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In the last two or three decades, an increasing number of articles and monographs have appeared attempting to demonstrate that the genitive in the expression πίστεως Ἰησοῦ at Gal. 2:16 and elsewhere is subjective, “the faith(fulness) of Jesus Christ.”
  Indeed, many would concur with Stanley K. Stowers that the matter is now proven:  “In my estimation, recent scholarship has conclusively shown that πίστεως Ἰησοῦ in in 3:22, 26 and elsewhere means Jesus Christ’s faith or faithfulness, not faith in Christ.”
  Is this trend well-grounded?  In my review of the arguments, I have found them commonly to be either question-begging, lexically naive, semantically backwards (taking the usage of other authors as determinative for Paul’s usage, rather than taking Paul’s own usage as determinative), or, most unfortunately, guilty of the most basic interpretive mistake of all:  that of interpreting the clear in light of the unclear.  Since my purpose is to demonstrate the fallacies of reasoning, rather than the name of the fallacious reasoner, I will not append notes to indicate the authors of the following arguments.  Those familiar with the discussion are free to supply the names if they desire to do so.

Question-Begging Exegesis

It is certainly true that the genitive case can be employed to indicate the subject of a given verbal activity, when that activity is expressed in nominal form.  The expression “love of God” in almost all (if not all) NT texts contains a subjective genitive, “the love which God has exercised.”  Some people appear to be content to argue that Paul’s usage of pivstew"  jIhsou' contains a subjective genitive on no grounds other than that it is grammatically possible.  One scholar has argued that Abraham’s sons are characterized by faith in Galatians 3, and that Christ is later in that chapter called the “seed of Abraham,” and that therefore, it seems logical that Christ had faith.  Such reasoning, of course, assumes that Paul is writing syllogistically, with carefully-defined terms that can be employed without equivocation.  However, Paul is not so arguing in Galatians 3.  For instance, having argued that Christ is the single “seed” of Abraham at verse 16, Paul later says “you (ὑμεῖς) are Abraham’s seed” (3:29).  Further, if syllogistic reasoning were being employed, there would need to be a statement, “all sons are also seed,” or other words to that effect, if one were to be permitted to generalize that what is true of sons is true of seeds.  Further yet, there would need to be some indication that what is true of one son/seed is true and/or characteristic of every son/seed for this to be syllogistically valid.  Paul could have used the word σπέρμα in a carefully-defined way, but he did not; Paul could have equated σπέρμα with υἱός, but he did not.  Thus, a syllogistic argument (1-Abraham’s sons have faith; 2-Jesus is the seed of Abraham; 3-Therefore Jesus is characterized by Abrahamic faith) cannot be constructed from non-syllogistically-defined terms.


Similarly question-begging is the alleged grammatical parallel in Romans 4:16, πίστεως Ἀβραάμ.  I concede that “Abraham” is a subjective genitive in Romans 4:16; there is no doubt about it.  However, what makes the parallel inadequate to settle the present question is this:  in Romans 4 (and Galatians 3, for that matter), Paul deliberately and clearly establishes Abraham as the paradigm of justifying faith, as the “father” of all who believe, whether Jew or Gentile (4:11 εἰς τὸ εἶναι αὐτὸν πατέρα πάντων τῶν πιστευόντων…17 καθὼς γέγραπται ὅτι πατέρα πολλῶν ἐθνῶν τέθεικά σε, κατέναντι οὗ ἐπίστευσεν θεοῦ τοῦ ζῳοποιοῦντος τοὺς νεκροὺς καὶ καλοῦντος τὰ μὴ ὄντα ὡς ὄντα).  Thus, in Romans 4, it is contextually unambiguous that Abraham is being referred to as the subject, rather than the object, of faith.  What remains to be demonstrated, however, is whether Christ is ever employed by Paul as the subject, rather than the object, of faith.  As we shall see, Paul never unambiguously asserts that Christ is the subject of faith; and he routinely asserts that Christ is faith’s object.  To illustrate the fallacy further, Abraham is called the “father” of both the circumcised and the uncircumcised believers in this text.  Abraham is  πατὴρ πάντων ἡμῶν.  Earlier, in Romans 1:7, “God” is called “our father.”  Is Abraham “our father” in the same way that God is “our father”?  And is he so simply because the genitive ἡμῶν follows the word “father”?  Of course not.  What Paul affirms about God and Abraham, respectively, and what he affirms about their respective relations to believers, informs his use of the expression, “our father.”  Similarly, what Paul affirms about faith-us-and-Christ, and what Paul affirms about faith-us-and-Abraham, informs his use of the expressions πίστεως Ἰησοῦ' and πίστεως Ἀβραάμ, respectively.

Lexical naivete

There are some genuinely difficult matters of interpretation that occur when a given author’s vocabulary is insufficiently-documented to make reliable inferences about lexical stock.  In Paul’s case, however, the pist-group is fairly well-represented, as are the designations for Jesus (Χριστός, κύριος, Ἰησοῦς, κ.τ.λ.).  When a noun is employed which is but the nominal form of a verb, an enormous aid is presented to the interpreter.
  If we examine the verbal form of the word (pisteuvw), in combinations with the other noun in question (Χριστός, κύριος, Ἰησοῦς, κ.τ.λ.), does a pattern emerge with sufficient clarity to assist us in the more-ambiguous circumstances?  That is, when Paul employs the verb πιστεύω in contexts with the various names and/or titles of Christ, is Christ Jesus the subject of the verb or the object?  Further, in other places where the nominal form appears, are other relations established (through less-ambiguous grammatical cases or through prepositional phrases) which similarly clarify the matter?  Further again, since in the question at hand the issue is whether the implied subject of πίστις is Christ or someone else (believers), do we have better (significantly better) attestation for the alternative?


The methodological point raised here, if not widely or universally recognized, ought to be.  If an author employs a more-ambiguous grammatical construction than others available, this can be for only three possible reasons:  the author is unskilled in employing the language, and commits an unintended ambiguity; or, the author, skilled in the language, wishes the matter at hand to remain ambiguous, and therefore deliberately communicates in an ambiguous fashion; or, the author, skilled in the language, assumes the readers to be sufficiently familiar with his or her mind on the matter at hand to permit the usage of a grammatically more-ambiguous expression, without leaving any uncertainty as to the author’s intention.  The first possibility is not likely here.  Paul appears to be in perfect command of Koiné Greek, and is capable of writing unambiguously if he wishes.  The second possibility is more likely, but if it is the case, then no one can assert that Paul’s genitive is either objective or subjective; it could only be asserted that his genitive is ambiguous.  The third possibility is, in fact, prejudice notwithstanding, the more likely of the remaining alternatives.  Paul has so frequently and unambiguously asserted that faith is directed toward Christ, or placed in Christ, that he can safely employ the somewhat grammatically-ambiguous genitive case of a verbal noun without any fear that his readers will misunderstand him.


All of the evidence, from every line of questioning, demonstrates a clear pattern in Paul, to wit:  There are no unambiguous cases of Jesus being described in terms of his faithfulness; there are many unambiguous cases of our being described as exercising faith in Jesus.  Here is just a sampling of the evidence.  In 1 Cor. 15 “our faith” (contextually, it is clearly not “faith in ourselves,” by the way) is dependent for its validity on something about Christ (εἰ δὲ Χριστὸς οὐκ ἐγήγερται, κενὸν ἄρα [καὶ] τὸ κήρυγμα ἡμῶν, κενὴ καὶ ἡ πίστις ὑμῶν; εἰ δὲ Χριστὸς οὐκ ἐγήγερται, ματαία ἡ πίστις ὑμῶν, ἔτι ἐστὲ ἐν ταῖς ἁμαρτίαις ὑμῶν).  Why would it be the case that events associated with the life of Christ could render our faith “empty” or “vain,” unless we placed our faith in the Christ who was or was not resurrected?  In Galatians 2:16, Paul says, καὶ ἡμεῖς εἰς Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν ἐπιστεύσαμεν, ἵνα δικαιωθῶμεν ἐκ πίστεως Χριστοῦ καὶ οὐκ ἐξ ἔργων νόμου.  In addition to plainly stating that we have believed in Christ, in this text, the purpose of such belief is also expressed by two parallel prepositional phrases governing δικαιωθῶμεν.  We have believed in Christ so that we may be justified through one means (believing in Christ), not through another (Torah-observance).  Such usages of pisteuvw make clear that, at least in those circumstances, Paul’s intention is unambiguous:  the pist-language is used in relation to Christ to designate our faith in him.  This would be true also of Philippians 1:29 (ὅτι ὑμῖν ἐχαρίσθη τὸ ὑπὲρ Χριστοῦ, οὐ μόνον τὸ εἰς αὐτὸν πιστεύειν ἀλλὰ καὶ τὸ ὑπὲρ αὐτοῦ πάσχειν), 1 Thess. 4:14 (εἰ γὰρ πιστεύομεν ὅτι Ἰησοῦς ἀπέθανεν καὶ ἀνέστη), and 1 Tim. 1:16 (ἀλλὰ διὰ τοῦτο ἠλεήθην, ἵνα ἐν ἐμοὶ πρώτῳ ἐνδείξηται Χριστὸς Ἰησοῦς τὴν ἅπασαν μακροθυμίαν πρὸς ὑποτύπωσιν τῶν μελλόντων πιστεύειν ἐπ᾿ αὐτῷ εἰς ζωὴν αἰώνιον).


When prepositional phrases are employed by Paul to make unambiguous the relation that is expressed more ambiguously via the genitive case, the evidence is the same.  Prepositions are employed by Paul unambiguously to demonstrate that our faith is in, or directed towards, Christ.  This is true in Galatians 3:26 (διὰ τῆς πίστεως ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ), Eph. 1:15 (τὴν καθ᾿ ὑμᾶς πίστιν ἐν τῷ κυρίῳ Ἰησοῦ), Col. 1:4 (τὴν πίστιν ὑμῶν ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ), 1 Tim. 3:13 (ἐν πίστει τῇ ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ), and 2 Tim. 3:15 (διὰ πίστεως τῆς ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ).  Somewhat similar is the circumstance when another case than the genitive (dative) is employed, thus eliminating the ambiguity, as at Gal. 2:20:  ὃ δὲ νῦν ζῶ ἐν σαρκί, ἐν πίστει ζῶ τῇ τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ θεοῦ τοῦ ἀγαπήσαντός με καὶ παραδόντος ἑαυτὸν ὑπὲρ ἐμοῦ.


Similarly, it is appropriate to investigate other places where Paul employs the noun  πίστις, followed by a genitive that is not a title for God, to determine whether there is a clear pattern of usage.  Here, the evidence is mixed.  In some places, the genitive following pivsti" is indeed a subjective genitive, as at Rom. 4:12 and 16, where, in each case, it is the faith of Abraham, or the faith exercised by Abraham.  Similar is Titus 1:1:   “Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, to further the faith of God’s elect (κατὰ πίστιν ἐκλεκτῶν θεοῦ) and their knowledge of the truth which accords with godliness.”  In other passages, the genitive following πίστις is manifestly objective:

Col. 2:12 and you were buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through faith in the working of God (διὰ τῆς πίστεως τῆς ἐνεργείας τοῦ θεοῦ), who raised him from the dead.

2Th. 2:13  …because God chose you from the beginning to be saved, through sanctification by the Spirit and belief in the truth (καὶ πίστει ἀληθείας).

The evidence here is mixed; Paul can employ πίστις followed by a genitive either subjectively or objectively, and the evidence, on this ground alone, is insufficient to establish a prevailing tendency.


Lest anyone get lost in the trees of technical detail and think this is complicated, let me assure that there is no hocus-pocus here, nor anthing especially challenging, intellectually.  We are simply asking whether any author would use an expression that is grammatically ambiguous, to say something for the first time.  As E. D. Hirsch, Jr.
 and other literary critics have noted, metaphors and other potential ambiguities (Hirsch refers to them as “willed types”) can only be successfully employed when the author has some reason to believe that others will know what he or she is doing.  If Paul commonly uses “faith” and “believe” in cases where it is unambiguous that we are the subject and Christ is the object, this permits Paul to employ the more-ambiguous genitival expression with reasonable confidence that his (unprejudiced) readers will know what he is doing.

Semantic confusion

Lexical semantics is a challenging field, that presents many difficult questions for us to resolve.  However, there are some reliable guidelines to assist us in most circumstances.  One of the most reliable is the recognition that semantic fields are concentrically related to any given speaker or author.  That is, the widest semantic field (and therefore the least determinative) is the use of a given word in the entire history of a language.  A narrower field would be the use of the word in temporal and geographic proximity to the author (for our purposes, let us say Greek spoken in the vicinity of the Mediterranean within the two or three centuries before and after Paul).  Within this field would be the field of those who are philosophically or religiously similar to a given author (recognizing that words often develop technical usages within such arenas).  Narrower yet would be the author’s own usage (recognizing that people may indeed have their own stylistic tendencies).  It was the failure to recognize these latter two that motivated Samuel Sandmel to author his justly-famous “Parallelomania.”
  Sandmel correctly chastised students of the New Testament (and other ancient literature) for naively assuming that whenever people employed identical vocabulary this implied identity in thought (a similar point was made by James Barr, when he warned about the mistaken tendency to confuse words and concepts)
.  The consequences of this observation are, I hope, clear:  Hebrews 12:2 (or any other non-pauline text) cannot be taken as more determinative for Paul’s usage than Paul’s own statements (such as those we have quoted earlier).  Even if it were correct (I doubt it) to translate Hebrews 12:2 in such a fashion that indicated that Jesus were in some sense the paradigm or archetype for Christian faith, this would only be relevant if the more proximate lexical field of Paul’s usage were ambiguous, which it is not.  


The field of semantics also reminds us that a degree of repetition or redundancy is necessary for communication to occur efficiently.
  Thus, it is simply fallacious to argue that the second clause of Gal. 2:16 must mean something different from the first clause (καὶ ἡμεῖς εἰς Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν ἐπιστεύσαμεν, ἵνα δικαιωθῶμεν ἐκ πίστεως Χριστοῦ καὶ οὐκ ἐξ ἔργων νόμου), on the ground that Paul is otherwise being redundant, as some have alleged.

Interpreting the Clear in Light of the Unclear

This leads us to the most puzzling of the circumstances surrounding this discussion.  Even though Paul plainly and unambiguously establishes Abraham (not Christ) as the paradigm or archetype of Christian faith (Romans 4 and Galatians 3); even though Paul unambiguously identifies Christ as the object of Christian faith by his use of pisteuvw and by other prepositional phrases employed with pivsti"; even though Paul never unambiguously indicates that Christ is the subject, paradigm, or exemplar of faith; some people seem dead-earnest on making him say so, on no other ground than the pure, naked possibility that Greek could be so construed.  If you read their arguments, you will find the proponents of the “faithful Jesus” viewpoint continuing to argue to resolve one ambiguous usage by appealing to another ambiguous (or less-relevant) usage, all the while overlooking that Paul states his mind on the question many, many times without any ambiguity at all.  Why would anyone “clarify” an ambiguity with another ambiguity?  Worse, why would anyone overlook non-ambiguous evidence when interpreting what is more-ambiguous?  And why would anyone cite the (singular and ambiguous) evidence of another author (author of Hebrews) when there is (plenty of) evidence from the author in question?


Such questions are not entirely or merely rhetorical.  They are designed to uncover what other factors might lead otherwise-competent interpreters to resort to such apparently fallacious and question-begging arguments.  In fact, there are at least two religious movements that would like to believe that Paul’s  pivsti"  jIhsou' is a reference to a “faithful Jesus.”


Historically, the first of these two movements is Pietism, especially German Pietism.  Intellectually, Pietism shared some traits with later American Fundamentalism.  Especially it shared Fundamentalism’s distaste and suspicion for systematic theology and precise theological formulation.
  As Paul Tillich observed:  ““Old and New Testament theology become decisive, not systematic theology.  Wherever biblical theology prevails over systematic theology, that is almost always due to the influence of Pietism.”
  Continental pietism preferred a “simpler” faith, a faith in which we simply “followed Jesus.”  In part, of course, Pietism reflected a portion of the biblical tradition itself.  Jesus is presented in the Bible as an example to be followed, in many ways.  He is especially presented as a model or example of our relation to other humans.  His “new commandment” is that we are to love one another “as I have loved you.”  When he washed the feet of his disciples, this was an example for us, that we would do likewise.  However, Jesus is not presented biblically as a model for our relation to God, or for our faith, which is the precise point at hand.  Even at Hebrews 12:2, it appears that the point of Jesus’s example is that we should be willing to suffer because of our faith in, and relation to, Christ.  Christ is the example, contextually, of patiently enduring suffering.  It is not at all clear that he is more comprehensively an example of our faith in general.  It is the previous chapter of Hebrews where more-comprehensive exemplars of our faith are presented for our emulation:  Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Rahab, Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, et. al., but, significantly, not Jesus.    Despite this, I believe any good German Pietist is going to be attracted to the “faithful Jesus” interpretation, even before the evidence is considered.


A second religious movement attracted to the “faithful Jesus” interpretation is the all-roads-lead-to-Rome movement.  This ill-defined though immensely popular movement is opposed to all claims of religious exclusivity.  One of its proponents said to me recently that he did not deny the unique (about which I had questioned him); he merely denied the “uniquely unique,” employing the kind of doubletalk one had otherwise thought was reserved for career politicians.  For all such people, the problem with the objective genitive (“faith in Jesus Christ”) is that it excludes those who do not believe in Jesus Christ.  Such exclusivity is neither politically nor academically “correct,” even if it is logically cogent and factually true, as a description of Paul’s beliefs.   Politically correct individuals are not so much positively attracted to the “faithful Jesus” interpretation as they are repulsed by the “faithful Christian” interpretation.  


Closely related to this general phenomenon is another, more specific, all-roads-to-Rome movement, among Protestants concerned ecumenically for relations to Roman Catholicism.  Since the Protestant understanding of justification by our faith in Christ provoked one of Trent’s anathemas, and since Protestants are rightly smarting a little by that anathema, many ecumenically-minded people would like to see rapproachment on the question, either by producing agreement on justification by faith, or by reducing the significance of the doctrine altogether.  If πίστεως Χριστοῦ means “the faithfulness of Christ,” this would at least reduce the number of places where faith in Christ is affirmed in the New Testament, reducing the frequency of texts that provoke Protestant/Catholic disagreement.


I appreciate ecumenicity, and those who labor to improve ecumenical understanding and relations.  But the gulf is so large that this little exegetical stick will not bridge the gulf.  Even if πίστεως Ἰησοῦ meant “the faithfulness of Jesus,” one will still encounter the many texts in which Paul asserts the unambiguous verb or prepositional phrase suggesting that our faith is in Christ.  The theological barrier would still exist, just fewer texts would call attention to the barrier.  Further, there are other large impediments in Protestant/Catholic dialogue.  We disagree not merely on the nature of justification, faith, and works; Rome has anathematized Protestants for our view of the matter.
  Disagreeing with us is problem enough; declaring us accursed when and because we teach our view is a larger problem, especially with a communion that affirms ecclesiastical infallibility, because Rome cannot entertain the possibility that Trent was wrong.  Further, the government of the church of Rome is just as large an issue (recall that Calvin referred to Roman Catholics as “papists”), as is the Tridentine doctrine of the ex opere operato efficacy of the sacraments.  And in addition to these theological differences, there is the insurmountable religious difference of prayers to saints and Mary.  Thus, better ecumenicity will be fostered by recognizing and addressing the differences, not through some sleight-of-hand that attempts to minimize them.


One hesitates to attribute a perceived error to religious bias if there is another plausible explanation.  Were there greater comparative plausibility to the arguments for the “faithful Jesus” interpretation of Paul’s genitive one could attribute the popularity of the view to the plausibility of those arguments.  In the present case, however, it is difficult to concede that the arguments proposed to this point are more plausible than the arguments for the alternative.  Until that circumstance changes, one can only attribute the popularity of the view to religious bias.
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