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Dedication


For Dom and Sarah Crossan,
 dear friends, teachers,
 and companions on the way






Preface



This may be the last comprehensive book about Jesus that I write. I do not imagine that it is my last book on topics related to Jesus, the Bible, and Christianity. But it may be my last attempt to treat the whole of the story of Jesus as a figure of history who became Christianitys Lord.

I say this not because of intimations of imminent mortality. But I am in the first half of my sixties, and I do not imagine writing another book like this for at least twenty years. By then, I may not be here, or I may be more interested in simply living life and resting in God.

This book has a history. Twenty years ago, I wrote Jesus: A New Vision, my first somewhat comprehensive treatment of Jesus for a general audience. This book began three or four years ago as a revised edition of that book. It was to be a modest revision: an updating of bibliography and footnotes, an integration of important historical Jesus research from the last twenty years, and a modification of some content. A year or so later, it became a more thorough revision, so much so that I learned that it constituted a new edition. The difference, I have been told, is that a revised edition has less than 25 percent new content, and a new edition more than that. Now, two years later, it has become a replacement bookwhich is to say, a new book. Only a few paragraphs here and there are more or less the same as what I wrote twenty years ago.

I still affirm most of what I wrote in Jesus: A New Vision, the basic sketch of Jesus that I drew as well as the historical method that I used. But my understanding of Jesus and my pedagogymy way of teaching about Jesushave developed over the past twenty years. The result is that I see Jesus somewhat differently now and speak about him somewhat differently. I would say I see Jesus more fully nowbut that is for others to judge.

This book has two cultural contexts, the first century and the twenty-first century. It suggests a way of seeing Jesus shaped by historical scholarship even as it is also addressed to Christians (and interested inquirers) in our cultural context. It thus moves back and forth between the first century and our time. How does what we can discern about Jesus then matter for now? I imagine that three audiences might be interested in it: Christians seeking to understand more fully what being Christian is about; undergraduates in religious studies courses and seminarians in divinity schools; and those curious about a way of seeing Jesus that breaks out of conventional ways of perceiving his life and activity.

The older I get, the more difficult it is to name all the people to whom I am indebted for what I have come to glimpse of Jesus. They include the professors who taught me; my students in college, university, and seminary courses; lay and clergy audiences in my life on the road; and my predecessors and contemporaries in the academy. I acknowledge especially my indebtedness to John Dominic Crossan. Our friendship and working relationship go back many years, and I have learned more from him than from any contemporary. To Dom and his wife, Sarah, I dedicate this book.

I want to acknowledge the assistance and above all the patience of several people on the staff of Harper San Francisco as they waited for this manuscript and then expedited turning it into a bookespecially my publisher, Mark Tauber, my editor, Mickey Maudlin, my copy editor, Ann Moru, and the editorial production team of Lisa Zuniga and Terri Leonard. I would also like to thank my very able assistant and colleague at Oregon State, Dr. Judy Ringle.

Finally, I want to thank the families of Al Hundere and Ike Kampmann, both of San Antonio, Texas. The financial support provided by Al and Ike to support my work at Oregon State University has made much of my writing possible.










ONE

Jesus Today

Telling His Story



We live in a Christ-haunted and Christ-forgetting culture. So wrote Walker Percy over thirty years ago at the beginning of his novel Love in the Ruins:


Now in these dread latter days of the old violent beloved U.S.A. and of the Christ-forgetting and Christ-haunted death-dealing Western world I came to myself in a grove of young pines [italics added].



The passage strikes a more ominous tone than I intend, but its description of our culture rings true. Even as we forget Jesus in many ways, we remain fascinated by him.

The last few years have witnessed several epiphanies of our fascination. In 2004, Mel Gibsons movie The Passion of the Christ was a major cultural event. Its graphic portrayal of the torture and execution of Jesus generated front-page stories in hundreds of newspapers across the nation, cover features by the three major weekly news magazines, and prime-time specials on several television networks.

That years best-selling novel, The Da Vinci Code (still on the New York Times best-seller list) also has Jesus at its center. Its attention-getting hook is the possible discovery of evidence that Jesus and Mary Magdalene were lovers and had a child together. The novel spawned magazine stories and television shows about what we can know or guess about Mary of Magdala, the most important of Jesuss women followers. It also created strong interest in early Christian writings that did not make it into the New Testament.

The sales record of a very different genre of fiction, the Left Behind novels, provides another illustration of an abiding fascination with Jesus. Set in the near future and claiming to be based on biblical prophecy, these novels tell the story of events leading up to the second coming of Jesus. All twelve have been on the New York Times best-selling list (fiction). By 2004, the series had sold over sixty-five million copies.1

A year earlier, in 2003, two books about Jesus in the history of the United States were published, Jesus in America and American Jesus. Each chronicles the remarkable resilience of Jesus in American culture as well as the diverse ways in which he has been seen, from the beginning of European settlement to the present.2

All of this should strike us as extraordinary: almost two thousand years after his death, Jesus continues to be front-page news in the United States. It is not so in other countries of the historically Christian world. Colleagues in Britain and Europe are amazed by our preoccupation with Jesus. We are indeed Christ-haunted.

The primary reason, of course, is the high percentage of Americans who affirm Christianity, higher than in any other country. According to a recent poll, over 80 percent of Americans identify themselves as Christian, well over two hundred million people. According to another poll, 84 percent agree with the statement Jesus is the Son of God.3

These numbers are remarkable. They also seem too high, for they are significantly greater than the number of people who participate in the life of a church. Only about half as many do, but even this lower figure amounts to over a hundred million. Jesus matters to a whole lot of people.

Yet Christians in the United States today are deeply divided about what it means to follow him:


	Many followers of Jesus oppose evolution and defend the literal-factual truth of the Bibles stories of creation. Yet followers of Jesus were the first to reconcile evolution with the Bible by understanding the Genesis stories symbolically and not literally.



	Followers of Jesus are among the strongest supporters of our nations invasion and continuing occupation of Iraq. Followers of Jesus are among its strongest critics.



	Followers of Jesus are among the strongest opponents of gay marriage. Followers of Jesus are among its strongest advocates.



	Followers of Jesus are among the strongest supporters of an economic and tax policy that benefits especially the wealthy and powerful. Followers of Jesus are among its most vocal critics on the biblical grounds that such a policy betrays Gods passion for economic justice for the poor.





Examples could be multiplied, but these illustrate sharp disagreement among American Christians about what it means to take Jesus seriously. Our culture wars are to a considerable extent Jesus wars.

TELLING THE STORY OF JESUS

I have a memory from childhood of singing hymns about telling the story of Jesus:


Tell me the story of Jesus,

Write on my heart every word;

Tell me the story most precious,

Sweetest that ever was heard.



Another one is even more familiar:


I love to tell the story

Of unseen things above;

Of Jesus and his glory,

Of Jesus and his love.



What I sang, I believed. For me as a child, the story of Jesus was the most important story in the world. The conviction has remained with me. But as I have grown older, I have realized there is an equally important issue: how we tell the story of Jesus. There are many ways of telling his story, and how we tell it matters crucially.

To say the obvious, this is because of Jesuss extraordinary significance for Christians. In the testimony of his early followers in the New Testament, he is spoken of in the most exalted terms imaginable: as the Son of God, Messiah, and Lord; as the Word Made Flesh, the Light of the World, the Lamb of God, the Bread of Life, the Living Water, the Way and the Truth and the Life, the Great High Priest and Sacrifice; the Son of Man who will come again to gather the elect and judge the world. The fourth-century Nicene Creed, the most universal of the Christian creeds, affirms:


One Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of his Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father, by whom all things were made.



In fourth- and fifth-century Christian trinitarian language, he is the second person of the Trinity and one with God.

Thus, for Christians, Jesus is utterly central. In a concise sentence, Jesus is for Christians the decisive revelation of God. Slightly more fully, Jesus reveals, discloses, what can be seen of God in a human life and what a life filled with God looks like. This affirmation defines what it means to be Christian. Christians find the decisive revelation of God and life with God in Jesus, just as Jews find the decisive revelation of God in the Torah and Muslims find the decisive revelation of God in the Quran.

For Christians, the decisive revelation of God is a person. As Son of God, he reveals God; as the Word become flesh, he embodies what can be seen of God in a human life; as the Light of the World, he enlightens us about the nature and will of God and about the way to life.

Of course, Christians also speak of the Bible as the revelation of God, indeed as the Word of God. Yet orthodox Christian theology from ancient times has affirmed that the decisive revelation of God is Jesus. The Bible is the Word become words, Gods revelation in human words; Jesus is the Word become flesh, Gods revelation in a human life. Thus Jesus is more decisive than the Bible.

Importantly, Jesus is not the revelation of all of God, but of what can be seen of God in a human life. Some of Gods traditional attributes or qualities cannot be seen in a human life. The omnipresence of God cannot be seen in a human lifea human being cannot be present everywhere. The infinity of God cannot be seen in a human lifea human being by definition is finite. So also omnipotence: a human being cannot be all-powerful and still be human. So also omniscience: what could it mean to say that a human is omniscient and that Jesus in particular was? That he would know everythingincluding, for example, the theory of relativity and the capital of Oregon?

So there is much of God that cannot be seen in a human life. Butand this is what matterswhat can be seen is the character and passion of God. By the character of God, I mean simply what God is like. By the passion of God, I mean simply what God is passionate about, what God most cares about, what concerns God most. The first is often called the nature of God, the second the will of God. This is what Jesus reveals: the character and passion, the nature and will, of God.

Thus how Christians tell the story of Jesus deeply affects how we see God and the Christian life. There are several ways of telling his story in the United States today. Each version produces a different vision of Gods character and passion and thus what it means to take Christianity seriously. These visions often clash with each other, religiously and politically.

The Dying Savior: Jesus Died for Our Sins

One way of telling Jesuss story emphasizes his death on a cross. Gibsons The Passion of the Christ is a vivid and violent example. The movie focuses on the last eighteen hours of Jesuss life, from his arrest on Thursday evening through his crucifixion on Good Friday. It opens with a verse from the prophet Isaiah in the Jewish Bible:



He was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; by His wounds we are healed (Isa. 53.5).



The verse frames the movie as a whole, and its effect is clear: the primary purpose of Jesuss life was to die for the sins of the world.

This way of telling the story is very familiar. The majority of ChristiansCatholics, evangelical and mainline Protestants, Pentecostalsgrew up with it. For many people, Christians and non-Christians, Jesus died for your sins is the one-sentence summary of Jesuss significance.

Like all ways of telling the story, this version shapes a vision of God and the Christian life. Because it highlights Jesus as the sacrifice who makes forgiveness possible, it leads to an image of God as primarily a lawgiver and judge whose commandments we have violated. We are all sinners. Nevertheless, God loves us. But God will not or cannot forgive us unless adequate atonement is made. Hence the necessity of Jesuss death. As the one sinless human being, without spot or blemish, he is the sacrifice who atones for the sins of the world and makes forgiveness possible.

This emphasis upon Jesus as substitutionary sacrifice leads to a vision of the Christian life as centered in sin, guilt, and forgiveness. Though this way of telling the story most often also emphasizes trying to follow the teachings of Jesus and the Bible, it highlights our repeated failure to do so. Thus our central need is forgiveness; only so can we be right with God. This vision is widespread; the worship services of most denominations consistently include a confession of sin followed by a proclamation of forgiveness. So also the celebration of the Eucharist (also called the Mass, the Lords Supper, and Holy Communion) most commonly emphasizes sin, sacrifice, and forgiveness.

Jesus as the Divine Human: God in Human Form

Another way of telling the story of Jesus sees him as God in human form. This way is frequently combined with the first one, even as it has a distinctive emphasis. It emphasizes that Jesus was divine, unlike the rest of usthat even during his earthly life he had divine power and divine knowledge. Though he looked like us and seemed to be one of us, he was really God in human form (and thus not really one of us). So familiar is this way of thinking that many people take it for granted that it is orthodox Christian theology. Many of us have been asked by Christians who are quite sure they are orthodox, Do you believe Jesus was God?

But this view is actually one of the earliest Christian heresies, known as docetism (pronounced doh-sit-izm), from a Greek word meaning to seem or to appear. Jesus seemed, appeared, to be human, but really wasntrather, he was really God. Most Christians would deny being docetic, if theyve heard the term. But Christians have commonly seen Jesus as having divine knowledgethats why he could speak with Gods authority and know the futureand as having divine powerthats why he could walk on water, heal the sick, change water into wine, raise the dead, and so forth.

This image of the earthly Jesus as a divine and therefore superhuman figure is described whimsically (and, I trust, not offensively) by Robert Capon, a contemporary Christian writer. The true paradigm of the ordinary American view of Jesus is Superman, Capon writes. Then he quotes the well-known words that opened each episode of the Superman series on both radio and television:


Faster than a speeding bullet, more powerful than a locomotive, able to leap tall buildings in a single bound. Its Superman! Strange visitor from another planet, who came to earth with powers and abilities far beyond those of mortal men, and who, disguised as Clark Kent, mild-mannered reporter for a great metropolitan newspaper, fights a never-ending battle for truth, justice, and the American way.



Capon continues:


If that isnt popular christology, Ill eat my hat. Jesusgentle, meek and mild, but with secret, souped-up, more-than-human insidesbumbles around for thirty-three years, nearly gets himself done in for good by the Kryptonite Kross, but at the last minute struggles into the phone booth of the Empty Tomb, changes into his Easter suit and with a single bound, leaps back up to the planet Heaven. Its got it allincluding, just so you shouldnt miss the lesson, kiddies: He never once touches Lois Lane.4



But a figure who has superhuman powers is ultimately not one of us. Jesuss humanity disappears.

This way of telling the story leads to a vision of the Christian life that stresses believingbelieving that Jesus as the Son of God was divine and thus capable of divine feats. God was his father; he was conceived by Gods Spirit in the virgin Mary. He had miraculous powers and did things that no mere human can do: he healed the sick, gave sight to the blind, forgave sins, changed water into wine, stilled a storm, walked on water, fed multitudes with a few loaves and fishes, raised Lazarus from the dead, and so forth. It also stresses that Jesus is the unique revelation of Godonly in Jesus has God become human.

In addition to being docetic, this way of telling Jesuss story has an additional problem. Namely, if Jesus had superhuman power and knowledge, he cannot be a model for human behavior. Yet the New Testament often speaks of him as such. The gospels speak of following Jesus, and Paul speaks of imitating Christ and being transformed into the likeness of Christ. But if Jesus was really God (and thus not really human), it makes no sense to speak of imitating him and becoming like him.

The Apocalyptic Jesus: The End Is Near

The apocalyptic way of telling the story of Jesus commonly includes the first two ways, but it emphasizes the future end of the story: the Christian apocalypsethe second coming of Jesus and the last judgmentwill happen soon. This is the Jesus of the Left Behind novels, though the notion is older. Several books in the New Testament affirm that Jesus will come again. The affirmation is enshrined in the Christian creeds. And from time to time, again and again, Christians have claimed that the time is near. They did so as the year 1000 approached, during the Reformation of the sixteenth century, and among some Christian groups since; they do so as well today.

In the 1970s, this expectation was popularized in books by Hal Lindsey, such as The Late Great Planet Earth, which sold over thirty million copies. Lindsey emphasized that the rapture and the final seven years of world history were at hand. When the rapture happens, true Christians will be taken up to heaven in order to be spared the seven years of tribulation, a period of suffering that will precede the second coming of Jesus. Those not taken up to heaven in the rapture are the left behind. Though they will need to live through the suffering and conflict of the time of tribulation, they will have the opportunity to repent.

The Left Behind novels build on this understanding. They begin with the rapture and then narrate the tumultuous events of the final seven years of world history, marked by tribulation, war, and the final judgment. The series culminates with the battle of Armageddon, the second coming, and the last judgment, in which the vast majority of humankind is annihilated and condemned to eternal torment.

It is an odd way of telling the story of Jesus. Though its advocates say theyre taking the book of Revelation literally, their interpretation is far from literal. They see the image-laden first-century language of Revelation as referring to events of our time and imminent future. Giant locusts with stingers in their tails whose wings make a noise like many chariots become helicopters. Stars falling to the earth as the sky vanishes like a scroll being rolled up refers to a thermonuclear exchange. A force of cavalry numbering two hundred million (lit., twice times ten thousand times ten thousand) riding on horses with heads like lions refers to a future army (perhaps Chinese). Moreover, the notion that there will be a rapture is not ancient Christian teaching, but is less than two centuries old. Most who take the rapture seriously do not know this.5

It is also a pernicious way of telling the story of Jesus. Violence abounds. The central Christian characters are members of a tribulation force who fight with modern weapons against the armies of evil. It is Christian holy war, and God and Jesus fight on their side. The scenes of judgment and annihilation are described in graphic language:


Men and women, soldiers and horses, seemed to explode where they stood. It was as if the very words of the Lord had superheated their blood, causing it to burst through their veins and skin. Their innards and entrails gushed to the desert floor, and as those around them turned to run, they too were slain, their blood pooling and rising in the unforgiving brightness of the glory of Christ.6



This is a horrific vision of Jesus and of God. This is the killer God and the killer Jesus. God and Jesus are going to get us unless we believe the right things, try to live the right way, and seek forgiveness for our shortcomings. Though todays apocalyptic Christians also affirm the gospels and the rest of the New Testament, their way of telling Jesuss story does not emphasize the compassionate Jesus who was a friend of sinners, but the warrior Jesus of Revelation riding a white horse and leading the armies of heaven against the beast and the kings of the earth with their armies (Rev. 19.1121).

Like all ways of telling the story of Jesus, it shapes a vision of the Christian life. Being Christian means being ready, being prepared, for the rapture, the second coming, and the final judgment. Only by belonging to the category of true believers will one be saved when the end time arrives. It stresses intensity of belief and purity of behaviorthe world is divided even now between righteous and wicked, pure and impure, believers and unbelievers. And this view normally leads to a relative disregard for taking care of this world. How much does the environment matter if everything is going to end soon? How much does working for justice matter if all political systems will soon be irrelevant? Why work for peace when the Bible teaches that the future will be filled with war? Indeed, violence seems to be Gods way. What does matter is believing and doing what is necessary in order to be in the in-group, the saved, when the rapture occurs or, failing that, when Jesus returns. This is the most important decision we face, for we risk annihilation in this world and condemnation in the next.

How many of the millions of readers of the Left Behind series affirm its theology is difficult to know. Some may simply find the books entertaining, good for reading on the beach. But according to a recent poll, over 20 percent of American Christians are certain that Jesus will return in the next fifty years, and another 20 percent think he probably will. In their minds, the second coming of Jesus, the end of the world, and the final judgment are near.7

Jesus as Teacher: Guidance for the Moral Life

All Christians agree that Jesus was a teacher. Some, however, focus on his teaching role as a comprehensive way of telling his story. This view is most often held by people who arent sure what to make of theological claims about Jesus. Was he really the divinely begotten and only Son of God? Is he the only way of salvation? Are the miracles attributed to him really possible? Skepticism about these matters leads some to affirm that the importance of Jesus lies in his moral teaching.

Thomas Jeffersons way of seeing Jesus provides a striking example. While president, he spent some evenings with the gospels and a pair of scissors cutting out the parts that in his judgment did not go back to Jesus. (One wonders what would happen if a president were to do this today.) What remained was the moral teaching of Jesus, purified of the miraculous, provincial, and time-bound elements, including much of the theology. The result was The Jefferson Bible, a collection of the moral wisdom of Jesus.8

Few advocates of this way of seeing Jesus actually use a scissors. But seeing him primarily as a teacher is quite common. For some, his teaching included social and political imperatives. But most see his teaching more individualistically: he taught us how to behave toward one another.

Within this framework, Jesuss teaching is often reduced to very general moral precepts that could be put on a greeting card: Love one another, Do unto others as you would have them do unto you, Love your neighbor as yourself. No doubt the world would be a better place if we lived according to these principles. But Jesuss teaching was edgier than this. After all, it got him killed. Authorities do not commonly execute somebody whose message abounds with benign banalities: be kind, be nice, be good. A persuasive image of Jesus must make sense of why he was crucified by the powers that ruled his world.

This way of telling the story of Jesus leads to a moralistic vision of following him. It minimizes or sets aside the explicitly religious dimension of his life and message. When his message is separated from its grounding in God, it easily becomes good advice. But it doesnt address the issue of how we become more loving people through a deep centering in God that transforms lives. The problem with Jesus as teacher is not that its wrong, but that its shallow.

A LARGER DIVISION:
 TWO PARADIGMS FOR SEEING JESUS

In addition to these different ways of telling the story of Jesus, there is an even broader division among American Christians today. Two very different paradigms for seeing Jesus conflict sharply with each other, producing very different understandings of Jesus. To define this important term with three short synonymous phrases, a paradigm is a way of seeing a whole; it is a comprehensive way of seeing; it is a large framework within which we see. As a way of seeing a whole, it affects how the particulars, the specifics, are seen.

To illustrate from the history of astronomy, the Ptolemaic and Copernican ways of seeing the earth in relationship to the universe were paradigms, comprehensive ways of seeing. Each affected how the movements of the heavenly bodies were understood. The Ptolemaic paradigm placed the earth at the center of the universe and understood the particulars, the datathe observable movements of the sun, moon, planets, and starsin relationship to a stationary earth at the center. It worked pretty well and even made accurate predictions of eclipses possible.


For about fifteen hundred years, until Copernicus and Galileo in the 1500s and 1600s, it was the accepted scientific view, indeed taken for granted. But then it was replaced by the Copernican paradigm, which removed the earth from the center and placed the sun at the center of what now became a solar system (indeed, to speak of a solar system prior to the 1500s and 1600s is an anachronism). And the change in paradigms affected how the datathe movements of the heavenly bodieswere seen.9

This illustration not only explains what paradigms are and how they affect our seeing, but also helps us to understand a major conflictperhaps the major conflictin American Christianity today. We are experiencing conflict between two very different paradigms for seeing the data of Christianity: the Bible (including the gospels), Jesus, postbiblical teachings and doctrines (including the creeds), the nature of Christian language, and ultimately the nature of the Christian life. Both are Christian paradigmsmillions of Christians affirm each. So it is not that one of them is Christian and the other not. And it is not that one of them is traditional Christianity and the other an abandonment of much of the Christian tradition. Rather, both are ways of seeing the Christian tradition and what it says about the Bible, God, Jesus, and what it means to follow him.

There is as yet no commonly agreed-upon terminology for naming these two paradigms. To use a chronological way of naming them, the first is an earlier paradigm, the second an emerging paradigm. To use more substantive ways of naming them, the first is belief-centered; it emphasizes the importance of holding Christian beliefs about Jesus, God, and the Bible. The second is way-centered; it emphasizes that Christianity is about following Jesus on a path, a path of transformation. The first emphasizes the literal meaning of Christian language, including the Bible; the second emphasizes the more-than-literal meaning of Christian language, what I will soon call the metaphorical meaning of Christian language. The differences between these two paradigms and their effects on telling the story of Jesus will become clear as we continue.


Jesus Within an Earlier Christian Paradigm 

We are very familiar with seeing Jesus within an earlier Christian paradigm because, with the exception of Jesus as teacher, all of the ways of telling the story of Jesus mentioned so far fall into this category. Most of us over fifty grew up with it, as have many under fifty, and it continues to be the most common way of seeing Jesus in America today. Because it dominates Christian radio and television, it is also the most publicly visible. But though very familiar, and though I call it an earlier paradigm, its distinctive features are not ancient or traditional. Rather, as I explain at the end of this section, they are the product of the last three to four centuries. I now summarize the earlier paradigm by describing its four central characteristics.

1. The earlier paradigm sees Jesus through a Christian doctrinal lens. It sees Jesus through a lens shaped by later Christian doctrine, especially the creeds of the fourth and fifth centuries. According to these, he is a divine figure: Gods only Son, our Lord, very God of very God, and of one substance with God; he is the second person of the Trinity and coeternal with God. Of course, he was also human; he is true man as well as true God, two natures in one person. The creeds also highlight his death as the central purpose of his life: For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate.

Throughout the centuries, most Christians have brought these doctrinal understandings to their hearing and reading of the gospels. Thus the first-century Jesus is seen as already all of this. Even those Protestant groups who reject doctrine and affirm the Bible alone are affected by the doctrinal lens, for they accept its central claims about Jesus and see the gospels within its framework.

Not surprisingly, a doctrinal lens produces a doctrinal understanding of Jesus. Its central elements become the framework for seeing Jesus: he was (is) the only Son of God, both human and divine; he died for the sins of the world; and he is now one with God, indeed coequal with God. And the lens operates even (and especially) when were not conscious of it. It shapes not only how many Christians see Jesus, but also how most non-Christians do. If theyve heard anything at all about Jesus, this is most likely what theyve heard.

But when we see Jesus and the gospels primarily through a later doctrinal lens, we impose its understandings on the texts and often miss their first-century meaning. Even as a doctrinal lens highlights much of importance, it also casts much into shadow. Even as it illumines, it obscures.

My claim is not that later Christian doctrines are wrong and should be discarded. Not at all. I belong to a church that recites the creeds in its worship services, and I have no difficulty doing so. But this is because I understand the creeds as later Christian testimony to the significance of Jesus. In their language (language that had developed over a few centuries) these Christians expressed their deepest convictions about Jesusabout who he was (and is) and why he matters. These convictions flowed out of their continuing experience of the presence of Jesus, their worship and devotion, and their thought. But I do not see them as expressing beliefs or understandings that were already there in the first century, already there in the mind of Jesus and his earliest followers.

2. The earlier paradigm sees the gospels and Jesus within the framework of biblical literalism. Biblical literalism is shorthand for a way of seeing the Bible that became common over the last three or four centuries. It continues to be affirmed by at least a slight majority of American Christians. It has two primary features: it emphasizes that the Bible is a divine product and that it is to be read literally.

First, the Bible comes from God and therefore has a divine guarantee. Because God inspired the Bible as God has inspired no other document, it is Gods truth. This is why it has authority. This view exists in harder and softer forms. The hard form speaks of biblical inerrancy and in American Christianity is affirmed by fundamentalists and most conservative evangelicals, but not commonly by Catholics and mainline Protestants. A softer form is also quite common. It does not insist on biblical inerrancy, but affirms that God inspired the Bible in such a way that it contains no serious errors. The softer form thus does not need to argue that the Bible is scientifically inerrant; it can happily say that science is not the Bibles subject, even as it continues to ground the important truths of the Bible in its divine origin.

Second, the earlier paradigm emphasizes a literal-factual interpretation of the Bible. It not only sees the Bible as true because of its divine origin, but identifies truth with factuality. This also happens in harder and softer forms. The hard form reads the Genesis stories of creation as factually true and thus rejects evolution. The softer form accepts that parts of the Bible may be symbolic or metaphorical (the Genesis stories of creation, the story of Jonah and the big fish, the sun standing still, and so forth), but nevertheless affirms that a core factuality matters. This core of factuality commonly includes what are seen as the really important events: that the sea really did divide in two in the time of the exodus to allow the fleeing Israelites to escape from an Egyptian army; that Jesus really was born of a virgin, really did walk on water, multiply loaves, rise from the dead, and so forth. Thus, though the softer form does not need to fight against modern science, the general factuality of the Bibles central stories continues to be affirmed.

When the gospels are read through the lens of biblical literalism, whether in harder or softer form, the literal factuality of their language is either taken for granted or emphasized. The gospel stories of Jesuss miraculous birth and his spectacular deeds are understood as reporting events that really happened. When Johns gospel reports that Jesus said about himself, I am the light of the world, I am the way, and the truth, and the life, The Father and I are one, Whoever has seen me has seen the Father, and No one comes to the Father except through me, it means that Jesus really said these things. Thus the stories of Jesuss mighty deeds and his grand self-affirmations are all read as historically factual reports: he did and said these things.

This way of seeing the gospels is the basis for C. S. Lewiss oft-quoted statement from one of his early books:


A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunaticon a level with the man who says he is a poached eggor else he would be the Devil of Hell. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God; or else a madman or something worse.10



The persuasiveness of the statement depends upon a literal-factual reading of the gospels. Its logic works only within this framework.

The first two features of the earlier paradigma lens shaped by doctrine and a literal-factual way of reading the gospelcommonly go together and reinforce each other. They produce a way of seeing Jesus that combines the dying Savior Jesus with the divine-human Jesus. Advocates of the apocalyptic Jesus also accept the above, even as they place their emphasis in a different place, namely, on Jesuss imminent return to judge the world.

3. The earlier paradigm sees Jesus as intrinsically linked to the afterlife. The afterlifethe promise of heaven and the threat of hellhas been at the center of popular Christianity for centuries. In the minds of many, this is what Christianity is all about. It tells us what we must do to be saved, that is, what we must do in order to go to heaven (and avoid hell). Indeed, for many Christians, this is what the words saved and salvation mean; they refer to a postdeath state, to the next world and not this world.

Within this framework, Jesuss message is primarily about heaven and how to get there. Two very familiar phrases in the gospels are understood this way: the kingdom of heaven and eternal (or everlasting) life. The first comes from Matthews gospel, in which the kingdom of heaven is central to Jesuss message. The second occurs frequently in Johns gospel. But neither phrase means what we commonly understand as heaven or eternal life. For Matthew, the kingdom of heaven does not mean an afterlife, but is his substitute for the kingdom of God, which, as Matthew makes clear, is for the earth, and even in some sense is already here. For John, the Greek phrase translated eternal life cannot simply be equated with an afterlife. Rather, it means the life of the age to come, and John affirms that this is already a present reality.

Nevertheless, when these phrases are seen within a paradigm that emphasizes an afterlife, they are naturally understood to refer to a postdeath state. The effects on how Jesus is seen are obvious. Not only was his message about an afterlife, but so was his death. As the sacrifice for sin, it makes our forgiveness possible, which is the prerequisite for entering heaven. Though being forgiven also makes a difference in our lives now, its primary importance concerns the next world. Thus Jesushis message and his deathare about the way to heaven. And within this paradigm, he is most commonly seen as the only way of salvation. In a sentence, Believe in Jesus now for the sake of heaven later.

4. The earlier paradigm emphasizes believing. In one sense, there is nothing new about this emphasis. Christians from the beginning have affirmed the importance of believing in Jesus. The language goes back to the New Testament. But in the last four hundred years or so, the word believe has undergone a radical change of meaning, so that its modern meaning is very different from its premodern Christian meanings. For most modern Christians, believing means believing a set of claims, a set of statements: believing that God exists, that the Bible is the Word of God, that Jesus is the Son of God, that he was born of a virgin, that he died for our sins, that he rose from the dead, that he is the only way of salvation, that he will come again, and so forth. This is believing as affirming a set of beliefs to be true.

But prior to about the year 1600, the verb believe had a very different meaning within Christianity as well as in popular usage. It did not mean believing statements to be true; the object of the verb believe was always a person, not a statement. This is the difference between believing that and believing in. To believe in a person is quite different from believing that a series of statements about the person are true. In premodern English, believing meant believing in and thus a relationship of trust, loyalty, and love. Most simply, to believe meant to belove.11

Thus, until about four centuries ago, believing in God and Jesus did not mean I believe that the following statements about God and Jesus are true. Rather, to believe in God and Jesus had two primary meanings. It meant to trust in God and Jesus. Not to trust in statements about God and Jesus (for this would be believing that), but to trust in God as known in Jesus. This is believing as fiducia, to use the Latin term for faith as trust. In addition, to believe meant to commit ones allegiance, loyalty, and love to God and Jesus. This is believing (and faith) as fidelitas, as faithfulness (loyalty, allegiance, commitment) to God as known in Jesus (and not primarily to statements about God and Jesus, which, once again, would mean believing that). Believing that and believing in are very different. The first leads to an emphasis on correct belief, on believing the right things. The second leads to a transformed life.

Why did this change in the meaning of believe happen? Why did faith become believing that? It happened because of the encounter between Christianity and the Enlightenment, the great watershed event in Western cultural history that created the modern world, separating it from all that went before. It began in the seventeenth century with the birth of modern science, which involved both a new way of knowing and a body of knowledge generated by the new way of knowing. Authority and tradition (whether based on revelation or reason) as the basis of knowledge were replaced by experimentation and verification. The new way of knowing led to a new view of the universe as well. Increasingly, it was understood as a self-contained system governed by natural laws operating within the space-time world of matter and energy. The Enlightenments way of thinking soon spread beyond science to the study of the human world of history, culture, institutions, and religions.

The collision between the Enlightenment and Christianity began with the controversy about whether the earth was at the center of the universe. Though an earth-centered universe was not official Christian doctrine, it had been part of the taken-for-granted Christian worldview for centuries. But in the early 1600s, Galileos astronomical observations with the newly invented telescope persuaded him that the hypothesis suggested by Copernicus in 1543 was correct: the earth moved around the sun. He became an advocate of a sun-centered solar system. Church authorities arrested, tried, and convicted him of heresy. Compelled to recant, Galileo was confined to his house for the rest of his life.12

For modern Christians, the claim that the earth is not the center of the universe is not controversial. I dont know any Christians who would argue that it is. But other challenges by Enlightenment science to commonly accepted Christian notions continue to be rejected by some Christians. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the study of geology generated a picture of the earth as very much older than the Bible implies and of geological features as the product of uniform processes occurring over an immense period of time. In the nineteenth century, Darwins theory of evolution provided an explanation of the development of species that did not depend upon supernatural creation.

Beyond these specific conflicts, the Enlightenment worldviewits understanding of what is real and what is possiblecollided with many Christian convictions. Do divine interventions in the world really happen? Is the Bible the unique revelation of God? Indeed, does direct divine revelation happen? Do supernatural events like the spectacular events reported in the Bible and the gospels really happen? Do virgin births ever happen? Does it ever happen that somebody can walk on water? Is Jesus really the only way of salvation and is there therefore only one true religion, namely, Christianity? Is there really an afterlife, or is it pretty clear that our existence is dependent upon our bodies? Indeed, given the modern understanding of reality as that which can be known by science, is God real?

And so the meaning of believing changed from trust and loyalty to believing thatbelieving that a set of statements about God, Jesus, and the Bible are true, in spite of reasons to question them. The Enlightenment made Christianity questionable to millions of people in Western culture, especially in the last hundred years. In the twentieth century, Europe became full of nonbelievers, even as the United States remains a country of believers. But most believers and nonbelievers alike agree that being Christian is about believing.

The earlier paradigms understanding of believing as affirming Christian teachings to be true in spite of reasons for skepticism indicates that it is not ancient, but a product of the collision with the Enlightenment. So are two of its other major features, biblical inerrancy and literalism. The claim that the Bible is inerrant in all of its details first appears in a book of theology written in the second half of the seventeenth century, a response to scientific results that seemed to call some of the Bibles teachings into question. So also an emphasis on literal-factual interpretation; because modernity challenged the factuality of the Bible, the response of many Christians was to insist on its factuality. But prior to modernity, the more-than-literal, the more-than-factual meaning of biblical texts, their metaphorical meaning, mattered most. Thus the most distinctive features of the earlier paradigm are not traditional, but a defensive rejection of the Enlightenment whenever it is perceived to threaten the central claims of Christianity.

Jesus Within an Emerging Christian Paradigm

Though naming the second paradigm emerging may suggest that it is very recent, it originated in the same period of time as the earlier paradigm. It is also a product of Christianitys encounter with the Enlightenment. It began to emerge in the 1600s among a few intellectuals and gradually gained momentum in academic and theological circles in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In the twentieth century, it became the dominant understanding in divinity schools and seminaries of mainline churches, so that it has been familiar to mainline clergy for a couple of generations. But only recently has it been embraced at the grass-roots level among millions of Christians, laity as well as clergy, even as it continues to be unfamiliar to many.

Rather than involving a defensive rejection of the Enlightenment, it involves a discerning integration of Enlightenment knowledge. It affirms what we have learned about nature from the natural sciences in the last several centuries. It affirms what we have learned about ourselves from the human sciencesfrom biology, anthropology, sociology, and psychology. It affirms what we have learned from the study of history and culture, including the historical study of religions and the Bible. It takes seriously our growing awareness of religious pluralism, which makes it difficult to believe that only one religion is the true religion. The integration of modern knowledge needs to be discerning and to be done critically, for the perennial pitfall and peril of modern ways of thinking is reductionism, namely, the reduction of reality to what can be known through scientific ways of knowing.


In particular, the emerging paradigm sees the gospels and the Bible very differently. Indeed, for the study of Jesus, this is the most central difference. Rather than seeing them as a divine product and therefore as inerrant, and rather than interpreting them literally and factually, it sees them as human historical products that are to be read as a combination of historical memory and metaphorical narrative.

The process began in the late 1600s when a few European thinkers began to apply Enlightenment ideas to an understanding of the Bible. The pioneers included Richard Simon (16381712), a French Catholic, and Baruch Spinoza (163277), a Dutch Jew. They argued that the first five books of the Jewish Bible (the Pentateuch) were not written by Moses, as was commonly supposed, but were written over a period of centuries. From this, it followed that the Pentateuch was not to be understood as Gods direct revelation to Moses, but as a human historical product, namely, as the product of ancient Israel. Given this, the historical meaning of these texts requires that we set them in the historical context of the community and time in which they were written.

Soon thereafter, this understanding was applied to the gospels and the New Testament. They began to be understood as the products of early Christian communities testifying to what Jesus had become in their lives in the decades after his historical life. They tell us how early Christians told the story of Jesus. They combine memory and testimony. The result was that the Bible as a whole began to be understood as a human historical product. The Jewish Bible (the Christian Old Testament) is the product of ancient Israel, and the New Testament is the product of early Christianity. Thus the Jewish Bible is not Gods story of Israel, but Israels story of Israel. The gospels are not Gods story of Jesus, but early Christianitys story of Jesus.

Seeing the Bible and the gospels as human products involves no denial of the reality of God or the presence of the Spirit in the process. The form of the emerging paradigm that I advocate includes a robust affirmation of the reality of God. There are reductionistic forms of Enlightenment thought that view the idea of God as nothing more than a mistaken human projection and construction. They do not interest me. For me, Christianity without a robust affirmation of the sacred has no significant importance. Within this framework, the Bible and the gospels (like the sacred scriptures of other religions) are human responses to the sacred. They tell us not what God says, but what our spiritual ancestors said.

This change in how the Bible and the gospels are seen is the paradigm shift that marks the birth of the modern historical study of Jesus. It has often been called a historical-critical paradigm for reading the Bible in order to distinguish it from an uncritical and unhistorical way of reading. I prefer to speak of it as a historical-metaphorical paradigm. This approach integrates the insights of the historical-critical method with the realization that much of the language of the Bible is metaphorical, that is, more-than-literal, more-than-historical, in its meaning.

Because the rest of this book develops the way the gospels and Jesus are seen within this paradigm, I here provide only a preview of its foundations:


	The gospels are the result of a historical process. Written in the last third of the first century, they tell us what Jesus had become in the lives of the communities in which the traditions reported in them developed.



	As such, the gospels combine memory and testimony. Some of what they report is Jesus remembered; some of what they report is the fuller understanding that had developed in the decades between his death and the writing of the gospels.



	The gospels also combine memory and metaphor, historical memory with metaphorical narrative.



	There is a crucial distinction between the pre-Easter Jesus and the post-Easter Jesus. The former is Jesus before his death; the latter is what Jesus became after his death. There are important differences between the two.






These are the foundations of a historical-metaphorical way of telling the story of Jesus. In the next two chapters, I describe them in greater detail. They lead to a way of telling the story of Jesus quite different from the most familiar ways of telling his story. They result in a sketch of Jesus that is persuasive, compelling, invitingand challenging.











TWO

The Gospels

Memory and Testimony



In this chapter and the next, we consider the nature of the gospels, our primary sources for knowing about Jesus. The gospels are both simple and complex. For centuries, millions of ordinary Christians with no technical training have heard or read them and been shaped and changed by them. On one level, their meaning is obvious: Jesus is the Light of the World, the Bread of Life, and the Son of God; we are to love one another as he loved us; we are to love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, strength, and mind.

On the other hand, they are complex documents. They are written in an ancient language that most people today do not understand. They have a complex history. They combine pre-Easter memory with post-Easter testimony. They make allusions to the Jewish Bible and to the first-century world that are not always apparent to us. They combine memory and metaphor. But their complexity is not a deficiency or defect to be lamented. Rather, their complexity contributes to their richness.

THE GOSPELS IN CONTEMPORARY SCHOLARSHIP

At the beginning of the first volume of his study of the historical Jesus, the contemporary Catholic scholar John Meier invites us to imagine an unpapal conclave composed of four scholars:



Suppose that a Catholic, a Protestant, a Jew and an agnosticall honest historians cognizant of 1st-century religious movementswere locked up in the bowels of the Harvard Divinity School library, put on a spartan diet and not allowed to emerge until they had hammered out a consensus document on who Jesus of Nazareth was and what he intended in his own time and place.1



What would they all agree on?

Obviously, there would be disagreements, some perhaps flowing out of their differing religious commitments. But they would agree about much of importance. In particular, they would agree about the foundation and pillars of the modern study of Jesus and Christian origins, which I describe in this chapter and the next. They are not only shared by mainstream Jesus scholarship, but define it.

The foundation is a way of seeing the gospels that has emerged since the Enlightenment. In a sentence, the gospels are products of early Christian communities in the last third of the first century. This short sentence carries a freight of meaning.

First, it has a negative corollary: the gospels are not a direct divine product, as notions of biblical inerrancy suppose. Rather, as documents written within early Christian communities, they are human products. They tell us how our spiritual ancestors in these communities saw Jesus and his significance.

Second, as documents written in the last third of the first century, they are the result of a developing tradition. During the decades between Jesuss historical life and the writing of the gospels, the traditions about Jesus developed. This is not a supposition, but demonstrated from the gospels themselves, as I soon illustrate. Thus the gospels are not simply historical accounts of Jesuss life. Rather, they tell us how Jesuss followers told and proclaimed his story several decades after his death.

Third, calling them community products means that the gospels were written from within and for early Christian communities. Of course, they were written by individuals, but these individuals were not authors in the modern sense of the term. Modern authors most commonly write for people they dont know, and they seek to be original and creative. But the individuals who wrote the gospels were crystallizing into writing their communitys traditions about Jesus as they had developed in the decades since his death. They proclaimed the significance Jesus had come to have in these communities as the first century wound to its end.

Interpreters of the gospels who see them within the earlier paradigm sometimes argue that this understanding of the gospels and the pillars built on it are presuppositions that illegitimately shape the way the gospels are seen. But they are actually conclusions, not presuppositions, flowing out of detailed study of the gospels. They are the result of such study, not chosen a priori. I turn now to a fuller description of this way of seeing the gospels.

SOME BASICS

Because we live in a time when not everybody can be assumed to know what the Bible and the gospels are, I begin with basics.2 The Christian Biblethe sacred scripture of Christiansincludes the Jewish Bible and the Christian New Testament. The Jewish Bible (sometimes referred to as the Hebrew Bible, reflecting the language in which almost all of it was written) is called by Christians the Old Testament. Jews, of course, do not call it that.

Importantly, Old Testament does not mean outdated or superceded, despite a continuing Christian predilection to understand it that way. The Jewish Bible was the Bible of Jesus and his followers. In the middle of the second century after Jesus, a Christian named Marcion tried to get rid of the Jewish Bible as sacred scripture for Christians, arguing that it was the revelation of an inferior God. He was unsuccessful, and the orthodox Christian position ever since has been that the Jewish Bible and the New Testament are sacred scripture for Christians.

The gospels refers to the four gospels of the New Testament: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. There were other early Christian gospels, but these four became part of the New Testament. In addition, there are twenty-three other documents in the New Testament. Most (twenty-one) are letters, epistles, from early Christians to other early Christians. Thirteen of these are attributed to the apostle Paul, and the others to figures such as Peter, James, Jude, and John. The remaining two documents are a history of early Christianity, the book of Acts, and an apocalypse, the book of Revelation. But the gospels are the documents that narrate the life of Jesus. The rest of the New Testament does not purport to do so.

SOURCES FOR KNOWING ABOUT JESUS

With one exception, the only writings from the first century that mention Jesus were written by Christians. Thus we know about him almost exclusively through the testimony of people devoted to him. The exception is a brief passage from a Jewish historian named Josephus, who was born in the Jewish homeland around 37 CE. As a young man, he became commander of Jewish forces in Galilee in the war of revolt against the Roman Empire in 66 CE. Captured early in the war, he endeared himself to the Roman general Vespasian by telling him that a Jewish prophecy had predicted his triumph and elevation to emperor. Vespasian became his patron, and for the rest of his life Josephus lived in Rome, where he wrote a history of the Jewish revolt and a history of the Jewish people.

In a section of the latter work, written around 90 CE, he narrates events in the Jewish homeland while Pontius Pilate was governor some sixty years earlier:


At this time there appeared Jesus, a wise man. For he was a doer of startling deeds, a teacher of people who received the truth with pleasure. And he gained a following both among many Jews and among many of Greek [meaning Gentile, that is, non-Jewish] origin. And when Pilate, because of an accusation made by the leading men among us, condemned him to the cross, those who had loved him previously did not cease to do so. And up until this very day, the tribe of Christians (named after him) has not died out.3




As the only non-Christian reference to Jesus from the first century, it is interesting and valuable, even though it does not tell us anything we do not know from the gospels. But it discloses how a non-Christian saw Jesuswhat he knew about Jesus and how he summarized what he thought most important:


	Jesus was a wise mana teacher of wisdom.



	He did startling deedsminimally, a reference to his reputation as a healer.



	He gained a following among Jews and Gentiles.



	He was crucified by order of the Roman governor after he was accused by leading men among the Jews.



	His followers continued to love him after his death.



	His followers became known as Christians and continued to exist when Josephus wrote near the end of the first century.





How did Josephus know about Jesus? There are two possibilities. The first is that he learned his information from followers of Jesus, either while he still lived in the Jewish homeland or later from Christians in Rome. If so, the passage is not an independent non-Christian source, but dependent upon Christians. The other possibility is that he learned about Jesus from non-Christian Jews, probably before moving to Rome in the 60s. Perhaps this is how non-Christian Jews commonly spoke about Jesus. His sketch is not negative, but quite admiring, even if it seems inadequately neutral from a Christian point of view.

In any case, this is the only non-Christian reference to Jesus from the first century. Everything else written about him in the first century comes from his followers. Their lives had been changed by him. They continued to experience him as a divine presence in their midst. For them, as Matthews gospel puts it, he was Emmanuel, a Hebrew word that means God with us. They saw him as the decisive revelation of Godof what can be seen of God in a human life and of what a life filled with God looks like. Our sources for Jesus are testaments of devotion.


The earliest Christian writings are not the gospels, but the genuine letters of Paul, written in the decade of the 50s. But Pauls letters tell us very little about the life and message of Jesus. This does not mean that Jesuss historical life was unimportant to Paul, as some scholars have suggested. Rather, Jesus mattered greatly to Paul. Paul spoke of Jesus as Lord and as Gods Son, as did early Christians generally. He wrote about life in Christ, Christ crucified, and imitating Christ. But narrating the story of Jesus was not the purpose of his letters. Rather, as the literary genre of letters indicates, Paul was writing to Christian communities about issues that had arisen in their life together.

Thus for our knowledge of Jesuss life, we are almost completely dependent on the four gospels of the New Testament: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Written in the last third of the first century, beginning with Mark around the year 70, they are known as the canonical gospels because they are part of the canon of the New Testament. There are also Christian noncanonical gospels that did not become part of the New Testament. But these are from the second century or later and have little or no importance for glimpsing the life of Jesus.

There is once again an exception: the Gospel of Thomas, discovered in Egypt in 1945.4 Unlike the canonical gospels, Thomas has no narratives about Jesusno stories of his life, miracles, birth, death, or resurrection. Rather, Thomas is a collection of teachings attributed to Jesus commonly divided into 114 sayings. Though most likely not written down until 12540 CE, some of these sayings may be as early as what is in the canonical gospels. Most of this early material has parallels in the canonical gospels and thus does not provide new information. But a few sayings of Jesus found only in Thomas may be early as well. They are treated briefly in a later chapter.

A SKETCH OF GOSPEL ORIGINS

The study of the gospels over the past few centuries has resulted in a near consensus among mainstream scholars regarding their origin and relationships to one another. I begin with Matthew, Mark, and Luke, known together as the synoptic gospels.



	Mark is the earliest gospel, written around 70 CE, some four decades after the death of Jesus. It is also the shortest; Matthew and Luke are both about 50 percent longer. Primarily narrative, Mark consists mostly of stories about Jesus, with only a relatively small amount of his teachings. Mark begins with Jesus as an adult. In the first half of the gospel, Mark tells the story of Jesuss public activity; in the second half, he tells the story of Jesuss journey to Jerusalem and death and ends with the empty tomb on Easter morning.



	Matthew and Luke were written a decade or two later. Both used Mark as their primary source for their narrative of Jesuss public activity: 90 percent of Mark also appears in Matthew, and two-thirds appears in Luke. These similarities are the reason Matthew, Mark, and Luke are known as the synoptic gospels. But Matthew and Luke significantly expand Mark by including much more of the teaching of Jesus. In addition, both add to the beginning and end of Mark by prefacing the story of Jesuss public activity with stories of his birth and concluding with Easter stories not found in Mark.



	Before Mark was written, it is likely that there was a written collection of the teachings of Jesus that scholars call Q. The basis for the hypothesis is that significant portions of Matthew and Luke that do not come from Mark are quite similar to one another, and the most likely explanation is that they come from an additional source used by both Matthew and Luke when they wrote their gospels. This source is Q; it consists of about two hundred verses and may have been put into written form as early as the 50s.





This sketch of the relationships between the synoptic gospels is commonly called the two-document hypothesis. It says there are two primary written sources for the synoptics, Mark and Q. It is widely accepted by mainstream scholars, even as a small number have misgivings.5


Johns gospel, also commonly called the Fourth Gospel, is generally thought to be the latest, most likely written in the 90s of the first century. John is very different from the synoptics. Jesus speaks about himself very differently. All of the I am sayings are found only in John: I am the light of the world, I am the bread of life, I am the way, and the truth, and the life, and so forth. Only in John does Jesus say, The Father and I are one and Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. The style and content of Jesuss teaching are also very different. Jesus teaches in long and quite abstract discourses rather than in memorable short sayings and parables and much of his teaching is about himself. Finally, Johns story of Jesuss public activity is quite different, in both content and sequence. Because of these differences, most scholars see the gospel of John as having a purpose quite different from that of the synoptics. Johns language is more symbolic and metaphorical. This awareness is ancient, not modern; it goes back to at least the second century, when Clement of Alexandria commented on Johns distinctive quality by calling it the spiritual gospel.

THE GOSPELS AS A DEVELOPING TRADITION

This sketch of the gospels indicates in a general way the foundational claim of the historical study of Jesus and Christian origins: the gospels are a developing tradition. Matthew and Luke developed Mark; they used and adapted Mark as they wrote their own gospels. They also used and adapted Q. Matthew and Luke also augmented Mark and Q; they each supplemented what they had received from tradition with tradition of their own.

The easiest and most persuasive way to see development within the gospels is by using a gospel parallels, in which the synoptic gospels are printed in parallel columns.6 Seeing them laid out side by side discloses their similarities and differences and demonstrates how a later gospel develops an earlier one. I provide three illustrations, the first
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