luthera
context
Confess ions recogni ze that Jesus came into the historic al-cultu ral
of agrarian Roman Palestin e in the late Second Temple period. Recent
archaeo logical work in Galilee has enriche d our underst anding of this
context. Attentio n to archaeological insights drives us to conside r the Son
of God as a fully human being who lived in a particul ar time and place,
with the result that we reject the easy slide into Docetis t heresies , either
ancient or modern (CA III, 2-6).
After a clarification of this study' s method ology in the context of the
history of biblical archaeo logy, this paper will focus on the recent
archaeo logy of Galilee by catalogi ng major sites and surveys . As we
proceed through the materia l, insights that archaeo logy offers for our
exegesis of biblical texts will be offered. Then reconst ructions of the
Galilean world of Jesus based on this data will be explore d. Summa ry
comme nts will challeng e New Testam ent exegete s to reconne ct text and
artifact.

I. Methodology
Any discuss ion of archaeo logy must begin by deconst ructing popular
,
notions . In Steven Spielbe rg's film, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade
for
search
the
is
ology
"archae
that
class
college
his
Profess or Jones informs
is
fact-no t truth. If it's truth you are after, Dr. Tyree's philoso phy class
facts,
with
ed
concern
ently
preemin
right down the hall." Archaeo logy is
althoug h there is someth ing romanti c about a quest for the truth.
In a way, biblical archaeo logy began as a quest for the truth. At the
beginni ng of the ninetee nth century , the Bible stood at the center of

J.
All citations of the Lutheran Confessions are from Robert Kolb and Timothy
tr.
Church,
Lutheran
al
Evangelic
the
of
ns
Confessio
The
Concord:
of
Book
The
eds.,
Wengert,
Confession
Charles Arand, et al. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000) . Augsbur g
text.
references are to the German
1

Mark T. Schuler is Professor of Religion, Greek, and Archaeologi; at Concordia
UniversihJ, St. Paul, Minnesota.
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intellectual life in the West. The rise of a scientific consciousne ss, however,
raised doubts about the traditional understandi ngs of the Bible. In parallel
with this challenge of modernity, and perhaps in response to it, explorers
such as Edward Robinson began to search for the biblical places mentioned
in those now-questio ned stories. "Underlying his approach is the search
for demonstrab le evidence of the accuracy of the biblical witness."2
Similarly, Charles Wilson and Charles Warren came to Jerusalem through
the support of the Palestine Exploration Fund. The Fund's appeal declared,
"Those who value the removal of difficulties from the right understandi ng
of the sacred text should be foremost in helping a society which has no
other aim than to remove them." 3 Biblical archaeology began as a quest for
truth.
The work of W. F. Albright characterize d the golden age of biblical
archaeology . Famous for his developmen t of a pottery and chronology
sequence for the Middle Bronze, Late Bronze, and Iron Ages, Albright and
his disciples entered the debates about Israelite origins raised by higher
criticism. The American school became known for its positive synthesis of
text and material remains, especially in the pages of the Biblical
Archaeologist.
As excavation methods improved, the relationship between Bible and
spade began to change. For instance, Kathleen Kenyon's work at Jericho
disproved John Garstang's earlier identificatio n of City D as the one
destroyed by Joshua. She dated it to the Early Bronze Age.4 Kenyon could
find no evidence of significant destruction at the approximate time of
Joshua. The proof of biblical truth was lacking. Consequent ly, Albright and
his disciple G. Ernest Wright began to construct models where
archaeologic al data "[took] precedence over the bibli~al text. . . . The
archaeology was used to correct the biblical record, which was used in
turn to interpret the archaeology ," becoming what Thomas Davis calls "a
circular trap." 5
As had Bible defenders, advocates of other ideologies began to advance
their arguments based on material remains. Yigael Yadin's work at Hazor
sought to support the conquest narrative of Joshua (and, with it, Zionist
2 Thomas W. Davis, Shifting Sands: The Rise and Fall of Biblical Archaeology (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2004), 10. The first section of this paper follows Davis's outline.
3 C. Grove, "Quarterly Statement of Progress," Palestine Exploration Quarterly
1 (1869):
9.
4 Kathleen M.
Kenyon, Archaeology in the Holy Land, 3rd ed. (New York: Praeger, 1970).
s Davis, Shifting Sands, 121.
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Yigael Yadin, Hazor: The Rediscovery of a Great Citadel of the Bible (New
House, 1975).
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re, 2003), 112.
Literatu
Biblical
of
Society
:
(Atlanta
Ann E. Killebrew
is it so Hard to Name our Field?" Biblical
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Arc/rneologtj Review 29, no. 4 (2003) : 56-61.
9 Davis, Shifting Sands, 155.
Forbidd en? Classroom Integrat ion of
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being intrusive to the physical world in actual historica l settings
necessita tes, on the other hand, the full voice of the archaeol ogical
disciplin e .11
Bible and spade are "wholly distinct and separate " with their own "unique
integrity ." At the same time they are an "insepar able unity" for revealing
the historica l world from which Christian ity originated.12 They explicate
the context, not each other. The results stand best together without
division, separatio n, confusio n, or change.
As we turn now to the Galilean world of Jesus, we doff the adventur er's
hat and whip to take up the spade to uncover the historical world of Jesus.
II. Recent Work in Galilee

Who are the Galileans?
An explorat ion of the Galilean world of Jesus may legitimat ely begin
with the question , "Who are the Galileans?" Accordin g to 2 Kings 15:29,
"King Tiglath-p ileser of Assyria came and captured ... Kedesh, Hazor,
Gilead, and Galilee, all the land of Naphtali ; and he carried the people
captive to Assyria." Zvi Gal's archaeol ogical survey of the lower Galilee
found no evidence of occupati on in the seventh and sixth centuries.13 Most
excavate d sites were destroye d or abandon ed in the eighth century.14
While modest settleme nt did occur in the Persian and Hellenistic periods,
the disappea rance of Galilean Coarse Ware at the end of the Hellenistic
period15 plus an explosio n of settleme nt after the annexati on of Galilee by
the Hasmon eans16 point to a repopula tion resulting from Hasmon ean
conquest.1 7 Jonathan Reed conclude s, "The settleme nt history and
Starbuck, "Why Declare the Things Forbidden ?" 107.
Starbuck, "Why Declare the Things Forbidden ?" 108.
13 Zvi Gal, The Lower Galilee in the Iron Age (Winona
Lake, IN: Eisenbrau ns, 1992).
14 Jonathan L. Reed,
Archaeology and the Galilean Jesus (Harrisburg: Trinity Press
Internatio nal, 2000), 31.
1s Mordecha i Aviam, "First Century Jewish Galilee: An Archaeological Perspectiv
e,"
in Religion and Society in Roman Palestine: Old Questions, New Approaches, ed. Douglas
R.
Edwards (New York: Routledge, 2004), 8.
16 Eric M. Meyers, James F. Strange, and Dennis E. Groh,
"The Meiron Excavation
Project: Archaeological Survey in Galilee and Golan, 1976," Bulletin of the American
Schools of Oriental Research 230 (1978): 7-8.
17 Eric M. Meyers,
A. Thomas Kraabel, and James F. Strange, Ancient Synagogue
Excavations at Khirbet Shema', Upper Galilee Israel, 1970-1972 (Durham, NC: American
Schools of Oriental Research by Duke University Press, 1976), 147-152; Dan Barag,
"Tyrian Currency in Galilee," Israel Numismatic Journal 6/7 (1982-1983): 7-13; and
Da1U1y Syon, "The Coins from El-Kabri," Atiqot 51 (2006) : 125-129.
11

12
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desce ndant s of the
numis matic profile sugge st that the Galile ans were
behav ior left in the
Judea ns, a point that their social ized patter ns of
mater ial cultur e indica te."18

t topography
Exegetical Insight: Although distance from Jerusalem and varian
Galilean and
n
betwee
had a slight impact on Judaism in Galilee, sharp distinctions
ans and
Galile
.
Judean practice do not have a basis in the archaeological record
s.
remain
Judeans were cousins religiously and in terms of their material
Jewish Villages
nced by recen t
The Jewis h mater ial cultur e is most clearly evide
ugh Cape rnaum
excav ations in the villages of Galilee and the Golan. Altho
and the Byzan tine
is best know n for the fifth-c entury AD white synag ogue
of Peter, the village
octag onal basilica surro undin g the putati ve house
the shore of the lake
itself seems to have stretc hed 400-500 meter s along
10 to 12 hectar es
from
was
e
villag
and inland up to 250 meters. At most the
are hard to
ation
occup
and
(abou t 25 acres) in size, althou gh exact confines
trace as the village had no outer walls.
The house s were
Dome stic const ructio n emplo yed basalt stones.
dwell ings, as a
small
by
unded
chara cteriz ed by court yards surro
court yards were
the
In
es.
nstrat
recon struct ion of the house of Peter demo
floor sleepi ng
d
secon
to
ovens and staircases with access to roofs or
te that the
indica
would
cham bers. A pauci ty of roof tiles in the ruins
only one
was
there
house s were roofed with reeds and mud. In general,
found
that
to
r
simila
exit from a dome stic complex. The housi ng stock is 9
es
famili
ded
Exten
throu ghout Galilee, the Golan , and south ern Syria.1
occup ied these insulae (town build ing plots).
basalt found ation.
The white synag ogue at Cape rnaum sits atop an older
floor along with
Benea th the synag ogue is a first-c entury AD basalt
may have occup ied
remai ns of other dome stic quarte rs. A public build ing
ficatio n as the freethe locati on in the first centu ry AD, but its identi
buildi ngs from
stand ing synag ogue of Jesus is unlike ly. No other public
estim ated a
Reed
han
Jonat
.
found
been
the Secon d Temp le perio d have
organ ic natur e of this
popul ation densi ty of 100-120 per hectar e due to the

Arc/llleologi; and the Galilean Jesus, 43.
1, 1978-1982 (Winona Lake,
Vassilios Tzaferis, ed ., Excavatio11s at Capernaum, vol.
Ancient Architecture in
Butler,
Crosby
d
Howar
and
12;
IN: Eisenb rauns, 1989), 217 n.
3.
120-12
Syria, Section A, So11them Syria (Leide n: E. J. Brill, 1907),
1s Reed,
19
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fishing village, that is, between 600 and 1500 inhabita nts. 2 Capern aum
was a typical Jewish village.

Domestic insuln at Caperna um

Exegetical Insight: The domestic circumstances of Capernaum - extended
families and neighbors living in close proximihJ - provide color for stories in that
communihJ narrated by Gospel writers. The healing of Peter's mother-in-law
(Matt 8:14), the paralytic brought by friends (Mark 2:1-12; cp. Luke 5:17-26
"roof tiles"), and the disciples leaving families (Matt 19:27; Mark 10:28; Luke
5:11) all must be understood from this domestic context.
The liveliho od of the occupan ts of Capern aum was drawn from the Sea
of Galilee. Mendel Nun's docume ntation of anchora ges around the sea and
his collection of stone anchors and of net sinkers provide a glimpse of that
life.21 Anchor ages were little more than breakw aters of basalt boulder
s.
Likewis e the anchors , most weighin g betwee n 10 and 45 kilograms, were
basalt stones with a single hole. Net sinkers could be of ceramic, lead, or
smaller stones with naturall y occurrin g holes.

Reed, Archneologi; nnd the Gnlilenn Jesus, 152.
Mendel Nun, Ancient Stone Anchors nnd Net Sinkers from the Sen of Galilee (Kibbutz
Ein Gev : Kinneret Sailing Co., 1993).
20

21
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drop ped cons idera bly owin g
In 1985-1986, the level of the Sea of Galilee
h of the shor e of the anci ent
to a drou ght. One and a half kilom eters nort
ng boat coul d be seen jutti ng
town of Migd al, the rema ins of a woo d fishi
by som e 2.3 mete rs wide . It was
from the mud . The boat hull is 8.2 mete rs
s to edge-join the ceda r and oak
built usin g pegg ed mort ise-a nd-te non joint
iron nails . As the boat disp lays a
plan king ; it is furth er held toge ther usin g
d type s, the boat likely had a
num ber of repa irs and a mult iplic ity of woo
ds and coins foun d at the site
stori ed life. Carbon-14 tests and som e shar
mille nniu m.
allow us to date the boat to the turn of the

ving boats, nets, fishing, and
Exegetical Insight: New Testament accounts invol
ins (Luke 5:1-11).
the lake likewise receive color from such material rema
n expa nsio n have oblit erate d
In Naza reth, chur ch cons truct ion and urba
Jesus. Hou sing in this farm ing
arch itect ural rema ins of the hom etow n of
than smal l scatt ered struc tures
village near a sprin g was likely little more
roofs. Wha t rema ins are a few
of field stone s and mud with thatc hed
bedr ock, and smal l cave s. Som e
cisterns, stora ge bins, pres ses carv ed in the
been iden tified . Local potte ry
terra cing of the hillside and a towe r have
items, and fragm ents of ston e
shar ds, grin ding stones, som e hous ehol d
rema ins of impo rted fine ware s,
vessels have been reco vere d. No evid ence
Byza ntine tomb s limit the size
marb le, or any publ ic build ings. Rom an and
a popu latio n of less than 400
est
of the town to abou t 4 hecta res and sugg
ing village, perh aps wort hy of
peop le. 22 Naza reth was a strug gling farm
l (John 1:46).
little more than the pejo rativ e of Nath anae
Qan a, a low hill on the nort h
Biblical Cana is best iden tifie d with Khir bet
unw alled city.
side of the Beth Neto fa Valley. Cana was an
exca vatio ns that prov ide a
Streets and lane s are bein g defin ed in the
work ed. Arou nd the hillto p,
sens e of how the town 's circu latio n patte rns
wed the cont ours , with stree ts
the hous ing on slope s on three sides follo
ts clim bing the slop es (clivi).
alon g the cont ours (vici) wide r than stree
23
Stairs are still visible in a few of the clivi.
es high er up the slop e use the
The hillside hous es are terra ced. The hous
a cour tyard to exte nd the livin g
roof of the hous e belo w as a subs titut e for
slop e are large r hous es built
and work ing areas. On the flatter nort h
s and even a mikveh (a pool
arou nd a cent ral cour tyard with stora ge room
and Davi d Noel Freed man, ed ., Anchor
Reed, Arc/ineology and the Galilean Jesus, 131;
, 1992), s.v. "Naz areth ."
Bible Dictionary, vol. 4 (New York: Doub leday
Villages) as a Conte xt for Jesus ," in
23 Peter Richa rdson , "Khir bet Qana (and Othe r
d Rapids: Eerdm ans, 2006) , 128.
(Gran
rth
leswo
Jesus and Archaeology, ed. Jame s H . Char
22
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used for ritual wash ing). Some econo mic differ
entia tion seem s to be in
evide nce. There may even be a three -item typol
ogy: "terra ce housi ng
witho ut court yards , side court yard house s,
and centr al court yard
house s."24 That differ entia tion is evide nt as well
from indus trial areas on
the edge of the village: columbaria (cham bers for
breed ing doves ), olive
press es, dying vats, and glass waste rs. A later synag
ogue and a Byza ntine
comp lex with stone vessels attest to the Jewis h natur
e of the site.

Exegetical Insight: The parables of Jesus frequently emplo
y metaphors drawn
from agrarian life and from the social differentiation visible
in communities such
as Cana.
Evide nce of Jewis h village life in these biblical sites
is affirm ed by work
at other comp arabl e Jewis h villages not ment ioned
in the New Testa ment .
Yode fat (Jotapata) is locate d in centr al Galilee.
Resid ential areas , some
with narro w lanes, were const ructe d in the early
Roma n perio d (ca. the
first centu ry BC). The house s were built on terrac
es, cut into the rock of the
hillside. The resid ents relied on rock- cut cister ns
for their wate r supp ly
since there is no nearb y sprin g, yet in some of the
house s mikva'ot (step ped
pools) were found . In the south ern part of the town
a numb er of potte ry
kilns were unco vered . Num erous clay loom weig
hts indic ate a weav ing
indus try. The rema ins of a large mans ion near the
top of the town , some of
its room s decor ated with frescos, are evide nce of
some wealt h. 25 Exce pt for
walls at the hillto p, Yode fat was an unwa lled city
until the perio d leadi ng
up to the Jewis h revol t again st Rome.
Gaml a, on a ridge in the Golan , was also walle d
at the time of the revol t
and endu red an infam ous fate when Roma ns
breac hed the walls. At
Gaml a, the vici follow the irregu lar conto urs of
the hill and the clivi are
stepp ed as at Cana. The steep slope requi res that
all the house s be terrac ed.
Still there is some econo mic differ entia tion. A neigh
borho od to the west is
bette r built with "flag stone court yards , stone stairs
, bette r finish es and
large r floor areas."26 Next to the city wall is a
colon naded recta ngula r
build ing with bench es on all sides . It is proba bly
a synag ogue as there is a
mikveh next to the entra nce court . It woul d be the
oldes t synag ogue in

Richardson, "Khirbet Qana (and Other Villages) as
a Conte xt for Jesus, " 133-134.
"Yod efat-A Town in Galilee," Israel Ministry of Foreign
Affairs Web site (The State of
Israel, 20 Nov 2000), http:/ /www .mfa .gov .il/MF
A/His tory /Early %20H istory %20%20Archaeology / Yode fat %20-%20A %20Town %20in
%20Galilee (accessed Febru ary 18,
2007).
26 Richa rdson, "Khirb et Qana (and
Other Villages) as a Conte xt for Jesus," 135.
24
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fied to hous e refug ees as the
Israel, as it pre-d ated the revol t and was modi
Rom an armi es adva nced .
since the fourt h centu ry
Qazr in is a Jewi sh village in the Gola n occu pied
e hous ing stock and
villag
in
BC. Since no appre ciabl e chan ges are evide nt
ntine perio ds,27 its
Byza
dome stic potte ry betw een the Rom an and early
h
Jewis dome stic life. The
recon struc tion prov ides a uniq ue glim pse into
with a roug h stone floor and
main door of the hom e open s into the kitch en
gh a wind ow wall with a
a smal l oven . A store room is accessed throu
food stora ge at one end.
bedr oom above. The main livin g room has
was the cente r of hous ehol d
Outs ide is a cour tyard for dome stic anim als. It
hand mills and oven s. Food
activity for most of the year, as is evide nced by
prep arati on was an endle ss task.

women is a factor in the
Exegetical Insight: The domestic role and place of
space included a main room,
parable of the lost coin (Luke 15:8-10). That domestic
connected domestic quarters
storage rooms, sleeping loft, a courtyard, and perhaps
nging task in searching for a
of members of the extended family speaks to the challe
ed by the organic nature
lost coin. The proximihJ of friends and neighbors is impli
of village life.
Jewish Iden tity

the villages and dome stic
Jona than Reed notes that artifacts foun d in
of Judea. In parti cular , stone
space s of Galilee are quite simil ar to those
ity along with occasionally
vessels and stepp ed pools indic ate Jewi sh ident
l place cut from rock) and
note d kokhim-type tomb s (a Rom an-p eriod buria
types of evide nce will
these
of
osteological profi les lacki ng pig bone s. Each
be here prese nted .
up to the first centu ry
Reed state s that "Ston e vessels are foun d in strata 28
ry." Such vesse ls were
and fade out of use in the early seco nd 29centu
ficant num bers of these
Signi
cons idere d impe rviou s to ritua l impu rity.
stone vessel fragm ents
150
vessels have been foun d: at Cape rnau m some
ls have been cited; at
vesse
have been ident ified ; from Naza reth four stone
stone vesse ls also
and
d;
Yode fat abou t 200 stone vessels have been foun

Ro111an-Byzantine Period (Jerusalem:
Yizhar Hirschfeld, The Palestinian Dwelling in the
Franciscan Press, 1995), 23.
n Jesus, 44.
2s Reed, Archaeology and the Galilea
n of
reference, see I. Epste in, ed., Hebrew-English Editio
29 Mishn ah, Ke/i111 10:1. For this
oth,
Mikwa
th,
To/wro
,
Parah
h, Nega'i111,
the Babylonian Talmud, vol. 26, Keli111, 0/wlot
.
1989)
Press,
o
Socin
The
on:
(Lond
Makshirin, Zabi111 , Tebul Yo111, Yadayi111, 'Ukzin
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are noted in the potter y profile from Gamla , Yodefat,
Nazar eth, and
Caper naum. 30

Mikva 'ot have been identif ied at Nazar eth, Yodefat, and Gamla
, along
with Sepph oris, Chora zin, and other sites. As with stone
vessels, these
pools reflect a deep conce rn for ritual purity . Intere stingly
, no such
install ations have been discov ered at Caper naum, perhap
s due to its
proxim ity to the lake.31
Exegetical Insight : The Gospels often portray Jesus in conflict with
religious
authorities. Matters of ritual purihJ are often central. As this conflict
is heightened
during Jesus' final trip to Jerusalem (Matt 21:32; 23:13, 25) and as oppone
nts are
sometimes portrayed as coming from Jerusalem (Matt 15:1; Mark 3:22;
7:1), it is
tempting to describe Jesus' Galilean followers as less strict on matter
s of purity.
The archaeology of the Jewish villages of Galilee ought to counter this
tendency.
Ritual purihJ was a significant concern, especially for those with the
leisure or
commitment to be observant. For Jesus to have employed "stone water
jars for the
Jewish rites of purification" in the miracle at the wedding at Cana
(John 2:6)
would have been noteworthy to the observant. Other words and deeds
running
counter to the norms of purity would be equally problematic, even in
Galilee (Matt
15:10-20; John 6:66; 7:12).
Kokhim-type tombs have been excava ted in Nazar eth and Beth-S
he'arim

and identif ied at Khirbe t Qana. Where bone profile s are
publis hed, pig
avoida nce may be an identi ty marke r. 32 Reed notes, "At
sites outsid e of
Galilee and the Golan , stone vessels, miqwaoth, Jewish burial
s, and porkavoida nce are not presen t in the archae ologic al profile of privat
e space."33
An additi onal piece of eviden ce, althou gh not distinc tly
Jewish, is the
appea rance of mecha nized oil presse s in the Hasm onean and
early Roma n
period s. Nazar eth, Gamla , Yodefat, Chora zin, and Khirbe
t Qana displa y
presse s of varyin g degree s of sophis ticatio n. Appar
ently, "the
Hasm onean s repop ulated Galilee with Jewish inhabi tants,
among them
Reed, Archneology n11d the Gnlilenn Jes11s, 50.
Letter of Aristens 305. For the Letter of Aristens, see "Letter of Aristea
s," h·ans. R. J. H .
Shutt, in The Old Testnment Pseudepigrnph, vol. 2, Expnnsions
of the "Old Testnment" nnd
Legends, Wisdom and Philosophical. Liternture, Prnyers, Psalms, and
Odes, Frng111ents of Lost
J11deo-Hellenistic Works, ed . James H . Charles worth (Garden City,
NY: Doubleday & Co.,
1985), 7-34.
32 Brian Hesse, "Can Pig Remains be Used
for Ethnic Diagnosis in the Ancient Near
East?" in The Archaeologt; of Isrnel : Constructing the Past, Interpre
ting the Present, ed. Neil
Asher Silberman and David B. Small (Sheffield: Sheffield Academ
ic Press, 1997), 23830

31

270.
33

Reed, Archaeologi; nnd the Galilean Jesu s, 51.
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know ledg e of oil culti vatio n
Jude ans, who prob ably brou ght with them
oil pres s."34
and the new techn olog y of the mec hani zed

are small factors in the Gospel
Exegeticnl Insight: Burial and dietary practices
in the parable of the prodigal
narratives from Galilee, except for pork avoidance
the unjust manager (Luke 16:6).
son. Olives are only mentioned in the parable of
ator of social differentiation.
Perhaps the presence of an olive industnJ is an indic
with Juda ism and frequ ently
The syna gogu e is popu larly iden tified
exce ption of Gam la, no othe r
men tione d in the stori es of Jesus. With the
date d to the Seco nd Tem ple
syna gogu es from Galilee can be firmly
d othe r sites whe re publ ic
perio d. 35 Lee Levine, how ever , has note
es, such as at Qiry at Sefer,
build ings may have serv ed as syna gogu
"the first- centu ry syna gogu e
36
Mod i'im, and Jericho. Levi ne argu es that
ing the man y and varie d need s
was prim arily a com mun al insti tutio n serv
ones."37 Deri ving from the city
of the local com mun ity, inclu ding relig ious
ined a com mun ity cent er even
gate or villa ge squa re, the syna gogu e rema
dimi nish ed sanc tuary after the
as one room took on the form of a
8
is correct, the lack of disti nct
destr uctio n of the temple.3 If Levine
expe ct in the first cent ury.
syna gogu e arch itect ure is wha t one wou ld

from Capernaum who "loves
Exegetical Insight: The reference to a centurion
(Luke 7:5) is problematic.
us"
our people and ... Dws built] our synagogue for
, but such a provision
tures
struc
Not only is there a paucity of such first-century
ver, "synagogue" is
howe
If
ic.
by a Roman (or Herodian) is doubly problemat
unity which was
comm
the
for
construed more broadly as a public gathering space
icence on the
benef
c
publi
the
also used for religious assembly on the Sabbath, then
. Under that
etism
euerg
of
ice
part of an official accords with common Roman pract
nt times: if
ancie
in
r
caree
c
publi
Greek word lays one of the realities of a successful
.39
unity
you did well, you paid some of it back to your comm

a11s in the Galilee (Rochester, NY:
Mordechai Avia m, Jews, Pagans and Christi
University of Rochester Press, 2004) , 56.
revol t.
and Masa da were erected near the time of the
35 Synag ogue s at the Hero dion
essments and
Reass
al
Critic
e:
gogu
Syna
ry
Centu
36 Lee I. Levine, "The FirstSociehJ in Roman Palestine: Old Questions,
Assessments of the Critical," in Religion and
York: Routledge, 2004) , 84-89.
New Approaches , ed. Douglas R. Edwa rds (New
93.
e,"
gogu
Syna
ry
37 Levine, "The First- Centu
Synagogue," 93-95 .
38 Levine, "The First- Centu ry
x, gave as a
: "Luc ius Vennius Sabinus, with his son Effica
39 Typical is the inscription
collection
water
e)
fount ain and the (entir
gift to the peopl e of Tifer num Tiber inum (this)
of the
ent
llishm
embe
the
for
e,
the intak
system, from their prope rty line up to
Borman,
nius
Euge
ed.
e,
latina
iae
U111br
ae,
Etruri
comm unity ." Inscriptione s Ae111iliae,
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In sum, the archa eolog y of Jewis h villages in Galilee
points to relativ ely
self-sufficient agricu ltural and fishin g-bas ed econo
mies. Econo mic
differ entiat ion is prese nt in the larger towns . Religiously,
there seem to be
comm on Jewis h practi ces impli ed in the mater ial remai
ns. This includ ed
"use in many places of a comm unal meeti ng hall or
public build ing and
access to a comm unal mikveh; wealt hier citizens who
wishe d to highli ght
their conce rn for ritual purity built privat e mikvaot. Some
used stone ware,
if they could afford it." 40 Jewis h burial custo ms and dietar
y conce rns likely
preva iled.

Roman Cities
The conqu est of Jerusa lem by Pomp ey in 63 BC
broug ht Roma n
hegem ony to the easter n borde r of the empir e. With
the appoi ntmen t of
Herod the Great in 40 BC, Hasm onean royalt y were
swep t away. Herod
left his mark on the land with specta cular build ing projec
ts: his palace s at
Jericho, Masa da, and the Herod ion; his seasid e port
at Caesa rea; the
templ es for his patro n Augu stus at Sebas te and near
Caesa rea Philip pi;
and his great renov ation of the Secon d Temp le at Jerusa
lem into the larges t
sacred shrine in all antiqu ity.
Herod ian constr uction , with modif icatio ns for topog raphy
, follow ed the
conve ntions of Roma n city plann ing. 41 Roma n urban
plann ing was
orthog onal. Plann ed Roma n cities were surro unded by
a wall and entere d
thoug h massi ve city gates. The major north -south street
was a cardo, the
centra l city street that is often flanke d with colon nades
. An east-w est street
was called a decumanus. In the cente r of the city was
a public marke t or
forum , often surro unded by colon nades . Temp les,
theate rs, and bath
house s mark ed the urban lands cape with public places
. Caesa rea Marit ima
was built accor ding to this plan. Notab ly, Galilee was
untou ched by the
archit ectura l Roma nizati on of Herod . After Herod 's death
, his son Antip as
began the Roma nizati on of Galilee with a recon
struct ion projec t at
Sepph oris, the capita l of Galilee.
The excav ations at Sepph oris are specta cular, a fact that
may inflat e their
significance. A rock-c ut theate r adorn s the north east side
of the summ it. A
Corpus In scriptionum Latinoru111 l1 (Berolini: G. Reime rum,
1888-1926), 5942. The famou s
Erastu s inscrip tion from Corint h reflects similar practic
e.
40 Richar dson, "Khirb et Qana (and
Other Village s) as a Contex t for Jesus," 144.
41 Domin ic Perrin g, "Spatia l Organ
ization and Social Chang e in Roman Towns ," in
CihJ and Country in the Ancient World, ed. J. Rich and
A. Wallac e-Hadr ill, Leices terNottin gham Studie s in Ancien t Society 2 (Londo n: Routle
dge, 1991), 273-293; and David
Sperbe r, The Cihj in Roman Palestine (New York: Oxford
Univer sity Press, 1998).
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it is reple te with ritual
Jewis h quart er on the weste rn part of the summ
an mans ion inclu ding a
baths. The summ it is crow ned with a Rom
The easte rn city is
triclinium (dinin g room ) depic ting Dion ysian rites.
is a grand basilical
ortho gona l with a colon naded cardo. At its north
serve d as a mark et. Its
struc ture, abou t 40 by 60 mete rs in size, that likely
the cardo is the so-called
found ation stone s were Hero dian. To the south of
of mosa ics that inclu des a
Nile house , name d for its stupe ndou s collection
ntine synag ogue has been
depic tion of the annu al cycle of the Nile. A Byza
disco vered north of the Roma n basilica.

significance to the
Exegetical Insight: Although Matthew assigns theological
of Herod the Great
return of Jesus and his parents to Nazareth after the death
ed by such a massive
(Matt 2:23), the economic opportunities in the area afford
as Joseph . Claims that
project may have also provided impetus for a "builder" such
however, cannot be
Joseph worked at Sepphoris and that Jesus helped him there,
substantiated.
the weste rn shore of
In AD 20, Antip as found ed the city of Tiber ias on
Galilee. A numb er
of
l
the Sea of Galilee to repla ce Sepp horis as the capita
have been revea led. A
of featu res typic al of Rom an urban archi tectu re
to the shore line for some
colon naded cardo lined with shops runs paral lel
ca, and bathh ouse have
400 meter s. A mark et area (or forum ), Rom an basili
r of a theat er and the
been unea rthed east of the cardo. The corne
been located. In the
found ation s of the south ern gate of the city have
r of Hadr ian. At Tiberias,
secon d centu ry a temp le woul d be built in hono
the Roma nizat ion of Galilee conti nued.

ce from Nazareth
Exegetical Insight: Although Sepphoris is but a short distan
in the Gospels. Did the
and Tiberias borders the lake, neither city is mentioned
s of occupying power?
Jewish sensibilities of Jesus keep him away from the center
Antipas? We have no
Did the execution of John the Baptist cause Jesus to avoid
answers to such questions.
os, whic h sits atop a
A third cente r of Greco -Rom an cultu re is Hipp
Galilee. Hipp os is one of
prom inent hill on the easte rn shore of the Sea of
ated. 42 With a walle d
the Decapolis cities and is curre ntly being excav
res in size. The site is
perim eter of 1550 meter s, Hipp os is some 10 hecta
stree t of some 650
bisec ted by the decumanus maximus, a colon naded
ed into the city wall and
meter s. The easte rn gate of Hipp os was incor porat
Gola n. A roun d tower ,
situa ted at the edge of a cliff overl ookin g the
main publi c plaza of
simil ar to those at Tiberias, has been expos ed. The
in conjunction with the Polish
It is being excav ated by the University of Haifa
in St. Paul, Minnesota.
rsity
Unive
rdia
Conco
Acade my of Sciences in Warsa w and
42
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Roma n Hippo s is paved with carefu lly dresse d basalt slabs.
The forum
was plann ed as a tristoon, a rectan gular plaza surrou nded
on the north,
west, and east sides by colonn ades. Fourte en of these colum
n shafts made
of Egypt ian grey granit e were found scatter ed on the forum
's pavem ent.
To its west is a Kalybe, a monum ental sh·ucture which served
as a temple
for the imper ial cult.
To the north of the forum is a Hellenistic compo und bound
ed on its
weste rn and southe rn sides by an impos ing wall. This wall
is notew orthy,
especi ally for its excellent constr uction with its layers
arrang ed in a
unifor m patter n of heade rs and stretchers. The temenos of the
compo und,43
dated to the Seleucid period , is surrou nded by limest one colum
n bases. A
massiv e colum n shaft and a damag ed Corint hian capita l
sugge st that the
Hellenistic temple stood as much as five stories high. To
the north of the
platfo rm are two long steps termin ated on the east by an anta
(a short stubwall) which ends in a slende r engag ed colum n. These steps
were part of a
Roma n basalt buildi ng, either a temple or a portico accom
panyin g a
temple . Still awaiti ng excava tion at Hippo s are other public
buildi ngs, a
bathho use, a small theate r, fortifications, and domes tic structu
res.

Te111e11os of a Hellenistic Temple at Hippos

43 A te111e11os is an enclose d sacred precinc
t. It was general ly a platfor m in the middle
of which stood the temple. The platform holding the temple
in Jerusal em was a te111e11os .
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Exegetical Insight: The tombs and mausolea lining the entrance road to Hippos
provide an appropriate context for the miracle of the demons cast into the swine
(Matt 8:28-9:1; Mark 5:1-21; Luke 8:26-40). The possessed individual was from
the city," and Hippos was a polis. Just to the north of the saddle leading to the
city is a fearsome abyss (Luke 8:31); the nearby hillsides provide ample evidence of
agricultural usage (Luke 8:32); and the bone profile from our excavation shows
domestication of swine. Also of note are Jesus' words from the Sermon on the
Mount about a city set on a hill. If the referent is to a specific cihJ, the followers of
Jesus near the Sea of Galilee would likely have thought of Hippos and its five-story
limestone temple which would have been clearly visible from the lake. More than a
bit of irony would come from the dominical instruction "so let your light shine,"
for the exemplar is pagan. Nevertheless, in subsequent centuries this pagan city
would become the largest stronghold of Christianity on the Sea of Galilee, boasting
a cathedral and at least seven other churches.
11

A site that mediates between Jewish village and Roman city is emerging
through the excavations at et-Tell, a mile and a half from the shore of the
Sea of Galilee. It has been identified as Bethsaida. In a Hellenistic-Roman
residential quarter, several private houses have been discovered that are
similar to those in Capernaum. They have a large central courtyard
surrounded by rooms with different domestic functions. The homes are
constructed of basalt stones and may have had sleeping lofts, but not
second stories. One is named the "Fisherman's House" because of the
"plethora of fishing implements discovered there. Among the finds were
lead fishing-net weights, anchors, needles, and fishhooks." 44 North of it is
another house designated the "Winemaker's House." It had a wine cellar
and from it were recovered pruning hooks and fishing gear.
According to Josephus, Herod Philip elevated the status of this village to
a city and renamed it Julias in AD 30.45 At the top of the mound of the site,
excavators have found minimal remains of a small temple (20 m. by 6 m.),
which they have interpreted as built in honor of Livia-Julia, wife of
Augustus and mother of Tiberias.46

Exegetical Insight: Bethsaida is the hometown of the apostles Peter, Andrew,
and Philip, and it was frequently visited by Jesus (Mark 6:45; John 1:44). It seems
to have been a Jewish village upon which a modest imperial cult was imposed. One
can easily envision this cult providing some of the background for the request of
44 Rami Arav, "Bethsaida," in Jesus and Archaeology, ed. James Charlesworth (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 161.
45 Jewish Antiquities 18.28. See The New Complete Works of Josephus, trans. William
Whiston, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications), 588.
46 Arav, "Bethsaida," 161. Compare Reed, Archaeologtj and the Galilean Jesus, 43.
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the Greeks from Bethsaida to Philip, "Sir, we wish to see Jesus" (John 12:21).
Jesus' easy movement between Jewish villages such as Capernaum, the GrecoRoman Decapolis, and intermediate locals such as Bethsaida accords with Jesus'
mission to the marginalized and resistance to excessive concern for purihj,
Reconstntcting the Galilean World of Jesus

One of the more popular and problematic reconstructions of the Galilean
world of Jesus is that offered by John Dominic Crossan and Jonathan Reed
in Excavating Jesus: Beneath the Stones, Behind the Texts. 47 In their
reconstruction, the Herodian family brought a commercial kingdom to the
land of God's covenant:
The architecture of ancient cities was built with agricultural wealth from
peasant labor and Herod needed plenty of wealth for his city and
kingdom. Polycropping and self-sufficiency on family farms gave way to
monocropping on estates and royal lands and to an asymmetrical
exchange of goods. Landholding patterns changed and tenancy
increased to create economies of scale. Coinage and currency increased
in the local economy to facilitate taxation to the coffers of Herod and
Rome, which funded the architectural grandeur of Caesarea. The
kingdom was commercialized . .. . Luxury increasing at one end of the
society made labor and poverty increase at the other.48
In this scheme, Antipas brought his father's legacy to Galilee first at
Sepphoris and then at Tiberias. The power of the commercial kingdom of
Rome was brutal on the peasantry. Resistance movements arose, according
to Crossan and Reed, one of which was the non-violent kingdom
preaching of Jesus of Nazareth, a Jew steeped in the "covenant-based
demands for divinely mandated equitable distribution of land."49
Anchored in this theology, Jesus supposedly taught, acted, and lived in
opposition to Antipas' localization of the kingdom of Rome among
peasantry. According to this reconstruction, the Gospels reflect the ruralurban tension between these two understandings of kingdom. The Jesus of
this reconstruction gives voice to this tension and resists it with a prayer
about God's kingdom, will, daily bread, and debt.
Other resistance was violent. A major Jewish revolt, led by the Zealots,
was the logical outcome of the cultural and economic oppression of the
47 Jolm Dominic Crossan and Jonathan L. Reed, Excavating Jesus: Beneath the Stones,
Behind the Texts (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2001) .
48 Crossan and Reed, Excavating Jesus, 61-62.
49 Crossan and Reed, Excavating Jesus, 275.
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Herods. Beginning in the north at sites like Gamla, Roman punishment can
be traced from the destruction of the Temple in AD 70 and the final defeat
of the Zealots at Masada.
This reconstruction is problematic for a number of reasons. First, the
thoroughgoing Romanization of Galilee is questionable. As has been
pointed out by Mark Chancey and others,so actual material evidence
datable to the first half of the first century has yet to be recovered in
significant quantities. Only the Hellenistic temple at Hippos and the
domestic houses at Bethsaida are firmly dated to the first century. The
Roman bathhouse at Capernaum dates from the second century. At
Sepphoris, the majestic finds are from the second century and later. Only
foundation stones of the basilica are datable to the first century. Work at
Tiberias has barely begun. A first-century level was identified in 2005, a
marble floor supposedly of the palace of Antipas, but this identification
has yet to be published. Even based on what is known from later times,'
both Sepphoris and Tiberias were quite small compared to the expansive
projects of Herod the Great and would likely elicit less reaction.st
Romanization in Galilee began in force with the movement of the VI
Ferrata legion to Jezreel around AD 120. Some detachments were stationed
in Galilee itself. This deployment was part of a larger reorganization of
Roman forces in the east. Roman power previously centered in Syria. As a
result, by the beginning of the second century there were two legions in
Palestine and a third in the new province of Arabia to the east. "The
changes in the material culture of Palestine and the Trans-jordan that
followed in the wake of this influx of Roman soldiers were dramatic." 52
A second problem with the Crossan and Reed reconstruction is its
assertion of monetization, the shift in commercial urbanization to coinbased economies that extract resources from the peasantry. The evidence
of monetization in the early part of the first century is lacking. "Few
Roman coins are found in first century contexts. The claims to a highly
monetized economy . . . are not being borne out by the archaeological
results." 53 Notably, it is "coins minted in the Galilee in the second and
third centuries [that] reflect a wholesale adoption of Greco-Roman
50 Mark A. Chancey, The Myth of a Gentile Galilee (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2002) .
51 I would further note that the first ten years of building at Tiberias would not
compare to the glories of Hippos just across the lake.
52 Mark A. Chancey, Gmeco-Roman Culture and the Galilee of Jesu s (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 223.
53 Richardson, "Khirbet Qana (and Other Villages) as a Context for Jesus," 128.
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numismatic customs." 54 Additionally, monetization does not necessarily
elicit resistance. As the anthropological work cited by F. Gerald Downing
has shown, "[A]n imposed cash economy does not have to destroy the
traditional habitus .. . in Galilee."55
The third problem with this reconstruction is its emphasis on
exploitation. Communities in Galilee expanded in number and size in the
Hasmonean and Herodian periods. Commercial expansion likely was also
a factor. However, if commercialization brought exploitation one would
expect to find in the material record evidence of evacuation of houses of
the exploited. Such evidence is lacking.
Fourth, perhaps the most significant flaw in the portrait provided by
Crossan and Reed is the methodological mistake of constructing a Jesus,
rather than keeping archaeology in its domain of providing data for a
reconstruction of the Galilean world of Jesus. It is as if Crossan, in leather
jacket and dusty fedora, has cracked his whip to draw our attention to "the
truth" about Jesus. Such swashbuckling may be appropriate to the silver
screen, but it does a disservice to archaeology and biblical studies.
While much work has been done recently in Galilee, any comprehensive
reconstruction of the Galilean world of Jesus must take into account the
limited nature of the data from the first century AD. From recent work
done by Douglas R. Edwards in compiling survey data and integrating
numismatic data, a picture is emerging of a Galilean world in which
villages were not isolated economically or culturally from urban centers,
each other, or surrounding non-Jewish territories. There is some cultural
differentiation as witnessed by the use of stone vessels and mikva'ot. Jewish
villages seem to have been served by Jewish sources of pottery such as
Kefar Hananya, but some villages were served by other sources. There was
an active trade-even competition-in general pottery. Pervasive basalt
mills and presses, columbaria, stone jars, and even coins also witness to a
complex and diverse economy. The Galilean world of Jesus was a diverse
economy teeming with activity; it was not a series of isolated villages.56

Chancey, Graeco-Roman Culture, 192.
F. Gerald Downing, "In Quest of First-Century C.E. Galilee," Catholic Biblical
Quarterly 66 (2004): 84.
56 Douglas R. Edwards, "Recent Work in Galilee: A Village and its Region" (lecture,
Annual Meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature, Washington, DC, November 18,
54
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2006).
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III. Conclus ion

Archaeo logy does not and dares not tell us who Jesus is or what he said.
It does, however , challeng e the biblical interpret er to contextu alize the
Scripture s, to hear them in the alleys of Jewish villages, amidst the smells
of agrarian domestic life, on the waters of the lake, and even amidst the
ashlars and pavers of Romaniz ation. The words and deeds of Jesus are
grounde d in this real world, not some spiritual fantasy land, for "God the
Son became a human being" (CA III, 1). James Charlesw orth issues a
challeng e to scholars that is applicab le to all interpret ers of the Scriptures:
While archaeol ogists may pursue pure research without any interest in
possible historical or theological payoff, biblical scholars no longer have
the ... luxmy of avoiding data from the times and places in which the
biblical records took shape . .. . For a New Testame nt scholar to disavow
the importan ce of archaeol ogy for New Testame nt studies .. . is a form
of myopia. It leaves the Gospels as mere stories or relics of ancient
rhetoric. Archaeological work, perhaps unintenti onally, helps the biblical
scholar to rethink and re-create ·the past. ... The results are unexpec tedly
surprisin g and rewardin g.s7

Respon se to Mark T. Schuler
Daniel E. Paavola

Dr. Mark Schuler deserves thanks for his vivid presenta tion of the
archaeol ogy of Galilee, especially for bringing near these distant places
and experiences. In a way, it is an incamati onal work that he does and that
we share. He noted that archaeol ogy wrestles with the Bible and the spade,
with data and truth, with what is already known and discover ies just
made. He repeated ly showed the implicati ons for exegesis in the ongoing
discoveries. Who does not better see the disciples being called from their
fishing boat when an example of such a boat has been found?
This work is incamati onal in a broad sense; it joins the eternal and the
present, the human and the divine. God took upon himself human flesh,
and all humans are touched by his life within that one body. Archaeo logy
gives a boat, a synagog ue, or a tomb, and Christian s are reminde d that
s7 James H. Charleswo rth, "Conclusion: The Historical Jesus and Biblical
Archaeology: Reflections on New Methodologies and Perspectives," in Jesus and
ArchaeologiJ, ed. James H . Charleswo rth (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans , 2006), 694-695.
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their Lord rescued just such a boat, spoke in such a synagogue, and was
laid in such a tomb, and every place has been changed by him.
Dr. Schuler' s archaeologic al work is also an incarnationa l work because
it exemplifies the best of theological education by bringing the truth of
spade and Bible into the lives of students. One example is Kristina
Neumann, a senior at Concordia University Wisconsin with a double
major of history and classical studies. She worked with Dr. Schuler at
Hippos in July 2006 and will be working with him again in 2007.58 His
archaeology work has captivated Kristina and given her a focus for her
exceptional talents. In keeping with this incarnationa l theme and the
conference theme of theological education, I asked Kristina also to read Dr.
Schuler' s paper and to share her thoughts. She wrote the following
paragraphs:
While Dr. Schuler correctly dismisses the Indiana Jones experience as the norm
for archaeological endeavors, the benefits of a Holy Land dig for a student are
even greater than Hollywood could imagine, as classroom learning is truly
transformed. Fieldwork has the ability to ground students in a historical context
for the Scriptural accounts. Through interpretation of the evidence, students'
analytical skills can be honed in bringing together theology and archaeology.
Finally, any biblical dig raises questions of faith and gives a student an
opportunity to refine his or her Christian belief. This learning experience
translates into life experience.
To some, Dr. Schuler's account of each Jewish village and Roman town may
seem robbed of all biblical color in his deliberate descriptions of the
archaeological sites. Certainly his clinical debunking of the synagogue at
Capernaum in both his paper and during a visit to the site came as a
disappointme nt to this student, as the Christian romantic in me would have
loved to be in the exact place where Jesus once was and seek out the "historical
Jesus." However, this helps to illustrate one of the benefits of a Levantine dig, in
that, although it m ay not yield physical evidence of the Christ, it does provide
students with a historical context for the scriptural accow1ts. Being in a place like
Hippos which was in existence during the time of Jesus and working among
remains concurrent to his era allows a student to transcend time. Dr. Schuler
outlines in his paper Scott R. A. Starbuck's Chalcedon pattern for biblical
archaeology, where the "text and artifact allows the two disciplines of religious
studies and archaeology to stand side by side in all their tension." Indeed, while
students of all ages crave the material remains of a historical Jesus, working with
artifacts from his historical context give enough perspective to illuminate the
58 Kristina Neumann won the Biblical ArclweologiJ Review 2007 Scholarship award
for
her article "And the Digs Go On: Digs2007 Scholarship Winner," Biblical Archaeologi;
Review 33, no. 1 (2007): 46-47.
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Scriptures in a very satisfying manner. A student will forever be transforme d, as
he or she cannot help the pique of interest every time the word "Galilee" is
mentioned in a Biblical text or envision Hippos as a "city set on a hill" when the
words from the Sermon on the Mount are spoken (Matt 5:14). Although much of
my role in the work of Hippos/Su ssita was in a sixth-centu ry Byzantine church,
excavating a place where people once worshiped provided a very tangible
glimpse of what life once was like in the early Christian church that mere
reading of historical accounts alone could not give.
Speaking beyond the historical context provided by this experience, work on an
archaeological dig refines a student's thinking. The question of methodolo gy
features foremost in any dig as an archaeolog ist must ensure his or her work is a
dialogue with the material uncovered and not a monologue . Thomas Davis'
main problem with the Biblical archaeolog ists was not that they were proponents
of a Judeo-Chri stian belief, but rather that they went to the field blinded by
preconceiv ed notions of what they would find. This insistence on a biblical
connection for all uncovered artifacts was greatly damaging for scientific
discovery. Consequen tly, students of archaeolog y-and specifically "biblical
archaeolog y" - are trained to come to the data with a question, but not an
answer.59 A student learns to occupy both worlds governed by the truth of the
Bible and the realia of the archaeological dig, in order to better understand the
specific period of ancient and classical history.60
Dr. Schuler once wrote to me, "If one is to say that archaeolog y is fact, one must
first define what a fact is. I believe archaeolog y gives us an angle on realia, but so
does theology, just in a different way."61 The student must learn to look
scientifically at all uncovered material and wrestle with interpretati on,
simultaneo usly seeking out and narrowing all possibilities . A student is forced to
utilize all aspects of his or her knowledge , while actively assimilatin g or rejecting
the interpretati ons of others. Again, in overseeing the excavation of Cistern D in
the Byzantine church, I was forced continually to re-evaluate my interpretati on
of the evidence as I saw it. Each day as new items were uncovered -first a piece
of intricate gold, then pottery, followed by animal bones and finally a coin-I
had to ask myself and others, "Why would this be here?" and "What was this
used for?" The afternoon of the dig also provided for a unique opportunity , as all
the volunteers came together to wash pottery. From the lowly student volunteer
to the most learned theologian, we would discuss the day's findings while
drawing upon each other's understand ing and practice. The value of this
experience for a student's thought process is invaluable.

archaeology' loosely
59 Davis, Shifting Sands, 151. Neumann: "I use the term 'biblical
and simply to refer to that archaeology directly relating to biblical times and locale."
remnants and artifacts
60 Neumann: "Rea/in simply refers to the archaeological
ng."
understandi
historical
of
sense
a
to
contribute
that
dig
the
on
recovered
2006.
61 Mark Schuler, e-mail message to Kristina Neuma1m, July 22,
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Finally, at some point on a biblical archaeological adventure, the element of faith
must enter into the student's excavation experience. The temptation exists in
such a dig to base one's faith on what is uncovered. Davis states that the former
biblical excavators believed their faith solely depended on uncovering the
historical reality of the Bible and that the realia of archaeology in Palestine would
"buttress the hope of faith."62 In a way, these men and women mirrored the
errors of previous Christian pilgrims, who gallivanted off to the Holy Land,
haphazardly scrambling to find holy relics and holy sites as a basis of their faith.
In both instances, when no scientific proof of this existence appeared, data and
artifacts were fudged. A student of a biblical dig must come to terms with where
his or her faith is based: on data or on spiritual truth. Are we to doubt the
account of Joshua if no Jericho has yet been found? More importantly, are we to
question the existence of Jesus if we cannot uncover the cross he died upon or
the tomb from which he was raised? Although my dig experience dealt with a
time following after Christ's life on earth, h·aveling to the various holy sites
surrounding the Sea of Galilee and in Jerusalem made me consider the heart of
my faith. Is it particularly important to know the exact location of the nativity? Is
it a matter of salvation on which hill the Messiah was crucified? These questions
are uniquely fueled by an archaeological experience in the Holy Land, and with
the proper instructor guiding discussion, they can lead students to an
affirmation of faith.

These extended comments of Dr. Schuler's student show the importance
of his research and its impact upon students. In the end, his presentation
bridges the dividing choice of the theological educator: Shall I be a painter
or a chef? Each of us likely has a preference. Painters work long, often
quietly and alone, perfecting a single canvas. Their work produces a book,
a thought-changing article, or some other lasting piece. The chef prefers
the noise of the classroom, feeding a demanding crowd who appreciate the
meal but want another tomorrow. Painters produce lasting truth and
beauty; chefs provide food for today. Each is needed, though they might
have difficulty appreciating one another's work. Dr. Schuler bridges these
two choices. This painter gives lessons. His canvas of Galilean stone is
drawn upon by many different hands. When he pauses, his students are
eager to continue and likely will do so for generations. His work of
archaeology is not merely past but present and future.

Daniel E. Paavola is Associate Professor of Theologi; at Concordia University
Wisconsin, Mequon, Wisconsin.
62

Davis, Shifting Sands, viii.
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Jesus and the Gnostic Gospels
Jeffrey Kloha
I. Why Are We Talking about the Gnostic Gospels? 1

If we were to discuss Christology, and specifically the relationship
between the Christology of the 'gnostic' gospels and the Christology of the
canonical gospels, this would be a short paper because there is no
Christology in the gnostic gospels. More precisely, we could consider the
Christology of Seth because the Gospel of Judas calls Seth-not Jesus-the
"Christ." That, however, is not the challenge, but the fact that the questions
raised by the gnostic gospels go to the very heart of the Christian faith:
Who is Jesus? What did he do? What is the human condition and
humanity's place in the world? What is our relationship to the divine?
What is the nature of salvation? Indeed, what is Christianity? The issue is
what was done with and to Jesus in the second century. The problem
facing the church is how to account for these "newly discovered" or
previously "lost" texts. They were written by people in the second century
who claimed to be followers of Jesus yet present an entirely different
perspective of him. Beyond those questions, a further requirement is to
help students, pastors, teachers, and the people in our pews deal with the
challenges that these texts present to creedal Christianity. The problem is
acute, since they have heard and have read that these texts give us a
"better" Jesus than the one that we proclaim.
Previous generations fought over the Bible. For better or for worse, the
battle used to be over creationism, Jonah, the Mosaic authorship of the
Pentateuch, and how many Isaiahs there might be. Above all, however, the
battle was fought over the first century and Jesus. Historical criticism
attacked the text and replaced its authority with reconstructed sources, but
historical criticism has now run its course. To be sure, there is still a Jesus
Seminar, but "the Quest for the Historical Jesus" did not bring an end to
historic, creedal Christianity. The Jesus of history could not be pried away
from the church, and so the church is now the target.
The battleground has changed. The nature of Christianity in the second
century, rather than the first century, is debated. What was Christianity
Quotations of gnostic texts are from James M. Robinson, ed., The Nag Hn111111ndi
Library in English, 3rd ed. (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988).
1

Jeffrey Kloha is Associate Professor of Exegetical TheologtJ at Concordia Seminary,
St. Louis, Missouri.
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like after Jesus? Or, as it is more often stated, what were "Christianities"
like? It is no longer assumed that the same Clu:istian faith was preached
everywhere by all. Rather, some took Jesus and ran one way, some
another. Some died out early, like the Nazoreans. Others died out later,
like the so-called Gnostics. The Nazoreans may have simply been too
indistinct from Judaism and too small to be sustainable. The Gnostics, it is
argued, were viciously attacked by what later were called "orthodox" or
"catholic Christians" and were persecuted out of existence. Is orthodox
Christianity merely one possible outcome of the teachings of Jesus? Bart
Ehrman' s way of framing the issue is typical: "What if it had been
otherwise? What if some other form of Christianity had become dominant,
instead of the one that did?" 2 He continues,
In anticipation of these discussions, I can point out that if some other
form of Clu·istianity had won the early struggles for dominance, the
familiar doctrines of Christianity might never have become the
"standard" belief of millions of people, including the belief that there is
only one God, that he is the creator, that Clu-ist his son is both human
and divine. The doctrine of the Trinity might never have developed. The
creeds still spoken in churches today might never have been devised.
The New Testament as a collection of sacred books might never have
come into being. Or it might have come into being with a completely
different set of books . . .. " 3
Now that these "lost" or "hidden" or "secret" gospels have been made
known to our conspiracy-loving culture, we can no longer appeal simply
to "the Bible" or "the Divine Inspiration of the Bible." After all, how does
one externally prove that the Bible is inspired and inerrant when other
books make identical claims to divine origin and authority? 4 The canonical
books, whether sixty-six or seventy-tlu-ee or eighty-one (depending on the
division of Christianity), are no longer the only game in town.

2 Bart D. Ehrman, Lost Christianities: The Battle for Scripture and the Faiths We Never
Knew (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 5. This book is marketed as a textbook
for undergraduate classes in religion.
3 Ehrman, Lost Christianities, 6.
4 I recently presented a weekend seminar on the gnostic gospels for University of
Iowa students at St. Paul's Lutheran Chapel. During one of the breaks, a couple of
students pulled me aside to discuss the question of how we know that we have the right
Bible. One student had recently been challenged by a non-Clu-istian and was forced to
acknowledge that he had no idea how we got the Bible, how we know that it is the right
one, or where to begin the discussion.
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The purpose of this paper is to begin to formulate a response to the rise
of the use of gnostic texts in the life of the church. One unacceptable
response is to pretend that there is not a problem. If the circus that
accompanied the Gospel of Judas and The Da Vinci Code proved anything, it
is that people will hear about this. It would be better if our pastors and
people heard about it first from us. Another unhelpful response is simply
to label all the gnostic material non-Christian and be done with it. This
does not work for the thinking layperson. I have had the opportunity to
offer numerous seminars on the gnostic materials to groups of lay people
and pastors. The reactions are always interesting. The pastors typically
think it is all just weird, but it never fails that during one of the breaks
someone comes up to me and wants to talk further about the role of
women, the historicity of Jesus, or the development of the creeds.
Something they have read or seen on television about these materials
made more sense to them than the pat answers they typically receive from
us. We can decry the American suspicion of authority and institutions,
love of conspiracy theory, passion about gender issues, and general
rejection of the Christian world view, but this is our context. Not to give
answers only leads people to question the message we preach. In this
paper, I will not propose solutions, but will lay out the issues surrounding
these gnostic writings, discuss how they are analyzed, and suggest areas
where we need to be engaged in the debate. 5
II. Re-imagining Christianity

The definition of "ancient" and "early" has changed. It sounds
impressive to talk about a "historic liturgy of the ancient church," but there
is little, if any, firm textual evidence for it until the fifth, or maybe the
fourth, century. This is as far removed from the apostle Paul as we are
from Johann Gerhard. It sounds convincing to say that the Nicene Creed
traces back to AD 325 and that we have references to regulae from 150 years
earlier, but those regulae are a bit amorphous and varied, and it is clear that
the Council of Nicea was an end point in the development of specific
articulations of doctrines rather than the consensus of the previous 250
years. The fourth century is too late, too recent, and too reflective of its
own theological interests and controversies to help us understand- let
alone critique-what Christianity was in the second century.

s I will not state the obvious points, such as the fact that the canonical Gospels are
reliably dated to the first century but that no gnostic gospel, save the Gospel of Thomas
(which will be discussed further below), can be dated in the first half of the second
century, and most much later.
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The second century, however, is shrouded in unknowns. New
Testament textual critics have long recognized that there are huge gaps
between the composition of the New Testament writings and the great
codices of the fourth century, with only a patchwork of fragmentary
papyrus manuscripts from the second and third centuries.6 The situation is
the same for writings from the second century. Apart from Irenaeus,
piecing together orthodox Christianity is a difficult task. Now there is a
whole group of writings, typically labeled "gnostic," that often have
Christian elements and that, for the most part, were composed as early as
the mid- to late-second century.

What is Gnosticism?
It used to be easy to deal with the Gnostics. They were considered part
of another religion, as distinct from Christianity as Islam or Buddhism.
Alternatively, Gnosticism was considered aberrant, a corruption of
orthodox Christianity. All this has changed. Among the most significant
issues is the definition of Gnosticism itself. In contemporary literature on
Gnosticism there is considerable debate - at times even confusion regarding terminology. No one in the ancient world describes themselves
as followers of "Gnosticism," as if it had a known and recognized set of
shared characteristics. In fact, the word itself does not occur until the
seventeenth century, though, of course, gnosis and gnostikoi are both
ancient terms. Moreover, there are only indirect references to people
calling themselves "Gnostics." This confusion applies also to the texts
themselves. Though I have titled this study "Jesus and the Gnostic
Gospels," none of the writings that I will discuss use the word "gnostic."
Cristoph Markschies opens his primer on Gnosticism with this caveat:
"[T]here is no usage of this term [' gnosis'] on which there is consensus in
every respect and which is accepted everywhere. Nor, things being as they
are, can there be, since any definition remains somewhat arbitrary." 7
After the fashion, writers in the second century did not refer to religious
adherents by collective names, like "Christian" or "Gnostic," but by the

6 See especially Barbara Aland, "Die Rezeption des neutestamentlichen Textes in den
ersten Jarhunderten," in Tize New Testament in Early ClzristianihJ, ed. Jean-Marie Sevrin,
Bibliotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaniensium 86 (Leuven: Leuven University
Press; Uitgeverij Peeters, 1989), 1-38; and William L. Petersen, ed., Gospel Traditions in
the Second Century: Origins, Recensions, Text, and Tran smission, Christianity and Judaism
in Antiquity 3 (Notre Dame: University of Noh·e Dame Press, 1989).
7 Cristoph Markschies,
G11osis: An Introdu ction, trans. John Bowden (London; New
York: T & T Clark, 2003), 1.
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founder or leader. One can read about Valentinians, Marcionites, followers
of Basilides, Nicolatians, and, on occasion, Gnostics. Indeed, Irenaeus' s
magnum opus is titled "Disproof and Refutation of Gnosis Wrongly SoCalled," yet this book discusses dozens of teachers and groups, only one of
which he describes as giving themselve s the name "Gnostic." 8 Ireneaus
also labeled this group followers of a certain Mercellina and described
them as people who worship images of the great philosoph ers, such as
Pythagora s, Plato, Aristotle, and Jesus. It is not clear, however, that all
references to "Gnostics" refer to the same groups. Clement, for example
wrote,
For I know that I encounter ed some sort of sect, and its leader claimed
that he fought pleasure with pleasure. This noble Gnostic (for he said
that he was a Gnostic) deserted to pleasure through feigned combat,
since he said that it is no great thing to avoid pleasure which had never
been enjoyed, but it is something to avoid it after having been involved
in it, so he trained [to avoid pleasure] by indulging in pleasure.9
Later in the same writing he accused the followers of Prodicus, who also
called themselve s Gnostics, of the same abandonm ent toward pleasure. 10
Earlier still, Justin Martyr conceded to his Jewish interlocut or that many
groups called themselve s Christians , such as Marcionites, Valentinians,
Basilidians, and Saturnilia ns.11 Later, Hippoply tus claimed that only a
single group, the "Naassene s," called themselves "Gnostics."12 It cannot be
questione d that many groups used the name "Christian " in the second
century, including those that were then, and would be today, considered
"heretical " by orthodox standards.13
Furthermo re, these groups cannot be considere d entirely non-Chris tian.
The first Christian commenta ry on a New Testamen t writing, in the
ancient sense of that term, is by Heracleon , a follower of Valentinu s, whose
commenta ry on John is quoted extensively by Origen. Moreover , both
Marcion and Valentinu s relied heavily upon the Pauline Letters.
Valentinu s himself wrote something like a commenta ry on them. The
writings drawn upon by the "Gnostics " seem to be identical to the writings
B Irenaeus,

Adversus haereses 1.25.6.
Clement of Alexandria, Stromata 2.20; my translation.
10 Clement of Alexandria, Stromata 3.4.
11 Justin Martyr,
Dialog us cw11 Tryphon e 35.
12 Hippolytus, Refutatio 0111niu111 lweresiu111 5.6.
13 See also the survey
in Michael Williams, Rethinking "Gnosticism " (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1996), 33-43.
9
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II
used by the orthodox, " specifically the four Gospels and the Pauline
Letters. The writings ignored by the Gnostics, such as what came to be
called the Catholic Epistles, are the same writings that were generally
ignored by the orthodox until much later. Furthermo re, in his sermon
Gospel of Truth, Valentinu s did not reflect the grand cosmology so typical
of Sethian Gnostics. His creator is described positively , Jesus is the primary
savior, and the world is not so much evil as a place of ignorance . The goal
is not, as is often typical in gnostic thinking, to escape the flesh . Instead,
the Son by his death on the cross makes the Father known, and through
this knowledg e ignorance is done away with so that salvation is achieved.
Valentinia ns also observed the Eucharist and, surprising ly, accepted
marriage, which many Gnostics (and some later Christians ) did not.14

Nor were Gnostics completel y independe nt of early Christian
communit ies. In the late fourth century, Epiphaniu s reported a remarkabl e
autobiogra phical story of a group in Egypt who called themselve s
"Gnostics " (one of only a handful so labeled in his Panarion). A long
passage describes their attempts to lure him into heresy by sending
beautiful women to seduce him physically and spiritually . Epiphaniu s
received strength from the Lord to resist, then reported the group to the
bishop and-here is the important point-the bishop, "finding out which
ones were hidden in the church .. . they were expelled from the city, about
eighty persons, and the city was cleared of their tare-like, thorny
growth." 15 It is also worth pointing out in this report that Epiphaniu s fled
only after "reading their books," which means that he must have spent
some time among them though without converting . Although this group
of self-descri bed "Gnostics " had their own teachings, evangelism methods,
and books, they still were "in the church" of this unnamed Egyptian city.
The confusion is compound ed by recognizin g that the use of the term
gnosis by theologian s of the early church (such as Barnabas, Origen,
Clement of Alexandri a, and before them even Paul) parallels common

14 Karen L. King, What is Gnosticism? (Cambridge , MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press, 2003), 159-162; see also April D. DeConick, "The Great Mystery of
Marriage: Sex and Conception in Ancient Valentinian Traditions," Viligiae Christianae 57
(2003): 307-342.
is Epiphanius, Panarion II.26.17.8; in The Panarion of Epiphani11s of Salamis: Book I, Sects
1-46, trans. Frank Williams, Nag Hammadi Studies 35 (Leiden; New York: E. J. Brill,
1987), 98.
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vocabulary and themes.in Greco-Roman thought and not specific "gnostic"
or" gnosticizing" tendencies.16
It may be surprising to learn that the term" gnostic" appears nowhere in
the Nag Hammadi documents, the Gospel of Thomas, or the Gospel of Judas.
There are other names, like "Sons of God," "the elect," "descendants of
Seth," "children of the bridal chamber," and the "fourth, kingless and
perfect race." The last designation is particularly significant in one respect,
for Christians of the second century referred to themselves as "children of
the third race," that is, that Christians superseded Jew and Gentile. With
the name "children of the fourth race" the Nag Hammadi group was
distinguishing itself from Christianity by claiming to supersede it.17
Providing a definition of what is "gnostic" is therefore exh·emely
difficult. The point of debate is this: Is the phenomenon of gnosis a single
religion, or a movement which goes beyond the limits of a single
religion? 18 In Gnosis: An Introduction, Cristoph Markschies provided a
slight tweaking of the classic description:
1.

The experience of a completely other-worldly, distant, supreme God;

2.

the introduction, which among other things is conditioned by this, of
further divine figures, or the splitting up of existing figures into
figures that are closer to human beings than the remote supreme
'God';

3.

the estimation of the world and matter as evil creation and an
experience, conditioned by this, of the alienation of the gnostic in the
world;

4. the introduction of a distinct creator God or assistant: within the
Platonic tradition he is called 'craftsman' -Greek demiurgos - and is
sometimes described as merely ignorant, but sometimes also as evil;
5. the explanation of this state of affairs by a mythological drama in
which a divine element that falls from its sphere into an evil world
slumbers in human beings of one class as a divine spark and can be
freed from this;

16 See the entries in G. W. H . Lampe, A Patristic Greek Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1961), s.v. "yvwoL<;" .
17 Markschies, Gnosis: An Introduction, 10-11.
1s Markschies, Gnosis: An Introduction, 19.
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6.

knowledge (' gnosis') about this state, which, however, can be gained
only through a redeemer figure from the other world who descends
from a higher sphere and ascends to it again;

7.

the redemption of human beings through the knowledge of 'that
God (or the spark) in them' (TestVer, NHC IX, 3, 56, 15-20), and
finally

8.

a tendency towards dualism in different types which can express
itself in the concept of God, in the opposition of spirit and matter,
and in anthropology.19

Two scholars, however, have argued strongly against continued use of
the term "Gnosticism," primarily because of its negative associations of not
being "Christian." In his book Rethinking "Gnosticism," Michael Williams
proposed an alternative designation: "demiurgical traditions," or, more
specifically, "biblical demiurgical traditions":
By "demiurgical" I mean all those that ascribe the creation and
management of the cosmos to some lower entity or entities, distinct from
the highest God. This would include most of ancient Platonism, of
course. But if we add the adjective "biblical," to denote demiurgical
traditions that also incorporate or adopt traditions from Jewish or
Christian Scripture, the category is narrowed significantly.20
This definition has the advantage of not employing anachronistic
terminology, but without the adjective "biblical," as Williams himself
admits, the definition covers too broad a spectrum to be useful. With the
adjective "biblical," however, there is (intentionally or unintentionally)
perhaps a too-close connection with Jewish and Christian materials, for
many of the Nag Hammadi texts themselves show a "demiurgical"
foundation but make no reference to Jewish or Christian narratives.
Karen King offered a different approach. She eschewed any definition as
confining and impacting negatively the study of the texts. For example,
after presenting a paper at the International Society of Biblical Literature
(SBL) meeting in Helsinki in 1999, a paper which became the opening
chapter of her book What is Gnosticism?, King was pointedly asked by one
participant to clarify how she would define the term "Gnosticism." King
refused to offer a definition. She claimed that her only interest was to:

19

20

Markschies, Gnosis: An Introduction, 16-17.
Williams, Rethinking "G11osticis111, " 51-52.
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consider the ways in which the early Christian polemicists' discourse of
orthodoxy and heresy has been intertwined with twentieth century
scholarship on Gnosticism in order to show where and how that
involvement has distorted our analysis of the ancient texts. At stake is
not only the capacity to write a more accurate history of ancient
Christianity in all its multiformity, but also our capacity to critically
engage the ancient politics of religious difference rather than unwittingly
reproduce its strategies and results.21
What this passage encapsulates is the program of much of recent
scholarship on early Christianity and "Gnosticism." The early polemicists,
whether intentionally grabbing power or not, marginalized Gnosticism as
heretical and lifted up the emerging orthodoxy as the only "everywhere
and at all times" truth of Christianity. Modern scholarship is able to strip
away that fai;ade and expose the arbitrariness of ancient Christianity and
its modern adherents. This apparently means that any approach taken by a
Christian researcher would inevitably result in a skewed understanding of
Gnosticism. King wrote again: "[T]he problem of defining Gnosticism has
been and continues to be primarily an aspect of the ongoing project of
defining and maintaining a normative Christianity." 22
From its very conception, then, this essay apparently is doomed to be
skewed, and I would agree with such an assessment. Since any orthodox
Christian researcher would not be a part of the community that wrote,
preserved, and continued to be shaped by gnostic texts, he or she will
inevitably misinterpret and read them against what is already familiar.
Then again, no modern interpreter, including King herself, could be
described as a member of such a community or as one who is free from his
or her own agenda. In addition, I would argue that given King's
pessimistic outlook on the use of language - if every use of a term like
"gnostic" does violence to it-then by the same argument neither she (nor
we) should use the term "Christian," for every use of that term will also
inevitably be an attempt either to defend an orthodox perspective or to reimagine Christianity in new terms. One of King's goals is to bring these
previously ignored so-called "gnostic" materials into conversation with
historic Christianity. For example, she wrote, "Far from unmaking
Christianity or denigrating theological enterprises, elucidating this
21 Karen L. King, "The Origins of Gnosticism and the Identity of Christianity," in Wns
There n Gnostic Religion?, ed. Antti Marjanen, Publications of the Finnish Exegetical
Society 87 (Helsinki: Finnish Exegetical Society; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
2005), 118.
22 King, "The Origins of Gnosticism," 116, and Whnt is Gnosticism?, 18.
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complexity will ground theological reflection in more accurate historical
and theological reflections of the ancient material." 23 Her criticism of
biblical scholarship vis-a-vis Gnosticism concludes with this call:
The goal is not to destroy tradition but to open up space for alternative
or marginalized voices to be heard within it. A fuller historical portrait
of religious piety can enrich the funds of religious tradition, providing
more complex theological resources to attend to the complex of issues of
our own day. One's own faith is not diminished by hearing other voices;
it may be strengthened and enriched.24
That such a paragraph could only be written by a twenty-first century
American seems not to trouble King.25 Nonetheless, this paragraph reflects
the wider thinking of much of our society, and our typical response-so/a
scriptural-is simply no longer effective.
Not all researchers who use the term "Gnosticism" do so in an attempt
to compare it to Christianity, especially in the last decade. Marvin Meyer,
for example, published yet another collection of gnostic gospels that
interprets the texts on their own terms without comparison to the
canonical gospels. His definition of Gnosticism is this:
Gnosticism is a religious tradition that emphasizes the primary place of
gnosis, or mystical knowledge, understood through aspects of wisdom
(often personified wisdom) presented in creation stories, particularly
stories based on the Genesis accounts, and interpreted by a variety of
religious and philosophical h·aditions, including Platonism, in order to
proclaim a radically enlightened way of life and knowledge. 26
King, Whnt is Gnosticism?, 150.
King, Wlint is Gnosticism?, 246.
2s The last sentences of
her book contain a hint of recognition that hers will likely not
be viewed as the last word: "Ours is a post-colonial and postmodern world, struggling
with the complex legacies of the increasingly pluralistic and multicultural globe we
inhabit. It is essential that we gain a critical grasp on these discourses in order to
disentangle them from our own work. Yet we do so with respect and appreciation for
the conh·ibutions of scholars whose work constitutes our own past, knowing that our
own enterprises will effect only a partial revolution, and no doubt will be subject to the
critical hindsight of those who follow." King, Whnt is Gnosticis111?, 247. King comes
perilously close here to assuming that she has a modernist, detached perspective,
though the last sentence at least leaves open the possibility that her own work is as
contextual as those who preceded her.
26 Marvin W. Meyer, The Gnostic Gospels
of Jesus: T/1e Definitive Collection of Mystical
Gospels nnd Secret Books about Jesus of Nnznreth (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2005),
xiii.
23

24
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To put things in a less scholarly way, it seems that gnostic language and
thinking was "in the water" of the Greco-Roman world. It drew heavily on
the thought patterns of both Judaism and Platonism. Some groups, notably
the Sethians associated with the Gospel of Judas, have an identifiable
outlook. To the casual observer, others may have been simply another
strain of Christians. James Robinson noted,
Gnostic Christians surely considered themselves the faithful
continuation, under changing circumstances, of that original stance
which made Christians Christians. But the "somewhat different terms"
"under changing circumstances" also involved real divergences, and
other Christians clearly consider Gnosticism a betrayal of the original
Christian position . .. . But the Nag Hamrnadi library also documents the
fact that the rejection was mutual.27
Two elements deserve further discussion: the mention of "real
divergences" and the "mutual rejection." Both will be addressed below.
The question of the relationship between catholic Christianity and
Gnosticism is not as easily explained as was once thought. The
implications of this in our own context, when many voices are claiming
that creedal Christianity was never and should not be the only game in
town, are considerable. Gnosticism is not what we thought it was;
therefore, we are told, Christianity also cannot be what we thought it was.
III. Theology and Proclamation in a New Historical Context:
The Challenge of the Gnostic Gospels
How does the church respond? Francis Pieper' s theology, formulated in
response primarily to modernism, does not answer the questions being
raised today. Once Pieper had his "all Scripture is theopneustos" answer to
the question of biblical authority, the rest of his dogmatics was relatively
easy. Pieper never had to deal with the Gnostics, and, while he had
challenging issues in his own modernist context, the answers he gave to
those questions are ineffective in a pluralistic, non-foundational context.
The risk we run is even greater than that we faced with historical criticism.
At least in that debate everyone was a modernist, that is, everyone saw
some kind of authority in Jesus and believed that he could be historically
and accurately reconstructed, at least to some extent. In our present-day
context, however, such chutzpah is not tolerated. We are reminded that
there is no unrnediated description of Jesus. The texts were written by
individuals who were part of communities that had their own questions
27

James M . Robinson, inh·oduction to The Nag Hn111111ndi Library, 4.

132

CONCORDIA THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY7l (2007)

and issues. They were copied-and sometimes altered-by later
communities who both reinterpreted and at times rewrote those narratives
to suit their ever-changing situation.28 Issues of community identity and
differentiation from other communities were involved in this process, and
the Jesus depicted in the gospels-whether canonical or gnostic-is simply
assumed to be "someone' s take on Jesus."
In a forum such as this, it is impossible to "solve" the problem of the
gnostic gospels. To my knowledge, no book or article has been written by a
Lutheran Church- Missouri Synod theologian that analyzes or responds
to these texts. Here I will lay out some areas for further investigation that I
would encourage pastors and theologians to pursue. These are neither
exhaustive nor the only fruitful lines of argumentation for a "response to,"
or classroom approaches to, the challenges of the gnostic gospels. 29
PuritiJ, Syncretism, and Genuine ChristianitiJ

Since Walter Bauer's Orthodoxy and Heresy in Early Christianity,3o the
reigning assumption in early church studies is that the classic model of the
development of theology cannot be born out by the evidence. That is,
rather than a single orthodoxy that was later corrupted by various
heresies, orthodoxy was only one - and by no means the inevitable outgrowth of varied expressions of religious belief and practice, all of
which claimed derivation from, and faithfulness to, the life and teachings
of Jesus. While Bauer's thesis is not, of course, without criticism, any casual
perusal of the Apostolic Fathers, Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria,
Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Ori.gen that stops at the early third century will
uncover themes, language, and argumentation that sound little like that of
Athanasius or Augustine, let alone Luther or Pieper. For example,
Tertullian, who coined the use of trinitas, had essentially a modalist view

2s For example, Bart Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture: The Effect of Early
Christologicnl Controversies on the Text of the New Testament (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1993). This is not the place to assess Ehrman's thesis and conclusions. Although
factors other than "orthodox corruption" can account for some of the alterations, some
examples are irrefutable.
29 For example, the fact that the teachings of Jesus in the gnostic gospels are all
narrated in post-resurrection settings (e.g., the Gospel of Mary, the Apocryp/1011 of John, the
Gospel of Philip). The Gospel of Judas is an exception in that it is set during the week of
Jesus' passion. The post-resurrection setting is employed because Jesus' resunection is
viewed as his release into the physical realm from which he is able to bring gnosis.
30 Walter Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianihj, ed. Robert A. Kraft and
Gerhard Krodel (Philadelphia: Forh·ess, 1971 [German, 19341).

Kloha: Jesus and the Gnostic Gospels

133

of the Trinity and would be regarded as "heretical" according to later
definition s of orthodoxy .
This, of course, is not news. It is news, however, that some researcher s
wish to define gnostic material as just another form of Christiani ty in the
second century. In order to do so, the charge of "syncretis m" must be done
away with; that is, they must deny the existence of a "pure" Christiani ty
that, when corrupted by foreign elements, thereby produced "Gnosticis m."
King, for example, acknowle dged that a standard definition of
"syncretis m" would apply to gnostic materials: they are subject to
"amalgam ation, of blending heterogen eous beliefs and practices." 31 King
also argued, however, that every religion, including Christiani ty, would fit
this definition of syncretism and that both the ancient and modern charge
of "syncretis m" against Gnostics simply represents identity discourse and
boundary- setting, in particular a defense of one's own already held ideas.32
Yet this relegation of the term "syncretis m" fails when it comes to the
person of Jesus and specifically to the question of whether or not the
gnostic materials present anything remotely connected to the Jesus who
walked the earth. There is firm textual evidence that Sethian Gnostics
grafted Christian elements onto an already existing framework . Some of
their writings contain no Christian elements, such as the Three Steles of Seth,
which is essentially a descriptio n of hymns of praise sung to a gnostic
"Trinity": the first stele is a hymn to the self-begot ten Son, the second to
the male virgin Barbelo (who is at the same time the mother, incidental ly),
and the third to the Unbegotte n Father. Even though there is a "selfbegotten Son" in this text, there is no h·ace whatsoeve r of Christian
thinking or influence, though Jewish and neoplaton ic traditions pervade
the text. 33
Other writings do show an adoption of Christian thinking. A remarkabl e
pair of texts in this connection is Eugnostos the Blessed and the Sophia of Jesus
Christ. Eugnostos is a very early text, most likely first-centu ry BC, which
describes the existence of an invisible, heavenly world beyond the physical
world. This world is not accessible, the text pointedly states, to
philosoph ers (specifically, Stoics, Epicurean s, and Babylonia n astrologer s).
Peter van der Veer, "Syncretism, Multicultur alism and the Discourse of Tolerance,"
in Syncretis111/Anti-Syncretis111: The Politics of Religious Synthesis, ed. Charles Stewart and
Rosalind Shaw (London: Routledge, 1994), 208, quoted in King, What is G11osticis111?, 223.
32 King, What is Gnosticism?, 222-224.
Robinson, The Nag
33 See James E. Goelu'ing's introduction to the Three Ste/es of Seth, in
Ha111111adi Library, 396.
31
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It describes the ruling hierarchy of five beings who create successive
worlds. The last, of course, is the realm of the immortal man, though this
section may be a later addition. At some point, however, the text was
adapted for a different cause: the Sophia of Jesus Christ takes the text of
Eugnostos and places it on the lips of Jesus, who becomes the figure that
makes known the revelation. Several disciples become Jesus' discussion
partners, though only the disciples who typically appear in gnostic texts,
such as Philip, Thomas, Bartholome w, and Mary (never Peter or Paul) .
Philip asks the first question. Jesus appears after his resurrection , but "not
in his previous form, but in the invisible spirit. And his likeness resembles
a great angel of light" (Soph. Jes. Chr. 91,10-13). Jesus asks the disciples
"What are you searching for?" and Philip responds, conveniently , "For the
underlying reality of the universe and the plan" (Soph. Jes. Chr. 92,3-5).
The final prediction of Eugnostos is applied to Jesus: "All I have just said to
you, I said in the way you might accept, until the one who needs not be
taught appears among you, and he will speak all these things to you
joyously and in pure knowledge" (Eugnostos 90,4-11; cf. Soph. Jes. Chr. 114,
5-8). The only "Christian" element in the Sophia of Jesus Christ is the
presence of Jesus as a character, but he is a character who merely mouths
an already extant philosophic al treatise.

The Gospel of Judas is another example. There is nothing about the person
of Jesus, the disciples, or Judas that is not found in either the canonical
gospels or Sethian Gnosticism. The use and adaptation of Jesus in such
texts is an area that requires further investigation .

Gnostic Thought in Judaism and Neoplatonism
The popular impression given of the gnostic materials is that they are all
about Jesus. Many gnostic texts, however, entirely lack Christian elements.
James Robinson concluded, "Some traits previously thought to be
characteristi c of Christian Gnosticism have been shown by the Nag
Hammadi library to be originally non-Christia n."34 Some texts, in
particular Sethian ones, have no Christian influence, such as Allogenes,
Marsanes, and the Thought of Norea . Other texts, such as Zostrianus and the
Apocalypse of Adam, have themes that are only slightly related to
Christianity . Some have a thin Christian veneer in that there are characters
found in Christian texts but little else. Among these writings are the
Trimorphic Protennoia, the Gospel of the Egyptians, and the recently recovered
Gospel of Judas. Others, such as the Hypostasis of the Archons, Melchizedek,
34

Robinson, inh·oduction to The Nag Hn111111ndi Library, 7.
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The more obvious interpret ation of the Nag Hammad i documen ts is that
they are all typically syncretistic: they draw upon bits and pieces from a
wide range of religious influence s in the ancient world, includin g
Judaism and Christian ity, but includin g others, too. As such they are
totally explaina ble in terms of what we know about second and third
century Gnosticism.37

Gnostics against the Christians
A fruitful area of investiga tion is the anti-Chr istian polemic of the
gnostic writings. This has long been known from the Apocalypse of Peter:
They [the catholics] will cleave to the name of a dead man, thinking that
they will become pure .... And there shall be others of those who are
outside our number who name themselv es bishop and also deacons, as if
they have received their authority from God. They bend themselv es
under the judgmen t of the leaders. These people are dry canals. (Apoc.
Pet. 74,13-15; 79,22-31; cf. 73)
This anti-Chr istian (or to be more neutral, anti-catholic) rhetoric is seen
very sh·ongly in the Gospel of Judas. In two passages , the twelve disciples,
who stand for the Christian s, are worship ping what is called "their god."
In the first, the disciples are offering sacrifices but Jesus rejects their
actions. The second is even more striking. After walking in on their
celebrati on of the Eucharis t, Jesus laughs at the disciples. They respond,
"Master, why are you laughing at [our] prayer of thanksgi ving? We have
done what is right." He answere d and said to them, "I am not laughing
at you. <You> are not doing this because of your own will but because it
is through this that your god [will be] praised." They said, "Master, you
are [ .. . ] the son of our god." Jesus said to them, "How do you know
me? Truly [I] say to you, no generatio n of the people that are among you
will know me." (Gos. Jud. 34,10-15)
Striking in both of these anti-catholic passages is the rejection of catholic
ritual, worship, and even the Eucharist. In addition , a title of Jesus from
the Synoptic Gospels, as well as a confessio n of the early church, is
specifically rejected: Jesus is the "Son of your God," that is, "you call him
Son of God but we do not."
The Gospel of Judas is one text, in particula r, which requires further study.
I hesitate to say much about this text right now, in spite of the whirlwin d
37
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of the initial publication. If you recall, the text was hailed as providing an
alternative view of Jesus' suffering and death-Jesus actually wanted
Judas to betray him. This was connected, at least in scholarly circles, to
various theories to explain Jesus' death. Maybe he actually was in league
with Judas; maybe he wanted to die to spark a rebellion. When other
scholars actually looked at a translation of Judas, however, it was soon
recognized that there is but a single passage referencing Jesus' "request"
for beh·ayal (Gos. Jud. 56). Furthermore, there is no passion story, and the
actual act of betrayal is an anti-climactic conclusion to the grand Sethian
cosmology laid out in the text (Gos. Jud. 58).
In addition, there is no consensus regarding the purpose of the text, nor
indeed its translation. During the November 2006 SBL meeting, a panel of
experts, including Marvin Meyer, Karen King, Elaine Pagels, and Craig
Evans, gave their reflections on the text six months after its initial
publication. It should be noted that there was a delay in the publication of
the Coptic editio princeps until several months after the first translation was
published. This is highly unusual. Typically a critical edition of a text is
produced and translations are provided either concurrently or shortly
thereafter. Not so with Judas. Three books, including translations, were
available on Monday of Holy Week 2006, the day after the National
Geographic special aired, and only a few weeks before the release of The
Da Vinci Code movie. At this SBL session, King and Pagels argued that the
text was not anti-Christian but an anti-clergy invective aimed at those who
encourage Christians to martyrdom. They considered it a Christian
polemic against other Christians and their blood-thirst for martyrdom. It
was not mentioned that Seth is called the Christ in Judas (Gos. Jud. 52) and
that Jesus is the Son of their God (Gos. Jud. 34). Their thesis was met with a
subdued reaction and was vastly overshadowed by the other panelists,
who discussed that the Gospel of Judas had been not only misunderstood
but even mistranslated. It was all over the blogosphere, of course, though
there have not yet been any journal articles on the topic. One Gospel of
Thomas scholar, April DeConick, described it this way:
My examination of the Coptic transcription has led me to think that
certain translational errors and one mistaken reconstruction of a Coptic
line led the team to the erroneous conclusion that Judas is a saint
destined to join the holy generation of the Gnostics. The result is that
certain claims have been made by the National Geographic that the
Gospel of Judas says things it just does NOT say: Judas is the perfect
enlightened Gnostic; Judas ascends to the holy generation; Jesus wants
Judas to betray him; Jesus wants to escape the material world; Judas
performs a righteous act, serving Jesus by "beh·aying" him; Judas will be
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able to enter the divine realm as symbolized by his vision of the great
house; as the thirteenth, Judas surpasses the twelve disciples, and is
lucky and blessed by this number.38
Whatever the outcome of the scholarly debate about Judas, this serves to
highlight the difficulties involved in the use of these texts. The
communities that produced them, the rituals and beliefs behind them, and
the rhetorical goals which led to their composition are all lost. Studies of
these gnostic writings are in their infancy. Nevertheless, the anti-catholic
perspective of many of these texts does show a differentiation between
those who used texts like Judas and those who did not. This differentiation
should not be minimized as we seek to answer the question of what
Christianity looked like in the second century.

The Historical Jesus and the Gospel of Thomas
The Gospel of Thomas is unique among the writings found at Nag
Hammadi, as well as unique among early Christian literature. It is a
different form of a text called a "gospel," for a "gospel" is what its
subscript says it is, at least in the Coptic translation. Thomas has no
narrative, no birth, no passion, no deeds, and no miracles. It is simply a
collection of sayings without a narrative context. In Thomas, one begins to
see some of the formal features that would be encountered in the "gnostic"
gospels but no blatant gnostic perspectives or tendencies.
Originally written in Greek, parts of Thomas were known beginning in
the early twentieth century with two Greek fragments found at
Oxyrhynchus. These were not properly identified as containing sayings
matched by the Coptic version of Thomas found at Nag Hammadi until
fifty years later. Some of the 114 sayings found in Thomas are remarkably
similar to those in the Synoptic Gospels. For example, "He who does not
hate his father and mother cannot be my disciple, and he who does not
hate his brothers and sisters and does not take up his cross as I have will
not be worthy of me" (Gos. Thom. 55).39 In at least one case, Thomas
preserves a form of the text that has been virtually lost in the transmission
of the canonical Gospels. In Matthew 6:28 the standard text reads: "And
concerning what you wear, why are you concerned? Consider the lilies of
the field, how they increase; they do not labor or spin" (emphasis added).
38 April DeConick, "The Forbidden Gospels Blog: January 2007" entry for "Monday,
January 29, 2007," The Forbidden Gospels Blog, http:/ /forbiddengospels.blog spot.com/
2007_0l_Ol_archive.html. See now April D. DeConick, Tlie Thirteenth Apostle: What the
Gospel of Judas Really Says (London: Continuum, 2007) .
39 Cf. Matt 10:38; 16:24; Mark 8:34; Luke 9:23; 14:26, 27.
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"How they increase" seems out of place here; what does "increasing" have
to do with either lilies or clothing? The original hand of Codex Sinaiticus,
alone among all the witnesses, reads, "Consider the lilies of the field, how
they card; they do not labor or spin" (emphasis added) . That is, the lilies are
not involved in clothes production; they do not card the wool, labor over
it, or spin it into clothing. This may be dismissed as an "improvement" to
the text, but Papyrus Oxyrhynhcus 655, one of the few Greek fragments of
the Gospel of Thomas, reads: "How much more valuable are you than the
lilies, which do not card nor spin" (Gos. Thom . 36). While Thomas is not
identical to Codex Sinaiticus, it is based on a text that has been lost to all
Greek manuscripts but one. The corruption in other manuscripts is easily
explained: nwc; ou ~a(vouaw ("how they do not card") was misread or
misheard as nwc; au~avouaw ("how they increase"). 40 Therefore, while the
composition of Thomas itself does not reach back past the early second
century, it preserves traditions and even individual words that had been
lost or corrupted in the process of transmitting the canonical Gospels.
Other material in Thomas, while not quite reflecting thinking associated
with Gnostics, at least moves in that direction. For example, saying 22
encourages a way of looking at the world that sees through the limits of
the physical world. "Jesus said to them, 'When you make the inner two
into one, and when you make the inner like the outer and the outer like the
inner, and the upper like the lower, and when you make the female into a
single one, so that the male will not be male nor the female be female, then
you will enter the kingdom"' (Gos. Thom. 22) .

Thomas cannot therefore be called a "gnostic" gospel. Nor is it really an
"orthodox" gospel, for there is no mention of the cross aside from the need
for carrying it in saying 55. There is no sin and forgiveness, only darkness
and enlightenment; neither are there narrative or editorial helps to guide
the reader toward a clearer understanding. Indeed, some sayings remain
completely opaque. For example, saying 97: "Jesus said, 'The Kingdom of
the Father is like a woman who was carrying a jar which was full of meal.
While she was walking on a long road the handle of the jar broke; the meal
spilled out behind her on the road. She did not notice it; she was unaware
of the accident. When she came to her house she put the jar down and
found it was empty"' (Gos. Thom. 97). If parables are really earthly stories
with heavenly meanings, what does this mean? Without the community
that preserved or created these sayings, they often remain unintelligible.
40 First proposed by T. C. Skeat, "The Lilies of the Field," Zeitschrift fiir die
neutestmnentliche Wissenschnft 37 (1938): 211-214.
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Later Christians did not use this gospel or pass on the interpretive
strategies necessm·y to understand it.
While I7wmas has frequently been compared with the putative "Q"
source for Matthew and Luke, it cannot be identical with Q (if Q ever
existed). Again, the relationship (or lack thereof) of Thomas to the Synoptic
Gospels is too complex for discussion here. 41 However, the origins,
development, and use of I7wmas, and its relationship to the canonical
gospels are areas of study that should not and cannot be ignored.

The Narratives and Paul
Like the Pentateuch and the canonical gospels, gnostic perspectives on
the world are not laid out in dogmatic texts but in narratives. Narratives,
of course, have meaning only in the eye of the reader, and without a guide
they often remain obscure. Christians have had various communities and
resources-most prominently the Pauline Letters-to make clear the
underlying focus of the narrative story later preserved in the canonical
gospels. The gnostic materials have no comparable exegete and no
enduring communities which created valid readers of their texts. As noted
above with Judas, there is often uncertainty regarding the meaning of a
given passage or even of an entire document. Nonetheless, some typical
features of the gnostic material can be described.
What is a typical narrative? Here I can provide only a summary of one
text, the Apocryphon of John. This narrative purports to be a revelation given
to John by Jesus after his resurrection. This revelation includes the
following cosmology. Sophia decides to generate a divine being apart from
her male consort, but this offspring, named Yaldabaoth, is deformed and
imperfect. To cover up her action, Sophia removes Yaldaboath from the
pleroma and hides him in a lower sphere; left to himself, he decides to
create other, lesser divine beings and the world itself. Yaldabaoth does not
know about the pleroma, so he foolishly declares, "I am God, and there is
no other God beside me" (from Isa 5:5-6). His other divine assistants
decide to create man: "Let us create a man according to the image of God"
(from Gen 2:7). This being, however, has no spirit. The One tricks
41 Helmut Koester concludes that it is "unlikely that our document [Tho111as] can be
considered as an eclectic excerpt from the gospels of the New Testament." Introduction
to the Gospel of Thomas, in Robinson, The Nag Hmnmadi Library, 125. More cautiously, J.
K. Elliott: "The possibility that at least some of the unique sayings preserved in Coptic
Thomas may ultimately go back to Jesus is generally conceded." The Apocryphal New
Testament: A Collection of Apocryphal Christian Literature in an English Translation (Oxford:
Clarendon Press; New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 124.
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Yaldaba oth into breathin g the power of his mother Sophia into this man,
Adam, making him greater than the beings that created him. The One then
2
sends Though t to Adam to help him escape his worldly prison.4
In this narrativ e, typical gnostic element s appear: for example , creation
by a lower being, the exclusio n of humani ty from the pleroma, and access
gained via gnosis. While it uses Old Testam ent "proof passage s" -in a way
n
that is not dissimil ar from the use of the Old Testam ent in early Christia
clarified
further
nt,
writing s-the underly ing narrativ e of the Old Testame
in the New Testam ent, is absent. That narrativ e could be summa rized as
follows: God created a perfect world; humani ty fell into sin and became
separat ed from God; God sent his Son as a human to save the world; Jesus
of Nazare th is the Son of God who was crucified for our sin; Jesus of
Nazare th was raised from the dead by the Father as the first fruits of the
new creation; and this creation will be restored on the last day. This brief
summa ry is found in the creeds, in particul ar the Apostle s' Creed.
Such a narrativ e is not as late as the Apostle s' Creed. It is found already
in Paul. Paul is notably absent from much discussi on of Gnostic ism and
Christia nity. For example , the popular book Beyond Belief by Elaine Pagels
of
argued that the Gospel of John was written as a respons e to the Gospel 43
Jesus.
of
divinity
the
d
invente
Thomas and that John was the writer who
While Beyond Belief claims that the divinity of Jesus was a late
,
develop ment, it never mention s any of the Pauline Letters (for example
g
includin
logy,
Philipp ians 2) . Particul arly fruitful analysis of early Clu·isto
44
the Pauline Letters, is found in Larry Hurtad o's Lord Jesus Christ. His
chapter on "Radica l Diversi ty" engages the issue of gnostic gospels.45

Gnostic
A detailed analysis of the text is provided in Zlatko Plese, Poetics of the
i and
Hammad
Nag
John,
of
hon
Apocryp
the
in
y
Cosmolog
Universe: Narrative nnd
Manicha ean Studies 52 (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2006).
43 Elaine Pagels, Beyond Belief The Secret Gospel of Tho111ns (New York: Random House,
2003) .
Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand
44 Larry W. Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion lo
are generally appreciat ive of
that
essays
For
.
2003)
Rapids, MI: W. B. Eerdman s,
ting Current Christological
"Confron
,
Gieschen
A.
Charles
see
work,
's
Hurtado
of Larry W. Hurtado,
Review
A
Controve rsy," CTQ 69 (2005): 3-32; James W. Voelz,"
69 (2005): 33-47; and
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in
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to
Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion
tion of Larry
Conh·ibu
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Research
"Recent
Scaer,
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David
Hurtado, " CTQ 69 (2005) : 48-62.
45 Hurtado , Lord Jesus Christ, 519-561.
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The Manuscr ipts

One final area of investiga tion is the manuscr ipts themselves. Recent
studies into the developm ent of the canon have helpfully demonst rated
that the formatio n of the canon, far from a late process, influenc ed- and
was influence d by-the use of the codex for early Christian literature . 46
While the details cannot be recounte d here, some relevant observat ions can
be made. First, the collection of the thirteen Pauline Letters (without
Hebrews ) was likely complete d before the end of the first century, and the
four canonica l Gospels by the mid-seco nd century. These collections were
used by catholic and gnostic alike. Yet no gnostic writing is ever found in
the same codex with either the Pauline Letters or the canonical Gospels.
Furtherm ore, when Justin Martyr and Tatian produce d their harmoni es of
the gospels, they were based on canonica l texts and not gnostic texts. 47 The
gnostic texts appear in codices with other gnostic writings; the Gospel of
Judas, for example , is not an isolated text. Other texts in the "Codex
Tchacos" are the Letter of Philip and the First Revelation of James, both of
which are gnostic texts previous ly known from Nag Hammad i, as well as a
previous ly unknow n Book of Allogenes, which has not yet been publishe d
but apparent ly focuses on the characte r of Seth as typical Sethian texts do.
Furtherm ore, there are no canonica l texts in the Nag Hammad i find. This
may be because the manuscr ipts were buried in a "purge" of the nearby
monaster y;4B then again, the individu al codices do not contain gnostic texts
alongsid e canonica l ones. What we do find is the eclecticism typical of the
gnostic writings -alongsi de philosop hical treatises are sections of Plato's
Republic, Sethian texts, Valentin ian texts, and Hermetic texts. The study of
individu al manuscr ipts within their usage in commun ities is still in its
infancy,49 but the fact that the canonica l New Testame nt texts are never
46 See J. K. Elliott, "Manuscr ipts, the Codex and the
Canon," Journal for the Study of the
New Testament 63 (1996): 105-123; T. C. Skeat, "The Oldest Manuscrip t of the Four
Gospels?" New Testament Studies 43 (1997): 1-34; and Larry W. Hurtado, "The New
Testamen t in the Second Century: Text, Collections and Canon," in Transmission
and
Reception: New Testament Text-Critical and Exegetical Studies, ed. Jeff W. Childers and D.

C. Parker, Texts and Studies, 3rd ser., 4 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2006), 3-27.
47 There is, however, debate about Thomas and the Diatessaron
, as raised by William L.
Petersen, Tatian's Diatessaron: Its Creation, Dissemination, Significance, and History
in
Scholarship, Suppleme nts to Vigiliae Christiana e 25 (Leiden; New York: E. J. Brill, 1994).
48 Markschie s, Gnosis: An Introduction, 50.
49 See Colin H . Roberts, Manuscript, Society and Belief
in Early Christian Egypt, The
Schweich Lectures of the British Academy 1977 (London; New York: Oxford University
Press, 1979); Kim Haines-Ei tzen, Guardians of Letters: Literacy, Power, and the Transmitte
rs
of Early Christian Literature (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); and
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found alongside or in the same codices as gnostic writings says something
about community differentiation.
III.Epilogue

Unmentioned so far is the issue of what is central in Christianity. Is it the
sacraments? Both Sethians and Valentinians apparently practiced Baptism;
the Lord's Supper was prominent in Valentinianism because gnosis was
passed through the mouth, and, whether in a kiss or in the Lord's Supper,
this gnosis was passed on. Is it a moral perspective? Some Gnostics
practiced celibacy and continence, for example, but so did many catholic
Christians. No, the central question is the work of Jesus. Is he a revealer of
knowledge or is he one who acts to save? Specifically, did Jesus rise bodily
from the dead, and what does that have to do with us? The point at issue is
articulated quite clearly in an advertisement for a lecture by Karen King:
According to Iranaeus [sic], a second century church leader, heretics
denied the full humanity of Christ, making nonsense of Christ's
suffering, death, and resurrection. Dr. King asserts that newly available
texts, such as Th e Gospel of Mnry and The Trentise on the Resurrection,
vividly demonstrate that what was at stake was not the reality of the
resurrection, but the question of what it means to be fully human. In an
age of genomes and post-Freudian psychologies, where notions of the
body and the self have shifted dramatically from those of Jesus' day, has
the meaning of ClU'ist' s death and resurrection shifted as wemso
Many in contemporary society have problems with Jesus walking on
water and healing people. They say that it could not have happened, so the
canonical gospels must be false . The gnostic gospels do not describe Jesus
like that, and thus some deem them to be more reliable. The church must
point to the resurrection. If Jesus rose from the dead, then a walk on water
is no big deal; if he did not rise from the dead, then walking on water does
not matter. In a generation that searches not only for a narrative to explain
existence but for an answer to the question of what it means to be human,
we must hold forth this: "For I delivered to you as of first importance what
I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the
Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in

Larry W. Hurtado, The Enrliest Christinn Artifncts: Manu scripts nnd Christinn Origins
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2006) .
so "MBS 2005 Beck Lecture with Dr. Karen King," Mnssnc/111setts Bible Society Web site
(Boston, MA: Massachusetts Bible Society, 2005), http:/ /vvww.massbible.org/ sections/
programs/ beck_lectures / pas t_becks / 2005_beck_king/ 2005_beck_king.html.
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accordance with the Scriptures .... If Christ has not been raised, then our
preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain" (1 Car 15:3, 4, 14).

Response to Jeffrey Kloha
Charles R. Schulz
I am grateful for the careful argumentati on of Professor Kloha regarding
the syncretism of the gnostic texts. 51 The difference between the multiple
historical and cultural influences in the biblical texts and the wild
conglomera tion in the later extra-biblical materials deserves such attention.
I happily receive his instruction about the manuscript tradition, which
illustrates that the supposed primordial soup of second-cent ury Christian
thought already observed differences in kind. This and the fact that ancient
polemics cut both ways demonstrate the original distinction between
orthodox Chl'istianity and the deviations. I do miss any suggestion that we
might yet make the h·aditional argument- a position so significant for
historic Lutheran identity and ecclesiology even with all its difficulties namely, that Christ preserves his church through the ages and therefore
lost "Christianit ies" were simply not Christianity .
The paper provides a good foundation . Professor Kloha notes, for
example, that the Sethian Gnostics "draw heavily upon Old Testament
passages and characters, even if they eschew the world view and
description of God in the Old Testament." While many in our culture no
longer think in canonical categories, Christians confused by the authority
claimed for the non-canonic al texts might well be taught to ask themselves
which texts stand in better continuity with the Old Testament. By inviting
the Old Testament to determine the rest of the canon, the foreign character
of the gnostic texts could be demonsh·ate d at many points.
It is easy to sympathize with the first-century Jew who heard the
apostolic message as a rather strange and fanciful interpretatio n of the
s1 The relevance of this topic was brought home to me when I discovered that
someone had stumbled upon the Web site of my Church, St. Thomas Lutheran, by using
the search terms "Secret Gospel of Thomas." I then added a hyperlink, "All we can tell
you about the Secret Gospel of Thomas," to Professor Kloha's article in the Lutheran
Witness. Already at least one visitor followed that link. For the article, see Jeffrey Kloha,
"The Revelation and Inspiration of the New Testament," Lutheran Witn ess 125, no. 8
(September 2006): 6-11 .

Kloha: Jesus and the Gnostic Gospels

145

hopes of Israel. Would it not be natural to accuse Paul of playing, like a
Gnostic, wild and free with the Scriptures by introducing strange new
elements? Paul himself admits that the Spirit of Jesus reveals what never
entered into the mind of man; still, once revealed, it harmonizes with the
Old Testament faith . In spite the gnostic-sounding Pauline vocabulary of
archons, the pleroma, the evil age, sophia, gnosis, mysteries, and secret
revelation,s2 and in spite of the popularity of his epistles with gnostic
teachers, there are vital continuities which the gnostic texts abandon-the
character of God, the nature of humanity, the world to come, and the
relationship between God's word and saving deeds. Gnosticism, roughly
characterized as a religion of salvation by revelation, employed historic
and mythological narratives metaphorically. They retained their import
even if invented from whole cloth. Christianity, as a revelation of Christ's
work of salvation, depends entirely on his deeds done in flesh and blood.
Professor Kloha notes the different understandings of salvation, and this
too deserves emphasis, particularly because the insight has so many
fruitful applications for our proclamation. For this purpose, one might take
a phrase from E. P. Sanders and define "gnosticism" as a pattern of religion.
Most significant for the mission of the church is the natural tendency of the
human mind to develop such erring systems of faith. For example,
teachings within the Nation of Islam reveal the inherent superiority of the
original black race and explain the existence of white peoples as the
consequence of the malicious experiments of an evil black scientist, Yacub.
Origin stories of Scientology interpret personal struggles as the
consequence of h·aumatic experiences of past lives. It seems that
extraterrestrial dictators long ago grafted deleterious implants into our
souls, which can only be delivered by a costly treatment program. Traces
of the pattern appeared again when it was discovered that a famous singer
had sired scores of children as he traveled to perform all around the
country and then, as the rumors of his profligacy spread, hundreds more
gladly claimed him as their father. All such origin stories reveal the
inherent but secret dignity of the believers who otherwise feel estranged or
at least under-appreciated in the world.
Nor does the gnostic pattern limit itself to such fanciful story-telling. It
appears in Christian attempts to articulate the gospel as an "eternal truth"
revealed in, but not established by, the words and work of Jesus Christ.
s2 1 Cor 1:5-6, 24, 30; 2:7-8, 10; 8:2; Gal 1:3-4; Eph 2:1-2; and Col 1:25-28, 2:9. These all
show how Paul emphasizes the importance of revelation in salvation and can speak of
the Christian as esh·anged from this world because of the hostile spiritual powers which
rule it.
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"Smile, God loves you" and even "Jesus loves me this I know" become
slogans of a hollow faith unless one also sings, "he who died, heaven's
gates to open wide" (that is, to establish the new heaven and new earth
with full bodied resurrection) . A gospel of "God loves me, I'm Okay,
You're Okay" dresses up the American civic virtue of tolerance as the
mystery revealed from the divine realm. This pattern would tell us that
God has never been all that concerned about our behavior per se. Witness
the popular children's book You are Special by Max Lucado. In it, a wooden
puppet discovers the secret that he can dismiss the judgments of others
once he learns to hearken to the words of the woodcarver, who loves him
just the way he is. In this putatively Christian story, there is no Christfigure apart from Lucia, who only functions to reveal the message,
illustrate its power, and direct others to experience for themselves the
personal revelation of divine acceptance.

In the Augsburg Confession, Article III, on the Son of God, appropriately
follows Article II, on original sin. The work of the Son of God does not first
and foremost answer man's ignorance of his natural okay-ness; rather, the
Son of God delivers man from the Father's wrath against sin. As Professor
Kloha wrote, in the Gospel of Tiwmas "there is no sin and forgiveness, only
darkness and enlightenment" and in the Gospel of Truth the cross does
away with ignorance because it "makes the Father known." It is not just
necessary to come to know the Father; rather, we need to believe that the
Father has come to know us in love through the work of the Son on our
behalf. Jesus Christ's saving deed was principally directed God-ward. We
have a God problem and God had a problem with us until his Son stepped
in to reconcile us by his blood.

Charles R. Schulz is Assistant Professor of Religion and Pre-Seminan; Program
director at Concordia University, Ann Arbor, Michigan .
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Reformation Christology:
Some Luther Starting Points
Robert Rosin
"Reforma tion Christolog y" is an impossibl e topic in the space allotted. A
narrower topic, relatively speaking, is Martin Luther's Christolog y, which
leaves only about one hundred and twenty heavywei ght volumes, each the
proverbia l blunt instrumen t that could do in the person foolish enough to
think that Luther can be managed in this space. Nor is it just a matter of
volume(s). A conceptua l argument lurks in the shadows: Did Luther really
have a Christolog y? Not that Luther was uninterest ed in Christ. Christ,
said Luther, was the focal point: "One doctrine rules in my heart, namely,
faith in Christ. All my theological thought ebbs and flows from it, through
it, and to it day and night. Yet I realize that all I have grasped about the
height, breadth, and depth of this wisdom amounts to poor, measly first
fruits and [is just] bits and pieces."1
It is not "Christ," but rather a question of the "-ology," that gives us
pause. One looks in vain for a coherent, systematic treatment of the
doctrine of Christ that is at least to some degree a presentati on in abstract.2
Luther was a biblical theologian , not a systematic ian. He neither wrote nor
lectured in that style. Instead, Luther was an "occasion al writer." This does
not mean that he wrote every once in a while - one does not produce better
than one hundred volumes doing that. In fact, he could keep two
secretaries busy at once, while he also scribbled away. As he once quipped,
"I deliver almost as soon as I conceive." 3
The "occasiona l" problem is crucial in understan ding how Luther
viewed Christ. Different occasions with varied circumstan ces shaped his
answers to the problems at hand. That is part of his view. There was no
1 Martin Luther, Luthers
Werke: Kritische Gesmntnusgnbe (S chriften], 65 vols. (Weimar: H.
Bohlau, 1883-1993), 40.1:33. Hereafter cited as WA. For the English edition, see Martin
Luther, Luther's Works, American Edition, 55 vols., ed. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C.
Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelph ia: Fortress Press; St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1955-1986), 27:145. Hereafter cited as LW.
2 Whether dogmatic
theology is ever really theology in the absh·act is a discussion for
another day.
3 WATR 4:189; LW 54:326. Tnble Tnlk, no. 4188 (1538).

Robert Rosin is Professor of Historical Theology at Concordia Seminan;, St. Louis,
Missouri, and Coordinator for Theological Education in Eurasia for LCMS World
Mission .
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hope, no expectation, that he could ever exhaust all that could be said, no
way to wrap up everything into loci theologici with a thick "de doctrina
Christi" section. Yet this does not preclude making summary statements.
Luther had no patience for Erasmus throwing himself back into the arms
of the church and instead asserted boldly: Spiritus Sanctus non est scepticus. 4
To be honest and realistic, one never really finishes with "Christ" once and
for all. Rather God continues to engage his people in a real, ongoing,
existential (not existentialist) way. Luther would come to realize this, and
his own writings on Christ reflect it. Some texts are better than others
when it comes to mining Luther's thought, but one should always
remember to read with the circumstances well in view. That is part of the
reason Luther said "historians are the most useful people and we cannot
thank and praise them enough." 5 Yet while circumstances changed both in
terms of God's engagement and Luther's writing about it, Christ remained
the anchor that held Luther's theology firm.6 At bottom, the message of
Luther, as of Christianity, was simple. A child can say, "I am Jesus' little
lamb," or, "Jesus loves me, this I know." Or, since 2007 is the Paul
Gerhardt year: "Lord Jesus, who does love me, now spread your wings
above me, and shield me from alarm. Though Satan would assail me, your
mercy will not fail me. I rest in your protecting arm." Yes, there is a simple
message.

4 WA 18:606; LW 33:24.
s WA 50:384; LW 34:276.
6 Lutherans saw this Christ-focus early and hung on for dear life. Through any
number of in-house theological arguments, the clash often focused on whether Christ
would be lost or mitigated. Take the flap over the Leipzig Interim, for example. Critics
weighed in to chastise Philipp Melanchthon for forfeiting too much. They claimed that
he had surrendered the cause. Perhaps so, but it also might be easier to criticize when
imperial troops are not just down the road. With the war going horribly for the
Smalcald League at the time, the Lutherans were something like a boxer pinned in the
corner, covering up and hoping to hang on till the bell for a chance to regroup and push
back next round. So Melanchthon conceded all sorts of things in the Interim (including
the so/a, some complained), but with all the pm1ches taken, look at the three things left:
justification by grace, the Lord's Supper in both kinds, and pastors/priests keeping their
wives. In two of those three, Christ is immediately the focus. The third helped stall the
rebuilding of that old sacred-secular wall that Luther razed in his 1520 Appeal to the
Christian NobilihJ with implications for vocation and Christian service in daily life.
Losing the idea of vocations as ways to show the fruits of faith would let "sacred"
works up off the canvas, special good works needed for finishing off salvation, and
Christ would be lost in the confusion. One may quibble with the attempt to salvage
Melanchthon' s efforts and reputation, but Christ still was his focal point. Both sides saw
the importance of Christ-who he is and what he does. It marked evangelical theology.
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While simpl e, Luthe r's theolo gy is hardl y simplistic.
Only consi der his
comm ents on Christ: the inh·icacies and wond ers
of the things Luthe r
touch ed on could occup y a perso n until Chris t return
s and there woul d
still be more to explain. It is a daunt ing task. Yet
there is no need to
rehea rse the basics from classes on Refor matio n histor
y or dogm atics. I
would rather menti on quick ly what some others have
done with the topic
and then note some of the intere sting accents of Luthe
r on Chris t-wha t he
says, and how and why he says it-wi th the hope
of spark ing more
occas ional thinki ng. I hope that by lookin g at Luthe
r's take in vario us
circum stance s, we might realiz e that our task is really
the same: not to find
a Luthe r quote and sling it at a probl em, but to watch
Luthe r in action so
that we might seek better to engag e, assess, and then
divide rightl y the
word of truth.
It has been said that more books have been writte n
about Luthe r than
any other figure in huma n histor y excep t for Jesus
Christ.7 Yet there are
only a handf ul of books on Luthe r's Chris tology and
that handf ul is not
alway s as helpfu l as one might wish. In the centu ries
after "the case of
Luthe r," Luthe r and the Refor matio n had becom e a kind
of football up for
grabs, fough t over first in theolo gical/ confe ssiona l circles
and then in the
wider political and cultur al arena . Havin g barely
surviv ed the
Enlig htenm ent and ninete enth-c entury progr essive
ideali sm, Luthe r
under went a renais sance about a hund red years ago.
Prior to World War I,
Germ an cultur e had laude d Luthe r as argua bly
the most influe ntial
Germ an to date, 8 but not all agree d. Critics from Roma
n Catholic, liberal,
and leftist ranks chipp ed away at Luthe r's pedes tal so
that, in the wake of
the war, some Prote stants thoug ht it time to regro up
and revisi t his role.
Luthe r was reexa mined prima rily as a theolo gian by
Karl Holl, Fried erich
Goga rten, Erich Vogelsang, and others. 9 The trend was
set by Holl with his
7 So says Jolm Todd, a Roman
Catholic historian, in Luther: A Life (New York:
Crossr oad, 1982), xvi. His book added to the pile.
B A 2003 a poll done by ZDF, the
"Secon d Germa n Television Netwo rk," still had
Luther second, standi ng only behind Koma d Adena
uer among all-time influen tial
Germa ns. Karl Marx placed third, perhap s a DOR memo
ry dying hard. For the ZDF
story, see "Best Germans: Adena uer Beats Marx and Luther
," About.com Web site (About,
Inc., a part of the New York Times Compa ny, 2007),
http:// genna n.abou t.com/ cs/
cultur e/ a/best ger.htm .
9 Ninete enth-c entury Luther anism
(Protestantism) had lost sight of the Reform ation
long ago, instead selling its birthri ght for the blessin
g of the state. In a closed,
mechanical universe, the old Luther -era way of thinkin
g that presum ed accept ing at
face value both the biblical stories and the theology that
went with them had given way
to a messag e that set forth moral and cultura l goals
for what the church was to do.
While the church had been a great civilizing agent for centuri
es, in the era of the moder n
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"Was verstand Luther unter Religion?" 10 The result? Luther's primary
intention and conh·ibu tion was once again seen as fundame ntally
theological.
Is it enough, however , to character ize Luther's primary tlU'ust as
"theolog ical"? In fact, Holl did not quite hit the target, though others that
followed would do better. For Holl, Luther's Reforma tion was primarily
theocentric. Compare that with the Luther statemen t mention ed earlier:
11
"One doctrine rules in my heart, namely, faith in Christ." Holl's attempt
at recoverin g Luther was progress , certainly better than what had been
12
champio ned, but Luther still was not in focus. Since Holl, theology
regained some attention , at least for a time, though Geistesgeschichte has
fallen out of favor and, within history, the study of theology per se is not
what it once was. Instead theology has become part of cultural studies or
even a mask for the history of power politics, as one can see from a look at
professio nal societies' conferen ce program s.

state the inculcating of moral/cul tural values could probably be better done by the state
itself. Yet church could still play an assisting role, adding a certain eternal gravitas to the
efforts. So the church applauded efforts to establish and inculcate a Kultur that had little
to do with the gospel Luther once treasured. Yet Luther still played a role as a rallying
point, praised for his heroic stand that inspired high moral sacrifice and furthered
nation building. Efforts to refocus began against that backgroun d. See James M. Stayer,
Martin Luther, German Saviour : German Evangelical Theological Factions and the
interpretation of Luther, 1917-1933 (Toronto: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2000) .
Others in the revival were Werner Elert, Emmanue l Hirsh, and Paul Althaus.
: J.C. B. Mohr, 1928), 1:1-110.
10 In Gesam111elte Aufsiitze zur Kirchengeschichte (Tiibingen
by Religion?, ed. James
Understand
Luther
Did
Available in English as Karl Holl, What
Walter R. Wietzke
and
Meuser
W.
Fred
h·ans.
Bense,
F.
Walter
and
Luther Adams
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too
still
being
for
Holl
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example,
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11 LW 27:145; WA 40.1:33.
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Regin Prenter, and Herman A. Preus, Martin Luther Lectures 2 (Decorah, IA: Luther
College Press, 1958), 77.
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Yet theology still survives with studies of Luther on Christ (or
Christology), though the titles gravitate toward Luther on soteriology,
leaping in already at that point, with fewer major works about Luther on
Christ. When it comes to studies that start or stay more with Christ, there
are only a few. Before the Luther Renaissance, Theodosius Harnack had a
study with many useful observations, though it homogenized the reformer
at the expense of the historical particulars. 13 Erich Seeberg, on the other
hand, recognized historical development, but he was more interested in
trying to find philosophical underpinnings that he thought drove Luther.14
More recently, there is the very readable work of Ian Siggins.Is His study
moves beyond St. Paul and highlights the Johannine elements in Luther's
thought, along with Luther's efforts to take his cue from what went on in
the early church leading up to and through Chalcedon. With Siggins,
however, the pendulum may have swung too far. More John is fine, but it
comes at the expense of Paul. Plus, Siggins takes a dogmatic rather than a
historical tack, which winds up sacrificing too much context. 16 Yves
Congar has also written on Luther and Christ, arguing that for Luther the
human nature is downplayed so much that it seems simply to tag along as
the place where the divine alone holds sway.17 Congar argued that Jesus'
humanity is the real focus, dependent on the divine, yet where salvation
really takes place even as the humanity sets the pace for the life of the
believer. He thought that Luther, because he was so fixed on Christ in
action, failed to deliver a balanced Christology that covers all the necessary
points one expects to find in a locus on Christ. 18

Luthers Theologie 111it besonderer Beziehung auf seine
13 Theodosius Harnack,
Ve rso/111ungs- und Erlosungslehre, vol. 2, Lut'1ers Lehre von de111 Erloser und der Erlosung,
2nd ed. (Munich: C. Kaiser Verlag, 1927).
14 Erich Seeberg, Luther Theologie: Motive 1111d Ideen, vol. 2, Christus: Wirklichkeit und
Urbild (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1937).
1s Ian D. Kingston Siggins, Martin Luther's Doctrine of C'1rist (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1970).
16 Context! Students ask, "What did Luther say about . .. ?" and the historical
department drives them crazy by replying, "When?" Context matters. Compare the rich
young man with Jesus in Matthew 19 to the jailor at Philippi in Acts 16. One can go
overboard, of course, and refuse ever to make a summary statement about Luther's
thought, and perhaps the gulf between early and late Luther is not quite as wide as
some might argue. Still, attention to context helps highlight nuances and makes any
attempt at a summary picture all the richer.
17 Yves Congar, Dialogue between Christians: Cat/wlic Contributions to Ec11111enis111, trans.
Philip Loretz (Westminster, MD: Newman Press, 1966) .
1s Congar's model for a locus on Christology was Thomas Aquinas. The preference for
Thomas will surface again in the "New Catholic" revisionist view of Luther.
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Perhaps the most helpful work about Luther on Christ is by Marc
Lienhard. He stayed with the historical flow in Luther's thought over his
life, showing growth and development along with simply highlighting
different accents in different circumstances.19 That approach immediately
reminds the reader that nothing happens in a vacuum. Luther is not
arbitrary, nor is he out of balance (contra Congar), but rather he does
indeed have principles and anchor points that he applies in context. It
takes vigorous, honest critical thinking on the part of the modern reader to
grasp what Luther thought. There is plenty to find on Luther's view of
Christ, but the approach often starts with soteriology and then backs into
Christology, the "economic" approach that moves from his work to
describing the person. Yet there is something to be said for starting with
Christ and moving into the work, particularly when, as we shall see, who
Christ is affects what he does on man's behalf. The Augsburg Confession
begins with Article III and then moves to Article IV concerning
justification.
When looking through the eyes of Luther, what kind of Christ does one
see? Mindful of the caveats, one can highlight some of the ways Luther
emphasized Christ at various times during his life and reform efforts.
Initially, Luther's Christ was no friend but rather the judge enthroned on
the rainbow with a leveling sword and consuming fire-not arbitrary or
unfair, just all too righteous for Luther's eternal good. God had set the
standard to attain, but how much was enough? One never knows.
Whatever is brought to the table never measures up. The church offered
means-sacraments and supplements- but it wisely remained ambiguous
(yet encouraging) when it came to getting from here to there. So who
wanted to take a chance, and who would challenge the church?
Luther, however, found a new Christ. There were some theological helps
to push Luther along as he began his odyssey. The first five centuries of the
church had much to say about Christ and clearly prized him.20 How the
19 Marc Lienhard, Luther, Witness to Jesus Christ: Stages and The111es in the Reformer's
Christology, h·ans. Edwin H . Robertson (Minneapolis: Augsbmg Publishing House,

1982).
20 Luther eventually came to the point where he noted the contribution of the
consensus quinquesaecularis, but he did not feel obligated to it when he thought Scripture
said otherwise. His Worms speech is a prime example. Later Lutherans wanted to
defend their catholicity, but they, too, came to balance the historic voice of the church
with exegetical results. A recent study is Quentin D. Stewart, "Catholicity or
Consensus? The Role of the Consensus Pah·um and the Vincentian Canon in Lutheran
Orthodoxy: From Chemnitz to Quenstedt" (PhD diss., Concordia Seminary, 2006).
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fathers sorted through Christology, especially the two natures relating to
who Christ is and what he does, took time to sink in for Luther, but deep
roots would develop. Augustine's talk of grace also helped, though Luther
would later leave him behind. Incarnation would be seen not simply as
entrance but the whole life and work of Christ through cross and
resurrection, and it was incarnation for a purpose. The realization and
implications of this did not spring up overnight, but it can be seen by the
time Luther took up the task of professor. His early classroom work-the
Dictata super Psnlterium-shows evidence of this.21 Early talk of an
indwelling Christ smacks of the neoplatonic in Augustinianism, but it
seems as if Luther used that coincidentally; it was part of his tradition
rather than an intentional program.22 The point is that Luther did not
change cleanly or sharply all at once. There was a tie to the old but also a
definite shift going on.
More important is what Luther seemed consciously to be doing. He
found Christ regularly in the Old Testament.23 While some of his
explanations may seem too allegorical for our taste, one should not throw
out the baby with the four-fold bathwater. Luther would get beyond the
quadriga. His use of the quadriga actually helps highlight breakthrough
ideas. For example, as Christ stands in front of Moses in the burning
bush- incarnation - Luther starts to think of the active participation of
21 For example, when Luther deals with Christ as God incarnate in Psalm 90 (WA 4:53;
LW 11:195), when he talks of Christ as God on the highest possible sense in Psalm 11
(WA 3:93), and when he has God as Christ bring grace in Psalm 99 (WA 4:125; LW
11:277-278). These places do not just use the vocabulary but show an awareness of the
significance.
22 As time passed, the church fathers themselves became more coincidental to Luther
in this sense: they were certainly closer to Christ than was Luther, but that did not make
them somehow inspired or guarantee they would necessarily be correct by virtue of
clu·onological proximity. They, too, were human and capable of missing something in
the prophetic/ apostolic message. So while honored, they were not automatically
privileged. Luther came to see them rather like how we grow in our view and
w1derstanding of our own parents. A later, more nuanced relationship need bring no
disrespect but might actually mean a richer appreciation for what they contributed. See
Scott Hendrix, " Deparentifying the Fathers: The Reformers and Pah·istic Authority," in
Auctoritns Pntr11111: Contributions 011 the Reception of the Church Fathers in the 15th and 16th
Century, ed. Leif Grane, Alfred Schindler, and Markus Wriedt, Veroffentlichungen des
Instituts fur Europaische Geschichte Mainz 37 (Mainz: Verlag Philipp von Zabern,
1993), 1:55-68.
23 For example, Luther tied the presence of God at Sinai to Christ's presence, and the
bush burning reminded Luther of Christ: blazing divinity tied to that which was there
before Moses' eyes in the bush burning (humanity), God came in a desolate place no one
would choose even as Christ came to Mary of low regard. WA 3:385; LW 10:324-325.
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both natures, distancing himself a bit from Augustine, whose neoplatonic
bent tended to see the accomplishment of salvation depending more
heavily on the divine flowing tluough the humanity, while for Luther it
was more integrated. Instead of God being hidden afar, divinity was right
in front of him (in Christ), though hidden in humanity- God in the bush
prompted this thinking. This right-in-front-of-you emphasis could be a
reflection of nominalism, but Luther would not keep the emphasis simply
for that reason. The Bible mattered. That Luther would not simply repeat
the standard line is seen in his rethinking of grace, which was there not
merely to assist or enable (as Luther once learned from the nominalist via
moderna) but to save completely, totally. 24 In another example of change, he
saw God fully involved, not only in high-spirited, upbeat moments, but
also in sorrow and suffering. It is not just the church as the body of Christ
that suffers (as Luther once learned), but God in Christ as well.25 In short,
Luther from the start stood by the historical expressions of the church in
the creeds and the Christological work of the fathers heading toward
Chalcedon. He also reflected the tradition of his teachers, as is natural. Yet
the heritage did not seem really to provide the answers or the comfort he
sought. So alongside the nod to h·adition, there is evidence in Luther's
earliest work for the start of what would become a significant shift in how
Luther saw the incarnation and what it means.
When it came to medieval theology's influence, we know that Luther
understood more of High Scholasticism than was once thought. He simply
does not spend much time there because his own context was Late
Scholasticism or nominalism.26 There Luther resonated to the immediacy
of God in Christ and the stress laid on the two natures, each doing what is
proper to it; nominalism' s distinction of the two natures, however, seemed
also to keep them less than integrated. Luther would come to talk less
about individual natures and more about the whole person. Moreover, his
view of the beyond of Christ's work also changed. Luther found no real
comfort in Scholasticism' s Christ, who might have cleared a path and
shown a way, yet still left those trusting him to take up the example set
24 Reinhold Schwarz, "Gott ist Mensch: zur Lelu·e von der Person Christi bei den
Ockhamisten und bei Luther," Zeitschrift fiir TI1eologie und Kirche 63 (1966): 289- 351.
25 Erich Vogelsang, Die Anfange Luthers Christologie: nnch der ersten Psn/111envorles1111g
(Berlin; Leipzig: Walter de Gruyter & Co., 1929), 18-19.
26 Denis R. Janz, Luther and Lnte Medieval TI10111is111: A Study in Theologicnl Anthropology
(Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1983), and Luther on T/10111ns
Aquinns: The Angelic Doctor in the Thought of the Reformer (Wiesbaden : Franz Steiner
Verlag, 1989).
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before them and to follow him, hoping to meet the expecta tions set. 27 In
compar ing Luther and the nomina lists, the crucial questio n is not where
one finds similari ties but where one finds differences as well as how and
why those differences are significant. Some have argued for continu ity: in
the long light at the end of an era comes an ingathe ring of the best from
that fading age, reaping the fruit of the nomina list thought and sowing
seeds for the Reform ation to carry on. 28 There are always likely to be
com1ections, but what about the dissimil arities and the apparen
t
method ologica l change?
Luther' s new view of Christ came as he learned to read the Bible
differently, not through Aristotl e's syllogis ms but from the texts
themselves.29 This is a small sentence, but probabl y the biggest point when
it comes to how Luther sees Christ. A change in method brings a change in
the outcom e. The "New Learnin g" of Renaiss ance humani sm provide
d
tools of the languag es to read the texts,30 coupled with history and the
A view captured by the well-kno wn statemen t, Facientibus quad in se est.
Heiko A. Oberman , The Harvest of Medieval Theology: Gabriel Biel and Late
Medieval
No111inalis111 (Cambrid ge, MA: Harvaxd University Press, 1963). Oberman argued
for a
line of thinking from Augustin e through Gregor of Rimini and on to Luther,
so that
Luther's conh·ibut ions were really the germinat ion of seeds transmitt ed and
sown in the
via gregorii. Unfortun ately the path seems to h·ail off. Apparen t similarities in
a kind of
associative method or approach are problema tic in history and do not really
seal the
case. The methodological debate is part of this exchange: Heiko
A. Oberman ,
"Reformation: Epoche oder Episode," Archiv fiir Refor111ationsgeschichte 68 (1977):
56-111,
and Leif Grane, "Lutherf orschung und Geistesgeschichte: Auseinan dersetzu
ng rnit
Heiko A. Oberman ," Archiv fii r Refor111atio11sgeschichte 68 (1977): 302-314.
29 If there is any doubt about method being key,
see the following: Leif Grane, Modus
loquendi theologirns: Luthers Kampf 11111 die Erneuerung der Theologie (1515-151
8), Acta
theological Danica 12 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975); Contra Gabrielem
: Luthers
27

2s

Auseinandersetzung 111it Gabriel Biel in der Disputatio Contra Sc/wlasticam Theologia11
1, 1517,

Acta theological Danica 4 (Copenhagen: Gyldend al, 1962); "Die Anfange
von Luthers
Auseinan dersetzu ng nut dem Thomism us," Theologische Literaturzeitung 95
(1970): 241250; and " Luther and Scholasticism," in Luther and Learning: The Wittenber
g UniversihJ
Luther Sy111posiu111, ed. Marilyn J. Harran (Selinsgrove, PA: Susqueh anna Universi
ty
Press, 1985), 52-68. On the tributarie s that fed Luther's reform, compare:
Heiko A.
Oberman , "Headwa ters of the Reformation: Initia Lutheri- lnitia Reformat
ionis," in

Lut/1er and the Dawn of the Modern Era: Papers for the Fourth International Congress
for
Luther Research, ed. Heiko A. Oberman (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974), 40-88, and
Lewis W.

Spitz, "Headwa ters of the Reforma tion: Studia Humanit atis, Luther Senior,
et Initia
Reformationis," in Luther and the Dawn of the Modern Era, ed. Heiko A. Oberman
(Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1974), 89-116.
30 Where and when Luther first had contact with
Renaissance humanis m remains an
open question, but the contact was early. Already in Erfurt he began to
study Greek
with fellow monk Johannes Lang, and the Hebrew study tools of Johannes
Reuchlin
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sense to see the Bible as God's story of redemptio n. Rather than the
product of a harvest, Luther's Christ seen from various angles and in
various ways stemmed rather from biblical roots. As Luther read the Bible,
he saw Christ in the life of God's people, engaging them in both the Old
and New Testamen ts in terms of sin and the promise of saving grace, and
he expected God to deal with him (and with any believer) the same way.
Several things were going on at once that helped Luther see ClU'ist
differently. For some time, Renaissan ce humanism had been bringing
pressure on the tight grip that Scholastic ism held on the universitie s.
Scholastic ism understan dably did not want to share, and that approach touting syllogisms used in dialectical argument -dominat ed higher
learning. Renaissan ce humanism saw a role for logic, which was part of the
classical curriculum . Man did not live by syllogisms alone. There were
other angles to consider, including rhetoric and the maddenin gly
31
interesting vagaries of life as seen in the study of history. Yet
Scholastic ism held on tight at the universitie s while humanists
complaine d. That was one factor: the ingredient s for a new way of
thinking were available. The second thing that helped Luther was his own
appointm ent as professor at one of those universitie s. Wittenber g was
relatively green and without entrenche d h·aditions . To ath·act a wide range
of teachers and students to this "academic Siberia" at a slow spot on the
Elbe River, Elector Frederick' s men not only left it to the vin antiqua and via
moderna to sort it out among themselve s as to which would hold sway, but
the door was opened also for humanists . The university 's charter
specifically mentioned "posie and the arts." Throw into this mix a newly
minted professor who was expected to add his two-cents worth to the
gave him access to Hebrew. Luther seems to have been largely self-taught. See Helmar
Junghans, "Der Einfluss des Humanismu s au£ Luthers Entwicklung bis 1518," in
Luthe1jahrbuch 37 (1970) : 37-101, and Der junge Luther und die Humanisten (Gottingen:
Vandenhoec k & Ruprecht, 1985).
history, and moral
3! Humanists would tout a core of granunar, poeh·y, rhetoric,
but how it was
done
was
what
simply
philosophy, branching out from there. It was not
Re11aissance
Kristeller,
Oskar
Paul
See
.
engagement
and
elegance
done: with a certain
Thought: The Classic, Scholastic and Humanist Strains (New York: Harper and Row, 1961);
Medieval Aspects of Renaissance Learning: Three Essays, ed. and h·ans. Edward P. Mahoney,
Duke Monograph s in Medieval and Renaissance Studies 1 (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 1974); Charles G. Nauert, Humanism and the Culture of Renaissance
Europe (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Hanna H . Gray,
"Renaissance Humanism: The Pursuit of Eloquence," Journal of tl!e History of Ideas 24
(1963): 497-514; and Lewis W. Spitz, "Humanism us/Humani smusforsch ung," in
Theologische Realenzyklopiidie, ed. Horst Robert Baiz et al. (Berlin; New York: Walter de
Gruyter, 1986) 15:639-661.
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theological scene. Like countl ess new academics, Luthe r scram
bled to do
those first lectures, lookin g for new angles and for things
to say from the
lecture pulpit . At the same time, he had his own theological
questi ons to
answe r. Worki ng on both, he found help in biblical tools from
some of the
human ists. They helped him see the Bible, and Christ
, differently.
Convi nced that he was not alone in his struggles, Luthe
r took his new
ideas into the classro om where approp riate, and others
rallied to this
theology. That only encou raged Luthe r to press for chang e
in the progra m
at Wittenberg. In his first years as professor, he presse d for
the hiring of
human ists and the phase -out of scholasticism.32 In a sense, the
Reform ation
was the produ ct of cultur al and educa tional reform.33 Metho
d matter ed!
Chang e the metho d and new results come.34 Others came
close at times,
and Luthe r certainly ackno wledg ed earlier voices that were
cut off, but no
one seeme d to be quite able to get a whole-Bible grasp of
things in the
same way as Luther , a man with a metan arrativ e before the
buzzw ord was

32 For Luther 's Septem ber 1517 "Dispu
tation against Scholastic Theolo gy," see LW
31:3-16; WA 1:220-228. In theses 43, 44, and 50, Luther said
that it was wrong to say one
needed Aristotle to become a theolog ian, and, in fact, that
the opposit e was h·ue: it is
only withou t Aristotle (that is, withou t his logic) that one
h·uly become s a theolog ian,
for Aristot le was to theolog y as darkne ss was to light.
33 Luther' s efforts to replace scholas
ticism with human ists at the univers ity can be
followe d in Walter Frieden sburg, ed., Urkundenbuch
der Universitiit Wittenberg,
Geschi chtsque llen der Provinz Sachse n und des Freistaa
tes Anhalt, Neue Reihe 3
(Magde burg: Selbstv erlag der Histori schen Kommi ssion,
1926), and Geschichte der
Universitiit Wittenberg (Halle: Max Niemey er, 1917). Luther'
s wider contact s in the
decade are the subject of Timoth y P. Dost, Renaissance Humani
sm in Support of the Gospel
in Luther's Early Correspondence: Taking All Things Captive (Burlin
gton, VT: Ashgat e,
2001). See also Max Steinm etz, "Die Univer sitat Witten
berg und der Human ismus
(1502-1521)" in 450 Jahre Martin-Luther-Universitiit Halle-W
ittenberg, vol. 1, Wittenberg
1502-1817, ed. Leo Stern et al. (Halle: Selbstv erlag der MartinLuther- Univer sitat HalleWittenb erg, 1952), 103-139, especia lly 108-112; Karl
Bauer, Die Wittenberger
Universitiitstheologie und die Anfiinge der Deutschen Reformation (Ttibing
en: J. C. B. Siebeck
[Paul Mohr], 1928); and Maria Grossm ann, Humanism
in Wittenberg, 1485-1517
(Nieuw koop: De Graaf, 1975). One recoun ting of Luther' s
efforts at curricu lum change
is Robert Rosin, "The Reformation, Human ism, and Educati
on: The Witten berg Model
for Reform," Concordia Journal 16 (1990): 301-318. A longer,
more recent study is JensMartin Kruse, Universitiitstheologie und Kirchenrefor111: Die
Anfiinge der Reformation in
Wittenberg (1516-1522) (Mainz: von Zabern , 2002). On Luther'
s approa ch to educati on,
see Robert Rosin, "Luthe r on Educat ion," Lutheran Quarterly
21 (2007) : 197-210.
34 In a 1518 letter to his old teacher Jodoku
s Trutfet ter, Luther wrote: "I believe simply
that it is imposs ible to reform the church if the canons ,
the decreta ls, the scholas tic
theology, the philoso phy, logic as they now are not uproote
d and anothe r study
installe d." WABr 1:170.
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infernum, trusting that what comes is God doing so for good.36 Monergism
also kept Luther on course when he looked at medieval m ystics. His first
publication was an edition of the Theologia deutsch (with Luther's preface),37
a contemplation of the cross and Christian life in the vein of the Imitation of
Christ by Thomas a Kempis. Luther also thought highly of John Tauler, for
example, and St. Bernard.38 But what attracted him was not the thought of
being somehow absorbed into God, and there was no thought of fanning
some scintilla of leftover godliness to move from purgation to illumination
and then union. Rather, Luther was attracted by the personal coming of
God in Christ to embrace the sinner.39
One last insight or contribution from Luther's first Wittenberg years was
how he came to see Christ entering God's plan for salvation. Prior to
Luther, the exegetical tradition put forth a view of salvation with a history
that ran from Genesis until Christ entered and then redirected that history,
a long flow interrupted. In this case, we are fortunate to live on the "back
side" of Christ's change. Luther rethought all that. While Galatians 3:194:7 was a key passage and was part of lectures later in that first decade, the
ideas that would come together there were perking already in the first
Psalms lectures. What was the different view? Salvation history was not a
matter of law first, then Christ, and now gospel. Rather the real history
occurs in each individual who becomes conscious of how things once were
under the boot of the law and how they now are with Christ having
entered into his life with saving grace grasped in faith. This was not to
dismiss God acting in history from Genesis onward; the activity was there
with the promise of the Messiah and then Christ and now the church. The
36 Although Luther was still sorting through new ideas, the ideas of commitment and
trust are present in the Romans lectures. See WA 56, 57; LW25.
37 WA 1:378-389; LW31:71-76.
38 Luther described Tauler' s theology as "a theology that is more sensible than all the
universities' scholastic doctors." WA 1:557; LW31 :129.
39 Bengt R. Hoffman, Luther and the Mystics: A Reexamination of Luther's Spiritual
Experience and His Relationship to the Mystics (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House,
1976); Theo Bell, Divus Bernhardus: Bernhard von Clairvaux in Martin Luthers Schriften
(Mainz: von Zabern, 1993); and Heiko Oberman, "Simul gemitus et raptus: Luther and
Mysticism," in The Reformation in Medieval Perspective, ed. Steven Ozment (Chicago:
Quadrangle Books, 1971), 219-251. The via negativa certainly reminded one that
comprehending God himself was finally impossible; but the direction was really wrong:
not man to God, but God needs to come to man in the suffering and death of Christ.
Mysticism was certainly all around Luther, not only as a professional theologian but
also as a monk. Rather than the mystical ladder, Luther found benefit in the talk of the
personal cormection of Christ and the believer, the union, even the exchange - a theme
that he would develop more in just a few years.
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point rather was that throughout this history everyone was always, no
matter when, saved by God the same way: by promise. It started with
promise to Adam and more promises - particular promises yet all tied to
Christ- and it still is a matter of promise: this baptism is promise of entry
into the kingdom, this cross and empty tomb are yours, this body and
blood is for you for the forgiveness of sins. Christ is always there
throughout all of those promises, meeting each believer in a very real,
existential (not existentialistic) way. God, particularly God in Christ, acts
alone, and Christ comes to sinners, meeting them where they are in a very
concrete way in the promise put into their ears. That was a huge rethinking
of Christ and his role in salvation.40
In the pressure-packed years of 1517 through 1521/22, Luther wrote
several dozen things for varied audiences. None was a specific treatment
of Christ, but there were significant themes to be seen. For example, while
Luther's Ninety-five Theses were aimed obviously at correcting
indulgence abuses, behind them was the idea that Christ, not the pope,
ruled the church. 41 It was not Rome's place to peddle forgiveness, and
people should not heed false calls of peace but focus instead on the cross
where God came. Clinging there would surely bring tribulation, but also
entrance into the kingdom. Christ could claim the church by virtue of
having suffered and died for it. The church's sufferings were not to gain
indulgence, but because as Christ's body it also endures the scorn of the
world. These theses thrust Luther into the spotlight, though the Disputation
against Scholastic Theology perhaps struck a deeper blow with its focus on
method. What Luther himself offered instead rested not on syllogisms
supporting a quid pro quo rise to salvation but on Christ, cross, and faith.

40 Perhaps the best-known proponent of this existential approach is Gerhard Ebeling.
See Ebeling, Evnngelische Evn11gelie11n11slegu11g: eine Untersuchung zu Lu/hers Henneneu tik
(Miinchen: Kaiser Verlag, 1942), and "Die Anfange von Luthers Hermeneutik,"
Zeitschrift fiir Theologie und Kirche 48 (1951) : 172-230, available in English as "The
Beginnings of Luther's Hermeneutics," Lutheran Quarterly 7 (1993): 129-158, 315-338,
451-468. An extremely thorough study of Luther's rethinking of Christ in salvation
history (and also of Ebeling's h·eatment that still leaves questions) is Erik H . Herrmairn,
"Why Then the Law? Salvation History and the Law in Martin Luther's Interpretation of
Galatians" (PhD diss., Concordia Seminary, 2005). A look at how Luther could hang on
to aspects of his older method yet rework them in service to this new approach is
Timothy Maschke, "The Understanding and Use of Allegory in the Lectures on the
Epistle of Saint Paul to the Galatians by Doctor Martin Luther" (PhD diss., Marquette
University, 1993). The Ebeling understai1ding does not jive well with efforts to
champion a theosis approach to salvation.
41 WA 1:229-238; LW31:17-34.
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These ideas appeared just months later in the 1518 Heidelberg Disputation
where the famous and familiar theme of theology of the cross was pitted
against theology of glory. 42 According to Luther, free will on man's part is
a fiction, and it is rather by God's good grace and love that salvation
comes. Incarnation was the key, not logic. Incarnation, God become man,
defies logic-not only in terms of how but also why-except for the
purpose of declaring the love of God. Thesis 28 of the theological set
turned conventional thinking on its head: God's love does not find its
object, it creates it; human love is drawn to what pleases it. Though there is
nothing lovable in fallen man, nevertheless God creates that which God
wants to love, and he does this in Christ. The answer comes not in human
rising to God, which is impossible, but in God stooping, God loving in
spite of-not because of-what man has to offer. Again, Christ was the
focus of all this. Luther's 1519 "Sermon on Two Kinds of Righteousness"
has that same Christ, one who stoops and gives what is needed for
salvation, namely, righteousness won and offered.43
In 1520, Luther launched a sharp attack against Rome on several fronts
with his To the Christian NobilihJ of the German Nation and The Babylonian
CaptivihJ of the Church. His On the Freedom of a Christian was less
confrontational yet just as firm when it came to his picture of Christ. 44
Using the bride-bridegroom marriage image, Luther set forth what is
called the commercium admirabile, the happy or joyous exchange. The
groom assumes what is not his-the sin and thereby the wrath of Godand gives his status by virtue of his righteousness to the bride. This
happens because of the incarnation, emphasized earlier in the treatise as
Luther explained that the word is God' s gospel about the Son made flesh,
suffered, risen from the dead, and glorified by God's sanctifying Spirit.
Bride and groom have a relationship, a bond, but that union is not a
merger or fusion into one.45 Each one still has an identity, and, in the case
of the bride, Christ does not make her more than human, but rather brings
new life, which opens new doors to all that is human.
A crucial point is underscored by this exchange motif: incarnation for
Luther was not simply becoming human, just as the human nature was
more than just a collection of traits. With a human nature, Christ not only
42 WA 1:353-374; LW 31:35-70. Walther von Loewenich, Luther's Theologi; of the Cross,
h·ans. Herbert J. A. Bouman (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1976).
43 WA 2:145-152; LW31:293-306.
44 WA 7:49-73; LW31:327-378.
45 The losing or emptying of oneself was a mystical theme Luther did not embrace, a
point worth noting in the discussion about theosis.
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entered into the created world but also entered into human plight,
throwing in with man's lot and taking on man's sin. Mindful of passages
such as 2 Corinthians 5:21 (" made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin")
or Philippians 2:6-8 ("found in the fashion [appearance, form] of a man"),
the phrase "become man" was tantamount for Luther to "become sin." The
"becoming" describes not just some status or state of being but indicates a
purpose: to take man's place, to redeem. Remember, "incarnation" was not
simply the enh·ee but the full course: birth, life, suffering, death, and
resurrection. While nothing was taken for granted and the temptations
were quite real (and resisted), there was also a confidence that God is in
Christ and would not fail but would press on till the end. The entire
business defied logic, and Scholasticism' s syllogisms toppled like a house
of cards. The redemption that makes the Christian free cannot be argued
logically. 46 Rather it is confessed, based on what God has revealed in the
Scriptures. Despite the logical disconnects along the way, there are
promises, especially the ultimate promissio Dei in Christ, that serve finally
to anchor.47 These Christ themes arose out of controversy and pressure, yet
they were hardly exaggerations or distortions.48

4 6 It is also more complicated, with acceptable (biblical!) representations being not
nearly as univocal as Gustaf Aulen's Christ11s Victor would suggest. Cf. Aulen, Christus
Victor: An Historical Study of the Three Main Types of the Idea of Atonement, trans. A. G.
Hebert (New York: Macmillan, 1969).
47 Several years ago when teaching in Ethiopia I caught a ride home from church after
a Good Friday service with a missionary and her granddaughter of about 4 or 5 years
old. The missionary was explaining that while we always think of Jesus on the cross,
this was the particular day when we remember what happened and that God wanted
his Son to take away our sin, so God sent him and let him die on the cross. "Well," said
the granddaughter, "I think God must be crazy." "I suppose so," the grandmother
replied, "but God did it because he loves us and wants to save us." "Oh, that's good.
Then it's okay. I'm glad." Incarnation, the whole life/work of Clu·ist, defies logic, but
childlike faith gets it.
48 The use of "logic" in these last lines has to be balanced, and much revolves around
just how "logic" is to be taken. To say that the message Luther put forth "defied logic" is
not to say that the presentation does not hang together. Everything, in a sense, has a
logic that makes it what it is. So, too, with Luther's thought or with biblical theology.
The outside observer can examine what is said and judge whether the whole adequately
reflects a connection of its various parts. The observer can say, simply put, "That makes
sense. I understand what he is saying." Yet that is not the same as saying that what is
said is true, as if the logic of the system guarantees its truth. That is particularly the case
when dealing with matters of theology, climbing into the metaphysical realm, so to
speak. While it is possible to say that what is claimed "makes sense" logically, that the
message itself is coherent, it is impossible to prove the h·uth of those claims by logic,
because the truths are in a higher realm that can be grasped only by faith. Christianity
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When Luther wrote his postils in 1522, these themes appeared again,
now as they arose from the Gospel and Epistle texts. These sermon
abstracts were important, of course, for a practical reason. There were
clerics in the field who were attracted to the Reformation and the gospel
message, but they had received a theological upbringing and had no real
hope of returning to Wittenberg for retrofitting. The postils served as their
continuing education, a way of learning to think and preach evangelically.
Even more, the focus on sermons underscored the idea that Deus revelatus
is not simply God in Christ as if "revealed God" were some abstract
category or some object for observation under glass in a museum. For
Luther, Deus revelatus was God in the preached Christ- Christ engaged with
man. While preaching may seem like a Sunday morning monolog on the
surface, it is really a conversation along several lines: the preacher with
people, but also the preacher with God, and certainly God with both.

It might have been more enjoyable to spend time writing postils, but
Luther could hardly take a rest. In the early 1520s new problems arose in
the form of more radical reformers who were not satisfied with what
Luther had done, thinking that he had quit too soon. For them Luther was
still too Roman Catholic. His view of Christ was a case in point. Christ had
indeed become man and taken on flesh and human nature; but, as they
saw matters, when Luther argued that Christ was present in the Lord's
Supper, as he had always maintained, 49 he was casting aside this
humanity. They thought that Luther must have been some kind of Docetist
or Marcionite with a Christ that was, ironically, too spiritual for the
involves information and historical facts, and there can be a logical consideration of the
facts: things so or not? But that alone will not settle the matter, because that is not all
there is to the Christian proclamation. Promises are attached to facts . The facts or events
have to be there, but that still leaves man with the faith element. Absent the facts, faith
tied to them counts for little. (As 1 Corinthians 15:14 says, "If Christ is not raised [fact,
unique though it is], then our faith [promise: this is your resurrection as well] is in
vain.") So when Luther turned away from logic, he was not saying that people must not
think about the Christian faith. Rather he objected to what the broad reasoning process
would inevitably produce if pressed to the end, because human nature is fallen. When
left to itself, it is bound to lead ash·ay. Build with the crooked timber of humanity and
the house will never be plumb, though those involved may yet think it so. The point is
that we must understand what was going on when Luther turned his back on the
theological method that had staked its success on logic.
49 Luther's The Babylonian CaptivihJ
of the Church makes plain that the Lord's Supper is
no sacrifice effected by the priest, but Clu·ist's gift to man. WA 6:497-573; LW 36:3-126.
By maintaining a sacramental presence in the elements, Luther was, in the minds of the
sacramentarian critics, rejecting the human nature that they believed now precluded
any sort of "real presence."
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spiritualists. Luther countered sharply by trumpeting not the humanity
but the divinity of Christ, reminding critics that God could and would,
when he said so, be present. To deny that possibility-that reality! -had
implications undermining any and all other promises of God. Much more
could be said on how Luther understood the two natures and their
connection in Christ, but, for the early radical/ sacramentarian problem at
hand, the fact of Christ's divinity and the interaction of the natures was
enough, Luther thought, to dispatch the critics.
Rome had not forgotten either. Powerful voices argued that Luther had
shown his true colors at Worms and was a libertine with talk of free grace
in the person and work of Christ. The statement "unless I am convinced by
Scripture or clear reason" (meaning a mind shaped by the word) flew in
the face of both the tradition and the exegesis of the time. 50 Of course that
exegesis was marked by syllogisms made standard fare in the twelfth
century: if God is perfect and makes no mistakes, and if God gives people
the law with the command to keep it, then there must be some way people
could comply and be rewarded, if not on their own, then aided by grace.
Such exegesis was logical, but not Pauline. Luther sought to banish this
thinking from the university and the resulting theology, but it was the
thinking Erasmus defended, albeit in a very elegant, sophisticated fashion.
The bad blood stemmed from the mid-1510s when Luther had criticized
Erasmus's idea that Christ freed the believer from the obligation of the
ceremonial but not the moral law. Erasmus watched Luther plow ahead
and concluded that this man was a threat to the church and questioned
Luther's penchant for vigorous rhetoric. Luther, knowing of Erasmus's
high anthropology, criticized him without mentioning him by name when
so The complaint is still made today. Joseph Lortz, pioneer of the "New Catholic"
view of Luther, agreed that the church needed reform, but in the end Luther "war nicht
vollhorend," that is, he did not listen to the wider counsel of the church. The famous
thesis runs through Lortz, Die Reformation in De11/schland, 2 vols. (Frei.burg: Herder,
1940). Lortz much preferred Thomas Aquinas and thought Luther was blinded to the
wider h·adition by the inferior nominalist via 111oderna thought of his day. Had Luther
listened to the wider church, Lortz thought he might have found his answers in
Thomas, and Luther would have rendered saint-like service to the church. Needless to
say, Lortz's view does not mesh with Oberman's view that Late Scholasticism provided
the positive fruit and the seeds Luther planted. It does, however, mesh with Yves
Congar, who thought Thomas provided the balanced Christology that Luther lacked.
The New Catholics shifted in the generation after Lortz with such men as Erwin Iserloh,
Daniel Olivier, Peter Manns, and Otto Hennarm Pesch, who all in various ways
concluded that Luther was actually correct in his theology, especially in his view of
Christ and salvation. Luther was catholic-with a small c-and should have been given
a place in the Roman Church then and now.
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Luther, in his 1523 preface to Ecclesiastes, said that Ecclesiastes preaches
against the free will which some people foolishly maintain. Erasmus then
went public with his Diatribe, his Freedom of the Will, and Luther let fly with
his Bondage of the Will .51 It was not done lightly. Erasmus was no rank
amateur, and Luther knew this was a theological death match. The
immediate focus was the human will and its ability (or inability) to
respond to God in faith and life. Behind that question was a fundamental
argument over Christ. Erasmus propounded a kind of philosophia Christi
where there certainly was faith, but Christ also served as a model to be
imitated in fashioning the Christian life and finishing salvation. Although
Erasmus was metaphysically tone deaf and hated the Scholastics, he
actually echoed their basic approach. Christ was an exemplum for faith and
life leading to salvation. Luther's Christ was an exemplar, not simply the
model but in fact a substitute, a vicar, the stand-in for the happy exchange;
for Luther, salvation was certain and complete. The life that comes, which
can certainly be Christ-like, is pure fruit on a redeemed tree, the works of
the new man of faith. It remains a crucial divide: Christ as savior and
enabler, or Christ as savior.s2
In the latter half of the 1520s, Luther again clashed with sacramentarians,
this time with Zwingli.53 The person and work of Christ were at the heart
of the matter. Lutheran critics give Zwingli the Nestorian label. His early
humanist interests literally introduced him to Erasmus and neoplatonism,
and Zwingli never quite escaped the philosophia Christi tendencies.54 In
51 Erasmus h·ied one more reply in his two-part Hypernspistes, sending it to Elector
John with a complaint that Luther had behaved badly with his rhetoric. John was
amused and sent it to Luther, who was emaged that Erasmus would continue the fight.
Friends redirected Luther's energy to more immediate problems, arguing that Luther
had effectively dispatched Erasmus. Luther fumed privately, and when he needed a
semester's lecture topic in 1526-1527 as a filler while most of the university had fled
Wittenberg for Jena due to the plague, Luther settled on Ecclesiastes. He never
mentioned Erasmus by name, but Luther had him in mind as free will was again sent
packing. See Robert Rosin, Reformers, The Preacher, nnd Skepticism: Luther, Brenz,
Melnnc/1t/1011, and Ecclesiastes (Mainz: von Zabern, 1997).
52 On the clash and the complex aftermath, see Robert Kolb, Bound Choice, Election, nnd
Wittenberg Theological Method: From Martin Luther to the Fonnuln of Concord (Grand
Rapids, Ml: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2005) .
53 On this exchange see Hermann Sasse, This Is My Body: Luther's Contention for the Ren/
Presence in the Sacrament of the Altar (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1959; St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 2003).
5-1 In Zurich outside the Wasserkirche at the Limmat River is a statue of Zwingli
holding an open book. It is meant to be a Bible, but biographer Oskar Farner suggested
it could be interleaved: one page of Scripture and one page from the classics.
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order to preserve the majesty of the divine Christ, he could not conceive of
Christ in the Supper. Luther responded that-although it was mindboggling and might seem poor taste to ask the risen and ascended Christ to
be in the bread and wine - if Christ said he wanted to do that and
promised to be there with forgiveness, life, and salvation, then Christians
ought to take him at his word and give thanks. After an escalating paper
war, both sides met at Marburg-Zwingli seeking credibility to rank with
Luther's reform, and Luther going because his prince said that he had to
go. Honest observers expected little, and they were right. In the language
battle, Luther proved the better rhetorician in showing that "is" actually
means "is," especially when Christ says so. Luther was also better at going
back to the ancients, in this case the fathers, when it came to how human
and divine natures could interact. Zwingli simply could not and would not
accept the communicatio idiomatum because in his mind it demeaned the
divine Christ. Besides, for Zwingli the weight of the matter fell not on the
promise "for you" but on "do this" as a command to re-enact in some sort
of conunemorative way. 55 For Luther, how this could be was no more a
problem than any other aspect of the incarnation, from manger to cross
and out of the tomb. In this context Luther repeated one of his early ideas:
the divinity of Christ overwhelms any problems as Christ takes care of
things. It is the whole Christ, both natures, in the Lord's Supper. A mere
human could not be sacramentally present in this way; the divine is
evident. It is Christ's body and blood, a matter of the incarnation; it is
given and shed for forgiveness, again, a matter of the incarnation.
To be sure, there is much more to include on Luther's view of Christ.
There are, of course, more texts to decipher and more themes to include,56

ss It is rather like weekend war re-enactments. Say we gather to "re-fight" the Battle of
Bull Run. The exercise is interesting, and it calls to mind what once was done, which can
be uplifting or upbuilding in terms of one's pah'iotism and respect for those in the
original fray. But it hardly carries the same profit or benefit. This perspective comes
from Zwingli's definition of "sacrament" as a pledge or declaration or statement of
intent-ideas he gleaned from the Latin poet Varro. See Ulrich Zwingli, Co111111entary on
Trne and False Religion, ed. Samuel Macauley Jackson and Clarence Nevin Heller
(Durham, NC: Labyrinth Press, 1981).
56 Theosis is one of those, but I wonder if that angle, prompted by dialogs with the
Eastern Orthodox Church, will have the staying power of the incarnational focus, or if it
offers the same surety. Time, of course, will tell. Some years ago at the first North
American Forum for Luther Research held at Luther Seminary, Gerhard Forde gave a
plenary address in which he had occasion to comment on just those questions. He had
his doubts. Forde said he could imagine Clu·ist crucified on Good Friday with family
and followers distraught at the foot of the cross, and then Christ suddenly would look
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but the few texts handled here certainly mark Luther's as a wonderfully
precious, evangelical view of God in Christ for humanity. God became
incarnate-not just as man, but as sin for us. This Christ suffered, meaning
God suffered-another mind-boggling concept that Luther asserted.
Because of the happy exchange, his relationship with the Father and his
life-bringing righteousness are given to people. When the church suffers, it
is also an eschatological reminder of the deliverance still to be won but
already assured, even as Jesus Christ is risen from the dead, lives, and
reigns to all eternity.s7 Luther left behind in the catechism what he
uncovered along the way. The faith is not simplistic, but the core is simple;
thinking about it can be very humbling. Remember the famous line: When
it comes to theology, a certain modesty is called for.58
"Men fear death, as children fear to go into the dark," wrote Francis
Bacon.59 Death is the last enemy, the threshold at which Satan has a last
chance to snatch at faith. The fear of death is all too human. Because of the
down and say, "Don't worry, folks, it's just a metaphor." To Forde, Luther's thoroughgoing incarnation with God and man in Christ seemed a lot more solid.
57 The impact of Luther's God-man Christ incarnate was brought home to me while
teaching at Concordia Lutheran Seminary in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. A visitor to class
asked the students why they had decided to become pastors. Given the culture and the
financial sacrifices, it was a good question. The first student to speak said that he had
grown up in a time when they were told there was nothing but the material world
around them. Then a friend assured him that it was not so: there was indeed a God who
created the world and because of all the trouble and our sin came into the world as
Christ and died for him. It was a simple presentation, but the student said that it had
made all the difference in his life, and so he thought it was important to do as much as
he could to tell others and to serve those who already know. That started a chorus of
"me too" from the others. They reprised the basic themes we have seen. Later that week,
at the ordination of the national church's first Kyrgyz-speaking pastor, there was a
similar story but with more at stake. The missionary who preached the ordination
sermon told of this pastor's earlier life. He had been a policeman - not a bad job- but he
had a troubled life with no purpose or hope as he saw things. So he went into his
apartment bathroom and slashed his wrists. His wife managed to save him, and a
Christian friend talked to him about the Christian faith : there is hope and certainty
because God himself came into this world, dying and being resurrected, for us. The
preacher said that this new pastor would always carry those scars to remind him of who
he once was, but he would also know that there are scars borne by another, Cluist, who
had made him what he now was and who would continue to come in his word
proclaimed and in the Sacraments.
58 Wenn zur Theologie kommt, eine gewilse Bescheidenheit gehtirt dazu .
59 Francis Bacon, "Essays, Civil and Moral," in Essays, Civil and Morn/ and The New
Atlantis by Francis Bacon; Areopagitica and Trnctate on Education by John Milton; Religio
Medici by Sir Thomas Borwne, ed. Charles W. Eliot, Harvard Classics 3 (New York: P. F.
Collier & Son, 1909), 9.
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human and divine Christ, however, Luther had another take on death with
his motto, though not his own words but the promise from God: "I shall
not die but live and declare the works of the Lord" (Ps. 118:17).60

Response to Robert Rosin
Naomichi Masaki
This is a marvelous opportunity to discuss theology with brothers in the
pastoral office who still care about Luther and the Reformation. As Dr.
Rosin stated, "When it comes to theology, a certain modesty is called for."
As "beggars," we would like to be unter den Schriften, remaining pupils of
Christ. In addition to highlighting a few points from Dr. Rosin's
presentation, I would like to add one particular area of Luther's confession
of Christ which has gone unmentioned and which I have been asked to
present: that is, the place of Christ in the liturgy.
Dr. Rosin's paper gave a splendid and learned overview of Luther's
confession of Christ. For such a large topic- Luther's view of Clu-ist- he
offered helpful insights and observations in a brief space. Whether Luther
had a "Christology" was a good question, and he rightly demonstrated
that Luther's understanding of Christ derived directly from the Scriptures
while being well-informed by the church's dogma on Christ. As Werner
Elert observed in his Der Christliche Glaube, Luther's Reformation may be
seen as a tearing down of the theological premises of medieval Roman
Catholic thought on the relation between Christ, the church, and the
world.61 This included Luther's rejection of the inadequate image of Christ
as a lawgiver and an example. The church can never be content with the
doctrinal statements from one time in the past, otherwise the church
would place the authority of her dogma above the authority of the gospel.
Luther's greatness, in the context of Late Scholasticism, rested in the fact
that he did not strive to teach anything new, but, as St. Paul wrote, "that

60 "Ps. 118 remained Luther's favorite throughout his life. The words 'I shall not die,
but I shall live, and recount the deeds of the Lord' (Latin, Ps. 117: non moriar sed vivmn et
narrabo opera Domini] were his personal motto." LW14:45 n. 4. For Luther's commentary
on Psalm 118, see LW14:41-106; WA 31.I:65-182.
61 Werner Elert, Der Christliche Glaube: Grundlinien der Lutherischen Dogmatik, 3rd ed.
(Hamburg: Furche, 1956), 17-55. Most of the fifth edition has been h·anslated into
English as The Christian Faith: An Outline of Lutheran Dogmatics, trans. Martin H. Berh·am
and Walter R. Bouman (Columbus: Lutheran Theological Seminary, 1974) .
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which I received, I handed over to you" (1 Cor 15:3). For Luther, the
doch·ine belonged to Christ, not to us.62 Doctrinal theology was not a
systematic theology in a modern sense of the term, like the theology of
Schleiermacher, but homology.
The best place to confess doctrine may not be in dogmatic textbooks,
synodical by-laws, or popular devotional books, but in the liturgy where
the means of grace are going on: the place of our Lord's giving and our
receiving. Luther was very careful in his life so that he would never
diminish his dear Lord Jesus Christ. In The Three Symbols or Creeds of the
Christian Faith, 1538, he wrote: "All heresy strikes at this dear article of
Jesus Christ."63 Dr. Rosin's observation is correct: "Luther's thinking about
the Bible revolved not so much around a unifying idea as around a
unifying person: Christ." For Luther, "Christology" was an afterthought, a
confession. His point of departure was not doctrinal formulations of the
church but the apostolic witness of Scripture.
Dr. Rosin's procedure-presenting Luther's thought chronologically
with the circumstances in full view-was helpful, though he could have
allowed Luther to speak more for himself. It is also the case that Dr. Rosin
needed more space to include the christological problems of the
sacramentarian controversies during the mid- and late-1520s. Individual
points of Dr. Rosin's interpretation may be questioned. For example, when
he posted the Ninety-five Theses, did Luther actually have as clear an
understanding of the gospel as presented by Dr. Rosin? Luther was
speaking against the paper of indulgences, but the reason for his
opposition was not on account of his own clear understanding of Christ
but on account of being offended by the hard process of salvation in the
medieval Sacrament of Penance which included inner contrition of the
heart and outer mortification of the flesh. Theses 94 and 95 read:
"Christians should be exhorted to be diligent in following Christ, their
head, through penalties, death, and hell; and thus be confident of entering
into heaven through many tribulations rather than through the false
security of peace." 64 Throughout the Ninety-five Theses, Luther did not
6 2 This point is demonstrated by an anecdote from class. One day a student
commented on Matthew 28:18-20 by saying, "Our theology of baptism, then, is well
supported by this passage." This is a wrong way of speaking. Matthew 28 does not
support 011r theology of baptism; rather, our confession of baptism is derived from these
words of our Lord. We never fit our Lord's words into our system; his doch"ine fits him!
The words of the Lord are the viva vox, the living voice of Jesus.
63 WA 50:267, 18; LW34:208.
64 WA 1:238, 16-19; LW31 :33.
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once use the word "faith." In his Explanations of the Ninett;-Five Theses, 1518,
Luther wrote: "Perfect contrition does not need his absolution."65 This
sounds similar to the pietism of Philipp Jacob Spener.66 Despite such open
questions, Dr. Rosin has given a masterful treatment of Christ in Luther's
thought.
Three more things stood out in Dr. Rosin's paper. The first was the
importance of promise as God's way of salvation in Christ. Although the
proprium of baptism or the Lord's Supper was not always presented as one
may have wished, Dr. Rosin emphasized "the personal coming of God in
Christ to embrace the sinner" in Luther's thinking together with Christ's
"right-in-front-of-you" vitality. Ian Siggins observed that Luther "is less
comfortable (and less clear) when he moves from the concrete to the
abstract, from the historical to the ideal, from the practical to the
theoretical."67 Oswald Bayer maintains that Luther's thought on the
promise of God in Christ does not describe what will happen in the future
but something which takes immediate and present effect.68 The second was

WA 1:550, 36; LW31 :117. Latin : pe1fecta aute111 eius absolutio11e non eget.
and further more it [forgiveness pronounced by the pastor] is a reassurance
that sin is not about to be forgiven, but that it has already been forgiven previously."
Philipp Jakob Spener, Griindlicher Unterricht von dem A111te der Versohnung (Frankfurt am
Mayn: Zunnerisch-und Junischem Buchladen, 1716), 3:414. Thus, Spener viewed the
forgiveness of sin as bestowed not at holy absolution itself. Rather, holy absolution was
a confirmation of what had already happened internally. His focus was on the process
of regeneration in nobis. A pastor was supposed to ask whether a believer was repentant
enough and was progressing in good works enough. He thus functioned as a judge,
while Christ was seen as an example to follow. Here a certain similarity with the
medieval Roman Catholic Sacrament of Penance may be observed.
67 Ian D. Kingston Siggins, Martin Luther's Doctrine of Christ (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1970), 1-2.
68 On the motif of the promise in Luther's theology, Oswald Bayer wrote: "The term
'promise' (promissio) is the center of Luther's theology. When he says that God promises,
he does not refer to something in the future that we may anticipate. The promise is not
only an announcement that will only be fulfilled in the future. It is a valid and powerful
promise and pledge that takes inunediate and present effect. A good comparison is the
text of English banknotes: 'I promise to pay the bearer on demand the sum of X amount
of pow1ds. London, for the governor and company of the Bank of England, Chief
Cashier.' With this understanding of the term 'promise' Luther was moving along the
lines of medieval German legal thinking that used the word promissio to describe the
way a ruler bound and committed himself at his enthronement. This was how God also
committed himself in the promissio pronounced in his name. He was bound by it and
will stick to it and keep it. Faith lays hold of God by accepting and counting on the
given promise, and therefore it lays hold of the 'faithfulness of God, of his truth, his
65

66 " • . .
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the presentation of Luther's happy or joyous exchange. Dr. Rosin' s
description of the incarnation as the cause of joyous exchange initially may
have produced some uneasiness, making one suspicious of reading Luther
according to Hegelian or Eastern Orthodox accents. I still wonder whether
it may be helpful to include "the full course" of Christ's birth, suffering,
death, and resurrection in the single term "incarnation." Yet Dr. Rosin's
intention was to show how for Luther the incarnation of Christ meant not
only "to become man" but "to become sin" in man' s stead. Third, Dr.
Rosin was right when he said that for Luther Deus revelatus was not an
abstract theological category but "God in the preached Christ" who engages
man. While found in Luther's 1522 postils, it is also found in his other
writings, such as his The Bondage of the Will, 1525. In this work, Luther not
only described the distinction between the "God preached" and "God
hidden" but also presented "God preached" as "God revealed, offered, and
worshiped." 69 The preached Christ is Clu·ist offered for man and worshiped
by man.
This opens the topic of the liturgy in Luther's confession of Christ. In
Against the Heavenly Prophets, 1525, Luther left this clear statement:
We treat of the forgiveness of sins in two ways. First, how it is achieved
and won. Second, how it is distributed and bestowed on us. Christ has
achieved it on the cross, it is true. But He has not distributed or given it
on the cross. He has not won it in the Lord's Supper or the sacrament.
There He has distributed and given it through the Word, as also in the
Gospel, where it is preached. He has won it once for all on the cross. But
the distribution takes place continuously, before and after, from the
beginning to the end of the world.70
In this passage, Luther was clear on the role of Christ as the redeemer who
accomplished forgiveness on the cross, what Dr. Rosin described as the
motif of incarnation. This is not the only thing, however, that this passage
says about Clu·ist. Luther was equally clear in confessing Christ as the
deliverer of the forgiveness he won on the cross. Christ is not just the
content of preaching but he himself is the preacher and the one who
bestows his body and blood. Furthermore, Luther confessed that such a
distribution of the gospel takes place not only in the era of the New
Word, his righteousness."' Living By Fnith: Ju stificntion nnd Snnctiftcntion, h·ans. Geoffrey
W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2003), 51-52.
69 WA 18:685, 3-5, 25-27; LW 33:139, 140. Emphases added. Latin: de Dea prnedicto,

revelnto, oblnto, cu/to.
70

WA 18:203, 28-35; LW 40:213-214. Emphases added.
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Testament but also in the Old Testament, as Dr. Rosin noted. In his Sennon
on the New Testament, that is, the Holy Mass, 1520, Luther wrote: "In the
mass we give nothing to Christ, but only receive from Him." 71 The rhythm
of the Divine Service that Luther had in mind was the Lord's giving and
man's receiving. The one who gives in the liturgy is Jesus himself.
Throughout his Lectures on Genesis, Luther earnestly catechized his
students, future pastors, to know for certain this utterly wonderful thing
that even Abraham, who rejoiced only in faith and in spirit, did not have. 72
Elsewhere Luther expounded on Christ's role of dish"ibuting each of the
means of grace. In The Confession Concerning Christ's Supper, 1528, Luther
wrote, "[Christ] distributes this death through preaching." 73 That same
year, in Concerning Rebaptism, Luther wrote, "We can hardly deny that the
same Christ is there at baptism and in baptism, indeed, He is the baptizer
Himself ." 74 The same is true of holy absolution, as discussed in a 1540 table
talk:
This ought especially to be taught, that confession is not made to man
but to Christ. Likewise it is not man but Christ who absolves. But few
understand this. Today I replied to the Bohemians, who insist that God
alone remits sins and are offended by my little book on the keys.
Wherefore one should teach that men make confession to Clu·ist, and
Christ absolves through the mouth of the minister, for the minister's
mouth is the mouth of Christ and the minister's ear is the ear of Christ. It
is to the Word and the mandate that one should pay attention, not to the
person. Christ sits there, Christ hears, Christ answers, not a man.75
It is also h·ue of the Lord's Supper, as Luther made clear in The Sacrament of
The Body and Blood of Christ-Against the Fanatics, 1526:

n WA 6:364, 23; LW35:93.

n For example, "But (Abraham] saw [the day of Christ] only in faith and in the spirit.
But we see this glory face to face. We hear God speaking with us and promising
forgiveness of sins in Baptism, in the Supper of his Son, and in the h·ue use of the keys.
These Abraham did not have, but he saw in the spirit and believed. Therefore our glory
is greater; but because we do not take care of it or thank God enough for such great gifts
of grace, our studious concern for power and pleasure is greater." WA 42:514, 31-37; LW
2:353. See Naomichi Masaki, "Genesis as Catechesis: Sacramental Insh·uction of Dr.
Martin Luther according to his Lectures on Genesis 1535-1545" (STM thesis, Concordia
Theological Seminary, 1997).
73 WA 26:295, 34-35; LW37:193.
74 WA 26:156, 34-36; LW 40:242. See also LC IV, 10.
1s Table Talk, no. 5176 (1540) . WATR 4:695, 1-9; LW54:394.

Rosin: Reformation Christology

173

There [in the sacrament] my Lord has given me His body and blood in
the bread and wine that I may eat and drink. They are to be my very
own so that I may be certain that my sins are forgiven, that I am freed
from death and hell, that I have eternal life and am God's child and an
heir of heaven. Therefore I go to the sacrament to seek such things.76
It is crucial for us to recognize that the foundation of Luther's confession of
Clu·ist as the preacher, baptizer, absolver, and administer of the Lord's
Supper was Jesus' mandate and institution of them. Luther spoke of the
means of grace and the Office of the Holy Ministry in On the Councils and
the Church, 1539: "Uesus] Himself is there and will do everything
Himself."77 He said this on the basis of Christ's mandate and institution.
According to Luther, pastors do not float around with nothing given
them from the Lord. Nor do preaching, baptism, absolution, and the
Lord's Supper float around as abstract functions seeking someone to carry
them out. Luther confessed Christ and his continuous ministry on earth
not only with the means of grace but also with the office of the holy
ministry. In the words of Theodor Kliefoth, a nineteenth century
theologian, Christ instituted not only the Gnadenmittel but also the
Gnadenmittelamt, the office that delivers the means of grace.78 Both belong
together for the sake of the delivery of the gifts.79
76 WA 19:506, 30-507, 15; LW36:350. See also Luther's That These Words of Christ, "This
Is My Body, etc." Still Stands Firm against the Fanatics, 1527: "We know, however, that it is
the LORD's Supper, is called thus, not the Christians' supper. For the Lord not only
instituted it, but also prepares and gives it himself, and is himself cook, butler, food, and
drink, as we have demonstrated our belief above." WA 23:271, 8-11; LW37:142.
77 WA 50:647, 28-30; LW 41:171.
78 Theodor Kliefoth, Aclzt Biicher von der Kirc/ze (Schwerin and Rostock: Stiller, 1854),
18-19, 187-212.
79 In Concerning the Order of Public Worship, 1523, Luther saw the connection between
Gottesdienst and Predigtnmt in such a way that when one is perverted the other also may
be corrupted . When the cenh·ality of the Lord's giving in the Divine Service is
impoverished, the place of Jesus in the Office of the Holy Ministry may be substituted
by the work of the church. WA 12:35, 2-18; LW 53:11. In The Private Mass and the
Consecration of Priests, 1533, Luther wrote: "Our doing only administers and gives such
baptism, ordained and constituted by Christ's mandate and institution. For this reason
He alone is and remains the one h·ue, eternal baptizer who dish·ibutes His baptism daily
through our doing and ministry until the day of judgment. So our baptizing should
properly be called an administering or giving of the baptism of Christ, just as our
sermon is a giving out of the word of God . . .. So, too, it is not by our doing, speaking,
or work that bread and wine become Christ's body and blood, much less is it by the
clu·ism or consecration; rather it is caused by Christ's ordinance, mandate and
institution." WA 38:239, 27-240, 3; LW 38:199. Cf., Martin Chemnitz, Examination of the
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Luther's confession of Christ in the liturgy is an important addition to
Dr. Rosin's observation of the "right-in-front- of-you" vitality of Christ. In
the dynamic flow of the Lord's speaking and giving and man's receiving
and living out in the world, Christ is not far but near. He is not just an
object of worship and devotion but he is the doer and distributor of the
fruit of the cross. For Luther, Jesus' ministry continued in the means of
grace and through the office that serves them. 80 Dr. Rosin deserves our
thanks for his wonderful presentation. The church rejoices not in Luther's
"Christology" but, as presented by Dr. Rosin, in his confession of Clu·ist as
our savior.

Naomichi Masaki is Assistant Professor of Systematic Theology at Concordia
Theological Seminary, Fort Wayne, Indiana .

Council of Trent, trans. Fred Kramer (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1978),
2:228-229.
so The Augsburg Confession reflects Luther's understanding of Christ. The purpose of
Christ's ascension and session was "so that through the Holy Spirit l,e [i.e., Christ] may
make holy, purify, strengthen, and comfort all who believe in him, also distribute to
them life and various gifts and benefits, and shield and protect them against the devil
and sin" (CA III, German text; emphasis added) . The Augsburg Confession also
confesses that the Holy Spirit, sent by Jesus, is given in the externu111 verbu111 tlu·ough the
Predigtn111t (CA V), and that forgiveness which is thus received shows itself in the entire
life of a Christian (CA VI).
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American Christianity and Its Jes uses
Lawrenc e R. Rast Jr.
WWJD? So pervasive is the idea of Jesus in American culture that
Christ's name need not even be mentioned in order to invoke him. But a
deeper point underlies this: how is it that the name-or the letter-of Jesus
can be invoked in such an authoritat ive way for what most Christians
would claim is a highly secularize d culture? After all, WWJD was and is an
American phenomen on. Even where it impacted other nations, it was
generally presented in the English of its American originator s.
WWJD grew out of Charles Sheldon's 1896 novel, In His Steps. 1 Sheldon
captured the essence of Christiani ty as he understoo d it in the phrase,
"What Would Jesus Do?" In this Sheldon reflected the nineteenth -century
model of moral governme nt theology - Jesus serving primarily as a moral
example rather than effecting a substitutio nary atonement . 2
In the late 1980s, youth ministers began putting "W.W.J.D." on buttons
and bracelets. Local merchand isers picked up the idea and eventually
WWJD found its way on to mugs, rings, bumper stickers, bookmark s, key
rings, and other things.3 The expression has inspired a myriad of
variations , usually of a humorous character, though not always so. An
example of the latter is the song "Craig" on Stephen Lynch's 2005 CD, The
Craig Machine. 4 The song is the story of Craig, Jesus' unknown, neglected,
wild, and fundamen tally jealous brother.s Unlike Jesus, who turns water
into wine, Craig turns water into . .. well, listen:

1 For a biography of Charles Sheldon, see "Charles M. Sheldon,"
http:/ /spider
.georgetow ncollege.ed u/HTALLANT / COURSES/ his338/ students/ nbrooking/ ems
.htm (accessed February 16, 2007). Charles M. Sheldon, In His Steps (Philadelphia: John
C. Winston Co., 1937).
2 Sheldon's ideas coalesced with those that formed into the Social
Gospel espoused by
Washington Gladden and Walter Rauschenbu sch, among others. Rauschenbu sch later
acknowledg ed his debt to Sheldon's novel.
3 The irony, of course, is that Sheldon's social gospel is absolutely
at odds with the
commercial ization of the phrase.
4 Stephen Lynch, The Craig Mnchine, compact disc,© 2005 What Are
Records. "Craig"
is track 5 on the CD.
s " What would Jesus do? Summary," BookRngs Web site, http:/ /www.boo krags.com/
What_wouldJesus _do %3F.

Lawrence R. Rast Jr. is Professor of Historical Theology and Academic Denn at
Concordia Theological Seminary, Fort Wayne, Indiana.
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Cuz when Craig's in sight
We'll party all damn night.
I don't turn water into wine
But into cold Coors Light.
The punch line of this violent and profane song is the following:
And now the question for you
Is not "What Would Jesus Do?"
But where will you be
When the Craig Machine comes partyin' through?
And if the Lord will allow
You've got to ask yourself how,
When, who and why and where is your messiah now?
Not surprisingly, Lynch fans began to ask "WWCD?" or "What would
Craig do?"
The phrase, and the variations it has generated, has also been used for
political, satirical, and, of course, theological purposes. Consider the
following examples:
"Who Wants Jelly Donuts?"
"What Would Jesus Drive?"
On The Simpsons, Ned Flanders shows Homer a movie guide put out by
his church, titled "What Would Jesus View?"
Also on The Simpsons, Homer was surprised to learn that the
WWJD stood for Jesus; he thought it was for Geppetto.

"J"

in

In a Family Guy episode, Jesus drove a car with a front license plate
reading "WWID?" namely, "What Would I Do?"
"What Would Scooby Do?"
And plenty more could be cited.
Needless to say, belief in "God" runs high among Americans. Belief in
Jesus runs high as well. Surveys, often appearing around Christmas or
Easter, perennially inform us of the distinctively American trait of seeing
Jesus as a personal hero, cultural icon, primary model for life,
philosophic al model, and there are plenty of other images. This plethora of
Jesuses characterize s the history of Christianity and other religions in
America.
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To this end, several recently appearing books pick up the question of
how Americans have viewed Jesus. Jesus in America: Personal Savior,
Cultural Hero, National Obsession by Richard Wightman Fox traces the
many ways that Americans have conceived of Jesus and presented him to
their neighbors. Fox captures well the many Jesuses of the American scene:
Benjamin Franklin understood Jesus as a wise man worthy of imitation.
Thomas Jefferson regarded him as a moral teacher. The assassinatio n of
Abraham Lincoln, which occurred on Good Friday, was popularly
interpreted as paralleling the crucifixion of Jesus . . . as one preacher put
it: "Jesus Christ died for the world, Abraham Lincoln died for his
country." Elizabeth Cady Stanton appropriate d Jesus' message to
champion women's rights. George W. Bush named Jesus as his favorite
political philosopher . . . . As we have seen in recent presidential
elections, the name of Jesus is often thrust into the center of political
debates, and many Americans regularly enlist Jesus, their ultimate
arbiter of value, as the standard bearer for their views and causes. 6
Fox chronicles the variety of American Jesuses. He shows how the image
of Jesus held by significant historical persons influenced American history.
It led to Columbus's voyage of 1492, the expeditions of the Spanish
missionaries , the establishme nt of the Puritan and Pilgrim colonies, the
American Revolution, the American Civil War, and the abolition of
slavery. It spurred social and cultural movements spanning from the
emergence of organized labor to the counter-cult ure of the 1960s. Finally,
he brings the story to its end in the almost universal appeal of Jesus in the
contempora ry period.
An even more helpful book is Stephen Prothero' s American Jesus: How the
Son of God Became a National Icon.7 Like Fox, Prothero considers several
concrete ways in which distinctively American versions of Jesus have been
advanced. More importantly , however, is Prothero' s thesis: The nineteenth
century was the century of Jesuses in America. During that century, a
number of distinctively American Jesuses emerged.
The remainder of this paper will look at three different "versions" of
Jesus within American Christianity during the first half of the nineteenth
century. First, Barton Warren Stone (1772-1844) defined a Unitarian and
6 Richard Wightman Fox, Jesu s in America: Personal Savior, Cultural Hero, National
Obsession (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2004). This book summary appears on
the front flap of the dust jacket.
7 Stephen Prothero, American Jesus: How the Son of God Became a National
Icon (New
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003).
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Arian version of Jesus on the Kentucky frontier. At the same time, within
American Lutheranism a radical expression of rationalism exhibited itself
in the second oldest Lutheran synod in America, The Evangelical Lutheran
Ministerium of New York. Frederick Henry Quitman (1760-1832) defined
the gospel as the free response of the willful subject to the divine
government revealed in and through Christ. Finally, Charles Grandison
Finney (1792-1875) articulated a perfectionist vision of moral government
theology that explicitly and purposefully denied forensic justification and
the idea of imputation. In each case, Fox's and Prothero' s claims that
Americans were intently determined to fashion their own version of Jesus
was borne out, and the effects of this remain evident in the present.
I. Barton Warren Stone (1772-1844)

Biography
Barton W. Stone was born in Maryland on December 24, 1772. Largely
unchurched during his youth, he was nevertheless surrounded by a
plethora of denominations, all of which he questioned theologically. After
an intense personal religious experience, he joined the Presbyterian church
and later became a pastor in this denomination. He did so, however, with
reservations. He could never quite bring himself to accept the confessional
standards of the Presbyterian h·adition because of certain doctrinal points.
As such, his relationship with his tradition was a tension-filled one. As one
biographer has put it:
He had grave doubts about some of the points of doctrine of the
Presbyterian Church. Before he joined this church he had a long
conversation with two Presbyterian ministers, relating to them the state
of his mind on some points which disturbed him. These ministers
wished to retain so promising a young man for the Presbyterian Church.
They asked him how far he would be willing to subscribe to the
Confession. He replied: "As far as it is consistent with the word of God."
This showed his great respect, even while he was in the wilderness of
confusion, for the word of God. When he was ordained as a minister in
the Presbyterian Church, he gave the same answer to the presbyterythat he would subscribe to the Confession only so far as it was consistent
with the word of God.B
s Herny Leo Boles, Biogrnphicnl Sketches of Gospel Preachers (Nashville: Gospel
Advocate Co., 1932), 29 . Pages 28-32 are also available online as H . Leo Boles,
"Barton W. Stone," The Restoration Movement Web site (Scott Harp, 2000),
http:/ /www.therestoratiorunovement.com/stone,bw .htm (accessed February l, 2007) .
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It is possible to explore any number of points where Stone was formative
for the American Christian experience. His key part in the great Cane
Ridge Revival and his instrumental role in the formation of the
Restorationist Movementj"Christian" tradition are noteworthy. For the
task at hand, the topic will be limited to a brief consideration of his
Christology.

Unit/Arianism
From early in his ministry, Barton Warren Stone was the object of
significant controversy due to his stances on the doctrines of the Trinity
and Christ. To be blunt, Stone had, at the very least, Unitarian leanings in
respect to the Trinity and Arian leanings in respect to the person of Clu·ist.
Both affected his doctrine of the atonement.
The first stumbling block for Stone was the doctrine of the Trinity as
confessed by the church catholic. While he accepted the biblical
designations of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, he rejected the language of
three persons in one divine essence as a human philosophical construct
that was fundamentally contrary to reason. To speak of three persons was
to speak of three separate entities, three "gods." Since the Bible clearly
affirmed that there was only one God, such language was anti-biblical. Yet
the question of how to deal with the language of Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit presented him with problems. His solution was to speak of the Son
as the first creation of the Father and the Spirit as the power of God.9
This, however, only solved part of the problem. What of the verses of
Scripture that spoke of the oneness of Father and Son? Stone's solution
follows:
They are one, or agree in their testimony .... To say these three are one
God, would contradict the original; for the word hen, translated one, is in
the neuter gender, and can not agree with the word God. Nor is it correct
to say, these three are one being; for Paul and Apollos are said to be
one-I Cor. iii: 8. "Now he that planteth and he that watereth are (hen)
one." No one imagines that they were one being; but agree, that they
were two distinct men engaged in one work, in one spirit. Our blessed
Saviour prays the Father, that all believers might be (hen) one, even as he
9 R. N. Gillmore, " R. N. Gillmore's From Revival to Restoration," Restoration
Movement Web site (Hans Rollmann, 1999-2005), http://www.mun.ca/rels/restmo v/
texts/pp/PP021.HTM (accessed February 2, 2007). Also available in print form as RN.
Gilmore, Fro111 Revival to Restoration, Provocative Pamphlets No. 21 (Melbourne: Federal
Literature Committee of Churches of Christ in Australia, 1956), 5.
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and the Father were (hen) one. Now as all believers are not one substance
nor one being; and as they are all one, even as the Father and Son are one;
we must then conclude, that the Father and Son are not one substance,
nor one being. This is further evident from John x: 30, "I and my Father
are (hen) one," says Jesus. Yet in the same Evangelist he said," My Father
is greater than I." John xiv: 28. If they were one substance, or one being,
there could be no comparison; as one can not be greater or less than itself.
The fact is, all believers are one in spirit, purpose, and mind - and this is
the oneness which our Lord prayed they might have-this was the
oneness of Paul and Apollos. - This appears to me to be the oneness of
the Father and the Son.10
Turning to Christology, Stone explores the ramifications of his trinitarian
thought for the person and work of Christ. Jesus may be labeled "Son of
God" in a sense, but not with the meaning that he is essentially equal to the
Father.
That the Son of God was very and eternal God, and yet eternally
begotten, is a doctrine to which I can not subscribe; because the terms
eternal Son, eternally begotten, are not found in the Bible. As they are
human inventions, by human reason they may be tried, without the
imputation of impiety. According to the before cited articles, the Father
and Son are one eternal substance. The voice of reason is, that the same
individual substance can not beget itself, nor be begotten by itself.
Therefore the substance of the Son was never begotten nor born. If it be
granted, that the substance of the Son was eternal, and therefore never
begotten; but still urged that the Son was eternally begotten; then it must
follow that, what was eternally begotten had no substance, and
therefore, was not a real being. This is virtually to deny the Son.11
What is the bottom line? "If language conveys ideas, it is plain that the
act of begetting implies a previous agent; and that the agent and the act
must precede the thing begotten; therefore the Son could not be eternally
begotten."1 2 The incarnation compromised, it is not surprising to find that
Stone's idea of the atonement is affected in basic ways.
Let us turn to the cross and ask, who is he that suffers, bleeds and dies?
The articles before quoted say, That the second person of trinity was
10 Barton W. Stone, "An Address to the Churches (Mathes Edition 1859),"
http://th.riceholy.net/T exts/Stone.html (accessed January 29, 2007).
11 Stone, "An Address to the Churches."
12 Stone, "An Address to the Churches."
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united with our nature, that the two whole and entire natures, Godhead
and manhood, were inseparably united, never to be divided, very God and
very man in one person, who truly suifered, was crucified, dead and
buried, to reconcile the Father to us. Hence we must conclude that the
very God suffered, yea, truly suffered! - that the very and only one God
was crucified! yea, was dead! - and buried too!! - and continued three
days and nights under the power of death! - for the two natures,
Godhead and manhood, are inseparably united never to be dividedtherefore as the human body was in Joseph's tomb, so must be the
Godhead too! -All this was done and suffered by the very God, say our
brethren in the forecited, articles, to reconcile the Father to us! Here is
certainly the notion of two distinct Gods held forth- the one an
unchangeable God; the other a changeable one-the one a living God;
the other a dead, buried one-the one reconciling; the other reconciled!
But as all acknowledge that there is but one only living God; therefore
we must conclude that the one that was dead was not that one only
living and true God. And as all acknowledge the one only living and
true God is without passions, therefore he that suffered such exquisite
passion on the cross, was not the only living and true God. 13
Thus, simply, Jesus cannot substantially be God.
All must acknowledge that the only true God can not suffer; for he was
as happy during the suifering of Jesus, as he had been from eternity. I
ask again, who suffered on the cross? Our brethren say that the Son was
very and eternal God; then it follows that the Son did not suffer nor die;
for very and eternal God can not suffer nor die. I repeat the question,
who suifered on the cross? The answer must be, according to these
opinions, not the Son of God who came from heaven, but a mere man,
born of Mary thirty-three years before. How then is the love of God
commended in his death? Let our brethren, who continually say that we
deny Christ, and the virtue of his blood - let them beware lest they be
found, at least in words, doing it themselves.14
Stone's views concerning the Trinity and his idea of Clu·ist and the
atonement were branded absurd, unscriptural, and heretical by his
colleagues in the Presbyterian ministry. Taking advantage of the freedoms
offered by the American frontier, he simply moved out from under their
jurisdiction and continued to teach and preach according to the intended

13

14

Stone, " An Address to the Churches."
Stone," An Address to the Churches."
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sense of the Scriptures-as he read them. 15 The historic doctrine of the
Trinity was an absurdity, and the notion that Jesus was God was simply a
rational impossibility. Trinitarian speculation that centered on three
persons in one divine essence and Christology that spoke of two natures in
one person simply did not communicate the biblical h·uth.
Arius asserted that Jesus Christ was a created intelligence of the highest
order, and Athanasius contended he was begotten, not made ... and to
this [Athanasius] have I subscribed long ago, as the most probable. See
my letters to Doc. Blythe. I acknowledge that much speculation has been
used on both sides of the long vexatious question. I, like many others,
have indulged in it; but convinced of its inutility, and bad effects in
society, have for several years back relinquished these speculations, and
have confined myself to the language of scripture in my public
teaching. 16
Rather, Stone argued for the strict use of only biblical terminology to
describe God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit.17

1s "When all his disguises are stripped off, one opponent said, he stands convicted of
occupying Arian, Socinian, and Pelagian ground. . . . Stone did indeed believe
personally that the doch·ine of the trinity as taught by the Westminster Confession was
an incomprehensible absurdity. He evidently did understand Christ to be a created
being who had been made equal with the Father in name and office. For him, the
atonement was not expiatory, but a reconciliation brought about when people are
conformed to the nature of God, that is, become holy. That state of holiness is a result of
one's salvation through faith, faith being an act of the will and intellect, believing the
written word of God. In the case of none of these doctrines, however, did Stone believe
that one who held another idea was not a true Christian. These were matters about
which the scriptures were not absolutely explicit and therefore could not be made terms
of Christian fellowship." Douglas A. Foster, "The Springfield and Cumberland
Presbyteries: Conflict and Secession in the Old Southwest," Restoration Qunrterly 32, no.
3 (1990), http://www.acu.edu/ sponsored/restoration_ quarterly / archives/1990s/vol
_32_no_3_contents/ foster.html (accessed February 2, 2007).
16 Barton W. Stone, "The Editor's remarks on brother H. Cyrus' letter, No. 2,"
Christinn Messenger 9 (July 1835): 163.
17 Some interpreters dispute Stone's Arianism, claiming that later in life he had
moved beyond it. It is important to note, however, that he never disavowed his earlier
position. What does appear to have changed was the manner in which he discussed
Christology. According to John Mark Hicks, "For Stone's part, while he had earlier
flirted with Arianism, by his death he had rejected all such speculative language and
come to rest only, he claimed, in the words of Scripture. Stone acknowledged his debt to
Campbell for rejecting speculation and 'expressing the faith of the gospel in the words
of revelation.' In his last decade, his Christological statements are replete with biblical
phrases without extended speculation as to their ultimate ontology." John Mark Hicks,
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Summary

Barton Stone hoped to restore true, biblical Christianity from the
impurities foisted upon it by human philosophical speculation. To the end
of his life, however, Stone remained unconvinced that traditional, creedal
Christianity accurately reflected the biblical witness. "If a doctrine be
revealed, however mysterious it may be, I will humbly receive it. My
reason shall ever bow to revelation; but it shall never be prostrated to
human contradictions and inventions. Pious and good men have received
such doctrines. God loves and pities them; and so will l."18
It is not surprising that Stone' s Unitarian and Arian leanings affected the
manner in which Stone viewed Christ's atoning work. As we will see with
Charles Finney below, Stone held to a view of the atonement usually called
the moral influence, or moral government, theory. That is, Jesus died to
demonstrate self-sacrificing love. However, Stone and Finney were not the
only ones who adopted the moral government theology. That perspective
also made itself felt within the Lutheran tradition.
II. Frederick Henry Quitman (1760-1832)

Biography
Friedrich Heimich Quitman was born in Westphalia, Germany-on an
island in the Rhine-on August 7, 1760. He died in Rhinebeck, New York,
on June 26, 1832. He attended the university at Halle and studied both
philosophy and theology. In the year 1781, he was ordained to the ministry
by the Lutheran consistory of Amsterdam and was sent as pastor of the
Lutheran congregation on the island of Curagoa in the West Indies. He
remained until the uprising of 1795, which drove him and his family to
New York. His intention was to return to Holland where a life-pension
awaited him, but the depressed conditions of Lutheranism in New York
led him to stay. He accepted a call from the united congregations at
Schoharie and Cobleskill, New York, where he remained about two years.
In 1798 he accepted a call from four congregations near Rhinebeck, New
York, serving until his retirement in 1828 (by then he was simply serving
"What Did Christ's Sacrifice Accomplish? Atonement in Early Restorationist Thought"
(Society of Biblical Literature Conference, Chicago, Illinois, November, 1994),
http://www.mun.ca/rels/restmov/texts/studies/whatdid.htm (accessed February 2,
2007). That being said, Stone's contemporaries remained unconvinced. See Thomas
Cleland, The Socini-Arian Detected, A Series of Letters to Barton W. Stone, and Some
Important Subjects of Theological Disrn ssion, Referred to in His "Address" to the Christian
Churches in Kentucky, Tenn essee, and Ohio (Lexington, Ky.: Thomas T. Skillman, 1815).
1s Stone, "An Address to the Churches."
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one congregation). Well-known in larger theological circles, Harvard
awarded him a Doctor of Divinity in 1814. In 1807 he was elected president
of the New York Ministerium, a post that he held until 1825.19 He also
served as the chairman of the board of trustees of Hartwick Seminary, just
south of Cooperstown, New York, which was founded in 1815. He was not
a particularly prolific writer, but he did publish several important texts,
including a Treatise on Magic, Evangelical Catechism, and Three Sermons on
the Reformation, as well as editing the Hymnbook of the Ministerium of New
Yor1c.20 The first of these had little to do with theology. The others,
however, are evidence of radical rationalism's brief flourishing in the
Lutheran church in the United States.21

Radical Rationalism
The religion of Jesus, in Quitman's mind, was a simple thing. In his

Evangelical Catechism he defined the kingdom of God as "every institution
which God has employed, and continues to employ for raising man to
higher moral perfection." 22 This sh'aightforward, practice-oriented religion
had been corrupted by the ministers of the church who convoked
"ecclesiastical assemblies, in order to establish and enforce their opinions

19 Harry J. Kreider, historian of the New York Ministerium, has provided the
invaluable service of transcribing the minutes of the Ministerium from 1807 to 1818. A
copy of this h·,mscription may be found in the collection of the Concordia Historical
Institute in Saint Louis, Missouri. The minutes show the pivotal role played by Quitman
in leading the Ministerium.
20 Frederick Henry Quitman, A Treatise on Magic, or, On the Intercourse between Spirits
a11d Me11 wit// A1111otations (Albany, NY: Balance Press, 1810); Quihnan, Evangelical
Catechism; or A Short Exposition of the Principal Doctrines and Precepts of lite Christian
Religion, For the Use of the Churches Belonging lo the Evangelicn/ Lutheran Synod of the State
of New York (Hudson, NY: William E. Norman, 1814); Quitman, Three Sermons, the First
Preached before the Evangelical Lutheran Synod, Convened in Christ's Church , in the Town of
Claverack, on Sunday the 7th of September, 1817: and tlte Second and Third on tlte Reformation
by Doctor Martin Luther (Hudson, NY: William E. Norman, 1817); and Quitman, A
Collection of Hymns, and a LiturgiJ, for the Use of Evangelical Lutlternn Churches; To Which
Are Added Prayers for Families and Individuals (Philadelphia: G. & D. Billmeyer, 1814).
21 Biographies of Quitman are limited. See "Frederick Hemy Quitman," Evangelical
Review 10 (October 1858): 183-190; John G. Morris, Fifty Years in lite Lutlternn Ministry
(Baltimore: Printed for the Author, 1878); and Douglas Stange, "Frederick Henry
Quitman, D.D. (1760-1832): The Flowering of Rationalism in the American Lutheran
Church" (unpublished essay, in the library of the Concordia Historical Institute, St.
Louis, MO) . For an analysis of the theology of Quitman, especially in his hymnal, see
Benjamin A. Kolodziej, "Frederick Henry Quitman and the Catechesis of the American
Lutheran Enlightenment," CTQ 70 (2006): 341-366.
22 Quitman, Evangelical Catecltism, 43.
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and decrees by excommunicat ing and anathematizing all those, who
dissented from them." 23 The simple gospel of the Scriptures is that God has
a "merciful disposition" toward humankind, which is revealed in the
sending of
his only begotten Son into the world, that through his mediation, or
through his doctrine, life and death, man should be delivered from
ignorance, and superstition, from sin and misery, and conducted to the
possession of truth and the enjoyment of everlasting life. Every one, that
is willing to accept of this gracious offer, and to demonstrate his faith in
the Redeemer by sincere love to God, and an active zeal for the welfare
of his neighbours, may rely upon the assistance of the Holy Spirit, and
thus be rendered meet, by the means of grace, which the Gospel
commends, for the enjoyment of eternal felicity, which Jesus himself is to
impart to his true believers after having rescued them from the grave.24
In contrast to this simple gospel are those systems that are, in the words of
Quitman, "too narrow and circumscribed, to leave room for the expansion
of the human mind, too obscure and intricate, to illuminate the
understanding , too brittle, to support the mind under affliction and doubt,
and too frigid, to warm the heart with love to God, and charity to men." 25
Dead orthodoxy was, for Quitman, quite as serious a threat as the
dogmatism of Rome. Luther and true Lutheranism, according to Quitman,
appealed to the better qualities of the human person. "Man is a progressive
being, capable of improvement. The more he exerts the faculties of his
mind, the more he may be said to comply with the purpose for which they
were bestowed."26
Quitman provided a vehicle for the improvement of the human mind
with his Evangelical Catechism. In it one sees the brief flowering of
Quitman' s rationalistic Lutheranism. In the first place, Quitman takes up
the Apostles' Creed and offers an exposition of it. Noting that the Creed
was not written by the apostles proper, but rather reflects their doctrine as
they learned it from Christ and recorded it in the Scriptures, Quitman
takes up question of God. Notably absent in his discussion of God is any
use of the word "Trinity." Though he speaks of God as Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit, nowhere does he carefully work out the relationship of the
three persons in one divine essence. His position is vague to say the least,
Quitman, Three Sermons, 5; emphasis added.
Quitman, Three Sermons, 8.
25 Quitman, Three Sermons, 11-12.
26 Quihnan, Three Sermons, 12.
23

24
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particularly in respect to the relationship of Father and Son. As he puts it
when posing the question of why God is represented as Father, "This title
is given in the first article to God, chiefly to signifiJ his near relation to our
Lord Jesus Christ."27
Not surprisingly, as Quitman turns to the doctrine of Christ, one finds
that his trinitarian theology affects his understanding of Christ's person
and work. Jesus is called "the only begotten son of God," but the meaning
of this is not explored. He is also given the titles of savior, redeemer, and
messiah, but only insofar as he is the divine example, set apart to excite
human imitation.
In the character of Jesus, as delineated by the evangelists there is
something so excellent and divine, that few of his most violent enemies
have attempted to find fault with it. His piety towards God, his zeal for
the honour of his heavenly Father; his charity towards all men, his
candour, disinterestedness and equanimity in all the various scenes of
life; his liberality and forbearance with the frailties of others, and great
plan for which he was sent in [sic] the world, are so conspicuous in every
stage of his private and public life, and in particular in the hour of his
last sufferings and death, that they could not fail to strike the
unprejudiced mind, and shone forth with such luster, even when he was
hanging on the cross, that the Roman Centurion . .. was induced to
exclaim: Certainly this was a righteous man."28
This Jesus is "Lord" because, on the basis of his faithfulness in keeping
God's law, "God has committed to him the government of his church."29
The gospel is defined as follows:
That God is a propitious father of the whole human race, that, as a
pledge of this truth, he had sent his only begotten son into the world, so
that if men repent of their errors and sins, and believing in Jesus Christ
as their saviour, take him for their guide, he will not only pardon their
sins, but also enable them, by the assistance of his holy spirit to lead a
godly life, and in this way prepare them for a better and happier world.30

Quitman, Evangelical Catechism, 23.
Evangelical Catechism, 33.
29 Quitman, Evangelical Catechism, 34.
30 Quitman, Evangelical Catechis111, 37. William Sutton claims that the moral
government theology of Nathaniel William Taylor provided the theological
subsh·ucture for the Second Great Awakening. See William R. Sutton, "Benevolent
Calvinism and the Moral Government of God: The Influence of Nathaniel W. Taylor on
27

2s Quitman,
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The resurr ected and ascen ded Chris t now lives to rule
his churc h at the
right hand of God, name ly "he partak es of the divine
gover nmen t of the
moral world ."31 Chris t's exam ple move s us to "faith
," name ly, "the
condi tion of man's accep tance with God." 32 Quitm an
define s faith as "an
impre ssive sense of the glorio us perfec tions of God,
and of his relati on to
men, as their creator, prese rver, gover nor and judge ,
and a corre spond ing
pious dispo sition , arisin g from it." 33 What , he contin ues,
is faith in Christ?
"A firm belief in the divine autho rity of Jesus, and
of his doctri ne and
promi ses, expre ssed by a sincer e zeal to cheris h christ
ian [sic] sentim ents
and dispo sition s, and to cultiv ate christ ian [sic] graces
."34 The centra lity of
reaso n and the freedo m of the huma n will, alread
y evide nt in the
forego ing discu ssion of Stone, are also in the forefr
ont of Quitm an' s
treatm ent. To the quest ion "Do you believe that man
is depri ved of free
moral agency?" his catech ism respo nds, "By no means
; For if that were the
case, how shoul d God judge the world , and treat us as
accou ntable being s?
Besides this, religi on addre sses man as a free agent , and
ascribes to him the
powe r of choice and resistance."35
Witho ut a mean ingfu l trinita rian theolo gy, Quitm an's
Jesus becam e little
more than the man par excellence. His belief in Chris
tianity as a basic,
practi ce-ori ented imitat ion of the life of Jesus was not
uniqu e, thoug h it
was perha ps more reduc tionis tic than most of
his colleagues. Still,
Quitm an was not alone in such sentim ents. As his public
minis try in New
York drew to a close (1828), anoth er figure burst onto
the scene, simila r in
theological persp ective to Quitm an, who would
transf orm Clu·istian
doctri ne and practice in the Unite d States. That
man was Charl es
Grand ison Finney.

Reviva lism in the Second Great Awake ning," Religio
n and American Culture 2 (Winte r
1992): 23-47. Notabl y, howev er, Quitm an's theolo gy,
which was contem porary with
Taylor ' s, was also similar to it in some respec ts. Quitm
an was in corresp onden ce with
m any of his contem porarie s and even receive µ an
honora ry doctor ate from Harva rd.
Could there have been some cross-p ollinat ion betwee
n Quitm an and Taylor ? It is a
questio n worth explor ing.
31 Quitm an, Evange lical Catechi sm, 40.
32 Quihn an, Evange lical Catechi sm, 47.
33 Quitm an, Evange lical Catechi sm, 47.
34 Quitm an, Evange lical Catechi sm, 47-48.
35 Quitm an, Evange lical Catechi sm, 20.
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III. Charles Grandison Finney (1792-1875)

Biograp hy

Americ a has not, historic ally speakin g, produce d a large stable of wellknown theolog ians. Jonatha n Edward s is recogni zed as one of the few
giants that Americ a has produce d. But how many have spent signific ant
l
time studyin g Frederic k Quitma n or Barton Stone? In the early nationa
the
to
came
ian
period, howeve r, the nation's first post-col onial theolog
is
forefro nt- one whose legacy stands above all other challengers. He
perhaps most accurate ly labeled Americ a's theologian.36
Charles Grandis on Finney was born in Warren County , Connec ticut, on
August 29, 1792, the seventh child of Sylvest er and Rebecca Finney. His
family moved to central New York two years later. When Fim1ey was
sixteen, the family moved yet again, this time to a small town called
Hender son, New York, on the shore of Lake Ontario . Throug hout his
childho od, "Finney .. . heard very little preachi ng, and that mostly by
uneduc ated and ignoran t men, whose mistake s in gramma r so impress ed
themsel ves upon his mind that they were the subjects of merrim ent to him
to his dying day."37 A series of teaching jobs in New York, Connec ticut,
and New Jersey left him unsatisf ied, and he returne d to Hender son. He
found his mother ill so he remaine d in the area, studyin g law. He also
s
began attendin g church, but found himself at odds with the church'
doubleconfess ion and practice, particul arly its heavy-h anded,
predest inarian Calvinis m. He bought a Bible, started reading it, and
became convinc ed that it was the word of God. Yet he could not commit
himself fully to the demand s of the gospel. After years of struggle as to
whethe r he could truly "surren der all his worldly plans and submit his
will without reserva tion to Christ," he gave himself to Christ on October
10, 1821, and began his study for the minish·y under the pastor of his

of Edwards , nor to challenge Richard
36 This is not to diminish the stature or influence
America's
Jenson's claim that Edwards is "Americ a's Theologi an." See Jenson,
ty Press,
Universi
Oxford
York:
(New
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Theologian: A Reco111111endatio11 of Jonathan
.
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of
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,
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church.38 He was licensed to preach by the Presbytery in 1824, three years
after he marked his conversion.
While much has been written about the revivals of Finney in the burnedover district of New York, his revivalistic work at the Broadway
Tabernacle in New York City, and his involvement with the abolitionist
movement, the focus here is on his influential Systematic Theologtj. 39 First
published in 1846, thirteen years after assuming a professorship at Oberlin
College, its articles on the nature of the atonement and the doch·ine of
justification reveal a seriously deficient Christology. 40

Moral Government TheologiJ, the Atonement, and Justification by Faith
Lecture 25 of Finney' s Systematic Theologtj addresses the doctrine of
justification. In it he is dependent upon the moral law that he outlined at
the opening of his lectures. The fundamental starting point for Fim1ey is
the moral government of God; that is, that God has created all things and
rules all things under a moral law that is intrinsic to the divine essence and
hence is a divine attribute. This moral law, which Finney later calls a
natural law, is part of every man, and is "the law developed or revealed
within himself; and thus he becomes 'a law to himself,' his own reason
affirming his obligation to conform to this idea, or law." 41 While it is
developed inside of man, moral law and its obligation is "a rule of duty,
prescribed by the supreme Lawgiver, and external to self." 42 As it is a
divine attribute, it is something that is independent of the will of God; he
binds himself to it, and so is himself bound to it and binds every moral
agent (including all human beings) to it. It "can never change, or be
changed," and is "the unalterable demand of the reason, that the whole
G. Frederick Wright, "Charles G. Finney."
Charles G. Finney, Lectures on Systematic Theologi;, Embracing Lectures on Moral
Government Together with Ato11ement, Moral n11d Physical DepravihJ, Regeneration,
Philosophical Theories, and Evidences of Regeneration (Oberlin, OH: James M. Fitch; Boston:
Crocker & Brewster; New York: Saxton & Miles, 1846). Available online as Charles G.
Finney, "Fi.J.mey's SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 1846: Table of Contents," The Gospel Truth
Web site (Orange, CA: Gospel Truth Ministries, 1999-2006), http:/ /www.gospelh·uth
.net/1846ST /1846st_toc.htm (accessed February 2, 2007) . For this paper, the expanded
1878 edition will be used. This has been reprinted as Charles Finney, Finney's Systematic
TheologiJ, ed. Dennis Carroll, Bill Nicely, and L. G. Parkhurst, Jr. (Minneapolis: Bethany
House Publishers, 1994).
40 Finney became president of Oberlin in 1851 and served in that capacity until his
retirement in 1866. Notably, Oberlin was the first college in the United States formally to
admit women and African-Americans.
41 Finney, Finney's Systematic TheologiJ, 20.
42 Finney, Finney's Systematic Theologij, 20.
38

39
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being, whatever there is of it at any time, shall be entirely consecrated to
the highest good of universal being, and for this reason God requires this
of us, with all the weight of His authority."43
Just as the American government of Finney' s day was based on the rule
of law, so the moral government of God went as well. Finney calls the
atonement "the governmental substitution of the sufferings of Christ for
the punishment of sinners . . . it is a covering of their sins by his
sufferings."44 What does he mean by a governmental substitution? Basing
his remarks on Grotius and Arminius, he claims that when Christ died on
the cross, he suffered a penalty that substituted for the punishment due to
sinners. The substitute for man's punishment, the Son of God, gives to men
who accept his gospel a substitutionary payment for their sins. Human sin
is not imputed to Christ and as such he does not receive the actual
punishment due sinners. Indeed, he could not receive the actual
punishment because it was not his to receive. For Christ to be punished for
the sins of another would violate God's justice.45 Continuing in point
eleven, Finney writes that the death of Christ on the cross, which he calls
"public justice," "could strictly require only the execution of law," and "an
atonement ... would more fully meet the necessities of government, and
act as a more efficient preventive of sin, and a more powerful persuasive to
holiness, than the infliction of the legal penalty would do." 46 Here Finney
is clear: the atonement for sin is only the means to a greater end, or ends.
He outlines God's options: either he sets up a payment by sending his Son
to die on the cross, a kind of heavenly scholarship for which people may
apply; or he metes out his punishment personally, administers it to all, and
hopes that cures it. Thus, for Finney, God chooses the lesser of two evils,
and gives the atonement a purpose that does not have the expiation of sin
as the primary function but rather shows people what they owe when they
sin so they will be moved not to sin. Echoes of American "can-doism" are
easily heard, as in the voice of Poor Richard: "God helps those who help
themselves."

43 Finney, Finney's Systematic Theology, 21-22. The rhetorical similarity to the
foundational American documents is readily apparent.
44 Finney, Fi1111ey's Systematic Theology, 211.
4s Firmey makes the same point in his notorious sermon, "Justification by Faith." See
Charles G. Firmey, "Justification by Faith," The Gospel Truth Web site (Orange, CA:
Gospel Truth Ministries, 1999-2006), http:/ /www.gospelh·uth.net/1837LTPC /lptc05
_just_by_faith.htm (accessed February 12, 2007).
46 Finney, Finney's Systematic TheologiJ, 214.
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Finney expands his points, arguing that because "Christ owed obedience
to the moral law, both as God and man" and "was under as much
obligation to be perfectly benevolent as any moral agent is," he could not
obey the law for us, because he was bound to keep it for himself.47 Further,
the punishment theory of the magisterial Reformation made no logical
sense, because "He need not certainly have both fulfilled the law for us, as
our substitute, under a covenant of works, and at the same time suffered as
a substitute, in submitting to the penalty of the law."48 In short, Christ
must either fulfill the law as our substitute and receive glory and honor, or
suffer the substitutionary atonement. Christ chose the latter. If Christ
suffered the actual punishment due to all humankind, Finney argued, then
he would have ended up in hell, suffering eternal death billions of times
over. That was the true justice due to mankind, and, being a moral
governor bound to moral law, God could not set it aside by suffering the
punishment himself; it simply was not lawful for him to do.
Finney opens his discussion of the nature of justification by first
describing what it is not. He then describes the governmental lens through
which he views the Scriptures, going through the American branches of
government and seeing to which branches of God's moral government
justification should be assigned. His thesis was: "[G]ospel justification is
not to be regarded as a forensic or judicial proceeding." 49 Arguing
governmentally, he states that pardoning, or setting aside executions, is
not a power given to the judicial branch of government; those powers are
given to either the executive or legislative branches. Justification, being
"declared" righteous in a forensic or judicial sense, cannot occur if the
person is actually guilty of the crime. For God to pronounce such a verdict
would, again, violate the moral law- in other words, it would compromise
God's own essence. As such, forensic justification is a logical and essential
impossibility. "Gospel justification is the justification of sinners; it is,
therefore, naturally impossible, and a most palpable contradiction, to
affirm that the justification of a sinner, or of one who has violated the law,
is a forensic or judicial justification."so
What then is the nature of justification? Justification does not mean being
declared not guilty by an eternal court of moral law. It is an executive
decision, a pardon that comes from the highest executive in the moral
government of God: God himself. This kind treatment, of course, has
Finney, Finney's Systematic Theology, 218.
Fiimey, Finney's Systematic Theology, 218.
49 Filmey, Finney's Systematic Theologtj, 360.
so Filmey, Finney's Systematic Theology, 360.
47

48
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several strings attached to it, each a sine qua non. Before laying out those
conditions, he again appeals to his idea that Christ owed obedience to this
moral law as much as anyone else. According to Finney: "[Christ] was
bound for Himself to love God with all His heart, and soul, and mind, and
strength, and His neighbor as Himself. He did no more than this. He could
do no more." 51 So, how could Christ's obedience be applied to all
humankind when legally it should only be applied to himself? Simply put:
on the basis of several conditions.
The first condition for justification is the atonement. He makes a
distinction between the ground, "the moving, procuring cause" of
justification, and a condition, something that lays the groundwork. The
atonement is a condition to justification, because, according to Finney, "the
Godhead desired to save sinners, but could not safely do so without
danger to the universe, unless something was done to satisfy public, not
retributive justice."52 It would be a gross violation of moral law for the
simple act of atonement to be the ground of justification. It would cause
the moral law to collapse, along with Finney' s theory of God and his
ath·ibutes. He also separates the atonement and justification not only
logically, but theologically, by saying that people who believe that the
atonement is the ground for justification put all the grace in the atonement
and leave none for justification. Justification in this sense, says Finney, is
simply a pronouncement, which has no power to motivate the "justified" to
the sanctified life.53
The second condition for justification is the willful human act of
repentance. He states, "It must be certain that the government of God
cannot pardon sin without repentance. This is as truly a doctrine of natural
as of revealed religion."54 He continues, "It is self-evident that, until the
sumer breaks off from sins by repentance or turning to God, he cannot be
justified in any sense. This is everywhere assumed, implied, and taught in
the Bible. No reader of the Bible can call this in question." 55 Man, as a
moral agent, has the innate ability to choose to live in accordance with
moral law and to ask for God's help to do so, or not. If he seeks God's will
and fulfills it (certainly with the help of God), he will be justified. If he
chooses not to, he will be damned.
Finney, Finney's Systematic Theologi;, 363.
Finney, Finney's Systematic TheologiJ, 363.
53 Of course, Finney also held to perfectionism-a point that is beyond the scope of
this paper but that fits perfectly within his larger theological system.
54 Finney, Finney's Systematic Theologi;, 366.
55 Finney, Finney's Systematic Theologi;, 366.
51
52
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Finne y' s third condi tion for justifi cation is a largel y obvio
us one: faith in
Christ. Howe ver, he chasti ses those who see it as the
mean s by which the
merit s of Chris t are appre hende d. If faith is merel
y a "cond ition" for
justif icatio n- that which passiv ely receives the benef
its of Chris t's atonin g
work -the result will be antino minan ism. Rather, faith
is funda menta lly
active and has a quant itativ e chara cter to it. That is, by
virtue of exerc ising
faith, faith grows and increa ses - one might call
it a divine wellness
progr am-w hich, if cultiv ated prope rly and consistently
, will event uate in
the state of sancti fied perfection. All of this is consi
stent with his basic
theme of man as a free moral agent who, with faith active
in love, may be
said to be "justi fied." 56
Summ ary

For Finney, Chris t's work of living and dying on behal
f of sinne rs did
not objectively accom plish the paym ent for the sins
of the world . Rather,
Chris t fulfilled the law, as he must, for himself Beyon
d that, howe ver, his
faithf ulness opene d possibilities to those who obedi ently
follow ed him in a
life of obedi ence to the revea led will of God.
Chris t's death and
resurr ection did not accom plish salva tion- they made
salvation a possibility.
The realiz ation of that possib ility remai ned the
respo nsibil ity of the
indiv idual Chris tian who, by acts of the will, chose to
live the obedi ent life.
For Finne y, this act of the will coupl ed with the obedi
ent life is faith. Thus
faith is know ledge , trust, assent, and act.
Finne y' s theolo gy prove d to be enorm ously attrac tive
to Amer icans in
the secon d third of the ninete enth centu ry. No evang
elist was more
successful than he was, and his versio n of Jesus contin
ues to be forma tive
for many even in the prese nt.
IV. Conc lusion
In American Jesus, Steph en Proth ero argue s that the
mann er in which
Amer icans have config ured the perso n and work of Jesus
provi des a kind
of lookin g glass into their self-u nders tandin g. If this
is so - and Proth ero
make s a strong case - then the pictur e that emerg
es from our three
exam ples is not a happy one. Take the follow ing examp
le. Notab ly absen t
from Finne y's discu ssion of the Trinity, Chris
t, atone ment, and
justification, is the doctri ne of imput ation. In no sense
is the si:ri of Adam
impu ted to Chris t, nor is the righte ousne ss of
Chris t impu ted to
huma nkind . The result neces sarily is that Chris t is reduc
ed simpl y to an
exam ple, and moral gover nmen t theolo gy carrie s away
any sense of Chris t
56

Finney, Finney 's Systematic TheologtJ, 366.
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for sin. Whil e this point
mean ingfu lly maki ng a subst itutio nary atone ment
y's Systematic Theologi;,
Finne
in
ent
of view finds its most susta ined treatm
in the early natio nal
was
e
this study show s how perva sive this persp ectiv
the point in his
made
perio d. Indee d, John R. Fitzm ier has repea tedly
tics of the early
cteris
chara
lectu res that one of the most striki ng theological
ine of impu tation .57 If this
natio nal perio d is the disap peara nce of the doctr
in whic h the doctr ines of
study has show n nothi ng else, it is the mann er
ment , and justif icatio n
the Trinity, the perso n and work of Christ, the atone
Amer ican Cluis tianit y
were boun d up toget her in the Jesuses that
produ ced in the early natio nal perio d.

Resp onse to Lawrence R. Rast Jr.
Rod Rosenbladt
a historical, empi rical
I woul d like to thank Dr. Rast for provi ding
not-s o-dis tant past. This
descr iption of critic al-rat ional ist theol ogian s of the
ands of Schw arme rei
critiq ue is also valua ble in the case of today 's thous
nse.
respo
in
hts
group s. I woul d also like to offer a few thoug
s stepp ing beyo nd the
First, it was refres hing to read a pape r that brave
unive rsal in Amer ican
speci alizat ion appro ach whic h is now almo st
rian does not bow to the
unive rsity circles. A brigh t youn g churc h histo
of over- speci alizat ion
"
rules
ever- prese nt "Ame rican unive rsity
and deign s to comm ent
s),
(consciously patte rned after Germ an universitie
gy conce rning whic h
heolo
on some histor ical exam ples of bad theol ogy-t
text's truth claim s a
the
t
its adher ents quote the text of Scrip ture but insul
sente nce later.
what many of us were
Second, he has provi ded excellent exam ples of
has a delet eriou s effect
s
taugh t, name ly, that to chang e one doctr ine alway
laws of logic canno t
the
se
on other doctr ines - and that by necessity becau
be trans cende d.
equiv ocati ng abou t the
In the case of Barto n Stone, Dr. Rast show s how
with regar d to the
ems
probl
Trini ty leads direc tly and logically to deep
ems with the
probl
real
to
perso n of Chris t. This in turn leads
's Unita rian
Stone
.
death
subst itutio nary natur e of Jesus ' atoni ng
ty School, is now the Executive
s7 Fitzm ier, long-t ime profes sor at Vande rbilt Divini
His claim is worth y of a more careful,
Director of the Ameri can Acade my of Religion.
sustai ned study .
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tendencies logically forced him to an Arian view of Jesus Christ. Then his
Arian tendencies logically caused his problems with the substitutionary
work of Christ. Without grounding in trinitarianism, any penal view of the
atonement becomes a repulsive caricature. In particular, vicarious
substitution makes little sense if it was not the case that "God was in Christ
reconciling the world to himself" (2 Cor 5:19).

In the case of Frederick Quitman, Dr. Rast has exposited a quintessential
Enlightenment optimism as an invader into American Lutheranism.
According to Quitman: "Man is a progressive being, capable of
improvement." In the words of Dr. Rast, "Uesus] is also given the titles of
savior, redeemer, and messiah, but only insofar as he is the divine
example, set apart to excite human imitation." Rather than using the
Reformation distinction between "things earthly" and "things heavenly,"
to the question "Do you believe that man is deprived of free moral
agency?" Quitman answers simply: "By no means!" and "religion
addresses man as a free agent, and ascribes to him the power of choice and
resistance."
In the case of "America's theologian," Charles Grandison Finney starts
from "the moral government of God" and arrives at "the unchanging
moral law our whole being must be entirely consecrated; God requires this
of us, with all the weight of His authority." As Dr. Rast observes, Christ
did not, according to Finney, receive the actual punishment due sinners!
Why not? Because he could not-it was not his to receive! As Finney wrote,
"[A]n atonement ... would more fully meet the necessities of government,
and act as a more efficient preventative of sin, and a more powerful
persuasive to holiness, than the infliction of the legal penalty would do."
For Firmey, the atonement for sin is only the means to a greater end: it
shows people what they owe when they sin so they will be moved not to
sin.
Third, the amount of space that Dr. Rast devoted to concrete examples
was refreshing, examples of individuals who could not abide Christianity's
biblical assertions regarding the Trinity, sin, the person and work of Christ,
justification, and particularly imputed righteousness.
This is all the more important because the seminary curricula of the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) and The Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod (LCMS) spend little time on John Wesley,
Charles Finney, or others like them. The reasons for this are different, of
course. For all Lutherans, the claim of accomplishable perfection prior to
death is repugnant, a view based on good biblical foundations. In the case
of ELCA seminary training, student mastery of John Wesley and/ or
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Charles Finney is repugnant for at least two reasons: first, because it is not
far from the pietism in which many of them grew up, and against which
more than one professor has spent his or her whole life reacting; second,
because Wesley was always quoting the Scriptures as if they were true- a
real "problem"! As a consequence, the student at a liberal Lutheran
seminary does not spend much time on Wesley or Finney.
In LCMS seminaries, it appears that for the seminarians to spend
valuable time on Wesley, "circuit riders" like Peter Cartwright, lawyer
Charles Finney, the "holiness bodies," Pentecostal and enthusiast
churches, and the like is just not important enough to displace curricular
time spent on more important subjects. Thank God for Dr. Thomas
Manteufel! He is, hopefully for publication, writing the missing section on
Wesley and revivalism for the comparative dogmatics textbook by F. E.
Mayer.ss Meyer has substantial treatments of Rome, of Eastern Orthodoxy,
of classical Lutheranism, and of classical Calvinism, but Wesley received
only a few pages.
In a way, this is understandable. Sociologically speaking, people choose
between Lutheran theology and churches and Presbyterian or Episcopal
theology and churches (lately perhaps more between these and Roman or
Eastern Orthodox theologies). But surely not between Lutheran theology
and the Schwarmerei mess of perfectionist bodies? Sociologically speaking,
this is probably true, but now there are the multi-thousands attending
mega-churches that call themselves "non-denominational." Who provides
the intellectual backbone for the sermon content and curricula of such
"non-denominational" churches? At best, John Wesley does-whether the
pastor knows it or not! At worst, it is Charles Finney.
This makes the work of scholars like Dr. Rast all the more important.
Studies like "American Christianity and Its Jesuses" are part of an
important biblical critique. It is a critique not just of the dangers of an
unbiblical Enlightenment optimism but rather it functions as well for the
benefit of thousands and thousands of "non-denominational Christians."
Though often their leaders have had no formal theological trainingmaybe not even a two-year Associate of Arts degree from a Bible schoolthey live, preach, and teach in the conceptual framework of Wesley's
perfectionism. In these groups, issues such as sin, atonement, and
justification are glossed over or ignored- even more than was the case
with Dr. Rast's three examples of Enlightenment rationalism. In either
ss F. E. Mayer, The Religious Bodies of America, 4th ed. (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1961).
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case, these people end up with a Jesus who is finally a moral improver,
that is, a model of moral living for sinners to emulate. In terms of law and
gospel, Jesus is finally a newer, kinder, gentler Moses-but a Moses
nevertheless. In terms Dr. Rast uses, both sides end up in a "moral
government" view of the atonement. The connecting link is the stress on
Christianity as a method of moral improvement of people-peopl e who
are basically good but need excitement! What Christianity finally is not is
"To the one who does not work, but trusts Him who justifies the wicked, his
faith is reckoned as if it were righteousness" (Rom 4:5). As Dr. Rast rightly
tells us, "Finney' s theology proved to be enormously attractive to
Americans in the second third of the nineteenth century. No evangelist
was more successful than he was, and his version of Jesus continues to be
formative for many even in the present."

Rod Rosenbladt is Professor of Theology at Concordia UniversihJ Irvine, Irvine,
California.
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Theol ogical Observer
The Lost Tomb of Jesus?
On March 4, 2007, the Discovery Channel premiere d a dramatiz ed
documen tary with this intriguing ly sensation alized title: "The Lost Tomb of
Jesus." The title alone guarante ed that it would receive a wide viewing. The
program explored the basic hypothes is that the Talpiot tomb, found in
Jerusalem during a construct ion project in 1980, was the final burial place for
Jesus of Nazareth and some of his family members . This documen tary featured
a visually impressiv e combinat ion of sleuthing in Jerusalem to relocate the
Talpiot tomb which had been cataloged and covered over again shortly after
its discovery , the examinat ion of archaeological evidence focusing on the
inscriptio ns found on the ossuaries recovered from this tomb (that is, smaller
limestone burial boxes in which the bones from one person were stored),
statistical probabili ty factoring, DNA testing, comment ary by several
archaeolo gists and biblical scholars, as well as the dramatiz ation of several
theoretica l events from the first century. This productio n is the work of James
Cameron , who directed the film "Titanic," and journalis t Simcha Jacobovici,
who also narrated the program. Jacobovici and Charles Pellegrin o have
released a book, The Jesus Family Tomb, in conjuncti on with this TV special.
The huge problem with this documen tary is how it strings together
individua l untenabl e pieces of evidence and then argues that the cumulati ve
weight of this evidence supports the hypothes is that the Talpiot tomb was
indeed the Jesus family tomb. All one needs is a single weak link to break such
a chain of evidence , and this program presented a host of weak links. The first
piece is among the weakest, namely, that one of the ossuaries from the tomb
bearing the Aramaic inscriptio n "Yeshua, son of Joseph" (in translatio n) once
contained the bones of Jesus of Nazareth . Although the fact that Yeshua (Jesus)
was a very popular name in first-cent ury Judea is acknowle dged, the fact that
other ossuaries from the tomb bore the names "Maria," "Mariam eme," and
"Matthew " was enlisted, through the use of statistical probabili ty and limited
DNA analysis, to argue that this cluster of names existed because these were
probably the ossuaries of Jesus, Mary his mother, Mary Magdalen e, and his
disciple Matthew . Since there was an ossuary for Jesus, it is theorized that the
report circulatin g among the Jews that his body was stolen (Matt 28:13-15) was
actually true; any "resurrec tion" of Jesus, therefore , is deemed a spiritual -not
a physical - resurrecti on. The docwnen tary side-step s the obvious historical
question of why disciples proclaim ing Jesus' physical resurrect ion would
preserve the evidence that this did not happen in a marked ossuary of an
elaborate tomb.
The stringing together of weak links, however, did not stop there. Although
the reading of some of these inscriptio ns is confirme d by Frank Moore Cross, a
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renowned scholar from Harvard, others are not. After proposing a very
dubious reading of the ossuary inscription "Mariame me e Mara" as the name
and title of "Mary [Magdalene] known as the Master" (probably better
rendered from Greek as "Mary, also called Martha"), the program asserts that
Mary Magdalene could have been secretly married to Jesus and after his death
became one of the "Masters" within the early church in Jerusalem. Moreover,
because one of the ossuaries found in the Talpiot tomb bears the inscription
"Judah, son of Yeshua," the documenta ry even went so far as to theorize that
this son was the fruit of the supposed marriage between Jesus and Mary
Magdalene ! To top it all off, the one ossuary that is missing from the original
find is theorized to be the "James, son of Joseph, brother of Jesus" ossuary
which is currently swirling in scholarly debate and legal controvers y as to
whether it is a forgery. Numerous scholars who have examined this same
evidence since 1980 have not concluded that this is the tomb of Jesus; the
coincidenc e of very common names simply does not support the hypothesis .
Finally, it should be noted that these non-eviden tial assertions take on a
historical flavor when you see them dramatize d by fine actors in proper dress
and setting. Similar assertions were made as part of the historical fiction of
Dan Brown's The Da Vinci Code; the greater danger here is that they are
presented to be possible historical facts in the context of a documenta ry.
In spite of the problemati c content of "The Lost Tomb of Jesus," the
Discovery Channel is to be commende d for organizing the helpful discussion
among a panel of scholars and theologian s hosted by Ted Koppel immediate ly
following the premiere. Many of the historical, scientific, and logical problems
of the documenta ry were raised in this discussion . "The Lost Tomb of Jesus"
ends up documenti ng more drama than history and more fanciful speculatio n
than meticulous scholarly research. The timing of this premiere -a few weeks
before Holy Week-is no coincidence; last year the media event was the
publicatio n of the (gnostic) Gospel of Judas . Pastors must not ignore such
challenges , but need to meet them in the public square with careful scholarshi p
in tandem with continued clear proclamati on, as presented in the Scriptures, of
the crucified and risen Jesus who lives and reigns to all eternity.
Charles A. Gieschen

For a significant, scholarly response to this documentary, see Buried Hope or Risen
Savior? The Search for the Jesus Tomb, ed. Charles Quarles (Nashville: B&H
Academic, forthcoming in January 2008).

