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FROM THE EDITORS
DISCUSS WITH US

Dear Reader,
We thank you for taking the time to read this issue of the
MIT et Spiritus.
Since our inaugural issue one year ago, it has been our joy
to provide our readers with high quality content and engage
in the thoughtful discussions they have raised in our dorms,
labs, teams, clubs, and churches.
With all that is going on in the world around us, the staff
at the et Spiritus believes it is more important than ever to
think critically and rationally about the multitude of issues
that confront us on a daily basis. Whether we are evaluating
government policy, forming an opinion on the world’s latest
PR scandal, or voting for our next UA president, let us not be
driven by our biases and passions; let us be willing to face
the difficult questions that cut to the core of our beliefs and
to respectfully challenge the beliefs and actions of others; let
us be willing to give credit when our opponents are right and
to concede when we or those we support are wrong. Rigorous
scholarship matters, and as MIT students, we believe it is
essential to employ such rigor not only in the classroom, but
in all aspects of our lives.
Therefore, we encourage you to join us in our efforts to apply
an intellectual framework to questions of religion and faith.
In this edition, we hope you will enjoy pondering topics
including literary criticism of the Bible (p. 33), the potential
dangers of proselytizing (p. 10), and the effective use of our
finances (p. 14). We do not claim to have all the answers, but
we believe that these issues deserve exploration and we have
given them serious thought. We invite you to come seek the
answers with us.
Happy reading!
Sincerely,
Matthew Chun and Richard Ibekwe
Co-Editors-in-Chief
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We look forward to hearing from our readers!
If you would like to send a letter to the editor,
please write to etspiritus-editor-in-chief@
mit.edu. All of our writers would be more than
happy to meet with their readers individually.
If there is a particular piece that you would like
to comment on, please refer to our website at
www.mitetspiritus.org.

WRITE FOR ET SPIRITUS

We are open to submissions of article
abstracts or artwork. Though we are a
journal of Christian thought, we do hope to
incorporate thoughtful perspectives that are
not solely Christian with the hope of better
understanding and promoting dialogue. The
MIT et Spiritus reserves the right to refuse
any submission. Please refer to our website at
www.mitetspiritus.org for submission details.

DISCLAIMER

The opinions expressed in the MIT et
Spiritus are those of the authors and do not
necessarily reflect those of the journal, its
editors, or MIT.
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The 5 Solas of the Reformation
and Christian Ecumenism

I

t is our Lord’s desire that Christians be absolutely united in
truth and love, yet when we look at
the fragmented state of Christianity, we wonder whether that
unity which our Lord saw as so
fundamental to the flourishing of
the faith is possible in any meaningful sense. 500 years after the
Protestant Reformation, the path
to authentic ecumenism between
Protestantism and Catholicism is
marked by both great hope as well
as seemingly unmovable obstacles.
We find our hope for reunion in
the beautiful reality that we con-
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fess the same Lord and God, Jesus
Christ who Himself prayed that
we “may all be one” (John 17:21).
Unfortunately, the discussion perennially falls into the pitfall of
a sharp division between overly
optimistic dialogue which refuses
to confront the serious differences separating us, and uncharitable
debate which bears nothing of the
spirit of Christ.
I would like to build some
bridges by framing the “state
of the conversation” in such a
way that both celebrates the
truths we hold in common while
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pushing the dialogue to the very
edge of debate for the sake of
authentically drawing the bounds
of dialogue and clearly articulating
where the harder theological
work must be done. This, I hope,
will let us conclude in a mutual
understanding which honestly
portrays where Protestantism and
Catholicism stand in relation to
one another.
I take as my organizing
principle the most essential
doctrines of the Protestant
Reformation, “The Five Solas,”
which remain the most significant

Planted By Streams of Water, Rebecca Brogan, no date

Rich Girardin

1. Sola Scriptura: the Bible

alone is the source of doctrinal
authority
2. Sola Gratia: grace alone is
the source of our justification
3. Sola Fide: faith in Jesus
alone is the instrument of our
justification
4. Solo Christo: the Christian
must look to Jesus alone as the
“One Mediator” between fallen
man and the Father and need
not (and should not) look to any
other intercessors for spiritual
assistance
5. Soli Deo Gloria: all of our
life is to be lived for the glory of
God alone and life is not to be
separated between the sacred
and the secular1

The Reformers believed that
the doctrine of Sola Fide, “faith
alone,” was the hinge doctrine of
the Reformation. However, Sola
Gratia, Sola Fide, and Solo Christo
are so deeply interconnected
in the Protestant formula of
justification that we will treat
them simultaneously in terms of
the formula:
“We are justified by grace
alone, through faith alone, in
[the redeeming work of] Christ
alone.”2
Despite
this
being
the
fundamental point that led to
the splintering of the church, we
find in it a great deal of mutual
agreement between Catholics
and Protestants. Therefore, an
optimistic treatment of it will
comprise the first portion of
our discussion. Sola Scriptura,
on the other hand, represents
1
Strawbridge, Gregg. “Soli Deo Gloria! For
the Glory of God Alone - the Five Solas of the
Reformation.” 1993. Web. 25 Mar. 2017.
2
Catholic Church, and Lutheran World
Federation. Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of
Justification. See section 3 and appendix for 4.1
Web. 25 Mar. 2017.

a more fundamental issue and,
truth be told, offers us very
little opportunity for doctrinal
agreement in the pursuit of
ecumenism. Thus, in the second
part of this paper I want to address
the question in the context of how
to be most Christ-centered within
our discussion and inevitable
disagreements—this
includes
finding opportunity to see Christ
in the other not simply despite, but
in and through our disagreement.
Lastly, Soli Deo Gloria stands alone
as being a virtual “non-issue” in
terms of disagreement and in fact
the desire for the glory of God
alone ought to be motivating cause
of all our ecumenical efforts. In
the section tackling this doctrine,
I assert that the ways in which
we accuse one another of failing
to give God His glory are not
simply divisive, but based largely
on mutual misunderstanding and
unjustified cynicism concerning
the practice of the other.

Portrait of Martin Luther, Lucas Cranach the Elder
1529. From the Wikimedia Commons.

dividing factors within the church,
whether or not they are explicitly
articulated as such:

reconciliation has been a pursuit
of both Protestants and Catholics
for many years now. Though not
without much criticism from
many Protestants as well as some
Catholics, the Joint Declaration on
the Doctrine of Justification (JDDJ)
between the Roman Catholic
Church and the Lutheran World
Federation represents progress in
the dialogue on salvation by grace,
through faith, in the redeeming
work of Christ. Despite many
questions left to be answered, it is
certainly a work of the Holy Spirit
We find our hope for
reunion in the beautiful that has allowed Catholics and
reality that we confess Protestants to declare together:

the same Lord.

“In faith we together hold the
conviction that justification
is the work of the triune God.
The Father sent his Son into
the world to save sinners. The
foundation and presupposition
of justification is the incarnation,
death, and resurrection of
Christ.
Justification
thus
means that Christ himself is
our righteousness, in which we
share through the Holy Spirit
in accord with the will of the
Father. Together we confess: By
grace alone, in faith in Christ’s
saving work and not because
of any merit on our part, we
are accepted by God and receive
the Holy Spirit, who renews
our hearts while equipping and
calling us to good works.”4

The Solas of Justification
If ecumenism is to be a
reality, it will no doubt be largely
contingent upon the reconciliation
between Protestant and Catholics
on the point of the Reformation’s
formula for justification:3 “By grace
alone, through faith alone, in (the
atoning work of) Christ alone.”
Indeed, movement towards this
3
Justification is understood broadly as the
bringing of a person into right relationship
with God. Catholics would include in this
both the forgiveness of sins as well as the
transformation of the individual into a more
Christ-like person (see CCC1989). Protestants
will frequently place greater emphasis on a
one-time event, a moment when one first
receives God’s forgiveness of sins through
faith in Jesus. Often for Protestant theologies,
“sanctification,” the work of the Holy Spirit
making us holy is contingent upon justification
and justification is in no way dependent upon
our sanctification.

Catholic Church and Lutheran World
Federation. Section 3.15.
4
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Portrait of Pope Leo X, Raphael, 1514

Perhaps many Protestants,
especially those familiar with
the history of the Reformation,
would be surprised to see that the
Catholic Church approves of the
so called “Protestant” doctrines
of grace alone, Christ alone, and
perhaps in one sense of the term,
“faith alone.”5 One might even
be inclined to suppose that this
must be a new development in
Catholic theology. However, even
severe Protestant critics of the
JDDJ concede that the document
demonstrates clear consistency
in the Catholic Church’s position
on justification and is simply a
reiteration of what the Church
declared in its doctrinal response
to the Reformers at the Council of
Trent.6
Whether the document is a
faithful account of the Protestant
understanding of justification
is a question requiring some
nuance because there is not one
single Protestant doctrine of
justification. Rather, Protestantism,
including the many varieties
of evangelicalism, contains a
spectrum of interpretations of the
formula for justification ranging
5
See Pope Benedict XVI’s treatment of “faith”
in section 4 of his papal encyclical “On Hope.”.
Benedict XVI. Spe Salvi. Section 4. 30 Nov 2007.
Web. 2 Apr 2017.
6
See McCain’s article “A Betrayal of the Gospel:
The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of
Justification”, First Things. 12 Mar. 2010. Web.
27 Mar. 2017.
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from the position that simply
believing in Jesus at one moment
of one’s life is sufficient for
complete assurance of salvation to
an interpretation of salvation that
seems to differ only semantically
from the Catholic understanding.
The Protestant position which the
Catholic Church most explicitly
opposed at the Council of Trent
holds that “justifying faith is
nothing else but confidence in
the divine mercy which remits
sins for Christ’s sake; or, that
this confidence alone is that
whereby we are justified” (canon
XII). This understanding of
justification is not representative
of all Protestant opinion of
justification and has been rejected
at least implicitly by the Lutheran
World Federation in the JDDJ.7
This
phrasing
of
the
disagreement, however, shines an
important light on the discussion
in that it emphasizes as we see
in the letter of St. James that the
question is not whether or not we
are saved by faith alone, but rather
it is a question of what the divinely
inspired authors meant by the
term “faith” when they speak of it
as the instrument of justification.
Catholics and Protestants are in
agreement that belief and trust
in the saving work of Christ is
the normative instrument by
which God has chosen to impart
justifying grace. However, the
way in which our sanctification
is related to our reception of
that grace remains a point of
contention. Citing places such
as Ephesians 2:8-10, Protestants
typically hold that nothing but
Grace through faith apart from
works is necessary for salvation
and some would go so far as to
say—following Luther it seems—
that if we think our works profit
7
The reader would benefit greatly from
reading the JDDJ, especially paragraph 41
which specifically addresses the doctrinal
condemnations issued both by the Roman
Catholic Church as well as the Lutheran
Confessions.
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us in our salvation, those works
themselves become sinful. Such
an understanding is not meant to
give us license to sin, as St. Paul
strongly warns against. Rather,
our justification apart from works
should free us as new creations in
Christ to love.8
Contrarily,
according
to
Catholic theology, faith apart
from works is initially sufficient
for salvation, but becomes
fruitless for our salvation if we
do not allow it to produce in us
the desire to please God through
hope and charity, which Catholics
are careful to confess are also the
gifts of God by grace through the
work of Christ alone. Thus we find
in both Protestant and Catholic
theologies, the affirmation of
“grace alone” and “in Christ
alone” in that there is nothing we
can do to merit any of the virtues
necessary for salvation, but rather
that they come entirely from the
mercy of God through the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus
Christ.
Important to this discussion,
though not to be overstated, is the
climate in which Luther developed
his understanding of justification.
Luther was responding to a trend
in parts of the Catholic Church
of creating immense anxiety over
one’s personal salvation—a trend
that is far from the teaching the
Roman Catholic Church. Indeed,
rather than feeling free in Christ,
many were overcome with undue
fear that they would not be saved.
Luther recognized that this could
not have been God’s plan for
mercy and responded with an
interpretation of Scripture that
would allow the individual to be
able to live in complete freedom
and without fear of losing one’s
salvation.
There is no doubt
that the spirit of Christ is one of
freedom, as professed by Catholics
as well as Protestants.
The
8

See Romans 6-7, Ephesians 2.

Christian authority... is not
one difference among many,
but the difference that
divides us.

St. Peter’s Basilica, accessed on Expedia.com, no artist or date listed

Catholic Church, in emphasizing
that salvation is not a “one-time
deal,” is not seeking to create
anxiety, but rather to avoid
presumption. However, alongside
Protestants, Catholics believe that
we are unable to earn our salvation
and that even the greatest of
sinners can be saved by God’s
immeasurable mercy.
The
conversation
seems
to stand as such: Catholic and
Protestant theology agree that
salvation is the result of Christ’s
atoning work and that it is by
grace through faith apart from any
human merit. Likewise, not only is
justification the gift of God, but
our very capacity to receive grace
is itself a generous outpouring of
God’s mercy. However, whether
one’s salvation can be considered
totally assured when one has by
grace put his trust in the redeeming
work of Christ or whether an active
faith is necessary for salvation and
not merely a fruit still needs to be
worked out through dialogue and
perhaps some debate.
Scripture Alone
At the time of the Reformation,
the doctrine of faith alone appeared
to be the argument on which the

Reformation stood or fell. However,
as our understanding of Christian
doctrine has developed over
the last 500 years, the doctrine
which has proven to be even more
foundational is the doctrine of Sola
Scriptura. The reason for this is

When speaking of
Christian authority,
we must approach one
another with great
humility and love.
obvious: the question of authority
is absolutely fundamental to all
other doctrines—it is the doctrine
that is presupposed in every other
doctrine. If a Reformer were to
reject the belief that Scripture is
the sole binding authority on earth,
all subsequent doctrines obtained
under this supposition would need
to be abandoned (assuming no
other principles were put in place
to support these doctrines). Thus
the question remains today at the
very heart of the Catholic and
Protestant separation:
Did God in His infinite wisdom
intend for Scripture illuminated
by the Light of the Holy Spirit

to be totally sufficient for the
individual Christian to come to
proper understanding of what
God has revealed, or has He
given us One, visible Church
through which the Holy Spirit
continues to preserve the
fullness of Christian truth?
Contained in this question
are all other questions dividing
Catholics and Protestants: Do
we literally receive the Body and
Blood of Christ in Communion or
just a symbol? Was the Mother of
Jesus conceived without sin? Is
there a purgatory?
Our answer to the question
of authority determines in an
unqualified way on which side
of every other question we
stand—everything is at stake
in it. Therefore, when speaking
of Christian authority, we must
approach one another with great
humility and love, understanding
that this is not one difference
among many, but the difference
that divides us because if the
Catholic Church does in fact
speak under the inspiration of
the Holy Spirit with the authority
of our Lord Himself, then all
other Catholic doctrines follow.
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Likewise, if Scripture Alone is
of one of the early church fathers,
was given in full during the lives
that authority, then much of the
seemingly oblivious to the fact
of the Apostles and ended with
ground on which Catholicism has
that what somebody in the 3rd
the death of the last Apostle, we
developed its doctrine over 2,000
or 4th century of Christianity
disagree fundamentally on how
years becomes tenuous at best.
says has no binding force in the
that deposit is preserved.
Because authority is so
mind of the person with whom
Catholics believe as firmly
fundamental to the intellectual
he is conversing. We must stop
as Protestants in the divine
integrity of each respective
proceeding in discussion with the
authorship of the Bible. However,
theology, perhaps no other point
assumption that the other holds
they also believe that a group of
of difference evokes as strong of an
the same fundamental principles
non-divine, ordinary, sometimes
emotional reaction from either side
that we hold and instead begin
wicked human beings called
of the argument. It is not simply
looking at those principles
bishops
can—when
speaking
that Catholics and Protestants
themselves.
in unison—bind my conscience
believe the other’s position to be
This recognition that the
to accept a doctrine, regardless
wrong on this point, but we tend
other person, whom in the
of what seems to me to be the
to look at the other’s position as
principle of charity I assume is at
best interpretation of Scripture.
absurd. When a Catholic hears
least as intelligent and as wellThat is to say, Catholics believe
that someone believes that we
that, moved by the Holy Spirit
are supposed to discover
just as the Apostles were
This recognition
truth by reading and
moved when writing
that the other person, whom
interpreting
the
the Scriptures, the
in the principle of charity I assume is college of bishops
Bible simply under
the inspiration
at least as intelligent and as well-mean- speaks with the
of the Holy
of
ing as I am, experiences the same reaction authority
Spirit without
Christ Himself,
any
visible to my belief as I experience to his can be a regardless of
guarantee
the
personal
moment of empathy which will allow
that
we
are
h o l i n e s s ,
us to move towards mutual under- i n t e l l i g e n c e ,
interpreting
standing as we seek the truth
correctly, he shudders.
or
theological
But, likewise, when a
understanding of any of the
together.
Protestant hears that a Catholic
individual bishops.
believes that there is somebody on
meaning as I am, experiences
Protestants believe that one’s
earth right now that can tell me
the same reaction to my belief
conscience is only bound by the
what I must believe—especially
as I experience to his can be a
sincere, prayerful reading of the
when that somebody is asserting
moment of empathy which will
Holy Scriptures and that any who
things that are very contrary to
allow us to move towards mutual
claim to be able to speak with
the way in which he interprets
understanding as we seek the
absolute authority as the Catholic
Scripture—he reacts with equal
truth together.
Church claims are claiming for
horror.
Beginning in this spirit of
themselves an authority only due
Or perhaps an even more
empathy, this aspect of doctrine
to God. Christ gave us all we need
common occurrence is when
poses a special problem to unity
when He gave us the Scriptures.
these fundamental principles
because it is a point of absolute
It would be foolish to entrust
go altogether unspoken in the
difference that no amount of clarity
important matters of our salvation
context of a different theological
in dialogue will rectify. Unlike the
to mere men.
debate. For instance, a Protestant
doctrines of Sola Gratia or Solo
Where does this difficulty leave
will fail to understand that
Christo, there is little hope that if
us? While certainly there seems
Scripture alone is not the only
we simply understand one another
to be a problem for total reunion
authority a Catholic looks to
better, the argument will cease. In
in truth between Protestant and
and begins a discussion with the
fact, the better we understand one
Catholic theologies, it is hugely
question, “Where do you find
another in this case, the sharper
significant in that even after 500
that in the Bible?” And likewise,
the debate becomes. Though
years of separation on this most
a Catholic will triumphantly
both Catholics and Protestants
fundamental of points, so much
point a Protestant to a teaching
agree that the deposit of faith
of our theology remains the same.
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This gives us great cause to believe
that we are all being guided by
the same Holy Spirit, though as it
often seems, “dimly, as through a
mirror” (1 Corinthians 13:12).
Despite beginning with very
different presuppositions about
the interpretation of revelation,
we have in common the belief that
the fullness of Truth was given to

a pope, a Saint, or a video game, it
ought to be removed from our life.
If saluting a flag could cause me to
give less glory to God, then I should
absolutely refrain from doing so
because it has become an idol.
Indeed, both Catholics and
Protestants fall into a trap of
judging one another harshly on
this account—we frequently fail

We find that the very richness and
clarity of the Scriptures themselves allow
us to enjoy an abundance of commonality
in doctrine which we ought to recognize
as a great gift from God.
the Church—whether we believe
that to be a visible or invisible
Church—by the Apostles. Despite
our disagreement on how that
doctrine is preserved, we find
that the very richness and clarity
of the Scriptures themselves
allow us to enjoy an abundance of
commonality in doctrine which we
ought to recognize as a great gift
from God.
For the Glory of God Alone
The doctrine of Soli Deo Gloria
may have received a particular
emphasis during the period of the
Reformation as a response to the
Catholic practice of giving honor
to Saints and Mary the Mother of
Jesus, as well as to living authorities
in the Church, and in another sense
to holy images and places. However,
there is nothing in the way in
which most Protestant theologians
currently formulate the doctrine
that warrants any objections from
Catholics at all.
Indeed, the whole point of
being a Catholic as well as being
a Protestant is to give God the
total glory He is due from us in the
way that we live out every part of
our lives. All Christians should be
firmly convinced that if anything
competes in our hearts with the
glory we give to God, whether it be

to assume the best of the other in
the other’s efforts to give God the
glory He is due. It is perhaps the
norm in some Protestant circles
to accuse Catholics of giving to
the Saints or Mary or holy images
the honor that is due to God alone.
This simply is not what Catholics
do. If any Catholic were to give to
anything the worship that is owed
to God alone, they would not be
practicing authentic Catholicism.
Catholics love the Saints and Mary
and holy images precisely because
Catholics believe that these things
bring Christians closer to Christ.
These things can never compete
with Christ in a Catholic’s heart.
Catholics believe that properly put
honor (not worship!) given to a saint
no more detracts from the glory
due to God than the admiration
given to a work of art detracts from
admiration of the artist. Catholics
love and honor holy people and
things because they believe that
by loving them, they are loving
the Artist, God Himself who made
these things, and that these things
as made by God are meant to draw
us towards God.9
In a similar way, Catholics also
9
There is no doubt that some who call
themselves Catholic do in fact give an
inordinate amount of honor to created things,
whether in the form of idolatry or superstition
(which of course can be considered a form of
idolatry).

accuse Protestants of not giving
God the honor He is due. I have
seen many well-meaning Catholics
accuse Protestants of being
Protestant simply because they
like to interpret Scripture however
they want and thus, live their faith
out of a desire for their own glory,
rather than out of a humble desire
to please God. Though certainly
there can be selfish motivations
for believing—or not believing—
in any doctrine and perhaps it
might be appealing to some to get
to interpret the Bible according to
our fancy, the reality is that almost
every Protestant I have ever met
has approached the Bible with
great humility and reverence, full
of the conviction that the demands
of Scripture as they are and not as I
would like them to be are what bind
my conscience.
The alternative to these
unjustified assumptions about one
another need not be a vague
optimism about how much we have
in common, but rather, a discussion,
perhaps even debate, beginning
with the honest trust that the other
wills the glory of God at least as
much as I do. How much would our
discussions, dialogues, and debates
change if this was our fundamental
presupposition, second only to the
shared conviction that JESUS IS
LORD!

Rich is a full-time missionary at MIT. He loves playing
guitar and writing music.
He is getting married next
year to his beautiful fiancee,
Jessie.
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Perilous Proselytism
The Christian Martyrs’ Last Prayer, Jean-Léon Gérôme, 1888

For I am not ashamed of the
gospel, for it is the power of God
for salvation to everyone who
believes, to the Jew first and also
to the Greek.1

M

artin2, a good friend of mine
from back home, once told
me about a frustrating encounter
he had on his college campus. He
was riding a morning bus to class,
and standing near him on this bus
was an acquaintance he had made
in freshman year. It was Martin’s
senior year, and the two of them
had at that point not spoken for
over two years. I do not know
whether this vague acquaintance
of Martin’s was simply a seat over
or a good few steps away, but
apparently this man went out of
his way to speak to him. He asked
Martin how college had treated
him since freshman year; Martin
reciprocated, and they maintained
conversation for a decent length of
time. My friend was pleased and a
Romans 1:16
The name “Martin” is a pseudonym, to protect
anonymity.
1
2
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little impressed that this man had
reached out to him; he took this as
a sign that this was a pretty good
guy going above and beyond to
show a little compassion to an old
connection.
Abruptly, the acquaintance
reached into his backpack and
procured a pamphlet. He was
part of a Christian fellowship on
campus, and he told Martin that
he should really consider coming
to an event that they were hosting.
He smiled, but said nothing else
to Martin. At that, without any
more words or pleasantries, the
guy turned around and walked off
the bus; he never reached out to
Martin again.
Martin and I grew up in the
same neighborhood, in a small,
rural town masquerading as a
city in the heart of the Bible Belt.
Because I gave my life to Christ
at a relatively young age, I found
my childhood community to be
nothing short of empowering.
Though my family did not go to
church for a few years, and I caught
some flak for that, I otherwise
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received the benefit of the doubt
regarding my belonging in a
religious setting. Martin, on the
other hand, grew up as a Christian
but eventually decided to become
an atheist. When he had honest
questions about the legitimacy
and significance of certain biblical
principles, some from his home and
community shamed him for his
doubting of God and God’s Word.
Some of the same people which
I felt empowered me served as
intellectual oppressors to him. The
religious homogeneity they enjoyed
allowed for their proclamations of
faith and prejudice to subtly smear
together with little contest. Their
reactions to his earnest pursuit
of truth are very much a part of
what drove him away from faith:
a moral shortcoming that wholly
misrepresented the God they
claimed to serve.
I believe that Martin, beyond
being a great friend, has also
been one of my greatest teachers
in tolerance. Very few Christians
have shaped the way I live my
life for Christ as this atheist has.

Though he supports my identity in
Christ, through his stories, I have
felt the ignorance and arrogance
of my town’s nominally Christian
culture,
whose
affirmation
throughout the nation’s history
has made some of its constituents
lazy in regards to compassionate
evangelism, intellectually rigorous defense of the faith, and
social justice. It is for this reason
that, even to a fault, I often refuse
to offer my religious beliefs in
conversation unless I am explicitly
welcomed to do so. I try to listen
before I speak, and I get angrier
at Christian talks in which I feel
the character of Christ and the
intellectual rigor due the Word
of God are slighted more than
anywhere else.
It is for these reasons, for this
background that I have, that I am
not sure whether I am not ashamed
of the gospel. Though my identity
in Christ suggests that I believe the
gospel is good news, I am not yet
comfortable with sharing my faith
in the context of evangelism. And
in using the word “evangelism,” I
do not mean the convenient turn of
conversation wherein my opinions
on God and the supernatural
are solicited. I mean deliberate,
unsolicited proselytizing. I fear
embodying the callousness,
arrogance, and intellectual dearth
that is stereotypically trademark
of evangelism. My fear of being
a stereotypical, dehumanizing
proselytizer keeps me from
elucidating the gospel unless I
am clearly welcome to do so. At
the same time, I know full well
that God commands His people to
boldly and unapologetically share
what we believe is the only hope
for mankind.
Actually Good News
But God shows His love for us in
that while we were still sinners,
Christ died for us.3
3

Romans 5:8

The Bible is a troubling
anthology, and the sum of its parts
is dense and cryptic. Its claims
range from benedictions of peace,
and professions of God’s love, to
the slaughter of Canaanites and
threats of damnation. Open the
scriptures to John chapter 3, and
Christ explains how He lays down
His life for perverts, liars, addicts,
and cowards, taking upon Himself
the punishment they deserve,
that they might have eternal
life. Looking at this snapshot of
scripture, it makes little sense
that the Good Book could be called
anything less. Open the same
scriptures to Revelation 19, and
this same Christ is seen executing
judgment upon all the perverts,
liars, addicts, and cowards,
wearing a blood-stained robe; His
weapon is a sharp sword, drawn
from His mouth as if from a sheath.

I fear embodying the
callousness, arrogance,
and intellectual dearth
that is stereotypically
trademark of
evangelism.
The God of the Bible, assuming
He is consistent, is obviously
multifaceted, and any claims of
love made in His Word coexist
with claims of certain judgment.
Through all the stories, doctrinal
discourses, and apocalyptic visions
recorded in the Good Book, it is
very difficult to paint an accurate,
concise picture of this loving,
wrathful, patient, unyielding,
humble, imposing God.
What the Bible makes clear,
though, is that both the wrath and
affections of God are perfectly met
and satisfied at the cross, upon
which Christ died for the sins of
the world. It is simultaneously a
measure of God’s love for mankind
and of His hatred for evil. It attests
both to the mercy that is in God’s

heart—that He would shed His own
innocent blood so that we might
know Him—and to the profound
unwholesomeness that girds our
hearts and thoughts, that our sins
are so profound that they have to
be atoned for by the death of God.
At the cross, the damned
become princes and princesses,
adopted by a God whose affections
for mankind never cease. At the
bleeding feet of God incarnate, we
lay down our guilt, our rebellion,
and our hearts. Christ—on whose
hands are written in blood and iron
the names of the people He died
for—in turn indwells in the filthy
hearts given Him, praying before
the Father for adopted brothers
and sisters day and night, without
end. He tells His beloved siblings
through both tender intimations
and bold proclamations that He
Himself will bear with them their
sorrow, their shame, their broken
relationships, their insufficiency,
and their fears, day by day. This
walk with God, as it is called in
modern evangelical circles, grows
increasingly in joy and honor until
the day when flesh fails; the child
of God closes his or her eyes, and
opens them to a city in which all
human desires for belonging,
companionship, integrity, and
purpose are realized.
Behold! The dwelling place of
God is among men. He will dwell
with them, and they will be His
people, and God Himself will be
there with them as their God. He
will wipe away every tear from
their eyes and death shall be
no more, neither shall there be
mourning, nor crying, nor pain
anymore, for the former things
have passed away.4
Biblical Christianity, as a
paradigm, is difficult to wade
through, and the portrait it paints
of mankind is both figuratively
and literally damning. But if the
4

Revelation 21:3-4
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If I say to the wicked, “You shall
surely die,” and you give him no
warning, nor speak to warn the
wicked from his wicked way, in
order to save his life, that wicked
person shall die for his iniquity,
but his blood I will require at
your hand.6
The Character of the Mission
Who is going to harm you if you
are eager to do good? But even
if you should suffer for what is
right, you are blessed. “Do not
fear their threats; do not be
frightened.” But in your hearts
revere Christ as Lord. Always
be prepared to give an answer
to everyone who asks you to give
the reason for the hope that you
have. But do this with gentleness
and respect, keeping a clear
conscience, so that those who
speak maliciously against your
good behavior in Christ may be
ashamed of their slander. For
it is better, if it is God’s will, to
suffer for doing good than for
doing evil.7
For certain, Christianity in
Romans 3:10-12
Ezekiel 3:18-19
7
1 Peter 3:13-17
5
6
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claims it makes about people are
true—that “none is righteous...all
have turned aside[, and] together...
have become worthless”5 —then
the promises it offers mankind are
unfathomably generous, and the
gospel is not a cultural preference,
but a fundamental human need.
To believe the reality of this need,
and to withhold from those who
have this need their only Hope
and Healer, can only result from
cowardice, hatred, or dispassion.
It is either manslaughter or
murder, and completely forsakes
the unfathomable worth of the
human persona, crafted in the
image of God.
It is for such a reason that God
says to the prophet Ezekiel:

America has much to apologize for.
There exists rhetoric bordering on
the treating of souls as statistics,
nonbelievers as opportunities and
not people. Within the past halfcentury, the term “evangelical” has
come to refer to not only a subset
of Christianity, but also a large
political sect.8 LGBTQ persons
have been hated,9 children have
been abused10, science has been
opposed, and xenophobia has been
propagated,11 all allegedly in the
name of God. For these reasons,
Christians must be mindful that in
evangelism, they are representing
a horribly misrepresented Jesus,
and in their evangelism, they
might be perceived as part of a
large, loud Christendom that has
hurt many hundreds of thousands,
in the least.
Yet it is for these reasons that
8
“Evangelicals and Protestantism.” Institute for
the Study of American Evangelicals at Wheaton
College
9
“Child’s ‘Ain’t No Homos Gonna Make It To
Heaven’ Church Performance Goes Viral.” The
Huffington Post.
10
Almasy, Steve and Ray Sanchez. “6 N.Y. church
members arrested after teen dies in assault.”
CNN.
11
Campolo, Tony and Shane Claiborn. “The
Evangelicalism of Old White Men is Dead.” The
New York TImes
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I have had the joy of
seeing the gospel catch
the wonder and hope of
other people
sharing the gospel is all the
more crucial. Yes, in sharing the
gospel, Christians run the risk
of further marring the image of
Christ and further encouraging
insensitive practices in Christian
circles. But in their silence, they
only affirm the suspicion that
their Christ is a mere religious
preference, and they hint that the
hellfires of which Christ speaks
are only so substantial as to harm
one’s self-image. Christendom
speaks more words in its timidity
than could ever be spoken on a
soapbox. Therefore, the church
must echo Peter’s prayer in the
book of Acts, that it might “...
continue to speak [the] word with
all boldness.”12 All the while, in
respect and compassion for nonbelievers, Christians must learn
to be as sensitive and accessible
as the apostle Paul, who, without
compromising
his
message,
12

Acts 4:29

Jesus Washing Peter’s Feet, Ford Madox Brown, 1876

When Christians take
this charge seriously, and
are sensitive and humble
in their sharing of the
gospel, it is then that
the character of Christ
will be raised above the
hypocrisy and apathy
that have so slanderously
painted Him.
sought to “...become all things to
all people, so that by all means [he]
might save some.”13
In my limited proselytizing,
I have had the joy of seeing the
gospel catch the wonder and hope
of other people. I had the strange
privilege of being the source from
which a Singaporean man learned
about the gospel for the first time
in his life; I was surprised when he
received it with gratitude. I got to
meet a hitchhiker who was in the
middle of a years-long trip across
the United States, who shared
with me who he believed God is
and theological talks he had over
the course of his travels. I invited
a non-Christian friend to come
to church with me once or twice,
and now he, too, finds confidence
and hope in the same Christ that
I do. Through the Loaves and
Fishes program at the First Korean
Church of Cambridge, I have had
a unique opportunity to share the
love God has shown me to people
whom I would otherwise never
have gotten to know. In my meager
sphere of influence, through
my underwhelming skillset and
inconsistent outreach, God has
worked to show the character and
mercy of His Son to people who
need Him just as much as I do. If in
my limited sphere God has moved
people closer to Himself, and at
least one person fully into His
13

1 Corinthians 9:22

kingdom, how much more should
every Christian spend sleepless
nights in childlike anticipation,
eyes wide, imagining the number
of tearless eternities that God can
instantiate through Christ’s work
in their efforts at evangelism?
There is Yet Unfathomably
Much to Be Done.
And he said to them, “The
harvest is plentiful, but the
laborers are few. Therefore
pray earnestly to the Lord of the
harvest to send out laborers into
his harvest.”14
The Biblical narrative, by
certain semantics, has exactly one
hero: the Christ. “...All things were
created through him and for him,”
and it is God’s design, “...through
him[,] to reconcile to himself all
things...making peace by the blood
of his cross.”15 The Christian
paradigm asserts that in Christ
alone is the purpose and greatest
possible good of anything fully
realized, whether that thing be a
person, a career, a school, or a
social justice initiative. The
kingdom of God, certainly, is not
meant to extend itself by heavyhandedness on our part, for
regarding the Messiah, Isaiah
writes that “...a bruised reed he
will not break, and a faintly
14
15

Luke 10:2
Colossians 1:16,20

burning wick he will not quench.”16
But unquestionably, the kingdom
was wrought with the design of
extending itself, and each
Christian has a role to play in that
expansion. Seeking first the
kingdom of God is the Christian’s
charge—for the pleasure of God
and in love for all people, as Christ
came because God immensely
loves the world.17 When Christians
take this charge seriously, and are
sensitive and humble in their
sharing of the gospel, it is then
that the character of Christ will be
raised above the hypocrisy and
apathy that have so slanderously
painted Him. If we neglect to do
this, there will be hell to pay in
someone’s life.
16

Isaiah 42:3,

17

Matthew 6:33, John 3:16

Ryan is a sophomore studying
Computer Science and Molecular
Biology. He enjoys running,
consuming science fiction, and
spending time with friends and
family.
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Will The
Rich Enter
Heaven?

Uncared For, Augustus Edwin Mulready, 1871.

Colin Aitken

14

MIT et Spiritus

Spring 2017

I

can only think of one person whose death I’m responsible for. His name was Steve, and years ago
he cut his hand working in a kitchen and now he
can’t open it enough to wear gloves. He was a master of really dark jokes that he’d deliver with a perfect deadpan. Last time I saw him, he was sleeping
outside because hospitals don’t like it when you can’t
pay and homeless shelters don’t like it when you have
pneumonia. I wondered if he could live in my dorm
room, or if I could pay for a cheap apartment, but that
seemed unrealistic so I quickly shelved the thought.
It might have given him time to recover. It probably
would have saved his life. Instead, he passed away on
Valentine’s Day.
You can’t blame yourself for that.
It wouldn’t have been safe to take him in.
You have to watch out for yourself first.
You can’t bring people like that home with you.

And so he’s dead. He was a person. He contained
a spark of the divine, loved and was loved by others,
had hobbies and passions and insecurities and inside jokes. And now he’s gone, in part because I cared
more about what was “realistic” than about his life.

It’s not like he was dealing
with drugs or porn or hatred.
Just comfort.
But before you judge me, ask yourself if you would’ve
done the same. And before you let me off the hook,
ask yourself if God would.
You see, Jesus tells a similar story in Luke 16,
about a beggar named Lazarus and an unnamed rich
guy. We don’t get very much info about either character: the rich man has five brothers and eats well and
dresses nicely. Lazarus lives outside his gates and gets
licked by mangy dogs. The rich man doesn’t do anything to Lazarus. It’s not his fault Lazarus is homeless.
He doesn’t harm Lazarus. It’s not clear that they’ve
ever exchanged words. And yet, says Jesus, the rich
man goes straight to hell. Forever.
There’s a lot to reflect on here. Nothing the rich
man does seems particularly bad to me. He could’ve
done more to help, but it’s not like he did anything
wrong. It’s not like he went out and killed anybody, or
stole anything. It’s not like he was dealing with drugs
or porn or hatred. Just comfort. This tells me that
my moral compass is, at least on this issue, horribly

miscalibrated. I’m so addicted to gratifying the flesh
through material riches that I’ve become desensitized
to and even okay with the sin of affluence.
It goes without saying that the level of affluence
in America is completely obscene on a historical scale.
Jesus commanded a rich young ruler to sell everything
he had to give to the poor before he could even follow
him, but what did the rich young ruler have? Spices?
Clothes? Jewels? Since I’d take my laptop and phone
over all his wealth any day, what does that say about
me? If he had too much to follow God properly, what
do I have? Why did it take so long to even think to ask
the question? And I see myself as a college student not
making a ton, rather than as a very rich man swimming in luxury! How strange (and scary) it would be
to see the world through God’s eyes! The same God
who sees half the world make two dollars a day watches me complain that Subway ran out of pickles to put
on my footlong sandwich.
I worry that life in America has blinded our
churches to what the bible actually says about money. Growing up in a fairly typical evangelical church,
I’ve heard all the standard defenses of materialism:
it’s not a sin to be rich. God wants us to enjoy life on
earth. Jesus partied too. What I’ve heard taught about
using money has mostly been Dave Ramsey-style
“how to manage your money” talks.1 We’ve become
comfortable with material comforts, ignoring Jesus’
surprisingly intense warnings against them. We’re
okay with greed and gluttony and ambition, having
replaced them with the softer-sounding “success” and
“comfort”. When we do reach out into altruism, we
often barge into places with all the humility and subtlety of Creflo Dollar’s private jet:
Let’s Save Africa.
Bringing God to Mexico.
We’re gonna spend $5,000 to build an outhouse
or something.
At times, the charitable endeavors we fund do
more harm than good2 and this tinges our virtues
1
This shouldn’t be read as a criticism of Dave Ramsey. Teaching people
to get out of debt is a very good thing indeed, and it’s unfair to expect his
ministry to focus on every single part of financial virtue. My complaint is
only when his ministry is the full extent of what we learn about money—
we certainly shouldn’t assume that once a person is out of debt, their
finances are godly.
2
This is a particular risk with short-term mission trips, where we risk
spending tons of money to build things people don’t want or could
build themselves (in the worst cases, taking jobs away from builders and
carpenters who live in the places we travel to!). Many of the benefits of
such trips come from making the people who go on them more globally
aware and more charitable in the future (indeed, this is how I became
interested in the topic!), but we need to be careful not to hurt the people
we think we’re helping in the meantime!
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Dives and Lazarus, Bonifacio Veronese, 1540s

with sin.
As a Christian, I believe our goal should be to figure out what God wants us to do with our finances.
(And then, of course, to do that.) As an evangelical,
I believe that God’s point of view is best determined
through correct3 biblical interpretation. The summary below, due to space, is necessarily incomplete. For
a fuller (and better-exegeted) overview, see Neither
Poverty nor Riches by Craig L. Blomberg or Jesus and
Money by Ben Witherington III.

We’re okay with greed and
gluttony and ambition,
having replaced them with
the softer-sounding “success”
and “comfort”.
Let’s take Genesis 1 as our starting point: God is
the source of all things, including our possessions and
our wealth, and (at least initially) the things God creates are good. This should caution us against a blind
asceticism: God’s plan for humanity, uncorrupted by
sin, includes food and at least some sort of material comfort. Throughout Genesis, and later under the
Mosaic covenant, God occasionally blesses particularly faithful people with wealth and prosperity. Since
most Christians believe that the Mosaic covenant is
not directly applicable following Jesus’ resurrection,
we should emphatically denounce any of the sort of
“prosperity gospel”4 type preaching that pervades
3
Which here means “as God intended”, making the whole thing a bit
circular. Perhaps more to the point, I believe that careful interpretation
sensitive to the cultural and genre-specific contexts of each passage
provide the best way of ascertaining God’s perspective on a subject.
4
The “prosperity gospel” (aka the “health and wealth” or “name-it-andclaim-it” gospel) is the heretical idea that faithfulness to God will pay
off in financial prosperity in this world, with believers often showing
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pop Christianity and, it seems, our presidential inauguration.5 At the same time, the covenant was given
by the same God we still worship, which implies that
God is not necessarily opposed to wealth in and of itself.
Nevertheless, the Old Testament provides two
significant counterpoints to materialism. First, and
most important, is God’s concern for the poor. This is
two-pronged: certainly God’s people must not make
their wealth through sinful means: the Levitical laws
condemn things like lending money with interest6 and
withholding wages from workers, while the prophets
repeatedly use their role as social commentators to
express outrage at profits made on the backs of the
poor. Amos in particular coldly describes the sort of
apathetic comfort-seeking at the expense of others
we’re familiar with today by referring to his listeners
as
“[...] cows of Bashan
You women who oppress the poor
and crush the needy
and say to your husbands,
‘Bring us some drinks!’”7
(While I am neither a woman nor married, I think the
damning image of a person concerned with trivial mafaithfulness by donating large amounts to the pastors involved. To see
why this is false, one might ask why none of the prophets, or Paul or
Peter, or Jesus for that matter, were ever particularly wealthy.
5
Paula White and Wayne T. Jackson, well-known prosperity gospel
preachers, spoke and prayed at President Trump’s inauguration.
6
Both times this commandment appears in Leviticus, it prohibits lending
with interest outright. The Deuteronomical version allows one to lend
with interest to Gentiles.
7
Amos 4:1. D Hubbard (quoted by Blomberg) notes that “the sarcastic
epithet cows of Bashan seems to refer both to the luxury the wealthy
women enjoyed and to a certain voluptuousness and sensuality which
their extravagant life-style afforded them.” (The men of the nation are
similarly mocked a few verses later)

terial pursuits over the people hurt by one’s lifestyle
certainly applies to me more than I’d like to admit.)
More important, however, is the duty those who
are rich have to their poor brothers and sisters. This
duty goes quite far: the Levitical laws give any crops
missed on the first harvest to the poor and demands
the forgiveness of all debts every forty-nine years. The
prophets, as usual, treat with scorn the wealthy who
fail to help their less well-off countrymen. In a particularly famous passage, Isaiah denounces the idea that
one can fulfill one’s ritual duty in fasting solely with
ash and sackcloth and a lack of food. Rather, he asks:
“Is [a fast] not to divide your bread with the hungry
And bring the homeless poor into the house,8
When you see the naked, to cover him;
And not to hide yourself from your own flesh?”9
The other warning the Old Testament writers
raise is that too much comfort can stop a person from
relying on God. Wealth brings with it the temptation
of self-reliance, and lets us live (at least for a bit) with
the illusion that we are our own source of life and
comfort. This hides from us God’s role in sustaining
the universe and us, and can lead us to forget that
we live in constant need of his mercies and grace (if
not for food, at the very least for forgiveness and the
ever-present quest for holiness). Along these lines, a
particularly relevant proverb attributed to somebody
named Agur son of Jakeh asks God to:
“Remove far from me falsehood and lying;
give me neither poverty nor riches;
feed me with the food that is needful for me,
lest I be full and deny you
and say, “Who is the Lord?”

or lest I be poor and steal
and profane the name of my God.”10
Here the prophets are rather bitterly sarcastic,
with numerous humorous and dark portraits of affluent and comfortable people seeing themselves as
much more important than they really are. Isaiah
mocks the Babylonian empire as
“[a] lover of pleasure,
lounging in your security
and saying to yourself,
‘I am, and there is none besides me.”11
The sin of pleasure-seeking is here intertwined
with the sin of pride, as the sheer wealth and comfort
of the Babylonian lifestyle leads its citizens to think
only of themselves, both ignoring the people hurt by
Babylonian’s imperialism and failing to recognize
their own shortcomings and relative unimportance
in the grand scheme of things. God’s resulting warning should bring as much terror to our own ears as to
those in Babylon:
Disaster will come upon you,
and you will not know how to conjure it away.
A calamity will fall upon you
that you cannot ward off with a ransom;
a catastrophe you cannot foresee
will suddenly come upon you.12
The message here is clear: the rich and powerful
build up ways to ward off the unknown and the dangerous. Babylon had magic, money, and astrology (at
least two of which we no longer consider valuable),
but we too have developed rituals to keep our fears
out. We use technology to avoid the elements and to
produce huge amounts of food. We have medicine to
ward off disease and the internet to ward off boredom.
Some of us move to wealthier neighborhoods to stay
away from crime. And indeed, we do these things because they work, at least against the everyday, physical dangers we can see. But against the great supernatural forces (whether we find ourselves against God
or demons), none of the defenses and postures we use
to feel secure will be of any use. In the grand, eternal
scheme of things, none of them will matter. God alone
provides security, and we must be cautious that our
temporary ability to provide for ourselves physically
does not blind us to our constant need for God in all
other ways.
As usual, Jesus’ own words on the matter are
faithful to Old Testament principles but come with

Christ and the Rich Young Ruler, Heinrich Hofmann, 1889
Proverbs 30:8-9
Isaiah 47:8
12
Isaiah 47:11
10

:(
9
Isaiah 58:7
8
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The Rich Man and the Poor Lazarus, Hendrick ter Brugghen, 1625

tion. These, says Jesus, who the world has forgotten
or ignored or trampled or looked down on or failed
to consider human: these are the sorts of people who
are more important than me. In case we couldn’t infer
what that means financially, Jesus spells it out for us:
Blessed are you who are poor,
for yours is the kingdom of God.
Blessed are you who hunger now,
for you will be satisfied.
...
But woe to you who are rich,
for you have already received your comfort.
Woe to you who are well fed now,
for you will go hungry.14

twists for a new era. Like much of Jesus’ teaching,
his financial advice depends on God’s intervention in
and imminent return to earth, which fundamentally
reshape the ways we think of our relationships with
each other and with the world. Two themes in particular stand out:
The first is sometimes called “eschatological reversal”,13 and refers to Jesus’ mysterious teachings
about roles in the kingdom of God. We’re told numerous times throughout the gospels that “the last shall
be first and the first shall be last”, in all sorts of measures of social standings. This is one of those phrases
that I’ve heard so many times in church that I often
fail to recognize how incredibly subversive it is. The
last shall be first. The infant in Togo who died of ma-

Jesus builds on this later, saying that “it is easier
for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for
a rich person to enter the kingdom of God.”15 While
Jesus notes that “with God all things are possible,”16
the blunt truth remains: it is difficult for the well-off
to get to heaven, and if we do make it there, it will be
as humble guests rather than the main deal.17
The second is what Jesus refers to as “treasure in
heaven.” The bible is very clear that the world we see
is not all there is. Beyond all the physics and jobs and
entertainment and technology there’s an invisible
and omnipresent God. There are angels and demons
and other incredibly powerful and rather scary supernatural beings. There’s heaven and hell and apocalypses and we’re small and mortal and it’s far more
than we can possibly take in. Even the biblical writers
seem at a loss to describe the supernatural realm:
The appearance of the living creatures was like
burning coals of fire or like torches. Fire moved
back and forth among the creatures; it was bright,
and lightning flashed out of it. The creatures sped
back and forth like flashes of lightning. [...] When
the creatures moved, I heard the sound of their
wings, like the roar of rushing waters, like the voice
of the Almighty, like the tumult of an army. When
they stood still, they lowered their wings.18

Babylon had magic, money,
and astrology... but we too
have developed rituals to
keep our fears out.
laria before speaking her first words. The man rotting
in prison somewhere over some trumped-up sentence
who’s forgotten how to speak and so only mutters to
himself. The monks and nuns who line nearly-forgotten monasteries around the world, whose constant
prayers we take for granted. The elderly woman in
hospice care living her last few days alone because
nobody cared enough to visit her. The migrant worker being taken advantage of by a cruel boss with the
threat of ICE agents on his side. The child who was
aborted before she could live and the mother who
died in childbirth because she couldn’t get an abor“Eschatology” is the part of theology devoted to things like the final
judgment, the “end times”, and so on.

13
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At the sound of their voices the doorposts and
thresholds shook and the temple was filled with
smoke. “Woe to me!” I cried. “I am ruined! For I am
a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of
Luke 6:20-21,24-25
Matthew 19:24. (And no, the “eye of the needle” isn’t a gate in
Jerusalem.)
16
Matthew 19:26
17
This, as in our day (or perhaps even more than in our day), would
have been surprising to Jesus’ audience. While there was a diversity of
Jewish thought at the time, a significant strain (particularly among the
Sadducees) viewed wealth as a sign of God’s favor, so that the rich were
believed to have achieved God’s favor and to be guaranteed access to
heaven, if such a place existed.
18
Ezekiel 1:13-14,24
14
15

unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the
Lord Almighty.” 19
The supernatural world is far bigger than us, and
God is much, much more important than us. This is
perhaps the most basic lesson of Christianity, and
yet it’s one I find myself having to relearn over and
over. A simple corollary is that it’s worthwhile to give
up worldly things in exchange for heavenly benefits,
which in turn serves as a basis for the incredibly rich
Christian theology of sacrifice. The life of a follower of Jesus, we’re told, is to be marked with sacrifice:
partly via persecution (much more of a problem in
first century Rome than twenty-first century America), but also through personal sacrifice for the sake
of others. When Zacchaeus the tax-collector repents,
he offers half his possessions to his poorer neighbors,
while Jesus demands the rich young ruler sell everything he has. These aren’t necessarily meant to be
binding for us, and I think it’s counterproductive to
try to set specific dollar amounts we should tithe or
give away, but if we truly believe God is more valuable
than any material thing, we need to be willing to put
our money where our mouth is.
In addition to eschatological teaching, three parables of Jesus in particular stand out. The first, the
story of Lazarus, we’ve already discussed. Second is
the parable of the shrewd manager, a confusing story which Craig Blomberg calls “an exegetical [inter-

Lazarus at the Rich Man’s House, Gustave Dore, 1866

19

Ezekiel 1:13-14,24

pretive] hornet’s nest.” Without going into too much
detail, the story20 depicts a dishonest man in charge
of his master’s finances, who is told he will be fired
and so essentially defrauds his master by reducing
how much the master’s debtors owe, thereby making
friends who will help him with his unemployment. Jesus’ interpretation of the parable is equally confusing,
but climaxes with a command to “use worldly wealth to
gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you
will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.”21 At least this
much of the message is clear: we are to use our worldly possessions, including our money, for the purpose
of furthering God’s kingdom on earth. This includes

Maybe the point is that
trusting God is scary and carries
real risks. Sometimes people get
hurt following God. Sometimes
people die following God.
giving to the poor (who will, after all, be above us in
heaven), but also giving to other Christian ministry
opportunities.
Last, and potentially most counterintuitive, is
the parable of the rich fool. The “rich fool” is what we
might otherwise call a wise man: the man has a particularly bountiful harvest, but has nowhere to store
his crops. Showing sound financial sense, he builds a
bigger barn to store the crops, so he can “have plenty of grain laid up for many years, take life easy; eat,
drink and be merry.”22 Jesus could’ve stopped here
and had a nice parable of good planning and smart
decisions about one’s future. But he doesn’t. Instead,
God suddenly appears and demands of the rich man:
“You fool! This very night your life will be demanded
from you. Then who will get what you have prepared
for yourself?”23
Jesus uses this parable to launch into a discourse
on anxiety and self-reliance. The message, we’re informed, is that followers of God should not worry: if
God provides for birds and flowers, how much more
will he provide for us? If we build up treasure in heaven through good deeds and concern for others, what
need do we have for money on earth? The lesson (is
it “don’t save money”?) makes me uncomfortable. If
I don’t save up enough money, what happens to me?
What if I do starve to death? Blomberg argues that in a
perfect Christian community there would be no need
to worry, because if catastrophe faced one member,
the others would step in and help. But what if they
Luke 16:1-8
Luke 16:9
22
Luke 12:18
23
Luke 12:20
20
21
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small expense!) are acceptable and even at times actively good practices.
The fundamental point of all this is that everything we have is a gift from God and intended for
his glory. We, therefore, ought to use them as best
we can to serve God’s purposes, which first and foremost means spending a lot less time and money on
ourselves, which requires real and material sacrifice.
Deciding what to spend our resources on, however, is
nontrivial. In particular, we need to answer questions
like
The Blind Beggar, Jules Bastien-Lepage, 1868

How do we value lives saved vs. experiences with God?
How do we value helping people we might meet vs.
people far away?
How do we value relief vs. development work?

don’t? Maybe that’s the point. Maybe the point is that
trusting God is scary and carries real risks. Sometimes
people get hurt following God. Sometimes people die
following God. But if we truly believe in Christ’s message, the harms we might face are by far outweighed
by the joys of close relationship with God and the treasures awaiting us in heaven.
There’s one more story I think is relevant to the
discussion, and I need to confess that I find it perplexing and a little counterintuitive. All four gospel writers
record a woman (sometimes identified with Mary Magdalene) anointing Jesus’ feet with an incredibly expensive perfume. Judas (of all people!) objects, saying that
the money should have been given to the poor, but
Jesus insists that “she has done a beautiful thing” in
anointing him for burial, and notes that the disciples
will always be able to help the poor, but will not always
have Jesus walking among them. I honestly can’t say
for sure what the message is here, but it seems that
Jesus is cautioning us against assuming poverty (or
related charity work) is the only worthwhile use of resources (as well as being judgmental about how others choose to use what they have!) Here, and echoed
in Paul’s writings and acts, is an indication that legitimate religious rituals are also an important use of
money—while this doesn’t necessarily make it okay to
spend millions of dollars on a fancy church campus,
it certainly implies that reasonable church expenses
and the occasional splurge for God (Mark tells us that
the perfume was worth nearly a year’s wages, hardly a
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None of these have simple, objective answers. The
first is probably the most important, and least answerable, of the questions. If our goal is to maximize
lives saved per dollar, then the (typically secular) effective altruism movement has performed significant
research regarding charities we should donate to,24
but none of these charities will do much to spread the
love of Jesus. On the other hand, if we want to maximize souls saved per dollar, we’d probably be better off
supporting full-time missionaries along with our local
churches (although I really don’t think “souls saved”
is a particularly measurable or useful concept. Something like “amount grown closer to God” would be better, but even less measurable.) My personal solution is
to donate some money to effective altruism-type (aka
“maximize lifesaving”) charities and other money to
Christian development work overseas in approximately a 2:1 ratio, but this is more of a haphazardly-cobbled-together choice than a principled stance.25 My
point here isn’t to tell you how to spend money you’re
giving to God, but to note that we ought to prayerfully
consider these questions before donating.
There are at least three temptations I find myself
facing when I try to follow God in this area. The first is
to limit myself to what seems realistic. I didn’t look for
a way to find Steve housing until he got better, because
that would be “unrealistic” (meaning, of course, that it
would require a sacrifice and I’m too selfish for that.)
I couldn’t possibly stop going to movies to donate the
money, because God wouldn’t really want me to miss
An introduction to effective altruism I really enjoyed is Doing Good
Better by William MacAskill.
25
I don’t currently give regularly to a church or missionary work. This
also shouldn’t be taken as a principled stance (we need churches and
missionaries!), but rather as the result of a kind of jumbled and messy
process of trying to weigh where I think God wants me to give at this time
and probably getting some things wrong.
24

out on Infinity War. Obviously I need to keep my phone
that our money goes to places which will raise up our
and laptop. Of course when I’m older I should own a
less-well-off brothers and sisters instead of patronhouse. I should save up to send my children to a top
izing them. (What this means in practice would fill
college. It would seem, at least empirically, that these
much more than this paragraph! A good introduction
to these sorts of questions is When Helping Hurts by
things are more important to me than God.26
Brian Fikkert and Steve Corbett.) A key step towards
The second temptation is to act as though charity
developing the right mindset towards this is to heed
and devoting my time to others is some sort of great
Jesus’ advice:
virtue, rather than a basic expectation. This leads to
all sorts of problems, not least the “savior complex”
Does he thank the servant because he did what was
in which we think of ourselves as great benefactors
commanded? So you also, when you have done all
rescuing the poor from a terrible plight. It’s very natthat you were commanded, say, ‘We are unworthy
ural in our day and age to see people in worse-off sitservants; we have only done what was our duty.
uations as somehow less human than us—we condeA final temptation (although there are certainly
scend to them and assume we know better than them
many I’ve missed) is to treat giving money away
about their own problems as well as pretty much
as an end unto itself. And, like most temptaeverything else. This is a great sin from which
Would
tions, there’s some truth to it: I believe that
we need to learn to repent and be healed,
sacrificing comforts and possessions with
I
trade
and there is a very strong risk of pushGod in mind is good for one’s soul. But
two months
ing our own views of “the good life”
if we’re really giving up our time
onto people who don’t want them or
of his life to buy
and money out of love, then the
already have them! Samuel Ikua
a cheeseburger from
basic principles of love deGachagua has written about
the stud? Fifteen years of
mand that we try to direct
growing up in a Kenyan orhis
life
for
a
brass
rat
I
haven’t
our resources in a way
phanage,27 when clearly
that is most helpful
worn since I bought it? Forty years
well-meaning missionto those we’re trying
aries arrived and had
for a book collection that mostly
to
help. (In particular,
the children sit through
lets me think of myself as the
blindly choosing charities
presentations on the imporsort of thoughtful, into
donate
to is probably not a
tance of oral hygiene and how
telligent
person
who
good
plan,
and
big flashy charito brush one’s teeth.
ties along the lines of the Make-Ahas a large book
Wish
Foundation are probably not the
As we filed into the dining hall aftercollection?
best
bet
under most Christian value syswards, we couldn’t stop laughing. “Antems.)
This,
of course, immediately runs into
other mzungu [white person] who thinks we
a zillion unanswerable questions about what
don’t know how to brush our teeth!” We addsorts
of resources to direct and what sorts of help
ed the new toothbrushes to our stockpile. We had
to
value,
and your opinions here will almost certaindozens, of course, from all the other white people
ly differ somewhat from mine. So instead, let’s look
who had come through that year apparently conat two choices of answers that appeal to me and see
cerned primarily about our teeth.
what happens.
The importance of this cannot be overstated. MisLet’s take “saving lives” to be the ultimate form
sionaries seeking to help people need to work with the
of doing good for the next few paragraphs. Then,
people and communities they’re helping to see what
we can take advantage of mountains of research on
people actually need and want. This needs to inform
the subject by charity evaluators like GiveWell,28 and
our volunteer work, making sure we see the people
learn that our best bet is a charity like the Against
we volunteer for as active partners instead of recipMalaria Foundation, which saves approximately one
ients, but it also needs to inform our donations, so
life per three thousand dollars donated.29 If the averIt’s also possible that these things are part of God’s plan, which is
of course much bigger and more complex than we can imagine, and
have some eternal significance I haven’t thought of (e.g. if God wants a
person to go to college because it’s where they’ll introduce somebody
or be introduced to God.) At the same time, I think there’s a big risk of
mistaking “God’s plan for my life” with “what I want to do”, so these
decisions should probably be made only after extensive open-minded
prayer.
27
From “The Good Missionary” by Samuel Ikua Gachagua and Claire
Diaz-Ortiz, available on Christianity Today’s website.
26

Sites like CharityNavigator are not good enough. It’s not enough to
see how much a charity spends on charity work vs. administrative costs:
we need to see what the charity work itself actually accomplishes! I’m
not convinced that “administrative costs” is a good measure at all—
some administrative work is very good and helpful (e.g. somebody who
coordinates net distributions), and some non-administrative work can
be less useful (e.g. just buying food for people who need and want job
training.)
29
Yes, I realize it’s more complicated than this. All numbers in this
section are ballpark estimates with largish error bars, not ironclad
28
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age person saved has about fifty years to live,30 then
it costs about five bucks to give somebody a month of
life. Five dollars. I don’t have the skill to express how
horrifying this number is. An entire month of life.
Five dollars. If you get nothing else out of this article,
I pray that you would reflect for a minute or two on
this exchange rate. And repent for all the times we’ve
spent five dollars on lesser things.

Five dollars. I don’t have the
skill to express how horrifying
this number is. An entire month
of life. Five dollars.
If you’re like me, it may be hard for you to deal
with numbers like this in the abstract. It helps me
to think of my nephew Aiden. He’s almost two now.
He’s very cute, and certainly knows it. (If you ask
him, he shakes his head “no” with a huge smile on his
face.) When I ask who his favorite uncle is, he points
to me. When I pretend to be pikachu and zap him, he
shakes his head at me with a surprisingly intense disapproval. Would I trade two months of his life to buy
a cheeseburger from the stud? Fifteen years of his life
for a brass rat I haven’t worn since I bought it? Forty
years for a book collection that mostly lets me think
of myself as the sort of thoughtful, intelligent person
who has a large book collection? It doesn’t feel like
enough to just answer “no”—it seems awful to even
ask the question.
And yet it’s the sort of tradeoff I’m perfectly comfortable making in everyday life. (Throwback to all
the prophets’ judgment passages!) The willingness to
trade the lives of people I’ve never met for spurious
and materialistic pleasures. As I type this, I’m eating
some chips and nacho cheese and drinking an energy
drink I bought so I’ll be awake for my flight tomorrow
morning. I wasn’t particularly hungry when I bought
them—just kind of bored and craving nachos. The
three of them cost $11.77 at La Verdes. Ten weeks of
life. I have a $200 ticket to Hamilton in Chicago tomorrow because of a late-night spur-of-the-moment
decision.31 Three years of life. I’ll be in Chicago for a
grad school visit, the culmination of an application
process that cost me about $1500. Twenty-five years
of life.32
numbers, and shouldn’t be taken particularly literally. But they give us a
decent idea of the moral weights involved.
30
This is again only an estimate, but a sensible one: median life
expectancy in the countries where AMF works range from 55 to 60, and
GiveWell’s model only takes into account lives saved for children under
five years old. (Apparently adult malaria deaths are more difficult to
measure and have inconsistent research.)
31
After writing this paragraph, I felt guilty and resold the tickets. So even
if this article does nothing else, there was some positive effect. (Also
somebody else got to see Hamilton!)
32
At the same time, this (I hope) puts me in a position to give more later
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But “lives saved per dollar” is not the only metric.
Let’s say we value face-to-face interactions, internal
personal transformation, and what some theologians
have called “God’s preferential option for the poor.”33
Furthermore, let’s say we are on a shoestring budget and can, even with great sacrifice, only afford to
donate $5 or so per week. In this case, a valid option
might be to buy lunch for a homeless friend once a
week and talk about life. The great thing about this
sort of outreach is that we can’t pretend we’re out
saving the world or get grandiose visions of how much
we’re “helping the poor”. We’re just back to the Christian basics of loving our neighbors and learning (our
pride can prevent us from admitting we have to learn
this!) to see our homeless brothers and sisters as people.
If you’ve made it this far, thanks for bearing with
me. The only remaining thing I’d like to say is that
none of us is strong enough to do this alone. The loves
of money and comfort are an addiction. The first step,
as the cliche goes, is to admit we have a problem. But
the road to recovery is long and hard. There is forward
motion. There are stumbles. There are times when
we’re willing to sell almost everything we own (and
perhaps do), and there are times when we panic and
order a bunch of pizza or buy a ton of books and
clothes. There are times when we’re generous and
times when we’re selfish. But the promise of Christ is
that the Holy Spirit gives us grace to push us forwards
and grace to pick us up when we fall off. And so as we
(or at least “I”, but hopefully “we”) look for ways to
spend less on ourselves and more on those around us,
I pray that God would guide us to deeper love, faithfulness, and relationship with him.
on. Questions of “making more money to give more money” lack simple
answers. On the one hand, doing everything we can to help more people
is an actively good thing. On the other hand, we can deceive ourselves
into thinking we’re earning more to help others when we’re really just
following our own desires for wealth or power or respectability. A few
years ago I was thinking of going into finance “so I could donate more
to charity.” My brother, as frank as ever, asked if I gave money to charity
at the moment. I didn’t, particularly, so he asked “what makes you think
you’ll start being generous when you have more money?” This had a very
deep impact on me.
33
This phrase comes from historical developments in Catholic social
teaching and liberation theology.

Colin Aitken is a senior in
Burton Conner studying
Course 18, and is an active
member of the MIT Shakespeare Ensemble and MIT
Intervarsity Christian Fellowship.

Cruciformity, or, How to Ignore What Jesus
Said and Feel Good About It

Taylor Craig

There was no dramatic sunset to cheer Him on.
We don’t get one either, but are still called to faithful sacrifice.
Cross-Jesus-Crucified, movie “King of Kings,” 1961

E

xtra! Extra! If I have extra,
I’ll give more than a guilttripped 10 percent of my income to
charity. If I have extra time after
finishing this, I’ll help you figure
that problem out. If I have extra
energy after a long day of work, I’ll
be generous in how I interpret the
potentially inconsiderate actions
of my roommate. Otherwise I will
be ruthlessly selfish, looking out
for number one. What scares us
when enacted as the Trump Doctrine finds its way into our daily
interactions in a way that at first
glance hardly seem threatening:
me first.

Go, sell all you have and give to
the poor. Then come, follow me.3
Remind me again of your pat,
carefully rehearsed explanation
for why that command isn’t normative for Christians today?
Whoever has two tunics must
share with the one who has none.4
Not ten tunics. Two.

him when He comes in glory.
Dying costs you your life.
The cross and our participation in
it is the essence of our salvation; it
is also the essence of the Christian
ethic:
“In your relationships with one
another, have the same mindset
as Christ Jesus:

Take up your cross and follow me.

Who, being in very nature God,
did not consider equality with
God something to be used to his
own advantage; rather, he made
himself nothing by taking the
very nature of a servant, being
made in human likeness. And
being found in appearance as a
man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death—even
death on a cross! Therefore God
exalted him to the highest place
and gave him the name that is
above every name, that at the
name of Jesus every knee should
bow, in heaven and on earth
and under the earth, and every
tongue acknowledge that Jesus
Christ is Lord, to the glory of
God the Father.”5

God, I thank you that the cross I’m
carrying doesn’t require real blood
from my veins. Jesus, I thank you

The cross must remain forever the
signature of those who have been saved—a
living, breathing signature, played out in
our own flesh and blood and proclaimed
loudly to the world in the visibly pierced
hands and feet of Christ.
Pursue not your own interests, but
the interests of others.1
God, I thank you that I am not like
those Pharisees.2 I thank you that I
never temper your clear commands
with American sensibilities. I
thank you that I haven’t taken the
edge off of the truly biting ethical
commands you give us.
1
2

Philippians 2:4
Luke 18:11

that my life doesn’t look like yours,
that the Gospel doesn’t make itself
known in my very personal body
and blood. Thanks for staying at
arm’s length.
The story: Christ has died. Christ
has risen. Christ will come again.
The payout: We have died (and so
are free). We have risen (and so are
transformed). We will reign with
3
4

Matthew 19:21
Luke 3:11

Just as the cross remains forever
“the signature of the one who is
risen,”6 (for Christ shall yet have
Phillippians 2:5-11
E. Käsemann, “The Saving Significance of the
Death of Jesus in Paul,” in Perspectives on Paul,
trans. M. Kohl (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977),
5
6
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his wounds in heaven), the cross
must remain forever the signature
of those who have been saved—a
living, breathing signature, played
out in our own flesh and blood and
proclaimed loudly to the world in
the visibly pierced hands and feet
of Christ.

Parable of the Good Samaritan, LUMO Project, 2016

I’m speaking first to myself, and
then to much of the upper middle
class American church, in whose
ranks I have often found myself.
I speak in the language I would
need to hear it in to shake myself
to action.

Die for the Lord your God with all
your heart and with all your mind
and with all your soul and with all
your strength. Die for your neighbor.
Of course, no one in this country
is burning Christians at the stake
(though perhaps we like to think
they are). But even if they were,
brilliant and brief displays of ardor in the sight of all are far easier
than day in, day out sacrifice.
Slave away for the Lord your God.
Slave away for your neighbor as
you slave away for yourself.
MIT students should be panicking
about now.

He put him on his own animal…

It’s not that there aren’t people
who daily lay down their lives and
seek not their own interests. It’s
that Jesus literally lived so that He
could lay down His life, whereas
our sacrifices for service are not
the linchpin of our lives, not the
center of an integrated whole from
which work and leisure and relationships flow.7
All that God asks of us can be
summed up in the two greatest
commandments: love Him and
love our neighbor.8 Naturally God
Himself defines for us what love is,
and He does this when He finally
and fully reveals Himself to us in
the form of His son, “the exact imprint of His nature.” 9
This Son died for us. That is what
56
7
John 12:27
8
Matthew 22:36-40
9
Hebrews 1:3
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Do you sacrifice sleep to play more
video games, to read your favorite
book, to grow yourself in a new
way? You should do the same to
help a friend with a pset. Do you
put hours of studying in so that
you can go to grad school? You
should put hours into serving a
friend who had a bad day.
Oh but when they need me I’m
there for them…

Do you think service and generosity
with your time and
money will suddenly
get easier when you
graduate?
Do you put time and energy into
planning ahead and proactively
meeting your future? Plan ahead,
unprompted, to proactively do
good for those around you.
But I’m good at that, I love caring
for those I love.
What about those you don’t? Invite not those who can pay you

back.11 Do you get frustrated with
those around you when they are
not as generous as you try to be
yourself? Do you have a hard time
with people who don’t seem nearly
as considerate as you try to be? Do
you only like people when they are
nice to you? Do you ask them to be
perfect as you are perfect?12
You have received without paying;
give without pay.13

Brilliant and brief
displays of ardor in
the sight of all are
far easier than day in,
day out sacrifice.
Maybe I don’t have time and energy for that because I’m studying
hard here so that I can serve God
and others later.
Do you think service and generosity with your time and money
will suddenly get easier when you
graduate?
I too like serving God when I want
to, where I want to. There are lots
of reasons to flee cruciformity that
make more sense than thinking
that selflessness doesn’t require
practice. Giving money to the
temple rather than serving your
parents almost made sense too
(see Matthew 15). We will always
have to fight to make sure we do
not replace the difficult words of
the Lord with the easy words of
men—easy, selfish words that poison souls.
I’m not saying that there is no
merit to those or other similar responses. The church needs people
in academia and STEM industries.
My place is not to judge your heart.
His is, and He will ask whether you
know our crucified Lord. And regardless of what you think, He will
Luke 14:12-14
Matthew 5:48
13
Matthew 10:8
11
12

10

1 John 4:10
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Washtime at the Hafford House - Irish, Kimberley
Renee Schreiber Han, 2008

Whoever has two tunics is to share
with him who has none. (Luke 3:11)

also tell you whether you looked
like Him.
Christ suffered more than anyone
else in this world. Why has the
church not suffered more than the
rest of society? Why are the hungry not Christians who have given
all they had, the poor not those
who gave their homes and cars
and the clothes off their back?14
I’m not saying Christians can’t
live good middle class lives. You
might not be the rich young ruler
yourself.
But I promise you his sin is not
absent in our society. Jesus’ response to him remains the same.
Sure, Jesus had rich friends. One
of them gave up his tomb, cut by
hand out of solid granite.15 Not
cheap.
Zacchaeus didn’t give up all his
wealth. Just half.16
Two tunics. Not ten.17
There is not one chance in one
million that too many will sell all
they have and give to the poor.18
Mark 10:21
Matthew 27:60
16
Luke 19:8
17
Luke 3:11
18
John Piper, God’s call to leave this American
Mess, http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/
god-s-call-to-leave-this-american-mess,
accessed 03/20/2017. Note that I am borrowing
14
15

There is not one chance in one
million that too many MIT undergraduates will be too generous with their time, spending too
much energy serving their friends,
let alone those who cannot repay
the favor. There is not one chance
in one million that the upper middle class church will give too much
wealth to the poor. There is not
one chance in one million that too
many Christians will take up their
cross too quickly and suffer too
much for doing good.
Think hard about how your life
can be transfigured by a life of
stupid faithfulness. Perfect-God-

There is not one
chance in one million
that too many MIT
undergraduates will
be too generous with
their time, spending
too much energy serving their friends, let
alone those who cannot repay the favor.
dies-for-rebel-world stupid. Figure
out a way to lay your life down,
wherever you find yourself. What
of yourself can you give? What are
your tunics?
The whole of creation is the inheritance of the Crucified God.19 His
sacrifice is etched into the fabric of
the world. Every pencil with which
you do your homework, every tree
you walk by on your way to class,
every concept in physics or computer science is part of a new world
that was born because He took on
the form of a servant and humbled
Himself even to death. If His sacrifice has become the lifeblood of
Creation, why is it not the pattern
the phrasing and sentiment regarding sacrifice
rather than endorsing his argument about
missions and politics.
19
Colossians 1:16, Philippians 2:9-11, Psalm
2:8

for our life?
This is the true way of joy. Do you
believe that it is truly better to
give than to receive?20 The cross
precedes the crown, but in the
foolishness of God that is wiser
than the wisdom of men, the cross
was itself the crown.21 He rode in
on a victory steed, was clothed in
a purple robe, was crowned and
hailed, and was named the King
of the Jews.22, 23 Two unnamed
thieves, not James and John, were
at his left and right as he entered
into His kingdom.24
Christian, we are told that we will
reign with Him in the new world.
The kingdom is at hand. The world
is our inheritance. We are a royal
priesthood.25
Claim the glory that is yours: find
a cross.
Enter into the joy of your master.26

Acts 20:35
1 Corinthians 1:25
22
John 12:14-16
23
Matthew 27:28-29
24
Matthew 27:38, Matthew 20:21
25
Revelation 5:10
26
Matthew 25:21
20
21

Taylor Craig is a junior
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quantum gravity. He is
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rtcraig3.mit.edu/
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Nonviolent Action and the
Revolution of the Cross
Matthew Chun

Gandhi, King, Mandela, Geopolitical Dynamics

O

1
Women’s March on Washington: Mission &
Vision. (Online: https://www.womensmarch.
com/mission/)
2
James Doubek. NPR. “Photos: Thousands
Protest At Airports Nationwide Against
Trump’s Immigration Order.” 01/29/17.
3
Jan Ransom and Cristela Guerra. Boston
Globe. “Hundreds Gather in Copley to ‘stand
up for science’.” 02/19/17.

26

MIT et Spiritus

non-violent disobedience for the
benefit of society.”4 But why is this
all happening? Yes, it is indicative
of a widely held sentiment of
dissatisfaction around the nation.
But it also reveals a deeper belief…
that on some level, millions of
people around the world feel
that nonviolent action actually
works—that the peaceful use of
methods such as protests, civil
disobedience, and noncooperation
are effective in creating change.
The Power of Nonviolent Action
Deep down, people believe
that there is power in collectively
making their voices heard…and it’s
not just the view of the protestors.
In a fascinating talk at the MIT
Media Lab, Jamil Raqib, Executive
Director of the Albert Einstein
Institution, mentions that in 2015,
the Russian Senate named her
organization—a group of
five people advancing the
study and strategic use of
nonviolent protest—one
of the 12 most dangerous
organizations
in
the
world.5 Where do people
4
Drew Bent. The Tech. “Behind the
Media Lab’s $250,000 Disobedience
Award.” 03/16/2017.
5
The full talk is available at:
https://www.media.mit.edu/video/
talks
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get this notion that non-violent
protest is so effective? In the face
of an administration that can
seem flippant about the concerns
of its dissenters, what is it that
drives activists to march in the
streets of Washington or stand
in the Boston Commons on a cold
winter day? I believe an essential
part of the answer can be found
deeply rooted in our human nature
and our innate penchant for
storytelling. Looking at historical
figureheads of nonviolent action
such as Mohandas Gandhi, Nelson
Mandela, and Martin Luther
King Jr., this article will explore
the rationale behind nonviolent
protest and the success it has
drawn in the past. The article will
then consider a less commonly
studied figure in the context of
nonviolent action—the person of
Jesus Christ—and draw insight on

The Tech (Front Page), 3/16/2017

n
January
21,
2017,
immediately following the
inauguration of President Donald
Trump, over 500,000 people
participated in the Women’s
March on Washington to “send
a bold message…that women’s
rights are human rights.”1
Millions of others participated
around the globe. On January 29,
following Trump’s immigration
executive order barring citizens of
seven Muslim-majority countries,
thousands gathered at airports all
around the nation to protest.2 On
February 19, hundreds of people
gathered in Boston’s Copley
Square to rally for science and
climate research—a precursor for
a much larger national March for
Science on April 22.3
Protests in America have
started to spring up more
frequently and have drawn larger
numbers than have been seen in
decades. In fact, in line with this
trend of “questioning institutions”,
MIT has recently announced
a $250,000 award to further
encourage “extraordinary civil,

Via Dolorosa, Station 9: Jesus Falls, Shane Hawke

the themes of nonviolent action
pervasive throughout his life
and death. Ultimately, I hope to
show that the allure of historical
nonviolent movements is not just
intellectual or emotional—but
spiritual as well. The reason we
find these stories so compelling
transcends the power they hold
in and of themselves. Rather it
extends from the fact that they
are reflections of an overarching
narrative of Christianity—a story
of the universe itself that unfolds
in our everyday lives.

be prepared to lose all, not merely
their personal liberty, not merely
their possessions, land, cash, etc.
but also the liberty and possessions
of their families, and they must be
ready cheerfully to face bullets,
bayonets, or even slow death by
torture.”7
Our next figure, Mandela,
led
the
resistance
against
apartheid in South Africa and
became the leading voice of a
peaceful transition to a nonracial democratic state. Mandela’s
thoughts on nonviolent action
can be found in his autobiography
Long Walk to Freedom. Unlike
Gandhi, Mandela was not morally
opposed to violent action, but
rather chose nonviolent action
as a more effective political tool.

words, “I wanted South Africa to
see that I loved even my enemies
while I hated the system that
turned us against one another”.
In the proceeding negotiations,
Mandela fought against the
National Party’s fanning of race
hatred and “saw [his] mission as
one of preaching reconciliation,
of binding the wounds of the
country, of engendering trust and
confidence.” It is this advocating
for nonviolence that the world
remembers him for, awarding
Mandela the 1993 Nobel Peace
Prize in recognition for the
Nonviolent Action Throughout
countless lives saved by the
History
peaceful transition from apartheid
that he helped make possible.
A large part of people’s belief
Our third figure, Martin
in the power of nonviolent action
Luther King Jr., is perhaps the
stems from its historical legacy
most familiar face of nonviolent
and its pivotal contributions to the
Jesus’
action in America. In his Letter
legendary social and political
nonviolent
act
from Birmingham Jail, King
movements led by the likes
addresses white clergymen
was
coming
to
earth
with
of Gandhi, Mandela,
criticized
his
the express purpose of being cru- who
and King. Indeed, it
leadership
of
nonviolent
is the tradition of
cified for the forgiveness of huprotest in Alabama and
such movements that
manity’s sins, thus overthrowing justifies his actions
today’s protesters look
a spiritual kingdom of evil that
from prison. He breaks
to and follow.
has
entrapped
mankind
since
down
the
nonviolent
Gandhi worked to
campaign
into
four
basic
our
earliest
origins.
construct his own theory
steps:
(1)
Collection
of
the
facts
of satyagraha that was key to his
to determine whether injustices
response against the British Empire
In
1961,
after
dabbling
with
nonare alive; (2) Negotiation; (3) Selfin India. Translated directly as
compliance,
Mandela
actually
purification; and (4) Direct action.
“Truth Force,” satyagraha is a way
convinced
the
African
National
King argues that there are just
of life rooted in “a determined
and unjust laws, and that unjust
but nonviolent resistance to Congress to form a military
organization
that
embraced
laws can be morally disobeyed.
6
evil.”
According to Gandhi,
sabotage
as
a
form
of
activism—a
However, he also emphasizes that
satyagraha is a difficult virtue,
the law must be broken “openly,
requiring prolonged training of group he was put in charge of
and
for
which
he
was
eventually
lovingly…and with a willingness
the individual soul such that “a
convicted
of
terrorism.
However,
to accept the penalty,”
and
perfect passive resister has to be
true to his words, King and his
almost, if not entirely, a perfect what Mandela is more frequently
remembered
for
is
his
commitment
followers courageously faced the
man.” However, satyagraha goes
to
a
peaceful
transition
to
the
end
consequences of imprisonment,
even farther and is distinct from
of
apartheid
upon
his
release
from
vicious dog attacks, and water
passive resistance, in that it is
blasting from law enforcement.
an “intensely active state”; it is prison in 1990. While in his early
years,
Mandela
“was
angry
at
the
Finally, King discusses the role of
motivated by love, not hatred,
white
man,
not
at
racism”,
he
notes
nonviolent action not in creating
to “change men’s hearts”; and it
tension, but in “[bringing] to the
demands respect of the adversary. that in prison, his “anger toward
whites
decreased,
but
[his]
anger
surface the hidden tension that is
Finally, the true satyagrahi “must
for the system grew”. In his own
already there”, thus exposing it
6
7
to “the light of human conscience
Encyclopædia Britannica. “Satyagraha.” Last
Nirmal Jumar Bose: Selections From Gandhi.

updated 01/19/15.

1948.
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Protesters at Logan International Airport in Boston Saturday, Scott Eisen, 1/28/2017

and the air of national opinion”
needed for it to be cured.
Jesus and the Nonviolent
Revolution of the Cross
Along with Gandhi, Mandela,

Nonviolent Movements
are reflections of an
overarching narrative
of Christianity—a
story of the universe
itself that unfolds in
our everyday lives.
and King, this article will group in
a less studied figure in the context
of nonviolent action—the person
of Jesus Christ. Furthermore, I will
demonstrate that Jesus does not
just belong in the group, but that
he is the ultimate example—the
underlying thread of nonviolent
action itself. Predating the others
by nearly two millennia, Jesus’
nonviolent act was coming to
earth with the express purpose of
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being crucified for the forgiveness
of
humanity’s
sins,
thus
overthrowing a spiritual kingdom
of evil that has entrapped mankind
since our earliest origins.8
As Gandhi states, “the perfect
passive resister has to be almost,
if not entirely, a perfect man,” and
as the only completely righteous
human to walk the earth, Jesus
was indeed the perfect man.9
Further, in line with satyagraha,
his actions were done out of love
rather than hate in order to change
men’s hearts.10 Like Mandela in his
later years, Jesus never hated the
people who persecuted him, but
rather the system of sin they were
living in, and he fought for the
freedom of his people (in this case,
humanity).11 And finally, like MLK,
Jesus came to disrupt the unjust
laws of the kingdom of the earth.12
By peacefully, yet powerfully
asserting his rights as Lord, Jesus
Ephesians 6:12
1 Peter 2:22
10
Romans 5:8
11
Luke 23:34; Galatians 5:1
12
Ephesians 2:2; 1:21
8
9
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provoked the anger and violence
of the Jewish and Roman
establishment, knowing well the
consequences of his actions and
willingly accepting the penalty of
crucifixion.13
And yet, while Jesus appears
to embody the ideals that Gandhi,
Mandela, and King strive for as
nonviolent activists, he goes even
further, taking these ideals to
extremes that no man could even
fathom. His cause wasn’t limited to
India, South Africa, or the United

The allure of
historical nonviolent
movements is not
just intellectual
or emotional—but
spiritual as well.
States… it wasn’t even limited
to a global scale. In restoring
the universe, the consequences
of Jesus’s life and death span
the heavens and the earth, the
physical and the spiritual. His
13

Matthew 26:36-56

cause wasn’t limited to a decade,
a century, or even a millennium…
it spans all eternity. And unlike
the others, Jesus did not stand to
gain anything from his cause but
acted entirely selflessly. He wasn’t
an Indian living under British
rule, a colored person living
under apartheid, or an African
American subjected to Jim Crow
laws. Instead, having rights and
ownership to everything in the
universe, Jesus gave up his comfort

Christ was not just
another successful
activist—he was
the paradigm of
nonviolent action
itself.
as Lord and King to come to the
earth as a poor son of a carpenter,
born in a feeding trough, knowing
well beforehand that he would be
sent to a torturous death on the
cross. In the end, Christ was not
just another successful activist—
he was the paradigm of nonviolent
action itself. While Gandhi has
been called the “Mahatma”,
Mandela referred to as a saint, and
King treated with reverence from
Americans of all backgrounds, the
powerful example of Jesus Christ
has changed the course of history
on an entirely different scale: his
actions have rightfully caused
people to recognize him as God
himself.
The Powerful Narrative
Nonviolent Action

of

It is undeniable that there is
something truly powerful and
compelling about the narrative of
nonviolent action. When we read
about Gandhi and his followers
being beaten down in the Great
Salt March, or Mandela being
imprisoned for his actions, or King
and his followers brutally attacked
by police dogs, our human nature

cries out with indignity and
demands that justice be served. On
the other hand, when we see their
determination to get back on their
feet, their resilience as they accept
undeserved punishment, and their
steadfast tenacity in the face of
adversity, something stirs within
us. A trust in the greater good, a
sense of pride, an air of reverence.
And when they finally succeed, we
celebrate with them and for them,
knowing that at the end of the day,
justice prevailed.
To the increased number
of protesters we are observing
today, these stories are a reason to
hope. It does not matter to them
whether or not the majority favors
their actions. After all, neither
did the majority who lived during
the time of Gandhi, Mandela, and
King. To today’s activists, there is
a sense of inner pride, a faith in
the process of their actions, and
a gut feeling that one day, they
too will be included on the right
side of history. In short, they
have bought into the historical
narrative of nonviolent action
and have decided to become the
characters themselves.
Without judging the validity of
all of today’s activist movements,
this article points to the powerful
narrative of nonviolence and
demonstrates that the story is not
unique to recent centuries, but
is deeply ingrained in the story
of the gospel. In the same way
that our hearts are struck by the
stories of Gandhi, Mandela, and
King, we feel similar evocation
of emotion upon picturing the
imagery of Jesus walking down
the Via Dolorosa to his own death,
flogged and beaten to the point of
collapse. And while we celebrate
India’s liberation from British
rule, colored South Africans’
liberation from apartheid, and
African
American
liberation
from segregation, how much
greater is the joy that comes from

humanity’s liberation from sin?
From a Christian worldview,
we are characters in the narrative
of a God-given universe, and our
human penchant for stories stems
from the fact that we find an
innate connection to the greater
cosmic story that we are all part
of. In this sense, the story of the
gospel lives in each one of us and
we find harmony with the
recurrence of its powerful themes
throughout history. As humans
made in the image of God, our
hearts yearn for the same justice
for which our creator yearns. And
with Jesus being the archetype of
non-violent activism, we cannot
help but be moved by the similar
stories of Gandhi, Mandela, and
King. But at the same time, let us
be more than moved. Let us take
principled action. Whether you
are out protesting in the streets or
writing to your representatives
from the comfort of your home—
let us always keep in mind the
example of Christ and seek to meet
the standard set by him in
reflecting the all-important story
of the gospel in our daily lives.

Matthew Chun is a junior
studying Mechanical Engineering
and
Management
Science. Despite having a
rebellious side, he prefers
nonviolent methods and tries
to keep any violent tendencies
contained to his involvement
on MIT’s wrestling team.
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The Price
of Glory
Richard Ibekwe
Scene from Silence

M

any
have
looked
on
suffering—both in the world
and in their lives—and concluded
that there cannot be a loving,
almighty God. Christianity, even
while proclaiming that such a God
exists, has never shrunk from the
reality of suffering—indeed, at
its core is a loving, almighty God
who does not stand aloof, but who
in Christ entered the world and
Himself suffered for our sake. In
His infinite love, more than anyone
else He is able to identify with us in
our suffering; in His infinite power,
more than anyone else He is able to
transform it and us with it.
Christians
have
suffered
persecution
for
their
faith
throughout Christian history—from
the apostles to those who this very
day in various parts of the world
have been made to choose between
their faith and their lives. One such
true story is told in Silence, a recent
Martin Scorsese film based on a 1966
book of the same name by Shusaku
Endo. In the film, word has reached
two
young
sixteenth-century
Catholic priests in Portugal that
their mentor, Ferreira, a missionary
in Japan, has gone missing. They
travel there to find out what has
become of him. They discover
in Japan a network of Christians
hiding from a chieftain they call
the Inquisitor, who is striving to
destroy what he considers a foreign
and dangerous religion. The priests
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learn that Ferreira was captured by
the Inquisitor and forced to watch
as his converts were tortured until
he eventually renounced his faith;
they too are found and subjected
to the same torment. The film
explores their anguish at this moral
dilemma and God’s seeming silence
in the midst of their sufferings and
desperate prayers.
At times, I wept as I watched.
Partly because of the grief of seeing
such pain. Partly because of the
joy of seeing faith so sincere—the
villagers submitted to be tortured,
believing Christ when He said that
“whoever loses his life for my sake
will find it”1 and loving Him more
than they loved this world. And I
wept partly because I wondered
whether, in the pressure of the
reality of the moment, I would be
willing to give up everything, as
they did, to follow Christ.
Take up your cross

Christ first forgave us.4 We serve
one another, for the Son of Man
came not to be served but to serve.5
And, as Christ gave up the riches
and splendor of heaven, emptied
Himself of His glory, lived the
sinless life that we could not and
died for us the death that was the
wages of our sin—as He took up a
cross and died on it for us, He bids

And I wept partly
because I wondered
whether... I would be
willing to give up
everything, as they did,
to follow Christ.
us take up our cross.6 He bids us be
ready to give up all to follow Him:
our pride, our comfort, our money,
perhaps our lives.
We are fortunate that we live in a
society in which we do not encounter
anything close to the kind of
persecution that so many Christians
through history have faced. But we
still live in a world fundamentally
hostile to the message of the gospel
and we everyday must make the
choice between following Christ
and following our passions and the

As Christians, we strive to
be like Christ. Much of what the
Bible teaches us to do is framed in
reference to Christ’s actions. We
love one another because Christ
first loved us.2 We love our enemies
and do good to those who hate us,
for Christ loved us while we were
still sinners and enemies of God.3
We forgive one another because

things of this world.
Jesus talked often about the
cost of being His disciple. He likened

Matthew 16:25
2
1 John 4:19, Ephesians 5:2, John 15:13
3
Luke 6:27–36, Matthew 5:43–47, Romans 5:8

4
Ephesians 4:32, Matthew 6:14–15, Matthew
18:21–35, Luke 7:36–50
5
Matthew 20:28
6
Matthew 16:24
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In that same mysterious
way, the heirs of God
must share in His
sufferings in order
that we may also share
in His glory.

Scene from Silence

following Him to a person who
decided to build a tower. Jesus asked:
would not that person first make a
budget and determine whether he
had the money to complete it? It
would be most embarrassing if he
had to abandon it unfinished.7 So
it is with those who want to follow
Christ. We must count the cost and
be ready to surrender all to Him.
Otherwise, we may find ourselves
like the rich young man who Jesus
told to give away his possessions
to the poor, that he might have
treasures in heaven, and then follow
Him. When the man heard this he
went away sad, for he was very
wealthy.8 He loved his money more
than he loved Jesus.
How often, I thought, have
I been like that rich young man,
holding too tightly to the treasures
of this world, things that moth
and rust will destroy, instead of
striving to store up for myself the
imperishable treasures of heaven?9
How often have I left undone those
things I ought to have done and
done those things which I ought not
to have done?10 How often have I
wavered before the narrow road that
leads to life11 because it seemed too
hard to follow Jesus—when I gave
in again too easily to sin though
I knew full well that nothing is
Luke 14:25–35
Luke 18:18–23
9
Matthew 6:19–21
10
A phrase from the morning and evening
prayers of the Book of Common Prayer.
11
Matthew 7:13–14
7

hidden from God’s sight, 12or when
I did not speak up when I witnessed
wrong, or when I failed to recognize
Christ in the faces of the needy I
did not help?13 If I am not careful, I
thought, I may find myself honoring
Him with my lips though my heart is
far from Him.14
So, as I watched Silence and saw
the actions of those who willingly
laid down their lives for the Lord
who laid down His life for them,
I was moved and challenged. I
remembered the apostles, who in
the fifth chapter of the book of Acts
were imprisoned by the authorities
for preaching and healing in the
name of Jesus. An angel released
them at night, sending them back
to the temple courts to continue
their preaching. There they were
arrested and brought before the
Sanhedrin, where they were
interrogated and flogged. Then we
are told something that has always
stood out to me: “the apostles left
the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because
they had been counted worthy of
suffering disgrace for the Name.”15
They did not merely endure the
pain—they found reason to rejoice
in it. And not only did they rejoice—
they considered it an honor to suffer
disgrace for the sake of Christ. What
would it look like if we went out into
the world with this mindset? How

much less would we fear those who
can kill the body but cannot kill the
soul?16 How much more freely would
we share our faith? How much less
would we feel burdened by what
people think of us?
Let us, then, rejoice, even when
we suffer, and in so doing surprise
both ourselves and others around
us. In one scene in Silence three of
the Christians are hung on crosses
on the shore to slowly drown with
the swelling of the tide, a scene
reminiscent of Christ’s crucifixion
between the two thieves. One of
them does not die for four long days
and breathes his last, neither cursing
his captors nor denouncing God,
but singing a hymn about paradise.
The sound must have tormented his
tormentors—such inexplicable joy;
such hope; such faith.
From suffering to glory
At one point in Silence the
Inquisitor sneers at one of the
captured priests, “the price for
your glory is their suffering! ”I was
reminded of the words of Paul in
Romans:
The Spirit Himself testifies with
our spirit that we are God’s
children. Now if we are children,
then we are heirs—heirs of God
and co-heirs with Christ, if
indeed we share in His sufferings
in order that we may also share

8

Hebrew 4:13
Matthew 25:31–46
14
Isaiah 29:13, Matthew 15:8
15
Acts 5:17–42
12
13

16

Matthew 10:28
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in His glory. I consider that our
present sufferings are not worth
comparing with the glory that will
be revealed in us.17
In the same mysterious way that
the Creator of heaven and earth
found it fitting to descend in the
form of a man to die for mankind,
in the same way that the last shall
be first and the first last, and that
we must become like little children
to enter the kingdom of God18—in
that same mysterious way, the heirs
of God must share in His sufferings
in order that we may also share in
His glory. And how do we share in
His suffering? At least partly by
sharing in the suffering of others,
for Christ told us that when we
give to the needy, feed the hungry,
clothe the naked or visit the sick,
we have done it for Him. And there
is great reward, because to share in
His glory outweighs so entirely any
suffering we could ever experience
that we cannot even begin to
compare them. It is to join the great
multitude that cannot be numbered
in the presence of God before His
throne.19 It is to be where God will
wipe away every tear, where there
is no more death or mourning or
crying or pain, where God has made
all things new.20 Let us take heart
at this great hope. Without the
promise of glory there is no hope in
suffering. We are not mercenaries;
we work not for the reward, but
because of the love of God; we

God Inviting Christ to Sit on the Throne at His
RIght Hand, Pieter de Grebber, 1645
Matthew 20:16
18
Matthew 18:3
19
Revelation 7:9
20
Revelation 21:4–5
17
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endure for the sake of Christ. Yet,
in a way, there is a subtle truth to
the taunt of the Inquisitor: in a way,
the price of glory is suffering. But
the Christians did not suffer for the
glory of the priests; they suffered
that they themselves would share in
the glory of Christ.
This talk of glory is all well and
good, but someone may ask, “What
about now? I do not want riches, but
when I cry out in prayer I want to be
heard. Why won’t God speak to me?
Why, as Silence poignantly asks,
does God so often seem silent in my
plight?” As is so often helpful with
hard questions like these, let us look
to Jesus. We remember the silence
in the garden of Gethsemane the

When God seems most
silent and distant, let us
trust in His will, let us
pray for those who trouble us, and let us rest in
God’s hands, knowing
that He is still with us
and will always be.
night before Christ’s crucifixion.
In the anguish of the knowledge of
His impending ordeal, He sweated
blood. Kneeling He prayed earnestly,
“Father, if you are willing, take this
cup from me”—a very reasonable
request given the circumstances.
But He added, “yet not my will, but
yours be done.”21 We remember the
following day, the weight of the sins
of the world on Him as He hung on
the cross and feeling for our sakes
the full darkness of separation from
God, how Jesus cried, “My God,
my God, why have you forsaken
me?”22 Yet, looking down upon
His executors, He prayed that
God would forgive them for their
actions.23 And He died committing
His spirit into God’s hands.24 Let us
be like our Lord: even when we feel
overwhelmed by the weight of our
sufferings, when God seems most
silent and distant, let us trust in His
Luke 22:42
Matthew 27:46; see also the prayer of King
David in Psalm 22
23
Luke 23:34
24
Luke 23:46
21
22
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will, let us pray for those who trouble
us, and let us rest in God’s hands,
knowing that He is still with us and
will always be. For Christ rose again
on the third day and lives forever,
seated at the right hand of the
Father, and is with us through the
Holy Spirit always, to the very end
of the age.25 One of the imprisoned
priests in Silence expressed well his
hope in the midst of silence: “He is
here. I just can’t hear Him.”
Silence moved me and made me
think a great deal. The sum of what
we have said is this: Christ gave
up much for our sakes; let us do
likewise for His sake. He humbled
Himself, suffered and died for us; let
us do likewise for our neighbor. He
rose again; so shall we if we believe
in Him. He ascended to glory; we
shall share in it if we do not give
up. And let us always remember
the joyous promise we have while
we remain here on Earth, as so
beautifully expressed in one of my
favorite hymns26:
Alleluia! not as orphans
are we left in sorrow now;
Alleluia! He is near us,
faith believes, nor questions how;
Though the cloud from sight
received him
when the forty days were o’er
shall our hearts forget his promise,
“I am with you evermore”?
Colossians 3:1, Matthew 28:20
Alleluia! sing to Jesus! by William Chatterton
Dix
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Examining the Synoptic Gospel Problem

Erik Johnson

								

The Four Gospels have been traditionally equated with the four living creatures of the visions in Ezekiel 1 and Revelation 4 that draw the throne-chariot of God. Matthew is depicted
as a winged man as he starts with the genealogy from Abraham to Jesus. Mark is depicted as a winged lion, for the monarchy of Jesus. Luke is depicted as a winged ox for the priesthood of Jesus. John is depicted as an eagle for the divinity of Jesus.

T

he Gospels in their most
common understanding are
the narrations of the life of Jesus of
Nazareth. The word Gospel literally
means “Good news” because that was
after all what the authors and the early
Church believed the story of Jesus was
in its essence.
In fact the Gospel of, which the
majority of scholars believe to be the
earliest of the four Gospels, begins
with “The beginning of the good news
about Jesus the Messiah, the Son of
God.”1 Moreover, the very first words
of Jesus in Mark’s gospel are “The
time has come. The kingdom of God
has come near. Repent and believe the
good news!”
Though all four canonical gospels
claim to present the true good news
about Jesus, their own internal
testimonies to the life and words of
Jesus do not perfectly line up in the
way that our “enlightened” minds
might suspect that a “God-given” set
of writings ought to.
What then can we know about the
oral and literary formulation of the
canonical gospels and why they might
be written as they were?
All four Gospels tell a similar story
about Jesus: He came from Nazareth;
He was announced and baptized by
John; He had twelve disciples and
followers whom he taught many
things; He performed a variety of
healings; He made provocative and
authoritative claims about his identity
as both the Messiah and more2; He
1
All scripture references are from the New Revised
Standard Version.
2
I have attempted to compile a listing of passages
within the Synoptic Gospels where I believe Jesus
in some way associated himself with the Yahweh,
the covenantal God of Israel, who is the creator

saw his life and his following as the
apocalyptic culmination and turning
point of Israel’s long history and God’s
redemptive plan for both Israel and
the world3; His disciple Judas betrayed
him; He was crucified, raised from
the dead and said He would return as
the final judge. Beyond these general
foundational agreements, numerous
events are told in all four Gospels.
All in all, though debated, there is
a strong agreement among the four
Gospels regarding who Jesus was, His
historical context, and the theological
significance of His life.
Though scholarship in the
Gospels’
literary
formulation
increased in the 1700s with the advent
of historical criticism, it has long been
observed that of the four canonical
Gospels, the first three, Matthew, Mark
and Luke, share a commonality that is
largely missing in the fourth Gospel
of John.4 This realization is usually
split into two subjects, “The Synoptic
and sovereign King of the universe.
goo.gl/vUB9Ck
3
See my article in the MIT et Spiritus Spring 2016
issue, “The Gospel in the First Century” on page
16: http://mitetspiritus.org/issue1_spring2016.
pdf, or I suggest Jesus and the Victory of God, or,
for a shorter book, The Challenge of Jesus, both by
NT Wright.
4
For example, Clement of Alexandria, in the late
2nd century, argued that “John, perceiving that
the external facts had been made plain in the
Gospel [the Synoptic accounts], being urged by
his friends, and inspired by the Spirit, composed
a spiritual Gospel.” Although most orthodox
Christians accepted John, including it fully in
Gospel harmonies, liturgy and writings, the
conservative presbyter Gaius of Rome near the
beginning of the 3rd century rejected the Gospel
of John because he found it to “contradict...the
recognized witnesses”, especially in chronology.
St. Augustine in the 4th century discusses in his
Harmony of the Gospels the commonality between
the synoptics.

Problem” and “The Question of John.”
For sake of space along with my own
continuing research, I will not be able
to comment in depth about the Gospel
of John, though I believe the historical
insights of this paper are applicable to
understanding John’s Gospel.

The Synoptic Problem

The first three Gospels have been
called the “Synoptic Gospels” because
they offer a similar picture of the
events of Jesus’ life and can be viewed
together, that is, synoptically. The
“problem” lies in why Matthew, Mark,
and Luke are so remarkably similar
to each other and yet diverge in the
ways that they do. Before proceeding
further, it is worth stressing that the
Gospel of Jesus was not a book that fell
out of the sky but rather the fullness of
the life and teachings of Jesus that were
remembered and followed through
praxes, oral and written traditions.
Given that we know of no written
Gospel before the canonical Gospels,
what would have been important to
the earliest followers of Jesus was
not one or more Gospel books but the
authoritative tradition about Jesus of
Nazareth, the Christ and Son of God.
Based on our knowledge of 1st century
Jewish and Greco-Roman oral culture,
Paul’s epistles, and direct statements
such as in Luke 1:1-45, we know that
Jesus traditions were carried on in

5
“Since many have undertaken to set down an
orderly account of the events that have been
fulfilled among us, just as they were handed
on to us by those who from the beginning were
eyewitnesses and servants of the word I too
decided, after investigating everything carefully
from the very first, to write an orderly account for
you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may
know the truth concerning the things about which
you have been instructed.”
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Figure 1: Approximate Synoptic Gospel Overlap

mostly oral but also written sources in
the early church and we can reasonably
infer that these various sources shaped
the four canonical Gospels.
The internal nature of the

Matthew 9:6:
But so that you may know that the
Son of Man has authority on earth
to forgive sins”—he then said to the
paralytic—“Stand up, take your bed
and go to your home.”
similarities between the Synoptic
Gospels has further suggested to
scholars that they have a special,
specifically
literary
relationship,
especially in comparison to John’s
Gospel.
First, they share many of the
same stories, sayings and accounts
of Jesus and his followers. Scholars
have estimated that over 85 percent of
Mark’s Gospel is found in some form
in Matthew, and over 50 percent is
similarly shared with Luke. Nearly 60
percent of Matthew and 40 percent
of Luke is shared by all three Gospels
and is commonly labeled the Triple
Tradition. Moreover Matthew and
Luke share roughly 230 verses not
found in Mark, known as the Double
Tradition, which contain mostly
sayings of Jesus.6 What is left is, of
course, material that is unique to either
Matthew (~40% of Matthew) or Luke
(~60% of Luke). Second, the wording
found within this shared material is
6
Stanley E. Porter and Bryan R. Dyer, The Synoptic
Problem: Four Views, pg 7; Michael F. Bird, The
Gospel of the Lord: How the Early Church Wrote the
Story of Jesus, pg. 127
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very similar, often with word for word
agreement in Greek, a language that
is much more open to a versatile word
order than English. Even potentially
more telling is when the Synoptics
all agree on the precise wording of
Old Testament citations, against
the extant Hebrew and Greek Old
Testament texts.7 Third, the order of
the stories (pericopes) in each Gospel,
along with how each author presents
his material in the narrative, suggests
a shared or common influence. Finally,
there are editorial or parenthetical
comments found in multiple Gospels
at exactly the same place, an example
being the parenthetical statement in
Matthew 24:15-16 and Mark 13:14,
“(let the reader understand).”
Consider this short example
showing very close literary agreement,
even in the somewhat clumsy
comment in the narrative that splits
the saying of Jesus.

both of them. Later, after a long study
of the Gospels that is manifested in his
Harmony of the Gospels, Augustine
concludes that it is more likely to him
that Luke followed and depended on
Matthew, and then Mark wrote with
knowledge of and dependence on both
Matthew and Luke.8
Though St. Augustine’s views are
shared at least in part by some, there
are numerous and contested theories
about the literary relationship
between the Gospels based on the
cross examination of the texts and
our growing knowledge of the role of
oral tradition. There are hundreds of
books written on the topic and so what
follows is a brief overview of the major
issues of debate within the four main
theories of the Synoptic composition.9

Mark 2:10-11:
But so that you may know that
the Son of Man has authority on
earth to forgive sins”—he said to
the paralytic— “I say to you, stand
up, take your mat and go to your
home.”

Luke 5:24:
But so that you may know that the
Son of Man has authority on earth
to forgive sins”—he said to the one
who was paralyzed—“I say to you,
stand up and take your bed and go
to your home.”

Perhaps a literary relationship
between the Gospels is a surprise
to you, sounding like an agenda to
deconstruct the divine inspiration of
the Holy Gospels. To this reaction,
it should be noted that it is probable
that even St. Augustine believed
that the Synoptic Gospels were
literally dependent on each other,
having a knowledge, dependence
and relationship to one another. He
believed, as did most of the Church
until the 18th century that Matthew
wrote first, highlighting the Kingly
nature of Jesus. He, then, originally
believed that Mark, highlighting the
human nature of Jesus, was dependent
on Matthew for his composition, with
Luke, highlighting the priestly nature
of Jesus, following with knowledge of

majority view since the late 19th
century and is often heralded by its
supporters as one of the established
results of New Testament scholarship.
Upon this belief much commentary
and speculation has been made
about the early development of the
Jesus tradition. As shown in Figure 1,
almost all of Mark’s material is found
in Matthew and Luke, so the question
becomes: if Mark was dependent
on either of them, then why would
he leave out so much material? In
particular, why would he omit some
important teachings found in the
Sermon on the Mount, when Mark
himself calls Jesus teacher twelve

7
In the citation from Isaiah 40, all three Synoptics
have “make his paths straight”, rather than “make
straight the paths of our God.” Though less likely,
it is possible that the synoptic version is based
on an Aramaic targumic tradition, a Hebrew
midrash, or even a loose Greek paraphrase from
a source otherwise unknown to us. I suppose it is
also possible that all three synoptics authors were
reluctant to immediately and explicitly designate
Jesus as our God, preferring instead to make the
reference implicit.
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The hypothesis that Mark’s Gospel
was the earliest Gospel has been a

8
St. Augustine, Harmony of the Gospels 1.2.3-6;
1.3.6; 1.6.9; 4:10.11; David Peabody, The Synoptic
Problem, Four Views, pg 87.
9
The four primary views held by scholars are
the Griesbach-Farmer-Two Gospel Hypothesis
(Matthew wrote first, Luke used Matthew and then
Mark used both), The Two-(Four)-Source Theory
(Mark wrote first, Matthew and Luke then wrote
using Mark and another source, Q), Common
Oral Tradition (the Gospels originated from
distinct communities and oral traditions and had
proto-versions) and The Farrer-Goulder-Goodacre
Theory (Mark wrote first, then Matthew used
Mark, then Luke used Matthew).

times and mentions his teaching nine
times? Why would he leave out the
Lord’s Prayer, surely a staple of early
Christian communities? In a similar
regard, many have argued that the
small amount of material unique to
Mark10 and likely dropped by Matthew
and Luke is vague and rather strange,
including for example the flight of the
naked youth during the arrest of Jesus
(14:51-52), the somewhat odd saying
about being “salted with fire” (9:4849), the time when Jesus is regarded
as insane by his family (3:20-21),
the very “earthy” healing miracles in
which Jesus spits on a man’s eyes and
heals him in two stages (8:22-26), or
when Jesus heals the deaf mute man
by putting his fingers into the man’s
ears and then spits and touches his
tongue (7:31-34).11 Quite reasonably,
this “strange” material is a historian’s
clue to authenticity and, in this case,
primacy.
In regards to the healings, it is
worth noting that in chapter 9 of
John’s Gospel Jesus similarly heals a
blind man with mud and the response
of the crowd in Mark to the “earthy”
healing that “He has done everything
well; he even makes the deaf to hear
and the mute to speak”, is a beautiful
fulfillment of Isaiah 35’s advent of
God. As a whole it is argued that
the problem of omissions is only a
problem if you presuppose that the
Gospels, like evolutionary theory, had
to grow by incremental gain. Perhaps
Mark intentionally wrote a shortened
version that contained the most
essential parts of both Matthew and
Luke, so as to be used for an evangelic
reading in one sitting, taking about
one hour.12 Commentaries on Mark
usually highlight its quick, but
structured escalation towards the
cross, taking little more than enough
time to reveal the identity of Jesus
the Messiah to the reader, even using
the word “immediately” 39 times
as Jesus is constantly on the move.
Accordingly, it is possible that Mark
purposefully removed some teaching
sections, and avoided inconsistencies,
such as in the genealogies of Matthew
and Luke, while still giving a sufficient
witness to Jesus’s Kingdom message,
On a more detailed level, it appears
Mark 1:1; 2:27; 3:20-21; 4:26-29; 7:2-4,32-37;
8:22-26; 9:29, 48-49; 13:33-37; 14:51-52
11
Craig A. Evans, The Synoptic Problem: Four
Views, pg 35.
12
David Peabody, Ibid, pg 148-149.
10

Christ Heals the Blind Man, Walter Rane, 1949

to many scholars that Mark’s language,
clarity and grammar are often
improved upon by Matthew and Luke.
Thus Mark, as a “rougher,” simpler, or
more primitive source, points to its
primacy and better preservation of the
ancient eyewitness tradition, which
Matthew and Luke would have edited,
revised and enlarged. One common
example is when, according to Mark
1:12, “the Spirit kicked/drove/cast
[ekballo] out Jesus into the wilderness”
where He fasted and was tempted for
40 days. The verb ekballo is used by
Mark 16 times, 10 times for driving/
casting out demons, with the other 6
also in somewhat negative contexts.13
Matthew and Luke similarly use the
word ekballo 48 times between them,
but in this shared story it is argued that
Mark’s wording is improved by both
in their similar, and more dignifying,
words for “leading out” [anago and
ago]. Alternatively, if Mark wrote after,
utilizing Matthew and Luke, why would
Mark pass up these options for the
verb? Though this example does point
towards Markan priority, it should not
be overlooked that it is possible that
Mark was simply more comfortable
with the verb ekballo, given that he
never uses the other verbs. Possibly
testifying to this, Mark uses the verb
30 verses later towards someone that
Jesus had compassion to. In Mark
1:43 when “moved with compassion”
Jesus healed the leper then “drove him
Craig A. Evans, Ibid, pg 29. Apart from casting
out demons, it is used in Mark for Jesus’s action in
casting out the money changers (11:15), the son
who is murdered and cast out of the vineyard in
the parable of the tenants (12:8), Jesus driving out
the healed leper (1:43), casting out of the house
those who laughed at him for proclaiming that
a little girl who had died was not actually dead
before healing her (5:40), and the metaphorical
and hyperbolic saying of casting out an eye that
causes one to sin (9:47).

13

[ekballo] away at once.” Finally from
a theological perspective, though it
may be un-dignifying for Jesus to be
“kicked out” into the wilderness by
the Spirit, the reality is that inherent
to the incarnation, Jesus gave up his
right to dignity.
Moving to thematic content, it is
sometimes put forth comparatively
that “whereas Mark thought that
Jesus had kept his identity a secret,
John thought that Jesus proclaimed
openly and often who he was.”14
Though it is true that John is generally
different in dwelling mainly on
illuminating stories of Jesus, this
comparison when arguing for Markan
priority is misleading because it is
suggestive that the Jesus tradition was
continuously and radically changed
between the first Gospel of Mark and
last Gospel of John. In reality, Jesus
is consistently both secret and open
about his identity in all of the three
synoptic Gospels.15
Similarly, it is often argued that
in Mark’s Gospel the disciples are less
dignified because of their ignorance
and lack of faith.16 As an example, in
Mark 9:30-32, Jesus predicts his own
death a second time (He predicts
it at least 3 times in each of the 3
synoptics). “But [the disciples] did not
understand what he was saying and
were afraid to ask him.” In the parallel
Joseph H. Lynch, Early Christianity: A Brief
History, pg. 9
15
As a few examples of Jesus’s secrecy about his
Messianic identity and healings are Luke 4:3334; 8:56; 9:21 and Matthew 9:27-31; 12:15-21.
Apart from Jesus’s public ministry of healing and
teaching, he also sent out the twelve disciples
at one point to proclaim the kingdom of God, an
implicit reference to his Messianic identity (Mark
6:6-13, Matthew 10:1-15, Luke 13:18-19).
16
Craig A. Evans, The Synoptic Problem, Four Views,
pg 32. Joseph H. Lynch, Early Christianity, A Brief
History, pg 8
14
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The Sermon on the Mount, Artist unknown

account of Matthew 17:22-23, the
disciples apparently did understand
and “were greatly distressed.” It is
first worth noting, however, that in
Luke’s parallel account (assumed to
be written after Matthew and also
making use of Mark) Luke also has the
disciples not understanding (9:43-45).
Further, in the first prediction all three
agree that Peter, the chief disciple,
was ignorant enough to rebuke Jesus,
receiving for his genius the accusation
of “Satan” from Jesus. Then in the
final prediction, it is only Luke that
maintains that the disciples did not
understand (Mark 10:33–34, Matthew
20:17–19, Luke 18:31-34).
A second example of the disciples
differing levels of ignorance is when,
in Mark 4:13-14, after Jesus tells the
parable of the sower and seed, he
explains the parable to them and then
criticizes them for not understanding
the parable. Comparatively, in
Matthew 13:18-23 it is argued that
Jesus “repeated the same parable but
with no hint that the disciples did not
understand.”17 First, it would seem
17

Ibid, pg 8
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that Jesus explaining the parable
to them is a hint that they did not
understand on the first pass. Second,
within the same chapter of Matthew
(vs. 31-43) the disciples display their
ignorance again by coming to Jesus to
ask him to explain the parable about
Jesus as the Son of Man who will judge
the world.
A third story for comparison is
when Jesus calms the storm. The
anxious disciples in Mark 4:35-41
are chided by Jesus with “have you
no faith?”, but in Matthew Jesus
(supposedly gently) says “you of
little faith.”18 Though the latter
saying has a bend towards being
more understanding, with better
prospects of faith for the disciples,
it must be noted that Matthew uses
the saying “little faith” four times19
and could have desired it to suit his
literary preferences along with any
theological motives. Mark, on the
other hand, never uses the saying.
Next, similar to the examples above,
in the parallel account of Luke 8:22Ibid, pg 8, Craig A. Evans, The Synoptic Problem,
Four Views, pg. 32
19
David Peabody, Ibid, pg 145.
18
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25, though perhaps with more of a
sense of misplaced faith, Jesus also
asks where their faith is. Finally, in all
three Synoptics a question is left to the
reader as the disciples are “filled with
great awe and [say] to one another,
“Who then is this, that even the wind
and the sea obey him?”
A final example comes after Jesus
had fed the 5,000 and then the next
morning walks on the water out to the
disciples during a storm. In Matthew’s
Gospel the disciples fall down and
worship Jesus as the storm calms.
However, in Mark, the disciples are
awe struck and Mark adds commentary
that “they still did not understand
about the loaves.” Though this saying
may be a bit cryptic on a quick pass,
and seems to warrant removal by
Matthew, contextually it is probable
that the author seems to want the
reader to understand (whether or not
the disciples did) that Jesus is Lord
over creation, as He demonstrated
with the loaves and now, again, by
walking on the water and calming the
storm.
To sum up,the disciples are often
dumb in Mark, but they are also dumb
in Matthew and Luke. Perhaps they are
dumber in Mark, that is reasonable,
but to present them as anything like
polar opposites is misleading.
As a last the last piece of thematic
evidence for Mark’s priority, it is often
put forward that Mark has a lower
Christology than the others and thus
reflects an earlier, more “grounded”
Christian perspective on the divine
nature of Jesus. Though it may be true
that, in general, Mark places more
emphasis on the humanity of Jesus, as
even St. Augustine put forward20, this
point is often exaggerated to suggest
that the earlier forms of Christianity
had a much lower, even in some
extremes lacking, view of the divinity
of Jesus.21
It should be noted that Jesus is
quite human in all of the Gospels,
which should not be too surprising
considering the definition of the
incarnation, that God assumed for
himself a human nature. Second,
though it is certainly possible that
Matthew or Luke might have desired
to clear up any confusion in Mark’s
Gospel about the divinity of Jesus,
Augustine, Harmony of the Gospels 4:10.11;
1.2.3-6; 1.3.6; 1.6.9
21
Bart Ehrman, Jesus Interrupted, pg 79; 141; 254.
20

many of the comparative examples
put forward are disingenuous in
their methods and, ultimately, their
conclusions.
As an example, it is commonly
posited that Matthew, in Matthew
19:16-30, changes the question of the
rich young ruler in Mark 10:17-27 to
avoid Jesus’s response “why do you call
me good…only God is good?” Similarly,
though Jesus in Mark’s account of
the healing of the bleeding woman
asks “who touched me?”, in Matthew
“Jesus immediately knows who it is.”
22
However,, on one level, both of these
responses in Mark could be read as one
of many of Jesus’s rhetorical responses
meant to draw at the heart of the
correspondent, to which Matthew
wished to avoid confusion. The main
issue is that it is not mentioned that
Luke, usually believed, as in this case,
to have written after Matthew, agrees
with Mark in both of these instances,
thereby nullifying the suggestion from
these cases that the Jesus tradition was
continually redacted to make Jesus
assume an ever higher Christology.23
Finally, one has to only read the
first few verses of Mark to notice his
application of the return of God to
Israel, from Isaiah 40 and Malachi
3, to that of Jesus.24 Looking across
the entire Gospels, as a numeric
comparison of “high Christology”
passages, I have found that Mark has
about 15 such accounts in comparison
to Matthew’s 26 and Luke’s 21. Though
Matthew and Luke are about the same
length with Mark being about 60%
in length, it is reasonable to say that
Matthew has the highest Christology. 25
Though a development in the
Christology of Jesus can be a popular
Joseph H. Lynch, Early Christianity: A Brief
History, pg 8, See Mark 5:25-29 and Matthew
9:20-22
23
Ibid, pg 8. The final example for the lower
Christology in Mark given by Lynch is the passage
in which Jesus is not able to perform any miracle
in his hometown. The issue with this example is
that the passage is inadequately quoted as “he
could work no miracle there” when the text reads
“he could not do any miracle there, except lay his
hands on few sick people and heal them. And he
was amazed at their lack of faith.” Yes, Jesus is
apparently limited in some way by the people’s
faith, but not nearly as much as the textbook
would lead you to believe.
24
This quotation from Isaiah 40 and Malachi 3 is
shared by all four Gospels, showing its importance
in understanding the contextual ministry of Jesus
and John the Baptist.
25
I have documented and explained my counting
in this viewable document: goo.gl/vUB9Ck
22

argument of skeptics, it is noteworthy
that Bart Ehrman changed his view
about that matter; from Jesus being
only divine in John’s Gospel, to at
least concluding that Jesus is divine in
all four Gospels, even if in “different”
ways.26
As the examples have shown,
Luke is usually in agreement with
Mark in the more “difficult” reading
and is often noted for his interest in
historical details, together suggesting
that he was very interested in
objectivity. Accordingly, to the extent
that one is willing to trust the author
Luke, the beginning chapters of Acts
(written by the same author as a
sequel to his Gospel) give witness
to how the disciples formulated the
Christology of Jesus soon after his
resurrection. The change of heart
and understanding of the disciples,
along with their “Christological”
presentations, arguably have the ring
of veracity in how they make sense of
the death and resurrection of Jesus the
Messiah in a much more primitive way
than one finds, for example, in Paul’s
writings.
In conclusion to Markan priority,
though I find it plausible based on
the evidence that Mark could have
been written first, I find many of
the supposed insights to be overly
speculative and hasty to scandalize
any evidence to suggest that Jesus is
wholly different between the Gospels.
This is of course interesting for a
popular audience but is ultimately
unsubstantiated, as proven by
Ehrman’s change in position (even if
slow) on the divinity of Jesus in the
Gospels, and Lynch’s summarizing
statements of the chapter from which
came the critiqued references above,
affirming what we can know about
Jesus, covering nearly all of Christian
belief.27
See Ehrman’s blog post on his changed position:
https://ehrmanblog.org/jesus-as-god-in-thesynoptics-for-members/ Though Ehrman still has
a tendancy to focus on differences, it is a good
step for him to acknowledge that Jesus is divine,
at least in some way, in all of the Gospels.
27
Joseph H. Lynch, Early Christianity: A Brief
History, pg. 9,“It seems safe to say that he was
a Jew from Galilee who, as an adult about thirty
years old, began to preach that the Kingdom of
God was near and that Jews should repent to
prepare for the kingdom’s arrival. His preaching
career was cut short, perhaps about one year
or perhaps about three years. He was arrested
at Jerusalem, tried before a Jewish court and a
Roman official, and executed in about 29. His
crime seems to have been political. The placard
26

The Double Tradition

The standard literary arguments
for the Double Tradition, or overlap
of about 220-23528 verses between
Matthew and Luke (but not Mark), are
that either Luke used both Matthew
and Mark as two of his sources, or that
Matthew and Luke both independently
used a source called “Q” in addition
to their use of Mark. Q stands for
the German word Quelle, meaning
“source,” and the idea was originally
proposed by Johann Eichhorn, in 1794,
to account for the unique overlap in
material of Matthew and Luke which
are mainly sayings of Jesus, including
for example many of the sayings
from the Sermon on the Mount.
Hypothetically, this source would have
been a very early collection of sayings
of Jesus, which, as will be explained
in the section about cultures of oral
tradition, would be expected for
communities that treasured a past
teacher’s teachings.
As the first type of evidence
usually presented, the following two
examples from Matthew’s Sermon on
the Mount material show near word for
word agreement in Greek. The saying
found in Matthew 6:24 and Luke
16:13: “No one/slave can serve two
masters; for a slave will either hate the
one and love the other, or be devoted
to the one and despise the other. You
cannot serve God and wealth,” has 27
words of the Greek identical, with the
only difference being the first noun for
one/slave.
A second example highlights the
puzzle within the overlap. Matthew
7:7-8 and Luke 11:9-10 agree word
for word with the saying of Jesus:
“Ask, and it will be given you; search,
and you will find; knock, and the door
will be opened for you. For everyone
who asks receives, and everyone who
placed above his head on the cross described
him as “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.” His
followers believed that on the third day after his
death on the cross, he was raised from the dead
and was alive again. They said that they talked
and ate with him for forty days, after which he
ascended into the heavens. They were sure that
he was coming back soon to judge the world. They
told stories about his as a healer, an exorcist, and
a worker of wonders. They also talked about him
as Messiah and Son of God. His earliest followers,
all of them Jews, spread orally what they called
the good news about Jesus. Some other Jews
and some gentiles believed them. A disorderly,
uncoordinated movement-the Jesus Movementbegan in the first century”
28
Michael Bird, The Gospel of The Lord: How the
Early Church Wrote the Story of Jesus, pg. 162
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Matthew 26:67-68
tell us if you are the Messiah, the
Son of God.” Jesus said to him,
“You have said so. But I tell you,
From now on you will see the Son
of Man seated at the right hand of
Power and coming on the clouds
of heaven.” Then the high priest
tore his clothes and said, “He
has blasphemed! Why do we still
need witnesses? You have now
heard his blasphemy. What is your
verdict?” They answered, “He
deserves death.” Then they spat in
his face and struck him; and some
slapped him, saying, “Prophesy to
us, you Messiah! Who is it that
struck you?”

Mark 14:62-65:
“Are you the Messiah, the Son of
the Blessed One?” Jesus said, “I
am; and ‘you will see the Son of
Man seated at the right hand of
the Power,’ and ‘coming with the
clouds of heaven.’” Then the high
priest tore his clothes and said,
“Why do we still need witnesses?
You have heard his blasphemy!
What is your decision?” All of
them condemned him as deserving
death. Some began to spit on him,
to blindfold him, and to strike
him, saying to him, “Prophesy!”
The guards also took him over and
beat him.

Luke 22:63-64
Now the men who were holding
Jesus began to mock him and beat
him; they also blindfolded him
and kept asking him, “Prophesy!
Who is it that struck you?” They
kept heaping many other insults
on him…They said, “If you are
the Messiah, tell us.” He replied,
“If I tell you, you will not believe;
and if I question you, you will not
answer. But from now on the
Son of Man will be seated at the
right hand of the power of God.”
All of them asked, “Are you, then,
the Son of God?” He said to them,
“You say that I am.” Then they
said, “What further testimony
do we need? We have heard it
ourselves from his own lips!”

searches finds, and for everyone who
knocks, the door will be opened.”
However, they differ slightly in the
follow-up remark by Jesus about the
Father giving good gifts to his children.
The order of the request for the fish is
interchanged, two of the nouns are
changed (bread/egg, stone/scorpion),
and the Father gives “good things” in
Matthew but gives “the Holy Spirit” in
Luke, consistent with Luke’s relatively
strong emphasis on the Spirit.
Some further examples are the
teaching of John the Baptist where
there is only one word different out
of 76 (Matthew 3:7-10, Luke 3:7-9);
and in Matthew 11:21-23 and Luke
10:13-15, 43 of the 49 words of Jesus’s
warning to Chorazin, Bethsaida and
Capernaum are the same.
Another piece of evidence for Q
are the doublet sayings.29 These are
two very similar sayings, found in
either Matthew, Luke, or both, one
in close agreement with Mark and
another supposedly coming from Q.
Take for example the saying of
Jesus: “If anyone wants to be my
disciple they must take up their cross
and follow me, For those who want to
save their life will lose it, and those
who lose their life for my sake will find
it.” This, or a saying very similar to it,
is found once in its “Markan” version
in Mark 8:34, Matthew 16:24, and Luke
9:23, and another time in its Q version
in Matthew 10:38 and Luke 14:27.
A second example is when Jesus
says that “no sign will be given to this

generation except the sign of Jonah.”
This time only Matthew shares the
“Markan” version of the pericope,
though Mark does not include the
phrase “except the sign of Jonah.”
(Mark 8:11-12, Matthew 16:1-2)
Matthew and Luke then include
another version of the saying in
Matthew 12:38-42 and Luke 11:29-32,
potentially from an actual different
event.
Rejecters of Q, however, argue that
these agreements are much tighter in
agreement in the Double Tradition
(i.e. they point to direct copying) than
in comparison to the Triple Tradition,
where it is assumed that Matthew
and Luke both drew independently
from Mark as a common source. That
is, based of their use of Mark, their
supposed use of Q would be too close
to Q and therefore inconsistent of
them as authors.
It is within the Triple Tradition
when there is only one version of
a story that the so called minor or
major agreements between Matthew
and Luke against Mark present the
greatest internal textual difficulty for
the Q hypothesis. The number and
nature of these agreements are seen
as either a minor or major phenomena
depending on one’s position on Q.
Scholars who see no need for Q point
to more than 1000 occurrences where
Matthew and Luke agree in adding or
omitting from Mark, raising doubts
that Matthew and Luke could have
edited Mark’s Gospel independently
in the same way. Scholars in defense
of Q would admit to at least 200 such

occurrences.30
Consider two examples within
one passage where Mark is understood
as the middle term, with Matthew
and Luke deviating in a similar way
against Mark. Though the passages are
nearly the same in content, Matthew
and Luke both add the bolded phrases
“From now on” and “who is it that
struck you?”
In the first case, Jesus’s response
to Caiaphas is a conflation of Psalm
110:1 and Daniel 7:13. Though both
passages are about exaltation, and
not a literal future Parousia (descent
to earth), and would be read and
understood as such as part of Jewish
apocalyptic literature, Mark uses the
future tense verb for “you will see”. He
does this arguably in prediction of the
resurrection when Jesus is believed to
have been vindicated by God and given
(once again after accomplishing his
mission) the authority to share God’s
throne. Though Matthew shares this
future tense verb, he, along with Luke,
adds the clause “from now on,” most
likely to articulate that this prediction
of Jesus was being actively fulfilled in
his life, death and resurrection and
not a future Parousia.31

Ibid, pg. 166, the author gives a total of 14
doublet examples.
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David Peabody, The Synoptic Problem: Four
Views, pg 81, Andreas Ennulat, Die “Minor
Agreements”, Michael Bird, The Gospel of The Lord:
How the Early Church Wrote the Story of Jesus, pg
175.
31
Although I believe that Jesus was an apocalyptic
prophet of the Kingdom of God, his words
should be read within the light of the Jewish
prophetic apocalyptic genre, rather than as
literal prediction, such as imagined by Ehrman
in Misquoting Jesus, pg 204, and Jesus Interpreted,
pg 51 and others, most notably Albert Schweitzer
30

Christ Before Pilot, Antonio Ciseri, 1871

Secondly, both Matthew and Luke
add the question “Who is it that struck
you?”. As another piece of evidence for
Luke’s knowledge of Matthew, some
argue that Luke added the detail of
Jesus being blindfolded after inferring
it from the soldiers’ taunting question
in Matthew. Though possible, it is
unlikely that Matthew and Luke would
have both independently added both
of these statements.
In response, supporters of Q
maintain that though it is not a perfect
hypothesis, it is possible that the
minor/major agreements could also
be a combination of overlap between
Mark and Q, or a variant, non-extant
reading of Mark from which Matthew
and Luke worked, along with scribal
harmonization to the texts. Though
variant, non-extant versions and
scribal harmonization are certainly
possible in some instances, these are
most often not tenable explanations
for the agreements against Mark, as the
in the early 20th century. Jewish apocalyptic
writing used cosmic language to give meaning
to revolutionary socio-political events that
had theological significance. Just as I believe
Jesus was referencing the coming judgement on
Jerusalem and his own vindication as King, the
prophets used cataclysmic language to describe
the fall of Babylon (Isaiah 13) or judgement on
Israel (Daniel 8). For a detailed discussion on
Jewish Apocalyptic literature, see NT Wright’s
works, particularly Ch.10 “The Hope of Israel”
and Part IV “The First Christian Century” of his
book The New Testament and the People of God and
Ch 8. “Stories of the Kingdom: Judgement and
Vindication” from his book Jesus and the Victory
of God.

former is purely hypothetical, and for
the latter, the ancient manuscripts are
similar enough within their variants to
not be suggestive of harmonization.32
There are, however, cases where
Mark-Q overlap makes pretty good
sense.33 The four very similar, but
different, versions of the Eucharistic
words of Jesus provide a good example
of the reality of overlap between
multiple written and oral traditions
of Jesus found in the Gospels. In this
case, most scholars would argue that
Matthew follows Mark with Luke
differing on so many details that it
stems from another source such as Q
(more on this example later).
If, however, Q is dismissed on
the account that Luke made use
of Matthew, such a position has to
answer why Luke would have chopped
up Matthew’s well-structured five
teaching discourses34, or, for example,
separate Jesus’s saying to the centurion
that “I have not found such faith in all
of Israel” from his statement about
Michael Bird, The Gospel of The Lord: How the
Early Church Wrote the Story of Jesus, pg. 178
33
Some other good examples of pretty clear
literary overlap in the Triple Tradition are the
preaching of John the Baptist, the Baptism of
Jesus, the temptation of Jesus, the Beelzebub
controversy, the parable of the mustard seed, and
the disciples’ mission, Ibid, pg. 181
34
The Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7),
Commissioning of the Twelve (Matthew 10),
Parables of the Kingdom (Matthew 13), the
Discourse on the Church (Matthew 18), Olivet
Discourse on the near (destruction of the temple)
and future (end times) judgment (Matthew 23-25).
32

those “coming from the east and the
west to the kingdom” when Luke has
a relatively strong focus on the gentile
mission.35 Further, why would Luke
deviate in such things as the Lord’s
Prayer, sayings from the Sermon on
the Mount (like the two mentioned at
the beginning of this section) or the
Eucharistic liturgy?
It is very possible that Luke
relocated Matthew’s material to
locations that he deemed
more
appropriate in his structuring. While
in specific instances, he may have
prefered another, possible local and
older oral tradition, such as how Luke
agreed with Mark against Matthew in
the story of the rich young ruler noted
previously. We can be quite certain
that in any case, both Matthew and
Luke had access to more than one
source besides Q and/or Mark; Luke
not only has a lot of unique material
but even states as much in his opening
verses.
Q is hypothetical because there is
no external evidence of any kind for
its existence; no textual witnesses,
no fragments, no patristic citation. Its
existence is wholly dependent on the
seeming need to account for the shared
Matthew 8:5-13, Luke 7:1-10, Luke 13:28. Luke
seems to choose independently from Matthew
where these sayings of Q should go in his Gospel.
Craig A. Evans, The Synoptic Problem, Four Views,
pg 41. Within the same story, others would argue
that the near verbatim agreement in the words
of Jesus of Matthew 8:9-10 and Luke 7:8-9 point
towards Luke’s use of Matthew. Mark Goodacre,
Ibid, pg 137.
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material in Matthew and Luke. Critics
of Q find it hard to imagine that such
a respected written source would have
no witnesses from the early Church,
who would have certainly treasured
it. In summary, the existence of Q
means that Luke did not need to have
Matthew’s Gospel to account for their
overlap because they could have both
derived from Q.
A particular point of emphasis
put on Q by some is the possibility
that it did not include a passion and
resurrection account, perhaps meaning
that the early Christian community
responsible for Q did not value these
events as much as later Christian
orthodoxy would. Of course just
because Mark has a passion account
does not mean that Luke and Matthew
used his account as their only source.
In addition to the potential Mark/Q
overlap in the previous example of the
violent interrogation during Jesus’s
passion, as mentioned and shown
in detail below, the most important
Eucharistic prayer of Jesus is slightly
different in the synoptic Gospels
(and even Paul’s version) suggesting
independent traditions, most likely
being used within liturgy from very
early on. External to and preceding the
Gospels, we do of course have Paul’s
writings which theologize the events
of Jesus’s passion, and on multiple
occasions he appears to recite early
Christian creeds that give preeminence
to these events.36 Further, because of
the numerous predictions by Jesus of
his death and resurrection in all the
Gospels, it is generally accepted that
Jesus did see his death as important,
making it reasonable that the early
church followed suit.
Finally, as a group that took
their name after their Messiah, it is
only conceivable that they believed
that their Messiah accomplished
something of great significance.
Like Jesus, plenty of other would-be
Messiahs around the time of the first
century had come and gone without
overthrowing the powers of injustice
and bringing peace. Just as each of
their movements dematerialized,
there would be no reason for the early
Christians to do otherwise without
the rationale of the resurrection,
argued by many to be a hallucination
Some potential early Christian creeds are found
in 1 Corinthians 15:3-4, Phil 2:6-11 and Col 1:1520.
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of sorts37, in the wake of the cross.
Ultimately, among supporters of Q,
not only is there disagreement about
its inclusion of a passion account, but
for almost everything about it, from
what it contained to the community
behind it.38
Although the Q hypothesis, and
even more so Markan priority, have
long been the majority view of NT
scholarship, there is since the mid-20th
century, as most recently observed at
the Oxford conference on the Synoptic
Problem, a growing number of scholars
who are moving away from both of
these positions. It necessarily follows
that credible exegesis, commentaries
and textbooks for introductory classes
should no longer categorically assume
a particular source hypothesis as
absolute.39

External Evidence

Based on the external evidence
of Papias, Bishop of Hierapolis, from
the beginning of the 2nd century, and
then followed by Irenaeus in the mid
to late 2nd century, it has long been
traditionally accepted that Mark wrote
his Gospel based on the preaching
of Peter, probably after Peter was
martyred. Given the distinguished
position that Peter and the Church
of Rome had, it is reasonable that
the other Gospels would have readily
made use of Mark’s Gospel. According
to the same witnesses, we are told that
Matthew wrote a Gospel in the Hebrew
dialect, most probably Aramaic, with
Irenaeus saying it was written while
Peter and Paul were founding the
Church in Rome and therefore before
Mark wrote.40 Because the Gospel

For example, Bart Ehrman in Jesus, Interrupted,
pg 190 and the respected E.P. Sanders argue
that the disciples really had a “resurrection
experience” even if it was a hallucination. I
believe that Ehrman is generally correct, on pg
230 of Jesus, Interrupted, in explaining that the
early Christians had to reconcile the idea of their
Messiah dying with OT prophecy, because from
what we know, no Jew considered the Messiah to
only suffer. There is however Jewish speculation
of a suffering, but still triumphant Messiah within
the Two Messiah Theory. For more on this see N.T.
Wright’s works, particularly The Challenge of Jesus,
or, with more details, Jesus and the Victory of God.
38
Michael Bird, The Gospel of The Lord: How the
Early Church Wrote the Story of Jesus, pg. 165-166.
39
Mark Goodacre, The Synoptic Problem: Four
Views, pg 143. See also the short essay, The
Ground is Shifting Slowly: Current Studies in the
Synoptic Problem by Allan J. McNicol.
40
The quote by Papias is preserved by Eusebius in
Church History, 3.39; Irenaeus, Against Heresies
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of Matthew was almost certainly
composed in Greek, it is probable
that the author of the Greek Gospel of
Matthew used the disciple Matthew’s
Aramaic text, possibly along with
Mark’s text. This proposition also
makes sense of the fact that most
ancient opinions were that Matthew
wrote first, with debate over when Mark
and Luke (believed to be the traveling
companion of Paul) wrote.41 In this
sense, although Mark would have
been finally composed first as many
argue, the material unique to Matthew
and at least parts of the Double and
Triple Tradition would have been
composed first. A hypothesis of this
sort resembles the Hebrew/Aramaic
Ur-Gospel Theory.42 Alternatively,
many argue that the Greek Matthew is
a complete translation of the original.
They note that Jerome even claimed
to have seen the original Aramaic
Matthew in the library of Pamphilus
the Martyr; Eusebius wrote in c. 325
that Pantaerus found a copy of the
Gospel of Matthew written in Hebrew
in India; and even in c. 376, Epiphanius
wrote that there was “no doubt” that a
sect in Palestine still used the original
Hebrew text “just as it was originally
written.”43

Oral Tradition

Although the Synoptic problem
is usually put forth as a primarily
literary
problem,
more
recent
advances in our knowledge of oral
traditions have made scholars start
to shift the emphasis given to the
role of oral memory and traditions in
their views of the Synoptic overlaps
and differences.44 The current reality
is that most scholars agree that oral
tradition is behind the Gospels in a
not insignificant way.45
3.1. Clement of Alexandria, in the early 3rd
century, also affirms that Matthew wrote first in
Hebrew with Mark writing as a follower of Peter,
though possibly while Peter was still alive, see
Church History, 6.25.
41
Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.1. Eusebius, Church
History 6:25, Clement of Alexandria is explicit
that Luke was written 3rd. See also the Muratorian
fragment, dated to about 170 AD giving the same
witness.
42
Michael Bird, The Gospel of The Lord: How the
Early Church Wrote the Story of Jesus, pg. 144.
43
Jerome, On Illustrious Men, Eusebius, Church
History, 5.10.3, Epiphanius. Panarion, 29.9.4
44
See for example Jesus and the Eyewitnesses by
Richard Bauckham, along with works by Rainer
Riesner.
45
The Synoptic Problem: Four Views, pg. 114, 140,

As a society that is fully
embedded in printed media, it is easy to
underestimate how good memory can
be in a culture that not only does not
have written media, but also places
a strong emphasis on oral traditions
and recitations. We know that in
Hellenistic Roman education it was
important to be fluid in quoting the
sayings of famous men.46 Similarly,
in Jewish pedagogy there was the
binding instruction to teach the
laws continually so that they would
be written on the tablets of one’s
heart47, from which we get the saying
“learning by heart.” We know from
Josephus that, in addition to learning
how to read and write, Jewish boys
would learn long passages of scripture,
hymns and wisdom sayings by heart.48
Taking into account that Jesus was
even considered a rabbi or teacher,
let alone believed to be the Messiah
endowed with divine authority, it would
have been customary for his disciples
(literally learners) to both commit his
teachings to memory and teach them
to others. As a teacher, Jesus would be
expected to use various rhetorical and
mnemonic devices to help make his
content memorable. This is, in fact,
what we find in the Gospels. In order to
impress his teachings on his hearers,
Jesus, in addition to often repeating
himself as He traveled as an itinerant
teacher, used rhetorical features such
as overstatement, hyperbolic speech,
puns, similes, proverbs, riddles,
paradoxes, Meshalim (Hebrew poetic
structure), rhetorical questions, and,
of course, parables that have vivid
narrative and imagery. One can even
speak of a “Jesus idiolect” that is the
characteristic speech of Jesus and very
arguably the one originator of the
tradition. According to Reisner, “about
80 percent of the independent word
units in the Synoptic tradition are
rather short and arranged in different
forms of parallelismus membrorum
(poetic parallelism), the foremost
model of Old Testament and Jewish
poetry, which includes synonymous,
antithetical, synthetic, and climactic”
161,167, 174.
46
See the statement by Quintilian, the famous
Roman pedagogue, in the first century, found in
Institutes of Oratory 1.1.35-36. See also Rainer
Riesner, The Synoptic Problem: Four Views, pgs
94-95.
47
Deuteronomy 11:18-19; 6:4-8, Proverbs 3:3;
6:21; 7:3, Psalm 40:8; 119:11.
48
Josephus, Against Apion, 1.160; 2:204; 2.175.

Take Up Your Cross and Follow Jesus, Author Unknown
49

parallelism.
One such example,
observed already, is the statement.
If anyone would follow Me,
he must deny himself
and take up his cross
and follow Me.
Evidence of the ongoing oral
tradition within the formulation of the
Gospels is found in the statements by
Papias that Matthew “set in order the
logia (sayings) in a Hebrew dialect”
and “Peter…[who] constructed his
teachings according to chreia” [which
are concise anecdotes of either a
saying, action, or both].
Beyond just delivering teachings,
Jesus instituted multiple praxes for his
growing community to enact. These
would complement his teachings,
making it altogether a lived tradition
rather than just a collection of esoteric
wisdom. As inherent to his basic
message to “follow Him,” his life was
meant to be followed with praxes and
actions that pointed to the Kingdom.
He even sent his twelve disciples,
along with 70 others, at one point in
his ministry, to preach and enact the
good news of the Kingdom50, in what
can be seen as almost a “trial-run” for
after He left.
As witness to these praxes, very
early on in the New Testament letters
and other early Christian writings,
we find references to imitating Jesus
Rainer Riesner, The Synoptic Problem: Four
Views, pg. 100.
50
The mission of the twelve disciples is given in
Mark 6:6-13, Matthew 10:1-15 and Luke 13:18-19,
while it is only Luke that includes the sending of
the additional 70, in Luke 10:1-24.
49

and the praxes He instituted, such as
sharing meals, baptizing, celebrating
the Eucharist, healing, praying,
washing feet, feeding the poor,
exorcism and itinerant preaching.
Though there is much more to
say for the role of oral tradition and
collective memory, the majority of
scholars would still reject the tradition
hypothesis that asserts that each
Gospel was written independently
based on purely eyewitness testimony
and/or oral tradition because it
does not adequately account for the
apparent literary dependences. There
is, however, recognition by most
scholars that oral tradition continued
to influence the written text such that
there may have been proto versions
that were later edited and enlarged,
potentially like Matthew’s Aramaic
version mentioned previously.51

The Genre of the Gospels

Debates over the literary and
oral foundations of the Gospel are
certainly important. Perhaps as a
Christian you are taken aback that the
Gospel writers would have the literary
and interpretive freedom to redact
and conflate a story or saying of Jesus,
especially when taken from one of the
other Gospels. A more conservative
Protestant
understanding
might
prefer (at least sometimes rightfully)
to attribute alleged contradictions
between accounts to either different
events or the normal difference
between two essentially similar, but
still different, eye-witness accounts.52

51
52

Ibid, pg. 106-107.
A good example of where the harmonization
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The Last Supper, Pascal Adolphe Jean Dagnan-Bouveret, 1895

Regardless of the solution to the
“Synoptic Problem,” we can look to the
contemporary genre of Greco-Roman
biography to shed some light on why
the author may have formulated his
Gospel writing in the way that he did.
The Gospels are normally classified by
scholars as Greco-Roman biography
rather than Jewish biography for
several reasons, some of which are:53
• Attention is focused on a main
character rather than on an era, event,
or government, as in a history.
• Stories, logia, anecdotes, and
speeches are combined to form
a narrative, not necessarily in
chronological sequence.
• We learn something of the main
character’s ancestry and then move
rapidly along to the inauguration of
his public life.
• Lives of philosophers and teachers
are usually “arranged topically around
collections of material to display their
of eye-witness accounts is arguably merited is in
the resurrection accounts. On the other hand, as
a very extreme example to be avoided, in Andreas
Osiander’s Harmoniae Evangelicae, published in
1537, he created one seamless gospel narrative
by interpreting differing accounts of a similar
incident as indicative of two (or more) separate
events. So, for example, Jesus is presented as
raising Jairus’s daughter twice, and Peter is
portrayed as denying Jesus nine times instead of
three.
53
These are some of the reasons given by
Michael R. Licona in Why are there differences
in the Gospels: What We Can Learn From Ancient
Biography, pg 3.
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ideas and teachings.”
• The main subject’s character is
illuminated through his words and
deeds as a model for readers either to
emulate or to avoid.
Of essence, the objective of
Greco-Roman biography was to reveal
a literary portrait of the character
through the person’s sayings and
deeds.
Differing from modern biography,
which is a product of the 19th century,
ancient biographical conventions
provided authors a license to depart
from the degree of precision in
reporting that many of us prefer today.
Importantly, any such “elaborations”
would serve to make a historical
point or illuminate the qualities of
the main character in a manner that
rendered them clearer. The historian
and biographer were free to do this,
since their accounts would be “true
enough.”54
Within
education
programs,
compositional textbooks instructed
aspiring rhetoricians and writers to
paraphrase texts using a number
of techniques such as addition to
clarify, intensify or expound upon
certain points; omission for brevity;
substituting a different term, usually
a synonym; altering the inflection
of a word (e.g. singular to plural);
creating a dialogue from a speech or
54

Ibid, pg 5.
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teaching; and changing a question
to a statement or a command.55 We
know that the chreia type sayings,
which Papias said Peter had used,
could be restated in multiple ways
for emphasizing different portions
of the saying, with the purpose of
preserving and applying a master’s
teaching to possibly new settings,
without disingenuous invention.56
In comparison, narration could be
both “language descriptive of things
that happened or as though they had
happened.”57 Even though there was
a substantial amount of flexibility
involved
when
reconstructing
speeches or narrative, with the
imagination of the writer welcomed,
the retelling would be credible and
suitable to the speaker’s audience and
occasion.
We should therefore not be
surprised when the Evangelists employ
compositional devices similar to those
used by ancient biographers. In fact,
we should be surprised if they did not.
In a similar way to modern itinerate
speakers, preachers, professors and
There are seven textbooks of progymnasmata
or rhetoric that have survived from antiquity.
The earliest is attributed to Theon of Alexandria,
written in Greek sometime within the first
century. Quintilian wrote Institutes of Oratory, in
Latin in about 94 AD. See pg. 9 of Why are there
differences in the Gospels: What We Can Learn From
Ancient Biography.
56
Michael R. Licona, Ibid pgs 12-15.
57
Taken from the textbook by Theon. See Ibid, pg
11-14.
55

Matthew:26:26-29
While
they
were
eating, Jesus took a
loaf of bread, and after
blessing it he broke it,
gave it to the disciples,
and said, “Take, eat;
this is my body.” Then
he took a cup, and after
giving thanks he gave it
to them, saying, “Drink
from it, all of you; for
this is my blood of the
(new) covenant, which
is poured out for many
for the forgiveness of
sins. I tell you, I will
never again drink of
this fruit of the vine
until that day when I
drink it new with you in
my Father’s kingdom.”

Mark 14:22-25
While they were eating,
he took a loaf of bread,
and after blessing it
he broke it, gave it to
them, and said, “Take;
this is my body.” Then
he took a cup, and after
giving thanks he gave it
to them, and all of them
drank from it. He said to
them, “This is my blood
of the (new) covenant,
which is poured out for
many. Truly I tell you, I
will never again drink
of the fruit of the vine
until that day when
I drink it new in the
kingdom of God.”

storytelling among friends, they
wanted to tell a story in a manner that
entertained, provided moral guidance,
emphasized points they regarded as
important, and painted a portrait of
an important person. If they had to
adapt some details on occasion, it was
permissible. Such adapting was not
intended to distort the truth but to
communicate it more effectively.58
An example for comparison are
Plutarch’s famous biographies of
ancient characters written near the
beginning of the 2nd century. In
his book, Why are there Differences
in the Gospels?: What We Can Learn
From Ancient Biography, Michael
Licona identified 36 pericopes that
Plutarch narrates in two or more of
the nine Lives and notes how Plutarch
“compresses stories, conflates them,
transfers what one character said to
the lips of a different person, inverts
the order of events, rounds numbers,
simplifies, adds peripheral details,
and displaces a story or an element
of a story from its original context;
all of which to make a point that
was generally accurate even if not
technically precise.”59
Viewing the Gospels as part
of Greco-Roman biography, rather
than as completely in their own
category, permits a large majority of
58
59

Ibid, pg 199.
Ibid, pg 198.

Luke 22:18-20
Then he took a cup,
and after giving thanks
he said, “Take this
and divide it among
yourselves; for I tell
you that from now on
I will not drink of the
fruit of the vine until
the kingdom of God
comes.” Then he took a
loaf of bread, and when
he had given thanks,
he broke it and gave it
to them, saying, “This
is my body, which is
given for you. Do this
in remembrance of
me.” And he did the
same with the cup after
supper, saying, “This
cup that is poured
out for you is the new
covenant in my blood.

the differences between the Gospel
accounts to quite easily be appreciated
and/or resolved in light of the literary
conventions of ancient biography
and history writing. Through editing,
rearranging,
re-contextualizing,
and sometimes paraphrasing, the
evangelists interpreted and applied
the Jesus tradition. As Licona says,
“This may require a paradigm shift
for some. But for anyone who wears
glasses some adjustment is necessary.
But a truly high view of Gospels as
holy writ requires us to accept and
respect them as God has given them to
us rather than force them into a frame
shaped by how we think he should
have.”60
Having said all this, let’s look
back at the example of the Eucharist
presented before, this time including
John’s Gospel into the mix. For sake of
the example, let’s assume the majority
position that Matthew wrote using
Mark, Luke had knowledge of Mark
and Paul and, in this case, is following
a separate tradition of Paul. John then
possibly, though not necessarily, had
knowledge of all four in his writing.
As characteristic of Gospel
comparisons in general, John is
the most different with five major
differences. First, he is the only one to
narrate that Jesus washed the disciple’s
feet. Second, though all four Gospels
60

Ibid, pg 201.

1 Corinthians 11:23-25
For I received from the
Lord what I also handed
on to you, that the Lord
Jesus on the night when
he was betrayed took a
loaf of bread, and when
he had given thanks,
he broke it and said,
“This is my body that
is (broken) for you. Do
this in remembrance of
me.” In the same way he
took the cup also, after
supper, saying, “This
cup is the new covenant
in my blood. Do this, as
often as you drink it, in
remembrance of me.”

have Jesus tell his disciples that one of
them eating with him will betray him,
in John, Jesus quotes Psalm 41:9 that
“The one eating my bread has lifted up
his heel against me.” Third, while Luke
and Paul omit the revealing saying,
“The one who has dipped his hand
into the bowl with me will betray me,”
in Matthew and Mark this statement
is made to all the disciples, though it
is apparently only heard by John the
Beloved Disciple (and possibly Judas)
in John’s Gospel. Though some would
argue that the dating can be consistent,
it appears, at least superficially, that
John has changed the day of the Last
Supper to occur before the Feast of
the Passover, or a day earlier than the
Synoptics. Assuming so much, this
can be explained most easily as John
making a clear theological connection
between “Jesus the Lamb of God who
takes away the sins of the world” with
the sacrifice of the Passover lambs.
Finally, John does not include Jesus’s
Eucharistic words, though he does
have Jesus saying nearly the same
thing, with added elaboration, earlier
in a different setting of John 6.
Though the two supposed sources
of the tradition may be literarily
independent, Luke had knowledge
of Mark, but agrees with Paul, and
against Matthew and Mark, in both
the ordering of sayings, and being
altogether extended in length. Luke
has Jesus informing his disciples of

Spring 2017

MIT et Spiritus

43

his betrayal, his saying that he will
not drink the fruit of the vine again
until anew in the Kingdom of God, and
his administering of the Eucharist,
in opposite order to how they are
narrated in Matthew/Mark.
As another difference between
the two traditions, and suggestive of
possible substitution by Luke, Mark
and Matthew have Jesus say “For the
Son of Man goes as it is written of
him,” while Luke has “For the Son of
Man goes as it has been determined.”
Finally, in Paul and Luke the
word “new” is included to designate
the covenant Jesus was embodying,
but in Matthew and Mark there is
mixed manuscript evidence for it,
suggesting that the word was likely
added in some of the manuscripts of
Matthew and Mark. Jesus’s mention
of covenant within the context of his
Kingdom ministry made the reference
to Jeremiah 31-32 implicit without the
need for the word “new,” yet it is likely
that the word could have been added
to make the reference more explicit
and agree with Luke. As such, it is
probable that Matthew and Mark are
witness to the more accurate saying,
without the word new.
Looking now within the two
traditions, the differences between
Paul and Luke are minuscule, with
Luke adding “given” (for you) and
relocating “my” from before the verb
“give,” to after it. Luke also omits the
verb to-be (estin), alters the syntax
of “in my blood”, and adds “which is
poured out for you” for clarification
and to parallel “my body, which is
given for you”. Finally, Luke omits
from Paul “Do this as often as you
drink in remembrance of me”.
Though Mark and Matthew
are nearly word for word the same,
Matthew adds to Mark that they
should not only take the bread but
eat it, which is only implied in Mark.
Similarly, in Mark it says that all the
disciples drank from the cup, while in
Matthew Jesus explicitly tells them to
“Drink it, all of you.” While in Mark,
Jesus says his blood will be poured out
“for many,” Matthew clarifies and adds
that it will be poured out “for many
for the forgiveness of sins.” Finally,
Matthew substitutes “the Kingdom of
my Father” for Mark’s “the kingdom
of God,” which is a common redaction
of Matthew, who as a Jewish writer,
replacing the word God with Heaven,
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or Father as in this case.
Importantly, though the authors
had liberty to use the oral and written
sources known to them, contrary to
some overly-reductionist criticism,
the evidence appears to show that the
Gospel authors did not create theology
to suit the specific communities in
which they lived in the latter half of
the first century. Many of the debates
within the early Christian movement,
particularly those stemming from
the Pauline circle, are entirely absent
from the Gospels: the intricacies of
justification by grace through faith,
circumcision, the role of women in the
church, speaking in tongues, baptism,
clarity on the status of Gentiles, criteria
of apostleship and church structure,
Jesus’s exact divine/human identity,
free will, and food sacrificed to idols.
All of these could have been written
on the lips of Jesus, and their absence
should be a firm rebuke against the
idea (put forth most (in)famously by
the Jesus Seminar) that the words and
stories of the Gospels were invented
to address the theological needs of the
40s, 50s, and 60s AD.
As a practical point of comparison,
when comparing the Lives of Plutarch,
Licona was not able to make a Synopsis61
of Plutarch’s writing in the same way
as it is done in the Gospels because
Plutarch used these writing devices
much more freely than what we find in
the Gospels.62
Finally, it should be realized
that we can only talk about these
differences between the Synoptics
because we have a very good idea of
what the original text actually was.63
If the text was much more fluid due
to scribal redaction or harmonization,
there would be no point in comparing
the Gospels to understand their
formulation. Our manuscript collection from across large distances
and many “families of text” allows
scholars to filter out harmonization
and local variations to the point
where it is believed by most scholars
that what we have is very close to the
original writing.
The Gospels are perhaps the most
studied, analyzed and celebrated piece
Laying out the parallel versions side by side to
compare similarities and differences, as done in
the example passages of scripture in this article.
62
Ibid, pgs 199-200.
63
Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus, pg 58, 62, 177-180.
Even though Ehrman can be quite critical of the
text, he makes this conclusion.
61

Spring 2017

of literature ever written. They were
indeed written by humans, sometimes
sharp and craggy, other times elegant,
and throughout heart piercing. Indeed,
it is the wonderful reality that not
only has God determined to redeem
the world from its pain and our sin,
but to do so through his imagebearing human creatures. The good
news of the Gospel is that by God’s
outstretched arm, and his desire to
work through our humanity, God has
spearheaded this redemption through
the incarnation of Jesus.
Though I believe the Gospels are
an intersection of heaven and earth,
the Gospels as a text are only the
introduction to the word of God who
became flesh and dwelt among us. As I
have learned, knowing Jesus, and even
knowing about Jesus, requires much
more than reading the Gospels. Just as
he called his disciples, he beckons us
to follow him daily, to see him in the
least of these. Just as they were slow
to understand his power and the depth
of his love, having to set aside their
own ideas of power and ambition, so
I find it with myself, constantly being
challenged to trust and love more.
I do not know the answer to the
Synoptic Problem or the Question of
John. What I have come to know is
that the Gospels contain the words of
life, and life to its fullest. The joy of
the Gospel, both believed and lived
out, is incomparable to anything else I
have experienced. As such I invite you,
whether for the first time or the
hundredth time, to be challenged by
the words of the Gospels, experience
this joy, and believe the good news.
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An

Analytical

Perspective

of the Bible

Ronald Davis III

M

any Christians today view
the Bible as the canonical,
infallible source of information
about God. The importance of
reading and understanding the Bible is particularly emphasized by
the modern Protestant church. According to Barna, “[a]mong practicing Christian Millennials, the Bible
still holds a high—if not the highest—priority in their faith life.”1
The purpose of this article is to address how I believe Christians
should view the Bible.
Some Christians’ understanding of Scripture may be hindered by
the assumptions they often make
about the nature of the writings.
I propose that Christians should
adopt a more analytical framework of the Bible. Clearly, different
Christians do not see the Bible in
the same way, and any Christian’s
perspective on the Bible is multifaceted. That being said, I have noticed that there are some common
threads in the biblical perspective
of many evangelical Christians,
and these common threads are
1
Barna Group. “Millennials and the Bible:
Three Surprising Insights.” https://www.barna.
com/research/millennials-and-the-bible-3surprising-insights/

what I want to address. Each evangelical Christian does not necessarily
have all these common threads, but
many have at least some of them. For
this purpose, I will refer to these
common threads as the Biblicist
view.2
So, what are the characteristics of the Biblicist view? I will
emphasize the difference between
the Biblicist view and an analytical view of the Bible by comparing
them in two examples of Scriptural
analysis. These examples will reveal that a major flaw of the Biblicist view is that Christians with
this view do not usually consider
textual criticisms as viable explanations of Scripture. I consider
textual criticisms to be critically
analyzing the origin and meaning
of a text, such as questioning the
authorship, the original intent of
the author, and the correctness of
the text’s claims. Then I will summarize an analysis of the Historical Books of the Bible, both as an
example of how Christians may
misunderstand the Bible as well
as an example of how Christians

should conduct research about the
Bible. I will then discuss the theology behind the “infallibility” and
“inerrancy” of the Bible, and end
with my current personal opinions about the role of the Bible in a
Christian’s walk with God.
Although my emphasis is on
the Biblicist view, I will occasionally caution against leaning towards
the other extreme, which I call the
Skeptical view of the Bible. For similar reasons as the Biblicist view,
the Skeptical view does not have a
cookie cutter definition, but can be
characterized by a great amount of
reductionism, excessive questioning and doubting, or a stubborn
refusal to believe anything biblical. Both the Biblicist and Skeptical views of the Bible hinder one’s
understanding of Scripture. The
best perspective is somewhere in
the middle, which I will refer to as
the Analytical view. I will highlight
the characteristics of the Biblicist
and Skeptical views of the Bible
using the Life Application Study
Bible (LASB)3 because it seems to
bias towards the Biblicist view, and

2
This should not be confused for the term
“Biblical view,” which refers to the views
expressed by the Bible.

3
Zondervan. Life Application Study Bible, New
American Standard Bible — Updated Edition
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000).
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The New Oxford Annotated Bible
(NOAB)4 because it seems to bias
towards the Skeptical view.
Example 1: Daniel’s Absence
In the book of Daniel, the protagonist and his three friends,
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego,
are taken from Israel to Babylon to

Both the Biblicist
and Skeptical views
of the Bible hinder
one’s understanding of Scripture.
serve the Babylonian government.
However, during their service the
king of Babylon requires that his
officials worship him:
“King Nebuchadnezzar made a
golden statue whose height was
sixty cubits and whose width
was six cubits; he set it up on the
plain of Dura in the province of
Babylon. Then King Nebuchadnezzar sent for the satraps, the
Michael D. Coogan, Editor; Marc Z. Brettler,
Carol A. Newsom, Pheme Perkins, Associate
Editors. The New Oxford Annotated Bible, New
Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010).

“Saint Paul Writing His Epistles,” Valentin de Boulogne, circa 1618 to 1620
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prefects, and the governors, the
counselors, the treasurers, the
justices, the magistrates, and all
the officials of the provinces, to
assemble and come to the dedication of the statue that King
Nebuchadnezzar had set up…
Accordingly, at this time certain
Chaldeans came forward and denounced the Jews. They said to
King Nebuchadnezzar ‘…There
are certain Jews whom you have
appointed over the affairs of the
province of Babylon: Shadrach,
Meshach, and Abednego. These
pay no heed to you, O king. They
do not serve your gods and they
do not worship the golden statue that you have set up’” (Daniel
3:1-12, NRSV.)
After reading this passage, one
may wonder why Daniel was not
present, since King Nebuchadnezzar seemingly required all officials
to come to the grand dedication of
his statue. LASB, representing the
Biblicist view, proposes some possibilities, three of which are: “(1) He
may have been on official business
in another part of the kingdom. (2)
He may have been present, but because he was a ruler, the officials
didn’t accuse him of not falling
down and worshiping the image.

How do I reconcile
the infallibility of the
Bible with its textual
criticisms?

(3) He may have been in the capital city handling the administration while Nebuchadnezzar was
away...”5 On the other hand, according to NOAB, a plausible explanation of Daniel’s absence is
that Daniel 3 was originally an independent story that was inserted
into the surrounding text.6
This is a paradigmatic example of the differences between the
Biblicist and Skeptical views of the
Bible. LASB has the approach of
first accepting what the Bible said as
true historical facts, and then finding
an explanation. On the contrary,
NOAB focused on an explanation
that acknowledged that the book of
Daniel may not have been originally continuous. This does not mean
that NOAB asserts that the event
did not occur, but NOAB may likely
still be willing to consider that possibility.
Which approach is better? I
argue that open-mindedly considering both LASB’s and NOAB’s approaches is the best option. Interestingly, the explanations for this
passage were completely different
between the commentaries. The
strength in LASB’s approach is that
if its assumptions are true (that
the passage is historical, infallible,
etc.) then it provides a sufficient
explanation. A weakness in this
approach is that the assumptions
may not be true, and hence prevent
one from considering plausible or
correct explanations. For example,
a Christian with the Biblicist view
may be unwilling to consider textual criticisms as viable ways of
understanding this passage, such
as the possibility that Daniel 3 was
inserted later, or that the events
in Daniel 3 did not transpire. As
for NOAB’s approach, its strength
is that it does not make unnecessary assumptions, and hence does
not exclude possible explanations.
5
Zondervan. Commentary on Daniel 3:30 in Life
Application Study Bible.
6
Amy-Jill Levine. Commentary on Daniel 3:1 in
The New Oxford Annotated Bible.
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Women have much to contribute
However, it does seem to lean toNotice that LASB directly asand can participate in worship
wards the Skeptical view and not
sumes that Paul was the author of
services. In the Corinthian culseriously consider the possibility
this passage. LASB also assumes
ture, women were not allowed
that the events actually occurred.
that Paul’s entire letter is socially,
to confront men in public. ApInstead, I would advocate for the
morally, and theologically correct.
parently some of the women who
Analytical perspective, in which
So LASB’s approach was to reconhad become Christians thought
one impartially and carefully concile the assumptions that: (1) Paul
that their Christian freedom gave
siders both commentaries, and
wrote this passage, (2) Paul was
them the right to question the
objectively analyzes all proposed
completely correct in writing the
evidence. In fact,
passage, (3) the
LASB interpreted the passage in such a passage seems to
in the Analytical
perspective
one
contradict
Paul’s
way that it aligns with the beliefs of
does not even need
other writing, and
21st century liberals concerning gen- (4) this passage
to make a strong
der roles, which does not necessarily seems to be sexist
opinion if the evidence does not reflect the belief system of the author. or morally wrong
warrant it.
on the surface. The
men in public worship. This was
result of this approach was to concausing division in the church.
Example 2: Paul’s “Sexist” Resider the culture in which the letter
In addition, women of that day
mark
was written, which may be a viadid not receive formal religious
ble theory. But on the other hand,
Certain instructions concerneducation
as
did
the
men.
WomLASB interpreted the passage in
ing the conduct of women in Paul’s
en
may
have
been
raising
quessuch a way that it aligns with the
letters have been a topic of contions in the worship services
beliefs of 21st century liberals contention. In Paul’s first letter to the
that
could
have
been
answered
cerning gender roles, which does
church in Corinth, we find this adat
home
without
disrupting
the
not necessarily reflect the belief
monition:
services…The purpose of Paul’s
system of the author. Thus, it is
words was to promote unity, not
possible that there is some confir“(As in all the churches of the
to teach about women’s role in
mation bias in LASB’s explanation
saints, women should be silent
the church.”7
of the passage.
in the churches. For they are not
As in the previous example,
permitted to speak, but should
Going in a different direction NOAB does not make as many asbe subordinate, as the law also
than LASB, NOAB argues that this sumptions about the Scripture as
says. If there is anything they
section was likely inserted into LASB did. Thus, NOAB did not need
desire to know, let them ask
Paul’s letter by a later editor:
to provide a lengthy explanation
their husbands at home. For it is
supporting a particular interpreshameful for a woman to speak in
“Many scholars regard this
tation of the passage. In addition,
church. Or did the word of God
passage as a later non-Pauline
NOAB was also free to consider
originate with you? Or are you
addition, because it disrupts the
textual criticisms of the passage,
the only ones it has reached?)” (1
flow of the argument from v. 33a
which in this case was to quesCorinthians 14:33-36, NRSV.)
to v. 37; it contradicts the astion the authorship. A Christian
sumption of 11.5 that women will
This passage seems to be direct
with the Biblicist view may refuse
pray and prophesy in the assemand straightforward, with a clear
or be hesitant to question whethbly; it resembles the viewpoint of
message concerning how women
er this passage was from Paul, bethe Deutero-Pauline letters (see 1
should behave in church. Even so,
cause then they may also wonder
Tim 2.9-15); it exhibits non-Paumany Christians would argue that
whether this passage retains its
line sentiments, e.g., v. 34b, as
this passage is not sexist nor relebiblical authority. And to question
the law also says; and vv. 34-35
vant today, and there are rational
the authority of any Scripture is
appear after 14.40 in some manunderlying reasons for this mesoutside the comfort zone of many
8
uscripts.”
sage. With such a view, LASB reChristians with the Biblicist view,
sponds with:
to say the least. But when merit7
Zondervan. Commentary on 1 Corinthians
ed by contradictions in the text as
“It is clear from [1 Corinthians]
14:34-35 in Life Application Study Bible.
well as manuscript variation, such
8
11:5 that women prayed and
Laurence L. Welborn. Commentary on 1
an approach can offer a plausible
Corinthians 14:33b-36 in The New Oxford
prophesied in public worship…
Annotated Bible.
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General Examples
There are countless more examples of how the Biblicist and Skeptical perspectives dramatically affect
one’s understanding of Scripture. I
encourage the reader to personally
explore other biblical passages that
may have a different meaning when
seen through analytical lenses.
One example is to study the Deuteronomistic History, i.e. the books
from Deuteronomy to 2 Kings.9
This composition of books is not
simply a historical record, but there
may have been ulterior motives and
many additions and edits long before the books were canonized to
the Bible.10 The book of Judges,
9
For example, K. Lawson Younger, Jr.
“Introduction to the book of Joshua” in The New
Oxford Annotated Bible.
10
Michael D. Coogan, Editor; Marc Z. Brettler,
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even though it seems historical, is
not actually chronological.11 In addition, the books of Samuel seem
to advocate for David’s character
and legitimacy. The narrative takes
great care to show that David was
innocent in multiple cases where
someone was murdered and their
death politically benefitted David.
According to Steven McKenzie, the
books of Samuel try so hard to make
David seem innocent that it makes
some biblical scholars suspicious,
who try to reconstruct the history
in Samuel without the pro-Davidic spin. 12 On the other hand, this
analysis is still critiqueable. For
example, one could argue against
the extent of the pro-Davidic spin
by mentioning the story where Nathan the prophet rebuked David for
his sin in 2 Samuel.
Marc Brettler, who leans towards the skeptical view, provides
an introduction to the Historical
Books of the Bible, which is the
collection of the books of Joshua, Judges, Ruth, Samuel, Kings,
Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, and
Esther. Contrary to its title, Brettler explains that the Historical
Books contain a variety of genres,
and are not “historical” in the
sense we expect. He also notes that
the Historical Books do not include
all the books in the Bible that are
historical in nature, such as Exodus or the Prophets. But more importantly, Brettler highlights the
difference between ancient and
modern historical writings. The
idea that the purpose of historical
literature is to objectively and accurately capture the past was only
introduced in modern European
universities. Before then, the purpose of historical writings was to
teach the audience a moral lesson
Carol A. Newsom, Pheme Perkins, Associate
Editors. The New Oxford Annotated Bible, New
Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010).
11
Yairah Amit. “Introduction to the book of
Judges” in The New Oxford Annotated Bible.
12
Steven L. McKenzie. Introduction to the book
of 1 Samuel in The New Oxford Annotated Bible.
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Ruth in the fields, Merle Hugues, 1876

explanation.
As for the other extreme, it is
critical to avoid generalized conclusions that the Skeptical view can
take. It is important to not cast undue doubt on the rest of the letter
because of one’s view of this passage. One should not immediately
dismiss a piece of Scripture (or any
other text) as wrong without properly considering the context, intentions, and belief systems that might
otherwise justify the message.
Some of the clearest statements of
Christian theology come from Paul,
so rejecting Paul’s writing can lead
to dangerous and perhaps heretical beliefs. In the Analytical view,
one should consider all the options
and then carefully but critically
analyze Paul’s letters to gain the
best understanding of Scripture
and doctrine. Since different people, churches, and denominations
have differing interpretations of
this passage, I will not endorse any
specific interpretation. But I claim
that this passage should be viewed
in the Analytical perspective, with
open consideration to both LASB
and NOAB so that the best interpretation can be found.

more than to accurately portray
the past. Because of these genre
differences, Brettler notes that “it
should not be surprising that the
biblical writers are not necessarily
interested in the accurate recording of real events; rather, they use
narratives about the past to illustrate various issues of significance
to their audience, the ancient Israelite community” (Brettler, NOAB,
p. 313.)13 Although I agree with the
general difference of historiography that Brettler points out, I find
it more intuitive that the original
writers would have likely believed
what they wrote depending on
their intentions and their beliefs
influenced by common oral traditions and shared narratives.
Brettler also discusses some of
the smaller works in the Historical
Books. He claims that the books
of Ruth and Esther were actually
written as short historical fictions.
The authors of these books focused
on the aesthetic, literary, and ideological aspects of the stories. By
contrast, in the book of Ezra, Brettler explains that the sources used
to write the book are likely reliable
historical sources. And the fact that
Marc Brettler. “Introduction to the Historical
Books.” The New Oxford Annotated Bible.

13

the book of Nehemiah is written in
first person gives it some credence.
Hence, Brettler claims that Ezra-Nehemiah is the closest to the
events it records than any other
book in the Bible. Ironically, he still
warns that Ezra-Nehemiah may
not be historically accurate due to
the strong bias of the original author.14 Though I find some of his
arguments wanting, his analysis of
the Historical Books show that one
should not simply read them as a
literal historical account.
In general, critically analyzing
the Bible can yield a fundamental understanding of why and how
the various books of the Bible were
written. Knowing the context and
origins of any text is essential to
understanding it.
Theology of Biblical Inerrancy
How should Christians consider this analysis of the Bible? Many
Christians (including me) have
read the Historical Books naively
believing its accounts of history,
simply because it is in the Bible. If
it’s “God’s word,” then all of it must
be true, right? Yet an analysis of

Believing that the
Bible has errors does
not give one an intellectual license
to easily disregard
any claims the Bible
makes.
the Historical Books show that we
cannot so easily take its claims at
face value. Christians (and anyone
else studying the Bible) should conduct this kind of research to avoid
misunderstanding the Bible. I am
not targeting the Historical Books,
but instead using them as an example to convey how Christians
can easily misunderstand the Bible
Marc Brettler. “Introduction to the Historical
Books.” The New Oxford Annotated Bible.

14

in the Biblicist view. To come to a
correct understanding of the Bible,
Christians should research the part
of the Bible they are reading and
be willing to consider textual criticisms.
Naturally, a Christian may
then ask: how do I reconcile the
infallibility of the Bible with its
textual criticisms? First, it would
be helpful to define the concepts
“infallibility” and “inerrancy” of
the Bible. To do this, I will present
Justin Taylor’s explanation of those
terms. Per Taylor, the definition
of “inerrancy” is to be error-free.
Note that if something is inerrant
at one point in time, that does not
necessarily mean it will be inerrant
later, unless it is also infallible. The
word “infallible” is stronger, meaning that something is incapable of
ever obtaining errors. Therefore,
anything that is infallible must
also be inerrant. So, is the Bible inerrant under this definition? Taylor asserts that the Bible is indeed
inerrant by summarizing John
Frame’s argument. To do this, Taylor introduces Frame’s concept of
“precision.” For example, if I asked
your age, you might say 20 years,
but you would not say 20 years, 2
months, 3 days, 2.3333333 seconds,
etc. When you say 20 years, you
don’t claim that you are exactly 20
years old, because that would probably be false. Instead, you are making an implicit, looser claim. The
same logic is then applied to Scripture: the Bible is inerrant because
it is true for the claims that it does
make, which in some cases may include those implicit, looser claims
like the age example.15
Now that we are equipped with
general definitions of “infallibility” and “inerrancy,” I will address
how to reconcile the textual criticisms with the inerrancy of the BiJustin Taylor. “Inerrancy and Infallibility:
Truth Claims and Precision.” https://blogs.
thegospelcoalition.org/justintaylor/2011/09/16/
inerrancy-and-infallibility-truth-claims-andprecision/

15

ble. Whether and why the Bible is
infallible is a discussion for another
day. I will propose two theological
solutions for this problem. The first
solution is to apply Frame’s argument about inerrancy to every biblical passage. Take the book of Ruth
for example, which is a historical
fiction according to Brettler. For the
sake of argument, let’s assume that
Brettler is correct that the book of
Ruth is fictional, and see if we can
still claim that the Bible is inerrant.
By using Frame’s definition of inerrancy, one can indeed assert that
the Bible is inerrant in this case
because it is not claiming that the
story of Ruth is true; it is at least
claiming that the moral lessons the
book of Ruth teaches are true. This
argument seems reasonable if the
author of Ruth intended the book
to be a historical fiction with a
moral lesson. If this was indeed the
author’s original intention in writing Ruth, and the moral lessons are
true, then the book of Ruth is still
inerrant.
However, this also illustrates
a weakness of Frame’s approach
to inerrancy. To say that the book
of Ruth is inerrant, one must assume that they know the claims
the original author was asserting,
and if they do not know the claims,
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one must simply assume that Ruth

the Bible without certain limiting truth (e.g. to the point of denying
is inerrant without knowing its biases or prior beliefs in order to empirical truth); one should reameaning. For example, if the author explore what the Bible is saying. sonably consider all of them when
of Ruth was trying to pass a fiction- For this solution, some Christians trying to understand the Bible.
al story as a historical truth, then may have to reevaluate why they When considering this problem of
the book of Ruth would have false believe that the Bible is infallible. reconciling the infallibility of the
claims, and the Bible would not One must answer the question: is Bible with its textual criticisms,
be inerrant. In general, how do we it possible for the Bible to have er- one may choose to adopt either of
know the original intentions
the theological solutions I proChristians should not posed. Of course, there may
and claims of the author(s) of
each book of the Bible? Biblical be afraid of textual crit- be other solutions out there as
scholars may have an educated
well.
icisms of the Bible. We
hypothesis about the original
intentions of the author(s), but should be willing to go A Personal Take
they do not necessarily assert
Everything that have I laid
just as deep as biblical
that their hypothesis is true
out—the examples of biblical
with certainty. So in order to scholars into critically analysis and the theology of
use Frame’s definition of ineranalyzing the Bible to inerrancy—challenges Chrisrancy, one must be willing to
tians, especially those with
the extent possible.
make stronger claims than bibthe Biblicist view, to critically
lical scholars are willing to make, rors, and why? A weakness of this think about the Bible. As Chriswhich may be intellectually trou- approach is that by conceding that tians, should the above analysis of
bling to some people. That is, in or- the Bible is fallible, one loses an in- the Bible in any way affect the role
der to call the Bible inerrant using tellectual anchor on which to base of the Bible in our lives? Rather
Frame’s argument, one must assert their theology. But on the other than giving a theological answer to
that (1) they know both the claims hand, one may argue that the Bible this question, I will end with a perthe original author was making was never such an intellectual an- sonal outlook on the role of the Biand that those claims are true, or chor in the first place because of all ble in my life. By no means should
(2) if they don’t know the author’s the different interpretations and my perspective be taken as gospel,
claims, then the Bible is inerrant translations of the same text.
but perhaps it could be helpful for
anyway, even without verification.
I must also caution against the others to see how a Christian perAnother weakness of this ap- Skeptical view when considering sonally handles the Analytical perproach is the tendency to have the second theological solution. spective.
confirmation bias when analyzing Believing that the Bible has errors
The discussion about Daniel’s
the Bible. With this approach, one does not give one an intellectu- absence and the “sexist” remark
is finding an interpretation of the al license to easily disregard any are good examples of how I typicalBible that fits beliefs they already claims the Bible makes. Just like ev- ly try to study the Bible. I use both
have. If one assumes that the Bible eryone else, even those who regard the NOAB and LASB commentaris infallible, then they will always the Bible as fallible must carefully ies when I am studying Scripture.
find a way to reason that each pas- analyze the Bible, impartially re- I find it interesting that the explasage of Scripture is inerrant. (On searching arguments and evidence nations for a given passage are ofthe flip side, if one assumes that both to determine what the Bible ten completely different in the two
the Bible is wrong, then they will claims and to verify those claims.
commentaries, perhaps because
also always find a way to justify
The middle ground is similar they lean towards opposite views.
that belief.) So by using Frame’s to the Analytical view, which aims Hence, I find it helpful to take both
argument, one would be ensuring to be reasonable in accepting what commentaries into account, and
that their interpretation of the Bi- is most consistent with empirical to make opinions based on what
ble fits their belief that the Bible is evidence, reasoning, and Chris- seems reasonable to me. In the exinerrant.
tian doctrine. One should not dis- ample about Daniel, I personally
The second solution is to sim- proportionately place too much do not have a strong opinion about
ply concede that the Bible is not emphasis on empirical truth (e.g. the explanation behind Daniel’s
necessarily inerrant (and thus, is denying what you don’t see), log- absence. Both explanations from
not infallible.) The benefit of this ic (e.g. trying to put everything NOAB and LASB seem plausible
approach is that one can look at in your logical box), nor spiritual to me. It would not surprise me if
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Daniel 3, or even all of Daniel, is a
historical fiction like some of the
content of the Historical Books
may be. I could also imagine that
the events in Daniel actually occurred, and that there is a good
reason why Daniel was not present. Similarly in the case of the
“sexist” remark, I do not have a
strong opinion about the origin,
and hence the meaning of the passage. I think the explanation of
both commentaries are certainly
possible, but this time I lean towards NOAB’s explanation. I could
imagine that after Paul wrote the
letter, some person inserted their
opinion to better align with patriarchal society. In general, though,
I do not want the confidence of my
opinion to exceed what is warranted by the evidence.
How does this affect the way I
look at the book of Daniel, or Paul’s
letters as a whole? Regardless of
its historical accuracy, the book
of Daniel still contains insights
about God. At least, recalling what
Brettler said about ancient history
writings, the author(s) of Daniel
likely wrote the book for the very
purpose of portraying the character of God. And going further, the
book has even more significance if
it was indeed divinely inspired—a
book that God purposefully ensured would be in the Bible. It is
a story of God’s faithfulness to
Daniel and his friends, how God
worked in the lives of the Babylonian kings, and how to live in an
environment hostile to faith, all
of which are helpful in my walk
with God. As for Paul’s writings,
the context and original intention
of his letters are easier for me to
grasp because it is clear that Paul
is directly writing something that
he wants his audience to believe.
There is still the fact that there
could have been additions and edits to the letters, and those should
be taken into account.
One could guess that for simi-

lar reasons as Daniel, I do not have
a problem with conceding that the
Historical Books are not as literal as they may initially seem. My
view of the rest of the Bible is also
like my previous analysis; I try to
study the Bible with an Analytical
perspective. This includes learning about the claims the original
author(s) of each book were making, and determining whether
those claims are true. The Analytical perspective is both for Christians and anyone else trying to
understand the Bible. In addition,
Christians should not be afraid of
textual criticisms of the Bible. We
should be willing to go just as deep
as biblical scholars into critically
analyzing the Bible to the extent
possible. For this reason and more,
I currently subscribe to the second
solution I proposed, which is to
see the Bible as fallible, and thus
not necessarily inerrant.
Believing the Bible is fallible
does not mean I necessarily value the Bible any less than other
Christians. I still believe that it is
instructive and essential for Christians to have a good understanding of the Bible, because I believe
it is our best source of information
about God and His interactions
with mankind.16 In addition to
reading the Bible, I personally find
much value in talking with God
(prayer) and having tangible experiences with God. These things
seem to especially foster a person-to-person relationship with
God for me. If people put weights
on spiritual disciplines like Bible
reading, prayer, etc., I definitely
have a significant weight on Bible reading, but perhaps heavier
weights on prayer and daily interactions with God. I personally
I will not go into detail here, but there is
much religious debate about which religion
is true as there are multiple documents that
claim to be a record of God’s intervention in
the world. I believe the doctrine Christianity
is unique in multiple areas when compared
to other religions, but I will leave the task of
researching this to the reader.

16

think that the Protestant church
today overvalues and places too
much importance on the Bible.
To sum up, the purpose of this
article was to point out a problem
in the contemporary church: how
to view the Bible. There seem to be
many Christians who do not critically analyze the Bible, either because of beliefs about infallibility
or because of intellectual neglect.
I gave examples of the Biblicist
view of the Bible, but also cautioned against the other extreme,
the Skeptical view. Both views can
cause Christians to misunderstand parts of the Bible. I also
looked at some general examples
and summarized several analyses
of the Historical Books to convey
how Christians might misunderstand the Bible. Those also serve
as examples of how Christians
should study a part of the Bible
they are trying to understand. Finally, I offered two theological
frameworks that Christians can
use to look at the inerrancy of the
Bible, and explained how I currently see the Bible. I hope and
pray that this article gives its readers the framework and tools to
properly understand and view the
Bible in order to learn more about
the Gospel of Jesus.
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