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In this connection, I am surprised that Guy Hershberger’s War, Peace, and Nonresistance
does not receive attention, for he clearly articulates the need for a renewed vitality in the
spiritual life of twentieth-century Mennonites, and he instructively points to the early
Anabaptists for this reason. Hershberger fleshes out many things that Bender’s Vision presumes
or ignores, and it is too bad that Hershberger’s work has fallen out of circulation. See Guy
Franklin Hershberger, War, Peace, and Nonresistance (Scottdale: Herald Press, 1981), 255-60.
31
Consider also the individual/community and the Church/world dualisms.
32
Even Hauerwas, with his strong emphasis on practice, seems inadvertently to accept this
dualism in his response to Dintaman’s critique of The Anabaptist Vision.
33
This is not all that Dintaman recommends, but it seems to be the central idea he wishes to
elevate. See Dintaman, “Spiritual Poverty,” 206.

Jesus and Apostolic Authority
John Zimmerman, Union Seminary, Richmond, VA
In his discussion of Romans chapter 13 in The Politics of Jesus, John Howard
Yoder addressed the contrast that many people have seen between Paul’s
view of the state in that text and “the contrary duties which otherwise would
seem to follow from Jesus’ teaching and example.”1 Yoder raised the issue in
order to argue that Romans 13, properly understood, is very much in line with
the teachings and example of Jesus. But, if only to argue against the need for
taking the step, Yoder also stated that, if there were such a contrast between
the teachings of Jesus and the teachings of Paul, “there might well be some
good reasons to stand with Jesus against Paul.”2
I will attempt to present one such reason — namely that the historical
Jesus seems to have reserved teaching authority for himself and thus seems
not to have bestowed it upon any of his followers. I will also suggest some
implications for the future of Anabaptist-Mennonite scholarship if Jesus did,
as I will argue, retain for himself the authority to speak for God.
Historical study cannot tell us whether or not Jesus is Lord. However, by
weighing sources and providing context, methodologically sound historical study
can potentially clarify the content of Jesus’ message and actions. In making my
argument, I will use the methodological approach common to most current
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Jesus scholars. I am an adherent of the methods of the school that includes
scholars such as E. P. Sanders, John Meier, Geza Vermes, and Paula Fredriksen,
and thus I am not in alliance with the methods of the Jesus Seminar where their
methods differ.3 And, of course, any historical argument, especially regarding
an ancient figure for whom we have as few sources as we do for Jesus, involves
degrees of probability rather than certainties. Now, on to the case for believing
that Jesus probably did not see himself as delegating teaching authority to anyone.
First, we may be fairly confident that Jesus saw himself as having
teaching authority as God’s special spokesperson at a crucial moment in history
— as the prophet of the God of Israel at the dawn of a new age.4 As Sanders
has put it, Jesus “regarded himself as having full authority to speak and act on
behalf of God.” As such, and in contrast to Jewish scribes, Jesus did not
appeal to Scripture as the basis of his authority but rather presented his authority
as unmediated.5 We may also be confident that Jesus designated a group of
twelve followers around himself.6 That Jesus sent his twelve followers to
spread his message is likely.7 Each of those claims is worthy of extended
discussion, but for purposes of this argument, I will simply assume them —
referring those interested in them to my endnotes and to the secondary literature.
The question on which I want to focus is whether Jesus in some sense
authorized the Twelve — or his followers more generally — to be, like him,
spokespeople for God. Did Jesus grant at least some of his followers authority
to be prophets, in a sense, themselves? I will argue that Jesus probably did not
do so, and that only the Gospel of Matthew even implies any such authorization.
More than on anything else, the authority of the New Testament canon
is based on apostolic authority, authority that many believe Jesus gave certain
of his followers to speak decisively about him and his significance. At least
some in the early church assumed that Jesus did pass his teaching authority,
his prophetic office, to certain of his followers; that though Jesus himself
wrote nothing, he commissioned the apostles as spokespeople for God in their
own right, whose words others could receive as definitive.8
The word “apostle” implies one who has been sent on a mission. Even
if Jesus really did call the Twelve an Aramaic equivalent of “apostles,” while
the title implies that those so designated are sent, it does not imply the authority
their words are assumed to carry.9 To explore the authority question, I will
take the Synoptics one by one.
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1. Mark described the naming of the Twelve in 3:14-15.10 He then
stated that Jesus chose them “in order that they might be with him and that he
might send them out [apostello autous] to proclaim and to have authority
to cast out demons.”11 When he later sends them on a mission, the Markan
Jesus is again specifically said to give the Twelve “authority” — and again, it
is specifically authority over unclean spirits (6:7). In describing what happened
during their mission, Mark wrote that the apostles “proclaimed that all should
repent,” in addition to casting out “many demons” and anointing “with oil
many who were sick and cur[ing] them” (6:13). In reviewing their mission
after their return, Mark wrote that the apostles told Jesus “all that they had
done and taught” (6:30). Thus, although Mark emphasized that the Twelve
proclaimed and taught during their mission, and although he stated that Jesus
explicitly gave them “authority” to cast out unclean spirits, Mark never used
authority language to describe the teaching component of their mission.
Mark was familiar with the concept of teaching authority. He said that
Jesus had it. At the opening of his Gospel he tells us that the crowds were
amazed by the authority with which Jesus taught. In Capernaum, the people in
the synagogue “were astounded at [Jesus’] teaching, for he taught as one having
authority, and not as the scribes” (1:22). The scribes presumably understood
themselves — and were understood by the people — as interpreting an
authoritative teaching rather than teaching authoritatively themselves. A question
is whether Mark understood the proclamation of the Twelve to correspond
more closely either to Jesus’ teaching “with authority” or to the teaching of
the scribes, who did not claim to speak directly for God. From Mark’s
descriptions of Jesus and the Twelve teaching, the latter seems more likely.
Mark in fact undermined any claim of the infallibility of the Twelve in
his depictions of their frequent misinterpretation of Jesus’ words and actions.12
Mark describes these misunderstandings of Jesus as coming after the Twelve’s
preaching mission (6:7-13). Therefore, Mark in no way implied that, by the
time he sent them out to preach his message, Jesus had ensured that the
Twelve’s understanding of the kingdom of God was dependable.
2. Luke generally followed Mark. 13 One difference is that Luke
portrayed the disciples much more positively, omitting most of the negative
Markan material. Thus Luke does not follow Mark in implying that the apostles
would be likely to define the gospel incorrectly. 14 However, regarding the
issue at hand, Luke also followed Mark by not presenting Jesus giving teaching
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authority to the Twelve.
Luke also moved beyond Mark in having Jesus describe a future
governing role for the Twelve. In an ambitious promise of future governing
authority, the Lukan Jesus promises the disciples a ruling place in the coming
kingdom. If the Lukan Jesus saw himself as ruling in God’s stead, he seems
to have envisioned the disciples as his future court of officials, saying, “I
confer on you, just as my Father has conferred on me, a kingdom, so that you
may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom, and you will sit on thrones
judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (22:28-30). A future authority to govern
under the direction of Jesus seems to have been in mind here.15 However,
this judging role is still not authority to define the gospel — to speak decisively
for God. Therefore, we can say that the Gospels of Mark and Luke do not
assert that Jesus passed his teaching authority to any of his followers.
3. The book of Matthew, however, is a different story, and the strongest
claims that Jesus gave teaching authority to his followers rest on Matthean
material alone.16
Matthew generally followed Mark on the points already covered,17
portraying Jesus as having prophetic teaching authority while having Jesus
give the Twelve authority to heal and exorcise and a commission to “proclaim
the good news, ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near’” (Matt. 10:7). As in
Mark and Luke, no authority is explicitly given to preach in a definitive way
equivalent to Jesus’ own style. Matthew also followed Mark in presenting the
Twelve as having unreliable perceptions of Jesus’ teachings and purposes.
And with Luke, Matthew included the previously mentioned promise that
“when the Son of Man is seated on the throne of his glory, you who have
followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel”
(19:28).18 Again, this saying depicts the Twelve ruling under Jesus in the new
age and is an expectation of great authority indeed, but it is governing authority
for the future age — not teaching authority for the present.
We now turn to the Matthean passage that arguably presents Jesus
bestowing teaching authority on his followers — or at least on one of them.
In his account of Peter’s confession of Jesus as messiah, Matthew followed
Mark. But after Peter’s confession, Matthew added three verses in which
Jesus singles out Peter for a special role in the church:
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Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not
revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven. And I tell you, you
are Peter [Petros], and on this rock [petra] I will build my church,
and the gates of hell will not prevail against it. I will give you the
keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth
will have been bound19 in heaven, and whatever you loose on
earth will have been loosed in heaven. (Matt. 16:17-19)

Because I think the evidence is strong that Jesus never actually said
these things, I will assume, for the sake of argument, that Matthew understood
this passage to say that Jesus gave some sort of binding teaching authority to
Peter. In fact, I suspect that Matthew probably did intend the passage that way.
Does this saying of the Matthean Jesus, or any part of it, likely go back
to Jesus himself? These words appear only in Matthew and yet are attached
to a pericope Matthew received from Mark, so one immediately suspects
them of being Matthean creations. Their single attestation is a major point
against them. However, because Mark can be reasonably suspected of an
anti-Twelve bias, that he suppressed such material is possible.20 Luke could
have simply depended on Mark’s omission.
Some have detected Aramaic influences in this passage.21 However,
even if so, not only Jesus but most of his early followers spoke Aramaic, so
an Aramaic background to the saying is not strong evidence that the saying
goes back to Jesus.22
The use of the word ekklesia in 16:18 is a major red flag. It is almost
certainly terminology from a later time. In all four Gospels, only this passage
and an almost certainly anachronistic reference in 18:17 put the word “church”
in the mouth of Jesus. Jesus could have used a word translated this way,23 but
it is very unlikely that he did so, because if he had used an equivalent of the
favorite early Christian term for their communities, we would expect more than
just these two Matthean examples. All things considered, that the future kingdom
is the theme of this passage counts strongly against it going back to Jesus.24
Peter’s leading role both in this passage and after the resurrection
could cut either way. One can imagine that supporters of Peter in the early
church might have created legends around him that emphasized his special
role among the followers of Jesus. Even apart from this passage, the Gospel
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of Matthew elevates Peter in a way the other Gospels do not.25 On the other
hand, Peter does seem to have taken the leading post-Easter role among the
disciples.26 That Jesus designated Peter as such before his crucifixion is not
implausible. Somehow the early Christians, several of whom had also been
followers of Jesus, got the idea that Peter should lead them.
On the whole, however, I think the evidence against Matt. 16:17-19
going back to Jesus — a single attestation of a saying that would have been
important to most early Christians, anachronistic language about the church,
Matthew’s general tendency to elevate Peter, a post-Easter concern for
leadership roles after Jesus — these things outweigh the evidence in favor of
authenticity. I therefore regard it as unlikely, though not impossible, that Jesus
really said something along the lines of Matt. 16:17-19.
Because that passage is the only one in the Synoptic Gospels in which
Jesus could be reasonably understood to bestow teaching authority on his
followers, I therefore conclude that the answer to Did Jesus authorize the
Twelve to be spokespeople for God? is, Probably not. Though he seems to
have envisioned the Twelve ruling under him in the coming kingdom, is likely
to have sent them out to preach, and may have explicitly authorized them to
heal and cast out demons, Jesus is unlikely to have in some sense authorized
them to be God’s spokespeople — prophets, in a sense, themselves. The
difference in teaching authority between a prophet’s messenger and the
prophet himself is a great one. Jesus seems likely to have reserved the latter
role for himself.
Implications for Future Anabaptist-Mennonite Scholarship
If, as seems most likely, Jesus did not bestow teaching authority on any of his
followers, historical Jesus research becomes even more important theologically.
The differences between what Jesus actually did and said, and what his
followers attributed to him and said about him, become differences between
what should carry authority for Christians and what need not. That difference
in authority should have some significant implications for doing theology and
for priorities in biblical research.
In biblical study, an obvious priority should be that Mennonites pay
close attention to and join the scholarly quest for the historical Jesus. Because
a significant stream of Mennonites is inclined to locate theological authority in
the teachings and actions of Jesus rather than necessarily in Scripture as a
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whole, we may have the needed theological energy for a focus on historical
Jesus research. I have tried to show how a focus on Jesus rather than Scripture
is an approach more consistent with Jesus’ own approach. In any case, I hope
energetic research into the historical Jesus will be a high priority in future
Anabaptist-Mennonite scholarship.
Regarding decisive theological authority as Jesus’ alone should also
encourage Mennonite scholars who work with the Bible to study New
Testament authors as writers with distinct theological perspectives, rather
than feeling the need to harmonize the whole New Testament to fit with our
understanding of Jesus. Locating authority in Jesus alone may give us more
permission, for example, to understand Paul as pointing in a different direction
from Jesus on a certain point. That is, if Paul is not authoritative, we may be
more likely to let Paul be Paul, with the possibility of just disagreeing with him
rather than trying to get him to endorse our views.
Another implication of locating teaching authority in Jesus alone would
regard how we base our systems of theology and ethics. It would mean going
even further than John Howard Yoder went in The Politics of Jesus. For, in
that book Yoder not only argued that the rest of the New Testament agreed
with Jesus on the issues at hand but he also used the Gospel of Luke uncritically.
Perhaps unintentionally, what Yoder wrote was in important ways less The
Politics of Jesus than it was The Politics of Luke.27 Truly Jesus-based
ethics and theology will draw on the best of historical Jesus research to
distinguish between Jesus and the Gospel writers, where that distinction is
important. Perhaps such a theological approach will regard the Gospel of
John, Paul’s letters, the rest of the NT, and the rest of the Synoptic material
as potentially illuminating commentary on the reign of God as made known in
the teachings and actions of Jesus, but not as authoritative. And then it will
use all the tools of theology and ethics to develop systems based on Jesus’
teachings and actions as determined by methodologically sound Jesus research,
recognizing always that historical work invariably deals with degrees of
probability rather than certainty. I am not at all sure what theological such
efforts will look like, but it would be exciting to see them.
In addition, taking historical Jesus research seriously and locating
authority in Jesus alone should encourage all of us current and future scholars
to give attention to our language about Jesus. For example, it should stop us
from quoting the Jesus of the Gospel of John as though he were Jesus.
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Sometimes, people talk as though only the fringe scholars of the Jesus Seminar
discount John as a source for Jesus’ sayings, when the fact is that almost no
serious Jesus scholars regard the Gospel of John as a reliable source of Jesus’
sayings. Taking historical Jesus scholarship seriously should also lead us to
distinguish between the historical Jesus and the Jesuses of the Synoptic Gospels.
Taking care to use adjectives like “the Matthean Jesus” and “the Johannine
Jesus” might be a good discipline when we are not referring to the historical
Jesus but to Jesus the literary character in a Gospel.
Alternatively, those who are not persuaded that Jesus retained for himself
authority to define the reign of God may engage in this debate with their own
arguments. But one thing we cannot do is operate on the unargued assumption
that Jesus passed on his teaching authority, for he seems not to have done that.
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The Sensus Fidei and Mennonite Theology
Jeremy M. Bergen, Toronto School of Theology
In Roman Catholic theology, the sensus fidei is a doctrine about the role of
all believers in expressing the truth(s) of the Christian faith. The sensus fidei,
literally the “sense of faith,” has an important place in Lumen Gentium, the
Dogmatic Constitution on the Church of the Second Vatican Council (196265), which marked a change in Roman Catholic ecclesiology towards a more
active role for the entire church, including the laity, in the proclamation,
authoritative teaching, and application of the gospel. It recognized more explicitly
that the tradition, which mediates God’s self-revelation, includes the living witness
of ordinary people of faith. It enabled conversation about the “teaching authority

