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Preface
 

Writing a book about Jesus is a daunting task. One could not begin to do justice to a figure who has for many centuries evoked the devotion of billions and in the last two centuries has been subjected to intense scholarly examination and debate. When I planned the book, I decided that its focus must be the historical Jesus of the Gospels, which is probably what most readers will expect, but that it is not the place to survey the many different approaches and results to be found in contemporary Jesus scholarship. I certainly do not want my readers to be unaware that there are many such, and that the approach I take in this book is as controversial as any of the others. But, rather than sketching many approaches inadequately, it seemed to me best to tell it as I see it. Essentially, this means reading the Gospels as versions of the history of Jesus (and by ‘history’, I mean the sort of history people wrote in the ancient world) in the context of all that we know of the 1st-century context in which Jesus actually lived. I take the Gospels to be based substantially on the testimony of the eyewitnesses who had known Jesus in his lifetime, and I briefly indicate the rationale for such an approach in Chapter 2, on sources. Rather than a minimal Jesus, reconstructed on the basis of a rather small selection of the data in the Gospels, as represented in many of the current scholarly accounts of the historical Jesus, I have tried to take seriously the different ways in which the four Gospels themselves portray Jesus. I take their differences to be an advantage: they give us more than one angle on a complex figure. I have not imagined that we can strip Jesus of all interpretation and get back to mere brute facts - or to more than a few facts that would be of little interest if they were all we knew - but I do think the Gospels give us access to the way Jesus was perceived by those who were close to him, people who experienced the events from the inside and whose own lives were deeply affected by them. This seems to me a kind of knowledge of Jesus that is well worth having, whatever we choose to do with it.

Richard Bauckham
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Chapter 1
Jesus – a universal icon
 

Jesus of Nazareth, or Jesus Christ (as Christians call him), is undoubtedly the best known and most influential human person in world history. Two billion people today identify themselves as Christians, with the implication that Jesus is the focus of their relationship to God and of their way of living in the world. Such followers of Jesus are now more numerous and make up a greater proportion of the world’s population than ever before. It is estimated that they are increasing by some 70,000 persons every day. This growth of Christianity is taking place despite its decline in the West, especially in Western Europe, and those who think the figure of Jesus Christ is of fading significance need to reckon with the astonishingly rapid increase in numbers of Christian believers in other parts of the world, such as Africa and (who would have expected it?) China. Jesus is plainly no longer an icon purely of Western culture, but in fact he never was. He lived in the Middle East, and in the first few centuries of Christianity the faith spread in all directions – not only to Greece and Rome, France and Spain, but also to Egypt, North Africa, and Ethiopia, to Turkey and Armenia, to Iraq, Persia, and India. Christianity was a world religion long before it was a European one.

Thus Jesus has never been confined to Western religion and culture. In fact, no other figure has so extensively crossed the cultural divisions of humanity and found a place in so many diverse cultural contexts. When Jesus has been used to legitimate domination and oppression, very often the oppressed, like the black slaves of the American South, have been energized to resist by the solidarity of Jesus with them. While in the modern period Christianity has been all too easily identified with Western imperialism and colonialism, or with the spread of Western culture, the figure of Jesus himself has had a way of escaping these associations. The search for an African Jesus, an Indian Jesus, a Japanese Jesus goes on, while people inspired by Jesus continue to find him in the poor, the sick, and the dying, wherever and whoever they are.

Jesus is not even confined to Christianity. He is a figure of significance in Islam, a messenger of God who appears in the Qur’an. Many Hindus and Buddhists have interpreted him favourably within the perspectives of their own traditions. Recently, some Jewish thinkers have been reclaiming Jesus as an authentically Jewish teacher. There have been appreciative Marxist readings of Jesus. There are New Age versions of Jesus. Moreover, respecting Jesus while denouncing the church has become a common attitude in the secular West. He is usually exempted from the charge that religion is a bad influence, promoting bigotry and violence. It is still advantageous to claim Jesus as support for one’s cause, though more so in the United States than in Britain or northern Europe.

No other individual has inspired so much art, literature, music, and even film. There are the wonderfully varied traditions of visual portrayal of Jesus in Byzantine and Russian icons, in Ethiopian church art, in the sculpture and stained glass of the medieval West, in Renaissance painting, in the Christian art of Africa, Latin America, and India. But such has been the impact of the figure of Jesus that it has gone far beyond exclusive or explicit portrayal of Jesus the Lord or Saviour. In art, he may stand for universal humanity; his passion and death may convey the message that Calvary is everywhere; the peculiar horrors of modern history may find expression in a crucifix. In literature, there are innumerable Christ figures, with sufficient family resemblance to be readily recognizable as such. Such art and literature may be unconnected with religious faith but still bear the imprint of the doctrine of the incarnation, that is, of the Christ who identifies with all humanity, sharing the common humanity and the common plight of all people. Despite the profound forgetfulness of Jesus in the popular culture of contemporary Europe, people still connect with his story when it is told. Jesus films are invariably controversial, but can be very successful nonetheless, as can Jesus musicals.

[image: Images]
 

1. Jesus, depicted in a 4th-century catacomb fresco
 

Even a small sampling of this historical and contemporary wealth of images of Jesus reveals their stunning variety. Has Jesus in the end become no more than an empty vessel that can be filled with any sort of content? It is not surprising that among all the images there are some very strange ones that have little resemblance to others. In the 1960s, Dead Sea Scrolls scholar John Allegro proposed that Jesus was actually a hallucinogenic mushroom! Such curiosities from the lunatic fringe of Jesus speculation come and go and are forgotten. But what, for example, of the many African portrayals of a black Christ? To understand these, one should realize that there is no intention of suggesting that Jesus the Jew who lived in Palestine in the 1st century was actually a black African. What is being expressed is the connection, perceived in African Christian faith, between Jesus the universal Saviour and black people. What is being portrayed is the loving solidarity of Christ who identifies in love with all people, black people included.

This example suggests at least part of the explanation of the variety of images of Jesus in the different periods and cultural contexts of Christianity. These images express the relevance that the figure of Jesus was felt to have in different contexts. The exceptionally tortured and bloody portrayals of the suffering Christ in the late medieval period belong to a society ravaged by plague and war. Believers found in Christ a God who came to be with them in their pain. But such an emphasis would not have been possible had the Gospels not portrayed Jesus as having suffered and died in excruciating pain. At least within the mainstream Christian traditions, such images of Christ were always inspired and resourced by the Gospels. They portray not just figure anyone could imagine or desire, but the Christ of the Gospels as he seemed most closely to connect with believers in that time and place.

From the perspective of Christian faith, such a procedure has its dangers. What to make, for example, of the Aryan Christ of the German Christians of the Nazi period? Some images of Jesus so distort the Christ of the Gospels as to be unrecognizable as him. They are an ideological abuse of Jesus, putting him to uses wholly inconsistent with the figure to be found in the Gospels. So the Gospels have always been, not only a resource, but also a means of critique of images of Jesus. And since the images can never portray more than one aspect of the depth and complexity of the Jesus of the Gospels, Christians have gone back to them constantly in order to fund their imagination of Jesus from the wealth of stories and sayings to be found there.

In the end, it is the four Gospels in the New Testament that have inspired, directly or indirectly, virtually every image of Jesus both within the church and outside. It makes sense for our strategy in this book to go back to the Gospels and to draw from them our picture of Jesus as he was in history. But here we also encounter another phenomenon: the ‘quest of the historical Jesus’ in scholarly research over the last two centuries. Many scholars have sought the Jesus of history not in the Gospels as such but by excavating the history behind the Gospels and reconstructing a picture of the real Jesus from what they regard as the more historically reliable material in the Gospels. We shall take up this issue in the next chapter.
  

Chapter 2
The sources
 

The account of Jesus in this book will be based on the view that the four Gospels in our New Testament are substantially reliable sources for knowing quite a lot about Jesus. This is a controversial view that is contested by many scholars. In this chapter, I shall sketch my reasons for taking it. But it is worth saying at the start that to some extent the proof of this pudding is in the eating. Readers may not be equipped to adjudicate for themselves the detailed historical arguments that go into the making of any account of Jesus, but they can tell whether the result is a coherent and convincing portrait of a remarkable historical figure.

They can also appreciate that history is never a mere collection of facts but an exercise in interpretation. Our earliest and best sources for knowing about Jesus are already interpretations; there is no way they could not be. Even the people who knew and first talked about him to others were interpreting him; they could not have talked about him otherwise. But this does not mean there is no difference between good history and bad history, or that one interpretation is as good as another. We all know there is a difference between newspaper reports that are based on careful and accurate investigation and those that, for reasons of carelessness or bias or the pursuit of sensationalism, grossly distort the facts. In the first case, we know that the reporter is telling us how she sees it, but we trust that she is honestly and intelligently and with well-honed skills providing an account that does justice to the evidence.

The four Gospels and the other Gospels
 

Many people in contemporary Western society have recently gained the impression that the four Gospels in the New Testament are rather unreliable sources for knowing much about Jesus and that there are other sources that give a very different and more trustworthy picture. Dan Brown’s amazingly successful novel The Da Vinci Code popularized this view, though he certainly didn’t invent it. Many people who may never have read any of the Gospels now think the so-called ‘Gnostic Gospels’ contain the real truth about Jesus.

The Gnostic Gospels became known after their discovery at Nag Hammadi in Egypt in 1945–6. It will be a useful introduction to both bodies of literature to compare and contrast, on the one hand, the New Testament Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, and, on the other hand, the Gnostic Gospels attributed to Mary, Thomas, Judas, and others. (Besides these Gospels that can be rather loosely called Gnostic, there were other Gospels more like the New Testament Gospels, but only fragments of them have survived.)

First, what sort of books are they? In terms of literary genre, the four New Testament Gospels and the Gnostic Gospels are very different kinds of work. The four Gospels all tell a continuous narrative about the historical person Jesus, beginning either with the outset of his public career or with his birth, continuing until his death on a Roman cross, and ending with accounts either of the discovery that his tomb was empty or of his appearances after death. Within such an overall narrative framework, stories of Jesus’ activity and his teachings (whether in public or to his disciples) are collected. This is the kind of work that early readers or hearers would have identified as a biography–the life of a famous person (though ancient biographies did not have all the characteristics we associate with modern biographies).

The Gnostic Gospels are very different. There is very little narrative, and no attempt to tell the story of Jesus’ historical life. Most are set after the resurrection of Jesus, and portray the risen Christ teaching his disciples (or a few or one of them) in long discourses or dialogues. We could call them ‘revelation discourses’. Most of these works tell or imply the Gnostic myth of redemption, according to which this material world was made by an ill-intentioned demigod who bungled the job. Jesus was a supernatural emissary from the unknown high God, the Father, who came to enlighten those human beings, the Gnostics, who are trapped in this material world but truly belong with the Father in his transcendent world. Jesus brings them the knowledge of their true identity. The Gnostic Christ was not really human, but merely adopted human forms in order to appear in this world. He did not, for example, die. So verbal revelation, not human history, is what interested the Gnostics. Whereas the four Gospels provide a richly detailed portrait of a real human life in a specific time and place, the Gnostic Gospels abstract the figure of Jesus into an almost purely mythical world.

Secondly, however, the Gnostic Gospels do presuppose that the story and sayings of Jesus before his resurrection were well known. Their attitude to the well-known teaching of Jesus is that it was inferior teaching for the general public or that its real, esoteric meaning was not made known at the time. The Gnostic Gospels report Jesus’ real message, his esoteric teaching to the disciples, which had then been transmitted secretly to the Gnostic teachers of the 2nd century. In order to find a place for this additional, secret teaching in the well-known story of Jesus, the Gnostic Gospels take advantage of the fact that, according to that story, Jesus did teach his disciples after the resurrection. The New Testament Gospels, however, report little of what he said. This was an obvious opportunity for later writers who wished to attribute more teaching to Jesus, especially if it was to be depicted as special, esoteric teaching for the disciples alone. The Gnostic Gospels, therefore, were designed to add. They are subsequent to the four Gospels not only chronologically but also logically.

Thirdly, another striking contrast between the two sorts of Gospel is that the four Gospels connect the story of Jesus closely with the story of Israel in the Hebrew Bible. The God whom Jesus calls Father is the God of Israel, and Jesus identifies strongly with the people of Israel. The four Gospels depict him as the Messiah of Israel who is also the Messiah for the non-Jewish nations. The Gnostic Gospels sharply disconnect Jesus from the story of Israel, for a very good reason. For them, the Old Testament God is the inferior creator of this material world, from whose power the Gnostic is to be delivered by the enlightenment Jesus brings from the true supreme God, a God not known to the Hebrew Bible. Inevitably, the Jewishness of Jesus, which is integral to his portrayal in the four Gospels, disappears from the Gnostic Gospels.

Finally, a key consequence of these differences is that the Gnostic Gospels scarcely attempt to set Jesus in a real historical context (their few attempts to do so are clearly derivative and sometimes erroneous), whereas the four Gospels embed their narrative of Jesus in an historical context that can be verified. The Jesus of these Gospels belongs to the Palestinian Jewish world of the early 1st century AD, with its religious customs and rules, its factions and beliefs, its religious and political leaders, its uneasy subjection to Roman authority, even its farming practices. The four Gospels present a Jesus who is thoroughly credible within his time and place. They have every appearance of being good history. The Gnostic Gospels do not.

There is just one of the Gospels found at Nag Hammadi, the Gospel of Thomas, that has more of a claim to be taken seriously as an historical source for Jesus, and some scholars do take it seriously. Though it has scarcely more historical context than the others, it consists of a collection of sayings of Jesus, many of which resemble those in the four Gospels. In my view, it is best explained as a selection of sayings of Jesus that could be interpreted in a Gnostic way. It may transmit some of these sayings independently of the four Gospels, but its value is very uncertain.

Are the four Gospels good sources?
 

The key question for assessing the historical value of the New Testament Gospels is: how did these traditions about Jesus, the stories and sayings, reach the authors of the Gospels? Jesus probably died in AD 30 (though some scholars argue for AD 27 or 33), and what is probably the earliest of the four Gospels, Mark’s, is usually thought to have been written around AD 65-75. Matthew’s and Luke’s Gospels date from at least a little later in the 1st century, while John’s Gospel, almost certainly the last of the four to be written (or at least completed), is probably to be dated in the last decade of the century. A large majority of scholars think that Matthew and Luke used Mark as a major source of their own work, though they drew extensively on other sources as well.

So a few decades separate the events of Jesus’ career from the Gospels. What happened to the traditions about him during that period? For a century, Gospels scholarship has been dominated by a particular answer to that question that was given by a few eminent scholars, called the form critics, early in the 20th century. In my view, the form critics set mainstream Gospels scholarship on a false track, but only quite recently have a number of scholars seriously undertaken to correct the form critics’ mistakes.

Absolutely fundamental for the form critics’ approach was their conviction that the Gospels are folk literature, derived from oral traditions, which they compared with the material studied by the folklorists of their day. Oral tradition, they thought, was formed and transmitted by the folk, not by individuals, and the communities that valued such folklore had no interest of any kind in history. By analogy, the Jesus traditions were anonymous community traditions, passed down in the early Christian communities, not connected to individuals such as those who had been eyewitnesses of Jesus’ history, but only to the local Christian community itself. They were transmitted not by people concerned to relate past history, but for purposes orientated solely to the communities’ present, and could therefore be freely modified or even created de novo in accordance with the communities’ present needs.
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2. The earliest Gospel manuscript, a fragment of John’s Gospel from c. AD110

This view of the way that traditions about Jesus reached the writers of the Gospels has made it very difficult to use the Gospels as historical sources for knowing about the ‘real’ historical Jesus. While some scholars have argued that the oral transmission of traditions preserved them rather faithfully, others have thought that much of the material in the Gospels must be attributed to the early church, rather than to Jesus. In any case, it could certainly not be taken for granted that the Jesus of the Gospels – or the Jesuses of the four Gospels – really corresponds with the so-called historical Jesus, the Jesus who actually lived in 1st-century Jewish Palestine. Reconstructing this historical Jesus became a difficult task, requiring each story and each saying in the Gospels to be individually assessed for its authenticity. Scholars have devised and debated various criteria for distinguishing authentic and inauthentic material in the Gospels.

The results have been very disappointing because scholars pursuing this enterprise have come up with, not one, but many different ‘historical Jesuses’. One book about the historical Jesus recently listed some of the options:

… an eschatological prophet, a Galilean holy man, an occultic magician, an innovative rabbi, a trance-inducing psychotherapist, a Jewish sage, a political revolutionary, an Essene conspirator, an itinerant exorcist, an historicized myth, a protoliberation theologian, a peasant artisan, a Torah-observant Pharisee, a Cynic-like philosopher, a self-conscious eschatological agent, a socioeconomic reformer, a paradoxical Messianic claimant and … one who saw himself as … the very embodiment of Yahweh-God.


James K. Beilby and Paul Rhodes Eddy (eds.), The Historical

Jesus: Five Views (London: SPCK, 2010), p. 53

Admittedly some of these are much more plausible than others, and they are not all mutually exclusive, but the fact that such diverse results have come out of the ‘quest of the historical Jesus’ conducted on form-critical premises does not inspire confidence in the historical methods being used.

The major problem is that each story and each saying has to be individually assessed for its authenticity, but we simply do not have the means to adequately do this in most cases. Each scholar makes their own selection of authentic material and constructs an historical Jesus on that basis. The selections often seem fairly arbitrary or else trapped in a vicious circle in which the sort of figure a scholar is inclined to think Jesus was strongly influences that scholar’s selection of authentic material. The result is often a very ‘thin’ portrayal of Jesus, as opposed to the richly complex portrayals that the Gospels themselves provide.

Is there a way beyond this impasse? Fortunately, some of the key ideas of the form critics have been much criticized in recent scholarship, and we need no longer take them for granted. For example, they used a model of oral tradition that was based on cases like the transmission of European folktales (over many centuries and anonymously). We now know much more about oral tradition, from many societies across the world, and what the form critics thought had to be true may not be the case at all. Oral tradition takes many forms and it is hard to generalize. Moreover, since the Gospels were written within the lifetime of people who had witnessed the events, they are better characterized as oral history. That links them with the way good historians in the ancient world worked, by interviewing eyewitnesses and incorporating the testimony of eyewitnesses into their work.

In my view, the key to a viable alternative to form criticism is to be found in the eyewitnesses. All scholars agree that Gospel traditions must originally have been formulated by disciples of Jesus and others who encountered him, witnessed the events, and remembered his teaching. But for the form critics, the eyewitnesses immediately drop out of the picture and the anonymous collectives of the early churches take control of the oral tradition, developing it more or less at will for the needs of the community. This picture is very implausible, because the eyewitnesses were certainly still alive and well long after the traditions originated, and many of them were very well known in the early Christian movement. They would have remained the authoritative sources and guardians of the Jesus traditions, a role that is common in oral societies, and they are the people from whom the writers of the Gospels are likely to have derived their material.

There is no need to suppose that the traditions passed through innumerable hands before reaching the Gospel writers. The latter may well have received many traditions from eyewitnesses themselves, or at least through only one intermediary, oral or written. In fact, this is what the preface to Luke’s Gospel suggests, claiming to record the events ‘just as they have been delivered to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses’. The probable dates of the Gospels (along with the probability that the authors would have been collecting the traditions long before they completed the writing of their Gospels) make it entirely plausible that the texts of the Gospels as we have them are at no great distance from the reports of the eyewitnesses. These probable dates of the Gospels also make it likely that they were written precisely because the eyewitnesses were dying and their authoritative testimony needed to be preserved in writing. In my view, one of the Gospel writers, John, was himself an eyewitness and completed his Gospel near the end of his life as the fruit of a lifetime of reflecting on his memories of Jesus.

Such a model of the way the Gospels were based on eyewitness sources opens the door to a fresh reading of the Gospels that can bring to light the ways in which they themselves often indicate their eyewitness sources. The naming of the person from whom a particular story derived is one such method. But this model also enables us to treat the early church’s traditions about the origins and authorship of the Gospels more seriously. Before form criticism, scholars did take such traditions seriously, but they were dismissed by the form critics because they did not fit the form critics’ model of how the Gospels came to be. The earliest such testimony is in the fragments (sadly all that we now have) of the work of Papias, bishop of Hierapolis at the beginning of the 2nd century. He reported that Mark was Peter’s interpreter (who presumably translated Peter’s Aramaic into Greek or Latin) and based his Gospel on Peter’s accounts of the activity and teaching of Jesus. I have argued that this claim is confirmed by the Gospel of Mark itself when we look carefully at the place and role of Peter within this Gospel. If Mark’s Gospel was closely associated with Peter, this would account for the high value that Matthew and Luke evidently placed on it, adopting most of its content into their own Gospels.

Elsewhere I have presented a full case for treating the Gospels as substantially the testimony of the eyewitnesses. One further, important comment that needs to be made here is that the word testimony is important. The eyewitnesses from whom these Gospels derive were not disinterested observers. They were involved participants in the events they later recalled and narrated. They were committed believers in the Jesus whose story they told. They and the Gospel writers were thoughtful interpreters of the significance of that story for human salvation. Moreover, they told the story of Jesus in order to evoke or to inform faith in Jesus. These facts do not disqualify the Gospels from being considered history. I have already mentioned that the best way of categorizing the Gospels as literature is to see them as biographies, more precisely biographies of a contemporary person, based (as such biographies were expected to be) on eyewitness testimony. Such biographies were usually written in order to edify or to inspire. The subject may, for example, be held up as a moral example that others should imitate. The life of a philosopher may be intended to recommend his philosophy. While the kind of message the Gospels were written to convey may be unusual, the fact that they do have a message was not. The history is interpreted, of course, but it is history that it is interpreted. Moreover, the testimony of the eyewitnesses was precisely the kind of testimony that was valued by ancient historians – that of involved participants, people who could convey something of the reality of the events from the inside.

The category of testimony is probably the most useful way to think of the kind of material we read in the Gospels. The material comes from people who witnessed the events and were deeply affected by them. Fact and meaning were inseparable in their memory and telling of their stories. For them, these were life-changing events that they felt impelled to communicate. More especially, of course, it was Jesus who had made on them the overwhelming impact they sought to convey when they remembered his teaching and recounted their stories about him.

None of this means that we should accept uncritically whatever the Gospels tell us about Jesus. It does mean that the practice of Jesus scholars who have tried to weigh the authenticity of each saying and story individually was mistaken. But that is not how historians generally assess evidence. What historians look for are reasons for trusting or distrusting any particular source. It is never possible to verify every part of what, for example, is reported by someone who claims to have lived through a series of events. What we can do is to assess whether that person’s testimony is generally trustworthy. This is the approach we should take with the Gospels. If we are satisfied, for example, that Mark’s Gospel derives from a good source (Peter’s account of the events he experienced), then we must ask: do Peter (as the major source) and Mark (as the author who has preserved Peter’s testimony) appear to be generally trustworthy?

One way of answering that question is to use our knowledge of early lst-century Jewish Palestine to assess whether the Gospels fit that context. Owing to archaeology, the Dead Sea Scrolls, and other Jewish literature of the period, our knowledge of that context has improved considerably in recent decades. Do the Gospels reflect the society in which their stories are set? Are their detailed references to aspects of that society accurate? Does Jesus as they portray him credibly belong in that context? Such questions are all the more apt because we know that Jewish Palestine changed very considerably after the Jewish revolt against Rome that began in ad 66 and led to the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple in ad 70. Good eyewitness testimony should preserve memories of how things were in Galilee and Judaea in the time of Jesus. In my judgement, the Gospels – all four of them – pass this test very well, though much detailed work still remains to be done on this question. In the next chapter, as a preliminary to our study of Jesus, we shall sketch the 1st-century context in which the historical Jesus lived. This will give some indication of how the Gospel accounts of Jesus fit that context.

In the chapters that follow, I draw freely on all the Gospels for my account of Jesus. However, I have not ignored the fact that, as all careful readers of the Gospels soon discover, John’s is a rather different sort of Gospel from the other three. (The relative similarity of these three is why they are known collectively as the Synoptic Gospels.) I rate highly John’s narrative of events, partly because of the accuracy and precision in chronological and geographical matters that distinguish John from the Synoptics. I do not think John invents events for theological purposes. However, I do think John is a more interpretative Gospel than the others, and none the worse for that. So when it comes to the discourses of Jesus in John, I have been more cautious. Whereas the Synoptics usually preserve the sayings of Jesus as his disciples learned and remembered them, varying and expanding them for interpretative purposes only to a quite limited degree, John seems to avail himself of the permission generally allowed ancient historians to put into his own words the sort of thing Jesus would have said. So the discourses of Jesus in John are peppered with traditional sayings on which John has expanded with his own reflective interpretation. The more interpretative nature of John’s Gospel makes it appropriate, on occasion, to treat this Gospel’s handling of a topic separately from that of the Synoptics.
  

Chapter 3
Jesus in his 1st-century context
 

We are fortunate in knowing a lot about the context in Jewish Palestine in the 1st century ad in which Jesus lived. The interpretation of some of the evidence is debatable, but in general we can build up a rather accurate picture of the world in which the Gospels set their accounts of Jesus. That these accounts fit that picture in the many detailed references they themselves make to features of Jesus’ religious, political, and cultural context is one good reason for rating highly their historical reliability.

Political and religious context
 

Jewish Palestine came under the expanding rule of the Roman Empire in 63 BC, when the Roman general Pompey conquered Jerusalem and made a bad start to Rome’s dealings with the Jews in their land by violating the sanctity of the Temple. During Jesus’ adult life, Judaea, the heartland of Jewish territory around Jerusalem, was under the direct rule of a Roman governor (Pontius Pilate at the time of Jesus’ public activity), while the rest of Palestine was entrusted to puppet rulers loyal to Rome, members of the Herodian family. Galilee was ruled by Herod Antipas, whom Jesus once called ‘that fox’.
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3. Inscription from Caesarea Maritima naming Pontius Pilate
 

That Rome ruled her empire with relative tolerance for local customs and cultures did not prevent many Jews in Palestine from objecting, on religio-political principle, to the subjection of God’s people to pagan rulers, especially rulers who claimed divinity and an empire that attributed its success to pagan gods. Roman rule impacted ordinary people most in the form of taxation, which would have been regarded not as a contribution to the public good, but as a burden on peasant farmers living close to subsistence. As a later Jewish commentator put it, ‘the Romans built fine bridges in order to collect the tolls’. The benefits of peace and prosperity that Rome claimed to give its subjects could not obscure the fact that the empire served primarily the prosperity of the Romans and the local elites who supported them.

Rome usually governed the provinces in collaboration with the local elites. So it was natural that in Judaea the Romans enlisted the support of the high priest and his council, which was made up of the leading aristocrats, mostly members of the chief priestly caste, but also included heads of wealthy lay families (Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus are examples in the Gospels).

Common Judaism
 

Although there was a good deal of variety in the faith and practice of Jews, the most important elements were shared by most. There must have been a strong sense of belonging to one people with a special religious calling, especially as a result of worship in the Temple in Jerusalem. In the rituals and especially the annual festivals in the Temple, Jews of almost every description participated together and were conscious of a common identity. This was true even for the large number of Jews who lived in the diaspora communities scattered across most of the known world. Many went on pilgrimage to the Temple, while many others sent their Temple tax, which helped to finance the sacrifices. As for Jews in Palestine, it was probably not possible for people such as peasant farmers to attend three annual festivals in the Temple, as the law of Moses required of adult males. But most would make pilgrimage to the Temple when they could, and the experience of one of the festivals must often have been the most exciting experience they had in that year.

The Temple was the symbolic centre of Jewish faith and it was also the place where God was accessible to his people in a special way. It was God’s holy presence in the Temple that made Jerusalem the holy city and Palestine the holy land. It was God’s presence in the Temple that made it the only place where sacrifice could be offered. The festivals were partly agricultural, but also they commemorated the key events of Israel’s origins. Passover, for example, commemorated the Exodus, when Moses had led the people of Israel out of slavery in Egypt. The festivals would help to instil in people a strong sense of being part of a national story, which was also told in the Hebrew Scriptures. Especially, they would know how God called Abraham, freed Abraham’s descendants from Egyptian oppression, gave them the covenant at Mount Sinai that made them his people, and gave them also the land of Israel. This story would have a strong contemporary relevance for Jews conscious of Roman oppression, and many hoped for a new Exodus, when God would free them once again from the pagan yoke and give them back the land that Rome had taken over. Evidently what some people expected of Jesus was a new Exodus of this kind. It is noteworthy that it was in the context of the huge numbers of pilgrims thronging Jerusalem for the Passover festival that the authorities decided Jesus was too dangerous a figure to be left alive. Passover was a time not only to remember God’s liberation of Israel from Egypt but also to hope for his liberation of his people from Rome.

Among the defining features of the common Judaism that a very large majority of Jews shared were monotheism and the Torah. In a world where religious cults were usually seen as quite compatible with each other, Jews were an oddity. They stubbornly maintained that their God was the only God and that his cult was incompatible with any others, since all other objects of worship were false gods. Devout Jews recited every day the biblical passage known as the Shema: ‘Hear, O Israel, YHWH our God, YHWH is one. You shall love YHWH your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might’ (Deuteronomy 6:4-5). This must have kept Jews highly conscious both of the uniqueness of their God and also of the demand for total and exclusive devotion that he made on his people. Jesus singled out this very passage as the most important of all God’s commandments. (By this period, Jews considered the divine name too holy to pronounce, and, since only its four consonants were written, it is best to represent it as YHWH.)

Although he was the God of Israel, this God was no petty tribal deity. He was the Creator of all things and the supreme Sovereign over all things. He had purposes not only for Israel but for all the nations. But he had chosen the people of Israel as his ‘special possession’, and had given them the law of Moses, the Torah (the first five books of the Bible), which enabled them to live as God’s distinctively holy people (where ‘holy’ means ‘dedicated to YHWH’). The 613 commandments of the Torah cover the whole scope of human life, individual and social. They range from detailed cultic commandments for sacrifice and worship to dietary rules, criminal law, and stringent moral requirements. The Ten Commandments were often seen as the quintessence of the law. In theory, the Torah was to regulate the whole of Jewish life.

Jewish expectations of the future, based on the prophecies in the Hebrew Bible, included the hope that all the nations would one day acknowledge the God of Israel as the true and only God. In the situation of the 1st century ad, it is not surprising that hopes for the future focused on the downfall of the nations that oppressed Israel, though this did not necessarily include all nations. The conversion of the nations was sometimes envisaged as a kind of enslavement under a Jewish empire. But there was also much in the Hebrew Bible to nourish a generous expectation that, through the witness of Israel’s loyalty to the true God, the nations would turn to him and also become his peoples. We should also note that one did not have to be a Jew by birth to belong to God’s holy people. Gentiles could convert, and many did so. Narrow nationalism was not intrinsic to ancient Judaism, even though it was one current in the diversity of Jewish attitudes at this time.

Finally, something should be said about ritual (or cultic) purity, a topic that is sometimes explicit and often implicit in the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ teaching. Impurity is best thought of as a sort of invisible dirt that people picked up through contact with various things. Odd as it seems to us, many traditional peoples have ideas about ritual purity. In the Jewish version, one contracted impurity through contact with corpses, sexual fluids, other genital discharges, skin disease, and, in the case of women, through childbirth. This does not make such things sinful; in most cases, it was not wrong to contract impurity. Often it was unavoidable. Having sex, bearing children, and burying the dead were seen not only as good things, but as positive duties. The only consequence of contracting impurity was that one had to remove it, usually through immersion in water.

Originally, purity and impurity only really mattered when one visited the Temple. God’s presence in the Temple made it a kind of pure space that would be defiled by someone in a state of impurity. But by the 1st century AD, there was a tendency to think that, since purity was a good thing, one should aim at being pure as much as possible. All over Palestine, archaeologists have found ritual baths, which indicate that it was not just groups such as the Pharisees who cared about purity. Many ordinary people evidently took care to remove impurity when they contracted it. It was part of the desire to be the holy people of the holy God.

The Jewish parties
 

Most Jews did not identify with any specific version of Judaism, but there were groups that held to particular interpretations of Jewish religion. Since Torah was a defining feature of Jewish identity, and all Jews sought to live by it, the differences between the groups often focused on issues of interpretation of Torah. Interpretation of Torah was essential if it was to be practised. God forbade Israel to work on the Sabbath, but what exactly counted as work in this context? Such questions gave scope for endless debate, which can sound esoteric but was intended to settle what should be done in practice.

The Jewish historian Josephus identified and described four main parties within Palestinian Judaism: Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, and a fourth category to which he gives no name. Since of all the parties the Pharisees were the most influential, and since they are also the group that feature most prominently in the Gospels, they will receive the most attention here.

The Pharisees had a reputation for being the most exact or precise interpreters of the law (though this does not mean they always gave it the most rigorous interpretation). They were specialists in defining precisely what the law required in daily life. They also treated as binding a body of oral traditions handed down from Pharisaic teachers of the past. Evidently they were influential. Many people who were not Pharisees respected them and followed their interpretation of Torah to some extent. They were not, like the Essenes, who also interpreted the law very precisely, a separatist sect content to cultivate their own holiness in isolation. The Pharisees seem to have been more like a movement with a programme of holiness for the nation. In the time of Jesus, they had no institutional power base from which to impose their interpretation of Judaism, but they were teachers widely respected for their own consistent practice of their interpretations of Torah.

The key question for Jews during this period was: how were they to be the holy people of God in the situation of Roman occupation? The Pharisees seem to have given prominence to ritual purity, and especially to eating meals in a state of purity. They greatly extended the purity rules in the Torah and made purity a major concern of daily life. Purity was no longer just a matter for the priests and for ordinary people when they visited the Temple. The Pharisees aimed at the greatest degree of purity that was possible in ordinary life for people who were not priests. Purity was by no means their only concern. They also defined what was required to be a holy people in such matters as the tithing of agricultural produce, observance of the Sabbath, and Temple practice. All these were Jewish distinctives that would mark out God’s people as different from the Gentiles who defiled the holy land by practising idolatry and other abominations.

In a situation of political powerlessness, the Pharisaic programme could have been seen as the most effective way to resist the Roman occupation. It promoted increased holiness in those areas of life over which people did have control, such as meals, agriculture, and family life. The Pharisees did not renounce the expectation that sooner or later God must deliver his people from pagan rule and restore their theocratic independence. Perhaps their programme of national renewal was intended to make the Jews fit for such divine intervention. Some Pharisees are known to have become involved in military rebellion against Rome, but how far Pharisees in general favoured such an approach is unknown.

The Essenes, however, certainly did. At least, that is the case if the Dead Sea Scrolls are, as most scholars think, the library of a monastic-style community of Essenes on the shores of the Dead Sea. This group was preparing to fight a holy war, with divine assistance, against the Romans, and lived by an extremely rigorous interpretation of Torah. The majority of Essenes lived in the towns and villages of Jewish Palestine, but still formed exclusive communities that kept apart from their non-Essene neighbours. This must be the reason why no Essenes feature in any of the accounts of the career of Jesus. Unlike the Pharisees, they were not in the synagogues and market places where Jewish teachers encountered and debated with each other.

The Sadducees do make an appearance in the Gospels, debating with Jesus a point that distinguished them from most other Jews in this period. They did not believe in life beyond death, and this seems to have been a consequence of their ‘fundamentalist’ view of Scripture. They professed to believe only what was taught in the five books of Moses and to practise only the letter of the law of Moses. They were probably no more than a few hundred members of wealthy aristocratic families.

It is commonly thought that the high priest and other high-ranking Temple officials in this period were usually Sadducees, and so, if this is correct, the Sadducees dominated the Jewish government of Judaea under the superior authority of the Roman governor. Sadducees had political power but their religious views were not influential.

Finally, the Jewish party that Josephus fails to name are the political revolutionaries. (They have often been called ‘the Zealots’, but this seems to be a misuse of the term.) According to Josephus, they arose at the time (AD 6) when direct Roman rule over Judaea was introduced and a tax assessment undertaken in preparation for levying the Roman tribute. A movement led by Judas the Galilean held that revolt against Rome was a religious duty stemming from the first of the Ten Commandments (‘You shall have no other gods beside me’). To pay taxes to Rome was to acknowledge Rome’s claim to own the holy land of Israel that actually belongs only to God. Judas’ revolt was suppressed, but its ideology forms the potent background to the occasion when enemies of Jesus asked him whether it was right to pay taxes to Caesar.

Josephus was writing in the aftermath of the Jewish revolt against Rome that led to the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple in ad 70. He had a strong interest in showing that Judaism as such did not entail opposition to Rome and the revolt did not have roots in the teaching of major Jewish groups. He therefore put the blame on a minority, Judas the Galilean and his successors, whose ideas were not widely shared. It seems likely that sympathy for armed revolt against Rome was more widespread – certainly among Essenes, perhaps among Pharisees, and surely among the common people. But we should also remember that it was quite possible for Jews to hope for the removal of the Roman yoke not by revolutionary activity but by miraculous divine intervention, comparable with what had happened at the Exodus from Egypt. Though Galilee and Judaea may have been relatively peaceful during the time of Jesus’ adult life, we should not underestimate the simmering resentment of Roman rule, of which both the Roman and the Jewish authorities would have been well aware.

Galilee
 

Jesus grew up in an insignificant Jewish village in Galilee, called Nazareth. It was home to fewer than four hundred people, almost all farmers. A house from the time of Jesus was excavated recently. With two rooms and a courtyard where a cistern collected rainwater, it is probably the sort of modest home Jesus’ family would have owned. Many of Jesus’ parables and sayings are redolent of the rural agricultural context in which he grew up. In their use of such themes as debt and landless labourers’ search for work, they also reflect the hardship of many peasant farmers, at a time when large estates were depriving many smallholders and tenant farmers of their land.

According to the Gospel of Mark, Jesus was a ‘carpenter’ – this is the usual translation, but the Greek word is a rather vague term that could mean he worked in either wood or stone. According to the Gospel of Matthew, this was the trade of his father Joseph, and it is likely enough Jesus would have learned his trade from his father. It has often been thought that, as artisans, Jesus and his father would have been a cut above the average peasant farmer, but we should beware the anachronistic notion of a middle class. A huge gap separated the very small, very wealthy elite from the mass of ordinary people, who, by our standards, though not theirs, would be considered poor. An artisan would not necessarily have been better off than a relatively prosperous peasant farmer.

[image: Images]
 

4. A home in Nazareth from the time of Jesus
 

One intriguing piece of evidence suggests that Jesus may in fact have worked on the family farm as well as practising carpentry. Hegesippus, a 2nd-century writer, preserves the information that two grandsons of Jesus’ brother Judas were peasant farmers sharing a farm whose precise size was remembered. This must have been the family smallholding in Nazareth. The fact that they owned it jointly indicates that this family still followed the rather old-fashioned practice of not dividing the farm but keeping it as the common property of the extended family. Since Joseph had to provide for at least seven children (Jesus, his four brothers, and two or more sisters), he may well have taken up carpentry only to supplement the inadequate produce of the family farm. For this purpose, there would have been enough work within Nazareth.

Galilee had only two cities, Sepphoris and Tiberias, respectively rebuilt and built by Herod Antipas, dependent for goods and services on the villages around. Sepphoris was only five miles from Nazareth, and doubtless Jesus had visited it. But that the cities had much cultural influence on the conservative society of rural Galilee seems unlikely. In religious practice, archaeological evidence (such as immersion baths for ritual purification and the absence of pig bones) shows that Galileans did not differ significantly from Judaeans. They observed Torah, though not necessarily in accordance with Pharisaic interpretation, and they went on pilgrimage to the Temple in Jerusalem, while not necessarily approving of the wealthy, priestly aristocracy who ran it. Until he was around 30 years of age, this was Jesus’ world. Of his education, we know nothing, and can only surmise that he learned Hebrew, studied the Hebrew Scriptures intently, and listened to religious teachers, from whom he learned such forms of teaching as parables and aphorisms.

While Galilee was the scene of Jesus’ formation, we should not exaggerate the extent to which it was the scene of Jesus’ activity of teaching and healing. Mark’s Gospel focuses largely on Galilee and on the short time Jesus spent in Jerusalem at the end of his life, but even Mark refers to journeys in the areas north of Galilee, in Judaea and in Jewish territory east of the Jordan river. Luke’s Gospel, on the other hand, devotes less than six chapters to Jesus’ activity in Galilee, compared with more than ten chapters set rather vaguely en route between Galilee and Jerusalem. From John’s Gospel, we learn something at which the other Gospels only hint: that Jesus made several visits to Jerusalem and spent considerable periods of time there. Since John’s Gospel is the most precise in matters of chronology and geography, there is reason to trust its claim that Jesus did not confine his activity to outlying parts of Jewish Palestine but also made his presence felt at the heart of the Jewish theocracy – the holy city and the Temple.

Messianism
 

The Hebrew word ‘Messiah’ (in Greek Christos, hence Jesus Christ) means ‘anointed one’. A proper Jewish theocracy, as many Jews of this period imagined it, should have two ‘anointed ones’: a legitimate king descended from David and a legitimate high priest descended from Aaron and Zadok. The sectarian priests who wrote some of the Dead Sea Scrolls therefore expected two Messiahs, with the high priest in the dominant role. They also expected there to be a third figure, a prophet, with the function of communicating oracles from God, but this figure is never actually called an anointed one.

However, among the people generally, it was bound to be the royal Messiah of David who took centre stage, because the priority was liberation from Roman rule, and it was the new David who, like David of old, would lead the armies of Israel to military victory. The evidence of the Gospels is therefore credible that at the time of Jesus, there was a quite widespread expectation of a Davidic Messiah and that ‘the Messiah’ commonly referred to this figure. It was in this kind of role that some of Jesus’ contemporaries cast him, and it was on the charge of being such a ‘king of the Jews’ that the Roman authorities had him executed.

An alternative scenario was based on the hope for a liberating event modelledon the Exodus from Egypt and the conquest of the land of Israel. This was the model that the celebration of the Temple festivals would have encouraged in the popular mind. Here the conquering hero would be a new Moses, or perhaps a new Joshua, and the hope for success would be focused especially on miraculous intervention by God, even if human arms were to play some part, as they did in the original conquest of the land. The expected leader might be called king (as Moses sometimes was) but more usually the prophet – not, in this case, an oracular prophet, but a prophet like Moses, a charismatic leader.

In the decades between Jesus and the great revolt, a number of pretenders to such a role appeared, typically leading their followers into the wilderness, where they promised a miraculous sign from God to authenticate them and to indicate that the time for liberation had come. But the possibility that already Jesus himself was mistakenly identified as such a figure seems likely. It was when he miraculously fed a large crowd in the wilderness, recalling Moses’ provision of food to Israel in the wilderness, that he had to escape an attempt by the crowd to make him king. There was therefore more than one ‘messianic’ role into which his contemporaries could attempt to fit him.
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5. Map of Palestine in the time of Jesus
 

John the Baptist
 

When early Christians told the story of Jesus, they seem habitually to have begun, not with Jesus himself, but with the Jewish prophet known as John the Baptist. John was a fiery preacher, reminiscent of Elijah, with a probably unexpected message, though one that had much precedent among the prophets of the Hebrew Bible. He announced not the imminent liberation of Israel but the judgement of God impending on Israel for their sin. As far as our sources tell us, he had nothing to say about the Romans, though he did criticize Herod Antipas. He called people into the wilderness, not in order to prepare to re-conquer the land, but in order to immerse them in the river as a ritual of repentance. Only by national repentance could Israel escape the coming wrath of God. John’s baptism was a last opportunity for a rebellious nation to put itself right with God.

John attracted huge crowds to undergo baptism, and his disciples included some who also became the first disciples of Jesus. John denied speculation that he might be some sort of messianic figure, and seems to have cast himself rather in the role of forerunner to a greater figure who would come as the agent of God’s judgement. It was in the context of expectations raised by John that Jesus’ public activity began. These expectations might be bleak, but they also meant that at last the great turning point in Israel’s story might be imminent.

Jesus himself went to John for baptism and seems to have stayed some time with him. At Jesus’ baptism, he and John shared a vision in which Jesus received his messianic anointing with the Spirit of God and heard himself called the beloved son of God. Whatever Jesus might have thought of his vocation before this point, this experience finally gave him the mission from God that he now set out to accomplish.

While Jesus’ message, a joyful proclamation of good news, would contrast sharply with the doom-laden prophecies of John, Jesus shared with John one extremely important perspective. Like John, he paid little attention to the Romans, because his priority was the renewal of God’s own people. Among the major Jewish parties, it was perhaps the Pharisees, with their programme for national holiness, that the movement Jesus started and led most resembled, and this is why it was with the Pharisees that he most often clashed. Theirs were alternative visions of the renewal of Israel.
  

Chapter 4
Enacting the kingdom of God
 

God’s rule is arriving
 

In the modern period, Jesus has often been seen as a teacher of ethics or a social reformer. These views are not completely mistaken. There is a good deal of material in the Gospels to support them. But they are seriously inadequate. They focus in too modern and humanistic a way on how people should live. But what fired Jesus’ mission was his experience of God. What mattered to him, first and foremost, was the God of Israel, God’s love for his people and his world, and what God was doing for his people and his world. How God’s people should live also mattered profoundly, but it would never have occurred to Jesus that one could get that right without appreciating what God was like and what God was doing.

The first three Gospels, the Synoptics, make it abundantly clear that at the heart of all that Jesus said and did lay what he called ‘the kingdom of God’. This translation is the familiar one, but ‘rule’ might be closer than ‘kingdom’ to what Jesus meant. The term is dynamic and refers primarily to the activity of God. But, in Jesus’ usage, ‘the kingdom of God’ is also something one can ‘enter’, and in this case, it designates the sphere of God’s rule, which in English we would call his ‘kingdom’ or ‘realm’. So we need to bear in mind both dimensions - active rule and territorial kingdom - if we are to do justice to Jesus’ usage.

Jesus’ Jewish contemporaries would have had no difficulty in understanding broadly what Jesus meant by ‘the kingdom of God’. Though the Hebrew Bible does not use this phrase, it does speak frequently of God as king, of God’s throne, and of God reigning over Israel and the world. From his heavenly throne, God rules his whole creation, while from his throne in his Temple in Jerusalem, he reigns over his own special people, Israel. In these senses, God’s kingdom already exists.

With these aspects of God’s rule, Jesus had no quarrel, but in his own talk of God’s kingdom he was not simply affirming that God is king. He was speaking of something new that was arriving. He was picking up the sense in which, for the Jewish Scriptures and later Jewish literature, the fullness of God’s rule was something still to be expected in the future. At present, God’s sovereignty is ultimately supreme, but it is not acknowledged by the nations, who worship other gods instead. At present, God’s active rule is contested by the forces of evil, supernatural and human, that are responsible for such wrongs as violence, sickness, injustice, oppression, and even death. The people of Israel therefore looked for a time when God’s rule would be universally acknowledged and would prevail over all evil. Jesus taught his disciples to pray for this:

May your name be sanctified,
may your kingdom come,
may your will be done
on earth as it is in heaven.

 

The meaning is that in heaven, where the angels worship God and carry out his will, God’s kingdom already exists in its perfection, but this is not yet true on earth.

In such a prayer for the coming of God’s kingdom, all of Jesus’ Jewish hearers would readily - even eagerly and with passion - have joined. But what was distinctive about Jesus’ message was, in the words with which the Gospels sum it up: ‘the kingdom of God is close at hand’. It was already arriving. The powerful and transformative rule of God was taking effect in a new way. Israel’s hopes were being realized, God’s promises fulfilled.

For understanding Jesus, the timing of the kingdom is important, but the character of the kingdom is even more important. Jesus evidently did not think that the kingdom was coming all at once. There was a process. From its small beginnings in Jesus’ own teaching and activity, the kingdom would ultimately blossom into universal reality. Jesus was aware that what he identified as the arrival of the kingdom hardly began to match up to the dimensions of Israel’s hopes for the future.

In one of his parables, he compared the kingdom to a mustard seed, which was proverbially known as the smallest of all seeds. With his customary hyperbole, Jesus said that it grows into ‘the greatest of all shrubs’ with branches in which the birds can nest. There was precedent in the Hebrew Bible for picturing God’s universal rule as a great tree, planted in the centre of the world, and covering the whole earth with its branches for the benefit of all creatures. According to Jesus’ parable, this greatest of all trees had its beginnings in the smallest of all seeds. In Jesus’ own teaching and activity, insignificant though they might seem in the grand perspective of world history, God really was sowing the seed of his coming kingdom.

But if the arrival of the kingdom was so unimpressive, what reason might there be for recognizing it as the coming of God’s kingdom? The answer to this lies in Jesus’ understanding of the character of the kingdom. What is God’s rule like? For some of Jesus’ contemporaries, God’s priority must surely be the liberation of his people from the yoke of the Roman oppressor. He must establish his own sole rule over his holy people by defeating those who had no right to rule them. If this were seen to be happening, God’s kingdom might be said to be arriving. But for Jesus, there were other priorities. He saw the kingdom arriving in the sorts of things he was doing: bringing God’s healing and forgiveness into the lives of people he met, reaching out to those who were pushed to the margins of God’s people, gathering a community in which service would replace status. These are the sorts of things that happen when God rules.

Such a vision of the coming rule of God Jesus found in the prophecies of Israel’s prophets. But it was even more deeply rooted in his understanding of the God of the Hebrew Bible. What God’s rule is like corresponds to what God is like. So our account of Jesus’ understanding of the kingdom must take us, in due course, to his understanding of the God of the kingdom.

To his disciples, Jesus spoke of the extraordinary moment of history they were witnessing:

Blessed are the eyes that see what you see! For I tell you that many
prophets and kings desired to see what you see, but did not see it,
and to hear what you hear, but did not hear it.

 

(Luke 10:23-24)

The kingdom of God was coming because Jesus himself enacted it and proclaimed it. What he did and what he said were both important, and in our quest to understand more of the character of God’s rule as Jesus saw it, we shall consider first what he did.

The healing power of God’s rule
 

Jesus’ public life as an itinerant healer and teacher seems to have lasted not much more than two years. This is a remarkably short period in which to have made the impact he did. Probably we should distinguish the impact he made on his disciples, who shared his life and committed his teaching to memory, from the impact he made on people generally. The key to the latter was his reputation as a healer.

Jesus healed people of all kinds of disabilities and diseases. He also exorcized demons. In that society, demons could be held responsible for disabilities and diseases, but the Gospels rarely allude to such a belief. Exorcisms differed from healings because they expelled the demons from people whom demons had taken over and held in their power. Sometimes the symptoms were such as we would attribute to mental illness. The demon-possessed were not, it seems, regarded as wicked people voluntarily in league with evil, but as innocent victims of powers of evil they were unable to resist.
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6. Jesus heals a haemorrhaging woman (catacomb fresco)
 

Jesus’ exorcisms had the special value of dramatizing his power to overcome the forces of evil and to rescue those who were enslaved to them. He said:

If it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the
kingdom of God has come to you.

 

(Luke 11:20)

Though Jesus was by no means the only Jewish exorcist, so far as we know he was the only one to link his exorcisms with the new thing that God was doing: the coming of the kingdom. For this to have been at all plausible, he must have been an exceptionally successful exorcist, something which is also suggested by the fact that other exorcists apparently took to using Jesus’ name as the word of power with which they drove out demons. Jesus’ success as an exorcist provoked his enemies to find an alternative explanation for it. They said that Jesus was in league with the powers of evil and was himself possessed by the prince of the demons.

Notable among the people Jesus is said to have healed were disabled beggars: the blind, the deaf, and the lame. Such people found it hard to find work and, unless they belonged to a wealthy family, were obliged to beg. They probably did better than disabled people in much of the ancient world, because Jews regarded charity to the poor as an important duty. But begging was not an enviable lifestyle, and, by healing these people, Jesus gave them back their dignity and a place in society.

This was even more emphatically the case with people suffering from leprosy. (The word probably covered a variety of serious skin diseases, not only what we call leprosy, that is, Hansen’s disease.) These people were obliged to keep away from the rest of society, not because their illness was regarded as infectious, but because they were defined as ‘impure’ (or ‘unclean’) in a religious sense. (We shall discuss this concept of cultic impurity later.) So that other people could recognize them and keep well clear of them, they were supposed to dress in rags and to shout out ‘unclean’ wherever they went. Jesus not only healed them, but also, in a gesture that surely meant much to them, healed them by touching them.

It is evident that in these ‘deeds of power’ (as the Synoptic Gospels call them) Jesus restored people to more than physical health. He also restored social relationships, re-integrating people into the society of God’s people Israel. We should also remember that many of these people - the disabled, people with leprosy, and the demon-possessed - were barred, by their conditions, from the earthly presence of God in his Temple in Jerusalem. This did not put them outside the loving concern of God, but it did distance them from the symbolic heart of Israel’s special relationship with their God. Jesus’ healings were for them an experience of the God who was reaching out to abolish that distance. In the fullest sense, these healings were holistic.

The Gospels tell of an occasion when John the Baptist, then in prison, wanted to know whether Jesus was really the expected Messiah, as he had thought when he baptized him. Perhaps he was puzzled that Jesus was not doing what John thought the Messiah would do: bring down God’s judgement on the wicked and unrepentant in Israel. So John sent some of his disciples to ask Jesus, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’ Jesus did not answer this question directly. He rarely answered that kind of question, because he did not want to be saddled with whatever ideas the questioner had about the Messiah. Instead, he pointed to what was happening before the eyes of the questioners:

Go and tell John what you see and hear: the blind receive their
sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead
are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. (Matthew
11:2-5)

 

What sort of Messiah you expected depended a lot on which biblical prophecies you focused on. For those who knew the Scriptures well, as John the Baptist did, Jesus’ reply echoed passages in the later chapters of Isaiah (35:5-6; 61:1). Jesus was inviting John to recognize that the sorts of things that were happening in Jesus’ ministry were the sorts of things the prophet said would accompany God’s coming to rule. As to who Jesus was, John could draw his own conclusions.

It has sometimes been suggested that the stories of Jesus’ miracles were invented on the basis of the prophecies. But one reason why this cannot be the case can be found in precisely this passage where the prophecies are cited. None of the prophecies say anything about lepers or anything that could be interpreted as referring to lepers. The lepers are in the list not because the prophecies mention them, but because as a matter of fact they were prominent among the people Jesus healed.

We should not suppose that Jesus simply acted out a programme set for him by his reading of prophetic Scriptures. Jesus was moved by the suffering he encountered, the manifold forms of deprivation and diminishment of life he saw all around him in the villages of Galilee. He was moved by the faith of the crowds of people who brought their sick loved ones to him. The power of healing they drew from him he understood to be the power of the divine compassion. He saw his healings as signs of the kingdom of God because they were so obviously acts of the God whom Jesus understood as above all loving and compassionate. Jesus was enacting the kingdom by enacting the divine compassion. What he saw in the prophecies was that precisely such outpourings of divine compassion were to be expected when Israel’s God came to establish his kingdom. It was not the way everyone read the Scriptures, but it was what leapt out of the page when Jesus read them.

Another feature of Jesus’ healings that could not simply be read out of the prophecies was that he required faith - on the part either of those who wanted to be healed or of those who brought them to be healed. The Gospels note the rather embarrassing fact that, when Jesus made a return visit to his home town, Nazareth, he was able to heal only a very few sick people, because he found so little faith there. When Jesus said to people he had healed, ‘Your faith has made you well’, we might suppose he meant he had done nothing but trigger some kind of self-healing power in the sick person. But this would be a mistake because ‘faith’ meant trusting God - or the healing power of God that Jesus made available. (We need not distinguish trust in God from trust in Jesus in such cases.) Faith opened people to the power of divine compassion that came from outside themselves. But it is significant that Jesus did not treat the sick as mere passive recipients of healing. He sought their engagement in their own healing. He made their experience part of their relationship with God.

Enacting the kingdom at table
 

In one of his deft, short parables, Jesus compared those who resisted his message to uncooperative and peevish children:

They are like children sitting in the marketplace and calling to one another,
‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance;
we sang a dirge, and you did not weep’.

 

(Luke 7:12, altered)

One group of children complains that the other group wouldn’t join in their games. Whether they proposed a happy game (dancing to the flute) or a sad one (pretending to mourn), it was the same. The others refused to play.

Jesus applies the story to the reception that John the Baptist and he himself had received:

For John the Baptist has come eating no bread and drinking no wine,
and you say, ‘He has a demon’;
the Son of Man [Jesus himself] came eating and drinking,
and you say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard,
a friend of tax collectors and sinners’.

 

(Luke 7:13-14)

The fiery prophet John the Baptist had adopted an ascetic lifestyle appropriate to his stern message of coming judgement and the need for repentance. Jesus’ lifestyle was very different. He fraternized with all sorts of people and shared meals with them.

The words Jesus here quotes from his opponents offer a fascinating insight into how he was perceived by some people. The two charges of indulgence in food and drink and associating with notorious sinners are really just one: Jesus partied with the wrong sort of people.

In that society, it mattered a lot whom you chose to eat with. In all traditional societies, meals do not just satisfy hunger in enjoyable ways; they have richly symbolic meanings. By eating with some but not with others, people may reinforce or establish social boundaries. But in Jewish society in the time of Jesus, such demarcations between in-groups and out-groups were not arbitrary; they reflected a pervasive preoccupation with holiness.

The Pharisees were particularly concerned with ritual purity and with eating their meals in purity. Food had to have been properly tithed, hands must be properly washed, and people should not sit down with others in a state of contagious impurity. Some scholars have thought that the accusations against Jesus have this kind of background. Jesus was careless about purity rules and shared meals with ordinary people who couldn’t be bothered with the niceties of Pharisaic purity. But holiness was a matter not just of purity, but also of morality, and associating too closely with flagrantly immoral people could endanger one’s own moral integrity. One didn’t have to be a Pharisee to think that.

The prime example of the kind of sinners Jesus befriended were the tax collectors. Tax collectors were generally ostracized not because of their ritual impurity, but for much more serious reasons. They were Jews working for the Roman overlords (or for Rome’s puppet king Herod Antipas), and they made their own living out of collecting more than the taxes and pocketing the difference. No doubt they often made a very good living. It was for greed and extortion at the expense of their fellow Jews, as well as for working for the hated Roman Empire, that they were ostracized.

The example of the tax collectors shows that the ‘sinners’ Jesus befriended were not just careless about ritual purity, but people who flagrantly broke the moral requirements of God’s law, the Torah. Elsewhere prostitutes are also mentioned. The problem for Jesus’ opponents was really that he ate with all sorts of people. He accepted invitations to dine with Pharisees, but also with tax collectors and the sorts of people who associated with tax collectors. He seems, in fact, to have made a special point of doing the latter. In the case of Zacchaeus, for example, a rather high-ranking and so an especially wealthy tax collector, Jesus invited himself to be Zacchaeus’s house guest.

Did Jesus not expect such people to reform? His own demanding moral teaching surely implies that he did, and Zacchaeus, for one, did so. But Jesus did not wait for such people to repent before sharing meals with them. This is what distinguished his practice from Jewish leaders who would not have denied that people like tax collectors could repent and obtain forgiveness from God. To put it simply, Jesus did not keep his distance from anyone who needed the love of God, whether they needed liberation from demons, healing of sickness, or forgiveness of sin. This was his mission from God, and it left him no room for protecting himself from being contaminated by the impurity or immorality of others.

While Jesus no doubt expected the likes of tax collectors to turn their lives around, it is notable that he does not seem to have denounced them in the way he denounced some of the religious leaders. He didn’t need to. Everyone knew they were sinners, and they knew it themselves. In the story Jesus told of a Pharisee and a tax collector praying in the Temple, the tax collector knows only too well his need of God’s forgiveness, but the Pharisee, priding himself on his exemplary religious rectitude, is unable to acknowledge his failings. What Jesus denounced was the arrogance and hypocrisy of people who set themselves up as models of piety and misled others, while themselves transgressing the central requirements of Torah in subtle ways that deceived even themselves. They needed stronger medicine than the tax collectors and prostitutes who, as Jesus put it, were entering the kingdom ahead of them.

We learn more about Jesus’ meals from the contrast he himself drew between his own approach and that of John the Baptist. Unlike his predecessor, Jesus came with the good news of the kingdom and he celebrated this in his meals. They were not solemn affairs, but joyful celebrations of the coming of the kingdom. Whereas the disciples of John, like many other Jews, practised a strict regime of fasting, Jesus’ disciples puzzled them by not fasting. But for Jesus’ disciples to fast, he said, would be as inappropriate as fasting at a wedding. While the Pharisees turned ordinary meals into a practice of ritual holiness, Jesus turned ordinary meals into a practice of the coming of God’s kingdom.

They were especially suitable for this purpose because a familiar image of the messianic age to come was the great banquet that God would host, where all his faithful people would sit together with the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. In Jesus’ practice of meal fellowship, he, so to speak, goes ahead with the love of God to welcome to the banquet everyone who will accept the invitation. Eating with Jesus was virtually tantamount to entering the kingdom and sitting at table with the patriarchs.

The kingdom belongs to the poor
 

When Jesus passed through Jericho on the way to Jerusalem, on his last visit to the city, a blind beggar at the back of the crowds that thronged the route managed to get Jesus’ attention. His blindness healed, he eagerly joined the followers of Jesus. Mark’s Gospel tells us his name: Bartimaeus. No doubt he became well known in the early Christian movement in Jerusalem. Mark may have got the story straight from his mouth. Bartimaeus must have been one of those many Palestinian Jews whose personal name was an extremely common one (such as Simon or Judah), too common to be of any use in identifying him. Following a common practice, he was therefore known by his patronymic. ‘Bar’ is the Aramaic word for ‘son’, while Timaeus was a Greek name only rarely used among Palestinian Jews, which therefore served very well to identify Bartimaeus. These comments on the name are worth making because they show that names of such people in the Gospels are historically plausible. (Jews outside Palestine followed different naming practices.)

For an individual beggar to appear in the literature of Greco-Roman antiquity is a very rare occurrence. For an individual beggar to appear with a name is almost unique. The histories and biographies of the period, which the Gospels most resemble in terms of literary genre, are peopled predominantly by the wealthy elite, since these were considered the people who made history happen. To a large extent, it was the wealthy elite who read such literature (though it might well be a slave who read it aloud to them), and they despised the ordinary people. The latter appear mostly in such literature as the anonymous conglomerate, ‘the crowd’, for whom the authors regularly display contempt.
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7. A lst-century fishing boat from the Sea of Galilee
 

In such a literary context, the Gospels are an extraordinary exception. The many individuals who appear in their pages are spread across the whole social scale. There are members of the elite (such as the Jerusalem aristocracy) and the retainers of the elite (such as centurions and tax collectors). But far more of these individuals belong to the ordinary people (peasant farmers, fishermen, artisans), who made up the large mass of the population. Even more remarkable is the generous representation given by the Gospels to people belonging to the two categories that formed the lowest rungs on the social ladder. One of these is ‘the poor’, in the sense in which the Gospels mean it, that is, referring not to the ordinary people who had at least a stable income at subsistence level, barring bad harvests, sickness, and other misfortunes, but to the really destitute. These were the people who had no reliable means of support, but had to depend largely on the charity of others. They included the poor widow Jesus commended when she put all she had, just two small coins, into the Temple collection box. They also included the many disabled beggars Jesus restored to health, dignity, and a place in society.

Such people were doubtless pitied by the ordinary people, not least because only a narrow line, easily crossed in the downward direction, separated the destitute from those whose place among the self-supporting was rather precarious. But the dregs of the earth were the outcasts, who for one reason or another were excluded from society altogether: lepers, those possessed by demons (at least if they were uncontrollable, like the man in the Gospels known as Legion), prostitutes, bandits, and criminals. In the perspective of the ordinary people, doubtless tax collectors also belonged to this category. Not a few members of these outcast groups appear in the Gospels, along with a number of Gentiles and Samaritans (an Israelite group disowned by the Jews). The destitute and the outcasts were only a very small proportion of the population, as were the elite. It is remarkable that we meet as many of them in the Gospels as we do of the elite and their retainers. Of course, the crowds that flocked to Jesus for healing and to hear him teach would have been made up mainly of the ordinary people and some of the destitute.

These facts about the social status of the characters in the Gospels reflect the realities of Jesus’ social world and the priorities of his mission. He himself was a man of the people. He did have disciples and sympathizers among the elite (Joanna, a Galilean aristocrat; Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus, both members of the high priest’s ruling council), though he could be very critical of the ruling elite, and he certainly had no policy for reforming Jewish society from the top down. He operated rather at the grassroots. The first disciples he called, the core of his movement, were mostly fishermen. But he and his itinerant followers themselves voluntarily adopted the way of life and status of the destitute, lacking permanent abode, with no earnings to support them. The generous representation of destitute people and outcasts in the Gospels reflects the way in which Jesus seems not only to have attracted such people, in search of healing or forgiveness and acceptance, but also deliberately to have sought them out. It was part of his understanding of his mission to pay attention to those whom most people brushed aside or scorned. It was to them especially that the kingdom of God belonged.

Renewing the people of God
 

One of the most important of Jesus’ symbolic acts was his selection of twelve of his disciples for a special vocation. The number twelve could not fail to evoke the twelve tribes of Israel. Jesus’ twelve could not have been literally drawn from each of the twelve tribes, because we know that they included two pairs of brothers, but symbolically they would certainly have recalled the ideal constitution of Israel as a people of twelve tribes.

This symbolism enables us to recognize two key aspects of the way Jesus understood his mission from God. In the first place, it was a mission to God’s people Israel, all twelve tribes of them. Like John the Baptist before him, Jesus preached an urgent message to the whole nation, calling on them to repent, to turn to God, to reorder their lives in such a way as to be the nation God had chosen them to be, the renewed Israel of the messianic age. Although, like John, Jesus did foresee judgement for the unrepentant, the distinctive character of his mission lay in his conviction that the kingdom of his was already within reach, not yet as judgement, but as the power of God’s grace, mercy, compassion, healing, and forgiveness. This gave him a special concern for the ‘lost sheep’ of God’s flock-the people who were in one way or another marginal or excluded. We have mentioned some of them: the beggars, the demon-possessed, the notorious sinners. With the coming of the kingdom, such people were not to be left aside, but welcomed in. Since the kingdom was arriving as divine healing and compassion, it had, as it were, special relevance to these people. Comparing his role with that of a medical practitioner, Jesus said, ‘Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick.’

The second aspect of Jesus’ mission that his appointment of the twelve highlights is this: as well as throwing open the arms of God’s mercy to welcome people into the kingdom, Jesus set about establishing a community of disciples that would be the nucleus of the renewed people. The precedent in the Hebrew Bible for Jesus’ twelve was not so much the twelve patriarchs, the ancestors of the tribes, but the twelve princes of the tribes, whom Moses appointed to head up the people of Israel in the wilderness after the Exodus. Jesus’ twelve disciples were the leaders of the Israel of the new exodus. By accompanying Jesus at all times, they were to learn from him how to continue his own mission: to heal and to exorcize, to bring the good news of the kingdom to the destitute and the outcasts.

However, we should not imagine that this specially selected group of twelve were the only disciples of Jesus or the only ones that shared his itinerant ministry. Luke’s Gospel, especially, provides a broader picture of many other disciples, most of whom remain anonymous, but some of whom are named and appear as quite prominent figures. The twelve had a special symbolic role, but many others also accompanied Jesus on his journeys around the country. No doubt the size and composition of the large group of disciples that travelled around with Jesus varied from time to time, and there are indications that the number declined in the latter part of his ministry. Some are likely to have been disappointed that Jesus did not turn out to be the kind of Messiah they hoped. But up to and including his final visit to Jerusalem, Jesus seems always to have had with him a group of disciples, male and female, that was larger than the twelve.

Of special importance, alongside the twelve, were a group of women disciples. The twelve had to be male because of the scriptural precedent they evoked, but Luke’s Gospel in particular stresses that several women also accompanied Jesus from an early stage of his ministry right up until his death. The best known is Mary Magdalene. Another was Joanna, wife of a high-ranking official at the court of Herod Antipas. She must have been one of the women who, we are told, helped to support Jesus and the other disciples financially. (Most of the male disciples had left behind families for whom they were the main providers and could hardly have been able to put much into the disciples’ common purse.) But it was not for this reason that they were included among Jesus’ followers. Had they been only patrons of Jesus’ movement, as some wealthy and influential women were of the Pharisees, they could have stayed at home and spared themselves the scandal of sharing the life of these vagrant men. They were with Jesus to learn, just as the male disciples were.

For such itinerant disciples who left their homes and families to be with Jesus all the time, Jesus’ demands were very stringent. They had to be totally committed to him and the cause of the kingdom (the two are not distinguishable in Jesus’ words in this connection). To a would-be disciple who wanted first to bury his father, Jesus said, ‘Follow me, and let the dead bury the dead’. Seemingly, the urgent importance of the kingdom of God here takes precedence even over one of the Ten Commandments (the Commandment to honour one’s father and mother). Jesus made the same point a general rule when he said that no one could be his disciple if they loved a family member more than him. This kind of claim makes sense only if Jesus held that the commitment of a disciple to him was a form of devotion to God, which alone could take precedence over duties to family members. In the situation of the arrival of the kingdom, nothing could be more important.

The disciples of Jesus were engaged in a very demanding participation in his own mission. They were also, in their life together, to model the kind of society the renewed Israel would be, or, to put it another way, what a society living fully under God’s rule would be like. This is of considerable importance for recognizing the distinctiveness of Jesus’ understanding of the kingdom, but an account of it must be left to the next chapter.

As well as disciples who accompanied him in his travels around the land of Israel, Jesus also had adherents and sympathizers who stayed in their homes. Some of these provided hospitality for Jesus and the disciples, as did the family of siblings, Martha, Mary, and Lazarus, who lived near Jerusalem and hosted Jesus often enough for them to become some of his closest friends. In one of the stories about them, Mary is portrayed as the exemplary disciple, sitting at Jesus’ feet attending to his teaching. To judge from the hugely expensive perfume with which Mary anointed Jesus, the family were quite well to do. Jesus must have had many such stay-at-home supporters, and occasionally the Gospels actually call such people disciples. But it is quite unclear what discipleship required for them. Despite the characteristically extreme language in which Jesus speaks of discipleship, he seems to have recognized that not all who responded to his message could be expected to become homeless vagrants.

Even this wider circle of disciples, however, fell far short of the response to his message that Jesus must have hoped for from the people at large. Huge crowds flocked to receive healing and to listen to his preaching, but in the long run most were evidently not willing to undergo the radical change of heart he demanded. Some of his sayings, presumably from a relatively late stage of his ministry, express deep disappointment and sadness over this. But he does not seem to have concluded that the ‘little flock’ of his disciples would be the only fruit of his mission, for he continued, up until his death, to train his disciples to extend his mission.

Finally, this is the context in which we should consider what Jesus thought about the world beyond Israel. If Jesus thought the kingdom of God was within reach, he could not have confined it to Israel, for the prophecies promised the earth. His own mission to Israel was a necessary first step. The renewal of God’s own people had to come first because, in the divine strategy, it was by means of his own people that the knowledge of the true God was to reach the rest of the nations. So it is quite plausible that Jesus envisaged his disciples taking the good news out into all the world.

One of the few stories of encounter between Jesus and non-Jews offers an intriguing insight into Jesus’ sense of his mission. It is located in Phoenicia, the coastal area to the northwest of Galilee, to which Jesus once travelled, perhaps to reach Jews who lived in the area. A Gentile woman whose daughter was possessed by a demon came to ask Jesus to liberate her from it. Jesus’ first response is almost rudely negative: ‘Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and to throw it to the dogs.’ With the word ‘first’, Jesus indicates that the Gentiles’ time will come, but his mission to Jews takes priority. The term ‘dogs’ was the common Jewish word for Gentiles, comparing the pariah dogs that roamed the streets and scavenged anything with the cultic impurity of the non-Jew. Jesus perhaps deliberately softens the image, referring instead to the household dogs, kept as guard dogs, who are fed on the family’s leftovers. The woman’s response is witty as well as insistent: ‘Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.’ She proved a match for Jesus’ dexterity with images, and he must have been impressed. She actually afforded him a fresh insight into his mission. While it was directed to Israel, this was no reason why he should not meet the request of a Gentile who actually approached him in faith, since to do so would not deprive Jews of anything. God’s compassionate provision was abundant enough to overflow to Gentiles even now.

The kingdom of God in the Gospel of John
 

One of the many differences between the Gospel of John and the other three Gospels is that, whereas in the other Gospels the phrase ‘the kingdom of God’ (or ‘the kingdom of heaven’) is frequently on Jesus’ lips, in John it occurs only twice. These two occurrences are at the beginning of Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus, but a reading of the whole conversation shows that Jesus does not drop the topic of the kingdom of God but uses for it the alternative term ‘eternal life’. Whereas he first speaks of seeing the kingdom and entering the kingdom, he goes on to speak of having eternal life. The author is telling us that he knows Jesus regularly spoke of the kingdom of God, but in his own report and interpretation of Jesus’ teaching, he has preferred the term ‘eternal life’. In fact, this was by no means an innovation. In the Synoptic Gospels also, Jesus sometimes speaks of ‘eternal life’ or just ‘life’, using these phrases interchangeably with ‘the kingdom of God’. John’s usage in this case resembles other cases where he has taken up an expression or a topic that occurs only occasionally in the teaching of Jesus in the other Gospels and has made it a frequent usage or topic in his own Gospel.

John’s preference for ‘eternal life’ does rather shift the focus from what God is doing to the content of what God gives. But ‘eternal life’ is no less oriented to God than is ‘the kingdom of God’, since in this Gospel eternal life is the life that has its source in God. Though it is to be contrasted with the mortal life that runs out in death, it is far from being mere never-ending existence. It is the fullness of life in relationship with God, life to the reth degree, a comprehensive term for all the blessings God has to give humanity. Jesus’ mission is to make it available, as Jesus in this Gospel says: ‘I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.’

Just as in the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus’ acts of healing are signs of the presence of the kingdom of God, not simply because they are miraculous, but also because they display the healing compassion of God that characterizes the kingdom, so in John’s Gospel Jesus’ healing miracles, which this Gospel regularly calls ‘signs’, signify the eternal life that Jesus brings. This focus on eternal life explains John’s particular selection of miracle stories, of which he has far fewer than the other Gospels. All have to do with life: Jesus restores impaired life, sustains life with food, even brings back to life a man who had been dead three days. These signs, in which Jesus gives mortal life, signify the much greater gift of eternal life that comes through his own rising to eternal life through death. The miracle at the wedding at Cana may not seem at first to fit this pattern, but, against the background of the Jewish image of the messianic banquet, the large quantity of excellent wine Jesus provides signifies the abundant and enhanced life, the extravagant fullness of life that Jesus came to bring. In the story of the healing of the blind man, the symbolism points to seeing the light, but in this Gospel light and life are closely connected. The man receives his sight so that he may walk in the light of life. This brief sketch of the signs in John’s Gospel provides an illustration of the way this Gospel reports events of Jesus’ history, much as the other Gospels do, understands them in ways that certainly have continuity with the other Gospels, but also goes further in its attempt to explicate their full significance.
  

Chapter 5
Teaching the kingdom of God
 

Style of teaching
 

Jesus favoured indirect communication. Sometimes, of course, he spoke directly and straightforwardly, but much more often he used forms of speech that appeal to the imagination or provoke thought. He asks questions without giving answers. He regularly talks about one thing in terms of another - through metaphors, similes, analogies, and stories that mean more than they say. For example, Jesus could have said, ‘The kingdom of God is something of such supreme value that you ought to be willing to give up everything else in order to attain it.’ In fact, he told a short story about a merchant who, in his quest for fine pearls, one day came upon an extremely valuable one and sold everything else in order to be able to buy it. Jesus could have said, ‘Someone who wants to be my disciple must be resolute and single-minded about it.’ In fact, he said, ‘No one who puts a hand to the plough and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.’

Even apparently straightforward sayings may turn out to be hyperbole or irony. Jesus often teaches by instancing a shockingly extreme example: if someone wants your coat, strip naked and give him everything you’re wearing. There are paradoxes and riddles, such as: ‘Whoever seeks to gain their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life will keep it.’ He gives people figurative labels: Herod is ‘that fox’, his disciples are his ‘little flock’, his leading disciple is ‘the Rock’, Pharisees are a ‘brood of vipers’, Jesus himself is ‘the Son of man’. His use of this enigmatic form of self-reference may be an extended riddle. Certainly, Jesus speaks of his destiny in riddles: a cup he must drink, a baptism with which he must be baptized. He paints the future in the vivid colours of scriptural imagery: ‘they will see the Son of man coming on clouds with great power and glory’.

Along with Jesus’ forms of indirect communication in words, we should also include his indirect communication by significant actions. We have already noticed the rich symbolism of the meals he shares with others. There are many other examples. Sometimes an action illustrates what he says: he takes a child in his arms and tells his disciples that they must become like children if they are to enter the kingdom. Sometimes the action speaks for itself, as when he rides into Jerusalem on a donkey. Perhaps the most potent of all Jesus’ symbolic actions was when he washed the feet of his disciples, taking a role that was almost exclusively that of a slave.

There is probably no one explanation for Jesus’ overwhelming preference for forms of indirect communication. But a common feature is that indirect communication creates a pause for thought between what is said and the hearer’s realization of what is meant. The pause may be momentary, as a striking illustration hits home - with shock or with delight or with a sense of fresh recognition. Or the pause may give time for a message to sink in. Or the pause may be indefinitely long, as when the hearer goes away still puzzling over the point of a story or pondering the significance of a weighty saying. The pause may create a space in which the hearer can re-consider an accepted view, see something in a different light, have cherished opinions challenged. When a hearer is absorbed in a story, an unexpected truth may creep up on them and take them by surprise.

The material for Jesus’ comparisons and parables comes from the ordinary life of lst-century Palestine. He does draw on images familiar from the Hebrew Bible (such as God as the shepherd of his people, Israel as God’s vineyard) and can make specific reference to passages and stories in the Hebrew Bible (such as Jonah or commandments of the Torah), but for the most part, when not debating with religious leaders, he does not engage in learned exegesis of Scripture. Though his thought is profoundly rooted in the Hebrew Bible, most of his figurative comparisons seem freshly minted from the world that he and his hearers knew well. In the case of the narrative parables, there are striking similarities with - as well as differences from - parables of the Jewish rabbis that date from a much later period. Jesus must have drawn on a stock of storytelling motifs that continued to inform Jewish religious teaching down to the time of the rabbis. He is not likely to have simply taken over existing stories, but, like every good storyteller, would often have developed his own stories from current motifs. One revealing difference from the parables of the rabbis is that in them the character with whom God is compared is always a king, whereas this is true of only two of Jesus’ parables. Instead, there are landowners, householders, and fathers - authority figures closer to the ordinary experience of Jesus’ hearers. The situations portrayed in the parables and other sayings are notably small scale and everyday - a feature that not only made them accessible and meaningful to ordinary people in a rural context, but surely also reflects Jesus’ understanding of the kingdom of God as something that was beginning to take shape in local and seemingly unimpressive ways.

Among the sayings of Jesus, it is the narrative parables that have received most attention. There are about forty of them in the Synoptic Gospels (the exact number depends on some debatable issues of exact definition), and a mere half dozen others in extra-canonical literature. They range from very short narratives (like the merchant and the pearl, cited above) to relatively long ones, such as the well-known stories of the Prodigal Son and the Good Samaritan. Even the latter are short, as stories go, but none of them wastes words. They say only what is necessary for the point the story makes. Many are nevertheless engaging stories that draw their hearers into them, which is no doubt one reason for their popularity and influence. The stories are not usually predictable, though in some cases predictability is essential to the effect. Though they portray ordinary life, they are often not fully realistic, making their point by hyperbole or surprise. Good rules for understanding them are to let the story make its impact as a story before seeking its message and to attend especially to the way the story takes a surprising turn, when it does. Often, the improbable or shocking turn the story takes gives it a message that subverts and reverses common attitudes or expectations. But not all do this, and Jesus was not a revolutionary thinker in every respect.

In general, the parables do not teach broad moral lessons or truths about God and the world. Most are stories about the kingdom. They are about the new thing that Jesus believed God was doing in the midst of his people Israel. Thus, for example, the well-known parable of the Prodigal Son is not simply about the forgiving love of God for all who repent, but more specifically about what God was doing in Jesus’ mission to actualize the forgiving love of God in his outreach especially to those of God’s people who might seem to have strayed furthest from it.

Compared with the narrative parables, the short aphorisms of Jesus, of which there are many more, generally receive less attention. Readers with modern reading habits tend to skim quickly through them, whereas they are meant to be paused on and pondered. Sometimes they encapsulate a feature of Jesus’ teaching in memorable form that will sink into the mind and influence practice, as in the case of Jesus’ simple message about petitionary prayer:

Ask, and it will be given to you;
search, and you will find;
knock, and the door will be opened for you.

 

(Matthew 7:7)

Some aphorisms are deliberately riddling and meant to be puzzled over, such as:

For to those who have, more will be given;
and from those who have nothing, even what they have will be
taken away.

 

(Mark 4:25)

The major forms of Jesus’ teaching are tailored for an oral society: parables for a storytelling culture, aphorisms for a culture that valued proverbs and maxims, riddles for a culture in which brain-teasers were good entertainment. Moreover, these sayings are carefully crafted. They are not extemporary speech but prepared formulations. Jesus would not have spoken them only once, but used them frequently in his teaching. Most are also mnemonic, that is, designed to be memorable. Jesus must have expected his disciples to remember them, as indeed they did. It is not unlikely, since rote learning was widely practised in the ancient world, that the disciples deliberately committed them to memory, though not necessarily in exact words. If Jesus taught the crowds and his disciples at length, as the Gospels relate, he must also have spoken more discursively, but in the parables and aphorisms we have the forms in which Jesus encapsulated his teaching. They are the sayings he designed to be remembered, and so they are what we have in the Synoptic Gospels. The writers of these Gospels have represented Jesus’ sermons by compiling parables and aphorisms and have also placed them in typical settings. The Gospel of John has adopted a different strategy. It incorporates remembered sayings of Jesus, but places them, as Jesus would have done, within longer discourses in a different style. These more discursive sermons and dialogues the author has fashioned from his own reflection on the remembered sayings of Jesus, but they serve to represent the way Jesus would have taught when speaking at length.

Finally, we should notice the intensity with which Jesus seems to have devoted himself to teaching, which must partly explain why, in such a short period, he made such an impression. When travelling from place to place and wherever he was welcome, he preached in synagogues. He taught large crowds in the open country. When in Jerusalem, he taught in the Temple courts. When invited out to dinner, he made the conversation an opportunity to teach. He taught intensively his small group of chosen disciples, on the road or wherever they stayed. He taught women as well as men, not something one may take for granted in that society. He conversed with learned seekers, like Nicodemus, far into the night. He debated with other teachers, and took questions, sincere or hostile, with alacrity. The only social contexts he seems to have avoided were non-Jewish ones (we shall later consider why) and the Galilean cities of Sepphoris and Tiberius, perhaps because they were dangerous for a fugitive from the ire of Herod Antipas. But, most unusually for a Jewish teacher, he did preach to the people Jews thought of as only pseudo-Israelites: Samaritans.

Abba, the God of the kingdom
 

The wellspring of Jesus’ life and activity was his relationship with the God he called ‘Father’. He devoted himself to this God and to the mission he believed he had been given by him. This God, the God whose rule Jesus announced and enacted, was, without reservation, the God of the Hebrew Scriptures. He was the God who created all things and who exercised sovereign authority over all things. Further, he was the God who chose Israel to be his special people, required them to live lives devoted to him alone, and gave them his law, the Torah, to enable them to do so. He was a God of generosity, compassion, and reliability. The Hebrew Bible most often sums up his character in the phrase ‘abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness’, but reckons also with his awe-inspiring holiness. While his patience and forgiveness usually characterize the way he deals with the rebellion and wickedness of his people, they are not to be presumed on. While he characteristically takes the part of the poor and the weak, he unrelentingly condemns the persistently wicked.

Much of what the Jews knew of their God took the form of story. The Hebrew Bible tells a grand narrative of God’s dealings with the world and with Israel. In Jesus’ time, Jewish teachers were constantly retelling the story to bring out its relevance to their contemporary situation, while ordinary Jews were constantly reminded of the key elements of the story at the annual festivals in the Temple. It was a story with a future in which God would fulfil his many promises to Israel, and, furthermore, would realize his intention, through Israel, to become the one God of all the nations. Jesus’ message of the arrival of the kingdom of God took up this story. God was beginning to re-establish and to complete his rule, beginning with his own people but with his whole creation in view. This God, whose kingdom Jesus announced, was the same God of Israel who had brought his people out of slavery in Egypt, given them his law, and settled them in their land. But it would not be surprising that there was also an element of novelty in the way that Jesus thought of God’s relationship to his people now that God was doing what the prophets had called a new thing, something unheard of in the story so far. So in fact, we may observe that, while Jesus rejects nothing in the biblical portrayal or story of God, there is something of a new configuration of themes in his own representation of God. It seems that he even gives God a new name.

Among the Jews of Jesus’ time, great importance was attached to the way one spoke of God, with special concern for reverence. God’s special name, YHWH, the four letters or tetragrammaton God had revealed to Moses, was by Jesus’ time never pronounced, except by the high priest once a year. A variety of reverential substitutes were used. Jesus himself, of course, never uses this name, but nor does he use the most common substitute ‘Lord’ (the substitute that most English versions of the Old Testament still employ). Of course, he uses the word ‘God’, but much less often than we might expect, and he frequently uses a Jewish way of speaking that avoids direct reference to God’s action by using passive verbs. For example, when Jesus says, ‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted’, he means: ‘for God will comfort them’.

However, what makes Jesus’ God-talk rather different from the practice of his Jewish contemporaries can be seen in the remarkable fact that, whereas Jesus speaks constantly of ‘the kingdom of God’, he never, in direct speech about God, refers to God as ‘King’. Within the parables, the figure who stands for God is rarely a king, but commonly a householder, landowner, or father. Outside the parables, Jesus never calls God ‘King’ and very rarely ‘Lord’. The one term that he does use with relative frequency is ‘Father’. In the Jewish literature of the period, on the other hand, God was pervasively represented as King or Lord, but only rarely as Father. Now clearly Jesus was not rejecting or even downplaying God’s sovereign authority. Otherwise the term ‘kingdom of God’ would not be so central in his teaching. But he seems to have been only too aware of the limitations of the analogy with human kings, given their generally oppressive rule. In God’s case, the inner character of his rule was better described as fatherhood.

We should not forget that in the ancient world kings often claimed to be the fathers of their subjects, indicating their benevolent care for their people. Moreover, the everyday understanding of fatherhood in Jewish society and ideology included an essential element of responsible authority. (The fifth of the Ten Commandments required children to honour their parents.) In highlighting God’s fatherhood, Jesus will have been very aware that the image combined authority and loving care. We can observe both in his actual use of the image. In itself, this was nothing new. In the Hebrew Bible and later Jewish literature, God is represented as the father of Israel his son, though relatively rarely. When the image is used, what it stresses is God’s loving care and protection, his compassion and forgiveness, sometimes his loving correction of wayward children, and the expectation that children should honour and obey their father is sometimes explicit. Jesus was taking up a thoroughly Jewish way of thinking of God but privileging it over others.

A further remarkable fact is that, according to all four Gospels, when Jesus addressed God in prayer he always called God ‘Father’, with the single exception of his desolate cry from the cross, which was a quotation of a psalm (‘My God, my God why have you forsaken me?’). Even here, the chosen words (the reduplicated ‘my God’) stress intimate personal relationship. Usually Jesus’ address to God is ‘Father’ alone; only once do we find, ‘Father, Lord of heaven and earth’. And it is clear that by ‘Father’, Jesus means ‘my Father’, not ‘our Father’. He teaches his disciples to pray ‘Father’, meaning ‘our Father’, but never includes himself in such an ‘our Father’. With this usage, we can compare the fact that in Jewish literature of the period much the most usual forms of address to God evoked his authority as Lord or King. In standard Jewish liturgical usage from a later date, God is regularly addressed as ‘our Father’, most often along with ‘our King’, and it is very likely that such usage goes back to the time of Jesus. For an individual to pray to God as ‘my Father’ is extremely rarely evidenced.

Finally, we must notice that the actual word Jesus used in his address to God was the Aramaic word ‘Abba’. It is remarkable that Mark’s Gospel, though written in Greek, preserves this word in Jesus’ native tongue. This word was not, as has sometimes been thought, exclusively a small child’s word, but it was the word that a son or daughter would ordinarily use, from childhood to adulthood, within the family context. While any use of ‘my Father’ or ‘our Father’ would evoke the intimacy of family relationships, Jesus’ choice of Abba accentuates that fact. We have no other evidence of its use in prayer to God, though this does not, of course, prove that Jesus’ usage was unique. It does, however, suggest at least relative distinctiveness and a deliberate choice of this term on Jesus’ part. It is also significant, as we know from Paul’s letters, that this actual Aramaic word continued to be used, not only by Aramaic-speaking Christians, but even by Greek-speaking Christians in contexts where Aramaic was unknown. The early Christians must have thought this a special word, with which Jesus expressed his own relationship with God, but which he also taught his disciples to use. Some words of Jesus help to explain this:

All things have been handed over to me by my Father;
and no one knows the son except the father,
and no one knows the father except the son
and anyone to whom the son chooses to reveal him.

 

(Matthew 11:27)

Here Jesus speaks of the unparalleled intimacy between a father and his son, as though this was his own special privilege, but he also envisages a sharing of this privileged access to the father with others. This is a family into which others can be introduced.

We should probably suppose that Jesus’ own profound experience of God was as a loving intimacy that required his devotion and obedience to God. He chose the word ‘Abba’ to express this - in the first place to himself and to God. But he also understood his mission from his Father to be the enactment of God’s kingdom, which meant a renewal of God’s people Israel and their relationship with God. This was happening as the activity of God’s compassionate and forgiving love. It was something both old and new. It was the love of the God Israel had always known to be their father. But it was also the new thing, the new covenant relationship that the prophets had foreseen. When Jesus spoke of God as Abba and taught his disciples to use that word, he must have seen the compassionate love of God that he knew in his own experience overflowing to others.

Perhaps we should think of Abba as a new name of God. At the origins of God’s people Israel, at the time of their Exodus from Egypt, God gave Moses the name YHWH as the name by which his people were to address him. He was not an unknown God. He had already been known as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. But a new chapter of his story with his people was beginning, and the name YHWH corresponded with that. Similarly, Jesus may have understood Abba to be the new name of God that corresponded to the new beginning, the new exodus, the new covenant with his people that God was initiating. It was the name by which the renewed Israel would know him, not, of course, superseding YHWH, but added, as though it were the new substitute for the name that could not be said.

The prayer that Jesus gave to his disciples begins: ‘Father, may your name be sanctified’. This version in Luke’s Gospel surely reflects the original Aramaic Abba, whereas the better-known version in Matthew’s Gospel (‘Our Father in heaven, may your name be sanctified’) is more of a paraphrase. Though a Jewish audience would naturally take the name to be YHWH, maybe Jesus meant it to be Abba. This would explain why this particular Aramaic word was so important to the early Christians that even Greek speakers went on using it. ‘Father, may your name be sanctified’ combines that Jewish reverence for the holy name of God that Jesus clearly shared, with the overwhelming sense of God’s intimate and compassionate love that drove Jesus’ special mission from his Abba.

In the modern period, Jesus’ teaching about the fatherhood of God has been much misunderstood. Jesus did not mean that all people are children of God by virtue of their creation by God. This idea is not to be found in the Hebrew Bible, in early Jewish literature, or in the New Testament. Throughout these bodies of literature, fatherhood refers to God’s relationship of intimacy with his covenant people. Nor is Jesus’ understanding of God’s fatherhood a ‘new idea’ of God. What divine fatherhood meant for Jesus is all to be found in the Hebrew Bible (with the exception perhaps of Jesus’ sense of his own uniquely privileged intimacy with his Abba). What was new was what God was doing.

Finally, it is a modern mistake to imagine that the love of God as Jesus portrays it excludes God’s righteous anger. This God of generosity and forgiveness condemns severely those who spurn his generosity, reject his forgiveness, and continue on the destructive path of evil. Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom is full of the urgency of the need for decision lest judgement follow.

Interpreting Torah
 

In Jewish tradition, there were two ways in which teachers gave instruction in how to live. The first was interpretation of the law of Moses, focusing on definition of what precisely each commandment required. The second was wisdom instruction: wise counsel on how to live, provided by a sage, often encapsulated in carefully composed aphorisms. The book of Proverbs is the classic example of wisdom instruction within the Hebrew Scriptures. In the time of Jesus, these two traditions were by no means entirely separate. The law itself was understood to embody divine wisdom, and wisdom instruction was rooted in the law. But still the two types of teaching are relatively distinct.

Most of Jesus’ teaching is in the style of wisdom instruction, and he only occasionally engaged in the sort of legal discussion that occupied the Pharisees and the Essenes. But this does not mean that he did not interpret Torah. For Jesus, as for all Jewish teachers, the Torah was the instructions God had given his people for them to live by. At a time when various Jewish groups distinguished themselves largely by their particular ways of interpreting Torah, Jesus must be expected to do the same and to find himself in debate with other Jewish teachers. What we find is that Jesus had a very distinctive approach to interpreting Torah. He did not, as some modern interpreters of Jesus have supposed, rescind the Torah or deliberately flout it, but in some cases his interpretation was so radical it is not surprising it has been seen in that way. He certainly did not identify with any of the available traditions of interpretation. The authoritative traditions of the Pharisees he swept scornfully aside, and went his own innovating way.

Jesus was once asked by a legal expert which of the commandments of the Torah he considered the most important. The question was probably not unusual. The 613 commandments range from very broad moral requirements to very specific rules of many kinds. Any attempt to live by these commandments requires some judgements about priorities, and certainly Jewish teachers of a later date are known to have offered opinions on which laws are the most important, without, of course, implying that others could be ignored. Perhaps Jesus’ answer was not original, but it is certainly distinctive. In Mark’s version it is:

The first [commandment] is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.

 

(Mark 12:30,31)

Though asked only to name the one most important commandment, Jesus volunteers two. Modern readers do not always appreciate that both these commandments are quoted from the Mosaic law. Jesus did not invent an ethic of love, but singled out as the most important two commandments with which his interlocutor and any bystanders would have been very familiar. The first, known as the Shema, was recited daily by all devout Jews. It was the nearest thing to a Jewish creed. The Torah itself, however, does not bring it into connection with the command to love the neighbour. Within the Torah, these two commandments are widely separated. But in bringing them together, Jesus employed a standard Jewish technique of scriptural study, which involved relating passages containing the same words. These are two of only four passages in the Torah in which the precise grammatical phrase, ‘You shall love …’ occurs.

The demand for complete devotion to the one and only God takes priority. We see once again how focused Jesus was on God. He was very far from the modern habit of collapsing love of God into love of neighbour. Love of God does, however, require love of neighbour. It is also obvious that love is not primarily emotional. As an obedient response to a divine commandment, it is a matter of will and action, though the Shema also makes it clear that it must involve the whole of one’s inner being. Obedience from the heart is required, and we shall see that this emphasis on inner motivation is typical of Jesus.

What is the effect of the prioritizing of these two commandments on interpretation of the rest of the law? One possibility is that these commandments should override others in cases of conflict between laws. Such conflict is normal in codes of laws, and Jewish teachers recognized that. For example, the Torah requires that one circumcise a male child on the eighth day after birth. But suppose this day is a Sabbath, the day on which all work is prohibited. One of these two commandments must take precedence over the other. That Jesus intended his prioritizing of the command to love the neighbour to override other laws can be seen in the well-known parable of the Good Samaritan, though modern readers unfamiliar with the detailed requirements of Torah do not easily recognize this.

In the parable, a man who has been attacked by robbers lies half-dead at the side of the road. The first two passers-by are a priest and a levite (Temple assistant). They carefully keep their distance from the dying man. The Torah specifically forbids priests to contract corpse impurity by coming close to a corpse, unless the dead person is a close relative. Levites are likely to have been expected to maintain the same standard of ritual purity as the priests. There was no such requirement for lay Israelites, which explains why Jesus has made these two characters in the story a priest and a levite. They cannot tell whether the man is actually dead without coming so close that, if he were dead, they would contract corpse impurity. In effect, they allow the law forbidding them to contract corpse impurity to override the commandment to love their neighbour, which obviously requires them to help the man, if he is still alive.

The parable invites its hearers to judge the priest and the levite wrong and to approve, probably against their natural inclinations, of the Samaritan-one of the apostate nation who observed the law of Moses, but, in Jewish eyes, inadequately. The Samaritan, who would not be expected to understand Torah correctly, is the one who understands how the love of neighbour must overrule all other considerations, such as the bitter religious feud between Jews and Samaritans. The parable works by initially arousing its hearers’ sympathy for the dying man and thereby nudging them in the direction of recognizing the overriding importance of the duty to love the neighbour. The fact that the hero of the story turns out to be a Samaritan shocks them into realizing that there are no circumstances in which someone desperately in need of help does not constitute the neighbour they are obliged to love. Jesus does not here reject the rules for priestly purity, but he downgrades them. Weightier considerations take precedence.

In the Hebrew Bible, the ‘neighbour’ one was commanded to love was one’s fellow Israelite. But Jesus treated the command in the same way as he treated a number of other key moral demands of the law. He extended its implications as far as possible. With Jesus’ command to ‘love enemies’, he removed any limit on the commandment, as though one had to love fellow Israelites but was permitted to hate other people. Although the principle of non-retaliation, not returning evil for evil, can be found occasionally before Jesus, he does seem to have been original in formulating a commandment to ‘love enemies’, meaning positively to do good to those who hate one. Particularly striking is the fact that, since personal enemies within Jewish society were already included in the ‘neighbours’ one should love, the enemies whom Jesus insists one should love must be national enemies. Romans would be in every hearer’s thoughts.

A similar process of extending by removing limits explains some cases where Jesus’ interpretation might seem to be a straightforward contradiction of a Mosaic command. In contrast to the command not to lie on oath, Jesus tells his disciples not to use oaths at all. (The issue is not ‘swearing’ in the modern colloquial sense, but the more serious business of swearing an oath in order to guarantee one’s truthfulness.) Jesus here is demanding total truthfulness. The Torah required truthfulness at least when one spoke on oath, but if Jesus’ disciples are truthful at all times, they should not need to use oaths. Another case is the principle of just retribution in the law: ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’. The purpose of the law was to limit retaliation to just proportions. Jesus asks his disciples to go one better: do not retaliate at all.

In other cases, Jesus extends a command by interiorization. Not only should one not murder; one should not harbour the anger that may lead to murder. Not only should one not commit adultery; one should not nourish the lust that may lead to adultery. This kind of penetration to the springs of motivation is not at all alien to the law. The last commandment of the Decalogue itself, the command not to covet, reaches into the thoughts of the heart. Jesus gives the commands not to murder or to commit adultery the same kind of inner reference.

All these are examples of a broad pattern of extending or intensifying the law. We could see it as a programme for greater holiness for the people of God that both compares and contrasts with the programme of the Pharisees. The Pharisees too were engaged in intensifying the law, but their focus was on ritual purity, aiming at a higher level of purity than the letter of the law required, and on scrupulous observance of such matters as tithing and Sabbath. In his polemical attacks on them, Jesus can accuse them of attending to these while neglecting the weightier matters, the moral demands of the law. In one of his more sarcastic jibes, Jesus said that they ‘strain out a gnat’ (removing a tiny source of impurity from their drink) ‘but swallow a camel’ (the largest animal in Palestine). We need not suppose that the moral virtues did not concern the Pharisees, but their concentration on increased ritual purity, contrasted with Jesus’ downgrading of ritual purity in favour of intensified moral demands, explains why they often clashed. Both deeply concerned with the holiness of the people of God, they approached it in very different ways.

It seems that conflict between Jesus and Pharisaic teachers focused especially on the observation of the Sabbath. Even more than food laws and purity rules, observing the Sabbath was a mark of Jewish identity, defining them over against non-Jews as the holy people of God. This may account for the special degree of hostility to Jesus aroused by his alleged violations of the Sabbath, which consisted of healing people without life-threatening conditions, as well as an occasion when his disciples plucked grains of wheat to assuage their hunger. It is important to notice that Jewish groups in the time of Jesus in any case differed over the degree of rigour with which the prohibition of work on the Sabbath was interpreted. Essenes took a more rigorous line than Pharisees. Jesus was taking a position of his own within a current debate. Also significant is the idea that sometimes a more important principle might override a less important law (noticed above in connection with the parable of the Good Samaritan). A version of this approach was widely held in relation to the Sabbath, where it was accepted that one might break the Sabbath in order to save one’s own or another life. Saving the life of a domestic animal could also be justified. Jesus extended the application of this kind of consideration to situations that were not life-threatening: healing of serious, but not fatal, conditions, and assuaging hunger in a situation where his disciples could perhaps not have obtained food easily without doing the ‘work’ of plucking grain, but were not actually starving. A broader principle that Jesus enunciates is that the Sabbath was meant as a gift, not a burden (‘The Sabbath was made for humanity, not humanity of the Sabbath’).

The Sabbath controversies are revealing in several ways. First, Jesus here rather clearly engages with an issue that was already in debate between Jewish teachers, though he does not seem to have been interested in joining in the debate until his practice was challenged. Second, while Jesus considerably extends the category of work permitted on the Sabbath beyond the limits set by others, he does not lay down a clearly defined limit of his own. He leaves the category somewhat open-ended. He is concerned with the sorts of things that are appropriate on the Sabbath but not with determining precisely what is and is not permitted, as the Pharisees were in this and many other issues of legal interpretation. Thirdly, in the case of plucking grain, Jesus advances some scriptural arguments, but resorts in the end to asserting his own authority: ‘The Son of man is lord of the Sabbath’.

By no means everything in Jesus’ interpretation of Torah is original or distinctive, especially when we remember that such matters were in debate between the various Jewish groups. But it is also apparent that Jesus exercises far more freedom in how he interprets the commandments than others were accustomed to doing. He identifies the spirit of the Torah and develops it in ways that go far beyond the letter of the commandments. He seriously downgrades the importance of aspects of Torah that many of his contemporaries emphasized. Moreover, he does not so much argue as pronounce authoritatively on the meaning of the commandments. At the end of the Sermon on the Mount, where much of Jesus’ interpretation of Torah is collected, Matthew’s Gospel comments that ‘the crowds were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as their scribes’. The scribes here are the legal experts. Jesus does not rely on knowledge of the tradition or professional expertise, but speaks as someone comparable, one might suppose, with Moses himself, who knew the will of God at firsthand.

Jesus’ interpretation of Torah cannot, of course, be unrelated to his distinctive message of the arrival of the kingdom of God. For this reason, though it competed with the Pharisaic programme of holiness for the nation, it was also distinctive in being an interpretation of Torah for a new situation. It was for those who recognized that the rule of God was at hand and committed themselves to live out the will of God as that situation demanded. This is not to say that Jesus interpreted the Torah for the age to come when God’s kingdom will have been perfected on earth. Jesus’ teaching presumes an ordinary world in which Israel has enemies, people get mugged by thieves, and marriage still happens. But it must be intended for those who seek to live already, in present circumstances, under the coming rule of God. This means that the intensity or the extremity of Jesus’ reading of Torah is not merely pedagogic, though it does serve to press home the need to take the commandments with absolute seriousness. It must also relate to the new possibilities of life that are opened up by the closeness of the kingdom. Although there is no textual allusion to support this point, it seems likely that Jesus was influenced by the prophet Jeremiah’s prophecy of the new covenant. In this God promised, ‘I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts’. At any rate, this coheres very well with Jesus’ emphasis on the integrity of the heart as the source of all true obedience to the law.

A different society
 

We have already noted Jesus’ concern to contrast the rule of God with earthly rule, which appears in his privileging of the image of God as Father over the image of God as King. The contrast is developed in more concrete ways when Jesus speaks of the kinds of social relationships that are to characterize the community of his disciples, the kinds of relationships that prevail when God’s rule is actualized in a society of people devoted to it. In a series of highly distinctive rejections of current social structures and relationships, Jesus portrays a society in which none of the claims to rank and status that were taken for granted in his world has any place at all.

Jesus sometimes characterizes his community as the family of those who know God as Jesus’ Father and as their own Father. On an occasion when Jesus was with a group of his disciples, he was told that his mother and siblings were at the door, asking for him. Evidently they thought that his activities were getting out of hand and had come to persuade him to go back home to Nazareth with them. The apparent harshness of Jesus’ reply stems from his absolute commitment to his mission from God. ‘Who are my mother and my brothers?’ he said, and, looking around him, added: ‘Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother’ (Mark 3:31-33). Jesus, who does his Father’s will, constitutes those who join him in this a family related to God as their Father. Consequently, there are no human fathers in this community. Elsewhere, in the same vein, Jesus speaks of disciples who have left mothers, fathers, siblings, and children for the sake of the kingdom. In the kingdom, they are compensated by finding their fellow disciples to be mothers, siblings, and children - but fathers are not listed. The patriarchal status, with its distinctive authority, is reserved for God. Instead of the fatherhood of God being the paradigm of patriarchal privilege, it excludes it.

Jesus’ most socially radical statements concern slaves, children, and the poor. He made a sharp contrast between the oppressive regimes of the Gentiles (he did not have to instance Rome in particular) and the way things should happen in God’s kingdom. In the latter, he said, ‘whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all’ (Mark 10:42-45). Jesus endorsed this statement with his own, shocking example, when he insisted, against their protests, on washing his disciples’ feet. Washing feet, an everyday menial task, was, more exclusively than any other task, the role of the slave. It was what every free person regarded as unthinkably beneath their dignity. Jesus enjoined his disciples to follow his example by washing one another’s feet, and he was proposing, not a mere symbol of humility, but an actual concrete instance, the most telling possible, of how the disciples should relate to each other. The ordinary everyday requirement of washing feet they are to do for each other. If this is not beneath their dignity, nothing is.

Jesus thus took the unparalleled step of abolishing social status, not by giving all the disciples the status of master (then there would always be others, outside the community, to set themselves above), but by reducing all to the lowest social status: that of slave. In a society of slaves, no one may think him- or herself more important than others.

Also strikingly original is Jesus’ choice of small children to illustrate what God’s rule requires. Only by becoming like a child is it possible to enter the kingdom. The point is probably not so much the unquestioning trust that children display, but the fact that they had no social status. To become like a child is to renounce any claim to status above others. Just as Jesus said that the one who wants to be foremost must be the slave of all, so he also says that ‘whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom’, where ‘humble’ is an attitude relating to social status. At first sight, it looks as though Jesus was creating a new form of hierarchy, a sort of inverted one, in which the most slave-like or the most childlike is top, but really these sayings serve to subvert all notions of status or rank. The same is true of his aphorism: ‘Many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.’ The kingdom is a topsy-turvy world that inverts all claims to personal importance in order to do away with all self-importance.

The kingdom belongs to the likes of children, just as it also belongs to the likes of the poor. This is the essence of what it means that Jesus preaches ‘good news to the poor’: he tells them that the kingdom of God belongs to them. These poor, as we have noticed, are not the ordinary people, but the destitute, the people at the bottom of the social and economic heap. Jesus does not suppose that the kingdom belongs exclusively to them, but that they are the model citizens to which everyone else must conform. The least radical implication is the advice Jesus gives to ordinarily prosperous people, when they give dinner parties, not to invite their relatives, friends, and neighbours, but ‘the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind’. This is more than generous charity, which was a well-recognized duty. It means treating the destitute as one’s social equals. On these terms, but only on these terms, Jesus did not confine the kingdom to the destitute, any more than he confined it to the children. He did very seriously privilege the destitute and the children, in order to deprive all others of privilege.

The poor require a little more attention. We have the series of ‘beatitudes’, with which Jesus characterized the model citizens of the kingdom, in two versions. In Luke’s version, the first beatitude is ‘Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God’. In Matthew’s version, it is ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’. Matthew’s expansion of ‘the poor’ to ‘the poor in spirit’ does not imply that he removes the socio-economic meaning, transforming poverty into simply an attitude. Rather, in the background, is the Jewish tradition of linking poverty with the right attitude to God, just as wealth was linked with the wrong attitude to God. The poor, having nowhere else to turn, are aware of their utter dependence on God, whereas the rich, feeling self-sufficient, epitomize arrogant independence of God. These are, of course, stereotypes, but, at least in a society that took a religious worldview for granted, not without correspondence to reality. Matthew’s phrase ‘poor in spirit’ merely makes explicit the link between material circumstances and religious attitude that is implicit in Luke’s simple ‘poor’.

Thus the poor model citizenship in God’s kingdom not only in their lack of socio-economic status and resources but also in the kind of relationship with God that typified that status. Jesus, we are reminded again, never thinks of relationships between humans without reference to God. What transforms society in Jesus’ ideal is knowing God as the utterly reliable and endlessly generous provider of all good, on whom all creatures are completely dependent. Trusting this God is what enables the generous sharing among people that makes God’s generosity credible. The kind of trust in God’s provision that Jesus envisaged is enshrined in one petition of the Lord’s prayer: ‘Give us this day our daily bread’. Adequate provision for material needs, not luxury, and day-by-day provision, not wealth stored up, are all that is asked. It puts every disciple of Jesus in the position of the beggars, who depend day-by-day on charity, or the day labourers, those agricultural workers who had least security, employed only a day at a time, never earning more than the next day’s meal requires. Jesus requires of all disciples the radical trust that for the destitute is the only sort available.

The Temple theocracy and the Roman Empire
 

What then of Jesus’ position on the Jewish political issues of the day? If he can be said to have addressed them, it was not directly but with the indirectness characteristic of his teaching style. His primary concern was with the nature of God’s rule over his own people. From Jesus’ perspective, the Jewish theocracy, that is, the chief priests who ran the Temple and claimed to represent God’s rule over his people, grossly misrepresented the nature of God’s rule. Instead of differing from the way the kings of the Gentiles ruled, they imitated it. Jesus’ act of protest in the Temple, when he attacked the money-changers and the people selling animals for sacrifice, is of key significance here. Because the chief priests were running the Temple and the sacrificial system as a profit-making business, they hindered access to God’s gracious presence in his house, especially for the poor.
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8. Model of lst-century Jerusalem with the Temple in the foreground

Some of the Jewish revolutionaries might have agreed with Jesus on this point, but he differed from them in at least two respects. In the first place, violent revolution would be hard to square with Jesus’ requirement to love enemies. But, secondly, this difference was really just part of Jesus’ overall concern for a radically different kind of society, a concern that demoted the issue of independence from Rome to a secondary matter at best. Jesus’ vision of God’s rule was not of a Jewish state liberated from Roman rule, but of a society formed by the experience of God’s healing and forgiving grace, sustained by God’s fatherly provision, inclusive of all those who tend to be left out of or pushed to the margins of society, characterized not by domination but by mutual service, and in which all status and privilege are replaced by brotherly, sisterly, and motherly relationships of loving mutuality. This is not at all to say that it was ‘non-political’: like most Jewish religion and most ancient politics, it was religiopolitical. But it differed from the most popular Jewish political options of the time.

The warning of destruction
 

The parable of Jesus commonly known as the ‘Unmerciful Servant’ is set, unusually, at the court of a fabulously wealthy ruler. The unusual setting, far from the ordinary experience of Jesus’ hearers, is needed so that the king can be portrayed as extraordinarily generous. The slaves of the king, who are the other characters in the story, are his high-ranking government officials, themselves very powerful and wealthy men, though wholly subject to the will of the king. One of these men owes the king the sort of sum of money we now call astronomical, way beyond the imagination of anyone in Jesus’ audience. When the king orders him to repay the debt, it transpires, not surprisingly, that he cannot do so. He pleads for mercy. What he asks is time to repay. It does not occur to him to ask to be forgiven the debt, so unthinkable would such a notion be. But this is precisely what the king does. He simply writes off the debt. This is the moment, so frequent in parables, of surprise. But what follows is equally surprising. One would expect the king’s act of extravagant generosity to make a difference to the slave’s subsequent behaviour, but it does not. Just as he is leaving the king’s presence, the slave comes upon one of his fellow slaves, who, it so happens, owes him money, though the sum is a tiny fraction of the debt the king has forgiven. The scene before the king is repeated. The slave demands repayment, the fellow slave begs to be given time to pay. But instead of imitating the king’s generosity, the slave has the man put in the debtors’ prison until he can pay. When the king hears of it, he is naturally furious, revokes his mercy, and sends the slave to be punished until he repays the entire debt. We can hardly imagine he will ever be able to do so (Matthew 18:23–34).

The two surprises in the parable are the astonishing generosity of the king and the astonishing failure of the slave to let it make any difference to his behaviour. But within the world of the parable, it is not surprising that the king then retracts his mercy.

In effect, he is saying to the slave, ‘Have it your own way!’ His extravagant generosity should have transformed the slave’s world, but the slave chooses to remain in a world where mercy is unknown. It is really he himself who has refused truly to accept the king’s mercy, holding it at arm’s length while getting on with business as usual.

The parable elaborates an image Jesus uses elsewhere, not least within the Lord’s Prayer, where (in Matthew’s version) we find the same use of debt as an image of sin and the same connection between being forgiven and forgiving: ‘Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors’. But what especially concerns us now is the way Jesus can hold together the extravagant generosity of God and the same God’s unmitigated condemnation of those who reject it. It is a combination many modern readers find hard to understand, but it is typical of Jesus’ teaching.

The dark side of Jesus’ teaching - the warning of destruction - follows from the seriousness with which he takes the mercy and compassion of God that his message makes available. It is the critical moment in Israel’s history. The kingdom is within reach. To know that and to refuse this extravagant generosity of God is to exclude oneself from the kingdom. The judgement is really self-imposed. Jesus could hardly suppose that there could be any way of achieving some kind of human fulfilment outside the kingdom of God. The kingdom is the consummate good that God has provided for all his people. So those who see the door to the kingdom wide open to them but choose not to enter forfeit the one and only human destiny.

When Jesus spoke of divine judgement to come, he was issuing a warning. He gave the warning so that judgement might be avoided, and when he contemplated the consequences of his message being rejected, it was evidently with great sadness, as appears in his tender lament over the city of Jerusalem:

How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, but you were not willing! See, your house is left to you, desolate.

 

(Matthew 23:37-38)

Here, Jesus speaks of the fate of the city (‘your house’ is perhaps the Temple), but on some occasions, he is clearly considering the final fate of individuals. Jesus does not appear to have had a conceptually systematic view of the future, but deployed a number of images. There is, for example, the image of the great banquet from which people might find themselves excluded. There is the judicial image of the courtroom where all people will be called to account and face the judgement of God. There are analogies from scriptural history: the great Flood and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, both judgements that some escaped.
  

Chapter 6
A question of identity
 

Clearly, Jesus claimed a special relationship with God and a special mission from God. After his death, the Jewish followers of Jesus proclaimed that he was the Messiah of Israel promised in the Hebrew Bible. But this was actually the least they claimed for him, for they went on to associate him with God in ways that went beyond what was expected of any human Messiah. How far was any of this anticipated before Jesus’ death?

Authority
 

What seems most to have impressed people about Jesus in his lifetime is the ‘authority’ with which he spoke and acted. The Greek word indicates the power to command and to effect one’s commands. About his teaching, people said that he taught with authority, unlike the scribes, the legal experts who relied on professional expertise to do no more than apply traditional teaching. When he claimed the authority to forgive sins, the scribes were shocked because only God had the authority to forgive sins. His exorcisms were recognized as the exercise of authority over the powers of evil. The only way the scribes could explain this was to accuse Jesus of collusion with those powers.

In the case of forgiving sins, what was at issue was not, of course, the ability of an individual to forgive someone for the wrong done to that individual. Rather, the issue concerned God’s prerogative of forgiving sin committed against himself, as ultimately all sin is. When Jesus said, ‘Your sins are forgiven’, he would no doubt be understood to be using a ‘divine passive’, meaning, ‘God forgives your sins’. But this is not a prayer for God to forgive. It is an unequivocal declaration of God’s forgiveness, as though Jesus claims the right to speak for God. Indeed, he explains that ‘the Son of man [Jesus] has authority on earth to forgive sins’ (Mark 2:5,10). In the whole of early Jewish literature, there seems to be only one other case in which God’s forgiveness is declared by a human being. It is in a story about the Babylonian king Nabonidus, who narrates how he was seriously ill, prayed to God, and a Jewish exorcist ‘forgave my sin’. We do not know exactly what this meant (even the translation is not certain), but it remains the case that Jesus’ practice of declaring God’s forgiveness was perceived in his time as infringing a divine prerogative.

In the case of Jesus’ exorcisms, it is remarkable that Jesus uses no techniques or incantations, utters no prayer to God, and invokes no name of a powerful being beyond himself. He does not tell demons to depart ‘in the name of God’, whereas his disciples do so ‘in the name of Jesus’, and we even hear of one case where a Jewish exorcist who was not among Jesus’ disciples used the name of Jesus in order to expel demons by its power. Jesus seems simply to exercise God’s authority over demons.

It may seem curious that Jesus avoids any direct explanation of the source of his authority. When he took it upon himself to clear the money-changers out of the Temple court, the Temple authorities asked by what authority he did so. Jesus evaded answering by putting to them a counter-question about the source of John the Baptist’s authority, a question he knows they will not find it politic to answer. This is of a piece with his general reticence about his own role in the coming of the kingdom, to which we shall return.

It could be said, however, that Jesus indicates the source of his authority in the characteristically indirect form of a parable. In the Parable of the Vineyard, the vineyard is a familiar image of Israel, while the tenants presumably represent the Jewish leadership, and the absentee landlord represents God. The owner sends one slave after another to collect his share of the produce from the tenants, but in every case, they beat or even kill the slave. Eventually, the owner sends his ‘beloved son’, supposing that they surely must respect the special authority of a son to represent his father. In fact, the tenants kill him too.

This parable connects with the indications we have already noticed that Jesus understood himself to be in a uniquely special relationship to Abba, his divine Father. Just as the son in the parable transcends the role of the slaves, so Jesus spoke and acted with God’s authority in a way that went beyond how prophets and other figures in the Jewish tradition usually did.

Messiah?
 

In view of the way Jesus was seen to exercise authority, it is not surprising that people saw him as a prophet. Many identified him, more precisely, as the prophet, the prophet who was expected to come at the climax of Israel’s history to restore the state God intended for them. This prophet was often envisaged as a prophet like Moses, who would lead Israel in a new exodus. Jesus fitted this bill rather well. Like Moses, he taught with authority, and, like Moses, he performed miraculous ‘deeds of power’, though mostly of a rather different kind. When Jesus did perform a miracle closely resembling one of Moses’ miracles, providing food for a crowd of people in the wilderness, they understandably thought he must surely be the expected prophet like Moses, and attempted to make him king. (Moses, as a leader of the people, was sometimes identified as a king as well as a prophet.) Jesus declined the role.

The other role into which many of Jesus’ contemporaries wished to fit him was that of the royal Messiah of David, the ideal king descended from King David. This figure was also popularly conceived as a leader who would liberate Israel from the Roman yoke, probably by armed force with divine assistance. But it is not so easy to understand why people identified Jesus as the royal Messiah as it is to understand why they thought he was the prophet like Moses. The expected son of David was not normally thought to be a teacher or a healer. Perhaps it was the strong impression of Jesus’ power to defeat evil that people gained from his exorcisms that accounts for this. Most likely, it was Jesus’ constant talk of the kingdom of God and its proximity that particularly encouraged the idea that he himself must be the human king through whom God would establish his kingdom. Despite the ways in which Jesus clearly did not fit the popular expectation of such a figure, such was the strength of the hope for a militant saviour that wishful thinking is likely to have focused on Jesus nonetheless, given that he seemed to be a figure with an important mission from God.

Jesus’ own attitude to the title Messiah was very cautious. In none of the four Gospels does Jesus ever use the title Messiah of himself (except in two places where the word is clearly an interpretative gloss by the Gospel writer). Yet when Peter and the twelve said that they thought he was the Messiah, Jesus did not deny it. Instead, he told them to keep quiet about it, and went on to explain how he saw his destiny in terms of rejection and death. At Jesus’ trial before the high priest, the high priest finally asked him directly whether he was the Messiah. According to Mark’s Gospel, Jesus’ reply was a straightforward ‘I am’, though Jesus goes on to say something that presumably makes a point about how he saw the role of Messiah. But in Matthew’s and Luke’s Gospels, Jesus’ reply is ‘You say that I am’, which is not a repudiation of the title but more like an oblique way of accepting it. The obliqueness may be due to a reluctance by Jesus to make the claim for himself or it may reflect a sense of mismatch between what the high priest is likely to think about the Messiah and the way Jesus himself conceives the role.

What accounts for this rather equivocal attitude by Jesus to the term ‘Messiah’? Probably Jesus was concerned that the term would raise the wrong expectations in a context where the most popular model of the Messiah was the military conqueror of Israel’s enemies. This makes sense of the occasions when Jesus seems to have preferred his activities to speak for him, rather than claim a specific title for himself. Rather than answering directly John the Baptist’s question whether he was ‘the one who is to come’, Jesus asked the disciples of John the Baptist to observe his healings and exorcisms. His most explicit public claim to messianic identity was, as we shall see, an enactment of messianic prophecy, but again with no verbal claim to the title.

We should remember that the Hebrew Bible contains a range of texts that might be understood to refer to the Messiah, and what sort of Messiah one envisaged depended a lot on which texts one emphasized. We can begin to see how Jesus found his role in Scripture by considering how, on his last visit to Jerusalem, only days before his death, he rode into Jerusalem on a donkey. He must have been deliberately enacting the prophecy of Zechariah, which addressed Jerusalem:

Lo, your king comes to you;
Triumphant and victorious is he,
Humble and riding on a donkey.

 

(Zechariah 9:9)

That on this occasion Jesus was at last coming out as Messiah is clear from his reception by the crowds, who hailed him as such. But the prophecy chosen, not a popular messianic text, represents the Messiah as the king who comes in peace and humility, not as a warrior (who would ride a horse). In the next chapter, we shall consider how Jesus’ expectation of rejection and death was based in an unusual reading of the prophetic Scriptures, again providing a messianic role decisively different from the popular one.

Jesus’ reply to the high priest highlights another, very different way in which Jesus’ understanding of his messiahship was distinctive. He said: ‘You will see the Son of man seated at the right hand of the Power and coming with the clouds of heaven’ (Mark 14:62). The words are virtually all drawn from Scripture, but conflate two texts: from Psalm 110:1, where the king is seated at God’s right hand, and from the prophet Daniel, where a figure ‘like a son of man’ comes with the clouds to receive the kingdom from God (Daniel 7:13). Both texts could easily be read as references to the messianic son of David, but Jesus’ combination of them makes a specific point. He claims a position of authority, seated on God’s right hand on the heavenly throne of the universe, which identifies him with God’s own sovereignty over the world more closely than the usual image of a human Messiah ruling on earth. This is why the reaction of the high priest and his council is to declare Jesus guilty of blasphemy. It would not have been blasphemy simply to claim to be the Messiah, but they took Jesus to be claiming something more, something that sounded to them like an infringement of God’s sole prerogative of universal sovereignty.

Other indications of Jesus’ authority
 

We have seen that in a variety of well-attested ways, Jesus spoke and acted with an assumption of divine authority. Without explaining it, Jesus assumes that whatever he says or does carries the authority of God. Once we recognize this in some cases, we shall easily find it in others. For example, when Jesus selected the twelve disciples to represent the twelve tribes of Israel, he was following the precedent of the twelve princes of the tribes in the period of the Exodus. But in that story, it was not Moses but God who selected the princes. We have already noticed how Jesus required of his disciples a loyalty to him that took precedence even over responsibilities to parents and children.

Jesus spoke and acted as though he himself embodied the rule of God that he preached and enacted. So unprecedented and epoch-making was the arrival of God’s kingdom in Jesus’ activity, Jesus could speak as though people’s eternal destiny depended on their response to this activity and therefore to Jesus himself:

Everyone who acknowledges me before others,
the Son of man will also acknowledge before the angels of God;
but whoever denies me before others,
will be denied before the angels of God.

 

(Luke 12:8-9)

Jesus speaks here of the Last Judgement, claiming that people’s response to him will be the criterion of their judgement but at the same time acknowledging the enormity of that claim by the indirect language he uses. Perhaps what made Jesus reticent about making such claims for himself in a completely unambiguous way was a sense that the extraordinary authority he exercised was given to him by God. As in the Parable of the Vineyard, it was the plenary authority of a father exercised by his son.

The identity of Jesus in the Gospel of John
 

A major difference between the Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of John is that, whereas in the Synoptics Jesus is notably reticent about his identity, in John he frequently speaks explicitly about who he is and his relationship with God. Scholars have often explained this by saying that John has simply projected back onto Jesus the way that the early Christians thought about him. But this cannot be true. For example, whereas the earliest Christians constantly spoke of Jesus as the Messiah (Christ), Jesus in John’s Gospel abstains from calling himself Messiah, just as he does in the other Gospels. Although John explains that the purpose of his Gospel is to enable people to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, he does not put that belief onto Jesus’ own lips. Conversely, whereas early Christians never called Jesus ‘the Son of man’, Jesus in John’s Gospel uses that phrase as an enigmatic form of self-reference, just as he does in the other Gospels. In John’s Gospel Jesus frequently speaks of himself as ‘the Son’ (along with calling God ‘the Father’), but this usage is not absent from the other Gospels. It occurs in them in rare, but significant, examples. This gives the clue to what John is really doing. He is reflecting on Jesus’ indirect claims and making explicit the full significance he finds in them. This is a retrospective perspective, but it does not consist in attributing to Jesus whatever the church later said about him. It keeps to the contours of the way Jesus really spoke about himself, but goes, as it were, further in the direction Jesus indicated, in order to explain what it meant for Jesus to be ‘the Son’ of his divine Father and for Jesus to speak and act for God.

John’s account of Jesus as the unique Son of God is particularly full and interesting. As in the Parable of the Vineyard in the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus in John is the Son sent by his Father to the people of Israel with full authority to act on God’s behalf. When Jesus claims to be exercising the prerogatives of God, his opponents jump to the conclusion that he is making himself equal with God. But Jesus explains that he is not competing with God. He is the Son who can do what his Father does because he knows the Father and comes from the Father, but he acts only on the Father’s initiative. He is the obedient Son to whom the Father has entrusted all his authority. There is no doubt that in John’s Gospel, Jesus is no mere human son of the divine Father, but the eternal Son who has taken on human identity in order to give eternal life to the world. Yet it is through his self-denying obedience to God that Jesus fulfils his identity as the divine Son.

John’s Gospel attributes to Jesus two rather different sets of ‘I am’ sayings. One is a set of figurative sayings in which Jesus makes such claims as ‘I am the good shepherd’ or ‘I am the true vine’. These have a certain resemblance to the parables in the Synoptic Gospels in which Jesus characterizes the kingdom of God. In John, it is as though Jesus identifies himself with the key characters in parables. The effect is to portray Jesus as the one who gives eternal life (John’s equivalent to ‘the kingdom of God’) in a variety of figurative expressions for this many-sided notion. In the Parable of the Shepherd that Jesus tells in Matthew’s and Luke’s Gospels, it is presumably God who is represented as the shepherd of the flock, but even in those Gospels it is Jesus who actually seeks and finds the lost sheep in his ministry. In John, Jesus himself is the shepherd who devotes himself to the flock even to the point of laying down his life for them. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus speaks of the difficult way that leads to life, meaning the path he lays down for people to follow. In John’s Gospel, Jesus is himself ‘the way, the truth and the life’. Even in the Synoptics, Jesus is the indispensable agent of God’s rule; in the figurative ‘I am’ sayings of John’s Gospel, this is made much more explicit.

[image: Images]
 

9. Jesus as the Good Shepherd (catacomb fresco)

Could Jesus act with fully divine authority and exercise the divine prerogative of giving life, while being himself no more than a human servant of God? No, because in Jewish theology such prerogatives belong uniquely to God and cannot simply be delegated to someone else. They help to define who God is. Hence, even in the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus’ claims to divine authority - to forgive sins or to share God’s universal sovereignty - are regarded as blasphemy by Pharisees and chief priests. In John, the second set of ‘I am’ sayings is especially designed to indicate the personal identification of Jesus with God. In these sayings, Jesus says, in Greek, simply ‘I am’, though in English we must say ‘I am he’. The words echo a formula that in the Hebrew Bible functions as the one God’s declaration of his unique identity. Because God is utterly unique, not one of a kind of thing, God can identify himself only as the one he is: ‘I am he’. That Jesus in John’s Gospel makes the same declaration, sometimes rather ambiguously, but sometimes quite unambiguously, indicates his participation in God’s own unique identity.

Many modern readers of the Gospels gain the impression that John has turned the merely human prophet of the three Synoptics into the figure Christians worship as God incarnate in human life. This contrast is certainly too stark. It cannot survive a more careful and nuanced appreciation of the way Jesus is portrayed in the Synoptic Gospels. The only Jesus we can plausibly find in the sources is a Jesus who, though usually reticent about it, speaks and acts for God in a way that far surpassed the authority of a prophet in the Jewish tradition. His opponents recognized this. Probably a lifetime of pondering it led to John’s theologically creative interpretation of it. To do his Gospel justice, we must see that he is engaged, not in free creation, but in creative interpretation of the same Jesus the other Gospels, in their more restrained ways, also interpret.
  

Chapter 7
Death and a new beginning
 

Probably the best-known historical fact about Jesus is that he died on a Roman cross. In the modern world, the cross has long been Christianity’s logo. For many people, it no longer evokes a form of judicial execution that in the ancient world was not only the most painful way to die (in reality a form of torture) but also the last word in social rejection and shame. The Romans did not invent crucifixion, but they made it an essential means of retaining power and maintaining order in their empire. The victim’s slow death from exposure and asphyxiation was deliberately situated in a very public place so that it should act as a dramatic form of deterrence. Not justice but deterrence was the object, legitimating the most barbarous forms of cruelty as Roman soldiers amused themselves varying the details of the process of crucifixion. The better to shame the victim, onlookers were encouraged to taunt and jeer, as they do in the Gospel accounts about Jesus. It was a form of death reserved largely for slaves and rebels, for those who challenged the social and political order. Sometimes, as in Jesus’ case, the victim’s name and crime were placarded on the cross so that other would-be rebels might take note. Although many thousands of people suffered crucifixion, the accounts of Jesus’ execution in the four Gospels, relatively lacking in detail though they are, are among the few extended accounts of crucifixion in ancient literature. Everyone knew how barbaric the process was, but the cultured elite preferred not to dwell on the fact that the much-vaunted peace and prosperity Rome gave to its empire required so much sadistic violence to maintain them. But in any case, only the dregs of the human race, people who did not matter, suffered crucifixion. Why should anyone bother to record their fate?

That the early Christians worshipped a crucified man was seen by their contemporaries as extraordinary. The apostle Paul said that the crucified Messiah was ‘a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles’ (1 Corinthians 1:23). For Jews, the Messiah was supposed to defeat the Romans, not fall victim to their violence, while for non-Jews crucifixion defined Jesus as a contemptible outcast. Their attitude is vividly illustrated by a crude graffi to scratched on a wall in Rome around AD 200. A man raises his hand in prayer to a crucified figure with the head of a donkey, and the caption reads: ‘Alexamenos worships his god’. Ludicrous as it seemed to many, the early Christians made no attempt to disguise the fact that they claimed for a crucified man the uniquely highest place in the cosmos. Not surprisingly, they were often regarded as a dangerously subversive movement.
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10. ‘Alexamenos worships his God’ (graffito from Rome, c. AD 200, mocking Christianity)

The notice on Jesus’ cross read: ‘Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews’. Clearly, it was as a rebel leader challenging the authority of Rome that he was executed. But what sort of threat to the Roman political order could Jesus have been supposed to be? We should avoid at once the idea that the criminal charge was mistaken because Jesus was a religious, not a political figure. Religion and politics were simply not separable in the way that claim supposes. In what follows, we shall try first to understand why Jesus’ enemies thought him dangerous enough to be executed, and then consider how Jesus himself approached his death.

What led to Jesus’ death?
 

There is no doubt that Jesus made enemies. In his native Galilee, the ruler Herod Antipas evidently considered him a dangerous troublemaker, too much like a successor to John the Baptist, whom Antipas had put to death. When Jesus travelled north of Galilee, to predominantly non-Jewish areas, it may well be that he was on the run from Antipas’ men. He also antagonized many of the Pharisees. That he and they differed profoundly on matters of interpretation of Torah would not in itself have been a reason for them to seek his death, but the fact that he seemed to arrogate to himself uniquely divine authority could have put him into the category of a teacher who led the people into apostasy. Such an offence carried the penalty of death by stoning, a fate that Jesus narrowly escaped more than once. Common enemies make strange alliances, and it seems that Galilean Pharisees and supporters of Herod Antipas, who had different reasons for thinking Jesus dangerous, got together to plot his arrest. In the end, however, these Galilean opponents had little if anything to do with his death. It was events in Jerusalem that sealed his fate.

Whereas in Galilee Antipas held power as Rome’s client ruler, in Jerusalem the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, governed in collaboration with the local elite whose power base was the Temple. These were the high priest and his council, consisting of the chief priests (other members of the priestly aristocracy) and the heads of other aristocratic families. The council included a minority of Pharisees, not the sort of Pharisees Jesus encountered in Galilee, but wealthy aristocrats whom the Sadducean chief priests could not entirely exclude from power. John’s Gospel, with its strong Jerusalem focus, sometimes refers to the ruling elite as ‘the chief priests and the Pharisees’, sometimes simply as ‘the Jews’, meaning the Jewish authorities who ran the Jewish Temple state. According to John’s Gospel it was not at the end of his career that Jesus first clashed with these powerful people, but near the beginning. Their disputes escalated through a number of periods, short and long, that Jesus spent in Jerusalem. On the last such occasion before his final visit to Jerusalem, Jesus narrowly evaded arrest, and from then onwards it was clear that to go to Jerusalem would be to walk into the hands of authorities who had the will and the power to have him executed.

The deepest reason for conflict was that by claiming unparalleled authority to speak and act on God’s behalf, Jesus challenged the right of the Temple elite to rule in God’s name. But what precipitated the events that led directly to his death was the popularity of Jesus with the people, not only in Galilee but also in the Jerusalem area. The chief priests feared a popular uprising which the Romans would crush but which would cost them their own power. The danger of revolt was often in the air and never more so than at Passover time, when Jerusalem filled up with excitable pilgrims only too ready to envisage a new exodus event of liberation from Roman oppression. It was a week before Passover that Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey and was hailed as Messiah by the crowds. The chief priests may well have realized that Jesus himself did not intend armed revolt. But this need not prevent him being the spark that ignited an uprising. They had to act quickly but also circumspectly. Fortunately for them, Judas Iscariot, one of Jesus’ closest disciples, had evidently become deeply disillusioned by Jesus’ failure to be the sort of Messiah he had expected. Judas provided the intelligence the chief priests needed in order to seize Jesus and deal with him before the crowds became aware of what was happening.

Of course, the chief priests could not simply assassinate Jesus. They had to administer the law. But neither could they themselves execute Jesus, even by due legal process, because administering the death penalty was one power that the Romans did not delegate to them. So they needed both to convict Jesus of a capital offence in Jewish law and also to persuade Pilate that the charge was one that he needed to take seriously. If they could get Jesus to admit to claiming to be the Messiah, this would probably take care of the latter requirement. In Roman terms, Messiah meant ‘king of the Jews’, making Jesus a rebel against Caesar. But it is doubtful whether claiming to be the Messiah could have been construed as a capital crime in Jewish law. After all, how could they prove that he was not in fact the Messiah? But Jesus eventually played into their hands. Asked by the high priest whether he was the Messiah, Jesus provided an answer that both incriminated him in the eyes of the assembled Jewish council members and could be represented to Pilate as a direct challenge to Roman rule. As we noticed in the last chapter, Jesus seems to have answered the direct question rather obliquely, as was his manner (‘You say that I am’), but what he then added was altogether unequivocal: ‘You will see the Son of man [in context obviously Jesus himself] seated at the right hand of the Power and coming on the clouds of heaven’ (Mark 14:62). Such an identification of himself with God’s unique sovereignty was blasphemy (as simply claiming to be the Messiah would not have been). Moreover, this explicit self-incrimination by Jesus dispensed with the need for witnesses, which had proved a difficulty in the unusual circumstances of legal proceedings held at night under pressure of time. It was essential to have Jesus dealt with before the onset of Passover.

Pilate, a shrewd politician who cared for little except his own career, seems to have decided that Jesus was harmless and was prepared to have him flogged and then to release him, expecting this would win him favour with the ordinary people. But the chief priests outmanoeuvred him, insisting that he could not be seen to deal leniently with a rebel against the empire. So it was that Jesus died as ‘the king of the Jews’ on a Roman cross.

Jesus and his death
 

From a quite early stage of his ministry, Jesus evidently expected a violent death. The best evidence is not the very explicit predictions (which might be suspected of being written after the event), but the figurative or enigmatic references, those that pose a riddle of the kind Jesus was in the habit of posing when he talked about his identity or his mission: ‘the bridegroom will be taken away’, ‘I have a baptism with which to be baptized’, ‘You will search for me, but you will not find me’. Of course, it would not have been difficult for Jesus to foresee a violent end awaiting him. There was the disturbing precedent of John the Baptist, executed by Herod Antipas. Moreover, the messengers God sent to his people in the past had often been rejected and murdered, according to the Hebrew Bible and Jewish legends. In Jesus’ parable of the Vineyard, he told a story in which the tenants of God’s vineyard murdered a series of agents sent by the absentee landlord. The series culminated in the owner’s own son, who was also killed. Jesus might, of course, have counted on divine providence to protect him, especially since there were attempts on his life that he escaped. But it is clear he did not. In fact, the opposite was the case: Jesus saw his death as the destiny his Father intended for him.

Jesus did more than expect his death; he also gave meaning to it. He spoke of it as a necessity, a divine ‘must’, and he found it written in Scripture. We have no good evidence that any other Jews of this period or earlier expected that the Messiah was to suffer and die. But, as we have observed already, the kind of role people attributed to the Messiah depended on which passages of the Hebrew Bible they chose to highlight. In Jesus’ case, one of the scriptural passages in which he found himself was Isaiah’s enigmatic narrative of the Servant of the Lord who bore the sins of his people and died as a sacrifice for them (Isaiah 52:15–53:12). Many scholars deny that Jesus’ sayings make any reference to this passage, but the convincing evidence is the phrase ‘for many’ that recurs, as we shall see, in the two key sayings of Jesus about his death. Alluding to a passage of Scripture by means of a key catchphrase (in this case taken from Isaiah 53:12) was a feature of Jewish use of the Hebrew Bible.

Jesus saw his coming death as his final act of costly self-giving for others, the culmination of his whole career of embodying the compassionate love of God in order to bring forgiveness and healing into people’s lives. ‘The Son of man’, he said, ‘came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:45). The word ‘ransom’ (that is, the price of ransoming someone) recalls the Exodus, for according to the Hebrew Bible, Israel in Egypt were in a state of slavery from which God ‘ransomed’ them, that is, he bought their freedom and made them his people. The Passover lamb, slain on the night of the Exodus and subsequently at every annual Passover festival, could be seen as the ‘price’ by which God bought their liberty. Jesus here sees himself as the Passover lamb of the new exodus, offering his life as the ransom for his people, and at the same time as Isaiah’s Servant of the Lord, who was ‘like a lamb led to slaughter’ when he sacrificed his life ‘for many’.

Jesus celebrated Passover with his disciples the evening before he died. At the beginning of the meal, he did as every Jewish host did: he broke the loaf of bread into pieces and gave a piece to each of those present. Later, he took a cup of wine and passed it round for each to drink. But he gave these actions a startlingly new meaning. Of the bread, he said, ‘Take; this is my body’, and of the wine, ‘This is my blood of the covenant which is poured out for many’ (other versions have ‘the new covenant’). This is sacrificial language (for the blood of an animal sacrifice in the Temple to be effective, the blood had to be poured out), as well as echoing Isaiah’s Servant, who ‘poured out himself to death’. But in offering the wine to be drunk, Jesus forges a strange new symbol. While the meat of a sacrificial animal would often be eaten, the blood would never be drunk. Jews were absolutely forbidden to consume blood, which was the God-given life of the animal. There must have been an element of shock in this extraordinary way of figuring Jesus’ approaching death.

The connection of his blood with ‘the (new) covenant’ is another aspect of the Exodus theme. After the Exodus, God made Israel his own people by making a covenant with them, and the covenant was sealed with the blood of sacrificed oxen, called ‘the blood of the covenant’. In the book of Jeremiah the prophet, God promised ‘a new covenant’, one that would transcend the people’s disobedience to the first covenant. We can see in this allusion that Jesus saw his death as completing his mission to ‘renew’ the people of God, to make them the people of God’s coming kingdom. As always, those who sat at table with him were the nucleus of this renewed Israel, but Jesus’ sacrifice of himself was not for them only, but ‘for many’. In facing rejection by the leaders of his people and death at their hands, Jesus has not at all given up hope for the success of his mission. On the contrary, the apparent failure he now faced was the paradoxical key to genuine success. (The word ‘many’ does not put a limit on the number envisaged. It means, not ‘many’ as opposed to ‘all’, but ‘many’ as opposed to ‘one’. The one man Jesus poured out his life for the many.)

Soon after the Last Supper, in the Garden of Gethsemane, where Judas and the Temple police would soon arrive to arrest him, Jesus agonized over his coming death, begging the Father to spare him, but at the same time accepting it as his Father’s will. This was surely more than an ordinary fear of death. What Jesus was now undertaking was a journey to the darkest extremity of the human condition, where, deserted by friends, mocked by enemies, left to an excruciatingly painful death, Jesus felt, like so many people suffering in extremity, that even God had abandoned him. According to Mark’s Gospel, in his dying moments, Jesus summoned all his remaining strength in order to cry out, ‘My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?’ These are the words of a psalm that Jesus would certainly have known well, but he did not speak them in Hebrew, as he would have done in regular prayer. He spoke them in his native Aramaic, making them utterly his own. They must have come to mind often in the preceding hours. Jesus knew that he, the one who was pouring himself out to death for the many, had for their sake to suffer the absence of God that the psalmist and many like him had known. Even this final agony was not private, but his final act of self-giving for others.
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11. Ancient olive grove in Gethsemane
 

A new beginning?
 

At the point of Jesus’ death on the cross, Mark’s Gospel introduces some new characters who then become the central characters in the rest of this Gospel’s narrative. They are the women disciples of Jesus, who, like the male disciples, had accompanied Jesus from Galilee, but whom Mark had not had occasion to mention until now. By this time, the male disciples were presumably in hiding, fearing for their own lives, but the women gathered to watch as Jesus died. Probably it was safer for them. Among a large number of women, Mark names three: Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joses, and Salome. When Jesus is subsequently buried in a rock-hewn tomb, Mark notes that two of these women (the two Marys) are there, observing. It was the custom for women to perform the burial rites and so, after a Sabbath when no work could be done, the three women Mark has named go to the tomb with spices to anoint the body. They find the stone rolled away and the body missing. An angel tells them Jesus has been raised from death.

An interesting feature of this story is that the women are clearly portrayed as eyewitnesses. They watch and observe and see. This is almost all that they do. Moreover, Mark is very careful not to claim more than he knew was the case: only two of the named women observed his burial, while all three found the tomb empty. Obviously, he notes that two of them observed the burial so that readers may be assured that the women knew both that Jesus was buried and where. There was no mistake involved when they reported the body gone from the tomb. Mark knows that this crucial part of his narrative requires eyewitness testimony if it is to be believed, and he rather carefully provides it. The women were probably quite widely known in the early Christian communities, and Mark would certainly not have been the only one to have heard their story. The somewhat varying versions of the same story in all three of the other Gospels probably vary because they go back to different members of the group of women, who remembered somewhat differently, as people do.

But these eyewitnesses were women! As almost every scholar notes, in that society women were not trusted to give evidence. They were thought to be more emotional than men, and especially in religious matters apt to be credulous, too easily swayed by emotion. Celsus, a 2nd-century intellectual despiser of Christianity, dismissed the alleged testimony of Mary Magdalene by calling her ‘a hysterical female’. Luke’s Gospel candidly admits that at first even the male disciples did not believe these women’s report. Not only were women unreliable; it was unsuitable that women should be the first recipients of what was, in effect, a divine revelation. If Jesus had risen from death, the men ought to have been the first to know.
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12. Ancient Jewish tomb like the tomb of Jesus
 

All this suggests that the stories were not simply invented. But before we consider what to make of them, we must take note of the reports in the Gospels and elsewhere that many people saw Jesus alive after his death. They recognized him (though not always at once), had conversations with him and even shared meals with him. All the Gospels except Mark tell at least two of these stories of Jesus’ ‘appearances’, but it is evident that there were quite a lot of such stories from which the Gospel writers chose a few. In fact, the earliest account of them comes from Paul, writing in the year AD 52 or 53. He reproduces an established list which he had received from the Jerusalem apostles and which lists Jesus’ appearances after his death to the following: Cephas (that is, Simon Peter, the leading member of the twelve), the twelve, five hundred believers at the same time (most of whom, Paul notes, were still alive when he was writing), James (Jesus’ brother, who became a leading figure in the early Christian movement), ‘all the apostles’ (a larger category than the twelve), and finally Paul himself. Paul, who admits that his own encounter with the risen Christ was somewhat anomalous, had added himself to a traditional list.

It is noteworthy that Paul treats most of these people as people who were alive and known in the early Christian communities. They were still telling their own stories and anyone could consult them. The kind of evidence Paul offers is the personal testimony of many specific people who each had a story to tell - not, of course, of some neutrally observable fact, but of something extraordinary that happened to them and turned their lives around. These were people still living out of the events to which they testified.

It is worth considering just what the early Christians thought was happening in these experiences. First, it is very clear that they did not think that what people saw was the spirit of Jesus, surviving his physical death. They knew about ghosts and about dead people appearing in visions. If this had been the case with Jesus, it would have been very much less momentous than the ‘resurrection’ they believed had happened. The reports about the empty tomb fitted harmoniously with the appearance narratives, because the one who appeared was identified as Jesus in his whole bodily-spiritual identity. Jesus was not a soul who had left his body behind in the tomb. But, secondly, they did not think that Jesus had been resuscitated, like the dead people Jesus himself was reported to have brought back to life. Those people, such as the son of the widow of Nain, simply returned to this mortal life, very much like people resuscitated after ‘clinical death’ in modern hospitals. But Jesus was not like that. He appeared to people at will, and they do not seem to have wondered where he was when he was not making one of these relatively few appearances. While he took part, fleetingly, in ordinary human situations, he was evidently different. They believed he was raised to a new sort of bodily life, eternal life.

Such a notion of transformed bodily existence was certainly not unknown to Jews of the time, who called it resurrection. God, it was widely believed, was going to raise all the dead to new life at the end of history, when God abolishes evil and death and renews his whole creation. The first Christians thought that was what had happened to Jesus - but with the extraordinary qualification that it had happened to Jesus already, ahead of everyone else. There was no precedent in the Jewish tradition for claiming that this had happened to anyone else. It could have been nothing but a quite exotic surprise. When the early Christians assimilated this surprise, it came to form another bit of the picture Jesus himself had sketched of the kingdom of God arriving already, here and now, though not yet in its fullness. But all through early Christian literature runs the continuing sense of something that could never be seen as a matter of course, that was a source of irrepressible amazement.

To agree with the early Christians about what happened to Jesus requires taking on at least something of their wider religious worldview, as Christians do. Otherwise, one can perhaps get no further than saying that something entirely extraordinary must have happened for Jesus’ disciples, left deeply disillusioned by Jesus’ death, to come to believe that God had raised him from death. As the Japanese novelist Shusaku Endo puts it, in his Life of Jesus (1978), if we do not believe in the resurrection of Jesus, then ‘we are forced to believe that what did hit the disciples was some other amazing event different in kind yet of equal force in its electrifying intensity’.

About a century after the death of Jesus, Rabbi Aqiva (Akiba) also suffered death at the hands of the Roman government, though the circumstances are obscure. What was remembered was that, under torture, he continued to recite the Shema, the Jewish confession of faith in the one and only God of Israel, until he died. He was one of the leading teachers of the early rabbinic movement. His interpretations of Torah were remembered and transmitted by his disciples. Had Jesus been no more than a teacher of Torah, he might have been remembered in the same way. His disciples would have honoured his memory and passed on his teaching. But Jesus was far from merely a teacher of Torah. He claimed God’s authority to enact the arrival of God’s kingdom. His disciples thought he was the Messiah, and he didn’t deny being something of the sort. After his death, the disciples became much more confident that he really was the Messiah, because God had vindicated him, raised him from death and exalted him to sit on the divine throne in heaven. A remarkably new religious movement arose, first within Judaism, then of wider scope, that was based around the confidence that Jesus was the Messiah and was alive and active in the lives of those who followed him.

Rabbi Aqiva was remembered as having supported the claim of Simon bar Kokhba to be the Messiah. Bar Kokhba led the second major Jewish revolt against Rome (AD 132–135), but the revolt was crushed and Bar Kokhba died, presumably in the great battle that ended his messianic career. He was remembered in Jewish tradition only as a messianic pretender who failed, and Aqiva was remembered as foolish for having supported him. Had Jesus’ story ended with his death on the cross, he too would have been remembered only as a failed would-be Messiah. Without some sort of a new beginning, whatever it might have been, there would have been no Christian faith and no Christian movement.

The Gospels, of course, were written from the perspective of Christian faith in the resurrection of Jesus and in order to encourage and inform faith in Jesus the risen and living Lord. For some readers, this may render them suspicious as sources for the history of Jesus. We might suspect them of projecting back into their accounts of the ministry of Jesus what Christians later came to believe about Jesus. But it is not unusual to interpret historical events from the perspective of their outcomes. In fact, this is what history, as distinct from chronicles, usually does. The Gospel writers believed that the Jesus whose story they told was known to Christian faith as the risen Lord, but they nevertheless evince a real sense of the pastness of the story they tell. Even the Gospel of John, which has most often been regarded as a story of the risen Christ with only the outward appearance of Jesus’ earthly history, can on occasions explicitly point out the difference between what Jesus’ disciples thought at the time and what they only came to understand later, after his resurrection. The early Christians believed that the risen Lord was Jesus of Nazareth. Only through faithful telling of the earthly history of Jesus up to his death could they know at all adequately who the presently living Christ was. They had good reason to preserve the stories and sayings from which they composed their Gospels.
  

Chapter 8
Jesus in Christian faith
 

The first Christians (though the term was not yet used) were all Jews and a large number of them formed a community in Jerusalem. Many of them, of course, had been disciples of Jesus before his death. Many had witnessed his appearances after his resurrection. They all believed that God had raised Jesus from death and had exalted him to heaven to share the divine throne from which God rules the universe. In the future, they believed, he would return to consummate the kingdom of God on earth. Meantime, he was the living focus of their lives and their worship. In place of his physical presence, he had sent the Spirit of God to be among them. They themselves were the renewed Israel, the messianic people of God, charged with continuing his mission.

It is important to realize that there was never a time, after the death of Jesus, when his followers regarded him simply as a teacher who had died a martyr’s death and left them his teaching to live by. From the 19th century onwards, there have been recurrent attempts to cast the apostle Paul in the role of founder of Christianity. Paul, it is suggested, was the first to make Jesus the object of faith and worship. But all such theories founder on the fact that, apart from anything else, Paul did not have sufficient power and influence to invent Christianity. After coming to believe in Jesus the Messiah, Paul was a major Christian missionary, who did much to spread the Christian Gospel, especially among non-Jews, in the areas of modern Turkey and Greece. But there was already a large Christian community in Rome long before Paul visited the capital. Christianity must soon have spread to Egypt and to Mesopotamia, developments with which Paul had no involvement. Because the second half of the Acts of the Apostles, the only narrative we have of the early spread of Christianity, focuses on Paul’s missionary travels, it is easy to get an exaggerated sense of their scope. Paul’s letters, also preserved in the New Testament, are among the most impressive early expositions of Christian faith and influenced the later church immeasurably, but it was several decades before they circulated outside the churches Paul himself founded. The centre from which the early Christian movement developed and spread throughout the ancient world was not Paul, but the Jerusalem church, led initially by the twelve apostles and subsequently by James the brother of Jesus. What was common to the whole Christian movement derived from Jerusalem, not from Paul, and Paul himself derived the central message he preached from the Jerusalem apostles. The heart of Paul’s teaching was common early Christian faith, though he was undoubtedly a thinker of genius who shaped that faith into a characteristic form, as did a number of other major teachers in the early church (such as the author of John’s Gospel).

It was not Paul who made Jesus the object of Christian faith and worship. He is this in a variety of early Christian writings that were not influenced by Paul. Already, in the early Jerusalem community, Jesus was understood to be a living agent, not just a figure of the past. Though they continued to participate faithfully in the worship in the Temple in Jerusalem, these early believers also met to ‘break bread’, which meant to continue the table fellowship with Jesus that his disciples had enjoyed during his lifetime. Here his sacrificial death was remembered and appropriated. Here, he was addressed in prayer and even worshipped. This was an extraordinary development in a thoroughly Jewish context, for it was the first principle of Jewish faith that only the one God may be worshipped. Many scholars are therefore reluctant to conclude that the earliest Christians worshipped Jesus. But it was an understandable consequence of their belief that Jesus now sat at the right hand of God on the heavenly throne. This made him a participant in God’s own unique sovereignty over his creation. Worship of God the only ruler of all things could now include worship of Jesus who shared that rule.

This is not the place for a full account of early Christian faith in Jesus, but enough has been said to show that, from the beginning, Jesus became integral to the version of Jewish monotheism that early Christianity was. No mere teacher or prophet, Jesus the living person was the one through whom God’s universal kingdom was coming. Conversely, the whole of the early Christians’ relationship with God was now mediated by Jesus. To have faith in Jesus was to have faith in God. To obey Jesus was to obey God. To hope for the coming of God to establish his kingdom in its fullness was to hope for the coming of Jesus. But, above all, to know God now was to know him as the Father of Jesus. Jesus’ own prayers had been marked by his use of the Aramaic word ‘Abba’ as his constant form of address to God. Early Christians continued to use this word (so much so that in Paul’s letters we find that the Aramaic word itself was still being used by Greek-speaking Christians who knew no Aramaic). The point was that Jesus opened up his own special and intimate relationship with the one he called Father for others to share. As adopted brothers and sisters of Jesus, they knew God as his and their Father.

That the faith of the early Christians focused on the living Jesus does not, of course, mean that they neglected the story of his life and death or the sayings that his disciples had learned. On the contrary, the stories and sayings were treasured and repeated, and only because they were so important at an early stage were they later given permanent written form in the Gospels. The stories portrayed the person who, in his heavenly glory, remained the same person. They portrayed the ways in which he continued to restore human life to wholeness, forgiving and healing all that was wrong. They also portrayed that way of relating to God as Abba that Jesus was drawing his followers into sharing. The teaching of Jesus informed and inspired them and challenged them to costly discipleship. The early Christians did not dissolve the past of Jesus into the present, but they remembered the earthly and crucified Jesus in order to know and to follow the living Christ.

It is not too much to say that the earliest Christians incorporated Jesus into their Jewish understanding of the one and only God. This was the origin of the doctrine of the incarnation, which in historic Christianity has been the central summary of the way Christians understand Jesus’ relationship to humanity and to God. A brief explanation of the Christian doctrine of the incarnation will be an appropriate way to conclude this brief account of the place of Jesus in Christian faith. (The word ‘incarnation’, meaning enfleshment or embodiment, is based on the prologue to John’s Gospel, which says that ‘the Word became flesh’.)

The doctrine of the incarnation in its classic form is hardly separable from the doctrine of the Trinity, according to which God is believed to be a complex unity of three persons (acting subjects) in as intimate as possible a union. They are known as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The names of the first two persons arise from taking the relationship of Jesus to God in the Gospels, a relationship of Son to Father, to reflect the eternal relationship of the Father and the Son within the Trinity. What happened in incarnation was that the Son became a human being, the 1st-century Jewish man Jesus.

The belief that Jesus was the divine person of the eternal Son become human does not make Jesus any the less human. The whole point of the doctrine is that the Son truly became a real human being. To grasp what is meant, one should first of all think of Jesus as a fully human person, human in his thoughts, his emotions, his physicality, his relationships. Jesus is as fully human as the rest of us (except that he did no wrong) and that full humanity is absolutely necessary for the doctrine of the incarnation. What the doctrine adds is that that human person was God’s humanity. Uniquely in the case of this man, God actually lived a fully human life from birth to death. Moreover, it is important to realize Jesus never ceased to be human. In his resurrection and his heavenly glory, he models the destiny of all human beings.

The doctrine of the incarnation was never meant to take believers away from the concrete particularities of the Gospels into a realm of abstract doctrine. Rather, it is a sort of guide to reading the Gospels. It means that in the Jesus of the Gospels Christians find God revealed as never before or since. They find in the story of Jesus God’s loving solidarity with all humanity. They find God identifying with humanity, even to the extent of suffering the extremity of pain, rejection, and degradation on Jesus’ cross and dying his abandoned death. Incarnation means that God has shared in the human plight even at its most extreme in order that he might deliver people from that plight. The Gospels read as narratives of incarnation are at the heart of historic Christian faith.
  

Further reading
 

The approach to the nature of the four Gospels that I take in this book is further explained and justified in my Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), while the view of the early Christians’ understanding of Jesus (Christology) that I take in Chapter 8 is based on my Jesus and the God of Israel: God Crucified and Other Studies on the New Testament’s Christology of Divine Identity (Milton Keynes: Paternoster; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008).
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