Bl T"EEEN E S [N [T ||

The Asbury Journal 63/2:xx-xx
© 2008 Asbury Theological Seminary

Davip H. WENKEL

Imprecatory Speech-Acts in the Book of Acts

Abstract

Theologies of prayer in Acts have long neglected imprecatory prayers or
curses as integral to the theological agenda of Luke. This article seeks to
survey the instances of imprecations in Acts to determine how they function
as speech-acts. The article makes two conclusions about imprecations in Acts
based on the survey. First, imprecations identify the true People of God in
the midst of competing claims. Second, imprecations reveal how one can
participate in the salvific work of God.
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Imprecatory prayers are not unique to the Judeo-Christian scripture and
are commonly defined as a prayer of cursing so that evil would befall another
petson.' They are challenging for the Christian tradition on several levels.
While imprecations have long been recognized as existing in the New
Testament, they are rarely integrated into biblical theologies of prayer on
either a text or canonical level. With regard to the book of Acts it is particularly
true that theologies of prayer lack interaction with imprecations. If cursing
or imprecations are discussed it is not always clear what they are accomplishing
ot how they function in the latger narrative framework.”

There are several approaches to dealing with the problem of imprecations
in the New Testament. One approach places imprecations under a rubric of
the changes within the epochs in salvation history. Specifically, imprecatory
prayers (especially those in the Psalms) are dismissed vis-a-vis a relegation of
them to the economy of the Mosaic Law. Alternatively, when imprecatory
prayers are considered within the New Testament the focus is heavily weighted
on their role in the book of Revelation as a future event. The emphasis on
their role in the past or the future may be partially to blame for the lack
attention given to them in Lukan studies.’

The methodology used in this study involves three distinct criteria. The
first criterion is that an imprecatory prayer must be an invocation that is
addressed ot directed to God.* The second ctitetion is that New Testament
imprecations do not necessarily have to contain a high level of specificity
about how the curse will be carried out. Imprecations may contain explicit
prayers or quotations of them but they can also contain curse elements such
as a hypothetical situation.” Another ctitetion seeks to detect imprecations by
noting where there is a withholding of intercession ot blessing.®

This is problematic if it stands by itself because it is unsound to make
conclusions about a speech-act based on silence or alack of contrary evidence.
Itis possible that the withdrawing or withholding of something can contain
an element of cursing, but only where an explicit statement is made along
with it. The third and last criterion is that the invocation “must contain a
request that one’s enemies or the enemies of Yahweh be judged and justly
punished.”’

A perusal of secondary literature indicates that a lacuna exists in New
Testament studies regarding imprecatory prayers and curses outside of

Revelation. This study seeks to address this lacuna by asserting that not only
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does the Book of Acts contain imprecatory speech-acts, but these imprecations
contribute substantially to the author’s theological agenda. Rather than creating
an approach to New Testament imprecations that smoothes over unique
theological contours, an imprecatory speech-act should be seen as performative
language; it is doing something.

An important presupposition for this study is that Luke-Acts presents a
progressive unfolding of the People of God who share in the history of
redemption as begun in the Genesis natratives.® Those who would have
read/heatd the imprecations of Acts would have heard it within this co-text
as well as within the context of the life of the newly established church. Acts
is not only the second volume that follows the gospel of Luke; it is also a
continuation of God’s revelation in the same vein as God’s covenant history.

When we speak of Luke doing something with imprecations as speech-
acts we mean that the author of Acts uses imprecatory speech-acts as a means
of establishing the identity of the true people of God. The thesis presented
here is in concert with what has already been established in Acts but seeks to
make a modest adjustment by applying it to imprecations or curses. With
regard to salvation in Acts, imprecations are “1) a means by which God’s aim
is disclosed and discerned, and 2) the means by which people get in sync with
and participate in what God is doing.””

II. Peter’s Curse of Judas in Acts 1:20

The first imprecatory speech-act is a “curse”'’ that occuts almost
immediately in the narrative as Peter recounts the fulfillment of Scripture in
the betrayal of Judas in Acts 1:20. The two imprecations are quoted from the
Psalms: Psalms 69:25 (68:26 LXX) is quoted as, “May his camp become
desolate and let there be no one to dwell in it” and Ps 109:8 (Ps 108:8 LXX)
is quoted as, “Let another take his office.””!! There are some vatiations from
the LXX but they are minor in scope.'? The quotation of Ps 68:26 is modified
from the plural “may their camp be a desolation” (@0TGV) to the singular in
application to Judas, “may his camp become desolate” (a0tod). When quoting
from Ps 109:8, Luke uses the imperative (Aafetw) over the LXX’s optative
(AoPol).” This imperative is significant because it reflects the Koine style of
imprecation."

This curse is significant because it begins a pattern of imprecatory speech-
acts that are integral to key texts that support the narrative. Joel Green notes
that Judas recalls the Genesis narrative of the “earlier Judas” or Judah who
sells his brother (Gen 37:27) in parallel to the way Judas sells Jesus." Thus,
the imprecation functions as the link in the narrative that creates continuity
with the story of Israel.

This narrative could be described as negative because it uses a curse to

identify who is not of the true People of God. The curse functions as an
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identifier of those who are true People of God because those “who reject
God’s salvation align themselves with Judas and turn aside from their heritage
with the twelve tribes of Istrael.”'® But it could also be desctibed as positive
insomuch that it creates a void of blessing and a sense of anticipation in the
narrative with the curse of desolation and indigence. This will soon be
contrasted and the void met by the “times of refreshing” (3:20) where there
will be blessing instead of cursing for those who follow Jesus.

It seems almost irrational to curse Judas after his death, but as Witherington
points out, this is not about Judas’ death per se but about the fulfillment of
Scripture in replacing him."” But contra Witherington, it does not seem to be
that an apologetic for Judas’ death is being presented by citing the Old Testament
imprecations.'®

Indeed, if the imprecations from the Old Testament are really a “warrant”"’
for appointing a replacement, their brevity, especially the second quotation,
seems to make them rather weak. To see no warrant in the second citation
would certainly be an overstatement but it also is an overstatement to
understand these speech-acts as primarily a defense of his replacement. It is
better to see this as an imprecatory declaration against Judas who betrayed the
Son of Man (Lk 22:47; compare Matt 26:24; Mk 14:21).

Reading the curse as a part of the author’s process of creating a theological
unit produces different results than reading it as a defense of replacing Judas.
What the author of Acts is doing is using an imprecatory speech-act to highlight
what God is doing in revealing who the true people of God are. Klauck
describes this theologically as the creation of the “kernel of the first

L2}

community” who would be “guaranteeing and handing on to future

generations everything that had happened from the baptism of Jesus until

2520

his appatitions after Easter.”* Kurzinger argues in line with the thesis that

the identity of the true people of God is involved, stating that Judas is “a
representative of all the enemies of the Kingdom of God.””

This account functions beyond that of proof or defense, it is part of a
developing ecclesiology. The purpose of the ex post facto imprecation is to
highlight that it is God who has made Judas’ habitation desolate and God
who has said that another must take his place. This reading can be supported
by the emphasis placed on explaining the casting of lots. Although there are
textual variants for v.24 (Tpooevidpevol elmav [they prayed and said
"“mpooevEapevog eimer [he prayed and said]) that indicate that Peter may have
acted alone in praying, both variants locate the ultimate result upon God’s
choice.”

II1. Peter’s Curse of Simon The Sorcerer In Acts 8:20

A second imprecatory curse in Acts occurs when Peter responds to Simon

the Sorceter’s desite to purchase the power of the Holy Spirit.* Some have
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argued that this is the only genuine instance of imprecation in the Lukan
corpora.? Peter’s curse in 8:20 states, “May your silver perish with you, because
you thought you could obtain the gift of God with money.” The fact that the
optative mood is used supports the classification of imprecation: “may it be
(€ln elc amdrera).” The Greek construction in verse 22 “if
itis possible” (el dpo apednoetal) is conditional but the use of ara indicates

17?

to destruction

a strengthened doubtfulness about his repentance.®

A lexical parallel with the earlier imprecation against Judas likely
demonstrates a parallel theological intention.?” In Acts 1:17 Peter states that
Judas had previously received a “share (kAfjpov) in this ministry.” Peter uses
similar language against Simon in 8:21 by declaring that, “you have neither
part nor lot (kAfipog) in this matter.” In both cases the theological issue at
stake is participating and sharing in what God is doing,

The imprecation indicates continuity with the Old Testament model of
justice and supports Day’s thesis that New Testament imprecations and curses
are theologically rooted in the Torah’s principle of lex talionis (Deut 19:16-21)
and ultimately the Abrahamic Covenant’s parallelism of blessing and cursing
(Gen 12:2-3).*® Day also notes that conditionality reflects the theological
tradition of imprecations in the Psalms.® However, Day’s thesis must be
held with qualification. The principle of lex talionis and the parallelism of
conditional blessing can only be connected to Deuteronomy and perhaps the
Psalms vis-a-vis broad literary patterns. Nevertheless, the conditional nature
of the imprecations is arguably a faint echo of the Old Testament pattern of
cursing and blessing that Luke would have been drawing from.

In verse 20 it is clear that it is because (0TL) Simon’s action involved both
the “gift of God” (the Holy Spirit) and money that his punishment will
consist of destruction of himself and his silver. Of course, his punishment
would be justif it simply involved Simon himself, but Peter’s indication that
his silver should also perish indicates an intention to demonstrate parity
between the sin and its punishment.

The conditionality of the imprecation raises the issue of continuity and
discontinuity with the first imprecation in Acts 1:20. Whereas the first
imprecation in Acts 1:20 was unconditional, it is also given ex post facto, this is
the first imprecation that is conditional (8:22) and it is the first spoken against
one who is living. Because the first imprecation was against Judas, who was
already dead there was no need for any conditionality. For this reason, it
would not be proper to see conditionality as a criterion that would set this
apart from the first imprecatory speech-act. The fact that the ultimate fate of
Simon is nebulous points to an authorial intention that prioritizes the need
for the reader/listenet to repent over giving a history of Simon per se.™

The introduction of a tradition of conditional imprecation highlights its
theological use: God is drawing men to himself through the preaching of
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the gospel but he requires that their hearts be right with God (v.21) and they
repent (v.22). The imprecation is the means by which Luke can draw attention
to God’s aim while demonstrating how a person can enter into what God is
doing. Within the flow of narrative in chapters 8-11 this curse against Simon
the Sorcerer is crucial to the larger context “that articulates God’s initiatives in

enlarging the community and the believers’ reactions.”!

IV. Paul’s Curse of Elymas the Magician in Acts 13:10-11

A commonly cited passage from Acts that reflects imprecatory language or
a cutse is 13:10-11.%2 Parson cites this particular passage when he states, “In
certain rare cases it may be acceptable for believers today to pray for God to
defeat those who oppose his Kingdom’s work — if they do not repent.”

In this passage, the author recounts how Paul (Saul) addressed Elymas
the magician who was a “Jewish false prophet” (13:6). Paul’s imprecatory
statement in 13:10-11 should be understood as containing both the declaration
of Elymas’ true identity as well as the curse: “You son of the devil, you
enemy of all righteousness, full of all deceit and villainy, will you not stop
making crooked the straight paths of the Lord? [11] And now, behold, the
hand of the Lord is upon you, and you will be blind and unable to see the
sun for a time.”

Dibelius states that this curse and accompanying miracle has one “effect:
the proconsul confesses belief in Christ.”** But this narrative accomplishes
more than the goal of pointing to the reason for the proconsul’s confession
of faith. Another intention behind this narrative is to demonstrate the Holy
Spirit’s power to identify who is a member of the true People of God. As
Squires states, this speech draws lines “between the devil and the Spirit-filled

2335

agents of God.”” The use of the names Bar-Jesus and Elymas for the same
individual is indicative that there is a need to prove who is truly an agent of
God. As a Jew, Elymas would have known the laws against magic in Deut
18:9-14 — an act that would have brought about covenant curses upon Israel.*
The one who claims to be a son of Jesus/Joshua (13:6) is revealed by means
of the imprecation to be a “son of the devil.””

The phrase “hand of the Lord” in verse 11 is a distinctly Lukan expression
that is used elsewhere in passages such as the creation of the world (7:50) and
the growth of the chutch at Antioch (11:21).% This anthropomotphism is a
common Septuagintal way of expressing “God’s action in history” and is
connected with the divine plan and purpose in Isa 14:24-7.% Thus, the very
words of the imprecation are closely linked with the divine hand that reveals
the purpose and will of God. To the readetr/hearer in the ancient milieu the
narrative would be compelling: those who desire to participate in God’s

salvific actions must believe.*

*



Bl T"EEEN E S [N [T ||

WENKEL: IMPRECATORY SPEECH-ACTS IN THE BOOK OF AcTs \ 87

V. Paul’s Curse of Ananiasin Acts 23:3

The next imprecation in Acts is from Paul against the high priest Ananias
during his standing before the Sanhedrin (23:3).*" Whereas earlier Paul
addressed the people in Aramaic (21:40; 22:2), here he delivers his imprecation
in Greek for the benefit of the Roman commander.*” Marshall notes his
agreement with Haenchen that this account functions in the narrative to
demonstrate that Paul was unlikely to get justice from the Sanhedrin.” His
interjection, “God is going to strike you, you whitewashed walll”” begins with
the infinitive tu,ptein for emphasis and does indicate indignation, but this
alone is insufficient as a desctiption of the speech-act.* The force of this
Greek construction (tUnTeLV g€ uérrel O Bedc) makes a compelling case to
side with Laney and Matshall in calling this an imprecation or curse.”
Conzelmann cites this as an instance of a curse-formula (DAvynpoppelr).*

In addition, Paul is probably alluding in part to the covenant curses (Deut
28:22) where God will strike Israel for their disobedience. ¥/

The rest of Paul’s rhetorical question for Ananias reinforces the thesis that
the imprecations of Luke-Acts function as a marker of the true People of
God over and against those who claim to be but demonstrate otherwise. His
question in v3, “Are you sitting to judge me according to the law, and yet
contrary to the law you order me to be struck?” is designed to illustrate the
hypocrisy and false nature of Ananias’ religion — he is really a lawbreaker. It
has been argued that Paul’s proclaimed ignorance of Ananias’ office as high
priestin v5 (I did not know, brothers, that he was the high priest) as being an
ironic statement, perhaps proving that Paul does not even recognize him as a
Jew:*® But this seems unsupportable from the text and as Willimon points
out, he addresses the council as “brothers” (23:1).* Thus, it seems best to
understand that Paul was truly ignorant of Ananias’ office.

More important is Paul’s next statement after those standing near him
question his interjection in v 4. He responds in v 5, “I did not know, brothers,
that he was the high priest, for it is written, “You shall not speak evil of a ruler
of your people.” This is a quotation from Exodus 22:28 (22:27 L.XX), “You
shall not revile God nor curse a ruler of your people.” The Hebrew word ppo
is the same word used in the prohibition against cursing one’s parents (Exo
21:17). Whether Paul’s words were prophetic or not of Ananias’impending
death, it is clear that he understood himself as declaring or praying that God
would ot will strike him.

This imprecation is distinctive in that it contains as a specific declaration
that God would or will strike Ananias.® Cleatly, God is the one who will
revenge the injustice done to Paul. Although Paul rescinds his comment, the
imprecation retains its ability to define those who are truly of God. It
demonstrates that the leader of the Sanhedrin, who would represent the
whole group’s claim to be true Israelites and mediators of God’s justice, was
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really a “whitewashed wall,” an enemy of the true People of God. Barclay
thinks that this refers to the whitewashed wall of a tomb that made one
ceremonially unclean (Num 6:11; 19:11).> Thus, Paul is describing the high
priest as unclean. Marshall thinks that this is an echo of Ezekiel 13:10-14 and
22:28 that uses whitewash as a metaphor for a false support applied to wall
structure, demonstrating that the high priest is subject to sudden failure.™

The reference to God striking Ananias in Acts 23:3 certainly makes Marshall’s
case stronger. A faint literary echo from the covenant curses of Deuteronomy
28:22 “the LORD will strike you” (mataéot o€ kUpLog) can be seen in Paul’s
imprecation of Acts 23:3 “God is going to strike you” (TUTTeLY O€ PéAreL O
Bedc).

The explanatory aside in Acts 23:8 is evidence that this imprecation is part
of a wider intention to disclose God’s aim of defining the true People of
God.” The reader of Luke’s two volume wotk would already have read that
the Sadducees deny the resurrection (Luke 20:27), and this fact is reiterated
here because of its implications for the cornerstone doctrine of the resurrection
of Jesus.*

VI. Paul’s Curse of Israel in Acts 28:25-28

The guestio vexata regarding Acts 28:25-28 is determining what Paul is
doing or what act he is performing when he quotes Isa 6:9-10. Mills argues
that this is “stern rebuke” intended to “place blame directly on the nation” of
Isracl” Howevet, he also states that this rebuke “ends in judgment on Israel.”®
Bock cites this text as serving “to explain how Israelite unbelief should not
be a surprise but reflects a divine pattern of either Israel’s or humanity’s
response to God.””

Lincoln cites this passage as primarily a text to justify Paul’s “decision to
turn from the Jews to the Gentiles.”® Bruce states that Luke is using Isaiah
prophetically.”’ Lastly, Liidemann avers that Luke uses Isaiah to give assurance
that the gospel is going to the Gentiles.® None of these descriptions (rebuke,
explanation, justification, adumbration, assurance) seems completely adequate
to describe Paul’s speech-act in quoting Isaiah.

Another way of describing Paul’s speech-act s a curse, which is the same
desctiption that Calvin gave of the text of Isaiah.”” Marshall approximates
this view when he states that Paul is utteting the wotds “as a condemnation.”®
Yet, Pao notes that in the LXX the use of ga.rin Isa 6:9 shifts the focus away
from God as the agent of condemnation and tones down the force — and
this minot emendation is kept in the quotation in Acts 28:26-27.® While the
tone of the LXX is retained, the quotation should be understood as climatic
in the narrative.

At this climactic point in Acts 28:25, Paul states those Israelites who heard
his speech are identical to the Israelites, “our fathers” (Tatépag VLGV), who

*



Bl T"EEEN E S [N [T ||

WENKEL: IMPRECATORY SPEECH-ACTS IN THE BOOK OF AcTs \ 89

fell under the covenant curses of Isaiah. Haenchen notes that parallel passages
that cite Isa 6:9f demonstrate that the Hellenistic community understood
such speech-acts “putely as God’s judgment of rejection.”*

The location of this speech in the narrative is crucial to understanding
what Paul is doing with this Isaianic quotation. At points in the natrative,
there are indications that the Sadducees were more hostile than the Pharisees
were. Such an intention may be present in passages such as Acts 5:17 where
Luke clearly labels the high priest and the Sadducees as those who were filled
with the most jealousy. Likewise, Acts 23:8 shows the Pharisees in a more
favorable light because they acknowledge the resurrection, angels, and spirits.
The fact that earlier passages make the division between Pharisees and
Sadducees explicit may give significance to the fact that the context of the
imprecation in Acts 28 does not specify which party is in view.””

This particular speech in Acts 28 complements the imprecation against
Judas in Acts 1:20.% The use of the imprecation in Acts 1:20 and in Acts
28:25-28 both function as points in the narrative that reveal the will of God
and establish how one can participate in God’s creation of the faithful
community. Whereas the imprecation in Acts 1:20 used the casting of lots to
make explicit the sovereign working of God, the imprecation in Acts 28:25-
28 comes at the climax of the narrative which began with the invocation “let
the will of the Lord be done.”® This is the point whete a definitive
identification is made of whether the Jews would constitute the people of
God en masse.

VII. Conclusion

This study posited the thesis that imprecatory speech-acts or prayers are a
means of establishing the true People of God. The imprecations display
God’s will to identify those who belong to his people but also to establish
how those who read/hear can enter into God’s salvific actions. One important
conclusion established by this study is that imprecations are only spoken
against those who have some connection to the nation of Israel or the church:
Acts 1:16 identifies Judas as the disciple who was connected with Jesus, Acts
8:13 identifies Simon as one who believed, Acts 13:6 identifies Elymas the
magician as a Jewish false prophet, Acts 23:3 identifies Ananias as one knowing
the law of God, and Acts 28:19 identifies those who fall under the curse as
being Jews. During this epoch of transition, there is a need to determine
whether those who claim to be true descendents of the People of God
through Israel truly are and whether those who claim to be members of the
church truly are. This conclusion supports the thesis that imprecatory prayers
or curses function as a way to establish identity. Imprecatory prayers are never
spoken randomly against Gentiles or against those who are easily identified
as being apart from Israel or the Church.
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The conclusion that all the imprecations in Acts are against those who
need to be distinguished from the true People of God is relevant to the
second conclusion that the imprecations ate the means by which people can
understand how to participate in God’s salvific actions. Even in the unusual
case of imprecation ex post facto in Acts 1:20-21 it is clear that God’s sovereign
choice of Judas’ replacement comes from among those who have been faithful
in the presence of Jesus. Similarly, the offer to participate in God’s salvific
work is explicit in the conditional imprecation in Acts 8:20. In Acts 13, the
imprecation against Elymas highlights the need for one to believe (Acts
13:12). In Acts 23, Paul’s imprecation against the high-priest Ananias highlights
the fact that the religious authorities cannot be perceived as being part of the
true People of God due to their hypocrisy. Lastly, the imprecation in Acts 28
reveals that God requires belief (28:24) but also ears that hear and hearts that
understand (28:26-27). In every instance of cursing, the reader/listener is able
understand what is required in order to participate in God’s salvation and
establishment of the true People of God. This conclusion also finds
continuity with the theology of the imprecations of the Psalms that portray
the enemies of God in “moral terms” and not in “petsonal terms.””

The text of Acts itself presents a challenge to the integration of
imprecations in Acts into a mature biblical theology. Many interpret the
ministry of Jesus and the subsequent ministry of the Church in Acts as
defined solely in terms of its proleptic view to the future when retribution
and judgment will come. As Michael Goheen reminds us, Jesus stops reading
Isaiah 61:2 after he proclaims the favorable years of the Lord, but he does not
continue on to announce a day of vengeance.”' But while Goheen asserts that
Jesus” ministty is one “in which vengeance has been superseded,””? it is not
clear that this is sufficient in light of Max Turner’s assertion that “the Messiah
is to complete the task of cleansing the nation and bringing judgment on
those that resist (Lk. 3:17).”” What this study adds to the conversation
between Goheen and Turner is a picture of a developing People of God
where identification is critical. The book of Acts depicts a time of transition
and does not depict a view of cursing that is contrary to Paul’s imperative
against cursing (Rom 12:14). A mature biblical theology of Acts must seek to
integrate imprecatory prayers in a manner that does justice to their role and function
in revealing God’s putposes and disclosing how the reader/listener can participate
in the salvific program that has been opened to both Jews and Gentiles.
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