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Perhaps one of the most difficult aspects of teaching coming out of the early Jesus Community was the extent to which they elevated his status alongside God. For a community rooted in Judaism and accustomed to reciting the Shema each Sabbath, such claims seem to stretch the limit of what could or should be believed.
 How could it be that followers of Judaism could make such a move?  The following study serves to indicate how this kind of identification and substitution could take place. It proceeds in four parts. First, we shall look at an incident in Jesus’ life that is key to pursuing this question. Second, we shall consider a key speech of Peter, early in the life of the movement that shows how these events helped the new community see this relationship between God and Jesus. Third, we shall consider a text that likely was a hymn sang in the early church which also addresses this issue. Finally, I shall consider a key text that look to affirm the Shema while affirming the exalted place of Jesus. We are asking is it kosher to substitute Jesus into God’s place or place him in a role equal to God—and what does that mean about how we present and talk about Jesus to those for whom this move seems so radical (and even out of place).

A Key Incident on the Road to the Cross: The Confrontation with the Jewish Leadership

The incident we consider is Jesus’ examination by the Jewish leadership, an interview that ended up with the leadership deciding to take Jesus to Pilate and the Romans to ask that he be crucified. In a sense, this is the scene that tells us why Jesus was crucified. Much has brought Jesus to this place. He has had numerous encounters with the leadership over issues related to Jewish practice. He has claimed to forgive sin, something only God can do (Mark 2:1-12). He has acted on the Sabbath in ways the leadership saw as violations of Sabbath rest (Mark 2:23-3:6), acts Jesus defended in two ways, by appeals to actions and teachings in the Hebrew Scripture and the prophets, as well as his more radical appeal that the Son of Man was Lord of the Sabbath. He entered Jerusalem on a donkey, an act suggesting on reflection that Jesus was the awaited king of Zechariah 9 (Mark 11:1-11; John 12:12-16). He had acted against the temple, a direct challenge to the leadership’s authority over what Jews saw as the most sacred space on earth (Mark 11:15-18).
 Such actions evoked hopes like that expressed in works like Psalms of Solomon 17:26-31, where the hoped for end time deliverer would purge Jerusalem, or a prayer like the Eighteen Benedictions, where the hope for restored Davidic rule and the restoration of Jerusalem are placed side by side in the fourteen of these Benedictions. These claims of authority had caused the leadership to ask Jesus about the source of his authority, a fair question given they had not authorized him to act (Mark 11:27-33). Jesus answered this challenge with a question about the authority of John the Baptist, a question the leadership did not answer but one that suggested God is capable of making such appointments without requiring Sadducean and Pharisaical approval. These events form a key background to why Jesus found himself in front of the Jewish leadership answering questions about whether he was seeking to destroy the temple or was claiming to be the Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One.


What is under examination is the extent of Jesus’ claims and authority. This is not a trial in the formal sense.
 The leadership cannot give a legal verdict that has the force of law in the Roman world. What they are doing is gathering evidence in order to make a case to Pilate who can make such a judgment. In our legal world, this is like a legal inquiry or a grand jury investigation where the question is whether Jesus can be charged legally with a crime against the Roman state. The Jewish leadership could bring such a case to Pilate, especially if it came form the High Priest whom Pilate had appointed. So this pre-history of tension that Jesus’ ministry generated is important to appreciate as Caiaphas steps forward to ask Jesus a crucial question in Mark 14:61, “Are you Messiah, the Son of the Blessed One?” 


In a Jewish context, Caiaphas simply wants to know if Jesus is claiming to be the delivering promised one for Israel. The question about being the son is not asked with later Christian understanding of who the Son is. Rather the roots are the idea that the king as God’s representative is God’s son, language that alludes to promises made to David about his dynastic line (2 Sam 7:12-14), an image that applied to all kings of the line, but in a context of restoration and call to renewal for Israel would also likely point to a messianic expectation. Since these leaders had wedded their fate to Rome and did not hold to messianic and eschatological expectations like those Jesus appeared to raise, for Jesus to claim such a role would be all they would need to bring him before Pilate. A king that the leadership does not recognize and that Rome did not appoint in their minds would be a candidate to take to Pilate as a threat to the pax Romana. Rome appointed the kings of the empire and was responsible for keeping the peace, stopping anyone who claimed authority Rome did not give. To indicate how serious this question was, Caiaphas asks it and shows respect for God but not speaking about the Son of God. Rather, he shows respect for God by referring to Him indirectly as “the Blessed One.” In doing so, his question indicates how seriously the leadership takes the uniqueness and glory of the person of God.


Jesus’ response leads to all that follows, directly triggering a series of core events that stand at the roots of the message of what became a major world religion. What did Jesus say and mean? How was his reply perceived by those who rejected it?  Jesus’ reply is given variously in the Synoptic gospels. John does not record this examination, so we are only looking at Matthew, Mark, and Luke. I have defended in detail the historicity of this response in a monograph dedicated to this scene.
 The core of the reply is a qualified affirmative response with allusions to Psalm 110:1, being seated at God’s right hand and to Daniel 7:14, an allusion to the Son of Man coming on the clouds. Mark expresses an outright affirmative response (“I am.”) with allusions to the Psalm (seated) and to Daniel (Son of Man coming on the clouds). Matthew has a qualified affirmative response (“You have said it yourself”), with the same allusions to both passages. Luke has a qualified affirmative response (“You say that I am”) with allusion to both passages, but with the reference to Daniel 7 only referring to the title Son of Man, not to coming on the clouds. I take these summaries of Jesus’ response to indicate he responded positively to the question, but with a qualification that said in effect, “Yes, but not quite in the sense that you asked it.” He then elaborates by appealing to God’s acceptance of him as Son of Man (Jesus’ favorite name for himself) at God’s side in heaven (Ps 110:1 allusion) and a reminder that vindication would come in such a way that he would function as judge one day (Dan 7 as it appears in Mark and Matthew). However the points I am about to make would be so even if Jesus only used the Son of Man title and alluded to Ps 110:1 without appealing to coming on the clouds, something all the gospels affirm in the reply.


This long aside on the nature of the reply is required in order to discuss the saying’s significance. Jesus’ claim before the Jewish leadership is that God is going to show his support for Jesus’ ministry and claims by bringing him into ruling authority with God, regardless of what is about to take place in term of a potential crucifixion. He will occupy a regal-executive position in the program of God. The allusion to Psalm 110 points to a text that has regal overtones. The authority Jesus has, however, should not be understood as a strictly earthly authority. The reference from Daniel 7 to the Son of Man alone or along with the coming on the clouds pictures an authority received directly from God to judge and exercise dominion. This is a heavenly and heavenly vindicated authority. What is so controversial is not the intimation of judgment but the idea that Jesus can sit in the presence of God in heaven. He can share God’s glory and authority.


Caiaphas is no amateur theologian. He reacts immediately. He tears his robe, indicating in his view that Jesus has uttered blasphemy and is worthy of death. If Jesus is not who he is claiming to be and if God were not to vindicate Jesus or anyone in such a manner, Caiaphas would be right. Some Jews could contemplate such a close relationship between God and another and wrote about it. One need only look at the Exagoge of Ezekiel 67-82 or portions of 1 Enoch where the Son of Man sits with God, to see the contemplation of this idea as a possibility (applied to Moses of his Exodus authority as a metaphor; of the future Son of Man seen as Enoch). However other Jews vehemently denied such a connection. In 3 Enoch the angel Metatron is punished for claiming to be a “lesser YHWH.” While in Talmudic tradition rabbi Akiba is rebuked for “profaning the Shekinah” when he says David could sit next to God (b Hag 14a). Caiaphas, as a Sadducee, would likely have held a view like those who did not see any possibility for such a view. 


So Jesus supplies in this remark the testimony that leads the Jewish leadership to take Jesus to Pilate to secure his judgment that Jesus should be crucified for sedition. They change the blasphemy charge into political terms for Pilate so he examines Jesus on whether he is “king of the Jews,” the title placed on the placard that hung with Jesus on the cross. They “translate” the charge out of its religious significance to make the point Rome had nothing to do with Jesus’ claim to be king, something Rome would read as a threat to their own authority. So in a real way, Jesus supplied the testimony that led to his death and also produced a challenge that claimed they could see God behind his ministry if there was a future vindication after the death they are contemplating for Jesus. It is important to keep an eye on the narrative-theological story line coming out of this scene in the gospels. It is a key element to understanding the early church’s preaching about Jesus, as well as the debate between this new movement emerging from within Judaism and other Jews. In effect, this scene says that either Jesus is a figure to be exalted by God or else he was guilty of blaspheming God. Subsequent events are to help us determine which association belongs to Jesus.


On the third day when God empties Jesus’ tomb in resurrection, the vindication Jesus predicted took place. With it came the indication of where Jesus had gone as a result of God’s activity. He had gone to God’s right hand, to share in God’s presence, authority, and glory in heaven. The work of God in salvation became inseparable from the work of Jesus. This connection forms the background for the second passage we wish to consider, part of Peter’s speech at Pentecost and the apostle’s appeal to Joel 2 and the coming of God’s Spirit. It is to this central early church proclamation that we now turn.

A Central Speech from the Early Church: Peter’s Words at Pentecost in Acts 2

Acts 2 summarizes a speech by Peter that accompanied the pouring out of God’s Spirit on those who had embraced the hope of Jesus and the inauguration of the new Covenant brought about by Jesus’ death (Acts 2:38-39; Luke 22:20). In fact what is present in this event is part of a key theological theme running through Luke-Acts. 

This theme starts with John the Baptist, who called for eschatological renewal in Israel and the coming of the apocalyptic deliverance of God in one who was yet to come. In Luke 3:15-16, he notes, amidst speculation that he might be the Christ, that he only baptizes with water. However there is one to come who will baptize with the Spirit and fire. This one is so great that even though John is a prophet of God, he as prophet is not worthy to untie the thong of the coming one’s sandal. The act of untying the thong of a sandal was an act no Jew who became a slave was to perform because, according to later Jewish tradition, it was seen as too demeaning a task to perform (Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael Nezikin 1 on Exod 21:2).
 However, the difference between the office of eschatological prophet that John occupied and the one to come was so great that such a demeaning task would have been an honor for John to perform. This already indicates that Jesus as the eschatological one to come has a place much greater than a prophet of Israel.

The next strand in the link is the command of Jesus after his resurrection to wait in Jerusalem for the coming of the “promise” of the Father that will cloth the disciples with power, enabling them to minister effectively on God’s behalf (Luke 24:49). Jesus then echoes the remarks of John the Baptist about awaiting the promised baptism of the Spirit in Acts 1:3-5. All of this sets the context for Acts 2. After that speech the point of how central this event is appears in Acts 11:15-17, where Peter compares the coming of the Spirit on the family of Cornelius to the Pentecost event, a sign that proves that God accepts Gentiles alongside Jews in this new era of Jesus. In Acts 13:25, the early portion saying of John the Baptist appears again in Paul’s speech at Pisidia Antioch. Here the allusion is to the one to come with the next remark that is not cited being about the Spirit. Finally, in Acts 15:8-9, Peter alludes back to Pentecost in explaining the coming of the Spirit to Cornelius and clan. They received “the Holy Spirit just as we did at the beginning,” an act picturing the cleansing of their hearts and acceptance into the eschatological program of God that surrounded Jesus.

That is the context of Peter’s remarks in Acts 2. The apostle is explaining the significance of the Spirit’s coming for the program of God.
 He starts out citing Joel 2:28-32 (=3:1-5 MT). The promise is of the outpouring of the Spirit in the last days. Peter is proclaiming this text as initially fulfilled by what is taking place. But the key feature I wish to draw attention to comes at the end of the citation. In Acts 2:21, Peter notes that all who call upon the name of the Lord will be saved. Now any Jewish listener of Peter in this scene would immediately think that it is the God of Israel who is to be invoked here. After all, that is the point of the citation in the context of Joelーand it is God who delivers. 

However, between making this call and finishing his speech Peter develops the imagery from Joel. He notes the hope of resurrection, appealing to Psalm 16. He then notes the promise made to David of a descendant to sit on the throne and share in rule (Psalm 132:11). Finally he appeals to the very important text, Psalm 110:1, the very text Jesus alluded to at his trial to make the point that Jesus is now seated with God at his right hand, sharing his presence and saving authority. In fact, in Acts 2:33 says, “Being therefore exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out what you see and hear.” Now there is something very Jewish about the way this argument is made. It applies an ancient Jewish reading technique known as Gezerah Shewa. In this technique, the reader of Scripture links two passages together or a passage and an event by terms they share. So in Joel 2:28 as cited in Acts 2:17 we have the idea of the Spirit being poured out (ἐκχεῶ/ekcheō) and in Acts 2:33, we have the verb repeated in a different form to fit the syntax of the sentence that also speaks of the Spirit being poured out (ἐξέχεεν/execheen). So Peter is combining the idea of Psalm 110:1 and Jesus’ being seated at God’s right hand with what he did when he got there, namely, to distribute the promised Spirit that had been announced as far back as John the Baptist. Salvation is being mediated through Jesus who shares God’s presence, a place on his throne, and the execution of salvation. 

Because of this sequence of connections, Peter is able to say in Acts 2:36 that God has shown Jesus to be Lord and Christ to Israel, just as John announced in Luke 3, the Messiah could be identified. In fact, Israel can know this is who Jesus is because of what God has done through Jesus. There is another, complicated Gezerah Shewa here, as the term Lord (κύριον/kyrion) appears in v. 36, invoking the presence of the second use of the term Lord from Psalm 110:1 in v 34 (κυρίῳ/kyriō) and recalls v. 22 from Joel 2, where one is to call upon “the Lord” (κυρἱου/kyriou).
 The significance of this becomes evident when Peter calls on the crowd to be baptized “in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins” in Acts 2:38. Salvation is now taking place in his name and authority, including the forgiveness of sins. Jesus is equated in his activity and responsibilities with the actions of the God of Israel. To invoke him as Lord and Christ is to invoke the authority of God. To call on Jesus’ name as Lord is the same as calling on the God of Israel. As John 10:30 says it, “I and the Father are one.” What Jesus does in mediating the blessing of God’s spirit is to save and forgive, undertaking the prerogatives of God and showing divine authority from the very side of  God in heaven. As such to call on him is to call on God. Thus, through the exposition of the speech, on reflection Peter is saying in Acts 2:21 that anyone who calls on the name of the Lord (Jesus) will be saved.  

This teaching invoking the Lord Jesus is not unique to Peter. In Romans 10:9-13, Paul also appeals to Joel 2:32 (=3:5 MT). In Romans 10:9, Paul treats the idea of confessing with one’s lips that Jesus is Lord and believing that God raised him from the dead. At the end of this exposition in v. 13, he says “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” Gezerah Shewa tells us the Lord Paul is referring to here is Jesus. Jesus is referred to in a text that originally invoked the God of Israel and the substitution is entirely kosher because of what Jesus is doing, how God is working through Jesus, and the way the Scriptures are linked in a very Jewish manner.

One of the great difficulties in sharing Jesus in a Jewish context is explaining how Jesus can receive such unequivocal honor as believers in Jesus give to him. The two scenes we have examined are a key explanation as to why and how that honor came to be so central to the emerging faith. Here we have Jesus at the hub of the execution of divine activity and authority associated with both forgiveness and the establishing of a new covenant. Here the promised Spirit, the sign of the arrival of God’s promise for His people, is now shown to have arrived. Mediating all of this is Jesus from God’s side, sharing in the divine presence, rule and authority. Everything comes together in what God does through Jesus. Jesus even shares the title of Lord and can be invoked for this salvation because it came through him. So Peter can speak of God and Jesus in one breath even to the point of sharing a reference in passages that invoke God for salvation.

It is easy to see how crucial a text Acts 2 is for the question we have raised. I also have suggested that Paul and Peter agree on this point. However, there is one more passage to examine, because it appears in what was likely originally an early Christian hymn, showing what early Christians were singing in praise to God in the first century. It is to this hymn of praise that we now turn to show that Peter’s view was not his alone.

A Central Hymn from the Early Church- Philippians 2:5-11
Our final text is generally regarded as a hymn, sung by the early church and providing a summation of the career of Jesus as seen at a fairly early point in the theological development of the Jesus movement. What makes the text important is that it predates the letter in which it appears, Philippians, one of Paul’s prison epistles dated to the early sixties. So we are within three decades of the end of Jesus’ ministry. As a hymn, it is likely older and reflects what communities were told about Jesus as they engaged in corporate praise for what God had done through Jesus. It is crisp nature of the contrasts and the balance of the lines that causes people to see a hymn here. Here is the text:

6who although he existed in the form of God did not regard equality with God as something to be grasped, 

7but emptied himself by taking on the form of a slave, 

becoming in the likeness of other men, 

and being found in form as a human. 

8He humbled himself,

by becoming obedient to the point of death–even death on a cross. 

9Therefore God exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, 

10so that at the name of Jesus every knee will bow 

–in heaven and on earth and under the earth–

11and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord 

to the glory of God the Father. (Philippians 2:6-11, Translation author’s)

There is much in the hymn that is debated. Is its key portrait rooted in a strong sense of the pre-existence of Jesus, as one sent from heaven, or is it rooted in imagery related to his being the second Adam, representative of humanity?
 Is the hymn present in the letter to make an ethical point about being like Jesus (because of the call to have a mind like that in Jesus Christ) or is it more directed at a presentation of who Jesus is? The career of Jesus is seen as a reverse parabola, which has him coming and sent from heaven, dipping down to take on humanity and death, only to ascend again to greatness by receiving the name of Lord. All these are important questions about the passage that have led to no loss in the expression of opinions on one side or the other. In other words, the literature on this text is vast. But I am not interested in the hymn as a whole or in these specifics debates that overview the career of Jesus. Our concern is how the hymn ends in vv.10-11.


Because the twin themes of every knee bowing and every tongue confessing has precedent from the Hebrew Scripture. Again we need a full context to get the force of the point. In Isaiah 45:20-25, God is calling all to account for denying the Creator and choosing to engage in idolatry rather than give God the honor due to him. So he calls the nations to court and says this, 

20Gather together and come! Approach together, you refugees from the nations! Those who carry wooden idols know nothing, those who pray to a god that cannot deliver. 21Tell me! Present the evidence! Let them consult with one another! Who predicted this in the past? Who announced it beforehand? Was it not I, the LORD? I have no peer, there is no God but me, a God who vindicates and delivers; there is none but me. 22Turn to me so you can be delivered, all you who live in the earth’s remote regions! For I am God, and I have no peer. 23I solemnly make this oath– what I say is true and reliable: ‘Surely every knee will bow to me, every tongue will solemnly affirm; 24they will say about me, “Yes, the LORD is a powerful deliverer.”’” All who are angry at him will cower before him. 25All the descendants of Israel will be vindicated by the LORD and will boast in him. (Isaiah 45:20-25 NET)

This text is one of the clearest declarations of God’s uniqueness and sovereignty in the Hebrew Bible. God declares that allegiance will be uniquely his one day. There is no other God, nor is there any other savior or judge. The indication of this divine position is the fact that one day everyone will acknowledge this. Every knee will bow and every tongue will confess that God is the Lord a powerful deliverer. The name given above every name is that which affirms the sovereignty of the creator God over those whom he rules. There is no other place to go. There is no other one to whom to turn. One day all creation will know and affirm this. That is Isaiah’s teaching.


Now Paul was a rabbi. He surely knows this background as he cites this hymn with its intentional allusion to Isaiah 45. Now in the hymn the bowing of the knee and the confessing of the tongue include giving such honor to the Lord Jesus. His work of emptying and death is so in conjunction with the Father and so rooted in a heavenly origin that the honor due the God of Israel will come to be given to the one through whom God worked. Once again we see the that substituting Jesus in the place of the God of Israel is kosher, justified by the calling and activity of Jesus at God’s behest. Note how the hymn makes it clear that God is the one gifting Jesus with this name and role. Jesus does not act nor does he claim to act independently of the Father. But they are like a double helix in a piece of DNA, a package deal, operating as an inseparable team to deliver and save with a mighty hand stretched out ironically through the death of a frail human who once had been in the presence of God and who afterward was vindicated back to that original position. To see and speak of one is inevitably to speak and see the other. 

It is this kind of identification that has always been at the core of the teaching of the early Jesus community. It is what led later to the kind of technical philosophical articulation of the relationship between God and Jesus in later creeds. Those creeds seek to translate the kosher connections we have traced in our three passages and express them in terms of implications for the kind of person Jesus had to be in order to be in this role and share such glory without division from the Father.

The Shema Revisited in the New Community: 1 Corinthians 8:4-6

Three ideas controlled the affirmation of monotheism in Second Temple Judaism. They were the idea of only worshipping God (monolatry), the idea of God’s universal sovereignty, and the idea that God is the one Creator.
 To affirm Jesus as divine while affirming the unity of God were two things the early Jesus community did. Nothing shows this more powerfully than the way Paul plays with the idea of Creation and the confession of the Shema in 1 Corinthians 8:4-6. Here is the text laid out in parallel structure in English:

But for us [there is] one God, the Father,


From whom [are] all things and we for him,

And one Lord, Jesus Christ,


Through whom [are] all things and we through him.

The context of this remark are the many gods of the Greco-Roman world. The text affirms the oneness of God in the face of that polytheism, but does so noting that there is one God and One Lord. Both God and Lord in the context of being Creator look to describe who God is and what God does, since in Judaism only God creates (Isa 44:24; 4 Ezra 3:4; Josephus, Contra Apion 2.192). The fact that “all things” are created through Jesus shows he is in the category of Creator, not creature. As Bauckham says, “No more equivocal way of including Jesus in the unique divine identity is conceivable, within the framework of Second Temple Jewish monotheism.”


To show the connection to the Shema, one need only look at how the LXX: “The Lord (kurios) our God (ho theos), the Lord (kurios), is one.” There is one God and one Lord who participates in the creation as the Creator is Paul’s point. This affirms a divine activity and status for Jesus as the Christ. Here it is kosher not to substitute Jesus for God but to place him alongside God to show their equality. So Jesus shares God’s glory by his exaltation to God’s throne as Jesus’ examination by the Jewish leadership shows. He also shares the divine task of creating the world as the one through whom creation the creation of all things took place. Such a handling of the Shema helps us see how the earliest community rooted in the writings of believers emerging from Judaism presented Jesus. They did so affirming the oneness of God and the deity of Jesus as Creator and one who sits on the throne of heaven.

Conclusion
We have traversed into great mysteries of the Jesus movement by examining one aspect of the use of the sacred Hebrew Scripture in the early years of this new Jewishly rooted movement that came with Jesus. These Jewish believers did not just proclaim Jesus; they explained what they believed. They did it by appealing to a combination of the affirming actions of God and teaching from their Scripture. In linking Jesus and substituting him in places where that Scripture had spoken of the God of Israel, they were expressing a core element of their faith. God had demonstrated to the world both in side and outside of Israel, who this Jesus was. John pointed to it when he spoke of the coming of God’s spirit through Jesus. Jesus pointed to it when he predicted a vindication that expressed itself in a tomb emptied three days after a horrific death. The Jesus movement preached it when they substituted Jesus and proclaimed him as Lord in those very places where the uniqueness of God was being affirmed without remainder in their Scripture. It all reflected the very activity of Israel’s own God, who also was affirmed as the Creator of all life and Savior of that very same precious world through the very invitation into life God extended through Jesus and pictured in him. Delivering the message this way was explanatory and clarifying. It disclosed the mystery of how God had made the choice and taken the action to work through Jesus, to present Jesus from the earth up to heaven. Through this means one could begin to grasp Jesus’ own uniqueness, a one of a kind person, bringing God’s promised kingdom and called to be God’s anointed. And, best of all, in their view, it was all completely kosher.
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