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“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
 because he has anointed me…
to let the oppressed go free.”
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Take no part in the unfruitful works of darkness,
 but instead expose them.

THE LETTER TO THE EPHESIANS 5:11
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My Personal Journey: How I Came to Know Jesus the Political Revolutionary


IT SEEMS THAT all my life I have been on a quest to understand Jesus.

I am a son of the Christian Church. Raised in the Church. Nurtured in the Church. I joined the children’s choir at the age of five. Offered my life to Christ when I was ten. My maternal grandfather was a Presbyterian elder, two uncles were Baptist preachers, three were deacons. My devout father was a longtime church trustee and my mother’s Christian witness was so respected that in her later years my childhood church bestowed upon her the honored title of “Mother.” My family never missed a Sunday service unless my sister or I was sick or we were on one of our regular pilgrimages Down South (the only trip my family ever took).

I was raised on the bland Jesus of Sunday school and of my mother’s gentle retellings, the meek, mild Jesus who told us, in a nice, passive, sentimental way, to love our enemies, and who assured us that we need not worry about our troubles, just bring them to him. He was a gentle, serene, nonthreatening Jesus whose only concern was getting believers into heaven, and whose only “transgression” was to claim sonship with God—a fact so obvious to my family that we were sure even a blind man could see its truth.

That was the Jesus I knew. Reinforcing that perception were the renderings of him in my church, in my own home and the homes of relatives and friends, even in the images adorning the little cardboard fans we used to swat away the sweltering heat at the height of worship: Jesus with his head meekly tilted, soft hands bent limply at the wrist or clasped tightly in prayer, eyes downcast or beatifically turned upward, but never so bold as to look anyone in the eye. Then there was the famous blue-eyed Jesus by Warner Sallman, the most popular and most fanciful image of him (which I, like most folks I knew, thought to be the exact likeness of the Lord). The Scandinavian features and the clipped beard and carefully coiffed blond curls—not to mention the piercing blue eyes—gave Sallman’s Jesus a nobility that assured all who gazed upon him that the last thing he would do was cause trouble or upset anyone’s day. Anyone except a few mean, greedy Pharisees (whom we children hated without having a clue to what a Pharisee was) and evil priests who certainly deserved it anyway. I prayed to that Jesus daily, called out his name in times of trouble, loved him because he first loved me and because he gave his life so the devil would not get my soul.

Yet for all my trust and love and fervor, something in the portrayals of Jesus and his message did not seem quite right; something just didn’t make sense. Was this meek, mild Jesus the same Jesus who defiantly called the Pharisees “a brood of vipers” and described them as “whitewashed tombs full of every unclean thing”? Was this the same outraged Jesus who, swinging a fearsome stick, set the Temple money changers to flight? And if he was so meek and mild, how could he get anyone’s interest in the first place, much less hold the attention of thousands at a time and effortlessly get tough guys to follow him, like the apostle Peter, who was so rough and blustery that he was nicknamed “Son of Thunder”? And what did Jesus mean by sayings like “I have come not to bring peace, but a sword”? I tried my best to understand, although questions like these were frowned on by my parents and every believer I knew as evidence of weak faith or, worse, of the devil’s confusion.

As I arrived at puberty and was allowed to wander my neighborhood more freely, I began to hear of a more assertive Jesus. I don’t mean the scary, vengeful Book of Revelation Jesus who the fire-and-brimstone preachers claim will burn up everyone except the Elect—that is, them and the other fanatics who think like them. Rather, it was the brave, bold Jesus that was proclaimed by the lofty old Garveyites I encountered in the barbershop; or by scary-looking men with huge Bibles dressed like ancient Hebrews; or by unsmiling exhorters beneath stiff red fezzes with black tassles, pontificating on street corners; or by self-taught scholars in white shirts and narrow ties selling furiously annotated self-published books claiming that Jesus’ divinity was nurtured in a childhood spent not in Nazareth but in Africa or Tibet. All those sincere zealots proclaimed another Jesus. In their various ways they spoke of a courageous Jesus who was executed not because of bowed-head, clasped-hands religious pronouncements, but because he stood ramrod straight against the oppressive political forces of his day.

But black Christians can be some of the most religiously conservative people in America. My parents certainly were. Like everyone else in my world, it seemed, they knew only a long-suffering Jesus who was concerned with the things of heaven, with little thought for the matters of this world, matters like social injustice, racial and gender inequities, or the systematic oppression of the poor. Not even my parents’ wholehearted support of the civil rights movement and its calls for biblical justice affected their traditional view of Jesus. So when I began to voice my questions and to repeat the things I’d heard, my parents, worried that this “new” Jesus would befuddle me and undermine my faith, explained to me that those passionate, unorthodox preachers just didn’t know Jesus.

Well, that was that, because in those days, to have it said that you did not know Jesus was the ultimate dismissal. At best, it meant that you could not be trusted. At worst, it meant that you were irretrievably traveling down the road to damnation. I certainly didn’t want to burn in hell. And, to be honest, some of those preachers’ claims did seem a bit fantastic, and still do today, like one group’s belief that Jesus survived the cross to quietly live to a ripe old age in Tibet. So although my questions remained, I pushed them to the back of my mind.

Yet my quest and my questions never went away. The more I wondered, the less a passive, politically uninvolved Jesus made sense. If he loved his people so much, I mused, wouldn’t he stand against their oppression? Could a truly loving Jesus worry only about saving souls while the flesh of his people was raked and torn beneath the sharp heel of imperial subjugation?

My parents saw my struggle, my rising skepticism, the strange books I read, and they became more and more concerned. “Why can’t you be like other boys?” my worried father asked. I had no answer. I only knew there must be more to Jesus than the meek, mild persona extolled by every Christian voice I heard; there must be a Jesus who loves us so fully that he wants the same liberation from fear and oppression and exploitation for us on earth as he promised awaits us in heaven. I just couldn’t reconcile this growing realization with the fact that nowhere in the Church did I hear this Jesus preached about, a Jesus who cared not only about our souls but about our earthly circumstances, too. I was torn and confused, apprehensive about questioning the foundational teachings of my life, yet unable not to. Finally the struggle and the contradictions became too great. In my early teens I left the Church altogether, vowing never to return. Famous last words.

TODAY I AM a seminary graduate, an ordained minister, a trained scholar of the Bible, former president of a historic theological seminary, a teacher and professor to aspiring ministers and an advisor to seasoned ones.

I have earned an Ivy League Ph.D. in religion and have preached and taught all over America and in Africa, too. I have worshiped with European Christians, Asian Christians, Middle Eastern Christians, African Christians, rich Christians, poor Christians. Called God’s name in drafty one-room backwoods churches, in sweltering urban storefronts, in sprawling compounds that could be mistaken for college campuses, and in structures so ornate and opulent that they embarrassed me and made me wonder if they wouldn’t embarrass Jesus. In these years I have been blessed to experience the adoration and worship of Jesus in every aspect of his person and his grandeur, from the Lamb of God to the warrior Christ of Armageddon, from the son of Joseph and Mary to the Son of Man to the Son of God.

All of them. Except one: Jesus the political revolutionary, the Jesus who is as concerned about liberating us from the kingdoms of earth as about getting us into the kingdom of heaven. Yet the Gospels tell us that is who Jesus is, too. And what he was crucified for. This is the Jesus that called me back to the Church—the revolutionary Jesus.


JESUS THE POLITICAL REVOLUTIONARY

Yes, Jesus of Nazareth was a political revolutionary. Now, to say that he was “political” doesn’t mean that he sought to start yet another protest party in Galilee. Nor does it mean that he was “involved in politics” in the sense that we know it today, with its bargaining and compromises and power plays and partisanship. And it certainly doesn’t mean that he wanted to wage war or overthrow the Roman Empire by force.

To say that Jesus was a political revolutionary is to say that the message he proclaimed not only called for change in individual hearts but also demanded sweeping and comprehensive change in the political, social, and economic structures in his setting in life: colonized Israel. It means that if Jesus had had his way, the Roman Empire and the ruling elites among his own people either would no longer have held their positions of power, or if they did, would have had to conduct themselves very, very differently. It means that an important goal of his ministry was to radically change the distribution of authority and power, goods and resources, so all people—particularly the little people, or “the least of these,” as Jesus called them—might have lives free of political repression, enforced hunger and poverty, and undue insecurity. It means that Jesus sought not only to heal people’s pain but also to inspire and empower people to remove the unjust social and political structures that too often were the cause of their pain. It means that Jesus had a clear and unambiguous vision of the healthy world that God intended and that he addressed any issue—social, economic, or political—that violated that vision.
 
Now, I know that doesn’t square with what most Christians believe. In fact, it’s my experience that, on the one hand, many Christians will actually bridle, even become angry, at the very thought of calling their Lord and Savior a political revolutionary. On the other hand, those who do recognize anything revolutionary about Jesus regard him simply as a spiritual revolutionary who sought only to bring the world to a new spiritual relationship with God. They might even grant that Jesus was a social revolutionary, but only in the narrow relational sense that he sought to transform society by changing people’s individual relationships without concern for transforming the institutions and structures that so callously dominated people’s lives and so ruthlessly circumscribed their life chances. This despite the fact that the Gospels give little or no attention to the salvation of individual souls, instead focusing chiefly on the welfare and salvation of the entire community, as in Luke’s account of the devout old Simeon, who spent the last days of his life in prayer, not for personal salvation, but for the comfort and salvation of his people (Luke 2:25–35).

Most Christians would probably grant these limited notions of revolution, albeit grudgingly. But as to calling Jesus a political revolutionary who sought to change the power structures of his time—that’s where most Christians draw the line. “Christianity is spiritual, not political,” they say dismissively, as to a wayward child, although they have readily supported any number of political issues and initiatives, even unabashedly political organizations. Like Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority, for instance. Or Pat Robertson’s quixotic “Christian” campaign for president of the United States. Or the Christian Coalition, Robertson’s well-financed, thinly disguised partisan political organizing and lobbying enterprise that at times seems to be joined at the hip with the elitist political factions that have waged virtual war against the most vulnerable in our society—the very ones whose welfare concerned Jesus most. And often these are the same Christians who publicly demonstrate—and sometimes kill—for the rights of the unborn, while all too often giving short shrift to the rights and welfare of the already born, especially those not of European heritage.

The reality, then, is that most Christians do recognize a political dimension to the message of Jesus, in some shape or form. Moreover, by the very fact of their involvement in politics and political matters, as well as by their certainty of Jesus’ approval of their efforts, these Christians demonstrate to the world their unquestioned conviction that political activities really are consistent with the message and ministry of Jesus.

So what is at issue for most Christians is not whether the message of Jesus has a political dimension. What they reject is the notion that Jesus was a political revolutionary, that he not only sought to address the symptoms of the people’s suffering, but also—and here’s the rub—that he sought to alleviate the systemic causes of their suffering. They reject that Jesus advocated revolutionary changes in a political order that militated against the happiness and wholeness of the people he came to serve. In other words, most Christians will tolerate imputing radical spiritual and relational intentions to Jesus, but when you go past the realm of individual piety and say that he actively opposed the oppressive political structures of his time—and counseled others to do the same—you’ve gone too far. The tragic result of this perspective is that the crucial guiding implications of Jesus’ actions for confronting the political issues of today’s world are lost.

But the biblical evidence says something very different. Consider just a few examples from the Gospels.

In what the Gospel of Luke portrays as the inaugural sermon of Jesus’ ministry, Jesus announces that the reason for his anointing by God and the purpose of his mission in the world are one and the same—to proclaim radical economic, social, and political change: “The spirit of the Lord is upon me,/because he has anointed me/to bring good news to the poor./He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives/and recovery of sight to the blind,/to let the oppressed go free,/to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18–19).

In this passage, Luke’s Jesus leaves no doubt as to the radicality of his calling. First, he heralded good news to the poor (ptochois, the Greek word for “poor” here, indicates a collective or class identity). That is, he announced that the reason for his ministry was to struggle for radical change in the circumstances and the institutions that kept people downtrodden and impoverished. Yes, radical change, because only radical change could make a real difference in their plight.

He also announced release to the captives—that is, to those unjustly imprisoned—which was a declaration of major proportions, because Roman jails were full of political prisoners and those reduced to penury by economic exploitation.

Then he made the ultimate political pronouncement: he announced liberation to those who were oppressed by the crushing weight of empire. Not “bruised,” as some translations render it, but “oppressed,” from the Greek word thrawo, “oppress, crush.” Jesus ended his inaugural sermon by proclaiming “the acceptable year of the Lord,” an allusion to the year of Jubilee (Leviticus 25:8–10), the end of a fifty-year cycle, when all land that had been confiscated or otherwise unjustly acquired was to be returned to its original owners. When read in the context of his times, Jesus’ sermon has the ring of a manifesto. It is the pronouncement of his divine appointment to struggle for—to “bring”—economic, political, and social justice to his people. It is difficult to make a more radical political statement than this.

Or consider the “Lord’s Prayer,” in which Jesus instructs his disciples that whenever they pray, their first concern should be that Caesar’s unjust governance and unjust will (as manifested in imperial policies and laws) be replaced by the just governance and the just will of God (“thy kingdom come, thy will be done”). And to make sure that these instructions were not misunderstood as mere abstract notions, Jesus carefully added, “on earth as in heaven.” These sentiments were so politically radical that under Roman law they fully constituted treason against the state—the very crime for which Jesus was executed.

Or consider Jesus’ statement “Blessed are the peacemakers.” He did not say, “Blessed are the peacekeepers”; he did not bless those whose primary goal was to keep the peace, to maintain the status quo without regard for justice or equity. No. The ones that Jesus explicitly blessed were the peacemakers, those who actively strove to cleanse the world of oppression and exploitation in order to make a reality where true peace can reign for all.

Or consider one point more. For all of his moral and ethical teachings in the Beatitudes and the parables and in his instructions to his disciples and others, Jesus gave just one criterion for judging the righteousness of our lives:

                  

Then he will say to those at his left hand, “You that are accursed, depart from me…for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.” Then they…will answer, “Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of you?” Then he will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.” And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life. (Matthew 25:41–46)

                  

By the measure Jesus gives us here, it is not religious practice, or memorization of scriptures, or even faithful attendance at church or temple by which our lives are judged. It is simply this: whether we have tried to relieve the plight of the hungry and dispossessed and those stripped of their freedom; whether we have tried to change this war-torn world to a world free from oppression and exploitation, so that all of God’s children might have life, and that more abundantly. In fact, Jesus identified so completely with the oppressed that he made an astonishing declaration that today’s political leaders—and religious leaders, too—would do well to remember: “as you have not done it to the least of these, you have not done it to me.”

THE BIBLICAL EVIDENCE is clear: the Gospel of Jesus Christ has a dimension of meaning that is undisputably political, which means that the worldview of Jesus himself also had a crucial political dimension. The primary purpose of this book is to explore the powerful yet little-known personage of Jesus the political revolutionary. The book’s most basic premise is that Jesus Christ was “made flesh and dwelled among us,” as John’s Gospel puts it, to model and set into inexorable motion the way of liberation of mind, body, and soul from the tyranny of principalities and powers and unjust rulers in high places.

In numerous Gospel passages, Jesus employs various tactics to address the social, economic, and political conditions of his day and their terrible effects upon the lives of his people. By focusing on the words and deeds of Jesus, we will consider these tactics as strategic models. We will begin by examining the issues and conditions and religious ideals that helped to shape his earthly political consciousness and that he embodied in his ministry. From there, we will identify the political principles that were so integral to his message. That will lead us to consider one of the most crucial questions in today’s political culture: Which leaders or political factions, if any, are practicing the politics of Jesus? Finally, we will suggest ways Jesus’ political principles can be applied strategically to today’s political realities, both in this country and on the world political stage.

What differentiates this work from others, even the relative few that recognize his radicality, is that Jesus will be studied not only as a political activist, but also as a master political strategist who continually sought to increase the effectiveness of his outreach by taking different courses of action. Yet this is not a dry historical study. It is not a book about politics. It is a book about the courageously loving humanity of Jesus of Nazareth. What I seek is to present a new Christian manifesto, an empowering and inspirational resource for actions and policies that will transform our society—and the world—into a kingdom of justice in which all of God’s children, regardless of color, creed, or national origin, can have life, and that in abundance, in every sphere of living. For, as the Gospel of John reminds us, Jesus came not to condemn the world, but to save it.
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From the Red Sea to the Jordan River: The Roots of Jesus’ Political Consciousness

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets;
 I have come not to abolish, but to fulfill.”

MATTHEW 5:17


IF JESUS WAS a political revolutionary, what were the political issues and conditions of the world of his birth that he was responding to and that he sought so fervently to change? To fully appreciate the politics of Jesus we must begin with the most basic factor in his worldview and social identity: his Jewishness. We will briefly survey the major historical moments in the development of the religion of Jesus and note how the influence of each is reflected in his message and ministry. In other words, we must begin with an understanding of the legacy of the Judaism into which Jesus was born and its influence on his life and his every pronouncement.

JESUS OF NAZARETH was a Jew. Not only was Jesus a Jew, but he was an observant Jew who never disavowed his Jewishness. We see this in his consistent observance of Jewish customs and holy days, in his frequent references to Moses, and in his acceptance of the Torah as holy writ. All of Jesus’ major teachings either were consistent with the tenets of traditional Judaism or were expansions or elaborations of it, as in Matthew 5:17–48, in which Jesus intensifies the moral ethics of Judaism with the refrain “you have heard it said…but I say…”*1

However, the major implication of Jesus’ Jewishness for our understanding of the political setting of his life and ministry goes beyond the liturgical and doctrinal aspects of Judaism. Rather, it lies in one fact in particular: that the root event from which the foundational meaning of Judaism and the entire Judeo-Christian faith tradition flows is a political event—the liberation event that was the Exodus.

THE EXODUS

The Bible begins with the Book of Genesis, which includes the stories of increasingly faithful individuals like Joseph, Abraham, and Lot. The next book, Exodus, recounts the struggle of the Hebrew people to escape from their painful bondage under Pharaoh, the Egyptian ruler. With the Hebrews’ exit from Egypt, the emphasis of the Bible turns from individual deliverance to collective deliverance. It is in this sense that the Exodus event is a political event: it is about the collective deliverance of a subjugated class of people from political oppression and economic exploitation.

The political nature of the Exodus is epitomized in Exodus 3:7–8, which narrates God’s liberating response to the cries of the oppressed: “I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know their sufferings, and I have come down to deliver them.”

What we are told here is that it was not the Hebrews’ religious sensibilities, nor was it their worship pieties, that accounted for God’s intervention in their desperate predicament. Rather, according to God’s own testimony, it was their political plight. In fact, the book of Exodus tells us that when it came to worshiping God, the Hebrews were not particularly commendable. As a group, they seem not even to have been monotheistic; that is, they seem not to have fully accepted belief in one God alone. Apparently they were what we call henotheistic, which means that even if they did worship only one God, they still acknowledged the existence of other deities. This is reflected in the first commandment, in which the Hebrews are specifically commanded to worship no other gods, a commandment that would have been meaningless if they had already believed in the existence of only one God. Thus, the liberating action of God in the Exodus was not in response to the worship pieties of the Hebrews. It was to their political plight.

The term “Hebrews” itself confirms this, in that it is primarily a sociopolitical identity—specifically a class identity—rather than a religious identity. In the Hebrew language, the term ’ibri, or “Hebrew,” means literally “he crossed over,” which reflects the Hebrews’ status as “outsiders” to Egyptian society. Moreover, the use of “Hebrew” as a term of social or class description seems to be related to the early Semitic term hapiru, which most scholars believe also connoted outsider class status in the ancient Near East. This sense of “outsider” is reflected by the Exodus narrative in its own presentation of the Hebrews as in every way outcasts and aliens to the social and political mainstream of Egypt. Indeed, the Book of Exodus graphically portrays the Hebrews as a despised and socially marginalized class. The ethic of compassion for the ger, or “alien stranger,” that permeates the Hebrew Bible from this point has much to do with the Hebrews’ treatment in Egypt.

Thus, in effect, the testimony of the Exodus is that the defining root event from which Israel sprang was God’s act of taking the side of the oppressed. In the final analysis, the seminal importance of the Exodus event is that in God’s response to the class oppression of the Hebrews, God firmly posited justice and liberation as the very foundation of biblical faith.

From the moment of the Hebrews’ final deliverance from the murderous grasp of Pharaoh, the Exodus liberation event loomed large in their collective consciousness. In fact, the people of Israel have recalled their oppression and their emancipation from it during the annual Passover seder, or feast, for some five thousand years with these words: “We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt, but the Lord our God brought us forth with a mighty hand and with an outstretched arm.”

The Significance of the Exodus
 for the Ministry of Jesus

As the root event of Judaism, the Exodus liberation experience is also the root event of Jesus’ faith and his message. Jesus evokes the memory of the Exodus often in the Gospels by repeatedly invoking Moses’ name. And just as God declared the oppression of the Hebrews as the motive for divine intervention, Jesus cites the oppression of his people as the focus of his own intervention—his ministry—by choosing the liberation text of Isaiah 61:1–2 as his manifesto: “The Spirit of the Lord…has anointed me…to bring good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18). Mark’s account of Jesus’ liberation of a young man possessed by “an unclean spirit” named “Legion” even evokes the image of Pharaoh’s defeat at the Red Sea: “And the unclean spirits…numbering about two thousand…rushed down the steep bank into the sea, and were drowned in the sea” (Mark 5:13).

THE BIBLICAL JUDGES

As a class rather than a group sharing an ethnic or religious identity, the Hebrews consisted of a number of different tribes. The Song of Deborah in Judges 5:14–18 lists ten tribes. After their deliverance from Egypt they spent years wandering in the desert, during which time other tribes apparently united with them, eventually increasing their number to twelve.

When they finally settled in Canaan, for generations the painful memory of their experience under Egypt’s hereditary monarchy helped the Hebrews withstand the temptation to institute a monarchy among themselves. Though the prophet Samuel actually represents a later historical moment than that recounted in the Book of Judges, the fears behind the Hebrews’ rejection of a monarchy can be heard nonetheless in Samuel’s warning that a king would “take the best of your fields and vineyards and olive orchards and give them to his courtiers…And in that day you will cry out because of your king” (1 Samuel 8:14, 18).

Instead of instituting a monarchy, the tribes of the Hebrews developed an egalitarian form of governance by a confederacy, or governing council, made up of representatives of all their tribes and factions. The united tribes came to be called collectively “Israel.” Their confederate form of governance is seen at work in Joshua 24:1: “Joshua gathered all the tribes of Israel to Shechem, and summoned the elders, the heads, the judges, and the officers of Israel” to jointly confer.

This era of egalitarian governance without the oversight of a king came to be known as the period of the “judges” (shophetim in Hebrew, i.e., “those who do justice,” from mishpat, “justice”), as leaders who fought to preserve the Israelites’ freedom were called. Their story is told in the appropriately named Book of Judges.

The Book of Judges consists of a series of popular tales that tell the story of the free tribes of Israel resisting foreign oppression. These accounts include the story of Othniel of the tribe of Caleb, who led a peasant militia that freed Israel from the oppression of the Canaanite king Cushanrishathaim (Judges 3:7–11); of Ehud the Benjaminite, who successfully led a revolt against Eglon, king of Moab (Judges 3:15–30); and of the judge Deborah’s defeat of Sisera, general of the Canaanite king Jabin (Judges 4 and 5).

What all these judges had in common was their role of freedom fighter. They were individuals who rose to temporarily assume the political leadership of Israel when the freedom of the Hebrew people was threatened. The Book of Judges itself says as much: “Then the Lord raised up judges, who delivered them out of the power of those who plundered them” (Judges 2:16).

As with the earlier Hebrews, the outstanding characteristic of the biblical judges was not religiosity. Rather, the main qualification for biblical judges was a willingness to fight for their people’s freedom. For instance, the Bible characterizes Samson, the best known of the judges, as driven more by his ultimately disastrous romance with Delilah than by religious concerns. Yet despite a life of dissipation, Samson maintains a place of honor in the biblical memory because his dying act was to strike a blow against the enemies of his fellow Hebrews.

In addition to the rise of individual freedom fighters as de facto generals in periods of military threat, there is another significant aspect of the period of the judges that influenced the development of the political and ethical structure of Israel: by selecting individuals as temporary leaders to rule only in times of crisis, Israel decisively rejected the idea of a king or even a centralized government. Instead, it chose to be a free and independent people with no ruling class to lord over it. In that time and place, the choice to bow to no king and to pay tribute only to God was truly revolutionary.

The Significance of the Judges for the Ministry of Jesus

The primary lesson of the biblical judges is that fighting for the liberation of those who are oppressed is as important a responsibility of our faith as developing sound personal piety. It appears that this principle has largely been forgotten in Christendom. Yet it is repeatedly echoed by Jesus in his insistence that in addition to striving to better know the will of God in their personal lives and conduct, his hearers should also do justice in the world. Jesus stressed this point in such sayings as “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after justice” (Matthew 5:6) and “Seek first God’s kingdom and God’s justice” (Matthew 6:33).

You’ll note that I have rendered the Greek word dikaiosune in these verses as “justice” rather than the usual “righteousness.” As students of biblical Greek know, the term can be translated either way. However, unlike “righteousness,” with its strictly one-dimensional personal moral implications, “justice” connotes more than individual piety. It also means holistic, collective—that is, social—righteousness. Because of Jesus’ holistic spirituality, his use of dikaiosune in these and many of the other sayings in which it is found should be understood as encompassing both of the term’s meanings, that is, personal righteousness and social justice.

Jesus’ embrace of the uncompromising egalitarianism of the biblical judges is reflected in his admonition to his disciples: “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. It will not be so among you” (Matthew 20:25–26). It is also seen in his unwavering recognition of God alone as sovereign king. When offered “all the kingdoms of the world” by Satan, Jesus made clear his conviction that no kingship but God’s is legitimate by quoting the unequivocal declaration of God’s sovereignty in Deuteronomy 6:13: “Away with you, Satan! for it is written,/‘Worship the Lord your God,/and serve only him’ ” (Matthew 4:10).

THE JUDGES AND THE KINGDOM OF GOD

The reason underlying the Hebrews’ remarkable decision to select judges from among themselves as occasional leaders, rather than have a king as most societies around them did, is precisely the legacy of liberative justice bequeathed to the Hebrews by the Exodus. This attitude of radical political equality—that is, the refusal to accept the domination of anyone except God—is exemplified by the refusal of the biblical judge Gideon of Manasseh to become the hereditary king of Israel: “Then the Israelites said to Gideon, ‘Rule over us, you and your son and your grandson also…’ Gideon said to them, ‘I will not rule over you, and my son will not rule over you; the LORD will rule over you’ ” (Judges 8:22–23).

Gideon’s refusal reflects the pivotal Israelite notion of malkuth shamayim, that is, belief in “the sole sovereignty of God,” the recognition that God alone has the right to rule and dominate the life and affairs of Israel in particular, and the rest of the world by extension. This was a fundamental tenet of Judaism, based on no less than the first commandment to Moses at Sinai: “[Y]ou shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3).

Three streams of meaning can be discerned in the idea of malkuth shamayim:



1. God as king of the universe (Psalms 22; 29; 47; 93; 96–99; also Jeremiah 10:7, 10 ff.; Malachi 1:14)

2. God as the sole king of Israel (Numbers 23:21; Deuteronomy 33:5; Isaiah 41:21; Jeremiah 8:19)

3. God as king in the eschatological, that is, future sense (1 Samuel 8:19, 12:12)



Each strand of belief in the right of God alone to rule was significant and widely held. Observant Jews reaffirmed this belief every day, however they understood it, in their daily recitation of the prayer in Deuteronomy 6:4 known as the Shema (from shemayah, “hear”): “Hear O Israel, the Lord your God, the Lord is ahad” (i.e., singular, without peer).

Despite the various ways malkuth shamayim could be understood, its first stream of meaning—God as universal king—became the basis for all the resistance movements in Israel to come. The radicality of this notion lay in its rejection of all human domination. Its impeccable logic was that if God is the sole king of the universe, no other claim to kingship is legitimate. For common people to declare that they would bow before no earthly king was a dangerous and radical political statement in the ancient world, and they knew it.

The roots of this revolutionary belief run deep in the history of Israel. Time after time, belief in malkuth shamayim inspired and empowered Israel’s fighters for freedom. A particularly poignant example is found in a Jewish religious book of the first century B.C. called First Maccabees, which can be found in the Catholic Bible and the collection of ancient Jewish religious texts known as the Apocrypha.

First Maccabees recounts the history of the Israelites’ rebellion against their Greek occupiers that began about 167 B.C. The conflict was triggered by an edict that all Jews must recognize the Greek king Antiochus IV as Epiphanes (God manifest) and swear fealty to him and his own deity, Zeus. When Antiochus’ soldiers came to his village to enforce the order, an outraged peasant named Mattathias invoked the sole kingship of God: “Even if all the nations that live under the rule of the king obey him,…abandoning the religion of their ancestors … [w]e will not obey the king’s words” (1 Maccabees 2:19, 22).

First Maccabees goes on to recount instance after instance of widespread and uncompromising resistance to Antiochus’ rule in the name of malkuth shamayim, the sole sovereignty of God. In a particularly moving account, it relates that one group of rebels, including women and children, chose to die in their wilderness camp rather than submit to Antiochus’ sovereignty. To his command they replied, “We will not come out, nor will we do what the king commands” (1 Maccabees 2:34).

The courageous obedience to malkuth shamayim of those who waged the Maccabean Revolt was deeply seared into the collective memory of the people of Israel. It is reaffirmed yearly by the festival of Hanukkah (rededication), which commemorates the Maccabees’ liberation of the Jerusalem Temple from the Greeks’ control and its reconsecration to the God of Israel.

Malkuth shamayim also fueled resistance movements in the decades before and after Jesus’ ministry. Judas the Galilean, who is mentioned in Acts 5:37, led an uprising in A.D. 6, of which the historian Flavius Josephus (c. A.D. 37–c. 100) remarked, “Judas the Galilean [and his followers] have a passion for liberty that is almost unquenchable, since they are convinced that God alone is their leader and master.”

In the fourth decade of the first century A.D., malkuth shamayim fueled the revolutionary fervor of the Sicarii (dagger men), whose leader was Judas’ son, Menahem. In the sixth decade it inspired the Zealots, Jewish nationalists who waged full-fledged warfare against Rome. In the Jewish War (A.D. 68–70) it fueled the fervor of such rebels as Saddok the Pharisee and another rebel named Eleazar ben Ari, who was the rebel leader at the besieged desert stronghold at Masada. Josephus relates that Eleazar ben Ari invoked malkuth shamayim when explaining to the men, women, and children holed up with him why they should prefer death to surrender: “A long time ago, brave comrades, we firmly resolved to be subject neither to the Romans nor to any other person, but only to God.”

Malkuth shamayim continued as a call to freedom at least as late as the early second century, most notably in the unsuccessful rebellion against Roman oppression in A.D. 132–135 that was led by the insurgent Bar Kochba. It is said that “malkuth shamayim!” was the actual cry of Bar Kochba and his fellow freedom fighters as they marched into battle.

Thus malkuth shamayim, the sole sovereignty of God, was both a religious principle and a political principle. It was religious in that it was a fundamental statement of the uncompromising monotheistic faith of Israel. It was political because it insisted upon complete freedom from every form of human domination.

The Significance of the Maccabean Rebellion
 for the Ministry of Jesus

The Gospels portray malkuth shamayim, rendered in its Greek forms basileia ton ouranon (“kingdom of heaven”) and basileia tou Theou (“kingdom of God”), as Jesus’ central proclamation. Although the translation of these terms from Greek to English seems to imply that God’s kingdom is a physical place, in actuality both terms have the same underlying meaning as their Hebrew counterpart: recognition of God alone as sovereign.

Nevertheless, at times Jesus does appear to nuance the kingdom of God as a spiritual or otherworldly reality. In fact, Jesus seems to conclusively deny any social or political meaning of the term when he says to Pontius Pilate, “My kingdom is not from this world” (John 18:36). And the apostle Paul seems to confirm the kingdom of God as a future spiritual reality: “flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable” (1 Corinthians 15:50).

However, on closer examination of the John 18:36 passage it becomes clear that it is in no way a denial of a political dimension to the kingdom of God. Rather, it affirms it. John 18:36 is Jesus’ testimony that true sovereignty comes not from Caesar or any other worldly ruler or regime, but from God alone. And with regard to Paul’s claim about God’s kingdom, as we shall see in chapter 3, Paul’s mistaken expectation that the world would end in his lifetime renders his understanding of the kingdom of God very different from the understanding expressed by Jesus.

In fact, the vast majority of Jesus’ pronouncements in the Gospels characterize the kingdom of God as an entirely earthly reality. Jesus proclaims that God’s kingdom will transform economic arrangements, as in his statement of class reversal in Matthew 20, “the first will be last.” He makes the same point in the Lord’s Prayer when he links the kingdom of God with refusal to participate in the onerous debt system in Israel: “we also have forgiven [or “released”] our debtors” (Matthew 6:12, my translation).

In Matthew 11:12 Jesus laments the unrelenting opposition to the establishment of God’s kingdom: “From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence.” But it is in the Lord’s Prayer that we see that Jesus understood malkuth shamayim, the sole sovereignty or kingdom of God, in the same way that it was understood by freedom fighters throughout Israel’s history: as a call to replace earthly kingdoms, which are so inevitably colored by injustice, with God’s kingdom of unending freedom and justice: “Your kingdom come./Your will be done,/on earth as in heaven” (Matthew 6:10; also see Luke 11:2).

THE MESSIAH

Following the period of the judges, some ten centuries before the birth of Jesus, the people of Israel abandoned the judges’ radical egalitarianism and asked the prophet Samuel to anoint a king for them, “to govern us, like other nations” (1 Samuel 8:5). Samuel strenuously warned that “the ways of the king who shall reign over them” (1 Samuel 8:9) will be so oppressive that “you will cry out because of your king, whom you have chosen for yourselves; but the LORD will not answer you in that day” (1 Samuel 8:18).

However, because of Israel’s mounting insecurity in the face of its better-organized enemies with their standing armies and permanent leaders, the era of the judges and its egalitarian model of governance eventually gave way to what Samuel feared most: a monarchy, in the form of an anointed leader, or messiah. Like the biblical judges, the messiah was a commander in chief chosen by the Israelites to defend them against their enemies. But unlike the judges, who were temporary leaders, the messiah was a permanent sovereign.

“Messiah” comes from the Hebrew term mashiach, “anointed,” that is, anointed with oil to signify the assumption of political and military leadership. In the Greek of the New Testament, mashiach becomes “Christos,” or “Christ.”

It is true that in some cases, such as Leviticus 4:3–16, mashiach refers to a holder of a priestly office. Other passages indicate that some prophets were anointed, such as Elijah in 1 Kings 19:16. Psalm 105:15 calls the entire people of Israel “God’s anointed.” However, the original purpose of the messianic office is seen in the selection of the first messiah of Israel, Saul the Benjaminite. When he anointed Saul in response to the people’s call for a permanent military leader to “go out before us and fight our battles,” the prophet Samuel charged him in this way: “The LORD has anointed you ruler over his people Israel. You shall reign over the people of the LORD and you will save them from the hand of their enemies all around” (1 Samuel 10:1).

In other words, Saul the messiah was to be led by the spirit of God to be the savior of his people and their deliverer from those who would oppress them (1 Samuel 11:6). Saul fulfilled this charge by defeating the enemies of Israel, including the Ammonites, ruthless foes known for gouging out the right eyes of their defeated enemies (1 Samuel 10:28–11:15). The overarching meaning of “messiah” thereafter was liberator or deliverer, as demonstrated by Isaiah’s pronouncement that Cyrus, ruler of Persia, was a messiah because he freed the Jews from their Babylonian exile (Isaiah 45:1).

David succeeded Saul as messiah as the eventual result of a particularly heroic act: his single-handed defeat of the powerful Philistine army by slaying Goliath, the Philistines’ champion. The liberated Israel so flourished under David’s leadership that when Israel fell into imperial hands the people prayed for “a messiah like unto David.” From then on, David the warrior king and liberator remained the prime historical model of the messiah.

In subsequent centuries the Israelites did not fare as well as under Saul and David’s military leadership. They found themselves conquered by one imperial power after another—the Assyrians in 721 B.C., then the Babylonians, then the Persians, eventually the Greeks, and finally the Romans. After so many successive losses and subjugations, some Israelites quite understandably came to wonder if their oppressors could ever be defeated. They began to lose faith that their people would ever again know freedom in this world. Yet they couldn’t give up on the expectation of the Messiah altogether—it was an essential hope of their faith. So the notion evolved that the office of messiah was really a spiritual office, and that malkuth shamayim, the sole sovereignty of God, was really a heavenly destination reached only through the diligent practice of personal piety. This idea came to be embraced by many in Israel and is held in some quarters of Judaism and Christianity even today.

Despite the various conceptualizations of messiahship as a spiritual office, however, from the time of Saul to that of Jesus, and several centuries beyond, there remained an expectation of many that the Messiah was to be the savior and liberator of Israel. This is reflected in the messianic statement in the book of Isaiah: “Here is my servant, whom I uphold,/my chosen, in whom my soul delights;/I have put my spirit upon him;/he will bring forth justice to the nations…/He will not grow faint or be crushed/until he has established justice in the earth” (Isaiah 42:1, 4a).

One of the most dramatic articulations of the expectation of the Messiah as liberator is seen in the Psalms of Solomon, a Jewish text composed between 50 and 30 B.C.

                  

See, Lord, and raise up for them their king, the son of David…

Undergird him with the strength to destroy the unrighteous rulers, to purge Jerusalem from gentiles [i.e., Romans]…

To shatter all their substance with an iron rod; to destroy the unlawful nations with the word of his mouth…

He will gather a holy people whom he will lead in righteousness…

And he will have gentile nations serving under his yoke…

And he will purge Jerusalem and make it as holy as it was even from the beginning…

And there will be no unrighteousness among them in his days, for all shall be holy, and their king shall be the Lord Messiah.

(Psalms of Solomon 17:21–32)

                  

In fact, there were several roles that the Messiah was expected to play. Three of these roles are articulated in the Dead Sea Scrolls, a diverse group of Jewish religious texts found at Qumran, near the Dead Sea, that date from roughly the time of Jesus. They are (1) the Priest-Messiah, who was to be the final and ultimate teacher of Israel; (2) the Prophetic Messiah, who was to proclaim the truths revealed on the eve of the establishment of God’s kingdom; and (3) the Lay King–Messiah, who was to usher in the “Kingdom of his people,” as reflected in the verses from the Psalms of Solomon above.

The Significance of the Office of Messiah
for the Ministry of Jesus

There is little question that the earliest generations of believers considered Jesus the long-awaited Messiah. For instance, the Gospel of Mark, which most scholars consider the oldest of the four Gospels, opens by explicitly calling Jesus the Messiah: “[B]eginning of the good news of Jesus Christ” (Messiah). Although Paul the apostle seems to infuse the word with mystical meaning, he saw “Christ” as so fundamental to the identity of Jesus that for Paul it was almost a proper name: “Jesus Christ” or “Christ Jesus,” that is, “Jesus the Messiah.”

The perception of Jesus as Messiah was buttressed by many of the actions and pronouncements of Jesus himself. Jesus’ Palm Sunday entry into Jerusalem seated on a donkey seemed to fulfill Zechariah’s prophecy of a messiah-like figure’s arrival in the holy city (Zechariah 9:9). On another occasion, Jesus asked the disciple Peter, “Who do you think I am?” Without hesitation, Peter answered, “You are the Messiah” (Mark 8:29). Not only did Jesus not dispute Peter’s response, he elaborated on the persecution his messiahship would bring upon him. And Jesus’ public demonstration in the Temple against those who were profiting from the faith of the people (Mark 11:15–19) is evocative of the “Lord Messiah” in the Psalms of Solomon who would “purge Jerusalem and make it as holy as it was from the beginning.”

And consider Jesus’ response to John the Baptist in Matthew 3:15 when John shows himself reluctant to baptize him. “It is proper to fulfill all righteousness/justice,” Jesus tells John. What Jesus seems to indicate is that his baptism at the hands of John, a revolutionary in his own right, will anoint Jesus into his messianic role of justice maker.

The understanding of the Messiah’s role of political liberator is also reflected in the heartbroken lament of Jesus’ disciples in the immediate aftermath of his crucifixion, “[W]e had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel” (Luke 24:21), and especially in their question to the resurrected Messiah, “Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6).

THE PROPHETS

Another important factor in the evolving political nature of the religion of Israel and the formation of Jesus’ social consciousness was the vocation of the eighth-century biblical prophets and the prophetic tradition.

The eighth century B.C. was a time of great prosperity for Israel. However, it was also the time in which the gap between rich and poor was the greatest that Israel had ever experienced. Those in Israel who prospered were those who were already rich. The poor now suffered like never before. It was in this context that the major prophets of Israel arose.

Today, prophecy is thought to be solely synonymous with foretelling the future. Speak of prophecy, and what comes to mind for many is images of Nostradamus, the Psychic Friends Network, crystal balls, and tarot cards. The purpose of prophecy seems to be to offer predictions about love, money, career promotions, and other personal concerns. In fact, some of the early terms used to describe prophets, like roeh (seer, 1 Samuel 9:9) and hozeh (discerner, 2 Samuel 24:11), do seem to stress the clairvoyant dimension of prophecy.

However, the most common term for a prophet in the Old Testament is nabi, which means “one called” or “one commissioned.” Nabi corresponds to the Greek prophetes (spokesperson), from which we get the English word “prophet.” What all this indicates is that the primary task of the biblical prophets was not foretelling in the name of God, but forth-telling in God’s name. As forth-tellers, prophets functioned as spokespersons for God who were commissioned to oppose the oppression and collective unrighteousness—that is, injustice—of those in positions of power and authority. Foretelling is an integral part of biblical prophecy, but it is the lesser part. It articulates the events, including punishments, that are destined to occur if the truths of forth-telling are ignored and social injustices continue unchecked.

Prophetic speech is characterized by two elements: an overwhelming sense of an encounter with God and a message of moral and political judgment that the prophet feels divinely compelled to proclaim, particularly to those in political authority.

The role of the prophet apparently goes back to Moses, who accepted God’s commission to speak out against the injustices of the Egyptian social order. In the period of the judges, Deborah was called “the prophetess” because she rallied the northern tribes of Israel against their enemies. Gideon the judge received divine commission to lead the resistance against the Midianites. In the later years of the period, there arose groups called bene nebi’im, “sons [or disciples] of the prophets,” whose major function seems to have been supporting the work of prophets like Elijah and Elisha, who took great risks by making prophetic pronouncements and engaging in bold prophetic actions.

The prophetic actions were often interventionist in nature. For instance, Elijah intervened in the unlawful seizure of Naboth’s vineyard by Ahab and Jezebel (1 Kings 21). Elisha sent one of his bene nebi’im to anoint Jehu as king, for the purpose of setting in motion the overthrow of the unjust King Joram (2 Kings 9).

Thus the primary purpose of biblical prophecy is to effect social and political change in a society. Prophets never uncritically support the status quo. Rather, their role is to challenge it. In our time, when many seem to think that Christianity goes hand in hand with right-wing visions of the world, it is important to remember that there has never been a conservative prophet. Prophets have never been called to conserve social orders that have stratified inequities of power and privilege and wealth; prophets have always been called to change them so all can have access to the fullest fruits of life. In fact, it was the conservative forces—those who wanted to keep things as they were—that in every instance were the most bitter opponents of the prophets and their missions for justice.

The prophets’ call to transform the social orders under which they lived is reflected in the pronouncements of the prophets themselves. For instance, Isaiah prophesied to those who ruled in his time, “[C]ease to do evil,/learn to do good;/seek justice,/rescue the oppressed” (Isaiah 1:16–17).

Jeremiah prophesied in his time, “But your eyes and heart/are only on your dishonest gain,/for shedding innocent blood,/and for practicing oppression and violence” (Jeremiah 22:17).

In his own time, Micah prophesied to those in power, “Alas for those who devise wickedness/and evil deeds on their beds!…/because it is in their power./They covet fields, and seize them;/houses, and take them away;/they oppress householder and house,/people and their inheritance” (Micah 2:1–5).

Amos, in many ways the prototypical prophet, prophesied to the rulers of his day, “For thus says the Lord God:/…I know how many are your transgressions,/and how great are your sins—/you who afflict the righteous, who take a bribe,/and push aside the needy” (Amos 5:12).

It is Amos who summarizes the prophetic imperative for all time, intoning in words searing and timeless, “But let justice roll down like waters,/and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:24).

The courageous proclamations of these prophets of the God of the Exodus left few unjust practices unscathed. They prophesied against the unfair use of laws that “with a word make a man out to be guilty…and with false testimony deprive the innocent of justice” (Isaiah 29:21 [NIV]).

They stormed against corrupt economic policies: “Woe to him who builds his house by unrighteousness,/and his upper rooms by injustice;/ who makes his neighbors work for nothing/and does not give them their wages…/But your eyes and heart/are only on your dishonest gain” (Jeremiah 22:13, 17).

They were outraged by gross dishonesty in the marketplace and the seeking of profits regardless of the human cost: “Hear this, you that trample on the needy,/and bring to ruin the poor of the land,/saying,…‘We will make the ephah small and the shekel great,/and practice deceit with false balances’ ” (Amos 8:4–5).

They even issued denunciations of political corruption and warmongering that could be spoken in our day: “Your princes are rebels/and companions of thieves./Everyone loves a bribe/and runs after gifts” (Isaiah 1:23) and “Its officials within it are like wolves tearing the prey, shedding blood, destroying lives to get dishonest gain” (Ezekiel 22:27).

The timelessness of these prophetic critiques is striking. Jeremiah 22:13 (“Woe to him…who makes his neighbors work for nothing,/and does not give them their wages”) might have been written to protest the jobs and pensions destroyed by the corruption of corporate officials in recent years. Ezekiel 22:27 (“shedding blood, destroying lives to get dishonest gain”) could refer to unprovoked wars and military incursions. Amos 8:4–5 (“Hear this, you that trample the needy,/and practice deceit with false balances”) might speak to deceptive corporate accounting practices and stock market fraud. That we have not heeded the prophets’ words is clear. That our world would be better if we did is clear, too.

Yet not only did these courageous prophets issue scathing critiques of the injustice that militated against the loving edicts of God, they also affirmed the workings of justice: “Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean;/ remove the evil of your doings/from before my eyes;/cease to do evil,/learn to do good;/seek justice,/rescue the oppressed,/defend the orphan,/plead for the widow” (Isaiah 1:16–17).

Moreover, they assured their people that justice would one day prevail over injustice: “The meek shall obtain fresh joy in the LORD,/and the neediest people shall exult in the Holy One of Israel./For the tyrant shall be no more,/and the scoffer shall cease to be;/all those alert to do evil shall be cut off” (Isaiah 29:19–20) and “A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse,/and a branch shall grow out of his roots./The spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him,/the spirit of wisdom and understanding…/He shall not judge by what his eyes see,/or decide by what his ears hear;/but with righteousness he shall judge the poor,/and decide with equity for the meek of the earth” (Isaiah 11:1–4).

It is significant that Amos, Jeremiah, Isaiah, and Ezekiel, the biblical prophets who were the boldest advocates of social justice for all, apparently were people of significant financial means. Although they themselves were not poor, these prophets were so moved by the plight of the poor among them that they risked conflict and ostracism from members of their own socioeconomic class by standing up for their needier brothers and sisters. The strength and passion of their unselfish prophetic witness has modeled for all time an important dimension of what it means to “love your neighbor as yourself,” a lesson that much of Christendom in our time seems to have forgotten or never to have learned.

The uncompromising example of the biblical prophets demonstrates that the purpose of biblical prophecy is never personal comfort or self-aggrandizement. Nor were the prophets’ proclamations ever directed solely against the personal habits of rulers; their primary targets were always the practices and policies that exploited and oppressed those the rulers were supposed to serve. In a word, prophets took their stand against abuses of power, not personal missteps or weaknesses. Nevertheless, in too many churches today dramatic predictions about individuals’ unique personal concerns are presented as God-inspired “prophecies” by clergy who have never spoken out against social injustice, never uttered a word of political critique, yet still call themselves prophets. Some even charge fees or request financial “love-offerings” for their “prophetic” services.

Despite their claims to prophetic powers, these men and women must be considered false prophets. Yet this is not a new phenomenon; there have been false prophets throughout history, and there are many today. How can a false prophet be identified? There are two telltale criteria: (1) they are silent about issues of social justice, and (2) they function as uncritical supporters of rulers and politicians, rather than as their moral conscience and dedicated arbiters of biblical justice. Instead of challenging political regimes—and all earthly regimes need to be continually challenged to do right—false prophets either align themselves with them or say nothing at all.

In 1 Kings 18 we learn of the prophet Elijah’s confrontation with the false prophets of the unjust King Ahab. These “prophets” supported the king and told him what he wanted to hear. That is what made them false prophets: they did not serve the God of the Exodus, the God of the poor and oppressed; they served Baal, the god that those in power invoked to justify their own self-serving actions. Ultimately, the people of Israel rejected Baal, because as the god of the ruling regime it cared not for the plight of the many, but only about maintaining the privileges of a few. As 1 Kings 18:36–40 reports, when the power and legitimacy of the rulers’ god Baal was discredited by the prophets of God, the false prophets who enriched themselves in the name of Baal were rejected as well.

The Significance of Prophecy for the Ministry of Jesus

Jesus embodied the prophets
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