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WHO DO MEN SAY THAT I AM?

A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF THE PERSON
AND TEACHING OF JESUS CHRIST

 

Traditional orthodox Christianity presents Jesus as the
Messiah/Redeemer, God’s supreme sacrificial offering paying the
price for the sin and transgression of the believer. Jesus is
declared to be eternally co-equal with God, the second Person of
the Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, but humbled in time and
space to come to us in the likeness of flesh, born of a virgin, and
at about thirty five years of age, crucified, but raised up from
the dead as a guarantee of the future resurrection of humanity to
the Final Judgment and the restoration of all things. Having
completed his task, he ascended to heaven from which he will return
at the end of the age. Is this really what Jesus was like? Are
these historical facts? Can we find out how genuine this picture of
Jesus is after all these centuries?

 

SOURCES OF INFORMATION

 

If we want to explore who Jesus really is and what he taught,
that is, if we want to know something of the historical Jesus, then
of course we want to try and look at any writings that Jesus might
have left us and at any writings of his immediate followers in
order to try and gain as much first hand knowledge of the life and
teachings of Jesus as we can. Unfortunately, Jesus himself did not
write any letters, or any essays or dissertations explaining his
teaching; and neither did he write his own biography. So straight
away we are left with having to search for accounts of Jesus and
his teaching by consulting any writings of his immediate followers
and subsequent to them, the leaders of the early church.

 

THE BIBLE: DATE AND AUTHORSHIP OF NEW TESTAMENT DOCUMENTS

 

Of course, one source that we have to look at are the gospels
and letters that make up the New Testament in our Bibles. However,
this matter is not as straightforward as it may seem. Theories as
to the dates of the writing of the letters and gospels that make up
the New Testament, and just who their authors are, vary. So it is
necessary for us to take an aside for a moment in order to explore
what modern scholarship says about these issues and also to see why
the Bible has come down to us in its present form and order, which
means that we must also spend a little time exploring the very
early history of the Christian church. Once we have done this, we
may be then able to return to our main theme and have a better
understanding of the views of the early church and also have a
better understanding of which New Testament documents are
reliable.

 

DIFFERENT OPINIONS OF BIBLE SCHOLARS

 

Once again it is unfortunate to note that not all scholars agree
on these issues. Different scholars have different interests: the
conservative scholar is keen to maintain the view of the Bible and
the New Testament as God’s Word, written by the Apostles as
commissioned by Jesus and inspired by the Holy Spirit, so they want
all these documents to be written in the first century. Needless to
say, secular scholars have a different agenda. Various methods and
approaches are used – too complex to go into here – and all
together, this results in different opinions with regards to the
date of writing of these documents.

 

DATE OF WRITING

 

Below are three lists of the New Testament books, arranged in
order of date according to three different sources – conservative
scholars writing for the N.I.V. Study Bible, then a list from the
Encyclopaedia Britannica and finally a list drawn from research on
the web from various sites. Thus, if we were to look again at these
New Testament writings and order them according to the date of
writing, we would have a New Testament that would look like
this:








 


Date of writing - Title



N.I.V. Study Bible:






48-49 or 51-53 or 53-57 Galatians

51 I Thessalonians

51-52 II Thessalonians

50’s or 60’s Mark

50’s 60’s or 70’s Matthew

53-55 or 57-59 or 61 Philippians

55 I Corinthians

55 II Corinthians

57 Romans

60 Ephesians

60 Colossians

60 Philemon

Early 60’s or before 50 James

63-65 I Timothy

63-65 Titus

66-67 II Timothy

60-68 I Peter

65-68 II Peter

Prior to 70 Hebrews

70’s or 80’s Luke

63 or 70-> Acts

65 or 80 Jude

50’s 60’s or 85 John

85-95 I John

85-95 II John

85-95 III John

95 Revelation




 

Or like this:



Encyclopedia Britannica:




 

I Thessalonians.

53-54 Philemon

53-54 Galatians

53-54 I Corinthians

55 II Corinthians

circa 56 Romans

64-70 Mark

70-80 Matthew

80-85 Luke

80-90 Acts

80-90 Hebrews

80-90 Revelation

90-100 II Thessalonians spurious

90-100 John

90-100 Jude

95-105 James

100-120 Colossians

100-120 I John

100-120 II John

100-120 III John

100-125 I Peter

Possibly 2nd century I Timothy

Possibly 2nd century II Timothy

Possibly 2nd century Titus

Circa 150 II Peter

Ephesians spurious




 

 

Or like this:



From a web site on early Christian writings:






40-80Lost sayings of Gospel Q

50-601 Thessalonians

50-60Philippians

50-60Galatians

50-601 Corinthians

50-602 Corinthians

50-60Romans

50-60Philemon

50-80Colossians

50-90Signs Gospel

50-95Book of Hebrews

50-120Didache

50-140Gospel of Thomas

50-140Oxyrhynchus 1224 Gospel

50-200Sophia of Jesus Christ

65-80Gospel of Mark

70-100Epistle of James

70-120Egerton Gospel

70-160Gospel of Peter

70-160Secret Mark

70-200Fayyum Fragment

70-200Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs

80-100 2 Thessalonians

80-100Ephesians

80-100Gospel of Matthew

80-1101 Peter

80-120Epistle of Barnabas

80-130Gospel of Luke

80-130Acts of the Apostles

80-1401 Clement

80-150Gospel of the Egyptians

80-150Gospel of the Hebrews

90-95Apocalypse of John

90-120Gospel of John

90-1201 John

90-1202 John

90-1203 John

90-120Epistle of Jude

100-1501 Timothy

100-1502 Timothy

100-150Titus

100-150Apocalypse of Peter

100-150Secret Book of James

100-150Preaching of Peter

100-160Gospel of the Ebionites

100-160Gospel of the Nazoreans

100-160Shepherd of Hermas

100-1602 Peter






 


 

We can note that in the third list, I have also included other
Christian documents that did not make it into the Bible, for
reasons that we shall see in a moment. So the New Testament is not
our only source of information about Jesus and the early church,
but it is the Bible documents that we considered authoritative, as
we shall see.

 

AUTHORSHIP OF THESE DOCUMENTS

 

There is also debate concerning who wrote some of these
documents. So, if we average out these various dates and add some
of the known authors, we end up with a list that looks something
like this:

 

Lost sayings of Gospel Q (Hypothetical)  Circa 40 - 70

I Thessalonians (Apostle Paul)    Circa 50
A.D.

Galatians (Apostle Paul) Circa 50-60 A.D.

I Corinthians (Apostle Paul) Circa 50-60 A.D.

II Corinthians (Apostle Paul) Circa 50-60 A.D.

II Thessalonians (spurious - no consensus as to authorship)
Circa 50–100 A.D

Gospel of Thomas (spurious – esoteric – may include sayings of
Jesus not in
gospels)               
               
Circa 50 –100 or 110-150

Philemon (Apostle Paul)  Circa 55-60 A.D.

Romans (Apostle Paul)  Circa 55-60 A.D.

Philippians (Apostle Paul) Circa 62 A.D.

Hebrews (not by Apostle Paul - anonymous)  Circa 63-64
A.D.

James (No consensus as to authorship) Circa 45-100 A.D.

Mark (written by John Mark, or anonymous, based on Apostle
Peter)  Circa70-75

I Timothy (falsely attributed work)  Circa 63–100A.D.

Matthew (written by an anonymous Jewish Christian)  Circa
70–100A.D.

Jude (No consensus as to authorship)Circa 70–125 A.D

Ephesians (spurious - no consensus as to authorship) Circa
70–170A.D.

Colossians (No consensus as to authorship) Circa 60–160A.D.

Gospel of Peter (spurious) Circa 150 - 200

Revelation (No consensus as to authorship)Circa 80–95 A.D.

Luke (written by Luke the evangelist, or an anonymous associate
of Paul)Circa 80-90

Acts (written by Luke the evangelist, or an anonymous associate
of Paul)Circa 80-90

I Peter     (Apostle peter or Unknown
author) Circa 75-112 A.D.

1 Clement (Sometime canonical – proto-orthodox) - concerns
division and removal of elders by church at Corinth c. 96
A.D.

John (written by Johannine community based on John the apostle)
Circa 90-100

Gospel of the Ebionites (Written to Jewish Christians) 
Circa 100

Gospel of the Nazareans (Possible original document based on
oral traditions) Circa 100

I John (written by John the apostle)  Circa 100-110 A.D

II John (written by poss. follower of John the apostle) Circa
100-110 A.D

II Timothy (falsely attributed work, follower of Paul) 
Circa 100-125 A.D.

III John (written by poss. follower of John the apostle) 
Circa 100-110 A.D

Didache (Proto-orthodox – on the borders of the canon – church
manual) Circa 100 – 120

Preaching of Peter (Apologetic – not canonical- proto
apologetic) Circa 100 - 130

Gospel of the Egyptians (Proto- Gnostic)  Circa 100 -
150

Gospel of the Hebrews (Proto- Gnostic)  Circa 100 - 150

Shepherd of Hermas (Sometime canonical but not Apostolic) Circa
100-150

Gospel of Thomas (spurious – esoteric – may include sayings of
Jesus not in
gospels)               
               
Circa 50 –100 or 110-150

Epistle of Barnabas (Sometime canonical – proto-orthodox) 
Circa 130

II Peter   (Spurious. No consensus as to authorship)
Circa 65 – 160 A.D.

Titus (falsely attributed work)   Circa 80-200
A.D.

Apocalypse of Peter (spurious)   Circa 110 - 150

Gospel of Truth (Gnostic/esoteric) Circa 150 - 180

 

Once again, scholars vary in their opinions concerning the
authorship of these documents, so the above list can only be an
approximation to give us a flavour of the issues and debate.

 

‘Q’ – A HYPOTHETICAL SOURCE DOCUMENT

 

What we have then is a gradation of writings emerging from a
Jewish background and context. Jesus himself leaves no written
documents, but within ten to forty years after his death there is a
hypothetical document in circulation, one which is now lost to us -
a document that scholars have called ‘Q’, for ‘Quelle’ meaning
‘source’. This ‘Q’ document seems to be the source document for the
synoptic gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke. They are called
synoptic because they are three gospels which are very similar in
content. Nevertheless there are also some significant variations
between them. The gospels are written about thirty to forty years
after the death of Jesus. It would seem that Mark was written first
with Matthew being written within the next decade or so and Luke
about a decade later. Luke is the first of two books by the same
author, the second book being the Acts of the Apostles written it
would seem about fifty years after the death of Jesus at the
earliest.

 

THE EARLY JEWISH CHRISTIAN TRADITION

 

Aside from ‘Q’ and the variants that emerge from it, there is
the early Jewish Christian tradition. Initially, Christianity was a
Jewish sect with the Holy Spirit being poured out on Jews at
Pentecost. This sect was based in Jerusalem and was headed by the
disciples of Jesus, particularly Peter. It is regarded that there
are some fragments of what this group taught that can be found in
the book of Acts of the Apostles. Two sections in particular are
cited: Peter preaching in the temple in Acts Ch 3; and Stephen
addressing the council in Acts Ch 7.

 

Acts Ch 3 v 12 – 26 - Peter Preaches in the Temple

Peter saw his opportunity and addressed the crowd. “People of
Israel,” he said, “what is so surprising about this? And why stare
at us as though we had made this man walk by our own power or
godliness? For it is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—the
God of all our ancestors—who has brought glory to his servant Jesus
by doing this. This is the same Jesus whom you handed over and
rejected before Pilate, despite Pilate’s decision to release him.
You rejected this holy, righteous one and instead demanded the
release of a murderer. You killed the author of life, but God
raised him from the dead. And we are witnesses of this fact!

“Through faith in the name of Jesus, this man was healed—and you
know how crippled he was before. Faith in Jesus’ name has healed
him before your very eyes.

“Friends, I realize that what you and your leaders did to Jesus
was done in ignorance. But God was fulfilling what all the prophets
had foretold about the Messiah—that he must suffer these
things. Now repent of your sins and turn to God, so that your
sins may be wiped away. Then times of refreshment will come
from the presence of the Lord, and he will again send you Jesus,
your appointed Messiah. For he must remain in heaven until the
time for the final restoration of all things, as God promised long
ago through his holy prophets. Moses said, ‘The Lord your God will
raise up for you a Prophet like me from among your own people.
Listen carefully to everything he tells you.’ Then Moses said,
‘Anyone who will not listen to that Prophet will be completely cut
off from God’s people.’

“Starting with Samuel, every prophet spoke about what is
happening today. You are the children of those prophets, and
you are included in the covenant God promised to your ancestors.
For God said to Abraham, ‘Through your descendants all the families
on earth will be blessed.’ When God raised up his servant,
Jesus, he sent him first to you people of Israel, to bless you by
turning each of you back from your sinful ways.”

 

Acts Ch 7 v 1 – 60 - Stephen Addresses the Council

Then the high priest asked Stephen, “Are these accusations
true?”

This was Stephen’s reply: “Brothers and fathers, listen to me.
Our glorious God appeared to our ancestor Abraham in Mesopotamia
before he settled in Haran. God told him, ‘Leave your native
land and your relatives, and come into the land that I will show
you.’ So Abraham left the land of the Chaldeans and lived in
Haran until his father died. Then God brought him here to the land
where you now live. But God gave him no inheritance here, not even
one square foot of land. God did promise, however, that eventually
the whole land would belong to Abraham and his descendants—even
though he had no children yet. God also told him that his
descendants would live in a foreign land, where they would be
oppressed as slaves for 400 years.

‘But I will punish the nation that enslaves them,’ God said,
‘and in the end they will come out and worship me here in this
place.’

“God also gave Abraham the covenant of circumcision at that
time. So when Abraham became the father of Isaac, he circumcised
him on the eighth day. And the practice was continued when Isaac
became the father of Jacob, and when Jacob became the father of the
twelve patriarchs of the Israelite nation. These patriarchs were
jealous of their brother Joseph, and they sold him to be a slave in
Egypt. But God was with him and rescued him from all his
troubles. And God gave him favour before Pharaoh, king of Egypt.
God also gave Joseph unusual wisdom, so that Pharaoh appointed him
governor over all of Egypt and put him in charge of the palace. But
a famine came upon Egypt and Canaan. There was great misery, and
our ancestors ran out of food. Jacob heard that there was still
grain in Egypt, so he sent his sons—our ancestors—to buy
some. The second time they went, Joseph revealed his identity
to his brothers, and they were introduced to Pharaoh. Then
Joseph sent for his father, Jacob, and all his relatives to come to
Egypt, seventy-five persons in all. So Jacob went to Egypt. He
died there, as did our ancestors. Their bodies were taken to
Shechem and buried in the tomb Abraham had bought for a certain
price from Hamor’s sons in Shechem. As the time drew near when God
would fulfil his promise to Abraham, the number of our people in
Egypt greatly increased. But then a new king came to the
throne of Egypt who knew nothing about Joseph. This king
exploited our people and oppressed them, forcing parents to abandon
their newborn babies so they would die.

At that time Moses was born—a beautiful child in God’s eyes. His
parents cared for him at home for three months. When they had
to abandon him, Pharaoh’s daughter adopted him and raised him as
her own son. Moses was taught all the wisdom of the Egyptians,
and he was powerful in both speech and action.

One day when Moses was forty years old, he decided to visit his
relatives, the people of Israel. He saw an Egyptian
mistreating an Israelite. So Moses came to the man’s defence and
avenged him, killing the Egyptian. Moses assumed his fellow
Israelites would realize that God had sent him to rescue them, but
they didn’t. The next day he visited them again and saw two men of
Israel fighting. He tried to be a peacemaker. ‘Men,’ he said, ‘you
are brothers. Why are you fighting each other?’

But the man in the wrong pushed Moses aside.

‘Who made you a ruler and judge over us?’ he asked. ‘Are you
going to kill me as you killed that Egyptian yesterday?’

When Moses heard that, he fled the country and lived as a
foreigner in the land of Midian. There his two sons were born.
Forty years later, in the desert near Mount Sinai, an angel
appeared to Moses in the flame of a burning bush. When Moses saw
it, he was amazed at the sight. As he went to take a closer look,
the voice of the Lord called out to him, 

‘I am the God of your ancestors—the God of Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob.’

Moses shook with terror and did not dare to look. Then the Lord
said to him,

‘Take off your sandals, for you are standing on holy
ground. I have certainly seen the oppression of my people in
Egypt. I have heard their groans and have come down to rescue them.
Now go, for I am sending you back to Egypt.’

So God sent back the same man his people had previously rejected
when they demanded, ‘Who made you a ruler and judge over us?’
Through the angel who appeared to him in the burning bush, God sent
Moses to be their ruler and saviour. And by means of many wonders
and miraculous signs, he led them out of Egypt, through the Red
Sea, and through the wilderness for forty years. Moses himself told
the people of Israel,

‘God will raise up for you a Prophet like me from among your own
people.’

Moses was with our ancestors, the assembly of God’s people in
the wilderness, when the angel spoke to him at Mount Sinai. And
there Moses received life-giving words to pass on to us. But our
ancestors refused to listen to Moses. They rejected him and wanted
to return to Egypt. They told Aaron,

‘Make us some gods who can lead us, for we don’t know what has
become of this Moses, who brought us out of Egypt.’

So they made an idol shaped like a calf, and they sacrificed to
it and celebrated over this thing they had made. Then God turned
away from them and abandoned them to serve the stars of heaven as
their gods! In the book of the prophets it is written,

‘Was it to me you were bringing sacrifices and offerings during
those forty years in the wilderness, Israel? No, you carried your
pagan gods—the shrine of Molech, the star of your god Rephan, and
the images you made to worship them. So I will send you into exile
as far away as Babylon.’

Our ancestors carried the Tabernacle with them through the
wilderness. It was constructed according to the plan God had shown
to Moses. Years later, when Joshua led our ancestors in battle
against the nations that God drove out of this land, the Tabernacle
was taken with them into their new territory. And it stayed there
until the time of King David. David found favour with God and asked
for the privilege of building a permanent Temple for the God of
Jacob. But it was Solomon who actually built it. However,
the Most High doesn’t live in temples made by human hands. As the
prophet says,

‘Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool. Could you
build me a temple as good as that?’ asks the Lord. ‘Could you build
me such a resting place? Didn’t my hands make both heaven and
earth?’

You stubborn people! You are heathen at heart and deaf to the
truth. Must you forever resist the Holy Spirit? That’s what your
ancestors did, and so do you! Name one prophet your ancestors
didn’t persecute! They even killed the ones who predicted the
coming of the Righteous One—the Messiah whom you betrayed and
murdered. You deliberately disobeyed God’s law, even though you
received it from the hands of angels.”

The Jewish leaders were infuriated by Stephen’s accusation, and
they shook their fists at him in rage. But Stephen, full of
the Holy Spirit, gazed steadily into heaven and saw the glory of
God, and he saw Jesus standing in the place of honour at God’s
right hand. And he told them,

“Look, I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing in
the place of honour at God’s right hand!”

Then they put their hands over their ears and began shouting.
They rushed at him and dragged him out of the city and began to
stone him. His accusers took off their coats and laid them at the
feet of a young man named Saul. As they stoned him, Stephen
prayed,

“Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 

He fell to his knees, shouting,

“Lord, don’t charge them with this sin!”

And with that, he died.

THE EARLY GENTILE CHRISTIAN TRADITION

 

I will look a little at the content of these passages with
regard to Jesus in a moment. But before I do, I want to note the
establishment of the Gentile or non-Jewish Christian tradition,
which is established by the Apostle Paul, or Saul as he was
initially known.

 

JEWISH PERSECUTION OF THE JEWISH/CHRISTIAN SECT - SAUL

 

It is the upstart, troublesome Jewish Christian sect that Saul,
a Jewish Pharisee and purist trained in Jewish religious law,
begins to persecute in an attempt to stamp it out, because it is
what he sees as a deviant, heretical, troublesome group within
Judaism.

 

SAUL’S DAMSACUS ROAD EXPERIENCE

 

Even as Saul is busy on this mission to purge Judaism of this
troublesome group, he is stopped in his tracks on one particular
day. Three times we have an account of this event in Acts of the
Apostles. So we should note that this is not Paul speaking or
writing here in Acts, but someone else in the early church. The
passages in Acts are as follows:

 

Acts 9 v 1 – 12

 

Saul was still breathing out murderous threats against the
Lord’s disciples. He went to the high priest and asked him for
letters to the synagogues in Damascus, so that if he found any
there who belonged to the Way, whether men or women, he might take
them as prisoners to Jerusalem. As he neared Damascus on his
journey, suddenly a light from heaven [the vaulted expanse of the
sky with all things visible in it] flashed around him. He fell to
the ground and heard a voice say to him,

“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”

“Who are you, Lord?” Saul asked.

 “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied. “Now
get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must
do.”

The men travelling with Saul stood there speechless; they heard
the sound but did not see anyone. Saul got up from the ground, but
when he opened his eyes he could see nothing. So they led him by
the hand into Damascus. For three days he was blind, and did not
eat or drink anything.

In Damascus there was a disciple named Ananias. The Lord called
to him in a vision, [a sight divinely granted in an ecstasy or in a
sleep, a vision]  

“Ananias!”

“Yes, Lord,” he answered.

The Lord told him, “Go to the house of Judas on Straight Street
and ask for a man from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying. In a
vision he has seen a man named Ananias come and place his hands on
him to restore his sight.”

 

And again in Acts 22 v 2 - 13

 

Paul said: “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought
up in this city. I studied under Gamaliel and was thoroughly
trained in the law of our ancestors. I was just as zealous for God
as any of you are today. I persecuted the followers of this Way to
their death, arresting both men and women and throwing them into
prison, as the high priest and all the Council can themselves
testify. I even obtained letters from them to their associates in
Damascus, and went there to bring these people as prisoners to
Jerusalem to be punished. About noon as I came near Damascus,
suddenly a bright light from heaven flashed around me. I fell to
the ground and heard a voice say to me, ‘Saul! Saul! Why do you
persecute me?’

‘Who are you, Lord?’ I asked.

‘I am Jesus of Nazareth, whom you are persecuting,’ he
replied.

My companions saw the light, but they did not understand the
voice of him who was speaking to me.

‘What shall I do, Lord?’ I asked.

‘Get up,’ the Lord said, ‘and go into Damascus. There you will
be told all that you have been assigned to do.’

My companions led me by the hand into Damascus, because the
brilliance of the light had blinded me. A man named Ananias came to
see me. He was a devout observer of the law and highly respected by
all the Jews living there. He stood beside me and said, ‘Brother
Saul, receive your sight!’

and at that very moment I was able to see him.

 

And finally in Acts 26 v 9 - 20

 

“I too was convinced that I ought to do all that was possible to
oppose the name of Jesus of Nazareth. And that is just what I did
in Jerusalem. On the authority of the chief priests I put many of
the Lord’s people in prison, and when they were put to death, I
cast my vote against them. Many a time I went from one synagogue to
another to have them punished, and I tried to force them to
blaspheme. I was so obsessed with persecuting them that I even
hunted them down in foreign cities. On one of these journeys I was
going to Damascus with the authority and commission of the chief
priests. About noon, King Agrippa, as I was on the road, I saw a
light from heaven, brighter than the sun, blazing around me and my
companions. We all fell to the ground, and I heard a voice saying
to me in Aramaic,

‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard for you to kick
against the goads.’

Then I asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ 

‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,’ the Lord replied. ‘Now
get up and stand on your feet. I have appeared [to allow one's self
to be seen, to appear] to you to appoint you as a servant and as a
witness of what you have seen and will see of me. I will rescue you
from your own people and from the Gentiles. I am sending you to
them to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and
from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive
forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by
faith in me.’  

So then, King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the vision from heaven. [the act of
exhibiting one's self to view; a sight, a vision, an appearance
presented to one whether asleep or awake] First to those in
Damascus, then to those in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and then to
the Gentiles, I preached that they should repent and turn to God
and demonstrate their repentance by their deeds.

 

SAUL’S RESPONSE TO THE DAMASCUS ROAD EXPERIENCE

 

So what did Saul do in the period immediately following the
Damascus Road experience? He tells us in one of the earliest New
Testament documents, his own account in his letter to the
Galatians:

 

Galatians 1 v 11 – Ch 2 v 10

 

Paul says: ‘I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the
gospel I preached is not of human origin. I did not receive [to receive
with the mind] it from any
man, nor was I
taught it; rather, I received [to receive with the
mind] it by revelation
[ a disclosure of truth, instruction - concerning things
before unknown; used of events by which things or states or persons
hitherto withdrawn from view are made visible to all;
manifestation, appearance] from Jesus Christ. For you have
heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I
persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it. I was
advancing in Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people and
was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers. But when
God, who set me apart from my mother’s womb and called me by his
grace, was pleased to reveal [to uncover, lay open what has
been veiled or covered up, to disclose, make bare, to make known,
make manifest, disclose what before was unknown] his Son in [in,
by, with] me so that I might preach him among the Gentiles,
my immediate response was
not to consult any human being. I did not go up to Jerusalem to see
those who were apostles before I was, but I went into Arabia. Later
I returned to Damascus. Then after three years, I went up
to Jerusalem to get acquainted with Cephas [Peter] and stayed with
him fifteen days. I saw
none of the other apostles—only James, the Lord’s brother.
I assure you before God that what I am writing you is no lie. Then
I went to Syria and Cilicia. I was personally unknown to the
churches of Judea that are in Christ. They only heard the report:
“The man who formerly persecuted us is now preaching the faith he
once tried to destroy.” And they praised God because of me.

 

Then after fourteen years, I went
up again to Jerusalem, this time with Barnabas. I took Titus along
also. I went in response
to a revelation and, meeting privately with those esteemed
as leaders, I presented to them the gospel that I preach among the
Gentiles. I wanted to be sure I was not running and had not been
running my race in vain. Yet not even Titus, who was with me, was
compelled to be circumcised, even though he was a Greek. This
matter arose because some false believers had infiltrated our ranks
to spy on the freedom we have in Christ Jesus and to make us
slaves. [to the law and practice of circumcision]. We did not give
in to them for a moment, so that the truth of the gospel might be
preserved for you. As for
those who were held in high esteem—whatever they were makes
no difference to me; God does not show favouritism—they added nothing to my
message. On the contrary, they recognized that I had been
entrusted with the task of preaching the gospel to the
uncircumcised, just as Peter had been to the circumcised.
For God, who was at work in Peter as an apostle to the circumcised,
was also at work in me as an apostle to the Gentiles. James, Cephas
and John, those esteemed
as pillars, gave me and Barnabas the right hand of fellowship when
they recognized the grace given to me. They agreed that we should
go to the Gentiles, and they to the circumcised. All they
asked was that we should continue to remember the poor, the very
thing I had been eager to do all along.

 

The Council of Jerusalem (or Apostolic Conference) is a name
applied by historians to this early Christian council that was held
in Jerusalem and it is dated to around the year 50 AD. The council
decided that Gentile converts to Christianity were not obligated to
keep most of the Mosaic law, including the rules concerning
circumcision of males, however, the Council did retain the
prohibitions against eating blood, or eating meat containing blood,
or meat of animals not properly slain and against fornication and
idolatry. Descriptions of the council are found in Acts of the
Apostles chapter 15 (in two different forms, the Alexandrian and
Western versions) and also possibly in Paul's letter to the
Galatians chapter 2. Some scholars dispute that Galatians 2 is
about the Council of Jerusalem (notably because Galatians
2 describes a private meeting) while other scholars dispute the
historical reliability of the Acts of the Apostles. Paul was likely
an eyewitness, a major person in attendance, whereas Luke, the
writer of Luke-Acts, who was a later follower of Paul, may not have
been in attendance, and thus may have written second-hand, about
the meeting he described in Acts 15.

 

APOSTLES

 

Paul uses the word ‘apostle’ to describe himself – as an
‘apostle to the Gentiles’, as well as the leaders of the Jerusalem
Jewish/Christian church and particularly Peter, as ‘apostles to the
circumcised’, that is apostles to Jewish Christians. At its highest
expression, an apostle is one called by God to be a messenger,
specifically a messenger of the gospel.

 

Qualifications in order to be an Apostle appear to be: -

 

1) A direct call from God for the person to be an Apostle.

 

Romans 1 v 1:

 

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle [a
delegate, messenger, one sent forth with orders

specifically applied to the twelve apostles of Christ

in a broader sense applied to other eminent Christian
teachers

of Barnabas

of Timothy and Silvanus]

and set apart for the gospel of God 

 

I Corinthians 1 v 1:

 

Paul, called to be an
apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God.

 

Ephesians 1 v 1:

 

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God.

 

Luke 6 v 12 – 16:

 

One of those days Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray, and
spent the night praying to God. When morning came, he called his
disciples to him and chose
twelve of them, whom he also designated apostles: Simon
(whom he named Peter), his brother Andrew, James, John, Philip,
Bartholomew, Matthew, Thomas, James son of Alphaeus, Simon who was
called the Zealot, Judas son of James, and Judas Iscariot, who
became a traitor.

 

Acts 26 v 16 – 18 – To Paul on the Damascus Road:

 

‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,’ the Lord replied. ‘Now
get up and stand on your feet. I have appeared [to allow one's self
to be seen, to appear] to you to appoint you as a servant and
as a witness of what you have seen and will see of me. I will
rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles. I am sending
you to them to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to
light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive
forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by
faith in me.’  

 

 

2) They had to see the Lord Jesus Christ and be an eyewitness to
His resurrection.

 

John 15 v 27:

 

 “When the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the
Father—the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father—he will
testify about me. And you
also must testify, for you have been with me from the
beginning.

 

Luke 24 v 44 – 48:

 

He said to them, “This is what I told you while I was still with
you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the
Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.” Then he opened their
minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, “This
is what is written: The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead
on the third day and repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be
preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.
You are witnesses of these
things.”,

 

Acts 1 v 8:

 

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you;
and you will be my
witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to
the ends of the earth.

 

Acts 1 v 21-26:

 

Therefore it is necessary to choose one of the men who have been
with us the whole time the Lord Jesus was living among us,
beginning from John’s baptism to the time when Jesus was taken up
from us. For one of these
must become a witness [one who is a spectator] with us of his resurrection
[rising from the dead].” So they nominated two men: Joseph called
Barsabbas (also known as Justus) and Matthias. Then they prayed,
“Lord, you know everyone’s heart. Show us which of these two you
have chosen to take over this apostolic ministry, which Judas left
to go where he belongs.” Then they cast lots, and the lot fell to
Matthias; so he was added to the eleven apostles.

 

I Corinthians 9 v 1:

 

Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen [to see with
the eyes; to see with the mind, to perceive, know; to see, i.e.
become acquainted with by experience, to experience] Jesus our
Lord? Are you not the result of my work in the Lord?

 

Now with regard to the Apostle Paul, these first two Apostolic
qualifications are interesting because there is no evidence to
suggest that Paul was a witness to the crucifixion itself or that
he ever met Jesus prior to the crucifixion. His encounter(s) with
Jesus are of a revelatory and visionary nature, like that in the
Damascus Road experience: ‘This is what we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom
but in words taught by the Spirit, explaining spiritual
realities with Spirit-taught words’. I Corinthians 2 v 12 – 13.
Paul does appear to have a mystical frame of mind: It is generally
accepted that Paul is talking about himself when he says: ‘Although
there is nothing to be gained, I will go on to visions and revelations from
the Lord. I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught
up to the third heaven. Whether it was in the body or out of the
body I do not know—God knows. And I know that this man—whether in
the body or apart from the body I do not know, but God knows—was
caught up to paradise and heard inexpressible things, things that
no one is permitted to tell.’ II Corinthians 12 v 1-5. For Paul, the visions and revelations
of Jesus to him are the same as if he had met Jesus physically,
face-to-face after his resurrection. Thus he says: ‘Have I
not seen Jesus our Lord?’ I Corinthians 9 v 1. He sees no
difference between his visionary, revelatory experiences of Jesus
such as that in the Damascus Road experience and the experiences of
the other eminent Apostles, that is, those who were in Jerusalem
and who were with Jesus when he was alive and saw him after the
resurrection: ‘for [says Paul] I am not in the least inferior to
the most eminent apostles’ II Corinthians 12 v 11. His commission
to be an Apostle is given by Jesus in the Damascus Road
vision/revelation: ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,’ the Lord
replied. ‘Now get up and stand on your feet. I have appeared [to
allow one's self to be seen, to appear] to you to appoint you as a servant and as a
witness of what you have seen and will see of me. I will
rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles. I am sending you to them [the
Gentiles] to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light,
and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive
forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by
faith in me.’  Acts 26 v 16 – 18.

 

 

3) It would appear that the Apostles had an ability to pass on
gifts to others by laying on hands.

 

Acts 8 v 6 with Acts 8 v 14-18:

 

When the crowds heard Philip and saw the signs he performed,
they all paid close attention to what he said…..When the apostles
in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had accepted the word of God, they
sent Peter and John to Samaria. When they arrived, they prayed for
the new believers there that they might receive the Holy Spirit,
because the Holy Spirit had not yet come on any of them; they had
simply been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. Then Peter and
John placed their hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit.
When Simon saw that the Spirit was given at the laying on of the
apostles’ hands, he offered them money. (Philip can not pass on the
gifts, but Peter and John do).

 

Romans 1 v 11:

 

Paul says: ‘I long to see you so that I may impart to you some
spiritual gift to make you strong.’

 

 

4) The task of the Apostles was to lay the foundation of the New
Testament Church by God's Word which they could distinguish from
their own.

 

This idea of being able to separate and distinguish ‘God’s Word’
from a person’s own theorising and philosophising will not be
strange at all to anyone who has experienced an immediate encounter
with the Divine. Mystical encounters are indeed ‘received’ as the
Apostle Paul says, as opposed to being rationally worked out and
actively formulated. The receiving of concepts in mystical
experience form the basis on which theological and doctrinal ideas
are subsequently
worked out.

Ephesians 2 v 19-20:

 

‘Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and strangers, but
fellow citizens with God’s people and also members of his
household, built on the
foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus
himself as the chief cornerstone.’

 

I Corinthians 2 v 12 – 13:

 

‘What we have received is not the spirit of
the world, but the Spirit
who is from God, so that we may understand what God has
freely given us. This is what we speak, not in words taught us by
human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, explaining
spiritual realities with Spirit-taught words.’

 

I Corinthians 3 v 10 – 11:

 

By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as a wise
builder and someone else is building on it. But each one should
build with care. For no one can lay any foundation other than the
one already laid, which is Jesus Christ.

 

I Corinthians 7 v 10 –12:

 

To the married I give this command (not I, but the Lord): A wife
must not separate from her husband. But if she does, she must
remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband. And a
husband must not divorce his wife. To the rest I say this
(I, not the Lord):
If any brother has a wife who is not a believer and she is willing
to live with him, he must not divorce her.

 

DATING THE DAMASCUS ROAD EXPERIENCE

 

Paul’s Galatian letter was written about 50 – 55 AD, just twenty
to twenty five years after the death of Jesus Christ. If we include
the time scales mentioned in this letter – three years in Arabia
and a further fourteen years in Syria and Cilicia, then we have a
time span of seventeen years. This would indicate that the events
on the Damascus Road occurred just a few years after the death of
Christ, which is generally considered to be about 33 A.D. The
Damascus Road experience seems to be in the period 34 – 40 A.D.

 

THE SOURCE AND AUTHORITY OF PAUL’S TEACHING - REVELATION

 

So Saul, or Paul as he was to be known, did not go to the
Jerusalem Jewish Christian sect in order to obtain teaching and
instruction from Peter and the disciples/Apostles. He did not want
to consult human teachers at all and instead went to Arabia for
three years where he received his understanding of Jesus and the
gospel by immediate revelation from God. He then spends fifteen
days seeing Peter in Jerusalem and then spends fourteen years in
Syria during which his gospel mission is established, not with the
Jews, but with the non-Jews or Gentiles. In order to make sure that
he is not in error, he returns, to the Jewish Christians in
Jerusalem, with Barnabus and Titus. The esteemed Jewish Christian
leaders add nothing to Paul’s message and formally recognise his
apostolic mission to the non-Jews or Gentiles.

 

Paul confirms that his teaching and understanding is received
immediate revelation from Jesus Christ in his letter to the
Corinthians and the letter to the Ephesians, though this second
letter is considered spurious by some scholars:

 

1 Corinthians 15 v 2-4:

 

By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I
preached to you. Otherwise, you have believed in vain. For what I
received [to
receive something transmitted] I passed on to you as of first
importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the
Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day
according to the Scriptures.

 

Ephesians 3 v 3

 

‘…the mystery [hidden thing, secret, not obvious to the
understanding] made known to me by revelation,’ [a disclosure of
truth, instruction: concerning things before unknown used of events
by which things or states or persons hitherto withdrawn from view
are made visible to all; manifestation, appearance]

 

JEWISH CHRISTIANS AND GENTILE CHRISTIANS – TWO TRADITIONS

 

a) The Jewish Christian tradition

 

In effect, by the time of Paul’s second meeting at Jerusalem,
the Christian church has two branches or aspects: Peter, James,
John and the other disciple/Apostles continue to declare the gospel
as a Jewish sect, focussing on the Jews as heirs and inheritors of
the prophets and promises – just as we have seen in the quotes from
Acts concerning Peter and Stephen earlier, with Christ as the
promised messiah/Deliverer. They draw on the history and tradition
of the Jews, on the prophets and their messages to show that Jesus
Christ was the Messiah. Their message includes the following ideas
drawn from Jewish history and tradition:

 

Through faith in the name of Jesus, this ill man was healed in
front of you

Jesus is God’s servant

Jesus is holy, righteous, the Righteous One—the Messiah

Jesus is the author of life

Whom you Jews betrayed and murdered

But God raised him from the dead, and we are witnesses of
this

What you and your leaders did to Jesus was done in ignorance

God was fulfilling what all the Jewish prophets had foretold
about the Messiah

Repent of your sins, have a new mind and turn to God

He will again send you Jesus, your appointed Messiah. 

For he must remain in heaven until the time for the final
restoration of all things

Jesus the Son of Man standing in the place of honour at God’s
right hand.

Starting with Samuel, every prophet spoke about what is
happening today. 

 

 

b) The Gentile Christian tradition

 

Paul and his co-workers head the branch or aspect of the church
that is concerned with the Gentiles or non-Jews. Initially,
immediately after the Damascus Road experience, Paul’s message
is:

 

Repent and have a new mind and turn to God

Demonstrate repentance by your deeds.

Jesus Christ is God’s Son.

Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures.

He was buried

He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures

 

Following the period of further immediate teaching by revelation
given to Paul from Jesus Christ and following confirmation by the
leaders at Jerusalem of his message and mission, according to the
book of Acts of the Apostles, Paul and his co-workers go from place
to place, tending to speak to those who were interested in
spiritual matters. By this time, their method of approach is
established and the ideas of the message more elaborated. The book
of Acts is written circa 70 – 90 AD, a good forty to sixty years
after the death of Jesus Christ, which is about twenty five to
forty five years after Paul was given approval by the Jerusalem
leaders. It records that their main practice was to speak to those
who already believed the Old Testament which they did by speaking
to these people on the Sabbath in the synagogues. This was the
method by which they spoke to both Jews and Gentiles. (Compare Acts
26 v 20, with Acts 5 v 42, Acts 9 v 20, Acts 13 v 5, 14,15, Acts 14
v 1, Acts 17 v 1,2,10,17, Acts 18 v 4,19, Acts 19 v 8.) Though they
went to synagogues, they did not limit themselves to synagogues
only, but they would go wherever believers in the Old Testament
gathered for worship. (Acts 16 v 3). As a Jew himself, this was
quite a natural thing for Paul to do and he had freedom to share
his applications of the Old Testament, though often of course, the
Jews resented his teaching and reacted violently.

 

When it came to those people who did not attend synagogues, or
who did not gather for worship, we find that Paul and his
co-workers did not seek them out. They did not seek to preach the
gospel to everyone that they encountered and so they did not seek
such people out in out in order to preach the gospel them. As we
have seen, when dealing with people who claimed to believe the Old
Testament, the approach was to skilfully use the Old Testament to
show that Jesus Christ was the promised Messiah, showing His
ancestry, how He fulfilled prophecy, types, e.t.c. (Acts 2 v 14-38,
Acts 3 v 12-26, Acts 7 v 2-53, Acts 3 v 30-38, Acts 13 v 14-41,
Acts 17 v 1-3, Acts 23 v 23.). Having shown from Hebrew scripture
that Jesus Christ is the Messiah, they then called for repentance
and belief on Him, together with a call for baptism and a warning
of future judgment. (Acts 2 v 38, Acts 3 v 26, Acts 13 v 38-41,
Acts 20 v 21).

 

However, when dealing with people who were ignorant of the
Hebrew scripture, or not familiar with it, or who did not claim to
believe it, they did not use the Hebrew Scripture at all in their
approach. A prime example of the approach that they did take is
given in Acts 17 v 16-Ch 18 v 1. (See also Acts 14 v 15-18).

 

In their approach:


i)                   
The Apostle acknowledges religious interest in his hearers and uses
it to his advantage as common ground to start with. (Acts 17 v 22,
23) This would not extend to being called a god or being identified
as anything but ordinary men. (Acts 14 v 14). Any vagaries in the
prevalent religion would he used to declare the character of God as
Paul understood it. (Acts 17 v 23).


ii)                 
Religious or secular writers who were respected by the hearers
would be quoted where they support the message Paul was giving.
Thus Paul quotes the Greeks own poets. (Acts 17 v 22). This has a
double edge: it secures common ground and it may put the person
being spoken to into a corner in logical argument. Thus, for
example, in dealing with a person who follows Islam, we could quote
the Koran passages that refer to Christ as a prophet. This would
mean that the person is now forced to be inconsistent if they deny
that Christ is a prophet, for they must then deny the Koran. This
is an approach particularly used by Paul with rulers and those in
authority, whose loyalties are put on the line. Thus Aggrippa in
Acts 26 is forced to acknowledge respect for Old Testament prophets
out of respect for the Jews whom he did not want to upset.


iii)                
The gospel is proclaimed, not debated. (Acts 17 v 23- 31)


iv)               
Though no reference is made to the Old Testament or Hebrew
scriptures to those who have no familiarity or belief in it,
doctrines concerning God are not ignored. Remember, these hearers
wanted to hear and were curious about the message being presented…
they were not insolent. Analysing the two main passages in Acts
where the Apostles deal exclusively with non-synagogue attending
Gentile unbelievers, (Acts 14 v 8-18, Acts 17 v 16-18 v 1) the
following components of the Apostles message can be drawn out:-

 


                       
           
Concerning God:

 


                       
           
i) He is the Creator -


                       
           
           
a) of all things


                       
           
           
b) of heaven


                       
           
           
c) of Earth


                       
           
           
d) of every nation


                       
           
           
e) of the sea


                       
           
           
f) of man… therefore we are God's offspring.

 


                       
           
ii) He is Lord, Sovereign.-


                       
           
           
a) of heaven


                       
           
           
b) of Earth


                       
           
           
c) of nations


                       
           
           
d) of time


                       
           
           
e) of the boundaries of nations


                       
           
           
f) of Christ

 


                       
           
iii) He is alive

 


                       
           
iv) He transcends man-


                       
           
           
a) He does not live in temples made by man


                       
           
           
b) He is not like a silver or gold image or idol


                       
           
           
c) He is self sufficient, not needing human help.

 


                       
           
v) He is omnipresent

 

vi) He is merciful and forbearing in the past he overlooked
ignorance of idolatry

 


                       
           
vii) He is not without a witness as to His existence.

a)      God's provision of rain, crops,
food and joy is a

         witness.


                       
           
           
b) creation is a witness. (Romans 1 v 20)

 


                       
           
viii) He is Just

 


                       
           
ix) He is a moral judge


                       
           
           
a) of the whole world


                       
           
           
b) He will judge the world by a man


                       
           
           
c) He has appointed a time for judgement

d) He has given proof of the coming judgement to all men or
nations


                       
           
           
e) Christ's resurrection from the dead is the proof

 


                       
           
x) He is kind. This kindness is shown in His provision.

 


                       
           
xi) He is a provider- God gives-


                       
           
           
a) to all men


                       
           
           
b) He gives life


                       
           
           
c) He gives breath


                       
           
           
d) He gives everything


                       
            
           
e) He gives rain from heaven


                       
           
           
f) He gives crops in their seasons


                       
           
           
g) He gives plenty of food

 


xii)              
God's purpose in creating man was for him to fill the


                 
whole earth.

 


                       
           
xiii) God's desire for us is that-


                       
           
           
a) we should seek Him


                       
           
           
b) We should reach out for Him


                       
           
           
c) We should find Him.

 


                       
           
xiv) God commands all men, everywhere, all nations


                       
           
           
a) To repent


                       
           
           
b) To turn from worthless idols


                       
           
           
c) To turn to the living God.

 

 

DIFFERENT TRADITIONS – SAME MESSAGE – REPENT AND BELIEVE

 

So we can see by that by comparing the message given to the Jews
in Acts Chapters 3 and 7 with given to the Gentiles in Acts Chapter
17 that the approach of presenting the message of Jesus to the Jews
was quite different from the approach of presenting the message of
Jesus to non-Jews or Gentiles - but the actual message itself was
the same. We have seen that Paul deliberately went to the Elders at
Jerusalem and his message was not added to or modified, he was not
accused of being in error but rather given the right hand of
fellowship by the Jewish Christian Apostles. Despite these
differing branches within early Christianity, the message was the
same.

 

PROBLEMS IN THE EARLY BRANCHES OF THE CHURCH

 

We can also note that the Jerusalem church was having problems
with traditional Jews who were insisting on obedience to the old
laws and commandments and rituals – threatening to take away the
freedom of the Jewish Christians by enslaving them again to the
law, symbolised particularly by the need for circumcision and also
by what foods should or should not be eaten. This is why Paul talks
about circumcision in his second visit with Barnabus and Titus:
there was pressure being exerted by these Jews that Christians
should undergo circumcision. But these Jewish traditionalists are
branded as false believers by Paul and indeed, much of Paul’s
letter to Galatians is about this issue of the Christians
relationship to the old laws and commandments given under
Moses.

 

Acts 15 v 1:

‘And certain men came down from Judea and taught the
brethren:

“Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses,
you cannot be saved.” Therefore…. Paul and Barnabas had no small
dissension and dispute with them.’

 

And of course there were other problems and difficulties in the
early Gentile churches too and the Letters or Epistles of Paul
often deal with these matters, for example the imposition of
religious law on Christians in the letter to the Galatians and
immoral Christians in the letters to the Corinthians, as well as
doctrinal matters such as a belief that the resurrection had
already occurred.

 

WRITINGS NOT INCLUDED IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

 

Also, though difficult to date exactly, it would seem that from
about twenty years after the death of Jesus, in other words at
about the same time as Paul beginning to write his letters, (if not
before), we also find Christian writings that are not penned by the
Apostles. I have placed some of these writings in the list at the
start of this study. There is nothing unusual in this: church
leaders would have communicated to one another by letter giving
advice, instruction and teaching. Authorship becomes important
though when we try to establish an authoritative set of writings
that can be used as a ‘rule’ or authoritative guide for Christian
faith and conduct. However, worse than this, we also have the rise
of spurious gospels and writings: works that claim to be by or
about one of the Apostles, but which are fakes. Some groups wanted
to gain authority and influence by declaring that such gospels were
authoritative. By the end of the first century A.D. these spurious
writings were starting to become a real problem, because it was
considered by some church leaders that these writings were leading
Christians astray from the original teaching and tradition of the
Apostles concerning Jesus.

 

DIVERSE EARLY CHRISTIAN GROUPS

 

1) Esoteric and mystical groups - Gnosticism

 

Christianity was not one simple group then, but soon consisted
of a wide variety of groups emphasising different traditions and
aspects. One such group were the Gnostics – themselves a diverse
group who had esoteric beliefs with origins in paganism – but who
began to adopt some of the Christian ideas with their own, creating
a strand of Christian Gnosticism. Valentinus (also spelled
Valentinius) (c.100 - c.160) was the best known, and for a time
most successful, early Christian Gnostic theologian. He founded his
school in Rome and according to Tertullian, Valentinus was a
candidate for the bishop of Rome, but started his own group when
another person was chosen. Valentinus produced a variety of
writings, but only fragments survive, largely those embedded in
refuted quotations in the works of his opponents and there is not
enough here to reconstruct his system except in broad outline. He
taught that there were three kinds of people, the spiritual,
psychical, and material and that only those of a spiritual nature
received the gnosis (knowledge) that allowed them to
return to the divine Pleroma, while those of a psychic nature
(ordinary Christians) would attain a lesser form of salvation and
that those of a material nature (pagans and Jews) were doomed to
perish. A new field in Valentinian studies opened when the Nag
Hammadi library was discovered in Egypt in 1945. Among the very
mixed bag of works classified as Gnostic was a series of writings
which could be associated with Valentinus, particularly the Coptic
text called the Gospel of Truth which bears the same title
reported by Irenaeus as belonging to a text by Valentinus. It is a
declaration of the unknown name of the Father, possession of which
enables the knower to penetrate the veil of ignorance that has
separated all created beings from the Father. It declares Jesus
Christ as Saviour has revealed that name but it does so through a
variety of modes laden with a language of abstract elements.
Besides the Gospel of Truth, there were the proto-Christian Gnostic
Gospel of the Egyptians, The Gospel of the Hebrews and also the
Gospel of Thomas. By definition, these documents were for the
initiated – for those who had sufficiently grown in knowledge and
understanding to be able to receive them. Thus, these documents
were not in popular usage in the church but reserved for an elite
group of esoterically minded Christians within the church. It may
be easy to condemn this approach as elitist and divisive, but there
is a strong tradition in many spiritual disciplines of such a
practice. Even in mainstream Christianity, it was only with the
invention of the printing press and the rise of a reformation
against perceived corruption in the church that brought the Bible
itself both literally into the hands of the layman as well as into
their own language. Previously, the Bible was in the hands of
priests and in Latin rather than the vernacular language of the
people. The gospel phrase: ‘Do not give that which is holy to
dogs’, as well as the whole idea of Elders ruling the church (it is
not democratic), support this idea of hierarchy and to some degree
elitism.

 

It is arguable then that there is another aspect or trend in
early Christianity – that which involves mysticism or esoteric
beliefs, such as that in the development of Christian Gnosticism.
Esoteric means ‘pertaining to the more inward’; mystical, and the
dictionary defines esoteric as information that is understood by a
small group or those specially initiated, or of rare or unusual
interest. Esotericism refers to the holding of secret doctrines,
the practice of limiting knowledge to a small group, or an interest
in items of a special, rare, novel, or unusual quality. Mysticism
is the pursuit of communion with, identity with, or conscious
awareness of God through direct experience, intuition, instinct or
insight. Mysticism usually centres on a practice or practices
intended to nurture such experiences or awareness. Mysticism may be
dualistic - maintaining a distinction between the self and the
divine, or may be non-dualistic – where all things are an
expression of God. Mystical and esoteric beliefs are by no means
limited to Christianity. They are present in Judaism, in the
Kabala, and in Sufism in Islam for example.

 

The gospel of John is sometimes closely associated with this
trend, although, as we have seen, the Apostle Paul also talks about
mystical experience. The authorship of the Gospel of John is
anonymous. John 21 states it derives its authorship from the
testimony of the 'disciple whom Jesus loved'. Along with Peter, the
unnamed disciple is especially close to Jesus and early-church
tradition identified him as John the Apostle, one of Jesus' Twelve
Apostles. The gospel is closely related in style and content to the
three surviving Epistles of John such that some commentators treat
the four books together. According to the majority of modern
scholars, John was not the author of any of these books, although
some prominent scholars believe that the community that it was
written in could have been founded or influenced by him. Some
scholars today believe that parts of John represent an independent
historical tradition from the synoptic gospels, of Matthew Mark and
Luke, while other parts represent later traditions. The Gospel of
John was probably shaped in part by increasing tensions between
synagogue and church, or between those who believed Jesus was the
Messiah and those who did not. By the 2nd century, the two main,
conflicting expressions of Christology were John's Logos theology,
according to which Jesus was the incarnation of God's eternal Word,
and adoptionism, according to which Jesus was ‘adopted’ as God's
Son, this usually being seen as taking place at Jesus’ baptism.
Logos Christology won out over adoptionism in the orthodox
church.

 

The discourses of John seem to be concerned with the actual
issues of the church-and-synagogue debate at the time when the
Gospel was written c. 90 AD. It is notable that in the
gospel of John, the community still appears to define itself
primarily against Judaism, rather than as part of a wider Christian
church. Though Christianity started as a movement within Judaism,
gradually Christians and Jews became bitterly opposed.

 

John presents a higher Christology than Matthew, Mark and Luke,
describing Jesus as the incarnation of the divine Logos through
whom all things were made, as the object of veneration and more
explicitly as God incarnate. Only in John does Jesus talk at length
about himself and his divine role, conversations that are often
shared with the disciples only. Against the other gospels of the
canon, the gospel of John focuses largely on different miracles,
given as signs that are meant to engender faith. Synoptic elements
such as parables and exorcisms are not found in the gospel of John.
John’s gospel presents a realized eschatology in which salvation is
already present for the believer and the gospel includes Gnostic
elements. As such the Gospel of John was the favourite gospel of
Valentinus, a 2nd-century Gnostic leader. A student of Valentinius
claims that Theudas was a student of the Apostle Paul, and in turn
taught Valentinius, which would put Theudas in the late 1st century
if true. His student Heracleon wrote a commentary on the gospel,
the first gospel commentary in Christian history.

 

According to the majority viewpoint, the differences between the
teaching in John and in the synoptic gospels is so great that only
one of the two accounts can be historical, and scholars choose the
Synoptics over John. Some however, maintain that the gospel was
indeed written by the disciple John and that it, like the synoptic
gospels, is historically reliable. Like the previous gospels, it
circulated separately until Irenaeus proclaimed all four gospels to
be scripture. The Church Fathers Polycarp, Ignatius of Antioch, and
Justin Martyr did not mention this gospel, either because they did
not know it or did not approve of it.

 

Gnosticism (Greek: γνῶσις gnōsis, knowledge) refers to
a form of mystic, revealed, esoteric knowledge and this notion of
immediate revelation through divine knowledge seeks to find
absolute transcendence in a Supreme Deity. This concept is very
important in identifying what evidence there is pertaining to
Gnosticism in the New Testament, which would influence orthodox
teaching.

 

Main Gnostic beliefs that differ from Biblical teachings
include:

The creator as a lower being [‘Demiurge’] and not a Supreme
Deity;

Scripture has a deep, hidden meaning whose true message can only
be understood through ‘secret wisdom’.

Jesus is a spirit that ‘seemed’ to be human,

Belief in the incarnation (Docetism).

 

At its core, Gnosticism formed a speculative interest in the
relationship of the Oneness of God to the ‘triplicity’ of his
manifestations. It seems to have taken Neoplatonic metaphysics of
substance and hypostases [‘being’] as a departure point for
interpreting the relationship of the ‘Father’ to the ‘Son’ in its
attempt to define a new theology. This would point to the
theological controversies by Arius against followers of the Greek
Alexandrian school, headed by Athanasius.

 

The ancient Nag Hammadi Library, discovered in Egypt in the
1940s, revealed how varied the Gnostic movement was. The writers of
these manuscripts considered themselves ‘Christians’, but their
syncretistic beliefs borrowed heavily from the Greek philosopher
Plato. The find included the hotly debated Gospel of Thomas, which
parallels some of Jesus’ sayings in the Synoptic Gospels. This may
point to the existence of a postulated lost textual source for the
Gospels of Luke and Matthew, known as the ‘Q’ document. Thus,
modern debate is split between those who see Gnosticism as a
pre-Christian form of ‘theosophy’ and those who see it as a
post-Christian counter-movement.

 

In the New Testament the best known origin story of Gnosticism
comes in the person of Simon Magus [Acts 8 v 9-24]. Although little
is known historically about him, his first disciple is said to have
been Basilides. The epistles to Timothy, written by an unknown
author, contain refutations of ‘false doctrine and myths’ [1
Timothy 1 v 3-5]. The importance placed here, as in most New
Testament scripture, is to uphold the truth since through such
knowledge God hopes for ‘all men’ to be saved [1 Tim 2 v 4]. Paul’s
letters to the Corinthians have much to say regarding false
teachers (2 Corinthians 11 v 4), ‘spiritualists’ [pneumatikos]—1
Corinthians Ch 2 v 14-15: ‘The person without the Spirit does not
accept the things that come from the Spirit of God but considers
them foolishness, and cannot understand them because they are
discerned only through the Spirit. The person with the Spirit makes
judgments about all things, but such a person is not subject to
merely human judgments, for, “Who has known the mind of the Lord so
as to instruct him?”,’ and their gnosis. They warn against the
‘wisdom of the wise’ and their ‘hollow and deceptive philosophy’ 1
Corinthians 1 v 19; 2 v 5. The book of Jude also contains scripture
exhorting believers to seek the true faith (Jude 3).

 

The writings attributed to the Apostle John contain the most
significant amount of content directed at combating the progenitors
of what came to be seen as so called heresies. Most Bible scholars
agree that these were some of the last parts of the New Testament
written and as such, can offer the most insights into a 1st century
perspective. The writer’s repeated adherence to true knowledge
(‘hereby we know’) - inherent in Jesus’ ministry and nature seem to
challenge other speculative and opposing beliefs.

 

It is hard to sift through what actual evidence there is
regarding Gnosticism in the New Testament due to their historical
synchronicity. The Hammadi library find contains Pagan, Jewish,
Greek and early Gnostic influences, further reinforcing the need to
tread lightly. The antiquity of the find being of utmost importance
since it shows primary evidence of texts that may also have
influenced the process of NT canonization.

 

In addition Gnosticism, as time went on, other so-called
‘heresies’ began to arise – in other words, more leaders in the
church began to teach doctrines that did not fit or conform to the
teaching of the Apostles as it was perceived by other leaders. For
example, in the early second century, Marcion held Jesus Christ to
be the son of the Heavenly Father but understood the incarnation in
a docetic manner, i.e. that Christ's body was only an imitation of
a material body. He held that Christ in his crucifixion paid the
debt of sin that humanity owed, absolving humanity and allowing it
to inherit eternal life. Yet paradoxically, despite being
considered heretical, it was Marcion who was the first to propose a
scripture canon: an authoritative set of scriptures that could be
used as a rule of faith and conduct.

 

PROTO-ORTHODOXY, THE QUALIFICATIONS OF DOCUMENTS FOR INCLUSION
IN THE CANON AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF ORTHODOXY

 

These kinds of problems meant that there was also a
proto-orthodox movement within the church|: a group of leaders and
believers who wanted to maintain what they considered to be the
tradition and teaching of Jesus Christ and the first Apostles and
who wanted to establish one, authoritative, uniform teaching and
practice for all the Christian churches. They too produced their
own literature such as Didache, The Epistle of Barnabas, I Clement
and The Shepherd of Hermas. So with all these different documents
and factions within the church, the question became more urgent:
which documents were reliable to use as an authority and guide for
faith? The debate was to prove to be an ongoing one.

 

The principles that would be used for the selection of writings
for inclusion in such a canon began to emerge in the 2nd century.
These were:-



i) Apostolicity – they were written by Apostles.

ii) True doctrine – they reflected the ideas of the Apostles.

iii) Widespread geographical use by the churches.




Thus, the Shepherd of Hermas and I Clement were rejected,
because though they contained true doctrine, they were not written
by Apostles and/or were not widely used.



By the 3rd century, Origen, another of the Church Fathers,
identified three classes of sacred writings:-



i) Those undisputed by the church of God throughout the known
world. Origen included in these the Letter of Barnabas, Didache and
Shepherd of Hermas.

ii) Those writings disputed by some in the churches:

II Peter.

II & III John.

Hebrews.

James.

Jude.

iii) Spurious writings - those not considered to be genuine or what
they claimed to

be, such as the Gospel of the Egyptians.



Eusebius in the 4th century identified matters in the following
way:

i) Some books were universally accepted:




The 4 Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John

Acts of the Apostles

14 letters of Paul, including Hebrews which at that time was
thought to be

        written by him.

I John.

I Peter.




ii) Disputed writings were of two kinds:



a) Those known and accepted by many, such as –



James.

Jude.

II Peter.

II & III John.



b) Those which were called spurious but which were not impious or
foul, such as:




Acts of Paul.

Shepherd of Hermas

Apocalypse of Peter.

Letter of Barnabas.

Didache.

Hebrews, possibly.



iii) Finally there were the heretically spurious writings which
were rejected, such as:




Gospel of Peter.

Acts of John.




Even so, Eusebius felt free to make authoritative use of
disputed writings. Certainly at this time, even three hundred years
after Christ, the idea of a canon or authoritative measure of
sacred writings and the idea of God’s Word of inspired revelation
are not yet considered as the same thing, and even in the 4th
century, churches were still using the Shepherd of Hermas, I
Clement and II Clement.



Athanasius, the 4th century Bishop of Alexandria helped settle the
matter and differences between eastern and western churches were
sorted out at a council of leaders in 397 C.E.. The 27 books of the
New Testament as we know them were accepted at this time.
Nevertheless, in later documents there was still no distinction
between these and other works such as the Letter of Barnabas.



Even at the Protestant Reformation in the 16th and
17th centuries, which was a protest against problems and
corruptions present in the then Roman Catholic Church, the
Reformers again questioned the canon. Martin Luther's principles
were:



i) Apostolicity.

ii) That which leads to Christ.




But since he could not find this latter quality in Hebrews,
James, Jude and Revelation, he rejected them, although he bowed to
tradition and included them at the end of his Bible. Calvin too
rejected some books. All this evaluation and editing of which works
were included in the canon suggests that with more and better
evidence, the Protestant reformers would have continued the
refining of which books and letters should be in the canon and
which of them should be excluded.



ERRORS IN THE SELECTION OF DOCUMENTS

 

Today we know that errors were made in the selection criteria:
modern linguistic analytic techniques have shown that letters that
were thought to be written by Paul were not written by him after
all, and so on. ‘But these critical questions of the authority of
Scripture have dealt less with the canon as such than with the
genuineness of literature – the canon is seen as an historical
record of church opinion. On the other hand, those who accept
inspiration of the New Testament do not connect this closely with
such critical questions, thus for them, the canon is not affected.
Thus doubts, say about the authorship of II Peter does not lead to
moves to have it, and similar books removed from the canon. The
canon rests mainly on tradition and usage.’ (W. F. Adeney in
Dictionary of the Bible (Hastings, J. (Ed)) (1936) T&T Clark
Edinburgh. P.117). The canon of Scripture as we know it, in the
form of the Bible, has been further entrenched and established by
its translation into the common tongue and the invention of
printing. ‘The translation of the Bible into the vernacular of
various languages laid the question of the canon to rest again, by
familiarizing readers with the same series of books in all
variations and editions’. (W. F. Adeney in Dictionary of the Bible
(Hastings, J. (Ed)) (1936) T&T Clark Edinburgh. p.117).

 

REVISING THE CANON

 

Of course, we should note that these qualifications of
Apostolicity, usage and disputed and undisputed writings are not
compound qualities….a piece of writing did not have to fit all
these qualities. Apostolicity of authorship was prime but other
writings are allowed through their popular usage and through their
contents not being disputed. We have then a graded canon, beginning
with those documents that are known to be written by Apostles.
Today this would work out as something like this:

 

I Thessalonians (Apostle Paul)     Circa 50
A.D.

Galatians (Apostle Paul) Circa 50-60 A.D.

I Corinthians (Apostle Paul)  Circa 50-60 A.D.

II Corinthians (Apostle Paul)  Circa 50-60 A.D.

Philemon (Apostle Paul)  Circa 55-60 A.D.

Romans (Apostle Paul) Circa 55-60 A.D.

Philippians (Apostle Paul) Circa 62 A.D.

I John (written by John the apostle) Circa 100-110 A.D

 

Then we would have writings of disputed authorship but being
used by the churches. This would look something like this:

 

? Lost sayings of Gospel Q (Hypothetical)   Circa 40 –
70 A.D.

? Mark (written by John Mark, or anonymous, based on Apostle
Peter)  Circa70-75 A.D.

? Luke (written by Luke the evangelist, or an anonymous
associate of Paul)Circa 80-90 A.D.

? Acts (written by Luke the evangelist, or an anonymous
associate of Paul) Circa 80-90 A.D.

? I Peter  (Apostle peter or Unknown author) Circa 75-112
A.D.

 

Then we would have writings almost certainly or definitely not
written by any Apostles, but rather written by their associates or
close followers, and which are used widely in the churches. This
would look something like this:

 

II Thessalonians (spurious - no consensus as to
authorship)  Circa 50–100 A.D

Hebrews (not by Apostle Paul - anonymous) Circa 63-64 A.D.

James (No consensus as to authorship) Circa 45-100 A.D.

I Timothy (falsely attributed work) Circa 63–100A.D.

Matthew (written by an anonymous Jewish Christian) Circa
70–100A.D.

Jude (No consensus as to authorship) Circa 70–125 A.D

Ephesians (spurious - no consensus as to authorship)  Circa
70–170A.D.

Colossians (No consensus as to authorship) Circa 60–160A.D.

II Peter   (Spurious. No consensus as to authorship)
Circa 65 – 160 A.D.

Revelation (No consensus as to authorship) Circa 80–95 A.D.

Luke (written by Luke the evangelist, or an anonymous associate
of Paul) Circa 80-90

Acts (written by Luke the evangelist, or an anonymous associate
of Paul) Circa 80-90

Titus (falsely attributed work) Circa 80-200 A.D.

1 Clement (Sometime canonical – proto-orthodox) - concerns
division and removal of elders by church at Corinth c. 96
A.D.

John (written by Johannine community based on John the apostle)
Circa 90-100

Gospel of the Ebionites (Written to Jewish Christians) 
Circa 100

Gospel of the Nazareans (Possible original document based on
oral traditions) Circa 100

II John (written by poss. follower of John the apostle) Circa
100-110 A.D

II Timothy (falsely attributed work, follower of Paul) Circa
100-125 A.D.

III John (written by poss. follower of John the apostle) Circa
100-110 A.D

Didache (Proto-orthodox – on the borders of the canon – church
manual)Circa 100 – 120

Shepherd of Hermas (Sometime canonical but not Apostolic) Circa
100-150

Epistle of Barnabas (Sometime canonical – proto-orthodox) Circa
130

 

 

Then we have esoteric/mystical documents. By definition, these
are reserved for Christians ‘in the know’ as it were, for those
attaining insights into higher mysteries of spirituality. By
definition, some of these documents are not widely and popularly
used in the church and are branded as heresies by proto-orthodox
believers. This list would include the Gospel of John and possibly
the book of Revelation as well as those below:

 

Gospel of Thomas (spurious – esoteric – may include sayings of
Jesus not in gospels) Circa 50 –100 or 110-150

Gospel of the Egyptians (Proto- Gnostic) Circa 100 - 150

Gospel of the Hebrews (Proto- Gnostic) Circa 100 - 150

Gospel of Truth (Gnostic/esoteric) Circa 150 - 180

 

Then we have spurious documents both in terms of authorship and
content, which are rejected as forming any sort of orthodox
Apostolic tradition:

 

Preaching of Peter (Apologetic – not canonical- proto
apologetic) Circa 100 – 130

Apocalypse of Peter (spurious)  Circa 110 – 150

Gospel of Peter (spurious)  Circa 150 - 200

And others such as:

Gospel of Philip

The Acts of John

The acts of Thecla

III Corinthians

Paul’s letter to the Laodicians

 

This certainly begins to give us a quite different version of
the Bible from that which Christian Fundamentalists insist on as
the Word of God.

 

BACK TO EARLY WRITINGS

 



 

We can notice that in scheme of dates of the writing of the New
Testament letters and gospels at the start of this study, there is
the suggestion of a proto-gospel, a now lost document which is
referred to by scholars as ‘Q’ from the word ‘Quelle’ - Source. It
is suggested that this document, ‘Q’, forms the basis of the three
synoptic gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke - the three gospels that
are very similar in content. But I want us to note first of all the
wide margin of the date of composition of this document, which is
anywhere between 40 – 80 AD. If we go for the early date then it is
in effect the earliest source document of what we now call the New
Testament. If it is later, then it is a document written at the
same time or even later than Paul’s letters.

 

PAUL AND THE GOSPELS

 

What we can note is that nowhere in his letters does the Apostle
Paul quote from any of the four gospels and neither does he refer
to any earlier gospel that precedes them. This may be because the
gospels were not yet written or at least not in any sort of wide
circulation in the churches. But similarly, the gospels do not
mention Paul’s writings, ending at the death and resurrection of
Jesus Christ. It is true to say that Acts of the Apostles, written
by the writer of Luke’s gospel, does indeed have a lot to say about
the Apostle Paul’s activities. This places the writing of Acts (and
probably Luke’s gospel) sometime after Paul’s Damasacus Road
experience and his three-year stay in Arabia and his fourteen year
period in Cilicia. It also puts the date of its writing sometime
after Paul’s subsequent so called missionary journeys with Acts
culminating in Paul’s ultimate arrest and transportation to Rome.
This must bring us to the period of about 65 AD. So this suggests
that Luke and Acts were written sometime around or after this
period. If Luke is written about 65 A.D, then the proto-gospel ‘Q’
is in existence by this time. This suggests a number of ideas:

 

a)      The writings of Paul are
possibly contemporaneous with and in some cases precede the
proto-gospel Q

b)      They are possibly written for
different audiences: Paul’s letters are written for the new branch
of the Christian church – that made up mainly of Gentiles of
non-Jews. Whereas the proto-gospel ‘Q’ and the synoptic gospels
that follow it  - especially Matthew -may be more directed at
the Jerusalem church – the Jewish Christians.

c)      It is not clear that Paul was
aware of the proto-gospel ‘Q’. If the Apostle Paul knew of such a
gospel, he does not quote it or refer to it at all.

d)      If the writer Luke is
contemporary of Paul, then it may be that Luke has written his
gospel, based on ‘Q’ to be used by Paul in his endeavours of
establishing churches.

 

DIFFERENT STYLES OF WRITING

 

Another quality that we can note is the quite different styles
between the Apostle Paul’s writing and that of the gospels and
Acts. Both the gospels and Acts are a mixture of narratives of
events and quotes or sayings. They are like biographies recording
what happened and some of the things that were said. Paul’s
writings on the other hand have a legal/philosophical quality about
them. They have a similar structure: greetings/introduction,
pertinent theological/philosophical statements, practical
application of those statements, concluding salutations. The
Apostle became aware of problems and issues in a particular church,
such as the division and immorality at Corinth and addressed these
problems firstly by stating formally a theological doctrine and
then practically applying this doctrine to the problem at hand.
This is not surprising because Paul is an expert in religious law -
he has a legal frame of mind. Also he is writing to Gentiles and
not to those steeped in Old Testament or Hebrew tradition. Only
when he is dealing with Jews, such as those trying to reintroduce
circumcision, does he venture into the traditional Jewish
scriptures to explain his position. But in the gospels and
presumably the proto-gospel ’Q’, we do not find such formal
statements and logical setting out of philosophy or doctrine. What
teaching there is tends to be scattered in brief quotes and
especially in parables. Indeed, in the gospels, there is a holding
back of teaching from the Jews which is why parables are used in
the first place – the explanation of the meaning of parables is
given only to a select few close followers – the disciples. We will
come to gospel teaching a little later in this study. But for now,
let’s note that one area of commonality is the Lord’s supper. It
appears in the gospels like this:

 

Luke 22 v 19 – 20:

 

And he took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to
them, saying, “This is my body [given for you]; do this in
remembrance of me.” In the same way, after the supper he took the
cup, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, [which is
poured out for you].

 

Mark 14 v 22 – 24:

 

While they were eating, Jesus took bread, and when he had given
thanks, he broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying, “Take it;
this is my body.” Then he took a cup, and when he had given thanks,
he gave it to them, and they all drank from it. “This is my blood
of the [new] covenant, which is poured out for many,” he said to
them. “Truly I tell you, I will not drink again from the fruit of
the vine until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of
God.”

 

Matthew 26 v 26 – 28:

 

While they were eating, Jesus took bread, and when he had given
thanks, he broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying, “Take and
eat; this is my body.” Then he took a cup, and when he had given
thanks, he gave it to them, saying, “Drink from it, all of you.
This is my blood of the [new] covenant, which is poured out for
many for the forgiveness of sins. I tell you, I will not drink from
this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it
new with you in my Father’s kingdom.”

 

In the Apostle Paul’s writings, it looks like this:

 

I Corinthians 11 v 23 – 26:

 

For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The
Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he
had given thanks, he broke it and said, “This is my body, which is
for you; do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way, after
supper he took the cup, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my
blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.” For
whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the
Lord’s death until he comes.

 

For our purposes we can note that Paul says he ‘received [this]
from the Lord’ Paul does not seem to be quoting the gospels or the
proto-gospel ‘Q’. The intimation again is that he received this by
immediate teaching from God, since he uses the same terminology as
he does in his letter to the Galatians where he stresses that he
did not consult with the other disciples.

 

THE VICTORY OF PROTO-ORTHODOXY AND SUPRESSION OF DISSENTING
VOICES

 

So we are left with a canon of scripture that is at least
somewhat selective and blinkered; and which ignores or negates
alternative opinions of the time. It is a canon that we now know
contains spurious documents. If the proto-orthodox group had not
won the victory in this battle, and say, the Gnostics had won –
which at one point they nearly did – then what a different
Christianity we would have and what a different set of scripture
writings we would have. The picture of Jesus that we have is the
picture filtered down through orthodoxy, excommunications and the
punishment of heresy or deviation from this orthodoxy. So what can
we say about the person of Jesus. What might modern scholarship
tell us in these times where religious inquisitions are a thing of
the past?

 

A QUICK SUMMARY

 

It does appear that the whole basis of the Apostle Paul’s
teaching and calling to be an Apostle is based on his mystical or
immediate experiences of the Divine. His skills and background as a
Jewish religious lawyer and as a Roman citizen make him uniquely
placed to present this Judeo-Christian message to the Gentiles. We
have some authentic letters and documents written by him so that
his received teaching is set out in a lawyer-like formal way as a
systematic, interrelated set of propositions and principles that
have practical applications. With regard to his message, he checked
with his Jewish contemporaries, the disciples who knew Jesus and
who had founded the Jewish branch of the Christian church, that he
was not hopelessly mistaken or in error. They approved of his
message and mission to the Gentiles. What we get from Paul then is
a particular aspect or perspective concerning Jesus Christ, where,
following Paul’s dramatic experience on the Damascus Road and
further immediate revelations, Jesus and his life, death and
resurrection are incorporated into the grand scheme of Judaic
thought, practice and tradition in a formal, philosophical way,
which includes the transcending and the leaving wholesale of the
Jewish legal traditions. There is no evidence that Paul ever met
Jesus prior to his crucifixion and as he says himself, he did not
obtain his ideas by consulting with the Jewish Christian leaders.
In this, he follows a tradition of mysticism whereby it is the
content of the mystical experience itself that generates and frames
a subsequent religious philosophy or theology. This theology is one
of a number of different Christian viewpoints existing at the time
and it happens to be the one, along with the same basic message of
the Jewish Christians at Jerusalem that becomes established over
the centuries as the one, right belief. A strong and militant
proto-orthodox group within the newly emerging Christianity embarks
upon extinguishing any alternative theologies and philosophies,
such that these alternatives are driven underground and/or die out
– their followers being charged with heresy and possibly being
excommunicated or even martyred; and their writings confiscated and
burned.

 

SOME KEY ASPECTS OF THE COMMON MESSAGE OF THE APOSTLES IN THE
ORTHODOX CANONICAL DOCUMENTS

 

Jesus is God’s servant, the Righteous One – (for the Jews) - the
promised Messiah

Jesus Christ is God’s Son. – (for the Gentiles)

Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures (for the
Jews)

Jesus died and he was buried.

He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures (for
the Jews)

But God raised him from the dead and we are witnesses of this
(for the gentiles)

Repent of your sins, have a new mind and turn to God

Demonstrate repentance by your deeds.

He will again send you Jesus who must remain in heaven until the
time for the final restoration of all things.

God is a judge of the whole world and he will judge the world by
a man

He has appointed a time for judgement

He has given proof of the coming judgement to all men or
nations

Jesus Christ's resurrection from the dead is the proof and we
are witnesses of this

 

Certainly the resurrection of Jesus is absolutely vital to the
tradition of the apostles. The resurrection is central to Paul's
philosophy and faith. He says himself: ‘If there is no resurrection
of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised. And if Christ
has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.
More than that, we are then found to be false witnesses about God, for
we have testified about God that he raised Christ from the dead.
But he did not raise him if in fact the dead are not raised. For if
the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised either.
And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are
still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in
Christ are lost. If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we
are of all people most to be pitied. (I Corinthians 15 v 14 -19).
Why does Paul stand in jeopardy every hour if there is no
resurrection? What advantage does he have in fighting beasts at
Ephesus if there is no resurrection? Paul says, if there is no
resurrection, then let us eat drink and be merry, for tomorrow we
die. If there is no resurrection, let us get the most enjoyment and
pleasure out of life that we can, while we can, because tomorrow we
die, and have nothing. (I Corinthians 15 v 30-32).

 

The person of Jesus is central in both the Jewish and Gentile
early church. Jesus is not portrayed as just a religious teacher or
spiritual philosopher, but as a special, righteous person, favoured
by God who by his death has obtained deliverance from sin. More
than this he was raised from the dead and will return as the Judge
of all people. Extraordinary claims that mean that we have to go
back in time a little further to consider Jesus himself and his
ministry.

 

INFORMATION ABOUT JESUS CHRIST

 

We can see from the modified list of Scripture documents that we
made earlier that:

a)      Jesus himself did not write any
documents outlining his life or teaching

b)      It is at best dubious whether
many of his immediate disciples/Apostles wrote anything concerning
the life and teaching of Jesus

c)      The documents that we do have
are written thirty or forty years after his death at least,
probably either by the disciples or more likely by their
followers.

d)      Some of these documents may be
based on oral traditions – on teaching and descriptions handed down
by word of mouth.

e)      Some of these documents may be
based on a source document (Q): an idea which is purely
hypothetical as no proof of its existence has been found.

 

So, it is from these kinds of sources and from scholarly
research, that we can build up some kind of description of what
Jesus did and taught. Again, we should note that this is quite a
different kind of approach to that of Christian Fundamentalists,
who would say that Mark, a follower of Jesus wrote Mark’s gospel,
and that Matthew, a follower and witness of Jesus, called to be an
Apostle, wrote Matthew’s Gospel and so on.

 

JESUS - THE MESSIAH

 

Jesus of Nazareth was born in what in effect 5 BC due to
inadequacies and errors in the construction of the calendar that we
use today. He lived for about thirty five years or until
c. 30 AD. Commonly known as Jesus Christ or simply Jesus,
he is the central figure of Christianity. Christians view him as
the Messiah, which means “anointed”. Messiah is a term used in
Judaism, Christianity and Islam for the redeemer figure expected in
one form or another by each religion. More loosely, the term
messiah denotes any redeemer figure and the adjective messianic is
used in a broad sense to refer to beliefs or theories about an
eschatological improvement of the state of humanity or the world,
that is a figure concerned with what are believed to be the final
events in history, or the ultimate destiny of humanity. The word
Messiah is used in the Old Testament to describe priests and kings,
who were traditionally anointed with holy anointing oil as
described in Exodus 30 v 22-25. For example, Cyrus the Great, the
king of Persia, though not a Hebrew, is referred to as "God's
anointed" (messiah). To anoint is to pour onto or smear a person
with perfumed oil, milk, water, melted butter or other substances,
a process employed ritually by many religions. People and things
are anointed to symbolize the introduction of a sacramental or
divine influence, a holy emanation, spirit, power or god. In later
Jewish messianic tradition and eschatology, messiah refers to a
leader anointed by God, and in some cases, a future King of Israel,
physically descended from the Davidic line, who will rule the
people of the united tribes of Israel and herald the Messianic Age
of global peace. In Judaism, the Messiah is not considered to be
God or a Son of God. The translation of the Hebrew word
Mašíaḥ as Χριστός (Khristós) in the Greek
Septuagint, the oldest of several ancient translations of the
Hebrew Bible into Greek, became the accepted Christian designation
and title of Jesus of Nazareth, indicative of the principal
character and function of his ministry, thus Jesus ‘Christ’, or
Jesus ‘messiah’. Christians view Jesus as the Messiah foretold in
the Old Testament and as the Son of God who provides salvation and
reconciliation with God to humankind by dying for their sins, then
rising from the dead.

 

CANONICAL AND NON-CANONICAL SOURCES OF INFORMATION

 

The principal sources of information regarding Jesus' life and
teachings are the four canonical gospels, especially the Synoptic
Gospels, though some scholars believe non-canonical texts such as
the Gospel of Thomas are also very valuable. The Gospel of
Thomas is very different in tone and structure from the
synoptic Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke and from the fourth
gospel of John. Unlike the canonical Gospels, it is not a narrative
account of the life of Jesus; but instead it consists of sayings
attributed to Jesus, sometimes stand-alone sayings, sometimes
sayings embedded in short dialogues or parables. The text contains
a possible allusion to the death of Jesus in saying 65, but doesn't
mention crucifixion, resurrection, or Final Judgment; nor does it
mention a messianic understanding of Jesus. Since its discovery,
many scholars see it as a proof for the existence of the so-called
hypothetical ‘Q’ proto-gospel, which might have been very similar
in its form - as a collection of sayings of Jesus without any
accounts of his deeds or his life and death, a so-called "sayings
gospel". The Gospel according to the Hebrews is also relevant. The
Gospel according to the Hebrews commonly shortened to the
Gospel of the Hebrews, or simply the Hebrew
Gospel is a lost gospel preserved in fragments within the
writings of the early Church Fathers. This non-Canonical Gospel
gives an account of the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth. It
details his story from the events of his baptism to his
resurrection. It is controversial because it casts doubt upon the
virgin birth and other teachings of the orthodox and Catholic
churches. It is also said to be written by Matthew and is the only
one of the Jewish Gospels to be included in the Early Church
Catalogues. It is subject to heated and ongoing scholarly
debate.

 

A BIBLICAL OUTLINE OF JESUS

 

Most critical scholars in biblical studies believe that other
parts of the New Testament are also useful for reconstructing
Jesus' life, agreeing that:

Jesus was a Jew

Regarded as a teacher and healer,

Baptized by John the Baptist

Was crucified in Jerusalem on the orders of the Roman Prefect of
Judaea, Pontius Pilate, on the charge of sedition against the Roman
Empire.

 

A BIBLE SCHOLAR OUTLINE OF JESUS

 

Critical Biblical scholars and historians have offered competing
descriptions of Jesus as:

A self-described messiah

The leader of an apocalyptic movement

An itinerant sage

A charismatic healer

The founder of an independent religious movement.

 

THE HISTORICAL JESUS

 

Most contemporary scholars of the historical Jesus consider him
to have been an independent, charismatic founder of a Jewish
restoration movement, anticipating an imminent apocalypse. The term
‘historical Jesus’ refers to scholarly reconstructions of the
1st-century figure Jesus of Nazareth. These reconstructions are
based upon historical methods including critical analysis of gospel
texts as the primary source for his biography, along with
consideration of the historical and cultural context in which he
lived. The quest for the historical Jesus operates under the
premise that the New Testament does not necessarily give a
historical picture of the life of Jesus. The biblical description
of Jesus is sometimes referred to as the Christ of Faith in this
context. The Historical Jesus is thus based on the ancient
evidence for his life, supplemented by materials uncovered more
recently, such as fragments of the Gospels. Therefore the
historical Jesus is constantly evolving as new evidence is being
uncovered. The purpose of research into the Historical Jesus is to
examine the evidence from diverse sources and critically bring it
together in order to create a composite picture of Jesus. Use of
the term the Historical Jesus implies that the figure thus
reconstructed will differ from that presented in the teaching of
church councils ("the dogmatic Christ"). It will also sometimes
differ from representations of Jesus in other Christian traditions,
or in Jewish, Muslim or Hindu beliefs.

 

THE HISTORICAL JESUS

 

Historical Jesus scholars typically contend that:

He was a Galilean Jew

He lived in a time of messianic and apocalyptic expectations

He was baptized by John the Baptist

He followed the example of John the Baptist

After John was executed, Jesus began his own preaching in
Galilee for only about two to three years prior to his death.

He preached

salvation,

everlasting life,

cleansing from sins,

and the Kingdom of God, with some scholars crediting the
apocalyptic


           
           
declarations of the Gospels to Jesus, while other scholars portray
the

 Kingdom of God as a moral one, and not apocalyptic in
nature,

 contending that Jesus' ‘Kingdom of God’ meant radical
personal and

 social transformation instead of a future apocalypse.

He taught using parables with startling imagery

He was a teacher

He was a faith healer.

He sent his disciples out to heal and to preach the Kingdom of
God.

Later, he travelled to Jerusalem in Judea

He caused a disturbance at the Temple at the time of Passover,
when political and

 
           
religious tensions were high in Jerusalem.

The temple guards (believed to be Sadducees) arrested him

He was turned over to Pontius Pilate for execution.

The movement that Jesus had started survived his death

It was carried on by his brother James the Just and also by

   the disciples/apostles

The apostles proclaimed the resurrection of Jesus.

 

According to the New Testament:

After the Romans crucified Jesus, he was buried in a new tomb
but he rose from the dead

Jesus then appeared to many people over a span of forty days

Jesus then returned to heaven (Ascension).

 

THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS

 

In Christianity the resurrection of Jesus refers to the return
to bodily life of Jesus three days after his death by crucifixion.
As we have already seen, it is a key element of Christian faith and
theology and absolutely central to the thinking of the Apostle
Paul. Christians understand that in several episodes in the
canonical Gospels, Jesus foretells of his coming death and
resurrection and states that it was based on the plan of God the
Father. Christians view the resurrection of Jesus as part of the
plan of salvation: that is of delivering people from the penalties
incurred by our sin and transgression against a morally pure God.
The English word redemption means to 'repurchase' or 'buy back' and
in the Old Testament referred to the ransom of slaves (Exodus 21 v
8). In the New Testament the redemption word group is used to refer
both to deliverance from sin and freedom from captivity. Therefore
for Christians, the death of Jesus pays the price of a ransom,
releasing Christians from bondage to sin and death.

 

However, scholars debate the origin of the resurrection
narratives. Some contemporary scholars consider the accounts of
Jesus' resurrection to have derived from the experiences of Jesus'
followers and of the Apostle Paul.

 

JEWISH AND GENTILE CHRISTIANITY

 

The ideas of the virgin birth and the resurrection developed
into the Christianity of the first and second centuries. As we have
already seen, this appears to start as a Judaic/Christian movement
and then, under the Apostle Paul, incorporates non-Jews or
Gentiles, and these two aspects of the church eventually split. The
split between Pharisaic/Rabbinic Judaism and Early/Proto-orthodox
Christianity is commonly attributed to: the Rejection of Jesus c.30
AD; the Council of Jerusalem c.50 AD; the Destruction of the Second
Temple in 70AD; the postulated Council of Jamnia c.90AD; and/or the
Bar Kokhba revolt of 132–135 AD. However, rather than a sudden
split, there was a slowly growing chasm between Gentile Christians
and Jewish Christians in the first centuries of the Christian
church. Even though it is commonly accepted that the Apostle Paul
established the Gentile church, it took centuries for a complete
break to manifest.

 

For centuries, the traditional understanding has been that
Judaism came before Christianity and that Christianity separated
from Judaism some time after the destruction of the Second Temple.
Recently, scholars have begun to recognize that the historical
picture is quite a bit more complicated than that. In the first
century, many Jewish sects existed in competition with each other.
The sects which eventually became Rabbinic Judaism and
Proto-orthodox Christianity were but two of these. Some scholars
have begun to propose a model which envisions a twin birth of
Proto-Orthodox Christianity and Rabbinic Judaism rather than a
separation of the former from the latter. For example, Robert
Goldenberg asserts that it is increasingly accepted among scholars
that ‘at the end of the 1st century AD there were not yet two
separate religions called ‘Judaism’ and ‘Christianity’.’.

 

Daniel Boyarin proposes a revised understanding of the
interactions between nascent Christianity and nascent Judaism in
late antiquity which views the two ‘new’ religions as intensely and
complexly intertwined throughout this period. Boyarin writes: ‘for
at least the first three centuries of their common lives, Judaism
in all of its forms and Christianity in all of its forms were part
of one complex religious family, twins in a womb, contending with
each other for identity and precedence, but sharing with each other
the same spiritual food, as well’.

 

Without the power of the orthodox church or the Rabbis within
this aspect of Judaism who could declare people to be ‘heretics’
and thus outside the system, it remained impossible to declare in
experience who was a Jew and who was a Christian. At least as
interesting and significant, it seems more and more clear that it
is frequently impossible to tell a Jewish scriptural text from a
Christian one. The borders are fuzzy, and this has consequences:
religious ideas and innovations can cross borders in both
directions.’

 

TRADITIONAL IDEAS ABOUT JESUS

 

Christians traditionally believe that Jesus (the Jesus of faith)
was born of a virgin, performed miracles, founded the Church, rose
from the dead, and ascended into heaven, from which he will return.
Most Christian scholars today present Jesus as the awaited Messiah
and as God, arguing that he fulfilled many Messianic prophecies of
the Old Testament. The majority of Christians worship Jesus as the
incarnation of God the Son, of the divine Trinity.

 

A) THE INCARNATION AND VIRGIN BIRTH

 

The Incarnation is the belief that Jesus is the second person in
the three-person Christian Godhead, so that Jesus is also known as
‘God the Son’ or the ‘Logos’ (Word), which ‘became flesh’ when he
was miraculously conceived in the womb of the Virgin Mary. This is
something certainly portrayed in the canonical gospels and in the
writings of Paul.

 

References to the virgin birth are found in:

 

Matthew 1 v 22-24:

 

All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had said through the
prophet: “The virgin [a virgin


	a marriageable maiden

	a woman who has never had sexual intercourse with a man

	one's marriageable daughter]



will conceive
and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” (which
means ‘God with us’).  When Joseph woke up, he did
what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as
his wife.

Luke 1 v 30-35:

 

But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary; you have
found favour with God. You will conceive and give birth to a son,
and you are to call him Jesus. He will be great and will be called
the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of
his father David, and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants
forever; his kingdom will never end.”

“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” [I know not a
man - Jewish idiom for sexual intercourse between a man and a
woman]

The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the
power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be
born will be called the Son of God.

 

The earliest gospel, Mark, makes no reference to the virgin
birth at all but begins with the baptism of Jesus. (Mark 1), and
neither does John’s gospel. As we have seen, the virgin birth is
denied in the Gospel of Thomas.

 

With regards to incarnation, we find:

 

Matthew 1 v 23:

 

‘and they will call him Immanuel” (which means ‘God with us’)’.
So this is not really a statement about incarnation but rather
about God being ‘with’ a person, in this case, being with
Jesus.

 

Luke 1 v 30-35:

 

‘He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High….
The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power of the Most High
will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the
Son of God.’ Here, Jesus is called the Son of God because of the
virgin birth and that therefore the child is the result of the
‘overshadowing’ and power of the Holy Spirit of God.

 

By the later time of John’s more transcendent gospel we
have:

 

John 1 v 14:

 

The Word became
flesh and made his dwelling among us.

 

The Apostle Paul also makes reference to the Incarnation:

 

Romans 8 v 3:

 

For what the law was powerless to do because it was weakened by
the flesh, God did by sending his own Son in the
likeness [that which has been made after the likeness of
something, a figure, image, likeness, representation, likeness i.e.
resemblance, such as amounts almost to equality or identity]
of sinful flesh to
be a sin offering.

 

And again:

Philippians 2 v 6-8:

Who, being in very
nature God, did not consider equality with God something to
be used to his own advantage; rather, he made himself nothing by
taking the very nature of a servant, being made [to become, i.e. to
come into existence, begin to be, receive being


	to become, i.e. to come to pass, happen

	of events





	to arise, appear in history, come upon the stage

	of men appearing in public





	to be made, finished

	of miracles, to be performed, wrought





	to become, be made]



in human
likeness. [that which has been made after the likeness of
something


	a figure, image, likeness, representation

	likeness i.e. resemblance, such as amounts almost to equality
or identity]



And being found in
appearance [Schema: fashion, appearance, the habitus, as
comprising everything in a person which strikes the senses, the
figure, bearing, discourse, actions, manner of life etc.]
as a man, he
humbled himself by becoming obedient to death…

 

The word Incarnate derives from (in=in or into, caro,
carnis=flesh) meaning ‘to make into flesh’ or ‘to become flesh’.
The incarnation later becomes a fundamental theological teaching of
orthodox (Nicene) Christianity, based on its understanding of the
New Testament. The incarnation represents the belief that Jesus,
who is the non-created second hypostasis of a triune God, took on a
human body and nature and became both man and God. In the
Incarnation, as traditionally defined, the divine nature of the Son
was joined but not mixed with human nature in one divine Person,
Jesus Christ, who was both ‘truly God and truly man’.

 

The incarnation and virgin birth are important to the Apostle
Paul because sin is far more than just a failing to reach a
standard set by the commandments and law of a morally pure God: sin
is a law, or better, a principle, or as the Apostle Paul put it, a
craving in our very physical nature, in our bodies, in our flesh.
This craving, this inclination or disposition of our flesh leads to
desires, passions and thoughts that are in error, that miss the
standard or mark of thought and behaviour for which we were created
and which lead us to be in opposition to God. Thus, says Paul, we
are slaves to our sinful nature: to physical flesh that has a law
or principle of desire and craving that leads us to miss the mark
(sin) and to disobedience of God’s commands and law
(transgression). Because this principle or law is present in our
flesh, every part of us is affected and we are slaves to it. Thus
we have totally pervasive sin because:



a) The law or principle of sin is in our physical flesh, it affects
our whole body; but it is not absolute as regards degree: we are
not as totally wicked and depraved as we can be.

b) The law or principle of sin affects every person – all have
sinned and fallen short of the mark.

 

For Paul and certain other Christians, the virgin birth and
Incarnation means that, Jesus Christ does not inherit this sinful,
human nature, thus enabling him to be God’s acceptable sacrifice
for sin. This is central to the traditional, orthodox faith held by
most Christians.

 

NON-ORTHODOX VIEWS OF THE BIRTH OF JESUS

 

There are alternative views on the subject of both the
Incarnation and the Trinity. It has been claimed that the rivalry
that developed between Gentile Christians and Jewish Christians
brought about the intentional destruction of Hebrew texts. The
doctrinal or theological reason for this centred on a view called
Adoptionism. This adoptionist theology was a minority Hebrew
Christian belief that:

a)      Jesus was merely human, being
born of a physical union between Joseph and Mary.

b)      He only became divine, by
adoption at his baptism, being chosen because of his sinless
devotion to the will of God.

 

The Adoptionist view may date back almost to the time of Jesus
and the reconciling of the the claims that Jesus was the Son of God
with the radical monotheism of Judaism. Both the primary gospels
i.e. (the Gospel of the Hebrews and the Gospel of
Mark) had similar adoptionist views of the incarnation, but
the Gospel of the Hebrews was the most radical. Jesus was
seen to be ‘adopted’ at his baptism when the voice from heaven
declared: "You are my beloved Son, this day have I begotten
you".

 

Adoptionism then, (sometimes called dynamic monarchianism), is a
minority Christian belief that Jesus was born of Joseph and Mary in
the normal way. Jesus was adopted as God's son (Son of God) at his
baptism. By Jewish-Christian accounts, Jesus was chosen because of
his sinless devotion to the will of God. Early Jewish Christians
understood Jesus as the Messiah and the Son of God in terms of the
anointing at his baptism which some see as in line with the radical
monotheism of 1st century Judaism. The Jewish-Christian Gospels
make no mention of a supernatural birth, but rather, they detail
his experience in the River Jordan. Some scholars see Adoptionist
concepts in the Gospel of Mark and in the writings of the Apostle
Paul. Mark has Jesus as the Son of God, occurring at the strategic
points of Mark 1 v 1 (‘The beginning of the gospel about Jesus
Christ, the Son of God’), but not in all versions, and Mark 15 v 39
(‘Surely this man was the Son of God!’), but the virgin birth of
Jesus has not been developed. By the time the Gospels of Luke and
Matthew were written however, Jesus is portrayed as being the Son
of God from the time of birth, and finally the Gospel of John
portrays the Son as existing ‘in the beginning’.

 

Adoptionism (or dynamic monarchianism) holds that God is one
being, above all else, wholly indivisible and of one nature. It
reconciles the problem of the Trinity (or at least Jesus) by
holding that the Son was not co-eternal with the Father, and that
Jesus the Christ was essentially granted godhood (adopted) for the
plans of God and for his own perfect life and works. Different
flavours of adoptionism hold that Jesus was ‘adopted’ either at the
time of his baptism or at his ascension. An early exponent of this
belief was Theodotus of Byzantium.

By the end of the 2nd century however, Adoptionism was declared
a heresy and was formally rejected by the First Council of Nicaea
(325 AD), where the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity was written
and which also identified Jesus as eternally begotten of God. The
Roman Emperor Constantine fostered the faith as an imperial
religion.

 

Modalism (or modalistic monarchianism) considers God to be one
person appearing and working in the different ‘modes’ of the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The chief proponent of
modalism was Sabellius, hence the view is commonly called
Sabellianism. It has also been labeled Patripassianism by
its opponents, because it purports that the Person of God the
Heavenly Father suffered on the cross.

 

B) THE TRINITY

 

As we can see, orthodox views of the incarnation are closely
related to the idea of the Trinity: that God exists as one God in
Three Person – Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The Christian doctrine
of the Trinity is considered as one of the most important in the
Christian faith. It declares the unity of Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit as three persons (Greek: hypostases) in one divine Being
(Greek: Ousia), called the Godhead. Saying that God exists as three
persons but is one God means that God the Son and God the Holy
Spirit have exactly the same nature or being as God the Father in
every way. Whatever attributes and power God the Father has, God
the Son and God the Holy Spirit have as well. Thus, God the Son and
God the Holy Spirit are also eternal, omnipresent, omnipotent,
infinitely wise, infinitely holy, infinitely loving,
omniscient.

 

NON-ORTHODOX VIEWS OF GOD

 

As already indicated however, a few Christian groups reject
Trinitarianism wholly or partly, believing it to be non-scriptural.
Non-Trinitarian persons and groups do not generally use the term
non-Trinitarian to describe themselves. Unitarians have
adopted a name that speaks of their belief in God as subsisting in
a theological or cosmic unity. Modern non-trinitarian views differ
widely on the nature of God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit. Various
non-trinitarian views, such as Adoptionism, Monarchianism, and
Arianism, existed prior to the formal definition of the Trinity
doctrine in AD 325.

 

Arianism is the theological teaching attributed to Arius (c.
250–336 AD), a Christian Elder from Alexandria, Egypt, which
concerns the relationship of the entities of the Trinity ('God the
Father', 'God the Son' and 'God the Holy Spirit') and the precise
nature of the Son of God. Deemed a ‘heretic’ by the First Council
of Nicaea of 325, Arius was later exonerated in 335 at the First
Synod of Tyre, and then, after his death, pronounced a ‘heretic’
again at the First Council of Constantinople of 381. The Roman
Emperors Constantius II (337–361) and Valens (364–378) were Arians
or Semi-Arians. The Arian concept of Jesus Christ is that the Son
of God did not always exist, but was created by—and is therefore
distinct from and inferior to—God the Father. This belief is
grounded in John 14 v 28 ‘Ye have heard how I said unto you, I go
away, and come again unto you. If ye loved me, ye would rejoice,
because I said, I go unto the Father: for my Father is greater than
I.’

 

Arianism is also often used to refer to other theological
systems of the 4th century, which regarded Jesus Christ—the Son of
God, the Logos—as either a created being (as in Arianism proper and
Anomoeanism), or as neither uncreated nor created in the sense
other beings are created (as in Semi-Arianism).

 

Non-trinitarianism was later renewed in the Gnosticism of the
Cathars in the 11th through to the 13th centuries, and in the Age
of Enlightenment of the 18th century, and in some groups arising
during the Second Great Awakening of the 19th century. In recent
decades, an alternative doctrine known as ‘Oneness’ has been
espoused among various Pentecostal groups, but has been rejected by
the remainder of Christendom. Oneness Pentecostalism (also known as
Jesus' Name or Apostolic Pentecostalism) refers to a grouping of
denominations and believers within Pentecostal Christianity, all of
whom subscribe to the theological doctrine of Oneness. This
movement first emerged around 1914 as the result of doctrinal
disputes within the nascent Pentecostal movement and claims an
estimated 24 million adherents today. Oneness Pentecostalism
derives its distinctive name from its teaching on the Godhead,
which is popularly referred to as the Oneness doctrine.
This doctrine states that there is one God, a singular spirit who
manifests himself in many different ways, including as Father, Son
and Holy Spirit. This stands in sharp contrast to the doctrine of
three distinct and eternal ‘persons’ posited by Trinitarian
theology. Oneness believers baptize in the name of Jesus Christ,
commonly referred to as Jesus-name baptism, rather than using the
Trinitarian formula.

 

However, by the fourth century an orthodox view was established.
These alternative viewpoints on the virgin birth, incarnation and
trinity were eliminated or driven underground by a mixture of
polemical treatises which came from all sides but which the
proto-orthodox camp won. Orthodox Christian leaders ordered that
writings that were considered spurious or heretical were to be
burned and those people not conforming to the emerging orthodoxy or
‘one belief’ were deprived of church office and/or excommunicated.
The new orthodoxy or one belief is summed up in the creeds that
began to emerge at this time – succinct statements outlining the
main beliefs.

 

ORTHODOX CREED

 

We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, the maker of heaven
and earth, of things visible and invisible.

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the begotten of
God the Father, the Only-begotten, that is of the essence of the
Father.

God of God, Light of Light, true God of true God, begotten and
not made; of the very same nature of the Father, by Whom all things
came into being, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible.

Who for us humanity and for our salvation came down from heaven,
was incarnate, was made human, was born perfectly of the holy
virgin Mary by the Holy Spirit.

By whom He took body, soul, and mind, and everything that is in
man, truly and not in semblance.

He suffered, was crucified, was buried, rose again on the third
day, ascended into heaven with the same body, [and] sat at the
right hand of the Father.

He is to come with the same body and with the glory of the
Father, to judge the living and the dead; of His kingdom there is
no end.

We believe in the Holy Spirit, in the uncreated and the perfect;
Who spoke through the Law, prophets, and Gospels; Who came down
upon the Jordan, preached through the apostles, and lived in the
saints.

We believe also in only One, Universal, Apostolic, and [Holy]
Church; in one baptism in repentance, for the remission, and
forgiveness of sins; and in the resurrection of the dead, in the
everlasting judgement of souls and bodies, and the Kingdom of
Heaven and in the everlasting life.

 

THE VIEWS OF OTHER RELIGIONS ABOUT JESUS

 

However, other religions took different views of Jesus:

 

Judaism rejects assertions that Jesus was the awaited Messiah,
arguing that he did not fulfil the Messianic prophecies in the
Tanakh.

 

The Qur'an, considered by Muslims to be God's final and
authoritative revelation to humankind, mentions Jesus twenty-five
times. In Islam, Jesus (Arabic: عيسى‎, commonly transliterated as
Isa) is considered one of God's important prophets: a bringer of
scripture, a Messenger of God who was sent to guide the Children of
Israel. To aid in his ministry to the Jewish people, Jesus was
given the ability to perform miracles, all by the permission of God
rather than of his own power. For Muslims, Jesus is the product of
a virgin birth; but did not experience a crucifixion but rather he
was ascended to heaven. Islam and the Baha'i Faith both use the
title ‘Messiah’ for Jesus, although this particular term does not
correspond with the meaning given to it by Christians. Islam
rejects the Christian view that Jesus was God incarnate or the son
of God, that he was ever crucified or resurrected, or that he ever
atoned for the sins of mankind. The Qur'an emphasizes that Jesus
himself never claimed any of these things, and it furthermore
indicates that Jesus will deny having ever claimed divinity at the
Last Judgment, and Allah will vindicate him. Rather, the Qur'an
emphasizes that Jesus was a mortal human being who, like all other
prophets, had been divinely chosen to spread God's message. Islamic
texts forbid the association of partners with God (shirk),
emphasizing a strict notion of monotheism; i.e., God's divine
oneness (tawhīd). Islamic tradition holds the view that
Jesus will again return to Earth in end times after the arrival of
Imam Mahdi to defeat the ‘great deceiver’ i.e. Dajjal (false
messiah). Jesus is considered honoured in this world and in the
Hereafter, and he is one of those brought nearest to God. As a
result, Islam teaches Muslims to love Jesus, honour him, and
believe in him. Like all prophets in Islam, Jesus is considered to
have been a Muslim by the term's definition; i.e., one who submits
to the will of God, as he preached that his followers should adopt
the ‘straight path’ as commanded by God.

 

Hinduism and Buddhism see Jesus as an Avatar of god.  In
Hinduism, Avatar or Avatāra refers to a deliberate descent of a
deity (an incarnation of a deva (god) from heaven to earth, or a
descent of the Supreme Being and is mostly translated into English
as ‘incarnation’, but more accurately as ‘appearance’ or
‘manifestation’.

 

Traditionally, Buddhists as a group take no particular view on
Jesus. However, some scholars have noted similarities between the
life and teachings of Gautama Buddha and Jesus. These similarities
might be attributed to Buddhist missionaries sent as early as
Emperor Ashoka around 250 BC in many of the Greek Seleucid kingdoms
that existed then and then later became the same regions that
Christianity began. To the extent that Buddhists and Christians
were exposed to each other, individual Buddhists may have had
positive or negative impressions of Jesus depending on their
individual inclinations.

 

WHAT DID JESUS TEACH?

 

Can we glean any clues about Jesus in what records we have about
Jesus’ teachings?

What did Jesus teach about himself? Again, we must remember that
these accounts are almost certainly second or third hand at least –
Jesus did not write any documents himself and the gospels are not
written by his immediate disciples, but are written by followers
thirty to forty years after his death.

 

As well as more general sermons, such as the Sermons on the
Mount and on the Plain, which touch briefly on several different
topics, the Biblical narrative portrays Jesus as having
concentrated on particular themes and topics. The biblical
narrative of the Synoptic Gospels mentions and gives details of
several instances in which these subjects are more specifically
discussed; the Gospel of John appears less interested in the
teachings, concentrating instead more on Jesus' life and
attributing various miracles to him. For a fuller overview see
Addenda 1 at the end of this study, but for now, we may say that
these themes include:

 

a) Ethics and morality

 

When asked what is the greatest commandment, Jesus is portrayed
by Mark 12 v 2 and Matthew 22 v 34-40 as stating that the first two
commandments and the greatest, are:


	One should love God with one's entire heart, soul,
mind, and strength

	One should love one's neighbour as one would
love oneself



Though it isn't clear what the word ‘commandment’ refers to, the
latter part of the first of these two statements is a quotation
from the Ritual Decalogue in Deuteronomy. The second, however, does
not appear as one of either set of Ten Commandments, instead
appearing in the Holiness Code, (Leviticus 19 v 18) and therefore
it is likely that the word ‘commandment’ is a reference to the 613
mitzvot: 613 commandments, statements and principles of law and
ethics contained in the Torah or Five Books of Moses. The first
part of the first ‘commandment’ given by Jesus is from the Shema,
the most important prayer in Judaism: (‘Hear, [O] Israel’), the
first two words of a section of the Torah that is a centrepiece of
the morning and evening Jewish prayer services. The first verse
encapsulates the monotheistic essence of Judaism: ‘Hear, O Israel:
the Lord our God, the Lord is one’, Deuteronomy 6 v 4. This
suggests to several scholars that when the earliest of the Synoptic
Gospels was written the Christian groups still retained Jewish
prayer formats. The second ‘commandment’, the ‘Great Commandment’,
is essentially a formulation of the ‘Golden Rule’, and is also
present in the writings of the Apostle Paul where it is portrayed
as the summary of Jewish Law (i.e., as the most important command,
not the second most important), and textual critics argue that this
is likely where Mark ultimately derived the passage from.

 

The Gospel of Mark, but not that of Matthew, states that the man
who posed the question responds that these commands are wise
teachings, and so Jesus replies that the man is ‘not far from the
kingdom of God’. While being not far from God can be seen
in the sense of close to knowledge of God, and this is the usual
interpretation, more literal minded Christians have argued that the
word ‘far’ here refers to a spatial distance from God,
i.e., that Jesus is categorically stating that he is God.

 

The Gospel of John only has one commandment, often called ‘The
New Commandment’: ‘A new commandment I give unto you, that you love
one another.’ John 13 v 31 –
35.      

 

b) The establishment: Secular governments and so on

 

In both Mark 12 v 13-17 and the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas, when
presented with a coin and questioned about taxation, Jesus is
stated to have said that one should give to Caesar what is Caesar's
and to God what is God's. This passage has often been used in
arguments on the nature of the relationship between church and
state.

 

In Mark's gospel, this saying is framed as the response of Jesus
to a clever trap laid by the Sadducees, who had sent the Pharisees
together with supporters of Herod Antipas to him. The supporters of
Herod favoured Rome and hence the payment of taxes to it, while the
Pharisees (in particular the Zealot faction) opposed such taxes and
regarded them as a form of oppression, hence the favouring one
option above the other by Jesus would have insulted the other side.
In the Gnostic gospel of Thomas there is no such framing, as is the
case with most sayings in Thomas and its presence in Thomas as well
as Mark makes it plausible that the saying originated in the
hypothetical ‘Q’ document, which also is a collection of sayings
without any narrative context.

 

Mark also specifies that the coin in question is a
denarius; a coin marked with the image of the Caesar,
signifying ownership. The coin thus is technically Rome's anyway
and so giving it back by paying it as tax could be logically argued
as changing nothing. On the other hand, the instruction to give to
God could be argued to imply that one ought to fulfil religious
obligations as strongly as secular ones. In Thomas, the saying has
the additional instruction to give [Jesus] what is [his],
raising questions about the nature of Jesus since Jesus is
presented as a distinct third division apart from God and apart
from Secular Authority, as well as more obvious questions of what
exactly is meant by it. Further interpretations of this passage
allude to the statement in Genesis 1 v 26-27 that man and woman
were created ‘in the image of God.’ Therefore, the coin, which bore
Caesar's image, was rightly to be rendered to Caesar, and people
who are bearing God's image, were rightly to render their obedience
to God.

 

c) Ritual cleanliness

 

The Gospel of Mark and the Gospel of Thomas present Jesus as
making a significant statement downplaying the Pharisaical laws
about ritual cleanliness: ‘Nothing outside a man can make him
ritually unclean by going into him. Rather, it is what comes out of
a man that makes him ritually unclean’. Mark 7 v 15.

 

Unlike Thomas, Mark's biblical gospel adds an explanation
stating that it is the evils of sexual immorality, theft, murder,
adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander,
arrogance, and folly, which make someone ritually unclean, not what
they eat. The Gospel of Thomas has a simpler implication, since
rather than stating that it is what comes out of a man that makes
him unclean, Thomas states that it is what comes out of a man's mouth, i.e., his
words are what condemn him. Since the Thomas version of the saying
about ritual cleanliness directly contrasts that which goes into
the mouth with that which comes out of it, rather than the weaker
contrast between what one eats and what one produces, many scholars
think it is the Thomas version of the saying that is more original
than that present in Mark.

 

As is common in sayings like this, the point of the latter part
of the passage is frequently ignored and much more literature is
devoted to considering the implications of the former section. The
passage has been considered by most Christians over the centuries
to imply that Christians are not bound by the laws of unclean food
that apply in Judaism and that what food a person eats matters not
to God. The passage also played a central role in the arguments in
the early church between the Christianity developed by the Apostle
Paul and the Jewish Christianity largely present at Jerusalem, as
to how much of Old Testament law one ought obey.

 

In Mark 7 1-8, the saying is framed as a response by Jesus
to the Pharisees who were criticising how some of the followers of
Jesus did not follow the ritual Jewish practice of washing their
hands before eating. Mark also has Jesus refer to a quote from the
Book of Isaiah about superficial adherence to the law, Isaiah 29 v
13, and instead following rules laid by men. Mark more specifically
portrays Jesus as condemning the Pharisees as hypocrites for
letting people give money to the priests (theoretically an offering
to God), in order to be excused from helping their own parents,
violating one of the commands of the Ritual Decalogue. Similar, but
more general, criticism also appears in the introduction to the
saying in Thomas, where Jesus is presented as sarcastically
complaining that it is sinful to fast, prayer leads to
condemnation, and charity harms one's spirit. Mark's claim about
the Pharisees allowing people to buy their way out of the Ritual
Decalogue is not, however, found in other sources of the period,
although there are hints of the possibility in some rabbinic texts
and it may simply be the case that Mark has refined the more
general introduction present also in Thomas into a more specific
case.

 

d) Innocence and children

 

The Synoptic Gospels portray Jesus as asserting very strongly
that innocence ought to be preserved, arguing that it is better for
someone to be cast into the sea with a millstone around one's neck,
than to destroy the innocence of children. Mark 9 v 42.
Furthermore, it is asserted that one should dispose of other things
which bring sin, even to the extreme of cutting off one's own hands
and plucking out one's eyes, if their action results in sinfulness,
arguing that it is better to be maimed in heaven than to be fully
functional in hell. Mark 9 v 43 – 49.

 

The Synoptics describe Jesus as insisting that whoever welcomes
children in his name also welcomes him. (Mark 10 v 13 – 16). When
the disciples question which of them would be the greatest, Jesus
rebukes them saying that he who wishes to be first must be last,
and the least shall be the greatest, emphasising that unless they
receive the kingdom of God like a child they will never enter.
(Mark 9 v 33 – 37). While some argue that the children are
metaphorical in this saying, being a reference to childlike
dependence and unquestioning acceptance of God, the ancient
Gnostics argued that it referred instead to reclaiming innocence
and curiosity about the world.

 

Insistence on the innocence of children seems to contradict the
message of the Apostle Paul concerning our inherited sinful nature
as outlined earlier.

 

e) Divorce, Marriage and adultery

 

In Jewish law, men were permitted to divorce their wives simply
by writing out a formal certificate of divorce, but Jesus is
portrayed by the Gospels of Mark and of Matthew as arguing that
divorce is invalid, essentially arguing that any marriage
subsequent to a divorce, whether by the man or by the woman,
constitutes adultery. In Mark, Jesus is described as attempting to
justify his stance by combining two parts of Genesis: 1 v 27; 2 v
24, referring to the creation of the sexes, and how the two become
one flesh by marriage (or perhaps by the procreation of children).
According to the Documentary Hypothesis, however, these two
passages originally came from quite separate sources. In Matthew,
but not in Mark, there is an explicit exception to this
prohibition, namely that divorce is permitted if adultery has been
committed by one or more of the spouses.

 

Historically, orthodox Christian leaders upheld the teaching and
there remains a general prohibition of divorce in the Roman
Catholic Church, and the Eastern Orthodox Church, although the
exception is retained in the case of adultery. In the time of
Jesus, the view of divorce as an evil was shared primarily with the
Essenes, a group with which Jesus is often considered by scholars
to have had significant connections. Amongst Gnostic groups, who
generally had what would now be considered ‘liberal’ stances,
divorce was also frequently rejected, since it was argued to be a
thing whose purpose could only be related to carnal desires; and
hence logically inappropriate for people who are trying to escape
the carnal world. Many Gnostics also argued that the Bible
supported their interpretation since there is also, in Matthew's
gospel and in the biblical writing of the apostle Paul, an emphasis
on celibacy being the best choice, which also was a rejection of
carnal desire.

 

f) Poverty and wealth

 

During his journey to Jerusalem, Jesus is described by the
Gospel of Mark as meeting a rich man, who addresses him as Good
Teacher. However, Mark 10 v 17–31 states that Jesus responds by
saying none is good but God alone, seemingly rejecting the form of
address, but in a way which also appears to exclude Jesus from
being God, and hence forming one of the main issues in defining who
Jesus is. The rich man is described as explaining that he has
always kept the commandments, presumably the ten commandments or
the 613 mitzvot, Jesus stating that he is aware that the man knows
them.

 

The narrative goes on to portray Jesus as arguing that the man
should give up everything, giving it to the poor, and only then
follow Jesus, since it is easier for a camel to go through the eye
of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.

 

Though quite radical to the Pharisees and Sadduccees,
non-ownership was the normal way of life for Essenes, who lived at
varying levels of asceticism and this is one of the reasons that
many scholars suspect that Jesus was originally part of an Essene
group.

 

g) Resurrection of the dead

 

Jesus preached the resurrection of the dead. His parable of
Lazarus and Dives portrays the common Jewish belief of the time
that the righteous and unrighteous await Judgment Day in peace (in
the bosom of Abraham) or in torment, respectively.

 

The belief in the resurrection of the dead was largely a late
innovation in ancient Jewish thought, and the Sadducees, who only
considered the Pentateuch to be divinely inspired, considered it to
be a false teaching. Since Deuteronomy decrees the obligation of
Levirate marriage, Deuteronomy 25 v 5, i.e., the brother of a dead
man must marry the dead man's wife if the wife is childless, the
logical conclusion is that if there are seven brothers, each dying
for some reason, the wife could potentially have been married seven
times, and hence if the dead were resurrected she would find
herself in a highly polygamous situation. According to Mark 12 v 18
– 27, the Sadducees used this logical conundrum to challenge the
idea of the resurrection of the dead, but Jesus argues that the
resolution is simple—there will be no marriage after the
resurrection and the people will be like the angels in heaven.
Jesus is described by Mark as going on to justify the doctrine of
resurrection, by referring to the story of the burning bush, in
which God is described as stating, at one moment in time, that he
is the God of each of the three Patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob, using the present tense—I am … not I
was. Mark portrays Jesus as stating that, since God is God of
the Living and not of the dead, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob are still
living, i.e., resurrection.

 

h) The Kingdom of God

 

The Kingdom of God (Greek: βασιλεία τοῦ θεοῦ, Basileia tou
Theou) or Kingdom of Heaven (Hebrew: מלכות השמים‎, Malkuth
haShamayim; Greek: Βασιλεία τῶν Ουρανῶν, Basileia tōn
Ouranōn) is a foundational concept in the Abrahamic religions
of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. According to Jesus, the Kingdom
of God is within (or among) people, Luke 17 v 20 –21; it is
approached through understanding Mark 12 v 34; and is entered
through acceptance like a child, Mark 10 v 15; by spiritual
rebirth, John 3 v 5; and by doing the will of God, Matthew 7 v 21.
It is a kingdom that will be inherited by the righteous I
Corinthians 6 v 9, and is not the only kingdom. Luke Ch 11 v 18:
‘If Satan is divided against himself, how can his kingdom stand? I say this
because you claim that I drive out demons by Beelzebul.’.

 

The phrase, ‘Kingdom of God,’ is found in the Gospel of Mark,
the Gospel of Luke, and the Gospel of John, with echoes in Paul,
despite the fact that the ‘Kingdom of God’ is not Paul's preferred
way of speaking. The phrase is also found in various writing styles
such as parable, beatitude, prayer, miracle story and aphorism. The
Gospel of Matthew usually does not use the phrase ‘Kingdom of God,’
but uses ‘kingdom of heaven,’ perhaps because the author of the
Gospel of Matthew did not wish to offend Jewish people in the Jesus
Movement of the early church.

 

i) Person and Divinity of Jesus

 

Jesus asked his disciples: ‘Who do you say I am?’ Simon Peter
answered, ‘You are the
Christ, (the Messiah), the Son of the living God.’ Jesus
replied, ‘Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not
revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven. And I tell you
that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and
the gates of Hades will not overcome it. I will give you the keys
of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound
in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in
heaven.’ Matthew16 v 15 – 19. As we have seen, according to the
predominant orthodox Christian interpretation, the title ‘Son of
God’ is understood as an expression of Jesus' divinity,
specifically his unique divine sonship as the Second Person of the
Trinity. The title is applied often in the Gospels, notably at the
Baptism and the Transfiguration (Matthew 3 v 17,
Matthew 17 v 5). Jesus applies the title ‘the only Son of God’ to himself
in John 3 v 16  - ‘For God so loved the world that he
gave his one and only Son’, and John 10 v 22-36: Then came the
Festival of Dedication at Jerusalem. It was winter, and Jesus was
in the temple courts walking in Solomon’s Colonnade. Following some
comments by Jesus, Jewish opponents of Jesus pick up stones to
stone him… “We are not stoning you for any good work,” they
replied, “but for blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be
God.” Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your Law, ‘I have
said you are “gods”? If he called them ‘gods,’ to whom the word of
God came—and Scripture cannot be set aside—what about the one whom
the Father set apart as his very own and sent into the world? Why
then do you accuse me of blasphemy because I said, ‘I am God’s Son’?. This is a
quote from Psalm 82 v 1-10 and particularly verse 6:

God presides in the great assembly;

   he renders judgment among the “gods”:

“How long will you defend the unjust

   and show partiality to the wicked?

Defend the weak and the fatherless;

   uphold the cause of the poor and the
oppressed.

Rescue the weak and the needy;

   deliver them from the hand of the wicked.

“The ‘gods’ know nothing, they understand nothing.

   They walk about in darkness;

   all the foundations of the earth are shaken.

 “I said, ‘You are
“gods”;

   you are all sons of the Most High.’

But you will die like mere mortals;

   you will fall like every other ruler.”

 Rise up, O God, judge the earth,

   for all the nations are your inheritance.

This psalm is aimed at princes' courts and courts of justice,
not in Israel only, but in other nations; yet it was probably
penned primarily for the use of the magistrates of Israel, the
great Sanhedrim and their other elders who were in places of power.
God's supreme presidency and power in all councils and courts is
asserted and laid down, as a great truth necessary to be believed
both by princes and subjects. The magistrates and Judges are in
authority, for the public good (it is a great power that they are
entrusted with), and they ought to be carry out their work in
wisdom and courage. They are, in the Hebrew dialect, called
gods; the same word is used for these subordinate
governors and magistrates that is used for the sovereign ruler of
the world. They are elohim. Angels are so called both
because they are great in power and might and because God is
pleased to make use of their service in the government of this
lower world; and magistrates in an inferior capacity are likewise
the ministers of his providence in general, for the keeping up of
order and peace in human societies, and particularly of his justice
and goodness in punishing evil-doers and protecting those that do
well. Good magistrates, who answer the ends of magistracy, are as
God; some of his honour is put upon them; they are his vicegerents,
and great blessings to any people. The dignity of their character
is acknowledged (Psalms 82:6): I have said, You are gods.
They have been honoured with the name and title of gods. God
himself called them so in the statute against treasonable words
Exodus 22:28: ‘Thou shalt not revile the gods, nor curse the ruler
of thy people’.  And, if they have this style from the
fountain of honour, God Himself, then who can dispute it? But what
is man, that he should be thus magnified? He called them
gods because unto them the word of God came; they
had a commission from God, and were delegated and appointed by him
to be the shields of the earth, the conservators of the public
peace, and revengers to execute wrath upon those that disturb it,
Romans 13 v 1-6: ‘Let everyone be subject to the governing
authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has
established. The authorities that exist have been established by
God. Consequently, whoever rebels against the authority is
rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will
bring judgment on themselves. For rulers hold no terror for those
who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free
from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and you
will be commended. For the one in authority is God’s servant for
your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for rulers do not bear
the sword for no reason. They are God’s servants, agents of wrath
to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. Therefore, it is necessary to
submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment
but also as a matter of conscience. This is also why you pay taxes,
for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their full time to
governing.’. All of them are in this sense children of the Most
High. God has put some of his honour upon them, and employs
them in his providential government of the world, as David made his
sons chief rulers. But there follows a mortifying consideration:
You shall die like men.

 

John's gospel uses the title as a short formula for expressing
his divinity: ‘We have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father,
full of grace and truth’. (John 1:14).’ I and the Father are
one’ John 10 v 30

 

NON-ORTHODOX VIEWS ABOUT DIVINITY OF JESUS

 

Non-orthodox groups do not accept the theology of the canonical
epistles and reject the historicity of the specific events in the
Gospels. Thus, because in the Old Testament the title ‘a son of
God’ was given to various creatures (e.g., angels, the children of
Israel, Jewish kings and specifically the promised Messiah), they
understand it as nothing more than belief in Jesus' Messiahship, if
that. Some of these groups teach that Jesus is not, or at least was
not always, God. Others see Jesus as God, but not distinct from the
Father or Spirit, often describing those as merely changes in
appearance, or modes of existence. Some Christians generally
consider Jesus to have been an ordinary man only. They generally
believe that miraculous and prophetic events in Jesus' life were
not historical. They sometimes find a metaphorical meaning in what
they consider fictitious accounts of his life. Jesus' relationship
with God is described in widely diverse views within these groups.
Some Christians in the emerging church believed Jesus was an
example only; and not divine. This view is looked down upon by
orthodox branches of Christianity.

 

There are differing views within Christian groups as to whether
or not Jesus himself ever claimed to be God. The majority of
Christians hold that the Bible shows Jesus both as divine and
claiming divinity. Many modern scholars however, argue that Jesus
did not in fact, make any such claims, either directly or
indirectly; John Hick contends that there is general agreement
among scholars today that Jesus did not claim to be God: ‘such
evidence as there is has led the historians of the period to
conclude, with an impressive degree of unanimity, that Jesus did
not claim to be God incarnate.’. As we have seen, this dispute is
also sometimes reflected in the rejection of the common Christian
doctrine of the trinity. Unitarianism is Christian belief in only
one God, not in the differing persons of God represented by the
trinity.

 

A QUICK SUMMARY

 

During the period following the Apostles, there was both
diversity and unifying characteristics that emerged simultaneously.
Both gentile and some Jewish groups believed in the resurrection of
Jesus. But there was an increasingly harsh rejection of Judaism and
Jewish practices within Christianity and early Christianity
gradually grew apart from Judaism during the first two centuries
and established itself as a predominantly gentile religion in the
Roman Empire.

 

There was also a mystical trend within Christianity, as seen in
Christian Gnosticism and to some extent the Gospel of John as well
as the Apostle Paul’s own foundation for faith and authority. But
the orthodox position on mysticism is maintaining conformity to and
contact with Jesus Christ: if we lose sight of Christ as
head/foundation then we are in error. Thus Gnosticism, Sufism
e.t.c. are heresies - they have become empty myths.

 

For the first Christians, New Testament scripture was largely
unwritten, at least in the form of canon, but there was a tradition
existing in the practices, customs and teachings of the early
Christian community. What was largely communicated generation to
generation was an oral tradition passed from the apostles to the
Elders and from Elders to the faithful through their preaching and
way of life.

 

THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS

 

As we have seen, the resurrection of Jesus is absolutely central
and vital to the Apostle Paul’s theology. But so far I have only
considered Paul’s writings concerning this matter, so now I want to
look at the other writings of the New Testament concerning this
issue. We should remember of course that these other writings are
not written by eyewitnesses to these events, but by their
associates and followers a good thirty to forty years after the
death of Jesus. Let’s take the gospels first:

 

Firstly we have an account of the discovery of the empty tomb.
In Mark we have no definite statement regarding the presence of an
angel, but just of a man in a white robe but by Matthew and Luke we
have references to angels and by the time of Luke’s writing, this
seems to become two angels. Similarly, in John’s gospel, the last
to be written, we have two angels. In Mark, Matthew and Luke we
have a group of women going to the tomb, but in John, it is Mary
who goes alone and also in John’s account, Jesus himself appears to
Mary outside the tomb.

 

Mark 16 v 1-7:

 

When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of
James, and Salome bought spices so that they might go to anoint
Jesus’ body. Very early on the first day of the week, just after
sunrise, they were on their way to the tomb and they asked each
other, “Who will roll the stone away from the entrance of the
tomb?” But when they looked up, they saw that the stone, which was
very large, had been rolled away. As they entered the tomb, they
saw a young man dressed in a white robe sitting on the right side,
and they were alarmed.

“Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “You are looking for Jesus the
Nazarene, who was crucified. He has risen! He is not here.
See the place where they laid him. But go, tell his disciples and
Peter, ‘He is going ahead
of you into Galilee. There you will see him, just as he told
you.’”

Trembling and bewildered, the women went out and fled from the
tomb. They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid.

 

Matt 28 v 5 – 10:

 

The angel said
to the women, “Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking
for Jesus, who was
crucified. He is not here; he has risen, just as he said.
Come and see the place where he lay. Then go quickly and tell his
disciples: ‘He has risen
from the dead and is going ahead of you into Galilee. There
you will see him.’
Now I have told you.”

So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with
joy, and ran to tell his disciples. Suddenly Jesus met them.
“Greetings,” he said. They came to him,
clasped his feet
and worshiped him.
Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers
to go to Galilee; there they will see me.”

 

Luke 24 v 1 – 6:

 

On the first day of the week, very early in the morning, the
women took the spices they had prepared and went to the tomb. They
found the stone rolled away from the tomb, but when they entered,
they did not find the body of the Lord Jesus….While they were
wondering about this, suddenly two men in clothes
that gleamed like lightning stood beside them. In their
fright the women bowed down with their faces to the ground, but the
men said to them, “Why do you look for the living among the dead?
He is not here; he has
risen!….

 

John 20 v 1 – 16:

 

Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark,
Mary Magdalene went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been
removed from the entrance. So she came running to Simon Peter and
the other disciple, the one Jesus loved, and said, “They have taken
the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know where they have put
him!”…. Now Mary stood outside the tomb crying. As she wept, she
bent over to look into the tomb and saw two angels in white, seated
where Jesus’ body had been, one at the head and the other at the
foot.

They asked her, “Woman, why are you crying?”

“They have taken my Lord away,” she said, “and I don’t know
where they have put him.”

At this, she turned
around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was
Jesus. He asked her, “Woman, why are you crying? Who is it
you are looking for?” Thinking he was the gardener, she said, “Sir,
if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I
will get him.”

Jesus said to her, “Mary.”

She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic, “Rabboni!”
(which means “Teacher”).

 

The oldest surviving gospel: that of Mark, says nothing more
concerning the resurrection of Jesus. There are some extra verses
in some later manuscripts but it seems that this is where the
original gospel of Mark ends. The other, later gospels continue
their narrative, firstly with the women returning to the
disciples:

 

Luke 24 v  9 – 11:

 

When they came back from the tomb, they told all these things to
the Eleven and to all the others. It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna,
Mary the mother of James, and the others with them who told this to
the apostles. But they did
not believe the women, because their words seemed to them like
nonsense.

 

And later, the account of this incident is repeated:

 

Luke 24 v 22 – 23:

 

In addition, some of our women amazed us. They went to the tomb early this
morning but didn’t find his body. They came and told us that
they had seen a vision of
angels, [o)ptasiða: the act of exhibiting one's self to
view; a sight, a vision, an appearance presented to one whether
asleep or awake] who said he was alive.

 

Here is the first mention of the idea of a vision: that these
women had seen a vision of angels. We may tend
to think in terms of an actual angel or angels being present in the
tomb but it would seem that this is not so. Rather, this is a
vision that these women have and like Paul’s Damascus Road
experience, the vision is not limited to one person.

 

John 20 v 18:

 

Mary Magdalene went to the disciples with the news: “I have
seen the Lord!” And
she told them that he had said these things to her.

 

In John’s gospel, it is Mary Magdalene only who goes to the
tomb, sees two angels and also sees and speaks to Jesus, though not
recognising him until he speaks and returns to the disciples to
tell the news.

 

Then we have the reaction of the disciples to this news, and the
confirmation of the empty tomb, recorded only in the gospels of
Luke and John:

 

 

Luke 24 v 12:

 

Peter, however, got up and ran to the tomb. Bending over, he saw
the strips of linen lying by themselves, and he went away,
wondering to himself what had happened  

 

And again in Luke 24 v 24:

 

Then some of our companions went to the tomb and found it just
as the women had said, but they did not see Jesus.”

 

John 20 v 3 – 10:

 

So Peter and the other disciple started for the tomb. Both were
running, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb
first. He bent over and looked in at the strips of linen lying
there but did not go in. Then Simon Peter came along behind him and
went straight into the tomb. He saw the strips of linen lying
there, as well as the cloth that had been wrapped around Jesus’
head. The cloth was still lying in its place, separate from the
linen. Finally the other disciple, who had reached the tomb first,
also went inside. He saw and believed. (They still did not
understand from Scripture that Jesus had to rise from the
dead.) Then the disciples went back to where they were
staying.

 

This seems to be a reference to general verses in the Old
Testament that refer generally to victory over death and which can
be interpreted as talking about resurrection in general. The
reaction of the elders and priests when they hear about the empty
tomb was to bribe the soldiers who were supposed to be guarding
it….

 

Matt 28 v 12-16:

 

When the chief priests had met with the elders and devised a
plan, they gave the soldiers a large sum of money, telling them,
“You are to say, ‘His disciples came during the night and stole him
away while we were asleep.’ If this report gets to the governor, we
will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble.” So the soldiers took
the money and did as they were instructed. And this story has been
widely circulated among the Jews to this very day. Then the eleven
disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told
them to go.

 

POST RESURRECTION APPEARANCES

 

A)    The Emmaus Road

 

Then we have an account in Luke only of an encounter with Jesus
on the Emmaus Road:

 

Luke 24 v 13 – 32:

 

Now that same day [as the women went to tomb] two of them [the
disciples] were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven miles
from Jerusalem. They were talking with each other about everything
that had happened. [the death of Jesus] As they talked and
discussed these things with each other, Jesus himself came up and walked along
with them; but they were kept from recognizing him.

He asked them, “What are you discussing together as you walk
along?”

They stood still, their faces downcast. One of them, named
Cleopas, asked him, “Are you the only one visiting Jerusalem who
does not know the things that have happened there in these
days?”

“What things?” he asked.

“About Jesus of Nazareth,” they replied. “He was a prophet,
powerful in word and deed before God and all the people. The chief
priests and our rulers handed him over to be sentenced to death, and they crucified
him; but we had hoped that he was the one who was going to
redeem Israel. And what is more, it is the third day since all this
took place….

He said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow to believe
all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Messiah have to
suffer these things and then enter his glory?” And beginning with
Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in
all the Scriptures concerning himself.

As they approached the village to which they were going, Jesus
continued on as if he were going farther. But they urged him
strongly, “Stay with us, for it is nearly evening; the day is
almost over.” So he went in to stay with them.

When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it
and began to give it to them. Then their eyes were opened
[dianoiðgw - to open by dividing or drawing asunder, to open
thoroughly (what had been closed)


	a male opening the womb (the closed matrix), i.e. the
first-born

	of the eyes and the ears

	to open the mind of one, i.e. to cause to understand a thing

	to open one's soul, i.e. to rouse in one the faculty of
understanding or the desire of learning ]







and they recognized
him, and he
disappeared from their sight. [Aphantos: taken out of sight,
made invisible] They asked each other, “Were not our hearts burning
within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the
Scriptures to us?”

 

We can note again the visionary quality of this experience in
the fact that Jesus just disappears. Many of these ‘appearances’ of
Jesus have the mixed quality of physical presence but also, for
want of a better word, a ghostly or non-physical aspect. Nowhere is
this more evident than in the following incident and the incident
concerning Thomas.

 

B) In the upper room

 

Luke 24 v 33 - 49

 

They [the two disciples who had met Jesus on the Emmaus Road]
got up and returned at once to Jerusalem. There they found the
Eleven and those with them, assembled together and saying,
“It is true! The Lord has
risen and has appeared [Optanomai: to look
at, behold; to allow one's self to be seen, to appear] to Simon.”
Then the two told what had happened on the way, and how Jesus was
recognized
[Ginosko:  to learn to know, come to know, get a knowledge of
perceive, feel; to become known; to know, understand, perceive,
have knowledge of: to understand: to know] by them when he broke
the bread.

While they were still
talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said
to them, “Peace be with you.”

They were startled and
frightened, thinking they saw a ghost. [Pneuma: a spirit,
i.e. a simple essence, devoid of all or at least all grosser
matter, and possessed of the power of knowing, desiring, deciding,
and acting] He said to them, “Why are you troubled, and why do
doubts rise in your minds? Look at my hands and my feet. It is I
myself! Touch me and see;
a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have.”

When he had said this, he showed them his hands and feet. And
while they still did not
believe it because of joy and amazement, he asked them, “Do
you have anything here to eat?” They gave him a piece of broiled
fish, and he took it and ate it in their presence.

He said to them, “This is what I told you while I was still with
you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the
Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.”

Then he opened their minds so they could understand the
Scriptures. He told them, “This is what is written: The Messiah
will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance
for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all
nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things.
I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the
city until you have been clothed with power from on high.”

 

John 20 v 19 – 29:

 

On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples
were together, with the
doors locked for fear of the Jewish leaders, Jesus came and stood among them
and said, “Peace be with you!” After he said this, he showed them
his hands and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the
Lord.

Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me,
I am sending you.” And with that he breathed on them and said,
“Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins
are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not
forgiven.”

Now Thomas (also
known as Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples
when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, “We have
seen the Lord!”

But he said to
them, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my
finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side,
I will not
believe.”

 

A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas
was with them. Though the
doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and
said, “Peace be
with you!” Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here; see my hands.
Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting
and believe.”

Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my God!”

Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen me, you have
believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have
believed.”

 

We cannot escape in these accounts the visionary quality of
these experiences: Jesus appears in locked rooms, Jesus disappears
or vanishes and so on. Thus it is that some doubted….

 

Matt 28 v 17, 18:

 

When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. Then Jesus came
to them and said,
“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me……

 

 

 

C)    By the Sea of Galilee

 

It is the gospel of John, the last of the canonical gospels to
be written, that has most of the accounts of these post
resurrection appearances. This is in keeping with its transcendent
view of Jesus and his divinity.

 

John 21 v 1 – 14:

 

Afterward Jesus appeared [Phaneroo: to make
manifest or visible or known what has been hidden or unknown, to
manifest, whether by words, or deeds, or in any other way


	make actual and visible, realised

	to make known by teaching

	to become manifest, be made known

	of a person

	expose to view, make manifest, to show one's self, appear





	to become known, to be plainly recognised, thoroughly
understood

	who and what one is]







again to his disciples, by the Sea of Galilee. It happened this
way: Simon Peter, Thomas (also known as Didymus), Nathanael from
Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other disciples were
together. “I’m going out to fish,” Simon Peter told them, and they
said, “We’ll go with you.” So they went out and got into the boat,
but that night they caught nothing. Early in the morning, Jesus
stood on the shore, but the disciples did not realize that it was
Jesus.

He called out to them, “Friends, haven’t you any fish?”

“No,” they answered.

He said, “Throw your net on the right side of the boat and you
will find some.” When they did, they were unable to haul the net in
because of the large number of fish.

Then the disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the
Lord!” As soon as Simon Peter heard him say, “It is the Lord,” he
wrapped his outer garment around him (for he had taken it off) and
jumped into the water. The other disciples followed in the boat,
towing the net full of fish, for they were not far from shore,
about a hundred yards. When they landed, they saw a fire of burning
coals there with fish on it, and some bread.

Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish you have just
caught.” So Simon Peter climbed back into the boat and dragged the
net ashore. It was full of large fish, 153, but even with so many
the net was not torn. Jesus said to them, “Come and have
breakfast.” None of the disciples dared ask him, “Who are you?”
They knew it was the Lord. Jesus came, took the bread and gave it
to them, and did the same with the fish. This was now the third time Jesus appeared
to his disciples after he was raised from the dead.

 

 

D)    Other appearances

 

John 20 v 30-31: 

 

Jesus performed many
other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not
recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe
that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing
you may have life in his name.

 

John Ch 21 v 25

 

Jesus did many other
things as well. If every one of them were written down, I
suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books
that would be written.

 

THE ASCENSION

 

Finally, Jesus ascends to the heavens:

 

John 20 v 17:

 

Jesus said, “Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet ascended [to go up, to
rise, mount, be borne up, spring up] to the Father. Go instead to my
brothers and tell them, ‘I
am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your
God.’”

 

Luke 24 v 50 – 53:

 

When he had led them out to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted
up his hands and blessed them. While he was blessing them,
he left them and was taken
up into heaven. [the vaulted expanse of the sky with all
things visible in it, the region above the sidereal heavens, the
seat of order of things eternal and consummately perfect where God
dwells and other heavenly beings] Then they worshiped him and
returned to Jerusalem with great joy. And they stayed continually
at the temple, praising God.

 

Acts 1 v 1 – 11:

 

In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus
began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven,
after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles
he had chosen. After his
suffering, he presented himself to them and gave many convincing
proofs that he was alive. He appeared [to stand
beside, stand by or near, to be at hand, be present, to appear]
to them over a period of
forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God. On one
occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command:
“Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised,
which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water,
but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.”

Then they gathered around him and asked him, “Lord, are you at
this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”

He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates
the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power
when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in
Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the
earth.”

 

After he said this, he
was taken up [to lift up, raise up, raise on high]
before their very eyes,
and a cloud hid him from their sight. They were looking intently up into the sky as he
was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood
beside them. “Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here
looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you
into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go
into heaven.”

 

The Apostle Paul summarises these encounters recording one last
appearance of the resurrected Jesus after his ascension:

 

1 Corinthians 15 v 4-10

 

that he was buried, that he was
raised on the third
day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared [to look at, behold,
to allow one's self to be seen, to appear] to Cephas, and then to
the Twelve. After that, he appeared [to look at, behold,
to allow one's self to be seen, to appear] to more than five
hundred of the brothers and sisters at the same time, most of whom
are still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he
appeared [to look
at, behold, to allow one's self to be seen, to appear] to James,
then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared [to look at, behold,
to allow one's self to be seen, to appear] to me also, as to one abnormally
born. For I am the least of the apostles and do not even
deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of
God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me
was not without effect.

 

Concerning these post resurrection appearances, we can note
that

a)      Paul seems to class all these
appearances as being like his own on the Damascus Road – as
visions,
appearances.

b)      These visions are often seen
and or heard by more than one person at a time.

c)      The distinction between the
physical and material on the one hand and the spiritual, ethereal
or ghostly on the other hand seems blurred and uncertain. Jesus
appears and disappears, ascends to the sky, appears in locked
rooms, yet also eats, drinks and Thomas places his hands in Jesus’
wounds.

d)      With regard to the gospels, the
later they are written, the more stories they have about the
resurrection appearances, with Mark having the least accounts and
the writer of John, who emphasises the transcendent divinity of
Christ, having the most. His purpose in writing? - But these are
written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of
God.

 

SUMMARY OVERVIEW

 

As we look at the Christian church we may initially see a fairly
united organisation that appears to have a set of authoritative
documents in the Bible that are used to establish its faith and
conduct. It may even appear that these documents are God’s Word –
and therefore without error or mistake, and that anything outside
of these documents, outside of the Bible, are necessarily suspect
and not to be trusted. The church appears to have a hierarchy of
authority where its leaders are educated and skilled in
understanding and interpreting what these various documents in the
Bible say.  It may appear that the person, work and nature of
the founder, Jesus Christ, has been clearly declared and worked out
in various councils and meetings of elders over the years. Yes,
there are divisions and differences of opinion and interpretation,
but the essentials seem to be agreed upon.

 

In fact of course this is not the case. The church is not and
never has been fully united, and the selection process and criteria
for the documents that it uses as a basis for faith and conduct are
suspect such that the process is vague, the boundaries indistinct
and some documents should not really be there at all. Their
portrayed status as the Word of God is an exaggeration which gives
the Bible a false authority. The exclusion of some documents has
relegated and downgraded their importance. Some church leaders have
been sectarian, divisive and antagonistic. In the name of the faith
they have branded people who think differently from themselves as
‘heretics’ and even excommunicated or executed them, and in similar
acts of intolerance to alternative interpretations to their own,
they have issued polemical condemnations of these people and their
written works. Through these sorts of means, a particular opinion
and interpretation of Christian belief and doctrine gained
ascendancy – what we now call the proto-orthodox position – because
it resulted in the orthodox Christianity handed down to us.
Orthodoxy means ‘one right belief, and along with it came
orthopraxy – ‘one right practice’. Thus one particular view of the
person, work and nature of Jesus came to prominence over the first
centuries of Christianity, a view that became established by
orthodoxy and by the eventual acceptance of Christianity by the
Roman State, together with the decline and dispersion of the Hebrew
Christian tradition beginning particularly at the fall of Jerusalem
in 70 AD. Running parallel with both the Hebrew and Gentile
Christian aspects of the church is a current of mysticism and
gnosticism – an esoteric Christianity that focuses on allegory,
symbolism and myth as intermediate forms that stand between the
material world and the ultimately Unknowable world of Absolute
Spirit. Nevertheless, some form of immediate knowledge and
experience of the Divine was seen as possible, even to the point of
union with the One. In many ways this was an elitist movement –
something reserved for the advanced spiritual seeker and for those
who had these immediate experiences or gnosis – something for those
in the know, where more literal and concrete interpretations were
looked down as inferior and veiled. This elitist, secret and
exclusive quality of some aspects of mystical Christianity such as
Gnosticism, meant that this view and approach never achieved the
widespread usage of the more literal Hebrew and gentile
traditions.

 

Even so, this mystical, visionary element is present within
orthodox Christianity itself: it forms the basis of the Apostle
Paul’s theology and calling as an Apostle to the Gentiles. It even
seems to play a major part in encounters with the post-resurrection
Jesus that are experienced by Jesus’ immediate followers. We can
see an evolution and development of these transcendent, post
resurrection encounters in the writings of the gospels. The first
gospel to be written, that of Mark, has little to say either of the
Virgin Birth or of post resurrection experiences. By Matthew and
Luke, written later, more stories of this kind are to be found, and
the last gospel to be written, that of John, which emphasises the
transcendent, divine nature of Jesus, contains the most of these
accounts, written so that people might believe that Jesus is the
Son of God in the sense of being the Word of God made flesh.

 

Of these three traditions – Hebrew, gentile and mystical, it is
the later Gentile Christian tradition that gained ascendancy, with
its view of Jesus that is derived from the visions and subsequent
theology of the Apostle Paul.

 

Repent and have a new mind and turn to God

Demonstrate repentance by your deeds.

Jesus Christ is God’s
Son.

Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures.

He was buried

He was raised on the
third day according to the Scriptures

 

This was later developed to:

 

God is Creator of all things and Sovereign

God is alive

God is transcendent of created things and Self-sufficient

God is present everywhere

God is not without a witness as to His existence.

a)      God's provision of rain, crops,
food and joy is a witness.

b)      Creation is a witness.

God is Just

God is a moral judge:

a)      Of the whole world

b)      He will judge the world by a
man

c)      He has appointed a time for
judgement

d)      He has given proof of the
coming judgement to all men or nations

e)      Christ's resurrection from the dead is
the proof

God is kind – His kindness is shown in His provision of life and
food

God's desire for us is that-

a)      We should seek Him

b)      We should reach out for Him

c)      We should find Him.

God commands all men, everywhere, all nations


                       
           
           
a) To repent


                       
           
           
b) To turn from worthless idols


                       
           
           
c) To turn to the living God.

 

Paul worked out or received a theology concerning Jesus whereby
he is the Messiah/Redeemer, God’s supreme sacrificial offering to
pay the price for the sins and transgressions of believers. Jesus
is eternally co-equal with God, humbled in time and space to come
to us in the likeness of flesh, but, following his crucifixion, he
is raised up from the dead as a guarantee of the future
resurrection of humanity to the Final Judgment and the restoration
of all things. The old Jewish Law was powerless to accomplish this
and in the New Covenant established by Jesus, these Laws, both
ceremonial and moral, are superseded and transcended by a new
relationship in Jesus and a righteousness gained not by works and
obedience to the law, but imputed to us by and through faith in
God. The True Israel is not the Jewish nation with its sign of
circumcision, but is the spiritual Israel – those who believe and
have faith in God. Thus all Israel will be redeemed, having a
righteousness by faith, imputed to them and credited to their
account. This exalted view of Jesus is further carried on in the
tradition of John’s gospel.

 

Prior to this Gentile tradition established by Paul, we have the
Hebrew Tradition of Christianity centred around the original Jewish
followers of Jesus in Jerusalem. This group remained as a sect
within Judaism and there view of Jesus seems more moderate:

 

Pre resurrection/ascension:

 

Jesus was a prophet

Jesus was powerful in word and deed before God and all the
people.

The chief priests and our rulers handed him over to be
sentenced to
death

They crucified
him

We hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel.

 

Post resurrection/ascension, this was modified to:

 

Jesus is God’s servant

Jesus is holy and righteous - the Righteous One—the Messiah

Jesus is the author of life

Jews betrayed and murdered him

But God raised him from the dead

We are witnesses of this (possibly in terms of visions)

What was done to Jesus was done in ignorance

God was fulfilling what all the Jewish prophets had foretold
about the Messiah

Repent of your sins, have a new mind and turn to God

He will again send you Jesus, your appointed Messiah. 

Jesus must remain in heaven until the time for the final
restoration of all things

Jesus the Son of Man stands in the place of honour at God’s
right hand.

Starting with Samuel, every prophet spoke about this.

 

Here, Jesus is seen as the Messiah – the Redeemer of Israel
anointed by God. This was only seen dimly by the disciples when
they were with him and he was teaching and working miracles. Their
minds had to be constantly opened so that they could see how Jesus
fulfilled the prophesies contained in the Hebrew religious
literature concerning the promised anointed one. Now it is revealed
who the anointed one is, who the redeemer is, so that we know who
to expect when he is finally sent by God from heaven to redeem
Israel. There is less emphasis here on the divinity of Jesus and
the Virgin birth, though the resurrection and ascension is still
central. But as we have seen, these experiences of the resurrection
and ascension have a quality of the visionary about them, with
appearances and disappearances and so on. Certainly, as we move to
the older, Hebrew Christian tradition, which saw itself as a group
within Judaism, Jesus tends to be seen more as a prophet, one who
reveals things about God, as one who is powerful in the things he
says and does, as a servant of God and as morally pure and
spiritually minded – as righteous, even as the author of life in
the sense of being the chosen redeemer, anointed by God, who was
going to liberate the nation of Israel and lead it into a glorious
period of blessing and prosperity.

 

It could be argued that the whole resurrection idea is one based
upon visions following the disappointment, confusion and fear that
the disciples felt following the death of their spiritual leader.
That they are less grounded in physical manifestations and material
events but rather grounded in mystical, visionary spiritual
experience.

Jesus then may well have been originally regarded as God’s
anointed servant, a righteous prophet sent to reveal things about
God to Israel, powerful in what he said and did. His death and
subsequent visionary encounters of him led his followers to regard
him and identify him as the revealed Messiah – the anointed of God
who will redeem Israel when God sends him to usher in this glorious
period for Israel.

 

Subsequent literalisations and embellishments concerning
equality with God, virgin birth and redeemer of humanity grew up in
subsequent years and decades, particularly as the result of visions
experienced by Paul who took his message to non-Jews. This aspect
of the early church became dominant and established as alternative
interpretations were suppressed and extinguished and certain
documents elevated to the status of the infallible Word of God, and
as this aspect of the church became part of the establishment.

 

VISIONS AND  REVELATIONS – CHRISTIANITY AND GNOSTICISM

 

If the whole basis and foundation of the Apostle Paul’s theology
is grounded upon visions and revelations and if the post
resurrection appearances of Jesus Christ can be explained at least
in part by similar revelatory visions, then why is there an
antagonism towards the mystical element brought to the church by
Gnostics and the Christians of the early church? Why weren’t the
visions, revelations and gnosis of these esoteric believers
accepted by the Apostles and Elders when such experiences lie at
the very heart of the foundation of Christianity itself? If we look
at some of the verses from the bible relating to Gnosticism, we can
note that these are all from secondary writers – that is, they are
probably not written by the Apostle Paul even though they are
attributed to him, but rather probably written by close followers
of Paul:

 

I Timothy 1 v 3-5:

 

As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus
so that you may command certain people not to teach false doctrines
any longer or to devote
themselves to myths and endless genealogies. Such things promote controversial
speculations rather than advancing God’s work—which is by
faith. The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure
heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.

 

II Timothy 4 v 3 – 4:

 

For the time will come when people will not put up with sound
doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will
gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their
itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the
truth and turn aside to
myths.

 

Colossians 2 v 18-19:

 

Do not let anyone who delights in false humility and the worship
of angels disqualify you. Such a person also goes into great detail
about what they have seen; they are puffed up with idle notions by their
unspiritual mind. They have lost connection with the head,
from whom the whole body, supported and held together by its
ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it to grow.

 

OBJECTIVE AND SUBJECTIVE

 

I want to suggest that the Apostle Paul and the Apostles in
Jerusalem believed that in their visions and revelations they
encountered an objective phenomenon - the real Jesus. In the same
way, at the transfiguration of Christ, I think that the disciples
thought that they saw the real Moses and Elijah as real tangible
‘objects out there’:

 

Mark 9 v 2 – 8:

 

After six days Jesus took Peter, James and John with him and led
them up a high mountain, where they were all alone. There he was
transfigured before them. His clothes became dazzling white, whiter
than anyone in the world could bleach them. And there appeared
before them Elijah and Moses, who were talking with Jesus. 
Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here. Let us
put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for
Elijah.” (He did not know what to say, they were so frightened.)
Then a cloud appeared and covered them, and a voice came from the
cloud: “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!” Suddenly, when
they looked around, they no longer saw anyone with them except
Jesus.

 

There are two distinguishing features about Christian (and
probably Hebrew) visionary experiences:

a)      What is seen in the vision
exists objectively ‘out there’ – it is not just a subjective,
imaginary experience produced by the mind.

b)      What is seen is a real person –
like Jesus, Moses or Elijah – as opposed to mythical or imaginary
person.

c)      In angelic visitations, the
Angels were considered to be objectively real – they were not
mythical and neither were they just a subjective or symbolic
creation of the mind.

 

I consider that in these visions, the recipients believed that
they were seeing the actual, real, people – people such as Moses,
Elijah and Jesus – people who had actually existed and been alive
but who were now dead, or they were seeing real, objectively
existing spiritual beings. They were not seeing fantasy figures or
mythical beings or symbolic creations from their minds. Paul did
not consider that he had received some kind of presentation that
had arisen in his mind or imagination, or from his sub-conscious,
or that his imagination and mind was stimulated in some way to
present a symbolic representation of a Jesus-like figure. No, he
believed that he had actually met the objectively existing, real,
historical and now resurrected Jesus in his vision, as opposed to
some fantasy or myth created in his mind or some mere, what we
would call today, psychological/emotional/cathartic experience.

 

This is why connection with the head – Jesus – is so important
to Paul. For him it is the seeing of the objectively existing real,
resurrected Jesus and the faithful following of the teaching
received in this (and probably other) encounter(s) that
distinguishes the Christian experience as ‘sound’, and places it in
opposition to the ‘mere’ ‘idle notions’ encountered by the
Gnostics, because in Gnostic mystical encounters, they did not
necessarily ‘see’ real historical people, but rather they may ‘see’
spirit-beings, wise guides and demi-gods, which they may well have
interpreted in symbolic, allegorical ways instead of regarding them
as literally objectively existing. For Gnostics, the resurrection
was a ‘spiritual’ event rather than a physical one, for
example.

 

Therefore for the Apostle Paul and his devotees, such
experiences as those of the Gnostics had no real foundation –
because the recipients had not encountered actual, real people –
let alone Jesus. To put this in modern parlance we might think
about the phenomenon of past life regression. Imagine this
scenario: a person is regressed to a past life and they imagine
that they are Alexander the Great, or Napoleon or some such famous
figure from history. Or, more realistically, they may imagine that
they are an ordinary working class person in Victorian England and
may give details of their name, where they live and what they do.
They may even reveal some hitherto  secret information, such
as the location of a hidden artefact. What is our reaction? Well,
we may be sceptically amused that the person believes that they
were Alexander the Great or Napoleon. Like the Apostle Paul, we may
consider this to be an ‘idle notion’. We may be more interested in
the working class Victorian – and may decide to try and follow up
the information that they have given us by looking in public
records, census returns, birth registrations and so on. If we find
nothing to back up the existence of such a person, we may again
regard the whole thing as an ‘idle notion’. However, if we find
that such a person did indeed exist and then follow up the secret
hiding place and discover the described artefact, then we may be
more impressed, believing the regression process to have some basis
in objective reality. This is where Paul and the Apostles are: they
believe that their visions are based in objective reality – in a
real person, that actually existed and lived and died, objectively
appearing to them to instruct them, whereas to the Apostles, the
Gnostics are like those who think that they were Napoleon in a past
life – their ideas are the product of an inflated imagination that
has lost touch with (for the Apostles) the real foundation –
Jesus.

 

THEOMORPHISM

 

In fact, I would argue here that the Apostle is mistaken. I
would suggest that the experience is a subjective rather than an
objective one and that the imagery and symbolism that is presented
to the imagination often arises within the context and experience
of the recipient. Insights are gained and changes of perspective
are made – Paul changes from opposing Jesus to serving Jesus, yet
he does so in a way that he sees as totally consistent with his
Jewish context and background, which is re-interpreted in an
innovative and novel way – a way severely disliked and opposed by
the orthodox Jews of his time. Certain other things remain the same
– Paul remains quite a ‘black and white’ or all or ‘nothing
thinker’ – remaining quite dogmatic in his beliefs and intolerant -
at first he was intolerant of Christians: a sect that he sought to
eliminate – then he was intolerant of Jews who would try and insist
on bringing back obedience to the Law. Also typical of such
mystical/revelatory/visionary experience, Paul regards his approach
as the only way – all other approaches to God are in ignorance, or
false: anything not based on Jesus is false teaching and to be
opposed. This certainty and assurance of the content of his message
arises from the unmediated nature of mystical experience. But what
the Apostle Paul did not learn was the lesson that some higher
stage mystics have learned – that God is theomorphic – that God
changes in form in order to meet people where they are in a
personally relevant and significant way. No delimiting form can
encapsulate the Infinite Divine and because of the Divine Infinity,
such delimited forms as God presents are non-repeatable. The forms,
the symbols, the figures in mystical encounters are metaphorical
and allegorical – they stand between the delimited, bounded world
of material form and the Boundless, Formless Empty, Infinite
Spirit. They are known personal symbols that reveal aspects of the
Unknowable Absolute. The Apostle Paul did not realise that every
believer has their own unique personal Lord – but such delimiting
forms and beliefs merely bind and tie the believer, limiting and
obscuring as well as revealing the Infinite Spirit. Nevertheless,
in serving their delimited personal Lord, their intention, their
‘objective’, is the Unknowable, Infinite, Formless Essence.

 

FORMS OF BELIEF

 

But of course, the Gnostics had little in the way of a single
belief. Tertullian noted of the Christian Gnostics that they had:
‘no unity, only diversity….most of them disagree with one another,
since they are willing to say – and even sincerely – of certain
points, ‘This is not so.’.’ In other words, they emphasising their
individual, personal Lord. This lack of a core, unified set of
symbols for the group as whole meant that even if it had not been
so elitist, it would not have gained popular, unified widespread
support in the same way that Christian orthodoxy eventually did.
Because believers in orthodox Christianity has a focussed and
increasingly clearly defined set of ideas that identified and
distinguished it from other groups. They had clearly defined ideals
and aims and shared symbols and ideas.

 

HOW WAS THE EARLY CHURCH PROBLEM OF GNOSTICISM DEALT WITH?



 How did the early church Apostles and leaders deal with the
perceived problem of Gnosticism? What did they appeal to as a
foundation and authority for the Christian faith and for avoiding
error?



Let’s just look at Gnosticism itself for a moment. Gnosticism was a
form of direct mystical encounter with the Divine and like the
Apostle Paul himself, Gnostics took their authority and foundation
from these kinds of encounters/visions/revelations. Gnosticism took
a number of forms, including Christian mysticism. It contended that
human perfection and salvation was found in the immediate knowledge
and experience of the fullness of the Divine: gnosis. A
resurrection out of the realm of ignorance and the material
occurred during the attaining of this knowledge, whereby the evil
material or physical world was transcended. For some Gnostics,
Jesus was seen as a spirit and the resurrection of Jesus was seen
as a spiritual resurrection and these people saw the idea of a
physical resurrection as ridiculous. Sin was either irrelevant or
transcended in this experience of unity with the Divine. The
transcendent God may speak or manifest to us through angels,
spirit-guides or by all manner of symbols and metaphors. In
Christian Gnosticism, these kinds of ideas were expressed using
Christian terminology and symbolism.

 

It was countered using the following arguments:



Perfection is found in Christ, not in knowledge or the experience
of gnosis. Colossians 1 v 28

Knowledge and wisdom is found in Christ, not in mystical or
Gnostic experience. Colossians 2 v 2 - 4

The fullness of the deity is found in Christ, not in anything or
anyone else. Colossians 2 v 8-10

Contact with Christ is vital. Losing contact with Christ leads
to a puffed up and empty imagination. Colossians 2 v 18, 19

Christ is true knowledge. Ideas that oppose this are false
knowledge. 1 Timothy 6 v 20

The resurrection is yet to occur in the future. The notion that we
are already being resurrected is false and is an idea that spreads
like gangrene. 2 Timothy 2 v 18

God is not a liar: we do sin and miss the mark. To say that we
do not sin makes God out to be a liar. 1 John 1 v 10

Knowledge of God is evidenced by our obedient submission.
Continuing to behave immorally is to be in error. 1 John 2 v 3

True spirits testify that Jesus is the Son of God. Therefore,
test the spirits. 1 John 4 v 1-3

Jesus came in physical flesh. Jesus was not just a spirit e.t.c.
(Docetism) 2 John 7



Gnostic ideas were simply counteracted or opposed with Christian
ones: of these ten arguments, seven of them refer to the chief
cornerstone of the Christian faith: Jesus Christ. Of the other
three, one refers to God as True, one to the resurrection as being
in the future, and the last to submission to a righteous God as
being the evidence of the knowledge of God. This really reflects
what we have been saying: the focus of the foundation and authority
for the Christian faith is Jesus Christ: His Person, life and work;
and Jesus is real – an actual person who lived and died – and was
physically resurrected and appeared objectively to the Apostles,
giving teaching. For the orthodox Christian, the Gnostic view on
the other hand is based on myths (where it uses pagan or
non-Christian ideas, or where it allegorises Christian ideas to
mean something new) and on an inflated subjective imagination as
opposed to objective reality  – it is not based on the life
and work of a real person and when it interprets Christian
theology, Gnosticism draws out false teaching – such as the idea
that Jesus is just a spirit, that we do not sin and that the
resurrection is spiritual and not physical.

 

Orthodox Christianity then, continually returns to and is
anchored in what is seen as an objective foundation of the real
resurrected person – Jesus Christ who himself lived and taught
within a Jewish context and background and objectively appeared
post resurrection to teach and instruct the founders of the church.
Thus, the Apostles declare:

 

Jesus is God’s servant

Jesus is holy and righteous - the Messiah – God’s annointed

Jesus is the author of life

Jews betrayed and murdered him

But God raised him from the dead

We are witnesses of this (possibly in terms of visions)

What was done to Jesus was done in ignorance

God was fulfilling what all the Jewish prophets had foretold
about the Messiah

He will again send you Jesus, your appointed Messiah. 

Jesus must remain in heaven until the time for the final
restoration of all things

God will Judge the world by Jesus Christ

Jesus the Son of Man now stands in the place of honour at God’s
right hand.

The resurrection of Jesus from the dead is the proof of this
coming judgment

Repent of your sins, have a new mind and turn to God

 

Orthodox Christianity cannot step out of what it perceives as
this real, objective framework and therefore has a tendency to
reject all other approaches to God, whether they are alternative
external religious systems or esoteric, inward spiritual
approaches. It rejects the use of non-Christian myth, allegory and
symbolism as alternative pathways to the Divine and insists that
Jesus is the only way to God – all else is false doctrine.

FINAL PERSONAL CONCLUSIONS

 

I suppose that at the end of this investigation I conclude that
the original and more tenable view of Jesus is that of an itinerant
teacher/prophet, a servant of God, blessed by God and who was
considered by some Jews as a fulfilment of prophecy concerning the
Messiah, and therefore a person anointed by God. His untimely death
at the hands of the Jews and Romans left his followers in confusion
and dismay. But they seemed to have a number of visionary
experiences that persuaded them that Jesus had risen from the dead
– because their view of such experiences was that they were
objectively real in their content. Such a vision also happened to a
strict Jewish Pharisee who was determined to stamp out this new
cult and sect. The result was that this Pharisee became a
Christian, and following more visionary/revelatory teaching, he
took the message of the resurrection, which was viewed as
objectively, physically, real, to the Gentiles or non-Jews. The
view of Jesus gradually changed then to one where Jesus was
considered equal with God: God incarnated in the likeness of human
flesh – and who was a sacrificial offering from God for sin and
transgression, consistent with Jewish thought, whereby those with
faith could be redeemed and all humanity would overcome death and
live forever, but having to face a Final Judgment – the
resurrection of Jesus being the proof. The subsequent demise of the
Hebrew aspect of the church because of events such as the
destruction of the Temple in 70 AD meant that this more
transcendent view of Jesus gained in strength. False and spurious
writings and alternative views of Jesus, such as those of Gnostics
were suppressed in the following centuries as the need for one
authoritative faith and tradition arose in the face of competing
ideas. This orthodoxy stressed the tradition of the Apostles in
using the literal, objective Jesus Christ, now risen from the dead,
and imbued with a cosmic mission, as its sole foundation – any
other imagery or interpretation being seen as being based on an
inflated imagination, myths and false doctrines. The leaders and
founders of the early church mistakenly I think, did not see their
visions as subjective and did not recognise the infinite
non-repeatability of God’s manifestations and therefore God’s
theomorphism. Subsequent emphasis on the belief and especially the
right sort of belief – orthodox belief – meant that Christians
bound and tied themselves to certain delimiting ideas concerning
the Infinite Spirit and more than this, they imposed such ideas
onto others insisting on conformity to them. In these sorts of
ways, the picture of Jesus as the Son of God and Redeemer of
mankind became enshrined as the orthodox, but I think, mistaken,
picture of Jesus.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ADDENDA ONE

 

AN OVERVIEW OF THE THEMES OF THE
MINISTRY AND TEACHING OF JESUS

 

Jesus – His person and identity –

 

Jesus identity  chooses not to be public figure  cause
time not yet come  John 7:4-6

Jesus identity  Time not yet come   John 2:4

Jesus identity  Time not yet come   John 7:6,8

Jesus’ identity demons to keep secret   Mark 1:25

Jesus’ identity demons to keep secret  Mark 1:34

Jesus’ identity  demons to keep secret  Mark 3:12

Jesus’ identity  Not to be told to anyone  Matt
12:16

Jesus’ identity Not to be told to anyone  Matt 16:20

Jesus’ identity not to be told to anyone Matt 8:4

Jesus’ identity  Not to be told to anyone  Matt
9:30

Jesus’ identity  people to keep secret until resurrection
Mark 9:9

Jesus’ identity  people to keep secret  Mark 5:43

Jesus’ identity  people to keep secret Mark 7:36

Jesus’ identity  people to keep secret  Mark 8:30

Jesus’ identity  to be kept secret by demons Luke 4:35

Jesus’ identity  to be kept secret by demons Luke 4:41

Jesus’ identity  to be kept secret by people Luke 5:14

Jesus’ identity  to be kept secret by people  
Luke 8:56

Jesus’ identity  to be kept secret  by people 
Luke 9:21

Jesus identity   miracles testify who he is  John
10:25

Jesus identity   miracles testify who he is  John
14:11

Jesus identity    his work testifies who he is
John 5:36

Jesus identity    Scriptures testify who he is
John 5:39

Jesus identity    Work of God requires you
believe in the one he has sent John 6:29

 

Jesus – His work and mission –

 

Jesus  come to give life as a ransom for many  Mark
10:45

Jesus  come to serve Mark 10:45

Jesus  come to teach  Mark 1:38

Jesus  gives rest to the weary Matt 11:20,29

Jesus  his work testifies who he is  John 5:36

Jesus  Sin - forgives with authority  Luke 5:24

Jesus   Sin - forgives with authority   Luke
7:47

Jesus  Sin - Forgives  Luke 5:20

Jesus Work of God requires you believe in the one he has sent
John 6:29

Jesus  will come again/return at end of time in the clouds
Matt 24:30

Jesus  will come again/return at end of time in the clouds
Matt 25:31

Jesus will come again/return at end of time in the clouds Matt
26:64

 

 

Jesus – His message/Gospel -

 

Parables Jesus taught in because Kingdom given to disciples not
crowds Matt

Parables Jesus taught the crowds in   Luke 4:32

Parables Jesus taught the crowds in  Matt 13:3

Parables  Jesus taught the crowds in  Matt 13:34

Parables given to those outside synagogue Mark 10:1

Parables  given to those outside synagogue Mark 4:11-13

Parables  given to those outside synagogue Mark 4:34

Parables  given to those outside synagogue  Mark
6:34

Teaching  Jesus taught in synagogues  Luke 4:15

Teaching  Jesus taught in synagogues Luke 4:16-21

Teaching Jesus taught in synagogues  Luke 4:44

Teaching  Jesus taught in synagogues Mark 1:21

Teaching  Jesus taught in synagoguesMatt 13:54

Teaching   Jesus taught in synagogues Matt 4:23

Teaching  Jesus taught in synagogues Matt 9:35

Teaching  Jesus taught the crowds in parablesLuke 4:32

Teaching Jesus taught with authority  Luke 4:32

Teaching Jesus taught with authority  Mark 1:22

Teaching  Jesus taught on Sabbath  Mark 6:2

Teaching   Not Jesus’ own but from father John
7:16

Message of Jesus Good news of the Kingdom Matt
4:23              

Message of Jesus   Repent: Kingdom of God is near Matt
4:17

Parable   eye is lamp of the body  Luke 11:34

Parable  Jesus is light not to be hidden Mark 4:21-25

Parable   light not to be hidden Matt 5:13-16

Parable  lost sheep (sinner) shepherd happy at findingMatt
18:12-14

Parable  sower and seed word of God Matt 13:3-8

Parables  Mark 4:2

Preaching  Jesus preached  Mark 2:2

Preaching  Jesus, outside  Mark 2:13

Preaching  Jesus, outside Mark 4:1

Repent   Mark 1:15

Repent   Mark 6:12

Repentance Luke 15:8-10

Repentance Jesus come to call sinners to Luke 5:32

Repentance  rejoice at repentant sinner Luke 15:4-7

 

 

Jesus – His Names

 

Names Bread of Life  John 6:35

Names Bread is Christ’s body  Mark 14:22

Names  Servant  Mark 10:45

Names  Bride    (by John Baptist) John
3:29

Names Bridegroom  Luke 5:34

Names Bridegroom  Mark 2:19,20

Names Bridegroom (by Jesus)  Matt 9:15

Names  Christ or messiah (by Jesus/high priest)  Mark
14:61,62

Names Christ or messiah  (by Peter)   Mark
8:29

Names Christ/Messiah  (by demons)  Luke 4:41

Names  Good Shepherd   John 10:11

Names  Holy One of God   John 6:69

Names   Holy One of God Mark 1:24

Names   Holy One of God  (by demons)  Luke
4:34

Names   King of Israel (by Nathaniel) John 1:49

Names   King of the Jews Mark 15:2

Names   King of the Jews  Matt 27:11

Names   King of the Jews  (by Jesus)  Luke
23:3

Names   Lamb of God takes sin of world (by John
Baptist)John 1:29

Names    Lamb of God takes sin of world  (by
John Baptist) John 1:35

Names   Life John 14:6

Names    Light of the world John 8:12

Names   Lord  Luke 10:41

Names    Lord Luke 12:41

Names    Lord  Luke 18:41

Names    Lord Luke 19:8

Names     Lord  Luke 9:54

Names     Lord(By Jesus)  Matt
24:32

Names   Lord (by man in crowd) Matt 8:2

Names  Lord (by Mary) John 11:32

Names  Lord, Son of David  Matt 20:30

Names   Lord, Son of David Matt 21:15

Names   Lord, Son of David (by a woman)Matt 15:22

Names  Master  Luke 5:5

Names   Master   Luke 8:34

Names  Master  Luke 9:33

Names   Master   Luke 9:49

Names   Messiah/Christ/Anointed of God (by
disciples)  John 1:41

Names Messiah/Christ/Anointed of God(by people)  John
7:41

Names   Messiah/Christ/Anointed of God  (by woman
and Jesus) John 4:25-26

Names   Mark 9:7

Names   prophet  John 4:31

Names    prophet   John 6:14

Names    prophet (healed man)John 9:17

Names   prophet (people)John 7:40

Names   prophet  (woman by well)   John
4:19

Names   Rabbi   John 9:2

Names Rabbi  (by disciples)  John 1:38

Names  Rabbi (by disciples)  John 6:25

Names Rabbi  (by Judas)  Matt 26:25

Names Rabbi (by Nicodemus) John 3:2

Names  Rabbi  (by teacher) Mark 11:21

Names Ransom  Mark 10:45

Names   resurrection and life   John
11:25

Names  Saviour of the world  (by Samaritans) John
4:42

Names   Shepherd Mark 14:27

Names  Shepherd Matt 26:31

Names   Son of David Matt 12:23

Names   Son of David Matt 9:27

Names Son of God (by centurion) Mark 15:39

Names  Son of God (by demons) Matt 8:29

Names  Son of God  (by Jesus) Luke 22:70

Names  Son of God  (by John) John 1:34

Names  Son of God (by Nathaniel) John 1:49

Names   Son of God (by unclean spirits)  Mark
3:11

Names  Son of God  (by unclean spirits) Mark 5:7

Names  Son of Man   Mark 10:53

Names   Son of Man  Mark 2:10

Names   Son of Man  Mark 2:28

Names  Son of Man  Mark 8:31

Names   Son of Man Mark 9:30

Names   Son of Man  (by Jesus) John
1:41                          

Names   Son of Man (by Jesus)John 8:35-38

Names  Son of Man  (by Jesus)  Matt 13:37

Names  Son of Man   (by Jesus)  Matt
24:30

Names Son  (by God) Luke 3:22

Names  Son (by God) Luke 9:35

Names  Teacher   (by a man)  Luke 12:13

Names   Teacher  (by a man)   Luke
9:38

Names  Teacher   (by crowds)  Mark 10:35

Names  Teacher   (by disciples) Mark 10:17

Names  Teacher   (by Jesus)Matt 26:18

Names  Teacher  (by Lawyer) Luke 10:25

Names  Teacher   (by Lawyer)  Luke 20:22

Names   Teacher   (by Lawyer)  Matt
8:19

Names   Teacher (by Pharisee) Luke 7:40

Names   Teacher  (by Pharisees)   Matt
12:38

Names    Teacher   (by Pharisees) 
Matt 22:16

Names  Teacher    (by Pharisees)  Matt
22:24

Names   Teacher   (by Pharisees)  
Matt 22:36

Names  The Christ, Son of God  Matt 26:63,64

Names  The Christ, Son of living God(by Peter) Matt
16:17

Names   The way  John 14:6

Names  True vine  John 15:1

Names  Truth John 14:6

 

 

Jesus – and God (The Father) -

 

Can do nothing without Father   John 5:19

Can do nothing without Father  John 5:30

Father  no one knows but the son    Luke
10:22

Father   no one seen  except Son  John
6:46

Jesus in Father     John 14:11

Father testifies who he is   John 5:37

Jesus   Father  are One, unitedJohn 10:30

Jesusno one can come to unless Father draws them John 6:44

Jesus no one can come to unless Father draws
them    John 6:65

Jesus words not his own  John 14:10

Jesus words not his own   John 14:24

Judgement  Father does not Judge  entrusted to
Son  John 5:22

Judgement Father does not Judge  entrusted to Son John
5:27

Teaching Not own but from Father   John 7:16

 

 

Jesus – His Miracles –

 

Jesus miracles testify who he is John 10:25

Jesus miracles testify who he is  John 14:11

MiraclesJohn 2:23

Miracles feeds 5000 John 6:1-13

Miracles not be done in home town  because of lack of
faithMark 6:5

Miracles raises dead Luke 7:11-16

Miracleswater into wine  John 2:1-11

Power over tree Matt 21:19

Power  over waves and storm Matt 8:26

Waves and storm commands Luke 8:24

 

 

Jesus – His Excorcisms –

 

Casts out evil spirits  Matt 8:16

Casts out evil spirits  Matt 8:32

Casts out evil spirits  Mark 1:26

Casts out evil spirits   Mark 1:39

Casts out evil spirits Mark 9:25-28

Casts out spirits  Luke 11:14

Casts out spirits Luke 4:35

Casts out spirits  Luke 4:41

Casts out spirits Luke 6:18

Casts out spirits  Luke 7:21

Casts out spirits  Luke 9:42

Spirits cast out  by faith  Matt 17:17-21

 

 

Jesus – His Healing –

 

HealedDisease and sickness    Matt 14:14

Healed Disease and sickness   Matt 15:30

Healed Disease and sickness  Matt 19:2

Healed Disease and sickness  Matt 21:14

Healed  Disease and sickness  Matt 4:23

Healed Disease and sickness  Matt 4:24

Healed  Disease and sickness  Matt 8:13

Healed  Disease and sickness  Matt 8:14

Healed   Disease and sickness  Matt 8:16

Healed  Disease and sickness   Matt 8:3

Healed  John 4:34-54

Healed   John 5:1>

Healed  John 6:2

Healed diseases  Mark 1:34

Healed  diseases Mark 1:40-42

Healed diseases Mark 2:10,11

Healed diseases   Mark 3:5

Healed  diseases Mark 6:56

Healed   diseases   Mark 7:35

Healed fever  Mark 1:31

Healed of fever   Luke 4:39

Healed on Sabbath   John 5:10,17

Healed  various diseases   Luke 11:14

Healed various diseases  Luke 4:40

Healed  various diseases  Luke 5:13

Healed   various diseases  Luke 5:25

Healed  various diseases  Luke 6:19

Healed   various diseases Luke 7:21

People healed   by faith   Matt 9:22

People healed  by faith    Matt 9:29

 

 

Holy Spirit –

 

Holy Spirit   given   John 14:16

Holy spirit   teaching on   John 16:1-16

 

 

JESUS – THEMES AND THREADS IN HIS TEACHING –

 

Human nature, Morality, Ethics and social relationships –

 

Good men   bring forth good things   Matt
12:34,35

Good   arises from the heart Luke 6:45

Evil arises from the heart  Luke 6:45

Uncleanness   what comes out of a man (mouth) makes
him
unclean                              

Words  Mouth speaks from overflow of heart   Matt
12:34,35

Adultery   Matt 5:3>7:27

Divorce    Matt 5:3>7:27

Eye for and eye    Matt 5:3>7:27

Forgiveness   teaching on   Luke 6:27>

Humility  Luke 17:7-10

Judgement  those who have done good live- those done evil
condemned John 5:29-30

Judging, criticism Matt 5:3>7:27

Murder  Matt 5:3>7:27

Needy, Poor  giving to Matt 5:3>7:27

Neighbour who they are   Luke 10:30-37

Oaths   Matt 5:3>7:27

Self righteous  will be humbled  humble exalted 
Luke 14:7-11

Self righteous  will be humbled   humble
exalted  Luke 18:9-14

Sinners  forbearance of God   Luke 13:6-9

Sins and blasphemies   All will be forgiven  Mark
3:28

Trees and fruit  Matt 5:3>7:27

Worry, anxiety   Matt 5:3>7:27

 

 

Approaching God -

 

Asking God  Matt 5:3>7:27

Believe   The good news about God  Mark 1:15

Repentance  Mark 1:15

Repentance  Mark 6:12

Repentance   Luke 15:8-10

Repentance   Jesus come to call sinners to  Luke
5:32

Humility Luke 17:7-10

Fasting Matt 5:3>7:27

leave spiritually dead to bury the dead Matt 8:22

 

 

Prayer and Worship –

 

Prayer how to Luke 11:2-5

PrayerMatt 5:3>7:27

Prayer  importunate  for holy spirit  Luke
11:5-13

Prayer importunate  for holy spirit   Luke
18:1-8

Jesus Prays  Luke 11:1

Jesus Prays  Luke 20:41

Jesus Prays  Luke 3:21

Jesus Prays   Luke 5:16

Jesus Prays   Luke 6:12

Jesus Prays  Mark 1:35

Jesus Prays   Mark 6:46

Jesus Prays  in solitary places  Luke 5:16

Jesus Prays  solitary prayer Matt 14:23

Jesus Prays   Solitary prayer But submissive to fathers
will  Matt 26:39

Jesus Prays Solitary prayer  For a change in circumstance
Matt 26:39

Worship  should be in spirit and truth  John
4:24-25

 

 

New Covenant –

 

Blood of New Covenant  blood of the covenant poured out for
many  Mark 14:23,24

Blood of New Covenant  poured out for many for forgiveness
of sins Matt 26:28

New approach  not contained in old forms  but some
prefer the old Luke 5:36>

New approach  not contained in old forms  but some
prefer the old  Matt 9:16>

 

 

Law and commandments -

 

Law and commandments greatest is: Love God, Love neighbour 
Matt 22:37>

Law and commandments  Obeying of impossible for man,
possible with God  Matt 19:26

Law and commandments  keeping of impossible with man
possible with God  Luke 18:27

Law and commandments upheld by Jesus   Luke 10:26

Law and commandments  obey them Matt 23:2

Law and commandments  Jesus the fulfilment of  
Matt 5:3>7:27       

Law and commandments   upheld by Jesus Luke 5:13

Law and commandments  supported by Jesus   Mark
1:44

Judgment   those done good live  those done evil
condemned  John 5:29-30

Fasting Matt 5:3>7:27

Eternal life inherited  by keeping law   Luke
10:27

Eternal life  inherited  by keeping law  Luke
18:18

Eternal life obtained by following law and sacrifice: not poss
man, poss God  Mark 10:8-25

Eternal life Obtained by obeying commandments  Matt
19:17

 

 

Tradition, Rituals and ceremonies -

 

Spiritual contrasted with and more important than external
things  Luke 11:37

Love to God and man More important than ceremony Mark 12:33

Mercy  overcomes ritual and ceremony Matt 12:1-14

Tradition Jesus critical of when it opposes Spirit  
Luke 6:1>

Tradition Jesus critical of    Mark 7:6-8

Word of God overrides tradition Matt 15:3

 

 

Standing/relationship with God –

 

Birthperson born of waterand of Spirit  John 3:5

Flesh gives birth to flesh   spirit gives birth to
spirit John 3:6

Branches  those not bearing fruit cut off  Father
gardener – Jesus vine John 15:1,2

Elect   Mark 13:20,22

Predestination, preparation  Mark 10:40

 

 

Heaven/spiritual realm and earthly/material realm and
authorities –

 

Narrow gate Entrance to spiritual restrictedMatt 5:3>7:27

Below and above contrasted  John 8:23

Darkness and Light   contrasted  John
12:35-36

Earthly/Heavenly  contrasted   John 3:12

Flesh gives birth to flesh   spirit gives birth to
spirit  John 3:6

Flesh  counts for nothing spirit gives life  
John 6:63

Food that spoils contrasted with food that endures for eternal
life  John 6:27

Food that spoils contrasted with food that endures for eternal
life  John 6:51

Spiritual food John 4:32

Give man what is man’s, give to God what is God’s  
Matt 22:21

Money changers   driven out  Fathers house turned
to market John 2:16

Moneychangers expelled trading in temple Mark 11:15

Moneychangers  tables overturned  robbers in temple
Matt 21:12

Spiritual and material  contrasted - Man lives not just on
material but spiritual food   Matt 4:4

Spiritual and materialcontrasted Mark 12:17

Spiritual and material  contrasted  Mark 8:33

Spiritual and world contrasted John 8:23

Spiritual contrasted with and more important than external
things  Luke 11:37

Materialism foolish  Luke12:16-21

Treasure in heaven  Matt 5:3>7:27

 

 

Kingdom of God/ Kingdom of heaven – (The spiritual realm within)
-

 

Kingdom of GodIs near    Mark 1:15

Kingdom of heaven  Cannot be seen unless born again John
3:3

Kingdom of heavenlike a pearl that is found – sell all to buy
it   Matt 13:45

Kingdom of heaven like seed growing into large tree  
Luke 13:18-19

Kingdom of heaven like seed growing into large tree  Mark
4:30-32

Kingdom of heaven like seed growing into large tree  Matt
13:31-32

Kingdom of heaven  like sown seed-it grows, ripens, then
harvest itMark 4:26-29

Kingdom of heaven like treasure hidden and found- sell all to
buy it Matt 13:44

Kingdom of heavenlike yeast working through doughLuke
13:20,21

Kingdom of heaven like yeast working through dough Matt
13:33

Kingdom of heaven  not of this world John 18:36

 

 

Teachers and followers -

 

Ministers/teachers Are hired hands   John 10:12

Disciples / Teachers  Avoid fancy titles for Matt
23:8>

Disciples / Teachers  Avoid hypocrisy and double
standards   Matt 23:3>

Disciples / Teachers     Avoid outward
show  Matt 23:27>

Disciples / Teachers  Avoid over emphasis and bondage of
ritual/ceremony  Matt 23:25>

Disciples    are my mother, brother, sister  Matt
12:49

Disciples  like salt and light  Matt 5:3>7:27

Discipleship  cost of Luke 14:25

Discipleship  cost of   Luke 14:25-35

Teachers of law  obey them  Matt 23:2

Teachers of law  who have been instructed  bring out
old and new
treasures         

Teaching   about discipleship  Matt 10:5-42

 

 

Listening to/hearing teaching and obeying it -

 

Hear and practice   good foundation  Luke
6:47>

Hear and practice   good foundation Matt 7:24>

Hearing and obeying  blessed   Luke 11:28

Jesus  If you love him – obey his teaching  John
14:23

Jesus words hard to understand?  Because you do not belong
to God John 8:42-4

Those who hear and obey  Are mother/brother  Luke
8:19

Whoever does God’s will  is bother, sister,
mother                   
                               

Wise and foolish builders    Matt 5:3>7:27

 

 

Opponents and false teachers -

 

Enemies love them Matt 5:3>7:27

False messiahs  will come   Matt 24:24

False miracle workers will come   Matt 24:24

Burdensome  With over particular rules 
condemned  Matt 23:13

Hypocrites   Condemned   Matt 23>

 

 

Signs and portents

 

Signs of timeswatch for    Luke 12:54

Signs  Evil generation seeks    Matt
12:39

Signs   Evil generation seeks   Matt
16:4

Signs   none given  wicked generation
seeks   Luke 11:29>

Signs   Watch for signs of Lord’s coming  
Matt 24:45>

Signs    will not believe if one rose from
dead   Luke 16:19-31

Work of God   requires you believe in the one he has
sent  John 6:29

 

 

Eschatology (Last things) -

 

Jesus will come again/return at end of time in the
clouds   Matt 24:30

Jesus will come again/return at end of time in the clouds 
Matt 25:31

Jesus  will come again/return at end of time in the
clouds   Matt 26:64

End of age   like cast net-catches all – collect good
- bad thrown away   Matt 13:47>

End of age  like king settling accounts – unmerciful
servant punished  Matt 18:21-35

End of age  like kings wedding feast – guests (Jews) refuse
– invites others Matt 22:1-14

End of age  like kings wedding feast – uninvited guest
thrown out   Matt 22:1-14

End of age  like landowner hiring workers – pats as he
pleases  Matt 20:1-16

End of age  like wise and foolish virgins – some prepared –
some not  Matt 25:1-13

End of the age  Jesus does not know when it is  Matt
24:36

End of the world   Jesus returns in clouds  Mark
13:26

Judgement  father does not entrusted to Son John 5:22

Judgement    John 5:27

Judgement  people rise out of graves  John 5:29-30

Judgement  those done good live those done evil
condemned  John 5:29-30

Secrets   all will be revealed   Luke
12:2-3

Secrets   will be disclosed   Luke 8:17

Punishments   after death  Mark 12:40

Punishments   in hell   Luke 12:5

Punishments  in hell  Luke 13:22>

Punishments  in hell  Luke 20:47

Resurrection   No marriage in  Matt 22:30

Resurrection  people will be like angels at  Matt
22:30

Rewards   after death Mark 9:41

Rewards  in heaven   Luke 6:23

Heaven  no-one gone toexcept son of man John 3:13

 

 

Eternal life -

 

Eternal life  everyone who looks on the son and believes
has  John 6:40

Eternal life  he who believes has John 6:47

Eternal life  he who believes on Jesus will never
die   John 11:26

Eternal life   he who hears Jesus and believes has
eternal life  John 5:24

Eternal life   inherited  Matt 19:29

Eternal life   inherited    by keeping
law   Luke 10:27

Eternal life   inherited   by keeping
law   Luke 18:18

Eternal life    Jesus gives living water welling
up to eternal life John 4:14

Eternal life    obtained by following law and
sacrifice: not poss man, poss GodMark 10:8-25

Eternal life   obtained by obeying commandments Matt
19:17

Eternal life   reaper harvests for   John
4:34-38

Eternal life    son of man must be lifted
up  so those who believe have  John 3:16-21

 

 

Faith –

 

Faith in God’s
authority                               

Faith in God’s authority  Commended   Matt
8:10

Faith in God’s authority   Commended   
Matt 9:2

Faith in God’s authority  Commended  Matt 9:29

Faith   heals the person   Mark 10:52

Faith    heals the person   Mark
5:34

Faith   heals the person  Matt 9:22

Faith   heals the person  Luke 7:9

Faith  heals the person   Luke 8:48

Faith    saves  Luke 7:50

Faith   When God sees He forgives sins Matt 19:2

Faith    When God sees He forgives sins 
Mark 2:5

 

 

Jews -

 

Jews   like feast where outsiders are invited 
Luke 14:15-24

Jews    like servants entrusted with moneyMatt
25:14-30

Jews   like tenants  Luke 20:9-19

Jews  like tenants  Mark 12:1-11

Jews  like tenants  Matt 21:33-45

Jews   like two sons  Matt 21:28-32

Salvation  is from/of the Jews John 4:22

 

 

Prophecy -

 

Fulfilment  Luke 24:44

Prophesies   expulsion of Jews Matt 8:12

Prophesies own death and resurrection   Mark
10:33,34

Prophesies Peter’s denial  Mark 14:30

 

 

Scripture/Word of God -

 

Scriptures quoted  it is written….  Matt 4:10

Scriptures quoted it is written….  Matt 4:7

Word of God overrides tradition  Matt 15:3
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	THE SPIRITUAL
LIFE OF A MANIC DEPRESSIVE (2011)
This is the spiritual biography of Pilgrim Simon with special
consideration and relation to his mystical experiences and bipolar
(manic-depressive)disorder. Pilgrim Simon presents his spiritual
life story as a sufferer from manic depression and as a person who
has had a number of mystical encounters with the Divine. This story
charts his entrance into and eventual leaving of Christian
Fundamentalism and his quest to find a deep-rooted, stable and
relevant spiritual orientation in the light of his mood changes.
This document covers a forty year period of Pilgrim Simon's
spiritual quest for the Divine.



	


GROUPS,
CULTS, SECTS AND MIND CONTROL (2011)
A set of outline notes highlighting the techniques and processes
used in dysfunctional groups in order to dishonestly persuade their
members to adopt the group philosophy and remain as members. Though
the main references here are to religious groups, these methods are
also used by any dysfunctional group - be it religious, political
or whatever.

Using these notes, readers should be able to quickly detect the
degree of dysfunctionality in any group to which they belong.



	


CHRISTIANS
SEEKING GUIDANCE FROM GOD (2011)
Even for Bible-believing Christians, seeking God's guidance in
every day circumstances can sometimes seem to be a difficult task.
On some issues, the Bible is plain but in other areas, Christians
seem to be on less certain ground and may resort to methods and
approaches that lead them into error and difficulty, or they may
sub-consciously interpret their own desires and preferences as
God's will for them with equally disastrous results. Sometimes,
these mistakes can cost the believer emotionally, financially and
in terms of personal relationships and faith cause many
difficulties. This study seeks to cut through some of the potential
pitfalls to offer a more considered Biblical view of seeking God's
guidance and will for the Christian.



	


MYSTICISM,
MADNESS AND MANIA (2011)
Drawing from his own personal experience as a sufferer from
bi-polar mood disorder and as a person who has had a number of
mystical, spiritual experiences, Pilgrim Simon explores the themes
of religious mania, so-called 'mental illness' amd immediate or
mystical experiences of the Divine. In so doing he seeks to draw
out distinguishing features that differentiate mystical experience
from manic mood phases and from schizophrenic displays of religious
delusion. He draws from the Transpersonal model of Ken Wilber and
also from the approach of Personal Constuct theory and the research
of Julian Jaynes on the Bicameral mind. This study leads to
questions about the very foundations of psychology and psychiatry
and the forms of analysis and diagnosis that they may make
concerning mystical or transcendent spiritual experience.

Pilgrim Simon has studied spirituality and religion for over
forty years. He has an Honours degree majoring in Psychology and
Post graduate qualifications in counselling.



	


CHRISTIAN
REVELATION (2011)
This study is concerned with that area of Christianity known as
'spiritual gifts', or 'charismata' and particularly the gifts of
revelation and inspiration - and God's guidance.

Initially, these gifts are explored and defined in Biblical
terms with a Calvinist interpretation, but as the study progresses
it becomes more and more evident that tests are needed to be
applied witrh regard to claims of experiences of spiritual gifts in
order to prevent the Christian believer from being decieved,
mistaken or deluded by false gifts and influences.

Where better to look then than to THE outstanding example of
Christian God-inspired revelation - the Bible itself. In taking
this course we are led to a critical exploration of the very
foundations not only of Christian Fundamentalism and the Bible, but
to the foundations of Christianity itself.



	


SPIRIT, SELF
AND EGO (2011)
Who are we? What is our 'self'? What do we mean when we talk
about 'ego'? Are 'ego' and 'self' the same thing? Exactly what is
human nature? Do we have a spiritual dimension to our nature?

Do we have a soul? Or are we just material, physical bodies? The
answers that we give to these questions affect our assumptions and
understanding in practical disciplines of social science such as
psychology and psychiatry as well as affecting our approach to
spirituality.

In this study, Pilgrim Simon seeks to answer these questions and
provide a foundation for theories of understanding ourselves.



	


THE
CHARACTER AND NAMES OF GOD (2011)
What is God like? What sort of characteristics, qualities or
attributes does the Divine have? Many spiritually-minded people
picture God using the Names ascribed to the Divine: God is Love,
Mercy, Father, Judge and so on. Some tend to think of God as
'Big-Person-in-the-sky' looking down on us, ordering events around
us and keeping a record of all that we do and say ready for us to
give an account of our lives.

In this study, Pilgrim Simon gets beneath these ideas to find
something far more transcendent and intimate, resulting in a view
of God that challenges many religious and orthodox ideas about what
God is like, and suggests a way through religious division,
conflict and dogma.



	


THE
SONG OF SIMON - A SPIRITUAL JOURNAL (2011)
The 'Song of Simon' is a spiritual journal that faithfully
records the content of a series of mystical encounters experienced
by Pilgrim Simon over the course of a few months at the turn of the
millennium. Though allegorical and mythical in its symbolism, the
philosophical and theological content is at times quite profound.
In general, it resonates with the approach of non-dualists and core
views of spiritual thinkers such as Ibn al-Arabi, Shankara and
Meister Eckhart - though at the time of writing this journal, these
authors were unknown to Pilgrim Simon.

The text provides a rich reservoir of spiritual philosophy and
provides the springboard for the spiritual studies written by
Pilgrim Simon over the last decade.



	


FOUNDATION
FOR CONTEMPORARY SPIRITUALITY (2011)
Older, traditional religious ideas are being questioned and
challenged, but this does not mean that we have to reject the very
notion of God or the Divine, or throw out all religion as useless.
But it does mean hard and searching questions into the foundation
of spirituality and religion, and particularly orthodox religion
and spirituality which declare themselves as the one true path to
the Divine. A contemporary approach is needed which can accommodate
our modern world and its discoveries. Paradoxically, such an
approach reaches back to some very old ideas indeed.

What is set out in this study is a set of articles dealing with
the foundations, the ground, the base, of spirituality, stripping
away inadequate ideas and theologies that are no longer tenable in
an attempt to get to a more sure foundation for contemporary
spirituality.



	


LEAVING
CHRISTIAN FUNDAMENTALISM - THE BIBLE AND AUTHORITY
(2011)
The rallying call of the Protestant Reformers was 'sola
sciptura' - Scripture alone. For modern Christian Fundamentalists,
The Bible forms THE tangible spiritual authority as God's inerrant
Word and therefore it forms the ONLY rule of faith and conduct. All
beliefs and conduct are brought under its searching light.

But is Christian Fundamentalism correct in taking this position?
In this study, ex Christian Fundamentalist and Calvinist Pilgrim
Simon considers over sixty questions concerning the foundation and
ground of authority for the Christian's faith and conduct and in
doing so lays the axe to the root of Fundamentalism and begins to
question the very basis of orthodox Christianity itself.



	


Essays on
spirituality - Volume 1 (2011)
'Essays on spirituality' consists of over a dozen short and
medium length articles on spiritual themes. They were written as
the author was coming to an understanding of his own mystical
experiences and the theological and philosophical content that they
displayed. References are made to the Journal of these experiences
- 'The Song of Simon' - also available on Feedbooks.

The themes covered in this volume include:

ABANDONING MATERIALISM

CHARACTERISTICS OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE

CHRISTIANITY AND MODERN SPIRITUALITY

DEATH AND THE AFTERLIFE

DEGREES OF IGNORANCE

EVIL – ITS ORIGIN AND PERSISTENCE

THE EXPERIENCE MEETING

THE SPIRITUAL WISDOM OF THE CHILD?

GOD, TRUTH AND PERPETUAL TRANSFORMATION

GOD’S WILL AND PLEASURE…IN THE BEGINNING

HARMONISING RELIGIONS

THE HEART

THE INTRINSIC PATH

KNOWING ME, KNOWING GOD – AHA!



	


SPIRITUAL
FELLOWSHIP (2011)
Should spiritually minded people gather together for devotion,
worship and praise of God? Should they gather together for
teaching? Who is it exactly who teaches? What do they teach? What
is it exactly that they worship? What happens when individual
understandings of what God is like different from or even
contradict the views of other spiritual travellers? How should any
such meeting be structured and organised? Given that there are
different levels of transcendence in spirituality, which is the
most appropriate spiritual path to follow?

In this study, Pilgrim Simon addresses these issues of practical
spirituality.



	


THE
MEANING OF PERSONAL REVELATION (2011)
In the course of engaging in spiritual exercises such as
contemplation, prayer, mindfulness and meditation some people may
experience an immediate encounter with the Divine - a mystical
experience in which they may receive teaching and guidance in
spiritual matters.For some in Christianity, the whole Bible is
declared to be inspired revelation.

What principles shouls we use in seeking to understand the
meaning of such literature and experiences? What is the meaning of
a spiritual dream? If the Absolute makes a representation to us in
metaphor, allegory or symbol, how then do we understand this
content? What is the sense or significance of mystical literature?
What is the purpose underlying or intended by such accounts? What
is the true interpretation, value, or message that such and
experience and literature seeks to convey?

In this study, Pilgrim Simon seeks to address such
questions.



	


COVENANT
HISTORY AND THE HOLY SPIRIT (2011)
This study began with the question: 'Did the Holy Spirit indwell
believers in Old Testament times?' Many modern Christians place an
emphasis on the regeneration and indwelling of the Holy Spirit as
an essential part of salvation. If this is the case, in what sense
was the Holy Spirit given at Pentecost? In seeking to answer these
kinds of questions, the author, Pilgrim Simon, found himself
exploring the history of just how God dealt with his people via a
series of 'covenants' or relationships leading up to the New
Covenant in Christ. The progression through these covenants reveals
changes in relationships with and discoveries about the Divine as
the plan of redemption is unfolded. It also questions some of the
assumptions made by some Christians today.



	


A
CRITIQUE OF CHRISTIAN FUNDAMENTALISM (2011)
Many of us are familiar with the term 'Christian
fundamentalism'. It is a term that that through constant use in the
media often creates in our minds a stereotypical image of a naive
literalistic faith coupled with a somewhat dogmatic and intolerant
attitude - especially with regard to modern science.

In this short study, ex Christian fundamentalist Pilgrim Simon
gives an outline critique of the Christian fundamentalist system
and believer.



	


LAYNTON
LAINTON FAMILY HISTORY (2011)
An outline one-name study and history of the Laynton/Lainton
family originally from the Staffordshire/Shropshire borders in
England.

The history of the family is traced back to the 1500's and
reveals a typical working class story from the beginning of the
reign of Elizabeth the first, through the English Civil Wars, the
industrial revolution and two world wars, with family members
spreading all over the world. This study would be of interest to
anyone with the Laynton/Lainton name as their own name or in their
familiy history and also to students of social history, since a
great percentage of the Laynton/Lainton's in the world are included
in this one name study.

The appendix contains wills and census records, apprenticeship
records and a full chronological index of births, marriages and
deaths from the 1500's up to 1995.

You should note that some parts of he appendix are intended for
computer display and may not be spaced correctly on mobile
devices.



	


TOWARDS A
21ST CENTURY CHRISTIANITY (2011)
In the light of textual, historical and scientific criticism and
resulting re-evaluation of the Bible, can we actually begin to form
any sort of view about what Christianity is and who Jesus was? Is
there anything left after these radical deconstructions?

Ex Christian fundamentalist Pilgrim Simon makes a personal
evaluation of Christianity today, cutting through fundamentalist
thought and years of orthodox theology and practice to try and
arrive at what the essence of Christianity really was and is and
what theology it would embrace in the light of these modern
criticisms.



	


The
Visions of St. Paul and the Judeo/Christian orthodox tradition
(2011)
The visions of the resurrected Jesus experienced by the Apostles
and the Apostle Paul in particular form the basis of new Testament
and earcly Christian orthodoxy. On the basis of his Damascus Road
experience and other, similar spiritual experiences that followed
it, Paul received a theology that formed the basis of his message
to the non-Jewish community or Gentiles. Paul's writngs and the
writings of his associates or followers make up most of the New
Testament. This essay explores the context and content of these
visions and draws out implications for any contemporary Christian
faith.



	


Do
mystics become God? (2011)
Some mystics, following their transcendent spiritual
experiences, claim unity or oneness with God - to the point of
declaring that they themselves are Divine or an Incarnation of God.
This short essay explores this theme of Deification and asks if
such mystics and gurus are correvt in their assertions.



	


The
Spiritual Matrix - Questionnaire and results analysis
(2012)
How spiritual and transcendent is your thinking and behaviour?
Where would you place yourself on the spiritual landscape? This
questionnaire lists 72 statements about spirituality and asks you
to rate them in terms of how much you agree or disagree with them.
It then gives you guidance on how to analyse your ratings and gives
you a personal spiritual profile and indicates your degree of
transendence. It also places your position on a spiritual map. The
questionnaire takes about 20 - 30 minutes to complete and ful
details of how to understand your ratings are given.



	


The
Spiritual Matrix - Mapping spiritual transcendence - Full study
(2012)
The spiritual landscape can sometimes be daunting and confusing
such that approaches to spirituality that seem on the surface to
promote personal growth and insight may in the end turn out to be
regressive and a hindrance. It can be useful to have some sort of
‘map’ to help us to orientate ourselves in this sometimes
bewildering scene.

In exploring commonly accepted categories of spiritual ideas and
spiritual pathways, the author builds up a spiritual matrix in
which various points of view and practices with regard to
spirituality can be rated to provide us with our own personal
spiritual code. This matrix reveals the depth and scope of our
reactions to spiritual ideas and practices, whether we support or
oppose them as well as indicating the degree of transcendence of
our spiritual philosophy and practice.

This study is divided into three parts – Part one: A
questionnaire to rate your own spiritual views and practices, Part
two: A discussion of the theoretical approach, Part three: An
analysis of your questionnaire results.

Along the way, the author discusses proto-science,
pseudo-science, souls, ancestor veneration, spirits, fairy folk,
deities, magic, alchemy, materialism, mysticism, Astrology,
Mediums, religion and non-dualism.



	


A
Critique of Christian Fundamentalism (2012)
The articles and essays in this collection deal with the
fundamentalist idea of absolute truth, the Christian Fundamentalist
system and the people that subscribe to it. The foundation of
Christian Fundamentalism is looked at – the idea that the Bible is
a closed revelatory book which is without major error or
contradiction. A whole series of questions relating to spiritual
and moral authority in the church are explored The founding figure
in Christianity, Jesus Christ is looked at in order to explore what
Jesus really seemed to teach and how orthodox ideas were developed
and established around him as the central figure of the faith.
Since the thought of the Apostle Paul makes up most of the New
Testament, we explore where he obtained his ideas. There are also
brief articles on the nature of belief, why leaving fundamentalism
can be so hard and a look at groups sects and cults. There is also
an exploration on what a 21st century might look like and the
testimony/spiritual biography of the author.
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