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ABSTRACT
This study examines the topic of self-denial in the Synoptic Gospels. The theme is explicitly presented in Mark 8:34, 35 and parallels, where the words “let him deny himself” appear in the context of Jesus’ call to radical discipleship. These words present an exegetical and hermeneutical challenge, because they have been interpreted in diverse ways. This study approaches the meaning of these words by acknowledging that the chronological and cultural distance between the first-century Eastern Mediterranean societies and those of the postmodern West makes invalid any simple transference of our concepts of self and self-denial.

This study utilises some of the fruits of recent social-scientific approaches to the NT to highlight the significance of the collectivistic nature of the first-century societies, the ways in which the values of honour and shame determined customs and behaviour, and the ways in which personality was exhibited and reported. This social background leads to an exegetical study of Jesus’ teachings which relate both directly and indirectly to self-denial. 
Much of the self-denial teaching is located in literary contexts where concern for honour and shame is prominent, and this perspective illuminates the meaning of self-denial. The exegesis reveals a strong relationship between self-denial and honour/shame. 
The self-denial of which Jesus spoke can be described as an individual’s rejection of the sources of honour which are traditional, normal and foundational in human society, out of consideration for a higher source of honour, i.e., the honour granted and promised by God. It is founded on the honourable status of Jesus as the one to whom primary loyalty is due. It is fostered by the knowledge that one is now honoured by God and that this honour will be manifested publicly in the future. It is motivated positively by the prospect of divine honour (eschatological rewards) and negatively by the prospect of divine disapproval (eschatological shame). It is affirmed and empowered by Jesus’ new perspective in which aspects of discipleship that are not honoured by the dominant society are honoured by God, and in which the new eschatological family of God becomes a reality.

The exegesis provides a basis for a critique of other interpretations of self-denial. It is found that the NT does not justify an interpretation of self-denial as negation of the self, i.e., as a rejection of one’s identity, or of the value of one’s person. Approaching Christian self-denial from the perspective of honour and shame facilitates authentic self-understanding in cultures which are both collectivistic and individualistic.
CHAPTER ONE INTRODUCTION
1.1 The problem of self-denial

Self-denial is one of the topics about which Christians might wish that Jesus had been more explicit, since it has prompted a variety of interpretations. Although much of the Gospel material is relevant to the topic, only once in Jesus’ recorded teachings do the words ἀπαρνησαάσθω ἑαυτον (“let him deny himself”) occur.
 These words are found as part of a challenging (even shocking) saying about the conditions for discipleship, spoken in the context of a specific narrative situation:

If any wish to follow after me, let them deny themselves, and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, but those who lose their life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it (Mark 8:34-35).

Self-denial is mentioned here without explicit clarification, in association with mysterious figurative language about “taking up the cross,” and is followed by a saying which seems to be related but which is of an extremely paradoxical nature. In other words, these “self-denial” sayings present a challenge for exegesis, since their meaning is not immediately clear. In seeking an authentic reconstruction of what these words would have meant to first-century Christians, questions such as these must be asked:
· What does “self-denial” entail?

· What concept of “self” does “self-denial” require?

· How is “self-denial” related to “taking up the cross” and “following” Jesus?

· How is it related to “losing one’s life” and “saving” it, and what do these terms mean?

· What would be the motivation for a person to self-deny?

· How would “self-denial” be related to the social, cultural and spiritual sensitivities of the original disciples?

· Do Jesus or the Gospel writers elsewhere clarify the meaning of these sayings?
Of course, Jesus’ audiences may have had no need to ask these questions, at least not in this modern form. While seeking answers to these exegetical problems, however, Christians in our time will do well to give attention also to the hermeneutical problem: what does self-denial mean for us? The difficulties involved in interpreting these sayings for Christians today stem from several sources. 

First, we have inherited two thousand years of Christian history in which these sayings have already been interpreted in diverse manners. Influential writings and practices of our Christian forebears have shaped our concepts of self-denial in ways which may or may not truly reflect the original intention of the sayings.

Secondly, the great social and intellectual changes brought about over the last 200 to 300 years of secularisation, industrialisation and education have resulted in a cultural “gap” which has distanced us from the milieu of the biblical societies and their ways of thinking and behaving. Not only do we participate in a vastly different kind of society in which we employ a much greater degree of personal autonomy (at least in the West) but we have also become accustomed to thinking of “self” in highly individualised terms, often using well-developed psychological language. We relate to ourselves and to others in patterns different from those of the first century.

The problem of self-denial, then, is twofold. Initially, we must understand it, as much as is possible, from the perspective of the NT writers. This is the primary aim of this study. My exegesis of the Gospel texts will draw on recent advances in the application of the social sciences to biblical studies, hopefully enabling a closer approach to the social context of the first century.

If some valid conclusions can be reached, then we must attempt to recontextualise the understanding of self-denial in the interests of an authentic praxis of Christianity in modern cultures which are often hostile to any concept of self-denial. In my concluding chapter I will offer some comments on what such a recontextualisation might entail.
1.2 Previous research on self-denial in the NT

The Gospel passages which refer to self-denial have, of course, been well worked-over, but surprisingly little has been written on self-denial as such. The dissertation of Dietrich Schindler is quite a comprehensive treatment of the topic, and interacts with what little literature had previously been published. Schindler examines the concept of self-denial in all four Gospels and in selected passages in the epistles, but focuses especially on the Gospel of Luke, providing extensive and insightful exegesis. He finds that Luke has “the most extensive description of self-denial in the entire Bible.”
 Compared with that of other NT writers, Luke’s presentation of self-denial is more tightly associated with Jesus’ suffering and death, and puts more emphasis on the stringency and universality of the demands of self-denial, especially as it impinges on wealth and family relationships.
 A strength of Schindler’s work is his investigation of possible sources for the concept of self-denial in various Greek and Hebrew traditions. He concludes (rightly, I believe) that, although there are some common elements, the form of self-denial presented in the Gospels is unique, for it is linked not to cultic practices (as was Qumran asceticism) nor to egocentric self-management (as were the Greek versions), but to following Jesus as Lord.

Valuable as Schindler’s study is, and though he addresses many of the questions I have laid out above (see p. 1), it is devoid of the kind of social perspective which more recent scholarly work has shown to be so enlightening. Schindler writes of the “self” not in social terms but in psychological and individualistic ones. His comments about the motivation for self-denial do not go much further than merely to note what the texts say: that one must deny oneself for the sake of Jesus, the gospel, and the kingdom of God.
 Since the publication of his work, new insights into the social context of the first century have been gained, enabling us now to shed more light on many aspects of self-denial in the NT.

Jean Majewski also investigates the topic.
 She examines Mark 8:34, the primary “self-denial” saying, contending that this text has been misinterpreted and applied irresponsibly as a means of subtle oppression of women. She appeals to spiritual literature and feminist psychology, and (borrowing the Gospel terms) urges women to deny the oppression, to take up the true meanings of “self-denial” and “true self” and to follow Christ. Her study is pointed and passionate, showing a commendable desire to affirm the “true self,” but it does not explore the structure and sources of one’s identity, nor what “self-denial” might mean in terms of biblical ethics.

Neither Schindler’s nor Majewski’s studies—valuable as they may be—really address the questions of the nature of the self, the motivation for self-denial, or the rhetorical dimensions of the texts. These concerns lie more at the implicit level of the “world behind the text,” and this is where the value of a new approach may be realised. Before moving on to survey some recent work on self-denial from a social-scientific perspective, I would like to outline the basic elements of this approach.
1.3 The contribution of social-scientific approaches

For interpreters of the Gospels, the meaning of “self-denial” is a problem that arises partly from the difficulty of the text itself. However, the diverse ways in which the concept has been interpreted and applied historically do little to enlighten us, and our confusion is compounded by our automatic tendency to think of “self” in modern terms. Is there a way to work towards a concept of self-denial which is more authentic, i.e., closer to what the Gospel writers had in mind?

This study takes advantage of a cross-disciplinary approach which has arisen only in the last twenty years, and which acts as a fresh lens through which to view the NT and its people. In this approach, the social sciences contribute to biblical interpretation, opening up new possibilities for understanding the texts and ethos of the NT.

1.3.1 The need for a social perspective

The New Testament has long been studied appropriately from the perspectives of history, theology and literature. It can be argued that the social sciences (including sociology, social psychology and cultural anthropology) are disciplines in which it is just as appropriate to address the NT, because the NT deals with a movement which arose out of a complex social background in which political, religious and economic forces were crucial components. It was a popular movement which challenged the beliefs, values and behaviour of individuals in their social contexts. There were social conflicts of many kinds, resulting in the formation of new communities. These considerations call for synchronic and holistic social description, together with explanation of a kind that has been largely neglected by biblical scholars in favour of historical, literary and theological analyses. We need a “hermeneutics of social embodiment”
 which acknowledges that the first Christians were real people whose lives were motivated and shaped as much by the pressures of their social environment as by the religious ideas on which we have tended to focus more. New questions which social science perspectives have brought to the NT text address social boundaries, the interplay of authority structures, status and roles, ritual, the functions of groups, social construction of reality and the importance of symbols.

1.3.2 Potential problems of social-scientific approaches

The above notwithstanding, there has been much debate about the contribution of social scientific approaches to early Christianity. This debate is related to the theoretical and presuppositional framework of these disciplines. In particular, three major reservations need to be considered. 

First, the social sciences are indeed scientific. They are modern disciplines, developed to deal empirically with data which can be collected and tested. Our problem is that the data of early Christianity are a fixed body of a few documents which were compiled for non-scientific purposes. They are “frozen in time” and are not subject to experimentation. “Historical sociology” must therefore work with great limitations. The sociological investigator has a very small set of data to work with, and often has to read “between the lines” in order to infer relationships.

Second, the social sciences are essentially non-religious. As post-Enlightenment academic disciplines, they are committed to the rational treatment of data; the supernatural, including religious experience, is outside their frame of reference. This limitation seems quite a serious one when the subject of investigation is a movement the very origin, motivation and growth of which claim to be derived from God. Consequently, sociological attempts to provide complete explanations in purely humanistic terms, leaving God “out of the picture,” are rightly considered by Christian believers to be reductionistic.

Third, the social sciences deal with generalisations, and are ill-equipped to describe or explain the unique, particular, creative and extraordinary events which are characteristic of much of the NT. 

Because of the disparity between the perspectives of Christian theism and the social sciences, the fruits of social-scientific investigations must be subjected to critical examination at the level of basic presuppositions. Since the methodology of social science is so value-laden, it is imperative that biblical scholars be aware of its theoretical and philosophical undergirdings as we endeavour to apply its insights to the study of the NT.
 For example, much of the influential work of Gerd Theissen depends on the out-dated presuppositions of sociological functionalism.
 Similarly, Peter Berger’s “social construction of reality” proceeds from humanistic presuppositions which allow sociological mechanisms much more explanatory power than theological ones.
 This kind of reductionism has rightly been called “epistemological imperialism.”

1.3.3 Some aspects of social-scientific methodology

Despite these potential problems, the social sciences have made valuable contributions to NT studies. Social-scientific approaches can usually be located along a continuum which ranges from “social description” to “social explanation.”
“Social description” is really an extension of the traditionally historical-critical task of reconstructing the “background” of the texts. The sociological perspective, however, emphasises that the political, economic and cultural elements of a society really constitute the “foreground” of the milieu in which people were immersed, and are largely determinative of specific behaviour, social change, and even particular forms of religious beliefs and practice. Such description must avoid anachronism and the projection of modern categories onto ancient society.

The task of “social explanation” involves moving beyond description in order to specify possible mechanisms of cause and effect. This is a risky business, for it entails the application of social scientific theories. It is here that use is often made of theoretical models.

Comparisons of NT data with data from another time, place, or culture may bring out analogies which are suggestive for explanation and interpretation. The process is facilitated by the construction of abstract categories, or ideal “types.” An assemblage of “types” is a “typology,” a set of concepts which can be used to classify social data. A “model” goes beyond this, to invest a set of abstract concepts with an inner dynamic, i.e., a mechanism which explains how the system might work. A model is a simplified and schematised picture of reality, a “heuristic tool” employed to reveal perspectives previously hidden but potentially explanatory. Many of the “new questions” that social science asks of first-century Christian society arise from precisely this strategy of comparing conceptual models with the data we have in the NT documents. However, caution must be exercised, for models are no substitute for evidence; they are abstractions which do not necessarily depict reality and so cannot be used to plug holes in our knowledge of NT society. They are like lenses that may enable us to view social information in different and, hopefully, fruitful ways, but they can only suggest explanations, not substantiate them.
1.3.4 Some fruits of social-scientific approaches

Many modern readers of the NT tend to assume that biblical characters operated under our cultural assumptions, which include large doses of Western ethno-centricity and post-Enlightenment individualism. Bruce Malina and others have challenged these preconceptions, reminding us that the NT world was a set of Mediterranean cultures strangely different from ours.
 Two aspects of cultural difference are particularly relevant to this thesis, and I will introduce them in turn.

Ancient personality

Who did first-century people think they were? Working from the perspectives of cultural anthropology, Malina and his colleague, Jerome Neyrey, have constructed a model of ancient personality that was “dyadic” rather than individualistic. They summarise: 

First-century Mediterranean persons were strongly group-embedded, collectivist persons. Since they were group-oriented, they were “socially” minded, as opposed to “psychologically” minded. They were attuned to the values, attitudes, and beliefs of their in-group.

This model will be found helpful in illuminating the meaning of self-denial (see Chapter Two). Although the model has been criticised as presenting an over-homogenised picture of Mediterranean culture,
 it seems congruent with much of the biblical material; it helps us to understand the characters of the NT in light of their own view of themselves, and guards against interpretations which inappropriately and anachronistically use “psychologising” techniques.

Honour and shame

How did first-century people relate to each other? The typology of honour and shame is proving increasingly fruitful in NT interpretation. It is cogently presented by Malina and Neyrey,
 among others, and has been applied to a wide range of NT texts. Honour is seen as a central value of the ancient world, its parameters depending upon a particular society’s understanding of power, precedence, gender, etc. The typology is powerful in illuminating and explaining the implications of many situations of conflict in the NT, although, again, care needs to be taken not to exploit the model beyond the confines of the evidence. I believe that the honour/shame agenda of the first-century societies sheds much light on Jesus’ sayings about self-denial.
1.3.5 Self-denial in a social-scientific perspective

The foregoing sections (1.3.1 to 1.3.4) have served as a brief orientation to some aspects of the application of the social sciences to biblical studies. Some recent studies on self-denial, done from a social-scientific perspective, can now be surveyed.

Bruce Malina has dealt specifically with self-denial in terms of a social psychological model which utilizes the distinction between collectivist and individualist cultures.
 Malina rightly contends that the term “self-denial” requires clarification of the term “self.” Because the “self” of antiquity was (according to the model) a collectivist self, self-denial was a social phenomenon, not a purely individual one, and must have involved a rejection of certain collectivist values. For Malina, the self-denial of which Jesus speaks is family-denial, “the negation of the core concern of the collectivist self—family integrity and all that that primary ingroup provides.”
 This is supported by the demonstrable parallelism between denial of self and disattachment from family in Synoptic texts (see Chapter 3 below). This kind of family denial necessarily requires (for the continuing survival of the disattached in society) the replacement of the kin group with an alternative (fictive) kin group, characterised by the allegiance of its members (the disciples) to the faction’s founder (Jesus), who dictates a new range of behaviours based on new goals and a redefined code of ethics in which love, service and humility are counted as honourable.

While this perspective on self-denial is very plausible and most probably correct in general terms, some aspects of Malina’s study seem unsatisfying. Surely family-denial is not all there is to self-denial. Also, it may not be helpful to see individualist and collectivist cultures so sharply polarised as Malina does. Moreover, some of his tradition-critical exegesis is based more on conjecture than on evidence.
 This article is important and provocative, but needs to be supplemented by work which anchors the dynamics of self-denial more firmly in the biblical texts.

Malina barely mentions honour and shame in this work, but in a related article he makes a definite connection between self-denial and honour.
 Self-denial, he maintains, is a renunciation of one’s concern for group esteem and group honour.
 He writes that “for most people, it was honor rooted in kinship that counted in the task of meaningful living.”
 Family-denial would therefore produce a loss of honour, but this would be rewarded by favour from God.
 Malina describes ascetic behaviour in terms of models from individual psychology, social psychology and cultural anthropology, without much specific reference to self-denial in the NT. This lack seems to call for a new exegetical study of self-denial. My thesis attempts to explore more thoroughly the connection between self-denial and honour.
The motivations for self-denial (or any ascetic behaviour) are described very generally by Malina as “avoidance or attainment goals.”
 My thesis aims to identify such motivations more specifically in the biblical text. 
Many other studies from social-scientific perspectives (e.g., Stephen Barton’s work on the relativisation of family ties in the Gospels) impinge on the NT concept of self-denial, and reference will be made to these where they are relevant.
1.4 The present study

Having attempted in the foregoing sections of this chapter to provide a general rationale for the present study, I present now an overview of the material that is to follow. 

1.4.1 Thesis statement

The present study examines the hypothesis that the radical self-denial of which the Gospels speak is motivated by the eschatological hope and acceptance of honour bestowed by God.

1.4.2 Scope and limitations of the study

My use of the term “Jesus’ teachings” begs the question of the “authenticity” of the sayings attributed to Jesus in the Gospels. This is a question I will largely ignore, not only because its treatment is beyond the scope of this thesis, but also because my conclusions are not dependent on decisions about authenticity. Mark, Matthew and Luke appear to present a consistent view of self-denial, despite subtle nuances in their portrayals. I will simply assume that the reported words of Jesus in the Gospels are faithful representations of his teaching.

I have chosen to limit the present study to the Synoptic Gospels. Although the other NT writers, especially Paul, support, confirm, enlarge and illustrate the concept of self-denial, the words of Jesus supply the basis for their witness. Even within the Synoptic Gospels, the life of Jesus provides a powerful illustration of his teaching on self-denial; although I will make reference to this, a full investigation is beyond the time and space limitations of this thesis.

While this thesis relates self-denial to honour and shame, it does not claim that honour and shame comprise the only foundation for self-denial, or that the perspective of honour and shame is the only possible way of looking at self-denial—to the Greeks, for example, self-governance (enkrateia) was a foundational virtue. I hope to show, however, that it is a valid perspective from the standpoint of both scripture and experience.
1.4.3 Outline of the study

Chapter Two presents insights which are derived largely from cultural anthropology and which are crucial to a social background for the study of self-denial. The chapter first examines the concept of “self” in the biblical period, finding that first-century persons cannot be understood apart from the societies in which they were securely “embedded.” In the second half of Chapter Two, honour and shame are presented as foundational values of the societies of antiquity. A brief survey of the many ways in which honour and shame operated socially is followed by an investigation of the representation of these values in the rhetoric and literature of the period.

Chapter Three, drawing on the conclusions of the previous background chapter, is a treatment of the group of Gospel sayings which contains the primary “self-denial” saying of Jesus. The exegesis of these passages, treated as honour discourse, reveals that self-denial is therein regarded from the perspective of honour and shame.

Chapter Four explores self-denial further by considering a wider range of texts in the Gospels, focusing on the teachings of Jesus. In the light of considerations of divine honour and of allegiance of disciples to Jesus himself, the content, motivations and consequences of self-denial become clearer.

Chapter Five sums up the findings of the study and presents some brief thoughts on its possible implications and applications for contemporary disciples of Christ.
CHAPTER TWO THE SOCIAL BACKGROUND FOR SELF-DENIAL

2.1 Concepts of “self” in antiquity

Because the self-denial of which Jesus spoke has received so many varied interpretations throughout the Christian era, and because the concept of “self” has undergone a process of evolution since biblical times, it is necessary to investigate the ways in which the NT writers and their audiences regarded themselves as “selves.”
There is danger in assuming correspondence between a modern concept of “self” and a first-century one. Our reading of ancient texts tends to be highly coloured by twentieth century western individualism, because the meanings that language expresses are derived from the social system of those who speak, write, read and hear them.
 It is readily recognised that the NT texts were written in times and places far removed from ours. Such distance applies also, and perhaps more importantly, to the social and cultural realms. The NT writers wrote for people immersed in their own society; to read such writings must necessarily be a cross-cultural activity, a “social act”
 in which we consciously forsake the conditionings of our own socialisation and seek to enter their world.
The NT is a product of a “high-context” society, i.e., one in which everyone presumed a broadly shared understanding of the context of anything referred to in conversation or in writing.
 For this reason, written texts were usually sketchy and impressionistic, and some topics were hardly mentioned.
 The “self” is one such “implicit” issue in the Bible. Personhood is treated systematically neither in the OT nor the NT. Although various words are used to refer to human individuals, none of these consistently corresponds to our ideas of “person” or “self.” In fact, it is necessary to explore the “world behind the text” in order to clarify what understandings can be represented by our word “self.”
2.1.1 Individualist and collectivist societies

The kind of self-concept most prevalent in our contemporary Western industrialised society is one which is centred on the individual person and which is usually articulated in psychological terms. The great extent to which the perspective of individualism has captivated the Western world, particularly North America, has been comprehensively described by Robert Bellah and his associates:

Individualism lies at the very core of American culture... [it is] basic to American identity. We believe in the dignity, indeed the sacredness, of the individual. Anything that would violate our right to think for ourselves, judge for ourselves, make our own decisions, live our lives as we see fit, is not only morally wrong, it is sacrilegious.

Bellah, like many critics of modernism, sees the personal autonomy of individualism as a gross distortion of authentic personhood, and pleads for reconnection to community.
 Although we tend to think that the world has always been like this, it is really only in the last two centuries that individualism has taken hold. Charles Taylor’s important book, Sources of the Self,
 traces the modern evolution of the view that one’s “true self” is independent of any social ties, that the “real me” is one’s unique, individual, core self, valuing itself most for what is supposedly utterly different and unconnected about it.
 Such a view tends to ignore the fact that our socialisation is dependent on a vast array of influences (family, friends, faith, social circumstances, etc.) which cannot really be excluded from any description of who we are. In other words, individualism tends to emphasise depth (interior subjectivity) at the expense of breadth (social relations).


In fact, for 70 percent of the world’s population
 (essentially those societies which are non-Western and less industrialised) the values of individualism are somewhat foreign. In these societies the self-concept is centred more on the social group, and thus is more appropriately described in sociological rather than psychological terms. It values family integrity and dependence on others. Its outlook is collectivistic rather than individualistic, and its stance can be described as heteronomous rather than autonomous.
 In David Augsburger’s words,

In traditional society, the society is the end and the human individual is the means. In Western society, society is the means and the life of each individual is the end.

Most Africans, for example, are brought up in a tribal system which emphasises group activity.
 The Japanese also instinctively operate on a principle of group consensus; for an individual to achieve self-gratification at the cost of collective welfare is regarded as “unspeakably reprehensible,” and “individual self-assertion in almost any form is rigorously discouraged.”
 

Bruce Malina and his colleagues identify the Mediterranean Basin as the locus of a set of diverse cultures which display the common characteristics of collectivist societies. These scholars employ cultural anthropological studies of Mediterranean peasants to construct a generalised model of “circum-Mediterranean persons.” With any such model, there is a risk of over-simplification, and we must be cautious not to apply the paradigm too rigorously. However, the model has great explanatory power. In summary, collectivist cultures demonstrate the following aspects:

Embedded identity

Individuals, though unique, define their identity, their roles and their status by their relation to the group (e.g., the family or the village) in which they are embedded. They depend on others for knowledge of who they are, what is expected of them, and where they fit.

Stereotypical identity

Individuals perceive others stereotypically, submerging individuality under categories which provide fixed characterisations of such things as race, place of origin, family of origin, trade, etc.

Heteronomous character

The morality of the individual is based not on individual conscience but on the value of group cohesion and order.
 Those who violate this ordered social code risk being labelled as deviant.

Weak interiority

Individuals are not psychologically oriented, that is, not introspective, but tend to seek external explanations of situations and problems by referring to other people or supernatural beings, including God.

Honour-based status

The social well-being of individuals depends on their adherence to the conventions associated with honour and shame. These will be dealt with in more detail below (see 2.2.1).

Gender divisions

There is a strong gender division in such societies, embracing all areas of life, with fixed distinctions in roles, status, place, etc.
 

Because such traditional societies tend to maintain stable structures and values over long periods of time, Malina claims that they probably reflect quite accurately the social structures and values found in the biblical texts.
 This use of cultural anthropology may thus provide Western readers of the Bible with scenarios approximating those in which the ancient texts were written. The following is a brief investigation of how the OT, the NT and other ancient texts witness both to concepts of personhood and to the functioning of persons as individuals in antiquity.
2.1.2 The “self” in relation to others: embeddedness and heteronomy

Any consideration of the nature of individual identity in ancient Israel must take full account of the pre-eminence of the idea of a covenant community in this people’s scheme of values. The story of Achan (Joshua 7) shows that the individual was embedded firmly in the בֵּית אָב, the “father’s house,” the patriarchal group which, in this case, comprised four generations.
 Individuals were enveloped within their family, and were oriented predominantly to the survival of the family. They were enmeshed personally, socially, economically and legally in the obligations of kinship.
 One could exist only in the community. As Robert di Vito notes,
The community provides the raison d’étre for individual action and concrete behavior. Individual Israelites, disengaged from the socially determined roles which form the basis of their responsibility, are not “selves” about whom one can speak meaningfully or whose actions one can meaningfully evaluate. Only the socially “embedded” self, identified by membership in a “father’s house,” is a morally intelligible agent.

For this reason, the OT writers frequently reject personal autonomy as an expression of pride. The basic premise of the book of Proverbs is that one must hear and obey the father’s instruction (Prov 1:7, 8). One is to “trust in the Lord” and not rely on one’s “own understanding” (Prov 3:5). God’s authority, inscripturated in Torah, is to be obeyed without recourse to rational consideration or exemption based on particular personal circumstances. Independence is sin, and the making of a name for oneself, or the pursuit of individual aspirations against the communal interest, is deplored. In this system one is legitimated not by oneself, but by others. Heteronomy, rather than autonomy, is the key principle.

In the NT this perspective is continued. One is known in terms of one’s patriarchy (e.g., James and John are “the sons of Zebedee,” Lk 5:10), by one’s place of origin (e.g., Simon the Cyrenian, Lk 23:26) or by other social connections (e.g., Joanna the wife of Chuza, Herod’s steward, Lk 8:3). One receives an identity through membership in a group (e.g., family, guild, or religious faction). One maintains a respected place in society by practising one’s inherited trade (e.g., it is perceived as incongruous for the carpenter Jesus to take the role of a teacher of Torah [Mk 6:3; Lk 4:22]).

Throughout the NT the concerns of the individual take a “back seat” in favour of the integrity of the group. Such solidarity is particularly evident in the metaphor of the church as a family in which obligations to each other outweigh individual interests.

Extra-biblical material is also instructive in revealing the nature of individuality in the NT period. Malina and Neyrey, in Portraits of Paul, examine Hellenistic Greek documents in order to discover how Greek persons are described. The encomium (speech of praise) involves four features: a subject’s origin (birth circumstances and genealogy), training (reflecting the nobility and excellence of his teachers, and assuming constancy of character), accomplishments (e.g., beauty, virtues, wealth, friends, etc.) and comparison with others. The whole is “cast in fixed categories and stereotypical terms.”
 The person described in an encomium 

reflects accurately what social psychologists call a group-oriented person typical of collectivist cultures... deriv[ing] identity, status and honor by stable embeddedness in others and by living up to the expectations of others.

Similarly, in the “forensic defence speech,” the speaker would attempt “to show how an individual embraced group norms and ideals, and acted, not individualistically, but in order to live up to group expectations.”

Malina and Neyrey show how Paul uses the encomium formula, presenting himself as a “quintessential group-oriented person.”
 The defence speeches of Paul in Acts 22-26 also show his passion for orthodoxy, his loyalty to his nation and his distaste for unauthorised deviancy; these are characteristics of a person wholly shaped by collectivist values.

2.1.3 The nature of the individual “self”: identity and interiority

Against this sociological background of embeddedness, the “self” can now be examined with a more “psychological” focus. In Hebrew there is no word which corresponds to the English “self.” Personal and reflexive pronouns can be rendered with שׁנֶפֶ (nephesh), the word whose traditional translation as “soul” has led to much confusion. Nephesh rarely, if ever, refers in a dualistic (Greek) way to a soul inhabiting the body; in most cases, the person does not have a nephesh, but is one. In fact, the word can be translated in a variety of ways, as throat, neck, life, and entire person.
 

Other words were available for expressing personal existence, including בָּשָׂר (flesh), רוּח (spirit), and לֵב (heart). The person is conceived of as a whole which can be represented by almost any of its faculties or organs (the poetic device of synecdoche, e.g., blood cries out, bones speak), but no one term identifies a localised centre of personal unity.

In the OT, descriptions of human activity are generally non-introspective, and are expressed in non-analytical, stereotypical language which could be viewed under the categories of emotion/ thought (eyes, heart), speech/ language (ears, mouth) and purposeful action (hands, feet).
 There is little attention given to the intentions or motivations of behaviour. What one does reveals who one is. One’s identity is not to be found within oneself, but primarily in one’s social role; the public “self” is the real “self,” and role reversal is a social catastrophe. Sin and honour, for example, are not so much internal qualities as acts and observable possessions. The expression of interiority, then, is relatively foreign to the OT documents.

Jesus and the NT writers inherited a multiplicity of terms for “self” directly from Hebrew and also by way of the LXX. Apart from the general designation ἀνθρωπος (man, humanity, “person”) we find Greek equivalents for flesh (σάρξ), spirit (πνεῦμα), heart (καρδία), and nephesh (ψυχή). The Hebrew fondness for body parts to represent the whole person (synecdoche) continues to be demonstrated, especially in the Gospels, but with reduced frequency, probably because of the influence of Greek thought which placed more emphasis on the non-physical.

The terms σάρξ, πνεῦμα and σῶμα are especially important for a nuanced understanding of the language of “self” in the NT, but space prohibits a full discussion here.
 The term ψυχή, however, warrants more attention.

Often the “self” is referred to holistically and non-specifically by the use of the reflexive pronoun ἑαυτόν, exactly as נֶפֶשׁ is used in the OT, but ψυχή is also used in this way, following its ubiquitous use in LXX as the equivalent for נֶפֶשׁ. Both ἑαυτόν and ψυχή appear in the “self-denial” sayings of Jesus.

The use of ψυχή has evolved, together with Greek concepts of personality.
 Early Greek literature, like the Hebrew scriptures, used a variety of terms, some abstract (θυμός, passion; μένος, energy; νόος, mind) and some anatomical (καρδία, heart; χολή, bile; φρένες, diaphragm), to express thinking and feeling. Then, around 500 B.C., the word ψυχή began to be used for the individual essence of a person, the “soul” which was independent from the body but normally situated within it. It was regarded as a nonmaterial, localised centre of intelligence within the physical body, with a separate existence after death. The body was a garment to protect the soul, a dwelling place for it.
 Greek education became the training of the ψυχή and the essential task of humans was to care for the soul. The “self” thus became separated from the body. For Plato, the soul was the subject of thinking, with priority and authority over the body, and with the property of immortality. The soul had greater value than the body, even divinity; the real human being was the inner being.

The NT writings never elevate ψυχή to this extent. The word continues to follow the holistic Hebrew meanings of nephesh, with two basic meanings: (a) “life, vitality” as in Jesus’ “saving/losing” saying (Mk 8:35 and par.)
 and (b) the whole person, as in Romans 2:9 and 13:1. Much has been written on the “soul” as a potentially disembodied element of the “self.”
 Many Jewish intertestamental writings show great interest in the separation of the soul from the body and in the final destinations of the soul in Gehenna or Paradise. This dualistic anthropology seems to have been widespread. In fact, it is used in Matthew 10:28 (“fear not those who kill the σῶμα but are not able to kill the ψυχή”).
 However, ψυχή never takes on all the implications of the idealistic Platonic dualism.

An anthropology which includes non-material elements such as spirit, soul, or even mind
 does not necessarily demand an active interest in the analysis of one’s inner mental or emotional processes. In fact, it appears that first-century persons were, as Malina’s model predicts, not given to “interiority.” Paul seems to have adopted his expression ὁ ἐσω ἀνθρωπος, the “inner person,” (Rom 7:22; 2 Cor 4:16; Eph 3:16) from Plato, along with other images of Greek anthropology (for example, self as temple).
 But, in common with other NT writers, Paul does not display the dimensions of his innerness; in all of Paul’s self-descriptions we learn very little of his personality.
 
The Greek study of human character based on how people look and act (physiognomies) relied on stereotypes to indicate behaviour, and assumed that function followed form.
 Descriptions of persons in these formulaic Greek discourses seem to demonstrate no interest in the introspective self-consciousness, the unique personality with which twentieth-century people are so concerned. The apostle Paul is typical in this non-disclosure of psychological uniqueness.
2.1.4 The individual and the community

The strong dichotomy between individualism and collectivism, presented in the work of Malina and others, is perhaps somewhat overdrawn. The authors themselves seem to recognise that this may be the case, for they acknowledge that their model requires a high level of abstraction
 for the expressly educative purpose of drawing attention to the differences which exist between contemporary Western and first-century Mediterranean cultures.
 However, Robert Di Vito, probably correctly, regards Malina’s presentations as too extreme.
 Other scholars also, reviewing Malina and Neyrey’s Portraits of Paul, have objected to the reductionism of their approach which ignores much evidence of individuality in ancient societies;
 similar criticisms of their work on honour and shame have been made (see below, p. 19).
That the values of the biblical societies were far removed from those of our modern individualism cannot be contested, but this fact cannot be taken to mean that individuals and individuality were not valued at all in these societies. It is unrealistic to assume that there was (or ever can be) an absolute dichotomy between embeddedness in community (with loss of personal identity) and individual autonomy (with no regard to community); it is probably more appropriate to recognise the typical nature of such descriptions, and to view differences as relative.
 “No man is an island,” but no-one who is truly human can be lost totally in one’s group. The communalist and the individualist rank their values differently, but they can never be mutually exclusive. Group-orientation and individual-orientation may, in practice, be expressed simultaneously.
 The diagram below suggests a continuum rather than a sharp dichotomy:
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Individualism (the belief system in which the self is central) must not be confused with individuality (the freedom to express personal characteristics).
 In the first-century societies individuality was indeed recognised, expressed and valued to the extent that it contributed to the community. However, autonomous individualism, evident, for example, in such attitudes as greed, ambition and self-exaltation, and expressed by the more radical Cynics as anti-traditional, austere or shameless behaviour, was not valued.

Certainly such extreme individualism was never condoned in Israel; when individuals attempted autonomously to break free from their embeddedness in the society, they were called back to community responsibilities. Examples abound in the OT: Adam, Cain, Korah, Absalom and others. The reason for this lay in the nature of the constitution of Israel as a people. Through great acts of deliverance YHWH had brought into existence a community bonded together in covenant with himself. God was often spoken of as dealing with this community as a single entity, almost as though it had a “corporate personality.”
 The identity of all Israelites rested on their being part of the nation. In the creation story “Adam” is both individual (a man [Gen 2:7-8]) and collective (humankind [Gen 1:26-27]). The “image of God” is relational, realised only in interdependence,
 while the primary mandate of the covenant is the social responsibility to fill the earth by creating a community of shalom.
 Hence the OT order is “individuals in community.”

On the other hand, total embeddedness was never condoned in Israel. Individuals who found security in lifeless conformity were sometimes called to break ties with the groups which stifled them. Here Noah, Abraham and Jeremiah, among others, served as models for those who were willing to devote personal loyalty to the Lord above loyalty to the community, and the Spirit of God empowered many individuals for particular roles and ministries. It was in this tradition that Jesus called for denial of the “self” as it was defined by solidarity with the community, for the purpose of a radical personal incorporation into a renewed community in which members were defined by their relationship to God.
2.1.5 The meaning of “self” in the first century: a summary

1. The content of the word “self” cannot be transferred back to the first century from our commonly-accepted individualistic understanding of it. First-century persons cannot be understood apart from the collectivistic nature of the societies in which they were securely “embedded.”
2. One’s “self” referred mainly to one’s status and roles in family and other societal groups, and was determined by and dependent on what these groups approved; the individual was heteronomous, not autonomous. However, the OT and NT scriptures recognise and value individuality expressed within, and for the benefit of, community, and so the dichotomy between group-orientation and individual-orientation must not be too sharply drawn.

3. There was no concept of “self” in our sense of the word; at this time even the concept of “person” was yet to be formulated, and the “self” as an individual psyche seems not to have been a legitimate topic for analysis. First-century persons were generally characterised by stereotypical, external descriptors rather than by unique, inner or psychological traits.

4. The language of “self” in both Hebrew and Greek reflects a diversity of more or less imprecise terms, most of which could refer to the person as a whole, and which together represent a multifaceted personal unity. The Greek notion of the “soul” was current and influential, but the OT and NT scriptures, while implying a holistic dualism, do not reflect this Hellenistic dualism.
2.2 Honour and shame in antiquity

An examination of the idea of self-denial in the NT necessitates consideration, not only of the ways in which “self” was perceived and of the terms in which “self” was expressed, but also, more particularly, of the criteria by which “self” was evaluated, i.e., the cultural conventions which operated in the construction of esteem in one’s own eyes and in the eyes of others. The meaning of self-denial (ostensibly, the negative evaluation of oneself) can be clearly assessed only as it is seen against the background of the interplay of factors which determined the positive evaluation of a person. In the fabric of the first-century Mediterranean societies, the pervasive presence of an honour/shame agenda must be recognised as a foundational element in the formation of personal and social identity. Such a recognition has arisen only in recent years, with the advent of social-scientific studies.

Attention to honour and shame is, of course, present in every culture, past or present. However, what is honourable in one society may not be prized in another. Moreover, it is widely recognised that some societies are more sensitive than others to these values. For example, Toni Kim has shown how shame is “the primary motivator of all Confucian-based Asian cultures.”
 Halvor Moxnes has reviewed the literature which established codes of honour and shame as the basis of the value systems of many Mediterranean and Latin American cultures.
 Bruce Malina and Jerome Neyrey have consistently named honour and shame as “pivotal values” of the Mediterranean world, evidenced strongly in all periods of its history.
 They claim that the NT cultures were “honour cultures” in which considerations of honour and shame loomed large, to the extent that almost every piece of social interaction could be viewed as an outworking of an honour/ shame agenda.

However, this may be overstating the case. As Gerald Downing points out, honour and shame are sometimes not the dominant concerns of the ancient societies.
 Downing argues that Melina, Neyrey and others have over-played the significance of the honour/shame agenda by making it too general, too pervasive and too uniform—a catch-all terminology which explains everything, and therefore, nothing. Downing, enlarging on the concerns of other scholars,
 wisely cautions that such a simplified model must not be imposed universally on first-century data; he argues that, while honour and shame can be “pivotal” concerns, they are so only when indicated clearly in the texts.

In this thesis, I work with the concepts of honour and shame not as “pivotal” values on which everything else turned, but as values, amongst others, which were nevertheless basic and important in the NT societies, although they were often expressed in ways which are relatively unfamiliar to Western societies. They were values which provided a foundation for many attitudes and behaviours. To seek the experience and privileges of honour is a natural human instinct; in the absence of grace, people work to get honour. In this sense a concern for honour has been pervasive in human cultures, including the biblical ones. The NT writers certainly recognise the permutations of honour and shame in their cultures; their writings, however, proclaim an overruling factor (a relationship with the gracious Father) which relativises all other relationships of honour.
2.2.1 The typology of honour and shame

Many aspects of the ways in which “honour cultures” function have been detailed by others,
 but for the sake of orientation and clarity a brief summary of points relevant to the NT is given here.

The definition of honour

Honour is the positive value of a person in his or her own eyes, plus the positive appreciation of that person in the eyes of his or her social group.
 It is the public affirmation of worth. Conversely, a person suffers shame (dishonour or disgrace) if there is a public denial of worth. However, “shame” is also used in a positive sense, denoting sensitivity about one’s reputation, perceptivity to the opinion of others, and discretion which motivates the avoidance of disgrace; one who has no regard for the conventions of honour is “shameless.”

The sources of honour

Both the Judaistic and Hellenistic cultures demonstrate their people’s great concern for reputation—the maintenance of a “good name” in their community—in a word, φιλοτιμία, the love of honour.

Honour can be either ascribed or achieved. Ascribed honour is gained passively, though birth into an honourable family or through inheritance or gifts from persons of honour; it is often expressed though the names by which people are addressed. Thus, for example, the genealogy of Jesus is important for the Gospel writers as an indication of his honour status. Because the first-century societies were collectivistic, honour was inherent in social groups, both natural and voluntary, as well as in individuals. The head of the group was usually responsible for the honour of the whole; for an individual who shamed the family or village there would be severe repercussions of discipline or retribution.

Honour can be acquired though achievements, by showing bravery or prowess, or by doing good or heroic deeds which merit praise. Thus, for example, in Luke 7:2-5 a centurion is honoured by some Jews because he had built a synagogue for them. A challenge to the honour of a social equal is an accepted means of gaining public prestige. If the one challenged is unable to “save face” by responding successfully to the challenge, that one is shamed and the challenger gains honour. A person can be challenged verbally (e.g., by asking a question, or by name-calling) or physically (e.g., by crossing a boundary, or by striking). This strategy particularly illustrates the competitive, “agonistic” quality of Greco-Roman society. Many “challenge-riposte” scenarios have been located in the Gospels; in these, it is often Jesus and the Pharisees who struggle in the contest for honour (e.g., see John 8:12-20).

The patron-client relationship is a common arrangement, especially in Roman society, in which people of unequal status reciprocate honour and receive mutual benefit. The relationship is long-term and informal, but strongly binding; the favour of the patron obligates the client to respond with gratitude and public praise of the benefactor.

The representations of honour

Honour and shame are often symbolised by specific ways of treating the physical body, or by clothing or posture. For example, honour can be indicated by crowning or anointing the head, or by being seated at the right hand of a person of honour. Disciples give honour to the teacher by sitting at the feet, while dishonour is indicated by being placed under the feet. Bodily postures (e.g., kneeling or bowing) are important representations of honour. Clothing, also, often signals a person’s honour status. Harm done to the body is always a token of shame, the spectrum extending from a push or a shove to the ultimate public disgrace—crucifixion.
2.2.2 The rhetoric of honour and shame
Literary material in which honour and shame are represented to a significant extent may be called “honour discourse.”
 Recent socio-rhetorical criticism has drawn attention to the ways in which recognition of honour discourse can illuminate a text’s “rhetorical strategy,” revealing its author’s use of honour language to shape the responses of readers
.
The vocabulary of honour and shame

The complex interactions of honour and shame are represented in the texts of antiquity by a wide range of words, phases and figures. In the Greek literature, the most significant terms in the semantic domain of honour are τιμή (honour), χάρις (favour, gift, gratitude), δόξα (opinion, reputation, glory), ἀξιος (worthy), καλός (noble) and αἰνέω (praise). Words which indicate shame include αἰσχύνη (dishonour), ὀνειδισμος (reproach) and καταφρονέω (scorn).
 However, the semantic field includes many other words referring to challenge (e.g., insult, blaspheme, trap), to gestures representing honour/shame (e.g., bowing down) and to the accompanying emotions and motivations (e.g., anger and vengeance).

Classical rhetoric and honour

Greek literature since the time of Homer’s epics has reflected the strong value of honour in the societies of the ancient world. Perhaps the most instructive of these writings are the manuals of rhetoric written for the purpose of training orators in the art of persuasion. Examples include Aristotle’s “Art of Rhetoric,” Quintilian’s “Institutes,” and the “Rhetorica ad Herennium.”
In appeals to reason (logos), via deliberative and epideictic rhetoric, honour, the concern for what is praiseworthy, is central; dedication to the cardinal virtues is shown to be honourable, and the listing of worthy individuals as exemplars is common. In appeals to the speaker’s character (ethos), the speaker is careful to show himself honourable and reasonable, and may well attempt to damage the credibility of the opposition. In appeals to emotion (pathos), honour and shame may be used to incite anger (e.g., anger as revenge for an insult) or fear (e.g., fear of divine wrath for lack of devotion).

The “court of reputation”
The rhetorical use of honour/shame can be seen vividly in texts arising out of cultural conflict, particularly in situations where a minority culture clashes with the dominant culture with respect to what counts as honourable behaviour. For example, it has been shown that The Wisdom of Ben Sira makes effective use of honour/shame language “to promote loyalty to the values of Jewish culture and to provide insulation from the non-Jewish world from which Jews increasingly desired recognition.”
 Similarly, it is argued that Christian writers employed honour discourse in the Gospels and Epistles to reinforce the values of Christian commitment in the face of pressure to conform to the dominant culture (in this case, the pagan Hellenistic society as well as the Jewish tradition) and in order to cast reproach on the values of the opposition. David deSilva defines a group’s “court of reputation” as those persons (usually another group) whose opinions are significant for the establishment of the group’s honour.
 Usually, in situations where the dominant culture is antagonistic, “supra-social entities” (e.g., God, Reason or Nature) are invoked as the highest possible court, legitimating the identity and honour of the minority group.
The criteria of honour discourse

According to a model presented by David deSilva,
 honour discourse employs language which functions in two related ways:

1. It establishes or reinforces the constituency of courts of reputation, by

(a) naming those whose opinions are significant,

(b) stressing differences between significant courts,

(c) censuring members of the court which is to be disregarded, and

(d) praising members of the court which is to be regarded.

2. It establishes or affirms the honour of the group and its members before the alternate (higher) court of reputation, by

(a) detailing this honour and its basis,

(b) praising the group for adherence to its values, 

(c) reinterpreting its experience of dishonour, and

(d) promising future honour for the group, and shame for opponents.

These criteria will be useful in the examination of Jesus’ “self-denial” sayings in the following chapter. I will show that these sayings, in their various literary settings, function as components of honour discourse.
CHAPTER THREE EXEGESIS OF THE “SELF-DENIAL” SAYINGS AS HONOUR DISCOURSE

3.1 The “self-denial” sayings as honour discourse

The exegetical starting point of this study must be the words of Jesus, reported by each of the Synoptic writers as ἀπαρνησαάσθω ἑαυτον (“let him deny himself”). These words are found in a couplet of verses which occur in the Synoptic tradition. In Mark’s Gospel the passage reads:

8:34 If any wish to follow after me, let them deny themselves, and take up their cross and follow me.

8:35 For those who want to save their life will lose it, but those who lose their life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it.

These two “self-denial” sayings, which I will call the “following” saying and the saving/losing” saying respectively, are used by both Matthew and Luke.
 Both Matthew and Luke keep the sayings together and in the same order (Mt 16:24-25; Lk 9:23-24). In addition, both Matthew and Luke present alternative forms of the same sayings (Mt 10:38-39 and Lk 14:27; 17:33) without the phrase “let them deny themselves,” suggesting an origin in the common source Q.
 The Gospel of John also attests these two sayings, but in modified form and in reversed order (Jn 12:25-26). Thus each of the two sayings has six formulations:
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Jose Caba suggests that if multiple attestation is a criterion of historicity, we can be confident that these sayings find their origin in Jesus’ own words.
 Taking each evangelist in turn, I will examine the sayings themselves, paying particular attention to redactional elements. Then, broadening the scope of investigation to include the literary settings in which the sayings are placed, I will explore the function of the sayings in the larger narrative, giving special consideration to the language of honour and shame. In all this, the aim will be to ascertain (a) what self-denial entails and (b) why self-denial is urged. I will attempt to show that the location of these sayings within literary contexts where the honour/shame motif is strongly present (i.e., in honour discourse as defined by deSilva [see above]) illuminates the meaning of self-denial.
3.2 The sayings in Mark

3.2.1 Mark 8:34-35

Mk 8:34    Καὶ προσκαλεσάμενος τὸν ὄχλον σὺν τοῖς μαθηταῖς αὐτοῦ εἶπεν αὐτοῖς,
A   Εἴ τις θέλει ὀπίσω μου ἀκολουθεῖν

B      ἀπαρνησάσθω ἑαυτὸν 
B′     καὶ ἀράτω τὸν σταυρὸν αὐτοῦ 
A′   καὶ ἀκολουθείτω μοι.
Grammatically, Mark’s “following” saying is in the form of a protasis (A) and a compound apodosis of three parts (B, B′ and A′). On the literary level, however, the saying is chiastic: forms of ἀκολουθεω (in A and A′) frame two expressions (self-denial and cross-bearing, in B and B′ respectively) that appear to be parallel. This parallelism may help to interpret both expressions.

The verb ἀκολουθέω is used both literally and figuratively in the Gospels. Multitudes follow Jesus on his travels without becoming committed “followers,” i.e., disciples (e.g., Mt 4:25; 8:1; 12:15; 14:13) but in other contexts (e.g., Mt 19:27, 28) ἀκολουθέω becomes almost a technical term for association with Jesus in a master-disciple relationship.
 Here, in Mark 8:34, Jesus speaks figuratively to those who desire to enter committed discipleship. According to this saying, the first requirement is self-denial.
The basic meaning of ἀπαρνέομαι (and its simplex form ἀρνέομαι) is to “say no,” to “deny,” either by the giving of a negative verbal answer to a question (e.g., Lk 8:45) or by an act of refusal (e.g., Heb 11:24, referring to Moses’ refusal of Egyptian honours) or of renunciation (e.g., Isa 31:7 LXX, with idols as the object). These instances reflect the classical usage. However, the NT and later Christian writings extend the meaning of this verb by using it with reference to denying a person, i.e. Christ. For example, in Mark 14:30, 72 Peter denies Jesus; in Acts 3:13, 14 the people of Jerusalem deny/reject Jesus. Only in the “following” saying (Mk 8:34 and par.) and in 2 Timothy 2:12, 13 is the object of the verb “oneself.”
 This usage naturally leads to the question of the actual content of the concept of denying oneself.

At the beginning of this pericope, Jesus’ prediction of suffering includes the prediction of rejection: δεῖ τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου πολλὰ παθεῖν καὶ ἀποδοκιμασθῆναι ὑπὸ τῶν πρεσβυτέρων (Mk 8:31). This rejection could well be what Jesus has in mind when later in the Gospel he quotes Ps 118:22, Λίθον ὃν ἀπεδοκίμασαν οἱ οἰκοδομοῦντες (Mk 12:10). The rejection of Jesus by Israel is expressed as denial/disowning in Acts 3:13, 14: Ἰησοῦν, ὃν ὑμεῖς μὲν παρεδώκατε καὶ ἠρνήσασθε. Clearly, the concepts of rejection and denial are very closely related. In an effort to prepare the disciples for rejection similar to his own, Jesus seems to be urging them to be intentional before the time, to deny themselves (i.e., to reject something about themselves) and to “take up their cross.”
The cross was the upright stake (σταυρός) on which Romans and others executed their most despised victims; it was the ultimate symbol of shame.
 To be hung or nailed on a cross was to be subjected to the very depths of dishonour. Crucifixion was “the political result of a moral clash with the powers ruling the society.”
 But it was also, according to the Scriptures, equivalent to being cursed by God (Dt 21:23; Gal 3:13). The mention of the cross here, and in the independent Q saying of Luke 14:27 (= Mt 10:38), constitutes an indirect prediction by Jesus of the means of his death.

Mk 8:35

A   ὃς γὰρ ἐὰν θέλῃ τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ σῶσαι 

B      ἀπολέσει αὐτήν· 
B′     ὃς δ’ ἂν ἀπολέσει τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ καὶ τοῦ εὐαγγελίου 
A′   σώσει αὐτήν. 
The particle γὰρ (“for”) makes the whole of this second saying, the “saving/ losing” saying, stand as a reason for and explanation of the previous saying about self-denial and cross-bearing. It underlines the life-and-death dimension of these activities; the possibility of death for disciples is made explicit here, but along with it there is salvation.

The subject of the paradox is ψυχή, the life which one loses or saves. OT usage does not permit us to view the word as “soul” opposed to “body.” To save one’s ψυχή is, in the LXX (e.g., Gen 19:17), to preserve one’s life (נֶפֶשׁ) by fleeing from danger; the same sense is conveyed in Jesus’ question whether it is lawful to save life (ψυχὴν σῶσαι) on the Sabbath (Mk 3:4). There is little hint here (or in the other Gospels) of two different kinds of life, physical and spiritual;
 the ψυχή is one’s total self.

However, there are distinctions to be made in the uses of “saving” and “losing.” The active pursuit of preservation of life will result in a loss which is equivalent to destruction, but the active pursuit of discipleship, with the risk of losing one’s life, will result in salvation. 


The words ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ (“on account of me”) are important, as they indicate the christological focus of self-denying behaviour, setting it apart from secular forms of altruism.
 The phrase appears in various forms in the Synoptics: on account of Jesus and his name, his followers will leave homes and families (Mk 10:29 and par.), be persecuted (Mt 5:11), be hated by all (Mk 13:13 and par.), and be delivered up to hostile authorities (Mk 13:9 and par.). In other words, willingness to lose one’s life, to bear the cross of Christ, is contingent on a fundamental loyalty to him. Jesus, and all that he represents (the gospel, and the Kingdom of God) is held in such honour that all else, including suffering and the possibility of death, is of lesser importance.
 

3.2.2 Explanation of the sayings in the subsequent co-text (Mark 8:36-38)

The subsequent co-text
 is linked to the above two sayings by repeated use of the explanatory γὰρ.This passage serves as a further explanation of what it means to preserve or lose one’s life.

8:36 τί γὰρ ὠφελεῖ ἄνθρωπον κερδῆσαι τὸν κόσμον ὅλον 

καὶ ζημιωθῆναι τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ; 
8:37 τί γὰρ δοῖ ἄνθρωπος ἀντάλλαγμα τῆς ψυχῆς αὐτοῦ; 

The concepts are presented in economic terms, as two rhetorical questions. The implication of the saying is that there is no ultimate benefit in “gaining the whole world” if it means “forfeiting one’s life.” To “gain the whole world” may convey the accumulation of material possessions, for the language of gain and loss was often used in commercial transactions.
 Self-interest, self-aggrandisement and the pursuit of wealth and honour are activities of those who have lost sight of the reality of salvation. Such unprofitable gain will turn out to be shame, as the next saying explains.
 

8:38  ὃς γὰρ ἐὰν ἐπαισχυνθῇ με καὶ τοὺς ἐμοὺς λόγους 

  ἐν τῇ γενεᾷ ταύτῃ τῇ μοιχαλίδι καὶ ἁμαρτωλῷ, 

         καὶ ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐπαισχυνθήσεται αὐτὸν 

  ὅταν ἔλθῃ ἐν τῇ δόξῃ τοῦ πατρὸς αὐτοῦ μετὰ τῶν ἀγγέλων τῶν ἁγίων.

This saying, linked to the previous ones again by the causative γὰρ, explains the basis of the ultimate loss of life which will be suffered by those who are unwilling to deny themselves. This will be eschatological judgment, expressed here in terms of shame; that is, those who will not honour Jesus will not be honoured by the Son of Man when he comes in his full glory. The saying thus functions as a strong motivation for the radical discipleship outlined in 8:34.

The future coming, then, will be a scene of shame for some, and (implicitly) an occasion of honour for others. What will determine the outcome is the degree to which disciples honour Jesus in the present time. The saying of Mark 8:38 brings to an eschatological climax the challenging conditions for discipleship presented in this pericope. The challenge is one which the disciples are in fact not able to meet on the night of Jesus’ betrayal. Peter is singled out (Mk 14:66-72) as the one who verbally denies Jesus before others.

3.2.3 The literary setting (Mark 8:27-9:8) as honour discourse

The “self-denial” sayings of Mark 8:34-35, with their subsequent explanatory sayings, find their place appropriately between two related pericopes. The first presents Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Christ, followed by Jesus’ passion prediction (Mk 8:27-33). The second narrates the transfiguration of Jesus (Mk 9:2-8). This pattern is the same in all three Synoptic Gospels: Matthew 16:13-17:8 and Luke 9:18-36 are the parallels. This larger literary setting contains two great christological statements, that of Peter (8:29) and that of the voice from heaven (9:7), which ground discipleship in the person, purpose and mission of Jesus. Here I will attempt to show that these passages function as components of an honour discourse.

The passage begins (Mk 8:27) with the teacher-disciple relationship in focus. Jesus asks his disciples: “Who do people say that I am? Who do you say that I am?” (8:27, 29). Though it is true that the “self” of collectivist people is formed by the opinions of the community,
 Jesus hardly needs affirmation of his identity. He is, nevertheless, concerned about his reputation. The question of whose opinion about Jesus carries the most weight will be a crucial one for a prospective disciple. The answers to Jesus’ questions indicate that he is already likened to the greatest and most honourable prophets of Israel, e.g., Elijah (v. 28). His rhetorical strategy (or Mark’s) may well be to draw out a more appropriate and more specific answer from the estimation of his own disciples.

Peter identifies Jesus as ὁ χριστός (Mk 8:29), the honorific title of the long-awaited Messiah of Jewish hopes. However, Jesus warns the disciples to tell no-one (8:30); he contradicts the expectation that an honoured person is to be publicly acknowledged and praised. The Jewish hopes do not portray a Messiah who suffers and is killed, but rather a conquering national hero who will deliver Israel and usher in the New Age on earth. Jesus therefore corrects this idea. He predicts dishonour (suffering, rejection and murder) at the hands of the traditional “court of reputation” (the elders, chief priests and scribes). With this revelation (8:31), Jesus points out to his disciples and potential disciples the nature of his journey. Those who hear the self-denial saying, then, already know where Jesus is headed. A life of discipleship will therefore mean that his followers must walk as Jesus has walked, displaying the same attitude, embracing the same risks, energised with the same motivation.

Peter challenges Jesus’ statement with a rebuke (ἐπιτιμάω, 8:32), the content of which we are not told.
 However, it is evident that Jesus’ words do not appear to be congruent with the traditional consensus concerning the status of Messiah. This seems to be a “challenge-riposte” scenario in which Peter, the challenger, is concerned that Jesus, the speaker, is not giving himself enough honour.
 Jesus responds to the challenge with a counter-rebuke (ἐπιτιμάω, 8:33), in which he maintains the truth of his previous statement and demonstrates insight into Peter’s challenge. He denigrates Peter’s challenge by associating him with Satan, and contrasts the divine and human “courts of reputation,” saying that Peter has regard to τὰ τῶν ἀνθρώπων, not τὰ τοῦ θεοῦ. In other words, it is a diabolical attitude to set one’s mind on human judgments rather than on God’s.

The “following” saying (8:34) maintains this emphasis of Jesus on the need for disciples to relinquish their regard for the worldly “court of reputation” (i.e., “man,” “Satan,” “self”) and to identify with Jesus in his regard for the alternate (divine) “court of reputation,” embracing the dishonour which will come to him from the worldly “court.” In 8:35 the saving and losing of life is relativised according to the cause for which one saves or loses it. Loss of life “on account of me and the gospel” is an honourable loss in the eyes of the higher court, and is redefined paradoxically as the saving of life.

The idea of “profit” (equivalent to “advantage,” comprising security and honour)
 is the central concern of 8:36 and 37. Worldly gain is relativised by the consideration of heavenly gain, which, while implicit here, is made more explicit in v. 38. The worldly “court of reputation” is strongly castigated by the ascription “adulterous and sinful generation.” Those who have regard to the honour bestowed by such a court are those who will have been “ashamed of me and my words,” and these will miss out on the bestowal of divine honour (the Son of Man in the glory of the Father with the holy angels) in the future. This warning about eschatological shame may be seen as an appeal (in Aristotle’s rhetorical terms) to pathos (emotion).

Since radical self-denial and the possibility of death are weighty matters, potential disciples need to be assured that Jesus is really who he claims to be. In the Transfiguration scene which follows (Mk 9:2-8) the setting is an auspicious one, a high mountain (9:2).
 The radiance and exceeding whiteness of Jesus’ garments (9:3) are clear representations of divine honour.
 Moses and Elijah, much revered figures from the past, converse with Jesus (9:4). As Peter recognises (9:5), Jesus is at least equal in honour to this company.

The voice of God from the cloud (9:7, echoing Mk 1:11) is, for the disciples, a strong affirmation of the ultimate honourable identity of Jesus: he is Son of God, beloved of God, and the new prophet whose words, carrying the authority of the Father, are to be listened to. Neyrey comments that this affirmation “stands out in the narrative as the clearest statement that Jesus enjoys exceptionally high status, ascribed to him by the sole arbiter of honour in the world, who is God.”
 Moreover, the inaugural position of this grant of status and honour at the beginning of Jesus’ career functions as a rhetorical demand by the Gospel writers for the recognition of Jesus’ authority in word and deed.

As this material is arranged, then, in the threefold tradition, Jesus’ foundational principles of discipleship are seen in the context of Christology. Peter’s identification of Jesus (Mk 8:29) is modified by the prediction of suffering and death (8:31) and expanded by the affirmation of divine sonship (9:7). The demands of discipleship are consequent upon this revelation of Jesus’ true identity and mission. The call to discipleship is not a call to an ideology or system of teaching or specific practices, but to the person of Jesus himself. The call to self-denial is a call to walk in his footsteps. The whole passage brings into bold contrast the exalted status of Jesus and the future dishonour he will suffer. The disciples are challenged to identify with Jesus in this shame, realising that the world’s verdict is not the only possible one. 
3.3 The sayings in Matthew 3.3.1 Matthew 16:24-25 and the subsequent co-text (Mt 16:26-27)

16:24 
Τότε ὁ Ἰησοῦς εἶπεν τοῖς μαθηταῖς αὐτοῦ· 

Εἴ τις θέλει ὀπίσω μου ἐλθεῖν, 

    
     ἀπαρνησάσθω ἑαυτὸν 

    
     καὶ ἀράτω τὸν σταυρὸν αὐτοῦ 

καὶ ἀκολουθείτω μοι. 

16:25 

ὃς γὰρ ἐὰν θέλῃ τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ σῶσαι
    

ἀπολέσει αὐτήν· 
ὃς δ’ ἂν ἀπολέσῃ τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ 
    

εὑρήσει αὐτήν. 

Matthew seems to have used Mark’s sayings with only minor changes. In his “saving/losing” saying he breaks the “save/lose” parallelism by introducing εὑρίσκω, “find”
 he uses the same word in a consistent “find/lose” parallelism in 10:39 (see below). The grammatical changes in 16:26 are greater, but Matthew has merely reconstructed the rhetorical questions to avoid the use of infinitives. His adjustment of the next saying is more significant:

16:27 
μέλλει γὰρ ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἔρχεσθαι 
ἐν τῇ δόξῃ τοῦ πατρὸς αὐτοῦ μετὰ τῶν ἀγγέλων αὐτοῦ, 
καὶ τότε ἀποδώσει ἑκάστῳ κατὰ τὴν πρᾶξιν αὐτοῦ. 

In 16:27 Matthew omits the first part of Mark 8:38 (ὃς γὰρ ἐὰν ἐπαισχυνθῇ με) probably because a similar saying has been given in 10:33 (= Lk 12:8, 9—see below for discussion of this passage) where the language of confession and denial is used instead of the language of shame.
 The negative motivation of shame in Mark is replaced here by a positive expectation of eschatological reward, expressed by an allusion to Psalm 62:12 (LXX 61:13): σὺ ἀποδώσεις ἑκάστῳ κατὰ τὰ ἔργα αὐτοῦ, a saying that seems to have become proverbial by NT times.

The implication is that this time of divine reward is the ultimate goal of discipleship, the moment in which followers of Jesus “find” the eternal dimension of the life they have refused to “forfeit.” The prospect of eschatological honour thus functions as a motivation for self-denial.

3.3.2 The literary setting (Matthew 16:13-17:8) as honour discourse

Matthew’s redaction of the passage maintains the tenor of Mark’s. After Peter’s christological confession (16:16) which names Jesus not only as Christ but as “the Son of the living God,” Jesus responds by granting honour to Peter. He does this by blessing him (μακάριος 16:17),
 by honourably renaming him (16:18) and by bestowing authority, symbolised by “the keys of the kingdom” (16:19). In this grant of honour Jesus makes a strong distinction between the realms of earth and heaven. “Flesh and blood” is contrasted with “my Father in heaven” (16:17), and the binding and loosing happens both on earth and in heaven; these are the two “courts of reputation” which are contrasted as τὰ τῶν ἀνθρώπων and τὰ τοῦ θεοῦ in 16:23.

As noted above, Mark’s appeal to the fear of eschatological shame is replaced in Matthew by the expectation of divine judgment (16:27). Although this is a more general concept, it is nevertheless one in which God’s evaluation of each person (as either honourable or shameful) will be made public.

In the transfiguration account, Matthew adds that Jesus face “shone like the sun” (17:2), a description that strengthens the association with Moses. He also adds ἐν ᾧ εὐδόκησα to the words of the voice from heaven (17:5); this is language which can encode the patron-client relationship—Jesus finds unique favour in the eyes of God.
 
It seems clear, then, that Matthew’s use of the “self-denial” sayings in their larger literary setting makes no less appeal to considerations of honour than does the Gospel of Mark. 
3.3.3 Alternative forms of the sayings in Matthew: Mt 10:38-39

Mt 10:38  καὶ ὃς οὐ λαμβάνει τὸν σταυρὸν αὐτοῦ καὶ ἀκολουθεῖ ὀπίσω μου, 

οὐκ ἔστιν μου ἄξιος. 

Mt 10:39  A  ὁ εὑρὼν τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ 
    B     ἀπολέσει αὐτήν, 

    B′    καὶ ὁ ἀπολέσας τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ 
    A′ εὑρήσει αὐτήν.

As indicated above, there are alternative forms of this couplet of sayings which I have examined in Mark and Matthew. These forms, from a non-Markan source, are used in quite different literary settings in both Matthew and Luke. Matthew places the alternative versions of both the “following” saying (Mt 10:38) and the “saving/losing” saying (Mt 10:39) in the context of Jesus’ sending out of the Twelve (Mt 10:1-11:1). Luke’s treatment of these versions (Lk 14:27 and 17:33) is discussed below (see 3.4.4 and 3.4.6).
The “following” saying in this form has no words corresponding to ἀρνησάσθω ἑαυτὸν. It is expressed negatively; Matthew seems to have adapted the saying in the interests of parallelism with the preceding saying (10:37) and the language of “worthiness,” which picks up the use of ἄξιος from 10:11 and 10:13.

This form of the “losing/saving” saying (10:39) is simplified in construction, using aorist participles. As in 16:25, Matthew uses the “finding” of life (εὑρίσκω) as a synonym for salvation for those who have lost their lives for Jesus’ sake.
3.3.4 The literary setting (Matthew 10:1-42) as honour discourse

Jesus’ instructions to the Twelve are full of the language of conflict, honour and shame. There is an initial exhortation (vv. 11-12a) to identify the “worthy,” i.e., those who receive the disciples on their mission, and a pronouncement of negative judgment on the “unworthy” by the divine court (vv. 12b-15). There follows (vv. 16ff) a compilation of predictions concerning the experiences that await Jesus’ disciples in their service. The disciples will be negatively judged by the worldly court of reputation. Members of this court are dubbed “wolves” (v. 16), and include councils and synagogues (v. 17), kings and governors (v. 18), and all kinds of family members (vv. 21, 34-37). The persecution (v. 23) will include shameful behaviour: flogging (v. 17), betrayal by family members (21, 36), hatred (v. 22), verbal abuse (maligning, v. 25) and even the possibility of death (21, 28). Disciples will endure this shame on account of Jesus (v. 18) and of his name (v. 22). A specific appeal to the teacher-disciple relationship is made in verses 24 and 25; dishonour suffered by the teacher is appropriately shared also by his disciples who follow him.

Jesus gives four exhortations not to fear these experiences (vv. 19, 26, 28, 31). The exhortation in verse 26 is based on the eschatological reversal in which the hidden things will be revealed. Fear of bodily mistreatment is relativised in verse 28 by regard for the ψυχή, which it is the prerogative of God to destroy, along with the body. The other two exhortations are based on the disciples’ alliance with the highest (divine) court; this alliance is evidenced by the help of the Spirit (vv. 19, 20) and by the value placed on the disciples by the Father (vv. 26-31). Endurance, however, will be rewarded with salvation (v. 22).

The discourse not only encourages the commissioned disciples as they face their predicted suffering, but warns them as well. The “following” saying (10:38) plays its part here in sharpening the distinction between groups of people who are “worthy” (ἄξιος) and “unworthy.” The “unworthy” are those who do not receive the gospel and its missionaries, and who do not support them (vv. 11-15), those who are attached to family more than to Jesus (v. 37, cf. Lk 14:26), those (by implication) who publicly deny Jesus (v. 33) and those who do not take their cross and follow after him (v. 38).
 The possibility of disciples’ rejoining the “unworthy” because of societal pressure can be detected in verses 32 and 33 (the confession/ denial sayings, in which one’s reputation with God depends on one’s honouring Jesus), in verse 37 (in which those who respect the hostile family court of reputation, by loving family more than Jesus, prove to be “unworthy”) and in verses 38 and 39 (the “following” saying and the “saving/losing” saying, in which those who are unwilling to follow Jesus and “lose their lives” are also “unworthy”).

Those who do not honour Jesus and his followers will not be honoured by him. Conversely, the “worthy,” who honour the gospel and its messengers, will receive rewards as tokens of honour (vv. 40-42). Here again there is a consideration of honour to motivate self-denial. 
3.4 The sayings in Luke

3.4.1 Luke 9:23-24

Luke seems to have used Mark’s couplet of self-denial sayings, retaining its form and context but making several modifications. Luke writes that Jesus gave this teaching, commencing with the “following” saying, “to all” (πρὸς πάντας). This phrase is a condensation of Mark’s “crowd, together with his disciples” (Mk 8:34). Because Jesus has been “praying alone with the disciples” (8:18), the πάντας must refer to the disciples, though the word is probably functioning also as an expression of Luke’s characteristic concern for the universality of the gospel, that is, everyone should know what it means to become a disciple.

Luke 9:23    Ἔλεγεν δὲ πρὸς πάντας·
A    Εἴ τις θέλει ὀπίσω μου ἔρχεσθαι,
B       ἀρνησάσθω ἑαυτὸν
B′      καὶ ἀράτω τὸν σταυρὸν αὐτοῦ καθ’ ἡμέραν
A′   καὶ ἀκολουθείτω μοι. 

Although the word μαθητής is not used in this passage, Luke 14:27 makes it clear that to be a disciple of Jesus is to “come after” him (see below, 3.4.4). The expression ὀπίσω ἔρχεσθαι (also used in the aorist form by Matthew [Mt 16:24]) may reflect the rabbinic term הלךְ אחרי
 and appears to be synonymous with ἀκολουθεῖν, a form of which occurs at the end of the saying.

Luke has added the words καθ’ ἡμέραν to Mark’s text, making the activity of “taking up the cross” a “daily” characteristic of Christian discipleship. In Luke’s day, when the prospect of literal crucifixion may not have been such an imminent threat, what was the meaning of the metaphor “take up your cross” for him and other post-Easter disciples?
 The expression cannot be divorced from the consideration of Jesus’ own cross; it urges an identification with Jesus in his suffering, an acceptance of the risks and dangers which are the direct consequences of living as a committed Christian, an intention “to live on a daily basis as though one had been sentenced to death by

crucifixion.”
 It is equivalent to “setting one’s face” resolutely to follow Jesus

(cf. Lk 9:51), thereby “putting one’s head on the chopping block.”

Luke 9:24
ὃς γὰρ ἂν θέλῃ τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ σῶσαι, 

ἀπολέσει αὐτήν· 
ὃς δ’ ἂν ἀπολέσῃ τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ, 
οὗτος σώσει αὐτήν. 

From the “saving/losing” saying (9:24) Luke has deleted Mark’s phrase καὶ τοῦ εὐαγγελίου. The motivation for losing of one’s life is now expressed as solely on account of Jesus; this is an intensification of the Christological focus.
 Luke has added the pronoun οὗτος before the final verb, with the effect of putting more emphasis on the prospect of future salvation than on loss of life.
 The saying clearly announces a reward for those who set themselves on the road of radical discipleship for Jesus’ sake. The verb σωζείν is common in the Synoptic tradition, but Luke’s distinctive use of its cognates (σωτηρία, σωτήρ) makes salvation the central motif of his Gospel and suggests that the verb is being used here in an eschatological sense.
 In any case, this verse prepares us for the eschatological saying in 9:26. 
3.4.2 Explanation of the sayings in the subsequent co-text (Lk 9:25-26)

9:25 
τί γὰρ ὠφελεῖται ἄνθρωπος κερδήσας τὸν κόσμον ὅλον 
ἑαυτὸν δὲ ἀπολέσας ἢ ζημιωθείς;
In 9:25, Luke’s substitution of ἑαυτὸν, “himself,” for Mark’s τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ (Mk 8:36) makes clear the equivalence of the terms. His addition of the synonym ἀπολέσας, “lose,” where Mark only has ζημιωθῆναι, “forfeit,” helps to link the saying with the previous one. He has, however, deleted Mark 8:37, “For what can they give in return for their life?”
9:26 
ὃς γὰρ ἂν ἐπαισχυνθῇ με καὶ τοὺς ἐμοὺς λόγους, 

τοῦτον ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ἐπαισχυνθήσεται, 
ὅταν ἔλθῃ ἐν τῇ δόξῃ αὐτοῦ καὶ τοῦ πατρὸς καὶ τῶν ἁγίων ἀγγέλων.

In 9:26 Luke has eliminated Mark’s phrase ἐν τῇ γενεᾷ ταύτῃ τῇ μοιχαλίδι καὶ ἁμαρτωλῷ (Mk 8:38); his purpose may be to generalise, allowing the readers to contextualise the warning with regard to their own societal pressures.

He has also transposed the word αὐτοῦ, and this change is significant when we compare it with Mark 8:38 (ὅταν ἔλθῃ ἐν τῇ δόξῃ τοῦ πατρὸς αὐτοῦ μετὰ τῶν ἀγγέλων τῶν ἁγίων). Marks’s text refers to the glory of the Father, but Luke’s gives the Son of Man (Jesus himself in his eschatological manifestation) his own glory, and also makes a strong connection to the Transfiguration passage immediately following, where the disciples see τὴν δόξαν αὐτοῦ (9:32) and hear the voice of the Father (9:35).

A related Q saying, Luke 12:8, 9 (= Mt 10:32, 33), clarifies the expression of shame in this verse, using the language of denial (ἀρνέομαι, to “say no”) and its antonym in this context, confession (ὁμολογέω), to “say yes”):

12:8 
Λέγω δὲ ὑμῖν, πᾶς ὃς ἂν ὁμολογήσῃ ἐν ἐμοὶ 

ἔμπροσθεν τῶν ἀνθρώπων,

καὶ ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου ὁμολογήσει ἐν αὐτῷ

ἔμπροσθεν τῶν ἀγγέλων τοῦ θεοῦ·

12:9


ὁ δὲ ἀρνησάμενός με
ἐνώπιον τῶν ἀνθρώπων
ἀπαρνηθήσεται 

ἐνώπιον τῶν ἀγγέλων τοῦ θεοῦ. 

Luke’s form of this saying relates it to 9:26 by the mention of “the angels of God,” (cf. Mt 10:32, “my Father in heaven”). To be ashamed of Jesus and his words is to refuse to “confess” him, i.e., to give him public honour. Here shame, the fear of human disapproval, motivates denial of Jesus. The fear of divine disapproval, however, relativises the power of this shame, motivating the public acknowledgement of Jesus.
 The “confession” of Jesus involves the “denial” of self—the bearing of consequences which might be seen by others as shameful. What “being ashamed of Jesus” might entail in practical terms is discussed in Chapter Four.
3.4.3 The literary setting (Luke 9:18-36) as honour discourse

Luke’s redaction, like Matthew’s, changes little of Mark’s text, from the perspective of honour discourse, except that Jesus receives a heightened degree of honour in Luke.
 Jesus is named by Peter not merely as “the Christ,” but as τὸν Χριστὸν τοῦ θεοῦ (9:20), the glory (δόξα) of Christ is made more explicit (vv. 26, 32), and the divine voice affirms Jesus not as “beloved” but as “chosen” (ὁ ἐκλελεγμένος [v. 35], most likely to be read as an allusion to Isa 42:1, which refers to the Servant of God endowed with the Spirit of God).
3.4.4 Alternative forms of the sayings in Luke: Lk 14:27

14.27 
ὅστις οὐ βαστάζει τὸν σταυρὸν ἑαυτοῦ καὶ ἔρχεται ὀπίσω μου 

οὐ δύναται εἶναί μου μαθητής.
Just as Matthew attests alternative forms of the sayings which we have now examined in all three Synoptic Gospels, so does Luke. Luke 14:27 is an alternative form of the “following” saying.
 This verse and its parallel in Matthew 10:38 (see above, 3.3.4) are probably both derived from the Q tradition. While this form has no explicit reference to “denying oneself,” the concept is present in the preceding verse (Lk 14:26), referring to the “hating” of even one’s own life.
 Self-denial, along with family denial and “carrying one’s own cross” (and, in Lk 14:33, renunciation of all possessions) is thus made the sine qua non of discipleship.

Although Luke uses the pronoun ἑαυτοῦ here (as in the previous verse) to strengthen the personal application of the disciple’s cross-bearing, there is nothing to suggest that “one’s own cross” is anything but participation in the sufferings specific to Christian discipleship. 
3.4.5 The literary setting (Luke 14:1-35) as honour discourse

The co-text which precedes the “following” saying sets the narrative at a meal in the house of a Pharisee (14:1). Here, noticing how the guests were seeking places of honour, Jesus gives an explicit lesson in humility (14:7-10), affirming the honouring of the humble, but anticipating the eschatological humbling of those who exalt themselves (14:11-14).

Then comes the parable about the dinner invitees who made excuses (14:15-24). In the context of Jesus’ invitation to the Kingdom, such preoccupation with one’s own possessions and relationships constitutes a refusal to deny oneself and to honour the host.

In the next pericope (14:25-35) Jesus appears to be attempting to reduce the size of the “great multitudes” who are accompanying him (14:25). His discourse, which includes the “following” saying (14:27), makes two points. 
First, discipleship has a high cost, involving counter-cultural attitudes (disattachment from family and “self” [v. 26], cross-bearing [v. 27] and renunciation of possessions [v. 33]) and consequently the loss of sources of worldly honour.

Secondly, recognising that the cost of discipleship is great, Luke provides a motivation to wholeheartedness (14:28-32). This motivation involves shame. Those who do make the commitment of discipleship will face public shame if they are not able to maintain their commitment; this shame is exemplified in two similitudes (vv. 28-32). In the similitude about the tower-builder who has insufficient resources to complete the construction (vv. 28-30), the result is ridicule, i.e. public dishonour. In the similitude about the king who realises that his army is not strong enough, the result is the humiliation of seeking a truce with the enemy (vv. 31-32). Such ridicule and humiliation of a half-hearted and unsuccessful disciple would bring dishonour both to Jesus and to the gospel. Hence the very stringent prerequisites for discipleship expressed in this pericope.

Jesus seems to be clarifying the implications of the choices facing potential followers: there is shame for disciples (shame which Jesus elsewhere encourages disciples to embrace) but a different shame for failed disciples (shame from which he seems to want to spare the crowd). This rhetoric constitutes an argument from pathos, appealing to fear and avoidance of shame. It is clinched by a parable which compares such failed disciples with tasteless salt (vv. 34-35). Being a disciple, like being salt, is ostensibly καλός (good, honourable), but failure to make the grade results in a shameful end—being thrown out.
3.4.6 Alternative forms of the sayings in Luke: Lk 17:33

Lk 17:33  
ὃς ἐὰν ζητήσῃ τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ περιποιήσασθαι 
ἀπολέσει αὐτήν, 
ὃς δ’ ἂν ἀπολέσῃ 
ζῳογονήσει αὐτήν.
Just as Luke 14:27 is an alternative form of the “following” saying, Luke 17:33 is an alternative form of the “saving/losing” saying.
 Luke’s choice of words here reveals a clear distinction between two kinds of “saving” of life, the latter referring more definitely to the eschatological salvation in which ζωή will be eternal.
 The ultimate motive for “losing one’s life,” i.e. “for my sake,” is missing here, and is replaced by the more negative one of avoidance of personal destruction on “the day of the Son of Man” (vv. 26, 30).
3.4.7 The literary setting (Luke 17:20-37) as honour discourse

Jesus begins this eschatological discourse by taking his cue from the Pharisees’ interest (17:20) in the coming of the Kingdom of God. He redefines this “event” as judgment which will come “in the days of the Son of Man” (vv. 22, 24, 26, 30). The point he makes is that the presence of the kingdom is not discerned “by observation,” i.e., by visible markers. This is true for the Son of Man himself, for he, not recognised among them (v. 21) will be rejected by them (v. 25).

Biblical examples from the stories of Noah (vv. 26, 27) and Lot (vv. 28, 29) serve as warnings that attachment to possessions (vv. 28, 31) and to heedless engagement in activities of this world (vv. 27, 28) will bring eschatological disaster. The normal activities of life in Noah’s day concealed the imminence of the judgment that unexpectedly fell. Similarly in Lot’s day and similarly in the days of Jesus’ hearers—nothing visible distinguishes which of “two” will be “taken” (vv. 30-35). The prospect of divine judgment, when Jesus is fully “revealed” (v. 30), relativises worldly pursuits, including material goods, which must be τὰ ὀπίσω, “things left behind” (v. 31). Jesus therefore delivers an imperative, combined with a negative example: “Remember Lot’s wife” (v. 32). The reason can be deduced from verse 33: she tried to make her life secure by attachment to worldly pursuits. She turned back εἰς τὰ ὀπίσω (Gen 19:26), disregarding the warning (Gen 19:17), and lost her life.

In Luke’s context self-denial is, implicitly, disattachment from these worldly things, in preparation for, and expectation of, “the day of the Son of Man.” “Keeping life alive” depends again on the relativisation of earthly and ultimate concerns, and some things must be “left behind.”
 The implicit rhetorical appeal is to fear of judgment, and the implicit exhortation is to give attention to what really matters—the Kingdom of God. The “courts of reputation” here are “this generation” (v. 25) who reject Jesus, and God, who reveals him (v. 30, by implication of the “divine passive”). 
3.5 The sayings in John

3.5.1 John 12:25-26

12:25 
Those who love their life lose it,

and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.

12:26 
If any would serve me, let them follow me,

and where I am, there also my servant will be

If any would serve me, the Father will honour them.

John’s use of the traditional material in John 12:25-26 again demonstrates a link between self-denial and honour. Here the two sayings are reversed in order, and cast in more typically Johannine language.
 These verses must be viewed in their narrative context: Jesus has announced, “The hour has come in which the Son of Man is to be glorified,” and has told the parable about the grain of wheat, which dies, yet bears much fruit. The obvious reference is to Jesus himself, and this carries over into the saying about losing and saving one’s life (12:25), yet the context (the presence ofGreeks [12:20] and the drawing of all people to himself [12:32]) and the use of the inclusive τις in 12:26 demonstrate a universal application.
 

John 12:25

A   ὁ φιλῶν τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ 

B      ἀπολλύει αὐτήν, 

A′  καὶ ὁ μισῶν τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ τούτῳ 

B′     εἰς ζωὴν αἰώνιον φυλάξει αὐτήν.
John 12:25, the “saving/losing” saying, maintains the antithesis of the Synoptic forms. The common vocabulary with the Synoptics is ψυχή (A, A′) and ἀπόλλυμι (B) but the “saving/losing” contrast is expressed here by (φιλῶν / μισῶν (A, A′). The ultimate loss (B) is for those who “love their life in this world,” but salvation (B′) is for those who “hate their life in this world.” The word pair “love/hate” is a Semitic idiom denoting strong preference rather than emotion;
 love implies attachment, while hate implies disattachment, the choice to turn away from an unfavoured alternative.

The “saving” of life is expressed as εἰς ζωὴν αἰώνιον φυλάξει αὐτήν, “keeping it in eternal life.” The eschatological perspective is made explicit here by contrasting “eternal life” with “this world,” and by the use of ζωή instead of ψυχή. The ψυχή is not lost, it is “kept” and transformed into the more enduring ζωή, the life of God (cf. Jn 1:4). 
John 12:26 
A  ἐὰν ἐμοί τις διακονῇ 

B     ἐμοὶ ἀκολουθείτω, 

C     καὶ ὅπου εἰμὶ ἐγὼ 

C′    ἐκεῖ καὶ ὁ διάκονος ὁ ἐμὸς ἔσται· 

A′  ἐάν τις ἐμοὶ διακονῇ 

B′    τιμήσει αὐτὸν ὁ πατήρ. 

John 12:26 parallels the Synoptic “following” saying. In this version (“If anyone would serve me, let him follow me”) the bare bones of the form is retained, with “serve me” replacing “come after me”, but there is no reference to “denying oneself,” for the concept has been dealt with in the previous verse. The reference to “taking up the cross” is replaced by the more personal reference to “where I am,”
 but the cross is very much in focus here. The hour has come for Jesus to be glorified (12:23), and he will die like a grain of wheat (v. 24), being “lifted up from the earth” (vv. 32, 33). “Follow me” is explained as the servant’s being where Jesus is.

In 13:36, Jesus says, “Where I am going, you cannot follow me now, but you will follow later.” Peter disagrees, and interprets this “following,” correctly, as the possibility of laying down his own life (vv. 37, 38); this is confirmed by John 21:18-19, where Jesus predicts that Peter’s “following” of Jesus will lead to his own death. Before that, however, Peter will deny Jesus, not himself (12:38).

Being “where Jesus is” thus has also a future aspect; Jesus later tells his disciples that he will receive them into the place he will have prepared for them, “that where I am, there you may be also” (14:3). Being “where Jesus is” is being “in the glory of the Father.”
 This is clear from John 17:24—it is Jesus’ desire that his followers (those whom the Father has given him) might be with him where he is, so that they might see his glory.

Following Jesus, then, clearly means following him to death, and through death, to the place of honour in which the followers are received and in which the glory of Jesus is revealed. In 12:26 the following and serving of disciples are explicitly linked to honour from the Father—“the Father will honour (τιμάω) him.” In this Gospel the Father is honoured by Jesus (8:49), and the Son is to be honoured  by all, just as the Father is honoured (5:23). As the Father would glorify Jesus (12:23, a “divine passive”), so the Father will honour those who follow Jesus in the same walk. 
3.5.2 The literary setting (John 12:20-33) as honour discourse

In John 12 Jesus’ prediction of his own death is expressed (in contrast to the Synoptic accounts) in purely positive terms: the “death” of the grain of wheat leads to the bearing of much fruit (12:24), his being “lifted up from the earth” leads to the drawing of all people (v. 32), and his death is described as “being glorified” (δοξάζω, v. 23). In these ways the ultimate shame from the perspective of the human “court” is redefined in terms of divine honour.
 For those who serve and follow Jesus, there is also the specific promise of the Father’s honour (τιμάω, v. 26).

The voice from heaven (v. 28) functions in this passage as it does in the Synoptic Transfiguration passages (i.e., Mk 9:7; Mt 17:5; Lk 9:35) as an authoritative affirmation of Jesus’ honourable status. Jesus confirms that the voice is not for him, but for the hearers (v. 30). It is the immediate, positive, divine answer to Jesus’ prayer, “Father, glorify (δοξάζω) your name” (v. 28), indicating Jesus’ favour with God. Jesus does not seek his own glory (Jn 8:50), but exemplifies the attitude of discipleship which seeks God’s glory through submission and service. A strong contrast is made in the subsequent passage, where those who do not confess (ὁμολογέω) Jesus are described as loving human approval (δόξα) rather than the δόξα of God (12:42-3).

Self-denial, then, according to this passage, is a radical disregard for one’s temporal existence, in favour of a life of following Jesus. The prospect of a death like his is a distinct possibility, but the promise of future honour from God is a stimulus to serve and follow.

3.6 Conclusions

In the literary context which is common to all three Synoptic Gospels, the “self-denial” sayings (i.e., Mk 8:34-35; Mt 16:24-25 and Lk 9:23-24) appear to serve the apologetic and parenetic interests of the writers by providing a strong challenge towards a radical identification with, and following of, Jesus, supported by vividly-drawn contrasts between the earthly, traditional “court of reputation” and the alternate “court of reputation” (the Father, the Son of Man and those associated with them in their glory). Since the honour of the latter is obviously a higher honour, it must have a stronger claim on the readers’ allegiance. Self-denial thus appears to involve renouncing the traditional sources of honour and seeking the higher.

The use of variant forms of these sayings by Matthew, Luke and John in different literary settings supports and extends this perspective. Jesus calls for a revaluation of one’s self/life, and in such a reassessment, the consideration of aspects of honour and shame bears substantial weight. 
Jesus’ words constitute a daunting prospectus for would-be followers of Jesus. The requirements are self-denial, whole-hearted allegiance to him, and a daily willingness to embrace loss of honour and risk of violent death. The refusal of these requirements has dire eschatological implications. However, the content of the sayings lies near the centre of Jesus’ program of liberation and transformation for humanity. Commitment to the radical discipleship of Jesus constitutes freedom from preoccupation with one’s self (one’s image, honour and worldly security) and from the bondage of adherence to social systems which prescribe a way of living that stifles eternal life.
 Only those who really follow Jesus, despite the shame of the cross, are really free.
To summarise, first in terms of honour discourse:

· The “self-denial” sayings occur, without exception, in literary settings which qualify as “honour discourse.”

· The sayings appear in settings where the rhetorical appeal is to the avoidance of shame and the seeking of honour.

· The Gospel authors clearly present two “courts of reputation.” One, comprising those who are hostile to Jesus, typically includes religious and civil leaders, family, “self” and Satan. Some of these are castigated as “wolves,” “adulterous, sinful,” and “unworthy.” The other, the “divine” court, includes God the Father, Jesus (the Christ, the Son of Man), the Spirit, and angels. Jesus especially is praised and associated with glory and honour.

· The texts appear to function as honour discourse by challenging their readers or hearers to disregard the former court of reputation (i.e., to “deny themselves”) and to have regard for the latter, divine, court of reputation.

· They do this by affirming the honour of those who “deny themselves” and align themselves with Jesus, by promising eschatological honour (and dishonour for others), and by reinterpreting the experiences of worldly dishonour as divine honour (e.g., death as “glorification,” loss of life as the saving of life).

In summary, we have found that, in these texts, self-denial is:
· the relativisation of the value of one’s temporal life

· the whole-hearted giving of oneself to following Jesus

· giving Jesus public honour by “confessing” him

· bearing the shame of the cross and of discipleship

· associated with disattachment from possessions and family

· associated with persecution, suffering and the possibility of death

The foundation of, and motivation for, such self-denial include:

· the person of Jesus as the one to whom loyalty and honour is given

· the prospect of eschatological shame—the fear of divine disapproval

· the promise of eschatological reward/honour from Son and Father

· the possibility of dishonour to the gospel as a result of half-heartedness

The exegesis of these passages has shown that the self-denial of which Jesus spoke can be described as an individual’s rejection of the sources of honour which are traditional, normal and foundational in human society, out of consideration for higher honours. The honour granted and promised by God is, then, a true basis for self-denial.
CHAPTER FOUR SELF-DENIAL AND HONOUR IN THE TEACHINGS OF JESUS
4.1 Questions of honour, shame and self-denial

In Chapter Two it was shown that the meaning of “self” in the first century (and therefore the meaning of “self-denial”) is rooted, not in the psychology of individuality, but in the social foundations of the honour/shame value system.

In Chapter Three the group of “self-denial” sayings (Mark 8:34-35 and parallels) was examined. It was found that all four Gospel writers utilised these sayings by applying a variety of redactional techniques, resulting in different emphases in different literary settings. However, in each of these settings, self-denial and its implications were seen to be closely associated with, and often founded upon, considerations of honour or shame. Furthermore, viewing these passages as instances of honour discourse illuminated the meaning of self-denial as the relativisation of one’s honour in this world through having regard to the higher honour which has its source in God.

In addition to these “self-denial” sayings and their literary contexts, there is much other material in Jesus’ teaching that relates more indirectly to the topics of self-denial, honour and shame. In this chapter, self-denial will be explored further by considering a wider range of texts in the Synoptic Gospels. The aim is to construct a fuller picture by considering some of these other teachings of Jesus that support his invitation to self-denial and throw light on its relationship to honour.

Though I will continue to utilise redactional analysis and to be aware of literary and rhetorical considerations, this section of the study will be largely thematic. My presupposition is that the words of Jesus reported in the Synoptic Gospels form a coherent body of teaching. On the basis of the relationship between self-denial and honour suggested strongly by the exegesis of Chapter Three, my method in the present chapter will be to ask questions of the Gospels in order to clarify this relationship.

First I will focus on some of the material in which Jesus addresses the great concern some people had for the promotion and maintenance of their own honour. The question is: what was Jesus’ attitude to self-exaltation? Next I will ask about Jesus’ expectations regarding the possible consequences of self-denial for his followers. Then I will inquire into the motivations Jesus gave for self-denial. The question here is: on what basis were disciples asked to deny themselves? Finally, I will focus on the methods Jesus employed to promote the attitudes of self-denial and to affirm those who would deny themselves.

My selection of passages for study in this chapter is guided by the questions I have asked. I do not claim to present an exhaustive treatment, but I have tried to select material which is most obviously relevant to self-denial as it is related to honour and shame.
4.2 The antithesis of self-denial

The “self-denial” couplet (Mark 8:34 and par.) seems to link “denying oneself” and “losing one’s life” as parallel concepts. Self-denial (i.e., saying “no” to oneself) is equivalent to renunciation of one’s life in this world. The antithesis of this attitude (i.e., saying “yes” to oneself) would thus be the attempt to “save” one’s life by “making one’s life secure” (Luke 17:33) or by seeking to “gain the whole world” (Mark 8:36)—an attitude of self-interest and self-promotion, even self-exaltation. According to the conclusions reached in Chapter Three, self-denial is the renunciation of worldly honour; thus the antithesis of self-denial would be the pursuit of worldly honour. This is an attitude on which Jesus has much to say in the Gospels.
4.2.1 Jesus’ subversion of the quest for honour

In the first-century Mediterranean cultures, as in most cultures, a concern to do the honourable thing is normal and natural. To establish and maintain the honour of one’s person, reputation and way of living is a good and legitimate goal. However, the pursuit of an honourable life can easily become corrupted by competition for honour—a preoccupation with the quest for status. When concern for honour becomes paramount, then love of honour and fame (φιλοτιμία, φιλοδοξία) arises, and is perceived by others as conceit (κενοδοξία, empty or false honour).
 The status-seeker may resort to hypocrisy as a strategy to get honour, posturing to attract respect. In the Gospels this concern for honour is very evident in many of those who formed Jesus’ audiences. 
There is, on the part of some, a great concern for the issue of election—a concern to clarify precisely who is to participate in the honour of salvation, and how—a concern to be “in” the kingdom of God. For many, this appears to be a presumption that they are already “ill.”
 Thus, in Luke 13:23, an unnamed person asks Jesus, “Will only a few be saved?” In Mark 10:26, after Jesus has asserted the difficulty of entering the kingdom of God, the disciples ask a similar question: “Who then can be saved?” The disciples are evidently concerned about who are “in.” To their apparent presumption that children have no place in the kingdom of God, Jesus responds: “The kingdom of God belongs to such as these” (Mark 10:14). This is very evidently an issue of status and honour.

There is, in addition, a concern to be “first.” In Mark 9:34 Jesus finds that his disciples have been discussing which of them is the greatest. Later (Mark 10:37) James and John request places of honour, when Jesus comes into his δόξα. On several occasions Jesus challenges people (mostly Pharisees) whom he perceives to be exalting themselves (e.g., Mt 23:1-36 and parallels; Lk 18:9-14; Lk 16:14, 15—see below, 4.2.4).

Jesus’ responses to perceptions or expressions of status-seeking can be seen as examples of his unique “subversive wisdom, which cuts against the prevailing conventional wisdom at every point.”
 For example, the parable of the “good Samaritan” (Lk 10:30-37) is told for the benefit of a lawyer who wishes to “justify himself”—to be seen as fully righteous (Lk 10:29). The disturbing message of the story is that he should deny himself. Love for God and neighbour demands a disregard for one’s standing in the community, one’s ritual purity, and one’s personal safety.

Jesus’ challenges to status-seeking are notable for the frequent reappearance of a small number of antithetical word-pairs, often expressed in statements of paradox, and applicable to various situations. Many of these responses are in the form of pronouncement stories, where the antithetical paradox comes at the end of the narrative. The sayings will be examined here in four groups, though the vocabulary overlaps somewhat in some passages.
4.2.2 The “first/last” sayings

A saying which may be called the “first/ last” saying is used by each of the Synoptists in a form similar to Mark 10:31, but in different contexts. Each of these will be briefly discussed in turn.

Mk 10:31    πολλοὶ δὲ ἔσονται πρῶτοι ἔσχατοι 

            καὶ [οἱ] ἔσχατοι πρῶτοι. 

Mark 10:31 (= Mt 19:30) functions as a summing-up for the story of the rich man (Mk 10:17-31 = Mt 19:16-30) who came to Jesus wanting to inherit eternal life. Jesus’ statement to him relativises wealth: “Go, sell what you own and give to the poor, and you shall have treasure in heaven, and come, follow me” (10:21). But the man is unwilling. Jesus continues to explain to the disciples that his followers must renounce house and kindred (10:29-30). The “first/last” saying concludes the story: many of those who are regarded as “first” in this world (implying those who have property and families, and thus status and security) will, in the perspective of eternity, actually be “last,” and vice versa. Jesus overturns the conventional idea that wealth is a sign of standing with God; in fact, it is a hindrance to entering the kingdom of God (10:23).

Matthew 20:16 uses the same “first/last” saying as a very literal summing-up (in a temporal sense) of the parable of the labourers in the vineyard (Mt 20:1-16). Here the “first” are those who have worked hardest and longest, and the “last” are those who have hardly begun, but Jesus overturns the conventional expectation that rewards are commensurate with labour. Instead, the οἰκοδεσπότης (master of the house) who is “good” (20:15) does what is “right” (20:4), bestowing his favour on all the workers equally, beginning with those last hired. The least worthy receive the greater grace.

Luke 13:30, another instance of the same “first/last” saying, concludes a parable about election (13:22-30) in which there is a strong contrast. The people of Israel expect to be let in to the kingdom of God, but the οἰκοδεσπότης says to them, “I do not know where you are from” (13:25). Jesus predicts their exclusion. Then, ironically, foreigners who come from all directions are accepted to recline at table in the kingdom, no matter “where they are from”! Jesus thus reverses the conventional notion that those of Israel are “insiders” with guaranteed status in God’s eyes—the “first” are again “last,” and the “last” are “first.”
Mark 9:35 and Mark 10:44 (= Mt 20:27) also use the word πρῶτος, but in a different sense; these will be treated below as “leader/servant” sayings rather than as “first/last” sayings.
4.2.3 The “leader/servant” sayings

There is a group of sayings which deals with reversal of rank. In God’s kingdom, there is a restructuring of roles, with those ambitious for leadership becoming servants, and those who faithfully serve receiving great honour. The lexical elements of this antithesis are not so fixed as those of the “first/last” sayings, and there is some overlap of vocabulary with other groups of sayings.

Mark 10:43b, 44 (= Matthew 20:26, 27)

ὃς ἂν θέλῃ μέγας γενέσθαι ἐν ὑμῖν, ἔσται ὑμῶν διάκονος,  

καὶ ὃς ἂν θέλῃ ἐν ὑμῖν εἶναι πρῶτος, ἔσται πάντων δοῦλος.
 

Although Luke’s version of this saying (Lk 22:26) is part of a pericope (Mk 10:35-45 = Mt 20:20-28 = Lk 22:24-27) which is placed in his narrative of the last Passover supper, in Mark and Matthew it is placed directly subsequent to Jesus’ third passion prediction. James and John request places of honour for themselves. There is considerable irony here: having just heard Jesus’ prediction of his humiliation, they are concerned for their own exaltation! In response (Mk 10:42) Jesus makes reference to the μεγάλοι, the rulers of the Gentiles who “lord it over” (κατακυριεύουσιν) them and “exercise authority over” (κατεξουσιάζουσιν) them.
 Jesus strongly disapproves of this attitude among his disciples—those who aspire to become μέγας/πρῶτος are to be, paradoxically, διάκονος/δοῦλος.
The thrust of the sayings is different from that of the “first/ last” sayings discussed above. There, the addressees are those who presume they are “first”; they will be made “last.” Here, the addressees are those who wish to be “great/ first”; they are to make themselves “servants/ slaves,” following the example of Jesus (10:45). The idea of “wishing to be great/first” need carry no connotations of selfish ambition. The word μέγας is a term of esteem, used of Jesus (Lk 1:32) and John the Baptiser (“great before the Lord,” Lk 1:15). The word πρῶτος here has the sense of “leader,”
 as it does in Mark 6:21, Luke 19:47 and Acts 13:50. Although the word still refers to honourable rank, there seems to be more emphasis on function here. Luke, in his parallel passage (Lk 22:24-7) makes this more explicit, substituting ἡγούμενος (leader) for πρῶτος (v. 26).

Jesus’ response reaffirms his call to self-denial
 through the voluntary acceptance of the lowly status of a διάκονος/δοῦλος, even one who is a servant “of all.”
 He illustrates the attitude he is asking for with his own example: the Son of Man (certainly to be thought of as a μεγάλος and a πρῶτος—he is, after all, ὁ Χριστός) came to serve (διακονέω) and to give his life (Mk 10:45).

In Luke’s version (placed in the narrative of the last Passover supper) additional metaphors are added: the “greatest” (ὁ μείζων) must become “as the youngest” (ὡς ὁ νεώτερος [Lk 22:26]); moreover, as Jesus says of himself, contrary to all convention, the one who serves (ὁ διακονῶν) is greater (μείζων) than the one who reclines at the table (Lk 22:27).
Mark 9:35b
Εἴ τις θέλει πρῶτος εἶναι 

ἔσται πάντων ἔσχατος καὶ πάντων διάκονος.

Mark 9:35b occurs as part of Jesus’ response to the disciples’ discussion about who among them is greatest (Mk 9:33-37 = Mt 18:1-5 = Lk 9:46-48). This pericope, like the one discussed above, is placed directly subsequent to a passion prediction of Jesus (Mk 9:30-32). The saying is an expanded form of Mark 10:43 (discussed above) contrasting πρῶτος with ἔσχατος and διάκονος. Luke’s version (Lk 9:48) identifies “the least among all of you” as the one who is “great”:

ὁ γὰρ μικρότερος ἐν πᾶσιν ὑμῖν ὑπάρχων οὗτός ἐστιν μέγας. 

Matthew provides a saying (Mt 18:4) using language which overlaps with the “humbling” and “children” groups of sayings (see below):

ὅστις οὖν ταπεινώσει ἑαυτὸν ὡς τὸ παιδίον τοῦτο, 
οὗτός ἐστιν ὁ μείζων ἐν τῇ βασιλείᾳ τῶν οὐρανῶν·

In this pericope all three Synoptists link the sayings about greatness with sayings about children (see 4.5.2 below).
Matthew 23:11

ὁ δὲ μείζων ὑμῶν ἔσται ὑμῶν διάκονος. 

Matthew 23:11 is another instance of the saying, this time with the antithetical terms μείζων and διάκονος. It appears in conjunction with the “exalting/humbling” saying, not in a narrative context, but embedded in a long passage in which woes are proclaimed to the Pharisees (see the next section below). 
These “leader/servant” sayings express a complete reversal of the cultural values placed on rulers and slaves. Jesus’ disciples are to follow him in renouncing the ways of the great ones of this world, with their concern for power and honour, and instead, take on the role of those who serve. In doing so, they will be “great” in God’s eyes, for God is the Patron
 who grants honour (Mt 20:23), and the higher Benefactor (Lk 22:25).
4.2.4 The “exalting/humbling” sayings

Matthew 23:12    ὅστις δὲ ὑψώσει ἑαυτὸν   ταπεινωθήσεται, 

καὶ ὅστις ταπεινώσει ἑαυτὸν   ὑψωθήσεται. 

This saying is used by Matthew and Luke only, in contexts which are distinctly their own.
 In each case the saying functions as a strong castigation of self-promotion.

Matthew 23:12, together with the previous verse (a form of the “leader/ servant” saying), is included in Matthew’s long compilation of material in which Jesus condemns the attitudes of the hypocritical scribes and Pharisees (Mt 23:1-39). In verses 5-7 Matthew uses material in common with Mark and Luke (Mk 12:38-40; Lk 20:45-47). This material is a catalogue of conceit:

They do everything in order to be seen by people, making their phylacteries broad and their fringes long. They like to walk around in long robes, and for the sake of appearance say long prayers. They love places of honour (πρωτοκλισίαν) at banquets, seats of honour (πρωτοκαθεδρίας) in the synagogues, respectful greetings in the marketplaces, and people calling them Rabbi. 
Those who exalt themselves like this, says Jesus, will be humbled, presumably by God.
 In contrast, the saying urges disciples to “humble themselves.” The use of the reflexive ἑαυτὸν recalls the “self-denial” saying (ἀπαρνησάσθω ἑαυτὸν, Mk 8:34 and par.), while the antithetical parallelism of the form recalls the “saving/losing” saying (Mk 8:35 and par.). The call to humility here is (implicitly) a call to serve others, for, as these texts make clear, over-attention to self is neglect and oppression of others (e.g., Mt 23:4, 13-15).

Luke 14:11 uses the “exalting/humbling” saying in the same form, except that participles replace the verbs. The saying concludes a teaching of Jesus (Lk 14:7-11) that Luke calls a παραβολή (v. 7). The topic is, very explicitly, honour and shame. Observing the status-seeking behaviour of guests at a sabbath meal, Jesus advises them not to seek the place of honour (πρωτοκλισίαν) but the lowest place (τὸν ἔσχατον τόπον—the language here recalls the “first/last” sayings). The motivation for this is, first, the avoidance of shame, in the case that a person may be demoted to a place of lesser honour, and secondly, the possibility of public honour, in the case that the person may be promoted to a position of greater prestige. Jesus makes a difference between exalting oneself (acting on the presumption of one’s honourable status) and the legitimate acceptance of honour bestowed by another. Jesus’ strategy does not advocate false humility, but provides opportunities for the giving and receiving of honour.
 The “exalting / humbling” saying, then, functions as a very literal summary of the story. In this setting, to humble oneself is clearly to take voluntarily a position of lower status—to renounce one’s claim to honour of one kind (self-perceived) while opening oneself to honour of another kind (freely bestowed).
Luke 18:14 includes the same saying in the same form, again functioning as the pithy punchline of a pronouncement story, the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector (Lk 18:9-14). As in Matthew’s setting of the “exalting/humbling” saying (Mt 23:12), this story is directed to Pharisees; Luke tells us that the audience consists of “some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and regarded others with contempt” (Lk 18:9).
 The posture and prayer of the Pharisee vividly depict the attitude of self-exaltation: he stands and recites his own exceptional observance of Torah, taking a high view of himself and a low view of all others. The posture and prayer of the tax collector likewise demonstrates humility: standing with eyes lowered in shame, “at a distance” because of his uncleanness and unworthiness,
 he acknowledges the poverty of his claims to God’s favour. There is an implicit divine verdict at the end of the story—the despised and lowly tax collector goes home “justified”—God has honoured him by declaring him righteous—the humble one has been exalted. The implication is that if the self-righteous Pharisee should renounce his bloated ego and wholeheartedly say “no” to himself, he would avoid his (understated) enforced humiliation at the hands of God.
4.2.5 The sayings about children

On two recorded occasions Jesus takes the opportunity provided by the presence of children to make points about the kingdom of God. One of these is the occasion mentioned above, in which the disciples argue about who is the greatest; Jesus takes a child as an object lesson (Mk 9:33-37 = Mt 18:1-5 = Lk 9:46-48). On the other occasion, unnamed people, probably mothers, bring babies to Jesus for a blessing, but the disciples rebuke them; in response, Jesus makes further pronouncements using the analogy of children (Mk 10:13-16 = Mt 19:13-15 = Lk 18:15-17). These sayings about children do not have the form of the other groups of sayings, with their paradoxical and antithetical language. Nevertheless, they function in a similar way, as strong challenges in which Jesus counters the attitude of the disciples.

There appears to have been much textual borrowing, and perhaps some harmonisation, between these similar pericopes. The sayings fall into three groups, each making a related point.

(a) Receiving children

Mk 9:37a Ὃς ἂν ἓν τῶν τοιούτων παιδίων δέξηται ἐπὶ τῷ ὀνόματί μου, ἐμὲ δέχεται. 

Children are to be “received” in Jesus’ name, and such a welcome is equivalent to receiving Jesus.
 This point is applied to the question of who is the greatest (Mk 9:37a; Mt 18:5; Lk 9:48). In this setting, the disciples are concerned about “greatness,” i.e., about status, leadership and honour. In a status-based system, one sees no need to welcome persons of lower rank—deference is due only to those higher up. Jesus, however, insists that they must welcome even such people as children. Children, though usually valued highly as heirs of families, have never enjoyed high status in the affairs of everyday life. The three synoptists make this clear in different ways. Mark makes Jesus’ lesson with the child a sequel to the “first/last” saying (Mk 9:35); the child, then, is an example of one who is “last of all, and servant of all.” Luke, at the conclusion of his version of the incident, includes the words “for the one who is least (μικρότερος) among all of you, this one is great (μέγας)” (Lk 9:48). Matthew’s version adds another saying, in which the child becomes a symbol of humility: “Those who humble themselves as this child, they are greatest (μείζων) in the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 18:4).
 

(b) The kingdom belongs to children

Mk 10:14  Ἄφετε τὰ παιδία ἔρχεσθαι πρός με, μὴ κωλύετε αὐτά, 
τῶν γὰρ τοιούτων ἐστὶν ἡ βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ
The kingdom of God “belongs to” children; this point is applied to the disciples’ rebuke of the mothers (Mk 10:14; Mt 19:14; Lk 18:16). The reason for the rebuke is not given, but Jesus’ response implies that the disciples were turning away rightful heirs of the kingdom, making judgments about the worthiness of those desiring Jesus’ favour. Jesus makes it clear that the kingdom belongs to those who, like children, are without claim or merit; it is not a matter of status achieved, but of grace bestowed and received.

(c) Receiving the kingdom “as a child”
Mk 10:15  ὃς ἂν μὴ δέξηται τὴν βασιλείαν τοῦ θεοῦ ὡς παιδίον, 
οὐ μὴ εἰσέλθῃ εἰς αὐτήν.
One must receive the kingdom of God “as a child” in order to enter it. This point is applied in both settings (Mk 10:15; Mt 18:3,4; Lk 18:17). What characteristics of children is Jesus referring to here? Many have been suggested,
 but the thrust of the settings and of the other associated sayings makes it most plausible that Jesus is using the child as a model of one who has no basis for pretensions of greatness
—who is of such low status that he can do nothing but receive, openly and confidently, what is given.

In both settings, the disciples are concerned about status, and in both settings, Jesus overturns this concern, placing greater value on the receiving of grace. The child is positively affirmed in its weakness, humility and low status, and in its lack of concern for status; Jesus himself identifies with this lowliness. The message for the disciples is that, in order to enjoy favour with God, all claims to achievement must be abandoned. Followers of Jesus must deny their aspirations to worldly esteem, humble themselves, and accept loss of status for the sake of the kingdom.
4.2.6 Conclusions 

The sayings function to redefine the conventional notions of social status and precedence. In the words of Joel Green, 

Jesus rejects the attribution of status and power on the basis of the canons of the ancient Mediterranean world and therefore on the basis of public opinion. What matters is alignment with the divine purpose.

For those who are perceived as “last” in the human “court of reputation,” there is a new verdict: they are “first” in the divine perspective. For those who “humble themselves,” there is the promise of divine honour—God will exalt them. For those who take the role of the “servant/slave,” there is a new designation: they are “great” in God’s eyes. Those who renounce the quest for honour and become “as children” find that this is the only way to enter the kingdom of God.

These sayings appear to function as a significant part of Jesus’ attempts to challenge, stimulate and motivate his disciples to “deny themselves.” The obvious parallelism of these sayings with the “saving/losing” saying makes them supportive of Jesus’ words about self-denial. He says, in effect, “Go ahead, deny yourself—take up the cross, lose your life, humble yourself, accept low status, be last, be a servant, be a child—for in doing so you will save your life, God will exalt you, give you high status, make you a leader, make you great.”
4.3 The consequences of self-denial

It has been said that Jesus’ summons to deny oneself, take up the cross and follow him “places him and his followers firmly on the map of first-century socially and politically subversive movements.”
 In other words, self-denial on account of Jesus is not a private spiritual exercise, nor is it denial of one’s individuality—one’s uniquely personal selfhood. Rather, it is an attachment to Jesus that relativises all other attachments. It is a countercultural distancing of oneself from the approbation of one’s society. It is a revaluation of social norms. Self-denial, then, is an attitude towards self and society which necessarily has social consequences, and these must be considered in terms of honour and shame. There are strong indications in the Gospels that Jesus expected significant difficulties for his disciples, in the areas of family, wealth and social standing, and that many of his followers actually experienced these.
4.3.1 Loss of family

The first reference to a compromise of family relationships brought about by following Jesus is the passage which narrates how Jesus’ initial disciples Peter, James and John, left their trade and their household (Mk 1:16-20 = Mt 4:18-22).
 At the end of the story about the “rich young ruler,” found in all three Synoptic Gospels, Peter refers to this leaving, saying to Jesus, “Look, we have left everything (ἀφήκαμεν πάντα) and followed you” (Mk 10:28 = Mt 19:27). Luke’s version has Peter say, “Look, we have left our own (τὰ ἴδια) and followed you” (Lk 18:28). Τὰ ἴδια means “what is ours,” particularly “our homes” (cf. Jn 1:11), including both people and property.
 Jesus, in responding, affirms this “leaving.” His list of things left behind includes house, brothers, sisters, mother, father, children, and farms. (Luke conflates some of these terms, deletes farms, but includes wife). Kenneth Bailey points out the “radical rupture of the fabric of cultural loyalties” that Jesus’ words create:

The two unassailable loyalties that any Middle Easterner is almost required to consider more important than life itself are family and the village home. When Jesus puts both of these in one list, and then demands a loyalty that supersedes them both, he is requiring that which is truly impossible to the Middle Easterner, given the pressures of his culture.

Yet Peter and the disciples claim to have done what the rich man in the story would not do—sell all his possessions, give to the poor, and follow Jesus. From the classic chiastic structure of the story, we see that this “leaving” is the new form of obedience which is equivalent to the old commandments requiring respect for family and property, but which supersedes them.

Matthew and Luke report two forms of a Q saying which relativises family relationships: those who love father, mother, son or daughter more than Jesus are “not worthy” of him (Mt 10:37). Luke uses the stronger language of “hate,” in the sense of disattachment,
 adding children and (again) wife, and “even one’s own life” (ἔτι τε καὶ τὴν ψυχὴν ἑαυτοῦ [Lk 14:26]). In requiring “hate” for family and “self,” Jesus is not calling his disciples to revile the family, to dishonour it, to rebel against it or aim to disrupt it,
 for on other occasions he affirms the family.
 Rather, he is calling them to make a practical choice, i.e., to break their attachment to the family, because there is, for them, a higher loyalty, a more valuable attachment, a greater love. As noted previously, both these verses occur in conjunction with the “following” saying (Mt 10:38; Lk 14:27)—they give the conditions for discipleship. As Barton notes,

Discipleship of Jesus poses a threat to family and household ties, since it involves the disciple—every disciple—in a quite fundamental transfer of primary allegiance and commitment.

Jesus actually stands in solidarity with the attitude of Moses, who, in his blessing of Levi, relativises the claims of kindred and allows formal and legal severance of family relationships for the sake of priestly duty to YHWH: 

He said of his father and mother, ‘I have no regard for them’; he did not recognise his brothers or acknowledge his own children, but he watched over Your word and guarded Your covenant (Deut 33:9).

A disciple’s choice to follow Jesus is a choice to deny self—to relinquish one’s social identity and status as defined by blood and marriage and family, and to accept a new identity and status defined by association with him. In Matthew 8:21-22 (= Lk 9:59-62) Jesus disallows the priority of family burial duties: “Let the dead bury their dead” (Mt 8:22). This is a scandalous disregard for the obligation, strongly held by both Greeks and Jews, to honour one’s kin. Jesus claims, in effect, that loyalty to himself should take precedence over adherence to the household, relativising the place of the family as a major Jewish cultural and religious symbol.
 Thus, as Barton notes, the parting of Judaism and Christianity began at the mundane level of domestic relations and household ties.
 N.T. Wright comments:

In a world where family identity counted for a good deal more than in today’s individualized western culture, the attitude Jesus was urging would result in the disciple effectively denying his or her own basic existence (emphasis mine).

Other sayings in which family solidarity pales beside the message of the kingdom include the following:

· Mark 3:33-35 (= Mt 12:48-50; Lk 8:21), in which Jesus leaves his family waiting outside while indicating that his present audience of disciples are “my mother and my brothers.”
· Mark 6:4 (= Mt 13:57; Lk 4:24), in which Jesus acknowledges that a prophet is without honour in his own household and among his own relatives.

· Luke 11:27-28, in which Jesus turns aside from an opportunity to direct honour to his mother, in favour of honouring those who hear and obey the word of God.

The subordination of family ties was a rhetorical theme in both Jewish and Greco-Roman traditions, and so the Gospel audiences would not have found it entirely new.
 This suggests that the stark, categorical and unconditional quality of many of Jesus’ sayings on the topic of family is the result of a rhetorical aim—a deliberate use of hyperbole and metaphor for the purpose of pointedly driving home the importance and urgency of the task of proclaiming the reign of God, tied to Jesus’ own preeminent role as Messiah. In view of this task, every obstacle is to be displaced.

4.3.2 Loss of wealth

In the first century wealth was measured by possessions, primarily land, but also goods, family and servants. The display of wealth was a symbol of honour and of social power. The Gospels, however, are unanimous in presenting wealth as a hindrance to discipleship.

In the parable of the sower, the “deception of wealth” is said to “choke the word” (Mk 4:19). In the story of the “rich young ruler,” Jesus comments to his disciples about how difficult it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God (Mk 10:24-25 and par.). Their surprise at this saying (Mk 10:26) suggests an assumption on their part that the rich, obviously greatly favoured by God, are sure to inherit the kingdom. Jesus’ reversal of this perverted understanding of covenant blessing constitutes a sustained determination to relativise the value of worldly wealth by placing it over against the things God values. The parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Lk 16:19-31) is a graphic portrayal of this reversal—the rich man experiences suffering after death, while the poor man is comforted.

Matthew 6:19-34 (= Lk 12:21-34) addresses this issue: anxiety about economic matters (food, drink and clothing) is placed over against the love and provision of the Father (Mt 6:25-34; Lk 12:22-32) and the “treasures of earth” are compared unfavourably to “treasure in heaven” (Mt 6:19-21; Lk 12:21, 33-34). For Luke, money is one of the things highly esteemed by people (the Pharisees are “lovers of money”) but detestable in God’s sight (Lk 16:14-15); instead, he urges consideration of the “true riches” (Lk 16:11).

To a man concerned about the division of his family inheritance, Jesus tells a story about a rich fool who plans, in conversation with his ψυχή to hoard his good and enjoy the pleasures of life (Lk 12:13-21). However, he finds that the riches he so greatly values are of no benefit to him on the night when his ψυχή is required. This parable provides a commentary on the “self-denial” sayings (Mk 8:34-36 and par.) by illustrating the attitude of saying “yes” to oneself rather than “no,” and the process of “gaining the whole world” and working to “save” one’s ψυχή only to “lose” it.

Wealth (μαμωνᾶς, “Mammon”) is personified as a master competing with God (Mt 6:24; Lk 16:13); it is impossible to serve both. Thus Jesus’ relativisation of wealth is equivalent to a “radicalisation of the first commandment”
 —idols cannot be tolerated if God reigns.

However, this “radicalisation of the first commandment” has practical consequences: a choice must be made to “love one and hate the other” (Mt 6:24; Lk 16:13); this is a call for disattachment from wealth as a controlling factor in one’s life. For this reason Jesus presents to the “rich young ruler” an exacting condition for discipleship: “Go, sell your possessions, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me” (Mt 19:21 and par.). In the story the disciples seem to have gone some way in fulfilling this condition, for Peter says, “Look, we have left everything and followed you” (Mt 19:27). Jesus’ reply indicates “hypercompensation”
 for those who leave family, homes and lands for his sake (Mt 19:29). Metaphorical though this saying may be,
 it is clear that Jesus honours the voluntary renunciation of those things that would constitute wealth in that culture.

In the same vein is Luke’s stringent requirement: “None of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your possessions” (Lk 14:33; cf. Lk 12:33). Here ἀποτάσσεται, “give up, renounce,” carries the sense of “saying goodbye” (cf. Mk 6:46; Lk 9:61). If this is not a call to literal disposal of property, it is certainly a call to abandonment of the right of ownership, with consequent dependence on God to supply all needs.
 The prayer for “daily bread” (Mt 6:11) well expresses this dependence.

A saying which promises a life of poverty, homelessness and itinerancy for disciples is Jesus’ response to a scribe who asserts that he will follow Jesus wherever he goes: “Foxes, have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (Mt 8:20 = Lk 9:58). Ironically, the Son of Man suffers greater deprivation than wild animals; his disciples can expect no less sense of poverty and dislocation.
 However, it is clear that Jesus does not call disciples to poverty for its own sake, but to a new kind of community.

This brief overview of some of Jesus’ sayings about wealth demonstrates that his call to “deny oneself and follow him” is equivalent to his call to “leave everything and follow him.” Disattachment from money and possessions, like disattachment from family, seems to be the practical result of the attitude of self-denial. Jesus asks for total commitment, expressed in the currency of everyday life. Plato, the Stoics and other philosophers had recognised the folly of maintaining a grasp on possessions, to the exclusion of what is of real and lasting value,
 but for Jesus and the Gospel writers, the motivation for the relinquishment of wealth was rooted in the honour of the person of Jesus, and in the favour promised and already bestowed on disciples by God, as I will show below.

This discussion has concentrated on voluntary, active relinquishment of wealth, because this is the thrust of the Gospel texts; the possibility of enforced poverty for disciples, perhaps as a result of family sanctions, is implied but not stated.
 The consequences of such sanctions are referred to in the Tosefta: “One does not sell to them [those banned or excommunicated] or receive from them or take from them or give to them.”
 Such people would suffer a severe loss of wealth and social standing. 

4.3.3 Persecution

Jesus envisages that the kind of self-denial demanded by radical discipleship will entail persecution (Mk 10:30 and par.). He predicts (Mt 10:16-23 = Mk 13:9-13) that his followers, in the context of their mission, will be “hated by all” and “handed over” for scourging and death, just as he himself will be. He expects that they will experience resistance, hostility, ostracism and marginalisation, and that the persecutors will include family members.
Matthew 10:34-36 (= Lk 12:51-53) gives some indication of the possible consequences of a disciple’s change of loyalties: the family may become hostile. Referring to Micah 7:1-7, Jesus states that he has come not to bring peace, but division; he anticipates that “one’s enemies will be members of one’s own household” (Mt 10:36). A plausible scenario might be as follows:
 the family of a disciple is unwilling to suffer the shame of being associated with Jesus, and feel that they are being betrayed. The disciple is regarded as disloyal, perhaps even rebellious. The family is thus obliged to defy and discourage those who have “defected” to the new way, along the lines of Deuteronomy 21:18-21, which gives instructions for the treatment of “stubborn and rebellious sons,” advising chastisement, seizure, trial and stoning.

Disciples, then, may be ostracised by their families; the process may well reflect also on the honour of the families.
 Such marginalisation is likely to lead to economic poverty, hunger, verbal abuse and other forms of persecution.
 Mark 13:12 (= Mt 10:21) also anticipates family conflict, leading even to the death of disciples: 
Brother will deliver up brother to death, and the father his child, and children will rise against parents and have them put to death.

Jesus himself, rejected by his home community, narrowly escapes death (Lk 4:16-30). Despite Jesus’ warnings, there is little evidence in the Gospels, apart from the incidents mentioned above, for the active persecution of Christian disciples by their families. Gerald Downing points out that neither Jesus nor his followers are thrown out by their families—they leave voluntarily.
 Yet there is abundant evidence in the NT of opposition to Christians and to their message.
 In today’s world also, there are many cultures in which becoming a Christian is regarded as disgracing the family heritage, and potential disciples, facing threats of rejection, expulsion and bodily harm, must balance the cost of allegiance to family over against allegiance to Jesus.

4.3.4 Loss of status

Jesus’ call to self-denial and discipleship is a difficult one. A decision to follow him involves the active relinquishment of family ties and of wealth, and may involve the passive suffering of negative family responses and of economic insecurity. Whether active or passive, the consequences involve shame for the disciple; radical deviation from the norms of a close-knit society brings on strong negative reactions. One’s honour in society is symbolised by family and by wealth; to give up reliance on these things is to detach oneself from the social matrix in which one has standing—it may then be difficult, if not impossible, to maintain one’s social status.
 But for Jesus, the symbols of worldly honour are nothing in comparison with the honour of participating in the kingdom of God.

There is a lack of unequivocal evidence for an actual and perceived drop in status for disciples of Jesus.
 It must be remembered that individual Christianity was unthinkable in a collectivist society, and so the new Christian communities functioned as communities, as fictive kinship groups (Acts 2:42-47) in which mutual support and sharing compensated for the loss of natural family and material resources. The communities, strongly distinctive from the dominant society and often radically opposed to its values, faced shame and persecution as cohesive minority groups.
4.4 The motivations for self-denial

The Gospels point to some factors that provide motivation for self-denial; these are related in a foundational way to honour.
 My investigation of these motivation factors is in two parts: first, a study of the two prepositions ἕνεκεν and διά, and second, a consideration of “avoidance and attainment goals” suggested in the texts.
4.4.1 The prepositions ἕνεκεν and διά
The words ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ καὶ τοῦ εὐαγγελίου appear in the “saving/losing” saying, Mark 8:35. Jesus’ disciples are called to lose their lives “for my sake and the gospel’s.” These words carry the connotation of motivation; they point to a reason for the disciples’ willingness to deny themselves and to lose their lives.
 English translations for the preposition ἕνεκεν
 include “on account of,” “because of,” and “for the sake of.” These could convey a range of nuances, from simple causation to a suggestion of purpose. The preposition διά, with the accusative case, is often interchangeable with ἕνεκεν, and both may express motivation, though not necessarily so. 
Ἑνεκεν and διά are often used in the Gospels to indicate a reason for the persecution of Jesus’ followers; this usage reveals no motivation for self-denial, for the persecuted are in fact passive in this situation.
 This persecution “on account of Jesus” is based on the disciples’ association with him, who is already in disrepute, and on their words uttered and actions done in his name
—the disciples share the dishonour of the master. 

In other places, though, these prepositions do give some indication of motivations for self-denial. In such cases the translation “out of consideration for” often seems appropriate, where the consideration may refer to something either in the past or in the future. Self-denial may be a movement which has its basis in prior facts; for example, I may be willing to lay down my life because Jesus has called me to be a disciple. On the other hand, self-denial may be propelled by a future orientation; for example, I may be willing to lay down my life in order to obtain desirable consequences to come, or because of the fear of undesirable consequences if I don’t.
Motivation based on knowledge of Jesus

In the “saving/losing” saying, disciples are asked to “lose their lives” ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ (Mk 8:35; Mt 16:25; 10:39; Lk 9:24). Similarly, Jesus expects that disciples will leave homes and kindred ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ (Mk 10:29) and ἕνεκεν τοῦ ὀνόματός μου (Mt 19:29). What is it about Jesus and his “name” that provides sufficient reason for this kind of renunciation of everything? Certainly the possibilities of persecution and loss of life do not function as inducements.
 A motivation to follow Jesus must be substantial enough to outweigh these negative consequences. The texts do not give details about the basis of motivation, but they do insist that such self-denial is founded on a fundamental loyalty to Jesus. For those who become attached to him, the person and way of Jesus is so compelling that all other considerations fade.

The person of Christ lies at the very root of self-denial.
 Only on the basis of a personal commitment which supersedes all others can self-denial be contemplated and sustained. Commitment and loyalty to a leader are, of course, functions of the honour in which he is held. His “name” symbolises this honour; the honour of the disciples is bound up in the honour of Jesus and the reputation of his name.
 In each of the Synoptic Gospels, the narrative that precedes the “saving/losing” saying has presented Jesus as one who, by his words of authority and deeds of power, has shown himself worthy of the honour of his followers. He has also reciprocated this esteem to his followers, by calling them, feeding them, teaching them, shepherding them, commissioning them and making them privileged participants in his mission.

This process is illustrated in the early chapters of Luke’s Gospel.
 These chapters function as a demonstration of the high honour in which Jesus’ name is held. Looking for clues to explain why Peter, James and John “left everything and followed Jesus” (Lk 5:11), we find that Luke has provided evidence of Jesus’ honourable birth and childhood (Lk 1, 2), his baptism, replete with divine attestation of Sonship (3:22), his complete genealogy right back to “Adam, son of God” (3:23-38), his successful rebuttal of an honour challenge by the devil (4:1-14), his public claim to divine status as an anointed prophet—a claim which is contested but vindicated (4:16-30), powerful exorcisms, with the demons testifying to his divine status (4:31-37, 41), miraculous healings (4:38-40), a statement of Jesus’ divine mission (4:43), and a miracle involving his supernatural knowledge about fish (5:1-10). All this functions as a defence of the “name” of Jesus. The fishermen are convinced, and on account of Jesus they leave everything and follow him.
Motivation based on consideration of the gospel and the kingdom

A motivation which is future-oriented is also discernible in these sayings—an awareness of the “not yet” element of the kingdom of God. Mark, when he uses the words ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ, adds to them καὶ τοῦ εὐαγγελίου (Mk 8:35; 10:29), and Luke’s version of the latter verse substitutes ἕνεκεν τῆς βασιλείας τοῦ θεοῦ (Lk 18:29). These references to the gospel and the kingdom of God betray a motivation which, while in no way detracting from commitment to the person of Jesus, yet looks beyond his earthly ministry to the wider spread of his message (cf. Mk 13:10) and the growth of the rule of God.
 The disciples, according to Mark 6:7-13, have already been involved in these enterprises, and it seems likely that their investment in the gospel and the kingdom are strong motivations for the casting aside of purely personal interests. Compared with the maintenance of societal norms, the larger purpose of God is a “higher legitimating norm.”

A similar motivation, διὰ τὴν βασιλείαν τῶν οὐρανῶν, is given in Matthew 19:12, concerning those who “make themselves eunuchs” for the sake of the kingdom. This rather shocking form of radical self-denial probably refers to disciples who have chosen to remain single and celibate, thereby transcending family ties, in order to facilitate their ongoing participation in kingdom work.
 A life which is “thoroughly shaped by God’s reign” is “consequently lived in its service and at the same time directed towards it.”

4.4.2 Avoidance and attainment goals

Motivation may be expressed in terms of avoidance and attainment goals, that is, one may “say no” to oneself in order either to avoid something negative or to achieve something positive, or both.
 How are these forms of motivation expressed in the Gospels, especially in regard to self-denial?
Avoidance goals

Shame is used as a motivating consideration in many sayings and parables of Jesus. For example, being “cast into outer darkness, with weeping and gnashing of teeth” is no doubt intended to discourage laziness and unfaithfulness in servants (Mt 24:45-51; 25:14-30 and par.)
 Forgiveness and deeds of mercy are motivated by references to prison, torture, curses and eternal fire, symbols which evoke situations of shame (Mt 18:32-34; 25:31-46).

Similarly, the avoidance of shame is a significant factor in the setting of the “self-denial” sayings (see above, 3.4.4 to 3.4.7). What is to be avoided is not social shame in this world, for it is made abundantly clear that discipleship involves persecution and many losses, the shame of which must be endured. The shame to be avoided (as in the examples above) is ultimate divine disapproval, that is, eschatological shame. So the Son of Man “will be ashamed” of those who have been “ashamed of Jesus” (Mk 8:38; Lk 9:26); in other words, failure to attach oneself to Jesus in this life will mean being disowned by him when he comes in glory.

Matthew uses the language of “denial before the Father in heaven” to express the same predicament: ultimate public dishonour for those who will not “say yes” to Jesus (Mt 10:33 = Lk 12:9). This recalls the possibility of exclusion from the kingdom referred to by Jesus in other contexts (e.g., Mt 7:23; 25:10-13; Lk 13:27; 14:24). Matthew sees the eschaton in terms of judgement by God, who will “repay everyone according to deeds done” (Mt 16:27); the shame of a negative judgment is a strong motivation here to act upon the “self-denial” sayings (Mt 16:24-26). Likewise, in Matthew 10:15 the judgment for the “unworthy” is likened to the shameful end of Sodom and Gomorrah; readers are left to deduce the fate of those “unworthy” who do not take up the cross and follow Jesus (Mt 10:38).

The eschatological shame of those who may gain “the whole world” yet “lose their life” is clearly proclaimed in the “saving/losing” sayings. In Luke 17:32-33 this ultimate disgrace, the loss of life, is illustrated by the example of Lot’s wife; the message of this passage, anticipating the sudden coming of “the days of the son of Man,” is urgent: deny self and avoid shame!
Attainment goals

A number of positive motivations appear in the Gospels. Invariably, these can be regarded in terms of honour. Honour, it is universally agreed, is a value worth pursuing. Jesus recognises that the rich, and those who promote themselves and parade their piety, already have the reward they seek (Mt 6:2, 5, 16; Lk 6:24); this reward is contrasted with that which God will provide (Mt 6:6, 18). Eschatological honour awaits those who love enemies (their reward will be great, and they will be called sons of the Most High [Lk 6:35; Mt 5:45]) and those who keep the commandments (they will be called great in the kingdom of heaven [Mt 5:19]).

Similarly, those who are willing to deny self, take up the cross and follow Jesus are promised eschatological rewards.
 The following table summarises these. The table is a collation of texts considered above, together with others, which I have grouped in four categories.
Expressions of self-denial 


Positive motivations
Approval of Jesus and the Father

Confess Jesus before people


“I will confess him before the Father” –
Mt 10:32; Lk 12:8

Love Jesus more than family, take up cross

Ascription “worthy” in Jesus’ estimation –
Mt 10:37-8

Serve and follow Jesus



“The Father will honour him” – Jn 12:26

“Where I am my servant will be” – Jn 12:26

Make peace




Ascription “sons of God” – Mt 5:9
Honourable status

Humble oneself 




God will exalt – Mt 23:12 and par.
Leave all, follow Jesus



“You will sit on 12 thrones, judging the tribes” –
Mt 19:27-8; Lk 22:30

Serve; stand by Jesus



“Eat and drink at my table in my kingdom” –
Lk 22:30

Low status/ humility/ “least” 


Ascription “great” – Lk 9:48; cf. Mt 5:19

Renounce family / “last” 



Ascription “first” – Mk 10:31 and par.
Inheritance and reward

Renounce family 




Inheritance of eternal life – Mt 19:29

Meekness 




Inheritance of the earth – Mt 5:5

Poor in spirit, persecuted 



Possession of the kingdom of God –
Mt 5:3,10; Lk 6:20

Sell all, give to the poor 



Treasure in heaven –
Mk 10:21 and par.; Lk 12:33

Persecuted 




Rewards in heaven – Lk 6:23; Mt 5:12
Salvation

Renounce family; hate one’s life 


Eternal life – Mt 19:29 and par.; Jn 12:25

Endure to the end 



Salvation – Mt 10:22

Lose one’s life 




Salvation – Mk 8:35 and par.

Mourn 





Laughter – Lk 6:21; comfort – Mt 5:4

Hunger 





Satisfaction of hunger – Lk 6:21; Mt 5:6

Pure in heart 




See God – Mt 5:8
The honours of the first category reside in the relationships of patronage. They speak of Jesus’ positive estimation of his faithful disciples, and his recommendation of them to the divine Patron. Jesus, by confessing them before the Father, acts as the μεσίτης (mediator or “broker”)
 in the divine grant of honour. In addition, the ascription of divine sonship (υἱοί θεοῦ, an eschatological term in the OT and in the Synoptics)
 constitutes honour from the Father himself.

The second category relates to positions of high honour in the kingdom to come. Jesus presents his disciples with images of themselves enjoying the exalted status of judges and privileged guests. 
The honours of the third category reside in the benefits of inheritance and rewards. These are promises of the divine vindication of disciples of Jesus as the true heirs of the covenant.

The fourth category refers to that transcendent quality of life which is ζωή αἰώνιος. Salvation is elsewhere described as “entrance into the kingdom of God (Mk 10:17-25) or “into the joy of the Lord” (Mt 25:21, 23). The language of these promises was not new to Jesus’ disciples and the earliest Christians, for the blessings of the age to come were the common expectation of the people of Israel. However, Jesus claims in these texts that he is the one through whom the reception of the promises will come. In Jesus’ distinctive restoration eschatology, “Israel’s hopes are redefined and remolded around him and his own agenda for the kingdom.”
 By appropriating the promises for those who will commit themselves in total allegiance to him, he provides a strong motivation for them to endure and transcend whatever negative consequences will result from their radical discipleship.

In terms of Abraham Maslow’s well known motivation theory, it is evident that the motivations discussed above appeal to the higher levels of his “hierarchy of needs.”
 Jesus’ emphasis on self-denial in fact relativises all levels of need. Jesus does not deny these needs, but urges his disciples to look to God for their satisfaction. The Father will take care of physiological needs and needs for safety and economic security, just as he does for the birds and flowers (Mt 6:19-34), and the need for social relationships is to be filled by the new family of Jesus-followers (Mk 3:35; 10:30). The needs for esteem (honour) and for what Maslow calls “self-actualisation” (possibly equivalent to John’s expression “abundant life” [ζωὴν περισσὸν ἔχειν, Jn 10:10] or Paul’s term for “mature” [τέλιος, Eph 4:13]) are those which, for Jesus, are best met by God alone. By placing the bestowal of divine honour, salvation and eternal life before his disciples, Jesus promises the satisfaction of the deepest and highest human needs, providing a powerful motivation for turning aside from self-gratification in this world.

Finally, it may be objected that self-denial for the reward of eschatological honour is still self-seeking. Not so, for Jesus never condemns the seeking of honour in itself; rather, he clarifies from whom it is to be sought. Honour granted by God is the honour most to be desired. Therefore Jesus drastically relativises the seeking of honour on any other basis than allegiance to himself and to the Father.
4.5 The legitimation of self-denial

This section examines several additional text-segments from the teachings of Jesus. These words can be seen to promote the attitudes of self-denial by providing an alternative view of honour, shame and family. In addition, they affirm those who have denied themselves on Jesus’ account.

4.5.1 Redefinition as a destigmatisation technique

As I have shown above (4.3), it was Jesus’ expectation that those who denied themselves, took up their cross and followed him would experience negative social consequences. Because “self” in their culture was largely socially determined, self-denial was also largely a social phenomenon. For the disciples, commitment to the radical new Way of Jesus the Messiah required re-evaluation of their previous loyalties and renunciation of the control of social conventions over their lives. To step out of the race for honour was to invite the negative judgement of shame from those still engaged in competing. This loss of honour might include hostility, ridicule, slander and persecution. It could result in alienation from family and other groups, and possibly the loss of livelihood.

Thus the earliest Christians often found themselves in a difficult social position. They were certainly regarded as (what sociologists now term) “deviant,” i.e., as departing radically from the social norms. They were variously seen by Jews and Romans as separatists and fanatics, labelled as outsiders and troublemakers, and persecuted as such. How do groups respond in such situations? Philip Richter has examined modern typologies of “destigmatisation techniques” employed by those whom society has labelled as deviants.
 In applying this typology to the NT writings of Luke and Paul, he finds that neither writer favours acquiescence to this labelling, or entertains the possibility of capitulation to societal norms, but that both use a variety of techniques to deal with stigmatisation. One of these, used by both writers, is the strategy of redefinition, in which the stigma of being a “Christian” is reinterpreted as a badge of honour.
 For Paul, for example, the cross is salvation (1 Cor 1:18), and loss is gain (Phil 3:8); in the Gospels, the least is the greatest (Lk 9:48), and the last is really first (Lk 13:30).

Although many of the antithetical sayings examined above (4.2) use the future tense, expressing the certainty of eschatological reversal, some use the present (e.g., Lk 9:48, referred to above) and may be considered to be examples of “redefinition of the situation” by Jesus. How one sees things depends on the point of view taken; Jesus encourages his followers to have regard to the higher court of reputation, “for that which is highly-esteemed (ὑψηλός) among people is detestable (βδέλυγμα) in the sight of God” (Lk 16:15b).

In the original Sitz im Leben, Jesus’ use of redefinition can be seen as a prophetic strategy, the purpose of which is to expose common attitudes and practices as inconsistent with the kingdom of God (e.g., Jesus redefines public piety as hypocrisy [Mt 6:2]). But a converse use of redefinition is evident as well, as in Jesus’ reinterpretation of the “least” as the “greatest” (Lk 9:48); by this means Jesus reveals the high esteem of his lowly hearers in the sight of God, opening them to a new view of things and motivating them towards discipleship. The Beatitudes can be seen as examples of this, as I will show below.

In the Sitz im Leben of the early church, redefinition also became a strategy for encouraging followers of Jesus to persevere in their social difficulties of loss and persecution. For example, the Letter to the Hebrews is replete with instances of shame being redefined as honour.
 But the Gospels themselves function in this way. By taking account of Matthew’s and Luke’s redactional activity, the texts which are commonly called the Beatitudes may legitimately be viewed as material which assisted its first-century readers to reassess their social situation in terms of honour and shame.
4.5.2 The Beatitudes as a redefinition of shame

Leland White approaches the Matthean Beatitudes (Mt 5:3-12) as the introduction to the “Sermon on the Mount.”
 Utilising a model proposed by cultural anthropologist Mary Douglas, he finds that the sermon, in its elaboration of alternative norms of behaviour, provides many clues about the social location of the earliest Christian communities. Although the sermon demonstrates that the ἐκκλησία (i.e., “Matthew’s community”) has a strong corporate identity, as would be expected in any collectivist society,
 Jesus’ radical new standards constitute sharp boundaries between the Christian group and the larger dominant society.
 There is a clash of values, and evidence of hostility, but there is an ethic of love and non-violence which proscribes the pursuit of conventional power and honour. The social status of the community is low; although it seeks righteousness (δικαιοσύνη), seen here as an honour term [Mt 5:6, 10]) the community lacks public recognition. The Beatitudes then address the ἐκκλησία as a group suffering from deprivation of various kinds, but vindicated and honoured by God.

If Matthew’s redactional emphases in any way reflect the situation of his audience, then White’s approach is socially plausible, although his interpretation at times makes too much use of speculative “mirror-reading.”
 K.C. Hanson builds on this approach, and in a detailed study of makarisms and reproaches (i.e., beatitudes and woes) shows that both μακάριος and its Hebrew equivalent אַשְׁרֵי are part of the semantic field and value system of honour and shame; he proposes that they be translated “how honourable,” rather than “blessed,” “happy” or “fortunate.”
 
Similarly, οὐαι and its Hebrew equivalent  הוֹיshould be translated “how shameful” or “shame on,” rather than “woe to.” Unlike a blessing, which is a formal positive empowerment bestowed by God or an authorised mediator, a makarism does not require a cultic mediator or ritual setting, and neither does it confer power; rather, it is a public exclamation of honour, a “social imputation of esteem for manifesting desirable behaviour or commitments.”

Matthew 5:3-12 consists of a block of eight simple makarisms (5:3-10) plus one which is more extended (5:11-12). Luke 6:20-23 attests four of these. Each of the simple makarisms incorporates a value judgement (μακάριος) on a class of people, (e.g., οἱ πτωχοὶ τῷ πνεύματι) together with a “motivational” clause detailing the grant of honour (e.g., ὅτι αὐτῶν ἐστιν ἡ βασιλεία τῶν οὐρανῶν).
 The first four of Matthew’s makarisms speak of a reversal of circumstances for those who are unfortunate, while the second four speak of a confirmation of their honourable behaviour and its ultimate reward.
 

The most explicit of the makarisms, in terms of honour and shame, is the final, climactic one (Mt 5:11-12 = Lk 6:22), which uses the language of reproach (ὀνειδίσωσιν), persecution (διώξωσιν) and slander (εἴπωσιν πᾶν πονηρὸν καθ’ ὑμῶν). Jerome Neyrey, in a recent detailed study, maintains that this makarism, describing the devastating shame of public banning, explains the rest of the makarisms, giving the reason why disciples became “poor in spirit,” “hungry,” etc.
 Neyrey envisages a very concrete situation in which members of the Jesus movement, or of the early church, have been disinherited by their families, and consequently shunned. If this is a valid scenario (and it may be, though not the only possible one), then the Beatitudes can be interpreted along the following lines:

The “poor” (Luke 6:20) are those who have been reduced to begging;
 however, they are pronounced honourable, and are promised the kingdom of heaven. Matthew adds “in spirit” (Mt 5:3); White, plausibly, takes the “poor in spirit” to refer to those deprived of power because of their low status.

Those who “mourn” (Mt 5:4) are grieving the loss of their kin and their social standing; nevertheless, God honours them, and they will be comforted.

The πραεῖς (“gentle/meek/humble”) are those who do not respond to challenges of honour. Though they make no claims to honour, they are nevertheless honourable, and will inherit the earth (Mt 5:5). Alternatively, this class of people could be the dispossessed, those who have been denied access to resources which should be theirs; this fits better with the promise of inheritance.

Those who “hunger” (Luke 6:21a) are those who have been ostracised for following Jesus, and consequently have lost their means of livelihood. Matthew adds “and thirst after righteousness” (Mt 5:6); White reads this as a lack of public acceptability—a longing for common respect.
 The promise is that they will be satisfied.

The “merciful” (Mt 5:7) are those who forgo vengeance, and, instead, forgive debts. They are promised mercy in return.

The “pure in heart” (Mt 5:8, not discussed by Neyrey) probably refers to those who eschew pretence, and thus are in contrast to those shamed for their hypocrisy in Matthew 23; the promise is that they will “see God.”
The “peacemakers” (Mt 5:9) are those who avoid strife, and seek reconciliation and shalom, rather than the satisfaction of honour. They are honoured with the declaration that they are children of God.

The “persecuted” (Mt 5:10,11) have been shunned by family and neighbours, suffering abuse, ostracism and slander. They are promised a “great reward in heaven.”
All these, on account of their following of Jesus, have acted contrary to cultural expectations and have lost public esteem. However, Jesus “revalues what has been disvalued, and honours what has been shamed.”
 Jesus has reinterpreted his followers’ shame (according to the dominant society) as honour (according to himself and to God). He has affirmed their identity as part of the new kingdom of God. Their righteousness, hidden from their persecutors, is valued by God. On this basis, therefore, those who have suffered the consequences of radical self-denial for the sake of Jesus are motivated to persevere in the midst of social conflict.

One objection may be dealt with here: Gerald Downing believes that Neyrey’s use of the term “honour” is incoherent, because the respect that Jesus has for the disciples can hardly compensate them for a loss of social esteem.
 Downing is doubtless correct in maintaining that what Jesus offers (what I call “honour from God”) is not a “social” value, i.e., not an alternative fulfillment of the honour that was normally sought from one’s community. Downing affirms, correctly, that Jesus offers “alternative goals [emphasis his], a redefinition of what makes life worth living, μακάριος.” In the absence of a more specific term, however, “honour” is an appropriate (and biblical) designation for an important and transformative concept. For Jesus and the Gospel writers, honour is a “multi-level metaphor,”
 not merely a sociological term. In the Sermon on the Mount and elsewhere, the two kinds of “honour” (i.e., worldly honour and divine honour) are relativised. What was sought (the esteem of the community) has now become less desirable, for the esteem of God is worth more.

4.5.3 The redefinition of family

By redefining honour and shame (or rather, by setting human honour and shame  against the ultimate honour and shame which comes from God) Jesus provided a new perspective which not only enabled his followers to deny themselves, but also enabled them to cope with whatever social consequences might result from their decision to be disciples. However, this redefinition went only part way towards the fulfilment of Jesus’ purposes.

He was bringing to light a new manifestation of the kingdom of God, a people whose identity as the New Israel was continuous with, but distinct from, the traditional Israel. Sociologically, however, Jesus’ disciples must live their lives in the midst of a dominant society which viewed the new distinctives as deviant, and which therefore tended to treat the disciples with contempt and hostility. Identity and social wellbeing were so embedded in family solidarity that isolation or exclusion on account of deviancy would be devastating. In such a culture, a “self” cannot exist alone. Where could disciples look for human support? Divine honour may compensate for the loss of societal honour, but is there a compensation for the loss of one’s family? The Gospels say “yes.” I note here a number of text-segments in which Jesus enigmatically but effectively redefines “family.”
Mark 3:31-35 (= Mt 12:46-50 = Lk 8:19-21) records a situation in which Jesus’ mother and brothers stand outside, waiting for Jesus, who is inside, surrounded by a crowd as he teaches. When told about his family, some of whom may have been involved in accusations against him (Mk 3:21), Jesus asks, “Who is my mother and my brothers?” Then to the crowd he says, “Here are my mother and my brothers; whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.” Jesus here indicates his intention to replicate in the group of his followers a set of relationships analogous to natural kinship, a new society the membership of which was to be predicated on “doing the will of God.” It was “a new social world in the making,”
 a new family of fictive kin.

Mark 10:29-30 (= Mt 19:28-29 = Lk 18:29-30) is a text-segment in which Jesus anticipates the provision of fictive kin relationships in place of the natural kin relationships which have been “left” for the sake of Jesus and the gospel:

Οὐδείς ἐστιν ὃς ἀφῆκεν 

οἰκίαν ἢ ἀδελφοὺς ἢ ἀδελφὰς ἢ μητέρα ἢ πατέρα ἢ τέκνα ἢ ἀγροὺς 
ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ καὶ ἕνεκεν τοῦ εὐαγγελίου, 
ἐὰν μὴ λάβῃ ἑκατονταπλασίονα νῦν ἐν τῷ καιρῷ τούτῳ 
οἰκίας καὶ ἀδελφοὺς καὶ ἀδελφὰς καὶ μητέρας καὶ τέκνα καὶ ἀγροὺς 

μετὰ διωγμῶν, καὶ ἐν τῷ αἰῶνι τῷ ἐρχομένῳ ζωὴν αἰώνιον. 

The relationships which have been “left” include brothers, sisters, mother, father and children. The relationships “received” include all of these except father; this absence is significant. The new “family” would acknowledge only God as Father—all patriarchal structures would be abolished. The pre-eminence of the new “family” over the old is represented symbolically by the “hundred-fold.” It is very clear that this is no eschatological promise, but that the new “family” would have real existence in the present evil world, for Jesus specifies νῦν ἐν τῷ καιρῷ τούτῳ as distinct from ἐν τῷ αἰῶνι τῷ ἐρχομένῳ, and includes the certainty of persecutions.

The groups which formed around Jesus (both the itinerant band which travelled with him and the groups centred on the homes of his friends) may be regarded as prototypes of the new inclusive “family” we see coming into existence in the book of Acts, after the coming of the Holy Spirit.
 Paul makes much use of the metaphor of the family
—the church is “the household of God” and its members are ἀδελφοί, brothers and sisters—but the metaphor had its origin in Jesus’ teachings, as the above passages illustrate. Disciples who had “denied themselves” and experienced consequent social shame are empowered by Jesus’ affirmation of them as part of the renewed eschatological family who are the true children of God and heirs of his kingdom.
4.6 Summary and conclusions

The exegesis of the Gospel passages in Chapter Three showed that the self-denial of which Jesus spoke can be described as an individual’s rejection of the sources of honour which are traditional, normal and foundational in human society, out of consideration for a higher source of honour, i.e., the honour granted and promised by God.

This present chapter has investigated a wider range of texts in the Synoptic Gospels, seeking nuances in Jesus’ teaching relating to honour and the self. This material strongly supports the conclusions reached in Chapter Three. A brief summary follows. 
Self-denial as humility and service

To deny oneself is to refuse to give oneself honour; it is the renunciation of the quest for status. From the examination of the sayings in which Jesus castigates self-exaltation (4.2), it was seen that Jesus legitimates this humbling of oneself by affirming humility and service as attitudes and actions greatly valued by God. Self-denial is thus fostered and empowered by the knowledge that one is now honoured by God and that this honour will be manifested publicly in the future.

Self-denial as loss of honour

In considering the possible social consequences of self-denial (4.3), it was found that Jesus’ relativisation of family and wealth is so strong that disattachment from them can be considered not merely a consequence of discipleship, but actually a prerequisite. Both family and wealth exert strong claims, and both are sources and symbols of honour. However, both may constitute systems of control which are inimical to discipleship, and allegiance to them is seen as a hindrance to following Jesus. Self-denial, as the denial of family, is founded upon the benevolence of the divine Father; as the denial of possessions, it is enabled by the reality of heavenly riches; as the denial of status in society, it is founded on the higher honour of Jesus as the one to whom primary loyalty is due.

Self-denial as a purposeful activity

The motivations for self-denial, suggested in the exegesis of the “self-denial” sayings, have been confirmed and expanded by the other texts considered in this chapter (4.4). An examination of prepositions and “avoidance and attainment goals” has established that self-denial is founded upon the honourable reputation of Jesus and upon participation in the kingdom of God; it is motivated negatively by the prospect of divine disapproval (eschatological shame) and positively by the prospect of divine honour (eschatological rewards).

Self-denial as an honourable activity

Finally, we have seen that aspects of self-denial and its consequences are reinterpreted in the Gospels, particularly in the Beatitudes (4.5). Self-denial is motivated and affirmed by Jesus’ new perspective in which aspects of discipleship that are not honoured by the dominant society are honoured by God, and in which the new eschatological family of God becomes a reality. 
CHAPTER FIVE INTERPRETATIONS AND APPLICATIONS
5.1 Honour as a foundation for self-denial

The questions posed at the beginning of Chapter One have been answered. The paradoxical “self-denial” sayings (Mk 8:34 and par.) are clarified both by their literary settings and by other sayings of Jesus. Self-denial, as it is called for in the Gospels, must be seen in the context of the group-centred first-century culture in which the values of honour and shame are foundational, and in which the non-individualist “self” is firmly embedded in the social groups that shape and control it. To deny one’s “self” in this system is no small thing, for it entails stepping outside the safety of conformity into the vulnerability and danger of public disapproval. Such a step is likely to be the beginning of a journey from honour to shame.

For the disciples of Jesus, this journey involves leaving family and possessions, “taking up the cross” and following him, and sharing his shame, even to the extent of possibly “losing one’s life.” Such a journey requires a powerful motivation. This motivation is clearly indicated in the Gospels: it is the honour bestowed by God, not only on Jesus but also on his followers (not only by virtue of their association with him, but also on his followers directly) and not only in the future but also in the present.
 

For the disciples, the message of Jesus is good news. It offers a relationship to the Κύριος who supersedes all other masters, and a sense of participation in the worldwide kingdom of God. It tells of God’s bestowal of favour: the humble are adopted as children, receiving the benefit of a new family and an eternal inheritance. It communicates a new sense of worth, a new realisation of the Father’s love, a new spirit to revitalise social and religious life. The renewal of Israel is not invested in the temple or the hierocracy, but in the local community of ordinary people.
 This amazing grant of honour can be nothing but motivational; it is a new way of being which relativises the customs of society and frees people from the bonds of self-interest. It is reason sufficient to evoke self-denial.

A typology cited by Wayne Meeks is helpful in describing this bestowal of honour from God. Meeks distinguishes three categories: 1) “objective status,” which depends on the structure of one’s environment, 2) “accorded status,” which is prestige granted by others and exhibited externally, and 3) “subjective status,” which is perceived internally and which gives a personal sense of social location.
 In purely social terms, a disciple of Jesus may suffer losses in all three categories, as we have seen. However, where God is the one who accords status, it is received by faith as a “subjective status,” i.e., a personal sense of honour and of location, by grace, in the family and kingdom of God. For a later generation of disciples, this subjective status receives glorious expression in Ephesians 1:3-14, an extended passage overflowing with the language of divine honour (blessing, election, grace, mercy, inheritance, etc.) lavished on followers of Jesus.

How is it possible to make the transition from this first-century understanding of self-denial, in the light of the cultural values of honour and shame, to an understanding of self-denial in today’s world, where cultural contexts are so different? Before indicating briefly a possible hermeneutical approach, I want to clear a path through some conceptions of self-denial that either have no basis in Jesus’ words, or appear to be inadequate representations of Jesus’ words.
5.2 Self-denial without honour: a few historical considerations

In Chapter One it was noted that interpretations of the “self-denial” sayings have been diverse, and that this diversity has caused difficulty, even confusion, regarding the understanding and application of these sayings in today’s world. An exhaustive historical review is beyond the scope of the present study, but nonetheless I would like to outline some interpretations of self-denial, both pre-Christian and Christian, which have been (and still are) influential in a negative way. I will take them in chronological order and critique them in the light of the conclusions reached above.
5.2.1 Self-denial as self-fulfilment

The Greek philosophers entertained ideas akin to self-denial. Plato advocated discipline of the body through self-control; Aristotle also urged self-control for the sake of moderation. The Epicureans renounced the world in the interests of pleasure and freedom from worry, and the Stoics practised the discipline (ἄσκησις) of an austere life for the sake of individual moral reform. It is not surprising that the verb ἀρνέομαι was never used by the Greeks in the sense of denying oneself, for their goal of self-fulfilment (the good of one’s soul) was essentially egocentric; their programme, comprising a denial of the σῶμα and a promotion of the ψυχή, was not so much self-denial as self-absorption.
 Associated with this was the practice of ἀναχώρησις εἰς ἑαυτον, withdrawal into oneself, a meditative discipline which later became a symbol of monasticism. By contrast, self-denial according to the Gospels is inextricably linked to following Jesus—it is the alignment of oneself with his programme.
5.2.2 Self-denial as self-affliction

The rituals of penance have traditionally employed a wide repertoire of behaviours in which one afflicts oneself with the discipline of physical discomforts. How do these behaviours relate to the concept of self-denial implicit in Jesus’ teachings?

The notion of self-inflicted harm is not present in the NT. References such as 1 Corinthians 9:27 (where Paul “buffets” his body, making it his slave) and Matthew 19:12 (where some “make eunuchs of themselves for the sake of the kingdom of God”) are almost certainly figurative. Self-denial in the Gospels is based on the meaning of the verb ἀρνέομαι; it comprises a certain detachment from self for the sake of submission to God, and may often be uncomfortable, as in the disciplines of prayer and fasting, but it includes no suggestion of ritual physical self-affliction.

An expression in the OT, usually and appropriately translated “humble yourselves,” has, however, often been translated “afflict yourselves.”
 This expression refers to the rites required for the Day of Atonement, and uses the root ענה, which can mean, in the Piel stem, either “to humble” or “to afflict.”
 The latter meaning is required in situations where an action is intended to bring someone low (to humble or humiliate them) even by mistreatment or violence.
 However, the former meaning, “to humble,” is more appropriate in situations where one puts oneself in a low position, with an attitude of humility, usually with fasting of various kinds, and with sackcloth and ashes (e.g., Ps 35:13; Isa 58:3, 5). This humility is an attitude of submission to God; it is an acknowledgement of relationship to God, and of God’s honour. As such, it is not in conflict with Jesus’ call to deny self for his sake.
 The LXX translators recognised this distinction, using ταπεινόω (to humble) for the former meaning of ענה, and κακόω (to harm, mistreat) for the latter).
 Physical self-affliction thus finds no justification in these OT texts.

5.2.3 Self-denial as self-negation

The ascetic community of Qumran practised a radical religious self-discipline which included retreat from the world, rigorous separation from all impurity, mandatory surrender of personal possessions, and strict rules for behaviour in a totally communal lifestyle. There was strong pressure for each individual to conform to the corporate ethos and the doctrines of the collective. This seems to have led to the formation of distinctive and strongly heteronomous views of the “self.” In the Hodayot (the Thanksgiving Hymns) the “self” is expressed in very negative terms. Although God is extolled as holy and gracious, the writer sees himself as utterly vile:

I, a shape of clay kneaded in water,

A ground of shame and a source of pollution,

A melting-pot of wickedness and an edifice of sin,

A straying and perverted spirit of no understanding... (1QH 1:22)

What is he that is born of woman amid all your fearful works?

He is a thing constructed of dust, a thing kneaded with water.

His beginning is sinful guilt and ignominious shame,

A fount of uncleanness over whom a spirit of error rules. (1QH 13:14-15)

The “self-denial” evidenced here is in fact self-negation; it is the language of masochism in which the self is evacuated of any worth at all.
 There is such a retreat from autonomy that the self becomes totally submerged in God. This kind of pious self-depreciation seems to share the spirit of later forms of Christian asceticism which see the self as nothing before God; it is self-denial without honour.

5.2.4 Self-denial as Christian asceticism

Asceticism is a worldwide religious phenomenon which is difficult to define.
 The following elements, found in various forms, in both secular and religious contexts, are commonly present: (a) the idea of voluntary personal discipline, (b) renunciation of various physical dimensions of life for the purpose of self-improvement, self-mastery or other non-physical benefits, (c) the idea of personal sacrifice as a virtue, and sometimes (d) a low estimation of the value of the self.

Asceticism has been described as “an internal exchange: a rigorous training which exchanges short-term enjoyment for long-term gains.”
 By this definition, the self-denial enjoined in the Gospels can be seen as a species of asceticism, but strong qualifications need to be made with reference to the elements enumerated above.
The term “asceticism” is derived from the word ἄσκησις (practice, training, discipline). The cognate verb ἀσκέω (practise, exercise, exert oneself) appears in the NT only in Acts 24:16—Paul “exerts himself” to maintain a good conscience. Although declining to use the term (at least in the surviving literature) Paul certainly promotes the practice of personal discipline. He uses the metaphor of the athlete (1 Cor 9:24-27), not without regard to the personal rewards of honour, but also διὰ τὸ εὐαγγέλιον (9:23), and primarily διὰ τὸν Χριστόν (Phil 3:7). Thus Paul’s ἄσκησις is founded not on a self-improvement programme, but on his personal relationship with Christ—on honour received and promised.

In post-Pauline Christianity, however, ascetic practices came to be increasingly divorced from the evangelistic impulse, and associated rather with the pursuit of individual holiness. Part of this interpretation of self-denial was, for some, such as Ignatius, Tertullian and Origen, the desire to be martyred—to experience the same death as Christ. These leaders also advocated other ascetic practices in the early church, christianising elements of the Hellenistic ascetic heritage.
 Many of the early ascetics retreated, as hermits, to caves or to the desert. There seems to have been, in some quarters, competition to achieve higher degrees of ascetic “status.” Celibacy was promoted as the ideal Christian way of life in such works as The Acts of Paul and Thecla. Eventually, with the establishment of monastic communities, ascetic practices became a standard mark of holiness for clergy, and in 1123 celibacy became a binding rule.

St. Francis of Assisi (1182-1226) took the “self-denial” words of Jesus very literally. Reared in an atmosphere of luxury, he renounced all he had after his conversion. He and his followers lived in obedience, chastity and poverty, without anything of their own, “following the teaching and footprints of our Lord Jesus Christ.” His Rule states:

Let all the brothers wear poor clothes, and, with the blessing of God, they can patch them with sackcloth and other pieces; let them not seek expensive clothing in this world, so that they may have a garment in the kingdom of heaven.

Self-denial, for Francis, includes almost total repudiation of the body:

Let us hold our bodies in scorn and contempt because, through our own fault, we are all wretched and corrupt, disgusting and worms, as the Lord says through the Prophet (Ps 22:6).

According to Francis, we are “miserable and wretched, rotten and foul, ungrateful and evil ones.”
 St. Francis’ life was immensely influential for good, but this interpretation of self-denial as self-negation was also influential. It is an interpretation which gives insufficient consideration to the honour of the total human person as an image of God, and to the honourable status of a Christian as a child of God. 

A similar emphasis can be seen in a book, written in the 15th century, that some say is perhaps the most widely read book in the world, after the Bible—Thomas à Kempis’ Imitation of Christ. This devotional work on Christian discipleship includes much sound material on self-denial, urging a complete self-giving to God. However, at times Thomas’ writing, like that of Francis, is reminiscent of the Hodayot: he writes in various places about “disregarding” oneself, “condemning and abasing” oneself, “abandoning all self-esteem, treating myself as the dust that I am.”
 “I am nothing but utter nothingness,” a “worthless creature,” a “blackened sinner.”
 He puts these words in God’s mouth:

Learn to crush your own desires, and surrender yourself in complete subjection. Show yourself so humbled and insignificant that everyone can walk over you and tread you down like the mud of the streets.

In this interpretation of self-denial, Thomas goes further than the Scriptures. There is danger in taking a lower view of oneself than God does. Rather than saying “no” to the self, this view negates and annihilates the self. It is aptly critiqued in the words of theologian Robert Koch:

The traditional sense [of self-denial] provides a graphic example of how, in the process by which theology, moral teaching and asceticism are progressively emancipated from holy scripture, a saying of Jesus that is genuine has become obscured and changed from its original meaning so as to have a purely moralising application. The good tidings of the biblical message have been replaced by a gloomy ‘ascetic’ imperative, and this represents an impoverishment of one of Jesus’ demands which is genuine and important.

5.2.5 Self-denial as Gelassenheit

In the sixteenth century Anabaptist movement we find a renewed concern for radical Christian discipleship which incorporated a form of self-denial that was anything but gloomy. The early Anabaptists used the term Gelassenheit, taken over from the medieval German mystics (notably Meister Eckhart), to denote yieldedness to God, renunciation of self-will and detachment from created things for the sake of attachment to God.
 Unlike the monastic mystics, the Anabaptists were engaged in a Christian witness in the midst of secular society. For them Gelassenheit was not only a characteristic of individual piety, but an attitude which was to be demonstrated practically by the relinquishment of all property rights, by the distribution of wealth among the Christian brotherhood, and by the abandonment of worldly weapons, together with the readiness to suffer on account of Christ. As such, it constitutes an appropriate expression of self-denial in a sense consistent with Jesus’ teaching.
 Donovan Smucker aptly summarises:

Gelassenheit was the perfect teaching for the conquering of egocentricity under the powerful impact of brotherhood in the midst of a hostile, even lethal environment. Much of the radicalism of the early Anabaptists stems from this total flinging of the self into the heart of a Spirit-filled fellowship radiant with Messianic Kingdom awareness.

However, in later documents of the Hutterites, the Amish and the Mennonites, the social implications of Gelassenheit became codified in terms of behaviour, dress and other rituals. While the purpose of this codification was to promote a community life of peace and love, and to limit behaviour which would enable people to enhance themselves at the expense of their fellows,
 it also provided an opportunity for legalism to raise its ugly head. In many communities self-denial became institutionalised, and the communities themselves became ascetic communities focussed on their own distinctiveness.
5.2.6 Self-denial as self-sacrifice

In some sections of the contemporary Christian church there is an interpretation of self-denial as a denial of one’s very identity. One pastor in my experience contorted “servanthood” to such an extreme that he acted as a “doormat” to be taken advantage of by all. Such an interpretation diminishes the value of the self in the sense that it denies the intrinsic worth of one’s individuality and the honour of one’s createdness. It can be described by the use of the graphic psychological term, “self-shrinkage.”
 It is disrespect for one’s self—another form of self-denial without honour.

Although this misinterpretation is by no means gender-specific, some recent studies have drawn attention to the ways in which it is relevant especially to women. The study by Jean Majewski, mentioned above (p. 3), confronts the common perception that, for women, self-denial means self-sacrifice, i.e., the sacrifice of one’s own comfort or gratification, and the restraint of one’s natural desires.
 The message given to women by the Church (i.e., by Christian men) has been that others must come first:

She is to have endless amounts of time, energy, and desire to meet the needs of others. An inclination to attend to herself in any way is regarded as selfish. Once a woman has internalised the belief that she is always to be for others and never for herself, that her opinions and self are worthless, ...she thinks and acts in ways to confirm those assessments—she represses.

This conception of self-denial, says Majewski, is oppressive and repressive, and has caused much suffering. It turns a person into a victim who exists for the sake of everyone else. She counters the oppressive “duty” to deny oneself with the observation that the self-denial of the Gospels is characterised by freedom and intentionality. In other words, sell-denial, which is predicated solely on a desire to follow Jesus, is never forced on anyone.

In a similar vein, Brita Gill-Austern points out that to promote self-denial as self-sacrifice and self-abnegation, as some Christian theology does, is contrary to the real aim of Christian love, and is dangerous to women’s psychological, physical and spiritual health.
 She explains that self-sacrifice is often the path taken by women in order to maintain the connectedness and relationality in which their identity is essentially experienced. Self-sacrifice is often motivated by a woman’s economic and social dependence on men, leading her to lose touch with her own needs, desires and sense of self, to become resentful, bitter and depressed, to overfunction for others, and to underfunction for herself, with a consequent loss of self-esteem and abdication of personal giftedness. Gill-Austern notes that, in contrast, Jesus’ invitation to self-denial implies no absence of self-concern, “no quelling of uniqueness or individuality, no witholding of the self,” but rather “an offering up of one’s very fullness.”
 Ched Myers supports the findings of these women. He writes,

“Bear the cross” has been an admonition to deny one’s own experience, needs, pain, pleasure, and rights. It has meant servanthood, not in the sense of diakonia, but in the sense of woman as man’s lesser helper or slave. When self-sacrifice is defined as negation of self it is destructive for women and others conditioned by society to “selflessness.” This understanding of Christian love has been particularly shaped by European and Euro-American patriarchal traditions.

The NT provides a critique of all forms of asceticism which negate the value of the self. Self-denial in the NT is a total self-giving in which the self is not something worthless, but something costly to relinquish. Paul captures this when he calls disciples of Jesus to “present your bodies [i.e., your selves] as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God” (Rom 12:1). John Sanford comments:

We cannot sacrifice what we do not have. A person not in possession of himself cannot turn himself over to God for God’s use; the call is to greater—not less—ego strength, in the psychological sense.

In the Gospels it is clear that self-denial is in no way regarded as masochism. I have made reference above to the purpose and motivations for Paul’s discipline of his body; this is self-denial based on honour, i.e., respect both for the self and for Christ on whose account the ἄσκησις is undertaken. In the Gospels Jesus consistently affirms personhood, and treats all people respectfully. He goes out of his way to honour those the world dishonours, and to accept those the world rejects.
 He never acts preferentially toward people on the basis of race, gender, religion or other markers of social status.
 In this regard, Norman Kraus comments:

In personal exchanges Jesus recognised each individual’s unique self-identity and aspirations. He related to persons according to their own inner longings and resolve. He did not depersonalise individuals by viewing them as types.

Even Jesus’ strong language of censure for Pharisees is no indication of contempt for their persons. His command to “love your neighbour as yourself” presupposes a self-love that he never condemns. Jesus cannot be accused of approving any submersion of the personality into a collectivistic embeddedness. On the contrary, he recognises individuals as having the dignity and status of children of God.

Unfortunately, inadequate and misleading interpretations of self-denial sometimes receive reinforcement from Christian scholars whose exegesis seems to reflect uncritically the assumptions of asceticism. For example, a respected lexicon gives the meaning of ἀρνησάσθω ἑαυτόν (Mk 8:34) as “[to] act in a wholly selfless manner, give up his personality,”
 and Ernest Best seems to see self-denial as the relinquishment of “the very right to be a human being.”

To sum up: there are some traditional perceptions of self-denial that owe little or nothing to the intent and context of Jesus’ teachings, although some claim to find their basis in the Gospels. As Koch points out, the trappings of asceticism have often been applied to Jesus’ words about self-denial. However, these trappings are challenged by the perspective of honour: to be a disciple of Jesus, voluntary personal discipline is required, and one must renounce much, not for the sake of esteem in the eyes of the present human society, but with regard to the esteem (both present and future) in which God holds the disciple. Human life is held in high regard by its Creator, and to “lose one’s life” for Christ’s sake is a response in which the honoured disciple honours the wholly honourable One.   
5.3 Self-understanding through self-denial and honour

Having outlined what self-denial is not, I turn now to consider what it does mean for a Christian to self-deny. This will depend on the person’s cultural context. The conclusion reached above was that self-denial is an individual’s choice to relativise certain values held in high regard by the dominant society, in favour of higher values centred in Jesus and his teaching. In the first century the values relativised were predominantly collectivist values. In our day it is more likely that self-denial will involve relativisation of individualist values.

Jesus’ invitation to self-denial constitutes not only a personal issue but a social one. It challenges people in both collectivist and individualist cultures. The Gospels, set in a collectivist culture, presume a strong commitment to group solidarity. The people of God, both in the OT and in the NT, are always one body; Paul’s “new man” is a collective body. However, the Gospels do not countenance a collectivism which is self-sufficient, or resistant to God. On the other hand, an individualist culture such as that of North America (although it acknowledges corporate solidarity in terms such as civic religion and American imperialism) tends to set up an idolatry of the individual self, which is equally opposed to God. Whatever the culture, Jesus’ call invites a revaluation of the self, but this will mean different things in different cultures.
5.3.1 Self-denial in a collectivist culture

In association with the term “shrinkage” to describe the “depletion of the self” in asceticism, Malina uses the term “bloated” for the opposite phenomenon of the “overgrown, overemphasised self.”
 The socially-embedded self of antiquity was often a “bloated” group self which, despite traditions of individual heroism, allowed little individuality, because the individual was essentially enmeshed in the group. Childrearing techniques that would be regarded today as repressive, abusive and productive of a “false self” aimed to extinguish a child’s self-will for the good of the group.
 Self-denial, then, in this context, was denial of the group self—an assertion of one’s will which forsook concern for the good of the group. It was a switch of loyalties, a leaving of one’s community in order to join another of greater worth to oneself, along with a renunciation of the need to maintain one’s public esteem.

Jesus, through his teaching and ministry, gave his disciples a new “vantage point” from which to view the world. In this new view, the “conventional perspectives on honour and shame, power and privilege, and the meaning of suffering in relation to God’s redemptive purpose, were overthrown.”
 These people experienced an “eschatological revaluation.”
 Jesus’ message of the grace of God coaxed them away from the satisfaction of a temporary and limited security, and into a more enduring one. Through self-surrender to the Κύριος Jesus, they were enabled to leave the social safety of the traditional community in which they were embedded. Through their appropriation of the honour bestowed on them and promised to them by Jesus, they were enabled to move towards a self that was (in contrast to the “old self” which they had left) not more autonomous, but more authentic— a self that was able to stand against the dominant society, as “a city set on a hill, a light set on a lampstand” (Mt 5:14, 15).

Christian self-denial, then, in this cultural context, entailed a movement out of a bloated collectivism in which one was nothing if group esteem was lost, and into a more authentic existence in which one’s esteem came from God. People in Western cultures today must make the journey into this authentic existence from the opposite direction, that is, by moving out of a bloated individualism.

5.3.2 Self-denial in an individualist culture

For many people, the search for self (i.e., the drive to answer the question “Who am I?”) is one of the compelling themes of their lives.
 In the modern individualistic climate the pursuit of self-fulfilment, self-actualisation and personal autonomy tends to make notions of self-denial unattractive, inaccessible and unpopular. For those Christians who are convinced that the source of proper self-understanding must lie in the scriptures, self-affirmation and self-denial may seem to be irreconcilable opposites. The conflict of knowing that God loves us, yet sensing that Jesus demands self-denial, may create a problem of identity.
 Which “self” does God love? Which “self” are we to deny? How can we deny ourselves if there is no clearly formulated concept of “self”? 

The reading of the Gospels presented in this thesis has attempted to reveal the understandings of “self” and “self-denial” that were current in the first century. I believe that approaching this topic from the perspective of honour and shame not only illuminates the ancient understandings but facilitates our appropriation of these understandings for our time and culture. Such an appropriation results in a concept of self-denial that is wholesome and life-giving, but that challenges some individualistic habits of thinking and practice.

The widespread escalation of the individualist mentality continues to be a significant pressure on Western society. Many factors have combined to nurture revolt against traditional moral values and to promote, instead, the assertion of personal autonomy. In a recent article, Kurt Remele surveys factors which have contributed to the formation of this “bloated individual self.”
 There are many even within the Christian church who appear to be promoting individualism. For example, Remele mentions the popular preaching of Robert Schuller and others who have created a “therapeutic religion” that emphasises one’s own responsibility and effort to build selfesteem.
 The German priest Eugen Drewermann, while providing a legitimate critique of the kind of Christianity which functions as “an ideology of self-suppression,” makes his own contribution to the elevation of self and the gospel of self-fulfillment by importing a plethora of psychological concepts to assist the growth of personal freedom and authenticity.

Many voices have been raised against this kind of trend. Bellah’s critique, Habits of the Heart, advocating a return to the values of community, has been mentioned above (p. 10). David Williams, drawing attention to the humanist/ capitalist ethic that continually strives to enhance one’s possessions, lifestyle and self-esteem, argues for Christian self-limitation.
 Christ is the example, for he limited himself in many ways for the sake of relationship with humanity; similarly, we must restrain our search for personal increase and for the realisation of every possible individual potential, in order to nurture the authentic personhood which only arises in relationship with others.
 Jesus’ call to self-denial is, for those who desire to follow Christ, a challenge to relinquish the values of modern individualism and the quest for personal autonomy and self-realisation. In the words of Ched Myers,

The gospel invitation to deny self does not refer to the negation of experience, selfhood, human rights, or physical integrity. Rather it challenges the self as the center of one’s universe. It calls us out of life centered in individualism and self-interest and into life according to God’s love.

It does not imply a return to the values of the “overly bloated and exaggerated collectivist self” in which one is submerged in one’s group. However, the renunciation of individual-orientation and of the pursuit of self does necessitate a move in the direction of group-orientation and the embrace of community. The “new vantage point” from which Christians are enabled to view Jesus as the one to whom ultimate honour is due, and to view ourselves as those who are already honoured children of God, enables us also to break free from submission to self and the dubious gains of self-aggrandisement. In denying the individualist self through submission to Jesus, we are enabled to forsake our concern for psychological “depth” and enter into the enjoyment of communal “breadth”—the social connectedness for which we hunger—in the form of the collective of Jesus’ brothers and sisters transformed by inner renewal and incorporated into a community of grace. As Norman Kraus says,
Under the rule of God we do not make self, but God the center. Only then do we find true “self-actualization,” in harmony with the full selfhood of others through authentic community.

The diagram below summarises what I have been attempting to say here. Wherever one finds oneself along the continuum between the extremes of collectivism and individualism, Christian self-denial will entail a casting aside of inadequate and confining self-understandings, and a falling in behind Jesus, with a movement towards Christian community.
Christian community

under the rule of God

     Self-denial 




      
      Self-denial

submission to Jesus 




 submission to Jesus


Collectivism/enmeshment 



Individualism/autonomy

   
    submission to group 

    Human
  
    submission to self






    society
The New Testament is a text which enables authentic self-understanding through consideration of honour and self-denial. Persons whose identity is embedded in their society (submission to the group), those who claim total individual autonomy (submission to the self), and all those on the continuum between these poles, are challenged by the gospel message to transfer their submission to Jesus. The issue of identity, which is the concern for self, must become an issue of loyalty, which is the acknowledgement of honour—the honour of Christ and the honour which God bestows on his disciples. It is through this honour that we are motivated and energised to deny ourselves, to take up the cross daily, and to follow him. 
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