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JEWS AND GREEKS:
THE BROADER CONTEXT FOR
WRITING THE NEW TESTAMENT

Jennifer C. Lane

hen Paul wrote his epistles, he adapted his subject matter to the
V~ » Saints’ earlier beliefs and challenges from their peers. He
described this broader context and his message this way: “The Jews
require a sign, and the Greeks seek after wisdom: but we preach Christ
crucified, unto the Jews a stumblingblock, and unto the Greeks fool-
ishness” (1 Corinthians 1:22-23). Understanding the broader philo-
sophical and religious setting for the writing of the New Testament
allows us to make more sense out of the topics Paul and other writers
chose to address. In examining the key assumptions Jews and Greeks
may have had about the doctrines of Christ, we can better understand
New Testament writing, modern-day resistance to the gospel, and the
essence of the gospel itself.
This broader context helps us understand the people to whom the
Gospels and epistles would have been written. In appreciating their
concerns and background, we can better understand the message of the

New Testament. The witness of Christ found in these writings came to
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people who had various worldviews that created challenges to their
acceptance of the gospel. The assumptions that the Jews and Greeks
held can explain how the testimony of Christ can be seen as “foolish-
ness” to those who have different beliefs about reality. Recognizing the
differences in their basic premises also explains that a witness of Christ
will not come with “enticing words of man’s wisdom” but only “in
demonstration of the Spirit and of power” (1 Corinthians 2:4). In
examining the broader intellectual and religious worldviews that create
the context for the New Testament, I will look first at the Greeks and
then at the Jews. Clearly the scope of this project is vast, but learning
some simple points about basic beliefs can provide a valuable entry
point into a foreign world. For each of the worldviews indicated by the
terms “Greeks” and “Jews,” I will give an overview of their beliefs and
how those beliefs caused them problems in understanding the gospel
message.

"THE GREEKS SEEK AFTER WISDOM"

When people think of a Greek or Roman worldview, some immedi-
ately think of Greek and Roman religion and deities such as the Greek
gods Zeus and Hera and their Roman counterparts, Jupiter and Juno.
The worship of traditional Greek and Roman deities continued
through the first century AD. Many additional Near Eastern deities
were even adopted during the Hellenistic and Roman periods. But it is
significant that Paul emphasized philosophia, or the love of wisdom, when
trying to characterize the challenge Gentiles faced in accepting the
gospel of Jesus Christ. It was the philosophical assumptions developed
in this pursuit of wisdom, rather than the belief in different gods, that
created barriers to the gospel for the educated.

An analogy from my days as a missionary in France might be help-
ful. Before I left, many people said to me: “You'll be going to a Catholic
country; I'm sure that will be challenging.” My experience, however, was
much the same as Paul’s. It was not the traditional religion that was pri-
marily the barrier. By the late twentieth century, most people in France
had their worldview shaped by naturalism, not Catholicism. In other
words, most were atheists, not Catholics. Most people’s concerns about
the gospel message were driven by the basic assumptions of the
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Enlightenment, such as “there is no God” and “religion is a manipula-
tive tool.” Of course, there were many people who were devoutly
Catholic, but most educated people equated being religious with being
ignorant, simple, or superstitious.

For hundreds of years in the Greek tradition, there had been grow-
ing philosophical resistance to the assumptions about Deity that were
part of the traditional stories about the gods. In the Hellenized Roman
world, traditional religion still had a very important place, but many of
those who were educated wanted to see themselves as being religious
but not superstitious. Superstitious, uneducated people saw the gods as
fickle and dealing arbitrarily with people." There was also a tradition
within philosophy going back even before Plato and Aristotle that can
be seen as a form of monotheism.” Because of this philosophical move-
ment, the traditional idea of gods taking physical form and being
involved in change and passions began to seem distasteful and ludicrous
to the more educated.

During the first century AD, there was no one uniform philosophi-
cal system. Instead there were several important schools of thought in
the Hellenistic world that functioned much as religious worldviews,
including Epicureanism, Stoicism, and Middle Platonism.’ This period,
however, was characterized by many shared attitudes; “in fact post
Hellenistic philosophy . . . from 100 B.C. onwards was marked more and
more by a tendency towards syncretism or fusion of the various
schools.”™ While differences existed between the schools, certain gen-
eral assumptions about reality were common. Many of these general
attitudes stemmed from influential Athenian philosophers several hun-
dred years earlier. During the first century AD, the basic assumptions of
Plato and Aristotle were widely shared and perpetuated in Middle
Platonism.’

Educated people shared philosophical assumptions about reality.
Because of these views, the message of Christ’s Atonement would have
been difficult to believe. Paul noted that “the Jews require a sign, and
the Greeks seek after wisdom.” In contrast, he said that as Christians,
“we preach Christ crucified.” This declaration of the crucified and risen
Lord was, according to Paul, “unto the Greeks foolishness” (1 Corin-
thians 1:22—23). There were some general attitudes about reality that
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would have made the gospel message sound foolish to those who shared
the worldview of Greek philosophy. The two most significant areas
were the prejudice against divine embodiment and Resurrection as seen
in Platonic dualism and the prejudice against divine changeability or
suffering that can be seen in Aristotle’s “Unmoved Mover.”

It has been suggested that “the belief in the resurrection of the
body” was “possibly the strangest Christian tenet to pagan ears.” The
prejudice against divine embodiment and Resurrection stemmed from
attitudes toward the body that are known as Platonic dualism. In Plato’s
writings, the soul was seen as radically different from the body, and
embodiment could be characterized as a prison. These attitudes are
clearly articulated in Plato’s Socratic dialogue Phaedo, in which he por-
trays Socrates’ discussion before his death. I will first show how these
ideas about the body are seen in Plato’s writing and then illustrate how
this belief created a context for the New Testament.

Plato portrays the ideal human as “entirely concerned with the soul
and not with the body. . . . He would like, as far as he can, to be quit of
the body and turn to the soul.”” The body is seen as diminishing the
soul’s capacity because “the body introduces a turmoil and confusion
and fear into the course of speculation, and hinders us from seeing the
truth; and all experience shows that if we would have pure knowledge of
anything we must be quit of the body, and the soul in herself must
behold all things in themselves: then, I suppose, that we shall attain that
which we desire, and of which we say that we are lovers, and that is wis-
dom.”

Hope for human beings was in being rid of the body after this life
when “the foolishness of the body will be cleared away and we shall be
pure and hold converse with other pure souls, and know of ourselves
the clear light everywhere; and this is surely the light of truth. For no
impure thing is allowed to approach the pure.” The body was seen as
part of what made the soul impure. Thus, “what is purification but the
separation of the soul from the body, . . . the release of the soul from
the chains of the body?”® The general prejudice against the idea of
Resurrection in the Greek world was so widespread and influential,
even among the Jews, that “many Diaspora Jews rejected this form of
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post-mortal hope and espoused a Hellenistic hope in the immortality
of the soul.™

The influence of the worldview of Platonic dualism in shaping the
broader context for the New Testament can be seen in New Testament
writings that reaffirm Christ’s bodily incarnation, suffering, and
Resurrection. A pointed example is found in 1 John 4:2—3: “Hereby
know ye the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesseth that Jesus Christ
is come in the flesh is of God: and every spirit that confesseth not that
Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is not of God: and this is that spirit of
antichrist, whereof ye have heard that it should come; and even now
already is it in the world.” The forcefulness of this clarification high-
lights the strength of the challenge of docetism, or the view that Christ,
being divine, could not have had a physical body.”

Additional evidence for Platonic dualism in shaping the context for
the New Testament can be found in the writings of Celsus, a Platonist
arguing against Christian belief around AD 177-80. Sharing the basic
premise of educated people, he maintained that “the soul is God’s work,
but the nature of the body is different.”” Since the body was antitheti-
cal to God’s nature, the idea of the incarnation and the Resurrection
were against reason. Celsus spoke against the incarnation, saying that
God would not “thrust his own spirit into such foul pollution.”
Likewise, the idea of Christ’s Resurrection seemed foolish: “Jesus could
not have risen with his body; for God would not have received back the
spirit which he gave after it had been defiled by the nature of the
body.™* The basic assumptions of the educated within the Greek world
made the declaration of the crucified and risen Christ seem as foolish-
ness. It is important to remember that this perception grew out of
widely shared assumptions about reality. As one scholar concluded,
“Pagan disgust at Christian preaching of resurrection of the body is pro-
pelled by a set of convictions about God as reason, and spirit, and by an
attitude towards the body as inferior matter. Resurrection is just one
more of the more dramatic and disdainful examples of Christian
credulity, ignorance, arrogance, and mistaken understandings of God
and nature.””

In addition to the prejudice against divine embodiment and
Resurrection, there was also a built-in bias against the idea of divine
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changeability or suffering. In Book 12 (Lambda) of the Metaphysics,
Aristotle explains the nature of the Supreme Being, his “Unmoved
Mover.” This ultimate God is both unmovable and the source of all
other movement. He says, “The first principle or primary being is not
movable either in itself or accidentally, but produces the primary eter-
nal and single movement.”

These deep-seated assumptions about the nature of God go back
to the pre-Socratic philosophers. Parmenides, living in the fifth cen-
tury BC, laid the groundwork for this belief, stating that “being is
ungenerated and imperishable, whole, unique, immovable and com-
plete.”” Even before Aristotle’s influential development of the
Unmoved Mover, Plato upheld the idea of divine impassibility (God’s
inability to suffer or feel pain).* In fact, in the Phaedo, where Plato
develops the idea of the body as a prison, he also emphasizes the ideal
quality of changelessness: “Absolute equality, absolute beauty, any
absolute existence, true being—do they ever admit of any change what-
soever? Or does each absolute essence, since it is uniform and exists by
itself, remain the same and never in any way admit of any change?™ For
Plato, “the realm of the soul is the pure, everlasting, immortal, and
changeless.”

During the first century AD, Middle Platonists focused on the
implications of God being unchangeable and unmovable.” The wide
esteem in which being unmovable was held in the philosophical world
can also be seen in Stoicism. For the Stoics, apatheia, or passionlessness,
was the highest human virtue. They believed that “since the human soul
is a part of the Divine Reason or God, . . . the principle goal of an indi-
vidual is the pursuit of virtue. . . . The virtuous individual is one who
has attained inner discipline by controlling all emotions and passions
and, if possible, eradicating them completely.”*

These views about the divine being unmovable or impassible can
be seen in the shock of Celsus, the anti- Christian Platonist, at the
implications of the incarnation and suffering of Christ. He shares the
views of the educated in saying that “God is good and beautiful and
happy, and exists in the most beautiful state. If then He comes down to
men, He must undergo change, a change from good to bad, from beau-
tiful to shameful, from happiness to misfortune, and from what is best
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to what is most wicked. Who would choose a change like this? It is the
nature only of a mortal being to undergo change and remoulding,
whereas it is the nature of an immortal being to remain the same with-
out alteration. Accordingly, God could not be capable of undergoing
this change.”™ The idea that Jesus, being God, could “serve as a slave
and be sick and die” seems to him as “wicked and impious.”* Thus, he
rejects Old Testament messianic prophecy as foolish: “It would be
impossible to believe in the predictions that He should suffer and do
these things.””

The idea of God being capable of any kind of change was an affront
to basic assumptions of educated people of this era. This reservation
was related to the concerns about Christ’s embodiment and Resur-
rection. How could a divine being undergo this kind of change? The
sharp reaction to this doctrine can be seen when Paul taught in Athens.
His teaching seemed to be well received, but “when they heard of the
resurrection of the dead, some mocked” (Acts 17:32). It was precisely
to avoid being mocked that some early Christians taught the idea of a
spiritual resurrection. Orthodox Christianity did maintain a belief in
the resurrection of the body, yet because Christian apologists moved
toward characterizing God as impassible, this became part of the creeds.
Of course, the Christians had to reconcile Christ’s suffering and death
with their belief in the impassibility of God, which was a source of
debate and division.”

“THE JEWS REQUIRE A SIGN"

While the phrase “seeking after wisdom” characterizes Greek phi-
losophy of the Hellenistic-Roman era, the Jewish worldview can be
summed up in the phrase “the Jews require a sign.” It is true that sign
has also been translated in other versions of the Bible as “miraculous
signs™ or “miracles.”® However, the basic meaning of the Greek word
semeion is “the sign or distinguishing mark by which someth[ing] is
known,” which could also be rendered as token or indication.”” This
meaning of sign more clearly describes the focus of intertestamental
Judaism. In saying that “the Jews require a sign,” Paul is describing the
Jews’ focus on outward performances that indicate faithfulness to God.

Just as there were various ways of being a philosopher in the first
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century, there were also various ways of being a Jew. Different groups,
comprising “sectarian” or intertestamental Judaism, had all developed
in response to the Hellenistic context of their world. These groups
included the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes. While they had com-
peting visions for the true form of Israelite religion in the Second
Temple period, they also shared some beliefs. This is not to suggest that
there was a standard form of Judaism at this time but that each of these
forms of Judaism was drawing upon the Torah as establishing what God
had commanded. These commandments were not limited to “signs” or
outward performances; however, obedience to certain commandments
was generally seen as required to be pleasing unto God.

All of these groups of Jews, even though taking different
approaches, sought to keep the faith in an alien world. Most Jews, how-
ever, were not allied with any of these groups. The general population
was known as the am ha-aretz, or “people of the land.” Their level of
understanding and commitment to the outward signs of obedience to
God’s law found in the Torah included circumcision, Sabbath obser-
vance, and participation in other rituals such as temple festivals. Some
scholars today describe them as “liv[ing] faithfully according to the
Law” and being generally observant.”* The Pharisees and other groups
saw these “people of the land” as unreligious, ritually impure, and little
different from Gentiles.” Other groups, such as the Dead Sea Scrolls
sect or Qumran Community, viewed most Jews, including the Phari-
sees, as failing to live up to the demands of the Torah and as being in
apostasy** As we will see, however, all of these groups adhered to out-
ward signs as a measure of their faithfulness, a practice which directly
affected their perception of the preaching of the Christian gospel.

Paul observed that “the Jews require a sign, and the Greeks seek
after wisdom.” In contrast, he said Christians “preach Christ crucified.”
Believing that Christ is the source of hope and confidence before God
was, according to Paul, “unto the Jews a stumblingblock” (1 Corinthians
1:22-23). Examining the general attitudes about reality shared by the
Jews helps us understand why the gospel message would have been a
stumbling block to them.

First, the key shared concept for the Jews was that God chose Israel
as His covenant people and gave the Israelites His law. The five books
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of Moses, known as the Torah, had a very important role in establishing
the expectations for Jewish life, providing a shared sense of God’s
requirements and relationship with His covenant people. Jews did not
agree uniformly about what constituted God’s revelation. Some groups,
such as the Sadducees, may not have accepted the Prophets and
Writings that now are included in the Hebrew Bible.® Other Jews had
a broader sense of revelations and covenants, as is seen in the pseudepi-
graphical writings and the Dead Sea Scrolls.** In addition, the Pharisees
believed in a divinely given oral tradition known in the New Testament
as the “tradition of the elders.”” For all these groups, the Torah pro-
vided a collective foundation for God’s covenant expectations and
promises.

Expectations include circumcision, food purity laws, Sabbath obser-
vance, and temple festivals. New Testament scholars debate whether
Judaism saw this obedience to the law as a way to gain merit through
works or whether adherence to these “works of the law” simply func-
tioned as a way to stay within the election of Israel.”* Other lines of
scholarship emphasize the alternate voices within Judaism that saw the
people as a whole as not living up to the covenant requirements.”” Most
scholars, however, would agree that all these forms of Judaism saw
themselves as having God’s law and being His people, although there
was internal debate as to who was living up to what they were given.

The general expectations regarding the biblical requirements of
circumcision and food purity can be seen in the beliefs of those who
criticized their contemporaries for their perceived laxness in obedience.
As was mentioned before, some of the sects of this era had stricter
standards than the less educated, who were, according to Calvin
Roetzel, “not as scrupulous as others in observing some commandments
(especially the laws of purity), and they were ignorant of much of the
content of the Torah and shunned its study.”* Thus, the common
people “were doubtless shunned and ridiculed by those who were
scrupulous about the laws of purity, observing the tithe and the study
of the Torah, namely the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes.™

Those who sought to raise the standard for holiness in intertesta-
mental Judaism focused on the observance of the law of Moses, what
we might call “requiring a sign.” No longer having prophets, the Jews
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drew upon what they had in scripture as standards and resources to
keep themselves separate from the encroachment of Hellenization.*
An example of this desire to “raise the bar” in efforts to live a holy life
can be seen in concerns about circumcision.

The pseudepigraphical book Jubilees, dated to the second century
BC, states that Israel was not living up to the conditions of the
covenantal promise by not properly performing circumcision: “They
will not circumcise their sons according to all of this law because some
of the flesh of their circumcision they will leave in the circumcision of
their sons. And all of the sons of Beliar will leave their sons without cir-
cumcising just as they were born. And great wrath from the Lord will
be upon the sons of Israel because they have left his covenant and
turned aside from his words.”” The writers of Jubilees saw the Jews of
their day as being in “an epidemic of malpractice.” Their failures to
keep the law were understood as neglecting to circumcise altogether, as
not being careful to circumcise on the eighth day, or as circumcising in
a way that would cut away “less flesh than was normal—a style appar-
ently adopted and preferred during the Hellenistic period in order to
help conceal the marks of circumcision.” The “works of the law,” or
the signs of the covenant, were constantly being challenged by the cul-
tural context in which Jews lived.

We can appreciate the importance of circumcision as a sign of the
covenant when we realize its place within God’s relationship with
Abraham: “And God said unto Abraham, Thou shalt keep my covenant
therefore, thou, and thy seed after thee in their generations. This is my
covenant, which ye shall keep, between me and you and thy seed after
thee; every man child among you shall be circumcised. And ye shall cir-
cumcise the flesh of your foreskin; and it shall be a token of the
covenant betwixt me and you” (Genesis 17:9—11). Paul’s writings make
it clear that the Jews’ emphasis on the signs of the covenant was a very
important part of the context for the writing of the New Testament.

Circumcision and other signs of the covenant were major issues
that Paul had to address. He taught the Saints at Corinth: “Is any man
called being circumcised? let him not become uncircumcised. Is any
called in uncircumcision? let him not be circumcised. Circumcision is
nothing, and uncircumcision is nothing, but the keeping of the
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commandments of God” (1 Corinthians 7:18—19). His message was that
their whole understanding of how to please God had to be revised: “If
ye be circumcised, Christ shall profit you nothing. For I testify again to
every man that is circumcised, that he is a debtor to do the whole law”
(Galatians 5:2—3). Thus, to many Jews, the message of “Christ cruci-
fied” became a stumbling block because it meant that the signs of the
covenant were no longer required.

Accepting the gospel message of salvation through the Atonement
of Christ required accepting that older requirements could be super-
seded. Jews did not need to deny that God had given the law of Moses,
but the new and challenging message was that the law had been fulfilled
in Christ. The questions Paul was asked about the need to circumcise
and keep food purity regulations shows the Jews’ struggles with the new
law. In Acts and the epistles, we can see widespread concern with cir-
cumcision and food-purity as signs of the covenant (see Acts 10; IS; 21;
Romans 14; 1 Corinthians 8). These Jewish beliefs were an important
part of the broader context for the writing of the New Testament.
Thus, these issues are essential in understanding the Apostles’ efforts
to strengthen and clarify the faith of early Church members.

‘BUT WE PREACH CHRIST CRUCIFIED"

As we reflect on how important the worldviews of the Greeks and
the Jews were in shaping the way they viewed the gospel of Christ, we
can appreciate how the broader context of the New Testament sharp-
ened the focus on testifying of Christ. In this contemporary context,
the message of the cross of Christ was either foolishness or a stumbling-
block. For many Greeks, the logical conclusion of their assumptions was
that God could not and would not take on a mortal body, suffer, and
then be resurrected. For many Jews, the logical conclusion of their
assumptions was that God had already declared the terms of salvation
through the Torah and that there was no need for any further revela-
tion. Paul and other New Testament authors could not through logic
persuade either Greeks or Jews of the truthfulness of the gospel,
because their audience was starting with completely different ideas
about the nature and revelation of God. Instead, as Paul explains, the
testimony of Christ’s Atonement had to be given and received “not with
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enticing words of man’s wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and
of power” (1 Corinthians 2:4).

Given these basic prejudices working against him, Paul had to stand
his ground and focus on the essentials. He commented, “For I deter-
mined not to know any thing among you, save Jesus Christ, and him
crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2). Everything else was peripheral, and every
audience needed to understand the message of the Atonement of
Christ.

In our day, barriers in teaching how to receive the blessings of
Christ’s Atonement through His restored Church are similar to earlier
ones faced by Paul and other New Testament writers. Like the challenge
of the Greeks, some concerns grow out of philosophical reservations.
Like the difficulty for the Jews, some hesitations grow out of religious
traditions. In the contemporary world, the philosophical reservations
are primarily those of naturalism. This worldview developed along with
the ability of science to explain natural phenomena without needing to
refer to divine causation. Starting in the Scientific Revolution of the
seventeenth century and being developed during the Enlightenment of
the eighteenth century, basic premises about reality began to be
accepted among the educated. With time these have gradually become
widely available and influential. These assumptions describe a reality
that operates in entirely naturalistic or materialist terms. In this world-
view, there are no miracles and thus no resurrection or vicarious
atonement.

Those who do not share all the assumptions of naturalism hold on
to many different religious traditions. Many share a faith that God acts
in history and works miracles in the lives of believers. With many other
religious people worldwide, we believe that there is meaning and pur-
pose to life. The specifics of the nature of God, our relationship to Him,
and what He requires of us are not, however, uniformly shared.
Whether we are talking about non-Christian religious traditions such
as Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, or various forms of
Christianity, there are great challenges in presenting the message of the
gospel. Like the Jews of Paul’s time, people within each of these tradi-
tions will have reservations about the message of the Restoration based
on their own tradition. The message of the restored gospel can be a
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stumbling block given the assumptions they are starting with.
Genuinely religious people may have felt divine influence in their lives,
and they will already have assumptions about what God requires based
on what they were taught in their own traditions. Unlike the challenge
of the philosophically minded, it is not a lack of faith in revelation that
can be a stumblingblock to the believers. Instead, it is the idea that
revelation continues.

As Latter-day Saints living in a world much like the world of the
New Testament, we can learn from how Paul responded to the broader
context in which he found himself in his efforts to build the kingdom of
God. While both Jew and Gentile had barriers to accepting the mes-
sage of the gospel, Paul was undaunted and focused. Like him, we too
can declare: “For I determined not to know any thing among you, save
Jesus Christ, and him crucified” (1 Corinthians 1:2). From the broader
context of the writing of the New Testament, we can learn the impor-
tance of keeping our focus on the essential message of the gospel. All
testifies of the Atonement—modern-day prophets, additional scrip-
ture, priesthood restored, temple ordinances, work for the dead, the
importance of families, and the hope they can be together forever. Each
aspect of our witness to the world stems from the power of the
Atonement of Jesus Christ.

Rather than trying to preach the gospel in the “wisdom of words”
(1 Corinthians 1:17), we can know there is another path, the one taught
by Paul and reemphasized in our day. The witness of Christ is given and
received “not with enticing words of man’s wisdom, but in demonstra-
tion of the Spirit and of power” (1 Corinthians 2:4). Just as in Paul’s
day, Church members today come from many backgrounds. They had
many different assumptions about reality before they joined the
Church. But the Holy Ghost’s testimony of the divinity of Christ and
this work was enough to overcome whatever philosophical or religious
reservations they may have held previously. This is the only sure foun-
dation for us in living the gospel and sharing the gospel. As Paul taught,
“My speech and my preaching was not with enticing words of man’s

wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power: That your
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faith should not stand in the wisdom of men, but in the power of God”
(1 Corinthians 2:4-5).
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