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ABSTRACT

Biblical scholars have long recognized the diversity
in early Christian writing concerning theology and ethics.
This dissertation seeks to show that in the New Testament
there is a characteristic ethic that is affirmed throughout.
This ethic is one of servanthood before others. Each
chapter of the thesis focusses on a particular group of New
Testament writings and delineates the content of, motives
for and limitations upon, the servant-ethic in each group.

The content of the servant-ethic is characterized by
service to others and the surrender of personal rights and
selfish ambition. The ethic is motivated primarily by the
desire to fulfill the will of God. The ethic's principal
limitation is that God’'s will must not be violated when
seeking to fulfill the servant-ethic. The dissertation
concludes that the early Christian self~understanding is one

of "other-directedness"” and "self-forgetfulness,” and that
such self-understanding is emblematic of primitive Christian
ethical thought as represented in the New Testament.

The scope of the thesis is limited to the New
Testament primarily for pragmatic reasons. Nevertheless,
the conclusion that the servant-ethic pervades this
collection of early Christian writing, has implications for
scholarship since it maps out some of the ethical territory

common to diverse Christian communities in the first century

or so of the common era.
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INTRODUCT | ON

The Character of the Servant-Ethic

Many scholars have noted that the ethics of the New
Testament are not systematic and that it is impossible to
derive a coherent moral system from these early Christian
writings. We are assured that the early Christian

communities were diverse in matters of ethics and kerygma.!

1Jack Sanders, in arguing that the New Testament
provides no material for a valid ethics for today,
emphasizes throughout his study the variations in the moral
postures of the writers; for example Paul and James (Ethics
in_the New Testament [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975] 129).
While we are not concerned primarily with the viability of
New Testament ethics for today, Sanders has neglected the
impact of the New Testament for the very issue we undertake
to examine here: the consistent emphasis in the New
Testament upon the surrender of self-interest in human
relations.

With regards to kerygma, James Dunn cautions his
readers against seeking any central unifying element in the
New Testament beyond the "continuity of the historical Jesus
with the exalted Christ"” (Unity and Diversity in the New
Testament [Philadelphia: Trinity, 1990] 369-70). 1In their
response to the proclamation of or about Jesus, however, the
New Testament records that early Christians understood their
posture towards others to be one of self-sacrifice after the
manner of Jesus; the theme appears to be consistently
reflected in the New Testament writings.

In a recent article Eugene E. Lemcio disputes Dunn's
conclusions by claiming that, "contrary to the prevailing
view, there 1is a central, discrete kerygmatic core that
integrates the manifold plurality of the New Testament”
("The Unifying Kerygma of the New Testament™ in JSNT 33
[1988] 3). While our investigation is not primarily
concerned with kerygma, Lemcio’'s article is important
because his procedure involves "a study of the New
Testament per se, which is first and foremost a body of

1
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This is especially the case if we look to ethics for ways of
characterizing early Christianity as a whole. That no
systematic ethic can be found or extracted from the New
Testament is hardly surprising, we are further informed,
considering the number of authors and genres found there.

The writings of the New Testament spoke to the early
Christians in ways that illuminated their self-
understanding as part of the people of God. For all these
Christians the person of Jesus, crucified and resurrected,
represented a momentous work of God in history. Their
response to this act, to the extent that it involved human
conduct, was ethical in nature. Can it be that there is no
ethical principle familiar to each of these communities that
permeated their self-awareness as Christians? Is it
possible that diverse groups of people, each of which was
moved to believe that in Christ God had performed a unique
and decisive act in human history, did not reveal this
common conviction in comparable ways in their reflections on
human conduct? |s it not to be expected, that despite the
variety and diversity found within the New Testament canon

in matters theological, there should be some fundamental

literature. Such textual examination has an ijntegrity in
its own right, so that it may be conducted separately from
and indeed prior to the historical™ (ibid., 5).

The state of the quest for thematic unity in the New
Testament documents has recently been summarized and the
quest itself pursued by John Reumann (Variety and Unity in
New Testament Thought [Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1991]).




agreement in how the human response to this divine act
should be characterized in concrete action? We seek,
therefore, a recurrent note throughout the New Testament
canon, which identifies, in terms of ethics, the self-
understanding of the early Christians.?

Love is often mentioned as the Christian virtue par

excellence. To be sure love is a prominent motif in many of

the early Christian writings and believers are exhorted
over and over again to love their fellow Christians, their

neighbours and even their enemies. But love of neighbour is

20f late, greater sensitivity to historical accuracy
and objectivity has led to the call to discard the notion of
"New Testament"” when engaging in the study of the early
Christian communities since these writings were not
incorporated into the canon until much later. Since the
earliest believers did not have a New Testament, the
argument goes, it is anachronistic to limit our study of
them by focussing simply upon those documents later
considered canonical. Although | am sympathetic to this
viewpoint and am suspicious of most arguments that
understand convention or custom to be somehow sacrosanct, 1
find myself soliciting the reader's indulgence since this
study is limited to the documents found within the New
Testament. { am aware that there are other writings
contemporaneous with, or even earlier than, some of the New
Testament documents, and which are also representative of
early Christian self-understanding. The New Testament
remains, however, the principal collection of earliest
Christian writings in terms of the sum of its audience and
the focus of scholarship. Thanks to the last one hundred
years or so of New Testament criticism the following pages
endeavour to seek a characteristic ethical self-
understanding in the writings of the earliest believers that
scholars affirm come from the first century following the
death of Jesus. Therefore, out of convenience, and out of
the conviction that these writings are in themselves
suggestive of a great variety in primitive Christian self-
understanding, the focus of the following pages is limited
to those documents found in the New Testament.
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essentially an abstract principle in the sense that it needs
to be defined in terms of the actions it gives rise to.3
Nevertheless, one suspects that related to love, indeed
having their source in love, other ethical themes or
principles can be found which point to a degree of moral
coherence throughout the New Testament.

One of these themes is what | would term the

"servant-ethic.” By this phrase | mean the consistent

3This does not necessarily contradict Wolfgang Schrage
who says:

1f there is common agreement that love is the
general tenor of New Testament ethics as well
as the center and quintessence of all the
individual admonitions, it must remain clear
that this love implies quite specific content
and criteria; it is not an abstract formal
principle (The Ethics of the New Testament
[Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988] 11).

Gene Outka, in his attempt to clarify the role of principles
and rules in moral reasoning, turns to the commandment to
love one's neighbour. He says:

| shall call this commandment an
unqualifiedly general principle, by which |
mean that it is (a) applicable to everyone
unrestrictedly, (b) and on every occasion so
that it is always relevant, (c) and serves as
the basis of subsidiary principles and rules,
providing the fundamental justifying reason
or warrant for their existence or the purpose
or intent underlying them ('"Character,
Conduct and the Love Commandment” in Norm and
Context in Christian Ethics, edited by Gene H.
Ooutka and Paul Ramsey [New York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, 1968] 40, emphasis his).

Schrage's implied "specific content and criteria" perhaps
parallel Outka's "subsidiary principles and rules"” and it is
ohe dimension of these that the following pages deal with,



denial of one's own interests in favour of those of others,
and the willingness to stand unfailingly ready to serve
others. The "servant-ethic" represents the "other-
directedness” and self-sacrifice that is a recurring note
throughout the New Testament and characterizes the self-
understanding of the early Christijans. It is informed by
love and embraces such qualities as humility, forgiveness,
respect, consideration and empathy. It is advocated for
many reasons and is carried out in many different ways, but
its paradigm is the one who came to serve and to give his
life as a ransom for many (Mk 10:45).

It should be noted at this point that ! do not mean
to suggest that only the early Christians sought to practice
such an ethic. Respect for the interests of others and
self~denial can be found in all religions, and | am not
suggesting that the earliest Christian believers have a
monopoly on self-sacrifice and empathy. What { do want to
show is how fundamental the "servant-ethic” is in the New
Testament, how extreme the requirements of this ethic are
for the early Christians, and how this principle is affirmed
again and again throughout the earliest Christian documents.

The "servant-ethic" is a connecting link which,
although not kerygmatic in nature, points to a degree of
coherence in New Testament ethics. By this | mean that it
offers a normative standard for Christian behaviour

involving relations with others. While the writings of many
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traditions encourage their adherents to consider the wishes
and needs of others, few, including much of modern Christian
thought, consistently couch this requirement in such extreme
terms of self-denial and servanthood as do the early
Christian documents.

It will prove fruitful to examine the servant-ethic
as it arises in each genre and section of the New Testament
in terms of its content and limitations, and the motives for
its implementation. |In the process we will discover that
the earliest Christians did in fact have a view of ethics
that was fundamentally coherent and consistent and was
described in similar terms by disparate groups.

The New Testament summons the people of God to
relinquish their own interests in order to serve others.

The true disciple, the authentic Christian, is one who
renounces the self and becomes "other-directed.” Such
"other-directedness” is not, however, "self-forgetfulness”
in the sense of attaining an altered consciousness akin to
that advocated in esoteric Hindu and Buddhist schools. It
also is not the kind of self-denial that involves
deliberate "mortification of the flesh" and the pursuit of
bodily affliction for its own sake. The servant-ethic, in
its New Testament form, does not recommend that one
endeavour to overcome the limits of human consciousness or
deliberately seek after suffering. Rather it promotes

humility and the acceptance of one's weakness before God,



and empathy in the face of another's suffering. The
servant-ethic flouts convention by inhibiting and rejecting
ambition and social prestige, while accepting the lesser
position and acquiescing in the face of conflict. For the
New Testament writers it was the mark of those who had

become part of the people of God.

The Extreme Nature of the Servant-Ethic

The biblical tradition is unequivocal in its avowal
of the just nature of God. He is portrayed as fair and
impartial while at the same time acting as the defender of
his people. Stephen Mott points out that in the Bible
justice often is found to be closely allied with grace.4
Mott understands God's justice, which his people are to
emulate, to entail especially the protection of the poor,
the weak and the oppressed. He points out that biblical
justice is not simply punitive, but "also vindication,
deliverance, and creation of community."® QGod has bestowed
grace on his people because of his love toward them and
they, in turn, are to act justly towards others. Citing
Deut 10:18-19, Mott asserts that for God's people

performance of justice is not based on considerations of

4Biblical Ethics and Social Change (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1982) 59-62.

5Biblical Ethics, 63.




personal worth or merit but upon need and the awareness of
God's grace:

It is this assumption which allows Just1ce to

be expressed by the principle of

equality....The presence of grace and love 1in

Justice universalizes the formal principle of

equal treatment of equals, shows a regard for

the needs of each person, and creates the

obligation to seek the good of each. The

well-being and freedom of each other person

becomes as valuable to me as my own.S$
We need to ask, however, if and when the well-being and
freedom of the other become more valuable than those of the
self. The New Testament seems consistently to invoke the
principle that one's own interests should be subordinated to
those of others even when one's own may be asserted
justifiably. In other words, God now calls his people to
become the weak and oppressed in the sense that rights and
privileges that may be claimed often are to be surrendered.

The call to love one's neighbour as oneself is a good
starting point to determine the limitations, if any, of the
servant-ethic. We need to discover whether the New
Testament ever suggests, or even hints, that in certain
circumstances the love of oneself supersedes the love of
one's neighbour., The short answer to such an inquiry is no
and we shall pursue this more thoroughly in the chapters

below. The situation in which the interests of self take

precedence is the situation in which the neighbour is loved

6Biblical Ethics, 64.




9
less than oneself. Nevertheless, as modern theologians and
ethicists are often wont to point out, the love of self
somet imes comes into a real and painful conflict with the
love of neighbour. Writing as a contemporary Christian
ethicist, Joseph L. Allen attempts to resolve this dilemma
by arguing that love of self can be distinguished from
"serving the interests of the self." His argument
illustrates how extreme the New Testament requirement to
serve actually is.

For Allen it 1is possible for the 1inner disposition of
the self in relation to itself to be one of love even when
external actions lead to self-sacrifice on behalf of
others.?” He also distinguishes between selfishness and
self-love by defining self-love as self-acceptance and
self-affirmation. This acceptance and affirmation 1is
derived from God's act of accepting and affirming the self
independent of any merit.®

Iin Allen's view, the solutijon of impartiality in
which the self attempts to treat others and itself in
exactly the same way is more often than not impossible.
Indeed, for Christian thinkers this is usually held to be
non-Christian. The interest of the other outweighs the

interest of the self, according to Allen, for two reasons

TLove and Conflict: A Covenantal Mode of Christian
Ethics (Nashville: Abingdon, 1984) 105.

8love and Conflict, 107.




10
based on the Christian’'s faith in God. First, this faith
leads to reliance upon God to provide for one's needs.
Pointing to Matt 6:25 Allen says that "Faith...frees a
person from the kind of self-concern that would lead to
defensiveness...about getting an equal share, at least where
justice to others does not depend upon justice for the
self."9 Allen then notes the positive side to this negative
elimination of self-concern. This is the liberating aspect
of faith, "freeing one for concern for the other":

Faith is that by which the self not only has a
right to sacrifice its own interests for those
of others, but also is inclined not to be

anxious for the self but to give of its
resources to serve others,10

8Love and Conflict, 114.

10 ove and Conflict, 114, emphasis his. | find Allen’'s
discussion compelling here in that the right to sacrifice
somehow is subordinated to the inclination to sacrifice.
Allen quotes Luther to support his view that Christian faith
liberates and thereby inclines one to sacrifice on behalf of
others. Lambert’'s transiation reads:

Although | am an unworthy and condemned man,
my God has given me in Christ all the riches
of righteousness and salvation without merit
on my part...so that from now on | need
nothing except faith which believes that this
is true....! will therefore give myself as a
Christ to my neighbour, just as Christ offered
himselif to me; | will do nothing in this life
except what | see is necessary, profitable and
salutary to my neighbour, since through faith
I have an abundance of all good things in
Christ ("The Freedom of a Christian" in
Luther's Works 31 [Philadelphia: Muhlenberg
1957] 367).
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Allen, however, wishes to pursue his course still further to
discover whether such self-sacrifice on the part of
Christians 1is, in fact, a duty or obligation. He suggests

that one "has a strong but not an absolute duty to give

priority to the interests of others.”"'t While acknowledging

that in the New Testament "concern for the interest of
others clearly takes priority over concern for the interests
of self,”¥2 he also insists that the self also remains
obligated to itself. His reservations are based on the
observation that self-sacrifice for its own sake can lead to
self-destruction which benefits no one. "The point is that
self~-sacrifice is not an end in itself, but a means to the
service of others."!3 Using such arguments Allen defends
the position that on many occasions one should advance one's
own interests in order to advance the interests of others or
to illuminate the injustice of others’' acts. Finally, Allen
argues, the Bccasion often arises where the interest of the
self should be protected so that it may serve others at a

future time.14

t1love and Conflict, 1i6, emphasis his.

12| ove and Conflict, 117. Allen points to Matt 10:38-
39; 16:24-26; 25:31-46; Mark 8:34-36; Luke 9:23-24; 10:29~-
37; 14:27; 17:33; John 12:25; and | Cor 10:24.

13 ove and Conflict, 118-119.

141 ove and Conflict, 122-125. In his book Jesus on
Social lnstitutions (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971),
Shailer Mathews suggests that the sacrificial love to which
Jesus calls his disciples is in a sense strategic because it
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The problem with Allen’'s argument in the context of
our study, a problem that he himself acknowledges, is that
it would seem alien to the earliest Christians. In the New
Testament, the consistent call to serve the interests of
others first leaves little room for considering future
benefits for others by asserting one's rights, or- assuming
that one will make a useful contribution to the well-being
of others later on. Each instance of encountering another
person--that is, the neighbour--becomes the point at which a
believer must decide whom to serve. The future is in God's
hands: the future of the self and the future of the other.
At such critical moments there is no time for ethical
debate. The decision is to be made, according to the New

Testament, based on faith and the understanding of God's

ensures the welfare of the individual by promoting the
welfare of the group. He describes Jesus' call for love as
a call for social cooperation. "The welfare of the
individual is furthered by the cooperation of all those who
are members of the group. They can act egotistically only
at the cost of suffering in the group" (55). There 1is,
however, no evidence in the texts to support such an
evaluation of Jesus' teaching. The calls to the servant-
ethic and love for the other do not function as insurance of
one's own well-being, although they may have that effect,
but rather as the natural manifestation of the disciple's
faith in God.

It is perhaps +important to note that while the New
Testament text may advocate a position that is different
from that held by modern scholars, most notably Christian
theologians and ethicists, we are not suggesting that their
arguments are thereby necessarily invalid. The role of
scripture in modern theology and ethics is part of an on-
going debate and modern ethical discussions take place in a
social context that is far different from that of the early
Christians.
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will for that moment. In the New Testament it seems clear
that such occasions demand the denial of self as the
Christian responds by faith in freedom and love to the call
of God's grace.!5 The New Testament then seems to take a
more rigid stance than Allen on the question of serving the
interests of others. Questions of justice, of rational

self-interest, become subordinated to the insistence of

15Some scholars suggest that such ethical urgency is
the product of the eschatological outlook of the early
church. They suggest that the need for prudence is
diminished if one believes the eschaton is at hand. An
example of such an evaluation is found in Jack T. Sanders’
consideration of the ethics of Jesus. He says:

If we are correct in attributing the freedom
involved in the ethical demand [i.e. to love
one's neighbour] stemming from Jesus to his
awareness of the imminence of the righteous
God, then we shall have to say that the
removal of the eschatological orientation from
Jesus' ethical teaching would leave a
truncated obtligation....For Jesus eschatology
is constitutive for ethics....To put the
matter now most sharply, Jesus does not
provide a valid ethics for today. His ethical
teaching is interwoven with his imminent
eschatology to such a degree that every
attempt to separate the two and draw out only
the ethical thread invariably and inevitably
draws out also strands of the eschatology, so
that both yarns only lie in a heap (Ethics,
28-29).

As we shall see, however, the servant-ethic does not in fact
seem to be closely tied to eschatological expectations.
Indeed, for Paul the effect upon the community's future
cohesiveness on earth is often a strong motive for calling
his readers to fulfill the servant-ethic even to the point
of suffering injustice (e.g | Cor 6:1-11). For a more sober
analysis of the impact of eschatology upon Christian ethics,
see C.H. Dodd, Gospel and Law (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1951) 25-32.




putting others first in the immediacy of the moment.!6

to bear.
some situations is self-evident.
notes that moral reflection requires a greater degree of

14

In

16 In his discussion of how Christians discern the way
in which they ought to conduct themselves James Gustafson
tries to identify what kinds of considerations are brought

sophistication.

While

unreflective,

When sophistication is required, the Christian
is involved in the process in which the
situation must be defined (its proper time and
space limits determined, its complex of
relationships delineated, its data formulated
and organized); in which other principles
bearing on the case that might not be easily
harmonized with the love commandment have to
be stipulated and recalled, other theological
reference~points than love remembered, other
values than Jlove designhated, and the use of
"love" itself carefully delineated so that it
has some particularity and does not cover
anything. He is involved in a process in
which analogies from Scripture or from the
moral experience of the community are
rehearsed and brought to bear; in which moral
sensibilities are recognized, judged, and
affirmed or qualified by reflection; and in
which finally a judgment is made about what
God is enabling and requiring.... Reflection
is necessary because Christians, like others,
tend to be conformed to the expectations of
their own desires and to the ethos of the time
in which they live, rather than remembering
that they are not to be conformed to this
world ("Moral Discernment in the Christian
Life" in Norm and Context in Christian Ethics
[New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1968] 33-
34).

do not want to depict the early Christians as

Christians to act appropriately. The early Christians
undoubtedly faced situations in which it was not clear how
one might express love of neighbour. One senses that it was

The correct application of the love-command in
In other circumstances he

the New Testament does not seem to encourage

the conviction that much consideration is required of the

not sophistication that was required so much as

ingenuousness: the belief that God's will would prevail in
one's own self-forgetfulness and "other-directedness.”
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short, prudence, even if defined as practical wisdom,
becomes less important.!'?T While Allen’'s discussion may be
persuasive, it is at odds with the New Testament position.
it serves therefore to highlight the strange and radical

nature of the language of the New Testament servant-ethic.

The Social Context of the Servant-Ethic

Christians understood themselves to be called by God
to be servants to others, to thwart egotistical ambition,
and to surrender their own rights and privileges. The
language used to describe such behaviour is often extreme in
its connotations. Words such as doulos and diakonos and
their coghates are by no means flattering in their
implications. The former especially smacks of debasement
and humiliation. We need to consider the ramifications of
such language and its possible sources. Doulos and diakonos
and their cognates often occur in passages that delineate
the ideal moral stance of Christians; in many passages they
are called to become slaves or servants of others. What can
such language mean in an environment that recognized a slave

as the occupant of the lowest level of the social pyramid,

1TGustafson, however, equates discernment with prudence
and disputes Paul's assertion, "Then you will be able to
discern the will of God.” Gustafson says, "| suspect that
more modest claims would be more precise. By offering
oneself up to God, and by formation in prudence informed by
love and faith and hope, "Then you might discern the will of
God" ("Moral Discernment” 36, emphasis his).
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or, metaphorically, as a description of the pious individual
before God?!8

Although the doulos was situated at the rock bottom
of society some slaves managed to turn the situation to
their own advantage. At the turn of the era many slaves
managed to wield a certain amount of power and influence by
virtue of their role as aides to powerful and influential
men. The first part of S. Scott Bartchy's study First

Century Slavery and | Corinthians 7:21, and the first

chapter of Dale B. Martin's Slavery and Salvation both

emphasize the amazing complexity of institutionalized
slavery in the Greco-Roman world. Bartchy notes that legal
limitations began to be placed upon the rights of masters
under Roman law, and that the status and disposition of the
slave~-owner markedly influenced the quality of life enjoyed
by his slaves.!? This resulted in the paradox that it was
often better to be a rich man's slave than a poor man's
emp loyee, for the former was at least guaranteed shelter,
food and clothing.

Both Bartchy and Martin note that slaves performed
many jobs also undertaken by free and freedmen and that it

was hot simply the menial or unhygienic tasks that were

18Many individuals in the Hebrew Bible are designhated
servants ('ebed) of God (e.g. Moses (Exod 4:10; 14:31),
David (| Kgs 11:34) and Elijah (I Kgs 18:36).

19First Century Slavery (Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1971) 67-70.
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reserved for slaves. Slaves often occupied positions of
trust as financial managers, and of influence as educators
in the households of more wealthy individuals.2?0
Nevertheless, under Greek and Roman law the slave had
virtually no legal status whatsoever. The idea of
voluntarily becoming like a slave to another, even if only
in a figurative sense, would have been alien to Jew and
Gentile alike. Aristotle likens a slave-mentality not only
to the status of those who are slaves but also with those
who are bereft of virtue.2t

Other Greek thinkers equated slavery with enslavement
to passions and taught that even a slave could experience
true "inner freedom." The Stoics, for example, held that a
slave could be virtuous but saw no benefit in free and freed
men thinking of themselves as servants of others in any
concrete sense. The writings of the Stoic Epictetus are

important for our purposes because they come from the pen of

20See Bartchy, 73-78, D. Martin, Slavery as Salvation
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990) 11-22. Also see
Wayne Meeks, The First Urban Christians (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1983) 20-22.

2tEg Nich Eth. 111.i.2-8, concerning behaviour under
compulsion; I1l1.vii.5, concerning the courageous man; and
V.ix.1-3,8 on the belief that one should not suffer
injustice voluntarily. (George F. Thomas offers a decidedly
negative summary of Aristotle’'s ethics in comparison with
those of Christijanity in "Aristotle's Theory of Moral
Virtue" in Christian Ethics and Moral Philosophy [New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1955].)
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a former slave who experienced first~hand the oppression and
harshness of a 1ife deprived of autonomy.

The Stoics were primarily concerned with achieving an
inner harmony and disposition that bred indifference to
external hardship. This harmony extended to an individual's
relations with others and was dictated by one's duty and
social position. For Epictetus the most dangerous form of
bondage was enslavement to vice which upset the serenity
born of reason and seeking the highest‘good. Thus, even
when maltreated, Epictetus seeks to respond with equanimity:

If...we define the good as consisting in a

right moral purpose, then the mere

preservation of the relationships of 1life

becomes a good; and furthermore, he who gives

up some of the externals achieves the good.

"My father is taking away my money."” But he

is doing you nho harm. “My brother is going to

get the larger part of the farm."” Let him

have all he wants. That does not help him at

all to get a part of your modesty, does it, or

of your fidelity, or of your brotherly love?

Why, from a possession of this kind who can

eject you? Not even Zeus. (Epictetus, Diss.,

111.17i.4-12).

This principle of striving after the highest moral good and

cultivating a tranquil disposition leads for Epictetus to

true freedom. Moral rather than social freedom (eleutheria)

is most important for Epictetus and his fellow Stoics:

No man who 1is in fear, or sorrow, or turmoil,
is free, but whoever is rid of sorrows and
fears and turmoils, this man is by the self-
same course rid also of slavery (Epictetus,
Diss. I1.1.24).
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The clearest exposition on this question of moral
freedom is found in Diss. 1.i. Here Epictetus explains how
even free men are enslaved if they do not understand that
striving to satisfy a desire is a sinister form of slavery.
Freedom is achieved when desire is destroyed (Diss.iV.i.
175). Thus, even a slave who manages to buy his
emancipation is not truly autonomous unless he can destroy
his desire for money and finery (Diss. 1V.i.33-40). Despite
this, Epictetus does not use the language of servanthood or
slavery to describe one's ideal relations to others.2? Such
relations are marked by indifference if one is treated
unjustly, which may appear similar to the principle of
turning the other cheek; but the goal is personal equanimity
and moral integrity, not service to others.

Likewise, in Jewish thought, an individual could be a

servant of God23 but there are clear biblical prohibitions

22Marcus Aurelius, Epictetus' disciple says, however:

Pass through the remainder of thy days as one
that with his whole soul has given all that is
in his trust to the gods, and has made of
himself neither a tyrant_nor a slave to any
man (1V:3, emphasis mine).

23For example Moses is often considered to be God's
greatest servant. In the LXX doulos is used in this context
at 111 Esdr 20:30 where it stands for the Hebrew 'ebed. In
other passages, however, pais is used instead (I Chr 6:34,
It Chr 24:9). In the LXX three words predominate in the
translation of 'ebed (doulos, pais and therapon). The last
of these, therapdn, is used not only to describe Moses' role
as God's servant (Num 11:11, 12:7; Deut 3:24; Josh 1:2,
9:2), but is also used to describe other figures in their
roles as servants of God (e.g. Num 32:31; Deut 9:27; Job
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upon Hebrews enslaving other Hebrews,24 and in general the
servant-vocabulary 1is not characteristic of Jewish writings
when one's ethical relationship to others is considered.2%

It is also difficult to determine to what extent
Rabbinic literature can be used to investigate slavery in
the first century C.E. E. E. Urbach is adamant that there
are no grounds for assuming that Jews did not practice
slavery in the period of the Second Temple, and indeed

afterwards. He insists that Mishnaic references to slavery

1:8, 2:3; 42:7,8). The word therapdn also refers to the
servants of Pharaoh throughout the account of the Hebrews'
departure from Egypt (Exod 4-11; Deut 29:1, 34:11). In the
New Testament therapdn is only used once (Heb 3:5) where it
again refers to Moses as God's servant over against Jesus'
role as God's son (huios, Heb 3:6). Pais is used to
translate 'ebed far more frequently. Zimmerli, in his
article "pais theou'" (IDNT V, 654-717), notes that pais
rather than doulos is the preferred term in the first six
books of the LXX, although therapdn is predominant
numerically in Exodus. He suggests that "this phase of
translation was marked by a strong and uninhibited
approximation to the Greek sense of the nearness of God and
man" (675), presumably because of the ambivalent nature of
the word pais in Greek. Doulos, as Zimmerli notes, is
rarely used in the Hexateuch to translate ‘'ebed: in fact,
there are only six instances (Lev 25:44, 26:13: Deut 32:36;
Josh 9:23, 14:7, 24:30). Of these, only Deut 32:36; Josh
14:7 and 24:30 refer to doulos in the religious sense as a
slave of God or the Lord. (Rahlf's edition gives two
readings of Josh 14:7, although ho pais tou theou is
preferred to doulos kuriou.) Outside of the Hexateuch,
however, the word doulos stands for 'ebed, with a much
smaller percentage of exceptions.

. 241 ev 25:35-55.

25We might note, however, the surrendering of rights
that is found in Qenesis 13 in which Abram defers to Lot for
the sake of peace, and in Gen 26:17-22 in which Isaac
follows a similar course to avoid contention.
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are not necessarily hypothetical.2¢ Paul V. Flescher
demurs, however, and says that "Urbach's attempt to use laws
as evidence of actual historical practice is...misguided."27
According to Flescher, Urbach interprets the laws in the
Mishnah as descriptive rather than as prescriptive.28
Whatever the relation of the Mishnah to actual historical
circumstances it has much to say about stavery. Flescher
describes the Mishnaic view of the slave as different from
that of Aristotle:

in brief, the Mishnah's framers recognize the
bondman as a complete human being, but as one
whose status as property prevents him from
achieving his full potential. Sages do not
portray him as a sub-human "monster,"” that is,

as something lacking the full rudiments of
humanity.29

2€"The Laws Regarding Slavery as a Source for Social
History of the Period of the Second Temple, the Mishnah and
Talmud” . Papers of the Institute of Jewish Studies, London !
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1964) 8.

270xen, Women or Citizens? Slaves in _the System of the

Mishnah (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988) xii.

28Flescher, xi-xii. The institution of slavery was a
political, social, and economic reality in the first century
C.E. It was apparently rejected only by the Therapeutae and

the Essenes. (See Philo, "The Contemplative Life," 70 and
"Every Good Man is Free," 75-78.) Philo, himself, shows no
discomfort with the social division of human beings into
slave and free. For him and his contemporaries such a
division was as natural as that of male and female. As
Barclay says: "In the normal run of life, where the time-
honoured structures of society seemed unchangeable, it was
impossible to imagine a slaveless society, except in a
utopian dream-world where food cooked itself and doors
opened of their own accord” ("Paul, Philemon and Christian
Slave-Ownership,"” in NTS 37 [1991] 177).

290xen, 37.
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Like the Greek and Roman situation the circumstances of
slavery as portrayed in the Mishnah are complicated and
ambivalent. According to Urbach, rabbinic Judaism
understood slaves to be under the complete control of their
masters. Even the former's property and money belonged to
their masters so that manumission could only be paid for by
a third party. Urbach shows that "the Halakhah sensed an
incompatibility between being the beneficiary of an
assignment of property and servile status, and pronounced
that such a transaction carried as its consequence complete
emancipation [Pe'ah 3:8; Tosefta 1:13].730

Although scholars have shown that many slaves
enjoyed a certain degree of power and wielded some influence

]

over their own fate,3' it is clear that the word "slave" as
such denoted é person with no rights, who was indebted to
and under the authority of another. When speaking of the
use of the doulos word-group in the LXX, Rengstorf notes
that "1t always stands in opposition to the thought of
freedom. (t thus expresses with singular force both the
extreme of power demanded and exercised on the one side and

the extreme of objective subjection and subjective bondage

present and experienced on the other.” 32

30yrbach, "Laws," 34-35.
31cf Dale B. Martin, Slavery, 1-49.

32TDNT I, 266-67.
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Although the social milieu and the extent of
influence of Greek and Jewish literary traditions cannot be
surveyed extensively here, scholarship has shown that to
become a slave to others in any sense was not high on
anyone's list of ethical priorities. Slaves were
essentially bereft of rights, although masters were
encouraged to treat their slaves humanely and manumission
was an option under certain conditions. It 1is this lack of
rights in relation to others that is particularly important
for the servant-ethic. In the New Testament the requirement
to place the interests of oneself last often is couched in
terms of servanthood.

The use of servant vocabulary can also have a
sinister aspect which must be faced. It is no secret that
some New Testament texts have been used in the past to
justify and perpetuate oppression, incltuding
institutionalized slavery.33 Many Christians are
embarrassed by the lack of an outright condemnation of
slavery by any New Testament writer. This aspect of the
text has to be faced and accepted. it also has to be placed

in its historical perspective. The early Christians lived

33Examples and discussions abound but for a brief
summary see Clarice J. Martin, "Womanist Interpretations of
the New Testament” JFSR 6 (1990) 55-59. See also the first
part of wWillard M. Swartley's book, Slavery, Sabbath, War,
and Women (Kitchener, Ontario: Herald Press, 1983) 31-
53), for a concise summary of 19th century pro-slavery and
abolitionist arguments based on biblical texts.
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in a world of slaves and masters. This dimension of the
social structure clearly provided a model for Christian
ethical behaviour.

The New Testament, in fact, neither condemns nor
encourages slavery. Where slavery exists it is accepted
but there is no text that encourages individuals to acquire
slaves. The emphasis is upon promoting behaviour
appropriate to the Christian 1ife in the social context
within which one finds oneself. The subjugation of an
individual by another is prohibited, nét only in the sense
of perpetuating slavery but in other matters as well.
Christians are not actively to seek to dominate others, even
in the sense of imposing their own views upon their fellows.
In his discussion of eating sacrificial foods Paul
encourages his readers to halt such practices if they offend
others, even though such behaviour may not in itself be
idolatrous (I Cor 8-10; Rom 14:13-23). It becomes morally
wrong to assert one's own rights and privileges as a
Christian at the expense of another's conscience. How canh a
Christian, who has accepted as truth the paradox of the
crucifixion, insist on advancing her or his own rights as a
Christian "free in Christ”? The servant language imparts
to the New Testament writers' ethical discussions a ready
model for the Christian's relations to God and to others.

The use of such language raises potential moral

problems because it can be abused, but it also sharply
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depicts the radical nature of Christian conduct. Claims
about God's action in history in the death of Jesus are
elucidated by the early Christians' self-understanding
regarding their status as slaves to others. Luther's
paradox of being lord of all yet slave of all follows as the
ethical consequence of early Christian beliefs about the
moral significance of the paradox of the crucifixion and
resurrection. As Paul tells his readers in Gal 5:13,
freedom in Christ means the freedom to become a slave to
others in love. The believer becomes free to serve: 1in
responding to God's grace the Christian has chosen to eschew
ambition in order to advance the interests of others. This
is no longer merely a duty, it is the result of a conscious
decision and is the hallmark of a true Christian.34

The New Testament consistently indicates that an

individual, upon becoming a Christian, surrenders personal

34Emil Brunner notes that "duty and genuine goodness
are mutually exclusive” (The Divine Imperative [London:
Lutterworth, 1937] 74) He continues:

Above all, freedom means being free from the
obligation to seek one's own good. Freedom is
utter dependence upon God, and this means the
absolute renunciation of all claims to
independence, of all illusory independence
over against God (78).

At the same time, however, the requirement to serve others
because an individual is a Christian can be described in
terms of duty and obligation. Fulfilling the servant-
ethic does not make an individual a Christian, however. It
is the result of becoming a Christian not the cause or
prerequisite.
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rights before others. While the human inclination is to
seek higher status in society, the New Testament seems firm
in its insistence that such ambitions are inappropriate
(e.g. Mark 10:42-45; | Cor 7:21). Al]l Christians are called
to understand that as Christians they become slaves to one
another (Gal 5:13), that by seeking to obey God they are
required to serve other people. They become servants, not
only before God, but before others as well. The example of
Jesus as slave or servant (Phil 2:7; Mark 10:45; | Pet 5:5)
gives shape to this conviction and reinforces the attitude
that leads to submission to others. The New Testament
writers do not transform the meaning of doulos or diakonos;
rather they embrace it as a way of identifying those who, by
following Christ, are willing to make sacrifices, even of
l1ife itself (Mark 8:35).3%5 For the early Christians,
institutionalized slavery was part of the social fabric and
organization. The christological hymn of Phil 2:6-11, which

describes Jesus as taking the morphén doulou, would have had

a far greater impact for the early Christians than it does

35Based on these considerations the doulos vocabulary
in the New Testament goes beyond symbolism by influencing
the conduct of Christians towards others. |In his
discussion of Paul's attitude to slavery Peter Richardson
understands the symbolic import of the concept to explain
Paul's ambivalence and conservatism on the question of
institutionalized slavery. For Richardson, "service not
slavery was the point"” (Paul's Ethic of Freedom.
[Philadelphia: Westminster, 1979] 56). Yet in some sense
Christians were enslaved: they were called to a radical
subservience to the interests and claims of the other.
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for moderns because of the implications of the word doulos
at that time. A doulos could be coerced in ways which
undermine many things that we who live in liberal

democracies believe are important for human dignity.3€¢

The Parameters of the Servant-Ethic in the New Testament

Much has been written by scholars on Jesus' role as a
servant, Paul's self-styling as a slave of Christ, and the

implications of texts such as the Haustafeln which give

instructions to slaves in the form of general paranesis.
These passages will not figure prominently in this
discussion since we are concerned with the early Christian
self-understanding regarding one's role as a servant/slave
of others in the readm of ethics. Sinée the self-

understanding of the earliest Christians in relations with

36 in the West, this century has seen the consolidation
of individual freedom as the highest political ideal. Fox-
Genovese and Genovese point out the opponents of slavery in
the antebellum Southern U.S. believed that individual rights
were universal., The defenders of slavery asserted,
however, that individual rights were particular because
"Individuals were good not in the abstract, but only as
representatives of their kind and in their station"” ("The
Divine Sanction of the Social Order: Religious Foundations
of the Southern Slaveholders' World View," in JAAR 55 [1987]
213). Also see Stephen Post, A Theory of Agape (Lewisburg:
Bucknell University Press, 1990) 106-108, who notes that
the ideal of individual freedom so extolled in the West has
not been pursued so enthusiastically by all cultures. The
idea is absolutely foreign to the New Testament communities.
As Dodd says, "The New Testament gives no encouragement to
the idea that the individual is self-determining or is an
end in himself. He does not exist for himself" (Gospel and
Law, 35).
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others is our focus, Jesus' understanding of his own role,
Paul's understanding of his relationship to christ, and
general paranesis concerning the behaviour of household
slaves are only incidentally pertinent.

The requirement to place the interests of others
first, or rather, one's own last, sounds a consistent note
throughout the ethical considerations of the New Testament
writers. For this reason this dissertation will not be a
word-study of diakonos or doulos, but will embrace those
passages which require the servant-ethic whether or not they
use this vocabulary. Jesus' call to go the second mile is
an example of the servant-ethic even though the words doulos
and diakonos are not mentioned. The requirement to look to
the wishes and interests of others and to eschew one's own
rights even when they may be asserted justifiably, bespeak
an attitude of servanthood, even slavery, which is thematic
in New Testament ethics and is consistent with our
definition of the servant-ethic. We can anticipate,
therefore a diverse collection of passages that will be

pertinent to our study.

Disposition of the Study

| The following study has as its primary objective the
delineation of how fundamental the servant-ethic was to the
self-understanding of the early Christians by demonstrating

that it occurs throughout the earliest Christian documents.
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This objective will be fulfilled by examining the New
Testament writings to discover the motives for, the content
of, and the possible limitations upon, the servant ethic.
The first chapter will examine the synoptic gospels in order
to demonstrate that the evangelists record Jesus as
paradigmatic and requiring a self-conscious stance of
servanthood amongst his disciples. Texts that are
especially important here will include Mark 10:42-45 and its
parallels, parts of the Sermon on the Mount and the calls to
discipleship. The second chapter will be devoted to the
Johannine literature. Here special attention will be paid
to the footwashing episode of John 13 in order to show that,
while in many respects the fourth gospel differs from the
Synoptics, the underlying sentiment regarding the self-
awareness of Christians as servants of others is similar.
The third chapter will examine the undisputed writings of
Paul. |t is perhaps in these writings that the servant-
ethic is most explicitly elaborated. Chapter four will
consider the remaining books so that we may perceive how
consistent and persistent the servant-ethic is in the New
Testament as a whole. The final chapter will conclude the
study by summarizing its results and examining its
implications.

This study does not seek to demonstrate that the
ethics and the self-understanding of the early Christians

were homogeneous or universally consistent. What it does
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attempt to show is that there was an element of consistency
in what the New Testament writers understood about the self-
awareness of Christians in their relatilons with others.

This self-awareness tempered Christian conduct, in theory at
least, so that ambition, prestige and social status--in
short, the interests of the self--were placed last out of
obedience to the will of God. "For Christianity, ethics are
not self-contained or self-justifying; they arise out of a
response to the Gospel."37 The servant-ethic is the fruit
of a positive response amongst those who sought to put the

message of the gospel into practice.

371podd, Gospel and Law, 10.




|_THE SERVANT-ETHIC IN THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS

C.G. Montefiore says of Mark 9:35:

True greatness is service: service is

true greatness. And not merely service

but humble service. In the eyes of Qod

the humblest may be the great. The

servant of all and last of all may be in

truth the first of all. A grand paradox.!
With these sentences Montefiore underscores the importance
of serving others in the synoptic record of the teaching of
Jesus., Putting oneself at the disposal of others and
placing one's own interests last becomes an ethical ideal.
While this requirement of self-denial and sacrifice is
perhaps most succinctly stated in Mark 9:35 and in similar
texts (Mark 10:43-44; Matt 20:26-~28; 23:11-12; Luke 22:24-
27), other passages also invoke the same moral pattern. The
synoptic gospels reveal a consistent call to renounce the
interests of self even in situations where they may be
asserted justifiably. The communities that perpetuated the
traditions about Jesus clearly found something compelling

and vital in such calls to serve others. We shall endeavour

to identify the content, motives and limitations of this

'C. Q. Montefiore, The Synoptic Gospels, | (London:
Macmillan, 1927) 217-218.

31
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requirement to serve that figures so largely in the

synoptic record.

The Content of the Synoptic Servant-Ethic

The call to serve others is fulfilled in two separate
steps in the synoptic gospels. First it can only be obeyed
if an inner transformation through repentance has taken
place in the hearer of Jesus' teachings. This is confirmed
since the demand is made of disciples rather than being a
part of Jesus' general proclamation (e.g., Mark 9:35; 10:42-
45; Luke 22:24-27). This repentance is primarily marked by
a joyful turning to God and the repudiation of sin and
disobedience. It is the discovery of the coming kingdom
that compels an individual to surrender everything (e.g.
Matt 13:44-46). As Gunther Bornkamm has pointed out,
repentance does not mean the performance of pious exercises
before God in order to atone for sins committed. Repentance
is the acceptance of God's invitation to salvation.2 "If
Jesus' call to salvation is at the same time a call to
repentance, the call to repentance is at the same time a
call to rejoice.”"3 Or, as Ben Meyer puts it, "Repentance

did not prompt God's mercy but attested it. it was joy and

2@Unther Bornkamm, Jesus of Nazareth (New York: Harper
and Row, 1975) 82-84.

3Jesus, 84.
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thanks as well as tears, remorse, resolution.”"4 The
wholehearted response to God's offer of salvation and
Jesus' call to repentance is thought to instill a
willingness to put aside self-interest as the individual
turns from self to GQod. The second step then involves
putting into practice the concrete ethical action that is
appropriate for those entering the kingdom. One of the
cornerstones of such action is service to others. The call
to take up one's cross functions as a warning to those who
would become disciples of Jesus that such a decision to
follow him inevitably will lead to self-sacrifice (Mark
8:34-35; Matt 10:38-39; Luke 14:27).5 While each of the
three gospels portrays this sacrifice differently, they are
all unanimous 1in the assertion that discipleship means
placing the interests of others first in ways that are often
arduous and difficult. Interestingly, the various strands
of the servant-ethic that can be drawn out of the synoptic
gospels are all marked by the paradoxes and hyperbole that,

as scholars have noted, are so characteristic of Jesus'

4The Aims _of Jesus (London: SCM Press, 1979) 132,

5william Lillie notes that for Christians, self-denial
becomes the essence rather than simply the means of the
Christian life "when we see self-denial not as a matter of
moral endeavour, but as the inevitable moral implication of
the Cross of Christ” ("The Christian Conception of Self-
Denial" in Studies in New Testament Ethics [Edinburgh and
London: Oliver and Boyd, 1961] 162).
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speech as recorded in these accounts.® We may identify four
aspects of the content of the servant-ethic as it is
depicted in these gospels.

I. Love of Neighbour

Love, by its very nature, involves a degree of self-
subordination on the part of the person who loves. An
individual who loves another person often expresses that
love by acts of service on behalf of the beloved, or by
placing the interests of the other person before one's own.
Most people have a store of anecdotal evidence that depicts
heroic acts of self-denial on behalf of others, including
the surrender of 1ife itself, that individuals have
performed on behalf of their "neighbours.” In the synoptic
command to love, therefore, we should expect to find
elements of the servant-ethic.

The identity of one's neighbour and how one should go
about loving that person are not neatly laid out in the
gospels. The synoptic gospels are unanimous in their call
to love of neighbour (Mark 12:28-31; Matt 22:34-40; Luke

10:25-28)7, but only Luke gives a concrete example of what

6E.9., A. E. Harvey notes that in the gospels one of
the characteristics of Jesus' teaching is "that a similar
penchant for exaggeration [to that found in Proverbs] is
pressed at times to the grotesque or paradoxical” (Strenuocus
Commands: The Ethic of Jesus [London: SCM Press, 19390] 64).

TFor a full discussion of the command to love one's
neighbour, including variations in the different synoptic
texts, see Furnish, The Love Command in the New Testament
(New York: Abingdon, 1972) 24-45.
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this means in the parable of the Good Samaritan (10:29-37).8
The lawyer's correct analysis that the one "who showed
mercy” was the true neighbour to the robbers' victim offers

a clue as to what this command to love entails.? True love

8Robert Funk highlights the paradoxical nature of this
parable and asserts that it cannot be classified as an
example story because the listener is not necessarily led to
comport oneself as the Samaritan but can also be cast in the
role of the victim (Parables and Presence [Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1982] 29-34). Nevertheless, the context of the
parable makes clear that it is the Samaritan's conduct that
is to be emulated.

9Kierkegaard ponders at length the question of the
identity of the neighbour and concludes that it is incumbent
upon the believer to become the neighbour. He concludes
that the Samaritan's compassion does not show that the
assault victim was his neighbour but that he was a neighbour
of the one assaulted (Works of Love [New York: Harper
Torchbooks, 1962] 38). Kierkegaard also finds reassurance
in the notion of a command rather than simply a call to love
one's neighbour. Love as a duty is protected from the
foibles and preferences Kierkegaard finds so dangerous in
friendship and erotic love (Ibid., 44). Although
Kierkegaard here stands in apparent contradiction with
Brunner (see above, 26), because he insists that Christian
love is a duty while Brunner insists that true goodness and
duty are incompatible, both affirm that Christian love can
only be practiced by those who have responded to the message
of the gospel. Love commanded is required to view each
neighbour equally without pausing to consider the inherent
worth of a person as an object of love. As opposed to
erotic love and friendship "the Christian teaching is to
love one's neighbour, to love all mankind, all men, even
enemies, and not to make exceptions, neither in favouritism
nor in aversion” (Kierkegaard, 36). Love, then, is in part
equal regard. The command to love is the requirement to
ensure that the interests of others are served impartially.

Others have also considered these questions (e.g.
Childon and MacDonald, Jesus and the Ethics of the Kingdom
[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987] 94-95; Marshall, The
Challenge of New Testament Ethics [London: Macmillan,
1946] 105). Also see Windisch, The Meaning of the Sermon on

the Mount (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1951) 69-70, who
dismisses the question of whether love can "be prescribed"”
as irrelevant.
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of neighbour is revealed, although not exhausted, by those
who show mercy, who look upon the downtrodden, the beaten
and the oppressed, and are moved into action to alleviate
their suffering.!'?® While neither Mark nor Matthew include a
parable akin to the Good Samaritan, Matthew, like Luke,
include the "Golden Rule” with a note that "this is the law
and the prophets"” (Matt 7:12). The synoptic tradition
understands love of neighbour to involve the capacity to
empathize with the hapless circumstances of another, and the
willingness to alleviate them. It involves assuaging the
suffering of the hungry, homeless, naked, sick and

imprisoned (Matt 25:35-40).11

10pgart of the irony of this parable, of course, is that
it is a Samaritan who represents the ideal, and who
recognizes his neighbour in the victim. The original saying
about loving one's neighbour in Lev 19:18 makes the reader's
fellow Israelite the object of the love. The Samaritan,
often scorned by many Jews in Jesus' time, replaces the
israelite in the familiar trjad of priest, levite,
Israelite, as Jeremias says (New Testament Theology [London:
SCM Press, 1971] 213). The Samaritan understands the
assaulted Jew as his neighbour. Also see Fitzmyer, The
Gospel According to Luke 1-1X (Qarden City, New York:
Doubleday, 1981) 878. In his interpretation of the parable
Funk makes the inherent dirony and paradoxes especially
clear. Jesus' listeners undoubtedly "identify" with the "
robbers' victim initially until they become aware that it is
a Samaritan who offers them aid--it is the enemy who serves
(See again, Robert Funk, Parables and Presence, 29-34). For
the victim the enemy becomes the neighbour because of
circumstance and the Samaritan's human compassion. The
victim, therefore, is in no position to refuse to be served.

11Luke often displays a particular concern for the poor
in his ethical injunctions; his emphasis upon the poor as
one's neighbour will be considered below.
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Most important in this regard is the Christian
understanding which is grounded in the gospel teaching that
the neighbour is any other person and that person is to be
loved unreservedly:

One's neighbour is one’'s equal. One's

neighbour is not the beloved, for whom you

have a passionate preference, nor your friend,

for whom you have a passionate

preference....Your neighbour is every man, for

on the basis of distinctions he is not your

neighbour, nor on the basis of likeness to you

as being different from other men. He is your

neighbour on the basis of equality with you

before God; but this equality absolutely every

man has, and he has it absolutely.!'?
The command to love neighbours becomes a call to
indiscriminate compassion towards others (Matt 5:46-47)
which, by the very nature of love itself, often involves
degrees of self-subordination and abandonment of self-
interest.
1. Love of enemies

The injunction to love one’'s enemies is, perhaps, the
most radical directive that involves placing one's own
interests last. In Matthew's Sermon on the Mount there is a
gradual build-up to the injunction that begins with 5:25-26

(the command to make friends with one's accuser),

intensifies in 5:38-42 (the call to supersede lex talionis),

and culminates with 5:43-48 and the bald demand to love

one's enemies, and to pray for one's persecutors. This

t2Kierkegaard, Works of Love, 72.
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passage concludes with the call to "be perfect (teleios), as
your heavenly Father is perfect."”

Matt 5:38-42 is an arresting illustration of what it
means to subordinate one's own rights and interests. The
command not to resist evil is jllustrated by the example of
offering the left cheek if the right 1is struck. As scholars
have pointed out, the fact that it is the right cheek that
is struck suggests that the blow is back-handed, which makes
it doubly offensive.!3 The blow is unjustified, and the
disciple, rather than seeking to extract a fine mandated by
such abuse (400 denarii, according to the Mishnah), 1is to
offer the other cheek to the attacker. Justice, in the

sense of defending one's rights, and the lex talionis, are

thereby set aside.

Similar concerns are expressed by the example of Matt
5:40. The call to surrender one's cloak as well to the one
who merely sues for one's coat, illustrates a deliberate

effort to forego justice for oneself.!'4 The command

13Manson (The Sayings of Jesus [London: SCM Press,
1949] 51) cites Baba Kamma 8:6. Also Jeremias, New
Testament Theology, 239.

t4See Manson, 51. He cites Exod 22:25-27 and Deut
24:12-13 as examples in Jewish law which forbid forcing
individuals to surrender their outer mantle, which also
served as a blanket at night, if they failed to honour a
pledge. Jesus, employing his characteristic hyperbole,
however, insists that one's cloak also be given up, despite
one's intrinsic right to its return at dusk. If followed
literally, as scholars have observed, such a command
condones nakedness. This is surely not, therefore, the
intent of the passage. Since the text perhaps also hints,
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illustrates the principle that believers are not to seek
their own rights but are rather to be prepared to radically
surrender them all.

The third example given in Matt 5:41 of going the
extra mile follows in the same vein. Scholars understand
this verse to reflect enforced conscription by the Roman
army whose soldiers compelled civilians to carry their
supplies and paraphernalia a certain distance.% Jesus'
followers are not simply to obey the soldiers of the
occupation but are to exceed their demands. Again, the
disciples' rights are to be abandoned.

While Mark does not include the commandment of Jesus
to love one's enemy, Luke includes it in his Sermon on the
Plain with several variations (Luke 6:27-36). in Luke the
command is repeated twice (6:27, 35) bracketiAg specific
examples of how the command is to be put into practice:
doing good, blessing those who curse, praying for abusers,
turning the other cheek, surrendering the inner as well as

the outer garment, giving to all, lending with no

in light of 5:39, that the suit for the coat is itself
unjustified, the issue is one of personal rights. As

Davies and Allison affirm: "Jesus' hearers are being asked
to give up their Tawful rights”" (The Gospel According to
‘Saint Matthew | [Edinburgh: T and T. clark, 1988] 544).

See also Ulrich Luz who says, "The logion means that one
should not get involved in such lawsuits at all, and even as
a debtor one should voluntarily give up even the minimum of
the right of the poor"” (Matthew 1-7 [Minneapolis: Augsburg
Fortress, 1989] 326).

15see Manson, 160; Davies and Allison, Matthew |, 547.
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expectations. Furnish notes the special focus the command
to love has in the Sermon on the Plain and that it has
pragmatic connotations for the believer's life. It means
the compassionate serving of whoever stands in need, active
"doing good” even to one's enemies.!®

Both Matthew and Luke point to the requirement to
exceed the usual practices of the day and both conclude by
insisting on a degree of perfection (in Matthew) or mercy
(in Luke) that is similar to the Father's.!7

Loving one's enemies in these texts entails
forbearance in asserting one's rights: in essence it

involves the waiving of justice for oneself.!'8 To love

t6Furnish, Love Command, 85 and 90.

'TFor the meaning of teleios in Matt 5:48 see Davies
and Allison. They conclude that "without doubt ‘moral
perfection' is the meaning” in 5:48a (Matthew 1, 561).
They note that love of enemy means "in effect, love of
all....And in this lies perfection: 1love of unrestrained
compass lacks for nothing. It is catholic, all-inclusive.
It is perfect” (562-63).

18This echoes Kijerkegaard's insistence that love and
justice must be understood to be in opposition. For
Kierkegaard, there can be no reconciliation between love and
justice. He calls love a "revolution" which necessarily
disrupts justice and the

deeper the revolution, the more the
distinction between mine and yours disappears,
and the more perfect the love....The deeper
the revolution is, the more justice shudders;
the deeper the revolution the more perfect the
love (Works of Love, 248-9).

Also see C. Spicqg, who says of Lk 6:29 that "Agape
is...inseparable from renouncement and sacrifice. No onhe
can love his neighbour as a Christian should unless he is
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one's enemies means that one refrains from returning
violence with violence (e.g. Matt 5:39; Luke 6:29), and from
insisting on fair treatment at the hands of another (e.g.

Matt 5:40-42; Luke 6:29-30).'? Some have sought ways of

willing to give up his own pleasure, his comforts, and even
his own rights"” (Agape in the New Testament | [St. Louis:
Herder, 1963] 81). Outka, however, offers a full discussion
of love and justice and a defense of the position that the
two are often compatible depending upon the way in which one
defines "justice" (Agape: An Ethical Analysis [New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1972] 75-92). For another more
"temperate” view that sees justice as a constituent of love,
see Stob, who notes that justice is an element of goodness
not its totality. Since justice is "prior to and
subservient to love"” it should not be regarded in opposition
to love because the two are harmonious. Justice rather is
"to be distinguished from and contrasted to love, in order
that it may achieve its own unique identity”" (Ethical
Reflections: Essays on Moral Themes [Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1978] 124).

19Similar attitudes are also found in Jewish texts from
the turn of the era; for example, Joseph and Asenath (23:9;
28:4; 12; 29:3) prohibits rendering evil for evil. This
injunction to surrender one's rights sometimes proves
problematic for modern liberation and feminist theologies.
Actually it 1is often proffered by those who oppose such
theologies. The focus of liberation theologians is the
pursuit of justice in the belief that God's love should be
recognized as available to all. This immediately recalls
Kierkegaard's claim that love and justice are
irreconcilable. One senses however that Gustavo Gutierrez
is thinking along lines very different from Kierkegaard when
he promotes the view that theology has to serve the
declaration of "the reign of love and justice.” Love and
justice are in the process of transforming history.
Gutierrez says that "Liberation theology made this
perspective its starting point as it attempted to show the
meaning of the proclamation of the gospel for the history of
Latin America" (The Theology of Liberation [Maryknoll, New

York: Orbis, 1988] xxxvii). in a similar vein, Stob
insists that social justice is necessary for love to
operate: 'Love has no free flow or passage where freedoms

are limited. Love, it is clear, needs the presence of
justice for it to operate"” (Ethical Reflections, 138).
According to the Sermon on the Mount, however, God "makes
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mitigating this injunction, for example, by describing this
aspect of the synoptic ethic as somehow strategic; we shall
consider this view of the motivation of the command for
enemy love more fully below. Here we simply note that for
many scholars the injunction to love enemies is understood

to be a way of turning the enemy into a friend ard thereby

his sun rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the
just and on the unjust” (Matt 5:45). The call to love is
seen as prior to any pursuit of justice. God's love extends
to all, and is thereby paradigmatic for his people. Such
impartiality on the part of God is thematic in the Biblical
and Rabbinic traditions. E.g. Wis 15:1-2; m “Abod. Zar.
4.7; and Ta an. 7a, which reads:

R. Abbahu said:

The day when rain falls 1is greater than
[the day of] the Revival of the Dead, for the
Revival of the Dead is for the righteous only,
whereas rain is both for the righteous and for
the wicked (J. Rabbinowitz, trans.).

Also see H. Windisch, Meaning, 82-85, and G. Friedlander,
Jewish Sources of the Sermon _on the Mount (New York: Ktav,
1969) 83. The problem hinges on how justice is applied to
the ethic of loving one's enemies. Common sense dictates
that it is better to struggle against an oppressor than to
submit and allow injustice to affect others. Jesus,
however, appears to leave not only retaliation but also the
struggle jitself to God. '"Thus whatever our conception of
justice, the ‘better righteousness' invoked by Jesus
requires the setting aside of one's own self-interest
sometimes in situations of great injustice" (Davies and
Allison, Matthew, |, 508-09).

in a sense, as far as justice is concerned, Jesus does
not supersede the lex talionis, but rather stops short of
it. Vengeance will occur but in an eschatological rather
than immediate context. To be sure the wicked do prosper,
often at the expense of the godly, but as the writer of Ps
73 makes clear, true refuge is found in God whose mercy and

justice will eventually restore the balance. Jesus
encourages his followers to trust that this is the case. As
Davies and Allison say, "The law of reciprocity is not

utterly repudiated but only taken out of human hands to be
placed in divine hands"” (Matthew i, 540).
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overcoming the problem of oppression, persecution and
injustice.

It1l1. Service to the poor

While Luke has a special jnterest in the poor and the
Christian's responsibility towards them, the synoptic
tradition as a whole reflects this concern. Concerns about
earthly possessions are to be disregarded in favour of
alleviating the suffering of the poor. As Birger
Gerhardsson says of Matt 5:17-48 "‘overflowing' obedience
toward God comes to expression in a sacrificial, generous
attitude toward one's fellows....When one loves God with
one's whole heart...people are beneficiaries."2? There are
three passages that we shall consider to illustrate this:
Matt 25:31-46; Luke 14:12-14 and Luke 16:19-31.

Iin the first of these Jesus describes the
eschatological judgment that awaits those who fail to offer
concrete acts of service to the poor, or more specifically
the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick
and the imprisoned. Many scholars believe that the "poor"
are Christians and that the audience of Matthew's gospel is
being reminded to Tive up to their responsibilities towards
their fellow-believers. The primary grounds for this view
are founded upon the references to prison visitation

(unusual in a list of "works of love") which are thought to

20The Ethos of the Bible (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1981) 48.
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refer to Christians incarcerated for their faith.2!' [t is
also possible, in view of other statements of the Matthean
Jesus, to see here a reference to the impoverished in
general (Matt 5:43-48).22 Nevertheless, the fact that the
possibility is envisioned that some members of the
Christian community will fail to carry out such service to
the poor suggests that not all members of the community are
living up to their calling as servants of others.23 In this
passage to serve the poor, whomever they might be, is to
serve the Son of man himself.

In Luke 14:12-14 Jesus tells the Pharisee who has
invited him for a meal that he should invite the poor,
destitute and maimed rather than his friends, family and
rich neighbours to his banquets since he can expect no
reciprocity from the former. In this way the host can

expect to be blessed at the resurrection. In this passage

21See Harvey, Strenuous Commands, 188.

22Harvey explicitly rejects this latter interpretation.
The suffering individuals whose need the Christian is to
respond to are themselves believers. In their need they have
become agents of Christ. "The way one treats the followers
of Jesus is a matter which incurs the highest commendation
or the severest judgment of God" (Strenuous Commands, 188).

23The possibility exists that the "goats' are simply
outsiders to the Christian community and that this passage
illustrates that believers are always found to be engaged 1in
serving the destitute. Such an interpretation stretches the
1imits of credulity since Matthew himself recognizes that
outsiders are capable of alms-giving (e.g. Matt 6:2), and
that some who call Jesus "Lord" will not enter the basileia
(7:21-23).
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Jesus reveals that generosity is of no value, in
eschatological terms, if it is displayed with expectation of
imminent benefits for oneself. The prominent Pharisee
should not seek what Fitzmyer terms "selfish recompense”™ but
should display real love "which never reckons with
recompense; and because this 1is so, generosity will find its
reward at the resurrection.””4 The reward for such generous
service is not to be sought in subsequent invitations to
elegant and grandiose parties but rather in the hope of the
approval and blessing of God.

In Luke 16:19-31 the eschatological implications of
failure to provide even the slightest service to the
suffering poor are driven home with the striking parable of
the rich man and the beggar Lazarus. As Fitzmyer points out
the rich man's lack of concern for the beggar 1is only
implied, 25 but the reader infers from the judgment upon the
former that he deliberately withheld even his crumbs from
Lazarus. 16:13 anticipates the parable as Jesus insists
that one cannot serve God and be a lover of riches.2% |uke
does not say that the rich necessarily stand condemned but
the story forcefully contends that wise use of wealth

includes generous provision for the poor. The conclusion of

24 Luke X-XX1V, 1045,

251 yuke X-XXIV, 1128.

26See Luke T. Johnson, The Literary Function of
Possessions in Luke-Acts, 158.
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the story reveals that for those whose hearts are hardened
against God, and therefore against the suffering of others,
even the testimony of one who has been resurrected will not
change them.27

The disciple's empathy with the impoverished shouid
arise naturally from the change of heart that taking up
one's cross entails. As Gnilka says:

Man soll sich der Verachteten annehmen. Statt

selbstsiichtig nach Vorteilen zu streben, soll

der Jiunger sich vergessen und dem

Unterprivilegierten helfen, nicht von oben

herab, sondern so, dass er ihn, wie Jesus das

Kind, liebend in die Arme schliesst.28
That service to the poor is not in and of itself adequate,
however, 1is starkly reflected in the synoptic writers’
accounts of the anointing of Jesus by a woman {(Matt 26:6-
13; Mark 14:3-9; Luke 7:36-38). In Matthew the disciples
object to the extravagance, claiming that the profit from
selling the ointment could have been given to the poor. in
Mark the reaction is much the same, although the word
matheétai is not used. |In both these accounts Jesus responds
by suggesting that the anointing is a "beautiful thing” and

that it involves preparation for his burial. He then

reminds his listeners, "You always have the poor with you,

27 There is here an unmistakable reference to the
resurrection of Jesus.

28pDas Evangelium nach Markus Il (ZUrich, Einsiedeln
Kéln: Benziger Verlag, 1979) 58.
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and whenever you will, you can do good to them; but you will
not always have me" (Mark 14:7).29 There are always
opportunities to give and to help otheré, service which in
the synoptic tradition also constitutes giving to and
helping Jesus, but the occasions for extraordinary displays

of service to Jesus himself are rare indeed.3?9 The story

29Matt 26:11 reads: '"You always have the poor with
you, but you will not always have me." This is much more
brusque than the Marcan account, but also suggests that the
disciples will have plenty of opportunity to serve the poor.
The irony of the passage in Mark, of course, is that
immediately following this episode we read of the betrayal
of Jesus by Judas (Mark 14:10-11): the woman's loyalty and
loving extravagance become foils for Judas' treachery and
greed (Schrage, Ethics, 72-73). Luke, however, has edited
the passage considerably, most notably by omitting the
saying about the poor. He also sets the episode in the
home of a Pharisee named Simon in Galilee, rather than of
Simon the Leper in Bethany. Instead of a harbinger of
Jesus' burial the passage becomes an illustration of Jesus'
power to forgive sins accompanied by the parable of the
creditor. Luke has attempted to completely eradicate any
traces of indifference to the poor on the part of Jesus.
Fitzmyer believes that Luke was using a completely
different tradition for this episode than either Matthew or
Mark (Luke I-1X, 686). Raymond E. Brown suggests with
others, that two incidents in fact took place, one in
Bethany and one in Galilee, and that the two stories have
been conflated by oral tradition reflected in the Lukan
account (The Gospel According to John 1-XIl [New York:
Doubleday, 1970] 449-54). Whatever his source, and assuming:
Luke knew Mark at least, his account reflects, in my
opinion, a desire to prevent his readers from inferring
that Jesus was indifferent to the sufferings of the
impoverished.

30 Jeremias helps to explain the attitude of Jesus in
Mark 14:3-9 by recalling the distinction early Judaism made
between almsgiving (zadaka) and "works of love" (gemiluth
chesadim). According to Jeremias, there were three
characteristics of this distinction: Alms were directed
towards the poor, the living, and were donations of money;
whereas works of love were undertaken on behalf of the poor
or the rich, the living or the dead and were either
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reveals, therefore, that service and self-denial, in and of
themselves, are not adequate; true service to others
proceeds from serving God, or at least must not replace it.

Finally, in the passage about the rich young man
(Mark 10:17-22; Matt 19:16-30; Luke 18:18-30), both Matthew
and Mark, as well as Luke, illustrate that service to others
is demonstrated in concern for the poor. Jesus' love to the
man (Mark 10:21), at least in Mark, is demonstrated by the
observation that the man lacks one thing: "Go, sell what
you have and give to the poor and you will have treasure 1in

heaven."3! sSelf-denial by giving to the poor is the

donations or acts of service. Works of love are therefore
superior to almsgiving ("Die Salbungsgeschichte Mk 14:3-9"
in Abba [G&ttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1966] 109-

110). In v.7, then, Jesus does not see himself as more
worthy than the poor but rather explains the woman's "work
of love" as superior to almsgiving (ibid., 114-115).

31 1n Matthew the man asks "What do | still tack?"”
Jesus responds, "If you would be perfect, go sell what you
possess and give to the poor and you will have treasure in
heaven; and come, follow me."” Two things recall earlier
episodes in Matthew that we have considered. First, the
reference to being perfect reminds the reader of Matt 5:48,
and the challenge to be like God (Rudolf Schnackenburg, The
Moral Teaching of the New Testament [London: Burns and
Oates, 1975] 108-109). Luz notes that Matt 19:20-21 may be
seen to stand in tension with 5:48 since in the former
simple renunciation of possessions may be seen to lead to
perfection. He rightly asserts, however:

This tension can be bridged if one recognizes
that perfection is for Matthew a task which
all Christians face and which motivates all.
The righteousness, which is greater...than
that of the Pharisees and scribes, includes 1in
its quantifying element the possibility that
different Christians can variously advance far
on this way. But the goal is the same for
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prerequisite, in this case at least, to acquire heavenly
treasure.3?2 Jeremias sums up the attitude towards material
possessions by saying:

For all the disciples of Jesus, regardless of
whether they leave everything and accompany
Jesus or remain in their homes, it follows
that by experiencing salvation they have been
shaken out of the security of their
possessions (Luke 19.8). They have
experienced a revision of all values....
Possessions become elachiston, a bagatelle
(Luke 16.10). This elachiston is contrasted
with the alethinon, the true possession
(v.11), salvation. 1In this process of the
revision of values, earthly possessions
become not only elachiston, but also allotrion
(v. 12), an alien property the administration
of which is entrusted by God. The person who
restores it to God through the sacrifice of
love is the one who administers it rightly.33

all....!n this sense, Matthew is definitely a
perfectionist (Matthew 1-7, 347).

Second, the demand to "follow me" parallels Matt 16:24, so
that denying oneself and taking up one's cross can be read
as equivalent to surrendering one's possessions on behalf of
the poor. The Lukan parallel also reflects special
interests. In Luke 18:18 the man is referred to as a ruler
(archon), one who is not only rich, but also enjoys
political power.

32But note Harvey's comment: "The motivation of
giving alms is always the good of the donor, never the
relief of poverty" (Strenuous Commands, 136). Jeremias
insists that total surrender of one's possessions is
restricted to those who actually accompany Jesus.
Zacchaeus, for example, only gives away half of what he owns
(222-223). (The Essenes also called for individuals to
surrender their material goods upon entering the community
[1QS 6:19-20; 22; 24-25]. See Schnackenburg, Moral
Teaching, 124, concerning attitudes at Qumran towards
property and the title "the poor.'")

33New Testament Theology, 223.
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1V. Rejection of social hierarchies

This "revision of values" of which Jeremias writes3+
is also reflected in the attitude that disciples should héve
toward social hierarchies and political power structures.
In endeavouring to fulfill one's obligations as Jesus'
disciple, an individual must not look for recognition and
honour, but rather seek the least prestigious position and
become a servant. Thus a disciple is required to renounce
the lust for power and the temptation to pursue it within
the community. This is a persistent theme in the synoptic
gospels and is indicated by the calls to become as a child
or a servant (Matt 18:2-4; 19:4; 20:25-28; Mark 9:35; 10:15;
10:42-45; Luke 9:48; 18:17; 22:25-27), and to become last of
all. These sayings represent a corrective of human ambition
that is to be adopted by those who would follow Jesus. The
community is to be made up of individuals who place their
own interests last so that even the leaders are servants of
the least. Jesus is himself paradigmatic of this: he
represents the true servant (Mark 10:42-45) and is
symbolized even by a little child (Mark 9:37). As Allen
Verhey observes, by responding to Jesus' message individuals
also respond to the coming kingdom in which the order of

first and last is to be reversed. "To welcome the coming of

34pr. B. Meyer has kindly pointed out that the original
German text of Jeremias' work uses Nietzsche's phrase
Unwertung der Werte, better translated perhaps as the
"transvaluation"” or "revaluation of values."




51

such a kingdom is to welcome Jesus, and... Jjoyfully to
surrender the rights and privileges of social status and
convention and to serve." For Verhey, humble service "is a
part of the concrete shape of repentance in view of the
coming kingdom and its present effectiveness in Jesus."35
We find this ethic specifically invoked in the calls to
reject prestige (e.g. Matt 23:8-10; Luke 14:7-11), whereby
Jesus' followers are to be indifferent to the honours that
social reputation brings. In this way human ambition, which
by definition is at odds with God's kingdom and rule, is
corrected.36§

The pervasive use of the servant metaphor powerfully
conveys this theme. Social conventions and customs that
arbitrarily lend more prestige to some than to others based
on wealth, learning or ancestry are rejected in favour of
the dominion of God. 1In a sense, this teaching is

subversive in that it makes counter-claims to the

35The Great Reversal (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984)

17.

36 See Schnackenburg, Moral Teaching, 115-117. Of Mark
10:42 and its parallels he says:

It is not a fundamental repudiation of
political institutions, but a statement based
on observation. But Jesus sees what is
dangerous and seductive in power (116).

Of Matt 20:26-27, he notes that the saying reflects the
different order that obtains amongst Jesus' followers which
rejects legal justice. The saying "does not deny all value
to power...but the disciples of Christ must be prepared to
renounce it with a view to the kingdom of God" (116).
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requirements of social protocol.3?7 Those with the least
rights in society, slaves and children, provide the model
for Jesus' disciples. The disciples are to become ones who
serve, who no longer seek their own advantage but rather

endeavour to minister to others.38

3T Lohfink, commenting on Mark 10:42-45, notes the
text's inherent rejection of "structures of domination’
which are not permitted in the new family of God. '"Jesus,
in other words, demanded of his disciples a completely new
type of relationship with each other, something not
otherwise typical of society....He required a contrast-
society” (Jesus and Community [Philadelphia: Fortress,
19841 49, emphasis his). Luz detects a similar viewpoint
in Matt 5:38-42 and the attitude required toward outsiders
and enemies. He notes that the sayings are not simply an
objection to dehumanizing force, but also demand active
conduct. "In them is to be found a gentle protest and an
element of provocative contrast to the force which rules the
world"” (Matthew 1-7, 327-28).

38 |n their book Jesus and the Ethics of the Kingdom,
Bruce Chilton and J.H. McDonald see much affinity between
the two models of paidion and diakonos:

The "paidion” archetype in the Gospels
transcends the limits of the "child"” archetype
and shades into the connotations of the
servant....Appeal 1is made to the "servant”
symbol partly because it expresses the
antithesis of power, status and dominations
and the destructive drive; and partly because
it suggests realization of human potentiality
through acceptance of others and the building
of community, It operates through a model of
self-giving...not as exaggerated self-
deprecation but as reaching out to others in
neighbour love. Here is the dynamic of the
new creation, representing the ocutworking and
therefore the essential complement to the
"child” symbol: it is a uniting, even
redemptive symbol, turning the loss of ''dying”
into the gain of life renewed (88-89).
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The inclination to serve, to put the interests of
others first and to refrain from self-assertion, comprises a
major theme in the synoptic record of Jesus' teaching, and
also reflects the concrete response to the various commands
to love. To cite Furnish's words, "‘Service' not “security’

is the watchword of this ethic."39$

The Synoptic Motives for Serving Others

Disputes about greatness amongst the disciples
sometimes form the context for Jesus' call to serve others
(Mark 9:33-35; 10:35-45; Matt 20:20-28; Luke 22:24-27). In
each of these passages squabbling amongst the disciples
precedes Jesus' insistence that service to others rather
than personal ambition is required of his disciples.
Because different emphases can be detected in each text we
will consider each gospel in turn rather than using the

topical arrangement in the previous section.

1. Mark

In Mark 9:35 the disciples of Jesus have made a
decision to follow him and, according to Mark, have already
been told that their choice requires self-denial (Mark 8:34-
38). Jesus now tells them, in Mark 9:35, that this self-

denial, as we saw above, is,in part, to take the form of

39| ove Command, 69.
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concrete service towards others.4% The phrase "If anyone

would be first” (Ei_tis thelei protos einai), can be

interpreted two ways. Either the desire to be first is
affirmed as good, but Jesus insists that the goal be
achieved through service; or the desire to be first, and
personal ambition as a whole, is seen as evil and must be
set aside if a person truly is to follow Jesus. Vv 36-37
offer the strongest clue that the call to serve is a
corrective to such ambition, at least in this gospel. In
these verses Jesus insists that the disciples welcome or
receive a little child as if they were receiving Jesus

himself.

40Wwhile some have suggested that the child here
represents the "weaker members of the community”™ (e.g.
Taylor, The Gospel According to Mark (London: Macmillan,
1953) 405, or personal emissaries of Jesus, (e.g. Lane, The
Gospel of Mark [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974] 341), it
makes more sense for the paidion to be understood simply as
a child, who, in the kingdom proclaimed by Jesus, represents
an ideal (e.g., Mark 10:14-16). All children, all people,
are to be welcomed as if they were Jesus himself (not simply
children or "weaker disciples” who come in his name):

IT n'est pas dit qu'ils viennent au nom du
Christ, en onomati, mais qu'on les recqQit epi
t5i onomati, c'est-a-dire "en vue de, en
1'honneur de" (Lagrange, L'Evangile de St Marc
[Paris: Libraire Lecoffre, 1966] 246).

Thus the call to serve in 9:35 seems to reject ambition. (it
is to be replaced by an attitude that looks to others in a
way which ignores those social conventions that suggest some
people (children) are unworthy of attention. By welcoming
such individuals as one would welcome Jesus one reveals a
readiness to serve.
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In Mark 10:42-45 the impetus for such an ethical
stance becomes even stronger. Here a self-conscious posture
against emulating the methods of those who rule over the
Gentiles is part of the motive. Those who are considered
"great'" by the Gentiles exercise authority. This, however,
is not to be part of the disciples’' self-understanding.
Rather they are self-consciously to thwart personal
ambition and the desire for dominance over others by
becoming servants of all and last of all. Jesus challenges
the disciples' ambitions and seeks to correct the attitude

that lies behind the request of James and John in v.37.41

41| believe it is too cynical to assert that
servanthood is portrayed as the means to attain greatness;
i.e., that for those who become servants Jesus promises them
the personal glory they are vying for. Dan Via Jr,
however, comes close to stating this when he says that
"well-being (being great or first) is present as the object
of will and, by implication, as the intentional reason for
human action.” He continues that one attains this well-
being by becoming a slave of all and that 10:43-44
"expresses the ethical actualization of the faith stance
(8:35)" (The Ethics of Mark's Gospel: In the Middle of
Time [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985] 158-59). | think more
caution is required here. Human conventions concerning
greatness no longer apply, yet the language of greatness is
still employed to illustrate the consequences of faith.
This is the paradox of the servant-ethic: the
transformation of the human heart impelled by responding to
Jesus' call makes such categories as greatness irrelevant,
yet they are used metaphorically to illustrate the ocutcome
of faith and discipleship. @Gnilka overcomes the paradox in
part by pointing to greatness in service here:

Wer in ihr nach Rang und Vorsitz strebt, soll
seinen Dienst wie ein Diener und Sklave tun,
sich nicht von Ehrgeiz, sondern von
Dienstbereitschaft leiten lassen (Markus (I,
103).
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The example of Jesus himself also figures as part of
the motive in this passage. Following his insistence upon
an extreme degree of service to others he says that it is
required because ""the Son of man came not to be served but
to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many”

(10:45) .42 The pursuit of selfish ambition and social
prestige is to be set aside, deliberately and self-
consciously, after the manner of the Son of man.

While other passages in Mark express similar ethical
concerns, variations in motive can also be detected. In
Mark 8:34-35, for example, selif-denial and taking up one's
cross is encouraged on the grounds that it is by losing
one's life for the sake of Jesus and the gospel that one
ultimately saves it. 'n the context of this passage Jesus
lays out the conditions of discipleship, conditions that
always involve self-sacrifice. The motive for such
sacrifice is that it is the means by which one's "1ife" is

"saved."43 The sacrifice spoken of here does not refer only

420n diakonos and its occurrence in Mark 10:45, Gnilka
notes that the word does not yet have connotations of
authority and is grounded in the service and atoning death
of the Son of man (Markus, |l, 103). As we shall see,
Jesus' exemplary role constitutes a large part of the motive
for the servant-ethic throughout the New Testament. For a
discussion on this point with specific reference to the
gospel of Matthew see Birger Gerhardsson, "Sacrificial
Service and Atonement in the Gospel of Matthew” in
Reconciliation and Hope (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974) 25-35.

431t is perhaps important to note here that there is no
mention of glory in this passage until v.38c, and that there
is no explicit mention of reward (unlike the Matthean
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to the crisis of martyrdom, although some see this as the
correct interpretation of the passage,*4 but rather to a
consistent denial of one's own interests. Ernest Best
prefers to interpret the passage metaphorically. He points
out that persecution rather than martyrdom is a more
prominent motif in the New Testament as a whole, and that
the idea of self-denial in the Markan text points away from
a literal understanding of the verse. For Best the
implication of cross-bearing is the willingness to sacrifice
anything, including one’'s own life, for Christ. "Self-
denial is the inner attitude; cross-bearing is the outward
activity which should accompany the inner attitude."45
Best concludes that because taking up a cross corresponds to
a particular event in Jesus' own life there is clearly a
call to imitation in this passage. "That the disciple’'s

cross-bearing need not be literal as Jesus' was does not

parallel in 16:27).

44Ernest Best cites Haenchen as one who insists that
the passage refers to martyrdom based on the aorist verbs
aparnésasthdo and aratd in 8:34 (Following Jesus:
Discipleship in Mark [Sheffield: JsSOT, 1981] 50, n.67).
Also see W, Lane, The Gospel According to Mark, 308-9.

45Best, 39. He also notes that Luke definitely
understands the saying to be metaphorical because he inserts
the word "daily" at Luke 9:23 (ibid., 38).
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affect this since Jesus' cross-bearing is symbolic of all
his loving activity.'"46

Another important text that might help illuminate
the motives of this requirement to serve is Mark 12:30-31,
the love commandment. A scribe asks Jesus to name the
greatest commandment. Jesus replies by iterating the
oneness of God and that one should love him completely. He
then says, "You shall love your neighbour as yourself"

(Agapéseis ton plesion sou hés seauton) and that there is no

commandment greater than those requiring love of God and

46Best, 39. The call to follow Jesus requires
different obligations of those who respond, according to
Martin Hengel, than those obligations incumbent upon those
who simply answer the call to repentance. The former
involve specific individuals, who took on special roles as
followers of Jesus, whereas the demand for repentance was
required of everyone. Everyone needed to repent and
acknowledge their guilt before God and subsequently fulfill
his will in acts of love. Those who repented had to
renounce "all self-glory and all pious claims on their
Father in Heaven, and to will unconditionally to practice
forgiveness of their neighbour, in response to the uninvited
forgiveness, through God's goodness, of their own
immeasurable guilt" (The Charismatic Leader and his
Followers [Edinburgh: T and T, Clark, 1981] 61). Although
historical considerations compel us to see the circle of
disciples as a group distinct from the numbers who
responded to the message of salvation, in terms of the early
Christian ethical understanding the distinction becomes less
important. Bornkamm acknowledges "that the disciples must
be distinguished as a more intimate group from Jesus'
followers in the wider sense"” but insists that "what he
[Jesus] demands from them does not in fact differ from what
he asks of everybody: to repent in light of the coming
kingdom of God" (Jesus of Nazareth, 147). |In the post-
Easter communities the passages about the call to follow
were surely interpreted as a summons to faith in Christ, as
Hengel says (62). After Easter, those who follow Jesus are
those who serve God and neighbour.
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neighbour. In praising Jesus' response, the scribe also
provides part of the motive for loving one's neighbour as
oneself: it "is much more than all whole burnt offerings
and sacrifices.” Such rituals are pleasing to God, and
imperative according to Torah, yet to love God, and others
as oneself, is even greater. This judgment is confirmed
because the scribe's insight and wisdom prompt Jesus to tell
him that he is not far from the kingdom of God. Here, then,
the motive boils down to the confirmation that a better way
than ritual worship to honour God, is not only to love God,

but to love one's neighbour also.4? Those who desire to

47| am not suggesting here that the author of Mark, or
any of the New Testament writers for that matter, would
suggest that love for neighbour can substitute for love for
God in a Christian context. As Furnish says:

Loving the neighbour is no less an act of
obedience than loving God and is part of the
total response to the sovereign claim of God
under which man stands. One's response to
God--setting aside self-will, renouncing one's
own claims--is to be paradigmatic for one's
relation to his neighbour (Love Command, 63,
emphasis his).

Further, as Birger Gerhardsson makes so clear in his essay
"Sacrificial Service and Atonement in the Gospel of
Matthew,” service to God (latreija, Matt 4:10) is
inextricably tied to service to others: "In the final
judgement ‘deeds of mercy' are asked after (25:31-46).
Diakonia is counted as latreia” (32). Although the ones
counted as sheep rather than goats are unaware that they
have served God by serving others (Matt 25:37), the
implication of the passage suggests that it is their desire
to fulfill God's will that led to their self-understanding
as servants of others. Jesus is the exemplar of how
diakonia counts as service to God. Matt 20:28 (Mark 10:45
par.) reveals that Jesus' crucifixion is not simply
sacrifice in the sense of atonement, but is sacrificial
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serve God must also be willing to love their neighbour as
themselves .48

A final motive that we should consider 1is the
calculated strategy to repudiate, at least amongst Jesus'
followers, the order of things as they currently stand.
Thus, Jesus' disciples are not simply to avoid behaving like
the rulers and authorities of the Gentiles--they are to
take deliberate steps to become the exact opposite, to

become diakonoi and douloi.4® While some have accused the

Markan community of attempting to "retreat from the world

service to others (See Gerhardsson, "Sacrificial Service,” 30).

48 Jesus declares in Matt 22:40 that the law and the
prophets "depend on" the commandments to love God and
neighbour. The "Golden Rule” perhaps goes a long way in
explaining the command to love one's neighbour as oneself,
which has caused much scholarly discussion (E.g. A. Nygren,
Agape and Eros [Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
19531, 100-101, 217; G. Outka, Agape: An Ethical Analysis,
55-74; R. Schnackenburg, The Moral Teaching of the New
Testament, 103-104; W. Schrage, The Ethics of the New
Testament, 79; L.H. Marshall, The Challenge of New Testament
Ethics, 106-7 and R. Bultmann, Jesus and the Word [New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1958] 115-120.) |In the context of
Jesus' ethic as a whole, as presented in the synoptic texts,
these words probably convey the same meaning as the "Golden
Rule.” To love others as oneself is to love them and treat
them as one wishes to be treated. C. S. Mann highlights
this understanding of the phrase with his call to translate
"agape (given the current debasing of the word “love' in
contemporary English) [as] ‘sacrificial compassion’'" (Mark
[@arden City, New York: Doubleday, 19861 481).

49This inversion is illustrated, for example, by Mark
10:14-15 in which Jesus welcomes the little children and
encourages his followers to receive the kingdom hés paidion.
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and its problems, 59 Verhey suggests that Jesus' call to
serve points rather to the creation of a "counterculture”
which exists in contrast to both the religious and civil
establishment:

The contrast between Mark's community and the
civil authorities is to be effective not in

revolution but in a new and different
understanding and exercise of power within the

community...(Mk.10:42-45). It will hardly do
to call this a "retreat from the world and its
problems.” It is rather an heroic effort in

the midst of opposition to demonstrate and

participate in God's reign--even

politically.$!

As Wolfgang Schrage has pointed out, the theme of
discipleship is central to the Marcan record.$2 This is
reflected in the motives we have discovered when considering
the Marcan call to serve others. Jesus' followers are not
to pursue ambitions of dominance over others, nor are they
to aspire to personal greatness on their own behalf. The
call to serve in Mark 1is motivated by a desire to emulate

Jesus, to honour God and thereby reject norms and mores that

lead to arrogant self-seeking. In other words it is

50E.g., Jack T. Sanders says:

Regarding how the Christian was expected to
relate to his fellow Christian Mark has almost
nothing to say; presumably he conceived of
that as no problem since Christians for the
most part simply drew together against the
world and in anticipation of the Lord's coming
(Ethics, 33).

5'The Great Reversal, 77.

52Ethics, 141.
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motivated by a desire to realize full discipleship in the
Jesus movement.53
i1. Matthew

In Matthew, although many of the pertinent passages
are parallels to those we have considered in Mark, the
increase in material and varying contexts also mean that
often a different motive is envisioned in the calls to serve
others. When considering the requirement to place the
interests of others first we also have to examine certain
portions of the Sermon on the Mount that are relevant to our
study.

For those passages which have parallels in Mark many
of the motives are similar in Matthew. Matt 20:25-28 (which
parallels Mark 10:42-45) %s almost identical to its Marcan
parallel in wording. The primary difference is that it is
the mother of the sons of Zebedee’54 who makes the request
for their prestigious position in the kingdom and thereby

gives the impetus for Jesus' saying.35 Minor differences

530f course, the disciples also believed that by
following Jesus and being open to self-sacrifice they would
"save" their "lives"” (Mark 8:34-35) but in the Markan record
the theme of reward is not developed explicitly as it is in
Matthew.

54 james and John are not named in Matthew.

5§5Most commentators agree that the fact it is the
mother who makes the request reveals that Matthew 1is trying
to tone down the unflattering portrayal of James and John in
Mark. Albright and Mann disagree, however: "The suggestion
is interesting solely as an example of ignorance of the ways
and manners of mothers anxious for their sons{!]" (Matthew
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aside, Matthew's account of this incident seems to provide
similar motives to those we have suggested can be found in
Mark 10:35-45. Jesus seeks to thwart personal ambition in
favour of an attitude of willingness to serve others even
unto death. His disciples must not assume that the kingdom
of God emulates worldly hierarchies or political regimes.

This rejection by Jesus of the order of the day is
also reflected in Matt 23:1-12., Much of this passage is
bound up with a ringing condemnation of the "scribes and
Pharisees" for which little direct paraliel material is
found in Mark36¢, This critique of the Pharisees serves,
however, as a contrast to the correct attitude that must be
found amongst Jesus' disciples. Unlike the scribes and
Pharisees, who "love the place of honour at feasts and the
best seats in the synagogues,” Jesus' disciples are not to
covet places of honour or prestigious titles.57 The one who

is greatest among them shall be their servant and only those

[Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1971] 241-242). They
have to acknowledge, however, that Jesus' reply is addresed
to the sons of Zebedee themselves and solve the dilemma by
assuming that Matthew knew both traditions.

56 But see Mark 12:38-39. | do not want to suggest that
Mark is innocent of condemnation of the Jewish religious
establishment.

57The reference to the "place of honour at feasts,"” as
well as having a direct parallel in Mark 12:39 and Luke
20:46, recalls the synoptic injunction to serve rather than
to seek a prestigious position at banquets, especially the
eschatological banquet prepared by God (e.g., Luke 14:7-11;
22:26-27).
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who humble themselves will be exalted. As well as seeking
to correct personal ambition, this passage also makes
explicit the promise of exaltation for the humble. While we
need not suggest that this is the primary motive for serving
others in this passage, we must not shrink from the fact
that the Matthean Jesus offers it as a consideration in
promoting appropriate behaviour.58 In this passage, then,
Jesus' followers are called to humility and service so as to
avoid the ambition and arrogance of some of the religious

authorities, and thereby gain exaltation by God.5$

"

58Schrage insists that "it would be wrong to interpret
Matthew simply as an exponent of a spirituality based on
merit"” (Ethics, 151). This is true since the grace of God
is certainly apparent in Matthew. Nevertheless, in these
and other verses, reward constitutes part of the motive to
serve. In his interpretation of v.12, Klaus Wengst
completely steers clear of the issue: "The fact that the
saying about humiliation and exaltation in v.12 brings this
passage to an end makes it clear that it refers to
fellowship within the community™ (Humility: Solidarity of
the Humiliated [Philadeiphia: Fortress, 1988] 41). For
Wengst all the New Testament passages which mention
humility point to a desire to unify the community against
adversity. Both seem reluctant to acknowledge the clear
promise of reward to those who behave appropriately.

581t is important to remember that the exaltation of
the humble is a prominent theme throughout the biblical
tradition. The people of God are repeatedly reminded that
despite their lowly status they can look forward to ultimate
exaltation and vindication (e.g., Prov 3:34; || Sam 22:28;
Ps 18:27; Job 5:11), although in many of these examples the
‘lowliness or humility of God's people is a pre-existing
condition and not one which is deliberately sought. The
issue is whether one seeks reward from other people or from
Qod--whether one chooses to be esteemed by others or to
seek the exaltation that only God can give. in this
Matthean passage Jesus' followers are called to eschew any
impressive appellations that may be bestowed upon them, as
well as other honours, secure in the assurance that they
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Reward as a motive for responding to Jesus' call to
serve is also apparent in the Sermon on the Mount. Again,
it is not, perhaps, the primary impetus for making the
interests of others paramount, but it is there.¢° The
Matthean Jesus calls his followers to exhibit much
behaviour that goes beyond religious norms and
expectations. As far as Jesus 1is concerned divorce and
oaths are prohibited (5:31-37), every outburst and look of
lust is condemned (5:21-22, 27-28) and those at odds with
their "brother" must be reconciled before they approach the

altar (5:23-24).5' More significantly, as we have seen,

will be duly exalted. The context of the call is the grace
that God has seen fit to bestow upon them and their
gratitude for it. They must come to the realization that no
one has a strict claim on God.

60 |1t is interesting to note that Mark, which many
consider to be devoid of any real ethics, also is far less
interested in notions of reward. For example the Markan
parallel to Matt 16:27 (Mark 8:38) 1is less explicit than
Matthew concerning how the son of man will "repay every man
for what he has done.” Verhey notes that Matthew "sometimes
makes “entering the kingdom' (a phrase used more often by
Matthew than by any other New Testament author) contingent
on doing the righteousness required in the Sermon (5:20;
7:21; but see 21:31) (The Great Reversal, 90). Throughout
the New Testament a standard of righteousness is required of
those who would remain within the community. The servant-
ethic stands as a primary characteristic of that standard.
This does not mean that fulfillment of the servant-ethic
alone is adequate to practice true righteousness.

6§61 This recalls the scribe's response to Jesus in Mark
12:33 in which the love of God and neighbour is deemed 'much
more than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.”" There
is, however, no parallel for this latter saying in Matthew,
perhaps because he is more reluctant than Mark to portray
Jesus as supplanting Torah (e.g. Matt 5:17-20), but
probably because he finds the sympathetic portrayal of the
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Jesus insists that his followers "not resist one who is
evil"” (5:39). If they are struck on one cheek they are to
proffer the other (5:39). If they are sued for their coats
they are to offer their cloaks, and, if forced to go one
mile, they are willingly to go two. They are to give to
anyone who asks (5:40-42). At the conclusion of this
section Matthew records that Jesus urges the disciples:

Love your enemies and pray for those who

persecute you, so that you may be sons of your

Father who is in heaven; for he makes his sun

rise on the evil and on the good, and sends

rain on the just and on the unjust. For if

you Jlove those who love you, what reward have

you? Do not even the tax collectors do the

same? And if you salute only your brethren,

what more are you doing than others? Do not

even the Gentiles do the same? You must be

perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect

(5:43-48).

The reward that constitutes the motive for the
preceding injunctions is the desire to become sons of God.
This reward is not found in earthly acclaim, it is the
heavenly approval of the Father.

The command to love one's enemies is central to the

Sermon on the Mount and to the synoptic tradition as a

whole .62 In Matthew it is especially highlighted and

scribe in Mark at odds with his own portrayal of them.
Matthew, too, insists on the priority of the love
commandment over ritual demands (9:13; 12:7).

62t is true that Mark does not explicitly refer to the
command to love one's enemies. John Piper, however, sees a
correlation between the call to serve in Mark and the love
commanded in Matt 5:43-48:
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Schrage goes so far as to say that "the real standard for
correctly interpreting the law is the taw of love.”63 |t 1is
in these verses that we find a central motive for the
ethical teachings presented in the Sermon on the Mount.
Here the ostensible reason to love one's enemies is to
become sons of the Father. The religious desire to be like
God is, therefore, the motivating force behind the
fulfiliment of the ethics presented in Matt 5:21-48. These
verses do not suggest that by loving one's enemies the
enmity will cease, although some have detected such a
"strategic" motive in this passage and its parallel in Luke.
For example, in his article, "The lnadeduacy of
Selflessness,” Stephen Post insists that these passages are
addressed to believers whose love for outsiders is
evangelical. Love seeks to expand "the circle of

reciprocity to include new participants....An attitude of

It is not illegitimate to view the service
referred to here [Mark 10:43-45] as a
paraphrase of the love which Jesus commands
elsewhere (Mt 5:43-48). Both involve self-
renunciation for the sake of another. Both
are promised a reward. Love is related to the
love of God (Mt 5:45,48; Lk 6:36); service is
related to the mission of Jesus (Mk 10:45)
(Love Your Enemies: Jesus' Love Command in
the Synoptic Gospels and in_the Early
Christian Paranesis [Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1979] 87).

§3Schrage, Ethics, 148.
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forgiveness is recommended without which the sphere of
mutuality cannot enlarge.'64

Luise Schottroff comes to a similar understanding of
these passages:

The Christian is challenged to include his

persecutor in his own community, the community

of life together which is awaiting the coming

salvation. But of course the Christian's

enemies are human beings who reject and refuse

this invitation and on their part wish to

detach themselves. Consequently, the command

to love the enemy is thoroughly aggressive,

though not in a destructive sense. The

enemies are to abandon their enmity; in other

words they must undergo a change of attitude.

The command to love the enemy is an appeal to

take up a missionary attitude toward one's

persecutors. "Overcome evil with good"” (Rom

12:21)--that is exactly what it means to love

the enemy. The aim is to conquer him.®5
For these two scholars love of one's enemies is a missionary
or evangelistic tool that promotes the Kingdom. One loves
the enemy in the hope of making an ally. While such an
interpretation may be valid in light of New Testament
ethical injunctions as a whole, the texts in question do not
explicitly make such a claim. Furnish interprets the text
more accurately when he says that "it is a...distinction of
Jesus' love command that such love does not await,

anticipate, or require a response in kind." For Furnish

enemy~-love is not to be conditional upon the response of the

64 JAAR 56 (1988) 223,

65"Non-Violence and the Love of One's Enemies,” 1in
Essays on the Love Commandment (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1978) 23.
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enemy. The believer's love is not explicitly motivated by
the desire to overcome the enmity of the other person:

Loving him is not proposed as a means of
transforming him or of dissoclving the issues
which may have generated the enmity in the
first place. Though such issues remain
standing, they are now approached, from one
side at least, in ways directed by love.
Thereby the whole relationship between us is
changed, although the enemy remain "the
enemy .66

§6Furnish, Love Command, 67, emphasis his. Piper
disagrees with Furnish's analysis by relating the Lord's
prayer (Matt 6:9-13) to the antitheses in Matt 5. For
Piper it is inconceivable that prayer for enemies does not
include the wish that they come to do God's will and thereby
eradicate the enmity. "That a man should pray for his enemy
and not request that the enmity between them be removed
would be a questionable manifestation of love, to say the
least” (Love Your Enemies, 143-44). Also see F.W. Beare,
The Gospel According to Matthew (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1981) 162. Despite the proposals of Post, Schottroff and
Piper, | find no indication in the text at hand to suggest
that love of enemies is commanded in order to bring more
people into the Kingdom. The emphasis is on the disciple’'s
actions and how the disciple should behave. The aim of the
text is to bring the disciple into harmony with God's will,
rather than the enemy, although the latter may ultimately
come to the Kingdom also. Reinhold Niebuhr notes that the
text does not claim that enemy-love will transform enmity
into friendship and suggests, "That social and prudential
possibility has been read into the admonition of Jesus by
liberal Christianity” (Reinhold Niebuhr, An interpretation
of Christian Ethics [New York: Meridian Books, 1956] 46).
The behaviour required by the command to love one's enemies
involves deliberately rejecting the pursuit of justice for
oneself, while allowing the enemy the opportunity to
willfully trample one's rights. Lohfink notes that according
to the calls for enemy-love fighting for one's legitimate
rights is now forbidden God's people. Rights cannot be
imposed through violence. Followers of Jesus "should give
to anyone who asks. They should be willing to let
themselves be forced" (Jesus and Community, 55). That the
command to love one's enemy is motivated by something other
than enlightened self-interest or evangelistic concerns is
especially apparent in Luke where 6:31 the Golden Rule,
concludes the first section on love of enemies. Harvey says
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Ulrich Luz captures the essence of the passage by
noting that enemy-love is not advocated "because it is
reasonable or natural or promises success but because the
one who makes it is as the risen Lord with his community all

the days to the close of the age.” Questions of whether
enemy-love can ever succeed are subordinated, therefore, to
the awareness on the part of the believer that it is Jesus
who gives the command. Luz notes that "the question is not
directly whether it is tactically or psychically realistic
but whether the experience of grace which is presupposed in
it is so strong that the human being can become free for
such a love."67

The failure to take up the challenge to love one's
enemies is perhaps the clearest instancé of how the Church
from early in 1its history up to the present has been
especially selective in its response to the teachings in the

gospels.®®8 Nevertheless, we need to recognize that for some

in his comparison of Jesus' positive version with Hillel's
negative that "You can never be sure that if you treat
people kindly they will show equal kindness in
return....Stated quite generally as Jesus states it, the
maxim (unlike 1its negative counterpart) goes beyond the most
enlightened common sense” (Strenuous Commands, 107).

6TMatthew 1-7, 351,

68yUlrich Luz believes that by mistaking the love of
enemies with some ultimate goal the Church has compromised
the intention of Jesus (and of Matthew): 'Love of enemy was
not a chance or a test for the enemy to become something
better....Love-with-the-gocal-of is not love and not that
which Jesus has intended” (Matthew 1-7, 350).
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of the earliest Christian communities, this injunction
formed an important part of their self-understanding and
played a role in the development of their ethic. Harvey,
perhaps, comes closest to explaining why this command is so
captivating while rightly acknowledging that most attempts
to rationalize it somehow fail:

Neither enlightened self-interest, nor
contemplation of God's gracious dealings with
human beings, nor even any consistent trait 1in

Jesus' own conduct, seems to justify the
utterly unconditional generality of "love your

enemies.” And yet the maxim has never been
discarded as perverse, exaggderated or
nonsensical....We perhaps get closest to the

nerve of Jesus' saying when we ponder it as
one of those maxims that gain their power over
us, not because of their enlightened good
sense or religious motivation, but because of
their appeal to a potential that lies deep in
the human spirit, and can occasionally be
activated by the challenge of a totally
unconditional demand.69®

The perfection called for in Matt 5:48 1is moral perfection--
the imitation of God's perfect love.’?® This love, which
manifests itself in humble service, is the fitting response
to God's grace and invitation to salvation. The desire to

be 1ike the Father, because one is now his child, is in and

69Strenuous Commands, 104.

70 pDavies and Allison find this call to be part of a
paraenetic pattern:

Apparently there is embedded in Mt 5, Eph 5, |
Pet 1 and | Jn 4 a paranetic pattern common to
early Christian teaching: as God's children,
imitate him in his love. Presumably the
pattern derives from the teaching of Jesus
(Matthew |, 554).
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of itself the primary motivation. The believer does not
seek to be perfect in love because he or she wishes to
transform the world, but rather because there now exists the
desire to conform to God: "Love is not being required
because it will set the worid right. Instead one's
motivation to love arises out of a desire to be like God."7!

Allen Verhey interprets all of this passage (Matt
5:21-48) 1in light of 5:20. The antitheses Jesus lists are
to illustrate the "surpassing righteousness” of the
Christian community. Matt 5:20 is blunt in its insistence
that unless one's righteousness exceeds fhat of the scribes
and Pharisees, there is no hope of entering the kingdom of
heaven’2, To enter the kingdom and become sons of the

Father are parallel motives which bracket the antitheses.73

T1Davies and Allison, Matthew |, 556.

72The Great Reversal, 87. i think it is important to
note that here (in the Sermon on the Mount), as in Matt
23:1-11, the primary purpose of the passage is not to
condemn the religious establishment but to lay out a plan of
ethical behaviour for those who would follow Jesus. While
the Pharisees are portrayed in an unflattering light
throughout the Synoptic record, the text seeks primarily to
promote righteousness amongst Jesus' followers rather than
merely to condemn the religious practices of the Jewish
authorities. The latter serve more as a foil to highlight
the point that the dawn of the basileia necessitates a new
understanding (that of Jesus) of what it means to respond to
God's will (See also Davies and Allison, Matthew I, 501).

73Some, like H.D. Betz, believe that Matt 5:20
introduces not only the antitheses but the bulk of the
Sermon on the Mount ("Cosmogony and Ethics in the Sermon on
the Mount,” in Essays on the Sermon on the Mount 89-123,
[Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985] 92, n.15). oOthers, such as
Christoph Burchard, believe that "5:17-20 must be read as a
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The believer is motivated to attempt to fulfill this ethic
not only to fulfill the role as a son of the Father but also
because it is Jesus who prescribes it. Those who would obey
God hearken to Jesus' words.?4 On Matt 5:21-48 Davies and
Allison note that while imitation of God (5:45,48), escaping
eschatological retribution (5:22-26, 28-30) and even reason
(5:34-36) are given as motives, obedience to Jesus as
sovereign Lord is the primary impetus for fulfilling the
ethic presented here. One should "faithfully follow the way
of the sermon on the mount because the voice in it speaks
with divine authority.”?5

Matt 25:31-46 and its account of the coming of the
Son of man illustrates how the motive for service in Matthew
can extend beyond imitating God and Jesus, and even radical
submission to the authoritative word of Jesus and thereby
the will of God. Here righteousness is equated with acts of
service toward others which are in fact acts of service
toward the King. In his discussion of this passage Furnish

says:

preamble to the antitheses and not to the Sermon on the
Mount as a whole" ("The Theme of the Sermon on the Mount,”
in Essays on the Love Commandment, [Philadelphia: Fortress,
1978] 68).

T4schrage points out that Matthew is concerned with
"fulfillment of the law as expounded authoritatively by
Jesus." It is this, rather than the suffering, humility and
service of discipleship that is most important for Matthew
according to Schrage (Ethics, 145).

T5Matthew |, 565.
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In Matthew service of the neighbor 1is not just

analogous to the service of God, but it is in

itself God's service. The love ethic in

Matthew is emphatically christological--not

just because Jesus commands love, but because

the service love renders the neighbour is

service to the Lord Christ.76
Thus while the passage can be interpreted as simply a
promise of the kingdom to those who feed the hungry, clothe
the naked, and visit the sick and incarcerated, and eternal
punishment to those who do not, it also provides another
motive. The "least" represent the Son of man and must be
served.

In Matthew we find similar motivations to serve
others as we noted in Mark. We find in Matthew
more references to reward as a motive. Like Mark, however,
Matthew portrays Jesus' ethic as running counter to what the
gospel itself presents as the conventional morality of his
day. Those who are "sons of their Father in Heaven," who
seek to inherit the kingdom and eternal 1ife, are those who
are willing to serve others.
111, Luke

In Luke different emphases can be detected in the
discussion of motive concerning the servant-ethic. These
differences can be attributed to the special interests of

Luke. Like Matthew and Mark, Luke seeks to present the

consequences of, and motives for, discipleship and service

T6Furnish, Love Command, 81, emphasis his.
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in his gospel. Luke, however, offers a different slant on
the issues that 1is especially reflected in his concern with
wealth and social prestige.

in the first chapter of Luke we find what Schrage
terms "his encouragement of humility and warning against
lust for power”" in Mary's Magnificat (Luke 1:51-52).77 The
opening verses of Luke's gospel reveal his particular
concern for the lowly and the humble, and his belief that it
is these for whom God has a special concern. Believers are
not to seek prestige or power. God does not exalt the
arrogant, and the example of Jesus is one of service. This
is especially apparent in Luke 22:24-27, 1in which Jesus
tells his disciples that although the one who sits at the
table is usually considered the greater, he (Jesus) is among
them "as one who serves."”

The Lukan account of this episode (a parallel of Mark
10:42-45 and Matt 20:25-28) is important because in the
third gospel we find the dispute occurring at the Last
Supper, following the institution of the Eucharist, rather
than at an earlier point in Jesus' ministry.’® This points

to a certain similarity to the footwashing episode in the

77schrage, Ethics, 156.

781t seems likely that the reference to the cup in the
Markan and Matthean accounts inspired Luke to place this
episode at the Last Supper. He omits the details of the
dispute, including the involvement of James and John and
their request to sit next to Jesus "in glory."”
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gospel of John in which Jesus washes the disciples’ feet and
insists that they imitate him during the Last Supper .78
Both Luke and John portray Jesus as ohe who serves during
the Last Supper.

The comparison with the Gentile authorities (Luke
22:25-26) also varies from the Marcan and Matthean accounts.
One difference is that the word "benefactors" (euergetai) is
substituted for “great men” (megaloi) in tHe two other

accounts.8% More important is the lLukan omission of Jesus'

79See below, chap 2.

80Gnilka describes Luke as giving Jesus' words a
Hellenistic shape or form (Gestalt) here (Markus 1, 100).
Also see, David J. Lull, "The Servant-Benefactor as a model
of Greatness (Luke 22:24-30)" 1in NovT 28 (1986) 289-305,
for a different approach to the text which understands
euergetai in a positive light. Lull's reading of this
passage seeks to address the scholarly consensus that
"benefactors" in Luke 22:25 are in fact oppressive tyrants.
He suggests that the euergetai are rather models the
disciples should seek to emulate. In his conclusion Lull
says:

Those who aspire to "greatness’”, but who are
not yet called "benefactors” (v 26a), are
advised to follow the example of Jesus, the
servant~-benefactor par excellence (v 27b), and
that of those apostles who remained with Jesus
throughout the Passion (v 28) (303).

Thus 1in Luke, according to Lull, those in authority are
often not tyrants but ones who exercise their power in
service to others. Jesus, of course, is the supreme example
of this ideal. Lull's thesis would be persuasive were it
not for the fact that the entire synoptic tradition is built
upon the paradox that Jesus the Lord behaved as a servant
and as such was an example to those who would be present at
the messianic banquet or would become part of the kingdom of
God. His greatness 1is not founded upon widespread public
recognition. Luke's changes to the text here cannot be
attributed to a desire to emphasize the role of so many
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saying in Mark 10:45 about the Son of man serving and
giving his life as a ransom for many.8! Instead Luke has a
verse in which the verb diakoneo is used in its more literal
sense of serving at table, although there is no doubt that
such service performed by Jesus is to be exemplary for the
disciples.82 As in Matthew and Mark, one of the motives for
the servant-ethic is the example of Jesus himself.

Another of Luke's primary motives for serving others
and putting their interests first is reflected in texts
dealing with money and possessions.®3 For Luke it is
necessary to adopt a certain perspective on wealth if one is
to exhibit true discipleship. Coming to believe transforms
the believer's attitude towards money and possessions.
Indeed, one could say that one thread running through Luke-

Acts is the idea of service by surrendering personal

characters in Luke-Acts (Lull names at least fourteen) as
"servant-benefactors” who consider Jesus to be their
supreme example.

815ee Fitzmyer, Luke X-XXI1V, 1413-1414.

82 yke perhaps avoids using the noun diakonos in v.27
because it had already become a technical term for an office
in the Christian church. Fitzmyer, however, thinks that the
participle diakondn might itself "represent the service of
the church in Luke's day" (Luke X-XXIV, 1417).

83We need not go into this particular aspect of Luke-
Acts in any great detail. Many scholars have written much
about Luke's attitude towards wealth; e.g., Luke T.
Johnson, The Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts.
Most commentators and writers on New Testament ethics also
include sections on this emphasis of the third evangelist
(e.g., Fitzmyer, Luke 1-1X, 247-251; Schnackenburg, Moral

Teaching, 127-131).




78
possessions and wealth (e.g., Luke 6:27-36; 12:13-21; 19:1-
10; Acts 2:44-45). Luke 6:27-36 is parallelled in Matt
5:39-48. In Luke, however, loving one's enemies is also

exemplified by lending, "expecting nothing in return.” The
ostensible motive, to receive a great reward and become
"sons of the most High," is similar to Matthew's. Like
Matthew, however, Luke seems to assume that true disciples
will incline towards such behaviour. Zacchaeus, for
example, upon receiving Jesus, immediately sets about making
restitution for his past failings. Zacchaeus is a stark
example of the transforming power of true discipleship (Luke

19:1-10). As Verhey says, how one uses one's money is "a

sign and symptom of the arrival of the kingdom." Zacchaeus'
actions to give recompense for his fraudulent past
illustrates that Zacchaeus has indeed responded to the
message of Jesus. "Generosity and alms are not merely
illustrative; they participate in the reality to which they
point--the reign of God."84 No motive for Zacchaeus' action
is explicit here--it seems to be the natural outcome of his
reception of Jesus and his consequent salvation. His
willingness to place his possessions at the disposal of the
poor (who apparently have no explicit claim upon him), and

those he had deliberately defrauded in the past, reflects

how his life has been transformed by his encounter with

84The Great Reversal, 94, emphasis his.
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Jesus. Zacchaeus has been integrated into the new
community--those who respond to Jesus and his mission. His
attempts at restoration exemplify his metancoia. Right use
of material possession§ occurs when one seeks to serve God
by serving others.85

The passage concerning the unfair inheritance (Luke
12:13-21) 1is also important to establish Lukan motives for
the command that one put one's possessions at the disposal
of others. In this passage Jesus warns against
covetousness by reminding his listeners that "1ife does not

consist in the abundance of possessions.’ The motive here,
then, for eschewing one's right to part of an inheritance
should one's co-inheritor wish to deny it, is a desire to
repudiate selfishness. This will naturally occur, the
passage implies, amongst those who place their trust in God
to provide. The parable of the foolish rich man, which
follows this saying (Luke 12:16-21), concludes with the
remark that the one who "lays up treasure for himself" is

like this foolish example rather than one who 1is "rich

towards God" (Luke 12:21).

85The parable of the Good Samaritan also exemplifies
this aspect of the Lukan ethic (Lk 10:30-35). The passage
serves to illustrate the command to love one’'s neighbour as
oneself by explaining who is one's neighbour. Part of the
parable, however, tells how the Samaritan assisted the
traveller by paying for his keep at the inn. See Fitzmyer,
who, while admitting that the parable was told for another
purpose, notes that it "exemplifies a right use of material
possessions to aid an unfortunate human being” (Luke I1-1X, 249).



80

This attitude of indifference to material wealth is
reflected in Luke's account of how the early community at
Jerusalem distributed their possessions to those in need
(Acté 2:44-45). Again there is no clear motive for this
sacrifice, other than to illustrate the new life in the
Christian community which seeks to alleviate the suffering
of others (2:45) by surrendering personal wealth.86

Finally in Luke 17:7-10 we have the clearest instance
of the evangelist's belief that service to others is the
natural outcome of following Jesus' way. Leaving aside the
exegetical and source-critical questions that are inherent
in the interpretation of these verses,87 it is evident that
these verses show first that service is the natural outcome
of discipleship and second that such service can never be
completed--the servant can never anticipate reward or
recognition. The believer can make no claim on God and any
reward for service is an act of grace.

In Luke's account we have found it more difficult to
discern specific motives for serving and placing oneself

(and one's possessions) at the disposal of others. While

86See Luke 16:9 for a saying which probably reflects
this sentiment. Schrage, while acknowledging the difficulty
of interpreting this verse, concludes: "The crucial point
is to use earthly possessions in the service of love....
This love...controls and restricts the use of possessions
lest they become a source of idolatrous dependence” (Ethics,
106-107).

87TFor a summary see Fitzmyer Luke X-XX1V, 1144-1146.
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reward is mentioned, and there does seem to be an attempt to
present a stance that deliberately repudiates ambition and
the lust for power, Luke, more than either Matthew or Mark,
appears to see serving others as the natural outcome of
discipleship. Verhey notes that repentance in Luke is
integrally bound up with sympathy to the poor and practicing
fairness and generosity towards the outcast.8®
1V.Summary of motives for the ethic in the Synoptics

The synoptic tradition, as a whole, presents an
ethical challenge which, if taken up and discharged,
declares the kingdom and identifies its subjects. There are
at least four threads that can be unravelled from our
discussion above that unite in the motive for the servant-
ethic in the synoptic gospels. It is difficult to separate
these interwoven strands but the following remarks are an
attempt.
i)The Desire to Imitate God and Christ

In resolving the squabble of the disciplies about who
is the greatest Jesus reminds his listeners that the Son of
man came not to be served but to serve and that he is
paradigmatic (Mark 10:45 and par.). Self-denial and the
abandonment of one's own interests are enjoined using the
example of God who acts towards the evil and the just

impartially (Matt 5:45). Believers are to be merciful, even

88The Great Reversal, 95.
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as God is, to the ungrateful and the selfish (Luke 6:35-36).
The call to serve others and abandon the pursuit of personal
justice is fulfilled in part, but not completely, by a
conscious attempt to emulate some aspect of God or Jesus.
There is here a dimension of self-awareness enjoined that
provokes the believer to consider how his or her actions
correspond to the divine example. This self-awareness
arises from the other factors that are part of the synoptic
motives to serve.
i1)The Recognition of Jesus as Sovereign Lord

Such imitation of Jesus and God arises from the
recognition that God's authority resides in Jesus. Jesus'
pronouncements are authoritative because they are his and
thereby God's. When he enjoins his followers to serve
others and to relinquish their rights, even to be prepared
to surrender 1ife itself, his admonishments are sanctioned
because he speaks as God's representative. Those who
respond to Jesus' authority by undergoing metanoia recognize
in Jesus' words God's call to repentance and his requirement
for subsequent service of others. Serving others is the
fulfillment of God's will and arises from the desire to
carry it out.
Iiii)The "Natural"” Result of metanoia

True discipleship brings about a change in
disposition that makes the interests of others paramount,

and that naturally leads to serving others, or at least to
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the inclination to do s0.8% Thus, although the promise of
reward is often included in exhortations to such behaviour,
the synoptic tradition tends to imply that true disciples
will be inclined to serve others as a result of their
decision to follow Jesus. Such a decision also involves a
readjustment of priorities. Those who follow Jesus, who
seek to become a part of the basileia of God, must no longer
pursue selfish ambition according to established norms.
Their experience of metanoia brings about the realization
that true wealth is treasure in Heaven rather than on earth,
and that true greatness lies in service rather than social
prestige. To serve even a little child as one would serve
Jesus, is to honour God and obey his will. It is, as
Jeremias says, an expression of gratitude for God's grace
that is part of repentance.®0 It is at this point that the
response to the call to serve surpasses calculated
strategies to ultimately advance one's own advantage or
diminish others’', and becomes joyful participation in the

kingdom. Metanoia involves a total transformation that not

89Windisch, while insisting that the imperatives in
Matthew 5 are indeed commands, also recognizes that the
spiritual condition of the hearers of the Sermon on the
Mount must be such that each individual can respond to the
‘challenge that these commands present (The Meaning of the
Sermon _on the Mount, 88-839). Also see Schnackenburg, Moral
Jeaching, 114-167 concerning Jesus' motives for his moral
imperatives, and the ideas of reward, imitatio dei, and
imitatio christi.

S0New Testament Theology, 217.
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only includes a turning to God. but also a turning away from
conventional human norms and standards. Success and
failure, wealth and poverty, honour and rejection, are all
measured on a far different szcale by the one who has
experienced repentance in recognition of God's grace.
Metanoia gives rise to a "transvaiuvation of values” that
encourages, to use Bultmann's phrase, "the overcoming of

12

self"” rather than the pursuit of self-interest.®!
iv)The Hope of Eschatological Reward

The response to God's grace as it is manifested in
the servant-ethic arises primarily from gratitude and not
hope of reward. The promise of reward is never the primary
motive for placing one's interests last. Despite this
apparent idealism, it must be faced that the synoptic record
speaks of reward often and it constitutes part of the
motive to serve. ! think Jeremias is wrong in suggesting
that Matt 25:37-40 "is an abolition of the idea of
reward.”92 Perhaps one could suggest that the promise of
heavenly reward may motivate an individual to take up his or
her cross, but that once that decision is made, the disciple
spontaneously places the interests of others first.93

Jeremias is then correct in hisz insistence that "in the

91y s and the Word, 112.

%2New Testament Theology, 216.

$3See Eric Osborn, Ethical Patterns in Early Christian
7 23,

Chris
Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976)

()~
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sphere of his {God's] reign another motive for action takes

the place of the idea of merit and the claim to reward:
gratitude for God's grace.’94

The response to the synoptic call to serve is
motivated, then, by a complex of incentives that depend upon
each other and are integrally related. They are grounded in
the experience of grace that the early Christians believed
was manifested in Jesus, and arise from the self-
understanding of believers as participants in the basileia.
As we have said at the outset, we are not claiming that the
earliest audiences of these injunctions to serve actually
succeeded in living out their daily lives as servants of
others. They probably did not set aside their own interests
consistently and rigorously. The synoptic record reveals,
however, that the ethical reflection of the writers included
a characteristic note of self-denial that was fixed in their
convictions about the nature of Jesus and his ministry, and
the appropriate response to him. This had to have had some

reschance in the earliest audience and therefore must have

been manifested, if only sporadically, in their daily

94New Testament Theology, 217, emphasis his. Jeremias,
as well as many other scholars, goes too far in attempting
to push the thesis that Judaism emphasized the idea of merit
while Jesus' teaching did not. There are many passages in
Jewish writings which refute the notion that one fulfills
the law to gain "brownie points” in the eyes of God.
Likewise, as we have seen, many gospel passages promise
reward to those who are obedient. The crucial point in both
traditions is to honour God's will, a sentiment which is
reflected, for example, in Luke 17:10.
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conduct. A1l human behaviour is based on some kind of
motivation and the synoptic gospels are clear that for
believers self-denial is the ideal to be pursued based on

their experience of God's drace.

Limitations upon the Synoptic Call to Serve

Having considered the content and motives for the
servant-ethic as portrayed in the synoptic gospels, we now
need to consider whether there are any limitations upon
serving others in these texts; that is, situations in which
prudence or justice, for example, might restrict the call to
self-denial and the surrender of one's ownh rights.

The key to the servant-ethic in the synoptic gospels
is the response to God's invitation to the Kingdom. Once an
individual has repented he or she becomes open to the will
of God. Selflessness and a complete willingness to serve
others becomes the moral guide-post. Any act 1in which the
interests of the self are placed before the interests of
others constitutes a violation of God's will. As L. H.
Marshall has said,

When a man repents he stops thinking of and

caring for himself alone; and takes God and

his neighbour into all his thoughts and into

all his decisions in matters of conduct. The

rule of self 1is abandoned for the voluntary
acceptance of the rule of God.9%5

95The Challenge, 35.
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Thus it is possible to envisage situations in which an
individual serves others by resisting evil, though Jesus
nowhere makes this explicit. For the resistance to be
Christian, according to the synoptic teaching, it must not
be done out of revenge or for personal benefit. Christians
have long wrestled with this very question, and today many
struggle to find the appropriate response to such endemic
problems as totalitarianism and racism.96

Reinhold Niebuhr points out that the prosecution of
justice can often be undertaken selectively for personal
benefit:

From the first restraints upon blood vengeance

to the last refinements of corrective justice,

the egoistic element of vindictiveness remains

both an inevitable and a dangerous alloy in

the passion for justice. It i1s inevitable

because men never judge injustice so severely

as it ought to be judged until their life, or

life in their intimate circle, 1is destroyed by

it.97

Throughout history Christians have argued over the

appropriate actions in the face of evil, and even over the

definition of what constitutes evil.%® Some Christians

96 See Joseph L. Allen, Love and Conflict, 198-217, for
examples of such resistance. Many contemporary Christians
strive to overcome racism and totalitarianism at great
personal cost in order to serve other human beings.

27 An_iInterpretation of Christian Ethics, 49-50.

980ne does not have to look as far back in history as
the great Church councils and their struggles to define
orthodoxy, or even the age of the Reformation, to see
examples of how unclear the Christian position on evil can
be. it took the occasion of Vatican Il for the Roman
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believe that there are cases when war is justified to thwart
tyranny and to serve the interests of innocent victims.

Others believe that participation in armed conflict is

Catholic Church to officially declare anti-semitism a sin.
In the early months of 1991, many Christian groups

struggled with the theory of a just war and whether it
applied in the coalition assault against the Iragqgi
occupation of Kuwait. Some of their doubts sprang from the
suspicion that if it justified this case it justified so
many others as to render the very theory impractical. 1t is
possible to cite examples that are even more recent: in the
opening weeks of 1992, the Dutch Reformed Church suffered a
schism in South Africa because of its official opposition to
apartheid, and following the disintegration of the Soviet
Union questions have arisen as to the complicity of the
leaders of the Russian Orthodox Church in matters of
oppression and despotism. Jesus does not deal with such
questions in his teachings as recorded in the Gospels. This
is not only because such dilemmas are anachronistic,
although undoubtedly he and the gospel writers were aware of
atrocities and persecution that were a result of the Roman
administration of Palestine, but because they are not the
stuff of everyday ethical struggles. Jesus' teaching does
not call for institutional morality or "official” ethical
positions--it reflects the values of the basileia. The
gospel teaching tends to concentrate on the everyday, on

the personal. The synoptic Jesus does not tell his
isteners how they, as a group, should react to the
oppression of living in anh occupied land; he tells them how
to respond to personal rebuff, to particular but often
extreme situations, with the implication that the broader
guestions of political and social injustice depend upon the
believer's self-conscious awareness of her or his role as a
child of God and servant of others. Consequently, Jesus'
teachings may well have relevance to the situations noted
above, and it is certainly appropriate for modern Christians
to seek the resolution of such dilemmas, or at least the key
to their resolution, in the gospel texts. They should be
aware, however, that the sum of the synoptic gospeli-message
must be taken into account and not simply such texts as Matt
5:43 or conversely 10:34. For an example of a modern
attempt to find such a resclution to contemporary problems
of war and peace using bibltical resources see William
Klassen, Love of Enemies: The Way to Peace (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1984).
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always forbidden.9?9 It is not unreasonable to suppose that
such dilemmas also confronted the earliest communities of
believers, especially since we have the historical records
of divisions within Judaism over such questions. It is
always useful to remind oneself that in its genesis
Christianity was a Jewish sectarian movement amongst many.
and that most of the social and political questions that
confronted Jews in first-century Palestine and the Diaspora

must also have challenged their Christian contemporaries.

93Reinhold Niebuhr warns against attempts to translate
too directly Jesus' ethics into social or political policy
because it "usually has the effect of blunting the very
penetration of his moral insights.” Niebuhr insists that
the call for non-resistance cannot simply be translated into
an injunction against violence because "it ceases to provide
a perspective from which the sinful element in all
resistance, conflict, and coercion may be discovered."
Niebuhr suggests that those who are most vocal in advocating
non-retaliation are often those with the "economic power to
be able to dispense with the more violent forms of coercion
and therefore condemn them as un-Christian” ( An
Interpretation of Christjan Ethics, 52). Contemporary
Christian pacifism that is based on an interpretation of
synoptic and biblical principles, however, has manifested
itself in social and political activism that has had
profound consequences. The civil-rights movement in the
United States during the 13960's (subsequent to the
publication of Niebuhr's book) is a startling example of how
a group with limited economic power managed, on the whole,
to "dispense with the more violent forms of coercion.” Of
course, the principles of individual rights inherent in
classical liberalism were already in place in America, but
only the most cynical would deny that during those years of
struggle the West witnessed a profound social and political
transformation that was inspired by the belief that
oppression should not be overcome with violence. That this
movement gained its initial momentum in the black churches
of the American south testifies, 1in this instance at least,
that the inspiration to seek social transformation can be
found 1in the gospel.
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A general observation can be made, however. For
both the earliest and modern readers of the synoptic record
there is the sense that no one can claim to be promoting
God's will if her or his actions spring from selfish
interests. Selflessness, not selfishness, is to guide the
moral decision-making of a Christian. To do the will of God
is to be the primary incentive of all Christian action and,
as we have seen, this is the over-riding motive for the
synoptic call to serve. Obedience is required not only to
Jesus’' words but also to his example.

The general impression that there are no limitations
upon the synoptic call to serve, which becomes most overt
upon reading the extreme examples in Matt 5:34-42, has led
many scholars to identify the ethic itself as a limitation
or liability: 1in their view it is impossible to fulfill

it.100 As far as | can tell, when the synoptic tradition is

10035ee Joseph Klausner, Jesus of Nazareth [New York:
Menorah Publishing, 1825] 392-397, and Montefiore, Synoptic
Gospels 11, 86-91 for a critique of Synoptic ethics using
this exact point. Also see Knox, 18-23 for an apology of
the ethic which also accepts that it is impossible to
fulfill. C.H. Dodd in his discussion of this point reflects
upon the "unlimited scope of God's demands.” They lead to
an acute realization in the hearer of the need for
repentance (Gospel and Law, 60-63). Windisch, however,
contra Montefiore, Klausner, Knox et al, defends the
position that the antitheses are not only commands but are
also practicable. He quotes Slavonic Enoch 50:3-4 which
encourages one to endure ill-treatment, not to retaliate,
and to wait upon the Lord to avenge on the day of Judgment,
as an example of a similar ethic in Judaism. Also see
Windisch, 95-123, and his conclusion that the individual
sayings of the Sermon on the Mount are to be understood and
interpreted literally. Thomas Ogletree calls for a middle
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read as a whole, there is no 1imit to the injustice a
foilower of Jesus must be prepared to suffer at the hands of
another, or to the lengths that a believer must go to

serve.'%!' The language used speaks of giving one's life or

path that takes into account the eschatological emphasis of
Matthew. Ogletree believes that the delay of the
eschatological fulfillment means that "it 1is necessary to
delineate a legitimate self-defense and to set appropriate
limits to the claims which others may be permitted to make"
(The Use of the Bible in Christian Ethics [Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1983] 108). For Ogletree, however, the
eschatology of Matthew's gospel does not render his ethics
invalid since they offer a "realistic assessment of what is
entailed if we are to break the structures of destruction
which presently order human 1ife” (ibid., 109). Indeed the
critiques of human ambition and pursuit of self-interest
that pervade the synoptic record and the subsequent call to
seek alternate paths, however idealistic, or even
unrealistic, are certainly applicable to contemporary

social structures and political ambitions. Finally, Davies
and Allison insist that Matt 5:21-48 1is not a moral code but
a stimulus to the "moral imagination.” 1t does not offer
"irrevocable statutes or bloodless abstractions"” but rather
"an unjaded impression of what is right and wrong, a
challenging moral ideal” (Matthew | 566). The challenge

can only be taken up by those who respond to the central
call for repentance in the synoptic texts. Those who reject
the necessity for metancia before God must, and indeed do,
seek alternate ways to overcome the human failings that
manifest themselves in petty squabbles and bloody wars. For
the earliest believers who produced and read the synoptic
texts, the idea (or ideal) of self-denial and service to
others resonated as an invitation to make known the will and
love of God.

101 According to the synoptic texts, however, even
Jesus, despite his crucifixion, does not deliberately seek
opportunities to suffer injustice. In Matt 12:15-16 Jesus’
command that he not be made known is not part of the
"messianic secret” as it is in Mark, but is rather an
attempt to avoid the persecution of the Pharisees who seek
to destroy him (12:14). Immediately following this Matthew
inserts the quotation from Is 42:1-4 that speaks of the
servant who proclaims justice to the Gentiles. William
Klassen speaks of how this passage in Matthew illustrates
that "by the way Jesus receives injustice, he becomes a king
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of losing it, and of surrendering one's material
possessions. Questions of justice in the sense of

protecting one's own rights are set aside.!'92 Prudence, 1in

who brings justice to others" and that "By retreating from
the conflict and refusing to assert his own rights or
engaging in public demonstrations or affirming his essential
benevolence, Jesus leads justice on to victory” (Love of
Enemies, 77). It is God's justice that Jesus proclaims,
which always involves divine grace, and not human
approximations that involve rights and claims and
privileges. 1In this case, in Matthew, Jesus avoids his
opponents' attacks but the writer 1is careful to note that in
doing so he fulfills his role as God's servant. It would be
per