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Introduction


Notwithstanding the vast amount of useful work – linguistic, documentary, historic and expository – which has been done during the last fifty or sixty years on the contents of the New Testament in general and of the Synoptic Gospels in particular, we are still without any comprehensive and generally-satisfying account of the real purpose of Jesus in his public Ministry and the real content of his teaching. Expression has indeed been given recently to the opinion that, in view of the almost exclusive attention hitherto paid to the analytical study of the several strata of New-Testament literature and the various preparatory disciplines of higher and lower criticism, the time has now come for scholars to concentrate their efforts on interpreting the message of the New Testament as a whole.1 No doubt such a unification would be very timely and valuable; for there is unquestionably a great oneness pervading all parts of the New Testament, and the right understanding of any individual part depends therefore in no small measure upon the right understanding of the whole. At the same time it must be remembered that the dependence is mutual, and that the endeavour to obtain a complete and systematic view of the real content of Jesus’ own teaching – in distinction (so far as possible) from the interpretation put upon it by his first followers – remains in consequence a vital pre-requisite for the true understanding of the whole Christian movement. Such an endeavour ought not to be thought of as rendered hopeless or unwise either by the close intermingling of record and interpretation in the Gospels, or by the new stress which many modern theologians are laying on the objective and transcendental aspects of Christian belief. Nothing that can rightly be said along these lines alters the fact that knowledge regarding the personal character and aim of Jesus himself is in large measure attainable through a critical examination of the Gospels and is absolutely fundamental to a right interpretation of the Christian message as a whole.2


It must, of course, be realized that, in pursuing such an inquiry, we have continually to be on our guard against the danger of reading into the records of Jesus what we most wish to find there, and of misrepresenting by our modern constructions a body of data which are throughout both fragmentary and occasional.3 Many long-accepted opinions regarding Jesus’ personal religion, social and national outlook, and dominating object in life, have been roundly declared to be the fanciful creations of scholars and preachers unaware of their modernizing proclivities. It has, for instance, been seriously argued that, in all probability, Jesus consciously pursued no plan, purpose, or programme at all, but followed quite casually what he felt from time to time to be the leading of God’s Will.4 Such a plea surely indicates that the dread of ‘modernizing’ can go too far. Account must needs be taken, not only of the wide differences between the mentality of Jesus’ age and that of our own, but also of those great unities which pervade and embrace all human experience and which alone render possible any real knowledge of the past.5 In particular, it is inconceivable that one who was conscious of fulfilling the role of Messiah, and who frequently referred to the purposes for which he had ‘come’, could have been without a fairly definite and conscious ‘object in life’.6 As for the danger of systematically classifying his unsystematic utterances,7 the analogy of such a science as botany or zoology (which largely owes to its classification of unsystematic material its power to explain that material) should encourage us to believe that the danger is not very serious. The mind of Jesus was, after all, a unity; and as a human mind it presents likenesses to our own. In classifying and interpreting his utterances, therefore, while we may at times confuse the conscious and explicit with the sub- conscious and implicit, we are not likely to misrepresent his intentions simply through being too methodical in our quest for them.


The first result of the application of modern methods of criticism to the Gospels was the production of a series of books describing the life and teaching of Jesus in the manner that has come to be known as ‘liberal’. The discovery of the fact that, in the successive documents making up our four Gospels, an increasing amount of doctrinal adornment and interpretation had been introduced, encouraged the assumption – natural enough to Christian devotion – that, if these unhistorical doctrinal accretions were stripped away, there would remain a ‘Jesus of History’, whose teaching the modern Christian idealist could heartily accept, and whose leadership he could unreservedly follow. This teaching, it was felt, would be found to consist mainly of such inspiring doctrines as the universal Fatherhood of God, the Brotherhood of Man, the supreme duty of lovingkindness, the Kingdom of God as an ideal of social righteousness, and so on. There must have been countless Christian ministers, teachers, and workers, who drew their main inspiration for service from such a reading of the Gospel-story.8


This ‘liberal’ account of Jesus was not so far astray from the truth as many modern theologians would have us believe – certainly not so far astray as is the version which some of them are recommending us to substitute for it. It represented, at least, an honest and intelligent attempt to disentangle the essential and abiding realities from the less-essential vehicle in which they were conveyed. But it erred through overconfidence in its presuppositions and over-simplification in its treatment of the material.9 It was accordingly destined to undergo a very severe shaking-up at the hands of those who, seeing the mistake of assuming the identity of the morally acceptable with the historically-true, transferred the whole stress to that part of the Gospel – teaching which is least easily assimilated by the modern mind – the eschatology.


It is widely known how in 1906 the theological world was faced with Albert Schweitzer’s substantial work, ‘Von Reimaras zu Wrede’. In form a history, mainly, of the critical work done on the life of Jesus during the previous century-and-a-quarter, it culminated in a theory of Schweitzer’s own, in which the eschatology was used as the key to everything else. This theory had, in a sense, been anticipated in Johannes Weiss’s ‘Die Predigt Jesu vom Reiche Gotte’ (1892) and a couple of other German works, and especially in Schweitzer’s own sketch of Jesus’ life, entitled ‘Das Messianitäts- und Leidensgeheimnis’ (1901). Schweitzer’s views were introduced to English and American students by Sanday’s ‘Life of Christ in Recent Research’ (1907), and were brought before a still wider public a little later (1910), when an English translation of his great work appeared under the title of ‘The Quest of the Historical Jesus’. A second and revised edition of the German was published in 1913 as ‘Geschichte der Leben-Jesu-Forschung’; and this has been several times reprinted (1921, 1926, 1934). It was not till 1925 that his 1901-sketch appeared in an English dress with the title, ‘The Mystery of the Kingdom of God’.


Schweitzer’s theory was briefly as follows. Jesus’ mind was absolutely dominated by the fixed dogma of an eschatological programme, according to which the Messianic birth-pangs, the appearance of the Son-of-Man-Messiah on the clouds, the resurrection of the dead, the Last Judgment, and the supernatural inauguration of the Kingdom of God, were destined quickly to succeed one another in the very near future. From the time of his baptism onwards, Jesus was conscious of being himself the Messiah. But he kept this conviction a profound secret; and both the imprisoned John and the cheering crowds at Jerusalem thought of him as simply the Elijah-herald – a view which Jesus himself did not correct beyond saying that John was Elijah. Yet he spoke much of the Son of Man in the third person, and of the birth pangs through which he and others were to go prior to his now imminent coming. He thought this coming of the Son of Man, i.e., of himself, would take place before his Disciples had been able to call all the cities of Israel to repentance (Mt. x. 23). His ethical teaching, therefore, in so far as it bore on social conditions, was simply an ‘interim-ethic’, devised only for the short interval which remained before the Kingdom should finally come. But neither birth-pangs nor Parousia took place; and it was their non-occurrence (not any imaginary loss of popularity) which caused him to re-mould his forecast. He concluded that the birth-pangs would befall himself alone, and that, in order to usher them in as the prelude to his own later reappearance in Messianic glory, he would have to die. He went to Jerusalem deliberately for that purpose: not historical conditions, but dogmatic necessity, occasioned his death. The secret of his claim to be the Messiah, revealed at Caesarea-Philippi to the Twelve, was still carefully hidden from the public: but it was betrayed by Judas to the High Priest, and acknowledged by Jesus himself before the Sanhedrin. The Resurrection of which he spoke was identical in his own mind with the whole process leading up to the Parousia. To sum up, Jesus ‘lays hold of the wheel of the world to set it moving on that last revolution which is to bring all ordinary history to a close. It refuses to turn, and He throws Himself upon it. Then it does turn; and crushes Him. Instead of bringing in the eschatological conditions, He has destroyed them. The wheel rolls onward, and the mangled body of the one immeasurably great Man, who was strong enough to think of Himself as the spiritual ruler of mankind and to bend history to His purpose, is hanging upon it still. That is His victory and His reign’.10


No attempt can be made here to summarize or even enumerate the many valuable contributions which have been made to the problem since Schweitzer first really convinced scholars that the eschatology of the Gospels must be taken seriously.11 Comparatively few writers were found to express complete agreement with him. The general feeling was that he had gone too far; but every grade of difference between almost complete concurrence with his view and complete repudiation of it was represented. Of the attempts to refute the eschatological view in its entirety, perhaps the most note- worthy was that of the Rev. C.W. Emmet in ‘The Lord of Thought’ (1922): he argued that the distribution of apocalyptic matter in the Gospel-documents showed that much of it was erroneously ascribed to Jesus by early Christian writers, and that the remainder ought to be interpreted figuratively. The apocalyptic teaching, particularly that part of it which dealt with the future punishment of the wicked, Emmet judged to be so inconsistent with the doctrine of the fatherly love of God that one or other of them must be rejected as not having really emanated from Jesus; and the apocalyptic teaching was accordingly rejected as the less original of the two. But most scholars, while believing that Schweitzer had overdone his thesis, accepted in principle the plea that Jesus did entertain some apocalyptic expectations which were never actually fulfilled in the literal sense; and on this assumption they have expounded and illustrated various phases of the problem with great skill and success.12 But all these valuable contributions leave the mind of the reader still worried over certain unanswered questions. If Schweitzer has gone too far, how much farther has he gone than he ought to have gone, and why? Still more seriously, if Schweitzer is not wholly wrong, how are we to reconcile the resultant limitations in Jesus’ knowledge with our Christian trust in him as Lord and Saviour?


Schweitzer’s work has been incautiously welcomed in one quarter where it might have been expected to rouse the strongest disapproval. I refer to those who, in the interests of a more conservative Christology, regarded the liberal interpretation of Jesus as heterodox and dangerous. To see the Jesus Christ of the Church’s Creeds represented as a pious human reformer, from whose words idealists could demonstrate the truth of pacifism, socialism, and other aberrations of a modern age, was so revolting to many with strong theological and ecclesiastical sympathies, that they felt grateful for any argument which demonstrated such a representation to be historically untenable. So we find them again and again observing with evident satisfaction that Schweitzer has at least demolished the liberal picture of Jesus – as if that demolition in some way helped to re-establish their own creedal position.13 They apparently did not realize that to flee to Schweitzer for deliverance from liberalism was (as the saying goes) only to leap from the frying-pan into the fire. For if it is hard to see the Christ of tradition in the Jesus of liberalism, how much harder is it to see him in the deluded visionary whom Schweitzer put in his place? Instead therefore of welcoming the new school of ‘konsequente Eschatologie’ as a valuable ally of orthodoxy, these modern scholars should have heeded the warning which Hecuba gave to her husband:


‘Non tali auxilio, nec defensoribus istis, Tempus eget’.


For you cannot consistently rejoice over Schweitzer’s defeat of liberalism, and at the same time quietly ignore the positive arguments and conclusions on the strength of which he bases his claim to victory.


Since the end of the last Great War (1914-18), the arena has been entered by two fresh forces, which have indeed contributed help along certain lines, but which – because more value has been claimed for them than they really possess – have in some ways increased rather than assuaged the already-existing confusion. I refer to Form-Criticism and the Barthian Theology.


Form-Criticism investigates and classifies the various forms (parable, anecdote, miracle-story, etc.) in which the material included in the Gospels has been preserved, compares these forms with one another and with the analogous forms found in non-Christian literature, and endeavours in this way to give an account of that obscure process by which oral tradition, devotional imagination, and primitive records bridged the gap between Jesus’ own lifetime and the composition of the canonical Gospels. Much has been done by Form-Critics to illuminate this dark period of development: but it must be remembered that the conclusions they reach are in the nature of the case bound to be almost wholly conjectural, and are consequently very precarious. When one asks how exactly the new study has helped us to distinguish better between factual record and legendary accretion, the answer is meagre and disappointing. Its most eminent exponents differ very widely among themselves as to the historical inferences to be drawn from it, and some of them use it to defend an extremely sceptical attitude to the Gospel-records generally.14


The advent of the Barthian Theology has been of value in guarding us against the danger of ignoring or under-estimating the numinous and transcendental elements inherent in the Christian religion: but as regards the quest for a better understanding of the historical Jesus, it has hitherto proved a hindrance rather than a help. Though laying stress on the historical character of the Incarnation, atoning Death, and Resurrection of Christ, as ensuring the particularity of these vital moments in the Gospel-message,15 it takes little interest in historical evidence as usually understood and still less in the character and doings of Jesus as a human being.16 Its strong antipathy to liberalism and all that liberalism stands for renders it unfavourable to any painstaking investigation of Jesus’ life and teaching, except in so far as such investigation can be used to reveal the untenability of all liberal conclusions or to bring out the close conformity of Jesus’ teaching with the theological opinions of Dr Karl Barth.


Allusion has just been made to the unnatural blessing bestowed by certain conservative writers on Schweitzer as their great stand-by against liberalism. We have yet another exemplification of the truth of Trinculo’s remark, that״ misery acquaints a man with strange bed-fellows’, in the extremely negative critical position taken up by certain Barthian scholars. Drs. Karl Ludwig Schmidt and Rudolf Bultmann, two of the most sceptical of the Form-Critics, have strong sympathy with Barthian views.17 And there is discernible in the writings and utterances of certain other doctrinally-conservative theologians a growing sympathy with the stand-point of Barthianism, an increasing tendency to use its catch-words, and a willingness to make, like the Barthians, generous concessions to the negative arguments of Form-Critics and other radical theorists. Whether these concessions can be harmonized with the transcendental Christology maintained by those who make them, I do not wish now to discuss. I wish only to repeat that, whatever be the merits or demerits of the Barthian Theology generally, one cannot but regard its attitude to the historical Jesus as erroneous and regrettable, while the use of Form-Criticism in order to demonstrate the legendary character of the greater part of the Synoptic narrative seems wholly unjustified.


Dr. Vincent Taylor recently stated at the conclusion of an article summarizing the work of the last fifty years on the Gospels, ‘We are, I believe, on the eve of fruitful developments in that study of New Testament theology for which the present generation has waited so long’.18 The object of the present study of ‘The Historic Mission of Jesus’ is to contribute in some small way to the production of these developments. There is no idea of attempting to do over again what has already been fully and competently done by others. Moreover, a painful dilemma besets any one who undertakes a fresh treatment of the subject indicated in my title. The amount of good work recently produced on the various divisions and aspects of it is so enormous that the process of garnering and utilizing its results is in danger either of omitting some important contributions or else of becoming over-loaded with literary references and distracted with side-issues. No attempt at a complete documentation therefore has been made: but possibly the author may take a little comfort from the thought that a whole life-span would barely suffice for such completeness; and so – believing that usefulness does not necessarily depend on omniscience—he has accepted the risks involved in his limitations, and offers his work to the sympathetic scrutiny and judgment of his readers.


It may prove helpful if at this point the principles which will govern the investigation here undertaken are outlined.


The use of the literary sources will be, as far as it may be, objective. Not that it is possible for any historical inquiry to be wholly objective. Without some subjective sense as to what is possible, probable, credible, and the reverse, we could not carry through any effort to reconstruct the past: there is therefore no need for us to apologize for introducing to some extent subjective considerations. Nor can it be denied that subjective considerations always bear some impress of the ‘personal factor’, and that there is no absolutely-reliable rule-of-thumb whereby we can make sure that our subjective machinery of judgment will never in any way mislead us. But the discipline of historical science in general enables us to see, at least roughly, what the requirements of objectivity really involve. They involve, over and above a serious and honest desire to arrive at the truth, a laying-aside of all conscious preferences as to the results to which the investigation shall lead. In studying the eschatological teaching of Jesus, for instance, we must not be swayed (so far as we can help it) by a natural desire to discover that he was wholly immune from the intellectual limitations of his day and never foretold an event which did not occur. The greatness of the Christian movement and the authority of its Creeds must not be brought in to block plain and simple inferences from the Gospel-evidence as it lies before us. Just as we unhesitatingly and trustfully use our innate subjective sense of what is probable and improbable in arranging and dating our documents, in determining their original wording, in translating them from Greek into intelligible English, and in interpreting their meaning by what we know of the Aramaic language in which their ultimate sources, both oral and written, were couched, so are we fully entitled to use that same subjective apparatus in taking account of the idiom of Oriental thought and the habits of the Oriental and particularly the Jewish mind. We must not therefore assume in advance that Jesus’ words will be wholly free from inconsistency and from features that may seem to us moderns highly-coloured and bizarre: nor must we evade all evidence of a certain kind by the ready plea that Jesus was ‘above the heads of his reporters’. The record must be allowed to speak for itself. In the needful work of sifting it, we may rightly use our sense of probability and its opposite, but we must keep that sense as free as we can from all admixture of personal preference.


In regard to the historical credibility of the Synoptic Gospels themselves, I incline to take a more conservative and trustful attitude than has prevailed in many circles since Form-Criticism became known. I realize, of course, that the comparison of one Gospel-document with another reveals the fact (which inherent probability and internal evidence in any case suggest) that the Synoptic record has in numerous places been more or less radically affected by the thoughts and needs of the Christian Church of the first century.19 Yet I hold that the oft-adduced primary religious interest of the Evangelists, which certainly prevented them from treating their subject as objectively as a modern historian would aim at treating his, did not prevent them from seriously endeavouring to narrate what had really happened.20 For a very large proportion of the Synoptic matter the hypothesis that it is a substantially-reliable record of what actually happened is far more likely to be true than the hypothesis that it has been piously invented in order to serve some purpose about which the early Church was concerned – and this notwithstanding the fact that a certain amount of such pious invention did take place.21


In regard to the structure of the Synoptic Gospels and the dates of their component parts, the present writer professes himself a grateful and whole-hearted disciple of the late Dr. B.H. Streeter. Dr. Streeter’s Four-Document-Hypothesis gives a far more probable account of the facts as we find them than does any of its alternatives. There is appended to this Introduction a list of the several documents concerned, with brief notes regarding their date and character. It has not seemed necessary to enter either there or here into a discussion of the grounds on which the conclusions regarding these documents and sources are based, or to give references to the relevant literature. The interested reader can easily find ample material of this kind for himself. It will be sufficient to assure him that the conclusions here tentatively adopted are based on years of detailed study, and that the absence of discussion and documentation must not be interpreted as indicating any arbitrary dogmatism on the numerous controversial questions involved.


There are only one or two more documentary matters on which comment is needed here.


In the opinion of a large number of scholars, Mk. xiii embodies a short Jewish-Christian document, usually called ‘the Little Apocalypse’, which was produced in Palestine about 60-65 (some would say about 40) A.D. It is thought to have included at least those portions of Mk. xiii which foretell wars, tumults, the desecration of the Temple, tribulation, and the appearance of the Son of Man in the clouds (xiii. 7-8, 14-20, 24-27), as distinct from the warnings against false Messiahs and against persecution, which may well have come for the most part from the lips of Jesus himself. The theory cannot be pronounced impossible, despite the fact that its supporters are not in entire agreement as to the limits of the supposed document. One may plead in its favour that Mk. xiii is the only lengthy discourse included in this Gospel, and that it contains inconsistencies which render its complete unity improbable. It is not, however, easy to imagine how Mark, writing at Rome, either could or would have incorporated in his book an alien document produced (ex hypothesi) in Judæa, possibly within a few years of the time at which he himself was writing. It is almost equally difficult to see how such a document could have been embodied in the Gospel after Mark had finished it. Moreover, some of the verses assigned to ‘the Little Apocalypse’ have close parallels with other passages in the Gospels where the use of no such extraneous document can reasonably be suspected. It seems on the whole preferable to explain such discrepancies as the chapter contains partly by the natural tendency of Mark (as of the other evangelists) to put in close proximity to one another sayings originally spoken on quite different occasions, and partly to the tendency of the early Church to modify radically certain remembered sayings of Jesus and even to ascribe to him (without any dishonest intent) some sayings which in point of fact he never actually uttered. In any case the specific contents of the passages assigned to ‘the Little Apocalypse’ must be treated as of somewhat doubtful authenticity.22


Another documentary topic demanding notice is the question of the use to be made of the Fourth Gospel. With the exception of one or two sporadic allusions, the Johannine discourses have not been utilized in the ensuing discussion. It is perfectly clear that, as it stands, the Fourth Gospel (which, contradicting the Synoptists, represents the Messianic claim of Jesus as publicly known from the commencement of the Ministry) cannot possibly be the work of one of the Twelve. Taken as a whole, the discourses it ascribes to Jesus differ strikingly, both in subject-matter and in style, from the earlier and better-attested Synoptic discourses, and to a considerable extent resemble in both respects those portions of the book in which the Evangelist is quite clearly speaking for himself and not even professing to be reporting the Lord’s words. Here and there we find him apparently borrowing a saying from one or other of the Synoptists; and it is by no means impossible that there may be preserved, especially among the numerous short pithy sayings which he describes Jesus as uttering, some other genuine words of his. But we have no other means than guesswork of separating such genuine sayings from their context; and the possibility of their existence does not alter the fact that the Johannine discourses as a whole are quite clearly Johannine interpretation, not reports of Jesus’ own words. True it is that certain recent movements in criticism have challenged the soundness of refusing to treat the discourses as, like the Synoptic sayings, sources for Jesus’ teaching: but the arguments advanced strike the present writer as singularly unconvincing. Like Thucydides and most other ancient historians in furnishing the speeches of historical characters, like Plato composing the Socratic Dialogues, and like certain Christian hymn-writers in framing words addressed by Christ to the believer, the Fourth Evangelist has quite clearly given himself a free hand. He has made use of sundry historical situations in which he knew Jesus to have from time to time found himself, in order to put into his mouth utterances of varying length, which he had no authority for believing that he had ever actually said, but which he felt to set forth vital and unquestionable Christian truth. That being so, it seems useless to try to discover real sayings of Jesus in his Gospel.23 We must, of course, take account of the significant fact that Jesus lived such a life that seventy years after his death his followers were willing to put such discourses into his mouth. That fact throws light on the problem of his life and person; but it is indirect light, and the investigation of the use we are to make of it belongs to another department of inquiry than the one on which we are at present engaged.


Another movement of modern criticism is sometimes appealed to in this connexion – I mean, the strong feeling that Mark, the earliest of the canonical Evangelists, told his story from the standpoint of so high a Christology that the old clean-cut between the Synoptics and the Fourth Gospel, as between history and theological interpretation, ought no longer to be recognized.24 Those who appeal to this recent movement of scholarship ought, however, to realize that its tendency is not to increase our sense of the reliability of the Johannine reports, but to decrease our sense of the reliability of the Synoptic reports. However that may be, the undoubted community of interest which characterizes all the four Gospels does not suffice to close up the palpable qualitative gulf which yawns between the Synoptic and the Johannine versions of Jesus’ teaching.


A word only is needed by way of reference to the so-called ‘Agrapha’, i.e., sayings attributed to Jesus elsewhere than in the canonical Gospels. These are found partly in the early Apocryphal Gospels, partly scattered up and down early Christian literature, partly in dubious or ungenuine variant readings in old manuscripts of the Gospels: one of them occurs in the genuine text of Acts (xx. 35). As we are almost wholly without the means of testing the genuineness of these supposed sayings otherwise than by their inherent suitability (which is often very hard to judge), and as most of them are undoubtedly not genuine, no attempt has been made here to use more than a very few of them.25


In the drawing of this broad distinction between the Synoptic Gospels on the one hand and the Fourth Gospel, the Apocryphal Gospels, and the Agrapha on the other, as it should not be thought that the possible existence of genuine sayings of Jesus in the latter group is denied, so it should not be supposed that the presence of a certain amount of fictitious material in the former is forgotten. Nevertheless the line of distinction referred to is justified by the difference in the general character of the material on this side of it and on that. The task of distinguishing between the more and the less reliable portions of the Synoptic record will to some extent be facilitated by our designation of the documentary source of each passage quoted and by the consideration of the character of these several sources as described in the appendix to this Introduction. The collection of the evidence on each point is meant to be complete, so far at least as the Synoptic Gospels are concerned. The less-reliable testimonia thus included will be readily recognizable as such, and will serve in a subordinate way to confirm or clarify what rests on stronger evidence. For it needs to be borne in mind throughout, that even a historically- ungenuine report of what Jesus said may yet have some historical value for us, as revealing what his words were at a very early date understood to mean, and what perhaps they do in point of fact imply.26


To turn now from the documents to the facts of which they speak, reference must next be made to certain pre-suppositions on which it is here suggested the Gospel-story ought to be studied.


It will be provisionally assumed that the primary interest of Jesus was with the actual lives and needs of the individuals and communities of his own day. He was, before everything else, a real man, ‘made like unto his brethren’, with a human heart, a human understanding, human passions and sympathies, human faith in God. Those among whom he dwelt were leading real human lives; their virtues and vices, their joys and sorrows, their needs and dangers, were such as belong to the race at large. Jesus’ chief concern therefore was with beings of flesh and blood; and his plans and efforts had reference in the first place to them and their needs. In particular, he had to consider his fellowmen as placed in a certain historical situation; and it was primarily with them in that situation that he undertook to deal.


This concern with the special, as a feature of the outlook and activity of Jesus, needs to be constantly kept in mind, the recognition of it being threatened from two quarters.


The normal Christian view of Jesus as the Saviour of the whole human race is indeed an essential item in the content of the Gospel. The Father-God revealed by and in him is the only true God, the only worthy object of the faith of all mankind. No revelation concerning Him can ever over-ride that manifestation of His righteousness and His love which is vouchsafed to us in Jesus Christ our Lord. But the eternal truth of this conviction does not imply that, within the limits of his earthly life, Jesus consciously dealt only with the eternal and the universal, to the exclusion of urgent issues that lay right at his own door and pressingly beset the men of his own race and time.27 The service he rendered to them was indeed founded on eternal truth, and his fulfilment of it was fraught with eternal consequences for us all. But its eternal and universal significance does not blot out of existence the temporary and particular setting which was its vehicle. When a lately-deceased Roman Catholic wrote, ‘It is extraordinary how very little there is in the recorded words of Christ that ties Him at all to His own time’,28 he was overlooking the important fact that the great work which Jesus did ‘for us men and for our salvation’ he did as a Jew of the first century, grappling directly and in the first place with the needs of those in the midst of whom he lived.


A second circumstance which often obscures from Gospel-students the human realities of the situation is their knowledge of the wide prevalence of eschatological beliefs among the Jews of Jesus’ own day and the certainty that his ideas were to some extent affected by those beliefs.29 For the purpose of estimating, however, the extent to which his thinking was influenced or controlled by contemporary eschatology, it has to be borne in mind that, prevalent as this latter was, we have no warrant for believing that it was either universally accepted or sharply defined. The greatest possible uncertainty and variety of opinion existed as to what precisely was destined to happen and in what sequence the several events would occur. A modern scholar’s ‘systematische Darstellung’ includes the following paragraph-headings: Final Oppression and Confusion, Elijah as Forerunner, Appearance of the Messiah, Final Onslaught of the Hostile Powers, Destruction of the Hostile Powers, Restoration of Jerusalem, Assembling of the Dispersed, the Kingdom of Glory in Palestine, Renewal of the World, General Resurrection, Last Judgment, Eternal Blessedness and Condemnation: an Appendix deals with the idea of a Suffering Messiah (almost certainly a post-Christian conception).30 But this account is ‘systematic’ only in the sense that the scholar in question has scientifically classified the evidence for us. There was nothing systematic about the way in which these items in the programme were regarded by the Jews themselves.31 Certain of them (not infrequently the very idea of a personal Messiah) are completely missing from some Jewish forecasts.32 It is this total lack of unanimity and uniformity which seems to rule out absolutely any such theory as Schweitzer’s, according to which Jesus’ mind is supposed to have been dominated by a fixed, though purely imaginary, apocalyptic programme.33 To say this is not to deny that his mind was to some extent influenced by the eschatological interests and thoughts of his people.34 To what extent it was so influenced, only a painstaking study of the actual evidence can tell us. The investigation is rendered harder than it would otherwise be by the fact that our several informants were themselves affected by the eschatological outlook and that in different degrees.35 The view here urged as inherently probable is that, in the case of Jesus, eschatological beliefs were strictly secondary to the practical situations he had to face and the personal human realities with which he had to deal. In thinking about his task, his mind naturally found a place for this and that general eschatological conception: but to suppose that he faced life with the idea that eschatology had told him precisely what world-events were destined to occur, and when and in what order they would occur, and that his whole life and thought turned on such fore-knowledge, seems to me intrinsically unlikely and not borne out by the actual evidence.36 On the same ground one must reject the view that he shaped his course and framed his speech at every turn – that he even forced on his own death – with the main intention of fulfilling this or that supposedly-Messianic passage in the Old Testament.37 Had he done so, he would surely have reduced his great redemptive content to childish and meaningless stage-play. His choices in word and deed doubtless recalled to him at times what looked like Scriptural foreshadowings of them; doubtless they even seemed to be at times the execution of a providentially- ordained destiny. But such interpretations of them were, I believe, strictly secondary to the practical moral and religious demands of the situation which faced him from time to time. The manifest originality of his mind and the stern realism of his aspirations constrain us to assert no less than this.


Two consequences seem to follow from this priority in Jesus’ life of the practical demands of the situation. Full evidence for them will be furnished later in the body of the work (see below, pp. 163ff., 183ff., 266ff.): at the moment, however, it is needful to mention them, because the recognition of them is not general among New-Testament scholars, and yet it will affect very profoundly any reconstruction we may make of the purpose and forecast of Jesus. The two facts in question are these: firstly, Jesus’ expectation, at the beginning of his ministry, that he would be accepted and followed as Messiah by Israel, not repudiated and martyred; and secondly, his deep interest and concern over the dangerous mutual attitude of Israel and Rome, and his strenuous effort to avert the threatened clash of arms between them.


It is in every way probable that the ensuing investigation of the teaching of Jesus will raise extremely-serious questions in the minds of many of my fellow-Christians. The issues involved have, in fact, entered into my own spiritual pilgrimage in a rather special way. In my early twenties I found refuge from spiritual negation and despair in the teaching of Jesus as presented in ‘The Twentieth Century New Testament’ translation of the Synoptic Gospels. The detailed study of that teaching, coupled with the fellowship of others in practical Christian work, brought me a faith in God for the continuance of which I can never be sufficiently thankful. But it gave me more than a religious foundation: I got from it an ethic to act by. The reading of Tolstoy confirmed me in my belief that I had not misunderstood the teaching of Jesus. Like many other Christians, I took it for granted that a complete and sufficient social ethic lay before us in the Synoptic sayings of Jesus, very little (if at all) below the surface. I was vaguely aware of attendant difficulties, both practical and theoretical; but they did not trouble me, and I even became a little impatient with those who thrust them upon my notice. Not long after the commencement of my more technical theological studies, I wrote for a College-prize an essay on ‘The Eschatological Teaching of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels wherein, by the lavish use of the plea ‘Jesus above the heads of his reporters’ and of E. Haupt’s and G.B. Stevens’s methods of interpretation, I found the Master’s words free from all admixture of human error, and fully consonant at every point with modern scientific and historical knowledge. For many years after that, I was fully prepared to argue for the direct application of his teaching to modern ethical problems, in particular the problem of war and violence, and to defend in detail the pacifist solution as both historically Christian and morally sound. Later on, I learned to face more frankly the conditions and limitations from within which the teaching of Jesus was delivered, and I strove to work out a theory of his ethical and religious authority as Lord which would not involve a tacit evasion of critical problems. I had come to realize very clearly that, whatever the consequences might be, the relevant facts of history in their entirety must be honestly faced. Perhaps that is one of the simple moral lessons which Jesus himself constrains us to learn a passionate love of truth for truth’s sake. Such a love is by no means the whole of Christianity, but it is a very essential item in it.


My endeavours to deal truthfully with the history and authority of Jesus brought me into occasional collision with some of my Christian friends, though I was encouraged by the approval of others. Still more recently the need for a return to the Jesus of History has come home to me with fresh clarity and force, as being the only means of conserving certain religious and ethical values which the traditional Christology (unintentionally, no doubt) threatens to obscure. Now I take up again, as I did thirty years ago, the problem of the eschatological teaching in the Synoptic Gospels. I do not now, as I did then, approach it with the hope that I shall find all the details of Jesus’ teaching to be credible according to the modern standards of scientific truth, still less with the subconscious intention of pressing his thoughts into any modern mould. I am more prepared than I was to find that we cannot to-day just take over for ourselves as it stands the whole of the teaching he is recorded and may be believed to have given. On the other hand, two considerations encourage me to go forward in good heart. One is that, whatever else may be uncertain, this is certain – that God approves of our quest for truth at all costs, and may be trusted to see to it that that quest brings us nearer to Him, and never parts us from Him. The other is that Jesus’ saving power, though in large measure mediated through his recorded words, rests ultimately on some deeper foundation, which it is very hard for us to discover and is beyond our power to define, but which links a blessing with every real advance in our knowledge of his earthly life, even though such advance may at times be fraught with some surprise and pain.
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