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RESUME ~
Il s'agit la du premier de cing volumes en chantier
sur la théologie du Nouveau Testament. Les suivants
seront consacrés a Jésus, a Paul, et aux Evangiles,
avec une conclusion. Ce volume est une introduction.

Il comporte cing parties:

1) les questions de méthode,

2) la compréhension de la nature littéraire,
historique et théologique de Uentreprise au moyen du
genre des récits,
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3) le judaisme au sein du monde gréco-romain du
premier siécle,

4) le premier siécle chrétien.

5) Une bréve conclusion insiste sur le fait que le
probléme de Dieu est fondamenial pour toutes les
questions qu’on aborde en rapport avec le Nouveau
Testament.

C’est un ouvrage clair et bien écrit, qui sera apprécié
des spécialistes comme des étudiants. Il constitue une
bonne introduction & bien des questions difficiles,
comme ['herméneutique et la critique des formes.
Cependant son contenu r'est pas aussi nouveau qu'il
le prétend. De plus, il sépare Uhistoire, la théologie et
la critique littéraire de facon trop rigide et sa propre
notion de ‘récit’ n'est pas maniée avec une précision
suffisante. N'empéche que c’'est un ouvrage qui stimule
la réflexion et qui éveille notre désir de voir les
volumes suivants.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Dies ist der erste Band einer geplanten fiinfbindigen
Theologie des Neuen Testaments. Die anderen Bénde
werden jeweils die Schwerpunkte Jesus, Poulus und
die Evangelien behandeln, abschlieflend mit einer
Schlufifolgerung. Dieser Band ist als Einfiihrung
gedacht.

Er ist aus fiinf Teilen aufgebaut. Der erste Teil
behandelt methodologische Fragen. Der zweite Teil
versucht das literarische, historische und theologische
Wesen des Untersuchungsgegenstands mittels der
Kategorie ‘Erzihlung’ (engl. ‘story) zu erfassen. Der
ndchste Abschnitt folgt mit der Behandlung des
‘Judentums des ersten Jahrhunderts in seiner
griechisch-romischen Umuwelt', dann folgt der vierte
Teil uber ‘das erste christliche Jahrhundert. Der
letzte Teil besteht aus einer kurzen Schluffolgerung,
die erkldrt, daf die Gottesfrage den meisten, mog-
licherweise allen anderen Fragen neutestamentlicher
Theologie zugrundeliegt.

Dies ist ein klar verstindliches, lesenswertes Buch,
das Studenten wie Wissenschaftlern gleichermafen
Freude bereiten kann. Viele schwierige Fragestellung-
en, wie z.B. Hermeneutik und Formgeschichte,
werden gut und verstindlich eingefithrt. Allerdings
ist sein Beitrag zur neutestamentlichen Theologte
nicht so originell, wie er gerne sein méchte. Dariiber
hinaus werden Kategorien wie Geschichte, Theologie
und literarische Methodik prinzipiell zu stark von-
einander losgeldst, wihrend die Kategorie ‘Erzihlung’
zu undifferenziert gebraucht wird. Trotz dieser
Anmerkungen handelt es sich um ein stimulierendes
Werk, das Appetit macht auf die folgenden Binde.

In an engaging Preface, Wright tells us that he
set out to write two books side by side, one on
Paul and his theology, and the other on Jesus in
his historical context. It dawned on him that the
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two were intertwined: both dealt with ‘the his-
torical description of events and beliefs in the
first century’—though that much could surely be
said about, say, a treatment of the Zealots at the
time of the Jewish war. In any case, like Topsy
the project ‘growed’, and Wright now envisages
five volumes: one each on Jesus, Paul, and the
gospels, plus an introduction (the present volume)
and a conclusion. Wright’s aim is to offer ‘a con-
sistent hypothesis on the origin of Christianity’,
which is, in fact, nothing less than one form of a
New Testament theology. But unlike most New
Testament theologies, Wright does not intend to
control his ‘discussion by inductively studying
each New Testament document (though he
promises a fair bit of such study). Rather, the
main title of the project reveals both its organiza-
tional unity and Wright’s commitment to the
concrete: the organizing centre is the question of
God, since, according to Wright, the early
Christians ‘wrestled with that question more
than is usually imagined’.

This first volume, then, is ‘basically an exercise
in ground-clearing’, designed to enable Wright to
produce the next three volumes without too much
question-begging and without including in those
later volumes a lot of this preliminary material.
The book is divided into five uneven parts. In the
first (pp. 3-28), which is an introduction focusing
on method, Wright uses the parable of the wicked
tenants as an interpretative venue for four
approaches he rejects: the pre-critical, the purely
historical, the narrowly theological, and the post-
modern. Many of the problems he raises with
each approach turn on the tension between a
reading that seeks to be normatively Christian
and one that seeks to be faithful to history. The
Enlightenment has been too shrill in its denunci-
ation of traditional Christianity, and Funda-
mentalism has been too suspicious of solid
historical inquiry. Wright intends to combine the
pre-modern emphasis on the authority of the text,
the modern emphasis on the text’s irreducible
integration with history, and the postmodern
emphasis on the reading of the text. His entire
approach he labels ‘critical realism’.

Simultaneously rejecting positivism, the search
for timeless truths, and purely subjective readings,
Wright devotes the second part (pp. 29-144) to ‘a
fresh examination of what a contemporary
thstian literary, historical and theological pro-
Ject might look like’. Much of this ground is
'famllla}-, though it is often freshly put. It is
impossible to have ‘mere’ history; it is impossible
to abstract Christian theology from the history of
first-century Judaism; merely private readings
end in an impossible solipsism, and so forth. In
bringing together what contemporary scholarship

has often put asunder, Wright emphasises the
category of ‘story’, not only because much of the
New Testament tells a ‘story’ (not least the story
of Jesus), but because the Bible itself must be
read along such lines: Act 1—Creation; Act 2—
Fall; Act 3—Israel; Act 4—Jesus; Act 5—the
writing of the New Testament, including the
gospels (the first scene of the fifth Act). The last
Act also includes hints (1 Corinthians 15, parts
of Revelation) of how the ‘play’ will end.

Because so many of the disputed points turn on
one’s understanding of first-century history,
especially between AD30 and AD70, Wright
devotes the next two sections to a study of ‘First-
Century Judaism within the Greco-Roman World’
(Part III, pp. 145-338) and of ‘The First Christian
Century’ (Part IV, pp. 339-464) respectively. In
the first, Wright’s aim is to ‘uncover the world-
view of second-temple Judaism’. While seeking to
be fair to Judaism’s diversity, Wright arrives at
Judaism’s characteristic beliefs (monotheism,
election, and eschatology) and characteristic hope.
The presentation of the latter includes sensible
comments on apocalyptic, the messiah, and future
life. Wright is of course aware that many students
of Judaism judge it inappropriate to speak of
characteristic Jewish ‘beliefs’, on the grounds
that for most first-century Jews the identifying
patterns of life were not so much beliefs as
rituals, values, cultural badges. But Wright
insists that these things betray entrenched
‘worldviews’, and it is these worldviews that
Jesus and Paul sought to redefine.

As for ‘The First Christian Century’, Wright’s
intention is to lay out the contours of early
Christian history, especially (but not exclusively)
from AD30 to AD70, without appealing to either
Jesus or Paul—though he acknowledges that this
is a little like trying to describe European music
between 1750 and 1850 without appealing to
Beethoven or Mozart. His concern is to set out the
matrix of reality in which Jesus and Paul must
be interpreted (in later volumes). He proceeds
along three axes. On the axis of history, he picks
out nine assured facts, beginning with the cruci-
fixion of Jesus and ending with the martyrdom of
Polycarp. Turning to praxis, he offers a brief
study of mission, sacraments, worship with refer-
ence to Jesus, a new ethic, the absence of sacrifice,
and martyrdom. The third axis is the study of
symbols: the cross, mission, the church, codes of
personal behaviour, Jesus as embodying the
presence of God, early creeds, and martyrs. From
these elements he begins his construction of the
‘Christian worldview’. He soon finds that the
sketch can only be filled out by appealing to the
stories Christians told. He therefore surveys in
turn the ‘longer stories’ told by the synoptic
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evangelists, more briefly summarizes the ‘stories’
told by Paul, Hebrews, and John, and ends with
the short stories called up by a ‘revised form
criticism’. He concludes this survey with an
examination of ‘Stories but no Story?’, i.e. Q and
the Gospel of Thomas. Wright doubts that the Q-
hypothesis is valid, and dismisses Thomas as a
‘subversion’ of first-century Christianity into ‘a
quite different sort of religion’. This fourth Part
of the book ends with Wright's outline of the
worldview of early Christians, especially with
respect to their understanding of God. They
believed that the Jewish hope had already been
fulfilled in the coming of Jesus, though they left
a place for a future coming of Jesus. Because
Wright interprets apocalyptic as primarily meta-
phorical and focused on this world, he rejects the
common argument that the delay of the parousia
constituted a major problem for the early church.

Part V (pp. 467-476) serves as a conclusion,
returning to ‘The New Testament and the Question
of God’. By the end of the first century, two
separate communities, the Jewish and the
Christian, having sprung up from the one root,
had developed two disparate self-understandings,
two disparate ways of reading Scripture, two
disparate understandings of God: Why? The three
focal points for debate are Jesus (the concern of
the historian), the New Testament documents
(the concern of the literary critic), and the question
of God (the concern of the theologian). Wright
again attempts to bring these together, judging
the latter to be foundational: ‘The question of god
(sic—one of Wright’s orthographical predilections],
though conspicuous by its absence from the great
majority of books about the New Testament, is in
fact the question which lies at the root of most if
not all of the issues which are more frequently
discussed’. As Christianity develops in the first
century, it is clear that new claims are being
made ‘at this fundamental level’, affecting not
only language but symbol and praxis, ‘not least
the symbolic praxis of reading the Jewish scrip-
tures in a new way’. : ‘

There is a useful appendix offering a ‘Chrono-
logical Chart of Second-Temple Jewish History
‘and of Early Christianity’. : ;

Despite its length and erudition, this book is
extraordinarily lucid. Both senior scholars and
first-degree theologians can follow its arguments,
revel in the fine English style and delight in the
many colourful similes and analogies. Some sec-
‘tions of the book would serve as an excellent
introduction to convoluted and disputed topics—
not least the sections on hermeneutical theory
and form criticism. Certainly the sustained argu-
ment of the entire work is winsome, and whets
-one’s appetite for the remaining four volumes.
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Of the various hesitations I have about the
book, perhaps I should mention three. First,
despite the form in which it is cast, this work is
not nearly as novel as it purports to be. In some
ways, of course, that is a good thing: studies in
theology and biblical studies that are entirely
novel are almost always wrong-headed to an
equal extent. But this book, to a quite unacceptable
degree, resorts to the kind of argument Kissinger
describes in The White House Years: wherever
bureaucrats are asked to list three or four
alternative policies for their political masters,
they invariably produce a list that describes twits
to the left and twits to the right, with the safe,
‘recommended’ policy the sensible thing in the
middle. Similarly, Wright is constantly describing
what he does not like on the left and the right
(though of course he does not use the categories
‘Tleft’ and ‘right’), and then says, ‘My proposal is
... or ‘I suggest that ... or ‘My suggestion is
that . . . or the like. This invariably scunds as if
the recommended stance is both the sensible via
media and entirely novel; in reality, it is pretty
often the former and almost never the latter. For
instance, although he emphasises the linkage
among history, theology, and literary sensitivity,
and although his efforts to cast the discussion in
just this way are his own, freshly minted and
much appreciated, yet at the same time, the best
exegetes among believing and capable scholars
have resorted to all three dimensions for a long
time. It would have been helpful, not to say more
humble, if this book had pointed out how Wright’s
synthesis meshes with the work of some others.

Second, occasionally the controlling paradigm
—the concern to integrate the three foci, viz.
history, theology, and literary criticism—Ileads to
reductionistic analyses. Thus in the concluding
chapter, history is tied to the study of Jesus,
theology to the question of God, and literary
criticism to the New Testament. But one cannot
legitimately approach the challenges of the study
of the historical Jesus apart from sensitive literary
readings of the New Testament and theological
reflection on the knowledge of God presupposed
by Jesus’ contemporaries; one cannot long or
profitably engage in theological reflection on God
apart from literary appreciation of the Old
Testament Scriptures, and sober study of the
nature of the history those Scriptures claim to
present; one cannot engage in the literary study
of the New Testament at anything beyond the
most pathetic reductionism without simultane-
ously reflecting on the ways in which different
literary forms structure our theology of God, and
our grasp of the historical Jesus. In the work as
a whole, of course, Wright shows he appreciates
these points; all the more remarkable, then, that
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in the closing chapter Jesus, God, and the New
Testament documents are so disjunctively allotted
their respective fields.

Third, perhaps least penetrating is Wright'’s
handling of the category of ‘story’. This is not
because he is wrong, but because his treatment
of the Bible’s ‘story’, of Jesus’ ‘story’ and of the
fittle stories’ within the New Testament, is so
undiscriminating that almost all new Testament
scholars could cautiously agree with Wright, but
not with one another. How is Wright’s ‘story’
related to ‘salvation history’ (in the various
meanings ascribed to that expression)? Which of
the standard criticisms of ‘salvation history’ might
apply to Wright's ‘story’? What criteria have
enabled Wright to construct the five ‘Acts’ that
constitute the Bible’s story? I am more than
happy with his second ‘Act’, viz. the Fall; but
many are not, and some who are will interpret it
as a purely theological category in the Bible’s
story-line, without any space-time referent.
Many related questions cry out for additional
comments.

Perhaps Wright will clarify some of these
matters in the later volumes of the series. If they are
as stimulating, as informed and as clearly written
as this one, all of us will profit greatly.

D. A. Carson
Deerfield, Illinois
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