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PREFACE

What follows is intended as a preliminary to a larger inquiry into the
beginnings of Christianity — an attempt to clarify as far as possible the
historical actuality of Christianity in its first and most formative period
during which the documents later declared canonical were written.

Some movements have no dominant figure in the beginning; but Christ-
ianity began with Jesus. And it was the meaning of Jesus, of what he had
said and done, together with what the first Christians understood him to
be and to have been, to be doing and to have done, which was the most
significant factor in the new sect’s own developing self-understanding and
developing sense of distinctiveness over against the other religions, sects
and philosophies of the time. Hence the need to focus particular attention
on this area of Christianity’s beginnings.

‘Christology’ of course is a narrowing of the complete wholeness of ‘the
Christ-event’ — a reduction to mere words of the much more than verbal
impact of the historical figure and the risen Lord — and any insights here
will have to be complemented (and if need be corrected) by the quest-
ionings and findings which emerge from viewing other aspects of
Christianity’s beginnings from different perspectives. It should also be
stressed that what follows is not intended as a comprehensive study of all
aspects of NT christology. The quest for Jesus’ own self-understanding
is not made a central endeavour, nor an investigation of the relation
between ‘the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith’. No attempt is made
to deal with the resurrection of Jesus as such, to analyse the significance
of several important christological titles, or to discuss the question of
Christ’s second appearing. The object in the following pages is simply
and solely to inquire into the origin or origins of the doctrine of the
incarnation — a limited, but as will soon become apparent, a large enough
task for one study.

The material has been worked over several times. In particular ch. VI
has known four different recensions, and ch. I1I suffered the fate of the
potter’s vessel described in Jer. 18.4. An invaluable part of the process
has been feedback during and after several lectures and seminars at which
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I tried out various chapters and sections. Ch. VI (in its earliest form)
was read as a paper to our postgraduate seminar here at Nottingham, at
the Oxford Congress on Biblical Studies in April 1978, and in a second
recension at the University of Hull later the same year. All six chapters
formed the basis and background of a series of lectures for a course at St
George’s College, Jerusalem, in March—April 1979, and four of the six
likewise served for the Vacation Term for Biblical Study at Oxford in
July-August of the same year. A summary treatment to elucidate the
main conclusions was offered in seminars at Tantur, the Ecumenical
Institute for Advanced Theological Studies, situated appropriately mid-
way between Jerusalem and Bethlehem (April 1979), at the Institute for
the Study of Christian Origins in Tibingen (May 1979), and at the
Universities of Glasgow, Stirling and Lancaster (November 1979).

My thanks are also due to those who read over an earlier draft for their
perceptive and helpful comments — Professor C. F. D. Moule (Cambridge)
and Dr D. R. Catchpole (Lancaster), and particularly Professors G. B.
Caird (Oxford) and G. N. Stanton (London) and R. Morgan (Oxford).
I am grateful too to those who allowed me to see books and articles at
manuscript and proof stage — Professor Caird, my colleague at Notting-
ham Dr P. M. Casey, Professor P. Stuhlmacher (Tibingen), Dr A. J.
M. Wedderburn (St Andrews), Dr N. T. Wright (Cambridge) and John
Bowden of SCM Press. Our own weekly postgraduate NT seminar has
concentrated on christology during the first half of 1980 and helped
sharpen a number of points. Finally I should like to record my gratitude
to the British Academy who helped finance my trip to Palestine, though
research there concentrated on my larger Beginnings of Christianity pro-
ject, and the Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst who enabled me
to spend a month in Tiibingen consulting literature not readily available
in this country.

The kindness and interest shown by many, particularly Pére Benoit
and Professor Murphy-O’Connor of the Ecole Biblique, Jerusalem, by
Ted Todd Dean of St George’s College, Jerusalem, by Professors Bartchy,
Hengel and Stuhlmacher in Tiibingen, by Professor Haacker in Wup-
pertal, and by Professor Macquarrie and Dr Vermes in Oxford, prompt
many happy memories as I come to the end of a project which has filled
most of my research time for the past three years. Above all, what can
I say of the patience and support of my dear wife Meta while ‘the book’
once more dominated the dining room table for weeks on end (what
indeed?), not to mention that of our three pride-and-joys (groans deleted)
to whom ‘the book’ is dedicated.

University of Nottingham James D. G. Dunn
June 1980
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The need for a further printing provides a welcome opportunity to add a
fresh Foreword. The opportunity is welcome for several reasons. Not least
because it enables me to underline a feature of my writing which perhaps
should have been given a clearer expression before this. That is, that I
regard any writing (and lecturing) which I do as part of an ongoing dialogue.
While striving to put my thoughts and insights in as finished a form as
possible I have never presumed I was giving the final word on a subject.
Writing helps me to clarify my own thinking; but my hope is also to help
clarify the particular issues and considerations most relevant to these issues
for others. Naturally I seek to find answers to my questions and offer up my
own conclusions. But not in any attempt to bully readers into agreement:
more with the objective of provokmg them torespond, tojoinin the dialogue,
in the hope that out of the continuing and larger dialogue a clearer and
fuller picture will emerge — for myself as well as for others engaged in the
dialogue. Christology was itself part of a dialogue on the subject of earliest
christology and the doctrine of the incarnation in particular, and certainly
provoked a number of responses in reviews, articles and subsequent
monographs. But a dialogue which ends with a single statement and various
replies is no dialogue. And with eight years now passed and the first wave
(or should I say ripple?) of interest now subsided it is probably just about
the right time to attempt to carry forward the dialogue a stage further.

I am glad to make the attempt for three further reasons. First, it is clear
from a number of these responses that the objectives and methodology of
Christology have been often ignored or misunderstood. This suggests that a
brief restatement of these objectives and methods is desirable and might
help promote a fuller understanding and a better dialogue than we have so
far achieved. Second, as part of the ongoing dialogue, I naturally wish to
respond to my critics — to point out where they have, in my view at least,
misperceived my intentions, disregarded key factors which ought to be
determinative in the exegesis of important NT passages, or shown too little
awareness of the historical context out of which such texts came. There are
also, of course, weaknesses in my own presentation, which have come to
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light as a result of the dialogue, as I had hoped, and which I am happy to
acknowledge. And third, my own understanding of the meaning and
significance of the NT data has not, of course, remained static since 1980.
The dialogue has helped clarify and crystallize fuller insights into the
beginnings of christology, particularly in the area of Johannine christology,
and into the continuing considerable importance of what happened in that
period for subsequent theology and for Christianity’s knowledge and
understanding of God.

I

The starting point of Christology in the Making was the unassailable obser-
vation that the NT documents cover an intense period of innovation and/
or development in what we now call ‘christology’. Before Jesus, ‘christology’
either did not exist, or existed, properly speaking, only in different forms of
‘messianic expectation’. At the end of that period an advanced and far-
reaching christology is already in place, whicl does not hesitate to speak of
Jesus as ‘God’. Before Jesus appeared on the scene we can speak of a wide
range of speculation within early Jewish thought about God and particularly
about his means of interacting and communicating with his creation and
his people. At the end of that period there is a clearly articulated Christian

-view that much or most of that speculation has come to focus in Jesus Christ
in a complete and final way.

In other words, the NT covers a period of development and itself
constitutes in some measure that development. There is presumably no
dispute here. The task I set myself, then, was simply to trace out, as best as
possible, the course of that development, without assuming that it was a
regular or even development,' and without predetermining whether it was
an organic development (tree from seed) or an evolutionary development
(mutation of species). And the dialogue which has ensued has been most
fruitful when it has been clearly perceived that the issue under discussion
is about how quickly that development proceeded, not about whether it
happened. I had and have no doubts that ‘christology’ developed very fast
indeed, under the massive stimulus of the Christ event (his ministry seen
in the light of his death and resurrection). My question was, and is, whether
it developed quite so quickly as, for example, Hengel has argued in his
influential and otherwise wholly excellent little study on The Son of God.2

In particular, with the debate about The Myth of God Incarnate’ still very
much alivé (1978-79), it seemed both wise and desirable to focus this
analysis on the emergence of the Christian doctrine of incarnation. Here
too some kind of development had to be assumed. Whether or not we can
properly speak of a concept of ‘incarnation’ already in the thought world of
the time, Greco-Roman or Jewish, and if so, in what sense, was obviously
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one of the questions which required scrutiny. In Christology I attempt to
avoid prejudging the issue by declining to define the concept of ‘incarnation’
too closely at the start: the word itself indicates with sufficient clarity the
area under investigation — some form of ‘enfleshment’ or embodiment — and
any narrower definition might have put ‘off limits’ potentially fruitful lines
of inquiry.* But even so, some form of development must be presupposed —
at the very least from a non-Christian (or not yet Christian) concept of
‘incarnation’ to a specifically Christian one, if not from more diverse
envisagings of divine embodiment and revelation to the specifically Christ-
ian concept of God incarnate in definitive and final form in Christ.

Here again the issue as it was envisaged at the time of writing and as it
has come to sharper focus in the ensuing dialogue is the speed of develop-
ment. There was no question in my mind that the doctrine of incarnation
comes to clear expression within the NT — certainly at least in a sense which
clearly foreshadows the further growth or evolution to the full blown doctrine
of the historic Christian credal statements. On almost any reckoning, John
114 ranks as a classic formulation of the Christian belief in Jesus as
incarnate God. Assuming then, as most do, that John’s Gospel is one of the
latest documents in the NT, the question was whether John 1.14 is best
understood simply as a variation on an already well formed conception of
incarnation or as itself a decisive step forward in the organic growth or
evolution of the Christian doctrine. Not whether, but how quickly the (or
a) Christian doctrine of incarnation comes to expression within the period
and range of Christian teaching spanned by the NT documents — that was
the question.

Given that (on the basis of John 1.14) we can speak of a ‘NT docrine of
incarnation’ and therefore of canonical authority for the doctrine, the
question as posed might seem to smack too much of idle academic curiosity.
Does it matter whether Jesus believed himself to be ‘the incarnate Son of
God’? Does it matter whether Paul, and other NT writers, mark an earlier
stage in the development towards the full-blown Christian doctrine, or even
stages in diverse developments and trajectories? Others might answer in
the negative: it does not matter. For myself it does. It matters what Jesus
thought about himself. For if we can uncover something at least of that self-
understanding, and ifit differs markedly from subsequent Christian doctrine
of Christ, then we have discovered a serious self-contradiction at the heart
of the Christian doctrine of incarnation itself. For we then have to admit
that the doctrine of God submitting himself to the full rigours of historical
existence is not after all accessible to historical inquiry. This has been a
fundamental issue at the heart of christology in fact from the beginning but
most pressingly over the past two hundred years. It will not go away. It
matters too whether Paul had a doctrine of incarnation. For the Pauline
letters are the only NT writings which belong indubitably to the first
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generation of Christianity. And the later we have to postpone the emergence
of the Christian doctrine ofincarnation the more real becomes the possibility
that the doctrine is the product not of organic growth (‘devclopment’ as
from seed to plant), but of grafting a different growth on to the carlier
(non-incarnation) stock, or of transmutation into a different species (by
‘hellenization’, philosophization, or whatever). Besides which, it should
matter to Christian theology what Paul, the first great Christian theologian
and most influential of all Christian theologians, thought and taught on the
subject. Apart from anything else, if there is a clear continuity between the
earlier and the later christological formulations, a right understanding of
Paul may well help us to a right understanding of the later texts. So I make
no apologies for posing the question of how and how quickly the Christian
doctrine of the incarnation emerged and developed in the first two or three
generations of Christianity.

So much for the chief objective of Christology in the Making. As to the method
of pursuing this objective, that can be most simply focused in two phrascs
— ‘historical context of meaning’ and ‘conceptuality in transition’. I had
hoped that the first of these two in particular would have been clear in
Christology itself?s But evidently not, and it became necessary to spell them
out with greater explicitness in ‘In Defence of a Mcthodology’.® Here it
must suffice to repeat the central consideration in each case, which, to be
sure, follows as a more or less immediate corollary from what has just been
said above.

By ‘historical context of meaning’ I have in mind the task of trying to
hear the words of the text as the writer of these words intended those for
whom he wrote to hear them. That I continue to regard as the primary
exegetical (though by no means the only hermencutical) task confronting
the NT scholar. Our only real hope of achieving that goal is by setting the
text as fully as possible into the historical context within which it was written
—both the broader context of the cultural, social, linguistic etc. conditioning
factors of the time, and the narrower context of the immediate circumstances
of writer and readers which must have determined in greater or less degree
the choice of themes and formulation of the writing. In all this the text by
itself cannot provide sufficient check on what we hear it saying; for there
are so many allusions and taken-for-granteds which depend on the fact that
the document is a historical document (a document of a particular time and
place in history), which would be wholly apparent to writer and reader of
the time, and on which much of its meaning depends, but which are now
hidden from us by our remoteness from that historical context. The text does
provide the check; but it is only the text set within its historical context which
can do so adequately.

If then it is legitimate, as it surely is, to distinguish, for example, what
Jesus said about himself from what subsequent believers said about him,



FOREWORD TO SECOND EDITION XV

or between what Paul intended to say and what later Christian theology
made of his words, itis important and necessary for the exegete to undertake
that difficult task of getting behind subsequent interpretation and later
context to the original intention behind these words within their original
context. Apart from anything else, the very fact that these words were
preserved and cherished is indication enough that their original impact was
significant and substantial. It cannot be unimportant for Christian theology
to uncover as far as possible that original ‘word of God’ encounter which
provided the decisive impulse towards their being reckoned in due course
as holy scripture.”

The character of historical process and the implication of ‘development’
is that meaning changes, and that language even while remaining the same
gathers to itself new meaning. Here the problem of relativity is as serious
for historical study as it is for scientific study. We the observers do not
occupy a fixed point from which to observe other fixed points in time and
space. We are caught within the flux of history, as were those.to whom we
look back. To abstract the NT documents from history is not to exempt
them from the problem of relativity; it simply makes them historical vagrants
and mercenaries, vulnerable to anyone who takes them over. But to set
them within their original historical contexts underlines and brings to focus
the problem of relativity for the exegete. At least we can get some sort of
‘fix” on the problem. For we can take cognisance of the relative character of
our own (twentieth-century) context; and by study of the first-century
period we can gainsome overallimpression of thesocial, cultural, intellectual
flux from within which the NT writings emerged, and which they bring to
expression in their own terms. In other words, the problem of historical
relativity is itself relative to the nature of the subject matter under investi-
gation and the amount of information available to us relating to both the
subject matter and its historical context.

All this I try to encapsulate in the phrase ‘conceptuality in transition’. I
use ‘conceptuality’ for the obvious reason already noted that words change
in meaning even when the words themselves remain unchanged. The task
of historical exegesis requires a recognition that important concepts will
often be in transition. They may be on their way to becoming something
clse, something slightly but perhaps significantly different in the meaning
they are heard to express. This will be all the more likely in the case of
documents (e.g. Paul’s letters) which were recognized to have more than
merely occasional significance from the first, and especially where they deal
with a subject (christology) of particular and growing significance for the
movement (Christianity) within which these documents first emerged. For
not all concepts are in transition to the same degree; conceptuality in
transition is also a relative phenomenon. It is this fact which gives us some
hope both of recognizing the more volatile concepts and of gaining at least
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a relative ‘fix’ on them through correlating them with the less volatile
concepts. In short, the task of tracing out the development of the Christian
doctrine of the incarnation may not be quite so difficult as at first appeared..

If then we bring together the task of historical exegesis, the problem of
historical relativity, and the fact of christology developing in or into a
concept of incarnation, it becomes an inescapable part of that task to try to
get inside the process of development. Here the important work is ‘inside’.
Totrace the course(s) of developing christology from outside is comparatively
easy, especially when we allow ourselves to see the end from the beginning
and read the intermediate stages in the light of that end. But genuinely to.
locate oneself within the process, and genuinely to take seriously the fact of
conceptuality in transition, is to limit oneself to the possibilities available
at the time of writing, to take a stand within the inevitably limited horizon
of writer and readers, who did not and could not know how the words
written were going to be taken and understood in subsequent years and
decades. This is not to say that subsequent understanding of a text should
be debarred from contributing to a historical exegesis of that text. As a
general rule one may assume a continuity between earlier and later
understandings within a community which cherished the text. In which
case the understanding which evolved must be able to illuminate the
understanding from which it evolved. But it does mean that subsequent
understanding should not be used as a grid to predetermine the scope of
exegesis, to limit or elaborate what the text within its original context
was intended or heard to say simply by reference to the subsequent
understanding. Evaluation of the legitimacy of subsequent interpretation
is in large part the responsibility of the subsequent generation, but partly
also depends on the meaning of the text intended by the person whose text
it primarily is, the one who wrote it — always allowing for the fact that
contexts of meaning change and words and concepts evolve, and such
evaluation has to take all that into account. If scripture is to have a
continuing critical (canonical) role, that depends in part at least on allowing
the meaning intended by Paul etc, and heard by those for whoin they wrote
to exercise a critical function in relation to the use subsequently made of
what they wrote.? '

This must suffice as a restatement of the objectives and methodology of
Christology. 1 wish I could feel confident that any further dialogue about
Christology or the issues it deals with would take account of these stated
objectives and methodology. But experience so far has not been very
encouraging. Nevertheless, may the dialogue continue.
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In attempting to take the dialogue further it becomes necessary to respond
to those who have offered criticism of Christology in the Making. This is both
a welcome and an unwelcome task: welcome because it allows me to clarify
my position on disputed points, to set the record straight where appropriate,
to restate the most pertinent concerns in controverted passages, and to
acknowledge fresh indcbtedness on issues which required more analysis
than they received in Christology; unwelcome because it means having to
express some sharpness of disagreement and counter-criticism in a public
forum with several whom I count as good friends and with whom I would
much rather have out such points of dispute in private, at least in the first
instance.®

I have in mind, first of all, those alluded to earlier — those who have failed,
in my view, to take account of the methodological points elaborated above.
For instance, several critics and exegetes seem to have thought that a
straightforward appeal to the ‘obvious’ or ‘plain meaning’ of the text was
sufficient response to my discussion of such passages as Col. 1.15-20.!° But
‘obvious’ to whom? ‘Plain’ in what context? Ohvious to us, who look back
to the text with the much developed hindsight of nearly two millennia. But
the question is surely whether that understanding of the text was equally
as obvious to the original author and readers, equally obvious when the text is
set into the context within which it was framed. Where we are attempting
to locate an original insight or statement within a process of developing
conceptuality, thatissurely a necessary and important question for historical
exegesis.

For example, the talk of God sending his Son in Gal. 4.4 and Rom.8.3.
Anyonereading these texts in the light of the similar sounding and prominent
Johannine formula would naturally understand Paul (or the formulation
he draws on) to imply a sending from heaven.!! But given (1) that John’s
formulation may well belong to his more developed (and later) christology,
(2) that talk of God sending could be used equally for the commissioning
of a prophet as of the sending of an angelic being from heaven,!2 and (3)
that the thrust of the passage is directed to Jesus’ mission of redemptive
death, I still find myself asking whether the formula would have been
intended or initially heard to carry with it the inevitable implication of the
pre-existence of the Son. Even the emphasis in both passages on the Son’s
humanity (to use later teminology) may not be sufficient to clinch the point
(sent his Son as a man),!* for the force of the intermediate phrases in both
instances is to point up the significance of the Son’s death not the mode of
his being sent. So Gal.4.4 may quite properly be paraphrased: God sent his
Son, a typical human being,' a Jew, that he might redeem Jews, and that
we (human beings) might become sons (note the a b b a structure). And
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the point of the equivalent phrasc in Rom. 8.3 (‘in the likeness of sinful flesh
and as a sacrifice for sin’) is not to emphasize the Son’s humanity so much
as to emphasize the degree of his identification with sinful humanity, so that
his dcath might function as a sin-offering and effective condemnation of sin.

Another example is I Cor. 15.44-49. It is clear that several of my critics
simply take it for granted that ‘the man from heaven’ (15.47) must and can
only be understood in terms of Christ’s pre-existence.'> This, I must confess,
I find astonishing. For the whole thrust of the argument in context is focused
on the resurrection and is built on a sequence of parallel contrasts— physical/
spiritual, earthly/heavenly, first man/second man — where it is clcar enough
that the second half of cach contrast refers to the resurrection state. This
includes the description of the second man as ‘from heaven’, for it is preciscly
his heavenly image which provides the pattern for the resurrection state of
others (15.49). Paul has already madc this clear earlier in the same chapter:
Christ in his resurrection is the ‘firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep’;
as risen he is the archetype of resurrected humanity (15.20-23). And in the
immediate context he has been at some pains (for whatever reason) to insist
that the spiritual does not precede the psychical (15.46). Hence in relation
to (first) Adam, Christ is last Adam (15.45). It would throw his argument
into complete confusion if he was understood to mean that ‘the second man
from heaven’ was actually the pre-existent one, and therefore actually first,
before Adam. In the other key texts I am more hesitant, with more open
questions than firm answers. But here I must say there does not scem to be
much room for dispute. And if commentators can read such a clearly
eschatological/resurrection text as a reference to Christ’s pre-existence it
simply underlines the danger we run in this most sensitive of subjects of
reading the text with the presuppositions of subsequently developed dogmas
and of failing to let the context (in this case the context of the argument
itself) determine our exegesis.

The dialogue has probably been more fierce over the christological
hymns, Phil. 2.6-11 and Col.1.15-20, than anywhere else. It is clear from
comment and conversation that some regard the questions 1 posc and
suggestions I make in relation to these texts as insubstantial and wholly
implausible, if not absurd, if not perverse.'s I am mildly surprised at this
and wonder if the weight of my questions and tentativeness of my suggestions
have been adequately appreciated. (For those who think the meaning
‘obvious’, alternative suggestions may be tircsomcand irritatingand deserve
to be dismissed as quickly as possible.) But perhaps I can try once more
and focus on the heart of the excgetical issucs as I sce them.

In the case of Phil. 2.6-11 it still scems to me that of all the contexts or
paradigms of thought within which the text may be read in the endeavour
of historical excgesis (Son of God, Servant, Wisdom, Gnostic Redeemer
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myth), the one which provides the most coherent and most complete (the
claim is relative) reading is Adam christology.

v.6a  —in the form of God (cf. Gen. 1.27);7

v.6b - tempted to grasp equality with God (cf. Gen. 3.5);!®

v.7 ~ enslavement to corruption and sin — humanity as it now is
(cf. Gen. 2.19, 22-24; Ps 8.5a; Wisd 2.23; Rom. 8.3; Gal. 4.4,
Heb. 2.7a, 9a);"*

v. 8 — submission to death (cf. Wisd. 2.24; Rom. 5.12-21; 7.7-11: 1
Cor. 15.21-22);

vv.9-11 — exalted and glorified (cf. Ps 8.5b—6;1Cor. 15.27,45; Heb. 2.7b-8,
9b).20

Others may ‘fit’ better at individual points; but I still await a demonstration
of another paradigm which ‘fits’ so well over all. Nor do I think it enough
to attempt a rebuttal by showing how poorly the paradigm actually fits the
case of Jesus.?! As [ tried to make ciear in Christology?? the Philippians hymn
is an attempt to read the life and work of Christ through the grid of Adam
theology; the points of stress within the hymn are there simply because the
‘fit" is not exact or precise (though still closer than other suggested
paradigms). It is the Adamic significance of Christ which the hymn brings
out, ofhis life and death and exaltation (asin Rom. 5,1 Cor. 15and Heb. 2),
not necessarily a chronological parallel phase by phase. This is why it still
seems to me an open question as to whether the hymn contains any thought
of pre-existence, other than the pre-existence involved in the paradigm — that is, the
metahistorical character of the Adam myth. The point of the hymn is the
epochal significance of the Christ-event, as determinative for humankind
as the ‘event’ of Adam’s creation and fall, with the question of pre-existence
rather more an irrelevance and distraction than a help to interpretation.??
It is because Christ by his life, death and resurrection has so completely
reversed the catastrophe of Adam, has done so by the acceptance of death
by choice rather than as punishment, and has thus completed the role of
dominion over all things originally intended for Adarn, that the paradigm
is so inviting, and so ‘fitting’ in the first place.

With Col. 1.15-20 the issues of ‘context of meaning’ and ‘conceptuality
in transition’ become most acute. Hopefully, for the purposes of continuing
the dialogue, it can be accepted that the language used of Christ in this
hymn is determined by the application of Wisdom categories to him, or by
the identification of Christ with Wisdom if you like. This claim was
documented in sufficient detail in Christology?* and is not the issue in dispute.
The issues are twofold: what was the understanding of Wisdom within
Judaism prior to this use of it in reference to Christ? and what is the
significance of its use in reference to Christ??
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On the first I remain persuaded that the Wisdom figure in pre-Christian
Jewish writing functions within the context of Jewish monotheism and
would be understood by the great bulk of Jews as poetical description of
divineimmanence, of God’s self-revelation and interaction with his creation
and his people; it was a way of speaking of divine agency rather than of a
divine agent distinct from God in ontological terms. I do not want to become
embroiled in debate on this particular issue here, since it would become too
involved, and since the case set out in Christology I regard as still sound.?
Let it suffice to say that this is at least a plausible context of meaning for
the Colossian hymn; that is to say, it is at least quite likely that in reading
Col. 1.15-20Paul and his readers had in mind the understanding of Wisdom
as a vivid personification of God’s immanence.

But if that was the context of meaning then how would the hymn have
been understood? Not as an identification of Jesus with a divine being or
agent independent or of distinct from God. But more likely in parallel to
the way ben Sira and Baruch identified Wisdom with the Torah (Sir. 24.23;
Bar. 4.1) — that is, as a way of expressing the divine significance of Jesus,
that the Creator God had revealed himself and his divine wisdom in and
through Jesus as nowhere else. But this is where the difficulty of locating
the text within a developing ‘conceptuality in transition’ becomes sodifficult.
With Col. 1.15-20 are we still at the beginning of the transition from poetic
personification to Jesus understood as ‘God’, or are we already some way
into the transition? Some think the answer obvious: it is Christ, Jesus
Messiah, to whom is attributed a role in creation. But is that so clear? Or
is this basically a further example of the vigorous poetic imagery of Wisdom
applied to Jesus? The fact that the language could be used of Jesus
without any perceived threat to monotheism is surely significant here (cf. I
Cor. 8.6).77 As also the fact that the same hymn goes on to speak of ‘God in
all his fulness choosing to dwell in Christ’ and of his pre-eminence being
the consequence of his resurrection (Col. 1.18-19).28

I hope I am not being perverse or unnecessarily awkward. But it does
still seem to me that there are legitimate questions here. I do not advocate
my suggested exegesis as though that is necessarily the correct one, even as
historical exegesis. But it surely cannot be simply dismissed or ruled out of
order by anyone who recognizes the relevance and importance of the
‘context of meaning’ and ‘conceptuality in transition’ issues and who allows
the possibility that Jewish understanding of Wisdom had not yet moved
beyond the character of poetic personification.

Probably the most striking example of failure to take account of historical
context of meaning is the assumption made by several critics that the
exaltation of Jesus would have been understood to carry with it the clear
implication of Christ’sdivine status and pre-existence.? Such an assumption
seems to ignore completely the fact that in the Judaism of the time several
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historical figures were being spoken of in terms of exaltation and of exercising
functions hitherto attributed to God alone without similar implications
being drawn — for example, Enoch, Elijah, Abel, Moses, and possibly
Melchizedek. The issue is more complex, as we shall see later. All I ask here
is whether it is so clear as some evidently think that talk of Jesus’ exaltation
and sharing in God’s judgment would ipso facto carry with it thought of
Christ’s divinity and pre-existence. After all, Jewish writings towards the
end of the first century could still speak of Ezra and Baruch being taken up
from earth to heaven without any such implications crossing the horizon
(IV Ezra 14.9; I1 Bar. 13.3; etc.). And the (final?) saying of Q could envisage
the twelve participating in final judgment, where it would be ridiculous to
read in any idea of them thereby being understood as divine (Matt. 19.28/
Luke 22.30; cf. I Cor. 6.2). So too the argument that Jesus is divine because
he forgave sins or pronounced them forgiven (Mark 2.5-10) must reckon
with similar authority being exercised by his disciples (according to John
20.23).3° Even in the case of the exalted Jesus’ dispensing the Spirit (Acts
2.33), it has to be recalled that this function of Christ is understood by Luke
as fulfilment of the Baptist’s expectation of an unknown (but apparently
not divine)3! coming one (Acts 1.5; Luke 3.16).32

More recently a critic boldly asserts that the term ‘Son of God’ and the
concept of ‘pre-existence’ belong together in the NT (‘the two cannot be
separated’).?? As a description of Johannine christology this is a wholly
legitimate summary, but as a general description of ‘NT christology’ it begs
far too many questions and ignores the range of meaning and application
for language of divine sonship in Jewish as well as the wider thought forms
of the times.* Still more striking is the claim: “The idea of apotheosis was
acceptable to pagans of the centuries before and after Christ, but to one
who has lived in the light of the OT can it be anything but a nonsense?’%
This has point only if we take ‘apotheosis’ in a strict sense. But the plain
fact is that there were not a few Jews at the time of Jesus to whom the
concept of apotheosis, or at least, transformation into heavenly being was
by no means a nonsense. We need not depend on the disreputable case of
Herod Agrippa (Acts 12.22). Enoch and Elijah had both been taken
to heaven according to OT tradition (Gen. 5.24; II Kings 2.11), and
speculation regarding Enoch gave a major emphasis to the idea of such a
transformation (Jub. 4.22-3; I Enoch 12-16; II Enoch 22.8). Similarly with
regard to Adam in the Testament of Abraham 11, not to mention Isaiah in
the (probably Christian) Ascension of Isaiah (particularly 9.30). In II
Macc. 15.13 Jeremiah appears in a vision as one distinguished by his grey
hairand authority, and of marvellous majesty and authority’. And according
to Josephus there was speculation as to whether Moses had been taken or
had returned to ‘the deity’ (Antiquities 3.96f.; 4.326).% This is the historical
context within which emerged the particular claims of christology (arising
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out of the resurrection of Christ). To disregard that context so completely
leaves any argument which does so without exegetical credibility and
undermines any Christian apologetic using such an argument.

If some have failed to grasp the mcthod used in Christology in the Making
and what it means for exegesis, others scem to have misunderstood its
objective. In one case?’ the brief review description fits quite well a principal
emphasis of my earlier Unity and Diversity in the New Teslament.* But it bears
little resemblance to Christology. So much so that I am still not sure which
of the two volumes the reviewer intended to describe. ™

Much more serious and damaging have been the double critique of Carl
Holladay, first in his JBL review, and then in a follow-up article in Nov Test. ¥
I have already replied in some detail*' and will have to refer thosc interested
in a more detailed responsce to that article with its regrettably necessary
somewhat forthright counter critique. Here I will confine myself to one of
Holladay’s main points which has been echoed more recently by Hurtado. ¥
The charge is (in Hurtado’s terms) that [ arbitrarily and incorrectly ignored
the pagan religious traditions of the Greco-Roman period, a charge to which
I am vulnerable particularly because I dated the emergence of the Christian
doctrine of the incarnation late in the first century cE, when there would
have been several decades during which Christian thinking in this arca
could have been directly influenced by pagan cults and myths.

Were the point simply that I had not provided anything like a thorough
investigation of what we may call here simply ‘pagan parallels’, it is, of
course, wholly accurate. But that was nof my objective. Nor was [ attempting
some grandiose overview of how divine—-human interaction was conceived
in the world of antiquity.** However desirable such an overview, it is not in
my competency to provide it. My concern in Christology was, and is, much
more limited: to trace the emergence of the Christian idea of incarnation
Jrom inside (not the emergence of the concept of ‘incarnation’ per se); to follow
the course of development (whether organic or evolutionary), as best as
possible, whereby the concept of Christ’s incarnation came to conscious
expression in Christian thought.* As a student of the New Testament, not
unnaturally, it was primarily an exegetical task I set myself - the task of
exegeting the most important NT passages on the subject.

That involved no ‘bias against pagan traditions’* — another charge I
found puzzling and misdirected.* On the contrary, ch. 2 draws on such
traditions to demonstrate how broadly consistent within Greco-Roman as
well as Jewish circles was the context of meaning of the key concept ‘son of
God’. And I find it difficult to understand how Holladay could accuse me
of radically divorcing early Christianity from its environment,*” when the
discussion of (probably) the most important chapters, 6 and 7, is very much
about a Hellenistic—Jewish sophia and logos speculation which demonstrated
to what considerable degree Hellenistic Judaism was part of and indebted
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to the broader Hellenistic thought world. At this point I really did begin to
wonder whether Holladay had some other book in mind, since the book he
was criticizing'seemed to bear so little resemblance to what I wrote, or
whether he had read much beyond ch. 2!

‘Context of meaning’, of course, does not imply that every religious
attitude, practice and form wherever expressed in the ancient world may
have had equal influence on earliest Christianity. It hardly needs arguing
that there will have been a more immediate context of meaning within the
much broader context of meaning. In the case of Christianity that more
immediate context is certainly Judaism, including Hellenistic Judaism.
This is quickly and fully borne out by each of the lines of inquiry pursued
in the following chapters. I do not mind confessing that it was principally
because the emergence of the Christian doctrine ofincarnation, as expressed
in the NT texts, found such ready and such complete explanation within
that context (however the exegetical issues of texts like Col. 1.15-20 are
resolved) that it seemed unnecessary and superfluous (not least given the
length of the book) to look further.# In such study as I made of the broader
context I found no cause even to suspect that there might have been any
other or more direct influence.”® Nor have I had my attention drawn, by
Holladay or Hurtado, to any other more direct influence from ‘pagan cults
and myths’ (thatis, other than through Hellenistic Judaism). I am certainly
open to persuasion on the subject and would willingly discuss potentially
significant texts like Justin, Apo/ 1.20-22. But so far no one has tried. to
persuade me — by documented evidence at least.

A major problem about having to complete a manuscript and go to press
is that new items of major relevance come to hand in the period between
the completion of the manuscript and its publication. Reviewers, if they so
choose, can then indulge in some point scoring by observing that the later
volume has not taken note of the earlier publication. Thankfully I did not
suffer too much on that account. Alternatively there are books which appear
after one’s own but which propose alternative theses or marshall other
material of such relevance to one’s own discussion that one cannot but
regret having been unable to take fuller account of them before letting one’s
own manuscript go. But such is tlie nature of dialogue by article and book,
and the possibility of continuing the dialogue here at least enables me to
make some amends in at least two cases.

I have in mind first S. Kim’s, The Origin of Paul’s Gospel.>' Kim’s thesis
provides a welcome reassertion of the importance of Paul’s conversion, or
shall we say simply, Damascus road experience, as a central and formative
influence on Paul’s theology. The only trouble is that he ‘goes over the top’.
For he not only maintains that central features of Paul’s christology and
soteriology were derived from the Damascus road event, but he is even
prepared to argue that they were formed to a considerable extent in that
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event itself. Where this bears on the discussion of my Christology is in the
considerable amount Kim builds on the ‘image’ language of IT Cor. 4.4.
Paul not only recognized Christ to be ‘the image of the invisible God’, but
also as ‘the em-bodi-ment (sic) of the divine glory’; and the experience must
immediately have led Paul to Dan. 7.13, because he too had seen a heavenly
figure ‘like a son of man’ just as Daniel did.52 But the logic is not entirely
sound. Others saw visions of glorious figures (angels, Enoch, Adam, etc.)
without the corollary of divinity being drawn, as we have already noted.
And his treatment of Dan. 7.13 takes no account of the considerations which
proved decisive for me in ch. 3 of Christology.>® Even with the ‘image’
language itself (II Cor. 4.4), it is by no means so clear that the thought is
of (divine) Wisdom rather than of (human) Adam, given that the context
has in view a growing Christian conformity to that image (II Cor. 3.18),
which seems to tie in much more closely to the Adam christology of
Rom. 8.29 and I Cor. 15.45-9. Kim in fact seems to be in some danger of
amalgamating a number of different motifs into another of those twentieth-
century constructs {like the Gnostic Redeemer myth, or the ‘divine man’)
so beloved of scholars looking for a source for earliest Christian theology.
Without for a moment denying that the Damascus road encounter was a
formative factor of the first significance in shaping Paul’s theology, or that
there is a very complex interrelation between the different motifs just
mentioned, I remain unpersuaded by Kim’s attempt to concertina such
major developments in first-century christology into that single event.>
My principal regret with regard to Christology is that I had been unable
to take proper account of the work of Christopher Rowland. I should have
been alive to his Cambridge PhD thesis (1974)55, as Kim was, but his 1979
and 1980 articles* only reached me when the manuscript was complete and
at proof stage (in pre-word-processor days that meant a text incapable of
significant revision), and the major publication which emerged from his
thesis did not appear till 1982.57 This meant that I also failed to give enough
attention to an important strand in Jewish apocalyptic and merkabah
mysticism in which visions of a glorious archangel are prominent.?® The
point is that the christological issue can no longer be posed simply in terms
of whether Christ was thought of as an angel.® Nor is it simply a question
of whether the exalted Jesus was seen in angelomorphic terms, as is clearly
the case in the vision of Rev. 1.13-16. The importance of Rowland’s work
has been to raise the question as to whether there was already in pre-
Christian Judaism some kind of bifurcation in the conception of God. In
particular, the similarity in description between Ezek. 1.26 (God)‘on the
one hand, and Ezek. 8.2 and Dan. 10.5-6 (a glorious angel) on the other,
suggests as one possibility a readiness on the part of at least some to envisage
a merging, or transfer of divine attributes between God and a grand-vizier
angel, or a ‘splitting in the way in which divine functions are described’.&
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All this would make exccllent sense as the context of meaning of
Rev. 1.13-14, with its merging of features from the Ezekiel 1 and Daniel 10
visions as well as from both figures of the Dan. 7.9-14 vision (‘one like a .
son of man’, and ancient of days — hair like pure white wool).5!

As should be already clear I have found this whole line of investigation
very fruitful, and it has continued to influence my own further studies in
the area of earliest christology as I shall indicate in the next section. A full
discussion of Rowland’s and Fossum’s work is beyond the scope of this new
Foreword, but a few brief comments are probably in order. Three main
questions arise. (1) How significant is it that the clearest evidence of
influence from this strand of Jewish conceptuality comes in Revelation -
itself one of the latest of the NT writings? Does it indicate a very early stage
in developing christology, or another expression of the very vigorous
movement of thought in this area which seems to have characterized both
Jewish and Christian understanding of divine self-revelation particularly
in the decades following the disaster of ap 70?62 (2) How much of the
similarity of language used of glorious figures who appear in apocalyptic
and mystical visions is due to the fact that there was, perhaps inevitably, a
limited stock of imagery available for such descriptions? In other words,
may it not be that the similarity of language betokens nothing more than a
common dependence on a limited number of traditional formulae or
hallowed phrases used in the literary description of such visions, ‘a cliche-
like description of a heavenly being’?3 To what extent in these descriptions
was there a deep reflection on the being of God, rather than conformity to
a genre pattern? I do not pretend to know the answers to these questions,
but I do think they have to be asked, and if necessary left open.® The last
question raises another line of questioning. (3) Does the language used in
these visions, or the appearance of an angel ‘in whom God’s name dwells’
really signify a bifurcation in God within the conceptuality of pre-Christian
Judaism?65 Can we, should we, recognize some sort of diversification within
the divine unity, a kind of ‘binitarianism’ already in Jewish thought before
christology as such emerged? Alternatively expressed, is Rev. 1.13-14
simply a further expression of the sort of thing that had been happening for
some time in Jewish apocalyptic and mysticism, or does it mark some new
stage or departure or quantum leap, in that this language was now being
used of one who had lived on earth within living memory? The question is
similar to that which has to be posed with regard particularly to the figure
of Wisdom in pre-Christian Judaism. And I suspect the answer is the same:
that for Jews sensitive of the need to maintain their monotheism within a
polytheistic world, such language was not perceived as a threat to their
fundamental confession that ‘The Lord our God is one Lord’ (Deut. 6.4).%
It is to Hurtado’s credit that he has seen and discussed the issue so much
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in these terms, and I find myself very much in sympathy with his main
conclusions.5’

We will have to return to the subject below. But perhaps we may conclude
here by simply noting that the angelomorphic description of the exalted
Christ, which is certainly a feature of Revelation, and which certainly came
to powerful lasting expression in the Byzantine Pantocrator, does not seem
otherwise to have provided the highroad for developing christological
thought in the intervening period.

I

Since the first edition of Christology my understanding of the beginnings of
christology has itself developed and become further clarified — not least as
a consequence of having had to interact with the critical responses discussed
above. The value of dialogue is in part that it forces dialogue partners to
sharpen their insights, to reformulate points which have miscarried or been
misunderstood, and to tackle issues which they had previously left fuzzy.
But in part also that it requires revision of previously inadequate formu-
lations, and opens the mind to fresh insights and to alternative or comple-
mentary or fuller perspectives. This I regard as the value and necessity of the
collegial enterprise of scholarship and, if it does not sound too pretentious, of
the common search for truth. In the present case I can briefly indicate three
developments in my own understanding of ‘Christology in the Making’
which should now be incorporated into Christology in the Making to provide
a more complete and up-to-date expression of my views.

It soon became clear to me that I had given too little attention to John’s
Gospel. I had been too easily content to conclude that with John 1.14 the
idea of incarnation had been clearly expressed, so that after a careful study
of that verse in context there was little need for a fuller investigation of
John’s Gospel. The decisive step had been taken, and as a NT investigation
the study of the emergence of the doctrine of incarnation was more or less
complete. The question is certainly raised as to how the Fourth Evangelist
held together the Wisdom/Logos christology of the Prologue and the Son of
God christology of the rest of the Gospel, but left hanging. Thatis obviously
unsatisfactory, and the lingering dissatisfaction on this point, compounded
with the sharpened perspective provided by Gruenwald and Rowland,
pointed the way forward.®

Part of the context of meaning of the Fourth Gospel is provided by the
visionary and speculative concerns of Jewish apocalypse and mysticism. At
this period there was considerable interest in the possibility of gaining
heavenly knowledge through visions and ascents to heaven. Such ascents
arc attributed to Enoch, Moses, Abraham, Adam, Levi, Baruch and
Isaiah.” And the practicc of merkabah mysticism, particularly the desire
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to expericnce for oneself a mystical ascent to or revelation of the throne of
God, is too well attested for the first-century period to be ignored.”! A similar
concern is reflected in the Fourth Gospel: both in the repeated inquiry as
to Jesus’ origin — the Evangelist’s answer, of course, is ‘from heaven’
(see particularly 6.41-42; 7.27-29, 42, 52; 8.23; 9.29; 19.9); and in the
distinctively Johannine emphasis on Jesus as the revealer of heavenly
knowledge, both as the Son of Man who has come down from heaven
(3.12-13; 6.61-2) and the Son of God sent from heaven (1.17-18, 49-51;
3.10-13, 32; 7.16-18; etc.). John’s objective at this point is clearly to focus
such yearnings on Jesus: he alone has seen God and can thus make him
known (1.18); the true Israelite will recognize that the Son of Man is the
.only link between heaven and earth (1.47-51); ‘no one has ascended into
heaven but he who descended from heaven, the Son of Man’ (3.13); ‘he who
comes from heaven is above all and bears witness to what he has seen and
heard’ (3.31-2); no one has seen the Father except he who is from God; he
has seen the Father’ (6.45-6); etc. Here the language of divine agency? is
centred on Christ in an exclusive way as a major point of Christian polemic,
apologetic or evangelism.

What also becomes clear is that John is using this complex of motifs in
order to present Jesus as the self-revelation of God. The exclusiveness of the
claim madefor Christ’s revelatory significance means that he also transcends
such other claimants to heavenly knowledge and divine agency by the
uniqueness of his relationship with the Father and by the closeness of
continuity between the Father and the Son. He and the Father are one
(10.30). To see him is to see the Father (12.45; 14.9). He embodies the glory
of God (1.14; 12.41). He utters the divine ‘I am’ (particularly 8.28, 58;
13.19). The Son’s obedience to the Father is not so much a way of expressing
his subordination to God, as though that was already an issue; it is more a
way of expressing the authority and validity of the Son’s revelation of the
Father, the continuity between the Father and the Son (5.17; 10.28-9;
14.10).78 '

But this is simply to elaborate in other terms what the Prologue says by
means of its Wisdom/Logos language: as the incarnate Logos Jesus is the
self-expression of God. God’s own ‘self-exegesis’ to his human creatures
(1.18); as the Son of God he reveals the Father. In other words the question
left hanging at the end of the brief study of John’s Gospel in Christology about
the relation between the Wisdom/Logos christology of the Prologue and the
Son of God christology elsewhere in the Gospel can be resolved. Not by
concluding that they are two divergent and incompatible christologies, but
by recognizing that in the Fourth Evangelist’s hands they are mutually
complementary. Behind the Son language of John is not a concern to
distinguish Jesus from God, by subordination or however. Itis not a concern
with relationship between the Father and the Son in that sense. The concern
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is rather to make clear that the Son is the authentic, the only authentic
representation of God toman. Heis God’s wisdom/self-revelationincarnate.
‘The Fourth Evangelist really did intend his Gospel to be read through the
window of the prologue’.’* To avoid confusion, therefore, it would be better
to speak of the Johannine Christ as the incarnation of God, as God making
himself known in human flesh, not as the incarnation of the Son of God
(which seems to be saying something other).”

Italso becomes clear from John’s Gospel, to adegree I had notappreciated
when [ wrote Christology, that the main issue at that period was monotheism.
Was Christianity a monotheistic faith from the beginning?’¢ The question
arises precisely because the development of christology was part of (a)
broader movement(s) of thought within the Judaism of the first century and
early second-century period. As we can now see, such reflection about
translated patriarchs, glorious angels, and heavenly wisdom was bound,
sooner or later, to put severe strain on Jewish monotheism, on the funda-
mental Jewish beliefin the oneness of God. But when did that strain become
apparent, and when did it become severe? I still see no evidence from the
period prior to the end of the first century that Jews in general, including.
Christian Jews, perceived it as a threat to their monotheistic faith; and I
am delighted to find Hurtado in agreement.” Patriarchs were glorified, not
deified; the glorious angel forbade worship or joined in the worship; Wisdom
was domesticated as Israel’s Torah. Similarly in Paul: Jesus is Lord, but
God is still his God (‘the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ’); his
super-exaltation is ‘to the glory of God the Father’ (Phil. 2.11); he can be
confessed as mediator in creation in the same breath as the confession that
God is one (I Cor. 8.6); he is divine Wisdom, first-born from the dead,
indwelt by God — all in one hymn (Col. 1.15-20).7 All this makes me
question whether it is historically justified to speak of a binitarianism or
bifurcation in the conception of God in Jewish thought in the period prior
to the end of the first century ap. Here again the ‘conceptuality in transition’
point needs to be taken with all seriousness. We may say where certain
trends were leading — or, to be more accurate, where certain trends in the -
event led. That tells us nothing of the self-understanding involved at the
different stages within these trends. And the crucial point for us is that at
no time prior to the end of the first century, so far as we can tell, was there
any sense of mutual incompatibility or self-contradiction within the Jewish
and earliest Christian understanding of God and of the various forms of
divine agency.

It is equally clear, however, that such strains were becoming apparent at
the end of the first century. IV Ezra 8.20-1 seems to be directed against
claims to be able to see God and describe God’s throne; the rabbinic polemic
against angelology probably goes back to our period; there are explicit
cautionary notes concerning the chariot chapter in the Mishnah; and the
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apostasy of Elisha ben Abuyah in recognizing a second divine power in
heaven, thus denying the unity of God, is remembered as a notorious episode
from this period in rabbinic tradition.” Here too, however, the most striking
attestation comes in the Fourth Gospel. For it is precisely the Johannine
claim that Jesus, as the incarnate self-revelation of God, can himself be
called ‘God’ which evidently proved unacceptable to ‘the Jews’ of John’s
time (John 5.18; 10.33).%

It would appear then that the period between the Jewish revolts (ap
70-132) saw an escalation or intensification in Jewish (including Jewish-
Christian) reflection on knowledge of God and divine agency — including
talk of glorious angels bearing the divine name, the quest for heavenly
ascent and vision of the divine throne, further speculation about the man-
like figure in Daniel 7,8! and the developing Christian devotion to Jesus and
reflection on the divine significance of Jesus.82 The rabbis in the post-70
decades began to see this exploration of the limits of acceptable monotheism
as no longer acceptable, as increasingly a threat to the unity of God. And
this seems to have been a2 major factor in their successful attempt to define
Judaism much more tightly and to draw a much tighter boundary round
Judaism thus redefined. What needs to be remembered here, however, is
that what was thereby excluded or put under heavy suspicion was not
simply emerging Christianity but also these other strains of apocalyptic and
mystical Judaism. The Christian assessment of Jesus by John belongs
within a broader spectrum of Judaism, where such exploration of ways of
conceptualizing God’s self-revelation was acceptable and not perceived asa
threat to God’s oneness. Butitalso belongs to that transition of conceptuality
and understanding where the strongest voices within Judaism were begin-
ning to see such theological and spiritual innovation as just such a threat.

At the same time it has to be made clear that the Fourth Evangelist
himself would not have shared that view. He evidently continued to believe,
as those before him, that such reflection was consistent with Jewish
monotheism. Even such talk applied to one who had been alive just sixty
or seventy years ago need not be seen as a threat to God’s unity. If this
thesis is correct it brings to focus several points of considerable importance.
A make-or-break issue between emerging rabbinic Judaism and emergent
Christianity was the significance attributed to Jesus, in particular the
conviction on the part of the rabbis that Christian claims for Jesus were
now becoming too much of a threat to the primary Jewish confession that
God is one. Within the post-70 context of broader Jewish speculation the
exclusive claims made particularly by the Fourth Evangelist and his circle
were seen as too adventurous or too irresponsible to be tolerated; it had to
become a choice between living as a Jew and affirming such claims for
Christ. John himself, however, saw the claims he expressed as simply a
focusing of these other speculations on Jesus and as no more a threat to
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monotheism than they had been previously. His christology was still
essentially an elaboration of Wisdom christology — Christ as the embodiment
(incarnation) of God’s self-revelation.8?

If there is anything in this then it has important corollaries for our
understanding of the continuing development of christology in the period
following John, and indeed for our understanding of the classic doctrines of
God and Christ. The first great christological battle of the Christian period
was not over docetism (Ignatius} or modalism (Tertullian); it was over
monotheism. The issue was whether in applying such carlicr speculation
aboutdivinerevelation to Christ, and thus developing it further, Christianity
had moved beyond the bounds of acceptable diversity within Jewish
monotheism — whether, in a word, Christianity was still after all a mono-
theistic faith. As we have just noted, the dominant Jewish view was that
Christianity had lost this struggle; it had succumbed to an unacceptable
view of God; it was no longer monotheistic; it believed that there were two
divine powers in heaven; it was (together with other Jewish sub-groups)
now a Jewish heresy. But in Christian eyes the battle which the Fourth
Gospel represents was a victory for monotheism - for monotheism redefined,
but monotheism nonectheless. Christ was the incarnate Logos, a self-
manifestation of God, the one God insofar as he could make himself known.
in human flesh — not the incarnation of a divine power other than God.
Christianity was still monotheistic; the only difference was the belief that
this God had manifested himself in and as human flesh; this Jesus now
provided a definitive ‘window’ into the one God; he was (and is) ‘God’ as
the self-manifestation of God, not as one somehow other than God.

It is of crucial importance to Christianity that this issue was the first
major christological dispute to be resolved, that Christianity, at least as
represented by John, faced up to this challenge to its self-understanding
and resolved it within a monotheistic framework. The claim,.of course, is
still disputed by both Jews and Islam, for whom Christianity is irretrievably
polytheistic, or at least bitheistic or tritheistic — believing in two or three
Gods. But in the face of the temptation to abandon monotheism and the
charges that it had done so, Christianity continued to maintain that
its belief in Christ amounted only to an accommodation within earlier
monotheistic faith, or, more precisely, a fuller appreciation of monotheism
in the light of God’s self-revelation in Christ. This battle over monotheism
has been largely lost sight of in studies of the early christological debates,
partly because it falls awkwardly into the gap between the NT and the
patristic era, and partly because it was regarded as having been already
won and settled by the subsequent apologists.8* That presumably is why
the first internal debates which capture the attention in the second and
third centuries are those which take for granted the deity of Christ (docetism
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and modalism), and why Logos christology is the highroad of developing
Christian orthodoxy.

The importance of this issue (Christianity as monotheistic) having been
faced and won is, not least, that it enables us the better to understand the
later developments in christological dogma. For it was only at Nicea that
the hitherto dominant Logos-christology gave way to the dominance of Son
of God language. With Logos-christology the emphasis is essentially the
same as that in John’s Gospel — on the continuity between the Father and
the Son, since the Son is the Word, the self-expression of God. With
that emphasis having become established beyond peradventure, that is,
christology as an expression of Christian monotheism, the debate could
move on to the tricky question of the relationship between the Father and the
Son. But this is a shift of emphasis, not any kind of abandoning of the
monotheistic position already so firmly established. The point can often be
lost sight of (like the earlier debate about monotheism) and attention be
focused too quickly on the awkwardness and, to our eyes, artificiality of the
Nicene and subsequent credal formulations. And an emphasis on Christ as
the Son, independent of that earlier Logos-christology, can easily become
in effect an expression of the very bitheism or tritheism of which Judaism
and Islam accuse Christianity. It is of crucial importance for a right
appreciation of Christian orthodoxy, therefore, to bear in mind that Father/
Son Trinitarian language has to be read and understood within the context of
Christian monotheism. If the credal Son of God language is not understood as
an expression of Logos-christology it is misunderstood.8

A final point of importance is the bearing of all this back on the
interpretation of the same key NT christological texts which provided the
focus of Christology in the Making and which have been so much at the centre
of the continuing dialogue. What the dialogue soon brought home to me
with increasing strength is the serious danger to Christian monotheism
unperceived by several at least of my critics. The importance of setting
these texts within the historical context of meaning and of recognizing
conceptuality in transition is indicated by the correlative recognition that
these developments in earliest christology took place within and as an
expression of Jewish-Christian monotheism. In contrast, the too quick
resort to the ‘obvious’ or ‘plain’ meaning actually becomes in some cases a
resort to a form of bitheism or tritheism. So, for example, the assumption
that the Logos of John 1.1 can be substituted by ‘Christ’,% or the argument
that Col. 1.15 would have been intended by Paul as a description of Christ,
thatis, of Jesus Messiah.#” In contrast, classic orthodoxy is that Jesus Christ
is he whom the Word of God became in the incarnation. The mistake, or so
it seems to me, is the equivalent of treating ‘person’ in the Trinitarian
formula (‘one substance, three persons’) as ‘person’ in the sense that we
now understand ‘person’, or, more to the point, in the way that Jesus of
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Nazareth was a person. If the pre-existent Word of God, the Son of God, is
a person in that sense, then Christianity is unavoidably tritheistic.®® And if
we take texts like Col. 1.15ff. as straightforward descriptions of the Jesus
who came from Nazareth we are committed to an interpretation of that text
which has broken clearly and irrevocably from monotheism. Likewise if we
assume that the Father/Son language of John’s Gospel has in view more the
relationship between the Father and the Son (of Nicene and post-Nicene
concern) than the continuity of Logos christology (of pre-Nicene concern)
we lose sight of the primary monotheistic control which prevents such
language slipping into polytheism.

Not for the first time, then, I find that a careful exegesis of scripture,
which takes the text with full seriousness in its historical context, and which
has seemed-to some an abandoning of cherished orthodoxies, is actually
more faithful to scripture, and in this case to Trinitarian orthodoxy, than
some of those who have levelled such criticisms. The ironic fact is that
disregard for questions of context of meaning and conceptuality in transition
has in some cases resulted in the defence or affirmation of a christology at
odds with that of the later creeds. What has been understood as a defence
of orthodoxy against the apparent reductionism of Christology in the Making,
has become, irony of ironies, a statement which subsequently shouid have
been regarded as heresy.

Well now, that should be enough for the moment to provoke another round
of dialogue — if anyone bothers to read this. Let’s hope so, for I still do not
regard this as in any sense a final word on the subject and am quite confident
that I have still much to learn in this whole area. The first round of debate
hasbeen personally highly profitableininstructing, correcting and enlarging
my own theological thinking. I look forward to the next round with keen
anticipation.

NOTES

1. Some reviewers have criticized me for an over confident scheme of develop-
ment based on inevitably uncertain dating of documents. I should make it clear
therefore that for the most part I take as my working hypothesis consensus
dating for the relevant documents; the only significant dispute would be over the
Similitudes of Enoch, though even here my tentative suggestion of a late first
‘century AD date is one which commands wide support — see e.g. Hurtado (below
n. 26), pp. 149 n. 8 and 150 n. 17. See below n. 40 and my response (n. 41); also
below n. 81.

2. M. Hengel, The Son of God: the Origin of Christology and the History of Jewish-
Hellenistic Religion, SCM Press 1974. It was a particular pleasure that C. F. D.
Moule took the point so well in his JTS 33, 1982, pp. 25863 review (p. 261).
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3. J. Hick (ed.), The Myth of God Incarnate, SCM Press 1977.

4, One of the criticisms levelled at Christology was this failure to define the key
term. I have attempted to a more careful delineation in the article ‘Incarnation’,
forthcoming in the Anchor Bible Dictionary.

5. See Index, ‘Context of meaning’.

6. ‘In Defence of a Methodology’, ExpT 95, 1983-84, pp. 295-9. In other
discussions, including New Testament Theology in Dialogue, ed. with J. Mackey,
SPCK 1988, p. 16, and The Living Word, SCM Press 1988, pp. 11-12, I have put
the same pomt in terms of the ‘limited horizons’ of the biblical writer (as of
anyone writing within history). See also below n. 49.

7. See further my Living Word (above n. 6).

8. See further my ‘Levels of Canonical Authority’, HBT 4, 1982, pp. 13-60,
reprinted in Living Word (above n. 6), pp. 141-92.

9. Regrettably the dialogue has been almost exclusively an English language
dialogue.

10. See e.g. J. F. Balchin, ‘Paul, Wisdom and Chnst Christ the Lord. Studies in
Christology presented to D. Guthrie, IVP 1982, pp. 204-19 (here particularly p. 215):
D. Hagner in Reformed Journal 32, 1982, pp. 19-20; A. T. Hanson, The Image of
the Invisible God, SCM Press 1982, especially ch. 3; L. Morris, “The Emergence of
the Doctrine of the Incarnation’, Themelios 8/1, 1982, 15-19, though in much more
measured tone (here p. 19); Moule (above n. 2), p. 260.

11. Cf. e.g. Hanson (above n. 10) pp. 59-62; I. H. Marshall, ‘Incarnational
Christology in the New Testament’, Christ the Lord (above n. 10), pp. 7-8; C. E.
B. Cranfield, ‘Some Comments on Professor J. D. G. Dunn’s Christology in the
Making with Special Reference to the Evidence of the Epistle to the Romans’, The
Glory of Christ in the New Testament. Studies in Christology in Memory of G. B. Caird,
ed. L. D. Hurst and N. T. Wright, Clarendon, 1987, p. 271.

12. See below, Christology, pp. 38-9. Contrast R. T. France, ‘The Worship of
Jesus: A Neglected Factor in Christological Debate?’ Christ the Lord (above n. 10),
p- 34 — ‘The idea of Jesus’ “‘being sent” . . . inevitably implies his pre-existence’;
similarly R. P. Martin, ‘Some Reflections on New Testament Hymns’, in the
same volume, p. 48.

13. See above n. 11.

14. See again below, Christology, p. 40.

15. Hanson (above n. 10), pp. 63—4, 80; R. P. Martin, The Spirit and the Congre-
gation. Studies in 1 Corinthians 12-15, Eerdmans, 1984, pp. 153—4.

16. Several have characterized the exegesis offered as ‘minimizing’ or ‘mini-
malist’ or ‘reductionist’ — e.g. T. Weinandy in Theological Studies, June 1981,
p. 295, Hagner (above n. 10) p. 19, C. Stead in Religious Studies 18, 1982, p. 96,
L. Sabourin in Religious Studies Bulletin 3, 1983, p. 113, and R. G. Hamerton-
Kelly in Virginia Seminary Journal, December 1983, pp. 29-30. ‘The height of
implausibility . . . a crude adoptionism’ — Hanson (above n. 10) pp. 74-5. B.
Demarest thinks that ‘exegetical and theological fidelity have been sacrificed on
the altar of scholarly novelty’ (Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 25, 1982,
p. 108). Contrast the sympathetic reviews by H. Wansbrough in The Tablet, 7
March 1981, and D. Senior in CBQ 44, 1982, pp. 320~2, and more qualified
criticism of D. M. Smith on the same point, in Interpretation 37, 1982, p. 293.

17. The case for recognizing the synonymity of eikon and morphe is conveniently
summarized by Kim (below n. 51), pp. 200ff.
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18. A reference to Gen. 3.5 still seems to me to shed most light on this disputed
phrase. In the recent most thorough discussion of the debate by N. T. Wright,
‘harpagmos and the Meaning of Philippians 2.5-11", JT§ 37, 1986, pp. 321-52, no
real consideration is given to the factors which weighed most heavily with me
(below, Christology, pp. 116 and 311 n.73). Cf. Wanamaker (below n.21),
pp- 187-8.

19. Despite Marshall (above n. 11), p. 6, v. 7 seems to make sufficient sense
as an elaboration of the contrast of Adam’s fallen state ~ including the recapitul-
ative, ‘And being found in form as man’ (see further below, Christology, 117--8).

20. The interweaving of Ps 8 and Ps 110.1 is a feature of Adam christology as
we find it in Paul; see below, Christology, pp. 108ff. I thus find surprising the
judgment of L. J. Kreitzer, Jesus and God in Paul’s Eschatology, JSNTSupp 19,
JSOT, 1987, pp. 224f. n. 72, that vv 9-11 ‘breaks the mould of any Adamic
motif”. Contrast Fossum (below n. 60), pp. 2937 (particularly p. 296). Kreitzer
has, however, taken the ‘context of meaning’ point (p. 247 n. 104).

21. As in the most thorough recent attempt to refute the Adam christology
exegesis, by C. A. Wanamaker, ‘Philippians 2.6-11: Son of God or Adamic
Christology?’, NTS 33, 1987, pp. 179-93; here pp. 182-3. In such a brief response
I must, regrettably, confine myself to the specific point at which Wanamaker has
criticized my Christology. Wanamaker’s suggestion (p. 192 n. 14) that I have
changed my mind on the subject of Adam christology fails to appreciate that
Christology, at this point deals with the full sweep of Adam christology, including
the stage prior to Christ’s exaltation in which his Adamic role is one of identifi-
cation with fallen Adam (‘sinful flesh’; Rom. 8.3 and Gal. 4.4), prior to his role
as ‘last (= resurrected) Adam’ (I Cor. 15.45). Likewise L. D. Hurst. ‘Re-enter
the Pre-existent Christ in Philippians 2.5-11". NTS 32, 1986, pp. 449-57, has not
really taken my point that the language including the aorists is drawn from the
Adam story and gains its force by relation to (and contrast with) that story. If
the language has point as a contrast to the Adam tale, it does not require a
precise one-to-one reference to Christ’s life or elements therein. More general
characteristics can then be gathered into language whose form is determined
primarily by the Adam reference, Christ’s story told in the ‘shape’ of Adam’s in
order to show how the damage was undone.

22 Christology, 119-20.

23. It might be pointed out that a Jesus who makes an Adamic choice is more
of a model for Christian béhaviour (Phil. 2.1-13) than a pre-existent Christ; but
that would be to broaden the discussion beyond what is appropriate here. I
suspect the same is true of II Cor. 8.9. R. P. Martin, 2 Corinthians, WBC 40,
Word 1986, p. 263, rejects my line of inquiry cursarily but does not engage with
the considerations which still seem to me to carry some weight; here I may simply
refer to my ‘Methodology’ (n. 6) p. 299.

24. Christology, pp. 165-6, 189-93.

25. Since there seems to have been some confusion on the point, may I simply
note: I do not question that the Colossian hymn speaks of the pre-existence of
Christ; my question is what that means; my answer, that it is the pre-existence
of Wisdom which is attributed to Christ.

26. Christology, pp. 168-76. I am encouraged by support on this point from L.
W. Hurtado, One God, One Lord. Early Christian Devotion and Ancient fewish Mono-
theism, SCM Press and Fortress 1988, ch. 2, particularly pp. 46-8. Hurtado criti-
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cizes particularly Fossum (below n. 60) at this point, but his reference to Fossym
is incorrect. Equal criticism can, however, be levelled at A. J. Hultgren, Chyist
and His Benefits. Christology and Redemption in the New Testament, Fortress 1987, p. 7,
who fails to appreciate the richness and vigour of the poetical imagery used by
the Jewish wisdom writers. Nor am [ sure what R. H. Fuller, ‘The Theology of
Jesus or Christology? An Evaluation of the Recent Discussion’, Semeia 30, 1984,
pp. 105-16, means by his distinction of Wisdom as ‘an aspect within the very’
being of God’ (p. 109). T agree, of course, that the Wisdom language invites
resolution in terms of some kind of distinction in God, but that it was percejped
to do so, experienced as a possible embarrassment for monotheism, is something
which only emerged later — partly, I would suggest, as a. result of using the
language of a historical person, Jesus.

27. Balchin (above n. 10) follows the logic of ‘the plain meaning’ by arguing
that ‘The dangerous implications would have been obvious to Paul’s monotheistic
countrymen’ (p. 215). He has no evidence for the assertion. On the contrary, it
is the lack of such evidence and the fact that language like Col. 1.15ff. could be
used of Christ without any sense of threat to Jewish monotheism at that stage,
which continues to reinforce my serious doubts that ‘the plain meaning’ is the
meaning first intended and understood. Similarly with D. Brown, The Divine
Trinity, Duckworth 1985, who criticizes me for ignoring ‘the possibility that Payl
may have attributed pre-existence to Christ without realising all its implications’
(p. 157). But implications as perceived by whom and when? Implications are as
relative as the language and concepts used.

28. These latter points have not been addressed by critics who have assumed
my questions and suggestions could be answered simply by reference to the first
half of the hymn. See also my Dialogue (above n. 6), pp. 54—64. Similar points
could be made with reference to Heb. 1.3-4; but my exegesis of that passage has
not drawn much fire, and see now L. D. Hurst, “The Christology of Hebrews 1
and 2°, The Glory of Christ (see above n. 11}, pp. 151-64.

29. In my ‘Methodology’ (above n. 6), p. 296 I refer particularly to several
contributors to the Guthrie Festschrift (above n. 10). See also Cranfield (above
n. 11), p. 274.

30. For the wilder arguments of R. Gruenler, New Approaches to Jesus and the
Gospels, Baker 1982, which do not warrant the title ‘exegesis’, I must be content
simply to refer to my response in ‘Methodology’ (above n. 6), p. 297. Equally
implausible is the argument of P. B. Payne, ‘Jesus’ Implicit Claim to Deity in
his Parables’, Trinity Journal 2, 1981, 3-23, that because Jesus in his parables
used imagery which in the OT refers to God he meant it to refer to himself and
therefore thought of himself in some sense as God - a double non-sequitur.
However since it is not, properly speaking, part of the dialogue with Christology,
I will simply refer to my brief comments on it in ‘Incarnation’ (above n. 4).

31. ‘The thong of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie’ (Luke 3.16) presum-
ably indicates a difference in status of degree rather than of kind; to deny, as
though thinkable, what would be regarded as unthinkable (the comparability of
status of a human being and a divine figure) would be a mark of impiety, not of
humility.

32. Pace M. M. B. Turner, ‘The Spirit of Christ and Christology’, Chris¢ the
Lord (above n. 10), pp. 168-90 (particularly pp. 182-3).

33. K. Runia, The Present-day Christological Debate, IVP 1984, p. 93.
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34. See e.g. below, Christology, ch. 1.

35. Cranfield, ‘Comments’ (above n. 11), p. 275.

36. See further Hurtado (above n. 26), pp. 56-63.

37. G. L. Bray, ‘Recent Trends in Christology’, Themelios 12.2, 1987, pp. 52-56
(here p. 53).

38. Unity and Diversity in the New Testament, SCM Press 1977.

39. L. E. Keck, ‘Toward the Renewal of New Testament Christology’, NTS
32, 1986, 362—77, warns that ‘inquiring who first spoke of Christ’s pre-existence
is no substitute for trying to understand what doing so entails’ (p. 374). I should
not assume, however, that this is aimed at my Christology, since one of my concerns
throughout is precisely ‘to understand what’ use of pre-existence language for
Christ ‘entails’.

40. JBL 101, 1982; ‘New Testament Christology: A Consideration of Dunn’s
Christology in the Making’, NovT 25, 1983, pp. 257-78, reprinted in Christology and
Exegesis: New Approaches, ed. R. Jewett, Semeia 30, 1984, pp. 65-82 (I cite the title
as given in the Semeia volume). The contribution by A. Segal in the same volume,
‘Pre-existence and Incarnation: A Response to Dunn and Holladay’, pp. 83-95,
presupposes Holladay’s critique, is also weakened by a less than adequate appreci-
ation of the scope and objective of Christology (pp. 83-5), and fails to appreciate
the nuances of a ‘conceptuality in transition’ (‘Dunn wants to place everything
of importance to christology in Jesus’ self-consciousness’ — p. 89).

41. ‘Some Clarifications on Issues of Method: A Reply to Holladay and Segal’,
Semeia 30, 1984, pp. 97-104 (full title in n. 40).

42. One God (see above n. 26), p. 6.

43. ‘It makes no concerted effort at systematic investigation of comparable
notions in the world of late antiquity’ (Holladay, p. 78).

44. 1 can see now that my italicization of the final sentence of §3.5 (p. 22) may
have been misleading on this point; and for this I apologize. The aim of §3 should
have been clear, however (it is repeated in the next sentence). The summary of
§32.1 (pp. 251-3) would probably reinforce the misunderstanding, but is
intended, of course, as a summary of the study actually carried out. Readers
should therefore note that the first of the agenda questions asked below on pp. 5-6
is more circumscribed that at first appears by the fact that I regard the primary
context for earliest Christianity as Judaism, including Hellenistic Judaism. See
also my article ‘Incarnation’ (above n. 4).

45. Holladay (above n. 40), p. 76.

46. Perhaps I should repeat that my occasional reference to ‘popular super-
stition’ was not intended as a Christian ‘put-down’ (a similar criticism is made
by F. M. Young in Theology 84, 1981, p. 304), but as an echo of a common
attitude among intellectuals in the Greco-Roman world. Cf. for example G. W,
Bowersock, ‘Greek Intellectuals and the Imperial Cult in the Second Century
A.D., Le culte des souverains dans ’Empire Romain, Gengve (1973), pp. 179-206: ‘As
far as can be told, in the age from Augustus to Constantine, no person in the
Roman empire addressed a prayer to a monarch, alive or dead’ (p. 180); ‘Domi-
tian’s claim to be deus was a genuine outrage’ (p. 199). Note also below, Christology,
pp- 251-2.

47. Holladay (above n. 40), p. 76.

48. According to his JBL review (above n. 40), ‘Non-NT texts from Jewish
and Greco-Roman backgrounds are treated, but only indirectly’ (pp. 610-1). I
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accept the reference to Greco-Roman texts as fair comment. For the rest, words
fail me!

49. In my response to Holladay (above n. 41, pp. 100-3) I expressed the point
in terms of the ‘limited horizons’ of the first Christian writers'in contrast to the
unlimited overview possible to us of later generations. The point is well taken by
P. R. Keifert, ‘Interpretive Paradigms: A Proposal Concerning New Testament
Christology’, Semeia 30, 1984, pp. 203~14 (here pp. 206-7). See also above n. 6.

50. The preliminary survey summarized in pp. 19-22 provided little
encouragement to look in another direction. Of course I took fully into account
the main hypothesis of the past two or three generations — viz. the Gnostic
Redeemer myth (see index). '

51. The Origin of Paul’s Gospel, WUNT 2.4, Mohr-Siebeck 1981.

52. Kim (above n. 51), pp. 226, 227, 251.

53. Of course Kim did not have Christology to hand either. But it is somewhat
surprising that in his later monograph, ‘The “Son of Man”’ as the Son of God,
WUNT 30, Mohr-Siebeck 1983, he pays no attention whatsoever to Christology,
or, much more important, to the discussion by M. Casey, The Son of Man: The
Interpretation and Influence of Daniel 7, SPCK 1980.

54. See further my critique of Kim in  “A Light to the Gentiles: the Signifi-
cance of the Damascus Road Christophany for Paul’, The Glory of Christ (see
above n. 11) pp. 251-66.

55. The Influence of the First Chapter of Ezekiel on Jewish and Early Christian Literature.

56. See below, Christology, Bibliography, p. 392.

57. The Open Heaven. A Study of Apocalyptic in Judaism and Early Christianity, SPCK
1982.

58. 1. Gruenwald, Apocalyptic and Merkabah Mysticism, AGAJU XIV, Brill 1980,
also reached me too late; as also R. Bauckham, ‘The Worship of Jesus in Apoca-
lyptic Christianity’, NTS 27, 1980-81, pp. 322-41.

59. Hurtado (above n. 26), p. 73 justifiably criticizes me on this score.

60. Rowland, Heaven (above n. 57), pp. 94-113 (here p. 96). See also J. E.
Fossum, The Name of God and the Angel of the Lord, WUNT 36, Mohr-Siebeck 1985.

61. The feature is consistent with others in Revelation — particularly the fact
that the Lamb shares the throne (7.17; 22.1) and that both the Lord God and
the soon coming Christ call themselves ‘Alpha and Omega’ (1.8; 22.13).

62. See again below, section III. Fossum {above n. 60) assembles the material
for his discussion from such a broad canvas of time and context that it is very
difficult to draw him into a dialogue on development and on conceptuality in
transition. .

63. W. Zimmerli, Ezekiel I, Hermeneia, Fortress 1979, p. 236, cited by Hurtado
{above n. 26), p. 76.

64. Cf. Bauckham (above n. 58): ‘the glory of all angels to some extent
resembles the glory of their Maker’ (p. 327).

65. E.g. in Apoc. Ab. the angel Jaoel, ‘a power by virtue of the ineffable name
that dwells in me’ (10.9) and described in the same sort of powerful imagery
(11.2), is also noted as worshipping God (17.2, 6ff.).

66. Rowland argues the parallel with Jewish Wisdom speculation the other
way: ‘What we have here is the beginning of a hypostatic development similar
to that connected with divine attributes like God’s word and wisdom’ (Heaven,
above n. 57, p. 100). But I suspect that Jewish monotheists would have found
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the talk of ‘hypostatic development’ meaningless and denied what it attempts to
affirm.

67. Hurtado (above n. 26) ch. 4, with critique of Rowland and Fossum on
pp- 85-90.

68. See below, Christology, pp. 244-5.

69. What follows is a2 summary of the main line of argument in my ‘Let John
be John; A Gospel for its Time’, Das Evangelium und die Evangelien, hrsg. P.

Stuhlmacher, WUNT 28, Mohr-Siebeck 1983, pp. 309-39.

70. Details in Dunn, ‘John’ (above n. 69), p. 323.

71. Details in Dunn, ‘John’ (above n. 69), pp. 323-4.

72. See particularly J. A. Buhner, Der Gesandte und sein Weg im 4. Evangelium.
Mohr-Siebeck 1977.

73. Cf. particularly M. L. Appold, The Oneness Motif in the Fourth Gospel, WUNT
1, Mohr-Siebeck 1976.

74. Dunn, ‘John’ (above n. 69), p. 334. P. Schoonenberg uses this as a spring-
board for further theological reflection, in his Bellarmine Lecture. ‘A sapiental
reading of John’s Prologue: some reflections on views of Reginald Fuller and

James Dunn’, Theology Digest, 33, 1986, 403-21.

75. For Matthew I may refer to an important thesis in its final stages by one
of my postgraduates, David Kupp, on Matthew’s christology as a christology of
divine presence (particularly Matt. 1.23; 18.20; 28.20).

76. Hence the title of the article which was my first attempt to reorder the
findings of Christology as a way of answering this question ~ ‘Was Christianity a
Monotheistic Faith from the Beginning?’, §/T 35, 1982, pp. 303-36. The import-
ance of the issue came home to me particularly in my debate with M. Wiles in
Theology 85, 1982, pp. 92-8, 324-32, 360-1.

77. This, indeed, is one of Hurtado’s main theses (above n. 26). In distinction
from my Christology he limits his discussion to ‘the very first few years of Christ-
ianity, when it was thoroughly dominated by Jews and functioned as a sect of
ancient Judaism’ (p. 6). That is a description which actually takes us more or
less up to the end of the first century, at least so far as the NT documents
themselves are concerned. So far as I can see, it was only when monotheism was
perceived to have become an issue that the ﬁnal split between Chnstlamty and
rabbinic Judaism became inevitable and unavoidable.

78. Contrast again Balchin (above n. 27).

79. Details in Dunn, ‘John’ (above n. 69), pp. 324-5.

80. I am not really persuaded by Hurtado’s argument that the Christian
mutation of the ancient understanding of divine agency had a ‘binitarian shape’
more or less from the first (above n. 26, pp. 99-114). For all that there was praise,
invocation, acclamation of the exalted Christ from very early on, it is less clear
that we can speak of worskip of Christ as such prior to, significantly, the Fourth
Gospel (John 20.28) and Revelation (Rev. 5.8, 11-14; etc.). The carlier devotional
practices were evidently not yet seen as a qualification, or threat to monotheism;
that presumably means that they were still understood by Christian and other
Jews as within the bounds of what was acceptable - a transmutation under way,
to be sure, but whether already deserving the description ‘binitarian’ is another
question. That apart, I naturally welcome Hurtado’s emphasis on the importance
and theology-generative character of the earliest Christians’ religious experience
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(pp. 11424, particularly p. 121), conducive as it is to the main theme of my Jesus
and the Spirit, SCM Press 1975.

81. I include here not only 1V Ezra 13, but also John’s Gospel and Revelation,
and probably 1 Enoch 37-72; the degree to which the Son of Man speculation
of the Similitudes of Enoch ‘fits’ within the other Son of Man speculation which
we know belongs to that period strongly suggests that I Enoch 37-72 should
likewise be dated to this period - that is, post 70 (see above n. 1).

82. Is it significant that at about the same time the emperor Domitian caused
outrage by claiming to be deus rather than divus (see Bowersock, above n. 46,
pp- 198-9)? '

83. Against Wiles then (above n. 76, p. 95) I want to emphasize, more than I
do in Christology, the continuity between the Fourth Evangelist’s christology and
both what preceded John — here I am closer to J. A. T. Robinson, ‘Dunn on
John’, Theology 85, 1982, pp. 332-8 — and the ‘orthodox’ christology which built
on John. But see also M. Wiles, ‘Person or Personification? A Patristic Debate
about Logos’, The Glory of Christ (above n. 11), pp. 281-9.

84. I have in view the internal debates within Christian self-understanding.
The Jewish-Christian option of Jesus as prophet or adoptionism was regarded
(no longer) as a viable option for Christian faith and treated as a heresy. That
is, options which might have made possible the continued unity of Jew and
Christian were dismissed in mutual recrimination and in charge and counter-
charge of heresy.

85. The point is developed in the debate with Wiles (above n. 76), pp. 327-9.

86. The Living Bible translation.

87. Marshall (above n. 11), pp. 9, 13, does not hesitate to speak of Christ as
a ‘pre-existent Being’, or as ‘a personal agent of creation alongside the Father’
(Trinity Journal 2, 1981, p. 245).

88. This point was brought home to me by G. W. H. ,Lampe, God as Spirit,
Clarendon 1977, pp. 135-6. In the same connection Schoonenberg (above n. 74)
refers to K. Rahner, The Trinity, Herder 1970, pp. 105-15.
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I

INTRODUCTION

§1. THE ORIGIN OF THE DOCTRINE OF THE
INCARNATION AS AN ISSUE

I do not think it can be reasonably gainsayed that Christianity has meant
historically, faith in the person of Jesus Christ, considered as very God incar-
nate, so much so that if this faith were gone, Christianity in its characteristic
features would be gone also.'

Few indeed would dispute Gore’s claim, made in the first of his 1891
Bampton Lectures, that historically speaking Christian faith has been
faith in the incarnation, the conviction that Jesus of Nazareth was the
Son of God incarnate. We need only think of the controversies of the
early centuries which shaped the classic credal statements of Christianity
~ controversies basically as to whether it was possible for the divine truly
to become one with humanity without ceasing to be divine, creeds all
striving to express the central claim that true God became true man in
Jesus Christ. We need only recall the famous assertions which proved
decisive then and which still echo down the centuries with telling power
— particularly the striking epigrams of Athanasius: ‘He became man that
we might become divine’ (adros évqrlpdnmoey va uels feomornddpey
= De Inc. 54);2 and Gregory of Nazianzus: ‘What has not been assumed
cannot be restored (10 dnpdoAnmTov &Oepdmevrov); it is what is united
with God that is saved’ (Ep. 101.7);® or the later thesis of Anselm in Cur
Deus Homo? —

If, therefore, as is certain, it is needful that that heavenly state be perfected
from among men, and this cannot be unless the above-mentioned satisfaction
(for sin) be made, which no one can make except God, and no one ought to
make except man, it is necessary that one who is God-man should make it
(I1.6).

[n the present century we need only refer to the massive importance of
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the incarnation in Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics — for example, his thesis
at the head of §57:

The subject-matter, origin and content of the message received and proclaimed
by the Christian community is at its heart the free act of the faithfulness of
God in which he takes the lost cause of man, who has denied him as Creator
and in so doing ruined himself as creature, and makes it his own in Jesus
Christ, carrying it through to its goal and in that way maintaining and
manifesting his own glory in the world;*

or the influential restatements offercd over the past thirty years by Karl
Rahner’ - for example:

What do we Christians mean when we profess our faith in the incarnation of
the Word of God? That is what we must try to say in ever new ways. It is the
whole task of Christology, which will never be completed.®

The Saviour is himself a historical moment in God’s saving action exercised
on the world. He is 2 moment of the history of God’s communication of himself
to the world - in the sense that he is a part of the history of the cosmos itself
... It must also be underlined in this connection that the statement of God’s
Incarnation — of his becoming material — is the most basic statement of
christology.’

At the same time we cannot ignore the fact that since the Enlighten-
ment the traditional doctrine of the incarnation has come under increas-
ing pressure to explain and justify itself. In the nineteenth century the
challenge of scientific rationalism to any dogma claiming an authority
which rested solely on revelation inevitably resulted in various redefini-
tions rather more amenable to the spirit of the times — in particular,
incarnation as Jesus’ unique God-consciousness (Schleiermacher), incar-
nation as the supreme idea of God-manhood actualized in one individual,
Jesus (Hegelians), incarnation as the self-limitation by the Son of his
divine mode of existence (Kenoticists).?

In the twentieth century however the sharpest questioning has been
directed not so much to the doctrine itself as to its origin, with historical
exegesis providing the challenge rather than philosophical speculation.
A. Harnack had already defined the development of dogma as the pro-
gressive hellenization of the gospel, as the transplanting of the gospel of
Jesus ‘into Greek modes of thought’, a process which goes back to Paul
himself.? The History of Religions school which pioneered the investiga-
tion of Christian origins within the context of the religious thought and
practice of the wider Hellenistic world, raised the more provocative ques-
tion of whether the whole idea of God become man had in fact simply
been taken over from surrounding religious syncretism, an already well
developed myth of a divine figure descending to earth to redeem the elect
(the so-called ‘Gnostic redeemer myth’) borrowed by the early Christians
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and applied to the risen Jesus. With Harnack’s formulation, the dogma
of the incarnation could be said to have originated simply as a translation
equivalent as the gospel of Jesus was re-expressed in the wider and
different categories of Greek philosophy. But if the dogma originated as
a foreign import into Christianity of an alrcady cstablished Gnostic myth
the issue becomes more serious: did the doctrine of the incarnation begin as an
alien intrusion into Christianity? In the last thirty years or so the question as
thus posed has been answered with an increasingly confident No! (sce
below ch. IV). But the question has not been silenced: new cvidence in
the form of the Nag Hammadi codices'® and more sophisticated or more
carcfully qualified revisions of the Gnostic redecemer myth hypothesis'!
have kept the issue alive.

That the doctrine of the incarnation and its origins is a crucial issue
in all this has not always been clear. The issue has been obscured partly
by the fact that much of the better known NT christological discussion
has focused on ‘the titles of majesty’ (Hoheitstitel) ascribed to Jesus in
the NT,'? and partly by the fact that much of the debatc stimulated by
the History of Religions school has consisted of articles and monographs
on specific NT passages (particularly the christological hymns)."”® It
would also be true to say that in the post-World War II period the main
thrust of inquiries into christological origins has been in a different di-
rection — attempts to push forward a new quest of the historical Jesus,'*
or to trace the continuity between the message of Jesus and the post-
Easter christology of the earliest churches.'” The veritable flood of studies
on the resurrection of Jesus in the 1950s and 1960s'® is sufficient indication
that scholarly and popular interest was focused more on the issue of
Christ’s ‘post-existence’ than on the issue of his ‘pre-existence’.'’

In the past few years however there has been a revival of interest,
particularly within English speaking NT scholarship, in the question of
the incarnation as such and particularly in the origins of the doctrine -
a revival of interest signalled by the studies of J. Knox, The Humanity and
Divinity of Christ (1967), G. B. Caird, ‘“The Development of the Doctrine
of Christ in the New Testament’, Christ for us Today, ed. N. Pittenger
(1968), pp. 66-80, F. B. Craddock, The Pre-existence of Christ in the New
Testament (1968), the symposium, Christ, Faith and History: Cambridge Studies
in Christology, ed. S. W. Sykes and J. P. Clayton (1972), R. G. Hamerton-
Kelly, Pre-existence, Wisdom and the Son of Man (1973), J.A.T. Robinson,
The Human Face of God (1973), M. Wiles, The Remaking of Christian Doctrine
(1974), particularly ch. 3, A. T. Hanson, Grace and Truth: a Study in the
Doctrine of the Incarnation (1975), G. W. H. Lampe, God as Spirit: the
Bampton Lectures 1976 (1977), the well-publicized symposium entitled The
Myth of God Incarnate, ed. J. Hick (1977), including contributions on the
NT from M. Goulder and F. Young, which provoked several responses,
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particularly the sequel, Incarnation and Myth: the Debate Continued, ed. M.
Goulder (1979), in which C.F.D. Moule and G.N. Stanton join in the
NT dcbate, the fuller contribution of D. Cupitt, The Debate about Christ
(1979), and J.P. Mackey, Jesus: the Man and the Myth (1979), particularly
ch. 6.

All of these focus attention on the doctrine of the incarnation and
particularly its origin with differing degrees of intensity and from different
angles. Consider, for example, the following quotations.

The assertion of pre-existence was at first an assertion only about the context
or background of Jesus’ human existence, not about its nature or intrinsic
character . .. Paul undoubtedly affirmed the pre-existence of Christ and, in
whatever precise terms he pictured it, it was a transcendent, a heavenly state,
far removed in kind from our earthly human existence ... In the Fourth
Gospel it (the manhood of Jesus) has been so transformed by the divinity
surrounding it on all sides, as it were, as no longer to be manhood in any
ordinary sense . .. We can have the humanity without the pre-existence and
we can have the pre-existence without the humanity. There is absolutely no
way of having both."

Incarnation, in its full and proper sense, is not something directly presented
in scripture. It is a construction built on the variegated evidence to be found
there.

Talk of his (Jesus’) pre-existence ought probably in most, perhaps in all, cases
to be understood, on the analogy of the pre-existence of the Torah, to indicate
the eternal divine purpose being achieved through him, rather than pre-exist-
ence of a fully personal kind.?

God indwelt and motivated the human spirit of Jesus in such a way that in
him, uniquely, the relationship for which man is intended by his Creator was
fully realized . .. the same God, the Spirit who was in Jesus ... A union of
personal deity with human personality can only be a perfected form of inspi-
ration . . . incarnation, unless understood in inspirational terms is inadequate
... In Jesus the incarnate presence of God evoked a full and constant response
of the human spirit ... When Jesus is identified with the pre-existent Son,
belief in a true incarnation of God in Jesus is weakened.”

Jesus, the man of universal destiny.

Paul appropriated the idea of Jesus’ incarnation in the course of dialectic with
the Samaritan missionaries in Corinth and Ephesus between 50 and 55 ...
the incarnational speculations introduced into the church by Simon Magus
and his fellow-Samaritans . . .2

In the New Testament Jesus was the embodiment of all God’s promises
brought to fruition ... such a characterization represents New Testament
christology better than the idea of incarnation ... It is eschatology, not
incarnation, which makes Christ final in the New Testament . . . Christ is final
for Paul, not as God incarnate, but as last Adam.” :
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God’s Son is not a second coequal person alongside God the Father, but
simply Man ‘filled’ with God, united with God.**

Alternatively 'we may consider the following.

What we have seen in these New Testament materials (on the pre-existence
of Christ) is the adapting of what was adopted from the culture.”

The Hellenistic Church gave prominence to the pre-existence of Christ . . . by
identifying Christ with Wisdom, but in so doing . . . they were simply giving
their own form to an impulse which was expressed in the Palestinian traditions

by means of apocalyptic categories, and which derives ultimately from Jesus’

own use of the title ‘Son of Man’.%®

Some of the ‘highest’ christology in the New Testament is already present, by
implication at least, in the earliest datable documents of the New Testament
.. . Jesus is recognized as transcending the bounds of humanity.”

When New Testament ‘incarnational’ christology is examined carefully with
the tools of historical criticism, it frequently runs against first-century Jewish
and Hellenistic religious currents. Available categories are used, but always
with qualification.”

In one way or another then all these studies raise searching questions
about the origin of the doctrine of the incarnation. Unfortunately none
of them has been able to investigate the questions raised in sufficient
detail; not surprisingly since in most cases we are dealing with brief
essays forming part of a symposium, or individual chapters in wider
studies, or more popular lecture formats where detailed analysis is in-
appropriate or with more restricted investigations which do not cover the
whole range of material or do so only from a more limited perspective.”
However provocative and stimulating their insights and claims none
provides that thorough analysis of NT texts against their contemporary
background without which these insights and claims cannot properly be
evaluated.

There seems therefore to be a need for such a study — a sufficiently
detailed investigation of the NT materials in their historical contexts in
the light of the questions raised by the recent debate, as indeed also of
those questions which still remain in force from the earlier debates con-
cerning the Gnostic redeemer myth hypothesis.*® The questions can be
posed thus: How did the doctrine of the incarnation originate? Was it original
to Christianity, a unique claim unparalleled in the religious beliefs of the
time and indebted only to Christian revelation for its central assertion?
or an idea, a concept taken over from earliest Christianity’s Hellenistic
environment? or some kind of syncretistic amalgam of many diverse
aspirations of the religious spirit of the time for redemption from corrup-
tion and sin? How and when did it first come to expression — as a new and
unheard of development in christology made by second- or third-genera-
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tion Christians? or an explicit unfolding of something implicit in Christian
faith in Jesus from the first, perhaps even Jesus’ own claim for himself?
What precisely was it that was being expressed in these initial statements which now
speak to us so clearly of incarnation? What meaning would the original authors
of these statements have intended their readers to hear? How would the
first readers have understood them? In particular, since ‘pre-existence’
has been so much to the fore in the recent discussion, What does it mean
to speak of ‘the pre-existence of Christ’ in the NT? — that the NT writers
thought of Jesus himself as having existed in heaven before his life on
earth, or of Jesus as the embodiment/incarnation of a heavenly being
other than God, or of Jesus as God himself come to carth? or do such
distinctions fail to appreciate the sophistication of their thought, or at
least its difference from our own? Finally we might ask, Do the NT
writings throw any light on the value or otherwise of using the word
‘myth’ to describe the doctrine, whether in its beginnings or in its subse-
quent formulation?

These are the questions which motivate the present investigation. My
interest in them began during my rescarch for Unity and Diversity in the
New Testament (1977), when I came to an increasing recognition of the
centrality in first-century Christianity of a particular faith in Christ —
that the ‘unifying element’ in earliest Christianity was

the unity between the historical Jesus and the exalted Christ, that is to say,
the conviction that the wandering charismatic preacher from Nazareth had
ministered, died and been raised from the dead to bring God and man finally
together, the recognition that the divine power through which they now wor-
shipped and were encountered and accepted by God was one and the same
person, Jesus, the man, the Christ, the Son of God, the Lord, the life-giving
Spirit . . . Christianity begins from and finally depends on the conviction that
in Jesus we still have a paradigm for man’s relation to God and man'’s relation
to man, that in Jesus’ life, death and life out of death we see the clearest and
fullest embodiment of divine grace, of creative wisdom and power, that ever
achieved historical actuality, that the Christian is accepted by God and ena-
bled to love God and his neighbour by that same grace which we now recognize
to have the character of that same Jesus.*

In that book I could offer only a brief treatment of our present subject,*?
and already had in mind the need for a more extended study. Initially
this was conceived as only one or two essays, on Christ and Wisdom and
Christ and Adam. But the publication of The Myth of God Incarnate and
the controversy it aroused soon led me to the conclusion that a much
fuller and more careful investigation of the whole area was called for.
The range of material to be covered is fairly clear and can readily be
grouped under different headings. We can scarcely avoid analysing the
Son of God and Logos/Word language, the two most important categories
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in the classic patristic formulations. Hamerton-Kelly’s monograph (above
p- 3) reminds us that ‘Son of Man’ cannot be ignored. Several of the
contributors to the current debate clearly think that Jesus as ‘the Man
intended by God’ is the key to the whole (see the quotations on pp. 4f.),
so that New Man or Last Adam offers another heading. Lampe in par-
ticular points to the relation between Jesus and the Spirit of God, or God
as Spirit, as a further area (above p. 4). And most previous investigations
in this area have suggested that Wisdom christology is the strongest
antecedent to a full blown incarnation christology.*®

We start with ‘the Son of God'. ‘Son of God’ language was always
prominent in early Christian talk of Jesus and before long (fourth century)
established itself as the central and decisive christological title. In addi-
tion, as we shall see, it offers a better hope than the other prominent post-
Easter ascriptions of providing some sort of link and continuity with
Jesus’ own self-understanding. So our initial question is, What did the
first Christians (and Jesus himself?) mean when they spoke of Jesus as
God’s son, or Son of God, or the Son of the Father? Did this description
or title always imply the idea of incarnation — that Jesus was the incar-
nation of a heavenly (pre-existent) Son of God? - or did the thought of
incarnation only enter into or grow out of the title after it had been used
of Jesus for some time? (ch. II). From Son of God we turn to Son of Man.
Not only do the two phrases go naturally together (Son of God and son
of man), but the ‘one like a son of man’ in Dan. 7.13 seems to provide
us with just such a heavenly figure, and in I Enoch the Son of Man seems
to be clearly pre-existent. Since Jesus was obviously identified as the Son
of Man, and with reference to Dan. 7.13 in earliest Christian tradition,
can we not conclude straightforwardly that Jesus was identified with a
heavenly individual who therefore (by implication) had descended from
heaven and become incarnate in or as Jesus? (ch. I1I). The discussion of
Son of Man leads naturally to a discussion of Adam (since both ‘son of
man’ and adam in Hebrew idiom and language mean ‘man’). Here we
have the most plausible evidence that the Gnostic redeemer myth was
rooted in part at least in a fairly widespread pre-Christian speculation
concerning the first Man. Should the association between Adam and
Christ within the NT be interpreted accordingly (Christ as the Heavenly
or Prototype Man come to earth)? or should we interpret the Adam
christology present in the NT differently? (ch. IV).

From descriptions or titles which might refer to heavenly beings we
turn to heavenly beings as such. Angels were often conceived as inter-
mediaries in Jewish thought at the time of Jesus. And since ‘angel’ was a
very broad category, might it be the case that the doctrine of the incar-
nation began as an assessment of the risen Christ in such angelic cate-
gories? More plausible candidates present themselves in what appear to
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be divine intermediary figures who in Jewish thought were less easily
distinguishable from God himself. The Spirit of God — Jesus was under-
stood by the NT writers as a man inspired by the Spirit. But where does
the language of ‘inspiration’ become less appropriate and language of
‘incarnation’ hecome more appropriate? (ch. V). The Wisdom of God -
that Jesus was very early on described in terms drawn from pre-Christian
speculation concerning divine Wisdom is the nearest thing we have to a
major consensus in this whole area. What was the significance of this
Wisdom language when used of Jesus? Should we not simply say that
Christ was identified as pre-existent Wisdom? Or more boldly that Christ
was understood to be the incarnation of heavenly Wisdom come to earth?
(ch. VI). The Word of God — next to ‘Son of God’ the divine ‘Logos’ is the
most prominent title in the patristic discussions which shaped the classic
statements on the Trinity and the incarnation. The concept logos (word)
was also prominent from the earliest days of Christian writing. But how
soon can we speak of a Logos-christology? Is the most important single
NT statement in this whole investigation (‘the Word became flesh’ — John
1.14) a new departure taken by the prologue to John’s Gospel, or simply
an epigrammatic crystallization of what was already firmly rooted in the
pre-Johannine literature and thought? (ch. VII}. With the Logos incar-
nate who already in the Fourth Gospel is the Son of the Father we have
come full circle and conclusions can be drawn (ch. VIII).

I should explain at once that this division of the material is somewhat
arhitrary — necessarily so, because incvitably so: any analysis of complex
thought or profound claim from a perspective nineteen centuries removed
in time and culture is bound to be arbitrary in some degree. But the
alternative methods of proceeding, such as examining our available evi-
dence (Christian, pre-Christian and non-Christian) in chronnlogical order
or in some geographical sequence, would have resulted in equally arbi-
trary ordering of the evidence and almost certainly have produced a
much more ungainly and confusing discussion. I am also aware that my
proposed division of the material involves the serious danger of com-
partmentalizing the discussion overmuch — the danger, for example, of
drawing conclusions regarding the Son of God and Son of Man language
without taking into account the subsequent discussion of Wisdom — the
danger, in other words, of forgetting that these different formulations
would not have been independent of each other in much of the theolog-
izing of the time, but would simply have been different facets of more
complex and interlocking ways of assessing the significance of Jesus.3*
Mindful of this danger I have tried to let the different chapters interact
with each other even when it meant assuming the conclusions of later
paragraphs in the earlier, and in the final overview in chapter VIII we
will be able to step back and see more clearly the overall pattern formed
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by the interweaving of the different threads already examined in individ-
ual detail.

Three more preliminary remarks are probably called for. First, I have
not attempted to define ‘incarnation’ at the outset. This neglect is deli-
berate. There is considerable risk that any such definition would pre-set
the terms and categories of the investigation and prevent the NT authors
speaking to us in their own terms. He who defines too closely what he is
looking for at the start of a NT study in most cases will find it soon
enough, but usually in his wake will be left elements which were ignored
because they were not quite what he was looking for, and material and
meaning will often have been squeezed out of shape in order to fit the
categories prescribed at the outset. This danger has not always been
successfully avoided in the recent investigations of ‘pre-existence’ in the
NT. Or again, terms whose current technical meaning owes most to later
developments and clarifications can be too readily superimposed upon
the first-century material and hinder rather than help us in trying to
understand the meaning intended by these writings. This danger, of
confusing rather than clarifying the historical analysis, is present in a too
ready use of terms like ‘incarnation’, ‘myth’, ‘hypostasis’ and ‘adoptionist’
in exegeting the NT. My concern has been all the time, so far as it is
possible, to let the NT writers speak for themselves, to understand their words as
they would have intended, to hear them as their first readers would have heard them,
and thus to let their own understanding(s) of Christ emerge, and in
particular their own concept(s) of ‘incarnation’ take its (their) own shape.
If we are serious in our quest for the origins of the doctrine of the
incarnation we must let the NT evidence speak in its own terms and
dictate its own patterns. My description of our subject matter as ‘an
inquiry into the origins of the doctrine of the incarnation’ is to be under-
stood therefore as indicating the area of our inquiry, not as positing any
particular definition of incarnation or presupposing any particular state-
ment of ‘the doctrine of the incarnation’.”

Secondly, what follows is a fairly restricted inquiry with limited aims.
It is not a philosophical essay on the concept of incarnation as such. I
am well aware of at least some of the wider issues which have been
involved more or less from the beginning (not only since the Enlighten-
ment or in the present century). But I could not hope to tackle them in
sufficient depth or with sufficient rigour. The problem of how it is possible
to think of God or the Son of God become man cannot be discussed
independently of the problems of how to think of God, how to conceive
of personality, how to conceptualize the relation between spirit and mat-
ter, between ‘time’ and ‘eternity’. Nor is what follows intended as an
exercise in dogmatic theology, although I may say that my respect for
the patristic formulations and creeds has grown as my research proceed-
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ed. In neither of these areas have I sufficient expertise to handle the
issues involved. The following study is simply a historical investigation into
how and in what terms the doctrine of the incarnation first came to expression, an
endeavour to understand in its original context the language which in-
itially enshrined the doctrine of the incarnation or out of which the
doctrine grew. By this I mean that the following investigation is primarily
a NT study. Other literature both earlier and later will of course be
extensively used. To understand the language of the NT in its original
intention naturally involves asking where that language came from, what
its background was, how it was being understood in the wider usage of
that time — not, I should perhaps add, because the wider usage will
necessarily determine its meaning in the NT, but because without aware-
ness of the historical context of usage we will be unable to enter into the
thought world of the time and so be unable to grasp the nuances of the
NT usage, to hear what the first readers were intended to hear. Never-
theless, whatever light we may or may not shed on other Christian and
non-Christian writings the primary aim will always be to elucidate the
meaning of the relevant material within the NT itself.

It follows, thirdly, that the reader should not engage with Christology
in the Making in the hope of finding either a defence of or an attack on
any specific view of the incarnation. To answer the questions outlined on
pp- 5f. above will not necessarily clarify the classic credal statements on
the incarnation and will almost certainly not resolve the wider issues
mentioned in the preceding paragraph. I do not pretend that answering
these questions will necessarily make the doctrine of the incarnation any
more or any less believable, any more or any less thinkable for twentieth-
century man. But to know and grasp what it was that the first two or
three generations of Christians believed concerning Jesus in its own terms
and in the context of their own times cannot be unimportant and may
shed much light on the why and how of the doctrine which has been so
central in Christianity. And for those who like myself find the definition
of Christianity more clearly provided by the NT than by the creeds of
Catholic Christendom the answers to these questions will have a critical
bearing on faith itself. But all should bear in mind that truly to hear the
NT writers speaking in their own terms requires that the listener be open
to the possibility that some of his preconceived ideas will be challenged
and have to be rejected even when others are confirmed.

Finally I should perhaps say that I am all too conscious of the daunting
nature even of the limited task I have set myself, and of my own inade-
quacy when confronted with the multiplicity and diversity of the evidence
involved, not to mention the voluminous secondary literature. I have
occasionally wondered whether it would be wiser to hold the material
back and to reassess it again after a gap of several years. But the current



§1] THE ISSUE 11

debate shows how necessary it is for someone to work through the evi-
dence in detail, and I am sufficiently confident that my conclusions have
relevance and significance which goes beyond the current debate. So I
decided to let the material go forward, warts and all. I cannot hope to
have provided a final or definitive treatment, simply a contribution to
the study of Christian beginnings, an attempt to shed a little more light
on an area where weighty assertions and far-reaching claims are too often
too casually made. I certainly cannot hope to have avoided errors in
judgment and misplaced emphases (no doubt kindly readers will draw
my attention to them in due course), but perhaps some of the material
collected here, or the perspective presented here, or individual exegetical
findings and conclusions will help prevent more serious errors and em-
phases more wildly misplaced.



I1

THE SON OF GOD

§2. INTRODUCTION

We Believe . . . in ome Lord fesus Chrise, che Son of God, begotten ffom the
Father, only begotten, that is, from the substance of the Father, God from
God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten not made, of one
substance with the Father, through whom all things came into being, things
in heaven and things on earth, who because of us men and because of our
salvation became incarnate, becoming man . . . .

None of the other titles or ways of assessing Christ which we will be
examining has had both the historical depth and lasting power of ‘Son
of God’. Insofar as any titles can be said to have been part of Jesus’ own
teaching ‘Son of Man’ probably has the stronger claim than ‘Son of God’.
But whatever high significance ‘Son of Man’ had in apocalyptic contexts
in the first-century Christian texts, for second century Christian writers
it had come to denote simply Christ’s human sonship in contrast to his
divine sonship (see below p. 63). And in the controversies of the third,
fourth and fifth centuries it was the understanding of Christ as Son of
God which provided the absolutely crucial category in defining the nature
of Christ’s pre-existent deity, with ‘Son’ replacing ‘Logos’ as the more
suitable language in formulating the relationships of the divine persons
within the Godhead (see also below pp. 213f.), and the definition of
‘sonship’ growing steadily more precise — not merely ‘son of God’, but
God’s only Son (povoyevis), a term rescued from the Gnostics by Ir-
enaeus;’ ‘begotten not made’, one of the central thrusts made at Nicaea
against Arius; ‘begotten before all ages’, an assertion of the eternal gen-
eration of the Son which became a regular feature of the post-Nicene
creeds. These credal formulations have stamped a clear and lasting
impression on Christian thought of subsequent generations up to and
including the present day. So much so that it is generally taken for
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granted, axiomatic, part of the basic definition of what Christianity js,
that to confess Jesus as ‘the Son of God’ is to confess his deity, and very
easily assumed that to say ‘Jesus is the Son of God’ means and always
has meant that Jesus is the pre-existent, second person of the Trinity,
who ‘for us men and our salvation became incarnate’.

The title ‘Son of God’ is therefore of inescapable importance for our
study. An inquiry into the origins of the doctrine of the incarnation can
hardly ignore it. And the questions which have to be asked are fairly
obvious: Did the Son of God language when used of Jesus always have
this connotation of denoting deity, of signifying pre-existent divinity® If
s0, why was it applied by the earliest Christians to Jesus? ~ what was it
about Jesus that caused the first disciples to call him ‘Son of God’? If
not, how soon did the Son of God confession come to bear this signifi-
cance, and why? — was the new significance already implicit in the earljer
confession, simply an unfolding of what always had been true of Christ,
or was it a new departure, a claim made about Jesus which his first
discipies wouid have been unwiiling or not yet ready to affirm?

Our task is clear. We will look first at the wider use of the term ‘son
of God’ at the time of Jesus and the first Christians. This will enable us
to answer the crucial question: What would those who first used this language
about Jesus expect their hearers and readers to understand by the phrase? This does
not of course exclude the possibility that the first Christians (or Jesus
himself) intended to fill the phrase with new or distinctive meaning. But
it will help to make us aware of the hearers’ and readers’ ‘context of
meaning’, and so enable us the better to detect the occasions when a
speaker or writer intended to adapt or transform the phrase in a particular
way to make a distinctive claim for Jesus. With this in mind we will go
on to look more closely at the question of whether Jesus spoke or thought
of himself as the Son of God, and then at the NT passages in which the
language of sonship is used of Jesus, as far as possible in chronological
order.

§3. THE FIRST-CENTURY ‘CONTEXT OF
MEANING’

§3.1 What would it have meant to their hearers when the first Christians
called Jesus ‘son of God’? All the time in a study like this we must
endeavour to attune our listening to hear with the ears of the first
Christians’ contemporaries. We must attempt the exceedingly difficult
task of shutting out the voices of early Fathers, Councils and dogmaticians
down the centuries, in case they drown the earlier voices, in case the
carlier voices were saying something different, in case they intended their
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words to speak with different force to their hearers. Equally we must
beware of assuming that patterns and parallels which have become
suggestive or apparent to us from the vantage point of twentieth-century
History of Religions research were visible or intentional within the first
century itself. Where language and ideas are in a process of development
we who can see the end result of the process should beware of reading
that resultant meaning into the earlier stages of the development. What
may be ‘obvious’ to the twentieth-century scholar who can gather together
material from all sides and periods of the ancient world may have been
by no means obvious or intended by the NT writer whose perspective
was limited by the range of conceptualizations open to him within his
own particular (and limited) historical context.

Consequently we must ask, what did the phrase ‘son of God’ mean at
the time it was first used of Jesus? How broad or how precise was the
idea of divine sonship in the first half of the first century AD? In particular,
did the phrase ‘Son of God’ carry the same significance in the first century
as it does in the later creeds? Our problem here is illustrated by the
otherwise unimportant issue of whether we should capitalize the noun
‘son’ in reference to Jesus from the beginning. Such questions we can
hope to answer only by listening to the way(s) in which the language of
divine sonship was used at the time of the first Christians. Only then will
we have any idea what those listening to Paul and the others would have
understood by the phrase ‘son of God’. Only then will we have any hope
of determining whether Paul and the others intended to assume an al-
ready widely familiar meaning or whether they intended to invest the
phrase with new significance. We will look first at the range of meanings
embraced by ‘son of God’, and then note briefly the ranges of application
of the words ‘divine’ and ‘god’, since concepts of divinity and divine
sonship clearly do and in the past did overlap to a considerable extent.

§3.2 Son of God was a phrase widely used in the ancient world. The
meaning of the phrase in Jewish and Greck writings has been surveyed
several times in recent years, so nothing more than a summary at this
point is necessary.?

Those familiar with the wider circles of Hellenistic culture would know
that (1) some of the legendary heroes of Greek myth were called sons of
God - in particular, Dionysus and Heracles were sons of Zeus by mortal
mothers.* (2) Oriental rulers, especially Egyptian, were called sons of God.
In particular, the Ptolemies in Egypt laid claim to the title ‘son of Helios’
from the fourth century BC onwards,’ and at the time of Jesus ‘son of
god’ (vids Beob) was already widely used in reference to Augustus.® (3)
Famous philosophers also, like Pythagoras and Plato, were sometimes spoken
of as having been begotten by a god (Apollo).” (4) And in Stoic philosophy



§3.2) THE FIRST-CENTURY ‘CONTEXT OF MEANING’ 15

Zeus, the supreme being, was thought of as father of all men (since all
shared in divine reason),® as we are reminded by the quotation from the
Greek philosopher Aratus (third century BC) in Paul’s speech at Athens
— ‘For we are indeed his offspring’ (Acts 17.28).°

Even those whose cultural horizons were more limited to the literature
and traditions of Judaism would be aware that ‘son of God’ could be
used in several ways:'® (5) angels or heavenly beings — ‘the sons of God’ being
members of the heavenly council under Yahweh the supreme God (Gen.
6.2,4; Deut. 32.8; Job 1.6-12; 2.1-6; 38.7; Ps. 29.1; 89.6; Dan. 3.25); (6)
regularly of Israel or Israelites — ‘Israel is my first-born son’ (Ex. 4.22; Jer.
31.9; Hos. 11.1; see also e.g. Deut. 14.1; Isa. 43.6; Hos. 1.10); (7) the king,
so called only a handful of times in the OT ~ II Sam. 7.14 (taken up in
I Chron. 17.13; 22.10; 28.6), Ps. 2.7 and 89.26f."!

In intertestamental Judaism these uses of ‘son of God’ were developed.
(8) In I Enoch angels are called ‘sons of heaven’ and ‘sons of the God of
heaven’ (13.8; 106.5; also 69.4-5; 71.1).'2 (9) Philo in his unique blend
of Stoic and Jewish thought calls God ‘the supreme Father of gods and
men’ (Spec. Leg. 11.165; Opif. 84) and frequently speaks of God as Father
in relation to creation (e.g. Heres 236; Spec. Leg. 111.189), not hesitating to
call both the cosmos God’s Son (Immut. 31f.; Spec. Leg. 1.96) and the
Logos ‘God’s first-born’ (Conf. 146; Som. 1.215)."® (10) Not only is Israel
as a whole called ‘son of God’ (Wisd. 9.7; 18.13; Jub. 1.24f; Ps. Sol.
17.30), but individual Israelites, specifically the righteous man (Wisd.
2.13,16,18; 5.5; Sir. 4.10; 51.10; Ps.Sol. 13.8), the Maccabean martyrs
(‘children of heaven’ — I1 Macc. 7.34), or those who do what is good and
pleasing to nature (Conf. 145-7; Spec. Leg. 1.318). In the Hellenistic Jewish
romance Joseph and Asenath (late first century AD? perhaps earlier),
Joseph is called ‘the son of God’ by the Egyptian Asenath (and other
non-Jews) because of his great beauty (6.2-6; 13.10; 21.3)."* (11) In
particular, attention has recently been drawn to two Jewish charismatics
remembered in rabbinic literature — one Honi, the ‘circle-drawer’ (first
century BC), who according to tradition prayed to God ‘like a son of the
house’ and had the reputation of enjoying a relationship of intimate
sonship with God which ensured the success of his petitions (Taan. 3.8);'®
the other Hanina ben Dosa, from the generation following Jesus, whom
a heavenly voice was said to have addressed as ‘my son’ (bTaan. 24b).'
(12) Finally, the Dead Sea Scrolls have thrown up three interesting
fragments: one speaks of the time ‘when (God?) will have begotten the
Messiah among them’ (IQSa 2.11£.);'7 in the second, the hoped for Davidic
Messiah is described specifically in the language of divine sonship using
II Sam. 7.11-14 (‘he shall be my son’) and possibly associating it with
Ps. 2.7 (4QFlor. 1.10-fin.);'® the other says of one who apparently is to be
a mighty king (Messiah?) — ‘He shall be hailed (as) the Son of God, and
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they :hall call him Son of the most High (4QpsDan A* cf. Test. Levi
4.2).!

The degree of similarity between the use of ‘son of God’ within Jewish
writings and its use in the wider Hellenistic world is noticeable. In
particular, it was obviously a widespread belief or convention that the
king was a son of God either as descended from God or as representing
God to his people. So too both inside and outside Judaism human beings
could be called ‘sons of God’ either as somehow sharing the divine mind
or as being specially favoured by God or pleasing to God. We shall delay
further comment till we have cast our net more widely.

§3.3 Insofar as ‘son of God’ contains some affirmation of divinity or of
relation to deity it obviously overlaps with two other words of similar
connotation ~ the adjective ‘divine’ and the noun ‘god’. Does their use in
application to men shed any light on the complementary term ‘son of
God™?

(@) For nearly half a century the concept of the ‘divine man’ has attracted
important sections of NT scholarship,” with the focus in the most recent
phase falling principally on the link between divinity and miracle working
~ the ‘divine man’ as one who speaks and acts with overwhelming power
and thus demonstrates his divinity. The discussion however has been
something of a wild goose chase since there is no clear or single concept
of a ‘divine man’ in our period, as more recent and more careful analyses
have shown.?! In broad terms ‘divine’ evidently meant something or
someone related in some way to God or the gods; and where the heavenly
was thought to be in continued interaction with the earthly its application
to human beings covered the full range of this interaction. Thus heroes
were frequently called ‘divine’ in Homer,?? and from Augustus onwards
‘divine’ became a fixed term in the imperial cult, ‘the divine Caesar’.?®
At the other end of the spectrum it could mean simply ‘pious’, ‘godly’.?*
In between it was regularly used in the sense of ‘extraordinary,
outstanding’ (of men specially favoured or gifted by God or the gods or
heaven) or ‘inspired’ (as a prophet).? For example, Josephus’s most
regular use of the adjective seems to fall within this middle range of
meaning (Bell. IV.625; Ant. 11.232; 111.180; VIIIL.34,187,234,243;
X.35,241; XVIII1.64).% Since ‘divine’ is not used in the NT of Jesus (or
anyone else) we need not pursue our inquiry here any further. The point
to be noted is simply that when the adjective ‘divine’ was used of indi-
viduals at the time of Jesus and the first Christians its range of application
was somewhat similar to that of ‘son of God’.

(b) It will occasion little surprise when we realize that ‘god’ also was
used with a similar range of application to particular men. Once again
we find that heroes were sometimes called ‘god’;? and that ‘god’ was a
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regular title of emperors and kings from Hellenistic times onwards? — we
may think, for example, of Antiochus Epiphanes (= God made mani-
fest).” Similarly, as with ‘divine’, ‘god’ was quite often used of famous
or important individuals — again philosophers in particular;* for example,
Empedocles says, ‘I go about among you an immortal god, no more
mortal’,*' and in Philostratus Apollonius defends himself against the
emperor Domitian on the count of being called a god by arguing that
‘every man who is considered good is honoured with the title of “god”’
(Apollonius of Tyana VII1.4). Rather more striking is the fact that the king
or judges in Israel seem on one or two occasions to be called ‘gods’ even
within the OT itself (Ps. 45.6; 82.6; cf. Ex. 21.6; 22.8; Isa. 9.6f.) - a
significant factor when we recall how these Psalm passages are used in
reference to Jesus in Heb. 1.8 and John 10.34f. respectively.’? More
striking still is the degree to which despite its monotheism Judaism in
the first century AD and thereafter could accommodate talk of some of its
great figures of the past in terms approaching deity. In particular, III
Enoch has been cited:* in 111 Enoch 3-16 Enoch is taken up to heaven
and becomes Metatron, the Prince of the Presence, even being called ‘the
lesser Yahweh’ (12.5 — with reference to Ex. 23.21, ‘For my name is in
him’);* but the date of the book is uncertain and is probably later than
our period;* and although the heresy of calling Metatron a second ‘divine
power in heaven’ is traced back to Elisha ben Abuya (c. 110-135), it may
reflect Christian influence of one sort or another (see below pp. 80f).*
The passages which do come from the first century AD or earlier relate
chiefly to Moses. Josephus twice reports the possibility of speculation
that Moses had been taken or had returned to the deity (16 Getov) (Ant.
II1.96f.; 1V.326; cf. Philo, Mos. 11.288). Philo expounds Ex. 4.16 and 7.1
in several places and does not scruple to say such things of Moses as ‘He
(God) appointed him as god’ (Sac. 9), or of one as ‘no longer man but
God’ (Prob. 43; see also Som. 11.189; Mos. 1.158; Qu.Ex. 11.29).*” And in
the ‘Moses Romance’ of Artapanus (first or second century BC) Moses is
said to have been deemed worthy to be honoured like a god and to have
been named Hermes by the Egyptian priests (Frag. 3.6, in Eusebius,
Praep.Ev. 1X.27).%

§3.4 In the light of all this evidence what can we say about the context
of meaning for the earliest Christian description of Jesus as ‘son of God’?
Several points call for comment by way of clarification.

(@) The language of divine sonship and divinity was in widespread and varied
use in the ancient world and would have been familiar to the contemporaries of Jesus,
Paul and John in a wide range of applications. When used in reference to
individual human beings it could denote anything from a righteous or
pious man, one who lived in close accord with the divine, to a heavenly
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or semi-heavenly being, including on the way particularly kings and
rulers and especially wise or gifted or inspired men. We should not ignore
the fact that all three terms examined above (‘son of God’, ‘divine’, ‘god’)
had a similar breadth of reference. Our own modern speech is familiar
with the wide and sometimes casual application of a description like
‘godly’ or ‘divine’ (*he was absolutely divine’). But centuries of Christ-
ianity have made us hesitate to be quite so free in our use of ‘son of God’
or ‘god’ when speaking of other men. What we must try to reckon with
is the fact that the contemporaries of the first Christians were not so
inhibited. In the first century AD ‘son of God’ and ‘god’ were used much more
widely in reference to particular individuals than is the case today.

(b) Granted this breadth of usage and a certain casualness in the
freedom with which this language was used, we should not assume that
all those who heard the first Christians speak of Jesus as ‘son of God’
would necessarily hear or understand the same thing. We know from
Acts 14.11-13 and 28.6 how simple was the faith of many ordinary folk,
how ready they were to accept the stories of ancient heroes as factual
events, how readily they saw in an extraordinary event proof of another
man’s deity.® But we know too that the more sophisticated, then as now,
thought little of such talk of deity, and could pour scorn on it as idle
speculation when they chose (note particularly Seneca’s Pumpkinification
of Claudius, AD 54, and Lucian’s de morte Peregrini 39~40).*® Talk of divine
sonship and divinity could be taken quite literally by some, and by others a5 a
sophisticated metaphor or an idle tale unworthy of respect. Luke tells us how Paul
reacted to the superstition of the simple folk of Lystra (Acts 14.14-18),
and shows us a Paul who was familiar with the wider ranges of philo-
sophical thought on the same subject (Acts 17.28f.). But we must always
remember to ask how sophisticated were the readers of his letters.

(¢) If the distinction between simple and sophisticated hearers is po-
tentially important, so too is the distinction between Jew and Gentile.
There is no question of a clear cut difference between ‘Judaism’ and
‘Hellenism’ in their respective talk of divine sonship and divinity. On the
contrary Jewish sources have shown almost as wide a range of usage as
non-Jewish. But it would be unfair to the evidence if we did not draw
attention to the fact that Jewish writings tend to be more scrupulous and less free
in their attribution of divine sonship and divinity to men. (1) In the OT itself
only the handful of texts referred to above (§3.2 (7)) clearly speak of an
individual as ‘son of God’ (the king), and on each occasion it is probable
that the language denotes legal legitimation rather than adoption, with
any suggestion of physical sonship deliberately excluded. As for the
righteous man or the charismatic being a ‘son of God’ there is no sugges-
tion in any of the texts in question of an individual man being thereby
somehow divinized. (2) Philo’s language is the boldest, but he does
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exercise a noticeable restraint in his description of individuals as ‘sons of
God’ or ‘divine’, only rarely using either of historical persons.*? Similarly
we must notice that despite some extravagant language with regard to
Moses, he is elsewhere quite clear that Ex. 4.16 and 7.1 ascribe deity to
Moses only in a relative sense, of Moses in relation to Aaron and Pharaoh,
of a wise man in relation to a foolish man, of mind in relation to mouth
or soul (Leg.All. 1.40; Det. 161f; Migr. 84; Mut. 128), and the overall
impression is that he deliberately refrained from interpreting the two
Exodus passages literally.*® Likewise it is significant that Artapanus and
Josephus report talk of Moses’ deification as a speculation or opinion
held by others — as a speculation ruled out by Moses (Josephus, Ant.
1V.326), as an opinion held by Egyptian priests (Frag. 3.6).* The point to
be underlined is that Jewish apologists in and before the first century AD could
use extravagant language atiributing deily in some sense to particular individuals
and yet not intend it o be taken literally and without wishing to diminish the
distinction between God and man. It is only in the probably later text of 111
Enoch that this distinction becomes really threatened.

§3.5 Perhaps the most striking of all is the surprising absence within
the range of materials surveyed above of the idea of a son of God or
divine individual who descends from heaven to earth to redeem men such
as might explain the rise of similar (sounding) language about Jesus
particularly in the Fourth Gospel. We certainly have examples of men
being exalted to divine status.* In respect to Jewish traditions the nearest
equivalent belief not unnaturally focused on great figures of the past
whose end was obscure — Moses and Eljjah, Jeremiah, Enoch and Mel-
chizedek.*® But as we saw above, the Jewish authors who report such
ideas about Moses are careful to distance themselves from them (p. 19
above). Similarly Elijah is never deified in Jewish or Christian thinking.*’
Jeremiah appears in II Macc. 15.13f. as a figure of heavenly majesty, but
this is out of character with the normal Jewish interest in Jeremiah in
our period.*® Enoch is described as one transformed into angel-like form
(Asc. Isa. 9.9; cf. Jub. 4.23; I Enoch 71.11; II Enoch 22.8), and is
identified as the Son of Man in the Similitudes of Enoch (I Enoch 71.14;
see below I1I n.64) and as Metatron in III Enoch, identifications which
evidently gave rise to the heresy of the ‘two powers’ in rabbinic eyes (see
above p. 17 and below pp. 80f.) - but in each case issues of dating make
the material problematic for us to use (see above p. 17 and below pp.
77f). And the appearance of Melchizedek in the Dead Sea Scrolls (11Q
Melch.), in the role it would seem of captain of the heavenly hosts,
possibly implies belief that Melchizedek had been exalted to angelic
status, one of the archangels in heaven (cf. the role of Michael in IQM
9.15f;; 17.6) (though see also below pp. 20f. and 152f). But none of these
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provide us with a possible background to Christian belief in Jesus as Son
of God come down from heaven. What other evidence is there?

We have examples of gods appearing in the guise of men, as in the
legend of Baucis and Philemon (Ovid, Metam. VII1.626-721);*° but again
these hardly provide a precedent for us. Here too we can mention in-
stances where men were taken for gods — Moses (above p. 17), Herod
Agrippa (Acts 12.20-3; Josephus, Art. XIX.343-50), Paul and Barnabas
(Acts 14.8-18) — but at a level of popular superstition which Jews and
Christians would not and did not approve (as the same passages make
clear).”® We have examples of men who are said by some to be offspring
of a union between some god and a mortal woman (Dionysus, Heracles,
Alexander the Great);>' but this was foreign to Jewish thought and Jewish
writers seem to have avoided the conception completely {including Philo,
the Jewish writer most open on many points to Greek thought).® We
have the idea of the king/pharaoh as the offspring of a god or indeed as
the manifestation of a god on earth (above pp. 14f., 17); but this was
probably merely conventional language (as indeed the similar Jewish talk
may imply — above p. 18), and when it was taken too seriously by a king
the Jewish reaction was strong (Dan. 11.36; cf. II Thess. 2.3-12). We
even have talk which sounds like incarnation — in Plutarch Romulus
speaks of ‘the gods from whom I came’ (Plutarch, Lives: Romulus 28.2),
and Augustus is represented by Virgil as Apollo come to earth (Eclogues
1V.6-10) and by Horace as Mercury descended in the guise of a man
(Odes 1.2.41-52);> but how seriously this sort of language was taken by
the ancient world may be judged by Celsus’s comment - ‘O Jews and
Christians, no god or son of god either came or will come down (to
earth)’ (Origen, cont.Cels. V.2).%*

We come nearer the mark with Jewish angelology. As we shall see in
chapter V, Jewish tradition was long familiar with the idea of angels
appearing on earth, and in the literature of the period we have examples
of archangels being sent to earth (e.g. Tob. 3.16f.; Joseph and Asenath
14-17; Test. Job. 2-5; Test. Abr. 7.3-17); but these are usually ‘short-
term visitors’, messengers sent for a particular purpose,” and the nar-
rators usually make it clear that they cannot be thought of as divine
beings who have become human beings.*® If 11QMelch. was thinking of
the Melchizedek of Gen. 14 as an angel descended it was probably
because the Genesis narrative invited the understanding of Melchizedek
as such a short-term visitor (cf. Heb. 7.3 — but see further below pp.
152£.).> The suggestion that already the writer to the Hebrews thought
of Melchizedek as ‘a divine being in human form’*® (‘without mother’
and ‘without father’ implying a superhuman origin) expresses the opti-
mism of the earlier History of Religions School that it was possible to
trace the origins of the Gnostic redeemer myth back to a pre-Christian
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date (but see below ch. IV). These adjectives are better explained how-
ever by reference to the typically rabbinic exegetical principle (what is
not in the text, is not),” or, as we shall see, by recognizing some influence
from Philo or Philonic thought on Melchizedek as an embodiment or
allegorical expression of the Logos (see below pp. 53f.).°° The only ex-
ception at this point seems to be the so-called Prayer of Joseph, which
speaks of an archangel (Israel) who became (incarnate as) the patriarch
Jacob; but this fragment is preserved only in Origen® and presupposes
a more developed ranking among the archangels®? than we find elsewhere
in the first century AD (cf. and contrast the earlier formulations in Jub.
2.2; I Enoch 20; 61.10; and the relatively undeveloped angelology of the
Revelation of John), so that a date before the second century AD becomes
difficult to maintain. Of the other ‘immortals’ mentioned above (p. 19)
who could he conceived as descending (again) to earth from their exalted
role in heaven, only Elijah and Enoch come into question (particularly
I Enoch 90.31; Apoc. Elijah 3.90-9), though here again the interpretation
of the material and its possible influence at a sufficiently early stage to
affect our inquiry is very debatable.®® We shall have to consider this
whole range of material and its bearing on our subject more fully below
(pp- 92-5 and 152-4).

There is also the possibility that the earliest of the Gnostic redeemers,
Simon and Menander, provide a sufficiently early parallel.* But though
the individuals are from the first century it is much less certain that the
teaching which saw any of them as heavenly redeemers descended to
earth goes back so far.®® The strongest evidence of such a first-century
belief concerning Simon is the striking phrase in Acts 8.10, according to
which Simon was hailed by the Samaritans as ‘the power of God which
is called Great’. Behind Luke’s description probably lies a claim by Simon
himself, ‘I am the Great Power’ (MeyaAn Advoapis) —a claim presumably
to be the highest god (cf. Mark 14.62).% However it by no means necess-
arily follows that pre-existence is implied by this phrase:*’ it may be,
alternatively, that Simon laid claim to be possessed by the Great Power
at moments of high inspiration or in order to work magic (if he was
indeed a magician ~ cf. Acts 8.11),% or indeed that he had been apoth-
eosed into the Great Power at some point in his career (see above n.45;
cf. Acts 12.22; Suetonius, Twelve Caesars 1V.22 — Gaius Caligula). The
wider question of the Gnostic redeemer myth we will return to in chapter
Iv.

There remain the strongest candidates and the claims that Jewish
writers had already embraced the thought of a pre-existent Messiah or
Son of Man, or of pre-existent divine intermediaries between God and
man, particularly Spirit, Wisdom and Word, any of whose missions to
earth might conceivably have implied or given rise to the idea of incar-
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nation. In every case the discussion of these possibilities is too complex
to be summarized here and final conclusions must await the findings of
subsequent chapters. In the meantime, having cleared the ground some-
what in preparation for the main investigation we can at least draw the
provisional conclusion that there is little or no good evidence from the period
prior to Christianity’s beginnings that the Ancient Near East seriously entertained
the idea of a god or son of god descending from heaven to become a human being in
order lo bring men salvation, except perhaps at the level of popular pagan
superstition.%®

§3.6 Conclusion. Our aim has been to discover as far as possible the
context of meaning within which earliest Christian talk of Jesus as God’s
son would have been understood by those who first heard it. Our study
of the terms ‘son of God’, ‘divine’ and ‘god’ when used of men, has shown
how broad was the overlap, or how extensive the interaction between the
realms of God and men in the thought of the time. None of these terms
in themselves indicate where the individual so described stands within
that interaction. They all denote one who is related to God (the divine)
in some way — that is quite clear. But whether the relationship is of an
individual who lived in close accord with God (specially favoured by
God, specially pleasing to God), or of something much more (embodying
deity in some way), that is not clear. Certainly ‘son of God’ as applied ta
Jesus would not necessarily have carried in and of itself the connotation of deity. So
too the degree of caution observed by those from within the Jewish
tradition, including those most influenced by the wider categories of
Hellenistic philosophy, and the lack of pre-Christian parallels which
might have provided a source for the Christian doctrine of incarnation
(heavenly redeemers descending to earth), should make us equally cau-
tious about offering hasty hypotheses concerning Hellenistic influence on
the first (Jewish) Christians. With this fuller awareness of the context of
meaning in mind we can now turn to examine the particular application
of the language of divine sonship to Jesus.

§4. JESUS’ SENSE OF SONSHIP

§4.1 Did Jesus speak or think of himself as God’s Son? Can we even
hope to answer this question? And if the answer both times is Yes, what
significance would it have? — son of God in what sense? — as a heavenly
being who had taken earthly form? as the Davidic Messiah? as a
‘righteous man’? as a charismatic teacher or healer? or what?

The whole issue of Jesus’ self-consciousness and its significance is one
which has remained at the forefront of NT christological study more or
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less throughout the past two centuries. This long running debate gives us
a fair idea of the problems involved in any modern attempt to speak of
Jesus’ self-consciousness or sense of sonship in particular. So it is worth
pausing briefly to remind ourselves of the course of the debate and how
it has highlighted the problems. The debate itself can roughly be cate-
gorized as falling into three or four broad and overlapping phases. During
the first phase we may say that the issue was posed primarily in terms of
Jesus’® consciousness of divinity, with the classical two natures doctrine of
Christ’s person providing the starting point for the debate. The problem
had always been how to conceive of the two natures coexisting in one
person. But when in the nineteenth century it was reformulated in terms
of Jesus’ self-consciousness the problem became all the sharper: could a
single personality combine a truly human consciousness with a conscious-
ness of pre-existent divinity? Two classic treatments from this period
offered alternative answers. F. D. E. Schleiermacher felt that the answer
must be negative and proceeded to offer a more subtle restatement in
terms of Jesus’ consciousness of God operative in him.” H., P. Liddon
however found no difficulty in reaffirming the classic position in terms of
Jesus’ consciousness, stating boldly, for example, that in John 8.58 ‘He
unveils a consciousness of Eternal Being’.”’

The striking feature about these treatments is that both expositions
were dependent on the Fourth Gospel to a critical degree,”? and where
Liddon’s position continues to be maintained, in conservative circles or
popular apologetics, the same dependence on the Fourth Gospel is still
evident.” But the heirs of Schleiermacher could not follow his path.
Already before his Life of Jesus was published (the lectures were delivered
in 1832) the Fourth Gospel was becoming more and more suspect as a
straightforward historical source for discovering Jesus’ self-consciousness,
and with the growing recognition of its theological character,’ attempts
to rediscover Jesus’ own sclf-estimate had to shut themselves up more
and more to the first three Gospels. This move away from the Fourth
Gospel as a source for determining Jesus’ self-consciousness marks the
beginning of the second phase, during which the characteristic focus of
discussion became Jesus® messianic consciousness. Some denied that Jesus had
any consciousness of messiahship, but the great bulk of Liberal Protestant
scholarship in the latter decades of the nineteenth century and early
decades of the twentieth affirmed Jesus’ messianic consciousness with
confidence.” During this phase the typical questions were whether the
development of Jesus’ self-consciousness could now be traced — with the
most significant moments usually identified as his baptism, the reaction
consequent upon the failure of his initial hope (‘the Galilean spring
time’), and Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi — and whether Jesus
regarded himself as Messiah or rather as Messiah designate.
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As undue reliance on the historicity of the Fourth Gospel marks the
first phase, so the assumption that Markan priority implies the reliability
of Markan chronology marks the second. So too it has been the increasing
abandonment of that assumption, consequent upon the work of W. Wrede
and the early form critics, which has marked the emergence of the third
phase. Characteristic of this phase has been a growing recognition of the
fragmentariness of our source material,”® and of the difficulty if not
impossibility of uncovering a historical individual’s self-consciousness —
how can we at 2,000 years remove in time and culture put ourselves in
the shoes of, enter into the mind of one from whom we have nothing
direct and most of whose sayings are uncertain as to original context and
form?”” Consequently there has been an extensive retreat from the idea
that Jesus entertained an explicit christology, and a widespread feeling
that even if we could talk of ‘consciousness of divinity’ or ‘messianic
consciousness’ we could never hope to uncover it by historical-critical
methods.” At best, where the quest of the historical Jesus has not con-
tinued to be seen as a wild goose chase, scholarly inquiry has tended to
focus on the possibility of discerning an implicit christology in the words
and deeds of Jesus,” or, in one formulation of the issue, on the possibility
of speaking of Jesus’ self-understanding rather than self-consciousness.®

We should perhaps distinguish a fourth phase emerging most clearly in
the past few years and marked by something of a swing back of the
pendulum and an attempt by some scholars to reclaim older positions.
Thus, for example, whereas the Bultmann circle has largely dominated
the post World War II discussion in this area, we now find P. Stuhl-
macher, pupil and successor of E. Kdsemann at Tubingen, readily affirm-
ing the authenticity of such crucial logia as Mark 10.45 and 14.62 as
words of the historical Jesus and (in retreat from an earlier conclusion)
maintaining the historicity of Matt. 11.2-6/Luke 7.18-23.%' Outside the
Bultmann circle the continued advocacy of J. Jeremias has succeeded in
bringing back the question of sonship to the centre of the debate:* his
demonstration that addressing God as abba (Father) was a characteristic
and distinctive feature of Jesus’ prayer-life has been widely accepted even
though with qualifications in many instances.?® Already in 1958 V. Taylor
was building on Jeremias’s early work in his NT christology, with chapter
headings including ‘The Divine Consciousness of Jesus’ and ‘The Emerg-
ence of the Divine Consciousness of Jesus’.3* At the same time increasing
attempts have been made to recall the testimony of the Fourth Gospel to
the discussion; its value as a historical source has been reasserted,® its
discourses have been brought forward again as yielding authentic utter-
ances of the historical Jesus,® and the recent attempts to argue for its
composition within the first generation of Christianity (pre-AD 70)% will
doubtless provide some encouragement in this direction.
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The discussions of preceding decades thus set our agenda. We must
clarify, first, whether we today can hope to know or say anything about
Jesus’ self-consciousness; second, whether the evidence of the Synoptic
Gospels will allow us to draw any firm conclusions about Jesus’ con-
sciousness of sonship in particular; and third, whether we can after all
draw in the evidence of john’s Gospel at this point.

§4.2 Can the historian hope to penetrate into the self-consciousness {or
self-understanding) of a historical individual? The answer must be in the
affirmative, otherwise history would be nothing more than a dreary ca-
talogue of dates and documentation. It is because the historian experi-
ences his study as a real encounter with vital personalities that his task
is so exciting. He can inquire after motivation and intention, after the
meaningfulness of words, acts and events for the individuals involved at
the time, and, if he has adequate source material, a critical eye and a
sensitive ear, can hope for positive answers. He can never be certain that
he is right, but he would not be worthy of his profession if he did not
expect to provide a plausible and convincing character study of his chosen
subjects.

In many instances there will be particular utterances or comments of
particular individuals which will provide as it were a key which unlocks
the mystery of the historical personality, a clue to his or her character,
a window into his or her soul. 1 think for example of such revealing
comments made by Louis XIV, the epitome of the absolute monarch. In
his Memoirs (ET 1806) he writes:

In my heart I prefer fame above all else, even life itself . . . In exercising a
totally divine function here on earth, we must appear incapable of turmoils
which could debase it.

The modern historian reading such a statement quite legitimately con-
cludes: ‘In genuine faith Louis viewed himself as God’s representative on
earth and considered all disobedience and rebellion to be sinful’.®® Equally
revealing is Churchill’s description of the night in May 1940, following
his invitation by the king to form a Government:

As I went to bed at about 3 a.m. I was conscious of a profound sense of relief.
At last I had the authority to give directions over the whole scene. I felt as if
I were walking with destiny, and that all my past life had been but a prep-
aration for this hour and for this trial.®

Now, of course, both examples are taken from the personal writings of
the individual concerned, and in the case of Jesus we have nothing like
that, only sayings passed down to us at best sccond or third hand. The
point which does emerge however is that statements of historical personalities
can so embody their feelings and a consciousness (or conviction) as to their own
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significance, even if only at a particular point in their lives, that we today can know
something of their feelings and sense something of that consciousness through these
same statements. So the question we must ask is whether we have any such
statements or utterances attributed to Jesus which go back to him. In my
judgment the answer is almost certainly Yes. For example, there are
those sayings of Jesus which express what Bultmann himself called ‘the
immediacy of eschatological consciousness’ (Matt. 11.5f./Luke 7.22f;
Matt. 13.16f./Luke 10.23f; Matt. 12.41f/Luke 11.31f; Luke 12.54-6),%
and in subsequent chapters we shall meet more which embody a con-
sciousness of eschatological power (e.g. Matt. 12.28/Luke 11.20) and
authority (‘Amen’, ‘But I say . . .").*! The question which confronts us in
the present chapter is whether we have any of Jesus’ actual words which
embody a ‘sense of sonship’, or even a consciousness of divine sonship. A
not inconsiderable problem of course is how we might expect to recognize
such a consciousness of divine sonship, of being divine, should we be
confronted with a saying which expresses it. That is hardly a problem we
could hope to resolve in the abstract, if at all. It is however a question
which we must bear in mind as we turn to examine actual sayings of
Jesus.

§4.3 Will the evidence of the Synoptic Gospels allow us to draw any
firm conclusions about Jesus’ consciousness of sonship, about Jesus’ un-
derstanding of his relationship with God? I have examined this question
in detail in an earlier study® and here need do little more than summarize
my earlier findings and carry forward the discussion on the basis of these
earlier detailed arguments.

(a) First, as Jeremias has shown, abba (Father) was a characteristic
feature of Jesus’ prayers. This mannerism is attested in all five strata of
the Gospel tradition, it is a consistent feature of his recorded prayers and
of his teaching on prayer, and in the only two references to an abba-prayer
in the literature of the earliest Christians (Rom. 8.15f,; Gal. 4.6) it is
referred back to the Spirit of the Son, the Spirit who gives believers a
share in his sonship.®® It is excessively difficult therefore to avoid "the
conclusion that it was a characteristic of Jesus’ approach to God in prayer that
he addressed God as ‘abba’ and that the earliest Christians relained an awareness
of this fact in their own use of ‘abba’>*

(6) Second, Jesus’ habit of addressing God as ‘abba’ distinguished
Jesus in some degree from his contemporaries.”® Here the argument is
more difficult and has come under attack. The problem is that Jeremias
has overstated his case when he claims that ‘we do not have a single
example of God being addressed as ““Abba” in Judaism’.*® For one thing
we have some of the evidence cited above (pp. 15f.) which at least suggests
that ‘the righteous man’ in Wisdom circles thought of himself as God’s
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son (Wisd. 2.13,16) and addressed God as ‘Father’ with a degree of
intimacy which in Aramaic could well have been expressed by ‘Abba’
(Wisd. 14.3; Sir. 23.1,4; 51.10; III Macc. 6.3,8). So too with the Jewish
charismatics mentioned above (p. 15). Vermes in fact maintains that
‘whereas the customary style of post-biblical prayer is “Lord of the
universe”, one of the distinguishing features of ancient Hasidic piety is
its habit of alluding to God precisely as “Father” *.%” And for another,
we cannot exclude the possibility that Jesus’ use of abba reflects a much
wider prayer habit of which we no longer have knowledge since it was a
‘domestic piety’ and found no written expression (since it needed none).
It may indeed be, as M. Smith maintains, that ‘abba comes from lower
class Palestinian piety. Since we have almost no other evidence for such
piety — the rabbis and Qumranites were learned cliques — Jesus’ usage
cannot safely be supposed unique.’®®

Nevertheless, despite Jeremias’s overstatement, it is still possible to
argue that Jesus stands out from his contemporaries at this point. (1)
The use of abba as an address to God was in some degree unusual,
because of its note of family intimacy. We may contrast here the prayers
which all pious Jews probably said every day or every week (what became
the Kaddish, the Eighteen Benedictions, and possibly other Morning and
Evening Prayers).” We are not entirely lacking in knowledge of the
prayers used regularly by Jesus’ contemporaries both inside and outside
the synagogue. And on the evidence we have Jesus’ abba-prayer does
strike a distinctive note. In particular it is worth observing that ‘the
Lord’s prayer’ is in effect an adaptation of one of these prayers (the
Kaddish), presumably an adaptation for his disciples’ private devotions
of a prayer widely used in Galilee and/or Judea at that time, and an
adaptation which begins precisely by introducing the intimate word abba
(Luke 11.2). (2) Again, on the evidence we have there is nothing else-
where approaching the regularity and consistency with which Jesus used
abba in his prayers. For example, Sir. 23.1,4 is 2 much more elaborate
form of address, and both in Josephus and the Mishnah Honi the circle-
drawer’s prayer begins with the more formal ‘King of the universe’ or
‘Lord of the world’ (Ant. XIV.24; Taan. 3.8; though cf. Matt. 11.25/Luke
10.21). (3) The clear implication of Rom. 8.15f. and Gal. 4.6f. is that
Paul regarded the abba prayer as something distinctive to those who had
received the eschatological Spirit. Had it been in common usage within
any other large group or class within Palestine or Judaism Paul could
hardly have thought of it in this way, as a distinguishing mark of those
who shared the Spirit of Jesus’ sonship, of an inheritance shared with
Christ. In short, the evidence points consistently and clearly to the conclusion that
Jesus’ regular use of ‘abba’ in addressing God distinguished Jesus in a significant
degree from his contemporaries. The claims made for the distinctiveness of
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Jesus’ abba-prayer are much more firmly rooted in contemporary docu-
mentation than any of the alternative views.'®

(c) Granted then that Jesus’ use of abba was both characteristic and
distinctive, how significant is this for our inquiry? Here the matter becomes
much more imponderable. Some things however we can say with a fair
amount of confidence. For one thing, we know abba primarily as a word
belonging to the family and expressive often of intimate family relation-
ship ~ hence presumably its unfitness for the solemnity of prayer in the
view of almost all Jesus’ contemporaries.'® So we are justified in con-
cluding that Jesus’ use of it was not merely a formal convention, but
expressed a sense of sonship, indeed, on the basis particularly of Mark
14.36, of intimate sonship. For another, when we consider how Jesus
taught his own disciples to address God in the same way (particularly
Luke 11.2), the probability emerges with considerable strength that Jesus
saw his disciples’ sonship as somehow dependent on his own.!” Add in
here the testimony of Mark 12.6 and Luke 22.29f., both of which have a
fair claim to be part of Jesus’ original teaching,'® and we may conclude
that Jesus sensed an eschatological uniqueness in his relationship with God
- as the one whose ministry was the climax to God’s purposes for Israel
(Mark 12.2-6), a ministry through which God was already bringing
about a new covenant intimacy for some at least (cf. I Cor. 11.25 and
Mark 14.24 with Jer. 31.31-4, and Matt. 7.7-11 par. and Luke 11.2 with
Hos. 1.10f.) — as the son who had the unique role of bringing others to
share in the kingdom to which he had already been appointed (Luke
22.29f.).'%

But can we go further? Can we speak of a consciousness on the part of
Jesus of divine sonship, of consciousness of a sonship not merely escha-
tologically unique but also ‘protologically’ unique (‘begotten before all
ages’), of consciousness of a sonship qualitatively distinct from that of his
disciples? Here unfortunately the ice becomes progressively thinner, and
the danger becomes critical of (dogmatic) theology outrunning exegesis
- especially since passages like Matt. 5.48, 17.25f., Mark 3.34f. and Luke
20.36 warn us against overstressing Jesus’ consciousness of a distinction
between his own sonship and that of his disciples. In fact only three
Synoptic passages offer much hope of sustaining such bolder claims —
Mark 12.6, Mark 13.32 and Matt. 11.27/Luke 10.22.'® In the first case
however the distinction between ‘servants’ and ‘(beloved) son’ in Mark
12.2-6 provides no sure foundation since the contrast can be fully ex-
plained as part of the dramatic climax of the parable.'® As for the other
two sayings, it is precisely in Jesus’ reference to himself as ‘the Son’ that
most scholars detect evidence of earliest Christians adding to or shaping
an original saying of less christological weight.'"”” And if indeed Mark
13.32 does go back in its entirety to Jesus himself, yet it would go beyond
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the evidence to conclude that it implies a consciousness of ‘superhuman
existence’ on the part of Jesus; it is more likely that Jesus was looking
forward with apocalyptic assurance to his future glory in the presence of
God (cf. Luke 12.8f. ‘angels of God’, with Matt. 10.32f. ‘my Father’).'%®
So too with Matt. 11.27, especially if original in some form like that
argued for by Jeremias,'® we may well have a saying which confirms our
earlier conclusion ~ that Jesus’ sense of sonship was one of intimacy in
the councils of God and of eschatological significance, unique in the
degree and finality of the revelation and authority accorded to him (as
compared with prophetic consciousness — Amos 3.7);''"® but more than
that we cannot say with any confidence (see further below pp. 199f.).
Schweitzer’s claim that Matt. 11.27 ‘may be spoken from the conscious-
ness of pre-existence’'!! is never more than a possibility, neither finally
excluded nor positively indicated by careful exegesis.!'? This is the frus-
trating character of our evidence. Just when our questioning reaches the
‘crunch’ issue (Was Jesus conscious of being the divine Son of God?) we
find that it is unable to give a clear historical answer.'"®

§4.4 Is this then the point at which the Fourth Evangelist comes to our
aid? Can the testimony of the Fourth Gospel be called in to give that
clearer answer? Certainly John’s answer seems clear enough. A regular
feature of Jesus’ discourses in the Fourth Gospel is precisely his talk of
God as his Father and of himself as God’s Son — he calls God ‘Father’
more than 100 times and himself “Son’ 22 or 23 times. For the first time
we find one of the key words of the later creeds used of Jesus — povoyevis
(only-begotten) — not only in the prologue but in one of Jesus’ discourses
(John 1.14, 18; 3.16, 18). Linked with the Father-Son theme is the
regularly expressed conviction of his own pre-existence ~ of a prior existence
in heaven with the Father (6.62; 8.38; 10.36; 17.5), of his descent from
heaven (3.13; 6.33, 38, 41f., 50f., 58), of his coming from God (3.31; 8.42;
(13.3); 16.27f,; 17.8) into the world (3.19; 9.39; 10.36; 12.46; 16.28; 18.37).
The climax is probably reached in the most powerful of the ‘I am’ sayings,
where Jesus’ claim to pre-existence achieves its most absolute expression
— ‘Before Abraham was, I am’ (8.58).

So a clear enough picture emerges. But can we assume that John’s
intention was to give these various expressions as utterances of the his-
torical Jesus? Can we assume that the Fourth Evangelist’s concern at this
point was to paint a portrait of Jesus as he actually was, to record, like
a faithful stenographer, what he actually said? The reassertion of the
Fourth Gospel as a historical source and the renewed realization that its
tradition has firm historical roots at least at several places gives some
encouragement on this score. Unfortunately, however, it is precisely at
the point which concerns us that the case is weakest, precisely here that
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the indications are strongest that John is presenting us with developed
rather than original tradition. Consider the following points.

(a) Dodd’s careful comparison of Johannine and Synoptic traditions
has indeed brought to our attention several sayings and sequences of
sayings which most probably stem from Synoptic or Synoptic-like trad-
ition. But he has also highlighted still more clearly how distinctive are
the Johannine discourses which make use of these sayings — ‘constructed
on a characteristic pattern which has no parallel in the Synoptic
Gospels’.''* No one can dispute the vast differences between the discourse
style in the Fourth Gospel and Jesus’ teaching recorded in the Synoptics.
The point is that the style is so consistent in John (whether in Galilee or
Judea, to crowd or individual, to peasants or Pharisee, to disciples or
hostile ‘Jews’) and so consistently different from the Synoptics that it can
hardly be other than a Johannine literary product, developing and shap-
ing the tradition according to a pattern largely imposed on it. The best
explanation still remains that the Johannine discourses are meditations
or sermons on individual sayings or episodes from Jesus’ life, but elab-
orated in the language and theology of subsequent Christian reflection.'*

(4) In particular, this is clearly true of the whole Father-Son tradition
in John. Jeremias has noted the following statistics for the use of ‘Father’
for God in the words of Jesus — Mark 3, Q 4, special Luke 4, special
Matthew 31, John 100 — and draws the inevitable conclusion: ‘There was
a growing tendency to introduce the title “Father” for God into the
sayings of Jesus.” Even more striking are the statistics for the phrase ‘the
Father’ — Mark 1, Q 1, special Luke 2, special Matthew 1, John 73."1
On this evidence it is scarcely possible to dispute that here we see
straightforward evidence of a burgeoning tradition, of a manner of speak-
ing about Jesus and his relation with God which became very popular in
the last decades of the first century.!’’ The closest parallel in all this is
Matt. 11.27 par. So once again we can detect the probable root from
which John developed his whole motif, but once again the comparative
isolation of Matt. 11.27 within the Synoptic tradition underscores the
extent to which John has developed the motif. In other words, in Matt.
11.27 we have what clearly became a growth point of tradition, not the
developed tradition itself, an element within the very early Jesus-tradition
which showed potential for exploitation as a christological motif, but
which in itself is scarcely capable of bearing the christological significance
of the developed tradition.''®

(¢) Much the same has to be said about the sayings which assert Jesus’
pre-existence. The point again is the complete lack of real parallel in the
earlier tradition: no other Gospel speaks of Jesus coming down from
heaven and the like; the clearer the implication of pre-existence in any
saying, the more distinctive its Johannine character. Again it is possible
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to see a Synoptic-type root for the weighty ‘I am’ sayings — Mark 6.50,
13.6, 14.62; but again the indications are clear and strong that the
weightier Johannine sayings are a development from the earlier tradition at
best tangential to the earlier tradition. For the Markan ‘I am’ sayings
are simply affirmative utterances (‘It’s me’, ‘I am he’, ‘Yes’), as Matthew
clearly indicates (Matt. 24.5; 26.64). But John has probably seen a
potential link with the ‘I am’ of Isa. 43.10 and exploited it accordingly
(especially John 8.24, 28, 58; 13.19). It is surely scarcely credible that a
saying like John 8.58, or the other ‘I am’ sayings (‘the bread of life’, ‘the
light of the world’, etc.), were part of the earliest Jesus-tradition, and yet
nothing approaching them appears in the Synoptic Gospels. Why should
they be so completely neglected if part of the authentic sayings of Jesus,
and why should only John preserve them? The most obvious explanation
once again is that in a relatively insignificant element of the earlier
tradition John has found the inspiration to fashion an invaluable formula
for expressing Christianity’s claims about Christ.''?

(d) The argument that the Fourth Gospel was written prior to AD 70
does not affect the above considerations,'® so I will confine myself to
three comments only. First, it is an unsound premise that second genera-
tion Christianity must have been as affected by the fall of Jerusalem and
the destruction of the temple as Judaism was. The Stephen traditions
(Acts 6-7) are evidence enough of how quickly the temple became un-
important for Hellenistic Jewish Christianity.'?! Second, the relationship
between Christianity and Judaism reflected in the Fourth Gospel is most
clearly that of the 80s and 90s when the breach between synagogue and
church, between Jesus’ ‘disciples’ and ‘the Jews’, had become final (see
especially John 9.22; 12.42). No earlier period provides such a recogniz-
able or plausible historical life setting for the Fourth Gospel (cf. Dial. 16,
47)."2 Third, as most commentators agree, I John contests a docetic-like
christology whose closest parallels are the earliest forms of Gnosticism
proper which probably emerged round about the turn of the first century
AD (cf. I John 4.2f; 5.6 with Ignatius, Magn. 1.2; Smym. 1-3; 5.2).'8
Since the Fourth Gospel seems to have more or less the same situation
in view (cf. John 1.14 with I John 4.2 and John 19.34 with I John 5.6)
it ism:nost probably to be dated to the same period — late first century
AD.

The upshot of all this is that, despite the renewal of interest in the
Fourth Gospel as a historical source for the ministry of Jesus, it would be
verging on the irresponsible to use the Johannine testimony on Jesus’ divine sonship
in our attempt to uncover the self-consciousness of Jesus himself. For all the
indications of the Johannine tradition having historical roots, at the point
which affects us the indications are even stronger than the original trad-
ition has been considerably worked over and developed. The Johannine
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christology of conscious pre-existent sonship, of self-conscious divinity,
belongs most clearly to the developed tradition and not to the original.
Rather than assume that the Fourth Evangelist intended to record the
very words of Jesus, the implication is that John’s Gospel is the
Evangelist’s meditation on Jesus’ ministry and its significance for his own
day, intended as a portrait rather than a photograph, as a statement of
conviction concerning Jesus’ unique role and its importance as seen with
the benefit of hindsight and faith (cf. e.g. 2.22; 12.16; 20.9), rather than
a historical documentary.'? Consequently, in looking for the origin of a
christology of sonship in the sayings and life of Jesus we are forced back
upon the Synoptic material reviewed above (§4.3).

§4.5 Conclusion. (1) We need not despair of getting back to Jesus’ un-
derstanding of his role and mission. There are various sayings and speech
mannerisms which can be traced back to Jesus with confidence and which
uncover for us something of his self-consciousness. (2) In particular, our
evidence is such that we are able to say, again with confidence, that Jesus
understood and expressed his relationship to God in terms of sonship.
Indeed we may say further that his consciousness was of an intimacy of
sonship which, as embodied in his regular and characteristic address in
prayer, ‘Abba’, still lacks any real parallel among his contemporaries. To
that extent Jesus’ sense of sonship was something distinctive. (3) Still
more, there is sufficiently good testimony that Jesus taught his disciples
to regard themselves as God’s sons in the same intimate way, but also
that he regarded their sonship as somehow dependent on his own, that he
thought of their sonship as somehow derivative from his. Added to this
is the probability that he saw his sonship in part at least as an eschatological
commissioning, God’s final attempt to recall the vineyard Israel to its
rightful ownership, God’s viceroy in disposing membership of his king-
dom. In which case we can speak of Jesus’ consciousness or conviction
that his sonship was something unigue. (4) Beyond that we run out of
firm evidence. The evidence does not prevent us from speculating beyond
it — that his consciousness was of divine sonship, of a qualitative distinc-
tiveness, of a metaphysical otherness — but neither does it encourage such
speculation. Alternatively, it still remains open to us to say, Of course
Jesus was much more than he ever knew himself to be during his earthly
life. But if we are to submit our speculations to the text and build our theology only
with the bricks provided by careful exegesis we cannot say with any confidence that
Jesus knew himself to be divine, the pre-existent Son of God.'® (5) Nevertheless
the christology of a sonship distinctive in its sense of intimacy and unique
in its consciousness of eschatological significance and of the dependency
of others on it, that can only be called a high christology — higher certainly
than a christology of a righteous man or a charismatic exorcist, higher
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perhaps even than that of a Davidic Messiah — though, if so, how much
higher we cannot say. This is of crucial importance for all subsequent
christology, for without these elements of distinctiveness and uniqueness
all the developments in christology subsequent to Easter, not to mention
the developments of subsequent centuries, would be in danger of losing
touch with Jesus as he actually was. To these developments we now turn.

§5. JESUS’ DIVINE SONSHIP IN THE EARLIEST
CHRISTIAN WRITINGS

How was Jesus’ sonship understood and spoken of among the first Christ-
ians? The most obvious way of answering this question is to examine the
NT passages which speak of Jesus’ sonship as far as possible in chrono-
logical order. In concentrating on a series of individual texts we will have
to guard against a twofold danger — on the one hand of reading particular
texts in the light of others, of letting other (and later) texts influence our
interpretation on sensitive issues — on the other of reading particular texts
too much in isolation from other elements in the christological thought
of the time, of building too large a conclusion on too narrow a base. In
both cases there is a real danger of jumping too quickly to a conclusion,
of imposing a pattern on our material. Here as elsewhere we must let the
evidence speak for itself, all the while trying to hear with the ears of the
original listeners/readers, all the while trying to enter into what the
original speaker/writer would have expected his listeners/readers to un-
derstand by his words. In this section we look at the statements of first
generation Christianity — that is, roughly speaking, so far as our docu-
ments are concerned, the pre-Pauline and Pauline formulations.

§5.1 Jesus as Son of God in earliest Christianity. It is not always possible to
penetrate back to the earliest post-Easter stage of particular traditions or
motifs — our earliest documents in the NT (the letters of Paul) did not
begin to appear till nearly twenty years after Jesus’ death and resurrec-
tion. But in the present instance we are in the fortunate position of having
some passages which by widespread consent do take us back to a pre-
Pauline and probably very early stage of Christian speech and reflection
about Jesus as God’s Son. I refer particularly to the (probably) pre-
Pauline formula used by Paul in Rom. 1.3f. and to what appears to have
been the earliest apologetic use of Ps. 2.7 by the first Christians.

(a) Rom. 1.3f. Paul in introducing himself to the Christians in Rome
immediately speaks of ‘the gospel concerning his (God’s) Son, who was
descended from David according to the flesh and designated Son of God
in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the
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dead, Jesus Christ our Lord’ (RSV). It is generally agreed that the
opening and closing phrases (‘concerning his Son’ and ‘Jesus Christ our
Lord’) are Pauline additions, and most think that ‘in power’ has to be
regarded in the same way, though I am less certain of this.'”” This would
leave the unadorned formula as —

came from the seed of David in terms of the flesh,
designate