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This double article argues that ideas of „giving‟ and „taking‟ play a significant role in the narrative lan-

guage of the New Testament. Inspired by anthropology and semiotics it presents a theoretical model 

for the notion of narrative exchange, which seems to permeate and structure the semantic world of the 

New Testament. While drawing primarily on examples from New Testament studies, the ideas may be 

of general relevance to understanding gifts and giving in both theology and the discipline of the study 

of religion. The main proposition is that we give up focusing on gifts and giving as being conceptually 

isolated from take and taking.  

 

Since Marcel Mauss‟ pioneer work, Essai sur le don, anthropologists and sociologists, 

psychologists and philosophers, linguists and semioticians have been fascinated by 

the enigmatic nature of the gift and the exchange of gifts.i Mauss must have identi-

fied a fundamental and wide-spread cultural anthropological phenomenon. It is 

therefore no surprise that the exchange of gifts has attracted attention in theology 

too.ii The communicative interaction between divine beings and man in myth, ritual, 

and ethics involves the exchange of gifts. The idea of sacrifice as such an exchange is 

also well known in the study of religion.iii 

 In what follows, as a New Testament scholar, I shall argue the relevance of the 

study of gift exchange for our understanding of the world of conceptions in the New 

Testament. The theoretical suggestions presented should have at once a general 

anthropological character and also capture fundamental theological aspects in New 

Testament thought. In both perspectives, the main thesis is that we should give up 

focusing exclusively on gift and gift exchange. The semiotics of the gift – the struc-

tural semantics qualifying the meaning of the gift – demand that gift/giving and 

take/taking be analyzed in concert. Although examples are taken primarily from New 

Testament studies, the theoretical ideas presented may be of general relevance to 

theology, religious studies, and the study of religion.  
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1. Exchange of Gift: Mauss and Lévi-Strauss 

Before widening and focusing the perspective, we need to take a look at the begin-

ning and the fundamentals of the theory of gift exchange. Exchange has a fundamen-

tal status in anthropological thought and seems to be involved in any cultural and 

social effort; thus exchange could potentially be the most basic concept in an anthro-

pological theory of man‟s religious practice. We intuitively associate the concept of 

exchange with trade, i.e. economic activity in connection with the exchange of goods, 

services, and capital. However, Marcel Mauss demonstrated that exchange in tradi-

tional societies did not primarily consist of economic transactions, but in the mutual 

exchange of gifts. Gift exchange is important in traditional societies, but not strictly 

speaking economic in character. It is what Mauss calls “a total social event”, i.e. an 

event having simultaneously social and religious, magical and economic, utilitarian 

and emotional, judicial and moral meaning.iv Often, the exchange of gifts is linked to 

special ceremonial occasions (rites of passage) as we know from religious festivals 

(Christmas presents, Easter eggs) and family gatherings (baptisms, confirmations, 

weddings, burials), but such public and ritual exchange is presumably only the tip of 

the iceberg. 

 Hypothetically, we can generalize Mauss‟ discovery and assume that if, on the one 

hand, gift exchange is a total social event in egalitarian societies, on the other hand, 

we may find that gift exchange is involved in all of the mentioned cultural dimen-

sions in more differentiated societies. As an interactive exchange, any cultural (or 

culturally interpreted) event would then be open to sociological, psychological, semi-

otic, and many more different kinds of analysis. In this sense, exchange is a funda-

mental anthropological category and cultures could be seen as the sum of previous, 

actual, and expected transactions.  

 

1.1. Exchange: Moral Reciprocity 

Claude Lévi-Strauss is one of those scholars who have pursued studies further, trying 

to understand the phenomenon of exchange. In his dissertation on elementary struc-

tures of kinship, focused on the exchange of women, in Chapter 5 he gives us “The 

Principle of Reciprocity”, a summary and perspectivization of Mauss‟ general ideas.v  

 The exchange of gifts involves mutuality or reciprocity. We have an exchange of 

gifts between two parties (individual and/or groups), and find an obligation to give, 

receive, and repay. The gifts are either exchanged immediately for equivalent gifts, or 
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they are received by the beneficiaries on the assumption that on a later occasion they 

will repay the gesture with counter-gifts. We may be facing a universal cultural phe-

nomenon, not only because the exchange of gifts is a culturally widespread pheno-

menon, but also since the exchange of gifts appears to be involved in every part of 

cultural life. Thus Lévi-Strauss stresses that the attitude of primitive thought towards 

the exchange of goods: 

 

(…) permeates every transaction, ritual or profane, in which objects or produce are 

given or received. (…) Goods are not only economic commodities, but vehicles and 

instruments for realities of another order, such as power, influence, sympathy, sta-

tus, and emotion; and the skillful game of exchange (…) consists in a complex to-

tality of conscious and unconscious manoeuvres in order to gain security and to 

guard oneself against risks brought about by alliances and by rivalries.vi 

 

Basically Lévi-Strauss agrees to and confirms Mauss‟ idea that the general purpose of 

gift exchange is of a moral character: The object of the exchange is to produce a 

friendly feeling between the persons concerned.vii Here we may find the reason for 

the obligation to give, receive, and repay.  

 

1.2. Lévi-Strauss‟ Paradigmatic Wine-story 

The random meeting of two strangers, placed at the same table in a cheap restaurant, 

is Lévi-Strauss‟ paradigmatic narrative: 

 

A conflict exists, not very keen to be sure, but real enough and sufficient to create a 

state of tension between the norm of privacy and the fact of community. They feel 

both alone and together, compelled to the usual reserve between strangers, while 

their respective spatial positions, and their relationships to the objects and the 

utensils of the meal, suggest, and to a certain extent call for, intimacy. For a short 

time these two strangers are forced to live together, although not for as long or as 

closely as if sharing a cabin of a transatlantic liner, or a sleeping-car, but for this 

reason also no clear cultural procedure has been established. An almost imper-

ceptible anxiety is likely to arise in the minds of theses table-companions with the 

prospect of trifling disagreements that the meeting might produce. When social 

distance is maintained, even if it is not accompanied by any sign of disdain, inso-

lence or aggression, it is in itself a matter of sufferance in that any social contact 

entails an appeal, an appeal which is a hope for response. This is the fleeting but 

difficult situation resolved by exchanging of wine.viii  
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Both have a little bottle of wine of the same quality. Thus, when it comes to the use 

value of the wine, we can say, there is no reason for exchange. But there is, as we see, 

a certain moral exchange value at stake: “Wine offered calls for wine returned, cor-

diality requires cordiality.”ix The person opening the exchange expects a positive re-

sponse, a giving in return, as sign of friendship. If the gift is refused or accepted 

without repayment, hostility enters the relationship.  

 Even if this example may appear trivial, according to Lévi-Strauss it seems “to of-

fer material for inexhaustible sociological reflection.” That is because he has given an 

example of the elementary form of social life or the elementary formation of social 

life. The guests in the restaurant represent the same fundamental situation as “that 

of individuals of primitive bands coming into contact for the first time or under ex-

ceptional circumstances meeting strangers.” To these people, strangers are either 

„good‟ or „bad‟. “A „good‟ group is one accorded hospitality without question, and giv-

en the most precious goods. A „bad‟ group is one from which one expects and to 

which is promised, at the first opportunity, suffering or death. With one there is ex-

change, with the other, fighting.”x 

 Generally we can summarize Lévi-Strauss‟ point of view with his own choice of 

words: “Exchanges are peacefully resolved wars, and wars are the result of unsuc-

cessful transactions.”xi What counts between groups seems also to count between 

individuals, though mostly in a more metaphorical, but no less serious, sense of war 

and peace. 

 Following Mauss and Lévi-Strauss we may thus conclude that the reciprocal ex-

change of gifts creates and/or preserves assurance and friendship. Exchange of gifts 

institutes fellow-feeling and makes peace, and the way from this fundamental anth-

ropological insight to the religious interpretation of life we meet in the New Testa-

ment is not long. The words of Jesus in the Sermon on the Plain (Lk 6:38) are a sig-

nificant example: “Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, 

shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap; for the measure you give will 

be the measure you get back.”xii Whatever else it may mean in context, this statement 

stresses reciprocal giving as an essential principle, a social and religious rule. I shall 

provide more examples later on, but before that, I wish to tune the theoretical pers-

pective for the narrative study of gift exchange in some respects.  
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2. Exchange: Gift and Take – Giving and Taking 

One can give something to someone and one can receive something from someone. If 

we have a sequence of reciprocal transactions we are dealing with exchange. But one 

can also take something from someone and have something taken by someone. Even 

in this case we seem to be dealing with reciprocal exchange. Taking a take is as reci-

procal as giving a gift, which is why both should be understood from a superordinate 

concept of exchange.  

 The inventory Taker, Taking, Take is intertwined with the inventory Giver, Giv-

ing, Gift. Here I shall suggest a model for elementary forms of exchange, which 

shows why giving and taking should be analyzed together. It is a system of significa-

tion in which the verbs „give‟ and „take‟ structurally define each other: 

 

 

Giving Taking 

 
 

 
 

Non-Taking Non-Giving 

 

The enigma of exchange is the forced reciprocity as socio-psychological power. S1 

gives something to S2, and S2 gives then something, the same or something else, to 

S1. Or S2 takes something from S1, and S1 then takes something, the same or some-

thing else, from S2. It is not certain that „giving‟ and „taking‟ stand in parallel in every 

respect, but reciprocity manifests itself on both sides. That is why I suggest we give 

up studying giving isolated from taking.xiii 

 Lévi-Strauss‟ suggestion that exchanges are peacefully resolved conflict, while out-

right conflict is the result of unsuccessful transactions, regards the case from the 

point of view of the gift only. It may not be by chance that the gift dominates the pic-

ture. In theology, we would also assign the gift an ontological precedence over the 

take. But unfortunately the take is quite widespread: the martial capture of brides 

appears alongside the peacemaking exchange of women. Furthermore, the gift/giving 

obtains an essential part of its semantics as counterpart to take/taking, and we rec-

ognize the negated terms non-taking and non-giving as integral parts of the seman-

tics of exchange.  
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 We notice how this model in all its simplicity calls for reflection on repayment. 

Thus: what is a meaningful non-giving, if not a breach of the expectation of a positive 

repayment (return) as reward or prize? Sins of omission belong here since non-

giving is the weak version of taking. Not to give something to the other, what one 

owes him or her, might correspond to depriving the other fulfillment of a well-

founded expectation to life. And what is a meaningful non-taking, if not a breach of 

an expectation of negative repayment (retribution) as punishment or revenge? Grace 

and forgiveness belongs here, since non-taking is the weak version of giving.  

 

2.1. The Elementary Structure of Signification 

This model for exchange (understood as actions) is based on the semiotic theory pre-

sented in an initial form by A.J. Greimas in Sémantique structurale.xiv Here I shall 

only mention a few aspects of this comprehensive theory of perception and produc-

tion of signification. 

 For two elements to be perceived together – here „giving‟ and „taking‟ – they ought 

to have something in common. For two elements to be distinguished they ought to 

differ in some way. Two elements which – taken together – form such a relation to 

each other are said to constitute an elementary structure of signification. They arti-

culate a common semantic axis, in this case called „exchange‟. It is the fundamental 

thesis of this semiotic theory that language is a (quite complex) combination of such 

elementary structures (rather than simply combination of words and sentences). I 

wish to emphasize that exactly this elementary structure of exchange plays a decisive 

role in New Testament semiotics, i.e. the New Testament as a structurally organized 

semantic world of conceptions.  

 The elementary structure of signification has been the object of many interpreta-

tions, not least when the negated terms are included.xv For our use here, it suffices to 

underline three features: 

 1) Besides connecting „gift/giving‟ and „take/taking‟ structurally, the model shows 

how the negations create further semantic terms to articulate the semantic universe. 

Since in the actual investigation we understand each element as an action (and are 

thus already thinking in narrative mode) it becomes clear that the difference between 

action (giving or taking) and non-action (non-giving or non-taking) constitutes in 

itself a basic structure. In a narrative context, a non-giving or a non-taking is an 

omission of expected action and as such a very meaningful sort of action.  
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 2) As the arrows suggest, we have a certain orientation in this otherwise paradig-

matic model. In a syntagmatic perspective, the non-giving tends towards taking, non-

taking towards giving. The binary structure divides the semantic universe into two 

parts, the gift-side and the take-side. In a paradigmatic perspective, non-giving 

emerges as a weak version of taking, non-taking as a weak version of giving.  

 3) The cognitive aspect of this model requires emphasis. If we really understand 

the world and create meaningful language by such elementary structures of significa-

tion we should be aware of the possible methodological potentials for the study of 

religious language and theological discourses. We have no reason to think that for 

example the New Testament represents a semantic universe organized otherwise. On 

the contrary, we should expect to find that world of conceptions articulated by such 

basic structures.  

 

2.2. Exchange and Value 

A particular aspect concerns the valorization of gift and take: gift/giving is positive, 

take/taking is negative; at least in the Jewish-Christian culture. Yet we have reasons 

to assume that we are facing an anthropological phenomenon with a universal and 

ontological status: gift/giving promotes and/or preserves life; take/taking impedes 

and/or destroys life. This valuation is typical of the narrative way of thinking as we 

will show below.xvi  

 A take might be provoked by a non-giving. What one considers oneself to be en-

titled to have, but does not receive, one takes for oneself (taking the law into one‟s 

own hands, for example). However, violence, so closely connected to the take (rob-

bery, rape, murder), might in its formal meaninglessness be as unfounded as the gift 

of grace and liberate a subsequent vendetta.  

 Exchange involves the distribution of values as a genuine social phenomenon. 

Written – and unwritten – moral rules and judicial laws serve to regulate exchanges 

of gifts and takes. Economy, politics, law, moral, and religion participate in the man-

agement and distribution of values and in the regulation of exchange. Power can also 

be defined as the power to give or to retain, to take or to spare. Only the death penal-

ty and amnesty seem to be particularly clear and radical examples of the latter.  

 A more substantial aspect turns up when we consider what values are at stake in 

exchange as known from religious discourse. What can be gained, and what can be 

lost? An elementary inventory of values distinguishes between on the one hand 1) 
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inanimate property, the pecuniary, i.e. money or values to be exchanged for money, 

movable and immovable property, including land as means of production; and on the 

other 2) living property such as livestock and household as well as family, husbands, 

wives, and children. Furthermore, the individual‟s social status, health, and indeed 

life can be interpreted as something to be given or to be taken.  

 Job‟s well known words: “the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be 

the name of the Lord” (Job 1:21) are uttered when he has been deprived of his lives-

tock, slaves, sons, and daughters. Later on Job is struck with illness, but his life is 

spared. The words of Satan: “Skin for skin! All that people have they will give to save 

their lives” (Job 2:4) discloses the fundamental schism between life and property. 

The children stand for an intermediate type, since they represent a dearest posses-

sion, as we know from the stories about Jephthah‟s daughter (Judg 11:29-40) and 

Abraham‟s son Isaac (Gen 22). In sacrifice we meet the gift as a renunciation, a ref-

lexive deprivation, where the giver himself is performing the demanded take. Giving 

a lamb or giving alms is nothing compared to the sacrifice of a daughter or a son, but 

in all cases we are dealing with an economy of exchange. 

 So it is too, when we speak of life as a gift. This metaphor is narrative, formed by 

the analogical way of thinking which characterizes the anthropomorphic and figura-

tive language of storytelling (narrativity), where God does not represent impersonal 

forces, but is conceived of as an acting person (theism). If life is a gift, there has to be 

a giver: the God-man relationship is thought of as a structure of exchange – at least 

in the Jewish-Christian tradition. Perhaps the differences between Judaism and 

Christianity have to do with different understanding of what can be exchanged be-

tween God and man. Jn 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave (di,dwmi) his 

only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal 

life”, is just one of many examples showing how the idea of the exchange of gifts 

permeates the Christian conception of the world in a new way.  

 

3. Exchange: Narrativity and Normativity 

Narratively organized worlds of conceptions seem to be basically formed by moral 

and/or judicial thinking. Narrative thought or narrative thinking – which also cha-

racterizes the conceptual world of the New Testament – is a cognitive thought form 

and language form with recurring and stable features. More than a theory of stories, 
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narratology has turned out to be a theory of how we cognitively create meaning by 

thinking in a narrative way.xvii In a certain understanding, narrative theory is thus a 

theory about how actions are perceived as meaningful. Since we are dealing with nar-

rated action and with actions interpreted narratively, I speak of narrative exchange.  

 Stories – or better narratively organized discourses – relate a character‟s actions 

and/or non-actions (how they act or omit to act in a given situation); doing and non-

doing are, most often, interpreted by the narrative‟s internal system of values. In this 

axiology, some actions are considered to be good: he who acts accordingly appears to 

be just, righteous. Other actions are judged as evil and give the actor the status of the 

unrighteous or sinner. In contrast to an event, an action bears the signature of a per-

son, and the subject performing the doing can be held responsible for his deeds. The 

concepts of person and value are thus an integral part of narrative thought. The im-

portance of the concept of person becomes evident in the understanding of God as a 

person interacting with man. The relevance of the concept of value becomes corres-

pondingly clear since God is perceived as the one who stipulates the values and de-

termines the conditions of man‟s interactions.  

 The concept of person is really decisive in the narrative understanding of man. A 

human being is many different things. We know that all biological processes, even 

our mental activities, are the result of molecular chemical processes, and as living 

organisms we find our justification in the long-term perspective of biological evolu-

tion. We are natural beings. However, man is also a cultural being and as such a per-

son responsible for his actions. This implies that man‟s thoughts, emotions, and ac-

tions are full of signification, that they are meaningful, and that is normative. They 

can – by the person himself or by others – be judged as being more or less in accor-

dance with present norms, commandments and moral rules. Narratively organized 

worlds of conceptions are exactly normative in this sense, i.e. person and value 

oriented. 

 

3.1. The Narrative Ontology of Morality 

A person can perform in the role of the subject of being and/or subject of doing, de-

pending upon whether he as patient undergoes the action or as agent performs the 

action. Stories are about a person‟s transformation and/or preservation of being as a 

consequence of his own or other persons‟ doing. In the New Testament‟s semiotic 
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universe, we detect the four basic types of action which refer to an implicit order of 

being, a narrative ontology:  

 

Progression: An action which creates and promotes life and life possibilities. 

Protection: An action which protects and preserves life and life possibilities. 

Repression: An action which impedes and oppresses life and life possibilities. 

Degression: An action which destroys and annihilates life and life possibilities.xviii 

 

Doing something good is to promote and preserve life and life possibilities, while 

doing evil is to impede or destroy life and life possibilities.  

 Now, as human beings, we are delivered into the hands of others – and others are 

delivered into our hands – in mutual interdependency. Striving to promote and to 

protect my life and life possibilities, I encounter upon other people with the same 

reasonable interest. This traffic has developed rules of behavior known as morals and 

laws. Consequently we only have legitimate access to desirable goods and values if we 

act according to the social norms. However, we do not only run into other people, but 

we enter into a mutually binding community with them. This social reciprocity im-

plies that we enter into a more or less formalized contractual exchange relation with 

them.  

 

3.2. Moral Exchange 

We intuitively perceive exchange as the exchange of objects – giving of gifts is the 

example par excellence. The social bond established by the gift is expressed by the 

rule of reciprocity. A gift has to be returned by a counter-gift. If S1 gives a gift to S2, 

then S2 owes a counter-gift to S1 in return. But, as mentioned above, we also meet 

reciprocity in the case of the take, the counterpart to the gift. If S1 takes something 

from S2, S2 has the right to take something from S1.  

 In the narrative world of the New Testament, a person‟s action (doing and non-

doing) can often be analyzed as giving or taking, non-giving or non-taking. „Give‟ and 

„take‟ are prototypical words for good and bad action in narrative universes. The gift 

is good and the giving a progression; the take is evil and taking a degression. Non-

giving is a repression and non-taking is a protection.  

 In a wider perspective, exchange of gifts and takes is an exchange of services and 

injuries: gift corresponds to service as take corresponds to injury. Prompting friend-
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ship, the social bond between the parties requires exchange of services. With ene-

mies, on the other hand, one exchanges injuries. Hence we suggest the following de-

finition of friend and enemy: A friend is another, from whom one has received, is re-

ceiving or can expect to receive a gift/service, which one is obliged to and ready to 

reciprocate. Similarly, an enemy is another, from whom one has received, is receiving 

or can expect to receive a take/injury, which one is obliged to and ready to recipro-

cate. The exchanges constitute friendship and enmity. A missing return is a weak 

form of service and injury respectively. The moral of this prototypical economy of 

exchange is quite simple: morals prescribe giving and serving; morals prohibit taking 

and injuring. And yet morals also prescribe the reciprocation of an illegitimate 

take/injury (offence) with a legitimate take/injury (revenge/punishment). 

 

3.3. The Elementary Syntagmatic Model of Exchange 

We can now present a more elaborated narrative model of exchange. It consists of 

two elementary syntagmatic schemas for exchange. Taken together they form a loop: 

Schema A. Giving: Positive reciprocity. 1) S1 grants S2 a gift/service. 2) This open-

ing good action implies that S2 now owes S1 a gift/service. S2 is under obligation to 

grant S1 a gift/service. S1 can claim and expect to receive a gift/service from S2. 3) 

When S2 grants S1 a gift/service the account is in principle in just balance. 4) If S2 

does not grant S1 a gift/service we have a weak form of take/injury, which could pro-

voke schema B: S1 inflicts a take/injury upon S2. 

Schema B. Taking: Negative reciprocity. 1) S1 inflicts a take/injury upon S2. 2) This 

opening evil action implies that S2 owes S1 a take/injury. S2 has the right to inflict a 

take/injury upon S1. S1 is under obligation to and can expect to receive a take/injury 

from S2. 3) When S2 inflicts a take/injury upon S1 the account is in principle in just 

balance. 4) If S2 does not inflict a take/injury upon S1 we have a weak form of 

gift/service, which could provoke schema A: S1 grants S2 a gift/service. 

Such general or generic schemas can assume many different concrete and more 

complex form in stories as well as in real life. But they give us a basis for understand-

ing the elementary form and function of exchange according to the narrative mind.xix 
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4. Restitution 

The generic schema of exchange can, as mentioned, assume more concrete and com-

plex forms. Let us presuppose a scenario where S1 inflicts a take/injury on S2 making 

S2 a virtual negative actor of retribution. Before this action of retaliation takes place, 

S2 may however give S1 the possibility of remedying the damage caused by accepting 

a gift/service from S1. If S1 grants S2 an acceptable gift/service the trespass is atoned 

for and the parties reconciled. S1‟s gift/service achieves status as penance/penalty 

and sacrifice. If S1 does not grant S2 an acceptable gift/service, S2 has the right and 

duty to inflict a take/injury upon S1.  

 We are dealing with semio-cognitive structures determining even the narrative 

understanding of the God/man-relationship. If we insert S1 = man and S2 = God, we 

easily recognize a dominant structure in the New Testament‟s semantic universe.  

 Remark: For want of better terms we can say the exchange as a complex structure 

has an external and internal side. The external side concerns the exchange of objects 

(gifts and takes) or actions equivalent to such exchanges (services and injuries). The 

internal side concerns the basic social effect of the exchanges establish-

ing/confirming/reestablishing friendship or enmity. The relationship is social since it 

is defined by social rules of exchange. If I pay a fine, it is of no consequence in the 

first instance if I express remorse and apologize for my conduct. What counts is my 

payment. My subjective attitude is less important than my objective action. Of 

course, any society expects its members to acknowledge its rules in actions as well as 

in attitude. Individuals are expected to share the social values and to accept the social 

rules freely. In fact, a fine may help to reinforce the internalization of such values and 

rules, since the social contract (or law) should be constituted amongst the members, 

written in their hearts (Jer 31:33). However, what counts are actions of exchange, not 

so much as outward expression of inner attitude, but as social interaction establish-

ing, confirming, and reestablishing relatively stable relationships. Basically, there 

can be no reconciliation (restitution of friendship) without atonement (external ex-

change of gift/service). In stopping Abraham, God does not renounce sacrifice as 

such, but accepts the ram as a substitute for Isaac (Gen 22): the external sacrificial 

action needs to be accomplished.  
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4.1. God as Legislative, Judicial, and Executive Power  

What does it mean to inflict a take/injury upon God? Firstly, it is important that 

judicial laws as well as moral norms are established by God and have their raison 

d’être from the ontological morals. Secondly, the laws and norms consist of prescrip-

tions as well as interdictions. Violation of an interdiction (for example prohibition of 

stealing or murder) is seen as inflicting a take/injury upon God, since the offence 

against the other is an offence against the Other, God. Not to obey a prescription (for 

example a commandment to support father and mother or to pay taxes/tithes) is a 

non-giving, i.e. a weak form of take. Thirdly, God is not only conceived of as lawgiver, 

but also as judge and executor (sanctioning power). Any action on the part of man is 

thus seen as an action counting in the moral account between God and man. The idea 

of a Day of Judgment is a conception of a critical moment when God suspends the 

time for action and balances accounts in preparation for reward or punishment.xx  

 

4.2. Reward and Punishment 

The one who lives according to existing legislation can expect to obtain a long life 

without losses worth mentioning.xxi In other words: Observance of norms is basically 

rewarded with preservation of life and life possibilities.xxii  

 On the contrary, punishment consists in infliction of loss, destruction, and annihi-

lation of life and life possibilities. What goods or values can be taken from a human 

being? We can point to honor, power, freedom, property, family, and health (cf. Mt 

18:25); but in the last instance one can be deprived of life itself. In fact we should 

acknowledge the death penalty as the punishment par excellence. Any other sort of 

penalty – from imprisonment to fine – is already a sign of the sanctioning power‟s 

grace. This is particularly evident in religious discourses characterized by categorical 

and absolute thinking. Take, for example, the prescription of circumcision in Gen 

17:10-14: “Any uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin 

shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant.” Basically we are facing 

the following rule: the one who observes the norms preserves his right to stay alive, 

while the one who violates the norms loses his right to stay alive. This harsh rule is 

the prototypical narrative understanding, open to different kinds of softening mod-

ification. 
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4.3. Atonement and Reconciliation 

The eschatological expectations in the New Testament, preaching God‟s imminent 

and ultimate judgment, presuppose that everyone has become liable to punishment 

(Rom 3:19) – and as such is threatened with annihilation. Man is a sinner, i.e. a per-

son who has broken divine rules, which is why God is ready to take his life. John the 

Baptist proclaims a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (Mk 1:4). There 

is still time to remedy the fatal situation. God accepts the baptism of repentance as a 

sacrifice, a gift/service for atonement and reconciliation. As a rite intended to ward 

off danger, baptism gives you the right to survive the coming judgment, to be saved 

from the wrath of God. But that is only part of salvation. In the New Testament, sal-

vation is more than postponement of annihilation. It also includes overcoming anni-

hilation, so in a wider perspective one needs to obtain and preserve the right to eter-

nal life beyond the judgment.  

 I regard the case more systematically, and therefore skip the problem of the histo-

ry of traditions. But even in this perspective, the problem is understanding the role 

played by the death of Jesus, if the baptism by John already generates atonement 

and reconciliation. Cutting through this, we could say that the baptism by John only 

achieves its Christian meaning after the death of Jesus and then as a baptism to his 

death (Rom 6:3). In the New Testament, the death of Jesus is interpreted as the 

gift/service remedying man‟s offence against God. Here we are moving into danger-

ous waters, because if Jesus – as representative of man – grants God the demanded 

sacrifice (gift/service), how is forgiveness then to be understood? Is forgiveness not 

that God unconditionally ignores man‟s sins and debts, deletes the account and for-

gets all about man‟s trespasses?  

 We meet the idea that Jesus “came not to be served but to serve, and to give his 

life a ransom for many” (Mk 10:45). By his vicarious death, Jesus ransoms human-

kind from their debts (which they cannot remedy for themselves), cf. Col 2:11-14, 

“God … forgave us all our trespasses, erasing the record that stood against us with its 

legal demands. He set it aside, nailing it to the cross.” The cup words in Mt 26:27-28 

point in the same direction: “Drink from it, all of you; for this is my blood of the co-

venant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” Unashamed, Heb 

9:22 says it in plain words: “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of 

sins.” The possibility of forgiveness was thus not brought about simply because of 

God‟s mercy. It has been brought about through atonement, by Jesus‟ death.  
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 However, this idea can be accentuated in different ways. We can understand Jesus 

as the human being who on behalf of humanity offers himself up as the sacrifice 

which generated God‟s forgiveness. It is, after all, a sort of grace when God accepts 

this gift offering, given by one man as sufficient to generate atonement and reconcili-

ation for all mankind. But when it is said in, for example, 2 Cor 5:19 that “in Christ, 

God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses” then God 

himself appears as the one who staged the possibility of forgiveness and then carried 

it out. This understanding is accentuated further when it is not Jesus who gives his 

life, but God who gives his only Son (Jn 3:16). It is, however, difficult to deny God‟s 

forgiveness to be related to the death of Jesus, understood as atonement regardless 

of any praise of the modifying accentuation. According to a dominant understanding, 

Christians can plead God‟s mercifulness thanks to the Christ event.  

 

4.4. Justified Sinner 

As his starting point, Paul assumes that “the whole world may be held accountable to 

God” (Rom 3:19). All mankind is threatened by the wrath of God who demands the 

death penalty and annihilation. We could say: all have their right to be suspended, in 

this world as well as in the one to come, and it is only a matter of time before God 

may let the created world fall back into primordial chaos. Everyone is sitting on 

death row, awaiting execution. In the first place, reconciliation would mean that all 

convicts regain their right to existence, as the account is cancelled. The just God no 

longer has any legitimate right to take the offender‟s life as punishment for his sin. 

This is “release to the captives” (Lk 4:18). In the eschatological perspective however, 

it is all about access to eternal life. The coming judgment is followed by a radical 

transformation/transfiguration: The righteous take part in God‟s boundless kingdom 

with its eternal life, while the unrighteous will disappear into the bottomless pit of 

annihilation.  

 However, access to the kingdom of God (in the celestial sense) presupposes that 

the righteous are awarded the right to existence, here as well as in the life to come. 

But what must the poor sinner do in order to qualify as righteous? How can he ever 

remedy his trespasses? According to Rom 10:9-10 the sinner has to confess and to 

believe: “because if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your 

heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For one believes with the 

heart and so is justified, and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved.” There 
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may be much more to say about this issue, but if we take this saying at face value, the 

sense of justification by faith could be: the one believing that God accepted the death 

of Jesus as atonement for his sins has thereby been forgiven for his sins and has in 

the eyes and in the account of God achieved the status of a righteous one, with the 

right to exist.xxiii This would imply that forgiveness in its absolute and basic version is 

a declarative award of the right to exist despite the trespasses. God is tempering jus-

tice with mercy. The righteous God is well within his rights to annihilate the sinner, 

to repay the sinner‟s illegitimate take/injury with a perfectly legitimate take/injury. 

But God renounces his right to perform such a take/injury carried away by mercy – 

because of the death of Jesus.  
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