Jesus					I Corinthians 15. 1-5
Last time I borrowed from Rob Bell, Jesus wants to save Christians, to speak just briefly about the scope of the Old Testament, in which there are significant shifts as the story as a whole takes us from Egypt to Sinai to Jerusalem to Babylon. This doesn’t tell us everything about the Old Testament but it underlines the relationship (or covenant) of God with His people being worked out in time and space. God is not an abstraction or human invention; rather, as we talk about God, we say God’s people have known him then and there .... And so we come to Jesus – where then and there is the story, and yet not the end of the story!
Let me stick a little longer with Rob Bell’s take on this (he himself “taking” from the work of others). Think about the then and there: when and where did Jesus come? He came when for all that God’s people were back in and around Jerusalem, so were the Romans. The Romans weren’t the first or the last foreign occupiers, but the ambitions of Rome were considerable. Without needing to pause on the details, let it be clear that they were not on the Jewish wavelength. Those who worshipped the God who was not to be represented by any images and who defined themselves by their own holy Law were inevitably at odds with the occupying power. It’s intriguing that while God’s people had suffered for 430 years in Egypt (Exodus 12.40-41), if we date the rebuilding of Jerusalem around 433/432 B.C., it was around the same period of time that this people, back at home but still not “at home”, received Jesus of Nazareth in their midst. And he in his life had Jerusalem very much as a focus destination. Around him were all sorts of thoughts: what to do about the Romans?
Jesus’ story was one in which he was ultimately set up as a rebel king-figure before a Roman prefect. They were trumped-up charges, but there was an important sense in which a claim to royalty lingered around him.  Think of how people called out to him as “son of David”. What did that imply? If the story of King Solomon, also a son of King David, is instructive, there was potential not only for wisdom of God but also for self-aggrandizement. Would Jesus be a king whose calling was to embody justice and righteousness or would he grow into the sin and mistakes of those who had gone before him? In the event he had nothing to do with war horses and chariots (only a donkey!); it seems that he did not marry at all; he had no interest in accumulating wealth; he was more ready to serve than to be served. Was this a king? It was the sort of king no-one had ever seen before. And it was not just a witness to the Romans. It was a witness first and foremost to the Jews.
And so this rather different sort of king was foreordained to be the leader of his people. In John’s gospel his first miracle or sign was the turning of water into wine at the wedding feast. There are resonances there of the prophets, God picturing a faithful wedding covenant with his people as a strong representation of what He wanted, and wine flowing as had been promised when all came well. Or at the mount of transfiguration, there was talk of a new exodus, to be brought to fulfilment in Jerusalem. The prophet Isaiah had spoken of a way that was crucial to God’s people being led forth into peace – “Prepare the way for the Lord”, Isaiah 40.3, is quoted in all four gospels at the outset. Jesus, in John’s gospel, ultimately describes himself as “the way”. For all that Jerusalem is the destination, the days of the Temple are numbered, as Jesus understands it; his preaching was much more about the incoming “kingdom”, which was very near, coming even then – the reign of God over him, in him. So that where hopes and visions had been articulated of the blind receiving their sight, of the lame being helped to walk and so on, what did Jesus do? Just that.
As the gospels bear witness to Jesus, we realise – not least with the Old Testament in our library – that he is in so many ways the climax of the story. As the dove descends on him at his baptism, there are echoes of the Spirit who hovered over the dark waters at creation. The thought that Jesus brings in a new creation is there in the opening of John’s gospel: “In the beginning was the Word”. Jesus brings good news not only for the people of Israel but for the whole earth, for all people, for all things. His mission is opened up ultimately not just to where the Romans are, but even beyond! (good news for Scotland!)
And then, as the excitement can grow as we dwell on the narrative of his life, there came his apparently premature death. It dismayed his friends, in fact it all but shattered the faith of those two for example who headed out from Jerusalem to Emmaus. If Jesus in the flesh was the culmination to all those prophetic hopes – that God truly had anointed him to come to all of God’s people – what were they do now that he was dead?  
The only way to answer shattered hopes was to address the ways in which they had been shattered. In other words, had they understood the Old Testament aright? The stranger who met the Emmaus travellers explained things that set their hearts on fire. We are told he began with Moses and all the prophets, and then interpreted all the Scriptures (Luke 24.27). To some extent we have to imagine our way into what was said. Presumably he talked somewhere along the way about violence. Violence has marred the world from the beginning, from the time Cain murdered Abel. Soldiers had come for Jesus in the trust that violence and murder or something like it would deal with their “problem”. Jesus’ witness was not to resist by using the sword. He could have called to the Father for help, but what would that have solved? And so he bore the pain, he absorbed everything that was thrown at him. He became the suffering servant in Isaiah. And so there was a taking up of that theme as subsequent New Testament writers did their work. 
Presumably also Jesus talked about breaking the cycle of sin leading to exile and punishment. The Old Testament had well understood that things went wrong before God’s people were hounded into exile; that there was a penalty to pay for not choosing the way of life. And so Jesus’ death could be seen to be the paying of a price, a ransom for many, a sacrifice of atonement. Therefore again New Testament writers would write something on that, which was an aspect of the fulfilment of the law.
And then, as well as being the one who would break the cycle of violence and recrimination, as well as being the one who would accept exile, punishment, separation for the sake of others, Jesus would talk about his identity, as the son of man, the son of Adam – or, more precisely, the new man, the new Adam. Unlike the first Adam he had resisted every temptation in life; but he also came through the other end of the final temptation, the ultimate trial which Satan puts us to, by giving himself willingly over to die. I have been saying before how so much that is not good follows on our fear of mortality. Jesus teaches that perfect love drives out all fear. Therefore the kind of new humanity in life and in death which opens up through Jesus Christ was going to be a major theme for New Testament writers. Life begins anew in the light of Jesus’ resurrection; what does it mean that the relationship with God is restored; that sin has no dominion over us?
In conclusion, nowadays (as for well over a century now) there is a lively and viable quest for the historical Jesus. There are some very good and fascinating scholarly works which pick apart the evidence of the New Testament and other sources in order to present a chronology and clarifications of what precisely happened. However, as with the great preceding stories of Scripture – the creation, the Fall and the struggles of Israel – historical work is hardly the end of the enterprise. For the New Testament witnesses, Jesus was the Christ, the living Son of God, the Saviour. What he did then and what he said then was not only significant then, for it was above all a pointing of the way forward, the way forward on which we ourselves also, by grace through faith, find ourselves bound. The Saviour has come but he will also come again. Resurrection life describes what we are compelled to say about the climax of his story and it also describes what we are here and now invited into. So that while the story of Jesus from the moment of his conception both fulfils and turns around a long history of expectation and longing, Jesus on the cross (“Christ crucified”) is the turning-point of turning-points. On the face of it scandalous to Jews and folly to the Gentiles, it is, as Paul put it, “wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemption” (I Cor. 1.30). For Jesus the big story was that for all the ordinariness of his life leading towards death, God could bring something new out of that. It means that for ourselves, as the last “Act” of the Bible story will tell us, the narrative must be and will be of how death may shape our living of the new life.

 


