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Foreword 

It is a good thing that Jim, Dan and Andy have patience. Many 

years ago, InterVarsity Press commissioned me to write a 

volume or two on New Testament theology. I told the afore-

mentioned editors that I would be happy to do so in due 

course, but first I had to finish a daunting project. That was 

fine with them, and then they asked what that project might 

be. I said, “I am attempting to write a good, substantial com-

mentary on every book of the New Testament.” Of course, 

they just laughed. It had never been done by one person in 

my tradition (Methodist) and not done in many years in any 

Christian tradition that I know of. I explained that I needed 

to get all the exegetical work done before I could properly 

tackle something as huge as New Testament theology or New 

Testament ethics. If I did not understand, at least to some 

degree, the meaning of these New Testament texts, I did not 

see how I could possibly assess the theologizing and ethiciz-

ing in these texts. And it has taken me until now to finish 

that task. But Jim, Dan and Andy were undaunted. In fact, 

they agreed to help me finish my exegetical work first, which 

resulted in the three volumes on what I call the “trunk end” 

of the canon (the Pastoral Letters through Revelation), enti-

tled Letters and Homilies for Hellenized Christians in two 

volumes, and Letters and Homilies for Jewish Christians in 

one volume. 
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Besides, I was not ready back then. I needed to think long 

and hard about the use of the Old Testament in the New 

Testament, about the nature of God’s revelation in texts 

written by human beings, about the narrative structure and 

substructure of this theologizing, about the function of texts 

in oral cultures, and a plethora of related subjects. And 

there was something else niggling at me at the edge of my 

consciousness. Why is it that we Christians try to isolate the-

ology from the rest of what the New Testament is about—

history, ethics, praxis and related subjects? Is it just so that 

we can handle manageable-sized chunks of data? But is there 

not an ethical dimension to New Testament theology and 

theologizing? If we say that the New Testament theologians 

were obligated to tell the truth about Jesus Christ, are we 

not making an ethical claim? Are not ethics and theology in 

fact intertwined throughout the New Testament? Is there not 

both a theological basis and character to New Testament 

ethics and an ethical basis and character to New Testament 

theology? And after all, since all of the New Testament writ-

ers, or almost all of them, were Jews, why in the world 

would we think that they were not much interested in ortho-

praxy, indeed as interested in orthopraxy as orthodoxy? Take 

the teaching of Jesus, for instance. All those parables, aph-

orisms, maxims and stories have both a theological and an 

ethical character, edge and punch line. It seems that Jesus 

does not want us to talk about belief without also talking 

about behavior, however uncomfortable that may make us. 

Indeed, as sociologists remind us, behavior affects and rein-

forces or undoes belief. Indeed, belief is sometimes formed 

in the first instance by behavior. 

As I have read through volume after volume on New Tes-

tament theology or ethics, or some subset thereof over the 



years, one of the things that keeps coming to my mind is that 

the subject is being treated like “a patient etherized upon a 

table”—to borrow a phrase from T. S. Eliot. It is being 

treated like inert matter or a corpus (however delectable) 

to be sliced, diced, freeze-dried, reformulated, reconsti-

tuted and subjected to a host of other forms of mistreat-

ment. It is being treated as if it were just a bunch of ideas, 

albeit logically connected ones. 

But when I read the New Testament, this is not at all 

what I encounter. I encounter a living, breathing revelation 

from a living God. In fact, salvation happens when one en-

counters the “good news.” How can something as concrete 

and transformative as that be treated so abstractly? How can 

one convey the dynamism of the theologizing and ethicizing 

of the New Testament writers, who manifest a living faith in 

the Lord Jesus Christ, and, even more, the dynamism of the 

one who breathed his Word through them in order to save a 

lost world? As the apostle Paul once said, “Who is sufficient 

for these things?” No wonder so many people just politely 

decline the invitation to write a New Testament theology or 

a New Testament ethics! It is like a priest declining the invi-

tation into the inner sanctum of the temple out of reverent 

fear. 

But do we really need another large volume or two on 

New Testament theology or New Testament ethics or both? 

Actually, yes, we do, for several very good reasons. First, 

the relationship between theology and ethics has seldom 

been adequately treated in either New Testament theology 

or New Testament ethics volumes. Honestly, I cannot think 

of a single omnibus volume dealing with New Testament the-

ology and ethics that adequately addresses this relationship 

or interface. Victor Paul Furnish was pushing in the right 



direction with his Theology and Ethics in Paul, but no one 

has followed his lead adequately, even in Pauline studies. 

Second, some of the key terms in the New Testament are 

both theological and ethical. For example, the word love is 

both a noun and a verb, and indeed it is the major moral 

noun used to define God in 1 John! Love is both a divine and 

human attribute and a divine and human activity, and so it 

is the subject of both indicatives and imperatives in the New 

Testament. The enormous importance of love and loving in 

the New Testament itself should have warned us against too 

rigid a separation of theology and ethics, and once again the 

reminder made by Furnish in The Love Command in the New 

Testament has largely gone unheeded. Third, as I have 

pointed out in The Problem with Evangelical Theology, the 

Reformation, despite its many good effects on Christendom, 

had as one of its unfortunate side effects that ethics took a 

back seat to theology, indeed was severed from theology 

(using pejorative terms such “works righteousness” to refer 

to good works or ethical behavior), and salvation was 

deemed to be all about theology, and in particular about the 

human position in relationship to God rather than the human 

condition. Imputed righteousness supplanted imparted right-

eousness as a necessity for salvation, even final salvation. 

On further review, the purely forensic reading of Pauline 

soteriology has done an injustice even to Paul, never mind 

to Jesus and his teaching. It is time to recognize that both 

Protestant and Catholic readings of Paul on the matter of 

salvation have their faults and flaws, and some correction 

needs to be offered. We need to hold together the indica-

tives and imperatives of Scripture, while of course empha-

sizing that the divine initiative of grace always precedes and 

enables the human response. The precedence and leading 



role of grace does not, however, make the human response 

of faith and praxis dispensable, even if the issue is salvation. 

As James, the brother of Jesus, so rightly stressed, faith 

without works is dead, and is not saving faith. 

So here is how I conceive this project. First of all, I am 

writing two large academic volumes, but trying to do so in a 

lively enough manner that almost anyone can read them. 

And I will not be limiting the discussion to “New Testament 

theology.” I will be talking about both the theologizing and 

the ethicizing of the New Testament writers. Here, Victor 

Furnish’s older study on Theology and Ethics in Paul does 

indeed provide something of a precedent. 

Furthermore, since context is crucial in dealing with the-

ological and ethical matters, and since what we actually 

have in the New Testament is not theological or ethical trea-

tises but rather theologizing and ethicizing into specific con-

texts for specific purposes, I have decided by and large not 

to extract the theology or ethics from the narratives and ar-

guments in the New Testament and cast them upon some 

sort of abstract Procrustean bed. Instead, I have let the first 

volume especially be more expositional in character, dealing 

with theology and ethics as we find them intertwined in con-

texts offered to us by the individual witnesses. I will offer 

core samplings of the theologizing and ethicizing of Jesus 

and each of the New Testament writers with an emphasis on 

understanding the meaning of what they are saying in their 

various contexts. This can be called an exegetical approach 

to analyzing the theologizing and ethicizing found in these 

books. The second volume will be more synthetic in charac-

ter, seeing what can be said about a “theology and ethic of 

the New Testament.” Thereafter, I plan to write a one-



volume simplified version of these two more academic vol-

umes for a wider audience. 

To reiterate and be clear: what I intend to do in this vol-

ume is give the reader a sampling of the doing of theology 

and ethics in the twenty-seven books in the New Testament, 

honoring them as individual witnesses on these subjects. 

Some scholars will call this volume an example of exegetical 

or contextual theological and ethical analysis. That is cor-

rect. I am not organizing the material according to later bib-

lical or systematic theological categories (e.g., justification 

and sanctification), or according to later ethical categoriza-

tions (e.g., virtue ethics separated from sexual ethics). In 

my experience, it is better to let the documents themselves 

dictate what subjects come up and how we talk about them. 

Also, since most New Testament theologies tend to focus on 

the so-called major witnesses, such as Paul or the author of 

the Johannine literature, I am going out of my way to do 

justice to some of the less-discussed portions of the New 

Testament while not neglecting the “major witnesses.” This 

is important for anyone who takes the New Testament canon 

as a whole seriously as the rule of faith for Christians. 

I conceive of the various New Testament witnesses as be-

ing like a smallish choir. All are singing the same cantata, 

but each has an individual voice and is singing its own parts 

and notes. If we fail to pay attention to all the voices in the 

choir, we do not get the entire effect. It is inappropriate to 

focus too much on the “four tenors” of the evangelists or on 

the basso profundo of Paul to the neglect of the other voices, 

and certainly it is entirely inappropriate to ignore or miss 

out on the musician who prompted all this singing in the first 

place—Jesus. Soon, after some necessary preliminary discus-

sions, it will be time to start listening intently to this New 



Testament cantata. It will require multiple listenings to 

clearly distinguish all the voices and figure out what their 

parts are and what their importance is. If this first volume is 

about closely analyzing the sheet music left to us by which 

each musician’s part is delineated, the second volume will 

attempt to re-create what it might have sounded like had 

they ever gotten together and performed their scores en-

semble—to produce a single masterful cantata. Let those 

who have two good ears listen intently. 

 


