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A recent slim volume by Larry H u r t a d o 1 attempts to do what 

many larger ones have hardly dared: to explain the genesis of New 

Testament christology. It is the fruit of at least a decade of research 

and reflection.2 Aspiring to supersede Wilhelm Bousset's outdated 

but oft-quoted treatments of Juda i sm 3 and the evolution of N T 

christology in its Hellenistic setting,4 Hurtado adopts the task and 

methods of the History of Religions school, only to modify, correct, 

or even reverse many of Bousset's results. Essentially he concludes 

that the earliest Jewish Christians worshipped the risen Jesus, on 

the basis of their experiences of him, well before Christianity 

became a predominantly Gentile religion, and they were able to 

reconcile this practice with their inherited faith in one God by con­

struing Jesus ' exaltation in terms of what Hurtado calls the concept 

of divine agency which was widely accepted in pre-christian 

Judaism. 

1 Larry W Hurtado, One God, One Lord Early Christian Devotion and 
Ancient Jewish Monotheism (Philadelphia Fortress Press, 1988) 

2 A string of related essays by Hurtado may be noted " N e w Testament 
Christology A Critique of Bousset's Influence," Theological Studies 40 (19/r9) 306-
17, " T h e Study of New Testament Christology Notes for the Agenda," in SBL 
1981 Seminar Papers, ed Κ H Richards, 185-97 (Chico Scholars Press, 1981), 
" T h e Binitanan Shape of Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish 
M - i o t h e i s m , " in SBL 1985 Seminar Papers, ed Κ H Richards, 377-91 (Atlanta 
Scholars Press, 1985) T h e last contains the substance of the book 

3 Die Religion des Judentums im spathellenistischen Zeitalter, ed H Gressmann, 4th 
ed , Handbuch zum Neuen Testament 21 (Tubingen J C Β M o h r [Paul 
Siebeck], 1966) 

4 Kyrios Christos Geschichte des Christusglauhens bis Irenaeus, 5th ed (Gottingen 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1965), trans J o h n E Steeley (New York and 
Nashville Abingdon Press, 1970) 
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This is Hurtado's answer to the problem he poses for the 

investigation: " H o w did the early Christians accommodate the 

veneration of the exalted Jesus alongside God while continuing to 

see themselves as loyal to the fundamental emphasis of their 

ancestral tradition on one G o d ? " (p. 2). Bousset did not have this 

problem, for in his view strict Jewish monotheism had already been 

weakened by the undercurrents of angelology, dualism, and 

speculations about hypostases {Religion des Judentums) before the 

flood of pagan converts to Christianity accelerated the process by 

producing the Jesus cult and duplicating the object of faith (Kyrios 

Christos). Building on recent work by J .A. Fitzmyer and M. 

Hengel, 5 among others, Hurtado holds that the cultic veneration of 

Jesus began earlier than Bousset allowed, indeed in the earliest 

Palestinian community, as shown by the μαραναθα-prayer (note pp. 

4, 106-07). Therefore Hurtado accounts for the rise of the Jesus-

cult by recourse to Jewish rather than Hellenistic prototypes (pp. 

3-7). 

As for method, Hurtado admits his debt to the History of 

Religions school. He situates early Christianity in its Graeco-

Roman-Jewish context and affirms the need to study practices as 

well as beliefs. O n the other hand, he says, some features of Chris­

tianity were unique and not derived from the religious environ­

ment. He highlights the bourgeois German liberalism of scholars 

such as Bousset as one factor which might have made them 
4 'uncomfortable" with " t h e traditional view of Jesus as divine" (p. 

10). Hurtado's is therefore a duly modified religionsgeschichtliche 

Methode (pp. 9-11). 

Hurtado regards Bousset's picture of ancient Jewish monotheism 

as naive, both in its assumption that the Jews once had a simplistic 

concept of one God unqualified by other agencies (pp. 7-9), and in 

its inference that the swell of such agents in the Second Temple 

period amounted therefore to a threat or a compromise (chapters 

1-4). The actual state of affairs was between these extremes. There 

was a well-worn and broadly based belief among Jews that God had 

5 See Joseph A. Fitzmyer, " T h e Semitic Background of the New Testament 
Kyrios-Tïûz," m. A Wandering Aramean Collected Aramaic Essays, SBL Monograph 
Series 25, 115-42 (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1979); Mart in Hengel, "Christology 
and New Testament Chronology," in Between Jesus and Paul Studies in the Earliest 
History of Christianity, trans. J . Bowden, 30-47 (Philadelphia: Fortress Press; Lon­
don· SCM Press, 1983). 
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a chief agent, whether a personification of a divine attribute (λόγος, 

σοφία), a glorified patriarch (Enoch, Moses), or a principal angel 

(Michael, Jahoel, Melchizedek) (p. 17 and chapters 1-4passim). Yet 

even where the language used to describe these figures waxed most 

honorific—sometimes involving isolated titles or functions of deity 

(esp. Philo)—the monotheism of the writers, expressed elsewhere in 

their writings, remained firm and intact. In the ongoing debate 

about the nature of hypostases, Hurtado sides with Jewish and 

Anglo-American scholars (R. Marcus, J . D . G . Dunn, A. Gibson) 

against the Continental tendency to descry in them semi-

independent divine beings (W. Bousset, H. Ringgren, J . Fossum). 

In spite of some vivid modes of speech found in ancient Jewish 

writings, God's Word, Wisdom, etc. denoted only God himself 

working in the world (chapter 2). The deification of a human being 

by a Jewish author looks most probable in passages where Philo 

idealizes Moses. Hurtado follows C.R. Holladay (against, inter alia, 

E.R. Goodenough, P.W. van der Horst) in interpreting Philo's 

extravagant claims for Moses in the light of his apologetic aim to 

produce a Jewish rival to Hellenistic divine men. Such statements 

were in no way contrary to Philo's strenuous monotheism (chapter 

3). Nor did growing Jewish interest in God's chief angel result in 

a hypostatic bifurcation between God's glory and his personal 

being {pace C. Rowland, J . Fossum). This angelic entity too 

remained "essentially distinct from G o d " (p. 86). Again and again 

Hurtado applies an acid test to claims that Jewish monotheism was 

under strain: Is there evidence of practical Jewish cults directed to 

the worship of such figures? Hurtado cannot find a trace. 

Jewish language about a divine agent under the one God pro­

vided the conceptual schema into which the early Palestinian 

church integrated its experiences of the historical Jesus and resur­

rected Christ (chapter 5). The major step was to identify Jesus with 

God's principal helper. Honorific titles (e.g., κύριος) and other 

motifs (e.g., protological and eschatological functions) flowed into 

the developing christology afterwards (pp. 93-99). But the Jewish 

concept of divine agency cannot account for all features of early 

christology. The church sang hymns to Christ, prayed to him, used 

his name in baptisms, fellowshipped with him at table, created con­

fessions of faith in him, and received prophetic revelations from 

him. Cultic practices of this sort are totally unparallelled in the 

Jewish divine agency tradition, and must have arisen directly out 
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of experiences of Jesus. Nevertheless, the people who did these 

things were Jewish monotheists who, like other Jews who assumed 

divine agency, had no intention of departing from the faith of their 

fathers. Hence the christology of the early church, while indebted 

to the Jewish divine agency stream for its conceptual origins, 

entailed a binitarian mutation in Jewish monotheism. Thus arose 

faith in Jesus Christ beside and within faith in God. 

Evaluation 

One God, One Lord advances christological discussion beyond 

Kyrios Christos in several respects. The μαραναθα-cry was the 

Achilles' heel of Bousset's construction, as shown by his pleading 

attempts to evade the force of this evidence for the cultic veneration 

of Jesus in the earliest Palestinian community (discussed by Hur­

tado on pp. 131-32, note 11). In the renewed religio-historical 

enterprise of the latter half of the twentieth century, Hellenized 

Judaism has replaced pagan Hellenism as the matrix in which to 

seek the birth of Christianity. Refined methods demand a fresh look 

at many aspects of Bousset's presentation of Judaism. Yet Bousset's 

bold project—to trace historically the rise of faith in Jesus Christ in 

the church—was a noble vision and promised gains both for the 

humanities and for Christian faith itself. A merit of Hurtado's work 

is the way in which it embraces Bousset's task while supplying a 

programme for pursuing it under the guidance of purged methods. 

Hurtado has identified what must have been one of the first and 

most fundamental theological issues for the early Jewish Christian 

church: the relationship of a high christology to traditional 

monotheism. Although Judaism in the first century C.E. was more 

of an orthopraxy than an orthodoxy and lacked either creed or 

council, we have evidence from a number of quarters that 

monotheism was a primary and deeply held tenet. The decree of 

Antiochus Epiphanes (167 B.C. E.) had forced the Jews of Palestine 

to take a stand vis-à-vis Greek polytheism and idolatry (1 Mace. 
l:41-64).6 The belief in one God became a keynote of the Jewish 
mission to the Gentiles, as attested by its importance in Jewish 

6 Elias J. Bickerman, The God of the Maccabees Studies on the Meaning and Origin 
of the Maccabean Revolt, trans. H.R. Moehring, Studies in Judaism in Late Anti­
quity 32 (Leiden: Brill, 1979). 
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propaganda literature 7 and its recognition by pagan writers as a 

mark of Jews. 8 The Shema was the nearest equivalent in Judaism to 

a confession of faith Its use for catechism or liturgy in some circles 

dates back at least to the second century B.C. 9 Such a practice left 

traces at Q u m r a n in the first century C E . 1 0 The opening tractate 

of the Mishnah prescribes rules for the daily morning and evening 

recitation of the Shema in a passage containing phrases from the 

period when the Temple was still standing (Berakoth chapters 1-2), 

and the prominent place of Deut 6*4-6 at the beginning of the 

7 See, e g , Sib Or , frag 1, III , 11-12 and passim, IV, 27-32, V, 172-76, 284-
85, 493-500, Pseudo-Arist 132-143, Pseudo-Orpheus in Eus Praeparatio evangelica 
X I I I , 12 5, also fragments of Hesiod, Pseudo-Pythagoras, Pseudo-Sophocles, and 
Pseudo Diphilus/Menander, translated in J Charlesworth, ed , The Old Testament 
Pseudepigrapha, 2 vols (Garden City, Ν Y Doubleday, 1983, 1985), II, 824-29 
Secondary literature Adolf Schlatter, Wie sprach Josephus von Gott? Beitrage 
zur Forderung christlicher Theologie, Jahrgang 14, Heft 1 (Gütersloh 
Bertelsmann, 1910), esp 16-20, Peter Dalbert, Die Theologie der hellemstisch-

judischen Missions-hteratur, unter Ausschluss von Philo und Josephus, Theologische 
Forschung 4 (Hamburg-Volksdorf H e r b e r t R e i c h , E v a n g e l i s c h e r V e r l a g 
G m b H , 1954), Gerhard Schneider, "Urchnst l iche Gottesverkundigung in 
hellenistischer Umwel t , " Biblische Zeitschrift, Neue Folge 13 (1969) 59-75, 
Yehoshua Amir, "Die Begegnung des biblischen und des philosophischen 
Monotheismus als Grundthema des judischen Hellenismus," Evangelische Theologie 
38 (1978) 2-19, Emil Schurer, The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ 
(175 Β C — AD 135), new English version revised and edited by Geza Vermes, 
Fergus Millar, and Matthew Black, 3 vols in 4 (Edinburgh Τ &T Clark, 1973-
86), III 1, 150-64 

8 See, e g , Tacitus, Hist , V 5, Juvenal, Satire X I V 96-106 Other ancient 
authors are cited in J o h n Gager, The Origins of Anti-Semitism Attitudes Toward 

Judaism in Pagan and Christian Antiquity (New York Oxford University Press, 1983), 
67-88, esp 84 

9 W F Albright, " A Biblical Fragment from the Maccabean Age T h e Nash 
Papyrus , " JBL 56 (1937) 145-76 Albright's dating has been accepted by other 
palaeographers see Frank Moore Cross, " T h e Development of the Jewish 
Scripts," in The Bible and the Ancient Near East Essays in honor of William Foxwell 
Albright, ed G Ernest Wright, 133-202 (The Biblical Colloquium, 1961, repr 
Winona Lake, Indiana Eisenbrauns, 1979), 135, Joseph Naveh, Early History of 
the Alphabet An Introduction to West Semitic Epigraphy and Palaeography (Jerusalem 
Magnes Press, Hebrew University, Leiden E J Brill, 1982), 162-63 My col­
league G Michael Hagan has had the opportunity to examine a small amulet of 
the Shema, found with a silver scroll containing N u m 6 24-26 in the refuse pit of 
Ketef Hinnom, datable to the seventh century Β C E or earlier, now in the Israel 
Museum, Jerusalem 

1 0 F E Vokes finds behind 1QS 10 10 an ordinance that the Shema be said twice 
a day, and discusses a phylactery from cave 8 which has the Shema written in a 
rectangle surrounded by other passages " C r e e d s in the New T e s t a m e n t " , in 
Studia Evangelica, Volume IV, ed Elizabeth E Livingstone, Texte und Unter 
suchungen 112, 580-88 (Berlin Akademie-Verlag, 1973) 
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synagogue liturgy may well be as old. At least four ancient Jewish 

sources expressly state that monotheism, or the Shema, or the first 

commandment of the Decalogue, is the "f irst" item in the Jewish 

way of life.11 Given the primacy accorded to monotheism among 

Jews, we must recognize that the Jewish Christians who worship­

ped Jesus were modifying their religion at its central point. They 

must have reflected on what they were doing from the beginning. 

Hurtado has therefore fastened upon a crucial dynamic behind the 

shaping of christology. 

His emphasis throughout on the integrity of monotheism among 

Jews who ascribed divine titles or functions to other beings on occa­

sion is a healthy corrective to Bousset's influence. It is difficult if 

not impossible to demonstrate that there was any widespread 

Jewish movement toward cults other than that of the one God. 

Hurtato 's attempted refutation of the idea that some Jews worship­

ped angels (pp. 28-35) is not altogether convincing, and he may 

have overlooked Pseudo-Philo 13.6, but surely such worship of angels 

as there might have been was a declension from a socially shared 

ideal. This conclusion, based on the criterion of cultic practices, is 

corroborated by another recent study from a theological angle. 

Although pagans applied εις- or μόνος-formulae to multiple gods 

and goddesses in a merely elative sense, Jews never applied this 

type of formula to their intermediaries, but reserved them very 

stringently for God alone. 1 2 The firmness of Jewish monotheism 

makes it all the more remarkable that Jewish Christians could not 

only acclaim Jesus cultically in terms originally intended for G o d 1 3 

but could also predicate εις and μόνος-formulae of him. 1 4 

1 1 Pseudo-Arist 132, Philo, Decaí 65, Spec leg I 12, Jesus and his scribal 
interlocutor in Mark 12 28-32, Josephus, Cont Ap 2 190-93 

12 Paul Rainbow, "Monotheism and Christology in I Corinthians 8 4 -6" 
(Unpublished D Phil thesis Oxford, 1987), 66-100 

13 Note the transfer of Isa 45 23, taken from the exclusively monotheistic con­
text of vv 21-24, to Jesus in the prediction of Phil 2 9-11, contrast the original 
reference preserved in Rom 14 11 

14 Matt 23 8-10, 1 Cor 8 6, Eph 4 4-6, Jude 4, Odes of Solomon 41 13-15 
For the use of such formulae in paganism, the O T , Judaism, and early Chris­
tianity, see Erik Adolf G Peterson, Ε Ι Σ Θ Ε Ο Σ Epigraphische, formgeschichtliche und 
religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen, Forschungen z u r R e l i g i o n u n d L i t e r a t u r 
d e s A l t e n u n d N e u e n T e s t a m e n t s , N e u e F o l g e 24 (Gottingen 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1926), Gerhard Delling, " Μ Ο Ν Ο Σ Θ Ε Ο Σ , " in Studien 
zum Neuen Testament und zum hellenistischen Judentum Gesammelte Aufsatze 1950-1968, 
ed Ferdinand H a h n , Traugott Holz, and Nikolaus Walter, 391-400 (Gottingen 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1970), Ferdinand H a h n , " T h e Confession of the O n e 




