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			About one hundred years after the founding of the Christian Church, a battle began for the Bible — a “custody battle,” so to speak, over its guardianship, its contents, its proper role in our lives, over its very right to be called a Christian book. The story of that conflict is one of the most interesting, most essential, and yet little remembered sagas in the chronicles of our holy faith. In fact, the questions at stake were so fundamental that it often takes a moment for modern readers to realize they were ever a matter of dispute. The outcome, too, was so foundational to our history that there is scarcely any part of our Christian lives that isn’t touched by the result daily. This being the case, I feel that it’s a story that ought to be better known. In fact, for an incorrigible bookworm like me, it will be a genuine pleasure to reintroduce the world to one of those rare, happy occasions when scholars and sages — even a mere lay “theology nerd” such as St. Justin — turned the course of future events as completely as any general or revolutionary might. 

			This great battle happened so early on, mind you, that “the Bible” still meant jars full of antique scrolls, some written in Hebrew and some in Greek, read aloud (in a world without printing) from all the pulpits of Christianity at every single worship service. The Bible, as most believers realize, did not fall from heaven complete on golden tablets; nor was it composed by any single prophet or holy man at any one time or place. The jars filled up slowly, over more than a millennium, with scrolls composed by scores of authors working within several distinct literary genres in widely varied historical circumstances. Aye, but there’s the rub: not every church in Christendom had exactly the same set of scrolls in its jars; nor, for that matter, did every Jewish synagogue — where the oral reading of Scripture had likewise always been part of the regular liturgy and from which the Church inherited the practice.1 The party of the Sadducees, for instance, accepted only the Torah, the five original books of Moses;2 the party of the Pharisees reckoned the prophets to have been inspired as well, along with a collection of wisdom literature they called the Ketuvim; while the large body of Greek-speaking Jews outside the Holy Land venerated the much longer Septuagint version and considered all of its contents to be Scripture, too — at least seven whole books more than in many modern Old Testaments, with additions to the standard books, to boot. Synagogues associated with the Pharisees, of course, rejected any Christian-made works outright; yet these Hellenized Jews of the Dispersion lingered over them longer — and, indeed, were still doing so at the time of our story. As a matter of fact, the Greek-language books that later became our familiar New Testament may have been composed with just this readership chiefly in mind; for of the nearly 350 Old Testament quotations included in them, at least 300 are taken directly from the Septuagint Bible so beloved by the Dispersed. 

			But as we mentioned a moment ago, even the Christians hadn’t yet decided which books really belonged in their jars and which didn’t. Many second-century churches still read aloud from debatable works. Early, orthodox writings such as The Shepherd of Hermas and the Epistle of St. Clement to the Corinthians so straddled the line between truly sacred and merely profitable literature that even some of the greatest of the early Fathers (such as Irenaeus and Origen) considered them to be divinely inspired, and this at a time when the status of New Testament books such as Hebrews, Second Peter, James, and the book of Revelation was still warmly debated. 

			The Bible, in other words, was still being born in A.D. 150 — both for Christians and for Jews — and the issue of which books belong in our jars and how to decide still loomed very large. Yet this question about canonicity,3 vexing as it may sound to those encountering it for the first time, was only part of a much larger and even more primary debate; for the fact is that the Church herself was still being born at this early date and the unfinished quality in her Bible was merely reflective of the embryonic state of her own soul. No hard-and-fast line, for instance, between Christian and Jew could yet be drawn. The Christians were the Jews, for the most part, just as they had been when Jesus, Israel’s Messiah, chose a band of exclusively Israelite Apostles to be His chief evangelists.4 The Apostles continued, for instance, to worship at the temple in Jerusalem throughout the book of Acts; and Justin records that Christians in some locales were still keeping the whole Mosaic Law fully a century later. Hellenized Judaism, correspondingly, gives the impression of having been halfway Christian even before the coming of Christ! Vast numbers of the Dispersed were metuentes, “God-fearers,” as they were called, Roman citizens of Gentile ancestry attracted to the Hebrew faith by the reading of the Septuagint and by the moral witness of Judaism in their culture.5 These seem to have been so numerous, in fact, that they eventually overwhelmed even the synagogue’s most basic requirement: admission by circumcision. Many thousands, at any rate, were allowed to bypass that rite, so repellant to Gentiles, and were admitted to something like a permanent catechumenate by water baptism instead. And one of the most famous of these Greek-speaking Jews, the Alexandrian philosopher Philo, was — quite independently — fumbling his way toward something like St. John’s Logos theology (“In the beginning was the Word”) at a time when the Logos Himself, our Lord Jesus Christ, was still walking the hillsides of Galilee.

			What we now think of as Christianity, in other words, had been perceived up to this point as a movement or awakening within the one, true Hebrew religion — not only by outsiders but in house, as well. Just as in St. Paul’s day, the Gentile element in the Church was largely thought of as “a wild olive shoot . . . grafted in” among the natural branches “to share the richness of the olive tree.” “If you boast,” the Apostle added, “remember it is not you that support the root, but the root that supports you” (Rom. 11:18). True, Paul was, at that time, seeing mainly failure in the Church’s mission to the Jews. He had come to regard the natural branches of God’s family tree as “broken off” for the time being “because of their unbelief” and had reached the conclusion that “a hardening has come upon part of Israel” (Rom. 11:25). As a matter of fact, when turned decisively out of the synagogue in Pisida, Paul and Barnabas “spoke out boldly, saying, ‘It was necessary that the word of God should be spoken first to you. Since you thrust it from you, and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life, behold, we turn to the Gentiles.’ ” (Acts 13:46). This passage and others like it appear to have left readers through the centuries with the impression of a quick and immediate “divorce” between Christians and Jews, a breakup so early that it became final even before the last of the scriptural ink was dry.6 The truth is much more complicated — and much more interesting.

			Were we better able to avoid reading history backward, better able to refrain, that is, from taking for granted an outcome that we know in hindsight came to pass, we might better appreciate that interesting truth. Would Jewry as a whole come to accept the kingship of Jesus in time? Or would the Jesus rejecters remain the majority and succeed in permanently marginalizing Him and His disciples — as Christianity has marginalized Joseph Smith and his Book of Mormon? From the merely human point of view, either of these two outcomes was entirely possible. But even within our Christian framework — with Christ’s own promise that “the powers of death” would never prevail against a Church founded on the rock (Matt. 16:18) — the true scope of the crossroads at hand has become obscured. Our very words, evolved over twenty centuries of hindsight, fight against us as we struggle for an understanding. “Judaism,” for instance, did not exist in the modern sense during what we Christians call the Old Testament period. Judaism is a later word for what has happened to a portion of the Hebrew faith family since then. And the birth of Jesus Christ was not the starting gun for the creation of a new religion. “Christianity” (a word that appears nowhere in Scripture) was not born at Pentecost. Pentecost was the one great faith of Abraham being reborn. Think of it this way: the word “caterpillar” is not a scientific term; it’s simply the vernacular name for the larva of a moth or a butterfly. This indicates an important truth. There is no “bug” or invertebrate properly called a caterpillar. Though the external differences between them are profound, a caterpillar is simply a butterfly “B.C.,” as it were: one creature from the start, aiming all along at one final transfigured state. The biological process by which this change occurs is called metamorphosis (meaning, “to be transformed”) and the hard, obscuring shell in which the creature resides while the mysterious change is taking place is called the chrysalis, a term derived from the Greek word for “gold” (since many butterfly pupae have a striking metallic-gold coloration). By analogy, then, the arrival of Israel’s long-expected Messiah was the onset of metamorphosis in God’s family — a preordained transformation that had been written into her spiritual DNA from the beginning. And the Golden Chrysalis in which the change took place may be thought of as the period under discussion in these pages — the interregnum, so to speak, between B.C. and A.D.7 

			Those who, for whatever reasons, chose to reject the Kingship of Christ were of necessity compelled to offer a darker explanation: not a metamorphosis but a plot, a hostile takeover attempt by a clique of crafty innovators. The Pharisees pioneered this approach, we might say, in their response to the man born blind whom Jesus cures in John 9. Having grown weary of their repetitive questions about every detail of the encounter, the recipient of the miracle teased the elders by asking if their newfound fascination with Jesus was an indication that they themselves were now becoming His disciples. “And they reviled him, saying, ‘You are his disciple, but we are disciples of Moses. We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we do not know where he comes from’ ” (John 9:28–29). To explain this response by saying that these men were lifelong Jews who, naturally enough, chose to remain loyal to Judaism is to make oneself guilty of anachronism again. The Jesus rejecters were no more or less Jewish than Jesus and the Apostles were; this, as we must remind ourselves again, was an entirely Jewish story so far with an all-Jewish cast. Yet because Jesus had done this miracle on the Sabbath, in a manner that seemed to contravene Jewish traditions, an opening presented itself for those so inclined: “Some of the Pharisees said, ‘This man is not from God, for he does not keep the sabbath.’ But others said, ‘How can a man who is a sinner do such signs?’ There was a division among them’ ” (John 9:16). This division — between those who saw Jesus’ miracles and took them (correctly) as a sign of God’s approval and those who sought to explain them away because of perceived inconsistencies between Christ’s teaching and that of Moses — became the central crisis of the faith during the period of the interregnum. It explains why the attacks on Jesus during His time among us usually took the form of accusations about lawbreaking. It also explains why, during the period of our current story, the attack took the form of a battle over the Christian books and the message of “freedom from the law” that they contained.

			The gist of the argument was simple: the dissimilarity between the apostolic writings and the ancient Tanakh (as the Old Testament books were then called)8 is simply too great to countenance any belief that both sources of revelation had been inspired by the same Divine Author. The Nazarene, after all, claimed to be not the founder of a new religion but the scion and chief prophet of the old one — King David’s heir and Moses’ successor. Jesus, in fact, quoted the ancient books constantly and affirmed their inspiration in the strongest possible terms: “Therefore anyone who sets aside one of the least of these commands and teaches others accordingly will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven” (see Matt. 5:19). And yet the new Christ-affirming sort of Jews seemed to be setting aside not only the least of Moses’ commands but practically all of them, distinguishing between those few rules that still applied and those that had been “fulfilled” by means of some mysterious algebra of their own. Who had been so bold as to “edit” or pare down God’s revealed will — when the Scriptures themselves referred to these statutes as “perpetual” and “everlasting” nearly a hundred times? How could these newly minted “Jews for Jesus” simultaneously uphold the inspiration of the ancient Torah and yet discount so much of its content? How could their still-gestating New Testament be considered another word from God when it seemed to contradict so much that was written in the Old? The Jews had been awaiting a Deliverer, to be sure — but these Christians seemed to think that the main thing from which their Messiah delivered the world was the Jewish religion itself!

			The Hebraic Jews of Palestine, at any rate, dominated by the Pharisees, appear to have made their minds up early on. As far as they were concerned, “believers” who would not keep the Law of Moses forfeited all rights to the books of Moses. They began to take exclusive ownership of the Tanakh and initiated steps to exclude officially any Jesus-friendly writings from their meetinghouses. The Christian Jews, too, were thoroughly persuaded from the start. The authority to settle the issues surrounding the scriptural canon had been conferred by Christ upon His Apostles — one of the foremost of those Apostles, St. Paul, asserted the Church’s continued claim to the Old Testament books early on: “Whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Rom. 15:4). In fact, when witnessing Jesus to the holdouts, Christians found themselves using the Hebrew Scriptures to make their case! “This was,” according to Jewish historian of religion Marcel Simon, 

			the clearest sign of all of the connection between Judaism and the Church, the fact that the Church laid claim to the Jewish Bible and sought to apply all its teaching to itself. . . . But having taken this stand, the Church found that formidable difficulties were involved in maintaining it. . . . [After all], the tangible sign of the covenant that God had established between Himself and His people was the law, and the Bible codified the law, or rather, the Bible was the law. 

			How well the Church explained these difficulties, how successfully her apologists overcame the strong prima facie case for the permanence of Moses’ Law and the necessity of keeping it, would determine the issue for those who hadn’t made up their minds: that enormous body of “God-fearers” and Greecified Jews looking on from the sidelines. Were the Jesus followers the true heirs of the Hebrew Bible — with its many prophecies of a Christ to come? Or were the Jesus rejecters God’s true “people of the book” — clinging tenaciously to every jot and tittle of the laws contained therein? This was the group chosen by fate to settle the Great Debate simply by virtue of sheer numbers, for the Hellenized Jews and their semi-proselyte neighbors outnumbered Palestinian Jewry (whether Christian or non-Christian) by a factor of something like five to one — and these were seeded throughout European and Near Eastern civilization.

			But if this still sounds like nothing more than a story about how we got two Bibles — one for Christians and one for Jews — then I haven’t yet made the complexities of the situation vivid enough. First of all, Hebrew Bibles began to appear that omitted many important pre-Christian books that had always been widely welcomed before. Early in the mid-second century, in fact, new, amended editions of the Tanakh that almost seemed to have been “surgically altered” — markedly lacking some of the more telling passages used in Christian apologetics — began to be offered to synagogues. The dispute about law-keeping began to spill over onto the pro-Jesus side of the divide as well, enormously complicating the effort to recognize the correct list of New Testament books. If many Jews looked at the butterfly and couldn’t accept that she had once been their beloved caterpillar, so there began to be Gentile converts to Christ who looked at the caterpillar and started denying that their graceful butterfly could ever have been so backward or primitive. 

			As we will see in the pages ahead, some Christians started trying to resolve the apparent discontinuity between the Old and New Testaments by wishing away the Old one — and whatever portions of the New were deemed too friendly to it. Other Christians appeared who wanted only the Old Testament — and whatever Christian teaching might affirm the scrupulous keeping of all its many cleanliness laws and ceremonies. In these cases, Bible canons that drastically pared down the commonly received New Testament list were proposed, advocating the omission of any book that affirmed Christian freedom from the law too unequivocally. Worst of all, some of the Christian jars began to accumulate problematical scrolls that deliberately undercut the message of the received books. Already, the law-keepers among us had turned up with additional gospel narratives, alternative apocalypses attributed to St. James and St. Peter, and even “lost” letters from St. Paul supposedly proving that the orthodox Church had erred in “abandoning” Moses. From the other end of the spectrum came the Epistle of Barnabas, widely accepted (even by great authorities such as Origen and Clement of Alexandria) as having been composed by the missionary companion of St. Paul — a book that seems to err in the opposite direction, suggesting that even the Hebrews themselves had never been meant to take the Mosaic codes as literal laws to be obeyed but only as figures and types indicating the Christ to come. This, then, is the sense in which the issue of the correct canon of Scripture and the issue of the Old Testament’s relationship to the New are one and the same — why, as scholar Michael Barber has put it, “creed and canon developed simultaneously in the early Church.”9 To explain that relationship — to interpret correctly what happened inside the Golden Chrysalis — is to acquire the master key to the whole problem.

			Where does St. Justin come into all this? Those who may have read my earlier book Four Witnesses: The Early Church in Her Own Words will perhaps recall that Justin Martyr, zealous disciple of Plato now converted to God’s true philosophy in Christ, gave his life for Christ in the year 155 — very close to the climax of this period I’ve called the Chrysalis, the interregnum between Old Covenant and New. Justin was active and influential in the city of Rome, the setting, as it happens, for much of the story to come and the place where, ultimately, these issues came to a head. Two great heresies about Moses’ Law had arisen by that time. When these reached the Eternal City, Justin (layman though he was) became the rock on which they wrecked themselves — the point at which both terrible contagions boiled away into the sands of history and were no more. This will perhaps come as a surprise to some of my readers; Justin’s centrality in this story hasn’t been widely recognized of late. Whether I’ve succeeded in correcting a historical injustice there — whether what I think are neglected facts in his biography really prove what I think they prove — will be up to you readers, part of the enjoyment of the story ahead.

			Just how dramatic can that story really be — a tale in which, as I have already confessed, all of the heroes (and villains!) are not much more than a bunch theological eggheads? Perhaps the best way to suggest just how cataclysmic a corner really was turned during this interregnum is to take a sneak peek at the end of our story: at the closing decades of the second century A.D., when Justin’s battle for the Bible was complete. By the time of Irenaeus — our next great witness after Justin, writing from about A.D. 180 — the landscape I’ve laid out in this introduction is hardly recognizable anymore. Not only were Jerusalem and its temple gone with the wind, but the entire age-old system of expiatory sacrifices surrounding them — God’s only normative method for forgiving sin under the Old Covenant — had been abandoned. And it remains so to this day. Hellenized Judaism, as well, had simply gone extinct — much the larger part of world Jewry. The entire phenomenon simply vanished off the face of the earth. Gone, too, were the Zealots, the Sadducces, and the Essenes. What we call Judaism today — rabbinical Talmudism10 — descends from the only one of Israel’s major denominations to have survived the second century A.D.; that is, the party of the Pharisees. Their movement had, by Irenaeus’s day, gathered up into one new system everything that was left of Jesus-free Hebrew religion and was carrying it forward into the future. Most significant of all in terms of our story: both sides were now using new, distinctive Bibles of their own, with which neither group (nor even earlier members of the same group!) would have been familiar before the crisis began. Both groups had now introduced their earliest attempts at one approved list of inspired books for all believers — and since both groups had also added new, supplementary testaments of distinctively Christian or distinctively anti-Christian material, acceptance of the one necessarily denoted rejection of the other. Both halves of God’s household, in other words, found that they would have to reinvent themselves in some way before all this was over. And that’s just what happened. How this gigantic transformation occurred — and why it happened just when it did, in the middle of the second century A.D. — is the theme of our story. 

			We might also note, in passing, that this tale from out of the Golden Chrysalis also includes the first Great Tribulation, complete with Antichrist and False Prophet.

			Here’s hoping you’re as ready to begin as I am eager to explain!

			
				
					1	“Not only is the use of the word canon as a designation for an authoritative list of sacred books a rather late phenomenon within the history of the Jewish community, but even the idea of a fixed and final list came about only after a long evolution.” Jaroslav Pelikan, Whose Bible Is It? (New York: Viking Penguin, 2005), 44.

				

				
					2	These five, usually called the Pentateuch in Christian circles, are Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.

				

				
					3	“What is a canon? The word comes from the Greek, a term originally referring to a ‘reed’ or measuring stick. A canon is used to measure things or, if you will, provides a rule by which people must abide. The word is used twice in the New Testament and by the early Fathers in a generic sense, like the ‘canon of the faith’ or the ‘canon of doctrine’ or the ‘canon of tradition,’ but it was not been applied to the contents of Scripture until the period now under consideration.” Gary G. Michuta, Why Catholic Bibles Are Bigger, 2nd ed. (El Cajon, CA: Catholic Answers Press, 2017), 117–118. 

				

				
					4	This truth has perhaps been obscured by the use of the term “the Jews” in the Gospels, which tends today to give the anachronistic impression that Christ and His Apostles were already “the Christians” being opposed by them. In reality, Ἰουδαῖοι should be taken as “Judean” rather than “Jew” in any of its usual modern usages. In that sense, Jesus and the Twelve are not “Jews” because they are Galileans, residents of the district immediately to the north of Judea; thus, in John 7:1: “Jesus went about in Galilee; he would not go about in Judea, because the Jews sought to kill him.” As Jewish scholar Shaye J. D. Cohen expresses the idea: “All occurrences of ioudaios before the middle or end of the second century BCE should be translated not as ‘Jew’, a religious term, but as ‘Judaean’, an ethnic-geographic term.” Shayne J. D. Cohen, The Beginnings of Jewishness: Boundaries, Varieties, Uncertainties (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999 ), 70.

				

				
					5	Josephus records that Jews were “constantly attracting to their religious ceremonies multitudes of Greeks, and these had in some measure incorporated with themselves.” Josephus, War of the Jews 7, 44–45, quoted in Attitudes to Gentiles in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, ed. David C. Sim and James S. McLaren (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 115.

				

				
					6	Great as he was, the Apostle to the Gentiles seems to have spoken too soon. By 150 it had become clear that this “hardened part” was mainly the temple cult centered in the city of Jerusalem and the Palestinian Jewry dominated by the party of the Pharisees. When Christian missionaries penetrated the Roman Empire in a more permanent way, they found that it was precisely those “Greecified” Jews outside the Holy Land who were most receptive to their message.

				

				
					7	Perhaps we aren’t accustomed to thinking in such terms — of a pause or a hiatus during which the Old Testament economy gradually (rather than instantaneously) gave way to the New — but such an interregnum did take place notwithstanding, as Scripture makes clear. St. John the Baptist, last of the Messianic forerunners, pictures the advent of Christ as the beginning of one last chance to “flee from the wrath to come” (Matt. 3:7). St. Peter continues to offer this opportunity even to those who have just crucified their Savior: “Repent and be baptized. . . . Save yourselves from this crooked generation” (Acts 2:38, 40). Jesus spoke of an era during which “this gospel of the kingdom will be preached throughout the whole world” (a term that probably meant the whole civilized world, the Roman world at that time) before the onset of “the days of vengeance” when Jerusalem will be surrounded by armies, and “the desolating sacrilege” stands in the holy place, bringing the age to a close (Matt. 24:14; Luke 21:22; Mark 13:14). The interregnum, then, is the period between Christ’s many prophecies about the fall of the Holy City and their fulfillment; an era during which all of the Temple’s noble stones still stood firmly atop one another, when Christians and Jews could still meet there and offer afternoon prayer together as we see Peter and John doing in Acts 3:1–2.

				

				
					8	TaNaKh is an acronym of the first letter in each of the Hebrew Bible’s three traditional subdivisions: Torah (“The Teaching,” also known as the Five Books of Moses), Nevi’im (“The Prophets”) and Ketuvim (“The Writings”).

				

				
					9	Michael Barber, “Why Christians Do Not Keep All of the Old Testament’s Laws,” John Paul the Great Catholic University, San Diego, CA.

				

				
					10	The Talmud (Instruction) is a collection of Hebrew law traditions and scholarly commentary upon them. It was written primarily during the period A.D. 200–500.
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			[image: ]

			No man putteth new wine into old bottles; else the new wine will burst the bottles, and be spilled, and the bottles shall perish. But new wine must be put into new bottles; and both are preserved. No man also having drunk old wine straightway desireth new: for he saith, The old is better.

			— Luke 5:37–39, KJV

			The Canon Makers

			It’s a very striking thought but perfectly true nonetheless: of the three men whose names are most directly associated with the making of the Bible’s “contents page,” two were citizens of the same city, Sinope of Pontus, an ancient anchorage on the Black Sea, founded, according to legend, by Jason and the Argonauts. These two lived in Sinope at the same time (the teens and twenties of the second century) and were, as young men, members of the same smallish Christian church, and they may very well have been friends. It seems relatively certain, at any rate, that they would at least have known each other socially, for both traveled in the same circles, had similar analytical minds, and were both asking (as becomes apparent from the study of their works) the same questions about their faith during a season of vast religious upheaval. And the third man, believe it or not — Justin of Neapolis — may eventually have had an opportunity to join the conversation in person, since he, too, was absorbed by the same questions during the same season and may even have crossed paths with the others at the Church of Rome during the decade of the 140s. “Destiny,” as the old phrase goes, “often turns on a trifle.” Here, destiny seems to have turned on a friendship — broken though it eventually became — for there are very few things indeed that have impacted the course of our civilization as greatly as the final decision about which books rightly go into the Christian Bible. 

			Aquila and Marcion were the pair from Sinope; they were Greek-speaking Christians of Gentile descent, living in what is today Turkey at a time when the memory of the Apostles was as fresh as our memory of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Sinope was a Roman colony, situated on a sharp peninsula jutting out into the sea, the quiet lee of which created an opportunity to establish one of the world’s perfect harbors. It’s still a center of boatbuilding, but in the second century Sinope was one of the major seaports of the East. Marcion’s family seems to have become rich in the shipping business; Aquila’s was linked by marriage to the imperial family in Rome, a fortuitous state of affairs that was, likewise, probably related to the lucrative shipping trade.11 Both young men were well off, then, and well connected — rich Christians in an age when Christianity wasn’t even supposed to be legal.

			What was it like living as a Christian in such a place, at such an early date? Though Marcion and Aquila were both culturally and probably ethnically Greek (Aquila, in fact, is said to have converted directly from paganism), the Christian Church was only just becoming a majority-Gentile body during the age in which they lived. In Pontus, there is certain to have been a fairly balanced mix of Jews and Greeks, with the Jews having reached the Church by paths that led from every possible Jewish starting point. Probably, there were at least a few Palestinian Jews of pure Hebrew descent, mostly with roots in Pharisaism, like the Apostle Paul, first to evangelize this region. Undoubtedly, the largest group was that imported from Dispersed Judaism: circumcised, kosher, fully Jewish in the religious sense, but culturally Roman, with Greek names such as Artemus, Chloe, Olympia, and Timaeus. Likely there were some proselytes as well: out-and-out Gentiles who had converted to Judaism first before encountering the gospel of Christ. These, too, would have accepted the whole yoke of Moses’ Law at some point, including circumcision and all the various dietary restrictions. Beyond this were those Christians whose background was in semi-proselytism — “Near Jews” as they have been called: that large body of Gentile God-fearers that arose during the three hundred or more years since a Greek-language Bible first appeared (around 200 B.C.). These had been theological Israelites without being observant Jews, though they did keep many of the Hebrew holy days and some of the less strenuous cleanliness laws. And, as Justin tells us in his later writings, at least some of the people from all four groups felt the need — or at least the desire — to continue expressing their Jewish background even after becoming full-fledged Christian believers. These Jewish Christians, in fact, with their lifestyle still so similar to that depicted in the Bible stories being read at every gathering, appear to have been colorfully attractive to their Gentile brethren; so much so that the Gentiles experienced a continuous “tug” in their direction throughout the first two Christian centuries. We might compare it to the fad for “Jewish roots” services that recently swept through modern churches: Seder meals in the parish hall during Passover, the lighting of a menorah at Hanukkah, and so forth. A visit to Sinope, at any rate, circa 110, would have shown us not so much a mixed body, half Jew and half Gentile, as a continuum between the two groupings, with one class of believers passing gradually into the other.

			How did Christians fare so well at Sinope as to become wealthy merchants and noblemen with connections at court? After all, Christianity was, as we noted a moment ago, still outlawed in the Roman Empire, a law put hastily on the books by Nero a lifetime earlier when the newly emerging sect had been scapegoated for the burning of Rome. Here as well, the answer likely rests in the still overwhelmingly Jewish character of the thing. Christianity was under the ban, yes, but Judaism was not, its members having been granted a special guarantee of civil rights within the empire long before this time. And our story takes place early enough for Christian belief to have remained, in most Roman eyes, simply another shade of Jewish opinion. True, the distinction between them might be pressed at times, as, for instance, when the synagogue itself urged the authorities to take action in helping to suppress their new Christian schism; but the canny Romans resented having to assist the Pharisees with enforcing their idea of orthodoxy and always stepped away again as soon as politically possible. Widespread, systematic persecution of Christians then, was rare and sporadic throughout the second century, allowing families such as those of Marcion and Aquila to thrive inside a legal blind spot, a temporary Jewish-Christian limbo that might very well be taken as symbolic of the whole state of the Church at this moment in her history. 

			Out of which Bible did these early Christians get their Bible stories? Which Scriptures would the young Marcion and Aquila have used? Well, as far as the Old Testament books are concerned, the answer is easy. Three of these four groups of Jewish émigrés — the Hellenized, the proselytes, and the God-fearers — used the Septuagint version almost exclusively, and they undoubtedly brought it with them into the Church. This fact is either reflected in the New Testament writings, or else the many citations within those writings were the cause of the Septuagint’s welcome; we aren’t really sure which. According to legend, seventy independent scholars, working two hundred years before Christ at the behest of King Ptolemy of Egypt, produced Greek translations of the original Hebrew books that agreed so completely with one another that this was taken as a sign of divine intervention. Whether there’s any truth to that story or not, the Dispersed Jews definitely believed it and treated the Septuagint (from the Latin septuagintina, “seventy”) as an inspired text, as did most of the early Christian Fathers. Philo, in fact, tells us that the Jews of Alexandria (where the Septuagint was made) held a yearly festival “to thank God for the good gift so old yet ever young.”12 Even Palestinian Pharisaism still smiled on the translation at this point, as having begun the work of bringing the word of God to the Gentiles, though they themselves relied exclusively upon various Hebrew versions. The question, however, of which Christian books were held sacred at Sinope — of what was the New Testament, in other words, during the A.D. 100s — is quite a bit more difficult to answer.

			Our best witness is, once again, Justin of Neapolis, whose writings are foremost among the surviving Christian works from this period. Justin was from Samaria, but he appears to have moved, not long before his conversion, to Ephesus — also a part of Asia Minor, today’s Turkey, just like Sinope. Justin includes numerous (albeit not quite exact) quotes in his writings from the three synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) and strongly alludes to events recorded only in John’s, so it seems safe to conclude that these four were in use at Ephesus, if not at Sinope.13 The same is true for many of the fourteen Pauline epistles. Justin also appears to be familiar with the First Letter of Peter and (surprisingly) the book of Revelation — a work that wasn’t widely accepted in the East until centuries later. This still leaves at least half of the final list in doubt, including important books such as the Acts of the Apostles and most of the general epistles. As for books that failed to make the cut later, Justin may or may not show some dependence on the apocryphal Gospel of Peter; though his explicit mention of “the memoirs of Peter” is likely a reference to St. Mark’s Gospel, which Papias, another contemporary witness, describes as “delivered” by the Apostle to a younger disciple “when Mark became Peter’s interpreter.”14 

			How did the Christian books first get to Ephesus — or to Sinope? Essentially, the New Testament documents were “encyclicals” to begin with (from the Greek egkyklios, kyklos meaning a circle) — books that “made the rounds” of the churches and were copied for local use wherever they went. They were venerated by Christians because of their origin: books, that is, connected in some way to one or more of Christ’s chosen ambassadors, the Apostles — or believed to be so, at any rate. Why was this link considered so vital? It was because a book written by one of the Apostles (or by some other apostolic man operating under their aegis) was regarded as a tangible link to Jesus. As Christ said to the Twelve as He commissioned them: “He who hears you hears me, and he who rejects you rejects me, and he who rejects me rejects him who sent me” (Luke 10:16). This promise of protection was the basis of the Church’s confidence in the New Testament documents. Indeed, the Apostles themselves were aware of this principle while they ministered. This can be gathered from the fact that Peter speaks of his fellow Apostle Paul’s writings as “Scripture” while they were yet being written — employing a Greek word that Paul himself used previously while referring to the Torah (2 Pet. 3:16)! Clement of Rome, mentioned in the Bible as another of Paul’s coworkers, spells out this rule more clearly, in a letter dating from around 96 (just about the time Marcion and Aquila were born): “The Apostles preached to us the Gospel received from Jesus Christ, and Jesus Christ was God’s Ambassador. Christ, in other words, comes with a message from God, and the Apostles with a message from Christ. Both these orderly arrangements, therefore, originate from the will of God.”15 To put it shortly, a word from the Apostles was a word from God Himself, nothing less. This, then, is the sense in which the early Christians believed the New Testament books to be “God’s Holy Word” — not because the documents themselves fell down from heaven on golden tablets (they didn’t) but because of who composed or authorized them.

			As it happens, Marcion’s father was one of the successors of those Apostles, bishop of the church at Sinope; and the congregation he led was likely one of the oldest Christian churches.16 The book of Acts tells us that inhabitants of Pontus were among those converted on Pentecost, and these almost certainly would have returned home to found churches in that region. Also familiar from Acts, Paul’s friends Priscilla and Aquila (not to be confused with our own Aquila in these pages) happen to have been natives of Pontus as well — with, significantly, a Jewish background. Most interesting of all, that First Epistle of Peter we mentioned a moment ago is addressed to “God’s elect” in Pontus, among others, providing us with some direct insight into the history of Marcion’s home diocese. One section of that letter is especially interesting for our purposes here, since it deals directly with Scripture and, specifically, with the Church’s relationship to the books of the Old Testament.

			“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!” writes Peter, greeting the Christians of Pontus and the rest of Asia Minor. “By his great mercy we have been born anew to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. . . . As the outcome of your faith you obtain the salvation of your souls” (1 Pet. 1:3, 9). Looking backward, to the “prehistory” of this blessed hope, Peter sees that inklings and prefigurings of God’s ultimate plan were present in Israel’s history all along: “The prophets who prophesied of the grace that was to be yours searched and inquired about this salvation; they inquired what person or time was indicated by the Spirit of Christ within them when predicting the sufferings of Christ and the subsequent glory” (1 Pet. 1:10–11). Echoing Jesus, who once contrasted the unbelief of the Pharisees with the faith of the “many prophets and righteous men [who] longed to see what you see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it,” Peter continues: “It was revealed to them that they were serving not themselves but you, in the things which have now been announced to you by those who preached the good news to you through the Holy Spirit sent from heaven, things into which angels long to look” (Matt. 13:17; 1 Pet. 1:12). The prophets, in other words, were inspired by the same Holy Spirit who was now strengthening those sent to announce the fulfillment of their prophecies: the Apostles of Christ. Since both sets of books were ultimately authored by the same guiding Spirit, believers can rest assured that a divinely inspired unity exists between the Old and the New Testaments, a unity that runs much deeper than their many apparent contrasts. And the job of Christ’s ambassadors now, as Paul expresses it in a similar passage elsewhere, was “to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to make all men see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things” (Eph. 3:9).

			What prompted Peter to shore up this connection for the Pontic Christians? Why emphasize this trans-testamental unity at this particular time, for these particular people? The fact is that Peter’s letter is addressed to the churches of both Pontus and its neighboring province of Galatia, and it seems likely that both districts were either still experiencing or had recently experienced the same troubles that prompted Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians. That letter, too, turns almost entirely upon the underlying continuity of the two Testaments, difficult to discern though it sometimes is. And the problems at Galatia were very serious indeed. Paul’s letter to the Galatians, in fact, is the only one of his epistles that contains not a single word of praise for the congregation to whom it is addressed, nothing but concern and dismay: “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him who called you in the grace of Christ and turning to a different gospel — not that there is another gospel, but there are some who trouble you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ” (1:6–7). 

			Though both letters were many decades old by the time of Marcion and Aquila, there is, nevertheless, good reason to think that the problems Peter and Paul were tackling still flared up from time to time in ancient Turkey — just “something in the drinking water,” apparently. Aquila certainly ran aground on exactly the same rocky theological shoals against which Paul had warned the Galatians. Marcion took the same book of Galatians — an expurgated version of which he caused to become known as “the charter of Marcionism” — and made it the cornerstone of his entire system of theology in the years to come. Sadly, he misunderstood it completely, twisting the message of Galatians into an argument for a position that would have caused its apostolic author to rend his garments. And Justin refuted both men on behalf of the Church by fleshing out and advancing the interpretive “trajectory” pioneered by St. Paul in (you guessed it) his Epistle to the Galatians. All this being the case, it seems worthwhile to take a closer look at that pivotal book and spend a few pages examining the circumstances that prompted it. 

			Yes, sad to say, there’s a tragic irony at the center of our story. For the truth is that two of our three leading characters pointed the way toward the correct list of biblical books mainly by finding dead ends for us, blind alleys leading only to a harvest of bad fruit. Their shipwreck, we might even say, created the landmark that has shown the way ever since. Yet though their lives serve chiefly as a warning to the Church these days, make no mistake: Marcion and Aquila really were, along with Justin, the canon makers. Aquila helped create the first official canon for Jews and produced a valuable new translation of the Hebrew Scriptures so scrupulously literal in its renderings that it was difficult to read, even for a genius like Origen. Aquila was also the first, however, to create a Bible with the deliberate purpose of discrediting Christianity: the first Bible cut and tailored expressly for the use of Jesus rejecters. Marcion’s impact on the final contents page was even more profound. “It was to him,” writes historian Kenneth Scott Latourette, “that we owe the terms Old Testament and New Testament . . . [and] his suggested emendation of the New Testament constituted the earliest textual criticism of the Bible.” Adolf von Harnack goes even farther: “[Marcion] deserves the credit for the first grasping and carrying out of a canonical collection of Christian writings, the New Testament.”17 And yet this first Christian canon of Scripture was forged as a weapon against the apostolic Church. Marcion used it to establish the first great Christian counterchurch, a development so alarming that it finally spurred the real Church to hurry up and identify the canon herself. “The chief importance of Marcion in the second century,” according to Evangelical scholar F. F. Bruce, “lies in the reaction which he provoked among the leaders of the Apostolic Churches. Just as Marcion’s canon stimulated the more precise defining of the New Testament canon by the Catholic Church, not to supersede but to supplement the canon of the Old Testament, so, more generally, Marcion’s teaching led the Catholic Church to define its faith more carefully, in terms calculated to exclude a Marcionite interpretation.”18 And it all began with the central issue addressed in the book of Galatians: the appearance of discontinuity between the Old and New Covenants as recorded in the Scriptures — and how to account for it.

			How Do You Solve a Problem Like Cornelius?

			These troubles first came to the fore in apostolic times, when Marcion’s, Aquila’s, and Justin’s grandparents were young. Things were getting along just fine, with hundreds of Judean Jews embracing Christ as their long-awaited Messiah practically every week, when God dropped a puzzler in the laps of us Christians: a man whose desire to come into the Church rocked the boat so badly that things have never been the same since.

			The tale is recorded in Acts 10 and 11: “At Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion of what was known as the Italian Cohort, a devout man who feared God with all his household, gave alms liberally to the people, and prayed constantly to God” (10:1–2). A Roman officer without, as far as we know, a drop of Israelite blood in his veins, Cornelius was, nevertheless, something like an honorary Jew in the eyes of many Hebrews by reason of his obvious devotion to the God of the Old Testament. Genuine, ethnic Jews considered themselves part of God’s family on account of their cultural background and because of the circumcision they received as infants. Cornelius, on the other hand, was a “Near Jew,” a quasi-Jewish God-fearer who, though he excelled in charitable works and prayer, lacked most of the more distinctive marks of Judaism as seen from the outside. Admirable, then, as he might have been in other respects, Cornelius was still an example of the ritually impure goyim in the eyes of the Law, a man with whom “real Jews” could not even share a meal without violating several important Jewish cleanliness precepts. 

			“About the ninth hour of the day,” as the story continues, “he saw clearly in a vision an angel of God coming in and saying to him, ‘Cornelius.’ And he stared at him in terror, and said, ‘What is it, Lord?’ And he said to him, ‘Your prayers and your alms have ascended as a memorial before God’ ” (10:3–4). Uncircumcised as he was, Cornelius’s good works had caught God’s eye, so to speak, meriting the same kind of heavenly visitation that had once been granted to Abraham, to Jacob, and to Moses. His story, in other words, already presents a challenge to customary ideas about Judaism. “Send to Joppa and bring Simon called Peter,” the angel continued, and “he will declare to you a message by which you will be saved, you and all your household” (11:13, 14). 

			Simon who is called Peter was, of course, the Apostle Peter, first among the Twelve and chief of the apostolic band. God knew that Cornelius’s case was special, so he couldn’t be received by just anyone at this stage of history, but only by the Vicar of Christ on earth. Yet even Jesus hadn’t converted out-and-out Gentiles during his time among us. In fact, he rebuffed Gentile inquirers on more than one occasion, implying that the time for such things had not yet come. The Canaanite woman of Matthew 15, for instance, was told bluntly, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. . . . It is not fair to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs” (vv. 24, 26). The natural children of the covenant, it seems — Abraham’s descendants in the flesh — must be given first dibs. Nevertheless, the woman’s request for a miracle was granted. Her afflicted daughter was healed by Jesus — a portent of things to come. It’s important, once again, to recollect that Peter was still a strictly observant Jew at this time, as were the other Apostles. And though Christ commanded them that “repentance and forgiveness of sins should be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem” (Luke 24:47), the Apostles had not yet gone “to the ends of the earth.” They were, rather, still in the “Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria” phase (see Acts 1:8), having addressed themselves only to the circumcised thus far. The angel, accordingly, seems to have sent Cornelius to Peter as a test case, in order to set a new precedent; almost the way a modern lawyer finds and sponsors one unique client whose case seems likely to rise to higher courts, testing the constitutionality of some prevailing legal principle. 

			When Peter entered, Cornelius met him and fell down at his feet and worshiped him. But Peter lifted him up, saying, “Stand up; I too am a man.” And as he talked with him, he went in and found many persons gathered [Cornelius’s friends and relatives]; and he said to them, “You yourselves know how unlawful it is for a Jew to associate with or to visit any one of another nation; but God has shown me that I should not call any man common or unclean. So when I was sent for, I came without objection. I ask then why you sent for me.” (Acts 10:25–29) 

			Cornelius recounted his story about the angel, whereupon Peter said: “Truly I perceive that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him” (Acts 10:34–35). This announcement might seem like a truism in today’s egalitarian atmosphere, but to the Hebrews (Apostles included!) it was nothing less than an earthquake. Henceforth, God would be showing no favoritism to one people over another. Members of all nations alike would now be equal candidates for the divine sonship that had been offered, originally, only to the children of Israel. 

			Making good on this offer right away, Peter began to preach “the message by which you will be saved.” This small group of God-fearers now heard for the first time the blessed name of Jesus, of the one who “commanded us . . . to testify that he is the one ordained by God to be judge of the living and the dead. To him all the prophets bear witness that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name” (Acts 10:42–43). Peter’s evangelistic sermon, however, was never completed. God himself crashed the party in the person of the Holy Spirit, who suddenly “fell on all who heard the word” (10:44). Straight-up heathens just moments before, Cornelius and his group now began to demonstrate exactly the same miraculous gifts of prophecy and exhortation granted to the Apostles on Pentecost! “And the believers from among the circumcised who came with Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles” (10:45).

			What to do next? The question was crucial, a genuine turning point in salvation history. “Then Peter declared, ‘Can anyone forbid water for baptizing these people who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?’ ” (10:47). Well, to be honest, at least some of the Christians present might have wished to answer yes — or to counsel caution, at any rate. Wouldn’t this mean skipping a step? Up to now, God had made Christians out of Jews — out of people, that is, already seeking salvation by means of a covenant relationship with Abraham’s God. And without a doubt, a person entered into that covenant through circumcision — or had always done so, anyway. After all, how else could one expect to be saved by the Hebrew Messiah, Deliverer of Israel except by becoming an Israelite? How could the Apostle offer salvation on any other terms? By way of analogy, we might imagine a Catholic priest offering Confirmation and First Communion directly to unbaptized catechumens. 

			Peter’s proposal to baptize Gentiles directly, without stopping to make them “children of the promise” first, must have struck a very similar note. Nevertheless, he charged right ahead — “he commanded them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ” (10:48). No one, after all, could deny the Pentecostal miracle they had just witnessed. It offered evidence that the Holy Spirit, at least, had been willing simply to stride right over these scruples. Still, many of those present probably foresaw trouble ahead on account of Peter’s unilateral action — and in this they were, of course, all too right.

			The Rest of the Story

			“Now the apostles and the brethren who were in Judea heard that the Gentiles also had received the word of God. So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the circumcision party criticized him, saying, ‘Why did you go to uncircumcised men and eat with them?’ ” (Acts 11:1–3). Notice that “circumcision” is already a party in the church at Jerusalem. The story of Cornelius’s reception has raced ahead of Peter and that story alone has been enough to stir up schism. Peter was ready for these accusations, however, having brought with him from Caesarea what radio commentator Paul Harvey used to call “the rest of the story” — his account of an incident that took place before he ever heard of Cornelius: 

			I was in the city of Joppa praying; and in a trance I saw a vision, something descending, like a great sheet, let down from heaven by four corners; and it came down to me. Looking at it closely I observed animals and beasts of prey and reptiles and birds of the air. And I heard a voice saying to me, “Rise, Peter; kill and eat.” But I said, “No, Lord; for nothing common or unclean has ever entered my mouth.” But the voice answered a second time from heaven, “What God has cleansed you must not call common.” This happened three times, and all was drawn up again into heaven. At that very moment three men arrived at the house in which we were, sent to me from Caesarea. And the Spirit told me to go with them, making no distinction. These six brethren also accompanied me, and we entered [Cornelius’s] house. (11:5–12)

			Sharing his own reaction to the supernatural signs that had accompanied the Gentile conversions, Peter added this: “I remembered the word of the Lord, how he said, ‘John baptized with water, but you shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit [see Acts 1:5]. If then God gave the same gift to them as he gave to us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I could withstand God?’ When [his critics] heard this they were silenced. And they glorified God, saying, ‘Then to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance unto life’ ” (Acts 11:16–18).

			His critics were silenced — but not, alas, for very long. Too many troublesome questions sprang to mind, especially as Peter’s precedent took hold and other Christian leaders such as Barnabas and the new Apostle, Paul, began bringing in the goyim under similar terms. Yes, the Gentiles had been “granted repentance unto life”; fine and good. What was going to be their position with respect to the Law? Would they now be asked to keep all the various dietary regulations and so forth? But they weren’t even circumcised — and not even the strictest Pharisee had ever thought to impose Moses’ Law on non-Jews. So it was all a self-evident absurdity. If, on the other hand, the new Gentile Christians were allowed to go on ignoring the Law, as they always had, how could the Jewish majority hold fellowship with them — when Jews had always been told to avoid such persons for fear of legal defilement? A communal meal, after all, was the very center of the Church’s life as a family, climaxing as it did in the indispensable Eucharistic sacrifice. And yet the Law of Moses clearly forbade the children of Israel from fraternizing with the uncircumcised; indeed, the nation had been severely chastised in the past for mixing with the goyim in just this prohibited way. Were we now to have two parallel churches, operating side by side, one keeping Moses’ Law and the other spurning it, separate but equal? Or would Jewish Christians, God forbid, now be asked to live like heathens? — free to sin against Moses as much as they liked, a suggestion that the majority would have found not just theologically unthinkable but viscerally repellent. 

			Clearly, the situation was fraught with danger — and, in fact, it eventually brought about the first Church council, the Apostolic Council of Jerusalem recorded in Acts 15. The angel’s test case, in other words, did indeed wind up going all the way to (the Church’s) Supreme Court.

			The Apostolic Council

			The apostles and the elders were gathered together to consider this matter. And after there had been much debate, Peter rose and said to them, “Brethren, you know that in the early days God made choice among you, that by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and believe. And God who knows the heart bore witness to them, giving them the Holy Spirit just as he did to us; and he made no distinction between us and them, but cleansed their hearts by faith. Now therefore why do you make trial of God by putting a yoke upon the neck of the disciples which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear? But we believe that we shall be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.” (Acts 15:6–11) 

			With these words, the Apostle Peter, speaking at the council in his official capacity as chief teacher of the Church on earth, settled the doctrinal issue raised by the circumcision party once and for all. Physical circumcision is no longer necessary for salvation, either for Jews or Gentiles — nor is the “yoke of our fathers,” which the Apostle declares to have been a failure, at least as a method for making individual believers fit for heaven. Christians place their hope, through faith, solely on the grace of Jesus Christ. 

			Having established this dogma firmly, the council was then free to address the pastoral aspects of the crisis at hand. St. James, bishop of the local congregation at Jerusalem, took the floor and suggested a set of disciplinary measures designed to ease ethnic rubs during the transition. The council approved his plan and published it by means of an encyclical letter: “For it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you no greater burden than these necessary things: that you abstain from what has been sacrificed to idols and from blood and from what is strangled and from unchastity. If you keep yourselves from these, you will do well” (Acts 15:28–29). The practices thus prohibited were cultural expressions of paganism particularly abhorrent to Jews, likely to exacerbate the cross-cultural divisions. 

			How did the Church at large respond to the council’s work? Acts 15:31 tells us that her members “rejoiced at the exhortation.” Still, the council fathers, as far as we know, never publicly spelled out the interpretive principle they used to reach Peter’s conclusion. It’s clear, for instance, elsewhere in the New Testament, that Christians are not to consider themselves free from the moral principles of the Decalogue (Matt. 19:18–19; James 2:10–12; Rev. 14:12). Yet first-century Jews (including Peter, no doubt) were accustomed to treat the entire Mosaic Law as one unit: as simply Torah, an expression of the very mind of God and of His will for His people. So the question is, as scholar Michael Barber recently put it, “What enabled Peter to identify a subset of laws — a ‘yoke . . . which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear’ — from which believers could be dispensed?”19 The rather sparse report included in Acts does not explain.

			Some of us may already have jumped to the hasty conclusion that the New Covenant inaugurated by Christ neatly clarifies everything. After all, new covenant, new set of rules; it all seems natural enough. Even James, speaking at the council, justified his decrees on the basis of prophecies about this long-expected New Covenant. Yet this is very far from a complete answer. For one thing, the Jews were already quite familiar with these prophecies and were themselves expecting the establishment of a New Covenant. There had, in fact, been several new ones already: covenants with Noah, with Abraham, with Jacob, and with Moses. The pattern so far, however, had always meant more specificity, not less — more laws, from the Jewish perspective, never fewer. Each new expression of Israel’s covenant with Yahweh included everything that had been present in the previous expression. There was continuity, in other words, not innovation. Later Jews, in fact, responded to Christian talk about Peter’s “yoke” by doubling down on their love of the Law. More law means more means of grace! Rather than looking at them as a burdensome load, the rabbis taught, we ought to welcome additional rituals and ceremonials as fuller revelations of God’s will. But this Jerusalem Council, on the contrary, abrogated laws — disparaged them, it would seem, and wiped them off the books on the mere word of a fisherman from Galilee. To at least a few, the council’s act seemed to call the very wisdom of God into question. As medieval exegete Robert Grosseteste expressed it: “How could God be pleased with new sacrifices when the old ones have been rejected? For nothing is able to be corrected, unless it is shown to have been wrongly done in the first place. For what is done rightly the first time should in no way be changed, especially since such a change could charge God with inconstancy.”20 

			Peter’s breathtaking declaration, moreover, that “the yoke of our fathers” had proved literally unbearable — not able to be borne — well, this might even be understood as an attack on the word of God itself. If the laws contained in the Old Testament were as futile as all that, why had they been promulgated to begin with? And why did they take up so much space in those holy pages? Why should Israel have been punished so severely through the centuries for disobeying them? Was the squeamishness of a few Roman inquirers now to be held so significant that the entire Old Testament must be reread as a failure in order to make accommodations for them? 

			It was with thoughts like these in mind — and feeling the tug we spoke of earlier, the richness of Jewish culture and the great antiquity of its traditions — that the circumcision party began to rise again. Surely, they reasoned, Peter must have been remiss to introduce so radical a break between the Old Covenant and the New. He had thrown the baby out with the bathwater. Keep in mind, these were Christians raising these doubts, not Jesus rejecters; that is the essence of the whole thing. They were not, as the Pharisees had, declaring themselves to be followers of Moses rather than Christ. What these wanted was to reconcile the two in some more obvious way — to keep Jesus and His gospel without introducing such a perceived rebuke to Moses. The Apostles and other Catholic authorities had simply gone too far, sanctioning too much dropping of the Old Testament Law. The circumcision party (later to become known as the Judaizers) began recommending, on the other hand, mandatory circumcision for all new Christians, a return to Old Covenant dietary laws, and careful observance of the Jewish Sabbath every Saturday. 

			Conservative as they hoped to sound, however, those making these recommendations implied an unspoken conspiracy theory about the founding of the Church, a theory that strikes at the very root of all Christianity: Peter and the council had got it wrong. Those who listened to the Apostles on this topic heard not Christ, nor the One who sent Him, but only some guy’s mistaken idea of theology, supported by a group of his personal sycophants. Peter’s critics may not have been willing to say so yet, in so many words — in fact, they began by advocating Christian observance of the Law as a counsel of perfection, not as a matter of necessity — but this was the logical upshot. The new Judaizing heresy was, in other words, nothing but another Great Apostasy theory; perhaps the very first in the long, sad history of such theories through the ages, with the Twelve Apostles themselves as the apostates! Talk about the Church going astray early on! No wonder Paul opened his letter against the Judaizers with harsh words: “As we have said before, so now I say again, If anyone is preaching to you a gospel contrary to that which you received, let him be accursed. . . . For I would have you know, brethren, that the gospel which was preached by me is not man’s gospel. For I did not receive it from man, nor was I taught it, but it came through a revelation of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 1:9, 11–12). The council’s decision had, in other words, “seemed good,” as St. James had put it, both “to the Holy Spirit and to us.”

			Judaizers in Galatia

			Most scholars agree that Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians must have been written within three years of the close of the council (ca. 49–52), so these disorders had spread to Asia Minor pretty quickly.  

			Like most Church synods since then, the period immediately following the Jerusalem Council included a fair amount of confusion at first, even on the part of enthusiastic supporters, regarding how best to implement the decisions. Some of this uncertainty played a role at Galatia. Though Paul, taking young Timothy with him, departed from Jerusalem immediately on something like a promotional tour on behalf of the council’s decrees (“As they traveled from town to town, they delivered the decisions reached by the apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey” [Acts 16:4, NIV]), Peter’s conduct afterward was more confusing. At first, he began practicing what he preached, openly sharing the Agape meal with uncircumcised Christians at Antioch. Later, however, when a group of influential Jewish believers visited from Jerusalem (likely converts from Pharisaism) Peter waffled, he and his associates, and they separated themselves from the Gentiles again — at least for the duration of the visit. They “acted insincerely,” as Paul later describes it, “fearing the circumcision party” (Gal. 2:12). Since Peter is conspicuous for bold, evangelical courage throughout the book of Acts, it seems unlikely that this fear had anything to with his own safety. His worry, rather, must have been for the unity of the Church, fear of what the Judaizers might be willing to do in the way of mutiny and schism. Paul, however, a former Pharisee himself, saw right away that mere delay or appeasement would do nothing to resolve the issue; he was perfectly right to conclude, in this instance, that Peter and his companions “were not straightforward about the truth of the gospel” (see Gal. 2:13–14).

			Forced by these circumstances to censure his fellow Apostle publicly, Paul, alas, involuntarily created an opening for a new line of Judaizing attack — namely, by giving the impression that the Apostles themselves were divided over the council’s teachings. If, after all, the two great pillars, Peter and Paul, could differ about this matter, then surely both opinions were, at the very least, “within the pale.” Divisions over the topic must be reasonable. In reality, Peter’s conduct represented a personal failing, an act of dissimulation in pursuit of an illusory peace, not a difference in doctrine. But for those already puzzled by the many perfectly legitimate questions surrounding this tremendous watershed, the damage was already done.21 We know for a fact that this was the case in Asia Minor, since Paul takes time at the start of his Galatian epistle to sort the matter out thoroughly and to correct any impression that he might be “on the outs” somehow with the original Twelve. It was, at any rate, in the wake of Peter’s unfortunate misstep at Antioch that Paul first received word of significant Judaizing unrest in the church at Galatia. 

			This strife had appeared only since his last visit a few years earlier, at which time the Apostle left the Galatian church in a prosperous, thriving condition. As is common in such cases, the troubles appear to have begun as the personal bugbear of one man, someone with whom the council’s decision went down so hard that he resolved to set himself up in opposition to it, perhaps as the “traditionalist” voice of reason. Paul, in any event, writes in terms of an unnamed Judaizing ringleader at Galatia, “he who is troubling you . . . whoever he is” (Gal. 5:10). Several passages in the epistle allow us to infer that this shadowy agitator was pressuring new Gentile converts to observe some or all of the Jewish Law — or risk losing any hope of heaven.

			It’s only honest to concede that in proposing to pen a defense of so far-reaching a decision, the Apostle’s task wasn’t easy. Then again, neither was the case against the council as strong as it might appear. It was Jesus Himself, after all, who set this ball rolling. When His enemies, for instance, became aware of His strong teachings against divorce, they perceived discontinuity with Moses. 

			And Pharisees came up and in order to test him asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” He answered them, “What did Moses command you?” They said, “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of divorce, and to put her away” [see Deut. 24:1–4]. But Jesus said to them, “For your hardness of heart he wrote you this commandment. But from the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male and female’ [see Gen. 1:27]. ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’ [Gen. 2:24]. So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man put asunder.” (Mark 10:2–9) 

			Three vital ideas are contained in this passage, germane to the issues at hand. Notice first that, while discontinuity certainly is present when we compare Jesus’ word to that of Moses, Jesus is not the one introducing it. “Israel’s scriptures are themselves in tension with one another since Deuteronomy’s accommodation for divorce is discontinuous with . . . Genesis.”22 Christ simply points out the contradiction. Secondly, Jesus is clearly claiming to restore the earlier conditions; He is resolving the existing discontinuity by repealing Moses’ concession. And finally, Jesus identifies the original reason for that concession: “hardness of heart” on the part of Moses’ hearers. This law, in other words, was not an expression of God’s perfect will but was given as a stopgap measure, in recognition of Israel’s willfulness. It was Christ, then, who established the idea that certain Old Covenant laws were not given because they are inherently necessary to make men good, but only for a season, based on prevailing circumstances.

			Paul’s Letter to the Galatians takes up this train of thought and extends it to cover the current situation. First, the Apostle frankly admits helping to “tear down the wall” between Jews and Gentiles (see Gal. 2:18). But since the wall he refers to is nothing less than the Torah (or some portion of it, at any rate), Paul does seem to concur that the act requires extraordinary justification. Speaking then, on behalf of those who did the dismantling, he restates the radical Christian gospel to which they all bear witness: “We ourselves [the Apostles] who are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners, yet . . . know that a man is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ. . . . We have believed in Christ Jesus in order to be saved by faith in Christ, and not by works of the law, because by works of the law shall no flesh be justified” (Gal. 2:15–16). There was, in other words, no real way to finesse it: the Jewish Messiah has arrived, with full authority to establish an entirely revitalized economy of salvation; and in preaching the change the Apostles are acting in his name. “But if I build up again those things which I tore down,” as Peter seemed to do by his prevaricating after the council and as the Judaizing leader at Galatia was tempting Christians to do, “then I prove myself a transgressor. For I through the law died to the law, that I might live to God. I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me; and the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. I do not nullify the grace of God; for if justification were through the law, then Christ died to no purpose” (Gal. 2:18–21). To continue keeping Moses’ Law, in other words, implies that Moses’ Law had been sufficient to remove sin all along — and consequently, that faith in Christ is little more than a bonus. Yet, for Paul, it is life itself.

			The Apostle’s most important thought, however, comes in chapter 3. Using Abraham, father of the Hebrew race, as his example, Paul demonstrates the primacy of faith completely apart from law-keeping. Abraham, for instance, “believed God,” long before being circumcised, “and it was reckoned to him as righteousness” (see Gen. 15:6). There already had been, in other words, a time when circumcision was not necessary. Why, then, should it be impossible to imagine a future age when this might be true once again? “And the Scripture,” Paul writes, “foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘In you shall all the nations be blessed’ [see Gen. 12:3, LXX; 18:18]. So then, those who are men of faith are blessed with Abraham who had faith” (Gal. 3:8–9). The Law, contrariwise, did not “rest on faith,” but on action; “he who does them [works] shall live by them” (Gal. 3:12). And as Paul had reminded his readers a verse or two earlier: “All who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, ‘Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them ” (Gal. 3:10). This last citation (Deut. 27:26) is the final and climactic “covenant curse” to which the Hebrews had agreed at the founding of the Mosaic dispensation, some fourteen hundred years earlier. It required perfect, perpetual observance of each and every Mosaic command as long as the covenant should last — or else damnation! No wonder Peter called it a “yoke.”

			But why, as we wondered earlier, would God bother to give so hopeless a task? “It was added because of transgressions,” Paul explains, “till the offspring should come to whom the promise had been made; and it was ordained by angels through an intermediary” (Gal. 3:19). This has to be one of the more mysterious verses in the New Testament, but its meaning would, perhaps, have been more immediately clear to the Galatians than it is to us. The “offspring of Abraham” that Paul writes about here is Jesus Christ: the Apostle himself specifies this a few verses earlier (Gal. 3:16). So that little word “till” would seem to be very important indeed. This implies that the “law that was added” had a temporary lifespan built into it from the beginning and that its expiration date was tied to the coming of Christ. Now, notice why this extra law was added: “because of transgressions.” Do we hear echoes of Jesus’ words in this phrase? “For your hardness of heart Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so.” Finally, we have to ask the most basic question of all: What does Paul mean by “added”? Added to what? The Law of Moses doesn’t seem to have been “added” to anything. His was the first set of actual laws ever revealed to the Israelites — yet it can only be Moses of whom the Apostle writes. Moses definitely mediates between God and the people all throughout the story of the Exodus; and an old Jewish tradition, based on the Greek version of Deuteronomy 33:2, holds that he received the Torah from the hands of angels rather than from God Himself (see Acts 7:53; Heb. 2:2). The Hellenized Jews now following Christ at Galatia knew the Septuagint backward and forward, and they would have recognized this allusion to it immediately. But why are these extra details so significant for Paul at this point in his argument? 

			It will likely take the remainder of this book to fill in the gaps completely. Mysterious, however, as much of it now remains, the gist of Paul’s argument to the Galatians may be easily summarized. It contains, in fact, the same three points we noted in Jesus’ case against the “bill of divorce” introduced by Moses. We notice the following in both arguments:

			1.	Some portion of the Law came first, while other (even contradictory!) precepts were “added” later.

			2.	This addition wasn’t necessarily a good thing. It may, in fact, have been due to changed conditions brought about by human sin.

			3.	The coming of Christ has repealed or annulled these additions in some dramatic way. 

			There existed, in other words, a law before the Law, and it is this law that is eternal and unchanging. Other biblical laws lack this everlasting quality, having been instituted only to cope with some temporal crisis; like marching orders during a war, issued, as it were, “for the duration.” And Jesus Christ is the Divine Messenger who comes with the good news: “Merry Christmas! War is over.”

			This, at any rate, was the disturbance at Galatia and the oil that St. Paul sought to pour upon the troubled waters there. And it was a treatment that does seem, if tradition serves, to have done the trick — at least for a season. We have no further record of Judaizing difficulties in Asia Minor during the remainder of the first century. Alas, “Christian Judaism” just seems to be a challenge that crops up spontaneously throughout the Church from time to time, even without tainted drinking water — as we were reminded earlier by those menorahs and Christian Seder meals.23 More than likely, it reappears simply because of our constant exposure to the Old Testament, the veneration we (quite properly) accord to it at every Mass, and the complexity of the arguments against law-keeping. This, of course, brings us back to the early second century and to Marcion and Aquila at last.

			The Siren Song

			An old Jewish legend tells us that the young Aquila took advantage of his proximity to Sinope’s bustling seaport to travel extensively in the empire, undertaking “commercial journeys abroad, not so much for the sake of profit as in order to see men and countries.”24 The same source implies that at least one of these sea voyages was to the Holy Land and that Aquila was deeply impressed by his experiences there. Since Marcion’s family dominated the shipping business in Pontus, it’s not unreasonable to wonder whether these two members of the same Christian church might not have hitched these adventurous rides together; for, once again, their later intellectual movements compare and contrast in such interesting ways as to suggest an early formative relationship. Both men, at any rate, emerged from youth with a fascination for Jewish and Christian issues that would dominate their thoughts for the rest of their lives.

			It may have been merely a Judeophile mood at first, a hobbyist’s appreciation for all things Jewish and a sense that the Israelite element in Christianity was the most interesting and authentic part. Aquila, recall, was a convert from paganism, a belief system that, with its puerile myths and its debauched morality, he may have abandoned with a disgust rooted in firsthand experience. His later work, certainly, evinces a familiarity with the major Greek poets and thinkers, with all that implies for good and for ill. Perhaps counterintuitively, Christians who converted directly from paganism seem to have been more susceptible to Judaizing errors at this time than the former God-fearers. Those “Near Jews,” as Evangelical scholar Thomas A. Robinson guesses, 

			had already considered Judaism and had stopped short of full acceptance. Their turning to Christianity, in most cases, must have represented an even more pronounced refusal to proceed fully into Torah observance. . . . Pagans [on the other hand] would have been exposed, perhaps for the first time, to aspects of Judaism from within their new Christian environment, and some would have become attracted to features of Judaism beyond what the Christian community had retained. . . . In some cases, converts to Christianity were likely to have found their curiosity about Judaism sparked, especially when, in the first three centuries, Judaism stood out impressively against the ragtag Christian movement.

			Some of these, certainly, “must have experienced [difficulty] in maintaining their distance from Judaism, particularly as the church retained some elements of Judaism and rejected others — and not always consistently or uniformly.”25 At any rate, both Aquila and Marcion would — as rich young rulers — have had plenty of leisure time in which to indulge in theological speculation. Marcion, in fact, soon took ecclesiastical orders and was set on a path, it seems, to become his father’s successor one day as bishop. Aquila found time to learn the Hebrew language and to study it deeply — this, during a period when very few Jews could understand it anymore, Hebrew having fallen out of popular usage during the Babylonian Exile and been replaced by Aramaic. 

			The memory of St. Paul’s intervention in Asia Minor (some sixty years earlier) must surely have lingered strongly at Sinope. The temptation, therefore, to begin asking the questions once raised there by the Judaizers would have been forbidden fruit indeed — of exactly the type most relished by hasty young men feeling their oats. Who knows? Perhaps the church at Sinope had now become lax even by the later Christian standards, as the churches at Laodicea and Corinth had done while the Apostles were still alive to rebuke them. This was also the period (100–120) during which the churches of the East became majority-Gentile for the first time. Together, these two circumstances could have given someone such as Aquila the impression that the old Roman paganism he had left behind was following him even into the Church herself. Mightn’t Aquila have begun to discover — however reluctantly at first — a sneaking suspicion that the Jerusalem Council’s decision had just been a piece of politics, nothing but a rationale for the reduced demand that would open the Church’s floodgates to the God-fearers and other goyim lingering outside? Was it possible that the circumcision party had been right all along — that the system promoted by Peter and the others is really just a liberalized abridgement of the original Hebrew faith, cut down to suit the sensibilities of far less serious folk? And surprising as it might sound to those already familiar with his later heresy, there’s no reason to believe that Marcion didn’t parallel his churchmate’s thinking step for step at this stage. In fact — for reasons that will become clearer as we go — it looks as if this train of thought was, like the sea voyage to Judea, a journey Marcion and Aquila may well have taken together.

			In any case, this is the period of his life during which, according to the Jewish traditions in which he plays so prominent a part, Aquila began to Judaize. He asked, privately at least, the questions that have always accompanied this recurring outbreak in the life of the Church. How is it that a Christian can safely disregard explicit biblical commands that came originally with dreadful curses attached? If these commands were nothing but a yoke and a failure, how is it that the psalmist can write so rapturously: 

			Oh, how I love thy law! It is my meditation all the day. . . . I do not turn aside from thy ordinances, for thou hast taught me. . . . How sweet are thy words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth! . . . The wicked have laid a snare for me, but I do not stray from thy precepts. . . . Thou dost spurn all who go astray from thy statutes; yea, their cunning is in vain. . . . Therefore I love thy commandments above gold, above fine gold. (Ps. 119:97, 102, 103, 110, 118, 127) 

			And perhaps most importantly for the subject at hand, Aquila asked why we Christians shouldn’t simply remove these books of the Law from our Bibles now, since Peter and the Apostles appear, as he saw it, to have declared them a dead letter — a mere appendix, at this point, to their own more important compositions. 

			It was in the midst of this process that Aquila — still a Christian, but definitely wavering — received a fateful message from his kinsman, the emperor. Hadrian had heard, perhaps, of Aquila’s familiarity with the ways of the Jews and of his facility with what was still (in official matters at least) their national language. He conceived the idea of sending him to Jerusalem to assist in the reorganization of the occupying Roman government there.26 Whether eagerly or with hesitation we don’t know, but Aquila accepted the post; Epiphanius, one of the fourth-century Fathers, says that he became “overseer of the work of building the city.” Since there’s nothing in his surviving resumé to suggest that Aquila was any kind of an architect or a construction engineer, this phrase should probably be taken in the most general way, i.e., that Aquila was assigned general responsibility for seeing that the project was completed. Youthful though he may have been, his ties to the imperial household would allow him stand over the project as a visible sign of the emperor’s governance. One source tells us that Hadrian sent him a canny word of parting advice as he set out on his journey: that Aquila should, during his Palestinian stay, invest in anything whose value happened to be temporarily depreciated, as in all probability it would rise again.

			Aquila took his leave of Marcion and Sinope and was soon sailing west through the Bosporus, then southward down the east end of the Mediterranean to Joppa, ancient seaport of Jerusalem. There were, of course, no literal mermaids on the rocks along the way — those deadly sirens that had tried to lure Jason and his Argonauts to their doom along the same route — but the siren song of Judaism had left Aquila of Sinope very ill-prepared to process what he found in Israel when he arrived.
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			The Rock and a Hard Place

			[image: ]

			Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone that will make men stumble, a rock that will make them fall; and he who believes in him will not be put to shame.”

			— Romans 9:33 

			The Argument from Prophecy

			Justin and Aquila ought to have had as much in common as Marcion and Aquila. Roughly the same age, both men were converts to Christianity directly from paganism, with no halfway house in between at which to accustom themselves to any form of Hebrew law-keeping. Justin calls himself frankly an uncircumcised Gentile brought up in “heathen customs.” Also like Aquila, he seems to have been a bit of a restless idealist in his youth, having spent time among philosophers of the Stoic, Pythagorean, and Platonic varieties before discovering a truer path with the Christians. Most significantly, the anonymous old man who converted Justin to the faith did so mainly by means of the Old Testament — by the fact that the words of the prophets (especially Moses) were written long before those of Socrates or Pythagoras and contain a revelation directly from God, as opposed to the mere reasonings of men. These exotic Eastern writings, in other words, produced in Justin precisely the same kind of awe and attraction that they did in Aquila. Yet as it played out in real life, these two thoroughgoing Judeophiles were destined to pursue paths that only diverged more and more in the stormy years ahead.

			In his writings, Justin refers to himself as a Samaritan — a term that, taken at face value, would make him a Semite, a son of Abraham and one of the children of Israel. Samaria had been the larger portion of the Divided Kingdom that resulted from Israel’s great schism of the tenth century B.C.: the Northern Kingdom of Israel proper, that is, as opposed to the Southern Kingdom of Judah, home of the Jews. Justin lived at Shechem, a city that was holy to the Hebrews at a time when Jerusalem was still a naked crag occupied by a tribe of Canaanite squatters called the Jebusites. Shechem was built at the spot where Abraham first sacrificed to Yahweh inside the Promised Land, where the covenant God made with him in Haran first began to be fulfilled: “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great . . . and by you all the families of the earth shall bless themselves” (Gen. 12:1–3). 

			Justin also tells us, however, that his home city was called Neapolis, which is the later Roman name for Shechem. Why did they change it? Well, like Istanbul (not Constantinople) it was changed on account of foreign conquest. After passing through the hands of the Assyrians, the Babylonians, and the Greco-Syrians, Shechem became finally, after the death of Herod the Great in A.D. 6, a Roman colony completely resettled by Gentile Jupiter worshippers. This transformation was so complete, in fact, that Justin shows no evidence of any Hebrew ethnicity at all; he claims, for instance, never even to have heard of Moses prior to his conversion. He was a Roman colonialist, then, probably of European descent, living in an alien outpost much as the English did in India under the Raj. 

			Given these similarities, we might wonder how exactly Justin was able to keep his footing as a Christian whereas Aquila began to falter. Certainly, he would have noticed the same issues, asked the same questions about trans-testamental continuity. But where Aquila saw mainly disproportion and incoherence, Justin perceived the deeper unity that Peter once wrote of. In an important passage from his conversion account, Justin reveals his own ideas about the nature of this underlying link: “In their writings, [the prophets] gave no proof at that time of their statements . . . but the happenings that have taken place and are now taking place force you to believe their words.”27 Which happenings were these? Mainly, they were the many examples from the life of Christ (to which Justin was simultaneously introduced) and in Church history, in which Old Testament types and predictions appear to have found their fulfillment. Justin’s unnamed elderly evangelist, in other words, won him by means of what more recent apologists call “the argument from prophecy.” Later in his career, Justin restated the argument in mirror-image form. Asked how one could be sure that Jesus hadn’t simply been a magician, performing His miraculous cures through trickery or use of the dark arts, Justin answered with the same line of reasoning in reverse: just as the miracles later proved the truth of the Old Testament, so the Old Testament provides proof for the miracles, since it gave detailed prophecies leading us to expect them in advance. For Justin, then, the whole Bible was Christocentric. The underlying link between the Testaments wasn’t just essential; it was the very thing that made him a Christian to begin with. And he only welcomed the Tanakh itself (as the Jews call the Old Testament) because he saw its message fulfilled in the Gospels. 

			Aquila was doubtless familiar with the argument from prophecy but perhaps he hadn’t encountered it so early nor allowed it to become so formative. And as he began to waver, he surely encountered the pushback arguments from the Pharisees that began to appear. In their eyes, these so-called prophecies depended mainly on thin allegories of the type pioneered by that very marginal Jew of Alexandria, Philo. The twelve bells hanging from the robe of the high priest, for instance, were supposed to represent the Twelve Apostles. The two goats he offered on the Day of Atonement were Christ figures; the first splayed out over the altar in the shape of a cross and put to death, the second representing the Second Coming. But it was all a bit of a reach, wasn’t it? — the Christians reading their own ideas into the Tanakh rather than finding them there naturally. 

			The Jesus rejecters paused longer, perhaps, over the Christian citation of Isaiah 7:14: “Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel.” Yet it helped to notice that Hebrew versions of Isaiah used a much less specific word than “virgin” (the very unambiguous term parthenos employed by the seventy Greek translators of the Septuagint). Older, Palestinian Bibles used almah — a word that did, it’s true, normally imply an unmarried or recently betrothed young woman in her virginal state but didn’t literally say so. Some Jesus rejecters, in fact, began to look at the entire Septuagint with a more jaundiced eye during this period. Even though portions of it were already 250 years old on the first Christmas morning, it began to be suspected of having some kind of undefined pro-Christian bias — probably because so many of those steeped in it (the God-fearers and the Dispersed) had fallen so easily into the Church’s arms since that day. Illogical as this idea might be, it acquired for some a surface plausibility merely because one of the more damaging of these allegedly prophetic passages came from the Septuagint book known as the Wisdom of Solomon:

			Let us lie in wait for the righteous man, because he is inconvenient to us and opposes our actions. . . . He professes to have knowledge of God. . . . He calls the last end of the righteous happy, and boasts that God is his father. Let us see if his words are true, and let us test what will happen at the end of his life; for if the righteous man is God’s son, he will help him, and will deliver him from the hand of his adversaries. Let us test him with insult and torture, that we may find out how gentle he is, and make trial of his forbearance. Let us condemn him to a shameful death, for, according to what he says, he will be protected. (Wisd. 2:12–13, 16–21)

			Wisdom (probably the most recent of the Ketuvim, composed as late as 100 B.C.), was originally written in Greek — just like the hated Christian books. This prejudicial datum — combined with the fact that some Jewish communities afforded the book of Wisdom only a provisional welcome to their jar of scrolls or else questioned its inspiration altogether — pioneered the way toward another useful “avenue of escape” from the prophetic argument that Justin found so compelling.28

			However much of a stretch the skeptics may have found it, the fact is that Justin was following our Lord’s own method by finding these allegorical foreshadowings. Indeed, we might even say that the first Christian apologist from prophecy was Christ! Arrogant as it undoubtedly seemed to those who rejected him, it was Jesus who first took ownership of the Tanakh in this way, who started Christians looking for Christ in pre-Christian books. He did so at the very outset of His public ministry at the synagogue in Nazareth, when He took up one of the sacred scrolls there and read out an excerpt from one Isaiah’s most messianic prophecies: 

			“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.” And he closed the book, and gave it back to the attendant, and sat down; and the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. And he began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing. (Luke 4:18–21) 

			Later, when the unbelieving Pharisees sought to explain their rejection of His message on the basis of continued loyalty to Moses instead, Jesus cut their argument off at the roots: “It is Moses who accuses you, on whom you set your hope. If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote of me” (John 5:45–47). Nor were all of Jesus’ interpreted prophecies entirely free from the loose or liberal brand of exegesis objected to by later critics. When asked, for instance, how he could possibly be the promised Messiah in light of Malachi’s fairly explicit prophecy that a “Second Coming of Elijah” must take place first (Mal. 4:5), Jesus replied: “ ‘Elijah does come, and he is to restore all things; but I tell you that Elijah has already come, and they did not know him, but did to him whatever they pleased. So also the Son of man will suffer at their hands.’ Then the disciples understood that he was speaking to them of John the Baptist” (Matt. 17:11–13). It was Christ then, and not Philo, who originated the “Alexandrian” method of Bible interpretation. 

			Finally, when Jesus began appearing to His disciples after the Resurrection, we are told that He “opened their minds” and “beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27). Jesus, in other words, explained the meaning of His own mission using these methods, boldly laying claim to all of the Scriptures, not just those written by Christians. In short, Peter’s trans-testamental unity — so vital to Justin’s whole outlook — was revealed to him by God in Christ in all His resurrected glory.

			The Gathering of Eagles

			It seems unlikely that Aquila would have accepted his new job at Jerusalem had he known from the start exactly what the position was going to entail. Simply put, the emperor sent his kinsman to Judea to help “de-Judaify” the Holy City, to integrate the Jewish capital into the peaceful family of Roman vassals by doing to it what had earlier been done to Justin’s home city of Shechem, now reinvented as Neapolis. A large pagan population would be resettled in Jerusalem to live alongside the Jewish one, and a new municipal government, loyal to Rome, would be put in place. The Samaritans had recently shown themselves pliable enough to allow Hadrian to rebuild their schismatic Hebrew temple for them, demolished during the same Roman crackdown that destroyed the Jerusalem edifice sixty years earlier. The catch? The new temple at Shechem was dedicated to Zeus Hypsistos (the Highest), a syncretistic mash-up of Jupiter and Jehovah, inspired, probably, by Philo’s attempts to rationalize Judaism as Plato and Plutarch had previously rationalized paganism. Hadrian, no doubt, saw this as a successful model that might now be copied in Judea to the south, a more enlightened alternative to the endless military action that still had not fully suppressed Hebrew unrest in the East. To Aquila, however, the emperor’s plan for Jerusalem must have seemed like nothing but a symbol for the very nightmare he feared was overtaking the revealed faith: God’s laws watered down, God’s truth compromised, floodgates flung open to the half-converted, the whole plan aimed at papering over the difference between believer and unbeliever for the sake of a patent-medicine peace. 

			In describing the experiences of another visitor who toured the Holy City around the same time, Epiphanius gives us a vivid sense of what Aquila would have found when he arrived there in the 120s: 

			And he went up to Jersualem, the famous and illustrious city which Titus, the son of Vespasian, overthrew in the second year of his reign. And he found the temple of God trodden down and the whole city devastated save for a few houses and the church of God, which was small, [located] where the disciples, when they had returned after the Savior had ascended from the Mount of Olives, went to the upper room. For there [the Jerusalem church] had been built; that is, in that portion of Zion which escaped destruction, together with blocks of houses in the neighborhood of Zion and the seven synagogues which alone remained standing in Zion, like solitary huts, one of which remained until the time of Maximona the bishop and Constantine the king, “like a booth in a vineyard,” as it is written.29 

			“Zion” in this account is a reference to Mount Zion,30 the Hebrew name for the Temple Mount where Solomon’s original edifice stood until 586 B.C. and where Herod’s second temple — the one frequented by Christ and the Apostles — stood until A.D. 70. 

			It’s easy to imagine that Aquila, like so many Christian visitors to come, must have toured the ruins of Herod’s temple not long after his arrival — but in his conflicted state of mind, it would probably have been more of an ordeal than a source of spiritual inspiration. During the early second century, this was a desolate, haunted spot, redolent of recent tragedy. The enormous scattered blocks lay just where we see them today, and the huge Western Wall was the only portion of the original structure still standing. Quite unlike today, however, the Temple Mount itself was a bare, windswept plateau, lacking shrines or memorials of any kind. The iconic Dome of the Rock, which has sheltered what was the holiest place in the temple for thirteen centuries, wasn’t built for another five hundred years or more after Aquila’s day — but the rock itself was there, of course, just as it has been since the creation of the world.31 This rock, according to the Mishnah — this great stone table some twenty-two feet square — is the same rock on which Abraham offered his son Isaac to God for sacrifice, the same rock on which Isaac’s son Jacob had dreamed of a stairway to heaven, causing him to cry out “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven” (Gen. 28:17). Here, the Ark of the Covenant once stood with its Mercy Seat where, by God’s command, the blood of sacrificial animals was offered so that the people might obtain forgiveness for their sins. This rock had been the Holy of Holies, once screened from the eyes of mortal man by vast bejeweled curtains, entered only once a year and even then only by the high priest. Now it stood exposed to the elements, naked and desolate; any rank pagan or other impious man, as Aquila must have noted with horror, could, if he liked, have made a picnic lunch on top of it. And yet (as another early pilgrim tells us) “Jews came every year to anoint it, and bewail themselves with groans, to rend their garments and depart.”32 

			Aquila knew very well how his fellow Christians accounted for the loss of the temple: it was destroyed as an expression of God’s judgment upon the faithlessness of Israel at the time of Christ. They quoted the prophecy of Daniel centuries beforehand: “An anointed one shall be cut off, and shall have nothing; and the people of the prince who is to come shall destroy the city and the sanctuary. . . . Upon the wing of abominations shall come one who makes desolate, until the decreed end is poured out on the desolator” (Dan. 9:26–27). The Hebrew word rendered as “anointed one” is Māšîaḥ — Messias or Christos in Greek — and the “people of the prince to come” turned out to be the Romans, specifically the X Fretensis legion of the Roman army acting at the command of their emperor. The temple, in other words, was destroyed in the Christian scheme, because Jesus the Messiah received nothing from the watchmen set to welcome Him but had His life cut off instead via crucifixion. He, in fact, prophesied the fall of the temple — or did so in the Gospel books venerated by the Church, at any rate: “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem,” He cried, as He turned to exit Herod’s Temple for the last time, “killing the prophets and stoning those who are sent to you! How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you would not! Behold, your house is forsaken and desolate’ ” (Matt. 23:37–38). “Would that even today you knew the things that make for peace! But now they are hid from your eyes. For the days shall come upon you, when your enemies will cast up a bank about you and surround you, and hem you in on every side, and dash you to the ground, you and your children within you, and they will not leave one stone upon another in you; because you did not know the time of your visitation” (Luke 19:42–44).

			As a matter of fact, what the earliest, primitive churches believed about the topic at hand Aquila now found himself in a uniquely perfect position to learn. The Jerusalem church described by Epiphanius happens to have been the oldest church in Christendom, originally pastored by that very St. James who issued the decrees of the apostolic council! And however doubtful or searching he might have been, Aquila did, according to Epiphanius, present himself for membership there, as any believer in good standing with God’s larger family would have done: 

			So Aquila while in Jerusalem saw the disciples of the disciples of the apostles flourishing in the faith and working great signs, healings, and other miracles. For they were such as had come back from the city of Pella to Jerusalem and were living there and teaching. For when the city was about to be taken and destroyed by the Romans, it was revealed in advance to all the disciples by an angel of God that they should remove from the city, as it was going to be completely destroyed. They sojourned as emigrants in Pella, the city above mentioned in Transjordania. And this city is said to be of the Decapolis.33 

			This, according to those involved, had been the warning for which Jesus had put them on alert at the time of His prophecies against the city: “When you see the desolating sacrilege set up where it ought not to be (let the reader understand), then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains; let him who is on the housetop not go down, nor enter his house, to take anything away; and let him who is in the field not turn back to take his mantle” (Matt. 24:15–18). Thus miraculously preserved, the apostolic church at Jerusalem — “mother of all churches” according to the ancient Liturgy of St. James — had no eyewitness knowledge of the catastrophe, but she certainly would have had a lot to say about the conditions that brought it about.

			Seen from St. James’s church, the “Great Revolt,” as it was commonly called, was a Jewish civil war before it was a Roman crackdown. Their own founder, for instance — head of the “Jesus party” in Jerusalem — was, according to Josephus, assassinated by the party of the Pharisees in the very shadow of the temple “on a charge of breaking the law”: and this, despite the fact that James personally seems to have continued keeping all of the Mosaic ceremonials even after publishing the council’s verdict. Yet James had welcomed Paul to the city a few years earlier — that “apostle to the uncircumcised” who had recently been tried in Greece for “persuading men to worship God contrary to the law” (Acts 18:13) — and had refused to dissuade the people from following Paul’s opinions. Both Origen and Eusebius cite a passage from Josephus wherein the great historian of the Jewish Wars identifies James’s murder as the last straw that brought judgment upon the city.34 Even without such spiritual insights, however, it had been perfectly clear to all that factional chaos among the Jews had brought down the hammer of Rome. 

			When, in A.D. 66, a relatively minor tax revolt drew unexpectedly vigorous Roman intervention, a makeshift Jewish army tried to unite in resistance, much as the widely separated American colonies united to create a single Continental Army in response to the “Intolerable Acts” of 1774. But such unity proved wholly impossible. The Zealots were soon fighting with the Sadduccees over control of the army; the Pharisees wouldn’t join forces with either group, considering them both to be made up of lawbreakers and heretics. The Idumeans took the part of the Zealots. The Essenes seem to have withdrawn from the fight altogether and taken their extensive library to the secret caves of Qumran. Had the ancient Davidic monarchy been restored at this time under King Jesus — Son of David and Son of God — the Israelites would have united under His glorious rule and marched on triumphantly as God’s missionary people, a nation of kings and priests carrying healing to humanity in fulfillment of the covenant promise made to Abraham. And yet a large part of the people’s rejection of Jesus had, in the eyes of the Church, been rooted in just such political issues. Had the Nazarene come as a military messiah — a second Joshua or another Judas Maccabeus — he would have been embraced wholeheartedly, since the Romans, sad to say, were the worst problem most Jews could think of at the moment. To Jesus’ offer of spiritual release, of holiness, rebirth, and liberation from their sins, the people had largely shrugged their shoulders, preferring to hang on a while longer and give the next messianic candidate a look instead.35 

			If Aquila sought less “biased” information about the final battle, it would have been easily obtained from the handful of non-Christian survivors still living in the city. These told a grim tale indeed. Titus besieged Jerusalem early in 70, at a time when its population was artificially swelled by Passover pilgrims. All food shipments were stopped; all streams bearing water into the walled city were dammed up. Hardship turned to starvation within weeks. The Zealots, incredibly, in an apparent effort to stave off surrender and compel the inhabitants to open the gates and fight the thing to a finish while some bodily strength yet remained, deliberately burned the city’s remaining food stocks. Some Jews later maintained that this had been done to force Yahweh’s hand — to insist that He reveal the military Messiah they had thus far been denied. And yet no new Messiah appeared. 

			When the city was finally entered, the Romans found that the inhabitants had sunk to an animal state, having resorted at last to cannibalism. The final stand took place in and around the temple. The factions were battling the invaders shoulder to shoulder at this point, and yet still they hated each other so deeply that one group paused to murder the leader of a second in the very midst of the struggle. Soon, God’s own house was ablaze. Josephus tells us that Titus had not originally intended it to be destroyed; he preferred to leave Herod’s recently renovated wonder standing so that it could be transformed afterward into a pagan shrine dedicated to the emperor and the Roman pantheon. Yet “as the legions charged in” Josephus records, 

			Neither persuasion nor threat could check their impetuosity: passion alone was in command. Crowded together around the entrances many were trampled by their friends, many fell among the still hot and smoking ruins of the colonnades and died as miserably as the defeated. As they neared the Sanctuary they pretended not even to hear Caesar’s commands and urged the men in front to throw in more firebrands. The partisans were no longer in a position to help; everywhere was slaughter and flight. Most of the victims were peaceful citizens, weak and unarmed, butchered wherever they were caught. Round the Altar the heaps of corpses grew higher and higher, while down the Sanctuary steps poured a river of blood and the bodies of those killed at the top slithered to the bottom.

			Finally, as the sun began to set on the ninth of Av (the first day of August that year), the Holy City fell; and the Temple Mount supported a temple no longer. Nothing stood at the sacred spot but the standards of Rome against a smoky sky, each topped with its brazen bird of prey, the Roman eagle. Aquila would not have heard the opinion of St. John Chrysostom on this matter, for he expressed it some 250 years later; but it was, in the judgment of that great Doctor of the Church, the raising of these standards that had been “the desolating sacrilege set up where it ought not to be.” He linked it to Christ’s words when asked where the end would begin: “Where the body is, there the eagles will be gathered together” (Luke 17:37). We should also add that General Titus, for his part, refused the customary laurels of victory, avowing (according to the Greek historian Philostratus) that he saw “no merit in vanquishing a people forsaken by their own God.”36 

			It was all so neat and tidy for us Christians, Aquila must have thought; so clear that even the man who had done the butchery saw its significance. God took his vengeance upon those who rejected His Son and stepped in Himself to help overthrow the Old Law. Ironically, Aquila’s very name happens to mean “the Eagle” in Latin; his face and his manners, he likely meditated, were those of the incendiaries, not of God’s chosen. Even when he spoke Hebrew — a rare talent for a Roman citizen — he probably spoke it with a heathen accent. Now, that hard-won talent had made him fit for little more, apparently, than further to interpret the emperor’s will for Judea. Even Josephus, thoroughly Jewish himself, concluded that God’s favor had now been transferred to the Romans, who merely acted as the rod of the Lord’s anger. And yet what, really, Aquila wondered, had the people been guilty of but refusing to abandon the ways of their fathers? What was their crime except continued allegiance to a code that — as even the Church admitted — had expressed God’s own will for a whole millennium and half again more? Is this what paganism always ends up doing when it runs up against God and his people? Is this what paganism was now dragging with it into the Church?

			Still, he would not quickly forsake the Nazarene. And the miracles Aquila had witnessed among the Christians were surely powerful proofs — of something, anyway. Yet how could he forget what he had so often read in the Hebrew Scriptures? 

			 And you established for yourself your people Israel to be your people forever. And you, O Lord, became their God. (2 Sam. 7:24) 

			You are a people holy to the Lord your God, and the Lord has chosen you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth. (Deut. 14:2)

			When you are in tribulation, and all these things come upon you in the latter days, you will return to the Lord your God and obey his voice. For the Lord your God is a merciful God. He will not leave you or destroy you or forget the covenant with your fathers that he swore to them, (Deut. 4:30–31)

			The Glory of Israel will not lie or have regret, for he is not a man, that he should have regret. (1 Sam. 15:29)

			Bright as he was, Aquila cannot have missed the exquisite irony of it all: sent here to “de-Judaify” Judea, the emperor’s man now looked to have a job of work on his hands just trying not to turn Jewish himself.

			Marcion in Trouble

			Marcion, meanwhile, was in theological trouble himself back home in Pontus. 

			Though the evidence isn’t quite clear, he seems to have risen quickly to the episcopacy, having been made a kind of junior suffragan bishop to his father at Sinope37 — an example, it would seem, of unwise nepotism in the Church. How unwise is illustrated, perhaps, by the fact that he found himself, not long afterward, turned out of the ministry altogether. Epiphanius tells us that Marcion, with tears, begged his father for reconciliation, but the bishop refused. His son left the Church and took up a secular career in the always-thriving Pontic shipping business.  

			What caused Marcion’s downfall at Sinope? We ought to confess frankly that nobody really knows. Epiphanius tells a tale of sexual sin with a young maiden, something earlier writers know nothing of — writers who, as a matter of fact, confess that Marcion was noted for chastity and an austere lifestyle. Some scholars think the story is a metaphor misunderstood (either by Epiphanius himself or by his later translators) and that the image of a crafty deceiver cheating a virgin out of her purity was meant as an allegory for the purity of the early Church’s doctrine now spoiled by the introduction of heresy. And since we know that Marcion did, in fact, turn heretic later — indeed, that he soon became the arch-heretic of his generation — it’s easy to accept this less salacious (but ultimately more destructive) explanation.

			If Marcion had, indeed, become a teacher of false doctrine, what errors was he espousing this early on? No one knows for sure. We can note only that whatever his false step was, it was not, apparently, novel enough at the time to warrant special comment. This book, in any event, is going to suggest simply that Marcion, like his fellow parishioner Aquila, was Judaizing in the 120s — a movement that was nearing its peak of influence in that era but was destined to burst like a bubble during the following decade. For the truth is that what would later be called “Marcionism” parallels the Judaistic system step for step nine-tenths of the way. In fact, the characteristically Marcionite element comes in only at the very end, as a kind of Twilight Zone twist to that familiar story. But we’re getting far ahead of our story now and will, at any rate, need to lay some more groundwork before such a counterintuitive assertion becomes really understandable.

			Let’s simply assert for the moment only what can be shown from Marcion’s later statements: that he did, somewhere along the way, learn to endorse every single plank in the Judaizer platform. The Creator of humanity did appear to Abraham and to Moses; He did give the Hebrews the law system laid out in the Torah and wants it kept as a condition of His friendship. Marcion agrees: the book of Genesis calls the rite of circumcision “perpetual,” and Abraham, in response, circumcises not only his own relatives but his entire household as well. Deuteronomy regards its laws as unconditional and curses anyone who “does not persevere in all that has been written” (27:26, LXX). The book of Leviticus explicitly denies that Sabbath observance is temporary: “It shall be an everlasting ordinance in all your dwellings and generations” (Lev. 23:21, Douay-Rheims). All of the laws and ceremonies in the Tanakh are illustrative of Yahweh’s character and cannot, therefore, by any means be reformed. Any attempt to wriggle out of their requirements or explain them away by means of some tortuous theological sleight of hand is simply man’s everlasting adolescent lawlessness at work, always looking for an out. Marcion and the Judaizers are lock-step in agreement up to this point in the telling. And though, as we’ve noted, law-keeping alone would not have been enough to get a clergyman in trouble with the Church at this stage, any insistence on it as necessary to avoid sin and damnation certainly would have been — constituting, as it does, a direct repudiation of the Apostles’ authority and their rulings at the Jerusalem Council.

			Yet the essence of the Judaizing position, remember, is that it seeks to keep both the Mosaic Law and Jesus; this is the difference between a Judaizer and just an ordinary Jesus-rejecting Jew. That was the whole trick one had to pull off — and whatever they themselves may have said about torturous theology, it took quite an act of mental gymnastics for the Judaizers to manage successfully their chosen tightrope act. One of the groups that Marcion might easily have joined, for instance, was a loose association of dissident churches called the Ebionites. This movement (which, according to several ancient historians, started as a splinter group from James’s original church at Jerusalem) was more than happy to recognize Jesus as the Messiah and showed Him great reverence. Some of them even accepted his virginal conception. But they denied His divinity, along with any idea that His death or Resurrection had altered man’s obligations under the Law in any way. The so-called Apostle Paul had, in their system, been nothing but an apostate from Moses’ Law, a pied piper trying to lead Israel to destruction. They even had a wild conspiracy theory (according to Epiphanius) alleging that Paul was never a Jew at all, but a Greek who had sought to marry the daughter of a Jewish high priest by means of an insincere conversion and then apostatized when she spurned him. Most intriguingly, the Ebionites came forward with “alternative” scriptures purporting to prove their stance on the issues at hand. Eusebius says the Ebionites used a book called The Gospel of the Hebrews, which Epiphanius thinks was a faulty translation of Matthew’s Gospel, “not wholly complete, but falsified and mutilated.”38 Other books, such as The Apocryphon of James and The Ascents of James, picture the Lord’s kinsman as having received fuller, secret instruction from Jesus not given to the other Apostles. Both of these books blame Paul for Christ’s failure to convert the entire Jewish people to Ebionite Christianity; had not this “hostile person” poisoned the well by speaking against the Law in his name, Jesus would have been accepted as the mighty but merely human prophet that He was.

			Marcion shows every indication of having read this material . . . and scorned it. The Jesus he found there was but a pale imitation of the Divine Being he himself loved and served. Whatever else we may say about Marcion and his later career as a teacher of theology, the person of Jesus Christ remained paramount to him throughout. As fully as for Justin, the miracles of Christ were, for Marcion, an irrefutable proof of His divinity. It was perfectly clear to him as well, from the sublime teachings of Christ as recorded in the four great Gospels received by the Church (especially that of St. Luke, Marcion’s favorite), that the Nazarene had been no mere prophet. Jesus’ doctrine was as far above that of Isaiah or Elijah or Jeremiah as the brightness of the sun is compared with that of the moon. While the Ebionites were slandering St. Paul, Marcion was glorying in his great confession to the Colossians: “For in [Christ] the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have come to fullness of life in him, who is the head of all rule and authority” (Col. 2:9–10). Perhaps a newcomer such as Aquila, converted from paganism, could see Jesus as simply one more name in a long list of newly discovered Jewish heroes; the whole thing, after all, must have come to him at once, as a single package. But Marcion had been raised in the Church as the son of a bishop. He saw a clear process of development in the Scriptures: each prophet or wise man building on the work of those who came before; each outgrowing, little by little, some of the barbarism and ignorance in which God so clearly finds even His most promising subjects sunk at the time depicted in Genesis or Exodus. The idea of editing Jesus then, as these Ebionite works wished to do, so that primitives such as Joshua and Samson and David might not look so out of joint in comparison — never!

			Marcion, at any rate, must have decided early on that Ebionism or any other Jesus-minimizing option was no option for him. Just because he had come to believe that the rulings of the Jerusalem Council were a mistake was no good reason to fall away from Christian belief altogether! And yet, though there was no real organic connection between law-keeping and the demotion of Christ, Marcion couldn’t deny — and surely it troubled him — that law maximizers almost always did end up “going there.” Though they usually blamed Peter or Paul, or both, for the “error” itself, they constantly gave the game away by moving quickly ahead to Christological heresy. Law-keeping Christians who stayed sound on the divinity of Christ were rare as raindrops in the Sahara. This, in fact, may well have been what got Marcion into trouble at Sinope: his kind of Judaizing talk was so universally the prelude to Christian apostasy that his father and the other elders of the church likely expected their junior bishop soon to follow suit. 

			Marcion fooled them, though. He never did stop proclaiming the majesty of Jesus the Savior, Divine Son of the Most High God. But his simultaneous inability to escape the logic (as he saw it) of the Judaizing position drove him, eventually, to an error stranger still — whipped him into it mercilessly, like an ox before the lash. In fact, as Marcion took to sea to forget his troubles (probably as an officer on one of his family’s commercial vessels)39 he likely brooded on these matters instead — long days and weeks in the sun and salt and spray, caught between the Rock of Christ and the Hard Place of Moses’ Law. 
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			Body and Soul

			[image: ]

			For freedom Christ has set us free; stand fast therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.

			— Galatians 5:1

			The Seven Synagogues

			What today’s Bible scholars wouldn’t give for a look at what Aquila saw when he visited the seven synagogues of Jerusalem, circa A.D. 120! 

			Synagogues store scrolls — today, just as they did in second century. The great gilded Ark Torah, for instance, stands at the head of every Jewish sanctuary in just the spot (no coincidence) where the tabernacle usually stands in a traditional Catholic church. It holds liturgical copies of what we Christians, speaking our customary Greek, refer to as the Pentateuch: the five chief books of the Old Covenant, the books of the Law. Most synagogues have shelves in a back room as well, containing (in wealthier communities)40 copies of all the other books, too; “the prophets and the psalms” as Jesus called them (Luke 24:44), “psalms” meaning not just the book of Psalms but also the larger collection of wisdom literature of which they are the best known part. The public reading of these scrolls during communal prayer services was, in the centuries before printing and prior to widespread public literacy, the layman’s only access to the written word of God. It is similar today: most of the scrolls in any synagogue are very old — family heirlooms, so to speak, passed down by the parents and grandparents of current worshippers. So why should modern experts find the scrolls of the second century so special? The answer, believe it or not, is that the earliest surviving copy of the entire Tanakh in the original Hebrew dates from the year 1008. Yes, you read that correctly: our oldest copy of the Old Testament — preserved at the National Library of Russia and known as the Leningrad Codex — dates from the age of knights in armor and ladies fair, just about nine hundred years after the setting of our present story. Nearly as much time passed, in other words, between Aquila and the Leningrad Codex as has passed since the Leningrad Codex down to our day. So a peek into the shelves that Aquila saw would be a boon undreamed of for today’s textual critics.41

			There had probably been a synagogue in Sinope; that may even be the place where Aquila learned his earliest lessons in written Hebrew. Even much later, after all, when the break between the two traditions had solidified and grown much wider, St. Jerome, the great Bible translator, profited by the generosity of Palestinian rabbis willing, under similar circumstances, to help him improve his own comprehension of biblical Hebrew. But remote Pontus could have shown nothing, surely, to match the panoply of Scripture readily at hand in the Holy City itself, however diminished by the recent unpleasantness. Practically any book on earth in any language is a click or two away via today’s Internet, and even many backwoods Christian preachers have kept printed Hebrew Bibles in the parsonage since the eighteenth century. It may be difficult to realize, consequently, just how limited Christian access to the original Old Testament text was in those early years. The Greek Septuagint simply was the Bible for second-century believers — along with the apostolic books, of course, for which Greek is native — and this to such a degree that many Christians seem to have lost track of the fact that this version is, after all, a translation. Aquila would have known better, of course, but even his outlook would almost certainly have been colored by the overwhelming dominance of the Septuagint tradition in Christian circles. His first look, then, into the jars of Jerusalem — if the rabbis were hospitable, of course — could only have come as a shock.

			The first and most obvious bombshell would have been his discovery that Holy Land Bibles were dramatically shorter than the Christian version — not just minus the New Testament books or even the seven most recent Hebrew books, often called the Apocrypha,42 but minus large chunks of the undisputed writings as well. Nearly a third of Esther, for instance, was missing from almost all of the Jerusalem scrolls, as well as the final fifth or so of the prophet Daniel. One of the psalms had apparently been dropped, too — who knows why — along with the book of Jeremiah. Even more puzzling, hundreds of smaller omissions kept cropping up, even from the majestic Torah, more and more of them the longer you looked. Encountering these Jerusalem scrolls must have been, for Aquila, like watching a familiar movie classic in a censored or abridged form: every few moments there was another chance to cry out “Hey, wait a minute!” To make things even odder, however, to make formulating a theory about these changes even more difficult, there were occasional discrepancies of just the opposite type: passages where Aquila’s familiar Bible from back home suddenly turned into “the Deluxe Extended Version with Deleted Scenes.” Jeremiah, for example, and the book of Job were both inexplicably longer than their Septuagint counterparts and full of fascinating stuff Aquila had probably never heard of. Other differences were everywhere: changes in wording, in spelling, and in grammar. All of the proverbs were present, in the book bearing that name, but the order was jumbled for some reason — almost as if each one had been written on the back of a playing card, the deck been shuffled, and then the proverbs transcribed again in the new order. Yet very few of these differences appeared to be of any great theological importance; that, in some strange way, seemed only to make them more mysterious.

			Aquila, as we have previously guessed, likely knew before he arrived that many Jesus rejecters looked at the Septuagint askance. There had, nevertheless, been no wholesale dismissal of the “Bible of the Dispersed” as of yet. “During the first century,” writes Marcel Simon, “the diaspora Jews still venerated it as an inspired text, on the same level with the original Hebrew . . . [and] had up till now unanimously recognized the Septuagint’s authority.”43 Palestinian rabbis, too, continued to afford it at least a grudging place on the nation’s shelves; the Greek version, after all, had circulated with hardly any protest on their part for over three hundred years now, and any sudden retraction of the welcome they had given it in the third century B.C. would necessarily involve an unseemly break with the past. The rabbis, in any case, probably still had access to the underlying Hebrew text on which Ptolemy’s scholars had based their work — the sources of the Septuagint, that is, of which only fragments exist in our day.44 Aquila may very well have seen these scrolls while examining the manuscripts held by the seven synagogues — to which the famous Greek version must surely have corresponded pretty closely, given such widespread acceptance of the tale about its miraculously perfect translation.45 

			There too, Aquila would have quickly run across the second big shocker of the week: namely, the news that Jerusalem Jews kept not two Bibles in their synagogues but several. It was not simply a matter of one Bible for the Christians, another for everyone else — no, the rabbis appear to have had other variant editions on hand as well!46 Along with the Septuagint-like fragments mentioned above and the text that became the basis for the Leningrad Codex (as well as for most modern Bibles in English), the Dead Sea Scrolls also contain evidence for at least two other independent Old Testaments circulating in Israel in these early centuries: scrolls that align closely with the ancient Peschitto (the Bible in Syriac) and others that reflect the textual form found in the Samaritan Pentateuch, which Justin may well have seen in Shechem.47 More-stable young scholars might have stood chomping at the bit in front of such a spectacle — a Christmas tree laden with exciting, unopened presents. But for Aquila, as for many to whom these complexities had been hitherto unknown, the sudden eye-opener may well have sent him reeling at the crush of unanswered questions.

			What caused all these multiple recensions? Which Bible is “the original”? And how, other than by personal preference, was one to choose? As an orthodox Christian, Aquila had always been told that the Old Testament books were as fully inspired by God as the words of Christ. So, which of these competing, sometimes contradictory, Hebrew Bibles had received the “special sauce”? Which version was the “director’s cut”? And which collection contained the correct list of books — with all their intended contents?48 

			Law-maximizers, certainly, had made their preference for versions other than the Septuagint very well known. But Aquila couldn’t simply accuse his fellow Jesus followers of making a Bible to suit themselves (as he might, alas, have been in the mood to do lately) because it was a certainty that the Greek Old Testament became what it is long before Jesus was born. Nor did Christian-owned copies of the Septuagint differ at all from copies held by Diaspora Jews. Was it possible that the Diaspora Bible itself was skewed toward lawless principles — and that the Christians (perhaps Peter or Paul and the other “minimizers”) had, in choosing it, simply picked the “minority report” that best justified their own decision? Or perhaps the Christians themselves were merely heirs to a set of ideas that had been percolating in Greek-speaking Jewry for years, ideas that were, in themselves, a rebellion against the Law!

			If Aquila had been more patient — and more trusting of his fathers in the faith — he would gradually have got his answers from the Church, just as we will gradually see them emerge in the pages ahead. He could have addressed them to his own proper bishop at Jerusalem, the successor of St. James, who seems at that time (according to Eusebius) to have been a Jew named Joseph. Aquila could, with his ready command of languages, have written to the church at Rome; that congregation for which St. Paul had thanked his God, “because your faith is proclaimed in all the world” (Rom. 1:8). St. Telesphorus had recently been named bishop there, only the seventh successor to the chair first occupied by St. Peter. Aquila could even have addressed his questions to St. Polycarp, then bishop of Smyrna in Ionia: a personal disciple, in his youth, of the aged St. John the Apostle — who, in turn, learned his doctrine directly from the Lord Jesus Christ! And yet Aquila seems, instead, to have already begun losing himself in the half-lit thicket of conspiracy theory and the Great Apostasy. 

			He did not turn, as far as we know, to any of these great saints so readily available but asked the rabbis for answers instead. And the rabbis sent him to Jamnia.

			The Last Men Standing

			In the dark night that followed the ninth of Av, while the orange embers of the Jerusalem temple were still aglow, a teacher was spirited away from the city by his students inside a dead man’s coffin. That man was the Pharisaic sage Johanan ben Zakkai; and his disciples, in an effort to save Israel’s great heritage of Hebrew law and scholarship, took him thirty miles west to the seaside town of Jamnia where a small rabbinical seminary with a modest library was still in operation. At Jamnia the learned rabbi helped to establish a kind of government in exile for the beleaguered Jewish nation, much as the free Polish government fled to France and then Britain after their ill-starred homeland fell to the Nazis in 1939. Johanan called together a new Sanhedrin, the traditional governing body of Palestinian Jewry, and was himself named nasi, or patriarch. There, together with the Jamnia scribes, he and his fellow Pharisees began picking up the pieces of their nation’s lost sovereignty and thus saved Jesus-free Hebrew religion in the Holy Land.49 

			Gamaliel succeeded Johanan around the year 90 — about the same time St. John was writing the book of Revelation from his cell on Patmos.50 This Gamaliel had, as a young man, seen the city fall in 70; he watched, in other words, while the intractable divisions within Jewry caused the cataclysm. Jewish unity, as a result, became the obsession of his life. When challenged, for instance, by some of his fellow rabbis and charged with personal ambition in his drive to consolidate all authority in his own hands, Gamaliel silenced his critics by making the following solemn oath: “Lord of the world, it is manifest and known to Thee that I have not done it for my own honor nor for that of my house, but for Thy honor, that factions may not increase in Israel.”51 Ironically, the disastrous revolt itself had brought this elusive goal within closer reach than it had been for centuries. The Zealots, most rabid and uncompromising of all the Jewish sects, were also the group that had most closely hitched their wagon to the success of the rebellion — and thus largely perished with it in the flames of 70. The sect of the Sadducees, custodians of the Temple and responsible for performing most of its ceremonies, was so closely tied to that shrine that it seems simply to have gone down with the ship; Sadduceeism became, as far as we can tell, entirely extinct before the turn of the second century. The Essenes, inversely, show signs of having abandoned the temple while it was still standing. The luxury and corruption of the Sadducees appears to have put the Essenes off the temple service altogether and set them looking for a more “inward” and ecstatic form of faith. The shift in focus made this apocalyptic group of monk-like visionaries (St. John the Baptist may have been among their number) more mobile than most Palestinian Jews, more willing to wander away from the Holy City and its hitherto mandatory rites. Their wanderings, however, grew too wide eventually, and the Essenes, too, vanished into the desert to meet extinction, like dying pachyderms looking for the legendary graveyard of elephants. Every other substantial Jewish sect vanished from the scene during the same period. 

			Of all Holy Land Jews, only the Pharisees remained by 128 — the last men standing. In fact, as Marcel Simon puts it: “Pharisaism and Judaism were practically synonymous [by this time]. . . . The catastrophe ensured the victory of Pharisaism by putting all of its rivals out of the running with a single, brutal blow.” The Sadducees had allowed Temple observance to become their whole raison d’être. The Pharisees kept the rites, to be sure, and contributed to the Temple’s upkeep, but “the fall of the temple did not interfere in the least with the practice of religion as they understood it, and their grief over its destruction seems to have been comforted without the loss of too much time.” Far less closely attached to places and things, 

			they had, if one may so express it, a place of spiritual retreat, prepared long ago. They had the Torah. The religion to which they subscribed was already a religion of the book, and only secondarily a religion of the Temple. It was a religion of the Temple only to the extent that the temple rites represented one aspect of the Law.52 

			So long as Scripture study was kept central and scrupulous law-keeping made an end in itself, Judaism as interpreted by the Pharisees could go on forever. And it is largely due to the tenacity of the patriarch Gamaliel at Jamnia that this version of the Hebrew faith survives today. 

			Gamaliel was still alive when Aquila reached Jamnia — but just barely. He appears to have been on his deathbed, an object of pilgrimages and veneration for his grateful countrymen. Akiba ben Joseph had succeeded to the patriarchate; he was an old friend of Gamaliel’s, less formidable as a scholar but fully his sponsor’s equal in tenacity and the passion to pass down Israel’s age-old faith unchanged. Aquila must have been deeply impressed by the hushed atmosphere at Jamnia, not only by the reverence of the deathwatch but by the prayerful scribes who labored quietly to preserve Israel’s written heritage across the gulf of catastrophe. These dedicated ascetics burned the midnight oil copying out the handmade scrolls by which the Tanakh was to be transmitted into the future, much as medieval monks were to pass them down in the Christian monasteries to come. Indeed, we know for a fact that Aquila was deeply impressed somehow, for when Gamaliel died not long after his arrival, Aquila rushed impulsively home to his Jerusalem dwellings and sold practically everything of value he owned in order to make a large commemorative offering at the patriarch’s funeral. This may have been the newcomer’s attempt to demonstrate the sincerity of his inquiries in the eyes of the patriarch Akiba. Nevertheless, one can’t help but see the act as a personal burning of bridges on Aquila’s part as well, the turning of his face decisively toward the land of the Jews — and away from Hadrian’s Rome.

			We may wonder how the emperor’s chief overseer for the Jerusalem project had time to pursue such unworldly things so vigorously. Yes, Aquila was sent as a translator, but probably his duties in that regard were not too taxing; his main job, in fact, may simply have been to continue looking imperial, since, by the standards of the time, his mere kinship to Hadrian lent a touch of royalty and superstitious awe to his presence. He likely did, however, have actual responsibilities to the emperor — as a diplomat or ambassador. The Pharisees, recall, had been the mortal enemies of the Zealots, whom the Romans chiefly blamed for the revolt. And though they certainly seem to have been in a restive mood during the events surrounding our Lord’s Passion, the Pharisees as a party did not seethe continuously against Roman oversight in Judea. In fact, they often appear to have welcomed it tacitly as a pleasurable respite from the everlasting Jew-on-Jew violence that characterized the era. So it may well be that Aquila was meant to do more than translate official documents; the emperor may have charged him with translating his own pacific intentions toward the Jews as well, with helping them to see the benefits of his plan as the Samaritans had, and thus strengthening the collaborationist tendencies already shown by the Pharisees during the last war. Some historians, in fact, believe that an undeclared guerilla war — often referred to as the Kitos War and quite bloody in and of itself 53 — had been conducted by Jews in the East since 70, with no letup. There was a time limit to Aquila’s mission then, of which he would have been all too aware. The Jewish pot, in Roman eyes, seemed once again to be coming to a boil; and this made Jerusalem pacification a priority. If Aquila could manage it with the carrot — with “Zeus Hypsistos” and the Roman equivalent of “dollar diplomacy” — fine and good. If not . . . well, in that case, the legions might, regrettably, have to march back in with the stick. 

			Akiba probably detected Aquila’s shakiness as a Christian right from the start. Almost certainly, he had seen Judaizers before and recognized “the look.” He probably realized, too, that Aquila must be working for Hadrian — and not just as an interpreter. But Aquila’s kind of zeal for the Law would have been difficult to fake, rigorous as those observances are, and the excellence of his Hebrew could have been acquired only by many hundreds of hours of committed study. Perhaps an opportunity was presenting itself. Perhaps this young man could, with careful management, be turned from strict allegiance to the Roman emperor as thoroughly as from the Nazarene. There was, after all, a remote possibility — not to be discounted — that Aquila himself might ascend to the throne of the Caesars someday, as the kinfolk of deceased emperors had shown a tendency to do already. 

			Even short of that glittering potentiality, however, Akiba could see great value in winning the adherence of a man so proficient in both the Hebrew idiom and in Greek, “the language of Japhet,” as he would later call it.54 If Akiba truly wished to unify all the Jews, he had to reach the great mass of the Dispersed as well — and that meant finding a way to communicate effectively in Greek. Aquila came to Jamnia looking for “Hebrew verity” — for the biblical truth as it is in the original tongue, as he would have seen it, and not in some possibly unreliable translation. It may be, as the rabbi surely reflected, that Yahweh Himself led this young waverer to the rabbinical colony in order to help turn the whole world onto that same beneficent path.

			There were barriers in the way, of course. Some of Akiba’s colleagues might object to sharing their insights with a man uncircumcised; not only a goy but a Nazarene to boot (at least for the time being) and a paid official in the service of the pagan Caesar. Jamnia had secrets to hide as well; doctrines both religious and political — only half formed as yet — which might bring trouble to the community should they happen to reach the emperor’s ears. So there was risk, to be sure. But if the patriarch read his man correctly, Aquila might be brought on as a metuente to begin with — and then, under Akiba’s own tutelage, led gradually on to greater things. 

			And this, if the report of the later scholar St. Jerome can be trusted, is exactly what happened sometime in the early 130s: Aquila of Sinope, hitherto the disciple of Christ, became “the disciple of Rabbi Akiba.” 

			The Counsel of Jamnia

			If Aquila expected a ready answer to his questions about the discrepancies in the synagogue jars he was likely disappointed. Almost certainly the rabbis themselves could not account for the multiple recensions represented there, any more than today’s Bible scholars can explain them. There’s no surviving record from antiquity that even attempts to solve the mystery, and it may be that the facts of the matter had already been lost by Aquila’s time. Many have faulted the translation into Greek, to be sure; but no one, in all the centuries of controversy between the two faiths, ever suggested that the Hebrew sources of the Septuagint were simply fabricated or deliberately falsified. Whatever those documents were and however they came into existence, they not only predated Diaspora Judaism; they also helped to create it, rather than having been created by it. All the same, Rabbi Akiba did have what he considered to be a strong circumstantial case to make against the longer text, and he appears to have begun schooling Aquila in it as soon as he came on board. 

			In one sense, it had been the brute facts of geography that created the heresies of the Dispersed. Indisputably, the Mosaic Law mandated certain rites and ceremonies that could be validly carried only out in Jerusalem. Sizable swaths of the Torah are, in fact, concerned with little more than the proper way to offer the sacrifices performed at the one and only Hebrew temple. And yet large Jewish communities had arisen hundreds and even thousands of miles from the Holy City in an age when travel was slow, difficult, and dangerous, when most people never ventured more than twenty miles from their birthplaces. Consequently, non-Palestinians attracted to the Hebrew faith had been faced with a choice: either to get over their interest in the religion of Yahweh or to work out some version of it more adapted to their own circumstances. In practice, this had meant developing an exegetical method that would allow biblical commandments originally concerned almost entirely with ritual to be interpreted as moral or spiritual lessons instead. And this, in Akiba’s eyes, had been the fatal bite of the apple. 

			The taste for allegorical interpretations of Scripture gradually spread in the Diaspora and was more or less given its head. These led finally to all the enormities of Philo and his school. Philo, for instance, began offering “logical” explanations for God’s purity laws: “God forbids eating the flesh of birds of prey and carnivorous animals,” he wrote, “in order to elevate the virtue of peace.” As a result of such allegorizing, “the self-evident religious and historical meaning of much of the Torah was lost among the spiritual and moral sentiments whereby Philo sought to demonstrate the harmony and rationality of the universe.”55 This line of reasoning proved irresistible to a people raised in classical Greek culture; people for whom circumcision seemed a barbaric act of self-mutilation and in whom traditional Bible stories such as those of Jonah and the whale and Balaam’s ass likely produced a reaction not dissimilar to that experienced by Clarence Darrow. Eventually, Hellenistic exegetes went so far as to declare that the literal content of the Tanakh had always been of secondary importance, rationalizing a course that had been taken for mostly practical reasons. Allegory became, in Akiba’s eyes, an addiction in the Diaspora and was gradually employed to produce a sweeping abridgement of the Law that seemed to prefigure Christianity. The Hellenized Jews had (perhaps understandably at first) been given an inch and ended up taking a mile. 

			Yet the authorities in Jerusalem were, in a sense, offered the same hard choice: either refuse to accept the growing body of Dispersed and begin issuing edicts of excommunication against the movement — or take a bite of the apple themselves. Out-and-out proselytes became relatively rare in the Diaspora; more and more, the Hellenized synagogues became surrounded by a great cloud of quasi-Jewish God-fearers, keeping whichever portion of the Law they themselves felt comfortable with. Yet, prior to circumcision (and for a lot of these, “prior” had become a lifestyle) such persons were still goyim — still Gentiles for whom the Law had never been intended anyway. This is how the rite of Tvilah — the immersion in a ritual bath that usually accompanied circumcision during a Jewish conversion — was allowed to become a substitute for circumcision in the Diaspora.56 Thus, “for want of the will, or sometimes the power, to make its converts accept the observance of the whole law, Judaism did allow the rise of a class of semi-proselytes whose charter was represented by the so-called Noahic commandments.”57 After all, is not the condition of the heart more important than that of the body? Had not even the Lord himself said, through the prophet Hosea: “For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God, rather than burnt offerings”? (6:6). Did not the prophet Micah summarize the whole duty of an Israelite when he asked: “What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” (6:8). Questions like these led many rabbis — even within Judea — to look on these portentous changes at first with tolerance and finally with favor. “According to one rabbinical master, the rejection of idolatry is such that whoever undertakes it, it is as if he had acknowledged every detail of the Torah.”58 

			 The next step in this long descent (as Rabbi Akiba would have described it) was when these outlaw second cousins to the Jews began to think of themselves as better or “more truly authentic” Jews than those attached to the movement that spawned them! If, as everyone seemed ready to admit, an interior or mystical devotion counts for more than mere rote observance, then the more interior, the better, eh? Perhaps Judaism had been meant all along to “outgrow” gradually its attachment to stiff formality and primitive blood sacrifice! Hadn’t it truly flowered for the first time only when it finally got free from the stifling hothouse atmosphere surrounding the temple cult? Hadn’t it experienced, outside the Holy Land, an explosive growth never seen before (an indication of God’s blessing?) as a direct result of these modifications? This train of thought led finally to the most offensive notion of all in the eyes of Jamnia: the idea that the destruction of the temple might have been God’s will — not merely in the permissive sense or as a corrective chastisement but as a positive creative act on His part! “For Jewish universalism, the Temple had been an obstacle and a hindrance. . . . For the diaspora, the destruction of the sanctuary . . . was the natural climax of a long development, of a process of refinement begun by the prophets. It marked the inauguration of spiritual worship.”59

			Aquila, one imagines, could take the final few steps on his own; the patriarch’s account had confirmed everything he suspected all along simply by connecting the historical dots. The ritual and ceremonial Law had been fully explained away by Hellenized Jewry before the Christians ever came along! And the tendency of Jewish authorities to honor these so-called God-fearers had played into the hands of the emerging Church, simply by making mere faith fully equal to law-keeping. It hadn’t really been a matter, as Aquila first guessed, of the Christian Apostles coveting the Dispersed and taking steps to gather them in; it had actually been the Dispersed discovering in Jesus a prophet after their own hearts and co-opting Him! It may even be that the Diaspora had, during the rise of Christian-ism, consciously coveted the ease of initiation that made the job of Christian evangelists so much simpler than that of Jewish missionaries and had taken steps to modify their own requirements in order to remain competitive. The Apostles, for their part, shrewdly embraced this co-opting — and quickly began tripling, quadrupling, their membership on a monthly or weekly basis. 

			As for the Nazarene — well, who knew what His actual teaching on these matters may have been? The four orthodox Gospels were written after the Law-nullifying council — and under the supervision of the nullifiers themselves.60 Then finally, 

			in regions where Hellenistic Judaism was formerly a force, many of its adherents, both Jews and proselytes, may well have become Christian. In so doing, they were displaying a certain self-consistency. The allegorical methods of pseudo-Aristeas61 led naturally to those of the fathers. The logos of Philo prepared them to accept the Logos-Christ. . . . The infant Church borrowed from the thinkers of diaspora Judaism, along with some of their apologetic themes, their allegorical method of interpreting scripture, the translation on which it was based, and the speculations about divine hypostases that were to prove so fruitful for its theology.62

			Lawless Judaism, as Akiba would have explained it, had given rise to the lawlessness of the Church; and the appeal of lawlessness, so perennial in the wayward hearts of men, fully accounted for the current crisis of Jewish defections to Christianity. But Jamnia, Aquila soon learned, was rising to the occasion. A great reformation was already underway, first to stanch the bleeding and then to recover what had been lost. First, the rabbis had begun insisting on immediate circumcision for all potential converts and full observance of the whole Mosaic Law — no more “intermediate categories by which previously a pagan had been able to come into Judaism.”63 Proselytes in general came to be distrusted as too likely to pass over into Christianity. Anarchistic rabbis of the type who had encouraged this growth of “fake Jews” through the decades were weeded out and given the boot — and a new crop of sterner men trained to take their places. But it had been Gamaliel (of blessed memory) who zeroed in on the most pressing problem — the lack of any agreed-upon place for the buck to stop. Gamaliel had felt keenly, during his own administration, the want of any general authority among Jews competent to reject Christianity once and for all. A recognized head acknowledged by all or most Israelites (something even not possible before A.D. 70) could consider himself authorized to make an official canon of sacred books for the first time — as well as an index of banned or suspect works. And this is exactly what the new, empowered patriarch of Jamnia set himself to do.

			First, in a recently published treatise on ritual handwashing called Tosefta Yadayim, Akiba had taken the opportunity to include the following ruling: “The Gospels and heretical books do not defile the hands.” “The phrase ‘do not defile the hands,’ ” as expert Gary Michuta explains, “refers to a non-sacred text. Sacred texts require ritual hand washing after they are touched. Non-sacred texts do not. Therefore, Akiba is stating that the texts listed are not sacred (i.e., they are not Scripture).”64 This ruling was decisive and authoritative, to be sure — but not too surprising, since these books were, after all, the explicitly Christian texts of the so-called New Testament. It was in his next ruling that the patriarch truly broke new ground, with a decision destined to impact Aquila’s life profoundly: “The book of Ben Sira [known in modern Bibles as Ecclesiasticus or Sirach] and all books of later date are no longer canonical.”65 Since Sirach is the oldest of the Deuterocanonical books (composed around 180 B.C.), this was an attack on the inspiration of all the rest as well of them as well — and also happens to constitute the synagogue’s first-ever official ruling against the Greek Septuagint. “He who reads aloud in the synagogue from books not belonging to the canon as if they were canonical,” as Akiba judged elsewhere, would henceforth be subject to punishment. And yet Akiba was certainly begging the question here; it was, after all, he himself who was making this new canon, here in the year 130. The old Jewish Encyclopedia of 1906 attributes this action, much more frankly, to Akiba’s desire to “disarm the Christians . . . who drew their ‘proofs’ from the Apocrypha . . . [and] to emancipate the Jews of the Dispersion from the domination of the Septuagint, the errors and inaccuracies of which frequently distorted the true meaning of Scripture, and were even used as arguments against the Jews by the Christians.”66

			This, then, was Jamnia’s counsel to Aquila — Rabbi Akiba’s circumstantial case. From the very beginning of its existence until now, the Septuagint had always been associated with Law minimizers (whether Jewish or Christian or some combination of the two), and this fact alone was surely enough to set it aside. Had not the Christians used it almost exclusively since the day their “New Testament” books began to be written? In Akiba’s view, there was no need to lose oneself in the weeds over the textual questions involved. Wherever these longer and shorter rescensions might have come from, it was simply undeniable that the one connected with lawbreakers was the longer of the two — the one that had been made into the Septuagint. Call it guilt by association if you like, but, all other things being equal, the Pharisees would, thank you very much, opt for one of the shorter versions. Where the texts were concerned, Akiba seemed to say, the Jews needed only to decide on their story and stick to it.

			So where did Aquila come in? Just at this point. It wasn’t the very idea of a Greek Bible the rabbis objected to. If, indeed, the Diaspora was to be reclaimed for Pharisaic orthodoxy, it was vitally important that the Tanakh should be translated into Greek. But it must be a Greek Bible subject to orthodox control — the control of the patriarch at Jamnia. Already the scholars there, under the supervision of the elder rabbis Eliezer ben Hyrcanus and Joshua ben Hananiah, had begun the process of creating their own “perfect” Hebrew text on which to double down, by comparing and contrasting all of the material at their disposal (all “not the Septuagint” material, that is). What was badly needed going forward was some native Greek speaker — sympathetic, of course, to the Jamnia project and thus not the easiest man to find — able to translate that text, as it was completed, into the lingua franca. And now this fine young man from Sinope appears at the doorstep, eager to learn and to be of service. And Aquila, for his part, shows every sign of having been flattered by the suggestion and — despite the fact that he had a job already — ready, willing, and able to dig in right away.

			There was, however, a hitch. Another of the Jamnia reforms had placed a certain formality in the way, a bump in the road, one might say. As a way to identify infiltrators — indeed, as a way to drive Jewish Christians out of the synagogues altogether — Rabbi Gamaliel had caused a new set of prayers to be added to the approved Jewish liturgy. Known as the Eighteen Benedictions, the recital of which had been fixed as a duty to be performed three times a day by every Israelite, these prayers now included the following additional petition: “Let there be no hope for the apostates, and the kingdom of pride mayest thou destroy quickly, in our days. And let the Nazarenes and the minim [heretics] suddenly perish. Let them be extinguished from the book of life and not be written with the righteous. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who humblest the proud.”67 Anyone who would not say this prayer aloud was to be removed from the synagogue. If Aquila was to be admitted as a Jamnia scholar, with daily access to the holy scrolls whose very touch “defiled the hands” with glory, he would, of course, have to conform to all of the required duties of Jamnia — one of which would, for a Christian, constitute a solemn act of self-cursing. 

			There was only one way to remove this barrier, as Akiba surely explained: full conversion to Judaism, including circumcision, renunciation of all previous errors, and solemn ritual promises to abide daily by every single command written in the book of the Law.

			The Son of a Star

			Quite unexpectedly, the emperor himself showed up in Jerusalem late in the year 131, accompanied, no doubt by a cohort of his most trusted bodyguards.68 One can’t help but wonder if rumors had reached his ears along the way, alarming reports that his trusted overseer might have lost track of his mission and “gone native.” If, at any rate, the accounts preserved in the Talmud are to be trusted, Hadrian, though tired out from his journey, met with Aquila almost immediately after his arrival — with more than a few questions on his mind.

			The emperor may well have been shocked by his kinsman’s haggard appearance. Rabbis Eliezer and Joshua, under whose supervision he had worked for over a year now, were becoming concerned that Aquila was spending all his strength on his newly chosen task. Epiphanius describes him as “painfully ambitious” during this period, “moved not by the right motive, but (by the desire) to distort certain of the words occurring in the translation of the seventy-two69 so that he might proclaim the things testified to about Christ in the divine Scriptures to have been fulfilled in some other way . . . [and to justify, perhaps] a certain shame that he felt.” Aquila had, in any event, joined those burning the midnight oil at Jamnia and showed the unmistakable marks of that profession: the furrowed brow, the dark circles and squinting eyes now sensitive to light. 

			Perhaps Hadrian’s ambassador had been shrewdly “building bridges” by making so friendly with the indigenous? If so, he’d be pleased to hear that the emperor had come with good news. Rome was ready to make additional reparations for the unfortunate events of 70, beginning with the reconstruction of the temple at Roman expense, to commence forthwith. Hadrian also hoped that Aquila would help spread the happy tidings that he himself had, unilaterally, called an end to Trajan’s long war in the East during which so many Jews had been persecuted. The emperor also wished to convey his personal distress at seeing so much of the city still in ruins and to announce a readiness to make serious new investments in the region, with an eye toward economic and political stabilization. And he hoped that Aquila would relate this message to his friends in the now-officially recognized Sanhedrin at Jamnia. Hadrian also brought, however, Aquila’s replacement — the newly minted Roman governor of Judea, Tineius Rufus. It was he who would take over from here, supervising the construction phase. Aquila was to be rewarded for his service — and sent home to Pontus. 

			This must have been the point at which Aquila (quite fearlessly) made the big revelation recorded by the Talmudists. It was far worse than the emperor thought. His ambassador did not want to go home. He had joined the scribes at Jamnia and become part of their community. He had, in fact, converted to Judaism. Responding to Hadrian’s no doubt sputtering demand for some rational reason why, Aquila brazenly insisted that he had taken the step upon the emperor’s advice! Reminding him of his own suggestions about “buying low and selling high,” Aquila claimed to have acted on that piece of sharp, pecuniary wisdom: “For I have found nothing,” he said, “so deeply neglected and held in such depreciation as the Law and Israel; but both, no doubt, will rise again, as Isaiah has predicted.”70 Later — and a bit less cleverly — Aquila explained that he had become possessed by the desire to understand Israel’s Scriptures and found that he could not properly study them without entering into Abraham’s Covenant: “Just as no soldier could draw his pay without bearing arms, no one could study the Torah thoroughly without obeying the Jewish laws.”71 Hadrian would not have realized, probably, that this last assertion was a subtle dig at Christianity; Aquila’s former status as a Jesus follower had likely been hidden from the emperor, owing to the fact that that faith, unlike Judaism, was still officially outlawed. In another old legend often associated with Aquila, his final decision to make the step had been confirmed in a dream in which the wicked false prophet Balaam warned him away from Judaism because of its hundreds of burdensome laws, while Jesus, a faithful and true Jewish prophet, advised him to go ahead. 

			Aquila did remain at Jamnia — and thus had a front-row seat as Hadrian’s well-meaning policies led directly to another Jewish apocalypse. While Aquila labored at his Christian-unfriendly Bible translation, Tineius Rufus translated the emperor’s policies into action — or the emperor’s policies, at any rate, as he understood them. Great wagonloads of imperial shekels did, indeed, come pouring into the Holy City. Rufus spoiled the effect by simultaneously minting new Judean coins on which the proposed name for the city formerly known as Jerusalem was shamelessly emblazoned: Aelia Capitolina — “Aelia” being Hadrian’s family name. This signaled, as nothing else could, that the Holy City was simply being refounded — resettled as a majority-pagan colony, though paternally tolerant, one hoped, toward its aboriginal Jewish remnant. Rumors spread immediately to the effect that the “rebuilt” temple in the works would actually be another shrine to Jupiter, just as the canny Jews, cutting through all the obfuscating philosophical hogwash, had always considered the temple at Shechem to be. Furious unrest began immediately. When Governor Rufus turned up at the ruins to perform the foundation ceremony, the Jews watched in horror as heathen workmen ploughed over great patches of holy ground — an act of sacrilege and further desecration. Violence erupted right away. This marked the beginning of what historians call the Bar Kokhba revolt, the Second Jewish War — a conflict far more final and devastating in its result than the first. 

			The “spontaneous” rioting at the temple site was followed up so instantaneously by carefully organized military action that one can’t help guessing that the whole thing had been in the planning stages for months, if not years. Previously unrevealed Jewish militias went into action all across Judea with a well-thought-out plan, resulting in a series of quick, embarrassing defeats for the standing Roman garrison. In fact, when the emperor, now returned to Rome, replaced Governor Rufus and sent massive reinforcements to quell the uprising, the defenders retreated into a kind of Jewish Maginot Line — a fortified system of interconnected hideout caves so widespread and extensive they are still being uncovered today.72 These kinds of works cannot have sprouted overnight. The new revolt, in short, showed all the earmarks of having been cunningly nurtured in advance. 

			Bar Kokhba, or Simon bar Kosevah (a name that probably indicates his place of origin) was, from everything we can gather, a brash, ruthless soldier, headstrong and inspiring, rather like a Jewish George Patton, but hardly a mastermind.73 In fact, we learn something very significant, it seems, when we uncover the meaning behind his name change — and who it was that changed it. “The Jewish sage Rabbi Akiva [Akiba],” according to the Jewish Encyclopedia, “ . . . gave him the surname ‘Bar Kokhba’ meaning ‘Son of a Star’ in the Aramaic language, from the Star Prophecy verse from Numbers 24:17: ‘There shall come a star out of Jacob.’ ” Akiba backed up this identification with another very dramatic act; he transferred his own title and authority — that of Nasi, which can mean prince of Israel as well as patriarch — to Simon Bar Kokhba. How can we help but interpret these proclamations as anything but active and official sponsorship on the part of Akiba? Where the rabbi happened to find Bar Kosivah and how he ever came to believe he could invest such a coarse and artless individual with so exalted a title (not to mention mastery over the Sanhedrin and the scholars of Jamnia) has been lost to history. The historian Eusebius, at any rate, gives us the practical upshot in a few frank words: 

			The leader of the Jews at this time was a man by the name of Barcocheba (which signifies a star), who possessed the character of a robber and a murderer, but nevertheless, relying upon his name, boasted to them, as if they were slaves, that he possessed wonderful powers; and he pretended that he was a star that had come down to them out of heaven to bring them light in the midst of their misfortunes.74

			Bar Kokhba was a strange sort of savior, to be sure. His prayer, for instance, as he led his forces into battle, is recorded in the Talmud: “O Master of the universe, there is no need for you to assist us, but do not embarrass us either!” He does not, in other words, appear to have been a pious man on any level. Yet his results seemed to speak for themselves. The war went exceptionally — almost miraculously — well for the Jews for the first two and a half years. Practically every engagement was a victory, and Bar Kokhba wasted no time in consolidating these gains and declaring a new, independent state of Israel over most of Judea. The era of redemption was announced, the time for all of Yahweh’s long-delayed promises to be at last fulfilled. Tons of the recently minted “Aelia Capitolina” coins were gathered up, softened in the furnaces of the nation, and restamped with Bar Kokhba’s name instead, along with the image of a newly built, all-Hebrew temple in the midst of a fully restored Holy City. These coins (examples of which reside in modern museums) also bore references to “Year One of the redemption of Israel,” “Year Two of the freedom of Israel,” and “For the freedom of Jerusalem.” Modern Israeli archaeologist Yigael Yadin believes the new Nasi even tried to wean his people off the Greek and Aramaic tongues at this time as part of a sweeping reorganization of the entire culture: “It seems that this change came as a result of the order that was given by Bar Kokhba, who wanted to revive . . . the Hebrew language and make it the official language of the state.”75

			What were these goals but those of Rabbi Akiba himself — and Gamaliel before him? The divisions that had doomed the first revolt were gone; the deck had been providentially cleared for a new and cohesive war for independence. Thanks to the transformations wrought during the previous uprising — along with the unifying efforts of the Jamnia patriarchs over the past six decades — factional infighting could now be kept to a minimum. The time to move was now! — before the rising tide of defections to Christianity had time to restart the old cycle of disunity. In fact, a credible effort to restore King David’s realm at this time might do wonders to nip the entire Jesus movement in the bud; it might give the existentially homeless Greek Jews a galvanizing rallying point and a new ability to believe in a national Israel on earth again, instead of the defeatist “New Jerusalem” conception preached by the Christians: “pie in the sky by and by when you die.”

			“It must not be forgotten, [too],” as Marcel Simon writes, “that the period between the wars was marked by a new, and final, explosion of intense Messianic and apocalyptic expectation.” Some of these messianic groups cited the prophecy of Jeremiah given just prior to the Babylonian invasion: “This whole land shall become a ruin and a waste, and these nations shall serve the king of Babylon seventy years. Then after seventy years are completed, I will punish the king of Babylon and that nation, the land of the Chaldeans, for their iniquity, says the Lord” (Jer. 25:11–12). These things had come to pass, just as the prophet foretold, when the first temple, Solomon’s temple, had been destroyed in 586 B.C. and then rebuilt, beginning in 516. If this pattern were to be repeated, the second temple was also due for restoration about the year 140, less than a decade ahead. Bar Kokhba, then, was finally giving the people what they really wanted: the kind of messiah in preference for whom the mob had rejected Jesus. Now, they would get some action; Roman heads were getting busted as they wished them to be busted, by a man who hated the Romans as much as they did, without all the pointless navel-gazing about “turning the other cheek” or “physician, heal thyself.” 

			And whether our guesses are true or not — guesses to the effect that Rabbi Akiba was the true power behind the throne, pulling the strings for years in advance — one thing we can say with confidence, for the fact is recorded in the Talmud. Akiba the patriarch did finally identify — with all the prestige of his office — Simon Bar Kokhba as Israel’s long-expected redeemer, Melekh HaMashiach, God’s chosen messiah.76 Whether he believed this theory, or just thought he did, or else cynically promoted it as a grab for power, the rabbi backed and encouraged this fantasy to the hilt. “Akiba’s endorsement of Bar Kokhba as messiah,” writes Gary Michuta, “changed the complexion of the Second Jewish Revolt (AD 132–135), turning it from a popular uprising into a messianic movement.”77

			This identification cannot have been an easy thing for Aquila to hear. His position before now, as implied by his dream about Jesus and Balaam, had been a mere change in theology, to a point of view not too unlike that held by still-Christian Judaizers. It allowed him to fancy, at any rate, that he still honored the “real” Jesus and even accepted Him on some level. But now he was pressured to admit just the opposite: that the Nazarene had been a fraud and a deceiver pure and simple. And if, as seems probable, Aquila did meet the new master of Jamnia in person, his troubles no doubt grew worse. One can only imagine Bar Kokhba making a tour of inspection at the venerable school, meeting his new disciples in person — Bar Kokhba, who, in all likelihood, couldn’t read at all, not even Aramaic, much less Hebrew or Greek. Aquila would also, if Eusebius’s judgment is correct, have been disgusted by the man’s crudity; by the violence and vindictiveness of his personality, especially as compared with the character of Jesus as depicted in the Gospels. The mind must have reeled and rebelled. And yet — had not Samson, too, been God’s chosen judge of Israel? Samson was a wild, sensuous man as well, equally violent and explosive. And Samson freed the people from the heathen Philistines, brought down their own house of idols upon their own foolish heads. Clearly, then, God sometimes moves in mysterious ways, picking strange and even unpleasant instruments to work His will. Who was Aquila — a mere scribe — to question the inscrutable will of God?

			And yet the words of Jesus came back, almost certainly, echoing in Aquila’s ears — the words He spoke at the Mount of Olives as He prophesied Israel’s fated fall: “Take heed that no one leads you astray. . . . If anyone says to you, ‘Lo, here is the Christ!’ or ‘There he is!’ do not believe it. For false Christs and false prophets will arise and show great signs and wonders, so as to lead astray, if possible, even the elect. Lo, I have told you beforehand” (Matt. 24:4, 23–25). Every syllable of this passage must have tormented Aquila like the rack, as it has other apostates down through the centuries. And yet he had heard other prophetic words as well. He had been inclined at first to read Rome’s assault on the Holy City as a pure calamity imposed on the apple of God’s eye by sheer pagan injustice and sin. But one of the rabbis, surprisingly, seemed to agree with his former Christian masters on this subject — up to a point. The loss of the temple had, indeed, been a divine punishment — for allowing lawless Judaism to arise and flourish! “Israel was only scattered after having renounced the One, the rite of circumcision, the Ten Commandments, and the five books of Torah.”78 Eventually, Pharisaic rabbis of the Jamnia school began to express their judgment that the translation of Bible into Greek had been a sin comparable to worshipping the golden calf!

			The torments involved in this internal argument must have reached a pinnacle of agony in 134, the third year of the war, when Bar Kokhba instituted universal conscription in response to Roman gains. Hadrian ordered a gigantic force into Israel, far larger than the army commanded by Titus in 70. Six full legions crossed the Jordan this time, under the command of General Sextus Julius Severus, with additional auxiliaries from other units — nearly one-third of the entire Roman army. Now was the time for every man of Hebrew ancestry to come to the aid of his country. Since almost all the Christians in the Holy Land happened to fit this description, Bar Kokhba ordered them to enlist as well — or be considered traitors to the national government. Yet enlisting in his army meant swearing an oath to Bar Kokhba personally, an oath that involved recognition of his messiahship as well. Such an oath would, for a Christian, involve an act of apostasy no different from offering sacrifice in the name of the “divine” Caesar. As a result, practically all of them refused and went into hiding — even though most desired the liberation of their homeland from foreign occupation as much as any other Jew. According to the Chronicon of Eusebius, Bar Kokhba had them ruthlessly run to ground and put to torture; a thorough purge of a disloyal internal element, a potential “fifth column” in his eyes.79 Aquila, meanwhile, was likely kept at his work in Jamnia, his new anti-Christian Bible having been judged by Akiba to be as valuable a weapon of war as any battering ram or catapult.80

			We have reason to believe that not every Jamnia rabbi shared Akiba’s exalted opinion of Simon Bar Kosevah — even at the time. After the war, another of Akiba’s disciples, Yose ben Halafta, dubbed him “Simon Bar Kozevah,” meaning “Son of the Lie” (though he kept such thoughts to himself while the conflict raged).81 Certainly there must have been individual men and women who acted in good faith in Bar Kokhba’s service, following their conscience as they understood it. The Church, likewise, has no desire to defame anyone willing to put his life on the line for the freedom of his country or to remain loyal to the religious traditions of his forebears until God gives him light to see differently. But there’s really no way around it for orthodox Christian commentators, however charitable we might wish to be — any more than we can avoid saying potentially hurtful things when comparing the fundamentally incompatible claims of Muhammad or Joseph Smith with those of our Lord Jesus Christ. Bar Kokhba came “in the spirit of antichrist,” one of “many antichrists that have come” (1 John 2:18) — and Akiba, head of the Pharisaic party that proclaimed him, was the false prophet who offered him to the people. And the oath most Judeans took at the time, affirming Bar Kokhba as messiah instead of Jesus, became a solemn doubling down on the apostasy of their grandfathers: “Give us Barabbas!” 

			Akiba, before the end of the war, was captured by the encircling Romans, along with several other important scholars and Sanhedrin members. According to a rabbinic midrash, these men became the famous “Ten Martyrs” of the Bar Kokhba era, brutally executed by the troops of General Severus. Stories went out of the agonizing tortures they endured. Several were flayed alive; Rabbi Ishmael had the skin of his head pulled off slowly, and Rabbi Hananiah ben Teradion was burned at the stake while wrapped in a wet sheepskin held in place by an encircling Torah scroll — this to prevent him dying too quickly, of course. Rabbis Huspith, Jeshbab, Hakinai, and Yehuda ben Baba all met similar ends. 

			We aren’t certain how Akiba himself was killed. All we know for sure is that when Aquila heard about it, he pledged himself to Simon Bar Kokhba, to Akiba’s war, and to the movement that created them, body and soul.
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			The Law That Was Added
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			And he expounded the matter to them from morning till evening, testifying to the kingdom of God and trying to convince them about Jesus both from the law of Moses and from the prophets.

			— Acts 28:23

			The Two Libraries

			Eusebius tells us that Justin, though a native of Samaria, was converted at Ephesus in Asia Minor when he was about thirty years of age. We would date this, for various reasons, to around the year 130 — just about the time Aquila was coming under the influence of the Jamnia rabbis. What brought Justin to Ephesus? We’ll probably never know for sure, but he certainly was a voracious reader of philosophical books at the time — in a day when only the very richest of men could afford to own more than one or two. He had already devoured, by his own account, many of the works of Euripides, Xenophon, and Menander and had delved pretty deeply into the Pythagoreans as well, though the records hold no indication that Justin was a man of means. He may, in other words, have simply got to the bottom of the book barrel in isolated Shechem — a real crisis for many of us, even today — and had to go searching out more grist for the mill. And it just so happens that one of the three greatest libraries in the Roman world (after Alexandria, of course, and Pergamum) had just opened in Ephesus: the famous Library of Celsus, home to more than twelve thousand of the world’s greatest titles.82

			The library has a wide portico (it can still be visited today, though the books have gone) that is reached by climbing nine wide steps leading up to three grand entrances. This may be the very spot where Justin first met Trypho, the rabbi with whom his name has been associated these past nineteen centuries, for it matches the recorded description very well. Attracted by the distinctive pallium, or philosopher’s cloak, that Justin still wore even after his conversion, Trypho approached him casually, in a spirit of friendly inquiry, if not here, then at some similar philosopher’s “hangout” in the city. The debate between them (which later became the basis of Justin’s longest surviving work, the Dialogue with Trypho) happened during the last year of the Bar Kokhba revolt, the year 135. Trypho appears as a refugee — perhaps even a deserter — from that conflict, fleeing for his life from a war that was now going very badly for the Jews. 

			Trypho “is, indeed, a curious type of Jew; a light and superficial inquirer in the courts of the schools, surrounded by a band of loud and lively friends.”83 “In Argos,” he tells Justin, 

			I was taught by Corinthus, the Socratic philosopher, never to slight or ignore those who wear that gown of yours, but to show them every consideration and to converse with them, since from such a conversation some good might be derived by them or myself. . . . Accordingly, whenever I see anyone wearing such a gown, I gladly accost him. So, for this same reason, it has been a pleasure to greet you. These friends of mine share my hope of hearing something profitable from you. (1, 2)

			Despite the direness of his current straits, Trypho still has both the time and the inclination to pass a couple of innocent afternoons (the debate took two full days) in the dialectic pursuit of truth as the Greeks understood it. We also notice at one point during the proceedings that Trypho seems willing to allegorize a least part of the meaning of Moses’ Law; he speaks, for example, of the prayers of the Dispersed as an acceptable substitute for the Temple sacrifices. One detects other echoes of Philo as well; both Moses and the Greek sages, for instance, were equally “philosophers inquiring about the Being of God.” Trypho then, shows definite signs of Hellenization — but, as we will see, his arguments for Judaism are those of Akiba. Could it be that Trypho was one of Jamnia’s recent converts — a typical Hellenized Jew now persuaded that things in the Dispersion really had gotten a little out of hand? Had he, perhaps, joined Akiba’s Great Reformation and gone “back to basics” in his doctrine — perhaps even pledged himself once to the now-fading Son of a Star? 

			Justin is surprised to find Trypho still engaged in the search for truth via pagan wisdom, when Justin had done just the opposite — turned to the prophets from Plato and Pythagoras. “ ‘How,’ I asked, ‘can you gain as much from philosophy as from your own lawgiver and prophets?’ ‘Why not,’ Trypho replies, ‘for do not the philosophers speak always about God? Do they not constantly propose questions about his unity and providence? Is this not the task of philosophy, to inquire about the Divine?’ ” Justin easily concurs; he still honors many of the philosophers himself and remains quite able to utilize their methods when he chooses. But he quickly points out the contrariety of their opinions; proof, surely, that their reasonings denote the mere guesses of men, lacking any solid touchstone with reality. Trypho responds to this rejoinder just as many modern people might do if similarly contradicted. “Smiling politely, he said, ‘Explain to us just what is your opinion of these matters, and what is your idea of God, and what is your philosophy.’ ”

			This is the point at which Justin told his memorable conversion story: of the long walk on the deserted beach, of the mysterious old man who led him to Christ by introducing him first to the Hebrew prophets. Now Trypho realizes for the first time that Justin is not a typically pagan goy but a Christian one — a goy staking claims, that is, to Israel’s patrimony by appropriating an exclusively Jewish idea; to wit, salvation by the action of a Hebrew Messiah. And “at these words,” Justin records,

			Trypho’s friends began to laugh, and he [Trypho] replied, smiling, “I commend all your other statements, and I admire your burning desire to know divine things, but it would be better for you to concentrate on the philosophy of Plato or some other philosopher, and in this way attain constancy, continence, and moderation, rather than be ensnared by false teachings, and become a partisan of worthless men. For, while you adhered to your former school of philosophy and lived a blameless life, there was hope of a better destiny for you, but, when you have turned away from God and have placed your hope in man, what chance of salvation do you have? If you will listen to me (indeed I already think of you as a friend), first be circumcised, then observe the precepts concerning the Sabbath, the feasts, and God’s new moons; in brief, fulfill the whole written law, and then, probably, you will experience the mercy of God. But if the Messiah has been born and exists anywhere, He is not known, nor is He conscious of His own existence, nor has He any power until Elias comes to anoint Him and to make Him manifest to all. But you [Christians] have believed this foolish rumor, and you have invented for yourselves a Christ for whom you blindly give up your lives.”

			We note here that any faith Trypho may have had in Simon Bar Kokhba is certainly gone now, but his belief in the power of Hebrew law-keeping to save a man’s soul remains potent as ever. 

			And so the Great Debate is on — though Justin (it should be noted for later reference) did not set down his memories of it in writing until twenty-five years later. The combatants agree to adjourn together to more comfortable digs — the stone benches of a nearby gymnasium — and quickly begin to go at it in earnest. Athletes and bathers drift in and out, some pausing to listen in for a while, before returning to their sports and being replaced by others. A couple of Trypho’s companions get bored and bail on him near the end of day one, while several fresh friends show up in the morning to take their places — among them a man named Mnaseas. Justin puts himself fully at their disposal, though he does set a de facto time limit by sharing the news that he is scheduled to depart soon on a sea voyage — probably to Rome. 

			What we are about to see now is simply an incredible display on Justin’s part. To appreciate how incredible, we need to remind ourselves of just how very early in Church history we are. Justin has never seen a complete Christian Bible; never heard the word “Trinity.” The great ecumenical Council of Nicaea, first of twenty more to come, is still 190 years in the future — just about the same span of time as that between the election of George Washington and that of Ronald Reagan. The only true Church Fathers to have gone before him are Polycarp and Clement of Rome, from whose scattershot remembrances, called forth by sheer circumstance, we can gather only nuggets — nothing like a systematic theology or even a simple summation of Christian belief. And yet Justin, somehow, is about to present us with a fully formed case against the law maximizers that seems to come out of nowhere. If we lamented the lack of rationale presented for the apostolic ruling in the book of Acts, we now find ourselves astonished to see one spelled out here in great detail. Though its presence in our Bibles makes the book of Galatians appear to be a treatise on the subject by St. Paul, that letter too was called forth by circumstance — full, as we have seen, of “mystery verses” and closely cut to fit the crisis of the moment. Justin, by contrast, lays out a step-by-step case against Jesus-rejecting legalism, which appears to have been years aborning but whose genesis seems to be a complete mystery. Our reaction (especially if we compare the Dialogue with other Christian writings from the same period) is not unlike that of the common people toward the teaching of Jesus Himself: “Where did this man get all this? . . . No one ever spoke like this!” (Mark 6:2; see John 7:46). And that truly is the question of the hour: Where, when, and how on earth did this newly minted “baby Christian” acquire his profound expertise on these subjects? In five years or less, Justin has gone from complete ignorance of Moses and his Law to a command of the Old Testament so thorough that it allows him to more than hold his own with a knowledgeable rabbi. So where did Justin come by his case against law-keeping — a case so compelling that it soon made him the master of a whole school of thought on this subject; taken up, in years to come, by brilliant minds such as Irenaeus, Tertullian, Athanasius, and even St. Thomas Aquinas! What made this astonishing makeover possible? 

			The solution, we think, must also be found in the setting at Ephesus; in a second library located there, a depository of Christian wisdom that must have been well-nigh unique in the world. This was the library held by the Church at Ephesus — one of the seven early churches addressed by the Spirit in the book of Revelation. This was the congregation to which Justin would have presented himself for baptism after his dramatic seaside conversion. But while there certainly were sacred books at the church of the Ephesians — not just the Septuagint but the New Testament documents cited by Justin as well, among others — the library we’re discussing now was more in the nature of a multimedia archive, a human memory bank not too dissimilar from the great collections of Appalachian storytelling or Native American folkways committed to tape or to old silent films at the Smithsonian Institution. 

			And what memories they must have been! The first Christians at Ephesus were Jewish disciples of John the Baptist, won to Christ by the biblical Aquila and his wife, Priscilla. Apollos was the first Christian pastor there, joined later by the Apostle Paul, who came to help build up and better organize the new church. Paul made his home at Ephesus from 54 to 57 and likely composed the New Testament book of 1 Corinthians while living there. When he departed, Paul made his own disciple Timothy bishop of the flock and then wrote letters to Ephesus (First and Second Timothy) during his subsequent missionary journeys. Justin himself helped preserve the fact (not recorded in Scripture)84 that John the Apostle later joined this illustrious roster as well; and John, too, seems to have composed New Testament epistles while at Ephesus and possibly the Fourth Gospel.85 Most astonishing of all, Ephesus may have been the final home of the Blessed Virgin Mary herself — perhaps the most authoritative source of all for personal recollections about the Second Person of the Divine Trinity. Her adopted “second son” John (to whose care Christ committed her from the Cross) is said to have brought Mary with him to Ephesus, where she resided for the remainder of her life on earth.86 In times more recent to those of Justin, the beloved martyr Ignatius may have ministered personally at Ephesus; he lived at and pastored the church at nearby Antioch, and his own letter to the Ephesians shows signs of a personal familiarity. From Ignatius, a contemporary of Justin, then, we move backward to John and Timothy, to Paul and Apollos, to the Baptizer and the Mother of God, finding ourselves, after a few shorts steps, linked to the very moment of the Incarnation itself! Here at Ephesus was a chain of custody not to be outdone anywhere! Here was the library of memories archived in the hearts of a veritable hall of fame of early Christian founders. 

			Would it even have been possible to live as a member of this church in 135 — under shepherds ordained at the hands of those ordained by Christ Himself — without becoming the beneficiary of an amazing body of accumulated wisdom? The New Testament books written by Paul and John can be easily read aloud in an afternoon; yet here is a church where both of them preached for literal months of Sundays, not to mention the long hours of personal counsel they doubtless imparted to clergy and laity alike. Most of these heroes had been Jews as well. Mary, by some ancient accounts, grew up within the shadow of the temple, becoming in the process the very antitype of the wise Jewish virgin who kept her lamp burning, not knowing the hour in which her Redeemer would come. Is it even possible that Jewish heroes such as these would not have had definite opinions about the issues raised by the Judaizers? The real question is how Justin could have been five years in such a place without becoming steeped in their unique body of traditions, in their indubitable understanding of Scripture. 

			What we’re seeing in the Dialogue then, is Justin transformed by Ephesus87 — possibly the plainest example in history of the reality of unwritten apostolic traditions and how they sometimes found their way into writing after all. We can see the entire principle in action in this case, both coming and going. One of Justin’s own favorite phrases is “we have learned from the Apostles,” which he follows up, at one point, with the saying, “to all who wish to learn, we pass on what we have been taught.”88 We then see Justin doing just this: acting as a conduit for the interpretive traditions he has received by handing them on to the next generation. We mentioned Irenaeus and Tertullian, the next two great Fathers on the timeline; both of these men wrote books of their own against the Jesus rejecters (and also against the later Marcionite movement, for that matter), all of which depend heavily on Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho. Justin, we might even say, became the early Church’s go-to guy on this topic; a fact that will allow us to enhance our understanding of his argument as we go by tapping, from time to time, into the supplementary works written by his students. “The Dialogue,” therefore, 

			. . . is a perfect storehouse of early Christian interpretation of Scripture. This forms its wonderful value; it carries us back to that first effort at interpretation which dates from Peter’s speech at the election of Matthias,89 and knits itself so closely with the walk at Emmaus, when the Scriptures were first opened. . . . The Old Testament is still the sacred guide and continual companion of the Christian life, the type of written revelation. Yet by the side of it we feel in Justin that a new power has appeared, a fresh canon is forming, another book is beginning to assert itself. The work is full of crucial interest, just because Justin appears at the moment when this is gradually becoming clear.90

			The Law That Was Not Added

			Trypho begins by paying the Church a bit of a backhanded compliment: “The precepts in your so-called Gospel are so marvelous and great that I don’t think that anyone could possibly keep them. For I took the trouble to consult them.” Here, the rabbi is probably referencing Jesus’ commands to “go the extra mile,” to “turn the other cheek,” to forgive “seventy times seven times,” and so forth (see Matt. 5:39, 41; 18:22) — teachings that take recognized moral principles of the Tanakh and expand them to such heights that only some unprecedented new fountain of supernatural grace could ever begin to make obedience humanly possible. Many Jews since Trypho’s time have expressed similar admiration for such lofty thoughts, but also skepticism about the wisdom of setting mankind’s bar so high. 

			“But this is what we are most puzzled about,” he continues, 

			that you who claim to be pious and believe yourselves to be different from the others do not segregate yourselves from them, nor do you observe a manner of life different from that of the Gentiles, for you do not keep the feasts or sabbaths, nor do you practice the rite of circumcision. You place your hope in a crucified man, and still expect to receive favors from God when you disregard His commandments. Have you not read that the male who is not circumcised on the eighth day shall be eliminated from his people? [Gen. 17:14] . . . But you, forthwith, scorn this covenant, spurn the commands that come afterwards, and then you try to convince us that you know God, when you fail to do those things that every God-fearing person would do. If, then, you can give a satisfactory reply to these charges and can show us on what you place your hopes, even though you refuse to observe the Law, we will listen to you most willingly, and then we can go on and examine in the same manner our other differences” (10, 3).

			This, of course, is simply the argument of the Judaizers again and of all the other law maximizers since the circumcision party of St. Paul’s day. Yet Justin’s rebuttal cuts to the chase in just the way that Paul’s does not; here is the Apostle’s puzzling, rather skeletal argument in Galatians with the lights turned on, so to speak, with the underlying superstructure exposed at last. To tell the truth, Justin’s answer moves along a bit too fast for modern folk like us. Trypho had likely been steeped in the story of the Exodus from his youth; we, on the other hand, will probably have to step things down to slow motion at times in order to understand Old Testament allusions that would have been apparent to the rabbi immediately. And though this may force us to take a number of pages to manage fully, we will doubtless find it well worth the doing. Here, after all, is Aquila’s answer as well as Trypho’s — and perhaps Marcion’s as well.

			“We do not claim that our God is different from yours,” Justin responds, contradicting Trypho’s talk of a mere crucified man,

			for he is the God who, with a strong hand and outstretched arm, led your forefathers out of the land of Egypt. Nor have we placed our trust in any other (for indeed, there is no other), but only in him whom you also have trusted, the God of Abraham and of Isaac and of Jacob. But our hope is not through Moses or through the Law, otherwise our customs would be the same as yours. The law promulgated at Horeb91 is already obsolete, and was intended for you Jews only, whereas the law of which I speak is simply for all men. 

			A little later, Justin establishes his basis for this distinction, inviting Trypho to admit that “some precepts were given for the worship of God and the practice of virtue, whereas other commandments and customs were arranged either in respect to the mystery of Christ or [on account of] the hardness of your people’s hearts” (11, 2). 

			Here, for the first time, Christ’s explanation for Moses’ divorce concession is linked directly with the concept of a law that “was added because of transgressions.” Some of the Old Testament laws, it would seem, are good and wholesome in and of themselves; others are different than they might have been, altered somehow — even “dumbed down” — in response to the worsened state of those to whom they legislate. To Paul, remember, the law that was added had been temporary by nature and held sway only “till the offspring should come to whom the promise had been made.” “Now,” according to Justin,

			a later law in opposition to an older law abrogates the older; so, too, does a later covenant void an earlier one. An everlasting and final law, Christ himself, and a trustworthy covenant has been given to us, after which there shall be no law, or commandment, or precept. . . . He is, indeed, the New Law, the new covenant, and the expectation of those who, from every nation, have awaited the blessings of God. We have been led to God through this crucified Christ, and we are the true spiritual Israel, and the descendants of Judah, Jacob, Isaac, and Abraham, who, though uncircumcised, was approved and blessed by God because of his faith and was called the father of many nations. All this shall be proved as we proceed with our discussion. (11, 2) 

			Notice that Justin begins by sending the rabbi’s thoughts backward, to the time long before Moses, when “Judah, Jacob, Isaac, and Abraham” (in reverse chronological order) “believed God” without Moses’ Law — and were blessed. This is the original human family whom Yahweh, in His sovereignty, chose as His own and then united to Himself by means of the blood oath ancient peoples called a covenant — the same Old Covenant on which Trypho hopes he can continue to rely. So, in directing us to Israel’s family history, Justin seems to be suggesting that the best way to understand “the law that was added” might be to go looking for the law that wasn’t — the original Law to which these later, concessionary codes are ancillary.

			Judah, one of Abraham’s many great-grandsons, was the father of the Jews proper — the direct ancestor of King David, upon whose throne Jesus sits, and of both St. Joseph and his wife, the Blessed Virgin Mary. His “new covenant” was a promise on God’s part that the scepter of kingship would not depart from his family until it should come to him “to whom it belongs; and to him shall be the obedience of the peoples” (Gen. 49:10).

			Judah’s father had seen the covenant renewed as well — and sealed with a name change. “Your name shall no more be called Jacob,” the angel told him, “but Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and have prevailed” (Gen. 32:28). Jacob became Israel, and the “children of Israel” carry his name to this day. And the new promise to Israel ran thus: “By you and your descendants shall all the families of the earth bless themselves. . . . I will not leave you until I have done that of which I have spoken to you” (Gen. 28:15). 

			The mysterious and Christlike Isaac, father of Jacob, also received a new expression of God’s covenant:

			Sojourn in this land, and I will be with you, and will bless you; for to you and to your descendants I will give all these lands, and I will fulfil the oath which I swore to Abraham your father. I will multiply your descendants as the stars of heaven, and will give to your descendants all these lands; and by your descendants all the nations of the earth shall bless themselves: because Abraham obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws. (Gen. 26:3–5)

			And Abraham — whose keeping of God’s “requirements, commands, decrees, and laws” is seen in this passage to be the cause of the covenant — kept them hundreds of years before Moses was even born. So what laws were these? Where are they written down? 

			Well, other than God’s direct orders to “go here” or to “offer Isaac there,” they simply aren’t written. This is why, as we said earlier, Paul’s phrase about a “law that was added” is so baffling; Moses’ Sinai legislation is the first body of actual law contained in Scripture. Noah, for example, “was found righteous” (see Gen. 6:9, 7:1). By what standard? Enlarging, a few years later, on his master Justin’s theme, Tertullian asks: “For whence was Noah ‘found righteous,’ if in his case the righteousness of a natural law had not preceded? Whence was Abraham accounted ‘a friend of God’ [James 2:23], if not on the ground of equity and righteousness, (in the observance) of a natural law? Whence was Melchizedek named ‘priest of the most high God’ [Gen. 14:18], if, before the priesthood of the Levitical law, there were not levites who were wont to offer sacrifices to God?” For Tertullian, there was law even in Eden: 

			For in the beginning of the world He gave to Adam himself and Eve a law, that they were not to eat of the fruit of the tree planted in the midst of paradise; but that, if they did contrariwise, by death they were to die. Which law had continued enough for them, had it been kept. For in this law given to Adam we recognize in embryo all the precepts which afterward sprouted forth when given through Moses; that is, You shall love the Lord your God from your whole heart and out of your whole soul; You shall love your neighbor as yourself; You shall not kill; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; False witness you shall not utter; Honor your father and mother; and, That which is another’s, shall you not covet. For the primordial law was given to Adam and Eve in paradise, as the womb of all the precepts of God.”92

			Irenaeus pitches in on this theme as well, explicitly connecting Tertullian’s idea with the New Testament passages to which it alludes: 

			And that men were to be saved not according to the wordiness of the law, but according to the brevity of faith and charity, Isaias says thus: “A word shortened and cut short in justice; because a short word shall God make upon the earth.”93 And therefore the apostle Paul says: “Love is the fulfillment of the law, for he who loves the Lord has fulfilled the law” [Rom. 13:10]. But the Lord too, when He was asked, what was the first commandment, said: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with thy whole heart and with thy whole strength; and the second, like to it; thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. On these two commandments, He says, dependeth the whole law and the prophets” [Matt. 22:37–40]. So He has increased, through our faith in Him, our love toward God and our neighbor, rendering us godly and just and good. And therefore He has made a short word upon the earth.94 

			The whole law and the prophets, according to Justin’s school, depend on an original, embryonic law — a law earlier and simpler than that given through Moses. “In short,” Tertullian continues, “before the Law of Moses, written in stone-tables, I contend that there was a law unwritten, which was habitually understood naturally, and by the fathers was habitually kept.”95

			This primordial law, needless to say, served to justify the patriarchs entirely without the external signs so central to the Mosaic covenant. “For if,” as Justin continues with Trypho, 

			circumcision had been necessary for salvation, God would not have created Adam uncircumcised; nor would he have looked with favor upon the sacrifice of the uncircumcised Abel, nor would he have been pleased with the uncircumcised Enoch, who “was seen no more because God took him” [Gen. 5:24]. The Lord and His angels led Lot out of Sodom; thus was he saved without circumcision. Noah, the uncircumcised father of our race, was safe with his children in the ark. Melchizedek, the priest of the Most High, was not circumcised, yet Abraham, the first to accept circumcision of the flesh, paid tithes to him and was blessed by him. . . . Furthermore, all these men were just and pleasing in the sight of God, yet they kept no sabbaths.

			Irenaeus reiterates this passage from Justin very closely at one point, but amplifies it with some fascinating material of his own: 

			Moreover, all the rest of the multitude of those righteous men who lived before Abraham, and of those patriarchs who preceded Moses, were justified independently of the things above mentioned, and without the law of Moses. As also Moses himself says to the people in Deuteronomy: “The Lord your God formed a covenant in Horeb. The Lord formed not this covenant with your fathers, but for you” [Deut. 5:2–3]. Why, then, did the Lord not form the covenant for the fathers? Because “the law was not established for righteous men.”96 But the righteous fathers had the meaning of the Decalogue written in their hearts and souls, that is, they loved the God who made them, and did no injury to their neighbour. There was therefore no occasion that they should be cautioned by prohibitory mandates, because they had the righteousness of the law in themselves.97 

			Here, once again, we find the implication of a later law, subsequent to the original written on hearts, added not for righteous men but for sinners.

			Searching for the Trigger

			Very well, then. If the “law that was added” came after this primordial law, because of sin, when did it come? And occasioned by what sin? The answer, like several in this survey already, isn’t as easy as it might first appear.

			Near the end of the book of Genesis, at the conclusion of all God’s covenanting with the patriarchs, comes the story of Joseph, one of Judah’s many sons and a great-great grandson of Abraham. Many of us know the story well: how young Joseph the dreamer, sold into slavery by his callous brethren, ends up, after many providential twists of fate, saving the entire covenant family from starvation as a powerful governor of Egypt. The downside of the story? Joseph relocates that family to a land of rampant paganism and idolatry, where over the course of some four hundred years, they become not only slaves, as Joseph had been, but thoroughly Egyptianized slaves at that. As with immigrants in America, new generations arise who gradually lose touch with their Old Country heritage. They may even have lost the ability to speak Abraham’s tongue or to understand it, or to remember his legacy with any great vividness. So, God’s covenant promise to make them a great nation and use them to bless all the peoples of the earth must have seemed impossible, even laughable, by that point. Yet Genesis soon gives way to Exodus, and God sends Israel’s first, original messiah, Moses the Deliverer. And though the story, once again, is a familiar one, it’s worth reexamining, for our purposes, much more closely. 

			After the ten plagues, after the pillar and the cloud and the parting of the sea, Moses and the children of Israel came to Sinai, God’s holy mountain, and there they camped. Moses ascended to the summit to pray, and there he received from God the news of yet another new covenant in the works: “Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the people of Israel: ‘You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ ” (Exod. 19:3–6).

			The terms of this new covenant, notice, contain everything that was present in the previous iterations to the patriarchs, but with additional details. That the covenant revealed to Moses will, in fact, be a new one, and not just a restatement of the original, is established by the passage from Deuteronomy quoted by Irenaeus above: “The Lord your God formed a covenant in Horeb.” There is, however, complete continuity thus far. Each new covenant has been stacked atop the last rather than replacing it — and this did, no doubt, express God’s ideal or perfect plan. Trypho, in other words, is not wrong to have seen each individual covenant revealed to this point as all addition and no subtraction — all part of one Grand Plan, so much so that we can speak, as we do even now, of one Old Covenant rather than many. But the circle does widen here. This new covenant is offered not to one man, as previously, but directly addressed to the whole “house of Jacob.” It does contain the old promise to “be a blessing” but now it reveals what kind of a blessing: the nation of Israel will become a consecrated missionary nation, acting as priests to mediate God’s covenant to the entire surrounding world of pagan Gentiles. And thus, the circle will widen again, adopting, at last, all of humanity into Yahweh’s covenant family, undoing the disaster of the Fall.

			As their fathers did before them, the Israelites, to their credit, accept God’s offer with gratitude: “All that the Lord has spoken we will do” (Exod. 19:8). And yet they probably had to speak these words in Egyptian — which Moses, happily, was able to accommodate, having been raised in Pharaoh’s household. And yet this reveals the full challenge facing them very vividly: the children of Israel, in their current debased state, are really not so different from the pagans they are being called to “evangelize.” Yes, they’ve seen, over the last few months, countless miracles done by Yahweh on their behalf, but other than that, almost their entire “priestly formation” for the job ahead has yet to be accomplished. 

			The process begins with the giving of the Decalogue — the Ten Commandments of Exodus 20. Is this, then, the “law that was added” at last? Several early writers seem to have thought so, or at least, they speak loosely of it, together with everything that came later, under the heading “Law of Moses.” And yet where is the “transgression” that Paul stipulates as the cause for the addition? So far, everything has been smooth sailing — the honeymoon period in the relationship, so to speak — and all of Israel’s hardness of heart is in the future.

			Once again, we turn to Justin and his school for help. Tertullian, as we saw, taught that the first law, “unwritten . . . but habitually understood naturally,” corresponded closely with the content of the Ten Commandments; and also that Irenaeus believed “the righteous fathers had the meaning of the Decalogue written in their hearts and souls.” Is this, then, a part of the “Law of Moses” that predates Moses — and thus no “new law” at all? Do the Sinai tablets simply represent a formal reassertion to the people on God’s part of the unwritten law their fathers, the patriarchs, had kept “habitually” — before their heritage was lost in the brick pits of Egypt? Tertullian definitely thought so: 

			In this general and primordial law of God . . . we recognise enclosed all the precepts specially of the posterior Law, which germinated when disclosed at their proper times. . . . For what wonder if He extends a discipline who institutes it? If He advances who begins? . . . But when this righteousness and love to God had passed into oblivion, and became extinct in Egypt, God did necessarily, because of His great goodwill to men, reveal Himself by a voice, and led the people with power out of Egypt, in order that man might again become the disciple and follower of God.98 

			The Decalogue, then — short, simple, and highly consonant to the principles of Natural Religion — is simply a fuller elucidation of the earlier laws of Adam and Noah — and thus not added to anything. 

			Nevertheless, God does give three full chapters of additional regulations at this point in the story. Exodus 21, 22, and 23 — known to scholars as “The Book of the Covenant” — are entirely taken up with the giving of basic rules about justice, property rights, sexual ethics, and sacrifice. So this, surely, must be “the law that was added,” must it not? 

			And yet Israel, once again, remains innocent of Paul’s triggering “transgression” — or so it would seem. The people were shy, it’s true, in chapter 19, just before the giving of the Decalogue, and unwilling to approach their heavenly benefactor as closely as He was willing. Yet God seems to treat this shyness with indulgence rather than anger; understanding, perhaps, that its origin was mainly fear. The mountain, after all, was still shrouded with dark clouds, thunder, and the sound of mysterious trumpets — and like shy country brides on their wedding night, the Hebrews were still afraid of their new Husband. There is, at any rate, no scriptural indication that this shyness caused a serious breach between the two covenanting parties, since God offers the renewal to them afterward, not before. And even after the covenant is made, there are indications that “hardness of heart” is not yet a problem. The next trip to the mountaintop includes other men besides Moses — at God’s invitation. “Then Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went up, and they saw the God of Israel; and there was under his feet as it were a pavement of sapphire stone, like the very heaven for clearness. And he did not lay his hand on the chief men of the people of Israel; they beheld God, and ate and drank” (Exod. 24:9–11). This is covenant intimacy, not anger at transgression. So our search, it would seem, continues. 

			God’s Cure for Addiction

			There’s no doubt that something, beyond the Decalogue, was added at Sinai — but was it St. Paul’s “law” and was it added “because of transgression”? This is the simplest way to express the problem at this point. For greater clarity, we need to stop and look a bit more closely at the sequence of events during the Exodus and at some of the additional patristic and scriptural commentary on the subject. 

			Ezekiel 20, to begin with, is a very important commentary on the book of Exodus. In a sense, it gives us the “inside story” of the great event, since it recounts the tale prophetically from God’s point of view.

			On the day when I chose Israel, I swore to the seed of the house of Jacob, making myself known to them in the land of Egypt, I swore to them, saying, I am the Lord your God. On that day I swore to them that I would bring them out of the land of Egypt into a land that I had searched out for them, a land flowing with milk and honey, the most glorious of all lands. (vv. 5–6). 

			This, of course, is the invitation on God’s part to realize his great promise to their fathers at last. But before Israel’s children can carry God’s saving message to the lost and dying world they, themselves, must “go to confession,” so to speak. They must cleanse themselves for the task ahead. “And I said to them, Cast away the detestable things your eyes feast on, every one of you, and do not defile yourselves with the idols of Egypt; I am the Lord your God” (Ezek. 20:7).

			In the movies, these Hebrew slaves are often depicted as clinging heroically to their own separate ethnic identity. Yet, as I noted earlier (and as we see illustrated in this passage) God’s covenant family had tarried far too long in a land given over to idolatry. Their eyes delighted now at the sight of Egyptian idols, and Great-Grandma’s Old Covenant God, Yahweh, was scarcely a memory, it seems. The Israelites, in other words, had simply become Egyptian during their long stay, much as the son of Chinese immigrants raised in London will grow up with a Chinese face but speak with a Cockney accent. So, when an invitation from Yahweh did suddenly appear, to follow their half-legendary family God off into the desert, most of them were, apparently, hesitant to renounce the folkways of their adopted nation. This shows vividly what God was up against. To use a different movie analogy, God’s covenant family was appallingly out of shape, leaving Him, like the grizzled old trainer in a boxing flick, faced with whipping the ex-champ into fighting trim — currently drunk and thirty pounds overweight.

			Ezekiel speaks metaphorically here as well. He depicts God as angry and tempted to change His mind about the old covenants.

			But they rebelled against me and would not listen to me; they did not every man cast away the detestable things their eyes feasted on, nor did they forsake the idols of Egypt. Then I thought I would pour out my wrath upon them and spend my anger against them in the midst of the land of Egypt. But I acted for the sake of my name, that it should not be profaned in the sight of the nations among whom they dwelt, in whose sight I made myself known to them in bringing them out of the land of Egypt. (20:8–9). 

			Though we know, in truth, that God is unbreakably bound by His nature to the keeping of His covenant promises, Ezekiel certainly does convey the distressing state of the situation. It’s very important to note, however, that all of this is depicted as having taken place before the Mosaic covenant was made, while the people were still in bondage. The promises of a great destiny and of a land of milk and honey are not, in themselves, enough to do the trick. So God is tempted to forsake the covenant, just as the people have — but He decides instead to “make Himself known” again by bringing them out anyway. The honeymoon period, in other words, with its warm covenant intimacy, was still in the future — a sign, surely, that Israel’s Pauline “transgression” is not what’s being referred to here.

			Yahweh certainly did make Himself known. The miracles he worked to accomplish their departure were surely enough to convince any sensible person of both His power and His great love. But, as any twelve-step recovery counselor will testify, persons suffering from addiction are not always sensible. And this, really, is the truth of the matter: the Israelites were addicted to paganism — to its ease and moral laxity, as well as to its supposed powers of protection. This may even be seen as the primary reason for the Exodus. In order for God to wean His children off their psychological dependence on toxic religion, He had to get them out from among the bad company by whom they were surrounded. After all, the mission to be a blessing to the Gentiles might just as well have started in Egypt as anywhere. Yet, in practical terms, this would have been like converting an alcoholic and then leaving him in the barrooms to evangelize his old drinking buddies — a noble idea in theory, perhaps, but a bad plan in practice. God’s better plan, however, will go well beyond just removing His patients from their unwholesome environment. What He does is more akin to putting them on methadone — that powerful heroin substitute that doctors use to wean addicts off the real thing.

			Moses’ original word from God to Pharaoh was rather simple: “Let my people go that they may serve me in the wilderness” (Exod. 7:16). Later, when God has sent plagues into Pharaoh’s realms as a convincer, the pagan despot softens momentarily and offers a compromise plan:

			Then Pharaoh called Moses and Aaron, and said, “Go, sacrifice to your God within the land.” But Moses said, “It would not be right to do so; for we shall sacrifice to the Lord our God offerings abominable to the Egyptians. If we sacrifice offerings abominable to the Egyptians before their eyes, will they not stone us? We must go three days’ journey into the wilderness and sacrifice to the Lord our God as he will command us.” (Exod. 8:25–27)

			Notice that Moses puts God’s intent to command sacrifice in the future — and this upcoming sacrifice does, in fact, happen to have been the first such ever commanded by Yahweh. The patriarchs before Moses offered animal sacrifice on their own initiative, without being commanded, as a voluntary act of gratitude to God or to commemorate some great event. It was always their idea, in other words, and not so different an idea from the similar sacrifices offered by nearly all early peoples. Yet that’s just what makes this detail of the narrative so curious. Animal sacrifices were common in Egypt — why should the Egyptians have considered it “abominable” in their sight? Why did Moses think the Hebrews would have to “go out” in order to do it — or be stoned otherwise? The reason is very simple: because God wanted cattle, goats, and rams sacrificed, and all of these creatures were worshipped as gods in Egypt and held sacred. Their god Hathor was worshipped under the form of a cow; Khnum under the form of a ram; and, their highest god, Amun, under the form of a sheep. To sacrifice any one of these in Egypt would have been akin to killing a sacred cow in India. And this, according to the oldest traditions of our faith on the subject, is precisely why Yahweh ordered it done. “Wherefore, God,” as Justin tells Trypho, “adapting His laws to that weak people, ordered you to offer sacrifices to His name, in order to save you from idolatry. . . . Moreover, the observance of the sabbaths was imposed upon you by God so that you would be forced to remember Him, as He Himself said, ‘that you may know that I am the Lord your God’ ” (Ezek. 20:20).

			Our very earliest testimony to this effect comes from non-Christian writers. Josephus, for instance, includes two excerpts from Manetho, a pagan priest who wrote a history of Egypt in the third century B.C. Manetho’s account of these events is almost a mirror image of the Exodus with all the names changed. In this pro-Egypt version, Moses was an exiled Egyptian priest named Osarsiph, who, in his bitterness, made a new code of law for his fellow exiles based on the principle of normative inversion — forbidding, that is, every religious rite sacred to the Egyptians and mandating everything Egypt forbade. “His first and foremost commandment,” according to Jewish scholar Stephen D. Benin, was “not to worship the gods, not to spare any of Egypt’s sacred animals, and eat freely of Egypt’s forbidden foods. This principle of ‘normative inversion’ then, consists of turning the abominations of the other culture into sacred obligations and outlawing all of their most hallowed practices.”99 It will be seen how significant this story really is when we recall that many of the animals declared unclean by the later Mosaic codes — such as reptiles, rabbits, and birds of prey — were those that the Egyptians were willing to sacrifice. Osarsiph, at any rate, “destroyed the images of the gods, and used them in roasting those sacred animals which were formerly worshipped.”100 

			Another pagan witness, the Roman historian Tacitus, explains the origin of the Jewish nation in similar terms. The Egyptians, he recounts, cast the Jews out to face certain death in the desert, but they were saved by the inspired leadership of Moses who brought them safely into the land of Canaan. Moses, once again, introduces a new religion that is the precise mirror image of the old: “The Egyptians worship many animals and monstrous images; the Jews conceive of one God, and that with the mind only: they regard those who make representations of God in man’s image from perishable materials as impious; that supreme and eternal being is incapable to them of representation and is without end.” They sacrifice a ram “in order to ridicule the god Amun” and offer a calf as a way to thumb their noses at Apis, the sacred bull. While we won’t, obviously, be using these pagan accounts as our whole basis for understanding the Exodus, they do, at least, demonstrate that our Christian commentators will be speaking from within a pre-existing historical tradition — rather than simply pulling something out of their hats. 

			Justin and Irenaeus both reference the idea not long after Tacitus, in writings that we will examine a bit later. For now, let’s turn to Aphrahat, one of the early Syrian fathers, who establishes the Christian version of the theory with great clarity. “When the Holy One,” he writes, in his book On the Distinction of Foods,

			saw that [the Israelites] were not purified from the leaven of the Egyptians, but remained in that very opinion of paganism, then he commanded Moses to distinguish foods for them. He made unclean for them those very things which had been clean for them to eat in the land of Egypt . . . and commanded them to sacrifice offerings of the very things they had feared in the land of Egypt. For the Lord had no need of sacrifices and offerings. But in order to restrain the Jews from sacrifices and offerings so that they would not worship the gods of the peoples — when they would enter the land and be mixed among the peoples — as they had worshipped the gods of the Egyptians when they had entered Egypt and been mixed among the Egyptians, he therefore forbade and restrained the Jews thus (saying, as it were), “before my altar they should bring their offerings and sacrifice their sacrifices.”

			Theodoret, another fourth-century exegete, connects these thoughts to a passage from Jeremiah: “For in the day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt, I did not speak to your fathers or command them concerning burnt offerings and sacrifices” (7:22). These things were conceded to the people, he believed, only after the Exodus, as a drug (pharmakon) against the disease of Egypt. According to Benin, “Theodoret affirms that the Jews were commanded to sacrifice those animals that they had come to worship in Egypt in order to prove that the gods of the Egyptians were not divine.”101 Athanasius held the same opinion. The law of sacrifices was, in his view, first ordained at Sinai,

			that by means of them it might begin to instruct men and might withdraw them from idols, and bring them nearer to God, teaching them for that present time. Therefore neither at the beginning, when God brought the people out of Egypt, did he command them concerning sacrifices and whole burnt-offerings, nor even when they [first] came to Mount Sinai . . . but his commandment was given, that they might know him who was truly God, and his Word, and might despise those which are falsely called gods.102 

			Here, then, is God’s “methadone” for addiction to pagan idolatry: “Sacrifice if you must — but sacrifice to me instead.” As Benin summarizes, “The Lord permitted Israel to keep practices acquired in Egypt, but turned them in his direction. God acted to restrain idolatry while conceding sacrifice to people accustomed to it.” Yahweh, in short, will tolerate the sacrifices He never required of the patriarchs — but only in order to save His people.103 

			Why is this interpretation important for our purposes? It shows that something that the Jews — and the Judaizers — later came to see as eternal and fundamental was actually a divine stratagem for dealing with a temporal (and temporary) situation. “When the Holy One saw . . . then he commanded Moses . . . ” “The Lord had no need of sacrifices and offerings . . . but he made unclean for them those very things which had been clean . . . in order to restrain the Jews.” In all of these passages, we see God accommodating Himself to human circumstances — altering His plan, it would seem, to one less ideally perfect, in response to a degraded state of affairs in His covenant family. Yes, new requirements are revealed, and new terms added that had not been required of the patriarchs. Far from being new revelations, however, of the eternal mind of God, these added restrictions are depicted as a step backward from the previous revelation, a sad but necessary retreat from the short, primordial Word incumbent upon their more spiritually mature fathers. 

			“So I led them out of the land of Egypt and brought them into the wilderness,” Ezekiel continues. “I gave them my statutes and showed them my ordinances, by whose observance man shall live. Moreover I gave them my sabbaths, as a sign between me and them, that they might know that I the Lord sanctify them” (Ezek. 20:10–12). Addicted as they were, the bare decree of the First Commandment would have been like asking the Israelites to go “cold turkey.” Instead, these earliest Mosaic codes — given more or less simultaneously with the Decalogue — constitute God’s program for rehabilitation, not really (or at least not primarily) a program of punishment. 

			Often referred to in early times as “the Ten Words and the Judgments,” these were essentially curative in nature, aimed eventually at putting the people’s relationship with God back onto the same free, adult basis their ancestors had enjoyed. They are medicine for the spiritually sick — not rocks for a convict to break. And certainly they are not yet the full panoply of burdensome regulations that fills so much of Numbers, most of Leviticus, and practically all of Deuteronomy. 

			Nevertheless, they do look very much like law. Even though “the Book of the Covenant” takes up only those three chapters of Exodus we mentioned earlier, its regulations definitely do go well beyond the Sabbaths and sacrifices to other matters. For reasons that will become clearer as we go, these are still not to be identified, probably, with Paul’s “triggered” laws in Galatians 2. But there’s no reason to doubt that they do represent some measure of accommodation on God’s part to an essentially pagan people. Chapter 21, for instance, seeks to regulate — but not to outlaw — the institution of slavery. Chapter 22 calls for the death penalty on witches, apostates, and people who sin sexually with animals. As Gregory the Great would write late in the sixth century: “It is certainly impossible to eradicate all errors from obstinate minds at one stroke, and whoever wishes to climb to a mountain top climbs gradually step by step, and not in one leap. It was in this way that the Lord revealed Himself to the Israelite people in Egypt.”104 

			Recall, once again, that these new codes were delivered before the Mosaic covenant — and should, therefore, like the “drug” of sacrifice, be understood as part of God’s response to Egyptianization. He gives the people a taste, so to speak, of His ideal or eternal principles in “the Ten Words” — the Decalogue. But He also meets them halfway with a far less cosmic (and, frankly, less perfect) “action plan” for crossing the desert, which shows all the signs of having been a cooperative effort between God and His very human coauthor, Moses. In this way, perhaps, the initial lawgiving at Sinai may be compared to the final rulings of the apostolic council at Jerusalem. There, Peter stepped to the fore to deliver the eternal dogma — the final answer straight from the mind of God. And then James brought forward his merely pastoral proscriptions — temporary in nature and cut to fit current circumstances (and later ruled officially to have been so by the fifteenth-century Council of Florence).

			All this to say something rather simple — and a little ominous, I’m afraid, moving ahead: though it took many fantastic miracles to get God’s people out of Egypt, it proved much easier, in the long run, than getting Egypt out of them.

			There “Orter” Be Blood 

			“Hucky, you sure you can keep mum?”

			Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn have just witnessed the killing of poor old Muff Potter by Injun Joe the outlaw. And their plan for dealing with the crisis, in the pages of Mark Twain’s classic Adventures of Tom Sawyer, illustrates something important — and often forgotten — about God’s covenant with the Israelites at Sinai.

			“Tom, we got to keep mum. You know that. That Injun devil wouldn’t make any more of drownding us than a couple of cats, if we was to squeak ’bout this and they didn’t hang him. Now, look-a-here, Tom, less take and swear to one another — that’s what we got to do — swear to keep mum.”

			I’m agreed. It’s the best thing. Would you just hold hands and swear that we — ” 

			Oh no, that wouldn’t do for this. That’s good enough for little rubbishy common things — specially with gals, cuz they go back on you anyway, and blab if they get in a huff — but there orter be writing ’bout a big thing like this. And blood.” 

			There “orter” be blood — and there certainly was blood when it came time for the covenant making in Exodus 24. Just holding hands and swearing wouldn’t be enough. 

			And [Moses] rose early in the morning, and built an altar at the foot of the mountain, and twelve pillars, according to the twelve tribes of Israel. And he sent young men of the people of Israel, who offered burnt offerings and sacrificed peace offerings of oxen to the Lord. And Moses took half of the blood and put it in basins, and half of the blood he threw against the altar. . . . [Then] took the blood and threw it upon the people, and said, “Behold the blood of the covenant which the Lord has made with you in accordance with all these words.” (vv. 4–8).

			Tom and Huck simply pricked their fingers and wrote on a shingle — but the principle is very much the same: “Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer swears they will keep mum about This and They wish They may Drop down dead in Their Tracks if They ever Tell and Rot.”

			God’s covenant with Israel certainly shared this same terrible, awe-inspiring quality — and Mark Twain, of course, is gently spoofing here the grandiosity that had come into the talk of rural Americans in his day via their deep familiarity with stories like this one as they read them in the King James Bible. All kidding aside, however, the Israelites did, essentially, promise to drop down dead in their tracks and rot if they were ever to go back on their covenant oath. The blood they accepted upon their heads symbolized their own blood and that of their children, for which they were willing to become guilty in the event of apostasy. Yet Sinai was not all blood and thunder. Next came the intimate meal shared in God’s presence, symbolizing the kind of relationship He longed for with His covenant family. But this kind of fellowship and communion could not continue for long if the people’s allegiance remained divided. Yahweh simply was not willing to share the same heart with Ra, Hathor, and Apis — nor will He today, with modern idols. We Catholics renew our own covenant oaths when the celebrant at Mass asperses the congregation with water from the baptismal font. Just as Moses did, he “throws the blood upon the people” — the blood of Jesus, which “cleanses us from all sin” (1 John 1:7), symbolically present in the waters of regeneration — but dispersed only after we pledge ourselves to a series of solemn promises.

			And here, alas, is where the story turns tragic. After the meal, Moses again went to the mountaintop, where he received God’s marching orders for the journey ahead. A new high priesthood was minted, a job to be occupied by Moses’ brother Aaron; and instructions were given for making the Ark of the Covenant, as well as for the movable temple in which it was to be housed, the Tabernacle. Yet even as these arrangements were being made, the people on the slopes below were already begging their high priest–elect to fashion a very different type of religious artifact. 

			Most of us know the general outline: how the Israelites, impatient with Moses’ long delay and worried, perhaps, about their short store of provisions, reverted in a panic back to their old thought forms — their superstitious faith in the gods of Egypt. They demanded from Aaron a golden calf to supplicate — an image, probably, of Apis the bull. They would likely have stoned Aaron to death had he not yielded to their pleas — a death Aaron should have embraced with honor rather than do what he did. But, in fact, Yahweh’s new high priest caved quickly. He not only made them a molten calf; he also set up an altar at which to offer pagan sacrifice. Later, just before the actual offering, Aaron seems to have tried to reinterpret the act somehow, as a syncretistic blend of both rites, so that an offering to Apis could be thought of as having passed on to Yahweh (see Exod. 32:6). But the usual sexual orgies that accompanied the rite (Apis, was, after all, a fertility god) made the truth of the matter all too clear. “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!” (Exod. 32:4).

			It’s difficult to overstate the centrality of this event in Israel’s history. The golden calf isn’t just one more interesting episode during the story of the Exodus: it is the defining episode — and Justin identifies it as such in his exchanges with Trypho: “We, too, would observe your circumcision of the flesh, your sabbath days, and, in a word, all your festivals, if we were not aware of the reason why they were imposed upon you, namely, because of your sins.” The children of Israel had been 

			just and pleasing in the sight of God, yet they kept no sabbaths. . . . [This continued] down to the time of Moses, when your people showed itself wicked and ungrateful to God by molding a golden calf as an idol in the desert. Therefore, God, adapting his laws to that weak people, ordered you to offer sacrifices to his name, in order to save you from idolatry. . . . Then God, through Moses, ordered you to abstain from all unclean, harmful, and violent animals, whether they come from the soil or the sea, for, after you had eaten the manna in the desert and had seen all the miracles God wrought for your sake, you did not hesitate to make and adore the golden calf. With good reason, therefore, does God repeatedly say of you, Foolish children, in whom there is no faith [Deut. 32:20]. (18, 19)

			 In just the same way that Adam’s taking of the forbidden fruit spoiled God’s perfect plan for the first covenant with humanity, so this solemn act of apostasy at Sinai torpedoed His original plan for the Mosaic covenant. No longer could Adam and Eve, after their Fall, “walk with God in the garden in the cool of the day” (see Gen. 3:8) — nor would the elders of Israel sit any longer at table with Yahweh on a floor of clear heavenly sapphire. Through their return to idolatry, the people activated the “automatic” curses they had agreed to in their blood oath, obligating their God to mete them out exactly as stipulated — or make Himself a liar. 

			Here, in other words, we have finally found a transgression serious enough to work earthshaking changes in God’s law — and brought about, without any doubt at all, through “hardness of heart.” 
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			The End of the Law

			[image: ]

			Christ has obtained a ministry that is as much more excellent than the old as the covenant he mediates is better, since it is enacted on better promises. For if that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no occasion to look for a second. . . . In speaking of a new covenant, he makes the first one obsolete. And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away. 

			— Hebrews 8:6–7, 13

			Picking Up the Pieces

			Justin has identified the sin that caused a new law to be added. Now it remains to convince Trypho of that law’s temporary or probationary nature, and of how, when, and by whom it was finally vacated.

			As circumcision originated with Abraham, and the Sabbath, sacrifices, oblations, and festivals with Moses (and it has already been shown that your people were commanded to observe these things because of their hardness of heart), so it was expedient that, in accordance with the will of the Father, these things should have their end in Him who was born of the Virgin, of the race of Abraham, of the tribe of Judah, and of the family of David: namely, in Christ, the Son of God, who was proclaimed as the future Eternal Law and New Covenant for the whole world. . . . We, indeed, who have come to God through Jesus Christ, have received not a carnal, but a spiritual, circumcision, as did Enoch and those like him. (43)

			To persuade his opponent of this, Justin must use the writings of the prophets, rather than any “biased” pro-Christian sources — something Justin relishes, since he himself had been convinced by the same sources not so very long ago. In order to follow his argument, we need to return to the Exodus narrative for a while  — the story of Moses the Lawgiver, greatest prophet of them all. 

			Most of us recall that Moses, upon his return from the mountaintop, famously smashed the holy tablets of the Law to the ground. Perhaps not so well remembered is the fact that he also poured out his own life picking up the pieces of Israel’s Sinai apostasy. For a “God’s eye view” of the calf crisis, we may turn, once again, to Ezekiel 20: “But the house of Israel rebelled against me in the wilderness; they did not walk in my statutes but rejected my ordinances, by whose observance man shall live; and my sabbaths they greatly profaned. ‘Then I thought I would pour out my wrath upon them in the wilderness, to make a full end of them’ ” (20:13). That God did not do so is due, at least in part, to the Christlike intercession of Moses, who offered to accept the people’s punishment vicariously: “Alas, this people have sinned a great sin; they have made for themselves gods of gold. But now, if thou wilt forgive their sin — and if not, blot me, I pray thee, out of thy book which thou hast written” (Exod. 32:31–32). And though Israel’s deliverer begs for mercy here — while Yahweh acts the part of the Just Judge — both impulses come in truth from the same source. By joining himself so closely to the people that he is unwilling to live if they must perish, Moses reveals the deepest reality in the whole story: God is now in the very same position. The same covenant meal that irrevocably made Israel part of God’s family also made God part of theirs. Now Divine Mercy itself must act to satisfy Divine Justice — a cosmic drama that will not be fully complete until, as Paul wrote, “the offspring should come to whom the promise had been made.”

			Yes, the people were saved through Moses’ intercession — but the Mosaic covenant now has to be completely restructured. No longer, for instance, were all the Israelites called to be God’s kingdom of priests. Eleven of the twelve tribes are immediately laicized and defrocked, leaving only the tribe of Levi to act in a priestly capacity. Next, these priests are given their work assignment. They will repeat the animal sacrifice God had ordered at Sinai, not once but daily — and, as it turns out, for the next fifteen hundred years or so. Egypt’s gods would now be ritually slaughtered on a routine basis; an ugly, degrading business that would rub the people’s noses every day in their own incorrigible proclivity towards idols. Many of the other, relatively simple rules of “the Book of the Covenant,” are adjusted downward as well — made lengthier, more cumbersome, and more involved. The covenant could, in other words, be renewed by a merciful God, but only, under these circumstances, on a decidedly suboptimal basis. As Paul (or one of his scribes or disciples) puts it: “When there is a change in the priesthood, there is necessarily a change in the law” (Heb. 7:12). And here we find illustrated once again the idea that some portion of the Law came first, other precepts (often contradictory!) were later “added” and that this addition was not necessarily a good thing — or not an absolute good, at any rate. 

			In any event, this latest covenant, adjusted in response to the calf, prevails only for a few months. As Moses later recounted, 

			The Lord our God said to us in Horeb, “You have stayed long enough at this mountain; turn and take your journey, and go to the hill country of the Amorites, and to all their neighbors in the Arabah, in the hill country and in the lowland, and in the Negeb, and by the seacoast, the land of the Canaanites, and Lebanon, as far as the great river, the river Euphrates. Behold, I have set the land before you; go in and take possession of the land which the Lord swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give to them and to their descendants after them.” (Deut. 1:6–7)

			Yet when the travelers arrived at the borders of the new land, the spies they sent ahead of them returned with a faithless report, utterly demoralizing the people. In spite of what the Israelites had seen done to Pharaoh’s army, the Canaanites were, in the opinion of most of these spies, going to be too big a job for Yahweh to handle. And once again, the old hankering for Egypt rises in the people’s throats: “ ‘Would that we had died in the land of Egypt! Or would that we had died in this wilderness! Why does the Lord bring us into this land, to fall by the sword? Our wives and our little ones will become a prey; would it not be better for us to go back to Egypt?’ And they said to one another, ‘Let us choose a captain, and go back to Egypt’ ” (Num. 14:2–4). 

			This, notice, is a virtual repeat of the golden calf incident; choosing a captain (in preference to Moses) and going back to Egypt is nothing but a thinly veiled euphemism for returning to the comfortable protection of Egypt’s undemanding gods. The two spies who did remain faithful — Joshua and Caleb — begged the people not to repeat their act of covenant apostasy: 

			“The land, which we passed through to spy it out, is an exceedingly good land. If the Lord delights in us, he will bring us into this land and give it to us, a land which flows with milk and honey. Only, do not rebel against the Lord; and do not fear the people of the land, for they are bread for us; their protection is removed from them, and the Lord is with us; do not fear them.” But all the congregation said to stone them with stones. (Num. 14:7–10)

			Yet once more, God’s Old Testament messiah stands in the gap, the friend of sinners. 

			And the Lord said to Moses, “How long will this people despise me? And how long will they not believe in me, in spite of all the signs which I have wrought among them? I will strike them with the pestilence and disinherit them, and I will make of you a nation greater and mightier than they.” But Moses said to the Lord . . . , “Pardon the iniquity of this people, I pray thee, according to the greatness of thy steadfast love, and according as thou hast forgiven this people, from Egypt even until now.” Then the Lord said, “I have pardoned, according to your word; but truly, as I live, and as all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the Lord, none of the men who have seen my glory and my signs which I wrought in Egypt and in the wilderness, and yet have put me to the proof these ten times and have not hearkened to my voice, shall see the land which I swore to give to their fathers; and none of those who despised me shall see it.” (Num. 14:11–13, 19–23)

			The “ten times” referred to seems to be a figure of speech, indicating “over and over again” rather than a literal number, including the many small apostasies along the way as well as the big ones. But for Ezekiel this will be the second of three such events during the Exodus — triggering a second adjustment of God’s marching orders as well: “Moreover I swore to them in the wilderness that I would not bring them into the land which I had given them, a land flowing with milk and honey, the most glorious of all lands, because they rejected my ordinances and did not walk in my statutes, and profaned my sabbaths; for their heart went after their idols” (Ezek. 20:15–16). Along with this terrible penance, the Lord stipulates an additional set of penitential laws as well (see Num. 15:1–41). And unwilling, now, even to treat with their fathers any longer, God addresses Himself to the second generation only: “And I said to their children in the wilderness, Do not walk in the statutes of your fathers, nor observe their ordinances, nor defile yourselves with their idols. I the Lord am your God; walk in my statutes, and be careful to observe my ordinances, and hallow my sabbaths that they may be a sign between me and you, that you may know that I the Lord am your God” (Ezek. 20:18–20).

			The Israelites are turned away from Canaan now to wander aimlessly in the desert. A trip that should have taken a year or less will now take forty, in order that the original generation of apostates should have a chance to die off in transit. One ancient book however, widely read in the early Church, offers some additional thoughts on the delay:

			The Jews left Egypt by a circuitous route, rather than the shortest route, in order that the novelty of a new life might be given time to extirpate the evils that resulted from long association with Egyptian customs. . . . Moses, seeing the people so frantic, permitted them to sacrifice, but only to the Lord. This was done in order to remove half the evil, for Moses knew full well that its complete removal would have to await a future teacher.105

			Finally, after much additional drama, the forty years of penance came to an end. The people reached the eastern border of God’s Promised Land, at a place called Beth-peor on the borders of Moab. All during this penitential period, Israel’s Levite priesthood had driven the people like a team of oxen, demanding every day the lengthy, vexing sacrifice ritual, no matter how weary the wanderers might have been. Here now, at Beth-peor, was the place where the character of their repentance would be put to the test. Was this next generation ready to succeed where their fathers had failed? Were they ready to throw off at last the onerous terms of their probation and return to the simpler ways of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, in a land of milk and honey? 

			Alas, they were not. Tempted, this time, by the apostate prophet Balaam, who offered them fresh, pretty Moabite wives (who also happened to be priestesses and prostitutes in the service of Moab’s terrible idol, Baal), the new generation fell off the wagon as badly as their parents. And just as before, the sin involved not only idolatry but sexual immorality as well. The gods of the goyim, after all, were well known to be less particular about such things — and even today, the urge on the part of formerly Christian people to find a less persnickety brand of spirituality is not unknown. Here, then, is Ezekiel’s third and final covenant apostasy during the Exodus: the apostasy at Beth-peor.

			But the children rebelled against me: They did not follow my decrees, they were not careful to keep my laws — although the man who obeys them will live by them — and they desecrated my Sabbaths. So I said I would pour out my wrath on them and spend my anger against them in the desert. But I withheld my hand, and for the sake of my name I did what would keep it from being profaned in the eyes of the nations in whose sight I had brought them out. (20:21–22)

			Three strikes . . . and Israel was out. In fact, a portion of the Midrash Tanhuma, dating from the period of the later Church Fathers, justifies the use of the baseball metaphor completely:

			Three times did the Holy One Blessed be He cut a covenant as they went out of Egypt. Once as they stood before Sinai, once in Horeb, and once here [at Beth-peor, as spelled out in Deuteronomy 29:1]. Why did the Holy One Blessed be He cut a covenant with them here? He did so because the covenant that He made with them at Sinai had been nullified by saying, “These are your gods . . .” Therefore, he returned and made another covenant with them in Horeb and set before them a curse for those who would go back on his words.106

			The covenant at Sinai had been nullified — and now, the one that had been made on the borders of Canaan had as well. What a profound idea this is, especially considering the issues raised by the Judaizers! It includes at least three distinct, significant implications: (1) that there really are multiple covenants depicted in the Pentateuch, rather than simply one “Old Covenant” that we may set in contrast with the New; (2) that a previous covenant really can be modified, or even annulled by God in favor of one more suited to existing conditions; and (3) that the proscriptions of later covenants may very well contradict those of the former — not because God has changed but because the people have. The idea, especially, that “the Law of Moses” is one body of law made, essentially, on one occasion, has been widespread and harmful, even though it is explicitly contradicted in the verse cited above. Deuteronomy 29:1, on which Rabbi Tanhuma was commenting, runs thus: “These are the words of the covenant which the Lord commanded Moses to make with the people of Israel in the land of Moab, besides the covenant which he had made with them at Horeb.” For the record, Moab is at least two hundred miles from Mount Sinai, and the incident at Beth-peor takes place forty years after the apostasy of the faithless spies. Justin cites the two events separately as well, reminding Trypho that, despite God’s many miracles, “you still constructed the golden calf, and you are eager to fornicate with the daughters of aliens and to worship idols. And you did the same things even after the [promised] land was handed over to you with so miraculous a display of power that you witnessed the sun stand in the heaven and not set for thirty-six hours at the command of him who was surnamed Jesus”107 (132).

			What exactly did the Divine Umpire do after calling the third strike? He forgave, as before, but he also did, for the sake of his name, “what would keep it from being profaned in the eyes of the nations.” He acted, in other words, to preserve His reputation as a Just Judge and to avoid gaining a new one as a pushover, an easy mark, and “soft on crime.” How did He accomplish this? Simply put, Yahweh cooperated in the implementation of a third, even more draconian revamping of the Torah — and in this case, with some definite time on the rock pile included. The law, added on account of transgression, was now added with a vengeance — the full array of vexing decrees we see in today’s Old Testament, St. Peter’s “yoke” from Acts 15, “which neither we nor our fathers were able to bear.”

			The Second Legislation

			Though the word “Deuteronomy” (mshnh in Hebrew, to deuteronomion in Greek) means “a copy” or a “repetition” of the Law, several early writers stress a different connotation for the term. Pseudo-Athanasius,108 probably writing late in the fourth century, states plainly that the title signifies “the Second Law”; and others, such as the third-century Jewish redactors of the Mishnah, use it to mean something like “a secondary and fuller revelation” of the Torah. Justin and his school, at any rate, interpret the word “Deuteronomy” to mean “the Second Legislation.” Irenaeus connects the idea explicitly with the apostasy at Beth-peor: 

			When the forty years were completed, the people came near to the Jordan, and were assembled and drawn up over against Jericho. Here Moses assembled the people and again summed everything up, recounting the great works of God even to that day, preparing and disposing those who had grown up in the desert to fear God and obey His commandments, and imposing on them as it were a new code of laws, in addition to the one made before. And this was called Deuteronomy.109 

			Later, the real Athanasius established the same chronology: “Neither at the beginning, when God brought the people out of Egypt, did He command them concerning sacrifices or whole burnt-offerings, nor even when they came to Mount Sinai . . . only after they chose to serve Baal.”110

			Just as we saw with God’s unwillingness to speak any longer to the generation that spurned Joshua and Caleb, so Deuteronomy illustrates the fact that He and Israel, after the sin at Beth-peor, will be on strained, formal terms for a while. The very structure of the book reveals this. Scholars have noted that Deuteronomy shares a similar literary form with many other ancient covenant treaties made in the Near East. The Hittites, for instance, bound conquered vassal states to their empire with formal oath-curses very much like what we see in Deuteronomy 27 and 28 — more promises, as it were, to “drop down dead in their tracks and rot.” There was always, as well, a ritual affirmation of the pecking order between vassal state and suzerain (e.g., “I am your servant and son,” “I am your king and father”) that is directly paralleled in many passages of Deuteronomy.111 Though the formula does use familial terminology, this is actually legal language, not family intimacy. We are still, in other words, a very long way from walking again with God in the cool of the day.

			Most of the terms of the other two covenants are retained in Deuteronomy — but there are contradictions. While one might expect this new and more taxing law to be stricter, morally, than its predecessors, the opposite is more often the case. Deuteronomy, for instance, has far less interest in preserving traditional marriage than the previous covenants. Not only does it allow for divorce and remarriage (an issue, as we saw, that Jesus will take up in the Gospels) but it also loosened some of the earlier laws regulating polygamy, concubinage, and marriage to foreign slave women. Slavery, in fact, remains all too legal in the Second Legislation and is, on the whole, less carefully delimited than before. Even stranger, Deuteronomy altered Israel’s relations with the Canaanites in a very dark way. Whereas the Sinai Legislation went only so far as to forbid any kind of covenant or mixed marriage between Israelites and Canaanites, the book of Deuteronomy allowed Moses (and now his chosen successor, Joshua) to order herem warfare against them, downright genocidal warfare, not only on the men, but on the women and the children. God’s meeting humanity halfway is one thing, in matters such as divorce and sacrifice, but wouldn’t things like this involve Him in actual evil? How could the all-righteous Father of the Universe ever get Himself mixed up in something like these laws of Deuteronomy? 

			It’s a very good question — and the answer isn’t simple. The Apostle Paul, however, offered us at least the beginnings of a solution in the passage from Galatians we’ve been examining: “Why then the law? It was added because of transgressions . . . and it was ordained by angels through an intermediary” (Gal. 3:19). Yet Deuteronomy 5:22 specifies that God wrote the Sinai tablets Himself and gave them directly to Moses, without any intermediary between them or any angels mentioned. This can only mean that the law Paul speaks of was subsequent to Sinai and was not given directly by God. Irenaeus affirms this conclusion in his commentary on the verse in question: “They (the Jews) had therefore a law . . . which from the beginning [God] had implanted in mankind, that is, by means of the Decalogue (which, if any one does not observe, he has no salvation), and did then demand nothing more of them. As Moses says in Deuteronomy, ‘These are all the words which the Lord spoke to the whole assembly of the sons of Israel on the mount, and He added no more [Deut. 5:22].’ ” Other early Fathers connect this idea to Jeremiah 7:22: “For in the day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt, I did not speak to your fathers or command them concerning burnt offerings and sacrifices.” The implication then, in Irenaeus’s eyes, is quite clear: God wrote the tablets at Sinai, but Moses wrote the laws of Deuteronomy. 

			“When they turned themselves to make a calf,” continues Irenaeus, “and had gone back in their minds to Egypt, desiring to be slaves instead of free-men, they were placed for the future in a state of servitude suited to their wish — [a slavery] which did not indeed cut them off from God, but subjected them to the yoke of bondage.”112 This seems also to be implied by the fact that God Himself cut the tables of stone for the original Decalogue, while the replacement copies were cut by Moses (see Exod. 31:18; 34:4). And here, too, at Beth-peor, the new Law arrives with a mournful silence, pregnant with the absence of God; whereas at Sinai the giving of the Law had been accompanied by thunder and fire. Perhaps such a highly imperfect code as Deuteronomy, which includes so much that Christ will have to undo when He comes as “not having been so from the beginning,” cannot be seen to originate directly from God. It does not express His perfect will (as displayed in the Decalogue) but only His permissive will under the existing circumstances. 

			Deuteronomy, then, truly is “the Law of Moses,” and in picking up the pieces, the Lawgiver was forced to do much of the work himself. Even so, there’s no doubt at all that God put his full weight behind Moses’ creation. Yahweh had met Israel halfway before this, willing to wink at the people’s weaknesses in various ways all along — in fact, an important passage in the Zohar113 pronounces the entire Torah to have been an accommodation of the hard facts of human existence. Still, we can’t help but be surprised to see God Almighty cooperating in the setting of a lower standard. This is another very profound idea, with extremely important implications — to which we will have to return later in our meditations.

			The early Church expressed her understanding of these matters most fully in a third-century book called the Didascalia Apostolorum — one of the earliest attempts to create a body of canon law. The Didascalia is, at heart, an elaboration of the very ancient Teaching of the Twelve Apostles (the Didache) and, like the original, claims to be the work of the Apostles at the Council of Jerusalem. Though that probably isn’t literally true even of the much earlier Didache, the fact that either work could plausibly present itself as such so early in our history, to so many of the early Fathers, suggests very deep roots in tradition. Epiphanius, for instance, mentions the Didascalia by name and believed it to be apostolic. Our earliest surviving copy is attached to a document called The Liturgy of St. James, the earliest of all recorded Christian liturgies, which may have originated at James’s Jewish church in Jerusalem. Some form of the Didascalia, in other words, is, at the very least, quite old enough to have been studied by Justin Martyr and referenced in his Dialogue with Trypho.

			Addressing itself, at one point, to Christian Bible students, the Didascalia offers the following grim warning: “When thou readest the Law, beware of the Second Legislation, that thou do but read it merely; but the commands and warnings that are therein much avoid, lest thou lead thyself astray . . . for our Saviour came for no other cause but to fulfil the Law, and to set us loose from the bonds of the Second Legislation.” Surely it must have been the active threat of Judaizing propaganda in the churches that inspired such practical language. 

			For He set loose from those bonds and thus called those who believe in Him, and said: “Come unto me, all ye that toil and are laden with heavy burdens, and I will give you rest” [Matt. 11:28]. . . . And our Saviour also, when He cleansed the leper, sent him to the Law, and said to him: “Go, show thyself to the high priests, and offer the gifts of thy cleansing, as Moses commanded, for a testimony unto them’ [Matt. 8:4]; that He might show that He does not undo the Law, but teaches what is the Law and what the Second Legislation. For He said thus: “I am not come to undo the law, nor the prophets, but to fulfil them” [Matt. 5:17]. The Law therefore is indissoluble; but the Second Legislation is temporary, and is dissoluble.114

			In these ancient pages we find all our guesswork affirmed in a very finished form — and many of Justin’s words prefigured. 

			The Law then consists of the Ten Words and the Judgments, which God spoke before that the People made the calf and served idols. . . . This is the simple and light Law, wherein is no burden, nor distinction of meats, nor incensings, nor offerings of sacrifices and burnt offerings. . . . Wherefore He does not say, “Make for me” but, “If thou shalt make an altar.” He did not impose this as a necessity, but showed what was about to be. For God had no need of sacrifices; as neither of old was it commanded Cain and Abel, but they of their own accord presented offerings: and their offering achieved a brother’s murder. . . . But when the People denied God . . . and said: “We have no God to go before us”; and they made them a molten calf and worshipped it [Exod. 32:1, 8] and sacrificed to a graven image . . . the Lord was angry; and in His hot anger — (yet) with the mercy of His goodness — He bound them with the Second Legislation, and laid heavy burdens upon them, and a hard yoke upon their neck.

			And He says now no longer: “If thou shalt make” [see Exod. 20:24–25; Deut. 27:5–6], as formerly; but He said: “Make an altar, and sacrifice continually” as though He had need of these things. Wherefore He laid upon them continual burnt offerings with a necessity, and caused them to abstain from meats by means of distinctions of meats. For from that time were animals discerned, and clean and unclean flesh; from that time were separations, and purifications, and baptisms, and sprinklings; from that time were sacrifices, and offerings, and tables; from that time were burnt offerings, and oblations, and shewbread, and the offering up of sacrifices, and firstlings, and redemptions, and he-goats for sin, and vows, and many other things marvelous. For because of manifold sins there were laid upon them customs unspeakable; but by none of them did they abide, but they again provoked the Lord.115

			As Justin says to Trypho: 

			Not because he needed such sacrifices but because of the sins of your people, especially their sins of idolatry, did God command you to sacrifice to him. You will admit the truth of my statement if you listen to Amos, one of the twelve prophets, who said: “. . . I hate and have rejected your feasts, and I will not accept the odor of your assemblies. And if you offer me your holocausts and sacrifices, I will not accept them; neither will I regard the show of your peace offerings.” 

			In fact, Justin goes on to minimize the temple itself by insisting that God regarded it only as “his house or court, not as if he needed a house or a court, but because, by uniting yourselves to him in that place, you might abstain from the worship of idols. This can be proved by the words of Isaiah, ‘What is this house that you built for me? Heaven is my throne and earth is my footstool.’ [Isa. 66:1].” 

			“You also know,” Justin continues, 

			that because of the hardness of your hearts, God imposed all such commandments upon you through Moses, in order that, by observing these many precepts, you might have him constantly set before your eyes and refrain from every unjust or impious act. Thus he commanded you to wear a red ribbon as a constant reminder of him; and for the same purpose he ordered you to wear the phylactery. . . . By these very ordinances he urges you to have God always in mind and, at the same time, his judgment. Notwithstanding this reminder, you still continued to practice idolatry . . . [proving] that the precepts imposed upon you on account of your people’s hardness of heart are in no way conducive to acts of justice and piety. (46)

			 Irenaeus uses the Greek word oikonomia to describe God’s actions during the Exodus — a word that can be translated, roughly speaking, as “a family plan for housekeeping.” Inquiring into this housekeeping plan, as we have been doing in these pages, will, according to Irenaeus, “show why it was that more covenants than one were given to mankind; and teach what was the special character of each of these covenants.”116 Tertullian takes up this theme of successive covenants: 

			[In the primordial law of Adam and Eve] we recognise enclosed all the precepts specially of the posterior Law, which germinated when disclosed at their proper times. . . . [Those original laws were] subsequently reformed for the patriarchs, and so again for the Jews, at definite periods: so that we are not to give heed to Moses’ Law as to the primitive law, but as to a subsequent, which at a definite period God has set forth to the Gentiles too and, after repeatedly promising so to do through the prophets, has reformed for the better. . . . And let us not annul this power which God has, which reforms the law’s precepts answerably to the circumstances of the times, with a view to man’s salvation.117

			“Why then the law,” asked St. Paul, “since by it shall no flesh be justified?” “It was added because of transgressions, till the offspring should come to whom the promise had been made; and it was ordained by angels through an intermediary.” And now we see that the transgressions were at Beth-peor, on the borders of Canaan, and, preeminently, with the golden calf. They were added a little at a time to begin with but, preeminently, at the climax of the drama, when the full Deuteronomic Code was enacted by Moses. That later law was imperfect, fit only to be established by an intermediary and handled only by far lesser spirits than Yahweh. Yet it was enacted only until the coming of Abraham’s offspring, the one to whom the promise had been made — the promise, as you recall, to bless all of mankind; to reach, finally, the Gentiles, as well; and to carry Judah’s kingly scepter forever. The offspring, then, is none other than our Lord Jesus Christ. This was God’s will from the beginning — and, as Paul himself noted a few verses earlier, “no one annuls even a man’s will, or adds to it, once it has been ratified. . . . This is what I mean: the law, which came four hundred and thirty years afterward [Moses’ law, in other words], does not annul a covenant previously ratified by God, so as to make the promise void” (Gal. 3:15, 17).

			The Law That Failed

			One of the main reasons we know that the Second Legislation was always destined to pass away is that Moses himself prophesied the failure of his own Law! And these prophecies are contained within the book of Deuteronomy. A closer look at this fact will provide us with some indispensable insight.

			Deuteronomy was the great work of Moses’ life, his “last will and testament.” As Israel finally prepared to enter Canaan, Moses prepared to die. God had told him his work was complete; he was, according to Scripture, 120 years old at the time. Moses, it seems, representing the Law, could lead God’s people to the Promised Land, but only his young successor, Yeshua (which we usually transliterate as Joshua, in order to distinguish him from our New Testament Savior of the same name), can carry them in.

			As we’ve seen, God had tolerated Israel’s human foibles in various ways all along. We might say He showed a willingness, as Johnny Mercer once put it, to “Ac-cent-tchu-ate the positive” for the time being, in hopes of inculcating something better over the long haul. But now Moses had become Israel’s lawgiver instead — and Moses went well beyond all this (with God’s go-ahead, of course). The Second Legislation not only provided prophylactic measures against idolatry and remedial punishments for past sin, but gave permission for the people to operate on a lower standard for a while: “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of divorce.” Other examples include permission to hate one’s enemies, to take vengeance, to practice usury, and to answer an insult with an insult — all allowed by Deuteronomy, only later rescinded by Christ. Because of its inferior origin, the new Law could overlook certain real evils, yet without implicating God’s justice. In regard to slavery, herem warfare, polygamy, and so forth, the Israelites continued to live pretty much like any other Bronze Age dynasty of the ancient Levant, simply because cold turkey had proved too hard and God, had He insisted on it, would likely have lost His people altogether.

			Yet such a system, surely, could be only temporary. God’s ultimate plan was to join Himself to humanity as our divine Bridegroom, to live His life in us and eventually “be all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28, KJV), to make each one of us “participants in the divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4). A plan like that could never permanently incorporate so much that is so manifestly of the earth. And, of course, anything that is not permanent must necessarily come to an end. 

			Near the end of Deuteronomy, Moses assembles the people for a ritual recitation of the terms of the newest covenant. “And Moses and the Levitical priests said to all Israel, ‘Keep silence and hear, O Israel: this day you have become the people of the Lord your God. You shall therefore obey the voice of the Lord your God, keeping his commandments and his statutes, which I command you this day’ ” (Deut. 27:9–10). There follows a list of prohibitions, which correspond more or less to the Decalogue, and to which the people repeatedly give their vocal assent: “And all the people shall say, ‘Amen.’ ” Finally, the solemn ritual concludes with what is, really, a terrible covenant oath. “ ‘Cursed be he who does not confirm the words of this law by doing them.’ And all the people shall say, ‘Amen’ ” (Deut. 27:26). This was Israel’s vow to stay true this time for sure — or be damned. 

			St. Paul believed that it had damned them. “For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse” he wrote, “for it is written, ‘Cursed be every one who does not abide by all things written in the book of the law, and do them’ ” (Gal. 3:10). Literal keeping of every single clause in Deuteronomy is literally impossible, as Paul and the rest of the Jews had learned all too well by apostolic times. And Moses certainly seems to have realized this in advance. We call him a prophet for a reason, for the Spirit of prophecy certainly does come over Moses in the next few chapters. Looking forward into Israel’s future, he begins to see dreadful horrors ahead: pestilence, humiliation, exile, subjugation to pagan enemies, famine so severe that Israelites will resort to cannibalism. And all of it is attributed to the action of Yahweh: “the Lord will cause you to be defeated,” “the Lord will scatter you,” “the Lord will bring on extraordinary afflictions” (see Deut. 28:15–68). This is the destiny, it would seem, of anyone who boldly undertakes to “rely upon the works of the law” and then can’t follow through.

			One might think, at first, that these are simply hypothetical possibilities that Moses is evoking to scare the people into obedience this time. Yet as the prophet continues, his tone turns decisively from “if” to “when.” What seemed, to begin with, two distinct visions of the future — either blessings or curses — now begin to be revealed as distinct or successive phases of the same future. 

			And when all these things come upon you, the blessing and the curse, which I have set before you, and you call them to mind among all the nations where the Lord your God has driven you, and return to the Lord your God, you and your children, and obey his voice in all that I command you this day, with all your heart and with all your soul; then the Lord your God will restore your fortunes, and have compassion upon you, and he will gather you again from all the peoples where the Lord your God has scattered you. (Deut. 30:1–3) 

			The curses seem to be fated to happen, but then so do the blessings. 

			If the keeping of God’s Law were simply and solely a matter of avoiding the promised curses by strict obedience, well, then Moses is a terrible coach, because he tells the people up front that the effort is destined to fail. But it doesn’t seem to be as simple as that. Yes, your efforts at law-keeping will ultimately fail, but the failure will carry you to something beyond. “Even if you have been banished to the most distant land under the heavens, from there the Lord your God will gather you and bring you back. He will bring you to the land that belonged to your fathers, and you will take possession of it. He will make you more prosperous and numerous than your fathers.” This emphasis on literal descendants had, in the past, always tended to focus the people’s minds on the biological side, even on the actual organ of generation, which the Law ordered circumcised. But now Moses prophesies a day when “the Lord your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with all your heart and with all your soul, and live.” The people will fail, and their failure will bring misery. But when the people have failed — after the Second Legislation has demonstrated its futility — then God will succeed. 

			There is a second prophesy in Moses’ last will, as well. “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your brethren — him you shall heed — just as you desired of the Lord your God at Horeb on the day of the assembly, when you said, ‘Let me not hear again the voice of the Lord my God, or see this great fire any more, lest I die’ ” (Deut. 18:16). This is a reference to Exodus 20:19, when the people at Sinai begged Moses to speak to them on God’s behalf, since they were too terrified to see the Lord of the mountain face-to-face. Moses invokes that memory here to emphasize that this new prophet will be, as Moses has been, king, priest, and mediator all in one. “And the Lord said to me, ‘I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brethren; and I will put my words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him. And whoever will not give heed to my words which he shall speak in my name, I myself will require it of him” (Deut. 18:18–19). Both the Apostle Peter (Acts 3:22–23) and the proto-martyr Stephen (Acts 7:37) identify this new prophet “like Moses” as none other than our Lord Jesus Christ.

			So this prophecy, too, of a second Moses to come, bespeaks the insufficiency of the Second Legislation. For if the Law of Moses alone, properly kept, can bring, as Trypho insisted, salvation of itself, what possible use could there be for another Moses? “If the law,” as Justin puts it, “were able to enlighten the nations and those who possess it, what need is there of a new covenant?” (122).

			Many of Israel’s later prophets foresaw the ultimate cessation of the Second Law as well. Justin quotes from Isaiah, Hosea, Amos, and others. “The children of Israel shall dwell many days without king or prince, without sacrifice or pillar, without ephod or teraphim,” according to Hosea (3:4); “And I will punish her for the feast days of the Baals when she burned incense to them and decked herself with her ring and jewelry, and went after her lovers, and forgot me, says the Lord. . . . I will put an end to all her mirth, her feasts, her new moons, her sabbaths, and all her appointed feasts . . . [but afterward] I will make for you a covenant . . . and I will make you lie down in safety.” (2:11, 18). Other Fathers cite Daniel 9:27 — “he shall cause sacrifice and offering to cease” — and Psalm 40:6: “Sacrifice and offering thou dost not desire. . . . Burnt offering and sin offering thou hast not required.” Tertullian emphasizes, especially, the prophecies of Jeremiah:

			“Make a renewal for you, and sow not in thorns; be circumcised to God, and circumcise the foreskin of your heart” [see Jer. 4:3–4]. In another place [Jeremiah] says, “Behold, days shall come, says the Lord, and I will draw up, for the house of Judah and for the house of Jacob, a new testament; not such as I once gave their fathers in the day wherein I led them out from the land of Egypt” [Jer. 31:31–32]. Whence we understand the coming cessation of the former circumcision then given, and the coming procession of a new law (not such as He had already given to the fathers).118 

			Jeremiah’s scribe, Baruch, expresses the hope most plainly of all: “And I will make with them another covenant that shall be everlasting, to be their God, and they shall be my people: and I will no more remove my people, the children of Israel, out of the land that I have given them” (Bar. 2:35, Douay-Rheims). That Baruch’s new covenant “shall be everlasting” certainly suggests that the one in force during his own time was not.

			According to Didascalia Apostolorum, it was the coeternal Son of God who inspired the prophets in this way: 

			Even before His coming He foretold His coming through the prophets, and together with His coming He signified also the disobedience of the People, and preached the undoing of the Second Legislation; as He said by Jeremiah: “Why bring ye me frankincense from Sheba, and cinnamon from a far country? Your burnt offerings are not acceptable unto me, and your sacrifices delight me not” [Jer. 6:20]. And again He said: ‘Bring together your burnt offerings with your sacrifices, and eat flesh. For I gave you no command, when I brought you out from the land of Egypt, neither concerning burnt offerings nor concerning sacrifices” [Jer. 7:21–22]. Yea, verily, in the Law He gave no command, but in the bonds of the Second Legislation, after that they had served idols. And again by Isaiah also He said: “To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices unto me? saith the Lord, I am sated with burnt offerings of rams; and the fat of lambs and the blood of oxen I desire not. And when ye come to see my face, who hath required these things at your hands? Trample my courts no more. If ye will bring me fine flour, it is a vain oblation; and your new moons and your sabbaths and solemn days are rejected of me: your fasts and your restings are not acceptable unto me, and your festivals my soul hateth” (Isa. 1:11–14). And in all the Scriptures He speaks thus; and through the sacrifices He abolishes the Second Legislation; for, as we have already said, it is in the Second Legislation that sacrifices are prescribed. If, then, even before His coming He made known and revealed His coming, and the disobedience of the People, and spoke of the abolition of the Second Legislation, much more, being come, did He fully and completely abolish the Second Legislation. . . . He loosed you and called you from the bonds, and said: “Come unto me, all ye that toil and are laden with heavy burdens; and I will give you rest” [Matt. 11:28]. Now we know that our Saviour did not say (this) to the Gentiles, but He said it to us His disciples from among the Jews, and brought us out from burdens and a heavy load.”119

			The Eighth Day

			Yet hadn’t God Himself called the Sabbath “perpetual” and “everlasting” — “a statute for ever in all your dwellings throughout your generations” (Gen. 17:7; Exod. 31:16–17; Lev. 23:21)? Even Jesus promised that the Law would never pass away — not one jot or tittle (Matt. 5:17–18). If nothing, then, of the Law is to be destroyed, well, the Sabbath is part of the Law, isn’t it? And are we not meant to be imitators of Christ? Christ, as Trypho carefully points out, observed the Law, rather than disparaging it — not only the Ten Words and the Judgments but the Second Legislation as well. What authorizes us to imitate Him in some things but not in this?

			All good questions — but troubling only when taken in isolation. We must keep firmly in mind that the prophecies about a New Covenant — a covenant “not like the covenant which I made with their fathers” (Jer. 31:32)  — are not in doubt. The inspired author of Hebrews makes this very plain in his comment about Jeremiah’s prophecy: “In speaking of a new covenant he treats the first as obsolete. And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away” (Heb. 8:13). Since, therefore, the Sabbath cannot be both perpetual and destined for abandonment we must be dealing with two Sabbaths now: one literal and one moral or figurative. And this was, in fact, the judgment of the Apostles and the Fathers.

			Earlier in Hebrews, while commenting on the apostasy at the borders of Canaan, the same writer interpreted the Sabbath allegorically. There, he links the rest that God intended for His people at the close of their journey to God’s own rest on the seventh day of Creation; then he construes both of them as prophecies of Christian salvation: “So then, there remains a sabbath rest for the people of God; for whoever enters God’s rest also ceases from his labors as God did from his” (Heb. 4:9–10). The day after the seventh day is Sunday, the Eighth Day, so to speak, and in the eyes of the early Church, it signified a new beginning for the world. Christ was raised on a Sunday and the Holy Spirit descended on a Sunday, the day of Pentecost. Christian baptismal fonts have, for centuries, been built with eight sides to perpetuate just this thought — that the newly baptized are entering the “Long Sabbath” of the Church Age, the day of eternal rest. And the rest to be enjoyed is rest from the rigors of the Second Legislation.   

			While this is, undoubtedly, a purely symbolic interpretation of the data, there is precedent for its usage in the Old Testament. Though the Eighth Day is, in one sense, just the first day of an entirely new week, the Pentateuch nevertheless ascribes a mysterious significance to it. The Eighth Day was the day when Israelite boys became “children of the promise” via circumcision (Gen. 17:12). It was also the climax of the eight-day feast of Tabernacles (literally, of tents) — celebrating God’s presence in the Ark of the Covenant as it traveled through the wilderness along with His people, sheltered, as they were, by a tent. The Talmud, in fact, refers to this presence as God’s Shekinah — his willingness to “dwell” or “be sheltered,” a word that shares the same Hebrew root as the word “tabernacle.” “[The Tent of Meeting] that dwells among them,” writes Rabbi Charina in the Talmud, remains with the people even “in the midst of their impurities. Even in a time that they are impure, the divine presence is among them.”120 The festival of the Eighth Day, then — the greatest of all Jewish festivals, according to Josephus — was the festival of “Immanuel — God with us” (see Isa. 7:14; Matt. 1:23). 

			Yet the Ark was taken from the people, leaving them bereft of this presence. This means that the Eighth Day became the feast of “the God who used to be with us.” And as time went on, this festival seemed to call out every year for the return of God’s Shekinah, a cry that was finally answered —  in spades! — at the Incarnation, “the Great Tabernacling.” By becoming man, the Second Person of the Divine Trinity could succeed, where the people had failed, in keeping all the rigors of the Law and then offer Himself to the Father as a spotless Lamb, an acceptable sacrifice at last. And once this terrible work was finished — so rigorous that God Himself sweat blood under the load of it (Luke 22:44) — He rested from his labor, according to St. Augustine, in the silence of his tomb: “He suffered voluntarily, and so could choose His own time for suffering and for resurrection, He brought it about that His body rested from all its works on Sabbath in the tomb, and that His resurrection on the third day, which we call the Lord’s day, the day after the Sabbath, and therefore the eighth, proved the circumcision of the eighth day to be also prophetical of Him.”121 God’s restored presence among men is also symbolized by the two angels who sit, one at the head, another at the feet, of the body of Christ as it lay resting in the tomb. Two cherubim sat atop the Ark of the Covenant in just this same way, standing watch over the Mercy Seat, where the Shekinah of Yahweh appeared whenever sacrificial blood was offered. 

			Tertullian, at any rate, speaking from within the traditions represented by Justin and the Didascalia, asserts directly that the Law Sabbath was merely symbolic of a greater Sabbath to come: 

			The Jews say, that from the beginning God sanctified the seventh day, by resting on it from all His works which He made; and that thence it was, likewise, that Moses said to the People: “Remember the day of the sabbaths, to sanctify it: every servile work you shall not do therein, except what pertains unto life.” Whence we [Christians] understand that we still more ought to observe a sabbath from all “servile work” always, and not only every seventh day, but through all time. And through this arises the question for us, what sabbath God willed us to keep?

			To continue observing the type once the antitype itself has arrived is, in Tertullian’s judgment, the height of absurdity: 

			For the Scriptures point to a sabbath eternal and a sabbath temporal. For Isaiah the prophet says, “Your sabbaths my soul hates” [Isa. 1:13]; and in another place he says, “My sabbaths you have profaned” [Ezek. 22:8]. Whence we discern that the temporal sabbath is human, and the eternal sabbath is accounted divine. . . . Thus, therefore, before this temporal sabbath, there was withal an eternal sabbath foreshown and foretold; just as before the carnal circumcision there was withal a spiritual circumcision foreshown.”122

			Yet what of Trypho’s larger argument — that Jesus promised not to destroy even one jot or tittle of Moses’ Law? Well, our Savior did promise this, to be sure, but it’s very important to cite the entire quotation: “Think not that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to abolish them but to fulfil them. For truly, I say to you, till heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the law until all is accomplished” (Matt. 5:17-18, emphasis added). What is it that needs to be accomplished first, in order that the law should pass away? The answer is contained within the very same passage: the law must be fulfilled. 

			But what does fulfilling the law entail? In what sense is something fulfilled if fulfillment, in practice, only means abrogation or complete destruction? Perhaps the best analogy ever offered was that of Grossteste: 

			To fulfill . . . and not destroy a thing whose existence is transient is to lead it through its natural progression continually unto its end. . . . He truly fulfills and does not destroy the seed who brings it about that the seed should germinate at the opportune time and that it pass into another more perfect form. For example: to fulfill and not destroy the seed of a tree or the seed of grain is to cause it to die by decaying in soil and through germination to pass into a tree or an ear of grain, and so to cease to have the form and existence of the seed. Therefore, he fulfills and does not destroy a seed who in the aforementioned way brings the seed to non-existence, because the true existence of the seed is to pass in this manner into non-existence. But he who hides a seed in a storeroom and keeps it for many years and does not allow it to germinate by dying and does not allow something more imperfect to pass away by dying and germinating — he who does this truly destroys the seed and ruins it. . . . Thus Christ fulfilled and did not destroy the temporal and transient Law because he led it from its beginning through its proper progress to its end in time, an appropriate and suitable end for its passing away. Christ did not cut off the Law before it reached its suitable end, and did not extend the Law beyond its suitable end; rather, he ended it at its proper time and, as if it were a seed, he made it live by dying according to its carnal sense and operation and causing it to germinate and produce a spiritual sense and operation.123 

			This language of fulfillment is echoed in the words of the New Testament — specifically, of Hebrews once again: “According to [the former] arrangement, gifts and sacrifices are offered which cannot perfect the conscience of the worshiper, but deal only with food and drink and various ablutions, regulations for the body imposed until the time of reformation” (Heb. 9:10, emphasis added). Other translations describe this time as “the new order” or even “the restoration” — very significant phrases, obviously, on a timeline in which an original, primordial law has been modified for the worse. “But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come, then [by passing] through the greater and more perfect tent” — and here is the Tabernacle once again, with its feast celebrated on the Eighth Day — 

			. . . he entered once for all into the Holy Place, taking not the blood of goats and calves but his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption. For if the sprinkling of defiled persons with the blood of goats and bulls and with the ashes of a heifer sanctifies for the purification of the flesh, how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify your conscience from dead works to serve the living God. Therefore he is the mediator of a new covenant, so that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance, since a death has occurred which redeems them from the transgressions under the first covenant. (Heb. 9:11-15) 

			Here, the whole mission of Christ is portrayed as the restoration of the Law as it once was — before more Law was added — and the establishment, afterward, of a new Sabbath rest that will last eternally. As Justin tells Trypho: 

			The precept of circumcision, obliging you without fail to circumcise your sons on the eighth day, was a type of the true circumcision by which we are circumcised from error and wickedness through our Lord Jesus Christ who arose from the dead on the first day of the week. For the first day of the week, while it remains the first of all the days, yet is called the eighth, according to the number of all the days of the cycle, and still it remains the first. (41) 

			The Bottom Line

			How, ultimately, did Trypho respond to Justin’s arguments? How did the great debate turn out?

			Justin’s later written account, sad to say, doesn’t end with Trypho’s conversion to Christianity; but neither does the rabbi simply walk away confirmed in his rejection of Jesus. It ends inconclusively; and it may be that Justin never knew what became of Trypho later in life. History gives us no help either. Trypho was, for many years, cautiously identified with another famous second-century rabbi with a similar name; but now we think, for various reasons, that the identification was a mistake. No, when Trypho walks away from this dispute, he walks into historical oblivion — a symbol, perhaps, for the larger, still-unsettled debate about Jesus going on inside the Golden Chrysalis.  

			There is one very telling exchange in the Dialogue, however, that seems, almost accidentally, to reveal the deepest root of Trypho’s concerns — not really confusion about the permanence of the Law but a much more fundamental, even much more respectable, stumbling block instead. It comes near the end of Justin’s arguments about a Second Law, when Trypho, backed into a corner, shifts his attack to the claims of the New Testament instead — specifically, to Justin’s use of Isaiah 7:14, as it appears in the Septuagint version: 

			Then Trypho objected, “The quotation is not ‘Behold a virgin will conceive and bear a Son,’ but ‘Behold a young woman will conceive and bear a son,’ and so forth, as you quoted it. Furthermore, the prophecy as a whole refers to Hezekiah, and it can be shown that the events described in the prophecy were fulfilled in him. Besides, in Greek mythology there is a story of how Perseus was born of Danae, while she was a virgin, when the one whom they call Zeus descended upon her in the form of a golden shower. You Christians should be ashamed of yourselves, therefore, to repeat the same kind of stories as these men, and you should, on the contrary, acknowledge this Jesus to be a man of mere human origin. If you can prove from the Scriptures that He is the Christ, confess that He was considered worthy to be chosen as such because of His perfect observance of the Law, but do not dare to speak of miracles, lest you be accused of talking nonsense, like the Greeks.”

			Justin notes Trypho’s sudden change of subject and calls him out on it. “You are neither fair nor truthful when you endeavor to eliminate those points on which we have mutually agreed, for example, that some precepts of the Law were instituted by Moses because of your people’s hardness of heart.” Not to be put off the hunt so easily, Justin forces the rabbi’s feet back up to the fire: 

			Now, Trypho, since you deny the points which you had previously admitted, tell me if those just men and patriarchs who lived before Moses, and therefore did not observe those precepts which Scripture shows were first commanded by Moses, have attained salvation in the inheritance of the blessed?”

			“The Scriptures,” said Trypho, “force me to admit that they have.”

			“Answer this question, too,” I persisted. “Did God order your ancestors to offer up oblations and sacrifices because He needed them, or because of their hardness of heart and tendency to idolatry?”

			“The Scriptures,” he answered, “also compel me to admit the second reason.”

			“And have those same Scriptures also predicted that God had announced a new Covenant, other than that which He made at Mount Horeb?” 

			“They have,” he admitted.

			“And was not that old Covenant,” I continued, “delivered to your ancestors amid such fear and trembling that they could not listen to God?”

			“That also is true,” he conceded.

			“Then why do you argue?” I went on to ask. “God promised another covenant, different from the old one, which would be delivered to them without fear and trembling and flashes of lightning, and which would indicate what precepts and actions God knows to be eternal and fit for every nationality, and what precepts He issued as suited only to the hardness of your people’s hearts (as He proclaimed through His Prophets).”

			“They who love the truth and not strife,” replied Trypho, “must agree with you completely.”

			“I don’t know,” I said, “how you can accuse others of admiring strife, when you yourself so often seem to do just that, for you frequently contradict what you had previously conceded.”

			We can almost hear, across the centuries, the confusion and desperation in Trypho’s voice at this point and then the blurting out, at last, of his troubled response:

			“Because,” replied Trypho, “you are attempting to prove what is incredible and practically impossible, namely, that God deigned to be born and to become man.”

			Here, at last, behind all smokescreens, is the real, inescapable objection to Christian belief, impenetrable to reason alone, the Grand Miracle at which even the angels staggered. And Trypho is not wrong to stop at it and stare, as a good portion of his whole nation was doing at this time, and as all thoughtful persons must do, even today, while praying for the faith to move forward.
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			Rendezvous at Rome

			[image: ]

			The promise to Abraham and his descendants, that they should inherit the world, did not come through the law but through the righteousness of faith. If it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void. For the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no transgression. That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his descendants — not only to the adherents of the law but also to those who share the faith of Abraham, for he is the father of us all.

			— Romans 4:13–16

			Tantalizing Possibilities

			It’s not really surprising that there should be blank stretches on the timeline as we examine the lives of our canon makers. Nothing like a real biography exists for any of them, and everything we know about the trio has been gathered from accidental data fossilized in their writings or from the scattered notices preserved by a handful of ancient historians. What is a little surprising (and more than a little frustrating) is that one of these periods, for Marcion and for Justin, comes at just the point where we might most wish to have clarity; a five-to-ten year patch of historical fog that apparently obscures a vital turning point for both. 

			When, for instance, we last looked in on Justin, he was happily representing the church at Ephesus in a debate with Trypho the rabbi, circa 135. Marcion was last seen headed out to sea during the late 120s, having been expelled from his father’s church in Pontus. Yet, when the curtain rises again, we find that both men, pretty much inexplicably, have reemerged in the same place, at roughly the same time: the capital city of Rome in or around 140. Justin has become a lay apologist and Bible teacher at the church there, writing books and helping a talented group of disciples, it seems, to compose the first ever “harmony of the Gospels.”124 Marcion’s advent at Rome is much more surprising: our disgraced junior bishop seems to have turned up at the Roman church sede vacante (upon the death of Pope Hyginus) making a credible claim to be considered for the papacy himself — and with an enormous cash contribution in hand to sweeten the deal! 

			In between these two improbable states of affairs, we find only a collection of seemingly random facts — random, but singularly rich with tantalizing possibilities. We won’t be insisting here that this grab bag of disconnected particulars proves anything; only that the list, when put into context and arranged in chronological order, certainly does suggest a great deal. The effort, at any rate, seems worth the making since it offers at least some small hope of illuminating the hidden watershed and of rendering Marcion’s very bizarre turn of mind during the decade ahead just a bit more understandable. (And yes, we will be catching up with Aquila, too, along the way.)

			The Sea Lord

			The first of these factoids is Marcion and his money! 

			If our runaway bishop thought he could drown his theological troubles with success, he was mistaken, but it wasn’t for lack of success. Marcion, in fact, may well have become the first Christian millionaire! Whether he simply inherited a head for business (and perhaps the family firm as well) or merely reaped the benefits of a grim determination to silence his doubts in work, Marcion ended up turning his maritime career choice into spectacular achievement. Good luck undoubtedly played a role as well. His career as a shipping magnate corresponds to the period when Trajan’s long running two-front war in Dacia and Mesopotamia was making unprecedented demands on the annona — the empire’s military supply command. Gigantic quantities of foodstuffs, as well as weapons, uniforms, shoes, and so forth, had to be shuttled continually to both ends of the Black Sea at once — with the port of Sinope situated almost exactly between them. For a man running his shipping business out of Pontus, this must have been like hitting the lottery. On top of this we may add an additional stroke of good fortune. When Hadrian succeeded Trajan as emperor, he rewarded the great “sea lords” (domini navium, as Tertullian refers to Marcion) with a valuable piece of corporate welfare: a total tax write-off for any ship regularly employed in the transport of war materiel. Cicero tells us, too, that the distinguished shipowners were already “greatly respected” in Roman society and were assigned special seats in the theaters just like senators and other dignitaries. The magnificent corporate offices of the great shipping guilds were located at Ostia on the Tyrrhenian coast, where the beautiful mosaics of their ships can still be seen among the ruins of the arcade. There’s little reason for skepticism then, about the huge gift of money that Marcion is alleged to have brought later to Rome, nor about the source of the funds involved. 

			The record of Marcion’s activities goes strangely silent just about the time Bar Kokhba’s revolt erupted — and this fact, too, may well be significant. He may, of course, have simply refused to continue his career as a war profiteer now that it was “the apple of God’s eye” in the crosshairs once again. He may have turned his ships onto other less profitable routes instead, his fortune having already been made, or possibly retired from business altogether to set his sights on “church work” again. All the same, the news out of Judea cannot have failed to affect Marcion deeply, especially as the war began to go dramatically south for the Jews. 

			The scale of the Second Jewish Revolt and the ferocity of the fighting simply dwarfs the events of A.D. 70 — a fact due, more than likely, to the greater unity of the Jewish nation and its much higher state of readiness at the time of the outbreak. Two whole legions of Caesar’s army were destroyed — Legio XXII Deiotariana and Legio IX Hispana — both of which had to be disbanded after the war because of decimating losses. The turning point in the conflict appears to have been the Battle of Tel Shalem in the Beit She’an valley, close to what is now identified as the legionary camp of Legio VI Ferrata. A bust of Hadrian was discovered there recently, along with a triumphal arch raised (most likely) to commemorate the final victory over Bar Kokhba’s forces. The routed rebels fled to the fortress of Betar, that last remaining Jewish stronghold in the nation and whose ruins are located near the modern Israeli town of Beitar Illit, southwest of Jerusalem. This, as it happens, was Bar Kokhba’s headquarters — today’s Arab Palestinians call it Khirbet al-Yahud, meaning “the ruin of the Jews.” A passage from the Talmud seems to affirm their judgment: “There were eighty thousand Roman soldiers who beseiged Betar, [the city defended by] Bar Koziva, [he of whom R. Akiba declared] ‘he is the Moshiach [Messiah]!’ . . . [But] R. Yochanan told him: ‘Akiba! Grass will grow on your cheeks and the son of David will not have arrived [i.e., Bar Koziva is not the Messiah]!’ . . . The Jews’ own sins thus brought it about that Betar was captured and Bar Koziva was put to death. . . . His head was brought to Hadrian.” According to Jewish tradition, the walls of Betar were breached and the fortress destroyed on the fast of Tisha B’av — yes, the Ninth of Av — a day of mourning and the anniversary of the burning of the temple sixty-five years earlier.

			What followed was not only a wholesale massacre of the rebels themselves (the Talmud speaks of rivers of blood flowing from Betar’s sewers and other drainage channels) but also a ferocious rampage of ethnic cleansing against the civilian populace. Cassius Dio, the Roman historian, says that 580,000 Jews were killed all told, with 985 villages and at least 50 larger towns burned to the ground. “For seven years,” the Talmudic sages taught, “the gentiles harvested their vineyards without having to fertilize them, because of the blood of Israel.” Those who were not slain were rounded up and sold into slavery abroad. The revolt of 70 could be squarely blamed on one violent faction of agitators, the Zealots; factionalism, contrariwise, had played little part this time around: the nation itself had risen, proving (at least in the minds of the Romans) that the Jewish people were hopelessly refractory by nature. They had, after all, now instigated two extremely bloody uprisings within one human lifetime, during which, as Cassius continues, “many Romans perished.” Hadrian, therefore, now proposed to erase the very memory of the Jewish nation — not only physically, but culturally and religiously as well. He completely abandoned his Samaritan model of mixed populations; now, he ordered what little remained of Jewish Jerusalem razed to the dirt, fulfilling at last Christ’s dreadful prophecy that not one stone would be left atop another. 

			Not only was a new pagan city built in its place, but Hadrian barred all Jews from the region in perpetuity, wiping the name Judea completely off the map and replacing it with Syria Palaestina, the ancient Greek designation used by Herodotus. Captured Torah scrolls were ceremonially burned atop the Temple Mount, after which two statues were erected on the Foundation Stone; the first bearing an image of Jupiter, the second of Hadrian. 

			Most noteworthy piece of news for Marcion? — the spreading word that Moses’ Law had been banned now in Judea, along with the Hebrew calendar, which regulated its feasts and fasts, and that the Romans had closed the school at Jamnia and executed every Judaic scribe, scholar, and Bible teacher they could get their hands on. It is very likely that Aquila was among them. We know that he did manage to complete his Bible translation — the Christian scholar Origen included it, about a hundred years later, in his monumental side-by-side comparison of Bible texts called the Hexapla125 — but other than that, Aquila simply vanishes from the pages of history at this point. Nothing more is heard from him after the era of the Bar Kokhba revolt. Probably he became, for the Romans, simply one more rebel carcass on the pyre. 

			How would Aquila’s old churchmate have taken such news (if, in fact, he ever got word of it)? We can only judge by his subsequent actions. There would have been grief, of course, if our guesses about a friendship are true; and perhaps a dose of what we now call “survivor’s remorse” at the thought of how similar Aquila’s path had been to his own, how easily he himself could have been at Jamnia if things gone a little differently. But there would have been shock as well at Aquila’s rejection of our Lord — and anger at his tempters for bringing it on. We’ve already noted Marcion’s unwillingness to follow the Ebionites into apostasy from Christ; this never changed in the years ahead, and it remained his personal lodestone until the end. Yet he never escaped his scruples about Moses’ Law, either. If, as we must imagine, he had been making a serious effort to keep it all this time, Marcion might already have become so vexed and worn out by the effort that news of its fall brought a terrible secret relief. We know, at any rate, that he did come eventually not to love the Law with King David but to loathe it. And paradoxically, this may have increased the pressure to renounce Christ rather than lessening it. If Moses had sufficed before Christ, if Jesus came not to repeal the Second Legislation but merely to reveal it yet more fully, then Jesus was just another lawgiver, adding even more weight to an already impossibly burdensome yoke. To someone already groaning under the load of the whole Deuteronomic Code, any offer to add bonus precepts “so marvelous and great that it’s doubtful anyone could possibly keep them” would have been a “so-called gospel” indeed.

			We can also deduce from later developments that Marcion must already have been moving from eager, obedient Judaizing during this period to a more restless, unhappy form of the same condition. Yahweh was to be feared and obeyed, to be sure, but there seemed little to love in His character by this point. Too many terrible new questions had arisen in the wake of the disastrous revolt. Were the Romans right after all? Were the Jews simply warlike and confrontational by nature? If so, they certainly came by it honestly. Had it not been Yahweh Himself who called for the original invasion of Canaan — and genocide against its former inhabitants? Had not the Hebrew children praised their God as “a man of war” whose “right hand shatters the enemy,” who “sends forth his fury and consumes his adversaries like stubble” (see Exod. 15:3, 6, 7)? And had He not set up bloodstained heroes for the people to emulate: the brutal, mercurial Samson, for instance, hacking off heads with the jawbone of an ass, and the treacherous polygamist David, praised above Saul for the tens of thousands he had slain? Had not Bar Kokhba, more recently, preached salvation through violence? Was it not their jealous God who had driven the Jews to cast out the Roman idolaters — and be destroyed in the attempt? “Whoever, as Marcion, reads the Old Testament as literal and true and does not engage in allegorical interpretation is not obliged to but can naturally push toward the thesis that [the Deity depicted therein] is zealous for war (holy war!) and inconstant, subject to emotions.”126 The Bar Kokhba revolt, in other words, may have pushed Marcion toward the conception of an Old Testament God indifferent to human suffering or to normal ideas of good and evil, or else lusting for war, even for the destruction of His own supplicants.

			And this brings us to the third pertinent fact on our list. Yes, Justin’s debate with Trypho happened at about this time, and listening to it might very well have helped Marcion — but it took place in Ephesus, hundreds of miles from both Sinope and Rome. And Justin’s written account of it was not published until the late 160s when both he and Marcion were either already dead or soon to be so. There is one book, however, that did appear during or just before the Bar Kokhba revolt and seems to represent a more-or-less orthodox attempt to answer the same questions. This one — the so-called Epistle of Barnabas — was widely disseminated in the 130s and 140s and may very well have been read by our struggling sea lord; for it contains just the kind of false steps and gross overstatements that could easily trigger a violent “Marcionite” reaction in an unstable inquirer.

			No one knows who wrote the Epistle of Barnabas. The third-century Fathers Clement and Origen associate it with that name, but the letter is anonymous. If we’re correct in dating it to the Bar Kokhba era (the book mentions Hadrian’s plan to rebuild the temple), then it was composed far too late to have been the work of the biblical Barnabas.127 Also, its author shows very little accurate knowledge of the Jewish ceremonials and a great familiarity with the allegorizing methods of the Alexandrian Diaspora — neither of which could have been true of the apostolic Barnabas, who was very much a Holy Land Jew, in fact, a Levite. Ultimately, the timing of the document is more important than its authorship. 

			Hadrian’s friendly period toward the Jews coincided with and made space for the rising Jamnia movement — the first concerted effort to collect all the Jesus-free elements of Israel’s once-crowded denominational scene and amalgamate them into a single, new “Stay the course with Moses” form of Judaism. Akiba may even have inaugurated a propaganda campaign that began to affect the churches directly. And certainly there would have been very serious pressure on Christians to apostatize once Bar Kokhba’s conscription drive kicked into high gear. All of this helps make sense of the tone of crisis we find in the Barnabas letter (“The times are evil and the Agent is in the ascendant, and so we ought to watch over ourselves and . . . carefully study the present situation. . . . Let us scorn the error of the present time. . . . [Jesus] did not want us to suffer shipwreck by being, as it were, proselytized to their Law”) and also the bizarre vehemence of the Epistle’s rhetoric. With Akiba’s “reformation” on the march, with the Christian Bible under attack and his flock under new pressure to Judaize, “Barnabas” simply allows himself to get carried away and falls into abusing the very same Alexandrian methods Akiba pinpointed as the original source of the problem.

			The Epistle of Barnabas contains some wonderful material. And it may have sprung from the same roots of tradition that gave rise to the Didascalia Apostolorum, for the Epistle incorporates a large block of text that appears in that document as well. But the Epistle goes far beyond the Didascalia by appearing to insist that the children of Israel were rejected entirely after the calf apostasy and lost their covenant with God permanently: 

			Keep watch over yourselves now and do not imitate certain people by heaping sin after sin upon yourselves and saying: “Their covenant is ours also.” Ours, indeed; but in the end they lost it without more ado when Moses had already received it. For the Scripture says: And Moses was on the mountain fasting forty days and forty nights, and he received from the Lord the covenant — tables of stone inscribed by the finger of the Lord’s hand. But they turned to idols and lost it. For the Lord says as follows: Moses, Moses, descend in haste; your people, which you led out of Egypt, has broken the Law. Moses understood: he flung the two tables out of his hands, and their covenant was shattered, that the covenant of the beloved Jesus might be sealed in our heart through the hope which the faith in Him holds out. 

			According to Barnabas, the Second Legislation was not only transitory by nature but had never really been intended to be taken literally in the first place. That entire body of Law existed, in his view, not just primarily but almost exclusively as a storehouse of symbols for the Christ to come. Yes, Justin, too, found many types and allegories in the codes and rituals of Israel — yet without denying their primary or literal meaning. To Justin, these things were types as well as laws. Yet for Barnabas, it would appear, the whole history of Hebrew law-keeping amounted to nothing but a gigantic (but nevertheless culpable) misunderstanding: “The Lord says in the Prophet . . .,  Let your hearts be circumcised . . . [but] the circumcision in which they put their trust has been superseded. In fact, He did not speak of a circumcision to be performed in the flesh; no, they went against the commandment, being deluded by a bad angel.” Whether Barnabas means by this simply that the devil tempted humanity to approach the Law in a carnal way; or whether he is linking it to St. Paul’s statements about the second set of tablets (“ordained by angels through an intermediary”); or whether he is simply blaming the Jews metaphorically for following the worse rather than, as Lincoln would put it, “the better angels of our nature” — no one really can say. All we know for sure is that Christians, in Barnabas’s view, “ought to appreciate our Father’s kindly purpose,” not being “devoid of understanding” as the Jews were. “He speaks to us from a desire that we should find out how we are to approach Him without going astray as they did.”

			At times, Barnabas uses the more circumspect tone of the Didascalia: “These things, then, He has superseded; it was intended that the New Law of Our Lord Jesus Christ should dispense with yoke and compulsion, and that its obligation should not be a man-made one.” But then the urgency of the hour drives him to overstate his case again, often grotesquely: “Concerning food, then, Moses received . . . moral precepts and spoke, as I have shown, in a spiritual sense; but the people, carnal-minded as they were, accepted them as referring to real food.” In reality, Barnabas teaches, all of Israel’s dietary codes were actually allegories and meant to be understood as such: “Do not eat swine” means do not associate with gluttons and other swinish persons; “Do not eat predatory birds” really means do not live like those human predators who plunder other people’s property; the prohibitions on the eating of hares, hyenas, and weasels are actually symbolic reminders (based on zoological notions that must have been outdated even in the second century!) to shun various forms of sodomy. It’s all very strange. And yet Barnabas follows it up immediately with this: “Alas, how could those people grasp and understand these things? But we rightly understand and explain the commandments in the sense in which the Lord intended. He circumcised our ears and hearts for this very purpose that we might understand things like these.”128 The old Catholic Encyclopedia confines itself to saying that Barnabas “represents a unique point of view in the struggle against Judaism.” We might stick our necks out a bit further here and admit that he represents, at best, a solicitous Christian pastor with a great deal more zeal than knowledge.

			Despite what we’ve said about his negative reaction to the book, Marcion may have found a lot to like in the Epistle of Barnabas; the genesis, in fact, of several elements in his own system could very well reside there.129 The idea of turning the Tanakh on its head, for instance, of performing yet another normative inversion — this time on Moses’ Law itself, so that what always seemed a command is actually a temptation — appears to have taken root in Marcion’s mind. The letter may also have introduced him to another unaccustomed train of thought: a new willingness, from here on out, to take any Jewish interpretations of the Jewish Scriptures with a grain of salt. What Marcion didn’t buy, however — what he seems to have rejected with contempt (and who can blame him?) — is Barnabas’ central contention: namely, that the actual keeping of Moses’ laws had never been required by Yahweh at all. In this, Marcion remained, with Justin, quite entirely orthodox. “You shall therefore keep my statutes and my ordinances, by doing which a man shall live: I am the Lord” (Lev. 18:5). But lacking (or else consciously rejecting) Justin’s sounder instincts going forward, Marcion also retained his old insistence that the Second Legislation must be accepted as permanent and as a perfect revelation of the character of Yahweh. 

			And if Yahweh’s character, in consequence, was beginning to look a bit puzzling or even repellent — well, who was he, a mere mortal, to question the immutable decrees of his Creator? “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, says the Lord” (Isa. 55:8). Or, as St. Paul once put it: “Who are you, a man, to answer back to God?” (Rom. 9:20). If God’s Laws were not corrective or curative in nature but simply and solely a punishment — a perpetual unremitting punishment destined to last forever — would this be so out of character for a Being whom Jesus Himself warned us to fear, as “able to destroy both body and soul in hell” (Matt. 10:28)? Perhaps, come to think of it, it had been God Himself who sent Barnabas’s “bad angel” — just as he sometimes sent “an evil spirit upon Saul” to drive that ancient king to further wrongdoing!130 After all, hadn’t Ezekiel concluded his recapitulation of the Exodus with a passage along these very same lines? “I swore to them in the wilderness that I would scatter them among the nations and disperse them through the countries, because they had not executed my ordinances, but had rejected my statutes and profaned my sabbaths, and their eyes were set on their fathers’ idols. Moreover I gave them statutes that were not good and ordinances by which they could not have life; and I defiled them through their very gifts.”131 This thought would end up looming very large indeed in Marcion’s nascent system (and don’t worry — we’ll have occasion to discuss it much more thoroughly in the pages ahead).

			The last two items to consider in Marcion’s “missing period” are an overlooked date and a nearly forgotten stop on his itinerary. The date is 138 — which the Chronicle of Edessa, an early Syriac Church history, identifies as the beginning (in some sense) of the movement called Marcionism. Clement of Alexandria, writing even earlier (the final decades of the second century), agrees with this date, asserting that Marcionism began “during the reign of Hadrian” — who died in 138. This means that Marcion, just three years after the end of the Bar Kokhba revolt, had already crystallized these doubts of his into some recognizable semblance of the doctrine for which he would later become famous. The trouble with this idea, however, is that Marcion’s definitive break with orthodoxy is dated even more exactly — and quite a bit later. Tertullian tells us that Marcion was received at Rome (though not as bishop!) and enjoyed fellowship with the church there until July of 144, when he provoked a heated debate with the leadership over the proper interpretation of Matthew 9:16–17 (the passage about the new wine). These facts suggest that Marcion must have developed his ideas by 138, yes, and earned some notoriety for them, perhaps even a following based on them — but not yet in so extreme a form as to constitute out-and-out heresy. 

			Some idea of where his head was may possibly be gleaned from his most famous written work, Antitheses, or The Contrast. Here, Marcion’s growing emotional distance from the Author of Moses’ Law has given rise to doubts — or questions, at least — about that Divine Person’s relationship to His beloved Jesus Christ. Why, to put it shortly, did Jesus and Yahweh seem so completely different in character? Why had the apple fallen so far from the tree? The Hebrew God was a slave driver, a hard taskmaster, reaping where He did not sow and gathering where He did not scatter. Jesus came to free the captives and to set at liberty those who are oppressed. Christ’s law of forgiveness (“turn the other cheek”) is almost the mirror image of Moses’ old law of retribution (“an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”). Jesus said, “Suffer the little children to come unto me” and took them on his knee for a blessing (Matt. 19:14–15). His ostensible Father, on the other hand, once sent bears to devour some children merely for getting a little sassy with one of His prophets (2 Kings 2:24). This same celestial Potentate declared all lepers unclean in Moses’ Law and banished them; but Jesus took pity on lepers and healed them. The Old Testament God promises happiness to the rich; Christ promises it to the poor. 

			Marcion, at this point, probably did little more than highlight these contrasts (as the name of the book implies). In fact, he may have risen to prominence as an “edgy” or “challenging” preacher on nothing more alarming than the pop version of Marcionism, which can still be heard from time to time in churches, even from Catholic pulpits: “The prophets pictured God as a stern, unbending judge, more interested in obedience than a relationship; whereas Jesus came to reveal, for the first time, the true nature of God — a God of love.” There’s just enough truth in that caricature to account for both Marcion’s rise to popularity and also the early tolerance he appears to have enjoyed at Rome. Just as Luther’s errors did not become really radical until after his excommunication, so Marcion appears to have kept things broadly within the pale for the first few years of his revived ecclesiastical career. Only someone like Justin, having already thought deeply and carefully through all the issues involved, would have been able to discern the true, profound danger to the Church at this point. This brings us to that forgotten spot on the map we mentioned. 

			That neglected stop was Asia — a province that, in Roman and biblical terms, referred to the western end of the Anatolian peninsula, what is today southwestern Turkey. Papias, one of the apostolic Fathers, and Philastrius, one of the great anti-Arian champions, both record the detail that Marcion was in Asia before he came to Rome. Not in his home city of Sinope, headquarters of the family business; nor yet in Rome, where the sea lords seem to have congregated — but in Asia, during that very narrow window of time between the rise of his heresy (138) and his dramatic appearance as a claimant to the See of Peter (140, according to Tertullian).  

			And the largest city in Asia — and by far the most important Christian city there — was Ephesus. 

			Justin versus Marcion

			Why did Justin go to Rome?

			There is, once again, no proof (this is a silent period for Justin as much as for Marcion) but it certainly seems plausible that he might have pursued the sea lord there in an effort to counter his unwholesome influence, much as St. Peter is said to have left his original See at Antioch in order to contradict the influence of Simon Magus at Rome. Three years is a short time for Marcion to have made a splash in the Christian pond, but some kind of splash is necessary to account for his credibility as a papal claimant. He arrives at the Eternal City not just with money in hand but with a “name” as well, for nothing else can explain the kerfuffle he appears to have provoked. And that name had to be earned someplace: probably in a city with a large, long-established Christian population, home by this point to enough casual or hereditary believers for the unhealthy thirst for novelty to have appeared.132 Ephesus fits the bill — better than any other place in the province.

			Ephesus, as we’ve said, was Justin’s home diocese, sacred to him as the site of his conversion. If that church really was the birthplace of Marcionism, then Justin would have been an eyewitness to the delivery. It’s no stretch then, to believe that the Church’s “go-to guy” on law issues would have taken the matter personally. And if Marcion did go to Rome seeking the papacy, the development would have been alarming enough for Justin to want to bear witness against him there as well. This interpretation is bolstered, surely, by the fact that he wrote a book in Rome called Against Marcion — the sourcebook used by Irenaeus and Tertullian to fight the movement several decades later.133 This book, sadly, hasn’t survived, though these later dependent works are said to mirror its contents pretty closely, just as Tertullian’s Against the Jews mirrors the Dialogue with Trypho (more on this a bit later).

			A mere suffragan, disgraced by having been turned out of his diocese by his own father, wouldn’t even have been considered for leadership at Rome, no matter how many ducats he brought with him. Marcion came, surely, as the head of a trendy movement, “the latest thing,” a refreshingly forthright anti-Jewish viewpoint for which there may well have been a genuine popular appetite at the time, in view of the recent catastrophe and its accompanying persecutions on the part of the antichrist Bar Kokhba. No longer Judaizing — the thing that likely got him into trouble at Sinope — Marcion may have come preaching a harder line now against Jewish influence in the Church; something more like the tone, in fact, taken by the Epistle of Barnabas. We can even imagine him becoming popular by means of a dramatic personal testimony, a conversion story of the surefire “I saw the light” variety. Lured to the very brink of a holocaust by his youthful dalliance with the now totally passé Judaistic heresy, we can see Marcion counseling his listeners to save themselves by the same method that saved him: by minimizing the traditionally tolerated Jewish element in his faith as much as humanly possible, to the very limits, indeed, that orthodoxy would allow — and perhaps just a little further.

			Tertullian tells us that Marcion was welcomed at Peter’s church to begin with, while Epiphanius says he was turned away immediately, having been told by the elders that they were not competent to rehabilitate a clergyman expelled by the bishop of another diocese. The best explanation for this contradiction is that the Roman See was vacant at the time (a sitting bishop of Rome would not have confessed to such an incompetence), and the elders accepted him conditionally, to lay fellowship only, to begin with. Marcion immediately made a gift to the Roman church in the amount of two hundred thousand sesterces. The poet Martial informs us that two hundred thousand sesterces would have purchased a “manor near Patrai”; other calculations indicate that the same sum would have bought fifty thousand square meters (fifty hectares) of choice land in Italy. According to Tertullian, Marcion signed an orthodox confession of faith134 at the same time but found his hopes to become bishop of Rome disappointed anyway; his generous “offering” was returned to him, a fact that seems “more natural if it was made with a tacit condition, than if it was absolute and the outcome of pure charity.”135 St. Pius I was elected pope instead. Marcion stayed salty about this for the remainder of his time at the Roman church, but he did stay. 

			Justin came to Rome as a layman and remained such until the end of his life. His entire ministry there was that of a powerful, influential lay apologist with a wide readership and popular appeal, rather like a second-century C. S. Lewis. “This writer,” as Eusebius records nearly two hundred years later, “has left us a great many monuments of a mind educated and practiced in divine things, which are replete with profitable matter of every kind” and he specifically credits Justin with having written against “every known heresy.”136 He also began teaching a famous Bible study at this time, based in a private home, scrupulously orthodox with only minimal ecclesiastical oversight. Whether he and Marcion could have locked horns previously in Asia is certainly up for debate; but there’s little reason to think their paths would not have overlapped to some degree in Rome, since all the evidence shows both of them active there by the mid-140s at least. It’s easy, at any rate, to imagine the constant contradictions Marcion might have suffered from a man like Justin as being the cause of his considerable frustrations during that period. He seems, for example, to have been expelled from fellowship at least once and then reinstated even before the final face-off during the summer of 144. 

			Justin was a layman; Marcion was merely forced to live as one during his time at Rome, and there’s no question that his opinions grew more extreme as he seethed and sulked those five or six years. This can be a least partially attributed, we think, to the influence of another shaky Roman exegete of the day, Cerdo the Syrian. Cerdo arrived at the Church of Rome a few years earlier than Marcion, and he, too, had trouble staying on good terms with the authorities. Unlike Marcion, however, who hungered by this point to share his “insights” with the Church at large via the Roman papacy, Cerdo was a very reluctant heretic. Irenaeus insists that he never intended to found a sect apart from the Church and experienced terrible remorse after being turned out of it, leading to repeated instances of public confession and reconciliation. Yet Cerdo, too, allowed the Jesus-Yahweh “contrasts” to drive him a little nutty over time. In an effort to reconcile what he perceived to be the characters of each as revealed in Scripture, he latched on to St. Paul’s memorable phrase in Acts 17:23; the Apostle’s claim, that is, to have come preaching a previously “unknown god” to the Greeks at Mars Hill. The bad God of the Tanakh, the barbaric, blustering Yahweh, as Cerdo decided, must then have been the local deity of the Jews only, who sent harsh puritanical prophets like Moses to demand unconditional obeisance. Christ, on the other hand, had been sent by a good God, the God of mercy, previously unknown not just to the Jews but to the whole human race. 

			Marcion, to his credit, did see the absurdity of this conception in at least one respect: he never did embrace the philosophically incoherent notion of an evil God to counterbalance the good one. To most Roman citizens, this kind of Eastern dualism would have had the stink of the Persians on it, Persia being to the empire what Soviet Russia was to America in the 1950s. What Marcion gradually incorporated, however, was his own refinement of the same idea. And here we arrive, at last, at full-blown Marcionism in the historical sense. No, Yahweh wasn’t merely a local god or tribal deity; he was, indeed, the Creator of this world, full of woe as it is. And He did lead the Israelites out of Egypt and did give a Law at Sinai that really does express both His own personality and His perfect, everlasting will for mankind. This God wasn’t so much a bad God, Marcion began insisting, as merely a just God — a God who demands strict and remorseless justice for each and every infraction and who knows nothing at all of mercy. It was Paul’s Unknown God who became the Father of Jesus Christ, not this stormy, blustering demiurge,137 and Jesus was His prophet. Thus, Marcion sought to sever completely the Savior he loved from any taint of connection to the implacable Lawgiver who had tormented him so long. “Marcion’s main work,” as Scott Hahn explains it, 

			was to separate the law from the Gospel; the God of justice and creation from the God of grace and redemption; the God of the Old Testament from the Father of Jesus Christ. This new God, revealed by Jesus, His eternal Son, offered release from the God of the Old Testament and His strict economy of law and justice. The grace of redemption meant that the God of the Old Testament, the Creator, and all His fleshly works, had simply been left behind, with the whole of the Old Testament, as irrelevant.138

			Marcion’s system, as it finally crystallized, may perhaps be best understood by distinguishing it carefully from the modern form of Marcionism we noticed earlier. Those who would, in our own times, like to set “the Old Testament God” against “the New Testament God” are usually offering a piece of biblical criticism in disguise; they are, in reality, simply denying that the Old Testament writings represent revealed truth. When these critics speak of “the barbaric God of the prophets,” they mean that the prophets had barbaric ideas about God . . . and that the New Testament writers did better. They are not saying that there really are two Gods and that the Old Testament writers correctly represented the one who actually is barbaric! But this, believe it or not, is just exactly what Marcion came to mean in time. This is why Marcion really was a Judaizer and, in a sense, remained one — maybe the ultimate Judaizer. What if a man became convinced that Moses’ Law is perpetual — but hated it anyway? What if such a man felt forced to choose between Yahweh and Jesus, while full conceding the divinity of both? We wrote earlier of Marcion caught between the Rock of Christ and the Hard Place of Moses’ Law; actually, it became far worse than that. For Marcion, Jesus was an Irresistible Force crashing against Moses’ Immovable Object — and something had to give. And what gave eventually, there in July of 144, was monotheism itself. 

			What was our lay apologist’s response when he first heard Marcionism expounded in its full vigor? Irenaeus may have recorded it for us in his own book Against Heresies: “Justin well says in his work against Marcion, that he ‘would not have believed the Lord himself if he had preached another God besides the Creator.’ ”139

			The Mirror Image

			Tertullian says he was ejected, others that he walked. It may be that the whole thing was a bit of an “I quit; you’re fired” situation. Either way, Marcion took his two hundred thousand sesterces and went home to Asia. Once there, he immediately started his own church of which to become pope. This, in fact, is one of the most important truths about Marcion’s church: it copied the Catholic Church in every way possible, short of renouncing Marcion’s doctrine. Marcion founded a new order of bishops, priests, and deacons. He used his vast financial resources to plant Marcionite churches and schools and made them look as much as possible like the real McCoy. His large fleet of ships was practically predestined to put him at the head of a vast missionary expansion. All these things help to explain the movement’s explosive growth and the seriousness with which Catholic leaders were eventually forced to take it. Justin is soon writing about Marcion as having overshadowed all previous heretics, “with a following spread over every race of men.” Epiphanius says Marcion turned his back on Rome with a curse on his lips which he came very close to realizing: “I will divide your Church and cause within her a division which will last forever.” More recent historians agree that the threat was perhaps unprecedented: “Marcionism, because it arose in the very infancy of Christianity and adopted from the beginning a strong ecclesiastical organization, parallel to that of the Catholic Church, was perhaps the most dangerous foe Christianity has ever known.”140 Eusebius refers to Marcion, shortly and memorably, as “the Wolf of Pontus.” 

			Marcion’s church had a creed as well, a catechism rooted in its founder’s personal struggles against despair and scrupulosity. Since neither the Hebrews nor any other race of men could keep Yahweh’s impossible Law code, the whole of humanity fell under a curse, destined to be damned. Their situation was hopeless, irremediable by any measure yet revealed to man. And it was just then that a higher God — whose existence had previously been a complete secret, even to the secondary demiurge Yahweh — stepped in and took pity on humanity. “The good God is all love, the inferior god gives way to fierce anger. Though less than the good god, yet the just god, as world creator, has his independent sphere of activity. . . . They are not opposed . . . but the good God loves mercy more than punishment.”141 This newly revealed, truly supreme Supreme Being sent His Son down to earth clothed in the appearance of human flesh142 but the Jewish people, carnal-minded as they always were, misunderstood his message completely, even his own disciples. They all mistook him for the Deliverer promised by Moses and the other prophets, the warlike military Messiah on whom all their hopes had always been fixed, and they counted on him to reestablish the Jewish monarchy in the City of David. When Jesus would not accept this trifling, tribal role, they turned on Him. “The Demiurge himself did not suspect who the stranger was; nevertheless he became angry with him, and, although Jesus had punctually fulfilled his law, caused him to be nailed to the cross. By that act, however, he pronounced his own doom.” 

			In a fanciful, though admittedly dramatic scene, the risen Christ stands before the demiurge in all his transfigured glory and argues him out of his pitiless plan for humanity, much as TV’s Captain Kirk used to short-circuit some implacable alien machine by checkmating it into an inescapable dialectical corner. Jesus charged the Just God with having acted contrary to his own Law and demanded that he make amends by delivering up the souls of the elect to the Good God in payment, His own death having bought their release. In Marcion’s system, then, the Most High stepped in to destroy the Law, not because it had now been fulfilled or had reached its “sell-by” date, but simply because it had been given by the wrong God in the first place. The fact that literally thousands of baptized Christians bought into such a wacky scenario over the next two to three hundred years is an indication, surely, of just how strong the anti-Jewish reaction really was in the wake of the two disastrous (and anti-Jesus) revolts of the interregnum period. 

			There never was any hope, of course, that such a radical reimagining of Christianity could be maintained without recourse to conspiracy theory; and, indeed, Marcion’s custom version of the Great Apostasy is woven into the very warp and woof of his theology. According to Marcion, Jesus, once ascended to heaven, stepped in to redeem mankind’s misunderstanding by sending Paul as His Apostle, the only one of the famous band who understood the gospel message. He alone recognized that the God who sent a loving Savior and the God who had terrorized the Jews for so long were two entirely distinct entities. Inspired by his mission, Paul confronted Peter and the others (as he himself recounts in the Letter to the Galatians) and tried to make them realize the truth. When he was rebuffed, he took to opposing the original Apostles and began to found Pauline churches to oppose the Petrine. Unhappily, the false “Judaizing” Apostles got the upper hand — to such an extent, indeed, that they were soon able to issue their doctored-up Gospels and eventually, to falsify even the writings of Paul! And this, of course, is the point at which Marcion’s unwillingness to accept the cessation of the Second Law bled over into difficulties about the biblical canon — just as it had done for Akiba and Aquila.

			To Marcion, the Tanakh was now nothing but a stumbling block. He wanted it gone, purely and simply. Once the cords finally snapped, as a matter of fact, Marcion became as harsh a critic of the Old Testament as any pagan apologist of the era. He sounds for all the world like the village atheist when he begins setting forth all the usual puzzles about herem warfare, about Yahweh’s “repentance” in Genesis 6:6, and the cruder versions of the problem of evil (if good, then not omnipotent; if omnipotent, then not good). Notice, however, that the clumsiness and barbarities Marcion now perceived were not, as they would be for the modern critic, evidence that the Tanakh isn’t all it’s cracked up to be (i.e., a divinely inspired message). Marcion does not reach the conclusion that the Old Testament writings are merely man’s words about God rather than God’s word to man. No, the Old Testament tells the truth for Marcion but tells it about a God with whom Christians are to have nothing further to do. Moses and the other prophets were messengers of the demiurge and to the Jews only. The Hebrew Messiah they prophesied is sure to come one day, to lead a successful revolt at last, to sit on David’s throne in Jerusalem and begin lording it over the Gentiles again, but this Jewish Deliverer has nothing whatsoever to do with Jesus, the Christ of the Most High God. And thus, the Old Testament books are to the Christian (and especially to the Christian of Gentile descent) little more than a series of dead letters. 

			Marcion also took drastic measures against the commonly received New Covenant books. Very much like our own Thomas Jefferson, who simply took for granted that all the miracle stories in the Gospels are later interpolations foisted upon the underlying originals through the wiles of “priestcraft,” Marcion set about producing his own “certified fresh” versions of the apostolic books by taking a scissors to any passage that seemed contrary to his dogma. “The mantle of St. Paul had fallen on the shoulders of Marcion in his struggle with the Judaizers. The Catholics of his day were nothing but the Judaizers of the previous century. The pure Pauline Gospel had become corrupted,”143 and it was now Marcion’s job to reclaim it. First, he set aside Matthew, Mark, and John entirely, as too hopelessly dependent on the Tanakh ever to be redeemed. Luke’s Gospel, less Jewish in tone for having been composed with a pagan readership in mind, Marcion felt able to save but only by purging it, too, of many “Judaizing” interpolations. The Pauline Epistles fared better, of course — Marcion retained ten of the fourteen — but even these had to be carefully censored in spots so as to remove the disfiguring marks imposed by the apostate Petrine churches. “O Christ, most enduring Lord,” as an exasperated Tertullian calls out, “who bore so many years with this interference with Your revelation, until Marcion forsooth came to Your rescue!”

			It’s important to recognize at this point that such a system as this is totally impervious to any kind of “Bible alone” argumentation. No one who denies the authority of the Twelve Apostles will feel bound to accept the judgment of the churches that claim to be passing down their traditions; and no one who denies the authority of the apostolic churches is likely to roll over in deference to a list of books held by them to be apostolic — their only claim to canonicity at this point. Any given proof text, should it prove too formidable, becomes an interpolation; anything that differs from Marcion’s idea of “Gospel” is just another part of the conspiracy. The scheme can, of course, be attacked on purely logical grounds, and several orthodox writers attempted just that: “Marcion’s creator or Jewish god was too inconsistent and illogical a conception. He was inferior to the good God yet he was independent; he was just and yet not good; his writings were true and yet still to be disregarded; he had created men and done them no evil, yet they were not to serve and worship him.”144 But conspiracy theories seldom give way to logic alone, being rooted more in the passions and the will than in the intellect. “I mean,” as G. K. Chesterton once put it, “that if you or I were dealing with a mind that was growing morbid, we should be chiefly concerned not so much to give it arguments as to give it air. . . . And it must be remembered that the most purely practical science does take this view of mental evil; it does not seek to argue with it like a heresy but simply to snap it like a spell.”145 

			No, Marcion’s claims had to be uprooted at the base: by simply reaffirming, that is, the Church’s immemorial claim to be “the household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone . . . a dwelling place of God in the Spirit” (Eph. 2:20–21, 22). No, Christ’s own disciples had not misunderstood everything He taught them, nor had the whole of Christian history thus far, with all of its martyrs and miracles, been based on a lie. No new evidence had turned up leading Marcion to charge Peter and the others with fraud, any more than Jefferson had new evidence in the eighteenth century against the Virgin Birth or the Resurrection; nor had any variant Bible manuscripts been discovered that might lend credence to the changes Marcion alleged. And no, the Apostles were not misreading the Old Testament books by finding proofs there for their new, law-revoking covenant. 

			“You will find no church of apostolic origin,” as Tertullian soon retorts, “but such as reposes its Christian faith in the Creator . . . [and] if the churches shall prove to have been corrupt from the beginning, where shall the pure ones be found? Will it be among the adversaries of the Creator? . . . Our previous position is accordingly made good, that no god is to be believed whom any man has devised out of his own conceits. . . . [Since it is] evident that there was from Christ down to Marcion’s time no other God in the rule of sacred truth than the Creator, the proof of our argument is sufficiently established, in which we have shown that the god of our heretic first became known by his separation of the gospel and the law.”146 

			This last phrase is perhaps the crux of the whole matter: the Gospel and the Law cannot be simply separated, whether one prefers Gospel alone, like Marcion, or Law alone, like Aquila. 

			Still, Marcionism merited an answer, even if there seemed little hope for Marcion himself. At least some of those who dallied with his system — not Christian bishops raised in the bosom of the Church, but mere neophytes and even unbaptized persons — appear to have stood genuinely confused at this great crossroads in history. Judaism as it had always been understood was visibly passing away. There was every reason for believing that some kind of negative judgment had been passed on it by heaven. What kind of a judgment was it? Did it imply, as Marcion suggested, that the Old Testament might be dangerously outdated at this point and ought not to be treated by Christians as Scripture any longer? Did it suggest, as even the orthodox Barnabas implied, that any Jewish ideas about God are likely to have been marred in the handling? The danger now, in other words, was the Judaizing instinct in reverse — a growing inclination to look on the Israelite element in Christianity as the least trustworthy and most worrisome part. Both Judaism and Marcionism, after all, were created by producing a faulty answer — two equal and opposite answers — to the same problem: the appearance of discontinuity between the Old and the New Covenants. If the Judaizers used the Law as a weapon against the Son, the Marcionites now wished to use the Law as a weapon against His Father. And while the Judaizers were asking, “How can your Catholic Christ be Israel’s Messiah when your religion looks so little like Israel’s?” the Marcionites began to pose the same question in mirror-image form: “How can the Catholic religion be true when it looks so much like Israel’s?” 

			After the Wolf

			Just as it was with the Judaizers, it was imperative that orthodox apologists should not to try to sweep these appearances under the rug — and it remains important today. When modern atheists such as Richard Dawkins describe the God of the Old Testament as “a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser . . . a genocidal . . . capriciously malevolent bully,” they are responding to the same material that gave rise to Marcionism. Whenever someone rejects a Bible-based argument for traditional marriage simply because it comes from a book that once sanctioned some pretty strange alternative unions of its own (polygamy, concubinage, and the forced marriage of rape victims to their attackers [see Deut. 22:28–29]), they are acting on an essentially Marcionite objection. And a recent volume, The Old Testament Is Dying, by Brett Strawn, concludes that modern Christians are developing a dangerous ignorance of — or even a Marcion-like allergy to — the books of the Tanakh simply through neglect. Well-meaning homilists are either consciously or semiconsciously avoiding Old Testament lessons purely out of fear that their hearers might be scandalized if given too close a look at the actual contents. There’s no use pretending, then, that these critiques aren’t still hitting their mark, just as they did for those thousands who sought answers from Marcion so long ago; and the Church has now, just as it had then, a great responsibility to give an honest answer. 

			In the second century A.D., God’s appointed answerer was — once again! — Justin of Neapolis. This, in fact, is one of the best proofs that Marcionism really is a variant form of the Judaizing heresy; our knowledge, that is, that the man who blazed the apologetic trail against Judaism happens to have performed the same service versus the error of Marcion. Not only does the book we mentioned earlier — Justin’s Against Marcion — stand in relation to later works on the subject just as the Dialogue with Trypho stands to Tertullian’s Against the Jews, even the Trypho dialogue itself, in its written form, is as much against Marcion as it is against the Judaizers. Set to parchment near the end of Justin’s life, more than two decades after the event, The Dialogue with Trypho appeared publicly at a time when Judaism within the Church per se had largely ceased to be a major issue; Marcionism, on the other hand, was reaching its peak.147 The Dialogue also includes passages that are very plainly directed against Marcionism; as, for instance, when Justin hastens to assure Trypho that “we [Christians] do not claim that our God is different from yours, for he is the God who, ‘with a strong hand and outstretched arm, led your forefathers out of the land of Egypt,’ ” or when Justin agrees with the rabbi that “there never will be, nor has there ever been from eternity, any other God except him who created and formed this universe.” Another passage anathematizes Marcionism by name, along with the similar heresies of Valentinus, Basilides, and Saturnilius, none of which movements had yet arisen at the time the dialogue took place. Justin, in fact, puts an anti-Marcion outburst on the lips of the rabbi himself! This isn’t so much an indication (as some have suspected) that Trypho might be a fictional character as it is merely a sign that Justin was now recounting the original debate loosely, adjusting it in response to more contemporary concerns: “We would not have listened to you thus far [Justin], had you not constantly cited the Scriptures in your attempts to prove your point, and had you not stated that there is no God superior to the creator of the world” (56). From these facts we can conclude that the written Dialogue with Trypho was intended as a one-stop clearinghouse for answers to all Judaizing, Law-based errors — including the one most ascendant at the moment, Marcionism. 

			There’s also reason to think Justin may have led the campaign against Marcionism in other ways while in Rome. He may have been moved to set the Trypho dialogue in writing, for instance, as a corrective to the growing influence of the Epistle of Barnabas, having seen what Marcion did with the faulty ideas contained in it; scholars have demonstrated a number of unmistakable literary dependencies between the two works. Justin may also have played an active role in shaping what we know today as the Apostles’ Creed into its final form. Though that Creed may have roots in tradition going all the way back to the Cenacle, it appears to have been altered significantly at Rome during the time of Pius I — during the time of Justin, that is. In much the same way that the Apostles’ Creed was later amplified at Nicaea into a weapon against Arius, so the earlier form known as the Old Roman Creed may have been shaped into our current Apostles’ Creed in response to the errors of Marcion. The Apostles’ Creed, for instance, insists that the Father of Christ created the universe, rather than any secondary demiurge; that there is only one God, not two; that Jesus had a human birth through Mary, rather than appearing, as Marcion would have it, full grown at the synagogue in Capernaum; and that Jesus, not the demiurge, will be humanity’s judge in the end. And the very title itself — “Jesus Christ” — assigned by the Creed to our Savior asserts the unbreakable bond between the two Testaments: the Jesus of the Gospel stories is also the Christ of the prophets (the word “Christ” is derived from the Greek Christos, the Septuagintal translation of “Messiah” or “Anointed One”).

			Justin seems almost providentially predestined for this role he was given — he had one foot so firmly planted in each camp! Should the Jews accuse him of prejudice toward the Gentile viewpoint, he can point to his having been converted by the prophets first, who then led the way to Christ. Charged by Marcion with believing in a God too primitive or vulgar to be trusted by an intelligent man, Justin can remind the heresiarch that he had mastered Plato and Pythagoras before he ever heard of Moses or Ezekiel. A Greek born in the land of Jonah and Elijah, now a defender of the Law against a Judaizing heresy, Justin’s life itself is almost a parable, an image of the new Household of God. “Here there cannot be Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free man, but Christ is all, and in all” (Col. 3:11). Almost fanatically devoted to continuity in the Church, Justin yet accepts and defends the apparent gulf between the Testaments. He insists, in fact, that no part of Scripture can contradict any other, and that the two Testaments are the two complimentary halves of a whole. As St. Augustine would later put it: “The new is in the old concealed; the old is in the new revealed.”148 

			Marcionism outlived Marcion himself. Remnants of his movement, in fact, were still alive in the sixth century. Justin, too, saw only the beginnings of the Marcionite heresy, having earned his vernacular surname “Martyr” sometime before the decade of the 150s was over. But when the Sage of Samaria set out after the Wolf of Pontus, he forged a tradition for the Church — a tradition of saving both the prophets and the philosophers, both the tribal Deity of the Hebrews and the Prime Mover of Aristotle, and of refusing to abandon either. Irenaeus and Tertullian continued the hunt when their master was gone and established interpretive traditions employed in the coming centuries by Origen, Augustine, Chrysostom, and many others — traditions that helped to stamp Justin’s character firmly upon the whole Church he served so well. 

			And the beginning of that chase — the exciting sequel to “Justin versus the Judaizers” — makes for a theological adventure story of the highest caliber.  

			
				
					124	Many of the Gospel citations in Justin’s apologies seem to be harmonizations of multiple sayings from the Synoptics at once. “[One of Justin’s most famous disciples was] . . . Tatian, the brilliant Assyrian . . . author of the first harmony of the Gospels. Justin’s school may well have engaged in literary production — indeed, may have provided the material from which Tatian was later to compose the Diatessaron. The question of whether the harmonized gospel materials found in Justin’s writings came from a preexisting gospel harmony or were assembled as part of an integral process of creating scriptural prooftexts is an ongoing subject of scholarly investigation.”

				

				
					125	The Hexapla itself no longer exists, but a good many extracts from it (including readings from Aquila) have been preserved as footnotes in several ancient manuscripts of the Septuagint.

				

				
					126	Robinson, Ignatius of Antioch, 249.

				

				
					127	It is just possible that our existing Barnabas may be a later rescension of a genuinely apostolic work marred by interpolations resulting from the crisis.

				

				
					128	All quotations in this section are taken from the Epistle of Barnabas, in Ancient Christian Writers, vol. 6, The Didache, trans. James A. Kleist (New York: Paulist Press, 1948).

				

				
					129	One of the best arguments, in fact, for a pre-140 dating of the Epistle is that no one trying to remain in any way orthodox could have written such a letter after the rise of Marcionism, anticipating what evil use that movement would make of its phraseology.

				

				
					130	1 Sam. 18:10. Most early writers interpret “God sent” as an expression of God’s permissive will, a withdrawal of divine protection merited by Saul’s sins of envy and rage. 

				

				
					131	Exod. 20:23–26. In its chronological context, this “swearing in the wilderness” appears to come after the sin at Beth-peor. Likewise, Ezekiel’s reference to the inevitability of the scattering shows that these “statutes that were not good” can be only the Second Legislation imposed there by Moses, since this detail is unique to the book of Deuteronomy. 

				

				
					132	If this seems to contradict the picture we sketched out earlier, of Ephesus as a unique storehouse of saintly wisdom, it might be well to recall that the same itch for novelty plagued several of the apostolic churches (Galatia, Corinth, Pergamum) while their founders were still alive to express disappointment via the New Testament writings. 

				

				
					133	Irenaeus refers to Justin’s Against Marcion in bk. 4, chap. 14, v. 26.

				

				
					134	This fact would seem to bolster our contention that Marcion’s original error at Sinope was the garden-variety Judaizing Christianity so prominent at that time. No one holding anything like the developed error called Marcionism could have signed such a confession without committing an outright act of deception — and there’s nothing in Marcion’s recorded character to give us warrant for assuming him capable of such hypocrisy. An ordinary Christian Judaizer, however, with a high Christology, might very well have been able to affirm a simple orthodox creed during this era with a perfectly clear conscience. 

				

				
					135	Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1910), s.v. “Marcionites,” by J. Arendzen, http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09645c.htm.

				

				
					136	Eusebius, Church History 4, 18, 1.

				

				
					137	In Platonic terms, a demiurge is a craftsman-like figure responsible for the creation and upkeep of the physical universe but not necessarily an uncreated being himself as in strict monotheism.

				

				
					138	Scott Hahn, Consuming the Word (New York: Image Books, 2013), 67. 

				

				
					139	Irenaeus, Against Heresies 4, 6. 

				

				
					140	Catholic Encyclopedia, s.v. “Marcionites.”

				

				
					141	Ibid.

				

				
					142	Marcion’s Christology appears to have become vaguely modalist by this point — and Christ’s human body as unreal as in Docetism.

				

				
					143	Catholic Encyclopedia, s.v. “Marcionites.”

				

				
					144	Ibid.

				

				
					145	Gilbert Keith Chesterton, Orthodoxy (New York: John Lane, 1908), 34, 36.

				

				
					146	Tertullian, Against Marcion, trans. Peter Holmes, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, 3:86.

				

				
					147	The Dialogue with Trypho document is believed to have been composed between 160 and 164. By way of comparison, the peak of Marcion’s own activity was 155–160, while Judaism within the Church became largely passé after 135.

				

				
					148	Augustine, Quaestiones in Heptateuchum 2, 73.

				

			

		

	
		
			7

			The Laws That Were Not Good

			[image: ]

			For the children of Israel shall dwell many days without king or prince, without sacrifice or pillar, without ephod or teraphim. Afterward the children of Israel shall return and seek the Lord their God, and David their king; and they shall come in fear to the Lord and to his goodness in the latter days. 

			— Hosea 3:4–5

			Giving the Devil His Due

			Whatever Marcion might say, the Church never has put her faith in a God stormy, emotional, vindictive, bloodthirsty, petty, pitiless, or changeable — nor, really, did the Old Testament saints. Though both Testaments do frequently employ anthropomorphic imagery, both warn us as well not to take such devices literally. The Epistle of St. James, for instance, tells us that in God “there is no change nor shadow of alteration” (James 1:17, Douay-Rheims) — no chance, that is, of His being caught off guard or changing His mind based on altered circumstance. The psalmist, likewise, asserts that while both heavens and earth will perish, “thou dost endure . . . they pass away; but thou art the same, and thy years have no end” (Ps. 102:26–27). God is not only immutable then, but impassible as well; incapable of suffering change or diminishment of any kind, subject neither to moods nor temper. “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, says the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts” (Isa. 55:8–9). Time is nothing to God, since He existed without time before creating it Himself: “Do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day” (2 Pet. 3:8). “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever” (Heb. 13:8). Though the use of man-scaled imagery is perhaps unavoidable, “we must,” in the words of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, “continually purify our language of everything in it that is limited, image-bound or imperfect, if we are not to confuse our image of God — ‘the inexpressible, the incomprehensible, the invisible, the ungraspable’ — with our human representations. Our human words always fall short of the mystery of God.”149 

			Yet we are forced to admit that the Marcionites were not simply wrong to see some kind of disconnect between the volcanic Deity displayed in the Pentateuch and the Eternal Mind revealed through the proper use of right reason. After we’ve said everything that can be said about the legitimate and purified use of metaphorical language, we are still forced to concede that Marcion had a point, just as the Judaizing issues had been valid enough to cause trouble among the Apostles themselves. There is anthropomorphism in the Old Testament, no doubt about it: from the God who looks down upon Noah’s world and decides He is sorry He ever made it, to the God of the Exodus, who throws angry fits until Moses can calm Him down. To Marcion and his followers, the Old Testament attributed cruelty, falsehood, injustice, and childish tantrums to Him who should, in reality, always be depicted as wholly reasonable, entirely truthful, and full of beauty, justice, and truth. Interestingly, St. Augustine had practically the same reaction himself at one point in his life. Prior to his dramatic adult reconversion, he found the Hebrew Scriptures savage, crudely anthropomorphic, and badly written. They contrasted so poorly, in fact, to Plato, Cicero, Plotinus, and his other pagan favorites, that the experience of reading them actually delayed his return to the faith.

			Justin seems willing to give the devil his due as well. The Trypho dialogue contains a striking passage wherein Justin blames the rise of Marcionism on the Jesus rejecters and their continued insistence on the perfection of the Deuteronomic Code: 

			If we do not accept this [that the Second Legislation was only temporary], then we shall fall into absurd ideas, as the nonsense that our God is not the same God who existed in the days of Enoch and all the others who were not circumcised in the flesh, and did not observe the Sabbaths and the other rites, since Moses only imposed them later; or that God does not wish each succeeding generation race of humanity always to perform the same acts of righteousness. Either supposition is ridiculous and preposterous. Therefore, we must conclude that God, who is immutable, ordered these and similar things to be done only because of sinful men, and at the same time we confess him to be sympathetic toward all men, prescient, needful of nothing, just and good. (23) 

			Here we can see that many of the same arguments Justin used against the Judaizers were necessary to defeat Marcionism as well. Ironic, too, is the fact that the Marcionites could quote most of the same Scripture passages employed by the Judaizers! The same verses that called curses down on those who might dare to neglect Yahweh’s laws were excellent proofs, for Marcion, that Yahweh had been a capricious tyrant from the start. 

			Also very interesting is the way that Marcion uses (and abuses) the writings of St. Paul. Like everyone who tries to tell the exact and precise truth, even when it seems to concede points to the opposition, Paul could sound like a Marcionite at times. His teaching, for instance, that the Second Law does not come directly from God, but “was ordained by angels through an intermediary” (Gal. 3:19), would seem to come perilously close to Marcion’s notion that the Hebrew Law is the production of a lesser, imperfect demiurge. This is because every truth comes perilously close to heresy — if and when it is distorted, taken out of context, or made to stand in isolation from the rest of the Catholic system. In reality, what few similarities there were between Marcion’s doctrine and that of St. Paul merely illustrates the fact that the Apostle (and those following his trajectory) sounded too Jewish to the Marcionites and too Marcionite to the Judaizers — a pretty good place to be.

			We will have to concur, however, with at least one aspect of Marcionite argumentation. Taken by itself, without any further meditation, the case against Judaism that we find in the earliest sources is too narrow, too legalistic, too excessively focused on the punitive aspects of the story. It may have failed to persuade Marcion for just this reason. A long, repetitive tale, after all, about a Heavenly Judge, constantly forced to lower His standards to accommodate an incorrigible repeat offender really might, if taken in isolation, come across as a little petty, a little unworthy — as if God had nothing better to do but act the part of a small-town sheriff putting the same old tramp into the drunk tank night after night. This is why it will be well to include a good deal of material from Justin’s later inheritors as well — and not just because Justin’s book Against Marcion has been lost. Where Justin speaks almost wholly in terms of crime and punishment, a new note comes in with later apologists such as Origen and Eusebius. This note continues to grow subtler and more sophisticated throughout the rest of the patristic era, as expressed in the writings of such thinkers as Basil, Gregory Nazianzen, and Ephrem of Syria. Driven by the challenge of Marcion, these later saints took Justin’s tentative guesses about divine accommodation and peered at them so deeply, for so long, that they gradually flowered into something much more astonishing and beautiful, something that touches even us modern Christians in a personal way these many centuries later.

			A Bridge Too Far

			In the earlier portions of this book we puzzled over a mysterious passage in St. Paul; namely, over his contention in Galatians 3 that a temporary law was added to the original on account of human sin. Now, an equally confusing set of Bible verses will need to be taken under consideration, including that strange — even shocking — passage we promised to discuss later, the one Marcion may have used to prove Yahweh’s evil intent toward the Jews. 

			As we’ve already noticed, even the Hebrew prophets seem to grow disgusted with the Mosaic legislation as time goes by. Surely the climax of this process came in Ezekiel 20 — the “God’s-eye view of the Exodus” chapter we followed so carefully before. “I swore to them in the wilderness that I would scatter them among the nations and disperse them through the countries, because they had not executed my ordinances, but had rejected my statutes and profaned my sabbaths, and their eyes were set on their fathers’ idols. Moreover I gave them statutes that were not good and ordinances by which they could not have life; and I defiled them through their very gifts” (20:23–26). In its chronological context, this “swearing in the wilderness” appears to come after the sin at Beth-peor. Likewise, Ezekiel’s reference to the inevitability of the scattering shows that these “statutes that were not good” can only be the Second Legislation imposed there by Moses, since this detail is unique to the book of Deuteronomy.150 Here, then, is a straight-up scriptural affirmation of the futility of these secondary laws for salvation, something that is intelligible only if we accept the idea that God merely allowed them to be written, rather than writing them Himself. As the Didascalia puts it, in a comment on this very passage: “The secondary legislation is that which [Ezekiel] calls judgments which are unprofitable, and they are incapable of saving.”151

			Verse 26, however, goes well beyond this, insisting that the new laws were not only vexing and useless but caused the people to defile themselves. This claim has been so troubling to Bible students through the years that several rather desperate attempts have been made to discount it. Some scholars have tried to prove these verses to be an interpolation, an accidental or deliberate inclusion of material not originally part of the text. Others have claimed that Ezekiel is merely expressing Israel’s distorted view of the Law by this point, a blasphemous misconstrual born out of their weariness and exasperation. There are, however, good reasons to believe that the prophet means exactly what he says.

			The key, once again, lies in the contradictions between the laws given at Sinai and the later codes instituted in the wake of Beth-peor. In addition to the inconsistences we’ve looked at — harsher treatment for the Canaanites, permission to divorce, and so forth — we find that Deuteronomy’s laws concerning animal sacrifice are significantly different from those given to Aaron’s Levitical priests. In Leviticus, Israel’s priests are ordered to offer only clean sacrificial animals and to slaughter them only within the sanctuary, where some of the blood can be dashed around the altar to make expiation for the offerer (Lev. 17:1–9). Clean game animals, intended for eating, may also be slaughtered, yet even their blood cannot be simply discarded but must be ritually poured on the ground and carefully covered with earth (Lev. 17:11). Deuteronomy ignores all this completely. In the Second Law, the blood of sacrificial animals is treated with even less concern than Leviticus had applied to mere game. Not only is the blood not dashed against the altar; it is simply dumped out like water (Deut. 12:16) — not even to be covered with earth. Here is a contradiction that was more than just a contradiction. Here is biblical sanction for a practice that other (equally scriptural) laws had already classified as sacrilege, resulting in the defilement of both the land and the people. 

			Several Bible translators have tried to make Ezekiel’s “defiling sacrifices” more intelligible by linking the word he uses to other passages, where it is employed to describe later acts of human sacrifice offered by apostate Jews to the Canaanite idol Molech. This attempt seems as great a reach as the others, however, since Ezekiel uses the same word in numerous places where the legitimate sacrifice to Yahweh is undoubtedly meant.152 “What is shocking about Ezekiel’s formulation,” according to scholar John Bergsma, “is that he accepts the divine authority of both the [Deuteronomic and Levitical laws] . . . and concludes that the [later] laws were intentionally given to render Israel so defiled that exile would be inevitable. Scattered among the nations, Israel would thus be compelled to recognize the Lord’s sovereignty (‘that they might know that I am the Lord’).”153 

			This perspective certainly does shed a new light on Moses’ prophecy of inevitable exile, but, honestly, doesn’t this next step amount to “a bridge too far”? Certainly we should concede to Marcion all of his legitimate points, but don’t we fall right into his hands at this stage? It was Marcion, recall, who also insisted that the Old Testament law, because it was full of contradictions, was impossible to keep and could not possibly, therefore, be the creation of an all-wise, infallible God. And is it really possible that an all-holy God could deliberately lead His people into sacrilege? Can we really entertain an interpretation of the Bible in which Yahweh seems to have become Israel’s tempter? And how can we Christians square such a notion with St. James’s word on the subject: “Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am tempted by God’; for God cannot be tempted with evil and he himself tempts no one” (1:13)?

			Giving the devil his due is one thing, but doesn’t all this bring us very close to making a devil of God?

			The Dispensation of Condemnation

			Could a good God ever give His beloved children “laws that are not good”? 

			This question, we might suggest, is rather like asking whether a doctor could ever give medicine that is not good — a query to which most any cancer patient will give an answer pretty quick. Chemotherapy drugs are poison to cancer cells and, sadly, poison to the patient as well. When such drugs are administered, the patient and the cancer are essentially competing in a race — to decide which of them the chemo will kill first. Many of these drugs qualify as Class One carcinogens themselves. Caregivers must take great pains not to spill any of the material or to let it come in contact with their own bodies, even as they are introducing it directly into another person’s bloodstream. Doctors are usually careful to offer a frank warning in advance: “Yes, these drugs may save your life, but make no mistake: this stuff is not good.”

			Several chapters back, we compared the Levitical sacrifices to methadone. Here, we will compare the full Deuteronomic Code to chemotherapy. Israel and sin are in a race, to decide which one of them the Second Legislation will kill first. And while the laws of Deuteronomy aren’t intrinsically evil, they were most certainly “not good.” This is the distinction Marcion had lost. Though he believed himself to have loftier, more philosophical ideas about God than the Hebrews did, he was all too quick to demote Him whenever Yahweh dared to do anything Marcion couldn’t square with his own superficial ideas of “good.” Yes, to a patient suffering under chemotherapy, his doctor might give every appearance of being a torturer. And yet the very thing that tempts his subject to see him as evil is actually the doctor’s being good — overcoming his own natural reluctance to poison a man, making a desperate attempt to save his patient’s life with a desperate remedy. It will take everything the patient has got to stay on his medicine, all his willpower not to suddenly decide, that is, that his malady isn’t perhaps so bad as it has been made out. And, in fact, it’s part of the very nature of sin that it always blinds its devotees to the seriousness of their predicament. St. Paul, however, makes the truth of the matter very clear in Romans 6:23: “The wages of sin is death.” Overcoming it, therefore, must be seen as a life and death struggle — not a hobby.

			Justin establishes this approach in the Trypho dialogue: 

			Thus, as your sinfulness was the reason why God first issued those precepts [the keeping of Sabbaths, etc.], so now because of your enslavement to sin, or rather your greater inclination to it, by means of the same precepts he calls you to remember and know him. . . . If this had not been the reason, God could be accused of not having foreknowledge and of not teaching all men to know and observe the same just precepts . . . and the Scripture would be judged false that says, “God is true and just, and all his ways are judgments, and there is no iniquity in him [Deut. 32:4; Ps. 91:16].” (27, 92)

			Justin was able to say this because he had a bigger picture of God than Marcion had, a God who, like a firm physician, could be strong enough to exhibit what C. S. Lewis once called “a severe mercy.” 

			Eusebius is the first to use a medical metaphor explicitly. He explains the rules of sacrifice as “a lower law” but a necessary one, a “physician” working to cure the “disease of Egypt.” Augustine picks up the simile a few years later, using it to illustrate how the same good God could adjust His own laws downward: 

			The art of medicine remains the same and quite unchanged, but it changes its prescriptions for the sick, since the state of their health changes. So the divine providence remains entirely without change, but comes to the aid of mutable creatures in various ways, and commands or forbids different things at different times according to the different stages of their disease.154 

			And this, really, was the key to a whole set of new insights into divine accommodation. Not only was their Heavenly Judge willing to put the Israelites on probation for a while (rather than immediately meting out the death penalty to which they had all so solemnly agreed); he’s also willing to become their family physician and take them under His long-term care. 

			Yet what kind of a medicine is this “divine chemotherapy”? How exactly is rendering obedience impossible supposed to make avoiding sin more likely in the future? As we’ve noted, Moses himself had prophesied that his law would prove impossible to keep. St. Paul took this theme up in Galatians. When he contrasted the saving faith of Abraham (prior to and apart from the Law) with the Judaizers’ hopes of obtaining salvation by means of the Law, he called their burden a “curse” — since only “He who does them shall live by them” (Gal. 3:12) and nobody actually does them. The Apostle completes this train of thought later in the same chapter: “Is the law then against the promises of God? Certainly not; for if a law had been given which could make alive, then righteousness would indeed be by the law. But the Scripture consigned all things to sin” (Gal. 3:21–22). Scripture, after all, contains both Leviticus and Deuteronomy — and seems to insist on both, despite their hopeless contradictions. Elsewhere, in 2 Corinthians 3:9, Paul refers to the entire period of the Mosaic Legislation as “the dispensation of condemnation” — a period that had, it is true, its own kind of “splendor” but depends, ultimately, on “a written code which kills” (2 Cor. 3:6). What did Paul mean by “the dispensation of condemnation”? In what sense did Moses’ Law “kill” its devotees? Here’s where we can turn to some of our later Church Fathers. 

			Augustine uses, once again, the language of medicine: “The Old Law was given to reveal the wounds of sinners, which the grace of blessings heals. The Law was given to make the proud aware of their own weakness, to urge the weak to do penance.”155 Israel’s illness, for Augustine, remains in the “denial stage.” Borrowing, once more, the phraseology of twelve-step recovery, we might say that the people needed to admit their own powerlessness and their utter dependence upon a Higher Power for salvation. And they hadn’t yet reached that point. The sin at Beth-peor proved this beyond any question: Israel was complacent — complacent and blithely presuming upon God’s eventual forgiveness. Why give a law that cannot be obeyed? — because such a law can, like the futile efforts of an addict in denial, drive a nation to despair. 

			Commenting upon this idea, Robert Grosseteste offers another of his helpful analogies: 

			Let us suppose that there are two weak men and one who commands that something be done, that neither of the weak men can accomplish by himself, though they could accomplish with the help of the commander. And let us suppose that one of the weak men knows his own weakness and humbly awaits the help of the commander. The other weak man, however, presumes upon his own powers as if he could keep the command without help. . . . Is it not right and just that the humble weak man be given at the same time [both] the command and the help of the commander, whereby he can keep it, and that the weak man who presumes upon his own powers be given the command alone without the added help of the commander? The result would be that he would be goaded by the command toward what must be done, struggle, and fail to do it, and in his failure perceive and mourn his own weakness. Thus he would humbly run to the source of help and seek out his help, without which he has already learned that his attempts are vain. And so he will be justly crushed by the weight of the command and mercifully restored to the power of acting when help is conferred after it is humbly sought out.156

			Grosseteste goes on to apply this analogy directly to Old Covenant Israel: 

			The numerical multiplication of commands in their own ceremonial Law fittingly subdued the proud who presumed that they had abilities beyond those of men and even beyond those of holy men. And so, a burden was rightly imposed on them, a burden that exceeded the capacity even of holy men . . . [to teach them] the knowledge of their own weakness, so that they may humbly run to grace as if to the medicine for illness and weakness.157

			The Mosaic system commanded obedience, but it did not offer the supernatural graces needed to succeed at the endeavor. Augustine’s mentor Ambrose expressed it this way, in a comment on Romans 4:15: “ ‘The Law works wrath’ — it was given to make wrongdoers guilty not as an efficient cause, but because grace does not help. Again, the Old Law commanded with threats and did not offer the grace to keep the Law.”158 The Law showed the people their need but did not meet their needs. Yet in another sense, it did address their most crying need at that moment — the Israelites needed to know that they were needy. So the Lord vexes them, defiling them even with their own religious rites.

			Several alternate translations of Ezekiel 20:26 tell us that God did it to “make them desolate” (NJB, KJV). Augustine says the “not good” laws “caused the people to desire” — implying that such desires were initially weak, or absent altogether.159 Which desires were these? Nothing else but the desire for God’s own redemption, surely — an appeal for His direct intervention, as Moses had promised . . . along with His curses. “And when all these things come upon you . . . then the Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, so that you will love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live” (Deut. 30:1, 6). Before the people could make profitable use of a New Covenant, it seems, they needed to have despaired of the old one. And so far, they hadn’t. And until Israel was ready to cry out for this new kind of heart, from the very depths of their souls, the dispensation of condemnation had not yet completed its work. God’s full program of chemotherapy had to run its course completely, bringing His people to the end of their rope, for only then could they offer, once again, sacrifices pleasing to God. “Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God. . . . For thou hast no delight in sacrifice; were I to give a burnt offering, thou wouldst not be pleased. The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise” (Ps. 51:14, 16–17).

			A Circumcised Heart

			Please note that “circumcision of heart” is a medical metaphor as well. Physical circumcision was a surgical operation that made each Hebrew male into a “child of the promise,” an heir to the legacy that God granted to their father Abraham. The need, then, for an additional circumcision — one that will penetrate all the way to the heart of a man, to his innermost, spiritual being — implies that ordinary circumcision was still a job half done. Those who would appeal to Abraham as their father must, as Christ later puts it, “do the works of Abraham” (John 8:39, KJV). As St. Paul explains more fully: “Circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law; but if you break the law, your circumcision becomes uncircumcision. . . . For he is not a real Jew who is one outwardly, nor is true circumcision something external and physical. He is a Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the heart, spiritual and not literal” (Rom. 2:25, 28–29).

			Ezekiel takes Moses’ medical metaphor a step further. What each Israelite really needs is a complete heart transplant. “I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will take out of your flesh the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances” (Ezek. 36:25–27). Here, it becomes perfectly clear that Israel will not save itself by any attempt at obedience, however sincere; God Himself is going to have to intervene redemptively, to save a people that cannot save themselves. So the Divine Oncologist steps aside for a Divine Cardiologist. Yet heart transplantation is a painful, rigorous ordeal. Convincing the patient that such radical surgery is necessary is at least half of the battle — and thus the necessity for such a long period of futility and self-condemnation. Once a man is truly convinced that his original heart is broken — then and only then can he be persuaded to accept a new one. 

			This fact expresses the essential meaning behind all the medical imagery. “God employed various devices to bring us back to him,” writes Jewish scholar Stephen Benin, summarizing the Christian understanding of St. Gregory of Nyssa, “including the Law, the prophets, signs, natural disasters, and rewards, but since humanity’s diseases were growing worse, especially that first and last of all evils — idolatry — mankind needed a stronger remedy. At the proper time the Word became flesh.”160 “For the law was given through Moses,” according to St. John’s Gospel; but “grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (1:17).

			Moses’ new prophet arrives at last, and with him Moses’ promised New Covenant, offering his promised clean heart. “In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, by putting off the body of flesh in the circumcision of Christ; and you were buried with him in baptism [Ezekiel’s ‘sprinkling with clean water’] in which you were also raised with him through faith in the working of God [not your own action] who raised him from the dead” (Col. 2:11–12). For Justin this was the true and final “end of the law”: “We, who have approached God through Him, have received not carnal, but spiritual circumcision, which Enoch and those like him observed. And we have received it through baptism, since we were sinners, by God’s mercy; and all men may equally obtain it” (43).

			Our later Fathers, then, are simply collating and chronologizing a whole series of “heart surgery” metaphors begun by Moses and the prophets, and interpreted for the New Covenant era by the Apostles and the early apologists. John Chrysostom continues the “case history,” up through the loss of the temple and the Holy City: 

			After they kept the festival in honor of the evil demons [likely a reference to the Golden Calf], God yielded and permitted sacrifices. What he all but said was this: “You are all eager and avid for sacrifices. If sacrifice you must, then sacrifice to me.” But even if he permitted animal sacrifices, this permission was not to last forever; in the wisdom of his ways, he took the sacrifices away from them again. Let me use the example of a physician again. . . . After he has given in to the patient’s craving he gets the drinking cup from his home and gives instructions for the sick man to satisfy his thirst from this cup and no other. When he has gotten the patient to agree, he leaves secret orders with the servants to smash the cup to bits; in this he proposes, without arousing the patient’s suspicion, to lead him secretly away from the craving on which he has set his heart. This is what God did, too. He let the Jews offer sacrifice but permitted this to be done in Jerusalem and nowhere else in the world. After they had offered sacrifices for a short time, God destroyed the city. Why? The physician saw to it that the cup was broken. By seeing to it that their city was destroyed, God led the Jews away from the practice of sacrifice, though it was against their will.161

			Notice that the “rock pile” imagery used against the Judaizers now begins to give way. In the earlier, penal conception of Deuteronomy, the Second Legislation had been harsh because it was being used to break a hardened criminal. Now, the Second Legislation is harsh because the disease being treated with it is stubborn . . . and deadly. And while both sets of images are valid and true, there’s no question that comparing Yahweh to a doctor lifts the conversation to a higher level, and not only because it brings tenderness for the patient more fully to the fore. A doctor also has to be wiser than a jailer, shrewder in his forethought, and more self-sacrificing, like a battlefield surgeon. Medieval bishop Anselm of Havelberg (not to be confused with St. Anselm, the philosopher) brings out this subtlety in a passage from one of his commentaries: “Nor was it easy to alter things which had come into veneration through long custom and over an immense stretch of time; hence, the salubrious remedies of the gospel were received, bit by bit, as if by sick people, and mixed as medicine by the divine art for getting people better.”162 Mere divine accommodation — God grading on the curve, so to speak — begins to be superseded by something similar but much more profound: divine condescension — a very great God stooping, as it were, to conquer. 

			Marcion probably saw this imagery as an advance — or some of his disciples may have, at any rate, and been inspired to turn their hopes back toward orthodox Christianity. For one thing, it offers the strongest explanation yet for the supposed discontinuity between the Old and New Testaments. “If the trouble is,” writes Augustine, 

			that the moral precepts under the old law are lower and in the Gospel higher, and that therefore both cannot come from the same God, whoever thinks in this way may find difficulty in explaining how a single physician prescribes one medicine to weaker patients through his assistants, and another by himself to stronger patients, all to restore health.163 

			St. Ephraim the Syrian expresses the same ideas in more poetic language: 

			The whole world like a body had fallen into heavy sickness; for in the fever of heathenism, it burned and pined and fell. The right hand of tender mercy touched it, and dealt with its soul in pity; and cut off speedily its heathenism, for that was the cause of its sickness, and it was purged and sweated and restored.164 

			Beautiful as this imagery is, most of the Marcionites remained unpersuaded. The concept of God as “family doctor” or even “personal trainer” to Israel is certainly better, yes. But Marcion, likely, would have seen it as disproportionate — too much of a good thing. We can, for instance, envision Marcion looking at the enormous pot of scrolls that made up the Hebrew Scripture in those days — the Scriptures he hated — and balking at the whole broad picture. Was it really tenable that this huge, ancient, widely respected corpus of material was deliberately intended, as the medical metaphor suggests, to be trifling and futile? It was nice to have the Church agree with him on this overall impression, to be sure, but hadn’t they proved a great deal too much by it? After all, if God intended to destroy this Law after such a short while (cosmically speaking), why had He bothered to finish it all? Even the Church Fathers we’ve been following seem to have felt the sting of Marcion’s point at this stage, for their attempts to answer it ultimately opened, as we will see in the next chapter, a new and even deeper well into the center of God’s covenant love.
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			The Divine Schoolmaster

			[image: ]

			For the Lord disciplines him whom he loves, and chastises every son whom he receives. It is for discipline that you have to endure. God is treating you as sons; for what son is there whom his father does not discipline? . . . Besides this, we have had earthly fathers to discipline us and we respected them. Shall we not much more be subject to the Father of spirits and live? . . . He disciplines us for our good, that we may share his holiness.

			— Hebrews 12:6–7, 9–10

			Dropping to One Knee

			The word “condescension” usually carries a negative connotation nowadays. In fact, the primary definition given by Merriam-Webster explains it as “the attitude or behavior of people who believe they are more intelligent or better than other people.” God, however, actually is better and more intelligent than we are, so, happily, the dictionary provides a more neutral explanation as well: “voluntary descent from one’s rank or dignity in relations with an inferior.” It’s a vertical figure of speech, really — the root word is “descent,” like a father dropping to one knee to communicate better with his small son or daughter. 

			Divine condescension, then, begins with Marcion’s remote, superexistent, cosmic God — but it doesn’t stay there. The greater a being is by nature, the more able it is to communicate itself, no matter how humble its hearers. The higher a being is, in fact, the more profound is its love, the greater its willingness to “drop to one knee.” This is divine condescension in a nutshell. And it’s a conception that will, if we ponder it long enough, take us far beyond God as judge, jailer, or even doctor. It will, at last, take us into a realm where the Eternal Mind is both able and willing to invite inferior beings to enter a personal relationship with itself and to empower them in such a way as to actually make this possible. Divine condescension can begin with a crude, ungrateful tribe of quasi-barbarians and end with a worldwide covenant family, the Father’s own true blood relations by virtue of their union to His Son, the man Christ Jesus. And the early stages of how this happened — the first millennium and a half of our redemption, in other words — are what is recorded in the pages of the Old Testament.

			There’s a great deal more in those old books than just law. Here again is something Marcion missed. Yes, the Old Testament contains a record of how God used the Law to convince His people of the need for grace. But it also contains the record of how His people interacted with that Law, tried to understand the principles behind it, and what they learned about God in the process. It has been said that “Church history is theology teaching by example,” but this was true of God’s pre-Christian Church as well. In one sense, what we’re looking at is Israel’s priestly formation — a school story, in other words, about God’s kingdom of priests as they lived during their “seminary years.” And the way in which God’s acts in sacred history instructed, trained, and prepared His people for much greater truths in the age to come is perhaps the best answer to Marcion of all.

			God’s Grade School

			One point at which Marcion stumbled is still a stumbling block for many today. Most of us have heard Abraham called “the father of faith” and we’ve seen his children Jacob, Judah, and Joseph referred to as “Old Testament saints.” We naturally assume that these people are meant to be our religious role models (and that’s true — with a few qualifications). Yet even a very casual look at the book of Genesis shows that the behavior of these men was, in many ways, a good deal short of what you and I would call saintly. Abraham was a polygamist, who fathered children by three wives, two of whom were probably owned by him as slaves. Judah slept with a prostitute, who turned out to be his sister-in-law, and plotted, initially, to have her killed when she turned up pregnant. Even Joseph, later identified by the Church Fathers as a typological figure of Christ, was a bit of a tricky rascal and he married a pagan priestess. Are these really the kind of people Christianity offers as heroes?  

			What we may not be fully realizing as we make these judgments is how very long ago these heroes lived and how little they had really heard from God up to that point (certainly as compared with what we know now). Even in Marcion’s day, these stories about the patriarchs were very ancient. So the fact is, these early patriarchs might well be described as “God’s first-graders” — in Abraham’s case, a former Sumerian idol-worshipper. And just as we don’t expect first-graders to be able to answer eighth-grade questions, so we shouldn’t expect to find finished Christian saints at this stage of the game. What we look for is progress. Here’s another sense, then, in which the Law was “added”: if Genesis is first grade, then Exodus was second (though it did, as we have already seen, involve some remedial steps as well). 

			Returning, as we have throughout this book, to Galatians 3, we find that St. Paul himself was the first to use this “school story” metaphor: “Now before faith came, we were confined under the law, kept under restraint until faith should be revealed. So that the Law was our custodian until Christ came, that we might be justified by faith” (Gal. 3:23–24). Though it may sound, at first, as if the Apostle is using the image of a jailer again, the Greek word translated here as “custodian” more properly means a “disciplinarian” — or even a “tutor.” Paul, in fact, uses the same term elsewhere (1 Cor. 4:15) to refer to Christian mentors acting as counselors in the Church for recent converts. This usage, in turn, was derived from a common practice among well-to-do Roman fathers of the period. Such men often assigned an educated Greek slave to each of their sons as mentor and tutor from early childhood until maturity. Acting as the father’s proxy, these tutors supervised daily activities, protected their charges from danger, accompanied the youths to and from school, and even did a good portion of the teaching themselves. And slaves though they were, they were also deputized to apply the strap, if necessary, on the father’s behalf — teaching to the tune of a hickory stick, as the old song goes. In Paul’s eyes, the Mosaic Law exercised a similar role. Abraham and the other patriarchs had lived by faith alone, and faith, at that stage, was enough. Later, when the people had shown themselves stiff-necked and loath to sever their fond connections to sin and idolatry, the vexatious Second Law was added as disciplinarian, like the old-timey schoolmaster with his hickory. But just as with the Greek tutor, it was a job always intended to be temporary. As with any schoolteacher, the tutor’s ultimate aim was to render himself obsolete. Thus, when “faith came” once again with the advent of Christ, the custodian’s job was ended in order that we might be justified, as before, by faith. 

			First-grade lessons look silly in retrospect; an eighth-grader laughs at his old school books. But those lessons were, at the time, just as difficult to master as the later assignments. Likewise, later lessons often clarify and correct simpler figures of speech used in introductory courses. This, in part, is what Irenaeus and the other early commentators meant by “teaching economies” and “fitting precepts” tailored to Israel’s specific needs at different stages of its history. Origen, for example, the great third-century scholar, used this idea to explain those difficult biblical passages that seem to show God changing His mind, or repenting of some evil He had previously contemplated:

			 When divine providence [oikonoméō] is involved in human affairs, God assumes human intelligence, manners, and language. When we talk to a child of two we talk “baby talk” because he is a child, for as long as we maintain the character appropriate to an adult age, and speak to children without condescending to their language, it is impossible for children to comprehend. Now imagine a similar situation confronting God when he deals with humans especially those who are still “babes” [cf. 1 Cor. 3:1]. Notice too how we adults change the names of things for children, we have a special name for bread, and we call drinking by another name . . . and if we name clothes to children we give the clothes other names, as if we made up a special children’s language. Are we then immature because we do this? And if someone hears us speaking this way with children, would he say, “This old man is losing his mind, this man has forgotten that his beard has grown, that he is a grown-up?” Or is it permissible for the sake of accommodation, when speaking with a child not to speak the language of older and mature people but to converse in a child’s language? God surely speaks to children.165

			Later, St. John Chrysostom summarized the idea memorably: “A teacher who is full of wisdom stammers along with his stammering young students. But the teacher’s stammering does not come from a lack of learning; it is a sign of the concern he feels for the children.”166

			According to St. Basil the Great, it’s actually a strong affirmation of God’s cosmic incomprehensibility to look at things this way. The fullness of Divine Wisdom can, even during our own Christian dispensation, be glimpsed only “through a glass darkly” (see 1 Cor. 13:12) and, for mortals, only in small doses. If human-divine communications are going to happen at all, some element of divine condescension must of necessity be involved. Speaking of God’s covenant people as a whole, both before and after the coming of Christ, Basil treats us all as schoolchildren: 

			We were first taught elementary and earlier lessons, suited to our intelligence, while the Dispenser of our lots was ever leading us up, by gradually accustoming us, like eyes brought up in the dark, to the great light of truth. . . . For he spares our weakness and in the depth of the riches of his wisdom, and the inscrutable judgments of his intelligence, used this gentle treatment, fitted for our needs, gradually accustoming us to see first the shadows of objects, and to look at the sun in water, to save us from dashing against the spectacle of pure unadulterated light, and being blinded. Just so the Law, having a shadow of things to come, and the [typological] teachings of the prophets . . . have been devised as means to train the eyes of the heart, [so that later] the transition to “the wisdom hidden in mystery” [1 Cor. 2:7] will be made easy.167 

			Basil’s schoolmate Gregory Nazianzen also admired God’s crafty pedagogy: 

			“A crooked sapling will not bear a sudden bending the other way, or violence from the hand that would straighten it. . . . Therefore, like a tutor or physician, [God] partly removes and partly condones ancestral habits . . . for it is no easy matter to change from those habits which custom and use have made honorable.” Continuing, Gregory speaks of the First Law as having abolished idolatry . . . by permitting (unnecessary) sacrifices to Yahweh; of the Second Law, which permitted sacrifices, but arranged for their end by tying them to the fate of the Temple; and of the early Church’s toleration for circumcision, but then her eventual abrogation of it after the Jerusalem Council. Thus Abraham’s family gradually became “instead of Gentiles, Jews, and instead of Jews, Christians, being beguiled into the gospel by gradual changes.”168

			Each change was good and appropriate for its time, and each stage represented all that the covenant people could have endured at that particular phase of their development. Theodoret, for instance, believed that if the Israelites had been given more advanced laws from the beginning, they would merely have reverted back to their original condition in Egypt. It was good school teaching that made the difference. 

			To look back on Abraham, then, and scorn his comparative ignorance or his still-pagan social attitudes is like the middle-schooler who mocks See Spot Run. Funny though it may be in retrospect, it was an indispensable step to the eighth grade, which is itself merely another step toward graduation. Moral strictness, as St. John Chrysostom was later to write, “must be judged against the standards of the day.”

			The Rambam and Religion

			This line of thought was not confined to Christians. When we reach the Middle Ages, we find that the greatest of the rabbis, Moses Maimonides,169 also explained the Law in terms of wise pedagogical principles. “It is,” he writes, 

			. . . impossible to go suddenly from one extreme to the other. . . . God sent Moses to make [the Israelites] a kingdom of priests and a holy nation by means of the knowledge of God. . . . But the custom which was in those days general among all men, and the general mode of worship in which the Israelites were brought up, consisted in sacrificing animals in those temples which contained certain images, to bow down to those images, and to burn incense before them. . . . It was in accordance with the wisdom and plan of God, as displayed in the whole Creation, that He did not command us to give up and to discontinue all these manners of service; for to obey such a commandment it would have been contrary to the nature of man, who generally cleaves to that to which he is used. . . . He transferred to His service that which had formerly served as a worship of created beings, and of things imaginary and unreal, and commanded us to serve Him in the same manner. . . . By this Divine plan it was effected that the traces of idolatry were blotted out, and the truly great principle of our faith, the Existence and Unity of God, was firmly established; this result was thus obtained without deterring or confusing the minds of the people by the abolition of the service to which they were accustomed and which alone was familiar to them.

			Even though the rabbi’s purpose here is not to justify, as with our Christian commentators, the abandonment of the Deuteronomic Code, Maimonides does go on to affirm the principle of normative inversion in some detail, even using our comparison to the sacred cows of India. Anticipating trouble over this from his coreligionists, he defends his thesis, arguing that Scripture does indeed depict a God who adjusts His requirements to fit the changing needs of a developing people: 

			I know that you will at first thought reject this idea and find it strange; you will put the following question to me in your heart: How can we suppose that Divine commandments, prohibitions, and important acts, which are fully explained, and for which certain seasons are fixed, should not have been commanded for their own sake, but only for the sake of some other thing; as if they were only the means which He employed for His primary object? What prevented Him from making His primary object a direct commandment to us, and to give us the capacity of obeying it? . . . 

			Hear my answer, which will cure your heart of this disease and will show you the truth of that which I have pointed out to you. There occurs in the Law a passage which contains exactly the same idea; it is the following: “God did not lead them by way of the land of the Philistines, although that was near; for God said, ‘Lest the people repent when they see war, and return to Egypt.’ But God led the people round by the way of the wilderness toward the Red Sea” [Exod. 13:17–18]. Here God led the people about, away from the direct road which He originally intended, because He feared they might meet on that way with hardships too great for their ordinary strength; He took them by another road in order to obtain thereby His original object. . . . It was the result of God’s wisdom that the Israelites were led about in the wilderness till they acquired courage. . . . In the same way the portion of the Law under discussion is the result of divine wisdom, according to which people are allowed to continue the kind of worship to which they have been accustomed, in order that they might acquire the true faith, which is the chief object [of God’s commandments].

			You ask, What could have prevented God from commanding us directly, that which is the chief object, and from giving us the capacity of obeying it? This would lead to a second question, What prevented God from leading the Israelites through the way of the land of the Philistines, and endowing them with strength for fighting? The leading about by a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night would then not have been necessary. A third question would then be asked in reference to the good promised as reward for the keeping of the commandments, and the evil foretold as a punishment for sins. It is the following question: As it is the chief object and purpose of God that we should believe in the Law, and act according to that which is written therein, why has He not given us the capacity of continually believing in it, and following its guidance, instead of holding out to us reward for obedience, and punishment for disobedience, or of actually giving all the predicted reward and punishment? For [the promises and the threats] are but the means of leading to this chief object. What prevented Him from giving us, as part of our nature, the will to do that which He desires us to do, and to abandon the kind of worship which He rejects?

			These are, essentially, questions about why God bothers to use a process of religious formation at all. Why not simply create Himself a kingdom of priests ex nihilo — out of nothing — as He is perfectly capable of doing? Maimonides responds: 

			Although in every one of the signs [related in Scripture] the natural property of some individual being is changed, the nature of man is never changed by God by way of miracle. It is in accordance with this important principle that God said, “O that there were such a heart in them, that they would fear me,” etc. (Deut. 5:26). It is also for this reason that He distinctly stated the commandments and the prohibitions, the reward and the punishment. . . . I do not say this because I believe that it is difficult for God to change the nature of every individual person; on the contrary, it is possible, and it is in His power, according to the principles taught in Scripture; but it has never been His will to do it, and it never will be. If it were part of His will to change [by Divine fiat] the nature of any person, the mission of prophets and the giving of the Law would have been altogether superfluous.170 

			Maimonides rightly stresses that our heavenly Father is not looking for mere compliance, based on compulsion; He wants us to enter and enjoy a family relationship based on trust and covenant love. And since it was His sovereign will to raise up this family from very unpromising beginnings — from among pagans and idolators, who did not, to begin with, “know their right hand from their left” (Jonah 4:11) — some process of divine schooling was going to prove absolutely necessary.

			The Suffering Son of Man

			Yet isn’t this just what our modern Marcionites guessed from the beginning — that Judeo-Christian believers must have “progressed” eventually past all of their crude tribal laws and barbaric taboos? How is that conception so different from what we’re proposing here?

			The difference, to put it shortly, is the difference between gradually getting cleverer on your own, as a natural result of your own superior smarts, and a guided process of revealed truths overseen by the Divine Author of the Universe. Justin or Irenaeus, for instance, might well have agreed that Moses’ Law enforced an infuriatingly drawn-out set of pettifogging dictums. They would simultaneously have insisted, however, that every one of those Laws, each and every stage of this process, was God’s own will . . . for the time being. Progress in the secular sense is self-guided; but “the Law acting as schoolmaster, leading us to Christ” expresses an actual relationship with a real Person. The early stages of it, likewise, don’t so much represent crude human fumblings after God as they do God’s own rescue mission in search of man. 

			What we’re watching in the pages of the Old Testament is a story of descent and then ascent. First, God acts miraculously in history, stooping to conquer the hearts of a people who, at times, have to be externally provided with the very desire to want saving anymore. And this, as we’ve seen, often involved meeting them halfway — “winking,” as it were, at some pretty grievous faults for a while, rather than holding out for a better class of students lest He dirty His hands. This movement is, on God’s part, one of descent: divine condescension. Then, when He has won their hearts through trust, God begins to raise the people to His own level, a long process of ascent, like a rescue diver returning to the surface with a swimmer in danger of drowning. Israel was drowning, as it were, in sin and idolatry: God descends in His mercy, then ascends as Savior. Similarly, a wise schoolmaster descends to “baby talk” when teaching first-graders and then gradually ascends once more to his natural, adult manner of speech — carrying his students with him. 

			Yes, the Old Testament contains the “dispensation of condemnation,” but we mustn’t forget that it also schools God’s chosen people to appreciate Christ when He finally does come. The same vexatious Legislation that caused the people to cry out for “the New Moses” also gave them the tools to recognize Him when He appeared. Justin, Tertullian, and Irenaeus all make long catalogues of the Old Testament prophecies destined to be fulfilled in Christ; and also of the ways in which the Church He founded — the new, enlarged “spiritual Israel” — embodies the New Covenant declared by Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the other prophets. “Moreover,” adds Justin, “by the works and by the attendant miracles, it is possible for all to understand that He is the new law, and the new covenant, and the expectation of those who out of every people wait for the good things of God.” Irenaeus completes this thought: “Since, then, life has been given us through this calling, and God has restored again in us Abraham’s faith in Him, we should no more turn back, I mean, to the former legislation. . . . We have no [further] need of the law as pedagogue.”171 

			Recall, too, that this wasn’t just any old school we’ve been speaking of — it was a seminary. God’s people were being trained for a priestly role, to act as His ambassadors, mediating His salvation to a lost world — and being trained by God Himself. This is a very deep idea, not least because mentoring always tends to mark a student with the characteristics of his or her teacher. Just as an apprentice can usually be recognized as the pupil of a particular Master, so Israel’s long tutelage in the school of Almighty God begins to make its mark upon their national character — a mark that grows more distinct, even more literal, as time goes on.

			God gave us advance notice of this process right at the start. At the very beginning of the Exodus, He declared to Moses, “Israel is my first-born son” (Exod. 4:22) — a really breathtaking statement, if you stop to think about it. Israel is God’s son. Yahweh’s covenant identification with the people is already so strong that it amounts to a family resemblance, an earthly icon of His unseen attributes. After the Passover in Egypt, the nation’s own firstborn sons become a more specific incarnation of this vocation, serving as “priests to the priesthood,” so to speak, at the head of their own families. This, in turn, was an image of Israel’s larger role in the world, called to be “elder brother” to all the nations of the earth, God’s “first fruits” from among the wreck of fallen humanity. 

			Yet God’s mentoring is not always easy or even pleasant. Indeed, as any of our own Catholic shepherds will tell you, the priesthood itself is no bed of roses. A priest voluntarily undertakes extra suffering for the sake of his flock; he condescends to spend himself on their behalf. This is why Jonah, for instance, preferred to “play hooky” for a while from God’s school of hard knocks — and, like many similar truants, decided to go fishing instead (he made, as you may remember, a big catch — or was it the other way around?). Jonah stands here as a symbol for Israel, a “chosen people” now beginning to realize that they’ve been chosen, mainly, for a good deal of extra trouble. Other prophets emphasize this theme strongly: Israel’s special role means that Israel will act the part of a suffering savior on humanity’s behalf. 

			The prophet Daniel, for instance, makes Israel not only God’s son but the son of man, as well — a kind of second Adam destined to undo the sin of the first and inherit “power, and glory, and a kingdom” (Dan. 7:13–14). Isaiah sings four famous “servant songs,” which, as Origen records, “bore reference to the whole [Jewish] people, regarded as one individual, and as being in a state of dispersion and suffering, in order that many proselytes might be gained, on account of the dispersion of the Jews among numerous heathen nations.”172 The culmination of this four-song cycle (Isaiah 53) grows so specific and individualized, however, that it becomes difficult to tell whether the author intends any longer to depict the nation or a literal man. In fact, it almost seems as if God’s son Israel will, like his father, have a son himself one day.

			Literal messiahs have, after all, begun to come already. Just as the Old Covenant Scriptures contain more than one covenant, so the Bible records a whole succession of “suffering saviors” prior to the One who will eventually wear that title par excellence. We’ve already noted the way in which Moses served as both mediator and deliverer during the Exodus. Other figures — such as Joshua and Samson — acted the part in various ways as well. By the time we get to David, however, the signs become downright unmistakable; the prefigurings have grown more specific, the fulfillments less allegorical. The books of Chronicles depict him as a new Melchizedek, founder of a royal priesthood that almost seems destined to supplant the tiresome Levitical order someday. He initiates a new line of kings as well, the restoration, apparently, of the original father-son priesthood seen in the pages of the Pentateuch but forfeited after the golden calf and Beth-peor. And just like the covenants with the patriarchs, this new Davidic monarchy is declared to be “perpetual” and “for evermore” — passed down eternally via David’s family. The original Jerusalem temple was built during this period, and God pledges that “My heart will be there for all time” (2 Chron. 7:15–16). Psalm 89 goes so far as to inform us that God will make David’s son “the first-born, the highest of the kings on earth” (v. 27). “Highest” in this verse is a translation of the Hebrew word elyon — a term used elsewhere as one of God’s own titles.

			And yet, as a sad matter of fact, David’s kingdom lasts only two generations before collapsing into chaos and civil war. His new dynasty quickly begets a large crop of truly terrible kings, tyrannical and idolatrous, the very opposite, it would seem, of Messianic. Instead of fulfilling Israel’s hopes, “God’s sons” seem only to have left them in darkness. Eventually, the Davidic line simply peters out — with good riddance, as far as many Israelites were concerned. It would seem that the scepter promised to Judah’s family has passed away after all. The lost monarchy becomes little more than a legend, a folktale about a true king in hiding someplace, like Professor Tolkien’s Aragorn. So what now? As in the days when Abraham’s family had become a nation of idol worshippers in Egypt, God’s promise to bless all the world through them seems laughable, impossible. Has it all come to nothing? Is this the time to give in? 

			Actually, this was the time for testing — for God’s final exam, so to speak. The Divine Schoolmaster has done centuries of patient work. Now He will step aside, like the earthly father who steps away from the bicycle, and see whether his son is ready to ride solo. Now, an element of suspense comes into our school story. Similar exams, after all, had been failed in the past, with setbacks that delayed graduation for centuries. Abraham, to whom God had promised descendants as numerous as the stars, did wait patiently for a while, married to a ninety-year-old woman, but finally took action on his own, siring an heir through Hagar rather than Sarah. Most notoriously, the children of Israel, anxious and fearful, made a calf in which to trust when Moses took too long to come down from the mountain. So here, feeling vulnerable and surrounded by hostile enemies, Israel’s bewildered leaders begin contemplating new, doubtful alliances with foreign powers in lieu of David’s missing heir — pagan powers, of course, with idols to worship. 

			Will things be different this time? Has Israel — tutored now for a thousand years by Yahweh Himself — learned its lesson at last?

			He Came Down from Heaven

			There’s an old rabbinical tradition to the effect that the Messiah would come only to either a perfectly righteous or a perfectly unrighteous generation. 

			In reality, He came to neither, but to a people who, like David, had become brokenhearted and contrite — but whose faith was stronger than it ever had been. He came, in other words, to a people who had passed their final, a priestly nation at last becoming worthy of the name, who were found still hoping when hope was gone. 

			The very books, in fact, that so magnified the Davidic monarchy and insisted so strongly on its perpetuity (the books of Chronicles) were written after that line of kings had already failed. “Yet the Lord would not destroy the house of David,” the chronicler promises, “because of the covenant which he had made with David, and since he had promised to give a lamp to him and to his sons for ever” (2 Chron. 21:7). Have David’s literal sons proved a washout? Perhaps they have. Even so, Yahweh is faithful and has proved Himself again and again, no matter what. If a son of David is to rule, then a Son of David we must continue to expect. Hopeless situations are now just one more test — just another chance for a miracle. 

			The people survived a brutal exile in Babylon on this hope. They ceased, at last, to run after idols. They refounded Jerusalem, rebuilt Solomon’s temple, gathered up all the Old Testament books for the first time — and searched them for prophetic clues. “Behold,” wrote Jeremiah, “the days are coming, says the LORD, when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. In his days Judah will be saved, and Israel will dwell securely. And this is the name by which he will be called: ‘The Lord is our righteousness’ ” (Jer. 23:5–6). “On that day,” continues Zechariah, “the house of David shall be like God, like the angel of the Lord, at their head. . .  And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of compassion and supplication, so that, when they look on him whom they have pierced, they shall mourn for him, as one mourns for an only child, and weep bitterly over him, as one weeps over a first-born” (Zech. 12:8, 10). Isaiah speaks most plainly of all, types and shadows beginning to cease, metaphors about to become real: “There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse [David’s father], and a branch shall grow out of his roots. And the Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord” (Isa. 11:1). “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Behold, a young woman shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel” — a word that, as the Evangelist will later point out, “means, God with us” (Isa. 7:14; Matt 1:23). The Schoolmaster’s lessons have been learned. The Divine Cardiologist is readying himself for surgery. God’s pattern of dealing in the past has pointed the way to an astounding new covenant intimacy in the future.

			In Jesus Christ, God’s Son became literal — literally a Son (or descendant) of David and literally God’s own Son. As the angel said to His blessed mother: “Do not be afraid, Mary; you have found favor with God. You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his kingdom will never end” (see Luke 1:30–33). Jesus is our two metaphors made flesh — both the Great Physician and Rabboni, our teacher. The Divine Pedagogue literally makes a personal appearance on earth, a mind-boggling conception, to say the least. Yet as Jesus Himself warned doubters, “Stop grumbling among yourselves. . . . It is written in the Prophets: ‘They will all be taught by God’ ” (John 6:43, 45).

			The Incarnation of the coeternal Second Person of the Holy Trinity is the ultimate example of divine condescension. As St. Paul wrote to the Philippians: “Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even a death on the cross” (Phil. 2:5–8). St. John, an eyewitness to this supreme act of accommodation, was still staggering over it many years later. Recounting the experience in one of his epistles, John begins with Philo’s Divine Logos — “that which was from the beginning” — but ends with the God John knew personally, with whom he once walked in the hills of Galilee, just as Adam and Eve had walked with Him in paradise. “That which was from the beginning, which we [the Apostles] have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life — that life was made manifest, and we saw it, and testify to it, and proclaim to you the eternal life which was with the Father and was made manifest to us” (1 John 1:1–2).

			Jesus Christ is God’s love made manifest; visible, that is, to the naked eye. “He is the image of the invisible God,” writes St. Paul, “the first-born of all creation. . . . For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross” (Col. 1:15, 19–20). Does Marcion balk at Israel’s “anthropomorphic” God — too willing to meet sinners halfway? The Catholic Church rejoices to affirm that God actually became an anthropoid — not just in appearance but as a permanent fact! “He came down from heaven,” as we say in the Creed, “. . . and by the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and became man.” Thus the Incarnation shows the true depths of covenant love. “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich” (2 Cor. 8:9). Stooping to conquer our hearts, God became man, so that men could become one with God. 

			The Incarnation is the ultimate answer to the Judaziers as well. “The Law was our custodian until Christ came, that we might be justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a custodian; for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God through faith” (Gal. 3:25–26). To the rulers of Israel — those who rejected the Savior during His earthly ministry, preferring to stick with Moses and pin their hopes on the Law — Jesus Himself spoke thus: “The Father who has sent me has himself borne witness to me. . . . You search the Scriptures, because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they who bear witness to me; yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life. . . . Do not think that I shall accuse you to the Father; it is Moses who accuses you, on whom you set your hope. If you believed Moses, you would have believed me, for he wrote of me. But if you do not believe his writings, how will you receive my words?” (John 5:37–47). It seems the Dispensation of Condemnation had not yet worked its magic on everyone. The Prophet “like unto Moses” has now arrived, but, for some, the old wine was still better. Yet, as the Gospels also tell us, “the common people heard him gladly” (see Mark 12:37) — people like Simeon, “righteous and devout . . . waiting for the consolation of Israel” (Luke 2:25), or Anna the prophetess, who “did not depart from the temple, worshiping with fasting and prayer night and day” and “spoke of [Jesus] to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem” (Luke 2:37–38). Graduated, now, from God’s seminary, these were the kind of priests Yahweh had been striving to create all along.

			Any Plan Necessary

			That priesthood has now been passed down to us as well. Christ, our High Priest, has deputized the Christian faithful, too, as St. Peter makes clear in his first epistle. Writing to all of us — to “you have tasted the kindness of the Lord” — Peter calls every single Christian believer to answer this great vocation: “Come to him . . . and like living stones be yourselves built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. . . . You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, that you may declare the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:3–5, 9). This universal priesthood of all believers in no way precludes the validity of a specially ordained class of sacrificing priests as well, any more than it did under the Old Covenant. Indeed, several of the early Fathers continue to refer to Christian priests, metaphorically, as “Levites” well into the third century. But we laypeople must never neglect the vocation all of us have received just as surely as our shepherds. Like them, we are called to spend ourselves on behalf of others, to make an offering of our lives. Through baptism, we have all been called to act on behalf of our great High Priest. Whether we evangelize our neighbors, help them in times of bodily need, or simply show forth God’s love and justice by our kindness or fairness, we are acting in persona Christi, as it were — as icons of Jesus Christ. In this regard, we are also called to imitate God’s loving condescension, His willingness to accommodate man’s frailty and halting half steps; as St. Paul puts it: 

			To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. . . . To those outside the law I became as one outside the law — not being without law toward God but under the law of Christ — that I might win those outside the law. To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all men, that I might by all means save some. I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings. (1 Cor. 9:19–23)

			It’s precisely because we have been ordained as priests of a New Covenant that we must learn to recognize the passing of the Old — to recognize that its special “marching orders” have been made obsolete, but also to recognize it in the honorific sense. We’re called to commemorate the Old Testament era as one might recognize the heroes of the American Revolution, for example, or commemorate victory over fascism in World War II. This is the story of how our nation was founded and how it was saved, through periods of great trial and tribulation — God’s holy nation, His Covenant Family. But just as insisting upon the permanent validity of the Mosaic covenant implied that no New Moses would ever be necessary, so continued reliance upon the Second Legislation once the New Moses has come implies his irrelevance as well. The Old Testament ceremonials contained the promise of a Christ to come; that’s why continuing to keep them is to call out for that Christ as if He were still far off. Ritual images must cease when the things the ritual foreshadowed have arrived. 

			This is why the Apostles insisted upon the end of the Old Law — and enforced that end in the churches, even for Jewish Christians eventually. Recalling Peter’s vision of the descending sheet — “What God has made clean you shall not call common” (Acts 11:9) — the New Testament writers spell out the terms of the new dispensation very clearly. In his Epistle to the Romans, Paul reminds us that “You are not under the law but grace. . . . The end of the Law is Christ” (see 6:14, 10:4). To Titus he writes, “To the pure all things are pure,” and to the Galatians, “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is of any avail, but faith working through love” (Titus 1:15; Gal. 5:6). St. Mark the Evangelist, after relating one of Christ’s parables concerning the things that do and do not defile a man, sums the point up very simply: “Thus he declared all foods clean” (7:19). Since the Church is intended, by nature, to be an international family that includes Jews but does not exclude anyone, the rules intended solely for Jews must now stand aside. All these were but indistinct, blurry outlines of the things to come, “but the substance belongs to Christ” (Col. 2:17).

			We don’t, however, ban the Old Testament because of this, as Marcion would. Indeed, the Old Testament writings are indispensable to our understanding of the New. “These signs remain for Christians,” as St. Augustine puts it, “but only to be read.” And read they still are, of course, from all the pulpits in Christendom; arranged, especially in Catholic lectionaries, in a thematically coordinated way, so that we may always be reading the New in the light of the Old, and the Old in the light of the New. The Catholic Church, as Tertullian puts it, “unites in one volume the law and the prophets with the writings of evangelists and apostles, from which she drinks her faith.”173 

			In this way, we can say that St. Justin’s work was an unqualified success. Not only did he and his school succeed in driving both the Judaizing and Marcionizing errors out of the Catholic Church (though they do, sadly, attempt a comeback from time to time), but he also showed that it is actually the unity of God’s plan that explains its surface discontinuities. 

			Concerning this New Covenant, God spoke through Jeremiah thus: “Behold the days will come, says the Lord, and I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel, and with the house of Judah: it will not be like the covenant which I made with their fathers, in the day that I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt” [Jer. 31:31–32]. If, therefore, God predicted that He would make a new covenant, and this for a light to the nations, and we see and are convinced that, through the name of the crucified Jesus Christ, men have turned to God, leaving behind them idolatry and other sinful practices, and have kept the faith and have practiced piety even unto death, then everyone can clearly see from these deeds and the accompanying powerful miracles that He is indeed the New Law, the new covenant, and the expectation of those who, from every nation, have awaited the blessings of God. We have been led to God through this crucified Christ, and we are the true spiritual Israel, and the descendants of Judah, Jacob, Isaac, and Abraham, who, though uncircumcised, was approved and blessed by God because of his faith and was called the father of many nations. (11) 

			God has always had one plan: to use any plan necessary to save His family, no matter what the circumstance. Like St. Paul His Apostle, God has, throughout history “become all things to all men, in order by any means to save some.” The whole goal from the beginning, then, now stands fully revealed. The multitude of covenants that Scripture displays, so discontinuous to the casual reader, are, in truth, nothing less than God’s unfolding plan to restore the paradise lost with Adam’s sin, a paradise of full, intimate communion between God and man.
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			The Three Canons

			[image: ]

			Every word of God is pure.

			— Proverbs 30:5, KJV

			The Unnecessary Canon

			As the interregnum between B.C. and A.D. comes to its end, we find that the clashes of our three canon makers have produced three distinct canons of Scripture and offered them to the world. Two of these three, curiously enough, were based on the exact same denial — denying, that is, the temporary nature of the Laws of Deuteronomy — and on the same exact conspiracy theory as well: the alleged apostolic plot to falsify Jesus’ teachings on this subject. And the third canon, that championed by Justin Martyr, was based on . . . something else. Now, as Church and synagogue come at last to the parting of the ways, the Hellenized Jews of the Dispersion, acting as jury, will listen to closing arguments for each of these three and then render a verdict.

			Marcion is sometimes given credit for being Christianity’s first textual critic, but it’s an honor he definitely doesn’t deserve. As we’ve seen, there’s no record that Marcionites sent out biblical archaeologists to look for earlier, “more correct” manuscripts nor that they made any efforts to examine the provenance of the documents held by the Church. No, the changes Marcion favored were made by him alone, based on no real textual justification at all, inspired solely by his need to justify a preconceived dogma. Epiphanius cites more than forty passages from Marcion’s amended New Testament and in practically every instance, the changes are based on a transparent desire to rid the document of some favorable allusion to the Tanakh or to emphasize some perceived discontinuity with it. Jesus’ chiding of the Apostles on the road to Emmaus — “O foolish . . . and hard of heart to believe in all that the prophets have spoken” (Luke 24:25) — is altered into “O foolish and hard of heart to believe in all that I have told you”; and this, solely because the Hebrew prophets, according to Marcion, never spoke a word about Jesus at all. Our Lord’s rejoicing at the return of the seventy in Luke 10 — “I thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth” — Marcion shortens to “I give thanks, Father, Lord of heaven”; a denial, of course, that the all-good Father of Christ created the earth. St. Paul’s letters were changed as well, sometimes with considerable ingenuity. Ephesians 3:9, for instance, where the Apostle writes of “the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things,” is transformed by the dropping of one tiny Greek preposition (the en before theo): “the mystery which from the beginning of the world has been hidden from the God who created all things.” These alterations have precisely the same character (and precisely the same value) as those made by the committee of Jehovah’s Witnesses who produced that group’s highly eccentric New World Translation of the Holy Scriptures. Also, Marcion continued to make changes as he went — for the rest of his life, in fact. Not surprisingly, the Catholics continued to find embarrassing passages he had missed, passages implying a positive judgment on some “primitive” Hebrew hero or an ongoing role for the Old Testament books in the life of the Church, all of which necessitated further alterations on the part of the heresiarch and all of which took place in the full light of public scrutiny. 

			The idea that Marcion created, or helped to create, the whole idea of a Christian canon of Scripture deserves, however, a bit more respect. “Although it was an exaggeration,” writes Jaroslav Pelikan, 

			When some historical scholars in the 19th century, on the basis of Marcion’s idea of a New Testament that would replace the Old Testament, attributed to him the actual invention of a Christian canon of Scripture as distinct from the Jewish canon, he did help to make such a development necessary and to provoke it. . . . The church’s rejection of Marcion’s teaching on these several doctrinal issues also served to confirm the growing concept of the one Bible that consisted of the two Testaments.174

			Marcion’s list of “trustworthy” books, we must remind ourselves, was not culled from any comparable list published by some competing authority; his favorites were chosen, rather, from among the well-known (but heretofore loosely defined) body of works being read liturgically from the pulpits of the Catholic churches. Unlike the Ebionites he hated or the many quasi-Christian Gnostic sects that had begun to arise during the same era, Marcion added no books not already being used by the Church with which he wished to quarrel — which is quite a significant fact, when one stops to think of it. His whole program was a program of omission, beginning, of course, with the entirety of the Tanakh! Marcion simply excised what he did not like; but he made his choices, almost unconsciously, from a list of books selected by others, from a pre-existing collection that he hardly questioned. In this way, he paid the traditional collection of books his own kind of backhanded compliment.

			In one sense, Justin and his school175 attacked Marcion’s canon by ignoring it — and quite rightly, too, given its minimal basis in fact. They destroyed Marcion’s canon by attacking the alleged necessity for it, by explaining not only the unity of God’s plan across both the Old and New Covenant eras but also the way in which that unity had allowed for discontinuity as well. The supposed crudities of the Old Testament narratives are the crudities of God’s hearers, not of God Himself, who spoke in the broad gestures of saga and myth while accommodating Himself to an ancient people steeped in such language. The limitations of the Mosaic Law were largely the limitations of Moses, rather than of Moses’ God — and those limited parts, brought on by the nation’s sins, have now fallen away to reveal an underlying Primordial Law purer than the codes of Aristotle or Marcus Aurelius. The discontinuities are those to be expected in a story of sin and redemption, of loss and gain, and of a New Covenant prophesied within the very pages of the Old. Justin and the others showed, as Michael Barber has put it, that “it is precisely the unity of God’s plan that explains the discontinuity within it.”176 

			In short, Marcion’s new canon was simply not necessary — much less Marcion’s new God! And displayed this way before the watching world, his bold new imaginings could begin to be seen for what they were: the ultimate in overkill — rather like the overkill shown by that new school of modern physics that, in order to escape the implications of a universe fine-tuned for life to an almost miraculous degree, has begun to posit not only a new heaven and a new earth, but an infinity of multiple universes, each only slightly different from the one next door!

			Despite its inherent absurdity, Marcion’s heresy did linger quite a bit longer than one might imagine. The Golden Age of his great antichurch falls between the years 150 and 250; this was the period during which Marcionism posed a real and present danger, drawing — just as the Catholic Church did on a much larger scale — thousands of the Dispersed Jews into its fold. The movement continued in Western parts of the Empire for some two hundred years after this, a little longer in the East, but in both locales as a failing, much-diminished sect. The converted Emperor Constantine outlawed Marcionism in the 330s; Theodoret, writing about one hundred years later, speaks with pride about having gathered up one thousand wandering Marcionites in his home diocese of Cyrus and reconciling them to the Catholic faith.

			Happily, the story of Marcion himself seems to end on a similar grace note. It is exceedingly rare in Church history to find a corresponding figure who came to anything but a sticky end. Arius, for instance, not only kept up his heresy to the last but perished miserably, to boot, in a gruesome story that many of his orthodox opponents told and retold with great relish, doing but little credit to their own reputations for sanctity along the way. Tertullian, however, writing about 207, tells us that, hope against hope, his own great adversary Marcion, sensing the approach of death, recanted his errors and asked for reconciliation with the apostolic Church. Probably the bishop himself was called for such a momentous task, the churchman who heard Marcion’s deathbed confession and offered him readmittance — on one condition: that he should spend all of his remaining strength in the effort to reclaim his many erring disciples as well. This Marcion swore to do, but he died before he could follow through on that promise, probably about the year 161. 

			No one knows why one such sinner repents while so many others pass into the darkness in what appears to be a state of hopeless impenitence. But if we were guessing, we might wonder whether Marcion had, in the end, been saved by the same disposition that kept him away from Ebionism and from sharing the fate of his friend Aquila — by the fact, that is, that he always was so zealous for the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ and so unwilling to give Him up.   

			The Other New Testament

			If Marcion’s sin was one of omission, then the problem with Aquila’s canon — and with the whole Jesus-rejecting alternative he helped Akiba create — was that it added to God’s word something that really ought not to be there. Trypho and his cheery band put up a good bluff during their dialogue with Justin, projecting a sense that all was well in Hebrew religion and that “ever since the fathers fell asleep, all things have continued as they were from the beginning” (see 2 Pet. 3:4). This bravado, however, became more and more impossible to maintain as the results of the calamitous revolt played out in the decades ahead. The determination to “stay the course with Moses” proved far more difficult to carry out than anyone had expected — proved impossible, in fact. Gradually, even the Jesus rejecters were driven to make changes to their ancient faith almost as thoroughgoing as those occurring among the Jesus welcomers. Rabbi Akiba had waved God’s New Covenant Scriptures away on nothing more than his own authority as master of Jamnia (a post he himself helped create), just as Marcion had waved away the Tanakh: “The Gospels and other heretical books do not defile the hands.” Yet now, even this most conservative of all Judaisms felt the need to produce what Pelikan has called “post-Scriptural Scriptures . . . Torah beyond Torah.”177 And this, really, is the supreme irony of our whole story: a movement rooted in unwillingness to relinquish the Second Law ended up writing a whole new law themselves — a “New Testament,” as it were, for Jesus rejecters — which superseded the Code of Deuteronomy nearly as completely as had the rulings of the apostolic council, but with nothing like the same prophetic justification.

			The aftermath of the revolt swept the Jews from their Holy Land like a tidal wave and once they were out, they were out for good (or until 1947, at any rate!): “Despite easing the persecution of Jews following Hadrian’s death in 138, the Romans barred Jews from Jerusalem, except for attendance on Tisha B’Av. . . . Judea would not be a center of Jewish religious, cultural, or political life again until the modern era . . . remaining strong only in Galilee, Bet Shean, and the Golan.”178 Losing access to Jerusalem effectively turned all Jews into Diaspora Jews; and what had been impossible to the Dispersed because of distance and difficulty was now impossible to everyone. As we’ve seen, a large portion of the Deuteronomic Code revolves entirely around the temple, the tabernacle, the priesthood, and the altar — all of which were gone by this point. Gone, too, was the most important ritual of all: the yearly sacrifice of Yom Kippur, the Torah’s only antidote to sin. Here, once a year, the people had fasted rigorously outside the temple while the high priest offered two goats: the first, as a pure offering directly to Yahweh, the second as the scapegoat — which, bearing the people’s guilt vicariously, was driven outside the city and put to death. But now, since the ninth of Av, only the fasting was left. Whether they should have done so, in theory, or not, the “perpetual” and “everlasting” ordinances stopped in fact — and have remained stopped these nineteen centuries.

			Just as it had for the Dispersed, the impossibility of carrying out these rituals now began to make at least some of the Jerusalemites wonder just how necessary they had really been in the first place. Yet all Bible students knew that the sacrifices had been the very heart of Moses’ system; and the Law without them became a law without its heart. Justin, for his part, attributed the banishment that caused the dilemma directly to God: “God does not allow the paschal lamb to be sacrificed in any other place than where His name is invoked [see Deut. 16:5–6] (that is, in the temple at Jerusalem), for He knew that there would come a time, after Christ’s Passion, when the place in Jerusalem (where you sacrificed the paschal lamb) would be taken from you by your enemies, and then simply all sacrifices would cease. . . . You also know very well that the offering of the two goats, which had to take place during the fast, could not take place anywhere else outside of Jerusalem” (40). Eusebius expressed the same idea even more fully: 

			And they have come to this impasse, even though Moses himself foresaw by the Holy Spirit that, when the new covenant was revived by Christ and preached to the nations, his own legislation would become superfluous; he rightly confined its influence to one place, so that if they were ever deprived of it, and shut out of their national freedom, it might not be possible for them to carry out the ordinances of his law in a foreign country, and as of necessity they would have to receive the new covenant announced by Christ. . . . Presently, not long after [the Gospel was first preached], Jerusalem was besieged, the holy place and the altar near it and the worship conducted according to Moses’ ordinances were destroyed, and the archetypal holiness of the pre-Mosaic men of God reappeared.179 

			Akiba’s foolish act of faith in the highly suspect Simon Bar Kokhba must have sprung from just this root. Unwilling as he was to see the situation from Justin’s perspective, the rabbi likely felt cornered and saw only two outs: either retake Jerusalem and rebuild the temple as quickly as possible or else confess that literal law-keeping had now become literally impossible — thus sawing off the limb upon which his whole movement stood. Not surprisingly, Akiba chose the former and pitched his lot with Simon; but now, in the wake of Antichrist’s fall, his successors were driven back upon the latter option. In fact, with Akiba himself a victim to false messianism, the rabbis turned so decisively away from such prophetic hopes that their entire movement has tended to allegorize and even avoid the whole idea of a coming Messiah ever since.180 They rejected Akiba’s choice, that is, but not his determination to stick by the observance of the Second Legislation no matter how obsolete it may have become.

			What was needed at this point was some way to keep Moses’ Law — or to assure oneself that one was keeping it, despite all the evidence to the contrary — within the totally altered post-exilic conditions. “If Israel was not to be absorbed either by Christianity or by syncretism,” writes Marcel Simon, “she had only one remedy, the law. Already, in the course of the preceding centuries, the law had been the safeguard of Judaism’s spiritual autonomy. The only new thing was that it now appeared as the only means of salvation.”181 Here, the Immovable Rock of Deuteronomy felt the Irresistible Force of fact — and it was the Rock that gave, no matter what anyone might choose to say. The rabbis could find their necessary “out” only by learning to read between the lines of Torah. If the written rules seemed no longer to apply, then Yahweh must have concealed secret rules for these changed circumstances within the penumbra of the original text; one only needed some method for parsing them out. This is how Torah began to be replaced by “Oral Torah” — an ever expanding body of rabbinical Bible interpretation that soon took on a role analogous to that of the New Testament for Jesus welcomers; a new law that honored the old while downgrading it, in practice, to mostly historical significance.

			There’s no reason to doubt that the rabbis did possess a good many unwritten traditions that were passed down through the centuries mainly by word of mouth, just as the Catholic Church has such traditions. It would be very odd if they hadn’t, since almost every human institution does (one thinks, for instance, of the president’s body of cabinet officers or the two-party system in American government, neither of which has any foundation in the written Constitution). So the only real questions about this “Oral Torah” were questions about authority: about how authoritative these traditions ought to be considered and about whose interpretation of them ought to be considered authoritative. Never one to shy away from an opportunity to increase the “unity of Israel” by aggrandizing the say-so of the Jamnia rabbis, it was, as a matter of historical fact, Akiba himself who first began the systemization of these unwritten halakah or rules for day-to-day living — the beginnings of what we now know as the rabbinical Mishnah. Despite his desperate messianic gambit, Akiba already sensed that the solution to the problem of continued law-keeping outside Judea must lie there if anywhere. 

			The condition of the Halakah, that is, of religious praxis, and indeed of Judaism in general, was a very precarious one at the turn of the first Christian century. The lack of any systematized collection of the accumulated Halakot rendered impossible any presentation of them in a form suitable for practical purposes. . . . Akiba made the accumulated treasure of the oral law — which until his time was only a subject of knowledge, and not a science — an inexhaustible mine from which, by the means he provided, new treasures might be continually extracted.182 

			Akiba shared with Justin (as well as with Philo and the rest of the Alexandrian school) the idea that nothing is superfluous in Scripture, that many important truths might be deduced from the smallest detail. But as the case of Barnabas so vividly illustrates, this highly subjective form of exegesis was subject to any amount of eccentricity and abuse. And as Akiba passed from the scene and other interpreters took his place — men under even more extreme pressure to discover new forms of law-keeping more suited to the second and third centuries — the finding of such previously “hidden” principles became paramount to their whole effort. This is how Akiba’s method allowed his disciples (in the words of one of them) “to discover things that were even unknown to Moses.”183

			The trouble with all this was, in the eyes of the watching Dispersed, that these supposed “oral laws from the days of Moses” seemed to proliferate faster than hamsters — and seldom, if ever, contradicted the known preferences of the Jamnia rabbis. Notable as well was the fact that this ostensible Oral Law seemed notably MIA within the Bible. Oral as they may have been, there ought to be some evidence, at least, in the Tanakh of the existence of these unwritten codes during previous centuries, but just the opposite seemed to be the case. Moses, for instance, asks God several questions that would later be answered in the halakah of the Midrash; and no one in Scripture ever seems to be guilty of violating any of these oral precepts.184 Yet, by the early third century, the obligations upon an observant Jew had been codified into 613 distinct mitzvot or divine commands — including whatever remained practicable from the pre-exilic codes, plus dozens upon dozens of others, derived “by logic and exegesis” from out of the Oral Torah.185 Any unbiased observers decided simply that even more “law had been added” — and added, once again, “by an intermediary because of hardness of heart.” This, in fact, may be the reason that the Didiscalia employs the Greek term deuterosis even for the secondary codes contained within Scripture. Mishnah and deuterosis are the same word in two languages — meaning “additional or secondary laws,” with the distinct implication that both sets shared the same flawed, man-made origins.186 This identification became complete as the third- and fourth-century rabbis began attributing divine inspiration to the Talmud (which includes the Mishnah) as well as the Torah.187 As Pelikan summarizes: “The authority of the Torah in postbiblical Judaism was in many ways functionally the authority of the Talmud, so that it is even possible to put the Talmud and the New Testament side by side as the two major alternative systems — mutually exclusive in one sense, but also, in another sense, interdependent — for reading the Tanakh.”188

			Thus, the rabbinical New Testament; and, as we’ve seen already, the new Jesus-rejecting Old Testament canon was provided by Akiba as well. The first order of business there had been to adopt a single normative Hebrew text from among the many Jewish Bibles in circulation at the time of Christ. “Akiba no doubt perceived that the intellectual bond uniting the Jews — far from being allowed to disappear with the destruction of the Jewish state — must be made to draw them closer together than before. He pondered also the nature of that bond. The Bible could never again fill the place alone; for the Christians also regarded it as a divine revelation.” In order to sever this common ground, writes Simon, “Akiba [became] the creator of a rabbinical Bible version elaborated with the aid of his pupil, Aquila, and designed to become the common property of all Jews; thus Judaizing the Bible, as it were, in opposition to the Christians. . . . Under Akiba’s guidance he gave the Greek-speaking Jews a rabbinical Bible.”189

			Aquila’s was the first Bible to leave out the so-called Apocrypha “on purpose,” so to speak — and also many other Septuagint passages widely seen as favorable to Christianity. We know this not because we know the contents of his version (which has been lost)190 but because it was produced under the discipleship of Akiba — first to officially declare that the Deuterocanonical books lack that sacred quality that would “defile the hands.” “Akiba was the one who definitely fixed the canon of the Old Testament books,” according to Jewish Encyclopedia, and “he protested strongly against the canonicity of certain of the Apocrypha, Ecclesiasticus, for instance.”191 This rejection doesn’t seem to have been driven by any theological objections to the contents of the Deuterocanon, for the book of Ecclesiasticus (also known as Ben Sira — the only one Akiba mentions by name) does not contain anything particularly preferential to the Christian position. Books such as Esther and the Song of Songs, on the other hand, about which there had been serious debate within Judaism based on content, Akiba welcomed without hesitation. “To the same motive underlying his antagonism to the Apocrypha,” writes Simon, “namely, the desire to disarm Christians — especially Jewish Christians — who drew their ‘proofs’ from the Apocrypha, must also be attributed his wish to emancipate the Jews of the Dispersion from the domination of the Septuagint, the errors and inaccuracies in which frequently distorted the true meaning of Scripture, and were even used as arguments against the Jews by the Christians.”192 Akiba, in other words, banned them solely because a plausible case could be made for doing so — and because of their close association with the Greek Bible he despised. 

			Afterward, Akiba and the other Jamnia rabbis began the long process that culminated in the creation of what is known today as the Masoretic Text.193 Aquila, as we’ve noted, appears to have used some unknown combination of “not the Septuagint” texts for the creation of his Greek version, as did other early Jewish translators such as Theodotion and Symmachus the Ebionite.194 One of these texts seems to have become the skeleton around which the Masoretes (a group of later Hebrew scholars working during the early medieval period) developed the single authoritative Hebrew text for Rabbinic Judaism.195 The Dead Sea Scrolls (dating, once again, from the last two centuries B.C. and the first century A.D.) fully demonstrate the fact that early Hebrew Bibles showed far less uniformity of text than Rabbi Akiba preferred. Once the Jamnia rabbis exerted their hegemony, however, the push was on to create a single, “perfect” text sanctified down to the very letter. The final result, for the movement that became, by the late 200s or so, simply “Judaism,” is the Masoretic Text — the basis not only for the Leningrad Codex we cited earlier but, incidentally, for the beloved King James Bible of English Protestantism.

			Many of the early apologists believed that Jewish Bible custodians had done nefarious things to the Scriptures during their custodianship. Justin himself, for instance, charges them not only with altering the “virgin/young woman” prophecy in Isaiah 7, but also with expunging other important messianic prophecies from the books of Jeremiah, Ezra, and the Psalms. “Not all of these,” as Gary Michuta notes, “have been borne out by scholarship.” A key to understanding this problem occurs in the following passage from the Trypho dialogue: “I certainly do not trust your teachers,” writes Justin, “when they refuse to admit that the translation of the Scriptures made by the seventy elders at the court of King Ptolemy of Egypt is a correct one, but attempt to make their own translation . . . for whenever there arises in the Scriptures an evident contradiction of their silly and conceited doctrine, your teachers boldy affirm that it was not so written in the original text.” That phrase “attempt to make their own translation” is almost certainly a reference to the recently debuted work of Aquila that, as a matter of fact, really did represent an effort to call the accuracy of the Septuagint into question, but which was not, however, simply a fabrication. One of Justin’s charges in particular is very illuminating in this regard: “Furthermore, from a verse of the ninety-fifth Psalm of David they have left out the short phrase, from the tree. For they have changed the verse, Say to the Gentiles: The Lord has reigned from the tree, to Say to the Gentiles: The Lord has reigned” (73). While even Trypho himself cannot account for this difference, it turns out that the main Coptic (or Egyptian) version of the Septuagint (along with two early Greek manuscripts) with which neither he nor Justin was familiar had contained “from the tree” all along — simply another textual variation, in other words. 

			This illustrates that the chaos created by the failed and bloody revolts made it difficult, if not impossible, for the early Christians to ascertain precisely what constituted normative rabbinical Scripture and what did not. In other words, they knew that a change had occurred, but they were not sure what precisely had changed. This may also explain the repeated attempts by Christians to construct lists of what the Jews accept as Scripture, as well as the fact that Christians continued to cite the Deuterocanon against the Jews for hundreds of years after the Second Revolt.196 

			These rabbinical changes, in other words, were a good deal less sinister than many suspected — though they certainly do reflect Jamnia’s usual preference for shorter texts less traditionally associated with Christianity and the Diaspora.

			This brings up a final, very important point about this second new canon, the canon of Akiba and Aquila: the fact, specifically, that theirs was not really “the Jewish canon” or even the canon of “most Jews” in the years to come. The truth is far less straightforward. Akiba was not speaking for all Jews, not even in his own day; and he offered his canon in competition to many other canons, equally Jewish. The Sadducees, the Essenes, and the Jews of the Diaspora — as well as their Semitic cousins, the Samaritans — all used different Bible texts before the revolts; and the Falashas (or Ethiopian Jews) still use a canon containing the Deuterocanonical books to this very day. Most of the Christians (at least for the first hundred years or so) were fully Jewish as well; and their loose, unofficial canon contained not only the Deuterocanonicals but at least twenty already agreed-upon New Testament books as well — all of which had been written by Jews. No, the Jamnia movement was a self-appointed “Committee of Public Safety” that arose during a military crisis and began claiming to speak for all Jews. In reality, they spoke only for a remnant of the Palestinian Pharisees, through the mouthpiece of a demonstrably false prophet, and for those Jews most obstinately opposed to Jesus.

			In charity, it seems important to pause and make ourselves even clearer here. The curses that Jesus prophesied against Jerusalem were not curses against the Jewish people — upon mere Semitic ancestry — for then they would have fallen upon the Twelve Apostles as well, upon the Diaspora, and upon the predominant portion of early Christianity. Nor were they curses, except in a manner of speaking, upon the Hebrew nation — for Jesus is, eternally, the King and Head of that nation, to which eternal promises have been made. Much less did our loving Savior (the Hebrew Messiah, mind you) wish to call down destruction upon the ordinary Jewish people of our day; most of whom are, we may assume, following the traditional ways of their families in good faith, without ever having been seriously confronted with the claims of Christ. To all of these, our attitude as Christians must be that of St. Paul: 

			My conscience bears me witness in the Holy Spirit, that I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brethren, my kinsmen by race. They are Israelites, and to them belong the sonship, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises; to them belong the patriarchs, and of their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ. God who is over all be blessed forever. Amen. (Rom. 9:1–5)

			No, these were curses upon a particular party within the nation, upon a mind-set; curses, that is, upon the attempt to choose Barabbas permanently and to create a new, custom version of the old faith modified to suit his needs. It was an attempt to keep a regent on the throne after the real king has returned. Like Prince John in the Robin Hood legends, the Pharisees sat on the Lionheart’s throne, became accustomed to its privileges, and wished never to give it up. As we’ve seen, this new system was not even faithful to its previous, pre-Jesus forebears. Second-century Christianity wasn’t competing against first-century Judaism; it was competing against a second-century takeover of Judaism — which differs from first-century Hebrew religion nearly as much as Christianity does. In fact, both Christianity and Talmudism are new during the interregnum period; and neither can be simply identified with the older form of Hebrew faith and practice.197 When the Jewish Christians and the many millions of Dispersed who joined them made their appeal to non-Christian Israel, it was an appeal “not to be converted to an alien worship, but to come to a correct view of their own religion, of their own history and mission.”198 

			The Canon of St. Justin Martyr

			Suspicions about a Great Apostasy die pretty hard. 

			A group, for instance, calling themselves the Red Letter Christians has sprung up in our time, probably in reaction to the bedlam of religious voices clamoring for attention via social media and such in today’s intensely pluralistic culture. These bewildered souls, grown so profoundly cynical as to desire nourishment, as the old restaurant signs used to brag, “untouched by human hands,” have declared themselves willing to read only the actual words of Christ (those printed in red ink in certain modern editions of the New Testament) and not the opinions of any merely human commentators such as the Apostles. And while this urge does express a touching unconscious fidelity to certain Catholic dogmas concerning the infalliblity of Jesus, it comes up pretty short as a piece of coherent thought. There were, after all, no tape recorders or video cameras present during our Savior’s earthly ministry; no independent method, that is, for knowing what Jesus said and what He didn’t say. The same authors who wrote the words now printed in red wrote the rest of the Gospels as well; and if we can’t trust the Apostles not to lie elsewhere in the New Testament, we can’t trust them to tell us the truth about what the Savior said either. The entire package is apostolic, in other words, and believed, whether we like it or not, on the authority of the Apostles alone. Since Jesus wrote no books of His own, there is simply no other way to receive His doctrine but by means of the ambassadors He chose. Thus, if the Apostles are untrustworthy, none of us can know the saving message and we are still in our sins.

			As we’ve seen, the systems of both Marcion and the Judaizers were hopelessly dependent on such nonsense. “The Apostles went wrong, their tradition is worthless” became almost their first principle. The necessity of resorting to such a desperate expedient demonstrates, in its own way, where the power of canon making really resides and by what channel God chose to reveal it. “If the Lord Jesus Christ sent the Apostles to preach,” writes Tertullian, “no others ought to be received except those appointed by Christ: ‘For no one knows the Father except the Son, and him to whom the Son gives a revelation’ [Matt. 11:27]. Nor does it seem that the Son has given revelation to any others than the Apostles, whom He sent forth to preach what He had revealed to them.”199 And the “contents page” of the Christian Bible — both Old and New Testaments — is a part, as we shall see, of that tradition that comes down from the Apostles.

			That tradition was, however, in Justin’s day, still a little out of focus. As we noted at the beginning of this inquiry, even the jars in some Catholic churches still contained books that most of today’s believers wouldn’t recognize and lacked others that we now know to have been divinely inspired. This condition reflects the fact that the jars hadn’t really been filled deliberately, as a conscious effort to produce modern Bibles; the books had, rather, accumulated almost unconsciously in a worldwide network of churches still relying mainly, at this early date, on the spoken word rather than the written. 

			The world of that day could not be reached through the medium of letters. Since the invention of printing, and the general diffusion of literature, ideas may be rapidly spread by the press; but the message of Christ was given to man before such means existed for the communication of thought. Moreover, the message of Christ was for the poor and the illiterate, as well as for the savant; for busy toilers who had not time nor philosophical depth to draw the Message from the written instrument. . . . Men of those days received the doctrine of Christ not from books, but by the living word of preaching; they handed it down to others in the same manner in which they had received it. But yet there is evidence that when one of the Books of the New Testament did come into existence, it was recognized as the word of God. Those who received it did not make an analysis of the concept of inspiration to canonize it. It came from the men who had brought them the message of peace; it embodied what they had received from those who preached Christ to them, and this was its perfect warrant. Thus the Books of the New Law first came into the churches as individual instruments; then as groups; and, lastly, a complete list was formed by communication between the churches.200 

			This process was greatly accelerated by the appearance of the rival canons of Aquila and Marcion, both of which had been deliberately created to undermine and cast doubt upon the loose collection venerated in the Church. What became all too apparent once these false canons were published was the need to mount some final effort to draw up the true list: to open all of the Church’s jars, evaluate their contents, compare the differences across geographical boundaries, then collate the results into one universal set of books that could be publicly sanctioned by her officers. And who was better placed to begin this process than Justin of Neapolis? Whose curiosity on the subject had been more piqued? Who had tangled longer with the poisonous pair from Pontus? And who better to become a canon maker himself — under the guidance and oversight of the successors of the Apostles — than the man who had so carefully exposed the common error that motivated the misdeeds of the other two?

			Though they have perhaps been little noticed thus far, there are good reasons to believe that canon making in this sense — of helping the universal Church to better know her own mind on the subject — was another important factor behind Justin’s move from Ephesus to Rome. While the Ephesian church was, as we have seen, second to very few others in the apostolic tradition department, she was, in the mind of the early Christians, second to at least this one. “Come now,” writes Tertullian, a few decades later, 

			If you would indulge a better curiosity in the business of your salvation, run through the apostolic Churches in which the very thrones of the Apostles remain still in place; in which their own authentic writings are read, giving sound to the voice and recalling the faces of each. Achaia is near you, so you have Corinth. If you are not far from Macedonia, you have Philippi. If you can cross into Asia, you have Ephesus. But if you are near to Italy, you have Rome, whence also our authority derives.201

			 Irenaeus spells out the principle even more explicitly: 

			Since it would be too long to enumerate in such a volume as this the successions of all the Churches, we shall confound all those who, in whatever manner, whether through self-satisfaction or vainglory, or through blindness and wicked opinion, assemble other than where it is proper, by pointing out here the successions of the bishops of the greatest and most ancient Church known to all, founded and organized at Rome by the two most glorious Apostles, Peter and Paul, that Church which has the tradition and the faith which comes down to us after having been announced to men by the Apostles. For with this Church, because of its superior origin, all Churches must agree, that is, all the faithful in the whole world; and it is in her that the faithful everywhere have maintained the Apostolic tradition.202

			Though biographical details are mighty sparse, Justin really can be shown to have taken an interest in textual and canon-related questions during his twenty-odd years at Rome. Both of his surviving works, for instance, show attempts on his part to account for and to harmonize the wording of parallel Gospel sayings that are phrased differently in each of the three Synoptics. Several scholars believe these efforts led Justin to create some kind of concordance that eventually grew into his pupil Tatian’s famous Diatessaron.203 Fascinating, too, is a factoid preserved by the seventh-century scholar Sophronius, to the effect that Justin paid particular attention to St. John’s Apocalypse, or the book of Revelation — to such an extent that he actually undertook a “translation” or critical edition of it himself, an unfinished project that retained enough interest after his death to have been brought to completion by Irenaeus.204 (This is an important topic for which we will have a special need to return in just a moment). Justin is also our earliest witness to the fact that both Testaments were in use at Rome in the mid-second century A.D.; his First Apology (ca. 155) records the fact that lectors read aloud from both “the memoirs of the Apostles” and “the writings of the Prophets” at every Eucharistic celebration. This solemn liturgical linkage, of course, is the best possible proof that the Roman church saw no insurmountable incompatibility between the pre-existing Hebrew Bible and the new evangelical writings then being collected. It also shows how intimately these two topics are bound together: in and of itself, acceptance of the Catholic canon implies acceptance of her teaching about the cessation of the Second Law — which is also why the two most prominent deniers of that teaching were makers of faulty canons as well. The Roman canon is correct because it is apostolic and because it rests in the apostolic understanding of trans-testamental unity. 

			It hardly seems necessary to say at this point that the Old Testament that Justin found in use at Rome was the Septuagint version. Like all of the ante-Nicene Fathers — indeed, like the New Testament writers themselves — Justin’s many Old Testament quotes come almost exclusively from the Greek translation made centuries earlier by the Seventy. Also noteworthy: Polycarp, Hermas, Ignatius, and Irenaeus all quote from its Deuterocanonical books without making any distinctions — indeed, these quotes are often surrounded on all sides with passages from Isaiah, Paul, and Peter. Tertullian, Hippolytus, and Clement of Alexandria all explicitly refer to these books as “Scripture” and sometimes introduce quotations from them with the solemn formula “It is written . . .” That this usage was not only widespread in the Church but definitely that of the second-century church at Rome is proved out in a uniquely unequivocal way. St. Clement of Rome was bishop of that city around the turn of that century, only the third in succession to St. Peter. No better witness to accepted practices there could possibly be found. And Clement not only employs Septuagint language throughout his Epistle to the Corinthians; he also quotes from the Deuterocanonical books at least three times and uses the longer Septuagint version of Esther as well.205

			There is no trace in writing or tradition of any formal decision rendered by Jesus Christ or his Apostles concerning the Canon of the Old Testament. However, their use of the Alexandrian text of Scripture is equivalent to an express decree. It were incompatible with the character of the teachers of mankind and organizers of the Church, to make use of a collection of Scripture in which profane and inspired books were commingled. . . . The [Latin] translation known as the Vetus Itala, which dates back to the second century of the Christian era, had all the deuterocanonical works, and this was certainly made from the Alexandrian collection. The great codices of the Vatican and Mt. Sinai, going back probably to the fourth century, contain these works. The early Fathers were as conversant with the deuterocanonical works as with the rest of Holy Scripture. The subjects of the art of the Catacombs are largely taken from the deuterocanonical works. Such early and universal approbation could not be effected, had not these books been delivered to the Christian Church by the Old Covenant through the medium of the Greek. . . . St. Irenaeus’ authority is explicit in favor of our thesis. “The Apostles, being older than all these, [Aquila and the other Greek interpreters] are in accord with the aforesaid translation, and the translation corresponds with the tradition of the Apostles. For Peter and John and Matthew and Paul and the others and their followers announced the prophetic things according to the Septuagint.”206

			As for the New Testament books Justin found in use at Rome . . . well, we’re in luck there as well. The oldest surviving list of Christian books in use at any church happens to be the famous Muratorian Fragment, discovered at the Ambrosian Library in Milan by the eighteenth-century historian Ludovico Muratori. Dating, probably, from the decade following Justin’s death (it describes the pontificate of Pius I — who died in 157 — as a recent event) the document enumerates the list of New Testament books read at Rome during the very period we are describing. The beginning of the fragment is missing. It opens with the last few words of a brief description of the Second Gospel, continuing on to short notices of the third and fourth as well, and in the traditional “Mark, Luke, and John” order —  leaving us little doubt that Matthew’s Gospel was first on the list in the complete document.207 The Acts of the Apostles comes next, followed by thirteen of St. Paul’s epistles (minus, that is, the Epistle to the Hebrews). The compiler pauses briefly to reject two pseudo-Pauline letters circulating at the time (ostensibly addressed to the Alexandrians and the Laodiceans), noting that he considers them to have been “forged in Paul’s name to [further] the heresy of Marcion.” The Epistle of Jude, however, is “counted in the Catholic Church,” along with two epistles “bearing the name of John” (most scholars believe 2 and 3 John were grouped together here as one), which John the fragment definitely identifies as the author of the fourth Gospel. The book of Revelation is included as well, along with a strong implication that it, too, was written by St. John the Apostle. The Muratorian Fragment, then, contains all the books of the modern Christian New Testament except the Epistle of St. James, the Epistle to the Hebrews, and the two epistles of St. Peter — none of which are mentioned. Three books that are, oddly, mentioned instead are the book of Wisdom (approved of here, even though it’s part of the Old Testament), the second-century Shepherd of Hermas, and The Apocalypse of Peter. These last two were being used in Rome, according to the Muratorian chronicler, but had not been accepted for liturgical reading during the Eucharistic service. 

			These gaps and curiosities in the Roman list bring us back to that process of “formation by communication between the churches.” Yes, Rome’s list was authoritative, once finally published; but Rome, at this point, had not yet spoken. What we see here was not yet enjoined upon the faithful as the de fide voice of the universal Church. Notice, for instance, that the chronicler does not explicitly rule out James, Hebrews, and 1 and 2 Peter — nor does he explicitly canonize The Shepherd or The Apocalypse of Peter. His list has great traditionary value as evidence for the ancient customs of Rome, but the final canon was still a work in progress. This preliminary, exploratory quality is illustrated by one of those very curiosities on the list: namely, the fact that Hermas’s Shepherd gets a provisional nod in the Fragment, while the great Epistle of St. James (cited eight times in The Shepherd!) is still standing by the door. 

			James and Hebrews enjoyed a higher standing in the East, while The Shepherd and the book of Revelation were there looked on askance. So while the judgment of Rome was already recognized as decisive, Rome drew up her final judgment only after making those geographical comparisons we mentioned. If the whole counsel of the Church was to be considered, if all of the Twelve had, as we believe, deposited traditions in the churches they founded, then all of the apostolic churches needed to make their voices heard on this matter — which would have taken some time in those days, involving difficult surveys not much different from an archaeological expedition. And though, as the Pontifical Biblical Commission puts it, “we are lacking information on the procedure adopted and the reasons given for the inclusion of this [book] or that . . . it is possible, nevertheless, to trace in a general way the evolution of the canon in the Church, both in the East and in the West.”208 The Epistle to the Hebrews, for example, turned up in the ancient Peshitta, the aforementioned Bible in Syriac which may have originated at Antioch, St. Peter’s original see. Origen will soon be discovered quoting The Epistle of St. James as Scripture in Alexandria of Egypt. Irenaeus, an Eastern Father working as a missionary in the West, likes The Shepherd and considers it to be Scripture. Codex Vaticanus, on the other hand, is missing the book of Revelation, while Codex Alexandrinus includes it. 

			St. Augustine illuminates the process of comparing such contradictory witnesses in this passage from his City of God: 

			Now, in regard to the canonical Scriptures, [the interpreter of sacred writings] must follow the judgment of the greater number of catholic churches; and among these, of course, a high place must be given to such as have been thought worthy to be the seat of an apostle and to receive epistles. Accordingly, among the canonical Scriptures he will judge according to the following standard: to prefer those that are received by all the catholic churches to those which some do not receive. Among those, again, which are not received by all, he will prefer such as have the sanction of the greater number and those of greater authority, to such as are held by the smaller number and those of less authority. If, however, he shall find that some books are held by the greater number of churches, and others by the churches of greater authority (though this is not a very likely thing to happen), I think that in such a case the authority on the two sides is to be looked upon as equal.209 

			This, too, is where Justin’s nearly overlooked edition of the book of Revelation comes in. For a man who had been so often challenged by heretics over the Scriptures he accepted, Justin’s special interest in this much contested book would appear to indicate an inquiry on his part into its canonical status. Revelation is somewhat similar in literary form to The Shepherd of Hermas, but also to a great many other, much shakier pieces of early Christian apocalypse. The biblical book seems to have picked up a little “guilt by association” on account of this, since so many of these others were associated with wildly heretical “End Times” groups of various stripes. The fact that Justin’s edition of Revelation was thought valuable enough to be completed by another Father after his death may signal a positive verdict for the book on their combined parts — a judgment that may well have helped clarify the issue for the Roman leadership.

			It certainly does seem a little odd to us today that the Church could have gotten along for so many years (one-sixth of all Church history!) with just an approximate canon — a canon more or less correct, an unofficial canon up to that point. It helps to remember, however, that the Church was much less book-dependent all around in those days. This was, after all, a period when literacy — the ability to read any book, in any language — was a skill reserved almost entirely to the highly educated. 

			Nevertheless, this period of uncertainty did finally come to an end. By the late fourth century, when Constantine had at last made the empire safe for Christianity, conditions became stable enough to bring the worldwide survey of churches to completion. A series of Church councils began to make rulings on the issue, the first two of which — the Councils of Hippo and of Carthage — subpoenaed St. Augustine himself as their chief witness. “At the beginning of the fifth century, councils adopted his position in drawing up the Old Testament canon. Although these councils were regional, the unanimity expressed in their lists represents Church usage in the West.”210 The sixth-century Gelasian Decree is thought to contain the rulings of these North African Councils as they were promulgated by Pope Damasus I (bishop of Rome from 366 to 384): 

			Now indeed we must treat of the divine Scriptures, what the universal Catholic Church accepts and what she ought to shun. The order of the Old Testament begins here: Genesis, one book; Exodus, one book; Leviticus, one book; Numbers, one book; Deuteronomy, one book; Joshua Nave, one book; Judges, one book; Ruth, one book; Kings, four books [i.e., 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 and 2 Kings]; Paralipomenon [Chronicles], two books;211 Psalms, one book; Solomon, three books: Proverbs, one book; Ecclesiastes, one book; Canticle of Canticles, one book; likewise Wisdom, one book; Ecclesiasticus [Sirach], one book. Likewise is the order of the Prophets: Isaias one book, Jeremias one book . . . Lamentations, Ezechiel one book, Daniel one book, Osee . . . Nahum . . . Habacuc . . . Sophonias . . . Aggeus . . . Zacharias . . . Malachias. . . . Likewise the order of the historical [books]: Job, one book; Tobit, one book; Esdras, two books; Esther, one book; Judith, one book; Maccabees, two books.” The Council of Carthage ruled on the books of the Christian covenant as well: “Of the New Testament: four books of the Gospels, one book of the Acts of the Apostles, thirteen Epistles of the Apostle Paul, one epistle of the same [writer] to the Hebrews, two Epistles of the Apostle Peter, three of John, one of James, one of Jude, one book of the Apocalypse of John.” 

			Both of these lists are identical to the contents of our Catholic Bibles today — the first such list in history. 

			“There remains then one means, and one means only, to teach man not only the truths of Scripture, but also the Scripture of truths. This means is the voice of God through the Church.”212 The Carthage decrees were an important milestone, to be sure — but not to be misunderstood. Pope Damasus announced the conclusion of an inquiry, not the product of an act of creation. No man, not even the successor of Peter, can make a merely human book into the Word of God, any more than any man can rob a book of divine inspiration that it received while being written. What the Church really did was to identify which books had received such inspiration and which books had not — and she did it by uncovering the hidden, sometimes overgrown historical roots of those books that made the final cut. In one very important sense, Damasus was simply rubber-stamping the pre-existing canon he inherited at the diocese of which he was ordained bishop — which just happens to have been “the greatest and most ancient Church known to all, founded and organized at Rome by the two most glorious Apostles, Peter and Paul, that Church which has the tradition and the faith which comes down to us after having been announced to men by the Apostles.” As such, it became, upon the word of Damasus, the canon of the Catholic Church — a biblical contents page, rooted in Sacred Tradition, which can be relied upon, for the first time, to be as fully infallible as the rest of the Sacred Volume in which it is printed. 

			In a very real sense, this third canon might also be called the canon of St. Justin the Martyr. His battle for the Bible, circa A.D. 150, was a battle for Sacred Tradition in general — but more specifically, for the Church’s earliest traditions about the end of the Second Mosaic Legislation. Had Peter been right to call both Moses and Paul the authors of “Scripture”? Or had the apostolic council of A.D. 49 taught error on this score and allowed the truth as it is in Christ Jesus to be lost? When Justin became a conduit for the interpretive traditions of both Ephesus and Rome, he concentrated them into a weapon against the two most dangerous heresies of his era — both of which had exactly the same practical upshot: a ban on the emerging two-Testament Christian Bible. His, in other words, was the steadying hand on the tiller at just the right historical moment, guiding the Barque of Peter safely between the rocky shoals that had wrecked Aquila, on the one side, and Marcion on the other. When the boat passed through at last to open water, the Christian Bible had been born.

			It’s true that Justin’s central role in this drama has not been as widely recognized as one might expect. But then this entire patristic tradition concerning the cessation of the deuterosis has been similarly eclipsed. In addition to the second-century Fathers we’ve cited repeatedly, Origen, Eusebius, Augustine, Athanasius, Basil, Gregory Nazinazus, Chrysostom, Theodoret, Aphrahat, Ephrem, and Gregory the Great all recapitulate at least some aspect of Justin’s anti-deuterosis apologetic. “What remains a mystery,” writes Barber, “is how this explanation of the ceremonial laws, so widely attested in Christian tradition, has become obscure in our own day.”213 Whatever it was that wiped away this near-consensus in early theology seems to have eroded the memory of Justin’s decisive contribution as well.214 These other Fathers knew better. They treat him as a kind of patriarch in his era, by far the most important Christian of his century. And above and beyond any of the speculations we have explored together here, there remains the unquestioned fact that Justin was the first Christian writer outside the pages of the New Testament to address trans-testamental continuity issues — period. Even the bare-bones explanation most laymen carry around today — that Moses’ Law has been “fulfilled” somehow by Christ, but that the Ten Commandments are still valid enough to put on a yard sign anyway — is but a radically truncated trace of Justin’s ancient understanding. For this work alone, he rates his credit for having won the Scripture wars. 

			What of the jury’s verdict? What did the Hellenized Jews of the Dispersion finally decide? More and more, even very reluctant historians are beginning to concede that they decided, almost en masse, for Christ and the canon of St. Justin. In assessing, for instance, the state of Judaism after Bar Kokhba, Marcel Simon laments, “We lack any Hellenistic writings, for all trace of them disappears after the second century.” “Archaeological evidence,” according to (then agnostic) sociologist Rodney Stark, “shows that the early Christian churches outside Palestine were concentrated in Jewish sections of the cities. . . . Moreover, the diasporan Jews were in the right places to provide the needed supply of converts — in the cities, and especially in the cities of Asia Minor and North Africa. For it is here that we find not only the first churches, but, during the first four centuries, the most vigorous Christian communities.” 

			“The process of disengagement,” Simon continues, 

			after which Judaism no longer counted as a rival to the Church, was not completed all at once. Between the moment when the first signs of the movement became evident, and the moment when it might be considered complete, there was a period of time, a transition period, which saw the passing of Hellenistic Judaism and the establishment of Talmudic rabbinism. . . . Judaism for its part, survived, though with a changed character. Judaism of the Alexandrian type, with its Hellenistic and universalistic leanings, disappears, and it is round the Talmud that the regrouping of the spiritual forces of Israel takes place. . . . [By the beginning of the third century,] Pharisaism and Judaism were practically synonymous.215 

			The Pharisees had literally stopped their ears against the preaching of St. Stephen (Acts 7:57). Why were these Diasporan Jews so ready to give Christianity the fair hearing that other Jews had refused? One vital factor, surely, must have been the fact that the Apostles and company came with the Septuagint Bible in hand — the Bible they loved and which they had created, and which they would not have been willing to overthrow on the word of one unreconstructed Pharisee, the self-styled Nasi of Jamnia. 

			We’ve called Justin an egghead and a theology nerd, which may have given some readers the impression that he could have been an idle dilettante with lots of time on his hands for the building of castles in the air. If so, it’s an impression that needs correcting posthaste. Justin proved the quality of his faith at last by sacrifice on the battlefield. When a new persecution of Christians broke out around 161 — that, ironically, of the “Good Emperors,” the Antonines — Justin made a fearless appeal to Marcus Aurelius, which is preserved for us to this day in the works known as his First and Second Apologies. It was to no avail. Justin and most of his students were arrested and haled before the bar of Marcus’s justice. There, where the prefect Rusticus demanded a short summary of their beliefs, Justin took one last opportunity to stand up for the whole Bible, whose two Testaments together teach us salvation: 

			We worship the God of the Christians, whom we reckon to be one from the beginning, the maker and fashioner of the whole creation, visible and invisible; and the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who had also been preached beforehand by the prophets as about to be present with the race of men, the herald of salvation and teacher of good disciples. And I, being a man, think that what I can say is insignificant in comparison with His boundless divinity, acknowledging a certain prophetic power, since it was prophesied concerning Him of whom now I say that He is the Son of God. For I know that of old the prophets foretold His appearance among men.216 

			Finally, the saint who, more than any other, saved philosophy for the Church, was killed, along with his companions, by one of the most famous and revered philosophers of all time — one of the bitterest ironies of history. At last, Justin Martyr had earned his unofficial surname — and also “the crown of life which God has promised to those who love him” (James 1:12). 

			The great Golden Chrysalis opened at about the same time; the husk of it fell away and was no more. The years of Our Lord were upon the world. The days of vengeance were now passed, the gate of the Gentiles fully open, the time of decision for Israel as a whole came to a (for the most part happy!) conclusion. Covenants based on ethnicity were passed away forever, not the victory of uncircumcision over circumcision (“Both of these,” as Ignatius of Antioch puts it, “unless they speak of Jesus Christ, are to me tombstones and sepulchers of the dead”217) but the victory of God’s grace over all human hearts. The test results came back from the lab and were published abroad with rejoicing: yes, undoubtedly, this New Thing, this Katholike Ekklesia, this universal Home for humanity, had been a butterfly all along, even while she was a caterpillar.
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