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For Simeon Christopher

καὶ [Συμεὼν] ἐδέξατο αὐτὸ εἰς τὰς ἀγκάλας καὶ 
εὐλόγησεν τὸν θεὸν καὶ εἶπεν . . .

εἶδον οἱ ὀφθαλμοί μου τὸ σωτήριόν σου,
ὃ ἡτοίμασας κατὰ πρόσωπον πάντων τῶν λαῶν,

φῶς εἰς ἀποκάλυψιν ἐθνῶν
καὶ δόξαν λαοῦ σου Ἰσραήλ.

And Simeon took [Jesus] in his arms and blessed God and said . . .
“My eyes have seen your salvation,

Which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples;
A light for revelation to the gentiles

And the glory of your people, Israel.”
Luke 2:28, 30–32

May you be borne up by Christ, that you may bear him to others.
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How has Christ abolished sin, banished the separation between 
us and God, and acquired righteousness to render God favorable 
and kindly toward us? . . . He has achieved this for us by the whole 
course of his obedience.

—John Calvin, Institutes of  the Christian Religion 2.16.5
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Preface

My aim in this volume is to set forth the soteriological significance of the life 
of Jesus in the Gospels. I have written the kind of book that I would like to 
read, in answer to the question that I have often asked: what is Jesus doing in 
the Gospels? This is primarily an exegetical study, but I have not shied away 
from engaging with and gleaning from historical and systematic theology 
where relevant. Though I have written this book largely to answer my own 
questions, I hope it will also be helpful and accessible to anyone interested 
in the Jesus of the Gospels. It is particularly my desire that professors, pas-
tors, students, and all interested exegetes will be stimulated by this study to 
reflect further on the life of Jesus for their various contexts. What follows is 
by no means the final word but is my effort to make a contribution to ongoing 
discussions relating to the theology and Christology of the Gospel narratives.

Writing this book has been a labor of love and is the result of a number 
of years of reflection, conversation, and learning from many sources. It is 
not possible to thank everyone who has helped my own understanding or 
who has provided feedback in some form. Nevertheless, it seems appropri-
ate to thank the following people specifically. First, thanks to the board of 
trustees, faculty, administration, and staff (especially the tireless efforts of 
the Montgomery Library staff) of Westminster Theological Seminary for 
the resources, assistance, and support that have aided in the completion of 
this project. Special thanks to the board of trustees and faculty for granting 
a Professional Advancement Leave for the first half of 2015, which allowed 
me to complete the bulk of this manuscript. My colleagues in the New Testa-
ment Department, Greg Beale and Vern Poythress, are continually sources of 
wisdom and encouragement, and I am grateful for their collegiality. Second, 
thanks to all those who have taken the time to provide more formal feedback 
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x  Preface

on early drafts of the manuscript, and those who have contributed by way of 
conversation, including Andrew Abernethy, Bill Fullilove, Richard Gaffin, Josh 
Leim, Jonathan Pennington, Stephen Presley, Scott Swain, Lane Tipton, and 
Carlton Wynne. Any shortcomings remain my own. Thanks also to faculty 
assistants Dylan Bailey, David Barry, Charles Williams, and Jason Yuh for 
research and assistance of various sorts. Third, thanks to James Ernest, who 
first helped get this project off the ground at Baker Academic, along with 
Bryan Dyer and the entire professional team at Baker Academic for capably 
shepherding this volume through to completion.

Finally, singular thanks goes to my family. My wife Cheryl is a source of 
constant encouragement and is the crown of her husband (Prov. 12:4), and 
our four children manifest the joie de vivre in all sorts of creative ways. Ad-
ditionally, the continued love and support of my parents and parents-in-law 
is a great blessing. I dedicate this volume to our second child, Simeon Chris-
topher, whose name is inspired by the speaker of the Nunc Dimittis in Luke 
2. For Simeon, to hold Jesus was to behold and embrace salvation, which is 
a father’s highest prayer for his children.
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1

1
A Tale of Two Adams in the History 

of Interpretation

A Crucial Question

What is the purpose and significance of the life and ministry of Jesus in the 
Gospels? At one level, this may seem like an obvious question. The Gospels1 
are all about Jesus. Moreover, given the structure of each of the four Gospels, 
it is difficult to miss the central role played by the Passion Narratives. And 
yet there is much more in the Gospels beyond the Passion Narratives. Jesus is 
amazingly active. He preaches, heals, exorcises, prays, rebukes, forgives, calls, 
authorizes, confounds, challenges, rejoices, weeps, blesses, curses, prophesies, 
and more. In addition, he consistently draws attention to himself as he does 
these things.

And then there are the Christmas stories (that is, the infancy narratives). 
These are among the more familiar parts of the Gospels in today’s culture. But 
what is the relationship between the infancy narratives and salvation?2 Jesus 

1. I will be working from the four canonical Gospels. This is not the place to argue for the 
legitimacy of the four canonical Gospels, but these Gospels have the greatest claim to being the 
earliest and most widely used Gospels in the early church. See further Charles E. Hill, Who Chose 
the Gospels? Probing the Great Gospel Conspiracy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).

2. Salvation is difficult to define concisely, since it is richly multifaceted, entailing at once 
various dimensions, which would take many hundreds of pages to tease out sufficiently. However, 
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appears to be quite passive lying in the manger as he is adored by shepherds, 
and we do not find him to be very active when the magi come and prostrate 
themselves before him in Matthew 2. But can we look even to the infancy 
of Jesus and say that Jesus was somehow already beginning to accomplish 
something of significance? To ask this question is to lead us back to the driv-
ing question of this volume, since Jesus did not bypass infancy, childhood, 
adolescence, or adulthood on his way to the cross. Why? What was it about 
the life of Jesus that was necessary for salvation—from the manger to the 
cross and everything in between?3 Do the Evangelists themselves give us any 
indications that this is a question they have in view as they write their Gospels? 
I will argue that they do.

In this volume I will argue that we find a shared perspective among the 
diversity of the four Gospels that the obedient life of Jesus—in its entirety—is 
vicarious and salvific in character.4 More specifically, I will argue that Jesus is 
portrayed in the Gospels as the last Adam whose obedience is necessary for 
God’s people to experience the blessings of salvation. In pursuit of this thesis, 
I will consider what the Gospels themselves say about the lifelong obedience of 
Jesus, which concomitantly involves considering how Jesus’s life and ministry 
are related to his passion. By concentrating on the Gospels I do not intend 
to imply that these are the only documents in the New Testament that speak 
to this issue. I do believe, however, that a focus on the Gospels qua Gospels 
is important because of the way they narrate the life of Jesus, and because 
their testimony to the significance of Jesus’s life for salvation has often not 
been given sufficient attention. Thus a sub-aim of this book is to help us read 
and interpret the Gospels theologically.

I will explain more of my method and limitations below. At this juncture 
I would like to linger over the need to identify the theological significance of 
the life of Jesus from the Gospels. In recent years many have emphasized the 
importance of the Gospels’ theological contributions, along with the need 
to articulate more fully the task and mission of Jesus in accord with how we 
approach the Gospels. This concern is evident in Jürgen Moltmann’s The Way 
of  Jesus Christ, where Moltmann traces the messianic mission of Christ in 
the Gospels and suggests that the standard creeds, such as the Apostles’ Creed 

by way of shorthand I will consider salvation to be deliverance from sin unto everlasting life in 
fellowship with the Triune God. For fuller studies, see John Murray, Redemption Accomplished 
and Applied (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955); Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, ed. 
John Bolt, trans. John Vriend, 4 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003–8), esp. vols. 3–4.

3. N. T. Wright asks a similar question in How God Became King: The Forgotten Story of 
the Gospels (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2012), 3, 8.

4. See similarly, among others, Robert Letham, The Work of  Christ, CCT (Downers Grove, 
IL: IVP Academic, 1993), 113–17; Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 3:378–80, 405.

 The Last Adam
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3

and Nicene Creed, would have done well to fill in the details between “born 
of the Virgin Mary / was made man” and “suffered under Pontius Pilate.”5

An even more relevant volume is N. T. Wright’s Jesus and the Victory of 
God. Wright in his typically provocative way suggests that the Reformers 
have never had a great answer to the question “Why did Jesus live?” and 
“orthodoxy, represented by much popular preaching and writing, has had 
no clear idea of the purpose of Jesus’ ministry.”6 Wright proceeds with his 
answer to the perceived dilemma, arguing for a prophetic, suffering-servant 
role for Jesus the Messiah, who announces, enacts, and embodies the end of 
exile, the defeat of evil, and Yahweh’s returning to Zion.7

Wright’s assessment of the task of Jesus places Jesus firmly within the 
context of Israel’s history. His approach has been influential, and he continues 
to popularize it. In the more recent How God Became King he refers to the 
question of “Why did Jesus live?” as the “puzzle of a lifetime” and warns us 
against lopping off de facto the four Gospels from the front of the New Tes-
tament canon.8 I concur with the question Wright is asking, and I have been 
stimulated by his writings. Yet I believe there is more to be said.

Another example is the recent work of Scot McKnight, who wants to show 
us that the gospel is in the Gospels.9 McKnight, much like Wright, emphasizes 
that the story of Israel is resolved in the person of Jesus in a saving way.10 Fur-
ther, we find the gospel in the Gospels because “the gospel is the saving Story 
of Jesus completing Israel’s Story, and Jesus clearly set himself at the center 
of God’s saving plan for Israel.”11 McKnight correctly observes that the good 
news has a clear focus on Jesus.12 Not only in his more popular work but also 
in a recent essay, McKnight explores the story of Jesus’s life in the context 
of Israel and affirms that the story of Jesus is a saving story. For McKnight, 
the Gospel of Matthew is gospel because Jesus releases his people from the 
burden of sin in the inner conscience and because he liberates in a more 
comprehensive manner (i.e., from oppressing burdens).13 But can we still say 

5. Jürgen Moltmann, The Way of  Jesus Christ: Christology in Messianic Dimensions, trans. 
Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 69–70, 73–150.

6. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of  God, COQG 2 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 14.
7. Ibid., 481, 593.
8. See Wright, How God Became King, 9.
9. Scot McKnight, The King Jesus Gospel: The Original Good News Revisited (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 2011).
10. Ibid., 79, 82–83. McKnight also cites Martin Hengel and I. H. Marshall to this end (ibid., 83).
11. Ibid., 111.
12. Ibid., 92–93.
13. Scot McKnight, “Matthew as ‘Gospel,’” in Jesus, Matthew’s Gospel and Early Chris-

tianity: Studies in Memory of  Graham N. Stanton, ed. Daniel M. Gurtner, Joel Willitts, and 
Richard A. Burridge, LNTS 435 (London: T&T Clark, 2011), 59–75.
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more about how the holistic story of Jesus’s life is a saving story? McKnight 
rightly points to the movement toward the cross in the Gospels,14 along with 
the more integrated means by which Jesus bears our burdens in accord with 
Isaiah 53 in Matthew 8:16–17.15 Even still, I believe there are further connec-
tions between the saving character of Jesus’s life and his death to be explored.

Close to the time McKnight’s King Jesus Gospel appeared, Darrell Bock 
released Recovering the Real Lost Gospel, in which he argues that to under-
stand the New Testament gospel we must recognize that Jesus “brought the 
good news that God’s promised rule of deliverance had arrived.”16 Further, 
Bock notes that Jesus’s dying for sin is not the whole gospel, but the cross 
(at least as we find it in 1 Cor.) “functions as a hub and a synecdoche for all 
that Jesus’ work brings.”17 Although neither Bock’s Recovering the Real Lost 
Gospel nor McKnight’s King Jesus Gospel is concerned exclusively with the 
message of the Gospels, both acknowledge the need to understand the mes-
sage pertaining to the work of Christ more holistically, in a way that considers 
more than just the cross, and these holistic approaches have implications for 
how we read the Gospels.

A more sustained focus on the Gospels is found in Jonathan Pennington’s 
Reading the Gospels Wisely. As he considers the meaning of euangelion in 
the Gospels, Pennington first observes that the gospel originated as an oral 
message about Jesus Christ, including especially who he was and what he 
accomplished in his life, death, and resurrection.18 It is instructive that Pen-
nington includes much more than just the death of Christ in this introduc-
tory definition. As he considers the definition of euangelion in the Gospels, 
Pennington observes the connection between the gospel and the kingdom 
and focuses on the good news of the return of God’s restorative reign.19 Thus 
kingship is front and center in the good news that “your God reigns” (Isa. 
52:7). Additionally, Pennington helpfully observes that the message of the 
forgiveness of sins cannot be separated from the kingdom message of Jesus.20 
There is, in other words, an intricate connection between the good news of 
God’s kingly reign and the good news of forgiveness of sins, which must be 
related to the Gospels as thoroughly christological documents. Pennington 

14. McKnight, King Jesus Gospel, 85.
15. McKnight, “Matthew as ‘Gospel,’” 71.
16. Darrell L. Bock, Recovering the Real Lost Gospel: Reclaiming the Gospel as Good News 

(Nashville: B&H, 2010), 1.
17. Ibid., 3–4.
18. Jonathan T. Pennington, Reading the Gospels Wisely: A Narrative and Theological 

Introduction (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012), 5.
19. Ibid., 10–16.
20. Ibid., 16 and 16n39.
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brings into sharp focus the need to define the good news of the life of Jesus 
from the Gospels in light of the current scholarly conversation about the role 
of Israel and also the realization that the Gospels are centrally important nar-
ratives about Jesus.21 These are important observations, and we will consider 
the narrative Christology of the Gospels throughout this study.

One final recent example is Michael Bird’s Evangelical Theology. A dis-
tinctive aspect of this volume is the thoroughgoing focus on the evangel, 
which leads Bird to focus significantly on the life and ministry of Jesus. In 
Bird’s estimation, the life of Jesus does not figure prominently in evangelical 
theology; many are content with Jesus being born of a virgin and dying as a 
sinless sacrifice for sin.22 In this Bird echoes Wright’s sentiment that a number 
of standard doctrinal formulations do not sufficiently reference the life and 
teaching of Jesus. Bird poses an important question: “what is the theological 
significance of [Jesus’s] life and teaching?”23 He proceeds to consider the sig-
nificance of these in accord with such topics as Jesus’s messianic anointing, 
miracles, parables, fulfillment of Old Testament hopes for Israel, and especially 
the inauguration of the kingdom of God.24 Bird’s desire to focus on the work 
of Jesus on these points is to be commended. His articulation of the purpose 
of Jesus’s ministry as God becoming king of Israel in Jesus’s work stands in 
clear continuity with the view of Wright noted above. Although I agree that 
due attention needs to be given to the life of Jesus, I am not convinced that 
Christian theology (or Reformed theology, more specifically) has been quite 
as silent on this point as Bird suggests. Nor does the history of exegesis lack 
the categories to deal with the life of Jesus in the Gospels. I do think Bird, 
Moltmann, Wright, McKnight, and others are correct that the life of Jesus 
is not always emphasized in theological discourse. Nevertheless, we can find 
wisdom from previous generations that will help us today understand and 
articulate the saving significance of Jesus’s life and ministry in the Gospels.

I am therefore encouraged by the conversation that is under way. Some 
points of fairly wide consensus seem to be developing. Israel’s story as we 
find it in Scripture must provide our framework for understanding Jesus’s ac-
tions, and those actions must be understood in the context of each Gospel’s 
narrative structure. In the Gospels we find Jesus coming in the fullness of 
time as Israel’s messianic king, bringing the already/not-yet kingdom of God, 
and fulfilling the eschatological hopes of the prophets. Wright even avers that 

21. Ibid., 35.
22. Michael F. Bird, Evangelical Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduction (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 2013), 357.
23. Ibid.
24. Ibid., 375–82.
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Jesus’s whole life is gospel.25 These are important advancements over some 
of the more fragmented approaches of form criticism from the first half of 
the twentieth century. Yet more needs to be said about what we mean. How 
and why is the life of Jesus significant as narrated in the Gospels and for the 
gospel? Why is there such a strong focus on the obedience of Jesus throughout 
all four Gospels?26 How does the life of Jesus relate to the kingdom of God? 
Why does Jesus so often speak of himself? Is there something about the obe-
dience of the king that lends efficacy to his death on the cross?

In this book I desire to give more attention to questions relating to the sav-
ing significance of the life of Jesus in the Gospels, and I will do so through 
the lens of Christ as the last Adam. By so doing, I hope to help answer the 
question, how does Jesus’s lifelong obedience in the Gospels relate to the 
salvation of his people?

A Practical Question

As the authors canvassed above have often argued, this debate is not merely 
academic; it has important implications for the church. By arguing for Jesus 
as the obedient last Adam in the Gospels, I hope also to illuminate the role 
of the non–Passion Narrative portions of the Gospels in order to support the 
preaching of the Gospels. Martin Kähler (in)famously referred to the Gospels 
as Passion Narratives with extended introductions.27 This identification is 
debatable, but his comments point us to a legitimate question: how do pastors 
preach from the so-called extended introductions in a way that does justice to 
the Passion Narratives yet also recognizes that earlier portions of the Gospels 
have something vitally important to say about how Jesus saves? Historically, 
too many have seen Jesus as merely providing an inspiring example or an 
encouragement for humanity to reach its highest potential.28 Such readings 
vastly underestimate the significance of Jesus in the Gospels.29 For others, 
perhaps following in the spirit of Kähler’s statement, the beginning chapters 

25. Wright, Jesus, xiv.
26. I will defend this view in following chapters.
27. Martin Kähler, The So-Called Historical Jesus and the Historic, Biblical Christ, trans. 

Carl E. Braaten (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1964), 80n11.
28. See the critique of the “moral lives of Jesus” in Albert Schweitzer, The Quest of  the His-

torical Jesus: A Critical Study of  Its Progress from Reimarus to Wrede, trans. W. Montgomery 
(New York: MacMillan, 1968). See also James D. G. Dunn, Jesus Remembered, CM 1 (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 34–39.

29. However, I do not deny there is a place for imitation, when understood rightly. See Jason B. 
Hood, Imitating God in Christ: Recapturing a Biblical Pattern (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Aca-
demic, 2013); Pennington, Reading the Gospels Wisely, 161–62; C. D. “Jimmy” Agan III, The 
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of the (Synoptic) Gospels—featuring various sayings, miracles, narratives, 
and so forth—demonstrate the authority of Jesus but are secondary to the 
core message of the cross.30 Yet if most Gospel passages should be considered 
merely as extended introductions, we must admit that these are richly nuanced 
and wide-ranging introductions. Indeed, we must admit that these “introduc-
tions” are actually more extensive than the Passion Narratives themselves.31

There must be a way to navigate between the Scylla of the merely exemplary, 
moralistic life of Jesus and the Charybdis of Jesus’s life as only a preparatory 
“warm-up” for the Passion Narratives. To this end, focusing on Christ as the 
last Adam in the Gospels offers a viable way forward. This approach is able 
to take into account what recent scholarship has been saying about the cen-
trality of the kingdom of God, while also recognizing the clear importance 
of the Passion Narratives. Understanding Christ as the last Adam need not 
discount the model of righteousness that Christ provides, but first recognizes 
the obedience of Jesus as a representative figure. Further supporting this ap-
proach are the rich and varied Christian exegetical and theological traditions 
relating Adam to Christ.

Two Adams in the History of  Interpretation

We turn now to consider some voices from previous generations, specifically 
related to the pervasive Adam-Christ parallel.32 Though the following examples 
are not all from the Gospels, many are, and these approaches may prove 
insightful for reading the Gospels today. Among the earliest church fathers, 
Irenaeus (ca. 130–ca. 202) is well known for having a theology of recapitulation 
in which Jesus’s obedience overcomes the disobedience of Adam.33 Irenaeus 

Imitation of  Christ in the Gospel of  Luke: Growing in Christlike Love for God and Neighbor 
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2014).

30. E.g., Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of  the New Testament, trans. Kendrick Grobel, 2 vols. 
(New York: Scribner, 1951–55), 1:86.

31. Kähler himself recognized he was putting the matter “somewhat provocatively,” as he 
distanced himself from those who focused on the supposed development of Jesus’s consciousness 
before the passion (So-Called Historical Jesus, 80n11). Yet I do not agree with Kähler when he 
suggests that the emphasis in the “extended introductions” is not so much on what happened 
as the who and how of his actions (ibid., 81). Instead, the what of the so-called extended in-
troductions is crucially important.

32. See also Letham, Work of  Christ, 24–37. I use the term “Adam-Christ parallel” as a collec-
tive term to refer to an array of comparisons between Adam and Christ, recognizing the diversity 
of views among those who make such comparisons. Yet the singular “parallel” is intended to 
denote the relative consistency of such an approach in the history of Christian interpretation.

33. See, e.g., Haer. 3.18.1; 3.18.7; 3.21.10; 3.23.1; 4.4.2; 5.1.2; 5.16.3; 5.21.1. It has been 
noted in recent years that recapitulation may not be the center of Irenaeus’s theology, yet it is 
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seems to derive this teaching in large measure from Paul’s statements,34 but, 
as I will argue at the conclusion of this chapter, he does not derive his Adam 
Christology only from Paul. Irenaeus also gleans from the Gospels to explain 
Christ’s work in Adamic terms.

The Epistle to Diognetus, though difficult to date with certainty, is prob-
ably also from the second century. Here one finds echoes of Romans 5:18–19 
in the climactic soteriological section: “O the sweet exchange, O the incom-
prehensible work of God, O the unexpected blessings, that the sinfulness 
of many should be hidden in one righteous person, while the righteousness 
of one should justify many sinners!” (9:5).35 While not mentioning Adam 
explicitly, Diognetus 9 views the work of Christ in the incarnation as the 
means of undoing the sinfulness that had befallen humanity (9:2–4). If we 
connect this passage to Romans 5:18–19, which is a reasonable conclusion 
given the verbal parallels between the two passages, then Adamic imagery 
is likely in view.36

Athanasius of Alexandria (ca. 296–373) has much to say about the work 
of Christ in the incarnation, including the relationship between Adam and 
Christ. We read in On the Incarnation: “For since from man it was that 
death prevailed over men, for this cause conversely, by the Word of God 
being made man has come about the destruction of death and the resurrec-
tion of life.”37 Similarly, in his Homily on Matthew 11:27: “[God] delivered 
to [the Son] man, that the Word himself might be made Flesh, and by tak-
ing the Flesh, restore it wholly.”38 Likewise, in his Expositio fidei Athana-
sius compares the paradise opened by Christ with the paradise forfeited by  
Adam.39

clearly an important organizing principle for him. See Eric Osborn, Irenaeus of  Lyons (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 110–11; Thomas Holsinger-Friesen, Irenaeus and 
Genesis: A Study of  Competition in Early Christian Hermeneutics, JTISup 1 (Winona Lake, 
IN: Eisenbrauns, 2009), 1–26; Ronald E. Heine, Classical Christian Doctrine: Introducing the 
Essentials of  the Ancient Faith (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), 116–21. Recapitulation 
in Irenaeus is a complex concept, on which see the conclusion of this chapter.

34. J. T. Nielsen, Adam and Christ in the Theology of  Irenaeus of  Lyons: An Examination of 
the Function of  the Adam-Christ Typology in the “Adversus Haereses” of  Irenaeus, against the 
Background of  the Gnosticism of  His Time (Assen, Netherlands: Van Gorcum, 1968), 68–82; 
Ben C. Blackwell, Christosis: Pauline Soteriology in Light of  Deification in Irenaeus and Cyril 
of  Alexandria, WUNT 2/314 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 41–43.

35. Translation from Michael W. Holmes, ed. and trans., The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts 
and English Translations, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 711.

36. See further Brandon D. Crowe, “Oh Sweet Exchange! The Soteriological Significance of 
the Incarnation in the Epistle to Diognetus,” ZNW 102 (2011): 108–9.

37. Athanasius, Inc. 10.2 (NPNF2 4:41).
38. Translation from NPNF2 4:87.
39. NPNF2 4:84–85. See also Ep. Aeg. Lib. 2; C. Ar. 1.44, 51, 59; 2.51, 61, 65, 68; 3.33, 38.
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The Adam-Christ parallel is a major organizing feature in Cyril of Alexan-
dria’s (ca. 375–444) exegesis. Indeed, Christ as the second Adam40 is perhaps 
the center of Cyril’s theological synthesis and is a key to the overall skopos 
(aim, goal) of Scripture.41 The descent of the Spirit on Jesus in John 1, for 
example, provides an opportunity for Cyril to explain Christ as hospitable 
to the Holy Spirit using new Adam terminology: “He knew no sin at all so 
that, just as through the disobedience of the first we came under God’s wrath, 
so through the obedience of the second, we might escape the curse and its 
evils might come to nothing. . . . The Spirit flew away because of sin, but the 
one who knew no sin became one of us so that the Spirit might become ac-
customed to remain in us.”42

Moving ahead to the seventh century, Maximus the Confessor (ca. 580–
662) sees in Christ’s life the overcoming of Adam’s sin. In Ad Thalassium 21 
Maximus contrasts the passions that overtook Adam with the victory Christ 
gained in his temptation, and then again at the cross, in which he overcame 
the passions that overtook humanity since the days of Adam.43

Likely from somewhere near the same time as Maximus, the Christian 
pseudepigraphical work Cave of  Treasures makes extensive comparisons 
between Christ and Adam.44 Cave of  Treasures even gives hour-by-hour com-
parisons of Jesus’s experience on the cross to Adam’s experience in the garden, 
concluding that “Christ resembled Adam in everything” (Cav. Tr. 48–49). This 
interpretive grid illustrates the extent to which an early Christian author (or 
authors) compared Adam and Christ.

The present volume is not the place for an extended survey of the Adam-
Christ parallel in the ancient church. Indeed, time would fail me to speak of 

40. The New Testament does not refer to Christ explicitly as second Adam but rather as 
last (eschatos) Adam (1 Cor. 15:45). Nevertheless, “second Adam” is common terminology 
among exegetes and theologians, and is also implied in the second man language (ho deuteros 
anthrōpos) of 1 Cor. 15:47. Throughout this study I will prefer the terminology “last Adam.”

41. Robert Louis Wilken, “St. Cyril of Alexandria: The Mystery of Christ in the Bible,” 
ProEccl 4 (1995): 454–78.

42. Cyril of Alexandria, Commentary on John 184, in Commentary on John, trans. David R. 
Maxwell, ed. Joel C. Elowsky, 2 vols., ACT (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2013–15), 
1:82. One notes how naturally Cyril moves between Gospel texts and Paul at this point (cf. 
Rom. 5:18–19). See also Daniel Keating, “The Baptism of Jesus in Cyril of Alexandria: The 
Re-Creation of the Human Race,” ProEccl 8 (1999): 210–22; Kilian McDonnell, “Jesus’ Baptism 
in the Jordan,” TS 56 (1995): 222.

43. Maximus the Confessor, On the Cosmic Mystery of  Jesus Christ, trans. Paul Blowers 
and Robert Louis Wilken, PPS 25 (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003), 109–13, 
cf. 13–43. See also Ambiguum 42; Quaestiones ad Thalassium 42 in ibid.

44. Alexander Toepel, “The Cave of Treasures: A New Translation and Introduction,” in Old 
Testament Pseudepigrapha: More Noncanonical Scriptures, ed. Richard Bauckham, James R. 
Davila, and Alexander Panayotov, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013), 531–84.
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Justin, Tertullian, Hilary, Cyril of Jerusalem, Gregory of Nyssa, Theodore, 
Theodoret, and Ambrose.45 In other words, one is not hard pressed to find any 
number of ancient interpreters seizing upon a perceived two-Adam structure 
within Scripture. Significantly, this structure is often paired with an emphasis 
on the obedience of the second Adam unto salvation in contrast to the dis-
obedience of the first Adam.

A comparative approach to the two Adams is found not only in the an-
cient church. Similar features are seen in later interpreters as diverse as An-
selm (ca. 1033–1109), Peter Lombard (ca. 1100–ca. 1160), Thomas Aquinas 
(ca. 1225–1274), Martin Luther (1483–1546), Menno Simons (1496–1561), 
John Calvin (1509–1564), Thomas Goodwin (1600–1680), and John Owen 
(1616–1683).46 By way of illustration, Calvin states: “Accordingly, our Lord 
came in order to take Adam’s place in obeying the Father, to present our flesh 
as the price of satisfaction to God’s righteous judgment, and, in the same 
flesh, to pay the penalty that we had deserved.”47 And again, “Truly, Christ 
was sanctified from earliest infancy in order that he might sanctify in himself 
his elect from every age without distinction. For, to wipe out the guilt of the 
disobedience which had been committed in our flesh, he took that very flesh 
that in it, for our sake, and in our stead, he might achieve perfect obedience.”48 
Similarly, in Thomas Goodwin’s exposition, “[Paul] speaks of [Adam and 

45. E.g., Justin, Dial. 88, 100, 103; Tertullian, Carn. Chr. 16–17. See other examples in 
Douglas F. Kelly, Systematic Theology: Grounded in Holy Scripture and Understood in the Light 
of  the Church, vol. 2, The Beauty of  Christ: A Trinitarian Vision (Fearn, UK: Mentor, 2014), 
313; J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 5th rev. ed. (Peabody, MA: Prince Press, 2007), 
297, 312, 380–81, 385, 388–89, 395; Jean Daniélou, SJ, From Shadows to Reality: Studies in 
the Biblical Typology of  the Fathers, trans. Dom Wulstan Hibberd (London: Burns and Oates, 
1960), 11–65 (thanks to Laura Leon for bringing Daniélou’s work to my attention).

46. See variously Anselm, Cur deus homo 8–9; Lombard, Sentences 3.15–20; Thomas 
Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 3.39.1; 3.41.2; 3.46.4, 10; 3.51.2; Martin Luther, Sermons on 
the Gospel of  St. John Chapters 1–4, vol. 22 of  Luther’s Works, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan (St. 
Louis: Concordia, 1957), 88, 119–23, 131, 286, 359, 382, 491; Martin Luther, Sermons on 
the Gospel of  St. John Chapters 14–16, vol. 24 of Luther’s Works, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan (St. 
Louis: Concordia, 1957), 344; Lydia Harder, “Power and Authority in Mennonite Theo-
logical Development,” in Power, Authority, and the Anabaptist Tradition, ed. Benjamin W. 
Redekop and Calvin W. Redekop (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 77; 
Calvin, Inst. 2.12.1, 3; 2.16.5; Mark Jones, Why Heaven Kissed Earth: The Christology of 
the Puritan Reformed Orthodox Theologian, Thomas Goodwin (1600–1680), RHT 13 (Göt-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2010), 77–86, 173–95; John Owen, The Glory of  Christ, 
vol. 1 of  The Works of  John Owen, ed. William H. Goold (Edinburgh: Banner of  Truth, 
1965), 338–42; Sinclair B. Ferguson, John Owen on the Christian Life (Edinburgh: Banner 
of Truth, 1987), 87.

47. Calvin, Inst. 2.12.3, in John Calvin, Institutes of  the Christian Religion, ed. John T. Mc-
Neill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, 2 vols., LCC 20 (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1960), 1:466.

48. Calvin, Inst. 4.16.18 (Battles).
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Christ] as if there had never been any more men in the world . . . because these 
two between them had all the rest of the sons of men hanging at their girdle.”49

If we fast-forward to the twentieth century, we can find many similar fea-
tures among theologians and biblical scholars articulating the significance 
of the work of Jesus. Reformed dogmatician Herman Bavinck has much 
to say regarding the Adam-Christ parallel,50 as does Karl Barth.51 Likewise 
T. F. Torrance—Barth’s onetime student who drew heavily upon the church 
fathers—in places emphasizes the obedience of Christ in contrast to Adam.52

Two more points are to be noted before moving on. First, an Adam-Christ 
parallel is explicit in Paul’s letters (esp. Rom. 5; 1 Cor. 15). It is thus quite 
common to find discussions of Adam and Christ in treatments of Paul’s 
Christology.53 However, this structure is less often expanded upon in discus-
sions of the Gospel accounts, Luke’s genealogy notwithstanding.54 Second, 
even though many may demur at an Adam-Christ parallel in the Gospels, it 
is common to recognize Scripture’s emphasis on the obedience of Jesus in his 
incarnate state, especially in the Gospels. However, this has not always been 
true in Gospel studies, which brings us to our next section.

Questing for the Life of  Jesus?

As we consider the significance of the life of Jesus in the Gospels, it is instruc-
tive to pay heed to the ebbs and flows of New Testament scholarship from 

49. Thomas Goodwin, Christ Set Forth, vol. 4 of The Works of  Thomas Goodwin (Edinburgh: 
James Nichol, 1862), 31.  Cf. F. F. Bruce, Romans, 2nd ed., TNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1985), 120. Thanks to Jonathan Gibson for first alerting me to this pithy quote, and to Sinclair 
Ferguson for pointing me to its source.

50. Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 3:226–31, 377–81, 394–95.
51. Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/1, ed. T. F. Torrance, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Ed-

inburgh: T&T Clark, 1956), 257–58, 512–13; cf. Peter Lengsfeld, Die Adam-Christus-Typologie 
im Neuen Testament und ihre dogmatische Verwendung bei M. J. Scheeben und K. Barth, 
KBOST 9 (Essen: Ludgerus, 1965), 162–216.

52. E.g., T. F. Torrance, Incarnation: The Person and Life of  Christ, ed. Robert T. Walker 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 73; cf. Kevin Chiarot, The Unassumed Is the Un-
healed: The Humanity of  Christ in the Theology of  T. F. Torrance (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2013).

53. See Felipe de Jésus Legaretta-Castillo, The Figure of  Adam in Romans 5 and 1 Corin-
thians 15: The New Creation and Its Ethical and Social Reconfiguration (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
2014); James D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making: A New Testament Inquiry into the Origins 
of  the Doctrine of  the Incarnation, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 98–128; N. T. 
Wright, The Climax of  the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1992), 18–40; Gordon D. Fee, Pauline Christology: An Exegetical-Theological Study 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2007), 513–29.

54. McKnight (King Jesus Gospel, 35) does note Adam in relation to the story of Jesus in 
the Gospels, though he expands it more in relation to Paul (ibid., 136–42). Luke’s Christology 
will be considered in greater detail in following chapters.
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the past three hundred years, since the degree to which the Gospels focus on 
the life of Jesus has often been debated. We begin this 30,000-foot overview 
with Albert Schweitzer’s watershed appraisal that traced the development 
of the quest of the historical Jesus from H. S. Reimarus to William Wrede.55 
Schweitzer’s critiques are well known, particularly his critique of the move-
ment of the German and French authors in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries who attempted to write something like modern biographies of Jesus. 
These inevitably ended up being what Schweitzer’s English translator dubbed 
“imaginative” or “fictitious lives”56 of Jesus that were, in Schweitzer’s estima-
tion, unsatisfactory and far-fetched.

Another significant voice in these discussions, which Schweitzer did not 
canvass in his work, is that of Martin Kähler. I have already mentioned that 
Kähler referred to the Gospels as Passion Narratives with extended intro-
ductions. To understand this statement, it is necessary to place Kähler in his 
historical context, since he was responding to what he perceived to be the 
trend of historical criticism to make pronouncements on theological issues 
beyond its capabilities.57 He too, in other words, was reacting against the 
psychologized, reconstructed lives-of-Jesus movement from the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. Kähler downplayed the significance of the life of 
Jesus in the Gospels and posited a distinction between the historische Jesus 
and the geschichtliche Jesus. Precise translations of these two German terms 
is difficult, but the distinction amounts to a difference between the so-called 
historical Jesus, which is reconstructed using the tools of historical criticism, 
and the historic Christ of the church who is the object of faith.58

Schweitzer’s deconstruction of the lives-of-Jesus movement, along with 
Kähler’s critique of the reconstructed lives of Jesus that employed what 
we might today call Troeltschian principles of historical criticism,59 helped 
clear the deck for the following era of Gospels and Jesus studies that was 
dominated by form criticism. As is well known, form criticism was generally 
more interested in the Sitze im Leben of the early Christian communities 
that lay behind the Gospels than in the Gospels as integrated wholes. Each 
pericope was evaluated in a way that gave comparatively little consideration 
to the overall structure of the relevant Gospel. Thus the focus was on the 

55. Schweitzer, Quest of  the Historical Jesus.
56. Ibid., v.
57. Kähler, So-Called Historical Jesus, 52–55, 62–63, 69.
58. See discussions in Robert B. Strimple, The Modern Search for the Real Jesus: An Intro-

ductory Survey of  the Historical Roots of  Gospels Criticism (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1995), 
89–101; J. P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, 5 vols., ABRL (New York: 
Doubleday, 1991–2016), 1:27–30, 35–36n19; Pennington, Reading the Gospels Wisely, 81–82.

59. See also Pennington, Reading the Gospels Wisely, 82.
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forms of individual units and the situation that gave rise to that literary 
form rather than on the overall narrative or coherence of the Gospels.60 This 
was a decided step away from the biographical impulse in interpreting the 
Gospels and led (at least in Rudolf Bultmann’s formulation) to the eleva-
tion of the kērygma and the experience thereof above a synthetic appeal to 
events or to a historical figure from the past.61 Thus, for example, Bultmann 
wrote a book that focused on the message of Jesus and not on his life, since 
in Bultmann’s estimation “we can know almost nothing concerning the 
life and personality of Jesus.”62 This too was part of Bultmann’s response, 
much like Schweitzer’s and Kähler’s, to the psychologizing Tendenz of the 
lives-of-Jesus movement.63

However, not all scholars studying the Gospels in the early twentieth 
century imbibed deeply from the well of form criticism. One notable ex-
ample is C. H. Dodd, who argues in an article titled “The Framework of the 
Gospel Narrative” that the pericopae in Mark “originally and intrinsically” 
belonged to certain stages of Jesus’s ministry and that part of the kērygma 
is the order of the events (whether chronological or topical), which is often 
preserved in Mark.64 Indeed, for Dodd the Markan summaries “fall naturally 
into something very much like a continuous narrative.”65 Dodd sees more 
inherent continuity and order among the Markan pericopae than do form 
critics such as K. L. Schmidt. One can see continuity in this article with 
Dodd’s fuller treatment in The Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments.66 
Dodd argues that the early apostolic preaching (diverse as he sees it to be) 
consistently made reference to the person and character of Jesus. He notes, 
for example, Jesus’s Davidic descent, his miracles, the role of the servant, and 
the character of Jesus in his trial. As central as the Passion Narratives surely 
are, Dodd also draws attention to the importance of the ministry of Jesus. 
He concludes that “the history of Jesus . . . was of decisive importance for 
the tradition, just because in the Preaching the life, death, and resurrection 

60. See the classic treatment in Rudolf Bultmann, The History of  the Synoptic Tradition, 
trans. John Marsh, rev. ed. (New York: Harper & Row, 1968).

61. Jens Schröter sees the anticipation of this in Adolf von Harnack’s focus on the proclama-
tion of Jesus. See Schröter, From Jesus to the New Testament, trans. Wayne Coppins, BMSEC 
(Waco: Baylor University Press, 2013), 17.

62. Rudolf Bultmann, Jesus and the Word, trans. Louise Pettibone Smith and Erminie 
Huntress Lantero (New York: Scribner, 1958), 8, 12 (quote from p. 8).

63. See Meier, Marginal Jew, 1:37–38n24.
64. C. H. Dodd, “The Framework of the Gospel Narrative,” ExpTim 43 (1931–32): 396–400 

(quote from 397).
65. Ibid., 399.
66. C. H. Dodd, The Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments (New York: Harper & 

Row, 1936).
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of Jesus were held to be the climax of all history, the coming of the Kingdom 
of God.”67 Dodd was in many ways a voice in the wilderness in the early 
twentieth century, as he brought attention to the importance of the narra-
tive structures of the Gospels and concomitantly to the character of Jesus 
as the founder of Christianity.68 Dodd’s approach proved to be prescient for 
the direction much of Gospels studies would move toward the end of the 
twentieth century.69

More extensive focus on the life of Jesus in conversation with form criticism 
can be found in Vincent Taylor’s The Life and Ministry of  Jesus (1955)70 and 
especially Graham Stanton’s 1974 volume Jesus of  Nazareth in New Testament 
Preaching, in which Stanton argues that the early Christian message reveals a 
deep interest in the life and character of Jesus of Nazareth.71 Stanton sees a 
dual perspective in the Gospels—they are interested both in the kērygma and 
in the life of Jesus.72 Significantly for the present volume, Stanton concludes: 
“If the early church was uninterested in the past of Jesus, the emergence of 
the gospels becomes a puzzle. For, in spite of all possible qualification, the 
gospels . . . look very much like lives of Jesus.”73 Stanton thus distinguished 
his own position from much of form criticism, yet in this early work he is 
reluctant to identify the Gospels as biographies.

67. Ibid., 56. See also p. 49: “Not only in His death, Mark seems to say, but in His ministry, 
Jesus overcame the principalities and powers.”

68. C. H. Dodd, The Founder of  Christianity (London: Collins, 1971), though in this volume 
Dodd underscores the centrality of the Passion Narratives (33–36).

69. Dodd (Apostolic Preaching, 55) also points to the Muratorian Fragment as a witness 
to the interest in the saving facts of Jesus’s life in the Gospels in the late second century, 
since the Muratorian Fragment mentions Jesus’s nativity, passion, resurrection, conversations 
with his disciples, and second coming (lines 20–26). Dodd is by no means alone in dating 
the Muratorian Fragment to the second century. This date is still to be preferred. See vari-
ously Bruce M. Metzger, The Canon of  the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and 
Significance (Oxford: Clarendon, 1987), 194; Eckhard Schnabel, “The Muratorian Fragment: 
The State of Research,” JETS 57 (2014): 231–64; Joseph Verheyden, “The Canon Muratori: 
A Matter of Dispute,” in The Biblical Canons, ed. J.-M. Auwers and H. J. de Jonge (Leuven: 
Leuven University Press, 2003), 487–556; Michael J. Kruger, The Question of  Canon: Chal-
lenging the Status Quo in the New Testament Debate (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 
2013), 162–64. For an alternative view, see Geoffrey Mark Hahneman, The Muratorian Frag-
ment and the Development of  the Canon (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992), where one can also 
find a transcription of the fragment (pp. 6–7). For the argument that the fragment is from the 
third century, see Jonathan J. Armstrong, “Victorinus of Pettau as the Author of the Canon 
Muratori,” VC 62 (2008): 1–34.

70. Vincent Taylor, The Life and Ministry of  Jesus (Nashville: Abingdon, 1955).
71. Graham N. Stanton, Jesus of  Nazareth in New Testament Preaching, SNTSMS 27 (Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1974), 1. McKnight (“Matthew as ‘Gospel’”) also reflects on 
the significance of Stanton’s work for understanding the significance of Jesus’s life in the Gospels.

72. Stanton, Jesus of  Nazareth, 172.
73. Ibid., 186.
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Stanton later argued, however, that the Gospels are a form of ancient 
biography, and he acknowledged his appreciation for the work of Richard 
Burridge, who argues persuasively in What Are the Gospels? that the genre 
of the Gospels falls within the broad category of Greco-Roman bios (i.e., 
biography).74 Burridge’s work was originally published in 1992 as the fruition 
of his graduate work and is one of those rare PhD theses that has helped to 
shape the current state of discussion. Although Burridge’s articulation of 
the Gospels as a form of Greco-Roman bios stands open to refinement,75 his 
overarching thesis, built on an impressive comparison with ancient literature, 
has been generally convincing, and now the starting point for discussion of 
the genre of the Gospels is Greco-Roman bios. This is a significant departure 
from the form-critical paradigm of the early twentieth century that saw the 
Gospels as a unique genre (sui generis) of low-brow literature (Kleinliteratur).

The upshot of these moves away from form criticism (including the advent of 
redaction criticism and more recently narrative criticism) is that more scholars 
today recognize the need to read the Gospels as theologically integrated docu-
ments. Reading the Gospels “vertically,” that is, beginning-to-end as holistic 
narratives, allows one to see the development and unfolding of the narratives 
in a way that appreciates the depth and richness of the theological contribu-
tion of each Gospel. Form criticism’s focus on isolated, individual pericopae 
still casts a shadow on the study of the Gospels, but its influence has begun to 
wane in recent decades. The work of scholars such as Stanton and Burridge 
has laid the groundwork to understand that the Gospels are not just Passion 
Narratives but are, in Burridge’s words, “Christology in narrative form.”76 
It therefore behooves the reader to heed the christological contours of each 
Gospel in a way that neglects neither the life and ministry of Jesus (which, in 
Burridge’s estimation, accounts for roughly 80 percent of the Gospels!77) nor 
Jesus’s sacrificial death. Although in various ways Schweitzer, Kähler, and 
form critics cautioned against reconstructed lives of Jesus, in many respects 
the discussion has come full circle, and today it is widely recognized that the 
Gospels stand close to Greco-Roman bioi and therefore are thoroughly about 
Jesus from beginning to end. This is, of course, not the same thing as trying 
to reconstruct a modern, psychological biography, but genre considerations do 

74. Graham N. Stanton, foreword to What Are the Gospels? A Comparison with Graeco-
Roman Biography by Richard A. Burridge, 2nd ed., BRS (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), viii–ix; 
Stanton, A Gospel for a New People: Studies in Matthew (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1992), 63–64.

75. One aspect is the need to focus more on the Old Testament precedent for the Gospels. 
See further Burridge, What Are the Gospels?, chap. 11; Pennington, Reading the Gospels Wisely, 
25–31.

76. Burridge, What Are the Gospels?, 289.
77. Ibid., 195. This percentage may be a bit high, but the point is valid.
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help us recognize the significance accorded to the words and deeds of Christ 
throughout the entirety of the Gospels (i.e., not just in the Passion Narratives).

In addition to this renewed interest in the life of Jesus, we can also observe 
the consistent emphasis on the obedience of Jesus among those who have 
addressed the Christology of the Gospels. This is true even among those 
who might view the Gospels as Passion Narratives with extended introduc-
tions. Two brief examples will suffice here. On the Synoptic Gospels, Oscar 
Cullmann noted that Jesus was fully obedient as Son of God and in some 
sense had to “live atonement.”78 On the theology of John’s Gospel, no less 
than Rudolf Bultmann emphasizes that the works of Jesus “are ultimately 
one single work.”79 That is, the work of Jesus in his life and death is a uni-
fied whole such that his death is the completion of his incarnate obedience.80 
Indeed, for Bultmann the sacrifice of Jesus in John is not only in Jesus’s 
death, but it involves his whole ministry.81 In sum, the obedience of Jesus has 
consistently been recognized as central to the Gospels’ presentations of Jesus. 
These observations provide fertile soil for the present study.

Toward a Solution: Vicarious Obedience

The thoroughgoing emphasis on Jesus Christ and his obedience in the Gospels, 
combined with the historically recognized two-Adam structure in the New 
Testament, provides fuel for the present volume. In what follows I will argue 
for a pervasive Adam Christology in the Gospels, by which I also aim to show 
that Christ is a representative figure. Moreover, Adam is also foundational 
for understanding Israel in the biblical narrative, so considering Christ as the 
last Adam will also lead us to consider how Christ relates to the nation of 
Israel. In both cases I will argue that Christ is portrayed in covenantal terms: 
as the last Adam, Christ is the covenantal (or federal)82 head of his people, 
the mediator of the new covenant.83

I will further seek to show that the lifelong obedience of Jesus must not be 
dichotomized from his death, nor should his death be separated from his life. 

78. Oscar Cullmann, The Christology of  the New Testament, trans. Shirley C. Guthrie and 
Charles A. M. Hall, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1963), 61, 277, 283.

79. Bultmann, Theology of  the New Testament, 2:52 (§47.2).
80. Ibid.
81. Ibid., 2:53–54.
82. I use federal here deriving from the Latin foedus, denoting covenant.
83. One can also speak of Christ as the head and mediator of the covenant of grace, which 

refers to the entire plan of redemption after the fall. Cf. Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, 3:195, 
225–32.
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Instead, the work of Christ in the Gospels is a unified obedience that entails 
both his life and his death. This is more than saying the Gospels teach the 
sinlessness of Jesus, but it is surely not saying less than that. It is to say that 
Jesus was accomplishing salvation throughout his life. This makes sense of 
the Gospels’ overarching focus on the obedience of Jesus outside the Passion 
Narratives, and it aligns with the focus of the early church on the life of Jesus 
as having a saving character.84

Limits and Method

The focus of this study will be on the four canonical Gospels.85 My focus will 
be not on the communities behind the Gospels, or on the sources underlying 
the Gospels, but on the text of the Gospels as we have them.86 That is to say, 
my primary focus will be not on form or source criticism but on the Gospels 
as unified wholes.87 I will also not attempt to reconstruct a historical Jesus; 
rather, my task is primarily exegetical: to consider relevant texts from the 
Gospels that speak to the vicarious obedience of Jesus.

Identifying shared theological perspectives among all the canonical Gospels 
can be a tricky enterprise. My aim is not to downplay the distinctive aspects 
of any of the Gospels. Yet from the earliest days of the church these four 
Gospels were viewed as one gospel.88 Nor indeed do we find a sharp distinction 
between the theology of the Gospels and the rest of the New Testament. As 
Adolf Schlatter observed of New Testament theology: “Each individual forma-
tion is worthy of individual attention. At the same time, one must take care 
to observe that all these free and personally believing men [New Testament 
authors] still constitute a unity.”89 So it is important to recognize the diversity 
as well as the unity within the canonical witness. Yet among the diversity of 

84. Cf. Dodd, Apostolic Preaching, 42–45.
85. I will also consider what Acts has to say about the life and ministry of Jesus in places, 

but my focus will be predominantly on the Gospels.
86. To be sure, one cannot shirk text-critical questions, and I will engage them where necessary.
87. My approach is closely akin to what is often called composition criticism.
88. Cf. Martin Hengel, The Four Gospels and the One Gospel of  Jesus Christ: An Investiga-

tion of  the Collection and Origin of  the Canonical Gospels, trans. John Bowden (Harrisburg, 
PA: Trinity Press International, 2000); Graham N. Stanton, “The Fourfold Gospel,” NTS 43 
(1997): 317–46.

89. Adolf Schlatter, “The Theology of the New Testament and Dogmatics,” in The Nature 
of  New Testament Theology: The Contribution of  William Wrede and Adolf  Schlatter, ed. 
and trans. Robert Morgan, SBT 2/25 (Naperville, IL: Allenson, 1973), 140. Similarly, Bavinck 
(Reformed Dogmatics, 3:252) concludes that the “Synoptics already contain in principle all of 
the things that the apostles and the Christian church later taught about the person of Christ.”
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the Fourfold Gospel we find a common perspective that the obedience of Jesus 
is vicarious in character. Thus, one way we see the fundamental unity of the 
Gospel witnesses is in the shared conviction that Jesus’s life was accomplish-
ing what was necessary for salvation. The present volume is not designed to 
be the last word on the subject, but I do hope to advance the conversation in 
ways that will be beneficial.

I will also be considering the Scriptures as a whole, attempting to engage in 
a biblical-theological understanding of the obedience of Jesus. My approach 
generally follows that of Geerhardus Vos,90 which has more recently been 
appropriated by G. K. Beale.91 In sum, my aim will be to read the Gospels 
sensitively in their own contexts and in light of the primary corpus of docu-
ments quoted in the Gospels—the Old Testament. Taking a biblical-theological 
approach also means that I will devote more attention to canonical texts than 
noncanonical texts, and I will not hesitate to use other biblical texts as cor-
roborating and potentially enlightening witnesses where relevant. However, 
I am also eager to consider the obedience of Jesus in light of various Jewish 
perspectives and the history of Christian interpretation. Therefore, I will also 
interact with an array of noncanonical writings where possible.

Organization of  Argument

My argument is structured as follows. In chapter 2, I argue that Jesus is por-
trayed in the Gospels as the last Adam, and I will relate this to Jesus’s identity 
as the Son of Man. In chapter 3, I consider the Old Testament background of 
Adam and Israel as sons of God and correlate these with Jesus as the obedi-
ent Son of God. Here I will give particular emphasis to Jesus’s obedience in 
the baptism and temptation episodes. In chapter 4, I consider in more detail 
the divine constraints on Jesus’s obedience, namely, how the divine will and 
Scripture pertain to the obedience of Jesus and the accomplishment of salva-
tion. In chapter 5, I give attention to the unique contours of John’s Gospel and 
argue that the works of Jesus in John are ultimately one work, and the Fourth 
Gospel narrates the climactic moments of this unified work in Adamic terms. 
In chapter 6, I investigate the kingdom of God and how Jesus’s life, deeds, 
and teaching relate to the binding of the strong man and the inauguration of 
the kingdom, which are also laced with Adamic imagery. In chapter 7, I look 

90. E.g., Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (1948; repr., Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1975).

91. G. K. Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology: The Unfolding of  the Old Testament 
in the New (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011).
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to the contours of the new covenant in the Gospels and seek to relate the life 
of Jesus more explicitly to his death. Again Adamic imagery looms large in 
the mercy that Jesus shows and in his glorious resurrection life. Finally, in 
chapter 8, I offer a synthesis and some theological conclusions resulting from 
the identification of Jesus as the last Adam in the Gospels.

Retrospect and Prospect: Irenaeus on Jesus, Adam, 
and the Fourfold Gospel

As we prepare to embark on the study before us, I would like to till the ex-
egetical ground by returning briefly to Irenaeus, one of the most well-known 
early developers of the Adam-Christ parallel, in order to consider some ways 
he may serve as a bridge between the apostolic age and the postapostolic age. 
Irenaeus claims to have known Polycarp, the purported disciple of the apostle 
John, and thereby assures the reader that his knowledge (especially of the 
Gospels!) is trustworthy. In light of this, a couple of features of Irenaeus’s 
thought are relevant for the present study. In the first place, Irenaeus is explicit 
in his theology of recapitulation that the second Adam undoes the sin of the 
first Adam. Second, Irenaeus manifests a deep interest in the Fourfold Gospel. 
Might these two features be held together in Irenaeus in a way that provides 
some guidance for how we are to read the Gospels today? Let us consider 
each of these points a bit further.

First, Irenaeus focuses on the obedience of Jesus through the lens of the 
second Adam who corrects and perfects humankind and also inaugurates and 
consummates a new humanity.92 For Irenaeus recapitulation is a multifaceted 
concept, but in précis one can say that the obedience of Christ, the second 
Adam, overcomes the disobedience of the first Adam.93 In the words of J. N. D. 
Kelly, “since the essence of Adam’s sin was disobedience, the obedience of 
Christ was indispensable; it is obedience that God requires, and in which man’s 
glory consists.”94 Irenaeus seems to draw much of this from Paul’s Adam-
Christ parallel in Romans 5 and 1 Corinthians 15.95 Yet significantly, Irenaeus 
elaborates upon many aspects of this parallel beyond the details Paul himself 

92. Osborn, Irenaeus, 97.
93. Haer. 3.18.7. Osborn (Irenaeus, 97) notes the complexity of recapitulation in Irenaeus. I 

recognize the complexities of this concept, but for this brief discussion I am using recapitulation 
as a shorthand to encapsulate the Adam-Christ parallel in Irenaeus. See also Holsinger-Friesen, 
Irenaeus and Genesis, 18–26.

94. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 174. On Irenaeus’s understanding of atonement, see 
ibid., 173; D. Kelly, Systematic Theology, 2:439.

95. Nielsen, Adam and Christ, 68–82.
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provides. For Irenaeus, then, recapitulation is closely tied to the two-Adam 
schema, and various details for his schema seem to derive from the Gospels. 
For example, not only does Jesus recapitulate Adam, but Mary in some way 
recapitulates and overcomes the disobedience of Eve.96

Second, and perhaps related to the breadth of the two-Adam schema, Ire-
naeus is well known for his deep interest in the Fourfold Gospel.97 In book 3 of 
Against Heresies, Irenaeus shifts to discuss the scriptural proofs for orthodox 
doctrine in contrast to the heretics and heresies he canvasses in books 1–2. 
Key here for Irenaeus is the role of the apostles, as noted in Against Heresies 
3.1. For Irenaeus the gospel has come down to those in his own day in the 
Scriptures, which can be traced back to the apostles. In this context he men-
tions not only Peter and Paul as apostles, but also gives his understanding that 
the four Gospels all derive from apostles or apostolic spokesmen: Matthew 
(the disciple of Jesus), Mark (the disciple and interpreter of Peter), Luke (the 
companion of Paul), and John (for Irenaeus, one of the Twelve). The unity 
of the gospel among all the apostolic witnesses is fundamental to Irenaeus’s 
thought; there is no dichotomy for him between Paul or Peter or Matthew or 
John. All are unified and testify to the recapitulation in Christ (cf. Eph. 1:10).

For Irenaeus, then, Jesus’s recapitulation of Adam is not simply a Pauline 
doctrine; it is found throughout the New Testament.98 As one peruses book 
3 where Irenaeus articulates this correspondence, it is clear that much comes 
from Paul (Haer. 3.18.7), and yet in the preceding paragraph we find that Jesus 
as the Son of Man “fought and conquered . . . and through obedience [did] 
away with disobedience completely: for he bound the strong man and set free 
the weak.”99 Here the binding of the strong man is a clear allusion to Jesus’s 
statements of binding the strong man in the Gospels (Matt. 12:29 // Mark 3:27; 
cf. Luke 11:21–22), which Irenaeus understands to refer to the wide-ranging 
work of Jesus.100 And the presupposition for this is the coming of the Holy 
Spirit upon Jesus Christ, which enabled him to renew humanity101—an epi-
sode that Irenaeus most likely derives more from the baptism in the Gospels 
than from Paul. Additionally, it has recently been argued that the key chiasm 

96. Haer. 5.19.1: “As the human race fell into bondage to death by means of a virgin, so is it 
rescued by a virgin; virginal disobedience having been balanced in the opposite scale by virginal 
obedience” (ANF 1:547). See also, e.g., 3.18.7; 3.21.10; 3.22.4; 5.21.1; D. Jeffrey Bingham, Ire-
naeus’ Use of  Matthew’s Gospel in “Adversus Haereses,” TEG 7 (Leuven: Peeters, 1998), 164–68.

97. See C. E. Hill, Who Chose the Gospels?, 33–68; Stanton, “Fourfold Gospel,” 317–46.
98. On Irenaeus and the New Testament, see Metzger, Canon of  the New Testament, 153–56; 

Haer. 4.15.2; 4.17.5; 4.28.1–2; 5.34.1.
99. Haer. 3.18.6 (ANF 1:447–48).
100. See Heine, Classical Christian Doctrine, 119–21.
101. Haer. 3.17. See Osborn, Irenaeus, 133.
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in book 3 comes in 3.23.1–8, which deals with the reversal of Adam’s sin in 
humanity that was recapitulated in Jesus Christ.102 Significantly, it appears that 
this section is framed around the contrast between Adam’s disobedience and 
Christ’s obedience, and the imagery for this section comes in large part from 
Luke’s Gospel (10:19; 15:4–7; 19:10; cf. Matt. 12:29 // Mark 3:27).103

Earlier, Irenaeus observes the way Luke’s genealogy relates Jesus all the way 
back to Adam, thereby “connecting the end to the beginning, and implying 
that it is he who has summed up in Himself all nations dispersed from Adam 
downwards.”104 Thus, in Irenaeus’s exposition, the Gospel of Luke provides 
scriptural foundation for showing us that Jesus recapitulates Adam,105 and this 
is followed immediately by a discussion of how the obedience of Jesus leads 
to life, in contrast to Adam (3.22.4). Significantly, in 3.22.4 Irenaeus explicitly 
connects Luke’s portrayal of Jesus as second Adam with Paul’s understanding 
of Adam as a type of Christ.

There is, then, a unity of the teaching of the Gospels and Paul in Irenaeus’s 
theology of Christ’s obedience as that which rectifies the disobedience of 
Adam. Irenaeus, especially in Against Heresies 3, relies heavily on both the 
Gospels and Paul to make his point that the obedience of Christ undoes the 
disobedience of Adam.106 Given Irenaeus’s contention that he is not an inno-
vator but stands in continuity with tradition, we can likely also posit that his 
hermeneutic highlighting Christ’s obedience as second Adam—including its 
foundation in both Paul and the Gospels—stands in continuity with earlier 
tradition.107 Stated more boldly, we seem to find in Irenaeus an exegetical trail 
that leads back to the four Gospels themselves.108

A detailed discussion of Irenaeus and the early church fathers is beyond 
the scope of this volume. But by highlighting the theme of Christ as second 
Adam in Irenaeus in conjunction with his emphasis on the Fourfold Gospel, 
I hope to show the legitimacy of looking deeper into the significance of 
Jesus’s life in light of Adam; Irenaeus and others have asked similar ques-
tions. I also hope to show that the answer Irenaeus gives not only adumbrates 
later tradition but may itself  be an offshoot of something rooted in the 
earliest Gospel traditions. If  indeed this is a viable option, then it behooves 

102. Stephen O. Presley, “The Lost Sheep Who Is Found: Irenaeus’ Intertextual Reading of 
Genesis 3 in Adversus Haereses III 23.1–8,” StPatr 52 (2010): 47–59.

103. Ibid., 49–58; cf. Stephen O. Presley, The Intertextual Reception of  Genesis 1–3 in Irenaeus 
of  Lyons, BibAnChr 8 (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 88–133.

104. Haer. 3.22.3 (ANF 1:455).
105. Thanks to Stephen Presley for sparking my own reflections on this point.
106. Irenaeus also interweaves the Gospels and Paul in Epid. 31–42.
107. See, e.g., Justin, Dial. 88, 94.
108. This is also related to the regula fidei (rule of faith), which I discuss in chap. 8.
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present-day interpreters to keep this two-Adam structure in mind as we 
ask what is not only an appropriate question but a crucial question of the 
Gospels: how was Jesus accomplishing salvation in his life and ministry? 
In pursuit of this answer I turn now to exegesis, beginning with the Adam 
Christology of the Gospels.
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