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Introduction
In	 1998	 I	 published	 a	 small	 book	 entitled	God	Crucified:	Monotheism	 and
Christology	in	the	New	Testament.’	For	a	small	book	it	seems	to	have	made	a
large	impact.	This	is	because	it	was	a	concise	argument	for	a	new	proposal	for
understanding	 early	 Christology	 in	 its	 Jewish	 context.	 That	 book	 forms
chapter	1	of	the	present	collection,	while	the	other	chapters	are	further	studies
developing	aspects	of	the	proposal	in	more	detail.

In	God	Crucified,	 I	 take	 current	 scholarly	 discussion	 about	 the	 nature	 of
Jewish	monotheism	in	the	Second	Temple	period	and	attempts	to	find	Jewish
precedents	for	early	Christology	as	my	starting	points,	and	argue	that	recently
popular	 trends	 to	 find	 a	model	 for	 Christology	 in	 semi-divine	 intermediary
figures	in	early	Judaism	are	largely	mistaken.	Working	with	the	key	category
of	the	identity	of	the	God	of	Israel	-	which	appropriately	focuses	on	who	God
is	 rather	 than	 what	 divinity	 is	 -	 I	 show	 that	 early	 Judaism	 had	 clear	 and
consistent	 ways	 of	 characterizing	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 the	 one	 God	 and,
thus,	distinguishing	the	one	God	absolutely	from	all	other	reality.	When	New
Testament	Christology	is	read	with	this	Jewish	theological	context	in	mind,	it
becomes	 clear	 that,	 from	 the	 earliest	 post-Easter	 beginnings	 of	 Christology
onwards,	 early	 Christians	 included	 Jesus,	 precisely	 and	 unambiguously,
within	the	unique	identity	of	the	one	God	of	Israel.	They	did	so	by	including
Jesus	 in	 the	 unique,	 defining	 characteristics	 by	 which	 Jewish	 monotheism
identified	God	as	unique.	They	did	not	have	to	break	with	Jewish	monotheism
in	order	to	do	this,	since	monotheism,	as	Second	Temple	Judaism	understood
it,	was	structurally	open	to	the	development	of	the	christological	monotheism
that	we	find	in	the	New	Testament	texts.

The	 earliest	 Christology	 was	 already	 the	 highest	 Christology.	 I	 call	 it	 a
Christology	of	 divine	 identity,	 proposing	 this	 as	 a	way	beyond	 the	 standard
distinction	 between	 ‘functional’	 and	 ‘ontic’	Christology,	 a	 distinction	which
does	not	 correspond	 to	 early	 Jewish	 thinking	 about	God	and	has,	 therefore,
seriously	 distorted	 our	 understanding	 of	New	Testament	Christology.	When
we	 think	 in	 terms	 of	 divine	 identity,	 rather	 than	 divine	 essence	 or	 nature,
which	are	not	the	primary	categories	for	Jewish	theology,	we	can	see	that	the
so-called	divine	functions	which	Jesus	exercises	are	intrinsic	to	who	God	is.
This	 Christology	 of	 divine	 identity	 is	 not	 a	 mere	 stage	 on	 the	 way	 to	 the
patristic	 development	 of	 ontological	 Christology	 in	 the	 context	 of	 a
Trinitarian	theology.	It	is	already	a	fully	divine	Christology,	maintaining	that
Jesus	Christ	is	intrinsic	to	the	unique	and	eternal	identity	of	God.	The	Fathers
did	not	develop	it	so	much	as	transpose	it	into	a	conceptual	framework	more
concerned	with	the	Greek	philosophical	categories	of	essence	and	nature.



The	 inclusion	of	 Jesus	 in	 the	unique,	divine	 identity	had	 implications	not
only	for	who	Jesus	is	but	also	for	who	God	is.	This	forms	the	second	half	of
the	argument	of	God	Crucified.	When	it	was	taken	seriously,	as	it	was	in	the
major	forms	of	New	Testament	theology,	that	not	only	the	pre-existent	and	the
exalted	 Jesus,	 but	 also	 the	 earthly,	 suffering,	 humiliated	 and	 crucified	 Jesus
belongs	to	the	unique	identity	of	God,	then	it	had	to	be	said	that	Jesus	reveals
the	divine	 identity	 -	who	God	 truly	 is	 -	 in	humiliation	as	well	as	exaltation,
and	in	the	connection	of	the	two.	God’s	own	identity	is	revealed	in	Jesus,	his
life	 and	 his	 cross,	 just	 as	 truly	 as	 in	 his	 exaltation,	 in	 a	 way	 that	 is	 fully
continuous	and	consistent	with	 the	Old	Testament	and	Jewish	understanding
of	 God,	 but	 is	 also	 novel	 and	 surprising.	 While	 the	 Fathers	 successfully
appropriated,	 in	 their	 own	 way,	 in	 Nicene	 theology,	 the	 New	 Testament’s
inclusion	 of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 identity	 of	 God,	 they	 were	 less	 successful	 in
appropriating	 this	 corollary:	 the	 revelation	 of	 the	 divine	 identity	 in	 Jesus’
human	life	and	passion.	To	see	justice	done	to	this	aspect	of	New	Testament
Christology	we	have	to	turn	to	the	kind	of	theology	of	the	cross	which	Martin
Luther	adumbrated	and	which	has	come	into	its	own	in	the	twentieth	century.

God	 Crucified	 does	 not	 provide	 the	 detailed	 study	 of	 the	 texts	 and	 the
thorough	 interaction	with	 other	 interpretations	 of	 Jewish	monotheism,	New
Testament	 Christology,	 and	 the	 key	 early	 Jewish	 and	 early	 Christian	 texts,
which	will	 be	 needed	 in	 order	 to	 establish	my	 arguments	 adequately	 in	 the
context	 of	 current	 scholarly	 discussion.	 But,	 as	 a	 concise	 statement	 of	 my
case,	 uncluttered	 by	 too	 much	 detail	 of	 exegesis	 and	 scholarly	 apparatus,
many	 readers	 have	 found	 it	 useful.	 So	 it	 stands	 in	 first	 place	 in	 the	present
book	as	a	statement	of	the	broad	proposal	to	which	the	other	essays,	as	more
detailed	 explorations	of	 specific	 aspects	 of	 the	proposal,	 are	 supplementary.
These	 other	 essays	 were	 written	 originally	 for	 particular	 contexts	 and
occasions	(conferences	and	multi-authored	volumes),	though	some	have	been
revised	 and	 extended	 for	 the	 present	 volume.	 They	 are	 not	 yet	 the	 fully
comprehensive	 study	 (provisionally	 entitled	 ‘Jesus	 and	 the	 Identity	 of	God:
Early	Jewish	Monotheism	and	New	Testament	Christology’)	that	I	promised
in	 the	preface	 to	God	Crucified.	They	 are	more	 like	working	papers	 on	 the
way	 to	 that	 book.	Because	 of	 their	 origins	 as	 independent	 essays,	 each	 is	 a
self-contained	essay,	intelligible	in	itself,	and	so	they	do	not	need	to	be	read	in
the	 order	 in	 which	 they	 appear	 here,	 and	 readers	 can	 pick	 out	 those	 that
initially	 interest	 them	 most.	 While	 not	 yet	 comprising	 the	 comprehensive
study	 on	 which	 I	 continue	 to	 work,	 together	 they	 certainly	 provide	 much
evidence	 and	 argument	 in	 support	 of	 the	 proposal	 made	 in	 God	 Crucified.
Readers	 interested	 in	 the	 nature	 of	 monotheism	 in	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible	 and
Second	 Temple	 Judaism	 will	 find	 much	 fresh	 material	 here,	 while	 readers
interested	 in	 New	 Testament	 Christology	 will	 see	 how	 my	 proposal	 that	 a



Christology	of	divine	identity	was	the	common	form	of	all	early	Christology
can	be	supported	and	developed	in	the	cases	of	Paul,	Hebrews	and	the	Gospel
of	Mark.	To	a	large	extent	these	essays	focus	on	the	first	half	of	the	argument
of	God	Crucified,	but	the	last,	which	focuses	on	the	understanding	of	Jesus’
death	in	Mark’s	Gospel,	makes	a	contribution	to	the	further	study	of	the	line
of	thought	adumbrated	in	the	second	half	of	that	book	(here	the	second	half	of
chapter	1).

In	 the	decade	during	which	these	essays	were	written	and,	 in	some	cases,
presented	 as	 conference	 papers	 or	 lectures,	 I	 have	 incurred	 many	 debts	 to
those	who	have	commented	on	 them,	alerted	me	 to	 relevant	material,	 asked
questions	 -	 sometimes	 very	 penetrating	 ones	 -	 and	 offered	 criticism	 -
sometimes	quite	radical	-	of	my	arguments	and	approach.	I	believe	the	essays
are	 the	 better	 for	 having	 taken	 on	 board	 these	 helpful	 and	 challenging
interactions.	 I	 have	 also	 been	 much	 encouraged	 by	 many	 readers	 of	 God
Crucified	 who	 have	 e-mailed,	 written	 or	 spoken	 to	 me,	 conveying	 their
appreciation	of	 the	book	and	 the	ways	 in	which	 they	have	 found	 it	 helpful.
They	have	helped	me	retain	the	sense	that	 this	 large	research	project,	which
must	 certainly	 continue	 for	 some	 time	 to	 come,	 is	 worth	 pursuing	 with	 as
much	thoroughness	as	I	can	achieve.	People	frequently	ask	when	the	full	and
detailed	study	is	going	 to	appear.	 I	hope	 that,	despite	 the	delay	of	 the	 latter,
they	will	find	some	of	their	questions	answered	in	this	present	collection.

	



1
God	Crucified

1.	Understanding	Early	Jewish	Monotheism
1.1.	Early	Jewish	monotheism	and	New	Testament	Christology	in	recent	discussion

The	 key	 question	 this	 book	 addresses	 is	 the	 relationship	 between	 Jewish
monotheism	 -	 the	 Jewish	 monotheism	 of	 the	 Second	 Temple	 period	 which
was	the	context	of	Christian	origins	-	and	New	Testament	Christology.	Recent
discussion	of	New	Testament	Christology	makes	it	abundantly	clear	that	this
relationship	between	 Jewish	monotheism	and	early	Christology	 is	 central	 to
the	 debate	 about	 the	 character	 and	 development	 of	 early	 Christology.	 How
New	Testament	authors	understand	the	relationship	of	Jesus	to	God,	how	far
they	attribute	some	kind	of	divinity	 to	Jesus,	what	kind	of	divinity	 it	 is	 that
they	 attribute	 to	 him	 -	 such	 questions	 are	 deeply	 involved	 with	 questions
about	the	way	Second	Temple	Judaism	understood	the	uniqueness	of	God.	Of
course,	 assumptions	about	 the	character	of	 Jewish	monotheism	have	always
informed	 modern	 scholarly	 interpretation	 of	 New	 Testament	 Christology.
What	 is	relatively	new	in	recent	discussion	is	 that	 there	 is	now	a	significant
debate	 in	 progress	 about	 the	 nature	 of	 Jewish	 monotheism	 in	 this	 period.’
Interestingly,	most	participants	in	this	debate	are	concerned	precisely	with	the
way	 in	 which	 the	 view	 of	 Jewish	 monotheism	 they	 argue	 affects	 the
interpretation	of	New	Testament	Christology.	A	range	of	different	views	as	to
the	nature	of	Second	Temple	 Jewish	monotheism	 (or,	 indeed,	 as	 to	whether
the	term	‘monotheism’	is	appropriate	at	all)	correlate	with	a	similar	range	of
views	as	to	the	process	by	which	Jesus	came	to	be	regarded	as	divine	and	the
sense	in	which	he	was	considered	divine	in	the	Christian	churches	of	the	New
Testament	period.

Simplifying	somewhat	 the	range	of	views	for	 the	sake	of	 illustration,	one
can	 identify	 two	 main	 approaches.	 There	 is,	 first,	 the	 view	 that	 Second
Temple	 Judaism	 was	 characterized	 by	 a	 ‘strict’	 monotheism	 that	 made	 it
impossible	 to	 attribute	 real	 divinity	 to	 any	 figure	 other	 than	 the	 one	 God.
From	 this	 view	 of	 Jewish	monotheism,	 some	 argue	 that	 Jesus	 cannot	 have
been	 treated	 as	 really	 divine	 within	 a	 Jewish	 monotheistic	 context,	 so	 that
only	 a	 radical	 break	with	 Jewish	monotheism	could	make	 the	 attribution	of
real	 divinity	 to	 Jesus	 possible.2	 In	 view	 of	 the	 obviously	 very	 Jewish
character	of	earliest	Christianity,	this	approach	tends	to	interpret	the	evidence
in	such	a	way	as	to	minimize	the	extent	to	which	anything	like	really	divine
Christology	can	be	found	within	the	New	Testament	texts.



Secondly,	 there	are	revisionist	views	of	Second	Temple	Judaism	which	 in
one	 way	 or	 another	 deny	 its	 strictly	 monotheistic	 character.	 Such	 views
usually	 focus	 on	 various	 kinds	 of	 intermediary	 figures	 -	 principal	 angels,
exalted	 humans,	 personified	 divine	 attributes	 or	 functions	 -	 who	 are
understood	 to	occupy	a	subordinate	divine	or	semi-divine	status,	 so	 that	 the
distinction	 between	 the	 one	 God	 and	 all	 other	 reality	 was	 by	 no	 means
absolute	 in	 the	Judaism	of	 this	period,	 it	 is	claimed.	Such	views	are	closely
related	 to	 a	 search	 for	 Jewish	 precedents	 and	 parallels	 for	 early	 Christian
Christology.	 Such	 scholars	 often	 recognize	 both	 that	 many	 New	 Testament
texts	really	do	treat	Jesus	as	in	some	way	divine	and	also	that	these	texts	are
clearly	 working	 within	 a	 fundamentally	 Jewish	 conceptual	 context.	 The
attempt	 to	 understand	 how	 such	 high	 Christology	 could	 develop	 within	 a
Jewish	movement	focuses	then	on	the	intermediary	figures	of	Second	Temple
Judaism	who	in	some	way	participate	in	divinity.	Such	figures	provide,	as	it
were,	 an	 already	 existing	 Jewish	 category	 into	 which	 early	 Christian
estimations	of	Jesus’	exalted	status	fit.	Because	Jewish	monotheism	was	not
strict	but	flexible,	and	the	boundary	between	the	one	God	and	all	other	reality
relatively	 blurred	 by	 the	 interest	 in	 intermediary	 figures,	 the	 highest	 New
Testament	 Christology	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 an	 intelligibly	 Jewish
development.’

The	view	I	shall	argue	in	the	first	two	sections	of	this	chapter	differs	from
both	 these	approaches.	 In	common	with	 the	first	view,	 I	shall	argue	 that	 the
monotheism	of	Second	Temple	Judaism	was	indeed	‘strict’.	I	shall	argue	that
most	Jews	in	this	period	were	highly	self-consciously	monotheistic,	and	had
certain	very	familiar	and	well-defined	ideas	as	to	how	the	uniqueness	of	the
one	 God	 should	 be	 understood.	 In	 other	 words,	 they	 drew	 the	 line	 of
distinction	between	the	one	God	and	all	other	reality	clearly,	and	were	in	the
habit	of	distinguishing	God	from	all	other	reality	by	means	of	certain	clearly
articulated	criteria.	So-called	intermediary	figures	were	not	ambiguous	semi-
divinities	 straddling	 the	 boundary	 between	 God	 and	 creation.	 Some	 were
understood	 as	 aspects	 of	 the	 one	 God’s	 own	 unique	 reality.	 Most	 were
regarded	 as	 unambiguously	 creatures,	 exalted	 servants	 of	 God	 whom	 the
literature	often	takes	pains	to	distinguish	clearly	from	the	truly	divine	reality
of	the	one	and	only	God.	Therefore,	differing	from	the	second	view,	I	do	not
think	such	Jewish	intermediary	figures	are	of	any	decisive	importance	for	the
study	of	early	Christology.	While	not	denying	that	some	of	them	have	some
relevance,	 I	 think	 the	 intensive	 interest	 in	 them	as	 the	key	 to	understanding
the	Jewishness	of	early	Christology	has	been	misleading.	The	real	continuity
between	 Jewish	 monotheism	 and	 New	 Testament	 Christology	 is	 not	 to	 be
found	in	intermediary	figures.

The	 view	 I	 shall	 argue	 is	 that	 high	 Christology	 was	 possible	 within	 a



Jewish	monotheistic	 context,	 not	 by	 applying	 to	 Jesus	 a	 Jewish	 category	of
semi-divine	intermediary	status,	but	by	identifying	Jesus	directly	with	the	one
God	of	Israel,	including	Jesus	in	the	unique	identity	of	this	one	God.	Jewish
monotheism	 clearly	 distinguished	 the	 one	God	 and	 all	 other	 reality,	 but	 the
ways	in	which	it	distinguished	the	one	God	from	all	else	did	not	prevent	the
early	Christians	including	Jesus	in	this	unique	divine	identity.	While	this	was
a	radically	novel	development,	largely	unprecedented	in	Jewish	theology,	the
character	 of	 Jewish	 monotheism	 was	 such	 that	 it	 did	 not	 require	 any
repudiation	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 Jewish	 monotheism	 understood	 the
uniqueness	 of	God.	What	 has	 been	 lacking	 in	 the	whole	 discussion	 of	 this
issue	 has	 been	 an	 adequate	 understanding	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 Second
Temple	 Judaism	 understood	 the	 uniqueness	 of	 God.	 By	 acquiring	 such	 an
understanding,	we	shall	be	able	to	see	that	what	 the	New	Testament	texts	in
general	 do	 is	 take	 up	 the	 well-known	 Jewish	 monotheistic	 ways	 of
distinguishing	 the	one	God	 from	all	 other	 reality	 and	use	 these	precisely	 as
ways	of	 including	Jesus	 in	 the	unique	identity	of	 the	one	God	as	commonly
understood	in	Second	Temple	Judaism.

Before	 proceeding	 to	 argue	 this	 view,	 I	 wish	 to	 make	 two	 brief	 general
criticisms	 of	 the	 way	 the	 discussions	 of	 Jewish	 monotheism	 and	 early
Christology	have	tended	to	proceed.	One	is	that	the	fundamentally	important
question	-	what,	in	the	Jewish	understanding	of	God,	really	counts	as	‘divine’
-	is	rarely	faced	with	clarity.	In	the	discussion	of	whether	Jewish	monotheism
was	more	or	 less	strict	or	 flexible,	and	 in	 the	discussion	of	 the	status	of	so-
called	 intermediary	 figures,	 scholars	 tend	 to	 apply	 a	 variety	 of	 unexamined
criteria	 for	 drawing	 the	 boundary	 between	 God	 and	 what	 is	 not	 God	 or
between	the	divine	and	the	non-divine.’	Consequently,	it	is	also	unclear	what
the	 attribution	 of	 divinity	 to	 Jesus	 in	 early	Christology	would	 really	 imply.
Some	 (not	 all)	 scholars	who	 seek	 Jewish	precedent	 for	 early	Christology	 in
allegedly	 semi-divine	 or	 subordinately	 divine	 Jewish	 intermediary	 figures
seem	 to	 think	 that	 this	 supports	 an	 interpretation	 of	 New	 Testament
Christology	favourable	to	later	christological	orthodoxy,	the	confession	of	the
true	divinity	of	Jesus	Christ.	In	fact,	such	arguments	often	produce	something
much	more	 like	 an	Arian	Christ,	 a	demigod	who	 is	neither	 truly	divine	nor
truly	 human.	 The	 whole	 discussion	 of	 Jewish	 monotheism	 and	 early
Christology	 urgently	 requires	 clarification	 of	 the	 way	 Jewish	 monotheism
understood	the	uniqueness	of	God	and	drew	the	distinction	between	God	and
what	is	not	God.

Secondly,	assessment	of	 the	evidence	 for	 the	character	of	Second	Temple
Jewish	monotheism	has,	 in	my	view,	been	distorted	by	concentration	on	 the
so-called	 intermediary	 figures,	 in	 the	belief	 that	 these	constitute	 the	parts	of
the	 evidence	 that	 will	 be	 most	 illuminating	 for	 understanding	 early



Christology.	 Much	 of	 the	 clear	 evidence	 for	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 Second
Temple	 Judaism	 understood	 the	 uniqueness	 of	 God	 has	 been	 neglected	 in
favour	of	a	small	amount	of	highly	debatable	evidence.	Intermediary	figures
who	may	or	may	not	participate	in	divinity	are	by	no	means	characteristic	of
the	 literature	of	Second	Temple	Judaism.	They	should	not	be	 the	 focus	of	a
study	 of	 Second	Temple	 Jewish	monotheism.	Rather	we	 should	 proceed	 by
studying	 the	 broader	 evidence	 of	 the	 way	 the	 uniqueness	 of	 God	 was
understood,	and	then	consider	 the	intermediary	figures	in	 the	context	of	 this
broader	evidence.
1.2.	Second	Temple	Judaism	as	self-consciously	monotheistic

There	 is	 every	 reason	 to	 suppose	 that	 observant	 Jews	 of	 the	 late	 Second
Temple	period	were	highly	self-conscious	monotheists	in	this	sense:	they	saw
their	worship	of	and	obedience	to	the	one	and	only	God,	the	God	of	Israel,	as
defining	their	distinctive	religious	way	in	the	pluralistic	religious	environment
of	their	time.	The	best	evidence	is	their	use	of	two	key	monotheistic	passages
of	 Scripture.	 One	 was	 the	 Shema’	 (Shema`),	 the	 passage	 in	 Deuteronomy
(6:4-6)	which	begins,	 ‘Hear,	 0	 Israel:	YHWH	our	God,	YHWH	 is	one,	 and
continues	with	the	requirement	of	total	devotion	to	this	one	God:	‘You	shall
love	YHWH	your	God	with	all	your	heart,	and	with	all	your	soul,	and	with	all
your	might:	 The	 other	was	 the	Decalogue,	whose	 first	 two	 commandments
forbid	 Israelites	 to	 have	or	 to	worship	 any	gods	but	YHWH	(Exod.	 20:2-6;
Dent.	 5:6-10).	 Both	 passages	 were	 clearly	 understood	 in	 this	 period	 as
asserting	 the	 absolute	 uniqueness	 of	YHWH	as	 the	 one	 and	 only	God.	The
first,	 the	Shema’,	was	recited	 twice	daily,	morning	and	evening,	by	all	Jews
who	were	concerned	to	practise	Torah	faithfully,	since	it	was	believed	that	the
Torah	itself	commanded	such	twice	daily	recitation	of	this	passage.	Moreover,
there	is	evidence	that,	in	this	period,	the	passage	recited	included	not	only	the
Shema°	 itself	but	also	 the	Decalogue.	Observant	Jews,	 therefore,	were	daily
aware	 of	 their	 allegiance	 to	 the	 one	 God	 alone.	 Their	 self-conscious
monotheism	was	not	merely	an	 intellectual	belief	about	God,	but	a	unity	of
belief	 and	 praxis,	 involving	 the	 exclusive	 worship	 of	 this	 one	 God	 and
exclusive	obedience	to	this	one	God.	Monolatry	(the	worship	of	only	the	one
God)	 as	 the	 corollary	 of	 monotheism	 (belief	 in	 only	 the	 one	 God)	 is	 an
important	aspect	of	Jewish	monotheism	to	which	we	shall	return.
1.3.	The	unique	identity	of	God	in	Jewish	monotheism

This	kind	of	practical	monotheism,	requiring	a	whole	pattern	of	daily	life	and
cultic	worship	formed	by	exclusive	allegiance	to	the	one	God,	presupposes	a
god	 who	 is	 in	 some	 way	 significantly	 identifiable.	 The	 God	 who	 requires
what	the	God	of	Israel	requires	cannot	be	merely	the	philosophical	abstraction
to	 which	 the	 intellectual	 currents	 of	 contemporary	 Greek	 thought	 aspired.
Jews,	 in	 some	 sense,	 knew	 who	 their	 God	 was.	 The	 God	 of	 Israel	 had	 a



unique	 identity.	 The	 concept	 which	 will	 be	 the	 central	 focus	 of	 the	 whole
argument	of	this	chapter	is	that	of	the	identity5	of	God.	Since	the	biblical	God
has	 a	 name	 and	 a	 character,	 since	 this	 God	 acts,	 speaks,	 relates,	 can	 be
addressed	and,	in	some	sense,	known,	the	analogy	of	human	personal	identity
suggests	 itself	 as	 the	 category	 with	 which	 to	 synthesize	 the	 biblical	 and
Jewish	 understanding	 of	God.	 It	 is	 the	 analogy	which	 is	 clearly	 at	work	 in
much	of	the	literary	portrayal	of	God	in	biblical	and	Jewish	literature.	In	the
narratives	of	Israel’s	history,	for	example,	God	acts	as	a	character	in	the	story,
identifiable	 in	ways	similar	 to	 those	 in	which	human	characters	 in	 the	story
are	identifiable.	He	has	a	personal	identity,	as	Abraham	and	David	do.	This	is
not	 to	 say	 that	 the	 human	 analogy	 is	 adequate.	 All	 biblical	 and	 Jewish
literature,	 even	 those	 passages	 which	 on	 the	 surface	 seem	 naively
anthropomorphic	in	their	portrayal	of	God,	are	aware	of	the	transcendence	of
God,	such	that	language	and	concepts	are	stretched	when	applied	to	him.	As
we	shall	see,	the	identity	of	God,	in	the	Jewish	understanding,	breaks	out	of
the	 human	 analogy,	 but	 its	 starting-point	 is	 clearly	 the	 analogy	 of	 human
personal	identity.

The	term	identity	is	mine,	not	that	of	the	ancient	literature,	but	I	use	it	as	a
label	for	what	I	do	find	in	the	literature,	which	is	not,	of	course,	necessarily	a
notion	 precisely	 the	 same	 as	 modern	 ideas	 of	 personal	 identity,	 but	 is
nevertheless	clearly	a	concern	with	who	God	is.	The	value	of	the	concept	of
divine	 identity	 appears	 partly	 if	 we	 contrast	 it	 with	 a	 concept	 of	 divine
essence	or	nature.	Identity	concerns	who	God	is,	nature	concerns	what	God	is
or	what	divinity	is.	Greek	philosophy,	already	in	the	period	we	are	discussing
and	 in	 a	 way	 that	 was	 to	 influence	 the	 Christian	 theological	 tradition
significantly	 in	 the	period	after	 the	New	Testament,	 typically	defined	divine
nature	 by	 means	 of	 a	 series	 of	 metaphysical	 attributes:	 ingenerateness,
incorruptibility,	immutability	and	so	on.	My	point	is	not	that	the	biblical	and
Jewish	 tradition	 had	 no	 use	 at	 all	 for	 statements	 about	 divine	 nature.	 Some
Jewish	writers	in	the	later	Second	Temple	period	consciously	adopted	some	of
the	 Greek	 metaphysical	 language.’	 But	 even	 in	 these	 writers	 the	 dominant
conceptual	 framework	 of	 their	 understanding	 of	 God	 is	 not	 a	 definition	 of
divine	 nature	 -	 what	 divinity	 is	 -	 but	 a	 notion	 of	 the	 divine	 identity,
characterized	primarily	in	ways	other	than	metaphysical	attributes.	That	God
is	eternal,	for	example	-	a	claim	essential	to	all	Jewish	thinking	about	God	-	is
not	so	much	a	statement	about	what	divine	nature	is,	more	an	element	in	the
unique	divine	identity,	along	with	claims	that	God	alone	created	all	things	and
rules	all	things,	that	God	is	gracious	and	merciful	and	just,	that	God	brought
Israel	out	of	Egypt	and	made	Israel	his	own	people	and	gave	Israel	his	law	at
Sinai	 and	 so	 on.	 If	 we	 wish	 to	 know	 in	 what	 Second	 Temple	 Judaism
considered	the	uniqueness	of	the	one	God	to	consist,	what	distinguished	God



as	 unique	 from	 all	 other	 reality,	 including	 beings	 worshipped	 as	 gods	 by
Gentiles,	we	must	 look	not	 for	a	definition	of	divine	nature	but	 for	ways	of
characterizing	the	unique	divine	identity.
1.4.	Characterizing	the	unique	identity	of	God

For	 convenience	 I	will	 distinguish	 two	 categories	 of	 identifying	 features	 of
the	God	of	 Israel.	There	are	 those	which	 identify	God	 in	his	 relationship	 to
Israel,	and	there	are	those	which	identify	God	in	his	relation	to	all	reality.	The
categories	are	not,	of	course,	unrelated,	but	the	distinction	will	be	helpful	for
my	argument.	To	Israel	God	has	revealed	and	is	known	by	his	name	YHWH,
which	was	of	great	importance	to	Second	Temple	Jews	because	it	names	the
unique	 identity	of	God.	 In	addition	 to	his	name,	God’s	 identity	 is	known	 to
Israel	 from	 the	 recital	 of	 his	 acts	 in	 history	 and	 from	 the	 revelation	 of	 his
character	to	Israel.	Through	much	of	the	Hebrew	Bible,	YHWH	is	identified
as	the	God	who	brought	Israel	out	of	Egypt	and	by	the	remarkable	events	of
the	exodus	period	created	a	people	for	himself	(e.g.	Exod.	20:2;	Dent.	4:32-
39;	Isa.	43:15-17).	In	addition	to	identification	of	him	by	his	activities,	there
is	also	a	character	description,	given	by	God	himself	in	his	self-revelation	to
Moses,	 ‘YHWH,	YHWH,	 a	God	merciful	 and	 gracious,	 slow	 to	 anger,	 and
abounding	 in	 steadfast	 love	 and	 faithfulness…’	 (Exod.	 34:6	 and	 constantly
echoed	elsewhere	in	the	biblical	and	later	Jewish	literature7).	The	acts	of	God
and	the	character	description	of	God	combine	to	indicate	a	consistent	identity
of	the	one	who	acts	graciously	towards	his	people	and	can	be	expected	to	do
so.	Through	the	consistency	of	his	acts	and	character,	the	one	called	YHWH
shows	himself	to	be	one	and	the	same.

Alongside	 such	 identifications	 of	 God	 in	 his	 covenant	 relationship	 with
Israel,	 there	 are	 also	 characterizations	 of	 his	 identity	 by	 reference	 to	 his
unique	relationship	to	the	whole	of	reality:	most	especially,	that	he	is	Creator
of	all	things	and	sovereign	Ruler	of	all	things.	It	is	worth	noting	at	this	point
(since	it	will	be	important	to	us	in	a	later	section)	that	 the	two	categories	of
identifying	 features	 come	 together	 with	 special	 combined	 significance	 in
Israel’s	 eschatological	 expectation.	 In	 the	 future,	 when	 God	 will	 fulfil	 his
promises	to	his	own	people,	showing	himself	to	be	finally	and	definitively	the
gracious	God	they	have	known	in	their	history	from	the	exodus	onwards,	God
will	at	 the	same	time	demonstrate	his	deity	 to	 the	nations,	 implementing	his
sovereignty	 as	 Creator	 and	 Ruler	 of	 all	 things	 in	 establishing	 his	 universal
kingdom,	making	his	name	known	universally,	becoming	known	to	all	as	the
God	Israel	has	known.	The	new	exodus	of	the	future,	especially	as	predicted
in	 the	 prophecies	we	 call	Deutero-Isaiah	 (Isa.	 40	 -	 55),	will	 be	 an	 event	 of
universal	 significance	 precisely	 because	 the	God	who	 brought	 Israel	 out	 of
Egypt	is	also	the	Creator	and	Ruler	of	all	things.



For	the	moment,	however,	we	leave	aside	the	first	category	of	identifying
features	of	God.	They	did	not	cease	to	be	of	central	importance	for	the	Jewish
understanding	of	the	identity	of	God,	and	we	shall	return	to	them	in	the	last
section	 of	 this	 chapter.	 But	 we	 shall	 focus	 now	 on	 those	 ways	 of
characterizing	the	unique	divine	identity	which	refer	to	God’s	relationship	to
the	whole	of	reality.	The	reason	for	doing	so	is	that,	in	the	literature	of	Second
Temple	Judaism,	 these	are	 the	features	of	 the	divine	 identity	on	which	Jews
focused	when	 they	wished	 to	 identify	 God	 as	 unique.	 To	 our	 question,	 ‘In
what	did	Second	Temple	Judaism	consider	the	uniqueness	of	the	one	God	to
consist,	 what	 distinguished	 God	 as	 unique	 from	 all	 other	 reality,	 including
beings	worshipped	as	gods	by	Gentiles?,	the	answer	given	again	and	again,	in
a	wide	variety	of	Second	Temple	Jewish	literature,	is	that	the	only	true	God,
YHWH,	the	God	of	Israel,	is	sole	Creator	of	all	things”	and	sole	Ruler	of	all
things.9	While	these	characteristics	are	by	no	means	sufficient	to	identify	God
(since	they	say	nothing,	for	example,	about	his	goodness	or	his	justice),	they
are	the	features	which	most	readily	distinguish	God	absolutely	from	all	other
reality.	 God	 alone	 created	 all	 things;	 all	 other	 things,	 including	 beings
worshipped	as	gods	by	Gentiles,	are	created	by	him.	God	alone	rules	supreme
over	 all	 things;	 all	 other	 things,	 including	 beings	 worshipped	 as	 gods	 by
Gentiles,	 are	 subject	 to	 him.	 These	 ways	 of	 distinguishing	 God	 as	 unique
formed	a	very	easily	 intelligible	way	of	defining	 the	uniqueness	of	 the	God
they	 worshipped	 which	 every	 Jew	 in	 every	 synagogue	 in	 the	 late	 Second
Temple	 period	would	 certainly	 have	known.	However	 diverse	 Judaism	may
have	been	in	many	other	respects,	this	was	common:	only	the	God	of	Israelis
worthy	of	worship	because	he	is	sole	Creator	of	all	 things	and	sole	Ruler	of
all	 things.	Other	beings	who	might	otherwise	be	thought	divine	are	by	these
criteria	God’s	creatures	and	subjects.

The	 emphasis	 on	 God’s	 uniqueness	 as	 Creator	 and	 sovereign	 Ruler	 of
history	occurs	in	the	Hebrew	Bible	especially	in	the	great	divine	assertions	of
God’s	 unique	 deity	 in	 Deutero-Isaiah,	 where	 they	 are	 the	 basis	 of	 the
expectation	that	God	will	demonstrate	his	unique	deity	to	the	ends	of	the	earth
in	 the	 future.	 We	 shall	 return	 frequently	 to	 Deutero-Isaiah	 in	 this	 chapter.
Those	chapters	of	Isaiah	were,	outside	the	Torah,	the	most	important	sources
of	 Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 monotheism.	 Again	 and	 again	 Deutero-Isaiah’s
expressions	 of	 God’s	 uniqueness	 are	 echoed	 in	 later	 Jewish	 literature.	 The
Lord	 is	God,	 and	 there	 is	no	god	besides	him,”’	who	 created	 all	 things	 and
reigns	 supreme	 over	 all	 things:	 these	 themes	 run	 from	Deutero-Isaiah	 right
through	the	whole	literature	of	Second	Temple	Judaism.

Both	 these	 aspects	 of	 God’s	 unique	 identity	 are	 aspects	 of	 his	 absolute
supremacy	over	 all	 things,	 and	 are	 frequently	 connected	very	 closely	 in	 the
literature.	 There	 is	 one	 respect,	 however,	 which	 will	 be	 important	 for	 the



argument	of	this	chapter,	in	which	they	differ.	In	creation,	God	acted	alone,	‘I
…	alone	stretched	out	 the	heavens	[and]	…	by	myself	spread	out	 the	earth’
(Isa.	 44:24).	 As	 the	 only	 Eternal	 One	 (another	 frequent	 and	 related
characterization	of	God	in	the	Second	Temple	period”),	God	alone	brought	all
other	beings	into	existence.	God	had	no	helper,	assistant	or	servant	to	assist	or
to	implement	his	work	of	creation.12	God	alone	created,	and	no	one	else	had
any	part	in	this	activity.	This	is	axiomatic	for	Second	Temple	Judaism.

In	his	sovereignty	over	the	universe	and	history,	however,	God,	of	course,
employs	servants,	especially	the	myriads	of	angels.	Here	the	dominant	image
is	 of	 God	 as	 the	 great	 emperor	 ruling	 the	 cosmos	 as	 his	 kingdom,	 and
employing,	like	a	human	emperor,	vast	numbers	of	servants	who	do	his	will
throughout	 his	 empire.	 In	 this	 sense,	 the	 activity	 of	 others	 who	 implement
God’s	 sovereignty	 is	 important,	 but	 the	 Jewish	 concern	 to	 emphasize	 the
uniqueness	 of	 God’s	 total	 sovereignty	 means	 that	 angels	 are	 invariably
portrayed	as	servants	whose	role	is	simply	to	carry	out	the	will	of	God	in	total
obedience.	They	do	not	 share	 in	his	 rule;	 they	serve.	While	God	sits	on	his
throne,	 the	 angels,	 even	 the	 greatest,	 stand,	 in	 the	 posture	 of	 servants,
awaiting	 his	 command	 to	 serve	 13	 The	 supremacy	 of	 God	 is	 frequently
depicted	 in	 the	 evidently	 powerful	 imagery	 of	 height.	 God’s	 great	 throne,
from	which	he	rules	the	whole	cosmos,	is	situated	in	the	heaven	of	heavens,
exalted	high	over	all	the	many	heavenly	realms”	in	which	his	glorious	angelic
servants	sing	his	praise	and	do	his	will.	Even	the	most	exalted	angels,	God’s
ministers	of	state,	cannot	approach	the	high	and	lofty	throne15	which	 towers
above	them	at	the	summit	of	the	universe.

So	 the	 participation	 of	 other	 beings	 in	 God’s	 unique	 supremacy	 over	 all
things	is	ruled	out,	in	the	case	of	creation,	by	excluding	them	from	any	role	at
all,	 and,	 in	 sovereignty	 over	 the	 cosmos,	 by	 placing	 them	 in	 strict
subordination	as	servants,	excluding	any	possibility	of	 interpreting	their	role
as	that	of	co-rulers.
1.5.	Exclusive	worship	of	YHWH	as	recognition	of	his	unique	identity

Alongside	 these	 two	principal	ways	 of	 characterizing	God’s	 unique	 identity
we	 must	 set	 an	 indication	 of	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 God	 which	 plays	 a
different,	 but	 essential	 role	 in	 Jewish	 monotheism.	 This	 is	 monolatry,	 the
exclusive	 worship	 of	 the	 one	 God.	 There	 is	 no	 doubt	 that,	 in	 religious
practice,	 this	 was	 the	 factor	 which	 most	 clearly	 signalled	 the	 distinction
between	God	and	all	other	reality.’	God	must	be	worshipped;	no	other	being
may	be	worshipped	.17	The	pervasive	concern	of	Jews	in	the	Second	Temple
period	for	the	uniqueness	of	their	God	can	be	seen	in	their	scruples	about	any
practice	 which	 could	 be	 construed	 as	 worship	 of	 humans	 or	 other	 beings
regarded	as	gods	by	others’	From	all	nonJews	who	believed	in	or	worshipped



a	high	god	but	never	supposed	this	to	be	incompatible	with	the	worship	also
of	 lesser	 divinities,	 Jews	 were	 sharply	 distinguished	 by	 their	 monolatrous
practice.19

Some	recent	argument	has	tended	to	the	position	that	the	exclusive	worship
of	 the	 one	 God	 is	 really	 the	 factor	 that	 defines	 God	 as	 unique	 in	 Second
Temple	 Judaism.””	This,	 in	my	 view,	 is	 a	 confusion,	 because	 the	 exclusive
worship	of	the	God	of	Israel	is	precisely	a	recognition	of	and	response	to	his
unique	 identity.	 It	 is	 God’s	 unique	 identity	 which	 requires	 worship	 of	 him
alone.	Worship	of	other	beings	is	inappropriate	because	they	do	not	share	in
this	unique	identity.	Worshipping	God	along	with	withholding	worship	from
any	other	being	is	recognition	of	the	absolute	distinction	between	God	and	all
other	reality.

The	 distinction	 in	 cultic	 practice	 between	 Jews	 and	 others	 who
acknowledged	 a	 high	 god	 is,	 in	 fact,	 correlative	 with	 a	 difference	 in
monotheistic	conception.	The	 typical	Hellenistic	view	was	 that	worship	 is	a
matter	of	degree	because	divinity	is	a	matter	of	degree.	Lesser	divinities	are
worthy	 of	 appropriate	 degrees	 of	 worship.	 Philosophical	 monotheists	 who
held	that	all	other	divine	being	derives	ultimately	from	the	one,	nevertheless
held	 the	 derived	 divinity	 of	 lesser	 divine	 beings	 to	 be	 appropriately
acknowledged	 in	 cultic	 worship.	 The	 notion	 of	 a	 hierarchy	 or	 spectrum	 of
divinity	stretching	from	the	one	God	down	through	the	gods	of	the	heavenly
bodies,	 the	daemons	of	 the	atmosphere	 and	 the	earth,	 to	 those	humans	who
were	regarded	as	divine	or	deified,	was	pervasive	 in	all	non-Jewish	religion
and	religious	thought,	and	inseparable	from	the	plurality	of	cultic	practices	in
honour	 of	 a	 wide	 variety	 of	 divinities.	 Jews	 understood	 their	 practice	 of
monolatry	 to	 be	 justified,	 indeed	 required,	 because	 the	 unique	 identity	 of
YHWH	was	 so	 understood	 as	 to	 place	 him,	 not	merely	 at	 the	 summit	 of	 a
hierarchy	 of	 divinity,	 but	 in	 an	 absolutely	 unique	 category,	 beyond
comparison	with	 anything	 else.	Worship	was	 the	 recognition	 of	 this	 unique
incomparability	 of	 the	 one	 God.	 It	 was	 the	 response	 to	 YHWH’s	 self-
revelation	as	the	sole	Creator	and	Ruler	of	all.

Hence,	in	Second	Temple	Judaism,	monolatry	was	not	a	substitute	for	the
lack	of	a	clear	concept	of	divine	uniqueness.	It	was	the	corollary	of	a	notion
of	God’s	unique	 identity	which	 itself	was	carefully	 framed	so	as	 to	 indicate
the	absolute	distinction	between	God	and	all	other	reality.	The	requirement	of
exclusive	worship	and	the	common	ways	of	characterizing	the	unique	identity
of	God	correlated	with	and	reinforced	each	other.	On	the	one	hand,	that	it	is
inappropriate	to	worship	beings	other	than	the	one	God	could	be	justified	by
pointing	out	that	they	are	created	by	him,	benefit	humans	only	in	a	way	that
derives	ultimately	from	God,	ministers	of	God’s	will,	not	independent	sources



of	good.”	In	other	words,	they	do	not	participate	in	the	unique	identity	of	God
the	 Creator	 and	 Ruler	 of	 all	 things,	 and	 therefore	 do	 not	 deserve	 worship,
which	is	acknowledgement	of	that	unique	identity.

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 when	 some	Hellenistic	 philosophical	 accounts	 of	 the
one	 supreme	 God	 as	 the	 sole	 source	 of	 all	 other	 being	 and	 providential
overseer	of	all	things	correspond	quite	closely	to	Jewish	monotheistic	ideas,”
the	 language	of	 such	 accounts	 can	be	borrowed	by	 some	 Jewish	writers.	 In
this	case,	the	formal	definition	of	the	unique	identity	of	the	one	God	may	be
closely	 similar,	 but	 the	 Jewish	 claim	 that	 it	 requires	 exclusive	 worship
heightens	the	significance	of	the	distinction	being	made	between	the	one	God
and	 all	 other	 reality.	 Whereas	 the	 tendency	 of	 non-Jewish	 thought	 is	 to
assimilate	such	ideas	of	divine	uniqueness	to	patterns	of	thought	in	which	the
supreme	God	is	the	summit	of	a	hierarchy	of	divinity	or	the	original	source	of
a	 spectrum	 of	 divinity,	 the	 tendency	 of	 Jewish	 thought	 is	 to	 accentuate	 the
absolute	distinction	between	God	and	all	else	as	the	dominant	feature	of	the
whole	 Jewish	 worldview.	 The	 deeply	 rooted	 Jewish	 sense	 that	 the	 unique
identity	of	God	 required	 exclusive	worship	played	 an	 important	 role	 in	 this
difference.
1.6.	Jewish	monotheism	and	‘intermediary’	figures

The	evidence	 that	 Jews	of	 this	 period	 could	 easily	 and	were	 in	 the	habit	 of
drawing	 a	 firm	 line	 of	 clear	 distinction	 between	 the	 one	God	 and	 all	 other
reality	is	far	more	considerable	than	the	small	amount	of	evidence	adduced	by
those	 who	 argue	 that	 so-called	 intermediary	 figures	 blur	 this	 distinction.
Methodologically,	 it	 is	 imperative	 to	 proceed	 from	 the	 clear	 consensus	 of
Second	Temple	monotheism	to	the	more	ambiguous	evidence	about	so-called
intermediary	 figures	 to	 which	 we	 now	 turn.	 The	 question	 that	 needs	 to	 be
addressed	in	the	case	of	such	figures	is:	By	the	criteria	which	Second	Temple
Jewish	 texts	 themselves	 constantly	 use	 to	 distinguish	 the	 one	God	 from	 all
other	reality,	do	these	figures	belong	to	the	unique	identity	of	God	or	do	they
fall	outside	it?	Are	they,	so	to	speak,	intrinsic	to	God’s	own	unique	identity	as
the	one	God,	or	are	they	creatures	and	servants	of	God,	however	exalted?	The
criteria	which	count	are	 the	criteria	by	which	Jews	of	 the	period	 themselves
distinguished	the	unique	identity	of	God,	not	other	possible	criteria	of	divinity
which	were	not	the	decisive	ones	for	them.	Once	these	criteria	are	applied,	it
seems	to	me	that	in	almost	every	case	the	question	I	have	just	asked	is	readily
answerable.	 In	 other	 words,	 some	 of	 these	 figures	 are	 unambiguously
depicted	 as	 intrinsic	 to	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 God,	 while	 others	 are
unambiguously	 excluded	 from	 it.	 Unfortunately,	 there	 is	 no	 space	 here	 to
argue	the	case	in	the	way	that	it	requires	to	be	argued,	by	examining	the	texts
in	detail.	All	that	is	possible	in	the	present	context	is	to	outline	the	argument
very	broadly.



1.7	Intermediary	figures

Two	 categories	 of	 intermediary	 figures	 can	 be	 distinguished.	One	 has	 been
called	principal	angels	and	exalted	patriarchs.23	These	are	angelic	or	human
figures	who	play	a	very	important	role	in	God’s	rule	over	the	world.	They	are
either	very	high-ranking	angels,	such	as	Michael	in	the	Qumran	literature	or
Yahoel	in	the	Apocalypse	of	Abraham,	or	human	figures	such	as	Moses	in	the
work	of	Ezekiel	the	Tragedian	or	the	Son	of	Man	in	the	Parables	of	Enoch	(if
it	 is	 correct	 to	 think	 that	 that	 work	 identifies	 the	 Son	 of	Man	 with	 Enoch
exalted	 to	 heaven).	The	 second	 category	of	 intermediary	 figures	 consists	 of
personifications	 or	 hypostatizations	 of	 aspects	 of	 God	 himself,	 such	 as	 his
Spirit,	 his	 Word	 and	 his	 Wisdom.	 (Because	 of	 their	 relevance	 to	 early
Christology,	I	shall	confine	the	present	discussion	to	Word	and	Wisdom.)	In
my	 view,	 the	 Jewish	 literature	 in	 question	 for	 the	 most	 part	 unequivocally
excludes	 the	 figures	 in	 the	 first	 category	 from	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 God,
while	 equally	 unequivocally	 includes	 the	 figures	 in	 the	 second	 category
within	the	unique	identity	of	God.
1.7.1.	Principal	angels	and	exalted	patriarchs

Applying	our	criteria,	 there	is	no	suggestion,	anywhere	in	the	literature,	 that
principal	angels	or	exalted	patriarchs	participate	in	the	work	of	creation.	They
are	 clearly	 created	 beings.24	 With	 regard	 to	 God’s	 sovereignty	 over	 the
cosmos,	 Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 literature	 does	 certainly	 envisage	 a	 small
group	of	 very	highly	placed	 angels,25	who	 form	 a	 kind	 of	 council	 of	 chief
ministers	 of	 state,	 each	 in	 charge	 of	 some	 major	 aspect	 of	 the	 divine
government	of	the	cosmos.26	This	picture	has	been	distorted	by	the	assertion
in	 much	 recent	 scholarship	 that	 the	 literature	 frequently	 envisages	 a	 single
principal	angel	(though	the	identity	of	this	angel	varies	in	various	texts),	a	sort
of	 grand	vizier	 or	 plenipotentiary,	 to	whom	God	delegates	 the	whole	of	 his
rule	over	the	cosmos.27	In	my	view,	such	a	figure	appears	 in	very	few28	of
the	texts.	A	less	than	careful	reading	of	the	texts	has	mistakenly	manufactured
such	a	figure.	For	example,	in	some	works	the	archangel	Michael,	who	is	the
heavenly	 patron	 of	 Israel,	 takes	 precedence	 as	 first	 in	 rank	 among	 the
principal	angels.29	This	corresponds	 to	 the	pre-eminent	position	of	 Israel	 in
God’s	rule	over	the	world.	But	it	does	not	mean	that	Michael	is	in	charge	of
all	the	work	of	all	the	other	angels.	There	is	no	suggestion,	for	example,	that
the	 angels	 who	 are	 in	 charge	 of	 the	 workings	 of	 nature,	 an	 extremely
important	part	of	the	angelic	activity	in	the	world,	come	under	the	supervisory
authority	of	Michael.	Michael	ranks	higher	than	the	other	principal	angels,	but
he	is	not	set	in	authority	over	their	spheres	of	government.	So	the	notion	of	a
heavenly	viceroy,	who,	next	to	God,	is	in	charge	of	the	cosmos,	as	a	standard
idea	 in	 the	 Jewish	 conception	 of	 the	 cosmos	 is	 a	 fiction.	 This	 alleged
precedent	for	Christology	should	be	forgotten.



The	most	exalted	angels	serve	God;	they	do	not	participate	in	his	rule.	Two
features,	among	others,	make	this	clear.	In	the	first	place,	they	never	sit	with
God	on	his	heavenly	throne,	the	obvious	symbol	which	Jewish	writers	could
have	used	in	their	depictions	of	the	heavens,	to	portray	a	viceroy	or	co-ruler.
On	 the	contrary,	 they	stand,	 in	 the	posture	of	servants.3’	Secondly,	not	only
are	 they	 never	 worshipped,	 but	 they	 explicitly	 reject	 worship.	 They	 are
portrayed	 as	 doing	 so	 in	 a	 series	 of	 texts	which	 form	 a	 stereotyped	 literary
tradition,	 clearly	 designed	 to	 distinguish	 exalted	 angels,	 who	 declare
themselves	mere	servants	of	God,	from	God.31	These	texts	clearly	deploy	the
criteria	of	sovereignty	and	worship	to	draw	the	line	between,	on	the	one	hand,
God	 who	 rules	 all	 things	 and	 should	 therefore	 be	 worshipped	 and,	 on	 the
other	hand,	glorious	heavenly	beings	who,	being	only	servants	of	God,	may
not	be	worshipped.

There	is	one	exception	which	proves	the	rule.	In	the	Parables	of	Enoch,	the
Son	 of	Man	 will	 in	 the	 future,	 at	 the	 eschatological	 day	 of	 judgement,	 be
placed	 by	 God	 on	 God’s	 own	 throne	 to	 exercise	 judgement	 on	 God’s
behalf.32	He	will	also	be	worshipped.33	Here	we	have	a	sole	example	of	an
angelic	 figure	 or	 exalted	 patriarch	 who	 has	 been	 included	 in	 the	 divine
identity:	 he	 participates	 in	 the	 unique	 divine	 sovereignty	 and,	 therefore,	 in
recognition	of	his	exercise	of	the	divine	sovereignty	he	receives	worship.	His
inclusion	in	the	divine	identity	is	partial,	since	he	plays	no	part	in	the	work	of
creation	or	indeed	in	the	divine	sovereignty	until	the	future	day	of	judgement,
and	therefore	his	inclusion	in	the	divine	identity	remains	equivocal.	But	he	is
the	 only	 such	 equivocal	 case,	who	 shows,	 by	 contrast,	 the	 absence	 in	 other
cases	of	any	of	the	criteria	by	which	Second	Temple	Jews	would	consider	a
heavenly	figure	to	share	the	divine	identity.34
1.7.2.	Personified	or	hypostatized	divine	aspects

The	 second	 category	 of	 intermediary	 figures	 -	 personifications	 or
hypostatizations	of	aspects	of	God	-	turns	out,	by	the	same	criteria,	to	be	quite
different.	 Both	 the	Word	 and	 the	Wisdom	 of	God	 take	 part	 in	 the	work	 of
creation,	 sometimes	 with	 distinguishable	 roles,35	 sometimes
interchangeably.36	The	texts	in	question	make	it	quite	clear	that	they	are	not
infringing	 the	 standard	 monotheistic	 insistence	 that	 God	 created	 without
assistance	 of	 any	 kind.37	 2	 Enoch	 33:4,	 in	 an	 echo	 of	Deutero-Isaiah	 (Isa.
40:13),33	says	 that	God	had	no	advisor	 in	his	work	of	creation,	but	 that	his
Wisdom	was	his	advisor.	The	meaning	is	clearly	that	God	had	no	one	else	to
advise	 him.	His	Wisdom,	who	 is	 not	 someone	 else	 but	 intrinsic	 to	 his	 own
identity,	 advised	 him.	 Similarly,	 Wisdom	 is	 depicted	 sitting	 on	 the	 great
divine	throne	beside	God,	participating	in	 the	exercise	of	his	sovereignty	by
playing	the	role	of	advisor	or	counsellor	to	the	king	(1	En.	84:2-3;	Wis.	9:4,
10).	Here	the	image	which	the	literature	refrains	from	applying	to	any	angelic



servant	 of	 God	 is	 applied	 to	 Wisdom,	 with	 no	 detriment	 to	 the	 clear
distinction	between	God	and	all	other	 reality,	because	precisely	 this	 symbol
serves	to	include	Wisdom	in	the	unique	identity	of	the	one	God	who	rules	the
cosmos	 from	his	uniquely	exalted	 throne.	 In	general,	 the	personifications	of
God’s	 Word	 and	 God’s	 Wisdom	 in	 the	 literature	 are	 not	 parallel	 to	 the
depictions	of	exalted	angels	as	God’s	servants.	The	personifications	have	been
developed	precisely	out	of	 the	 ideas	of	God’s	own	Wisdom	and	God’s	own
Word,	that	is,	aspects	of	God’s	own	identity.	In	a	variety	of	ways,	they	express
God,	 his	 mind	 and	 his	 will	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 world.	 They	 are	 not	 created
beings,	 but	 nor	 are	 they	 semi-divine	 entities	 occupying	 some	 ambiguous
status	between	the	one	God	and	the	rest	of	reality.	They	belong	to	the	unique
divine	identity.

My	conclusion	 that	 the	Word	and	 the	Wisdom	of	God	are	 intrinsic	 to	 the
unique	divine	identity,	as	understood	in	Jewish	monotheism,	does	not	decide
the	 question	 (which,	 in	 my	 view,	 must	 be	 secondary)	 whether	 the
personification	of	these	figures	in	the	literature	is	merely	a	literary	device	or
whether	 they	 are	 envisaged	 as	 having	 some	 form	 of	 distinct	 existence	 in
reality.	I	 think	there	is	a	good	argument	for	the	latter	at	 least	 in	some	of	the
texts	 about	 Wisdom	 (e.g.	 Wis.	 7:22	 -	 8:1).	 But	 this	 does	 not	 mean	 that
Wisdom	 is	 there	 envisaged	 as	 a	 subordinate	 divine	 being	 extrinsic	 to	 the
identity	 of	 the	 one	 God.	 It	 means	 that	 these	 Jewish	 writers	 envisage	 some
form	of	real	distinction	within	the	unique	identity	of	the	one	God.	If	so,	they
are	 not	 abandoning	 or	 in	 any	way	 compromising	 their	 Jewish	monotheism.
The	Second	Temple	Jewish	understanding	of	the	divine	uniqueness	does	not
define	 it	 as	 unitariness	 and	 does	 not	 make	 distinctions	 within	 the	 divine
identity	 inconceivable.	 Its	 perfectly	 clear	 distinction	 between	 God	 and	 all
other	reality	is	made	in	other	terms,	which	in	this	case	place	God’s	Wisdom
unequivocally	within	the	unique	divine	identity.

2.	Christological	monotheism	in	the	New	Testament
2.1.	Introduction:	divine	identity	Christology

In	the	previous	section,	I	outlined	an	analysis	of	the	nature	of	Second	Temple
Jewish	monotheism,	 arguing	 that	 the	unique	 identity	of	 the	God	of	 Israel	 is
the	category	by	means	of	which	we	can	best	grasp	the	way	Jews	of	the	period
understood	God.	I	argued	that	the	Judaism	of	the	period	was	pervasively,	self-
consciously	and	strictly	monotheistic,	 in	 the	sense	of	having	a	clear	concept
of	 the	absolute	distinction	between	God	and	all	other	 reality,	with	extensive
implications	for	religious	practice.	The	uniqueness	of	the	divine	identity	was
characterized	especially	by	two	features:	 that	 the	one	God	is	sole	Creator	of
all	 things	 and	 that	 the	 one	 God	 is	 sole	 Ruler	 of	 all	 things.	 To	 this	 unique
identity	 corresponds	 monolatry,	 the	 exclusive	 worship	 of	 the	 one	 and	 only



God	who	is	so	characterized.	Worship,	in	the	Jewish	tradition,	is	recognition
of	the	unique	divine	identity,	and	so	must	be	accorded	to	the	one	who	created
and	rules	all	things,	but	may	not	be	accorded	to	any	other	beings,	all	of	whom
are	 created	 by	 and	 subject	 to	 the	 one	 true	 God.	 Finally,	 I	 argued	 (without
being	 able	 to	 present	 the	 evidence	 in	 detail)	 that	 the	 so-called	 intermediary
figures	which	 feature	 in	 some	 Jewish	 texts	of	 the	period	do	not,	 as	 is	often
alleged,	 blur	 or	 bridge	 the	 line	 of	 absolute	 distinction	 which	 Jewish
monotheism	maintained	between	God	and	all	other	reality.	On	the	contrary,	if
we	allow	the	texts	to	operate,	as	they	do,	Judaism’s	own	criteria	of	distinction
between	 God	 and	 all	 other	 reality,	 we	 find	 that,	 almost	 without	 exception,
these	figures	belong	unambiguously	either	outside	the	unique	identity	of	God,
so	that	there	is	no	proper	Jewish	sense	in	which	they	count	as	divine,	or	else
within	 the	unique	 identity	of	God,	such	 that	 they	are	 intrinsic	 to	God’s	own
identity	 as	 the	 one	 God.	 Principal	 angels	 and	 exalted	 patriarchs	 do	 not
participate	in	the	unique	creative	work	of	God,	nor	do	they	participate	in	the
exercise	of	God’s	rule	by	sharing	the	divine	throne,	but	only	carry	out	God’s
will	as	servants,	and	so,	 finally,	 they	are	not	worshipped.	The	Word	and	 the
Wisdom	of	God,	on	the	other	hand,	do	participate	in	the	creative	work	of	God
and	in	his	sovereignty,	and	so	belong	intrinsically	to	God’s	unique	identity.	In
neither	 case,	 once	 we	 understand	 the	 way	 Jewish	 monotheism	 drew	 the
distinction	between	God	and	all	other	reality,	is	there	any	blurring	of	the	line.

The	present	section	will	build	on	this	understanding	of	Jewish	monotheism
an	 argument	 about	 New	 Testament	 Christology.	 Once	 again,	 there	 is	 no
possibility	of	providing	more	 than	a	small	sampling	of	 the	evidence	for	 this
case,	which	ought	properly	to	encompass	all	the	important	christological	texts
of	the	New	Testament.	I	shall	concentrate	on	illustrating	a	way	of	reading	the
texts	 which	 puts	 the	 whole	 question	 of	 the	 character	 of	 New	 Testament
Christology	 in	 a	 new	 light.	 In	 this	 argument,	 the	 understanding	 of	 Jewish
monotheism	which	I	have	proposed	will	function	as	the	hermeneutical	key	to
understanding	the	way	in	which	the	New	Testament	texts	relate	Jesus	Christ
to	 the	 one	 God	 of	 Jewish	 monotheism.	 It	 will	 enable	 us	 to	 see	 that	 the
intention	 of	New	Testament	Christology,	 throughout	 the	 texts,	 is	 to	 include
Jesus	in	the	unique	divine	identity	as	Jewish	monotheism	understood	it.	They
do	 this	 deliberately	 and	 comprehensively	 by	 using	 precisely	 those
characteristics	of	the	divine	identity	on	which	Jewish	monotheism	focused	in
characterizing	 God	 as	 unique.	 They	 include	 Jesus	 in	 the	 unique	 divine
sovereignty	over	all	things,	they	include	him	in	the	unique	divine	creation	of
all	 things,	 they	 identify	 him	 by	 the	 divine	 name	 which	 names	 the	 unique
divine	 identity,	 and	 they	 portray	 him	 as	 accorded	 the	 worship	 which,	 for
Jewish	monotheists,	is	recognition	of	the	unique	divine	identity.	In	this	way,
they	develop	a	kind	of	christological	monotheism	which	 is	 fully	continuous



with	early	Jewish	monotheism,	but	distinctive	in	the	way	it	sees	Jesus	Christ
himself	as	intrinsic	to	the	identity	of	the	unique	God.

I	shall	be	arguing	what	will	seem	to	anyone	familiar	with	the	study	of	New
Testament	 Christology	 a	 surprising	 thesis:	 that	 the	 highest	 possible
Christology	-	the	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	the	unique	divine	identity	-	was	central
to	the	faith	of	the	early	church	even	before	any	of	the	New	Testament	writings
were	written,	since	it	occurs	in	all	of	them.	Although	there	was	development
in	understanding	 this	 inclusion	of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 identity	 of	God,	 the	decisive
step	of	so	including	him	was	made	at	the	beginning	of	Christology.	Essential
to	 this	 argument	 is	 the	 recognition	 that	 this	 high	 Christology	 was	 entirely
possible	within	 the	 understanding	 of	 Jewish	monotheism	we	 have	 outlined.
Novel	as	 it	was,	 it	did	not	 require	any	 repudiation	of	 the	monotheistic	 faith
which	 the	 first	 Christians	 axiomatically	 shared	 with	 all	 Jews.	 That	 Jewish
monotheism	and	high	Christology	were	in	some	way	in	tension	is	one	of	the
prevalent	 illusions	 in	 this	 field	 that	 we	must	 allow	 the	 texts	 to	 dispel.	 The
New	Testament	writers	 did	 not	 see	 their	 Jewish	monotheistic	 heritage	 as	 in
any	way	an	obstacle	to	the	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	the	divine	identity;	they	used
its	 resources	 extensively	 in	 order	 precisely	 to	 include	 Jesus	 in	 the	 divine
identity;	 and	 they	 saw	 in	 this	 inclusion	 of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 divine	 identity	 the
fulfilment	 of	 the	 eschatological	 expectation	 of	 Jewish	monotheism	 that	 the
one	God	will	be	universally	acknowledged	as	such	in	his	universal	rule	over
all	things.

As	I	observed	at	the	beginning	of	section	1,	recent	attempts	to	make	high
Christology	intelligible	as	a	development	within	a	thoroughly	Jewish	context
have	focused	on	the	so-called	intermediary	figures	as	providing	precedents	or
parallels	 for	 high	 Christology.	 The	 conviction	 has	 been	 that	 a	 direct
identification	 of	 Jesus	 with	 the	 one	 God	 would	 have	 been	 impossible	 for
Jewish	monotheism,	whereas	the	various	figures	alleged	to	occupy	ambiguous
or	semi-divine	status,	participating	in	divinity	in	some	subordinate	way,	make
room	within	 Jewish	monotheism	 for	 the	 attribution	 of	 divine	 attributes	 and
functions	to	Jesus.	This	conviction	is,	 in	my	view,	almost	the	exact	opposite
of	the	truth.	What	Jewish	monotheism	could	not	accommodate	were	precisely
semi-divine	 figures,	 subordinate	 deities,	 divinity	 by	 delegation	 or
participation.	 The	 key	 to	 the	 way	 in	 which	 Jewish	 monotheism	 and	 high
Christology	were	compatible	in	the	early	Christian	movement	is	not	the	claim
that	 Jewish	 monotheism	 left	 room	 for	 ambiguous	 semi-divinities,	 but	 the
recognition	 that	 its	understanding	of	 the	unique	 identity	of	 the	one	God	 left
room	 for	 the	 inclusion	 of	 Jesus	 in	 that	 identity.	 Though	 such	 a	 step	 was
unprecedented,	 the	 character	 of	 Jewish	 monotheism	 did	 not	 make	 it
impossible.	 Moreover,	 it	 was	 not	 a	 step	 which	 could	 be,	 as	 it	 were,
approached	 gradually	 by	 means	 of	 ascending	 christological	 beliefs.	 To	 put



Jesus	 in	 the	position,	for	example,	of	a	very	high	ranking	angelic	servant	of
God	would	not	be	to	come	close	to	a	further	step	of	assimilating	him	to	God,
because	the	absolute	distinction	between	God	and	all	other	reality	would	still
have	to	be	crossed.	The	decisive	step	of	including	Jesus	in	the	unique	identity
of	God	was	not	a	step	that	could	be	facilitated	by	prior,	less	radical	steps.	It
was	a	step	which,	whenever	it	was	taken,	had	to	be	taken	simply	for	its	own
sake	and	de	novo.	It	does	not	become	any	more	intelligible	by	being	placed	at
the	end	of	a	long	process	of	christological	development.	In	my	view,	the	New
Testament	evidence	is	best	explained	if	this	step	was	taken	very	early,	as	the
fundamental	step	on	which	all	further	christological	development	then	rested.
2.2.	The	exalted	Jesus	participates	in	God’s	unique	sovereignty	over	all	things

At	 a	 very	 early	 stage,	 which	 is	 presupposed	 and	 reflected	 in	 all	 the	 New
Testament	writings,	 early	 Christians	 understood	 Jesus	 to	 have	 been	 exalted
after	his	death	to	the	throne	of	God	in	the	highest	heaven.	There,	seated	with
God	 on	 God’s	 throne,	 Jesus	 exercises	 or	 participates	 in	 God’s	 unique
sovereignty	 over	 the	 whole	 cosmos.	 This	 decisive	 step	 of	 understanding	 a
human	being	to	be	participating	now	in	the	unique	divine	sovereignty	over	the
cosmos	 was	 unprecedented.	 The	 principal	 angels	 and	 exalted	 patriarchs	 of
Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 literature	 provide	 no	 precedent.	 It	 is	 this	 radical
novelty	which	leads	to	all	the	other	exalted	christological	claims	of	the	New
Testament	 texts.	 But,	 although	 a	 novelty,	 its	 meaning	 depends	 upon	 the
Jewish	monotheistic	conceptual	context	in	which	the	early	Christians	believed
it.	Because	the	unique	sovereignty	of	God	over	all	things	was	precisely	one	of
the	 two	 major	 features	 which	 characterized	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 God,	 in
distinction	 from	 all	 other	 reality,	 this	 confession	 of	 Jesus	 reigning	 on	 the
divine	throne	was	precisely	a	recognition	of	his	inclusion	in	the	unique	divine
identity,	himself	decisively	distinguished,	as	God	himself	is,	from	any	exalted
heavenly	servant	of	God.	We	shall	see	further	evidence	of	this	as	we	proceed.
2.3.	Psalm	110:1	in	early	Christology

Early	Christian	theology,	like	other	Jewish	theology	of	the	period,	proceeded
primarily	 by	 exegesis	 of	 the	 Hebrew	 Scriptures.	 Creative	 exegesis	 of	 the
Scriptures	 was	 the	 principal	 medium	 in	 which	 early	 Christians	 developed
even	the	most	novel	aspects	of	their	thought,	a	point	of	which	we	shall	have
to	 take	much	notice	especially	 in	 later	parts	of	 this	chapter.	But	 the	point	 is
important	 now,	 because	 the	 participation	 of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 unique	 divine
sovereignty	was	understood	primarily	by	reference	to	one	key	Old	Testament
text	 (Ps.	 110:1)	 and	 other	 texts	 brought	 into	 exegetical	 relationship	with	 it.
Psalm	 110:1	 (LXX	 109:1)	 is	 the	 Old	 Testament	 text	 to	 which	 the	 New
Testament	most	 often	 alludes	 (twenty-one	 quotations	 or	 allusions,	 scattered
across	most	of	 the	New	Testament	writings,39	with	 the	 Johannine	 literature
the	one	notable	exception).	It	reads:



The	 LORD	 said	 to	my	 Lord,	 ‘Sit	 at	 my	 right	 hand	 until	 I	 make	 your
enemies	your	footstool.‘40

The	 verse	 certainly	 does	 not	 have	 to	 be	 read	 as	 meaning	 that	 the	 person
referred	to	as	‘my	Lord’	(the	Messiah)	is	seated	on	the	divine	throne	itself	and
exercises	 the	 divine	 sovereignty	 over	 the	 cosmos.	 It	 could,	 for	 example,	 be
read	 to	 mean	 simply	 that	 the	 Messiah	 is	 given	 a	 position	 of	 honour	 as	 a
favoured	 subject	 beside	 the	divine	 throne,	where	he	 sits	 inactively	 awaiting
the	inauguration	of	his	rule	on	earth.	This	is	how	some	of	the	rabbis	later	read
it.41	 It	 is	 quite	 clear,	 however,	 that	 early	 Christians	 read	 it	 differently:	 as
placing	Jesus	on	 the	divine	 throne	 itself,	exercising	God’s	own	rule	over	all
things.	The	point	is	sometimes	made	by	combining	the	verse	with	Psalm	8:6:

You	made	him	ruler	over	the	works	of	your	hands	and	placed	all	things	under
his	feet	42

The	 discontinuity	 between	 early	 Christology	 at	 this	 decisive	 point	 and	 the
beliefs	and	expectations	of	Second	Temple	Jewish	literature	can	be	illustrated
from	 the	 fact	 that,	 whereas	 this	 text	 Psalm	 110:1	 is	 the	 most	 quoted	 Old
Testament	text	in	the	New	Testament,	in	the	whole	of	the	literature	of	Second
Temple	 Judaism	 there	 is	 only	 one	 probable	 allusion	 to	 the	 verse,	 in	 the
Testament	 of	 Job	 (33:3),43	 where	 its	 use	 bears	 little	 resemblance	 to	 its
significance	 for	 early	Christians.	Nowhere	 in	 early	 Judaism	 is	 it	 applied	 to
one	 of	 the	 exalted	 heavenly	 figures	 -	 angels	 or	 patriarchs	 -	 who	 occupy
important	places	in	heaven	now	or	in	the	future.	Nowhere	is	it	applied	to	the
Messiah,	who	is	never,	of	course,	supposed	in	early	Jewish	expectation	to	rule
the	 cosmos	 from	 heaven,	 but	 only	 to	 be	 a	 ruler	 on	 earth.	 The	 messianic
interpretation	 of	 the	 royal	 psalms	 in	 general	 would	 lead	 us	 to	 expect	 that,
when	Jews	in	the	Second	Temple	period	did	interpret	Psalm	110,	they	would
apply	it	to	the	Messiah.	But	its	absence	from	the	literature	shows	that	it	had
no	 importance	 for	 them,	 whereas	 for	 early	 Christians	 it	 was	 of	 key
importance.	The	difference	simply	reflects	the	fact	that	early	Christians	used
the	text	to	say	something	about	Jesus	which	Second	Temple	Jewish	literature
is	 not	 interested	 in	 saying	 about	 anyone:	 that	 he	 participates	 in	 the	 unique
divine	sovereignty	over	all	things.

My	argument	is	that	the	exaltation	of	Jesus	to	the	heavenly	throne	of	God
could	only	mean,	 for	 the	early	Christians	who	were	Jewish	monotheists,	his
inclusion	in	the	unique	identity	of	God,	and	that,	furthermore,	the	texts	show
their	 full	 awareness	 of	 that	 and	 quite	 deliberately	 use	 the	 rhetoric	 and
conceptuality	of	Jewish	monotheism	to	make	 this	 inclusion	unequivocal.	As
evidence	 for	 this	 I	 will	 refer	 to	 four	 further	 aspects	 of	 the	 way	 the	 texts
envisage	the	exaltation	of	Jesus.



2.4.	Jesus’	sovereignty	over	‘all	things’

First,	the	texts	frequently	refer	to	Jesus’	exaltation	or	sovereignty	as	over	‘all
things’.	Though	New	Testament	scholars	commonly	fail	to	recognize	this	and
in	individual	texts	debate	the	extent	of	the	‘all	things’	to	which	the	text	refers,
the	phrase	belongs	to	the	standard	rhetoric	of	Jewish	monotheism,	in	which	it
constantly	 refers,	 quite	 naturally,	 to	 the	 whole	 of	 the	 created	 reality	 from
which	 God	 is	 absolutely	 distinguished	 as	 its	 Creator	 and	 Ruler	 “4	 God’s
servants	may	be	said,	by	his	permission,	to	rule	some	things,	as	earthly	rulers
do,	but	only	God	rules	over	all	things	from	a	throne	exalted	above	all	things.
The	frequent	New	Testament	christological	uses	of	this	phrase”	should	not	be
studied	atomistically,	but	their	cumulative	weight	appreciated	as	testimony	to
the	 way	 the	 texts	 habitually	 define	 Christ’s	 exaltation	 or	 rule	 in	 the	 terms
Jewish	monotheism	reserved	for	God’s	unique	sovereignty.
2.5.	Jesus	shares	God’s	exaltation	above	all	the	angelic	powers

Secondly,	many	of	the	texts	emphasize	Jesus’	exaltation	and	sovereignty	over
all	 the	 angelic	 powers,	 sometimes	 with	 emphatic	 use	 of	 the	 potent	 Jewish
imagery	of	height.	For	example,	Ephesians	1:21-22:

[God]	raised	[Jesus]	from	the	dead	and	seated	him	at	his	right	hand	in	the
heavenly	 places,	 far	 above	 all	 rule	 and	 authority	 and	 power	 and
dominion,	and	above	every	name	that	is	named,	not	only	in	this	age	but
also	in	the	age	to	come.	And	he	has	put	all	things	under	his	feet.

That	‘far	above’	evokes	 the	 image	of	 the	high	and	lofty	divine	throne	at	 the
summit	 of	 the	 heavens	 (cf.	 also	 Eph.	 4:10),	 exalted	 far	 above	 the	 various
angelic	powers	which	rule	as	God’s	servants	in	the	lower	heavens	46	Jesus	is
not	here	being	placed	in	the	position	of	any	angelic	figure,	nor	are	the	angelic
powers	being	demoted.	The	spatial	 relationship	between	Jesus	on	 the	divine
throne	 and	 the	 angelic	 powers	 is	 precisely	 how	 Jewish	 pictures	 of	 the
heavenly	realms	portrayed	the	relationship	between	the	divine	throne	and	the
angelic	powers	subject	 to	God.	The	point	 is	 that	 Jesus	now	shares	precisely
God’s	exaltation	and	sovereignty	over	every	angelic	power.	Similarly,	 in	 the
great	christological	passage	in	Hebrews	1,	where	a	catena	of	seven	scriptural
quotations	 is	 deployed	 to	 explicate	 the	 full	 meaning	 of	 Psalm	 110:1	 with
which	 the	catena	concludes,	 the	significance	of	Jesus’	exaltation	 to	 the	right
hand	of	God	is	expounded	by	proving	his	superiority	over	all	the	angels.	This
superiority	 is	 both	 imaged	 as	 spatial	 height	 (1:3-4)	 and	 expounded	 as
qualitative	 difference.	 The	 angels,	 argues	 the	 passage,	 are	 no	 more	 than
servants	 of	 God,	 whereas	 Christ,	 who	 occupies	 the	 divine	 throne	 itself,
participates	in	God’s	own	sovereignty	and	is,	therefore,	served	by	the	angels
(1:7-9,13-14).	 The	 purpose	 is	 not	 a	 polemic	 against	 angels	 or	 angel
Christology.	 Nothing	 that	 is	 said	 about	 the	 angels	 would	 have	 been



controversial	to	any	Jewish	reader.	The	function	of	the	angels	in	the	passage
is	 to	 assist	 theological	 definition	 of	 the	 one	 God,	 to	 portray	 the	 line	 of
distinction	 which	 Jewish	 monotheism	 always	 insisted	 on	 drawing	 between
God,	the	only	sovereign	Ruler,	and	all	other	reality.	When	this	line	is	drawn,
even	the	highest	angels	are	only	servants	of	God.	But	 if	Jesus	 is	superior	 to
the	 angels,	 participating	 in	 the	 divine	 sovereignty,	 this	means	 precisely,	 for
Jewish	monotheistic	conceptuality,	 that	he	 is	 included	 in	 the	unique	 identity
of	 the	one	God.	Careful	study	of	Hebrews	1,	 for	which	we	 lack	space	here,
would	 reveal	with	what	 care	 and	 sophistication	 the	passage	employs	 all	 the
key	 features	 by	 which	 Jewish	 monotheism	 standardly	 characterized	 the
uniqueness	of	God	in	order	to	include	Jesus	within	the	unique	divine	identity.
2.6.	Jesus	given	the	divine	name

Thirdly,	 the	 exalted	 Jesus	 is	 given	 the	 divine	 name,	 the	 Tetragrammaton
(YHWH),	 the	 name	 which	 names	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 the	 one	 God,	 the
name	 which	 is	 exclusive	 to	 the	 one	 God	 in	 a	 way	 that	 the	 sometimes
ambiguous	word	 ‘god’	 is	 not.	Hebrews	 1:4	 states	 that	 Jesus,	 exalted	 to	 the
right	hand	of	God,	became	‘as	much	superior	to	the	angels	as	the	name	he	has
inherited	is	more	excellent	than	theirs’.	Though	most	of	the	commentators	do
not	think	so,	this	can	only	refer	to	the	divine	name,	as	must’the	name	that	is
above	every	name,	which	according	to	Philippians	2:9	was	bestowed	on	Jesus
when	God	exalted	him	to	the	highest	position.	Connected	with	this	naming	of
the	exalted	Jesus	by	the	divine	name	is	the	early	Christian	use	of	the	phrase
‘to	call	on	the	name	of	the	Lord’;	‘	as	a	reference	to	Christian	confession	and
to	baptism.	The	Old	Testament	phrase48	means	 to	 invoke	God	by	his	name
YHWH,49	 but	 the	 early	 Christian	 use	 of	 it	 applies	 it	 to	 Jesus.	 It	 means
invoking	Jesus	as	 the	divine	Lord	who	exercises	 the	divine	sovereignty	and
bears	the	divine	name.
2.7.	Worship	of	Jesus	as	recognition	of	his	exercise	of	the	unique	divine	sovereignty

Fourthly,	the	exalted	Christ’s	participation	in	the	unique	divine	sovereignty	is
recognized	by	worship.	As	we	observed	 in	 section	1,	worship	 in	 the	Jewish
tradition	is	precisely	recognition	of	the	unique	divine	identity.	It	 is	accorded
to	God,	especially	as	sole	Creator	of	all	things	and	as	sole	Ruler	of	all	things.
It	 most	 obviously	 puts	 into	 religious	 practice	 the	 distinction	 Jewish
monotheism	 drew	 between	 the	 one	 God	 and	 all	 other	 reality.	 So	 the
significant	christological	evidence	is	not	only	that	which	shows,	as	has	been
increasingly	recognized	in	recent	scholarship,	that	the	practice	of	worshipping
Jesus	goes	far	back	into	early	Jewish	Christianity,	but	also	the	evidence	that
worship	was	thought	to	be	due	to	Christ	precisely	as	response	to	his	inclusion
in	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity	 through	 exaltation	 to	 the	 throne	 of	 God.
Therefore,	 very	 significant	 are	 the	 depictions	 of	 universal	 worship	 in
Philippians	2:9-11	and	Revelation	5,	two	passages	we	shall	consider	in	more



detail	 in	 the	 next	 section,	 in	 both	 of	which	 it	 is	 precisely	 the	 exaltation	 of
Christ	 to	 the	 divine	 throne	 which	 evokes	 the	 worship	 of	 all	 creation.	 Also
noteworthy	is	Matthew	28:17,	where,	in	the	closing	scene	of	this	Gospel,	the
disciples	worship	Jesus	as	he	declares	that	all	authority	in	heaven	and	on	earth
has	been	given	to	him	.511
2.8.	The	pre-existent	Christ	participates	in	God’s	unique	activity	of	creation

The	 evidence	 we	 have	 considered	 so	 far	 amounts	 to	 what	 could	 be	 called
christological	 and	 eschatological	monotheism.	 Jesus	 is	 seen	 as	 the	one	who
exercises	God’s	eschatological	sovereignty	over	all	things,	with	a	view	to	the
coming	 of	 God’s	 kingdom	 and	 the	 universal	 acknowledgement	 of	 God’s
unique	deity.	Jesus	is	included,	we	might	say,	in	the	eschatological	identity	of
God.	 Clearly	 the	 dominant	 early	 Christian	 concern	was	with	 Jesus’	 present
and	future	participation	in	the	divine	sovereignty.	It	is,	therefore,	all	the	more
remarkable	 that	 early	 Christians	 included	 Jesus	 in	 the	 unique	 divine
sovereignty,	not	only	eschatologically	but	also	protologically,	not	only	in	the
present	and	future	but	also	from	the	beginning.	This	must	be	mainly	because,
for	 Jewish	 monotheism,	 the	 eternal	 divine	 sovereignty,	 including	 God’s
unique	creative	activity	in	the	beginning	as	well	as	his	providential	ordering
of	 all	 things	 and	his	 future	 completion	of	 his	 purpose	 for	 his	 reign	over	 all
things,	 is	 properly	 indivisible.	 God	 alone	 rules	 all	 things	 and	 will	 rule	 all
things	because	he	alone	created	all	things.	If	Jesus	is	no	mere	servant	of	God
but	participates	in	the	unique	divine	sovereignty	and	is,	therefore,	intrinsic	to
the	unique	divine	identity,	he	must	be	so	eternally.	The	participation	of	Christ
in	 the	 creative	work	 of	 God	 is	 necessary,	 in	 Jewish	monotheistic	 terms,	 to
complete	the	otherwise	incomplete	inclusion	of	him	in	the	divine	identity.	It
also	makes	even	clearer	that	the	intention	of	this	early	Christology	is	precisely
to	 include	 him	 in	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity,	 since,	 in	 the	 creative	work	 of
God,	there	was,	for	Jewish	monotheists,	no	room	even	for	servants	of	God	to
carry	 out	 his	 work	 at	 his	 command.	 Creation,	 axiomatically,	 was	 the	 sole
work	of	God	alone.

Whereas	the	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	the	eschatological	sovereignty	of	God	is
found	 in	 all	 the	 New	 Testament	 literature,	 his	 inclusion	 in	 the	 work	 of
creation	 is	 less	 widespread,	 but	 is	 found	 in	 1	 Corinthians,	 Colossians,
Hebrews,	 Revelation	 and	 the	 Gospel	 of	 John.51	 Since	 it	 is	 of	 less	 direct
relevance	 to	most	of	 the	concerns	of	 the	New	Testament	writers,	 this	 is	not
surprising.	What	is	noteworthy	is	that	in	three	of	these	cases	(1	Corinthians,
Hebrews	 and	 John)	 the	purpose,	 in	my	view,	 is	 precisely	 to	 express	 Jewish
monotheism	 in	 christological	 terms.	 It	 is	 not	 that	 these	writers	wish	 to	 say
anything	about	the	work	of	creation	for	its	own	sake	or	even	that	they	wish	to
say	anything	about	the	relationship	of	Christ	to	creation	for	its	own	sake,	but
that	they	wish	precisely	to	include	Jesus	Christ	in	the	unique	divine	identity.



Including	 him	 precisely	 in	 the	 divine	 activity	 of	 creation	 is	 the	 most
unequivocal	 way	 of	 excluding	 any	 threat	 to	monotheism	 -	 as	 though	 Jesus
were	a	subordinate	demigod	-	while	redefining	the	unique	identity	of	God	in	a
way	that	includes	Jesus.	To	illustrate	the	point,	we	shall	examine	the	earliest
of	these	texts:	1	Corinthians	8:6.	This	passage	in	its	context	reads:

4Hence,	as	to	the	eating	of	food	offered	to	idols,	we	know	that	‘there	is
no	idol	in	the	world’	and	that	‘there	is	no	God	except	one.’	‘Indeed,	even
though	 there	may	 be	 so-called	 gods	 in	 heaven	 or	 on	 earth	 -	 as	 in	 fact
there	are	many	gods	and	many	lords	-	6but	for	us	there	is	one	God,	the
Father,	 from	whom	are	all	 things	and	we	 for	him,	and	one	Lord,	 Jesus
Christ,	through	whom	are	all	things	and	we	through	him.

Paul’s	concern	in	this	context	is	explicitly	monotheistic.	The	issue	of	eating
meat	offered	to	idols	and	participation	in	temple	banquets	is	an	instance	of	the
highly	 traditional	 Jewish	 monotheistic	 concern	 for	 loyalty	 to	 the	 only	 true
God	in	a	context	of	pagan	polytheistic	worship.	What	Paul	does	is	to	maintain
this	 Jewish	 monotheistic	 concern	 in	 a	 Christian	 interpretation	 for	 which
loyalty	to	the	only	true	God	entails	loyalty	to	the	Lord	Jesus	Christ.	He	takes
up	 from	 the	 Corinthians’	 letter	 (at	 the	 end	 of	 verse	 4)	 the	 typical	 Jewish
monotheistic	 formula	 ‘there	 is	no	God	except	one’	 in	order	 to	 agree	with	 it
and	 to	 give,	 in	 verse	 6,	 his	 own	 fuller	 monotheistic	 formulation,	 which
contrasts	 the	 ‘many	 gods	 and	 many	 lords’	 of	 the	 Corinthians’	 pagan
environment	 (verse	 5)	with	 the	 one	God	 and	 one	Lord	 to	whom	Christians
owe	exclusive	allegiance.
Verse	6	is	a	carefully	formulated	statement,

The	 statement	 has	 been	 composed	 from	 two	 sources,	 both	 clearly
recognizable.	 One	 is	 the	 Shema`,	 the	 classic	 Jewish	 statement	 of	 the
uniqueness	 of	 God,	 taken	 from	 the	 Torah	 itself,	 recited	 twice	 daily	 by	 all
observant	 Jews,	as	we	noticed	 in	 section	1.	 It	 is	now	commonly	 recognized
that	Paul	has	here	adapted	the	Shema°	and	produced,	as	 it	were,	a	Christian
version	of	it.52	Not	so	widely	recognized	is	the	full	significance	of	this.	In	the
first	 and	 third	 lines	of	Paul’s	 formula	 (labelled	a	and	c	above),	Paul	has,	 in
fact,	 reproduced	all	 the	words	of	 the	statement	about	YHWH	in	 the	Shema`
(Dent.	 6:4:	 ‘The	 LORD	 our	 God,	 the	 LORD,	 is	 one’),53	 but	 Paul	 has
rearranged	the	words	in	such	a	way	as	to	produce	an	affirmation	of	both	one
God,	the	Father,	and	one	Lord,	Jesus	Christ.	It	should	be	quite	clear	that	Paul



is	 including	 the	 Lord	 Jesus	 Christ	 in	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity.	 He	 is
redefining	monotheism	as	christological	monotheism.	 If	he	were	understood
as	 adding	 the	 one	Lord	 to	 the	 one	God	 of	whom	 the	 Shema`	 speaks,	 then,
from	the	perspective	of	Jewish	monotheism,	he	would	certainly	be	producing,
not	 christological	 monotheism,	 but	 outright	 ditheism.	 The	 addition	 of	 a
unique	 Lord	 to	 the	 unique	 God	 of	 the	 Shema`	 would	 flatly	 contradict	 the
uniqueness	 of	 the	 latter.	 The	 only	 possible	 way	 to	 understand	 Paul	 as
maintaining	monotheism	 is	 to	 understand	 him	 to	 be	 including	 Jesus	 in	 the
unique	 identity	 of	 the	 one	God	 affirmed	 in	 the	 Shema`.	 But	 this	 is,	 in	 any
case,	clear	from	the	fact	that	the	term	‘Lord’,	applied	here	to	Jesus	as	the	‘one
Lord,	is	taken	from	the	Shema`	itself.	Paul	is	not	adding	to	the	one	God	of	the
Shema`	a	‘Lord’	the	Shema`	does	not	mention.	He	is	identifying	Jesus	as	the
‘Lord’	 whom	 the	 Shema`	 affirms	 to	 be	 one.	 Thus,	 in	 Paul’s	 quite
unprecedented	 reformulation	 of	 the	 Shema`,	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 the	 one
God	 consists	 of	 the	 one	 God,	 the	 Father,	 and	 the	 one	 Lord,	 his	 Messiah.
Contrary	 to	 what	 many	 exegetes	 who	 have	 not	 sufficiently	 understood	 the
way	 in	which	 the	unique	 identity	of	God	was	understood	 in	Second	Temple
Judaism	seem	 to	 suppose,	by	 including	 Jesus	 in	 this	unique	 identity	Paul	 is
certainly	 not	 repudiating	 Jewish	 monotheism,	 whereas	 were	 he	 merely
associating	 Jesus	 with	 the	 unique	 God	 he	 certainly	 would	 be	 repudiating
monotheism.

Whereas	the	first	and	third	lines	of	 the	formulation	divide	the	wording	of
the	Shema`	between	God	and	 Jesus,	 the	 second	and	 fourth	 lines	 (labelled	b
and	 d	 above)	 similarly	 divide	 between	 God	 and	 Jesus	 another	 Jewish
monotheistic	formula,	one	which	relates	the	one	God	as	Creator	to	all	things.
The	description	in	its	undivided,	unmodified	form	is	used	elsewhere	by	Paul	-
in	Romans	11:36a:	 ‘from	him	and	 through	him	and	 to	him	 [are]	all	 things’.
Here	the	statement	simply	refers	to	God,	whereas,	in	1	Corinthians	8:6,	Paul
has	 divided	 it	 between	 God	 and	 Christ,	 applying	 to	 God	 two	 of	 the
prepositions	 that	describe	God’s	 relationship	as	Creator	 to	all	 things	(‘from’
and	 ‘for’	 or’to’)	 and	 the	 third	 of	 these	 prepositions	 (‘through’)	 to	 Christ.
Although	Paul’s	 formula	 in	Romans	11:36	does	not	 appear	precisely	 in	 this
form	 elsewhere,	 there	 are	 enough	 Jewish	 parallels”	 to	 make	 it	 certain	 that
Paul	there	simply	quotes	a	Jewish	formulation.	That	God	is	not	only	the	agent
or	efficient	cause	of	creation	(‘from	him	are	all	things’)	and	the	final	cause	or
goal	 of	 all	 things	 (‘to	 him	 are	 all	 things’),	 but	 also	 the	 instrumental	 cause
(‘through	him	are	all	things’)	well	expresses	the	typical	Jewish	monotheistic
concern	 that	 God	 used	 no	 one	 else	 to	 carry	 out	 his	 work	 of	 creation,	 but
accomplished	 it	 alone,	 solely	 by	 means	 of	 his	 own	 Word	 and/or	 his	 own
Wisdom.	 Paul’s	 reformulation	 in	 1	 Corinthians	 8:6	 includes	 Christ	 in	 this
exclusively	divine	work	of	creation	by	giving	to	him	the	role	of	instrumental



cause.

Implicit	 in	 the	 reformulation	 is	 an	 identification	 of	Christ	with	 either	 the
Word	or	the	Wisdom	of	God	or	both.	It	hardly	matters	which,	since	the	Jewish
habit	of	explaining	God’s	sole	creative	work	by	saying	that	he	created	through
his	 Word	 or	 through	 his	 Wisdom	 merely	 gives	 Paul	 the	 opportunity	 for
apportioning	the	work	of	creation	in	such	a	way	as	to	include	Christ	in	it.	We
can	now	see	 that,	 in	 this	and	other	New	Testament	passages	where	 the	pre-
existent	Christ	is	described	in	terms	corresponding	to	Jewish	language	about
the	Word	or	 the	Wisdom	of	God,	 it	 is	not	 the	Jewish	concepts	of	Word	and
Wisdom	 themselves	 which	 are	 driving	 the	 christological	 development.	 The
purpose	 is	 to	 include	 Jesus	 completely	 in	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 God,
protologically	 as	 well	 as	 eschatologically.	 The	 role	 of	 the	 Word	 and/or
Wisdom	was	appropriate	for	this	purpose,	since,	as	we	saw	in	section	1,	they
represent	Jewish	ways	of	making	some	form	of	distinction	within	the	unique
divine	 identity,	 especially	 with	 reference	 to	 the	 work	 of	 creation.	 Their
activity	in	creation	by	no	means	compromises	the	monotheistic	uniqueness	of
the	 divine	 creative	 activity	 since	 they	 are	 intrinsic	 to	 the	 unique	 divine
identity.	This	is	exactly	what	Paul	means	to	say	of	Jesus.	In	this	passage,	Paul
exhibits	 the	 typically	 strong	 Jewish	 monotheistic	 self-consciousness;	 he
distinguishes	 the	 one	God	 to	whom	 alone	 allegiance	 is	 due	 from	 all	 pagan
gods	 who	 are	 no	 gods;	 he	 draws	 on	 classic	 Jewish	 ways	 of	 formulating
monotheistic	 faith;	 and	 he	 reformulates	 them	 to	 express	 a	 christological
monotheism	which	by	no	means	abandons	but	maintains	precisely	 the	ways
Judaism	 distinguished	God	 from	 all	 other	 reality	 and	 uses	 these	 to	 include
Jesus	in	the	unique	divine	identity.	He	maintains	monotheism	not	by	adding
Jesus	 to	 but	 by	 including	 Jesus	 in	 his	 Jewish	 understanding	 of	 the	 divine
uniqueness.
2.9.	Conclusion:	New	Testament	Christology	as	Christology	of	divine	identity	-	beyond

‘functional’	and	‘on	tic’	Christology

A	 higher	 Christology	 than	 Paul	 already	 expresses	 in	 1	 Corinthians	 8:6	 is
scarcely	 possible,	 and	 the	 way	 I	 have	 just	 summed	 it	 up	 may	 stand	 as	 a
summary	of	what	a	much	more	extensive	review	of	the	christological	material
throughout	the	New	Testament	would	show	to	be	the	common	character	of	all
New	Testament	Christology.	In	conclusion	to	this	section,	I	shall	point	out	the
general	significance	of	the	category	of	divine	identity,	as	I	have	used	it,	as	the
key	 to	 understanding	 New	 Testament	 Christology,	 by	 contrast	 with	 the
categories	which	have	dominated	discussion	of	New	Testament	Christology	in
recent	 decades,	 which	 are	 so-called	 ‘functional’	 Christology	 and	 so-called
‘ontic’	 (or	 ‘ontological’)	 Christology.	 A	 Christology	 of	 divine	 identity	 will
take	 us,	 I	 suggest,	 beyond	 the	 fundamentally	 misleading	 contrast	 between
‘functional’	 and	 ‘ontic’	 Christology	 as	 categories	 for	 reading	 the	 New



Testament	 texts.	In	my	view,	these	categories	have	proved	inadequate	to	the
task	of	illuminating	the	texts,	not	least	because	they	do	not	reflect	an	adequate
understanding	of	the	way	Jewish	monotheism	understood	God.

Thus,	 for	example,	while	much	of	what	we	have	observed	 in	 this	chapter
about	 the	 New	 Testament’s	 portrayal	 of	 Jesus’	 participation	 in	 the	 unique
sovereignty	of	God	has	been	observed	before,	 its	 full	 significance	has	been
largely	 missed	 through	 reliance	 on	 misleading	 presuppositions	 and	 use	 of
inappropriate	 categories.	 The	 dominance	 of	 the	 distinction	 between
‘functional’	 and	 ‘ontic’	Christology	 has	made	 it	 seem	 unproblematic	 to	 say
that,	 for	 early	 Christology,	 Jesus	 exercises	 the’functions’	 of	 divine	 lordship
without	 being	 regarded	 as	 ‘ontically’	 divine.	 In	 fact,	 such	 a	 distinction	 is
highly	problematic	 from	the	point	of	view	of	early	Jewish	monotheism.	For
this	 understanding	 of	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity,	 the	 unique	 sovereignty	 of
God	was	not	a	mere	‘function’	which	God	could	delegate	to	someone	else.	It
was	 one	 of	 the	 key	 identifying	 characteristics	 of	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity,
which	 distinguished	 the	 one	 God	 from	 all	 other	 reality.	 The	 unique	 divine
sovereignty	 is	 a	 matter	 of	 who	 God	 is.	 Jesus’	 participation	 in	 the	 unique
divine	sovereignty	is,	therefore,	also	not	just	a	matter	of	what	Jesus	does,	but
of	who	Jesus	 is	 in	 relation	 to	God.	Though	not	primarily	a	matter	of	divine
nature	or	being,	it	emphatically	is	a	matter	of	divine	identity.	It	includes	Jesus
in	the	identity	of	the	one	God.	When	extended	to	include	Jesus	in	the	creative
activity	 of	 God,	 and	 therefore	 also	 in	 the	 eternal	 transcendence	 of	 God,	 it
becomes	unequivocally	a	matter	of	regarding	Jesus	as	intrinsic	to	the	unique
identity	of	God.

The	 distinction	 commonly	 made	 between	 ‘functional’	 and	 ‘ontic’
Christology	has	been,	broadly,	between	early	Christology	in	a	Jewish	context
and	 patristic	 Christology	 which	 applied	 Greek	 philosophical	 categories	 of
divine	 nature	 to	Christ.	 Even	when	 ontic	Christology	 is	 seen	 to	 begin	well
within	the	confines	of	the	New	Testament,	it	is	seen	as	the	beginnings	of	the
patristic	attribution	of	divine	nature	to	Christ.	The	assumption	usually	is	that,
whereas	first-century	Jewish	monotheists	could	attribute	divine	‘functions’	to
Jesus	 without	 difficulty	 since	 this	 would	 not	 infringe	 Jewish	 monotheism,
they	could	not	easily	attribute	divine	‘nature’	to	him	without	raising	difficult
issues	for	monotheism	with	which	only	later	Trinitarian	developments	could
cope	 (successfully	 or	 not).	 However,	 this	 is	 to	 misconstrue	 Jewish
monotheism	in	Hellenistic	terms	as	though	it	were	primarily	concerned	with
what	 divinity	 is	 -	 divine	 nature	 -	 rather	 than	with	who	YHWH,	 the	 unique
God,	 is	 -	 divine	 identity.	 The	whole	 category	 of	 divine	 identity	 and	 Jesus’
inclusion	 in	 it	 has	 been	 fundamentally	 obscured	 by	 the	 alternative	 of
‘functional’	 and	 ‘optic;	 understood	 to	 mean	 that	 either	 Christology	 speaks
simply	 of	 what	 Jesus	 does	 or	 else	 it	 speaks	 of	 his	 divine	 nature.	 Once	 the



category	 of	 divine	 identity	 replaces	 those	 of	 function	 and	 nature	 as	 the
primary	 and	 comprehensive	 category	 for	 understanding	 both	 Jewish
monotheism	and	early	Christology,	we	can	see	that	the	New	Testament’s	lack
of	concern	with	the	divine	nature	of	Christ	is	by	no	means	an	indication	of	a
merely	 functional	 Christology.	 We	 can	 see	 that,	 throughout	 the	 New
Testament	texts,	there	is	a	clear	and	deliberate	use	of	the	characteristics	of	the
unique	 divine	 identity	 to	 include	 Jesus	 in	 that	 identity.	 Once	 we	 have	 rid
ourselves	of	the	prejudice	that	high	Christology	must	speak	of	Christ’s	divine
nature,	 we	 can	 see	 the	 obvious	 fact	 that	 the	 Christology	 of	 divine	 identity
common	 to	 the	 whole	 New	 Testament	 is	 the	 highest	 Christology	 of	 all.	 It
identifies	Jesus	as	intrinsic	to	who	God	is.

3.	God	crucified:	the	divine	identity	revealed	in	Jesus
3.1.	Introduction:	from	the	exalted	and	pre-existent	Christ	to	the	earthly	Jesus

In	 the	 first	 two	 sections,	 I	 have	 argued	 that,	 if	 we	 attend	 carefully	 and
accurately,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 to	 the	ways	 in	which	 Second	Temple	 Judaism
characterized	 the	unique	 identity	of	 the	one	and	only	God	and,	on	 the	other
hand,	to	what	New	Testament	writers	say	about	Jesus,	it	becomes	abundantly
clear	 that	New	Testament	writers	 include	Jesus	 in	 the	unique	 identity	of	 the
one	 God.	 They	 do	 so	 carefully,	 deliberately,	 consistently	 and
comprehensively,	by	including	Jesus	in	precisely	those	divine	characteristics
which	for	Second	Temple	Judaism	distinguished	the	one	God	as	unique.	All
New	Testament	Christology	is,	in	this	sense,	very	high	Christology,	stated	in
the	highest	terms	available	in	first-century	Jewish	theology.	It	is	certainly	not
a	merely	functional	Christology,	but	is,	I	have	suggested,	best	characterized	as
a	Christology	of	divine	identity.	Jesus,	the	New	Testament	writers	are	saying,
belongs	inherently	to	who	God	is.

My	argument	so	far	has	been	designedly	selective	in	two	ways.	First,	I	have
focused	on	 those	 features	of	 the	 identity	of	 the	God	of	 Israel	which	Second
Temple	 Judaism	 regularly	 highlighted	 as	 characterizing	 the	 uniqueness	 of
God	by	distinguishing	God	absolutely	from	all	other	reality:	notably,	that	God
is	the	Creator	of	all	things	and	sovereign	Ruler	of	all	things.	Other	features	of
the	identity	of	the	God	of	Israel,	which	I	pointed	out	in	the	first	section	were
essential	to	Jewish	understanding	of	God,	were	nevertheless	left	aside	in	my
argument	 so	 far	 because	 they	 were	 not	 the	 aspects	 to	 which	 Jews	 were
accustomed	to	appeal	in	defining	the	uniqueness	of	the	one	God.	Secondly,	in
illustrating	 the	 way	 in	 which	 New	 Testament	 writers	 employ	 these	 key
features	of	 the	unique	 identity	of	God	 in	order	 to	 include	Jesus	 in	 it,	 I	have
focused	on	the	pre-existent	Christ,	who	participated	in	the	creative	activity	of
God,	and	on	the	exalted	Christ,	who	at	the	right	hand	of	God	participates	in
God’s	eschatological	sovereignty	over	all	things.	To	the	earthly	Jesus,	his	life



and	death,	I	have	not	referred,	because	it	is	the	pre-existent	and	exalted	Christ
who	most	obviously	shares	in	the	unique	creative	and	sovereign	relationship
of	God	to	all	other	reality.	It	was	in	Jesus’	exaltation	to	share	the	divine	throne
in	 heaven	 that	 the	 early	 Christians	 recognized	 his	 inclusion	 in	 the	 divine
identity.

However,	we	now	reach	the	stage	of	my	argument	in	which	it	is	appropriate
to	consider	the	earthly	Jesus,	and	this	will	also,	in	due	course,	bring	into	play
those	other	essential	features	of	the	identity	of	the	God	of	Israel	which	have
not	so	far	figured	in	my	christological	argument.	Initially,	however,	focusing
on	the	earthly	Jesus	turns	the	issue	of	the	divine	identity	around.	For	the	early
Christians,	the	inclusion	of	the	exalted	Jesus	in	the	divine	identity	meant	that
the	Jesus	who	lived	a	truly	and	fully	human	life	from	conception	to	death,	the
man	who	suffered	rejection	and	shameful	death,	also	belonged	to	the	unique
divine	identity.	What	did	this	say	about	the	divine	identity?	Whereas	hitherto
we	 have	 considered	what	 the	New	Testament	writers’	 understanding	 of	 the
relation	of	Jesus	to	God	says	about	Jesus,	we	must	now	ask	what	it	says	about
God.	 In	 other	 words,	 we	 must	 consider	 Jesus	 as	 revelation	 of	 God.	 The
profoundest	points	of	New	Testament	Christology	occur	when	 the	 inclusion
of	the	exalted	Christ	in	the	divine	identity	entails	the	inclusion	of	the	crucified
Christ	in	the	divine	identity,	and	the	christological	pattern	of	humiliation	and
exaltation	 is	 recognized	 as	 revelatory	 of	 God,	 indeed	 as	 the	 definitive
revelation	 of	 who	 God	 is.	 Such	 a	 revelation	 could	 not	 leave	 the	 early
Christian	 understanding	 of	 God	 unaffected,	 but,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 God
whose	 identity	 the	New	Testament	writers	understood	 to	be	now	defined	by
the	history	of	Jesus	was	undoubtedly	the	God	of	Israel.	His	identity	in	Jesus
must	 be	 consistent	with	 his	 identity	 in	 the	Hebrew	Scriptures.	 So,	with	 the
New	Testament	writers,	 we	 shall	 have	 to	 identify	 the	 continuity	within	 the
novelty,	 the	 already	 known	 identity	 of	 the	 God	 of	 Israel	 in	 the	 newly
revelatory	history	of	Jesus.
3.2.	Christological	monotheism:	The	early	Christian	reading	of	Isaiah	40	-	55

Within	the	limited	space	available,	I	shall	pursue	just	one	approach	to	the	way
New	Testament	writers	understood	the	inclusion	of	the	earthly	life	and	death
of	Jesus	within	the	identity	of	God.	As	we	have	noticed	in	section	2,	much	of
the	creative	 theological	 thinking	in	earliest	Christianity	was	done	by	way	of
Old	Testament	exegesis.	Early	Christians	did	 theologically	creative	exegesis
in	the	Jewish	tradition.	They	did	not,	of	course,	read	the	Jewish	Scriptures	in
the	 historicizing	manner	 of	modern	Old	 Testament	 scholarship,	 but	 nor	 did
they,	 as	 some	accounts	of	New	Testament	 interpretation	of	 the	Old	 seem	 to
suggest,	 simply	 read	 into	 the	 Old	 Testament	 ideas	 they	 held	 in	 any	 case
independently	of	the	Old	Testament.	They	brought	the	Old	Testament	text	into
relationship	 with	 the	 history	 of	 Jesus	 in	 a	 process	 of	 mutual	 interpretation



from	which	some	of	their	profoundest	theological	insights	sprang.

No	part	of	the	Old	Testament	was	more	important	to	them	than	the	chapters
we	know	as	Deutero-Isaiah	(Isaiah	40	-	55).	(Of	course,	for	early	Christians,
these	chapters	were	simply	part	of	the	book	of	the	prophet	Isaiah,	but	the	term
Deutero-Isaiah	 can	 serve	 as	 a	 convenient	 label	 for	 this	 section	 of	 the	 book,
which	they	would	certainly	have	seen	as	a	distinguishable	section	of	Isaiah’s
prophecy.)	For	 the	early	Christians,	 these	chapters	of	Isaiah,	above	all,	were
the	 God-given	 account	 of	 the	 significance	 of	 the	 events	 of	 eschatological
salvation	which	they	had	witnessed	and	in	which	they	were	involved:	Isaiah’s
vision	of	the	new	exodus,	the	divine	act	of	redemption	of	Israel	in	the	sight	of
all	the	nations	and	for	the	sake	of	the	nations	themselves	also,	leading	to,	in
the	 following	 chapters	we	 call	Trito-Isaiah,	 the	 new	 Jerusalem	and	 the	 new
creation	of	all	things.	The	New	Testament	writers’	extensive	indebtedness	to
Deutero-Isaiah	has	been	widely	acknowledged,	even	if	 its	precise	extent	has
been	debated.	The	fact	 that	 the	very	word	‘gospel’	was	taken	by	the	earliest
Christians	 from	 Deutero-Isaiah	 (Isa.	 40:9)	 is	 an	 indication	 of	 the	 key
importance	of	these	chapters	for	 them,	as	is	 the	fact	 that	all	four	evangelists
highlight	the	way	the	beginning	of	the	gospel	story,	the	ministry	of	John	the
Baptist,	 fulfilled	 the	 beginning	 of	 Deutero-Isaiah’s	 prophecy	 of	 the	 new
exodus	 (Isa.	 40:3-4).55	 What	 has	 not	 been	 recognized	 sufficiently	 is	 that,
behind	many	 of	 the	New	Testament	 texts,	 lies	 an	 integrated	 early	Christian
reading	of	these	chapters	as	a	connected	whole.	Allusions	to	the	narrative	of
the	Suffering	Servant	in	chapter	53,	for	example,	should	not	be	read	as	though
early	Christian	 use	 of	 this	 one	 chapter	 alone	 can	 explain	 them,	 nor	 only	 in
connection	with	the	other	servant	passages	in	Deutero-Isaiah,	but	as	integral
to	a	reading	of	Isaiah	40	-	55	as	a	prophecy	of	the	new	exodus	which	leads	to
the	salvation	of	the	nations.

For	 our	 purposes,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 notice	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the
monotheistic	 theme	 in	 Deutero-Isaiah	 coheres	 with	 the	 themes	 of	 these
chapters	 as	 a	whole.	Outside	 the	 great	monotheistic	 texts	 of	 the	 Torah,	 the
divine	speeches	in	Deutero-Isaiah	constitute	the	classic	monotheistic	sources
of	 Second	 Temple	 Judaism.	 The	 speeches	 in	 which	 God	 declares	 his
uniqueness	(‘I	am	the	LORD	and	there	is	no	other’),	asserting	it	polemically
against	 the	 idols	who	are	no	gods,	defining	his	uniqueness	as	Creator	of	all
things	and	sovereign	Ruler	of	history,	contain	all	the	characteristics	of	divine
uniqueness	which	we	considered	in	section	1.	It	was	in	the	unique	identity	of
this	God	 of	Deutero-Isaiah,	 in	 his	 cosmic	 and	 historical	 lordship,	 that	 early
Christians	 so	 clearly	 and	 deliberately	 included	 the	 pre-existent	 and	 exalted
Christ.	But	the	monotheism	of	Deutero-Isaiah	is	also	eschatological.	It	looks
to	the	day	when	the	God	of	Israel	will	demonstrate	himself	to	be	the	one	and
only	God	in	the	sight	of	all	the	nations,	revealing	his	glory	and	his	salvation



in	 the	 deliverance	 of	 his	 people,	 so	 that	 all	 the	 ends	 of	 the	 earth	 will
acknowledge	him	as	God	and	turn	to	him	for	salvation.	It	is	in	his	great	act	of
eschatological	 salvation,	 the	 new	 exodus,	 that	 the	 one	 and	 only	 God	 will
demonstrate	 his	 unique	 deity	 universally.	 This	 is	 also	 the	 coming	 of	 his
kingdom,	announced	by	the	messenger	who	brings	good	news	(the	gospel)	of
salvation,	saying	to	Zion,	‘Your	God	reigns’	(Isa.	52:7;	cf.	40:9).	The	one	God
implements	his	universal	sovereignty	in	the	new	exodus	which	demonstrates
his	deity	 to	 the	nations.	 It	was	 in	 this	context	of	 the	necessary	 link	between
the	uniqueness	of	God	and	his	eschatological	acts	 for	 the	salvation	of	 Israel
and	 the	 world	 that	 the	 early	 Christians	 read	 of	 the	 enigmatic	 figure	 of	 the
Servant	 of	 the	 Lord,	 who	 witnesses	 to	 God’s	 unique	 deity	 and	 who,	 in
chapters	 52-53,	 both	 suffers	 humiliation	 and	 death	 and	 also	 is	 exalted	 and
lifted	up.

What	I	hope	to	show	is	that,	in	the	early	Christian	reading	of	DeuteroIsaiah,
the	witness,	the	humiliation,	the	death	and	the	exaltation	of	the	Servant	of	the
Lord	is	the	way	in	which	God	reveals	his	glory	and	demonstrates	his	deity	to
the	world.	The	witness,	the	humiliation	and	the	exaltation	of	the	Servant	are
the	eschatological	salvation	event,	the	new	exodus,	by	which	the	unique	deity
of	God	 is	 now	 identified,	 such	 that	 the	 ends	 of	 the	 earth	 acknowledge	 that
God	is	God	and	turn	to	him	for	salvation	when	they	see	the	exaltation	of	his
Servant.	One	important	key	to	this	early	Christian	reading	of	Deutero-Isaiah,
in	my	view,	 lies	 in	 the	 connections	 between	 Isaiah	 52:13,	which	 introduces
the	crucial	passage	about	the	Suffering	Servant,	and	other	passages	of	Isaiah.
The	three	relevant	texts	in	translations	of	both	their	Hebrew	original	and	their
Greek	version	are:

Isaiah	52:13	Heb.:	Behold,	my	Servant	shall	prosper;	he	shall	be	exalted
(yarum)	and	lifted	up	(nissa’)	and	shall	be	very	high	(gavah).

LXX	 Gk.:	 Behold,	 my	 Servant	 shall	 understand,	 and	 shall	 be	 exalted
(hupsdthesetai)	and	shall	be	glorified	(doxasthesetai)	greatly.

Isaiah	 6:1	 Heb.:	 I	 saw	 the	 Lord	 (‘adonai)	 sitting	 on	 a	 throne,	 exalted
(ram)	and	lofty	(nissa’);	and	his	train	filled	the	temple.

LXX	Gk.:	 I	 saw	 the	 Lord	 sitting	 on	 a	 throne,	 exalted	 (hupselou)	 and
lifted	up	(epermenou);	and	the	house	was	full	of	his	glory.

Isaiah	57:15	Heb.:	For	thus	says	the	exalted	(ram)	and	lofty	(nissa’)	One
who	inhabits	eternity,	whose	name	is	Holy:	‘I	dwell	in	the	high	(marom)
and	 holy	 place,	 and	 also	 with	 those	 who	 are	 crushed	 (dakka’;	 cf.	 Isa.
53:5,	 10)	 and	 lowly	 in	 spirit,	 to	 revive	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	 lowly	 and	 to



revive	the	heart	of	the	crushed.’

LXX	Gk.:	Thus	says	the	Lord	Most	High	(hupsistos)	who	dwells	in	the
heights	(en	hupselois)	forever,	Holy	among	the	holy	ones	(en	hagiois)	is
his	name,	 the	Lord	Most	High	(hupsistos)	 resting	among	 the	holy	ones
(en	hagiois),	and	giving	patience	 to	 the	faint-hearted,	and	giving	 life	 to
the	broken-hearted.

Isaiah	52:13	states,	with	emphasis,	the	exaltation	of	the	Servant,	presumably
following	the	humiliation	and	death	described	in	the	following	passage.	There
are	two	points	to	notice	about	it:	(1)	The	words	‘exalted’	and	‘lifted	up’	(‘my
Servant	shall	be	exalted	and	 lifted	up’)	occur	also	 in	 Isaiah	6:1,	 introducing
Isaiah’s	vision	of	God	on	his	throne	(where	the	throne	is	described	as	‘exalted
and	 lifted	 up’),	 and	 in	 Isaiah	 57:15,	 which	 describes	 God,	 dwelling	 in	 the
heights	of	heaven,	as	himself	‘exalted	and	lifted	up’.	The	combination	of	the
two	Hebrew	roots	rum	(‘to	be	high;	‘to	be	exalted’)	and	nasa’	(‘to	lift	up’)	is
rare	 in	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible,	 and	 the	 verbal	 coincidence	 between	 these	 three
verses	 is	 striking.	 Modern	 Old	 Testament	 scholars	 think	 the	 two	 later
passages,	 Isaiah	 52:13	 and	 57:15,	 must	 be	 dependent	 on	 Isaiah	 6:1.	 Early
Christians	 would	 have	 observed	 the	 coincidence	 and	 applied	 the	 Jewish
exegetical	principle	of	gezerd	savd,	according	to	which	passages	in	which	the
same	words	occur	should	be	interpreted	with	reference	to	each	other.	(In	my
view,	 most	 early	 Christian	 exegesis	 of	 the	 Old	 Testament	 was	 done	 with
reference	to	the	Hebrew	text,	even	when	the	Greek	text	was	also	employed.	In
this	 case,	 the	 texts	 can	 be	 connected	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 Septuagint	 Greek
translation,	but	are	more	strikingly	connected	in	the	Hebrew.)	So,	in	the	light
of	the	connections	with	Isaiah	6:1	and	57:15,	the	meaning	of	Isaiah	52:13	is
that	the	Servant	is	exalted	to	the	heavenly	throne	of	God.	This	is	why,	in	John
12:38-41,	 Isaiah	 53	 and	 Isaiah	 6	 are	 brought	 together,	 and	 Isaiah	 is	 said	 to
have	seen	Jesus’	glory,	that	is,	when	he	saw	the	glory	of	the	Lord	in	his	vision
in	chapter	6	of	his	prophecy.	 (2)	 If	 Isaiah	52:13	means	 that	 the	Servant	was
exalted	to	share	the	heavenly	throne	from	which	God	rules	the	universe,	then
it	 is	 readily	 connected	 with	 Psalm	 110:1,	 which	 was,	 as	 we	 have	 seen	 in
section	2,	 the	central	Old	Testament	 text	for	 the	early	Christian	 inclusion	of
Jesus	in	the	identity	of	God.	Therefore	two	New	Testament	references	to	the
exaltation	of	Jesus	to	the	right	hand	of	God	combine	allusion	to	Psalm	110:1
with	allusion	to	Isaiah	52:13	(Acts	2:33;	5:31)	and	one	combines	allusion	to
Psalm	110:1	with	allusion	to	Isaiah	57:15	(Heb.	1:3).

The	 Servant,	 in	 both	 his	 humiliation	 and	 his	 exaltation,	 is	 therefore	 not
merely	a	human	figure	distinguished	 from	God,	but,	 in	both	his	humiliation
and	his	exaltation,	belongs	to	the	identity	of	the	unique	God.	This	God	is	not
only	the	high	and	lofty	one	who	reigns	from	his	throne	in	the	high	and	holy



place;	 he	 also	 abases	 himself	 to	 the	 condition	of	 the	 crushed	 and	 the	 lowly
(Isa.	57:15).	And	when	the	nations	acknowledge	his	unique	deity	and	turn	to
him	for	salvation,	it	is	the	Servant,	humiliated	and	now	exalted	to	sovereignty
on	the	divine	throne,	whom	they	acknowledge.
3.3.	Christological	monotheism	in	three	examples	of	the	Christian	reading	of	Isaiah	40	-	55

We	now	 turn	 to	 three	parts	of	 the	New	Testament	 in	which	we	can	 see	 this
reading	 of	 Deutero-Isaiah	 reflected	 and	 developed	 in	 particular	 ways:
Philippians	2:6-11,	the	book	of	Revelation	and	the	Gospel	of	John.

First,	we	shall	see	how	in	each	of	these	three	parts	of	the	New	Testament
monotheistic	motifs	from	Deutero-Isaiah	are	applied	to	Jesus.	These	are	some
of	 the	 most	 remarkable	 instances	 of	 the	 inclusion	 of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 unique
identity	of	the	one	God	who	declares	his	uniqueness	in	the	divine	speeches	of
Deutero-Isaiah.	Each	has	been	noticed	before,	but	separately.	What	has	gone
unnoticed	 is	 the	 convergence	 of	 Paul,	 Revelation	 and	 the	 Fourth	Gospel	 in
this	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	DeuteroIsaianic	monotheism.
3.3.1.	Philippians	2:6-11

Philippians	2:6-11	is	one	of	the	central	christological	passages	of	the	Pauline
literature,	 and	 therefore	 also	 one	 of	 the	 earliest	 passages	 of	 christological
reflection	 that	we	have	 in	 the	New	Testament.	The	climax	of	 the	passage	 is
reached	when	 Jesus	 is	 exalted	 to	 the	position	of	divine	 sovereignty	over	 all
things	 and	 given	 the	 divine	 name	 itself,	 which	 names	 the	 unique	 divine
identity,

so	 that	at	 the	name	of	Jesus	every	knee	should	bend,	 in	heaven	and	on
earth	 and	 under	 the	 earth,	 and	 every	 tongue	 should	 acknowledge	 that
Jesus	Christ	is	Lord,	to	the	glory	of	God	the	Father	(vv.	10-11).

The	allusion	(indicated	by	the	italics	above)	is	to	Isaiah	45:22-23:

Turn	 to	me	and	be	saved,	all	 the	ends	of	 the	earth!	For	 I	am	God,	and
there	is	no	other.	By	myself	I	have	sworn,	from	my	mouth	has	gone	forth
in	 righteousness	 a	word	 that	 shall	 not	 return:	 ‘To	me	 every	 knee	 shall
bow,	every	tongue	shall	swear’

We	 should	 note	 the	 characteristic	 Old	 Testament,	 and	 especially	 Deutero-
Isaianic,	assertion	of	the	absolute	uniqueness	of	YHWH:	‘I	am	God	and	there
is	no	other.’	This	passage	in	Deutero-Isaiah	depicts	-	indeed	it	is	the	passage
in	 Deutero-Isaiah	 which	 depicts	 -	 the	 eschatological	 demonstration	 of
YHWH’s	unique	deity	to	the	whole	world.	This	is	the	point	at	which	the	one
Creator	of	 all	 things	 and	Sovereign	over	 all	 things	proves	himself	 to	be	 so,
acknowledged	as	both	only	God	and	only	Saviour	by	all	the	ends	of	the	earth
which	 turn	 to	him	 in	worship	and	 for	 salvation.	The	Philippians	passage	 is,



therefore,	no	unconsidered	echo	of	an	Old	Testament	text,	but	a	claim	that	it
is	 in	 the	 exaltation	 of	 Jesus,	 his	 identification	 as	 YHWH	 in	 YHWH’s
universal	sovereignty,	that	the	unique	deity	of	the	God	of	Israel	comes	to	be
acknowledged	as	such	by	all	creation.	Precisely	Deutero-Isaianic	monotheism
is	 fulfilled	 in	 the	 revelation	 of	 Jesus’	 participation	 in	 the	 divine	 identity.
Eschatological	monotheism	proves	to	be	christological	monotheism.51
3.3.2.	The	book	of	Revelation

Secondly,	we	turn	to	a	set	of	titles	which	the	book	of	Revelation	applies	both
to	God	and	to	Jesus	Christ:`

The	 three	 phrases	 -	 the	 Alpha	 and	 the	 Omega,	 the	 first	 and	 the	 last,	 the
beginning	and	the	end	-	are	clearly	treated	as	equivalent	phrases	(since	Alpha
and	 Omega	 are	 the	 first	 and	 last	 letters	 of	 the	 Greek	 alphabet),	 and	 are
claimed	both	by	God	(1:8;	21:6)	and	by	Christ	(1:17;	22:13),	in	declarations
of	 unique	 divine	 identity	 strategically	 located	 in	 the	 opening	 and	 closing
sections	of	the	book.	These	declarations	are	modelled	on	those	of	YHWH	in
Deutero-Isaiah	(44:6;	48:12;	cf.	41:4):

The	four	declarations	in	Revelation	form	a	deliberately	cumulative	pattern,	in
which	 the	 first	 three	 declarations	 attribute	 different,	 though	 equivalent,
phrases	 to	God	 and	Christ	 respectively,	 but	 in	which	 the	 fourth	 declaration
claims	for	Christ	all	 three	forms	of	 the	 title.	One	form	of	 the	 title	 (‘the	first
and	the	last’)	is	attributed	only	to	Christ,	but	the	other	two	(‘the	Alpha	and	the
Omega,	 the	 beginning	 and	 the	 end’)	 are	 attributed	 to	 both	God	 and	Christ.
Indeed,	they	are	the	only	title	shared	by	both	God	and	Christ	 in	the	book	of
Revelation.	 They	 say	 something	 significant	 about	 this	 work’s	 inclusion	 of
Jesus	in	the	unique	divine	identity.

In	 the	 form,	 ‘the	 first	 and	 the	 last,	 the	 title	 comes	 from	 DeuteroIsaiah,
where	it	is	one	of	the	terms	that	encapsulates	Deutero-Isaianic	monotheism.	It
expresses	 the	 unique	 eternal	 sovereignty	 of	 the	 one	God,	 who	 precedes	 all



things	 as	 their	Creator,	 and	 as	 the	Lord	 of	 history	 brings	 all	 things	 to	 their
eschatological	 fulfilment.	 He	 is	 the	 source	 and	 the	 goal	 of	 all	 things.
Revelation	thus	includes	Christ	both	protologically	and	eschatologically	in	the
identity	 of	 the	 one	 God	 of	 Deutero-Isaianic	 monotheism.	 Indeed,	 it	 is	 to
Christ	 rather	 than	 to	God	 that	 it	 attributes	 the	 specifically	Deutero-Isaianic
form	 of	 the	 title,	 ‘the	 first	 and	 the	 last,	 on	 which	 the	 other	 two	 forms	 are
variations.	 Once	 again,	 Deutero-Isaianic	 monotheism	 is	 interpreted	 as
christological	monotheism.	God	 proves	 to	 be	 not	 only	 the	 first	 but	 also	 the
last,	 the	 end,	 the	 Omega	 of	 all	 things,	 when	 his	 kingdom	 comes	 in	 that
coming	of	Christ	towards	which	the	whole	book	of	Revelation	is	orientated.
3.3.3.	The	Gospel	of	John

It	 is	 the	eschatological	orientation	of	 the	book	of	Revelation,	directed	to	 the
future	achievement	of	 the	unique	 sovereignty	of	 the	one	God,	which	makes
the	 title	 ‘the	 first	 and	 the	 last’	 particularly	 appropriate,	 among	 the
monotheistic	motifs	of	Deutero-Isaiah,	for	christological	use	in	that	book.	The
Gospel	of	John	understandably	makes	a	different	choice	when	it	places	on	the
lips	 of	 Jesus	 during	 his	 ministry	 another	 of	 the	 characteristically	 Deutero-
Isaianic	 declarations	 of	 unique	 divine	 identity.	 The	 Johannine	 choice	 is	 the
concise	 statement	 ‘I	 am	 he,	 in	 Hebrew’°ni	 hu’,	 usually	 translated	 in	 the
Septuagint	Greek	as	ego	eimi	(‘I	am’),	the	form	in	which	it	appears	in	John’s
Gospel.5”	 This	 sentence	 occurs	 as	 a	 divine	 declaration	 of	 unique	 identity
seven	 times	 in	 the	Hebrew	Bible:	once	 in	Deuteronomy,	 in	one	of	 the	most
important	 monotheistic	 passages	 of	 the	 Torah,	 and	 six	 times	 in	 Deutero-
Isaiah.59	It	serves	to	declare,	in	the	most	concise	of	forms,	the	uniqueness	of
God,	equivalent	to	the	more	common	‘I	am	YHWH’.	On	the	lips	of	Jesus	in
the	Fourth	Gospel,	its	ambiguity,	in	contexts	where	it	need	not	be	recognized
as	the	uniquely	divine	self-declaration,	enables	it	to	identify	Jesus	with	God,
not	 in	 a	 blatantly	 explicit	way	which,	 even	 in	 the	Fourth	Gospel,	would	be
inappropriate	 before	 Jesus’	 exaltation,	 but	 in	 a	 way	 which	 becomes
increasingly	unambiguous	through	the	series	of	seven	absolute	‘I	am	sayings
(John	4:26;	6:20;	8:24,	26,	58;	13:19;	18:5,	6,	8).	It	is	certainly	not	accidental
that,	whereas	in	the	Hebrew	Bible	there	are	seven	occurrences	of	‘ani	hu’	and
two	of	 the	emphatic	variation	 ‘anoki	 ‘anoki	hu’	 (Isa.	43:25;	51:12),	 in	 John
there	are	seven	absolute	‘I	am	sayings,	with	the	seventh	repeated	twice	(18:5,
6,	8)	 for	 the	sake	of	an	emphatic	climax	 (thus	seven	or	nine	 in	both	cases).
The	series	of	sayings	 thus	comprehensively	 identifies	Jesus	with	 the	God	of
Israel	who	sums	up	his	identity	in	the	declaration	‘I	am	he’.	More	than	that,
they	 identify	 Jesus	as	 the	eschatological	 revelation	of	 the	unique	 identity	of
God,	predicted	by	Deutero-Isaiah.

So,	 in	 these	 three	major	 representatives	 of	New	Testament	 Christology	 -
Philippians	 2:6-11,	 Revelation,	 John	 -	 we	 see,	 in	 different	 forms,	 the	 early



Christian	 interpretation	 of	 Deutero-Isaiah’s	 eschatological	 monotheism	 as
christological	 monotheism.	 The	 use	 of	 monotheistic	 motifs	 from	 Deutero-
Isaiah	 in	 these	 passages	 of	 high	 christological	 reflection	 shows	 that
monotheism	 is	 not	 an	 incidental	 concern,	 but	 a	 central	 concern	 in	 the
Christology	of	 these	 texts.	Moreover,	 the	application	of	monotheistic	motifs
from	 Deutero-Isaiah	 to	 Jesus	 means	 more	 than	 his	 inclusion	 in	 the	 unique
identity	of	God.	 It	means	 that	he	 is	 the	 revelation	of	 that	unique	 identity	of
God	to	the	world.	So	far	from	the	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	divinity	constituting	a
problem	for	monotheism,	these	New	Testament	writers	present	it	as	the	way
in	which	the	unique	God	demonstrates	his	unique	divinity	to	the	world.



3.4.	The	humiliation	and	exaltation	of	Jesus	revealing	the	divine	identity	in	three	examples	of	the
Christian	reading	of	Isaiah	40	-	55

What	 we	 must	 now	 investigate,	 as	 the	 second	 stage	 of	 our	 argument	 in
relation	to	all	three	of	these	New	Testament	texts,	is	the	way	they	present	the
suffering,	 humiliation	 and	 death	 of	 Jesus	 in	 Deutero-Isaianic	 terms	 closely
related	 to	 the	 monotheistic	 motifs	 from	 Deutero-Isaiah.	 Jesus	 fulfils	 the
eschatological	monotheism	of	the	prophecies	because	he	is	the	Servant	of	the
Lord	of	Deutero-Isaiah,	whose	humiliation	and	exaltation	together	reveal	the
identity	of	the	one	God.
3.4.1.	Philippians	2:6-11

Philippians	 2:6-11	 is	 the	 subject	 of	 one	 of	 the	 most	 complex	 exegetical
debates	in	New	Testament	scholarship.”’	I	cannot	here	argue	all	the	disputed
issues,	 but	 will	 merely	 indicate	 the	 positions	 I	 take	 on	 some	 of	 the	 key
exegetical	 points	 as	 preliminary	 to	 the	 theme	 I	 want	 to	 draw	 out	 for	 our
present	 purposes.	 (1)	 Against	 the	 majority	 view	 that	 the	 passage	 is	 a	 pre-
Pauline	 hymn,	 I	 am	 inclined	 to	 think	 Paul	 himself	 composed	 it.	 So	 I	 shall
speak	of	the	author	as	Paul,	but	the	issue	makes	no	difference	to	my	exegesis.
(2)	 Against	 those	 recent	 interpreters	 who	 think	 that	 from	 the	 outset	 the
passage	concerns	the	human	Jesus,	I	maintain	the	traditional	view,	still	that	of
the	majority	of	exegetes	and	vindicated	in	most	recent	discussions,”	that	 the
passage	begins	by	speaking	of	the	pre-existent	Christ	in	eternity	and	proceeds
to	speak	of	his	incarnation.	(3)	I	do	not	think	the	passage	embodies	an	Adam
Christology.	If	Adam	is	 in	view	at	all,	he	 is	 in	view	only	very	 indirectly.	 In
my	view,	Adam	has	proved	a	red	herring	in	study	of	this	passage.	(4)	On	the
difficult	translation	issue	of	the	meaning	of	verse	6b,	I	think	the	best	linguistic
argument	 now	 suggests	 the	 translation:	 ‘he	 did	 not	 think	 equality	with	God
something	to	be	used	for	his	own	advantage’.	In	other	words,	the	issue	is	not
whether	Christ	gains	equality	or	whether	he	retains	it,	as	in	some	translations.
He	has	equality	with	God	and	there	is	no	question	of	losing	it;	the	issue	is	his
attitude	to	it	h2	(5)	The	‘form	of	God’	(v.	6)	and	the	‘form	of	a	servant	(slave)’
(v.	 7),	 which	 are	 clearly	 intended	 to	 be	 contrasted,	 refer	 to	 forms	 of
appearance:	 the	 splendour	of	 the	divine	glory	 in	heaven	contrasted	with	 the
human	form	on	earth.“3

These	preliminary	points	about	the	exegetical	decisions	I	make	result	in	the
following	exegesis	of	verses	6-11.	The	pre-existent	Christ,	being	equal	with
God,	shared	the	divine	glory	in	heaven.	But	he	did	not	consider	his	equality
with	 God	 something	 he	 should	 use	 for	 his	 own	 advantage.	 He	 did	 not
understand	his	equality	with	God	as	a	matter	of	being	served	by	others,	but	as
something	he	could	express	in	service,	obedience,	self-renunciation	and	self-
humiliation	for	others.	Therefore,	he	renounced	the	outward	splendour	of	the



heavenly	 court	 for	 the	 life	 of	 a	 human	 being	 on	 earth,	 one	 who	 lived	 his
obedience	 to	 God	 in	 self-humiliation	 even	 to	 the	 point	 of	 the	 peculiarly
shameful	 death	 by	 crucifixion,	 the	 death	 of	 a	 slave.	 This	 radical	 self-
renunciation	was	his	way	of	expressing	and	enacting	his	equality	with	God,
and	therefore	(v.	9)	it	qualified	him	to	exercise	the	unique	divine	sovereignty
over	all	things.	His	exaltation	to	the	highest	position,	the	heavenly	throne	of
God,	is	not	a	matter	of	gaining	or	regaining	equality	with	God,	which	he	has
always	had	and	never	lost,	but	of	acquiring	the	function	of	implementing	the
eschatological	sovereignty	of	God.	Exercising	the	unique	divine	sovereignty,
he	 bears	 the	 unique	 divine	 name,	 the	 Tetragrammaton,	 and	 receives	 the
worship	of	the	whole	creation.	Since	he	had	expressed	his	equality	with	God
in	 a	 human	 life	 of	 obedient	 service	 to	 God,	 his	 exercise	 of	 the	 divine
sovereignty	also	does	not	compete	with	his	Father’s	deity,	but	redounds	to	the
glory	of	his	Father	 (v.	 11).	This	 is	 the	way	 in	which	 the	one	 and	only	God
reveals	his	identity	to	his	whole	creation	and	is	acknowledged	as	God	by	his
whole	creation.

To	fill	out	this	basic	exegesis,	I	will	make	three	further	points.	First,	what	is
going	on	 in	 this	passage	 is	 a	profound	 interpretation	of	Deutero-Isaiah.	The
allusion	 to	 Isaiah	 45	 in	 verses	 10-11	 we	 have	 already	 discussed:	 it	 is
universally	 agreed,	 though	 its	 full	 significance	 is	 by	 no	 means	 always
appreciated.	More	debatable	is	allusion	to	Isaiah	52	-	53	in	verses	7-9,	but	I
think	 the	 verbal	 connections	 are	 easily	 strong	 enough	 to	 establish	 such
allusion.14	The	most	important	are	as	follows:



What	has	not	been	noticed,	even	by	those	who	see	that	Paul	has	the	Suffering
Servant	of	 Isaiah	53	 in	view	here,	 is	 the	way	the	allusions	 to	Isaiah	52	-	53
and	to	Isaiah	45	cohere.	Paul	is	reading	Deutero-Isaiah	to	mean	that	the	career
of	the	Servant	of	the	Lord,	his	suffering,	humiliation,	death	and	exaltation,	is
the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 sovereignty	 of	 the	 one	 true	 God	 comes	 to	 be
acknowledged	by	all	the	nations.

The	key	verse	in	Isaiah	53	is	verse	12,	the	concluding	verse	of	the	passage:
‘Therefore	I	will	allot	him	a	portion	with	the	great	…	because	he	poured	out
himself	 to	 death	…’	 The	 prophet	 says	 that	 because	 the	 Servant	 humiliated
himself,	 therefore	 God	 exalted	 him.	 This	 is	 precisely	 the	 message	 and	 the
structure	 of	 the	 Philippians	 passage.	 Verses	 7-8	 of	 the	 passage	 are	 Paul’s
exegesis	 of	 the	 second	 of	 those	 two	 clauses	 in	 Isaiah	 53:12	 (‘because	 he
poured	himself	out	to	death’).	Paul	understands	this	clause	to	summarize	the
whole	 movement	 of	 the	 Servant’s	 selfrenunciation	 and	 self-humiliation,
ending	in	death,	and	so	he	expands	it	by	inserting	further	explanation	between
‘he	 poured	 himself	 out’	 (which	 in	 Paul’s	 Greek	 is	 a	 literal	 translation	 of



Isaiah’s	Hebrew	15)	and’to	death’.	The	pouring	out	or	emptying	 is	 the	 self-
renunciation	 in	 service	 and	 obedience,	 which	 begins	 with	 incarnation	 and
leads	 inexorably	 to	 death.	 Paul	 then	 glosses	 the	word	 ‘death’	 (from	 Isaiah)
with	the	phrase	‘even	death	on	a	cross’	-	to	indicate	that	the	form	of	death	was
this	 appropriately	 shameful	 end	 to	 the	 self-humiliation	 already	 described	 in
Isaiah	 53.	 But	 Isaiah	 says	 that	 because	 the	 Servant	 poured	 himself	 out,
therefore	God	will	 exalt	 him	 (‘allot	him	a	portion	with	 the	great’),	 a	 theme
already	 announced	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 Isaianic	 passage	 (52:12):	 ‘my
servant	shall	be	exalted	and	lifted	up,	and	shall	be	very	high’.	Paul	echoes	this
verse	 in	his	verse	9	 (‘Therefore	God	exalted	him	to	 the	highest	place’)	and,
understanding	 it	 in	 the	 way	 we	 have	 already	 explored	 -	 to	 mean	 that	 the
Servant	was	exalted	to	the	divine	throne	-	he	adds	that	he	receives	the	divine
name.	The	Servant	 thus	exalted	 to	 the	divine	 throne	 is	 the	one	 to	whom	the
ends	 of	 the	 earth	 turn	 in	 acknowledgement	 of	 his	 unique	 divine	 identity,
according	to	Isaiah	45.

Secondly,	 the	central	 themes	of	 the	passage	are	 the	 relation	between	high
and	low	status,	and	between	service	and	lordship.	Certainly,	one	who	belongs
to	the	unique	divine	identity	(‘equal	with	God’)	becomes	also	human,	but	the
issue	is	not	seen	in	terms	of	a	contrast	between	divine	and	human	natures.	The
question	 is	not:	how	can	 the	 infinite	God	become	a	finite	creature,	how	can
the	omnipotent,	omniscient	and	omnipresent	God	take	on	human	limitations,
how	can	 the	 immortal	God	die?	These	questions	 arise	when	 the	 contrast	 of
divine	and	human	natures	comes	to	the	fore,	as	it	did	in	the	patristic	period.
Here	 in	Philippians	2	 the	question	 is	 rather	one	of	 status.	Can	 the	one	who
inhabits	 the	 heights	 of	 heaven,	 high	 on	 his	 throne	 above	 all	 creation,	 come
down	 not	merely	 to	 the	 human	 level,	 but	 even	 to	 the	 ultimate	 degradation:
death	on	a	cross?	Can	he	renounce	the	form	of	God,	the	honour	and	glory	of
divine	status	in	the	heavenly	palace,	where	the	myriads	of	angels	serve	him,
for	the	form	of	a	servant,	the	dishonour,	the	loss	of	all	status,	that	a	human	life
that	 ends	 on	 a	 cross	 entails?	 The	 self-humiliation	 and	 obedience	 to	 which
verse	8	refers	are	no	mere	ethical	attitudes,	but	the	repudiation	of	status,	the
acceptance	 of	 the	 slave’s	 lack	 of	 status,	 the	 voluntary	 descent	 to	 the	 place
furthest	removed	from	the	heavenly	throne	to	which	he	is	then	-	and	Paul	says
‘therefore’	 -	 exalted.	 This	 is	 not	 the	 contrast	 of	 two	 natures,	 divine	 and
human,	but	a	contrast	more	powerful	for	first-century	Jewish	theology	with	its
controlling	image	of	the	God	as	the	universal	emperor,	high	on	his	heavenly
throne,	 inconceivably	 exalted	 above	 all	 he	 has	 created	 and	 rules.	 Can	 the
cross	of	Jesus	Christ	actually	be	included	in	the	identity	of	this	God?

Can	the	Lord	also	be	the	Servant?	The	passage,	inspired	both	by	Deutero-
Isaiah	 and	 by	 the	 Christ-event,	 answers:	 only	 the	 Servant	 can	 also	 be	 the
Lord.



Thirdly,	the	passage	amounts	to	a	christological	statement	of	the	identity	of
God.	The	exaltation	of	Christ	to	participation	in	the	unique	divine	sovereignty
shows	him	to	be	included	in	the	unique	divine	identity.	But,	since	the	exalted
Christ	 is	 first	 the	 humiliated	 Christ,	 since	 indeed	 it	 is	 because	 of	 his	 self-
abnegation	that	he	is	exalted,	his	humiliation	belongs	to	the	identity	of	God	as
truly	as	his	exaltation	does.	The	identity	of	God	-	who	God	is	-	is	revealed	as
much	 in	 self-abasement	 and	 service	as	 it	 is	 in	 exaltation	and	 rule.	The	God
who	 is	 high	 can	 also	 be	 low,	 because	 God	 is	 God	 not	 in	 seeking	 his	 own
advantage	but	in	self-giving.	His	self-giving	in	abasement	and	service	ensures
that	his	sovereignty	over	all	things	is	also	a	form	of	his	self-giving.	Only	the
Servant	can	also	be	the	Lord.	Only	the	Servant	who	is	also	the	Lord	receives
the	 recognition	of	his	 lordship	 -	 the	acknowledgement	of	his	unique	deity	 -
from	the	whole	creation.
3.4.2.	The	book	of	Revelation

We	turn	now	more	briefly	to	the	second	of	our	three	New	Testament	examples
of	reading	Isaiah	40	-	55	in	relation	to	the	humiliation	and	exaltation	of	Jesus:
the	 book	 of	 Revelation.	 Chapter	 4	 of	 the	 book	 depicts,	 like	 many	 another
apocalyptic	 disclosure,	 the	 great	 divine	 throne	 in	 heaven	 on	which	 the	 one
who	 created	 all	 things	 sits.	 The	 rest	 of	 the	 book	 reveals	 his	 purpose	 for
achieving	his	eschatological	sovereignty	over	the	creation	in	which	his	rule	is
presently	 contested.	 Chapter	 5,	 the	 continuation	 of	 the	 vision	 of	 the	 divine
throne	 in	 heaven,	 reveals	 in	 a	 preliminary	 way	 how	 this	 will	 occur	 and
anticipates	 its	 result:	 the	 worship	 of	 God	 by	 every	 creature	 in	 the	 whole
creation.	The	scene	is	a	close	parallel	to	Philippians	2.	John	sees	the	exalted
Christ	 on	 the	divine	 throne,	 represented	 in	his	 vision	 as	 a	 lamb	 standing	 as
though	 it	were	 slaughtered.	The	 lamb	 receives	 the	worship	 of	 the	 heavenly
attendants	 just	 as	 God	 had	 in	 chapter	 4,	 but	 now	 the	 circle	 of	 worship
expands,	so	that	every	creature	in	heaven	and	on	earth	and	under	the	earth	and
in	 the	sea	worships	 ‘the	One	who	 is	seated	on	 the	 throne	and	 the	Lamb’	 (v.
13).	Thus	it	 is	 the	enthronement	of	the	slaughtered	lamb,	his	exercise	of	 the
divine	sovereignty,	which	leads	to	the	universal	acknowledgement	of	God	to
whose	 identity	he	belongs.	The	 lamb	 is	undoubtedly	 the	Passover	 lamb	and
belongs	to	the	image	of	eschatological	salvation	as	the	new	exodus,	which	is
one	 of	 the	 overarching	 images	 of	 the	 book.	 But	 the	 picture	 of	 the	 lamb
standing	as	though	it	were	slaughtered	is	also	an	allusion	to	Isaiah	53:7.	In	the
context	 of	 Deutero-Isaiah’s	 own	 dominant	 image	 of	 the	 new	 exodus,	 the
picture	of	the	Servant	as	a	lamb	led	to	the	slaughter	casts	the	Servant	himself
in	the	role	of	Passover	lamb	for	the	new	exodus.	Thus,	although	Revelation	is
primarily	 concerned	 to	 look	 forward	 from	 the	 exaltation	 of	 Christ	 to	 his
achievement	of	the	divine	lordship	at	his	future	coming,	still	it	makes,	with	its
image	of	 the	slaughtered	 lamb	on	 the	 throne	of	 the	universe,	essentially	 the



same	point	as	Philippians	2	about	the	divine	identity	and	rule.	The	sacrificial
death	of	Christ	belongs	to	the	divine	identity	as	truly	as	his	enthronement	and
his	Parousia	do,	and	the	divine	sovereignty	is	not	fully	understood	until	it	is
seen	to	be	exercised	by	the	one	who	witnessed	to	the	truth	of	God	even	to	the
point	of	death.	Only	as	the	slaughtered	lamb	is	the	Christ	of	Revelation	also
the	first	and	the	last,	the	Alpha	and	the	Omega.h”	Once	again,	the	inclusion	of
the	 earthly	 Jesus	 and	 his	 death	 in	 the	 identity	 of	God	means	 that	 the	 cross
reveals	who	God	is.
3.4.3.	The	Gospel	of	John

To	complete	our	account	of	the	early	Christian	reading	of	Isaiah	40	-	55	in	our
three	New	Testament	examples,	we	must	turn	again	to	the	Gospel	of	John.	We
observed	 earlier	 how	 John	 places	 Deutero-Isaiah’s	 great	 monotheistic	 self-
declaration	 of	 God	 -‘I	 am	 he’	 -	 on	 the	 lips	 of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 series	 of	 seven
absolute	‘I	am	sayings.	We	must	now	see	how	John	relates	this	making	known
of	 God’s	 unique	 identity	 in	 Jesus	 to	 the	 humiliation	 and	 passion	 of	 Jesus.
Approaching	this	topic	via	John’s	interpretation	of	Deutero-Isaiah	will	give	us
a	fresh	angle	on	the	much	debated	subject	of	the	Johannine	understanding	of
the	cross.

The	 opening	 verse	 of	 the	 great	 Suffering	 Servant	 passage	 in	 Isaiah	 (Isa.
52:13)	reads:

Behold,	my	Servant	shall	prosper;	he	shall	be	exalted	and	lifted	up	and
shall	be	very	high.

Or	in	the	Septuagint	Greek	version:

Behold,	 my	 Servant	 shall	 understand,	 and	 shall	 be	 exalted
(hupsoth(Tsetai)	and	shall	be	glorified	(doxasthesetai)	greatly.

Most	readers	of	the	Suffering	Servant	passage,	including	Paul	in	Philippians	2
and	other	New	Testament	 authors,	 take	 this	 first	verse	 to	be	an	anticipatory
statement	of	the	exaltation	of	the	Servant	which	will	follow	the	humiliation,
suffering	 and	 death	 that	 the	 passage	 goes	 on	 to	 describe.	 Isaiah	 52:13
announces	 in	advance	 the	exaltation	of	 the	Servant	which	 is	otherwise	only
reached	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 whole	 passage	 (53:12).	 John,	 I	 believe,	 has
interpreted	 this	verse	differently.	He	has	 taken	 it	as	a	summary	statement	of
the	 theme	 of	 the	 whole	 of	 the	 passage	 it	 introduces.	 In	 other	 words,	 the
exaltation	of	the	Servant	of	which	this	verse	speaks	is	the	whole	sequence	of
humiliation,	suffering,	death	and	vindication	beyond	death	which	chapter	53
describes.	The	Servant	is	exalted	and	glorified	in	and	through	his	humiliation
and	suffering.	This	is	the	exegetical	source	for	John’s	theologically	profound
interpretation	of	the	cross	as	Jesus’	exaltation	and	glorification.



In	the	Fourth	Gospel	there	are	two	principal	ways	in	which	Jesus	refers	to
the	 cross	 as	 his	 coming	 destiny.	 Both	 within	 the	 narrative	 context	 are
enigmatic;	 both,	 for	 the	 perceptive	 reader,	 are	 theologically	 potent.	Each	 of
them	features	one	of	the	two	verbs	with	which	the	Septuagint	of	Isaiah	52:13
describes	the	exaltation	of	the	Servant:	hupsoo	(‘to	lift	up,	‘to	raise	high,	‘to
exalt’)	and	doxazo	(‘to	honour;	‘to	glorify’).	We	shall	consider	each	in	turn.

In	place	of	the	passion	predictions	of	the	Synoptic	Gospels,	which	state	that
the	Son	of	Man	must	suffer,	with	concrete	details	of	his	 rejection	and	death
and	 with	 probable	 reference	 to	 Isaiah	 53	 as	 the	 prophetic	 destiny	 he	 must
fulfil,’	 John	 has	 three	 passion	 predictions	 which	 state	 that	 the	 Son	 of	Man
must	be	‘lifted	up’	(hupsoo):

3:14-15:	 ‘And	 just	 as	 Moses	 lifted	 up	 (hupsosen)	 the	 serpent	 in	 the
wilderness,	 so	must	 the	Son	of	Man	be	 lifted	up	 (hupsathenai),	15	 that
whoever	believes	in	him	may	have	eternal	life.’

8:28:	 So	 Jesus	 said,	 ‘When	 you	 have	 lifted	 up	 (hupsosete)	 the	 Son	 of
Man,	then	you	will	realize	that	I	am	he,	and	that	I	do	nothing	on	my	own,
but	I	speak	these	things	as	the	Father	instructed	me.’

12:32-34:	 ‘And	 I,	when	 I	 am	 lifted	 up	 (hupsotho)	 from	 the	 earth,	will
draw	all	people	to	myself.’	33He	said	this	to	indicate	the	kind	of	death	he
was	 to	 die.	 34The	 crowd	 answered	 him,	 ‘We	have	 heard	 from	 the	 law
that	the	Messiah	remains	forever.	How	can	you	say	that	the	Son	of	Man
must	be	lifted	up	(hupsothenai)?	Who	is	this	Son	of	Man?’

Compared	with	the	passion	predications	in	the	Synoptics,	in	these	Johannine
sayings	 the	 allusion	 to	 the	Suffering	Servant	 is	 both	more	 direct	 and,	 in	 its
peculiar	 conciseness	 (the	 one	 word	 ‘lifted	 up’),	 deliberately	 riddling.	 Such
Johannine	 enigmas	 tease	 the	 reader	 into	 theological	 enlightenment.	 In	 this
case,	the	key	is	the	double	meaning	of	the	word.	It	refers	both	literally	to	the
crucifixion	as	a	lifting	up	of	Jesus	above	the	earth	(as	12:33	makes	clear)	and
figuratively	 to	 the	 same	 event	 as	 Jesus’	 elevation	 to	 the	 status	 of	 divine
sovereignty	over	the	cosmos.	The	cross	is	already	his	exaltation.	Its	physical
character,	 as	 a	 literal	 elevation	 from	 the	 earth,	 symbolizes	 its	 theological
character	as	the	decisive	movement	upwards	to	heaven	as	the	place	of	divine
sovereignty.	 The	 literal	 elevation,	 which	 Jesus’	 executioners	 intended	 as
humiliation,	 an	 exhibition	 of	 his	 disgrace	 for	 all	 to	 see,	 John’s	 readers	 see,
through	Deutero-Isaianic	eyes,	as	the	event	in	which	Jesus’	divine	identity	is
manifested	for	all	 to	see,	 thereby	drawing	all	people	 to	himself	(12:32).	But
the	 full	 significance	 in	 terms	 of	 Deutero-Isaianic	 monotheism	 we	 can
appreciate	only	when	we	observe,	as	hardly	anyone	has	done,	the	conjunction



in	8:28	of	the	allusion	to	Isaiah	52:13	(the	lifting	up	of	the	Son	of	Man)	with
the	divine	self-declaration,	‘I	am	he,	also	from	Deutero-Isaiah.	This	saying	is
the	 central	 one	 of	 the	 three	 sayings	 about	 the	 lifting	 up	 of	 the	Son	 of	Man
(3:14-15;	 8:28;	 12:32-34),	 and	 it	 is	 also	 the	 central	 saying	 of	 the	 series	 of
seven	absolute	‘I	am	sayings.”’	It	deliberately	brings	the	two	sets	of	sayings
into	 theological	 relationship.	 When	 Jesus	 is	 lifted	 up,	 exalted	 in	 his
humiliation	on	 the	cross,	 then	 the	unique	divine	 identity	 (‘I	am	he’)	will	be
revealed	for	all	who	can	to	see.	The	hope	of	Deutero-Isaiah,	that	the	one	true
God	will	demonstrate	his	deity	to	the	world,	such	that	all	the	ends	of	the	earth
will	turn	to	him	and	be	saved,	is	fulfilled	when	the	divine	identity	is	revealed
in	 Jesus’	 death.	 These	 three	 Son	 of	 Man	 sayings	 together,	 not	 simply
repeating	but	complementing	each	other,	make	this	comprehensive	point:	the
cross	reveals	the	divine	identity	in	Jesus	(8:28),	such	that	all	people	are	drawn
to	him	(12:32)	for	salvation	(3:14-15).

The	sayings	which	refer	to	Jesus’	death	as	his	glorification	(two	more	Son
of	Man	 sayings,	 as	well	 as	 some	others)	 take	 up	 the	 second	key	verb	 from
Isaiah	52:13	 (doxazo),	and	make	 in	a	different	way	 the	same	point	as	 those
which	refer	to	the	lifting	up	of	the	Son	of	Man:

12:23:	 ‘The	 hour	 has	 come	 for	 the	 Son	 of	 Man	 to	 be	 glorified
(doxasthe).’	 13:31-32:	 ‘Now	 the	 Son	 of	 Man	 has	 been	 glorified
(edoxasthe),	and	God	has	been	glorified	(edoxasthe)	in	him.	If	God	has
been	glorified	in	him,	God	will	also	glorify	(doxasei)	him	in	himself	and
will	glorify	him	at	once.’

The	verb	(doxazo)	can	mean’to	honour’	and,	in	that	sense,	points	to	the	same
Johannine	paradox	of	the	cross.	Just	as	Jesus’	humiliation	is	at	the	same	time
his	 exaltation,	 so	 his	 rejection,	 his	 shaming	 and	 disgrace	 in	 this	 peculiarly
shameful	 form	of	death	 is	paradoxically	his	honouring	by	God,	 in	which	he
also	honours	God	and	God	also	is	honoured	in	him.	But	John’s	use	of	the	verb
means	more	than	‘honour’:	it	relates	to	that	heavenly	splendour	(glory)	with
which	other	New	Testament	 texts	associate	 the	exalted	Christ	exercising	 the
divine	sovereignty.	The	Fourth	Gospel	itself	gives	programmatic	prominence
to	 that	 glory	 (the	 heavenly	 splendour)	which	 is	 the	 appearance	 of	God,	 the
manifestation	of	God’s	being,	when	 the	Prologue	claims	 that	 ‘we	have	seen
his	glory,	the	glory	as	of	a	father’s	only	sori	(1:14).	This	glory	is	the	visible
manifestation	of	who	God	is,	reflected	in	the	earthly	life	of	Jesus,	a	son	who
is	 (as	 it	were)	 the	 spitting	 image	of	 his	 father.	 It	 appears	 in	 the	miracles	 of
Jesus,	which	 reveal	his	glory,	but	 supremely	 in	 the	hour	of	his	glorification
when	finally	the	divine	identity	is	manifested	on	earth	as	it	is	in	heaven.	It	is
not,	of	course,	that	the	words	‘the	Son	of	man	is	glorified’	can	have	the	literal
meaning:	‘he	manifests	the	divine	glory’.	We	are	dealing	rather	with	a	play	on



words,	which	 links	 the	 glorification	 of	 the	Servant	 of	 the	Lord	 (Isa.	 52:13)
with	the	revelation	of	the	glory	of	the	Lord,	also	a	Deutero-Isaianic	theme:

Then	the	glory	of	the	LORD	shall	be	revealed,	and	all	flesh	shall	see	it
together	(Isa.	40:3).

This	eschatological	manifestation	of	God’s	glory	-	the	revelation	of	who	God
is	-	to	the	world	takes	place	in	Jesus’	death.

In	both	sets	of	sayings	-	those	which	refer	to	the	cross	as	Jesus’	lifting	up
and	those	which	refer	to	the	cross	as	his	glorification	-	the	divine	identity	is
revealed	 in	 the	 paradox	 of	 Jesus’	 death:	 his	 humiliation	which	 is	 in	 divine
reality	his	exaltation,	his	shame	which	is	in	divine	reality	his	honour.	This	is	a
kind	 of	 intensification	 of	 the	 theme	 of	 Philippians	 2:6-11.	 There	 the	 divine
identity	is	revealed	in	the	humiliation	and	the	exaltation	as	a	sequence,	in	the
one	who	first	pours	himself	out	to	the	ultimate	degradation	of	the	cross	and	is
then	exalted	 to	 the	highest	position	of	all.	 In	Philippians	 the	paradox	which
transforms	the	meaning	of	exaltation	is	that	the	one	who	humiliated	himself	to
the	 utmost	 is	 therefore	 exalted	 to	 the	 utmost.	 But	 in	 John	 the	 paradox
intensifies:	Jesus’	self-humiliation	actually	is	his	exaltation	by	God.	Precisely
the	same	happens	with	the	contrast	of	lord	and	servant,	which	in	Philippians	2
is	a	sequence:	the	one	who	is	obedient	even	to	the	point	of	dying	the	death	of
a	slave	is	therefore	exalted	to	cosmic	sovereignty	as	Lord.	Jesus	is	servant	and
lord	 in	 succession.	 But	 in	 John	 the	 whole	 passion	 narrative	 fuses	 the	 two
themes	 of	 lordship	 and	 servanthood	 in	 simultaneity.	 Jesus	 is	 the	 king	 in
humility	 (at	 the	entry	 into	 Jerusalem),	 the	king	 in	humiliation	 (before	Pilate
and	on	the	cross)	and	the	king	in	death	(his	royal	burial).	Jesus	is	the	lord	who
serves,	who	 enacts	 the	meaning	of	 his	 death	when	he	washes	 the	disciples’
feet,	 the	 menial	 task	 exclusive	 to	 slaves.	 His	 kingship	 consists	 in	 his
humiliating	 service	 to	 the	 point	 of	 death.	 Just	 as	 he	 is	 exalted	 in	 his
humiliation	 and	 glorified	 in	 his	 disgrace,	 so	 also	 he	 reigns	 in	 being	 the
servant.	In	this	way	he	reveals	who	God	is.	What	it	means	to	be	God	in	God’s
sovereignty	and	glory	appears	in	the	self-humiliation	of	the	one	who	serves.
Once	again	the	Prologue	provides	the	programmatic	key,	 this	time	in	its	use
of	 the	word	 ‘grace’	 (1:14,	 17).	Because	God	 is	who	God	 is	 in	 his	 gracious
self-giving,	God’s	identity	appears	in	the	loving	service	and	self-abnegation	to
death	 of	 his	 Son.	 Because	 God	 is	 who	 God	 is	 in	 his	 gracious	 self-giving,
God’s	identity,	we	can	say,	is	not	simply	revealed	but	enacted	in	the	event	of
salvation	 for	 the	 world	 which	 the	 service	 and	 self-humiliation	 of	 his	 Son
accomplishes.
3.5.	The	humiliation	and	exaltation	of	Jesus	revealing	the	divine	identity	in	three	examples	of	the

Christian	reading	of	Isaiah	40	-	55:	Summary

Briefly	to	recapitulate	the	testimony	of	the	three	New	Testament	witnesses	we



have	studied	 to	 the	effect	of	 recognizing	 the	crucified	Jesus	as	belonging	 to
the	 identity	 of	God:	Here	God	 is	 seen	 to	 be	God	 in	 his	 radical	 self-giving,
descending	to	the	most	abject	human	condition	and,	in	that	human	obedience,
humiliation,	 suffering	 and	 death,	 being	 no	 less	 truly	 God	 than	 he	 is	 in	 his
cosmic	rule	and	glory	on	the	heavenly	throne.	It	is	not	that	God	is	manifest	in
heavenly	glory	and	hidden	in	the	human	degradation	of	the	cross.	The	latter
makes	known	who	God	is	no	less	than	the	former	does.	The	divine	identity	is
known	in	the	radical	contrast	and	conjunction	of	exaltation	and	humiliation	-
as	the	God	who	is	Creator	of	all	 things,	and	no	less	truly	God	in	the	human
life	of	Jesus;	as	 the	God	who	 is	Sovereign	over	all	 things,	and	no	 less	 truly
God	 in	 Jesus’	 human	 obedience	 and	 service;	 as	 the	 God	 of	 transcendent
majesty	who	is	no	less	truly	God	in	the	abject	humiliation	of	the	cross.	These
are	not	contradictions	because	God	is	self-giving	love,	as	much	in	his	creation
and	 rule	 of	 all	 things	 as	 in	 his	 human	 incarnation	 and	 death.	 The	 radical
contrast	of	humiliation	and	exaltation	is	precisely	the	revelation	of	who	God
is	in	his	radically	self-giving	love.	He	rules	only	as	the	one	who	also	serves.
He	is	exalted	above	all	only	as	the	one	who	is	also	with	the	lowest	of	the	low.
This	is	the	meaning	of	the	therefore	of	Philippians	2	(because	Jesus	degraded
himself	 to	 the	 lowest	 position,	 therefore	 he	 was	 exalted	 to	 the	 highest
position).	 This	 is	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	 slaughtered	 Lamb’s	 standing	 as
slaughtered	 on	 the	 heavenly	 throne	 of	 God	 in	 Revelation	 5.	 This	 is	 the
meaning	of	 the	Johannine	paradox	 that	 Jesus	 is	exalted	and	glorified	on	 the
cross.

Finally,	before	we	move	into	the	next	stage	of	the	argument,	it	is	important
to	stress	that	this	revelation	of	the	divine	identity	in	the	cross	does	not,	for	the
New	Testament	writers,	mean	 that	 the	 life	and	death	of	Jesus	are	merely	an
illustration	of	a	general	truth	about	God:	that	Jesus	reveals	that	God	is	always
like	 this.	 In	 some	sense,	 as	we	 shall	 shortly	 see,	 that	was	known	already	 to
Israel.	The	story	of	Jesus	is	not	a	mere	illustration	of	the	divine	identity;	Jesus
himself	and	his	story	are	intrinsic	to	the	divine	identity.	The	history	of	Jesus,
his	humiliation	and	his	 exaltation,	 is	 the	unique	act	of	God’s	 self-giving,	 in
which	he	demonstrates	his	deity	to	the	world	by	accomplishing	salvation	for
the	world.	In	the	words	of	the	Johannine	Prologue,	through	Jesus	Christ,	grace
and	truth	happened	-	the	divine	self-giving	occurred	in	full	reality	-	and	in	this
way	 the	 glory	 of	 the	God	whom	 no	 one	 has	 ever	 seen	was	 revealed	 (John
1:14-18).	 In	 this	 act	 of	 self-giving	 God	 is	 most	 truly	 himself	 and	 defines
himself	for	the	world.
3.6.	God	crucified	and	the	God	of	Israel:	novelty	and	consistency

Now	we	turn	to	the	stage	of	our	argument	in	which	we	must	relate	this	result
to	 our	 starting-point,	 in	 other	 words,	 to	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 God	 of	 Israel
revealed	 in	 the	 Hebrew	 Scriptures.	 If	 Jesus	 reveals	 who	 God	 is,	 if	 God’s



identity	is	as	God	crucified,	how	does	this	revelation	relate	to	the	identity	of
the	God	 of	 Israel?	 Is	 this	 the	 same	God?	 Is	 his	 identity	 in	 Jesus	 consistent
with	 his	 identity	 in	 the	 Old	 Testament	 revelation?	 Is	 the	 revelation	 of	 his
identity	 in	 Jesus	 only	 the	 universal	 revelation,	 to	 the	 world,	 of	 the	 divine
identity	already	fully	known	to	Israel?	Or	is	his	identity	more	fully	known	in
Jesus?

To	answer	such	questions,	we	must	revert	to	my	initial	account,	in	section
1,	 of	 the	 way	 biblical	 and	 post-biblical	 Israel	 understood	 the	 identity	 of
Israel’s	 God.	 From	 that	 account,	 I	 isolated	 two	 of	 the	 key	 features	 of	 the
divine	identity,	and	pursued	the	rest	of	my	argument	in	the	first	two	sections
in	terms	of	these	two	features,	which	were	the	creative	and	sovereign	activity
of	God.	The	point	of	isolating	these	two	features	was	that	it	was	on	God	as	the
Creator	of	all	things	and	God	as	the	sovereign	Ruler	of	all	things	that	Jewish
understanding	of	 the	uniqueness	of	 the	one	God	focused.	These	are	 the	 two
features	 of	 the	 divine	 identity	which	 serve	most	 clearly	 to	 distinguish	God
from	all	other	reality	and	to	identify	God	as	the	unique	One,	who	alone	relates
to	all	other	 things	as	 their	Creator	 and	Sovereign.	These	 features,	 therefore,
also	served	to	make	unequivocally	clear	the	New	Testament	writers’	inclusion
of	Jesus	in	the	unique	divine	identity.	However,	while	these	two	features	serve
most	 clearly	 to	 distinguish	 God	 from	 all	 other	 reality,	 they	 by	 no	 means
sufficiently	 characterize	God’s	 relationship	 to	his	 creation	 and	by	no	means
sufficiently	 identify	 God	 as	 he	 was	 known	 in	 his	 self-revelation	 to	 Israel.
Israel	 had	much	 else	 to	 say	 about	 the	 divine	 identity.	 In	 this	 connection,	 in
section	1,	I	made	two	main	points,	both	of	which	concern	God’s	relationship
to	his	covenant	people.	First,	God	is	identified	by	his	acts	in	Israel’s	history,
especially	 in	 the	 exodus.	 Secondly,	 God	 is	 known	 from	 his	 character
description	 given	 to	 Moses:	 ‘merciful	 and	 gracious,	 slow	 to	 anger,	 and
abounding	in	steadfast	love	and	faithfulness’	(Exod.	34:6).	The	acts	of	God	in
Israel’s	history	and	the	character	description	of	God	together	identify	God	as
the	one	who	acts	graciously	towards	his	people.	Together	they	serve	for	Israel
to	define	who	God	is.

However,	 the	 God	 so	 identified	 was	 expected,	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 this	 very
identity,	to	act	again	in	the	future,	in	a	way	consistent	with	his	already	known
identity.	 Thus	 Deutero-Isaiah,	 in	 a	 way	 especially	 important	 for	 the	 early
Christians,	expects	a	new	exodus	event,	on	the	model	of	the	first	exodus	but
far	transcending	it.	God	will	demonstrate	his	deity	to	Israel	and	to	the	ends	of
the	earth,	and	will	act	for	the	salvation	not	only	of	Israel	but	of	all	peoples.	It
is	 no	 accident	 that	 Deutero-Isaiah’s	 God	 is	 both	 the	 covenant	 God	 of	 the
exodus	 and	 also	 the	 Creator	 and	 Ruler	 of	 all	 things.	 In	 the	 eschatological
exodus,	he	will	prove	to	be	the	God	of	all	peoples,	Sovereign	and	Saviour	of
all,	 in	 a	way	 consistent	with	 his	 identity	 as	 the	 gracious	God	 of	 his	 people



Israel.	 His	 uniqueness	 as	 Creator	 and	 Ruler	 of	 all	 will	 be	 universally
acknowledged	 when	 he	 acts	 graciously	 for	 the	 salvation	 of	 Israel	 and	 the
world.

It	follows	that,	for	those	-	the	early	Christians	-	who	have	experienced	this
new	exodus,	a	new	narrative	of	God’s	acts	becomes	definitive	of	his	identity.
Just	as	Israel	identified	God	as	the	God	who	brought	Israel	out	of	Egypt	and
by	 telling	 the	 story	 of	 God’s	 history	 with	 Israel,	 so	 the	 New	 Testament
identifies	God	as	the	God	of	Jesus	Christ	and	by	telling	the	story	of	Jesus	as
the	story	of	 the	salvation	of	 the	world.	The	new	story	 is	consistent	with	 the
already	 known	 identity	 of	 the	 God	 of	 Israel,	 but	 new	 as	 the	 way	 he	 now
identifies	himself	finally	and	universally,	the	Creator	and	Ruler	of	all	who	in
Jesus	Christ	has	become	the	gracious	Saviour	of	all.	So	far	the	novelty	is	what
could	 be	 expected	 of	 the	God	 known	 to	 Israel.	 But	 is	 there	 not	 something
more	 radically	 novel	 because	 it	 is	 unexpected	 and	 surprising?	When	 early
Christians	included	Jesus	himself,	a	human	being,	humiliated	and	exalted,	in
the	 identity	of	God;	when	 they	 told	 the	story	of	 Jesus,	whether	 in	 summary
form	in	Philippians	2:6-11	or	in	extended	detail	in	the	Fourth	Gospel,	as	the
story	of	God’s	own	human	obedience,	humility,	degradation	and	death,	were
they	not	saying	something	radically	new	about	the	identity	of	God?	If	so	we
must	press	the	question	of	its	consistency	with	the	known	identity	of	the	God
of	Israel.	An	important	point	to	make	in	this	connection	is	that	the	identity	of
the	God	of	 Israel	does	not	exclude	 the	unexpected	and	surprising.	Quite	 the
contrary,	 this	is	God’s	freedom	as	God	requires	his	freedom	from	all	human
expectations,	 even	 those	based	on	his	 revealed	 identity.	He	may	 act	 in	 new
and	surprising	ways,	in	which	he	proves	to	be	the	same	God,	consistent	with
his	known	identity,	but	in	unexpected	ways.	He	is	both	free	and	faithful.	He	is
not	capricious,	but	nor	 is	he	predictable.	He	may	be	 trusted	 to	be	consistent
with	 himself,	 but	 he	 may	 surprise	 in	 the	 ways	 he	 proves	 consistent	 with
himself.	The	consistency	can	only	be	appreciated	with	hindsight.

The	question	then	is	how	the	early	Christians	found	the	consistency	in	the
novelty.	If	God	crucified	introduces	radical	novelty	into	the	identity	of	God,
wherein	lies	the	consistency	of	identity?	The	first	point	to	make	is	simply	to
reiterate	what	we	established	earlier	 in	this	chapter,	 that	Jewish	monotheism
did	not	characterize	the	uniqueness	of	God	in	such	a	way	as	to	make	the	early
Christian	 inclusion	 of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 God	 inconceivable.
Those	scholars,	including	many	New	Testament	scholars,	who	assume	that	no
Jewish	monotheist	could	have	accepted	divine	Christology,	including	Jesus	in
the	 divine	 identity,	 without	 abandoning	 Jewish	 monotheism	 have	 not
understood	 Jewish	 monotheism.	 However,	 this	 -	 so	 to	 speak	 -	 negative
consistency	 was	 clearly	 not	 sufficient	 for	 the	 early	 Christians.	 What	 is	 so
impressive	 in	 the	material	we	have	 studied	 is	 the	way	 they	 developed	 their



fresh	 understanding	 of	 the	 christological	 identity	 of	 God	 through	 creative
exegesis	 of	 the	Hebrew	Scriptures.	 To	 illustrate	 this	 (which	 could	 certainly
also	have	been	illustrated	in	other	ways)	I	have	focused	on	their	exegesis	of
Deutero-Isaiah.	Precisely	 at	 the	points	where	 they	 appreciate	most	 fully	 the
new	identity	of	God	in	Jesus,	they	are	engaged	in	exegesis,	in	the	process	of
bringing	 the	 texts	 of	 the	 Hebrew	 Scriptures	 and	 the	 history	 of	 Jesus	 into
mutually	 interpretative	 interplay.	We	misunderstand	 this	process	 if	we	see	 it
as	 an	 attempt,	 by	 reading	 Christology	 back	 into	 the	 texts,	 to	 pretend	 that
actually	nothing	at	all	was	unexpected.	The	first	Christians	knew	better	than
we	do	that	some	of	the	key	insights	they	found	in	Deutero-Isaiah	had	not	been
seen	in	Deutero-Isaiah	before.	But	the	work	of	creative	exegesis	enabled	them
to	 find	 consistency	 in	 the	 novelty.	 They	 appreciate	 the	 most	 radically	 new
precisely	 in	 the	 process	 of	 understanding	 its	 continuity	 with	 the	 already
revealed.	With	deliberate	hindsight	they	understand	the	identity	of	the	God	of
Israel	afresh	in	the	light	of	his	new	identity	as	the	God	of	Jesus	Christ.	They
find	 him	 to	 be	 one	 and	 the	 same	God,	 not	 in	ways	which	 could	 have	 been
predicted,	but	in	ways	which	in	this	light	now	come	to	light.

So	I	will	make	three	further	main	points	about	this	question	of	consistency
and	 novelty	 in	 the	 identity	 of	 God.	 First,	 we	 return	 to	 the	 contrast	 in
Philippians	2	between	high	and	low	status,	exaltation	and	humiliation,	honour
and	shame.	This	contrast	seems	to	me	the	point	at	which	the	inclusion	of	the
human	 life	 and	 shameful	 death	 of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 identity	 of	 God	 must	 have
seemed,	 for	 Second	 Temple	 Judaism’s	 understanding	 of	 God,	 most
remarkable.	 The	 image	 of	 God	 the	 sovereign	 Ruler	 on	 his	 majestic	 throne
high	above	all	 the	heavens	was	so	dominant	in	Second	Temple	Judaism	that
the	notion	of	divine	self-degradation	to	the	lowest	human	status	could	easily
have	 seemed	 quite	 inconceivable.	 This	 issue	 of	 divine	 and	 human	 status
would	be	 the	stumbling-block,	 rather	 than	 the	problems	which	 the	Christian
doctrine	of	incarnation	was	to	encounter	subsequently:	the	unitary	nature	of	a
God	 who	 cannot	 be	 internally	 differentiated,	 or	 definitions	 of	 divine	 and
human	nature	which	present	them	as	incompatible.	Such	problems	are	barely
visible	 in	 the	New	Testament,	 but	 the	 contrast	 of	 divine	 height	 and	 human
lowliness,	 sovereign	 exaltation	 and	 servile	 degradation	 is	 a	 preoccupation.
Yet,	whatever	 the	 impression	 some	post-biblical	 Jewish	 literature	may	give,
the	identity	of	the	God	of	Israel	already	includes,	in	some	sense,	his	lowliness
as	well	as	his	exaltation.	Isaiah	57:15,	a	text	we	have	already	encountered	in
relation	to	Philippians	2:6-11,	reads:

…	thus	says	the	exalted	and	lofty	One	who	inhabits	eternity,	whose	name
is	Holy:	‘I	dwell	in	the	high	and	holy	place,	and	also	with	those	who	are
crushed	and	lowly	in	spirit	…



The	God	of	Israel,	 indeed,	 is	characteristically	the	God	of	the	lowly	and	the
humiliated,	the	God	who	hears	the	cry	of	the	oppressed,	the	God	who	raises
the	poor	from	the	dust,	the	God	who	from	his	throne	on	high	identifies	with
those	 in	 the	 depths,	 the	 God	 who	 exercises	 his	 sovereignty	 on	 high	 in
solidarity	with	those	of	lowest	status	here	below.	In	drawing	on	the	narrative
of	 the	 Servant	 of	 the	Lord,	 humiliated	 and	 exalted,	 from	 Isaiah	 53,	 Paul	 in
Philippians	2:6-11	thereby	evokes	this	characteristic	of	the	identity	of	the	God
of	Israel.	The	radical	novelty	in	Philippians	2	lies	in	the	way	in	which	God	in
Jesus	Christ	dwells	in	the	depths,	not	only	with	but	as	the	lowest	of	the	low.
God’s	 characteristic	 exaltation	of	 the	 lowest	 becomes	 a	 pattern	 in	which	he
participates	 himself.	 This	 could	 not	 have	 been	 expected,	 but	 nor	 is	 it
uncharacteristic.	It	is	novel	but	appropriate	to	the	identity	of	the	God	of	Israel.

Secondly,	the	way	the	Prologue	to	John	relates	the	revelation	of	God	in	the
incarnation	to	the	identity	of	the	God	of	Israelis	instructive.	The	last	verses	of
the	 Prologue	 (John	 1:14-18)	 claim	 that	 God,	 who	 has	 never	 been	 seen	 by
human	eyes,	has	been	revealed	in	the	human	life	of	Jesus	Christ,	who	reflects
his	Father’s	glory	and	is	full	of	grace	and	truth.	All	these	terms	allude	to	the
story	of	God’s	revelation	of	himself	to	Moses	in	Exodus	33	-	34,	in	which	the
central	Old	Testament	character	description	of	God	occurs.	There	Moses	asks
to	see	God’s	glory	(33:18),	is	told	that	he	cannot	see	God’s	face,	but	as	God
covers	Moses’	eyes	and	passes	by,	he	hears	God	proclaim	his	name	and	his
character:	‘YHWH,	YHWH,	a	God	merciful	and	gracious,	slow	to	anger,	and
abounding	 in	 steadfast	 love	 and	 faithfulness’	 (Exod.	 34:6)	 -	 or	 in	 John’s
translation	 ‘full	 of	 grace	 and	 truth’	 (John	 1:14).69	 Moses	 could	 only	 hear
God’s	word	proclaiming	that	God	is	full	of	grace	and	truth.	He	could	not	see
God’s	 glory.	 But	 in	 the	Word	made	 flesh,	 God’s	 glory	was	 seen	 in	 human
form,	and	grace	and	truth	(according	 to	John	1:17)	happened	or	came	about
(egeneto).	 Thus,	 God’s	 gracious	 love,	 central	 to	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 God	 of
Israel,	now	takes	the	radically	new	form	of	a	human	life	in	which	the	divine
self-giving	 happens.	 This	 could	 not	 have	 been	 expected,	 but	 nor	 is	 it
uncharacteristic.	It	is	novel	but	appropriate	to	the	identity	of	the	God	of	Israel.

Thirdly,	the	point	which	may	well	seem	to	us	most	startlingly	novel	about
the	new	 identity	of	God	 in	Jesus	 is	one	which	 I	have	deliberately	not	made
explicit	until	now:	that	the	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	the	identity	of	God	means	the
inclusion	 in	 God	 of	 the	 interpersonal	 relationship	 between	 Jesus	 and	 his
Father.	No	longer	can	 the	divine	 identity	be	purely	and	simply	portrayed	by
analogy	with	a	single	human	subject.	And	since	 the	portrayal	of	God	 in	 the
Hebrew	Bible	does,	to	a	large	extent,	employ	the	analogy	of	a	human	agent,
this	 might	 seem	 such	 a	 radical	 innovation	 as	 to	 throw	 doubt	 on	 the
consistency	of	the	divine	identity.	But,	if	we	think	so,	we	may	be	attributing
to	the	biblical	writers	too	unsubtly	anthropomorphic	ways	of	thinking.	While



human	 identity	may	 be	 the	 common	 analogy	 for	 thinking	 about	 the	 divine
identity,	the	God	of	Israel	clearly	transcends	the	categories	of	human	identity.
The	 categories	 are	 used	 in	 awareness	 that	 God	 transcends	 them.	 In	 God’s
unique	relationship	to	the	rest	of	reality	as	Creator	of	all	things	and	sovereign
Ruler	 of	 all	 things,	 the	 human	 analogies,	 indispensable	 as	 they	 are,	 clearly
point	 to	 a	 divine	 identity	 transcendently	 other	 than	 human	 personhood.
Nothing	 in	 the	 Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 understanding	 of	 divine	 identity
contradicts	 the	 possibility	 of	 interpersonal	 relationship	 within	 the	 divine
identity	but,	on	the	other	hand,	there	is	little,	if	anything,	that	anticipates	it.

The	novelty	of	divine	identity	revealed	as	intra-divine	relationship	is,	in	my
view,	 strikingly	 acknowledged	 in	 one	New	Testament	 text	 in	 the	way	most
appropriate	 to	 the	 biblical	 tradition	 of	 understanding	 the	 divine	 identity.	 In
this	 text,	 God	 acquires	 a	 new	 name	 which	 identifies	 him	 in	 this	 newly
revealed	form	of	his	identity.	In	order	to	appreciate	this	text,	it	may	help	first
to	 go	 back	 to	 the	 occasion	 in	 the	 Old	 Testament	 narrative	 on	 which	 God
discloses	his	name,	YHWH,	by	which	he	had	not	previously	been	known.	To
Moses	at	the	burning	bush	in	Exodus	3,	God	identifies	himself	as	the	God	of
the	patriarchs,	the	God	of	Abraham,	Isaac	and	Jacob	(3:6),	but	this	identity	is
not	 sufficient	 for	 the	events	 in	which	he	 is	 to	bring	 Israel	out	of	Egypt	and
make	 them	his	people.	The	disclosure	of	 the	name	by	which	his	people	are
now	to	know	him	is	required	for	his	new	identity,	in	which	his	old	identity	as
the	God	of	the	patriarchs	is	by	no	means	repudiated	but	is	certainly	surpassed.
Since	 the	 patriarchal	 stories	 have	 appropriately	 been	 called	 ‘the	 Old
Testament	 of	 the	 Old	 Testament,,”	 the	 transition	 from	 the	 God	 of	 the
patriarchs	to	YHWH	the	God	of	Israelis	a	kind	of	precedent	for	the	transition
from	the	latter	to	the	God	of	Jesus	Christ.	Once	again	a	new	name	identifies
the	 newly	 disclosed	 identity,	 although	 this	 clearly	 occurs	 only	 in	 one	 New
Testament	text:	Matthew	28:19.

Though	unique,	 this	 text	 is	 a	 significant	one	 and	deserves	 attention	 to	 its
context.	To	a	Gospel	in	which	God	has,	of	course,	repeatedly	been	identified
as	the	God	of	Israel,	but	in	which	the	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	this	divine	identity
has	also	 repeatedly	been	 indicated,”	 the	 last	 five	verses	 form	a	 climax.	The
risen	 Jesus	 receives	 worship	 and	 declares	 his	 exaltation	 to	 exercise	 of	 the
divine	sovereignty	over	all	 things	 (Matt.	28:18:	 ‘all	 authority	 in	heaven	and
on	earth’).	His	inclusion	in	the	divine	identity	is	now	unequivocal.	The	scene
is	 a	 Gospel	 equivalent	 to	 the	 last	 part	 of	 the	 christological	 passage	 in
Philippians	2:6-11.	But,	whereas	in	that	passage	it	is	the	Old	Testament	divine
name,	 YHWH,	 that	 the	 exalted	 Christ	 receives,	 here	 the	 disciples	 are	 to
baptize	‘in	the	name	of	the	Father	and	of	the	Son	and	of	the	Holy	Spirit’	(v.
19).	The	 formula,	 as	 in	 the	phrase	 ‘calling	on	 the	name	of	 the	Lord’	which
New	Testament	usage	 takes	up	 from	 the	Old	with	 reference	 to	baptism	and



profession	of	Christian	 faith,	 requires	 precisely	 a	 divine	name.	 ‘The	Father,
the	 Son	 and	 the	 Holy	 Spirit’	 names	 the	 newly	 disclosed	 identity	 of	 God,
revealed	in	the	story	of	Jesus	the	Gospel	has	told.

In	conclusion,	therefore,	to	this	discussion	of	consistency	and	novelty	in	the
New	Testament	 revelation	of	 the	 identity	of	God,	we	 can	 say	 that	 in	Christ
God	 both	 demonstrates	 his	 deity	 to	 the	 world	 as	 the	 same	 unique	 God	 his
people	 Israel	 had	 always	 known,	 and	 also,	 in	 doing	 so,	 identifies	 himself
afresh.	As	the	God	who	includes	 the	humiliated	and	the	exalted	Jesus	 in	his
identity,	 he	 is	 the	Father,	 the	Son	and	 the	Holy	Spirit,	 that	 is,	 the	Father	of
Jesus	Christ,	 Jesus	Christ	 the	Son,	 and	 the	Spirit	 of	 the	Father	 given	 to	 the
Son.
3.7.	Evaluating	later	christological-theological	developments

This	all-too-brief	concluding	section	will	indicate	what	the	implications	of	my
argument	 about	 New	 Testament	 Christology	 would	 be	 for	 evaluating	 later
theological	developments,	 in	 the	patristic	period	and	later.	 It	may	be	helpful
here	to	reiterate	for	the	last	 time	the	two	key	points	I	have	argued	about	the
relationship	between	monotheism	and	Christology	in	the	New	Testament:	(1)
New	Testament	writers	 clearly	 and	 deliberately	 include	 Jesus	 in	 the	 unique
identity	of	the	God	of	Israel;	(2)	The	inclusion	of	the	human	life	and	shameful
death,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 exaltation	 of	 Jesus,	 in	 the	 divine	 identity	 reveals	 the
divine	identity	-	who	God	is	-	in	a	new	way.

If	 we	 look	 beyond	 the	 New	 Testament,	 this	 interpretation	 of	 New
Testament	 Christology	 makes	 possible	 a	 fresh	 evaluation	 of	 the	 continuity
between	 the	 New	 Testament	 and	 the	 patristic	 development	 of	 dogma,	 in
particular	the	achievement	of	Nicene	orthodoxy	in	the	fourth	century.	Broadly
speaking,	 there	 seem	 to	 be	 two	 dominant	 ways	 of	 interpreting	 the
development	from	New	Testament	Christology	to	the	Council	of	Nicaea	and
beyond.	The	first	sees	the	New	Testament	as	containing,	in	embryonic	form,
the	source	of	the	development	which	culminated	in	the	Nicene	theology	of	the
fourth	century.	In	other	words,	New	Testament	Christology	is	moving	in	the
direction	of	recognizing	Jesus	Christ	as	truly	and	fully	God,	but	it	was	left	to
the	theologians	of	the	fourth	century	to	bring	such	fully	divine	Christology	to
full	expression	and	to	find	adequate	ways	of	stating	it	within	the	context	of	a
Trinitarian	doctrine	of	God.	Against	this	first	interpretation,	my	argument	has
been	that,	once	we	understand	Jewish	monotheism	properly,	we	can	see	that
the	New	Testament	writers	are	already,	in	a	deliberate	and	sophisticated	way,
expressing	a	fully	divine	Christology	by	including	Jesus	in	the	unique	identity
of	 God	 as	 defined	 by	 Second	 Temple	 Judaism.	 Once	 we	 recognize	 the
theological	 categories	with	which	 they	 are	working,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 there	 is
nothing	embryonic	or	tentative	about	this.	In	its	own	terms,	it	is	an	adequate



expression	of	a	fully	divine	Christology.	It	is,	as	I	have	called	it,	a	Christology
of	 divine	 identity.	 The	 developmental	 model,	 according	 to	 which	 the	 New
Testament	sets	a	christological	direction	only	completed	in	the	fourth	century,
is	therefore	seriously	flawed.

The	 second	way	of	 interpreting	 the	 evidence	 supposes	 that	 a	Christology
which	 attributed	 true	 divinity	 to	 Jesus	 could	 not	 have	 originated	 within	 a
context	of	Jewish	monotheism.	On	this	view,	divine	Christology	is	the	result
of	 a	 transition	 from	 Jewish	 to	 Hellenistic	 religious	 and,	 subsequently,
Hellenistic	philosophical,	categories.	Nicaea	represents	the	triumph	of	Greek
philosophy	in	Christian	doctrine.	This	way	of	reading	the	history	seems	to	me
to	 be	 virtually	 the	 opposite	 of	 the	 truth.	 In	 other	words,	 it	was	 actually	 not
Jewish	but	Greek	philosophical	categories	which	made	it	difficult	to	attribute
true	and	full	divinity	to	Jesus.	A	Jewish	understanding	of	divine	identity	was
open	to	the	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	the	divine	identity.	But	Greek	philosophical	-
Platonic	-	definitions	of	divine	substance	or	nature	and	Platonic	understanding
of	the	relationship	of	God	to	the	world	made	it	extremely	difficult	to	see	Jesus
as	more	than	a	semi-divine	being,	neither	 truly	God	nor	 truly	human.	In	 the
context	 of	 the	 Arian	 controversies,	 Nicene	 theology	 was	 essentially	 an
attempt	 to	 resist	 the	 implications	 of	 Greek	 philosophical	 understandings	 of
divinity	 and	 to	 re-appropriate,	 in	 a	 new	 conceptual	 context,	 the	 New
Testament’s	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	the	unique	divine	identity.

The	conceptual	shift	from	Jewish	to	Greek	categories	was	from	categories
focused	 on	 divine	 identity	 -	 who	 God	 is	 -	 to	 categories	 focused	 on	 divine
being	or	nature	 -	what	God	 is.	The	creedal	 slogan	of	Nicene	 theology	 -	 the
homoousion	 (that	Christ	 is	of	 the	 same	substance	as	 the	Father)	 -	may	 look
initially	like	a	complete	capitulation	to	Greek	categories.	But	the	impression
is	 different	 when	 we	 understand	 its	 function	 within	 the	 Trinitarian	 and
narrative	 context	 it	 has	 in,	 for	 example,	 the	 Nicene	 and	 Niceno-
Constantinopolitan	 Creeds.	 This	 context	 identifies	 God	 as	 Father,	 Son	 and
Holy	Spirit,	and	identifies	God	from	the	narrative	of	the	history	of	Jesus.	The
homoousion	in	this	context	functions	to	ensure	that	this	divine	identity	is	truly
the	 identity	 of	 the	 one	 and	 only	 God.	 In	 its	 own	 way	 it	 expresses	 the
christological	monotheism	of	the	New	Testament.

However,	 if	 the	 patristic	 development	 of	 dogma	 secured	 for	 a	 new
conceptual	 context	 the	 New	 Testament’s	 inclusion	 of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 unique
divine	 identity,	 the	 Fathers	 were	 much	 less	 successful	 in	 appropriating	 the
second	 key	 feature	 of	 New	 Testament	 Christology	 to	 which	 I	 have	 drawn
attention:	the	revelation	of	the	divine	identity	in	the	human	life	of	Jesus	and
his	 cross.	 Here	 the	 shift	 to	 categories	 of	 divine	 nature	 and	 the	 Platonic
definition	of	divine	nature	which	the	Fathers	took	for	granted	proved	serious



impediments	to	anything	more	than	a	formal	inclusion	of	human	humiliation,
suffering	and	death	in	the	identity	of	God.	That	God	was	crucified	is	indeed	a
patristic	formulation,	but	its	implications	for	the	doctrine	of	God	the	Fathers
largely	resisted.	Adequate	theological	appropriation	of	the	deepest	insights	of
New	Testament	Christology,	such	as	we	have	observed	in	Philippians	2:6-11
and	the	Fourth	Gospel,	was	not	to	occur	until	Martin	Luther,	Karl	Barth	and
more	recent	theologies	of	the	cross.72
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Biblical	Theology	and	the	Problems	of

Monotheism’
1.	Introduction

That	the	issue	of	‘monotheism’	is	a	central	issue	for	biblical	theology	hardly
needs	arguing.	But	there	are	a	number	of	specific	ways	in	which	‘monotheism
has	been	problematized	in	recent	biblical	studies	(hence	the	plural	‘Problems
of	 Monotheism’	 in	 my	 title).	 Major	 studies	 of	 the	 historical	 origins	 and
development	of	‘monotheism’	in	ancient	Israel,	contextualized	in	the	ancient
Near	Eastern	 context,	 have	 repeatedly	 challenged	 any	 traditional	 reading	 of
the	Old	Testament’s	own	telling	of	Israel’s	story.	How	far	ancient	Israel	was
‘monotheistic’	at	all	before	the	latest	strata	of	the	Old	Testament	literature	is
very	debatable,	as	is	also,	therefore,	the	extent	to	which	Old	Testament	texts
should	 be	 read	 in	 a	 ‘monotheistic’	 way.	 For	 biblical	 theology,	 the
methodological	 question	 of	 the	 role	 that	 a	 reconstructed	 history	 of	 ancient
Israel	 should	 play	 in	 a	 biblical	 theology	 becomes	 unavoidable,	 if	 these
historical	debates	are	taken	seriously	by	biblical	theologians.

However,	 the	 problems	 of	 ‘monotheism’	 are	 not	 confined	 to	 the	 Old
Testament.	Some	recent	studies	have	questioned	how	far	it	is	really	correct	to
describe	early	Judaism	(in	the	period	up	to	and	including	the	period	in	which
the	 New	 Testament	 was	 written)	 as	 ‘monotheistic,	 and	 this	 question	 about
early	Jewish	‘monotheism’	is	closely	related	to	much	recent	debate	about	the
origins	 and	 character	 of	 early	 Christology.	 Do	 the	 New	 Testament	 writers
presuppose	‘monotheism’	as	the	Old	Testament	and	Jewish	form	of	religious
faith,	 not	 repudiating	 it	 but	 somehow	 incorporating	 their	 innovatory
understanding	 of	 Jesus	 into	 it?	 Or	 does	 their	 high	 Christology	 arise	 from
Jewish	traditions	that	were	not	‘monotheistic’?	The	old	question	of	how	heirs
of	Jewish	‘monotheism	could	have	come	to	include	Jesus	in	the	deity	of	the
one	God	has	been	posed	and	answered	in	a	variety	of	fresh	ways	in	the	light
of	debates	about	 ‘monotheism’	 in	 the	Old	Testament	and	early	Judaism.	We
have	a	fresh	opportunity	for	considering	‘monotheism’	as	a	truly	pan-biblical
issue,	not	one	confined	to	the	specialisms	of	either	testament.

I	have	put	‘monotheism’	and	‘monotheistic’	in	inverted	commas	throughout
the	previous	paragraphs	 in	order	 to	alert	us	at	once	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 term
‘monotheism’	itself	has	become	problematic	and	potentially	misleading,	if	we
do	not	take	the	trouble	to	be	clear	precisely	how	we	are	using	it.	An	important



recent	contribution	to	this	whole	area	of	debate	has	argued	forcefully	that	not
only	is	the	term	a	peculiarly	modern	one,	but	that	the	set	of	ideas	it	evokes	are
characteristically	 Enlightenment	 ones,	 seducing	 us	 into	 reading	 the	 biblical
writings	in	terms	of	a	view	of	religion	that	belongs	to	the	Enlightenment	and
is	inappropriate	to	the	texts.	This	claim	provides	a	fruitful	point	of	entry	for	us
into	 the	 complex	 of	 ‘problems	 of	 monotheism’	 with	 which	 we	 shall	 be
concerned	in	this	paper.

There	 is	 one	 large	 and	 important	 area	 of	 discussion	 in	 which	 it	 is
unfortunately	not	possible	to	engage	within	the	scope	of	this	chapter.	This	can
be	broadly	characterized	by	the	question,	‘Is	monotheism	bad	for	people?’	In
recent	 years,	 critiques	 of	 monotheism	 as	 leading	 to	 absolute	 monarchical
forms	 of	 government	 (in	 church	 as	well	 as	 state),	 hierarchical	 structures	 in
society,	 a	 dualistic	 exaltation	 of	 the	male	 over	 the	 female,	 exclusion	 of	 the
other	 and	violence	 against	 the	other,	 have	been	multiplying.’	Such	 critiques
pose	searching	questions	 for	biblical	 theology,	and	 they	are	not	unrelated	 to
the	rather	narrower	historical	and	exegetical	issues	with	which	this	chapter	is
concerned.	 But	 they	 also	 require	 serious	 engagement	 with	 the	 post-biblical
history	of	ideas.	The	fact	that	they	cannot	be	addressed	in	the	present	context
should	not	be	mistaken	for	failure	to	appreciate	their	importance.

2.	Monotheism	as	a	misleading	category

A	major	contribution	to	our	topic	has	been	made	by	Nathan	MacDonald	in	his
recent	 book,	 Deuteronomy	 and	 the	Meaning	 of	 ‘Monotheism.”	MacDonald
argues	that	the	idea	of	‘monotheism’	(like	‘polytheism)	is	an	invention	of	the
Enlightenment	that	is	inappropriate	for	understanding	the	Old	Testament	and
that	 the	 use	 of	 this	 category	 has	 seriously	 distorted	 Old	 Testament
scholarship’s	account	of	Israel’s	faith	in	YHWH.	Tracing	the	invention	of	the
word	 ‘monotheism’	and	 its	 early	use	by	 the	 seventeenth-century	Cambridge
Platonists,	 he	 associates	 it	 with	 the	 intellectualization	 of	 religion	 in
seventeenthcentury	English	thought,	which	tended	to	identify	religion	with	a
body	of	theoretical	knowledge	and	to	judge	the	truth	or	falsity	of	a	religion	by
the	truth	or	falsity,	rationally	assessed,	of	the	propositions	that	constituted	it.
‘Monotheism’	was	 an	 organizing	principle	 in	 the	 categorization	 of	 religions
according	 to	 their	 intellectual	 claims	 and,	 as	 such	 a	 principle,	 made	 the
question	of	the	number	of	gods	a	priority	in	the	classification	and	evaluation
of	religions.	The	term	‘monotheism;	especially	as	subsequently	taken	over	by
the	 Deists,	 became	 associated	 with	 the	 Enlightenment’s	 philosophical
construction	 of	 a	 rational,	 ethical	 and	 universally	 evident	 religion.	 The
identification	of	emergent	‘monotheism	in	ancient	Israel	was	thus	in	danger	of
being	 a	 mere	 projection	 of	 Enlightenment	 beliefs	 and	 values	 and	 of	 being
understood	within	 a	 developmental	 understanding	of	 the	necessary	progress



of	humanity	through	various	stages	towards	ethical	monotheism,	which,	being
rationally	compelling,	is	bound	to	prevail	everywhere.

MacDonald	 shows	 how	 this	 Enlightenment	 idea	 of	 monotheism	 has
influenced	major	accounts	of	Israelite	religion	from	Wellhausen	onwards.	He
acknowledges	 that	 von	 Rad	 is	 an	 exception	 in	 that	 he	 deliberately
distinguished	 Israelite	 ‘monotheism’	 from	 the	 modern	 conception	 that,	 he
observes,	derives	from	the	Enlightenment.	In	my	view,	Yehezkel	Kaufmann	is
also	more	of	an	exception	than	MacDonald	allows.	Whatever	other	criticisms
may	be	made	of	Kaufmann	‘s	claim	that	the	‘basic	idea	of	Israelite	religion	is
that	 God	 is	 supreme	 over	 all’;	 there	 is	 nothing	 peculiarly	 modern	 about	 it
(whereas	 Enlightenment	 Deism	 was	 by	 no	 means	 happy	 with	 an	 actively
sovereign	 God	 like	 Kaufmann’s	 YHWH):	 it	 is	 the	 teaching	 of	 traditional
Judaism,	Christianity	and	Islam.’	Allowing	that	Kaufmann’s	understanding	of
universalism	 is	 not	 the	 Enlightenment	 concept,6	 MacDonald	 nevertheless
takes	 the	 fact	 that	 Kaufmann	 understands	 Israelite	 monotheism	 as	 in	 any
sense	 universalistic	 to	 align	 him	 with	 the	 Enlightenment	 notion.	 The	 same
seems	 to	 be	 true	 of	 transcendence.’	 MacDonald’s	 discussion	 of	 Kaufmann
shows	that	he	needs	the	specifically	Enlightenment	idea	of	monotheism	to	do
more	work	than	it	can.	From	his	perspective	he	evidently	needs	to	critique	not
only	 the	 influence	 of	 Enlightenment	 monotheism	 on	 Old	 Testament
scholarship,	 but	 also	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 entirely	 traditional,	 pre-modern
belief	of	the	‘monotheistic’	religions	(Judaism,	Christianity	and	Islam)	in	the
transcendence,	 unrivalled	 sovereignty	 and	 universal	 deity	 of	 the	 one	 God.
However,	he	is	on	firmer	ground,	in	my	view,	in	seeing	the	persistence	of	the
influence	of	the	Enlightenment	concept	in	the	developmental	models	applied
to	Israelite	religion,	in	light	of	the	impact	of	the	new	archaeological	evidence
for	Israelite	polytheism,	by	two	representatives	of	recent	scholarship,	Robert
Gnuse	and	Walter	Dietrich.

These	 matters	 are	 preliminary	 to	 MacDonald’s	 study	 of	 Deuteronomy,
which	argues	that	‘Deuteronomy	does	not,	at	any	point,	present	a	doctrine	of
God	 that	 may	 be	 described	 as	 “monotheism”,	 while	 ‘the	 description	 of
Deuteronomy’s	message	 as	 “monotheistic”	obfuscates	 at	 least	 as	much	as	 it
enlightens’.”	The	following	seem	to	me	the	most	important	ways	in	which	he
distinguishes	 Deuteronomy’s	 ‘doctrine	 of	 God’	 from	 Enlightenment
monotheism:

(1)	Deuteronomy	does	not	deny	the	existence	of	other	gods.	MacDonald
observes,	with	many	others,	that	the	Shema`	and	the	first	commandment
of	 the	Decalogue	 require	monolatry,	 the	exclusive	devotion	of	 Israel	 to
YHWH,	but	do	not	deny	the	existence	of	other	gods.	They	may	even	be
said	 to	 presuppose	 it	 in	 treating	 them	 as	 real	 competitors	 for	 Israel’s



devotion.’	 Less	 usual,	 though	 not	 unprecedented,”)	 is	 MacDonald’s
denial	 that	 Deuteronomy	 itself	 teaches	 that	 YHWH	 is	 the	 only	 god.
(MacDonald,	in	line	with	his	thesis,	translates	‘elohim	as	‘god,	except	on
the	few	occasions	when	it	has	the	article,	for	which	he	uses	‘God’.)	The
two	key	statements	 in	chapter	4	-	‘so	that	you	would	acknowledge	that
YHWH	 is	God	 (ha’elohim);	 there	 is	 no	 other	 besides	 him’	 (4:35)	 and
‘acknowledge	…	that	YHWH	is	God	(ha’elohim)	 in	heaven	above	and
on	 the	 earth	 beneath;	 there	 is	 no	 other’	 (4:39)	 -	 he	 takes	 to	mean	 that
YHWH	 is	 unique	 (the	 only	 god	 who	 is	 God)	 and	 is	 the	 only	 god	 for
Israel.”

(2)	 The	 ‘intellectualization’	 of	 religion	 implicit	 in	 ‘monotheism’	 is
lacking	 in	 Deuteronomy.	 ‘Monotheism’	 ‘represents	 a	 call	 to	 recognize
the	objective	state	of	metaphysical	affairs’.	That	there	is	only	one	God	is
presented	as	‘a	fact	that	one	must	assimilate,	part	of	a	body	of	objective
knowledge	 about	 the	 world	 that	 is	 rationally	 accessible.	 ‘In
Deuteronomy,	however,	the	recognition	of	YHWH’s	oneness	is	a	call	to
love	YHWH,	a	love	expressed	in	obedience	and	worship.”’	This	does	not
mean	 that	MacDonald	denies	 that	Deuteronomy	makes	cognitive	 truth-
claims	 about	 YHWH,	 but	 that	 he	 sees	 these	 as	 inseparable	 from	 the
relational	requirement	of	devotion	to	YHWH.

(3)	By	contrast	with	the	facile,	intellectual	recognition	of	monotheism	as
a	fact,	Deuteronomy	-	here	exemplified	in	the	Shema`	-	requires	of	Israel
(not	others)	 a	 love	of	or	devotion	 to	YHWH	 that	 is’all	 consuming	and
incomparably	 demanding’.13	 The	 emphasis	 is	 on	 a	 demand	 that	 is
supremely	difficult	 to	fulfil.	Moreover,	 it	 is	not	self-evident,	as	 it	 is	for
the	 ‘ethical	 monotheism’	 of	 the	 Enlightenment,	 what	 the	 obligation
entails,	 since	 it	 is	not	a	matter	of	general	ethical	values	but	of	 specific
concrete	 acts	 of	 obedience	 laid	 down	 by	 YHWH	 for	 his	 own	 people
Israel.

(4)	Deuteronomy	 presumes	 that,	 devotion	 to	YHWH	being	 as	 difficult
and	demanding	as	it	teaches,	Israel	will	easily	forget	YHWH	and	needs
careful	 disciplines	 of	 remembrance.	 This	 distinguishes	 it	 from	 the
Enlightenment	 view	 of	 monotheism	 as	 an	 intellectual	 step	 in	 human
history	that,	once	made,	could	not	conceivably	be	reversed,	so	obvious	is
its	 intellectual	 superiority	 to	 polytheism.	 MacDonald	 quotes
Schleiermacher:	‘as	soon	as	piety	has	anywhere	developed	to	the	point	of
belief	in	one	God	over	all,	it	may	be	predicted	that	man	will	not	in	any
region	of	the	earth	remain	stationary	on	one	of	the	lower	planes….	There
is	 nowhere	 any	 trace,	 so	 far	 as	 history	 reaches,	 of	 a	 relapse	 from
Monotheism,	 in	 the	 strict	 sense.‘14	 The	 modern	 conception	 of	 a



historical	 progress,	 in	 which	 monotheism	 is	 a	 necessary	 stage,	 has
strongly	 influenced	Old	Testament	scholars’	 ideas	about	a	monotheistic
development	or	monotheistic	breakthrough	in	Israel.

(5)	 Finally,	 there	 is	 a	 strong	 contrast	 between	 the	 universalism	 of
Enlightenment	 monotheism	 (the	 meaning	 of	 which	 is	 especially	 clear
when	it	is	seen	as	the	opposite	pole	from	particularism)	and	the	centrality
of	 Israel’s	 election	 in	 Deuteronomy.	 For	 the	 Enlightenment	 approach,
true	 monotheism	 required	 the	 one	 God	 to	 be	 freed	 from	 any	 special
attachment	 to	 Israel	 (this	 approach	 has	 strongly	 influenced	 New
Testament	 as	 well	 as	 Old	 Testament	 scholarship).	 By	 contrast,	 for
Deuteronomy,	YHWH’s	‘uniqueness	cannot	be	recognized	apart	from	his
election	of	Israel.	For	Deuteronomy,	there	is	no	access	to	YHWH	apart
from	this	relationship	…	This	is	true	not	only	for	Israel,	but	also	for	the
nations	…	How	the	nations	respond	to	Israel	determines	their	response	to
YHWH:15

These	arguments	are	very	important	and,	in	my	view,	largely	convincing.	My
serious	reservations	concern	point	(1)	and	will	be	explained	below.	Of	course,
MacDonald’s	study	is	confined	to	Deuteronomy,	but	points	(2)	-	(5)	seem	to
me	to	be	broadly	valid	for	much	of	the	Old	Testament	(though	some	different
things	 might	 also	 need	 to	 be	 said	 about	 the	 Wisdom	 literature	 and	 about
Genesis),	 and	certainly	 they	expose	very	 sharply	and	usefully	 the	ways	 that
Enlightenment	 ideas	 of	 monotheism	 have	 distorted	 study	 of	 the	 Old
Testament.

What	 I	 find	 disappointing	 in	 MacDonald’s	 work	 is	 his	 failure	 to	 deal
systematically	with	the	issue	of	YHWH’s	uniqueness	vis-a-vis	the	other	gods.
Given	 that	 Deuteronomy	 affirms	 the	 uniqueness	 of	 YHWH	 (as	 alone	 God
[4:35,	 39;	 7:9]	 and	 as	 alone	 ‘god	 of	 gods’	 [10:17])	 without	 denying	 the
existence	 of	 other	 gods,	 in	 what	 does	 that	 uniqueness	 consist?	 In	 his
conclusion	he	writes	that	‘monotheism’

does	not	capture	what	 it	means	 in	Deuteronomy	 to	say	 that	 ‘YHWH	is
God’	 (ha‘“lohim).	 ‘Monotheism’	 has	 been	 generally	 understood,	 with
exceptions	such	as	Albright,	as	the	denial	of	the	existence	of	other	gods,
but	 one.	 In	 Deuteronomy	 the	 existence	 of	 other	 gods	 is	 not	 denied.
Nevertheless	it	is	still	claimed	that’YHWH	is	God,	or’god	of	gods’.	This
claim	to	be	a	unique	divinity	is	based	not	on	creation,	or	YHWH’s	role	in
parcelling	 out	 the	 nations	 to	 other	 gods,	 but	 on	YHWH’s	 faithfulness,
mercy	 and	 jealousy	 demonstrated	 by	 his	 election	 of	 Israel.	 In	 his
particular	actions	for	his	people,	YHWH	shows	that	he	is	God.	We	might
say,	to	use	the	language	of	theological	discourse,	that	YHWH’s	claim	to
be	God	 is	not	primarily	an	ontological	claim,	but	more	a	soteriological



one	(though	such	a	claim	carries	with	it	ontological	implications).”

There	are	several	questions	to	ask	about	this	passage:

(1)	What	is	the	sense	of	‘primarily’	in	the	last	sentence?17	One	could	say
that	the	claim	is	primarily	soteriological	in	the	order	of	knowledge,	but
not	in	the	order	of	being.	In	other	words,	YHWH	is	unique	(even	apart
from	 his	 election	 of	 Israel),	 but	 Israel	 recognizes	 this	 uniqueness	 only
through	what	he	does	for	Israel.	This	would	be	parallel	 to	 the	‘Nicene’
argument	in	the	Trinitarian	debates	of	the	fourth	century,	which	proposed
(against	 Arius)	 that	 Christ	 could	 only	 save,	 in	 the	 sense	 claimed	 by
Christian	 soteriology,	 if	 he	 were	 fully	 divine.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,
MacDonald’s	 statement	 could	mean	 that	 YHWH’s	 claim	 to	 be	 God	 is
primarily	a	soteriological	one	in	the	order	of	being.	In	other	words,	he	is
unique	as	a	result	of	what	he	has	done	for	Israel.	In	this	case,	his	election
of	 Israel	 constitutes	 his	 uniqueness.	 The	 penultimate	 sentence	 of	 the
passage	(‘In	his	particular	actions	for	his	people,	YHWH	shows	that	he
is	God’)”	seems	to	me	to	make	best	sense	if	MacDonald	intends	the	first
of	 these	 two	 possible	 senses	 of	 ‘primarily’,	 but	 the	 lack	 of	 clarity	 is
disturbing	 if	 one	 is	 looking	 to	 his	work	 for	 an	 answer	 to	 the	 question
how	Deuteronomy	understands	the	uniqueness	of	YHWH.

(2)	How	does	what	is	said	here	about	YHWH’s	unique	claim	to	be	God
differ	 from	 the	 claim	 that	 he	 is	 the	 national	 god	 of	 Israel	 (and	 Israel
should	 worship	 him	 exclusively	 because	 he	 has	 so	 extravagantly
committed	 himself	 to	 Israel	 as	 his	 people),	 whereas	 other	 gods	 are
similarly	 the	 national	 gods	 of	 their	 peoples	 (even	 though	 they	 cannot
claim	to	have	benefited	their	peoples	in	the	outstanding	way	that	YHWH
has	benefitted	Israel)?	Is	YHWH	unique	only	in,	so	to	speak,	taking	his
commitment	 to	 his	 people	more	 seriously	 than	 other	 national	 gods	 do
and,	 therefore,	 requiring	more	 exclusive	 allegiance	 than	 other	 national
gods	do?”	I	do	not	 think	MacDonald	intends	to	say	this	(and	I	am	sure
Deuteronomy	does	not),	but	he	says	nothing	else	 in	his	conclusion	 that
enables	 us	 to	 give	more	 content	 than	 this	 to	 the	 assertion	 of	YHWH’s
uniqueness.

(3)	An	 understanding	 of	YHWH’s	 uniqueness	 vis-a-vis	 the	 other	 gods
also	 requires	 that	we	know	more	about	 the	other	gods	 than	simply	 that
Deuteronomy	 does	 not	 deny	 their	 existence.	 If	 all	 that	 matters	 is	 that
Israelis	 not	 to	 worship	 them,	 we	 seem	 to	 be	 back	 with	 the	 idea	 that
YHWH’s	uniqueness	 really	 is	 nothing	more	 than	his	 election	of	 Israel.
His	difference	from	other	gods	would	be	only	that	he	is	more	committed
to	his	people	than	they	are.	MacDonald	is	well	aware	that	Deuteronomy



has	more	than	this	 to	say	about	 the	contrast	between	YHWH	and	other
gods,”)	but	he	does	not	draw	these	insights	into	a	systematic	presentation
of	the	nature	of	YHWH’s	uniqueness.

MacDonald’s	 failure	 to	 conclude	 more	 about	 YHWH’s	 uniqueness	 than	 he
does	in	the	passage	quoted	above	from	his	conclusion	probably	results	from
his	 concern	 to	 distinguish	Deuteronomy	 from	Enlightenment	monotheism	 s
assumption	that	the	uniqueness	of	the	one	and	only	God	is	simply	a	fact	to	be
recognized.	He	wants	to	stress	that	YHWH’s	uniqueness	is	knowable	to	Israel
(and	to	anyone	else)	only	in	the	context	of	Israel’s	relationship	with	YHWH.
The	 problem	 is	 that	 this	 concern	 seems	 to	 lead	 him	 to	 reduce	 YHWH’s
uniqueness	to	that	relationship.	But	this	is	not	necessary.	Given	that	Israel	can
recognize	 YHWH’s	 uniqueness	 only	 from	 what	 YHWH	 does	 for	 Israel,	 it
does	not	follow	that	this	uniqueness	cannot	include	what	YHWH	objectively
is,	even	independently	of	Israel.

Deuteronomy	 seems	 to	me	 to	 require	 an	 account	of	YHWH’s	uniqueness
that	takes	full	account	of	such	passages	as	these:‘YHWH	is	God	(ha’dlohim)
in	heaven	above	and	on	 the	earth	below’	 (4:39);	 ‘heaven	and	 the	heaven	of
heavens	 belong	 to	 YHWH	 your	 god,	 the	 earth	 with	 all	 that	 is	 in	 it’
(10:14);‘YHWH	 your	 god	 is	 god	 of	 gods	 and	 lord	 of	 lords,	 the	 great	 god’
(10:17);	 and	 the	 divine	 self-declaration	 of	 32:39	 in	 relation	 to	what	 is	 said
about	 the	gods	 in	 the	Song	of	Moses.	But,	 in	order	 to	 establish	my	point,	 I
want	 particularly	 to	 engage	 with	 MacDonald’s	 exegesis	 of	 the	 crucially
important	passage	Deuteronomy	4:32-40.

The	 two	key	statements	of	YHWH’s	uniqueness	 (vv.	35,	39)	come	as	 the
climaxes	to	the	two	sections,	verses	32-35	and	verses	36-39:

32For	ask	now	about	former	ages,	long	before	your	own,	ever	since	the
day	 that	 god	 created	 human	 beings	 on	 the	 earth;	 ask	 from	 one	 end	 of
heaven	to	the	other:	has	anything	so	great	as	this	ever	happened	or	has	its
like	ever	been	heard	of?	33Has	any	people	ever	heard	the	voice	of	a	god
speaking	out	of	a	fire,	as	you	have	heard,	and	lived?	34Or	has	any	god
ever	 attempted	 to	 go	 and	 take	 a	 nation	 for	 himself	 from	 the	 midst	 of
another	nation,	by	trials,	by	signs	and	wonders,	by	war,	by	a	mighty	hand
and	an	outstretched	arm,	and	by	terrifying	displays	of	power,	as	YHWH
your	god	did	for	you	 in	Egypt	before	your	very	eyes?	35To	you	it	was
shown	so	that	you	would	acknowledge	that	YHWH	is	God	(ha’eldhim);
there	is	no	other	besides	him	(‘en	`od	milebado).

36	From	heaven	he	made	you	hear	his	voice	to	discipline	you.	On	earth
he	showed	you	his	great	fire,	while	you	heard	his	words	coming	out	of
the	 fire.	 37And	 because	 he	 loved	 your	 ancestors,	 he	 chose	 their



descendants	 after	 them.	 He	 brought	 you	 out	 of	 Egypt	 with	 his	 own
presence,	 by	 his	 great	 power,	 38driving	 out	 before	 you	 nations	 greater
and	mightier	than	yourselves,	to	bring	you	in,	giving	you	their	land	for	a
possession,	as	it	is	still	today.	39So	acknowledge	today	and	take	to	heart
that	 YHWH	 is	 God	 (ha’elahim)	 in	 heaven	 above	 and	 on	 the	 earth
beneath;	there	is	no	other	(‘en	`od).

40Keep	 his	 statutes	 and	 his	 commandments,	 which	 I	 am	 commanding
you	 today	 for	 your	 own	 wellbeing	 and	 that	 of	 your	 descendants	 after
you,	so	 that	you	may	long	remain	 in	 the	 land	 that	YHWH	your	God	is
giving	you	for	all	time.

(NRSV	altered)

MacDonald	takes	Israel’s	recognition	of	YHWH	as	ha’elohim	in	verse	35	to
be	 the	 consequence	 of	 his	 election	 of	 Israel,	 while	 in	 verse	 39	 it	 is	 the
consequence	of	his	revelation	at	Horeb.21	I	do	not	think	this	is	adequate.	The
passages	seem	to	me	to	stress	in	both	cases	YHWH’s	supreme	power,	and	it	is
because	 of	 YHWH’s	 exercise	 of	 power	 on	 their	 behalf	 that	 Israel	 is	 to
recognize	him	as	ha’elohim.	 In	 the	 second	case	 (while	MacDonald	must	be
right	 to	see	a	connection	between	heaven	and	earth	in	v.	36	and	heaven	and
earth	in	v.	39),	 the	recognition	that	YHWH	is	‘God	in	heaven	above	and	on
the	 earth	 beneath’	 implies	 not	 just	 his	 presence	 in	 heaven	 and	 earth	 (as
MacDonald	 argues),	 but	 also	 his	 power	 throughout	 heaven	 and	 earth.	 The
parallel	 in	 Joshua	 2:11	 surely	 strongly	 supports	 this	 interpretation.22	What
makes	 YHWH,	 by	 comparison	 with	 the	 gods	 of	 the	 nations,	 ‘the	 God’	 (or
‘god	of	gods	and	lord	of	lords,	the	great	god’	as	10:17	puts	it)	is	his	unrivalled
power.	 Thus,	 although	 it	 is	 only	 in	 what	 he	 does	 for	 Israel	 that	 Israel
recognizes	YHWH	to	be	‘the	God,	this	status	is	not	only	what	he	is	in	relation
to	Israel,	but	what	he	is	in	any	case	and,	particularly,	in	relation	to	the	other
gods.	 Of	 course,	 it	 is	 essential	 to	 Israel’s	 relationship	with	YHWH	 that	 he
exercises	his	power	in	love	for	Israel,	in	electing	and	favouring	Israel,	but	he
would	not	be	‘the	God’	were	he	not	powerful	enough	to	make	his	election	and
favour	effective	in	ways	that	are	beyond	the	power	of	other	gods.

The	 phrase	 with	 which	 verses	 35	 and	 39	 conclude	 -	 ‘there	 is	 no	 other
(besides	 him)’	 (‘MW	 milebado)	 -	 is	 found,	 in	 this	 and	 other	 forms,	 quite
frequently	 elsewhere	 and	 is	 generally	 considered	 a’monotheistic	 formula’
MacDonald	argues	 that	here	 the	meaning	 is	 that	YHWH	is	 the	only	god	for
Israel	 -	 not	 absolutely.	 I	 find	 his	 linguistic	 argument	 about	 the	 use	 of	 ‘en
`6d23	unconvincing,	 since	 it	 cannot	 apply	 in	 several	 other	 instances	 of	 this
formula	where	YHWH	is	 the	subject	 (1	Kgs.	8:60;	Isa.	45:5,	6,	14,	18,	22).
He	 has	 shown	 only	 that,	 when	 ‘en	 `6d	 is	 used,	 there	 can	 be	 a	 limitation



supplied	by	the	context,	but	not	that	the	phrase	itself	entails	a	limitation.	First
Kings	8:60	is	the	closest	parallel24	to	Deuteronomy	4:35,	39.	Solomon	(at	the
dedication	of	 the	 temple)	prays	 that	YHWH	will	 ‘maintain	 the	 cause	of	his
servant	and	the	cause	of	his	people	Israel’	(v.	59)

so	 that	 all	 the	 peoples	 of	 the	 earth	 may	 know	 that	 YHWH	 is	 God
(ha’eldhim);	there	is	no	other	(‘en	`od)	(1	Kgs.	8:60).25

This	 is	 presumably	 a	 direct	 echo	 of	Deuteronomy	4,	 and	 it	 is	worth	 noting
that,	at	the	outset	of	his	dedication	prayer,	Solomon	says	that	‘there	is	no	God
like	you	in	heaven	above	or	on	earth	beneath’	(8:23).	The	conclusion	of	verse
60	can	surely	not	mean	that	all	the	peoples	of	the	earth	will	know	that	YHWH
is	 the	only	god	 for	 Israel.	What	 they	will	 recognize	 is	 that	YHWH	alone	 is
‘the	God’.	They	need	not	deny	 that	 there	are	other	gods,	but	will	 recognize
the	uniqueness	of	YHWH	as	the	only	one	who	can	be	called	‘the	God’.	It	is	in
this	category	that	‘there	is	no	other’.	This	seems	to	me	a	good	meaning	also	in
Deuteronomy	 4:35,	 39.	 This	 interpretation	 agrees	with	MacDonald	 that	 the
claim	that’YHWH	is	God	(ha’elohim)’	is	a	claim	for	uniqueness	that	does	not
deny	the	existence	of	other	gods,	but	allows	‘en	`od	milebado	to	reinforce	this
uniqueness	as	such,	 rather	 than	reducing	 it	again	 to	 its	significance	only	for
Israel.

What	Israel	is	able	to	recognize	about	YHWH,	from	his	acts	for	Israel,	that
distinguishes	YHWH	from	the	gods	of	 the	nations	 is	 that	he	 is	 ‘the	God’	or
‘the	 god	 of	 gods’.	 This	 means	 primarily	 that	 he	 has	 unrivalled	 power
throughout	 the	 cosmos.	 The	 earth,	 the	 heavens	 and	 the	 heaven	 of	 heavens
belong	 to	 him	 (10:14).	 By	 contrast,	 the	 gods	 of	 the	 nations	 are	 impotent
nonentities,	who	cannot	 protect	 and	deliver	 even	 their	 own	peoples.	This	 is
the	 message	 of	 the	 Song	 of	Moses	 (see	 especially	 32:37-39).	 The	 need	 to
distinguish	among’the	gods’	between	 the	one	who	 is	 supreme	(YHWH)	and
the	 others,	 who	 are	 not	 just	 subordinate	 but	 powerless,	 creates,	 on	 the	 one
hand,	the	usages	‘the	God’	and	‘the	god	of	gods’	and,	on	the	other	hand,	the
contemptuous	‘non-god’	(32:17:	lo’	‘eloah;	32:21:	16-N)	and’their	mere	puffs
of	air’	(32:21:	habel(Them).	Though	called	gods,	the	other	gods	do	not	really
deserve	the	term,	because	they	are	not	effective	divinities,	acting	with	power
in	the	world.21	YHWH	alone	is	the	God	with	supreme	power:

See	now	that	I,	even	I,	am	he;	there	is	no	god	besides	(or:	with)	me.	I	kill
and	I	make	alive;	I	wound	and	I	heal;	and	no	one	can	deliver	from	my
hand	(32:39).

This	 is	 not	 Enlightenment	 monotheism,	 and	 nothing	 of	 what	 MacDonald
writes	 about	 the	 existential	 and	 relational	 import	 of	 YHWH’s	 uniqueness
should	 be	 surrendered.	But	we	 do	 seem	here	 to	 be	 at	 least	 approaching	 the



‘monotheism’	of	the	Abrahamic’	religions	in	their	traditional	forms,	as	well	as
‘monotheism’	 as	 Kaufmann	 understood	 it.	 It	 is	 not	 enough	 to	 observe	 that
Deuteronomy	 does	 not	 deny	 the	 existence	 of	 other	 gods.	 We	 should	 also
recognize	 that,	 once	 we	 do	 attend	 to	 the	 ontological	 implications	 that
MacDonald	admits	Deuteronomy’s	‘doctrine	of	God’	must	have,	this	theology
is	driving	an	ontological	division	through	the	midst	of	the	old	category	‘gods,
such	that	YHWH	appears	in	a	class	of	his	own.

3.	The	quest	of	the	historical	monotheism

MacDonald’s	work,	apart	 from	his	 introductory	survey	of	scholarship,	 is,	of
course,	limited	to	Deuteronomy	and	to	the	final	form	of	the	text.	He	attempts
neither	to	place	this	in	a	historical	context	in	relation	to	the	historical	place	of
other	Old	Testament	texts,	nor	to	place	it	in	a	canonical	context	of	the	rest	of
the	 texts	 read	 synchronically.	 The	 larger	 task	 of	 biblical	 theology	 clearly
requires	 that	one	attempt	at	 least	one	of	 these	 tasks,	but	whether	 the	 first	 is
necessary	 or	 desirable	 for	 biblical	 theology	 immediately	 raises	 questions
about	the	method	and	nature	of	biblical	theology.	In	some	ways,	the	issue	of
monotheism	 is	 similar,	 in	 Old	 Testament	 theology,	 to	 the	 issue	 of	 the
historical	Jesus	in	the	New.	Has	New	Testament	theology	any	need	to	take	an
interest	in	the	historical	reconstruction	of	Jesus	attempted	in	the	quest	of	the
historical	Jesus,	or	are	 the	canonical	renderings	of	Jesus	 in	 the	four	Gospels
the	only	proper	and	sufficient	concern	of	New	Testament	theology?	Similarly,
is	 a	 history-of-religions	 account	 of	 the	 origins	 and	 development	 of	 ancient
Israel’s	exclusive	Yahwism	relevant	 to	 the	understanding	of	faith	in	Yahweh
that	 must	 be	 central	 to	 an	 Old	 Testament	 theology,	 not	 to	 mention	 a	 pan-
biblical	theology?	James	Barr,	for	one,	thinks	that	this	is	one	of	the	key	areas
in	which	an	absolute	demarcation	between	the	history	of	religion	and	biblical
theology	 should	 not	 be	 maintained	 and	 where	 the	 results	 of	 history-of-
religions	scholarship	are	important	for	biblical	theology.”	Some	of	those	who
have	 contributed	 recently	 to	 the	 study	 of	 the	 origins	 and	 development	 of
exclusive	 Yahwism	 in	 Israel	 are	 also	 convinced	 of	 the	 relevance	 of	 their
results	to	biblical	theology.Z”

The	question	arises	particularly	acutely	because,	as	MacDonald	points	out,
‘from	its	conception	“monotheism”	has	been	tied	to	questions	of	origin	9	and
this	 is	 also	 true	 of	 the	 discussion	 of	 monotheism	 in	 Israel	 and	 the	 Old
Testament.	To	put	a	blunt	question:	Did	YHWH	reveal	his	exclusive	deity	to
Israel	at	the	time	of	the	origins	of	the	nation	before	the	settlement	in	the	land,
as	 Deuteronomy	 claims,	 making	 this	 claim	 the	 basis	 for	 Israel’s	 exclusive
devotion	 to	 YHWH?	 Of	 course,	 historical	 study	 could	 never	 answer	 the
theological	question	about	 the	action	of	YHWH	as	such,	and	even	a	scholar
like	Robert	Gnuse,	who	is	deeply	concerned	with	the	theological	implications



of	 the	historical	work	 in	 this	 field,	does	not	ask	 this	 theological	question	as
such.	But	 he	would	 have	 to	 answer	 it	 negatively	 because,	 like	many	 recent
scholars,30	 he	 thinks	 that	 Israelite	 religion	 was	 originally	 indistinguishable
from	Canaanite	religion,	and	that	exclusive	Yahwism	was	a	late	development
of	 the	monarchical	 period.	 (Others	would	not	 date	 it	 earlier	 than	 the	 exile.)
Can	we	affirm	the	theological	teaching	of	the	Old	Testament	while	allowing
that	 the	 historical	 ‘facts’	 could	 have	 been	 as	 different	 from	 the	 Old
Testament’s	 own	 narrative	 as	 this?	 Could	 YHWH	 really	 be	 as	 the	 Old
Testament	portrays	him	if,	historically,	even	the	claim	of	exclusive	Yahwism
has	merely	been	projected	back	through	fictionalized	history	from	the	exile	all
the	way	 to	Moses?	The	 status	 of	 ‘history’	 in	Old	Testament	 theology	 is,	 of
course,	 a	 familiar	 issue	 3’	 but	 this	 instance	 of	 it	 seems	 to	 me	 to	 pose	 the
problem	most	acutely.

As	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 historical	 Jesus,	 I	would	 be	 reluctant	 simply	 to	 let
history	and	theology	go	their	separate	ways,	and	so,	though	I	can	speak	only
as	a	novice	in	the	field,	it	may	be	worth	observing	that	I	seriously	doubt	that
the	emerging	consensus	that	Israelite	religion	was	in	origin	simply	Canaanite
religion	really	has	a	historically	persuasive	basis	in	the	evidence.	Archaeology
has	 indeed	 shown	 that	 the	worship	 of	 gods	 besides	Yahweh,	 especially	 the
goddess	 Asherah,	 was	 widespread	 in	 Israel	 and	 Judah	 in	 the	 monarchical
period.32	 This	 is	 hardly	 inconsistent	 with	 the	 biblical	 narratives,	 which
require	 only	 the	 supposition	 that,	 in	 addition	 to	 widespread	 polytheistic
practice,	 there	 was	 a	 tradition	 of	 exclusive	 Yahwism	 -	 the	 tradition	 from
which	 the	 biblical	writings	 derive	 -	which,	whatever	 its	 varying	 degrees	 of
influence	and	strength	over	centuries,	went	back	to	a	much	earlier	period.	It	is
important	not	to	confuse	such	a	tradition,	which	can	be	regarded	as	normative
only	 as	 a	 theological	 judgement	 or	 in	 historical	 retrospect	 from	 its
achievement	of	normative	status	in	practice	in	the	post-exilic	period,	with	the
religion	of	 Israel	 in	 the	pre-exilic	period	understood	as	 the	practice	of	most
Israelites	 and	 evidenced	 by	 the	 archaeology	 as	well	 as	 the	 texts,	 insofar	 as
they	can	be	considered	reliable	evidence	for	the	practices	they	criticize.	While
archaeology	 provides	 no	 evidence	 of	 the	 existence	 of	 exclusive	 Yahwism
before	the	end	of	the	monarchical	period	(for	which	period	the	amulets	from
Ketef	 Hinnom	 and	 the	 tomb	 graffiti	 from	 Khirbet	 beit	 Lei	 are	 plausibly
evidence	of	such),33	the	evidence	it	offers	for	the	nature	of	Israelite	religion
is,	 in	 total,	very	small	and	can	hardly	be	said	 to	make	 it	even	probable	 that
exclusive	Yahwism	did	not	exist.

The	 conclusion	 that	 exclusive	 Yahwism	 did	 not	 exist	 until	 the	 late
monarchical	period	results	mainly	from	treating	the	biblical	texts	not	just	with
historical	scepticism	but	with	historical	scepticism	based	on	very	considerable
ideological	 suspicion	 of	 the	 texts,	 along	 with	 the	 use	 of	 religio-historical



models	for	interpreting	the	non-biblical	evidence	and	making	a	plausible	story
out	 of	 it.	 Such	models	 are	 inescapable	 in	 any	 history	 of	 religions,	 and	 the
smaller	the	amount	of	evidence	and	the	more	ambiguous	it	 is,	 the	more	it	 is
the	models	 that	 control	 the	 conclusions	 drawn	 from	 the	 evidence.	Once	 the
biblical	texts	have	been	discounted	as	reliable	evidence,	not	only	because	of
very	 late	 datings	 given	 them	 but	 also	 because	 they	 are	 so	 ideologically
shaped,	 the	 remaining	 evidence	 is,	 it	must	 surely	 be	 admitted,	 rather	 easily
malleable	 according	 to	 the	 models	 and	 analogies	 employed.	 While	 the
historical	 reconstruction	 may	 indeed	 fully	 respect	 the	 integrity	 of	 this
evidence,	 it	 is	 not	 so	 easy	 to	 tell	 whether	 an	 alternative	 historical
reconstruction	might	not	do	so	just	as	well.	Ironically,	there	is	a	clear	danger
of	historiography	that	is	no	less	ideologically	shaped	than	it	considers	that	of
the	 Deuteronomists	 to	 have	 been.	 In	 particular,	 most	 such	 reconstructions
seem	controlled	by	a	developmental	model,	however	nuanced,	that	envisages
a	series	of	steps	that	advance	by	stages	towards	full	monotheism	and	cannot
reckon	with	serious	departure	from	monotheism	once	this	has	been	attained.

I	find	two	instances	of	the	way	Robert	Gnuse	deals	with	proposals	that	are
not	in	line	with	the	emerging	consensus	rather	revealing.	One	of	the	valuable
aspects	 of	 his	 book	 is	 the	 careful	 presentation	 of	 the	 work	 of	 most	 recent
scholars	in	this	field	and	the	development	of	his	own	critical	synthesis	out	of
his	assessment	of	these.	The	major	recent	study	that	is	probably	most	out	of
line	with	what	Gnuse	 identifies	 as	 the	mainstream	within	which	 he	 situates
himself	 is	 The	 Rise	 of	 Yahwism	 (1st	 edition,	 1990)	 by	 Johannes	 C.	 de
Moor.34	This	very	learned	work,	which	handles	a	wide	range	of	ancient	Near
Eastern	sources	with	expertise,	proposes	‘a	new	paradigm	for	the	early	history
of	Yahwism’	.35	As	far	as	origins	go,	he	proposes	that	exclusive	worship	of
El,	in	the	form	of	YHWH-El,	originated,	in	the	context	of	a	wider	tendency	to
put	one	god	above	others,	 among	 ‘proto-Israelites’	 in	 late	 thirteenth-century
Canaan,	and	that	a	form	of	 this	cult	 that	can	be	more	precisely	 identified	as
exclusive	Yahwism	originated	with	Moses	(whom	de	Moor	argues	in	detail	to
have	been	the	Egyptian	chancellor	Beya	of	Egyptian	texts)	at	 the	end	of	the
twelfth	century.36

This	is	how	Gnuse	evaluates	de	Moor’s	work:

It	 is	 brilliantly	 argued,	 but	 it	 is	 incredibly	 hypothetical.	 He	 has
reconstructed	 detailed	 history	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 apparently	 archaic
sounding	 poetry	 in	 the	 Bible,	 a	 dangerously	 subjective	 procedure.	 His
theory	is	possible,	but	not	probable.	Such	a	theory	is	difficult	 to	refute,
but	 also	 impossible	 to	 prove.	Any	 hypothesis	which	 increasingly	 turns
literary	 allusions	 into	 specific	 historical	 reconstructions	 becomes	 less
likely	 to	have	been	 the	 true	historical	 scenario.	De	Moor’s	 theory	 runs



counter	 to	 the	 direction	 in	 which	 scholars	 are	 moving	 in	 their
understanding	of	monotheistic	evolution,	so	he	will	convert	few	readers
to	his	hypothesis.37

The	judgement	that	de	Moor’s	work	is	very	speculative	is	fair,	but	I	wonder
whether	 it	 is	 really	 more	 ‘hypothetical’	 or	 its	 use	 of	 evidence	 more
‘subjective’	than	the	reconstructions	Gnuse	favours.	The	really	decisive	point
against	de	Moor	seems	to	be	Gnuse’s	final	sentence,	which	puts	remarkable
faith	in	a	scholarly	trend	just	because	it	 is	a	scholarly	trend,	even	given	that
Gnuse	identifies	this	trend	as	‘a	paradigm	shift’.	311	(Gnuse	himself	is	aware
that	many	 factors	 -	 not	 just	 the	 evidence	 -	 go	 into	 the	making	 of	 scholarly
trends.)	What	 I	 find	valuable	 is	Gnuse’s	admission	 that	de	Moor’s	 theory	 is
‘possible’.	He	does	not	 claim	 that	 there	 is	 evidence	 against	 it,	 only	 that	 the
evidence	 for	 it	 is	 weak.	 This	 is	 a	 revealing	 indication	 of	 the	 status	 of	 all
historical	claims	in	this	area.	I	have	adduced	this	example,	not	because	I	wish
to	defend	de	Moor’s	theory	(I	lack	the	competence	to	assess	it	in	detail),	but
because	Gnuse’s	treatment	of	it	seems	to	me	to	illustrate	how	far	a	controlling
model	 can	 be	 the	 decisive	 factor	 in	 both	 making	 and	 judging	 historical
reconstructions	in	this	area.

My	 second	 instance	 of	 Gnuse’s	 evaluation	 is	 not	 of	 a	 particular
reconstruction	but	of	a	proposed	model	for	interpreting	the	evidence.	This	is
from	 Werner	 Schmidt’s	 fine	 work,	 The	 Faith	 of	 the	 Old	 Testament	 (first
published	in	1968),	which	Schmidt	himself	characterized	as	standing	midway
between	a	history	of	Israelite	religion	and	a	theology	of	the	Old	Testament,39
not	 in	 principle	 unlike	 the	way	Gnuse	 seems	 to	 position	 his	 own	work.	 To
characterize	 the	 way	 in	 which	 exclusive	 Yahwism	 related	 to	 other	 cults,
Schmidt	spoke	of	a	‘double	process	of	recognition	and	rejection’	4°	Yahweh
took	 over	 some	 characteristics	 of	 other	 gods,	 while	 being	 sharply
distinguished	from	other	characteristics	of	the	other	gods.	This	was	a	process
of	 recognizing	 what	 was	 compatible	 and	 rejecting	 what	 was	 incompatible
with	 Israel’s	 core	 faith	 in	 Yahweh.	 But	 such	 a	 process	 presupposes	 some
criterion	for	such	distinctions.	Schmidt	writes,

It	remains	unsatisfactory	however	simply	to	state	this	polarity	of	contact
and	rejection.	After	the	religio-historical	comparison	has	been	made,	the
question	(for	which	there	is	historical	justification	too)	is	bound	to	arise:
what	made	possible	for	Israel	this	history	in	which	it	deprived	Yahweh’s
opponents	 of	 their	 power?	 What	 was	 the	 criterion	 which	 allowed
rejection	on	the	one	hand,	borrowing	and	change	on	the	other?	This	is	a
difficult	problem,	and	one	to	which	the	same	answer	cannot	be	given	in
every	case.	But	Yahweh’s	demand	for	exclusivity	and	the	prohibition	of
images	are	bound	to	be	cited	as	the	decisive	criterion.41



Gnuse,	who	praises	these	categories	of	‘recognition,	‘rejection	and	‘core’	(i.e.
the	 criteria	 that	 guided	 the	 double	 process	 of	 recognition	 and	 rejection),
correctly	 notices	 that	 the	 first	 two	 come	 close	 to	 the	 two	 categories	 which
Mark	Smith,	in	his	much	more	recent	major	work,	identifies	as’convergence’
and	 ‘differentiation’	 of	 deities.42	 What	 he	 does	 not	 note	 is	 the	 way	 that
Schmidt’s	model	supplies	a	clear	deficiency	in	Smith’s,	in	that	the	latter	lacks
an	 equivalent	 to	 Schmidt’s	 category	 of	 ‘core’.	 Smith’s	 model	 provides	 an
enlightening	 description	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 Yahweh	 and	 the	 other
gods,	but	lacks	any	clear	explanation	of	the	process.43	But	this	advantage	in
Schmidt’s	model	is	lost	in	Gnuse’s	evaluation:

Schmidt’s	 categories	 are	 excellent	 for	 future	 discussion,	 except	 for	 his
propensity	to	date	the	process	too	early	[Schmidt	considers	the	‘core’	of
Yahwism,	as	he	identifies	it,	to	date	from	the	pre-settlement	period]	and
to	articulate	the	‘core’	too	concretely.	The	exclusivity	of	Yahweh	and	the
aniconic	portrayal	were	probably	not	 important	 factors	 in	 the	pre-exilic
religion	of	Israel,	as	archaeology	and	the	newer	critical	understanding	of
the	biblical	texts	indicate	…	The	so-called	‘core’	of	Yahwistic	faith	was
probably	more	nebulous	and	would	be	difficult	to	define	44

But	the	historically	explanatory	value	of	the	‘core’	is	entirely	lost	when	thus
reduced	 to	 the	nebulous	and	 indefinable!	 It	 seems	 to	me	 that	Schmidt	quite
correctly	 saw	 that	 it	 is	 a	 necessary	 historical	 question	 (as	 well	 as	 one
important	for	Old	Testament	theology)	to	ask	about	the	criteria	that	guided	the
double	process	of	recognition	and	rejection	or	the	already	early	core	of	faith
in	YHWH	that	accounts	for	its	distinctive	later	development.	His	answer	is,	of
course,	as	a	historical	explanation,	a	hypothesis,	but	has	a	lot	of	plausibility	to
it.15	Gnuse	rejects	it,	not	really	on	grounds	of	hard	evidence	(the	archaeology
actually	 favours	 the	 early	 origin	 of	 Yahwistic	 aniconism	 rather	 than
disproving	it”)	but	because	he	is	committed	to	a	different	model,	so	much	so
that,	in	my	judgement,	he	has	failed	to	recognize	the	superiority	of	Schmidt’s
model	in	accounting	for	the	evidence.

These	 two	 examples	 of	 Gnuse’s	 reasons	 for	 rejecting	 alternatives	 to	 the
emerging	consensus	suggest	that	one	should	not	have	too	much	confidence	in
the	historical	basis	for	this	consensus	(i.e.	for	the	view	that	Israelite	religion
was	 originally	 indistinguishable	 from	Canaanite	 religion	 and	 that	 exclusive
Yahwism	 was	 a	 late	 development).	 But	 Gnuse’s	 work	 must	 retain	 our
attention	 for	 the	next	 stage	of	our	 argument	also,	because	he	 is	not	only	an
enthusiastic	 champion	of	 the	 emerging	consensus.	He	 is	 also	 its	 theologian,
convinced	that	it	has	important	implications	for	biblical	theology.

The	thread	that	runs	through	the	whole	of	Gnuse’s	book	is	his	evolutionary
understanding	of	the	emergence	of	monotheism	from	Israelite	religion.	This	is



for	 him	 not	 only	 a	 heuristic	 model	 for	 historical	 understanding	 of	 what
happened,	but	also	a	crucially	important	theological	category.	He	draws	from
much	 of	 the	 recent	 scholarship	 the	 impression	 that	 monotheism	 did	 not
develop	simply	 in	a	gradual	process	over	a	 long	period,	as	 the	evolutionary
model	 has	 in	 the	 past	 tended	 to	 suggest,	 but	 through	 a	 combination	 of
evolution	 and	 revolution,	 i.e.	 ‘an	 evolutionary	 process	 which	 occurs	 in
revolutionary	fashion.	He	envisages	‘a	series	of	intellectual	revolutions	over	a
period	 of	 years	 which	 culminated	 in	 the	 exile’,	 when	 ‘true’	 monotheism
emerged	 out	 of	 the	 politico-religious	 crisis	 of	 the	 period	 .”	 (Gnuse	 uses	 a
variety	 of	 terms	 to	 describe	 the	 culmination	 of	 the	 development,	 Deutero-
Isaiah’s	 monotheism	 with	 its	 denial	 of	 the	 existence	 of	 other	 gods:	 true
monotheism,	 absolute	 monotheism,	 theoretical	 monotheism,	 pure
monotheism,	radical	monotheism.)

The	 development	 through	 intellectual	 ‘leaps’	 precipitated	 by	 specific
circumstances	has	been	a	 fairly	common	picture,	while	Mark	Smith	already
spoke	of	a	combination	of	evolution	and	revolution	48	Gnuse’s	contribution	is
to	show	that	this	combination	need	not	involve	abandoning	a	biological	model
of	 evolution,	 since	 contemporary	 understanding	 of	 the	 latter	 itself
incorporates	the	idea	of	periodic	‘leaps’	forward,	rather	than	a	purely	gradual
process.	He	calls	this	model	‘Punctuated	Equilibria’.	It	is	quite	unclear	to	me
how	 this	 explicitly	 biological	model	 is	 supposed	 to	 function.	 Is	 it	 no	more
than	an	illustration	(with	‘pedagogic’	usefulness,	as	Gnuse	sometimes	says)	or
is	 it	 supposed	 to	 have	 some	 explanatory	 value?	 Does	 the	 fact	 that	 the
historical	 developments	 can	 be	 plotted	 in	 a	 way	 that	 resembles	 biological
evolution	somehow	make	that	way	of	plotting	 them	more	convincing?	Even
for	 someone	 who	 believes	 as	 strongly	 as	 Gnuse	 does	 in	 the	 overall
progressive	 nature	 of	 human	 intellectual	 and	 religious	 history,	 as	well	 as	 in
biological	evolution,	I	cannot	see	any	reason	at	all	why	the	former	should	be
supposed	to	advance	in	the	same	way	as	the	latter.49

Old	 Testament	 scholars	 have	 often	 attached	 to	 their	 accounts	 of	 the
development	 of	 monotheism	 in	 ancient	 Israel	 remarks	 to	 the	 effect	 that
monotheism	 was	 the	 great	 Jewish	 contribution	 to	 the	 world	 or	 that	 what
happened	 in	 Israel	 laid	 the	 foundations	 for	 the	modern	world.”’	But	Gnuse
claims	 for	 the	 emergence	 of	 Israelite	 monotheism	 its	 status	 as	 ‘a	 great
evolutionary	advance	for	humanity‘51	by	placing	it	within	a	world-historical
scheme	 of	 evolutionary	 intellectual	 advance.	 Along	 with	 comparable
intellectual	 breakthroughs	 in	 the	 Axial	 Age’	 in	 Greece,	 Persia,	 India	 and
China,	it	belongs	to	the	third	great	stage	of	intellectual	evolution,	succeeded
either	 at	 the	 Renaissance	 or	 the	 Enlightenment	 by	 the	 modern	 intellectual
world	 to	 which	 we	 belong.52	 Of	 course,	 this	 is	 a	 prime	 instance	 of	 the
influence	 of	 the	 Enlightenment	 model	 of	 which	 Nathan	 MacDonald



complains,	 but	 Gnuse	 not	 only	 envisages	 monotheism	 in	 highly
intellectualizing	terms	(he	often	speaks	of	the	Israelite	intelligentsia	achieving
intellectual	 breakthroughs,	 and	 he	more	 often	 speaks	 of	 intellectual	 history
than	of	 intellectual	 and	 religious	history,	 as	 though	 the	 intellectual	were	 the
important	 aspect).	 He	 also	 sees	 the	 whole	 value	 of	 the	 developments	 he
describes	as	consisting	 in	 the	way	 they	 lead	humanity	on	 from	one	stage	of
intellectual	development	to	the	next,	with	the	modern	age	as	the	culmination
of	 the	 process.	 Thus,	 however	 much	 or	 little	 Enlightenment	 ideas	 of
monotheism	have	influenced	his	understanding	of	the	content	of	Israelite	faith
in	YHWH,	it	is	especially	important	to	notice	that	the	significance	he	sees	in
the	 development	 of	 this	 faith	 is	 quite	 different	 from	 the	 way	 any	 Old
Testament	writer	could	conceivably	have	seen	it.

Gnuse	has	accomplished	something	 theologically	 interesting.	 In	effect,	he
has	 adopted	 a	 reconstruction	 of	 the	 historical	 evolution	 of	 monotheism	 in
Israel	 which	 replaces	 the	 biblical	 narrative	 of	 Israel’s	 history	 with	 YHWH
and,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 he	 has	 supplied	 a	 new	 theological	 understanding	 -	 a
modernist	 salvation	 history	 -	 that	 corresponds	 to	 the	 new	 historical
reconstruction,	 replacing	 the	 Old	 Testament’s	 own	 theological	 account	 of
Israel’s	 history	 with	 YHWH.	 The	 procedure	 is	 parallel	 to	 that	 of	 radical
reconstructions	 of	 the	 historical	 Jesus,	 which,	 since	 nineteenth-century
liberalism,	 have	 frequently	 been	 inextricably	 linked	 with	 theologies
alternative	 to	 those	of	 the	Gospels.	 It	 is	merely	 rather	surprising	 that	Gnuse
sees	his	work,	in	its	theological	aspect,	as	biblical	theology.

Although	 Gnuse	 accords	 the	 emergence	 of	 monotheism	 in	 Israel	 world-
historical	 significance,	 precisely	 this	 evaluation	 distances	 us	modern	 people
from	it:	‘We	may	be	built	upon	biblical	thought,	but	we	have	moved	beyond
it,	 too.”’	 The	 revolutionary	 breakthrough	 achieved	 by	 Israel’s	 monotheistic
intellectuals	 in	 the	 exile	 is,	 like	 all	 such	evolutionary	breakthroughs	but	 the
beginning	of	a	further	process	of	evolution	-‘the	Judaeo-Christian	tradition’	-
in	which’the	implications	of	radical	monotheism	are	[still]	being	worked	out
in	 terms	of	 their	social	and	religious	 imperatives’.54	(One	wonders	why	 the
Muslim	 world	 is	 not	 also	 part	 of	 the	 evolutionary	 process	 deriving	 from
Israelite	 monotheism.)	 In	 other	 words,	 ‘the	 implications	 of	 monotheistic
religion	 are	 unfolding	 still	 in	 our	 own	 age.	 Perhaps,	 this	 is	 the	 cardinal
conclusion	to	be	drawn	from	contemporary	critical	studies	for	the	theological
task	before	us’	 (my	 italics).55	Gnuse	 is	oblivious	 to	 such	obvious	questions
as:	 If	 western	 intellectual	 development	 is	 the	 leading	 edge	 of	 human
evolution,	 does	 it	 not	 look	 rather	 as	 if	 a	 new	 evolutionary	 breakthrough	 to
some	kind	of	post-modern	atheism	is	already	in	process?

Gnuse’s	more	 detailed	 thoughts	 on	 the	 implications	 for	 biblical	 theology



revolve	around	the	difference	between	the	old	biblical	theology’s	penchant	for
a	 contrastive	 picture	 of	 Israel’s	 distinctiveness	 vis-a-vis	 its	 Canaanite
environment	and	his	evolutionary	picture	of	difference	emerging	from	major
continuity.	About	this	difference	he	makes	two	interesting	points.	One	is	that,
whereas	the	old	biblical	theology	fostered	a	dialectical	model	of	the	church’s
opposition	 to	 the	world	with	a	corresponding	attitude	 to	 social	 and	political
change,	 the	 new	 understanding	 will	 stress	 continuity	 and	 look	 for	 gradual
processes	of	greater	justice	and	equality,	sensing	the	presence	and	activity	of
God	in	the	human	cultural	processes	of	the	whole	contemporary	world.56	To
this,	 one	 might	 respond	 that	 drawing	 any	 such	 conclusions	 from	 biblical
theology	to	the	actual	possibilities	for	change	in	specific	social	and	political
situations	is	hardly	the	way	to	do	applied	theology.

The	 second	 implication	 of	 his	 evolutionary	 picture	 is	 that	 we	 should
abandon	 the	 ‘quest	 to	 find	something	unique	 in	biblical	 thought	 that	was	so
much	in	fashion	…	We	should	not	search	for	 the	unique,	but	rather	for	how
old	ideas	were	transformed’.57	This	seems	to	me	a	more	insightful	comment.
It	 is	surely	 true	that	 the	old	fashion	in	Old	Testament	 theology	for	outlining
the	Old	Testament’s	theological	ideas	as	in	contrast	at	every	point	to	the	Near
Eastern	context’produced	forced	generalizations’.	5s	It	would	be	refreshing	to
look	for	the	Old	Testament’s	own	critiques	of	its	religious	environment	rather
than	at	historically	reconstructed	contrasting	worldviews.	We	might	discover
that,	 in	 the	 last	 resort,	 it	 is	 not	 so	 much	 an	 issue	 of	 unique	 ideas	 as	 of
YHWH’s	own	uniqueness.	As	Peter	Machinist	 shows,	while	Old	Testament
scholars	find	it	increasingly	difficult	to	locate	anything	truly	unique	in	Israel’s
religion,	 a	 strong	 sense	 of	 the	 uniqueness	 of	YHWH	and	of	 Israel	 (and	 the
two	 as	 closely	 connected)	 pervades	 the	 writings	 of	 the	 Hebrew	 canon.59
Gnuse	reduces	this	to	Israel’s	position	as	a	kind	of	evolutionary	bridgehead	to
the	intellectual	future	of	humanity;	Machinist	himself	to	Israel’s	sociological
need	for	a	‘counter-identity’	in	the	face	of	the	older	and	dominant	cultures	of
Egypt	and	Mesopotamia.

In	a	quest	for	the	unique	identity	of	YHWH	in	Old	Testament	theology,	we
should	surely	be	looking	not	only	to	the	‘monotheistic’	claims,	which	may	or
may	 not	 have	 convincing	 parallels	 in	 other	 ancient	 cultures,	 but	 to	 the	 fact
that	these	claims	(that	YHWH	is	the	unique	Creator	and	sovereign	Lord	of	all
reality)	are	made	with	no	diminution	of	the	particularity	of	YHWH	the	God	of
Israel.	Particularity	of	this	kind	cannot	be	reduced	to	a	general	religious	idea
and	so	absorbed	either	into	the	general	religious	climate	of	the	ancient	world
or	 into	 an	 ongoing	 process	 of	 intellectual	 evolution.	What	 gets	 lost	 in	 the
massive	 intellectualization	 of	 the	 subject	 by	Gnuse	 is	 not	 simply	 the	 sense
that	Israelite	religion	was	more	than	a	set	of	ideas	about	reality,	but	also	the
particularity	of	YHWH.	Gnuse’s	God	does	not,	of	course,	really	do	any	of	the



particular	things	the	Old	Testament’s	YHWH	does,	while	his	election	of	Israel
becomes	Israel’s	remarkable	intellectual	achievement	as	a	signal	contribution
to	the	intellectual	evolution	of	humanity.	The	most	important	warning	we	can
take	from	a	critique	of	Gnuse’s	work	is	that	biblical’monotheism,	whether	or
not	we	choose	to	use	the	word	and	however	we	find	it	necessary	to	define	it,
is	a	claim	about	the	God	who	defines	himself	by	his	covenant	with	Israel	and
the	 particular	 name	 YHWH	 that	 cannot	 be	 abstracted	 from	 his	 particular
identity	in	his	history	with	Israel.

Gnuse’s	 is	not	 the	only	 attempt	 to	draw	 theological	 conclusions	 from	 the
emerging	consensus	about	the	emergence	of	monotheism	in	Israel.	There	are
also	those	for	whom	the	triumph	of	monotheism	in	the	post-exilic	period	was
not	at	 all	 a	good	 thing	but	a	victory	 for	oppressive	patriarchal	 religion	over
the	 generous	 diversity	 of	 pre-exilic	 polytheism,	 in	 which	 Yahweh	 had	 a
consort,	 and	 female	 spirituality	 found	 expression	 both	 in	 the	 household
religion	evidenced	by	the	commonly	found	figurines	of	Asherah	and	also	 in
cult	 centres	 not	 reserved	 for	 the	 exclusive	 worship	 of	 a	 single	 male	 god.
Again,	 in	 its	 happy	 recovery	 of	 what	 it	 was	 really	 like	 from	 behind	 the
ideological	 suppression	 and	 distortions	 of	 the	 canonical	 accounts,	 this
resembles	nothing	so	much	as	some	forms	of	the	quest	of	the	historical	Jesus,
in	which	the	real	Jesus	is	rescued	from	the	dogmatic	Christology	imposed	on
him	 by	 the	 Gospels.	 Of	 course,	 there	 is	 no	 real	 future	 for	 Old	 Testament
theology,	even	of	a	suspicious	and	reconstructive	kind,	in	this	direction.	If	the
attractive	religious	paradigm	is	that	of	Israel	when	Israelite	religion	was	very
much	like	most	other	ancient	Near	Eastern	religious	cultures,	 then	there	can
be	 no	 good	 reason	 for	 continuing	 to	 be	 religiously	 interested	 in	 Israel	 in
particular.	Ancient	polytheistic	religion	is,	after	all,	much	better	documented
outside	 Israel,	 and	 has	 left	 much	 more	 impressive	 religious	 literature
elsewhere	than	the	few	polytheistic	fragments	that	might	be	recoverable	from
the	 monotheistic	 censuring	 to	 which	 Israel’s	 religion	 was	 subject	 in	 the
literature	that	survives	in	the	Old	Testament.

4.	The	Old	Testament	-	a	monotheistic	book?

Nathan	 MacDonald’s	 book	 makes	 an	 indispensable	 contribution	 in
demonstrating	 the	 inappropriateness	 of	 the	 categories	 of	 Enlightenment
monotheism	for	understanding	Old	Testament	faith	in	YHWH.	However,	not
everyone	who	speaks	of	 ‘monotheism’	has	 the	Enlightenment	model	mainly
in	view.	There	are	those	whose	thinking	is	much	more	influenced	by	the	ways
in	 which	 the	 Jewish	 and	 Christian	 traditions	 have	 read	 the	 Bible	 and
understood	the	uniqueness	of	the	God	of	Israel	and	the	Christian	God.	There
are	also	those	who	are	well	aware	of	at	least	some	of	the	differences	between
Old	Testament	and	modern	‘monotheism,	but	continue	 to	 find	 it	appropriate



to	 speak	 of	 ‘monotheism’	 in	 the	 former	 case,	 while	 seeking	 to	 avoid
misunderstanding.	 My	 sense	 is	 that	 those	 New	 Testament	 scholars	 and
scholars	 of	 early	 Judaism	 who	 speak	 of	 ‘Jewish	 monotheism’	 in	 the
Hellenistic	 and	 Roman	 periods	 are	 less	 influenced	 by	 the	 Enlightenment
model	 than	 Old	 Testament	 scholarship	 has	 been.	 What	 term	 other	 than
‘Jewish	monotheism’	could	one	use	to	characterize	the	very	strong	awareness
that	Jews	of	the	post-biblical	periods	certainly	had	of	the	uniqueness	of	their
God	 by	 contrast	 with	 the	 many	 and	 various	 gods	 worshipped	 by	 all	 other
people	 they	 knew?	 (Perhaps	 one	might	 propose	 ‘mono-Yahwism,	were	 that
not	 reminiscent	 of	 the	 ‘YHWH-alone’	 movement	 of	 the	 late	 monarchical
period	 hypothesized	 by	Morton	Smith	 and	Bernhard	Lang.	 I	 use	 ‘exclusive
Yahwism’	as	a	general	term	to	cover	what	may	be	no	more	than	monolatry	as
well	 as	 what	 I	 call’Jewish	 monotheism.)	 I	 shall	 continue	 to	 speak	 of	 ‘late
Second	 Temple	 period	 Jewish	 monotheism’	 (‘Jewish	 monotheism’	 for
convenience)	for	the	kind	of	religion	that	I	find	in	the	Jewish	literature	of	that
period	 and	 that	 seems	 to	me	presupposed	by	 the	New	Testament.	The	most
important	 task	 is	 not	 that	 of	 finding	 a	 fully	 satisfactory	 label,	 but	 that	 of
characterizing	accurately	just	how	the	uniqueness	of	YHWH	was	understood.

This	 is	 itself	a	controversial	 subject,	 to	which	other	chapters	of	 this	book
make	contributions.	But	 it	seems	to	me	relevant	 to	our	understanding	of	 the
Old	 Testament,	 as	 biblical	 theologians,	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 what	 I	 am	 calling
‘Jewish	 monotheism’	 is	 what	 Jews	 in	 the	 period	 of	 the	 formation	 of	 the
Hebrew	canon	found	in	these	Jewish	Scriptures.	This	category	is	not	alien	to
the	texts	in	the	way	that	Enlightenment	monotheism	is.	Arguably,	what	I	call
‘Jewish	monotheism’	is	the	theology	of	the	canon,	in	the	sense	that	it	was	the
theological	context	 for	 the	 formation	and	editing	of	 the	canonical	collection
and	 the	way	 in	which	 this	 collection	was	 intended	 to	be	 read	by	 those	who
made	it	the	Scriptures	of	that	very	scriptural	religion,	early	Judaism.	It	would
seem	quite	appropriate	at	least	to	consider	whether	it	can	be	read	in	that	way
without	 violence	 to	 a	historically	 informed	understanding	of	 the	 texts.	 I	 am
not	suggesting	that	all	the	ways	in	which	early	postbiblical	Judaism	read	the
biblical	texts	are	valid	for	us,	only	whether	and	how	the	basic	understanding
of	the	uniqueness	of	YHWH	that	the	Hebrew	canons	early	readers	found	in	it
can	also	be	found	in	it	by	us.	If	I	am	right	that	this	is	also	the	understanding	of
the	God	of	 the	Old	Testament	 that	 is	presupposed	by	 the	New	Testament	 in
the	course	of	its	also	very	innovatory	christological	reading	of	the	Old,	 then
the	issue	is	also	vital	for	the	task	of	‘pan-biblical’	theology.

For	 Jewish	monotheism,	 the	one	God	has	 a	 unique	name,	YHWH,	 and	 a
unique	 relationship	with	his	 chosen	people	 Israel,	 to	whom	he	has	 revealed
not	 only	 the	 supreme	 power	 he	 exercises	 in	 mighty	 acts	 of	 salvation	 and
judgement	in	relation	to	Israel,	but	also	the	moral	dispositions	(in	the	classic



characterization	 of	 Exod.	 34:6-7)	 that	 characterize	 his	 dealings	 with	 Israel.
All	 these	 elements	 of	 YHWH’s	 particular	 identity	 as	 the	God	 of	 Israel	 are
essential	to	Jewish	monotheism,	as	are	the	requirements	on	Israel	summed	up
in	the	first	commandment	of	 the	Decalogue	and	in	 the	Shema`,	which	make
Israel’s	 monotheism	 no	 mere	 matter	 of	 intellectual	 belief	 but	 a	 matter	 of
distinctive	cultic	practice	and	loving	obedience	that	encompasses	the	whole	of
life.“0	(This	 is	 inadequately	called	monolatry,	but	 it	 is	 true	 that	 Jews	of	 the
late	 Second	 Temple	 period	 were	 peculiarly	 conscious	 of	 the	 obligation	 to
worship	 only	 YHWH	 and	 that	 this,	 with	 its	 negative	 corollary	 of	 non-
participation	 in	 anything	 implicated	 in	 the	 cult	 of	 other	 gods,	 marked	 out
Jewish	monotheism	most	obviously	in	religious	practice.)

This	God	of	Israel	is	the	one	and	only	Creator	of	all	things	and	sovereign
Lord	over	all	 things.	Among	the	many	other	 things	that	 late	Second	Temple
period	Jews	said	about	the	uniqueness	of	their	God,	these	two	aspects	of	his
unique	 relationship	 to	 all	 other	 reality	 were	 the	 most	 commonly	 cited,
repeatedly	used	to	put	YHWH	in	an	absolutely	unique	category.	Most	Jewish
writers	 had	 no	 hesitation	 in	making	 clear	 that,	 in	 this	 sense,	YHWH	 is	 the
only	true	God	there	 is	and	ought	 to	be	acknowledged	as	such	by	all	people.
All	 pagan	 worship	 of	 other	 gods	 was	 giving	 to	 others	 what	 only	 the	 one
Creator	and	Lord	of	all	things	ought	to	receive.	Much	Jewish	literature	of	the
period	can	be	said	to	hold	to	an	eschatological	monotheism	that	expected	that,
since	 YHWH	 is	 the	 one	 and	 only	 Lord	 of	 all	 reality,	 he	 must	 come	 to	 be
acknowledged	as	such	universally	in	the	end.	But	this	universalism	was	not	in
tension	with	the	particularity	of	YHWH’s	election	of	Israel,	for	other	nations
would	come	to	recognize	precisely	YHWH,	the	God	of	Israel,	as	the	only	true
God.	 It	 would	 be	 his	 salvific	 acts	 on	 Israel’s	 behalf	 that	 would	 create	 this
universal	 recognition,	 and	 recognition	 of	 the	 one	God,	Creator	 and	Lord	 of
all,	would	 be	 inseparable	 from	 recognition	of	 his	 special	 relationship	 to	 his
covenant	people.	While,	 in	 the	diverse	 literature	of	 early	 Judaism,	 there	 are
certainly	 more	 universalistic	 perspectives	 and	 more	 particularistic
perspectives,	 often	 related	 to	 specific	 contextual	 factors	 such	 as	 Diaspora
Jewish	 apologetic	 or	 Palestinian	 Jewish	 resistance	 to	 Roman	 rule,	 on	 the
whole	it	is	fair	to	say	that	universalism	and	particularism	are	not	contradictory
aspects.	Jewish	monotheism	is	characterized	by	its	way	of	relating	YHWH’s
particularity	as	Israel’s	God	to	his	universality	as	Creator	and	sovereign	Lord
of	all.

This	 is	 the	 kind	of	 Jewish	 reading	of	 the	 Jewish	Scriptures	 that	 the	New
Testament	seems	everywhere	to	presuppose.	Most	scholars	would	allow	that
parts	of	these	Scriptures	give	strong	support	to	this	kind	of	‘monotheism,	but
is	it	a	plausible	or	valid	canonical	reading	of	the	whole?	Several	writers	have
proposed	 that	 the	 Hebrew	 canon	 as	 a	 whole	 can	 be	 described



as’monotheizing,	 if	 not’monotheistic;	 literature.	This	 distinction	 is	made	 by
James	Sanders,	 in	 a	 brief	 treatment	 that	 claims	 that’every	bit	 of	 [the	Bible]
monotheizes	 -	 more	 or	 less	 well’.	 He	 explains	 that	 each	 era	 from	 which
biblical	writings	come	‘left	a	residue	of	idioms	derived	from	the	polytheisms
of	its	culture,	precisely	because	of	the	struggle	to	monotheize	.6’	After	a	few
examples,	he	concludes:

The	 Bible	 is	 a	 monotheizing	 literature	 displaying	 the	 struggles	 of
generations	 over	 some	 fifteen	 to	 eighteen	 centuries	 to	 pursue	 the
Integrity	of	Reality.	 In	 this	sense	 the	Bible	 is	a	paradigm;	 it	conjugates
the	nouns	and	verbs	of	the	divine	integrity	in	a	plethora	of	different	kinds
of	 situations	 and	 conditions.	 To	 monotheize,	 in	 this	 sense,	 is	 not	 to
progress	or	evolve	toward	monotheism,	but	rather	to	struggle	within	and
against	 polytheistic	 contexts	 to	 affirm	God’s	oneness,	 both	 in	 antiquity
and	today.62

These	 are	 very	 suggestive	 remarks,	 especially	 noteworthy	 for	 the	 way	 in
which	 they	 allow	 polytheistic	 materials	 to	 be	 seen	 as	 subject	 to	 a
monotheizing	 dynamic	 without	 proposing	 a	 developmental	 or	 evolutionary
model.	Unfortunately,	Sanders	does	not	seem	to	have	pursued	his	suggestions
any	 more	 fully,	 and	 nor,	 so	 far	 as	 I	 am	 aware,	 has	 anyone	 else.	 Sanders
appears	 to	 be	 speaking	 about	 the	 individual	 biblical	 writings,	 rather	 than
about	 a	 ‘monotheizing’	 editing	 of	 them	 to	 form	 the	 canon,	 but	 his	 model
seems	at	least	to	require	a	process	of	‘monotheizing’	selection	of	material	as
part	of	the	process	of	canon	formation.	Similarly,	any	plausible	proposal	that
the	 process	 of	 canonization	 was	 in	 part	 a’monotheizing’	 process	 cannot
attribute	the	‘monotheizing’	purely	to	canonical	editors,	but	must	presuppose
the	prior	existence	of	some	‘monotheizing’	literature.	It	could,	however,	also
be	open	 to	 the	presence	 in	 the	canon	of	material	 that	 is	not	 itself	obviously
‘monotheizing’	 at	 all,	 but	 that	 ‘monotheizing’	 editors	 did	 not	 consider
resistant	to	a’monotheizing’	reading	encouraged	by	other	parts	of	the	canon.

Bernhard	 Lang	 who,	 unlike	 Sanders,	 appears	 unsympathetic	 to	 the
canonical	suppression	of	polytheistic	aspects	of	Israelite	religion,	emphasizes
the	 role	 of	 the	 editors	 of	 the	 canon,	who	were	 ‘committed	monotheists’,63
and	 explains	 that	 the	 exclusion	 of	 unequivocal	 polytheism	 from	 the	 canon
results	not	only	from	the	exclusion	of	explicitly	polytheistic	writings,	but	also
from	 the	more	 subtle	methods	of	 ‘assimilating,	 adopting	 and	 re-interpreting
traditions	 which	 may	 conserve	 polytheistic	 elements	 within	 a	 monotheistic
context’.14	One	of	his	examples	is	the	Israelite	goddess	Wisdom	in	Proverbs
1	 -	9,	where	 the	polytheistic	material	has	 survived	only	because	 it	 could	be
read	 monotheistically	 in	 a	 way	 that	 reduced	Wisdom	 to	 ‘a	 mere	 figure	 of
poetic	speech’.15	Again,	this	promising	proposal	has	not	been	followed	up	by



further	argument	 that	 ‘polytheistic’	 texts	 in	 the	Old	Testament	are	 limited	 to
ones	 that	 could	 be	 read	 in	 a	monotheistic	 way,	 consistent	 with	 the	 explicit
monotheism	of	other	parts	of	the	canon.

John	 Sawyer’s	 article,	 ‘Biblical	 Alternatives	 to	 Monotheism;	 implicitly
counters	Lang’s	argument,	by	arguing	that	there	are	three	categories	of	text	in
the	Old	Testament.	There	is	(1)	a	small	group	of	‘texts	in	which	monotheism
is	explicit:	that	is	to	say,	statements	in	which	the	existence	of	other	gods	apart
from	 Israel’s	God,	Yahweh,	 is	 denied’	 .16	 and	 (2)	 ‘a	 second	 group	 of	 texts
which,	although	not	originally	monotheistic,	have,	under	the	influence	of	the
[monotheistic]	Deuteronomic	 texts,	been	so	 interpreted’.67	But	 there	 is	 also
(3)	 a	 third	 category	 of	 texts	 ‘which	 are	 explicitly	 and	 embarrassingly
polytheistic	texts’.68	With	reference	 to	 the	second	category,	he	asks,	 ‘Can	a
few	explicitly	monotheistic	passages	be	used	to	change	the	meaning	of	other
texts	whose	meaning	 is	 less	explicit?‘69	After	discussing	 the	 third	category,
he	claims	to	‘have	demonstrated	that	the	plain	meaning	of	the	biblical	text	as
a	whole	is	far	from	monotheistic’.	70	In	a	response,	Ronald	Clements	argued
that

Read	 diachronically,	 in	 the	 light	 of	 a	 critical	 awareness	 of	 the	 varying
stages	through	which	the	Israelite	religious	tradition	passed,	monotheism
does	not	seem	to	have	been	all	that	prominent	a	feature….	Nevertheless
when	read	synchronically,	as	a	connected	body	of	religious	texts	which
are	 believed	 to	 offer	 a	 coherent	 and	 unified	 revelation,	 the	 idea	 of
monotheism	would	appear	to	be	very	important.71

The	disagreement	between	Sawyer	and	Clements	seems	to	be	over	two	points:
whether	it	is	proper	to	read	some	texts	in	conformity	with	others	in	the	canon
if	 this	means	 ‘changing’	 their	original	meaning,	 and	whether	 there	 are	 texts
that	cannot	even	be	plausibly	subjected	to	such	a	reading.

I	 shall	 return	 to	 these	 issues	 after	 making	 a	 further,	 crucially	 important
point	about	Jewish	monotheism.	The	essential	element	in	what	I	have	called
Jewish	monotheism,	 the	element	 that	makes	 it	a	kind	of	monotheism,	 is	not
the	 denial	 of	 the	 existence	 of	 other	 ‘gods,	 but	 an	 understanding	 of	 the
uniqueness	of	YHWH	that	puts	him	in	a	class	of	his	own,	a	wholly	different
class	from	any	other	heavenly	or	supernatural	beings,	even	if	these	are	called
‘gods’.	 I	 call	 this	YHWH’s	 transcendent	uniqueness.	 (Mere’uniqueness’	can
be	what	distinguishes	one	member	of	 a	 class	 from	other	members	of	 it.	By
‘transcendent	uniqueness’	I	mean	a	form	of	uniqueness	that	puts	YHWH	in	a
class	 of	 his	 own.)	 Especially	 important	 for	 identifying	 this	 transcendent
uniqueness	 are	 statements	 that	 distinguish	 YHWH	 by	 means	 of	 a	 unique
relationship	 to	 the	 whole	 of	 reality:	 YHWH	 alone	 is	 Creator	 of	 all	 things,
whereas	 all	 other	 things	 are	 created	 by	 him;	YHWH	alone	 is	 the	 sovereign



Lord	of	all	things,	whereas	all	other	things	serve	or	are	subject	to	his	universal
lordship.	I	think	that	a	dynamic	of	distinguishing	YHWH’s	uniqueness	as,	in
this	 sense,	 transcendent	 is	 how	 the	 ‘monotheizing’	 that	 Sanders	 rightly
identifies	 throughout	 the	 biblical	 texts	 largely	 occurs	 (though	 I	 would	 not
insist	 that	 there	 are	 not	 individual	 texts	 and	 perhaps	 whole	 biblical	 books
where	this	dynamic	cannot	be	identified).	It	is	in	this	manner	that	the	biblical
texts,	in	Sawyer’s	words,	‘struggle	within	and	against	polytheistic	contexts	to
affirm	God’s	oneness’.

From	 this	 perspective,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 explicitly	monotheistic	 texts	 are	 far
from	 confined	 to	 those	 in	 Sawyer’s	 first	 category,	 which	 he	 defines	 as
‘statements	 in	 which	 the	 existence	 of	 other	 gods	 apart	 from	 Israel’s	 God,
Yahweh,	 is	denied’.”	For	example,	 a	 text	 like	Nehemiah	9:6,	which	Sawyer
does	 not	 count	 as	 monotheistic,	 can	 now	 be	 seen	 to	 be	 a	 very	 strong
expression	of	the	monotheistic	dynamic:

You	 are	 YHWH,	 you	 alone;	 you	 have	 made	 heaven,	 the	 heaven	 of
heavens,	with	all	their	host,	the	earth	and	all	that	is	on	it,	the	seas	and	all
that	 is	 in	 them.	 To	 all	 of	 them	 you	 give	 life,	 and	 the	 host	 of	 heaven
worships	you	(NRSV	altered).

By	attributing	to	YHWH	the	creation	of	all	other	reality,	by	emphasizing	that
all	 creatures	 without	 exception	 have	 been	 created	 by	 YHWH,	 this	 text	 is
making	an	absolute	distinction	between	the	unique	identity	of	YHWH	and	all
other	reality.	The	fact	that	other	heavenly	beings,	YHWH’s	retinue,	‘the	host
of	heaven,	are	included	does	not	qualify	the	uniqueness	of	YHWH	but,	on	the
contrary,	serves	to	underline	YHWH’s	uniqueness	by	making	it	unequivocally
clear	that	YHWH	does	not	belong	to	a	class	of	heavenly	beings	that	includes
him	along	with	 the	host	of	heaven,	but	 is	 absolutely	distinguished	 from	 the
host	 of	 heaven	 in	 that	 he	 created	 them.	 This	 text	 makes	 the	 transcendent
uniqueness	of	YHWH	as	clear	as	could	be.

This	 example	 illustrates	 how	 it	 is	 not	 the	 existence	 of	 heavenly	 beings
besides	YHWH	that	is	at	stake	in	the’monotheizing’	dynamic	of	the	texts	and
the	canon,	but	the	nature	and	status	of	such	beings.	Within	the	Hebrew	canon,
most	 ‘gods’	besides	YHWH	fall	 into	one	of	 two	categories.	They	are	either
members	 of	 YHWH’s	 retinue,	 serving	 his	 rule,	 or	 they	 are	 impotent
nonentities.	 In	 the	 former	 case,	 they	 are	 called	by	 a	variety	of	 terms	 (gods,
sons	of	gods,	sons	of	the	Most	High,	holy	ones,	watchers,	the	host	of	YHWH,
the	host	of	heaven).	They	accompany	YHWH	as	warriors	or	attendants,	and
they	 assemble	 in	 YHWH’s	 presence	 in	 heaven.	 We	 should	 avoid	 the
‘etymological	fallacy’	of	determining	the	significance	of	this	heavenly	retinue
of	YHWH	by	reference	to	its	origins	in	a	properly	polytheistic	context	rather
than	 its	 functions	 in	 the	 biblical	 text.	 Despite	 the	 rather	 misleading	 sense



suggested	by	the	commonly	used	English	term	‘divine	council,	the	assembly
around	 YHWH	 are	 not	 counsellors.	 He	 does	 not	 consult	 them	 in	 an	 open
decision-making	 process	 in	which	 they	 contribute	 advice	 on	which	 he	 acts.
Unless	we	count	Satan’s	unsolicited	suggestions	 in	 job	1:9-12;	2:4-7,	which
YHWH	allows	him	to	implement,	the	only	instance	of	advice	given	by	one	of
the	 assembly	 to	 YHWH	 is	 in	 1	 Kings	 22:19-22,	 where	 YHWH	 asks	 for	 a
volunteer	 to	 lead	Ahab	 to	 his	 death	 and,	when’a	 spirit’	 offers	 to	 do	 it,	 asks
him’how?’	 and	 approves	 of	 his	 suggestion.	 Not	 even	 this	 degree	 of
participation	in	planning	or	decision-making	occurs	anywhere	else.	In	Isaiah
6,	there	is	only	YHWH’s	request	for	a	volunteer	(v.	8).	When	Jeremiah	speaks
of	prophets	standing	in	‘YHWH’s	council’	(sod,	a	word	that	implies	intimacy,
a	circle	that	is	privy	to	YHWH’s	plans,	but	not	necessarily	debate	or	advice),
he	expects	them	to	hear	YHWH’s	decrees	announced	in	the	assembly,	not	to
be	 involved	 in	 or	 present	 at	 some	 kind	 of	 discussion	 (Jer.	 23:18,	 22).	 The
general	point	is	that	these	‘gods’	are	not	independent	powers	but	servants	of
YHWH	who	 no	more	 qualify	 his	 unique	 status	 than	 do	 human	 beings	who
worship	and	obey	YHWH.	YHWH’s	retinue	are	the	attendants	of	an	absolute
monarch,	 whose	 sheer	 numbers	 evidence	 his	 greatness	 and	whose	 constant
praises	serve	precisely	to	define	and	to	proclaim	his	transcendent	uniqueness.

The	other	category	of	‘gods’	is	the	gods	of	the	nations	reduced	to	the	status
of	powerless	nonentities	by	the	biblical	texts’	insistence	on	YHWH’s	uniquely
supreme	power	and	ridiculed	as	‘non-gods’	and	‘nothings,	as	we	observed	in
section	2	in	the	case	of	Deuteronomy	32.	Again,	the	monotheizing	dynamic	is
apparent,	 not	 in	 absolutely	 denying	 their	 existence,	 but	 in	 denying	 them	 a
status	that	could	conceivably	detract	from	YHWH’s	transcendent	uniqueness.

The	mere	use	of	‘elohim,	or	other	terms	for	divine	beings,	 is	not	decisive
for	Jewish	monotheism;	everything	depends	on	how	such	beings	are	defined
in	 relation	 to	YHWH.	However,	 it	 is	 interesting	 -	 and	 deserves	much	more
attention	 than	 it	 has	 received	 -	 to	 observe	 some	 steps	 toward	 linguistic
distinctions,	 such	 as	 the	 use	 of	 ‘elohIm	 with	 the	 article	 in	 some	 cases	 to
distinguish	‘God’	from’the	gods’	(see	section	2	on	Deuteronomy’s	usage);	the
use	of’elohim	with	a	meaning	something	like	‘the	deity’	(e.g.	in	Gen.	1);	and
the	contemptuous	descriptions	of	 the	foreign	gods	or	 idols	by	such	 terms	as
‘non-gods’	(lo’	‘el)	or	‘elilim,	a	deliberate	malformation	of	‘elohim	(as	in	Ps.
96:5,	‘For	all	the	gods	[‘elohe]	of	the	peoples	are’elilim,	but	YHWH	made	the
heavens’).73	In	the	literature	of	later	Second	Temple	Judaism,	the	words	for
‘god’	(in	Hebrew,	Aramaic	and	Greek)	almost	entirely	cease	to	be	used	for	the
heavenly	beings	who	serve	YHWH,	except	in	the	Qumran	community’s	own
compositions,	and	in	the	special	case	of	Philo	(whose	use	of	theos	is	strongly
affected	 by	 Hellenistic	 use),	 and	 even	 the	 use	 of	 ‘holy	 ones’	 strongly
declines.74	There	 is	 clearly	a	concern	 to	 reduce	 the	use	of	 terms	 that	 could



designate	both	YHWH	and	other	heavenly	beings.	The	Qumran	community
continued	to	use	almost	all	the	biblical	terms	for	heavenly	beings	to	describe
the	 angels	 (as	 they	 were	 now	 most	 often	 called),	 perhaps	 as	 a	 deliberate
continuation	 of	 scriptural	 usage,	 but	 it	 would	 be	 a	 mistake	 to	 think	 the
community	less	monotheistic	than	other	Jews	of	the	period.	Terminology	was
affected	by	monotheizing,	but	not	always	decisively.

Sawyer	distinguished	a	group	of	explicitly	monotheistic	texts	(which	I	have
argued	should	be	much	larger	than	he	allows)	from	a	category	of	texts	which
were	not	originally	monotheistic	but	have	been	interpreted	as	such	under	the
influence	 of	 the	 explicitly	 monotheistic	 texts.	 He	 doubts	 that	 such
interpretation	-	‘changing’	the	original	meaning	of	texts	-	is	legitimate.	I	think
this	 is	 too	 stark	 a	 contrast	 and	 propose	 that	my	 concept	 of	 a	monotheizing
dynamic	can	help	us	identify	more	continuity	between	these	two	types	of	text.
Let	us	take	Sawyer’s	examples:	 in	the	first	category,	he	focuses	on	the	texts
that	 use	 the	 formula’and	 there	 is	 no	 other	 [besides	 YHWH],	 while,	 in	 the
second	 category,	 he	 focuses	 on	 the	 passages	 which	 emphasize	 the
incomparability	 of	YHWH.	Not	 all	 of	 the	 texts	 in	 the	 former	 category	 say
exactly	 that	 there	 is	 no	 other	 ‘god’	 besides	YHWH,	 as	 2	 Samuel	 7:22	 and
Isaiah	45:5,	14,	21	do.	More	typically,	they	put	YHWH	in	a	class	of	his	own,
for	example:

‘YHWH	 is	 the	God	 (ha’eldhim);	 there	 is	 no	 other	 besides	 him’	 (Dent.
4:35);	‘there	is	no	Holy	One	like	YHWH,	no	one	besides	you’	(1	Sam,
2:2);	‘that	all	the	people	of	the	earth	may	know	that	YHWH	is	the	God
(ha’eldhim);	 there	is	no	other’	(1	Kgs.	8:6);	‘I	am	YHWH,	and	there	is
no	 other’	 (Isa.	 45:5,6,18);	 ‘I,	 YHWH,	 am	 your	 God,	 and	 there	 is	 no
other’	(Joel	2:27).

Compare	some	of	the	‘incomparability’	texts:

‘Who	is	like	you,	YHWH,	among	the	gods?’	(Exod.	15:11);	‘For	who	is
like	 me?	Who	 can	 summon	me?	Who	 is	 the	 shepherd	 who	 can	 stand
before	me?’	(Jer.	49:19;	50:4);	‘For	who	in	the	skies	can	be	compared	to
YHWH?	Who	among	the	sons	of	gods	is	like	YHWH?	…	YHWH	God
of	hosts,	who	is	as	mighty	as	you,	YHWH?’	(Ps.	89:6,	8).

The	 ‘incomparability’	 texts	 usually	 say	 that	 YHWH	 is	 incomparable
among’the	 gods’	 (though	 sometimes	 the	 comparison	 is	more	 generally	with
any	 creature	 at	 all)	 and	 so	 seem	 superficially	 polytheistic,	 in	 the	 sense	 of
admitting	 the	 existence	of	other	heavenly	beings.	 In	 fact,	 however,	 they	are
expressions	of	the	‘monotheizing’	dynamic	that	is	constantly	driving	a	line	of
absolute	distinction	between	YHWH	and	other’gods	.	The	effect	of	‘there	is
none	like	YHWH’	is	precisely	to	put	YHWH	in	a	class	of	his	own,	exactly	as



the	 first	 category	 of	 texts	 do	 in	 denying	 that	 there	 is	 any’other’	 besides
YHWH.	Whether	the	existence	of	other	gods	is	denied	or	whether	YHWH	is
simply	said	to	be	in	a	class	of	his	own	by	comparison	with	them	is	of	small
importance	 to	 the	 general	 sense	 of	 all	 these	 texts.	This	 is	 confirmed	by	 the
fact	 that	 examples	 of	 the	 two	 kinds	 of	 text	 sometimes	 occur	 in	 close
association	with	each	other,	for	example:

‘there	is	no	one	like	you,	and	there	is	no	god	besides	you’	(2	Sam.	7:22);
‘I	am	God,	and	there	is	no	other;	I	am	God,	and	there	is	no	one	like	me’
(Isa.	46:9).

There	 remains	 Sawyer’s	 third	 category	 of	 texts,	 the	 ‘explicitly	 and
embarrassingly	 polytheistic’	 ones.	 The	 most	 important	 texts	 here	 are	 those
which	 depict	 the	 battle	 between	 YHWH	 and	 the	 chaos	 monsters	 (Rahab,
Leviathan,	 the	 Sea),	whether	 these	 represent	 the	 forces	 over	which	YHWH
triumphed	when	he	created	the	world	(Ps.	74:13-14)	or	the	persistent	threat	of
chaos	 or	 evil	 that	 threatens	 creation	 and	 will	 require	 a	 further	 victory	 of
YHWH	 in	 the	 future	 (Isa.	 27:1).	 This	 topic	 deserves	 a	 full	 discussion	 for
which	this	is	not	the	place.	But	the	idea	that	there	are	powers	opposed	to	God
which	 God	 must	 defeat	 is	 part	 and	 parcel	 of	 the	 traditional	 monotheistic
religions,	 along	 with,	 of	 course,	 the	 conviction	 that	 God	 is	 unquestionably
able	to	defeat	such	powers	of	evil,	and	can	be	expected	to	do	so	in	the	end.
Jon	 Levenson	 is	 right	 to	 argue	 that	 there	 is	 real	 theological	 loss	when	 this
theme	 in	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible	 is	 dismissed	 in	 favour	 of	 an	 impression	 of
YHWH’s	 power	 as	 serene	 supremacy	 that	 is	 never	 challenged.75	 But	 the
recognition	of	YHWH	as	the	sole	Creator	of	all	things	and	the	sole	sovereign
Lord	of	all	things	need	not	require	that.	What	matters	is	that,	as	Herbert	Niehr
puts	it,

No	other	divinity	is	the	subject	of	the	processes	of	creation	or	the	taming
of	chaos	in	the	[Hebrew	Bible].	YHWH	alone	is	the	creator	and	he	alone
fights	chaos.	The	 [Hebrew	Bible]	 texts	show	that	he	 is	a	universal	god
having	 power	 over	 everything	 in	 heaven	 and	 earth	 and	 that	 he	 is	 the
supreme	god	fulfilling	deeds	other	gods	cannot	fulfil.”

In	other	words,	YHWH’s	defeat,	restraint	or	taming	of	chaos	(in	a	variety	of
texts)	does	not,	in	the	perspective	of	Jewish	monotheism,	put	his	sole	deity	in
doubt	but	precisely	demonstrates	his	sole	deity.

Recognition	 of	 the	 ‘monotheizing’	 dynamic	 in	 the	 form	 I	 have	 proposed
does	not	prevent	us	recognizing	in	the	Hebrew	Bible	material	that	in	a	wide
variety	 of	 ways	 resembles	 the	 language	 and	myths	 of	 Canaanite	 and	 other
Near	Eastern	religions.	Rather,	it	shows	us	the	way	such	material	is	constantly
being	 re-functioned	 to	 serve	 the	purpose	of	 asserting	 and	 characterizing	 the



transcendent	uniqueness	of	YHWH.	The	 texts	were	composed	 in	cultures	 in
which	 polytheism	 was	 always	 near	 to	 hand	 and	 had	 to	 be	 engaged.	 As
Sanders	put	it,	there	is,	in	the	texts,	a’struggle	within	and	against	polytheistic
contexts	 to	 affirm	 God’s	 oneness’	 ”	 They	 are	 texts	 in	 which	 (with	 some
possible	 exceptions,	 such	 as	 Ecclesiastes’)	 we	 do	 not	 see	 monotheism
securely	achieved	and	taken	for	granted,	but	rather	the	many	creative	ways	in
which	 it	 is	 constantly	 being	 recovered	 and	 rethought.	Moreover,	 as	Nathan
MacDonald’s	 work	 makes	 very	 clear,	 in	 distinguishing	 Deuteronomy	 from
Enlightenment	monotheism,	exclusive	Yahwism	in	the	biblical	tradition	is	not
an	easily	made	intellectual	proposition,	but	a	demand	for	radical	and	complete
devotion	to	YHWH.	So	the	‘monotheizing’	dynamic	always	works	in	favour
of	a	recognition	of	YHWH’s	transcendent	uniqueness	that	is	inseparable	from
his	 uniquely	 demanding	 requirement	 of	 loyalty	 and	 devotion	 from	 his
covenant	people.

So	my	proposal	does	not	suppress	the	diversity	of	the	texts,	but	does	show
how	 the	 whole	 of	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible	 can	 be	 read	 in	 accordance	 with	 early
Jewish	monotheism.	It	rejects	a	developmental	reading	of	the	texts.	Not	only
is	an	evolutionary	account	of	the	emergence	and	development	of	monotheism
simply	not	the	story	the	canonical	narratives	of	Israel	tell.	Recent	scholarship
also	 seems	 to	 me	 to	 have	 made	 the	 idea	 that	 we	 can	 stratify	 all	 the	 texts
chronologically	 (with	 minute	 dissection	 of	 the	 texts	 into	 earlier	 and	 later
layers	 and	 interpolations),	 and	 thereby	 construct	 a	 developmental
reconfiguration	of	 the	 biblical	material,	 hugely	 problematic.	All	 attempts	 to
do	this	are	hopelessly	speculative,	because	the	texts	have	not	been	preserved
in	such	a	way	as	to	make	it	possible.	Undoubtedly,	the	texts	emerge	out	of	a
complex	history,	but	they	do	not	contain	sufficient,	or	sufficiently	clear,	traces
of	their	own	pre-history	to	make	tradition	history	a	viable	vehicle	for	biblical
theology.79	 What	 they	 do	 contain	 is	 a	 dialectic	 of	 ‘convergence’	 and
‘differentiation’	 (Mark	 Smith’s	 terms),	 or	 ‘recognition’	 and	 ‘rejection’
(Werner	Schmidt),	driven	by	the	core	apprehension	of	YHWH’s	uniqueness.	I
use	these	terms	not	to	describe	a	developmental	history,	as	Smith	and	Schmidt
do	to	some	extent,	but	to	characterize	what	is	happening	throughout	the	texts
in	many	different	ways.	There	is	no	evolution	visible	in	the	texts,	but	there	is
a	dynamic.

Finally	in	this	section,	I	must	comment	on	the	significance	of	the	parallels
in	ancient	Near	Eastern	religious	texts	to	much	of	the	kind	of	language	I	have
identified	as	‘monotheizing’	or	monotheistic	 in	the	Old	Testament.	Here,	for
example,	is	part	of	a	Sumerian	prayer	to	the	moon	god	Nanna-Suen	(Sin):

O	lord,	who	decides	destinies	in	heaven	and	on	earth,	whose	saying	no
one	can	alter,



who	holds	water	and	fire	in	his	hands,	who	guides	living	creatures	-	who
among	the	gods	is	as	you	are?

Who	is	exalted	in	heaven?	You	alone	are	exalted!

When	you	have	spoken	your	word	in	heaven,	the	Igigi	[gods	of	heaven]
pray	to	you,

when	you	have	 spoken	your	word	on	earth,	 the	Anunnaki	 [gods	of	 the
earth	or	underworld]	kiss	the	ground….

O	 lord,	 your	 rule	 has	 no	 counterpart	 in	 heaven	 nor	 your	 heroic	 power
among	your	divine	brothers	on	earth,

mighty	one,	exalted	king,	whose	‘divine	powers’	no	one	dares	 to	wrest
from	you,

none	of	the	gods	can	be	compared	with	your	deity.80

Such	 prayers,	 addressed	 to	 many	 different	 gods,	 are	 not	 uncommon	 in	 the
religious	 literature	of	Mesopotamia.	There	 seem	 to	be	various	 explanations,
which	Gnuse	reports	thus,

Mesopotamia	 produced	 several	 deities	 who	 received	 apparently
exclusive	 veneration,	 most	 notably	 Marduk	 and	 Sin	 in	 Babylon	 and
Ninurta	and	Ashur	in	Assyria.	However	…	the	existence	of	other	gods	is
not	 denied,	 thus	 suggesting	 that	 each	 deity,	 when	 worshipped
exclusively,	merely	absorbed	the	other	gods	temporarily	and	with	respect
for	their	continued	existence.	In	some	texts	the	elevation	of	one	god	was
connected	to	the	rhetoric	of	imperial	aspiration	of	a	conquering	empire,
in	others	the	deity	was	symbolically	representative	of	all	the	gods,	and	in
prayers	and	laments	the	petitioner	addressed	the	deity	with	exaggerated
language	of	exclusivity	in	order	to	motivate	the	god	to	act.”’

Quite	 similar	 material	 appears	 also	 in	 Egypt	 (quite	 apart	 from	 the	 atypical
episode	of	Akhnaton	s	cult	of	Aton),	where,	 for	example,	 it	was	possible	 to
praise	Amon-Re	as	 the	sole	creator	of	all	 things	 including	even	 the	gods.“Z
But	different	gods	were	variously	praised	as	creator	of	the	world,	on	different
occasions	 or	 by	 different	 worshippers	 each	 praising	 their	 own	 personally
favoured	 god.	 There	 was	 also	 an	 Egyptian	 tendency	 to	 merge	 deities.”’	 In
Greco-Roman	 religion,	 there	 was	 a	 rhetorical	 practice	 of	 praising	 a	 god	 as
uniquely	superior	to	all	others.84

It	 is	 quite	 true	 that	many	 such	 statements	 are,	 considered	 in	 themselves,
semantically	 indistinguishable	 from	 similar	 ones	 about	 YHWH	 in	 the	 Old



Testament.”	 The	 tendency	 to	 exalt	 one	 god	 to	 a	 sui	 generis	 position	 as
compared	 with	 the	 others	 really	 is	 a	 ‘monotheizing’	 move,	 whatever	 the
reasons	for	it,	as	is	the	tendency	to	absorb	features	of	various	gods	into	one.
However,	 these	 tendencies	 never,	 apparently,	 relate	 consistently	 and
permanently	to	only	one	god.	It	seems	not	to	have	been	thought	inconsistent
to	 apply	 the	 same	 kinds	 of	 language	 to	 more	 than	 one	 god	 on	 different
occasions	or	by	different	individuals.	Perhaps	this	also	happened	in	pre-exilic
Israel.	But	what	characterizes	the	Old	Testament	as	a	canonical	collection	of
literature	is	that	this	kind	of	language	is	invariably	reserved	for	YHWH	with
whom	all	other	gods	are	consistently	contrasted.	There	is	nothing	occasional
or	optional	about	its	application	to	YHWH.	Thus	the	Old	Testament	language
that	can	be	paralleled	elsewhere	nevertheless	needs,	within	the	Old	Testament,
to	 be	 understood	 in	 its	 context	 as	 part	 of	 the	 Old	 Testament’s	 overall
delineation	of	the	unique	identity	of	YHWH.

5.	The	Shema`	in	the	New	Testament

Some	scholars	have	proposed	connections	between	non-monotheistic	material
in	the	Old	Testament	and	Christology	in	the	New	Testament.	John	Sawyer,	for
example,	 thinks	 his	 view	 that	 the	 Old	 Testament	 is	 not	 predominately
monotheistic	 helps	 to	 explain	 how	 belief	 in	 the	 divinity	 of	 Christ	 and	 the
doctrine	of	the	Trinity	developed.”	Bernhard	Lang	argues	that	an	old	tradition
of	two	gods	in	Israel	persisted	in	early	Judaism	and	fed	into	New	Testament
Christology,87	 while	 Margaret	 Barker	 has	 pursued	 this	 approach	 in	 much
more	 detail,	 arguing	 that,	 in	 the	 older	 Israelite	 tradition	 that	 survived
alongside	monotheism,	El	and	YHWH	were	distinct	gods,	father	and	son,	and
that	the	early	Christians	identified	Jesus	with	YHWH.ss	In	my	view,	there	is
no	good	evidence	for	the	idea	that	non-monotheistic	forms	of	Israelite	religion
survived	 through	 the	 Second	 Temple	 period	 to	 be	 available	 to	 the	 early
Christians.	 The	 literature	 of	 early	 Judaism	 is	 uniformly	 monotheistic.	 But
there	 is,	 in	 any	 case,	 another	 reason	 not	 to	 make	 this	 kind	 of	 connection
between	non-monotheistic	Israelite	religion	and	the	New	Testament:	it	is	clear
that	 the	New	Testament	writers	 presuppose	 the	 kind	 of	 Jewish	monotheism
that	 I	 have	 described	 in	 the	 last	 section	 and	 that	 is	 found	 throughout	 early
Jewish	literature.	Their	christological	innovations	proceed	on	the	basis	of	this
presupposed	monotheism,	and	they	do	not	intend	to	depart	from	it.

In	 the	 present	 chapter,	 we	 shall	 confine	 ourselves	 to	 three	 important
instances	of	the	New	Testament’s	appropriation	of	the	Shema`,89	which,	as	a
considerable	amount	of	evidence	shows,	was	central	to	the	Jewish	faith	of	the
period,	 recited	 twice	 daily	 by	 observant	 Jews	 and	 echoed	 frequently	 in	 the
literature.	 The	 first	 example	 does	 not	 involve	 Christology,	 the	 second	 and
third	do.



5.1.	Romans	3:28-30

For	 we	 hold	 that	 a	 person	 is	 justified	 by	 faith	 apart	 from	 works
prescribed	by	the	law.	Or	is	God	the	God	of	Jews	only?	Is	he	not	the	God
of	Gentiles	 also?	Yes,	 of	 Gentiles	 also,	 since	God	 is	 one;	 and	 he	will
justify	 the	 circumcised	 on	 the	 ground	 of	 faith	 and	 the	 uncircumcised
through	that	same	faith	(NRSV).

In	this	passage,	with	its	obvious	allusion	to	the	Shema`	(‘God	is	one’),	Paul
draws	a	relatively	novel90	conclusion	from	the	understanding	of	the	Shema`
that	was	 normal	 in	 the	 late	 Second	Temple	 period.	 Indeed,	 the	 form	 of	 the
allusion	(heis	ho	theos)	is	itself	more	or	less	standard.	The	usual	form	is	heis
theos	 (esti)	 (Sib.	 Or.	 3:11;	 Sib.	 Or.	 frg.	 1:7,	 32;	 Josephus,	 A.J.	 4.201;	 Ps-
Sophocles;	Philo,	Opif.	171;	Spec.	1.30),	though	James	2:19	has	heis	estin	ho
theos.	It	follows	from	reading	the	Shema`	as	‘YHWH	our	God,	YHWH	is	one
91	which	is	probably	also	how	the	Septuagint	(kurios	ho	theos	hemon	kurios
heis	 estin)	 should	 be	 understood.	 The	words	were	 understood	 to	mean	 that
YHWH,	the	God	of	Israel	(‘our	God’)	is	the	one	and	only	God	of	all	reality,
the	 one	 Creator	 and	 Lord	 of	 all.	 In	 this	 way,	 they	 express	 exactly	 that
combination	 of	 particularity	 and	 universalism	 that	 is	 characteristic	 of	 early
Jewish	monotheism.

Paul	takes	up	precisely	that	combination.	He	does	not	deny	that	God	is,	in	a
distinctive	sense,	the	God	of	his	people	Israel,	but	insists	that,	since	he	is	the
one	and	only	God	there	is,	he	must	also	be	the	God	of	Gentiles.	In	itself	even
this	might	not	be	controversial.	But	he	interprets	it	 to	mean	that	Gentiles	do
not	have	to	become	Jews	in	order	to	be	‘justified’.	Mark	Nanos	puts	it	well:

Gentiles	are	forbidden	to	become	Jews	…	because	to	do	so	would	be	to
deny	 the	 universalistic	 oneness	 of	 God	 (he	 is	 the	 One	 God	 of	 all	 the
nations),	 which	 would	 implicitly	 deny	 his	 election	 of	 Israel	 and	 the
privilege	of	Torah,	because	if	he	is	not	the	One	God	of	all	outside	Israel
who	believe	 in	him	 then	he	 is	not	 the	One	God	of	 Israel;	he	 is	not	 the
One	God	at	all.	His	oneness	has	been	compromised	if	he	is	only	the	God
of	 Israel,	only	 the	God	of	 the	circumcised,	only	 the	God	of	Torah,	and
not	also	the	God	of	the	nations,	not	also	the	God	of	the	uncircumcised,
and	not	also	the	God	of	those	outside	the	Torah	92

Although	there	is	no	indication	that	Paul	had	it	in	mind,	there	is	a	kind	of
Old	Testament	precedent	for	insisting	that	YHWH	is	not	the	one	God	unless
he	is	the	God	of	the	nations	as	well	as	the	God	of	Israel.	In	the	only	echo	of
this	part	of	the	Shema`	within	the	Hebrew	Bible,	Zechariah	14:9	predicts	that
‘YHWH	will	become	king	over	all	the	earth;	on	that	day	YHWH	will	be	one
and	his	name	one.’	The	thought	is	evidently	that	YHWH	cannot	be	truly	one



until	he	is	in	fact	universally	acknowledged	as	the	one	true	God.	The	passage
goes	on	to	envisage	an	annual	pilgrimage	of	the	nations	to	worship	YHWH	by
celebrating	the	Feast	of	Tabernacles	in	Jerusalem.	The	festival	was	associated
with	God’s	gift	of	the	rains,	and	so	it	is	appropriate	that	the	punishment	of	any
nation	that	does	not	make	this	pilgrimage	to	Jerusalem	will	be	drought	(Zech.
14:16-19).	But	the	gift	of	the	rains	was	also	associated	with	the	Shema`	(Dent.
10:13-14	-	this	passage	was	probably	part	of	the	twice	daily	recitation	of	the
Shema`),	and	so	it	seems	that	Zechariah	14	envisages	a	universalizing	of	the
Shema`.	All	 peoples	will	 be	YHWH’s	 peoples,	 all	will	 love	YHWH	as	 the
Shema`	 requires,	 all	will	 therefore	worship	 him	at	Tabernacles,	 and	 all	will
receive	the	paradigmatic	divine	blessing	on	those	who	love	him.	Thus,	even
Paul’s	characteristically	radical	conclusion	from	the	Shema`	is	in	line	with	the
way	 the	 Shema`	 was	 understood	 even	 within	 the	 Old	 Testament.	 Israel’s
election,	 as	 God’s	 people,	 becomes	 paradigmatic	 (and	 so	 never	 simply
dissolved	in	an	undifferentiated	universalism)	rather	than	exclusive.
5.2.	First	Corinthians	8:1-6

Now	concerning	food	sacrificed	to	idols:	we	know	that	‘all	of	us	possess
knowledge.’	 Knowledge	 puffs	 up,	 but	 love	 builds	 up.	 Anyone	 who
claims	 to	know	something	does	not	yet	have	 the	necessary	knowledge;
but	anyone	who	loves	God	is	known	by	him.

Hence,	as	 to	 the	eating	of	 food	offered	 to	 idols,	we	know	that	 ‘no	 idol
has	 real	 existence	 in	 the	 world,’	 and	 that	 ‘there	 is	 no	 God	 but	 one.’
Indeed,	even	though	there	may	be	so-called	gods	in	heaven	or	on	earth	-
as	in	fact	there	are	many	gods	and	many	lords	-	yet

for	 us	 there	 is	 one	God,	 the	 Father,	 from	whom	 are	 all	 things	 and	 for
whom	we	exist,	and	one	Lord,	Jesus	Christ,	through	whom	are	all	things
and	through	whom	we	exist

(NRSV	altered).

It	is	widely	recognized	that,	in	verse	6,	Paul	offers	a	Christian	formulation	of
the	Shema`.	But	we	should	first	notice	how,	throughout	his	discussion	of	the
issue	 of	 food	 offered	 to	 idols,	 Paul	 draws	 on	 the	 tradition	 of	 Jewish
monotheistic	rhetoric	and	especially	on	Deuteronomy.	The	issue,	of	course,	is
a	 very	 traditional	 issue	 of	 Jewish	 monolatry	 in	 a	 pagan	 religious	 context.
Thus,	the	two	statements	that	Paul	takes	up	in	verse	4	in	order	to	explain	them
in	the	following	verses	are	typically	Jewish	monotheistic	formulae:	‘we	know
that	“no	 idol	has	real	existence	 in	 the	world,”	and	 that	“there	 is	no	God	but
one”’	 (oidamen	 hoti	 ouden	 eidolon	 en	 kosmo	 kai	 hoti	 oudeis	 theos	 ei	 me
heis).	No	doubt,	 these	 statements	 come	 from	 the	Corinthians’	 letter,	 but	 the



Corinthians	may	 have	 been	 citing	 back	 to	Paul	what	 he	 himself	 had	 taught
them	and,	in	any	case,	the	assertions	are	typically	Jewish	monotheistic	ones.
The	designation	of	other	gods	as	‘idols’	can,	of	course,	only	be	Jewish.	The
two	statements	together	are	reminiscent	of	the	common	Jewish	monotheistic
formula	which	claims	 that	 there	 is	no	other	God	besides	YHWH,	especially
those	versions	of	this	formula	which	give	it	an	explicitly	cosmic	context,	like
the	en	kosmo	(‘in	 the	world’)93	of	1	Corinthians	8:4,	which	Paul	echoes	 in
the	 Bite	 en	 ourano	 Bite	 epi	 ges	 (‘in	 heaven	 or	 on	 earth’)	 of	 the	 following
verse,	and	especially	also	those	versions	of	the	formula	which	link	it	with	an
allusion	to	the	Shema”s	assertion	of	the	uniqueness	of	God.	For	example:

YHWH	 is	 God;	 there	 is	 no	 other	 besides	 him….	 YHWH	 is	 God	 in
heaven	 above	 and	 on	 the	 earth	 beneath;	 there	 is	 no	 other	 (Dent.	 4:35,
39).

For	 there	 is	 no	 other	 besides	 the	 Lord,	 neither	 in	 heaven,	 nor	 on	 the
earth,	nor	in	the	deepest	places,	nor	in	the	one	foundation	(2	En.	47:3J).

He	is	one,	and	besides	him	there	is	no	other	(Mark	12:32).

The	 first	of	 the	 two	statements	 is	probably	best	 translated:	 ‘no	 idol	has	 real
existence	in	the	world’.	The	alternative	translation,	‘an	idol	is	a	nothing	in	the
world,	is	tempting,	because	it	could	echo	the	biblical	use	of	hebel	(‘a	vapour,
a	mere	puff	of	air,	i.e.	nothing	of	any	consequence)	for	the	pagan	gods,	as	in
Deuteronomy	32:21	and	elsewhere.94	But	the	linguistic	parallel	between	the
two	statements	favours	the	former	translation,	which	also	makes	better	sense
of	‘in	the	world’.	This	last	phrase	also	makes	it	obvious	that	‘idol’	here	does
not	mean	the	physical	object	as	such	(which,	of	course,	undeniably	exists)	but
the	pagan	god	supposedly	pictured	by	it,	which,	 in	Jewish	usage,	could	also
be	called	eidolon.	When	Paul	returns	to	the	topic	in	chapter	10,	now	in	order
to	urge	the	Corinthians	to	‘flee	from	the	worship	of	idols’	(10:14),	he	is	aware
that	his	argument	might	seem	to	contradict	his	agreement	with	the	Corinthians
that	‘no	idol	has	real	existence	in	the	world’:

What	do	I	imply	then?	That	food	sacrificed	to	idols	is	anything,	or	that
an	 idol	 is	 anything	 (eidolon	 ti	 estin)?	 No,	 I	 imply	 that	 what	 pagans
sacrifice,	they	sacrifice	to	demons	and	not	to	a	god.	I	do	not	want	you	to
be	partners	with	demons	(10:19-20:	NRSV	altered).

Paul’s	point	may	be	that	what	the	idol-worshippers	think	the	idol	represents,	a
god,	 does	 not	 exist	 but,	 as	 Jewish	 tradition	 believed	 on	 the	 basis	 of
Deuteronomy	 32:21	 and	 Psalm	 106:37,	 evil	 spirits	 exploit	 their	 fantasy,	 so
that,	though	they	do	not	know	it,	they	are	actually	worshipping	‘demons’	95
(The	 alternative	view	 is	 that,	 both	 in	8:4	 and	10:19,	Paul	means	 that	 pagan



gods	do	not	exist	as	gods,	i.e.	there	is	nothing	godlike	about	them,	but	they	do
exist	as	minor	supernatural	forces	-	daimonia.)

In	any	case,	what	matters	most	here	is	Paul’s	resort	to	the	Song	of	Moses,	a
classic	resource	for	the	Jewish	insistence	on	the	exclusive	worship	of	YHWH.
He	cites	Deuteronomy	32:17,	 ‘They	sacrificed	 to	demons	and	not	 to	a	god’
(LXX:	daimoniois	kai	on	theo).	The	Hebrew	of	this	verse	probably	means’to
demons,	 to	 what	 is	 not	 divine’	 (lo”eloah)	 96	 As	 a	 translation	 of	 this,	 the
Septuagint	Greek	 should	mean’to	 demons	 and	 not	 to	 a	 god’	 or	 ‘to	 demons,
that	is	no-god,	though	a	reader	who	did	not	know	the	Hebrew	Vorlage	could
read	it	as	‘to	demons	and	not	to	God’.	This	meaning	is	possible	in	Paul’s	use
of	 the	allusion,	but	 ‘to	demons	and	not	 to	a	god’	 is	more	appropriate	 to	 the
Pauline	context	97	The	same	words	Paul	cites	 from	Deuteronomy	32:17	are
also	echoed	in	Baruch	4:7	(daimoniois	kai	on	 theo);	Jubilees	11:17;1	Enoch
19:1;	 and	 Sibylline	 Oracles	 fragment	 1:22.911	 They	 are	 a	 Jewish
monotheistic	 commonplace.	 But	 Paul	 is	 well	 aware	 of	 their	 context	 in	 the
Song	 of	Moses,	 understood	 as	 recounting	 the	 history	 of	 Israel’s	 idolatrous
behaviour	to	which	Paul	had	appealed	in	the	earlier	part	of	chapter	10.

He	goes	on	 to	allude	 to	 the	 same	passage	of	 the	Song	of	Moses	again	 in
10:22:	‘Or	are	we	provoking	the	Lord	to	jealousy?	Are	we	stronger	than	he?’
The	first	question	alludes	to	Deuteronomy	32:21,	‘They	have	provoked	me	to
jealousy	 with	 what	 is	 not	 a	 god’	 (LXX:	 ep’	 ou	 then)	 99	 This	 is	 the	 only
occasion	 on	 which	 Paul	 speaks	 of	 the	 divine	 jealousy	 (unless	 2	 Cor.	 11:2
counts).	 His	 choice	 of	 the	 allusion	 shows	 that	 he	 takes	 very	 seriously	 the
Jewish	understanding	of	monolatry	as	required	by	God’s	jealous	desire	for	the
sole	devotion	of	his	 covenant	people	 (Exod.	20:5;	Dent.	4:23-34;	5:9;	6:15;
32:16,	 19,	 21).	 In	 this	 sense,	 God’s	 jealousy	 is	 closely	 connected	 with	 the
Shema`.	 This	 makes	 it	 the	 more	 noteworthy	 that	 Paul	 here	 attributes	 the
divine	 jealousy	 of	 Deuteronomy	 to	 Jesus	 Christ.	 In	 Deuteronomy	 22:21,
YHWH	 speaks	 in	 the	 first	 person,	 but	 in	 turning	 the	 passage	 into	 a	 third
person	 statement	 Paul	 could	 supply	 ‘the	 Lord’	 (kurios)	 from	 verse	 19.	 But
since	‘the	cup	of	the	Lord’	and	‘the	table	of	the	Lord’	in	the	preceding	verse
must	 refer	 to	Christ,	 this	must	 be	 one	 of	 those	 quite	 frequent	 occasions	 on
which	Paul	interprets	the	kurios	of	an	Old	Testament	YHWH	text	as	Jesus.””’
The	 implication	 for	 Jewish	monotheism	 and	Christology	 is	 remarkable:	 the
exclusive	devotion	that	YHWH’s	jealously	requires	of	his	people	is	required
of	Christians	by	 Jesus	Christ.	Effectively	he	 assumes	 the	unique	 identity	of
YHWH.

This	 is	 coherent	 with	 the	 suggestion	 that	 Paul	 already	 has	 the	 Song	 of
Moses	in	mind	in	10:4	(‘the	rock	was	Christ’),	alluding	to	the	description	of
YHWH	as	Israel’s	Rock	that	is	characteristic	of	the	Song	(Dent.	32:4,	15,	18,



31;	note	the	close	association	with	the	theme	of	Israel’s	idolatry	in	v.	18).101
But	more	 certainly	 and	more	 importantly,	Paul	 has	 already	prepared	 for	 his
christological	 appropriation	 of	 the	 themes	 of	 monolatry	 and	 jealousy	 by
means	of	his	reformulation	of	the	Shema`	in	8:6.

Paul	has	 the	Shema`	 in	mind	 from	 the	beginning	of	 chapter	8,	 for	 ‘loves
God’	in	verse	3	is	already	an	allusion	to	it.102	He	is	well	aware	that	the	faith
of	the	Shema`	is	not	just	a	matter	of	objective	knowledge	that	God	is	unique,
but	of	wholehearted	devotion	to	the	one	God.	Thus,	in	verse	5,	he	is	already
shifting	the	emphasis	from	the	mere	existence	or	otherwise	of	gods	(which	v.
4	stressed)	to	the	question	of	allegiance,	devotion	and	worship.	The	sense	in
which	 there	 are	 ‘many	 gods	 and	 many	 lords’	 (v.	 5)	 is	 that	 pagans	 give
allegiance	and	worship	to	them,	whereas	‘for	us’	(v.	6)	there	is	one	God	and
one	Lord.	While	the	phrase	‘many	gods	and	many	lords’	is	accurate	-	the	term
kurios	was	used	in	many	Greek	cults	-	it	also	makes	a	neat	contrast	with	the
one	 God	 and	 one	 Lord	 of	 Paul’s	 remarkable	 rewriting	 of	 the	 Shema`.	 The
carefully	structured	formulation	reads:

all’	hemin	heis	 theos	ho	pater	ex	hou	to	panta	kai	hemeis	cis	auton	kai
heis	kurios	Iesous	Christos	di’	hou	to	panta	kai	hemeis	di’	autou.

but	for	us	[there	is]	one	God,	the	Father,	from	whom	[are]	all	things	and
we	 for	him,	and	one	Lord,	 Jesus	Christ,	 through	whom	[are]	all	 things
and	we	through	him.

In	stating	that	 there	 is	one	God	and	one	Lord,	Paul	 is	unmistakably	echoing
the	 monotheistic	 statement	 of	 the	 Shema`	 (‘YHWH	 our	 God,	 YHWH,	 is
one’),	whose	Greek	version	in	the	Septuagint	reads:	‘The	Lord	our	God,	the
Lord,	 is	one’	(kurios	ho	theos	hemon	kurios	heis	estin).	Paul	has	 taken	over
all	of	the	words	of	this	Greek	version	of	the	Shema,103	but	rearranged	them
in	such	a	way	as	to	produce	an	affirmation	of	both	one	God,	the	Father,	and
one	Lord,	Jesus	Christ.

If	Paul	were	understood	as	adding	 the	one	Lord	 to	 the	one	God	of	whom
the	 Shema`	 speaks,	 then,	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 Jewish	 monotheism,	 he
would	 certainly	 be	 producing,	 not	 christological	 monotheism,	 but	 outright
ditheism.	Over	 against	 the	many	 gods	 and	many	 lords	 (v.	 5)	whom	 pagans
worshipped,	 the	 Shema`	 demands	 exclusive	 allegiance	 to	 the	 unique	 God
alone.	Even	if	‘Lord’	in	verse	6	means	no	more	than	‘lords’	in	verse	5	-	and	it
must	certainly	mean	at	least	this	-	there	can	be	no	doubt	that	the	addition	of	a
unique	 Lord	 to	 the	 unique	 God	 of	 the	 Shema`	 would	 flatly	 contradict	 the
uniqueness	of	the	latter.	Paul	would	be	not	reasserting	Jewish	monotheism	in
a	 Christian	 way	 nor	 modifying	 or	 expanding	 the	 Shema`,	 but	 repudiating
Judaism	 and	 radically	 subverting	 the	 Shema`.	 The	 only	 possible	 way	 to



understand	 Paul	 as	 maintaining	 monotheism	 is	 to	 understand	 him	 to	 be
including	Jesus	in	the	unique	identity	of	the	one	God	affirmed	in	the	Shema`.
But	this	is,	in	any	case,	clear	from	the	fact	that	the	term	‘Lord,	applied	here	to
Jesus	as	the	‘one	Lord,	is	taken	from	the	Shema`	itself.	Paul	is	not	adding	to
the	 one	 God	 of	 the	 Shema`	 a	 ‘Lord’	 the	 Shema`	 does	 not	 mention.	 He	 is
identifying	 Jesus	 as	 the	 ‘Lord’	whom	 the	Shema`	 affirms	 to	 be	 one.	 In	 this
unprecedented	 reformulation	 of	 the	 Shema`,	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 the	 one
God	consists	of	the	one	God,	the	Father,	and	the	one	Lord,	his	Messiah	(who
is	implicitly	regarded	as	the	Son	of	the	Father).

Paul	 rewrites	 the	 Shema`	 to	 include	 both	 God	 and	 Jesus	 in	 the	 unique
divine	identity.	But	the	point	might	not	have	been	sufficiently	clear	had	he	not
combined	 with	 the	 Shema`	 itself	 another	 way	 of	 characterizing	 the	 unique
identity	 of	 YHWH.	 Of	 the	 Jewish	 ways	 of	 characterizing	 the	 divine
uniqueness,	 the	 most	 unequivocal	 was	 by	 reference	 to	 creation.	 In	 the
uniquely	 divine	 role	 of	 creating	 all	 things,	 it	 was,	 for	 Jewish	monotheism,
unthinkable	that	any	being	other	than	God	could	even	assist	God	(Isa.	44:24;
4	Ezra	3:4;	Josephus,	C.	Ap.	2.192).	But,	to	Paul’s	unparalleled	inclusion	of
Jesus	in	the	Shema,	he	adds	the	equally	unparalleled	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	the
creative	activity	of	God.	No	more	unequivocal	way	of	including	Jesus	in	the
unique	 divine	 identity	 is	 conceivable,	 within	 the	 framework	 of	 Second
Temple	Jewish	monotheism.

As	well	 as	 dividing	 the	wording	 of	 the	 Shema`	 between	God	 and	 Jesus,
Paul	 also	 divides	 a	 description	 of	God	 as	 the	Creator	 of	 all	 things	 between
God	 and	 Jesus.	 The	 description	 in	 its	 undivided,	 unmodified	 form	 is	 used
elsewhere	by	Paul	-	in	Romans	11:36a:	‘from	him	and	through	him	and	to	him
[are]	 all	 things’	 (ex	 autou	 kai	 di’	 autou	 kai	 eis	 auton	 to	 panta),	 where	 the
context	is	one	of	Jewish	monotheistic	praise	of	the	uniqueness	of	God.

It	 is	 true	 that	 there	 are	 some	 non-Jewish	 Hellenistic	 parallels	 to	 the
formulation	 which	 relates	 ‘all	 things’	 (ta	 panta)	 to	 God	 by	 a	 variety	 of
prepositions.	The	best	 examples	are	 in	Pseudo-Aristotle,	Mund.	6	 (ek	 theou
panta	kai	dia	theou	sunesteke);	Marcus	Aurelius,	Medit.	4.3	(ek	sou	panta,	en
soi	panto	eis	se	panta);	and	Asclepius	34	(omnia	enim	ab	eo	et	in	ipso	et	per
ipsum).	The	point	of	such	formulae	is	that	they	describe	God	as	the	cause	of
all	things,	indicating	the	various	types	of	causation	(as	standardly	recognized
in	ancient	philosophy)	which	are	appropriate	to	God’s	relation	to	the	world	by
means	 of	 the	 various	 prepositions:	 i.e.	 efficient	 causation	 (ek),	 instrumental
causation	 (dia	or	en)	and	 final	causation	 (eis).104	But	 such	 formulae	would
clearly	be	very	congenial	to	Jewish	usage,	since	Jews	were,	in	any	case,	much
in	 the	habit	of	describing	God	as	 the	Creator	of	 ‘all	 things’	 (e.g.	 Isa.	44:24;
Jer.	10:16;	51:19;	Sir.	43:33;	Wis.	9:6;	2	Macc.	1:24;	3	Macc.	2:3;	1	En.	9:5;



84:3;	2	En.	66:4;	Jub.	12:19;	Apoc.	Ab.	7:10;	Jos.	Asen.	12:1;	Sib.	Or.	3:20).
Josephus	(B.J.	5.218),	without	the	use	of	the	prepositions,	says	much	the	same
as	the	non-Jewish	Hellenistic	formulations:	‘all	 things	are	from	God	and	for
God’	 (tou	 theou	 panta	 kai	 to	 then).	 Philo	 explicitly	 takes	 up	 the	 standard
philosophical	 set	 of	 types	 of	 causation	 and	 applies	 to	God’s	 relation	 to	 the
world	 the	 three	which	can	be	 so	applied:	God	himself	 is	 the	efficient	 cause
(‘by	whom	[huph’	hou]	it	was	made’),	his	Word	is	the	instrumental	cause	(‘by
means	of	which	 [di’	hou]	 it	was	made’)	and	 the	 final	cause	 (‘on	account	of
which	[di’	ho]’)	is’the	display	of	the	goodness	of	the	Creator’	(Cher.	127).	In
Hebrews	2:10,	God	is	the	final	and	instrumental	cause	of	his	creation:	the	one
‘on	account	of	whom	(di’	hou)	are	all	things	and	through	whom	(di’	hou)	are
all	things’.

We	 can,	 therefore,	 be	 confident	 that	 Paul’s	 formulation	 -‘from	 him	 and
through	him	and	to	him	[are]	all	things’	(Rom.	11:36)	-	is	neither	original	to
Paul	nor	borrowed	directly	from	non-Jewish	sources,	but	was	known	to	him
as	 a	 Jewish	 description	 precisely	 of	 God’s	 unique	 relationship	 to	 all	 other
reality.	When	he	uses	it	in	Romans	11:36,	there	is	no	christological	reference,
but	when	he	incorporates	it	into	his	Christianized	version	of	the	Shema`	in	1
Corinthians	8:6,	he	divides	it	between	God	and	Christ,	just	as	he	divides	the
wording	 of	 the	 Shema`	 between	 God	 and	 Christ.	 The	 relationship	 to	 God
expressed	 by	 the	 first	 and	 the	 last	 of	 the	 three	 prepositions	 (ek	 and	 eis)	 is
attributed	to	the	one	God,	the	Father	(‘from	whom	[are]	all	things	and	we	for
him),	while	the	relationship	expressed	by	the	second	of	the	three	prepositions
(dia)	 is	 attributed	 to	 the	 one	 Lord,	 Jesus	 Christ	 (‘through	 whom	 [are]	 all
things	 and	 we	 through	 him’).	 The	 fact	 that,	 in	 Romans	 11:36,	 all	 three
prepositions	apply	to	God	whereas,	in	1	Corinthians	8:6,	one	of	them	applies
to	 Christ,	 does	 not	 mean	 that	 they	 no	 longer	 all	 describe	 the	 Creator’s
relationship	to	the	whole	of	creation.	On	the	contrary,	it	means	precisely	that
Christ	is	included	in	this	relationship	as	the	instrumental	cause	of	creation.

The	 variation	 between	 ‘all	 things’	 and	 ‘we’	 in	 1	 Corinthians	 8:6	 results
from	Paul’s	desire	to	situate	himself	and	his	readers	within	the	,all	things’	who
are	thus	related	to	their	Creator.	In	this	way,	Paul	is	continuing	the	emphasis
of	the	hemin	(‘for	us’)	with	which	he	began	his	adaptation	of	the	Shema`,	and
reflecting	the	Shema”s	own	reference	to	‘the	Lord	our	God’.	He	wishes	it	to
be	 clear	 that	 the	 God	 whose	 unique	 identity	 is	 characterized	 by	 being	 the
Creator	 of	 all	 things	has	 that	 identity	 not	 only	 for	 all	 things	 in	 general,	 but
specifically	 for	us,	who	 therefore	owe	exclusive	allegiance	 to	 this	God.	The
fact	 that	 Paul	 associates	 ‘all	 things’	 with	 one	 preposition	 (‘from	 whom	 all
things’),	‘we’	with	another	(‘we	for	him’),	and	both	‘all	things’	and	‘we’	with
the	 last	 preposition	 (‘through	 whom	 all	 things	 and	 we	 through	 him’),	 is	 a
rhetorical	 variation	 adapted	 to	 the	 needs	 of	 verbal	 symmetry.	Paul	 does	 not



mean	 that	 ‘we’	 are	not	 also	 ‘from	God’	or	 that	 ‘all	 things’	 are	not	 also	 ‘for
God’.	The	whole	is	a	condensed	form	of	what	would	otherwise	have	been	the
more	cumbersome	and	less	symmetrical	formulation:

one	God,	 the	Father,	 from	whom	[are]	all	 things	and	we	 from	him,	 for
whom	 [are]	 all	 things	 and	 we	 for	 him,	 and	 one	 Lord,	 Jesus	 Christ,
through	whom	[are]	all	things	and	we	through	him.

By	formulating	his	version	of	the	Shema`	in	terms	both	of	God’s	relationship
to	‘all	things’	and	of	his	relationship	to	‘us,	Paul	reflects	the	two	aspects	of	the
divine	identity	according	to	the	Shema`,	as	Jews	of	this	period	understood	it:
the	one	God	is	both	the	God	of	his	covenant	people	and	the	universal	God.

In	conclusion,	 therefore,	we	can	say	 that	Paul	 is	carefully	and	profoundly
faithful	 to	 Jewish	 monotheism’s	 understanding	 of	 the	 Shema`	 in	 both	 its
affirmation	that	YHWH,	the	God	of	Israel,	is	the	one	and	only	God,	and	in	its
requirement	 that	 this	 one	God’s	 people	 be	 exclusively	 devoted	 to	 him.	The
only	(!)	novel	element	in	Paul’s	reformulation	is	the	inclusion	of	Jesus	Christ
within	the	unique	divine	identity	so	understood.
5.3.	John	10:30

I	and	the	Father	are	one.

It	is	surprising	that	this	does	not	seem	to	have	been	previously	recognized	as
an	allusion	to	the	Shema`,	but	we	have	already	noticed	(in	the	discussion	of
Rom.	3:28-30)	that	 the	formula	‘God	is	one’	was	a	common	abbreviation	of
the	Shema`.	It	is	true	that,	in	all	Greek	echoes	of	the	Shema`,	the	word	for	one
is	masculine	 (heis),	as	we	should	expect,	whereas	 in	John	10:30	 it	 is	neuter
(hen).	But	this	is	a	necessary	adaptation	of	language.	Jesus	is	not	saying	that
he	and	the	Father	are	a	single	person,	but	that	together	they	are	one	God.	The
statement	 should	 perhaps	 be	 understood	 as	 Jesus’	 understanding	 of	 the
Shema`,	 corresponding	 to	 the	 allusion	 to	 the	Shema`	by	 ‘the	 Jews’	 in	 8:41:
‘we	have	one	Father,	God’	(cf.	Mal.	2:10).

Jesus’	 assertion	 of	 oneness	 with	 the	 Father	 occurs	 twice	 more	 in	 the
Gospel,	 both	 in	 the	 prayer	 of	 chapter	 17,	 where	 Jesus	 prays	 that	 his
disciples’may	be	one,	as	we	are	one’	(17:11:	sin	hen	kathos	hemeis;	17:22:	sin
hen	kathos	hemeis	hen).	This	analogy	between	 the	oneness	of	Jesus	and	his
Father,	 on	 the	one	hand,	 and	 the	oneness	 of	 the	disciples,	 on	 the	other,	 has
been	 used	 to	 argue	 that	 the	 former	 indicates	 no	 more	 than	 closeness	 of
association	 or	 concurrence	 of	 will.	 But	 again	 the	 background	 in	 Jewish
monotheistic	 reflection	 will	 clarify	 the	 issue	 considerably.	 Jewish	 writers
sometimes	say	that	to	the	one	God	there	corresponds	‘one’	of	something	else
in	what	belongs	especially	to	him	in	the	world:	one	holy	city,	one	temple,	one
altar,	 one	 law,	 and	 especially	 one	 chosen	 people	 (2	Bar.	 48:23-4;	 Josephus,



A.J.	4.201;	5.111;	C.	Ap.	2.193;	Philo,	Spec.	1.52,	67;	cf.	also	2	Bar.	85:14).
Such	formulations	presumably	lie	behind	the	creedal	list	of	seven	‘ones’	(also
related	 to	 the	Shema`)	 in	Ephesians	4:4-5:	 ‘one	body	and	one	Spirit	…	one
hope	of	your	calling,	one	Lord,	one	faith,	one	baptism,	one	God	and	Father	of
all’	(cf.	1	Cor.	12:13).

For	 the	particular	case	of	one	people	corresponding	to	 the	one	God,	 there
may	be	an	Old	Testament	source.	In	the	Old	Testament,	this	correspondence	is
found	only	in	2	Samuel	7:22-23,105	but	the	context	in	David’s	prayer	makes
this	 an	 important	 passage,	 which	 would	 have	 been	 well	 known	 and	 could
easily	have	been	connected	with	Ezekiel	37:15-28,	where	the	repeated	use	of
‘one’	 does	 not	 apply	 to	 God	 but	 does	 to	 Israel,	 who	 are	 to	 be’one	 nation’
under’one	king’	(37:22)	or’one	shepherd’	(37:24).	In	Ezekiel	34:23,	the	‘one
shepherd’	is	‘my	servant	David’.	This	last	passage	evidently	influenced	John
10:16	 (‘one	 flock,	 one	 shepherd’),	 showing	 that	 John’s	 interest	 in	 oneness
language	has	Old	Testament	roots.

The	Jewish	topos	that	correlates	one	God	with	one	people,	of	course,	in	no
way	implies	that	God	is	a	unity	in	the	same	sense	as	his	people	are.	Josephus
and	Philo	understand	the	correspondence	in	the	sense	that	service	and	worship
of	the	one	God	unites	the	people	of	God	into	one	(Josephus,	A.J.	5.111;	Philo,
Spec.	 1.52;	 4.159;	 Virt.	 7.35).	 The	 divine	 singularity	 draws	 the	 singular
people	of	God	together	into	a	relational	unity.	It	is	this	kind	of	unity	that	the
Johannine	Jesus	desires	for	his	people.	He	prays	that	his	disciples	be	a	single
community	corresponding	to	the	uniqueness	of	the	one	God	in	which	he	and
his	Father	are	united	(17:11,	22).

The	 Johannine	 Jesus’	 claim	 to	 oneness	 with	 the	 Father	 amounts	 to
including	 himself	 with	 his	 Father	 in	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 the	 one	God	 as
understood	 in	 Jewish	 monotheism.	Within	 this	 divine	 identity,	 there	 is	 the
uniquely	 intimate	 relationship	 of	 the	 Father	 and	 the	 Son.	 The	 oneness
statements	 are	 clearly	 related	 to	 the	 statements	 of	 reciprocity:	 ‘I	 am	 in	 the
Father	and	the	Father	is	in	me’	(10:38;	14:10,	11;	cf.	also	14:20;	17:21,	23).
The	first	of	these,	in	10:38,	is	the	climax	of	Jesus’	defence	of	his	earlier	claim
that	‘I	and	the	Father	are	one’	(10:30).	Both	are	taken	to	be	blasphemous,	and
clearly	 they	are,	 in	 some	sense,	equivalent	claims.	Evidently,	 this	 reciprocal
indwelling	 -	 the	 closest	 conceivable	 intimacy	 of	 relationship	 -	 is	 the	 inner
reality	 of	 the	 oneness	 of	 Father	 and	 Son.	 Their	 unity	 does	 not	 erase	 their
difference,	 but	 differentiates	 them	 in	 an	 inseparable	 relationship.10’	 We
should	 also	 notice	 that	 the	 terms	 ‘Father’	 and	 ‘Son’	 entail	 each	 other.	 The
Father	is	called	Father	only	because	Jesus	is	his	Son,	and	Jesus	is	called	Son
only	 because	 he	 is	 the	 Son	 of	 his	 divine	 Father.	 Each	 is	 essential	 to	 the
identity	of	the	other.	So	to	say	that	Jesus	and	the	Father	are	one	is	to	say	that



the	 unique	 divine	 identity	 comprises	 the	 relationship	 in	which	 the	Father	 is
who	he	is	only	in	relation	to	the	Son	and	vice	versa.	It	 is	in	the	portrayal	of
this	 intra-divine	 relationship	 that	 John’s	 Christology	 steps	 outside	 the
categories	of	Jewish	monotheistic	definition	of	the	unique	identity	of	the	one
God.	 It	 does	not	 at	 all	 deny	or	 contradict	 any	of	 these	 (especially	 since	 the
Shema`	 asserts	 the	 uniqueness	 of	 God,	 not	 his	 lack	 of	 internal	 self-
differentiation)	 but,	 from	 Jesus’	 relationship	 of	 sonship	 to	God,	 it	 redefines
the	divine	identity	as	one	in	which	Father	and	Son	are	inseparably	united	in
differentiation	from	each	other.

There	 is	 much	 else	 in	 New	 Testament	 Christology	 to	 show	 that	 early
Christians	 presupposed	 the	 Jewish	 monotheism	 of	 the	 late	 Second	 Temple
period	and	its	monotheistic	reading	of	the	Hebrew	Bible.	But	these	three	case
studies	 of	 New	 Testament	 interpretation	 of	 the	 Shema`	 are	 examples	 that
make	 the	 point	with	 reference	 to	 early	 Judaism	 s	 central	 affirmation	 of	 the
uniqueness	 of	 YHWH.	 The	 christological	 innovations	 -	 remarkable	 as	 they
are	-	cannot	be	properly	understood	unless	they	are	seen	to	work	with	-	not	at
all	to	abandon	-	precisely	the	contours	of	early	Jewish	monotheism.	With	the
inclusion	of	Jesus	in	the	unique	identity	of	YHWH,	the	faith	of	the	Shema`	is
affirmed	and	maintained,	but	everything	the	Shema`	requires	of	God’s	people
is	now	focused	on	Jesus.	Exclusive	devotion	is	now	given	to	Jesus,	but	Jesus
does	 not	 thereby	 replace	 or	 compete	with	God	 the	 Father,	 since	 he	 himself
belongs	to	the	unique	divine	identity.	Devotion	to	him	is	also	devotion	to	his
Father.

	



3
The	‘Most	High’	God	and	the	Nature	of

Early	Jewish	Monotheism’
1.	Introduction

The	nature	of	Jewish	monotheism	in	the	late	Second	Temple	period	has	been
much	 discussed	 and	 debated	 in	 recent	 decades?	 Such	 discussion	 can	 now
make	 significant	 progress	mainly,	 in	my	 view,	 through	 careful	 study	 of	 the
ways	Jewish	writers	of	the	period	talk	about	God.	There	is	a	huge	amount	of
evidence,	but	little	study	of	it.	It	would	be	extremely	useful,	for	example,	to
have	complete	 listings	of	 the	use	of	various	divine	names	and	 titles	 in	early
Jewish	 literature,	 because	 only	 then	 can	 we	 observe	 which	 were	 popular,
which	were	not,	 in	which	types	or	categories	of	 literature.	Then	we	shall	be
able	to	write	the	kind	of	close	studies	of	such	terms	in	early	Jewish	literature
that	TWOT/TDOT	provides	 for	 the	Hebrew	Bible.	The	present	 chapter	 is	 a
step	 in	 that	 direction.	 The	 table	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 chapter	 lists	 all	 the
occurrences,	so	far	as	I	have	tracked	them,	of	the	title’the	Most	High’	in	early
Jewish	 literature.	 The	 chapter	 attempts	 to	 account	 for	 this	 title’s	 relatively
high	 frequency,	 asks	 about	 its	 significance	 and	 seeks	 thereby	 to	 shed	 some
light	on	the	nature	of	early	Jewish	monotheism.

In	 order	 to	 situate	 the	 discussion,	 it	 will	 be	 helpful	 to	 begin	 with	 some
comments	on	the	distinction	between	‘exclusive’	and	‘inclusive’	monotheism.
The	 terms	 are	 used	 by	William	 Horbury	 in	 a	 recent	 study	 of	 ‘Jewish	 and
Christian	Monotheism	in	 the	Herodian	Age’.3	He	states	 the	argument	of	his
paper	thus:

It	 is	 argued	 overall	 that	 the	 interpretation	 of	 Judaism	 as	 a	 rigorous
monotheism,	 ‘exclusive’	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 the	 existence	 of	 other	 divine
beings	is	denied,	does	less	than	justice	to	the	importance	of	mystical	and
messianic	tendencies	in	the	Herodian	age	-	for	these	were	often	bound	up
with	 an	 ‘inclusive’	 monotheism,	 whereby	 the	 supreme	 deity	 was
envisaged	above	but	in	association	with	other	spirits	and	powers	4

The	problem	here	is	the	meaning	of	‘other	divine	beings,	a	term	that	Horbury
apparently	 equates	 with	 ‘other	 spirits	 and	 powers’.	 If	 it	 supposed	 that
‘rigorous’	 or	 ‘exclusive’	 monotheism	 must	 deny	 the	 existence	 of	 any
supernatural	 or	 heavenly	 beings	 besides	 God,	 then	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 such
monotheism	never	existed	until	the	modern	period.	Traditional	monotheism	in
the	Jewish,	Christian	and	Islamic	traditions	has	always	accepted	the	existence



of	vast	numbers	of	supernatural	beings:	angels	who	serve	and	worship	God,
demons	who	oppose	God	within	an	overall	sovereignty	of	God	over	all.	But
such	beings	have	been	considered	creatures,	created	by	and	subject	to	God,	no
more	a	qualification	of	monotheism	than	the	existence	of	earthly	creatures	is.
With	this	view	of	their	nature,	we	can	properly	and,	in	my	view,	still	usefully
speak	of	‘rigorous’	or	‘exclusive’	monotheism.

Misunderstanding	 of	 this	 point	 has	 recurrently	 muddied	 the	 waters	 of
recent	discussion	of	early	Jewish	monotheism.5	The	key	question	is	how	the
uniqueness	of	the	one	God	is	understood.	In	‘inclusive’	monotheism,	the	one
God	is	the	highest	member	of	a	class	of	beings	to	which	he6	belongs.	He	 is
unique	only	 in	 the	sense	of	superlative:	he	 is	 the	most	powerful	of	 the	gods
(and	 can	 therefore	 subject	 them	 to	 his	 will),	 the	 wisest,	 has	 his	 residence
higher	in	the	cosmos	than	all	others,	and	so	forth.	He	is	unique	in	the	sense	of
supreme.	 Something	 like	 this	 view	 of	 God	 and	 the	 gods	 developed	 in
antiquity	out	 of	 an	older	 polytheism	 in	which	 the	gods	 acted	 independently
and	competitively.	It	developed	over	much	of	the	Near	Eastern	and,	later,	the
Hellenistic	 and	 Roman	 worlds	 in	 antiquity.’	 It	 takes	 a	 ‘gradient’	 view	 of
reality	that	does	not	draw	sharp	ontological	distinctions	between	the	supreme
God	and	other	gods,	or	between	gods	and	humans.’

By	contrast,	‘exclusive’	monotheism	understands	the	uniqueness	of	the	one
God	in	terms	of	an	absolute	difference	in	kind	from	all	other	reality.	We	could
call	 it	 transcendent	 uniqueness.	 It	means	 that	 there	 is	 no	 class	 of	 beings	 to
which	God	belongs	and	of	which	he	can	be	the	supreme	instance.	It	 takes	a
‘binary’	view	of	reality.’	In	my	view,	early	Jewish	literature	(with	few,	if	any,
exceptions)	 is	 strongly	 committed	 to	 such	 a	 view	 by	 the	 way	 it	 constantly
understands	the	uniqueness	of	the	God	of	Israel	as	that	of	the	one	Creator	of
all	 things	 and	 the	 one	 sovereign	 Ruler	 of	 all	 things.”)	 Because	 these
definitions	of	God’s	uniqueness	drive	an	absolute	difference	of	kind	between
God	and	‘all	things,	they	override	any	older	gradient	features	of	the	Israelite-
Jewish	worldview	(such	as	survive	in	some	of	the	vocabulary	used)	and	create
an	 essentially	 binary	 view	 of	 reality.	 This	 does	 not	 and	 need	 not	 deny	 the
existence	of	many	heavenly	beings,	but	simply	insists	that	they	are	created	by
God	 and	 subject	 to	 the	 sovereign	will	 of	God.	 In	 early	 Judaism,	 the	 binary
distinction	between	God	and	all	other	reality	was	observed	and	inculcated	-	in
daily	 religious	observance	 -	by	monolatry.	 In	a	gradient	worldview	(such	as
the	 pagan,	 inclusive	 monotheism	 of	 antiquity),	 many	 beings	 are	 accorded
honour,	 each	 to	 a	 degree	 appropriate	 to	 its	 rank	 in	 the	 cosmic	 scale.	 Early
Judaism	 turned	 monolatry	 (which	 had	 originally	 been	 a	 concomitant	 of
henotheism)	 into	 a	 powerful	 symbol	 of	 exclusive	 monotheism.	 While
appropriate	 honour	 might	 be	 accorded	 high-ranking	 creatures	 (but	 not	 in
contexts	where	it	might	be	mistaken	for	divine	worship,	and	so	usually	not	to



angels	 or	 to	 rulers	who	 claimed	 divinity),	worship	was	 different	 because	 it
was	 acknowledgement	 of	 the	 transcendent	 uniqueness	 of	 the	God	 of	 Israel.
Study	of	Jewish	God-talk	in	the	Second	Temple	period	must	be	alert	to	these
distinctions	if	it	is	to	achieve	more	than	superficial	understanding.

There	are	several	reasons	why	investigation	of	the	divine	title	or	name	‘the
Most	High’	should	be	important	for	the	nature	of	early	Jewish	monotheism.	In
the	 first	 place,	 it	was	 remarkably	 common.	 In	 the	Hebrew	Bible,	 excluding
Daniel,”	it	occurs	thirty-one	times	12	According	to	my	calculations,	set	out	in
the	table,	 there	are	no	fewer	 than	284	occurrences	 in	 literature	we	can,	with
certainty	or	reasonable	probability,	date	to	the	period	250	BCE	to	150	CE.13
This	figure	is	the	more	impressive	when	we	notice	that	the	voluminous	works
of	Philo	and	Josephus	-	much	the	largest	corpora	of	Jewish	literature	from	this
period	 -	 account	 for	 only	 fourteen	 of	 these	 284	 occurrences.	But,	 secondly,
another	 comparison	 with	 the	 usage	 of	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible	 is	 illuminating.
There,	 with	 the	 only	 partial	 exception	 of	 Genesis	 14:18-22,14	 the	 title	 is
found	 exclusively	 in	 poetic	 passages,	 mostly	 psalms	 (which	 account	 for
twenty-one	of	the	thirty-four	instances).	In	the	literature	of	early	Judaism,	on
the	 other	 hand,	 this	 title	 occurs	 across	 all	 the	main	 genres	 of	 literature	 that
were	 used.	 Clearly	 the	 title	 came	 into	 much	 more	 general	 use	 in	 the	 later
Second	 Temple	 period	 than	 had	 been	 the	 case	 previously.	 But,	 thirdly,	 this
conclusion	appears	 correct	only	with	 regard	 to	Palestinian	 Jewish	 literature.
Of	the	284	occurrences,	250	are	in	Palestinian	Jewish	literature,15	only	thirty-
four	 in	 literature	 from	 the	western	Diaspora.16	This	difference	cries	out	 for
some	explanation.

In	 addition	 to	 the	pattern	of	usage,	 there	 are	 also	 reasons	why	 the	use	of
this	 title	 in	 particular	may	 throw	 light	 on	 the	 question	 of	 the	 nature	 of	 the
Jewish	monotheism	of	the	period.	In	the	first	place,	it	is	usually	thought	that
the	Hebrew	term	‘	i	(sometimes	jrw’	x),	meaning	‘the	Most	High,	designates
this	 god	 ‘the	 highest	 god,	 supreme	 over	 other	 gods”	 It	 is	 also	 common	 to
associate	 this	 title	 with	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 council	 of	 the	 gods	 at	 which	 Elyon
presides.	We	might	therefore	expect	it,	in	early	Judaism,	to	be	associated	with
an	inclusive	monotheism	that	envisages	many	divine	beings	among	whom	the
‘one’	God	 is	 supreme.	But	 then,	 secondly,	we	should	notice	how	easily	 this
inclusive	monotheistic	sense	could	attach	to	the	usual	Greek	translation	of	the
term.	In	the	Septuagint,	the	divine	title	jr’	i	is	always	translated	as	o	vipiOtos
(j1’w~rt	as	o	OsOs	o	vipiOtos).	This	word	was	in	widespread	non-Jewish	use
to	designate	the	supreme	God.	For	example,	Celsus,	the	second-century	pagan
critic	of	Christianity,	says	that	‘it	makes	no	difference	whether	we	call	Zeus
the	Most	High	(“YipiOtov),	or	Zen,	or	Adonai,	or	Sabaoth,	or	Amon	like	the
Egyptians,	or	Papaeus	like	the	Scythians’	(apud	Origen,	Cels.	5.41)18	Celsus
accepted	 a	 supreme	God,	 the	Most	High	God,	 known	 by	 various	 names	 to



various	peoples,	 including	 the	 Jews,	but	 thought	 the	 Jews	quite	mistaken	 in
abandoning	the	worship	of	other	gods	(1.23).

2.	Interpretation	of	Deuteronomy	32:8-9

An	important	biblical	 text	about	 the	Most	High	 that	has	played	a	prominent
part	 in	 discussion	of	 Jewish	monotheism	 is	Deuteronomy	32:8-9.	There	 are
important	 differences	 between	 the	Masoretic	Hebrew,	 the	 Septuagint	Greek
and	Hebrew	texts	from	Qumran	(4QDeutJ)‘9	The	MT	reads

When	 the	 Most	 High	 (jrw)	 apportioned	 the	 nations,	 when	 he	 divided
humankind	(ontt	‘fl),	he	fixed	the	boundaries	of	the	peoples	according	to
the	number	of	the	sons	of	Israel	(‘qtr	r	‘m);	for	YHWH’s	portion	is	his
people,	Jacob	his	allotted	share.

In	 place	 of	 ‘the	 sons	 of	 Israel,	 the	 Qumran	 text	 has’the	 sons	 of	 God’
i7x=2O)	and	 the	LXX’the	angels	of	God’	(&.yyEXwv	0sof).	 ‘The	angels	of
God’	in	the	Greek	is	doubtless	a	translation	of	the	Hebrew	as	attested	by	the
Qumran	manuscript.	The	MT	looks	like	a	modification	of	the	text	motivated
by	concern	for	monotheism,	but	both	forms	of	the	text	were	evidently	extant
in	the	Second	Temple	period.

As	 far	 as	 the	 relationship	 of	 the	 two	 divine	 names	 (Most	High,	YHWH)
goes,	 there	 are	 two	 possible	ways	 of	 reading	 the	 text.	 On	 one	 reading,	 the
Most	High	apportions	the	nations	to	his	sons	(‘the	sons	of	God’	in	4QDeutJ),
of	whom	YHWH	is	one.	According	to	the	other	reading,	the	Most	High	and
YHWH	are	the	same.	In	his	exercise	of	universal	sovereignty	over	the	nations
(as	the	Most	High),	he	allocates	them	to	the	heavenly	beings	of	his	entourage
(‘the	sons	of	God’	in	4QDeutJ),	but	reserves	Israel	for	his	own	direct	rule	(as
YHWH	the	covenant	God	of	Israel).

The	former	reading	has	been	claimed	as	the	original	meaning	of	the	text,21
but	it	is	hard	to	believe	that,	in	its	present	context	in	Deuteronomy	32,	it	could
ever	have	been	read	in	this	way	(cf.	YHWH’s	words	in	32:39,	which	hardly
leave	 room	 for	 his	 subordination	 to	 another	 god).22	 Margaret	 Barker	 is
obliged	 to	 admit:	 ‘how	 such	 a	 “polytheistic”	 piece	 came	 to	 be	 included	 in
Deuteronomy,	 with	 its	 emphasis	 on	 monotheism,	 is	 a	 question	 we	 cannot
answer.‘23	 But	 this	 reading	 of	 the	 text	 is	 the	 foundation	 stone	 for	 her
argument	 that,	 in	 the	 pre-exilic	 temple	 cult,	YHWH	was	worshipped	 as	 the
son	of	the	high	God	and	that	this	belief	survived	to	become	the	source	of	early
Christology,	 in	which	Jesus	was	 identified	with	YHWH	and	God	his	Father
with	 the	Most	High.	Deuteronomy	32:8-9	 seems	 indispensable	 to	 this	 case,
since	scarcely	any	other	text	in	the	Hebrew	Bible	can	be	read	as	designating
YHWH	a	son	of	God.24



Moreover,	Barker’s	argument	that	this	‘ditheistic’	reading	of	Deuteronomy
32:8-9	survived	to	become	available	to	the	first	Christians	in	the	Judaism	they
knew	ignores	the	good	evidence	we	have	for	the	interpretation	of	this	text	in
early	Judaism:

He	 appointed	 a	 ruler	 (tjyovµsvov)	 for	 every	 nation,	 But	 Israel	 is	 the
Lord’s	own	portion	(Sir.	17:17)	2s

And	he	sanctified	 them	[Israel]	and	gathered	 them	from	all	 the	sons	of
man	 because	 (there	 are)	 many	 nations	 and	 many	 people,	 and	 they	 all
belong	to	him,	but	over	all	of	them	he	caused	spirits	to	rule	so	that	they
might	 lead	 them	astray	 from	following	him.	But	over	 Israel	he	did	not
cause	 any	 angel	 or	 spirit	 to	 rule	 because	he	 alone	 is	 their	 ruler	 and	he
will	protect	them	and	he	will	seek	for	them	at	the	hand	of	his	angels	and
at	the	hand	of	his	spirits	and	at	the	hand	of	all	his	authorities	so	that	he
might	guard	them	and	bless	them	and	they	might	be	his	and	he	might	be
theirs	henceforth	and	forever	(Jub.	15:31-32)	26

But	from	the	sons	of	Isaac	one	would	become	a	holy	seed	and	he	would
not	be	counted	among	the	nations	because	he	would	become	the	portion
of	 the	 Most	 High	 and	 all	 his	 seed	 would	 fall	 (by	 lot)	 to	 the	 Lord,	 a
(special)	 possession	 from	 all	 people,	 and	 so	 that	 he	 might	 become	 a
kingdom	of	priests	and	a	holy	people	(Jub.	16:17-18).27

When	God	divided	and	partitioned	off	the	nations	of	the	soul,	separating
those	of	one	common	speech	from	those	of	another	tongue,	and	causing
them	to	dwell	apart;	when	he	dispersed	and	put	away	from	himself	 the
children	of	earth,	then	did	he	fix	the	boundaries	of	the	offspring	of	virtue
corresponding	to	the	number	of	the	angels	…	But	what	are	the	portions
of	his	angels,	 and	what	 is	 the	allotted	 share	of	 the	All-sovereign	Ruler
(Tov	7ta’VT	L	XOU	xal	 i1yE	 .wvos)?	The	particular	virtues	belong	 to
the	servants,	to	the	Ruler	the	chosen	race	of	Israel	(Philo,	Post.	91-92).28

Marvel	not	at	all,	then,	if	the	title	of	special	portion	of	God	the	universal
Ruler,	 to	whom	sovereignty	over	all	pertains	(Zoo	jtavmlyq	tdvoc	6sov
TO	 b’	 aataot	 xQcTos),	 is	 bestowed	 upon	 the	 company	 of	 wise	 souls,
whose	 vision	 is	 supremely	 keen	…	 Is	 not	 this	 the	 explanation	 of	 that
utterance	in	the	Greater	Song	[Dent.	32:7-91?	(Philo,	Plant.	58-59).29

It	 is	 clear	 that	 all	 these	 interpretations	 of	 Deuteronomy	 32:8-9,	 including
Philo’s	 allegorical	 interpretations	 (which	 presuppose	 a	 literal	 reading),	 take
the	Most	High	and	YHWH	in	 the	 text	 to	be	one	and	 the	same.	They	derive
from	three	very	different	forms	of	early	Judaism.	The	passages	from	Philo	are



of	particular	interest	in	revealing	Philo’s	understanding	of	the	title	‘the	Most
High’.	He	took	it	to	refer	to	God’s	sovereign	rule	over	all	things	-	one	of	the
essential	elements	in	the	early	Jewish	understanding	of	God.

Early	 Jews	 and	 early	 Christians	 were,	 of	 course,	 capable	 of	 innovative
exegesis.	Given	an	appropriate	theology,	it	was	possible	for	any	such	exegete
to	adopt	a	ditheistic	 interpretation	of	 this	 text,	but	we	have	no	evidence	that
anyone	did	so	before	Eusebius	of	Caesarea	in	the	early	fourth	century.3’	This
is	 not	 a	 text	 that	 features	 in	 the	 rabbinic	 discussion	 of	 the	 ‘two	 powers	 in
heaven’	heresy.31

William	Horbury	does	not	accept	Barker’s	idea	of	a	Jewish	ditheism	based
on	 Deuteronomy	 32:8-9,	 but	 he	 does	 call	 that	 biblical	 text,	 along	 with	 the
interpretations	of	it	in	Sirach	17:17	and	Jubilees	15:31,	‘clear	expressions	of
an	inclusive	monotheism	.32	But	this	begs	the	question	of	the	nature	of	those
beings	 to	whom	the	Most	High	allotted	 the	Gentile	nations.	We	should	note
that	 all	 these	 post-biblical	 texts,	 like	 the	 LXX,	 avoid	 calling	 them	 ‘sons	 of
God’	(as	in	4QDeuti).	Philo,	following	the	LXX,	calls	them’angels,	while	Ben
Sira	 calls	 them’rulers,	 and	 Jubilees	 ‘his	 angels,	 ‘his	 spirits’	 and	 ‘his
authorities’.	There	is	nothing	to	suggest	their	‘divinity’.	In	all	cases,	they	are
entirely	 subject	 to	 God,	 while	 in	 Jubilees,	 at	 least,	 they	 are	 unequivocally
beings	created	by	God	(2:2).	Jubilees,	and	perhaps	Ben	Sira,	understand	them
to	be	beings	worshipped	as	‘gods’	by	the	Gentile	nations,	but	this	acceptance
that	the	‘gods’	of	the	nations	exist	does	not	entail	that	they	exist	as	gods,	as	in
any	way	comparable	with	YHWH	the	Most	High	God,	who	created	and	rules
over	 them.	 Deuteronomy,	 in	 fact,	 calls	 the	 gods	 of	 the	 nations	 ‘non-gods’
(32:17:	ri	xt	,	of	OeCJI;	32:21:	~x	rt~,	of	OECU):	they	exist,	no	doubt,	but	are
not	 fit	 to	 be	 called	 gods,33	 any	 more	 than	 human	 rulers	 are.	 The	 mere
existence	of	supernatural	beings	does	not	make’inclusive	monotheism’.

3.	The	‘Most	High’	in	early	Jewish	literature

It	is	not	possible	to	explain	why	specifically	this	divine	title	is	used	in	every
one	 of	 its	 occurrences.	 Sometimes,	 no	 doubt,	 it	 is	 used	 for	 the	 sake	 of
variation,	 especially	 in	 poetic	 parallelism,	 and	 some	 writers	 use	 it	 more
habitually	 than	 others.	 Nevertheless,	 a	 large	 percentage	 of	 the	 occurrences
belong	to	three	identifiable	fields	of	associations.34	These	are:
3.1.	Temple,	cult	and	prayer

Often	the	Most	High	is	the	God	to	whom	one	has	access	in	the	temple	rituals.
The	repeated	use	of	this	title	in	Ben	Sira	s	description	of	temple	worship	(Sir.
50:1-21:	significantly	seven	times)	corresponds	to	usage	in	many	other	texts.
The	temple	itself	can	be	called	the	house	or	temple	of	the	Most	High.35	This
title	 is	 commonly	 associated	 with	 sacrifice,31	 with	 worship,	 praise	 and



thanksgiving,37	 and	 with	 blessing	 (i.e.	 pronouncing	 God’s	 blessing	 on
people).311	Prayer,	whether	or	not	offered	in	the	temple,	is	often	to	the	Most
High	 and	 it	 is	 the	 Most	 High	 who	 answers	 prayer.39	 A	 select	 few
(Melchizedek,	Levi	and	the	Hasmoneans)	are	called’priests	of	the	Most	High
(God)	1.4°
3.2.	God’s	sovereign	rule	over	all	things

The	holy	of	holies	in	the	temple	on	earth	corresponds	to	the	throne-room	of
God	 in	 the	heights	of	heaven.	This	 is	why	 the	God	who	 is	accessible	 to	his
people	in	the	temple	is	called’the	Most	High’.	It	is	as	the	one	who	is	supreme
over	all	things	that	praise	and	prayer	are	addressed	to	him.	In	many	cases,	use
of	the	title	‘the	Most	High’	is	accompanied	by	other	indications	that	this	God
is	the	universal	Ruler.41	Closely	related	is	the	use	of	this	title	in	connection
with	God’s	judgement	“2
3.3.	Use	by	or	to	Gentiles

Evidently	this	title	was	thought	appropriate	for	Gentiles	to	use	when	referring
to	 the	 God	 of	 Israel	 as	 the	 supreme	God	 (thirty-two	 occurrences)43	 or	 for
Jews	 (and	 heavenly	 beings)	 to	 use	 when	 addressing	 Gentiles	 (nineteen
occurrences)	 44	 Some	 of	 the	 uses	 by	 Gentiles	 are	 undoubtedly	 authentic
(notably	 those	 by	 the	 Emperor	 Augustus	 in	 Josephus,	 A.J.	 16.163;	 Philo,
Legat.	 157,	 317),45	 but	 probably	 the	 usage	 also	 became	 a	 Jewish	 literary
convention.	 Some	 of	 these	 instances	 overlap	 with	 others:	 e.g.	 Philo,
addressing	Gentiles,	calls	the	Jerusalem	temple	‘the	temple	of	the	Most	High
God’	 (Philo,	 Flacc.	 46;	 Legat.	 278),	 while	 Pseudo-Solomon	 tells	 Gentile
kings:	 ‘your	 dominion	was	 given	 you	 from	 the	Lord,	 and	 your	 sovereignty
from	the	Most	High’	(Wis.	6:3).	 Indeed,	 it	was	this	connotation	of	universal
sovereignty	 that	made	 this	 title	 for	 the	Jewish	God	appropriate	 for	Gentiles.
Over	 the	 course	 of	 the	 Second	Temple	 period,	 it	 took	 the	 place	 of	 the	 title
‘God	of	heaven’	that	had	played	this	role	in	early	post-exilic	Jewish	literature
46

One	feature	of	the	evidence	that	these	fields	of	association	do	not	entirely
explain	is	the	frequent	use	of	the	title	‘the	Most	High’	in	the	two	apocalypses,
2	Baruch	and	4	Ezra,	both	being	from	the	end	of	 the	Second	Temple	period
and	 closely	 related	 to	 each	 other.	 In	 4	 Ezra,	 this	 title	 is	 overwhelmingly
dominant	(sixty-eight	occurrences),	except	in	the	seer’s	direct	address	to	God,
where	 he	 uses	 ‘Lord’	 (domine:	 eleven	 occurrences)47	 or’Sovereign	 Lord’
(dominator	 domine:	 nine	 occurrences)48	 God	 is	 never	 called	 ‘the	 Lord’	 in
third-person	usage.	The	term	‘the	Mighty	One’	(fortis)	occurs	five	times,	four
of	these	in	parallelism	with	‘the	Most	High’	(6:32;	10:24;	11:43;	12:47)	where
another	 divine	 title	was	 needed	 for	 literary	 reasons	 49	God	 is	 called	 ‘God’
only	 four	 times	 (7:19,	 21,	 79;	 9:45),	 two	of	 these	 in	 parallel	with’the	Most



High’	(7:19,	79).	This	overwhelming	dominance	of	the	title’the	Most	High’	in
4	Ezra	 has	 been	 remarked,	 but	 apparently	 never	 discussed.51)	 In	 2	Baruch,
the	pattern	 is	different	 in	 that	 this	writer	uses	 ‘the	Mighty	One’	much	more
often	than	‘the	Most	High’	(forty-three	occurrences	of	‘the	Mighty	One	1.51
four	 of	 ‘the	 Mighty	 God’	 52	 twenty-four	 of	 ‘the	 Most	 High’).	 But	 here
also’Lord’	occurs	only	in	the	seer’s	direct	address	to	God	(twenty-two	times,
sometimes	‘my	Lord;	sometimes	‘Lord,	my	Lord’),	while	 the	word	‘God’	 is
hardly	used	at	all	(10:1;	54:12).

In	general,	it	could	be	said	that	the	titles	‘the	Most	High’	and	‘the	Mighty
One’	 are	 both	 appropriate	 in	 these	 works,	 where	 God	 is	 presented
overwhelmingly	as	the	one	who	is	sovereign	over	history	and	the	nations.	But
it	may	also	be	that	 these	titles	fill	 the	gap	left	 in	Jewish	God-talk	by,	on	the
one	 hand,	 the	 avoidance	 of	 the	Tetragrammaton,	 as	 normally	 in	 this	 period
(and,	 with	 it,	 avoidance	 of	 divine	 titles	 including	YHWH,	 such	 as	 YHWH
Sabaoth),	 and,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 a	 tendency	 to	 avoid	 also	 the	 word	 :‘r,
because	of	its	ambiguity	as	a	term	referring	very	generally	to	all	the	gods	of
all	the	nations.	The	major	writings	of	the	Qumran	sect	also	avoid	using	=-,*	x
of	God,	while	using	~l’j.53	This	avoidance	of	the	ordinary	word	for	‘god’	is
very	 significant	 for	 our	 understanding	 of	 early	 Jewish	 monotheism.	 It
indicates	 a	 recognition	of	 the	 transcendent	uniqueness	of	 the	one	God,	who
cannot	belong	with	others	to	a	class	of	‘gods’.	‘The	Most	High,	on	the	other
hand,	 is	 appropriate	 to	 the	 uniqueness	 of	 the	God	 of	 Israel	 as	 the	 one	who
alone	is	Sovereign	over	all	things.
3.4.	The	‘Most	High’	and	the	gods

For	 scholars	 of	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible,	 the	 divine	 title	 ‘the	 Most	 High’	 (j1’w)
suggests	 the	 divine	 council	 in	 which	 Elyon	 presides	 over	 other	 gods,
variously	called	‘gods,	‘sons	of	God/gods’	and	‘holy	ones’.	But	it	is	important
to	note	 that	 few	biblical	 texts	 explicitly	bring	 the	 title	 ‘the	Most	High’	 into
connection	with	lesser	gods,	however	described.	This	is	really	only	the	case	in
Deuteronomy	 32:8-9	 (discussed	 above),	 Psalm	 97:9	 (‘For	 you,	YHWH,	 are
the	Most	 High	 over	 all	 the	 earth;	 you	 are	 exalted	 far	 above	 all	 gods’)	 and
Psalm	82:6	 (‘You	are	gods,	 sons	of	 the	Most	High’)54	where	 the	context	 is
explicitly	the	divine	council.55	For	an	early	Jewish	reader	of	Scripture,	these
would	be	unusual	cases	 that	would	not	necessarily	 influence	his	or	her	own
understanding	or	use	of	the	title	‘the	Most	High’.	He	or	she	would	be	much
more	likely	to	be	influenced	by	many	passages	in	which	the	title	is	associated
with	YHWH’s	 transcendent	supremacy	over	all	other	 reality	and,	especially,
the	nations.	Moreover,	we	should	note	that	the	word	j1’	i	itself	by	no	means
necessarily	conveys	the	meaning	‘highest	of	the	gods’.	As	Randall	Garr	puts
it,	 ‘the	 superlative	degree	of	 the	epithet	 j1’	 i	 is	not	morphologically	marked
but	semantically	inferred	1.51	It	merely	situates	God	‘on	high’.



Finally,	we	should	note	 that	even	 in	Psalm	82:8,	 the	most’polytheistic’	of
passages	in	the	Hebrew	Bible,	the	idea	of	a	real	kinship	of	nature	between’the
Most	 High’	 and	 his’sons,	 the	 gods,	 is	 already	 contradicted	 by	 the	 former’s
judgement	that	the	latter’will	die	like	humans’	(Ps.	82:7).	The	strong	impulse
to	draw	an	absolute	distinction	of	kind	between	YHWH	and	all	other	reality,
characteristic	of	Second	Temple	Judaism,	is	here	already	at	work,	despite	the
use	of	the	very	old	terminology	that	was	not	designed	to	express	that.

It	 is	 important	 to	 avoid	 ‘reading	 forward’	 from	 the	 way	 passages	 in	 the
Hebrew	Bible	are	understood	by	modern	scholars	 in	search	of	 their	original
meaning	to	assumptions	about	 the	way	such	passages	would	have	been	read
by	Jews	in	 the	 late	Second	Temple	period	or	 the	way	they	would	have	used
the	 terminology	 of	 such	 passages.	 This	 mistake	 is	 commonly	 made	 in
arguments	that	early	Judaism	-	or	parts	of	it	-	was	not	monotheistic,	or	did	not
espouse	 exclusive	monotheism.	Early	 Jewish	 readers	 of	 Scripture	 read	 it	 in
the	 context	 of	 a	 monotheizing	 dynamic	 that	 was	 already	 at	 work	 in	 the
formation	of	the	Hebrew	canon.57	They	were	not	in	search	of	diversity	but	of
uniformity	 and	 consistency.	 They	 read	 the	 ‘nonmonotheistic’	 or	 ‘less
monotheistic’	 passages	 in	 the	 light	 of	 the	 strongly	 monotheistic	 ones.
Language	 that	 may	 originally	 have	 had	 polytheistic	 significance	 was
refunctioned	 in	 early	 Jewish	 use	 in	 the	 service	 of	 monotheism.	 The	 divine
title’the	Most	High’	is	a	significant	case	in	point.

If	 there	 are	 few	 passages	 in	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible	 that	 bring	 this	 title	 into
relationship	with	 explicit	 reference	 to	 lesser	 gods,	 it	 is	 even	 harder	 to	 find
such	passages	in	the	post-biblical	literature	of	early	Judaism.	One	might,	for
example,	cite	 the	Genesis	Apocryphon	(1Qap	Gen	a,	2:4-5),	where	Lamech,
suspecting	his	son	Noah	may	be	a	child	of	the	Watchers,	adjures	his	wife	‘by
the	Most	High,	 by	 the	Great	 Lord,	 by	 the	King	 of	 all	 ages’	 to	 tell	 him	 the
truth,	and	refers	to	the	Watchers	as	‘the	sons	of	heaven.	But	this	periphrasis	is
surely	meant	to	avoid	the	term	‘sons	of	God,	used	in	Genesis	6:2,	4	and	thus
to	 dissociate	 them	 from	 kinship	 with	 ‘the	 Most	 High’.	 This	 title,	 in	 the
literature	of	early	Judaism,	does	not	function	to	evoke	YHWH’s	presidency	of
a	council	of	other	gods.

Imagery	of	height	is	pervasive	in	early	Jewish	picturing	of	God.	It	pictures
God’s	transcendent	supremacy	over	all	things,	in	heaven	or	on	earth.	The	very
‘lofty’	 throne	of	God51	 is	 situated	 in	 the	highest	 of	 the	heavens,59	or	 even
‘above	the	heavens	6°	far	above	all	the	many	ranks	of	angels	that	worship	and
serve	 him.	 It	 represents	 the	 absolute	 sovereignty	 of	 God	 over	 the	 whole
cosmos.	It	coheres	with	one	of	the	essential	aspects	of	the	uniqueness	of	the
one	God	that	are	repeated	everywhere	in	early	Jewish	literature:61	that	God	is
the	only	sovereign	Ruler	over	all	things,	while	all	beings	other	than	God	are



his	 creatures,	 subject	 to	his	will.62	Sometimes	 this	 idea	of	God’s	unlimited
sovereignty	is	explicitly	expressed	in	the	context	of	use	of	the	title	‘the	Most
High’	(e.g.	Dan.	4:34-35;	1Qap	Gena’	20:12-13;	Jub.	22:27;	3	Macc.	6:2;	Ps-
Aeschylus).	 But,	 in	 the	 context	 of	 Second	 Temple	 Judaism,	 the	 title	 itself
must	have	evoked	this	pervasive	idea	of	God.	This	is	surely	what	explains	its
widespread	popularity.

However,	 we	 must	 notice	 again	 that	 this	 popularity,	 as	 far	 as	 the	 extant
literature	goes,	is	largely	confined	to	the	writings	of	Palestinian	Judaism.	We
can	now	further	specify	the	evidence	that	almost	all	the	uses	in	literature	from
the	western	Diaspora	fall	within	the	third	of	the	three	fields	of	association	we
identified	above:	use	by	or	 to	Gentiles.	The	only	exceptions63	are	1	Esdras
9:46	 (‘Ezra	 blessed	 the	 Lord	 God	 Most	 High,	 the	 God	 of	 hosts,	 the
Almighty’),	3	Maccabees	6:2	(Eleazar	the	priest	prays:	‘King	of	great	power,
Almighty	God	Most	High,	governing	all	creation	with	mercy’),	Philo	the	Epic
Poet	fragment	(‘the	Most	High,	great	Lord	of	all’)	and	the	few	occasions	on
which	Philo	quotes	and	discusses	those	texts	in	the	Greek	Pentateuch	that	use
the	 title.14	 It	may	not	 be	 accidental	 that,	 in	 the	 three	 exceptions	 other	 than
Philo	and	in	several	of	the	exceptions	in	the	works	of	Philo	(Post.	91-2;	Plant.
58-60;	Leg.	3:82),	 ‘the	Most	High’	 is	 accompanied	by	other	divine	 titles	or
descriptions	 that	 reinforce	 the	 significance	 of	 the	 title	 ‘the	 Most	 High’	 as
indicating	 the	 unique	 divine	 sovereignty	 over	 all	 things.	 Perhaps,	 in	 the
Diaspora	context,	this	unpacking	of	the	title	was	necessary	as	it	does	not	seem
to	have	been	in	Palestine.

The	 difference	 of	 use	 between	Palestinian	 and	Diaspora	 Jewish	 literature
must	 be	 related	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 title	 ‘the	Most	 High’	 (t	 hlotos	 with	 or
without	OsOs)	was	in	widespread	use	by	non-Jews.65	This	made	it	a	term	for
the	God	of	 Israel	which	Gentiles	would	 readily	understand,	 and	a	 term	 that
could,	for	apologetic	purposes,	connect	with	Gentile	usage.	This	accounts	for
its	 regular	 use	 by	 or	 for	 Gentiles	 in	 Diaspora	 Jewish	 literature.	 As	 Dodd
comments:

the	tendency	to	exalt	and	worship	a	supreme	God	above	all	other	gods	is
one	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 Greek	 religious	 thought	 approached
monotheism.	 In	 the	 Hellenistic	 world	 it	 met	 Jewish	 monotheism	 half-
way.	The	Jews	were	conscious	of	this.66

But	 the	 same	 currency	 of	 the	 term	 in	 Gentile	 use	 also	 made	 for	 serious
ambiguity.	Unlike	‘	 ,	viplotos	 is	morphologically	a	superlative,	which	might
be	 used	 in	 an	 elative	 sense	 (‘very	 high’),	 but	 can	 also	 be	 taken	 as	 a	 true
superlative,	meaning	‘the	highest’	in	a	series.67	The	latter	was	its	meaning	in
ordinary	Hellenistic	religious	usage.	The	god	so	called	was	the	highest	of	the
gods.	This	must	be	why	Diaspora	Jewish	literature,	for	the	most	part,	avoided



it	as	a	properly	Jewish	usage.

Its	absence	from	the	voluminous	works	of	Philo	and	Josephus	is	especially
striking.	 Josephus	 uses	 it	 only	 once,	 when	 he	 is	 quoting	 the	 Emperor
Augustus	(A.J.	16.163).	His	non-use	of	it	is	conspicuous,	for	example,	when
he	retells	 the	story	of	Abraham’s	meeting	with	Melchizedek	(A.J.	1.180;	cf.
B.W	6.438).	In	Genesis	14,	the	title	‘the	Most	High	God’	is	very	prominent,
and	 it	 is	 only	 to	 be	 expected	 that	 Palestinian	 Jewish	 retellings	 of	 the	 story
retain	it	(Jub.	13:29;	PsEupolemus	frg.	1:5).	Josephus,	however,	does	not.

Philo,	 as	we	 have	 noted,	 uses	 the	 title	 only	when	 addressing	Gentiles	 or
when	he	quotes	and	discusses	biblical	texts	that	use	it.	But	one	of	these	latter
instances	is	very	illuminating.	With	reference	to	the	phrase	‘priest	of	the	Most
High	God’	used	of	Melchizedek	in	Genesis	14:18,	Philo	explains:

not	that	there	is	any	other	[god]	not	Most	High	-	for	God	being	One	‘is	in
heaven	above	and	on	earth	beneath,	and	there	is	none	besides	him’	[Dent
4:391	-	but	to	conceive	of	God	not	in	low	earthbound	ways	but	in	lofty
terms,	such	as	transcend	all	other	greatness	and	all	else	that	is	free	from
matter,	calls	up	in	us	a	picture	of	the	Most	High	(Leg.	3.82).

Philo	here	deploys	 a	 classic	 Jewish	monotheistic	 formula,”	both	 in	 his	 own
formulation	 (‘not	 that	 there	 is	 any	 other’)	 and	 in	 a	 peculiarly	 appropriate
biblical	version	 (Deut	4:39	LXX:	 ‘the	Lord	your	God,	he	 is	God	 in	heaven
above	and	in	the	earth	beneath,	and	there	is	none	besides	him’),	as	well	as	an
echo	of	the	Shema	(‘for	God	being	One’).	The	Most	High	is	not	the	highest	of
a	 pantheon	 of	 gods	 active	 throughout	 the	 heavens	 and	 the	 earth;	 he	 is	 the
utterly	unique	One,	the	only	one	in	heaven	or	earth.	The	misunderstanding	of
Or-6;	vip16tos	as	the	highest,	but	not	the	only,	true	God,	a	misunderstanding
easily	encountered	in	a	Hellenistic	religious	context,	 is	what	Philo	is	careful
to	avert.	The	rarity	of	the	term	in	his	own	writings,	and	in	those	of	most	other
Jewish	writers	in	the	Mediterranean	Diaspora,	must	be	for	this	reason.	As	in
many	 other	 instances,	 we	 find	 Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 writers	 deliberately
dissociating	their	monotheism	from	the	common	pagan	pattern	of	belief	in	the
divine	monarchy	of	a	high	God	who	rules	as	chief	of	the	many	gods.

We	 have	 confined	 this	 discussion	 to	 literature.	 The	 epigraphic	 evidence
requires	 separate	 discussion,	 since	 there	 is	 so	 much	 uncertainty	 and
disagreement	 about	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 Jewish	 usage	 is	 reflected	 in	 the
inscriptions,	and	whether	there	was	something	like	a’cult	of	Theos	Hypsistos’
that	spanned	the	distinctions	between	Jews,	pagans	and	Christians.“y	At	 this
point,	 we	 can	 only	 leave	 open	 the	 possibility	 that,	 in	 some	 popular	 Jewish
usage	 in	 the	Greek-speaking	Diaspora,	 the	 title	was	 rather	more	 freely	used
than	it	is	in	the	extant	literature.



	

	



	



	



4
The	Worship	of	Jesus	in	Early

Christianity’
1.	Introduction

The	 prevalence	 and	 centrality	 of	 the	worship	 of	 Jesus	 in	 early	 Christianity
from	an	early	date	has	frequently	been	underestimated,	as	has	its	importance
for	 understanding	 christological	 development.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 Johannes
Weiss	called	the	emergence	of	the	worship	of	Jesus	‘the	most	significant	step
of	 all	 in	 the	 history	 of	 the	 origins	 of	 Christianity’.’	 David	 Anne	 makes	 a
similar	 claim,	 but	 with	 more	 historical	 precision:	 ‘Perhaps	 the	 single	 most
important	historical	development	within	 the	early	church	was	 the	rise	of	 the
cultic	worship	of	the	exalted	Jesus	within	the	primitive	Palestinian	church.	‘3
The	decisive	significance	of	the	worship	of	Jesus	is	by	no	means	even	limited
to	the	Christology	of	the	New	Testament,	but	can	be	seen	at	work	right	down
to	 the	 definitions	 of	Nicene	 and	Chalcedonian	 orthodoxy	 in	 the	 fourth	 and
fifth	centuries.

Since	 the	 major	 types	 of	 evidence	 for	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 form	 a
continuous	tradition	from	the	New	Testament	onwards,	this	chapter	will	treat
ante-Nicene	Christianity	as	a	whole,	and	will	conclude	with	the	contribution
that	the	tradition	of	worshipping	Jesus	eventually	made	to	the	Trinitarian	and
christological	developments	of	the	fourth	and	fifth	centuries.
2.	Origins

In	the	nature	of	the	case,	conclusive	evidence	of	the	point	at	which	worship	of
Jesus	 began	 in	 early	 Christianity	 is	 unlikely	 to	 be	 available,	 but	 general
considerations,	 along	 with	 the	 available	 evidence,	 point	 to	 the	 earliest
Palestinian	Jewish	Christianity.	In	the	earliest	Christian	community,	Jesus	was
already	 understood	 to	 be	 risen	 and	 exalted	 to	 God’s	 right	 hand	 in	 heaven,
active	in	the	community	by	his	Spirit,	and	coming	in	the	future	as	ruler	and
judge	of	 the	world.	As	God’s	eschatological	agent,	he	was	the	source	of	 the
experience	of	eschatological	salvation	and	the	enthusiasm	of	the	Spirit	which
characterized	Christian	 gatherings	 for	worship,	 and	 he	was	 the	 focus	 of	 all
Christian	relationship,	through	him,	to	God.	Psalms	and	hymns	celebrating	his
exaltation	by	God	 and	God’s	work	of	 salvation	 through	him	were	 probably
sung	and	composed	from	the	earliest	times.’	To	the	living	presence	of	a	figure
with	this	kind	of	religious	role,	thanksgiving	and	worship,	naturally	included
within	the	worship	of	God,	were	the	inevitable	response.5



Acclamations	and	prayers	addressed	to	Jesus	go	back	to	the	earliest	times.
The	Aramaic	cry	Maranatha	(‘Our	Lord,	come!’:	1	Cor.	16:22;	Did.	10:6;	cf.
Rev.	 22:20),6	 whose	 preservation	 in	 Aramaic	 in	 Greek-speaking	 churches
indicates	 its	 very	 early	 origin,	 implies	 not	 only	 the	 expectation	 of	 the
Parousia,	 but	 present	 religious	 relationship	 with	 the	 one	 who	 is	 to	 come,
whether	 or	 not	 it	 was	 associated	 with	 a	 eucharistic	 presence	 from	 the
beginning.	 The	 New	 Testament	 evidence	 for	 personal	 prayer	 to	 Jesus	 as	 a
regular	 feature	 of	 early	 Christianity	 has	 sometimes	 been	 underestimated	 7
Paul	 (2	 Cor.	 12:8;	 1	 Thess.	 3:11-13;	 2	 Thess.	 2:16-17;	 3:5,	 16;	 cf.	 Rom.
16:20b;	 1	 Cor.	 16:23;	 Gal.	 6:18;	 Phil.	 4:23;	 1	 Thess.	 5:28;	 2	 Thess.	 3:18;
Phlm.	25)8	and	Acts	(1:24;	7:59-60;	13:2)	take	it	for	granted	(cf.	also	1	Tim.
1:12;	2	Tim.	1:16-18;	4:22).’	The	dominant	practice	was	undoubtedly	prayer
to	God,	but	since	Jesus	was	understood	as	the	active	mediator	of	grace	from
God	 (as	 in	 the	 epistolary	 formula,	 ‘Grace	 to	 you	 and	 peace	 from	God	 our
Father	and	 the	Lord	Jesus	Christ’:	Rom	1:7	and	elsewhere)	and	as	 the	Lord
for	whose	service	Christians	lived,	prayer	addressed	to	him	was	natural.	John
14:14	(where	the	correct	reading	is	probably	‘if	you	ask	me’)	makes	prayer	to
Jesus	a	principle	of	regular	petition.”’

Petitionary	 prayer	 to	 Jesus	 is	 not,	 as	 such,	 worship	 of	 Jesus.	 But	 two
phrases	 drawn	 from	 the	 language	 of	 the	 Old	 Testament	 cult	 are	 highly
suggestive	of	the	centrality	of	Jesus	as	object	of	religious	devotion.	First,	Acts
13:2	 portrays	 the	 prophets	 and	 teachers	 at	 Antioch	 ‘worshipping
[leitourgounton]	the	Lord	[Jesus]’.	The	verb,	which	in	Jewish	usage	referred
to	 the	cultic	 service	of	God,	must	here,	 in	connection	with	 ‘fasting,	 refer	 to
prayer	in	the	broadest	sense	with	Jesus	as	its	focus.	The	second	phrase	is	more
widely	used	and	more	significant.	 In	both	Acts	and	Paul	 (whose	usage	here
certainly	reflects	pre-Pauline	Christian	usage),”	Christians	are	those	who	‘call
on	 the	name	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ’	 (1	Cor.	1:2;	cf.	Rom.	10:12-14;	Acts
9:14,	21;	22:16;	2	Tim.	2:22;	Hermas,	Sim.	9:14:3)	12	The	phrase,	no	doubt
drawn	into	Christian	usage	especially	from	Joel	2:32	(Acts	2:21;	Rom.	10:13),
regularly	in	the	Old	Testament	refers	to	the	worship	of	God	(e.g.	Gen.	4:26;
12:8;	13:4;	Ps.	105:1).13	Its	early	Christian	usage	indicates	a	cultic	practice	of
confessing	 Jesus	 as	Lord	 that	was	 regarded	as	 the	defining	characteristic	of
Christians	(cf.	Rom.	10:9;	1	Cor.	12:3;	Phil.	2:11).	As	Hurtado	points	out,	this
‘ritual	 use	 of	 Jesus’	 name	 reflects	 an	 explicit	 identification	 of	 Jesus	 as	 an
appropriate	recipient	of	such	cultic	devotion	…	It	represents	the	inclusion	of
Jesus	with	God	as	recipient	of	public,	corporate	cultic	reverence	.114	Hurtado
also	 connects	 it	with	 the	wider	 use	 of	 the	 name	 of	 Jesus	 in	 early	Christian
religious	 practice:	 baptism,	 healings,	 exorcisms	 15	 In	 all	 these	 cases,	 there
seems	to	be	an	association	of	the	Lord	(kurios)	Jesus	with	the	divine	name	in
the	 Hebrew	 Scriptures,	 often	 represented	 in	 Greek	 by	 kurios	 (while



Maranatha	 may	 well	 attest	 an	 equivalent	 association	 already	 in
Aramaicspeaking	Jewish	Christianity).	As	Philippians	2:11	attests,	where	the
divine	name	appears,	worship	cannot	be	 far	behind.	We	must	 reckon	with	a
very	early	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	the	identity	of	the	Lord	YHWH	that	integrated
Jesus	also	 into	 the	worship	of	YHWH.	This	 integration	was	so	central	as	 to
make	‘those	who	call	upon	the	name	of	the	Lord’	a	defining	characteristic	of
Christians	from	a	very	early	date.

As	 the	one	exalted	 to	participation	 in	God’s	unique	divine	 lordship,	Jesus
was	the	object	of	religious	attention	in	Christian	worship	from	the	beginning.
We	should	not	exclude	the	possibility	that	he	was	deliberately	included	in	the
worship	offered	to	God	also	from	the	very	beginning.	But,	 if	 there	was	first
prayer,	thanksgiving	and	reverence	given	to	Jesus,	and	unambiguously	divine
worship	 of	 Jesus	 only	 somewhat	 later,	 the	 transition	 would	 not	 have	 been
difficult.	It	was	a	natural	and	smooth	process;	there	is	no	evidence	that	anyone
contested	 or	 resisted	 it.	 Certainly	 the	 old	 view	 that	 the	 transition	 coincided
with	 the	 movement	 of	 Christianity	 from	 a	 Jewish	 to	 a	 pagan	 Hellenistic
environment”	is	mistaken.	Apart	from	involving	an	over-schematized	division
between	 Jewish	 and	 Hellenistic	 Christianity	 and	 neglecting	 the	 continuing
dominance	 of	 Jewish	 Christian	 leadership	 in	 the	 churches	 of	 the	 Gentile
mission	in	the	New	Testament	period,	this	view	founders	on	the	fact	that	two
of	 the	 New	 Testament	 works	 in	 which	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 is	 clearest	 -
Matthew	and	Revelation	 -	 remain	within	a	 thoroughly	Jewish	 framework	of
thought.	 That	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 did	 not	 result	 from	 Gentile	 neglect	 of
Jewish	 monotheism,	 but	 originated	 within,	 and	 had	 to	 be	 accommodated
within,	 a	 Jewish	 monotheistic	 faith,	 which	 passed	 into	 Gentile	 Christianity
along	 with	 it,	 is	 of	 the	 greatest	 importance	 for	 the	 course	 of	 later
christological	development.

The	significance	of	Revelation,	in	which	it	is	stressed	that	Jesus	is	worthy
of	explicitly	divine	worship,	is	discussed	in	section	6	below.	As	for	Matthew,
the	issue	turns	on	his	emphasis	on	proskunesis	(‘obeisance,	prostration	before
someone	as	an	expression	of	 reverence	or	worship’)	paid	 to	Jesus.	Matthew
uses	the	verb	proskunein	with	Jesus	as	object	ten	times	(whereas	Mark	uses	it
in	 this	 way	 only	 twice,	 Luke	 only	 in	 24:52	 v.	 1.).	 On	 five	 of	 these	 ten
occasions,	there	is	no	synoptic	parallel	(Matt.	2:2,	8,	11;	28:9,	17).	On	three	of
them,	Matthew	supplies	the	word	proskunein	where	Mark	has	the	gesture	but
not	 this	 word	 (Matt.	 8:2	 par.	Mark	 1:40;	Matt.	 9:18	 par.	Mark	 5:22;	Matt.
15:25	par.	Mark	7:25).	On	the	remaining	two	occasions,	Matthew	supplies	the
word	where	 the	Markan	 parallel	 has	 not	 even	 the	 gesture	 (Matt.	 14:33	 par.
Mark	6:51;	Matt.	20:20	par.	Mark	10:35).	There	are	also	two	occasions	where
Mark	has	the	word	but	Matthew	omits	even	the	gesture,	and	one	where	Mark
has	the	gesture	but	Matthew	omits	it	(Mark	5:6	par.	Matt.	8:29;	Mark	15:19



par.	 Matt.	 27:30;	 Mark	 10:17	 par.	 Matt.	 19:16).	 However,	 on	 these	 three
occasions,	 the	 worship	 (by	 demons,	 the	 mocking	 soldiers,	 the	 rich	 young
man)	would	have	been	considered	less	than	adequate	by	Matthew.

The	evidence,	therefore,	suggests	that	Matthew	uses	proskunein	in	a	semi-
technical	way	 for	 the	obeisance	 that	 is	 due	 to	 Jesus,	 and	 emphasizes	 that	 it
expresses	the	proper	response	to	Jesus.	It	is	true	that	the	word	proskunein,	as
well	as	the	gesture	it	describes,	could	be	used	of	reverence	for	human	beings
without	any	 implication	of	 idolatry	 (Matt.	18:26;	Rev.	3:9;	LXX	Gen.	18:2;
19:1;	23:7,12;	33:6-7;1	Kgdms.	28:14;	3	Kgdms.	2:19;	Isa.	45:14,	etc.).	But	a
large	majority	of	Septuagintal	uses	of	the	word	refer	to	the	worship	of	God	or
false	 gods,	 and	 the	 gesture	 had	 become	 highly	 suspect	 to	 Jews	 in	 contexts
where	the	idolatrous	worship	of	a	human	being	or	an	angel	might	be	implied
(Add.	Esth.	13:12-14	[cf.	Esth.	3:2];	Apoc.	Zeph.	6:14-15;	Philo,	Decal.	64;
Legat.	116;	Matt.	4:9;	Luke	4:7;	Acts	10:25-26;	Rev.	19:10;	22:8-9;	cf.	also
Mart.	Pol.	17:3).	Thus,	whereas	in	Mark	and	Luke	the	gesture	of	obeisance	to
Jesus	 is	 probably	 no	more	 than	 a	mark	 of	 respect	 for	 an	 honoured	 teacher,
Matthew’s	 consistent	 use	 of	 the	word	 proskunein,	 and	 his	 emphasis	 on	 the
point,	 show	 that	 he	 intends	 a	 kind	 of	 reverence	 which,	 paid	 to	 any	 other
human	being,	he	would	have	regarded	as	idolatrous.	This	is	reinforced	by	the
fact	that	his	unparalleled	uses	tend	to	be	in	epiphanic	contexts	(Matt.	2:2,	8,
11;	 14:33;	 28:9,	 17).	 Combined	 with	 his	 emphasis	 on	 the	 presence	 of	 the
exalted	Christ	among	his	people	(18:20;	28:20),	Matthew’s	usage	must	reflect
the	practice	of	the	worship	of	Jesus	in	the	church.”

In	 view	 of	 the	 origin	 of	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 in	 Jewish	 Christianity,
Hurtado	 calls	 it’a	 significantly	 new	 but	 essentially	 internal	 development
within	 the	 Jewish	 monotheistic	 tradition	 18	 That	 it	 constituted	 a	 new
‘mutation’	 or’variant’	 (Hurtado)19	 of	 Jewish	 monotheistic	 worship,	 rather
than	an	abandonment	of	Jewish	monotheism,	will	become	evident	in	section	6
below.	Further	evidence	of	 the	worship	of	 Jesus	 throughout	 the	whole	ante-
Nicene	period	permeates	the	following	discussion.

Two	expressions	of	worship	are	of	particular	 interest:	doxologies	 (section
3)	and	hymns	(section	4).	Together	they	are	strong	evidence	of	the	centrality
and	normality	of	the	worship	of	Jesus	in	early	Christianity,	not	because	they
are	 the	 only	 evidence,20	 but	 because	 they	 are	 the	 most	 pervasive	 types	 of
evidence.	Moreover,	they	have	a	complementary	significance:	the	doxologies
provide	 unambiguous	 evidence	 that	 the	 worship	 offered	 to	 Jesus	 was	 that
appropriate	 to	God,	while	 the	 hymns	 help	 to	 illuminate	why	 such	 properly
divine	worship	was	considered	appropriately	offered	to	Jesus.

3.	Doxologies



The	 attribution	 of	 doxologies	 to	 Christ	 is	 particularly	 clear	 evidence	 of
unambiguously	divine	worship,	i.e.	worship	that	is	appropriately	offered	only
to	 the	 one	 God.	 Moreover,	 an	 unbroken	 tradition	 of	 use	 of	 christological
doxologies	 can	 be	 traced	 from	 the	New	Testament	 through	 the	whole	 ante-
Nicene	period.	We	distinguish	two	types:	the	strict	doxological	form	and	the
acclamatory	doxology.

The	strict	doxological	form	has	three	or	four	parts:	(1)	the	person	praised,
usually	 in	 the	dative,	often	a	pronoun;	 (2)	 the	word	of	praise,	usually	doxa,
quite	 often	with	 the	 addition	 of	 other	 terms;	 (3)	 the	 indication	 of	 time,	 i.e.
‘forever’	 or	 a	 fuller	 formula	 for	 eternity,	 usually	 followed	 by	 (4)	 ‘Amen’.
Thus	 the	 basic	 structure,	 of	 which	 many	 variations	 and	 expansions	 are
possible,	 is:	 ‘To	 whom/him/you	 (be/	 is)	 the	 glory	 forever.	 Amen:	 21	 Such
doxologies	were	 typically	used	by	Jews	and	Christians	 as	 a	 conclusion	 to	 a
prayer,	 a	 sermon,	a	 letter	or	a	part	of	any	of	 these.	Though	 they	are	 rare	 in
extant	 Jewish	 literature,	 where	 the	 benediction	 (a	 different	 form	 with	 an
equivalent	function)2	is	much	more	common,	there	is	no	doubt	that	the	early
Christian	use	of	doxologies	did	derive	from	Judaism,23	where	 they	were	an
expression	 of	 monotheistic	 worship.’	 It	 is	 the	 one	 God	 of	 Israel	 to	 whom
glory	belongs	 eternally.	There	 could	be	no	more	 explicit	way	of	 expressing
divine	worship	of	Jesus	than	in	the	form	of	a	doxology	addressed	to	him.25

One	 common	 early	Christian	way	 of	 christianizing	 the	 doxology	without
addressing	it	to	Christ	was	by	the	addition	of	the	phrase	‘through	Jesus	Christ’
(Rom.	16:27;	Jude	25;	Did.	9:4;	1	Clem.	58:2;	61:3;	64;	65:2;	Mart.	Pol.	14:3;
20:2;	cf.	2	Cor.	1:20;	1	Pet.	4:10;	Justin,1	Apol.	65:3;	67:2;	Origen,	Or.	33:1,
6).	But	doxologies	addressed	to	Christ	also	came	into	use.26	The	commonest
form	was	a	doxology	 to	Christ	 alone,	of	which	 three	examples	occur	 in	 the
New	Testament,	though	in	relatively	late	New	Testament	documents	(2	Tim.
4:18;	 2	 Pet.	 3:18;	Rev.	 1:5-6).	 Two	 other	New	Testament	 doxologies	 (Heb.
13:21;	1	Pet.	4:11)	could	be,	but	are	not	very	likely	to	be,	addressed	to	Christ
and	 the	 same	 can	 be	 said	 for	 two	 doxologies	 in	 1	 Clement	 (20:12;	 50:7)
which,	if	addressed	to	Christ,	would	be	roughly	contemporary	with	the	three
certain	New	Testament	examples.2’	However,	the	three	clear	New	Testament
examples	are	from	different	geographical	areas	and	theological	traditions	and
so	presuppose	a	common	Christian	practice	going	back	some	time	before	the
writing	of	these	works.

Some	 examples	 of	 the	 strict	 doxological	 form	 addressed	 to	 Christ	 alone
from	the	second	and	early	third	centuries	are:	Acts	John	77;	Acts	Paul	Thecla
42;	Acts	Pet.	20;	39;	Melito,	Peri	Pascha	10,	45,	65,	105;frg.	11	23;”	Mart.
Perpetua	1:6;	Tertullian,	Or.	29;	Hippolytus,	Comm.	Dan.	1:33;	4:60;	Origen,
Princ.	 4.1.7;	 4.3.14.	 Two	 special	 categories	 of	 further	 examples	 should	 be



noted.	 One	 is	 the	 doxologies	 that	 end	 the	 homilies	 of	 Origen,	 which	 are
characteristically	addressed	to	Christ	alone.	Of	202	such	doxologies,	181	are
addressed	 to	 Christ	 (five	 others	 may	 be	 addressed	 to	 Christ	 or	 to	 the
Father).29	 This	 practice	 of	 Origen’s	 is	 especially	 noteworthy,	 since	 it
contrasts	with	his	own	theory	(Or.	14-15;	cf.	33.1)	and	is	likely,	therefore,	to
be	 evidence	 not	 only	 of	 his	 own	 devotion	 to	 Christ,	 but	 also	 of	 a	 normal
practice	of	ending	sermons	in	this	way.

Secondly,	 the	 early	 Acts	 of	 the	 Christian	 martyrs	 seem	 always	 to	 have
ended	with	a	doxology	to	Christ	alone	(Mart.	Pol.	21;30	Mart.	Carp.	Lat.	7;
Mart.	Pion.	23;	Mart.	Just.	Rec.	B	&	C	6;	Mart.	Perp.	21:11;	Mart.	Marc.	Rec.
N	5;	Mart.	Iren.	Sirm.	6;	Mart.	Jul.	4:5;	Mart.	Crisp.	4:2).	In	some	cases,	the
later	expansion	of	an	original	christological	doxology	into	a	 later	Trinitarian
form	can	be	clearly	seen	(Mart.	Carp.	Gk.	47;	Mart.	Just.	Rec.A	6;	Mart.	Das.
12:2;	Mart.	Agape	7:2;	cf.	Mart.	Eupl.	Gk.	2:4).	Here	the	Trinitarian	doxology
is	 the	 post-Nicene	 development;	 the	 purely	 christological	 doxology	 is	 the
early	form.	In	many	of	these	cases,	the	christological	doxology	is	attached	to
a	standard	form	of	reference	to	the	reign	of	Christ	(Mart.	Pol.	21;	Mart.	Carp.
Lat.	7;	Mart.	Pion.	23;	Mart.	Marc.	Rec.N	5;	Mart.	Iren.	Sirm.	6;	Mart.	Das.
12:2;	 Mart.	 Agape	 7:2),	 so	 that	 the	 effect	 is	 to	 contrast	 the	 divine	 rule	 of
Christ,	to	whom	worship	is	due,	with	Caesar’s	idolatrous	pretensions	to	divine
worship.	 The	 doxology	 thus	 expresses	 precisely	 the	 issue	 of	 worship	 for
which	the	martyrs	died.

As	well	 as	 the	 strict	 doxological	 form,	 acclamatory	doxologies	were	 also
used	 with	 purely	 christological	 reference.	 Here	 the	 basic	 form	 is	 simply,
‘Glory	 to…,	 with	 the	 object	 of	 praise	 expressed	 in	 the	 second	 or	 third
person.31	Frequently	a	relative	or	causal	clause	follows,	giving	the	reason	for
praise.	 This	 form	 is	 not	 normally	 a	 concluding	 formula,	 as	 the	 strict
doxological	form	is	(but	see	Odes	Sol.	17:17),	but	forms	an	independent,	or
even	introductory,	ascription	of	praise.32	Though	few	Jewish	examples	seem
to	be	extant	(cf.	2	En.	71:11,	Rec.	J),	a	background	in	Judaism	is	probable	and
supported	by	its	use	in	the	New	Testament	with	reference	to	God	(Luke	2:14;
Rev.	19:1;	cf.	Luke	19:38).	In	early	Christianity,	its	christological	use	is	found
especially	in	the	apocryphal	Acts	(Acts	John	43;	78;	Acts	Thom.	59;	60;	80;
153;	 Acts	 Andr.	 29:1),	 though	 by	 no	 means	 exclusively	 there	 (Odes	 Sol.
17:17;	Mart.	Pion.	11:6).33

Besides	its	three	purely	christological	doxologies,	the	New	Testament	also
contains	one	doxology	addressed	 to	God	and	Christ	 together	 (Rev.	5:13;	cf.
7:10).	 This	 is	 the	 nearest	 the	 New	 Testament	 comes	 to	 later	 Trinitarian
doxologies	 in’coordinated’	 form,	 i.e.	 in	which	 glory	 is	 ascribed	 to	 all	 three
divine	 persons.	 They	 are	 less	 common	 in	 the	 anteNicene	 period	 than	 the



doxology	addressed	to	Christ	alone,	but	they	are	found.	It	is	disputed	whether
this	 form	of	 the	doxology	 is	original	 in	Martyrdom	of	Polycarp	14:3,34	but
there	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 good	 case	 for	 claiming	 that	 it	 was	 regularly	 used	 by
Hippolytus	in	the	liturgy,	as	well	as	in	other	work,35	as	it	certainly	was	also
in	 the	 Syriac	 liturgies	 from	 an	 early	 date.36	 Other	 early	 doxologies	 to	 the
Trinity	are	in	Acts	John	94;	96;	Acts	Thom.	132	(all	these	in	the	acclamatory
form);	Dionysius	of	Alexandria	(apud	Basil,	De	Sp.	S.	29).37

4.	Hymns

Hymns	in	praise	of	Christ	are	probably,	as	Martin	Hengel	has	argued,	,as	old
as	the	[Christian]	community	itself,38	and,	like	the	doxology	to	Christ,	can	be
traced	in	a	continuous	tradition	through	the	early	centuries.39	The	singing	of
hymns’to	the	Lord’	[i.e.	to	Christ]	is	already	attested	in	Ephesians	5:19,	then
by	Pliny’s	report	(of	Christians’	own	testimony)	that	Christians	habitually,	in
their	morning	worship,	sang	a	hymn	to	Christ	as	God	(carmen	Christo	quasi
deo;	 Pliny	 the	 Younger,	 Ep.	 10.96.7).40	 Ignatius’	 comment	 that,	 by	 the
concord	and	harmony	of	the	Ephesian	Christians,	the	praise	of	Jesus	Christ	is
being	 sung	 (Iesous	 Christos	 adetai:	 Ignatius,	 Eph.	 4:1;	 the	 following	 verse
continues	the	thought	in	terms	of	singing	through	Christ	to	the	Father)	uses	a
metaphor	that	must	reflect	a	practice	of	singing	hymns	in	praise	of	Christ.	A
Coptic	fragment	of	the	Acts	of	Paul	refers	to	‘psalms	and	praises	to	Christ’	41

Later	evidence	of	the	continuity	of	this	tradition	of	christological	liturgical
hymns	 comes,	 interestingly,	 from	 the	 context	 of	 thirdcentury	 christological
debate.	 An	 anonymous	 early	 third-century	 writer,	 refuting	 the	 heretic
Artemon	who	denied	the	deity	of	Christ,	adduces	as	evidence	of	the	antiquity
of	 this	 belief	 the	 fact	 that	 ‘all	 the	 psalms	 and	 hymns	 (odai)	 written	 by
believing	brothers,	from	the	beginning,	hymn	Christ	as	the	Logos	of	God	and
speak	 of	 him	 as	 God	 (ton	 logon	 ton	 theou	 ton	 Christon	 humnousin
theologountes)’	 (apud	 Eusebius,	 Hist.	 eccl.	 5.28.6).	 (In	 this	 text,	 as	 also	 in
Hist.	 eccl.	 7.30.10,	 note	 the	 continuity	with	 the	 early	Christian	 terminology
for	 such	hymns	 in	1	Cor.	14:26;	Col.	3:16;	Eph.	5:19.42)	Known	hymns	of
some	antiquity	(such	as	the	Phos	hilaron)	must	be	in	the	author’s	mind,	since
he	also	appeals,	quite	accurately,	to	named	second-century	writers	who	speak
of	Christ	as	God	(Hist.	eccl.	5.28.4-5).	Some	years	later,	Paul	of	Samosata	-
the	first	Christian	reformer	who	attempted	to	abolish	the	worship	of	Christ	in
the	 interests	of	 a	 low	Christology	 -	put	 a	 stop	 to	psalms	addressed	 to	 Jesus
Christ,	 considering	 them	 to	 be	 modern	 compositions	 (Hist.	 eccl.	 7.30.10).
(For	the	practice	of	singing	hymns	in	praise	of	Christ,	see	also	Origen,	Cels.
8.67;	Porphyry	apud	Augustine,	Civ.	19.23.)

Those	fragments	of	early	Christian	hymns	which	are	often	thought	to	have
been	preserved	in	the	New	Testament43	(and	perhaps	also	in	Ignatius)44	are



not	actually	addressed	to	Christ,	but	are	forms	of	‘narrative	praise’	recounting
the	history	of	Jesus	in	the	third	person	(especially	Phil.	2:6-11;	1	Tim.	3:16).
Like	the	narrative	psalms	of	the	Old	Testament,	such	hymns	are	praise	of	God
for	his	saving	acts	in	the	history	of	Jesus,	but	they	are,	at	the	same	time,	also
praise	of	Jesus	the	Saviour,	as	Ephesians	5:19	makes	plain,	if	it	is	to	hymns	of
this	 type	that	 it	 refers.	Indeed,	Philippians	2:9-11	is	virtually	equivalent	 to	a
doxology	addressed	to	Christ	and	through	him	to	the	Father.	The	tradition	of
hymns	of	narrative	praise	must	have	continued,	because	the	hymnic	elements
in	the	work	of	Melito	of	Sardis	seem	clearly	indebted	to	liturgical	hymnody	of
this	type	45	Melito	makes	 the	praise	of	Christ	quite	explicit	by	ending	such
compositions	with	 formal	 christological	doxologies	 (Pasch.	10,	45,	65,	105;
frg.	 11	 23).	 (Note	 also	 the	 combination	 of	 christological	 doxology	 and
narrative	praise	in	Acts	Thom.	8	0,	which	may	reflect	a	hymnic	form.)

However,	 hymns	 of	 praise	 actually	 addressed	 to	 Christ	 may	 also	 have
originated	at	a	very	early	date.	A	brief	acclamation	of	praise	to	Christ,	drawn
from	 the	 messianic	 Psalm	 118,	 is	 found	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 eucharistic
liturgy	 in	 Did.	 10:6,	 ‘Hosanna	 to	 the	 God	 of	 David!”	 Revelation	 5:9-10,
which	addresses	praise	to	Christ	in	the	second	person,	is	not	an	actual	hymn
in	Christian	use:	the	seer	has	composed	this	heavenly	liturgy	for	its	context	in
his	work.	But	it	would	be	surprising	if	it	did	not	reflect	the	use	of	hymns	of
this	 kind	 in	 john’s	 churches.	 Moreover,	 Hebrew	 1:8-12	 understands	 Psalm
45:6-7	and	Psalm	102:25-27	as	psalms	addressed	 to	Christ47	and	may	well
reflect	common	Christian	use	of	them	as	such	‘411	while	Justin	later	attests	a
Christian	exegesis	of	some	psalms	as	addressed	to	Christ	(Dial.	37-38;	63;	73-
74;	 126).	 In	 line	 with	 Hengel’s	 argument	 that,	 in	 the	 earliest	 Christian
community,	 the	 use	 of	 Old	 Testament	 messianic	 psalms	 accompanied	 the
composition	 of	 new	 songs,”	 this	 kind	 of	 christological	 exegesis	 of	 psalms
could	have	inspired	new	Christian	psalms	addressed	to	Christ.	So	it	may	be	to
this	 type	of	hymn	 that	Ephesians	5:19	and	Pliny’s	 report	 refer.	Examples	of
such	 hymns	which	 have	 survived	 from	 a	 later	 period	 are	 the	 lamp-lighting
hymn	 Phos	 hilaron,	 probably	 from	 the	 late	 second	 or	 early	 third	 century,”)
Clement	 of	 Alexandria’s	 hymn	 to	 Christ	 the	 Saviour	 in	 Paed.	 3.12	 and,
probably,	 the	original	ante-Nicene	form	of	 the	Gloria	 in	excelsis.51	(It	must
be	 admitted	 that	 we	 have	 few	 texts	 of	 hymns	 composed	 by	 Christians	 [as
distinct	 from	 the	 use	 of	 the	 canonical	 psalms	 by	Christians]	 from	 the	 ante-
Nicene	period‘52	but	relatively	little	of	the	Christian	literature	of	this	period,
especially	the	second	century,	has	survived.)

The	 special	 value	 of	 the	 hymns	 is	 that	 they	 help	 us	much	more	 than	 the
doxologies	 to	 see	how	 the	worship	of	 Jesus	arose.	As	Hengel	has	 shown	 in
detail,53	 the	 earliest	 hymns	 celebrated	 the	 saving	 death	 and	 heavenly
exaltation	of	Jesus	as	the	one	who	now	shares	the	divine	throne	and,	as	God’s



plenipotentiary,	 receives	 the	 homage	 of	 all	 creation.	 In	 offering	 praise	 to
Christ,	 they	 anticipate	 the	 eschatological	 consummation,	 when	 all	 will
acknowledge	Christ’s	lordship	and	worship	him.	Thus	the	worship	of	Christ	is
the	community’s	response	to	his	eschatological	history.	It	corresponds	to	the
very	 high	 Christology	 of	 the	 earliest	 Christian	 communities,	 according	 to
which	 Jesus	 exercises	 all	 the	 functions	 of	 God	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 world	 as
Saviour,	Lord	and	Judge,	as	well	as	to	the	same	communities’	strong	sense	of
the	living	reality	of	Jesus	as	the	one	who	reigns	now	and	is	coming.	The	one
who	 functions	 as	 God	 shares	 the	 divine	 identity	 with	 God	 and,	 naturally,
receives	divine	worship,	not	of	course	as	a	competitor	or	supplanter	of	God	in
the	community’s	worship	but	as	God’s	plenipotentiary	whose	praise	redounds
to	God’s	 glory	 (Phil.	 2:11;	Rev.	 5:12-13).	 It	 is	 likely	 that	 the	 attribution	 of
explicitly	divine	worship	 to	Jesus	assisted	 the	development	of	more	explicit
statements	about	his	divine	identity.

5.	Pagan	Perceptions	of	Christianity

Interesting	evidence	 that	 the	worship	of	Jesus	was	 the	central	distinguishing
feature	 of	 early	Christianity	 comes	 from	pagan	observers	 and	 critics.54	 ‘To
pagan	observers	…	Christian	identity	centred	on	the	worship	of	Christ,	writes
Wilken.55	 Most	 second-	 and	 third-century	 pagan	 writers	 who	 discuss
Christianity	 emphasize	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 (Pliny,	 Ep.	 10.96.7;	 Lucian,
Peregr.	13;	Celsus	apud	Origen,	Cels.	8.12,	14,	15;	Porphyry	apud	Augustine,
Civ.	19:23;	cf.	Mart.	Pol.	17:2).	Also	the	third-century	anti-Christian	graffito
from	the	Palatine	hill	depicts	a	man	in	prayer	before	a	crucified	man	with	the
head	 of	 a	 donkey,	 and	 the	 inscription,	 ‘Alexamenos	 worships	 [his]	 God’
(Alexamenos	sebete	 theon;	cf.	Mart.	Pion.	16.4-5;	Minucius	Felix,	Oct.	9.4;
Tertullian,	Apol.	16;	Nat.	1.14).

In	 a	 sense,	 it	 was	 easy	 for	 pagans	 to	 see	 Christianity	 as	 a	 religious
association	devoted	to	the	cult	of	Jesus,	in	the	same	way	that	other	religious
groups	exalted	particular	teachers	and	heroes	to	divine	or	semi-divine	status.
But	what	set	Christianity	apart,	in	their	eyes,	was	not	only	that	Jesus	was,	in
fact,	unworthy	of	such	a	cult	 (as	Celsus	was	at	pains	 to	argue),	but	also	 the
exclusivity	of	Christian	worship.	They	 saw	Christianity	 as	having	perverted
the	 exclusive	 monotheism	 of	 the	 Jews,	 itself	 an	 objectionable	 superstition
(Tacitus,	Hist.	 5.4-5),	 into	 the	 exclusive	worship	 of	 Jesus	 as	 the	 only	God.
Muhlenberg	 persuasively	 interprets	 Pliny’s	 report	 as	 implying	 this:	 ‘The
skandalon,	the	fanatic	obstinacy,	as	Pliny	sees	it,	consists	in	the	exclusivity	of
the	 divinity	 of	 Jesus’.56	According	 to	 Celsus,	whose	 principal	 objection	 to
Christians	was	 their	 antisocial	 (indeed	 seditious)	 opting	 out	 of	 all	 religious
practices	except	their	own,	Christians	‘want	to	worship	only	this	Son	of	man,
whom	they	put	 forward	as	 leader	under	 the	pretence	 that	he	 is	a	great	God’



(apud	 Origen,	 Cels.	 8.15).	 Celsus	 cannot	 understand	 how	 this	 can	 be
compatible	with	 the	Jewish	monotheistic	 tradition	 in	which	Christians	claim
to	stand:	‘If	these	men	worshipped	no	other	God	but	one,	perhaps	they	would
have	had	a	valid	argument	against	the	others.	But,	in	fact,	they	worship	to	an
extravagant	 degree	 this	 man	 who	 appeared	 recently	 and	 yet	 think	 it	 is	 not
inconsistent	with	monotheism	if	they	also	worship	his	servant’	(Origen,	Cels.
8.12).	 In	 thus	 perceiving	 that	 Christians	 claimed	 an	 exclusive	 monotheism
centred	on	 the	worship	of	 Jesus,	Celsus	strikingly	corroborates	 the	accounts
of	the	martyrs	that	are	noted	in	6.4	below.

6.	Christian	Adherence	to	Jewish	Monotheism

Before	the	advent	of	Christianity,	Judaism	was	unique	among	the	religions	of
the	Roman	world	in	demanding	the	exclusive	worship	of	its	God.	It	is	not	too
much	to	say	that	Jewish	monotheism	was	defined	in	practice	by	its	adherence
to	 the	 first	 and	 second	 commandments.	That	 the	God	of	 Israel	was	 the	one
and	only	God	meant	not	only	that	he	was	supreme,	the	Creator	of	heaven	and
earth,	 but	 also	 that	 he	 alone	might	 be	worshipped.	By	 contrast,	 perhaps	 the
principal	religious	feature	of	the	rest	of	the	Roman	world	was	inter-religious
tolerance:	One’s	 participation	 in	 one	 cult	 did	not	 imply	 that	 others,	 or	 even
oneself,	 should	 not	 participate	 in	 other	 cults.	Where	 a	 kind	 of	monotheism
was	held	by	the	more	sophisticated	-	deriving	from	the	Platonic	tradition,	for
example	 -	 it	 denied	 the	 legitimacy	of	none	of	 the	existing	 forms	of	popular
religion.	Worship	 of	 the	 supreme	 transcendent	God	 (in	 any	 case	 known	 by
different	 names	 to	 different	 nations)	 was	 entirely	 compatible	 with	 also
worshipping	the	lesser	divine	beings	who	were	more	immediately	involved	in
affairs	here	on	earth.	The	difference	between	Jewish	and	pagan	monotheism
did	not,	of	course,	turn	on	the	existence	of	supernatural	beings	inferior	to	the
supreme	God,	but	on	whether	they	might	be	worshipped.

It	 was	 this	 intolerant	 Jewish	 monotheism,	 with	 its	 condemnation	 of	 all
other	cults	as	 idolatrous,	 that	also	made	Christianity	an	objectionable	oddity
in	 the	Roman	world,	with	 the	 additional	 scandal	 that	Christianity	 somehow
linked	this	exclusive	monotheism	to	the	cult,	not	of	an	ancient	hero	or	noble
philosopher,	 but	 of	 a	 recently	 crucified	 criminal.	 Intelligible	 as	 the	 thesis
might	seem	-	a	priori	 -	 that	Christianity	adopted	 the	worship	of	Jesus	 to	 the
extent	that	it	abandoned	exclusive	Jewish	monotheism	under	the	influence	of
the	pagan	environment,	the	evidence	does	not	bear	it	out.	On	the	contrary,	it
indicates	 that,	 from	 the	 New	 Testament	 period	 onwards,	 Christians	 held	 to
exclusive	 monotheism	 as	 tenaciously	 as	 they	 did	 to	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus,
because	 both	 features	were	 already	 definitive	 of	 Christian	worship	when	 it
emerged	from	its	original	Jewish	context	into	the	pagan	world.

As	 Hurtado	 writes,‘The	 accommodation	 of	 Jesus	 as	 recipient	 of	 cultic



worship	 with	 God	 is	 unparalleled	 and	 signals	 a	 major	 development	 in
monotheistic	cultic	practice	and	belief.	But	 this	variant	form	of	monotheism
appeared	among	circles	who	insisted	that	they	maintained	faithfulness	to	the
monotheistic	 stance	 of	 the	 Jewish	 tradition.‘57	 In	 other	 words,	 Jewish
monotheism	and	 the	worship	of	Jesus	were	mutually	conditioning	factors	 in
the	development	of	early	Christian	faith.

The	 remainder	 of	 this	 section	 examines	 some	 of	 the	 evidence	 that	 the
worship	 of	 Jesus	 was	 practiced	 in	 close	 conjunction	 with	 an	 adherence	 to
Jewish	monotheism.
6.1.	First	Corinthians	8:6.

The	worship	of	 Jesus	as	Lord	was	undoubtedly	practised	 in	 the	churches	of
the	Pauline	mission,	but	in	combination	with	the	exclusive	monotheism	of	the
parent	religion.	In	1	Corinthians	8:4-6,	Paul	takes	up	the	issue	of	polytheistic
and	 monotheistic	 worship	 by	 christianizing	 the	 Shema.	 In	 other	 words,	 he
aligns	himself	and	his	fellow-Christians	with	the	Jews	in	their	rejection	of	the
‘many	 gods	 and	many	 lords’	 of	 paganism,	 and	 does	 so	 by	 referring	 to	 the
classic,	 constantly	 repeated,	 declaration	 of	 Jewish	 exclusive	monotheism	 in
the	 Shema	 (Dent.	 6:4).	 But	 he	 so	 expounds	 the	 Shema`	 as	 to	 include	 the
lordship	of	Jesus	within	its	terms,	glossing	its	theos	(God)	with	‘Father’	and
its	kurios	(Lord)	with’Jesus	Christ’.58
6.2.	The	book	of	Revelation.

Revelation	portrays	the	worship	of	Christ	in	heaven	quite	explicitly	as	divine
worship	 (5:8-12).	 The	 heavenly	 worship	 of	 God	 the	 Creator	 (4:9-11)	 is
followed	 by	 the	 heavenly	 worship	 of	 the	 Lamb	 (5:8-12),	 and	 then,	 as	 the
climax	of	the	vision	(5:13),	the	circle	of	worship	expands	to	include	the	whole
of	creation	addressing	a	doxology	 to	God	and	 the	Lamb	 together.	This	very
deliberate	portrayal	of	the	worship	of	Christ	is	noteworthy,	not	only	because	it
occurs	in	a	work	whose	thought-world	is	unquestionably	thoroughly	Jewish,
but	also	because	John	shows	himself	quite	aware	of	the	issue	of	monotheistic
worship.	 The	whole	 book	 is	much	 concerned	with	 the	 question	 of	 true	 and
false	worship,	with	differentiating	the	true	worship	of	God	from	the	idolatrous
worship	 of	 the	 beast.	 Moreover,	 the	 issue	 of	 worship	 is	 reinforced	 in	 the
closing	 chapters	 of	 the	 work	 by	 the	 incident,	 included	 twice	 for	 strategic
effect,	 in	 which	 John	 prostrates	 himself	 in	 worship	 before	 the	 angel	 who
mediates	 the	 revelation	 to	him.	The	angel	explains	 that	he	 is	only	a	 fellow-
servant	of	God	and	directs	John	to	worship	God	(19:10;	22:8-9).	John	is	here
making	use	of	a	traditional	motif	developed	in	apocalyptic	literature	precisely
in	 order	 to	 protect	 monotheistic	 worship	 against	 the	 temptation	 of
angelolatry.59	The	point	 is	 that	 the	angel	 is	not	 the	source	of	 revelation	but
only	 the	 instrument	 for	 communicating	 it	 to	 John.	The	 source	 is	God,	who



alone	may	be	worshipped.	But,	in	the	same	passages,	Jesus	is	distinguished	as
source,	not	instrument,	of	revelation	(19:10b;	21:16,	20).	By	implication,	he	is
not	 excluded,	 like	 the	 angel,	 from	 the	 strictly	 monotheistic	 worship,	 but
included	 in	 it.	 It	 seems	 clear	 that,	 in	 Revelation,	 we	 have	 the	 deliberate
treatment	of	Jesus	as	an	object	of	worship	along	with	a	deliberate	retention	of
the	Jewish	definition	of	monotheism	by	worship.

Because	 of	 this	 combination,	 it	 seems	 that	 John	 is	 concerned	 not	 to
represent	Jesus	as	an	alternative	object	of	worship	alongside	God,	but	as	one
who	shares	in	the	glory	due	to	God.	He	is	worthy	of	divine	worship	because
his	worship	can	be	included	in	the	worship	of	the	one	God.	Thus,	chapter	five
is	structured	so	 that	 the	heavenly	worship	of	 the	Lamb	(5:8-12)	 leads	 to	 the
worship	 of	 God	 and	 the	 Lamb	 together	 by	 the	 whole	 creation	 (5:13).	 It	 is
probably	 the	 same	 concern	 which	 leads	 to	 a	 peculiar	 usage	 elsewhere	 in
Revelation,	where	mention	of	God	and	Christ	is	followed	by	a	singular	verb
(11:15)	 or	 singular	 pronouns	 (22:3-4;	 and	 6:17,	 where	 the	 reading	 autou
should	 be	 preferred).	 (Of	 these	 texts,	 22:3	 is	 particularly	 noteworthy	 as
referring	 to	worship.)	Whether	 the	 singular	 in	 these	 passages	 refers	 to	God
alone	or	to	God	and	Christ	as	a	unity,	John	is	evidently	reluctant	to	speak	of
God	and	Christ	together	as	a	plurality.



6.3.	Missionary	Christianity	in	the	Apocryphal	Acts.

The	apocryphal	Acts	of	the	late	second	and	early	third	centuries	are	the	best
evidence	 we	 have	 of	 how	 conversion	 to	 Christianity	 was	 represented	 to
outsiders.	 With	 the	 exception	 of	 one	 section	 of	 the	 Acts	 of	 John	 (94-102,
109),	they	should	not	be	labelled	gnostic,	and	their	doctrinal	peculiarities	are
not	likely	to	have	seemed	unorthodox	at	the	time.	They	represent	conversion
to	Christianity,	again	and	again,	as	conversion	from	idolatry	to	the	worship	of
the	only	 true	God	Jesus	 (as	well	as	 references	below,	see	Acts	John	42;	44;
79).6”	Admittedly,	in	the	Acts	of	John,	this	treatment	of	Jesus	as	the	only	God
is	combined	with	a	consistent	elimination	of	all	distinction	between	Jesus	and
the	Father	(except	in	94-102,	109,	a	secondary	addition	to	the	work).”	But	the
other	Acts	are	not	really,	as	has	been	claimed,	guilty	of	‘naive	modalism	:62
they	distinguish	the	Father	and	the	Son	as	readily	as	they	call	Jesus	the	only
God.63	 In	 fact,	 they	 exhibit	 a	 relatively	 unreflective	 combination	 of	 (a)
monotheistic	 worship,	 (b)	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 as	 God	 and	 (c)	 the	 Trinitarian
distinctions	 -	 a	 combination	 probably	 characteristic	 of	 much	 popular
Christianity	 and	 capable,	 of	 course,	 of	 being	 condemned	 as	 modalism	 by
more	sophisticated	Trinitarian	thinkers.	(It	seems,	for	example,	much	like	the
position	of	Pope	Zephyrinus,	quoted	by	Hippolytus,	Haer.	9:6,	who	condemns
it	as	‘ignorant	and	illiterate’.)

What	 is	 particularly	 interesting,	 however,	 is	 the	 evidence	 that	 traditional
Jewish	 monotheistic	 formulae,	 designed	 to	 assert	 monotheistic	 worship
against	paganism,	are	employed	for	 the	same	purpose,	but	with	reference	 to
the	worship	of	Jesus.	For	example,	there	seems	to	have	been	a	form	of	the	full
doxology,	attested	only	in	early	Christian	literature	(Rom.	16:27;	1	Tim.	1:17;
6:15-16;	Jude	25;	1	Clem.	43:6;	2	Clem.	20:5)	but	surely	of	Jewish	origin,	in
which	 glory	 is	 ascribed	 to	 the	 only	 God.	 This	 turns	 the	 doxology	 into	 an
explicit	assertion	of	exclusive	monotheistic	worship.	In	the	apocryphal	Acts,
this	kind	of	doxology	is	addressed	to	Jesus	(Acts	Pet.	20;	39;	Acts	John	77;
Acts	Paul	[Pap.	Heid.	p.	6];	and	acclamatory	form	in	Acts	John	43;	and	cf.	the
ascriptions	 of	 praise,	 not	 in	 strictly	 doxological	 form,	 in	Acts	Pet.	 21;	Acts
Thom.	25;	Acts	 John	85).	Furthermore,	 in	 several	of	 these	cases,	 the	words
are:	‘you	[Jesus]	are	the	only	God	and	there	is	no	other’	(or	similar)	(Acts	Pet.
39;	Acts	John	77;	Acts	Thom.	25;	Acts	Paul	[Pap.	Heid.	p.	6]).	This	formula
derives	 from	Deutero-Isaiah’s	polemic	against	 idolatry	 (Isa.	43:11;	45:5,	11,
22;	46:9,	etc.)	and	had	already	been	taken	up	in	Jewish	propagandist	literature
in	the	Roman	world	(Sib.	Or.	3:629,	760;	Ps.-Orphica	16;	cf.	Sib.	Or.	8:377,
which	 is	 most	 likely	 Christian).	 It	 makes	 absolutely	 clear	 that,	 in	 the
apocryphal	 Acts,	 where	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 is	 so	 prominent,	 it	 was
conceived	primarily	in	terms	of	Jewish	monotheistic	worship.



The	fact	that	the	apocryphal	Acts	portray	Christianity	predominantly	in	its
missionary	 role,	 and	 are	 probably,	 to	 some	 extent	 at	 least,	 missionary
documents,	enables	us	to	make	the	following	observation.	The	combination	of
Jewish	 monotheism	 and	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 that	 we	 find	 in	 them	 surely
accounts	for	much	of	 the	appeal	of	 the	Christian	message	in	 the	second	and
third	centuries.	Paganism	(especially	in	its	philosophically	influenced	forms)
offered,	on	the	one	hand,	the	supreme	God,	abstract	and	remote	from	human
affairs,	 and,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 any	 number	 of	 lesser	 divinities	 involved	 in
human	 affairs.	 The	 aspiration	 to	 monotheism,	 which	 is	 evidenced	 in	 the
religious	philosophies	of	the	time,	could	not	be	satisfied	at	the	expense	of	the
many	gods,	because	only	they	met	the	real	religious	needs	of	ordinary	people.
Christianity,	however,	recognized	the	one	God,	Creator	of	heaven	and	earth,
who	was	 not	merely	 the	 philosophical	 abstraction	 of	 Platonic	monotheism,
but	 had	 involved	 himself	 in	 the	 human	world	 and	 given	 himself	 a	worldly
identity	in	Jesus.	Thus,	Christianity	actually	could	dispense	with	the	worship
of	the	lesser	divinities	and	advocate	exclusive	monotheistic	worship.	The	one
God	of	Christian	faith,	unlike	 the	supreme	God	of	paganism,	could	 take	 the
place	 of	 the	 lesser	 gods,	 because,	 in	 Jesus	 himself,	 the	 one	 God	 was
religiously	accessible.	Hence	 the	 formula	 ‘Jesus	 is	 the	only	God’	 -	however
theologically	 problematic	 in	 other	 respects	 -	 did	 summarize	 the	missionary
appeal	of	Christianity.
6.4.	Persecution	and	Martyrdom

It	was	for	their	‘atheism’	-	i.e.	for	their	exclusive	monotheistic	worship	-	that
Christians	were	persecuted	and	martyred.	Probably	they	incurred	a	good	deal
of	general	dislike	by	their	refusal	 to	participate	in	what,	 to	their	neighbours,
was	ordinary	social	life	but,	in	their	eyes,	would	implicate	them	in	idolatrous
worship.	 Martyrdom	 resulted	 from	 refusal	 to	 worship	 the	 emperor	 or	 the
traditional	Roman	state	gods	who	were	understood	to	guarantee	the	wellbeing
of	the	empire.

In	 the	 conflict	with	 the	 empire,	which	Christians	 saw	 as	 a	 conflict	 about
monotheistic	worship,	they	again	took	up	traditional	Jewish	ways	of	asserting
this.	 This	 is	 the	 case	 already	 in	Revelation	 (14:7;	 15:4;	 cf.	 the	 parody	 of	 a
monotheistic	 formula	 in	 13:4)	 and	 is	 also	 true	 of	 the	 Acts	 of	 the	 Martyrs
(which,	whether	or	not	their	records	of	the	words	of	the	martyrs	are	accurate,
are	evidence	of	Christian	views	on	this	issue).	Repeatedly,	under	questioning,
the	martyrs	claim	to	worship	the	one	God	who	made	heaven	and	earth,”	call
down	destruction	on	the	gods	who	did	not	make	heaven	and	earth	(Jer.	10:11
LXX),65	appeal	to	Old	Testament	commandments	prohibiting	the	worship	of
any	but	the	one	God,66	echo	traditional	Jewish	polemic	against	idols,67	and
use	other	 standard	 formulae	of	 Jewish	monotheistic	worship	 (‘I	know	of	no
other	God	besides	him;68’the	living	and	true	God‘69).	But,	with	no	sense	of



incongruity,	the	martyrs	also	speak	of	Christ	-	the	crucified	man	-	as	God	and
of	his	worship,7°	while	their	own	prayers	and	worship,	as	they	approach	and
suffer	martyrdom,	are	usually	to	Christ.”	We	have	already	noticed	(section	3)
how	 the	 standard	 literary	 conclusion	 to	 the	 accounts	 of	martyrdom	 sets	 the
eternal	divine	kingship	of	Christ	in	implicit	contrast	to	the	pretended	divinity
of	the	emperor	and	the	eternity	of	the	empire.

It	is	worth	pausing	over	the	political	implications	of	monotheistic	worship,
since	it	has	been	alleged	that	the	cult	of	Christ	is	a	post-Nicene	development
that	 functioned	 as	 the	 ideological	 basis	 for	 the	 Christian	 empire	 of
Constantine	 and	 his	 successors:	 ‘The	 entire	 imperial	 cult	 and	 ideology	was
refocused	 on	Christ,	while	 in	 return	Christ	 crowned	 his	 earthly	 deputy	 and
validated	his	rule’	(Don	Cupitt).72	Jewish	monotheism,	of	course,	had	always
had	 strong	 political	 implications,	 precisely	 because	 of	 its	 definition	 by
exclusive	 worship	 of	 the	 God	 of	 Israel.	 It	 entailed	 refusing	 to	 pay	 divine
honours	to	any	divinized	ruler	or	to	the	Roman	state	gods	who	guaranteed	the
wellbeing	of	the	empire.	Christians	continued	to	draw	this	consequence	from
exclusive	monotheism.	Precisely	this	is	one	of	Celsus’s	charges	against	them.
In	 Celsus’s	 Platonism,	 worship	 is	 properly	 paid	 to	 the	 lesser	 divinities,
including	 the	 emperor,	 because	 they	 are	 ministers	 of	 the	 supreme	 God:	 to
honour	them	is	to	honour	him	(apud	Origen,	Cels.	7.68;	8.2;	63;	66).	But	the
exclusive	monotheistic	cult	of	the	Christians	he	sees	as	a	threat	to	the	religio-
political	 order,	 a	 threat	 not	 mitigated	 but	 intensified	 by	 the	 fact	 -
incomprehensible	 to	 Celsus	 -	 that	 Jesus	 is	 the	 object	 of	 this	 exclusive
worship.73	To	pagans	Christianity	was	the	cult	of	a	crucified	man	-	ridiculous
at	best,	but	subversive	at	worst,	because	it	entailed	religious	loyalty	to	a	man
who	suffered	the	deserved	fate	of	a	slave	or	a	rebel.74	The	martyrs	repudiated
the	divine	 lordship	of	Caesar	 and	 asserted	 the	divine	 lordship	of	 Jesus	who
was	crucified	on	Caesar’s	 authority.	Much	as	 they	protested	 their	 loyalty	 to
the	 empire	under	God,	 the	 effect	of	monotheistic	worship	 in	 relativizing	all
political	authority	was	 radicalized	by	 the	Christian	 focusing	of	monotheistic
worship	on	a	crucified	man.	Thus,	 in	 the	pre-Constantinian	period	 in	which
the	worship	of	Jesus	originated	and	flourished,	it	had	quite	the	opposite	effect
from	that	alleged	by	Cupitt	for	 the	Constantinian	period.	So	far	from	giving
earthly	rule	divine	sanction,	it	deprived	political	authority	of	divine	sanction
and	aligned	 the	 rule	of	God	with	people	condemned	by	political	 authority	 -
the	crucified	Jesus	and	his	worshippers,	the	martyrs.75

7.	Relationship	to	patristic	christological	development

How	could	Jewish	monotheism	accommodate	the	worship	of	Jesus?	It	seems
clear,	from	what	we	know	of	popular	Christianity	in	the	first	three	centuries,
that	 for	most	Christians	 this	was	 not	 a	 real	 problem.	Worship	 of	 Jesus	was



worship	of	God.	Jesus	was	not	an	alternative,	competitive	object	of	worship
alongside	the	Father.	His	worship	was	included	within	the	worship	of	the	one
God.	In	this	way,	popular	Christianity	combined	the	exclusive	monotheism	of
its	 parent	 religion	 with	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 that	 the	 central	 datum	 of
Christian	 faith	 and	 experience	 -	 the	 divine	 activity	 of	 Jesus	 -	 required.
However,	 in	order	 to	maintain	 and	 safeguard	 this	position,	 it	was	necessary
for	reflective	theology	to	reach	a	doctrinal	understanding	of	the	being	of	God
and	 the	being	of	Christ	which	could	do	 justice	 to	 the	 two	propositions:	 that
only	 God	 may	 be	 worshipped,	 and	 that	 Jesus	 is	 such	 that	 he	 must	 be
worshipped.	 The	 search	 for	 such	 an	 understanding,	 within	 the	 intellectual
context	of	the	time,	occupied	Christian	thinkers	for	the	whole	of	the	patristic
period.	The	worship	of	 Jesus	was	 a	major	 factor	 determining	 the	 result.	As
Frans	Jozef	van	Beeck	puts	 it,	 ‘The	divinity	of	Christ	was	defined	precisely
because	Christians	worshipped	Christ.”

By	means	of	a	necessary	oversimplification,	we	can	identify	two	important
trends	 in	 ante-Nicene	 Christianity’s	 reflection	 on	 the	 relation	 of	 Jesus	 to
God.”	One	trend	remained	close	to	the	worshipping	life	of	the	church	and	to
Jewish	monotheism;	it	reflects	very	faithfully	the	evidence	just	surveyed	for
the	worship	of	Jesus	and	for	the	retention,	in	Christian	witness,	of	exclusive
monotheistic	worship	against	the	polytheistic	worship	of	paganism.	It	is	easy
to	see	how	this	combination	might	lead	in	the	direction	of	modalism,	in	which
the	 distinction	 between	 the	 Father	 and	 the	 Son	 was	 simply	 denied.	 As	 we
have	already	remarked,	in	connection	with	the	apocryphal	Acts,	by	no	means
everything	that,	taken	in	isolation,	sounds	modalistic	really	is.	But	the	danger
was	present.	If	only	God	may	be	worshipped	and	if	Jesus	may	be	worshipped,
then	 the	 conclusion	 could	 be	 drawn	 that	 there	 can	 be	 no	 real	 distinction
between	God	the	Father	and	God	as	incarnate	in	Jesus.

Such	a	proposition	was	not	 likely	 to	succeed	 in	 the	 long	run.	 It	neglected
too	 much	 in	 the	 witness	 of	 the	 Bible	 and	 the	 tradition	 to	 the	 personal
distinction	 between	 Jesus	 and	 his	 Father	 and,	 while	 doing	 justice	 to	 the
worship	of	Jesus,	abolished	his	mediatorial	role,	which	was	equally	strong	in
the	 tradition,	 not	 least	 in	 the	 liturgy.	 But	 it	 is	 easy	 to	 see	 why	 it	 made	 an
immediate	appeal	and	was	at	first	tolerated	by	the	early	third-century	bishops
of	Rome.78	Noetus,	 defending	 his	modalistic	 teaching	 against	 the	 elders	 of
the	 church	 of	 Smyrna,	 asked,	 ‘What	 evil	 am	 I	 doing	 by	 giving	 glory
(doxazon)	 to	Christ?’	 (Hippolytus,	Noet.	 1.6;	 the	 importance	of	 the	point	 is
shown	by	 the	way	Hippolytus	 takes	 it	 up	 in	 9.2;	 14.6-8;	 and	 concludes	 the
work	with	his	own	doxology	addressed	to	the	Son	along	with	the	Father	and
the	Holy	Spirit:	18.2).

The	 other	 trend	 is	 represented	 by	 the	 tradition	 of	 intellectual	 theology,



which	 was	 relatively	 more	 independent	 of	 the	 worship	 and	 witness	 of
ordinary	 Christianity.	 This	 tradition	 begins	 in	 the	 apologists	 of	 the	 second
century	and	continues	in	the	Alexandrians	and	the	Origenist	tradition.	At	first
sight,	 it	may	seem	surprising	 that	 the	danger	of	a	paganizing	of	Christianity
arose	here	rather	than	in	popular	Christianity,	but	there	is	a	clear	reason	why
this	was,	in	fact,	the	case.	Christianity	had	no	difficulty	in	distinguishing	itself
from	popular	paganism,	towards	which	it	was	consistently	intolerant,	but	the
Christian	 intellectuals	 were	 engaged	 in	 a	 critical	 appropriation	 of	 pagan
philosophy.	The	result	was	that	they	tended	to	use	Platonic	monotheism	as	the
model	for	understanding	the	relation	of	Jesus	to	God.	God,	the	Father,	is	the
supreme	God,	while	Christ,	the	Logos,	is	god	in	a	subordinate	and	derivative
sense.	And,	just	as	the	Platonist	did	not	confine	worship	to	the	supreme	God
but	 allowed	 the	 worship	 of	 lesser	 divinities	 to	 appropriate	 degrees,	 so	 the
Christian	practice	of	the	worship	of	Jesus	could	be	permissible	as	the	relative
worship	 of	 the	 principal	 divine	 intermediary,	 while	 absolute	 worship	 is
reserved	 for	 the	 one	 who	 is	 God	 in	 the	 fullest	 sense.	 The	 danger	 in	 this
Christian	Platonism	was	the	loss	of	monotheism	in	the	Judeo-Christian	sense.

In	 relation	 to	 worship,	 we	 can	 see	 one	 possible	 effect	 in	 a	 surprising
passage	 of	 Justin	 Martyr’s	 first	 Apology,	 in	 which	 he	 defends	 Christians
against	the	charge	of	atheism	by	claiming	that,	in	fact,	they	worship	a	number
of	divine	beings:	not	only	God,	but	also	‘the	Son	who	came	from	him…,	and
the	host	of	other	good	angels	who	follow	him	and	are	made	like	him,	and	the
prophetic	 Spirit,	 we	 worship	 and	 adore	 (sebometha	 kai	 proskunoumen)’	 (1
Apol.	6).	The	 inclusion	of	 the	angels	 represents	an	attempt	 to	assimilate	 the
Christian	 view	 of	 the	 divine	 world	 as	 closely	 as	 possible	 to	 the	 Platonic
hierarchy	of	divinity:	first	God,	second	God,	and	a	multitude	of	lesser	divine
beings	 (cf.	 also	 Athenagoras,	 Leg.	 10.5;	 Origen,	 Cels.	 8.13).	 This	 is
apologetic	and	should	not	be	taken	as	a	serious	claim	that	Christians	worship
angels,	but	 it	 illustrates	how	Platonic	 influence	could	undermine	 the	 Jewish
principle	of	monotheistic	worship.

In	 Origen,	 we	 see	 the	 growing	 gap	 between	 a	 platonically	 influenced
intellectual	theology	and	the	popular	faith	and	practice	of	the	church	precisely
in	relation	 to	 this	principle.79	Origen	distinguishes	 four	 types	of	prayer	and
worship.””	Three	of	 them	 (supplication,	 intercession	and	 thanksgiving)	may
quite	 properly	 be	made	 to	 human	 beings	 as	well	 as	 to	God,	 but	 the	 fourth,
which	 is	 prayer	 in	 the	 fullest	 sense	 of	 the	 word	 (kuriolexia)	 and	 is
accompanied	by	praise,	is	properly	offered	only	to	the	unoriginated	God,	not
to	 any	 derived	 being	 and	 so	 not	 even	 to	 Christ	 (Or.	 14-15;	 cf.	 Cels.	 5.11;
8.26).	 Origen	 is	 conscious	 of	 how	 far	 this	 diverges	 from	 the	 practice	 of
‘uninstructed	 and	 simple’	Christians	 (16.1),	 and	 the	 extent	 of	 the	 tension	 is
indicated	 by	 his	 own	 divergent	 practice	 (see	 section	 3	 above)	 and	 even,



apparently,	 divergent	 theory	 elsewhere	 (Cels.	 8.67;	 cf.	Or.	 33.1).	His	 ability
elsewhere	 to	accommodate	actual	Christian	practice	of	worshipping	Jesus	 is
explained	 by	 Cels.	 5.4:	 all	 types	 of	 prayer	 can	 be	 offered	 to	 the	 Logos,
provided’we	are	capable	of	a	clear	understanding	of	the	absolute	and	relative
sense	of	prayer’.

The	 absolute	 and	 relative	 sense	 of	 prayer	 corresponds	 to	 Origen’s
hierarchical	view	of	divinity,	 in	which	only	 the	Father,	 the	 supreme	God,	 is
God	in	the	absolute	sense,	and	the	Son	is	divine	in	a	relative	sense,	deriving
his	divinity	from	the	supreme	God	and	mediating	between	the	supreme	God
and	the	rest	of	reality.	Hence,	worship	in	the	proper	sense	is	due	only	to	the
supreme	God,	but	must	be	offered	through	the	mediation	of	the	Son	(Or.	15.1-
2),	who	himself	can	be	worshipped	only	as	an	intermediary	who	mediates	our
prayers	 to,	 and	 himself	 prays	 to,	 the	 Father	 (Cels.	 8.13,	 26).	 Thus	 Origen,
constrained	by,	on	the	one	hand,	his	platonically	influenced	doctrine	of	God
and,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 Christian	 practice	 of	 worshipping	 Jesus,	 halts
between	a	rigorously	monotheistic	worship,	which	would	allow	only	the	one
who	is	God	in	the	fullest	sense,	the	Father,	to	be	addressed	in	worship,	and	a
Platonic	 permission	 to	 worship,	 in	 appropriate	 degrees,	 all	 subordinate
divinities	(cf.	Cels.	8.66-67).

Early	 Arianism	 was,	 in	 one	 sense,	 a	 reassertion	 of	 Judeo-Christian
monotheism.	 Rejecting	 the	 notion	 of	 degrees	 of	 divinity,	 Arius	 drew	 an
absolute	distinction	between	the	Creator	and	all	creatures.	Christ	could	not	be
a	lesser	divinity	and	so	he	had	to	be,	in	the	last	resort,	a	creature.	The	effect
was	that	Arius	enabled	the	christological	implications	of	the	worship	of	Jesus
to	be	clearly	seen:	either	Christians	worship	a	creature,	or	Jesus	belongs	to	the
being	of	 the	one	God	who	alone	may	be	worshipped.	If	 this	was	not	at	first
fully	recognized	by	the	Arians,	it	was	by	Alexander	of	Alexandria	(Ep.	Alex.
31)	 and	 Athanasius,	 who	 continually	 accused	 the	 Arians	 of	 idolatry	 in
worshipping	Jesus	whom	they	considered	a	creature	 (Ep.	Adelph.	3;	Depos.
2.23;	3.16).	Arianism	itself	seems	not	to	have	entirely	abolished	the	worship
of	the	Son,	but	severely	restricted	it	and	understood	it	in	a	strongly	Origenist
way	 -	as	honouring	 the	one	who	mediates	worship	 to	 the	Father	who	 is	 the
only	proper	object	of	worship	(Theognis	of	Nicaea	in	Serm.	Ar.	frg.	16).81

The	development	of	Nicene	orthodoxy,	on	the	other	hand,	was	the	attempt
to	do	theological	justice	to	the	church’s	practice	of	worshipping	Jesus	with	the
worship	 due	 only	 to	God.	 The	 achievement	 of	 the	 Trinitarian	 doctrine	 that
eventually	 emerged	 from	 the	 Arian	 controversies	 was	 to	 do	 this	 without
lapsing	into	modalism.	The	triumph	of	Nicene	orthodoxy,	at	the	fundamental
level	of	acceptability	to	the	church	at	large,	was	due	to	the	justice	it	did	to	the
place	of	Jesus	in	popular	Christian	faith,	as	expressed	in	the	worship	of	Jesus.



Finally,	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 again	 played	 a	 part	 as	 a	 christological
principle	in	the	christological	debate	that	led	to	the	Council	of	Chalcedon.	It
was	 the	principle	continually	 invoked	by	 the	Alexandrians,	especially	Cyril,
against	an	extreme	Antiochene	Christology.	If	Jesus	Christ	 is	a	man	indwelt
by	God,	a	human	subject	alongside	a	divine	subject	in	a	relationship	of	grace,
then	 the	worship	of	Jesus	 is	 the	worship	of	a	man	alongside	 the	Logos	 (see
Cyril,	Ep.	Nest.	2;	and	the	eighth	of	the	Twelve	Anathemas	in	Cyril,	Ep.	Nest.
3,	 later	 adopted,	 in	 expanded	 form,	 as	 the	 ninth	 anathema	 of	 the	 Second
Council	of	Constantinople	in	553).	Only	if	Jesus	is	the	divine	Logos	incarnate
is	the	worship	of	Jesus	not	idolatry	but	the	worship	of	God	incarnate.	So	the
Council	of	Ephesus	(431)	decided.

8.	Theological	Conclusion

John	 Maclntyre,	 in	 a	 rather	 neglected	 but	 important	 book,	 The	 Shape	 of
Christology	 (1966),	 is	 one	 of	 several	 modern	 writers	 on	 Christology	 who
make	 the	 Christian	 practice	 of	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 a	 methodological
principle	for	Christology:

[W]e	 shall	 not	 be	 satisfied	 with	 any	 christological	 analysis	 which
eliminates	from	its	conception	of	who	he	[Jesus	Christ]	is	all	valid	basis
for	an	attitude	of	worship	to	him.	It	is	on	this	very	score	that	humanistic
interpretations	of	 the	person	of	Jesus	Christ	fail,	 that	 they	present	 to	us
someone	who	cannot	sustain	human	worship;	admiration,	perhaps,	even
a	sense	of	wonder	at	the	courage	he	had	in	the	face	of	danger	and	death,
but	never	worship.	That	is	given	only	to	God.

One	of	the	questions	Maclntyre	proposes	we	should	put	to	any	christological
analysis	 is:	 ‘To	 what	 degree	 is	 the	 analysis	 organically	 united	 with	 the
worship	of	Christ,	so	that	it	may	finally	come	to	inform,	to	deepen	and	enrich
the	worship	of	Christ?”’

As	we	have	seen,	the	worship	of	Jesus	was	central	to	the	character	of	early
Christianity	throughout	the	early	centuries,	beginning	in	the	early	Palestinian
Christian	movement.	 At	 the	 same	 time	 as	 a	 worshipping	 response	 to	 Jesus
was	integral	to	Christian	faith,	the	early	church	also	clung	tenaciously	to	the
Jewish	 understanding	 of	monotheism,	 according	 to	which	 belief	 in	 the	 one
God	was	 defined	 in	 religious	 practice	 by	 the	 exclusive	worship	 of	 the	 one
God.	In	time	it	became	clear	 that	 the	practice	of	 the	worship	of	Jesus	in	the
context	 of	 Jewish	 monotheism	 constituted	 both	 a	 christological	 principle	 -
that	Jesus	is	such	that	he	can	be	worshipped	-	and	a	theological	(Trinitarian)
principle	 -	 that	 God	 is	 such	 that	 Jesus	 can	 be	worshipped.	 These	were	 the
principles	 that	 governed	 the	 development	 of	 the	 Nicene	 and	 Chalcedonian
dogmas,	and	they	constitute	the	fundamental	continuity	of	these	dogmas	with



the	faith	of	the	first	Christians	in	the	God	and	Father	of	the	Lord	Jesus	Christ.

	



5
The	Throne	of	God	and	the	Worship	of

Jesus’
1.	Second	Temple	Jewish	monotheism

That	YHWH,	 the	God	 of	 Israel,	 is	 the	 only	God	 and	 that	 he	 alone	may	 be
worshipped	are	at	the	heart	of	Jewish	religious	self-understanding	in	the	late
Second	Temple	period.	Some	recent	discussion	might	lead	one	to	doubt	this,
but	 the	 evidence	 is	 abundant.	For	 example,	 there	 is	 strong	evidence	 that,	 in
this	 period,	 Jews	who	were	 serious	 about	 the	 practice	 of	 Torah	 recited	 the
Shema`	 twice	daily,	morning	and	evening,	as	 they	supposed	 the	Torah	 itself
required.2	Nothing	 could	 be	more	 conducive	 to	 the	 inculcation	 of	 a	 highly
self-conscious	monotheism,	in	the	sense	not	simply	of	belief	that	there	is	one
God,	 but	 also	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 understanding	 this	 God	 to	 require	 exclusive
devotion:	 to	be	 loved	and	served	(Heb.	‘abad,	Gk.	 latreuo):	words	 that	 refer
primarily	 to	 cultic	worship)	with	 all	 one’s	heart	 and	 soul	 (Dent.	 6:5;	 10:12;
11:13).	 There	 is	 evidence	 that,	 at	 this	 period,	 the	 sections	 of	Deuteronomy
recited	daily	also	included	the	Decalogue,3	at	least	on	some	occasions,	but,	in
any	case,	the	first	and	second	commandments	of	the	Decalogue	were	clearly
also	 central	 to	 Jewish	 religious	 self-understanding.	 Despite	 our	 modern
problems	 of	 understanding	 precisely	 what	 the	 Shema	 and	 the	 first
commandment	of	the	Decalogue	originally	meant,	we	need	have	no	doubt	of
how	 they	 were	 understood	 in	 the	 late	 Second	 Temple	 period.	 Josephus’
paraphrase	of	the	first	commandment,	in	which	in	effect	he	uses	the	Shema`
to	interpret	it,	would	have	met	general	assent:	‘The	first	word	teaches	us	that
God	 is	 one	 and	 he	 only	must	 be	worshipped	 (sebesthai)’	 (A.J.	 3.91).	 Philo
paraphrases	 the	 first	 commandment	 in	 very	 similar	 terms:	 ‘to	 acknowledge
and	to	honour	(nomizein	to	kai	timan)	the	one	God	who	is	above	all’	(Decal.
65),	 while	 Pseudo-Philo	 has	 Abraham,	 the	 paradigm	 of	 monotheistic	 faith
(see	 below),	 similarly	 combining,	 in	 effect,	 the	 Shema`	 and	 the	 first
commandment:	‘We	know	one	Lord,	and	him	we	worship’	(L.A.B.	6:4).	This
was	common	Judaism,	uncontroversial	in	spite	of	the	many	other	things	about
which	 Jews	 of	 this	 period	 differed.	 Of	 course,	 there	 may	 have	 been
exceptions,	 but	 the	 evidence	 is	 such	 that	 the	 burden	 of	 proof	 lies	 with
establishing	such	exceptions.

Thus,	the	central	texts	of	the	highly	scriptural	religion	that	Second	Temple
Judaism	was	themselves	forge	a	necessary	link	between	the	uniqueness	of	the



God	 of	 Israel	 and	 the	 exclusive	 worship	 of	 this	 God.	Many	 other	 texts	 of
Second	Temple	Judaism	support	the	point.	But	was	the	Jewish	monotheism	of
this	 period	 really	 as	 ‘strict’	 or	 ‘inflexible’	 as	 such	 statements	 of	 it	 suggest?
Recent	debate	has	highlighted	significant	texts	which	earlier	scholars	did	not
know	or	neglected	but,	at	the	same	time,	itself	tends	to	neglect	the	bulk	of	the
evidence.

Since	 I	 first	 stated,	 in	 1981,	 that	 ‘in	 [Jewish]	 religious	 practice	 it	 was
worship	 which	 signalled	 the	 distinction	 between	 God	 and	 every	 creature,
however	exalted’;	the	importance	of	the	link	between	the	uniqueness	of	God
and	exclusive	worship	of	God	for	the	definition	of	Jewish	monotheism	in	our
period	 has	 been	 quite	 widely	 recognized.	 The	 issues	 of	 definition	 have
become,	it	seems	to	me,	the	twin	issues	of	defining	God	(or	divinity)	and	of
defining	worship.	 It	 is	 tempting	 to	cut	 the	Gordian	knot	by	defining	each	 in
terms	of	 the	other.	Worship	 is	 the	honour	paid	 to	 the	one	God,	 and	 the	one
God	is	the	one	to	whom	worship	is	given.	This	circularity	is	not	entirely	alien
to	 the	 texts,	 so	 closely	 are	monotheism	and	monolatry	 linked,	but	 it	 clearly
will	 not	 suffice.	 The	 texts	make	 clear	 that	worship	 can,	 but	 should	 not,	 be
given	 to	 other	 purported	 gods,	 other	 heavenly	 beings,	 other	 creatures.	 But
why	not?	Instead	of	going	first	to	those	intriguing,	and	now	so	much	debated,
texts	which	seem	to	portray	other	heavenly	beings	as	in	some	way	divine,	or
which	 suggest	 that	 some	 kind	 of	 veneration	 of	 beings	 other	 than	 God	was
practised,	we	might	try,	for	once,	attending	to	the	way	the	many	texts	(much
the	largest	part	of	our	evidence)	that	speak	so	emphatically	of	the	uniqueness
of	 the	 one	 God	 and	 condemn	 worship	 of	 any	 but	 him	 actually	 understand
God’s	uniqueness	and	justify	the	restriction	of	worship	to	the	one	God.

The	question	we	are	asking	is	about	the	unique	identity	of	YHWH	the	God
of	Israel.	I	do	not	take	this	term	‘identity’	from	the	texts,	but	all	discussions	of
this	 kind	 find	 it	 necessary	 to	 analyze	 the	 texts	 with	 terms	 they	 do	 not
themselves	 use	 (divine	 agency,	 divine	 function,	 hypostasis,	 personification
and	so	on).	I	find	the	term	‘divine	identity’	more	useful	than	many	of	these,
and	certainly	more	useful	than	the	concept	of	divine	nature,	even	though	the
latter	 is	 found	 in	 a	 few	 of	 the	 texts.5	 I	mean	 that,	 for	 the	 Jewish	 religious
tradition	 in	general,	what	 is	primary	 is	not	what	God	 is,	or	what	divinity	 is
(divine	nature	or	essence),	but	who	God	is,	who	YHWH	the	God	of	Israel	is.
In	the	Hebrew	Bible	and	in	Second	Temple	Jewish	literature,	God	is	depicted
as	a	unique	personal	agent,	identified	by	his	distinctive	activities	and	personal
characteristics.	 In	 Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 literature,	 some	 of	 these	 come	 to
special	prominence	 in	 statements	of	his	unique	 identity.	They	are	 those	 that
most	easily	identify	him	as	absolutely	unique	by	attributing	to	him	a	unique
relationship	to	the	rest	of	reality.



Briefly,	God	is	the	only	Creator	of	all	things	(heaven	and	earth	and	sea	and
all	 that	 is	 in	 them),	 and	 God	 is	 the	 only	 sovereign	 Ruler	 of	 all	 things	 (all
nature	and	history).	It	 is	not	 insignificant	 that	 the	phrase	‘all	 things’	 is	 itself
commonly	used	in	 the	 texts	 in	 these	connections,’	as	well	as	more	elaborate
ways	of	speaking	of	all	of	creation.7	The	point	is	that	both	of	these	features	of
the	divine	 identity	define	an	absolute	distinction	between	God	and	all	other
reality.	He	alone	 is	Creator;	all	else	 is	created	by	him.	He	alone	 is	 supreme
Ruler;	 all	 else	 is	 subject	 to	 his	 will.	 Even	 the	most	 exalted	 of	 creatures	 is
created	and	subject	to	God,	while	God	is	uncreated	and	subject	to	none.	These
two	 identifying	 features	 of	 the	 unique	 God,	 both	 alone	 and	 together,
constantly	recur	in	non-polemical	evocations	of	God’s	absolute	superiority	to
all	creatures”	and	 in	polemical	assertions	of	 the	uniqueness	of	 the	one	God,
YHWH,	 in	 comparison	 with	 pagan	 gods	 or	 creatures	 pagans	 worship	 as
gods.9	 The	 second	 category	 includes	 many	 instances	 which	 base	 on	 these
unique	 characteristics	 of	God	 the	 restriction	 of	worship	 to	God	 alone;	 it	 is
because	 God	 alone	 is	 Creator	 and	 Ruler	 of	 all	 that	 he	 alone	 is	 worthy	 of
worship.”’	 It	 is	 important	 to	 notice	 that	 this	 conforms	 to	 the	 way	 Jewish
literature	 regularly	 speaks	 of	 the	 worship	 due	 to	 God	 alone	 as	 different	 in
kind,	not	merely	in	degree,	from	whatever	kind	of	honour	may	appropriately
be	given	by	inferior	to	superior	creatures.	In	these	many	Jewish	texts,	worship
is	 understood	 precisely	 as	 the	 acknowledgement	 of	 God’s	 qualitative
uniqueness,	 God’s	 unique	 identity	 as	 only	 Creator	 and	 only	 Sovereign.	 I
should	 mention	 that	 some	 other	 characteristics	 unique	 to	 God	 are	 also
mentioned	 frequently	 in	 the	 literature,	 such	 as	 that	God	 is	 the	 only	Eternal
One”	or	that	God	alone	sees	all	things,	including	the	secrets	of	human	hearts
.12	But	these	are	all	corollaries	or	implications	of	the	two	I	have	emphasized.

The	 understanding	 of	 God’s	 unique	 identity	 in	 these	 terms	 is	 found
throughout	Second	Temple	Jewish	literature.	I	cite	passages	from	1	Enoch,	2
Enoch,	 2	 Baruch,	 the	 Apocalypse	 of	 Abraham,	 Ben	 Sira,	 Jubilees,	 2
Maccabees,	 the	 Additions	 to	 Daniel	 and	 Esther,	 Wisdom,	 the	 Sibylline
Oracles,	Joseph	and	Aseneth,	the	Testament	of	Job,	PseudoSophocles,	Philo,
Josephus.13	This	is	once	again	common	Judaism.	Most	Jews	must	have	been
well	aware	of	these	very	easily	grasped	and	easily	stated	ways	of	specifying
the	uniqueness	of	the	God	they	worshipped.	Asked	why	they	worshipped	only
this	God,	there	were	answers	ready	to	hand.

I	 will	 give	 one	 interesting	 and	 significant	 illustration:	 the	 story	 of
Abraham’s	 conversion	 from	 idolatry	 to	 monotheism.	 Abraham	 was	 widely
regarded	as	the	first	(for	many	generations)	to	worship	the	only	true	God,	the
paradigm	monotheist	of	exemplary	faith.	The	story	of	his	conversion,	not	told
in	 the	 Bible,	 appears	 in	 four	 very	 different	 Jewish	 writers:	 Jubilees,	 Philo,
Josephus	and	the	Apocalypse	of	Abraham	14	A	similar	story	told	of	job	in	the



Testament	 of	 Job	 (3-5)	 is	 probably	 modelled	 on	 it.	 It	 must	 have	 been	 a
popular	 story.	 The	 four	 accounts,	 different	 in	 various	 respects,	 agree	 that
Abraham’s	crucial	recognition	was	that	the	only	true	God	is	the	Creator	of	all
things,	himself	uncreated.	While	 in	 Jubilees	 this	 is	 contrasted	only	with	 the
worship	 of	 idols,	 in	 the	 other	 three	 accounts	 Abraham	 recognizes	 that	 all
creatures,	 even	 the	heavenly	bodies	 that	many	worship	 as	gods,	 are	 created
and	 subject	 to	 the	 Creator	 and,	 therefore,	 not	 to	 be	 worshipped.	 Josephus’
account	is	especially	noteworthy:

God,	 the	 creator	 of	 the	 universe,	 is	 one	 (hena),	 and	 that,	 if	 any	 other
being	contributed	aught	 to	mans	welfare,	each	did	so	by	His	command
and	 not	 in	 virtue	 of	 its	 own	 inherent	 power.	This	 he	 inferred	 from	 the
changes	 to	which	 land	and	sea	are	 subject,	 from	 the	course	of	 sun	and
moon,	and	from	all	 the	celestial	phenomena;	for,	he	argued,	were	these
bodies	 endowed	 with	 their	 own	 power,	 they	 would	 have	 provided	 for
their	own	regularity,	but,	since	they	lacked	this	last,	it	was	manifest	that
even	those	services	in	which	they	cooperate	for	our	greater	benefit	they
render	not	in	virtue	of	their	own	authority,	but	through	the	might	of	their
commanding	sovereign,	to	whom	alone	it	is	right	to	render	our	homage
(timen)	and	thanksgiving	(eucharistian)	(A.J.	1.155-6,	tr.	Thackeray).

It	 is	very	clear	here	 (and	equally	 in	Philo	and	 the	Apocalypse	of	Abraham)
that	 the	 worship	 due	 to	 God	 alone	 is	 contrasted	 not	 only	 with	 worship	 of
purported	(pagan)	gods	but	also	with	worship	of	creaturely	servants	of	God.
There	does	not	seem	to	be	any	room	for	worshipping	such	servants	of	God	as
his	 subordinates	 so	 long	 as	 God	 is	 acknowledged	 as	 supreme.	 Josephus’
reasoning	would	apply	equally	to	angels,	such	as	those	whom	Jews	generally
believed	 to	 control	 the	 movements	 of	 the	 heavenly	 bodies	 and	 all	 other
inanimate	parts	of	nature.	Worship	is	due	only	to	the	one	who	alone	created
and	 commands	 all	 creatures.	 It	 is	 notable	 that	 the	words	 Josephus	 uses	 for
worship	 (ten	 timen	 kai	 ten	 eucharistian	 aponemein)	 do	 not	 in	 themselves
obviously	 specify	 an	 activity	 directed	 appropriately	 only	 to	God	 (though	 in
Jewish	use	of	Greek,	eucharistia	and	eucharisteo	are	very	predominantly	used
with	 reference	 to	God).	 It	 is	 not	 so	much	 these	words,	 but	 the	 context	 that
defines	 their	 peculiar	 significance	 here.	 In	 effect,	 Josephus	 is	 defining
worship	as	the	kind	of	homage	and	thanksgiving	that	acknowledges	the	only
Creator	and	Ruler	of	all	as	the	true	source	of	all	benefits	and	blessings.	Such
an	understanding	of	the	one	God	and	his	worship	entails	a	radical	relativizing
of	all	relationships	of	inferiority	and	superiority	among	his	creatures,	such	as
Philo	expresses	when	he	designates	all	created	beings,	even	the	most	exalted,
as	our	brothers:

Let	us	…	refrain	from	worshipping	those	who	by	nature	are	our	brothers,



even	though	they	have	been	given	a	substance	purer	and	more	immortal
than	ours,	for	created	things,	 in	so	far	as	 they	are	created,	are	brothers,
since	they	have	all	one	Father,	the	Maker	of	the	universe	(Decal.	64).

The	same	relativizing	of	differences	between	creatures	is	present	in	the	motif
to	be	found	in	some	apocalypses,	when	an	angel	rejects	 the	worship	offered
him	 by	 the	 seer	 on	 the	 grounds	 that	 they	 are	 both	 fellow-servants	 of	 God
(Ascen.	Isa.	8:5;	Rev.	19:10;	22:9;	cf.	also	Tob.	12:18).15

The	evidence	of	 the	 literature	 is	 clear	 that	 the	overwhelming	 tendency	 in
Second	 Temple	 Judaism	 was	 to	 depict	 God	 as	 absolutely	 unique,	 to
differentiate	 God	 as	 completely	 as	 possible	 from	 all	 other	 reality,	 and	 to
understand	the	exclusive	worship	of	God	as	marking,	in	religious	practice,	the
absolute	 distinction	 between	 God	 and	 all	 creatures.	 This	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that
there	 are	 no	 traces	 remaining	 in	 Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 literature	 of	 the
notions	 that	God	 is	 the	most	 eminent	 example	of	 the	 species	 ‘deity’	 or	 that
God	 is	 the	 chief	 of	 a	 divine	 hierarchy.	 Jewish	monotheism	was	 a	 historical
phenomenon,	whose	ways	of	portraying	God	and	his	uniqueness	were	often
fashioned	out	of	older	or	non-Jewish	materials	that	lacked	the	typically	sharp
Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 understanding	 of	 divine	 uniqueness.	 It	 would	 be
surprising	 if	 nothing	 at	 all	 in	 the	 least	 open	 to	 a	 less	 strictly	 monotheistic
interpretation	 remained.	But	 such	 traces	are,	 in	 fact,	only	 rarely	and	weakly
discernible,	 and	 can	 usually	 be	 seen	 to	 have	 been	 subordinated	 and
neutralized	by	the	dominant	tendency.	We	shall	miss	this	dynamic	of	Jewish
monotheistic	thought	and	misconstrue	the	evidence,	placing	the	weight	in	the
wrong	 places,	 unless	we	 take	 fully	 seriously	 the	ways	 of	 characterizing	 the
unique	identity	of	God	that	I	have	very	briefly	indicated	in	this	section.

2.	Intermediary	figures

We	 have	 seen	 that	 Jewish	 literature	 itself	 defines	 monotheism	 for	 us.	 It
understands	the	unique	divine	identity	as	distinguished	from	all	other	reality,
especially	in	that	God	is	sole	Creator	and	sole	supreme	Ruler	of	all	things.	It
is	this	unique	identity	that	monotheistic	worship	acknowledges	and	to	which
it	 responds.	 It	 is	 important	 to	grasp	 that	 it	 is	 intrinsic	 to	 the	divine	 identity,
intrinsic	to	who	God	is,	that	God	is	sole	Creator	and	sole	Ruler	of	all	things.
These	 are	 not	mere	 functions	 that	 can	 be	 delegated	 to	 creatures.	Hence	 the
literature	finds	it	 important	to	deny	that	God	had	co-workers	or	assistants	in
the	work	 of	 creation’s	 and	 to	make	 clear	 that	 those	 servants	who	 carry	 out
God’s	will	 in	the	governance	of	the	universe	are	no	more	than	servants	who
do	his	will?7	In	the	light	of	 this	understanding	of	 the	divine	uniqueness,	we
can	 now	 turn	 to	 the	 various	 intermediary	 figures	 who	 have	 seemed,	 to	 so
many	recent	scholars,	to	blur	the	distinction	between	God	and	other	heavenly
beings.	The	key	question	to	ask	about	such	figures	is:	Is	this	figure	included



within	the	unique	divine	identity	or	not?	To	put	the	issue	in	this	way	is	not	to
attempt	 to	 impose	 uniformity	 on	 the	 diversity	 of	 the	 literature,	 since	 the
understanding	of	the	unique	identity	of	God	that	I	have	sketched	can	often	be
found	in	precisely	the	texts	in	which	the	intermediary	figures	appear.

In	 chapter	 1,	 I	 have	 argued	 that	 answers	 to	 the	 question,‘Is	 this	 figure
included	 within	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity	 or	 not?’	 reveal	 two	 distinct
categories	of	 figures.	First,	 there	are	 those	which	are	 included	 in	 the	unique
identity	of	God.	These	are	personifications	or	hypostatizations	of	aspects	of
God	himself,	 such	as	his	Spirit,	his	Word	or	his	Wisdom.	As	aspects	of	 the
unique	divine	identity,	they	are	included	in	it.	They	are	fully	compatible	with
the	absolute	uniqueness	of	God,	as	understood	in	the	Jewish	monotheism	of
this	period,	and	are	not	seen	as,	in	any	way,	qualifying	or	threatening	it.	The
second	 category	 is	 of	 figures	 who,	 though	 they	 act	 as	 servants	 of	 God
exercising	 some	 degree	 of	 delegated	 divine	 authority,	 are	 not	 included	 in
God’s	unique	identity	and	in	no	way	qualify	or	threaten	its	uniqueness.	These
are	principal	angels	and	exalted	patriarchs.	Once	we	take	full	account	of	the
ways	in	which	Jewish	monotheism	itself	characterized	the	unique	identity	of
God,	 it	 becomes	 possible	 to	 see	 that	 one	 category,	 the	 personifications	 or
hypostatizations	of	aspects	of	God,	falls	unproblematically	within	it,	while	the
other	category,	the	principal	angels	and	exalted	patriarchs,	falls	(in	every	case
but	one)	unproblematically	outside	it.

Without	being	able	to	demonstrate	these	conclusions	in	the	present	context,
I	want	to	make	a	few	important	points	about	them	before	narrowing	our	focus
to	the	specific	interest	of	this	chapter:

(1)	The	texts,	in	my	view,	are	concerned	for	the	unique	identity	of	God,
not	 for	 the	 unitariness	 of	 God,	 which	 became	 a	 facet	 of	 Jewish
monotheism	 only	 later.	 In	 other	 words,	 there	 is	 no	 reason	 why	 there
should	not	be	real	distinctions	within	the	unique	identity	of	God.	To	say
that	the	Wisdom	of	God	and	the	Word	of	God	are	portrayed	as	intrinsic
to	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 God	 does	 not,	 in	 itself,	 decide	 the	 highly
debated	question	of	the	extent	to	which	their	portrayal	as	personal	agents
is	merely	literary	personification	or	real	hypostatization.	I	am	inclined	to
think	 this	varies	 in	 the	various	 texts.	What	my	conclusion	does	deny	is
either	that	they	are	divine	beings	subordinate	to	the	one	God	or	that	they
are	non-divine	creatures	of	God.	However	much	 real	existence	of	 their
own	 they	 are	 envisaged	 to	 have,	 they	 belong	 to	 the	 one	 God’s	 own
unique	 identity,	 to	who	 he	 is.	 Similarly,	 it	 is	 not	 because	 high-ranking
angels	are	portrayed	as	personal	agents	 that	 they	should	not	be	seen	as
intrinsic	to	the	unique	divine	identity.



(2)	Of	the	two	key	aspects	of	the	uniqueness	of	God	-	sole	Creator	and
sole	 Ruler	 -	 the	 first	 operates	 as	 a	 criterion	 of	 divinity	 very
straightforwardly.	None	 of	 the	 principal	 angels	 or	 exalted	 patriarchs	 is
portrayed	as	participating	in	the	work	of	creation,	and	it	has	hardly	ever
been	 suggested	 that	 they	 are.	 God’s	Wisdom	 and	God’s	Word,	 on	 the
other	hand,	are	regularly	portrayed	as	participants	in	creation.

(3)	 I	 dissent	 from	 the	 rather	 popular	 view	 among	 recent	 scholars	 that
Jewish	writers	of	this	period	commonly	envisaged	a	single	grand	vizier
or	plenipotentiary	of	God,	who,	as	second	to	God	in	the	government	of
the	universe,	has	the	whole	of	the	divine	sovereignty	delegated	to	him	18
When	 the	 image	 of	 God	 as	 the	 great	 emperor	 ruling	 the	 universe	 by
means	of	a	great	hierarchy	of	angelic	servants	is	employed,	as	it	often	is,
the	general	view	 is	 that	God	governs	by	means	of	a	council	of	angelic
ministers	 with	 differentiated	 areas	 of	 responsibility.	 Some	 may	 rank
higher	than	others	(though	the	texts	offer	no	consistent	evidence	of	this),
but	none	has	overall	responsibility	for	all	areas	of	government.	I	find	the
idea	 of	 a	 single	 vicegerent	 of	 God	 in	 only	 a	 few	 cases	 where	 special
considerations	 can	 be	 seen	 to	 be	 at	 work:	 the	 archangel	 (probably
Michael)	in	Joseph	and	Aseneth,	where	his	role	in	heaven	is	modelled	on
Joseph’s	in	Egypt	(14:8-9;	cf.	Gen.	45:8);‘9	the	Spirit	of	truth	or	Prince
of	light	(also	identified	with	Michael)	in	some	Qumran	texts	(especially
1QS	3:15	-	4:1),	where	the	role	is	due	to	the	rather	distinctive	features	of
Qumran	 dualism;	 and	 the	 Logos	 in	 Philo,	 who	 had	 his	 own
philosophical-theological	reasons	for	envisaging	a	single	mediator	of	all
divine	relationship	to	the	world.	The	other	so-called	intermediary	figures
have	much	more	limited	roles.

(4)	I	do	not	consider	visible	appearance	a	criterion	of	divine	identity,	and
theories	 of	 divine	 bifurcation	 or	 binitarianism	 or	 angels	 as	 visible
manifestations	 of	 God	 that	 depend	 on	 resemblances	 between	 visual
descriptions	of	God	and	those	of	other	heavenly	beings20	are	based	on	a
fallacy.	 Descriptions	 of	 the	 form	 of	 God	 (which	 are	 quite	 rare	 in	 the
literature)	do	not	 employ	elements	of	description	which	are	 specific	or
unique	 to	God,	 but	 borrow	a	 standard	 set	 of	 descriptives	 that	 could	be
used	to	describe	any	heavenly	being,	including	quite	ordinary,	as	well	as
quite	 exalted,	 heavenly	 beings.	 The	 basic	 idea	 behind	 all	 these
descriptions	 is	 that	heaven21	and	 its	 inhabitants	are	shining	and	bright.
Hence	 the	 descriptions	 especially	 employ	 a	 stock	 series	 of	 images	 of
brightness,	the	more	resplendent	and	dazzling	the	better:	heavenly	beings
or	appropriate	parts	of	them	or	their	dress	are	typically	shining	like	the
sun	or	the	stars,	gleaming	like	bronze	or	amber	or	precious	stones,	fiery



bright	 like	 torches	or	 lightning,	dazzling	white	 like	snow	or	pure	white
wool.	The	most	that	can	be	said	of	such	descriptions	is	that,	as	a	literary
convention,	they	are	a	survival	of	the	old	notion	of	a	species	identity	that
YHWH	 shared	 with	 all	 heavenly	 beings	 (gods).	 All	 such	 beings	 have
glorious,	shining	bright	appearances,	like	the	heavenly	bodies	that	can	be
seen	 in	 the	 sky.	 But	 in	 Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 literature,	 in	 which
YHWH	has	been	exalted	beyond	species	identity	to	an	absolutely	unique
identity,	 such	 descriptions	 no	 longer	 function	 to	 indicate	 a	 common
species	to	which	he	and	other	heavenly	beings	alike	belong.

3.	The	heavenly	throne	of	God

In	the	rest	of	the	chapter,	we	shall	focus	on	the	role	of	the	divine	throne	in	the
highest	heaven	as	symbolizing	the	sole	sovereignty	of	God	over	all	things,	a
role	which	 it	 has	 already	 in	 the	Hebrew	Bible:	 ‘YHWH	has	 established	his
throne	 in	 the	 heavens,	 and	 his	 kingdom	 rules	 over	 all’	 (Ps.	 103:19).22	We
should	notice	a	number	of	 important	aspects	of	 the	depiction	of	 this	 throne,
often	called	‘the	throne	of	[his]	glory,23	in	Second	Temple	Jewish	literature.
3.1.	God’s	throne	and	other	thrones

In	most	cases,	the	throne	of	God	is	unique,	being	the	only	throne	in	heaven,24
though	we	should	note	a	few	exceptions	and	apparent	exceptions	to	this	rule.
The	 most	 important	 (since	 it	 is	 the	 only	 scriptural	 instance)	 is	 Daniel	 7.9,
which	speaks	of	‘thrones’	set	up,	on	one	of	which	the	Ancient	One	takes	his
seat.	 However,	 the	 scene	 does	 not	 describe	 God’s	 permanent	 rule	 over	 the
world,	but	the	eschatological	session	of	the	divine	court	of	judgement,	and	so
could	readily	be	understood	as	set	on	earth	rather	than	in	heaven	(cf.	4Q530
2.16-17;251	En.	90:20;	Rev.	20:4).	The	plural	thrones	could	be	understood	as
those	 of	 the	 divine	 council	 of	 heavenly	 beings	 who	 sit,	 under	 God’s
presidency,	in	judgement	(cf.	7:10,	26),	or	they	could	be	thought	to	include	a
throne	on	which	 the	humanlike	figure	 is	 implicitly	enthroned	in	verse	14.21
Surprisingly,	 neither	 interpretation	 seems	 to	 be	 attested	 in	 the	 literature	 of
Second	 Temple	 Judaism,	 despite	 the	 considerable	 influence	 this	 chapter	 of
Daniel	exercised.	In	the	Parables	of	Enoch,	it	is	not	on	a	second	throne	but	on
the	single	divine	throne	that	the	Son	of	Man	takes	his	seat	for	eschatological
judgement,	while	the	divine	council,	though	mentioned	in	a	description	of	the
judgement	otherwise	closely	based	on	Daniel	7,	are	explicitly	said	to	stand	(1
En.	47:3;	cf.	60:2).	A	few	New	Testament	texts	speak	of	a	plurality	of	thrones
occupied	by	followers	of	Jesus,	who	exercise	judgement	with	him	in	the	end-
time	(Matt.	19:28;	Luke	22:30;	Rev.	20:4;	cf.	3:21).	In	our	period,	there	is	no
evidence	of	controversy	over	 the	 interpretation	of	 the	 thrones	 in	Daniel	7:9,
such	as	is	attested	later	in	rabbinic	literature,	but	the	silence	of	the	texts	about
these	plural	thrones	is	eloquent.	Not	only	God’s	throne	in	heaven,	but	also	the



throne	 on	 which	 he	 sits	 for	 the	 eschatological	 judgement,	 is	 usually
unaccompanied	by	any	others	(4	Ezra	7:33;	1	En.	90:20;	Rev.	20:11).

Secondly,	among	exceptions	to	the	rule	that	God’s	throne	is	the	only	throne
in	heaven,	we	should	note	that	the	old	notion	of	a	council	of	heavenly	beings
seated	with,	 and	 ruling	with,	 God	 apparently	 survives	 in	 some	 texts	 (some
Christian,	 but	 in	 continuity	 with	 Jewish	 tradition),	 but	 in	 significantly
modified	 forms	 that	make	 it	 clear	 that	 those	who	 sit	 on	 thrones	 are	 not	 co-
rulers	with	God	but	strictly	subordinates.	One	form	is	found	in	Revelation	4,
where	the	twenty-four	elders	seated	on	thrones	in	heaven	are	best	understood
as	angelic	figures	governing	the	cosmos	on	God’s	behalf.	But	their	continual
action	 of	 getting	 down	 off	 their	 thrones,	 prostrating	 themselves	 before	 the
throne	 of	 God	 and	 casting	 down	 their	 crowns	 before	 it	 (4:9-10)	 -	 so	 that
apparently	 they	 are	 never	more	 than	momentarily	 seated	 on	 their	 thrones	 -
makes	 their	 subordination	 to	 God’s	 rule	 emphatically	 obvious.	 Revelation
does	not	depict	a	series	of	heavens,	but	a	few	texts	that	do	achieve	the	same
end	by	placing	angels	on	thrones	in	lower	heavens,	where	they	are	occupied
in	 praising	 God	 in	 the	 highest	 heaven	 (Apoc.	 Zeph.	 ap.	 Clement	 of
Alexandria,	 Strom.	 5.11.77;	 Ascen.	 Isa.	 7:14,	 19,	 24,	 29,	 33;	 8:7-10).
Similarly,	an	order	of	angels	known	as	‘thrones’	are	located	by	the	Testament
of	Levi	(3:8)	in	the	fourth	heaven,	where	they	are	occupied	in	praising	God,
and	 are	 the	 eighth	 of	 ten	 angelic	 ranks	 who	 stand	 (!)	 praising	 God	 on	 his
throne	 far	 above	 them	 in	 2	Enoch	 (20:1-4J).27	The	 only	 case	 in	which	 the
idea	 of	 the	 divine	 council	 seated	 on	 thrones	 seems	 to	 appear	 without	 any
evident	 trace	 of	 a	 relativizing	modification	 is	 the	 enigmatic	 fragment	 11	 of
4Q491,28	 in	 which	 an	 unknown	 speaker	 claims	 to	 have	 sat	 on’a	 mighty
throne	 in	 the	congregation	of	 the	gods’.	The	speaker	appears	 to	be	a	human
being	 who	 has	 had	 the	 unique	 honour	 of	 sitting	 in	 the	 divine	 council	 in
heaven.	In	the	fragmentary	state	of	the	text,	it	is	difficult	to	say	more.

Thirdly,	 in	 a	 few	 texts	 (but	 mostly,	 if	 not	 entirely,	 Christian	 ones),	 the
righteous	after	death	are	depicted	as	sitting	on	thrones	in	heaven	(T.	Job	33;	1
En.	108:12;	Ascen.	Isa.	9:24-5;	11:40;	Apoc.	El.	1:8;	4:27,	29).
3.2.	Sitting	and	standing	in	heaven

Corresponding	to	the	fact	that	in	most	of	the	texts	the	only	throne	in	heaven	is
God’s	is	the	fact	that,	in	heaven,	God	alone	sits,	while	the	angels	who	attend
him	 are	 regularly	 described	 as	 standing.29	 Standing	 is	 the	 posture	 of	 the
servant	(cf.	3	En.	16:2).	The	prevalence	of	this	image	shows	how	the	Second
Temple	 Jewish	 emphasis	 on	 the	 sole	 sovereignty	 of	God	 has	 functioned	 to
reduce	 all	 other	 heavenly	 beings	 to	 the	 role	 of	 subservience	 and	 service,
effecting	 the	 will	 of	 the	 one	 enthroned	 Being.3”	 In	 most	 literature	 of	 the
period,	the	most	exalted	of	angels,	the	archangels,	do	not	participate	in	God’s



rule	but	function	as	servants,	standing	ready	to	carry	out	his	orders.31	Enoch
also,	 exalted	 to	 heaven,	 is	 to	 ‘stand	 in	 front	 of	 my	 face	 forever’	 (2	 En.
22:6).32	 The	 rule	 that	 ‘on	 high	 there	 is	 no	 sitting,	 found	 later	 in	 rabbinic
tradition	(b.Hag.	15a;	Gen.	Rab.	65:1;	cf.	3	En.	18:24),	seems	already	to	have
been	operative	in	the	Second	Temple	period.
3.3.	In	the	heights	of	heaven

The	symbolism	of	the	throne	as	indicative	of	God’s	absolute	sovereignty	over
the	 whole	 cosmos	 is	 assisted	 by	 the	 prevalent	 image	 of	 height.	 Following
Isaiah	 6:1	 (which	 for	 later	 Jewish	 readers	 referred	 to	 God’s	 throne	 in	 the
heavenly	temple),	 the	great	height	of	 the	throne	itself	 is	sometimes	stressed.
In	 the	oldest	version	of	Enoch’s	vision	of	God,	he	sees	 the	 ‘lofty	 throne’	of
God	 (1	En.	 14:18),	 to	which	not	 even	 the	most	 exalted	of	 angels	 can	 come
close	 (14:22).	 In	2	Enoch,	 even	when	he	 is	 among	 the	 angelic	hosts	on	 the
threshold	of	 the	seventh	heaven,	he	can	see	 the	Lord	only	 ‘from	a	distance,
sitting	on	his	exceedingly	high	throne’	(2	En.	20:31).	The	heavens,	we	should
remember,	were	 imagined	as	vast	 in	height,	and	each	one	much	higher	 than
the	one	below	it.33	The	throne	of	God,	at	the	summit	of	them	all,	is	envisaged
as	unimaginably	high	 above	 the	 earth,	 and	 even	 above	 the	various	 ranks	of
angels	who	serve	God	in	the	lower	heavens.	It	represents	the	absolute	divine
rule,	not	merely	over	human	society,	but	over	the	whole	cosmos,	the	world	of
nature,	 the	 unseen	 worlds	 of	 the	 heavens	 and	 Hades,	 the	 whole	 of	 reality
which	 God,	 the	 sole	 cosmic	 emperor,	 governs	 by	 his	 myriads	 of	 angelic
servants.
3.4.	Conclusion

In	 Second	 Temple	 Judaism,	 then,	 the	 throne	 of	 God	 in	 the	 highest	 heaven
became	a	key	 symbol	of	monotheism,	 representative	of	one	of	 the	 essential
characteristics	 definitive	 of	 the	 divine	 identity.	While	 a	 few	 traces	 of	 other
enthroned	figures	associated	with	God’s	rule	can	be	found,	the	subordination
of	 such	 figures	 to	 God’s	 rule	 is	 almost	 always	 stressed,	 while	 the
overwhelming	 trend	 of	 the	 literature	 is	 towards	 emptying	 heaven	 of	 all
thrones	 except	 God’s.	 There	 is	 no	 indication	 that	 this	 was	 a	 controverted
issue,	as	it	was	later	in	rabbinic	discussions	of	Daniel	7:9	and	of	Metatron.34
The	 uniqueness	 of	 the	 heavenly	 throne	 of	 God	 belongs	 to	 the	 logic	 of	 the
monotheism	that	dominated	common	Judaism	in	the	Second	Temple	period.

4.	Figures	on	the	throne

The	symbolic	function	of	 the	unique	divine	 throne	 is	such	 that,	 if	we	find	a
figure	distinguishable	from	God	seated	on	God’s	throne	itself,	we	should	see
that	 as	one	of	 Judaism’s	most	potent	 theological	means	of	 including	 such	 a
figure	 in	 the	unique	divine	 identity.35	This	 is	 the	hypothesis	 to	be	 tested	 in



consideration	of	the	three	relevant	cases	in	Second	Temple	Jewish	literature,
and	of	the	case	of	Jesus	in	early	Christianity.	The	three	non-Christian	Jewish
instances	are	each	very	different	and	each	in	its	own	way	very	instructive.
4.1.	Wisdom	on	the	throne

There	are	two	texts	in	which	Wisdom	is	represented	as	sharing	God’s	throne.
One	is	in	1	Enoch	84:2-3,	a	prayer	in	which	the	reference	to	Wisdom	occurs
within	a	fine	example	of	the	kind	of	monotheistic	rhetoric	of	the	sole	divine
sovereignty	with	which	we	have	been	concerned:

Blessed	are	you,	0	Lord,	King,	great	and	mighty	in	your	majesty,	Lord	of
all	the	creation	of	the	heaven,	King	of	kings	and	God	of	all	eternity.	Your
power	and	your	reign	and	your	majesty	abide	for	ever	and	for	ever	and
ever	abide	for	ever	and	ever,	and	to	all	generations	your	dominion.	All
the	heavens	are	your	throne	forever,	and	all	the	earth	is	your	footstool	for
ever	and	for	ever	and	ever.	For	you	have	made	and	you	rule	all	 things,
and	nothing	is	too	difficult	for	you;	Wisdom	does	not	escape	you,	<and	it
does	not	 turn	away	from	your	 throne,>36	nor	 from	your	presence.	You
know	and	see	and	hear	all	things	and	there	is	nothing	that	is	hidden	from
you.37

The	picture	is	of	God’s	Wisdom	seated	beside	him	as	his	adviser,	constantly
present	to	advise	him	in	all	the	exercise	of	his	rule.	The	picture	is	not	in	the
least	tension	with	the	monotheistic	emphasis	on	God’s	rule	over	all	things	or
with	 the	 insistence	 found	 in	 other	 monotheistic	 texts	 that	 God	 needs	 no
counsellor	 (Isa.	 40:13;	 Sir.	 42:21;	 1	 En.	 14:22;	 and	 cf.	Wis.	 9:13,	 17;	 1QS
11:18-19),	 because	Wisdom	 is	 not	 someone	 other	 than	 God,	 whose	 advice
God	needs,	but	God’s	own	Wisdom,	intrinsic	to	his	own	divine	identity.	As	2
Enoch	 33:4	 (J)	 puts	 it,	 without	 contradiction,	 ‘there	 is	 no	 adviser	 …	 My
Wisdom	is	my	adviser’.

The	picture	of	Wisdom	seated	beside	God	on	the	throne	of	the	universe	is
found	also	in	the	book	of	Wisdom,	where	Solomon	asks	God	to	‘give	me	the
Wisdom	 who	 sits	 as	 your	 assessor	 on	 your	 throne	 (ten	 ton	 son	 thronon
paredron	 sophian)’	 (9:4)	 and	 to	 send	 her	 ‘from	 the	 throne	 of	 your	 glory	…
that	 she	may	 labour	 at	my	 side’	 (9:10).	 The	 picture	 is	 again	 of	Wisdom	 as
God’s	 supremely	 knowledgeable	 adviser	 who	 will,	 therefore,	 be	 able	 to
instruct	and	advise	Solomon	as	only	God’s	Wisdom	could	(9:9-12).	The	fact
that	the	image	occurs	in	two	such	different	texts	as	1	Enoch	84	and	Wisdom
suggests	 that	 it	 should	not	be	 regarded	as	eccentric.	 It	 is	part	of	 the	general
tendency	 to	 portray	 the	 Wisdom	 of	 God	 as	 intrinsic,	 not	 extrinsic,	 to	 the
unique	divine	identity.
4.2.	Moses	on	the	throne



Ezekiel	 the	 Tragedian’s	 remarkable	 account	 of	Moses’	 dream,	 in	 which	 he
sees	himself	seated	on	the	cosmic	throne	of	God,	has	been	widely	discussed
but,	in	my	view,	has	been	misunderstood	by	almost	all	interpreters,38	and	so	I
have	to	treat	this	particular	text	in	some	detail.	The	real	interpretative	crux	is
the	 relationship	 between	 the	 dream	 itself	 and	Raguel’s	 interpretation	 of	 the
dream,	 between	 the	 extravagant	 exaltation	 of	 Moses	 to	 the	 throne	 of	 the
universe	 in	 the	dream	and	the	much	more	modest	account	of	Moses’	role	 in
the	biblical	story	which	Raguel	gives	as	 the	meaning	of	 the	dream.	None	of
the	 proposed	 interpretations	 succeed	 in	 doing	 justice	 to	 both:	 either	 they
cannot	admit	that	it	is	really	the	divine	throne	of	the	cosmos	on	which	Moses
is	 seated	 in	 his	 dream,	 or	 they	 are	 obliged	 to	 see	Raguel’s	 interpretation	 as
seriously	incomplete	and	inadequate.

What	seems	to	have	been	missed	is	the	clear	evidence	that	Raguel	takes	the
dream,	 like	 most	 symbolic	 dreams	 and	 visions	 in	 Jewish	 literature,	 as
figurative.	What	 the	dream	means	 is	 something	other	 than	what	 it	 says,	and
this	 is	 why	 it	 needs	 interpretation.	 Raguel	 cites	 the	 fact	 that	Moses	 in	 the
dream	sees,	as	one	would	from	God’s	 throne,	 the	 three	parts	of	 the	cosmos:
the	 inhabited	 earth,	 the	 depths	 below	 it	 and	 the	 heavens	 above	 it.	 Then	 he
interprets	this	to	mean	something	else:	that	Moses	will	see	things	present,	past
and	future	-	not	the	three	parts	of	the	cosmos,	but	the	three	parts	of	time	(87-
9).	This	clearly	 refers	 to	 the	common	Jewish	understanding	of	Moses	as	an
inspired	prophet,	who	wrote	in	the	Torah	not	only	of	things	present	but	also	of
the	past	 and	of	 the	 future	 (cf.	 Jub.	1:4).	A	 feature	of	 the	dreams	account	of
Moses’	cosmic	exaltation	is	thus	interpreted	as	an	aspect	of	Moses’	role	in	the
earthly	history	of	God’s	people.	Once	we	recognize	this,	we	can	see	that	the
other	part	of	Raguel’s	interpretation	works	in	the	same	way:‘you	will	raise	up
a	great	throne,	and	you	yourself	will	judge	and	govern	mortals	(broton)’	(85-
6).	 In	 the	 dream	 itself,	 there	 are	 no	 mortals.39	 There	 it	 is	 the	 stars,	 the
immortal	 heavenly	 beings,	 who	 fall	 on	 their	 knees	 before	 the	 enthroned
Moses	(79).	Once	again,	a	 feature	of	 the	dream’s	account	of	Moses’	cosmic
exaltation	 -	 his	 sovereignty	 over	 the	 host	 of	 heaven	 -	 is	 interpreted	 as	 an
aspect	 of	 Moses’	 role	 in	 earthly	 history,	 in	 this	 case	 his	 rule	 over	 Israel.
Raguel’s	 interpretation	 of	 the	 dream	 is,	 in	 fact,	 quite	 complete,	 that	 is,	 it
interprets	each	major	facet	of	the	dream.	But	it	takes	Moses’	exaltation	to	the
throne	of	the	universe,	sovereign	over	and	surveying	the	whole	cosmos,	to	be
a	 figurative	 prediction	 of	 Moses’	 biblical	 career,	 as	 understood	 by	 post-
biblical	 Jews:	Moses	will	 rule	 Israel	as	king	and	exercise	prophetic	powers.
Only	 in	 this	way	can	 the	proper	match	between	dream	and	 interpretation	be
appreciated.

Why	should	Ezekiel	have	used	a	depiction	of	Moses	seated	on	the	cosmic
throne	of	God	as	figurative	of	 the	much	more	limited	role	of	Moses	as	king



and	prophet	on	earth?	In	answering	this	question,	it	is	worth	remembering	the
extent	to	which	Jewish	theology	in	this	period	was	fundamentally	exegetical,
even	 when	 not	 explicitly	 so.	 Our	 problems	 with	 Jewish	 texts	 can	 often	 be
solved	by	detecting	the	underlying	basis	in	exegesis	of	Scripture.	So,	 in	this
case,	we	 should	 note,	 first,	 that	 there	was	 good	 precedent	within	 the	Torah
itself	 for	 a	 dream	 of	 the	 kind	 Ezekiel	 gives	 Moses.	 The	 patriarch	 Joseph
dreamed	 that	 the	 sun,	 the	moon	and	 the	 stars	bowed	down	 to	him.	 In	other
words,	 he	 received	 the	obeisance	 that	 only	God	 receives	 from	 the	heavenly
bodies.	 However,	 the	 interpretation	 of	 the	 dream	 is	 that	 his	 parents	 and
brothers	 will	 bow	 down	 to	 him	 (Gen.	 37:9-10).	 Cosmic	 rule,	 equivalent	 to
God’s,	functions	in	the	dream	as	a	figure	for	earthly	rule.	This	is	how	Ezekiel
will	 have	 read	 Joseph’s	 dream.	 But,	 secondly,	 we	 can	 discern	 a	 particular
reason	why	he	should	have	fashioned	a	similar	dream	for	Moses.	For	Jewish
exegetes,	one	of	the	most	remarkable,	but	also	problematic,	things	said	about
Moses	in	Scripture	is	in	Exodus	7:1:	‘I	have	made	[literally,	given]	you	God
(Heb.	 ‘elohim,	 Gk.	 theos)	 to	 Pharaoh’	 (cf.	 4:16)	 “0	 Ezekiel’s	 account	 of
Moses’	dream,	and	Raguel’s	interpretation	of	it,	is	an	exegesis	of	these	words
of	God	to	Moses:	‘I	will	make	you	God.”	The	dream	simply	elaborates	on	this
image:	it	depicts	Moses	as	God,	replacing	God	in	his	unique	sovereignty	over
the	whole	universe.	Raguel’s	 interpretation	of	 the	dream	 then	explains	what
the	 image	 signifies,	 when	 understood,	 as	 it	 has	 to	 be,	 metaphorically.	 Of
course,	Moses	is	not	actually	to	be	understood	as	literally	God,	exercising	the
uniquely	 divine	 sovereignty	 from	 the	 throne	 of	 the	 cosmos.	 The	 image	 of
Moses	 as	 God	 is	 interpreted	 to	 signify	 that	 Moses	 will	 be	 a	 king	 and	 a
prophet.	The	dream	and	the	interpretation	of	it	 together	explain	how	the	use
of	the	word	‘God’	for	Moses	(Exod.	7:1)	is	a	metaphor	for	Moses’	rule	over
Israel	 and	 his	 inspired	 knowledge	 of	 the	 past,	 the	 present	 and	 the	 future.
Moses	is	like	God	only	in	these	respects.

Thus	the	dream	depicts	Moses	quite	literally	as	God,	but	the	meaning	of	the
dream	 is	 not	 its	 literal	 meaning.	 On	 this	 reading	 we	 can	 recognize	 the
unparalleled,	 and	 otherwise	 extraordinary,	 fact	 that,	 in	 the	 dream,	 God
actually	vacates	his	throne	and	puts	Moses	there	in	his	place.	This	is	what	it
would	literally	mean	for	God,	as	Exodus	says,	to	‘make’	Moses	‘God’.	Moses
would	 have	 to	 replace	 God	 in	 the	 unique	 divine	 sovereignty.	 The	 other
features	of	the	dream	are	also	designed	to	depict	unequivocally	the	uniquely
divine	 sovereignty:	Moses	 surveys	 the	 whole	 cosmos,	 seeing	 all	 things,	 as
only	God	does	from	his	throne	(e.g.	Ps.	33:13-15);	he	counts	the	stars,	as	only
their	Creator	can	(Ps.	147:4;	Isa.	40:26);	he	receives	their	obeisance,	as	only
God	 does	 (Neh.	 9:6).	 Everything	 in	 the	 dream	 contributes	 to	 a	 picture	 of
Moses	quite	literally	taking	the	place	of	God	on	his	throne	and	exercising	the
unique	 divine	 sovereignty	 in	 God’s	 stead.	 No	 wonder	 that,	 at	 this	 point,



Moses	wakes	from	his	dream	in	terror.	Ezekiel	is	well	aware	that	the	cosmic
throne	 of	 God	 symbolizes	 the	 unique	 sovereignty	 that	 is	 intrinsic	 to	 the
unique	 identity	 of	 God.	 He	 can	 place	 Moses	 on	 it	 only	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 a
similitude:	as	God	is	in	relation	to	the	cosmos,	so	Moses	will	be	in	relation	to
Israel.
4.3.	The	Son	of	Man	on	the	throne

In	the	Parables	of	Enoch,	God	places	on	his	own	throne	the	figure	known	as
the	Righteous	One,	the	Elect	One,	the	Messiah	and	the	Son	of	Man,	the	figure
to	 whom	God	 delegates	 the	 eschatological	 judgement.	 The	 controlling	 text
behind	 the	 portrayal	 of	 this	 figure	 is	 Daniel	 7:13	 in	 its	 context,	 with	 the
human	 figure	 in	 heaven	 understood	 as	 the	 heavenly	 representative	 of	 the
people	of	God	on	earth,	instrumental	in	delivering	them	from	their	oppressors.
Daniel	7:14	has	been	understood	(cf.	the	LXX)	to	mean	that	God	will	give	the
Son	of	Man	the	role	of	judging	the	kingdoms	which	oppress	the	elect.	In	the
Parables	 of	Enoch,	 the	 Son	 of	Man,	 hidden	 in	 heaven	 until	 the	 time	 of	 the
eschatological	judgement,	has	no	role	until	that	time.	His	role	is	primarily	and
centrally	to	execute	the	eschatological	judgement	in	both	the	angelic	(61:8-9)
and	the	human	spheres,	though	he	will	also	dwell	with	the	elect	in	blessedness
thereafter	(45:4;	62:14).

In	 one	 scene	 only,	 reminiscent	 of	 Daniel	 7:9-10,	 God	 himself	 sits	 in
judgement,	 along	 with	 his	 heavenly	 council	 (47:3).	 This	 is	 probably	 to	 be
understood	as	the	preliminary	divine	decision	that	the	time	for	judgement	has
come	“z	The	judgement	itself	 is	 then	given	to	the	Son	of	Man,	the	one	God
has	 appointed	 as	 judge	 (42:9).	 Because	 of	 the	 centrality	 of	 the	 theme	 of
sovereign	judgement,	the	divine	throne	is	a	central	symbol.	It	is’the	throne	of
glory’	(45:3;	55:4;	61:8).	It	is	the	throne	of	God’s	glory	on	which	God	himself
sits	(47:3;	60:2;	71:7).	But	it	is	also	the	throne	of	the	Elect	One’s	or	the	Son	of
Man’s	 glory	 on	which	 he	will	 sit	 to	 judge	 (62:2,	 5;	 69:27,	 29;	 cf.	 51:3)	 41
That	 it	 is	 the	 same	 throne	 that	 is	 called	both	God’s	 throne	of	glory	 and	 the
Elect	One’s	throne	of	glory	is	made	certain	by	the	statement	that	God	placed
the	 Elect	 One	 on	 the	 throne	 of	 glory	 (61:8).	 This	 picture	 of	 God	 placing
another	figure	on	his	own	throne	is	paralleled	in	the	Jewish	literature	of	our
period	 only	 in	Moses’	 dream	 in	 Ezekiel	 the	 Tragedian,	 where,	 as	 we	 have
seen,	it	is	not	intended	to	be	read	literally.	That	it	derives	from	Psalm	110:1,
as	 some	have	 suggested;	 4	 is	 not	 likely,	 since	 there	 are	 no	 allusions	 to	 this
psalm	(in	particular,	no	reference	to	the	distinctive	image	of	sitting	at	the	right
hand	of	God,	which	the	Parables	of	Enoch	could	easily	have	used	to	portray
the	 Son	 of	 Man	 on	 the	 throne	 of	 glory,	 as	 the	 New	 Testament	 in	 many
indisputable	allusions	to	Ps.	110:1	does)	or	even	to	the	themes	of	the	rest	of
the	psalm	in	the	Parables	of	Enoch.	Rather,	the	idea	that	God	places	the	Son
of	Man	on	his	own	throne	probably	derives	from	observing	that	the	terms	in



which	 the	 sovereignty	 of	 the	 Son	 of	Man	 are	 described	 in	Daniel	 7.14	 are
closely	similar	 to	 those	used	elsewhere	 in	Daniel	of	God’s	own	sovereignty
(Dan.	4:3;	4:34;	6:26)	45	The	author	has	concluded	from	these	passages	that
the	 Son	 of	 Man	 participates	 in	 God’s	 unique	 sovereignty,	 and	 accordingly
portrays	him	seated	on	the	divine	throne.	The	Son	of	Man	does	not	participate
in	the	divine	sovereignty	until	the	time	for	eschatological	judgement	arrives;
until	 that	 time	 he	 is	 only	 destined	 for	 this	 role.	 But	 by	 calling	 the	 divine
throne	his,	the	Parables	of	Enoch	evidently	intends	this	participation	in	divine
sovereignty	seriously.

That	 it	 is	 intended	seriously	can	also	be	seen	 in	 the	passages	 that	portray
the	worship	of	 the	Son	of	Man	when	he	 is	seated	as	Judge	on	 the	 throne	of
glory	 (46:5;	 48:5;	 62:6,	 9).	 In	 two	 of	 these	 cases,	 the	 wicked	 are	 said	 to
prostrate	 themselves	 before	 him	 and	 to	 worship	 him	 (48:5;	 62:9),	 while	 in
another,	unfortunately	obscure	passage,	 they’bless	and	glorify	and	exalt	him
who	rules	over	 the	all’	 (62:6).	 If	 this	 is	 the	Son	of	Man,	as	 the	sequence	of
verse	 7	makes	most	 plausible,	 then	 the	worship	 of	 the	 Son	 of	Man	 is	 here
described	 in	 terms	 used	 elsewhere	 of	 the	worship	 of	God	 (cf.	 39:12;	 48:5;
61:9,	 11,	 12;	 69:24).	 In	 48:5	 and	 62:9,	 the	 language	 could	 be	 used	 of
submission	to	a	ruler	without	necessarily	connoting	divine	worship	but,	as	in
so	many	cases,	 it	 is	not	 the	gesture	or	 the	 terms	used	but	 the	context	which
must	determine	whether	the	Son	of	Man	is	receiving	the	worship	due	only	to
God.	That	he	is	seated	on	the	divine	throne,	the	symbol	of	the	unique	divine
sovereignty,	is	sufficient	to	establish	that	he	does	receive	divine	worship.	It	is
a	mistake,	in	such	a	context,	to	distinguish	merely	political	submission	from
cultic	worship.	Kingship	or	 lordship	 is	 the	overwhelmingly	dominant	 image
of	God’s	relation	to	the	world	in	Second	Temple	Judaism.	The	cultic	worship
of	 God	 expresses	 precisely	 the	 submission	 to	 God’s	 rule	 required	 of	 all
creatures.	 If	 the	 Son	 of	 Man,	 seated	 on	 the	 divine	 throne	 itself,	 receives
obeisance,	he	receives	that	recognition	of	the	unique	divine	sovereignty	that	is
divine	worship.	 Certainly,	 the	 dominant	 emphasis	 of	 the	 Parables	 is	 on	 the
worship	 of	 God,	 but	 the	 Son	 of	 Man	 also	 receives	 worship	 that	 does	 not
detract	from,	but	is	in	some	way	included	in,	the	worship	of	God	(cf.	48:5).	If
so,	worship	of	the	Son	of	Man	is	appropriate	because	his	participation	in	the
divine	 sovereignty,	 symbolized	 by	 his	 sitting	 on	 the	 divine	 throne,	 includes
him	 in	 the	unique	 identity	of	God	 that	 is	 recognized	 in	worship.	 It	 is	when
they’see	and	 recognize	 that	he	sits	on	 the	 throne	of	his	glory,	 that	 the	kings
and	the	mighty	ones	worship	him	as	the	one’who	rules	over	all’	(62:3,	6),	i.e.
as	exercising	the	unique	divine	sovereignty.

Thus	 the	 Son	 of	Man	 in	 the	 Parables	 of	 Enoch	 is	 unique	 among	 exalted
human	or	angelic	figures	depicted	in	Second	Temple	Jewish	literature	in	two
respects:	 he	 sits	 on	 the	 divine	 throne	 and	 he	 receives	worship.	 Because	 he



participates	in	a	key	aspect	of	the	unique	identity	of	God	-	rule	over	all	things
-	he	receives	the	recognition	which,	in	Second	Temple	Judaism,	is	restricted
to	that	unique	divine	identity:	worship.	What	Ezekiel	the	Tragedian	attributes
only	figuratively	to	Moses,	the	Parables	of	Enoch	attribute	literally	to	the	Son
of	Man,	 though	only	in	 the	eschatological	future.	The	contrast	enables	us	 to
see	that,	in	all	other	portrayals	of	exalted	human	and	angelic	figures,	there	is
no	 question	 of	 participation	 in	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity:	 they	 fall
unproblematically	 outside	 it.	 They	 execute	 God’s	 will,	 but	 they	 do	 not
participate	 in	 the	 divine	 sovereignty	 in	 the	way	which	 sitting	 on	 the	 divine
throne	signifies.	They	do	not	receive	worship,	which	is	often	refused	by	them
or	forbidden.	The	Son	of	Man	in	the	Parables	of	Enoch	is	the	exception	that
proves	the	rule.

Wisdom,	portrayed	as	sharing	God’s	throne,	and	the	Son	of	Man,	according
to	the	Parables	of	Enoch,	provide	the	only	precedents	for	the	Christian	claim
that	the	exalted	Jesus	shares	the	heavenly	throne	of	God.	They	show,	to	a	very
limited	extent,	how	Jewish	thought	could	move	in	the	direction	taken	by	early
Christian	 Christology.	 I	 do	 not	 think	 they	 are	 likely	 to	 have	 influenced
Christology,46	any	more	 than	 the	 later,	 and	 in	 some	ways	more	 impressive,
Jewish	 parallel	 to	 christological	 thinking,	 the	 enthronement	 of	Metatron	 in
heaven‘47	 did.	 Apart	 from	 other	 considerations,	 the	 decisive	 role	 which
Psalm	110:1	played	in	Christology	is	missing	from	these	Jewish	precedents.
Their	value	is	in	showing	us	that,	in	a	Second	Temple	Jewish	understanding
of	monotheism,	sitting	on	the	heavenly	throne	of	God	did	signify	inclusion	in
the	unique	divine	identity	and	could	be	recognized	in	divine	worship.

5.	Jesus	on	the	heavenly	throne	of	God

When	 New	 Testament	 Christology	 is	 read	 within	 the	 context	 of	 the
understanding	of	the	Second	Temple	Jewish	monotheism	we	have	sketched,	it
can	 readily	 be	 seen	 that	 early	 Christians	 applied	 to	 Jesus	 all	 the	 well-
established	and	well-recognized	characteristics	of	 the	unique	divine	 identity
in	order,	quite	clearly	and	precisely,	to	include	Jesus	in	the	unique	identity	of
the	 one	God	 of	 Israel.	 Primary	 among	 these	 characteristics	was	 the	 unique
divine	sovereignty	over	all	 things.	From	the	earliest	post-Easter	Christology
that	we	can	trace,	Jesus’	exaltation	was	understood	as	his	sharing	the	divine
throne	 in	 heaven	 and	 thus	 participating	 in	 the	 divine	 rule	 over	 the	 cosmos.
Other	uniquely	divine	characteristics	 followed	 logically	and	 swiftly,	notably
Jesus’	participation	in	the	work	of	creation.	Worship	of	Jesus,	as	his	inclusion
in	the	monotheistic	worship	due	exclusively	to	the	one	God,	followed	as	the
necessary	recognition	of	his	inclusion	in	the	divine	identity,	again	primarily	in
recognition	of	his	exercise	of	the	unique	divine	sovereignty	from	the	heavenly
throne	of	God.	In	the	present	context,	we	must	restrict	our	interest	to	the	main



features	 of	 the	 New	 Testament’s	 understanding	 of	 Jesus’	 exaltation	 to	 the
divine	throne.
5.1.	Psalm	110:1:	the	key	text

Early	 Christian	 theology	 developed	 mainly	 through	 the	 exegesis	 of	 the
Scriptures,	which	was	both	traditional	in	method,	pursued	with	the	exegetical
expertise	of	Jewish	learned	exegesis,	and	frequently	novel	in	its	results,	since
it	was	deployed	to	interpret	events,	understood	as	decisive	eschatological	acts
of	 the	God	 of	 Israel,	 which	 did	 not	 neatly	 conform	 to	 any	 existing	 Jewish
expectation.	 One	 remarkable	 datum	 in	 the	 exegetical	 development	 of	 early
Christology	is	that	verse	1	of	Psalm	110	is	the	verse	of	the	Hebrew	Scriptures
to	 which	 christological	 allusion	 is	 most	 often	 made	 in	 early	 Christian
literature.	Clear	allusions	to	it	occur	across	a	very	wide	range	of	the	literature
from	 the	 first	 hundred	 years	 of	 the	Christian	movement	 (Synoptic	Gospels,
Acts,	 major	 Pauline	 letters,	 Ephesians,	 Colossians,	 Hebrews,	 1	 Peter,
Revelation,	Longer	Ending	of	Mark,	1	Clement,	Polycarp,	Barnabas,	Epistle
of	 the	 Apostles,	 Apocalypse	 of	 Peter,	 Ascension	 of	 Isaiah,	 Apocryphon	 of
James)	48	Within	the	New	Testament	itself,	there	are	twenty	such	quotations
or	 allusions	49	 Impressive	 is	 not	only	 the	widespread	use	of	 this	verse,	 but
also	 the	 fact	 that	 motifs	 associated	 with	 its	 interpretation	 and	 links	 made
between	 this	 verse	 and	 other	 scriptural	 texts	 recur	 in	 various,	 otherwise
unrelated,	 Christian	 writings,	 which	 must	 therefore	 reflect	 underlying
traditions	 of	 interpretation	 of	 this	 verse.	 There	 are	 probably	 kerygmatic	 or
confessional	 formulations,	 of	 a	 relatively	 though	 not	 completely	 fixed
character,	reflected	in	some	of	the	texts,	which	can	make	even	a	late	text	such
as	Polycarp,	Phil.	2:1	useful	evidence	for	understanding	earlier	developments.
It	is	very	clear	that	Psalm	110:1	was	not	only	cited,	but	also	interpreted	with
care,	both	very	early	and	very	widely	in	the	early	Christian	movement.	Texts
with	 which	 it	 was	 often	 linked	 in	 interpretation	 are	 Psalm	 8:6	 and	 Daniel
7:13-14.	 It	 is	 notable	 that	 it	 is	 in	 conjunction	 with	 Psalm	 110:1	 that	 these
other	 texts	play	 their	principal	 roles	 in	 the	New	Testament.	They	 facilitated
the	 Christian	 reading	 of	 the	 key	 text	 as	 referring	 to	 Jesus’	 participation	 in
precisely	God’s	cosmic	rule	over	all	things.
5.2.	Novel	exegesis	and	novel	claim

The	clearly	foundational	importance	of	Psalm	110:1	for	early	Christology	is	a
major	 impediment	 in	 the	 way	 of	 attempts	 to	 see	 early	 Christology	 as	 the
transference	 to	 Jesus	 of	 a	 Jewish	 model	 already	 well-developed	 and	 well-
known	in	relation	to	various	principal	angels	and	exalted	patriarchs.	There	is
no	 convincing	 case	 of	 allusion	 to	 Psalm	 110:1	 (or	 to	 any	 other	 part	 of	 the
psalm)	in	Second	Temple	Jewish	literature,	511	apart	from	Testament	of	Job
33:3,	 where	 it	 used	 quite	 differently51	 and	 which	 may,	 in	 any	 case,	 be	 a
Christian	work	 influenced	 by	 the	New	Testament.	 This	 does	 not	 prove	 that



Psalm	110	was	not	read	messianically	in	pre-Christian	Judaism.	The	tendency
to	read	all	the	royal	psalms	messianically	would	suggest	that	it	probably	was
understood	messianically	when	it	was	read,	but	the	absence	of	allusion	shows
that	 it	was	of	 no	 importance	 in	Second	Temple	 Jewish	 thinking	 and	 that,	 if
interpreted	 at	 all,	 it	was	 probably	 not	 read	 in	 the	way	 that	 early	Christians
read	it,	as	referring	to	the	participation	of	a	human	figure	in	the	unique	cosmic
sovereignty	 of	 God.52	 The	 fact	 that	 Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 theology,
including	early	Christian	theology,	was	primarily	a	tradition	of	exegesis,	not	a
tradition	of	 ideas	 passed	on	 independently	 of	 exegesis,	makes	 this	 a	 fact	 of
prime	importance	for	 the	origins	of	Christology.	Teachers	and	writers	of	 the
period	did	not	work	primarily	by	 transferring	models	 from	one	heavenly	or
eschatological	figure	to	another,	but	by	asking	to	which	figure	particular	texts
applied	or	which	texts	applied	to	a	particular	figure,	and	what	such	texts	said
about	the	figure	in	question.	The	extent	to	which	early	Christology	is	novel	in
its	 Jewish	 context	 is	 the	 extent	 to	which,	 in	 view	 of	 the	 unique	 features	 of
Jesus’	 history,	 it	 applied	 to	 Jesus	 a	particular	 selection	 and	 configuration	of
key	 texts,	some	already	well	used	for	certain	heavenly	or	messianic	 figures,
some	not	previously	 so	used,	but	 as	 a	particular	 selection	and	configuration
novel.	 Psalm	 110:1,	 perhaps	 the	 most	 foundational	 text	 for	 the	 whole
configuration,	was	a	novel	choice,	evidence	of	the	exegetical	and	theological
(the	 two	 are	 inextricable)	 novelty	 of	 the	 earliest	 Christian	 movement.	 The
explanation	of	its	role	in	early	Christology,	contrasted	with	its	absence	from
Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 literature,	 is	 that,	 for	 early	 Christians,	 it	 said	 about
Jesus	what	no	other	Jews	had	wished	to	say	about	 the	Messiah	or	any	other
figure:	 that	 he	 had	 been	 exalted	 by	 God	 to	 participate	 now	 in	 the	 cosmic
sovereignty	unique	to	the	divine	identity.

Of	 the	 two	 partial	 precedents	 we	 have	 identified,	 the	 idea	 of	 Wisdom
sharing	 God’s	 throne	 could	 have	 had	 a	 formative	 influence	 on	 the	 earliest
Christology	 only	 if	 the	 identification	 of	 Jesus	 with	 Wisdom	 preceded	 the
application	of	Psalm	110:1	to	him,	which	is	unlikely.	The	Parables	of	Enoch
are	moving,	to	some	extent,	in	the	same	direction	as	the	earliest	Christology,
with	 dependence	 on	 some	 of	 the	 same	 key	 texts	 as	 also	 featured	 in	 early
Christian	 use,	 but	 without	 allusion	 to	 Psalm	 110.	 This	 suggests	 that	 they
represent	 a	 parallel	 rather	 than	 a	 source.	 In	 substance,	 the	 key	 difference	 is
that	the	Son	of	Man	in	the	Parables	will	sit	on	the	divine	throne	in	the	future.
It	 was	 Jesus’	 participation	 in	 the	 unique	 divine	 sovereignty	 already	 in	 the
present	that	obliged	early	Christians	to	take	his	inclusion	in	the	divine	identity
much	more	seriously	than	the	Son	of	Man’s	in	the	Parables,	both	in	including
Jesus	 in	 other	 uniquely	 divine	 characteristics,	 such	 as	 creation,	 and	 in
envisaging	and	practising	the	divine	worship	of	Jesus.

Some	 recent	 work	 on	 New	 Testament	 Christology	 seems	 to	 be	 working



with	 the	 conviction	 that	 it	 is	 only	 possible	 to	 understand	 how	 a	 high
Christology	could	have	developed	within	a	Jewish	monotheistic	framework,	if
we	 can	 show	 that	 something	 rather	 like	 it	 already	 existed	 in	 pre-Christian
Judaism.	This	 is	a	mistake.53	 In	order	 to	understand	how	early	Christology
was	possible	without	any	infringement	of	Jewish	monotheism,	we	need	only
to	 show	 that	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 monotheism
understood	 the	 uniqueness	 of	 the	 one	 God	 were	 such	 that	 the	 inclusion	 of
Jesus	within	 them	was	not	precluded.	The	concern	of	early	Christology	was
not	 to	 conform	 Jesus	 to	 some	 pre-existing	model	 of	 an	 intermediary	 figure
subordinate	 to	 God.	 The	 concern	 of	 early	 Christology,	 from	 its	 root	 in	 the
exegesis	of	Psalm	110:1	and	related	texts,	was	to	understand	the	identification
of	 Jesus	 with	 God.	 Early	 Jewish	 monotheism	 provided	 little	 precedent	 for
such	a	step,	but	it	was	so	defined	and	so	structured	as	to	be	open	for	such	a
development.
5.3.	Divine	sovereignty	over	all	things

That	it	is	on	God’s	own	heavenly	throne	itself,	the	throne	of	glory,	that	Jesus
sits	beside	God	is	explicit	in	some	of	the	texts	(Heb.	8:1;	12:2;	Rev.	3:21;	5:6;
7:17;	 22:3)	 and	 should	 probably	 be	 assumed	 for	 all.54	 Partly	 with	 the
exegetical	 help	 of	 Psalm	 8:6,	 this	 participation	 in	 God’s	 cosmic	 rule	 is
frequently	expressed	by	the	formulae	‘all	things‘55	or	‘heaven	and	earth’	(or
fuller	cosmic	formulae)56	or,	for	emphasis,	both.57	This	language,	constantly
used	of	God’s	relationship	with	his	creation	in	Second	Temple	Jewish	texts,58
is	 significant	 because	 it	 is	 the	 way	 Jewish	 monotheism	 distinguishes	 God
from	all	other	reality	(‘all	things’),	as	Creator	and	Ruler	of	all.	By	including
Jesus	 in	 the	 full	 cosmic	 scope	 of	 God’s	 sovereignty,	 New	 Testament
terminology	places	Jesus	clearly	on	the	divine	side	of	the	distinction	between
God	and	‘all	things’.	While	Daniel	7:14	and	Psalm	2:8	provided	the	basis	for
thinking	 of	 a	 universal	 rule	 on	 earth	 by	 the	Messiah	 (Sib.	Or.	 5:416;	 1	En.
62:6),	 it	 is	 the	 cosmic	 scope	 of	Christ’s	 sovereignty	which	 places	 it	 in	 that
unique	category	which	his	enthronement	on	 the	divine	 throne	 in	 the	highest
heaven	symbolizes.	Of	no	principal	angel	or	exalted	human	in	Second	Temple
Jewish	texts	is	it	said	that	he	has	authority	over	all	things	or	over	heaven	and
earth.59

Another	way	in	which	the	fully	cosmic	rule	of	the	exalted	Christ	is	stressed
is	by	reference	to	the	subjection	of	all	the	heavenly	powers	to	him.	The	texts
portray	the	submission	both	of	the	rebellious	angelic	powers	(1	Cor.	15:24-28;
Ascen.	 Isa.	 11:23)	 and	 of	 the	 obedient	 ones	 (Eph.	 1:20-21;601	 Pet.	 3:22;
Ascen.	Isa.	11:24-32;	cf.	Rev.	5:11-14;	Ep.	Apos.	3).	It	is	noteworthy	that	the
specific	 ranks	 of	 angels	 are	 those	 in	 high	 authority	 in	 the	 heavens:
‘principalities’	(archai:1	Cor.	15:24;	Eph.	1:21),	‘authorities’	(exousiai:	1	Cor.
15:24;	Eph.	 1:21;	 1	Pet.	 3:22),	 ‘powers’	 (dunameis:	Eph.	 1:21;	 1	Pet.	 3:22)



and	‘dominions’	(kuriotetes:	Eph.	1:21).61
5.4.	In	the	heights	of	heaven

The	imagery	of	height,	which	we	have	seen	to	be	important	in	depictions	of
the	 divine	 throne,	 also	 reinforces	 the	 New	 Testament	 picture	 of	 Jesus’
participation	in	the	unique	divine	sovereignty.	He	ascended	‘far	above	all	the
heavens’	 (Eph.	4:10),	 ‘far	 above	every	principality	and	authority	and	power
and	dominion	and	every	name	which	 is	named’	(Eph.	1:21).	He’sat	down	at
the	 right	 hand	 of	 the	Majesty	 on	 high,	 having	 become	 as	much	 superior	 to
angels	as	the	name	he	has	inherited	is	more	excellent	than	theirs’	(Heb.	1:3-4).
God	 ‘highly	exalted	him	and	gave	him	 the	name	 that	 is	 above	every	name’
(Phil.	2:9).	These	three	passages	are	linked	by	the	motif	of	height	applied	both
to	 the	 divine	 throne	 which	 is	 higher	 than	 all	 the	 heavens	 and	 to	 the	 name
which	is	higher	than	all	other	names.	Probably	in	all	three	cases,	it	should	be
understood	 that	 Jesus,	 seated	 on	 the	 divine	 throne	 above	 every	 angelic
authority,	also	receives	the	divine	name,	which	is	far	superior	to	all	the	names
by	which	God	alone	names	all	 the	host	of	heaven.62	These	various	ways	of
stating	Jesus’	absolute	supremacy	over	all	the	angels	need	not	be	understood
as	 polemical	 in	 any	 way.	 They	 simply	 apply	 to	 Jesus	 the	 well-recognized
ways	 in	 which	 God	 himself	 on	 his	 heavenly	 throne	 was	 understood	 as
absolutely	supreme	over	all	his	angelic	creatures.
5.5.	Worshipped	by	angels	and	all	creation

A	series	 of	 texts	 concerned	with	 Jesus’	 enthronement	 in	 heaven	 portray	 the
worship	given	him	specifically	by	all	 the	heavenly	beings	(Heb.	1:6;	Ascen.
Isa.	10:15;	11:23-32;	Ap.	Jas.	14:26-30),	while	others	portray	his	worship	by
all	 creation	 (Phil.	 2:10-11;	 Rev.	 5:12-14;	 Pol.,	 Phil.	 2.1).	 That	 this	 is	 the
worship	due	to	God	alone	is	clear	from	the	context	of	Jesus’	enthronement	on
God’s	 own	 heavenly	 throne,	 the	 symbol	 of	 the	 uniquely	 divine	 sovereignty
over	 all	 things.	 It	 should	 be	 noted	 that	 it	 goes	 much	 further	 than	 the	 very
limited	worship	 accorded	 the	Son	of	Man	 in	 the	Parables	of	Enoch,	who	 is
worshipped	 neither	 by	 angels	 nor	 by	 any	 other	 part	 of	 the	 non-human
creation,	but	only	by	the	wicked	at	the	day	of	judgement.	The	Christian	texts
draw	out	the	full	consequences	of	Jesus’	exaltation	to	the	divine	throne,	and
deliberately	 deploy	 the	 strongest	 Jewish	 theological	means	 of	 placing	 Jesus
emphatically	on	the	divine	side	of	the	line	between	the	one	God	of	Israel	and
the	rest	of	reality,	his	creation.	It	 is	worship	by	the	angels	 that	differentiates
God	 absolutely	 from	 them;	 it	 is	 worship	 by	 the	 whole	 creation	 that
differentiates	God	absolutely	from	all	other	reality.	However	we	may	evaluate
the	evidence	adduced	for	some	kind	of	veneration	of	angels	in	some	parts	of
Second	Temple	Judaism,13	no	angel	is	worshipped	by	other	angels	in	Second
Temple	Jewish	literature.	These	texts	do	not	place	Jesus	in	some	ambiguous
semi-divine	position	on	a	spectrum.	In	Second	Temple	Judaism,	there	was	not



a	 continuous	 spectrum	 of	 reality	 through	 which	 a	 developing	 Christology
could	 gradually	 move	 Jesus	 until	 eventually	 he	 shared	 the	 divine	 identity.
There	was	a	gulf	that	Christology	could	cross	only	by	seeing	Jesus	surpassing
all	 at	 once	 every	 heavenly	 creature	 and,	 seated	 on	 the	 throne	 of	 God,
receiving	 their	worship	 as	God	does.	These	 texts	 place	 Jesus	unequivocally
within	the	unique	divine	identity.
5.6.	Human	worship	as	recognition	of	the	unique	divine	sovereignty

The	texts	discussed	in	5.5	do	not	portray	directly	the	early	Christian	practice
of	worshipping	Jesus,	but	they	constitute	vital	evidence	for	understanding	it.
That	early	Christian	worship	of	Jesus	was	understood	 to	be	 the	 inclusion	of
Jesus	 in	 the	monotheistic	worship	 due	 only	 to	 the	 one	who	 rules	 all	 things
from	 his	 heavenly	 throne	 can	 be	 confirmed	 by	 two	 other	 passages	 which
speak	specifically	of	human	worship	given	to	Jesus.

One	is	Matthew	28:17-18.	Matthew	does	not	reserve	worship	of	Jesus	for
the	 post-Easter	 situation.	 His	 consistent	 use	 of	 proskunein	 (from	 2:2
onwards),	differently	from	Mark’s	and	Luke’s14	shows	that	he	reserves	it	for
a	gesture	of	obeisance	that	expresses	what	is	properly	due	to	Jesus.	But	that
what	is	properly	due	to	Jesus	is	divine	worship	is	not	clear	in	most	instances.
Matthew’s	 usage	 through	 the	 Gospel	 anticipates	 the	 last	 occurrence	 of
proskunesis	 in	 his	 Gospel,	 when	 the	 full	 significance	 of	 the	 gesture	 finally
becomes	 clear.	 This	 act	 of	 worship	 (Matt.	 28:17)	 introduces	 Jesus’
declaration,	 ‘All	 authority	 in	 heaven	 and	 on	 earth	 has	 been	 given	 to	 me’
(28:18).	The	scene	forms	a	kind	of	antithesis	to	the	temptation	of	Jesus	which,
in	Matthew’s	temptation	narrative,	is	the	climactic	last	of	the	three.	In	this,	the
devil	offers	Jesus	sovereignty	over	all	the	kingdoms	of	the	world:	‘All	these
things	I	will	give	you,	 if	you	will	 fall	down	and	worship	(proskuneses)	me’
(Matt.	4:9).	Jesus	replies	by	citing	a	commandment	from	the	passages	recited
daily	with	the	Shema`	(Dent.	10:20;	cf.	6:13),	and	which	sums	up	the	first	two
commandments	 of	 the	 Decalogue:	 ‘Worship	 (proskuneseis)	 the	 Lord	 your
God	 and	 serve	 him	 alone	 (auto	 mono	 latreuseis)’	 (Matt.	 4:10).65	Matthew
takes	 his	 use	 of	 proskunein	 from	 this	 commandment,	 and	 shows	 its
appropriateness	to	Jesus,	when	the	unique	divine	sovereignty	over	all	things	-
which	 had	 not	 been	 the	 devil’s	 to	 give	 -	 is	 given	 to	 Jesus	 by	 his	 Father,
thereby	 including	 him	 in	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity	 to	 which	 alone
proskunesis	is	due.

The	second	text	is	John	5:23,	the	Fourth	Gospel’s	one	clear	reference	to	the
worship	of	Jesus.	The	context,	5:19-23,	depicts	the	Sons	activity	as	the	exact
replication	of	his	Father’s:

just	 as	 the	 Father	 raises	 the	 dead	 and	 gives	 them	 life,	 so	 also	 the	 Son



gives	 life	 to	 whomever	 he	 wishes.	 The	 Father	 judges	 no	 one	 but	 has
given	all	judgement	to	the	Son,	so	that	all	may	honour	(timosi)	the	Son
just	 as	 they	 honour	 the	 Father.	 Anyone	who	 does	 not	 honour	 the	 Son
does	not	honour	the	Father	who	sent	him	(5:21-23).

The	 verb	 timao	 may	 not	 seem	 adequate	 to	 describe	 the	 worship	 due
exclusively	 to	 the	 one	 God,	 but	 it	 is	 so	 used	 by	 Philo	 (Decal.	 65),	 while
Josephus	uses	time	for	the	same	purpose	(A.J.	1.156).	But	more	important	is
the	 context	 in	 John.	 The	 two	 divine	 activities	 cited	 are	 exercises	 of	 the
uniquely	 divine	 sovereignty.	 Deuteronomy	 32:39,	 the	 most	 important
monotheistic	text	of	the	Torah	after	the	Decalogue	and	the	Shema`,	speaks	of
YHWH’s	 unique	 sovereignty	 over	 life	 in	 terms	 frequently	 echoed	 and	 later
understood	to	include	the	resurrection	of	the	dead	(cf.	1	Sam.	2:2;	2	Kgs.	5:7;
Tob.	 13:2;	Wis.	 16:12-14;	 4	Macc.	 18:18-19).	 In	 the	 same	 context,	YHWH
declares,	 ‘Vengeance	 is	 mine’	 (Dent.	 32:35).	 The	 uniqueness	 of	 the	 divine
throne,	of	course,	included	the	unique	role	of	,the	Judge	of	all	the	earth’	(Gen.
18:25;	 cf.	 Ps.	 94:2)	 to	 pronounce	 ultimate	 judgement.	 In	 terms	 of	 God’s
eschatological	sovereignty,	which	is	at	stake	in	John	5,	the	giving	of	life	and
the	passing	of	 final	 judgement	 are	 closely	 connected	 (5:24;	 cf.	Rev.	20:12).
Thus,	it	is	because	the	Son	exercises	the	uniquely	divine	sovereignty	that	he
will	and	should	be	honoured	just	as	his	Father	is.

Examination	of	the	New	Testament	texts	that	offer	theological	rationale	for
the	worship	of	Jesus	 thus	confirms	our	argument.	Worship	 is	given	 to	Jesus
precisely	 as	 recognition	 of	 characteristics	 of	 the	 divine	 identity	 that	 were
regarded	 in	Second	Temple	 Judaism	as	distinguishing	 the	uniqueness	of	 the
one	God.	The	worship	 of	 Jesus	 serves	 to	 focus	 in	 conceptuality,	 as	well	 as
making	most	obvious	in	religious	practice,	the	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	the	unique
identity	 of	 the	 one	God	 of	 Jewish	monotheism.	 It	was	 not	 only	 the	 natural
religious	response	of	Jewish	Christians	to	the	status	they	perceived	the	exalted
Jesus	to	have	and	to	the	role	he	played	in	their	religious	experience	and	life.	It
was	 also	 reflectively	 understood	 in	 the	 context	 of	 Jewish	 monotheistic
understanding	of	God.

	



6
Paul’s	Christology	of	Divine	Identity
1.	Early	Jewish	monotheism	and	early	Christology

In	 chapter	 1,	 I	 have	 set	 out	 in	 broad	 outline	 a	 particular	 thesis	 about	 the
relationship	 of	 early	 Jewish	 monotheism	 and	 early	 Christian	 Christology,
which	 also	 entails	 a	 relatively	 fresh	 proposal	 about	 the	 character	 of	 the
earliest	Christology.	I	argued	that	the	monotheism	of	Second	Temple	Judaism
was	 indeed	 ‘strict’.	 Most	 Jews	 in	 this	 period	 were	 highly	 self-consciously
monotheistic,	and	had	certain	very	familiar	and	well-defined	ideas	as	to	how
the	 uniqueness	 of	 the	 one	God	 should	 be	 understood.	 In	 other	words,	 they
drew	the	line	of	distinction	clearly	between	the	one	God	and	all	other	reality,
and	were	in	the	habit	of	distinguishing	God	from	all	other	reality	by	means	of
certain	 clearly	 articulated	 criteria.	 So-called	 intermediary	 figures	 were	 not
ambiguous	semi-divinities	straddling	the	boundary	between	God	and	creation.
Some	(such	as	God’s	Wisdom	and	God’s	Word)	were	understood	as	aspects	of
the	 one	 God’s	 own	 unique	 reality.	 Most	 were	 regarded	 as	 unambiguously
creatures,	 exalted	 servants	 of	God	whom	 the	 literature	 often	 takes	 pains	 to
distinguish	 clearly	 from	 the	 truly	 divine	 reality	 of	 the	 one	 and	 only	 God.
Therefore,	 differing	 from	 the	 second	 view,	 I	 do	 not	 think	 such	 Jewish
intermediary	 figures	 are	 of	 any	 decisive	 importance	 for	 the	 study	 of	 early
Christology.	 (We	 shall	 return	 to	 the	 issue	 of	 Jewish	 precedents	 for	 early
Christology	after	our	study	of	Paul,	which	will	enable	us	to	focus	on	the	most
relevant	of	such	alleged	precedents.)

In	my	 view,	 high	Christology	was	 possible	within	 a	 Jewish	monotheistic
context,	 not	 by	 applying	 to	 Jesus	 a	 Jewish	 category	 of	 semidivine
intermediary	 status,	 but	 by	 identifying	 Jesus	 directly	 with	 the	 one	 God	 of
Israel,	 including	Jesus	 in	 the	unique	identity	of	 this	one	God.	I	use	 the	term
‘unique	 identity’	 as	 the	 best	 way	 of	 speaking	 of	 the	 uniqueness	 of	 God	 as
generally	 conceived	 in	 early	 Judaism.	 The	 concept	 of	 identity	 is	 more
appropriate,	as	 the	principal	category	for	understanding	Jewish	monotheism,
than	 is	 that	of	divine	nature.	 In	other	words,	 for	Jewish	monotheistic	belief,
what	was	important	was	who	the	one	God	is,	rather	than	what	divinity	is.

The	one	God	of	Second	Temple	Jewish	belief	was	identifiable	as	unique	by
two	kinds	of	identifying	features.	The	first	concerns	his	covenant	relationship
with	 Israel.	 He	 is	 the	 God	 of	 Israel,	 known	 from	 the	 recital	 of	 his	 acts	 in
Israel’s	history	and	from	the	revelation	of	his	character	to	Israel	(Exod.	34:6).
He	has	revealed	to	Israel	his	name	YHWH,	which	was	of	great	importance	to



Jews	 of	 the	 Second	 Temple	 period	 because	 it	 names	 precisely	 the	 unique
identity	 of	 their	 God.	 As	 well	 as	 such	 identifications	 of	 God	 from	 his
relationship	 with	 Israel,	 this	 God	 was	 also	 characterized	 as	 unique	 by	 his
relationships	to	the	whole	of	reality,	especially	that	he	is	the	only	Creator	of
all	 things	 and	 that	 he	 is	 the	 sole	 sovereign	 Ruler	 of	 all	 things.	 Such
identifications	 of	YHWH	 are	 extremely	 common	 in	 Second	Temple	 Jewish
literature’	They	were	the	simplest	and	clearest	way	of	answering	the	question,
What	distinguishes	YHWH,	the	only	true	God,	from	all	other	reality?	In	what
does	his	uniqueness	consist?	These	characteristics	make	a	clear	and	absolute
distinction	between	 the	 true	God	and	all	other	 reality.	God	alone	created	all
things;	all	other	things,	including	beings	worshipped	as	gods	by	Gentiles,	are
created	 by	 him.	 God	 alone	 rules	 supreme	 over	 all	 things;	 all	 other	 things,
including	beings	worshipped	as	gods	by	Gentiles,	 are	 subject	 to	him.	These
ways	of	distinguishing	God	as	unique	formed	a	very	easily	intelligible	way	of
defining	the	uniqueness	of	the	God	they	worshipped	which	most	Jews	in	most
synagogues	 in	 the	 late	 Second	Temple	 period	would	 certainly	 have	 known.
However	 diverse	 Judaism	may	 have	 been	 in	many	 other	 respects,	 this	 was
common:	 only	 the	 God	 of	 Israelis	 worthy	 of	 worship,	 because	 he	 is	 sole
Creator	 of	 all	 things	 and	 sole	 Ruler	 of	 all	 things.	 Other	 beings	who	might
otherwise	 be	 thought	 divine	 are,	 by	 these	 criteria,	 God’s	 creatures	 and
subjects.	 (Thus	 so-called	 intermediary	 figures	 either	 belong	 to	 the	 unique
identity	of	God	or	were	created	by	and	remain	subject	to	the	one	God,	as	his
worshippers	and	servants,	however	exalted.)

We	 could	 characterize	 this	 early	 Jewish	 monotheism	 as	 creational
monotheism,	 eschatological	 monotheism	 and	 cultic	 monotheism.	 That	 God
alone	-	absolutely	without	advisors	or	collaborators	or	assistants	or	servants	-
created	all	other	things	was	insisted	on	(even	when	he	was	understood	to	have
created	out	of	pre-existing	chaos	 rather	 than	out	of	nothing).	That	God	was
the	sole	Creator	of	and	the	sole	Lord	over	all	things	required	the	expectation
that,	 in	 the	 future	 when	 YHWH	 fulfils	 his	 promises	 to	 his	 people	 Israel,
YHWH	 will	 also	 demonstrate	 his	 deity	 to	 the	 nations,	 establishing	 his
universal	kingdom,	making	his	name	known	universally,	becoming	known	to
all	as	the	God	Israel	has	known.	This	aspect	I	call	eschatological	monotheism.
Finally,	there	is	cultic	monotheism.	Only	the	sole	Creator	of	all	things	and	the
sole	Lord	over	all	 things	should	be	worshipped,	since	worship	in	the	Jewish
tradition	was	precisely	recognition	of	this	unique	identity	of	the	one	God.

The	 early	 Christian	 movement,	 very	 consciously	 using	 this	 Jewish
theological	 framework,	 created	 a	 kind	 of	 christological	 monotheism	 by
understanding	Jesus	 to	be	 included	 in	 the	unique	 identity	of	 the	one	God	of
Israel.	Probably	the	earliest	expression	of	this	to	which	we	have	access	-	and
it	was	certainly	in	use	very	early	in	the	first	Christian	community’s	history	-



was	 the	 understanding	 of	 Jesus’	 exaltation	 in	 terms	 of	 Psalm	 110:1.	 Jesus,
seated	on	the	cosmic	throne	of	God	in	heaven	as	the	one	who	will	achieve	the
eschatological	 lordship	 of	God	 and	 in	whom	 the	 unique	 sovereignty	 of	 the
one	God	will	be	acknowledged	by	all,	 is	included	in	the	unique	rule	of	God
over	 all	 things,	 and	 is	 thus	 placed	unambiguously	 on	 the	 divine	 side	 of	 the
absolute	distinction	that	separates	the	only	Sovereign	One	from	all	creation.2
God’s	 rule	 over	 all	 things	 defines	who	God	 is:	 it	 cannot	 be	 delegated	 as	 a
mere	function	to	a	creature.	Thus	the	earliest	Christology	was	already	in	nuce
the	highest	Christology.	All	 that	 remained	was	 to	work	consistently	 through
what	it	could	mean	for	Jesus	to	belong	integrally	to	the	unique	identity	of	the
one	 God.	 Early	 Christian	 interest	 was	 primarily	 in	 soteriology	 and
eschatology,	 the	concerns	of	 the	gospel,	and	so,	 in	 the	New	Testament,	 it	 is
primarily	as	sharing	or	implementing	God’s	eschatological	lordship	that	Jesus
is	understood	to	belong	to	the	identity	of	God.	But	early	Christian	reflection
could	not	consistently	leave	it	at	that.	Jewish	eschatological	monotheism	was
founded	 in	 creational	 monotheism.	 If	 Jesus	 was	 integral	 to	 the	 identity	 of
God,	 he	 must	 have	 been	 so	 eternally.	 To	 include	 Jesus	 also	 in	 the	 unique
creative	activity	of	God	and	 in	 the	uniquely	divine	eternity	was	a	necessary
corollary	of	his	inclusion	in	the	eschatological	identity	of	God.	This	was	the
early	Christians’	Jewish	way	of	preserving	monotheism	against	 the	ditheism
that	any	kind	of	adoptionist	Christology	was	bound	to	involve.	Not	by	adding
Jesus	to	the	unique	identity	of	the	God	of	Israel,	but	only	by	including	Jesus
in	that	unique	identity,	could	monotheism	be	maintained.	This	applies	also	to
the	 worship	 of	 Jesus,	 which	 certainly	 began	 in	 Palestinian	 Jewish
Christianity.’	This	 expressed	 the	 inclusion	of	 Jesus	 in	 the	unique	 identity	of
the	sole	Creator	of	all	things	and	sole	Sovereign	over	all	things.

Early	 Christology	 was	 framed	 within	 the	 familiar	 Jewish	 framework	 of
creational,	 eschatological	 and	 cultic	 monotheism.	 The	 first	 Christians
developed	a	christological	monotheism	with	all	 three	of	 these	aspects.	From
this	 perspective,	 I	 call	 the	 Christology	 of	 all	 the	 New	 Testament	 writers,
rooted	 as	 it	 was	 in	 the	 earliest	 Christology	 of	 all,	 a	 Christology	 of	 divine
identity,	 proposing	 this	 as	 a	 way	 beyond	 the	 standard	 distinction	 between
‘functional’	 and	 ‘ontic’	 Christology.	 This	 latter	 distinction	 does	 not
correspond	 to	early	 Jewish	 thinking	about	God	and	has,	 therefore,	 seriously
distorted	our	understanding	of	New	Testament	Christology.	When	we	think	in
terms	of	divine	identity,	rather	than	of	divine	essence	or	nature,	which	are	not
the	 primary	 categories	 for	 Jewish	 theology,	 we	 can	 see	 that	 the	 so-called
divine	 functions	 which	 Jesus	 exercises	 are	 intrinsic	 to	 who	 God	 is.	 This
Christology	 of	 divine	 identity	 is	 already	 a	 fully	 divine	 Christology,
maintaining	that	Jesus	Christ	is	intrinsic	to	the	unique	and	eternal	identity	of
God.



My	purpose	in	the	rest	of	this	chapter	is	to	examine	some	of	the	evidence
for	this	kind	of	Christology	of	divine	identity	in	the	letters	of	Paul.	We	shall
begin	 with	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 christological	 interpretation	 of	 scriptural
passages	 about	YHWH,	which	we	 shall	 see	 to	 be	 closely	 connected	with	 a
deliberate	attempt	by	Paul	to	reformulate	Jewish	monotheism	as	christological
monotheism.	We	shall	then	examine	three	important	christological	passages	in
Paul	that	combine	an	explicit	monotheistic	concern	with	the	inclusion	of	Jesus
in	 the	 divine	 identity	 (Rom.	 10:13;	 Phil.	 2:6-11;	 1	 Cor.	 8:5-6).	 Finally,	 we
shall	 return	 to	 two	 examples	 of	 intermediary	 figures	 in	 Second	 Temple
Judaism	 that	 have	 often	 been	 cited	 as	 precedents	 for	 early	Christology	 and
demonstrate	 how	 little	 they	 parallel	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 divine	 identity
Christology	in	Paul.

2.	Christological	reading	of	scriptural	YHWH	texts

Paul’s	 christological	 interpretation	 of	 scriptural	 passages	 about	 YHWH,
taking	 the	 name	 YHWH	 (kurios	 in	 LXX)	 to	 refer	 to	 Jesus	 Christ,	 is	 an
important	phenomenon	that	has	often	been	underestimated	both	in	extent	and
in	significance.	A	signal	exception	 is	Gordon	Fee’s	Pauline	Christology,4	 to
which	I	had	access	only	at	the	final	stage	of	revising	the	present	chapter.	Fee
both	 recognizes	 the	 wide	 extent	 of	 this	 phenomenon	 and	 its	 indispensable
value	for	understanding	Paul’s	Christology.

The	basic	data	are	set	out	here:’
2.1.	YHWH	texts	with	Jesus	Christ	as	referent:’

(1)	Five	quotations	including	kurios

(2)	One	quotation	to	which	Paul	adds	legei	kurios

(3)	One	quotation	not	including	kurios8



(4)	Thirteen	allusions	including	kurios10

(5)	Twelve	stereotyped	OT	phrases	including	kurios

‘to	call	on	the	name	of	the	Lord”

‘the	name	of	the	Lord’	(other	uses)

‘the	day	of	the	Lord	117

‘to	serve	the	Lord’

‘the	word	of	the	Lord’



‘the	Lord	be	with	you’

‘the	fear	of	the	Lord’

‘the	Spirit	of	the	Lord’

‘the	glory	of	the	Lord’

‘the	fear	of	the	Lord’

‘the	command	of	the	Lord’

‘the	Lord	is	near‘20

2.2.	YHWH	texts	with	God	as	referent:

(1)	Nine	quotations	including	kurios



(2)	Three	quotations	to	which	Paul	adds	legei	kurios

(3)	Twelve	quotations	in	which	the	speaker	(‘I’)	is	identified	as	YHWH
in	the	OT	context

(4)	One	quotation	in	which	the	addressee	(‘you’)	is	identified	as	YHWH
in	the	OT	context

How	are	these	phenomena	of	Paul’s	usage	to	be	understood?	We	may	quickly
discount	 two	possible	 interpretations:	 (1)	It	 is	not	plausible	 that,	where	Paul
takes	the	kurios	of	the	Septuagint	to	refer	to	Jesus,	he	is	not	aware	that	kurios
is	functioning	as	a	reverential	substituted	for	the	divine	name.	Paul	certainly
knew	 the	 Hebrew	 text	 as	 well	 as	 the	 Greek,	 but,	 in	 fact,	 even	 a	 Greek-
speaking	 Jewish	 Christian	 who	 knew	 the	 Jewish	 Scriptures	 only	 in	 Greek



could	 not	 have	 been	 unaware	 of	 the	 function	 of	 kurios	 as	 representing	 the
Tetragrammaton.	 In	many	manuscripts	 of	 the	 Septuagint,	 what	 appeared	 in
the	written	text	was	not	kurios,	but	the	Hebrew	letters	of	the	Tetragrammaton
or	 a	 Greek	 equivalent	 (IIIIII)	 or	 a	 Greek	 transliteration	 (IAQ).	 Readers
substituted	 kurios	 in	 reading	 (whether	 to	 themselves,	 since	 ancient	 readers
usually	 pronounced	 the	 words	 when	 reading	 alone,	 or	 in	 public	 reading).
When	 kurios	 was	written	 in	manuscripts	 as	 the	 substitute	 for	 YHWH,28	 it
was	usually	differentiated	from	other	uses	of	kurios	by	its	lack	of	the	article,
indicating	 that	 it	was	being	used	as	a	proper	name.	 In	a	phrase	such	as	 ‘the
name	 of	 the	 Lord,	 this	 is	 particularly	 clear,	 since	 its	 Greek	 form	 in	 the
Septuagint	 (to	 onoma	 kuriou)	 breaks	 the	 normal	 rule	 that	 in	 such	 a
construction	either	both	nouns	 should	have	 the	article	or	both	nouns	 should
lack	it.29

We	can	also	discount	(2)	the	notion	that	Paul	read	the	Jewish	Scriptures	in	a
‘ditheistic’	way,	distinguishing	between	the	high	God	(Heb.	‘el	‘elohim,	Gk.
ho	theos)	and	YHWH	as	a	‘second	god	1.31)	It	is	clear	from	our	summary	of
the	evidence	that,	more	often	than	not,	Paul	took	the	referent	of	YHWH	to	be
God	and,	less	frequently,	took	it	to	be	Christ.	It	is	indeed	noteworthy	that	Paul
seems	only	very	rarely,	if	at	all,	to	take	‘God’	(Heb.	‘el	‘elohim,	Gk.	ho	theos)
in	 the	 text	 to	 refer	 to	 Christ,31	 and	we	 shall	 return	 to	 this	 point.	 But	 it	 is
equally	significant	that	he	clearly	does	not	simply	equate	YHWH	with	Christ,
but	can	take	the	divine	name	to	designate	either	God	or	Christ,	occasionally
even	in	the	same	text	cited	on	different	occasions	(Rom.	11:34;	1	Cor.	2:16:
Isa.	40:13).

The	 texts	 about	YHWH	 that	Paul	 applies	 to	 Jesus	 rather	 than	 to	God	are
quite	 diverse	 and	 cannot	 all	 be	 explained	 by	 one	 principle.	 But	 what	 has
rarely	been	noticed	is	that	many	of	these	texts	are	(or	would	have	been	read
by	Paul	as)	expressions	of	eschatological	monotheism.	We	can	certainly	claim
that	a	major	factor	in	Paul’s	application	of	texts	about	YHWH	to	Jesus	is	his
christological	 reading	 of	 the	 eschatological	 monotheism	 of	 the	 Jewish
Scriptures.

3.	Eschatological	monotheism	in	the	christological	YHWH	texts

When	we	consider	the	scriptural	texts	about	YHWH	that	Paul	applies	to	Jesus
within	 their	 scriptural	 context,	 it	 is	 remarkable	 how	 many	 of	 them	 either
function	as	monotheistic	assertions	in	themselves	or	relate	 to	a	monotheistic
assertion	in	the	fairly	immediate	context:32

Joel	2:32	[Rom.	10:13;	cf.	1	Cor.	1:2]:	A	standard	monotheistic	formula
occurs	 in	 2:27,	 ‘You	 shall	 know	…	 that	 I	 the	Lord	 (YHWH)	 am	your
God,	and	that	there	is	no	other	besides	me.’



Isaiah	40:13	[1	Cor.	2:15;	cf.	Rom.	11:341:	This	verse	is	a	monotheistic
denial	that,	in	the	creation	of	the	world,	YHWH	needed	or	received	any
advice	from	any	other	being.	It	was	the	source	of	a	standard	Jewish	way
of	 claiming	 that	 God	 created	 the	 world	 alone	 and	 denying	 any
polytheistic	notion	of	creation	as	a	collaborative	project	of	several	gods
(Isa	40:13	is	echoed	in	this	sense	in	Sir.	42:21;	2	En.	33:4aJ;	Philo,	Opif.
23;	 cf.	 also	4	Ezra	6:6;	 Josephus,	C.	Ap.	 2.192).	 In	 its	 own	context	 in
Isaiah	 40,	 verse	 13	 belongs	 to	 that	 chapter’s	 lengthy	 exposition	 of	 the
incomparability	of	YHWH,	which,	 in	 turn,	 relates	 to	 the	eschatological
monotheism	 of	 the	 following	 chapters:	 the	 expectation	 that,	 since
YHWH	is	 the	one	and	only	Creator	and	Lord,	YHWH	will	come	to	be
acknowledged	by	all	the	nations	as	the	incomparable	One.

Jeremiah	 9:24	 [1	 Cor.	 1:31;	 2	 Cor.	 10:171:	 This	 verse	 is	 implicitly
monotheistic	in	the	sense	that	it	makes	YHWH	the	only	proper	subject	of
boasting,	and	counters	 the	self-deification	of	 the	arrogant	who	boast	of
their	own	wisdom,	power	or	wealth	(9:23;	cf.	Isa	2,	discussed	below).	In
Jeremiah	9:23-24,	there	is	no	indication	of	an	eschatological	context,	but
this	 passage	 also	 occurs,	 inserted	 into	 the	 song	 of	 Hannah,	 in	 1
Kingdoms	2:10	in	connection	with	words	that	would	certainly	have	been
read	as	messianic	in	early	Judaism	(‘he	will	judge	the	ends	of	the	earth
…	and	will	exalt	the	horn	of	his	Messiah’).

Isaiah	 45:23	 [Rom.	 14:11;	 Phil.	 2:10-111:	 The	 accumulation	 of
monotheistic	assertions	 in	 Isaiah	45:18-25	 (‘I	am	 the	Lord	and	 there	 is
none	 besides’;	 ‘I	 am	God	 and	 there	 is	 no	 other	 besides	me’;	 ‘there	 is
none	 but	 me;	 ‘I	 am	 God	 and	 there	 is	 no	 other’)	 make	 it	 the	 most
insistently	monotheistic	passage	in	Isaiah	40	-	55.	Moreover,	verses	22-3
are	 the	 most	 explicit	 assertion	 of	 eschatological	 monotheism	 in	 these
chapters.	 The	 accumulation	 of	 monotheistic	 rhetoric	 climaxes	 in
YHWH’s	 oath	 that	 all	 will	 in	 the	 end	 acknowledge	 him	 as	 the	 only
righteous	and	saving	God.

Deuteronomy	 32:21a	 [1	 Cor.	 10:221:	 This	 half-verse	 is	 itself	 a
monotheistic	assertion	 that	 the	 idols	are	 ‘no	gods’	 (appropriately	 to	 the
context	in	which	Paul	alludes	to	it;	cf.	1	Cor.	8:4),	but	it	also	belongs	to	a
passage	 that	 leads	 up	 to	 the	 solemn	 divine	 self-declaration:	 ‘Behold,
behold,	 I	 am	 he,	 and	 there	 is	 no	 god	 besides	me’	 (32:39).	 The	 whole
Song	 of	 Moses	 (Dent.	 32)	 was	 read,	 in	 early	 Judaism,	 as	 an
eschatological	prophecy	of	God’s	coming	deliverance	of	his	people	from
pagan	 oppression.	 Paul’s	 several	 quotations	 and	 allusions	 (Rom.	 10:19
[Dent.	32:21b];	Rom.	12:19	[Dent.	32:351;	Rom.	15:10	[Dent.	32:431;	1



Cor.	 10:19	 [Dent.	 32:21a1)	 show	 that	 he	 also	 read	 it	 holistically	 and
understood	it	as	eschatological	prophecy.33

Zechariah	 14:5b	 [1	 Thess.	 3:13;	 cf.	 2	 Thess.	 1:71:	 The	 coming	 of
YHWH,	of	which	this	verse	speaks,	 leads	to	the	following	result:	‘And
the	Lord	(YHWH)	will	become	king	over	all	 the	earth;	and	 in	 that	day
the	Lord	(YHWH)	will	be	one,	and	his	name	one’	(14:9).	This	puts	the
Shema`	into	eschatological	form:	YHWH	will	be	one	-	the	only	God	in
the	eyes	not	just	of	Israel,	but	of	all	-	when	his	rule	is	acknowledged	by
all.

Isaiah	2:10,	19,	21	[2	Thess.	1:91:	Alongside	this	repeated	refrain	(‘from
the	presence	of	the	terror	of	the	Lord	[YHWH]	and	from	the	glory	of	his
might’),	 referring	 to	 the	 fate	 of	 the	 arrogant	 when	 the	 Lord	 comes	 in
judgement	 in	 the	 last	 days,	 there	 is	 another	 repeated	 refrain:	 ‘and	 the
Lord	(YHWH)	alone	will	be	exalted	in	that	day’	(2:11,	17).

Isaiah	 66:5,	 15	 [2	 Thess.	 1:7,	 121:	 These	 references	 to	 eschatological
judgement	by	YHWH	on	his	enemies	occur	in	a	prophetic	sequence	that
climaxes	in	the	recognition	and	worship	of	YHWH	by	all	(66:18,	23).

By	contrast,	only	a	relatively	small	proportion	of	the	scriptural	texts	in	which
Paul	 takes	 YHWH	 to	 be	 God	 can	 arguably	 be	 related	 to	 eschatological
monotheism	(Isa.	10:22-23;	Isa.	40:13;	Deut.	32:35;	Isa.	52:11;	Deut.	32:21b;
Isa.	59:20-21),	and	 few	of	 these	have	a	clear	monotheistic	assertion	 in	 their
context	 (Isa.	 40:13;	 Deut.	 32:35;	 Deut.	 32:21b),	 whereas	 almost	 all	 of	 the
texts	 just	 discussed,	 in	which	YHWH	 is	 taken	 to	 be	 Jesus,	 do	 have	 such	 a
monotheistic	assertion	in	their	context.

Eschatological	monotheism	 is	 not	 explicit	 in	 all	 of	 the	 contexts	 in	which
Paul	 places	 his	 quotations	 of	 and	 allusions	 to	 these	 passages,	 but	 it	 is
prominent	 in	 some	 of	 those	 contexts	 and	 it	 may	 be	 assumed	 to	 lie	 behind
Paul’s	christological	reading	of	most	or	all	of	these	passages.	This	means	that
it	 is	 very	 often	 in	 scriptural	 texts	 that	 refer	 to	 the	 final	 and	 universal
manifestation	 of	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 the	 one	 God	 that	 Paul	 understands
Jesus	 to	 be	 YHWH.	 Jesus	 himself	 is	 the	 eschatological	 manifestation	 of
YHWH’s	unique	identity	to	the	whole	world,	so	that	those	who	call	on	Jesus’
name	and	confess	Jesus	as	Lord	are	acknowledging	YHWH	the	God	of	Israel
to	be	 the	one	 and	only	 true	God.	 It	 becomes	 clear	 that	Paul’s	 purpose	 is	 to
include	Jesus	in	the	unique	identity	of	the	one	God,	not	to	add	Jesus	to	the	one
God	as	a	non-divine	agent	of	God,	for	Jesus	can	manifest	the	unique	identity
of	the	one	God	and	receive	the	universal	acknowledgement	of	that	God’s	sole
lordship	only	if	he	himself	belongs	to	the	unique	identity	of	God.	(We	should
also	note,	without	having	 space	 to	develop	 the	point	here,	 that	many	of	 the



scriptural	 texts	 we	 have	 discussed	 in	 this	 section	 refer	 not	 only	 to	 the
eschatological	 manifestation	 of	 YHWH’s	 sole	 lordship	 but	 also	 to
eschatological	 salvation	 by	 YHWH.	 Not	 only	 as	 the	 one	 who	 manifests
YHWH’s	 lordship	but	also	as	 the	one	who	enacts	YHWH’s	role	as	Saviour,
Jesus	belongs	to	the	unique	identity	of	God.)

4.	Creational	monotheism	in	the	christological	YHWH	texts

In	 early	 Jewish	 theology,	 eschatological	monotheism	was	 closely	 connected
with	creational	monotheism.	That	YHWH	alone	created	all	things	is	the	basis
for	 his	 sole	 lordship	 over	 all	 things,	 which	 must	 finally	 be	 fulfilled	 in	 the
universal	 acknowledgement	 of	 him	 as	 only	 Creator	 and	 Lord.	 Among	 the
biblical	sources	of	early	Jewish	monotheism,	this	is	especially	clear	in	Isaiah
40	 -	 55	 and	 appears	 in	 the	 context	of	 the	 two	passages	 from	 these	 chapters
that	 were	 discussed	 in	 the	 last	 section.	 Isaiah	 40:13	 is	most	 immediately	 a
statement	of	creational	monotheism,	declaring	YHWH	to	be	unique	in	that	he
created	 the	 world	 without	 any	 collaborators	 or	 assistants.	 This
incomparability	as	the	sole	Creator	of	all	things	is	closely	related,	in	the	rest
of	Isaiah	40	-	55,	to	the	eschatological	monotheism	that	expects	him	to	make
his	 unique	 deity	 known	 to	 all	 the	 nations.	 The	 passage	 of	 divine	 speech	 to
which	 Isaiah	45:23	belongs	 (45:18-25)	 is	 probably	 the	best	 example	of	 this
close	 relationship	between	creational	and	eschatological	monotheism.	While
verse	 23	 is	 a	 strong	 assertion	 of	 eschatological	 monotheism,	 the	 passage
begins	 with	 a	 statement	 of	 creational	 monotheism	 (‘Thus	 says	 the	 Lord
[YHWH]	who	made	the	heaven,	this	God	who	set	forth	the	earth	and	made	it
…	I	am	 the	Lord	and	 there	 is	none	besides’)	on	which	all	 the	monotheistic
rhetoric	 of	 the	 following	 verses	 is	 based.	 Thus,	 it	 was	 no	 great	 step,
exegetically	at	least,	from	the	inclusion	of	Jesus	in	the	identity	of	God	as	sole
eschatological	Ruler	 to	 the	 inclusion	of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 identity	of	God	as	 sole
Creator.	These	two	aspects	of	the	unique	divine	identity	were	inseparable.

In	view	of	 the	creation	context	of	both	 these	 Isaianic	 texts	 in	which	Paul
clearly	 takes	YHWH	to	be	 Jesus,	 there	 is	no	difficulty	 in	 supposing	 that	he
also	takes	YHWH	in	Psalm	23(24):1	(1	Cor.	10:26:	‘the	earth	and	its	fullness
are	 the	Lord’s’)	 to	be	 Jesus.	Paul	here	 returns	 to	 the	creational	monotheism
with	which	he	began	his	discussion	of	meat	offered	to	idols	(1	Cor.	8:5-6).	By
virtue	of	his	role	 in	God’s	creation	of	all	 things,	not	only	do	‘the	cup	of	 the
Lord’	and	‘the	table	of	the	Lord’	(10:20)	belong	to	the	Lord	Jesus,	but	also	the
whole	realm	of	created	things.

We	shall	now	proceed	by	looking	more	closely	at	several	Pauline	passages
in	which	a	monotheistic	concern	is	especially	evident,	and	in	which	Paul	also
interprets	Jewish	monotheism	christologically:	Rom.	10:13;	Phil.	2:6-11	(with
reference	 also	 to	 Rom.	 14:10-12);	 1	 Cor.	 8:5-6.	 These	 texts	 will	 be	 much



better	understood	if	we	treat	them	not	merely	individually,	but	in	the	context
of	 the	 broader	 christological	 phenomenon	 of	 Paul’s	 identification	 of	 Jesus
with	 YHWH	 in	 scriptural	 texts,	 especially	 in	 relation	 to	 creational	 and
eschatological	monotheism.

5.	Romans	10:13

C.	Kavin	Rowe	has	 recently	 published	 a	 fine	 study	of	Romans	10:13	 in	 its
context	which	coheres	closely	with	the	argument	of	this	chapter.34	He	argues
that	10:13	is	the	climax	of	Paul’s	argument	in	Romans	10:1-13,	and	that	the
use	of	Joel	2:32	there,

if	taken	at	all	as	instructive	for	the	way	in	which	Paul	conceives	of	God’s
relation	 to	 Christ,	 eliminates	 the	 possibility	 of	 thinking	 of	 the	 God	 of
Israel,	 YHWH,	 as	 apart	 from	 the	 human	 being	 Jesus.	 This	 unitive
relationship	is	dialectical	and	hinges	in	fact	on	unreserved	identification
of	one	with	the	other	as	well	on	clear	differentiation.35

I	 cannot	 here	 repeat	 all	 of	 his	 important	 observations.	 For	 our	 present
purposes,	 the	 relationship	between	Paul’s	 application	of	 this	YHWH	 text	 to
Christ	 and	 eschatological	 monotheism	 is	 especially	 significant.	 The
relationship	 is	 clear	 in	 the	 context	 in	 Romans,	 where	 verse	 12	 is	 an
emphatically	monotheistic	assertion:	‘For	there	is	no	distinction	between	Jew
and	Greek;	 the	 same	Lord	 is	Lord	of	 all	 and	 is	generous	 to	all	who	call	on
him.’	The	‘Lord’	here	must	be	Jesus.	This	is	clear	from	the	relationship	of	the
last	clause	(‘all	who	call	on	him’)	 to	 the	quotation	from	Joel	 that	follows	in
the	next	verse	(‘Everyone	who	calls	on	the	name	of	the	Lord	shall	be	saved’),
as	well	as	from	the	wider	context	of	reference	to	confession	of	Jesus	as	Lord
(v.	 9),	 belief	 in	 Jesus	 (v.	 11),	 and	 calling	 on	 the	 one	 in	 whom	 they	 have
believed	(v.	14).

It	is	instructive	to	compare	the	monotheistic	statement	of	10:12	with	that	of
Romans	3:29-30.	 In	both	cases,	Paul	bases	 the	salvation	of	Jew	and	Gentile
alike	on	the	Jewish	belief	that	there	is	only	one	God.	In	3:29-30,	an	explicit
allusion	to	the	Shema`	(‘God	is	one’)	grounds	Paul’s	claim	that	the	same	God
is	God	of	both	 Jews	and	Gentiles	 and,	 therefore,	will	 justify	both	 Jews	and
Gentiles	alike	through	faith.	In	10:12,	the	claim	that	the	same	Lord	is	Lord	of
all	entails	that	‘there	is	no	distinction’	between	Jews	and	Gentiles	and	that	all
who	call	on	his	name	will	be	saved.	The	argument	is	the	same	in	each	case,
except	that	in	one	case	there	is	only	one	God	of	both	Jews	and	Gentiles,	while
in	 the	 other	 case	 the	 one	 Lord	 of	 both	 Jews	 and	 Gentiles	 is	 Jesus.	 The
relationship	between	these	two	parallel	arguments	is	similar	to	the	way,	as	we
shall	see,	Paul	divides	up	the	Shema°	in	1	Corinthians	8:6,	finding	in	it	both
one	God,	the	Father,	and	one	Lord,	Jesus.	In	Romans	10:9-13,	Paul	propounds



a	 christological	 version	 of	 Jewish	 eschatological	 monotheism,	 such	 that
confessing	 Jesus	 as	 Lord	 or	 calling	 on	 the	 name	 of	 the	 Lord	 Jesus	 is
tantamount	 to	 acknowledging	 YHWH	 as	 the	 one	 and	 only	 God.	 In	 this
context,	there	is	nothing	incidental	or	unconsidered	about	Paul’s	identification
of	‘the	name	of	YHWH’	in	Joel	2:32	as	the	name	of	Jesus.	It	is	the	climax	of	a
clear	 statement	 of	 christological	 monotheism,	 which	 makes	 a	 very	 serious
identification	 of	 Jesus	 with	 YHWH.	 The	 identifying	 name	 YHWH	 names
Jesus	as	well	as	God	his	Father,	and	in	such	a	way	that	they	are	certainly	not
two	gods.	As	Rowe	puts	 it	well,	 ‘Paul’s	God	 and	 the	God	of	 Israel	 are	 the
same	God	only	if	YHWH	is	so	identified	with	Jesus	and	Jesus	with	YHWH
that	the	first	two	commandments	are	not	violated.”’

It	 is	 typical	of	the	early	Jewish	mode	in	which	early	Christians,	 including
Paul,	 developed	 their	 theology	 that	 this	 remarkable	 conclusion	 is	 reached
exegetically.	We	have	already	noticed	that	Joel	2:32	itself	occurs	in	a	context
of	formulaic	monotheistic	reference:	‘You	shall	know	that	I	am	in	the	midst	of
Israel,	and	 that	 I	 the	Lord	(YHWH)	am	your	God	and	 that	 there	 is	no	other
besides	 me’	 (2:27).	 Paul	 was	 aware	 of	 this	 monotheistic	 context	 in	 Joel
(understanding	 it	 as	 a	 context	 of	 eschatological	 monotheism)	 and	 his
awareness	 of	 it	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	 way	 in	 which	 he	 uses	 Joel	 2:32	 as	 the
climax	of	his	argument.	We	can	be	sure	of	this	because	of	the	other	scriptural
quotation	that	he	makes	in	 this	 immediate	context:	‘No	one	who	believes	 in
him	will	 be	 put	 to	 shame	 (kataischunthesetai)’	 (Isa.	 28:16,	 quoted	 in	 Rom.
10:11).	 This	 is	 linked	 to	 the	 quotation	 from	 Joel	 by	 the	 Jewish	 exegetical
principle	 of	 gezera	 shawa,	 according	 to	 which	 passages	 including	 identical
words	or	phrases	may	be	used	to	interpret	each	other.	The	connection	here	is
with	 the	 repeated	 promise	 in	 Joel:	 ‘my	 people	 shall	 never	 again	 be	 put	 to
shame’	 (2:26,	 27:	 kataischunthe,	 kataischunthosin),	 the	 two	 occurrences	 of
which	 frame	 the	monotheistic	 formula:	 ‘You	 shall	 know	 that	…	 I	 the	Lord
(YHWH)	 am	 your	 God	 and	 that	 there	 is	 no	 other	 besides	 me’	 (2:27).	 It
follows	 that	 Paul	 knew,	 and	 attended	 to,	 the	 monotheistic	 context	 of	 his
quotation	from	Joel.

6.	Philippians	2:6-11

Obviously,	it	is	quite	impossible	to	do	justice	here	to	this	extraordinarily	rich
and	also	very	much	debated	passage.37	We	shall	focus	on	aspects	that	bear	on
the	 relation	 of	 Christology	 to	 Jewish	monotheistic	 faith	 in	 the	 one	 God	 of
Israel	and	the	world.	Of	particular	significance	in	this	respect	is	the	fact	that
the	passage	depicts	the	worship	of	Jesus	by	the	whole	creation	(2:10-11)	and
is,	therefore,	the	most	unequivocal	reference	in	Paul’s	writings	to	the	worship
of	Jesus	in	connection	with	the	monolatry	or	cultic	monotheism	that	is	one	of
the	 defining	 characteristics	 of	 Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 monotheism.



Furthermore,	since	the	worship	of	Jesus	is	depicted	as	the	eschatological	goal
of	 God’s	 purpose	 in	 Christ,	 we	 have	 in	 this	 passage	 a	 convergence	 of
eschatological	and	cultic	monotheism.

About	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 in	 this	 passage,	 we	 can	 make	 three
observations.	In	the	first	place,	worship	of	Jesus	by	the	whole	creation	is	here
associated	with	his	 exaltation	 to	 the	position	of	 divine	 sovereignty	over	 the
whole	 creation.	 This,	 as	 we	 have	 argued	 throughout	 these	 essays,	 was	 the
essential	 catalyst	 for	 the	 early	 Christians’	 inclusion	 of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 unique
divine	 identity.	 For	 Jewish	 monotheism,	 sovereignty	 over	 all	 things	 was
definitive	of	who	God	 is.	 It	could	not	be	seen	as	delegated	 to	a	being	other
than	God.	The	corollary	of	recognizing	Jesus’	participation	in	God’s	universal
sovereignty	 was	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus,	 since	 worship	 is	 recognition	 of	 and
response	to	the	unique	identity	of	the	God	who	uniquely	rules	all	creation.

There	 are	 three	 passages	 about	 the	 exaltation	 of	 Jesus	 in	 early	 Christian
literature	 that	 both	 allude	 to	 Psalm	 110:1	 (the	 master	 text	 for	 the	 earliest
Christology	of	divine	identity)	and	also	refer	to	the	worship	of	Jesus	by	all	the
angelic	 powers	 of	 the	heavens	 (Heb.	 1:3-6;	Ascen.	 Isa.	 10:14-15;	 11:23-32;
Ap.	Jas.	14:26-30).	These	quite	independent	passages	attest	a	common	theme
which	singles	out	the	angels	in	order	to	make	clear	precisely	Jesus’	exaltation
to	 the	divine	 throne,	 high	 above	 all	 the	 angelic	 powers,	 from	which,	 unlike
any	mere	angelic	minister	of	God,	he	exercises	the	divine	rule	over	all	things,
even	 the	 angels.	Three	 other	 passages	 (Pol.,	 Phil.	 2:1;	Rev.	 5;	 Phil.	 2:9-11)
include	 the	 angels	 in	 a	 depiction	 of	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 by	 all	 creatures,
heavenly	and	earthly.	Only	one	of	these	alludes	to	Psalm	110:1:

believing	in	the	One	who	raised	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ	from	the	dead	and
gave	him	glory	and	a	 throne	at	his	 right	hand;	 to	whom	are	subject	all
things	 heavenly	 and	 earthly;	 whom	 all	 that	 breathes	 worships;	 who	 is
coming	as	the	judge	of	the	living	and	the	dead

(Polycarp,	Phil.	2:1).

This	is	clearly	a	traditional	creedal	formula,	quite	independent	of	Philippians
2:9-11,	with	which	it	shares	no	terminology	or	biblical	allusions.	Philippians
2:9-11	itself	refers	to	the	exaltation	of	Jesus,	not	with	allusion	to	Psalm	110:1,
but	 with	 allusion	 to	 Isaiah	 52:13,	 a	 text	 elsewhere	 associated	 with	 Psalm
110:1	in	reference	to	the	exaltation	of	Jesus	(Acts	2:23;	5:31).

The	 correspondence	 between	 Philippians	 2:9-11	 and	 Revelation	 5	 is
particularly	 noteworthy.	 In	 both	 cases,	 it	 is	 explicitly	 the	 crucified	 Christ
(depicted	symbolically	as	the	slaughtered	Lamb	in	Revelation)	who	is	exalted
and	 worshipped.	 In	 Philippians	 2:9-11	 and	 Revelation	 5:13,	 there	 are



strikingly	 similar	 accounts	 of	 the	 worship	 of	 Christ	 by	 all	 creation.
Philippians	2:10-11	echoes	Isaiah	45:23	(‘To	me	every	knee	shall	bow,	every
tongue	shall	swear’),	but	expands	the	‘every	knee	…	every	tongue’	of	Isaiah,
emphasizing	 the	 universality	 of	 the	worship	 given	 to	Christ	with	 a	 formula
encompassing	 the	whole	 creation:	 ‘every	 knee	 shall	 bow,	 in	 heaven	 and	 on
earth	 and	 under	 the	 earth’	 (Phil.	 2:10).	 Revelation	 5,	 having	 portrayed	 the
exalted	Christ	as	the	Lamb	in	the	midst	of	the	divine	throne	in	heaven	(5:6;	cf.
7:17),	includes	the	Lamb	in	the	worship	of	God	on	his	throne	in	heaven,	and
then	expands	the	circle	of	worship	to	include	the	whole	creation:

every	creature	in	heaven	and	on	earth	and	under	the	earth	and	in	the	sea,
and	all	that	is	in	them,	singing,	‘To	the	one	who	is	seated	on	the	throne
and	to	the	Lamb	be	blessing	and	honor	and	glory	and	might	forever	and
ever!’	(Rev.	5:13).

It	may	not	be	accidental	that	these	formulae	for	the	whole	cosmos	have	one	of
their	 closest	parallels	 in	 the	 second	commandment	of	 the	Decalogue	 (Exod.
20:4;	Deut.	5:8-9;	cf.	also	Neh.	9:6,	Ps.	146:6;	Rev.	10:6,	which	 lack’under
the	earth’):	all	those	creatures	whom	it	is	forbidden	to	worship	are	depicted	as
themselves	 giving	 the	 worship	 due	 to	 God	 alone	 to	 Christ	 who	 shares	 his
throne.	In	any	case,	the	emphasis	on	universality	makes	it	clear	that	it	is	the
uniquely	divine	sovereignty	over	all	creation	that	the	exalted	Jesus	exercises
and	which	is	therefore	acknowledged	in	worship	by	the	whole	creation.

It	is	unlikely	that	Revelation	5	is	dependent	on	Philippians.	Together	with
the	 other	 passages,	 they	 attest	 a	 widespread	 -	 and	 therefore	 early	 -
christological	schema,	in	which	the	exaltation	of	Jesus	meant	his	participation
in	the	unique	divine	sovereignty	over	all	things,	and	therefore	also	its	Jewish
monotheistic	 corollary:	 the	 worship	 of	 Jesus	 by	 the	 whole	 creation	 in
recognition	of	this	divine	sovereignty.

The	 second	 aspect	 of	 Philippians	 2:9-11	 which	 we	 shall	 consider	 is	 that
worship	 of	 Jesus	 by	 the	whole	 creation	 is	 associated	with	 the	 giving	of	 the
divine	name	to	Jesus	at	his	exaltation.	There	can	be	no	doubt	that	‘the	name
that	is	above	every	name’	(v.	9)	is	YHWH:	it	is	inconceivable	that	any	Jewish
writer	 could	 use	 this	 phrase	 for	 a	 name	 other	 than	 God’s	 own	 unique
name.311	 Contrary	 to	 much	 comment	 on	 this	 passage,	 the	 name	 itself	 is
not’Lord’	 (kurios:	 v.	 11),	 which	 is	 not	 the	 divine	 name	 nor	 even	 a	 Greek
translation	of	the	name,	but	a	conventional	Greek	reverential	substitute	for	the
name.39	However,	the	fact	that	it	was	a	substitute	for	the	Tetragrammaton	is
certainly	 relevant	 to	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	 passage.	 It	 connects	 the	 unique
identity	 of	 God	 (YHWH)	 closely	 with	 his	 sovereignty	 (kurios)	 as	 a	 key
identifying	 characteristic	 of	 his	 uniqueness.	 Jesus	 is	 given	 the	 divine	 name
because	he	participates	in	the	divine	sovereignty.	Thus,	confession	‘that	Jesus



Christ	 is	 Lord’	 (v.	 11)	 is	 both	 a	 surrogate	 for	 calling	 on	 him	 by	 his	 name,
YHWH,	and	also	a	confession	of	his	lordship.

In	 associating	 Jesus’	 exaltation	 to	 participation	 in	 the	 unique	 divine
sovereignty	 with	 the	 bestowal	 of	 the	 unique	 name	 of	 God	 on	 Jesus,	 our
passage	 again	 resembles	 another	 depiction	 of	 the	 exaltation	 of	 Jesus.
According	to	Hebrews	1:3-4,	Jesus	‘sat	down	at	the	right	hand	of	the	Majesty
on	 high,	 having	 become	 as	 much	 superior	 to	 angels	 as	 the	 name	 he	 has
inherited	 is	more	excellent	 than	theirs.’	Both	passages	associate	 the	 imagery
of	height	-	Jesus	exalted	to	the	divine	throne	in	the	height	of	heaven	-	with	the
unique	superiority	of	 the	name	he	acquires.	Only	a	divine	name,	superior	 to
all	other	names	(Phil.	2:9),	can	be	superior	to	the	names	of	angels	(Heb.	1:4).
This	parallel	 itself	makes	 it	 extremely	 likely	 that	Hebrews,	 like	Philippians,
refers	 to	 the	 name	 YHWH.	 Most	 commentators	 think	 that	 the	 name	 in
Hebrews	must	be	‘the	Son,	since	it	is	this	term	which	distinguishes	the	Son’s
status	 from	 that	 of	 angels	 in	 verses	 5-7.	 But	 this	 makes	 little	 sense	 of	 the
expression’the	name	he	has	 inherited’.	A	 son	does	not	 inherit	 the	 title	 ‘son;
rather	 his	 being	 a	 son	 is	 the	 basis	 for	 his	 inheriting	 other	 things	 from	 his
father.	 The	 meaning	 is	 that	 since	 Jesus,	 as	 the	 Son,	 inherited	 his	 Father’s
sovereignty	over	all	 things	(v.	2),	he	also	 inherited	his	Father’s	name	which
names	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity	 as	 sovereign	 over	 all	 things	 .41)	 The
association	of	 the	unique	divine	name	with	 the	unique	divine	sovereignty	 is
common	 to	 the	 depiction	 of	 the	 exaltation	 of	 Jesus	 in	 both	 Philippians	 and
Hebrews,	 and	 probably	 therefore	 dates	 from	 very	 early	 christological
reflection.

In	Jewish	monotheism,	the	unique	name	of	God,	YHWH,	names	his	unique
identity.	It	is	exclusive	to	the	one	God	in	a	way	that	the	sometimes	ambiguous
word	‘god’	is	not.	Hence,	the	bearing	of	this	divine	name	by	the	exalted	Jesus
signifies	unequivocally	his	inclusion	in	the	unique	divine	identity,	recognition
of	 which	 is	 precisely	 what	 worship	 in	 the	 Jewish	 monotheistic	 tradition
expresses.

The	third	and	final	aspect	of	the	worship	of	Jesus	in	Philippians	2:9-11	that
we	must	consider	is	that	worship	of	Jesus	by	the	whole	creation	expresses	the
eschatological	monotheism	of	the	Jewish	tradition.	This	was	most	powerfully
expressed	 in	 the	 prophecies	 of	 Deutero-Isaiah,	 whose	 great	 monotheistic
assertions	 were	 formative	 of	 Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 monotheism	 and
constantly	 re-echoed	 in	 its	 literature.	 YHWH’s	 great	 act	 of	 eschatological
salvation,	the	new	exodus,	will	be	accomplished	in	the	sight	of	all	the	nations
(Isa.	 52:10),	 will	 manifest	 his	 glory	 to	 all	 flesh	 (40:5),	 and	 bring	 all	 the
nations	to	acknowledge	him	as	the	only	God.	This	is	especially	the	theme	of
Isaiah	45	(see	especially	vv.	5-6,	14),	culminating	in	YHWH’s	invitation	and



solemn	oath:

There	is	no	other	god	besides	me,	a	righteous	God	and	a	Savior;	there	is
no	one	besides	me,	Turn	 to	me	and	be	saved,	all	 the	ends	of	 the	earth!
For	 I	am	God	and	 there	 is	no	other.	By	myself	 I	have	sworn,	 from	my
mouth	has	gone	forth	 in	righteousness	a	word	 that	shall	not	 return:	 ‘To
me	every	knee	shall	bow,	every	tongue	shall	swear’	(Isa.	45:21b-23).

The	repetition	of	the	standard	monotheistic	formula’	in	the	first,	third	and	fifth
lines	 should	 be	 noted:	 the	 theme	 of	 the	 passage	 is	 emphatically	 the
acknowledgement	 of	 the	 one	 and	 only	 God	 as	 the	 only	 God	 and	 the	 only
Saviour.	 The	 universal	 obeisance,	 prophesied	 with	 God’s	 most	 solemn
guarantee	 (v.	 23),	 is	 therefore	 unequivocally	 a	 matter	 of	 monotheistic
worship.	As	a	result	of	his	eschatological	act	of	salvation,	YHWH’s	sole	deity
is	universally	acknowledged.

It	 is	 Isaiah	 45:23	 to	 which	 Philippians	 2:10-11	 plainly	 alludes.	 This	 is
agreed	 by	 almost	 all	 scholars,	 but	 its	 full	 significance	 is	 not	 always
appreciated.	It	shows	the	concern	of	the	Philippians	passage	to	be	a	typically
Jewish	monotheistic	one	and	the	worship	of	Jesus	it	depicts	to	be	precisely	a
matter	of	the	exclusive	monotheistic	worship	of	the	Jewish	religious	tradition.
The	 claim	 of	 Philippians	 2:9-11	 is	 that	 it	 is	 in	 the	 exaltation	 of	 Jesus,	 his
identification	with	and	as	YHWH	in	YHWH’s	universal	sovereignty,	that	the
unique	deity	of	 the	God	of	 Israel	comes	 to	be	acknowledged	as	 such	by	all
creation.	YHWH’s	sole	sovereignty	and	unique	deity	are	recognized	when	the
exalted	 Jesus	 exercises	 that	 sovereignty	 and	 bears	 the	 name	 YHWH.	 The
eschatological	 monotheistic	 expectation	 of	 Deutero-Isaiah	 and	 Second
Temple	 Judaism	 is	 fulfilled	 through	 the	 revelation	of	 Jesus’	 inclusion	 in	 the
unique	divine	identity.	Eschatological	monotheism	proves	to	be	christological
monotheism.

Philippians	2:9-11	is,	therefore,	a	christological	version	of	DeuteroIsaianic
eschatological	 monotheism.	We	may	 expand	 on	 this	 conclusion	 by	 way	 of
four	additional	observations.

First,	we	may	note	that,	in	this	as	in	the	other	respects	already	noticed,	the
parallel	with	Revelation	 5	 is	 striking.	 There	 too	worship	 is	 a	matter	 of	 the
eschatological	 acknowledgement	 of	 the	 divine	 sovereignty	 by	 all	 creation.
The	worship	of	the	Lamb	is	the	inclusion	in	the	worship	of	God	(5:13)	of	the
one	who	 has’conquered’	 (5:5),	 i.e.	 has	 achieved	 the	 decisive	 victory	 in	 the
establishment	of	God’s	eschatological	kingdom,	 in	which	he	will	 reign	with
God	on	the	divine	throne	(11:15;	22:3).	Worship	of	God	and	the	Lamb	on	the
throne	 in	Revelation	5	anticipates	 the	worship	 in	 the	New	Jerusalem	(22:3).
Thus,	 Revelation	 5	 also	 provides	 a	 christological	 version	 of	 eschatological
monotheism	42



Secondly,	 it	 is	 noteworthy	 that	 both	 Philippians	 2	 and	 Revelation	 5	 take
care	to	include	Jesus	in	the	worship	of	God,	not	to	present	him	as	an	object	of
worship	 alternative	 to	God	 his	 Father.43	This	 is	 essential	 if	 the	worship	 of
Jesus	is	to	be	an	expression	of	eschatological	monotheism.	In	Philippians	2:9-
11,	kneeling	at	 the	name	of	 Jesus	 and	confessing	him	 to	be	Lord	are’to	 the
glory	 of	 God	 the	 Father’.	 In	 Revelation	 5,	 the	 angelic	 worshippers	 who
continually	worship	God	(4:8-11)	now	worship	the	Lamb,	along	with	myriads
of	 angels	 (5:11-12),	while	 the	 climax	 of	 the	 scene	 is	 the	worship	 by	 every
creature	in	the	whole	cosmos	of	both	God	and	the	Lamb	(5:13).	These	are	two
ways	of	 including	Jesus	 in	 the	cultic	acknowledgement	of	 the	unique	divine
identity.	The	first	does	so	no	less	than	the	second.	It	cannot	mean	that	merely
honouring	Jesus	is	a	way	of	worshipping	God,44	since	this	was	precisely	the
way	 sophisticated	 pagans	 related	 polytheistic	 worship	 to	 recognition	 of	 a
single	supreme	God.	Jewish	monotheists	always	rejected	it	(e.g.	Philo,	Spec.
1.31).	 Jesus	 is	 not	 here	 honoured	 as	 a	 servant	 of	 God.	 He	 is	 worshipped,
because	he	participates	 in	 the	unique	divine	sovereignty	and	bears	 the	name
that	 names	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity.	 Since	 he	 does	 so	 as	 the	 Son	 of	 his
Father,	sharing,	not	rivalling	or	usurping,	his	Father’s	sovereignty,	worship	of
Jesus	 is	 also	 worship	 of	 his	 Father,	 but	 it	 is	 nonetheless	 really	 worship	 of
Jesus.

Thirdly,	 Philippians	 2:9-11	 cannot	 be	 understood	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 an
Adam	 Christology.	 Jesus	 is	 not	 here	 exalted	 to	 the	 human	 dominion	 over
other	 earthly	 creatures	 given	 to	 humans	 at	 creation	 (Gen.	 1:28),	 but	 to	 the
uniquely	divine	sovereignty	that	is	acknowledged	by	all	creation	when	God’s
sole	deity	as	the	one	and	only	God	is	universally	confessed.

James	Dunn,	who	attempts	to	read	the	whole	of	the	christological	passage
in	Philippians	2	in	terms	of	an	Adam	Christology,45	has	cited	as	a	parallel	to
Philippians	2:9-11	a	passage	 from	 the	Life	of	Adam	and	Eve	 in	which	God
requires	 the	 angels	 to	 worship	 Adam	 “6	 In	 this	 passage	 (13	 -	 15),	 Satan
refuses	to	worship	Adam	when	the	angels	are	commanded	to	do	so.	Adam	is
introduced	 to	 the	 angels	 by	 God	 as	 ‘our	 image	 and	 likeness’	 (13:3),	 and
Michael	 commands	 the	 angels,‘Worship	 the	 image	 of	 the	Lord	God,	 as	 the
Lord	 God	 has	 instructed’	 (14:1).	 The	 devil	 refuses	 to	 worship,	 because	 he
‘will	 not	worship	 one	 inferior	 and	 subsequent	 to	me’	 (14:3).	 It	 is	 clear	 that
worship	 here	 is	 intended	 to	 indicate	 the	 angels’	 recognition	 of	 Adams
superiority	to	them,	in	that	he	is	the	image	of	God.	It	should	be	said	that	the
scene	is	exceptional	in	the	literature	of	Second	Temple	Judaism’	and,	in	view
of	the	very	uncertain	history	of	the	Adam	literature,	this	passage	(which	does
not	 appear	 in	 the	 Greek	 or	 Slavonic,	 but	 only	 in	 the	 Latin,	 Armenian	 and
Georgian	versions	of	the	Adam	cycle,	which	represent	later	developments48)
cannot	be	presumed	to	be	a	Jewish	text	of	our	period	49	But,	in	any	case,	the



‘worship’	of	Adam	here	can	be	distinguished	 from	properly	divine	worship.
The	Latin	uses	adorare,	but	 since	 the	Armenian	and	Georgian	versions	both
use	words	which	mean	‘to	bow	down,	to	prostrate	oneself,50	we	can	be	fairly
sure	 that	 the	Greek	 original	 used	 proskunein.	The	word	 describes	 a	 gesture
that,	in	itself,	was	not	exclusive	to	divine	worship	(and,	indeed,	not	employed
in	most	Jewish	worship).51	It	could	be	an	acceptable	way	of	acknowledging	a
human	superior	 (e.g.	Gen.	18:2;	19:1;	23:7,	12;	33:2;	1	Sam.	28:14;	1	Kgs.
2:19;	2	Kgs.	2:15)	or	even	an	angelic	superior	(L.A.B.	18:9:	adoravit	eum	in
terra).	 In	 Isaiah	 45,	 where	 the	 universal	 acknowledgement	 of	 YHWH’s
lordship	 is	 expressed	 by	 the	 bowing	 of	 every	 knee	 (45:23),	 the	 Gentile
captives	who’bow	down’	to	Israel	are	clearly	not	worshipping,	since	they	say
‘God	 is	with	you	alone,	 and	 there	 is	no	other;	 there	 is	no	god	besides	him’
(45:14;	 cf.	Rev.	 3:9).	The	 context	 in	 each	 case	gives	 the	gesture	 a	 different
significance.	 The	 gesture	 of	 prostration	 became	 unacceptable	 to	 Jews	 in
contexts	which	gave	it	 idolatrous	overtones,	such	as	reverence	for	monarchs
who	 claimed	 divinity	 (cf.	 Add.	 Esth.	 13:12-14;	 Philo,	 Legat.	 116;	 cf.	 Acts
10:25-26).	 But	 the	 context	 determined	 its	meaning.	 It	 was	worship	 of	God
where	 the	 context	 indicated	 that	 God’s	 unique	 sovereignty	 was	 being
acknowledged.	In	the	context	in	the	Life	of	Adam	and	Eve,	it	is	clear	that	the
gesture	 is	 required	of	 the	angels	because	Adam	 is	 the	 image	of	God,	which
suggests	both	his	superiority	 to	 them	and	his	 inferiority	 to	God.	Adam	does
not	occupy	the	divine	throne.

This	 example	 does	 show	 that	 not	 the	 gesture	 of	 prostration	 but	 what	 is
being	 recognized	 or	 acknowledged	 about	 the	 object	 of	 worship	 is	 the	 real
issue.	 In	Revelation,	 the	gesture	of	prostration	before	 the	Lamb	 (5:8,	 14)	 is
worship	because	it	takes	place	in	the	divine	throne-room	where	all	prostration
must	 be	 to	 the	 unique	 divine	 sovereignty,	 and	 because	 it	 accompanies
doxologies	(a	form	reserved,	in	Jewish	usage,	to	the	worship	of	the	one	God)
addressed	 to	 the	 Lamb,	 and	 to	 God	 and	 the	 Lamb	 together	 (5:12,	 13).
Similarly	Christ’s	enthronement	at	God’s	right	hand	and	the	subjection	of	all
things	heavenly	and	earthly	to	him	make	the	worship	of	Christ	by	the	whole
creation	 in	 Polycarp’s	 confessional	 formula	 (Phil.	 2:1)	 clearly	 a	 matter	 of
acknowledging	 the	 exalted	 Christ’s	 participation	 in	 the	 unique	 divine
sovereignty.	It	 is	arbitrary	to	distinguish	these	close	parallels	from	the	scene
in	Philippians	2:9-11	and	to	treat	the	latter	as	expressive	of	no	more	than	an
Adam	 Christology.	 When	 one	 who	 bears	 the	 name	 YHWH	 receives	 the
universal	 acknowledgement	 of	 his	 lordship	 portrayed	 in	 Isaiah	 45:23	 as	 the
eschatological	achievement	of	YHWH’s	unique	rule,	it	is	strictly	worship	that
is	 portrayed.	 It	 is	 not	 a	 matter	 of	 restoring	 human	 dominion	 over	 other
creatures,	but	of	establishing	YHWH’s	own	unique	rule	over	all	of	creation.52
This	is	made	certain	by	the	clear	allusion	to	Isaiah	45:23,	by	contrast	with	the



absence	of	any	convincing	reference	to	Adam	in	these	verses.53

Fourthly,	 although	 this	 point	 cannot	 be	 fully	developed	here,”	 it	 is	worth
pointing	out	that	the	whole	of	the	christological	passage	in	Philippians	2:6-11
can	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 christological	 reading	 of	Deutero-Isaianic	 prophecy.
The	 allusion	 to	 Isaiah	 45:23	 in	 verses	 10-11	 is	 all	 but	 universally	 agreed,
though	 its	 full	 significance	 is	 by	 no	 means	 always	 appreciated.	 More
debatable	are	allusions	to	Isaiah	52	-	53	in	verses	7-9,55	but	a	good	case	can
be	made	especially	for	allusions	to	Isaiah	52:13	and	53:12,	the	summarizing
verses	at	the	beginning	and	the	end	of	the	Suffering	Servant	passage,	in	these
verses	 of	 the	 Philippians	 passage	 (‘poured	 himself	 out	 …	 to	 death….
Therefore	also	God	exalted	him	to	the	highest	place’).	The	basic	conceptual
structure	 of	 verses	 6-9	 of	 Philippians	 2	 is	 that	 because	 Christ	 humiliated
himself	 to	 the	 point	 of	 death,	 therefore	 God	 has	 highly	 exalted	 him.	 This
structure	 is	 given	 by	 Isaiah	 52:13,	 according	 to	 which	 it	 is	 because	 the
Servant	poured	himself	out	to	death	that	God	will	allot	him	a	portion	with	the
great,	 i.e.	 will	 highly	 exalt	 him	 (cf.	 52:13).	 But	 since	 the	 terminology
describing	the	Servant’s	exaltation	in	Isaiah	52:13	also	describes	the	exalted
position	of	God	on	his	throne	in	Isaiah	6:1	and	57:15,	Isaiah	52:13	can	easily
be	 read	 (by	 means	 of	 the	 Jewish	 exegetical	 principle	 of	 gezera	 shazva)	 to
mean	 that	 the	 Suffering	 Servant	 is	 exalted	 to	 share	 the	 divine	 throne	 in
heaven.

What	 has	 rarely	 been	 noticed,	 even	 by	 those	 who	 agree	 that	 Philippians
2:7-9	has	Servant	of	Isaiah	52	-	53	in	view,	is	the	way	the	allusions	to	Isaiah
52	-	53	and	to	Isaiah	45	cohere.	Early	Christians,	for	whom	Isaiah	40	-	66	was
the	 scriptural	 account	 of	 the	meaning	 of	 the	 events	 of	 Jesus	Christ	 and	 his
future,	the	influence	of	which	can	traced	throughout	the	New	Testament,	did
not	read	the	so-called	Servant	passages	in	isolation	from	the	overall	themes	of
eschatological	 salvation	 and	 eschatological	 monotheism	 which	 dominate
these	 chapters.	 The	 Servant	 of	 the	 Lord	 is	 the	 one	 through	 whom	 God
accomplishes	the	new	exodus,	the	eschatological	act	of	salvation,	in	the	sight
of	 the	 nations,	 thereby	manifesting	 his	 glory	 and	 demonstrating	 his	 unique
deity	to	the	nations.	Thus	Paul,	in	Philippians	2:6-11,	reads	DeuteroIsaiah	to
mean	 that	 the	 career	 of	 the	 Servant	 of	 the	 Lord,	 his	 suffering,	 humiliation,
death	and	exaltation,	is	the	way	in	which	the	sovereignty	of	the	one	true	God
comes	 to	 be	 acknowledged	 by	 all.	 God’s	 unique	 rule	 receives	 universal
acclaim	when	it	is	exercised	by	the	one	who	humiliated	himself	in	obedience
to	God	to	the	point	of	death	and	was,	therefore,	exalted	to	the	divine	throne.

In	 Philippians	 2:9-11,	 therefore,	 Paul	 sets	 out	 a	 christological	 version	 of
eschatological	and	cultic	monotheism.	We	now	proceed	to	detailed	comments
on	two	specific	expressions	used	in	verses	6-11	that	have	strong	monotheistic



resonances:	 to	 einai	 isa	 then	 (‘being	 equal	 with	 God,	 ‘equality	 with	 God’)
(2:6)	 and	ho	 theos	 auton	huperupsosen	 (‘God	has	highly	 exalted	him;	 ‘God
has	raised	him	to	the	position	of	highest	honour’)	(2:9).	Understanding	these
phrases	 is	 essential	 for	 demonstrating	 that	 the	 passage	 does	 not	 mean	 that
Christ	 only	 begins	 to	 belong	 to	 the	 divine	 identity	 at	 his	 exaltation.	Rather
only	 one	 who	 already	 belonged	 to	 the	 divine	 identity	 could	 occupy	 this
position	of	eschatological	supremacy.	It	is	part	of	the	function	of	the	opening
words	 of	 the	 passage	 (2:6),	 which	 I	 understand,	 with	 the	 large	majority	 of
scholars,56	as	depicting	the	pre-existence	of	Christ,	to	make	clear	his	identity
with	the	one	God	from	the	beginning.

First,	 the	 phrase	 to	 einai	 isa	 then	 (‘being	 equal	with	God,	 ‘equality	with
God’)	 (Phil.	2:6).	 In	my	view,	 the	best	 linguistic	argument	suggests	 that	 the
debated	clause	within	which	this	phrase	occurs	is	best	understood:	‘he	did	not
think	 equality	 with	 God	 something	 to	 be	 used	 for	 his	 own	 advantage’.57
There	is	no	question	here	either	of	gaining	or	of	losing	equality	with	God.	The
pre-existent	Christ	 has	 equality	with	God;	 the	 issue	 is	 his	 attitude	 to	 it.	He
elects	 to	 express	 it,	 not	 by	 continuing	 to	 enjoy	 the	 ‘form	 of	God’	 (morphe
theou),	 which	 is	 the	 visible	 splendour	 of	 divine	 status	 in	 heaven,58	 but	 by
exchanging	 this	 glorious	 form	 for	 the	 humble	 status	 of	 the	 human	 form
(morphen	 doulou)	 on	 earth	 (2:7).	 What	 has	 been	 given	 surprisingly
inadequate	attention	in	the	complex	discussion	of	this	opening	section	of	the
passage	is	the	phrase	to	einai	isa	then	itself.	Scholars	have	been	distracted	by
its	 alleged	 contribution	 to	 an	Adam	Christology.	But,	 even	 if	 there	were	 an
Adam	Christology	at	work	here,	 it	would	not	be	enough	 to	 refer	 to	Genesis
3:5	 to	explain	 the	phrase	 to	einai	 isa	 then	since,	while	 this	could	give	 it	 the
sense	of	the	blasphemous	ambition	which	Adam	attempted	to	snatch,	it	does
not	explain	the	phrase	in	its	positive	application	to	Christ.	Whatever	reading
of	 the	verse	 is	offered,	 ‘equality	with	God’	has	 to	be	 something	Christ	had,
has	or	will	have,59	but	which	it	is	not	blasphemous	to	ascribe	to	him.

The	 phrase	 does	 not	 mean	 simply	 ‘like	 God’	 in	 a	 sense	 that	 would	 be
unexceptionable	when	applied	human	beings	created	 ‘in	 the	 image	of	God’.
There	 is	no	good	evidence	 that	 the	adverb	 isa	used	with	einai	has	a	weaker
force	than	the	adjective	isos.6°	It	does	not	denote	mere	similarity	(in	Dunn’s
curious	 phrase,	 ‘the	 degree	 of	 equality	 with	 God	 which	 [Adam]	 already
enjoyed‘61),	but	equivalence,	being	on	a	level	with.h2	Even	if	isa	itself	could
be	used	on	occasion	 somewhat	 loosely,	 a	 loose	use	of	 to	einai	 isa	 then	 in	a
Jewish	monotheistic	context	is	intrinsically	very	unlikely.	We	can	appreciate
this	when	we	notice	that	the	phrase	has	a	close	parallel	in	the	New	Testament
itself:	in	John	5:18	(‘making	himself	equal	with	God’:	ison	heautou	poion	to
theo),	where	it	constitutes	an	accusation	of	blasphemy	against	Jesus.	Equality
with	 God	 was	 something	 which	 pagan	 kings	 claimed”	 -	 blasphemously	 in



Jewish	 eyes.	 In	 Philippians	 2:6-12,	 with	 its	 strong	 evocation	 of
DeuteroIsaianic	 monotheism,	 to	 einai	 isa	 then	 cannot	 fail	 to	 have	 strongly
monotheistic	resonances.	In	the	light	of	the	God	who	asks,	‘To	whom	do	you
compare	me?’	(Isa.	40:25;	cf.	18	LXX),	declares,	‘I	will	not	give	my	glory	to
another’	(Isa.	42:8;	48:11	LXX)	and	insists,	‘I	am	God	and	there	is	no	other
besides	me’	(Isa.	45:21	LXX),	‘equality	with	God’	is	conceivable	only	for	one
who	 is	not’another’	besides	God,	but	actually	belongs	 to	 the	 identity	of	 this
unique	God.

Secondly,	the	words	ho	theos	auton	huperupsosen	(‘God	has	highly	exalted
him;	‘God	has	raised	him	to	the	position	of	highest	honour’)	(Phil.	2:9).	The
verb	does	not	 indicate	 that	God	has	exalted	Jesus	 to	a	higher	 status	 than	he
had	previously	occupied	(whether	in	pre-existence	or	in	mortal	life),	but	that
God	has	exalted	him	to	a	higher	status	than	that	of	anyone	or	anything	else,
i.e.	 to	 the	pre-eminent	 position	 in	 the	whole	 cosmos.	This	 sense	 coheres	 so
well	with	the	following	phrase	(‘and	bestowed	on	him	the	name	that	is	above
[huper]	 every	name’)	 that	 this	 coherence	 is	 surely	 sufficient	 to	establish	 the
meaning	of	huperupsosen.	God	gives	him	the	name	that	is	‘higher’	than	any
other,	his	own	uniquely	divine	name,	because	he	exalts	him	to	the	status	that
is	 higher	 than	 any	 other,	 his	 own	 uniquely	 divine	 status.	 In	 my	 view,	 this
statement	echoes	Isaiah	52:13,	‘Behold,	my	servant	shall	understand	and	shall
be	exalted	 (hupsothesetai)	and	shall	be	glorified	greatly’	 (LXX).	This	verse,
connected	 by	 gezera	 shawa	 with	 passages	 which	 speak	 of	 God	 himself	 as
exalted	 on	 his	 heavenly	 throne	 (Isa.	 6:1	 [LXX:	 hupselou];	 57:15	 [LXX:
hupsistos,	 en	 hupselois]),	 has	 been	 understood	 to	 mean	 that	 the	 Servant	 is
exalted	to	God’s	own	position	of	pre-eminence	on	his	heavenly	throne	.14

Although	 I	 consider	 Isaiah	 52:13	 the	 principal	 scriptural	 background	 to
Philippians	 2:9,	 it	 is	 also	 instructive	 to	 observe	 the	 Septuagint’s	 use	 of	 the
verb	 huperupsoo.	 It	 is	 used	 once	 of	 the	 arrogant	wicked	 person	who	 exalts
himself	 in	 competition	 with	 God	 (Ps.	 36[37]:35;	 similarly	 also	 Dan.	 12:11
v.l.)	and	once	in	the	Psalms	of	YHWH:

For	you	are	the	Lord	[kurios	for	YHWH]	the	Most	High	[hupsistos]	over
all	 the	earth;	you	are	greatly	exalted	[sphodra	huperupsothes]	above	all
the	gods	(Ps.	96[971:9).

Elsewhere	it	occurs	only	in	the	Song	of	the	Three	(in	the	Greek	additions	to
Daniel),	 where	 it	 occurs	 thirty-five	 times	 in	 the	 refrains:‘to	 be	 praised	 and
highly	exalted	forever’;	and	‘sing	praise	to	him	and	highly	exalt	him	forever’
(humneite	kai	hyperupsoute	auton	eis	 tons	aiOnas).	 It	 is	worth	noticing	 that
this	 latter	 refrain	 is	 used	 to	 call	 on	 all	 created	 beings	 to	 praise	God	 and	 to
acknowledge	him	as	Lord	-	which	 is	what	occurs	with	reference	 to	Jesus	 in
Philippians	2:11-12.



As	a	final	comment	on	Philippians	2:6-11,	it	is	worth	noting	the	possibility
that	 the	exegesis	of	 Isaiah	45:23	 that	 lies	behind	 it	distinguished	 two	divine
subjects	in	that	verse.	In	the	Septuagint	(MT	is	different),	it	reads:	‘By	myself
I	 swear,	 righteousness	 shall	 go	 out	 from	my	mouth,	my	words	will	 not	 be
frustrated:	that	to	me	every	knee	shall	bow	and	every	tongue	shall	confess	to
God	(exomologesetai	…	to	theo;	v.	1.	omeitai	…	ton	theon).’	The	speaker	is
YHWH	(v	18)	but	in	this	verse	he	speaks	not	only	of	himself	(‘to	me	every
knee	 shall	 bow’)	 but	 also	 in	 the	 third	 person	 of	 ‘God’	 (‘every	 tongue	 shall
confess	to	God’).	When	Paul	quotes	this	verse	in	Romans	14:11,	he	seems	to
take	 advantage	 of	 this	 possibility	 of	 distinguishing	 two	 divine	 subjects,
identifying	‘the	Lord’	 (YHWH)	as	Jesus	and	‘God’	as	 the	Father.	He	makes
this	clear	by	inserting	‘says	the	Lord’	into	the	first	part	of	his	quotation:

As	I	live,	says	the	Lord,	every	knee	shall	bow	to	me,	and	every	tongue
shall	confess	to	God	(exomologesetai	to	then).

The	same	interpretation	could	lie	behind	Philippians	2:10-11,	where	the	first
part	of	this	quotation	is	interpreted	as	‘at	the	name	of	Jesus	every	knee	should
bow,	while	the	interpretation	of	the	second	part	also	refers	to	Jesus	but	goes
on	to	make	clear	that	the	confession	of	Jesus	as	Lord	redounds	to	the	praise	of
God	the	Father:	‘every	tongue	should	confess	that	Jesus	Christ	is	Lord,	to	the
glory	of	God	the	Father’.

Such	a	reading	of	Isaiah	45:23	could	have	been	encouraged	also	by	the	fact
that	verse	25	(LXX)	has	two	parallel	statements,	one	about	the	Lord	(kurios
for	YHWH),	the	other	about	God	(to	then).	But	we	must	also	note	that,	in	this
passage,	it	is	unambiguously	YHWH	(kurios)	who	makes	the	emphatic	series
of	monotheistic	claims:	‘I	am	the	Lord	and	there	is	none	besides;	‘I	am	God
and	there	is	no	other	besides	me’;	‘there	is	none	but	me’;	‘I	am	God	and	there
is	no	other’	(vv.	18-22,	LXX).	If	the	Christian	exegesis	has	distinguished	two
divine	subjects	and	identified	YHWH	as	Jesus,	then	the	implication	is	clearly
that	 Jesus	 is	 not	 added	 alongside	 the	 one	God	 of	 Israel	 but	 included	 in	 the
unique	 identity	 of	 that	God.	Maurice	Casey,	who	 suggests	 that	 an	 exegesis
that	 found	 two	 figures	 in	 Isaiah	 45:23-25	 lies	 behind	 Philippians	 2:10-11,
entirely	misses	this	implication,	asserting	that,	for	the	author	of	this	passage,
‘Jesus	was	not	fully	divine’.	65

7.	First	Corinthians	8:5-6

The	context	of	 this	passage	 in	Paul’s	discussion	of	 the	 issue	of	 eating	meat
offered	 to	 idols	 and	 participation	 in	 temple	 banquets	 supplies	 its	 clear
monotheistic	concern.	The	issue	is	the	highly	traditional	Jewish	monotheistic
one	of	loyalty	to	the	only	true	God	in	a	context	of	pagan	polytheistic	worship.
What	Paul	does	is	to	maintain	the	Jewish	monotheistic	concern	in	a	Christian



interpretation	 for	 which	 loyalty	 to	 the	 only	 true	 God	 entails	 loyalty	 to	 the
Lord	Jesus	Christ.

In	the	first	place,	we	should	note	the	statement	which	Paul	takes	up	in	verse
4	in	order	to	explain	it	in	the	following	verses:	‘we	know	that	there	is	no	idol
in	the	world	and	that	 there	is	no	God	except	one	(oudeis	 theos	ei	me	heis)’.
No	doubt	 the	statement	comes	from	the	Corinthians’	 letter,	but	 they	may	be
citing	 back	 to	 Paul	what	 he	 himself	 had	 taught	 them,	 and,	 in	 any	 case,	 the
statement	 is	 a	 typically	 Jewish	 monotheistic	 one.	 The	 designation	 of	 other
gods	as’idols’	can,	of	course,	only	be	Jewish.”	The	statement	is	reminiscent	of
the	very	common	Jewish	monotheistic	formula	which	claims	that	there	is	no
other	God	besides	YHWH,6’	especially	those	versions	of	this	formula	which
give	 it	an	explicitly	cosmic	context,	 like	 the	en	kosmo	(‘in	 the	world’)	of	1
Corinthians	 8:4,	which	 Paul	 echoes	 in	 the	Bite	 en	 ourano	Bite	 epi	 ges	 (‘in
heaven	or	on	earth’)	of	the	following	verse,	and	especially	also	those	versions
of	the	formula	which	link	it	with	an	allusion	to	the	Shema’s	assertion	of	the
uniqueness	of	God.	For	example:

YHWH	 is	 God;	 there	 is	 no	 other	 besides	 him	 …	 YHWH	 is	 God	 in
heaven	 above	 and	 on	 the	 earth	 beneath;	 there	 is	 no	 other	 (Deut.	 4:35,
39).

For	 there	 is	 no	 other	 besides	 the	 Lord,	 neither	 in	 heaven,	 nor	 on	 the
earth,	nor	in	the	deepest	places,	nor	in	the	one	foundation	(2	En.	47:3J).

There	 is	 an	 ancient	 saying	 about	 him:	 ‘He	 is	 one	…	And	 there	 is	 no
other’	(Ps-Orphica,	lines	9-10,	17).

He	is	one,	and	besides	him	there	is	no	other	(Mark	12:32).68

This	 sets	 the	 context	 of	 strict	 Jewish	monotheistic	 belief	within	which	Paul
works	in	his	discussion	with	the	Corinthians	that	follows.	He	fully	accepts	the
statement	 in	 verse	 4	 (though	 not,	 as	 becomes	 clear,	 the	 implications	 for
behaviour	which	 the	Corinthians	 draw	 from	 it).	 But	 he	 goes	 on	 to	 give,	 in
verse	6,	a	fuller	monotheistic	formulation,	which	is	remarkable	in	that,	while
it	follows	the	structure	of	Jewish	monotheistic	assertions,	it	also	incorporates
Jesus	 Christ	 into	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity.	 This	 is	 probably	 Paul’s	 most
explicit	formulation	of	what	we	have	called	christological	monotheism.	That
Paul	 has	 here	 produced	 a	 Christian	 version	 of	 the	 Shema`	 has	 now	 rightly
been	 recognized	quite	widely,69	but	 the	 fully	decisive	way	 in	which	he	has
here	included	Jesus	in	the	Jewish	definition	of	the	unique	identity	of	the	one
God	can	be	appreciated	only	in	the	light	of	the	account	of	Jewish	monotheism
that	we	offered	in	the	first	section	of	this	chapter.



In	 verse	 5,	 Paul	 acknowledges	 the	 context	 of	 pagan	polytheism	 to	which
the	Jewish	monotheism	he	continues	to	maintain	is	polemically	opposed.	His
point	 is	 not	 to	 affirm	 the	 existence	 of	 many	 gods	 and	 many	 lords,	 and
certainly	not	to	affirm	their	existence	as	gods	and	lords,	but	to	introduce	the
contrast	between	 the	allegiance	of	pagans	 to	 the	many	whom	they	call	gods
and	 lords	 and	 the	 exclusive,	 monotheistic	 loyalty	 of	 Christians,	 which	 is
specified	 in	verse	6	(‘but	 for	us’).	He	 is,	 in	fact,	shifting	 the	emphasis	from
the	mere	 existence	 or	 otherwise	 of	 gods	 (which	 the	Corinthians’	 use	 of	 the
statement	quoted	 in	verse	4	stressed)	 to	 the	question	of	allegiance,	devotion
and	worship.	There	 is	nothing	alien	 to	Jewish	monotheism	in	 this	shift.	The
monotheism	 expressed	 in	 the	 Shema`	 is	 precisely	 a	 matter	 not	 merely	 of
believing	 that	only	one	God	exists,	but	of	according	 this	God	 (‘YHWH	our
God’)	the	exclusive	and	whole-hearted	devotion	that	his	uniqueness	requires.
Hence,	it	is	entirely	appropriate	that	it	should	be	by	means	of	a	version	of	the
Shema`	 that	 Paul,	 in	 verse	 6,	 formulates	 Christian	 monotheism.	 However,
verse	 5	 prepares	 for	 this	 version	 of	 the	 Shema`	 also	 in	 another	way.	When
Paul	moves	in	this	verse	from	calling	the	pagan	deities’gods’	to	calling	them
not	only	 ‘gods’	but	also	 ‘lords’	 (kurioi),	he	 introduces	a	 term	which	was,	 in
fact,	used	in	many	pagan	cults,	but	he	introduces	it	in	order	to	provide	a	more
complete	contrast	 to	the	version	of	 the	Shema`	which	is	 to	come	in	verse	6.
Whereas	pagans	profess	allegiance	to	many	gods	and	many	lords,	Christians
owe	exclusive	allegiance	to	one	God	and	one	Lord.

The	carefully	structured	formulation	of	verse	6	reads:

all’	hemin	heis	theos	ho	pater	ex	hou	to	panta	kai	hemeis	eis	auton,	kai
heis	kurios	Iesous	Christos	di’	hou	to	panta	kai	hemeis	di’	autou.

but	for	us	[there	is]	one	God,	the	Father,	from	whom	[are]	all	things	and
we	 for	him,	and	one	Lord,	 Jesus	Christ,	 through	whom	[are]	all	 things
and	we	through	him.

In	stating	that	 there	 is	one	God	and	one	Lord,	Paul	 is	unmistakably	echoing
the	 monotheistic	 statement	 of	 the	 Shema`	 (‘YHWH	 our	 God,	 YHWH,	 is
one’),”)	whose	Greek	version	in	the	Septuagint	reads:	kurios	ho	theos	hemon
kurios	 heis	 estin.	 He	 has,	 in	 fact,	 taken	 over	 all	 of	 the	 words	 of	 this
statement,71	but	rearranged	them	in	such	a	way	as	to	produce	an	affirmation
of	 both	 one	 God,	 the	 Father,	 and	 one	 Lord,	 Jesus	 Christ.	 If	 he	 were
understood	 as	 adding	 the	 one	 Lord	 to	 the	 one	 God	 of	 whom	 the	 Shema`
speaks,	then,	from	the	perspective	of	Jewish	monotheism,	he	would	certainly
be	 producing,	 not	 christological	 monotheism,	 but	 outright	 ditheism.	 Jewish
understanding	of	the	Shema`	in	this	period	certainly	saw	it	as	a	profession	of
the	 absolute	 uniqueness	 of	 YHWH,	 besides	 whom	 there	 is	 no	 other.	 Over



against	 the	many	gods	and	many	 lords	 (v.	5)	whom	pagans	worshipped,	 the
Shema`	demands	exclusive	allegiance	to	the	unique	God	alone.	Even	if	‘Lord’
in	verse	6	means	no	more	than	‘lords’	in	verse	5	-	and	it	must	mean	at	least
this	-	there	can	be	no	doubt	that	the	addition	of	a	unique	Lord	to	the	unique
God	of	 the	Shema`	would	flatly	contradict	 the	uniqueness	of	 the	 latter.	Paul
would	 be,	 not	 reasserting	 Jewish	 monotheism	 in	 a	 Christian	 way	 nor
modifying	or	expanding”	 the	Shema`,	but	 repudiating	Judaism	and	radically
subverting	 the	 Shema`.	 The	 only	 possible	 way	 to	 understand	 Paul	 as
maintaining	monotheism	 is	 to	 understand	 him	 to	 be	 including	 Jesus	 in	 the
unique	 identity	 of	 the	 one	God	 affirmed	 in	 the	 Shema`.	 But	 this	 is,	 in	 any
case,	clear	from	the	fact	that	the	term	‘Lord,	applied	here	to	Jesus	as	the	‘one
Lord,	is	taken	from	the	Shema`	itself.	Paul	is	not	adding	to	the	one	God	of	the
Shema`	a	‘Lord’	the	Shema`	does	not	mention.	He	is	identifying	Jesus	as	the
‘Lord’	 (YHWH)	whom	 the	Shema`	 affirms	 to	 be	one.	Thus,	 in	Paul’s	 quite
unprecedented	reformulation	of	the	Shema,	the	unique	identity	of	the	one	God
consists	 of	 the	one	God,	 the	Father,	 and	 the	one	Lord,	 his	Messiah	 (who	 is
implicitly	regarded	as	the	Son	of	the	Father).	Contrary	to	what	many	exegetes
who	have	not	sufficiently	understood	the	way	in	which	the	unique	identity	of
God	 was	 understood	 in	 Second	 Temple	 Judaism	 seem	 to	 suppose,	 by
including	Jesus	in	this	unique	identity	Paul	is	precisely	not	repudiating	Jewish
monotheism,	whereas	were	he	merely	associating	Jesus	with	the	unique	God
he	certainly	would	be	repudiating	monotheism.

Paul	 rewrites	 the	 Shema`	 to	 include	 both	 God	 and	 Jesus	 in	 the	 unique
divine	identity.	But	the	point	might	not	have	been	sufficiently	clear	had	he	not
combined	 with	 the	 Shema`	 itself	 another	 way	 of	 characterizing	 the	 unique
identity	 of	 YHWH.	 Of	 the	 Jewish	 ways	 of	 characterizing	 the	 divine
uniqueness,	 the	 most	 unequivocal	 was	 by	 reference	 to	 creation.	 In	 the
uniquely	 divine	 role	 of	 creating	 all	 things,	 it	 was	 for	 Jewish	 monotheism
unthinkable	that	any	being	other	than	God	could	even	assist	God	(Isa.	44:24;
Sir.	42:21;	4	Ezra	3:4;	6:6;	Josephus,	C.	Ap.	2.192;	Philo.	Opif.	23).73	But	to
Paul’s	 unparalleled	 inclusion	 of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 Shema`,	 he	 adds	 the	 equally
unparalleled	 inclusion	 of	 Jesus	 in	 the	 creative	 activity	 of	 God.	 No	 more
unequivocal	 way	 of	 including	 Jesus	 in	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity	 is
conceivable	within	the	framework	of	Second	Temple	Jewish	monotheism.

It	has	not	been	sufficiently	clearly	recognized	that,	as	well	as	dividing	the
wording	of	the	Shema`	between	God	and	Jesus,	Paul	divides	a	description	of
God	as	the	Creator	of	all	things	between	God	and	Jesus.	The	description	in	its
undivided,	unmodified	 form	 is	used	elsewhere	by	Paul	 -	 in	Romans	11:36a:
‘from	him	and	through	him	and	to	him	[are]	all	things’	(ex	autou	kai	di’	autou
kai	eis	auton	to	panta).



It	 is	 true	 that	 there	 are	 some	 non-Jewish	 Hellenistic	 parallels	 to	 the
formulation	 which	 relates	 ‘all	 things’	 (ta	 panta)	 to	 God	 by	 a	 variety	 of
prepositions.	The	best	 examples	are	 in	Pseudo-Aristotle,	Mund.	6	 (ek	 theou
panta	kai	dia	theou	sunesteke);	Marcus	Aurelius,	Medit.	4.3	(ek	sou	panta,	en
soi	panto,	eis	se	panta);	and	Asclepius	34	(omnia	enim	ab	eo	et	in	ipso	et	per
ipsum).74	The	point	of	such	formulae	is	that	they	describe	God	as	the	cause
of	 all	 things,	 indicating	 the	 various	 types	 of	 causation	 (as	 standardly
recognized	in	ancient	philosophy)	which	are	appropriate	to	God’s	relation	to
the	world	by	means	of	 the	various	prepositions:	 i.e.	efficient	causation	 (ek),
instrumental	 causation	 (dia	 or	 en),	 and	 final	 causation	 (eis).75	 But	 such
formulae	would	clearly	be	very	congenial	 to	Jewish	usage,	since	Jews	were,
in	any	case,	very	much	in	 the	habit	of	describing	God	as	 the	Creator	of	‘all
thing	S1.71	 josephus	 (B.J.	 5.218),	without	 the	 use	 of	 the	 prepositions,	 says
much	 the	 same	 as	 the	 non-Jewish	 Hellenistic	 formulations:	 ‘all	 things	 are
from	God	and	for	God	(tou	theou	panta	kai	to	then)’.	Philo	explicitly	takes	up
the	 standard	 philosophical	 set	 of	 types	 of	 causation,	 and	 applies	 to	 God’s
relation	 to	 the	world	 the	 three	which	 can	be	 so	 applied:	God	himself	 is	 the
efficient	 cause	 (‘by	 whom	 [huph’	 hou]	 it	 was	 made’),	 his	 Word	 is	 the
instrumental	cause	(‘by	means	of	which	[di’	hou]	it	was	made’),	and	the	final
cause	 (‘on	account	of	which	 [di’	ho]’)	 is’the	display	of	 the	goodness	of	 the
Creator’	(Cher.	127).77	In	Hebrews	2:10,	God	is	final	and	instrumental	cause
of	 his	 creation:	 the	 one	 ‘on	 account	 of	 whom	 (di’	 hon)	 are	 all	 things	 and
through	whom	(di’	hou)	are	all	thing	S1.71

We	 can,	 therefore,	 be	 confident	 that	 Paul’s	 formulation	 -‘from	 him	 and
through	 him	 and	 to	 him	 [are]	 all	 things’	 -	 is	 neither	 original	 to	 Paul	 nor
borrowed	 directly	 from	 non-Jewish	 sources,	 but	 was	 known	 to	 him	 as	 a
Jewish	description	precisely	of	God’s	unique	relationship	to	all	other	reality.
That	God	is	the	instrumental	cause	(dia)	as	well	as	the	agent	or	efficient	cause
(ek)	of	all	things	well	expresses	the	Jewish	monotheistic	insistence	that	God
used	no	one	else	to	carry	out	his	creative	work,	but	accomplished	it	solely	by
means	of	his	own	Word	and/or	Wisdom.

When	 Paul	 uses	 this	 formulation	 in	 Romans	 11:36,	 there	 is	 no
christological	 reference,	 but	 when	 he	 incorporates	 it	 into	 his	 christianized
version	of	 the	Shema`	 in	 1	Corinthians	 8:6,	 he	 divides	 it	 between	God	 and
Christ,	just	as	he	divides	the	wording	of	the	Shema`	between	God	and	Christ.
The	 relationship	 to	 God	 expressed	 by	 the	 first	 and	 the	 last	 of	 the	 three
prepositions	(ek	and	eis)	is	attributed	to	the	one	God,	the	Father	(‘from	whom
[are]	 all	 things	 and	 we	 for	 him),	 while	 the	 relationship	 expressed	 by	 the
second	 of	 the	 three	 prepositions	 (dia)	 is	 attributed	 to	 the	 one	 Lord,	 Jesus
Christ	(‘through	whom	[are]	all	things	and	we	through	him’).	The	fact	that,	in
Romans	11:36,	all	three	prepositions	apply	to	God	whereas,	in	1	Corinthians



8:6,	 one	 of	 them	 applies	 to	 Christ	 does	 not	mean’s	 that	 they	 no	 longer	 all
describe	the	Creator’s	relationship	to	the	whole	of	creation.	On	the	contrary,	it
means	precisely	that	Christ	is	included	in	this	relationship	as	the	instrumental
cause	of	creation.’()

The	 variation	 between	 ‘all	 things’	 and	 ‘we’	 in	 1	 Corinthians	 8:6	 results
from	Paul’s	desire	to	situate	himself	and	his	readers	within	the	,all	things’	who
are	thus	related	to	their	Creator.	In	this	way,	Paul	is	continuing	the	emphasis
of	the	hemin	(‘for	us’)	with	which	he	began	his	adaptation	of	the	Shema,	and
reflecting	the	Shema’s	own	reference	to	‘the	Lord	our	God’.	He	wishes	it	to
be	 clear	 that	 the	 God	 whose	 unique	 identity	 is	 characterized	 by	 being	 the
Creator	 of	 all	 things	has	 that	 identity	 not	 only	 for	 all	 things	 in	 general,	 but
specifically	for	us,	who,	therefore,	owe	exclusive	allegiance	to	this	God.	The
fact	 that	 Paul	 associates	 ‘all	 things’	 with	 one	 preposition	 (‘from	 whom	 all
things’),	‘we’	with	another	(‘we	for	him’),	and	both	‘all	things’	and	‘we’	with
the	 last	 preposition	 (‘through	 whom	 all	 things	 and	 we	 through	 him’)	 is	 a
rhetorical	 variation	 adapted	 to	 the	 needs	 of	 verbal	 symmetry.	Paul	 does	 not
mean	 that	 ‘we’	 are	 not	 also	 ‘from	God’	 or	 that’all	 things’	 are	 not	 also	 ‘for
God’.	The	whole	is	a	condensed	form	of	what	would	otherwise	have	been	the
more	cumbersome	and	less	symmetrical	formulation:

one	God,	 the	Father,	 from	whom	[are]	all	 things	and	we	 from	him,	 for
whom	 [are]	 all	 things	 and	 we	 for	 him,	 and	 one	 Lord,	 Jesus	 Christ,
through	whom	[are]	all	things	and	we	through	him.

The	 rather	 extensive	 scholarly	 discussion	 as	 to	 whether	 all	 or	 part	 of	 the
formulation	in	1	Corinthians	8:6	refers	to	the	work	of	salvation	rather	than	to
the	work	of	creation	is	redundant.	All	three	prepositions,	as	in	Romans	11:36,
describe	the	unique	divine	relationship	to	the	whole	of	created	reality.	Since
they	designate	God	as	 the	 final	cause	or	goal	of	creation	 (eis)	as	well	as	 its
origin	(ek)	and	instrumental	cause	(dia),	the	whole	formulation	encompasses
not	only	God’s	bringing	of	all	 things	 into	being,	but	also	his	bringing	of	all
things	to	final	fulfilment	in	himself,	 in	new	creation.	In	this	sense,	salvation
as	well	as	creation	is	envisaged,	but	in	no	less	cosmic	a	sense	and	scope	than
in	 the	 case	 of	 creation.	 This	 point	 is	 missed	 when,	 in	 support	 of	 a
soteriological	 rather	 than	 a	 creational	 reference	 in	 1	 Corinthians	 8:6,	 it	 is
claimed	 that	 Paul	 uses	 the	 phrase	 to	 de	 panta	 ek	 ton	 theou	 either	 with
reference	 to	God’s	 creative	work	 (1	Cor.	 11:12)	 or	with	 reference	 to	God’s
salvific	work	(2	Cor.	5:18).81	In	fact,	2	Corinthians	5:18	refers	to	God’s	work
of	 salvation	 precisely	 as	 new	 creation	 (cf.	 5:17).	There	 is	 no	 evidence	 that,
when	Paul	says	to	panta,	he	means	anything	less	than	Jewish	writers	normally
meant	 by	 this	 phrase:	 the	whole	 of	 reality	 created	 by	God,	 all	 things	 other
than	God	their	Creator.



The	purpose	of	what	is	said	about	Jesus	Christ	in	1	Corinthians	8:6	is	not
primarily	 to	 designate	 him	 the’mediator’	 (a	 not	 strictly	 appropriate	 term	 in
this	context,	but	frequently	used)	of	God’s	creative	work	or	of	God’s	salvific
work,	but	rather	to	include	Jesus	in	the	unique	identity	of	the	one	God.	Jesus
is	 included	 in	 God’s	 absolutely	 unique	 relationship	 to	 all	 things	 as	 their
Creator.	 The	 purpose	 of	 the	 whole	 verse,	 in	 its	 context,	 is	 strictly
monotheistic.	 Its	 point	 is	 to	 distinguish	 the	 God	 to	 whom	 Christians	 owe
exclusive	allegiance	 from	 the	many	gods	and	many	 lords	 served	by	pagans.
Just	as	in	all	Second	Temple	Jewish	monotheistic	assertions	of	this	kind,	what
is	 said	about	God	 is	 said	as	a	means	of	 identifying	God	as	unique.	What	 is
said	 about	 Jesus	 Christ	 only	 serves	 this	 purpose	 if	 it	 includes	 Jesus	 in	 the
unique	 identity	 of	 God.	 Paul	 apportions	 the	 words	 of	 the	 Shema`	 between
Jesus	and	God	in	order	to	include	Jesus	in	the	unique	identity	of	the	one	God
YHWH	confessed	in	the	Shema`.	Similarly,	he	apportions	between	Jesus	and
God	 the	 threefold	 description	 of	 God’s	 unique	 identifying	 relationship	 as
Creator	to	all	things,	in	order	to	include	Jesus	in	the	unique	identity	of	the	one
Creator.

That	 of	 the	 three	 prepositions	 that	 characterize	 the	 Creator’s	 unique
relationship	 to	 all	 things	 Paul	 chooses	 ‘through’	 (dia)	 for	 Jesus	 Christ’s
relationship	to	all	 things	is	a	secondary	issue,	but	 the	choice	is	certainly	not
arbitrary.	 Paul	 knew	 that	 Jewish	 language	 about	 creation	 did	 customarily
distinguish	between	God	as	the	agent	of	creation	and	that	through	which	or	by
which	 God	 created	 -	 the	 instrumental	 cause	 of	 creation.	 This	 instrumental
cause	-	God’s	Word	and/or	God’s	Wisdom	-	was	not	other	than	God,	but	was
included	in	God’s	unique	identity,	as	his	own	Word	or	his	own	Wisdom.	For
example:

The	Lord	made	the	earth	by	(en)	his	power,	prepared	the	world	by	(en)
his	wisdom,	and	by	(en)	his	understanding	stretched	out	the	heaven	(Jer.
28:15	LXX	[=	51:19	Heb.1).

who	have	made	all	things	by	(en)	your	word,	And	by	your	wisdom	have
formed	 humankind	 (Wis.	 9:1-2).	 You	 have	 made	 all	 things	 by	 (en)
wisdom	(Ps.	103:24	LXX	[=	104:24	Heb.1).

you	devised	and	spoke	by	means	of	your	word	(2	Bar.	14:17).

There	are	also	other	 texts,	some	undoubtedly	known	to	Paul,	which	develop
this	language	by	means	of	a	personification	of	God’s	Word	or	God’s	Wisdom
portrayed	 as	 acting	 as	 a	 personal	 subject.	 Whether	 Paul,	 in	 formulating	 1
Corinthians	8:6,	had	in	mind	the	Word	of	God	or	the	Wisdom	of	God	or	both
it	is	hardly	possible	to	say.	Nor,	in	the	last	resort,	is	it	of	decisive	importance



whether	 the	 texts	 he	 knew	 employed	 the	 personification	 of	 either	 or	 both
concepts	 as	 a	 mere	 literary	 device	 or	 as	 indicating	 some	 degree	 of	 real
hypostatization	of	 these	aspects	of	God.	Paul’s	 thinking	did	not	start	 from	a
distinction	in	God	with	which	Jewish	accounts	of	creation	provided	him.	His
purpose	 was	 to	 include	 Jesus	 Christ	 in	 the	 Jewish	 characterization	 of	 the
unique	identity	of	God,	which	entailed	including	him	as	participant	in	God’s
creative	 activity.	 He	 came	 to	 the	 texts	 with	 this	 theological-christological
purpose.	What	he	certainly	found	in	the	Jewish	descriptions	of	creation	was	a
distinction	within	 the	divine	 relationship	 to	 creation.	He	 found	a	distinction
between,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 God	 as	 the	 agent	 of	 creation,	 and,	 on	 the	 other
hand,	 God’s	 own	 Wisdom	 devising	 the	 creation	 or	 God’s	 own	 Word
accomplishing	the	work	of	creation.	It	was	this	distinction	that	facilitated	his
apportionment	 of	 the	 language	 of	 creation	 between	God	 the	 Father	 and	 the
Lord	 Jesus	Christ,	without	 introducing	 an	 associate	other	 than	God	 into	 the
uniquely	divine	work	of	creation.	The	Jewish	 language	and	conceptuality	of
creation,	 we	 may	 say,	 left	 room	 for	 Paul	 to	 include	 Jesus	 Christ	 as	 the
instrumental	 cause	 of	 creation	 within	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity	 as	 it	 was
characterized	by	the	relationship	of	Creator	to	creation.

Neil	 Richardson	 uses	 the	 apt	 term’theological	 inclusio’	 for	 a	 chiastic
pattern	 which	 he	 finds	 widely	 in	 Paul’s	 writings	 and	 which	 comes	 to	 a
particular	 grammatical	 expression	 in	 the	 use	 of	 the	 prepositions	 in	 1
Corinthians	 8:6.	 The	 pattern	 is:	 God	 >	 Christ	 >	 Christ	 >	 God.	 This
‘corresponds	with	 the	observation	made	by	many	commentators	 that	God	 is
the	source	and	goal,	Christ	the	mediator	and	instrument’.”	But	it	also	forms	a
literary	 pattern	 in	 which	 Paul’s	 ‘thinking	 begins	 and	 ends	 with	 God.	 Yet
between	 the	 “movement”	 from	God	 and	 back	 to	God	 there	 is	 Christ.	 Thus
Paul’s	 language	 about	 God	 has	 been	 opened	 up,	 amplified,	 explicated,
justified	 by	 language	 about	 Christ’.H3	 Richardson’s	 observation	 of	 and
observations	about	 this	pattern	are	 illuminating	and	 important.	He	does	not,
however,	quite	see	its	full	significance,	which	is	that	Paul	is	not	just	including
language	about	Christ	between	his	language	about	God,	but	including	Christ
in	 the	 identity	 of	 God.	 The	 literary	 inclusio	 reflects	 Paul’s	 theological
inclusion	 of	 Jesus	 Christ	 in	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 the	 one	 God	 of	 Jewish
monotheism.	 This	 is	 the	 theological	 basis	 for	 what	 Richardson	 calls	 the
‘interplay	between	Paul’s	language	about	God	and	his	language	about	Christ,
which	means	not	only	that	Paul	‘uses	God-language	in	order	to	interpret	and
“define”	 Christ,	 but	 also	 ‘that	 language	 about	 Christ	 in	 turn	 redefines	 the
identity	of	God’.”	 In	our	 terms,	 if	Jesus	Christ	 is	 included	 in	 the	 identity	of
God,	 that	 inclusion	 must	 itself	 affect	 the	 way	 the	 identity	 of	 God	 is
understood.	This	last	point	is	of	very	considerable	significance,	but	our	task	in
the	present	essay	stops	short	of	developing	it.



8.	Christological	reading	of	scriptural	YHWH	texts	outside	Paul

The	christological	reading	of	scriptural	passages	about	YHWH	was	practised
not	only	by	Paul,	but	also	by	many	other	early	Christian	teachers	and	writers.
The	 evidence	 presented	 in	 this	 section	 is	 doubtless	 not	 complete,	 but	 will
serve	 the	 purpose	 simply	 of	 demonstrating	 that	 the	 practice	 is	 not	 likely	 to
have	 been	 invented	 by	 Paul	 and	was	widely	 practised	 in	 early	Christianity.
The	phenomenon	of	christological	reading	of	scriptural	YHWH	texts	outside
Paul	has	 received	even	 less	 scholarly	attention	 than	 the	phenomenon	within
Paul’s	writings.	Individual	instances	have	been	discussed,	115	but	there	have
not	even	been	any	attempts	to	assemble	lists	of	such	cases.	The	following	list
classifies	the	texts	in	the	same	way	as	the	Pauline	instances	were	classified	in
section	2.	The	material	deserves	close	examination	that	cannot	be	given	here.



8.1.	YHWH	texts	with	Jesus	as	referent

(1)	Quotations	including	kurios

(2)	Quotations	to	which	the	authors	add	kurios

(3)	Quotations	not	including	kurios

(4)	Allusions	including	kurios

(5)	Allusions	not	including	kurios



(6)	Stereotyped	OT	phrases	including	kurios

‘to	name	the	name	of	the	Lord’

‘to	call	on	the	name	of	the	Lord’

‘the	name	[of	the	Lord]	invoked	over’	people

‘the	name	of	the	Lord’	(other	uses)

‘the	day	of	the	Lord’

‘the	way	of	the	Lord’

‘the	word	of	the	Lord’

‘to	serve	the	Lord’



‘the	servant	of	the	Lord’

‘the	fear	of	the	Lord’

9.	Jewish	precedents	for	Paul’s	Christology	of	divine	identity?

Two	 of	 the	 so-called	 intermediary	 figures	 most	 often	 cited	 as	 resembling
some	 of	 the	 Pauline	 christological	 material	 we	 have	 discussed	 are:
Melchizedek	in	11QMelchizedek	and	the	angel	Yahoel	in	the	Apocalypse	of
Abraham.	 For	 example,	 Carl	 Davis	 suggests	 that	 11QMelchizedek	 ‘gives	 a
parallel	 to	 the	 New	 Testament	 applications	 of	 texts	 about	 God	 to	 Jesus,
though	he	rather	strongly	qualifies	this:	‘the	nature	of	the	second	figure	here
[i.e.	Melchizedek]	is	so	unclear	that	one	may	not	with	any	confidence	use	it	as
an	 explanation	 of	 the	New	Testament	 application	 of	 passages	 about	God	 to
Jesus’.98	Maurice	Casey	 is	 one	 of	many	 scholars	who	 have	 referred	 to	 the
angel	 Yahoel,	 who	 has	 the	 name	 of	 God	 in	 him,	 in	 connection	 with
Philippians	2:10-11:	‘this	…	parallel	shows	quite	how	exalted	a	being	could
be	perceived	to	be	without	being	thought	of	as	a	deity’	99	A	third	possibility
we	 shall	discuss	 is	 that	 certain	portrayals	of	 the	Messiah	 in	Second	Temple
Jewish	 literature	 are	 antecedents	 of	 Paul’s	 application	 of	 YHWH	 texts	 to
Jesus.

(1)	Melchizedek:	In	11QMelchizedek,	Melchizedek	is	the	name	of	a	principal
angel,	 probably	 to	 be	 regarded	 as	 another	 name	 for	 Michael,	 who	 is	 the
angelic	patron	of	Israel	elsewhere	in	the	Qumran	texts.	The	text	proceeds	by
quoting	and	interpreting	a	series	of	scriptural	 texts,	which	are	understood	to
refer	 to	 the	 coming	eschatological	 events	 in	which	Melchizedek	will	 act	on
God’s	behalf	in	salvation	and	judgement.	He	is	the	agent	of	the	eschatological
salvation	of	God’s	elect	by	delivering	 them,	with	 the	help	of	 the	other	good
angels	(called	‘elim	in	2:14,	as	frequently	in	the	Qumran	literature),	from	the
power	 of	Belial	 and	 his	 evil	 angels.	 In	 this	way,	 he	 fulfils	 the	 prophecy	 of
Isaiah	61:1-2,	delivering	the	captives	and	executing	God’s	vengeance.	For	our
purposes,	the	interest	is	in	the	application	to	Melchizedek	of	biblical	texts	in
which	the	‘elohim	of	the	text	is	taken	to	refer	to	Melchizedek.

The	first	of	these	is	Psalm	82:1:

‘elohim	will	stand	up	in	the	assembly	of	‘N,	in	the	midst	of	the	‘elohim



he	judges	(quoted	in	11QMelch	2:10).

The	exegete	who	composed	our	text	saw	that	‘elohim	could	not	have	the	same
meaning	in	both	of	its	occurrences,	since,	in	the	first,	it	is	treated	as	singular
and,	 in	 the	 second,	 as	 plural.	 He,	 therefore,	 took	 the	 second	 occurrence	 to
refer	 to	 the	 angels	 who	 compose	 the	 assembly.	 But	 he	 also,	 quite
understandably,	supposed	that,	 in	the	first	statement	(`	‘elohim	will	stand	up
in	the	assembly	of	‘el’),	‘elohim	must	be	a	different	person	from	‘el.	Since	the
assembly	 -	 the	heavenly	 council	 of	 judgement	 -	 is	 said	 to	be	 that	of	 ‘el,	 he
naturally	supposed	that’el	is	YHWH,	while’elohim	is	the	angel	Melchizedek,
who	stands	up	in	the	divine	council	to	condemn	Belial	and	his	evil	angels	(Ps.
82:2,	 as	 interpreted	 in	 11QMelch	 2:11-12).	 The	 reason,	 therefore,	 for	 the
unusual	exegesis	of	a	singular	use	of	‘elohim	as	referring	to	an	angelic	being
is	a	strictly	exegetical	one.	Since	the	word	here	cannot,	for	exegetical	reasons,
refer	to	YHWH,	it	must	refer	to	a	principal	angel.

The	next	text	quoted,	as	a	reference	also	to	Melchizedek,	is	Psalm	7:8b-9a:

Above	 it	 [the	 assembly]	 on	 high	 return;	 ‘el	 will	 judge	 the	 peoples
(quoted	in	11QMelch	2:10-11).

This	text	is	quoted	because	it	too	refers	to	the	heavenly	council””’	in	a	context
of	judgement,	and	also	because	it	too	is	understood	as	distinguishing	between
YHWH	and	a	figure	who	takes	an	exalted	position	in	the	assembly.	‘el	is	here
the	scribal	substitute	for	the	Tetragrammaton,	a	standard	practice	in	Qumran
texts,	 and	 (especially	 in	 view	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 our	 exegete	 has	 taken	 ‘el	 in
Psalm	 82:1	 to	 be	 YHWH)	 it	 must	 be	 understood	 to	 refer	 here	 not	 to
Melchizedek	but	to	YHWH.	However,	since	the	first	line	quoted	(Ps.	7:8b)	is
an	 imperative,	 whereas	 the	 second	 line	 (Ps.	 8:9a)	 speaks	 of	 YHWH	 in	 the
third	person,	our	exegete	has	supposed	 that	 the	person	addressed	 in	 the	first
line	must	be	someone	other	than	YHWH,	and	takes	him	to	be	Melchizedek.
Thus,	the	quotation	and	implied	interpretation	of	this	biblical	text	make	very
clear	 that	 there	 is	 no	 confusion	 between	 Melchizedek	 and	 YHWH.
Melchizedek	is	found	by	our	exegete	in	these	two	texts	only	because	he	reads
both	texts	as	referring	not	only	to	YHWH	but	also	to	a	member	of	his	council,
distinguished	 from	 YHWH,	 who	 plays	 an	 important	 role	 in	 the	 process	 of
judgement.	 In	 both	 texts,	 Melchizedek	 is	 understood	 to	 be	 this	 prominent
angelic	member	of	YHWH’s	council.	 In	 the	second	 text,	 it	 is	clear	 that	 it	 is
YHWH	who	actually	judges,	though	Melchizedek	executes	his	judgement.

Finally,	Isaiah	52:7	(concluding’…	saying	to	Zion,	“Your	god	reigns”’)	 is
quoted	(11QMelch	2:15-16,	23)	and,	although	the	text	is	fragmentary	and	the
name	 has	 to	 be	 restored,	 it	 seems	 likely	 that’your	 God’	 in	 the	 text	 is
interpreted	as	another	reference	to	Melchizedek.	This	exegesis	is	presumably



possible	 because	 it	 has	 already	 been	 established,	 from	 Psalm	 82:1,	 that
Melchizedek	 can	 be	 called	 ‘elohim	 and	 also	 because	 his	 name	 (‘king	 of
righteousness’),	indicating	that	he	rules,	makes	this	particular	text	appropriate
to	 him.	 Once	 again,	 the	 point	 is	 not	 that	 Melchizedek	 is	 in	 some	 way
identified	with	YHWH	or	 included	 in	his	 identity,	but	 that	 in	 this	particular
text	 the	 term	 ‘your	 god’	 does	 not	 refer	 to	YHWH,	 but	 to	Melchizedek,	 the
angelic	king	of	Israel.

These	 interpretations	 of	 scriptural	 occurrences	 of’elohim	 as	 referring	 to
Melchizedek	highlight	 the	significance	of	 the	 fact	 (which	we	observed)	 that
Paul	 does	 not	 provide	 christological	 applications	 of	 scriptural	 texts	 about
‘God’	(Heb.	‘Cl,	‘elohim,	Gk.	ho	theos)	but	only	of	texts	about	YHWH	101
Although	the	use	of	‘divine’	terms	(gods,	sons	of	the	gods,	sons	of	God)	for
heavenly	 beings	 other	 than	 the	 one	 God	 YHWH	 almost	 disappeared	 in
Second	 Temple	 Jewish	 literature	 other	 than	 the	 Qumran	 writings	 and	 (for
different	 reasons)	 Philo,	 exegetes	 were	 well	 aware	 that	 the	 words’elim
and’elohim	were	sometimes	used	in	Scripture	to	refer	to	beings	other	than	the
one	God	(some	clear	cases	were	Exod.	7:1;	15:11;	Pss.	82:1,	6;	86:8;	97:9).
They	 did	 not	 think	 this	 terminology	made	 such	 angelic	 beings	 semi-divine
beings	who	straddled	the	otherwise	clear	distinction	between	the	one	God	and
all	 other	 reality,	 but	 simply	 that	 these	 words	 could	 be	 used	 for	 heavenly
beings	created	by	and	subject	to	the	unique	Creator	and	Lord	YHWH.	This	is
also	 true	of	 the	Qumran	community	where	much	more	use	of	 this	scriptural
terminology	 was	 made	 with	 reference	 to	 angels.	 For	 late	 Second	 Temple
Judaism,	 it	 is	 not	 that	 occasional	 use	 of	 the	word	 ‘god’	 for	 angels	 qualifies
monotheism,	but	simply	that	the	decisive	issue	in	defining	monotheism	is	not
the	use	of	the	word	‘god,	but	the	understanding	of	the	absolute	uniqueness	of
YHWH.

If	 Paul	 had	 applied	 scriptural	 statements	 about	 ‘god’	 to	 Jesus,	 we	 could
have	understood	him	to	be	doing	what	11QMelchizedek	does	with	reference
to	Jesus,102	that	is,	interpreting	the	‘god’	to	whom	the	scriptural	texts	refer	in
these	particular	instances	to	be	not	YHWH,	the	unique	Creator	and	Lord	of	all
things,	but	an	angelic	being	created	and	ruled	by	YHWH.	Such	an	exegetical
practice	 would	 not	 constitute	 what	 we	 have	 called	 a	 Christology	 of	 divine
identity.	Identifying	Jesus	with	the	YHWH	of	some	scriptural	texts	is	another
matter	 altogether.103	YHWH	 is	 the	 identifying	name	of	 the	unique	Creator
and	Lord	of	all	things.	But	may	not	the	case	of	Yahoel	-	who	bears	the	divine
name	-	provide	some	kind	of	a	precedent	for	the	identification	of	Jesus	with
YHWH?

(2)	 Yahoel:	 The	 depiction	 of	 this	 angel	 in	 the	 Apocalypse	 of	 Abraham	 is
clearly	 intended	 to	 represent	him	as	 the	 angel	of	Exodus	23:31,	where	God



says,	of	 the	angel	who	will	 lead	and	protect	 the	 Israelites	 in	 their	entry	 into
the	promised	land,	that’my	name	is	in	him’	(cf.	Apoc.	Ab.	10:8).	His	special
characteristic	 is,	 therefore,	 that	 the	 power	 of	 the	 divine	 name	 is	 operative
through	him	(10:3,	8).	His	special	functions,	in	addition	to	those	indicated	in
Exodus	 23	 (cf.	 Apoc.	 Ab.	 10:	 13-14,	 16),	 seem	 to	 be	 those	 for	 which	 the
special	power	of	the	divine	name	is	required	(10:9-12;	18:9-11),	though	there
are	also	indications	that	he	leads	or	supervises	the	worship	of	God	in	heaven
(12:4;	 17:2-6;	 18:11).	 The	 description	 of	 his	 appearance	 (11:2-3)	 is	 best
understood	if	he	is	the	heavenly	high	priest.	He	wears	a	turban,	an	article	of
dress	nowhere	else	attributed	to	a	heavenly	being.	The	Greek	word	(kidaris),
which	 is	here	preserved	 in	 the	Slavonic	 translation,	occurs	 thirteen	 times	 in
the	Septuagint,	on	eleven	of	 these	occasions	describing	 the	headdress	of	 the
Aaronide	 priests	 (see	 also	Aris.	 Ex.	 98;	 Philo,	Mos.	 2.116,	 131).	 The	 high
priest	in	the	Jerusalem	temple	wore	on	his	headdress	the	letters	of	the	divine
name	(cf.	Sir.	45:12;	Aris.	Ex.	98;	Wis.	18:24)	and	was	the	only	person	who,
at	 this	period,	was	permitted	 to	pronounce	 the	divine	name	 in	blessing	 (Sir.
50:20),	 just	 as	Yahoel	 is	 sent’to	 bless	 you	 [Abraham]	 in	 the	 name	 of	God’
(Apoc.	 Ab.	 10:6).	 It	 seems	 likely	 that	 the	 author	 of	 the	 Apocalypse	 of
Abraham	has	connected	the	angel	in	whom	is	God’s	name	(Exod.	23:21)	with
the	fact	 that	 the	high	priest	wears	and,	alone	among	human	beings,	uses	 the
divine	name,	and	so	has	concluded	that	the	angel	in	question	is	the	heavenly
high	priest.

Later	traditions	make	Michael	the	high	priest	of	the	heavenly	temple,	but,
in	 the	Apocalypse	 of	 Abraham,	Michael	 appears	 alongside	Yahoel	 (10:17).
Perhaps	 the	 author	 thinks	 of	 Michael	 as	 the	 commander	 of	 the	 heavenly
armies	(cf.	Dan.	8:11	LXX,	Theod.;	Jos.	Asen.	14:8;	2	En.	22:6;	33:10;	71:28;
72:5;	 3	 Bar.	 11:6;	 T.	 Ab.	 1:4;	 2:1)	 who	 protect	 Israel	 and	 Yahoel	 as	 the
heavenly	high	priest	who	employs	 the	divine	name	 in	protective	blessing	of
Israel.	So	whereas	Michael	is	depicted	with	a	crown	and	a	royal	sceptre	(Jos.
Asen.	 14:9),	 Yahoel	 has	 a	 turban	 and	 a	 golden	 sceptre	 (Apoc.	 Ab.	 11:3),
which,	in	this	case,	would	represent	not	royal	but	highpriestly	authority.	There
is	no	indication	that	Michael	is	subordinate	or	subject	to	Yahoel.

The	name	Yahoel	(Yaho’el	-	a	combination	of	yhw[h]	and	‘el)	is	a	form
of	the	divine	name,	applied	to	God	himself	not	only	in	the	Apocalypse	of

Abraham	itself	(17:13),104	but	also	elsewhere	(Lad.	Jac.	2:18;	Apoc.
Mos.	29:4;	33:5).	However,	it	is	no	accident	that	precisely	this	name

(rather	than	yhwh	itself	or	some	other	form	of	the	divine	name)	is	given
also	to	the	angel	in	whom	is	the	divine	name.	It	conforms	to	the	standard

pattern	of	angelic	names,	which	usually	end	in	-el.	Moreover,	as	the
name	of	an	angel,	it	could	readily	be	understood	as	the	statement



‘YHWH	is	God‘05	like	the	human	name	Elijah	(‘eliydh	or’eliyahu),
which	also	means	‘YHWH	is	God’.	The	name	Yahoel	consists	of	the

same	two	elements	as	the	name	Elijah	in	reverse	order,	and	Jews	would
readily	recognize	them	as	versions	of	the	same	name.10’	In	a	Jewish
tradition	already	attested	in	the	first	century	CE	(L.A.B.	48:1),	Elijah
was	identified	with	the	high	priest	Phinehas	(grandson	of	Aaron)	and
expected	to	return	as	the	eschatological	high	priest	of	Israel.l”’	So	it	is

probably	quite	deliberate	that	the	angelic	high	priest,	Yahoel,	bears
another	version	of	the	same	name	as	the	ideal	human	high	priest,
Elijah.l”’	This	name	for	the	heavenly	high	priest	is	thus	a	suitable

parallel	to	the	name	of	the	chief	angel	who	commands	God’s	heavenly
armies,	Michael,	which	means	‘Who	is	like	God?’	(cf.	Exod.	15:11).

The	polyvalent	character	of	the	name	Yahoel	is	precisely	what	makes	it	so
appropriate	 for	 the	 angel	 the	 Apocalypse	 of	 Abraham	 describes.	 Whereas
many	 human	 names	 contain	 the	 divine	 name,	Yahoel	 seems	 to	 be	 the	 only
angelic	name	attested	in	this	period””	that	contains	the	divine	name	YHWH.
This	makes	it	appropriately	the	name	of	the	angel	in	whom	is	God’s	name.	It
is	 identical	 to	 a	 form	 of	 the	 divine	 name	 as	 used	 of	 God,	 but	 used	 as	 an
angel’s	name	it	need	not	be	understood	as	actually	naming	the	angel	by	God’s
name.	Rather	it	can	be	taken	as	an	affirmation	that	‘YHWH	is	God’.	It	does
not	 identify	 Yahoel	 with	 God	 (any	 more	 than	 the	 equivalent	 name	 Elijah
identifies	that	prophet	with	God),	but	it	designates	him	the	angelic	high	priest
who	bears	the	divine	name	and	employs	its	authority	in	priestly	blessing.

Careful	 investigation	 of	 this	 figure,	 therefore,	 makes	 wholly	 redundant
scholarly	speculations	that	Yahoel	is	some	kind	of	embodiment	of	the	divine
glory	 or	 participant	 in	 divine	 nature	 or	 even	 a	 personification	 of	 the	 divine
name.””	Yahoel	is	wholly	intelligible	as	a	principal	angel	(one	of	at	least	two),
who	exercises	a	delegated	authority	on	God’s	behalf	as	the	angelic	high	priest,
the	 heavenly	 and	 cosmic	 equivalent	 of	 the	 Aaronide	 high	 priest	 in	 the
Jerusalem	temple.	He	is	neither	included	in	the	unique	identity	of	YHWH,	as
understood	by	Jews	of	this	period,	nor	any	sort	of	qualification	of	or	threat	to
it.	Throughout	the	work	he	is,	as	a	matter	of	course,	distinguished	from	God
and	 never	 confused	 with	 God.	 He	 worships	 God	 (17:3),	 but	 there	 is	 no
suggestion	 at	 all	 that	 he	 himself	might	 be	worshipped.	 To	God	 himself	 are
attributed	 the	 usual	 characteristics	 of	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity:	 he	 is	 the
Creator	 of	 all	 things	 (7:1	 -	 9:3),	 the	 Eternal	 One	 who	 preceded	 all	 things
(9:3;12:4,	9;	14:2,	13;	17:8,	etc.),	 the	Mighty	One	who	is	sovereign	over	all
the	 events	 of	 history	 (9:3;	 14:13;	 17:8;	 20-32),	 the	 one	 apart	 from	 whom
‘there	 is	 no	 other’	 (19:3-4).	 Yahoel	 shares	 none	 of	 these	 characteristics.
Against	those	scholars	who	would	see	him	as	the	divine	name	personified	or
hypostatized,	it	is	very	noteworthy	that	he	is	not	associated	with	the	creative



work	of	God,	despite	the	fact	that	Jewish	literature	of	this	period	sometimes
sees	the	name	of	God	as	the	instrument	by	which	God	created	the	world	(Jub.
36:7;1	 En.	 69:13-26;	 Pr.	 Man.	 3;	 cf.	 3	 En.	 13:3).111	Moreover,	 once	 God
embarks	on	his	 revelation	of	 creation,	 history	 and	 eschatology	 to	Abraham,
Yahoel	drops	out	of	the	book	and	is	wholly	absent	for	the	rest	of	it	(19-32).	In
God’s	 account	 of	 how	 he	 will	 exercise	 his	 sovereignty	 over	 creation	 and
history,	Yahoel	 plays	 no	part.	The	Apocalypse	 of	Abraham	portrays	 him	as
one,	rather	special,	angelic	servant	of	God,	no	more.

The	 passage	 of	 the	 Apocalypse	 of	 Abraham	 in	 which	 Yahoel	 appears
(1017)	is	an	elaboration	of	the	vision	of	Abraham	in	Genesis	15.	Comparison
with	the	text	of	Genesis	15	shows	that,	so	far	from	attributing	to	Yahoel	the
role	 of	 YHWH	 in	 the	 biblical	 text,	 the	 author	 has	 carefully	 avoided	 any
overlap	between	what	YHWH	does	 in	Genesis	15	and	what	Yahoel	does	 in
his	 account.	 The	 words	 of	 YHWH	 to	 Abraham	 in	 Genesis	 15:8	 are
reproduced	as	words	of	YHWH	himself	in	Apocalypse	of	Abraham	9:5.	It	is
only	when	Abraham	passes	out	as	a	result	of	this	direct	audition	of	the	divine
voice	that	YHWH	sends	Yahoel	 to	strengthen	Abraham	by	the	power	of	 the
divine	name	and	bring	him	up	to	the	seventh	heaven	(Apoc.	Ab.	10).	He	gives
Abraham	 further	 instructions	 as	 to	 how	 to	 make	 his	 sacrifice	 (Apoc.	 Ab.
12:8),	which	correspond	to	what	Abraham	is	said	to	do	in	Genesis	15:10.	But
these	 are	 precisely	 further	 instructions	 introduced	 by	 the	 author	 to	 explain
how	Abraham,	 according	 to	Genesis	 15:10,	 knew	what	 to	 do	 in	 addition	 to
what	 YHWH	 had	 expressly	 commanded	 him.	 YHWH’s	 revelation	 of	 the
future	 to	 Abraham,	 as	 developed	 at	 length	 by	 the	 Apocalypse	 of	 Abraham
from	 the	 text	 of	 Genesis	 15:13-21,	 is	 once	 again	 given	 directly	 by	God	 to
Abraham	 (Apoc.	 Ab.	 19-32),	 after	 Yahoel	 has	 dropped	 entirely	 out	 of	 the
narrative.	 All	 this	 shows	 how	 far	 the	 author	 of	 this	 apocalypse	 is	 from
applying	scriptural	texts	about	YHWH	to	Yahoel	in	the	way	that	Paul	does	to
Christ.

It	has	to	be	admitted	that	the	alleged	precedents	of	Melchizedek	and	Yahoel
offer	 no	 help	 at	 all	 in	 understanding	 how	 Paul	 acquired	 and	 developed	 his
Christology	of	divine	identity.

(3)	William	Horbury	has	argued	that	the	background	to	‘divine’	Christology,
including	 the	worship	of	Jesus,	 lies	 in	Jewish	messianism,	which,	 in	certain
cases	 at	 least,	 portrays’a	messiah	 endued	with	 divine	 traits’.	 Such	 traits	 are
not	necessarily	exclusive	 to	YHWH	but	were	attributed	also	 to	other	 ‘gods,
i.e.	 angels.	 But	 Horbury	 does	 also	 find	 evidence’that	 some	 biblical
theophanies	 could	 be	 understood	 to	 speak	 of	 an	 angelic	messiah	 acting	 on
behalf	 of	 God	 himself	 .112	 To	 be	 precise,	 he	 points	 to	 three	 passages	 in
Second	Temple	 Jewish	 literature	 in	which	 ‘biblical	 theophany	passages’	 are



‘strikingly	 applied	 to	 a	 messianic	 figure’.	 These	 are	 1	 Enoch	 52:6,	 4	 Ezra
13:3-4	and	Psalms	of	Solomon	17:31.13	These	passages,	 he	 suggests,	 ‘may
form	 an	 antecedent	 for	 the	 familiar	 New	 Testament	 phenomenon	 of	 the
application	to	Christ	of	biblical	texts	which	in	their	own	context	refer	to	God
‘.114

The	passage	from	the	Psalms	of	Solomon	is	not	a	convincing	example	15
The	 other	 two	 passages	 are	 as	 follows	 (I	 have	 added	 1	 En.	 53:7	 which,
accepting	a	probable	emendation	of	the	text,	is	close	to	1	En.	52:6):

These	 mountains	 your	 eyes	 saw	 -	 the	 mountains	 of	 iron,	 And	 the
mountains	of	copper,	and	the	mountains	of	silver,	And	the	mountains	of
gold,	and	the	mountains	of	soft	metal,	And	the	mountains	of	 lead	-	All
these	will	be	before	 the	Chosen	One	 like	wax	before	 the	fire,	And	 like
water	 that	 comes	 down	 from	 above	 upon	 these	 mountains,	 And	 they
shall	be	weak	before	his	feet	(1	En.	52:6)	116

And	these	mountains	will	be	 in	 the	presence	of	his	[the	Chosen	One’s]
righteousness	as	<wax>117	And	the	hills	will	be	like	a	fountain	of	water,
And	 the	 righteous	 will	 rest	 from	 the	 oppression	 of	 sinners	 (1	 En.
53:7)118

‘And	I	looked,	and	behold,	this	wind	made	something	like	the	figure	of	a
man	come	up	out	of	the	heart	of	the	sea.	And	I	looked,	and	behold,	that
man	flew	with	the	clouds	of	heaven;	and	wherever	he	turned	his	face	to
look,	everything	under	his	gaze	trembled,	4and	wherever	the	voice	of	his
mouth	issued	forth,	all	who	heard	his	voice	melted	as	wax	melts	when	it
feels	the	fire	(4	Ezra	13:3-4)119

The	 passages	 in	 the	Hebrew	Bible	 to	which	 there	 are	 probable	 allusions	 in
these	two	texts	are:

3For	lo,	the	LORD	is	coming	out	of	his	place,	and	will	come	down	and
tread	upon	 the	high	places	of	 the	earth.	4Then	 the	mountains	will	melt
under	him,	and	 the	valleys	will	burst	open,	 like	wax	near	 the	 fire,	 like
waters	poured	down	a	steep	place	(Mic.	1:3-4	NRSV).

4His	 [the	 LORD’s]	 lightnings	 light	 up	 the	 world;	 the	 earth	 sees	 and
trembles.	5The	mountains	will	melt	 like	wax	before	 the	LORD,	before
the	Lord	of	all	the	earth	(Ps.	97:4-5	NRSV).

As	smoke	is	driven	away,	so	drive	them	[God’s	enemies]	away;	as	wax
melts	before	the	fire,	let	the	wicked	perish	before	God	(Ps.	68:2	NRSV).

[The	 LORD]	 looks	 on	 the	 earth	 and	 it	 trembles,	 who	 touches	 the



mountains	and	they	smoke	(Ps.	104:32	NRSV).

The	first	three	of	these	passages	from	the	Hebrew	Bible	are	the	only	ones	that
contain	 the	 simile	 of	 melting	 wax,	 but	 it	 is	 worth	 noticing	 that	 two	 other
Second	Temple	Jewish	texts	pick	up	the	image	of	mountains	melting	like	wax
in	 the	 face	of	a	 theophany	 (Jdt.	16:15;120	1	En.	1:6121)	 It	was	evidently	 a
vivid	image	that	caught	the	attention	of	Jewish	writers.

I	have	italicized	the	words	that	link	the	later	Jewish	texts	with	those	from
the	Hebrew	Bible.	Curiously,	although	both	1	Enoch	and	4	Ezra	pick	up	the
image	 of	 wax	 melting,	 they	 seem	 each	 to	 have	 drawn	 it	 from	 a	 different
biblical	passage.	1	Enoch	53:7	is	dependent	on	Micah	1:3-4,	which	supplies
the	image	of	water	as	well	as	 that	of	wax.	The	other	biblical	 texts	using	the
image	of	wax	(Ps.	68:2;	97:5)	contribute	nothing	that	 the	author	of	1	Enoch
53:7	could	not	have	found	in	Micah	1:3-4.	In	4	Ezra	13:4,	on	the	other	hand,
the	image	of	wax	melting	is	applied	to	people	rather	than	mountains,	and	so	is
closer	 to	Psalm	68:2.	The	notion	 that	 it	 is	 the	Messiah’s	voice	 that	 has	 this
effect	is	not	found	in	any	of	these	biblical	passages,	but	may	well	derive	from
Isaiah	11:4b	 (a	passage	about	 the	Davidic	Messiah),	 to	which	 this	vision	of
Ezra	certainly	alludes	later	(4	Ezra	13:10-11).	The	statement	that	everything
trembles	 under	 the	 Messiah’s	 gaze	 (13:3)	 may	 allude	 to	 Psalm	 97:4	 or	 to
Psalm	105:32	(the	latter	has	the	advantage	of	referring	to	YHWH’s	look,	but
the	former	that	of	close	proximity	to	the	image	of	melting	wax)?22

A	similar	kind	of	allusion	is	found	in	1	Enoch	46:4,	which	borrows	another
vivid	image	of	judgement	from	the	Psalms:

He	[the	Son	of	man]	will	loosen	the	reins	of	the	strong,123	And	he	will
crush	the	 teeth	of	 the	sinners	(1	En.	46:4b)‘24	For	you	[God]	strike	all
my	enemies	on	 the	cheek,	You	break	 the	 teeth	of	 the	wicked	(Ps.	3:7B
NRSV).

0	God,	break	the	teeth	in	their	mouths	(Ps.	58:6a	NRSV).

How	are	we	 to	understand	 these	 allusions?	They	plausibly	 relate	 to	what
Larry	Kreitzer,	 referring	 to	 1	Enoch	 and	 4	Ezra,	 calls	 a	 ‘functional	 overlap
between	messianic	agent	and	God’.	125	In	both	cases,	the	Messiah	is	acting
as	agent	of	God’s	judgement	126	We	should	note	that,	in	both	the	Parables	of
Enoch	and	4	Ezra	13,	the	Messiah	of	Isaiah	11:1-5	is	identified	with	the	‘one
like	a	son	of	man’	of	Daniel	7,	who	was	often	understood	to	be	the	agent	who
carries	 out	 God’s	 judgement	 on	 the	 final	 kingdom	 of	 evil	 on	 earth.	 Of	 the
Messiah	of	Isaiah	11:1-5,	it	is	said	that’he	shall	strike	the	earth	with	the	rod	of
his	 mouth,	 and	 with	 the	 breath	 of	 his	 lips	 he	 shall	 kill	 the	 wicked’	 (11:4;
echoed	 in	1	En.	62:2;	4	Ezra	13:10-11).	 It	 is	easy	 to	see	how	the	Messiah’s
judgement	 of	 the	 wicked	 could	 be	 seen	 as	 the	 judgement	 of	 God127	 and,



accordingly,	the	Parables	of	Enoch,	uniquely	in	early	Jewish	literature,	depicts
God	 seating	 the	 Messiah	 on	 the	 throne	 of	 glory,	 God’s	 own	 throne	 of
judgement.12’	 Kreitzer	 judges	 that	 this	 ‘functional	 overlap’	 between	 the
Messiah	and	God	‘tends	 to	slide	 into	an	 identification	between	God	and	his
agent	in	which	the	boundaries	separating	them	are	breached	1.129

That	 these	 texts	 do	 tend	 in	 that	 direction	 is	 clear,	 but	 it	 is	 also	 clear	 that
they	stop	far	short	of	 the	kind	of	 identification	of	God	and	Jesus	Christ	 that
we	find	in	Paul	and	other	early	Christian	literature.	The	functional	overlap	is
limited	to	the	execution	of	judgement	on	the	wicked	on	earth,	whereas	in	Paul
we	find	a	very	much	broader	attribution	of	divine	prerogatives	to	Jesus,””	the
participation	of	Jesus	in	God’s	creative	work,	his	cosmic	rule,	his	salvation	of
the	 world	 and	 his	 judgement	 of	 the	 world.	 Within	 the	 two	 Jewish	 texts
themselves,	 the	Parables	 of	Enoch	 and	4	Ezra,	 there	 is	 no	 theological	 logic
that	could	press	their	tendency	towards	identification	of	God	and	the	Messiah
further	 than	 it	 actually	 goes.	 It	 is	 not	 surprising	 that	 the	 phenomenon	 of
transferring	biblical	language	about	YHWH	to	the	Messiah	is	limited	in	these
texts	to	a	very	few	instances,	whereas	in	Paul	it	is	pervasive.

The	difference	in	practice	is	particularly	clear	when	we	consider	the	way	in
which	 biblical	 YHWH	 texts	 are	 applied	 to	 the	 Messiah	 in	 these	 works	 in
comparison	with	the	practice	of	Paul	and	other	early	Christian	writers	that	we
have	 examined	 in	 this	 chapter.	 In	 the	 Parables	 of	 Enoch	 and	 4	 Ezra,	 the
allusions	do	not	 include	the	title	‘the	Lord’	(or	other	substitute	for	the	name
YHWH),	 whereas	 what	 is	 so	 remarkable	 about	 many	 of	 the	 Pauline
quotations	 and	allusions	 to	biblical	YHWH	 texts	 is	 that	 they	explicitly	 take
the	kurios	of	the	texts	(YHWH)	to	be	Jesus.	In	the	two	Jewish	texts,	there	is	a
functional	overlap;	in	the	Pauline	literature	there	is	a	personal	identification.

Thus,	we	must	 conclude	 that	 Jewish	precedents	 for	Paul’s	Christology	of
divine	 identity	 are	 minimal.	 The	 latter	 (shared	 with	 the	 early	 Christian
movement	 in	 general)	 was	 highly	 innovatory.	 While	 some	 continuity	 of
exegetical	practice	explains	some	of	the	ways	in	which	this	Christology	was
developed	through	exegesis	of	biblical	texts,	the	identification	of	the	YHWH
of	many	 biblical	 texts	 as	 Jesus	 cannot	 be	 explained	merely	 as	 continuing	 a
Jewish	practice	of	messianic	exegesis.	Nor	do	such	intermediary	figures	as	we
find	in	Second	Temple	Jewish	literature	come	anywhere	near	to	the	terms	in
which	Paul	 includes	 Jesus	 in	 the	unique	divine	 identity.	The	Christology	of
divine	identity	that	Paul	shares	with	many	other	early	Christian	writers	must
have	 been	 a	 response	 to	 the	 unique	 events	 that	 brought	 the	 early	 Christian
movement	 into	existence.	But	how	that	happened	 is	a	question	 that	 requires
further	investigation	and	reflection.

	



7
The	Divinity	of	Jesus	in	the	Letter	of

the	Hebrews1
1.	A	Christology	of	divine	identity

In	 other	 chapters	 in	 this	 volume,	 I	 have	 argued	 that	 New	 Testament
Christology	is	best	characterized	as	a	Christology	of	divine	identity.	This	is	a
christological	model	 that	 is	 common	 to	all	or	most	of	 the	documents	of	 the
New	Testament,	underlying	the	variety	that	is	to	be	found	in	the	more	specific
features	 of	 Christology	 in	 these	 texts.	 The	 Letter	 to	 the	 Hebrews	 is	 no
exception,	 and	 I	 hope	 to	 show	 in	 this	 chapter	 how	 Hebrews	 performs	 an
original	variation	on	the	common	model.

Essentially	 a	 Christology	 of	 divine	 identity	 includes	 Jesus	 in	 the	 unique
identity	 of	 God	 as	 understood	 in	 Second	 Temple	 Judaism.	 It	 takes	 up	 the
defining	characteristics	of	Jewish	monotheism	-	the	ways	in	which	the	God	of
Israel	was	understood	to	be	unique	-	and	applies	them	also	to	Jesus.	We	need
to	begin	with	those	divine	characteristics.

We	 are	 concerned	 with	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 Jews	 identified	 their	 God	 as
unique,	 the	ways	 in	which	 they	distinguished	him	from	all	other	reality.	For
this	purpose,	I	believe	that	the	category	of	unique	identity	does	more	justice
to	 the	material	 than	 that	of	divine	nature	 (though	 the	 latter	 can,	 as	we	 shall
see,	 take	a	 subordinate	place	within	 the	overarching	notion	of	 identity).	For
Jewish	monotheistic	 faith	what	was	most	 important	was	who	God	 is,	 rather
than	what	divinity	is.

The	key	features	of	the	unique	identity	of	God	are	these:

God	is	the	sole	Creator	of	all	things	(all	others	are	created	by	God)

God	is	the	sole	sovereign	Ruler	over	all	things	(all	others	are	subject	to
God’s	rule)

God	is	known	through	his	narrative	identity	(i.e.	who	God	is	in	the	story
of	his	dealings	with	creation,	all	the	nations,	and	Israel)

God	 will	 achieve	 his	 eschatological	 rule	 (when	 all	 creatures
acknowledge	YHWH’s	sole	deity)

The	name	YHWH	names	God	in	his	unique	identity



God	 alone	 may	 and	 must	 be	 worshipped	 (since	 worship	 is
acknowledgement	of	God’s	sole	deity)

God	alone	is	fully	eternal	(self-existent	from	past	to	future	eternity)

Only	with	the	last	of	these	features	do	we	encounter	what	could	be	called	an
attribute	of	divine	nature.	 It	 is	 the	metaphysical	attribute	of	God	most	often
encountered	in	Jewish	literature.	It	distinguishes	God	as	the	only	truly	Eternal
One.	 God	 alone	 is	 inherently	 eternal,	 existing	 from	 eternity	 to	 eternity.
Already	 in	 the	 classic	monotheistic	 assertions	of	Deutero-Isaiah,	God	 is	 the
First	 and	 the	 Last.2	 This	 particular	 attribute	 of	 divine	 nature	 is	 virtually
entailed	by	the	claims	that	God	is	the	sole	Creator	and	sole	Ruler	of	all	things.
Everything	 else	 comes	 into	 existence	 by	 his	 will	 and	 perdures	 only	 by	 his
will.

The	uniquely	divine	attribute	of	full	eternity	was	also	the	point	at	which	the
Jewish	 understanding	 of	 the	 divine	 identity	 coincided	 most	 obviously	 and
conveniently	 with	 Hellenistic	 God-talk.	 Jewish	 writers	 were,	 therefore,	 not
afraid	to	use	Hellenistic	philosophical	language	about	divine	eternity,	a	point
which	we	shall	see	is	important	for	Hebrews.

Early	 Christianity,	 very	 consciously	 using	 this	 Jewish	 theological
framework,	 created	 a	 kind	 of	 christological	 monotheism	 by	 understanding
Jesus	to	be	included	in	the	unique	identity	of	the	one	God	of	Israel.	Probably
the	earliest	expression	of	this	to	which	we	have	access	-	and	it	was	certainly
in	 use	 very	 early	 in	 the	 first	 Christian	 community’s	 history	 -	 was	 the
understanding	of	Jesus’	exaltation	 in	 terms	of	Psalm	110:1.	 Jesus,	 seated	on
the	 divine	 throne	 in	 heaven	 as	 the	 one	who	will	 achieve	 the	 eschatological
lordship	of	God	and	in	whom	the	unique	sovereignty	of	the	one	God	will	be
acknowledged	by	 all,	 is	 included	 in	 the	 unique	 rule	 of	God	over	 all	 things,
and	thus	placed	unambiguously	on	the	divine	side	of	the	absolute	distinction
that	 separates	 the	only	Sovereign	One	 from	all	creation.	God’s	 rule	over	all
things	 defines	 who	God	 is:	 it	 cannot	 be	 delegated	 as	 a	 mere	 function	 to	 a
creature.	 Thus,	 the	 earliest	 Christology	 was	 already	 in	 nuce	 the	 highest
Christology.	All	that	remained	was	to	work	through	consistently	what	it	could
mean	 for	 Jesus	 to	 belong	 integrally	 to	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 the	 one	God.
Early	 Christian	 interest	 was	 primarily	 in	 soteriology	 and	 eschatology,	 the
concerns	 of	 the	 gospel,	 and	 so,	 in	 the	 New	 Testament,	 it	 is	 primarily	 as
sharing	 or	 implementing	 God’s	 eschatological	 lordship	 that	 Jesus	 is
understood	 to	 belong	 to	 the	 identity	 of	 God.	 But	 early	 Christian	 reflection
could	not	consistently	leave	it	at	that.	If	Jesus	was	integral	to	the	identity	of
God,	he	must	have	been	so	eternally;	and	so	the	great	passages	of	protological
Christology,	 such	 as	 the	 Johannine	 Prologue,	 Colossians	 1	 and	Hebrews	 1,
include	Jesus	also	in	the	unique	creative	activity	of	God	and	in	the	uniquely



divine	 eternity.	 This	 was	 the	 early	 Christians’	 Jewish	 way	 of	 preserving
monotheism	against	the	ditheism	that	any	kind	of	adoptionist	Christology	was
bound	to	involve.

A	Christology	of	divine	 identity	 thus	offers	a	way	beyond	 the	misleading
alternatives	 of	 functional	 Christology	 or	 ontological	 Christology.	 Certain
divine	 ‘functions,	 if	we	 have	 to	 use	 that	word,	 are	 not	mere	 functions,	 but
integral	to	who	God	is.	If	Jesus	performs	such	functions	and	if	monotheism	is
to	 be	 retained,	 as	 it	 was	 in	 early	 Christianity,	 then	 he	 must	 belong	 to	 the
identity	of	the	one	God.	Jesus	cannot	function	as	God	without	being	God.	The
point	 becomes	 even	 clearer	 once	 we	 recognize	 that	 a	 clearly	 ontological
condition	attaches	to	the	divine	functions	of	creation	and	sovereign	rule.	Only
the	one	who	alone	is	eternal	in	the	full	sense	can	be	the	Creator	of	all	things
and	 sovereign	 Ruler	 of	 all	 things.	 When	 this	 uniquely	 divine	 eternity	 is
attributed	 also	 to	 Jesus,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 the	 early	 Christians	 knew	 precisely
what	 they	 were	 doing	 in	 Jewish	 theological	 terms,	 when	 they	 understood
Jesus	to	participate	in	the	creative	work	and	the	eschatological	rule	of	the	one
God.

One	 more	 preliminary	 point	 is	 worth	 making:	 that,	 for	 the	 early	 Jewish
Christians,	 the	 primary	 medium	 of	 theological	 development	 was	 exegesis,
meticulous	 and	 disciplined	 exegesis	 of	 scriptural	 texts	 deployed	 with	 the
sophisticated	 exegetical	 techniques	 of	 contemporary	 Jewish	 scholarship.
Thus,	from	the	beginning,	a	few	biblical	texts	were	of	central	importance	for
understanding	the	status	of	the	exalted	Jesus,	some	of	these	closely	linked	by
catchword	or	other	connections.	Psalm	110,	as	already	mentioned,	along	with
Psalms	 2	 and	 8,3	 was	 prominent,	 and	 Hebrews	 situates	 itself	 within	 this
christological	 focus	 especially	 on	 psalms,	 making	 the	 more	 traditional
christological	 reading	 of	 certain	 psalms	 the	 basis	 for	 its	 more	 creative
developments	 in	 interpreting	 these	 same	 psalms	 and	 others.	 Famously,
Hebrews	 exploits	 the	 full	 implications	 for	 a	 Christology	 of	 divine	 identity
already	 familiar	 in	 Christian	 reading	 of	 the	 first	 verse	 of	 Psalm	 110	 and
extends	the	exegesis	to	verse	4.	The	extent	to	which	the	argument	of	Hebrews
is	 structured	 as	 exegesis	 of	 Psalm	 110,	 with	 other	 texts	 cited	 to	 aid	 this
exegesis,	 is	 such	 that	 more	 than	 one	 scholar	 has	 called	 Hebrews	 itself	 a
commentary	on	Psalm	110.4

2.	The	structure	of	Jesus’	identity	in	Hebrews

The	main	contention	of	this	chapter	is	that	Hebrews	attributes	to	Jesus	Christ
three	main	categories	of	 identity	-	Son,	Lord,	High	Priest	 -	and	 that	each	of
these	categories	requires	Jesus	both	to	share	the	unique	identity	of	God	and	to
share	 human	 identity	 with	 his	 fellow-humans.	 In	 each	 category,	 Hebrews
portrays	 Jesus	 as	 both	 truly	God	 and	 truly	 human,	 like	 his	 Father	 in	 every



respect	and	like	humans	in	every	respect.

The	 most	 fundamental	 category	 is	 that	 of	 the	 Son	 of	 God	 who	 shares
eternally	 the	unique	identity	of	his	Father,	 the	unique	identity	of	 the	God	of
Israel	and	the	God	of	all	reality.	But	sonship	to	God	also	characterizes	Jesus’
human	solidarity	with	his	 fellow-humans.	His	mission	 in	 incarnation	was	 to
bring	 many	 human	 sons	 and	 daughters	 of	 God	 to	 glory	 (2:10-12).	 Thus
sonship	 in	 Hebrews	 is	 both	 a	 divinely	 exclusive	 category	 (Jesus’	 unique
relationship	 with	 the	 Father)	 and	 a	 humanly	 inclusive	 category	 (a	 form	 of
relationship	to	the	Father	that	Jesus	shares	with	those	he	redeems).

As	 the	 eternally	 pre-existent	 Son	 of	 God,	 Jesus	 Christ	 is	 destined	 and
qualified	for	the	two	main	roles	in	God’s	eschatological	activity	of	salvation.
Because	he	is	the	unique	Son	of	the	Father,	appointed	heir	of	all	things	(1:2),
he	can	exercise	God’s	eschatological	rule	over	all	things	as	Lord,	and	he	can
make	full	atonement	for	sins	as	the	heavenly	high	priest.’	But,	in	both	cases,
he	must	also	be	fully	human.

In	Hebrews,	as	elsewhere	in	the	New	Testament,	the	traditional	expectation
of	the	Davidic	Messiah	ruling	Israel	and	the	nations	on	earth	is	subsumed	into
the	 cosmic	 role	 of	 the	 exalted	Lord	who,	 seated	 on	God’s	 heavenly	 throne,
brings	 the	whole	of	creation	 to	 the	acknowledgement	of	God’s	 lordship.	As
such,	 he	 bears	 the	 divine	 name,	 the	 Tetragrammaton,	 and	 he	 exercises	 the
sovereignty	 proper	 only	 to	 God.	 Hebrews	 makes	 little	 of	 the	 humanity	 of
Jesus	in	this	role	of	lordship,	being	more	interested	in	developing	the	need	for
the	high	priest	to	be	fully	human,	but	does	acknowledge	it:	the	cosmic	Lord	is
also	the	royal	Messiah	born	into	the	tribe	of	Judah	(7:14).

The	 most	 distinctive	 contribution	 of	 Hebrews	 to	 Christology	 is	 its
understanding	of	Jesus	as	Melchizedekian	high	priest.	Here	it	is	probably	the
need	for	Jesus	to	be	fully	human,	acting	in	solidarity	with	his	fellow-humans
on	 their	 behalf,	 that	 is	 most	 obvious	 in	 Hebrews,	 but,	 as	 we	 shall	 see,
Hebrews	 also	 regards	 it	 as	 essential	 that	 Jesus,	 as	 heavenly	 high	 priest,
participates	 in	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 the	 one	 God,	 seated	 on	 the	 cosmic
throne.

3.	The	narrative	identity	of	the	Son	(1:2b-4)

Hebrews	begins	with	an	overwhelming	emphasis	on	the	full	and	eternal	deity
of	 the	 Son,	 carefully	 presented	 in	 the	 forms,	 first,	 of	 a	 sketch	 of	 the	 Son’s
narrative	 identity	 in	 seven	 compact	 descriptions	 (1:2b-4),	 and,	 secondly,	 a
catena	of	seven	scriptural	 texts	designed	 to	establish	and	expound	 the	Son’s
full	 deity	 (1:5-14).	 The	 two	 sections	 are	 connected	 by	 the	 key	 text,	 Psalm
110:1:	the	narrative	sketch	concludes	with	an	allusion	to	it	(‘sat	down	at	the
right	 hand	 of	 the	 Majesty	 on	 high’)	 and	 an	 indication	 of	 the	 kind	 of



superiority	to	the	angels	this	entails.	The	catena	itself	ends	with	a	citation	of
Psalm	 110:1	 (1:13),	 forming	 an	 inclusio	 and	 showing	 that	 its	 purpose	 is	 to
bring	 the	 other	 texts	 to	 assist	 the	 theological	 exegesis	 of	 Psalm	 110:1.	 The
catena	too	is	concerned	with	the	exaltation	of	Jesus	above	the	angels.

The	structure	of	the	exordium	(1:2b-4)	is:

The	content	of	the	exordium	is	largely	traditional,	with	close	parallels	in	other
extended	 New	 Testament	 accounts	 of	 protological	 and	 cosmic	 Christology,
including	Philippians	2:6-11,	Colossians	1:15-20,	Ephesians	1:20-23,	and	the
Prologue	to	Johns	Gospel.	Only	the	fifth	statement	 is	quite	unparalleled	and
points	up,	 at	 this	 early	 stage,	 the	aspect	of	Christology	which	 this	 epistle	 is
later	to	develop	creatively:	the	high	priestly	atonement.	With	the	only	possible
exception	 of	 that	 fifth	 statement,	 the	 statements	 are	 designed	 precisely	 to
include	 the	Son	 in	 the	unique	divine	 identity	of	 Jewish	monotheistic	 belief.
The	characteristic	phrase	‘all	things’	(points	1	and	4),	varied	with	‘the	worlds’
(point	 2),	 is	 monotheistic	 language	 designed	 to	 distinguish	 God	 from	 the
whole	of	the	rest	of	reality,’	which	he	created	and	rules,	and	functioning	here
to	 put	 the	 divine	 Son,	 Jesus,	 on	 the	 divine	 side	 of	 that	 distinction.	 In	 this
sevenfold	narrative,	the	humanity	of	Jesus	is	no	more	than	implicit,	but,	while
the	whole	is	predicated	of	the	divine	Son,	it	does	also	introduce	the	roles	of
lord	 and	 high	 priest	 that	 the	 Son	 undertakes	 in	 the	 last	 days.	 The	 Son	 is
destined	 for	 eschatological	 lordship	 (‘appointed	 heir	 of	 all	 things’)	 and	 is
exalted	to	the	right	hand	of	God	in	order	to	exercise	it.	The	Son	is	also	the	one



who	makes	high	priestly	atonement.

The	 lack	 of	 explicit	 treatment	 of	 the	 humanity	 of	 the	 Son	 here	 in	 the
exordium	is	supplied	in	chapter	2,	where	the	human	inclusivity	of	the	sonship
of	 the	 incarnate	 Son	 is	 expounded.	 However,	 there	 is	 one	 other	 point	 of
importance	about	the	divinely	exclusive	sonship	of	the	Son	in	Hebrews.	Many
scholars	regard	Jesus’	sonship	in	Hebrews	as	a	status	to	which	he	is	appointed
at	 some	 stage	 of	 his	 narrative,	 whether	 at	 incarnation,	 resurrection	 or
exaltation,	 and	 the	 alleged	 inconsistency	of	Hebrews	on	 this	point	has	been
widely	 discussed.7	 In	 my	 view,	 the	 divine	 Son	 in	 Hebrews	 is	 Son	 of	 God
from	all	eternity	as	well	as	 to	all	eternity:	 sonship	 is	 the	eternal	 truth	of	his
very	being,	not	simply	a	role	or	status	given	him	by	God	at	some	point.	The
reasons	this	has	not	been	sufficiently	recognized	are	two.	The	first	reason	is
the	quotation	of	Psalm	2:7,	‘You	are	my	Son;	today	I	have	begotten	you,	cited
twice	in	Hebrews	(1:5;	5:5).	We	shall	return	to	the	way	Hebrews	understands
this	text	at	a	later	point	in	this	chapter.	The	other	reason	for	putting	a	temporal
limit	 on	 Jesus’	 sonship	 is	 the	 seventh	 and	 last	 of	 the	 statements	 in	 the
exordium,	 ‘having	 become	 as	much	 superior	 to	 angels	 as	 the	 name	 he	 has
inherited	 is	more	excellent	 than	 theirs’	 (1:4).	 In	view	of	what	follows	in	 the
catena,	most	commentators	have	taken	the	name	here	to	be	‘Son’.	But	this	is	a
confusion.	The	name	that	is	so	much	more	excellent	than	those	of	angels	must
be	 the	Hebrew	 divine	 name,	 the	 Tetragrammaton,’	which	 is	 also	 said	 to	 be
conferred	on	Jesus	at	his	exaltation	in	Philippians	2:9	(‘the	name	that	is	above
every	name’).9	In	our	passage	of	Hebrews,	the	Son	is	the	one	who	inherits	the
name	 from	 his	 Father,	 not	 what	 he	 inherits.	 What	 he	 inherits	 must	 be
something	that	belongs	to	his	Father,	whereas	‘Son’	is	uniquely	the	Son’s	title.
Rather	 it	 is	 because	 he	 is	 Son,	 as	 the	 angels	 are	 not,	 that	 he	 inherits	 his
Father’s	name,	as	the	angels	cannot.

4.	The	significance	of	the	angels	in	chapters	1-2

The	 prominence	 of	 the	 angels	 in	 this	 part	 of	 Hebrews	 (a	 prominence
significantly	limited	to	this	part	of	Hebrews”’)	has	often	been	associated	with
a	 so-called	 angel	 Christology	 or	 an	 angelomorphic	 Christology,	 whether	 as
the	object	of	the	author’s	polemic”	or	as	the	basis	for	his	own	Christology.12	I
think	there	is	a	much	better	way	of	understanding	the	function	of	the	angels	in
this	key	christological	context	13	Psalm	110:1,	along	with	other	texts,	is	first
expounded	 to	 show	 the	 exalted	Christ	 to	 be	 far	 superior	 to	 the	 angels.	 The
author	 then	 turns	 to	 another	 text,	 Psalm	 8:5-7,	 to	 show	 that,	 prior	 to	 his
exaltation,	 Christ	 was	 for	 a	 time	 lower	 than	 the	 angels.	 The	 lowliness	 of
incarnation	was	 necessary	 on	 the	 way	 to	 the	 exaltation	 described	 in	 Psalm
110.	In	a	thoroughly	Jewish	cosmological	way,	the	author	is	working	with	the
imagery	of	height	as	indicative	of	status	and	identity.	Traditionally	the	cosmic



throne	of	God	was	placed	above	the	heavens	(cf.	7:26),	at	the	summit	of	the
cosmos,	 and	 far	 above	 all	 the	 ranks	 of	 angels	 within	 the	 heavens	 14	 This
spatial	 superiority	 of	God’s	 throne	 above	 the	 angels	 indicates	God’s	 unique
transcendence	 over	 all	 of	 created	 reality,	 even	 those	 glorious	 beings	 of	 the
heavens	 that	might	 be	mistaken	 for	 gods	 but,	 in	 reality,	 are	 created	 beings
subject	 to	 the	 one	 and	 only	God’s	 rule.	When	 the	 exalted	Christ	 shares	 his
Father’s	throne	on	high,	he	acquires	precisely	God’s	superiority	to	the	angels,
indicated	 also	 by	 his	 acquisition	 of	 the	 unique	 divine	 name.	But,	when	 the
Son	 became	 incarnate	 as	 human,	 he	 undertook	 the	 humble	 and	 mortal
condition	 of	 earthly	 creatures	 below	 the	 angels.	 The	 imagery	 of	 height,
descent	and	exaltation,	is	used	similarly	to	the	way	it	is	in	Philippians	2,	but
the	angels	in	Hebrews	add	precision	to	the	picture.	They	mark	out	the	cosmic
territory.	They	function,	so	to	speak,	as	measures	of	ontological	status.	To	be
above	the	angels	is	to	be	God,	to	be	below	the	angels	is	to	be	human.	Above
the	angels,	Jesus	transcends	all	creation,	sharing	the	divine	identity	as	Creator
and	 Ruler	 even	 of	 the	 angels.	 Below	 the	 angels,	 Jesus	 shares	 the	 common
identity	of	earthly	humans	in	birth,	suffering	and	death.

5.	The	full	divinity	of	the	Lord	(1:5-14)

The	catena	of	seven	scriptural	texts	in	1:5-14	is	a	fine	example	of	the	way	in
which	 sophisticated	 theological	 exegesis	 could	 be	 done	merely	 by	 selecting
and	juxtaposing	texts	and	providing	the	briefest	of	introductory	comments.	It
has	the	following	basic	structure:

	



There	is	far	more	subtlety	in	this	passage	than	we	have	space	here	to	examine.
Here	I	can	only	highlight	the	most	important	points	for	our	present	purposes
15

First,	all	the	texts	are	related	to	the	messianic	rule	of	Jesus,”	understood	as
an	 exercise	of	 the	properly	divine	 sovereignty,	 though	 in	 some	cases	 this	 is
obvious	 only	 in	 the	 contexts	 from	 which	 the	 quotations	 have	 been	 taken”
Traditional	 texts	of	Davidic	messianism	are	 linked	with	 texts	describing	 the



cosmic	rule	of	God	over	all	things	and	with	references	to	God’s	sovereignty	in
the	work	of	creation	as	well	as	rule.	The	image	of	the	cosmic	throne	of	God	is
evoked	not	only	implicitly	in	the	citation	of	Psalm	110	but	also	explicitly	in
the	 fifth	 quotation	 (from	 Ps.	 45).	 The	 catena	 makes	 entirely	 clear	 that	 the
exalted	Lord	Jesus	is	the	one	who	shares	the	divine	identity	in	the	two	crucial
respects	of	creation	of	all	things	and	sovereignty	over	all	things.

Secondly,	 the	 Lord’s	 superiority	 to	 angels	 is	 not	 only	 grounded	 in	 his
sonship,	by	which	he	participates	in	God’s	own	transcendence	of	all	creatures,
but	is	also	supported	by	the	claims	that	he	himself	created	the	angels	(text	4),
that	they	are	his	servants	(text	4)	and	that	they	worship	him	(text	3).	Thus,	in
three	key	respects	-	creation,	sovereignty	and	worship	-	the	Son	is	related	to
the	angels	precisely	as	God	is.	The	angels	themselves	acknowledge	his	unique
divinity	in	worshipping	him.

Thirdly,	 for	 its	 importance	 for	 what	 I	 shall	 say	 later,	 I	 draw	 attention
especially	to	the	sixth	quotation.	The	author	has	changed	the	order	of	the	first
three	words	from	the	Septuagint	 text’s	so	that	 the	quotation	begins,	 literally,
‘you,	 in	 the	beginning,	Lord’	 (su	kat’	 archas	kurie),	 thus	placing	 the	person
addressed	 (Jesus	Christ)	 at	 the	 same	 beginning	with	which	Genesis	 begins,
the	primordial	 eternity	 before	 the	 creation	of	 the	heavens	 and	 the	 earth,	 for
which	 the	 pre-existent	 Christ	 is	 also	 here	 made	 responsible.	 This	 carefully
selected	text	becomes,	in	its	new	context,	a	christological	reading	of	the	first
verse	of	Genesis	comparable	with	 the	christological	 reading	of	 that	verse	at
the	 beginning	 of	 the	 Johannine	 Prologue.	But,	 unlike	 the	 latter,	Hebrews	 is
concerned	not	only	with	the	Sons	pre-existence	in	past	eternity	but	also	with
his	unchangeable	identity	for	all	future	eternity.	The	scriptural	words	are	used
to	 attribute	 to	 the	 Son	 precisely	 what	 distinguishes	 the	 one	 God	 from	 all
creation:	 the	 full	 eternity	 that	 God	 alone	 possesses,	 by	 contrast	 with	 the
createdness,	mutability	and	transience	of	all	created	things.	Left	to	themselves
all	 things	 perish,	 but	 God	 alone,	 here	 including	 Christ,	 has	 in	 himself	 the
indestructible	life	that	makes	it	possible	for	the	psalmist	 to	say,	‘you	are	the
same,	i.e.	eternally.

6.	The	full	humanity	of	the	high	priest	(2:5-18)

My	subject	in	this	chapter	is	the	divinity	of	Christ,	not	his	humanity,	and	so
here	I	merely	mention	the	way	Hebrews	portrays	Jesus	as	the	high	priest	who
can	fulfil	his	ministry	only	by	sharing	 fully	 the	human	condition,	becoming
like	his	brothers	and	sisters	 in	every	respect,	 tested	in	every	respect	 through
suffering	and	death,	 so	 that	he	understands	human	weakness	and	now,	 from
his	 heavenly	 throne,	 exercises	mercy	 and	 grace	 to	 sinners.	What	 is	 perhaps
less	 well	 recognized	 is	 the	 connection	 between	 lordship	 (the	 subject	 of
chapter	1)	and	high	priesthood	(the	subject	that	chapter	2	begins	to	treat)	that



the	author	achieves	by	his	use	of	Psalm	8.	The	latter	is	used	to	show	that	it	is
only	 through	 incarnation,	humiliation,	 and	everything	 it	means	 to	be	mortal
humanity,	 that	 the	 Son	 could	 attain	 to	 his	 eschatological	 lordship	 over	 all
things.	 This	 is	 because	 his	 lordship	 is	 exercised	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 his	 human
brothers	and	sisters.	It	is	no	longer	simply	the	sovereignty	he	shared	with	his
Father	 from	 eternity,	 but	 now	 a	 sovereignty	 exercised	 in	 human	 solidarity
with	humans.	The	cosmic	 throne	 is	now	also,	 therefore,	 the	 throne	of	grace
that	sinners	can	approach	with	boldness	(4:16).	So	the	high	priestly	work	of
atonement	 is	 the	way	 in	which	 he	 comes	 to	 exercise	 his	 sovereignty	 in	 the
way	that	he	does	-	salvifically.

7.	The	full	divinity	of	the	high	priest	(7:3,	16)

The	 Christology	 of	 Hebrews	 would	 have	 been	 simpler	 if	 the	 author	 had
merely	correlated	Christ’s	lordship	with	his	divinity,	and	his	high	priesthood
with	 his	 humanity,	 but	 this	 is	 not	what	 he	 does.	As	we	 have	 just	 seen,	 the
fellow-humanity	of	the	high	priest	is	an	indispensable	and	prominent	element
in	Hebrews’	understanding	of	this	office	and,	for	the	most	part,	 its	functions
are	those	of	representing	humanity	to	God:	 the	high	priest	makes	atonement
for	the	people,	offering	sacrifice	on	their	behalf	(5:1),	he	enters	the	presence
of	 God	 on	 their	 behalf	 (6:20;	 9:24),	 and	 he	 intercedes	 for	 them	 (8:25)19
Furthermore,	unlike	cosmic	lordship,	high	priesthood	does	not	belong	to	the
unique	identity	of	God.2’	Whereas	to	rule	all	things	from	the	throne	of	God	is
to	be	God,	to	be	high	priest	on	earth	or	in	heaven	by	no	means	carries	such	an
implication.	 What	 need	 was	 there	 for	 the	 great	 high	 priest,	 the	 finally
adequate	high	priest,	to	be	divine?	We	shall	see.

Here,	as	elsewhere,	 the	 theological	method	of	Hebrews	 is	exegetical.	The
starting-point	is	verse	4	of	Psalm	110,	where	the	same	one	who	in	verse	1	is
exalted	to	the	right	hand	of	God	on	his	heavenly	throne	is	addressed,	‘You	are
a	 priest	 forever	 after	 the	 order	 of	 Melchizedek.’	 Just	 as	 in	 chapter	 1	 of
Hebrews,	 the	 implications	 of	 Psalm	 110:1	 are	 expounded	 with	 the	 help	 of
other,	related	scriptural	texts,	so,	in	chapter	7	of	Hebrews,	the	meaning	of	the
obscure	 verse	 4	 of	 Psalm	 110	 is	 expounded	 through	 recourse	 to	 another
biblical	 passage,	 which	 contains	 the	 only	 other	 occurrence	 of	 the	 name
Melchizedek	in	the	Hebrew	Bible:	Genesis	14:17-20.	The	two	texts	have,	at
least,	 this	 connection:	 in	both	cases	Melchizedek	 is	both	king	and	priest.	 In
that	respect,	he	well	serves	the	christological	purpose	of	Hebrews,	which	is	to
develop	 the	high	priestly	profile	of	Jesus	alongside,	and	 in	connection	with,
his	messianic	lordship.21

Although	there	 is	not	space	 to	discuss	 this	here,	 in	my	view	the	figure	of
Melchizedek	 in	 Hebrews	 has	 very	 little	 in	 common	 with	 the	 figure	 in	 the
Melchizedek	 scroll	 from	Qumran.22	We	 do	 not	 really	 need	 to	 suppose	 that



any	 pre-existing	 traditions	 about	 Melchizedek23	 lie	 behind	 the	 text	 of
Hebrews,24	though	 the	author	may	well	have	shared	with	other	exegetes	an
interest	in	this	figure	provoked	by	his	mysterious	and	anomalous	appearance
in	 Genesis	 as	 the	 first	 priest	 in	 Scripture,	 a	 non-Levitical	 priest	 with
apparently	no	line	of	descent	to	qualify	him	for	what	Israel	knew	only	as	an
hereditary	office.	But	our	author’s	real	interest	in	Melchizedek	arises	from	the
fact	of	his	appearance	in	Psalm	110,	the	most	important	christological	psalm
for	 the	 first	 Christians.	 Indeed,	 the	 author	 is	 not	 really	 interested	 in
Melchizedek	himself,	for	his	own	sake,	but	turns	to	Genesis	purely	in	order	to
understand	what	 it	would	mean	for	 the	Messiah	of	Psalm	110	 to	be	a	priest
after	 the	 order	 of	 Melchizedek.25	 Not	 Melchizedek	 himself,	 but
Melchizedekian	 priesthood	 is	 the	 point.	 So	what	 is	 said	 about	Melchizedek
himself	in	Hebrews	7	need	not	be	taken	too	seriously	as	a	statement	about	the
historical	figure	in	Genesis.	Its	point	is	its	application	to	Jesus.

We	need	to	bear	this	in	mind	especially	when	consider	the	remarkable	verse
3	of	Hebrews	7,	which	says	of	Melchizedek:

Without	 mother,	 without	 father,	 without	 genealogy,	 having	 neither
beginning	 of	 days	 nor	 end	 of	 life,	 but	 resembling	 the	 Son	 of	God,	 he
remains	a	priest	forever.

We	should	notice	that	this	is	both	derived	from	the	Genesis	text	and	used	to
explicate	the	words	from	Psalm	110:	‘you	are	a	priest	forever’.

In	an	article	of	1991,11	Jerome	Neyrey	showed,	I	 think	conclusively,	 that
this	is	Hellenistic	true-god-language.	In	other	words,	it	is	the	kind	of	language
philosophically	inclined	writers	used	to	define	what	it	is	to	be	a	true	deity,	as
distinct	from,	for	example,	a	deified	hero.	True	deity	 is,	 in	 the	fullest	sense,
eternal,	having	neither	origin	in	the	past	nor	end	of	life	in	the	future.	A	true
deity	 is	 unbegotten	 or	 ungenerated	 (agennetos)	 -	 having	 no	 parents	 -	 and
unoriginated	 (agenetos)	 -	 having	 no	 other	 kind	 of	 origin	 -	 as	well	 as	 being
imperishable	 forever.	The	 three	 terms	 in	Hebrews	beginning	with	 the	 alpha
privative	 (apator,	 ametor,	 agenealogetos)	 are	 typical	 of	 the	 negative
descriptions	used	in	Hellenistic	god-language.”

What	is	particularly	important	is	that	such	language	was,	in	Hellenistic	use,
meant	 precisely	 to	 distinguish	 true	 deity	 from	 semidivine	 figures.28	This	 is
surely	 why	 Hebrews	 here	 lays	 such	 stress	 on	 the	 un-originatedness	 of
Melchizedek:	without	 father,	without	mother,	without	 genealogy,	 having	 no
beginning	 of	 days.	 This	 dimension	 of	 eternity	 past	 seems	 gratuitous	 as	 an
explanation	of	the	words	of	Psalm	110:4,	in	which	it	is	only	the	king-priest’s
future	 that	 is	without	 limit.	But	Hebrews	understands	 that	 imperishability	 in
the	future	as	grounded	in	the	kind	of	divine	existence	that	neither	begins	nor



ends,	the	fully	eternal	being	of	true	deity.

What	needs	 to	be	added	 to	Neyrey’s	case	 is	a	more	explicit	 stress	on	 the
Jewishness	of	this	author’s	use	of	Hellenistic	philosophical	language.	First,	it
is	 used	 in	 close	 conjunction	 with	 typically	 Jewish	 exegesis	 of	 the	 text	 of
Genesis.	Because	Melchizedek	 simply	appears	 in	 the	 text	of	Genesis	 at	 this
point	and	almost	immediately	disappears,	never	to	appear	again	in	the	biblical
narrative,	an	argument	from	silence	can	be	used	to	deduce	that	Melchizedek’s
life	had	no	beginning	or	end.	Scripture	would	have	told	us	if	it	did.29	What
makes	 the	 argument	 a	 little	 less	 artificial	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 a	 priest	 might	 be
expected	to	be	provided	with	a	genealogy	to	qualify	him	for	his	priesthood.30
This	is	what	accounts	for	the	specific	term’without	genealogy’	that	the	author
seems	to	have	coined	by	analogy	with	 the	usual	sort	of	god-language	but	 to
meet	 the	 precise	 case	 of	 his	 text.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 argument	 is	 highly
artificial,	and	 really	amounts	 to	saying	 that	Melchizedek	as	portrayed	 in	 the
text	 resembles	 what	 the	 Son	 of	 God	 really	 is.	 It	 is	 the	 textual,	 not	 the
historical	Melchizedek	 that	 explains	what	 the	Melchizedekian	priesthood	of
the	Psalm	is.

Secondly,	the	author	of	Hebrews	is	by	no	means	the	only	Jewish	writer	to
use	such	 language	 to	characterize	 true	deity.	We	find	 it	not	only	 in	Philo,31
whose	usage	 can	never	be	 safely	presumed	 to	be	 representative,	 but	 also	 in
Josephus	(e.g.	C.	Ap.	2.167,	190),	the	Jewish	Sibylline	Oracles	(3:11-12;	frg.
1:7-17)	 and	 the	 Jewish	Pseudo-Orpheus	verses	 (short	version:	10-11).	More
remarkably,	 if	 the	 Slavonic	 text	 can	 be	 trusted,	 we	 find	 a	 close	 parallel	 to
Hebrews	in	a	hymn	sung	to	God	by	the	angels	in	the	Apocalypse	of	Abraham:

Eternal	 One,	 Mighty	 One,	 Holy	 El,	 God	 autocrat,	 self-originate,
incorruptible,	immaculate,	unbegotten,	spotless,	immortal,	self-perfected,
self-devised,	without	mother,	without	father,	ungenerated	(17:8-10).32

In	such	a	context,	one	would	not	expect	Hellenistic	philosophical	 language.
The	explanation	is	that	the	Jewish	tradition	in	any	case	understood	God	to	be
fully	 eternal,	 so	 that	 there	 was	 a	 real	 convergence	 here	 of	 Jewish	 and
Hellenistic	definitions	of	deity.	Such	Hellenistic	god-language	could	easily	be
appropriated	 in	 the	 interests	 of	 a	 Jewish	 understanding	 of	 God	 without
involving	the	kind	of	sophisticated	assimilation	of	Jewish	theology	to	Platonic
philosophy	that	we	find	in	Philo.33

Thirdly,	when	adopted	into	the	context	of	the	Jewish	understanding	of	God,
such	 Hellenistic	 god-language	 undergoes	 an	 important	 refunctioning.	 It
becomes	 monotheistic	 language.34	 Terms	 which	 for	 non-Jewish	 writers
defined	a	true	deity,	for	Jewish	writers	define	the	one	and	only	true	deity.	This
is	easily	verified	from	the	examples	just	given	of	Jewish	works	that	use	these
terms:	 Josephus	 (C.	 Ap.	 2.167),	 the	 Jewish	 Sibylline	 Oracles	 (3.11-12),



Pseudo-Orpheus	(10-16)	and	the	Apocalypse	of	Abraham	(17:8-15;	cf.	19:3).
In	the	contexts,	there	is	usually	a	strong	affirmation	of	monotheism.	It	is	the
one	 God	 that	 is	 the	 only	 fully	 eternal	 one.	 Re-functioned	 to	 serve
monotheism,	 these	 Hellenistic	 terms	 are	 really	 little	 more	 than	 a	 cultural
translation	of	God’s	claim,	in	Deutero-Isaiah,	to	be	the	First	and	the	Last	(Isa.
41:4;	44:6;	48:12).

We	can	now	see	 that	what	 the	author	of	Hebrews	says	of	Melchizedek	 in
7:3	is	precisely	what	he	said	of	Christ	in	applying	the	words	of	Psalm	102	to
him	in	chapter	1.	In	both	cases,	this	is	the	full	eternity	of	the	only	true	God.
Just	as	the	God	of	Psalm	102	remains,	whereas	all	his	creation	perishes,	so	the
Melchizedekian	high	priest	remains	a	priest,	whereas	Levitical	priests,	being
merely	mortal,	come	and	go.	Also	important	here	is	7:16:	Jesus	‘has	become	a
priest,	 not	 through	 a	 legal	 requirement	 concerning	 physical	 descent,	 but
through	the	power	of	an	indestructible	life’	(another	alpha	privative	adjective:
akatalutos).	Jesus	qualifies	for	his	never-ending	priesthood	because	he	shares
the	 fully	 eternal	 being,	 the	 indestructible	 life,	 of	God.35	His	 eternity	 in	 the
future	 -	 the	 ‘forever’	 of	 Psalm	 110:4	 -	 is	 not	 merely	 contingently	 never-
ending,	 but	 due	 to	 his	 inherently	 indestructible	 life.	 Such	 life	 by	 definition
exists	from	eternity	to	eternity.	It	has	not	only	no	end	of	life,	but	no	beginning
of	days	either.

Now	 we	 can	 easily	 confirm	 that,	 for	 Hebrews,	 Jesus’	 high	 priesthood
entailed	both	true	divinity	and	true	humanity.	As	divine,	this	high	priest	had
no	father	or	mother	or	genealogy,	but,	as	human,	he	shares	the	same	kind	of
origin	as	his	fellow-humans	(2:11)	and	partakes	of	the	same	flesh-and-blood
mortal	nature	as	they	(2:14).	These	are	straight	contradictions	that	cannot	be
understood	 other	 than	 by	 a	 notion	 of	 two	 natures	 at	 least	 embryonically
related	to	that	of	later	patristic	Christology.

8.	The	high	priest	on	the	throne

The	cosmic	throne	of	God	was	a	central	symbol	for	the	Jewish	understanding
of	 the	 one	 God	 and	 his	 relation	 to	 all	 reality.3”	 It	 also	 became	 a	 central
symbol	for	early	Christology,	since	it	was	the	exalted	Christ’s	unprecedented
sitting	beside	God	on	the	cosmic	throne,	evoked	in	Psalm	110:1,	that	required
his	 inclusion	 in	 the	 unique	 identity	 of	 the	 one	 God.	 Christ’s	 sitting	 on	 the
throne	 meant	 his	 participation	 in	 the	 unique	 sovereignty	 of	 God	 over	 all
things.37	In	Hebrews,	however,	through	its	christological	reading	not	only	of
verse	1	of	Psalm	110,	but	also	of	verse	4,	it	is	not	only	as	king	but	also	as	high
priest	that	Jesus	sits	down	on	the	divine	throne.311	Just	as	early	Christology
subsumed	 the	 Davidic	 monarchy	 of	 the	 Messiah	 on	 earth	 into	 the	 cosmic
lordship	of	the	exalted	Christ	in	heaven,	so	Hebrews	subsumes	the	idea	of	an
eschatological	 high	 priest	 into	 the	 cosmic	 high	 priesthood	 of	 the	 exalted



Christ	in	heaven.

But	what	does	it	mean	for	Jesus	as	high	priest	to	take	his	seat	at	God’s	right
hand	 on	 the	 cosmic	 throne?	 It	 is	 certainly	 worth	 remembering	 that	 the
symbolism	of	 the	 throne	of	God	combines	political	 and	cultic	 connotations.
Just	as	the	ark	in	the	holy	of	holies	on	earth	is	the	earthly	throne	of	God,	so
also	 the	 throne	 room	of	God	 in	heaven,	whence	he	governs	 the	universe,	 is
also	the	heavenly	sanctuary	where	he	is	worshipped.39	Therefore,	it	is	easily
intelligible	 that,	 in	Hebrews,	 the	atoning	work	of	Christ	 follows	broadly	 the
pattern	 of	 the	 Levitical	 high	 priest’s	 activity.	 Jesus	 offers	 himself	 as	 the
atoning	 sacrifice,	 then,	 taking	 his	 own	 sacrificial	 blood,	 he	 enters	 the
heavenly	 presence	 of	God	 and	 comes	 before	God’s	 throne,	 just	 as	 the	 high
priest	 entered	 the	 inner	 sanctuary	 on	 earth	 on	 the	 Day	 of	 Atonement	 and
sprinkled	the	blood	of	the	sacrifice	before	the	ark	of	the	covenant	“0	Where
the	 two	part	company,	however,	 is	when	Jesus	sits	down	on	 the	 throne.	Not
only	did	the	Levitical	high	priest	not	do	this;	 it	would,	of	course,	have	been
unthinkable	for	him	to	have	done	so.

Hebrews	 clearly	 sees	 this	 difference	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 finality	 and
permanence	of	Christ’s	 atoning	 sacrifice.	He	has	no	need,	 like	 the	Levitical
high	 priests,	 to	 return	 to	 the	 people	 and	 repeat	 the	 ceremony	 year	 by	 year.
Thus,	according	to	10:12,	when	he’had	offered	for	all	time	a	single	sacrifice
for	sins,	he	sat	down	at	the	right	hand	of	God’.	But	the	point	cannot	be	simply
that,	having	made	the	once-and-for-all,	finally	adequate	sacrifice	for	all	sins,
he	stays	in	the	heavenly	sanctuary,	nor	even	that	he	stays	in	order	continually
to	 intercede	 for	 his	 people	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 his	 sacrifice	 (7:25).	 For	 these
purposes,	it	would	be	sufficient	for	him	to	stand	in	the	presence	of	God,	as	all
the	angels	do.	The	potent	imagery	of	sitting	on	the	cosmic	throne	has	only	one
attested	significance:	it	indicates	his	participation	in	the	unique	sovereignty	of
God	over	the	world.	That	Jesus	sits	on	the	throne,	not	only	as	king	but	also	as
high	 priest	 (which	 Hebrews	 clearly	 indicates),	 indicates	 surely	 that	 his
completed	work	of	atonement	is	now	permanently	part	of	the	divine	rule	over
the	world.	In	this	way,	this	high	priesthood,	unlike	the	Levitical,	does	belong
to	the	unique	identity	of	God.	This	high	priest	is	the	perfect	mediator;	he	not
only	 represents	 his	 people	 to	 God,	 in	 sacrifice	 and	 intercession,	 but	 also
embodies	 the	 grace	 and	 mercy	 of	 God	 to	 which	 his	 sacrifice	 now	 gives
permanent	expression.	Therefore,	for	the	people	of	God,	the	heavenly	throne
is	the	throne	of	grace	(4:16),	where	they	find	the	mercy	of	God.

9.	The	Son	begotten	by	the	Father	(1:5;	5:5	=	Ps.	2:7)

The	major	argument	of	this	chapter	is	now	complete,	but	we	need	to	return	to
the	 question	whether	 the	 two	 citations	 of	 Psalm	 2:7	 in	 Hebrews	 indicate	 a
temporal	 beginning	 of	 the	 Son’s	 divine	 sonship.	 I	 postponed	 this	 question



until	we	had	recognized	the	Hellenistic	god-language	used	in	7:3,	and	I	want
to	suggest	that	that	language	may	be	the	clue	to	the	author’s	reading	of	Psalm
2:7.	 In	 Hellenistic	 philosophical	 parlance,	 true	 deity	 was	 unoriginated
(agennetos)	 and	 ungenerated	 (unbegotten)	 (agenetos).	 (The	 two	 terms	 in
Greek	 differ	 only	 in	 having	 a	 single	 or	 a	 double	 letter	 nu,	 and	 so	 are
frequently	confused	in	the	manuscripts.)	But	true	deity	can	also	be	said	to	be
self-originated	 and	 self-begotten.	This	 latter	 terminology	might	 suggest	 that
deity	does	have	a	temporal	origin,	not	given	it	by	another	but	spontaneously
self-generated.	However,	 this	 latter	 idea	 is	 incoherent	 and	 it	 is	not	what	 the
terminology	 was	 used	 to	 mean.	 In	 fact,	 the	 terms	 ‘unoriginated’	 and	 ‘self-
originated’	are	used	together	and	not	regarded	as	contradictory,	and	so	are	the
terms	‘unbegotten’	and	‘self-begotten’.	To	be	self-originating	is	to	be	eternal.
So,	in	Jewish	examples,	we	find	the	third	Sibylline	Oracle	describing	the	one
eternal	God	as	‘self-produced’	(autophu(Ts:	3:12),	while	one	of	the	Sibylline
fragments	says	of	the	one	eternal	God	that	‘he	is	alone,	from	age	to	age,	self-
originated	 (autogen(Ts),	 unbegotten	 (agenetos)’	 (frg.	 1:16-17;	 cf.	 7).	 The
passage	 we	 noted	 in	 the	 Apocalypse	 of	 Abraham	 includes	 in	 its	 list	 of
attributes	 of	 the	 one	 eternal	 God	 that	 he	 is’self-originated,‘unbegotten’
and’unoriginated’.	Familiarity	with	such	god-language	would	make	it	easy	for
the	author	of	Hebrews	to	read	Psalm	2:7	not	as	declaring	a	temporal	origin	for
Christ’s	sonship	to	the	Father,	but	as,	so	to	speak,	a	binitarian	variation	on	the
idea	of	eternal	deity	as	self-generating.	The’today’	of’Today	I	have	begotten
you’	would	be	the	eternal	today	of	the	divine	eternity.41

10.	Jesus	Christ	the	same	yesterday,	today	and	forever	(13:8)

In	 this	 final	 section	we	 shall	 see	 that	 this	 description	 of	 Jesus	 constitutes	 a
much	more	emphatic	assertion	of	the	full	divine	eternity	of	Jesus	Christ	than
has	usually	been	supposed	42	In	the	first	place,	we	should	notice	how	closely
it	 corresponds	 to	 the	 citation	 from	 Psalm	 102,	 understood	 as	 addressed	 to
Christ,	in	the	first	chapter	of	Hebrews.	That	quotation	affirms	the	full	eternity
-	eternity	past	and	eternity	future	-	of	the	divine	Christ,	and,	very	strikingly,	it
uses	 the	 same	 phrase	 (ho	 autos)	 as	 Hebrews	 13:8	 to	 affirm	 that	 he	 is	 ‘the
same,	that	is,	he	retains	his	own	identity	throughout	eternity.

Secondly,	 a	 threefold	 formula	 referring	 to	 divine	 eternity	 as	 past,	 present
and	future	is	found	quite	widely	in	ancient	Hellenistic,	Jewish	and	Christian
literature	43	Like	the	expressions	used	in	7:3,	it	is	a	means	of	expressing	the
uniquely	divine	eternity,	part	of	the	definition	of	true	deity.	An	ancient	Greek
hymn	reads,	‘Zeus	was,	Zeus	is,	and	Zeus	will	be’;	4	while	Josephus	explains
that	the	Jewish	God	is	‘the	beginning,	the	middle	and	the	end	of	all	things’	(C.
Ap.	2.190).

The	following	description	of	the	god	Aion	on	an	inscription	from	Eleusis	is



especially	noteworthy	for	our	present	purposes:

Aim,	who	by	his	divine	nature	remains	always	the	same	(ho	autos)	and
who	altogether	is	the	unique	cosmos,	of	such	a	nature	that	he	is	and	was
and	will	be,	not	having	beginning,	middle	or	end,	who	does	not	partake
of	change,	who	produces	the	absolutely	eternal	divine	nature	4s

This	description	is	remarkable,	because	it	not	only	affirms	the	full	eternity	of
the	god	AiOn	by	means	of	two	threefold	formulae	(‘he	is	and	was	and	will	be,
not	 having	 beginning,	 middle	 or	 end’),	 but	 it	 also	 coincides	 with	 Hebrews
13:8	 in	 its	 use	 of	 ‘the	 same’	 (ho	 autos)	 (Aion,	 who	 by	 his	 divine	 nature
remains	always	the	same’).	Hebrews	1:12	also	uses	this	expression	(‘you	are
the	 same’)	 and,	 in	doing	 so,	 is	merely	 reproducing	 the	Greek	 text	of	Psalm
102:28,	itself	a	faithful	translation	of	the	Hebrew.	So	this	is	a	striking	example
of	 how,	 particularly	 on	 the	 matter	 of	 the	 divine	 eternity,	 Jewish	 tradition
converged	with	Hellenistic	god-language.

Thirdly,	 the	 threefold	formula,	used	 in	a	Jewish	monotheistic	context,	not
only	 refers	 to	 the	 one	 and	 only	 God,	 but	 also	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 an
interpretation	of	the	Hebrew	name	of	God.	It	is	certainly	so	in	the	Targumim
(e.g.	Tg.	Ps.-J.	Dent.	32:29)46	and	in	the	book	of	Revelation	(1:4,	8;	4:8;	cf.
11:17;16:5),’	 which	 demonstrates	 that	 the	 targumic	 usage	 is	 ancient,	 and
probably	also	in	 the	Jewish	Sibylline	Oracles	3:16	(‘But	he	himself,	eternal,
revealed	himself	as	existing	now,	and	formerly,	and	again	in	the	future’)	48	Is
this	 also	 the	 case	 in	 Hebrews	 13:8?	 This	 would	 seem	 to	 be	 reasonably
probable	in	view	of	the	fact	that,	according	to	Hebrews	1:4,	the	divine	name
was	indeed	conferred	on	Jesus	at	his	exaltation.

Commentators	 often	make	 the	 point	 that	Hebrews	 13:8	 does	 not	 refer	 to
metaphysical	 immutability	 but	 to	 constancy	 of	 purpose,	 reliability,
faithfulness	 to	promises	49	In	 the	context,	 a	 reference	 to	divine	 faithfulness
certainly	 makes	 good	 sense	 51)	 and	 elsewhere	 Hebrews,	 with	 its	 special
interest	in	divine	oaths,	has	a	notable	emphasis	on	the	divine	faithfulness	(see
especially	6:17-18).	But	we	need	not	make	such	a	sharp	distinction	between
immutability	and	 faithfulness,	given	also	 the	emphasis	Hebrews	puts	on	 the
full	 eternity	 that	 is	 unique	 to	God.	 Jesus,	 in	 his	 participation	 in	 the	 unique
divine	identity,	remains	eternally	‘the	same,	that	is,	his	identity	is	unchanged.
He	remains	himself	eternally	and	can,	therefore,	be	trusted	in	the	present	and
the	future	just	as	he	was	in	the	past.

	



8
God’s	Self-Identification	with	the

Godforsaken:	Exegesis	and	Theology1
This	 chapter	 is	 an	 exegetical	 and	 theological	 study	 of	 Jesus’	 cry	 from	 the
cross,	 ‘My	God,	my	God,	why	have	you	 forsaken	me?’	 (Mark	15:39;	Matt.
27:46).	In	the	second	half	of	the	twentieth	century,	a	number	of	theologians,
most	famously	Jurgen	Moltmann,2	sought	to	take	the	theological	significance
of	 the	 cry	 with	 radical	 seriousness.’	 They	 did	 not,	 however,	 give	 much
attention	to	exegesis	of	these	words,	whether	within	their	immediate	context
in	 Mark	 or	 within	 their	 larger	 context	 in	 Mark’s	 Gospel	 narrative,	 or	 in
relation	to	their	Old	Testament	intertexts.	On	the	other	hand,	the	interpretation
of	 the	 cry	 of	 desolation	 by	 exegetes	 has,	 on	 the	 whole,	 been	 theologically
shallow	 and	 has	 failed	 to	 recognize	 its	 climactic	 significance	 in	 Mark’s
narrative.	 An	 exception	 to	 both	 these	 observations	 is	 Gerard	 Rosse’s	 fine
study,’	which	combines	serious	exegesis	with	theological	reflection.	But	even
Rosse’s	work	does	not	give	sufficient	attention	either	to	the	place	of	the	cry
within	Mark’s	Gospel	 or	 to	 the	 intertextual	web	of	Old	Testament	 allusions
within	 which	Mark	 has	 placed	 these	 words	 of	 Jesus.	 Exploring	more	 fully
both	of	these	aspects	will	yield	exegetical	results	of	theological	significance.’

1.	The	cry	of	desolation	(Mark	15:34)	in	biblical	contexts
1.1.	Mark	15:34	in	the	context	of	the	psalms	of	lament

As	 the	 words	 of	 Jesus’	 loud	 cry,	 Mark	 gives	 the	 opening	 words	 of	 Psalm
22:1,6	first	in	Jesus’	own	Aramaic,	and	then	in	a	literal	Greek	translation	(not
LXX):	‘My	God,	my	God,	why	have	you	forsaken	me?’
1.1.1.	The	psalms	of	lament	in	Mark’s	Passion	Narrative?

The	significance	of	the	quotation	can	be	fully	appreciated	only	if	it	is	seen	not
in	isolation	but	in	the	context	of	a	web	of	allusions	both	to	Psalm	22	and	to
other	psalms	of	lament	in	Mark’s	Passion	Narrative:



This	 pattern	 of	 allusions	 has	 two	 important	 implications	with	 regard	 to	 our
reading	of	the	cry	of	desolation.	First,	with	regard	to	Psalm	22	itself,	we	are
justified	 in	 reading	 Jesus’	 words	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 whole	 psalm,	 since
Mark’s	narrative	itself	alludes	to	other	parts	of	the	psalm.	However,	this	does
not	justify	the	claim	that	has	sometimes	been	made	that	we	should	understand
Jesus’	 words	 as	 standing	 for	 the	 whole	 psalm,	 as	 though	 the	 words	 Jesus
quotes	 matter	 only	 because	 they	 are	 the	 introductory	 words	 of	 the	 whole
psalm	9	This	 view	 is	 ruled	 out	 by	 the	 fact	 that	Mark	 gives	 these	words	 of
Jesus	 in	Aramaic	 (as	one	of	only	 four	occasions	when	he	does	 so:	cf.	6:41;
7:34;	 14:36),	 not	 in	 the	 original	Hebrew	 of	 the	 psalm	 (in	which	we	 should
expect	him	to	recite	the	whole	psalm	if	he	did).”)	Mark	gives	us	to	understand
that	Jesus	was	not	merely	quoting,	but	personally	appropriating,	these	specific
words	of	the	psalm.	We	must	take	fully	seriously	the	fact	that	it	is	specifically
these	words	of	the	psalm	Jesus	cries	when	dying,	while	also	following	Mark’s
indications	 that	 the	whole	psalm	 is	 a	 relevant	 context	 for	 understanding	his
words.

Secondly,	 through	allusions	 to	other	psalms	of	 lament	Mark	places	Jesus’
dying	words	 in	 the	context	not	only	of	Psalm	22	as	a	whole	but	also	of	 the
psalms	of	lament	in	general,	of	which	there	are	about	forty	in	the	Psalter.”	It	is



not	merely	 that	Psalm	22	was	 read	by	Mark	and	other	early	Christians	as	a
messianic	psalm	that	prophesied	the	sufferings	and	subsequent	vindication	of
the	Messiah,	though	this	doubtless	was	the	case.	It	is	also	that,	in	relating	the
passion	and	death	of	Jesus	to	the	psalms	of	lament	in	general,	Mark	relates	the
passion	and	death	of	 Jesus	 to	 the	 situation	of	 all	who	wrote	and	used	 those
psalms,	those	who	cried	out	to	God	from	the	desperate	situations	those	psalms
describe.	 Since	 these	 psalms	 were	 in	 constant	 use,	 Mark	 could	 not	 have
regarded	them	as	exclusively	messianic,	i.e.	as	referring	to	experience	unique
to	the	Messiah.	On	the	contrary,	a	messianic	reading	of	them	would	have	to
be	inclusively	messianic,	i.e.	referring	to	the	way	in	which	the	experience	of
the	Messiah	gathers	up	into	itself	the	experiences	of	all	whose	sufferings	find
expression	in	those	psalms.
1.1.2.	‘Forsaken’	(Heb.	`azab,	Gk.	enkataleipo)

With	God	as	subject	and	the	psalmist	as	object,	the	psalms	of	lament	use	this
verb	 not	 only	 quite	 frequently	 itself,	 but	 also	 in	 parallel	 and	 more	 or	 less
synonymously	 with	 other	 verbs	 and	 expressions,	 meaning:	 ‘to	 cast	 off,	 ‘to
reject,	‘to	be	far	[from],	‘to	hide	[God’s]	face	[from],	‘to	turn	in	anger	[from],
‘to	forget’.”	These	expressions	and	their	contexts	reinforce	the	stark	meaning
of	 being	 forsaken	by	God.	 It	 is	 to	 be	 abandoned	 and	 rejected	by	God,	who
withholds	 his	 gracious	 intervention	 and	 leaves	 the	 psalmist	 to	 suffer	 and	 to
die.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 these	 theological	 statements	 about	 God’s
relation	to	the	psalmist	correspond	to	quite	concrete	situations	of	distress.	The
psalmists	 are	 oppressed	 and	 mocked	 by	 their	 enemies,	 in	 extreme	 peril	 or
pain,	and	close	to	death.13	To	be	forsaken	by	God	means	that	he	has	allowed
this	to	happen	and	does	nothing	to	help.	So	it	is	somewhat	misleading	to	say	-
of	the	psalmist	or	of	Jesus	echoing	his	words	-	that	he	feels	forsaken	by	God
as	though	this	were	an	understandable	mistake.	What	Jesus	experiences	is	the
concrete	 fact	 that	he	has	been	 left	 to	 suffer	 and	die.	God	has,	 in	 this	 sense,
abandoned	him,	not	merely	in	psychological	experience	but	in	the	form	of	the
concrete	situation	that	Jesus	experiences.

Most	often	when	the	psalmists	speak	of	being	forsaken	by	God	(using	this
or	related	expressions),	they	plead	with	God	not	to	forsake	them”	or	 receive
assurances	that	God	has	not	forsaken	or	will	not	forsake	them	15	Much	more
rarely	 do	 they	 speak	 of	 having	 been	 already	 abandoned	 by	 God?”	 Jesus’
words,	 therefore,	 echo	 the	most	 extreme	 of	 the	 situations	 in	 the	 psalms	 of
lament:	 those	 in	which	 the	psalmist	 not	merely	 fears	 abandonment	by	God,
but	experiences	it	as	realized	fact.
1.1.3.	Why?’

Jesus’	words	do	not	merely	state	the	fact	of	his	abandonment;	they	ask	why.
Such	questions	are	found	a	number	of	times	in	the	psalms	of	lament.17	They



express	 the	psalmist’s	anguished	 inability	 to	 see	God	at	work	 in	his	present
circumstances.	 They	 find	God’s	 absence	 incomprehensible.	 They	 voice	 real
questions	 that	 only	 God	 could	 answer.l”	 In	 the	 psalms	 of	 lament	 there	 are
only	 rare	 references	 to	 sin	 that	 could	 be	 understood	 as	 the	 cause	 of	 God’s
inaction.19	Most	protest	against	apparently	undeserved	suffering.2”	They	are
not	only	psalms	of	lament	but	also	psalms	of	complaint	and	protest.21
1.1.4.	‘My	God,	my	God’

The	 psalmists	 put	 even	 their	 complaints	 and	 protests	 into	 address	 to	 God.
Addresses	like	‘my	God‘22	express	the	psalmist’s	sense	of	a	relationship	with
God	that	God	appears	to	be	breaching.	Psalm	22	is	notable	for	its	emphasis	on
the	way	God	had	hitherto	proved	trustworthy	in	relation	both	to	the	national
ancestors	 (22:4)	and	 to	 the	psalmist	himself	 (22:9-10;	cf.	71:6).	 It	 is	against
this	background	of	trust	and	reliability	that	the	psalmist’s	present	situation	is
so	bewildering.	This	particular	emphasis	in	Psalm	22	coheres	with	its	unique
opening	address	to	God:	the	reduplicated	‘My	God’.	The	doubled	expression
is	found	nowhere	else,23	and	serves,	along	with	its	prominent	position	as	the
first	 words	 of	 the	 psalm,	 to	 emphasize	 the	 psalmist’s	 personal	 relationship
with	 God	 and	 his	 persistence	 in	 addressing	 God	 as	 ‘my	 God’	 even	 when
abandoned	by	God.	He	would	not	do	so	unless	he	continued,	in	the	face	of	the
evidence,	to	trust	the	God	who	has	always	protected	him.	The	address	to	‘my
God’	ensures	 that	 the	cry	 is	not	one	of	despair	but	of	faith,	even	though	the
faith	 is	 under	 severe	 assault.	 Even	 the	 anguished	 question	 ‘why	 have	 you
forsaken	me?’	 is	 an	 (almost	 desperate)	 appeal	 to	 the	 faithfulness	 of	God.	 It
hangs	 on	 to	 the	 possibility	 that,	 even	 at	 this	 extreme	point,	God	will	 prove
trustworthy	and	deliver	the	psalmist.

It	would	be	a	mistake	to	contrast	Jesus’	habitual	address	to	God	as	‘Father’
with	his	use	of	‘my	God’	in	the	cry	of	desolation,	as	though	at	 this	point	he
can	no	longer	regard	God	as	his	Abba.21	The	words	are	used	because	they	are
the	 words	 of	 the	 psalm,	 but	 they	 are	 a	 very	 suitable	 substitute	 for	 Abba,
indicating	 Jesus’	 continued	 sense	 of	 intimate	 and	 mutually	 responsible
relationship	with	God.	Even	in	abandonment	and	protest,	Jesus	does	not	cease
to	trust	God.25
1.1.5.	Darkness

In	Mark	15:33-34,	the	cry	of	desolation	comes	at	the	end	of	the	three	hours	of
darkness	that	symbolize	the	absence	of	God.	It	is	not	that	with	the	cry	Jesus
emerges	 from	 the	 darkness;	 rather	 the	 cry	 is	 the	 awful	 culmination	 of	 his
experience	of	the	darkness.	By	then	he	knows	that	God	really	has	left	him	to
die	 and	 will	 not	 intervene.	 Mark’s	 reference	 to	 the	 darkness	 very	 likely
alludes	 to	Amos	 8:9,26	 but	we	 should	 also	 notice	 that	 darkness	 in	 the	Old
Testament	 is	 characteristic	 of	 the	 state	 of	 the	dead	 (Job	10:21-22;	Ps.	 23:4)



and,	 in	 this	 sense,	 the	psalmists,	 complaining	 that	God	has	 left	 them	 to	die,
can	say	that	they	are	in	darkness	like	the	dead	(Pss.	88:6,	12,	18;	143:3;	Lam.
3:2,	 6;	 cf.	 Ps.	 44:19;	 Lam.	 3:2).27	 This	makes	 it	 easily	 intelligible	 that,	 in
Mark	 15:33-34,	 it	 is	 the	 three	 hours	 of	 darkness	 that	 finally	 bring	 Jesus	 to
speak	of	his	abandonment	by	God.	In	both	darkness	and	forsakenness	(cf.	Ps.
88:5),	he	is	already	at	the	gates	of	death.
1.1.6.	Deliverance	after	abandonment

In	all	the	psalms	of	lament,	with	the	exception	of	the	relentlessly	dark	Psalm
88,28	 there	 is	 assurance	 or	 experience	 of	 deliverance	 by	 God,	 beyond	 the
situation	 of	 suffering	 from	which	 the	 psalmist	 cries	 to	God.	 The	 psalmist’s
trust	in	God,	even	while	complaining	and	protesting,	is	vindicated	in	the	end.
Nowhere	 is	 this	 aspect	 of	 these	 psalms	more	 emphatically	 and	 extensively
represented	than	in	Psalm	22.	It	is	not	surprising	that	early	Christians	read	this
second	part	of	the	psalm	christologically,29	with	reference	to	the	resurrection
and	exaltation	of	Jesus	(cf.	Heb.	2:12,	citing	Ps.	22:22),	especially	in	the	light
of	the	psalm’s	references	to	the	coming	universal	kingdom	of	God	(22:27-28)
and,	 apparently,	 general	 resurrection	 (22:29).	 In	 this	 part	 of	 the	 psalm,	 the
complaint	of	forsakenness	is	superseded	thus:

For	he	did	not	despise	or	abhor	the	affliction	of	the	afflicted;	he	did	not
hide	 his	 face	 from	 him,	 but	 heard	 when	 he	 cried	 to	 him	 (Ps.	 22:24,
NRSV	altered).

This	 does	 not	 mean	 that	 the	 psalmist	 was	 mistaken	 in	 thinking	 himself
forsaken	 by	 God,	 but	 that	 God	 heard	 and	 answered	 his	 cry	 out	 of	 his
forsakenness.	Beyond	the	forsakenness,	God	intervened	to	deliver.

Though	Mark	does	not	allude	to	 the	second	part	of	 the	psalm,	 the	several
allusions	 to	 the	 first	 part	 of	 the	 psalm	 certainly	 invite	 competent	 readers	 to
recall	the	whole	psalm.	In	Jesus’	case,	his	cry	of	abandonment	is	answered	by
God	 beyond	 his	 death	 -	 in	 resurrection.	 But	 this	 does	 not	 make	 the
abandonment	unreal	or	merely	how	Jesus	felt.	God	did	leave	him	to	die.	His
dying	cry	expresses	the	abandonment	by	God	that	death	is.	Therefore,	unlike
the	 psalmists	 themselves,	whose	 deliverance	 saves	 them	 from	 death,	God’s
intervention	 to	vindicate	 Jesus	 is	 a	 creative	act	of	 intervention	 in	death	 that
overturns	death.311
1.1.7.	Individual	and	communal

In	 most	 of	 the	 psalms	 of	 lament,	 it	 is	 an	 individual	 who	 laments	 his
suffering,31	 but	 there	 are	 some	 in	 which	 the	 whole	 community	 of	 Israel
laments	the	nation’s	fate,	rejected	or	abandoned	by	God	(Pss.	40;	60;	74;	79;
80;	83;	Lam.	5).	The	same	kinds	of	expressions	of	suffering	and	complaint	are
found	in	both	the	individual	and	the	corporate	laments.	Thus	Jesus’	dying	cry



aligns	 him	 not	 only	with	 individuals	 who	made	 the	words	 of	 these	 psalms
their	 own	but	 also	with	his	 people	 as	 a	whole.	As	well	 as	 the	 individual	 in
Psalm	 22:1,	 Israel	 also	 cries	 to	 God:	 ‘why	 have	 you	 forsaken	 us?’	 (Lam.
5:20).	Psalm	22,	with	 its	extraordinary	expression	of	 the	significance	of	 the
psalmist’s	 vindication	 for	 Israel	 and	 for	 the	 whole	 world	 (22:22-28),	 could
even	be	seen	as	a	kind	of	mediation	of	the	two	-	the	forsaken	individual	and
the	 forsaken	 people.	 In	 a	 messianically	 inclusive	 reading	 of	 Psalm	 22,	 the
speaker,	 like	the	Isaianic	Servant,	could	be	seen	as	bearing	the	forsakenness
of	his	people.

Such	 a	 link	with	 the	 Isaianic	 Servant	 is	 the	more	 attractive	 in	 that	 these
later	chapters	of	Isaiah	themselves	portray	Israel,	 in	 the	persistence	of	exile,
lamenting	her	abandonment	by	God	 in	 terms	 that	are	close	 to	 the	psalms	of
lament	(including	Lamentations	5).	Israel	says,	‘YHWH	has	forsaken	me,	my
Lord	has	forgotten	me’	(Isa.	49:14;	cf.	40:27),	and	God	responds	that	he	can
never	forsake	or	forget	(49:15-18;	cf.	41:17;	42:16),	that	‘for	a	brief	moment	I
abandoned	you,	but	with	great	compassion	I	will	gather	you’	(54:7).	Israel’s
salvation	here	corresponds	 to	 the	pattern	of	 the	psalms	of	 lament,	especially
those	that	cry	to	God	out	of	realized	experience	of	abandonment.	The	moment
of	 abandonment	 is	 real	 but	 transitory.	 It	 does	 not	 negate	 God’s	 continued
faithfulness	to	his	people.	Into	this	pattern,	Isaiah	52	-	53	inserts	the	figure	of
the	 Suffering	 Servant	 who	 bears,	 along	 with	 the	 sins	 of	 his	 people,	 the
abandonment	 to	 death	 that	 they	 entail.	 In	 this	 perspective,	 the	 allusions	 in
Mark’s	 passion	 narrative	 to	 the	 psalms	 of	 lament,	 especially	 22,	 converge
with	 those	 to	 the	 Isaianic	 Servant	 (Mark	 14:24	 [Isa.	 53:11-12];	 14:61	 [Isa.
53:7];	14:65	[Isa.	50:6];	15:27	[Isa.	53:12]).32
1.1.8.	Jesus’	self-identification	with	all	the	godforsaken

Some	 commentators	 argue	 that	 the	 citation	 of	 Psalm	 22:1	 in	 Jesus’	 cry	 of
desolation	 belongs	 to	 a	 Markan	 presentation	 of	 Jesus	 as	 the	 exemplary
suffering	righteous	person,	 the	innocent	sufferer	who	maintains	faith	in	God
even	 in	 the	 extremity	 of	 suffering.	 We	 have	 already	 suggested	 that	 the
significance	of	the	cry	of	desolation	is	greater	than	this.	It	is	a	messianically
inclusive	cry	with	which	Jesus	identifies	himself	with	forsaken	Israel	and	with
all	who	can	take	the	words	of	the	psalm	as	their	own.	Two	features	of	Mark
15:33-34	support	this	reading.

First,	 the	 darkness	 lay	 over	 the	whole	 earth	 (15:33).33	 It	 is	 the	universal
darkness	of	death‘34	the	abandonment	experienced	by	all	who	are	left	by	God
to	suffer	and	die,	that	Jesus	enters	on	the	cross.

Secondly,	if	we	take	the	cry	of	desolation	seriously	as	a	why	question	put	to
God,	 it	 does	 not	 seem	 that	 Mark’s	 Jesus	 can	 credibly	 ask	 it	 on	 his	 own
account.	Mark’s	Jesus	not	only	knows	that	it	 is	God’s	will	that	he	die	(8:31;



9:31;	10:34,	38),	but	also	why	 this	must	be	(Mark	10:45;	14:24).	He	knows
the	 Father’s	 will	 is	 that	 he	 die	 for	 others.	 Of	 course,	 it	 might	 be
psychologically	plausible	for	Jesus	to	question	this	knowledge,	even	to	lose	it,
in	 the	 extremity	 of	 his	 dying.	 But	 it	 is	 doubtful	 that	 a	 psychological
explanation	 can	 account	 for	Mark’s	 very	 theological	 text.	On	 the	 level	 of	 a
theological	understanding	of	the	cry,	 it	must	be	that	Jesus	asks	the	question,
not	on	his	own	behalf,	but	as	the	question	asked	by	those	with	whom	his	use
of	 the	words	 identifies	him.	 It	 is	 their	protest	 that	he	voices	on	 their	behalf.
This	is	fullest	meaning	of	the	fact	that	the	words	of	Jesus’	cry	are	borrowed
from	the	psalms	of	lament.
1.1.9.	New	and	old	in	Jesus’	quotation	of	the	psalm

It	can	be	argued	 that	 the	words	of	 the	cry	of	desolation	gain	 their	meaning,
not	 from	 their	 Old	 Testament	 context	 within	 the	 psalms,	 but	 from	 their
context	at	the	end	of	the	life	of	Jesus.35	In	other	words,	does	Jesus’	use	of	the
words	give	them	new	meaning?	The	best	answer	to	this	is	that	there	is	a	new
meaning	that	nevertheless	presupposes	and	cannot	supersede	the	old.	The	fact
that	 Jesus	 the	 Messiah,	 the	 one	 uniquely	 identified	 with	 God,	 prays	 these
words	 not	 exclusively	 but	 inclusively,	 identifying	 himself	 with	 all	 other
godforsaken	 people,	 gives	 them	 a	 new	 meaning	 of	 self-identification	 with
others	 in	 their	 godforsakenness.	 But	 the	 new	 meaning	 is	 possible	 only
because	 the	words	already	express	 the	godforsakenness	of	 these	others	with
whom	Jesus	identifies.36
1.2.	Mark	15:34-39	in	the	narrative	structure	of	the	Gospel

The	Gospel	of	Mark	is	both	a	narrative	account	of	the	divine	identity	of	Jesus
and,	at	the	same	time,	a	narrative	account	of	his	inauguration	of	the	kingdom
of	God.	He	 is	 the	beloved	Son	of	God	who	participates	 in	his	Father’s	own
divine	 identity,	 and	 he	 is	 the	messianic	 king	 who	 brings	 about	 God’s	 rule.
Who	he	 is	 and	what	he	does	are,	 in	 this	Gospel,	 inseparable.	What	he	does
reveals	who	he	is,	and	who	he	is	entails	what	he	does.

In	order	 to	appreciate	 fully	how	 the	cry	of	desolation	 forms	 the	narrative
climax	 of	Mark’s	 narrative,	 the	 two	most	 important	 structuring	 elements	 of
the	whole	narrative	need	to	be	noted.
1.2.1.	Authority	and	passion

The	Gospel’s	account	of	who	Jesus	is	and	his	way	to	the	kingdom	falls	 into
two	 parts.	 Peter’s	 confession	 (8:29)	 is	 usually	 identified	 as	 the	 point	 of
transition	 between	 the	 two,	 but	 it	 is	 probably	 better	 to	 see	 the	 two	 parts	 as
overlapping,	with	 the	 first	ending	at	9:29	and	 the	second	beginning	at	8:30.
The	two	parts	are	distinguished	by	the	predominating	themes	in	each.

In	the	first	part,	Jesus	is	shown	speaking	and	acting	with	divine	authority.



Almost	 all	 of	 Jesus’	 healings	 and	 exorcisms	 occur	 in	 this	 first	 half	 of	 the
Gospel	 (the	only	exception	 is	10:46-52),	 as	well	 as	 the	 stilling	of	 the	 storm
and	the	walking	on	the	water.	These	narratives	of	Jesus’	authoritative	teaching
and	exercising	of	miraculous	power	are	the	basis	for	Peter’s	recognition	that
he	is	the	Messiah	(8:29).

However,	 Peter’s	 confession	 immediately	 proves	 inadequate	 when	 he
opposes	Jesus’	 first	prediction	of	his	passion	and	death	(8:31-33).	From	this
point	on,	the	need	for	Jesus	to	suffer	and	to	die	becomes	a	major	theme	of	the
Gospel	and	leads	to	the	passion	narrative	itself.	The	way	to	the	kingdom	lies
not	 only	 through	 Jesus’	 exercise	 of	 divine	 authority	 but	 also	 through	 his
betrayal,	rejection,	ignominy	and	death.

Significant	 for	 our	 purposes	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 this	 twofold	 structure	 of	 the
Gospel	is	evoked	by	the	taunts	of	the	chief	priests	and	scribes	as	Jesus	hangs
on	the	cross:	‘He	saved	others;	he	cannot	save	himself’	(15:31).	For	readers	of
Mark,	 the	words	 are	 ironic,	 since	 it	 is	 precisely	 by	 not	 saving	 himself	 that
Jesus	 is	saving	others.	But	 the	words	also	highlight	 the	fact	 that,	 in	 the	first
part	 of	 the	 Gospel,	 Jesus	 saved	 others	 by	 acts	 of	 evident	 divine	 power,
whereas	his	path	to	death	follows	a	different	course.

The	placing	of	 the	 transfiguration	 in	 the	overlap	between	 the	 two	parts	 is
also	significant,	as	we	shall	see	in	the	next	section.
1.2.2.	Three	revelatory	events

The	 two	 parts	 of	 the	 Gospel	 narrative	 are	 framed	 by	 three	 key	 events	 of
revelation,	one	at	the	outset	of	the	first	part,	one	at	the	transition	between	the
two,	and	one	at	the	conclusion	of	the	second	part	and	the	climax	of	the	whole
narrative.	 The	 parallelism	 between	 the	 accounts	 of	 these	 three	 events	 is
striking:37

	



The	transfiguration,	following	Jesus’	saying	about	seeing	the	kingdom	come
with	power	(9:1),	is	a	revelation	of	Jesus	in	the	divine	glory	of	his	messianic
rule.	 It	 could	 form	 a	 natural	 culmination	 of	 the	 first	 part	 of	 the	 Gospel
narrative,	and	this	is	how	Peter	initially	takes	it.	But	Jesus	has	already	begun
to	 teach	 the	disciples	 that	 the	way	 to	 the	kingdom	lies	 through	his	 rejection
and	 death.	 The	 transfiguration	 is	 not	 the	 actual	 arrival	 of	 the	 kingdom	 in
power,	but	only	a	preview	of	what	cannot	happen	until	after	his	passion	and
death.	The	heavenly	voice	provides	 for	 the	disciples	both	 a	 confirmation	of
who	Jesus’	mighty	works	in	the	first	part	of	the	Gospel	narrative	have	shown
him	to	be,	but	also	indicates	that	they	also	still	have	much	to	learn	(‘listen	to
him!’).

The	 verbal	 parallels	 between	 the	 first	 and	 third	 of	 the	 three	 events	 are
closer	 than	 those	 that	 link	 each	 with	 the	 second,	 but	 there	 is	 also	 the
remarkable	difference	that,	whereas	at	the	baptism	and	the	transfiguration	it	is
a	 heavenly	 voice,	 conveying	 the	 words	 of	 the	 Father,	 that	 declares	 the
significance	 of	 what	 has	 been	 revealed,	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 cross	 it	 is	 the
centurion.	Nevertheless,	 these	three	designations	of	Jesus	as	 the	Son	of	God
clearly	belong	in	some	kind	of	sequence.

One	 aspect	 of	 the	 correspondences	of	 the	 events	 can	be	 appreciated	only
when	we	see	that	the	revelatory	event	in	the	third	case	-	the	cry	of	desolation	-
is	an	act	of	identification	of	Jesus	with	the	godforsaken.	Retrospectively,	we
can	 recognize	 that	 so	 also	 was	 the	 baptism.	 In	 submitting	 to	 the	 act	 that
symbolized	 repentance	 and	 forgiveness	 of	 sins,	 Jesus	 identified	 with	 his
people	 in	 their	need	of	such.	The	 transfiguration,	on	 the	other	hand,	 reveals
Jesus	in	the	glory	of	his	divine	identity.
1.3.	The	revelation	of	Jesus’	divine	identity	in	Mark

A	purely	functional	account	of	Jesus’	divinity	in	this	Gospel	is	not	adequate;
rather	 Mark	 shares	 with	 early	 Christian	 writers	 in	 general	 what	 I	 have
elsewhere	 called	 a	Christology	of	divine	 identity.38	This	 is	 already	 clear	 in
the	 carefully	 crafted	 conflated	 quotation	 from	 the	 prophets	 that	 forms	 the



prologue	 to	Mark’s	 narrative	 (1:2-3).	 The	 parallelism	 of	 ‘your	 [i.e.	 Jesus’]
way’	 and	 ‘the	 way	 of	 the	 Lord’	 (where	 ‘Lord’	 represents	 the	 divine	 name
YHWH	in	the	text	of	Isa.	40:3)	is	an	instance	of	the	common	early	Christian
practice	of	applying	to	Jesus	Old	Testament	texts	that	use	the	divine	name.39
God’s	name	refers,	not	to	divine	functions,	but	to	the	unique	divine	identity.
Jesus,	 according	 to	Mark,	 participates	 in	 this	 unique	 identity	 of	 the	God	 of
Israel.	Mark	is	often	credited	with	a	messianic	secret,	but	his	narrative,	in	fact,
contains	a	more	profound	secret:	that	of	Jesus’	divine	identity.

Throughout	 the	 narrative,	Mark	 provides	 indications	 for	 his	 readers	 that
Jesus	 does	 not	merely	 act	 on	God’s	 behalf,	 as	 the	messianic	 king	might	 be
expected	 to	 do,	 but	 actually	 belongs	 to	 the	 divine	 identity.4°	 It	 is	 doubtful
whether	anyone	within	the	narrative,	other	than	the	demons,	really	perceives
this,	and	so,	after	the	prologue,	Mark	does	not	state	it	outright	but	implies	it
for	 readers	 as	 the	 true	 implication	 of	 what	 Jesus	 or	 others	 say.41	 The
culmination	 of	 these	 indications	 comes	 in	 Jesus’	 words	 to	 the	 high	 priest
(14:62),	 where	 Jesus’	 claim	 to	 be	 seated	 beside	 God	 on	 the	 cosmic	 throne
from	 which	 God	 rules	 all	 things	 can	 only	 be,	 from	 a	 Jewish	 theological
perspective,	 a	 claim	 to	 share	 in	 the	 unique	 divine	 identity	 of	 the	God	who
alone	rules	over	all	things.

The	title	‘Son	of	God’	is	rare	in	Mark	and	by	no	means	merely	synonymous
with’Messiah,	though	he	knows	that	others	could	use	it	in	that	sense	(14:61)
42	For	Mark,	the	title	indicates	Jesus’	unique	relationship	to	God	as	one	who
participates	 in	 the	 divine	 identity.	 It	 features	 in	 the	 words	 of	 the	 heavenly
voice	at	the	baptism	and	the	transfiguration,	and	the	demons	recognize	Jesus’
divine	sonship	(3:11;	5:7),	but,	apart	from	the	high	priest,	no	human	uses	the
term	 until	 the	 centurion	 at	 the	 cross,	 perceiving	 how	 Jesus	 dies,	 declares:
‘Truly	 this	 man	 was	 a/the	 son	 of	 God.’	 The	 Greek	 is	 ambiguous,	 and	 the
centurion,	as	a	pagan,	may	appropriately	be	thought	to	recognize	Jesus	not	as
the	 unique	 Son	 of	 God,	 but	 merely	 a	 son.	 But	 Mark	 has	 not	 placed	 this
christological	confession	at	the	climax	of	his	narrative	in	order	to	highlight	no
more	 than	 this	weak	pagan	 sense	of	 divinity.	Whatever	 the	 centurion	might
credibly	have	meant	in	a	merely	historical	reading,	in	the	light	of	the	rest	of
the	Gospel	his	words	tell	the	readers	far	more.

The	significance	of	‘Son	of	God,	together	with	the	parallelism	of	the	three
key	revelatory	events,	means	that	Jesus’	divine	identity	is	revealed	not	only	in
his	deeds	of	divine	authority,	nor	merely	in	his	coming	participation	in	God’s
cosmic	rule,	but	also	in	his	godforsaken	death.	Like	the	narrative	as	a	whole,
this	last	event	reveals	-	indeed,	actually	is	-	Jesus’	way	to	the	kingdom	and	at
the	 same	 time,	 inseparably,	 who	 Jesus	 is.	 This	 point	 of	 his	 radical
identification	with	those	who	suffer	and	die	in	God’s	absence	is	actually	the



climax	of	the	revelation	of	his	divine	identity.	Mark’s	Jesus	is	no	less	divine
in	his	identification	with	the	godforsaken	than	he	is	in	his	exercise	of	divine
authority	 or	 the	 coming	 theophany	 of	 his	 divine	 glory.	 Moreover,	 it	 is	 his
selfidentification	with	the	godforsaken	in	his	death	that	finally	brings	a	human
being	to	recognize	his	divine	identity.
1.4.	Mark’s	narrative	of	Jesus’	death

Mark’s	presentation	of	the	death	of	Jesus	is	remarkable	for	the	exclusiveness
with	 which	 it	 focuses	 on	 Jesus’	 godforsakenness.	 In	 the	 whole	 passion
narrative,	 from	 the	 Last	 Supper	 onwards,	 there	 is	 a	 crescendo	 of
forsakenness43	that	prepares	for	this	presentation	of	Jesus’	death.	In	the	wake
of	his	abandonment	by	friends	and	disciples,	Jewish	and	Roman	authorities,
the	theological	heart	of	this	abandonment	emerges	in	its	own	right	with	Jesus’
crucifixion.	 The	 mockery	 that	 fills	 the	 first	 three	 hours	 in	 Mark’s	 account
(15:29-32)	throws	Jesus’	godforsakenness	in	his	face.	There	follow	the	three
hours	 of	 darkness	 (15:33),	 in	 which	 the	 bystanders	 are	 silent	 and	 Jesus	 is
alone	with	the	absence	of	God.	In	the	end,	Jesus	summons	all	his	remaining
strength	 to	 voice	 the	 great	 cry	 of	 desolation	 (15:34,	 37)	 44	 Its	 loudness
perhaps	matches	the	universality	of	the	darkness:	Jesus	himself	acknowledges
his	godforsakenness	for	all	to	hear,	while,	at	the	same	time,	he	prays	to	God
out	 of	 it.	 The	 incident	 that	 follows,	when	 someone	 thinks	 he	 is	 calling	 for
Elijah	 (15:35-36),	 serves	 to	 underline	 Jesus’	 abandonment.	 God	 does	 not
answer.	He	does	not	send	Elijah	to	rescue	Jesus	from	death	just	in	the	nick	of
time.

The	 rending	 of	 the	 veil	 of	 the	 temple,	 if	 we	 read	 it	 in	 parallel	 with	 the
rending	of	 the	heavens	 in	Mark’s	account	of	Jesus’	baptism	(1:10),	signifies
revelation.	 It	 signifies	 that	 this	 godforsaken	 death	 is	 the	 climactic	 event	 of
revelation	 in	 the	Gospel	 narrative.	More	 than	 that,	 it	 transfers	 the	 place	 of
God’s	 presence	 from	 its	 hiddenness	 in	 the	 holy	 of	 holies	 to	 the	 openly
godforsaken	 cross	 of	 the	 dead	 Jesus	 “5	 The	 centurion	 does	 not,	 of	 course,
respond	to	the	torn	veil,	which	he	could	not	see,	but	to	what	it	represents:	that
the	 presence	 of	 God	 can	 now	 be	 recognized	 in	 how	 Jesus	 died	 (15:39),
godforsaken	 and	 yet	 faithful	 to	 his	 God.	 The	 centurion	 represents	 all	 the
godforsaken	who	 find	 the	presence	of	God	 in	 Jesus’	 self-identification	with
them,	the	godforsaken.

2.	Brief	Theological	Reflections

(1)	 In	 the	 light	 of	 Jesus’	 divine	 sonship,	 the	 cross	 is	 God’s	 act	 of
selfidentification	with	all	people	in	that	extremity	of	the	human	condition	and
that	heart	of	all	suffering	that	is	the	absence	of	God.	It	is	the	furthest	point	to
which	God’s	self-giving	love	in	incarnation	goes.	We	must	be	careful	not	to



weaken	 the	 force	 of	 this	 statement	 by	 seeing	 the	 cross	 as	 merely	 an
illustration	 of	 God’s	 self-identification	 with	 the	 godforsaken	 or	 even	 an
instance	of	it.	In	its	unique	particularity	as	the	godforsaken	death	of	this	man
Jesus	 on	 the	 cross,	 it	 is	 God’s	 unique	 act	 of	 selfidentification	 with	 the
godforsaken.	 It	 does	 not	 simply	 reveal	 God’s	 passionate	 love	 for	 the
godforsaken;	 it	 reveals	 what	 it	 itself	 is:	 God’s	 unique	 and	 particular	 act	 of
self-giving	love	for	the	godforsaken	46

(2)	For	the	cross	to	be	the	act	of	God’s	love	for	the	godforsaken,	it	is	essential
to	 recognize	 both	 that	 the	 godforsakenness	 of	 Jesus	 is	 quite	 concretely	 real
and	also	that	both	Jesus	and	the	Father	remain	faithful	to	each	other.	In	crying
out	 to	God	 from	 his	 abandonment,	 Jesus,	 desperately	we	must	 suppose	 but
really,	trusts	God	to	be	still	his	God,	the	‘my	God,	my	God’	of	the	cry.47	The
Father’s	 faithfulness	 to	 Jesus	 is,	 indeed,	 contradicted	 by	 Jesus’	 death,	 but
reaffirmed	 in	 his	 raising	 Jesus	 from	 the	 dead.	 For	God	 to	 identify	with	 the
godforsaken,	to	share	their	suffering	in	the	absence	of	God,	this	contradiction
is	 necessary.	 It	 constitutes	 the	 radical	 nature	 of	God’s	 self-giving	 love.	But
only	 because	 Jesus	 and	 the	 Father	 remain	 faithful	 to	 each	 other	 can	 Jesus’
forsakenness	be	God’s	self-identification	with	the	godforsaken.

(3)	God	redeems	and	renews	humanity	in	this	way,	by	entering	the	situation
of	humanity	at	the	deepest	level	of	the	human	plight:	the	absence	of	God.	In
the	light	of	 the	psalms	of	lament,	we	may	see	humanity	as	godforsaken,	not
only	because,	as	sinners,	humans	suffer	their	own	forsaking	of	God,	but	also
because	 those	 who	 suffer,	 for	 whatever	 reason,	 are	 left	 by	 God	 to	 suffer.
Soteriology	should	encompass	both	these	aspects	of	human	godforsakenness.

(4)	 I	 spoke	 of	 the	 secret	 of	 Jesus’	 divine	 identity	 in	 Mark’s	 narrative;	 we
might	also	speak	of	the	hiddenness	of	God	in	this	story.	As	the	story	nears	its
provisional	end,	the	death	of	Jesus,	so	God	becomes	less	and	less	evident	in	it,
and	yet	paradoxically	the	godforsaken	death	of	Jesus	is	the	climactic	event	of
revelation	 in	 this	 Gospel’s	 story.”	 This	 paradox	 is	 entailed	 by	 the	 fact	 that
God,	in	self-giving	love	for	humanity,	has	chosen	to	be	most	truly	Godself	in
self-identification	with	the	godforsaken.

(5)	 Although	 the	 centurion	 already	 recognizes	 God’s	 salvific	 presence	 in
Jesus’	 godforsaken	 death,	 we	 could	 scarcely	 do	 so	 were	 it	 not	 for	 the
resurrection.	This	puts	the	cross	in	the	context	of	an	eschatological	story	that
is	not	finished	until	the	coming	of	the	kingdom	in	power.
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In	 1998	 I	 published	 a	 small	 book	 entitled	God	Crucified:	Monotheism	 and
Christology	in	the	New	Testa

The	 key	 question	 this	 book	 addresses	 is	 the	 relationship	 between	 Jewish
monotheism	-	the	Jewish	mono

Simplifying	somewhat	the	range	of	views	for	the	sake	of	illustration,	one	can
identify	two	main	appr

Testament	 Christology	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 an	 intelligibly	 Jewish
development.’

Before	 proceeding	 to	 argue	 this	 view,	 I	 wish	 to	 make	 two	 brief	 general
criticisms	of	the	way	the	dis

This	kind	of	practical	monotheism,	requiring	a	whole	pattern	of	daily	life	and
cultic	worship	formed

necessarily	a	notion	precisely	the	same	as	modern	ideas	of	personal	identity,
but	is	nevertheless	cl

his	 character	 to	 Israel.	 Through	 much	 of	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible,	 YHWH	 is
identified	as	the	God	who	brought

they	wished	to	identify	God	as	unique.	To	our	question,	‘In	what	did	Second
Temple	Judaism	consider

and	sole	Ruler	of	all	things.9



The	emphasis	on	God’s	uniqueness	as	Creator	and	sovereign	Ruler	of	history
occurs	in	the	Hebrew	Bibl

Both	 these	 aspects	 of	 God’s	 unique	 identity	 are	 aspects	 of	 his	 absolute
supremacy	over	all	things,	a

God	 alone	 brought	 all	 other	 beings	 into	 existence.	 God	 had	 no	 helper,
assistant	or	servant	to	assi

In	 his	 sovereignty	 over	 the	 universe	 and	 history,	 however,	 God,	 of	 course,
employs	servants,	especia

The	 supremacy	 of	 God	 is	 frequently	 depicted	 in	 the	 evidently	 powerful
imagery	of	height.	God’s	gre

in	which	his	glorious	angelic	servants	sing	his	praise	and	do	his	will.	Even	the
most	exalted	ange

Alongside	 these	 two	principal	ways	 of	 characterizing	God’s	 unique	 identity
we	must	set	an	indication

God	must	be	worshipped;	no	other	being	may	be	worshipped	.17

The	 pervasive	 concern	 of	 Jews	 in	 the	 Second	 Temple	 period	 for	 the
uniqueness	of	their	God	can	be	s

From	 all	 nonJews	 who	 believed	 in	 or	 worshipped	 a	 high	 god	 but	 never
supposed	this	to	be	incompatib

Some	recent	argument	has	tended	to	the	position	that	the	exclusive	worship	of
the	one	God	is	really

Hence,	in	Second	Temple	Judaism,	monolatry	was	not	a	substitute	for	the	lack
of	a	clear	concept	of	d

On	the	other	hand,	when	some	Hellenistic	philosophical	accounts	of	the	one
supreme	God	as	the	sole	s

Two	 categories	 of	 intermediary	 figures	 can	 be	 distinguished.	One	 has	 been
called	principal	angels	an

Applying	our	criteria,	 there	is	no	suggestion,	anywhere	in	the	literature,	 that
principal	angels	or

With	 regard	 to	 God’s	 sovereignty	 over	 the	 cosmos,	 Second	 Temple	 Jewish
literature	does	certainly	e

who	form	a	kind	of	council	of	chief	ministers	of	state,	each	in	charge	of	some
major	aspect	of	the

cosmos.27



In	my	view,	such	a	figure	appears	in	very	few28

of	 the	 texts.	 A	 less	 than	 careful	 reading	 of	 the	 texts	 has	 mistakenly
manufactured	such	a	figure.

The	most	exalted	angels	serve	God;	 they	do	not	participate	 in	his	 rule.	Two
features,	among	others,

Secondly,	 not	 only	 are	 they	 never	 worshipped,	 but	 they	 explicitly	 reject
worship.	They	are	portray

There	 is	one	exception	which	proves	 the	rule.	 In	 the	Parables	of	Enoch,	 the
Son	of	Man	will	in	the	f

He	will	also	be	worshipped.33

Here	we	have	a	sole	example	of	an	angelic	figure	or	exalted	patriarch	who	has
been	included	in	the

The	 second	 category	 of	 intermediary	 figures	 -	 personifications	 or
hypostatizations	of	aspects	of	God

sometimes	interchangeably.36

God	created	without	assistance	of	any	kind.37

2	Enoch	33:4,	in	an	echo	of	Deutero-Isaiah	(Isa.	40:13),33
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