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Through the instrumentality of the Christian Church a certain Jesus who lived nearly two thousand years ago, and who was crucified by the Romans at Jerusalem, became the central figure of a new religious cult, as the Christian creed superseded the pagan religions of the West the potency of the Jesus Faith increased: it established him for multitudes as God incarnate in a human being to save mankind by suffering for their sins.

The accounts of him, handed down in the Gospels, were credited implicitly as Divinely inspired. This is still the position of conservative Christians.

But in modern times freedom of thought and inquiry has called in question the interpretations of Christian orthodoxy and the veracity of the Gospel records. Scientific investigation and research has been directed to seeking to discover what can be learnt of the historical Jesus, the man behind the myth. The effect has certainly not been to destroy the importance, even the uniqueness, of Jesus for the world of today. Christianity has assured that his image as a consequential figure remains indelible. His name and prestige is enlisted accordingly in the service of many causes and viewpoints, spiritual, social and political. He is still, sometimes in strange and exotic guises, the leader and exemplar for the inspiration of many.

What has been weakened is the theological interpretation of the person and purpose of Jesus, especially since it has been demonstrated that the Gospels are largely secondary sources of information which betray both the growth of legend and a radical change in Christian thought and concerns.

This has opened the door to various views of Jesus, often with little or no justification historically. Largely they take Jesus out of the context of his native environment and are alien to his character as a devout Jew.

Indeed, it may be said that it has been the Jewishness of Jesus which has been the principle obstacle to comprehending him. Since 70 A.D., when Judea was overwhelmed by the Roman legions, Christianity has existed predominantly in a Gentile environment which has been strongly antisemitic. Consequently very few Christian scholars have been able to bring themselves to think of Jesus primarily and objectively as a Jew, thus destroying the possibility of comprehending him accurately. For Christians, Jesus was depicted as superhuman with a mission to mankind, one who had suffered for the sins of the whole world. His teaching superseded Judaism, and his own people opposed and rejected him, and finally procured his death. That Jesus had been born a Jew was an unfortunate prophetic necessity.

Yet the oldest factual evidence we have witnesses to the total Jewishness of Jesus and his exclusive commitment to his own nation. This evidence is furnished by the title Christ attached to his name in the very earliest sources. Christ is from the Greek translation of the Hebrew title Messiah (the anointed one), denoting, as even the Gospels admit, the expected Jewish king of the Jews of the house of David who would arise at the appointed time. It was for the crime against Caesar of claiming the Jewish crown that Jesus was crucified.

There were many Jews called Jesus (i.e. Joshua) in those days; but only one of them was known as Christ. The Jewish historian Josephus witnesses to this. The Messiah (Christ) was to be a pious Jew of David’s line, who would serve God faithfully and uphold His Law. He would be invested with the Divine Spirit, which would confer upon him wisdom and understanding as a model prince. His initial task would be to lead his people back to God, so that restored to their land they would become an inspiration to all nations, who then would abandon their idolatry and turn to Jerusalem for instruction in God's ways. The Gentiles would not readily accept God's rule initially, and Judgments would fall on their hostile hosts as in ancient times they had fallen upon the Egyptians. This is what the Prophets of Israel had foreseen, and the interpreters of their words had elaborated before Jesus was born.

In coming to the conviction that God had destined him to be the Messiah the young Jesus would have seen his function solely as reflecting these anticipations. We are not entitled to go outside these terms of reference in seeking to comprehend him and the manner in which he sought to fulfil his task. If we do we are opposing the truth and our view of Jesus will be unrealistic and
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