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Preface

The topic of Christ and creation has occupied my thinking one way
or another for the past decade. I had the opportunity to pull these
thoughts together during a sabbatical leave granted to me by Gor-
don-Conwell Theological Seminary in 2006-7. I am grateful to the
Trustees and administration for their generosity in offering the
sabbatical, and to my colleagues for covering my course load in my
absence. The research was carried out at St Mary’s College in the
University of St Andrews in Scotland. My thanks to all the staff and
students of St Mary’s (particularly my associates in the Black room)
whose hospitality made the year so delightful for myself and my
family.

Special thanks to Richard Bauckham, who supported this project
throughout and commented extensively on the manuscript, and to
Larry Hurtado, who offered many critical insights on my argument.
The research would have been impossible without the assistance of
the invaluable James Darlack, reference librarian at Gordon-Conwell,
with assistance from Christopher Weaver. I am equally indebted to
my research assistant, Elisa Stern, for her painstaking labors in
preparing the manuscript, and to Elizabeth Robottom of Oxford
University Press for her continual help throughout the publishing
process.

My greatest debts are to my family, whose support made my labor
possible: my parents and siblings, my children, Siobhan, Patrick,
Keanu, and Daniel, and above all my wife Ariana, without whose
help none of this would have been possible.

Finally, it is only fitting in introducing a book of this nature to
acknowledge that all our creative activity is in fact (to use Tolkien’s
term) subcreation; and so I conclude with thanks to the God who is
‘over all and through all and in all’ (Eph. 4: 6).
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Introduction

Of all the statements made about Jesus Christ in the New Testament,
the assertion that God made the world ‘through him’ (1 Cor. 8: 6;
Col. 1: 15-20; John 1: 1-3, Heb. 1: 2) is surely one of the most
enigmatic.' It is a difficult task to think together a Jewish craftsman
from Nazareth and the creator of the cosmos. It becomes more
difficult still when the passages in question give very little hint as to
how the belief arose, or precisely what it was thought to mean. Like
Melchizedek, the doctrine emerges ‘without father, without mother,
without genealogy’ (Heb. 7: 3), and seems to disappear almost im-
mediately after its introduction.

Yet the doctrine has an importance that far outweighs its
relatively scant appearances in the New Testament. The teaching
appears across a wide range of New Testament texts, and the very
fact that it emerges without explanation indicates that it was almost
taken for granted as an integral part of the gospel proclamation.
Depending on what one makes of the structure and provenance of
Col. 1: 15-20, it may even have formed part of the early Church’s
hymnody. Most importantly, placing Christ in the role of creator
was one of the most dramatic ways early Christians could include
Jesus within the divine identity and distinguish him from created
beings.” It is little wonder that Jesus role in creation has sparked

! Biblical translations are my own unless specified.

2 See esp. Richard Bauckham, God Crucified (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans,
1998), 1-22; cf. Martin Hengel, Der Sohn Gottes (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1975),
118-19.
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ongoing reflection in systematic theology throughout the history of
the Church.’

The goal of the present study is to reconstruct the theological
framework within which such an extraordinary assertion could be
made. Most scholarship has been content to say that Christ was
for a variety of reasons equated with Wisdom, and that the creative
role of Wisdom came along as part of the package. But granted
the (possible) role of Wisdom speculation in the history of the
doctrine, the bare statement ‘Christ is Wisdom’ raises as many ques-
tions as it answers. Precisely how, and why, would a Galilean rabbi
be so definitively linked with the Wisdom of God? How does one
easily slide from an abstract principle to a human being of the very
recent past? If one is inclined, as I am not, to believe that early
Judaism widely embraced a ‘hypostatic’ figure of Wisdom, what
happens to this shadowy figure after she, or it, is replaced by Jesus?

To answer these questions we must return to Jesus himself, and to
the memories of his ministry preserved in the early Church. The
mighty works of Jesus, his proclamation of the kingdom of God, and
the climatic events of the crucifixion and resurrection, clearly marked
him as the definitive agent of God’s redemptive purposes. But these
mighty works could scarcely be divorced from God’s creative acts.
The memories of Jesus preserved in the gospels depict a man who
brings order to the threatening chaotic waters, creates life out of
death, and restores people to their proper place in God’s world. In
Jirgen Moltmann’s elegant formulation, Tesus’ healings are not
supernatural miracles in a natural world. They are the only truly
“natural” thing in a world that is unnatural, demonized, and
wounded’* Reflections on these memories of Jesus, coupled with
the experience of forgiveness and renewal on the part of the early
Church, led to a startling but elegant (theo-)logical conclusion: If the
one true God had sent Jesus the Messiah as the definitive agent of
redemption, and if this redemption was at one level simply the

* Colin Gunton’s The Triune Creator: A Historical and Systematic Study (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998) both provides a survey of the history of the doctrine
of creation (with an emphasis on Christology) and makes a major contribution to its
elucidation.

4 The Way of Jesus Christ (London: SCM, 1990), 69.
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outworking of the project of creation (a view with ample precedent
in the Hebrew Bible and indeed the Ancient Near East in general), it
must be that the Messiah was the agent of creation as well.

Placing such a priority on the memories of Jesus has profound
consequences for our methodology. Many studies assume that the
most important building blocks for Christology must be antecedent
theological or philosophical structures (Philo’s Logos, Jewish Wis-
dom speculation, and so on) which are brought more or less en bloc
into the early Church’s affirmations of Jesus. It is hardly illogical to
look to the past for elements of Christology: the present study will
make ample use of such materials. But our point of departure is Jesus
himself, and his radical redefinition of what Messiahship means. If
the early Church to some extent used prior theological concepts to
help them make sense of Jesus, all the more emphatically they used
Jesus to make sense of prior theological concepts.

Of course, the statement that Jesus was the agent of creation had to
be substantiated, and it could be articulated and developed in a
variety of ways. It is at this point that early Christians would have
turned to the Scriptures as the lens through which the fundamental
insight of Jesus” Schopfungsmittlerschaft must be viewed. This was not
simply a question of finding references to creation in the Bible and
inserting Jesus into them. Rather, the evaluation of texts took place
within what we might call a ‘messianic matrix’ of interpretation. To
take one significant example, Jesus could ‘take over’ the functions of
Wisdom because as the messianic king he could be presumed to be in
possession of God’s Wisdom to the utmost degree.” Numerous
Ancient Near Eastern, biblical, and early Jewish parallels will serve
to reinforce this point.

Finally, articulating this in the Hellenistic world inevitably brought
the doctrine of Jesus’ agency in creation into contact with Greek

5 On Messiah and Wisdom see esp. A. van Roon, ‘The Relation Between Christ
and the Wisdom of God According to Paul’, Novum Testamentum, 16 (1974), 207-39.
While van Roon does not develop these insights in depth with respect to Christ and
creation, he remains one of the few authors who thinks thoroughly through the
relationship of Messiah and Wisdom. Martin Hengel is another who pays attention to
this critical theme; see e.g. his Jesus as Messianic Teacher of Wisdom and the
Beginnings of Christology’, in his Studies in Early Christology (Edinburgh: Clark,
1995), 73-117.
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religious and philosophical conceptions. While the teaching was
rooted in Jewish messianic categories, it was articulated in terms
reminiscent of the ‘prepositional metaphysics’ of the Hellenistic
world. At the very least, it would have been heard by many in the
Hellenistic context against the background of philosophical views of
mediation and agency. As we examine the New Testament texts
closely, we must therefore ascertain to what extent the writers for-
mulated the doctrine of Jesus’ agency in dialogue with the teachings
of Hellenistic philosophical schools.

PRIOR RESEARCH

The three most extensive studies on the topic of Jesus’ Schopfungs-
mittlerschaft are Harald Hegermann’s Die Vorstellung vom Schop-
fungsmittler im Hellenistischen Judentum und Urchristentum;® Hans-
Friedrich Weiss’s Untersuchungen zur Kosmologie des Hellenistischen
und Paliistinischen Judentums, the second half of which is devoted to
the question of Schopfungsmittlerschaft,” and most recently Ronald
Cox’s By the Same Word: Creation and Salvation in Hellenistic Judaism
and Early Christianity® All three share an interest in exploring con-
ceptual backgrounds in Hellenistic philosophy and Hellenistic Juda-
ism, and all are marked by careful assessments of the primary source
material.”

Hegermann, while ostensibly writing about the general idea
of Schiopfungmittlerschaft in early Judaism and Christianity, in fact

® Hegermann, Schopfungsmittler, ed. O. Von Harnack and A. Von Gebhardt, Texte
und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der altchristlichen Literatur, 82 (Berlin: Akade-
mie, 1961).

7 Weiss, Kosmologie, ed. O. Von Harnack and A. Von Gebhardt, Texte und Un-
tersuchungen zur Geschichte der altchristlichen Literatur, 97, (Berlin: Akademie,
1966). Weiss also has a much briefer treatment which deals primarily with some of
the theological issues surrounding the New Testament doctrine of creation: ‘Schop-
fung in Christus’, Die Zeichen der Zeit, 31 (1977), 431-7.

8 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2007).

° There are, of course, studies too numerous to mention devoted to the exegesis of
individual texts, with the literature on Col. 1: 15-20 and John 1 being particularly
extensive. We will note these when we turn to the texts in question.
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focuses almost exclusively on two things: Philo (and ‘his circle;, i.e.,
the Hellenistic synagogue traditions he is thought to have drawn
upon), and the Colossians hymn. He has an extensive discussion of
Philo’s relationship to the mystery religions and Greek cosmology,
followed by a detailed treatment of the Logos in Philo. As for the
Colossians hymn, he sees it as the result of the collision between a
‘Palestinian’ kerygma of world change and judgment, and an earlier
Hellenistic world conception with concerns to bring the transcendent
into contact with the immanent.'® Especially noteworthy are his
arguments that the first strophe of the hymn is pre-Christian, prob-
ably stemming from Hellenistic Jewish circles. Thus, for example, the
words 71s éxxAnoias in Col. 1: 18a are a Pauline interpolation; the
original hymn would have spoken of the figure in question as ‘head of
the cosmos’"!

Weiss sees the New Testament texts on Christ and creation as a
relatively straightforward adaptation of contemporary Jewish
ideas of mediation: ‘Insofern stellt die Vorstellung von Christus
als “Schopfungsmittler”, wie sie im frithen Christentum ausgebil-
det worden ist, nur den Endpunkt einer geschichtlichen Entwick-
lung dar, indem Christus nunmehr die kosmischen Funktionen
der “Weisheit”, des “Logos” und der “Tora” iibernimmt und an
deren Stelle tritt’'* Accordingly, he has extensive discussions of
the mediating roles in creation of Wisdom, Logos, and Torah,
assembling a massive amount of information from Greek philo-
sophy, Hellenistic Jewish writers (Philo in particular), and rabbi-
nical material. His treatment of the New Testament texts, by
contrast, is extremely brief: he touches upon them for about
eight pages before moving on to the views of the early Church.
This is in keeping both with his stated purpose—he is investigat-
ing the cosmology of Hellenistic and Palestinian Judaism, not
early Christianity—and with his supposition that explaining the
background to the New Testament texts is tantamount to ex-
plaining the texts themselves.

Cox’s argument runs on similar lines, though he sees Middle Pla-
tonic intermediary doctrine in particular as the fountainhead of New

10 Hegermann 50-3, 109. u Hegermann 100, 170.
12 Weiss, Untersuchnngen, 7.
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Testament teaching on Christ’s role in creation.'” This intermediary
doctrine was itself mediated to the early Church by Hellenistic Jewish
speculation, with the Wisdom of Solomon and Philo being especially
vivid appropriations of the Greek viewpoint. The New Testament
texts, then, are ‘a fusion of these Platonized Jewish traditions with
Christian eschatological conviction’'* Such a fusion is not necessarily
an elegant one: for Cox, the joints are visible between, for example,
Col. 1: 15-18a and 1: 18b-20, which he terms a ‘relatively uncritical
combination of two different religious traditions, one stemming from
philosophically oriented Greek-speaking Judaism, the other coming
from an eschatalogically oriented early Christian milieu.'?

We are very much indebted to Hegermann, Weiss, and Cox for their
treatment of the Hellenistic and Jewish philosophical milieu. They have
certainly demonstrated interesting verbal and conceptual parallels be-
tween Greek philosophy, the Wisdom tradition, and the New Testa-
ment texts. Their detailed and balanced scholarship will permit us to
move more swiftly over some material (e.g. the Middle Platonists and
Philo) in order to pursue our own thesis. Given the paucity of helps
within the New Testament texts themselves, their account of the origins
of the doctrine cannot be dismissed out of hand.

But there are major issues that these books leave unaddressed. The
first involves the scope of what we might call ‘concerns for cosmic
connection’ in the ancient world. One might get the impression from
these works that a need for mediation between the divine and human
realms was first addressed by Greek philosophers, with Jewish thin-
kers then following in their train. In fact, as we stress in Chapter 3,
such concerns run deep throughout the Ancient Near East.'® Thus,
the fact that two texts exhibit a general concern with bridging the gap

3 The contours of Cox’s argument follow those sketched out by Gregory Sterling
in his essay ‘Prepositional Metaphysics in Jewish Wisdom Speculation and Early
Christian Liturgical Texts, in Studia Philonica Annual, 9 (1997), 219-38. We will
not treat Cox’s final section on Gnostic appropriations of Middle Platonism
(pp. 276-351).

4 Ronald Cox, By the Same Word: Creation and Salvation in Hellenistic Judaism
and Early Christianity (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2007), 354.

'3 Cox 193.

16 Cox, it should be noted, begins his book (p. 1) with a reference to the
‘Chaoskampf of pre-Yahwistic West Semitic religion’, but quickly narrows his focus
to Middle Platonism.
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between God and man hardly demonstrates a genetic relationship.
Rather than imagining that the conceptual stream narrowed from
mediation to Wisdom/Word to Christ, or that Christ was somehow
exchanged for the Word or Wisdom, we must reckon with the
possibility that the New Testament writers were thinking (relatively)
independently about matters of universal concern. Equally troubling
is the central role played by Philo in each of these investigations, even
if ‘Philo’ becomes shorthand for Hellenistic Jewish synagogue tradi-
tions or philosophically informed Judaism in general. Philo’s philo-
sophical and exegetical approach has such marked differences to that
of the New Testament writers that one wonders whether he could
really hold the interpretive key to the doctrine of Christ’s role in
creation.

The final, and most critical, problem is the relative absence of Jesus
Christ from their discussions. By this, I mean precisely the neglect of
the stories about Jesus as the impetus for the doctrine, and the neglect
of Christ/Messiah as the matrix within which the doctrine was
developed. All of the authors make at least a passing mention of
the ‘Christ event), and all affirm the unique twist put on the material
by the New Testament.'” But Jesus the Messiah is not the focal point
of their investigations. The calculus for the present work is almost
precisely the reverse of that found in Hegermann, Weiss, and Cox.
The formal correspondences with Hellenistic and Jewish literature
are of some interest to us, especially as a way of accounting for the
language of the New Testament formulations. But the bulk of our
attention will be devoted to the distinctiveness of the early Church’s
conceptions, as we address what is to me the most pressing question:
How could the role of creator be attributed to Jesus the Messiah?

Some of the themes we will pursue have been sketched out in
shorter works, two of which deserve special mention. The first is
Hugolinus Langkammer’s brief but seminal article, ‘Der Ursprung
des Glaubens an Christus den Schopfungsmittler’.'® Langkammer

7 Note e.g. Cox’s comments on the Incarnation on p. 275, and his mention of
messianic expectation and Hebrews (p. 219); and Hegermann’s notes on the early
Church’s experience of Jesus as Messiah (p. 124).

8 Liber Annuus (Annual of the Studium Biblicum Franciscanum), 18 (1968);
55-93. Even briefer, but still very suggestive, is Franz Mussner, ‘Schépfung in
Christus, in Johannes Feiner and Magnus Lohrer (eds.), Mysterium Salutis: Grundriss
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seeks to give a comprehensive account of the teaching of Jesus as
Schopfungsmittler, taking as his point of departure Jesus himself, and
particularly his self-understanding as the Son of God. While he
admits that philosophical and Wisdom traditions influenced the
outer form of expression (this is for him ‘selbstverstindlich’), he
concludes: ‘Der Glaube an Jesus den Gottesohn ist also dlter als der
Glaube an Christus den Schopfungsmittler und war seinerseits das
ausschlaggebende Motiv fiir die Entstehung der Schopfungsmittle-
rproklamation’'® I would question whether the bare predication of
Jesus’ sonship is sufficient to account for his role in creation, but
Langkammer’s instinct to trace the doctrine back to the accounts of
Jesus’ ministry is of foundational importance, as we will argue in
detail later.

The work perhaps closest in outlook to our own is R. S. Barbour’s
‘Creation, Wisdom, and Christ’?° Barbour admirably balances bib-
lical theology, reflections on Jesus’ ministry, and systematic reflec-
tions in offering what he modestly calls ‘our hints and guesses’ on the
topic. Even more than Langkammer, Barbour roots the doctrine of
Christ’s Schopfungsmittlerschaft in the memories of Jesus’ deeds and
words and his current activity in the Church: ‘Through Him they had
been born anew, through Him there was a new creation; but the
agent of the new creation must be none other than the agent of the
first creation, namely the Wisdom of God>?! Provided we bracket out
the questionable phrase ‘namely the Wisdom of God, this sentence
captures as well as any one of the central thrusts of my argument.*

Heilsgeschichtlicher Dogmatik, ii, Die Heilsgeschichte vor Christus, 2 (Einsiedeln:
Benziger, 1967), 455-61. Hartwig Thyen offers numerous helpful insights in ““In
ihm ist alles geschaffen, was im Himmel und auf Erden ist”: Kosmologische Chris-
tushymnen im Neuen Testament’, in Gerhard Rau, Adolf Martin Ritter, and Hermann
Timm (eds.), Frieden in der Schopfung: Das Naturverstindnis protestantischer Theo-
logie (Guitersloh: Mohn, 1987), 73-91. His comments on the futility of seeking to
reconstruct the ‘original’ hymns behind the NT texts are especially helpful.

'Y Langkammer 78.

20 Richard W. A. McKinney (ed.), Creation, Christ, and Culture: Studies in Honour
of T. F. Torrance (Edinburgh: Clark, 1976), 22-42.

2! Barbour 31.

2 For a more general reflection on the relationship of new and old creation see
N. A. Dahl, ‘Christ, Creation, and the Church’, in W. D. Davies and D. Daube (eds.),
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While our focus is on Christ’s role in primal creation, we cannot
ignore broader Christological discussions. To begin with, the center
of gravity in much ‘historical Jesus’ research has shifted back towards
the Jewish roots of the Jesus movement, with a concomitant increase
of interest in messianic thought in early Judaism and early Chris-
tianity. We will not tackle the question of Jesus’ messianic self-
awareness in this study, but the work of scholars like Martin Hengel,
Ben Meyer, and N. T. Wright encourages us to think more carefully
about the explicitly messianic nature of early Christian belief. Of even
more direct relevance are books which bridge the gap between the life
of Jesus and the witness of the early Church. Richard Bauckham’s
Jesus and the Eyewitnesses argues forcefully for the reliable, controlled
transmission of the gospel stories. If he is correct, and I believe he is,
we may rightly see the Gospels as part of the raw material of
Christian reflection on Jesus, and not merely the finished theological
product.” James Dunn, while pursuing a somewhat different track
from Bauckham, affirms the importance of the Church’s memories of
Jesus in his Jesus Remembered.

Recent decades have also witnessed an increased willingness to
question whether ‘high’ Christology must necessarily be late Chris-
tology. C. E. D. Moule calls into question the ‘evolutionary’ model of
early Christology (which ‘starts with a Palestinian Rabbi and ends
with the divine Lord of a Hellenistic Saviour-cult’) and suggests a
development model in which ‘the various estimates of Jesus [are], in
essence, only attempts to describe what was already there from the
beginning’** Larry Hurtado has argued that the worship of Jesus goes
back to the earliest days of the Church; and that in the context of
Jewish monotheism such worship is the clearest sign of a very high
Christology.”” Bauckham has affirmed and developed this idea,

The Background of the New Testament and Its Eschatology, In Honour of Charles Harold
Dodd (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), 422-43.

2 See Ch. 2, below.

** Moule, The Origin of Christology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1977), 2-3.

% Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2003); One God, One Lord: Early Christian Devotion and
Ancient Jewish Monotheism (Philadelphia, Pa.: Fortress, 1988).
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speaking in terms of Jesus sharing the ‘divine identity’*® He notes

particularly how the ascription of creation to Jesus was one of the
surest ways to locate Jesus on the Godward side of the line separating
God from all created reality.*”

We may also note specialized studies on “‘Wisdom Christology’
One of the aims of this study is to question the hegemony of Wisdom
as the defining category for Christ and creation, and I would thus
highlight two strong critiques of Wisdom Christology: Gordon Fee’s
essay, ‘Wisdom Christology in Paul’®® (the subtitle of which could be,
‘There is None’); and Aquila Lee’s monograph, From Messiah to
Preexistent Son.”® At the same time, we recognize that Wisdom
speculation may have contributed in some ways to the doctrine of
Jesus’ Schopfungsmittlerschaft, and there is much to be gained in the
balanced treatments of Feuillet, Dunn, and Witherington.*

Although our emphasis will be on the historical roots of Christol-
ogy, in the concluding chapter we make a brief foray into the
treatment of our topic in dogmatic theology. This survey of six
theologians past and present (Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, and Athana-
sius on the patristric side; Pannenberg, Moltmann, and Barth for the
modern period) provides insight both into hermeneutical questions
of how the New Testament texts are to be approached, and into how
the doctrine can function in the ongoing life of the Church.

26 Bauckham, God Crucified, p. viii.

27 This in contrast to the assumption of, e.g., Frances Young, that at the time of the
New Testament and patristic periods ‘there was...a common fuzziness about the
distinction between God and everything else’; this alleged ‘fuzziness’ applied equally
to Jews and Christians (Young, ‘Christology and Creation: Towards an Hermeneutic
of Patristic Christology, in T. Merrigan and J. Haers (eds.), The Myriad Christ:
Plurality and the Quest for Unity in Contemporary Christology (Leuven: Leuven
University Press, 2000), 193).

%8 In his To What End Exegesis? Essays Textual, Exegetical, and Theological (Cam-
bridge: Eerdmans/Vancouver: Regent College, 2001), 351-78.

2% Wissunt zum Neuen Testament, 2/192 (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005).

0" A. Feuillet, Le Christ, sagesse de Dieu: d’apres les épitres pauliniennes (Paris:
LeCoffre, 1966); James D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making, 2nd edn. (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2003) and The Christ and the Spirit: Collected Essays of
James D. G. Dunn, i. Christology (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998); Ben
Witherington, Jesus the Sage: The Pilgrimage of Wisdom (Minneapolis, Minn.: For-
tress, 2000).
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APPROACHING THE QUESTION

There is a need, then, to reexamine the question of Jesus’ role in
primal creation. As in any act of New Testament interpretation,
one’s point of departure tends to determine one’s destination.
This is particularly true with respect to Jesus’ role in creation.
The ‘prepositional theology’ of the Hellenistic world may yield
parallels to the ‘in him’ and ‘through him’ formulas, and con-
ceptual similarities may be seen as far back as the creation
literature of the Ancient Near East. One can therefore make
something of a case that the New Testament writers were taking
preexistent categories of creation mediation and placing them
onto Christ in an attempt to quickly capture the cosmological
high ground. If this seems too radical, Philo and the Wisdom of
Solomon provide a kind of halfway house, a place where Jewish
and Graeco-Roman concepts of creation had already met and
could thus be appropriated for use by other Jews interested in
articulating their faith in the broader intellectual milieu. Still
others may feel that the texts can be adequately explained with
reference to the Bible itself, with only a minimum of ‘interfer-
ence’ from the outside world. A defense of the particular line of
development I am suggesting is therefore in order.

As noted above, we will begin by looking at Jesus himself, or,
more precisely, the memories of Jesus in the early Church. This
may seem to some to be a fairly self-evident place to start, but
the fact that numerous studies begin and end elsewhere with
little or no mention of Jesus’ public ministry indicates that even
this move requires some justification. Questions still arise, for
instance, as to the extent that Paul had any interest in the
‘historical Jesus’. It is easy at the remove of two millennia to
imagine that he was free to take Christ as a mere brand name,
and then fill it with whatever content might be thought to sell
best in the Mediterranean marketplace. But it is very doubtful
that such a move could be made so easily when the predicates of
this Messiah were inextricably linked with a known figure who
had lived only a few decades before.
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What, for example, did Paul teach during his months and years
ministering in Corinth or Philippi or Thessalonica?’’ Certainly he
taught the significance of Christ’s death and resurrection—but even
this has an inescapably narrative aspect to it. Paul must have spent a
significant amount of time rehearsing the stories of Jesus for his
audience. Accounts of Jesus’ wonder-working activities would have
been a critical part of any early Christian apologetic strategy, and
Jesus® distinctive teachings on Torah (see esp. Rom. 12-15) would
have been indispensable for Paul’s dialogue with diaspora synago-
gues. As James Dunn says:

But if the Gospels tell us anything they surely tell us that the first Christians
felt the need to explain themselves by telling stories about Jesus, what he said
and what he did...Paul was careful to refer his churches back to such
foundation traditions on several occasions; the evidence is hardly to be
explained as references solely to kerygmatic or confessional formulae.
Rather, we find that it includes community tradition. . .teaching on how
the new converts should live. .. and traditions of Jesus in accordance with
which they should conduct their lives*?

Jesus was the Christ, and the Christ was Jesus. Whatever one
wished to say about Christ as the heavenly Son of God had to be
spoken in conjunction with the earthly history of Jesus, and it was
this earthly history of Jesus that served as the ground for subsequent
Christological reflection. A more thorough defense of the use of the
four canonical gospels will follow in the next chapter. Suffice it to say
for now: If there are in the tradition memories of Jesus’ deeds and

1 See e.g. James D. G. Dunn, Jesus Remembered: Christianity in the Making (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2003), 184: ‘[W]e have to assume a wider knowledge of the
Jesus story among the recipients of Paul’s letters, which his auditors would be able to
draw upon to bridge the “gaps of indeterminacy” in his letters. Dunn argues that
Jesus traditions are typically not labeled in early Christian letters because they form
an ‘insider’s language’ in which it is precisely the ‘recognition of the code word or
allusion which gives the insider-language its bonding effect’ (p. 183).

32 Dunn, Jesus Remembered, 176; cf. pp- 174-84. See also e.g. Christian Stettler, Der
Kolosserhymnus, Wissunt zum Neuen Testament, 2/131 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck,
2000), 335: ‘Die (heils-)geschichliche Erfahrung von Leben, Sithnentod und Aufer-
stehung Jesu gehe der Erkenntnis tiber seine Priexistenz und Schopfungsmittlershaft
voraus ... Dann wire die erste Strophe ein Beispiel fiir das von Martin Hengel
formulierte Prinzip: “Nur wer {iber den Anfang verfiigt, hat das Ganze. Der Anfang
miifite daher vom Ende her beleuchtet werden”’.
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words which relate meaningfully to his agency in creation—and
there undoubtedly are—these should form the most natural point
of departure for all subsequent investigation.

These traditions take on added importance in light of the magni-
tude of what was being ascribed to Christ: the very creation of the
cosmos. It seems incredible to me that Paul and others could make
this claim about a figure of the very recent past without producing
considerable evidence to back it up. We might indeed wish to have
more overt references to Jesus’ public ministry in the epistles; but the
idea that they proclaimed Christ as creator to these congregations
with no mention of his mighty works and his ongoing ministry
through the Spirit seems to me untenable.

Naturally linked with this would be the early Church’s experiences
of Jesus as exalted Lord.” First-century Christians clearly believed
themselves to be experiencing through the Spirit of Christ the same
dynamic work of renewal that characterized Jesus’ own ministry,
replete with prophetic speech and deeds of power. This, too, would
form part of the raw material for thinking about Jesus’ role not only
in eschatology, but also protology.

The idea that this thinking should primarily take the shape of
biblical reflection should likewise be readily acceptable. A vast and
growing body of scholarly literature has shown the pervasive use of
the Old Testament in the New. While the particular exegetical meth-
ods employed may often differ from contemporary ones, there can be
little doubt that early Christians felt compelled to defend and explain
their affirmations about Jesus by means of the Scriptures.

This general principle takes on a special sharpness in the case of
the texts concerning Jesus as agent of creation. It is critical to note
that the Graeco-Roman formulas adduced as parallels are themselves
summary statements, or even slogans, for particular religious and
philosophical views. This means that they cannot be understood
without careful reference to the intellectual systems out of which
they emerge. In the same way, the terse New Testament statements
about Jesus’ agency in creation must first be read against the back-
ground of the religious community in which they emerged.

33 See esp. Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ.
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More debatable, perhaps, is the contention that this biblical reflec-
tion centered precisely on Jesus’ status as Messiah. This can hardly be
proved beyond refutation, but taking Messiah as the starting point
has much to commend it. One often overlooked point is the sheer
number of times Jesus is referred to as Messiah or Xpio7ds through-
out the New Testament. Such regular and explicit designations far
outweigh, to take one significant example, the few, cryptic, or even
dubious, allusions to Jesus as Wisdom.

Many, of course, will assume Christ had long since become a mere
name by the time the New Testament was written.’* But this seems
exceedingly unlikely. Consider again the case of Paul. The idea that a
Pharisee (or ex-Pharisee) could casually employ the term Messiah
without importing much theological significance into the designa-
tion beggars belief. It is equally doubtful that this same Pharisee
could invite Gentiles to give worship to, and to risk their reputations
and their lives for, ‘the Smeared One’ (as Hengel renders Xpio7ds),
with no particular explanation as to what this strange title might
imply. It does not follow that every time Paul employs the term
Xpiorés we need to scramble to find some relevant ‘messianic’
proof text from the Old Testament or early Judaism. It does mean
that Paul’s theological reflection would be thoroughly messianic, and
that he wished his readers to see the center of history in the life,
death, resurrection, and return of ‘Messiah’.

For the reasons noted above, I have placed the discussion of the
Graeco-Roman material after the Jewish and Christian chapter. This
does imply that there is a fundamental integrity to the early Christian
proclamation of Jesus’ agency in creation which distinguishes it from
its Hellenistic counterparts. It should not imply that the doctrine
only emerged into the wider world after a pristine gestation in a
Jewish—Christian matrix unaffected by Hellenism. Debates may exist
as to the extent to which Palestinian Judaism was shaped by forces in
the Hellenistic world, but few would deny that there was some effect.

** See recently Magnus Zetterholm, ‘Paul and the Missing Messiah’, in Zetterholm
(ed.), The Messiah in Early Judaism and Christianity (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress,
2007), 33-55; e.g. p. 37: “To be sure, Paul frequently uses the word christos. .. but
there is almost complete unanimity among scholars that this expression has become a
proper name and that it has lost its messianic overtones almost entirely’
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Any reading of the Septuagint, or any attempt to put the principles of
the gospel into Greek, automatically involved a degree of engagement
with Hellenistic thought and culture. The engagement might be
polemical, or receptive, or anywhere in between, but such an en-
counter was inescapable.

After exegeting the relevant passages in detail, we will conclude, as
noted above, with some gestures towards the significance of our
investigation for systematic theology. The literature on the topic in
dogmatics is in some ways far richer than it is in New Testament
studies, and I do not pretend to have mastered it to the point where
I can adequately account for the historical and theological discussion
that has unfolded in the life of the Church. But it seems fitting to at
least address some of the issues involved as a way of bridging the gap
between the first century and subsequent ones.



2

Memories of Jesus: Creation
in the Gospels

I have argued in the introduction that it is logical to begin with the
Church’s memories of Jesus as we investigate his role as agent of
creation. Even if this logic be granted, however, there remains the
problem of where to find those memories, and what to make of them
once they are found.

The shape of my argument does not necessarily depend on a
particular reconstruction of the ‘historical Jesus. The historicity of
the miracles is indeed important in deciding whether or not the
doctrine is credible. Furthermore, those who on philosophical or
historiographical grounds reject all accounts of the miraculous in the
gospels will no doubt be more inclined to see the stories as later
fabrications of the Church, while those who accept them as accounts
of actual events will be more inclined to see them as formative for
later theology. Nonetheless, our focus here is on the shape of early
Christian theology; we are primarily concerned at this point with
what the Church believed rather than what may or may not have
happened. While it would no doubt be salutary to integrate such
concerns into our discussion, the prologoumena involved make it
doubtful we would ever make it past Galilee, let alone back to the
creation of the world.

Even with this caveat, it might be felt that the gospels are too late,
and too theologically loaded, to constitute any sort of ‘raw material’
for subsequent theological development. But these are not fatal
objections. First of all, if we are interested in learning anything
about this Jesus whom the early Church quickly identified as cosmic
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Lord, there is little choice but to turn to the canonical Gospels. They
may indeed be later than Paul’s epistles, but on most accounts they
were still written within living memory of the events they record,’
and they are certainly earlier than other claimants.” One must of
course acknowledge that the gospels are shaped by theological con-
cerns; but the presence of theological interest hardly necessitates
that the gospel traditions were wholly the product of decades of
tertiary theological work by the early Church. It is important to
remember that the events surrounding a religious figure like Jesus
would have been interpreted in a theological matrix the moment they
happened, let alone the first time they were passed along from one
tradent to another. There is no question that at some point a symbiotic
process would have emerged, in which the stories which had provided
the impetus for the theology were in turn shaped by that same theology.
But the memories of Jesus remain prior both temporally and in terms
of the development of the doctrine of Jesus as agent of creation.

This is borne out by the gospel passages we will examine below.
The miracle accounts in the Synoptics, not simply those in John, give
every evidence of a ‘high’ Christology. The disciples and the crowds
may speculate as to Jesus’ identity, but the writers themselves are firm
in their conviction that he is the Christ, the unique Son of God. To
this extent, one may speak of them as finished theological products
rather than raw material. But with respect to the precise matter of
Jesus’ agency in the creation of the world, they still serve as founda-
tion rather than superstructure. The stories and attendant commen-
tary by the gospel writers never make this teaching explicit (John 9
comes the closest) as they do in the more general cases of Jesus’
divine sonship or his consequent authority over the Church and the

! For the dating of the Gospels, and their generic quality as eyewitness accounts,
see esp. Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness
Testimony (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2006).

% 1 remain dubious about the Gospel of Thomas, despite recent attempts (e.g. by
the Jesus Seminar) to raise it to the status of the fifth Gospel; nor am I persuaded by
Crossan’s attempt to prioritize, e.g., the passion narrative of the Gospel of Peter.
Thomas, in any case, lacks much in the way of Jesus’ deeds, which are our chief
concern here, and the statements in it which are perhaps relevant to creation (11, 22,
56, though all are obscure) seem patent attempts to put second-century Gnostic
doctrine on the lips of Jesus.
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world. The formulations of Colossians and the rest remain on the
other side of Jordan.

Some recent studies on the nature of the Gospels further recom-
mend using them in the way we are proposing. Richard Bauckham,
following Samuel Byrskog, has argued at length for the historical
and theological validity of taking these gospels as testimony, rooted
in eyewitness accounts of the ministry of Jesus. He emphasizes
that relying on eyewitness testimony was ‘best practice’ in ancient
historiography, and he draws upon considerable internal and exter-
nal evidence to the effect that the Apostles would have exercised a
controlling influence on the formative memories of Jesus in the early
Church. Bauckham concludes:

The eyewitnesses were still around. They remained the authoritative source
of their traditions. And the impact of the past itself, along with a conviction
that the past history of Jesus mattered as past event, gave stability to their
memories long after the crucial theological developments that took place in
the earliest Christian circles.’

Bauckham is careful to say that this does not imply that what we
have in the Gospels is unprocessed material, the equivalent of a
videotaped courtroom testimony. He acknowledges the presence of
intertextual allusion (especially to the Old Testament) and literary
artistry in the gospel accounts. His account of the stilling of the storm
in Mark 4: 35-41 is relevant to us both by way of methodology and
for its thematic concerns:

This is more than direct memory in that Jesus’ pacification of the storm is
couched in terms that allude to passages in the Hebrew Bible about God’s
subjugation of the waters of chaos (Jesus ‘rebuked’ the wind and said to the
sea ‘Peace! Be still”’). These allusions (Pss. 89: 9-10; 104: 7; 107: 25-29; Job
26: 11-12) place the story in a wider symbolic field of resonance, identifying
Jesus’ command of the destructive power of nature as that of God the
Creator . . . Concrete experience and mythic resonance here converge natu-
rally. So the interpretation does not come in between us and the realistic
character of the story, as interpretation can. The authenticity of the

3 Bauckham, Eyewitnesses 354.
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eyewitness memory, if that is what it is, is not compromised or obscured by
literary contrivance.*

I find his arguments convincing; in any event they pose a serious
challenge to the dogmatic skepticism that has dominated much study
of the Gospels. They provide considerable support for what is, in my
opinion, the intuitively sensible starting point for unearthing the
early Church’s Christology—the memories of Jesus the Messiah.

IN THE BEGINNINGS

Before we turn to the Gospels” accounts of Jesus” public ministry, it
will be helpful to acknowledge up front one critical aspect of their
theological orientation. Each of the evangelists arguably begins his
Gospel by connecting the beginning of Jesus’ ministry with the
beginnings of the cosmos. (We include in ‘beginnings’ here every-
thing up through the temptation in the wilderness, and prior to the
beginning of the ministry proper in Galilee.) Highlighting the theol-
ogy of the evangelists in this way might seem to undercut fairly
completely our assertion that the gospel stories lie at the foundation
of the doctrine of Jesus’ Schopfungsmittlerschaft rather than repre-
senting the end of the process. But this is not the case. The key for our
argument is that the evangelists saw the doctrine of creation as
meaningfully tied to the stories of Jesus that follow. They could
conceivably have entered into the gospel-writing process with a
preexisting theology of Wisdom or cosmic mediation they wished
to impose on the tradition, such that the stories are selected, ar-
ranged, doctored, or even invented to comport with the philosophi-
cal presuppositions. But this again begs the fundamental question:
Why would all of this have been attached to Jesus in particular? It is
vastly preferable to see the creation theology as the flower of medita-
tion on the stories of Jesus’ wonder-working activity. This does not
mean the stories might not be told in such a way as to bring out
various aspects of Wisdom teaching or even, in theory, some Middle

4 Bauckham, Eyewitnesses 504.
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Platonic view of cosmic mediation (though I find that exceedingly
unlikely). But it is the stories that prompt the theology, and not the
other way round.

John’s connection of Jesus and Genesis is so plain as to hardly need
emphasis: ’Ev dpx7 v 6 Adyos. We will return to this text towards the
end of our study, but suffice it to say for now that the mentions of the
Word, the creation, life, and light all draw the reader back to the early
chapters of Genesis, and invite him or her to read Jesus’ story in light
of God’s larger purposes in creation.

Matthew’s introduction makes a similar point, in a somewhat
subtler fashion.” He begins with the words BiB)os yevéoews Incod
XpioTod viod Adavid viod > ABpadu, usually translated (quite reason-
ably) as ‘the book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ’ But it is hard to
miss the association of yevéoews with Genesis, especially when
BiBAos yevésews is most naturally seen as an allusion to Genesis
5: 1t adry 1 BiBAos yevéoews avlpdimwy 5 juépa émoinoer 6 Beos Tov
Adapu. This at least suggests an Adam Christology in which Jesus
represents a new beginning for humanity.® But Gen. 5: 1 itself harks
back to Gen. 2: 4: aditn 7 BiPAos yevéoews obpavod kal yvs 1€ éyévero
7 épa émoincev 6 Beos Tov odpavov kai Ty ynv. This would suggest
that for Matthew, Jesus’ role in the renewal of humanity is predicated
upon his role as cosmic lord. If this seems too obscure, it should be
noted that this is the first in a series of Old Testament allusions in
Matthew where a ‘high Christology’ is revealed only to those who
take the time and effort to investigate the Old Testament texts (see
discussion below).

Mark and Luke arguably make similar points, albeit in still less
overt ways. Mark begins his gospel simply enough: Apxn 7od
evayyellov’Inood Xpiorod, ‘the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ’
Unlike John, Mark does not provide us with the full Septuagint phrase
’Ev dpyx7; nonetheless, the use of apy7 does catch one’s attention. It is

> See Grant Macaskill, Revealed Wisdom and Inaugurated Eschatology in Ancient
Judaism and Early Christianity, supplements to the Journal for the Study of Judaism
(Leiden: Brill, 2007), 119-23.

® The absence of an explicit mention of Adam in the genealogy (contra Luke) does
not argue against this view; Matthew may have deliberately avoided Adam to high-
light the fact that Jesus’ beginning is genuinely de novo and not absolutely dependent
on Adam.



Memories of Jesus 21

likewise noteworthy that this (possible) allusion to Genesis 1 is im-
mediately followed by a compound quotation of Exod. 23: 20, Mal. 3: 1,
and Isa. 40: 3. The Isaiah quotation is particularly important, as Isaiah’s
new exodus forms one of the chief themes of the Gospel of Mark,” and
images of original and new creation permeate Isaiah 40-66. The allu-
sions to creation continue with the mention of baptism in water and by
the Spirit (1: 8), a connection that is enhanced by the emergence of
Jesus out of the water followed by the appearance of the Holy Spirit as a
dove (noting the avian language of Gen. 1: 2, and the dove in the
account of Noah). Finally, Jesus’ temptation is likely brought into
association with Adam with the mention of the wild beasts (1: 13).
The dominion exercised by Adam before the fall returns with the
advent of the Messiah.

Luke’s fairly straightforward dedicatory preface would seem to be
an extremely unlikely place to find allusions to creation. But note the
use of the phrase d=” dpx7s in verse 2: ‘those who from the beginning
were eyewitnesses and servants of the word’ This has the surface
meaning of ‘from the beginning of Jesus’ ministry’ (perhaps by way
of elaborating Mark. 1: 1), and is readily explicable from Hellenistic
literary conventions.® Nonetheless, it is at least worth noting dn’
dpxns was a common way of referring to the beginning of the
world (e.g. Eccles. 3: 11; Wis. 6: 22; 9: 8; 14: 13; Sir. 16: 26; 24: 9;
Isa. 43: 13; Matt. 19: 4, 8; 24: 21).” Most striking is the use of the
phrase in the Johannine epistles, where a fixed distinction between
the beginning of the world and the beginning of the gospel seems
deliberately set aside.'® It would be too much to claim that Luke
evinces a full-blown Johannine theology of the preexistent Messiah in
his introduction, especially since a reference to ‘from the beginning’
would be expected in a work such as Luke’s. But it would be equally
mistaken to ignore the fact that an allusion to Genesis by means of

7 See esp. Rikki E. Watts, Isaiah’s New Exodus in Mark (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Baker, 2000).

8 Bauckham, Eyewitnesses 116-24.

® The messianic prophecy in LXX Mic. 5: 1 (MT 5: 2) is especially striking: af
ééodouL adrod dm dpxis €€ fuepdv alwvos—though it is uncertain whether Luke is
making a direct allusion to this text (but cf. the use of Jesus’ ¢£o0dov in the transfig-
uration account; 9: 31).

10" Gee e.g. 1 John 1: 15 3: 8, 11.
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apxn would fit squarely within early Christian tradition in general,
and gospel writing in particular. That this ‘beginning’ is related to the
‘word’ (adrdmrar kal Smypérar yevéuevor 7ol Adyou, 1: 2) makes it
possible that Luke is making just such an allusion. The life-giving
Word of creation and re-creation is a commonplace in New Testa-
ment writings, from James (1: 18, 21) to Paul (Phil. 2: 16) to Peter
(1 Pet. 1: 23) to the Synoptics (esp. the Parable of the Sower). The
beginning of Luke’s Gospel goes back to the beginning of Jesus’
ministry, but it may point us back further still to the beginning of
all things."!

This may still seem some distance from ‘Jesus is the one through
whom all things were made’. But, like much else in the Gospels, the
‘beginnings’ (in every sense of the word) are questions to be pon-
dered as much as they are statements to be affirmed, and insight may
only emerge after multiple readings or hearings. The gospel stories of
Jesus’ redemptive acts prompt the question “Who is this man?’ The
gospel introductions serve to underscore the point: “‘Who indeed?’.

What, then, had been reported about Jesus that made them frame
their gospels this way? Foremost would be the accounts of his mighty
works: ‘Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God through
mighty works and wonders and signs, which God did through him in
your midst, as you yourselves know’ (Acts 2: 22). The terms ‘mighty
works’, ‘wonders), and ‘signs’ embrace a wide range of phenomena,
from healings to exorcisms to the so-called nature miracles, but
common to them all is Jesus’ remarkable power over the created
order. One can further say that in every instance, save the cursing of
the fig tree, the mighty works serve to restore the creation to its
intended role as a source of blessing. But we cannot confine ourselves
to the works as isolated incidents, dramatic as they may have been.
All of this is remembered to have happened in an atmosphere
charged with eschatological expectation.

' Simon Gathercole, The Pre-existent Son: Recovering the Christologies of Matthew,
Mark, and Luke (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2006), 221-7, following Feuillet,
believes that there may be a Aéyos theology at work in Luke—Acts, though he notes
that most scholars have been unwilling to accept this.
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A WAY IN THE WILDERNESS

We have already touched on the narratives of Jesus’ baptism and
temptations in our earlier section, since many would regard these as
more oriented towards theological instruction than historical mem-
ory. Nonetheless, we can hardly isolate the inauguration of Jesus’
ministry from his initial encounter with John the Baptist, and John’s
evocation of the eschatological re-creation promised in Isaiah 40-66.
The critical text is of course Matt. 3: 3 and parallels, citing Isa. 40: 3:
‘A voice crying in the wilderness, prepare the way of the Lord, make
straight his paths’ While this verse in and of itself does not evoke the
creation account, it is clearly meant to signal the beginning of
the fulfillment of the whole cluster of promises in Isaiah 40-66—
passages which are saturated with creation imagery. One could argue
that the appearance of Isa. 40: 3 is purely redactional, since only the
fourth gospel has these words directly on the lips of the Baptist. But
there is every reason to believe that John saw himself as initiating a
radical renewal of Israel, and that Isaiah 40: 3 would have provided
an important point of departure for his wilderness-based ministry of
baptism and repentance.'? Baptism in the Jordan would have evoked
motifs of exodus and conquest, but even that would be rooted in the
primeval emergence of dry land from the chaos waters. Whatever we
make of the particulars of the story of Jesus’ baptism by John, Jesus
clearly embraces the vision of renewal offered by John and makes it
his own.' In all the Gospels, we are meant to see that Jesus is in
agreement with John’s basic proclamation, even if he may modify or
advance it in certain ways (e.g. deferral of fiery judgment).

The significance of Isaiah 40-66 and its theme of renewal for Jesus’
public ministry is enhanced when we see how Isaiah 61 becomes the
point of departure for Jesus’ kingdom proclamation in Matthew
and Luke. The programmatic importance of Isaiah 61 for the latter

12 See e.g. N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress,
1996).

3 R. T. France makes a good case that water baptism continued to be the means of
iniation into the ‘Jesus movement’ even during Jesus’ public ministry; see France,
‘Jesus the Baptist?’, in Joel Green and Max Turner, (eds.), Jesus of Nazareth: Lord and
Christ (Grand Rapids, Mich.I: Eerdmans, 1994), 94-111.
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is self-evident: the citation in Luke 4 forms the basis for everything
that follows. Matthew’s use of Isaiah 61 is more subtle, but scholars
have long recognized the influence of Isa. 61: 1-10 on the Beatitudes,
which in turn form the basis for the Sermon on the Mount. The
parallels include: good news to poor (Matt. 5: 3/Isa. 61: 1); blessed
are mourners (Matt. 5: 4/Isa. 61: 3); called servants/sons of God
(Matt. 5: 9/Isa. 61: 6); inheriting the land (Matt. 5: 5/Isa. 61: 7);
response of joy (Matt. 5: 12/Isa. 61: 10). The fact that Isaiah 61 shapes
these two Gospels so profoundly, yet in such formally distinct ways,
strongly suggests that it has its roots in Jesus’ own self-understanding
and kingdom proclamation.

NATURE AND NATURE MIRACLES

Before we turn to the nature miracles, it is worth commenting on the
synoptics’ portrayal of Jesus and the natural world.'* There is of
course some danger in looking down the well of history and seeing
Jesus as the glad, green Galilean skipping through the lilies of the field
in hemp-cloth robes. But it is even more misleading to imagine him
as the pale Galilean, devoid of interest in the physical world and
draining others in turn of their zest for living. There is in any case no
mistaking the earthiness of his public ministry. His penchant for
drawing illustrations from nature is well-documented: seeds are
sown, flowers grow, birds have nests and foxes have dens. God’s
kingdom is like a vineyard, and a tree, and the fish in the sea. Jesus
himself spends much of his time in close connection with nature: he
stoops and makes mud to heal the blind, feeds people sitting on green
grass (Mark. 6: 39) and teaches them on mountains and lakesides. He
drinks the fruit of the vine with his disciples, and looks forward to
drinking it again in the kingdom of God (Matt. 26: 29; likely an
allusion to Amos 9: 13: ‘the mountains will drip with sweet wine’).
Jesus’ God likewise is intimately involved with the world he has

4 We include within ‘the natural world’ the interstices of humanity and nature,
e.g. vineyards and wine and fields and bread. Our main goal is to see that Jesus affirms
creation as such, rather than opting for a superior, invisible, purely ‘spiritual’ realm.
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created. God is active in bringing the sun and rain on the just and
unjust alike (Matt. 5: 45). He watches over the sparrows and clothes
the flowers of the field, and he will provide for his people as he does
for the whole creation (Matt. 6: 25-34; 7: 7-11; 10: 29).

None of this means that Jesus necessarily put himself forward as
cosmic sovereign in an easily recognizable fashion. What it does
suggest is that he affirmed the value of the created order, and that
he looked forward to a renewal of that order rather than its annihila-
tion. The caricature of Jesus as a world-denying ascetic owes more to
the desire to make Christianity a Platonism for the masses than to
what we find in the gospels themselves. It would be strange indeed for
the Church to posit Jesus as the creator of a world he thought was
essentially useless.

A Jesus who affirms the natural world, however, is a long way from
a Jesus who created the natural world. It is the memory of Jesus’
mighty works in the world that spurred the development of the
doctrine of his agency in creation. Nowhere is this clearer than in
the accounts of the so-called nature miracles.

We may return first to the story analyzed above by Bauckham: the
stilling of the storm. This illustrates Jesus’ control over nature in
particularly dramatic fashion. While it takes place on the relatively
small scale of the Sea of Galilee, the cosmic implications of the event
become evident in the concluding question of the disciples: “‘Who is
this, then, that the wind and the sea submit to him? (Mark. 4: 41).
The suppressed answer, as has often been noted, lies in a cluster of
Old Testament verses: God is the one who stills the sea, whether at the
exodus (Ps. 105: 9 LXX), or in his ongoing maintenance of the
created order (Pss. 65: 8; 107: 25-32). Ps. 89: 8-9 puts the backdrop
of Jesus’ storm-stilling in the sharpest relief, asking, ‘Lord God of
hosts, who is like you . . . you rule over the rising of the sea’. Echoes of
the creation of the world may have been heard by some, since the
controlling of the chaos waters was an integral part of the initial
ordering of the cosmos. But the synoptic authors do not make the
equation explicit.

Jesus’ other sea miracle, walking on the water, may seem at first a
pale counterpart to the stilling of the storm. Apart from generically
revealing his ‘superhuman powers), the account does not at first seem
to serve any obvious purpose. But scriptural allusion again reveals
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hidden depths in this story.'> Here the clearest parallel is LXX Job 9:
8: ‘the one who stretches out the heavens alone, and walks on the sea
as if it were dry land’ (6 ravdoas Tov 0Vpavoy uovos Kal TEPLTATAV WS
ém’ éddpouvs éml Baldoons; cf. Mark 6: 48 mwepumardv émi Tis
faddoons). That this precise verse from Job may be in view is
supported by the further allusion to Job 9: 11: ‘If he were to go
beyond me, I would not see, and if he passed me (éav wapéAfy) by
I would not know’. This helps explain the curious note in Mark 6: 48,
‘and he meant to pass them by, jjfedev mapefeiv adrovs. With these
allusions in play, the identification of Jesus with YHWH becomes
evident. This is a theophany every bit as much as the storm-stilling.
The fact that several verses in this chapter of Job, including 9: 8 itself,
speak of God’s power as creator enhances its value for our study.

The feeding of the five thousand, recorded in all four gospels,
functions in a very similar way to the sea-miracle accounts. Again,
we have an account of a dramatic but localized miracle, whose deeper
implications emerge only after reflections on Scripture. The feeding
miracle has obvious affinities with Elisha’s activity in 2 Kings 4: 424,
though on a grander scale. But it is likely that associations with the
story of the manna would also have been heard here, even before
John made the connection plain (John. 6: 26-71). If so, another
question from the Psalms can hardly be avoided: ‘Can God spread
a table in the wilderness?” (Ps. 78: 19). Who, then, is Jesus? As with
the stilling of the storm, the echoes of Scripture are clearest from the
stories of God’s interventions to save his people Israel. While working
with a few loaves and fishes does not strictly speaking constitute
creatio ex nihilo, it is not far off.

HEALINGS
In contrast to the relatively scarce accounts of nature miracles, the

healings of Jesus constitute a large proportion of the Gospel narra-
tives. In addition to detailed stories, we have summary statements

15 See the synopsis in Gathercole, Pre-existent Son, 63—64.
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like Matt. 4: 23: ‘And Jesus went about all of Galilee teaching in their
synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing
every illness and debility among the people’. Healings were clearly a
central part of Jesus’ public ministry, and even the most skeptical
observers tend to explain them as psychosomatic experiences rather
than to expunge them from the record entirely. The healings are
interesting for our purposes because explicit ties with creation are
generally lacking in the texts. They represent the inbreaking of the
kingdom, and so their eschatological import is made known (e.g. by
reference to Isa. 61), but they are not directly related to texts in
Genesis or the psalms of creation. At the same time, one can see
how the circulation of such stories would have pushed the Church to
begin thinking of Jesus in terms of protology as well as eschatology.

Among the myriad examples, we may begin with the intertwined
narratives of Jairus’ daughter and the woman with the issue of blood
in Mark 5, one of the literary and spiritual highlights of the Gospel.
Both focus on characters at the periphery of the social order: both
females, both nameless in the narrative, the woman excluded by her
(presumably vaginal) discharge of blood, the girl on the cusp of
womanhood excluded more definitely still by death. There are con-
trasts as well: the girl, whose life began just as the woman’s was
beginning to fall apart, has a family, and an advocate of high status
in her father; the woman is alone and impoverished. They converge
as recipients of the power of God working through Jesus. They are
restored not only to health, but also to family: the woman receives
the name ‘daughter’ from Jesus; the girl returns to the intimate
fellowship of eating and drinking."®

The healing of the leper in Mark 1: 40-5 is another vivid illustra-
tion of the restorative mission of Jesus. The leper’s presenting pro-
blem is not his disease per se, but the uncleanness that necessarily
attends it: ‘If you are willing, you are able to cleanse me’. In addition
to pragmatic concerns for public health, the Levitical code is evi-
dently rooted in the desire for Israel to reflect insofar as is possible
the pristine conditions of the original state of creation. Wholeness
and order are set against mixture and chaos. Thus bodily fluids which

16 We may compare this with the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law in Mark 1: 30-1:
after she was cured of her fever ‘she served them’.
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escape outside their normal confines (semen, menstrual discharge,
etc.) must be regulated, but a body wholly covered with leprosy is
acceptable (Lev. 13: 13).

The accounts of Jesus healing on the Sabbath are particularly
important for us. Sabbath controversies in general play a major
role in the Gospels, and appear to have been a major bone of
contention between Jesus and his opponents. Sabbath healings were
often a trigger for their debates. The interplay with creation themes
comes out most clearly perhaps in the story of the woman who had
been bent over for eighteen years (Luke 13: 10-17). Jesus frees her
from the spirit of infirmity (vv. 11-12), but the synagogue leader
protests that she ought rather to come on some other day to be
healed. Jesus’ response is, I believe, constructed quite carefully. Not
only does he make use of the familiar argument that people routinely
rescue their animals on the Sabbath; he says precisely; ‘Since this is a
daughter of Abraham whom Satan has bound for eighteen years,
should she not be loosed from this chain on the Sabbath day?. The
point is not simply that it is permissible for the woman to be healed
on the Sabbath; rather, it is that the Sabbath is the best possible time
for her to be healed. As long as she is bound by her infirmity, she is
unable to fully participate in the joyous celebration that should mark
the commemoration of God’s completion of creation (cf. Exod. 20:
11). Now that Jesus has brought her back to her intended place in the
created order, she can at last resume genuine Sabbath worship.'”

Equally important is Matthew’s account of the corn-picking in-
cident with its climax, “The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath’ (Matt.
12: 8). This statement is intentionally ambiguous, indicating at one
level that the Sabbath was created for people (collectively ‘the son of
man’), and at another that Jesus as the ultimate Son of Man has the
prerogative to interpret the Sabbath ordinances as he sees fit. This is
high Christology indeed. But Luke’s point, while not as explicit, is
equally radical. Not only is Jesus deciding what activity may or may
not be permitted on the Sabbath; he is acting as the agent of the
creator God who brings things to their completion so that they might
share his Sabbath rest.

17 See Darrell Bock, Luke 9: 51-24: 53 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1996),
1218-19.
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Taken together, the miracle accounts also address the deeper
question of Jesus, the Mosaic Law, and creation. In the first three
instances Jesus’ encounter with the sick person represents a poten-
tially damaging encounter with impurity. The woman with the dis-
charge is subject to the laws of niddah; the girl has corpse impurity;
and the leper is the parade example of the unclean Israelite (Lev. 13:
45). One might imagine, then, that Jesus’ holiness will be compro-
mised by contact with these people. But the re-creative power of God
working through Jesus reverses the usual dynamics. Rather than their
impurity tainting him, his holiness sanctifies them. In the same way,
Jesus’ decision to heal on the Sabbath brings him into a vulnerable
position. But how could it be wrong to do right even—especially—
on the Sabbath?

None of this in and of itself negates the Mosaic Law. Jesus explicitly
instructs the leper, as we have seen, to show himself to the priest in
accordance with the Law. The woman healed on the Sabbath, far
from being freed from the Law, is at last genuinely able to keep it. But
the dramatic inbreaking of God’s power through Jesus does change
the calculus of how to follow God’s ways. No longer is it simply a
question of properly managing life’s ills in a hopelessly broken world.
It is instead a matter of cultivating an openness to receiving new life.
Creative restoration of bodies and relationships trumps mere con-
tainment strategies. In a sense, the words of Jesus in Matthew are
borne out by every layer of the gospel tradition, and particularly by
the healing accounts: ‘T did not come to abolish the Law and the
Prophets, but to fulfill them’ (Matt. 5: 17).18

None of the accounts of Jesus’ healings make sense as a later
invention tailored to induce belief in Jesus as agent of creation. But
they could certainly open up in that direction for theologically aware
readers. Wonder-working activity might take many forms. The de-
piction of Jesus as a healer draws the reader inevitably into the story

' ‘We might include here Jesus’ strictures against divorce, which again pit the
concessions of the Mosaic Law against the ideal of the original creation, which Jesus is
in the process of restoring. Indeed, in my opinion the premise of the entire Sermon on
the Mount is that because God’s creation project is being put back on track through
Jesus, people are now liberated to live in accordance with God’s original purposes and
do not need to limit themselves to the remedial measures available in the Law or later
tradition. For some interesting thoughts in this regard see Macaskill 181-95.
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of the creating and redeeming God of Israel. He is not simply calling
attention to himself, or producing a persuasive advertisement cam-
paign for his ethical program or political platform. He is putting
things back to the way they were supposed to be in the beginning. As
R. S. Barbour says:

[B]ut if those very words and deeds which brought God’s astonishing grace
into the lives of men also corresponded, strangely, with what ordinary men
considered to be natural, normal, and right, and in accordance with the true
constitution of things, then we have the basis for something less question-
able and no less arresting [than mere preexistence]. This man, it might have
been said, not only brings the marvellous newness and freshness of God’s
coming Kingdom (already mysteriously present); he also brings the original,
primal, rightness of things, which any man who is really human can recog-
nize, into focus once more. In Him the old and the new become one without
confusion and without separation; and that is the secret of the Kingdom."®

EXORCISMS

As with the healings, Jesus’ exorcisms were an essential feature of his
public profile.*® Indeed, it is at times hard to distinguish between the
two. This goes not only for those instances, such as the case of the,
apparently, epileptic boy in Luke 9, where moderns see a medical
issue and ancients a spiritual one. There is also ambiguity within the
texts themselves, as in Luke 4: 39. When Jesus ‘rebukes’ (éreri{uncev)
a fever, does this mean the fever is the work of malevolent spirits,
since the same word is used in Luke 9: 42 for the rebuking of the evil
spirit tormenting the epileptic boy? I would say not, since spirits are
not mentioned here; the gospel writers could distinguish lexically
between healings and exorcisms; and émiriudw can be used for any
number of things other than exorcism. But many would disagree.

9 Barbour, ‘Creation, Wisdom and Christ, in W. A. McKinney (ed.), Creation,
Christ, and Culture: Studies in Honour of T. F. Torrance (Edinburgh: Clark, 1976),
31-2.

20 Gee esp. Graham Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist (Tuibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1993).
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What matters for us is that there was no unbridgeable gulf between
healings and exorcisms in the ancient world. Both signaled a unique
authority over threatening forces in the world.

God’s power in creation is linked with his power over demons in
some Jewish texts. The Dead Sea Scrolls provide salient examples. We
may highlight the following text from 11Q11 col. 2: 12:

1 [And you shall say to him: Who] 2 are you? [Did you make the heavens
and] the depths [and everything they hold,] 3 the earth and every[thing
there is upon the] earth? Who has ma[de these portents] 4 and these won
[ders upon the] earth? It is he, yhwh, [the one who] 5 has done a[ll this by
his power,] summoning all the [angels to come to his assistance,] 6 every
[holy se]ed which is in his presence, [and the one who judges] 7 [the sons
of] heaven and [all the] earth [on their account,] because they sent 8 sin
upon [all the earth,] and [evil] upon every ma[n]*!

The story of the Gerasene demoniac in Mark 5 stands as the
consummate illustration of Jesus’ powers over the demonic in the
Synoptics and will serve as our primary point of reference.*” By any
account, the man described in Mark 5 is in a situation of absolute
disaster. Without importing foreign concepts into the text, we may
say that he has been completely engulfed by the forces of chaos. He is
outside the bounds of religion (the spirit/s possessing him is
drdBapros), outside the bounds of his community, and one might
even say outside the bounds of life itself (living among the tombs).
All of this changes after his encounter with Jesus.

As in the case of the nature miracles and healings, the story in
Mark makes no attempt to persuade the reader that Jesus is the
primordial Schipfungsmittler, and so we need not suspect it was
invented or embellished to establish such a claim. At the same

21 The Dead Sea Scrolls Translated, trans. Florentino Garcia Martinez 2nd edn.
(Leiden: Brill, 1996). 4Q511, fr. 30 begins with a mention of God ‘sealing’ (QNIT) the
heavens and the abysses, almost certainly in the act of creation (ll. 1-3) and goes on
to speak of the author’s ability to frighten ‘all the bastard spirits’ (1. 7). In LAB 60
David’s exorcism song is permeated by creation motifs: the demon is enjoined to
remember that he is a created being, subject to God’s all powerful command. Cf.
Testament of Adam 2: 10, 4: 5.

22 Fora lively discussion see Joel Marcus, Mark 1-8, Anchor Yale Bible Commen-
taries (NY: Doubleday, 2000), 347-54.
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time, the story inevitably causes one to think about Jesus’ role with
respect to the cosmos. The Gerasene demoniac sits amidst a perfect
storm of human misery in the world; within him there is an almost
unfathomable concentration of malign spiritual influence. Yet Jesus
not only confronts the surface ills that plague him, but strikes to the
very root of the problem. The implications of all this are put in
especially suggestive fashion in Luke’s account, where the demons
implore Jesus not to send them ‘into the abyss’ (8: 31). The inclusion
of the cosmologically freighted word dBvcsoos indicates the scope of
what is going on in this encounter. The close associations of the
dBvaoos with water,”> meanwhile, assist Luke in explaining the puz-
zling fact that in Mark’s account Jesus appears to accept the demons’
plea bargain for a lighter sentence. In Luke’s account Jesus does in
fact judge them, sending them into the symbolic ‘abyss’ (the lake) as
a sign of their ultimate consignment to the abyss of God’s judg-
ment.**

The theological concerns of the story are enhanced by its redac-
tional setting in the gospels. It is hardly a coincidence that this
exorcism comes hard on the heels of the stilling of the storm. Jesus
is able to deal with chaos at every level, whether natural or super-
natural. We will explore in the next chapter the deep connections
between natural order and social order in the ancient world. Suffice it
to say here that the evangelists were well aware of this way of viewing
reality. We can see a similar juxtaposition of elements in the demon-
possessed boy in Mark 9: 14-29. The ‘spirit’ is the most obvious
threat here, but it is important to note that the spirit attempts to
destroy the boy by throwing him into ‘fire and water’. These are the
most threatening elements in the creation, the ones most liable, so to
speak, to lapse back into the service of chaos. Jesus’ powerful inter-
vention in the spiritual realm saves the boy from inner turmoil, but it
also serves to make him safe in the creation again.

2 This can be traced back into the ancient Greek literature, where it is used
exclusively as an adjective, but often in association with water (e.g. Aristophanes,
Frogs, 137, Suppliant Women, 470; Herodotus, 2: 28), and more importantly in the
LXX, where every use of the word arguably refers to water, whether of springs or the
primordial ocean. Luke plays between this sense of abyss and the contemporary
nuance of holding-tank of evil spirits (e.g. Rev. 9: 1-11; 11Q11, fr. a, 1. 2-6).

24 See Darrell Bock, Luke 1: 1-9: 50 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1994), 775.



Memories of Jesus 33

JOHN

Concerns about ‘theological interference’ in the stories of Jesus
multiply when we turn to the Gospel of John. Even if one puts
considerations of bare historicity aside, we are left with a Gospel
that wears its theology on its sleeve, where virtually every act of Jesus
receives a corresponding theological discourse. The three miracles
that will most concern us—the transformation of the water into
wine, the healing of the man born blind, and the raising of La-
zarus—are absent from the synoptic tradition and thus might be
suspected to be later accretions rather than primitive stories of the
early Church. Finally, John’s Gospel begins with a bald assertion of
Jesus’ agency in creation. The Gospel, in its final form and taken as a
whole, represents the culmination of the early Church’s reflections on
Christ and creation, rather than the inception.25

The problem is not easily resolved, and those disinclined to see
anything by way of historical memory in John are free to regard what
follows as a proleptic appearance of later discussions on the fully-
formed doctrine of Jesus’ Schopfungsmittlerschaft. Indeed, it will be
difficult to discuss the stories without involving to some degree
John’s theological interests. But, without pressing the point too
hard, there remain good reasons to take the stories of Jesus’ mighty
works in John as part of the impetus for this doctrine, not just the
fruit of it. To begin with, I must reiterate the more general point
made earlier: each of the evangelists ties his Christology to memories
of the life of Jesus of Nazareth. John does this no less than the
synoptists. As always, he exhibits a unique perspective on matters;
but it is a perspective that is no less rooted in the historical, social,
and geographical world of first-century Palestine. Jesus spends time
at Capernaum, which we knew from the Synoptics, and at Cana,
which we did not. He engages with named figures (Nathanael, Peter,
Caiaphas, Pilate) in known places (the pool by the sheep gate in
Jerusalem, Pilate’s praetorium). Even the event which causes John the
most problems with modern-day historians, the raising of Lazarus, is

5 The point is strengthened, of course, if one accepts the usual dating of the
Gospel in the nineties.
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put squarely on the map of Judaea: it happens in Bethany, right next
to Jerusalem, with named figures who would have been well known
in the early Church. Far from shrinking back into the ethereal realm,
John puts this most startling of signs at the center of the events
leading up to Jesus’ very public execution.

There seems to be little question that, whatever others might make
of his account, John thought himself to be writing about events that
had actually happened. This is the key for the present argument. The
miracles, as signs, are one of the chief means by which Christ’s
messianic glory is made known in the world. If at the literary level
we move from the Prologue to the events of the recent past, the logic
of John’s theological development is from past to Prologue. John
wishes his readers/hearers to believe that Jesus is the Christ (with all
that entails, including his creative activity) by means of his recitation
of Jesus’ words and deeds (20: 31). It would seem plausible that his
own spiritual journey proceeded on a similar path.

Whatever one makes of the foregoing, we can turn to the stories
themselves with the recognition that their Christological significance
should not be far below the surface. We can begin with the Wedding
at Cana. At a basic level, the transformation of water to wine, like the
synoptic nature miracles, demonstrates Jesus’ unique control over
the natural order. Placing it as the first of Jesus™ signs, however,
indicates that something more is in mind. Jesus is inaugurating the
new creation, replete with a messianic banquet (cf. Amos 9: 11-15).

The healing of the man born blind in John 9 likewise has obvious
similarities to the healing miracles in the Synoptics and thus carries
the same formative theological content. But John makes the over-
tones of re-creation unmistakable in his detailed recitation of the
event. He sets up the reader for this with Jesus’ declaration in 8: 12,
‘T am the light of the world, such that the healing of the blind man in
chapter 9 becomes the proof of this assertion (note the reiteration of
the statement in 9: 5). The allusion to Genesis 1 is of paramount
importance for us. Strictly speaking, the identification of Jesus with
the light does not necessitate that he is the creator. There are a
number of exegetical and theological steps which need to be traversed
before that conclusion can be drawn. Since the same issue surfaces in
all its complexity with the juxtaposition of light and Adyos in the
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Prologue, we will reserve that discussion for our detailed exploration
of John 1 in chapter 10 below.

There is, however, an underappreciated allusion to creation in the
mud used to heal the blind man. Few modern commentators have
been comfortable following Irenaeus’ assertion that the passage casts
Jesus in the role of creator.?® The chief problem is that the creation of
Adam in Genesis 2 uses ‘dust’ (Xoﬁg/"\;ﬂ]) rather than ‘mud’ (John
9: 6: 7Aos/7MAM). But a look at the use of 7yAos in both biblical and
extra-biblical literature shows that it would have been readily under-
standable as the stuff out of which humanity was made. As far back as
Aristophanes humanity could be described as 7mAds.”” In the Bible,
mAos is the ‘clay’ in the repeated assertion that God as creator is the
potter, with humanity being the clay (Isa. 29: 16; 45: 9; Jer. 18: 6; Sir.
33: 18; Rom. 9: 21; cf. Job 10: 9; 33: 6). The lexical analysis supports
Irenaeus: John portrays Jesus as standing firmly in the place of the
creator God, fashioning from the earth new eyes for the man born
blind, bringing his portion of the creation to its intended fullness.

We have already mentioned some of the historical issues sur-
rounding the resurrection of Lazarus. It stands as in many ways the
centerpiece of the Gospel, bringing to a climax Jesus’ wonder-work-
ing ministry, and triggering the events leading up to the crucifixion.
As with the other mighty works, the clearest markers within the text
point towards the eschatological intrusion of God’s kingdom into the
world. Martha affirms that Lazarus will rise on the last day; Jesus
counters that this future reality is already incipiently present in
himself, the resurrection and the life (11: 24-5). Jesus’ call to the
entombed Lazarus is a clear echo of the prophecy of the dry bones in
Ezekiel 37 (underscored by the prior allusion to Ezekiel in John
5: 28-9). But the magnitude of this miracle demands that the reader
probe more deeply into Jesus’ identity and his relationship with the
creator God. Lazarus has been dead four days, and so his call from
the grave is virtually a creatio ex nihilo. Again, chapter 5 of John
provides the appropriate commentary: ‘Just as the Father has life in

26 Adv. Haer. 5. 15. 2, in C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St John, 2nd edn.
(Philadelphia, Pa.: Westminster, 1978), 358 (though Barrett himself finds the sugges-
tion ‘improbable’).

27 Birds, 686; cf. Herodes, Odes, 2. 29.



36 Memories of Jesus

himself, so he has given to the Son to have life in himself. We are
drawn thence back to the Prologue: in him was life (1: 4).

JESUS” WORDS

According to Luke 24: 19, Jesus was remembered as being powerful
not only in deed, but also in word (Svvaros év épyw kal Adyw). While
the memories of his deeds were, I believe, the major impetus behind
the development of the doctrine of Jesus’ agency in creation, some
mention must be made here of the role of his words in that process.
On the surface, the notice in Luke could indicate nothing more than
that Jesus was an effective speaker in the public square, as evidenced
by, for example, his repartee with the Pharisees and Sadducees in
Luke 20. This would of course be essential for any leader in the
ancient world. But Luke, like Matthew and Mark, emphasizes that
Jesus’ speech had a weightiness that transcended mere rhetorical
flourish: he speaks with an authority (év éfoveia v 6 Adyos adrod;
Luke 4: 32) that astonishes people. Such ‘authority’ could refer to the
sheer emotive force of his wise words upon his hearers (as in Luke
4:32), or to the fact that Jesus spoke definitively without reference to
prior authorities (the likely meaning of the contrast between him and
the ‘teachers of the law’ in Matt. 7: 29 at the conclusion of the
Sermon on the Mount). Such authority would certainly tie Jesus
ever closer to God, and thus in a very indirect way lead to speculation
about Jesus’ role in creation.

But Jesus’ é€ovaia was demonstrated above all by the fact that his
words were not empty. He speaks, and things happen; and this brings
us much closer to the idea of his Schopfungsmittlerschaft. ‘What is
this? A new teaching, and with authority. He commands the unclean
spirits and they obey him!” (Mark 1: 27). As often as not, Jesus does
his mighty deeds through his words. He rebukes demons, commands
the winds and waves, speaks words of healing face to face, or at a
distance. There is no gap between his word and his deed. On the one
occasion where it is noted he could do no miracles (Mark 6: 5; more
delicately, ‘he did not do . . ., Matt. 13: 58) we are immediately told it
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was the result of the people’s lack of faith. There is no description of
his word returning to him void.

This remarkable confluence of speech and act may recall the
biblical prophets, and Moses in particular. But the synoptic writers,
no less than John, clearly want the reader to see that it recalls most
clearly God himself. Yet we must reiterate what was said above: Jesus’
words, like the deeds to which they are inextricably tied, are pre-
sented as historical memory. People were powerfully affected by what
he said as well as what he did. The Synoptics only hint at the fact that
the words of Jesus may have been active long before he appeared
proclaiming the kingdom of God in Galilee. John, meanwhile, does
far more than hint at Jesus’ role in creation, and the reader is left in
no doubt as to Jesus’ exalted status.

JESUS” WISDOM

Jesus” words include his wisdom, but a separate section is appropriate
in light of the obvious relevance of wisdom to the topic at hand. It is
regularly suggested that Jesus’ cryptic allusions to himself as Wisdom
incarnate led, via Proverbs 8, to the belief that he must therefore have
filled Wisdom’s role in the creation of the world.”® If it could be
demonstrated that Jesus clearly identified himself during his public
ministry with God’s Wisdom, or at least that people remembered
him as having done so, then this could indeed have played some part
in shaping the thinking about Jesus and creation. If, on the other
hand, one believes the Church foisted Wisdom upon Jesus, we are left
with the familiar question of why such a remarkable identity should
be attached to an otherwise unassuming Galilean.

In any case, it is difficult to see that much can be made of the few
and obscure statements about Wisdom in the Gospel records.”

28 See e.g. Martin Hengel, ‘Jesus as Messianic Teacher of Wisdom and the Begin-
nings of Christology’, in his Studies in Early Christology, trans. Rollin Kearns (Edin-
burgh: Clark, 1995), 75ff; Ben Witherington, Jesus the Sage: The Pilgrimage of
Wisdom (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress, 2000).

2 See esp. the detailed critique of Wisdom Christology in the Gospels by Gath-
ercole, The Pre-existent Son, 193-209; see also e.g the comments of Fee, in ‘Wisdom



38 Memories of Jesus

There is no question that Jesus is presented as a ‘Wisdom teacher’ in
the technical sense of the term: he uses a variety of aphorisms,
parables, and other forms of speech associated with the Wisdom
tradition.’® Historical Jesus scholars of various stripes would even
be willing to say that this is not mere gospel portraiture, but accu-
rately reflects the proclamation of Jesus himself. Furthermore, it is
entirely possible that thoughts of Jesus and Wisdom took a similar
trajectory to Jesus and God’s Word: Jesus’ Wisdom is not only super-
ior to that of the ancients (like Solomon: Matt. 12: 42/Luke 11: 31), it
is in fact the undiluted Wisdom of God himself, fully present in the
Messiah. Jesus could thus be brought in close conjunction with
Wisdom, though this is not quite saying Jesus simply is God’s Wis-
dom incarnate, as John says he is the Word incarnate.”! Suffice it to
say for now that seeing Jesus as filled with God’s Wisdom involves far
fewer conceptual difficulties than seeing him as the equivalent of, or
the replacement for, the figure in Proverbs 8.

In any case, the Gospels give us very little to go on when it comes
to making an absolute equation between Jesus and Wisdom, espe-
cially an allegedly ‘hypostasized” Wisdom, such that the words of
Jesus himself would form the basis for later reflections on Proverbs 8.
The explicit uses of cog{a in the Gospels are remarkably uninforma-
tive in this regard. Jesus’ wisdom is assuredly noted (Mark 6: 2/Matt.
13: 54) even from his youth (Luke 2: 40-52), but it is not his exclusive
property: it can be shared with his disciples (Luke 21: 15). The two
accounts sometimes adduced to support the proposition Jesus is
Wisdom), Luke 11: 49 and Matt. 11: 19/Luke 7: 35, are very slender
reeds indeed. The first—‘On account of this the wisdom of God says,
I will send to you prophets and apostles . . "—presumably refers to a

Christology’ in Paul in his To What End Exegesis? Essays Textual, Exegetical, and
Theological (Cambridge: Eevdmans/Vancouver: Regent College, 2001) and W. D.
Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism: Some Rabbinic Elements in Pauline Theology
(London: SPCK, 1948), 155-8. In this we run counter to, e.g., Hermann Von Lips,
Weisheitliche Traditionen im Neuen Testament, ed. Ferdinand Hahn and Odil Hannes
Steck, Wissenschaftliche Monographien zum Alten und Neuen Testament, 64 (Neu-
kirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 1990), 265-90.

30 gee e.g. Martin Hengel, ‘Jesus as Messianic Teacher’, 90-93.
! We will argue in detail in Chapter 4 why this distinction is important.
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general scriptural principle that God’s prophets are persecuted. It
might possibly be a prophetic idiom for Jesus’ own Wisdom-inspired
words, as Matthew’s use of ‘I’ for ‘the wisdom of God’ suggests. But
this is still a considerable distance from equating Jesus and Wisdom.
The second—But wisdom is justified by her works/children (Matt./
Luke)’—appears to be simply a proverbial expression meaning, ‘The
wisdom of what I am doing [namely, eating with tax collectors and
sinners] will be shown by the results’.

Wisdom motifs have been discerned in other passages where cogia
does not explicitly appear. The lament over Jerusalem in Luke 13:
34-5/Matt. 23: 34-9 has been interpreted by Bultmann as a speech by
‘a supra-historical entity, namely Wisdom’>* But, despite the pre-
sence of bird and nest imagery in Wisdom traditions, it is just as
likely that Jesus speaks here as the definitive representative of a God
who manifests tender, mother-bird-like care towards his people.”
Similarly, the assertion that Jesus’ statement about his homelessness
is an allusion to Wisdom’s failure to find a home among men is
tenuous. Surely an itinerant ministry marked by rejection was a
feature of the biblical prophets from Moses on down. At most, we
may affirm with Hengel that Jesus has here picked up on ‘the
wretched lot of the homeless exile [as] a favourite Wisdom theme’>*

Connections with wisdom are somewhat clearer in Jesus’ ‘Come
unto me. ..  saying in Matt. 11: 27. This does have formal affinities
with Wisdom’s invitation in Prov. 9: 1{f., and even more directly with
the words in Sir. 51: 256 (cf. 6: 18-30): ‘T opened my mouth and said,
Acquire wisdom for yourselves without money. Put your neck under
her yoke, and let your souls receive instruction; it is to be found
close by. We must first point out that this is not a self-predication
of Wisdom, but rather a statement by Sirach about the wisdom he
has found and is now sharing with others. Thus, while it is possible
Jesus is identifying himself as the Wisdom mentioned by Sirach, it is
at least as likely that he is making only an oblique reference to
Wisdom by way of antithesis to the tradition. Rather than going

%2 Quoted in Hengel, ‘Jesus as Messianic Teacher’, 84.
33 Noted in Hengel, ‘Jesus as Messianic Teacher’, 84-5.
34 Hengel, ‘Jesus as Messianic Teacher’, 91-2.
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to the sages and becoming involved with their tradition, Jesus seems
to be saying, come directly to me.>

To sum up, Wisdom tradition in general is surely important for
understanding the contours of Jesus’ teaching, and specific details
from Proverbs 8 may have been a component of later theological
reflection on Jesus’ role in creation. But while it is possible that Jesus’
words might have hinted at an intimate association between himself
and God using Wisdom language and themes, the evidence from the
Gospels is too unclear to state this with confidence. As we will see in
later chapters, Wisdom is only one way of expressing the more
fundamental reality of God’s self-communication to the world.

JESUS AS SON

H. Langkammer believes that the Church’s understanding of Jesus as
God’s Son is the most important foundation for later protological
speculation: ‘Der Glaube an Jesus den Gottesohn ist also alter als der
Glaube an Christus den Schopfungsmittler und war seinerseits das
ausschlaggebende Motiv fiir die Entstehung der Schopfungsmittle-
rproklamation’.’® He goes on to argue that this understanding of
divine sonship may be traced back to Jesus himself. Langkammer
makes some interesting observations along these lines, and he would
hardly be alone in claiming that Jesus saw himself as having a unique
filial relation with God. Surely the Gospels themselves see Jesus’
sonship as an integral part of his self-understanding. Furthermore,
Langkammer is not suggesting that this alone led to the doctrine in
question. To the extent that he wishes to trace the teaching back to
the memories of Jesus rather than to Hellenistic speculations, I am
fully supportive.

The bare predication of Jesus as Son in the Gospels, however, does
not lead directly to the doctrine of Jesus as Schopfungsmittler. The
sonship language might be derived from the royal psalms, or from

35 Macaskill, 147-9.
%6 Langkammer, ‘Der Ursprung des Glaubens an Christus den Schépfungsmittler,
Liber Annuus (annual of the Studium Biblicum Franciscanum), 18 (1968), 78.
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Jesus’ role as the leader of a renewed Israel, but neither of these
categories directly involves the creation of the world. The most that
can be said is that Jesus’ assertion of sonship brought him into a close
association with God, so that it might in a very general way lead one
to speculate as to how his works relate to the works of God. But in
and of itself it is difficult to see how it could produce the doctrine.
There are a number of intermediate exegetical and theological moves
that had to be made before the teaching could emerge, and it is
precisely those intermediate moves that concern us.”” Sonship alone
says too little, because it says too much.

RESURRECTION AND NEW CREATION

The idea of Jesus as agent of creation is of course unthinkable with-
out belief in the resurrection. One would not be inclined to envision
the Messiah as existing before the creation if he did not possess
ongoing life in the present. But again, the resurrection per se hardly
necessitates that Jesus created the world in the first place. In keeping
with our earlier arguments against a world-negating Jesus, the gospel
stories of the resurrection affirm that the risen Jesus remains engaged
with the creation (speaking, eating, susceptible to touch and sight),
even if he transcends its present limitations. He also exercises escha-
tological authority over it (see esp. Matt. 28: 18-20). As we will see,
this latter point is a crucial point of departure for Jesus’ Schopfungs-
mittlerschaft. But it remains a point of departure rather than the final
destination.

There is one passage, though, that does give us more to work with:
the raising of the saints in Matt. 27: 50—4. As is the case with the story
of Lazarus, the historicity of this admittedly strange account has been
widely questioned, and its theological Tendenz becomes evident on

37 One such move, for instance, would be teasing out the allusion to the Danielic
Son of Man in Jesus’ confession before Caiaphas (Mark 14: 62 parr), which Lang-
kammer sees as a critical piece of the puzzle (pp. 68—74). Langkammer does not
develop what strikes me as the most significant part of the allusion: the fact that the
Son of Man gains (or regains?) dominion over the beasts. Such a clear reference to the
key dominion motifs of Genesis is surely of interest for Jesus’ role in creation.
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close inspection. Nonetheless, it presents itself as historical memory,
and circulated as such (presumably) before and (necessarily) after the
composition of Matthew’s Gospel. We will need to forgo considera-
tion discussion of some of the myriad issues that dominate the
discussion of the text, particularly the vexed question of the timing
of the saints’ resurrection, and concentrate our efforts on the inter-
play with Ezekiel 37.

The influence of Ezek. 37: 12 on Matt. 27: 52 has been widely
noted, but few commentators have reckoned with the many and
detailed parallels between the two passages. The main connections
may be delineated as follows™®:

1. In his description of Jesus’ last breath, Matthew changes Mark’s
ééémvevaer (Mark 15: 37) to deijrev 76 mvedua, thus bringing the Spirit
to the fore. It is hardly a coincidence that the mveiua is a focal point of
Ezekiel 37, occurring no less than nine times in the Greek.

2. The great cry (dwrj neyddy) of Jesus in Matt. 27: 50 is matched by the
‘noise’ in Ezek. 37: 7 LfWP"ﬂ’. This is a minus in the Greek, but the
obvious Greek equivalent for I7117 would be ¢wv.

3. Ezekiel’s prophesying is followed by an earthquake in the Greek: xai (8ov
oewopds. Likewise Matthew twice highlights the earth-shaking effect of
Jesus’ death: %) y7 éoelaby (v. 51); (8dvTes Tov getopov (v. 54).

4. The opening of the tombs in Matt. 27: 53 (éeXfdvres éx Tdwv pvmuelwv
wera. Ty éyepow adrod) is an obvious allusion to Ezek. 37: 12 ({80d éyw
dvolyw vpdv 7o uvjuata kal avdéw uds ék TOV wmudTwy Sudv).

5. Equally clear is the parallel between the raised saints entering the holy city
(Matt. 27: 53: elofjAfov eis Ty ay{av méAw) and the exiles entering into
the land of Israel (Ezek. 37: 12: elodéw Spds els v yhv Tod Lopanl).

6. This remarkable work of God in Ezekiel will lead the nations ‘to know
that I am the Lord’ (37: 28), while in Matthew the events surrounding
Jesus’ death also inspire a confession that Jesus is God’s son from the
pagan centurion (27: 54).

7. Finally, on a slightly more speculative note, it is certainly of interest that
Ezekiel as son of man is a key actor in the raising of the dry bones. While
Matthew does not use the expression Son of Man in chapter 27, it is

38 Note that I freely draw upon both the Greek text of Ezekiel and the MT, since we
cannot be sure that our present ‘LXX’ is precisely what Matthew would have had
before him. For further discussion see Donald Senior, “The Death of Jesus and the
Resurrection of the Holy Ones (Mt. 27: 51-53)’, Catholic Biblical Quarterly, 38 (1976),
312-29.
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pervasive in his Gospel, and it is particularly as the Son of Man that Jesus
is ‘handed over’ to death (26: 2, 24, 45, 64).

The formative influence of Ezekiel 37 on Matthew’s presentation
of the raising of the saints can hardly be doubted. The purpose of the
allusions, I believe, is to demonstrate that Jesus brings about the
fulfillment of Ezekiel’s vision, and that through his death he releases
the life-giving Spirit that triggers the end-times cataclysm and the
end-times resurrection. What Ezekiel did as son of man in the
visionary state, Jesus does in actuality. The local and provisional
phenomena of earthquakes and the raising of certain saints antici-
pate, and indeed inaugurate, the new age which is incipiently present
in the world even as it awaits its full expression at the return of
Christ. For our purposes, the key is that Christ is the Spirit-bearer
through whom God begins the new creation. Whether this story in
particular served as a primary spur to reflection on Jesus as agent of
creation may well be questioned. But it is, if nothing else, a dynamic
narrative expression of the same theology that arguably drives much
of New Testament thinking in this area: Jesus’ radical agency in
eschatological renewal opens the way for thinking of his agency in
creation. It is thus both a fitting conclusion to our discussion of the
Gospels, and a fitting introduction to the subsequent experience of
Jesus in the Church and the development of the doctrine in the New
Testament.

THE WORK OF JESUS IN THE EARLY CHURCH

The memories of Jesus’ mighty deeds of re-creation form the foun-
dation for the doctrine of his agency in creation. But the ongoing
work of Jesus’ Spirit in the early Church was also critical in laying the
groundwork for later theological thinking. Whatever one makes of
the claim in absolute terms, the first generations of Christians viewed
themselves as experiencing the cosmic reign of Christ through the
Spirit he had sent into their midst. Since an essential premise in New
Testament thought is that the Spirit is sent by Christ and does his
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work, there will be considerable conceptual overlap between the
public ministry of Jesus and the work of the Spirit in the Church,
and thus we may restrict ourselves to a few brief observations.

First and foremost, the eschatological work of re-creation contin-
ued through the Spirit. Paul virtually takes the miraculous for
granted when writing to his churches. ‘The one who supplies the
Spirit and does mighty works (Svvduets) among you—does he do it
by works of the Law or by hearing with faith?’ (Gal. 3: 5). ‘For to one
is given through the Spirit a word of wisdom . .. to another gifts of
healings by the one Spirit, to another the doing of mighty works. ..’
(1 Cor. 12: 8-10).

James fully expects the prayers of the elders to bring about healing
for sick members of the community (Jas. 5: 14-16). Both the lan-
guage used for the healing and the theological framework of James 5
indicate that these healings are seen as eschatological works of re-
newal. The prayer of faith will ‘save’ (odioe) the sick person, and ‘the
Lord [presumably Jesus, as in 5: 7] will raise him up’ (éyepei adrov 6
kvpios). Taken alone, the words used could simply indicate healing
and restoration to normal life; taken together, they have unmistak-
able overtones of ‘salvation’ and ‘resurrection’. The temporal healing
of individuals in the Church is a sign of the greater renewal to come.
The passage begins in verse 7 with unmistakable language concerning
Christ’ return, comparing the saints to a farmer patiently awaiting
the ‘precious fruit of the earth’ (rov 7iwiov kapmov 77s yis). The
imagery recurs during the discussion of the eschatological figure par
excellence, Elijah, whose three-and-a-half-year drought (Dan. 7; Rev.
12) ends with the earth (3 y%) giving forth ifts fruit (rov xapmov
adtis). The parallels to verse 7 are obvious, and put all that lies
between in an eschatalogically charged atmosphere.

The stories in the book of Acts give graphic illustrations of the
continued work of the risen Christ, particularly in his restoration of
the created order. The theme of eschatological renewal is sounded
clearly in Peter’s citation of Joel’s prophecy about the last days, which
admittedly leans more heavily on de-creation than re-creation: ‘And
I will give wonders in heaven above and signs on earth below, blood
and fire and vapor of smoke; the sun will be turned to darkness and
the moon to blood” (2: 19-20). But there are allusions back towards
Genesis as well, with the gift of tongues at Pentecost reversing the
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Babel curse. Jesus is addressed in 3: 15 as the ‘leader’ or even
‘originator’ of life (76v 8¢ dpynyov mis Lwis).

We find accounts of miraculous healings (3: 1-10), and even
resurrections (9: 36-43; 20: 9-10), all done in the name and by the
power of Jesus.”® The watchword is found in 4: 30: ‘while you stretch
out your hand to do healing and signs and wonders through the
name of your holy servant (or child; 7ai84s) Jesus’. Of the specific
accounts, we might mention the lame man in Acts 3 who is restored
to ‘wholeness’ (7v 6AoxAyplav) according to 3: 16; and the raising of
Tabitha/Dorcas in Acts 9, with its deliberate echoes of the raising
of Jairus’ daughter in Mark 5. The life-giving power of Jesus is now
operative among his followers.

SUMMARY

If the hope of the coming messianic kingdom pushed the early
Christians towards the future, the memories of Jesus’ wonder-work-
ing deeds pulled them at the same time back towards the past. And
not only the recent past: Jesus’ mastery of the natural world, and his
power over all the ills besetting humanity, inevitably drew them back
further still. One can already detect, albeit faintly, echoes of Genesis
in the gospel accounts; hints are offered, and questions raised, about
Jesus’ role in the creation. But how did these distant rumours come
to sound clearly in the assertion that Jesus was the one through
whom all things were made? To that story we now turn.

" As with the Gospels, the historicity of the accounts is not our first concern.
Those inclined to date the book to the mid-second century may of course have no use
for Acts even as testimony to the memories of early Christians, but I concur with
those scholars who date it to the end of the first century at the latest. See e.g. the brief
but insightful discussion of Hans Conzelmann, The Acts of the Apostles (Philadelphia,
Pa.: Fortress, 1987), p. xxxiii.

0 See Ben Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles: A Socio-rhetorical Commentary
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998), 332-3.
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Creation and Moral Order

We have argued that memories of Jesus’ wonder-working ministry
and the experience of similar phenomena in the early Church pro-
vided the impetus for thinking of him as the agent of creation. But we
have also seen that these mighty works were done in the context of an
eschatological renewal which included not only physical restoration,
but also the reparation of the relationship between God and human-
ity. When we turn to the actual language of the doctrine of Jesus’
Schiopfungsmittlerschaft, it becomes immediately apparent that it is
formulated primarily by way of analogy with this relational aspect of
Christ’s redemptive work. Just as God saves people ‘through Christ,
so he created the world ‘through Christ)' After reviewing the evi-
dence for this in the New Testament, we will go on to ask the more
fundamental question of why such a move would make sense to the
early Christian writers.

The first evidence that creation language was shaped by redemp-
tion language comes in our central texts. The two are intertwined in
1 Cor. 8: 6: ‘and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things,
and we [come to God] through him’. Col. 1: 16 first affirms of Christ
that 7a 7wdvra 80 adrod rai els adrov éxriorar and then that God
chose 8. avrod dmokaralddéar o wdvra els adrdv (1: 20). Hebrews

' We might cite among many witnesses R.S. Barbour: ‘There is of course the
closest connection in the New Testament between the assertion that Christ is the
agent or mediator of creation and the assertion that he is the agent of redemption;
creation and new creation belong together’ (‘Creation, Wisdom, and Christ, in W. A.
McKinney (ed.), Creation, Christ, and Culture: Studies in Honour of T. F. Torrance
(Edinburgh: Clark, 1976), 23); cf. Hans-Friedrich Weiss, ‘Schépfung in Christus: Zur
Frage der christologischen Begriindung der Schopfungstheologie im Neuen Testa-
ment, Die Zeichen der Zeit, 31 (1977), 434.
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1 follows the note on the Son’s agency in creation (1: 2) with an
elaborate statement on his atoning work (1: 3), and in the same way
John moves quickly from the creation of the world ‘through him’ (1:
3, 10) to people gaining the right to become children of God by his
gift (1: 12).2

If one were inclined to suggest that the agency-in-creation lan-
guage came first (not that many actually do), it is worth recording
again how pervasive the language of Christ’s agency in salvation is in
the New Testament.” We may briefly look at the use of 8ud and the
genitive, since this is the standard form of expressing Jesus’ Schdp-
fungsmittlerschaft in the New Testament.* The New Testament writers
often look back to Jesus’ life and death as the revelation of God’s
saving presence. God did mighty acts through Jesus (Acts 2: 22). We
have peace with God 8ua 703 kvplov juwv Incod Xpiorod. To put it
slightly differently, Jesus is the one 8¢ o we have received reconcilia-
tion (Rom. 5: 11; 2 Cor. 5: 18), or the one through whom comes the
inheritance as sons (Eph. 1: 5). We died to the Law through the body
of Christ (Rom. 7: 4), and saving faith comes by hearing ‘through the
word of Christ’ (Rom. 10: 17).

Christ’s agency in salvation continues in the ongoing life of the
Church: Jews and Gentiles alike have access to the Father through
him (Eph. 2: 18); comfort abounds through him (2 Cor. 1: 5);
through him we offer spiritual sacrifices to God (1 Pet. 2: 5). In
sum, God works in us what is pleasing to him through Christ
(Heb. 13: 21), and so it is fitting that thanks are offered to God
through him (Rom. 7: 25; cf. 2 Cor. 1: 20).

Many of the ‘through Christ’ statements have a future focus. We
have eternal life 8.a ’Inood Xpiorod Tod kvplov Hudv (Rom. 5: 21); we
are saved from wrath through him (Rom. 5: 9; cf. 1 Thess. 5: 9;
Titus 3: 6; Jude 25); we have victory over death through our Lord
Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 15: 57), as God will raise up the ‘sleepers’ through

% Cf. John 3: 17: ‘that the world might be saved through hin.

3 See e.g. W. Thusing, Per Christum in Deum (Munster: Aschendorff, 1965).

* We will deal with the most significant exception to this, the ‘in him’ of Col. 1: 16,
in our chapter on Colossians. Suffice it to say that the uses of ‘in Christ’ or ‘in him’ to
express Jesus’ work of salvation are at least as numerous as the ‘by him’ statements.
Thus whatever the precise meaning of creation ‘in Christ’ might be, the basic move
from salvation statements to creation statements is still secure.
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Jesus (1 Thess. 4: 14). In the end God will judge the secrets of
humanity 8w Xpiorod (Rom. 2: 16) and receive glory through
Jesus Christ (1 Pet. 4: 11).

The sheer weight of the numbers does not demand that the
salvation statements came first, but it does strongly suggest that
this is the case. The epistles are primarily concerned to help people
understand God’s saving work through Christ, by way of both pre-
sent obedience and future hope. This was of course grounded in
God’s initial creation of the world, which was regularly affirmed, but
the details of the act of creation did not seem to be a topic of great
independent interest in the early Church. Larry Hurtado summarizes
the matter succinctly:

Convinced as early believers were that Jesus has been sent from God, and
that final salvation is to be realized through Jesus, it was, in the logic of
Jewish apocalyptic, only a small and very natural step to hold that he was
also in some way ‘there’ with and in God from before the creation of the
world.”

But if this critical step is ‘small and natural’ in the logic of Jewish
apocalyptig, it is not necessarily so for people in the modern world. If
we wish to make sense of this logic, it is necessary to go into some
detail on the biblical and broader cultural assumptions about crea-
tion and salvation that undergird it.

The first, rather obvious, point to be made is that blessings in the
material or created realm were not seen as absolutely distinct from
blessings in the ‘spiritual’ or redemptive realm. It is true that the
peculiar shape of Christ’s ministry did tend to sharpen the distinc-
tion. Followers of a crucified Messiah had to learn to live with the
paradox that prosperity in the physical realm did not guarantee that
all was right in the spiritual or relational realm: blessed are the poor.
Nonetheless, material blessings were seen as part of God’s overall
redemptive thrust. We have already seen how stories about Jesus’
control over the natural order (the stilling of the storm) were read in
close connection with stories about his control over the spiritual
order (the Gerasene demoniac), and how all of this was part and

5 Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ. Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2003).
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parcel of God’s reconciliation of humanity to himself (as illustrated
most pointedly in the healing and forgiveness of the paralytic in
Mark 2).

More importantly, the basic categories of creation and redemption
were explicitly and inextricably linked in the biblical tradition. The
pattern of salvation as a kind of new creation occurs at every turn in
the Old Testament; indeed, it is so common it did not necessarily
make its way to overt expression by the New Testament writers. As
often as not it is part of the unspoken backdrop against which all of
their thinking takes place. Such an assertion is in the nature of the
case difficult to prove; but a brief survey should reveal how funda-
mental this connection was to the Old Testament writers, and hence
how it would have been a part of the intellectual furniture of devout
readers of Scripture in the first century.

We can begin with the narrative of Noah’s ark, which makes the
connections with the earlier chapters of Genesis in the starkest terms.
The waters which had formerly been parted to permit habitable land
to appear now converge again to return the world to primeval chaos.
(Hence the emphasis not just on the falling of the rain, the ‘waters
above’, but also on the rising up of the deep, the ‘waters below’: Gen.
7: 11). Noah, meanwhile, who holds the hope of creation within the
ark, hovers over the waters until they recede and the dry land
appears.® Like Adam and Eve, he is commissioned to be fruitful
and multiply and fill the earth.

The seminal event of the exodus is also portrayed in terms remi-
niscent of the creation. This begins as far back as the birth of Moses
in Exod. 2: 2, when his mother looks at him and (literally) ‘sees that
he was good’ (X177 )l 4NK X2M7). Moses may indeed have
been a ‘fine’ (ESV) or ‘goodly’ (RSV) or even ‘beautiful’ (NRSV)
child, but these translations obscure the patent allusion to Gen. 1:
4ff. in the text. Associations with the account of Noah, and thus
obliquely to the creation, are made by means of Moses’” ‘basket’—in
Hebrew, T2R. This word refers to only one other thing in the

8 Cf. the description of Noah’s ark in 4 Macc. 15: 31: ‘Like the ark of Noah,
carrying the universe (xoopogpopoioa) in the worldwide cataclysm’ (trans. H. Ander-
son, in Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ii, ed. J. H. Charlesworth (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1985), 560).
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Hebrew Bible: Noah’s ark. Moses in his ark, floating above the chaos
waters, is the hope of new life, of new creation, for the people of
Israel. The creation motifs become all the clearer in the climactic
crossing of the Red Sea, where the ruach, the breath or Spirit, of God
blows upon the waters that threaten doom, and the dry land appears
for the salvation of the Israelites.”

We can conclude with a look at some well-known prophetic texts.
The most obvious allusions to creation and redemption are found in
Isaiah 40-66, a mother lode of New Testament theology. References
to God as creator, and to ‘the days of old’ or ‘the foundation of the
world’ are scattered throughout these chapters (e.g. 40: 12, 28; 41: 4,
22,26;42:5,9; 48: 12-13). The conjunction of creation and redemp-
tion is likewise pervasive. We may take two texts as representative. In
43: 1 God declares: ‘And now thus says the Lord, the one who created
you, Jacob, and formed you, Israel: Do not fear, for I have redeemed
you, I have called you by your name, you belong to me’. The language
of Genesis is even more evident in 60: 1-2: ‘Arise! Become light,
because your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has shone
upon you. For behold, darkness covers the earth, and thick darkness
the peoples; but over you the Lord will shine, and his glory will
appear over you. Especially relevant for our purposes is the statement
in 42: 6 that the Servant should be a ‘light to the nations’ (cf. 49: 6).
The context is so suffused with creation imagery that it would be
quite natural for later interpreters to associate this light with the light
of Genesis 1:

Thus says God, the LORD, who created the heavens and stretched them out,
who spread out the earth and what comes from it, who gives breath to the
people upon it and spirit to those who walk in it.. . See, the former things
have come to pass, and new things I now declare; before they spring forth,
I tell you of them. (42: 5, 9 NRSV; cf. John 1: 4-5)

Isaiah is not alone in conjoining creation and redemption. Jere-
miah speaks of the desolation of Jerusalem in 4: 23 as being ‘without
form and void’, 1712] 371N. It does take considerable time for Jeremiah

7 Note the language of the Wisdom of Solomon (19: 6) concerning the Exodus:
6An yap 1 ktiows év 8lw yéver maAw dvwbev SieTvmovTo Vmmperoioa Tais cais
e’wwaya[g {va of ool maldes ¢u/\ax0d)mv d,B/\a,Be[g.
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to get to the redemptive or re-creative part of the divine plan, but
when he does it is firmly rooted in the creative power of God.

Thus says the Lord, who gives the sun for light by day, and the fixed order of
the moon and stars for light by night, who stirs up the sea and its waves
roar—the Lord is his name! If this fixed order departs from before me, oracle
of the Lord, then will the seed of Israel cease from being a nation before me
forever (Jer. 31: 35-6).

The horizons of creation and redemption converge so dramati-
cally, in fact, that some scholars quite plausibly see the two as facets of
the same reality.® God’s management of the ‘chaotic’ elements in the
creation is part of his creative glory. He exercises his omnipotence
not simply by one absolute stentorian call to cosmic order, but by a
persistent combat against threats to that order. In a similar vein,
Martin Metzger has drawn attention to the close connection in the
Hebrew Bible between creation and ownership.” The psalms in
particular contain numerous associations of God’s possession of
the earth and his creation of the earth.'” He concludes that these
descriptions are tantamount to a title for God: ‘Jahwe, der hochste
Gott, der Besitzer, weil Schopfer vom Himmel und Erde !

The fact that creation and redemption were so linked in the Old
Testament is perhaps sufficient to explain why the New Testament
writers in their turn could move from Jesus’ agency in redemption to
his agency in creation. But we have still not fully accounted for the
logic of what justified this connection in the first place. To discover
this, we must delve deeper into widespread ancient assumptions
about the interplay of cosmic or natural order on the one hand and
moral or social order on the other. A recognition of the broader
forces at work will not only help us address the theoretical origins of

8 See esp. Jon D. Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama
of Divine Omnipotence (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994).

® ‘Eigentumsdeklaration und Schépfungsaussage’, in Schipfung, Thron und Hei-
ligtum: Beitrige zur Theologie des Alten Testaments, ed. Wolfgang Zwickel, Biblisch-
Theologische Studien, 57 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener, 2003), 75-94.

10 e.g. 24: 1; 89: 12; 74: 16; 95: 5; cf. Ezek. 29: 3; Metzger 76 ff.

"' Metzger 94. Cf. also the Pseudo-Orphic verses quoted in Pseudo-Justin De
Monarchia 2: ‘If anyone says, “I am God,” apart from the One, he should set up a
world equal to this and say, “This is mine”’ (trans. H. Attridge, in The Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha, ii, ed. J. H. Charlesworth (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1985), 824).
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the link between creation and redemption, it should also help us in
making sense of how Jesus’ agency in creation would have fit with
alternate cosmologies in the Hellenistic world.

We may begin within the biblical canon, with the much-
discussed Psalm 19. The psalm quite clearly breaks down into two
major parts, the first (vv. 1-6) concerning the created order,
the second (vv. 7-14) concerning the Law of God. This has led
to much speculation as to the provenance of the respective pieces,
none of it issuing in any definitive results. The challenge is rather
to see why someone—whether a single author, or an editor
of two originally disparate pieces—would have thought it helpful
to put them together. Systematic theologians have of course
tended to answer this by debating the relative merits of a general
or natural revelation (vv. 1-6) versus special revelation through
Torah (vv. 7-14). This psalm is no doubt a helpful resource for
this important topic, but it is not clear that revelation per se is
the centerpiece of the composition. It is rather the content of this
revelation that matters.

The flow of the thought in the psalm may be paraphrased as
follows. ‘Look at the world, and particularly at the starry hea-
vens, and you will see that it shows God’s marvelous wisdom and
power. To take but one example, the sun makes its course
through the heavens with remarkable regularity, and with awe-
some splendor...and all of that is under God’s control. Now
consider the Law. Just as God has splendidly ordered the hea-
venly world, so he wants human life to show that same beauty.
He has given us commands in the Law, just as he has given
commands to the sun. Of course, we humans run the constant
risk of deviating from our course, and we need to pray for God’s
assistance as we try to live a life that mirrors the beautiful
arrangement of the cosmos.

Psalm 19 well illustrates the point made by Douglas Knight in a
slightly different context (his discussion of the OT conception of
‘righteousness’): ‘Humans are expected to act in harmony with this
order, and a system of rewards and punishments awaits their actions.
“Righteousness” for humans is thus not fundamentally a stance of
piety but a pattern of behavior which supports rather than subverts
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the cosmic and moral order’'? Several centuries earlier Philo made
the same point in his treatise On the Creation (3):

And his [Moses’] exordium, as I have already said, is most admirable;
embracing the creation of the world, under the idea that the law corresponds
to the world and the world to the law, and that a man who is obedient to the
law, being, by so doing, a citizen of the world, arranges his actions with
reference to the intention of nature, in harmony with which the whole
universal world is regulated."”

As we turn to extra-biblical sources, we must begin with the
recognition that ancient expositors of world formation were not
necessarily looking to explain a sudden burst of what we would
think of as ‘creativity’; rather, they conceived of this process as the
management of heretofore recalcitrant elements into some coherent
system. Scholars continue to debate whether Genesis 1 teaches, or at
least opens the way for, the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, but in most
other accounts of world formation the question does not even arise.
There is assumed to be something there to work with; the problem is
finding someone with enough wit and power to make this primal
stuff into something useful. The best example is perhaps the Enuma
Elish, where we find a host of embodied gods already on the scene,
with the body of Tiamat destined to become the substance of the
present-day earth. The analogies with human craftsmanship are
evident, and from there it is but a small step to see the affinities
with all the products of culture, including government. One might
well argue that the historical development of the mythology is pre-
cisely the other way round: humans arrange things in the world
around them, and create stories where the same process obtains in
the cosmos as a whole. Whatever the historical or philosophical
merits of such a view might be, in the ancient perspective the divine
order is always primary.

12 Knight, ‘Cosmogony and Order in the Hebrew Tradition, in Robin W. Lovin
and Frank E. Reynolds (eds.), Cosmogony and Ethical Order (Chicago, Ill.: University
of Chicago Press, 1985), 140. See also William Allan, ‘Divine Justice and Cosmic
Order’, Journal of Hellenic Studies, 126 (2006), 1-35.

3 Translations of Philo are in The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, trans.
C. D. Yonge (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1993).
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We should also point out that the relationship of earthly and
cosmic order could take at least two forms—and these forms were
not mutually exclusive. In the first form earthly order is a direct
product of cosmic order. Numerous Indo-European myths speak of
the heavens and the earth being created at the same time out of the
body of a vanquished enemy, with particular attention devoted to the
way individual parts of the human being correspond to elements of
the cosmos.'* In more prosaic fashion, the agricultural cycle was
quite understandably seen as being governed by the movement of
the heavenly bodies.'” It could also be taken in a more thorough-
going manner in astrology, such that the movements of the heavenly
bodies (conceived of as gods) determined individual and national
destinies.

In other instances cosmic order is seen as the model for an earthly
order which must be achieved by human beings (albeit often with the
assistance of the same divine beings who achieved the initial cosmic
order). The heavens are seen as the epitome of beauty and order, and
it is the task of humanity to mirror this harmony in their societies.
Human rulers naturally played a critical role in establishing social
order. Plato’s world of ideas is in this sense a philosophical refine-
ment of a widespread ancient conception: ideal ‘celestial’ realities
provide the blueprint for an order which must be realized on earth.

Examples of both patterns abound. In a Sumerian hymn to Enlil,
the god sits on his cosmic throne and through his word rules not only
the heavens, but also the fertility of plants and animals on earth
(1. 117-24), and indeed human civilization: “‘Without Enlil, the Great
Mountain | No cities would be built, no settlements founded, | No
stalls would be built, no sheepfold erected” (1. 109—11).'® Here there

4 See Bruce Lincoln, Myth, Cosmos, and Society: Indo-European Themes of Crea-
tion and Destruction (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986), 1-40.

> See e.g. Strabo, Geography, 1. 1. 12-15; cf. the argument of Cleombrotus
concerning the interplay of small and great things, in Plutarch De def. orac. 415¢-f.
The bulk of Hesiod’s Works and Days depends on aligning one’s earthly (typically
agricultural) activity at the proper time as demarcated by the heavenly bodies (e.g.
1. 597-8, 609-11, 765 ff.).

'6 Trans. Kramer. For more on Enlil’s ruling word see the text at <http://www-
etcslorient.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/etcsl.cgi?text=t.4.05.1#> in the invaluable Electronic
Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature (J. A. Black et al.), Oxford 1998-2006, at
<http://etcsl-orient.ox.ac.uk/>.


http://www-etcsl.orient.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/etcsl.cgi?text=t.4.05.1#
http://www-etcsl.orient.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/etcsl.cgi?text=t.4.05.1#
http://etcsl-orient.ox.ac.uk/
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is a very tight connection between cosmic and earthly order: both
come from the hand of Enlil. Similar dynamics may be traced in the
account of Ishtar’s descent to the netherworld, and indeed in any of
the ancient nature myths. When Ishtar journeys to the dark land
below, ‘the bull springs not upon the cow, the ass impregnates not the
jenny, in the street the man impregnates not the maiden’.'” The
parallels with the Persephone story are obvious, as are the connec-
tions of both with the cycle of the seasons of growth and dormancy. A
sophisticated ancient hearer could see in the myth simply a poetic
expression of the way things are. But the prima facie lesson is that the
natural order on earth is intimately entwined with activities in the
heavenly (and, in this case, sub-earthly) realms.'®

In some Ancient Near Eastern texts we see the work of creation
handed over to an authorized agent. These are clearly of interest in
light of our emphasis on Jesus’ messianic role in the formation of the
world. The idea of designated agency in creation was known before
the first century (quite apart from the mediating principles of the
Hellenistic world which will be discussed later). In the Enuma Elish
(2: 120-9) Marduk is deputized by his father to create the world,
and a similar motif may be found in the Sumerian hymn ‘Enki and
the World Order’."

In the ‘Code of Hammurabi), meanwhile, we see the earthly king as
the deputized ‘ordering’ agent on earth of the divine figure who has
already ordered the universe. Hammurabi’s ordering of his kingdom
imitates Marduk’s ordering of the cosmos. But, as the epilogue makes
clear, his rule can also be seen as an extension of Marduk’s own rule.
Hammurabi’s supplicants (it is hoped) will declare:

Hammurabi, the lord, who is like a real father to the people, bestirred
himself for the word of Marduk, his lord, and secured the triumph of

17 “Descent of Ishtar to the Nether World’, reverse 1. 9, trans. E. A. Speiser, in

Ancient Near Eastern Texts, ed. James B. Pritchard (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1969), 108.

'® The connection of heavenly and earthly order can also be illustrated from the
well-known (if much later) Isis aretalogy; e.g. ‘I divided the earth from the heaven |
I showed the path of the stars.. . . I brought together woman and man | I appointed to
women to bring their infants to birth in the tenth month’ (trans. . C. Grant,
Hellenistic Religions (Indianapolis, Ind.: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953), 131-3).

19" At <http://www-etcsl.orient.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/etcsl.cgi?text=t.1.1.3#>.
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Marduk above and below, thus making glad the heart of Marduk, his lord,
and he also ensured prosperity for the people forever, and led the land
aright*’

Especially noteworthy is the fact that Hammurabi’s rule is linked
with wisdom: Hammurabi rules through ‘the wisdom Marduk gave
me’ (epilogue).21

In a similar way, Peter Machinist has noted that the Assyrian king
Tukulti-Ninurta could be called ‘Samas of all the people’ because ‘he
displays, in clear and public manner, his sovereign control and order
over the known world, just as the god manifests the light of his
rule over the world’?? In the Tukulti-Ninurta epic, meanwhile, the
king, who bears the image and glory of Enlil, is described as the one
‘who controls the entire four directions.* (The language of image
and glory is of obvious interest for Colossians 1 and Hebrews 1, and
we will return to this Assyrian text in the next chapter.) Machinist
summarizes the Assyrian royal texts thus: “‘What these usages reflect
is a view of the king as the primary nexus between heaven and earth:
the lynchpin that allows the two realms to communicate with and
sustain each other’*

Turning to the Greeks, the connection of cosmic and social order is
presupposed in the famous depiction of the Shield of Achilles in
Homer (Il 18. 478-607).% Hephaestus begins the decoration with
images of the orderly, starry heavens, and the account ends with

% Epilogue, 1. 20-39, trans. Meek, in Ancient Near Eastern Texts, ed. Pritchard.

2! See also Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature, 2.8.2.2, ‘A Prayer to
Marduk (?) for ammu-rabi’: ‘May he reward you with wisdom and intelligence’
This, too, is part of a broader Ancient Near Eastern motif. See e.g. “The King of the
Road: A Self-Laudatory Shulgi Hymn, 1. 20-2, trans. S. N. Kramer, in Ancient Near
Eastern Texts, ed. Pritchard, 585.

22 Machinist, ‘Kingship and Divinity in Imperial Assyria, in Gary Beckman and
Theodore J. Lewis (eds.), Text, Artifact, and Image: Revealing Ancient Israelite Religion
(Providence, RI: Brown Judaic Studies, 2006), 172.

2> Machinist 161.

** Machinist 186.

25 Trans. Samuel Butler (NY: Black, 1942). Note the comment of Thomas Johan-
sen (Plato’s Natural Philosophy: A Study of the Timaeus—Critias (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2004)): ‘As readers [of the Timaeus] we are placed in the
position of observers of a cosmos which, like that famously presented on the shield of
Achilles in Iliad 18 . . . invites us to understand our role as human beings and citizens
by inclusion in a world order’.
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another reference to the great cosmic framework: ‘All round the
outermost rim of the shield he set the mighty stream of the river
Oceanus’. People on earth, meanwhile, find themselves struggling to
mirror this celestial harmony in their own communities. On what
must have been a very busy shield indeed, detailed scenes of pastoral
peace and plenty are set alongside scenes of judicial strife and open
war. The point may be that peace is only gained and preserved by the
sword; or by contrast that we enjoy times of peace despite the sword.
In either case, the desire to have earthly harmony match heavenly
harmony is evident. The role of the gods in securing this earthly
order is not in evidence on the shield, though one would assume
from the rest of the Iliad that they take an active, if unpredictable,
interest in human affairs. Yet the idea of humans attempting to
imitate a divine pattern seems stronger in this section than the idea
of active divine agency.

Hesiod gives voice to the common belief that Zeus was the guar-
antor of justice not only in the divine realm but among humans as
well. He bears the heavenly weapons of the ‘thunder and lightning
and the smoking bolt’ and ‘with these to rely on he is lord of mortals
and immortals’*® But human kings play a crucial role as well: ‘As for
those who give straight judgments to visitors and to their own people
and do not deviate from what is just, their community flourishes,
and the people blooms in it. Peace is about the land, fostering the
young, and wide-seeing Zeus never marks out grievous war as their
portion’. Contrast this with the lands of wicked rulers: ‘But for those
who occupy themselves with violence and wickedness and brutal
deeds, Kronos’ son, wide-seeing Zeus, marks out retribution...
From heaven Kronos’ son brings disaster upon them, famine and
with it plague, and the people waste away’>’ Failure to do justice in
the social arena leads to a divinely sanctioned breakdown of the
natural order.*®

26 Theogony, 1l. 503—6, trans. M. L. West, in Theogony, Works and Days (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999); cf. Works and Days, 11. 276 {f.

27 Works and Days, 1. 225-9; 238-43, trans. West.

% In his commentary on the Works and Days, West compares this section to
Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28 (Works and Days: Edited with Prolegomena and
Commentary (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978), 213).
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Centuries later Plutarch could still speak of the human ruler as an
‘image’ of the gods:

8{rxm uév odv vépov Tédos éoti, véuos & dpyovros €pyov, dpxwy & elkwv Beod
T00 TdvTa KoopoUVTOS, 00 Pediov Seduevos mAdTTovTos 0vde Ilodvkde{Tov
kat Mipwvos, dAX adros avrov els épobtyra O 80 dperis kabioras kal
dnutovpydv dyadudrwv 76 jotoTov dpbivar kal eompeméaTaTov.

Now justice is the aim and end of law, but law is the work of the ruler, and
the ruler is the image of God who orders all things. Such a ruler needs no
Pheidias nor Polycleitus nor Myron to model him, but by his virtue he forms
himself in the likeness of God and thus creates a statue most delightful
of all to behold and most worthy of divinity. (Ad principem ineruditum,
780e 5-2)%°

Plutarch goes on to say that the likeness to God consists not in the
raw exercise of power (represented by scepter, thunderbolt, and
trident) but in ‘having the word (Adyov) of God’ and demonstrating
goodness and mercy to all (780f~781a). The language of ‘image’ and
‘word’ is striking, but we must again emphasize that these were
widespread attributes of kings in ancient thought.

Not surprisingly, wisdom plays an important role in Greek ideas of
ordering the cosmos and society. In the Theogony Zeus’ first wife is
Metis, which indicates ‘simply knowledge and the practical wisdom
that is based on knowledge’’® He ends up swallowing her to prevent
threats to his rule, but also ‘so that the goddess could advise him of
what was good or bad’ (West trans. 1. 900). The picture of a ruler
assimilating understanding to himself could hardly be more graphic.

The desire to see the heavenly world as the model for the human
community did not disappear with the rise of philosophical thinking.
If anything, the links became stronger and more visible. The most
obvious case is that of Plato. In the Timaeus the human soul is said in
mythical terms to come from the same ‘mixing bowl’ (kparijpa) in
which the Demiurge had mixed the Soul of the Universe (41d), albeit

2" Moralia, trans. H. N. Fowler, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Press, 1960).

30 Theog. 886; West, Commentary, p. 403. Cf. Theog. 81-92; cf. also Od. 8: 170-3;
Derveni papyrus, 18: 9-10, in Gabor Betegh, The Derveni Papyrus: Cosmology,
Theology and Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).
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with a ‘second and third degree of purity’’' Each soul is assigned to a
star and is shown the ‘nature of the Universe’ and the ‘laws of
destiny’. The introduction of the soul into bodies causes all sorts of
disruptions in human life, but the virtuous strive to remember their
heavenly origins and pattern their lives after the example of the stars.
He summarizes:

But the cause and purpose of that best good, as we must maintain, is this,—
that God devised and bestowed upon us vision to the end that we might
behold the revolutions of Reason in the Heaven and use them for the
revolvings of the reasoning that is within us, these being akin to those.’”

Part of Plato’s argument for legislating reverence to the gods in the
Laws book 10 is that Soul (fvys) ‘drives all things in Heaven and
earth and sea by its own motions’”> But Plato’s general concept of
Soul includes at once both the orderly revolutions of the heavens
(897b) and the emotional or ethical acts of ‘wish, reflection, fore-
thought, counsel, opinion true and false, joy, grief’, and so on (897a).
The ‘good’ (dper1) or best (dpeare) Soul drives the heavenly orbits, as
evidenced by their regularity; thus the heavenly bodies are rightly
called ‘gods’.

When Plato argued further in the Laws that all things, even the
smallest details, are ordered for the good of the whole (903bff.), he
was reflecting a widespread assumption about reality in the Greek
world. The author of the pseudo-Aristolelian De Mundo speaks the
philosophical koine of Hellenism when he defines «douos thus:
Kéouos peév odv éoti ovotyua €€ odpavod kal yijs kal T&v év TovToLS
meplexopévar dioewr (391b).*

This system, of course, includes moral life as well as physical
processes. The Stoics incorporate this view most clearly in their
doctrine of the Adyos, and the related sentiment that a virtuous life
was one lived in accordance with nature. ‘Again, living virtuously is

3U In Timaeus; Critias; Cleitophon; Menexenus; Epistles, trans. R. G. Bury, Loeb
Classical Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989).

2 Tim. 47b, trans. Bury.

33 896e, in Laws, trans. R. G. Bury, Locb Classical Library (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1968-9).

% Cf. a few lines later in 391b: Aéyerar 8¢ rai érépws Kbopos 1 Tdv SAwv Tdés Te
KO.I: aLaK[;O"_LT}O'LS, 15776 0501’) TE KO.I: Sld HGO‘V ¢U/\&TTD,U.E/V77.
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equivalent to living in accordance with the experience of the actual
course of nature, as Chrysippus says . . . for our individual natures are
parts of the nature of the whole universe’”> A quote from Cicero may
drive the point home: ‘The same honor is bestowed . ..with good
reason upon knowledge of nature, because he who is to live in
accordance with nature must base his principles upon the system
and government of the entire world>>® The teaching could be put in
political terms, which is important for us because of the centrality of
Jesus’ messiahship for our argument. The Stoics ‘hold that the uni-
verse is governed by divine will; it is a city or state of which both men
and gods are members, and each one of us is a part of this universe;
from which it is a natural consequence that we should prefer the
common advantage to our own’.”’

Given the frequent invocation of the Stoics in discussions of early
Christian views of creation, and particularly of the Adyos, it is crucial
to recall that the Stoics were merely giving precise philosophical
expression to an extremely common understanding of the cosmos
that predated them by millennia. Practically everyone seems to have
believed that the beautiful arrangement of the heavenly bodies served
as a model for human behavior. The Stoics were simply speculating
(with a significant debt to Heraclitus) as to the mechanism through
which that modeling worked.

Ovid’s account of the creation in the first book of the Metamor-
phoses forms a fitting analogue to the philosophical material, as he

> SVF IIL 4, trans. Jason Saunders, Greek and Roman Philosophy after Aristotle
(NY: Free Press, 1966), 112.

36 SVFIIL. 282, trans. Saunders, p-124.

37 SVFIIL 333, trans. Saunders, p-125. Cf. Dio Chrysostom, iii. 50, discussed in
Michael Lapidge, ‘Stoic Cosmology and Roman Literature, First to Third Centuries
A.D., Antstieg und Niedergang der romische Welt, 2/36/3 (1989) 1416; and Aristocles
(ap. Eusebius, Praep. Ev. 15. 14. 2) discussing the reconstitution of the cosmos after
the conflagration: ‘In this way everything in the world is excellently organized as in a
perfectly ordered society’ (trans. in A. A. Long and D. N. Sedley (eds.), The Hellenistic
Philosophers, 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 276). See also Dream
of Scipio, 15, and the comparison of civil war and cosmic destruction in Lucan,
discussed in Lapidge, ‘Stoic Cosmology and Roman Literature, 1405, and more
extensively by the same author in ‘Lucan’s Imagery of Cosmic Dissolution’, Hermes,
107 (1979), 344-70, esp. pp. 360 ff.
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draws upon still-potent mythological imagery, with gestures towards
the insights of the philosophers (Met. 1: 3ff.):

But God, or kindly Nature, ended strife—

he cut the land from skies, the sea from land,
the heavens ethereal from material air;

and when were all evolved from that dark mass
he bound the fractious parts in tranquil peace.

But one more perfect and more sanctified,
a being capable of lofty thought,
intelligent to rule, was wanting still

man was created! Did the Unknown God
designing then a better world make man
of seed divine? or did Prometheus

take the new soil of earth (that still contained
some godly element of Heaven’s Life)

and use it to create the race of man;

first mingling it with water of new streams;
so that his new creation, upright man,

was made in image of commanding Gods?*®

The comparisons with Genesis are evident, from the shaping of
primordial chaos to the notion that mankind is in some sense an
image of the divine.

We conclude with a cluster of Hellenistic texts where a ruler is
singled out as the critical agent in bringing celestial harmony to
earth. According to one report, mermaids during a storm ask
‘Where is Alexander?. Captains answer: ‘Alexander the Great lives
and rules, and keeps the world at peace’’® In the ‘Dream of Scipio’
the (deceased) elder Scipio tells his namesake in a dream:

all those who have preserved, aided, or enlarged their fatherland have a
special place prepared for them in the heavens, where they may enjoy an
eternal life of happiness. For nothing of all that is done on earth is more
pleasing to that supreme God who rules the whole universe than the
assemblies and gatherings of men associated in justice, which are called

3 Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Brookes More (Boston, Mass.: Cornhill, 1922).
3 Trans. in Michael Grant, From Alexander to Cleopatra (NY: Scribner, 1982), 5.
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States. Their rulers and preservers come from that place, and to that place
they return.*

Augustus, as the archetypal Roman emperor, represents a particu-
larly important point of comparison for New Testament messianic
conceptions.*' In the first book of the Georgics the poet Virgil issues a
lengthy invocation of various gods, and brings the list to a climax
with Augustus:

And you above all, Caesar, whom we know not what company of the gods
shall claim ere long; whether you choose to watch over cities and care for our
lands, that so the great globe may receive you as the giver of increase and
lord of the seasons. .. whether you come as god of the boundless sea. . . or
whether you add yourself as a new star to the lingering months**

What is especially striking is Caesar’s future supervision of the
natural order: his precise role may be in question, but Virgil is
confident that death will not stop his supervision of at least part of
the cosmos.

D. T. Runia finds a perhaps even more startling example of Au-
gustus’ role in world-ordering in Philo, Legat 147. Philo ‘describes
the Emperor Augustus in terms worthy of (and derived from!) the

Platonic demiurge’.*’ The text reads:

ol < \ 7 ¢ 4 > > 4 > 7 3 \ 3 7 > ’
00705 6 Tas méAets amdoas els élevlepiav ééeXduevos 6 v draéiav els Tdéw

dyayav 6 Ta. duikta €0vn kal Onpiddn mdvra Huepdioas kal dpprooduevos . . . 6
Tas xdpiras aTautevTovs els uéoov mpobels 6 undev dmoxpuhduevos dyadov 7
KaAov év dmavTL 7 éavTod Blew.*

This is he who gave freedom to every city, who brought disorder into order,
who civilized and made obedient and harmonious, nations which before his
time were unsociable, hostile, and brutal . . . the man who proffered to all the
citizens favors with the most ungrudging liberality, who never once in his

49 Cicero, Rep. 6. 13, in On the Republic; On the Laws, trans. C. W. Keyes, Loeb
Classical Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1970).

1 As evidenced, e.g., by the implicit contrast of Christ and Caesar in Luke 1-2.

42 Georgics, in Eclogues; Georgics; Aeneid 1-6, 11. 24-32, trans. H. R. Fairclough, rev.
G. P. Goold, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1999).

4 David T. Runia, Philo of Alexandria and the Timaeus of Plato (Leiden: Brill,
1986), 140-1.

44 Editing and underlining of text in Runia, Timaeus, 141.



Creation and Moral Order 63

whole life concealed or reserved for himself any thing that was good or
excellent.

The emphasis on order as rdws, which occurs elsewhere in Philo
(Spec. 4. 210; Sacr. 82), bears special relevance to 1 Corinthians 15,
where the word and its cognates are repeatedly used of God’s rule
through Christ. This in turn may shape our understanding of the
Schopfungsmittler formula in 1 Cor. 8: 6. Equally relevant is the
metaphor used by Philo a few lines earlier:

e_/ > I3 -~ I3 \ 4 7’ ~ > ’ 3
0078s éotw 6 Katoap, 6 Tods katappdéavras mavraxél yeiudvas ebdidoas, 6
Tas kowas véoovs ‘EAMvwr kal BapBdpwv lacduevos,

This is Caesar, who calmed the storms which were raging in every direction,
who healed the common diseases which were afflicting both Greeks and
barbarians (Legat. 145)

It is hard to read this and not think of the storm-stilling, disease-
healing ministry of Jesus the Messiah. But the point is not that the
evangelists or Paul were necessarily cribbing from Virgil or other
Roman propaganda in their presentation of Jesus. The burden of this
chapter has been that such shuttling back and forth between heavenly
and earthly realities, between cosmic and social order, was a com-
monplace in antiquity. The biblical tradition is a recognizable species
of this genus, though it had its own distinctive take on the matter.
God had created in a definitive act, and had done mighty works of
salvation or re-creation in the history of his people Israel. In the eyes
of the early Christians these mighty acts had reached their climax in
God’s work through his Messiah Jesus.

While the Church may have been primarily interested in the work
of Jesus to reconcile humanity to God, we have seen that this moral
or relational ordering of life would not have been conceived in
isolation from the ordering of the physical universe. In such an
environment, one can see how the activity of God through Christ
in the (recent) past, present, and future would have led to an almost
inevitable momentum to consider Christ’s role in the more distant
and even primordial past. If the Messiah were God’s consummate
agent of renewal now and forever, it stood to reason that he had been
God’s agent from the very beginning. God was, as 4Q Ages of
Creation states (4Q180), the one who ‘made the ages’ (DXPiT). It



64 Creation and Moral Order

was evident to the early Christians that he had ‘made’ the age to come
through Jesus. Could he have made the prior age, and all that is
within it, any other way?

If the mighty works of Jesus planted the seed for the doctrine of his
agency in creation, the soil on which it grew was this nexus of cosmic
order and social order, of creation and redemption, of heaven and
earth. For the early Christians, Jesus’ life-giving ministry in Galilee
and Judaea must be meaningfully related to God’s own life-giving
purposes in the cosmos at large.



4

Creation: The Beginning of Messianic
Dominion

We have seen that the memories of a wonder-working and now
resurrected Jesus would have provided a powerful impetus towards
speculation about his role in primal creation. This momentum
would have been affirmed and directed by a worldview which saw
the closest connection between creation and redemption/re-creation,
and between cosmic order and social order. But something more was
needed if these primal insights were to reach concrete expression in
phrases like ‘in him all things were created’, and if they were to be
defended in debate with Jewish and pagan interlocutors. There was a
need for a conceptual framework within which such insights could
coalesce; or, to shift the metaphor, some kind of highway to manage
the theological traffic from Endzeit to Urzeit.

Various proposals have been made over the centuries for this
framework. The two most popular suggestions are Jewish Wisdom
speculation, and mediating principles in Hellenistic philosophy
(with the first often being seen as a subcategory of the second).
While these cannot be casually dismissed, it is my contention that a
more likely candidate lies closer to hand: the category of Messiah.
The central thesis of this book is that early Christian teaching on
Jesus’ role in creation emerged within a messianic matrix of reflec-
tion. Creation marks the beginning of his messianic dominion; he
rules the world he made.

In theory, of course, everyone makes a gesture towards Messiah in
discussing this doctrine: we speak of Wisdom Christology or Logos
Christology or the Cosmic Christ. But the interest is typically on the
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first element of the formula: Wisdom or Logos or cosmos. Christ,
Messiah, tends to be an afterthought—, a dull, all-purpose receptacle
within which the really interesting things are stored. I am suggesting
that the really interesting thing, particularly for the question of
creation, is precisely the Church’s conscious reflection on the role
of God’s anointed king. The central question is always: What does it
mean for Jesus to be the Messiah? A variety of resources (including
Wisdom, Word, and so on) might be marshaled to help answer that
question, and its implications might reach out in any number of
directions (including, at least in theory, responding to Hellenistic
questions about the nature of ultimate reality). But everything is
subsumed under the basic issue of Jesus’ messianic identity.

There are several strong supports for employing such a messianic
matrix for examining Jesus’ role in creation in the New Testament.
We have noted in our opening chapter the importance of the title
Messiah/Xpio7és in the New Testament; indeed, it is so fundamental
it could be said to hide in plain sight. In sharp contrast to the few (if
any) and obscure references to Jesus as Wisdom, and even to the
more numerous and clearer associations of Jesus and God’s Word, he
is always and everywhere termed the Messiah. If there is an explana-
tion of his role in creation that makes sense within the framework of
this ubiquitous title and role, it is to be preferred. Furthermore, we
can fairly include within the category of messianism the many
references to Jesus as Son or Lord or King.! All are different ways
of articulating Jesus’ messianic rule.

' Contra e.g. Maguns Zetterholm, ‘Paul and the Missing Messiah’ (in Zetterholm
(ed.), The Messiah in Early Judaism and Christianity (Minneapolis, Minn: Fortress,
2007)), who argues that Paul’s use of Lord is a way of shrouding Jesus’ status as
Messiah of Israel and emphasizing his status as universal ruler (see esp. pp. 37—40).
He can even say (p. 37): ‘In Paul’s letters . . . any tendency to stress the messiahship of
Jesus has vanished into thin air’. Yet he concedes a few sentences later that Paul uses
xptorés over 200 times—which is hardly vanishing into thin air. If by ‘Messiah’ we
mean ‘a political deliverer exclusively for Israel, conceived in strict conformity to
prior Jewish conceptions), then such a critique may hold. But Paul’s entire theology is
predicated on the proposition that the Messiah of Israel is precisely Lord of all
nations. (Zetterholm also asserts (p. 37) that ‘the traditional messianic texts from
the Hebrew Bible do not play any essential role in Paul’s letters, which ignores the
foundational role of Psalm 110 in 1 Corinthians 15).
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Second, the idea of the anointed King authorized to act on God’s
behalf makes the best sense of the agency language in the ‘all things
were created through him’ statements. In the most well-known
messianic psalms, Psalm 2 and Psalm 110, deputized authority con-
stitutes the heart of the Messiah’s identity: ‘I have installed my king
upon Zion, the mountain of my holiness’ (Ps. 2: 6); ‘Ask of me and
I will give you the nations as your inheritance’ (Ps. 2: 8); Sit at
my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet’
(Ps. 110: 1). God appoints the Messiah to rule on his behalf. The New
Testament teaching on Jesus and creation does not disrupt this basic
dynamic; it only expands the purview of the Messiah’s authority to
include primal creation.’

Working within a messianic framework also allows us to maintain
the vital link between Jesus’ deeds and the later Christological asser-
tions of the early Church. At the risk of repeating ourselves, Jesus was
the Messiah, and the Messiah was Jesus. If our argument in Chapter 2
has any merit, the Church was pushed to consider the Messiah’s
primordial role in creation not primarily by theoretical concerns,
but by the shape and scope of the Messiah’s mighty works of re-
creation. As we have seen, this does not necessitate the existence of a
widespread early Jewish belief in a creating Messiah. Jesus and his
disciples radically rethought numerous aspects of the Messiah’s work,
and there is no reason that they might not have done so with respect
to the Messiah’s role in creation. Prior Jewish support would of
course have been welcome on the part of the New Testament writers,
and we will see some indications that the Messiah’s involvement in
creation made sense in that context; but our argument does not stand
or fall on the basis of such evidence.

But the most important rationale for proceeding in this way is the
fact that the central passages concerning Jesus’ Schipfungsmittlerschaft

2 Compare the remark by Douglas Knight with respect to creation and order in
ancient Egyptian texts (italics mine): ‘No distant rubric, ma’at—hence order—is
directly and repeatedly associated with six spheres of life: law, wisdom, nature and
fertility, war and victory, cult and sacrifice, and kingship. Royalty, in fact, is the bracket
that holds the other five areas together inasmuch as the king is charged to maintain the
order in all (‘Cosmogony and Order in the Hebrew Tradition’, in Robin W. Lovin and
Frank E. Reynolds (eds.), Cosmogony and Ethical Order (Chicago, Ill.: University of
Chicago Press, 1985), 139).
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all arguably focus on the theme of messianic lordship. Let me briefly
anticipate some of the exegesis in Chapters 710 to make the point.

1 Corinthians 8-10 is not simply about the question of eating meat
sacrificed to idols. It is about loving your neighbor and acknowl-
edging that Jesus alone is Lord, the authorized mediator between
God and humanity. The latter point explains Paul’s vehement de-
nunciation of attending meals at pagan temples, and his curious
insertions about Christ as agent of creation, the Israelites ‘tempting
Christ, and Christ ‘being’ the rock in the wilderness. He is trying to
impress on the Corinthians that from the beginning of the world
God has always mediated his presence to the world through the
Messiah, not through idols. While the messianic motif appears in
chapters 8—10 somewhat subtly in the designation of Jesus as Lord, it
surfaces dramatically in the climax of the letter in chapter 15, where
Psalm 110 plays a central role.

Colossians 1: 15-20, meanwhile, has understandably been viewed
in Wisdom terms both because of its internal content and the men-
tions of wisdom and philosophy in the near context (1: 28; 2: 1-8).
But I will argue in detail that there are at least as many references to
themes of dominion in Colossians as there are to Wisdom. The
reference in Col. 1: 6 to the gospel ‘bearing fruit and multiplying in
all the world’ (& mavrt 7@ wdopw éariv kapmodopoiuevor xai
adéavduevo; cf. 1: 10, and 1: 23, where the gospel is preached ‘in
all creation’, év mdoy wrioe) is a patent allusion to Genesis 1, and
makes best sense as a reference to the spread of Christ’s messianic
dominion over the creation. The repeated use of the ‘fullness’ motif
(1: 9, 19, 255 2: 9, 10) can likewise be understood within the rubric of
messianic rule. Col. 1: 13 speaks explicitly of the ‘kingdom of his
beloved Son’ (cf. 3: 1, ‘seated at the right hand of God), the classic
messianic text from Psalm 110). The hymn itself stresses Christ’s
preeminence and authority over all other beings rather than his
wisdom per se (cf. 2: 10). Moreover, Paul makes it clear that Wisdom
is in the Messiah (2: 2—3), rather than that Wisdom is the Messiah.

But the most persuasive support for our thesis comes in the note
in Col. 2: 15 that Christ ‘disarmed the rulers and authorities,
and publicly shamed them, triumphing over them by the cross’
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OprapBetoas adrods év adr@). The precise meaning and mechanics of
this triumph have been much debated, but it can certainly be sub-
sumed under Christ’s redemptive work. If our thesis is correct, we
might expect to find an analogue to this in Christ’s role in creation;
and we do. Paul has already noted five verses earlier that Christ is the
head over every ruler and authority (dapys and é¢ovsia), but the
reason Christ is their head was given in the hymn of chapter 1: he
rules because everything was created by him, including dpya! and
ééovalar (1: 16). Jesus® eschatological triumph over the powers does
not come ex nihilo, it is rather the reassertion of the messianic
prerogatives that are his by virtue of his role in creation.

Hebrews 1 fits precisely the same pattern. The multitude of scrip-
tural quotations and allusions are designed to demonstrate that Jesus
as Son is the supreme authority, superior even to the glorious angels.
That ‘Son’ is ‘Messiah’ is abundantly clear from the citations of the
messianic psalms, with Psalm 110 being especially prominent. Crea-
tion, no less than redemption, is messianic work.

John 1 might seem the exception to the rule, since the Adyos
theology is so clearly central to the Prologue. It must be admitted
that issues of authority are only implicit in the Prologue proper,
though the subordination of John the Baptist functions in a remark-
ably similar way to the discourse on the angels in Hebrews 1. Reading
the Word as the Messianic Son depends on the remainder of John’s
Gospel (which, it bears remembering, is the only actual context we
have for interpreting the Prologue). The Gospel is relentlessly mes-
sianic.” The transliterated Meoo{as appears in 1: 41 to establish the
Jewish provenance of the title, and it is followed by fifteen uses of
xptorés. The latter is often used in questions or denials, such that
John’s Gospel poses precisely the same question as the Synoptics:
Could this Jesus really be the Messiah—and if so, why does he behave
in such a peculiar fashion, and end up in such apparent misery? The
positive confession of Jesus as Messiah is given by Martha in the
crucial episode of the raising of Lazarus (12: 34), and it is included
in the summary statement in 20: 31: “These things are written in order

3 See e.g. Klaus Scholtissek, ‘Ich und der Vater, wir sind eins), in G. van Belle, J. G.
van der Watt, and P. Maritz (eds.), Theology and Christology in the Fourth Gospel
(Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2005), 321-3.
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that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, and in order that believing
you might have life in his name’. The Son is the Messiah, and as Messiah
he speaks—as Messiah he is—God’s first and final Word.

This brief survey also reveals where we ought to look first to
uncover how the New Testament writers thought through the ques-
tion of Jesus the Messiah and primal creation; namely, the Scriptures.
Paul takes the Shema in Deuteronomy 6 as his point of departure in
1 Cor. 8: 6; John 1 is saturated with the language and imagery of
Genesis 1; Hebrews contains a catena of Old Testament messianic
texts; and Colossians combines imagery from Genesis and the mes-
sianic psalms. Rather than turning in the first instance to Hellenistic
philosophy, we ought first to see how the early Church rooted its
understanding of Jesus and creation in scriptural interpretation.

One question to which we can give only the briefest of references is
that of the Messiah’s preexistence, the fairly obvious prerequisite for
the job of creation. The topic has been treated at length elsewhere,
indeed in far more detail than the topic of Christ’s creative activity.*
But while it is true that agency in creation logically presupposes
preexistence, we should not imagine that at the historical level a
fully-orbed doctrine of preexistence had to be in place before Jesus’
role in creation could be affirmed. It was the staggering nature of the
remembered deeds and words of Jesus as the definitive agent of God’s
recreating purposes that retrojected the early Christians back in time
to consider his role in the beginning. The early Christians did not
necessarily need a pre-existing pre-existent figure like Wisdom, nor
even a tradition of a preexistent Messiah, onto which they could
attach Jesus. This Messiah could, as it were, preexist on his own two

* See e.g. Simon Gathercole, The Pre-existent Son: Recovering the Christologies of
Matthew, Mark, and Luke (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2006); R. G. Hamerton-
Kelly, Pre-existence, Wisdom, and the Son of Man: A Study of the Idea of Pre-existence
in the New Testament, Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973); Gottfried Schimanowski, Weisheit und
Messias, Wissunt zum Neuen Testament, 2 (Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1985); James
D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making. A New Testament Inquiry into the Origins of
the Doctrine of the Incarnation, 2nd edn. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdinans, 2003);
Fred B. Craddock, The Pre-existence of Christ in the New Testament (Nashville, Tenn.:
Abingdon, 1968); Aquila Lee, From Messiah to Preexistent Son Wissunt zum Neuen
Testament, 2/192 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005); William Horbury, Jewish Mes-
sianism and the Cult of Christ (London: SCM, 1998), esp. 91-102.
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feet.” This is not to deny that the biblical texts about God’s Word or
his Wisdom might have assisted the New Testament writers in con-
ceptualizing how it is that Jesus could somehow have been around in
the beginning—the speaking of God in Genesis 1 clearly served that
purpose for the author of the fourth Gospel. Nor is it to deny that
texts such as Mic. 5: 2 or Psalm 110 might have led to speculation
about an eternal Messiah in Judaism, or that Jesus himself may have
indicated that his goings forth were indeed from of old. It is simply to
say that the New Testament texts on Christ and creation assume
rather than argue for his existence as a responsible agent at the
creation. Hence we will focus precisely on the background of his
creative activity, rather than on general questions of preexistence.

GOD, MESSIAH, CREATION, SCRIPTURE

How did God create the world? The New Testament answers, at least
in part, ‘through the Messiah’. The Old Testament, meanwhile, em-
ploys a number of different images. God can be said to create by his
Word, or by his Wisdom (or insight), or by his Spirit. Later Jewish
writers went on to develop these themes in a number of different
directions. Since the New Testament writers could hardly make such
a bold assertion of Jesus without scriptural support, it falls to us to
reflect on how they might have read the Bible such that the biblical
statements on creation could be seen in harmony with the affirma-
tion that the Messiah was God’s agent in creation.

We may begin by recognizing the complexity resident within the
question ‘How did God create the world?’. Consider these three simple
English sentences: ‘T made this with my own two hands’; ‘Tmade thiswith
skill’; and ‘I made this with a hammer and nails’. The first sentence is a
virtual circumlocution for ‘I made this myself”. The second is adverbial:
‘I made it skillfully’; the work reflects the fact that I am a skillful person.

> Cf. C. E. D. Moule, The Origin of Christology (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1977), 138: ‘[I]t is arguable that when Paul . . . and John articulate the belief in
the preexistence of Christ, they are only drawing out the implications of their
experience of him as transcending the temporal’.
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The third speaks of literal instrumentality; I used something extrinsic to
myself. Even as we note the obvious differences in usage, however, we
must recognize that these categories tend to bleed into one another. ‘My
own two hands’ may in one sense be another way of saying ‘myself’, butin
another sense the hands are genuine instruments—though, critically,
instruments that are a part of me. Likewise the adverbial use we cited
implies that there is some skill resident within me that I have managed to
communicate to the material. Even the purely instrumental use of
external tools can be seen as a means of self-expression.

I believe this modest illustration provides a helpful model for how
the New Testament writers could think of the Messiah together with
the various statements on how God created the world in the Old
Testament. To the extent that some type of instrumentality is in view
in the Old Testament texts, the Messiah may be said to possess the
qualities that make creation possible. The Messiah has God’s Wis-
dom, his Spirit, and his Word. To the extent that the Old Testament
affirms that God himself is the creator, the Messiah is held forth as
the one who shares the divine identity; in the words of Hebrews, he is
‘the effulgence of his glory and the stamp of his essence’

We will take each of the various scriptural images of God and
creation in turn and reflect on its relationship to the Messiah,
culminating with what I consider to be the most comprehensive
categories, those of image and glory. We will begin, as Scripture
does, with the Spirit.

THE SPIRIT IN CREATION

‘And the Spirit/Wind of God was hovering over the face of the waters’
(Gen. 1: 2). While the precise role of the Spirit here is not clear,
Gordon Wenham is likely correct that it is meant to ‘express the
powerful presence of God moving mysteriously over the waters’; it is
an ‘image of the Wind of God, hovering and ready for action’.® We
find something similar in Psalms 33 and 147, where the role of the

% Wenham, Genesis 1-15, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, Tex.: Word,
1987), 17.
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Spirit is linked to the role of God’s Word. Ps. 33: 6 reads: ‘By the word
of the Lord the heavens were made, and by the breath of his mouth all
their hosts’. God likewise maintains what he has made by his Spirit.
Ps. 147: 15-18 reads: ‘He sends his word to the earth; his word runs
swiftly, sending snow like wool and scattering hoarfrost like ashes; he
sends ice crystals like crumbs, who can stand before his chill? He
sends his word (1'1 J7) and they melt; he makes his wind (1I'l'1'1) blow
and the waters flow’ Word and Spirit may be functional equivalents
in these passages, in that they are both broadly speaking ‘exhalations’
It may be, though, that God’s speaking represents his directive
intelligence, and God’s Spirit the motive power. The association
endures in later Jewish writing, as evidenced by Judith 16: 14
(NRSV): ‘Let all your creatures serve you, for you spoke, and they
were made. You sent forth your spirit, and it formed them; there is
none that can resist your voice’. Not surprisingly, the Spirit is asso-
ciated especially with the creation of animate life. Thus, speaking of
the animals, Ps. 104: 30 says: “You send forth your Spirit, and they are
created (JIXD2?)’ (using bara, as in Gen. 1: 1).

There is of course an intimate association between the Messiah
and the Spirit throughout both the Old and New Testaments. The
idea of the Spirit-filled leader of God’s people goes back to Joseph
(Gen. 41: 38), plays an important role in the story of Moses
(Num. 11: 17-30), and becomes a leitmotif in the books of Judges
and 1 Samuel. The most directly relevant texts come from Isaiah:

Isa. 11: 1-2: And a branch will go forth from the stump of Jesse, and a shoot
from his roots will be fruitful. And the Spirit of the Lord will rest upon him,
the Spirit of wisdom and insight, The Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit
of knowledge and the fear of YHWH. (cf. Ps. Sol. 18: 7)

Isa. 42: 1: Behold, my servant whom I uphold; my chosen one, with whom
my soul is pleased; I have put my Spirit upon him, he will bring forth justice
for the nations.

Isa. 48: 15-16: ‘I, even I, have spoken and called him, I have brought him,
and he will prosper in his way. Draw near to me, hear this: from the
beginning I have not spoken in secret, from the time it came to be I have
been there! And now the Lord GOD has sent me and his Spirit.

Isa. 61: 1 The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has
anointed me to bring good news to the poor, he has sent me to bind up the
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broken-hearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and release for the
prisoners.

Texts such as these are bulwarks of New Testament Christology.
Isaiah 61 forms the point of departure for Luke’s account of Jesus’
public ministry, and it likewise is the backbone of the Beatitudes in
Matthew’s first extended account of Jesus’ teaching. This at the very
least indicates its significance for the evangelists, and arguably its
significance for Jesus’ own self-perception. While the Spirit is not
explicitly invoked as agent of creation in Isaiah 40-66, the section as a
whole is saturated with creation and new-creation language. It could
hardly have been missed by early Christians poring over these verses
as they tried to make sense of the life and ministry of Jesus.”

We conclude this section with a quotation from Genesis Rabbah 2. 4.
Commenting on Gen. 1: 2, R. Simeon b. Lakish is credited with saying,
‘““And the Spirit of God hovered”: this alludes to the “spirit of the
Messiah”, as you read, “And the spirit of the LORD shall rest upon
him” (Isa. 11: 2).® The quote, striking as it is for our thesis, hardly
serves as proof that an identification of the Messiah as agent of creation
was readily available from prior Jewish sources for early Christian
theological reflection (even irrespective of its late date). In context, R.
Simeon is not affirming the Messiah as agent of creation per se. The
comment is part of an extended allegoresis of the text in which tohu
symbolizes Babylon, bohu symbolizes Media, ‘darkness’ is Greece, and
‘the deep’ is ‘this wicked state’ (likely Rome).” The Messiah’s future
triumph over the wicked nations by means of the Spirit is analogous to
YHWH’s past conquest of the hostile elements at the creation.'”

7 Cf. the intriguing suggestion by Michael Daise that the Teacher of Righteous-
ness may be viewed as the agent of new creation in 1QH 16: 4-5a (Daise, ‘Biblical
Creation Motifs in the Qumran Hodayot), in Lawrence H. Schiffman, Emmanuel Tov,
and James C. VanderKam (eds.), The Dead Sea Scrolls Fifty Years After Their Discovery
(Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society/Shrine of the Book, 2000), 293-305, esp.
p. 304).

8 Midrash Rabbah: Genesis, i, trans. H. Freedman, ed. H. Freedman and M. Simon
(London: Soncino, 1939), 17; cf. Martin Hengel, Der Sohn Gottes (Tiibingen: Mohr
Siebeck, 1975), 110-11; Horbury, Messianism, 101.

® Cf. Freedman’s p. 17 n. 5.

'% This is not to say I see the conflict motif within the Genesis account itself. But
the rabbis do seem to have at least in this case read Genesis 1 with the assistance, e.g.,
of Psa. 75: 12-18, in a way that fits well with Levenson’s central thesis in Creation and
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If Gen. Rabb. 2. 4 thus differs signficantly from John 1 or Colos-
sians 1, it nevertheless reflects a way of thinking about Scripture
which would have been quite at home in the early Church. Both
the rabbis and the early Christians were committed to Scripture as
the final authority, and both sought to view it as a harmonious
whole. As we have seen, there was ample scriptural precedent for
connecting events in ‘salvation history’ with events of the creation.
While Daniel 7 uses the imagery of true humanity (= Israel) ruling
over the beasts (= the nations) in the manner of Gen. 1: 26-30, this
same relationship could with justification be mapped onto the be-
ginning of the chapter in Genesis. Bringing together Isaiah 61 and
Genesis 1 would have been a perfectly natural move both for the
rabbis and the early Christians. The difference is that the early
Christians’ intimate identification of Jesus and the Spirit led them
to align such texts in much stricter fashion. Jesus was so definitively
the Spirit-bearer that it became difficult to imagine a time when he
would not have been the means by which God’s life-giving Spirit was
mediated to the earth. In light of the importance of the Spirit in the
Church’s memories of Jesus and their ongoing corporate life, it is
likely that Christ’s role as Spirit-bearer provided the first bridge from
Endzeit to Urzeit.

WORD

While the Spirit is introduced in Gen. 1: 2, in the remainder of
the chapter it is God’s act of speaking that orders the world. ‘God
said...and it was. ..’ This is far from a hypostatic word, but it may
properly be deemed a ‘speech act’ on the part of God, rather than a
mere principle of order underlying reality.'’ The same dynamic is

the Persistence of Evil (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994). Van Roon
notes that in Jewish tradition Isa. 11 ‘interferes’ with creation myths in Gen. 1: 26-7
and Ps. 8: 7-9 (‘The Relation between Christ and the Wisdom of God According to
Paul’, Novum Testamentum, 16 (1974), 21-3).

"' See Hans-Friedrich Weiss, ‘Mit diesen Aussagen ist noch keineswegs der Weg zu
einer Hypostasierung des “Wortes” beschritten; das Wort Gottes hat hier noch keinen
statischen Charakter, sondern ist vielmehr dynamisch im Sinne des “Sprechens”
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evident in the verses cited above from Psalm 33 and Psalm 147.'?
Subsequent Jewish thinkers took up creation by the Word with great
enthusiasm."” By sheer volume, it may have been the most popular
creation motif in early Judaism, appearing in, for example, Jub. 12: 4,
Sib. Or. 3: 20 (cf. Sib. Or. 1: 19), 2 Baruch 14: 17, Jos. Asen. 12: 2, LAB
60: 2, Prayer of Manasseh, 3, and Test. Abr. 9: 6.

In all the above cases the Word of God may be considered broadly
instrumental; God creates by commanding that things be so. While it
is more difficult to prove that the Messiah possesses God’s Word than
that he possesses God’s Spirit, there are some suggestive texts, espe-
cially if one is willing to accept Deut. 18: 18 as broadly ‘messianic’:'*
‘A prophet I will raise up for them from the midst of their brothers, a
prophet like you, and I will put my words in his mouth, and he will
speak to them all that I command him’. The Servant in Isaiah 50 can
declare (NRSV): ‘The Lord GOD has given me the tongue of a
teacher, that I may know how to sustain the weary with a word.
Morning by morning he wakens—wakens my ear to listen as those
who are taught. The Lord GOD has opened my ear, and I was not
rebellious, I did not turn backward’. (Isa. 50: 4-5). The latter text

Gottes verstanden’. (Untersuchungen zur Kosmologic des Hellenistischen and Palisti-
nischen Judentums, ed. O. von Harnack und A. von Gebhardt (Berlin: Akademie,
1966).

12 See Weiss, Kosmologie, 219.

'3 ‘We may mention briefly here the idea that God created the world through the
Torah; see e.g. Gen. Rabb. 1: 1: ‘Thus God consulted the Torah and created the world,
while the Torah declares, “In the beginning God created (1: 1), “beginning” referring
to the Torah, as in the verse, “The Lord made me as the beginning of his way (Prov. 8:
22)”. The evidence is late, and scholars have largely, and justly, dismissed
W. D. Davies’s suggestion (in Paul and Rabbinic Judaism (London: SPCK, 1948),
150-69) that the connection between Jesus and Torah accounted for the doctrine of
Jesus’ Schopfungsmittlerschaft. Rabbinic texts like these seem to regard Torah as a kind
of blueprint for the creation, and thus as a deliberate counterpart to the Platonic view
of the Eternal Living Creature (see Ch. 5, below). If there are difficulties with
identifying Jesus and Wisdom, the difficulties of identifying Jesus and a blueprint
for creation are even greater. To make such an identification, one would have to have
a massively developed theology of Christ as God’s Adyos, in the strict sense of God’s
mind or the repository of his ideas (i.e. well beyond anything we get even in the
fourth Gospel), coupled with a highly personalized view of Plato’s Eternal Living
Creature. It seems eminently unlikely that such a refined conception would have
formed the basis for Paul’s view of Jesus and creation.

" Cf. Acts 3: 22; John 7: 40-1.
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would surely have attracted the interest of New Testament writers,
given that the following verse reads, ‘T gave my back to those who
struck me, and my cheeks to those who pulled out the beard; I did
not hide my face from insult and spitting’. Taking a broader view,
Ancient Near Eastern and Old Testament thought practically de-
mands that the ruling king possess the divine word in a special
way. How else could he effectively order his kingdom in sympathy
with the divinely ordained cosmic order?

In both the Old Testament and early Judaism, however, the Word
of God could be seen not only as an instrument, but as a way of
describing the self-communication of God. Philo represents this in
its most extreme form, but his use is so tied to his Middle Platonist
outlook we reserve it for special treatment in a separate chapter. One
especially noteworthy example of the Word as divine self-expression
is the Memra in the Targums, which some have suggested lies behind
the Word of John 1. Robert Hayward has demonstrated that the
Memra is not a hypostasis, but is rather ‘a means of speaking about
God, whose Name is the Tetragram 'HYH, as I WILL BE THERE,
demonstrated as His presence with His people in past and future, in
creation and in history. Memra is the consequence of combining the
attributes of the verbs ’mr and hwh to give a shorthand term for
theology’.15 The problem with the Targums, of course, is whether the
traditions in them can be reliably dated to the first century cr.'® The
specific influence of Memra theology on the New Testament can only
remain an intriguing possibility.'” But the natural connection of

15 Hayward, Divine Name and Presence: The Memra (Totowa, NJ: Allanhead,
Osmun, 1981), 20.

'® Hayward 115-37 adduces evidence he believes speaks to the presence of the
‘theology associated with the Memra’ in some early Jewish texts. But this ‘Memra
theology’ so broadly follows the OT conception of God (he is present in creation and
redemption; he remembers his people in mercy; his name is upon his people; etc.; see
e.g. p. 116) that it is hard to see how references to these phenomena elsewhere must
be related to the Memra in particular.

'7 'We may note here the related extra-biblical notion that God creates through His
‘name’ or his ‘oath’ (see P. Man. 3; Jub. 36: 7; 1 En. 69: 13—14). Jarl Fossum is almost
certainly correct when he suggests that the oath in question is "1, the ‘let it be’ of
Genesis 1. This in turn has an obvious connection to the Tetragrammaton 1.
Since one possible translation of the Tetragrammaton is ‘he who causes [x] to be’, the
association of the oath ‘let it be’ and the name of God was a perfectly natural one. But
while Jesus receives ‘the name’ in Phil. 2: 9, this is after his ascension, and ‘the name’



78 The Beginning of Messianic Dominion

God’s speaking as an expression of his identity was no doubt a live
one in the first century.

WISDOM

Wisdom has enjoyed pride of place in modern discussions of Jesus’
role in creation. Yet the case for its centrality is not nearly as self-
evident as is sometimes supposed. Some Jewish writers used Wisdom
as a way of describing God’s creative activity, but just as often they
used Word or Spirit to speak to the same reality. The Church Fathers
made a direct connection between the creating Christ and the figure
of Wisdom in Proverbs 8,'® which might lead one to surmise that
they were merely picking up an exegetical tradition already latent in
the New Testament. But we might equally well ask why the New
Testament writers did not make the equation between Christ and
Wisdom explicit, if it seemed like such an obvious move to make.
The vocabulary of ‘image’ and ‘effulgence’ from Colossians 1 and
Hebrews 1 has significant affinities with Wisdom of Solomon chapter
7, yet it can equally be traced to Messianic imagery, particularly when
it is read against views of royalty in the Ancient Near East.

We will try to keep our discussion here brief. In part, this is
because so much attention has been paid to Wisdom by other
scholars, and we do not need to rehearse the texts elucidated else-
where. More importantly, I do not wish by an overly lengthy discus-
sion to contribute to the perception that Wisdom was the sole, or
even the chief, way in which early Jews and Christians thought
through the problem of God and creation. We will therefore restrict
ourselves to passages where Wisdom is mentioned directly, rather
than assume that any passage concerning creation must necessarily

and creation are never brought into association in the NT. For discussion see Sean
McDonough, YHWH at Patmos (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 128-31; Jarl Fos-
sum, The Name of God and the Angel of the Lord (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1985),
82f1t., 245ff.

18 Gee e.g. Justin Martyr, Dial. 126; Origen, Comm. in Joh. 1. 19, cited in David E.
Aune, Revelation 1-5, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, Tex.: Word, 1997), 256;
Athanasius, Contra Gentes, 3. 40. 5.
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involve Wisdom traditions. While there was undoubtedly a degree of
Weisheitspekulation by Jews in the Second Temple period, there has
been far more Spekulation about Wisdom in the modern academy.

In keeping with many scholars, I am convinced that the much-
discussed figure of Wisdom in Proverbs 8 is nothing more than a
literary personification of the fact that God’s wisdom is evident in the
creation.'” The best commentary on Proverbs 8 is in fact Prov. 3: 19—
20: YHWH established the earth by wisdom ((A23], he founded
the heavens by understanding [1213N3] and the abysses were cleft
open by his knowledge [1MYT2]’. We must either imagine that God
needed a trio of hypostatic heavenly helpers to make the world, or
concede that all of these are figures of speech for the reality that the
created order displays God’s thoughtful handiwork at every turn.
Later Jewish writers likewise understood this personification as a
literary device, and felt free to intersperse Wisdom with parallel
terms. We read in 11Q5. 26: 14, ‘Blessed be he who made the earth
with his strength | establishing the world with his wisdom. | With his
knowledge he spread out the heavens’.** Ben Sira had quite a bit to say
about Wisdom, but he can still speak of God’s creative acts in a
multitude of ways; in 43: 26 he can write: ‘Because of him each of his
messengers succeeds, and by his word (Adyos) all things hold
together’ He can also speak of God hastening on the snow by his
command (mpdorayua: 43: 13) or causing the abyss to rest by his
reasoning (Aoyiouds: 43: 23). Even the author of the Wisdom of
Solomon, who extols Wisdom in the most dramatic terms, reports
that God holds things together by his Spirit (1: 7); then that God
made all things through his Aéyos (9: 1); and finally that he made
them by his almighty hand (% mavroddvauds cov xelp) (11: 17). As for
the question of personification, the author obviously does not believe
rulers will literally find Wisdom sitting at their gates (6: 14), any
more than he thinks ‘sickly envy’ is a potential traveling companion
(6: 23).

% See e.g. Roland E. Murphy, ‘The Personification of Wisdom’, in John Day,
Robert P. Gordon, and H. G. M. Williamson (eds.), Wisdom in Ancient Israel
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 225. Compare esp. the clear perso-
nification of the parallel figure, Lady Folly, in 9: 13-18.

20 See e.g. 1QH 9. 13-15.
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Ben Sira does say in the well-known song of self-praise by Wisdom
(24: 1-22) that Wisdom goes forth from God’s mouth and settles on
the earth like a mist (24: 3). This may suggest that the author can
sometimes conceive of Wisdom as a force emanating from God,
though it is just as likely that it serves as a vivid metaphor for the
fact that God’s knowledge penetrates every facet of creation. More
pointedly, Ben Sira concludes the self-praise of Wisdom with the
remarkable statement: radra wdvra B{Blos Stabijkys Oeod TihloTov
vépov ov évereldato fuiv Mwvais kAppovoulav cvvaywyais lakwp,
‘All this is the book of the covenant of God Most High, the law which
Moses commanded us, an inheritance for the synagogues of Jacob’
(24: 23). This is not a clumsy interpolation (though the preceding
material may well have been adopted from earlier sources); it is the
chief point of the whole book. If one is looking to find God’s elusive
Wisdom, one should look no further than the Law of Moses. This is
God’s definitive self-revelation.?!

As for the author of the Wisdom of Solomon, it is evident that
he sees Wisdom as far more than an abstract principle. Consider
7: 24-7:

For wisdom is more mobile than any motion; because of her pureness she
pervades and penetrates all things.> For she is a breath of the power of God,
and a pure emanation of the glory of the Almighty; therefore nothing defiled
gains entrance into her.”® For she is a reflection of eternal light, a spotless
mirror of the working of God, and an image of his goodness.*” Although she
is but one, she can do all things, and while remaining in herself, she renews
all things; in every generation she passes into holy souls and makes them
friends of God, and prophets (NRSV)

TAONS YAp KW TEWS KWNTIKOTEPOV Godia Suiket 8¢ kal xwpel did mdvTwy Sua
v kafapdtyra > aruls ydp éoTw Tis Tob Oeod Suvduews ral amdppoia Tis
T00 mavTokpdTopos 86&ns eldukpwris Sua ToDTO 0V0EV peptapévoy €ls adTny
mapepmimre’® dratyacua ydp eorw ¢wrds didlov rai Eoomrpov drknAiSwrov
s 700 Oeod evepyelas ral elkdw s dyalBdryros adroi ula 8¢ oboa mdvra
815]/(17(1'. KG.I) ‘LLG’VOUUG. G,V Cl,l;Tﬁ Td. 77(7/.]/7'[1, K(ILVL/CGL KCLL\ K(l’Td ')/€V€d.§ GES (pl)xds‘

6alas peraPaivovoa ¢idovs Oeod kai mpodritas xataokevdlet

! Wisdom had of course been equated with the Law in Deut. 4: 6: the statutes and
ordinances ‘will be your wisdom and your understanding in the eyes of the people’;
thus Sirach’s formulation does have some precedent. Cf. also Baruch 4: 1.
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The author here has moved beyond the mere assertion that the world
reflects God’s Wisdom and speculates as to the mechanics of how this
Wisdom gets to the world and works upon it. The sensibility shows
the clear influence of Hellenistic philosophy with the logos-like
penetration of Wisdom into all things and the neat solution of the
problem of the One and the Many in verse 27. Wisdom is here a kind
of force from God, or an emanation of God, the means by which he
brings the world to its desired order. The description of Wisdom as
the one who ywpei dia mdvrwy; as an dwadyaopa ydp éorw pwros
didiov, and as an elkwv s dyaddtyTos adTov has at least surface
connections with the material in Colossians and Hebrews.

Yet even here we must make some qualifications. First, this Wis-
dom is clearly God’s Wisdom, rather than an independent being; this
supposition is confirmed by the author’s liberal use of substitute
concepts like “‘Word’ and ‘Spirit. Second, while the Wisdom of
Solomon is assuredly Hellenistic in flavor, its basic message remains
thoroughly Jewish. This is most clearly in evidence in the rehearsal
of the Exodus story at the book’s climax, with its graphic descriptions
of the punishments sent upon the Egyptians. With respect to crea-
tion, the author is aware of current philosophical discussion, but he
remains rooted in a very traditional reading of Israel’s story of the
world. The beauty and harmony of the universe is not due to
impersonal forces, still less to the gods of the pagan world; it reflects
the outworking of the Wisdom of the God of Israel, the same Lord
who blesses his people and curses the wicked. The book’s last words
indicate his central concern: ‘For in everything, O Lord, you have
exalted and glorified your people, and you have not neglected to help
them at all times and in all places’ (19: 22).

I would argue even more strongly that the much-discussed de-
scription of Wisdom as a ‘Savior’ in chapter 10 is less revolutionary
that it might first appear, and was unlikely to have a significant role
in early Christology.** Since Wisdom is regularly equated with the
Spirit in Wisdom of Solomon (e.g. 1: 7; 9: 17; 12: 1), one might see
how all God’s acts of power could be attributed to his Wisdom.> But

22 Contra e.g. Ronald Cox, By the Same Word (Berlin: de Grnyter, 2007), 83—4.
2 See e.g. Michael Kolarcik: ‘Each saving moment is a recreation. Wisdom
saves because she was present at creation, and therefore knows how to restore the
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the introduction to the passage in 9: 17 makes it clear that what is in
view here is that people who heed God’s Word prosper, and those
who do not suffer: “Who has learned your counsel, unless you have
given wisdom and sent your holy spirit from on high?’ (NRSV). The
chief function of Wisdom/Spirit here is not to save per se, but to
direct people in the paths of life; ‘counsel’ (BovA7) is what God
provides through his Wisdom/Spirit.

The examples that follow in chapter 10 bear this out. Cain
foolishly kills his brother and perishes (10: 3). Wisdom ‘saves’ the
world at the flood only because Noah wisely heeds God’s call to build
the ark (10: 4), just as Lot was wise to flee the judgment on the
five cities (10: 6). The one seeming exception to this pattern is
the description of Wisdom as the cloud and pillar of fire which
leads the people through the Red Sea and drowns their enemies
(10: 17-19). This may indeed stem from an equation of God’s
glory and his Wisdom, such that for this one episode Wisdom is
envisaged as directly engaged in the salvation of God’s people. But it
seems at least as likely that even here the cloud and fire are taken to
symbolize God’s guiding directives: those who are wise follow the
cloud and pillar and are saved, those who do not perish.24 I am loath,
therefore, to assume that the Wisdom of Solomon provides a tem-
plate of a ‘creating and saving Wisdom” which became the basis for
the New Testament portrait of Christ.

WISDOM AND THE MESSTAH

None of this is to deny that some Wisdom vocabulary—particularly
from Wisdom 7—may have influenced the choice of words in Co-
lossians 1 or Hebrews 1. We have seen in the previous chapter how

conditions of creation for the just’ (‘Creation and Salvation in the Book of Wisdom),
in Richard J. Clifford and John J. Collins (eds.), Creation in the Biblical Traditions,
Catholic Biblical Quarterly Monograph Series, 24 (Washington, DC: Catholic Biblical
Association, 1992), 104.

2% Note that in 18: 3 the pillar of fire is a ‘guide’ (68yydv), and Wisdom is not
mentioned at all in the context.
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wisdom was seen as an essential attribute for rulers in the Ancient
Near East. The same wisdom that enabled the god to order the
cosmos would enable the ruler to extend that order in the terrestrial
realm. It is thus not surprising to see that the expected anointed ruler
of God in the Old Testament would likewise be marked by wisdom.
The foundational text for Jewish exegetes in this regard would be Isa.
11: 2: ‘And the Spirit of the Lord will rest upon him, the Spirit of
wisdom and insight, The Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of
knowledge and the fear of YHWH’. That wisdom should be listed as
the first endowment of the Spirit is not surprising in light of the
Ancient Near Eastern background. Later Jewish writers naturally
followed suit and highlighted wisdom among the traits of the coming
Messiah. Psalms of Solomon 17: 37 paraphrases Isaiah 11: ‘for God
made him powerful in the holy spirit and wise in the counsel of
understanding with strength and righteousness’*

We would expect, then, that some attributes of Wisdom—includ-
ing its role in creation—would have been picked up in early Christian
reflection on Jesus. Yet if they were, I do not think this stemmed from
a (very well-hidden) equation of Christ and Wisdom. It is far more
likely that the early Christians were working with a conceptually
simpler formula: as Messiah, Jesus possessed God’s Wisdom; indeed,
he possessed it to the full. This critical distinction has not been made
in most discussions of Jesus’ Schipfungmittlershaft, but it has been
noted by a few. A. van Roon writes after a lengthy and cogent
argument: ‘[Paul’s] christology is not based on an identification of
Christ with the wisdom of God which is described in the wisdom
literature. He is familiar only with the traditional relation between
the Messiah and the wisdom of God’*® Martin Hengel also notes the
Old Testament passages where the Messiah is to be ‘not only right-
eous judge and sinless ruler, but also, as the custodian of God’s law,
the teacher of his people, whose administration of justice attains
independent significance as teaching.?’ The supposition that Jesus

5 trans. R. B. Wright, in The Old Testament Psendepigrapha, ii, ed. J. H. Charlesworth
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1985), 668. Cf. Ps. Sol. 18: 7.

26 Van Roon 238.

*” Hengel, ‘Jesus as Messianic Teacher of Wisdom and the Beginnings of Chris-
tology’, in his Studies in Early Christology, trans. Rollin Kearns (Edinburgh: Clark,
1995), 97.
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has God’s Wisdom to the full is supported, most notably, by Col. 2: 3:
‘in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge’*®

But what of the more dramatic statements about Wisdom as God’s
image and agent on earth? Here we must remember that Wisdom was
only one figure used by some Jewish writers at certain times to deal
with the fundamental problem of God’s relationship to the world. If
‘Wisdom speculation’ is shorthand for the problem of divine self-
communication, this is surely relevant to the development of
Christology. But the Wisdom tradition, strictly speaking, is just one
tributary of the river of Christology. To the extent that Wisdom 7, for
instance, describes Wisdom as the image or effulgence of God, it may
have provided the proximate source of vocabulary for Colossians or
Hebrews (though other possible sources exist). But this only worked
because the early Christians had already identified Jesus as the one
who shared the divine identity.

In sum, we can account for traces of Wisdom language in the New
Testament texts without imagining that the writers were expecting
the readers to slot Christ into the world-creating spot now vacated by
Wisdom. In contrast to the Fathers, they avoided making a direct
equation of Christ and Wisdom, perhaps because they recognized the
conceptual and theological difficulties of using passages like Proverbs
8 in such strict fashion. Yet they could draw on some of the language
from that tradition (as well as others) to illuminate the Messiah’s
primordial work. On the one hand they recognized that the Messiah
was the preeminent recipient of God’s Wisdom, and had presumably
been so from all eternity; and on the other hand they recognized that
some of the more dramatic ontological claims for Wisdom (as God’s
glory or image) had been unduly attributed to Wisdom and belonged
rightfully to the Messianic Son as the ultimate bearer of God’s image.
This need not imply that Wisdom was therefore the focal point of the
New Testament writers’ attention, whether by way of embrace or

28 As we note in our Colossians chapter below, Col. 2: 3 draws upon the explicitly
Messianic text Isa. 45: 3: kal 8ddow oot Onoavpods okoTewods dmokpigovs dopdTovs
avoléw oot.

2" As it seems to be for James D. G. Dunn (‘Was Christianity a Monotheistic Faith
from the Beginning?’, in his The Christ and the Spirit (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerd-
mans, 1998), 329-32).
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rejection. It was only one facet of a complex picture whose real goal was
to express the glories of the Messiah in creation and consummation.

EXCURSUS: JESUS AS THE BEGINNING?

One particular way Wisdom may have influenced New Testament
creation texts has been put forth by C. E Burney in an enduringly
popular article on ‘Christ as the archeé of creation’. He argues that
Col. 1: 15 ff. is an elaborate meditation on the NYWXI2 of Gen. 1: 1,

with Christ himself filling the role of ‘the begmnmg This association
was facilitated by Prov. 8: 22, which he believes should be rendered,
‘The Lord begat me as the beginning of His way, The antecedent of
His works, of old’* In keeping with rabbinic tradition, the nIwK

of Prov. 8: 22 would have been read alongside the N"WX72 of Gen.

1: 1. For Paul, this led to the description of Christ i in Col. 1: 15 as
mpwréToros and agent of creation. Burney goes on to argue that the
descriptions of creation in Colossians 1 as ‘in Christ, ‘through
Christ, and ‘for Christ’ may all be seen as explications of the beth
in N"WK12.!

Burney’s suggestion is an interesting one (though even if it is true
we are left with the problem of why someone would want to thus
inject Jesus into Proverbs 8 and Genesis 1 in the first place). But four
serious problems may be noted with it. First, both the rabbinic and
patristic evidence linking Genesis and Proverbs significantly post-
dates the New Testament. Second, the use of dpy1 in Col. 1: 18 almost
certainly refers to Christ’s role in the new creation rather than in
primal creation, while its use in the (possibly) related text Rev. 3: 14
(% dpyn Tis kricews Tob Beod) is unclear.”” Third, in both Colossians

30 C.E Burney, ‘Christ as the APXH of Creation’, Journal of Theological Studies, 27
(1926), 160-8.

! Burney 174-6. He adds that the expressions ‘before all things’, ‘head’, and “first
fruits’ are also derived from bereshith.

2 For the view that Rev. 3: 14 refers to new creation see e.g. G. K. Beale, ‘The Old
Testament Background of Rev. 3: 14, New Testament Studies, 42 (1996), 133-52:
Michael Svigel draws a similar conclusion in his detailed study, ‘Christ as Arche
in Revelation 3: 14, Bibliotheca Sacra, 161 (2004), 215-31. L. H. Silberman tries
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and Revelation it is possible that dpyx» bears the meaning ‘ruler’
rather than ‘beginning’. Finally, dpx7 is used in conventional formu-
las in both John 1 (év dpx:j) and Hebrews 1 (ka7 dpxds), with no hint
that Jesus was himself widely recognized to be the dpy7 in question.
Burney’s thesis, while clever, cannot be considered proven.

THE CREATOR MESSIAH AS IMAGE
AND GLORY OF GOD

The elx@v of Wis. 7: 26 has understandably attracted attention as a
key to understanding Col. 1: 15. But another candidate also lies close
to hand: Adam. In 1 Cor. 15: 20-8 Paul associates the eschatological
work of the Messiah from Psalm 110 with the protological work
of Adam in Psalm 8, which indicates that an explicit connection
between Christ’s re-creative work and Adam’s work in the garden
could be made.?® The problem, of course, comes when we try to see
how Adam could possibly be of any help in solving the question of
how Christ came to be understood as creator. What are we to make of
the fact, for instance, that Adam as image of God is not only created,
but is created at the conclusion of the creation week rather than at the
beginning—Ilet alone the fact that Jesus himself only appears on the
scene long after Adam has departed?

In order to see how the language of Jesus as the image of God
might be associated with primal creation, we may begin by returning
to the connection of world creation and world maintenance dis-
cussed in Chapter 3. In the Tukulti-Ninurta epic, the victorious
Assyrian king is described in terms fit for a god: he shares in the
melammu, ‘the “effulgence” or “radiance,” which is properly a divine
attribute that makes its first appearance with Assyrian human kings

unsuccessfully to link Rev. 3: 14 with Proverbs 8 in ‘Farewell to 6 du»v: A Note on Rev.
3: 14, Journal of Biblical Literature, 82 (1963), 213-15.

33 The connection, made via the expression ‘under his feet’ (1 Cor. 15: 25/Ps. 110:
1; 1 Cor. 15: 27/Ps. 8: 7), is a pristine example of gezera shawa.
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in the reign of Tukulti-Ninurta’** The epic goes on to say the king

‘alone is the eternal image of Enlil, attentive to the voice of the
people. .. Enlil raised him like a natural father, after his first-born
son’”” The appearance of the king as the ‘image’ and ‘glory’ of the
divine is striking for the interpretation of Colossians and Hebrews,
even at the remove of a dozen centuries. While Tukulti-Ninurta’s
divine qualities enable him only to conquer, not create, the world, we
have seen that these two tasks were closely allied concepts in the
ancient world. We are not suggesting, of course, that the New Testa-
ment authors were meditating on the Tukulti-Ninurta epic as they
wrote. But this text does provide a particularly vivid example of a
deeply rooted Ancient Near Eastern conception of divine kingship
which is likely embedded in biblical portraits of Adam and the
coming anointed king. The point is made all the stronger when we
recall that Plutarch could still speak of a ruler bearing the divine
image in Ad principem ineruditum, 780e5—1{2.

Thus Paul’s use of Psalm 8 picks up on one of the chief strands in
the biblical story, and Psalm 8 in turn picks up on one of the chief
strands in Ancient Near Eastern thought. Although God creates the
world good, and provides Adam with all he needs, Adam has a
meaningful role to play in extending God’s rule through the entire
world. Of special interest is Gen. 5: 3, where Adam’s pro-creation
mirrors God’s initial creation: ‘When Adam was 103 years old he gave
birth [to a son] in his image, in his likeness [1111272 “17?‘_7;’3], and
he called his name Seth’. The parallels to Gen. 1: 2 and Gen. 5: 1 are
overt and intentional, and are all the more remarkable for coming
after the narrative of the curse and the expulsion from Eden.*

** Peter Machinist, ‘Kingship and Divinity in Imperial Assyria, in Gary Beckman
and Theodore J. Lewis (eds.), Text Artifact, and Image (Providence, RI: Brown Judaic
Studies, 2006), 162.

35 1. 18, 20, trans. at Machinist 161; note that ‘image’ is salam, cf. D?;{ in Gen.
1: 26. See also Machinist’s comments on the wordplay on ‘shadow’ in a letter to
Esarhaddon (p. 175): ‘Here, in asserting that the king is “the likeness in every way of
(the) god,” our writer is saying, I would propose, that the king can function as the
“shadow/protection” of humanity, because he gets this ability from (the) god, whose
“shadow/image” he is and who is the ultimate source of “shadow/protection” over
the human world.

%6 See e.g. Larsson, Christus als Vorbild (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksells, 1962), 117.
A similar conflation of creation and procreation seems to be present in Jub. 17: 26.
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The human role in the creation project is picked up by Israel,
which recapitulates Adam’s story in a number of ways. The prophets
describe the land (present and future) as being like Eden (Isa. 51: 3;
Ezek. 36: 35; Joel 2: 3), and it is difficult to read the various narratives
of conquest, sin, and exile without thinking of Adam. The temple in
particular picks up the themes of creation.”” William Horbury notes
for the second-temple period that ‘temple-service stabilizes crea-
tion}*® while Jon Levenson says, in a similar vein, ‘liturgy [including
the temple service] realizes and extends creation through human
reenactment of cosmogonic events, such as the divine repose on
the seventh day or the process of distinction making and boundary
maintenance’.>

The coming Davidic king, then, would not merely serve the inter-
ests of Israel, but would push forward God’s creation project as a
whole. This is evident in the important messianic Psalm 89 (where
the king is in fact termed mpwréroxos, 89: 27; cf. Col. 1: 17). There is
a consistent interweaving of God’s creation and the king’s rule
throughout the psalm; the theme is captured succinctly in v. 29;
‘Twill establish his line forever, and his throne as long as the heavens
endure’. But this interplay finds its most dramatic expression in verse
25: ‘T will set his hand on the sea, and his right hand on the rivers’
This could be taken as simple hyperbole for the king’s far-reaching
dominion on earth, but the mention of the sea so soon after the

%7 The fact that the temple is built by Israel’s archetypal king, David, may also have
implications for the underlying theology of Jesus and creation. Levenson (pp. 87-8)
comments on Ps. 78: 69, (‘He built his sanctuary like the heavens, like the earth that
he established forever’): ‘The foundation of the temple is as unshakeable as the Earth
itself because the same agent established them both through an act of the same sort.
The Messiah’s work as builder of the eschatalogical temple could have been read back
into the Urzeit to the effect that he was the builder of the cosmic temple as well.
Indeed, Gen. Rabb. 2: 5 reads Gen. 1: 3, ‘And God said, let there be light}, in light of the
temple ‘rebuilt and established in the Messianic era), citing Isa. 60: 1.

38 Horbury, Messianism, 229.

¥ Levenson, p. xxvi; cf. the cosmic symbolism of the temple in Philo, Spec. 1:
96-7, and the temple of the cosmos in Dream of Scipio 15. See also G. K. Beale, The
Temple and the Church’s Mission (Downer’s Grove, Ill: Apollos, 2004), 66-80. Note,
too, Jub. 8: 19, where the temple is related to the garden of Eden; and rabbinic
traditions which held that the foundation stone of the temple was the beginning of
the creation (see e.g., b. Yoma 54b).



The Beginning of Messianic Dominion 89

description of God’s triumph over the sea (v. 9) suggests something
more is afoot. Levenson writes concerning verses 20—8:

That YHWH can make such breathtaking promises follows from his
own cosmic mastery, depicted in vv. 10-15 in the familiar imagery of his
defeat of the surging Sea, his dismemberment of Rahab, and his subsequent
creation of the world. It is now the Davidic throne that guarantees
cosmiic stability, the continuation of the order established through primeval
combat . .. David is YHWH’s vicar on earth.*’

One might take issue with Levenson’s assertions that the destruc-
tion of Rahab precedes the creation and that it is the Davidic throne
per se that ‘guarantees cosmic stability. But his views cannot be
absolutely refuted, so entangled are the threads of YHWH’s creation
of the world, his destruction of his enemies as part of the ongoing
world-ordering, and the rule of David/Israel in the midst of the
nations. Once Jesus as Messiah was seen not merely as one kingly
descendant among many (cf. Ps. 89: 29-36) but the consummate Son
of David,*" it would be possible for early Christians to elide his
present and future rule as God’s anointed king with a prior role in
God’s initiation and preservation of the world. Jesus was the means
by which God was defeating contemporary enemies of his people,
including, notably, threatening storm-tossed waters (Mark 4: 39/Ps.
89:9). In light of the unprecedented magnitude of his mighty works,
why might he not have played that role from the beginning?

But one major problem remains. Granted the Adam—Israel-Messiah
relationship, and the creative dimension of human dominion in the
world, how do we get the Messiah back to the beginning? The
Messiah may well fill the earth with peaceable people and subdue it
in the name of God, but how does it follow that he created it in the
first place? The Old Testament texts give very little direct help in this
regard.

To take this step, we need to look more closely at the creation of
Adam ‘in the image of God), and at the relationship of this ‘image
of God’ language to concepts of God’s glory. Indeed, we must first
ask whether saying that Christ fulfills Adam’s role is, from the

40 Levenson, 22-3.
4! The emphasis on the individual ‘David’ in vv. 20-8 would encourage this.
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standpoint of Colossians at least, putting things the wrong way
round. If, instead, Adam’s role derives from Christ as its primal
source, an entirely new way of looking at the problem emerges.
Adam’s subcreative role could be seen as patterned after the Messiah’s
creative role.*?

The chief piece of evidence suggesting this might be the case
comes, as we have seen, in Col. 1: 15. The best prima facie candidate
for the source of ‘image of God’ language would be the creation
narrative. An allusion to the creation of Adam in God’s image is
clearly in view in Col. 3: 10: ‘And having clothed yourselves with the
renewed man towards knowledge according to the image of the one
who created him'. Elsewhere in the Pauline corpus® eixdv is consis-
tently used with reference to Genesis 1 (apart from one use in the
sense of ‘idol’ in Rom. 1: 23). The associations are obvious in 1 Cor.
11: 7 (man is the image and glory of God), 1 Cor. 15: 49 (the image of
the earthly man and the heavenly man), and 2 Cor. 4: 4 (Christ is
called the image of God, followed quickly by an allusion to the light
of Genesis 1, in 2 Cor. 4: 6). They are only just below the surface of
Rom. 8: 29 and 2 Cor. 3: 18, where believers are said to be conformed
or transformed to the ‘image of his son’ (Romans) or ‘the same
image’ (2 Corinthians). The lexical evidence combined with the
obvious contextual references to dominion make the connection
between Col. 1: 15 and Genesis 1 almost certain.

An allusion to the creation of Adam, however, is different from a
straightforward Adam—Christ typology in a strictly sequential sense.
This would leave us with the same problem with which we started.
The precise allusion here is not to Adam himself, but rather to the
fact that Adam in Gen. 1: 26-7 was created ‘in his image’ (MT
Nn5¥3) or ‘according to the image of God’ (LXX kar elxdva
feov). This could be generally understood to mean that Adam is
somehow like God (leaving aside the myriad ways in which that
likeness might be found). But the grammar can also tolerate some

42 Hengel (Sohn Gottes, 118-20), while affirming the Wisdom background of
Christ as image of God, also seems to affirm that the image language bears some
relationship to the ‘heavenly Adam’ Van Roon (pp. 234-5) is happy to see the
image language in Colossians 1 as hearkening back to Adam.

*> Even those who deny Pauline authorship of Colossians generally believe the
author is trying to imitate Paul, so the evidence here is still relevant.
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very different lines of interpretation. The beth could be taken in an
instrumental sense: the image of God (whatever or whoever that
might be) was the means by which God created Adam. Or one
could take it, with the Septuagint, to indicate the model used by
God in creating Adam: he makes him according to the pattern of some
archetypal image. One can readily see the attractions such an inter-
pretation would have for those inclined towards Platonism, and it is
hardly a surprise that Philo took the Genesis narrative in just this
direction (e.g. Opif. 1: 24-5, discussed below; cf. Sib. Or. 23—4).**

How are we then to envisage this putative archetypal image?
Christian Stettler, in his outstanding study of the Colossians hymn,
turns to Ezekiel chapter 1 for a way forward.*® There, in verse 26, the
glory of God has as its center ‘a likeness according to the appearance
of aman’ (n'\n-l' O WNWHD/OMOL wpa os eldos dvBpawmov). This is
also captured in the summary statement in Ezek. 1: 28, ‘This was the
likeness of the i image of the glory of the Lord” (MNT XN N7
T TIDD Jatrn % Spacis Spoidparos 8ééns KvpLov) The i image,
then, may be seen as the visible expression of God’s invisible glory. The
relevance for Colossians 1: 15 (elkwv 700 feod Tod dopdTov) is readily
apparent.

This glory, moreover, is, according to Ezek. 1: 26, ‘in the shape of a
man’. If we read Gen. 1: 26 in association with Ezekiel 1 (as a first-
century Jew might have been inclined to do), the Genesis text is not
simply affirming that Adam is a visible likeness of God when it says
he is created xar elxdva Huerépav. Rather, Adam is created after the
likeness of the man-like, visible glory of God as seen in Ezekiel 1. This
glorious form is the original, archetypal Image of God, while Adam is
a derivative, a copy, an Abbild of the Urbild seen in Ezekiel 1.%6 This of
course bears comparisons with Philo’s exegesis of Gen. 1: 26 in, for

4t Horbury, Messianism, 101, citing Resh Lagish, who identifies Gen. 1: 2 with
the spirit of Adam, connecting with Ps. 139: 5, ‘You have fashioned me before and
after’ (Tanhuma Buber, Leviticus 16b, Tazria 2, on Lev. 12: 1-2), and Philo, Conf. 1.
62, 146. One might recall as well the Assyrian motif of the king who both is the image
of the god and sets up his own image via a statue or stela; see Machinist 173-8.

45 Stettler, Der Kolosserhymuns, Wissunt Zum Neuen Testament, 2/131 (Ttibingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 111-14.

6 Cf. Stettler, p. 113: ‘der Mensch ist nach Gottes “Gestalt” (17’3‘71’3) geschaffen’.
Cf. the juxtaposition of ‘glory’ and ‘image’ in 2 Cor. 4: 4-6.
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example, Opif. 25, where the Adyos is described as the image of God,
according to which man is created.*” This does not demand that the
early Christians were directly dependent on Philo or his precursors
for the type of exegesis we are suggesting, but it does show that the
phrase ‘according to the image’ was a source of exegetical speculation
in early Judaism.

The ideas of ‘image’ and ‘glory’, then, carry within themselves the
sense of God’s self-presentation to the world—and this in the fullest
sense of the word. It is not merely an aspect or characteristic of God
which is present in his glory: it is God expressing himself through the
glory. It would not be a conceptual leap to associate this glory with
God’s supreme act of self-communication, the creation of all external
reality in the beginning. Even in Ezekiel 1, as William Brownlee
notes, the vision contains ‘a miniature representation of the cosmos
in relation to God’ (though this is strictly speaking evidence of
cosmic dominion, and only implicitly cosmic creation).*® Of still
greater interest is Ps. 104: 1-2: ‘Bless the LORD, O my soul. O LORD
my God, you are very great. You are clothed with honor and majesty,
wrapped in light as with a garment. You stretch out the heavens like a
tent’ (NRSV).

There is evident conceptual parallelism in the use of clothing
imagery, ‘clothed with honor and majesty (2TiT) M) and
‘wrapped in light as a garment’. The best explanation for this in my
opinion is that these are synonymous expressions: God is wrapped,
as in Ezekiel 1, in his glory-light. But the NRSV obscures the gram-
matical parallelism of the participles TTOY and VY, ‘wrapping
himself with light as a garment, stretching out the heavens like a
tent’. This serves to tie the glory of God more closely to the act of
creation. Genesis Rabbah 3. 4 plausibly interprets this to refer to the
creation of light on the first day.

We may also take it to say, however, that God wraps himself with
light antecedent to the act of creation, since he is as it were going
outside of himself to stretch out the heavens, just as he must go

47 For further discussion see Ch. 6 below.

“8 William Brownlee, Ezekiel 1-19, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, Tex.:
Word, 1986), 18. Note esp. that according to Ezek. 1: 22 God is enthroned above
the ‘firmament’, the ¥7p7.
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outside of himself to communicate with Ezekiel by the Chebar.
Whether this precise line of argument inheres in the verses may be
debated, but there is no question that the verses juxtapose God’s
glory and his act of creation; and there is (at least in my mind) little
question that the glory-light is in some way an interface between God
and creation.

How, then, would Jesus as the Messiah be associated with this
creative glory of God? Again, we must go first to the memories of his
mighty works and the subsequent interpretation of those works: ‘And
the word became flesh and dwelt among us; and we have seen his
glory, the glory of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and
truth’ (John 1: 14). The glory is ‘seen’, presumably, in the ‘signs’ done
by Jesus, as well as, paradoxically, in the crucifixion. Yet John pro-
vides a precise biblical focal point for this glory in chapter 12. After
citing the verses from Isaiah 6 concerning the prophet’s commission
to blind eyes and harden hearts, John writes: ‘Isaiah said these things
because he saw his glory, and he spoke concerning him’ (12: 41). The
visible glory seen by Isaiah is, for John, the glory of Christ.”® The
parallels between this vision and that of Ezekiel are readily apparent.

Of equal interest are texts where the Messiah is associated with or
identified with light. Most notable is Isa. 49: 6: ‘I will make you a light
to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth’
Ps. 132: 17 reads: ‘“There I will make a horn sprout up for David;
I have prepared a light (or lamp) for my Messiah’ (though John’s
Gospel seems to take this of John the Baptist rather than Christ
himself: John 5: 35).>' More relevant perhaps is Ps. 44: 4, which
affirms that Israel did not enter the land by its own strength, but by
God’s: ‘For they did not possess the land by their sword, and their

49 Cf. 11Q5 26.9-11; see also the Fragmentary Targums to Exod. 12: 42, e.g., Paris
MS 110: ‘And in His Word he was shining (hwh nhyr) and illuminating’. Discussion at
Hayward 135 and Martin McNamara, The New Testament and the Palestinian Targum
(Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1966), 116. Also of interest is Sir. 42: 17 (NRSV):
‘The Lord has not empowered even his holy ones to recount all his marvelous works,
which the Lord the Almighty has established so that the universe may stand firm in
his §lory’ (omypuxfivar év 86&y avTov).

50 See G.R. Beasley-Murray, John, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, Tex.: Word,
2002), 216.

L Ref. in Peder Borgen, ‘Logos was the True Light) in his Logos was the True Light,
and Other Essays on the Gospel of John (Trondheim: Tapir, 1983), 106 n. 2.
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arm did not save them, but your right hand and your arm and the
light of your face. This was ripe for a messianic reading when juxta-
posed with the messianic light texts of Isaiah.>

If our interpretation of Psalm 104 and related texts seems overly
subtle as a source for New Testament Christology, it must be remem-
bered that Psalm 104 constitutes one of the most extended treat-
ments of creation in the Hebrew Bible, and that it would be thus a
natural place to turn to, to reflect on Christ’s role in world formation.
Ps. 104: 4 is explicitly cited in Heb. 1: 7, while the language of
dmratyacpa tis 86¢ns in Heb 1: 3 comes directly after the notice of
Christ’s role in creation.”> We also have a clear association of ‘image’
and ‘glory’ in Ezekiel 1 and 2 Corinthians 4. Nor should we forget
that the Prologue to John’s Gospel brings the Word and light into the
closest juxtaposition: ‘The true light that enlightens every man was
coming into the world” (1: 9).%4

CONCLUSIONS

The Scriptures spoke in various ways about God’s creation of the
world, and later Jewish thinkers mirror this diversity. It is perhaps
impossible to completely disentangle the threads of Word, Spirit,

2 See also Horbury, Messianisn, 99—100. Recall also the world-conquering ‘glory’
of the Assyrian king.

> Hartmut Gese, while affirming much of the traditional Wisdom Christology
background, does read Psalm 19 as associating glory with the Schopfungslogos;
see Gese, ‘Die Weisheit, der Menschensohn, und die Urspriinge der Christologie
als konsequente Entfaltung der biblischen Theologie’, in Alttestamentliche Studien
(Tibingen; Mohr Siebeck, 1991), 227-9.

% Cf. Gen. Rabb. 1.6. R. Abba of Serungayya says: ‘“And the light dwelleth with
him” (Dan. 2: 22) alludes to the royal Messiah’. This is in the context of a discussion of
Gen. 1: 2 (and Gen Rabb. 1: 6 in fact concludes with a citation of Ps. 104: 2, “‘Who
coverest Thyself with light as with a garment’, though this is in a quote from R. Judah
b. R. Simon). R. Abba’s view was likely informed by rabbinic teaching on the
preexistence of the Messiah and/or his name, coupled with allusions to Gen. 1: 3
and Isa. 49: 6, ‘I will make you a light to nations’ As with our citation of Gen. Rabb.
2: 4, R. Abba’s comment is far too late to be direct ‘evidence’ for an NT-era equation
of God’s creating light and the Messiah, but it does betray a way of approaching
Scripture which would have been natural enough for NT writers.
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Wisdom, and glory. We have seen, for instance, that the early use of
Memra, with its basic sense of ‘word’, was likely inseparable from
God’s name. Light and glory are intrinsically related concepts, while
image and glory were brought together in the tradition in important
ways. But whatever might be the nuances of each term, and whatever
the complex dynamics of their interaction might be, we may say that
they are all, in various ways, at pains to affirm that it was the God of
Israel who created the world, and no one else. The emphasis may lie
on how the world displays God’s amazing intelligence; or how the
world order is unfathomable without his power to tame the wild
elements; or how the sheer beauty of it all reflects his radiant glory.
But in every case the context indicates that it is God who has made all
that there is.

One conclusion we can draw from this diversity of expression
is that the reflexive labeling of New Testament creation texts as
‘Wisdom Christology’ is inappropriate. Wisdom was one way of
speaking God’s activity in the world, and it is possible (though not
certain) that Wisdom traditions influenced some of the language in
Colossians and Hebrews. We presume they did this because the
Messiah had God’s Wisdom, and therefore Wisdom’s instrumental
functions in creation could equally be said to belong to Christ. But
for sheer number of occurrences, ‘word” would seem to be the
dominant category in Jewish creation theology. Direct associations
with the Messiah might lead one to favor the Spirit as the key
concept. The divine image and glory for their part provide the
most comprehensive terms for thinking about God’s work through
Christ, a dramatic way of affirming the fact that Jesus shared the
divine identity. It is difficult to justify privileging one term among
the many contributory streams of thought.

Second, the myriad interconnections of these concepts mean that a
precise account of the process of early Christological creation
thought is unattainable. We have insisted that the memories of
Jesus were the catalyst for the process, and that ‘Messiah’ was the
key organizing principle within which these issues were mooted. But
beyond that we can only sketch out what theological backgrounds
were in play in the initial development of the doctrine, and make
educated guesses at their relative importance in the discussion.
I am inclined to think that the early Christians reflected on the
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Scripture in light of the Messiah’s appearance with some degree of
independence, though this hardly means they might not have availed
themselves of exegetical traditions surrounding, for example,
Gen. 1: 26 or Proverbs 8. We will say a bit more with respect to the
appropriation of the doctrine in the various New Testament texts in
the ensuing chapters, and this certainly gives us some hints at how
the basic affirmation Tesus is the one through whom all things were
made’ arose. But ambiguities will remain.

The personal appearance of Jesus as Messiah introduces still more
complexity to the problem. He was not an empty box into which one
might toss desirable doctrines, but a public figure with a résumé of
astounding deeds and provocative words. While the biblical models
of Word or Spirit or Wisdom are deployed to help make sense of the
Messiah and his work, the Messiah and his work equally help make
sense of, and at times radically reshape, the models. We have tried to
preserve this dialectic in our discussion.

Finally, we must remember that the small words ‘God made the
world through Jesus’ had a massive theological import, and so it is
almost certain that considerable care would have gone into articulat-
ing and defending the doctrine. For this reason, I believe it likely that
most of the categories mentioned above—Word, Spirit, image/glory,
Wisdom—would have come into play as the early Christians devel-
oped their intuition that Jesus the Redeemer was also the Creator. A
certain degree of redundancy in Old Testament analogues would
have enhanced the credibility of the doctrine. Furthermore, the fact
that this teaching addresses such a fundamental tenet of Jewish faith
indicates that it arose from some very sophisticated biblical/theolo-
gical reflection, even if that process is largely hidden from view in the
texts we possess. We have argued that creation as the beginning of
messianic dominion provides a suitably comprehensive account of
Christ’s role in the formation of the world.



5

Only Connect: Creation and Mediation
in the Hellenistic World

Up to this point we have focused on the internal Jewish—Christian
dynamics of the doctrine of Jesus as agent of creation. This has been
done in the full recognition that Jewish and Christian traditions
flowed within the broader currents of Ancient Near Eastern and
Graeco-Roman thought. Nonetheless, there is a distinctiveness and
a cohesion to the Jewish and Christian thoughts on creation which
fully justify the shape of the discussion this far. We must now
consider how the specific formulations of the doctrine in the New
Testament relate to the Hellenistic world in which they emerged.
Cosmological questions were a topic of immense interest in anti-
quity, and the New Testament writers could hardly have made the
statements they did about Christ with no awareness that there were
rival claimants to the title of universal sovereignty; or, more posi-
tively, that there might be models of cosmic rule that could be fitting
analogues to the Messiah’s past, present, and future dominion.

We may frame the central question of this chapter with reference to a
passage from the second-century-BcE Jewish thinker Aristobulus. After
citing Aratus' Phaenomena on the power of God in world, Aristobulus
notes: ‘And we have given the true sense, as one must, by removing [the
name] Zeus throughout the verses. For their [the verses’] intention refers
to God, therefore it was so expressed by us. We have presented these
things therefore in a way not unsuited to the things being discussed’.'

! In Eusebius, Praep. Ev. 13. 13. 6-7, trans. A. Yarbro Collins, in The Old Testament
Pseudepigrapha, ii, ed. J. H. Charlesworth (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1985), 841.
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Aristobulus represents a Judaism that sees in the ‘best” Greek thought
an adumbration of divine truths. The rationale for this is that Plato and
the rest studied early translations of Torah (Eusebius Praep. Ev. 13.12. 1),
but in practice Aristobulus is just as concerned to reconcile biblical
statements with self-evident philosophical truths as he is the reverse.
Thus, in an especially relevant example, the speaking of God in Genesis
1 ought not to be taken literally: ‘For it is necessary to take the divine
“voice” not as a spoken word, but as the establishment of things’.2 Aswe
investigate Greek views of world formation, we must ask to what extent
the New Testament texts exhibit the same kind of openness to embracing
Hellenistic thought as that shown by Aristobulus.

Even more important, however, is the apparently simple exchange
of ‘God’ (feds) for ‘Zeus’ by Aristobulus. As we will see, Zeus was
interchangeable with any number of designations: air, fate, nature, as
well as God. But Aristobulus represents something somewhat differ-
ent: ‘God’ is evidently a better name than Zeus. This may be nothing
more than the common enough philosophical desire to escape from
the shadow of the naughty Homeric tyrant Zeus—a desire that
would be all the stronger for a pious Jew. But such a name change
could also signal something far deeper: an attempt to bring the dimly
perceived divine principle of the Greeks into the biblical story of the
creating and saving God of Israel. The evidence for Aristobulus is too
scanty to make any firm judgment on his intentions, but it does serve
as a vivid reminder of the dynamic present in any encounter between
Hellenism and Jewish or Christian thought. To what extent could the
absolute claims of the biblical God (and, for Christians, of God-in-
Christ), particularly with respect to the creation of the world, be
‘translated’ into Greek conceptions? Was there genuine common
ground, or were the early Christian statements about creation in
Christ forays into enemy territory designed to take, if not ‘every’
thought, at least some thoughts ‘captive’ (2 Cor. 10: 5) and press
them into the service of the kingdom of God? To answer these
questions we must address not only specific literary parallels between
the New Testament and the Hellenistic world, but the broad currents
of thought flowing through each.

2 Trans. Yarbro Collins, 840.
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These literary parallels have been pointed out often enough.” Plato
makes use of a traditional etymology of Zeus/Dios when he writes in
Cratylus 396b that God ‘is the one through whom (8¢ 6v) all things
have life (Zv‘]v)’.4 For the Stoics, the Adyos was that ‘according to
which’ (ka6 év) things have their being.” Seneca, as we will see
shortly, could piece together a veritable cornucopia of prepositional
phrases in the context of world formation. The oft-cited remarks of
Philo on the Adyos and related matters are a special case, and hence
will be dealt with separately in the next chapter, but they unques-
tionably bear the imprint of Hellenistic thought at every turn.

PRELIMINARY PREPOSITIONAL PROBLEMS

Before we delve into the depths of Greek views on creation, we must
first address the deceptively simple matter of prepositions, which
factor so largely in the discussions of creation ‘by’ or ‘through’ or ‘i’
Christ. As we will see, a good deal of Greek thinking about world
formation expressed itself in pithy phrases concerning that ‘out of
which’ the universe arose, or the one ‘by whom’ things were set in
order, or the passive material ‘in which’ or ‘on which’ order was
imposed.® It is surely appropriate to see creation ‘in Christ’ or ‘by
Christ’ as a part of this general phenomenon in antiquity. But the
very ubiquity of similar phrases raises numerous issues, which we
may address here only briefly.”

* In addition to the commentaries, see esp. the works of Hegermann and Weiss.

* The etymology maintained its popularity through the Hellenistic age; see e.g.
Philodemus On Piety, 12; Diogenes Laertius, 7. 147; Ps.-Arist. De Mundo, 401a; Letter
of Aristeas, 16.

5 See e.g. SVF II. 264. 18 ff., II. 273. 26, cited in Hans-Friedrich Weiss, Untersu-
chungen zur Kosmologic des Hellenistischen and Paldstinischen Judentums, ed. O. von
Harnack and A. von Gebhardt, Texte und Untesruchungen zur Geschichte den
Attchvistlichen Literature, 97 (Berlin: Akademie, 1966), 236 n. 1.

¢ Thus e.g. in Ps.-Plutarch De placitis reliquiae, 283—4 Heraclitus has fire as the
source and goal of the universe—éx mvpds yap Ta mdvra kal els mip mdvTa TeENevT4—
while in Xenophanes this role is filled by earth: éx yijs yap 7a mdvra kal els yijy Ta
mdvTa TeAevTq.

7 For detailed discussion see Cox 43-51.
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A suitable point of departure is Seneca’s sixty-fifth epistle, 11. 8-10:

Accordingly, there are five causes, as Plato says: the material, the agent, the
make-up, the model, and the end in view. Last comes the result of these . . . The
universe also, in Plato’s opinion, possesses all these elements. The agent is God;
the source, matter; the form, the shape and the arrangement of the visible
world. The pattern is doubtless the model according to which God has made
this great and most beautiful creation. The purpose is his object in so doing.?

This is a very neat, and obviously traditional, schema, which would
have resonated deeply in the taxonomic heart of the Stoic. It corre-
sponds well enough to the scheme in Philo Cher. 125: 76 uev ¢’ o5 76
aiTiov, &€ of 8¢ % BAn, 80 of 8¢ 76 epyaleiov, 8 8 8¢ % airia.’

One might imagine that with this grid in place it would be a
relatively straightforward matter to compare and contrast the biblical
and philosophical uses of key prepositions. In fact, such comparisons
are anything but straightforward.'® The schemas in Seneca and Philo
may be seen as unsuccessful attempts to impose order on a veritable
tohu webohu of prepositional usage. This is true even for the philoso-
phically inclined Greek literature of world formation, where 8¢ and
the genitive can refer to Zeus as ‘the air which goes through all things’
in a spatial sense, rather than an instrumental one;!! 8.4 with the
accusative can describe Zeus in the famous etymological 74mos as the
one ‘through whom all things have life’ (Plato, Crat. 396a—b; Letter of
Aristeas, 16), without any specification that he is ‘cause’ versus ‘goal’
or ‘source’; and, in an example from Seneca himself, Zeus/Jupiter/
Fate can be called hic est ex quo nata sunt omnia—and ex quo does not
appear to signify matter per se (Stoic materialism notwithstanding)."?

8 Trans. R. M. Gummere, in Seneca: Ad Lucilium Epistulae Morales (London:
Heinemann, 1917).

° See A. Feuillet, Le Christ, sagesse de Dieu (Paris: LeCoffre, 1966), 203. See also
Ps.-Plutarch, De placitis reliquiae, 287-8.

10 See e.g. the discussion at Feuillet 203.

"' See H. Hegermann, Die Vorstellung von Schipfungsmittler in Hellenistischen
Judentun und Urchristentum, ed. O. von. Harnack and A von Gebhardt, Text und
Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der Attchristichen Literatur, 82, (Berlin: Akademie,
1961), 63.

12 Cf. De Mundo, 399b, where the author states the cosmic God is the one é¢ od
comes all that was and is and will be, and 4 Ezra 6: 6, speaking of God: ‘tunc cogitavi,
et facta sunt haec per me solum et non per alium, ut et finis per me et non per alium’
(cf. Sentences of Syriac Menander, 7).
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If such a variety of usage can obtain in the relatively closed system
of Hellenistic philosophical discussion, it is difficult to find easy
parallels with the New Testament, which has its own universe of
discourse. It is always possible that John or Paul might make use of
a particular Hellenistic trope, whether by way of criticism or affirma-
tion. But there was no Imperial Commission on Prepositional Usage
to dictate what a given preposition and its inflected noun or pronoun
must mean at any time. Each case must be decided on its merits, and
a proliferation of unexamined ‘by whoms’ and ‘in whoms’ will only
muddy the waters.

Furthermore, we must emphasize again that terse expressions like
‘Zeus is the one through whom all things were made’ or ‘All things
came into being through him’ function rather like slogans for their
respective religious systems. Prepositional theology was a common
way of putting one’s religious wares in the marketplace in an easily
accessible form. On the one hand, this commonality of style means
the Graeco-Roman material is assuredly of interest for a comprehen-
sive understanding of the New Testament writers’ articulation of
their belief that God made the world through Christ. On the other
hand, we must never forget that superficial resemblances may, and
almost certainly do, mask radically different conceptions of god and
COSMOsS.

With this in mind we may offer a brief overview of Hellenistic
conceptions of ‘creation’, world order, and mediation as they relate to
the New Testament’s teaching on Christ and creation. We will address
in turn the process of creation or world formation; the persons (if any)
involved in these processes; and the central question of the connec-
tions within the world, and between the lower, visible cosmos and a
higher or invisible aspect of reality.

PROCESS

It is a commonplace of scholarship that the biblical view of creation
differs in significant ways from competing options in the ancient
world; but it is a commonplace that bears repeating. We may start
with the process of creation. Scholars continue to debate at what
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point Jews and Christians adopted the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo or
its functional equivalent.'> But with the Greek sources such a ques-
tion hardly even arises, especially in the philosophical schools where
the dictum ex nihilo nihil fit was universally acknowledged.'* It is true
that Plato’s Timaeus depicts a sequential act of creation by a De-
miurge with personal, or at least rational, characteristics. The express
topic of conversation is 77s Tod kéouov yevécews (27a). But this
certainly does not imply creatio ex nihilo, and it likely does not
even involve a genuine act of ‘creation’ or ordering. Rather, it is
generally understood as a picturesque adumbration of the way things
are, and indeed always have been.'” The world is an eternally ordered
system, and thus one can for pedagogical purposes portray it as if it
had been manufactured just as we manufacture a boat or a house:
you have a plan in your head, you have some material to work with,
and then you go about setting things in order according to the plan.
This ‘as if> view is how most later writers interpreted the Timaeus."®
Xenocrates, for example, compared the image of creation in time to
the figures drawn by geometers which represent geometrical princi-
ples without being the principles themselves.'” Crantor took ‘created’
to mean ‘dependent on a cause other than itself’,'® while Calvenus
Taurus listed no less than four senses in which yéyover in Tim. 28b

'’ The classic statement against its appearance by NT times is Gerhard May,
Creatio ex Nihilo: The Doctrine of ‘Creation out of Nothing’ in Early Christian Thought
(Edinburgh: Clark, 1994); but cf. to the contrary J. C. O’Neill, ‘How Early is the
Doctrine of Creatio ex Nihilo?, Journal of Theological Studies, 53 (2002), 449—65.

' W. K. C. Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, i 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1962), 454 n. 3.

!> For discussion see esp. Matthias Baltes, Die Weltentstehung des platonischen
Timaios nach den antiken Interpreten, Philosophia Antiqua, 30 (Leiden: Brill, 1976).
For a thorough discussion of the philosophical issues faced by the ancients with
respect to causation see Richard Sorabji, Time, Creation, and the Continuum (Lon-
don: Duckworth, 1983), esp. ch. 20: ‘Principles of Causation among Platonists and
Christians’

16 See Dillon, The Middle Platonists (London: Duckworth, 1977), 1-8. He notes
that Aristotle said Plato had a genuine beginning of the world in time, though this
was denied by Plato’s successors Speusippus and Xenocrates. The dispute, as Dillon
points out, indicates Plato himself never made a clear declaration on the matter.
Plutarch appears to provide a rare exception to this, believing that Plato really did
indicate creation at a point in time; see Dillon 207.

'7 Dillon 33.

18 Ap. Proclus, in Tim. 1. 277.8, quoted at Dillon 42.
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could mean something other than actually ‘created’'® Pliny the Elder
could write, perhaps in an Aristotelian vein, that the world was
aeternum, immensum, neque genitum neque interiturum umgquam.*°
There is no act of creation per se. There are of course cycles in the sky
and on the earth, ebbs and flows in the arrangement of things, but
these are just factors of the ways things are; there is no fundamental
point of departure.”'

Epicureans and Stoics, by contrast, like their pre-Socratic fore-
bears, do admit a process of world formation. The Epicureans were
indebted to the early atomists like Leucippus and Democritus for the
belief that the essential realities of the world were atoms and void.*
Given infinite space and infinite time, the bumping and clustering of
these atoms in the void produces the world as we know it.>*> Epicurus
himself appears to have added the notion of the ‘atomic swerve),
which keeps the atoms from simply falling straight down through the
void eternally, and which also (though more opaquely) allows for the
freedom of the will. Since the atoms currently entangled together will
eventually get untangled, world formation has as its inevitable coun-
terpart world disintegration. Lucretius could put this in quite dra-
matic terms as he critiqued philosophical rivals who believed in the
indestructibility of the world. Speaking of the destruction of the sea,
land, and sky, he writes: ‘these three forms so different, these three
textures so interwoven, one day shall consign to destruction; the
mighty complex system of the world, upheld through many years,

' The four alternative definitions are: being of the same genus as created things;
being in theory composite; being always in the process of generation; being depen-
dent for existence on an outside source (as with Crantor); see Dillon 242—4.

20 See Michael Lapidge, ‘Stoic Cosmology and Roman Literature, First to Third
Centuries A.D., Aufstieg und Niedergang der romische Welt, 2/36/3 (1989), 1411.

2! Thomas Johansen argues for the possibility of ‘repeated acts of creation’ in the
Timaeus: “The Timaeus would, then, be a story not just about what a divine craftsman
did once upon a time, but also a story about what divine craftsmen do at all times’
(Plato’s Natural Philosophy: A Study of the Timaeus—Cretias (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press 2004), 87-91, quotation at p. 91).

22 See e.g. Epicurus, Letter to Herodotus, 39, Lucretius, De rerum nat. 419.

3 See Epicurus, Letter to Herodotus, 73—4. The same dynamics could in fact
produce an infinity of other worlds; see Epicurus, Letter to Pythocles, 88; both texts
in A.A. Long and D. N. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers, i (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1987), 57.
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shall crash into ruins’** But this is no Epicurean apocalypse: no one,
and nothing, is unveiled here except the continual coming and going
of atoms in the void.

For the Stoics, the ‘designing fire’ (7dp rexvicov; SVF 2. 1027)
steers all things into their current state. The work of the fire is
explicitly stated to be a yevéoer kdouov (again, SVF 2. 1027), so
comparisons with the biblical account of yéveois at some level are
perfectly in order. There is moreover a rhythm to the process, in that
the designing fire eventually consumes the cosmos in a conflagration,
the éxmipwats; but this conflagration is followed by another reinte-
gration of the world in an endless cycle of integration and consump-
tion. Thus the singular creation of the world as in seen in Genesis 1 is
absent in Stoicism, as is the definitive eschatological restoration of
the new heavens and new earth.

PERSONS?

Thoughts about the process of ‘creation’ in Greek and Roman
thought, then, show both similarities and differences to the concepts
in early Judaism and Christianity. There are definite parallels at a
certain level of abstraction: chaos gives way to order, order can
collapse back into chaos; the universe is (in some systems at least)
rationally ordained. Those Platonists like Plutarch who accepted a
temporal transition from chaotic matter to an ordered cosmos are
closest to the Jews and Christians (especially if one does not recog-
nize creatio ex nihilo as an established doctrine in New Testament
times). On the other hand, most Jews and early Christians (Philo is
perhaps an exception) seem happy to affirm the Old Testament
accounts of creation at face value, without feeling the need to ‘de-
mythologize’ the material. This stands in stark contrast to the Greeks,
who radically reworked their own traditional accounts of world
formation.

2 De rerum natura, 5.94-6, trans. W. H. D. Rouse, rev. M. F. Smith, Locb Classical
Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982).
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A large part of that reworking, of course, involved the agent or
agents of creation (here using ‘agent’ in the broadest sense of any
creative entity, not simply a deputized agent in strict parallel to the
Messiah). For the purposes of our discussion, we may distinguish the
agents into purely physical forces; rational forces which are, depend-
ing on one’s view, either sub- or suprapersonal; and more or less
recognizable persons (speaking and acting, with no recourse to
allegoresis or polynymic equivocation). We will find, however, that
maintaining strict boundaries here is at times extremely difficult, not
least because of the multitude of entities which might be lumped
under the word feds.

In the first category we may perhaps put some of the pre-Socratic
philosophers. While the precise term dpy or ‘primal substance’ may
not have been used by the philosophers themselves, the word per-
vades the doxographical material and does capture their search for a
foundational element to the universe. This dpx was often conceived
of in material terms, as in the case of water for Thales®® or air for
Anaximenes. The theology of the pre-Socratics is generally obscure,*®
and we can hardly assume they were atheists. But they do mark a turn
towards explaining the origin and arrangement of the cosmos in
primarily ‘natural’ terms. The universe is subject to rational explana-
tion, which may or may not necessitate that a deity be involved in the
process.

If the status of the agent of world formation is shadowy for the
pre-Socratics, it is not so with the Epicureans. They were not strictly
speaking atheists, at least not in public: the testimonies about the
gods could be attributed to genuine visions of anthropomorphic
beings.?” But the gods lived in the intermundia, the regions between
the worlds, since entrapment in the world, let alone supervision of its

5 Though he may have meant more precisely that things arose out of water (as in
Egyptian, Ancient Near Eastern, and biblical accounts) rather than the traditional
view that they were made out of water. See G. S. Kirk, J. E. Raven, and M. Schofield,
The Presocratic Philosophers, 2nd edn. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1983), 89-94.

26 For a thoughtful and creative investigation see still Werner Jaeger, The Theology
of the Early Greek Philosophers, trans. Edward S. Robinson (Oxford: Clarendon,
1947); Kirk, Raven, and Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers, passim.

%7 On Epicurus and the gods see esp. Long and Sedley, i. 144-9.
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processes, could only be an intolerable burden to beings who must by
definition be free from care.”® The presence of interfering and fear-
inducing deities was also to be rejected as an abomination to human
dignity: one of the absolute pillars of Epicurean spirituality was the
removal of the fear of death and subsequent divine judgment. The
very idea of purposeful creation was mocked both for its conceptual
confusion and for the presence of ‘design flaws’ in a supposedly god-
ordained cosmos. The ordering of the world was rather to be attrib-
uted to the intrinsic characteristics of atoms and void.* Neither a
fully personal creator nor a rational force is necessary to explain the
world as it is.

For many Greek thinkers, however, the boundary between material
forces and rational ones is not as easy to draw as may first appear.
One might even say that most Greek cosmological discussion is
dominated by the need to account both for the ‘principial’ rationality
of the cosmos, and for the fact that this rationality makes itself
known in and through matter. This appears, for example, in Anaxa-
goras, for whom Mind, or vods, is the critical factor in cosmology.
The fact that the world is permeated by vois explains why the
universe exhibits the same sort of order we see in our own human
creative endeavors. But what precisely is vods? Some scholars see it as
incorporeal,’® while others believe voos for Anaxagoras is still a
material entity: it is thin and subtle, to be sure, but it can exercise
its power over matter because it is essentially the same order of
being.>' The same might be said of Heraclitus’ Aéyos. It appears to
stand for the measure or proportion in the world as a principal of
order. But as fire, it is also the active agent of this proportioning. We
might finally mention Empedocles, in whose system the four ele-
ments were set in motion and governed by the principles of Love and
Strife. The world is alternately more or less ‘ordered’ depending on
the relative strength of Love vis-a-vis Strife.

28 Cf. Velleius in Cicero’s De nat. deorum 1. 43-53; Epicurus, Letter to Menoeceus,
123—4; Lucretius, De rerum nat. 5. 146-55.

2 See e.g. De nat. deorum 1. 19, 20. On the absurdity of Providence and the
evident design flaws in the universe see e.g. Lucretius’ detailed critique in De rerum
nat. 5. 156ff.

30 e.g. Guthrie, ii. 279.

31 GSee Kirk, Raven, and Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers, 364.
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As we have noted above, Plato’s Timaeus is deeply problematic
both with respect to the process of creation and with respect to the
personages ostensibly involved in the process. Timaeus himself ad-
mits the difficulty in the oft-quoted words: ‘Now to discover the
Maker and Father (mowmryv kat marépa) of this Universe were a task
indeed; and having discovered Him, to declare Him unto all men
were a thing impossible’>* We may begin with the considerable prima
facie evidence that Plato did in fact have some sort of personal
creator in mind when he wrote the Timaeus. First, the designation
noted above, momTyy kal marépa, is certainly an image drawn from
the world of persons, even if the Maker’s exact identity is admittedly
unclear. This Maker is further said to be ‘good’ (dyafos) and without
envy. These moral qualities are again most easily seen to apply to
persons. The fact the creator is called 6 feos in 30a does not guarantee
a personal being, given the notoriously slippery nature of the word in
Greek, but it is at least compatible with the idea of an anthropo-
morphic deity in the traditional sense. The creator has certain de-
sires, he deliberates, he plans things carefully, and he executes his
plan.

But the very familiarity of the imagery here is in fact a strong sign
against the view that Plato wished this personal craftsman to be taken
in a strictly literal fashion. A Genesis-like creator appears nowhere
else in his works, where the ‘ground of being), if we may call it that,
generally appears to be the Forms rather than a personal deity
(though see below on the Philebus). Indeed, in the Phaedrus the
gods are accounted gods precisely because they continually behold
the ideals of truth, justice, beauty, and so on (247c—e). Timaeus’
declaration that he is giving a ‘likely account’ of things can be taken
as a subtle way of saying that his presentation will incorporate
mythological elements, the chief of which could be the figure of the
Demiurge. Cornford concludes:

[The Demiurge] is mythical in that he is not really a creator god, distinct from
the universe he is represented as making. He is never spoken of as a possible
object of worship; and in the third part of the dialogue the distinction between

32 Tim. 28c; trans. Bury, Locb Classical Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1989).
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the Demiurge and the celestial gods, whom he makes and charges with the
continuation of his work, is obliterated.”

It does not follow, however, that the (likely) absence of a literal
Demiurge means the universe only appears to be established by an
intelligent force.”* In the Philebus Plato seems to take the presence of
an ordering Mind in the cosmos as almost a matter of common sense
(28d—e):

Shall we say, Protarchus, that all things and this which is called the universe
are governed by an irrational and fortuitous power and mere chance, or, on
the contrary, as our forefathers said, are ordered and directed by mind and a
marvellous wisdom? (28¢)

Protarchus is offended by the mere suggestion that irrational
(dAdyov) chance rules the world, and cannot help but affirm the
control of Mind.”

Is the precise image of a Craftsman, then, just a metaphor for
Plato, even if the presence of rationality in the world remained for
him a bedrock belief? Thomas Johansen has made a persuasive case
that the Demiurge should be viewed as the representative of crafts-
manship as an ideal (in the Platonic sense), as opposed to an in-
dividual craftsman. This enables us to take the figure of the
Demiurge seriously as something more than the internal workings
of the cosmos, as Aristotle would have it, while avoiding the textual
and logical problems of having a literal craftsman creating at a given
point in time. After demonstrating how Plato often depicts ideals as
‘demiurges;’® Johansen shows how his proposal addresses the espe-
cially thorny question of creation in time:

33 F C. Cornford, Plato’s Cosmology (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner, 1937),
38. Johansen contends that ‘the conflation of these lesser gods with the demiurge is
not as extensive as Cornford suggests’ (p. 80).

** Cornford continues the quotation above by stating that ‘there is no doubt that
he [the Demiurge] stands for a divine Reason working for ends that are good’.

5 Cf. also the emphasis on order and the communion of heaven and earth
in Gorgias, 507e—508a; see Johansen 3—4.

%% Thus e.g. medicine is Syutovpyds of health (Charmides, 174e) and divination is
dnueovpyds of friendship (Symposium, 188d), (Johansen 84).
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This question becomes more urgent if we think of the demiurge as a
particular agent. However, if we specify the cause of the cosmos as crafts-
manship rather than as a craftsman qua individual it becomes clear that it is
misguided to expect any biographical or psychological answers to this kind
of question. Particular craftsmen may work whenever they happen to have
the idea, motivation, or opportunity. .. Craftsmanship, in contrast, creates
order wherever it can. Craftsmanship itself, paradigmatically represented by
the divine demiurge, will exercise itself whenever the opportunity arises.””

In summary, then, the idea of a fully personal creator strictly parallel
to the God of the Bible is probably foreign to Plato. He did, however,
affirm with many others that the world was ordered by some type of
intelligence. Moreover, the language he employed for world formation,
especially in the Timaeus, did lend itself to use by Jewish and Christian
theologians. And once one assumes that Plato’s Demiurge is really just
another name for God the Father, the temptation to likewise conflate
Christ and the Platonic Adyos becomes almost impossible to resist.

The Stoics attempted to solve the problem raised by Plato by
simply eliminating the gap between the supposedly different layers
of reality. There are numerous testimonia to the material monism of
Stoicism. The Placita philosophorum is almost certainly not by Plu-
tarch, but it is all the more valuable as an example of the kind of
‘textbook knowledge’ that formed the koine of Hellenistic philoso-
phical education in New Testament times.”® The Placita says plainly
0{ Zrwwol mdvra Ta altia cwpatikd” mvedpara ydp (1.11.5). God is
not excluded from the material continuum; indeed, one of the
foundations of Stoic physics is that feds must be material in order
to shape the cosmos according to his (its?) purposes. Only a body can
act upon another body, such that Origen can premise his discussion
of the cosmic conflagration with the words ‘The god of the Stoics,
inasmuch as he is body.” It should not be supposed that
the materiality of feds implies anything like the Christian idea of

37 Johansen 86.

38 See John Burnet, Early Greek Philosophy (London: Black, 1920), 34-5.

* Contra Celsum, 4. 14. 25, 6 7av Zrwirdv eds, dre odpa Tvyydvov, trans. at
Long and Sedley i. 276. M. R. Wright (Cosmology in Antiquity (New York: Routledge,
1995), 181) puts it neatly: “The old Ionian theory, long despised by more sophisti-
cated philosophers, of a universal world “stuff”, vibrant and deathless, had found a
second home in Stoic theory’.
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incarnation: for the Stoics, ‘god) ‘cause, ‘Zeus), ‘fate’, ‘providence),
and ‘nature’ are all more or less interchangeable terms.*’

But even here, with these apparently doctrinaire materialists and
relentless logicians, seeming contradictions and qualifications
emerge. While the first substance, for instance, is necessarily one,
and material, the Stoics had to recognize two ‘aspects’ to it,*' the
active (76 mowodv) and the passive (70 wdaxov).42 Seneca, as we have
seen, speaks of these as ‘cause’ or ‘god’, and ‘material’. The account of
Diogenes Laertius adds a further wrinkle: 76 8¢ mowodv 76v év adm)
Adyov Tov Béov” (Vit. 134. 2-3). Long and Sedley render this ‘that
which acts is the reason [Adyos] in it, i.e. god’.43 R. B. Todd notes the
challenge inherent in this formulation: ‘Now since Stoicism is a
monistic system the two first principles must be physically insepar-
able. .., so that this duality is reached by a logical, or conceptual,
distinction’.** But keeping these principles in some sense corporeal,
and separated only at the conceptual level, is a difficult task indeed,
especially when one of the concepts is designated by pregnant terms
such as ‘reason’ or ‘god’ It is no surprise that someone like Seneca,
who prized his intellectual freedom, should be inclined to depart
from Stoic orthodoxy and speak of the causal principle as more
‘potent and valuable’ than the material.*> As Lapidge notes, ‘although
the Stoics considered them [the first principles] to be corporeal, they
used their archai to some extent as methodological principles like

those of Aristotle’*

40 See e.g. Seneca, Nat. quaest. 2. 45. 2-3, discussion in Lapidge, ‘Stoic Cosmology
and Roman Literature’, 1399; see also e.g. Diogenes Laertius, 7.135: ‘God, intelligence
(vods), fate, and Zeus are all one, and many other names are applied to him’; trans. at
Long and Sedley, i. 275.

*!The English word ‘aspects’ recurs in almost every contemporary discussion of
Stoic cosmology. See e.g. R. B. Todd, ‘Monism and Immanence: The Foundations of
Stoic Physics), in J. M. Rist (ed.), The Stoics (Berkeley, Calif.: University of California,
1978), 139-40; Lapidge, ‘Stoic Cosmology’, in Rist (ed.), The Stoics, 164: ‘Logically
speaking, Stoic theory would require us to speak of one primal substance with two
aspects, one active, one passive’

42 Gee e.g. Diogenes Laertius, 7. 134. 1: dokei & adrois dpyas elvar dv SAwv 8o,
76 Totodv kal TO wdoyov.

*3 Long and Sedley, i. 268.

* Todd 139.
5 Lapidge, ‘Stoic Cosmology and Roman Literature) 1399.
¢ Lapidge, ‘Stoic Cosmology’, 164.
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While the creative force in Stoicism, then, is pronounced to be
corporeal and immanent, this could be nuanced in ways that led it
towards a more ‘idealistic’ or even traditionally theistic point of view.
A Platonist might object, for instance, that a ‘conceptual’ distinction
between god and matter creates just as much of a gap in the universe
as a more colorful metaphorical distinction between ‘upper’ and
‘lower’ levels of being, or visible and invisible ‘realms’. The problem
of distinguishing between god or reason and matter while simulta-
neously maintaining a meaningful connection between the two does
not admit of easy answers.

The polynymy of the Stoic god was not an isolated phenomenon.
The Orphic material in particular revels in the different designations
that can be given to the motive principle of the cosmos. In the
fourth-century Bc Derveni papyrus ‘Zeus’ is equated variously with
all of the following: air as the essential ‘creating’ force in the universe;
Kronos; mind; fate; and ‘the mother of all things’.47 As with the
Stoics, however, there are subtleties lying just below the surface.
Betegh, for instance, argues against a strict equivalence of Zeus and
Moira:

As pneuma represents the active, moving part of the air, phronesis represents
the practical, executive part or function of the mind...Moira/pneumal
phronesis is not the same as Zeus/air/nous, but an aspect or function of it;
Moira is the active, executive, practical aspect of the god, that which ‘ordains
how the things that are and the things that come to be and the things that are
going to be must come to be and be and cease.*®

In his opinion the diverse names in the Derveni papyrus represent
the ‘different cosmic functions or activities of the god’, or, to put it in

slightly different terms, they are ‘different powers (dunamis) of the

one supreme cosmic divinity’*’

*7 Gabor Betegh, The Derveni Papyrus: Cosmology, Theology, and Interpretation
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 185-93. He notes (p. 193) that Zeus
is not even prioritized as a name.

48 Betegh 202. He later notes (p. 204) that the identifications are not total ‘in so far
as different names have the same reference but different meaning’

9 Betegh 204. He compares the latter point to the description of Stoic doctrine;
see Diogenes Laertius, 7. 147.
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The Orphic hymns represent a similar outlook, now in the context
of devotion to the gods. ‘King Zeus’ is listed first among the gods in
the introduction to the corpus, and in the hymn devoted to him he is
described as dpyxy mdvrwv mavrwy Te Tedevry (15. 7), along with
various other splendid epithets. But even the title ‘the Beginning
and the End’ is not his exclusive property in the Orphic hymns.
Heaven is also addressed as dpx7) mdvrwv mavrwv e TeAevrn as well as
kéope marip, and wayyevérwp (4. 11f.).This fits perfectly with the
cosmic spirituality of the Hellenistic world, and could be legitimately
seen as a continuation of the views on the primacy of heaven in the
cosmologies of Plato and Aristotle.”® This blurring of distinctions
continues in the ‘Hymn to the Stars, where now the heavenly bodies
are labeled del yeverijpes amavrwv (7. 5). The Sun can be extolled
as woouokpdTwp (8. 11), and Nature as mapuireipa fed and
mavroxpdrepa. Showing that etymology can sometimes trump tradi-
tion, Pan is praised as yevérwp mdvrwr, modvdvuue daipov, and, yet
again, koouokpdTwp.

Sorting through all this is no easy task. It is clearly impossible
to draw up a chart of the Orphic celestial bureaucracy, since so
many entities seem to be in charge at once, and it is probably best
to see it as a particularly florid example of the one cosmic god
who appears under a variety of names and dispositions. But this
may stand in some tension with the enthusiastic worship accorded
to each of these beings in turn. At the very least, the corpus is not
simply an extended exposition of a precise philosophical doctrine
designed to subvert traditional religion. Rather, it seems to say
that the richness of traditional worship (of both anthropomorphic
gods like Zeus and Hecate, and cosmic forces like Heaven and
Sun) can be happily combined with philosophically sophisticated
thought. And while the author or authors would seem to gravitate
towards something like a Stoic or pre-Socratic ‘rational principle’
as the ultimate ground of reality, they were perhaps not as inter-
ested as others in neatly deciding the relationship of that entity
towards the traditional gods.

>0 On the cosmic dimension of Hellenistic spirituality see esp. André-Jean Festu-
giere’s La révélation d’Hermes Trismegiste, ii. Le Dieu cosmique.
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The ‘Middle Platonists’ may also be helpfully compared with the
Stoics, particularly in the question of God and Adyos.”" While the
heirs of the Academy naturally wished to distance themselves from
the Stoics on many counts, they nonetheless adopted, and adapted,
numerous Stoic ideas into their philosophy. Indeed, given the frag-
mentary nature of most of our evidence, it is at times difficult to
know where to classify certain thinkers. Posidonius, for example,
bears some of the traits of a Platonist, but his belief that God is a
‘fiery and intelligent prneuma penetrating all ousia’ and that God is
the ‘active principle’ in the cosmos sounds quite like Chrysippus.”>
Even a full-fledged Platonist like Antiochus of Ascalon (1st-2nd
century BCE) sounds thoroughly Stoic when he sets the Adyos at the
center of his physical and ethical system. God's providence expresses
itself in the world through the Adyos, which governs the natural order
and serves as the vital link between God and humanity.> This Aéyos is
intimately involved with the human social order (e.g. prohibiting
rape, commending patriotism), thus giving it ethical and perhaps
even personal characteristics.”* Philo, meanwhile, defies categoriza-
tion to such an extent that we have given him his own discussion
below.

Perhaps the most important development in Middle Platonism is
the location of the Platonic Ideas in the mind of God. This has
important implications for the issue of mediation, which we will
discuss in the next section, but it also affects the question of the
personhood of God. To the extent that the Ideas are seen as the
absolute ground of reality, it becomes that much more difficult to
envision a personal creator. Once they are conceived of as thoughts of
God, on the model of human psychology, it is far more likely, and
perhaps even inevitable, that one will think of God in more personal
terms. Since this view of the Ideas is intimately tied in with the

>! In keeping with Dillon’s seminal work, we leave aside the skeptical tradition
which dominated the Academy in the second and third centuries BCe. See also Cox
35-43, who believes the Middle Platonists did posit a ‘creator god’ analogous to the
God of the Bible, with the important qualification that he used a ‘noetic intermediary’
for the ordering of things (p. 37).

>2 Dillon 108-9.

> Dillon 52-62, 80-1. >* Dillon 80-1.
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question of mediation, however, we will reserve discussion of it until
the next section.

We have seen the difficulty in making a clean break between
material forces and rational ones in Greek accounts of the cosmos.
It is often equally difficult to distinguish neatly between merely
rational forces and fully personal agents of world creation. The
former provide order to the cosmos, but they are not recognizable
as individual persons. One might characterize them as sub personal,
in that they do not communicate with humans in the conventional
sense; or as supra personal, in that they relate in a more subtle
fashion with human reason, and they are unencumbered by human
passions which only hinder one’s understanding (recall the chario-
teer in Plato’s Phaedrus). They do not, in any case, sound very much
like YHWH dealing with Israel, or the Ancient Near Eastern or
Homeric deities with their very human feuds and foibles. Indeed,
much of the religiously oriented philosophy in the Greek world may
be seen as a flight from the painfully evident failings of the traditional
Olympian gods. But the boundary is easily blurred: one might offer a
prayer to Heaven as a god with great fervor; or one might acclaim
‘Zeus’ in quite traditional fashion, but explain afterwards that the
real referent of one’s hymn is the universal Adyos. Two examples
merit special attention, not least because they furnish several close
parallels to the New Testament texts concerning creation through
Christ: Cleanthes’ ‘Hymn to Zeus, and the Pseudo-Aristotelian De
Mundo.

It is a simple matter to see that for Cleanthes, Zeus ‘two-tined
flaming blast, the ever-living thunderbolt’ is not the traditional Olym-
pian weapon, but rather a mythical evocation of the Adyos by which
the universe is steered. But what of the lines ‘From thee was our
begetting, ours alone’? The conception of God here was sufficiently
close to the God of Scripture for the author of Acts to quote it
approvingly in Acts 17: 28. Cleanthes goes on to exhort his hearers
to forsake evil and pursue goodness, obeying the law of God; and he
prays that Zeus might save men from their unhappy folly. With a
simple change of names, the hymn could be included in a modern-day
Christian-worship service with no one objecting (and some deeming it
a considerable improvement over their standard hymnody).
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How, then, do we assess Cleanthes and his hymn? ‘Religious
sensibility’ is a vague term; it is not as if one could develop a metric
to scientifically assess a work’s proportion of genuine spirituality.
Nonetheless, it would seem churlish to deny that the hymn comes
across as heartfelt worship and adoration. Yet it would be equally
unwise to ignore the fact that it is rooted in the very particular
notions of divinity held by the Stoics. Cleanthes was, after all, no
mere private citizen giving expression to his mystical sense of the
divine presence. He was the leader of arguably the most significant
philosophical movement in the Hellenistic age, and so it is hardly
unfair to expect him to hold to the basics of Stoic doctrine. Whether
the personal view of God in the hymn can easily be reconciled
with the particulars of Stoicism is a difficult question; but suffice it
to say they could at least coexist in the life of Cleanthes.

The De Mundo, meanwhile, is a parade example of the cosmic
spirituality of the Hellenistic period. Neither the date nor the author
can be fixed with certainty: it appears to be the work of a Peripatetic
open to other influences (especially Stoicism), and was likely written
sometime in the first century Bce.> Its value to us lies in its inter-
twining of cosmology and theology. As D. J. Furley notes, ‘nature is
explored, not as the object of scientific enquiry, but as the expression
of the cosmic deity, and the results are presented straightforwardly as
dogma’.>® At the start of the investigation ‘Aristotle’ invites the
reader to theologize with him (feoloydpev),”’ and even his opening
definition of ‘kdouos’ shows he is going to follow through on that
invitation:

Kéopos peév odv éomt oboryua é€ odpavod kal yis kal TAV év TovTOls
meptexouévawy picewv. Aéyerar 8¢ kal érépws kéouos 1) TGV SAwv Talis Te
kal Staxdounats, vmo feod Te kal Sua Oeov dpvlarTouévn.

Cosmos, then, means a system composed of heaven and earth and the
elements contained in them. In another sense, cosmos is used to signify the
orderly arrangement of the universe, which is preserved by God and through
God. (De Mundo, 391b, trans. Furley)

55 For discussion see Ps.-Aristotle De Mundo, trans. D. J. Furley, Loeb Classical
Library (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1955), 337-41.
¢ Furley 335. > Furley 334.



116 Creation and Mediation in Hellenism

God, then, seems to be distinct from the cosmos. This impression
is reinforced towards the end of the work (397b), where terminology
is used that is indistinguishable from the biblical texts: God is the
‘Saviour®® and creator of all things’ (Zwrip uev yip dvrws dmdvrwv
éori kal yevétwp). The author is happy to use traditional images of
God enthroned in the heavens, quoting Homer’s dictum that ‘To
Zeus belongs the wide heaven in the clouds and the aether’ (400a,
trans. Furley). He rules all things by his almighty power (399b),
directing them according to his will (400b). He is the God ‘of
Supplication and Grace, as the poets say, and in a true sense Saviour
and Liberator’ (401a).

The author seems sincere in his pious pronouncements about
God. But, as with the Stoics, this piety bends back towards something
less (or more) than the conventionally personal. The first sign of this
comes with the imagery of God as the Unmoved Mover (not surpris-
ing for ‘Aristotle’), who does not mingle directly with the world, but
sends out his ‘power’ just as a great king sends out his functionaries
to administer his realm (398a-399b). (The illustration of God as
cosmic puppet-master, 398b17, is even more unfortunate.) The ra-
tionale offered is that it is more ‘noble and becoming’ for God to
remain in the highest place and to be unencumbered with the petty
details of mundane affairs. The underlying cosmology, however,
seems to be the traditional one of a divine power which is most
present in the heavenly bodies and becomes attenuated as it works its
way down to earth (thus accounting for the relatively more disturbed
conditions of terrestrial life). This is spelled out in concrete terms in
the celestial and meteorological discussions in books 2-5. As the
author puts it somewhat bluntly in 397b, the farther you are from
God in the cosmic chain, the less of his help you are likely to
receive.”

Equally Stoic, and equally problematic for a fully personal view of
God, is the repeated and unmistakable equation of God and Fate in

%8 Furley quite rightly renders this ‘preserver, but we have kept the more ‘religious’
sense of cwrp to highlight the connection with biblical language.

% The author gestures towards the Stoic doctrine of a pervading mvesua in 394b,
but quickly adds ‘about that there is no need to speak now’. One is reminded of
Pascal’s critique of Descartes, that he invoked God to get the universe started, but
after that had no more use for him (Pensées, 77).
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the concluding chapter of the De Mundo. When God is described as ‘a
law to us’ (véuos 7juiv) in 400b, we might take this to mean simply
that he directs the processes of the world. But it could also indicate
that God is another way of describing ‘the ways things are’. In book 7
(401Db) the author equates God with Necessity, Destiny, Fate (or the
Fates), Moira, Nemesis, Adrasteia, and Aisa. Each designation is
accompanied by an etymology: Necessity (dvdyxn) means ‘a cause
that cannot be defeated’ (dviknrov airiov); ‘Aisa’ (aloa) refers to ‘a
cause that exists forever’ (de: odoar); and so on. These etymologies
are perhaps intended to soften the blow of what might appear to be a
brutal Stoic fatalism. He may be saying, ‘What you call “Fate” is in
fact the purposeful outworking of God’s plan’. But the seven-fold
association of God and Fate has still been made. This, coupled with
the overtly mechanical descriptions of providence in 398b, offers us a
picture of a God who is less than fully engaged with human beings.

In light of all the above, it should be obvious that there can be no
one ‘Greek’ view on who, or what, created the world. There were
myriad explanations circulating. Some, perhaps many, may have
viewed a fully personal Isis or Zeus as the creator of all, while an
equal number may have seen the world as the product of blind
chance. But we have only scattered accounts of these popular beliefs.
When it comes to the better-documented philosophical sources, the
situation remains somewhat obscure. It is often difficult to make a
clear distinction between mechanical processes and rational forces,
and between rational forces and personal agents. Indeed, with the
Stoics all three categories tend to blend in with one another.

We may, however, speak about ‘rational force’ as the center of
gravity in the accounts of the Stoics, Platonists, Peripatetics, and
their ilk.® Cleanthes may express genuine devotion to Zeus in his
hymn, such that the reader is pulled towards a traditional anthro-
pomorphic conception of deity. But we are clearly meant to under-
stand Zeus not as a bearded Olympian, but as the Stoic designing fire;
the conclusion of the poem makes this clear. The reader is drawn
back to the rational. The same may be said of the Orphic material,

%0 The Epicureans are pretty thoroughly ‘materialists’ in the modern sense of the
word and thus are much less relevant as background to the NT. The author of Acts,
e.g., is not about to quote Epicurus in Acts 17 as he does Aratus.
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where the warmth of mysticism is cooled considerably by the equa-
tion of the divine with breath or the world or fate; or of the eclectic
philosophy of the De Mundo, with its similar blending of Zeus and
cosmos and logos. At the same time, the materialism of the Stoics
never gives way to a simple mechanical process. Even the relentless
inevitability of eternal recurring «douou is seen as the purposeful
activity of the Adyos rather than simply ‘the way it is> ‘“The way it
is) for the Stoic, is good, and therefore ought to be accepted. This is
different from mere resignation. But it is also different from what we
might intuitively expect of a creative Person. Johansen’s insightful
words on the Timaeus view of the ultimate good of humankind are
equally relevant to the philosophical view of god prevailing in the
texts we have studied:

But ultimately the stated aim is to shed these emotions, to identify through
astronomy with the rational circles of the heavenly bodies and thus to return
to a stellar life of pure reason. If nature offers us guidance here, it is not in
the form of emotional consolation, but in that of hard mathematics. For
Plato, to imitate nature is to turn oneself into something at once much more
and much less than a human being (my italics).®’

Judaism and Christianity, by contrast, make the person of God
the center of their creation theology. The words and acts of
YHWH, from creation on down, were too embedded in the
biblical story to permit him to become a generalized ‘force’ in
the world. The author of the Wisdom of Solomon uses the
concepts of Wisdom and Spirit to gesture towards the legitimate
questions raised by Greek philosophy about the mode of God’s
interaction with the creation, but God is immediately recogniz-
able as the Old Testament Lord, speaking and working and
judging on behalf of his chosen people. With the advent of
Christianity, and the affirmation that the Messiah is God’s agent in
creation as well as redemption, the issue of the personhood of God is
put all the more emphatically at the center of the discussion. God, the
Father of the Messiah Jesus, is inescapably personal.

6! Johansen 200.
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CONNECTIONS

Given the fully personal nature of the Christian God, the question
remains as to why Jesus needs to become involved in the act of
creation. One might respond in a few ways, all of which involve the
principle of connection. God could be conceived of as being separate
from the world, and thus needing a means of coming into contact
with it; there is a gap that wants bridging. This might account for the
‘through Christ’ language in the New Testament creation texts. There
is also the problem of internal connections within the cosmos.
Whether God is imagined as inside or outside the cosmos, he still
needs to somehow permeate the world and keep it from falling apart.
Hence we have the language of Christ ‘holding all things together’
in Colossians 1. Both ideas—bridging the gap and holding things
together—are widely disseminated in Greek thought and form an
important parallel to the New Testament texts. We will treat them
each in turn.

The idea of bridging the gap between upper and lower worlds is of
course a quite ancient one, as we saw in Chapter 3. The mythological
conception of celestial or supracelestial divinities necessitated either a
direct descent of the gods to earth (e.g. the disguised Zeus and
Hermes wandering among the populous), the employment of inter-
mediary divine figures (e.g. Iris, Hermes), or the deputizing of
human agents to act on behalf of the gods (e.g. Hammurabi et al.).
The distance was not only physical, but to a certain extent ontologi-
cal: the gods were the deathless ones, dwelling in bliss far from mortal
troubles.

The problem took on a new urgency, however, with Parmenides.
As great as the gap between heaven and earth might be, it was still
traversable, as Parmenides himself shows in his journey to the ends of
the world in the proem to his treatise. The trip is patently a mytho-
logically rendered depiction of philosophical enlightenment, but the
truth unveiled to him was not for the faint of heart. Nothing in
the visible realm, it turns out, could be trusted. Genuine Being,
Real Reality, was fixed and unchanging, not subject to the constant
changes that beset the world of Becoming. ‘Was’ and ‘will be’
have no place in the investigation of truth: ‘It is’ is the only valid
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philosophical statement, whatever ‘it’ might be. If this (for Parme-
nides) logically irrefutable state of affairs threw a wrench into the
explanations of the natural philosophers, so much the worse for the
natural philosophers. They could offer up various likely guesses for
how things proceeded in the world of Seeming—Parmenides offered
his own speculations in the second part of his work—but they should
never imagine these could attain to any certainty.

Parmenides thus bequeathed an epistemological and ontological
chasm to those who followed him, or at least to those like Plato who
took his philosophical challenge seriously. As Dillon notes, ‘it is com-
mon ground for all Platonists that between God and Man there must be
a host of intermediaries, that God may not be contaminated or dis-
turbed by a too close involvement with Matter.®> How could the
eternal, changeless realm of Being be brought into contact with the
changeable realm of Becoming? In some respects this is the central
question of all Plato’s thinking, and there is little hope we could do an
adequate job accounting for it here. We will instead focus on the
problem of mediation as it surfaces in the Timaeus.

On the ‘Being’ side of the ledger we have the Supreme Cause or
Demiurge, who looks upon the sum total of the Ideas as the model
for the world of Becoming which he will create. Thus Plato begins to
address the problems raised by Parmenides: we can at least say the
visible world is modeled on the invisible, such that it will resemble it
in certain respects. There is a meaningful connection between
the two by analogy of original and copy. To use the language of
Tim. 30aft., the world as a visible Living Creature takes as its model
the intelligible Eternal Living Creature which is the world of Ideas.”’
But how does the connection between these two actually work? Here

%2 Dillon 47.

% The world can thus be said to be the el«éva of the intelligible realm. The
appearance of e/xdva may excite us for a moment, with its surface connections to
Col. 1: 15, and the fact that it can be referred to in Tim. 92¢ as elxwv T0d voyTod feds
alofn7és. But the differences in conception are enormous: In Plato, the world as an
‘image of God’ refers to the fact that the visible cosmos in its totality is a copy of the
invisible world of Ideas. Christ as image of God bears the personal likeness to his
Father. At best, one might argue that the language of Colossians asserts that Christ is
the only entity worthy of the epithet ‘God) in contrast to Plato’s noetic realm. But the
biblical background for the image language is so plain it seems quite unnecessary to
invoke the Timaeus at this point.
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Plato turns to the traditional concepts of Soul (ifvx7) and Reason or
Mind (vods):

So because of this reflection He constructed reason within soul and soul
within body as He fashioned the All, that so the work He was executing
might be of its nature most fair and most good. Thus, then, in accordance
with the likely account, we must declare that this Cosmos has verily come
into existence as a Living Creature endowed with soul and reason owing to
the providence of God.®*

What, then, is Soul, such that it can thus connect Being and
Becoming? Plato describes it as a kind of hybrid of Being, the
Same, and the Other:

Midway between the Being which is indivisible and remains always the same
and the Being which is transient and divisible in bodies, He blended a third
form of Being compounded out of the twain, that is to say, out of the Same and
the Other; and in like manner He compounded it midway between that one of
them which is indivisible and that one which is divisible in bodies. And He took
the three of them, and blent them all together into one form, by forcing the
Other into union with the Same, in spite of its being naturally difficult to mix.*®

The passage is, to put it mildly, rather obscure.®® But we at least
have now a name for the point of connection between the Ideas and
the world, as well as a principle of cohesion within the cosmos: the
World Soul. The World Soul after its creation is parceled out in due
proportion and becomes the infrastructure of the visible god that is
the universe. It partakes of reasoning (Aoyiopnod peréyovoa, 36€) and
sets the universe in motion.®’ If the world remains imperfect, this is
due to a second principle, Necessity, associated with matter.®®

% Tim. 30b, trans. Bury. %5 Tim. 35a, trans. Bury.

% For detailed discussions see Cornford, Plato’s Cosmology, 59 ff., and Sergio
Zedda, ‘How to Build a World Soul: A Practical Guide’, in M. R. Wright (ed.), Reason
and Necessity: Essays on Plato’s Timaeus (London: Duckworth/Classical Press of
Wales, 2000), 23—41. Zedda argues that the governing image of this mixture is
metallurgy, with the various mixtures involved being modeled on the processing of
alloys.

o Left over pieces of the World Soul get remixed to form the human soul, thus
providing contact between human reason and the world; Tim. 41d; see Zedda,
pp. 33—4.

% See e.g. Johansen 16-19.
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Aristotle, as evidenced by his rejection of the Platonic Ideas,
moved towards explaining nature from within, while not abandoning
teleology.”® But his discussion of a transcendent Unmoved Mover
seemed to preserve the gap between the upper and lower orders of
reality. In Metaphysics 1072a Aristotle posits a Something lying
behind the movement of the visible heavens: ‘And since that which
is moved while it moves is intermediate, there is something which
moves without being moved; something eternal which is both sub-
stance and actuality. The identity of the Unmoved Mover remains
uncertain: Aristotle can label it ‘God.. . . a living being, eternal, most
good’ in Met. 1072b, but the prevailing language is of some imper-
sonal principle—it is in any event even less likely to be a specified
person than Plato’s Demiurge. But the way the Unmoved Mover is
said to initiate the movement is of great interest. If he (it?) were to
engage in actual physical contact with even the outermost level of the
cosmos, his integrity and unmovability would be compromised.
Thus Aristotle hypothesizes that he moves it by ‘desire’ akin to
love: ‘and it causes motion as being an object of love (ds épdypevor),
whereas all other things cause motion because they are themselves in
motion (1072b).”° How precisely this was meant to work perplexed
even devoted students like Theophrastus, and perhaps Aristotle
himself, since he does not appear to have explored the idea further.”*
But bridging the gap in such a nonmaterial way was a bold move that
distinguishes Aristotle (or at least the Aristotle of Met. 12) from the
rest of the cosmologists we have studied.

Later Platonists, as we have noted briefly, read the Timaeus with
the assistance of Stoic Adyos terminology and Pythagorean number
theory. This is not surprising, since both of these are present in some
sense in the Timaeus itself (the former in the aforementioned treat-
ment of Reason/Mind in 30Db, the latter in, e.g., 31b ff.). The adoption
of Xéyos terminology was natural enough. By conceptualizing the
Ideas as the Aéyos in the mind of God, one could enjoy the benefits of

% Cf. Johansen 86: ‘The main difference between Plato’s and Aristotle’s ordering
principle remains that Plato’s craftsman works on nature from without whereas
Aristotle’s works from within’.

7% For a brief but clear discussion see Wright, Cosmology, 178-80.

7! Wright, Cosmology, 180.
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a fully transcendental first principle which could still shape the world
by means of its thoughts. Especially relevant are two passages where
the Adyos is identified as the entity ‘by which’ things come to be. In
Seneca’s Letter 65, which we have already noted above, the a quo or 76
5 od is called the artifex, corresponding to the Adyos or Demiurge.”?
Varro, for his part, offers an allegory of Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva in
which Jupiter is God, the a quo, Juno is Matter, the de qua, and
Minerva is the Logos or Ideas, the secundum quod. This helps illus-
trate the complexity of prepositional usage in cosmology, and the
dangers of unthinkingly applying apparent Hellenistic parallels to
New Testament Christological formulas. In Varro’s scheme, the a quo
could correspond to the 8. o statements in the New Testament—but
the 8¢ od statements are predicated of Christ, not the Father. Likewise
while Christ on the surface ought to line up with Minerva/Logos,
there is nothing in the New Testament to suggest he is the pattern for
creation, the secundum quod or ko 6.

The concept of the World Soul also helped Middle Platonists
bridge the gap between the worlds of Being and Becoming. Again
we may cite Dillon: ‘For Xenocrates, as for his predecessors, the soul
was the mediating entity par excellence in the universe, and it was
thus necessary that it contain within itself elements which can relate
both to the intelligible and the sensible realm, as well as all the ratios
out of which the harmony of the cosmos is constituted’”?

We have the curious appearance in Middle Platonism of a ‘second
god’ who creates the world in distinction from the primary god who is
above the world. This idea is well known from Gnosticism, but it
appears to have sprung from a certain appropriation of Plato’s le-
gacy.”* We find Philo describing the Adyos as a second god in QG 2.62:
mankind is patterned not after God himself, but after his Word: 7pos
Tov devrepov Bedv, 5s éaTw éxelvov Adyos. We will deal with Philo more
thoroughly in the next chapter. Suffice it to say for now that the
appearance of such a curious designation as rov Sedrepov fedv by an

72 Dillon 138. 73 Dillon 29.

74 See e.g. Ursula Friichtel, Die kosmologischen Vorstellungen bei Philo von Alexan-
drien, Arberten zur Literature und Geschichte des hellenistischen Judentains, 2 (Lei-
den: Brill, 1968), 17-8; Ronald Cox, By the same Word: Creation and Salvation in
Hellenistic Judaism and Early Christianity (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2007), 31-8.



124 Creation and Mediation in Hellenism

avowed monotheist makes one think Philo is following a tradition here
(especially since he rarely slips into this sort of explicit mention of
another ‘god’; ‘powers’ is the preferred designation). This suspicion is
reinforced by the appearance of similar teachings in later Middle
Platonism. In Plutarch’s On the E at Delphi 393a ff. Plutarch’s mentor
Ammonius states that the vicissitudes of life in the sublunary realm are
to be attributed not to the supreme God known as Apollo, but rather
to another god or daemon whom he labels Hades or Pluto.” It also fits
the neo-Pythagorean distinction of the Supreme Principle, ‘the One,
and the Monad (= Form) and the Dyad (= Matter).”®

The second-century thinker Numenius, meanwhile, posits an even
bolder distinction between a First God and a Second God. His late
date, and the fact that he invokes a variety of traditions including
Judaism, makes him a problematic figure for establishing the Greek
background to Christian doctrines. Nonetheless, his views on crea-
tion are striking:

The First God, existing in its own place, is simple and, consorting as he does
with himself alone, can never be divisible. The Second and Third God,
however, are in fact one; but in the process of coming into contact with
matter, which is the Dyad, He gives unity to it, but is Himself divided by it,
since Matter has a character prone to desire and is in flux. So in virtue of not
being in contact with the Intelligible (which would mean being turned in
upon Himself), by reason of looking towards Matter and taking thought for
it, He becomes unregarding (dmeplomros) of Himself. And He seizes upon
the sense realm and ministers to it and yet draws it up to His own character,
as a result of this yearning towards Matter.””

The basic division of first and second gods can perhaps be traced
back to the Timaeus distinction between ‘the ever-existing God” and
‘the god which was one day to be existent’ ( Tim. 34b), remembering
that it is the created gods who go on to make mortal bodies ( Tim.
42d ff.).”® But with Numenius we now have a triad of gods, an idea

7® Dillon 191. 7® Dillon 126-7.

77 Fr. 11, trans. at Dillon, 367-8.

78 R. W. Sharples, ‘Three-fold Providence: The History and Background of a
Doctrine, in R. W. Sharples and Anne Sheppard (eds.), Ancient Approaches to Plato’s
Timaeus (London: Institute of Classical Studies, 2003), 126.
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which he appears to have picked up from the Pythagoreans; and the
second god is not the world itself, but the Demiurge.” Likewise there
are echoes here of the Old Academy, which postulated two first
principles: the Monad, which is the Intellect and principle of unity;
and the Dyad, the principle of differentiation which is identified with
Matter and the World Soul.** The triadic structure also recalls the
notion of three levels or types of providence (mpdvoia) that we find in
Apuleius (2nd century) and others.®! Finally, the self-contemplating
supreme being has clear affinities with the description of the
Unmoved Mover in Aristotle’s Metaphysics 12.

Whatever the provenance of these ideas, Numenius posits an
absolutely transcendent supreme being engaged, it seems, in self-
contemplation, and a Demiurge of mixed nature (concerned with
both the intelligible and sensible realms, see fr.15) who actually steers
the world on its course.

As we have noted above, the Stoics sought to eliminate the pro-
blem of mediation entirely by a thoroughgoing materialism.
Whether they were successful on that score may be debated. If they
eschewed the concept of mediation, however, they were deeply con-
cerned to demonstrate the connections between all things. The
maintenance of order may be viewed as part of the concept of
creation, and relates directly to the aspect of Jesus’ Schipfungmit-
tlerschaft expressed in the phrase ‘in him all things hold together’ in
Col. 1: 17.

The Stoics addressed the (to them) self-evident order of the uni-
verse in several ways, and we must reckon both with the fact that the
same concepts might be expressed in different terms, and with the
fact that different Stoic thinkers might develop things in somewhat
different directions. The rationality of the cosmos is accounted for
by the immanent ‘designing fire, and particularly by the Adyos
resident within that fire. The Adyos seems to function somewhat
like the Platonic Ideas, determining the nature of things in the
world. Since the Adyos is immanent, however, unlike Plato’s Ideas,
the notorious problem of how to connect the Ideas with matter has

7 Dillon 367.
80 See Dillon 24-8.
81 See Sharples 107 ff.
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been sidestepped. Aristocles reports that for the Stoics ‘the primary
fire is as it were a sperm which possesses the principles [Ayo:] of all
things and the causes of past, present, and future events’.*?

But did even an immanent Adyos step wide enough to avoid the
problem altogether? There is evidence it did not. /dyos remains a
principle. It is a principle which could only be conceptually distin-
guished from matter, true, but it is a principle nonetheless. For this
reason, Chrysippus especially appeared to prefer to speak of that
which bound the universe together as ‘a breath pervading the whole
world’ (mvedpa pév évdujrov 8¢ SAov Tob Ko’ap,ov).83 The concept of a
binding mvejua permeating the world was no doubt drawn by way
of analogy with the human constitution—and with some reason,
given that humans sustain their lives by taking in the air which does
in fact permeate the world.** It had also been considered as a
cosmogonical force at least since the time of Anaximenes. But
Chrysippus used the concept of a mvedpa in a very careful fashion
to further elucidate Stoic physics. His mveiua contained both fire
and air, ‘active’ elements which could shape the ‘passive’ elements
of earth and water (the analogies with 76 7owodv and 76 wdoyov are
evident).

Distinguishing mvedpa from Adyos also helps Chrysippus avoid
the obvious problem of the status of sticks and stones in a Stoic
system. They clearly do not display rationality as an active principle,
like human beings. (The rationality of animals was a debated
category.) Yet they equally clearly play their part in the divinely
ordered world system. The concept of €&, or ‘tenor’ as Long and
Sedley render it, created a middle category in which inanimate
objects were indeed ‘held together’ by the mvedpa, but not in the
same way as animate beings. This could be pictured as a kind of
attenuation of the heavenly fire: Chrysippus believed ‘the purest
part of the aether...as primary god, passes perceptibly as it were
through the things in the air and through all animals and plants,

82 In Eusebius, Praep. Ev. 15. 14. 2, trans. at Long and Sedley, i. 276; cf. Aetius,
1. 7. 33, where the designing fire éumepieindos mdvras Tovs omeppatikods Adyouvs.

83 Aetius, 1. 7. 33, trans. at Long and Sedley, i. 275.

84 The connection is affirmed by Chryippus himself, according to Calcidius 220.
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and through the earth itself as tenor (E&s)® Presumably, as the
aether ‘thins out’ or becomes less pure the effect on objects in the
world correspondingly differs. Note, too, that the aether/mvedua is
god for Chrysippus, just as the mvedua/aether/god is fate, according
to the account in Stobaeus: ‘C. calls the substance of fate a power of
breath, carrying out the orderly government of the all’*®

The conceptual parallels of Stoic thought to early Christian views of
Christ and the Spirit create quite a tangle. It will be helpful to pause
our survey here briefly and consider the implications of all this for the
New Testament, since the issues concerning Stoicism simply throw
into sharper relief more general concerns with early Christian cosmol-
ogy and Greek philosophical thought. The appearances of Adyos and
mvedua as world-ordering principles could not help but draw one back
to John 1 and the powerful workings of the Holy Spirit throughout the
New Testament. One might even say that the status of Adyos as
ordering principle corresponds rather well with Christ’s authoritative
role as Messiah, whose commanding word directs all things; while in
both Christianity and Stoicism it is 7vedua that does the actual work
‘on the ground’. Can this be pure coincidence?

Before we answer that question negatively, we must again pull back
and remind ourselves of the significant differences in the broader
conceptual schemes. First, the New Testament shows no desire to
move beyond the bare idea that Christ is involved in the creation and
maintenance of the world order; there is no discussion whatsoever of
the mechanics of how this works. But such mechanics are precisely
what Stoic physics seeks to unearth. Detailed interest in the nature of
Christ’s activity only arises at the relational or ethical level: the same
Spirit which empowered Jesus is at work in the Christian community
both to alleviate their sufferings and to transform them into holy
people. The best illustration of this is in John 1, where mention of the
creative work of the Aéyos is immediately set in the context of moral
conflict: ‘the light shines in the darkness and the darkness has not
overcome/understood it. There is no exploration of how the Adyos

8 Diogenes Laertius, 7. 139. Long and Sedley aptly summarize: *“Breath”, whatever
the degree of its tension, is the vehicle of divine intelligence. .. But it only imparts
intelligence to specific portions of matter where it is most pervasive’ (i. 289).

86 Stobaeus, 1. 79. 1-12, trans. at Long and Sedley, i. 337.
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created things, or how he sustains them (which he presumably does,
though the Prologue makes no explicit mention of it). Later in John,
Jesus does breathe his Spirit into the disciples to perpetuate his mission
(chs. 13-17). But this too merely assures the disciples that their mission
is meaningfully related to that of Jesus, and indeed that they themselves
are meaningfully related to the person of Jesus through the Spirit.
Beyond the simple fact that he breathes on them, there is no interest
in the material or quasi-material or supramaterial processes through
which this bonding works.

An even more profound difference, as we have pointed out re-
peatedly, lies in the inescapably personal nature of Jesus’ agency. The
element of intelligence or rationality, it is true, never departs from
Stoicism. But one can fairly argue that this intelligence runs the risk
of being (almost literally) swallowed up in a reality which is ulti-
mately material; you cannot recover a genuine person from the
endless material chain of causality. The system as a whole is evidence
of a supreme intelligence; but because it is thus the world itself that is
god, it is difficult to see how one’s praise could be focused in a
meaningful way. The situation is exacerbated by (or perhaps more
clearly revealed by) the Stoic doctrine of eternal recurrence (see e.g.
Nemesius, 309. 5-311. 2). The thought that the designing fire will
endlessly remake the world precisely as it was before might strike one
as consummately impersonal.

Like the mvedpa itself, then, Stoic adoration of the divine, intense
as it might be, seems destined to be diffused throughout the cosmos.
One could still, with effort, maintain something of divine personality
within Stoicism, as the example of Cleanthes shows. But even here
one wonders if he is being pulled back by an alien force (i.e. the
customary worship of personal gods) against the logical outworking
of the Stoic system itself. If nothing else, his pietistic fervor seems the
exception rather than the rule. It represents the point at which the arc
of Stoicism draws closest to that of Jews and Christians (or Isis
worshippers, for that matter); but the arc soon curves away to
address very different concerns.

Is it, then, mere coincidence that accounts for this perplexing
conjunction, in Platonist terms, of the Same and the Different with
respect to Stoicism or Middle Platonism and early Christianity?
Leaving aside the theological questions of a Eusebian praeparatio
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evangelium, is there a way to make historical sense of the relation-
ship? An answer to this must begin with a recognition that Greek
philosophical activity was never fully removed from the mythological
concerns of the past (and present), nor for that matter from everyday
experiences of life.

We have already detailed the ways in which the ‘sympathy’ of the
heavenly and earthly realms was a staple of religious thinking long
before the pre-Socratics or Posidonius. In the case of the Adyos, for
instance, there was widespread agreement in the Ancient Near East
that the world had every appearance of being the result of someone’s
commanding word (whether of Enlil or Marduk or Zeus or Isis). It
operated with regularity like a well-governed kingdom; it held to-
gether like a well-made palace or pavement. It could be assumed that
there was something that made this sympathy possible. The basic
answer would be ‘the will of God/the gods’ The Greek philosophers
simply tried to answer this at a greater level of specificity. One could
argue that the Epicureans did take a novel step in removing the
divine element from the system altogether. But the thinkers of great-
est concern to us, like Plato and the Stoics, still worked within the
basic framework of a divinely established cosmos. There was, no
doubt, a revolutionary degree of sophistication in their discussions,
particularly with respect to the interaction of material and immater-
ial entities. But we should not be at all surprised to find positive
connections between Greek thought and the early Christians at a
certain level of abstraction.

Turning to the question of philosophical vocabulary, a great part
of the intuitive force of Greek philosophy lies precisely in its ability to
work at the level of abstract principles while using familiar concepts
and illustrations. The Stoic wvedua, we have seen, was based on a
universally shared human experience: the wind without, and the
breath within.

The conceptual parallels between the Stoic mvedpa and Adyos and
early Christianity can be attributed primarily to a widely shared
ancient view of the world. On a few occasions New Testament writers
may appear to borrow philosophical turns of phrase; for instance, in
the use of cvwéoryrer in Col. 1: 17. The word was indeed a common-
place among Stoics and others. But the very ubiquity of the concepts
indicates it was part of the intellectual koine of the time, such that the
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interesting thing is not whether someone thinks the world holds
together, but rather how one goes about answering the question of
why it holds together.

Naturally, the Stoics were not alone in seeking to express and
explain how the cosmos was connected. Posidonius is generally
credited with developing, or at least popularizing, the idea of uni-
versal ‘sympathy’ in which the parts of all are bound together in the
whole. But bona fide fragments of Posidonius are elusive, and it is
therefore difficult to state his ideas with precision.”

The author of the De Mundo pictures things rather differently,
preserving in important ways his Aristotelian heritage and distancing
himself from Stoic immanentism.*® While he can describe God as
‘penetrating to all things’ (397b), even here he chooses his words
carefully: éml wav Sunveiobau is very different from a pervasive Adyos
or mvedua; the preposition ér( seems chosen with special care.* In
the same way, in 400a God is the one who ‘maintains the orderliness
and preservation of the whole’, cuvéywy Ty 7V SAwv dppoviar Te kal
cwrnplav. But it is explicitly said that he is not in the center of things
(o07e uéoos aw), but rather ‘high aloft, pure in a pure region’ (aAX’
dvw kalapos év kalbapd ywpd Beﬁnl«f)g).%

More critically, he offers several images which reinforce his central
illustration of God as a sovereign with functionaries spread through-
out his empire, the cosmos. Perhaps the most telling is the compar-
ison of God to the keystone of vaults (rois dupadois Aeyouévors Tois
év tais Pariow). He admits this is a humble comparison, but it in fact
suits his purposes perfectly. The keystone not only sits atop the arch
in the highest place, it works by distributing its ‘power’ to the
immediately surrounding blocks, which then distribute it in turn
all the way down to the base. It is in this way that God is the ai‘iov of
the preservation of the world: not directly, but distributively. Thus

*7 Dillon 106-13.

88 Furley notes that the God of the De Mundo is ‘a development, however remote,
of Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover’ (p. 336).

8 See also De Mundo 398b, where similar language is used.

% It is true that at 401a-b he quotes approvingly an Orphic hymn about Zeus
which includes the line ‘Zeus is the breath of all things’. But he is only trying to make
the general point that God is the ai'ios of all things (401a), and thus he would not
necessarily affirm the hymn in every particular.
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when the author writes that God’s ‘power’ (8dvauis) goes forth to
move the sun and the moon and the heavens and thus cause all
things on earth, we should not think in Platonic terms of a second,
immanent god who brings into reality the ideals of the invisible
god. Rather, the Supreme God sends out his own power to ‘start
the (heavenly) ball rolling’ and things run their course after that.
The intellectual, directive sense of God’s activity is captured in the
images of helmsman, charioteer, chorus leader, law and lawgiver,
and commander (400b). The author does not want us to think
things are out of God’s control once he sets the machine in motion.
Nevertheless, even these illustrations serve to distinguish the
leader and the led. Pseudo-Aristotle elaborates on the law, demon-
strating how the immovable law causes magistrates and judges
and politicians to go about their respective tasks. Furley sum-
marizes: ‘[Ps.-Aristotle’s] god is not immanent in the world, inter-
penetrating all things, but remote, unmoved, and impassive. He
maintains the order of the cosmos by means of an undefined
“power”, which relieves him of the dishonourable necessity of
personal intervention.”!

The final note on the ‘dishonourable necessity of personal inter-
vention’ (drawn from De Mundo 398b) marks a sharp divergence
from Christ’s exceedingly personal agency in creation. But the De
Mundo also serves a more positive purpose, in that it demonstrates
how a Hellenistic thinker could affirm the existence of a transcendent
supreme providential being or force without imagining there was a
massive gap between this being and the created order. This does not
of course mean the New Testament writers were Peripatetics; but it
does mean they were not of necessity either Platonists or Stoics, in
need of a gap bridger or an immanent Xdyos to compete in the
marketplace of ideas. There was a variety of intellectual models
available for thinking through the relation of God and the cosmos,
and the New Testament writers were free to avail themselves of any of
them, or none of them.

! Furley 336.
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SUMMARY

Those who privilege Hellenistic backgrounds for understanding Co-
lossians 1 and the rest may feel the very arrangement of my argument
unduly prejudices the reader against their importance. The Greek
and Roman texts are only brought in after all the theological heavy
lifting has already been done. While I would remind such a reader
that the actual exegesis of the New Testament texts still awaits us, the
charge nonetheless deserves answering. After all, the Greek language
is the point of contact between the New Testament writers and their
audiences, and there is no denying the formal parallels between
numerous Graeco-Roman religious affirmations and the New Testa-
ment statements about Christ and creation. Aristobulus and his ilk
were surely not completely mad in seeing meaningful connections
between the Bible and Hellenistic thought. Why might the same not
be said of Paul and John?

It must be conceded that, if nothing else, the New Testament’s
Hellenistically flavored statements on creation opened the way for
later Christian theologians to follow in the footsteps of Aristobulus
and Philo, and seek a thoroughgoing fusion of biblical and Greek
thought. But the question remains as to whether the texts were ever
meant to be taken in that direction. Is the Johannine Adyos, for
instance, really the ‘blueprint of creation’® Does the ‘image’ of Co-
lossians have anything to do with the ‘image’ of the Timaeus?

In terms of the process of creation, we have stressed that Greek
philosophical concerns diverged significantly from the concerns of
the New Testament writers. The fact that God made the world is
affirmed, but the way in which he went about doing that receives very
little attention beyond the occasional notices that he did it through
Christ. The emphasis is on creation as the basis or model for present
and future eschatological re-creation, with Christ the key agent in
both. This is not to say that the Greeks and the Christians are in
clearly defined warring camps. While early Christians might have
seen some Greek views as theologically unacceptable, in general they
simply have markedly different interests.

The question of personal agents of creation is far more complex. At
the popular level, it seems likely that many in the ancient world
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would have attributed the cosmos to a personal god or goddess with
significant affinities to the God of the Bible. Even in more sophisti-
cated philosophical circles the legacy of personal gods was strong
enough that a work like the ‘Hymn to Zeus’ could form a bridge
between biblical witness and philosophical conceptions. But the
more self-consciously philosophical the thinking, the more difficult
it became to hold onto a fully personal God in charge of the created
order. Thus the Greek conceptions of creation tend to orbit around
an impersonal force, though this orbit sometimes draws near to a
more personal conception of God. Early Jews and Christians, mean-
while, orbit around the personal, speaking God of the Scriptures,
with no reluctance to recognize that their theological arc sometimes
overlapped with that of the Greeks.

Finally, we have the yet more vexing problem of connection. One
sometimes gets the impression that the Greeks invented the idea of
transcendence, such that any Jewish or Christian discussion of med-
iation must necessarily be a response to the problems raised by
Parmenides and Plato. But the distance of God from the world was
a problem for humanity long before the Greeks. As in many things,
they only dealt with it in a more technically refined fashion. Indeed,
the question of distance and mediation, or transcendence and im-
manence, arises as a fundamental condition of reality. If we have two
distinct entities, the question of how they encounter one another
becomes inescapable. This problem becomes more acute in the case
of interpersonal relationships, and still more acute in the relationship
of divine and human beings.

Suffice it to say, then, that any Christian account of creation was
bound to involve questions concerning the means by which God
communicated himself to the world, irrespective of Greek philoso-
phical categories. The Old Testament and Jewish tradition offered
numerous resources for thinking through this basic problem. We
have considerable evidence that the language of Christ’s agency in
creation was modeled on his redemptive work for humanity, such
that the interpersonal relationship of God and his people becomes
the point of departure for all subsequent theological reflection. This
is all, moreover, filtered through a messianic matrix of thought with
debts to both Jewish tradition and Jesus’ re-visioning of what the
Messiah was to do and be. One of the most significant debts was the
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unwavering commitment to a monotheistic faith. It is therefore no
coincidence that Christ is never depicted in the New Testament as a
‘second god’ in the manner of Numenius. There is one God, and
Jesus as his agent is enfolded within the divine identity. He is
depicted neither as a rival for God’s throne, nor a semidivine sub-
ordinate.

When we turn to the specific deployment of the motif of Jesus as
agent of creation in New Testament texts, we see that the writers use
the doctrine to bolster the fundamental messianic claims of Jesus.
There may be an implicit engagement with rival cosmologies in the
Hellenistic world, something that is only natural given the claims to
universal sovereignty predicated of Christ by the early Church. But
we should not expect that the New Testament writers felt the need to
engage Greek thought purely on its own terms. To say ‘Christ is the
one through whom God made the world” is not merely a simple
substitution of one element for another in a prepositional phrase; it
is a gateway to an altogether different way of looking at the world.



6

The Problem of Philo

Where should Philo be placed in our discussion? As a Jewish thinker,
he might seem to belong in an earlier chapter alongside Sirach and
the Wisdom of Solomon. At the same time, treatments of Hellenistic
philosophy regularly slot him in alongside other eclectic or Middle
Platonist philosophers, while recognizing a few unusual contours
deriving from his use of Torah as a source text. But the problem is
not simply one of affiliation. We must also ask how significant Philo
is for the New Testament’s teaching on Jesus as agent of creation.
Hegermann sees the material in Philo as vital; others push it to the
side. Much depends on one’s overall view of the works of this prolific
and perplexing thinker.

It is not that Philo is absolutely unique in his profile. The thinker
with whom we began our last chapter, Aristobulus, shows many of the
same tendencies in reconciling Greek and Jewish thought, most no-
tably in his employment of allegoresis to evade potentially embarras-
sing bits of the biblical text." It is reasonable to suppose that Philo is
only the best-known exemplar of a fairly widespread perspective
among Alexandrian Jews. But the sheer volume of his work, and his
relentless harmonization of the biblical text and (Middle Platonic and
eclectic) Greek thought raise myriad problems. His Jewish commit-
ment is unimpeachable. He defends his people before accusers past
and present; he enjoins literal observance of the laws such as circumci-
sion, even if they are symbols of deeper philosophical truths; and he
expresses heartfelt reverence for central Jewish institutions like the

! See Yarbro Collins’s introduction to Aristobulus, in The Old Testament Pseude-
pigrapha, ii, ed. J. H. Charlesworth (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1985), 834.
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temple. Apostasy for the sake of security and advancement was a live
option for Philo, as the example of his renegade nephew Tiberius
shows, but Philo never took this route.

At the same time, Philo is perhaps the consummate example of the
Hellenistic philosophical koine.” In the case of biblical interpretation,
when a conflict emerges with philosophy it is the plain meaning of
the text that is generally shunted aside in favor of ‘deeper’ truths that
inevitably recall the standard doctrines of Hellenistic thought.
Whether it is finding the creation of the intelligible realm in Genesis
1 (Opif. 16), or interpreting God’s call to Abraham to depart from his
land as a call to flee the outward senses for the life of the mind (Migr.
1-2), Philo falls into a predictable pattern of subordinating the
interests of Torah to the interests of philosophy. It is not an exaggera-
tion to say that he himself flees the text in order to contemplate the
musings of his and other minds.

This complex interplay of Judaism and Hellenism arguably reaches
its apex in Philo’s teachings on God and creation, and on the role of
the Adyos in particular. While the details of Philo’s allegoresis can
strain credulity, he is hardly to be faulted for seeing meaningful
connections between Genesis and Plato’s Timaeus.’ Even at the
literary level, the two are quite close: Genesis presents a very elegant
and even serene account of the act of creation (certainly by Ancient
Near Eastern standards); and the Timaeus is quite liberal in its use of
‘mythological’ imagery. Here, if anywhere, Philo must have believed
his seed of reconciliation might find a purchase. The fact that the
God of Genesis spoke the world into orderly existence provided an
invaluable link with the doctrine of the Adyos, which we have seen
had become common coin amongst Platonists and Stoics.

We will examine the details of all this in a moment. What we must
note now is that the bona fide similarities in perspective between
Genesis and Plato would have the effect for Philo of obliterating any
line of distinction between the biblical and popular-philosophical
accounts of creation. This means far more than that Philo found a

2 André-Jean Festugiere, La révélation d’Hermes Trismégiste, ii. le Dieu cosmique
(Paris: Le Coffee, 1949), 519.

®> On this, see esp. David T. Runia, Philo of Alexandria and the Timaeus of Plato
(Leiden: Brill, 1986).
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point of common ground between the Bible and Greek views of
creation, or a thread that bound the two together. Rather, the ac-
counts become interchangeable. Thus at any given moment Philo
might be inclined to give a more or less straightforward reading of
the biblical text (e.g. the creation of plants in Opif. 40), or find a
happy medium between the two (e.g. the elaboration on plant life in
Opif. 41), or submit a fully Hellenized allegoresis (e.g. the introduc-
tion of the intelligible world in Opif. 16ff.). A phrase that might seem
on the surface uniquely biblical, for instance God as ‘the maker and
father’ of the universe, turns out to be a verbatim citation of Plato.*

The implications of this for Philo’s relevance to the New Testament
are profound. One can never dismiss his testimony out of hand, since
he may well be offering a viewpoint congenial to a wide range of
Jewish interpreters. But neither can one unthinkingly adduce alleged
parallels without taking seriously the possibility that he is simply
repeating a Middle Platonic commonplace about, say, the Adyos, in a
way which might be quite foreign to the thought of Paul or the
author of the fourth Gospel. And one must always keep in mind
the significant difference between the overall projects of Philo and
the New Testament: the joining together of Jewish and Greek thought
versus the proclamation of Jesus as the Messiah.

Philo’s view of creation is of course rooted in his view of God. Not
surprisingly, Philo devotes most of his attention to those aspects of
God’s character where biblical and philosophical affirmations about
the divine overlap.” While Philo can at times speak of God’s Wisdom
as having a role in the creation of the world (e.g Her. 199; Fug. 1: 109;
Ebr. 1: 31), he prefers to use the image of the Adyos, and hence our
attention will focus on this term.®

At times Philo can lapse into Hellenistic turns of phrase which
would no doubt have offended many of his stricter brethren: he
speaks of the stars as ‘visible gods’ (Opif. 27; cf. Tim. 41a),” and a

4 See Runia, Timaeus, 108-9. All translations of Philo are taken from C. D. Yonge,
The Works of Philo Judaeus (London: Bohn, 1854-5).

> Festugiere 535-6.

© See esp. Ronald Cox’s extremely detailed discussion in By the Same Word:
Creation and Salvation in Hellenistic Judaism and Early Christianity (Berlin: de
Gruyter, 2007), 87-140.

7 Cf. Festugiere 537.
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few times casually mentions the virtue of ‘piety towards the gods’ as
indeed the perfect good (Congr. 130; Sacr. 37). There is also the
notorious description in QG 2. 62 of the Adyos as a ‘second god’
(on which see below). But he is not ready to jettison his Jewish
monotheistic tradition, and passages like De ebrietate 45 are more
indicative of his fundamental theological convictions: ‘“Therefore he
would never have ventured to compare the true and faithful God to
those falsely named gods, if he had really known him; but ignorance
of the one God has caused him to entertain a belief of many as gods,
who have in reality no existence at all’

Where Philo begins to depart from the tenor of the Old Testament
is in his radical perspective on God’s absolute transcendence, which
feeds directly into his views on the mechanics of creation and the
need for a mediating figure. As we might expect, there is some
biblical ground for Philo’s view. Consider his reflections on God’s
dwelling in the ‘thick darkness’ at Sinai (Exod. 20: 11; cf. Deut. 4: 11;
1 Kgs. 8: 12): Moses enters the darkness,

that is to say, into those unapproachable and invisible conceptions which are
formed of the living God. For the great Cause of all things does not exist in
time, nor at all in place, but he is superior to both time and place; for, having
made all created things in subjection to himself, he is surrounded by
nothing, but he is superior to everything. (Post. 14)

It seems perfectly legitimate even by modern exegetical standards
to take the darkness as a symbol of the mysterious nature of God.
Equally defensible is his understanding of Exod. 33: 23 (‘Thus you
will see my back, but my face will not be seen by you’) in Fug. 165:
‘For it is sufficient for the wise man to know the consequences, and
the things which are after God; but he who wishes to see the principal
essence will be blinded by the exceeding brilliancy of his rays before
he can see it’.

But Philo addresses the question of God’s otherness in a much
more rigorous fashion than the biblical texts themselves, and in so
doing changes the tone of the discussion. Where the Old Testament
seems generally content to let the transcendence and immanence of
God peacefully, if paradoxically, coexist, Philo turns to Middle Pla-
tonism to make sense of God’s relations to the world. To begin with,
Philo’s God dwells in the same splendid isolation as Aristotle’s Un-
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moved Mover or the Monad of the Old Academy (see Post. 14 cited
above). God is as a consequence unknowable as to his essence.

This absolute distinction between God and the world affects Phi-
lo’s view of creation at every turn. We have already noted the
tendentious Platonizing in the opificio mundi, with its introduction
of the intelligible world before the creation of the visible world. This
has the effect, as Colin Gunton notes, of contributing to the denigra-
tion of the visible world, since reality lies somewhere beyond the
creation as we know it.® This is not just an emphasis on the trans-
cendent God as the ground of all other reality, an assertion implicit in
Gen. 1: 1 itself. It is rather a way of saying, in standard Platonic
fashion, that the intelligible ideas of things are more real than their
visible manifestations. Reality is at one remove from our experience
of things. This is in some ways a fairly subtle distinction, and over the
centuries a number of ‘Christian Platonists’ have ended up saying
essentially the same thing. More radical still is Philo’s take on the
creation of mankind. Here he takes the third-person plural in Gen. I:
26, ‘let us create mankind in our image’, and uses this slender textual
reed as a bridge to the account of the creation of human beings in the
Timaeus:

It is on this account that Moses says, at the creation of man alone that God
said, ‘Let us make man, which expression shows an assumption of other
beings to himself as assistants, in order that God, the governor of all things,
might have all the blameless intentions and actions of man, when he does
right attributed to him; and that his other assistants might bear the imputa-
tion of his contrary actions. (Opif. 1. 75)

But by far the most relevant problem for our investigation is the
manner in which God interacts with the world. In Philo’s theology
God simply cannot in the nature of the case communicate his essence
to anything else. No entity external to God could, as it were, bear the
sheer weight of his absolute existence. Therefore God must mediate
himself to the world through variously named agents. The Bible itself
offered up the categories of God’s Word, God’s Spirit, the Angel
of the Lord, and God’s Wisdom, while the Greek philosophical

8 Gunton, The Triune Creator: A Historical and Systematic Study (Grand Rapids,
Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998), 45-7, 98, 116.
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tradition affirmed some of these categories (most notably the Adyos)
and provided other models such as the ‘world soul’ or the Ideas.
Philo was willing to use all of these in his discussion of the relation-
ship of God to the creation.

We should not expect, nor do we find, absolute consistency in
Philo’s discussion of these mediating agents. The need for mediation
was essential to his philosophical program, but he could reasonably
avail himself of, say, Adyos in one case and Wisdom in another,
depending on the text he was exegeting and the demands of his
argument. Nor did he have to use the same word in the same way
at all times. Philo may indeed be guilty of inconsistency of thought at
times, but he ought to be accorded the same freedom in his language
as any other author.

One of Philo’s favorite descriptions of God’s mediating agents is ‘the
powers’. It surfaces, for example, in repeated discussions of God’s
name.” Philo had a keen interest in the revelation of God’s name in
the account of the burning bush. The Hebrew text of Exod. 3: 14
offers the enigmatic statement ‘I am who I am, i TN ﬁ\UN "I"'IN
The Septuagmt with some grammatical and theolog1cal ]ustlﬁcatlon,
renders this éyd) elue 6 dv. In Platonic thought, the world of Ideas was
known as 7o év, ‘that which is) or 76 dvros v, ‘that which really is’
Philo was not about to withhold comment on such a self-evident
convergence of biblical and Greek thinking; indeed, I suspect it was
one of the lynchpins of his entire philosophical project.'” Thus he
comments that the statement in Exod. 3: 14 implies ‘that others lesser
than He have not being, as being indeed is, but exist in semblance
only, and are conventionally said to exist’ (Det. 160). But he also points
out on more than one occasion that this absolute being of God is
impossible for humans to perceive: even Moses ‘did not succeed
in finding anything by search respecting the essence of Him that is’
(Fug. 165). While The One Who Is must necessarily be the ground of

° See D. T. Runia, ‘Naming and Knowing: Themes in Philonic Theology’ in
R. van den Broek, T. Baarda, and J. Mansfeld (eds.), Knowledge of God in the Greco-
Roman World (Leiden: Brill, 1988), 69-91, and Sean McDonough, YHWH at Patmos
(Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999). On powers and creation see Ursula Friichtel, Die
Kosmologischen Vorstellungen bei Philo von Alexandrien, Arberten zur Literatur and
Geschichte des hellenistischen Judentums 2 (Leiden: Brill, 1968), 18-27.

10" Gee McDonough, YHWH at Patmos, 162.
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being for everything else, he cannot communicate himself directly to
the world, but must do so through the powers.

To make this point, Philo exploits the Septuagint’s uses of «dptos
and feds. Bereft of the documentary hypothesis, Philo concluded that
these were designations not of God himself, but of the powers
through which he manifested himself to the world. These powers
could be understood at one level as an explanation of the balance of
mercy and justice God exercises towards humanity, a distinction
evident in the rabbis. Thus Plant. 86 reads: ‘Therefore the appella-
tions already mentioned reveal the powers existing in the living God;
for one title is that of Lord, according to which he governs; and the
other is God, according to which he is beneficent’. (cf. Her. 166; Abr.
121; Mos. 2: 99; Mut. 15ff; QG 2. 16). ‘God’ is particularly the name
of his creative power: the passage in Plant. 86 continues: ‘For which
reason also, in the account of the creation of the world, according to
the most holy Moses, the name of God is always assumed by him: for
it was fitting that the power according to which the Creator, when he
was bringing his creatures into the world, arranged and adorned
them, should be invoked also by that creation’.!!

But the teaching about the powers could take other forms as well.
In Her. 165-6 Philo labels Time and Eternity as the ‘two powers’ of
God, before moving immediately on to the more familiar distinction
between the beneficent and ruling powers, God and Lord. Spec. 1.
45-6 associates the glory of God with the powers. In Fug. 95, mean-
while, the creative and kingly powers are now joined by the merciful
power and the legislative power. More critical, however, is the note in
Fug. 101 about the relation of the Adyos to these powers.'” The
passage is worth quoting at length:

But the divine word which is above these does not come into any visible
appearance, inasmuch as it is not like to any of the things that come under
the external senses, but is itself an image of God, the most ancient of all the
objects of intellect in the whole world, and that which is placed in the closest
proximity to the only truly existing God, without any partition or distance

' In Plant. 50 Philo predictably equates God’s creating ‘hands’ and the powers (6
jroyudobar Vo yelpdv Beod, TGV Koopomordy avTod Suvduewv). This interpretation
goes back to Aristobulus (ap. Eusebius Praep. Ev. 8. 10. 12ff.); see Friichtel 23.

12 Cf. Sacr. 59-60.
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being interposed between them: for it is said, ‘I will speak unto thee from
above the mercy-seat, in the midst, between the two cherubim’ [Exod. 25:
22]. So that the word is, as it were, the charioteer of the powers, and he who
utters it is the rider, who directs the charioteer how to proceed with a view to
the proper guidance of the universe.

This has, to put it charitably, a tenuous connection with the actual
content of Exod. 25: 22, but it bears a remarkable resemblance to the
standard philosophical moves of Middle Platonism. This is especially true
of the distinction between a transcendent Supreme God and a governing
power supervising the material world, and the stoic-like distinction of the
rational Adyos from the effective power (e.g. fire, spirit)."> The closest
parallels lie with Numenius, who wrote of course significantly later than
Philo, and who was evidently open to influence from a variety of sources,
including Jewish ones. But, as we pointed out above, the dependence of
both Philo and Numenius on common Middle Platonic sources seems far
more likely than the direct dependence of Numenius on Philo.

Philo’s understanding of the divine Word is one of the most
complicated aspects of a generally complicated figure. As we have
intimated above, Philo could hardly have ignored the convergence
of a biblical God who speaks his Word and the Middle Platonist/
Stoic conception of the universal Reason that steers the world. The
convergence is not happenstance: perhaps the majority of ancient
thinkers in the Ancient Near East would have seen the cosmos as the
product of a divine intelligence. But Philo, as we would expect, ends
up seeing the biblical texts and current trends in philosophy as
indistinguishable. Thus I would regard the mention of the Adyos
as a ‘second god’ in QG 2: 62 as a rather unthinking slip (for a
monotheist) into Middle Platonic categories which would distin-
guish the self-contemplating Supreme Cause from other causal
forces.'* For those steeped in polytheism, the multiplication of

13 Weiss notes that the powers end up being ‘nichts anderes als ein anderer
Terminus fur die stoischen Adyor omepuarinol . .. Sie die “Krifte”, sind die Teilinhalte
des Logos, die in der Welt wirksam, mit ihm selbst jedoch letzlich identisch sind’
(Untersuchungen zur Kosmologie des Hellenistischen und Paldstinischen Judentums, ed.
O. von Harnack and A. von Gebhardt, Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der
Altchristlichen Literatur, 97 (Berlin: Akademie, 1966), 274).

' This is, of course, assuming Philo even said this: Weiss (p. 261) points out that
the textual evidence lies outside the main corpus of Philonic writing, and Runia
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gods to fill various cosmic roles was not a major problem. But many
Jews would have seen Philo as sloppy (at best) in saying that
mankind is created in the image of the dedrepov Oedv, 65 éoTw
éxelvov Adyos. The sentiment is Philonic enough: the incomparable
God himself could not be a pattern for humanity, but only God as
he condescends to be made known to the world as his Word. But he
is typically more cautious to label the Word as God’s power rather
than as a ‘second god’.

Philo can treat the Adyos in a very traditional fashion as the
communication of God to the world. In Post. 102, for example,
the Word of God is equated with the ‘royal road’ of Numbers 20:
17, which has already been defined as true philosophy (Post.
101). This seems to say little more than that Torah (properly
understood through the allegorical method) shows us the proper
way to believe and act. Such a belief could be linked with a more
elaborate ‘Adyos theology’, but we need not read this into Post.
102 to make sense of the text. The Adyos as divine communica-
tion could take the special form of equating the Word of God
and the Angel of the Lord."” This has led to much discussion
among scholars with respect to angelomorphic Christology.'®
Whatever the merits of such a Christology might be, or its
putative background in early Judaism, they can find only limited
support from Philo. Angels as ‘messengers’ were ripe for allegor-
esis as divine communication, and it was almost inevitable that
the special figure of the Angel of the Lord would be interpreted
with reference to God’s Word (cf. esp. Deus 182).

When it comes to the role of the Adyos in the creation of the world,
however, Philo moves in an unmistakably Platonic direction.'” At
times Philo seems to use Adyos in an unspecified instrumental sense
as the ‘tool’ by which God creates the world.'® In Deus 57 Philo

(Timaeus, 4431.) seems to share some of Weiss’s skepticism. Runia himself states. ‘In
fact, Philo does all he can to avoid the consequence of a first and second God’ (p. 442;
his italics).

1> See e.g. Her. 205: 76 8¢ dpyayyélw xai mpeafurdre Adyw.

16 See e.g. Crispin H. T. Fletcher-Louis, Luke—Acts: Angels, Christology, and Soter-
iology, Wissunt zum Neuen Testament, 2/94 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997).

17" See Weiss, Kosmologie, 252-7.

18 See Weiss, Kosmologie 267-72; Runia, Timaeus, 174.
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writes: 6{6wot € Adyw xpwuevookpdw mmpém Swpedv, & kal Tov
kéopov elpydlerd.”” In Sacr. 8 (though using f#ua rather than Aéyos)
he mentions that Moses 8.a ﬁﬁ,um'og 700 altiov ILLGT(IVL/O'T(IT(IL, o ob
kal 6 ovumas kéouos édnuiovpyeiTro. On more than one occasion
he explicitly describes the Adyos as an dpyavor which he used in
his work. In Cher. 127 Philo defines the Adyos as the Spyavov of
creation—-3pyavov € Adyov feod 8¢ ob karesrevdaohn—and we read
in Migr. 6: §7e éxoouomddoTel xpnoduevookpdw Spydve ToUTw TPOS
) dvumaiTiov TOV dmoTelovuévwy cvoTaw.

But before we can determine in what sense the Word is God’s ‘tool’
we must look at other relevant uses of Adyos in Philo. In Opif. 24 and
Leg. 1. 19 Philo equates the Adyos of God with the intelligible world as
a whole (rov vonrov kéouov). Opif. 25, speaking specifically of the
creation of human beings ‘in the image of God), offers an elaborate
explanation:

[T]his is the doctrine of Moses, not mine. Accordingly he, when recording
the creation of man, in words which follow, asserts expressly, that he was
made in the image of God—and if the image be a part of the image, then
manifestly so is the entire form, namely, the whole of this world perceptible
by the external senses, which is a greater imitation of the divine image than
the human form is. It is manifest also, that the archetypal seal, which we call
that world which is perceptible only to the intellect, must itself be the
archetypal model, the idea of ideas, the Reason of God.

7'6 86\ 86’}/“(1 70737'0 M(UUO’E/(US‘ G’O’TL/V, Ol}K E’M(;V 7'7‘]1/ ’}/OﬁV dv@pa’m’ov '}/E’V€0‘LV
avaypdpwv év Tois émeita Siappnidny Suoloyel, s dpa kar elxdva Beod
Setumrrfn. €l 8€ 76 uépos elkwv elkévos dHAov 6T Kal TO SAov €ldos, cvumTas
odtos 6 alobntos xdopos, e pellwy mis dvbpwmivys éotiv, ulunua Oelas
elidvos, djov 67t Kal 7 dpyéTumos oppayis, Sv dauevAéyw vonTov elvar

/ s\ o , .y N S S
k8opov, adTos v eln 70 Tapdderypua, apxéTumos (6éa TV Sedv 6 Beod Adyos.

This is standard doctrine from Plato, as the expressions rov vonrov
wéopov and (8éa T (decyv demonstrate. Added to this is the Middle
Platonic nuance that the ideas are now located within the Adyos of
God (Opif. 20). The result is that, at least in these two passages, the
Word of God does not appear as the agent of creation per se, at least

'Y Cf. also Fug. 95, which represents a difficult case. Philo says that God creates by
his Word, according to the creative power: xaf v ¢ mowdv Adyw Tov wopov

G’S’THLLOij’y’Y]O'E.
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in the sense of the active force.”” The Aéyos is rather the blueprint for
creation, or the stamp which prints the ideas onto the visible world.
Thus in Fug. 12 Philo uses the image of the Word as seal: 8¢ 0%
mototvTos Adyos adTds éoTw 1 oppayls, ) T@Ov Svrwy ékacTov
M€M6P¢Q)TGL. Tl'(lp(\) K(I.L\ TG/AGLOV TO[g ’)/LVOMS’VOLS éf a’pxﬁs 7T(1p(1KO)\Ol)0€lT
70 €ldos, dre éxpayeiov kal elkwv Tedelov Adyov. The actual work
would appear to be done by God himself (with the aforementioned
exception of the creation of the ‘lower’ part of human nature).

To understand precisely what this entails, and how, or whether, the
Adyos-as-seal constitutes a ‘tool’, we need to first look more closely at
Philo’s teaching that the Word is the image of God,*' a concept of
obvious relevance to Colossians 1. This idea is not only present in
Opif. 25. In Conf. 97 Philo urges those who cannot behold God to at
least behold his image, the most holy Word (eixdva adrod, Tov
lepdyTaTov Adyov), or, failing that, to behold the world itself. This is
elaborated on in Conf. 147: xal ydp € pimw ikavol feod maides
voullecbar yeydvaper, dAAd Tou Tis dedols elkévos adTol, Adyov Tod
lepwrdrov Beod yip eixiw Ndyos & mpeoBiraros.’” The demiurgic
function of the Word, meanwhile, is made explicit in Spec. 1. 81:
Adyos & éotiv elkwv Beod, 8¢ ob olumas 6 kdouos édnuiovpyeito. The
use of 8¢ od is classic agency language, and since Philo does not
elaborate on what this means here, it may be he is reverting to a
generalized understanding of Genesis 1: God speaks, and the world is
formed, with the Word as the effective force, as well as the organizing
principle.

But the conjunction of Word, image, and creation is one we have
already seen in Opif. 25. Thus I believe it is more helpful to read Spec.
1. 81 as a summary version of the teaching presented more fully in
Opif. 25. Philo’s reasoning seems to be this. God has within his own

20 This is not offset, I think, by the interesting note at Sacr. 65: 6 ydp feds Aywv
&,Lw. émolet, ;mySe‘v ,LLe'rafz‘) d,u(f)o[v Tilels” €l 8¢ Xpﬁ Séylua KLvely &)\7]05’075;)01), 6 /\6yog
épyov v adrod. The point is that there was no gap between God’s utterance of his
Word and the fulfillment of it, since his Word ‘can outstrip all things’ It is not
necessarily the case that the Word itself is active, it is simply that God’s command and
its fulfillment are instantaneous.

! See e.g. Friichtel 15.

2 Cf. Somn. 1: 239: orws kal v 700 B0l elxdva, Tov dyyelov adTod Adyov, s
adTOV KATAVOOUOLY.
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mind the ideas of all the things which are to come into existence. He
then puts these into ‘transferable form’ in the Adyos, a phenomenon
well captured by the image of the creation of a seal or stamp. The
Adyos then stamps matter with these images of God’s thoughts,
creating the visible world. In this sense the world in general, and
humanity in particular, can be said to ‘bear God’s image’. The Adyos
as stamp is the genuine image of God, with the world being the
impression of that stamp.

This interpretation is confirmed by a key passage in Leg. 3. 96.
Philo is explaining the significance of the name Bezaleel, which he
takes to mean ‘in the shadow of God’>> This ‘shadow’ is in fact his
Adyos, which God used ‘like an instrument’ in his creation of the
world (oxwa feod 8¢ 6 Adyos avTod éoTw, ¢ kabdmep Spydvw
mpocypnoduevos éxoouomoler). Whatever we make of the etymology,
the picture of the shadow is consistent with Philo’s previous descrip-
tions of the Adyos: it is not the ineffable God himself, but an image
that corresponds to God. But in what sense is the Adyos the Spyavov
of creation? Philo answers this in the next line: a7y 8¢ 1 ok kal 7o
woavel dmewcdviopa érépwv éativ dpyérvmov. The shadow/Adyos func-
tions as the archetype of everything else. [ am thus in agreement with
Theiler and Weiss that there is the closest relationship between the
‘instrumental’ use of \éyos and the Urbild—Abbild schema.**

But the archetypal role of the Adyos does not exhaust Philo’s
thinking on the matter. In Her. 188 he describes the Adyos in a
more active sense as the ‘glue and chain, filling everything with its
essence’ (kéMa yap «al Oeouos obTos wdvra Tis ovoias
ekmemhpwrdss; cf. Fug. 112).%° The Adyos not only binds the universe

> Cf. the similar discussion at Somn. 1.206-7.

24 Gee Weiss, Kosmologie, 269; Runia, Timaeus, 174. 1 believe the Adyos as archetype
also helps explain the idea of the ‘cutting word’, the Adyos Toueds, e.g. at Her. 133ff.
(see Runia, Timaeus, 145). Philo speaks of God ‘sharpening’ his Word and then
cutting the creation into the appropriate form: orws ¢ feds drovnaduevos Tov Topéa
TV ovumdvTwy adTod Adyov dujpel Ty Te duoppov kai dmowov TV SAwv odelav. Here
we have imagined any number of discrete ‘cuts’ made into matter by God’s Word, but
the total effect ends up being the same as that produced by the stamp.

25 Cf. also Cher. 28, where somewhat more vaguely the Adyos is émi mdot
dawduevov. In Plant. 8 it is the ‘eternal law” which serves as the deouds binding all
things together. This is hardly solid early evidence for the later rabbinic view that God
created the world through Torah. It seems to me Philo is simply saying that God’s
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together, however; it could also be said to knit God to the creation. In
Her. 2056 he speaks of the Word along the lines of the World Soul of
the Timaeus:*® ‘And the Father who created the universe has given to
his archangelic and most ancient Word a pre-eminent gift, to stand
on the confines of both, and separated that which had been created
from the Creator’.

This is precisely the line of reasoning we have seen from (at least)
Xenocrates on down. There needs to be a mediating entity between
uncreated divinity and the created world, one which partakes of the
nature of both and thus can communicate divine reason to the visible
world. Perhaps in keeping with this, Philo can also speak of the Adyos
within humanity as the guide to right conduct. Prob. 62 says of the
wise men of old: §7¢ kai mdlar Twes Hoav ol TAV kal éavTovs dpetr
Siépepov, nyeudv udvy Bed ypdpevor kal kara véuov, Tov 6pfov
pioews Adyov, {drTes.

This may or may not have something to say to the Christian
doctrine of incarnation and Schopfungsmittlerschaft. But the precise
form this ‘Adyos doctrine’ takes in Her. 205—6 arises squarely from
Middle Platonic concerns. Unless one can demonstrate that an early
Christian writer shared those same concerns, one will be at pains to
argue this particular view of the Adyos influenced New Testament
conceptions.

Philo’s God, then, is unmistakably the creator. But he is not, we
must remember, the creator of everything. We saw that in the Opificio
the creation of mankind had to be outsourced to other heavenly
beings lest God be held liable for creating sinful beings. Philo adopts
a similar line of thought in Leg. 1. 41, but this time he enlists
Hellenistic prepositional theology to assist him:

For of all created things some are created by God (d76 feo?), and through
him (8¢ adr09): some not indeed by God, but yet through him: and the rest
have their existence both by him and through him. At all events Moses as he
proceeds says, that God planted a paradise, and among the best things as

decree or command is that all things hold together (cf. Her. 236, where the Seopos of
the universe is now the will of God). In Conf. 136 and Migr. 181, meanwhile, the
‘powers’ constitute the bonds of creation.

26 Cf. Tim. 36e-37a; see Runia, Timaeus, 207—8. Runia notes that this role of the
Adyos stands in tension with its role as archetype.



148 The Problem of Philo

made both by God and through God, is the mind. But the irrational part of
the soul was made indeed by God but not through God, but through the
reasoning power which bears rule and sovereignty in the soul

The last line is an excellent example of the slipperiness of preposi-
tional usage in Hellenistic thought. The Greek reads 76 8¢ dAoyov mo
Oeod uev yéyover, ov 8ia Oeot 8¢, dAXa Sia ToD Aoyikod Tob dpyovTds Te
rai Bacilebovros év Yuyr. Philo’s meaning is clear enough: we might
paraphrase that God permits the creation of the irrational (706 feo?)
but he does not himself create it as he does others things (3ca. feod).
By Philo’s own definition in Cher. 125, however, 6 v ought strictly
speaking to refer to the instrument (épyadefov) of creation. This
works well enough for the ‘reasoning power’. (Is this the Adyos or
something else which is merely loyuxds?) But the discussion is pre-
mised on the fact that many things are created d.a feod. This would
seem to make God himself a mere épyaleiov. Likewise the use of vmo
should properly signal the ‘cause’ of something; and even if one
defines this as the ultimate cause rather than the proximate cause,
it is hard to see how making God 76 airwv (Cher. 125) of the
irrational significantly advances Philo’s apologetic interests. The les-
son is not that Philo is (necessarily) hopelessly muddled. He is deal-
ing on the one hand with a genuine problem of theodicy (Is God
responsible for evil?) and on the other hand with a genuine problem
of causation (What is the role of secondary and tertiary agents in
world formation?). The lesson for us is that the prepositions em-
ployed bear little relation to the ostensible guidelines provided by
Cher. 125.

PHILO AND NEW TESTAMENT CONCEPTIONS
OF AGENT OF CREATION’

What, then, can we glean from Philo? On the one hand, he provides a
particularly thorough treatment of the widespread Hellenistic con-
cern with mediation between the divine order and the visible world.
The fact that he does this in the context of the Hebrew Bible brings
him that much closer to the thought world of the early Christians.
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His intense concern with God’s Adyos provides an obvious point of
contact with the fourth Gospel. Also of interest is his treatment of the
image language in Gen. 1: 26ff. This is not just a general reference to
the fact that Adam is like God: the image, equated with the Word of
God, is a preexisting model upon which Adam is based. This has at
least a surface resemblance to our reading of the image language in
Col. 1: 15.

But the idea that Philo’s writings contributed directly to the doc-
trine of Jesus’ agency in creation cannot be proven. For one thing,
Philo says so many different things about the Aéyos (not to mention
the Powers and Wisdom) that some parallels with New Testament
texts are bound to appear, if only by the law of averages. The specific
idea that the Adyos as the image of God creates the world might seem
too close to New Testament conceptions to be mere coincidence. But
assuming such a use of Philo depends either on a conflation of John 1
(Aéyos) and Colossians 1 (image), or on a prior theological synthesis
of the two, from which John and Paul isolated different elements.
Furthermore, we have seen that God’s speaking was a foundational
component of Jewish creation theology from the beginning; indeed,
it was embedded in Ancient Near Eastern thought in general. It
would not be surprising that Jewish, or Jewish-Christian, writers
speculating on aspects of creation would be drawn at various times
to notions of God’s Word, and notions of God’s image drawn from
Gen. 1: 26.

If the biblical texts on creation formed a common point of depar-
ture for Philo and the New Testament authors, however, the con-
straints of their intellectual systems caused them to travel from that
point in almost completely opposite directions. Philo is notorious for
his distaste for anthropomorphism, and indeed for any direct invol-
vement of God with the world. The early Christians, by contrast, were
compelled by their experience of Jesus as Messiah to move in a
relentlessly anthropomorphic direction, with a God so fully engaged
with the world that he sent his Son to take on flesh and dwell in the
midst of it. The mediating agent was not a power or a principle, but a
recognizable person.
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Through Whom? Messianic and Demonic
Mediation in 1 Corinthians 8—10

With the interpretive background now in place, we can at last turn to
the actual New Testament texts concerning Christ’s role in the crea-
tion of the world. We will begin with 1 Cor. 8: 6: aAX nuiv efs feos 6
marip €€ ob Ta mdvTa kal Nuels els avTdy, kal e€ls kbpios Incods
Xpiords, 8¢ of Ta mdvra kal Hueis 80 adrod.

Before we turn to the question of what this phrase is doing in its
context in chapters 8-10, we can make a few preliminary remarks.
Certainly 1 Cor. 8: 6 affirms a very high Christology, particularly if one
sees the formula as a Christian reworking of the Shema. Much attention
has been devoted to the question of whether Paul is here making use of
an already existing confession or acclamation. As in most such discus-
sions, it is virtually impossible to come to any meaningful conclusions;
there is simply not enough data to make a decision. The formula, with
its careful parallelism and devotional flavor, would certainly fit in a
worship setting, but this does not mean Paul could not have written it.
Finally, as we saw in Chapter 5, 1 Cor. 8: 6 fits squarely in the Hellenistic
tradition of ‘prepositional theology’

As for the grammar, several comments are in order. We have noted
numerous times that one should resist the temptation to assume that
Paul’s prepositional usage is dictated by parallel phrases in the ancient
world. We may concede that the pithy expressions are styled in Helle-
nistic fashion. Paul was aware of how to frame cosmological state-

LA fairly literal translation would be: ‘But to us there is one God, the father, from
whom are all things, and we to him; and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all
things, and we through him’. See discussion below.
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ments with the appropriate mix of minimalist grammar and maxim-
alist content. But there is no reason to imagine he felt compelled to let
his é¢s and &is be determined by Seneca or Plato, while there is every
reason to think he used them in a way consonant with his view of
Scripture and the story of God’s Messiah. This does not eliminate all
the problems occasioned by, for instance, the absence of verbs in the
formula. But it does considerably narrow our focus as to where we
expect the answers to be found.

The statement that God is the one ‘from whom’ are all things is the
easiest to unpack. Paul would have found considerable support both
inside and outside Jewish circles for the proposition that God is the
source of all things. If more precision was desired, Paul would doubt-
less have turned first to Genesis to explain what ‘source’ meant. God
called all things into being through his Word. Paul would certainly
not object in principle to the idea that God continues to uphold all
things, and this may well be encapsulated in é¢ od ra mdvra along
with the primal act of creation.

The next phrase, ‘and we to him), fjueis els adrdv, is more obscure,
but not hopelessly opaque. If we take the spatial metaphor of ‘to-
wards him’ as a point of departure, we might say that human life is
oriented towards the purposes of God; or, with more overtly religious
language, we exist for his glory. As with the idea of God as source,
this would likely be congenial to many in the Hellenistic milieu. The
distinctive Christian contribution to the phrase is its implicit escha-
tology. The letter to the Corinthians is driving towards the consum-
mation of chapter 15, and it is appropriate to read the ‘to him’ as the
eschatological goal of God’s people. God is working through his
Messiah and his Spirit to establish a people for his glory.

The statements about the ‘one God, the Father’ are now balanced
by statements about the ‘one Lord, Jesus Christ. Most commentators
are agreed that ‘through whom are all things’ refers to Christ’s agency
in primal creation. What this agency entails goes well beyond gram-
mar, and it cannot be adequately assessed without the discussion
below of Christ’s mediating role in 1 Corinthians 8-10. The ellipsis in
‘And we through him’ represents the most difficult hole to fill in 8: 6,
at least in terms of translation. The focus is clearly on people, and
Christ’s engagement with them, but beyond that things become
murky. One might argue that Paul is making the specific affirmation
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that Christ created people as well as everything else, but this seems
redundant. It also fails to match the eschatological orientation of its
matching phrase that we are ‘towards’ God the Father. Thus the
standard translations, which are variants of ‘through whom we
exist’ (cf. NRSV, NIV, NASB, ESV), are perhaps overly cautious,
and leave the reader with the impression that the emphasis is on
the initial creation of individual human beings. I take the actual
meaning to be something like, “We are saved through him’, or ‘We
come to eternal life through him), or even “We are brought to our
eschatological goal of entry into the presence of God through him’
This is quite a bit to swallow, however, and the best move for popular
translations is to follow the Greek and omit the verb altogether (KJV,
Miinchener NT).

If we are to understand this verse more clearly, however, we will
need to determine what function, if any, it has in 1 Corinthians 8-10.
The specific notice of Christ’s Schopfungsmittlerschaft is seldom re-
lated to what follows by scholars. I will argue that 1 Cor. 8: 6 does in
fact play an important role in laying the groundwork for Paul’s
exhortations to the Corinthians concerning idol food. In brief, Paul
wishes to tell them that Christ has always been God’s means of
mediating blessings to the world, in contrast to the proffered media-
tion of idols/demons. This helps explain, among other things, the
curious expressions in chapter 10 ‘Christ was the rock’ (v. 4) and ‘let
us not tempt Christ, as some of them did’ (v. 9). It also helps propel
the reader towards the discussion of the Lord’s Supper in chapter 11:
fellowship with God and with one another is to be found exclusively
in Christ. It may even undergird the concluding discussion of eating
idol meat under certain circumstances ‘because the earth is the
Lord’s’; that is, the world has been created through the Lord Christ,
and therefore we must not imagine it is genuinely under the control
of evil spirits.

This line of thinking, of course, assumes that Paul is pursuing a
coherent argument in these chapters.” Partition theories have en-
joyed moderate success over the years, though most contemporary

* Jerome Murphy-O’Connor’s argument (in ‘1 Cor. 8, 6: Cosmology or Soteriol-
ogy?’, Revue Biblique, 85 (1978), 253) that Paul is not even talking about creation in
1 Cor. 8: 6 has justly been dismissed by most commentators.
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commentators seem to lean towards affirming the unity of the
chapters. Perhaps the strongest proposal for coherence is that of
J. E. M. Smit, who sees 8: 1-6 as a rhetorical partitio which introduces
the essential elements which follow up to 11: 1.° 1 Cor. 8: 1-3
introduces the problem of the Corinthians’ ‘knowledge’, which is
taken up in the rest of chapter 8 and chapter 9. Paul reframes the
question in terms of love rather than knowledge, and then holds
himself forth as someone who in love forgoes his rights for the
benefit of others. 1 Cor. 8: 46, meanwhile, introduces the theological
issues involved in food sacrificed to idols. These are elucidated in 10:
1-22, where the Corinthians are reminded that the exclusive lordship
of Christ means that he requires exclusive cultic devotion. The ques-
tion of eating idol meat in private homes is a separate one, and forms
a positive conclusion to what has up to this point accented prohibi-
tions.*

With Smit’s basic approach as a guide we may offer a more detailed
account of the argument of 8-10. Ben Witherington is one of many
who have made the argument that the key issue in Corinth is eating
idol food in idol temples; as Witherington says, ‘venue’ is more
critical here than ‘menu’.” Paul is unequivocally opposed to such
activity. No matter what one’s supposed state of knowledge is, eating
idol food in idol temples is rank idolatry, whether ‘one’s fingers are
crossed’ or not. The fact that such behavior also jeopardizes the faith
of one’s fellow believers hardly means that if ‘the weak’ were not
around it would somehow be acceptable. The final portion (10: 23—
33) does acknowledge that the meat per se is not tainted and thus
could be eaten in a private home. But even here the imperative of love
demands one abstain for the sake of the host. Chapters 8-10 form a
complete argument.

What that argument consists of has occasioned much discussion
even among those who hold to the essential unity of the chapters.
Rather than detailing the myriad proposals one by one, I will simply

3 Smit, ‘1 Cor 8, 1-6: A Rhetorical Partitio, in R. Bieringer (ed.), The Corinthian
Correspondence (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1996), 577-91.

* Smit 590.

5 Witherington, ‘Not so idle thoughts about eidolothutor’, Tyndale Bulletin, 44/2
(1993), 237-54.
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present my own conclusions, which will have significant affinities
with those of scholars like Thiselton, Witherington, Fee, Smit, and
Gooch. Paul begins by saying that ‘concerning food sacrificed to
idols, we know that we all have knowledge’ (v. 1). Whether this is
strictly speaking a ‘Corinthian slogan’ is immaterial. It clearly repre-
sents the position of at least some in Corinth, and it is equally clearly
dripping with irony. This is evident from the statement that imme-
diately follows: ‘Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up’. The contrast
in values represented by ¢voiéw and olkodouéw is one of Paul’s most
important thrusts in 1 Corinthians (cf. 4: 6, 18, 19; 5: 2; 10: 23; 13: 4;
14: 4, 17), with ‘knowledge’ and ‘wisdom’ coming in for a particular
beating. Thus whatever we make of the assertions about idols that
follow, they remain under the suspicion of being mere ‘knowledge’
and may be highly qualified in Paul’s own mind. The important thing
is not to know, but to love God and to be known by him.

In verse 4 Paul goes on to say just what it is that ‘we know’; namely,
‘that an idol is nothing in the world’® and ‘there is no god but one’
Paul naturally agrees with this at some level, but he immediately
qualifies this by saying that there are ‘so-called gods either in heaven
or on earth, just as there are many “gods” and many “lords””. What
does Paul mean by this? He surely does not mean that there are no
other personal entities in the cosmos except for the one true God and
human beings (a view many modern people equate with ‘monothe-
ism’). Paul believed in angels and demons, as his reference to the
demons in chapter 10 shows easily enough. Nor is he disputing that
there are in fact statues of ‘gods’ all over the world; that was self-
evident. Paul rather is stating that none of these entities—whether
the dumb wood or stone of the idol, or the nonhuman spiritual
forces in the world—can lay claim to the status of the one true God
or his Messiah, the Lord Jesus Christ. Paul does not lose track of his
ontology from chapter 8 to chapter 10. The idols are not genuine
gods, they are just pieces of trees and rocks, but they may be linked
with actual spiritual beings. Yet even the latter are fully under the

® Jerome Murphy-O’Connor gives a persuasive case for this translation in ‘Free-
dom or the Ghetto (1 Corinthians 8: 1-13; 10: 23—11: 1)’, in Lorenzo di Lorenzi (ed.),
Freedom and Love: The Guide for Christian Life (Rome: St Paul’s Abbey, 1981), 10.
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control of the true and living God, and can lay no claim to the loyalty
and worship that belongs to God alone.

Christians are those who recognize that ‘there is only one God,
from whom are all things, and we exist for him; and one Lord, Jesus
Christ, through whom are all things, and we exist through him’
(8: 6). God’s reality is demonstrated by his creation of the world
(through Christ) and his salvation of the world (through Christ).
This means on the one hand that all things created by him should be
enjoyed by his people. They must not imagine that food as such is
bad, or that the demons have sovereign authority over certain por-
tions of the creation—as if God owned the cattle on a thousand hills,
but not on hill number one thousand and one. This helps explain the
rationale for permitting meat-market food in 10: 23 ff. On the other
hand, the exclusive rule of God-through-Christ means that absolute
loyalty must be shown to him. There can be no compromise of
allegiances, no suggestion that the Christians serve several masters
or acknowledge several lords.

In this first section, then, Paul does establish common ground with
the knowledgeable Corinthians. There is indeed a sense in which
idols qua divinities do not exist; whatever beings may be involved
with pagan cults, they do not deserve the name of gods, since they are
created by and utterly under the control of the one true God and his
Messiah. Does it follow, then, that eating food in idol temples (8: 10)
is of no consequence? Paul gives a lengthy two-part answer to this, so
lengthy that many have failed to follow his train of thought and have
introduced various theories of interpolation or logical inconsistency.
But his rhetoric is quite clear: he wants the Corinthians to love one
another, and to show unwavering loyalty to Christ. Paul begins by
addressing the question of how eating in idol temples affects one’s
neighbor (8: 7-13), since he wants the Corinthians’ behavior to be
driven by love, not simply by a list of prohibitions. He then holds
himself forth as an example of someone who operates in just such a
spirit of love (ch. 9). Only after the signal imperative of love is well
grounded does he go on to counter the Corinthians’ gross misap-
praisal of idol food.

Love, then, dominates the argument from 8: 7 to 9: 27. ‘Let us
assume), Paul is saying, ‘that your (not necessarily my) definition of
the “nothingness” of idols is correct. Still, not everyone can operate at
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that level of theological finesse. Some of your brothers and sisters in
the faith really believe that there are powerful forces in those idol
precincts, and when they see you eating in there, they are going to
assume that there is some genuine religious transaction going on.
This is going to lead those same people—these brothers and sisters
for whom Christ died!—to go and eat in temples also. But when they
do it, they will actually believe they are eating in the presence of
another god. Such an act of spiritual adultery, such a level of betrayal,
is going to pierce their hearts, and who knows whether their faith in
Christ will ever be made whole again? Do you really want to be the
one who sets that process in motion? Is eating some meat really
worth the spiritual death of your family members in Christ? I
would rather never touch another piece of meat if it meant destroy-
ing my brother’

This last statement is no idle boast for Paul. In chapter 9 he goes on
to describe to the Corinthians some of the rights he has forgone in
order to bring the gospel to people like them. No wife, few comforts,
much suffering, and, above all, no financial profit from his gospel
preaching. Not that he is complaining: he realizes that he is not going
to get any special approval from God simply for preaching the gospel.
He is obliged to do that, and the dramatic circumstances of his call
mean he has no excuse for not discharging his obligation. He can,
however, get ‘extra credit’ by preaching free of charge. This lies within
the realm of choice, not obligation, and thus constitutes a gift of love,
a gift that God will gladly receive and richly reward. All sorts of
athletes compete in all sorts of games, but there is special recognition
for those who go above and beyond the call of duty, the ones who put
in such rigorous training that they stand out from the rest. Paul
wants the Corinthians to have the mind-set of those who want to
excel in love, and not simply meet the minimum requirements.

It is at just this juncture that Paul makes one of his most powerful
but least noticed rhetorical moves. Let us again paraphrase his words
(with some liberty) in order to catch the intended effect in the
transition from chapter 9 to chapter 10: ‘So, you ought to love one
another. Be like the runner who takes the crown. And while I am on
the subject of people moving about and separating themselves from
others, let me remind you of another story where people start out
towards a goal . . . except this one does not have a happy ending. In
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this story, the Israelites in the wilderness see God’s mighty hand
active in amazing ways, as he blesses them through Christ again
and again. But they do not get a crown; they don’t even get to the
finish line. They die in the desert. Why? Because they participate in
idol feasts! Wake up, Corinthians! You claim to “know” so much—do
you honestly think you can stroll into the temple of Asclepius, or
Demeter and Kore, enjoy a meal in the temple precincts, and get away
with it? That is insane! God has not changed, and God will strike you
down as surely as he did those Israelites if you persistently flout his
grace and betray your loyalty to the only true and living God. “Idols
are nothing”? Perhaps, but you are still making a public declaration
of solidarity with spiritual forces of wickedness when you participate
in these feasts. There is no middle ground: you either show loyalty to
Christ or you do not.

The introduction of the wilderness idolatry marks a deliberate tran-
sition from Paul’s example of love to the looming judgment on those
who participate in idol feasts. The intricate thematic connection be-
tween the athletic metaphors at the end of chapter 9 and the wilderness
narrative in chapter 10 is a brilliant strategy to turn the topic of
conversation from love to loyalty: the similarities help the hearer follow
the argument, but the picture of bodies strewn in the wastelands serves
as a grim counterpart to the victorious athlete. It is a shocking contrast,
yet Paul has built up to it with the utmost care.

Not that he is done with love. 1 Cor. 10: 23—11: 1 does serve as a
kind of coda to the main argument, but it is meaningfully related to
what has gone before. Is there real spiritual power in the food itself,
one might wonder, in light of Paul’s ferocious discourse in the earlier
part of chapter 10? Do the demons irrevocably contaminate every-
thing they touch? Paul’s answer returns to the touchstone of the
theology of creation put forward in 8: 6. God has created the world
through Christ, and one ought not to act as if the demons have rights
over certain parts of that creation. For this reason, meat of suspect
origin may be eaten without reservation, in gratitude to the God who
created it. But if its idolatrous provenance comes to light in the
context of a communal meal, even in a private home, the Christian
ought to abstain. ‘But why’, the (hypothetical?) Corinthian responds,
‘should my freedom be hemmed in by someone else’s conscience?’
Paul’s answer is again love: you should not act in such a way as to
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confirm your host in his idolatrous convictions. Eating in a home
does take away the explicitly religious nature of the meal, which is no
small thing. One who eats the idol meat is not making a public
declaration of solidarity with a pagan god. One who eats is, however,
at least appearing to accept the existence of such a god, and implicitly
encouraging the host to continue in a devotion to demonic forces
which will prove his ruin. Despite the physical pain of forgoing meat,
and the social pain of risking the anger of the host, love dictates that
the Christian should abstain.

How, then, does 8: 6 fit into all this? Virtually all commentators
recognize that this monotheistic confession draws a cultic boundary
for the Corinthian community. The worship of the one true God
through his son Jesus Christ forbids the veneration of any other
god.” This worship is grounded in the fact that God has created the
world through Christ, and redeemed it through Christ. One’s knowl-
edge of the precise ontological status of the false gods and their
idols is not of the first importance. What matters is that God alone
is honored. Smit’s suggestion that 8: 4-6 sets the stage for the
discussion in 10: 1-22 is correct. Cultic loyalty to God is paramount.

More may be said, however, about the particular theme of media-
tion in these chapters. Paul takes pains in 8: 6 not only to unite God
and the Messiah as the only objects of true veneration, but also to
distinguish their respective roles vis-a-vis the world. God is the
source and goal of all things, Christ is the one through whom God
brings all things to pass. The mediating role of Christ is highlighted
in 10: 4 and 10: 9 and continues on through the rest of 1 Corinthians
until it reaches a climax in 15: 20-8. Moreover, the contrast in 10:
1-22 is not simply between the worship of God ‘in general’ and the
worship of pagan gods: it is specifically between participating in
Christ’s meal versus the meals of the demon-idols. The central issue
is not only who is to be worshipped but, even more pressingly, how
God is to be worshipped. Who, or what, provides the nexus between
heaven and earth? Paul holds Christ forward as the genuine mediator

7 See e.g. Johannes Woyke, Gotter, Gotzen, Gotterbilder: Aspekte einer paulinischen
‘Theologie der Religionen, Beihefte zur Zeitschrift fiir die Neutestamentliche Wis-
senschaft, 132 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2005), 254-7.
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between the divine and human worlds, in absolute distinction from
the proffered mediation of idolatrous cults.

To demonstrate this, we need evidence that idols, or the demons
who lie behind them, were viewed in antiquity as offering such a
connection with the divine. In the case of idols, one might say that
mediation is their entire raison d’étre. The gods are generally unseen,
and the most powerful dwell in unapproachable splendor on high, or
dreadful gloom below. Devotees wish for some more concrete and
proximate presence of the god—and hence the manufacture of idols.
How this mediation worked could be parsed in a number of different
ways. For many people the idol quite simply was the god: It had the
name of the god; it was treated with the reverence due to a god; it
even worked wonders as only a god could.® Consider the language of
an inscription in Magnesia on the Maeander dedicating a statue to
Artemis (c.150 BCE):

Therefore let the Council and the People decree that the temple warder and
the priestess of Artemis shall on the sixth day of the month Artemision effect
the removal of the goddess to the Parthenon, with the most splendid
offerings . .. and that there shall be a procession of women to the temple,
and they shall tarry there and present to the goddess the proper honors and
attentions.’

This view could be nuanced to counter the obvious critiques that
these ‘gods’ were manufactured by humans out of earthly materials
and were subject to decay and danger: the god could be genuinely
present in the statue without being absolutely bound to it.'® Media-
tion of the divine presence could be maintained in a still more

8 See Tanja S. Scheer, Die Gottheit und ihr Bild, Zetemata, 105 (Munich: Beck,
2000), 301-3.

° Translation in F. C. Grant, Hellenistic Religions (Indianapolis, Ind.: Bobbs-
Merrill, 1953), 19; cf. another inscription (Grant 120); ‘[o]n the eleventh of Arteme-
sion, the god Helios Sareptenos came from Tyre by ship to Puteoli; Elim brought him
by command [of the god]’.

1% Scheer 304; cf. the discussion by Burkhard Gladigow of a vase painting in which
the ‘real’ Apollo is depicted close by his cult image ‘Prisenz der Bilder—Prisenz der
Gotter: Kultbilder und Bilder der Gétter in der griechischen Religion, in H.G.
Kippenberg, et al. (eds.), Visible Religion: Annual for Religious Iconography, iv—v.
Approaches to Iconology (Leiden: Brill, 1985-6), 120.
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attenuated fashion if one viewed the statue as a reminder of the
invisible deity it evoked.

The matter of demons and mediation requires more detailed
attention. First, one has to ascertain why Paul would associate idols
and demons in 10: 19-22. As so often with Paul, the Old Testament is
the point of departure. Several texts could have played a formative
role here. Septuagint Ps. 95: 4-5 reads: §7t uéyas xdpios xal aiveros
ohéSpa poPepds eorw éml mdvras Tovs Beods’ St mdvres of Beol Taw
v Sawudvia § 8¢ kipios Tods odpavods émoinoev.'’ Given that 1
Corinthians 8-10 focuses on the exclusive worship of the one true
God, and that 8: 6 explicitly cites his creation of the world as the basis
for this exclusive worship, it is likely that Paul had Septuagint Ps. 95:
4-5 in mind when composing 1 Cor. 10: 19-22 (or at least he was
referencing a traditional critique of idolatry in which Ps. 95/96 had a
key role). The case for his dependence on the Psalm may be strength-
ened when we consider that the Hebrew word behind the Septuagint
Sawudria is O7 ‘7"‘7?{ This has the primary meaning of ‘vain, insig-
nificant, worthless’ (HALOT) and was used pejoratively of the idols
of the nations (e.g. Isa. 2: 8; Ezek. 30: 13; Hab. 2: 18). This fits
perfectly into Paul’s denigration of the idols in 8: 1-3 and 10: 19.
The true God, 0? "l'?N is contrasted with the useless D"‘?’LJN of the
nations (which are in a further wordplay Dvn‘m ‘dumb, mute’; see
Hab. 2: 18; 1 Cor. 12: 2). He appears to use both the Septuagint and
the Masoretic Text traditions as part of his critique of the idol cults.

The second text is Deut. 32: 16-17 (cf. Lev. 17: 7; Baruch 4: 7):
7T(1p(l’)§UV(iV HE 6’77', (i)\AOTpL/OLS‘ G’V ,886)\13')/“,(10'“1 0,1;7'(;)]/ E’gGTTL,KP(lV(iV ILL€17
€Bvoav Sapoviots kai od e Beols ofs odk Ndecav kawol mpéapator
Nracw ovs ovk fidetoav of marépes avrdv. The Song of Moses was a
favorite reference for New Testament writers, and it could hardly
have been out of Paul’s consciousness as he recited the history of the
wilderness generation to the Corinthians: God, the Rock, provides
miraculously for his people (Deut. 32: 4/1 Cor. 10: 4), but they
indulge in idolatry (Deut. 32: 15-19/1 Cor. 10: 7) and incur his
wrath (Deut. 32: 20-42/1 Cor. 10: 5-10). The critique of idolatry in
the Song is familiar enough, but the mention of demons, D™ TW/

' For discussion of all the following texts see e.g. Woyke 225-6.
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datuovios, is of obvious interest. Here, as in Psalm 95/96, the so-
called gods are denigrated: they are not-God. The note of sacrifice
assures the relevance of Deuteronomy 32 for 1 Corinthians 10. It also
connects this verse with Septuagint Psalm 105: 37 (MT 106: 37): xal
€Bvoav Tovs viovs adT@v kal Tas Buyarépas adTdV Tois Sarpmoviots
(Heb. D™ TW).

An even more important connection, however, is with Septua-
gint Isa. 65: 11: dueis 8¢ ol éyxaralmdvres pe kal émlavbavduevor
70 8pos TO dywdv wov kal érowudlovres T¢ Saluove Tpdmelav wkal
mAnpoivres ™) TUxXn képacua. The ‘table for demons’ (7¢ daiwove
Tpdmelav) quite clearly forms the background for Paul’s phrase
Tpamé{ns dawpoviwr in 1 Cor. 10: 21. This in turn is dependent
on an earlier reference to demons in Septuagint Isa. 65: 3: illicit
worship is offered 7ois Sawwoviows & ovx éorw. The appearance of
this last phrase in the Septuagint (it is missing in the MT) is
difficult to account for except as a theologically inspired gloss,
derived perhaps from Isa. 65: 11 via Deut. 32: 17. Although at
face value 65: 3 could be taken to mean demons simply do not
exist, such a view would ill suit a Hellenistic context in which
the vast majority of Jews and Gentiles alike believed in various
spirit beings. It is far more likely that the Septuagint is making
the same point as Paul in 1 Cor 8: 1-3: whatever existence the
demons/false gods may have, they are unworthy of worship or
the name ‘god’.'? To the extent that ontological issues may be in
view, the verse would affirm that these spirits have a completely
derivative, contingent existence which is wholly dependent on
the creative power of the living God—an existence which can
and will be taken away when their fraudulent claims to deity are
exposed. This appears to be the point of Ps. 82: 6-7, I said you
are gods...but you will die like men’ It also bears resemblance
to the description of the beast in Rev. 17: 8, 11; in contrast to
God, the one who is and was and is to come, the beast ‘was and
is not (ovx €orw) and is about to ascend out of the abyss and

12 Cf. Testament of Job, 3: 3, (trans. R.P. Spittler, in The Old Testament Pseudepi-
grapha, i, ed. J. H. Charlesworth (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1983)): ‘This one
whose whole-burnt offerings they bring and whose drink offerings they pour is not
God. Rather, his is the power of the devil by whom human nature is deceived’.
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goes to destruction’.'” As Johannes Woyke writes with regard to 1

Cor. 8: 5 and Gal. 4: 8:

Die, welchen die Heiden aufgrund gesetzlicher Vorschriften oder allgemei-
ner Konvention dienen—die [thesei theoi]—, haben keinen anteil an der
gottlichen Wirklichkeit; sie existieren in Wirklichkeit nicht bzw. nicht wirk-
lich. Gegentiber dem, dessen Name ¢ & ist (Ex 3,14 LXX) wird also der
ontologische Hintergrund dieser sogenannten Gotter (vgl. 1 Kor 8,5) als
Miichten, die in das Weltgeschehen schopferisch und erhaltend eingreifen,
negiert."*

Are the demons for Paul, then, simply the gods of the nations,
stripped of their pretensions and revealed as subservient little spirits?
Such a connection is explicit in Septuagint Psalm 95, and the same
idea could underlie the Septuagint text of Deuteronomy 32, where
verse 8 reads dre SLGMéPLCeV 6 UnoTos €bvny s Siéomepev viovs Adau
éaomnoev Spia édvav kara dplucy dyyédwr Beod. The final note of the
dyyélwv feod may well come from a Hebrew original D"[‘?N‘l Ehln)
rather than the Masoretic Text 51‘(‘1 w? M3, This would fit the
thought world of Gen. 6: 2 (assummg the “sons of God’ there are
‘angels’, i.e. superhuman beings ultimately under God’s control) and
especially Psalm 82, where God appears to hold 'D’JTT'?N in judgment
for failing in their commission to superintend the nations. Unfortu-
nately, the Old Testament gives us only subtle hints as to whether
God in fact subcontracted the rule of the nations to other heavenly
figures, or precisely what that entails, and the predominant biblical
motif is God’s right to rule over all the nations, not just Israel.

In any case, whatever the relationship between the demons and
gods might be, we are still left with the problem of what ‘demons’
would have meant to Paul and his hearers in Corinth.'® In Jewish and
early Christian communities demons were viewed in an unremit-
tingly hostile way, in keeping with the biblical tradition.'® Their

3 While this likely refers at some level to the myth of Nero’s current absence and
future ‘return’ (from the East), the ontological implications are hard to ignore. See
Sean McDonough, YHWH at Patmos, (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 227-9.

4 Woyke 449.

"> Woyke again has a most helpful discussion, at 220-35.

16 See e.g. 1 En. 19: 2; Jub. 1: 11; discussion at Woyke 228-32. The aid rendered by
demons in building the temple in Testament of Solomon is under compulsion and
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association with idolatry is frequent (e.g. Test. Jud. 23: 1; Test. Dan. 5:
5 ff.) and no doubt informs Paul’s perspective in 1 Corinthians 8-10.
The opposition of the demons to God’s kingdom is of course a staple
of the gospel tradition.

The word daipudviov had a wide range of meaning in the wider
Greek-speaking world.'” In Homer the word can serve as a synonym
for ‘god, as in I 1. 222 where Athene goes back to Olympus to Zeus
‘and the other gods (8aipovas)’. Such usage continued down through
the Hellenistic age.'® Hesiod writes that the men of the Golden Age
became ‘demons’ upon their death. These are subordinate spirits, to
be sure, but nonetheless beneficent ones: ‘they are called pure spirits
(8aiuoves) dwelling on the earth, and are kindly, delivering from
harm, and guardians of mortal men’ (Works and Days 122, LCL).
Walter Burkert addresses another aspect of the word: ‘Daimon is
occult power, a force that drives man forward where no agent can
be named. The individual feels as it were that the tide is with him, he
acts with the daimon, syn daimona, or else when everything is against
him, he stands against the daimon, pros daimona, especially when a
god is favouring his adversary’.'” Socrates could speak of his Sa/uwv
as a kind of guardian angel.”” Burkert concludes that ‘Daimon is the
veiled countenance of divine activity’*' Some demons could also be
associated with the darker spirits. In the Derveni papyrus (c. 5th—4th
century BcE) we read that ‘the enchanting song of the magi is able to
remove the daimones when they impede. Impeding daimones are

hardly redounds to their credit. We might add that such a negative view of demonic
spirits likely has deep roots in Mesopotamia; see Georg Luck, Arcana Mundi (Balti-
more, Md.: Johns Hopkins, 1985), 165.

7 For an overview with texts in translation see Luck 163—225; see also A. D. Nock,
‘The Emperor’s Divine Comes, in Zeph Stewart (ed.), Essays on Religion and the
Ancient World ii (Oxford: Clarendon, 1972), esp. pp. 664-8.

'8 See Woyke 223—4.

19 Burkert, Greek Religion, trans. John Raffan (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1985), 180. It is easy to see how this bleeds into a conception of the
Salpwr as (in Burkert’s words, p. 181) ‘something like fate’ This may explain the
juxtaposition of demons and Fate in LXX Isa. 65: 11: érowudlovres 7 Saluowt
Tpdmelav kal mAnpodvres ) TOXN Képaoua.

20 gee e.g. Phaedo, 107d; cf. Rep. 617d, 620d—e; discussion at Luck 171.

21 Burkert, Greek Religion, 180.
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avenging souls. This is why the magi perform the sacrifice, as if they
were paying a penalty’.?

Hesiod already points towards a mediating function of demons
which is developed in two important texts from Plato and Plutarch.

The first comes from Plato’s Symposium:

‘What then is Love?’ I asked; ‘Is he mortal?’ ‘No.” “‘What then? ‘As in the
former instance, he is neither mortal nor immortal, but in a mean between
the two. ‘What is he, Diotima?” ‘He is a great spirit (Saluwv), and like all
spirits he is intermediate between the divine and the mortal” ‘And what,
I said, ‘is his power?’ ‘He interprets, she replied, ‘between gods and men,
conveying and taking across to the gods the prayers and sacrifices of men,
and to men the commands and replies of the gods; he is the mediator who
spans the chasm which divides them, and therefore in him all is bound
together, and through him the arts of the prophet and the priest, their
sacrifices and mysteries and charms, and all, prophecy and incantation,
find their way. For God mingles not with man; but through Love, all the
intercourse, and converse of god with man, whether awake or asleep, is
carried on. The wisdom which understands this is spiritual; all other wis-
dom, such as that of arts and handicrafts, is mean and vulgar. Now these
spirits or intermediate powers are many and diverse, and one of them is
Love.”

Several things catch the eye. Note that Diotima seems to work with
a widespread understanding that demons by their very nature are
intermediate beings: wav 76 daiudviov peraét éori Beod Te kal BvyTov
(202e). The mediation of the demon Love is associated particularly
with prayers and sacrifices (fvoi{as). He is in the middle (év péow) of

2 Derveni papyrus, 6. 2-5, trans. Betegh, in The Derveni Papyrus: Cosmology,
Theology, and Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 15.

2 Symposium, 202e—203a, trans. Benjamin Jowett, in The Dialogues of Plato (NY:
Random House, 1937), who best captures the idea of mediation here. See also the
Epinomis, 984d—e: ‘But as our visible gods, greatest and most honorable and having
keenest vision every way, we must count first the order of the stars and all else that we
perceive existing with them; and after these, and next below these, the divine spirits,
an air-born race, holding the third and middle situation, cause of interpretation,
which we must surely honor with prayers for the sake of an auspicious journey across’
(trans. Lamb, Loeb Classical Library). It is not certain whether Plato actually wrote
the Epinomis, but it is a good indication of the cosmic spirituality of the age. For
extensive discussion, see André-Jean Festugiere, La révélation d’Hermes Trismégiste,
ii. Le Dieu Cosmique (Paris: LeCoffre, 1949), 196-218.
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the gods and men, and fills up the space between them dore 76 wdv
ad7o av7e ocuvdedéobar. The idea that Love is a demon may well be
Diotima’s own, though its world-binding powers are likely derived
from Empedocles, in whose cosmology Love played a major role.
Nonetheless, the text remains important background for 1 Cor-
inthians. The dialogue depends on a fairly well-established role for
demons as intermediary spirits, and we should not underestimate the
influence Plato’s works had for later generations.

Plato’s student Xenocrates developed the medial status of demons
in his own work, which is available to us only in fragments. Accord-
ing to Aetius (Plac. 1. 7, 30; Xen. fr. 213), Xenocrates’ theology listed
first the heavenly gods, then beneath the moon unseen demons
(é’TGlpOUS ﬁﬂoae/\ﬁvovs‘ Saﬁwvas o’nopo'w'ovs).24 Proclus reports that
Xenocrates used the illustration of a triangle to represent the position
of demons midway between gods and men.** It may be that Xeno-
crates was using the triangle to give a simple illustration of the mixed
nature of demons. But it seems more likely in view of the testimony
in Aetius that they played a critical role in his ontology, forming a
bridge between the heavenly, divine realm and the earthly, human
realm.

The durability of this view of demons is demonstrated by its
appearance centuries later in Plutarch. In a discussion of the obso-
lescence of oracles, Cleombrotus makes the point that the invocation
of the demons as mediating beings was a stroke of genius: éuot 8¢
dokobaor mAelovas Adoar kal pellovas dmopias ol 176 TV Sawudvwy
'}/E’VOS G,V MG’G({) HG(Z)V K(ll: a’w@pul)ﬂwv Tpé7TOV ’TLVd T'))]V KOLV(UVL’(IV ')’(Iﬂ,d)v
cvvdyov els TadTo kal ouvvdmrov ééecvpdvres’ (def. orac. 415a). This
intermediate category of beings helps explain how God can commu-
nicate to people through oracles without indecorously entangling
himself in human affairs (def. orac. 414e). Cleombrotus goes on to
say he does not know where this innovation arose, whether amongst
the Zoroastrians, or in Thrace, Egypt, or Phrygia; this seems to

2% See Margherita Parente, Senocrate, Ermodoro: Frammenti (Naples: Bibliopolis,
1981), 130-1, with commentary on pp. 400-6; cf. John Dillon, The Middle Platonists
(London: Duckworth, 1977), 31-2.

25 Proclus, In Plat. remp. 1L, p. 48, 4ff. (Xen. Fr. 223), at Parente 133—4, commen-
tary at p. 414.
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indicate the belief was imagined to be very widespread. Nor does
he know the exact constitution or origin of the demons themselves:
they may be Hesiod’s spirits of departed Golden Age men, or they
may emerge from heroes in a quasi-material type of transformation.
They are particularly associated with the Mysteries, and bad demons
may be the recipients of certain uncouth sacrifices.”® Whatever spec-
ulations Plutarch’s friends may have engaged in, the salient points of
association with sacrifice and mediation between the human and the
divine are secure, and their relevance for interpreting 1 Corinthians
8-10 is profound.”’

The association of demons with mediation should not be down-
played. Martin Nilsson sees demonology as playing an increasingly
important role in Greek religiosity down to the Hellenistic period; he
can even speak of the ‘daemonizing of religion’”® His conclusions
speak directly to the world of Paul and his Corinthian readers. As
intermediaries,

Daimones filled the gap lying between gods and humanity, as mediators and
Intermediate beings . . . They also filled the gap in cosmology between earth,
the habitation of men, and the superlunary world, which is populated by
gods.. .. As the gods were deposed from the highest place by reason of the

26 Cf. also the lengthy discussion of demons in De Iside 360d-361d, where
Plutarch notes that some say the stories of Isis, Typhon, and Osiris concern not
gods or men, but ‘great demons’ (Sawudvwr peydAwr) intermediate between the two.
Their intermediate nature allows them to be of mixed disposition, and further
permits categories of good demons and bad demons.

7 Cf. also the conjunction of idols and demons in the tomb inscription of King
Antiochus I of Commagene (c.50-35 BCE), ‘that the divine representation of the
manifest deities [dalpnoves] might be consecrated on the holy hill and that this place
might likewise not be lacking in witness to my piety’ (trans. at Grant 21), and the
mention by Varro (ap. Augustine, City of God, 7. 6) of ‘aerial souls’ between the moon
and clouds, whom he terms ‘heroes and lares and genis. Dillon (pp. 90-1) notes that
the latter two words ‘are plainly attempts to find native Roman equivalents for the
Greek term daimones. Apuleius (c.160 cE) cites Plato's words about the dalpoves
being guardians and interpreters for men (De Platone, 1. 12, text in R. W. Sharples,
‘Three-fold Providence: The History and Background of a Doctrine) in R. W.
Sharples and Anne Sheppard (eds.), Ancient Approaches to Plato’s Timaeus (London:
Institute of Classical Studies, 2003), 107-8).

28 Nilsson, Greek Piety, trans. H. J. Rose (Oxford: Clarendon, 1948), 170-5. See
also the comments of W. Bousset on 1 Cor. 8: 4-6, where he highlights the mediating
role of demons in the ancient world, in Johannes Weiss (ed.), Die Schriften des Neuen
Testaments, ii (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1908), 108-9.
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conception of a one and only supreme God, ruler of everything and every-
one, they came dangerously near the daimones, an idea which Christianity
followed to its logical consequence by transforming heathen gods into evil
daimones.”

Nilsson further argues that the demons were not simply a tidy
theoretical construct. Their power was believed in and relied on.
The traditional gods may have been losing ground,

[b]ut the daimones, whose importance continually increased and who
were credited with supernatural interventions in human life on the
widest scale, possessed precisely that supernatural potency which was
believed in; their names and pictures flood the magical papyri and the
amulets. The result of this connexion was that religion was, so to say,
daemonized more and more, and this is a conspicuous phenomenon in
the religion of late antiquity.*

I would suggest that Paul exploits both the biblical backgrounds of
demons and popular Hellenistic understanding as he attacks the
problem of idolatry at Corinth. Texts like Septuagint Psalm 95 laid
the groundwork for trivializing the gods of the nations as nothing
more than subservient spirits whose very existence depends on the
will of the true and living God. (This is not to mention the cult
statues themselves, which had been critiqued by Jews and pagans
alike as human fabrications with no intrinsic divinity whatsoever.)
Jewish tradition and the stories of Jesus’ exorcisms would have
reinforced the overwhelmingly negative associations of demons in
the early Church community. They are destructive, deceiving spirits
whose claims to authority on earth have been utterly revoked by the
advent of the Messiah. All of this would have been fundamental to
Paul’s view of the world. At the same time, the close associations of
demons and the cult in Hellenistic society, and their status as med-
iators between the divine and human realms, set them in clear
antithesis to the God-mandated messianic mediation of Jesus. The
flash point for these rival means of mediation becomes the sacred
meal.

2% Nilsson, 171.
0 Ibid.
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The introduction of Jesus’” Schopfungsmittlerschaft at the beginning
of the argument in chapter 8 is not haphazard, nor is it only a way of
demonstrating Jesus’ supreme authority. It is Paul’s way of saying
that the Messiah has always been God’s means of mediating his
presence to the world. God does this not through some subordinate
class of created beings, but through one who shares his very identity,
someone who can be enfolded within the definitive confession of
Jewish monotheism, the Shema. God’s mediation through Christ
continues through the history of Israel, as Paul details in chapter 10.
Paul may or may not be familiar with Philo’s interpretation of the
Rock as God’s Wisdom; its absence in the Wisdom of Solomon
makes one wonder if it is Philo’s allegorizing at work here rather
than evidence of a well-known Jewish tradition. But he is surely
aware of the Song of Moses and its repeated designation of God as
the Rock (vv.4, 15, 18, 30-1), and that is the most important back-
ground for 10: 4: 1) #érpa 8¢ v 6 Xpiords. The Song itself would have
led Paul to make the connection, with its admittedly difficult note in
verse ].3 e’@ﬁ/\ao‘av IU.G//\L €,K 7T€/7'P(1§ K'(lL\ é’)\(lLOV E’K UTEPG&S 7T€/’Tp0,§.
Whatever the source of this tradition of the honey and oil may be,
Paul could easily have overlayed it onto the story of the water from
the Rock, which perhaps accounts for his somewhat vague term,
méua, ‘drink), rather than water.”!

Just as he did with the Shema earlier, so here Paul juxtaposes the
Song of Moses and the miraculous drink from the Rock to make a
very refined Christological assertion. The Messiah shares God’s nat-
ure as ‘the Rock’; but the Messiah is more precisely God as he reaches
out towards the creation to give of himself to humanity. It is perhaps
not coincidental that in this case Christ is the mediator of material
blessings to God’s people in 10: 4. Not that he is necessarily filling the
role of a Platonic intermediary between Seen and Unseen, like
the Eternal Living Creature of the Timaeus. Rather, Paul is reminding
the Corinthians that just as God made the world in the first instance
through Christ, so he continues to mediate all his blessings, including
material ones, to humanity through Christ.

*! The use of wéua would also enable an easier association with the Eucharist later
in the chapter and into chapter 11.
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Paul underscores the point in 10: 9: unde éxmepdlwuer Tov
XpioTév, kalds Twes adTdv émelpacav kal ¥mo TV Spewv dmdAvrTo.
I believe the Novum Testamentum Graece (NA*’) is correct to adopt
the reading X pwo7dv, despite the slightly better external evidence for
kvprov. Xprordy is much the more difficult reading, and «dpiov may
be explained by its ease of reading, by attraction to 7% mapalnAoduer
7ov kdpiov in 10: 22, and by reference to Deut. 6: 16. Even if one
preferred xdpiov, the reference could still be to Christ based on the
Oeds/kipuos distinction in 8: 6. If we accept X puord as original, this is
a striking assertion that the Messiah has always been God’s presence
for his people. Deut. 6: 16 reads, again with reference to the account
of the water in the wilderness: odx éxmeipdaets kiprov Tov Bedv cov bv
Tpdmov éfemetpdoacbe év 7o Ilewpaoup. To test God is to test Christ;
to test Christ is to test God. For a third time now, Paul has read the
Old Testament in such a way as to include Christ within the divine
identity. Each time he specifically notes Christ’s role as the one who
mediates God’s blessings and God’s presence to the creation in
general and to his people in particular.

One further point of clarification is necessary. To the extent that
Paul may be equating the gods of the nations with the demons, or
recognizing that some see the statues themselves as gods, some
may feel the language of mediation is not the most appropriate:
the gods/demons are themselves the desired object of worship,
rather than a means to reaching that object. In that case, it may
be better to speak of the demons and idols as the manifestation of
the divine rather than the mediating agents of the divine. This
would still form a meaningful counterpart to Christology, since
Christ may be seen as the manifestation of God on earth as much
as the mediator. In the end there is little difference between the
two terms, particularly in the bubbling pot of Hellenistic spiri-
tuality, where there was a general recognition of ‘divinity’ which
could manifest itself to, or mediate itself to, humanity in any
number of ways.

Before we leave 1 Corinthians entirely, we may take a moment to
consider whether the formula in 8: 6 ties into the epistle beyond
chapters 8-10. I doubt that the formula has any direct connection
with the ‘wisdom’ discussions in chapters 1-2. God’s ‘wisdom’ in
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those chapters does not refer back to the creative activity of Proverbs
8, but rather to the perplexing work of Christ on the cross, an act of
humility and service that stands in judgment on the self-inflated
‘wisdom’ of the Corinthians.?” There are no verbal or strong thematic
links with chapter 8. One might make a better connection with the
general theme of creation assumed by the phrase 7a wy) évra, {va 7a
dvra rkatapyioy, in 1: 28, but this does not explicitly invoke the
mediating role of Christ. Given the constant interplay of creation
and redemption in the Old and New Testaments, one could fairly say
that at a deep theological level Christ’s agency in redemption pre-
supposes his agency in creation; but Paul does not make the connec-
tion clear in these early chapters.

There is evidence that he exploits it later in 1 Corinthians. At the
beginning of chapter 11 Paul sets up a very complex analogy between
relationships between men and women (perhaps more precisely
husband and wife) and relationships within the Godhead: Christ is
the head of every man, the man is the head of the woman, God is the
head of Christ (11: 3). We will bypass the innumerable theological
and ecclesiological questions this verse raises and focus solely on the
analogy suggested here between the role of Christ vis-a-vis God and
of the woman vis-a-vis the man. In 11: 12 Paul picks up on this
comparison and uses the same éx/8ia model he employed in 8: 6:
damep yap 1 yvrn ék Tod avdpds, oUTws Kal 6 avip 8id THs yuvaikds” Ta
8¢ mdvra éx Tob feod. Just as God is the origin of all things, the one
from whom everything emerges, and Christ is the agent of all things,
the one through whom everything arrives at its goal, so the man is the
origin of the woman (in her initial creation; Gen. 2: 21-3), and the
woman is the agent through whom all subsequent men have their
being.

2 See esp. the critique of ‘Wisdom Christology’ in 1 Corinthians by Gordon Fee
(‘Wisdom Christology in Paul’, in his To What End Exegesis? Essays Textual, Exegetical,
and Theological (Cambridge: Eerdmans/Vancouver: Regent College, 2001), 355-62).
The argument is strengthened if one sees the focus on Paul’s discussion in these
chapters as not wisdom in general, but ‘clever speech’ in particular, as argued
eloquently (!) by Stephen Pogoloff, Logos and Sophia: The Rhetorical Situation of
1 Corinthians, Society of Biblical Literature Dissertation Series, 134 (Atlanta, Ga.:
Scholars, 1992).



Messianic and Demonic Mediation 171

THE CONTRIBUTION OF 1 CORINTHIANS 8: 6

In 1 Cor. 8: 6 Paul weaves Christ into the traditional Jewish mono-
theistic confession, the Shema. This alone would make it a remark-
able contribution to Christology. But it is of a piece with Paul’s
equally remarkable assertion that Christ participated with God in
the act of creation. For the ancient Jewish hearer, this signaled in
unmistakable fashion that the Messiah was on the divine side of the
fault line that separates God from everything else.”> However Paul or
his Christian forebears may have come up with the teaching in the
first place, it serves here to reinforce the overwhelming power and
authority of God’s Christ. If the Corinthians had trouble recognizing
that power and weakness can coexist, they should consider Jesus. He
shared in the supreme divine act of creation, yet reclaimed that
creation in the supreme act of humiliation, death on a cross.

Christ, then, shares in the divine identity. But his particular role is
mediating God’s presence to his people. Even this may be seen as part
of a broader project to bring all of creation into conformity with
God’s plan through the agency of his Messiah, as Paul explains in
chapter 15. Demons and idols may appear to bring worshippers into
an experience with God, but for Paul this is just another iteration of
the age-old deception that laid low the wilderness generation. God
has ever and always communicated himself and his blessings to the
world through the Messiah. The mediation offered by Christ is an
active expression of God’s love and concern for his people, not an
ontological stopgap.

33 Richard Bauckham, God Crucified (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998),
37-40.
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Old Dominion: Creation in Colossians

The ‘hymn’ of Colossians 1: 15-20 presents perhaps the most ex-
tended and theologically dense treatment of the theme of Christ as
agent of creation.' Virtually every term in the poem has been sub-
jected to intense scrutiny, as has its overall structure and purpose. We
will attempt to make as straight a line as possible to matters directly
related to the creation theme.

This means first bypassing the question of authorship, both of
Colossians in general, and 1: 15-20 in particular. Most people who
deny the letter is by Paul still hold that it was written by a disciple of
his, or someone hoping to be mistaken for him, such that it is
broadly ‘Pauline’. At the same time, most who affirm Pauline author-
ship would acknowledge that it is different enough from Romans or
Galatians that one needs to assess it on its own without viewing it
through the lens of the Hauptbriefe. Since we will be viewing
it against the backdrop of early Christianity in general, and do not
need to reconstruct an independent ‘Pauline theology’, those who
view the letter as pseudonymous should not be put out. At the same
time, I will refer to the author as Paul, since I have not been
convinced he could not have written the epistle. As for the hymn
(if that is what it is) in chapter 1, it is entirely possible it could have
been part of pre-Pauline worship, but it is hardly provable. We are
concerned in any case with what Paul does with it in the setting of
Colossians.

! For an overview, and review of previous research, see esp. Christian Stettler, Der
Kolosserhymnus, Wissunt zum Neuen Testament, 131 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck,
2000).
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Questions about the structure of the passage cannot be dodged so
easily, but we do not need to replicate the many detailed analyses
available elsewhere. Where such details impinge on the theme of
creation, we will address them below. Suffice it to say for now that
the passage is rife with verbal and thematic parallelism. Among the
most obvious examples of this are:

e ‘First born of creation’ (v. 15) and ‘first born out of the dead’
(v. 18)

o ‘All things were created through him and for him’ (v. 16: 7a 7dvra
8¢ adTod Kkal els avTov éxtiorar) and ‘to reconcile all things to
himself through him’ (v. 20: 8¢ ad70d dmokaTadddéar Ta TdvTa els
advTév)

e ‘And he is before all things’ (v. 17: kai adrés éorw mpo mdvrwr) and
‘in order that he might have preeminence in all things’ (v. 18: {va
yévprar év maow adTos mpwTebwv)

e ‘Who is the image of the invisible God’ (v. 15: 8s éoTw elkaw 70D
Beod T0b dopdrov) and “Who is the beginning (or ruler)’ (v. 18: &s
éoTw dpyn) (note especially the verbal parallel of 65 éorw)

At this point the most important thing to observe is that the first
half of the poem (vv. 15-17) affirms that Christ is the one through
whom God made the world in the beginning, and that the second
half of the poem (vv. 18-20) affirms that Christ is the one through
whom God reconciled the world to himself. We have argued at length
that this is a pristine example of a much wider association between
social order and cosmic order in biblical and Ancient Near Eastern
thought. Taken together, the two halves of the poem assert that
redemption is a new creation, and that Jesus is the agent of both
primal creation and eschatological re-creation because he is the
image of God.

Finally, we must assess the many and varied proposals for the
provenance of the hymn. From a methodological standpoint, source
criticism is useful either when the source can be positively identified
(as with Philo’s use of Plato) or when a source can be deduced from a
parallel account elsewhere (as with the Synoptic Gospels). Only then
does one have a point of comparison for the author’s reworking of
the material. Neither of these obtains in the case of Col. 1: 15-20. The
situation is made worse when putative sources only emerge after
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various excisions have been inflicted on the text as its stands. I see,
therefore, no need for detailed refutations of proposals that Col. 1:
15-20 originated as a Gnostic or pre-Gnostic hymn, or a Wisdom
poem, or a Stoic meditation on the cosmos.” It presents itself as an
affirmation of Christ and must be read as such.

The question of where the ideas within the hymn came from,
however, is a different one; it is both more susceptible of an answer,
and far more relevant to exegesis. While we cannot deduce from the
text of Colossians some preexisting poem-behind-the-poem, we may
well find allusions to other texts which might shed light on Paul’s
concerns. Here we may begin by relying on the work done in
previous chapters. We can acknowledge, for instance, that the re-
peated use of ‘all things’ has certain affinities with Stoic rémot, with-
out supposing that means Paul is a closet Stoic. If he wanted to
express the universality of Jesus’ messianic rule, which in the nature
of the case he could hardly avoid doing, it would be rather difficult to
do so without using some variation of ‘all things’ Even if one feels the
style is too close to Stoicism to be coincidental, the terse phrases of
the hymn need to be read against the backdrop of Paul’s messianic
theology, just as the statements about the divine in the ‘Hymn to
Zeus’ need to be read against the background of Cleanthes’ Stoa. The
reference to avoiding ‘philosophy and empty deceit according to
human tradition’ in 2: 8 may indicate that 1: 15-20 constitutes at
some level a critique of Graeco-Roman views on the nature of the
cosmos. If so, I do not think it is possible to isolate a specific
philosophical or theological target for the polemic. Paul is simply
asserting that Christ trumps the claim of universal sovereignty of any
other person or force.

2 For discussion, detailed structural analysis, and an affirmation of taking the
hymn as it stands see Jean-Noél Aletti, Colossiens 1, 15-20: Genre et exégese du texte;
Fonction de la thématique sapientielle (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1981), 1-47. On
the general question of using the texts as they stand see the pertinent comments of
Hartwig Thyen (‘“In ihm ist alles geschaffen, was in Himmel und Erde ist”: Kosmo-
logische Christushymnen im Neuen Testament, in Gerhard Rau, Adolf Martin Ritter,
and Hermann Timm (eds.), Frieden in der Schipfung: Das Naturrerstindnis Protes-
tantischer Theologie (Giitersloh: Mohn, 1987), 77-9).

> The same holds true for the much-discussed ‘Colossian heresy’. The Colossians
were liable, as was everyone else in the early Church, to be led astray by rival
philosophies based on merely human wisdom (2: 8); and as Gentiles adhering to a
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As for sources that might make a more constitutive contribution
to the hymn, the chief claimants have been Wisdom and Adam. We
have adduced a considerable body of evidence to the effect that one
need not assume Wisdom speculation is in play simply because a
reference to creation is made. But neither does it mean motifs from
Proverbs 8 or Wisdom traditions might not be present in Colossians
1. Similarly, we have shown that a type of ‘Adam Christology’—or,
more properly, an ‘Image Christology’—can be read off the broad
sweep of the biblical narrative. It remains now to examine in more
detail the relative merits of these two streams of thought for under-
standing the hymn. A certain degree of repetition from the earlier
discussions is inevitable, but worthwhile in light of the importance of
Colossians 1 for our thesis.

We begin with Wisdom. Since creation motifs do not demand a
derivation from Wisdom speculation, we must begin by seeing if the
overall thrust of Colossians invites us to posit Wisdom influence on
chapter 1. The word co¢ia occurs in the letter six times, and it is
distributed across every chapter: 1: 9, 28; 2: 3, 23; 3: 16; 4: 5. It
is certainly a significant theme of the letter. Paul wants the Colossians
to be filled with wisdom (1: 9; 3: 16; 4: 5)—the same wisdom Paul
himself exhibits (1: 28), whose ultimate source is Christ (2: 3). This
wisdom is contrasted with the so-called wisdom of human philoso-
phy, tradition, and ‘home-made religion’ (2: 8, 23). One might then
argue that allusive references to Christ as the creative Wisdom of God
in the hymn fit his rhetorical purposes perfectly: seek Christ, who is
God’s Wisdom, and you will find the wisdom you need to live a life
pleasing to God in a deceived and deceiving world.

The contextual evidence may be taken in quite a different direc-
tion, however. Col. 2: 3 is critical: Christ is the one ‘in whom all the

movement based on Judaism they naturally had to wrestle with questions of food laws
and Sabbaths (2: 16). Asceticism and ‘the worship of angels’ (either worshipping
angels or, more likely, participating in the heavenly worship session of the angels as in
4QShirShab) were also issues of concern (2: 18-23). Any of these might be based on
visionary experiences (2: 18). I am not certain we can say much more about the
Colossian heresy, which strikes me as a flirtation with mystical-flavored Judaism, with
possible influence from unspecified Hellenistic philosophies. Even if the heresy could
be diagnosed more exactly, Paul’s prescription is still generic Christology: Christ is
superior to any other proffered benefactor.
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treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden’. Wisdom, once again,
is in the Messiah, which is not the same thing as saying Wisdom is the
Messiah.* This verse gives us Paul’s explicit declaration of the rela-
tionship between Wisdom and Messiah. It indicates that the creator
Messiah in 1: 15 cannot be reduced without remainder to Wisdom.
Subordinating Messiah to Wisdom (i.e. the ‘preexistent’ Messiah is
really just an expression for God’s Wisdom) reverses the relationship
defined in 2: 3. In the same way, the call to ‘walk in wisdom’ is not
simply a way of saying ‘walk in Christ. Wisdom is something
Christ gives to his people, just as he gives them his peace and love
(3: 14-15).

Invoking Messianic categories in 2: 3 is not merely predicated on
the appearance of ‘Christ’ in the verse. Paul’s language here is clearly
indebted to Isa. 45: 1-3, where the prophet describes God’s promise
to his ‘messiah, Cyrus (Isa. 45: 1: 7¢ xptord pov Kva/WTD'?
1|'l"W735) One of these promlses is that God will give him Onoavpovs
oKkoTewovs dmokpidouvs dopdrovs. This is the source for Paul’s lan-
guage in 2: 3: év ¢ elow mdvTes ol Onoavpol Tis codlas kal yvwrcews
dmérpugor.” The supreme ‘treasure’ given to Christ is the Wisdom of
God. (We find a precise parallel to this reading of Isa. 45: 1-3 in 1QH,
where the Teacher of Righteousness declares: ‘And I, the Instructor,
have known you, my God, through the spirit which you gave to me,
and I have listened loyally to your wonderful secret, through your
holy spirit. You have opened within me knowledge of the mystery of
your wisdom, the source of your power’.%)

If Wisdom language is indeed to be detected in the hymn, then, it
should be seen as an attribute of the Messiah, not a replacement for
him. Is such Wisdom speculation present in the hymn? The general
tenor of the hymn would not especially lead one in that direction.
With respect to creation, we do not find the expected Wisdom

* On this point, and on its implications for Col. 1, see esp. Van Roon, ‘The
Relation between Christ and the Wisdom of God According to Paul, Novum Testa-
mentum, 16 (1974), 231-9.

5 1t is also possible that Paul has Prov. 2: 4 in view as well, since Wisdom is
described there as a ‘treasure’; but note that it is not explicitly said to be ‘hidden’, as in
Isaiah and Colossians.

% 1QH xx. 11-13, trans. Garcia Martinez; see discussion in Sean McDonough,
YHWH at Patmos, (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 146-8.
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emphasis on the magnificence of the mountains and streams and
stars that God has created through his understanding. The only
specifically named created things are the ‘thrones and dominions
and rulers and authorities’ in verse 16. The latter portion of the poem
concerning Christ’s redemptive work shows no trace of interest in
Wisdom themes.

The specific vocabulary of the hymn is somewhat more promising,
though this too is riddled with ambiguity. The roots 7wpo/mpw, ‘prior’
and/or ‘first] for example, are used frequently both in Col. 1: 15-20
(4 times) and Septuagint Proverbs 8 (6 times in vv. 23-5). But in
Proverbs the emphasis is on temporal priority: Wisdom was created
or possessed by God before he made the abysses or springs of water or
mountains or hills. This is a logical necessity, since God as it were
needed to ‘get’ or ‘lay hold of” Wisdom to complete these intricate
projects. This is comparable to human beings who similarly need to
get wisdom as they set out on their own life project (the same verb,
1P, is used with TTAJIT in Prov. 4: 5, 7 and in Prov. 8: 22). In
Colossians the mpo/mpw roots serve to underscore Christ’s supremacy.
While the expression ‘he is before all things’ in verse 17 could merely
signify that Christ existed before everything else, mpw7drokos (vv. 15,
18) surely implies more than this: as cosmic lord he exercises all the
rights of the firstborn. This is even clearer in the use of the verb
mpwrevwy in verse 18. This must mean, to quote Bauer (BDAG) ‘to
hold the highest rank in a group’.

As it happens, mpwTdTokos itself has been seen as a link between
Wisdom and Christ. Burney, as we have seen, argues at length that
3P in Proverbs 8 should be translated ‘begat’; in any case, he only
needs to demonstrate that it could be understood that way to open up
the possibility of a connection with Colossians 1. This yields ‘The
Lord begat me the beginning of his way, before his works of old’ for
Prov. 8: 22, a close conceptual parallel to ‘firstborn’. Burney finds
further support in Philo’s use of mpwrdyoves for God’s divine, crea-
tive Word (e.g. Somn. 1. 215; Conf. 146). One might also recall our
prior discussion of dpx1 in chapter 4. The presence of dpy+ in Prov. 8:
22 and Col. 1: 18 could be seen as a further sign that Paul has
Wisdom in mind in the poem.

None of this is thoroughly compelling. Philo’s evidence is inad-
missible, both because ﬂ'pun'éyovog is not quite ﬂpwféTOKos and,
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more critically, because God’s Word cannot be equated with his
Wisdom without further ado. While there are no doubt conceptual
parallels between the two, when Philo actually provides us a list of
interchangeable terms for God’s Word, Wisdom is not there. Instead
we find ‘the great archangel’, ‘the name of God’, ‘the man according
to God’s image’, and ‘he who sees, Israel’ (Conf. 146). The connection
with Prov. 8: 22 would be more plausible if Col. 1: 15 stood alone; but
it is difficult to see how Prov. 8: 22 helps clarify the use of mpwrdroros
in 1: 18, ‘“firstborn from the dead’. If eschatology forms the basis for
protology, one could argue that the protological mpwrdroxos is
derived from the eschatological mpwrdéroros: because Jesus has be-
come the firstborn of the new creation, it stands to reason he was
mpwréroros of the first creation, with all the rights and privileges
appertaining thereto. This circumvents the need to pass through
Proverbs 8, especially if a more likely candidate emerges for the
origin of the mpwrdroxos language. We will argue in a moment that
there is such a candidate.

The description of Christ as the ‘image of the invisible God’ is also
a dubious path to Wisdom. Wis. 7: 26 does speak of Wisdom as ‘the
image of his goodness’ (elxwv 7ijs dyaférnros adrod), but it should
be remembered that Wis. 2: 23 draws on the much more prevalent
idea that humankind is made in the image of God (specifically,
people are made ‘the image of his eternity, elxdva 7is d{as
aidiétyTos émoinoev avrdv). The use of elxaw in these two settings
may be the outcropping of a larger thought structure comparable to
Philo, for whom the image of God is the Adyos; but such a connection
in Wisdom of Solomon is difficult to see. We have already noted that
elrdv is typically, and predictably, used in the New Testament by way
of allusion to Gen. 1: 26 (e.g. in Col. 3: 10). If a plausible explanation
of Colossians 1 can be offered by direct reference to Gen. 1: 26, it is to
be preferred.

Two more words with possible links to Wisdom may be consid-
ered. The ‘fullness’ motif (to be discussed in detail below) might
remind one of Wis. 1: 7, ‘the Spirit of the Lord has filled the world’
(mvedpa xvplov memAjpwrer v olkovuévyr). But while Wisdom is
described in the previous verse as a kindly spirit (¢iAdvBpwmov. . .
mvedua), it is not clear that Wisdom is simply another name for the
Spirit of the Lord. Similar things are said directly of Wisdom in Wis.
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7: 24, where Wisdom ‘pervades and penetrates through all things on
account of her purity’ (Sujxer 8¢ kal ywpel dwa mdvrwv da T7v
raBapétyra). But we do not find the 7wAnp- root here. In addition,
the author at this point draws closest to assimilating Wisdom to the
type of world-forming force we have seen in the Stoic Adyos or
Anaxagoras’ concept of Mind.”

The same may be said for the verb cuvvéornker in the note that ‘all
things hold together in him’ in Col. 1: 17 (ra mdvra & adrd
owéarnrev). This too lacks a verbal correspondence in the Wisdom
literature.® Wis. 1: 7 goes on to speak of ‘that which holds all things
together’ (76 owvéyov Ta mdvra), which is similar in flavor, but this
presumably refers to the Spirit mentioned in the first part of the
verse. Closer parallels may be found in the Greek philosophical
tradition (e.g. Plato, Rep. 530a).” The only comparable biblical use
of the word is in 2 Pet. 3: 5, which states that ‘the heavens and earth
were long ago established (ouveordoa) out of water and through
water by the word of God (¢ 7ot feod Adyw)’.'® Whether we accept
direct Stoic influence here or not, we observe that the constitution of
the world is not through God’s Wisdom, but through God’s Word.

Despite widespread assumptions to the contrary, it is thus difficult
to prove that Wisdom motifs in particular have had an influence on
the hymn in Colossians 1. Precise verbal parallels are thin on the
ground, and broader conceptual parallels may equally well be derived
from traditions about God’s Word or Spirit (where precise verbal
parallels are in fact more forthcoming). The latter point does suggest
that general reflections on divine self-communication have helped
shape the passage. The language of ‘all things’ and especially ‘holding
all things together’ indicates that Paul also wished to address the
pervasive Hellenistic (and, indeed, Ancient Near Eastern) interest in
how the world held together.

7 The mention of the ‘purity’ of Wisdom that enables it to penetrate all things is
especially reminiscent of the characterization of Anaxagoras’ Mind as ‘thin and
subtle’; see our discussion in Chapter 5.

8 See A. Feuillet, Le Christ, sagesse de Dieu: d’aprés les épitres pauliniennes (Paris:
LeCoffre, 1966), 214—17.

° Feuillet 214.

19 On which see Edward Adams, ‘“Where is the Promise of His Coming?” The
Complaint of the Scoffers in 2 Peter 3: 4, New Testament Studies, 51 (2005), 106-22.
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To determine how Paul answered that question, however, we need
to establish what is in fact driving the hymn. We have already
indicated the answer in Chapter 4: Jesus’ messianic lordship drives
the hymn, just as in Paul’s view it drives the cosmos as a whole. It
remains to bolster our earlier arguments to that effect.

The most critical point to recognize for our purposes is that
the association of Jesus and the Genesis creation narrative in 1: 15
is not an aberration in Colossians.'' Creation imagery pervades the
letter and arguably forms one of the most important strands in Paul’s
argument. The theme emerges first in 1: 6 (cf. 1: 10), where Paul says
that the gospel & 7mavri 7@ wéouw éotiv kapmodopoduevor ral
adéavéuevor. It is difficult not to see here an allusion to the commis-
sioning of Adam and Eve in Gen. 1: 28: kai noAdynoer adTovs 6 Oeos
Aywv adéavecle kal mAnBivecle kal mAnpwoare v yiv kal
kaTakvpievoaTe avTis kal dpyete TAv (xBVwv 1hHs Baldoons kTA.
Paul is not slavishly dependent on Septuagint Gen. 1: 28. His use of
Kapwodmpou,uevov nicely captures the sense of the Hebrew 115, while
TavTl 7O KEoUW speaks to the universality of Christ’s rule more
effectively than v y7%v. The language of ‘filling’ (wAypdioare) or
‘fullness’ (mAjpwpa), meanwhile, is picked up repeatedly by Paul in
Colossians (1: 9, 19, 25; 2: 9, 10; 4: 17).

This was clearly a formative passage for many readers of Scripture
in antiquity, and the fact that the theme is reinforced at critical points
in the primeval history and the narratives of Israel makes its use here
all the more likely.'* A few texts in this tradition stand out as most
critical for Paul’s usage. The promise to Abraham in Gen. 17: 6 is
foundational: xai adéavd oe odddpa opddpa kal Oiow ce els €Oy ral
Bacieis éx oot éfeleboovrar. This brings into the original command
in Gen. 1: 28 the idea of kingship, which would be ripe for later
messianic reading, and it is followed in verses 7-8 by mention of the
covenant with his seed and the conquest of the land. The kingship
theme recurs in the standard messianic text Septuagint Num. 24: 7

"' In all this I am greatly indebted to my discussions with Jonathan Dodson,
whose MA thesis, ‘Creation in Colossians’ (Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary,
2006) contains a wealth of stimulating material.

12 Gee e.g. the command to Noah after the flood: Gen. 8: 17; 9: 1, 7; the promise to
Abraham: Gen. 17: 6, 20; Israel in Egypt. Gen. 47: 27; 48: 4; Exod. 1: 7; Israel in the
land: Lev. 26: 9; of David’s kingdom: 1 Chr. 14: 2 LXX.
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ééedevoetar dvlpwmos éx Tob omépuaros adTol Kal kvpeboer édvav
moAAGY Kkal Dfwbicerar ) Twy Bacilela adTod rxal adénbicerar 1
Bacilela avrod. In Exod. 23: 30, a text looking forward to the
conquest of Canaan, the idea of multiplication is linked with the
idea of inheritance: kara pikpov pikpov éxfald adTovs dmo cod éws dv
adénbis kal kKAnpovouroys v y7v. This may well inform Paul’s use of
v pepida Tob kMjpov in Col. 1: 12 and my dvramddoow mijs
kAnpovopias in Col. 3: 24.

Judging by the ‘availability’ of Gen. 1: 28,'” and the precise verbal
allusions to this and related texts throughout Colossians, Paul was
keenly aware of the tradition of ‘Be fruitful and multiply’ as he wrote
Colossians. But given the presence of the Scripture, what is its
function? I would contend that Paul is reading Gen. 1: 28 through
the lens of the progress of the gospel of Jesus the Messiah. A messia-
nic reading of the commission to Adam and Eve not only made sense
in the atmosphere of Adam typology in the early Church,' it was
practically demanded of a follower of Jesus as Messiah in light of the
development of the ‘multiplication’ tradition within the Old Testa-
ment itself. The juxtaposition of Gen. 17: 6-8 and Num. 24: 7 in
particular invited early Christian theologians to think of the stories of
Adam and Israel as reaching their fulfillment in the story of Israel’s
Messiah.

Much, if not all, of the content of Colossians can then be sub-
sumed under the rubric of a messianic reading of Gen. 1: 28, and of
creation language in general. (We will deliberately bypass 1: 15-20 for
the time being.) The gospel is ‘bearing fruit and multiplying), first in
the quantitative increase of disciples around the world (1: 6), and
second in the qualitative increase in holy living by those disciples
(1: 10). This is evidence that Jesus is providing the definitive fulfill-
ment of the dominion Adam was to exercise over all creation (cf. 1:
13, ‘the kingdom of his beloved Son’, and 1: 23, ‘in all creation™: év
mdoy kticed). It is not surprising that the Messiah should do this,
since ‘all the fullness of deity’ is resident within him (2: 9), and he is

"> Using Richard Hays’s terminology.
4 Cf. Romans 5, 1 Corinthians 15, and, arguably, Mark 1: 13 in the reference to
Jesus being ‘with the animals’ in the temptation.
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enthroned with all power at the right hand of God (3: 1; cf. Ps. 110:
1)."> Other attempts at achieving mastery over the world, whether
through human wisdom (2: 8) or even through the Law (2: 11-15),
are thus doomed to failure.'®

The distinction between light and darkness in the original creation
is now played out at the moral level in the lives of the Colossians
(1: 12, 21-3; 3: 1ff.). They are to live as people of the new creation,
‘being renewed towards knowledge according to the image of the one
who created him’ (3: 10, with clear allusion to Gen. 1: 26ft.). Their
commitment to gospel praxis and propagation will enable them to
help extend Christ’s kingdom (as Justus does, 4: 11) and thus fulfill
God’s original mandate to Adam and Eve. (Note the calculated use of
mAnpois in the closing word to Archippus: 4: 17.)"

The immediate context helps establish the hymn’s thoroughgoing
emphasis on Jesus as ruler: the Colossians have been transferred from
the authority (é¢ovoia) of darkness into the kingdom (Baociela) of
God’s beloved Son (v. 13), through Christ’s redeeming work (v. 14).
The following verses then reflect on the nature and scope of Christ’s
kingship. The repeated use of ‘all things’ would be immediately
recognizable as claim to universal sovereignty, a point reinforced by
the frequent invocation of words beginning with =po/mpw. The
phrase also hearkens back to the repletion of 7ds in Gen. 1: 26. The
only listed created beings in verse 16 are ‘thrones and dominions and

> Cf. Ps. 23: 1-2 LXX: ) yhH kal 70 TAMjpwpa adTis 1 olkovuévy kal mdvTes ol
kaTowkobvres & avry avTos éml Balacowv éfeuediwoer adtiy kal éml moTaudv
Nrolpacer admiv (cf. Ps. 49: 12 LXX; Ps. 88: 12 LXX).

16 Col. 2: 7 may also contain messianic motifs: believers are to be ‘rooted and built
up’ (épptlwuévor kal émoikodopoiuevor év adrg) in Christ. It is of note that the image
of the ‘root’ is present in the classic messianic text Isa. 11: 1, the shoot from the root
(p{{ns) of Jesse; while the equally crucial passage in 2 Sam. 7 focuses on God building
a house for David (e.g. 7: 27: olkov olkoSourow oot).

7 The dominance of the dominion motif should also put to rest questions as to
whether Colossians exhibits a purely realized eschatology operating solely at the
spiritual level. It is true that in Colossians Christ’s dominion works primarily at
present in the moral sphere, in the paradox of suffering and opposition. But the idea
of fulfilling the creation mandate would be gutted if this dominion never extended
beyond the invisible realm. This is particularly true in light of the strong affirmation
of Christ as agent of creation in 1: 16. Colossians must be read against the backdrop
of the early Christian hope in Jesus’ return to usher in the fullness of the messianic
kingdom in the new heavens and new earth.
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rulers and authorities—precisely the sorts of beings who have here-
tofore kept the Colossians in thralldom. Jesus rules over these powers
so that the Colossians need no longer fear their former spiritual
masters. Christ’s sovereignty by virtue of his role in creation is then
paralleled with the sovereignty he exercises by virtue of his role in
redemption. Just as he has created all things, so he has laid the
foundation for bringing all things back to their intended goal.

The vocabulary of the hymn undergirds the theme of messianic
dominion. The language of God’s image cannot help but recall
Adam’s call to exercise dominion over the creation, especially coming
after the ‘fruitful and multiplying’ language in the earlier verses.
While a simple correspondence between Adam and Christ fails to
explain the agent-of-creation motif, the idea that Christ is the arche-
typal glory/image of God in whose likeness Adam was created opens
up a fresh biblical-theological avenue. According to the author of our
poem, Adam’s dominion was from the beginning derivative. Adam
himself was a copy of Christ, the genuine image of God, and thus his
dominion was a copy of the absolute dominion exercised by God’s
anointed one. ‘The kingdom of the beloved Son’ is founded on the
Son’s role in creating all that is. We have seen in Chapter 4 that
viewing Christ as the archetypal ‘image’ of God was not simply a
piece of esoteric exegesis of Gen. 1: 26ft. Ezekiel 1 presents the man-
like image as God’s glorious self-communication to the prophet. It is,
moreover, a picture of God enthroned over the firmament on high.'®

Romans 8: 29 provides an interesting analogue to Col. 1: 15, since
here we also find elxdv and mpwrdroxos together: ‘for those whom he
foreknew, he also predestined to be similar in form to the image of
his son (cvpudppovs js elrxdvos T0d viod adrod), in order that he
might be the first-born (mpwrérorxor) among many brothers’. Ro-
mans 8 is of course saturated with creation imagery, though it is
driven by the eschatological renewal of creation in Christ. Thus it is
likely that the transformation in view here is transformation into the
glorious image of the resurrected Christ, who is the firstborn of the

'8 For an analogous emphasis on Christ as image being God’s representative see
Dahl, ‘Christ, Creation, and the Church, in W. D. Davies and D. Daube (eds.), The
Background of the New Testament and its Eschatology: In Honour of Charles Harold
Dodd (Cambridge: Cambridge University, Press, 1956), 434.
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renewed people of God. But it is equally clear that the language is
rooted in the Genesis accounts, and for this reason was ripe for a
protological reworking along the lines of Colossians."”

The phrase ‘firstborn of all creation’ takes us on a similar road back
to and beyond Adam. While Adam is not explicitly called
mpwrérokos in the Old Testament, the term certainly applies to him
in some sense,”’ and, by the same logic we have seen above, if it
applies in some sense to Adam, how much more does it apply to the
one in whose image Adam was made; namely, the Messiah? This
identification is facilitated by two further considerations. There is a
clear connection between ‘firstborn of all creation’ in verse 15 and
‘“firstborn from out of the dead’ in verse 18 (cf. the almost identical
expression in Rev. 1: 5). If our general line of argument is correct, the
Church’s experience of Jesus as risen, redeeming Lord would have set
the terms for speculation on his role in creation. Since Jesus was for
the Church demonstrably firstborn from the dead, by the logic of
Urzeit gleich Endzeit he must also be firstborn with respect to crea-
tion. The situation is complicated by the use of mpwrdroros as a
messianic title in Septuagint Psalm 88: 28: ‘I will set him as firstborn,
exalted over the kings of the earth’ The parallel with the exaltation of
Christ over ‘the powers’ is evident: once again, the historical dy-
namics of messianic triumph over the nations have been read back
into the original creation and been given cosmic scope. But they are
still recognizably messianic motifs. For early Christian thinkers, the
convergence of creation themes and messianic themes would have
been readily understandable.

The theological significance of the statement that Jesus is firstborn
of all creation is profound. The phrase was understandably a flash
point of Christological controversy in the early Church.*! Taken in
isolation from the rest of the New Testament, the phrase might seem
liable to an Arian reading, but this is hardly the most natural one in
light of the fact that Jesus’ primacy is grounded in the next verse by

1% We may reiterate here that while this makes good sense as a development within
Paul’s thought, those leery of ascribing Colossians to Paul could take it as a develop-
ment within ‘the Pauline school’, or early Christianity in general.

%% The only explicit reference I have found for Adam as mpwréroxos comes in the
fourth-century theologian Adamantius (De recta in deum fide, 194. 7).

2l See Feuillet 178-85 for a survey of ‘firstborn’ in the Church fathers.
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his role in creating all things.”* As Bauckham in particular has
stressed, involving Christ in the act of creation was one of the surest
ways to affirm that he shared the divine identity.”” The question of
whether Paul intended the full-blown doctrine of the procession of
the Son in his use of mpwrdroros need not detain us, but the expres-
sion ‘firstborn of all creation’” does not demand that he is to be slotted
in among other created beings. The scope of mpwrdroros and the
grammar of the genitive allow us to translate the phrase ‘firstborn
with respect to the created order. He is the one who exercises
sovereignty over all else.

Nonetheless, it remains the case that Christ is being defined with
respect to the created order. Even before the Incarnation, Christ is
particularly seen as God’s self-expression to the world. Just as he is
the communicable image of the invisible God, so he is constitution-
ally ruler of what he is to create. At the risk of petitio principii,
‘firstborn of all creation’ does seem to speak to the inextricable link
between Messiah and creation. Jesus does not simply happen to take
over the lordship of creation because the rest of humanity failed. He
was always its intended ruler. It was made for his purposes, according
to his specifications. It belongs peculiarly to him. This makes the
usurpation of the principalities and powers an offense not only
against God in general, but an offense against Christ in particular.

We can now focus at last on the explicit mention of Jesus as agent
of creation in verse 16. The precise meaning of the phrase év ad7o has
been much debated.”* While & can denote agency, and may be
nothing more than a stylistic variant for 8 adrod, it does seem
peculiar that Paul would not employ the more familiar 8ud up
front. A mystical interpretation that the world is created within
Christ, even to the extent that the world is his body, is supported

22 This assumes, of course, that ‘firstborn of all creation’ refers to the preexistent
Christ and not to his incarnation. Some Church fathers avoided an Arian reading of
1: 15 by taking mpwrdéroros to refer to the Incarnation (see Feuillet, previous note).
While this is just possible, it seems almost certain from the context that mpwrdroxos
here refers to Christ’s protological status.

23 Richard Bauckham, God Crucified (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998),
1-22.

2 See Aletti 52-8.
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nowhere else in the text.”” The problem is solved, I believe, by reading
the év in close conjunction with the statements at the end of the verse
that all things were created 8¢” adTo6 and els adrov. The parallelism to
the beginning of the verse is obvious, and so there is a reasonable
presumption the two strophes ought to be read together. If 8¢ adrod
signifies that God made the world in the beginning through Christ
(and there is little disputing that), and els adrov signifies that the
world is somehow created with Christ as its goal, or for his purposes,
or, more pointedly, as its end, év ad7¢ would form the comprehensive
term for his role in the beginning and the end. Such a three-part
formula would be common enough in biblical and pagan literature.*
If we wished to further elucidate the év adr(, we might say that the
world is created within the sphere of his messianic authority. While we
might typically expect the els clause to refer to God the Father (see
e.g. 1 Cor. 8: 6), a messianic reading of the passage fits well with
frequent Jewish assertions that the world was created ‘for the sake of’
Moses or whomever.*” Christ can rightly be seen from one perspec-
tive as the beginning point and the end point of creation, even if the
ultimate origin and destiny of all things is God the Father.*®

25 For the most recent attempt to make the cosmos the body of Christ see G. H.
van Kooten, Cosmic Christology in Paul and the Pauline School, Wissunt zum Neuen
Testament, 2/171 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003). Van Kooten performs a valuable
service by collecting innumerable cosmological texts from the Hellenistic world, but
the parallels alone cannot demonstrate that the author of Colossians believes the
cosmos is Christ’s body. Only an arbitrarily edited hymn can make the body in
chapter 1 refer to anything but the Church. Furthermore, it is almost impossible to
see how 76 8¢ sdpa Tod ypiorod in 2: 17 could refer to the cosmos: the author is
contrasting present-day feasts and Sabbaths, which are ‘shadows of the things that are
coming’ (and which are, of course, part of the present cosmos), with the substantive
realities of Christ’s kingdom. Thus the traditional translations, ‘the substance belongs
to Christ’ (RSV) or ‘the reality . .. is found in Christ’ (NIV), are correct.

26 A suitable counterpart would be Rev. 1: 4, ‘the one who is and was and is to
come’, where ‘the one who is’ arguably stands for the plenitude of God’s being
through time, with ‘was’ and ‘is to come’ designating extension into the past and
the future. Cf. also Josephus, Ap. 2. 190, where he describes God as the ‘beginning,
middle, and end of all things’.

27 Cf. e.g. b. Sanh. 98b, where the world is variously said to be created for David,
Moses, and the Messiah.

28 Cf. in Col. 1: 22 the statement that Christ ‘will present [the saints] before God
holy and blameless’. This illustrates with respect to human beings the more general
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But the phrase must also be read in light of the statements in verse
17—"‘in him all things hold together’, 7o wdvra év adr® cwéoryrer—
and verse 19: ‘God was pleased to have his fullness reside in him’, év
ad7) €Vd6kmaoey Ty T TAjpwua katowkfoar. The first is again sus-
ceptible to a reading where Christ is the cosmic glue binding all
things together in the manner of the Stoic logos. But to make such
an assertion we need far more than some textual affinities with Stoic
writers. As we argued previously, a terse formula such as ‘in him all
things hold together’ only makes sense when it is read within the
larger philosophical or religious system within which it is embedded.
I find no hint elsewhere in the New Testament that Christ is materi-
ally diffused through the universe (which the language of the cosmos
as Christ’s body seems to imply). It is much more in keeping with the
New Testament to say that as God’s authorized ruler over the creation
Christ’s powerful command is what orders the world.” To put it as
plainly as possible: things hold together because he wants them to
hold together; and he wants them to because God wants them to.

The smooth transition from ‘in him all things were created’ to ‘in
him all things hold together’ reinforces the seamless integration of
world formation and world maintenance in ancient thought. Colos-
sians preserves the Old Testament distinctive of creation at a given
point in time, and it is equally happy to preserve the concomitant
teaching that God’s creative activity in some sense extends into the
present. While in 1 Corinthians Paul underscores Christ’s mediating
role in dramatic events of salvation history, here Paul affirms that the
constant, necessary work of maintaining cosmic order is likewise
done by God ‘in Christ’.

As for verse 19, its position in the hymn suggests it is related
specifically to Christ’s eschatological role, rather than being a bare
ontological proposition. Two options present themselves. If we con-
nect the ¢7¢ clause with the following verse, ‘and through him to
reconcile all things to himself’, Paul would be intimating that Christ’s
redemptive work is predicated upon God putting his fullness into
Christ. Because he shares the divine identity, he is able to secure

principle that Christ will present the entire cosmos to God for God’s glory (esp. in
1 Cor. 15; cf. also Phil 2: 11).

29 Cf. esp. Heb. 1: 3: ‘bearing up all things by the word of his power’.
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universal reconciliation. If instead we read it with the affirmations of
Christ’s primacy in verse 18, the meaning changes slightly. God
wanted Christ to reign over all things, therefore he poured his full-
ness into him. This fits well with the reading we have offered for verse
15, and with the thrust of the hymn as a whole, and [ would prefer it
to the first option.

CONTRIBUTIONS OF COLOSSIANS 1
TO THE DOCTRINE OF JESUS’
SCHOPFUNGSMITTLERSCHAFT

If Colossians 1 is, as most scholars believe, an early Christian hymn
(or part of one), it shows that an affirmation of Christ’s role in
creation formed a part of early Christian worship. This is under-
standable, since the praise of God as creator was likewise a standard
part of Jewish liturgy. Whether this implies that the doctrine origi-
nated in worship is much more difficult to determine. It certainly
could have: the formulas throughout the New Testament, and not
only in Colossians, are pithy and may have first taken shape in poetry.
This does not mean, however, that they arose spontaneously in an
outburst of stereotypical ‘poetic genius’. The Colossians hymn not
only shows careful literary composition, it presupposes a very refined
theology of creation and redemption, and Christ’s central role in
both. The hymn is more likely the end point of a lengthy process of
theological reflection rather than the beginning.

But the hymn itself only hints at that process. It is more difficult to
discern a “‘Wisdom Christology’ or an adapted Hellenistic cosmology
than is often supposed. At best, the hymn shows that Jesus’ role in
creation could be put in terms congenial to the Hellenistic mind-set.
Phrases like ‘in him) ‘through him) and ‘for him’ are at one level
instances of the prepositional theology that formed part of the
religious koine of Hellenism. But the very popularity of the idiom
makes finding meaningful parallels difficult. They are the shop win-
dows of Graeco-Roman religion: the interesting thing is not the shop
window itself, but rather what is on display there. For Paul, it is Jesus
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the Messiah; and if some aspects of Wisdom tradition may be used in
the depiction, the picture is clearly of Jesus as Lord of all creation.

Colossians 1 provides the clearest evidence that Christ’s role in
creation was developed in light of his role in redemption. Immedi-
ately before the hymn begins, we are informed that ‘in him we have
redemption, the forgiveness of our sins’ (v. 14). Statements that
Christ is the one through whom God made all things are carefully
balanced by statements that Christ is the one through whom God
reconciled all things to himself. The stream of universal reconcilia-
tion at the hymn’s conclusion (v. 20) is swiftly channeled to the
spiritual restoration of the Colossians, which dominates the remain-
der of the epistle. In this sense, the doctrine of creation serves to
undergird the doctrine of redemption. While the doctrine of Jesus’
role as creator does assist Paul in combating asceticism (2: 18-23), its
primary thrust is to underscore the fact that the religious life of the
Colossians must be ordered by the word of the Messiah, not by any
competing Jewish or Gentile ideology.

If Paul’s focus is on overtly relational and ‘religious’ matters,
however, we must not assume that ‘saving souls’ is the only thing
in his purview. The structure of Colossians 1 equally demands that
‘redemption’ be viewed as re-creation. Far from being a mere plat-
form for genuine spiritual salvation (like the booster rocket that
drops off once the lunar module reaches a sufficient altitude),
Jesus’ role in creation is the indispensable foundation for all that
follows. God has created all things through Christ, and therefore all
things must be reconciled to God through Christ (v. 20). If eschatol-
ogy precedes protology in the development of the doctrine histori-
cally, protology precedes eschatology theologically. It is not simply
that there must logically be something there for him to save:
the salvation is itself the full flowering of what was made in the
beginning.

The hymn presents a terser version of the same vision of cosmic
renewal put forward by Paul in Romans 8. The relationship of
humanity to God remains at the core, as it does in Romans. Since
the cursing of the ground in Genesis is the direct result of the breach
in divine—human fellowship, the reconciling work of Christ on the
cross is the basis for the flourishing of the cosmos. This, I believe,
makes the best sense of Col. 1: 20: ‘And through him to reconcile all
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things to himself, having made peace through the blood of the cross,
whether things on earth or things in heaven’ The blood of the cross
remains the means by which God reconciles humanity to himself; but
here the cosmic ramifications of that reconciliation are teased out.
While the use of ‘all things’ in verse 20 can tolerate the exclusion of
some reprobate beings from the blessings of the eschaton, it cannot
tolerate the absolute removal of material reality as such. Christ has
made the universe in all its diversity, and the renewal of that universe
is the ultimate goal of his saving work.

Colossians also provides for an active role for the Church in the
reclamation of the cosmos. Paul applies the Adamic language of
‘bearing fruit and multiplying’ to the Colossians (1: 6, 10), and he
himself participates in Christ’s mission of cosmic renewal through
his suffering proclamation of the gospel (1: 23-9). The description of
the creator Christ as the image of God is the seed from which all
things spring. The Messiah creates what he will rule, but Adam’s
redeemed descendents, those re-created in Jesus’ image, are still
commissioned to exercise dominion over God’s creation under the
headship of the Messiah. The command to fill the earth and subdue it
is not grounded first and foremost in the garden of Eden, such that
one might view it as ‘earthly’, or provisional, or subject to revision in
light of the Fall. It is rather embedded within the eternal nature of
Christ as God’s image. One could imagine the Messiah commission-
ing his image-bearers to do more than Adam—but not less.

Again, it is not surprising that this language of filling and bearing
fruit is applied in Colossians to things traditionally subsumed under
‘redemption’: the forgiveness of sins, increase in holiness, growing
love for God and neighbor. We have seen that the divine-human
relationship is the crux of re-creation and thus receives the greatest
attention. Colossians likewise shares with the rest of the New Testa-
ment the perspective that present existence is characterized by para-
dox. One’s abiding hope and thus one’s ‘real’ life are dependent on
one’s connection with Christ, which can be talked about either in
spatial terms (the risen Christ is above, in the heavenly throne room)
or temporal terms (Christ will return to transform us). In either case,
existence in the present, earthly sphere is no longer determinative for
the believer.
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But the entire thrust of the New Testament is that God’s will will be
done on earth, as it is in heaven; and that ‘the present evil age’ will
soon give way to the glorious ‘age to come’. Paradox must give way
one day to Paradise. Paul’s statement in 1: 23 that the gospel has been
proclaimed ‘in all creation’ is no mere hyperbole, but an affirmation
of the world-changing implications of the message he is presenting.
The marginalized community in Colossae may at first seem called to
work within a limited sphere of proper worship and ethical excel-
lence; but they must see this call as part of a greater project that
involves all of earth and heaven.



9

‘In the beginning, Lord...’: The
Contribution of Hebrews

BACKGROUND

With its polished Greek, its elaborate rhetorical structure, and its
consistent contrast of heavenly archetypes and earthly antitypes,
Hebrews is understandably regarded as one of the high-water
marks of Hellenism in the New Testament. One might imagine,
then, that here if anywhere we might find traces of philosophical
influence on the doctrine of Jesus’ Schipfungsmittlerschaft. Before we
draw such a conclusion, however, we need to consider the substantial
evidence that the book’s teachings about Jesus are drawn primarily
from messianic categories, and that this should therefore form the
interpretive matrix for its teaching on Jesus’ agency in creation.'
The epistle’s first sentence contains an allusion to the messianic
Psalm 2: the Son who is heir of all things (év vi®, 6v éOnrev
kAnpovduov mdvrwr) corresponds to Ps. 2: 7, vids pov € ot éyw
ofuepov yeyévwmrd oe, and Ps. 2: 8, wai ddow ocov €fvy T
rAnpovopiav cov. This comes immediately before the note that the
Son is the one through whom God made all things. In verse 3 we have
reference to another classic messianic text, Ps. 110: 1 (LXX 109): “The
Lord said to my Lord, sit at my right hand (kdfov éx deidv wov; cf.
Heb. 1: 3: éxdfioev év Sefid) until I make your enemies a footstool for
your feet’ The catena of Old Testament quotations that dominates

! Special thanks to Jon Laansma and Edward Adams, whose papers on the
cosmology of Hebrews at the 2006 St Andrews Hebrews conference greatly stimulated
my thinking on creation in the epistle.
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the rest of the chapter is likewise rife with messianic references:
Ps. 2: 7 appears again in the first half of verse 5, while the second
half of verse 5 quotes the promise to David’s seed in 2 Sam. 7: 14. The
mention of the ‘firstborn’ in verse 6 is also a Davidic allusion, this
time from Ps. 89: 28, while verses 8—9 quote from the royal psalm
Septuagint Ps. 44: 7ff. The Son’s role in creation is dramatically
depicted in verses 10-12 (see below), before the catena is rounded
off with an explicit citation of Ps. 110: 1 (109: 1 LXX).

Chapter 2 continues with the theme of messianic dominion, this
time drawing upon Psalm 8 as the central text. The underlying
theology is similar to what we have already seen in our discussion
of 1 Corinthians 15: Psalm 110 and Psalm 8 coalesce, in that the
Messiah as the ultimate Son of Man exercises the dominion over
creation which had been entrusted to humanity in the beginning.
The discussion of house-building in chapter 3 arguably falls into the
same pattern. The covenantal promise in 2 Samuel 7 focuses precisely
on house-building. David offers to build God a house, and God
counters that he will build David’s house, and that any literal
house-building will be done by David’s son, not David himself.
Jesus’ establishment of the Church (Heb. 3: 6) represents the initial
fulfillment of this promise. The consummation will come after the
greater Joshua definitively conquers his enemies and gives his people
their rest (ch. 4).

The central chapters on Melchizedek constitute the most sustained
messianic motif in the book. While the emphasis of the comparison
of Christ and Melchizedek obviously lies on priestly activity, it is the
appearance of Melchizedek in Psalm 110 as priest-king that forms the
basis for the author’s argument. The Messiah is by definition God’s
chosen king, and Hebrews is filled with proof texts affirming Jesus’
kingship. But Psalm 110 tells us that priesthood is also a part of his
messianic mission. Thus the Son who abides permanently as the
Creator and Lord of all things (1: 8, 11) also abides permanently as
high priest (viov els Tov aldva Teredetwpévor). Just as all things are
made through him (8¢ o8, 1: 2), so it is through him (8¢ adrod) that
Christians come to God (7: 25).

Even the lengthy exposition of Jer. 31: 31-4 in chapters 8-10 can
justly be subsumed under Jesus’ role as Messiah. The word Staf«n
appears first in the epistle in 7: 22: Jesus is the guarantor of a better
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covenant because of his eternal priesthood, which the Lord gave him
with an oath. The proof text for this (Heb. 7: 21) is Psalm 110: 4: “The
Lord has sworn (&poocev) and will not change his mind: you are a
priest forever’. Thus the discussion of Jeremiah 31 in chapters 8-10 is
an elaboration of the covenant made with Christ in the quintessential
messianic text: Psalm 110. Given the citations of Psalm 89 in Heb. I:
6 and 11: 26, it is also likely the author of Hebrews would align
Jeremiah’s new covenant with the covenant made with David: ‘T have
made a covenant (Siafjxkmy) with my chosen one, I have sworn
(dpooca) to David my servant’ (LXX Ps. 88: 4).

The final chapters of the book feature two more clear allusions to
Ps. 110: 1, in 10: 12—13 and 12: 2, but the point has been made long
before then: Psalm 110’s depiction of the priest-king seated forever at
God’s right hand forms the centerpiece of Hebrews’ Christology.
Covenant and creation alike are to be understood within the mes-
sianic framework provided by the psalm.

We may still ask whether Hellenism impinges at all on this central
theme of messianic mediation. The mere appearance of polarities
such as heavenly/earthly and type/antitype is not sufficient to de-
monstrate ‘Platonic’ thinking, since these divisions go far back in the
Ancient New East.” Further, the distinctions in Hebrews between
‘shadow’ and ‘reality’ focus largely on the provisions of the Old
Testament cult, not on the world as a whole, as in Plato or Philo. It
is true that the heavenly realm is depicted as enduring, in sharp
contrast to the impermanence of existence on earth, such that the
heavenly city will remain stable while the current world order will
be shaken to bits (12: 25-8, discussion below). But even here the
emphasis is more on temporal distinctions than spatial ones. The
eschatological scenario assumed by Hebrews is remarkably similar to
the remainder of the New Testament: Christians are exhorted to hold
onto their faith despite persecution (Heb. 10: 32—-6; 12: 1-13), since
Christ will return (9: 28; 10: 37), raise them from the dead even as he
was raised (Heb. 6: 2; 11: 19; cf. 1 Thess. 4: 13 ff.; Rev. 20-2), and
bring them into the eschatological Jerusalem for an eternal reward
(Heb. 10: 36; 11: 10; 12: 22). If the writer of Hebrews meant anything

% See esp. L. D. Hurst, ‘Eschatology and “Platonism” in the Epistle to the Hebrews),
Society of Biblical Literature Seminar Papers, 23 (1984), 41-74.



The Contribution of Hebrews 195

radically different by these things than other early Christians, he does
not say so. There is no allegorizing of these elements in the manner of
Philo.”

The rival mediators, meanwhile, are not the Adyos or mvedua or
anything of that sort, but rather traditional figures from the Jewish
cult. The contrast between the ongoing, and for the author of
Hebrews futile, mediating work of the priests in the temple and the
permanent work of Christ is clear enough. Mediation also seems to
be at issue in chapters 1-2. The statements on Christ’s superiority
over the angels are not merely designed to maximize his ontological
status. They are there to ensure that the readers know that Christ’s
word is weightier than that spoken through angels (¢ 8. dyyéAwv
AaAnfeis Adyos, 2: 2)—presumably a reference to the Law. It is also
worth noting that the work Christ has done to secure redemption for
his people is work carried out in the sphere of the created order. His
sacrifice in the body God prepared for him (10: 5, 10) has sanctified
believers.

We may also point out that the basis of the author’s argument is
scriptural exposition. That is true of Philo as well, of course. But
Hebrews’ exegesis is driven by the desire to show that the Old
Testament promises have been fulfilled in Christ, not by a desire to
show that an allegorical reading of the Old Testament text reveals a
philosophy fully compatible with Middle Platonism.

To summarize, it is perhaps reasonable to describe Hebrews as
‘Platonish’ rather than genuinely ‘Platonic.* The contrast of heavenly
permanence and earthly ‘shakability’, the language of ‘shadows’ and
paradigms, and even the elegance of the Greek prose all serve to

> On this see above all C. K. Barrett, ‘The Eschatology of the Epistle to
the Hebrews), in W. D. Davies and D. Daube (eds.), The Background of the New
Testament and Its Eschatology: In Honour of C. H. Dodd (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1954), 363-93. Cf. his introductory sentence (p. 363): ‘The author
of Hebrews, profound theologian as he was, stood perhaps nearer to the main stream
of Christian tradition, and drew more upon that stream and less upon extraneous
sources, than is sometimes allowed’.

* See again Barrett, ‘Eschatology’ 293: The author of Hebrews ‘had seized upon
the idealistic element in apocalyptic, and he developed it in terms that Plato—or,
better, Philo—could have understood. But his parables are parables for the present
time—eschatological parables. .. In all this the eschatological imagery is primary, as
it must always be in any Christian approach to philosophy’.
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present the Christian message in a way congenial to refined Helle-
nistic sensibilities. Jesus and his kingdom consistently fall on the
right side of the classic Platonic dualities. On closer inspection,
however, the author puts forward a recognizable version of early
Christian eschatology, replete with a returning Christ, final judg-
ment, and eternal blessings for the faithful.

WISDOM?

If direct Platonic influence on Hebrews” view of creation remains
difficult to trace, there is still the possibility that Hellenistic Jewish
literature in general, and Jewish Wisdom speculation in particular,
has contributed to the creation Christology of Hebrews. Lane’s com-
ments are representative of many:

Although Jesus is introduced as the divine Son (v 24), the functions attrib-
uted to him are those of the Wisdom of God: he is the mediator of
revelation, the agent and sustainer of creation, and the reconciler of others
to God. Each of these christological affirmations echoes declarations con-
cerning the role of divine Wisdom in the Wisdom of Solomon (cf. Wis 7:
21-27). Once the categories of divine Wisdom were applied to Jesus, his
association with the creative activity of God was strengthened (cf. Prov 8:
22-31; Wis 7: 22; 9: 2, 9).°

Before we attempt to determine how much, if at all, Wisdom
traditions have affected Hebrews’ Christology, we must affirm yet
again that the most obvious and pertinent category of interpretation
offered within the text itself is that of Messiah. The Messiah was the
consummate wisdom-bearer, and thus I might be happier with
Lane’s formulation if he had stated ‘Because Jesus is introduced as
the divine Son, the functions attributed to him are those of the

5 W. L. Lane, Hebrews 1-8, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, Tex.: Word, 2002),
11. Cf. the very balanced comments of Harold W. Attridge, Hebrews (Philadelphia, Pa.:
Fortress, 1989), 39-47, who acknowledges the background of Heb. 1: 2-3 in Wisdom
tradition without letting that putative background dominate his exegesis.
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Wisdom of God), rather than ‘Although Jesus is introduced as the
divine Son...>°

But should we be looking at Wisdom in the first place as a primary
background? Wisdom is certainly seen as involved in creation in
Jewish tradition, but we have argued that in almost every instance
this is simply a way of saying that the created order reflects God’s
Wisdom. Wisdom was hardly the only word used to describe God’s
creative activity. Hebrews has a penchant for the word Adyos (used
twelve times in the book), and so it would seem prima facie far more
likely that the author would be employing a theology of God’s
creative Word rather than his creative Wisdom, especially since
copia does not occur in the book at all. It is also worth noting that
verse 2 emphasizes that ‘in these last days God has spoken to us in a
Son...through whom he made the ages’.

Heb. 11: 3 states plainly that I1{orer vooduev xarnpriclar Tovs
aldvas pripate Beod. The parallels with 1: 2 are clear. Whether the use
of the dative prjuare signals something different from 8:d and the
genitive may be questioned; we have seen that cases and prepositions
can be used more or less interchangeably even by authors who might
elsewhere take pains to define their ‘proper’ use. In the same way
rarnpricfac is probably the functional equivalent of éroincev in
1: 2.7 The formal similarities between the two verses are not so
striking as to demand an absolute equivalence, as if the writer were

® Cf. Lane’s more persuasive follow-up comments: ‘The conviction that Jesus was
the pre-existent Son of God encouraged the identification of him as the one through
whom God created the world. Conversely, since Jesus was the one through whom
God created the world, he must be the pre-existent Son of God” (p. 12).

7 Why, then, use xarypricfar at all, aside from stylistic variation? It is probably
done to bring the creation into connection with the two other verses in which the
verb is used: 10: 5, cdpa 8¢ karnpriow wow, and 13: 21, karapricar Suds é&v mavrl
ayabp els 7o movjoar 6 BéAnua avrod. God, who prepared the world, and prepared
Christ for a life of incarnate service, will likewise prepare believers for their own
service in the world. The association of the covenant with David’s seed and the
creation of the world, using xarapr{{w, is already made in LXX Ps. 88: 34-8 (note
that the seed is explicitly called rov xpio7év oov in v. 39), and it is likely this portion
of the psalm has influenced the author of Hebrews’ word choice in 11: 3. In addition
to the overt messianic reference and the link with Ps. 40: 7/Heb. 10: 5, LXX Ps. 88:
34ff. contains mention of David’s seed remaining forever (v. 37: eis Tov aldva pevei;
cf. Heb. 1: 8; 7: 28) and his throne abiding like the sun (v. 37; cf. Heb. 1: 8); an oath
(v. 365 cf. Heb. 7: 20-1); and a covenant (vv. 36, 40; cf. Heb. 8: 8ff.).
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finally revealing in 11: 3 that the pfjua in question is ‘really’ Jesus.
That may be the case, but we can at least say that when the author
thinks about the creation of the world, he chooses to associate it with
God’s speaking rather than with God’s Wisdom. This is fully in
keeping with his desire to hold forth the message of the Messiah as
God’s definitive communication to humanity (e.g. 1: 2; 2: 1-4; 3: 7-8;
4:2,12-13; 6: 1; 12: 18-29, esp. v. 25).

One might argue that the writer deliberately eschews using Wis-
dom, to keep the spotlight on Christ himself, but this does not
comport with his rhetorical strategy in the rest of the book. Christ
is superior to angels, Moses, the earthly high priest, and any number
of other things, but unlike Wisdom they are all explicitly named in
the text. If the argument is rather that Christ is Wisdom, and thus
Wisdom can remain unnamed, one wonders why the author did not
make the same kind of argument he made with Melchizedek: this Old
Testament concept adumbrates the coming work of the Messiah.®

The linguistic and theological evidence is similarly indeterminate.
Wis. 7: 25 is regularly adduced as a parallel to Heb. 1: 3; and it must
be admitted that Wisdom’s dmadyacua ydp éorww dwros didiov. ..
kal elkaw Ths dyabBédryros avrod is close to Hebrews &s aw
dmavyacua s 86&ns kal yapaktnp s vmosTdoews avTov. I would
not want to deny that the language of Wis. 7: 26 may indeed have
affected the author’s choice of words here. But, in accordance with
our discussion in Chapter 4, I would be equally hesitant to reduce his
thought to an easily appropriated ‘Wisdom theology. While
dmavyacua only occurs in Wisdom and Hebrews in Greek Scripture,
the idea of ‘effulgence’ fits equally well with Christ being God’s light,
which appears in the context of creation in Psalm 104 (see below).
Philo tellingly uses dmadyaocpa when speaking of the divine Adyos
and the human intellect: the intellect is ‘an impression or fragment or
radiance of the blessed nature, 77s parxapias ¢ivoews éxpayeiov 7

8 Note the appropriately cautious comments of Paul Ellingworth ( The Epistle to the
Hebrews (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1993), 99): ‘Despite allusions to Wis. 7,
Hebrews does not identify Christ with wisdom . ..and indeed avoids the term cog{a.
The author’s use of Wis. 7 and similar passages such as Pr. 8: 22-31 is an implicit
reapplication to Christ of what had been written of the divine wisdom’. He is echoing
the sentiments of Casimir Romaniuk, ‘Le Livre de la Sagesse dans le Nouveau Testa-
ment, New Testament Studies, 14 (1968), 498-514, esp. p. 513.
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dméomacua q dradyacpa (Opif. 146).” Wisdom in Jewish tradition
was just one image among many used to express the outpouring of
God’s self to the creation, and it should only be highlighted as
relevant background if there are solid contextual reasons to do so.
Judging by Philo’s usage, the use of dmaidyaoua alone does not
constitute valid grounds. Rather than being a technical term for
Wisdom, it could serve as a vivid metaphor for any ‘outward exten-
sion’ of God.

As for the assertion that Wisdom is the ‘reconciler of others to
God’, we have seen how even in the Wisdom of Solomon the ‘re-
demptive’ activity of Wisdom is usually a way of saying that people
who act wisely experience God’s blessing. Hebrews’ conception of
reconciliation, moreover, is firmly tied into cultic atonement ima-
gery. Jesus reconciles people to humanity not in a generalized way,
but quite specifically by being both sacrificial victim and ministering
priest.

Thus while Wisdom traditions may have influenced the author of
Hebrews in his choice of vocabulary, even this is not easily demon-
strable. The driving force of chapter 1 is the power and authority of
God’s Messiah, whose eschatological work is read back to his proto-
logical work. If the author consciously sought out biblical traditions
to bolster this move, it is just as likely he did so by way of image or
Word as by Wisdom.

As we assess the background of Hebrews, then, there is little
question that the author of Hebrews was comfortable in the milieu
of Hellenistic Judaism. His palette shows marked similarities to the
hues of Sirach or the Wisdom of Solomon, and like them he uses
Hellenistic rhetorical conventions to depict traditional Jewish beliefs.
But Hebrews’ focus on Jesus the Messiah as God’s final Word leads
him in some very different directions. Neither Platonic philosophy
nor Jewish Wisdom traditions drive his argument on Christ and
creation. Rather, it takes shape around ‘Jesus, the founder and fin-
isher of the faith’ (Heb. 12: 2) and the Old Testament texts which for
the author adumbrate his messianic work. With this in mind, we turn
to the relevant passages in the epistle.

% ¢f. Philo’s description of the soul breathed into man by God in Genesis:
Tpopakapias pioews drdvyacpua (Spec. 4: 123).
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EXEGESIS
1: 2

We have already noted the messianic allusions from Psalm 2 in the
phrase ‘whom he appointed heir of all things’ in 1: 2. We may now
turn our attention to the explicit statement on Christ’s agency in
creation: ‘through whom he made the ages’ (6" 06 kal émoinoev Tovs
alavas). The use of did with the genitive is familiar enough, and
coming on the heels of the Psalms reference makes good sense: God
handed over the work of creation to the Messiah just as he hands over
rulership over the nations to the Messiah. What catches the attention is
the use of aldvas for the object of God’s creation through Christ.

This may be nothing more than an elegant way of saying ‘the
world’. The word generally has a temporal orientation, appearing
most frequently in the stock phrases for ‘forever’, els Tov al@va or els
Tov aldva Tob aldvos, but it can certainly bear the sense of ‘the
universe’ elsewhere in biblical and extra-biblical literature (cf. Wis.
13: 9). In almost all cases the translation ‘age’ or ‘era’ best captures
the meaning. The singular is also far more common than the plural,
but the latter does have scattered occurrences in the Old Testament
and Apocrypha, typically in phrases like éws 703 aldvos v aldvw.
We have seen that 4Q Ages of Creation (4Q180) can speak of ‘the ages
which God has made’

Nonetheless, the use of aldv in this context of creation is rather
unusual for the New Testament. The other New Testament texts on
Jesus’ Schopfungsmittlerschaft employ ra wdvra. While three verses is a
rather small pool of evidence, it does suggest that ‘the one through
whom God created all things was something of a stock phrase which
the author of Hebrews may have modified. The use of aldv in the
remainder of Hebrews heightens the suspicion that something more
subtle may be at work in 1: 2. The word appears in two of the most
important Old Testament quotations in the book: the citation of
Psalm 45 in Heb. 1: 8, 6 8pdvos cov 6 Oeds eis Tov aldva T0d aldvos,
and the note on Melchizedek in 5: 6, o0 {epeds €is Tov al@va karda T
raéw Medyioédex (cf. 7: 17, 21, 24, 28), as well as in statements about
the ‘powers of the age to come’ (6: 5), the consummation of the ages
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(9: 26), and the eternal nature of the Son and his kingdom (7: 28,
13: 8, 21). If nothing else, the peculiar phrase in 1: 2 would help
maintain a literary connection with one of the author’s favorite words.

But the reason it is one of his favorite words is that it captures so
well the essential contrast between the transitory condition of life in
the present world and the enduring glories of Christ’s kingdom.
While ‘all things’ might seem restricted to the initial act of creation,
or might indiscriminately mix protological and eschatological reali-
ties, ‘the ages’ maintains a clearer distinction between the present age
of anticipation and the coming age of consummation."®

But does Christ’s creative work, or God’s creative work, for
that matter, entail the creation of the age to come as well? The
description in 1: 2 suggests this is the case, and we have an explicit
statement in 11: 10 that God is the ‘designer and builder’ (reyviTns
ral Smuovpyos) of the ‘city which has foundations’!' The passage
noted above from 4Q Ages of Creation specifies not only that God
made the ages, but that ‘before creating them he determined their
operations [according to the precise sequence of the ages,] one age
after another age’.'* Given the general tenor of the Qumran scrolls,
the glorious age to come must be included in this creation of ‘the
ages’.

While one may thus feel that there is no reason to imagine Christ
would have been left out of this aspect of creation, we must reckon
with the very difficult passage in 12: 26-7:

His voice shook the earth then, and now he has promised, saying, ‘Yet once
more I will shake not only the earth, but also the heaven. By ‘yet once more’
he signifies the removal of what can be shaken, as of created things
(memomuévawr), in order that what cannot be shaken may remain.

At first blush, it seems that the author of Hebrews is making a
contrast between things which are created, and are therefore subject

10" Attridge (p. 41) acknowledges the attraction of the translation ‘ages’ but believes
it is rather used in ‘a spatial sense, of the spheres that comprise the universe’

1" See Jon Laansma, “The Cosmology of Hebrews), in Jonathan Pennington and Sean
McDonough (eds.), Cosmology and New Testament Theology (London: Clark, 2008), 134.
Laansmaalso cites 11: 16, where God has ‘prepared’ (sjro{nacev) a city for his people, and
8:2, where he ‘sets up’ (é7yéev) the heavenly tabernacle.

'2 Trans. Garcia Martinez.
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to ‘shaking’ and dissolution, and things which are not created,
specifically the coming heavenly kingdom. Such a heavenly home
would also be a halfway house between Platonism and early Chris-
tianity: the current cosmos is subject to the traditional shaking of
divine wrath, but the righteous find refuge in the unchanging, un-
created world of celestial ideals."’

We have seen that the rest of Hebrews does not inspire us towards
Platonic readings as a default setting; but could this verse tip the
balance the other way? I do not think so. First, the author does not
assert that the coming kingdom is necessarily uncreated; he only says
it is unshakable. One could envision a coming kingdom which exists
at present only in potential, and which is yet to be fully realized. The
current world system, with its dim evocations of the world to come,
has come into being and is what it is, and no more. In this sense it is
already ‘created’, memonuévwr, in a way that the new world is not.
This would map perfectly onto the rest of Hebrews, where the
contrast is always between the present age, which is becoming ob-
solete, and the age to come, which will endure forever. The descrip-
tion of the current world system in 9: 11 as ‘this creation’ (rad7ys 7is
kt{cews) can be taken to imply another creation; namely, the world
to come."*

The scriptural background of Heb. 12: 26-9 must also be taken
into consideration. The quotation from Hag. 2: 6, 21 confirms for the
author of Hebrews that the old cosmos itself is as liable to removal
and/or renovation as the old covenant; both must give way to a new
order. But where does he find the idea that there is an ‘unshakable’
kingdom? A. Vanhoye, followed by Lane, has found the answer in the
Psalms. Both Septuagint Ps. 92: 1 and Septuagint Ps. 95: 10 contain
the phrase ‘the world which will not be shaken’, 7y olxkovuévmy 7j1is
oV calevbijoerar. In Ps. 92: 1 God ‘strengthens’ (éorepéwoer) this

13 Cf. the Middle Platonist reading of Hebrews in Wilfried Eisele, Ein Unerschiit-
terliches Reich: Die Mittelplatonische Umformung des Parusiegedankens im Hebrier-
brief (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2003). Despite compiling an impressive array of Hellenistic
texts, Eisele fails to convince me that the meaning of the Parousia texts in Hebrews
ought to be determined by Hellenistic philosophy. It seems exponentially more likely
that the author of Hebrews is (perhaps) adopting (some) Middle Platonic tropes in
the service of the basic Christian message, rather than vice versa.

¥ Laansma 134.
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olrovuévn, while in Ps. 95: 10 he ‘sets it straight’ or ‘completes’
(katdpblwaoe) it.

The writer of Hebrews was thus faced with a classic problem of
apparent scriptural contradiction. While he is perhaps not a rabbi, he
solves it in good rabbinic fashion. According to the prophets, the
world can be shaken; according to the Psalms, it cannot be. Invoking
the difference in vocabulary (Haggai uses y7 and odpavds, the Psalms
use olxovuévn) does not help, since Septuagint Ps. 76: 19 says the
olrovpévn was shaken during the Exodus () olxouvuévn écaleifn).
What is the solution? Simply invoke the common idea of the two
ages: there is a world which can be shaken, the present one; and there
is one which cannot be shaken, the coming one.®

Assuming Psalm 92 and Psalm 95 are in play, one may still argue
that the aorist tenses of éorepéwoer and kardpfwoev suggest that this
heavenly world is already created. This alone does not tell us much,
since the aorist need not imply the action has been completed. Both
Septuagint Ps. 92: 1 and Septuagint 95: 10 preface the discussion of
the olrkovuévy by saying ‘The Lord reigns’ using the aorist: 6 «dpros
éBaciAevaev. This cannot mean ‘The Lord reigned, and that is now
over’. In the same way, it is perfectly acceptable to translate the other
aorists in a similar way: the Lord strengthens or makes complete the
world that cannot be shaken.'®

The second chapter of Hebrews also encourages us to extend
Christ’s work in creation to the age to come. The author explains
in verse 5 that the burden of his chapter is the 77y olkovuévyy v
wéXovoav, and specifically the subjection of this coming world to
humanity. He then invokes Psalm 8. While humanity’s attempts to

!> The influence of the Psalms here is, I think, logically deducible. Further support
for this may be found in the use of the relatively rare verb in LXX Ps. 95: 10 for God’s
‘setting straight’ of creation: kardpfwaoev. It is of interest that Heb. 9: 10 speaks of the
age to come as a ‘time of reformation’: ka.pod Stopfdrcews; given the pfds root, we
might want to translate, ‘a time of straightening things out. Similarly, 12: 12
encourages the readers to ‘strengthen, dvopfdicare, their weakened hands and
knees. Neither of these demands the influence of Ps. 95: 10, but there is at least the
suggestion that the writer of Hebrews saw the inaugurated end times as a period of
‘straightening out’, and Ps. 95: 10 would provide a sound basis for this conception.

' The author may have found support for the creation of the ‘upper level’ of
reality in LXX Ps. 103: 3: 6 oreydlwv év §8aow Td. vmepda adrod; the ‘upper rooms’
(ra dmeppa) could be taken as a reference to the world to come.
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subject all things to its will may be deemed a failure, the victory of
Christ assures believers that the vision of Psalm 8 will be fulfilled in
the eschaton.'”

Thus 12: 26-9 does not deviate from the two-ages schema com-
mon to early Judaism and Christianity in favor of a timeless Platonist
model. The carefully chosen formula of 1: 2 confirms what we would
have inferred from the general New Testament premise that Christ is
agent of creation: God’s agent of creation of the first world order is
also the agent of the coming world order. The idea of ‘shaking’ that
which has ‘(already) been made’ (12: 27) may, however, add the
wrinkle that God’s creation of the heavenly city through Christ
should not be seen as a completed act. In some sense, the city must
be already there: the saints have come (mpooednAnAifare) to Mount
Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem (12:
22). At the same time, their full Sabbath rest is still outstanding, and
they must persevere to enter the promised blessing. Only when the
first creation is ‘shaken” will the world to come be fully realized.

1: 7

‘But concerning angels he says, “The one who makes his angels spirits
[or winds], his servants a flame of fire”’. The citation from Septua-
gint Ps. 103: 4 represents the best (and perhaps the only) possible
proof text in the Hebrew Bible for the creation of angels. While the
emphasis in the verse may lie on the mutability of angels, compared
with the stability of God and his Messiah, it surely did not escape the
author’s notice that this reference occurs squarely in the midst of a
passage concerning God’s creative power (e.g. LXX Ps. 103: 3:
(; O"TG’)/(ié(UV €,V {J,SQGLV T(i 15776’)(5)0, al’J’TO'l; 6 TLO€£§ VGI(,Z’)’Y] T')’\]V 6’77[6(101]/
adT0b 6 mepumaTdv éml mwTepUywy o’we’pvwv).lg The author is thus
contrasting the creator Christ of verse 2 with the created angels.
There is even the possibility that the author of Hebrews read

7" See the comments at Lane 49.

8 Cf. e.g. Gen. Rabb. 1: 3: ‘When were the angels created? R. Johanan said, They
were created on the second day, as it is written, “Who layest the beams of Thine upper
chambers in the waters” (Ps. 104: 3), followed by, “Who makest the spirits Thine
angels (Ps. 104: 4)”.
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Septuagint Psalm 103 to mean that Christ himself created the
angels. I suggest this in light of the careful wording of the Psalmist
in the opening verses. God does not simply show up and start
creating. Rather, prior to stretching out heaven, he clothes himself
‘with praise and beauty, wrapping himself in light as a garment’
(6’50“0)\6'}/7}0’“/ K(Il} 5137TP€/7T€L(1V €’V€81§O’w &V(XBCL/\A(;'LLGVOS ¢(I)S‘ U()S
{udriov: 103: 1-2). Jesus has already been described in Heb. 1: 3
as the effulgence of God’s glory (dmadyacua tis 86¢ns) and the
one through whom God made the ages. In Heb. 1: 6, meanwhile,
the author cites Septuagint Ps. 96: 7: mpookuvicare adrd mdvres ol
dyyedor avdrod. The immediately preceding verse in Septuagint
Psalm 96 says that ‘all the peoples see his glory’ (eldocav mdvres
ol Aaol v 86éav adTod) as he comes in judgment. Given the
widespread association of God’s coming in judgment with the
mapovaia of Jesus (e.g. 1 Thess. 4: 16; 2 Thess. 2: 1-2; 2 Pet. 3:
10; Rev. 1: 7), and the citation of Ps. 96: 7, it seems likely the
author of Hebrews would have viewed the visible glory of God as
Christ himself."

1: 10

Heb. 1: 10ff. is perhaps the boldest statement in the entire New
Testament concerning Jesus’ role in creation. Quoting Septuagint
Ps. 101: 26-8, the author takes the creative act of YHWH and
attributes it (seemingly without further ado) to Christ:

10 \ > > ’ / \ A2 , [ A A
... 0U KAT QpxXas, KUpLe, 7Ny ynv GGEMG)\LLUO'(IQ, KOl €pya Twy XELPpWY GOV

elow ol odpavol’
115> v . s , ¢ ey ,
adTol dmodovral, ov 6€ Stapévets, kal TdvTes ws (pdTiov malaiwbioovral,
12 4 e o / ¢\ s e e v , S ovsae
kal woel mepifdlaiov €Xifets adTols, ws ipudTiov kal dAayfcovTar ov O€ 6
ad70s €l kal 7a €1 cov olk éxlelfovow.
You, in the beginning, Lord, founded the earth, and the heavens are the
works of your hands. They will perish, but you remain, and they all will grow

¥ LXX Psalm 96 also contains the idea of eschatological ‘shaking} which is such a
prominent motif in Heb. 12: 25-8; cf. LXX Ps. 96: 4: épavav al dorpamal adrod 4
DL’KOU}LE/VZ] EfSEV Kai e’oa/\eﬁe‘q T'] ‘yﬁ.
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old like a garment, and as a cloak you will roll them up, and like a garment
they will be changed; but you are the same and your years will not fail.*

This remarkable quotation demands explanation. How could the
author so boldly assert that what YHWH did, Christ did? This
appears to say much more than that the Messiah was somehow the
instrument of creation, the one ‘through whom’ things came into
being. One might try to avoid the difficulty by saying that the
Messiah should be understood as the ‘hands’ of verse 26, or even
the ‘beginnings’ earlier in the verse, though the plural dpyas ill fits
the sort of exegesis of Gen. 1: 1 envisioned by Burney. But this would
seem to vitiate the entire point of the citation, which is to contrast
the eternality of the Messiah, as evidenced by his creative work, with
the createdness of everything else, particularly angels. The Messiah
must here be the «¥pios, and so the problem remains.?!

In order to solve it, we must first reckon with the radical assertions
the author of Hebrews has made heretofore. As we have noted, the
affirmation that God made all things through the Messiah, while
familiar enough, still has the effect of putting Christ on the divine
side of the divine/everything else divide. If our arguments concerning
the author’s use of Psalm 104 are correct, the author had perhaps
already attributed the creation to the Messiah as the effulgence of
God’s glory. To put it in dogmatic terms, the Messiah is God as he
orients himself towards his creation.

But there are some more precise reasons for the author to appro-
priate Septuagint Psalm 101. The first is that the Greek «dpios could
regularly be used as a particular designation of the Messiah in

? The LXX Ps. 101 differs slightly from Hebrews 1, but this does not affect our
discussion.

2! Lane has proposed the following solution: ‘In the LXX, however, a mistransla-
tion of the unpointed Hebrew text opened the door for the christological appropria-
tion of the passage. The radicals T1IV/-n-h in v.24 (EV v.23), “he afflicted,” were
translated “he answered” (dmexp{fn, Vg respondit), with the result that vv.23-28
become the response of Yahweh. Consequently, Ps 102: 25-27 must refer to the
creative activity of divine Wisdom or of the Messiah, not of God’ (p. 30). (He follows
B. W. Bacon: ‘Heb 1, 10-12 and the Septuagint Rendering of Ps 102, 23’, Zeitschrift fiir
die Neutestestamentliche Wissenschaft, 3 (1902) 280-5.) I must confess that I cannot
see how this solves the problem. Verses 23—8 depict an interlocutor beset by weakness,
who can hardly be YHWH, and thus there is no reason that verses 25—7 cannot refer
to YHWH.
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distinction from the Father.?* Equally important is the close thematic
connection between the prior citation in verse 8 from Septuagint Ps.
44: 7: 6 Opdvos gov 6 Oeds els Tov aldva Tod aldvos, kat 1) pdfdos Tis
e006mnTos pdPdos s PBacilelas oov.”> This is a close parallel to
Septuagint Ps. 101: 13, o9 8¢ kdpie els Tov aladva péves, as well as
the explicitly cited verse 28: b 8¢ 6 adros € kai Ta €y cov ovk
érdelhovow. The theme of kingship also informs both psalms (cf. Ps.
101: 23: é& 7@ ocwvaxBOivar Aaovs éml 76 avro kai Pacidelas Tob
dovAebew 7@ kvpi{w). Whether the presence of els rov al@va and
Baculelas in both texts is sufficient to constitute a full-blown gezera
shawa may be debated, but the theme of eternal kingship is clearly
present.

Finally, there is an intriguing note in verse 14 of Psalm 101 which
may have contributed to this daring insertion of Ps. 101: 26-8 into
the catena: ov dvaoras olxripricets Ty Ziwv 6TL karpos ToD olkTipfoal
admiv 67 ket kawpds. The phrase o dvaosrds is a straight translation
of the Masoretic Text’s 'D’IPJ:\\ T[;Fjls, but for a New Testament writer
the resurrection overtones of aviornu. were always liable to be heard
(cf. e.g. John 6: 39; Acts 2: 24; 13: 34). That verse 14 may have
encouraged the author of Hebrews to identify the creator wipios
with Christ seems at least possible. In Heb. 1: 3, after his resurrection
Jesus takes his place as ruler at the right hand of God, presumably in
the heavenly Zion of 12: 22. According to 10: 37, Jesus will come
shortly: €7t yap pikpov Soov Saov, 6 épxduevos e kal od xpovioet
(cf. 67¢ 7jrer kapds in Ps. 101: 14). If Jesus was understood as the
eschatological deliverer of Israel (and the nations), as he surely was
by the author of Hebrews, then the logic of the psalm would demand
that the eternal, saving Lord of Ps. 101: 13—14 be the eternal, creating
Lord of verses 26-8.**

22 Gee e.g. 1 Cor. 8: 6; Phil. 2: 115 1 Thess. 3: 11; 2 Pet. 1: 14, 16; Acts 2: 36.

23 See William Horbury, Jewish Messianism and the Cult of Christ (London: SCM,
1998), 148-50 for discussion of Psalm 45 and the equation of Messiah and God.

4 For a similar outlook on the internal dynamics of LXX Psalm 101 which might
yield a Christological reading see Ellingworth 125-6. He notes, in addition to the
above, verse 19: ypagijrw aity els yevedv érépav. Bacon (pp. 282-5) notes the
relevance of the eschatological perspective in Psalm 101 for Christian exegesis, and
expresses openness to the idea that a messianic reading of Psalm 101 contributed to
the author’s view that Jesus was the agent of creation. He acknowledges, however, that
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The conflation of Christ and YHWH here may tell against the
common assumption that Christ’s role in creation is driven primarily
by the need to bridge the ontological gulf between God and the
world. The author of Hebrews does little to alleviate the anxiety of
Christianized Middle Platonists when he states that ‘in the beginning
you founded the earth, and the heavens are the works of your hands’.
In this verse at least, the clear intent is to divide the Father and the
Son from everything else. This is not to deny that mediation forms an
aspect of New Testament reflection on the Son’s participation in
creation. But it does suggest that its roots lay in the desire to elucidate
Jesus’ status as messianic son, not to solve philosophical problems.*

2: 10

In Heb. 2: 10 God is described as the one ‘on whose account are all
things, and through whom are all things’ (8.’ 6v 7 mdvra kai 8¢ o Ta
mdvra). This must refer specifically to God the Father, since Christ is
the object in the sentence (‘It is fitting for the one on whose account
are all things and through whom are all things, in bringing many sons
to glory, to perfect through sufferings the author of their salvation’).
This illustrates the point we have made earlier about the flexibility of
prepositional usage. Here, 8.4 and the genitive denote not agency per
se, but rather ultimate cause. At the theological level, the statement
helps balance out the high-Christological assertions of the first
chapter: Christ indeed fully participates in the creation and rule of
the cosmos, but he is also in full solidarity with suffering humanity.
He is one of many brothers and sisters under the common father-
hood of God (2: 11-18). It is this which enables Christ to be a
merciful and faithful high priest, the perfect mediator between God
and humanity.

the opposite might be true: the author already believed Jesus was agent of creation,
and read Psalm 101 in light of that. I am much more inclined to the latter view,
though it is surely possible the author would have seen a happy coincidence of the
two in the psalm.

3 Cf. Larry Hurtado’s statement to this effect in Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus
in Earliest Christianity (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 2003), 124.
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3:1-6

The logic of the ‘house’ discussion in 3: 1-6 is very difficult to follow,
but it may impinge on our understanding of Christ and creation. The
house motif is triggered by Num. 12: 7, where Moses is described, in
contrast to the rebellious Aaron and Miriam, as being “faithful in all
my house’: év 6Aw TG olkw pov TLaTSs éaTww. (The setting of the scene
at the entrance of the tabernacle would no doubt have heightened its
attraction to the author of Hebrews.) We then follow a rather circui-
tous course of argument: Jesus is worthy of more honor than Moses,
just as the builder of a house is honored more than the house itself;
God is the builder of everything; Moses is faithful in the house as a
servant, but Jesus is over the house as a son; and we (the Church) are
in fact Christ’s house.

Our attention is drawn to verse 3b, where ‘the builder (¢
karackevdoas) is mentioned in the comparison of Jesus and
Moses. Is Jesus then seen as the builder of the cosmic ‘house’? The
problem with this is not so much that God is described as 6 8¢ wdvra
rkataokevdoas in the next verse; the author of Hebrews can inter-
change God and Christ rather freely in this regard. Nor is it that the
‘house’ in verse 6 is the Church: a transition from the cosmic house
to the human house would not be too surprising. The issue is rather
that a strict logical parallelism from 3a to 3b would seem to demand
that Moses be the house, which is very unlikely. There are undoubt-
edly loose ends hanging about, and no solution is likely to satisfy all
interpreters. Nonetheless, in view of the strong assertions of Jesus’
role in creation in chapter 1, I think it likely that ‘the builder’ in 3: 3 is
in fact Christ, the creator of the universe. The note that he is ‘worthy
of more honor than the house’ is a broad phrase referring not only to
‘the house’ itself (which might refer strictly to the tabernacle in which
Moses served, but could stand by extension for all created reality) but
also to those who like Moses operate within it. Taken this way, the
juxtaposition of Jesus as builder in verse 3 with God as the builder of
all things in verse 4 is yet another instance of Hebrews’ remarkably
high Christology.
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THE CONTRIBUTION OF HEBREWS

Hebrews signicantly illuminates our understanding of Christ’s role in
creation. Despite its Hellenistic flavor, the epistle gives us the clearest
evidence in the New Testament that the doctrine of Jesus’ agency of
creation was seen as a direct consequence of his messianic status. The
catena of quotations in chapter 1 draws heavily on classic messianic
texts, and the remainder of the book illuminates Christ’s priestly and
covenantal work in light of the messianic psalms. As in Colossians,
the creation motif serves primarily to reinforce the unquestionable
superiority of Christ, though in Hebrews the emphasis lies on Christ
as the definitive Word of God more than as the definitive ruler on
God’s behalf (though this is not of course excluded).

Depending on how one reads 1: 2 in light of the rest of the book,
Hebrews may also give us our clearest affirmation of Christ’ role in
the creation of the world to come. This is counterintuitive, perhaps,
since we are accustomed to thinking of Hebrews as one of the more
spiritualized books in the New Testament. But Christ’s redemptive
work is not portrayed as a mere forensic process designed to enable
individuals to live forever. The scope in Hebrews is much wider:
working from Old Testament models of exodus and conquest, the
author depicts Christ opening the way for his people to enter a new
city. Through the lens of Psalm 8 he sees Christ fulfilling the creation
mandate given to Adam (2: 5-10). Assuming the statement ‘through
whom he made the ages’ is a reference to the present creation and the
world to come, the statement that God is the designer and builder of
the heavenly city presupposes that Christ is the agent of that process
as well. Whereas in much of the New Testament the emphasis lies on
Christ’s eschatological restoration of people to fellowship with God,
Hebrews lays a greater weight on the cosmic dimensions of his
redemptive work.

Despite the strong inclination towards eschatology (a trait it shares
with the rest of the New Testament), the affirmation of Christ’s role
in primal creation serves as an important theological foundation for
the rest of Hebrews. If the present world order is provisional, as the
work of God in Christ it is not illusory, and it is certainly not evil by
virtue of its materiality. Rather, it is the essential prototype for the
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world to come. And just as the elements in a manufacturing proto-
type are embedded within future designs, so Hebrews indicates that
elements of this first age (e.g. the bodies of Christ and believers;
Zion’) will be glorified and incorporated within the age to come.
Paradoxically, the ‘city with foundations’ is itself founded on the
work of Christ done in this shakable world.
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Union in Labor: Creation through the
Son in the Gospel of John

In the end, there is the Adyos. The apex of high Christology in John 1
presents unique challenges, not the least of which is accounting for the
reams of commentary that have trailed after the Adyos since the early
days of the Church. As with the previous chapters, focusing sharply on
the issue of agency in creation will clear the path considerably.

The first task is to set the parameters for the interpretive context of
John 1: 3, 10. There is little dispute that the Prologue (vv. 1-18)
forms a discrete section of John’s Gospel and therefore may serve as
the primary framework for understanding.' As with Colossians 1,
however, there have been those who suggest that there is less in the
Prologue than meets the eye—that hidden beneath what we have is
an earlier hymn to the Adyos. The efforts to uncover such a proto-
Prologue, in my judgment, have been no more successful than the
efforts to uncover a proto-hymn in Colossians. The assertions about
John the Baptist, to take one example, are not accretions to the text,
but essential elements of any gospel introduction. It would be star-
tling only if John the Baptist were somehow left out of the initial
proceedings. The Prologue should be taken as it stands.

! It should be noted, however, that Peter Williams, in a massively detailed (but not
yet published) argument from ancient texts and commentaries, points out that a
definite marking out of the ‘Prologue’ did not take place until Griesbach’s 1777 Greek
Testament. The argument was presented at the 2006 British New Testament con-
ference and the 2006 Johannine Seminar of the Society of Biblical Literature.

* In favor of the integrity of the Prologue, and its affinities with the rest of the
Gospel, see e.g. D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Eerdmans, 1991), 111-12.
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Expanding the interpretive context to include the Gospel as a whole
requires more argument. The most persuasive reason for doing so is that
there is no evidence that the Prologue, even in its present form, ever
circulated independently of the remainder of the Gospel. In order to
establish the independence of the Prologue, one would need to make an
iron-clad case that the Prologue simply could not have been a part of the
original writing. I do not believe this has been done, or indeed can be done.

An ideal starting point for tracing the interconnection of the Gospel
and the Prologue is the transition point of 1: 19: ‘And this is the
witness of John, when the Jews from Jerusalem sent priests and Levites
to ask him, “Who are you?”’. This fits very nicely with the Prologue in
terms of style, with the introductory xai{ matching well with, for
example, 1: 5. More importantly, this verse and the pericopes which
follow are firmly interlocked with the content of the previous verses.
John’s calling was to give testimony (naprvpia) to the Light (1: 6-8),
and here we see the historical manifestation of that theological fact. It
stands to reason that the remainder of the Gospel should work in
analogous fashion with Christ: in the words and deeds of Jesus we see
the historical manifestation of the eternal Adyos. The only way around
this is to imagine, with no support whatsoever, a prologue without
John the Baptist, or a gospel without the Prologue.

The lexical and theological ties with the rest of the Gospel go well
beyond the witness of John the Baptist. ‘Life’ ({w1) appears twice in 1:
4 and then appears thirty more times throughout the Gospel. ‘Light’
likewise appears first in the Prologue (1: 3-5) and remains a significant
theme. The same may be said for xdopos. The rejection of Jesus by the
Jewish authorities surfaces in 1: 11 and becomes a leitmotif of the
narrative (see esp. chs. 8—10). While the connection of Adyos itself with
the remainder of the Gospel has occasioned much discussion (though
too little, I will argue, has been made of these connections), suffice it to
say for now that it appears thirty-six times outside the Prologue. This
makes for a total of forty uses altogether, a number that may not be
accidental. Why the prologue’s use of Adyos appears to differ from the
use in the rest of the Gospel will be discussed below.’

> The theme of creation, which is a key point of connection between the Prologue
and the rest of the Gospel, is of such obvious importance for us that we reserve a
separate section for it below.
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The demonstrable literary and thematic connections between the
Prologue and the rest of the Gospel have significant ramifications
for interpretation. Most importantly for us, it means that there is
no necessary reason to search for a prior Jewish or Hellenistic
‘hypostatic’ Adyos to account for John 1: 1. For John, Jesus’ words
and works in history demonstrate that he shares the divine identity.
The union of Father and Son is so complete that it becomes
impossible to imagine a time when the Messiah was not one with
the Father. John therefore searches for Scriptures which might
somehow anticipate this remarkable intrusion of God into human
existence. He finds this most concisely captured in the concept
of God’s creative speaking, a comprehensive term for God’s self-
expression to the world. But he is not looking to the Old Testament
to bolster his belief in Jesus’ divinity; for him the union of
Father and Son is a matter of public record. Nor does he imagine
that recourse to Scripture will solve all possible theological
problems; he seems quite content to bring problems along with
him in the person of Jesus. I do not, in other words, believe he
was searching for a perfect, preconceived, and generally accepted
scriptural interpretation into which he might easily fit Jesus.
Instead, Jesus himself becomes his hermeneutical guide. It is Adyos
which must be made to fit Jesus the Messiah, and not the other way
round.

But we do not want to overstate the case; there must still be some
meaningful connection between what John is testifying to and the
intellectual world of his listeners. There is no question, for instance,
that the creation narrative in Genesis 1 played a formative role in his
thinking, and that a knowledge of that text is necessary to understand
what is going on in the Prologue. Is the same true for later Jewish
traditions surrounding Genesis 1? And what of the Hellenistic phi-
losophical discussion of the Adyos? Is that also intrinsic to the mean-
ing of the Prologue?

The rooting of the text in Genesis is a secure starting point. While
the word Adyos is not used in Genesis 1, it is difficult to think John
could write ‘in the beginning’ and somehow be unaware of the fact
that God created in the beginning by speaking. Likewise the imagery
of light and darkness hardly appears by happenstance in John 1.
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Peder Borgen has argued that the entire Prologue is largely an
exposition of Genesis 1, and this seems fundamentally correct.*

The influence of later Jewish tradition on John 1 is more difficult
to confirm. The Memra of the Targumim has perhaps been the most
popular scholarly option for such a background.” The Memra does
give us a noun form of ‘speaking’ in place of the verbal forms in
Genesis, and, as we have seen, it is deeply rooted in meditation on the
biblical account of creation. But it is just as easy to account for John’s
use of Adyos with direct reference to Ps. 33: 6 (LXX 32: 6): ‘by the
word of the Lord (7 Adyw 100 xvplov of odpavol) were the heavens
established’. (It must also be said that neither the Psalms nor the
Memra texts constitute a radical reworking of Genesis 1.) There is
likewise nothing else in the Prologue which demands a particular
Jewish interpretive tradition as its basis; nor do the putative back-
ground texts fundamentally alter our understanding of the passage. It
is certainly possible that John was aware of the Targumic traditions
and that they may have shaped the Prologue in some respects. But it
is difficult to prove.

Recourse to Philo seems far less likely. Philo was of course keenly
interested in the Adyos, because it bridged two gaps which were of
immense concern to him: first, the gap between an absolute, intrin-
sically unknowable God and a finite creation; and second, the gap
between Scripture and Greek philosophy. John gives no clear indica-
tion he is concerned about the latter problem, and he frames the
former problem in completely different terms than Philo. People may
indeed not know God, and the knowledge of God may only come
through the Adyos. But the comparison ends there. John’s Gospel
indicates that the failure to know God is due to humanity’s sin-
induced blindness, not to the nature of God himself. We come to
know God himself through Christ his Word; we do not know Christ
in place of the ‘true’ God. Since John and Philo both take Genesis 1 as
their point of departure, it is inevitable that there will be some

4 Peder Borgen, ‘Observations on the Targumic Character of the Prologue of John,
in his Logos was the True Light, and Other Essays on the Gospel of John (Trondheim:
Tapir, 1983), 13-20; and, in the same volume, ‘Logos was the True Light’, 95-110.

> See e.g. the works of Hayward and McNamara cited in chapter 4.
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common elements in their description of the Adyos. But there is no
reason to suspect John has read Philo.

As we turn to the broader Hellenistic background, the trajectory of
our argument might suggest it is of no relevance whatsoever. At one
level this is true. We must reiterate the fact that the Prologue is
founded on only three things: Genesis, John the Baptist, and Jesus.®
Jewish traditions may have helped shape the language here and there,
but even these are not strictly necessary to explain what is in the text.
As for philosophical speculation, it is remarkable how little pure
philosophy there is in John 1. Thus while the «éounos in 1: 9-10
must include all created reality, John quickly narrows his concern to
humanity as the focal point of that reality (‘and the world did not
know him’), and then narrows it further still to Israel as the focal
point of this human reality (‘and he came to his own, and his own
did not receive him’, v. 11).” The historical and cultural particularity
of the discussion, from a philosophical standpoint, seems a signifi-
cant letdown after the initial claims to a unified field theory: How
could the parochial concerns of Israel address issues of cosmic sig-
nificance? That, of course, is precisely John’s point: the inner work-
ings of the cosmos are in fact in the hands of this Jewish prophet
Jesus. But this puts things on an entirely different footing than
philosophy as commonly conceived.

Nonetheless, one did not need to be a professional philosopher
to know that the Adyos was an important part of educated discourse
in the Graeco-Roman world. Could John really have used this loaded
term with no idea of the associations it held to his Hellenistic
neighbors (and, one would presume, many of his Hellenized
Christian friends)? He could have done: Psalm 33: 6 (‘By the word
of the Lord the heavens were made. ..’) is proof of that. But it still
may seem unlikely he did so. Thus many would agree with the
conclusion of Beasley-Murray: ‘“The employment of the Logos con-
cept in the prologue to the Fourth Gospel is the supreme example

® With an assist to Moses for v. 17.

7 See Edward W. Klink’s essay, ‘Light of the World: Cosmology and the Johannine
Literature’, in Jonathan Pennington and Sean McDonough (eds.), Cosmology and
New Testament Theology (London: Clark, 2008), 74—89.
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within Christian history of the communication of the gospel in
terms understood and appreciated by the nations’®

Even if John were aware of this wider sphere of use, however, this
hardly justifies later assimilations of Jesus to the Hellenistic Adyos. If
John does employ Aéyos deliberately to draw in philosophically inclined
Greek readers, he does so only to define it strictly in terms of the God of
Israel and the career of his Messiah. It is God’s Word, the God who called
all things into being, the God who delivered Israel from Egypt and gave
them the Law through Moses. In John’s day, this word is to be found not
in bare speculation about the natural world and its ways, but by paying
attention to the stories of Jesus, and by participating in the life of the
Spirit he has given to the world. The messianic lordship of Jesus may,
and indeed must, embrace all the mysterious workings of nature; but
John is not interested in parsing the mechanics of this in anything like
the detail of the Stoics. He gives no help whatsoever to those who wish
to retrofit Jesus-as-Adyos onto Hellenistic thought; he only sets them
innumerable problems.

THE Adyos

Christ brings all things into being as God’s Word. We have given our
assessment of the relative importance of various proposed back-
ground materials. It remains to look in more detail at John’s own
use of Adyos in the Gospel in order to discern its use in chapter 1
more clearly.

Nowhere is the tendency to dissociate the Prologue from the
remainder of the Gospel more evident than in the treatment of the
Xéyos.” Because of the admitted uniqueness of the ‘Adyos concept’ in

8 G. R Beasley-Murray, John, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, Tex.: Word,
2002), 10.

® A significant exception is E. C. Hoskyns, The Fourth Gospel, ed. F. N. Davey
(London: Faber & Faber, 1940), 129-64: ‘The prologue is inseparable from the
gospel . .. No theory which explains the significance of the identification of Jesus
with the Word, but which does not at the same time explain the further identifica-
tions which are of such importance to the author of the gospel, can be regarded as in
the end satisfactory’ (pp. 158-9).
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John 1, it seems to be assumed that its other uses in the Gospel are
not of critical importance.'® But since, as we have noted, John
employs the word a full forty times in the course of his Gospel, it
would seem remarkably odd if the uses outside the Prologue did not
somehow illumine these earlier verses. We cannot be content to say
that these other uses of Adyos are different from its use in the
Prologue; the question is why John uses it differently, and what he
expects us to glean from that.

Throughout the Gospel the majority of uses of Adyos describe the
word(s) spoken by Jesus.'' Related to this is the use of Ayos to
describe reports about Jesus by others, whether those spring from
faith (e.g. the Samaritan woman: 4: 39; the disciples: 17: 20) or
hostility (e.g. the Jewish leaders in 19: 8, 13). Apart from one
reference to the report about the Beloved Disciple that circulated in
the Church (21: 23), the remainder of the instances speak about
God’s Word, whether directly (5: 38; 8: 55; 10: 35; 17: 6, 14, 17) or
by way of the Scriptures (4: 37; 12: 38; 18: 9).'*

The clustering of Adyos around the words of Jesus and God is not
an accident. One could say it constitutes the point of the entire
Gospel. Jesus” words are God’s words. Nor is it surprising that this
fact is revealed most clearly to the disciples in the Upper Room
Discourse. The followers of Jesus are those who see that his words
are indeed the words of God, just as his deeds are the deeds of God:

19 Peter Phillips ( The Prologue of the Fourth Gospel: A Sequential Reading (London:
Continuum, 2006), 81-6) gives a fairly thorough account of Adyos in the Johannine
literature, and rightly concludes: ‘Much more than with the Synoptics, message and
messenger are synonymous. But this insight is swallowed up in the reams of alter-
native background data that follow. He ends up by saying (p. 141): ‘The use of the
lexeme is just a way of getting as many readers as possible into the story, a path
towards understanding that the focus is on Jesus not actually on Adyos at all’. To the
extent that this means, e.g., that the Stoic nuances of Adyos ought not to be read into
the rest of the Gospel, this is fair enough. But it hardly seems to justify minimizing the
significance of the remaining thirty-six uses of Aéyos outside the Prologue. C. K.
Barrett, to take but one example, makes no mention of other passages in the Gospel
in his discussion of 1: 1 (The Gospel According to St John 2nd edn. (Philadelphia, Pa.:
Westminster, 1978), 153-5; but contrast again Hoskyns (pp. 160-1).

. 22; 4: 41,505 5: 24; 6: 60; 7: 36, 40; 8: 31, 37, 43, 51, 52; 10: 19; 12: 48; 14: 23—4
(v. 24,x2); 15: 3,20 (x 2); 18: 32.

2 This assumes 4: 37 is an allusion to, e.g., either Mic. 6: 15 or Job 31: 8, rather
than just a popular saying.
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‘The word which you have heard is not mine, but that of the Father
who sent me’ (14: 24). The convergence of Jesus words and the
Father’s words emerges again in 18: 32: the Jewish leaders are not
able to kill Jesus themselves, but must leave him to Pilate for crucifix-
ion ‘in order that the word of Jesus might be fulfilled which he spoke
signifying by what type of death he must die’ ({va 6 Adyos 700 Incod
mAnpwbh ov elmev onpalvwy moiw Bavdrw fueAev dmobvijorew). The
deployment of the formal phrase ‘the word of Jesus™ in conjunction
with the fulfillment formula indicates that Jesus’ words are tanta-
mount to Scripture. The one who has seen Jesus has seen the Father,
according to 14: 9; it is equally true for John that the one who has
heard Jesus has heard the Father.

E. C. Hoskyns has put it best: ‘“That Jesus once spoke is more
fundamental for the understanding of the Logos than is the history of
Greek philosophy, or the story of the westward progress of oriental
mysticism, more fundamental even than the first chapter of Genesis
or the eighth chapter of Proverbs.'” It is no accident that Aéyos
occurs repeatedly in the Synoptics and Acts to refer to the message
about Jesus.'* Just as Jesus himself is the ultimate parable (compare
the use of Isa. 6: 9-10 in John 12: 40 and the parable of the sower:
Mark 4: 12), so he is God’s first and final Word to the world. In sum,
the studied use of Aéyos throughout the Gospel reinforces one of the
foundational hermeneutical principles of our investigation: the eter-
nal, creative Word of God is to be understood not by philosophical
abstraction, but by reflection on the historical, re-creative words and
works of Jesus as witnessed by his disciples.

The association of Adyos and light merits special attention, given
the importance of light in the creation narrative of Genesis 1 and
subsequent tradition. Peder Borgen even suggests translating 1: 9
‘Logos was the true light’ (Hv 76 ¢ds 76 dAnfwév)."” This is gram-
matically defensible, as he demonstrates in detail, though ‘There
was the true light’ (NASB) and ‘The true light...was coming into
the world’ (NIV) are equally valid. But the relatively unpopular

"> Hoskyns 130. Cf. Beasley-Murray 9.
4 See Phillips 80-1.
!> Cf. New Jerusalem Bible: “The Word was the real light’
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rendering ‘He was the true light’'® may capture the subtleties of

John’s flow of thought most accurately. /dyos does appear to be
the most viable antecedent from a technical standpoint, but Borgen’s
translation seems to be shackled with a certain impersonality which
does not comport well with the statements that follow shortly after:
‘He came to his own, and his own did not receive him’ and ‘to those
who did receive him, he gave the right to become children of God,
even to the ones who believe in his name’ (1: 11-12). These are
obviously drawn from the historical experience of Jesus; ‘the name’
in verse 12 seems as if it must be ‘Jesus’ rather than ‘Logos’.

Translating verse 9 with ‘He’ captures the deliberate ambiguity of
John’s phrasing: the Adyos is always to be thought of in terms of Jesus;
Jesus is always to be thought of in terms of the Adyos. Long before the
formal announcement of the Incarnation in 1: 14, John slides easily
between the pre-incarnate and incarnate Word. ‘He came to his own,
and his own did not receive him’ seems one obvious example of this,
and we also have verse 5: “The light shines in the darkness, and the
darkness did not comprehend it’. This could refer to the light at the
creation which ‘overcomes’ the darkness, or to the general principle
of God’s light confronting a (spiritually) dark world. But it fits
equally well, or better, with the specific rejection of Jesus’ light by
many who encounter him in his public ministry. It seems likely that
John has left the phrase open-ended precisely to invite the reader to
erase any absolute distinction between the preexistent Adyos and the
Adyos incarnate in Jesus.

This does not mean that John trivializes the Incarnation. The birth
of Jesus is clearly a momentous event, and 1: 14 does mark a climax
in the Prologue. The appearance of Jesus in history is a genuine
novum. At the same time, John’s conflation of Christ’s heavenly and
earthly roles here in the Prologue shows the same pattern of thought
we have seen in Colossians, 1 Corinthians, and Hebrews: the works of
Messiah in creation are modeled on the works of Messiah in histor-
ical redemption. While John may make a finer distinction by his
invocation of the Adyos, he immediately subverts this by merging this
seamlessly with the activity of the historical Jesus.

16 One must seek it out in, e.g., Young’s Literal Translation of 1862-98 and the
Miinchener Neues Testament (1998).
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Whatever we make of this translation issue, the association of the
Adyos and the light still requires an explanation. As Borgen notes,
Philo equates Adyos and light in Somn. 1. 75, ‘for the model was the
Word of His (God’s) fullness, namely light, for He says, “God said,
‘Let there be light”.'” Borgen does not demand John’s specific
dependence on Philo, but he does suggest quite reasonably that the
evangelist may be working with ‘learned Jewish exegesis’ in his
juxtaposing of light and Mdyos.'® But this alone does not tell us
much: ‘word’ and ‘light’ are so close to one another in the text of
Genesis 1, and both are so obviously related to the idea of revelation,
that it is hardly surprising that Jewish thinkers would have thought of
them together before John’s time. Nor does their mere association
offer insight into our prime topic of concern: the creation of the
world. John could just as well have introduced the theme of light
solely for the sake of introducing the ideas of revelation and sight/
blindness which play such a critical role in the narratives which
follow.

The use of light in the rest of the Gospel bears out this suspicion
that John does not regard light per se as expressive of Jesus’ agency in
creation. ‘He is the true light, but he and his works cannot be
reduced to light. Light is surely associated with creation throughout
the Gospel. As Sjef van Tilborg writes concerning chapter 9, ‘[t]he
world where Jesus lives and which Jesus gives is a world in which the
light of the first day of creation shines. It is the world where the seeing
can become blind and the blind can see once more’.'” He can speak
elsewhere of ‘the light prior to creation...that through Jesus has
come into the world in order to enlighten every person’”’ But this
primordial light still functions primarily as a means of revelation.
Jesus’ light serves to reveal men’s deeds (3: 20-21), even as it helps
guide him through the tortuous path of his public ministry (11:
9-10). As the ‘light of the world’ he leads his followers on the path
that leads to life (8: 12). Ultimately, his disciples can fully assimilate

7 Borgen, ‘Logos was the True Light), 100.

'$ Tbid. 99.

' Van Tilborg, ‘Cosmological Implications of Johannine Cosmology} in G. van Belle,
J. G. van der Watt, and P. Maritz (eds.), Theology and Christology in the Fourth Gospel
(Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2005), 490.

20 Van Tilborg 500.
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this light and become ‘sons of light’ (12: 36). The emphasis lies on
light as the means of discernment by which those with spiritual
vision may see the straight path of God and avoid the deceptive
paths of Satan.

If ‘light’, then, serves in John’s Gospel to reveal the new creation
rather than to (strictly speaking) produce it, the closely allied notion
of glory may do rather more.”’ We may start with Jesus’ prayer,
‘Father, glorify me now in your presence with the glory, which
I had with you before the world began’ (17: 5; cf. 1: 14). Glory here
seems a more comprehensive term than light: Jesus is the effulgence
of the Father’s majesty. His words and works do not merely point to
God’s magnificence; they are the embodiment of it, the vehicle
through which God shares himself with the world. This is illustrated
in the Wedding at Cana, where Jesus ‘manifested his glory’
(épavépwaoev v 86av adrod) by the creative transformation of the
water (2: 11); and in the raising of Lazarus, where those present ‘see
the glory of God’ (11: 40).

An allusion to glory and creation may be sheltered within Jesus’
prayer in 17: 24: Ildrep, 6 6édwkds pot, 0éAw (va omov elul éyw
Kakelvor dow petr éuod, {va Bewpdow iy 86Eav v éunv, My 8édwrds
pot 67 fydmmads pe mpo katafolfs kéouov (‘Father, I desire that the
ones you have given to me might be with me where I am, in order
that they might see my glory which you gave me because you loved
me before the foundation of the world’). Is it out of the question that
this ‘glory’ includes the privilege of participating in the creation of all
things? Allusions to creation and new creation in John are so numer-
ous that this seems a likely deduction. Just as God honored Jesus the
Messiah by making him the agent of his rule on the earth, so he had
honored him in the beginning by making him the agent of the
creation of the universe.

21 Gee J. Du Rand, “The Creation Motif in the Fourth Gospel: Perspectives on its
Narratalogical Function within a Judaistic Background’, in G. van Belle, J. G. van der
Watt, and P. Maritz (eds.), Theology and Christology in the Fourth Gospel (Leuven:
Leuven University Press, 2005), 42-3; e.g.: ‘In other words, the 86¢a is the divine
glory, revealing the nature of God in creation to be continued in his acts which fill
both heaven and earth. The incarnation of the Logos is the manifestation of God’s
glory, further demonstrated in the acts of the “new creation”” (p. 43).
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CREATION IN THE BEGINNING,
CREATIO CONTINUA, RE-CREATION

We may now ask a more specific question: According to John, what
does Jesus create, and when??* The question first arises in the transla-
tion of 1: 3. John Ashton wishes to render wdvra 8¢ adrod éyévero, All
things happened through him’ The emphasis is on history, rather
than creation per se.”” This is an extreme solution. It is almost
impossible to imagine that these words following hard on the heels
of ‘in the beginning’ would not refer to the original creation. Further-
more, the parallel in 1: 10, 6 kéopos 8¢ adTod éyévero, makes vastly
more sense as ‘the world came into being through him), rather than
‘the world happened through him’. As in our other key New Testa-
ment texts, Christ is there in the beginning with God, creating
everything else.

This does not mean, though, that the phrase ‘all things came into
being through him’ cannot open up to embrace events beyond the
first week of creation. If, for example, we accept the punctuation of
verses 3—4 that gives us ‘what came to being in him was life’, we have
(at best) an ambiguous reference to the creation week. Was every-
thing then made ‘alive’? This is possible, but it would make better
sense as a reference to Jesus’ life-giving ministry among human
beings as narrated in the Gospel. Such a seamless transition between
the dynamics of creation and the dynamics of Messiah’s service on
earth would fit perfectly in the Prologue.

There is evidence elsewhere in the Gospel that John sees Jesus as
God’s agent in creatio continua. The healing of the paralytic in
chapter 5 is the most significant incident. When Jesus’ opponents
rebuke him for working on the Sabbath, he replies (5: 17): ‘My Father
is working until now and I also am working’. Jewish thinkers had no
doubt long wrestled with the question of what God’s Sabbath rest in
Genesis implied for his ongoing maintenance of the creation.** Thus

22 For a general discussion see Du Rand, ‘Creation Motif” 21-46.
> See Phillips 1601 for a summary and critique of Ashton’s position.
24 Philo, for instance, states explicitly that God never ceases creating (Leg. 1: 18:

13 \ > ; ~
o 6605’ OV TTOVETOL 7TOL(UV).
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the following quote from Exodus Rabbah, while late, is likely indica-
tive of the type of reasoning employed in earlier times. A sectarian
once taunted some rabbis that God himself does not keep the
Sabbath. The rabbis replied:

‘Wretch! Is not a man permitted to carry on the Sabbath in his own
courtyard?” He replied, ‘Yes” Whereupon they said to him, ‘Both the higher
and lower regions are the courtyard of God, as it says, The whole earth is full
of His glory (Isa. V1,3), and even if a man carries a distance of his own height,
does he transgress?” The others agreed. ‘Then, said they, ‘it is written, Do
I not fill heaven and earth?’>

While John no doubt disagrees with Jesus’ opponents’ assessment
that ‘he is making himself (éavrov mowdv) equal to God’ (5: 18), there
is no doubt that he affirms that Jesus as the beloved Son and Sent
One is availing himself of divine prerogatives by working on the
Sabbath.

This one sentence, ‘My Father is working until now and I also am
working), reveals added depths in all the signs in John’s Gospel. We
have taken them up to this point as signs of the inbreaking of God’s
eschatological kingdom; and this is certainly the most sensible initial
interpretive move to make. The curse is being reversed; end-times
blessings are beginning to flow in the land. But 5: 17 refutes the false
deduction from this that God has been idle from Day 6 until the
arrival of Jesus. While it is just possible that ‘My Father is working
until now (€ws dpte)’ means only ‘My Father’s recently inaugurated
eschatological work of re-creation keeps going even on the Sabbath,
it seems more natural to understand it as, ‘My Father is always
working to maintain his creation, and so it is inevitable that I too
participate in that work’.

The signs, then, do not point to the inbreaking of a completely
foreign world, absolutely distinguished from the world made in the
beginning. Instead, they point to the realization of what God always
intended the created world to be. At one level, it is perfectly valid to
emphasize the novelty of God’s work through the Messiah. This is

25 Exod. Rabb, 30. 9, in Midrash Rabbah: Exodus, trans. S. M. Lehrman, ed.
H. Freedman and M. Simon (London: Soncino, 1939), 355-6. See Barrett, Gospel
According to St John, 256.
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especially pertinent for John, with his sharp distinctions between the
Spirit and the flesh, light and darkness, believers and unbelievers. But
at another level there is an unbroken stream from primal creation,
through the ongoing maintenance of creation, and on to eschatolo-
gical re-creation.”®

This can be illustrated in a few ways. First, it is important that the
paralytic is put back on the normal course of everyday living; he is
now able to function well within the borders of the present creation.
(He functions well physically, at least; his spiritual performance—he
points out Jesus to the authorities, Jesus warns him not to sin—is
another matter.) In the ensuing discussion with his opponents Jesus
says that he will do greater works than this: just as the Father raises
the dead and gives them life, so also Jesus will give life to those whom
he chooses (5: 21). This is a patent allusion to the raising of Lazarus,
which thus represents a much more radical incursion into the world
than even the healing of the paralytic. While Lazarus’ resuscitation
cannot vet be the absolute inbreaking of resurrection life into the
world, it is the definitive sign of God’s intention to break the power
of death in an unprecedented manner.

Jesus’ own resurrection is that absolute inbreaking, and we may
conclude this section by considering the Gospel’s accounts of the
risen Christ.”” One of the most remarkable things about these Jo-
hannine texts (and those of Matthew and Luke as well) is how
unremarkable the resurrected Jesus is in certain respects. Although
he is apparently able to walk through walls, he can be mistaken for a
gardener (20: 15), or a stranger on the shore (21: 4). He still bears
the scars of his humiliating earthly experience (20: 25-7), and he
participates in the very ordinary activity of sharing a meal with the

26 Van Tilborg nicely captures at least the two poles of the discussion (and we may
well infer the middle element of present sustenance of the creation): ‘In the discussed
texts, two great biblical themes are brought together. These are, on the one hand, the
prospect of an eschatological feast where there is an abundance of food and drink,
good food and drink, free, to the point of satiety and without end; and on the other
hand, the looking back to the first day of creation, a participation in the light and life
as they already existed in the Word of God prior to creation’ (p. 491).

27 Chapter 21 is often left out of the discussion as being a later addendum, but see
the detailed arguments for its inclusion in Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the Eye-
witnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans,
2006), 363 ff.
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disciples (21: 12-15).%8 There is more here, I think, than simply a few
more examples of the Johannine (non-)recognition episode’. The
risen Christ is himself the bridge between the now world and the new
world. The fact that he participates in everyday activities, and con-
tinues to exercise authority over the creation (e.g. the miraculous
catch of fish), speaks to a level of continuity between the now and the
new which is not always appreciated by commentators on John. Jesus
does return to glory with the Father, but he does so in his resurrected
body. In keeping with 2: 19, it is ‘this temple’, Jesus’ human body,
which has been ‘raised up’. Believers likewise may anticipate having
future fellowship with Jesus not only in spirit, but in resurrected
bodies (5: 28-9).

While John’s Gospel does not lay out its final eschatology in as
much detail as other New Testament writings, the unmistakable
presence of bodily resurrection signals that the Gospel should be
read in the context of the general early Christian expectation of a
renewed creation, rather than as a purely spiritual experience.*” Since
Jesus is the agent of bodily resurrection (5: 28-9), it stands to reason
that John would see him as the agent of the cosmic eschatological
renewal as well. As God’s Word, his Messiah inaugurates, sustains,
and completes God’s creation project.

AGENT OF CREATION IN JOHN

The doctrine of Jesus’ agency in creation is assumed, rather than
argued for, in the New Testament. Thus the underlying rationale for

28 John does not tell us explicitly whether Jesus himself ate, but the phrase in
21: 15, “Ore odv 7plornoav ‘When they had finished breakfast, seems to imply Jesus
was eating along with all the rest. In any case, if John wanted to definitively depict in
these chapters a Jesus who fully transcended material realities, he did a pretty poor
job of it. Cf. also Luke 24: 43, where Jesus assuredly eats (though most scholars would
be reluctant to ascribe a knowledge of Luke to John).

2 For a recent, well-balanced perspective on Johannine eschatology see Jorg Frey,
‘Eschatology in the Johannine Circle’ in G. van Belle, J. G. van der Watt, and P. Maritz
(eds.), Theology and Christology in the Fourth Gospel (Leuven: Leuven University
Press, 2005), 47-82.
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why God hands over the work of creation to Christ is not clearly
explained, save for the basic fact that the delegation of lordship to the
Messiah in the Endzeit becomes the model for the Urzeit. The Gospel
of John, however, promises a way forward. Agency is a recurring
motif in the Gospel, and there are thus plenty of clues from which
one might deduce John’s views on the matter. Since we have argued
that the Prologue should be read in conversation with the remainder
of the Gospel, this investigation should shed significant light on the
question of why God authorizes Jesus as his agent in creation. Since
agency involves both a commissioning and a relationship with the
commissioner, we will need to keep track of both of these threads in
the Gospel.

The concept of sending is widely recognized as central to John,
appearing first in 1: 6 with respect to the Baptist (cf. 1: 33; 3: 28), and
implicitly in the ‘coming’ of Jesus into the world (1: 9-11). The
relationship of Jesus to the Father who sent him into the world is
arguably the central concern of the Gospel.”® God’s sending of Jesus
is reiterated so often in the Gospel that it becomes an essential part of
his identity.”! He does not simply happen to be sent; he is the Sent
One.

We may now turn to those instances where sending, and a con-
comitant emphasis on personal relationship, intrudes into the nar-
rative in more surprising fashion with other characters. Since the
agency of others is modeled on Jesus’ own agency, we may glean
some valuable information about his Schipfungsmittlerschaft in this
roundabout way.

A fine example of this is the calling of the first disciples in 1: 35-51.
The keynote of relationship is struck in verses 38-9 when the two

0 See e.g. Borgen, ‘God’s Agent in the Fourth Gospel’ in Jacob Neusner (ed.),
Religions in Antiquity: Essays in Memory of Erwin Ramsdell Goodenough. (Leiden:
Brill, 1968), 138-43; E. L. Allen, ‘Representative-Christology in the New Testament,
Harvard Theological Review, 46 (1953), 161-9; Anthony Harvey, ‘Christ as Agent), in
L. D. Hurst and N. T. Wright (eds.), The Glory of Christ in the New Testament: Studies
in Christology in Memory of George Bradford Caird (Oxford: Clarendon, 1987),
239-50.

! By my reckoning Jesus refers to the Father sending him sixteen times using
amooTéMw (3:17; 5: 36, 38; 6: 29, 57; 7: 29; 8: 42; 10: 36; 11: 425 17: 3, 8, 18, 21, 23, 25;
20: 21), and twenty-five times using wéumw (4: 34; 5: 23, 24, 30, 37; 6: 38, 39, 44; 7: 16,
18, 28, 33; 8: 16, 18, 26, 29; 9: 4; 12: 44, 45, 49; 13: 20; 14: 24, 26; 15: 21; 16: 5).
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disciples of John ask Jesus ‘Where are you staying (mod uéveis)? and
then stay (éuewav) with him that day. The pevw-root becomes a
touchstone for nurturing one’s love for Jesus, reaching a culmination
in the discourse of the vine and the branches in chapter 15. The
identification in verse 40 of one of the disciples as Andrew, the
brother of Peter, shows that familial ties are an abiding part of
the nascent messianic community. Even more importantly, it is
through Andrew that Peter hears the news ‘We have found the
Messiah!” (v. 41). At this point the stage becomes even more crowded.
Jesus, Andrew, and Peter go on to find Philip (vv. 43—4), who is from
their hometown of Bethsaida (thus reinforcing the importance of
geographical ties between people), and Philip in turn finds Natha-
nael, and reports to him that they have found the one of whom
Moses and the prophets spoke (v. 45). Nathanael’s initial skepticism
is overcome by a personal encounter with Jesus.

Whatever we might make of the precise historical sequence of
these encounters, it seems clear that John’s depiction of them is
quite purposefully drawn. The importance of go-betweens is unmis-
sable: John the Baptist points his disciples to Jesus; Andrew points
Peter to Jesus; Philip is thrown in for good measure; and Philip
points Nathanael to Jesus. People find other people, and help them
to find Jesus.

Before we draw a conclusion as to why John does this, we need to
investigate similar passages elsewhere in the Gospel. The aftermath of
the account of the woman at the well in John 4 is especially sugges-
tive. In verses 31-8 Jesus gives a commission to the disciples to work
with him in the harvest—a harvest which given the context will
clearly include the despised Samaritans. He summarizes: ‘I have
sent you to harvest where you have not labored; others have labored
(kexomudraow) and you have entered into their labor (xémov)’. The
‘others’ likely includes the biblical worthies, but pride of place must
be given to Jesus himself. It is hardly a coincidence that John informs
us that Jesus was tired or ‘labored” (kexomakws) at the beginning of
the story in verse 6. His wearisome missionary journey is blazing the
trail for the disciples. They are participating in a work greater than
their own.

The discussion with the disciples is deliberately sandwiched be-
tween accounts of the Samaritan woman herself (vv. 28-30, 39-42).
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Given her marital history, Samaritan beliefs, and persistent inability
to follow Jesus from earthly to heavenly realities, she seems a very
unlikely candidate to serve as an agent for the Messiah. Yet this is
precisely what she becomes by verses 28—9, where she returns to town
and tells the others to ‘come and see’ (a close conceptual parallel to
Jesus’ invitation to the disciples of John in 1: 39), and asks, albeit with
some hesitation, ‘Do you think this might really be the Messiah?’. Her
witness is effective: the Samaritans believe in Jesus ‘on account of
the word (Adyos!) of the witnessing woman’ (v. 39) and their own
encounter with Jesus (v. 42). They even ask Jesus to stay (ueiva:) with
them, and he stays (éuewev) with them for two days (v. 40). The
parallels with the call of the disciples in chapter 1 are evident. But the
woman proves to be a far more effective witness to her countrymen
than those same disciples, who must be prodded even to see the fruit
in the Samaritan fields.

The most thoroughgoing account of human agency in the Gospel,
however, is the story of the man born blind in chapter 9. We meet
here another potential witness with very dubious credentials: his
blindness seems to ensure that he will be unable even to see Jesus,
and he strikes the disciples only as an object-lesson in the mechanics
of divine retribution for sin. But Jesus, as the light of the world,
shatters these expectations by his re-creating power. As in the case of
the Samaritan woman, the encounter with Jesus is in some ways only
a prelude to the commissioning of the man for witness. Jesus tells
him to go to the Pool of Siloam not only to reinforce the Gospel’s
emphasis on Jesus as the Sent One, but even more to highlight the
healed man’s role as a sent witness to Jesus. This becomes evident in
the subsequent dispute with the Pharisees. The man (with no sup-
port from his parents) becomes an exemplary witness to Jesus in the
face of relentlessly hostile questioning, and his burgeoning faith is
rewarded with a fuller revelation of Christ in verses 35-9. It is only
after his extraordinary performance in front of the Pharisees that the
reader realizes the full significance of the Pool of Siloam, which
means ‘sending’: the blind man is following in Jesus’ footsteps as a
delegate of the good news.

The account of Lazarus, which forms the climax of the first half of
the gospel, fittingly enfolds elements of relationship and agency into
the larger theme of Jesus’ life-giving power. In the prelude to the
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miracle at Bethany, Lazarus is described three times as one whom
Jesus loves (11: 2, 5, 11). This affirmation forms the counterweight to
Jesus® apparent lack of concern in the face of Lazarus’ illness, and
adds to the emotional drama played out between Jesus, Martha,
and Mary in the rest of the chapter. It also serves at a literary and
theological level to tie Lazarus to the Beloved Disciple. This hints at
Lazarus’ own role as witness, which is developed in the aftermath of
his raising. While Lazarus is not given a speaking role, he becomes a
key figure in the events leading up to the Passion. A crowd of
Judaeans gather at Bethany not only on account of Jesus, but also
‘in order that they might see Lazarus whom Jesus raised from the
dead’ (12: 9). Given the importance of ‘seeing’ (or not truly seeing)
Jesus in John’s Gospel, this remark could serve to link Lazarus to
Jesus as a visible sign of God’s glory, just as the blind man is linked to
him as a ‘sent one’. This is made more likely by the fact that in the
very next verse the chief priests desire to put Lazarus to death as well
(v. 10). The crowd at the triumphal entry, finally, is described as ‘the
one which was with Jesus when he called Lazarus out of the tomb and
raised him from the dead’; now, they are ‘witnessing’ (éuapripet) to
Jesus.

The Passion narrative is dominated by the themes of Jesus’ present
and future relationship with the disciples (chs. 13-17, 20-1), his
faithful witness before Jewish and Roman officials, and the abiding
love of the Father for him. The disciples, who have had their fair
share of difficulties trying to emulate Jesus, are assured of God’s love
and are commissioned as his agents in the world: ‘As the Father has
sent me, so I send you, kafws dméoralkév pe 6 marip, kdyw méumw
vpds (20: 21). The work that Jesus has inaugurated will be continued
by his followers.

We may conclude, as the Gospel itself does, with reflections on the
Beloved Disciple. We need not determine his actual identity, nor
the precise relationship he bears to the author of the Gospel or the
putative Johannine community’. There can be general agreement
that the Gospel presents him as a key witness to events in Jesus life
and thus an important figure in his own right. But ‘in his own right’
needs clarification. For he appears in the text only as one loved by
Jesus and one who witnesses to him; his personal identity, his very
name, is subsumed under his relationship to the Messiah. Far from
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diminishing his stature, however, it establishes him as the consum-
mate disciple.

This is shown most impressively neither by his outpacing Peter to
the tomb, nor even by Jesus’ cryptic message concerning him, ‘If I
wish him to remain until I come, what is that to you?” (21: 22).
Rather, it comes in the introductory description at the Last Supper:
W dvakxelpevos efs éx TV pabnTdv adTod v 70 KéATw T0b Inood, by
Nydma 6 Incods, ‘One of his disciples was reclining in the bosom of
Jesus, whom Jesus loved’ (13: 23). The word for ‘bosom’ is xéAmos,
and it occurs only one other time in the Gospel of John, in the
description of Christ in 1: 18: ‘No one has seen God at any time;
the only begotten God, the one who is in the bosom of the Father (¢
v €ls Tov kéAmov Tod waTpos), he has made him known’. The Beloved
Disciple enjoys with Jesus the same type of intimate fellowship Jesus
shares with the Father. The implicit message is that the disciple
through his relationship with Jesus thereby shares in the Father’s
love as well (cf. 17: 23).

The Beloved Disciple’s special intimacy with Jesus does assist in
solidifying his credentials to bear witness to Jesus.’> But he is at least
as much a representative figure as he is a unique one. Another key
figure in the Gospel, Lazarus, is also designated as one Jesus loves,
with no hint that he is trespassing on the Beloved Disciple’s territory.
The burden of the Upper Room Discourse is that all disciples are to
strive for intimacy with Jesus and thereby intimacy with the Father.

We may now attempt to pull all this together. John’s emphasis on
personal relationships is so unrelenting that it is manifestly a central
part of his theological vision. In the midst of a gospel that abstracts
and simplifies all kinds of other things, the web of relationships in the
Gospel is allowed great complexity. The relationship of the Father
and the Son to one another, and to believers, is parsed with special
care. The threads intertwine in the high-priestly prayer of Jesus: ‘I in
them, and you in me, in order that they might be perfected in unity,
in order that the world may know that you have sent me and you
have loved them just as you have loved me’ (17: 23). It becomes
apparent that these loving relationships are not the means to

32 Perhaps especially with respect to Peter, and the Gospel of Peter’s disciple Mark;
see Bauckham, Eyewitnesses, 127-9.
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anything else: they are an end in themselves. The culmination of the
high-priestly prayer reveals the goal of the Gospel: ‘I have made your
name known to them, and I will make it known, in order that the
love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I myself may
be in them’ (17: 26).

If this is true, the matter of agency, as important as it is for John,
ought to be viewed under this more comprehensive category of
personal relationship. The comings and goings of the various agents
in the Gospel are there in the service of love. Witness to Jesus’ re-
creative power draws people into the circle of love flowing between
the Father and the Son. More than this, meaningful inclusion in the
mission of God may be seen as a part of the Son’s gift to the people of
God. When Jesus says that the disciples are his friends (15: 14), and
not merely his servants, this is hardly to divorce their service from
their friendship. ‘You are my friends if you do what I command you’
(15: 14). This can be taken to mean that the disciples’ obedience
demonstrates that they are in fact his friends; but it is equally true
that participation in Jesus’ mission is one of the means by which this
friendship is made real. Activity towards the common goal of God’s
kingdom facilitates the relationship and deepens it; it is the environ-
ment in which the friendship flourishes.

In a similar way, the recognition of Jesus’ messianic status by
others becomes part of the Father’s gift to the Son: ‘For neither
does the Father judge anyone, but he has given judgment over to
the Son, in order that all might honor the Son as they honor the
Father’ (5: 22-3). The Father’s love for the Son is not only an abstract
experience in the Spirit; it finds concrete expression in the Father’s
gift of universal rule to the Son. If we ask the further question ‘Why
does the Father wish to honor the Son?, we may find the answer in
3: 35, the heart of Johannine theology: ‘The Father loves the Son, and
has given all things into his hand’. This springs directly from Psalms
2 and 110; and in light of 1: 3, ‘all things’ must include the work
of primal creation. Yet if the rest of the New Testament emphasizes
the Messiah’s power and dominion over all things, John shines
the spotlight on the relationship between the Father and the Son
(without of course denying the authority of Jesus).

Here at last we have found the Johannine key to Jesus’ agency in
creation. The point of departure is, as everywhere, Jesus’ status as
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God’s anointed ruler. But John reveals most clearly that the handing
over of the act of creation to the Messiah serves the deeper purpose of
enacting and nurturing the Father’s love for the Son. The logic of
3: 35 is that the Father has given all things over to the Son because he
loves him. It is in the very nature of the Father to share all things with
the Son because of his love for him. The Messiah fully participates in
the life and work of God, including the work of creation. Far from
being a mere tool in creation, or even a kind of cosmic organizing
principle, Christ as Adyos is the fully personal executor of God’s will.
He is the one who brings to realization the desire, ‘Let there be . ..” of
Genesis 1.

While this precise point is never made explicit, it comes close to
expression in a text we have already discussed, Jesus’ prayer in 17: 24:
Ildrep, 6 8édwrds pot, Bédw {va omov elul éyw kdkeivor dow per
éuod, va Bewpdow Ty 86€av v éuny, v 8édwkds ot 6TL Hydmyods
we mpo katafolijs kéopov. ‘Father, I desire that the ones you have
given to me might be with me where I am, in order that they might
see my glory which you gave me because you loved me before the
foundation of the world’. This does not state outright that Jesus’
eternal glory included his role in creating the world, but it is a logical
deduction from the material in the Prologue and the association of
glory and re-creation throughout the Gospel. If this be granted, then
Jesus’ participation in creation is an expression of the Father’s love
for him. Rather than hoarding the glory of world formation for
himself, the Father invites the Son to share it with him. The Son in
turn shares the mission of world completion with the disciples.

The activity of the Son on behalf of the Father, then, must not be
seen as something separate from their loving relationship, nor even
as a mere by-product of that relationship. It is instead a constitutive
element of their love for one another. The Father expresses, and
perhaps even ‘realizes’, his love for the Son by opening up room for
him to participate in God’s supreme act, the creation of the world.
The Son expresses his love for the Father by actively creating the
world according to the Father’s will and rescuing it from its fallen
state. The world—in the sense both of the initial creation, and the
consummate creation including redeemed humanity—thus be-
comes at once the Father’s gift to the Son, and the Son’s gift to
the Father.
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As the previous paragraphs show, it is impossible to journey
through John without veering close to, or indeed intruding over,
the borders of dogmatic theology. In the following, and concluding,
chapter we step over that border and take a few hesitant steps into the
land of the theologians.
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Jesus and Genesis: Tentative Steps
towards Theology

SUMMARY

We have in some respects reached the end of our journey. I have
argued that the doctrine of Christ’s agency in creation arose first as a
response to the re-creative mighty works of Jesus. If the one true God
worked so evidently, and so dramatically, through his Messiah to
sustain and re-create the world (both at the physical and ‘spiritual’
level), there was every reason to believe the Messiah’s mediating role
reached back to the very origins of creation. For the early Christians
the Messiah was not an afterthought, a kind of cosmic bandage to
bind up a broken world, he was God’s mode of self-communication
to the world from the beginning. There was sufficient material in the
Old Testament and Jewish tradition to facilitate such a move: indica-
tions of the Messiah’s preexistence; reflection on how the eternal God
could fashion something outside himself; speculation as to how God
could bring humanity into relationship with himself. The concepts of
God’s Word, God’s Wisdom, God’s Spirit, and God’s image all
expressed in their diverse ways the fundamental issue of divine self-
communication—and all could equally be said to devolve upon
God’s eschatological agent, the Messiah.

But we need not imagine that there was a ready-made robe of
‘creator-Messiah’ into which Jesus could be easily fitted. Christ’s role
in creation was thrust up by the collision of these Old Testament texts
with the Church’s memories of Jesus himself. If the early Christians
needed the Scriptures to make sense of their experience of Jesus, they
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also needed their experience of Jesus to make sense of the Scriptures.
The living voice of Christ could not be reduced to a force or a
particular characteristic of God: he intruded into the creation stories
not as a principle, but as a person. The same Messiah who willingly
bought back the creation was the one who had brought it into being
in the first place.

We have tried to explain the origins of the teaching on Christ and
creation within the historical setting of early Christianity. But there is a
relentless theological undercurrent to the doctrine which pulls the
reader beyond pure historical inquiry. We must therefore cast at least
a fleeting glance at the dogmatic implications of Jesus’ role in creation.'
Limitations of space make a full survey impossible; indeed, since it is
wrapped up with broader Christological concerns, we cannot give an
exhaustive treatment of the theme even in a single theologian. What we
will do instead is to take a sampling from six theologians for whom
Christology and creation are important themes, and examine them in
light of some of the central exegetical concerns of the book: the
personal agency of Christ in creation; the role of Wisdom and other
putative background sources in the interpretation of texts like Colos-
sians 1; and the inner-Trinitarian dynamics of the creation act, espe-
cially as depicted in John’s Gospel. In the hopes that merismus might
help us economically capture something of the whole, I have selected
three theologians from the early centuries of the Church—Justin
Martyr, Irenaeus, and Athanasius>—and three German-language
theologians from the modern period—Wolfthart Pannenberg, Jiirgen
Moltmann, and Karl Barth (reserving Barth for last because of his
sterling treatment of the topic). If our very brief survey cannot form a
bridge from the New Testament to contemporary Christological con-
cerns, it may at least serve to place a few stepping stones in the water.

The Church Fathers in general have been roundly criticized in
modern times for Platonizing the gospel, with their Adyos Christology

! For an analogous discussion with respect to preexistence see Simon Gathercole,
‘Pre-existence, and the Freedom of the Son in Creation and Redemption: An Exposi-
tion in Dialogue with Robert Jenson, International Journal of Systematic Theology,
7 (2005), 38-51.

* For a helpful survey of still earlier material see Gosta Lindeskog, ‘Schopfer und
Schopfung in den Schriften der Apostolischen Viter, Aufstieg und Niedergang der
romischen Welt, 27/1 (1994), 588—648.
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at the very heart of the exercise.” The Prologue of John seemed to
provide a secure anchorage for Christians in Hellenistic philosophical
waters. Christ-as-Adyos gave order and rationality to the world in the
beginning, and thus represented the goal of the Platonic and Stoic
quest. But had the Christian search to understand Christ really reached
its telos in a too hasty embrace of Greek metaphysical speculation?
Pannenberg captures the dilemma as he compares the biblical under-
standing of Christ with that of some patristic commentators: ‘He is
revealed, not as the unchangeable ultimate ground of the phenomenal
order, but as the free origin of the contingent events of the world,
whose interrelations are also contingent and constitute no eternal
order but a history moving forward from event to event.* Their
Adyos Christology could never achieve the clarity of the biblical wit-
ness, he says, ‘because its thought structure was borrowed from phi-
losophical question patterns’”

Such critiques undoubtedly have some merit. Gunton has traced
out how the infiltration of these ‘philosophical question patterns’
tended to undermine the Church’s creation theology,® while Pannen-
berg notes that the assimilation of Christ to the ‘Platonically con-
ceived Logos’ played into the hands of the Arians.” But it was not all a
loss. While we have tended to downplay the direct contribution of
Hellenistic thought to the New Testament view of creation, we have
seen in Chapter 5 that there are conceptual similarities throughout
the ancient world at a certain level of abstraction, not least in the idea
of a governing Word of God or the gods. The key question is whether
a given author draws the Hellenistic conceptions into the orbit of the
biblical God as revealed in Christ, or draws Christ as creative Adyos
into the orbit of Hellenistic philosophy.

* For a generally balanced summary and critique of the Fathers’ Aéyos Christology
see Wolfhart Pannenberg, Jesus—God and Man, 2nd edn., trans. Lewis L. Wilkins and
Duane A. Priebe (Philadelphia, Pa.: Westminster, 1977), 161-6. See also Gunton, The
Triune Creator: A Historical and Systematic Study (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans,
1998), 50—64.

4 Pannenberg, Jesus—God and Man, 165.

5 Pannenberg, Jesus—God and Man, 166; cf. Young, ‘Christology and Creation:
Towards an Hermeneutic of Patristic Christology’, in T. Merrigan and J. Haers (eds.),
The Myriad Christ (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2000), 193-200.

¢ Gunton, The Triune Creator, passim.

7 Pannenberg, Jesus—God and Man, 164.
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Justin Martyr has certainly been accused of doing the latter. In his
First Apology, 46, for instance, he writes: “‘We have been taught that
Christ is the first-born of God, and we have declared above that He is
the Word of whom every race of men were partakers; and those who
lived reasonably are Christians, even though they have been thought
atheists’® This may be good news for Socrates, Heraclitus, and other
‘Christians before Christ, but it has been judged bad news for a
robust theology of creation. In the Second Apology, 6. 3, he revises
the ‘through whom’ formulas to align with Platonic vocabulary: 62
ad7Tob mdvra éxTice kar éxdounoe. While this is arguably (and lit-
erally) a cosmetic change, Justin himself displays his debt to Plato
when he notes in First Apol. 20. 4 that people will think he is speaking
as a Platonist if he says that all things have been generated and
arranged (kexoousofar) by God.’

Yet this line of thought in Justin must be balanced by other
considerations. While Justin does not often refer to Christ’s role in
creation,'® he is fully in line with the New Testament when he
explicitly links Jesus’ Messiahship and creation: ‘And His Son, who
alone is properly called Son, the Word who also was with Him and
was begotten before the works, when at first He created and arranged
all things by Him, is called Christ, in reference to His being anointed
and God’s ordering all things through Him’ (Sec. Apol. 6. 3). We may
also note his Christological apologetic in the Dialogue with Trypho. In
chapter 56 Justin gives a lengthy discourse on God’s Old Testament
appearances to Abraham and Moses. He seeks to persuade Trypho
that the figure who appeared to Abraham at the oak at Mamre, and
who appeared to Moses in the burning bush, must be someone who
both acts as God and yet is somehow (‘numerically’) distinct from
God the Father. He supports this further with a catena of scriptural
quotations, including the cryptic words of Gen. 19: 24, ‘the Lord
rained on Sodom and Gomorra sulphur and fire from the Lord out
of heaven’, and the famous quotation from Ps. 110: 1, “The Lord said

8 Translations for Justin and Irenaeus in ANFOI: The Apostolic Fathers with Justin
Martyr and Irenaeus, trans. Philip Schaff, ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donald-
son (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1866-72).

® Noted by Demetrius Trakatellis, The Pre-existence of Christ in Justin Martyr
(Missoula, Mont.: Scholars, 1976), 22.

10 See Trakatellis 23—4.
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to my Lord. ..’ Later in the Dialogue he deploys Gen. 1: 26, ‘Let us
make man), as evidence of plurality in the Godhead.""

One could question Justin’s exegetical moves, and their putative
apologetic value, but this should not obscure the Christological
point. The pre-incarnate Christ appears on the scene as a personal
agent of God’s will. He speaks with people, he even walks around
with them, and he speaks and acts as one who is God, and who is at
the same time numerically distinct from God. The precise question of
Christ’s role in creation does not emerge in this section of the Second
Apology, though God is referred to a few times as ‘the maker of all
things’. One may still have reason to criticize Justin’s Aéyos Christol-
ogy. Yet such criticisms must be balanced by the recognition of the
personal, speaking Christ of Dialogue 56."

While scholars agree that Irenaeus was influenced by Justin, it is
equally clear that Irenaeus developed the themes of Christ and crea-
tion well beyond anything in his predecessor. Indeed, it is arguable
that no theologian in the history of the Church has a more thorough
integration of the two, and so our discussion can only touch upon
some of the most relevant points of his theology.'” Irenaeus repeat-
edly refers to the Word’s role in primal creation, as evidenced, for
example, by the frequency of the phrase ‘the Word is the artificer of
all things’ in his writings, and the foundational role played by John
1: 3 in his theology.'* Section 5 of Demonstration of the Apostolic
Preaching provides a window into Irenaeus’ views on the matter:

And since God is rational, therefore by [the] Word He created the things that
were made; and God is Spirit, and by [the] Spirit He adorned all things: as
also the prophet says: By the word of the Lord were the heavens established,
and by his spirit all their power [Ps. 33: 6]. Since then the Word establishes,

"' He is the first, it seems, to do this; see Norman Russell, Cyril of Alexandria
(London: Routledge, 2000), 240.

12 See Eric F. Osborn, Justin Martyr (Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1973), 28 ft.

3 For the latest and most comprehensive treatment of the topic see M. C.
Steenberg, Irenaeus on Creation: The Cosmic Christ and the Saga of Redemption
(Leiden: Brill, 2008), esp. pp. 61-100; see also Iain MacKenzie, Irenaeus’ Demonstra-
tion of the Apostolic Preaching: A Theological Commentary and Translation (Aldershot:
Ashgate, 2002), 81-99; Jacques Fantino, La Théologie d’Irénée (Paris: CERF, 1994),
279-300; and Gunton 52-6.

4 Steenberg 69.
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that is, gives body and grants the reality of being, and the Spirit gives order
and form to the diversity of the powers; rightly and fittingly is the Word
called the Son, and the Spirit the Wisdom of God. Well also does Paul His
apostle say: one God, the Father, who is over all and through all and in us all
[Eph. 4: 6]. For over all is the Father; and through all is the Son, for through
Him all things were made by the Father; and in us all is the Spirit, who cries
Abba Father, and fashions man into the likeness of God."

While Irenaeus, in good biblical fashion, regularly attributes creation
to the Father in particular, he is equally likely to stress the agency of the
Son and the Spirit, as he does here. The unique role of each, however, is
difficult to parse in detail—not least because the Demonstration survives
only in Armenian. The ‘order and form’ given by the Spirit may be
traceable to themes in Proverbs 8, given the equation of the Spirit and
Wisdom, but the Son’s act of ‘giving body and granting the reality of
being’ remains obscure. Perhaps Irenaeus is working precisely with the
words ‘Let there be . . .” of the Genesis text, such that the Son executes
the Father’s desire that things be, while the Spirit gives them their
particular form of expression.'® If this reading is correct, the executive
role of the Son may be said to be broadly ‘messianic. In fact, in
Demonstration 54 Irenaeus picks up Justin’s connection of creation
and Messiah: ‘And His name is two-fold: in the Hebrew tongue Messiah
Jesus, and in ours Christ Savior. For He was named Christ, because
through Him the Father anointed and adorned all things; and because
on His coming as man He was anointed with the Spirit of God and His
Father’. Irenaeus appears to change Justin’s formula slightly (though the
lack of a Greek text makes it difficult to be sure), with Christ taking an
active role in the first clause: he pours out the Spirit to inaugurate the
first creation, just as the Spirit is poured out on Christ to inaugurate the
new creation.

Elsewhere Irenaeus is content to state simply that the Son is the
one ‘through whom’” God created all things, with even less elabora-
tion than in Demonstration 5."” He suggests in AH 2. 28. 7 that it is
inappropriate to speculate as to ‘whence and in what manner’ God

1> All translations from Demonstration are by J. Armitage Robinson, in MacKenzie
1-28.

16 Steenberg terms the Son the agent réalisateur of the Father’s will (p. 80).

7 See e.g. AH1.22.1; 2. 2. 5; 4. 20. 4; 4. 33. 7.
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produced the world, since the Scripture does not address this di-
rectly.'® This is undoubtedly directed primarily against the elaborate
schemes concocted by his Gnostic opponents, though it may also
include more philosophically informed speculation on the formation
of the world.

If the precise activity of the Son in primal creation is only hinted
at, however, the fact of the Son’s participation lies at the heart of
Irenaeus’ reading of Scripture. In perhaps his most celebrated passage
on creation Irenaeus describes the Son and the Spirit as the ‘two
hands’ of God in creation. God has no need to employ angels in the
creation of the world,

as if he did not possess his own hands. For with him were always present the
Word and Wisdom, the Son and the Spirit, by whom and in whom, freely
and spontaneously, he made all things, and to whom he speaks, saying, ‘Let
us make man after our image and likeness) taking from himself the sub-
stance of the creatures formed and the pattern of things made, and the type
of all the adornments of the world. (AH 4. 20. 1)

It is interesting to note that Irenaeus consistently equates the Son
and the Word, and the Spirit and Wisdom, but there is no evidence
I know of that he does this from misgivings about referring Proverbs 8
to the Son. In any case, the real emphasis here lies on the fact that it is
God who creates. As MacKenzie says, ‘God creates directly by Himself
alone; there is neither an agent of creation called into being, nor does
anything that is called into being go on to create outside the will and
purpose of God that which is in addition to itself. God, as Father,
Word and Wisdom, exists and creates’'® This of course stands in sharp
contrast to the various mediating figures in the Gnostic theologies
Irenaeus is combating. Yet if Irenaeus is at pains to argue that God
does not need mediators or instruments in order to create, he does not
wish to reduce the Son to a mere aspect of God. His strong Trinitar-
ian*° framework will not permit this: ‘The creator of the world is truly
the Word of God, and this is our Lord, who in the last times was made

18 See Steenberg 46. % MacKenzie 93.

20 “Tyinitarian’ may, strictly speaking, be an anachronistic term for Irenaeus; but,
as Steenberg (p. 63) argues, he shows enough affinities with later formal Trinitarian
teaching to make it a useful word.
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man’?! Like Justin, he uses Gen. 1: 26, ‘Let us make man...  as
evidence of plurality within the Godhead: the persons speak to one
another as they plan the creation of humanity.”? Irenaeus makes
his distinctive contribution by showing how the Word’s work in
creation both founded and foreshadowed his work in rede-
mption.”> This is a critical element in his distinctive doctrine of
recapitulatio.”* Witness the easy elision of Genesis and John’s Gospel
in a passage we have already encountered, the healing of the man born

blind:

But he, the same one who formed Adam at the beginning, with whom also
the Father spoke, saying, ‘Let us make man after our image and likeness’,
revealing himself in these last times to men, formed visual organs (visionem)
for him who been blind [in that body which he had derived] from Adam.
(AH 5. 15. 4)

In the same passage Irenaeus poignantly addresses the question of
why the man had been born blind in the first place. The answer again
lies in the interplay of the beginning and the end:

For that which the artificer, the Word, had omitted to form in the womb [the
blind man’s eyes], He then supplied in public, that the works of God might
be manifested in him, in order that we might not be seeking out another
hand by which man was fashioned, nor another Father; knowing that this
hand of God which formed us at the beginning, and which does form us in
the womb, has in the last times sought us out who were lost, winning back
His own, and taking up the lost sheep upon His shoulders, and with joy
restoring it to the fold of life. (AH 5. 15. 3)

For Irenaeus, however, Christ is not merely the creator of humanity,
he is humanity’s prototype: ‘Who is superior to and more eminent than
that man who was made after the likeness of God, except the Son of

21 AH 5. 18. 3; see Steenberg 69-70. For the identification of the pre-incarnate
Word and Jesus see also AH 3. 16. 2; cf.1. 9. 3.

22 Steenberg 74.

* For an especially vivid intermingling of creation and redemption themes see AH
4. 20. 2.

24 Gee e.g. Aloys Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, i, 2nd edn., trans. John
Bowden (Atlanta, Ga.: John Knox, 1975), 101.
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God, after whose image man was created? > The bare fact that he sees
the archetypal image as Christ is interesting enough for our reading of,
for example, Colossians 1; of still more interest is how Irenaeus draws
that into his sweeping biblical vision. In terms of the primal creation of
humanity, Steenberg writes: “To call the human creature the “image of
God” is primarily to declare that its creation is bound up in the Son’s
life in the Father, with the Spirit...God’s chief creative work [i.e.
humanity] is that in which his own life may be seen’*® But this life is
only dimly perceived in Adam’s fallen race; a clear vision awaits the
arrival of the incarnate Son: ‘For He made man the image of God; and
the image of God is the Son, after whose image man was made; and for
this cause He appeared in the end of times that He might show the
image [to be] like unto Himself’ (Demonstration, 22). As Irenaeus
explains more fully:

And then, again, this Word was manifested when the Word of God was made
man, assimilating Himself to man, and man to Himself, so that by means of
his resemblance to the Son, man might become precious to the Father. For in
times long past, it was said that man was created after the image of God, but
it was not [actually] shown; for the Word was as yet invisible, after whose
image man was created, Wherefore also he did easily lose the similitude.
When, however, the Word of God became flesh, He confirmed both these:
for He both showed forth the image truly, since He became Himself what
was His image; and He re-established the similitude after a sure manner, by
assimilating man to the invisible Father through means of the visible Word.
(AH 5. 16.2)

Thus the Spirit-anointed Word through whom God created human-
ity in the beginning becomes the reconciler of humanity to God in
the end. Steenberg concludes:

25 AH 4. 33. 4; Irenaeus at times makes a distinction between the image, elkdv, the
exterior, bodily likeness to God in man, and the likeness, duolwas, the interior,
spiritual likeness to God in man. A full exploration of this is beyond our purview. See
Anders-Christian Jacobsen, ‘The Importance of Genesis 1-3 in the Theology of
Irenaeus), Zeitschrift fiir Antikes Christentum, 8 (2004), 299-316, Julie Canlis, ‘Being
Made Human: The Significance of Creation for Irenaeus’ Doctrine of Participation)
Scottish Journal of Theology, 58 (2005), 443.

26 Steenberg 102; cf. Canlis 434—54.
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Protology and eschatology are mutually revelatory ... The story of human
salvation can be read both ways, for it is an economy of recapitulation in
which the ends and the beginnings unite in the person of Christ, through
whom the creation of the cosmos and of the child Adam eventually reach
perfection in beholding the glory of the Father, Son, and Spirit, ‘becoming
the perfect work of God>?’

Athanasius deals with Christ’s role in creation in similar fashion to
Justin, though in much greater detail, particularly in his Contra
Gentes 40 ff.*® The title of the tract should not obscure the significant
debt Athanasius owes to ‘Gentile’ thought.*® The images of the Word
as a pilot steering the universe (40. 2) or a king ruling a city (43. 3)
are stock Hellenistic motifs. In the same way, he manages the pro-
blem of the one and the many in standard Greek fashion:

while He mingles in one the principles of all sensible existence, heat namely
and cold and wet and dry, and causes them not to conflict, but to make up
one concordant harmony. By reason of Him and His power, fire does not
fight with cold nor wet with dry, but principles mutually opposed, as if
friendly and brotherly combine together, and give life to the things we see,
and form the principles by which bodies exist. (42. 1-2)*

Athanasius does not hesitate to equate God with the figure of
Wisdom in Proverbs 8 (46. 6), an exegetical move that regularly
coincides with a diminution of the full personhood of the pre-
incarnate Christ. Passages like this might suggest that Christ has
become fully transmuted into an impersonal principle of order.

But this is not the case. Athanasius begins his explanation of the
Word by explicitly stating that this is not referring to the logos

27" Steenberg 216; the final phrase is from AH 4. 39. 2.

%8 See Jon M. Robertson, Christ as Mediator: A Study of the Theologies of Eusebius
of Caesarea, Marcellus of Ancyra, and Athanasius of Alexandria (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007), 137-216, and Khaled Anatolios, Athanasius: The Coherence
of His Thought (London: Routledge, 1998), which focuses on the relation of God and
creation in Athanasius.

2% For the programmatic importance of Platonic categories for Athanasius see
J. Rebecca Lyman, Christology and Cosmology: Models of Divine Activity in Origen,
Eusebius, and Athanasius (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 124-59.

30 All translations from Athanasius are from Athanasius: Select Works and Letters,
ed. Archibald Robertson, in A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers 2nd
ser., iv (Edinburgh/Grand Rapids: Clark, 1891).
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spermatikos of the Stoics ‘but. . . the living and powerful Word of the
good God, the God of the Universe, the very Word which is God,
Who while different from things that are made, and from all Crea-
tion, is the One own Word of the good Father, Who by His own
providence ordered and illumines this Universe’ (40. 2). Further-
more, Athanasius’ lengthy explanation of the work of the Word is
laced with scriptural references to the beauty of God’s creation, and
the praise that is due him for his astounding work; his discourse is at
least as much doxology as it is philosophy. The Greeks themselves, of
course, could praise Nature, or the divine element in Nature, with
great eloquence; so it is not as if Athanasius’ devotional tone is
without parallel. But it shows he has not sold his biblical heritage
for a pot of hyper-rationalistic stew.”'

At least two things do make Athanasius’ contribution noteworthy.
The first is his appreciation of the Word’s personal agency in crea-
tion. He demonstrates this in different ways. Throughout this section
of the Contra Gentes the Word is depicted as the active agent of God;
among many examples we might choose the words in 44. 3: ‘But
Himself being over all, both Governor and King and organising
power, He does all for the glory and knowledge of His own Father”.
The Johannine flavor of the second clause is no coincidence. Atha-
nasius makes no attempt to sever the incarnate Word of John’s
Prologue from the Messiah of the rest of the Gospel. In his summary
statements in 45. 1 ff. he begins with what looks like a move towards a
rationalization of the Word: “for if when a word proceeds from men
we infer that the mind is its source, and, by thinking about the word,
see with our reason the mind which it reveals, by far greater evidence
and incomparably more, seeing the power of the Word, we receive a
knowledge also of His good Father’ (45. 2). But the sentence con-
cludes with a reference to Jesus’ words in John 14: 9: ‘as the Saviour
Himself says, “He that hath seen Me hath seen the Father”’. As we

31 Robertson, Christ as Mediator, 148, says of Athanasius’ employment of Greek
philosophical language: ‘[H]is use of these sources does not suggest a deep adoption
of their underlying philosophies but rather a borrowing of metaphors and illustra-
tions to support a point he is making at the moment . . . There can be little doubt that,
in Athanasius’ own opinion at any rate, Christian scripture furnished him with the
majority of his ideas about the Logos’.
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have argued above, this is precisely how the Prologue is meant to be
understood.>>

But the most interesting material on the personal nature of
Christ’s agency in creation comes, paradoxically (from my perspec-
tive), from the very passage in which Athanasius equates Christ with
the divine Wisdom of Proverbs 8 (46. 4-8). The reference to Wisdom
is embedded within a discussion of the curious use of plurals in
Genesis 1, particularly in 1: 20: ‘Let us make man in our image’
Athanasius explains the matter thus (46: 6):

it follows then that some one was with Him to Whom He spoke when He
made all things. Who then could it be, save His Word? For to whom could
God be said to speak, except His Word? Or who was with Him when He
made all created Existence, except His Wisdom, which says: ‘When He was
making the heaven and the earth I was present with Him?’

The invocation of Proverbs 8 may create more problems than it
solves;>> and modern critical scholars may put forward any number
of explanations of Genesis 1 which do not involve inner-Trinitarian
dialogue. But from a purely theological standpoint it is precisely this
inner-Trinitarian dialogue that preserves what I believe is the pre-
supposition of the New Testament writers: the Messiah is the active
agent of creation who responds to the Father’s will when he makes the
world.

Perhaps even more important is Athanasius’ clarification of
what is meant by Christ’s ‘mediation’ of creation. We have used
Schopfungsmittlerschaft throughout this study as a helpful short-
hand for Christ’s work in creation, but precisely what sort of
Vermittler he is might still be open to question. Does he function
as God in the act of creation (and if so, does he do so by way of
essence, or adoption?), or is he a tertium quid embracing God
and not-God? The question goes to the heart of Athanasius’
Trinitarian theology. In the Contra Arianos he cites a passage

2 Cf. De Incarnatione Verbi Dei: ‘the renewal of creation has been the work of the
self-same Word that made it at the beginning), in Robertson, Christ as Mediator, 197.

% Athanasius in fact must expend considerable energy in the Apologia Contra
Arianos (esp. Disc. 2) trying to defend a reading of Proverbs 8 that supports Christ’s
role in creation but does not relegate him to created status per Prov. 8: 22.
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from the ‘Eusebians’ to the effect that the world could not bear
the ‘untempered hand’ (axpdrov xepos) of God, and hence he
first creates the unique Son, who in turn becomes the ‘medium’
(uéoos) for the creation of all other things.>* This is intolerable
for Athanasius. Not only does it imply that God is too proud to
concern himself with created things, it lodges an insoluble logical
dilemma at the center of the Christian view of creation:

And again, if because originate nature could not endure to be God’s own
handywork, there arose need of a mediator, it must follow, that, the
Word being originate and a creature, there is need of a medium in His
framing also, since He too is of that originate nature which endures not
to be made of God, but needs a medium. But if some being as a medium
be found for Him, then again a fresh mediator is needed for that second,
and thus tracing back and following out, we shall invent a vast crowd of
accumulating mediators®”

Athanasius maintains that God himself has in fact created the
world, and that world, weak as it may be, bears genuine witness
to his glory: ‘For what things are the subjects of his providence, of
those he is the maker through his proper word (8ia 703 *8{ov
Méyov).*® As Robertson puts it: ‘The Word does not act as any
kind of protecting “medium” between the frailty of the created
order and the hand of God, but rather is simply the one through
whom the Father is maker.”” While the Word may indeed ‘med-
iate’ the knowledge of God to humanity, the Word ‘is mediator
not as a third party who comes between God and man, but rather
as God himself condescending and communicating his will and

making himself known’*®

34 Contra Arianos, 2. 24; translation and discussion in Robertson, Christ as
Mediator, 172—4.

5 This is of course a species of the ‘third-man argument’ that has been brought
against Plato’s theory of Ideas since its inception.

%S Contra Arianos, 2. 24.

37 Robertson, Christ as Mediator, 172-3. Lyman (p. 152) believes that in Athana-
sius’ later works he emphasizes Christ’s divinity to the point where it ‘overshadows’
the genuine agency of the Son.

38 Robertson, Christ as Mediator, 176.
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THREE MODERN GERMAN-LANGUAGE
THEOLOGIANS

Pannenberg

Pannenberg, we have seen, has a very keen assessment of the benefits
and shortcomings of the patristic Aéyos doctrine in his book Jesus—
God and Man. We have quoted approvingly his trenchant observa-
tion that the Fathers were hindered by the ‘philosophical question
patterns’ they inherited from the Greeks. Yet his own reflections on
Christ’s Schopfungsmittlerschaft demonstrate the difficulty of com-
pletely disentangling one’s self from the philosophical, theological,
and exegetical question patterns of one’s own age. This is particularly
evident in Jesus—God and Man. His later treatment in the second
volume of his Systematic Theology, however, moves forward in very
creative ways. The relative strengths and weaknesses of the respective
discussions may be traced back, I believe, to different points of
departure.

In Jesus—God and Man Pannenberg rightly rejects the Gnostic
redeemer myth as the background for the Johannine Adyos, though
he accepts that Jewish traditions of hypostatic Wisdom and Philonic-
style reasoning contributed to the Prologue.” In and of itself this is
not critical. Where the mischief begins, I believe, is in his reading of
the creation material in Colossians 1 and Hebrews 1. Pannenberg
follows Hegermann in positing a sharp distinction in the Colossians
hymn between the ‘Hellenistic’ concepts of image, firstborn, and
head in the first stanza, and the eschatological material related to
Jesus® resurrection in the second.*” He then goes on to critique the
hymn writer (and by extension the author of Hebrews) for, in
essence, not following Pannenberg’s theology closely enough: ‘The
reconstruction demanded here would have been carried out with
the necessary radicality if it had succeeded in understanding the
assertions about creation eschatalogically in the sense of a creation

3 Pannenberg, Jesus—God and Man, 160-1.
40 Pannenberg, Jesus—God and Man, 392-3. He also accepts Hegermann’s exci-
sion of s éxrxAnoias’ in 18a, such that Christ is assumed to be ‘head of creation’.
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occurring and being fulfilled from the eschaton.*' Yet this assertion is

only valid if the statements in Colossians and Hebrews are in fact
captive to Hellenistic thought forms. We have tried to show in detail
that they are in fact messianically conceived images, and are thus
equally a part of the biblical witness Pannenberg wants to preserve.

Turning to theology, Pannenberg’s Christological outlook in
Jesus—God and Man is driven by the primacy of the resurrection
for our understanding of Jesus. On the one hand, of course, we have
argued along similar lines: the early Church’s experience of Jesus,
culminating in the resurrection and ascension, provided the basis for
speculation as to his role in primal creation. But Pannenberg here
asserts far more than this with respect to Christ and creation. He
writes:

On the basis of the eschatalogically oriented Israelite understanding of truth,
according to which the essence of a thing has not always existed—even
though hiddenly—but is decided only by what becomes of it, the predesti-
nation of all things toward Jesus, their eschatological summation through
Jesus, is identical with their creation through Jesus . .. Christ’s mediation of
creation is not to be thought of primarily in terms of the temporal beginning
of the world. It is rather to be understood in terms of the whole of the world
process that receives its unity and meaning in the light of its end that has
appeared in advance in the history of Jesus**

There is surely something to what Pannenberg is saying here
(though we may question whether it is grounded in an unrecoverable
‘Tsraelite understanding of truth’). Whether we speak of Christ bring-
ing the creation project to its fulfillment, or of Christ replicating the
work of the Urzeit in the Endzeit, it is clear that Christ’s role in primal
creation is conceived by way of analogy with his eschatological work.
But this is different from simply collapsing creation in the beginning
into the renewal of creation in the end, as Pannenberg seems to do.
He must run counter to the prima facie reading of the texts, which
are precisely interested in the temporal beginning of the world and
Christ’s role in it. Pannenberg’s view on creation is obviously a

41 Pannenberg, Jesus—God and Man, 393.
42 Pannenberg, Jesus—God and Man, 391. Cf. his comment on p. 169: ‘What they
are is decided by what they will become”.
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function of his overarching theological framework, such that the
precise details of his exegesis of Colossians 1 and Hebrews 1 are
perhaps not critical to his summary statements. Nonetheless, it is
interesting to see how his attenuated theological reading of these
New Testament texts in Jesus—God and Man is facilitated by the
standard arguments that they are rooted in Hellenistic thought or
Jewish wisdom speculation.

But the discussion in Jesus—God and Man is by no means Pannen-
berg’s final word on the subject, as we can see by turning to the
radically different treatment of the material in the second volume of
his systematic theology. Here he makes only passing mention of the
Wisdom and Adyos backgrounds, and while he still affirms an escha-
tological dimension to the New Testament texts on Jesus and creation,
he clarifies that this does not preclude the activity of the Son in primal
creation: ‘“The final ordering of creatures to the manifestation of Jesus
Christ presupposes that creatures already have the origin of their
existence and nature in the Son’* The eternal Son, furthermore, is
not to be understood as an abstract principle, but can only be under-
stood in relation to the revelation of God in Jesus: ‘“The relation to
Jesus as Son is intrinsic to the eternal deity of the Father’**

It is this Johannine relationship of the Father and the Son that
provides Pannenberg with a new lens through which to examine the
question of Christ and creation. His central thesis is that the Son’s
self-distinction from the Father becomes the basis for the existence of
other created beings outside the Trinity. As Pannenberg himself
acknowledges, this bears some resemblance to Hegel’s speculation
about the Mdyos as the ‘principle of otherness’ (a phrase with clear
Platonic overtones); but Pannenberg has dramatically altered the
shape of the discussion by rooting this in the freedom of the personal
Son: ‘In the free self-distinction of the Son from the Father the
independent existence of a creation distinct from God has its basis,
and in this sense we may view creation as a free act not only of the
Father, but of the Trinitarian God’.*® If the Father, in other words, can

43 Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, ii, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1994), 25.

* Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, ii. 22.

45 Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, ii. 30.
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open himself up to the reality of the Son as a differentiated person, he
has thus opened himself up to the possibility of the reality of all sorts
of other things as well.

In keeping with this (and, again, in distinction from Hegel), the
creation is not the result of cold necessity, but of the mutual love of
the Father and the Son: ‘The goodness of the Father as Creator, by
which he gives and upholds the existence of his creatures, is not
different, however, from the love with which the Father from all
eternity loves the Son’. The Son is the primary object of the Father’s
love. In all the creatures to which he addresses his love he loves the
Son’*® In keeping with Col. 1: 16 (‘all things hold together in him’),
Pannenberg also affirms that ‘the Son is the origin of creaturely
existence not only as the principle of distinction and self-distinction
but also as the link with that which is thus distinct.*” Here he
introduces some of the traditional elements of the world-ordering
Adyos of the Fathers, while avoiding the trap of having Christ become
a depersonalized cosmic principle.*®

To sum up, when Pannenberg sits with the New Testament texts
themselves, he is able to find space within them to engage in incisive
and balanced theological discourse that affirms the heart of Christian
theological tradition while moving it forward in intriguing ways. It is
only when his focus shifts to putative background materials that the
message of the texts becomes somewhat overshadowed by his own
theological Tendenz.

Moltmann

Creation and Christology are of course central concerns in Molt-
mann’s theology, and his comments on Jesus’ Schopfungsmittlerschaft
are quite stimulating.*” Moltmann provides a compelling theological

6 Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, ii. 21.

47 Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, ii. 32.

8 Pannenberg provides a helpful analysis of aspects of mediation and Ayos
doctrine on pp. 25-8.

* For an overview of Moltmann’s theology of creation see Petr Macek, ‘The
Doctrine of Creation in the Messianic Theology of Jirgen Moltman’ Communio
viatorum, 49/2 (2007), 150-84.
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rationale for the relationship of the Endzeit and the Urzeit; consider,
for instance, his comments on the deductions drawn by the Church
from the Easter experience: ‘What was “seen” there goes beyond all
historical remembrances and experiences, and touches the innermost
constitution of creation itself’>® Moreover, the subtitle of his book
The Way of Jesus Christ: Christology in Messianic Dimensions points to
a substantial affinity with another one of our major theses. Molt-
mann means more than we do when speaking of the ‘messianic
perspective’; it seems to function for him as a shorthand for the
eschatalogically oriented theology of hope he has propounded from
the beginning of his scholarly career. But this includes an apprecia-
tion for messianic categories of thought in the Old Testament and
Judaism, and for the life of Jesus as the ultimate revelation of what
Messiah means. “What does christology mean except messianology?,
he asks;’' and I would submit that the exegesis of Colossians 1 and
the rest might look very different if New Testament scholars had
heeded that simple question. Thus even when Moltmann adopts the
Wisdom background for the New Testament creation texts he speaks
of the ‘Wisdom messiah’.”?

Nonetheless, we find a similar bifurcation in Moltmann’s discus-
sions of Christ’s Schopfungsmittlerschaft to that in Pannenberg, and
for a similar reason. In The Way of Jesus Christ Moltmann grounds
his discussion in the figure of Wisdom which is supposed to lie
behind the New Testament accounts—precisely what Pannenberg
does in Jesus—God and Man. The fact that Wisdom is presented in
feminine guise and as immanent in the world would certainly make
her appealing to Moltmann, with his concerns for feminist theolo-
gical reflection and the presence of God with his creation.” Yet it is
not clear to me how Moltmann means Wisdom to relate to Christ
with respect to primal creation. Moltmann writes that Wisdom is the

50 Moltmann, The Way of Jesus Christ (London: SCM, 1990), 281.

! Moltmann, The Way of Jesus Christ, 1.

52 Moltmann, The Way of Jesus Christ, 281.

Cf. his comments in In the End—the Beginning: The Life of Hope (Minneapolis,
Minn.: Fortress, 2004), 12: ‘If we understand wisdom not just as a human virtue, but
in the first place as a presence of God in creation, then we understand why Jesus is
presented in the New Testament both as Israel’s messiah and as the Wisdom of
creation, so that the Christ mystery is both male and female’.
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‘secret bond of creation’ and is ‘pre-existent in all things’; she is
creation’s ‘mediatrix’ and ‘sustainer’. But how does this apparently
independent figure relate to the Messiah? Moltmann only tells us that
the ‘creation Wisdom ... “appears” in the risen Christ, and con-
cludes: ‘Logos christology is originally Wisdom christology, and is
as such cosmic christology’.”*

The Messiah is likewise difficult to discern in Moltmann’s elabora-
tion of creation through the Word and the Spirit.”> As an exegesis of
Genesis 1, it has much to commend it. He recognizes the frequent
interchange of Wisdom, Word, and Spirit in Jewish accounts of
creation, which provides some balance to his earlier privileging of
Wisdom traditions. To the extent we can isolate the function of the
Word, it ‘names, differentiates, and appraises’ Yet because it is God’s
Word, it can serve at the same time as the ground of unity for all
things. Again, this is true; but, again, it is unclear precisely how this
fits with the person of Jesus Christ.

It is not as if Moltmann, of all people, has abandoned the idea that
creation is the work of the Trinity. He prefaces his discussion by
citing 1 Cor. 8: 6 and speaking straightforwardly of Christ as ‘the
mediator in creation’.”® He makes no effort in his ensuing comments
to qualify this and suggest that it was not ‘really’ Christ who created,
but it was only God’s Word or Wisdom. His reflections on the
differentiating function of the Word in Genesis 1 are at once inno-
vative in expression and well in keeping with the theological tradi-
tion. But he does not adequately explain here how the putative
backgrounds in Wisdom or Word Christology relate to the figure
of Son.

Moltmann’s discussion in The Trinity and the Kingdom has a very
different tone.”” Like Pannenberg (whom he cites approvingly in this
regard), Moltmann reads primal creation in light of eschatological
consummation: ‘If Christ is the foundation for the salvation of the

>* All quotations in this paragraph are from Moltmann, The Way of Jesus Christ,
282.

5 Moltmann, The Way of Jesus Christ, 288-90.

56 Moltmann, The Way of Jesus Christ, 280.

7 While The Trinity and the Kingdom is chronologically prior to The Way of Jesus
Christ, I have treated it second because it is in my opinion a much fuller and more
satisfying treatment of the topic.
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whole creation, then he is also the foundation of creation’s very
existence’”® He goes on, as he does in The Way of Jesus Christ, to
explain the historical origins of the doctrine by recourse to Wisdom
traditions. Moltmann seems to appropriate it here in the manner of
the Church Fathers: the Old Testament figure of Wisdom, which he
says ‘is one with God and yet confronts him independently’ and is
described in Jewish writings ‘in a more and more personal way,”’
becomes a kind of type of Christ, a way station on the road back to
the beginning.

Moltmann does not hesitate, then, to reflect on the theological
significance of Christ’s work in the Urzeit. He writes in a Johannine
vein that ‘[i]t is because [God] loves the Son that he becomes the
Creator’.®® This is no mere sentiment; what Moltmann means is that
the Father’s ‘self-communicating love for the one like himself” (i.e.
the Son) necessarily ‘opens itself to the Other’ (i.e. the creation).®' In
addition, everything is created with an orientation towards the Son
and his incarnation in time and space. What, then, of the active
agency of the Messiah in primal creation? Moltmann does not go
into as much detail here, but the following passage is suggestive:

Can we say that, since the Son is destined to be the Logos, he is the divinely
immanent archetype of the idea of the world? This can be said in the sense
of eternal love, since the Son is in eternity the complete response to the
self-communicating love of the Father, so that in the Son the Father arrives
at blissful love. If the Father creates the world by virtue of his love for the
Son, then by virtue of the Son’s answering love the world becomes the bliss
of God the Father and the Son.**

8 Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom, trans. Margaret Kohl (San Francisco:
Harper & Row, 1981), 102.

5 Moltmann, Trinity and the Kingdom, 103.

% Moltmann, Trinity and the Kingdom, 112.

1 Moltmann, Trinity and the Kingdom, 112; cf. his discussion on pp. 105-8, where
the Son’s relationship to the Father on the one hand and to the world on the other is
nicely summarized: ‘“The Son is the Logos in relation to the world. The Logos is the Son
in relation to the Father. The Father utters the eternal Word in the Spirit and breathes
out the Spirit in the eternal utterance of the Word. Through the eternal Son/Logos the
Father creates the world’ (p. 108).

%2 Moltmann, Trinity and the Kingdom, 112—13.
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This is an admirably balanced statement. Moltmann wants to
preserve some connection with the philosophical dimensions of the
Adyos, yet he reframes the question in terms of Trinitarian love. The
Father desires to communicate himself to something other than
himself, and he does so through the Son. Yet the Son is no mere
instrument or mediating principle: it is his ‘answering love’ for the
Father that issues in the creation and thus allows the Father to arrive
at ‘blissful love’.

In Moltmann’s view, this ‘blissful love’ must find its home via the
Incarnation. God does not simply put the Messiah into the world as a
remedial measure. Rather, the Incarnation is a necessity for a God
who desires to love the Other to the uttermost: ‘But if God’s world is
designed for men and women, and if the incarnation of the Son
fulfills this design of creation, then in intention the incarnation
precedes the creation of the world. The fact that the eternal Son of
the Father becomes God’s created ikon then belongs to his eternal

destiny’.®?

Barth

We have reserved Barth for the final place in our discussion because
no exegete or theologian I have read presents the scholarly issues
surrounding Christ and primal creation with such force and clarity.
Indeed, the parallels between Barth’s perspective and the one
espoused in this book are often so close one might imagine that
this whole enterprise has been a covert Barthian apologetic. For that
reason, I must point out that I did not encounter Barth’s views on the
matter until the historical and exegetical material in this book was
already in more or less its final form.

What distinguishes Barth’s treatment from nearly everyone else’s is
not so much the historical data with which he begins, but rather how
he situates the New Testament texts against that background. Like the
majority of scholars we have surveyed, Barth acknowledges that the
idea of mediation between the divine realm and the human realm
was a widespread concern in the ancient world. Indeed, he goes well

%3 Moltmann, Trinity and the Kingdom, 117.
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beyond Philo’s Adyos and says that a ‘second divine being assisting in
the work of creation’ was ascribed ‘to Hermes, to death, to Athene, to
the Wohu-Manu, to the Mithra of Zoroastrianism and to the Man-
dean Hibil-Ziva’®* Whether any of these figures actually were seen as
agents of creation in the New Testament era is open to serious
question, but that is almost inconsequential for Barth. While these
pagan ideas might constitute the ‘prepared ground’ of the New
Testament, a more likely literary source lay close to hand—the by-
now familiar Jewish Wisdom tradition. Thus far, Barth only affirms
the scholarly consensus.

Where he departs from the norm is in his assertion that none of this
had a particularly noticeable effect on the substance of the New Testa-
ment’s teaching on Jesus and creation. In terms of backgrounds, he
argues convincingly that the Old Testament figure of Wisdom was no
intermediate being, even if later Jewish interpretation (we presume he
is referring inter alia to the Wisdom of Solomon) moved in that
direction.® Furthermore, Barth recognizes the crucial distinction to
be made between a Christ who is God’s wisdom and a Christ who has
God’s wisdom: ‘the creative wisdom and power of God were in the
beginning specifically the wisdom and power of Jesus Christ.®®

But Barth’s real point is that the proffered backgrounds are not
where we should look to discern the heart of the matter:

There is thus no trace in any of the New Testament passages quoted of the
suggestion that the participation of Jesus Christ in creation is significant for
these writers because they too had been affected by the general shattering of
the consciousness of God and the world, or because they had been seeking
an intermediate principle and had given to this postulate the name of Jesus
Christ. .. They, the apostles, on the other hand, were the bearers of the
objective, shattering message of the kingdom of God drawn near, and the
consequent end of all mediating philosophy, theosophy, and cosmology.®’

The passage clearly exhibits the distinctive themes of Barth’s theol-
ogy, with its ‘no’ to worldly wisdom and its raw dependence on God’s

% Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, 111 1, trans. G. W. Bromiley (Edinburgh: Clark,
1958), 52.

5 Barth, Church Dogmatics 111.1. 52-3.

6 Barth, Church Dogmatics 11L.1. 55.

7 Barth, Church Dogmatics 111.1. 53.
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self-revelation. The burden of our argument, however, is that Barth’s
assertions are well grounded in the New Testament texts them-
selves.®® The texts give little hint of concern with questions of philo-
sophical principle, and thus it is not surprising that conceptual
difficulties arise when one tries to equate Jesus with the figure in
Proverbs 8, or the Xdyos of Philo. The writers have an entirely
different point of departure.

Barth is equally insightful in dealing with the Christological content
of the New Testament creation texts. He first confirms, with ample
support from ancient and modern theologians, that ‘no other meaning
can be read into the passages adduced than that they refer to Jesus the
Christ, who is certainly very God, but who is also very man’®® The
problem of preexistence cannot be dodged by recourse to Wisdom or
Word. Barth admits that the idea of the Adyos doapros has certain
theological uses, but goes on to say that the New Testament itself never
divorces the pre-incarnate Messiah from the Jesus who appeared in the
flesh. With respect to John 1, for instance, this means that ‘we shall
misunderstand the entire Johannine Prologue if we fail to see that the
sentence od7os v év dpyn mpos Tov Bedv (Jn. 1: 2)—which otherwise
would be a wholly unnecessary repetition—points to the person who is
the theme of the whole ensuing Gospel, and of whom it is said in v.14:
“the Word became flesh and tabernacled among us”>”° The problem
remains as to how one is to conceptualize a Word who is personal but is
not yet Jesus of Nazareth. At this point Barth draws on his Reformed
heritage: Christ is always spoken of ‘with a view to the concrete content
of the eternal divine will and decree’; he is ‘the One who in the eternal
sight of God has already taken upon Himself our human nature’”! This

% Barth, not surprisingly, shows a keen eye for exegetical details in his brief
treatment; see e.g. his discussions of the uses of did and év on pp. 51-2.

% Barth, Church Dogmatics 111.1. 55. For a defense of Barth’s essentially Chalce-
donian Christology see chapter 6 of George Hunsinger’s Disruptive Grace: Studies in
the Theology of Karl Barth (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2000).

70 Barth, Church Dogmatics IIL.1. 54; he notes the same dynamic in Heb. 1: 2, 3.

7! Barth, Church Dogmatics I11.1. 54. For a detailed discussion of Barth’s view that
Jesus Christ was both the electing God and the elect human see Bruce McCormack,
‘Grace and Being: The Role of God’s Gracious Election in Karl Barth’s Theological
Ontology’, in John Webster (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Karl Barth (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 92—-110. Cf. his quote on p. 95: ‘In part, at
least, Barth’s claim that Jesus Christ is the Subject of election was motivated by
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incarnate destiny has particular ramifications for the idea that the
world is made for the Son: ‘The fact that God has regard to His
Son—the Son of Man, the Word made flesh—is the true and genuine
basis of creation’

The nature of the Messiah’s preexistence is a thorny question, and
one can argue that the invocation of the decrees does not entirely
remove the sting from it.”” But Barth’s willingness to let the texts
themselves, and not the alleged background, dictate the terms of
discussion enables him to build creatively on the creation formulas
of the New Testament. Thus Barth eloquently expresses the idea that
Christ is God’s consummate self-communication:

In the same freedom and love in which God is not alone in Himself but is the
eternal begetter of the Son, who is the eternally begotten of the Father, he
also turns as Creator ad extra in order that absolutely and outwardly He may
not be alone but the One who loves in freedom. In other words, as God in
Himself is neither deaf nor dumb but speaks and hears His Word from all
eternity, so outside His eternity he does not wish to be without hearing and
echo, that is, without the ears and voices of the creature.””

SUMMARY

A single swallow does not a summer make, nor does a survey of six
theologians warrant sweeping conclusions about the use or abuse of the
New Testament texts on Christ and creation in the history of the
Church. Theology has its own operating principles, and rigorous

worries over speculation. If we were to posit the existence of a Logos asarkos above
and prior to the eternal decision to become incarnate in time, Barth feared that we
would be inviting speculation about the being and existence of the Logos in such a
state or mode of being. McCormack’s larger project of re-visioning Barth’s view of
the Trinity and election has been critiqued by Hunsinger (‘Election and the Trinity:
Twenty-Five Theses on the Theology of Karl Barth, Modern Theology, 24 (2008),
179-98).

72 See e.g. Dan L. Deegan, ‘Barth’s Theology of Creation) Scottish Journal of
Theology, 14 (1961), 119-35, on how Barth faces the perpetual challenge of main-
taining a balance between the eternal or absolute nature of Christ and the reality of

the Incarnation.
73 Barth, Church Dogmatics 111.1. 50.
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adherence to the deliverances of historical criticism is not its central
concern. But we may pick up at least a few threads across the centuries.

First, it would appear that there has been a tendency among theolo-
gians to depersonalize the work of the Messiah in creation. In the early
Church this can be attributed to the irresistible lure of the Adyos. John 1
seemed to offer a straight path towards intellectual respectability in the
Hellenistic milieu, yet with the heavy cost of adopting an alien set of
‘philosophical question patterns’. Based on our admittedly small sam-
ple, however, the depth of the problem may have been overstated.
Thinkers like Justin and Athanasius did indeed draw heavily upon the
Adyos in the Prologue to John, but they also tended to read the Prologue
in light of the remainder of the Gospel. Thus creation remains a work of
the Son; the Adyos doapros is understood by reference to the Adyos
évadpros. Furthermore, the Aéyos was only one way the Fathers adum-
brated Christ’s pre-incarnate work. More personal figures like the
Angel of the Lord could also be invoked, as could the inner-Trinitarian
dialogue posited in Genesis 1.”*

In the modern world this tendency has been aided by the intrusion
of the figure of Wisdom into the understanding of the New Testa-
ment texts. Unlike John’s Adyos, Wisdom is not tethered to its con-
text, but rather floats in the dim regions behind the text, and has thus
been more subject to the whims of theological imagination. In the
case of Pannenberg’s account in Jesus—God and Man, this seems to
have contributed to his relegation of Christ’s creative work to the
eschaton. Moltmann, likewise, obscures the role of Christ in creation
when he sets his sight on the activity of Wisdom. Furthermore, since
Wisdom is assumed to hold the key to passages like Colossians 1,
theologian and exegetes alike tend to assume that a discourse on
God’s creative Wisdom is tantamount to an explanation of Christ’s
role in creation. It is interesting to note that when Pannenberg and
Moltmann eschew the Wisdom background and work from the
Johannine template they not only resonate with the biblical tradition,
they are able to push the doctrine of Jesus’ Schopfungsmittlerschaft

74 As we noted in Chapter 4, the Fathers were also quite willing to do what the
New Testament writers were not: directly identify Christ with the figure of Wisdom in
Proverbs 8. What they gained in Old Testament support, however, they lost in
inevitable Arian exploitations of Prov. 8: 22: kdpios €xTi0év pe kTA.
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forward in invigorating ways. I would only add that if John has
typically pulled theologians back to a personal view of God in crea-
tion, our study has shown that Colossians 1 does not provide a back
door through which one can escape the personal agency of the Son.
Both the parallels with his work in redemption and the use of
messianic imagery in the Colossians hymn display the same the
active agency as the Son in the Johannine account.

Moltmann and Pannenberg demonstrate that an emphasis on the
personal action of Christ in creation does not cut off all engagement
with philosophical questions. As we noted above, Moltmann’s discus-
sion of the Word as differentiator is quite stimulating as an exegesis of
Genesis 1, even if he leaves its relationship to the Son somewhat unclear.
The same could be said of Athanasius’ extensive treatment in Contra
Gentes. Even Hegel’s idea that the Son is the ‘principle of otherness’ in
the Trinity—which threatens to reduce the Messiah not only to the Idea
of the World, but to a single Platonic ‘Idea of Difference’—can be
developed in theologically fruitful ways, as we saw in Pannenberg’s
systematic theology. The self-distinction of the Son is the first step in
God’s opening up to realities beyond himself (even if the relationships
between Father and Son, and between God and the world, are hardly
symmetrical). We might go on to discuss how Christ uses God’s Word
to order the creation, and what relationship that might have to Stoic or
Platonic concepts. But rooting the discussion in Jesus’ personal action
as Messiah, rather than in an amorphous Wisdom or principle of
mediation, will eliminate the conceptual confusion engendered by
trying to imagine how Jesus Christ could be the blueprint of creation
or the glue of the cosmos. The further question of how the Messiah can
act personally prior to his incarnation is likewise an area where theo-
logians might provide a rationale for what is simply assumed by the
New Testament writers.

If we might draw out just one of the conclusions of our study
which would repay further theological investigation, it would be
this: The Messiah, as the image of God, creates the world he rules.
The words of John’s Prologue, ‘He came unto his own’ (John 1: 11,
els Ta [Swa HAfev) seem to refer, strictly speaking, to Jesus’ country-
men who largely reject him in the remainder of the Gospel (kal of
{80t adTov ot mapédaBor); yet in light of the universal scope of the
Word’s creative activity (1: 3), from a theological standpoint we may
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legitimately extend rd i{Swa to include all of created reality.”> As
Moltmann points out, this fact suggests the answer to the question
cur deus homo? Christ did not simply come into the world to save it;
he came into the world because it is his. He belongs here in the fullest
sense of the word. Furthermore, if humanity is created precisely in
the image of the Messiah, then we are ultimately not strangers in the
world, either, even if we are now estranged from both the world and
from God. There is a fitness to human life on earth that derives from
its creation by the hands of the Son of Man.

Rather than prolong these musings, we may conclude by returning
to Barth. The chief lesson in his discussion in Church Dogmatics 1111,
I believe, is to let the New Testament texts on Jesus’ Schopfungsmit-
tlerschaft speak for themselves. This is not simply a theological
imperative, but an exegetical one; the passages make best sense as
expositions of the extent of Jesus’ messianic dominion, which begins
in creation and continues through to the eschaton. The background
materials, to the extent that they invoke categories from Wisdom
tradition or Greek philosophy, are thoroughly subsumed under the
creative activity of the Son, and are lifted in to elucidate what the
writers in some sense already knew. We end, then, with Barth’s words,
which summarize so eloquently what we have been urging through-
out this book:

It is not God or the world and their relation which is the problem of
these passages but the lordship of Jesus Christ. The starting point is not that
deity is so exalted and holy or that the world is so dark; nor is it the
affirmation that there is something like a mediation between the two which
bears the name Jesus Christ. What they have in view is the kingdom of God
drawn near; the turning point of the times, revealed in the name of Jesus
Christ . .. To give to the Bearer of this name the honour due to him, or rather
to bear witness to the honour which He has, they venture the tremendous
assertion that the world was created through Him and in Him as through
God, and in God, in God’s eternal will and purpose.”®

7> As Pannenberg does: Systematic Theology, ii. 25.
7 Barth, Church Dogmatics 111/1. 53—4.
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