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Abstract

Graham Stanton and others have made important tepsd understanding
the origins and development of ‘gospel’ languagedriiest Christianity. This
article attempts to provide a similar contributr@garding the use of ‘word’
language as synonymous with ‘gospel’ language arttomgarliest Christians.
A distinctive and predominant ‘word (&f pattern can be discerned in this
regard, particularly evident in the Pauline wrisrand in the description of the
Pauline mission in Acts. This use of ‘word’ langedg synonymy with the
gospel most likely had its origin in the legal girdphetic ‘word’ language of
the Jewish scriptures, acquired through the eslduatal self-understanding of
the early Christians in general and the prophelieisderstanding of Paul in
particular.
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Introduction: ‘Gospel’ and ‘Word’

In his bookJesus and Gospebraham Stanton makes three important
points about the use ebayyéiiov among the earliest Christians (2004: 9-
62). First, the ‘gospel’ language of the early Gtmins has its roots in the
post-exilic hopes of Deutero-Isaiah (Stanton 2A420). This concept
describes the ‘good news’ of God's kingship andsligereign deliverance
of his exiled peopléStanton also sees this motif as an importantqfart

* This article is a revision of a paper presenteti@Postgraduate Biblical
Studies Seminar at the University of BirminghamMa#y 2006. Thanks are due to
Professor David Parker and the other seminar faatits for their helpful and encouraging
comments.

1. Isa. 40.9; 52.7; 60.6; 61.1; cf. Ps. 96(2>8X 95.2-3).
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Jesus’ own thinking about himself and his ministrgting that the
general concept of the Christian message as ‘gead’mmay stem from
Jesus’ own appropriation of this motif. In any gabes motif was present
in some late Second Temple Jewish eschatologipalatatior’: However,
as Stanton also notes, in Isaiah this theme isyal@apressed in verbal
form and not as a noun, and thus this use is piplo@b the factor which
directly motivated early Christian use of the nauayyéiov.

Second, Stanton notes that the ‘gospel’ langudidhe early Christians
mirrored that of the Roman imperial propaganda ésge Stanton 2004:
22-35). This is the most significant contributidrhés research. He incorporates
recent epigraphic research into his broader histband textual
study to demonstrate that imperial propaganda siedwn but not limited
to the imperial cult, was widespread in the norshegadrant of the Roman
Empire throughout the first century, and thedyyel- language was relatively
common and widely accessible in promoting the ingb@genda in
this region® These plural ‘good tidingskgayyéla) tended to focus on
the accession of emperors and their subsequentsot¢ina to the Empire,
often reciprocated by civic celebrations and religi sacrifices on the
emperor’s behalf. By contrast, the early Christiamgloyed the singular
evayyéhov as the ultimate message of ‘good news’ for thddvbBtanton
also produces a plausible reconstruction in whiehdarly Christian
mirroring of this imperiakvayyel- language could have taken place:
Syrian Antioch during the brief reign of Gaius (d2-CE) and his
troubled relations with the Jewish people. Evemni finds this particular
reconstruction too tentativet does illustrate nicely the general likelihood

2.Pss. Sol11.1; 1QH 18.14-15; 4Q521; 11QMelch.

3. The primary basis of this is the so-calledene Inscription’, of which Stanton
notes that there are now thirteen fragments tha haen discovered from five cities
in Asia Minor (Priene, Apamea, Maeonia, Eumenia Bodylaeum), and that the
inscription was displayed prominently in Greek amdatin throughout the region.
See also Phildcmbassy 8-19, 231-32; JosephukW.4.618, 655-56. For these and
other examples, see Stanton 2004: 28-32.

4. The basic point is sound, offering a plalesibason for the first-century Christians’
exclusive use of the singular over against thei&lly exclusive use of the plural
in imperial propaganda. However, Stanton’s explanaif the imperial use of the
plural strikes this reader as unlikely: while itige that there were maayayyéha
about several different emperors and events, thes dot explain why each individual
instance okvayyéha in describing a given emperor or event shouldlbeap For
example, the single event of the accession of \&@sapas described in Josephus as
plural ebayyého (J.W.4.618).

5. Horbury 2005 has since noted the convergehtteese biblical and imperial
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of his basic point: Christian use of the nawnyyéiiov was certainly
done with full consciousness of its associatiorth wie imperial ‘good
tidings’.

As a third important point, Stanton notes aetigyment in early Christian
use of the termvayyéhov (Stanton 2004: 52-59). It first appears in
the Pauline writings in reference to the orallygagmed salvific message
about Jesus centred on his death and resurreRaughly one hundred
years later, in addition to this first use one éilde clear use of the term
to refer to the ‘Gospels’, written narratives ofu€ life and teachings
culminating in his death and resurrectfdn. between these two end
points there is evidence of the trajectory by whiahfirst use developed
into the second, in particular the sporadic us@afyéiwov to include
Jesus’ teachings or even a broader narrative akJif. Again, even if
one remains unconvinced by Stanton’s particulssishéhat Matthew
was the key innovator in using the term to desdnibenritten narrative,
the basic point regarding the early Christian dgwelent of the term
evayyéhov is clear.

These three general points are not in themselague to Stanton’s
researcH,but his work does provide a helpful and generadigvincing
amalgamation of these points. | will return to #hesatters throughout this
article, but first it is important to note anottsgnificant observation in
Stanton’s essay which is too easily lost amondanger themes:
evayyéMov is only one of a cluster of early Christian terimsthe orally
proclaimed salvific message about Jesus centréisateath and resurrection.
In particular, Stanton repeatedly notes that ‘wdéadguage is
also a prominent synonym for ‘gospel’ languagéimés even used in
explicit juxtaposition with one another (Stantor02012, 47-49, 51, 60).
However, he leaves this observation relatively phaped. In this article |
will attempt to address this lacuna, to provideaaoount of the use of

motifs and terms in texts connected with Herodiagtaga. It would seem that this
connection of ‘gospel’-related ideas could havgindated among Jewish Christians
almost anywhere in the eastern Roman Empire, thdudhea and Syria are the most
likely options.

6. The first clear use ebayyéha for the written Gospels is in Justin Martyi:yap
GTOGTOAOL £V TOIG YEVOUEVOLS DT AOTMV GOV LOVEDHOGLY § KodeTton gvoryy€lial
(1 Apol.66.3). See Stanton 2004: 12.

7. Stanton himself notes several predecessdhese lines of research, including:
Schniewind 1927, 1931; Friedrich 1964 [1935]; Studnther 1968; Strecker 1975;
Frankemolle 1994; Harrison 2002. To these one smaald others, notably Wright
1994; Hengel 2000; Horbury 2005.
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Aoyog andpijua as synonyms farvayyéhov in the earliest Christian
writings 2

‘Word’ as ‘Gospel’: Uncovering a Pattern

While this synonymy of ‘word’ and ‘gospel’ is foumd most early Christian
writings, its earliest extensive use is in the Pauletters. Paul's

own use okvayyélov is paradoxically both clear and complex. Of course
there is no suggestion of a written ‘Gospel’ in Pawritings, but neither

is there any clear evidence that pre-Easter Jesdition was an integral
part of Paul'ssvayyéhov. To be sure, thedayyélov as proclaimed by all
the apostles can be described in traditional t¢intor. 15.1-11), but

this is post-Easter apostolic tradition, not aitren believed to have
originated with the pre-resurrection life and miniof Jesus of Nazareth.
The converse point can also be made, and perhasfaroefully. In the
few instances where Paul clearly cites or possbiydes to traditions he
believed to have originated with the historicalu¥gghe terminology of
edayyéhov is never used to refer to the tradition itSeli.fact, in one of
these instances the terminology used to referaartidition ¢ kbprog diétasev) is
clearly to be distinguished from the ‘proclamatairihe

gospel’ foig to evayyéhov katayyéAlovoty €k Tod evayyeliov (fjv) as the
content of the tradition (1 Cor. 9.14). Paul bedigthe Jesus tradition
included comment on the proclamation of the godmélapparently for

Paul the proclamation of the gospel did not of seitg include Jesus
tradition.

For Paul, thevayyéhov is the orally proclaimed salvific message
about Jesus centred on his death and resurreittisnas M. Hengel
describes, ‘the living “message of salvation”, pread orally and with a
christological stamp’ (Hengel 2000: 61). This canexpressed in summary
form, even as apostolic tradition to which all #postles could
adhere:

For | handed on to you as of first importance whatturn had received:
that Christ died for our sins in accordance with shriptures, and that he
was buried, and that he was raised on the thirdrdagcordance with the

8. On this subject, see Kittel 1967 [1942].8etvind (1910) also addresses the
subject of this article, but up to this point | bavot been able to access it.

9.1 Cor. 7.10-11; 9.14; 11.23-25; cf. Roml1#%4and possibly 1 Thess. 4.16-17.
10. Friedrich (1964: 730) notes the abundafieeds of speaking and hearing
associated with the term in Paul. As will be se¢kea@,emphasis on oral proclamation

is also found in the use of ‘word’ language; seeeKil967 [1942]: 102, 119.
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Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, thba fowelve (1 Cor.
15.3-5)"

However, the full significance of the message diri€t crucified and
risen’ appears to have been a matter of individpaktolic interpretation,
and Paul’s interpretation, that which he calls ‘gogpel’, is quite rich
and complex in its origin, its expression and ig;micance Of course,
it is this richness and complexity of Paul's gospkich continues to
fascinate Pauline scholars and fuel discussionstdib® theology.

Paul's use dtoyog andpfjua for this salvific message is extensive and
revealing'® These instances are discernible as referringetgspel message
because they are generally in contexts which desthe missionary
preaching or teaching, often withayyei- or knpvs- language close at
hand. Not only iSwyog or pijpa @ common way for Paul to describe the
gospel message, but the gospel message is the swogk common referent
of these words in Paul’s writings. Of the 50 oceares okdyog and
pina in the undisputed Pauline writings, as many aseid to the
salvific message about Jesfi®y comparison, the next most common
use of these terms is in idiomatic expressions asiging ‘oral speech’
in comparison to other modes of communication ¢ioacroughly nine
times in total> The remaining occurrences refer a few times tip&oal
‘commands’ or ‘promises® or to more generic referents such as ‘matters’
or ‘accounts’ or literal ‘words’. Thus, to put thamother way, the only

11. Other summaries are found in creed-likenfdations such as Rom. 1.2-4 or
10.9-10, or even in pithy slogans such as ‘Christified’ (1 Cor. 1.23) or the frequent
‘Jesus died and rose’ (e.g. 1 Thess. 4.14). Orhiterical use of these abbreviations
of the full message, see Mitchell 1994.

12. See especially the development of thisggbsheme in Romans, with 1.16-17
as thepropositioof the letter. It is in this letter that Paul usies phrase ‘my gospel’
(Rom. 2.16; 16.25; but cf. 2 Cor. 4.3; Gal. 1.1Thkss. 1.5).

13. Rom. 10.8, 17; 1 Cor. 1.18; 2.4; 14.36218.Cor. 1.18; 2.17; 4.2; 5.19; 6.7;
Gal. 6.6; Phil. 1.14; 2.16; 1 Thess. 1.8; 2.1354ct. Eph. 1.13; 5.26; 6.17; Col. 1.5,
25; 3.16; 2 Thess. 3.1; 2 Tim. 2.9, 15; 4.2; Tig, B; 2.5. For specific analysis, see
below.

14. Within the undisputed Pauline epistlesraxmately 15 out of 44 occurrences
of Adyog and 3 out of 6 occurrences@fua refer to the gospel message. Within the
disputed Pauline epistles of Ephesians, Colossind® Thessalonians, the numbers
are 6 of 16 and 1 of 2; within the Pastoral Epssttbey are 6 of 20 fowyog, and
pAua is not found.

15. Rom. 15.18; 1 Cor. 1.5; 2.1; 4.19, 20; @0111.6; 1 Thess. 1.5; 2.5. Gnidyw
ainbeiog in 2 Cor. 6.7, see n. 20.

16. Rom. 9.9; 13.9; 1 Cor. 15.54; Gal. 5.14.
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‘divine speech sources’ for which Paul uses simgudgog or pfjuo are
the gospel message (frequently) and specific Scepstatements
(occasionally)—never clearly for a saying of thstbiical Jesus via tradition
nor for an utterance of the exalted Jesus throughrastian prophet’

Paul can uskdyog or pijua by itself in reference to the gospel messége,
but more often this use is found with a qualifygenitive. The use of
these as ‘word of the Lord’ or ‘word of God’ alm@dtvays refers to this
salvific message about Jesti$n fact, in the Pauline letters almost every
instance ofoyog or pripa with any sort of theologically significant qualifyg
genitive can be understood to refer to the salvifessage about
Jesus, including such expressions as ‘word of th&st ‘word of reconciliation’,
‘word of truth’ and ‘word of life’?° This pattern of use—'word
(of x)’ for the gospel message—is confined to the segudyog or ptjua,
and within this pattern the word or phrase can oegher with or without
the article’’ Paul’s preference in this pattern is cleayoc, as the only

17. Paul uses ‘command’ and ‘tradition’ langeiag refer to Jesus’ teachings
(1 Cor. 7.10-11, 25; 9.14; 11.23-25), and ‘reveldtand ‘prophecy’ language to refer
to prophetic utterances and experiences (e.g. 11@d, 26, 30; 2 Cor. 12.1; Gal.
2.2; 1 Thess. 5.20). The use of ‘word of the Landl Thess. 4.15 is notoriously
ambiguous, and the present study may in fact geseay to solving the enigma of
that phrase, as a reference to the salvific message Jesus.

18. 1 Cor. 2.4; 15.2; 2 Cor. 1.18; Gal. 6.6.Ah14; cf. Eph. 5.26; 2 Tim. 4.2; Tit.
1.3, 9. Phil. 1.14 hasv Adyov tod 60D in some significant manuscripts (exgA,

B); a few havevpiov instead ofod 0eod; tov Adyov by itself is represented ifP
among others.

19. 1 Cor. 14.36; 2 Cor. 2.17; 4.2; 1 Thes8;. 4.13; cf. Eph. 6.17; Col. 1.25;

2 Thess. 3.1; 2 Tim. 2.9; Tit. 2.5. Several maripschaveprotog Ogod in Rom.

10.17, bupmpatoc Xpiotod appears to be the better reading (found*insp. Only
one instance of ‘word of God’ in the undisputed IPeuletters is not used in this
way (Rom. 9.6). On ‘word of the Lord’ in 1 Thessl®, see n. 17.

20. The previous plus Rom. 10.8, 17; 1 Cor8]121Cor. 5.19; 6.7; Phil. 2.16; cf.
Col. 1.5; 3.16; Eph. 1.13; 2 Tim. 2.15. P46 kasvayyéhov instead ofov Adyov in
2 Cor. 5.19, and some manuscripts combine the terdsytov Adyov by itself is
found in P*andx, among others. The use&fAdye dAndsiag in 2 Cor. 6.7 could
simply be ‘in truthful speech’, but given the coxiteal emphasis on the gospel proclamation
and presence here of the common Pauline juxtapogfigospel and divine
power (e.g. Rom. 1.16-17; 1 Cor. 1.17-18; 1 Th#d, it may be preferable to see
this as ‘with the word of truth’, i.e. the gospetssage.

21. With the article: Rom. 10.8; 1 Cor. 1.18};24.36; 2 Cor. 1.18; 2.17; 4.2;
5.19; Gal. 6.6; Phil. 1.14; 1 Thess. 1.8; cf. EpAA3; Col. 1.5, 25; 3.16; 2 Thess. 3.1;
2 Tim. 2.9, 15; 4.2; Tit. 1.3, 9; 2.5. Without thgicle: Rom. 10.17; 1 Cor. 15.2;

2 Cor. 6.7; Phil. 2.16; 1 Thess. 2.13; cf. Eph65&17.
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instance opfjua for the gospel message in the undisputed Pawiter$
is driven by Paul’s desire to conform to a scriptuitation (Rom. 10.8,
17).

Stanton rightly notes that ‘word’ language wsasiymous with
evayyéMov is not confined to Paul but also occurs in otlatyeChristian
writings. In fact, examples of this synonymy carftaend in most of the
New Testament—Matthew, Mark, Luke, Acts, Hebrevesnds, 1 Peter
and Revelatiofi—as well as in the early Apostolic Fathers—Clement,
Ignatius, Polycarp and othersin many of these instances, the use follows
the full ‘word ofx' pattern noted above, including the use of ‘wofthe
Lord’ or ‘word of God'. Furthermore, apart from tbecasional use for
Scripture and the same idiomatic expressions amdleme uses as noted
above in Paul’s writings, the singular ‘word’ isngeally reserved for this
‘gospel’ synonymy in the early Christian writinddore specifically, outside
of the Gospels and Acts the singulayoc or pijpa is never used for
a particular saying of the historical Jesus viditran, and in none of this
literature is it ever used for an utterance ofdkalted Jesus through a
Christian prophet! Even more to the point, the notable phraseg
Kvpiov is only clearly used in synonymy witoyyéiiov.

As noted above, in the Pauline writings baittyyéiiov and the ‘word
(of x)’ pattern refer exclusively to the orally proclathsalvific message
about Jesus centred on his death and resurreetamwever, in these later
writings the ‘word’ pattern can evidently includesdis tradition or apostolic
teachings?,5 as Stanton and others have noted with the use of
evayyéMov. Nevertheless, this later use is still subjedh®qualifications
noted above, particularly that, whiléyoc kvpiov may refer to a complex
of ideas which includes Jesus tradition, the phigever used to refer
to aparticular saying, discourse or teaching of the historicaligesa
tradition®

22. Clear or possible uses of this synonymiule Mt. 13.19-23; 15.6; Mk 2.2;
4.14-17, 18-20, 33; 7.13; Lk. 5.1; 8.11-13, 15, P1.28; Heb. 4.12; 6.5; 13.7; 1 Pet.
1.23, 25; 2.8; 3.1; Jas 1.18, 21; Rev. 1.9; 6.%.J0or this use in Acts, see below.

23. Clear or possible uses of this synonymiughel Clem.42.3; Ign.Eph.15.2;
Phil. 11.1;Smyrnprescript; 10.1Did. 4.1; Pol.Phil. 3.2; 7.2; 9.1Barn.6.17; 9.3;
10.11; 16.9; 19.4, 9, 10; Herm. 11.5; 15.3, 6; 202.

24. The use of singular ‘word’ for a sayingoé historical Jesus is found in Mt.
19.11, 22; 26.44, 75; Mk 10.22; 14.39, 72; Lk. 22.;n 2.22; 7.36; 15.20; 18.9, 32;
Acts 11.16. The phragdjua 6eod is used once in a prophetic call formula for John
the Baptist (Lk. 3.2).

25. E.g. Lk. 1.2 (cf. Acts 6.4); Péthil. 7.2.

26. In the scholarly literature one frequestes a phrase such as ‘a word of the
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In the use of this ‘word’ pattern, the bookAalts stands above the rest.
Here one sees ‘word’ language repeatedly, almastwawelmingly, in
reference to the salvific message about Jesusgomudi by the early Christian
witnesses! Indeed, whereas Paul’s preferred term for thissamgs
is evayyéhov, which occurs almost three times as often aswied’
pattern in his undisputed letters, in Acts the ‘@grattern outnumbers
evayyéMov by a ratio of almost twenty to one. The patterAats occurs
most frequently as ‘word of the Lord’ or ‘word ob@.?® There are, in
fact, no clear instances in Actsidfyog 6od or Adyog kvpiov as anything
other than a synonym ebayyéiov, though the phragejua kvpiov is
used once of a saying of Jesus (11.16), and thalpkyot kvpiov Incod
is also used once in this way (20.35). Furthermibrefull ‘word ofx
pattern in reference to the gospel message isaetsoin other theologically
significant genitival constructions such as ‘wofdyeace’ (14.3;

20.32) and ‘word of salvation’ (13.26), even exilycas ‘word of the
gospel’ (15.7). Intriguingly, nearly two-thirds thfe total occurrences of
‘word’ for the gospel message, including roughlsedrquarters of the
occurrences of ‘word of, are found in chs. 13—20, where the narrative
focuses on the Pauline mission and proclamation.

Thus, a discernible ‘word’ pattern as synonysaith the ‘gospel’ is
strongly represented in the early Christian wrisingdeed as a ‘characteristic
feature of early Christian terminology’ (Kittel 1B¢1942]: 109),
although in most of these writings this use is miesis extensive and
somewhat less exclusive than in Acts or the Pawritngs.

Lord’ used as an equivalent expression to ‘a sagfnesus’ from the Jesus tradition.
Particularly egregious examples of this can bedoimwhich the Greek phragéyog

kvpiov is employed as if it were the common way of réfigrto the Jesus tradition in

the earliest Christian writings (e.g. Hengel 208®). However, such a casual, quasi-technical
use of ‘word of the Lord’ okdyog kvpiov in the secondary literature is

unwarranted and can be misleading.

27.Acts 2.41; 4.4, 29, 31;6.2, 4,7, 8.4,28,10.36, 44; 11.1, 19; 12.24; 135, 7,
15, 26, 44, 46, 48, 49; 14.3, 25; 15.7, 35, 366,182; 17.11, 13; 18.5, 11; 19.10, 20;
20.32.

28. ‘Word of the Lord’: Acts 8.25; 13.44, 48;45.35, 36; 16.32; 19.10. ‘Word
of God’: Acts 4.31; 6.2, 7; 8.14; 11.1; 12.24; 13546; 17.13; 18.11. That these
phrases are interchangeable in Acts is demonstpait®arily by their synonymy as
the gospel message (e.g. their use in Acts 13)sacwhdarily by the textual tradition
for several of these passages in which both aliggsaare witnessed.
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The Origins of the ‘Word’ as ‘Gospel’ Pattern

As noted above, Stanton and others have offerdausiple general explanation
of the origin ofevayyéhov within early Christianity. The use of

the term owes its general background to the biblgod news’ of God'’s
saving sovereignty for his exiled people in Isgiabssibly influenced by

Jesus’ own use of this motif), its immediate fuoctas an alternative to

the ‘good news’ of imperial propaganda in the festtury CE, and its
essential content to the recent events of Jesash@ded resurrection as
subjected to apostolic interpretation.

But what is the origin of this ‘word’ languagereference to this gospel
message? Surely to some extent it can simply bbut#d to the general
use ofidyoc andpijpa as ‘message’, particularly emphasizing the oral
delivery of the message (LSJ: 901-902; BDAG: 598:60ttel 1967
[1942]: 102). The gospel was certainly a ‘messag@articular cluster of
ideas rather than a single statement in a neceksanyand it was, as far
as we know, almost exclusively orally deliveredtie first decades of
Christianity?® Therefore, it would be natural for the early Climiss to
use the termoyog or pijpo to describe their orally proclaimed ‘message’.
This may explain the general use of this languagers early Christians,
and may even to a certain degree explain the ugeimherited Jesus
tradition to refer to Jesus’ kingdom ‘message’. Bamh more be said about
this? In particular, what accounts for the prevalese by Paul and the
overwhelming use in Acts, especially in recountimg Pauline mission?

One possibility lies in Jewish perspectivesf@Mosaic Law, which
could be described using ‘word’ language, evermasd of God’ or ‘word
of the Lord’® With regard to Acts, Isa. 2.3 (cf. Mic. 4.2) magvie been
a significant part of the background to the authagenda. The Isaianic
oracle tells of ‘the days to come’, at a time aftegological fulfilment,
when the nations will stream to the mountain oflthed, and ‘out of Zion
shall go forth the Law (LXXépog), and the word of the Lord.§yog
kvpiov) from Jerusalem’. Indeed, for Acts this can benseseprogrammatic:
at this time of eschatological fulfilment in viewtbe recent life,
death and resurrection of the Messiah, the ‘wortthefLord’, the gospel

29. Neither the possible use of notebooks bly €&hristian itinerant teachers nor
the explication of the gospel message in earlysiian letters negates this claim, as
both would have been understood as supportingpplementing the primarily oral
proclamation. On the possible use of such notehasesStanton 2004: 181-89.

30. As ‘word’, e.g. Deut. 30.14; Ps. 119.43 ¥.X18.43). Withfeod, e.g. 1 Chron.
15.15; Ezra 9.4. Witkvpiov, e.g. 2 Chron. 35.6.
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message, must now go forth from Jerusalem. Actsdu&l even be seen
as a sort of conflation of Isa. 2.3 and 49.6, tyiogether the eschatological
pronouncement of the word of the Lord ‘from Jerasdlwith the

Isaianic ‘servant’ commission to be a light to tiaions, bringing God’s
salvation ‘to the ends of the earth’.

With regard to Paul, it is significant thattive one place where Paul's
gospel ‘word’ language explicitly betrays a souites in a quotation
which originally referred to the Mosaic Law. In Roh®.8 Paul takes the
description of the Law in Deut. 30.14 as a ‘woldXK pfjua) which has
been brought near and is capable of human respande&pplies this
descriptiona fortiori to the gospel message. This is simply one example
of a broad pattern in Paul, in which the Law pofotsvard to, prepares
for, and is caught up in Christ and the salvificssage about hiftt. Thus,
both Paul and Acts seem to bear witness to theefjospssage as a ‘new
Torah’, the eschatological ‘Law’ of Christ and Gedaving action through
him.

This may seem to settle the issue of the ongitis ‘word’ language.
However, by itself this description is inadequdte,it fails to account
for the primary and predominant referent of ‘wolatiguage in the Jewish
scriptures.

In these scriptures, within narrative descoipsi of prophetic revelation
and within the prophetic literature itself, the abes ‘word of the Lord’
and ‘word of God’ are used frequently for a giveaghetic oracle in particular
or occasionally of the prophetic call generallye(&attel 1967
[1942]: 94-98). As with the ‘word as gospel’ patieroted above, these
phrases in the Septuagint can be found with eithgic or pfjpa in either
articular or anarthrous versioffsand ‘word’ can be used alone in this
regard® This biblical ‘word of God/the Lord’ pattern is poominent that
it is unimaginable that any Jew in the first ceptoartured on the scriptures
could say or hear these phrases without hearingesobf the previous
prophetic usage. In fact, such usage of ‘word ofi/@e Lord’ for

31. Rom. 7.1-6; 10.4; Gal. 3.19-4.7.

32. Aso Adyog kvpiov, e.g. 1 Sam. 15.24; 1 Chron. 11.3; Isa. 39.5;818r. Amos
5.1; Zech. 4.6. Aso pijpa kupiov, e.g. Josh. 3.9; 1 Sam. 8.10; Isa. 66.5; Jer. 840
70 pfipo Tod Beod, e.g. Jer. 1.1. ABdyog kupiov, e.g. 2 Sam. 24.11; 1 Chron. 17.3;
Ezra 1.1; Isa. 1.10; Jer. 1.4; Ezek. 1.3; Dan.l9d, 1.1; Joel 1.1; Amos 7.16; Jon.
1.1; Mic. 1.1; Zeph. 1.1; Hagg. 1.1; Zech. 1.1; Mal. Asikoyog 6gob e.g. Judg.
3.20; Jer. 9.19. Afijpa kupiov, e.g. Gen. 15.1; 1 Sam. 3.1; 2 Chron. 36.22)is
Oeod, e.g. 1 Sam. 9.27.

33. E.g. Num. 22.20; Deut. 18.21; Isa. 15.1;8.18; 22.1, 4; Amos 4.1.



PAHL The ‘Gospel’ and the ‘Word’ 221

prophetic utterance was still in use in non-Chaistlewish circle¥, even
as it seems to be almost entirely absent from ¢tlecatlwulary of the early
Christians, even Jewish Christians. This extraemgirshift in referent of
such a prominent pattern calls for explanation.

Thus, there seem to be two possible antecettarise early Christian
use of ‘word’ as gospel: the biblical use of ‘wolahguage for the
Mosaic Law, and the biblical use of ‘word’ langudge prophetic revelation.
The first is explicitly found in Paul and plausitdgmonstrated in
Acts; the second is so prominent in the biblicalkggound that it is
difficult to imagine any of the earliest Christiamsing unaware of it or
uninfluenced by it. Can these two antecedents beusted for in a
coherent explanation of the origins of this Chaistiword’ language?

For Paul, the keys to this are found in hidhasulogical perspective
and his prophetic self-understanding. As to thenfew; Paul viewed
himself and his churches as standing at the cuiomaf human history,
at the beginning of the eschatbrhe Messiah has arrived, the resurrection
has been initiated, God’s people are vindicated,the new
creation is her& All prior prophetic promises are fuffilled in Chtj and
the scriptures bear witness to the core eventseofjospet’ Christ and
the eschatological Spirit now take the place oflthe and its righteous
demands in defining the people of G8d.

The gospel ‘word’ as Law and as prophetic raveh is brought together
within this eschatological outlook. It is becau$éhts perspective that
Paul can spea fortiori in Rom. 10, that, if the Law-‘word’ can be
described as ‘near’ and able to be responded quatigly, then surely
the gospel-‘word’ can be described in this wayfact, Paul may have
seen the essence of the Law-‘word’ as equivaletita@ospel-‘word’ (as
Hays 1989: 81-82). It is also this eschatologi@bkpective which would
have encouraged the use of prophetic languagestrideng the salvific
message about Jesus: all prior prophetic ‘wordsl their fulfilment in
this unique ‘word’, and it is this ‘word’ which the ultimate, universal
divine message for all people.

A related reason for Paul's use of this ‘wdediguage is found in his

34.E.g1 En.67.1;2 Bar.1.1; 10.1; cf4 Ezra6.15.

35.1 Cor. 10.11; Gal. 4.4.

36. Rom. 3.21-24; 1 Cor. 15.20-23; 2 Cor. 5@dl. 2.16; 6.15.

37.Rom. 3.21; 1 Cor. 15.3-4; 2 Cor. 1.19-20.

38. Rom. 3.21-31; 7.6; 8.1-18; 10.4; Gal. 21853.24-27; 5.18; Phil. 3.4-11. For
an extensive treatment of the possible range df¥eschatological perspective, see
Beker 1980.
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prophetic self-understanding, a crucial componeihis thought (Munck
1959: 24-33; Stendahl 1976: 7-11). This is not prity his self-understanding
as a Christian prophet having the prophetiarisma™® which
seems to have been relatively marginal in his egton of himself®
Rather more important for this prophetic self-uistianding was Paul’s
perspective on his apostolic call and mission entdtms and categories
of the Hebrew prophets, particularly Isaiah an@désh. Paul believed
himself to be specially set apart before he was,lmymmissioned through
a decisive revelatory experience, and compellgmdolaim the Lord’s
‘word’ to the nationg'!

Herein lies a more personal key for unlockir@l® characteristic use
of the ‘word ofx' pattern for the gospel message, especially eviden
his uses of the distinctive prophetic phrases ‘wairthe Lord’ and ‘word
of God'. Paul appears to have intentionally emptbtree prophetic phrase
‘word of God/the Lord’, but used this and relatdénigses in reference to
the ultimate ‘word of God/the Lord’, the salvificessage about Jesus, and
not to any ordinary prophetic revelatitrHe viewed not only his apostolic
call and mission in prophetic categories, but dlsapostolic message:
he was specially called to proclaim the ‘word af thord’, the message
about the Lord’s saving sovereignty, ‘proclaimihg good news’ about
the Lord Jesus as a light to the nations. For #esikalvific message
about Jesus was as much or more a matter of deeelation to him at
his call as it was an inherited tradititHis particular spin on the gospel
message was in a personal sense a direct prop&esiation—his
gospel—not one out of many similar prophetic retretes but rather a
unigue revelation, the revelatipar excellence

The author of Acts shared the same generah&slolgical perspectives

39. 1 Cor. 14.6; cf. Acts 13.1.

40. In 2 Cor. 12 Paul has to reach back 14syesfind a suitable example of a
personal direct revelation, and even then he detratas great reluctance in describing
this experience. He downplayed his propheliarismaand experience due to the
tendency of others to emphasize them unduly. Seeballow on Paul’s perspective
on the relative authority and significance of thegheticcharismaand the apostolic
commission.

41. Rom. 1.1, 5, 13-14; 10.15; 15.18-21; 1 Qdt; 9.16; Gal. 1.1, 12, 15-16; cf.
Isa. 6; 49.5-6; 52.7, 15; Jer. 1.4-10; 20.9; E2ek-2.8; Amos 3.8.

42. In discussing Jeremiah’s ‘word’ theologyeapressed in Jer. 23.28-29, Kittel
(1967 [1942]: 98) notes that Jeremiah shows a-thfffrentiation from ordinary
prophecy’, distinguishing between the ‘visions'aofegular prophet and the one who
has God’s ‘word'.

43. Gal. 1.11-16; cf. 1 Cor. 15.1-11.
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on the salvific message about Jesus, demonstiadingrence to the
notion that the Christ events and the gospel mesasgthe fulfilment of
Scripture?® The programmatic oracle of Isa. 2.3 is itself @phetic ‘word’
(Isa. 2.1), and it is because of Luke’s eschatoldgierspective that he
sees the fulfilment of this prophetic ‘word’ in tpeoclamation of the
gospel message, with the nations streaming to dlerasat Pentecost and
the ultimate ‘word of the Lord’ going forth fromriisalem to the nations.

In general terms, the author of Acts also sh&aul's prophetic self-
understanding, although in Acts this is applietheoTwelve and to Paul
in narrative fashion. The Twelve and Paul are timgry spokespersons
for God, both in external witness and in intermskiuction of the gospel
messagé’ In view of this, the Pentecostal pronouncemerttaliaChristians
will prophesy (Acts 2.17) is not taken to mean @laChristians are
equally authoritative as God’s spokespersons.i#) the author seems to
have had a similar perspective to Paul's: the petpkharismaaddresses
personal or practical needs for the edificatiothefchurcH but the
apostles stand as the true heirs of the biblicgplpets in terms of authority
andmissior” Furthermore, one can see just as clearly as itisRaritings
the connection between Paul’s particular commisammhthe commission
of the biblical prophets, especially that of theidsic ‘servant®®

It is well recognized that the author of Aceswbnstrates familiarity
with the basic contours and many details of Pdifiésand thought, even
if it is deemed unlikely that he had a direct acatzance with Paul's
letters® Thus, these similarities with the Pauline esclogichl and prophetic
perspective may point to some sort of Lukan depecelen Paul.
Furthermore, the preponderance of ‘word’ languagete gospel message
in the narrative of the Pauline mission in Acts 234s perhaps best
explained as a residue of the author’s familianith Pauline usage.
Thus, Acts employs the prophetic ‘word’ languagethe gospel message

44. Acts 2.31; 4.25-28; 8.32-35; 10.43; 13.27736.22-23; cf. Lk. 1.1; 24.27.

45. E.g. Acts 2.42; 6.2-4; 20.24; 26.16-18.

46. Acts 11.28-30; 21.10-14; 1 Cor. 14.3, 24-25

47. Note the apparent subordination of propaetsprophetic utterance to apostolic
authority and mission in Acts 21.4 and 1 Cor. 14@712.28). Furthermore, while
Paul calls on prophetic revelations to be testeddqd 14.29; 1 Thess. 5.20-21)—an
unthinkable proposition for one of the biblical phets such as Isaiah or Jeremiah—
he expects his apostolic injunctions to be obeyed.

48. Acts 9.15-17; 26.12-18; cf. Isa. 42.6-7.6481.4; 61.1; Jer. 1.7-8, 10.

49. This is so even for those who have a negasessment of Luke’s comprehension
of Paul’s thought, e.g. Barrett 1998. For a morsitpe, recent assessment
of the reliability of Luke’s presentation of Pas&e Witherington 1998.
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out of familiarity with the Pauline usage and affirwith the Pauline
perspective. Indeed, given the even greater praro@ef this usage in
Acts, the author of Acts seems to have accentub&efattern of the one
he so admired

Recognizing the prophetic background to thertivand ‘gospel’ language
of Paul and Acts helps to explain some distincteagures of these
texts. One is the Pauline usedabxaivyic andpvstpiov in reference to
the proclaimed gospel messag@hese two terms are found in Jewish
and Christian writings with reference to prophegéeelation, including
several noteworthy instances in Daniel in juxtaposiwith each othet?
That Paul viewed the proclamation of the salvifiessage about Jesus as
the prophetic delivery of the ultimate prophetiohd’ explains his appropriation
of this language to describe the gospel. Anothermmon Pauline
and Lukan feature is explained in this reconstouctis well: their connection
of the ‘gospel’ or the ‘word’ with divine power afite. Isaiah
and Jeremiah in particular, with their more devetbfword’ theologies,
describe the prophetic word from God as possegmgr and producing
life. God’s ‘word’ is like the rain which brings ffth life from the earth,
necessarily accomplishing the divine purpose @8al0-11); God watches
over it carefully, to bring it to fruition (Jer.112)>* Paul and Luke, drawing
on this perspective on the prophetic word, likevgise the ultimate
prophetic word, the gospel message, as possessivey and producing
life. Thus, Luke can describe the ‘word’ increasargl spreading as if it
were a living thing;* and Paul can emphasize the divine power and
presence of the Spirit that accompanies the pratiamof the gospef.

But what of other Christian literature? As rtbebove, it is likely that
the general use of ‘word’ language for the Christizessage simply draws
on the common use abyog or pijpa to mean ‘message’. The proportionately
fewer uses of this ‘word’ pattern outside of Paud @&cts may
be explained in this way.

50. Hengel (2000: 99) notes that Luke ‘shoves e too wants to be a “theologian
of the word”; one might almost describe this prection for the proclaimed word of
the message of salvation as a “Pauline” trait’.

51.amoxarvyig: Rom. 1.17; 16.25; 1 Cor. 2.10; Gal. 3.28ctpov: Rom. 16.25;
1 Cor. 2.1 (in P x, A, C); 2.7; 4.1; cf. Eph. 6.19; Col. 4.3; 1 Ti$9, 16.

52. E.g. Num. 22.31; 1 Sam. 3.7; Dan. 2.1822927-30, 47; 4.9; 10.1; Amos
3.7; Sir. 42.19; 1 Cor. 13.2; 14.6, 26, 30; 2 @1, 7; Gal. 2.2Did. 11.11; Herm.
11.2-4.

53. Cf. Isa. 40.8; 45.23; Jer. 5.13-14; 23.98-2

54. Acts 6.7; 12.24; 13.49; 19.20.

55. Rom. 1.16-17; 1 Cor. 1.17-18; 1 Thess. 1.5.
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However, although this ‘word’ pattern is notoyed as frequently or
as clearly outside of Paul and Acts, it is sur@yigicant that ‘word of
the Lord’ and ‘word of God’ were not used by thelye&hristians to refer
to prophetic utterance, even though this would Heeen the most natural
of uses given the prominence of this use in th@iptures. This fact is
puzzling, but it may possibly be explained by theager prominence of
contemporary use as a synonym of the ‘gospel’. &erKittel sums up
this remarkable state of affairs:

[Alfter the coming of Jesus the Word of God or Ykerd of the Lord has
for the whole of primitive Christianity a new andsalutely exclusive
sense. It has become the undisputed term for thé\rd of God which
God has spoken, and speaks, in what has takenipldesus and in the
message concerning it. From this time on, the temmot be used of any
other revealing event, no matter how authenticestitnable in the religious
sense (1967 [1942]: 113).

Kittel has allowed his rhetoric to run too far—tagshrases can occasionally
have other referents—but the basic gist of hissataht is surely
correct.

While in some cases this early Christian symongf ‘word’ and
‘gospel’ may have been initially prompted by Paulk®, the links are
less clear than those in Acfdlt is perhaps at least as likely that others
independently made the connection between the ptaplword’ and the
gospel ‘word’, seeing the latter as the ultimatélfoent of the former.
Certainly the eschatological perspective which €dnist and the gospel
as the fulfilment of prophecy at the edge of thehason was not a uniquely
Pauline one, and could also have led others doisrséime path.

Conclusion

The early Christian use of ‘word’ language in refege to the gospel thus

finds its origins in the ‘word’ language of the Jslwscriptures, particularly

that of the biblical prophets, acquired throughekehatological
self-understanding of the early Christians in gahend the prophetic self-
understanding of Paul in particular. It was appiadprfor one who

regarded himself as standing in the line of théidabprophets to use

prophetic ‘word’ language to refer to his own megsgust as it was appropriate
for those who regarded their message as fulfilivgexpectations

56. Given their affinities with or apparent krledge of Pauline thought, those with
possibly direct links to Paul’s usage include Matkbrews, James and 1 Peter.
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of the prophets to refer to this message as tiveatk prophetic ‘word’.
Several theological and social forces wereakwamong the early

Christians, shaping the whole spectrum of languesgel to describe their

distinctive message. The life, death, and resuaredf Jesus, the scriptures

and their perceived prophetic function, the selfienstanding of

Jesus and the apostles, and the pressures of émthgroselytizing as an

emerging, distinctive minority in Roman society—thkse factors contributed

to the early Christian use of the word ‘gospel’d éime description
of the gospel as ‘word'.
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