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Beginnings


Christianity did not appear out of nowhere ‘ready-made’: it grew out of first-century Judaism (a faith which had been around for some two or three thousand years) centred on a Jewish teacher-prophet, Jesus of Nazareth. Palestine at the time was occupied by the Romans and Judaism was somewhat fragmented. There were different factions and sects such as the Pharisees, the Zealots and the Sadducees. Others, such as the Essenes, lived in remote walled communities in the wilderness (the Qumran community may have been one of these). Although these groups were often at odds with one another, one thing many of them did seem to share was the idea of a Messiah (Christ in Greek). One day this Messiah would come to restore their fortunes and rid them of Roman rule. What they could not agree on was what the Messiah would be like or when he (it was a very male-oriented world!) would appear.


The central figure


Into this confused context came Jesus, a carpenter’s son, from Nazareth. He very quickly attracted a number of followers who began to see him as the promised Messiah. After his death and the events surrounding it, his early disciples had to work out the significance of his life and work. Guided by the Holy Spirit they began to re-examine their Hebrew scriptures (the Old Testament). They came to the conclusion that this was indeed the long-awaited Messiah. To begin with the early Christians continued as a sect of Judaism, but as time passed the relationship with traditional Judaism became increasingly strained. By the turn of the first century they were recognized – though still much resented and persecuted – as a separate religion. They seem to have acquired the name ‘Christian’ by around AD 40.


Developing beliefs


Christianity spread quickly throughout the Roman Empire, aided by the highly developed Roman transport and communication systems. As it spread geographically, it increased numerically. More significantly it moved beyond its Jewish roots to embrace people of all cultures – the Gentiles as the Jews called them. This required Christians to think through their faith in the light of the ways of life, languages and religious ideas of those cultures. How important was it to hold on to its Jewish heritage? Could its beliefs be expressed through other (non-Jewish) concepts? Was it necessary to understand Judaism in order to understand Christianity?


None of this was straightforward. Different communities developed slightly (sometimes significantly) different understandings of Christianity, circulating their ideas in letters and other writings. Many of these texts still exist and some of them were used to form the Christian scriptures, the New Testament. Over the course of the first 200 years Christianity developed its core beliefs, sometimes with considerable agreement, but sometimes with major disputes.


The Roman Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity early in the fourth century. He was responsible for calling together a great council in Nicaea (İznik in modern-day Turkey) where he forced the different groups to come together to agree on what they believed. This gave rise to the Nicene Creed, still used today in churches throughout the world as a summary of the core beliefs of Christianity.


Back to basics – the need for Reformation


Constantine’s greatest decision was to make Christianity the sole legitimate religion of the Roman Empire. As a result of this, during the next 1,000 years the church became a key player in the world of politics, rivalling many of the secular powers. It became a great custodian of learning and culture and it achieved considerable status, power and wealth. It split into two major traditions: the Western church centred on Rome, and the Eastern (Orthodox) tradition centred on Constantinople (modern Istanbul), Antioch, Alexandria and Jerusalem. Some began to question whether the church (particularly in the West) had lost touch with the simplicity and vigour of the faith of its founder. These reformers – people like Martin Luther (1483–1546), Huldrych Zwingli (1484–1531) and John Calvin (1509–64) – argued that Christianity needed to return to its roots, to surrender its worldly attitudes and wealth and to preach again the simple gospel of the early church.


Global expansion


In spite of – or perhaps because of – these upheavals, the Christian church continued to grow. It expanded into Asia – China, the Indian sub-continent, Japan, Korea; it colonized the Americas north and south, and spread throughout the great continent of Africa, as well as reaching Australia and New Zealand. Today it is estimated that a third of the world’s population can in some way or other be described as ‘Christian’.


The word ‘Christian’ is used to describe an individual or communal faith but it also describes a cultural and philosophical heritage which many in the world claim. And it has continued to develop. Socially, scientifically, economically, politically, Christianity today inhabits a very different world from that of Jesus of Nazareth and his early disciples. As a result it has had to continue to adapt to new contexts and ideas. Areas where Christianity was once strong appear to be experiencing a decline. But other areas, such as China and the Middle East, are seeing quite remarkable growth. It remains a compelling and powerful faith in the modern world with a rich and diverse heritage. And it seems to possess an inherent ability to survive and thrive in the face of great change.
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	How to use this book







	To some, this will be obvious. They will start at Chapter 1 and read through each chapter until they have finished. Others, however, may choose to approach the book differently. For example, some readers may be particularly interested in Christianity in the modern world and so will start at Chapter 14. Others might be especially interested in some of the key figures of Christianity and their links to art, music and architecture and so start reading at Chapter 10. Whatever their particular interests, we hope that all readers will read Chapters 1 to 5. These attempt to give some idea of the significance for Christians of Jesus Christ, and to provide a glimpse of what it means to be a Christian today.







	
Bible references are included in several places. These are given in the form of:


•  the book’s/writer’s name, e.g. ‘John’; ‘Psalms’


•  the chapter number


•  the verse(s) number.








	So ‘John 3:16’ refers to the Gospel according to John, chapter 3, verse 16. There are a few cases where books have the same name, such as Corinthians (of which there are two) or John’s letters (of which there are three). These are written as, for example, ‘3 John 1: 2’.







	Those who wish to look up these references are advised to use a good modern translation, such as the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), the New Jerusalem Bible (an official Roman Catholic translation) or The New International Version (NIV). Most Bible quotations in this book are taken from the NIV and NRSV.







	An attempt has been made to explain technical terms in the text itself. Reference has also been made to other chapters which refer to related issues. There is a short glossary at the end of the book.







	In writing this book we have in mind two groups: students, and general readers interested in the many subjects covered. A wide range of books have been used in writing this volume and we are grateful for permission to quote from several. Many of these are included in the Dig deeper sections at the end of each chapter. Some of these are more academic and some of more interest to the general reader.







	This Complete Introduction from Teach Yourself® includes a number of special boxed features, which have been developed to help you understand the subject more quickly and remember it more effectively. Throughout the book you will find these indicated by the following icons:







	






	[image: image]

	The book includes concise quotations from other key sources. These will be useful for helping you understand different viewpoints on the subject, and they are fully referenced so that you can include them in essays if you have to write one! It is always best to check the original for yourself but the full details are included in case you are unable to get your hands on the source.
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	The case study is a more in-depth introduction to a particular topic or example. There is at least one in most chapters, and they should provide good material for essays and discussions.
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	The key ideas are highlighted throughout the book. If you want a quick reminder of the important points or have only half an hour to go before your exam, scanning through these would be a very good way of spending your time.
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	The spotlight boxes offer interesting or amusing anecdotes to help bring the ideas to life.
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	The fact-check questions at the end of each chapter are designed to help you ensure that you have taken in the most important concepts from the chapter. If you find you are consistently getting several answers wrong, it may be worth trying to read more slowly, or taking notes as you go.






	[image: image]

	The dig deeper boxes give you resources to explore topics in greater depth than it is possible to go into in this introductory level book.






	









Part 1:


The central figure




1


Jesus Christ
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In this chapter you will learn about:


•  the life of Jesus


•  some of the teaching of Jesus


•  the events at the end of his earthly life.
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‘It is time, I believe, to recognize not only who Jesus was in his own day, despite his contemporaries’ failure to recognize him, but also who he is, and will be, for our own.’


T. Wright, Simply Jesus (SPCK, 2011), p.7.
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Jesus has been the focus of more study, more controversy and more art than any other figure. He is the one who has ‘chopped history in half’: BC before Christ; AD Anno Domini, i.e. ‘in the year of Our Lord’ (sometimes called CE or Common Era). In today’s world, millions of people – from every continent and nearly every country – claim some allegiance to him. Christians make up about one-third of the world’s population.


Ralph Waldo Emerson, the American essayist, summed up the significance of Jesus when he said that his impact is not so much written on, as ploughed into, the history of the world. All this is remarkable enough. But when we consider the short and rather obscure life of Jesus, it becomes extraordinary. However, according to the Bible, there were clear indications of his greatness even before his birth.


The life of Jesus


According to St Luke’s Gospel, the story began in the district of Galilee in Israel. A young woman, betrothed but not yet married to a man called Joseph, was visited by the angel Gabriel. He announced (hence ‘the Annunciation’ – beloved by medieval artists) that she had been chosen by God to give birth to a son who was to be called Jesus. Troubled as Mary was by this news (‘How will this be, since I am a virgin?’) she declared herself ready to do God’s will: ‘I am the Lord’s Servant’ (Luke 1:38).


The child was due to be born at the time of a Roman census. For Mary and Joseph this entailed a journey of about 70 miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem near Jerusalem. It was in Bethlehem that the baby was born. Matthew and Luke tell us that the child was visited by local shepherds and wise men from eastern lands and that a choir from heaven celebrated the birth. King Herod, on hearing from the eastern travellers of the birth of ‘a king’, tried to kill the infant Jesus. But Mary, Joseph and Jesus (‘the holy family’) escaped to Egypt and so fulfilled a prophecy (Matthew 2:15). Eventually they returned to Nazareth, where Joseph earned his living as a carpenter – a craft which he taught his son.


We are told little about the early years of Jesus, apart from one visit to Jerusalem when he was 12 years old. On that occasion Jesus went to the Temple, where he listened to the teachers and asked and answered questions: ‘Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding and his answers’ (Luke 2:47).


We learn nothing more for nearly 20 years, when Jesus was baptized by his cousin John (‘the Baptist’) in the river Jordan. John was preaching a new message of repentance and revival and challenging the establishment religion. He recognized in Jesus someone who would carry that message even further and as he baptized Jesus a voice from heaven declared, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased’ (Matthew 3:17). Then Jesus was led by God’s Spirit into the desert where he fasted and wrestled with the devil for 40 days. This time of temptation was to fashion the shape of his ministry. Now he was ready.


After spending a night in prayer, Jesus called 12 disciples and set out on his travels around his small country. He began his ministry in his home area in the north, in the towns, villages and countryside around the Lake of Galilee. The four Gospels record some of his deeds and words. Jesus healed people with a wide range of diseases: a paralysed man, a man with leprosy, a woman who suffered from excessive bleeding, a man possessed by a demon. He even raised the dead (Luke 7:15; John 11:43).


He also showed power over nature: he turned water into wine, stilled a storm, and fed a huge crowd from five loaves and two fish. Miracle workers were common in first-century Palestine and the stories of Jesus’s miracles in the Gospels are remarkably restrained, not performed as ‘tricks’ but to underline his authority. Jesus became known as a powerful and controversial teacher, who was willing to challenge established traditions. Time for rest, solitude and prayer was limited, but he ‘often withdrew to lonely places and prayed’ (Luke 5:16)
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Case study








The birth narratives in the New Testament raise questions:


•  Why do only two of the four Gospels carry these narratives?


•  Why are the two accounts we have (Matthew and Luke) so different: one focusing on Mary, the other on Joseph?


•  Did the birth of Jesus not matter to Mark and John?


•  Are we intended to read these accounts of the birth of Jesus as history?


•  Why does Paul not mention the Virgin Birth in any of his letters?
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There is lively debate among scholars concerning the way in which the first Christians regarded Jesus of Nazareth. This is sometimes posed as a question: is the ‘Jesus of history’ the same as the ‘Christ of faith’? Some scholars believe that the early Christians used Jesus’s teaching freely, adapting it to their own purposes; even inventing sayings of their own. Others are convinced that the first believers treated his teaching with great reverence and took trouble to remember and record it accurately. They also point out that it would take someone of the stature of Jesus to invent the teaching of Jesus.


We must acknowledge that the early Christians were not just writing an historical record of the life of Jesus. For them it was the impact of his life rather than the facts of his life which mattered. The modern understandings of history and historical evidence are just that – modern. The facts about Jesus’s life were well known at the time so ‘proving’ them mattered less. What was far more important was to grapple with making sense of who Jesus was. Their writings are not primarily concerned with history but with theology.


This can be frustrating for us. In the modern era there have been a number of ‘quests for the historical Jesus’ – attempts to recover the human story in more detail. The physician and missionary Albert Schweitzer was one of the early writers to explore this in the early 1900s. Other quests have followed. While they raise interesting questions they have tended to reveal little. The New Testament does emphasize that Jesus was a real human being who understood the human condition ‘from the inside’. They assert that he got hungry, thirsty and tired. He experienced the full range of human emotions, including joy, sorrow and desolation. But beyond this the historical details they include are not their main concern.


EARLY NON-CHRISTIAN REFERENCES TO JESUS


As far as the Roman authorities were concerned, Jesus was a small-time trouble-maker. They were forced to revise their opinion when the movement which bore his name grew rapidly – after his death. His followers were accused of many things: cannibalism, because they spoke of feeding on the body and blood of Christ in Holy Communion; atheism, because they did not accept the Roman gods.


•  Tacitus, a Roman historian born in AD 55, describes (in his Annals) how the Emperor Nero blamed Christians for the burning of Rome. ‘Therefore, to scotch the rumours, Nero substituted as culprits, and punished with the utmost cruelty, a class of men, loathed for their vices, whom the crowd styled Christians. Christus, the founder of the name, had undergone the death penalty in the reign of Tiberius, by sentence of the procurator Pontius Pilate.’


•  Pliny the Younger (Roman governor of Bithynia, AD 110–113) complained of the problems caused by Christians who sang ‘a hymn to Christ as to a god’.


•  Josephus was a Jewish historian who defected to the Romans in the Jewish-Roman war which began in AD 66. He affirmed that Jesus was ‘the Christ’ who rose from the dead. There is no textual evidence against Josephus’ remarkable testimony to Jesus. But many scholars assume that some key words were inserted later, because they cannot believe that Josephus would have written so positively about him.


•  The Jewish Talmud (an ancient commentary on Jewish teaching) acknowledges Jesus as a Jew. His miracles, his teaching and his disciples are referred to, and he is described as a false teacher who was executed.


The teaching of Jesus


Christianity is based not only on ideas, but on events. At its centre we do not find a theory, but a person: Jesus Christ. Many people have a sentimental picture of Jesus. They view him as a rather anaemic character, more interested in flowers, birds and children than in the harsh world of adult reality. How different is the towering figure of the New Testament. We see there:


•  someone marked out as a dangerous rebel by the authorities


•  someone who drew large crowds


•  someone who inspired others


•  someone who comforted the disturbed and disturbed the comfortable


•  someone of deep passion and decisive action


•  someone who took the uncompromising road to martyrdom.


The Gospels assure us that Jesus was interested in children and in nature. And with the downtrodden he was very gentle. But the world he inhabited was a harsh world of power struggles, hatred, intrigue, brutality and revenge. The Gospels portray a dynamic figure who waged war against evil with the weapons of love, openness, honesty and forgiveness. His honesty was fearless. Against those greatest sins of pride, hypocrisy and indifference, his attack was blistering and devastating.


Jesus did not set out to be an ‘original’ teacher. As a Jew he stood in a tradition which was steeped in the Hebrew Scriptures (known to Christians as the Old Testament). He drew on those Scriptures, and his central demands – that we should love God with all our heart and our neighbour as ourselves – link two separate Old Testament texts (Deuteronomy 6:5; Leviticus 19:18). This was his genius: to make new connections, to bring fresh emphases, to take old ideas and give them new content, to reveal the deeper meaning which was latent within them, to dig behind the religious ‘clutter’ to get at what really mattered.


‘the crowds were amazed at his teaching, because he taught as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of the law’ (Matthew 7:28–29).


Jesus quickly established himself as a popular, unconventional and controversial teacher. The established leadership felt threatened. No doubt his striking authority had its roots in his dynamic personality. But it was emphasized by the content of his teaching.


The Gospel writers (called ‘Evangelists’ because that word means ‘bringer of good news’) preserved a lot of Jesus’s teaching. They do not claim to be objective reporters. They are convinced of the immense significance of Jesus and want to convince others. St John makes this quite clear when he disarmingly admits that:


‘these [signs] are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name’ (John 20:31).
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‘Had it not been for his teaching and of course his resurrection, Jesus would have been forgotten (or merely half-remembered) like most other Jewish figures of his time and outlook. As it is, Jesus of Nazareth remains one of the most revered figures from the whole of human history.’


J. Knight, Christian Origins (T.&T. Clark, 2008), p. 98.
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At the same time, the Gospel writers insist that they are recording the truth about Jesus. There was no need to exaggerate, because Jesus was big enough already! Of course, they did not have recording equipment. They were dependent upon memories, stories and records. But Middle Eastern memories were good (and still are: many Muslims today can recite the entire Qur’an from memory). And there were enough eyewitnesses to act as a check on wild exaggeration.


THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT


An example of Jesus’s radical teaching is contained in what has become known as the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew, chapters 5–7). It starts with a series of ‘Beatitudes’:


‘Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


Blessed are those who mourn for they shall be comforted.


Blessed are the meek for they will inherit the earth …’


The Sermon also contains:


•  a breath-taking call to love and forgiveness: ‘But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you … For if you forgive those who sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you’ (Matthew 5:44; 6:14)


•  an encouragement to faith in God: ‘So do not worry, saying, “What shall we eat?” or “What shall we wear?” … your heavenly Father knows that you need them’ (Matthew 6:31)


•  an encouragement to pray: ‘Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you’ (Matthew 7:7)


•  an uncompromising call to accept Jesus’s teaching: ‘But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand’ (Matthew 7:26).
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‘I do not believe there is a problem in this country or the world today which could not be settled if approached through the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount.’


Harry S. Truman (US President 1945–53)
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THE KINGDOM OF GOD


Jesus spoke frequently about ‘the kingdom of God’ or ‘the kingdom of heaven’. This idea is certainly found in the Jewish Scriptures. But Jesus put it at the centre of his teaching and illustrated (but never defined) its meaning with a series of brilliant, yet often puzzling, pictures and parables. In this way he made his hearers, and now his readers, think very hard.


‘The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field. Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it.’ (Matthew 13:44–46)


Jesus made it clear that his notion of God’s kingly rule was very different from the popular views of his time. His country was under enemy occupation. The hated Romans were in charge and there were many Jews who looked for armed revolt. Their nation had a famous history of success on the battlefield; perhaps this teacher would be the new military leader? To those who wanted to go down that road, Jesus was a great disappointment: ‘My kingdom is not of this world’ (John 18:36). In his kingdom, disciples would turn the other cheek and leadership must be characterized by humble service.


•  Miracles of the kingdom


Many miracles are recorded in the Gospels. They are not meant as persuasive ‘tricks’. For the Gospel writers they are demonstrations of Jesus’s power over sickness, sin, nature, demons and death. When his enemies accused him of healing by Satan’s power, he replied, ‘But if I drive out demons by the finger of God, then the kingdom of God has come to you’ (Luke 11:20).


The miracles are ‘signs of the kingdom’. God’s kingly rule was present because Jesus was present. Indeed, John’s Gospel calls them not miracles but signs. Jesus’s ministry was also the sign of a future in which God’s kingly rule would be fulfilled and consummated. One day the ‘Son of Man’ (see Glossary) will come ‘in his Father’s glory with the holy angels’ (Mark 8:38). Now and not yet are held in balance.


•  Parables of the kingdom


Jesus became famous for his stories or parables. A parable is a story which works on two levels; it is ‘an earthly story with a heavenly meaning’. At one level it is an interesting tale with strong human interest. But the story has a deeper meaning and a personal application. Jesus’s hearers are usually left to work this out for themselves. Some parables convey the notion of growth. Others convey a sense of crisis: decisions must be made, sides must be taken. Jesus’s stories are usually about people:


•  a woman who lost a coin (Luke 15:8)


•  a woman who badgered a judge for justice (Luke 18:1)


•  a man who built a tower (Luke 14:28)


•  a farmer who scattered seed (Mark 4:3)


•  a Samaritan traveller who cared for a man who was mugged and robbed (Luke 10:25)


•  a young man who left home and squandered his money (‘the Prodigal Son’) before returning to a father who forgave him and a brother who resented him (Luke 15:11).


Two parables – the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son – are quite widely known beyond Christian circles. The former is not just an exhortation to compassion and kindness (though it is that). It is a strong attack upon racism and bigotry. Samaritans were widely despised by Jews, and vice versa. Jesus was taking a huge risk in making a Samaritan the hero, in contrast to the establishment figures of his own race and religion. Here were the seeds of conflict with the authorities which would end in his death by crucifixion.


The anguish of the Prodigal Son is captured powerfully by the sculptor Rodin, whose bronze figure of the Prodigal is in the Tate Collection. The parable of the Prodigal Son could equally well be entitled ‘The Forgiving Father’. Again, the notion of God as Father was familiar to Jesus’s contemporaries. But Jesus underlined its importance, stressing both the rule and the love of God.
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Spotlight








Parables were a common form of teaching in the time of Jesus; for example, a Jewish rabbi used the parable of the fox and the fish. The fox suggested to the fish that he should jump out of the water onto the land to avoid the fisherman’s net. The fish replied, ‘The water is where I live. Though I might die here, if I leave the water I will certainly die.’
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Jesus emphasized his own close relationship with God and taught that discipleship cannot be reduced to a set of rules. At its centre is a relationship with the living God, who is ‘your heavenly Father’ – to be loved and trusted. But a loving father is not a doting uncle. Much of Jesus’s teaching is uncompromising in its moral and spiritual demands:


•  turn the other cheek (Matthew 5:39)


•  go the extra mile (Matthew 5:41)


•  judge not or you will be judged (Matthew 7:1)


•  forgive seventy times seven (Matthew 18:22)


•  sell your possessions and give to the poor (Mark 10:21).


His teaching makes intellectual demands too. Jesus did not spoon-feed his largely uneducated audience; he respected their intelligence. He often said things that he did not mean! By exaggeration and paradox Jesus left, and leaves, his hearers thinking furiously, ‘He can’t really mean that. So just what does he mean …?’:


•  let the dead bury their dead (Matthew 8:22)


•  become like a little child (Matthew 18:3)


•  cut off a foot rather than allow it to lead to sin (Mark 9:45)


•  hate your father and mother (Luke 14:26)


•  you must be born again (John 3:3).


A father’s love includes discipline as well as encouragement. Hence Jesus taught us to trust God, to love God and to fear God – to hold him in respect and awe, for God is GOD. He emphasized that prayer, forgiveness, honesty, humility and generosity are all involved in accepting God’s kingly rule in our lives. All this is summed up in the world’s most famous prayer, given by Jesus in response to his disciples’ request, ‘Lord, teach us to pray’:


‘Father, hallowed be your name,


your kingdom come.


Give us each day our daily bread.


Forgive us our sins, for we also


forgive everyone who sins against us.


And lead us not into temptation.’


(Luke 11:2; see also Matthew 6: 9–13)


THE TEMPLE AND THE SABBATH


These were two of the foundation stones of Jewish society at the time of Jesus. He challenged the traditions which had grown up around them. It was Jesus’s dramatic action in overturning the tables of the money-changers in the Temple precincts that led to his crucifixion, according to the influential American scholar E.P. Sanders. Jesus claimed to be greater than the Temple itself (Matthew 12:6), and greater than some important Old Testament characters, such as the prophet Jonah and King Solomon (Matthew 12:41–42). And he caused controversy by healing on the Sabbath. This drew the accusation that he disregarded the religious laws, because the Sabbath was a day of rest and healing the sick was regarded as work. In response, Jesus reminded his hearers that he was ‘Lord even of the Sabbath’ (Mark 2:28).


The end of Jesus’s life: the Last Supper


The supper which Jesus ate with his disciples just before his arrest and crucifixion has been painted by countless artists – most famously by Leonardo da Vinci. At this meal Jesus instituted a new covenant ‘in my blood’. ‘Covenant’ is an important biblical term. It describes an ‘agreement’ between unequal parties: God and his people. God was faithful to them; he required faithfulness from them. But the nation had failed and a new covenant was needed. Six hundred years before Jesus sat down to eat the Last Supper with his disciples, the prophet Jeremiah had promised that God would make a new, more glorious covenant. By his words and actions, Jesus indicated that the great day had arrived at last – and that he, Jesus, was the central figure.


We will explore the events which followed the Last Supper in more detail in Chapters 2 and 3. For now it leaves us with the big question which confronted many who met the earthly Jesus: was he more than just a man?


Jesus: more than a man?


The New Testament writers were concerned to record two key things: the impact Jesus had on peoples’ lives; and who they thought he was – the Son of God. From the earliest days right down to the present, this has been the assertion of Christians. Enter a church service anywhere in the world and you may well hear the Nicene Creed. The congregation recite or sing these astonishing words:


‘We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,


the only Son of God,


eternally begotten of the Father,


God from God, Light from Light,


true God from true God,


begotten, not made,


of one Being with the Father;


through him all things were made.


For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven,


was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary


and was made man.


For our sake he was crucified …’


This Jesus, a real human being, is the focus of Christian worship. In Christianity he is honoured as ‘Lord’ and ‘God’ (John 20:28). This language of adoration is found throughout the New Testament. Even great words like ‘Prophet’ and ‘Messiah’ are not big enough for Jesus. The writers stretch language to its limits with terms like ‘Son of God’, ‘Light of the World’, ‘Saviour’, ‘Emmanuel’, ‘Word made Flesh’, ‘Lord’ and ‘God’.
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‘There are three great questions for students of Christianity’s beginnings: (1) what was it about Jesus which explains both the impact he made on his disciples and why he was crucified? (2) How and why did it come about that the movement which took off from Jesus did not after his death remain within first-century Judaism? (3) Was the Christianity which emerged in the second century as a predominantly Gentile religion essentially the same as its first-century version or significantly different in character and kind?’


J.D.G. Dunn, Christianity Remembered (vol.1): Jesus Remembered (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2003), p. 3.


[image: image]


Where did these ideas come from? The first disciples of Jesus were God-fearing Jews; strict monotheists. Frequently they recited the Shema: ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God is one Lord’ (Deuteronomy 6:4). Notice: one Lord. Most Jews refused to embrace the Roman gods or to acknowledge the Roman emperor as divine, for that would mean denying their belief in one God. So we can sympathize with those Jews who objected to the exalted view of Jesus which came to be held by his followers. The notion that a man could be divine held no great problems for most Gentiles. But for Jews it was unthinkable. Yet some of them came to think the unthinkable. At the same time they insisted that they were monotheists, who continued to be loyal to the one true God.


In a remarkably short space of time, the early Christians came to the startling conclusion that Jesus was divine as well as human. This resulted partly from their belief in his resurrection (see Chapter 3). But their conclusion finds its seeds in the teaching of Jesus himself: in his teaching about authority and the Temple and the new covenant which we noted earlier. Of course Jesus did not go around saying, ‘I am God’. Indeed, he acknowledged his dependence upon God, his ‘heavenly Father’. He was no usurper. But he did claim a unique relationship with God; he did claim a unique mission from God; and he did claim that he, and only he, was able to do things which it was proper only for God to do.


In this way Jesus himself laid the foundations for the kind of language used about him in the New Testament and, later, in the Nicene and other creeds. Over the years the distinctive Christian view of God emerged. He is three ‘persons’ in one God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. This doctrine of the Trinity was not invented by the early Christians; it has its seeds in the teaching of Jesus himself. Those seeds can be seen throughout the New Testament.


•  ‘He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation … all things were created by him and for him’ (Colossians 1:15–16).


•  ‘May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all’ (2 Corinthians 13:14).


•  ‘Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped’ (Philippians 2:5, 6).


•  ‘Thomas said to him [Jesus], “My Lord and my God!”’ (John 20:28).


At the same time, the New Testament writers held that Jesus was a real human being. Their concern was to declare that God reveals himself through Jesus Christ – not to speculate on the innermost nature of God. Such speculation came later, as Christians pondered the relationship between Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The result of this mature consideration can be seen in the Nicene and other creeds.


Images of Jesus


Early Christian experience contained a paradox. Those who met him saw Jesus as ‘one of themselves’ – a real human being. But in their encounters with this man they also sensed they were encountering God in a new – and deeper – way. Through the years different cultures and peoples have tried to capture this. It is moving to find African artists painting an African Jesus, Indian artists painting an Indian Jesus, and English artists painting an English Jesus. Some artists have painted a female Christ. They are claiming that Jesus is one of them. He speaks to all people; he transcends cultures, nations and centuries. Jesus came not primarily as a first-century Jew but as a human being. He is able to cut through cultural differences; he shows people of all cultures and times what it means to be truly human.


But Incarnation – the belief that in Jesus Christ God became a human being – carries with it the necessity of particularity. In one sense, no one person can be universal. He or she must belong to one period in history, to one nation, to one culture, to one family and be of one gender. Jesus, in his particularity, was a first-century Palestinian Jew. In this sense he is, for most modern Western people, an uncomfortable figure, not easy to fathom. Perhaps too often, however, he is all too easy to understand.
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Spotlight








Mark Twain once commented: ‘It’s not the parts of the Bible which I can’t understand that bother me, it’s the parts that I can understand!’


[image: image]









	
[image: image]



	

Key ideas








•  Jesus led a short life, wrote no books and did not travel beyond his own small country.


•  Despite this, Jesus’s impact is immense and Christianity is the largest movement in history.


•  Jesus is widely acknowledged as a great teacher.


•  Jesus continues to be regarded as an inspiring figure by many influential, modern non-Christians.


•  Central to Jesus’s teaching was ‘the kingdom (or rule) of God’ with its stress on love and forgiveness.


•  The values of this kingdom include humility, generosity and service – especially to the poor and marginalized.
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Dig deeper








R.J. Bauckham, Jesus: A very short introduction (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).


M. Bockmuehl (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Jesus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).


M. Higton and D.F. Ford, Jesus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).
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Fact check








Note: in some cases more than one answer might be correct.


  1  Jesus was born in:


a    Nazareth


b    Jerusalem


c    Bethlehem


d    Rome


  2  The birth of Jesus is recorded in:


a    Matthew


b    Mark


c    Luke


d    John


  3  The kingdom of heaven was:


a    a new political party


b    only to do with life after death


c    about getting rid of the Romans


d    a radical new way of living


  4  Jesus’s teaching emphasized:


a    anything for a quiet life


b    costly discipleship


c    love and forgiveness


d    rigid observation of religious rules and regulations


  5  Jesus’s earthly trade was probably:


a    a fisherman


b    a carpenter


c    an inn keeper


d    a baker


  6  The Gospel writers were writing:


a    poetry


b    theology


c    personal testimony


d    fiction


  7  The Gospels contain little information about the historical details of the life of Jesus because:


a    the Gospel writers didn’t know anything about it


b    Jesus was not a real historical figure


c    they are concerned more with his teaching, actions and significance


d    they are theology as well as history


  8  John the Baptist was:


a    an Old Testament prophet


b    the cousin of Jesus


c    the leader of a new sect


d    a Pharisee


  9  Jesus performed miracles because:


a    it was a way of entertaining the crowds


b    they pointed to the coming kingdom of God


c    all the other preachers were doing them


d    he felt sorry for people


10  Jesus told parables:


a    to confuse the crowds who followed him


b    as a means of communicating truths about the kingdom of God


c    to undermine the Romans


d    in order to entertain the crowds
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2


Crucified Saviour
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In this chapter you will learn about:


•  the events surrounding the death of Jesus


•  the significance of the death of Jesus


•  some theories about ‘atonement’.
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The final week


Towards the end of his three years in the public eye, Jesus faced a crucial decision. Should he return home to the safety of Galilee? Or should he go on to Jerusalem and to conflict? In his Gospel, Luke tells us that ‘Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem’ (Luke 9:51). That decision led to his death.
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‘Stronger still is the image of an innocent, silent man standing before the civil accusers and in his weakness appearing stronger than Caesar himself.’


A.N. Wilson, Jesus (Random House, 2003), p. 6.
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In Mark’s Gospel we find a refrain on Jesus’s lips: ‘The Son of Man must suffer.’ And in John’s Gospel, Jesus refers to his death as his ‘hour’. Everything he taught and did led up to his climactic death. This is seen most clearly in the dramatic events of the last week of his life. While the public ministry of Jesus lasted around three years (based on John’s Gospel), that last week of his life accounts for a disproportionate amount of the Gospel writers’ narratives. Matthew and Mark give almost a third of their Gospels over to the events around Jesus’s death. In Luke and John it is even more – half of what they write is to do with the final phase of Jesus’s earthly life.


The week began with his entry into Jerusalem. Jesus timed this to coincide with the great Jewish festival of Passover, when Jerusalem was teeming with pilgrims. His reputation ensured a large crowd. He rode on a humble donkey, fulfilling the prophecy of Zechariah 9:9.


‘Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion!


Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem!


See, your king comes to you,


righteous and having salvation,


gentle and riding a donkey …’


Here was no worldly king, coming in glittering style to impress and command. Here was the Prince of Peace, riding in great humility. The crowds greeted him with shouts: ‘Hosanna’, which means ‘save now’. They scattered coats and palm branches on the road (hence Palm Sunday). As he approached Jerusalem, Jesus wept bitterly over the city. For some days, he taught in the precincts of the Temple – a fabulous building erected by King Herod ‘the Great’, who had tried to kill him as a baby. Jesus made a direct attack on the attitudes and practices of many of the leaders of his people. He even drove out those who were trading in the Temple precincts. ‘It is written’, he said to them, ‘My house shall be a house of prayer, but you have made it a den of robbers’ (Luke 19:46).


To mark the annual Passover festival, Jewish people gathered in their homes to eat a celebration supper – a practice which continues to this day. This was the last supper which Jesus ate with his disciples; it was to become the most celebrated meal in history. After they had eaten, Judas – one of the 12 disciples – left the room and betrayed Jesus to the Jewish authorities. He was rewarded with 30 silver coins. The authorities plotted to arrest Jesus by night, away from the crowds. Although the other disciples swore undying allegiance, Jesus warned that they too would abandon him. His prophecy was tragically fulfilled.


After their meal, Jesus and the disciples sang a hymn and walked to a garden called Gethsemane on the Mount of Olives. Jesus knew what was coming. He prayed with deep emotion, asking that he might be spared the dreadful suffering which the next few hours would bring. But his prayer ended with these famous words, ‘yet not my will, but yours be done’ (Luke 22:42). Shortly after this, Jesus was arrested and interrogated through the night by hastily convened Jewish and Roman courts.


Rabble-rousers stirred up the people. No longer did the crowds cry ‘Hosanna!’ and ‘Welcome!’ Now they shouted ‘Crucify!’ Pontius Pilate, the Roman procurator of Judaea from AD 26 to AD 36, wanted to release Jesus but gave way to the popular outcry. To distance himself from this decision he washed his hands in public saying, ‘I am innocent of this man’s blood … It is your responsibility!’ (Matthew 27:24).


Jesus was stripped. Nails were driven through his hands and feet. The cross was raised, and he was left hanging between two criminals. Soldiers gambled for his single worldly possession: a seamless robe. Later, his side was pierced with a spear to ensure that he was dead. As he was dying, Jesus uttered seven sentences which are recorded in the four Gospels. Among these is his astonishing prayer: ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they are doing.’ Crucifixion was more than a means of execution. It was a state-sponsored terror tactic, a humiliation. ‘A most cruel and disgusting punishment’, according to Cicero.
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Spotlight








Medical opinion about the cause of death from crucifixion varies, including suggestions that it leads to pulmonary embolism, heart failure or asphyxia. As a form of execution it was practised by the Persians and Macedonians as well as the Carthaginians long before the Romans used it. It has continued as a form of execution into the present era in some states where the death penalty still exists.


[image: image]


Blandina was a Christian who had the misfortune to live in Lyons in Gaul (modern-day France) in AD 77. The authorities wished to stamp out the church. The job was straightforward: they had to persuade the Christians to disown their God and swear by the pagan gods. Eusebius, an early historian (c.260–c.340), recorded these events. Blandina, he reported, wore out her tormentors with her endurance. So they put her back in prison. Later, they brought her into the arena, together with a 15-year-old boy called Ponticus. After he had been killed, they put Blandina in a net and presented her to a bull. ‘And so’, wrote Eusebius, ‘she travelled herself along the same path of conflicts as they [her fellow martyrs] did, and hastened to them rejoicing and exulting in her departure.’
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