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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. 

 

5. The Mystery of the Cross: Taking or Giving? 

The usefulness of ‗giving‘ and ‗taking‘ as analytical concepts is also obvious when it 

comes to the mystery of the cross (deeply related to the secret/mystery of the king-

dom of God, Mk 4:11) in Mark‘s Gospel.  

 The Gospel of Mark is a story, or narrative discourse. Intuitively we understand 

this narrative as a coherent whole, a story world, although it is full of episodic ele-

ments. Events are kept together, not only by combined sentences, but because of se-

miotic unity. The semantics of the narrative are organized by narrative syntax. Aris-

totle was presumably the first to discern the general structure of narrative, the my-

thos, which does not concern the beginning, middle, and ending of the empirical sto-

ry-text, but the beginning, middle, and ending in what constitutes the unity of the 

narrative‘s dominant sequence of events or actions. In semiotics, the narrative 

schema can be seen as an elaboration of Aristotle‘s concept of mythos in Poetics.i 

 The constituting sequence of events in the gospel narrative concerns the relation-

ship between God and Jesus. Even if Mark tells us much more about Jesus and his 

relation to his followers and enemies, the Christology, the revelation of his relation to 

God is the matter of importance.  The constituting sequence of events develops over 

time and yet constitutes a semantic unity.  
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 At the beginning of Mark, Jesus does not have his full divine being, but achieves it 

successively through a sequence of reciprocal exchanges over several phases. This 

sequence of exchange constitutes the gospel story‘s mythos or narrative schema with 

its four phases: 

 

1) Manipulation: Jesus‘ nomination by God as Son of God, implying a prescribed 

program of action (which becomes explicit by inference only from what actually 

happens in the story). 

2) Competence: Jesus‘ endowment with Holy Spirit (extraordinary knowledge and 

capability) enabling him to perform as prophet and wonderworker. Resisting Sa-

tan‘s temptation, Jesus demonstrates his ability and will to act according to God‘s 

rule. 

3) Performance: Jesus voluntarily gives his life in the death on the cross. 

4) Sanction: God raises Jesus to eternal life. 

 

Narratives relate events focusing on actions, here those of God and Jesus. Narrated 

actions are already interpreted according to an implicit axiology. But a narrative may 

let more interpretations of an event or action shine through, even if the narrator tells 

his story from a point of view favoring one of these interpretations. The interpreta-

tion of the death of Jesus in Mark is particularly illustrative of this phenomenon. 

 In order to follow the argument, we need to be aware of the fact that the narrative 

has to establish its own truth. It cannot simply refer to external reality as the founda-

tion of its truth, but can only make a certain interpretation of related actions plausi-

ble by its own rhetorical way of telling the story. In the story of the narrative, what is 

related refers back to the discourse of the narrative, to the narrator‘s enunciation, the 

action of telling. Thus we can detect what cognitive problems the storyteller is striv-

ing to overcome. But we see not only how the narrator‘s effort to produce a plausible 

interpretation functions, but also how the narrative schema organizes the sequence 

of events.  

 In Mark, the cross event is described partly as crucifixion, partly as cross death. 

According to the Jewish and Roman authorities, Jesus was crucified as guilty accord-

ing to law (Mk 14:64; 15:15.28). The crucifixion is a legal take, an execution, as pu-

nishment of Jesus who has inflicted a take/injury upon the author of the law, Jewish 

as well as Roman, i.e. God/gods. However the centurion – the commander of the sol-
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diers who did the job – develops another opinion after observing how Jesus dies by 

giving up his spirit as an intentional act (Mk 15:37.39). In an act of anagnorisis the 

centurion suddenly realizes his responsibility for killing a god‘s son (not God‘s Son). 

He may sympathetically see Jesus as a martyr dying a noble death for his cause and 

at the same time fear divine revenge because of his own offence. In the event, his in-

voluntary discovery implies that the crucifixion was no legitimate execution, but ra-

ther an illegitimate take/injury, a murder, indeed possibly a politically motivated 

judicial murder. Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Jewish council which con-

demned Jesus as deserving death, also reached an opinion similar to that of the cen-

turion. He asks Pilate for the body of Jesus in order to bury him (Mk 15:43). One 

would expect Jesus‘ disciples to do so (cf. Mk 6:29), but they have all fled (Mk 14:50). 

Both Joseph and the centurion show some sympathy for Jesus, but they do not 

represent a Christian confession to the risen Christ. Both regard Jesus‘ death as de-

finitive. The centurion issues the death certificate, so to speak (Mk 15:44-45). Joseph 

seals the tomb with a large stone (Mk 15:46; 16:4).  

 In particular Mk 10:45, ―the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to 

give his life a ransom for many‖, shows us that Mark understands the cross event not 

as a crucifixion, where Jesus (as patient) has his life taken, but as a cross death, 

where Jesus (as agent) in a sovereign way gives his life in accordance with God‘s de-

mand (Mk 14:36). The cross death is a legal/legitimate gift, a sacrifice, which Jesus 

was obliged to give according to some implicit contract (or covenant) of exchange 

between him and the Father. This giving is Jesus‘ main performance.  

 Jesus‘ disciples, however, reject this understanding when informed in advance. 

Represented by Peter, they dispute that Jesus‘ passion and death in Jerusalem could 

be the will of God (Mk 8:31-33). Thus they regard the cross death as an illegitimate 

gift, as suicide, understood as the waste of life in service of a mistaken cause.ii In this 

moment none of the disciples count on the possibility of Jesus‘ resurrection. We can 

summarize the different interpretations: 
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CRUCIFIXION 

 

EXECUTION 

 

Legal take 

 

Jesus is guilty 

 

MURDER 

 

Illegitimate take 

 

Jesus is innocent 

 

 

CROSS DEATH 

 

SACRIFICE 

 

Legal gift 

 

Jesus is commanded 

 

SUICIDE 

 

Illegitimate gift 

 

Jesus is uncommanded 

 

 
 
The gospel narrative more or less clearly allows each of the different interpretations, 

but argues in narrative form for the interpretation of the cross event as a legitimate 

gift, a sacrifice. Indeed, this seems to be the only one of the different interpretations 

which can be connected to the idea of Jesus‘ resurrection. We see how the visible 

crucifixion as a take is interpreted as a hidden cross death where Jesus gives his life 

to God in order to receive eternal life in return, according to the contract or covenant. 

Mark challenges his readers to decide the question: How then are things ‗in reality‘? 

We can display the ‗mystery of the cross‘ in the following system for the coordinates 

of the cross:  

 

 SACRIFICE  

    

 
 

EXECUTION  
 

   
 
MURDER   

    

    

    

  
SUICIDE 
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It remains to consider whether Jesus‘ giving his life should be understood as a sort of 

potlatch buying out the God of justice to open space for the merciful Father.iii  

 The narrative schema is quite fascinating, because we still really do not know what 

we are dealing with. I have argued that the ‗idea of covenant‘ or the ‗covenant con-

cept‘ in the Old Testament refers neither to an idea nor to a concept, but to a narra-

tive structure characterized by exchange.iv Early on, such narrative structures were 

primarily understood as features of narrative texts. But it has dawned on us that we 

are rather dealing with cognitive forms of understanding reaching far beyond texts. 

Stories only give us privileged access to discover the narrative way of thinking. The 

narrative schema seems to characterize the Jewish and Christian basic stories. The 

understanding of the God/man-relationship is formed by narratives telling about 

interactive exchange between two covenantal partners, God and man (in different 

roles). Sequences of exchange may form systems of obligation and social coercion as 

described by Mauss and Lévi-Strauss. The narrative schema, the narrative‘s mythos, 

can be analyzed as such an organized sequence of exchange.v  

 

6. Exchange and Ethics 

Also in the domain of ethics is the New Testament world of conceptions characte-

rized by forms of exchange. The basic structures of signification which constitute the 

semiotic unity (i.e. the syntactic and semantic unity) of this narrative world of con-

ceptions are really articulated by exchange.  

 

6.1. Ethics and Economy 

The Greek words di,dwmi (give), avpodi,dwmi (give back), and avntapodi,dwmi (return) are 

often used in the sense to (re)pay, and we recognize the tendency to express the 

moral account in monetary or economic metaphors.vi In the parable of the unforgiv-

ing servant, Mt 18:21-35, an economic account is used downright as a parabolic me-

taphor for a moral account. Remission of debt is here a metaphor for remission of 

guilt, i.e. forgiveness of sin. We have conformity between debtor (ovfeile,thj), to be 

indebted (ovfei,lw), debt (ovfei,lhma) and sinner (àmartwlo,j), to sin (àmarta,nw), and sin 

(àmarti,a). The parable is exactly incited by Peter‘s question of forgiveness, his asking 

Jesus how often he should forgive (avfi,hmi) a person having sinned (a`marta,nw) against 

him.  
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 In the parable, a king wishes to settle accounts with his slaves/servants. The day of 

reckoning is a day of judgment. A longer or shorter waiting period for action has ex-

pired and a balance sheet is drawn up on the settling-day. One of the slaves who owes 

the king ten thousand talents is brought to him to satisfy all claims. We are dealing 

with a loan which even more manifestly than the gift demands repayment, i.e. posi-

tive payback. The king (S1) has lent the servant (S2) an amount of money. When S2 

pays S1 back, the king and the servant are quits. But the servant cannot redeem, can-

not pay back (avpodi,dwmi) his loan, which corresponds to a weak form of taking. As 

remarked earlier, to give is prescribed, to take is prohibited. And yet, according to 

rules in force, an illegitimate take ought to be repaid by a legitimate take. The king 

who has the power to vindicate his claim commands the slave together with his wife 

and children and all his possessions to be sold and payment to be made (avpodi,dwmi). 

When this happens, the balance in their mutual relationship will be restituted and 

justice has prevailed.  

 The story, however, takes another turn. The servant falls on his knees and begs for 

patience promising to pay what he owes later on. Moved with pity, the king has mer-

cy on the servant. Instead of a prolonged respite, he grants him an even greater favor: 

he releases (avpolu,w) the servant and forgives/remits (avfi,hmi) him the debt. The king, 

who is well within his rights to inflict a take/injury upon the servant, resists doing so. 

Instead of repaying take (the non-giving) by take, he reciprocates take by gift (his 

non-taking). He cancels the debt and at the same time reestablishes a relation of 

friendship. The servant is released from his obligation to repay, and the king no 

longer has any claim on him. He is a free man, perhaps both in the sense of a slave 

set free and a slave of debt set free, if the debt made him a slave in the first place.  

 Now, the affair of the parable is to show that one should forgive one‘s brother and 

sister without limits, because one has received oneself God‘s boundless forgiveness.  

We may quote Mt 10:8 out of context as a general principle valid here too, even if the 

giving is a non-taking: ―You received without payment; give without payment‖ 

(dwrea.n evla,bete( dwrea.n do,te); alternatively: ―You received freely, give freely.‖ Hence, 

as we know, the story continues, relating how the forgiven servant acts as a hard 

creditor claiming repayment from his own debtor owing him much less.  The servant, 

who lives on the mighty king‘s mercy, will not show mercy to his own debtor. But we 

see how remission (avfi,hmi) of debt (ovfei,lhma) metaphorically can stand for forgive-

ness (avfi,hmi) of sin (àmarti,a).  
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 Morality involves a sort of ‗economical rationality‘, as we continuously keep an 

account of what we owe others, and especially of what others owe us. Forgiveness is a 

moral remission of our debtor‘s debt. Forgiveness is the offended party‘s cancellation 

(annulment) of the offensive party‘s liability to penalty. Forgiveness presupposes a 

morally unjustifiable interaction between two parties: the offensive party as the sub-

ject undertaking the action (doing or non-doing) and violating the prescription of 

giving/ serving or the prohibition of taking/injuring; the offended party as subject 

undergoing the action and becoming the victim of taking or non-giving. We are in the 

domain of trespasses, morally and legally, and we are dealing with justice and pu-

nishment. Forgiveness, however, undercuts justice with mercy. As we shall see be-

low, the lurking question will be, if this undermining of justice destabilizes the very 

concept of reciprocal exchange.  

 In the Lord‘s Prayer, passed on in two versions, we also meet the use of economic 

metaphors. Mt 6:12, ―forgive (avfi,hmi) us our debts (ovfei,lhma), as we also have forgi-

ven (avfi,hmi) our debtors (ovfeile,thj)‖; Lk 11:4, ―forgive (avfi,hmi) us our sins  (a`marti,a), 

for we ourselves forgive (avfi,hmi) everyone indebted (ovfei,lw) to us‖. About God‘s for-

giveness of man in and by the death of Jesus it is said in Col 2:14, ―he forgave us all 

our trespasses, erasing the record (ceiro,grafon; record of debts) that stood against us 

with its legal demands. He set this aside, nailing it to the cross.‖  

 

6.2. The Three Realms/Orders of Being 

In the New Testament, giving corresponds to serving as taking corresponds to injur-

ing, and the reciprocal rule of repayment is as valid for the gift as for the take. The 

Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5:38-40) thematizes the law of retribution (jus talionis), 

against which Jesus is arguing. ―An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth‖ refers to a 

reciprocal exchange where the one injury is identical to the other. Take/injury is re-

turned by take/injury. Instead of this measure of righteousness, Jesus demands to 

return take/injury by gift/service (―Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes 

you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone wants to sue you and take 

your coat, give your cloak as well.‖) 

 In the perspective of action ‗to hate‘ and ‗to love‘ is ‗to injure‘ and ‗to serve‘. Ac-

cording to the general rule, one hates/injures one‘s enemies and loves/serves one‘s 

friends. Let us take a closer look on the wording in Lk 6:27, ―Love your enemies, do 

good to those who hate you.‖ Here we are not asking what enemies Jesus (or Luke) 
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might have had in mind, but regard this saying as a general ethical rule. It is not dif-

ficult to see this saying as an alternative to the more ordinary rule ―Love your friends 

and hate your enemies‖ (cf. Mt 5:43, ―You have heard that it was said, ‗You shall love 

your neighbor and hate your enemy.‘‖). We detect a semantic structure based on the 

combination of the two dichotomies friend/enemy and love/hate, pointing to three 

kingdoms or realms (orders of being): 

 

 

The Realm of Mercy The Realm of Justice The Realm of Evil 

 

Love your enemies Love your friends Hate your enemies Hate your friends 

 

The Realm of Justice represents the ordinary rule which every society follows in or-

der to prevent social chaos, namely the Realm of Evil where one takes from the other 

and hates his neighbor in a war of all against all. Jesus proclaims another sort of so-

cial anomaly, a positive form of lawlessness, when he demands the sort of exchange 

which takes place in the Realm of Mercy.  

 Thus we see how the study of forms of exchange in the universe of the New Testa-

ment can describe the elementary structures of signification articulating the early 

Christian religion, semantic substructures of signification, which in different ways 

manifest themselves in the textual surface, for example in the well known sayings ―It 

is more blessed to give than to receive.‖ (Acts 20:35) and ―Vengeance is mine, I will 

repay, says the Lord‖ (Rom 12:19). But digging a bit deeper, matters may turn out to 

be quite complex as the last example will show us. 

 

6.3. The Good Samaritan 

In the parable of the Good Samaritan, Lk 10:30-35, we can easily detect a role-

configuration conforming to the three realms or domains of exchange. In the first 

place we have a man falling into the hands of robbers, who strip him, beat him, and 

leave him half dead. Robbery is a theft involving the use of violence. Not only are 

possessions taken, but the body is injured. The robbers represent the Realm of Evil. 

We never hear if they are later captured and punished, since the story‘s attention is 

on the fate of the injured party. The story mentions the robbers peripherally as the 

subject of doing, but focuses on the man as the subject of being, in this case as the 

victim of a degression. From the point of the man‘s being, the take is a realized de-
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gression. The severe injury, however, can be seen as a complex actualized degression, 

since the harming action commences a process of annihilation oriented towards 

death not yet realized. The man is only ―half dead‖ (h`miqanh,j), neither living nor dead, 

but non-living, which may include his being unconscious.  

 The priest and the Levite, who – whatever their motives may be – pass by, 

represent a non-doing, more precisely a non-giving/non-serving. Having seen the 

wounded man they cannot evade a moral judgment, but are interpreted or better se-

miotized, i.e. branded by the story as a weak version of the robbers.  

 Now the Samaritan enters the scene. Seeing the victim, he is moved with pity 

which spontaneously initiates action. He bandages the victim‘s wounds, brings him 

to an inn, and takes care of him. The man is now the beneficiary of an actualized pro-

tection. He may still be ―half dead‖, but now the process of degression has been ar-

rested, he is oriented towards restitution, healing. The state of being non-death is 

aiming at gradually recovering life. Protection is rescue, salvation, from virtual or 

actualized loss/annihilation, protection of life and life possibilities.  

 The Samaritan is obviously serving the victim, doing well. The interesting ques-

tion, however, is what sort of exchange we are dealing with in this case. Since this 

paradigmatic story likewise seems to offer material for inexhaustible sociological, 

psychological, philosophical, theological and other forms of reflection, it follows that 

I will present only some ideas based on my previous theoretical statements.vii  

 The first thing to be appreciated is that we are in something of a derealized or pre-

cultural and pre-legal domain. On the one hand, the desert road from Jerusalem to 

Jericho can be regarded as a place of lawlessness, the domain of robbers and thieves 

beyond the reach of the law; on the other hand, it is a pre-cultural resort where law is 

suspended or has not yet been established. People are strangers to each other, and no 

pre-established social contracts of exchange are at work. In other words: there is no 

exchange history between the persons involved. The robbers‘ take is neither revenge 

nor punishment for an earlier take by the victim: it represents the genuine opening of 

a possible exchange. The evil act is a random, and in a way gratuitous, action. The 

Samaritan‘s service is no repayment of a previous gift/service offered him by the vic-

tim. His action too is a genuine opening of a possible exchange.   

 The next point is that we do not hear of any bilateral history of exchange develop-

ing between the Samaritan and the victim. The Samaritan does not distinguish be-

tween friend and enemy, but sees in the stripped and beaten up body a naked fellow 
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being in need of aid. Neglecting possible danger to himself he comes to rescue the 

needy, a person he does not know, even an unconscious person unable to reveal his 

identity and to ask for help. The Samaritan is an example of good because he is doing 

for the other what he needs, regardless of whether the other has or has not done him 

a favor as friend or even done him harm as enemy, or whether the other will ever be 

able to repay him or might even harm him in the future. Indeed the Samaritan does 

not allow the victim to know his identity, rendering repayment impossible; the Sa-

maritan never negotiates with the victim or with himself, never considering if it will 

pay to help. He is just acting, intentionally, but without mental reservation and ulte-

rior motives. He is acting spontaneously out of love, bereft of expectation of thanks 

or reward. As subject of doing he is merely concerned about the victim‘s being, not 

his own. He is not tempted to reduce the other to a means for increasing his own 

moral capital. He is a realization of the Christian love command of which we might 

catch only a glimpse in our own world of experience. Because to us it is habitually 

sufficient to stick to the law, the demands of which can be observed without having to 

really love our neighbors.  

 In his goodness, the Samaritan provides for the victim until he has recovered and 

can make his own way. In advance, he pays the innkeeper and promises to cover 

eventual further costs when he returns. He does not expect any repayment from the 

victim or his family.  He is not looking for people‘s recognition, not even God‘s ac-

knowledgement is brought up. The Samaritan is not acting – like the lawyer – to se-

cure his right to inherit eternal life in the world to come by doing good works. He is 

acting to secure the other‘s actual life in this world. Beyond the trouble, he is even 

ready to incur expenses, and though he may be a wealthy man, he might end up ruin-

ing himself if he keeps on acting this way. The Samaritan is not of this world, domi-

nated by the Realm of Justice and reciprocity. According to this world, his helpful-

ness will never pay. In this world, we exchange services as commodities.  

 It is remarkable that the Samaritan often has been understood as a travelling mer-

chant making his fortune by trade. Admittedly, this would explain his travelling as 

well as his wealth, but he is really in denial of economic reason, which is often seen as 

a metaphor of the calculating moral where service is expected to be returned. Only 

towards the innkeeper do we have money on the table, but as pure expense, pure gift 

– as payment for the innkeeper‘s service, of course, but a free gift to the victim with-

out expectation of return.  
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 The Good Samaritan is the diametrical contrast to the robbers who took the vic-

tim‘s money and clothing. The robber enriches himself at the expense of his neighbor 

and thus becomes an image of anyone exploiting his neighbor for his own benefit. On 

the contrary, the Samaritan defrays the expenses of the neighbor and thus becomes 

the image of any altruistic action in favor of the neighbor. Between the robber and 

the Samaritan we find the innkeeper, representing the economic world, where ex-

change takes place for mutual benefit. The innkeeper helps the Samaritan helping 

the wounded, but only because he is paid for doing so.  

 Thus, the parable of the Good Samaritan raises the question of the gratuitous 

gift/service. Does this example of altruistic generosity from the Realm of Mercy un-

dermine the prototypical schemas of exchange based on reciprocity? It seems to be 

the case, at least as a borderline case open to further theological interpretation. How-

ever, in the general framework of Luke‘s Gospel, some idea of reciprocity prevails, 

although in a postponing eschatological perspective. Thus in Lk 14:12-14 we read: 

 

He said also to the one who had invited him, ―When you give a luncheon or a din-

ner, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, 

in case they may invite you in return, and you would be repaid [receive an avnta-

po,doma, a counter-gift]. But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, 

the lame, and the blind. And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you 

[avntapodi,dwmi], for you will be repaid [avntapodi,dwmi] at the resurrection of the righ-

teous.‖ 

 

We would expect ―at the resurrection of the merciful‖, since this saying reproaches 

the idea of righteousness immanent in the do ut des principle for social interaction. 

And the blessedness may say a good deed is its own reward. What we see is that the 

idea of repayment disappears only to reappear as retribution at the resurrection, 

when God will repair the losses of those whose mercy might have wrought their own 

ruin in service of the good cause.  With or without an eschatological perspective: we 

do have examples showing how the authors of the New Testament struggle to radical-

ize or even to escape the semiotics of narrative exchange. 
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7. Further Studies of Exchange 

The Christian system of values is new and radical, but it continues to think in struc-

tures of exchange. I have presented some ideas, but a more systematic and exhaus-

tive examination of narrative exchange in the New Testament is required. Thus it 

would be desirable to have a lexicological examination of the New Testament vocabu-

lary of words related to exchange as well as a wider differentiation of forms of ex-

change.  

 

7.1. Lexicology 

In a lexicological examination, we will find the basic verbs ‗give‘ (di,dwmi) and ‗take‘ 

(lamba,nw; ai;rw; avfaire,w) in many different contexts, some of more relevance than 

others for the study of exchange. On the other hand we should look for patterns of 

exchange, even if the basic verbs are not used explicitly. In the semiotic perspective 

presented here, a lexicological examination is something more than a linguistic or 

philological study, since it is looking for narrative semantics. However, an examina-

tion of sentences where forms of ‗give‘ or ‗take‘ occur would be a rewarding entry, as I 

hope to have demonstrated.  

 Basic words often appear in different forms in important core sentences. Think, 

for example, of the Greek word ‗to give‘ (di,dwmi) in Mk 10:45; Jn 3:16, and Acts 

20:35. If it is more blessed to give than to receive, it is also more blessed to serve 

than to be served according to Christology and ethics. We have seen how the form 

avpodi,dwmi is often translated by ‗to pay‘ or ‗to reward‘, which points to an economic 

vocabulary, where guilt and debt (ovfei,lh, ,; da,neion) also belong (cf. the parable of the 

unforgiving servant, Mt 18:21-35). The form avntapodi,dwmi is a reinforced version of 

repayment as retribution. The word is used of the positive reward of giving and non-

taking, but also of the negative punishment of taking and non-giving (2 Thess 1:6; 

Heb 10:30). Here the structure of reciprocity is evident, for example in Rom 11:35, 

where Paul emphasizes the asymmetrical relation between Creator and Creature with 

his rhetorical question: ―Or who has [in advance] given a gift (prodi,dwmi) to him to 

receive a gift in return (avntapodi,dwmi)?‖ Generalized: What human being has given 

God something as an opening gift/service making God obliged to repay with a 

gift/service? The answer, of course, is no one. It is the other way round: Man is (en-

dlessly) indebted to God for what God has done for man.  
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 Of course, the word avntapodi,dwmi takes a central position and entails more words 

and contexts expressing structures of exchange raising different questions. Among 

the items raised is, on the one hand, the matter of the unconditioned gift of grace in a 

broad sense, which can open an asymmetrical exchange, and on the other hand the 

question of justice, which so zealously haunts the children of mankind. In general, 

the questions concern the right exchange according to the implicit contract (or cove-

nant), which always seems present in reciprocal relationships.  

 Here the juridical domain becomes clearly visible and the very idea of judgment 

(cognitive verdict as well as pragmatic sanction) necessarily relates to this. So we 

have a God who takes his revenge on his enemies and punishes sinners, then a God 

who will repay his friends at the resurrection of the righteous. The question of 

whether in the last instance God tempers justice with mercy also belongs here. In 

other words, it is for further analysis to show if we run into tension, apori, and para-

dox, which discloses breaches in the semiotic logic of exchange and points to decon-

structive tendencies. For the moment, it seems correct to assume that narrative 

thought is unable to transcend the reciprocity of exchange. Even if one is unable to 

repay and the exchange is unaccomplished, the cognitive schema of exchange still 

works, since this powerlessness only opens an endless debt and an endless grateful-

ness to the creditor who cancels the debt.  

 However, in such a lexicological examination, we should not look only for basic 

verbs like ‗give‘ (di,dwmi) and ‗take‘ (ai;rw or lamba,nw), but furthermore examine how 

central words and ideas may be related to the narrative thought of exchange. It is 

remarkable that the Greek words for ‗reconcile‘ (katalla,ssw) and ‗reconciliation‘ (ka-

tallagh,) – concerning the reestablishment of friendship between God and mankind 

(cf. Rom 5:10-11; 11:15; 2 Cor 5:18-20) – are also Greek terms for ‗exchange‘. 

 

7.2. Forms of Exchange  

I have not touched on the effects of an asymmetrical power-structure for the under-

standing of exchange, and the following description of forms of exchange is still to be 

elaborated further. But here are some first round observations. 

 Of course, we encounter the bilateral reciprocal exchange, as when S1 does S2 a 

favor, after which S2 does S1 a favor in return, since one good turn deserves another. 

Then we may meet a redistributive exchange, in which more people give something 

to a superior store-keeper (for example a chief), who then as provider redistributes 
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the goods to the contributors. In general one can think of the tax system as a political 

distributional institution.viii  

 However, we need to clear up the matter of whether the reciprocal structure of the 

narrative schema has a redistributive character too. Why must the hero in the fairy 

tale, for example, give the liberated princess to the king before he can receive her as a 

legitimate wife in wedding? An answer may be that such an exchange of an externally 

identical object changes its ‗inner‘ value. If the hero remains in the forest with the 

princess he becomes a dragon himself, a villain, and the princess a take, a theft. The 

exchange converts the take into a gift. Something similar seems to be the case in the 

tale of the sacrifice of Isaac – and in Christian infant baptism seen from the parents‘ 

point of view. The child has to be handed over to, has to be brought (prosfe,rw) as a 

(symbolic) sacrifice to God, from whom it is given back as a blessed gift. By this redi-

stributive form of exchange the child is set free; God no longer has any legitimate 

claim on it. In a general perspective it is all about a legitimate life, the right to be.  

 Finally, we can point to generalized exchange, where S1 gives to S2, who gives to 

S3, who gives to S1, who gives to S4 and so on. We send out a service into the world 

and hope it will return one day from some other unknown person rather than the 

first beneficiary. This is of course a risky enterprise if one is too particular because 

one cannot be sure that such a blind exchange will pay off. Who can guarantee that 

one does not end up as foolishly kind, ruining oneself as a Good Samaritan?  

 Of course, New Testament ethics rely on the premise that divine power assures 

that a life lived according to Christian values is not a life wasted. The words of the 

Sermon on the Plain ―give, and it will be given to you‖ (Lk 6:38) seem addressed to 

reluctant persons worried about the balance between revenue and expenditure. They 

are encouraged to let go and to embark on a life as generous givers daring to believe 

that God himself will see to their needs. Apparently God is thought of here as an im-

manent order, a cosmic principle of force, not only securing balanced justice, but re-

paying excessively. The generous one will himself meet with God‘s generosity (cf. Mt 

5:7, ―Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.‖ Cf. further Mt 25:29-46). 

Instead of living at the other‘s expense, one is to defray the expenses of the life of the 

other by a chain of gift-giving and service. The one who might ruin himself will be 

cared for by God himself, if not before, then at the resurrection of the righteous, the 

final exchange, when the accounts are settled and debts are repaid or cancelled.  

  



15 
 

Conclusion 

The New Testament‘s narrative world literally swarms with interactive relations of 

exchange. We do not have to search long, since we meet signs of these semantic sub-

structures on the textual surface. Words like repay, reward, debt, guilt, reconcilia-

tion, vengeance, and gift – but also forgiveness, mercy, and grace point to them. Thus 

a theory of exchange might be a rewarding approach for analyzing New Testament 

theology/religion.  

 The New Testament‘s narrative world can be seen as a vision of the right forms of 

exchange between God and man and between a man and his fellow men. The New 

Testament gives a certain interpretation of the elementary forms of social life or of 

the elementary forming of social life, but in a radical eschatological and cosmological 

perspective. This radicalization does not imply that a narrative understanding of ex-

change is left behind. The narrative way of thinking cannot be transcended, but is 

rather the transcendental presupposition for making sense, even when stretched to 

the limits. Thus also mercifulness and love are conceived of as forms of exchange: 

―We love because he first loved us‖ (1 Jn 4:19). It is the idea of exchange which is rad-

icalized, often to such a degree that it shows a tendency to deconstruct itself or to end 

up in a theological apori. However, the study of forms of exchange in the narrative 

world of the New Testament may add new and more accurate insight to our under-

standing of early Christian religion.ix Not least, since this religion seems to have 

emerged in a struggle with ideas of exchange regarded as a perversion to the Crea-

tor‘s intention of the good life.  
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