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Paul has typically been characterized as the archetypal opponent of the claim that divine saving action is consequent upon human action that conforms to the revealed will of God. On this view, what Paul opposes is the claim that the primary location of divine saving action is the eschatological future. The present is characterized above all by the demand for modes of human conduct oriented towards the future divine vindication; divine action is most fundamentally reaction rather than initiative. In opposition to all such apparent prioritizing of human over divine agency, Paul insists that God’s act in Christ encompasses past and present as well as future, and that the primary human act elicited by the divine saving action is simply its own acknowledgment as divine saving action – an acknowledgment or recognition that Paul calls “faith”. The great Pauline antitheses – faith and works, grace and law, Spirit and letter, slavery and freedom, and so on – are typically understood as attempts to articulate the opposition between two competing views of the relation of divine to human agency.
Thus, speaking of the “remnant” of faithful Israelites that exists now as it did in Elijah’s day, Paul states that this remnant is founded on the divine election of grace – adding in explanation that “if it is by grace it is no longer by works, for then grace would no longer be grace” (Rom.11.6). “Grace” here stands for divine saving agency, whereas “works” represents a form of human agency which appears to have become superfluous in the light of “grace”. Paul here leaves his readers in no doubt as to the sharpness of the antithesis he discovers at this point. His statement echoes an earlier assertion about the divine election, where the case of Jacob and Esau is used to show that election is realized through God’s call, irrespective of the good or evil deeds that they may later have performed (Rom.9.11-12). Whether the reference is to “grace” or to “the one who calls”, Paul’s understanding of divine agency entails the corollary, “not by works…” (9.12) or “no longer by works” (11.6). On the conventional western and Protestant view, what is excluded here is the belief that salvation originates in the human endeavour to live by the revealed divine will. This belief is excluded on the grounds that God’s saving action in Christ is radically prior to all human action. That salvation is “by grace” means that it is “not by works”: the affirmation and the negation are interdependent.
In opposition to such an account, recent Pauline scholarship has sought to restore the Pauline antitheses to an original historical context within Second Temple Judaism. It is now argued that to translate the antitheses into opposing views on divine and human agency is to replace the apostle’s concrete and practical concerns with theoretical abstractions. We should be wary of reading the later controversies of Augustine and Pelagius or Luther and catholicism into the Pauline texts.
 To do so is not only to be guilty of anachronism, it is also to perpetuate a negative and unfounded caricature of the Judaism against which Paul reacts. On this view, the primary task of the exegete is to make first century sense of Paul’s texts; and such a sense will differ fundamentally from the spurious sense foisted upon them by the devotees of theologically inspired abstraction.
The question is whether we are compelled to accept this polarizing of “old” and “new” perspectives on Paul – a polarization that seems perversely to mirror the structure of the Pauline antitheses themselves. In this paper, I shall develop a position that seeks to overcome the false dichotomy between the old Paul and the new one, between the “apostle of faith” and the “Paul of history”.
 The argument will be based on the following three assumptions, which I have elaborated elsewhere:

(1)  Paul is most appropriately located within a Second Temple Jewish context when he is understood as an interpreter of scripture alongside other such interpreters.
(2)  Opposing views on divine and human agency are indeed to be found in Pauline and other Second Temple Jewish writings, and these derive from differences in scriptural interpretation and hermeneutics.
(3)  The Pauline antithesis is nevertheless constructed within Pauline discourse, outside which it simply appears as one further manifestation of the interpretative difference that is everywhere evident in early Jewish literature.
As these summary statements indicate, it is possible to envisage a position that, like the Matthean scribe, draws on interpretative treasures new and old – rather than playing them off against each other, as though a “post-Sanders” perspective had to be opposed at every point to a Lutheran or Augustinian one. The new is represented by a close attention to the realities of Second Temple Judaism, within which Pauline Christianity is simply one among a number of variant or deviant forms. The old is represented by the continued preoccupation with the relation of divine and human agency, although mediated now through the Pauline reading of the scriptural texts.

On two occasions, Paul cites a scriptural text that seems to him to encapsulate a soteriology that is other than, indeed opposed to, that of the gospel: “The one who does these things shall live by them” (Lev.18.5). On one occasion, Paul cites this text in the context of a controversy with Christians who seek to harmonize the gospel with the way of life prescribed by the law (Gal.3.12); on the other, he has in mind an “Israel” which “seeks to establish its own righteousness” (Rom.10.5; cf. 9.31, 10.3). In both cases, Paul sets the law-observance highlighted in the Leviticus text over against a text that speaks instead of the priority of “faith”, the recognition and acknowledgment of the divine saving action (Gal.3.11, citing Hab.2.4; Rom.10.6-9, citing Deut.30.12-14). The Deuteronomy text has, indeed, been drastically rewritten,
 and is therefore attributed not to Moses but to a personified “Righteousness of faith”: and yet the scriptural text is still clearly marked out from the Pauline glosses. It seems, then, that scripture bears witness not to a single soteriology but to two. It speaks of the faith that acknowledges God’s prior, comprehensive saving action, but it also speaks of human law-observance as the divinely appointed way to life. Readers of scripture for whom the Leviticus text articulates its central message will read scripture as a whole very differently from Pauline readers who find their own hermeneutical key in a text such as Habakkuk 2.4. The conflict of interpretations is grounded in scripture itself, and the interpretations conflict precisely over the relationship of divine to human agency. In the Leviticus text, the divine life-giving action is consequent upon a prior law-observance; in the Habakkuk or (rewritten) Deuteronomy texts, the human act of faith is simply the recognition elicited by the prior divine saving action. The Pauline doctrine of faith presents itself as an interpretation of scripture, and can also account for the fact that this interpretation is unpersuasive to non-Pauline readers of scripture – Christian or otherwise.
On this account, Paul attributes to Christian and non-Christian Jews the view articulated in the Leviticus text, that salvation or “life” must be attained by way of the observance of the law. In recent scholarship, it has typically been assumed that Paul cannot have attributed any such view to his fellow-Jews
 – or that, if he did so, he was wrong to do so.
 Why? Because we now recognize that first century Judaism was not a religion of legalistic works-righteousness but emphasized the priority of the divine grace manifested in the covenant. We may agree that pejorative and confused terms such as “legalism” and “works-righteousness” should be eliminated. Yet there is no a priori reason to suppose that readers of Torah during the Second Temple period could not have chosen to highlight the fundamental significance of diligent, faithful, costly law-observance as the way to the fullness of the divine blessings for Israel or for the individual. Such a position would not necessarily entail a denial of the covenant or a fundamental misrepresentation of scripture or tradition.
In the discussion that follows, two contrasting texts have been selected that exemplify a scriptural hermeneutic based on the principle enunciated in Leviticus 18.5, and which – to that extent – conform to the hermeneutic that Paul attributes to his contemporaries. As we shall see, however, the two texts (4QMMT and 4 Maccabees) develop their respective appeals for faithful law-observance in very different ways, on the basis of different scriptural texts and hermeneutical assumptions. The contrast between the two formally analogous positions will demonstrate that the Pauline antithesis between faith and law is a Pauline construct. Paul’s attribution to his contemporaries of a certain view of human and divine agency is not unfounded, but it should not be understood as a simple statement of uninterpreted fact.
Works of the law and Israel’s good
Like Paul’s letter to the Galatians, 4QMMT is a letter arising from an interpretative disagreement over “works of the law”. In 4QMMT as in Galatians, this has led to a sectarian separation from the wider community: “We have separated ourselves [pršnw] from the multitude of the people... and from participating in these matters...” (C 7-8) – although the addressee is not to understand this separation as a sign of treachery or wickedness (C 8-9).
 With the community he represents, the author is opposed to current practice in the temple at a number of points, and he writes to inform his addressee about these disputed points and to persuade him to accept the sect’s view of them, with a view to reform. In a concluding summary, it is said that “we have written you a selection of works of the law [mqst m‘śhy htwrh] which we consider to be for your good and for that of your people” (C 26-27). The language here echoes the unfortunately fragmentary opening: “These are a selection of our words [mqst dbrynw]… works [m‘śym] which we…” (B 1-2).
 The “B” section lists around twenty of these “words” or “works”, proposed regulations that explicitly diverge from current practice. A fragmentary line may suggest that the common theme of these regulations is priestly purity (B 3). In some cases, the scriptural basis to the regulation is clear.

Thus, according to Leviticus, the “sacrifices of well being” (šelamîm) can take the form of a “thanksgiving (tôdah), in which case the animal sacrifice must be accompanied by offerings of leavened and unleavened bread (Lev.7.11-14) – that is by a “cereal offering” or minhah (cf. Num.15.1-12). This sacrifice differs from other sacrifices of well being in the requirement that the sacrificial flesh must be consumed on the day of the sacrifice, rather than being left until the following day (Lev.7.15; cf. 7.16-17, 19.5-6). Nothing is said about the consumption of the minhah, however. The author of 4QMMT opposes the pragmatic view that this may be left until the following day, insisting that it be consumed on the day of the sacrifice; otherwise the priestly practice will cause iniquity to be imputed to the people (B 9-13). Indeed, it is this danger that underlies all the proposed regulations (B 26-27): ultimately it is the well being of the entire people that is at stake.

In Leviticus 17.3-4 we read of the guilt imputed to the person who kills an ox, lamb or goat inside or outside the camp without bringing it to the door of the tent of meeting as a sacrifice. In citing this text, the author of 4QMMT is especially interested in its topography, asserting that “the tent of meeting” coresponds to the temple, “the camp” to Jerusalem, and “outside the camp” to locations outside Jerusalem. According to Leviticus 4.12, the remains of the animal sacrificed as a hatt’at or sin offering are to be taken “outside the camp” and burnt “in a clean place where the ashes are poured out”. Since Jerusalem represents the camp, the author of 4QMMT argues that this place for the disposal of sacrificial remains must be located outside Jerusalem, “the place which he chose from among all the tribes of Israel” (B 31-33; cf. Deut.12.11). Here and elsewhere, the author is concerned to assert the holiness of Jerusalem (cf. B 58-61), in opposition perhaps to the practice of disposing of refuse within the city limits.
In Leviticus 19.19, various types of mixture (kil’ayim) are prohibited: one type of animal breeding with another, different kinds of seed sown in a single field, garments made of different materials. There are further examples of these illicit mixtures in Deuteronomy 22.9-11. The author of 4QMMT draws on both passages, extending their underlying principle to the illegitimate marriages contracted by some of the priests (B 75-82): the “mixture” here is that of the holy with the unclean.

At these and a number of other points, the author communicates to his addressee various of the priestly “works of the law” that he wishes to establish, in opposition to current practice. In many cases, there is a scriptural basis to the proposed regulations. The author is not only concerned with individual practices, however, but also with a scripturally based understanding of Israel’s current situation, for which he has recourse especially to Deuteronomy. In the “C” section of this text, the author seeks to impart a new understanding of the law and the other scriptures as a whole: the author(s) “have [writte]n to you [sing.] so that you may understand the book of Moses and the book[s of the p]rophets and David” (C 10).
 In particular, the author is anxious to instruct his addressee about the deuteronomic “blessings and curses” (C 14-15, 18-19, 20). The first of three scriptural citations is fragmentary, but the second and third are clearly identifiable:

It is written that “[you will turn aside] from the w[a]y, and evil will befall [you]”. And it is wri[tten]: “And it shall come to pass, when [all] these [things shall co]me upon you in the last days, the blessing and the curse, [then you will take] it to your h[eart]. And you will return to him with all your heart [and with al]l [your] soul.”  (C 12-16)

The passages cited here are drawn from Deuteronomy 31.29 and 30.1-2:

For I know that after my death you will surely act corruptly and you will turn aside from the way which I have commanded you, and evil will befall you in the last days, because you will do what is evil in the eyes of YHWH...  (Deut.31.29)

And it shall come to pass, when all these things shall come upon you, the blessing and the curse, which I have set before you, then you will take it to your heart in all the nations where YHWH your God has driven you. And you will return to YHWH your God and you will obey his voice according to all that I command you this day, you and your children, with all your heart and with all your soul.  (Deut.30.1-2)

These words of Moses, cited accurately though in abbreviated form by the author of 4QMMT, are addressed directly to the recipient if the letter. It is he (as representing the community) who once turned from the way laid down by Moses, but who is now given the opportunity to acknowledge this error and to turn back to the Torah. The passages from Deuteronomy enable the author to present the post-exilic present as a moment of unique opportunity, offering the possibility of a definitive turning away from a past dominated by disobedience and the consequent reality of the divine curse. The addressee finds himself in a position of immense privilege and responsibility; his reaction to the letter will determine whether or not he is to play a leading role in Israel’s final turning back to God.

According to Deuteronomy 30.1, the return to YHWH and the Torah will take place “when all these things shall come upon you, the blessing and the curse” and when the addressee “takes it to heart”. In his attempt to persuade the addressee that he stands at this critical turning-point, the author of 4QMMT must show that the blessing and the curse have already been partially realized in Israel’s history – primarily the curse, since the turning-point presupposes the reality of exile and dispersion, but also the blessing. A fragmentary line may have read, “[the bles]sing[s in the days of David and] in the days of Solomon the son of David” (C 18); and this is followed by a better preserved reference to “the curses [which] came in the d[ays of Jer]oboam son of Nebat and until the captivity of Jerusalem and of Zedekiah king of Juda[h]” (C 19). The history of Israel and its monarchs is the outworking of the Mosaic blessings and curses, and the author can therefore conclude: “We know that some of the blessings and curses have come which are written in the bo[ok of Mo]ses” (C 20-21). Since what Moses predicted has come to pass, and since recognition of this occurrence is a precondition for the final return to YHWH (cf. Deut.30.1), the addressee is invited to acknowledge that Israel’s history has turned out just how Moses said it would. Righteous kings have brought blessing to Israel, unrighteous ones the curse. As Moses implies when he refers to “the blessing and the curse” in that order, the blessing comes first (David[?], Solomon) and is followed by the curse (Jeroboam to Zedekiah). The original blessing of the Israelite monarchy has long since been eclipsed by the curse, but the addressee is in a position to change all that – by implementing the proposed works of the law, “for Israel’s good” (C 31-32).

In the author’s citations from Deuteronomy, the phrase, “in the last days” has slipped out of the first text cited (31.29) and found its way into the second (30.1-2): 

And it is written: “And it shall come to pass, when [all] these [things shall co]me upon you in the last days, the blessing and the curse, [then you will take] it to your h[eart]. And you will return to him with all your heart [and with al]l [your] soul.”  (C 12-16)

Having explained the operation of the blessing and the curse in Israel’s history (C17-21), the author now returns to the phrase, “in the last days”:

And this is what is meant by “the last days”: when they shall return in Isr[ael] to the l[aw...], and they shall not turn bac[k...], though the wicked act wick[edly].  (C 21-22)

This return to the Torah is already being practised by the sect, and the sectarian author here invites the representative of the wider community to join them in it. Thus, the whole passage following the Deuteronomy citations (C 17-22) is devoted to an interpretation of its references to “the blessing and the curse” and to “the last days”, in an attempt to persuade the addressee of his true location within the scripturally preordained history of Israel.

The addressee is to return to the law by endorsing the works of the law prescribed in this letter, and in doing so he is to take as his role models those kings of Israel who studied the Torah and whose sins were forgiven.
 David is the pattern for these righteous kings of Israel, who no doubt also include Hezekiah and Josiah – even though the latter two lived during the period between Jeroboam and Zedekiah, which stood as a whole under the law’s curse (cf. Sir.48.17-49.5). The negative side of Israel’s history here gives way to the positive:

Remember the kings of Israe[l] and reflect upon their works [m’śyhmh], how whoever of them feared [the la]w was delivered from troubles; and these were people who stu[d]ied the law [mb[q]šy twrh] and whose transgressions were forgiven. Remember David, how he was a man of the pious [’š hsdym] and was [de]livered from many troubles and received forgiveness.  (C 23-26)

The history of Israel not only tells of the outworking of the divine blessing and curse, it also offers inspiring examples of righteous conduct. The addressee is to identify himself with the righteous kings of Israel who studied the Torah and experienced deliverance and forgiveness as a result – and above all with David, who, though a king, belonged to the company of the hasidim.

The letter concludes with an appeal to the addressee to implement the proposed reforms to current priestly practice, for his own good and the good of his people Israel:

We have written to you a selection of the works of the law [mqst m‘śy htwrh] which we consider to be for your good and that of your people Isr[a]el. For we have noted in you an understanding and a knowledge of the law. Consider all these things, and seek from before him that he will make straight your counsel and keep far from you evil thoughts and the counsel of Belial. Thus you shall rejoice in the last time in finding that this selection of our words is true. And it shall be reckoned to you for righteousness [wnhšbh lk lsdqh] when you do what is right and good before him, for your good and that of Israel.  (C 26-32)

The references to a “good” that extends beyond the addressee to “your people Israel” (C 27, 32) indicate the positive outcome of the return to the Torah for which the author has earlier appealed on the basis of Deuteronomy 30.1-2 (C12-21). Beyond the history of the blessings (David, Solomon) and the curses (Jeroboam to the exile), in which history the curses have long outweighed the blessings, there lies the possibility of a final age in which “they will return in Israel to the l[aw...], and not turn back” (C 21-22). This final age is what scripture calls “the last days” (C 14, 16, 21), or “the last time” (C 30), and the hope is that the addressee will help to usher in this dawning time by acting as the letter suggests, aided by his own knowledge of Torah and by the divine assistance that comes from prayer (C 27-29). The coming future good will confirm both the validity of the practices he is to implement (C 30) and his own righteousness in implementing them (C 31).
What does 4QMMT contribute to our line of argument? How far does this letter confirm the Pauline claim that “Israel” pursues the works of the law in accordance with the principle of Leviticus 18.5, that “the one who does these things shall live by them”?
On the one hand, this text gives the lie to the current consensus that Second Temple Judaism invariably understands divine grace as radically prior to human law-observance, and that to suggest anything to the contrary is to perpetuate an ancient and malicious caricature. The author of 4QMMT draws primarily on the closing chapters of Deuteronomy for his understanding of Israel’s current crisis and opportunity, and on Leviticus for the priestly practices that point the way towards “Israel’s good”. Assuming a functional equivalence between “Israel’s good” and the “life” conditionally promised in Paul’s Leviticus text, it is clear that 4QMMT does indeed prescribe “works of the Torah” as the divinely appointed way to the desired goal.
 To that extent, this construal of scripture is diametrically opposed to the Pauline one. In other words, it conforms closely to the soteriology that the Pauline antitheses serve to reject.
On the other hand, 4QMMT only exemplifies the claim that law-observance is the way to life if one subordinates its distinctive characteristics to an abstract soteriological logic. In this text, the “works of the Torah” relate not to the Torah’s prescriptions in general, but to its prescriptions on matters of priestly practice as interpreted by the author and the dissident group he represents. Above all, these regulations are concerned to ensure the holiness of Jerusalem and of the temple. The author’s programme has a concrete content and context, and is not simply reducible to an abstract thesis about the soteriological significance of law-observance. Nor can the abstract thesis do justice to the rendering of the Deuteronomy material that is so crucial for this text. It is only from the perspective of the Pauline “hermeneutic of faith” that 4QMMT comes to embody the soteriological logic that Paul strives to exclude. From that perspective, life and salvation are the outcome of God’s own act in Christ, of which faith is the acknowledgment; such a claim is necessarily opposed to the claim that life and salvation stem from law-observance, irrespective of the concrete forms that claim may take. The image of an Israel that seeks life by law-observance is a Pauline construct, even though it is related to realities that can be known independently of Paul.
The significance of this point may be further clarified by turning now to a second non-Christian Jewish text, the Fourth Book of Maccabees. In its own way, this text also teaches that law-observance is the divinely appointed way to life. Like 4QMMT, it therefore conforms to the scripturally based soteriology identified and rejected by Paul. And yet it is only from a Pauline perspective that these two texts could possibly look similar.

The human capacity for the law
Among the Jewish writings of the Second Temple period, 4 Maccabees is virtually unique in its consistent focus on a philosophical thesis – that “devout reason is sovereign over the passions [autodespotos estin tōn pathōn ho eusebēs logismos]” (1.1). This thesis is repeated again and again. Although the main part of the book is devoted to narrative, the author avails himself of a range of philosophical resources in order to establish his thesis. He defines his terms (1.14-30); he draws upon the tradition of the four “cardinal virtues” (1.18: phronēsis kai dikaiosunē kai andreia kai sophrosunē); he refutes objections (1.5-6, 7.16-23; cf. 8.16-26, 16.5-10); he stages a debate between the hedonistic philosophy of “the tyrant Antiochus” and the nomistic theism of Eleazar, the first of the martyrs for the law (5.1-38); he engages in general reflections on the nature of brotherly and maternal love (13.19-27; 14.13-19); he assumes a common human nature (2.21-23; 12.13); and he is concerned, like Plato in the Phaedo, to demonstrate that death holds no terrors to those who adhere to the true philosophy. And yet the central philosophical thesis about reason and the passions is really a thesis about the law, and about the human being addressed by the law. The Greek philosophical and rhetorical resources that serve to establish the thesis are deployed in the service of an argument about the Jewish law. The aim of the book is to demonstrate the possibility of faithful law-observance; the author finds in the stories of the Maccabean martyrs (drawn from 2 Maccabees 6-7) a proof that in no circumstances, however extreme, is transgression of the law unavoidable or justifiable. That is what is implied by his thesis that devout reason is superior to the passions. Devout reason is reason schooled in the Law of Moses.

This argument entails a quite different understanding of the law to the deuteronomic one found in 4QMMT and elsewhere. The deuteronomic view speaks of a single act of turning from a national past dominated by sin and the ensuing curse of the law, to a future in which the faithful observance of the law will usher in the fullness of the divine blessing. In 4 Maccabees, there is no such single act of turning back to the law, and there is no sense that the nation as a whole stands under the divine curse. In contrast, the narrative opens at a point where “our fathers were enjoying profound peace because of their observance of the law [dia tēn eunomian]” (4 Macc.3.20). Antiochus’s persecutions are occasioned by the high priest Jason’s attempts to alter the nation’s constitution, in defiance of the law, which call forth the divine anger (4.19-21); through the actions of the martyrs, the divine blessing is restored. Another divergence from the deuteronomic view may be seen in the understanding of suffering implied in 4 Maccabees. Antiochus is still represented as the agent of the divine wrath, like Nebuchadnezzar centuries before, and yet his punitive actions fall not upon the transgressors of the law (Jason and his supporters) but precisely on those who remain loyal to the law. The explanation is that those who endure unspeakable tortures, rather than submitting to the king’s demand that they should eat forbidden foods, are not being punished for their own sins. On the contrary, their endurance of these sufferings guarantees their participation in the eternal life of heaven and serves as a vicarious sacrifice for the sins of the people as a whole (6.28-29; 17.17-22; 18.4).

The author’s redaction of material from 2 Maccabees gives important insights into the nature of his argument. His strategy is to play down his source’s emphasis on the ideological struggle between Judaism and Hellenism, and to use the martyrdom stories instead to demonstrate that, for those schooled in the law, observance of the law is always possible, even in the most adverse circumstances; correspondingly, transgression of the law is never unavoidable or justifiable. Thus, 2 Maccabees narrates the attempts of the high priest Jason and of King Antiochus to shift the Jewish people over to “the Greek way of life” (4.10), in defiance of the law: the “Hellenizing” motivation of this abandonment of the law is repeatedly emphasized (2 Macc.4.10-20; 6.1-9).
 The later work abbreviates the material relating to Jason (4 Macc.4.19-20) and omits altogether the account of the imposition of the Greek religion (cf. 2 Macc.6.1-9). For the earlier author, Hellenism is Judaism’s archetypal ideological opponent: indeed, his use of the term “Judaism” (ioudaismos, 2 Macc.2.21; 8.1; 14.38 x 2) appears to originate in polemical opposition to “Hellenism” (hellēnismos, 2 Macc.4.13).
 In contrast, the author of 4 Maccabees has little interest in this ideological conflict, and sees the king’s demand that Jews should eat forbidden foods as an extreme instance of the temptation to transgress, experienced by all who wish to remain faithful to the law. References in his source to “Hellenism” or “Greek customs” are virtually eliminated.
 The author is concerned not with the conflict of ideologies but with the (Greek) philosophical thesis about reason and the passions, by means of which he aims to demonstrate the practicability of obeying the law even under intense pressure to transgress. In the Eleazar material (4 Macc.5-7), the victory of reason over the passions is ascribed to Eleazar’s “philosophy”, which is his life-long study and practice of the law. In the material relating to the seven brothers and their mother (4 Macc.8-18), it is parental instruction in the law that enables the brothers’ courageous endurance of suffering. In both cases the extreme suffering that is narrated is itself an act of law-observance, since it is undergone voluntarily in preference to the alternative, which is “to eat defiling food” (miarophagēsai), that is, “pork” or “food sacrificed to idols” (4 Macc.5.2-3). The question put to each of the prospective martyrs is whether, under threat of torture, they will choose to obey the commandment or to transgress it. In contrast to his source, the author strongly emphasizes the voluntary nature of the martyrs’ sufferings.

The link between the philosophical thesis and the question of law-observance is already implied in the book’s very first sentence, which opens the theoretical discussion that precedes the main narrative (4 Macc.1.1-3.18). Here, in stating his thesis for the first time, the author emphasizes that it is “devout reason” (eusebēs logismos) that rules over the passions (1.1). Although he usually speaks simply of “reason”, without the additional reference to piety,
 formal restatements of his thesis frequently repeat the full phrase.
 Typically, the author signals a moment of transition between narrative and philosophical commentary by restating his thesis – “Clearly, then, devout reason is sovereign over the passions” (6.31) – and by developing it in a series of statements in which “devout reason” appears simply as “reason”.
 “Reason”, then, is simply an abbreviation of “devout reason”; “devout reason” is the only kind of reason that this author would recognize as such. If, in arguing that “reason is sovereign over the passions”, he engages with a Greek philosophical debate that goes back at least to Plato, the fact that “reason” everywhere means “devout” or “religious” reason is an indication that the philosophical conceptuality now operates within a distinctively Jewish framework, in which the “reason” in question is the capacity whereby one knows and observes the law. Thus, in apostrophizing “reason” and “piety” (logismos and eusebeia), the author treats them as synonyms: “O reason of the children, tyrant over the passions! O piety, more precious to the mother than her children!” (15.1). The aged Eleazar claims to be youthful at least in the exercise of “reason on behalf of piety” (5.31). When, in the midst of his tortures, the first brother tells the king that “your wheel is not so powerful as to strangle my reason” (9.17), he means exactly what the second brother means in speaking of “our endurance for the sake of piety” (9.30). This correlation of reason and (Jewish) piety or religion is most clearly expressed in the author’s concluding address to his readers, where his thesis is restated one last time:

O offspring of the seed of Abraham, Israelite children, obey this law and in every way practise piety [eusebeite], knowing that devout reason is master of the passions, not only of those that stem from within but also of the sufferings that come from without.  (18.1-2)

    “Devout reason” is nothing other than the capacity that enables one to “obey this law”. There is, indeed, an element of circularity in this claim, for it can also be said that it is the law which itself enables the “devout reason” by which it is observed. Thus, “reason” is defined in 4 Maccabees 1.17 as the choice of the “wisdom” that is the outcome of “education in the law” (hē tou nomou paideia). The human capacity to observe the law is not simply a given, it must be cultivated. Yet the author assumes that, within the sphere of the law, this human potentiality has already been actualized: here at least, although nowhere else to the same degree, there exists a reason sovereign over the passions. The author seeks to instill in his (Jewish) readers a confidence that this really is the case, and a renewed determination to conduct their lives on this basis. Reason is sovereign over the passions; that is to say, the capacity to obey the law’s commandments has been bestowed upon us in full. If that is true even in boundary situations where law-observance means torture and death, it is certainly also true for readers who find themselves in less extreme circumstances.

     For the author, this claim about the practicability of the law is derived from the law itself, and is not a philosophical argument imposed on the law from outside. The law teaches the sovereignty of devout reason over the passions in the form of the tenth commandment. Following a reference to the story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, the author claims that reason rules
not only over the frenzy of sexual passion [hēdupatheia] but also over every desire [pasēs epithumias]. For that reason the law says: You shall not desire your neighbour’s wife or anything that belongs to your neighbour. Indeed, when the law tells us not to desire [mē epithumein], my argument that reason is able to control the desires is shown to be all the more persuasive.  (2.4-6)

Here, the author seeks to identify his thesis with the tenth commandment. In his view, the commandment does not teach that desire for illicit objects can simply be eliminated by reason: “You shall not desire...” means not, “You shall eliminate desire...”, but, “You shall not give way to desire...” (3.2-5). It is the role of reason – the mind instructed in the law – to police the desires and to enforce the rule of law, but the desires themselves have been implanted in us by God or nature (cf. 2.21; 14.13-19) and belong ineradicably to the human bodily constitution. On this view, the meaning of the tenth commandment is purely formal: it demands that desires for objects prohibited by the law should not be realized, in accordance with reason’s God-given capacity to control the passions. To say, “You shall...” or “You shall not...” is to require that an otherwise possible action should be ruled out in advance, on the assumption both that such an action is potentially desirable, and that the addressee of the commandment is capable of resisting his or her dessire for it. It is this double assumption about the law as a whole that is articulated in the tenth commandment. Thus, “You shall not desire your neighbour’s wife...” is not simply a repetition of, “You shall not commit adultery”. The seventh commandment prohibits an action; the tenth commandment traces the action back to its origin in desire, and the abstention from action to the human capacity to restrain desire. On this reading, the tenth commandment is the theorization of the other commandments. And this theorization is identical to the author’s own claim that devout reason – reason schooled in the law – is master of the passions.
On this basis, all other commandments can be understood as postulating both a desire and a human capacity to restrain it. For example, Moses commands that interest-free loans should be given to impoverished fellow-Israelites (Lev.25.35-38; cf. Ex.22.25), that debts should be cancelled every seventh year (Deut.15.1-11), and that the remnants of the harvest should be left for the poor (Lev.19.9-10, 23.22; Deut.24.19-22). In the light of the preceding interpretation of the tenth commandment, we may understand the logic of these commandments as follows:

As soon as one adopts a way of life in accordance with the law, even though he is a lover of money, he is forced to act contrary to his natural ways, and to lend without interest to the needy and to cancel the debt when the seventh year arrives. If one is greedy, he is ruled by the law through his reason so that he neither gleans his harvest nor gathers the last grapes from the vineyard.  (4 Macc.2.8-9)

The desire to maximize returns (whether financial or agricultural) is both acknowledged and countered by the law, the divine voice that addresses itself to a human “reason” defined by its capacity to understand and to implement its demands, giving them priority over the contrary demands of desire. The reason that is sovereign over the passions is the human capacity presupposed and constituted by the law’s address. It is the law’s anthropological correlate, just as the law is reason’s theological correlate. The anthropological hypothesis of a reason sovereign over desire is therefore deduced from the law itself, whose demands make no sense except on the assumption that this hypothesis is true. The story of the martyrs for the law is a demonstration and confirmation that this hypothesis is indeed true, and that the human capacity presupposed and actualized by the law is a reality.
For the author of 4 Maccabees, the law intends this human obedience for the sake of the eternal life that is its goal and reward. The presentation here of the scriptural promise of life diverges markedly from 2 Maccabees, which was the author’s primary source. In the account of the martyrdoms in the earlier text, the emphasis lies on the hope of resurrection, interpreted as the martyrs’ divine vindication. The martyrs taunt the king with this hope, and with the contrasting fate that awaits him:

You accursed wretch, you dismiss us from this present life, but, because we have died for his laws, the King of the universe will raise us up to an everlasting renewal of life [eis aiōnion anabiōsin zōēs hēmas anastēsei].  (2 Macc.7.9)

One cannot but choose to die at the hands of men and to cherish the hope that God gives of being raised again by him. But for you there will be no resurrection to life!  (2 Macc.7.14)

In this earlier text, there is a symmetry between the mutilation of the body through torture and its reintegration at the resurrection:

I got these [tongues and hands] from Heaven, and because of his laws I disdain them, and from him I hope to get them back again.  (2 Macc.7.11; cf. 7.29, 14.46)

In 4 Maccabees, however, these references to resurrection have been eliminated from the account of the brothers’ martyrdom, which is here staged as the demonstration of the invincible power of devout reason. The brother who has his tongue cut out no longer expresses the hope of getting it back again at the resurrection, but rather his confidence that “you will not make our reason speechless” (4 Macc.10.19). Consistently with this, a communally-oriented emphasis on resurrection is replaced by a more individualistic understanding of “immortality”.
 The author is specially concerned to show that this is taught by the law itself.

As they undergo their ordeal, the brothers remind one another that their souls would be in jeopardy if they were to transgress: “Great is the struggle of the soul and the danger of eternal torment lying before those who transgress the commandment of God” (13.15). Yet religion or piety “saves, unto eternal life, according to God’s word [kata theon]” (15.3). The martyrs win the contest and receive the prize of “immortality in endless life” (17.12). They

stand now before the divine throne and live through blessed eternity. For Moses says, “And all who are sanctified are under his hands”. (17.18-19)

This first scriptural proof of the doctrine of immortality is drawn from Deuteronomy 33.3, Moses’ concluding blessing:

And he spared his people, and all who are sanctified are under his hands, and these are under you; and he [Moses?] received from his [God’s] words a law, which Moses commanded us, an inheritance for the synagogues of Jacob.  (Deut.33.3-4 LXX)

For the author of 4 Maccabees, to be “under his hands” is evidently synonymous with “living to God” (7.19; 16.25); the “sanctified” (or “consecrated”) are identified specifically with the martyrs (17.20). Thus Moses, who received the law from God and handed it on to the people of Israel, also spoke in his final address of the eternal destiny of those who faithfully observe the law, if need be at the cost of their own lives. The Deuteronomy citation is almost the first formal scriptural quotation in the entire book (with the exception only of the citation of the tenth commandment in 4 Maccabees 2.5), and it indicates the author’s concern to set his claim about the law as the way to life on a firm scriptural foundation. This concern comes into sharp focus in the book’s conclusion, where five scriptural proof-texts are given in support of the doctrine of immortality (18.14-19).

In this passage, the mother recalls the scriptural instruction that her sons had received from their now deceased father, who “taught [them] the law and the prophets” (18.10). This was the early training that later enabled their reason to triumph over their sufferings. The children were taught the scriptural narratives – about Abel slain by Cain, Isaac offered as a sacrifice, Joseph in prison, the zeal of Phineas, the faithfulness of Daniel and his companions. Scripture offers such figures as role models, but it also speaks of the eschatological destiny that awaits those who follow in their footsteps:

[Your father] reminded you of the scripture of Isaiah which says, “Even if you pass through fire, the flame will not burn you”. He sang you the hymn of David which says, “Many are the afflictions of the righteous”. He taught you the proverb of Solomon: “There is a tree of life for those who do his will”. He confirmed the saying of Ezekiel: “Shall these dry bones live?” For he did not neglect to teach you the song that Moses taught, which says, “I shall kill and I shall make alive; this is your life and length of days”.  (18.14-19)

The final three texts explicitly refer to life, and the last two identify this as a life beyond death; eternal life is probably at issue in the first two as well. The author has derived his final citation from Deuteronomy 32.39 and 30.20, which he here conflates:

See now that I am, and there is no god but me. I shall kill and I shall make alive, I shall wound and I shall heal, and there is no-one who shall deliver from my hands.  (Deut.32.39)

I bear witness to you this day, by heaven and earth: Life and death I have set before you, blessing and curse. Choose life, so that you may live, you and your seed, to love the Lord your God, to obey his voice and to be his possession; for this is your life and length of days, to dwell in the land which the Lord swore to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  (Deut.30.19-20)

The author’s conflation of the two Deuteronomy passages significantly affects their meaning. The phrase from Deuteronomy 30 originally referred to the prosperous life that the people will enjoy in the land if they obey the divine commandments, but it is here transplanted into a context in which it refers instead to a life beyond death – if we take “I shall kill and I shall make alive” to refer to a single object, first put to death and then raised by the Lord. God has put the martyrs to death in the sense that it is God’s law that requires them to die rather than to transgress, but God has also made them alive by bestowing on them “souls holy and immortal” (4 Macc.18.23). The “life and length of days” promised by the law is understood here as the eternal life of those who, beyond death, “live to God” on the basis of their faithful observance of the law.

From a Pauline standpoint, 4 Maccabees clearly exemplifies a soteriology in which law observance leads to life – alongside 4QMMT and other texts. In Galatians as in Romans, this soteriology is identified, its scriptural basis is acknowledged, and yet it is rejected on the basis of the soteriology and hermeneutic entailed by faith. While Galatians (or Romans) might lead us view 4QMMT and 4 Maccabees as fundamentally similar, in spite of obvious differences, it is worth attempting the thought experiment of setting up a genuinely three-sided relationship between the three texts, and attempting to view each pair of texts from the standpoint of the third. If 4QMMT and 4 Maccabees can be read from the perspective of Galatians, it should also be possible to read 4 Maccabees and Galatians from the perspective of 4QMMT, and Galatians and 4QMMT from the perspective of 4 Maccabees. The basis for the comparison is that all three texts are concerned with the interpretation of similar pentateuchal material – drawn especially from the closing chapters of Deuteronomy.

From the standpoint of 4QMMT, Galatians and 4 Maccabees share a common and perhaps dangerous predilection for the Greek language and the conceptuality it makes available. There is a common concern to theorize about the law, for example in the attempt to derive its essence and foundation from the commandments concerning love of neighbour or desire. This speculative concern leads both texts to neglect the practical concern to clarify the law’s precise content. In 4 Maccabees, it is apparently assumed that the “works of the law” can straightforwardly be read off the surface of the biblical text, with no need for interpretation or supplementation; in Galatians, the drift away from crucial questions of halakah has gone still further. Both texts ascribe great significance to non-scriptural martyr figures, about whom extravagant claims are made. And both texts claim to find the doctrine of individual immortality in the Torah, but are relatively unconcerned about the attainment of the divine blessings in the life of the nation.
From the standpoint of 4 Maccabees, Galatians and 4QMMT exemplify a lack of philosophical culture that can lead only to arbitrary and unfounded assertions. Both texts are sectarian in nature, representing groups that have cut themselves off from the mainstream of the national life either in the Land of Israel or in the Dispersion. Their authors are radicals and fanatics determined to impose their own idiosyncratic views on the moderate majority. Both authors give more weight to their own views than to the law itself – one by supplementing it with a potentially endless proliferation of new, authoritarian rulings, the other by subordinating it to the so-called Christ. Both insist that these products of their own imaginings represent the one truly valid reading of the law, and that all other readings are false. Both fail to note the dignity bestowed on the human person by the law’s address. They have, indeed, little concept of the human person as such, being preoccupied instead with the great divide that separates the sect from the parent religious body and from humankind as a whole. Finally, neither author has the slightest idea how to construct a rational argument. If proof be needed of the importance of philosophical education as a preliminary to scriptural interpretation, it may be found in the deficiencies of texts such as these.
In each of these possible readings of two texts fom the standpoint of a third, one particular element is asserted as fundamental – faith in the case of Paul, halakah in the case of 4QMMT, philosophy in the case of 4 Maccabees – with the result that the opposing texts are characterized by its lack. Thus texts that appear to be very different from other perspectives come to look similar. Only from a Pauline perspective does the issue of divine in relation to human agency come to the fore.

It is therefore inadequate to assume that Paul’s view of the law’s soteriology (as articulated in Leviticus 18.5) either does or does not correspond to the realities of Second Temple Judaism as known to us from elsewhere. It is a matter of perspective, not of neutral statements about what is or is not the case. If and only if one is convinced by the Pauline claim that the scriptural testimony points ultimately to God’s saving act in Christ, then non-Christian Jewish texts will seem to be characterized by the same deficient soteriology, according to which the law presupposes a human capacity to take the way that leads to the fullness of the divine blessing, pointed out by the law. Once the great antithesis between divine and human agency has been established, other variables may seem to fade into insignificance. Yet, outside a Pauline framework, these variables remain clearly visible. In their diversity, these texts make it clear that Pauline antithesis is an interpretative construct intended to serve the exposition of the gospel, not a neutral report about the theology of Second Temple Judaism.
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