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Foreword

The present book is a slightly revised version of my dissertation presented to
and accepted by the Protestant Theological Faculty of the University of Miin-
ster in the summer of 2016. My path from my home state of Texas to Miinster
was a long, complicated, and unexpected one that proved, to my great for-
tune, exceedingly worthwhile, due in no small part to the efforts and support
of my Doktorvater, Prof. Dr. Hermut Lohr. Prof. Lohr showed great initial
interest in this project at the prompting of an all too unsolicited email in 2012
and welcomed me to a liberating climate of dedicated theological concern
matched with freedom of inquiry and a demand for exegetical rigor.
Throughout the research, Prof. Lohr offered incisive critique, questions, and
promptings for further investigation that unfailingly produced new insights.
Beyond all that I learned exegetically from my akademischer Lehrer, 1 per-
haps most appreciate that he welcomed a study that does not merely build
upon his work, but that in one of its central arguments ultimately contradicts
his own monograph on Hebrews. Not all students are so lucky.

Perhaps out of a dedication to biblical studies for its own sake, or perhaps
out of faintheartedness, I did not offer any extended theological reflection on
the results of this study in the original dissertation and that remains the case
here. The implications of the results appeared to speak for themselves. To my
surprise, however, this struck readers in Germany as odd — the central text
under consideration deals after all with the interpretation of human suffering!
— and so I presently offer a few brief thoughts. Even though this book deals
with Hebrews’ interpretation of suffering in 12:1-17, it focuses on the ethics
of Hebrews as epitomized in that passage, and in so doing it comes into con-
tact, though only in a roundabout way, with Hebrews’ so-called warning
passages. The book argues, among other things, that reading Hebrews’ warn-
ings in terms of being in or out fails to reckon with the underlying moral
rigorism of Hebrews. The danger Hebrews addresses is not falling away ver-
sus keeping the faith, but living sinfully instead of “Christianly”. Moreover,
according to Hebrews, the suffering of the believer, though not punitive in
nature, serves to develop the sufferer in righteousness.

This interpretation makes the hard knot of Hebrews — to borrow Luther’s
words — all the more theologically and pastorally discomforting (though it
appears to me that Luther understood the problem in a similar way in his
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preface to Hebrews). Yet, at the same time this insight serves strikingly to tie
together oft imagined tensions in the New Testament, such as between the
grace of Paul and the legalism of Matthew. Hebrews, Matthew, and indeed
Paul, all share the perspective that the way one behaves can impact one’s
salvation. Seen in this way — and this view of things is increasingly being
recognized — it is easier to understand how, in contrast to Luther’s strategy of
pushing Hebrews toward the end of the canon, those responsible for the early
manuscript P* could place Hebrews directly after Romans. Hebrews, so un-
derstood, thus helps us to read the New Testament in a new light, even if
some aspects of both the individual writing and the entire collection become
thereby even more hermeneutically challenging, if not objectionable.

I am thankful to have had the privilege of spending years on this topic and
am grateful to those who played significant roles along the way. First, Dr.
Herbert W. Bateman, IV supervised and fostered the identification and initial
approach of the research question. Yet perhaps more importantly he took on a
pastoral role and taught me that in times of great (spiritual) despair, the
pragmatics of Hebrews might in some cases have positive effects. A pair of
once fellow students were also key: My good friend Dr. Charles Martin was a
daily conversation partner and mutual psychological support. He and I, to-
gether with Dr. Michael McKay, also met monthly as a Hebrews think tank in
order to read and discuss our projects. I was privileged also to correspond by
email with Dr. N. Clayton Croy, with whose work I interact in detail. He
graciously read and critiqued some of my early engagement with his book
and offered clarifications of his own views. Thanks are due also to my second
reader, Prof. Dr. Christina Hoegen-Rohls, for her insights and evaluation,
which informed my revisions, as well as to the editor of this series, Prof. Dr.
Jorg Frey, for recommending the publication of the manuscript. Finally, my
wife Adrienne has had to bear equally with the various forms of stress in-
volved with a doctoral program and she sacrificed much in the six years it
took. Dedicating this book to her is embarrassingly little to offer her in love
and appreciation.

Bonn, June 2018 Phillip A. Davis, Jr.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Writing on the anthropological study of religion, Clifford Geertz asserts:
“Whatever else religion may be, it is in part an attempt (of an implicit and
directly felt rather than explicit and consciously thought-about sort) to con-
serve the fund of general meanings in terms of which each individual inter-
prets his experience and organizes his conduct” (emphasis mine).! There is
perhaps no greater example of this two-fold aspect of religion in the Epistle
to the Hebrews than the passage with which we primarily concern ourselves
in the present study: 12:1-17. The author of the so-called epistle takes up the
troubles and difficulties faced by the audience (10:32-34) and reinterprets
this experience as maideia, discipline,2 from the divine father, God: “Endure
for the purposes of discipline. God is dealing with you as sons. For what son
is there whom a father does not discipline?” (12:7).3 But what is more, the
author throughout interprets and explains the present existence and future
hope of the audience by developing the significance of Jesus’ death and pro-
pitiatory work. All of this interpreting works together to conserve the
worldview of an audience that over time has become dull in commitment
(5:11-12; 6:11-12). Yet Heb 12:1-17 and indeed the entirety of Hebrews not
only correspond to the interpretation aspect of Geertz’s definition, but both
also display a concern with conduct. Thus, according to the passage, divine
discipline, when approached with endurance (12:1-3, 7), ultimately functions
to yield the peaceful fruit of righteousness (12:11), and the reinterpretation of
the audience’s troubles leads to the exhortation to seek peace with all and
sanctification (12:14). More pointedly, the author begins the entire chapter
with the concern of putting off the encumbrance of sin and striving against it

! Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 127.

*1 have translated matdeia as discipline since maudefe and its related forms can range in
meanings related to education, instruction, correction, and training. “Discipline” is suffi-
ciently vague an English term so as not to bias the discussion from the outset concerning
how it should be understood in Heb 12. BDAG, s.v. “maideia”, “maidedw”; Georg Bertram,
“matdedw, maldela, xtA,” TDNT 5:596-625. NB: I have primarily used the English TDNT
instead of the German original; however, in a few cases where the translation is poor — i.e.
not immediately clear — or where I suspected the nuance of particular English words might
mislead as to the German, I have consulted and cited TWNT.

3 Translations mine, unless otherwise noted.
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(12:1, 4). And just like the aspect of interpretation, the aspect of conduct also
pervades the rest of Hebrews in the form of both specific moral directive and
exhortation using the language of sin, obedience/disobedience, and faithful-
ness, among others.

While from a theoretical perspective like that of Geertz the connection be-
tween conduct and interpretation of experience may be taken for granted,
understanding this interplay in the case of Hebrews has proven quite difficult,
particularly regarding 12:1-17. On the one hand, Hebrews generally may be
viewed as grandiose theologically and pitifully weak ethically, particularly in
light of its paucity of direct moral injunction. As Knut Backhaus puts it: “The
theological mountain is in labor — but what is born is a moral mouse!”* On
the other hand, regarding Heb 12:1-17 specifically, there is a range of exeget-
ical opinion on several issues that may be considered moral or ethical. For
example, there has been much discussion of whether divine discipline should
be understood as punishment for sin or as non-punitive training or education.
There is also difficulty in deciding the import of “sin” in 12:1, specifically
whether or not it refers exclusively to apostasy. Sin in 12:4 is similarly un-
clear: it could refer to sin itself, within the individual or among the communi-
ty addressed, or it could refer to outside opposition like the sinners opposed
to Jesus according to verse 3. We might also ask further, what is the “peace-
ful fruit of righteousness” mentioned in 12:11 as a result of divine discipline?
On the question of discipline, the majority of recent publications rightly agree
that divine, fatherly discipline functions not as punishment for sin and
wrongdoing, as the quotation of Prov 3:11-12 might initially suggest, but
rather as educative, “non-punitive” training in virtue. Under the ‘“non-
punitive” rubric, however, it can be more difficult to account satisfactorily for
the strong language of sin, righteousness, immorality, and godlessness found
scattered through verses 1-17, especially in light of the development of such
themes elsewhere in Hebrews. That is not to say that those taking the non-
punitive understanding of discipline neglect the moral concepts of Hebrews
12 — besides, training and education in the ancient world involved the devel-
opment of virtue — but rather that the interpretation gives rise to different

*Knut Backhaus, “How to Entertain Angels: Ethics in the Epistle to the Hebrews,” in
Hebrews: Contemporary Methods — New Insights, ed. Gabriella Gelardini (Atlanta: Society
of Biblical Literature, 2005), 149. The original German reads: “Es kreifit der theologische
Berg, und er gebiert eine moralische Maus!” See Knut Backhaus, “Auf Ehre und Gewis-
sen! Die Ethik des Hebréerbriefs,” in Der sprechende Gott: Gesammelte Studien zum
Hebrderbrief, WUNT 240 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 215. I am grateful to Prof. Dr.
Christina Hoegen-Rohls for making me aware that this is an allusion to Horace’s Ars
poetica 139: parturient montes, nascetur ridiculus mus — the mountains will be in labor
and a ridiculous mouse will be born. Horace thus warns against beginning a work by prom-
ising more than can be delivered. The line itself alludes to Aesop’s fable of the mountain in
labor (fable 520 in Perry’s edition).
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exegetical problems that deserve a fresh look in light of the moral thought of
Hebrews as a whole.

So, what is the relation between divine discipline and ethics or morality in
Hebrews, especially if such parental discipline plays no punitive role? More-
over, how can we interpret the moral terms of 12:1-4 and 12:12-17 alongside
the corrective-sounding tones of the quotation of Prov 3:11-12 employed in
Heb 12:5-6? Finally, how do the argument and ethics of our passage relate to
ethical argument elsewhere in Hebrews? In answering these questions, the
present study contends that the moral thought of Hebrews is far from mouse-
like, but rather that a moral concern underlies the entirety of the work.> That
is, the key question of whether the audience will persevere or apostatize is
addressed throughout Hebrews in terms of choosing sin or faithful righteous-
ness. In Heb 12, the paradigm of fatherly divine discipline encourages the
audience to endure by viewing their situation as a natural, though painful,
feature of sonship, but at the same time this implies the need for ongoing
submission to God in an educational process that ultimately develops the very
virtue expected of the audience elsewhere in the book.

1. Terms and Method

Before moving to the history of research, which will justify and identify the
contribution of this particular treatment of Hebrews 12:1-17, a few words on
terminology are in order. Ethics, morality, and ethos can be variously defined.
Wayne Meeks, for example, understands ethics as “a reflective, second-order
activity: it is morality rendered self conscious; it asks about the logic of moral
discourse and action, about the grounds for judgment, about the anatomy of
duty or the roots or structure of virtue.” Morality, according to Meeks,
“names a dimension of life, a pervasive and, often, only partly conscious set
of value-laden dispositions, inclinations, attitudes, and habits.” Thus for him,
when a parent commands a child to behave, this is morality in so much as the
behavior commanded is presupposed as proper, but if the child asks why he
or she should behave, then the parent would enter the stage of ethics.®

The problem with speaking of “ethics” in relation to the NT, of course, is
that the NT writings do not engage in this second-order activity of reflecting
on moral discourse systematically, even if they do often offer a rationale for a

3 Backhaus in fact contributes to this in “Entertaining Angels,” though with a focus on
Heb 13.

6Wayne A. Meeks, The Origins of Christian Morality: The First Two Centuries (New
Haven: Yale, 1993), 3-5; cf. Leander E. Keck, “Rethinking ‘New Testament Ethics,”” JBL
115 (1996): 7.
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given exhortation.” Ruben Zimmermann has rightly argued in several publica-
tions that “implicit and sometimes explicit reasons as well as the argumenta-
tive recourse to certain ethical maxims and norms underlie the individual
paraenesis.”® This is particularly evident in Hebrews. Although explaining the
relationship of its supposed expository (or doctrinal) and exhortatory passag-
es is a perennial problem in scholarship, in some cases the exposition clearly
lays the groundwork for an exhortation.” For example, the exposition of Je-
sus’ greatness over the angels in Heb 1 leads to the exhortation in 2:1-4 to
give greater devotion to the message of Jesus since the consequences of ne-
glecting it are greater than the consequences of neglecting the message deliv-
ered by angels. Based on similar observations particularly in the Pauline cor-
pus, Zimmermann has developed a method of analyzing and making explicit
the “implicit ethics” of a text. He defines implicit ethics as “precisely the
ethics of the text, revealed through language, norms, and forms of ethical
reflection, that is [sic] placed at the center of the analysis.”'® The method
involves eight interrelated, though separable parts,'’ but for Zimmermann,
ethical analysis of a biblical text is “in the first instance a precise description
of the ethical language and plausibility strategies of the text itself.”'?

" Keck, “Rethinking,” 7, depicts such “moral reasoning” as a mixture of ethics and mo-
rality, and like Ruben Zimmermann (see below), speaks of making such rationale explicit
in the analysis of a text.

8 Ruben Zimmermann, “Ethics in the New Testament and Language: Basic Explorations
and Eph 5:21-33 as Test Case,” in Moral Language in the New Testament, ed. Ruben
Zimmermann and Jan G. van der Watt, WUNT 1I/296 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010),
22; cf. idem, “Jenseits von Indikativ und Imperativ: Entwurf einer ‘impliziten Ethik’ des
Paulus am Beispiel des 1. Korintherbriefes,” TLZ 132 (2007): 273.

? See, e.g., Frank Matera, “Moral Exhortation: The Relation between Moral Exhortation
and Doctrinal Exposition in the Letter to the Hebrews,” TJT 10, no. 2 (1994): 196-82;
James W. Thompson, “The Underlying Unity of Hebrews,” ResQ 18 (1975): 129-36.

' Ruben Zimmermann, “How to Read Biblical Texts Ethically” (paper presented at the
Annual Meeting of the SBL, San Diego, CA, 23 November 2014), 2-3. Zimmermann
presents the method also in “Ethics in the New Testament and Language,” 19-50 and in
“Jenseits,” 259-84.

""In brief, the model asks about (1) the linguistic forms, such as imperatives and horta-
tory subjunctives; (2) norms, maxims, principles and values for action; (3) the tradition-
historical context of norms and moral instances; (4) the prioritization of different values
(what is better or worse?); (5) ethical argumentation or structure of motives, for example
the use of deontological or teleological argumentation; (6) the ethical subject, that is, the
group or individuals who make ethical judgments; (7) the resulting lived ethos; and (8) the
field of application for a given norm or judgment. See Zimmermann, “Ethics in the New
Testament and Language,” 24-28; idem, “Jenseits,” 274-76.

12 Zimmermann, “How to Read,” 11. So also Hermut Lohr, who states: “a study of im-
plicit New Testament ethics has to begin with a description of the moral language, the
terms and categories used, the exposition of the argument, and the rhetorical techniques
applied.” See Hermut Lohr, “The Exposition of Moral Rules and Principles in the Pauline
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This is the sort of task we will undertake in a significant portion of this
study. Instead of morality or ethics in the senses reflected in Meeks’s defin-
tions, we want to investigate Hebrews’ moral thought,13 which includes its
norms, values, commands, rules, the should’s, and the ought-to’s,14 all under-
stood within the argument of the text and the language used to express it."
Since this approach seeks to make explicit the rationale as well as the norms,
rules, etc., it would become tedious to distinguish constantly between such
words as “ethical” or “moral”; therefore, we will treat the words ethics and
morality, together with their derivatives, as interchangeable, but all under the
heading of moral thought. While moral thought refers to the entire picture of
“morality” in Hebrews conveyed by its argument, this study focuses much
attention on the details of the language used in order to develop such moral

”

Letters: Preliminary Observations on Moral Language in Earliest Christianity,” in Moral
Language in the New Testament: The Interrelatedness of Language and Ethics in Early
Christian Writings, ed. Ruben Zimmermann and Jan G. van der Watt, WUNT 11/296 (Tii-
bingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010), 198.

" Hermut Lohr has suggested the term “moral thought”, and it is a convenient way of
superseding the contested usage of the terms morality and ethics. On the one hand, morali-
ty, as reflected in Meeks’ definition, can connote the mundane proper behavior of daily
life. For example, the statement “he’s a good guy” gives the impression that a certain man
is moral (to use the term in the colloquial fashion); that is, he is an upstanding, trustworthy
individual in society, who does not lie, cheat, or steal. On the other hand, ethics, again as
reflected in Meeks’ definition, can connote the academic, esoteric, and philosophical re-
flection about the values of individuals and society that has little relation to the concerns of
the NT. The NT may contain reflection on morality as well as mundane rules of behavior,
but often, and Hebrews is a good example, the NT writings are trying to convince their
respective audiences to take very particular, situation-specific courses of action. “Moral
thought” thus has the advantage of moving beyond the mundane, while at the same time
avoiding the esoteric. See Lohr, “Exposition of Moral Rules and Principles,” 197 n. 2. On
page 198, Lohr rightly points to the possible negative connotation of morals or morality as
unreflective, bourgeois rules of behavior.

' This follows van der Watt’s treatment of ethics as commands or rules, as evidenced in
‘ought to’ or ‘should’ language. Our definition is a bit broader in adding the aspect of
moral reasoning. Jan G. van der Watt, “Ethics and Ethos in the Gospel According to John,”
ZNW 97 (2006): 151.

'>Most recently, Susanne Luther has employed a similar, though more wide-ranging,
approach to her study of New Testament speech-ethics (Sprachethik). For Luther, Spra-
chethik firstly concerns NT conceptions of morally good and bad speech, but importantly,
it also involves the careful observation of the discourse and language employed in com-
municating what kind of speech is good and bad. She writes: “Gegenstand der vorliegen-
den Studie sind daher Pardnesen zur rechten Verwendung von Sprache im zwischen-
menschlichen Kontext, die in unterschiedlichen Formen und Textgattungen des Neuen
Testaments vermittelt werden, sowie deren ethisch reflektierte Begriindungs- und Motivie-
rungsstrategien” (emphasis original). Susanne Luther, Sprachethik im Neuen Testament:
Eine Analyse des friihchristlichen Diskurses im Matthdusevangelium, im Jakobusbrief und
im 1. Petrusbrief, WUNT 11/394 (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 11; cf. 1-66.
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thought. Accordingly, moral language refers more specifically to the gram-
matical and syntactical forms used to express the commands, rules, should’s
and ought-to’s — e.g., imperatives and hortatory subjunctives — as well as to
significant morally loaded terms and categories, such as sin or righteous-
ness.'® More concretely, it is through this sort of analysis that we want to
answer such questions as, what does it mean to be righteous according to
Hebrews? Why is sin portrayed as the audience’s opponent? Why does the
author single out sexual immorality as a particularly dangerous sin (12:16;
13:4)? What sort of moral character does matdela build in the audience, ac-
cording to the author, and how does this character contrast with their pre-
conversion lives? That is not to say, though, that Hebrews builds an ethical
system which would guide ethical decision-making. Rather, the study asks
about the coherence of claims concerning such things as sin and righteous-
ness together with the author’s commands and exhortations.

A bit more complicated for our purposes, though to some extent helpful, is
the term ethos. Geertz distinguishes between worldview and ethos, defining
ethos as “the tone, character, and quality of [a people’s] life, its moral and
aesthetic style and mood; it is the underlying attitude toward themselves and
their world that life reflects.” Reflection is key in this definition, since Geertz
writes as an anthropologist and thus depends on observation in order to un-
derstand the ethos of those peoples he studies. By contrast, worldview is
cognitive and existential; it is a people’s “picture of the way things in sheer
actuality are, their concept of nature, of self, of society.”17 Clearly, Geertz’s
anthropologically oriented definition entails a problem for the NT scholar: the
people groups the NT scholar wishes to study are not available for observa-
tion.

Nevertheless, NT scholarship has also picked up on an interest in ethos.
The definition of Michael Wolter is a convenient example:

Unter einem Ethos verstehe ich einen Kanon von institutionalisierten Handlungen, die
innerhalb eines bestimmten sozialen Systems in Geltung stehen. Thnen wird Verbindlich-
keit zugeschrieben, weil allererst durch solche Handlungen eine bestimmte Gruppe als
solche erkennbar und erfahrbar wird.'®

'S Cf. the quotation from Loéhr in note 12 above. In Zimmerman’s construal, analysis of
moral language includes also the analysis of the logic of an ethical statement. This is not to
be overlooked, as such consideration belongs to any good exegesis. For the purposes here,
an even more basic and specific definition of moral language is expedient for referring to
the author’s actual words or grammatical and syntactical forms without in each case also
pointing to the argument. See Zimmerman, “Ethics in the New Testament and Language,”
28-36.

17 Geertz, Interpretation, 126-217.

'8 Michael Wolter, “Identitit und Ethos bei Paulus,” in Theologie und Ethos im friihen
Christentum: Studien zu Jesus, Paulus und Lukas (Ttibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 127.
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Wolter goes on to describe the term under two aspects, a material aspect and
a functional aspect. Materially, the actions under an ethos are unchangeable,
clear, and repeatable, and they do not have to be reworked or re-justified.
Functionally, an ethos brings the distinct identity of a particular group into
view. It distinguishes the group from outsiders, and as Wolter further points
out, any social entity existing under a larger society must delineate itself from
outsiders and it must have ways of facilitating the coexistence of its mem-
bers.'? In this sense, ethos is more specific for Wolter than for Geertz, but it is
nevertheless quite a bit broader than ethics or morality as employed in this
study.

On the one hand, the term ethos is helpful in the functional aspect; in fact,
studies by Backhaus, Dunning, and Thompson have already contributed to
such interests in Hebrews in that they have sought to understand the social
function of Hebrews’ moral injunctions.”” On the other hand, trying to de-
scribe the material ethos of Hebrews, whether the unchangeable, clear, and
repeatable (Wolter), or the tone, character, and quality of life (Geertz), would
be difficult, as one would have to look behind the text to find the behavior of
the community, a community that has proven difficult to describe with much
precision. Moreover, what the addressees actually do is a different thing from
what the author expects or prescribes.”' Though we are interested in the con-
dition of the audience, it is unlikely that we can uncover their habits to any
great extent. Much more accessible is the way the author portrays the audi-
ence and what he expects of them. Even if we wanted to describe the ideal
ethos offered by the author we would have difficulty going into much detail.
Even though the author does prescribe such repeatable practices as meeting
together and encouraging one another, much of what he commands appears
contingent upon the particular situation that prompted him to write. Instead,
for our purposes it is better to stay with the moral thought of Hebrews. Then
we are on surer ground of describing what is available — the ethical rules,

" Wolter, “Identitit und Ethos,” 128, 129.

ZOBackhaus, “How to Entertain Angels,” 149-75; Benjamin Dunning, “The Intersection
of Alien Status and Cultic Discourse in the Epistle to the Hebrews,” in Hebrews: Contem-
porary Methods — New Insights, ed. Gabriella Gelardini (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Liter-
ature, 2005), 177-98; James W. Thompson, “Insider Ethics for Outsiders: Ethics for Aliens
in Hebrews,” ResQ 53 (2011): 207-19. See also the discussion of “insider ethics for out-
siders” in chapter 2 below.

2 As Keck notes, New Testament ethics comprises the ethics of New Testament texts.
Thus, he offers the reminder that “The New Testament as canon, like its constituent pieces
before they were canonized, not only expresses the faith and ethos of early Christianity but
also addresses them in order to correct them.” Keck, “Rethinking,” 4-5. A further problem
for trying to describe the ethos of Hebrews would be the question of whether the author is
an ongoing, though presently removed, member of the community addressed, or whether
his ideas would be reflective of a different group.
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language, and rationale — without attempting to reconstruct the ethos of the
addressees.”

Overall, Geertz’s notion of thick description offers some sense — though
limited by the considerations above — to what we seek to undertake here re-
garding the moral thought of Hebrews and its relation to divine discipline in
Heb 12. Thick description, according to Geertz, involves not simply describ-
ing what people do within a culture, but interpreting the actions intelligibly;
the thick describer wants to interpret what his or her subjects are “up to” and
systemize those interpretations.” That is what we will try to do with regard to
Heb 12:1-17 in its literary and cultural context. We want to describe the mor-
al thought of Hebrews in such a way that we understand what the author is
really getting at, reconstructing the inner world and rationale of Hebrews’
ethics.” “A good interpretation of anything [...] takes us into the heart of that
of which it is the interpretation”, Geertz writes. “When it does not do that, but
leads us instead somewhere else [...] it may have its intrinsic charms; but that
is something else than what the task at hand — figuring out what all that riga-
marole [...] is about — calls for.”? What then is all the rigamarole about with
divine discipline in Hebrews?

II. Recent History of the Discussion

Perhaps the question given the most recent attention in Heb 12:1-17 has been
the question of whether discipline is to be understood as punitive or non-
punitive, whether it serves as punishment or education. In fact, there is a long
history of discussion on the topic, but the question has become a standard
point of consideration especially since the publication of N. Clayton Croy’s
watershed monograph, Endurance in Suffering.*® Croy has argued, generally
quite successfully, that discipline in Heb 12 is educational training in virtue
and should not be understood as punishment for wrongdoing. Although his
entire program has not achieved consensus status, the majority of important
commentaries and studies have accepted it on the whole, and most of Croy’s

Van der Watt’s proposed definition of ethos as habitual personal behavior would in-
volve the same sorts of problems for this study as Wolter’s definition. Van der Watt, “Eth-
ics and Ethos,” 151. Cf. Lohr’s comments on the historical difficulties of investigating
early Christian ethos. Lohr, “Moral Rules and Principles,” 197.

» Geertz, Interpretation of Cultures, 3-30.

* Cf. Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: A Contemporary In-
troduction to New Testament Ethics (New York: HarperOne, 1996), 4.

» Geertz, Interpretation of Cultures, 18.

BN. Clayton Croy, Endurance in Suffering: Hebrews 12:1-13 in its Rhetorical, Reli-
gious, and Philosophical Context, SNTSMS 98 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1998).
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critics accept at least parts of his thesis. Croy’s thesis is founded upon several
major points: first, nowhere does the author express that the audience has
done something wrong to warrant punishment; second, the athletic imagery
throughout the passage evokes a view of discipline as positive training; and
third, the punitive tones of the Prov 3:11-12 quotation do not receive re-
mention in the author’s exposition of the text. Despite the incisiveness of
these points, a few scholars are not totally convinced. In part this is because
of the focus on sin directly at the beginning of the passage in 12:1, 3—4, and
in part because of the wisdom tradition of parental correction brought up by
the use of Prov 3:11-12. Thus, either one may place an emphasis on sin and
the immediately apparent background of the wisdom literature, or on the
athletic imagery and the lack of a clear punitive construal of discipline in the
text. This of course oversimplifies the various treatments, but it captures the
interpretive tendencies evident not only in the research since Croy’s book was
published, but also in the centuries of commentary before it. Whichever di-
rection one may tend toward, a sufficiently systematic accounting for the
moral language of the passage is still lacking. Thus, the following will pri-
marily demonstrate the tendencies of the discussion since Croy, while also
identifying the need for a more fully developed understanding of the moral
language of 12:1-17 in order better to come to grips with the author’s imag-
ined results of discipline and their purpose. Since there already exists a full
history of the discussion elsewhere,”” we begin here with the studies devoted
to our passage from the 20" century before turning to Croy’s monograph and
its reception.

1. Major 20th Century Contributions

First, Werner Jentsch’s 1951 study on early Christian educational thought
offers some useful analysis of our passage.”® Jentsch reads Heb 12 from a
heilsgeschichtlich perspective, and draws a sharp distinction between what he
sees as the salvific concern of Heb 12 and the purpose of suffering according
to the Stoics, his primary point of comparison. Jentsch gives much attention
to the father-son relationship described in 12:4-11, understanding maideie as
Ziichtigung and considering such discipline to have a corrective function that
specifically leads to repentance. It bears recognition, however, that the author
does not specifically say that this discipline should result in repentance in
chapter 12, and if anything, repentance would be excluded by Hebrews alto-
gether (6:4-6; 10:26; especially 12:17). Interestingly, Jentsch equates the
purpose of discipline, a share in God’s holiness, to salvation specifically. This

7 See the extensive history of research offered by Croy, Endurance, 4-35.
B Werner Jentsch, Urchristliches Erziehungsdenken: Die Paideia Kyriu im Rahmen der
hellenistisch-jiidischen Umwelt (Giitersloh: Bertelsmann, 1951), 161-68.
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is an interesting proposal since sin, which would lead in the opposite direc-
tion from salvation (10:26), plays such a prominent role in 12:1-4. Neverthe-
less, further study would have to review whether such an equation of holiness
and salvation per se is really warranted. This discipline unto salvation con-
trasts quite markedly, according to Jentsch, with Stoic conceptions of misfor-
tune (Ungliick). Although Seneca can write, “God hardens, reviews, and dis-
ciplines those whom he approves, whom he loves”,* the overarching purpose
of suffering for the Stoics is rather to become the Idealmensch, who over-
comes the self and comes to recognize providence in nature and to live in
harmony with it. For Jentsch this conception is far different from the NT
understanding of God and of salvation history. His salvation-historical ap-
proach as a system applied to the passage is questionable, but his concern
with salvation and the father-son relationship nevertheless deserve further
attention. The differences Jentsch shows between Stoic conceptions of suffer-
ing are also important, but nevertheless, the passage makes no explicit refer-
ence to repentance, except where it is excluded (12:17), and so there remains
an opening for a closer relationship to Stoic thought than Jentsch allows.

In his 1981 dissertation, Farai K. Gambiza offers an analysis of maideia
and Telelwotc in Hebrews.>® He observes some differences between the treat-
ment of Jesus’ suffering and the suffering of the audience in Hebrews. Ac-
cording to him, Jesus suffers unto perfection for the fulfillment of his priestly
office. He argues that the audience is never said to suffer unto perfection, but
rather to suffer maudela as instruction, correction, discipline, and punishment.
Still, he does view perfection as the ultimate goal, but suffering itself specifi-
cally serves a purgative or educational role.”’ Gambiza sees suffering as
something which the audience must accept as a necessary part of their path.
Though Gambiza’s definition of matdele remains loose and unclear, and his
conception of the perfection of believers as different from the perfection of
Jesus seems imprecise,” he rightly draws a number of issues in Hebrews
together. For example, he takes seriously the description of the audience as
needing to learn the discernment of good and evil, and notes that acceptance
of maudela is not inactivity, but rather implies good works and service to God
and others.” The coherence of such good works together with the purposes of

® Prov. 4.7 (Basore, LCL).

* Rarai K. Moyo Gambiza, “Teleiosis and Paidea as Interpretation of Sufferings: The
Perfecting of Jesus and the Disciplining of Christians in the Letter to the Hebrews” (ThD
diss., Christ Seminary - Seminex, 1981).

*' Gambiza, “Teleosis and Paideia,” 65-66.

32 That the “mature” are the ones for whom solid food is suitable in 5:14 (tehelwv 82
éoTv 1) oTepea Tpody) would seem to militate against too strong a distinction between
Jesus’ perfection and that of the audience.

33 Gambiza, “Teleosis and Paideia,” 67-68.
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