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INTRODUCTION

“I REGARD EVERYTHING as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord” (Philippians 3:8). Every now and then, we encounter words that electrify us. I can still remember the first time I stumbled across those words of Paul, written to the church at Philippi. I read them about eighteen months after I had begun my life as a Christian. It was May 1973, and I was a mere twenty years old, in the second year of my studies at Oxford University. I decided to get up very early—not something that comes easily or naturally to students—and cycle out to Wytham Woods, some distance from the center of Oxford. It was a glorious late spring morning. As it was a Sunday, there was little traffic on the roads. I arrived at the outskirts of the woods and climbed a grassy knoll. There, in front of me, were the dreaming spires of Oxford, surrounded by the sheen of an early morning mist. It was an awesome experience.

I spent perhaps fifteen minutes enjoying the scene. I then turned to read Paul’s letter to the Philippians from beginning to end in one session—something I had never done before. I cannot recall why I chose to read this letter. Perhaps some kind and well-meaning friend had recommended it. I found myself pausing at point after point, trying to take in Paul’s reflections on the unsearchable riches of Christ. “For to me, living is Christ, and dying is gain” (Philippians 1:21). That certainly pulled me up. For Paul, the entire purpose of life was Christ. And death was to be welcomed as something that brought him closer to the Christ he loved, and who in turn loved him so much. I began to feel a deep sense of longing. I wanted to know Christ like that. Then I encountered that statement in the third chapter: “I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”
I am not normally an ambitious person. I don’t regard this as making any especial claim to virtue. It’s probably just that I lack the drive that makes other people want to achieve great things. But I felt a sense of ambition that morning. I wanted to share Paul’s conviction that nothing in the whole world compared to knowing Christ. I thought long and hard about Paul’s words. It was as if he was speaking to me, and me alone. He was asking me if I shared his certainty that the privilege of knowing Christ overshadowed everything and anything else that this world had to offer. And as I looked at the spires of Oxford, now bathed in a gentle sunlight after the mist had been burned away, I knew what the answer to that question was.
No, I did not. But one day, I would.
Why were those words so important to me? Why were they so significant on that May morning? I need to tell a little of my own story at this point, to bring out the weakness they had so powerfully exposed.
One of the childhood experiences which I recall most vividly is lying awake on my bed at night, looking out of a window toward the stars in the night sky. I was then aged about fourteen, and was fairly sure that I knew everything that mattered and had all the great issues of life sorted out. Back in the 1960s, most young people seemed to assume that religion was a waste of time. Marxism was much more attractive—and relevant! I was going to be a research scientist and sort out the problems of the world through new cures for diseases. During my final years at the Methodist College, Belfast, I concentrated on the natural sciences, intending to study these in more detail when I went on to university.
I still regarded myself as a Marxist at this stage, although subtle doubts had begun to creep in. Yet the certainties on which my life was grounded were slowly being eroded. One of the issues which troubled me was the question of mortality. What was the point of life? It seemed so brief and insignificant. Looking at the stars increased my sense of despondency. I knew that some of the stars I was observing were so far away that their light took hundreds of years to reach me. This meant that I would be dead before the light now being emitted by those stars would reach the earth. I found it a disturbing thought, partly because I had no real answer to the issues it raised. More fundamentally, however, it threatened to open a Pandora’s box, from which would emerge all kinds of ideas that would disturb the neatly arranged furniture of what I hoped was my settled Marxist worldview. I had systematically excluded religion from my philosophy, arguing that it was a human construction fabricated to shield individuals against the harsh realities of life. While this now sounds absurd, I must point out that it was a widespread perception in the 1960s, shored up by the authority of Marx and Lenin.
The classic way of dealing with such awkward thoughts is, of course, to ignore them and hope that they will go away. Yet this particular thought, and an increasing number of distant cousins, obstinately refused to do anything of the sort. Although I was not aware of this, I was heading toward what Thomas Kuhn encourages us to call a “paradigm shift”—a major change in the way we see and think about reality. Or, to use the more traditional and helpful language of the Christian tradition, I was about to get converted.
My discovery of the Christian faith took place in October or November 1971, when I was eighteen, shortly after I arrived at Oxford University to study the natural sciences. Looking back on that time of my life, it is clear that my early rejection of Christianity was based on a misunderstanding. My outlook on life up to that point had been shaped by my reactions to what I can now see was a caricature of religion. Perhaps that caricature was ideally suited to the needs of a schoolboy who wanted quick answers to complex questions. The doubts I had tried to suppress about the credibility of my Marxist outlook began to resurface. Like Augustine in the cathedral at Milan, I would attend Christian meetings in my attempt to discover what it was all about. Oxford University offered me the freedom, space and time to think about life more critically than before, and I came to the conclusion that I had misjudged and misunderstood Christianity. It had something to offer—something which I knew I had not fully grasped, yet which seemed more intellectually resilient and attractive than its many rivals. Aware that Christianity was taking hold of me, I chose to take hold of it in turn. Without wishing to sound pious, that transitional period in late 1971 was of formative importance to the rest of my life.
It would be foolish and quite inaccurate to say that my conversion sorted everything out. In one sense, it opened a door on a new set of questions, many of which I was poorly equipped to answer. Conversion is perhaps one of the most unsettling experiences of life. All of my certainties had been swept away, and I had to begin thinking all over again. Old questions needed new answers. In addition, I now had to wrestle with questions which had never troubled me before. How can the existence of a loving God be reconciled with the existence of sin in the world? Or, perhaps a little less abstractly and more urgently, what should I do with the rest of my life?
Faced with new questions, it is fatally easy to provide quick and easy answers—answers which may offer temporary fixes, but which are quite inadequate as long-term solutions. Like so many Christians in the first stages of their spiritual development, I found myself occasionally puzzled and sometimes more than a little distressed by some of the answers provided by well-meaning Christian friends, who often seemed to know as little about their faith as I did. Some of the visiting speakers at the university Christian Union seemed to think that the hallmark of Christian maturity was a point-blank refusal to think about their faith. We were asked to trust the speakers, and that seemed to be about as far as it went.
I do not think that I was ever tempted to give up my newfound faith on account of the shallowness of some of these presentations. Nevertheless, I was quite convinced that there had to be more intellectual substance to the Christian faith than I had found in student Christianity. I regularly found myself sneaking home to read C. S. Lewis, whose discussions of difficult issues seemed incalculably more satisfactory than those offered elsewhere.
I do not mean to be totally negative about those who offer such quick fixes to Christian students. These students are often at a very early stage in their Christian lives and need a lot of patience, care and love. Nor am I dismissing out of hand their demand to accept their ideas as truth, rather than to think about it. It is, however, fair to point out that many of these young lives of faith will later become shipwrecked on the rocks of precisely those questions to which inadequate answers have been given—after they have been discouraged from seeking better ones out of some misguided belief that this reflects a lack of trust in God.
It became clear to me that I wanted—and needed—to study the Christian faith in depth. This irritated the “don’t think—trust!” people, something which did not trouble me as much as it probably should have. As someone who was studying the natural sciences, I was particularly interested in thinking more deeply about the relation of Christianity and my own subject. Nevertheless, it had become clear to me that there was another need that I was increasingly aware of—the need to explain the ideas of Christianity. Young Christians—and here I had my own experience in mind as much as anything—needed to be reassured that the leading ideas of the Christian faith made sense; that they rested on secure foundations; and that the Christian faith would be impoverished and compromised if they were not here. In short, I became aware of the need for the explanation, justification and appreciation of Christian teachings.
Yet alongside a growing awareness of the wonderful coherence of Christianity, I was becoming aware of a spiritual chasm opening up. It was as if my mind and heart were being pulled in different directions. I began to notice that my “knowledge” of the Christian faith was rather dry and cerebral. There seemed to be two totally different things going on in my life, and they did not connect up. What I thought and what I experienced seemed like separate insulated compartments within me which never communicated with each other. Which should I trust? And on which should I build my house of faith?
Part of the difficulty was that I was, like most people of my generation, deeply influenced by the notion that Christianity was basically about ideas. This wasn’t really my fault. I had grown up within a Western culture which was still shaped by the ideas of the Enlightenment—the great cultural movement, whose origins lay in the eighteenth century, which demanded that human reason should determine and judge all things. This was the intellectual air I breathed, without realizing that I was buying into a seriously deficient view of life and faith.
The impact was considerable. Theological correctness became something of an obsession with me, as it was for many Christian students of the 1970s. The important thing was to get our ideas right, often by learning sections of works of systematic theology. What I failed to realize was that the gospel affects every level of our existence—not just the way we think, but the way in which we feel and live. The Enlightenment had championed the role of reason and vetoed any engagement with emotions or imagination. Many influential English pastors, unable to break free of their “stiff upper lip” mentality, doubtless inherited from their days at England’s top public schools, looked down their noses at any kind of engagement with the emotions. A faith that affected the emotions was dismissed as a ridiculous idea, like having women prime ministers or wanting to get married.
Yet I knew that writers such as C. S. Lewis had stressed the importance of precisely those aspects of our Christian lives which were being ridiculed by those who should have known better. I gradually came to the realization that my faith was far too academic. Frankly, it was as dry as dust. I was spiritually parched, and the last thing I needed was more of the dry and desiccated material that seemed to be the staple diet of so many at this time. I needed refreshment and a rekindling of my vision of the gospel. I wanted to be excited by my faith, to be set on fire with a new love for Christ. What I got were sermons and talks offering detailed exegesis of a few biblical verses, which somehow never quite seemed to make the connection between the text and real life.
Sermons at Oxford churches with large student congregations seemed to stress the importance of knowing the Bible rather than knowing Christ. Advancing biblical knowledge was seen as an end in itself, with students being encouraged to memorize proof texts. The cultivation of an intimate personal relationship with Christ somehow seemed to be marginalized. “Know your Bible” seemed to be the supreme goal of these churches. They certainly produced students who knew their Bible well. Yet, sadly, many of those who could quote the most obscure biblical verses in support of some tenuous theological argument had never known the tender embrace of a loving Christ and nestled in his care. A means had become an end. The text which was meant to lead us to Christ and allow him to convert and renew us had become a goal in its own right. Knowledge of a text had displaced knowledge of Christ. It was a dangerous and deplorable situation which could well lead to a weak and vulnerable faith, inadequately rooted in a personal relationship with the living Christ.
I fully concede the need to get our ideas right, and the supreme importance of Scripture in determining and shaping Christian doctrines. Yet doctrines are like a framework, ensuring that the living presence of Christ is understood correctly. They allow us to avoid thinking in vague or mystical terms about Christ, helping us to understand more about the living personal presence of Christ within us. Yet so often, Oxford students like me seemed to have a framework without a presence, ideas without a person. It was as if the framework constructed to secure the living presence of Christ within the soul of the believer was in place—but it contained nothing. The cage was there—but there was no living, roaring lion within it.
Thoughts like this were racing round in my mind as I mulled over Paul’s words on that May morning back in 1973. “I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.” I knew that there was something contained or conveyed within those words that I had yet to discover. Perhaps I had an inkling of what he was talking about—but the fullness of his meaning had thus far eluded me. And so I made my decision. I was going to try and find out what he meant, and do something about it.
This proved far harder than I had thought. I suppose I had expected that I would just pick up a few useful ideas about how to pray better, or get more out of reading a biblical passage. What happened was actually rather different. I found that I was challenged as much as I was affirmed. I was forced to face up to my own weaknesses and pride. I found that I was broken down before I was built up again. It was as if a mirror was being held up to me, to help me realize my own weaknesses and frailty. I was being invited to set out on a voyage of discovery. I thought that I would find out more about Christ. Yet I ended up discovering more about myself, and realizing how much I needed to change. This little book is an attempt to put into words some of the lessons I learned, often painfully, as I wrestled with what it meant to know Christ and to see this as the greatest privilege we can hope to be granted.
In the end, the answer to my questions and prayers came about many years later, in a quite unexpected way. As an academic, I had been asked to teach a class at Oxford dealing with Christian spirituality from 1000 to 1600. This class would survey the approaches to Christian spirituality that had been developed during the Middle Ages and the period of the Reformation. It was not a subject I knew very much about at that stage. So I did what any responsible teacher would be expected to do: I immersed myself in the devotional writings of people like Bernard of Cluny, Anselm of Canterbury, Martin Luther, John Calvin and Ignatius Loyola. My main aim in doing this was to equip myself to teach others about Christian spirituality. Yet, in one of those great paradoxes of grace, I found that I—who was meant to be the teacher!—was actually being taught.
I now realize that one of the ways in which God invites us to develop in our Christian lives is to listen to older and wiser voices, allowing their maturity to temper the enthusiasm of a young faith. I began to take notes on what I encountered in these texts that I found helpful, stimulating, encouraging or challenging. It did not take long for me to realize that I had stumbled by accident upon a technique which had long been known to others. Thus the noted French spiritual writer Francis de Sales (1567–1622) uses the image of gathering flowers from a garden to illustrate exactly this point in his Introduction to the Devout Life (1609):
Those who have been walking in a beautiful garden do not leave it willingly without taking away with them in their hands four or five flowers, in order to inhale their fragrance and carry them about during the day. Even so, when we have considered some mystery in meditation, we should choose one or two or three points which we have found particularly to our taste, and which are particularly appropriate to our advancement, so that we may remember them during the day, and inhale their fragrance spiritually.1
As I read and reflected, I found that the voices from the past that I was studying challenged me at point after point. Had I not realized I had missed out on so much? Should I not try other approaches to knowing Christ than the one I knew so well?
Yes, I knew Christ—but I did not know him to anything like the extent that I could or should. Others seemed to know him far better. It was like being in a vast hall, from which a number of doors led off to rooms beyond. Each room was filled with treasures. My problem was that I thought there was only one door. Foolishly, I believed that what lay beyond was all there was to be known about Christ. The result was inevitable. The quality of my relationship with Christ was impoverished.
It was not that my knowledge of Christ was misguided or that my trust in him was misplaced. It was simply that I assumed that what I knew was all there was to know. Perhaps this is the greatest form of spiritual arrogance—believing that what we know is all that there is to be known. At any rate, this was the situation where I found myself. Without realizing what I was doing, I had cut myself off from many of “the boundless riches of Christ” (Ephesians 3:8). I had amassed information about Christ without knowing him in the warmth and intimacy of a personal relationship.
There are many others who could tell of experiences like this, and who could write more powerfully and eloquently than I ever could. They began the life of faith with enthusiasm and commitment, yet found the vitality of faith becoming eroded with the passage of time. For some, the problem lay in an excessively intellectual approach to their faith—the approach that I once adopted. It was not wrong, just lacking. Others will have become shipwrecked through inadequate ways of knowing Christ. Some rely too much on religious experience and come to place their trust in the way they feel about Christ. While wishing to know Christ, they end up depending upon their own personal subjective worlds. Others feel a deep personal loyalty to Christ, perhaps through the witness of friends and family—but have never allowed loyalty to be transformed into the intimacy of a personal relationship. They are missing out on one of the most precious gifts that God offers to his people—the living presence of Christ in their lives.
They say that the lessons you learn best are the ones that are the hardest to learn. Well, I have learned much over the last twenty-five years, often painfully and usually slowly. I would be thrilled if others could learn from my experience. The mistakes that I made in the early stages of my Christian life could, I think, be gathered together under two broad headings.
1. I failed to appreciate the full implications of Paul’s image of the “body of Christ” (1 Corinthians 12:12–31), which clearly assumes that each Christian must expect to give to, and receive from, others. I tended to think of my faith in very strongly individualist terms, seeing myself as a spiritual Lone Ranger who did not need to receive from others. A breakthrough came when I realized that, by God’s grace, I could learn from others, both living and dead. Those who were making the walk of faith around me, and had made it before me, could pass on their insights and wisdom. I began to realize that my belief in my spiritual self-sufficiency was nothing more than a self-deception, which blinded me to the riches that I could gain from listening to others and benefiting from God’s work in their lives.
2. I deployed only a fraction of the God-given resources within myself to the task of knowing and loving Christ. The emphasis I inherited, upon using only the human mind when knowing Christ, was not grounded in the New Testament but in the secular and rationalist worldview of the Enlightenment. Through this excessive overreliance upon the human mind I had become blinded by the “god of this world,” and had failed to behold the full radiance of the glory of the gospel of Christ (2 Corinthians 4:4). I needed to bring every resource that God had entrusted to me to knowing Christ more fully.
In this book, I have set out to help others learn from my own many mistakes, and to provide access to at least some of the resources and ideas I found so helpful in opening the way to a richer appreciation and deeper experience of the Christian knowledge of Christ. Please treat what follows as an exploration of spiritual possibilities, some of which may work for you and others of which may not. God creates, loves and knows us as individuals, and relates to us in ways that reflect our distinctive identities. Please take up anything that you find useful and discard whatever turns out to be unhelpful. Or, as St. Paul has it, “test everything; hold fast to what is good” (1 Thessalonians 5:21).
ALISTER MCGRATH
Oxford, 2000

PART 1
Where Christ Is to Be Known
HOW CAN WE KNOW CHRIST in all his fullness? Paul prayed that his readers might comprehend the full breadth, length, height and depth of Christ (Ephesians 3:18). These are images of spaciousness—images which affirm the vastness of Christ’s significance, and which invite us to discover him more fully. We must learn to be dissatisfied with our present apprehension of Christ, and yearn to know and experience more. After all, spaces are meant to be explored and inhabited. Paul here prays that his readers might discover new horizons to their knowledge of Christ, being excited by the new vistas they will see and the fresh opportunities for growth they will be offered.
Paul’s imagery is thus profoundly enticing. It encourages us to think of the immensity of this world in which we live, and realize how little of it we know at first hand. We only experience a small part of the world—perhaps the city in which we live, or occasionally more distant parts which we visit on business or vacation. But there is so much more to this world! It awaits our discovery—as does the fullness of Christ. Again, think of the vastness of the starry heavens above us, reaching into the depths of the universe. We may be content with crawling on the face of the earth, but there is more to be discovered and experienced—as there is with Christ.
Or think of the depths of the vast oceans. We may be perfectly content to sit on the shoreline and look out over the face of the sea. Yet beneath its surface lie hidden depths, awaiting our discovery, with a power to amaze and excite us. So it is with Christ. We may rest content with what we know. Yet by not going deeper we risk our faith becoming stale and complacent. We refuse to allow Christ to lead us further and deeper into his arms.
For it is God’s will that we should know Christ fully and rejoice in that knowledge. We have been created so that we might know Christ, and will never achieve our God-given potential or goals until we do so. We have been designed by our creator with an inbuilt need and capacity to know him, and we will wander restlessly through life unless we do know him. “You have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it finds its rest in you” (Augustine of Hippo). Everyone wants to find something that is really worthwhile, that will give life meaning, purpose and fulfillment. The search for purpose in life is one of the greatest themes of human existence. Christianity honors this quest. Yet it insists that this hunger for significance can only be satisfied by encountering and knowing Christ.
At first sight, this might move us to despair. If we can only achieve the fulfillment that God longs for us to have through knowing Christ, what hope can we have? I might long to know Christ—but would he want anything to do with me? Countless good people have lain awake at night, sleepless, deeply disturbed by this thought. Since the Son of God already knows what I am like, surely he will reject me as unworthy of his company and favor. Yet Christ already knows us, through and through. There is no aspect of our being which is hidden from his gaze. He knows us, exactly as we are. There can be—and need be—no secrets withheld from him. He knows us as we are and loves us, willingly giving his own precious life in order that we might live through him.
The Christ who knows us so well longs for us to know him in turn. So how are we to know him? How can we make sure that we know him for all his worth? In this opening section, I shall explore some ways that I found helpful as I tried to grasp as much as I could of the significance, wonder and power of Christ.
To contemplate Christ is to be confronted with a dramatic and arresting combination of a question mark and an exclamation mark. In Christ, God proclaims to us, in tenderness and anger, “I will love you!” In Christ, God asks of us, in joy and in pain, “Will you love me as I love you?” In their various ways, all of the Gospel accounts of the ministry of Christ confront us with that challenging invitation. They leave us to reflect on that question, but clearly expect and await an answer.
Our Lord was once asked which of the commandments was the greatest. His reply is of no small importance to our theme: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind” (Matthew 22:37). We are to love God with all of our God-given faculties. Every aspect of our being is to be brought to bear on the duty and joy of loving the God who created and redeemed us. The same is true of knowing Christ.
Christ longs to nourish our minds with his truth; to raise our imaginations to new heights through his beauty; to open our hearts to his love; to surrender our wills to his purpose; and to allow his holiness to challenge the way we behave. In every way, Christ lays the most fundamental challenge to the root of our lives: in all things, he asks us to submit our entire being to his wise and loving rule. To know Christ is to begin this process of change and renewal.
When I began my Christian life, I naturally thought of “knowing Christ” as a task for my mind. The key to spiritual growth would surely lie in a deepening understanding of who Jesus Christ is and what he achieved through the cross and resurrection. I therefore began my quest for an enhanced understanding of my faith. This brought about some important results, not least of which was that I found myself profoundly reassured concerning the intellectual resilience of the Christian faith.
Yet, as I look back, I can now see that my virtually exclusive focus on the mind led to a form of spiritual impoverishment. Christ is indeed to be known in the mind—but he is also to be known at a far deeper level. I read the Bible as a source of information, where others who were wiser than I read it as a source of formation—of being shaped and formed by what they read, as they allowed it to impact upon their hearts, minds and emotions. I had yet to discover the ways of reading Scripture in which the mind descends into the heart, as both are drawn into the love and presence of God.
Christian theology makes a distinction between two senses of the word “faith.” On the one hand, there is the “faith which believes”—that is, the personal activity of trust and commitment in God. On the other, there is the “faith which is believed”—that is, the body of Christian doctrine. In my case, the “faith which is believed” remained unaltered. Yet I realized that my grasp of the totality of the Christian gospel had been shallow. I experienced a deepening in the quality of my faith, rather than any change in what I believed. What developed and matured was the “faith which believes”—my personal attitude of trust in God. The New Testament often compares the kingdom of God to a growing plant, or a seed taking root. What happened to me was that a plant which had grown to some extent underwent a new spurt of growth, leading to increased strength and vitality.
In what follows, I shall explore my growing awareness of my need to probe deeper into the Christian faith, and consider some of the resources that helped me to discover its depths.


1
Knowing Christ in Our Minds
GOD HAS CREATED us with the gift of understanding, and clearly expects us to use our minds in deepening our grasp of and commitment to the gospel. Knowing Christ is partly about knowing more about Christ—about deepening our understanding of who he is and what he achieved for us.
This is an immensely important theme. Christ demands to be understood. He calls upon us, as he called upon the disciples of old, to tell him and others who we think he is (Mark 8:27). Who is this person who enters into people’s lives and so radically transforms them? How can we even begin to offer an explanation of his identity? To grasp who Christ is means appreciating who he is for us, and hence to open the door to spiritual growth in and through him. The greatest minds of the Christian Church have addressed this question down the ages, and constantly found themselves failing to do justice to it. There is always more to Christ than we appreciate. All our explanations and theories can do is give us access to part of the truth. What we see is wonderful; what remains to be discovered is likely to be more wonderful still.
There is more to Christ than our minds will ever be able to embrace. Hilary of Poitiers, a Christian writer of the fourth century, expressed this point well when he wrote: “We are compelled to attempt what is unattainable, to climb where we cannot reach, to speak what we cannot utter. Instead of the bare adoration of faith, we are under an obligation to entrust the deepest matters of faith to human language.”
The Gospel writers set us alongside the disciples as they encounter Jesus for the first time and gradually begin to grasp his significance. He enters into their world as a mysterious figure, someone who commands authority. When the apostles heard his call to follow him, they left everything behind and walked alongside him. They did not fully understand who he was or what he had in mind for them, but there was something about him that was attractive and compelling. Leaving behind all that they counted precious, they walked into the unknown future, knowing that it would include the consolation of his presence. They would spend the remainder of their lives appreciating who Christ is and why he is so important.
As we read the Gospels, we realize that we are being set alongside the apostles on their journey of discovery, seeing and hearing the remarkable events which gradually brought them to the electrifying realization that here among them was none other than the Son of God. The Gospels allow us to see with the eyes of the first disciples, taking in with them Christ’s encounters with those around him. We can hear the astonishing words of Christ with our own ears, and share in the dawn of faith—the moment when they realized that here, in front of their eyes, was the hope of Israel and the one who held their future in his hands.
What they experienced—and what we can experience through them—was a series of clues, building up to disclose both the identity of Christ and the meaning of their lives. What they saw were brush strokes, individually applied to the canvas yet collectively disclosing a glorious landscape. What they experienced were individual pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, combining to reveal a pattern, a face—the face of the Son of God, who loves us and gave himself for us. The words and deeds of Jesus flow together, merging and melding to yield a picture of the one who holds the key to life and death, to the riddles and tragedies of our human existence. The greatest puzzle the world has ever known is the identity of Jesus. “Who do you say that I am?” (Mark 8:27–29). To answer this question, we have to put together the many pieces of the New Testament witness to the identity and significance of Jesus and examine the picture they disclose.
So what are these pieces? As I reflected on this question, I found myself trying to lay out on the table of my mind the main themes that I knew had to be incorporated into my understanding of Christ.
First, it was clear to me that the New Testament sees Christ as the fulfillment of the hopes of Israel. As Matthew’s Gospel points out so often, Christ
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