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			He was too great for his disciples.… He was like some terrible moral huntsman digging mankind out of the snug burrows in which they had lived hitherto.… Is it any wonder that men were dazzled and blinded and cried out against him? Even his disciples cried out when he would not spare them the light. Is it any wonder that the priests realized that between this man and themselves there was no choice but that he or priestcraft should perish?… For to take him seriously was to enter upon a strange and alarming life, to abandon habits, to control instincts and impulses, to essay an incredible happiness.… Is it any wonder that to this day this Galilean is too much for our small hearts? 

			H. G. Wells

			Instead of looking at books and pictures about the New Testament I looked at the New Testament. There I found … an extraordinary being with lips of thunder and acts of lurid decision, flinging down tables, casting out devils, passing with the wild secrecy of the wind from mountain isolation to a sort of dreadful demagogy; a being who often acts like an angry god—and always like a god.… The diction used about Christ has been, and perhaps wisely, sweet and submissive. But the diction used by Christ is quite curiously gigantesque. 

			G. K. Chesterton

			My idea of God is not a divine idea. It has to be shattered time after time. He shatters it Himself. He is the great iconoclast. Could we not almost say that this shattering is one of the marks of His presence? The Incarnation is the supreme example; it leaves all previous ideas of the Messiah in ruins. And most are “offended” by the iconoclasm; and blessed are those who are not. 

			C. S. Lewis

			 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I caught an unexpected expression (or I thought I did) on the face of one of the observers in the crowd. It was glee—and, I will admit, it stunned me. I could understand it from His enemies, those who feared and loathed Him. But His admirers? That was incomprehensible. Not if the man whose back was being shredded with a metal-tipped whip is grace and mercy incarnate.

			Great people are hated. That is no surprise. But generally not those who are icons of charity, compassion, and tolerance. And never, ever, do their fans collaborate in their public shaming, torture, and cold-blooded murder.

			But this is what happened to Jesus, if the Gospels are to be believed.

			I grew up hearing the story. As a child of missionary parents, I listened to it on four continents. And I read it for myself hundreds of times. But never once did it occur to me to ask the question that now seems to be the most interesting, most obvious, and what is more, the most important. It took the scourging scene in the movie The Passion of the Christ to confront me with something I had taken for granted, but which in retrospect I recognize is incredible.

			On Sunday morning Jesus rides into Jerusalem on the crest of tens of thousands of voices lifted in exuberant praise. The city shakes with the thunder of multitudes celebrating His arrival. Jesus is the most popular man of His day, and the manner of His entrance has awakened nationalistic expectations that for centuries have been throbbing in the veins of Jews desperate to be rid of their heathen oppressors.

			The ancient City of David, with its 600,000 inhabitants, overflows with approximately 150,000 to 250,000 Passover visitors.1 Passover is an obligatory feast in the Jewish calendar (Deut. 16:1–8) and requires the attendance of both men and women. Very few are neutral about this rabbi. There are those who want to see Jesus dead, but these are vastly outnumbered by the hordes clogging the narrow, winding, streets shouting, screaming, giddy with joy.

			Then something unbelievable occurs. Five days later, when the pilgrims and townspeople ought to be crowding the temple for the first day of Passover week, they are instead jammed in front of Herod’s palace, demanding that a despised, pagan ruler put their hero to death.

			Is there something wrong with this picture?

			Could you imagine hearing that the crowd jamming the Washington Mall to hang on the words of Martin Luther King Jr. less than a week later had become accomplices to his murder? Would you begin to wonder if there was something you did not know about the victim? After all, one does not scream for the blood of an idol without some pretty good reasons.

			So I began to wrestle with these questions: What was it? What was the motive behind this improbable reversal that led to the most heinous murder of all time?

			Early on I realized I would need to unravel an ancient murder mystery. It would require me to do what I had done as an attorney for the Michigan Court of Appeals: take box loads of documents and make chronological and narrative sense out of the mass of paper.

			And so I began, meticulously listening for the unspoken words between the lines, the hints of conflict, the sparks of tension, the action that foreshadowed confrontation—anything that would point a finger to motive. I began to study what I would later refer to as the “stage directions”—descriptions of the physical movements of the protagonist and the crowds. Most importantly, I kept my attention focused on the interaction between Jesus and the host of admirers who dogged His every step and who would eventually scream for His blood.

			And as I sifted the narratives for clues, what came to light was someone I was not prepared for. Jesus offended and troubled me. And still does, for out of the dark, foggy night emerged someone I did not recognize, someone much different from the popular image I’d grown comfortable with. The personality who began to take shape bore little resemblance to the culture-current mystical guru, hipster, the revolutionary bestseller Jesus, or the safe, pulpit-friendly, religious-icon Jesus. The differences were so stark it almost scared me.

			By shattering my preconceptions and cultural stereotypes, what materialized was a massive personality who was astonishingly winsome yet gravely terrifying. A man whose breathtaking compassion would draw you in, but whose ferocious honesty could cut and slice like a razor. Someone who was the most controversial, confrontational, divisive, yet compellingly beautiful man who has ever lived.

			Which is precisely what we would expect if the Creator of the universe happened to invade our world.

			As I was organizing the clues into some cohesive order, a book was published that related directly to the mystery I was working on. It was Zealot: The Life and Times of Jesus of Nazareth by Reza Aslan. It offers an old solution to the motive behind Jesus’s death, an idea that was first proposed 250 years ago by Hermann Samuel Reimarus. Reimarus, a German philosopher, denied the deity of Christ and the historicity of the Gospels. Aslan, a literature professor, is a much better writer and dusts off the provocative argument, making it fresh and interesting.

			Aslan proposes that Jesus was a Jewish revolutionary who was a political threat to the Roman occupation. He was also hated by the temple power brokers who feared loss of power and wealth if Jesus’s subversive movement succeeded. When the revolution fell apart, His disciples invented the resurrection story—and with it, a religion—to make sense of the tragic failure. For Aslan, the motive for the murder is simple: fear and resentment of the political and religious system.

			While some argue the details, this is the commonly accepted explanation for the motive behind Jesus’s murder. Yet it raises more questions than it answers.

			For example:

			If Jesus posed such a threat to Rome, why did Pilate ignore Him for years until the Jewish leaders handed Him over?

			If the teaching of Jesus was so subversive, why was Pilate so insistent on seeking to prevent His death? (Luke 23:4, 14–15, 22; John 19:12).

			If His death was the work of those in control of the religious system, why was the first attempt on His life carried out by His friends and acquaintances? (Luke 4:28–29).

			If the power brokers were the ones responsible for the murder, why were two of the three attempts to arrest Him instigated by crowds of admirers, not His enemies? (John 7:30, 44).

			If those who believed and followed Jesus were so devoted to Him, why did they pick up stones in the temple to kill Him? (John 8:31, 59).

			If Jesus was killed because He was a threat to the religious elites, why did tens of thousands of common people join in demanding His death? (Luke 23:4, 13; Mark 15:11).

			If the people were innocent of the murder, why did Peter hold them personally responsible, and why did thousands accept his rebuke and admit their guilt? (Acts 2:37).

			These questions reveal that Aslan’s answer is defective. Its basic flaw is that it dismisses all the inconvenient elements in the Gospels that contradict his position. In addition, it fundamentally misunderstands the nature of the victim and His scandalous mission.

			Every denial of Jesus’s claims is based on a rejection of the trustworthiness of the Gospels. Aslan is no exception and goes so far as to assert that none of the authors intended his writings to be treated as historical documents. Unexpectedly, the more I studied and organized the material, the more obvious it became that nothing could be further from the truth. These narratives consistently run against the stream of ancient myths and legends. Nothing in their stories is what one would expect or could possibly anticipate. They are full of shocking turns and surprises that leave the reader either amazed or confused and, at other times, deeply disappointed.

			Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, far from being unreliable historians or merely clever inventors of myth and legend, reveal themselves to be the type of witnesses a lawyer dreams of. They provide the most convincing impression—at least—of authenticity, and accentuate their veracity by repeatedly testifying against interest. What they often report makes themselves or their leader look bad. So, regardless of the factualness of their writings, what becomes inescapable to the honest and careful reader is that these men were convinced they were telling the truth. And just as importantly, they intended everything they wrote to be taken as truth.

			In the face of the current assault on the reliability of the four Gospels, both from inside and outside the church, it was heartening to discover that from a purely literary perspective these seminal documents demonstrate the highest level of credibility. If anything can be said of them, it is that they are not only meant to be trusted, they actually can be. However, while it may be comforting to know that the Gospels are dependable historical documents, the question “why was Jesus murdered?” may appear of limited relevance.

			What difference does the answer make?

			If Jesus was put to death by powerful elites protecting their turf, then the murder is only a historical or academic puzzle. But if those who knew Him best—His longtime admirers—were involved, everything changes. It suddenly becomes personal, for we are then forced to confront the more troubling questions: Would I have sided with the majority and cried out for His blood? Would you?

			So, it’s a question well worth asking. What is it about this man that not only infuriated His enemies but drove His friends and acquaintances to murder?

			Could this young rabbi—the head of a worldwide religious movement—be harboring a dangerous secret?

			Is there something about Jesus that we have overlooked or misunderstood?

			In finding the answer to these questions we may uncover the answer to others that are more personal and more troubling—heartbreaking mysteries that (though we may not admit it) likewise tempt us to fall away and turn against Him. It might even make sense of those times when we ourselves have felt misled, betrayed, and abandoned. And we may gain some sympathy for the one who, while dying on a tree for sins He did not commit, cried out:

			“My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” (Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34)

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Silencing the Messenger

			The day that will shatter a long and heartbreaking quiet is deceptively mild. It is an early autumn morning in Jerusalem in October, 6 BC.

			Nearly four hundred years have passed since the last recognized prophet received a message from God. For many generations Yahweh has been mute—no longer communicating verbally with His headstrong people. As dawn approaches, nothing indicates that this day will be different. No one knows that this is the morning God will break the interminable silence.

			The location is perfect: the City of David, inside Israel’s holiest structure.

			The temple proper, fifteen stories high, was finished in only eighteen months, but the entire compound is so immense that after twenty years it has still not been completed. The exterior of the sanctuary is covered in gold plates so that when the sun shines on it, the sumptuous building dazzles the eyes.1 It is a huge square measuring nearly nine and a half football fields on each side and will require another twenty-six years to complete. Within its imposing walls there is ample room for more than two hundred thousand persons. Its lavish architecture is so impressive that it prompts many Jews to brag: “He that has not seen the temple of Herod, has never known what beauty is.”2 

			In the Hall of Hewn Polished Stones where the Sanhedrin, Israel’s ruling body, used to meet, the president separates the priests into two groups to inspect the temple court by torchlight. The priesthood is segregated into twenty-four divisions—“courses” (each numbering four or five dozen men) that are on a rotating weekly schedule. This is the week set for the eighth division, the course of Abijah. Zechariah, a priest who is well into his sixties, is one of its oldest members.

			The priests gather in a circle to determine who will officiate at the crucial ceremonial activities throughout the day. This is accomplished by casting lots. The president arbitrarily selects a number, then each priest holds up one, two, or three fingers. The count begins with the president adding the upraised fingers. He stops when he has reached the chosen number. The first lot decides who will cleanse the altar, the second who will offer the sacrifice and cleanse the candlestick and the altar of incense. The third lot cannot be cast until after the sacrifice has been made.

			During these deliberations a priest who is standing on the eastern tower announces the dawn’s first light. The massive temple gates are then opened, followed by a threefold trumpet blast announcing the morning sacrifice.

			The worshippers file into the sacred enclosure and congregate on two levels, the women in the large Court of the Women and the men in the Court of Israel, the colonnaded porches that border the Court of the Priests.

			The liturgy requires the lighting of the incense by the officiating priest inside the Holy Place. Once he emerges, he is to pray the traditional blessing over the people, at which point the sacrifice is daubed with oil and laid on the altar along with the high priest’s daily offering. As the fire consumes the offerings, the Levites chant the psalm of the day.3 After they are finished, the people are allowed to bring their own animals to offer as sacrifice.

			This is the expected ritual. But on this day there will be a shocking interruption and a scandalous breach of tradition.

			After the animal’s preparation, the priests gather for the third and all-important lot. It will designate the one who will perform the highest mediatorial act in the daily liturgy: offering incense inside the Holy Place. It is such an extraordinary honor that ever after that priest will be referred to as “rich.”

			In preparation, the priests pray and make confession of their faith. They recite the unabridged version of the Shema, which consists of several passages from the Torah: Deuteronomy 6:4–9 and 11:13–21 and Numbers 15:37–41.

			On this early fall morning, the worshippers wait patiently while the lot is drawn. As priests hold their breath, no one is aware that God is preparing to set in motion the final stages of a long-delayed drama that will change the history of the world.

			The president concludes the count and the coveted lot falls on Zechariah (Luke 1:8–10). He is from an insignificant town in the hill country of Judea and lacks the status that comes from being born in the great priest centers of Jerusalem or Jericho. The priests trained in the elite academies have a derogatory term for rustics like him. They refer to them as am ha’aretz, literally “people of the land,” but what they intend is “ignorant commoner.” They occasionally use a harsher word: idiot.4

			Despite his social and academic deficits, for the first and last time in his life, this unassuming, unimportant, elderly priest is granted the honor of setting foot inside the Holy Place and spreading the ceremonial incense on the glowing embers of the golden altar. His first task is to select two friends to assist him. One enters the Holy Place ahead of him and removes the ashes left over from the prior evening’s service. After he has left, the second assistant spreads live coals from the altar of the burnt offering, then leaves by walking backward out of the room. Zechariah now begins the task he has been looking forward to for more than forty years.

			He walks up the twelve steps to the temple porch holding a golden censer containing incense made from thirteen ingredients. One of them, ambra, is an herb that emits a dense cloud of smoke. Savoring the moment, he slows as he walks through the Beautiful Gate into the sanctuary. Its double doors made of dazzling Corinthian brass are so huge it takes twenty men to open and close them. Above him hangs the symbol of Israel, a gigantic grapevine crafted out of pure gold, each cluster as tall as a man.

			Inside the Holy Place, Zechariah stands in the deep quiet of the cavernous room, its distant ceiling lost in shadow. A dim light emanates from the golden candlestick to his left. By it he can see the stack of twelve loaves on the table of showbread to his right and, directly in front of him, the golden altar with its live coals. It is the item of furniture nearest the twin hanging tapestries that block access to the Holy of Holies. They are woven from fine linen out of blue, scarlet, and purple thread and are the thickness of the palm of the hand. 

			These veils were sixty feet long and thirty feet wide and made of seventy-two squares of thick cloth stitched together. Taking into account the tendency to exaggerate such matters, it was said that they were so heavy they needed three hundred priests to pull them back.5

			During the time of Jesus the sacred chamber behind these veils no longer houses the ark of the covenant. It is empty except for a large rock (the one on which Abraham offered Isaac). Only once per year, on the Day of Atonement, is the high priest allowed to approach and sprinkle blood on it.

			At a prearranged signal Zachariah approaches and spreads the contents of his bowl over the hot coals. He is now standing as close to Israel’s holiest sanctuary as a mortal, other than the high priest, is ever allowed to be. Having completed his task, he steps back, but does not leave as he must ensure that the incense has kindled. It catches fire, the ambra burns, and the smoke ascends. The old man is about to offer the parting prayer when his head jerks up in surprise.

			What he sees terrifies him.

			An imposing figure stands to the right of the altar, between it and the candlestick. By the light from the seven flames he can tell that it is an angel. The unexpected visitor repeats the standard angelic words of reassurance: “Do not be afraid” (Luke 1:13).

			He then tells the trembling priest that the prayers he and his wife have prayed for decades are going to be answered. The old couple is going to have a son who is to be called John—“Yahweh is gracious.”

			The old man’s heart feels as if it is about to burst. He is going to have the boy he has longed for since the first days of his marriage to Elizabeth more than four decades ago. The relief and gratitude welling up inside him are almost too great to bear. But the news gets better: “He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord” (Luke 1:14–15).

			Zechariah knows that he cannot father the Messiah since he is not of the lineage of David, so what is this boy’s unique destiny? What will make him great? The answer to his unspoken question comes immediately. The angel declares that John will be filled with the Holy Spirit from birth and will bring many Israelites back to God.

			“And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah,” the angel reveals (Luke 1:17).

			The old man’s knees nearly buckle at these words. Now he knows precisely what will distinguish this promised child. He has been honored to set the incense before the Lord—but now this? He would have fallen had a power outside himself not held him up.

			The phrase “go on before the Lord” is the key. The angel is quoting from a well-known messianic prophecy in which the Lord’s messenger will be sent to “prepare the way before me.” And then the “messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come” (Mal. 3:1).

			These words send Zechariah’s heart into his throat. For centuries they have been understood by the rabbis as prefiguring the advent of the Messiah. He can barely believe what he has heard. This child will be that promised messenger who will pave the way for the coming of the long-awaited Messiah. On the surface it appears that the angel has arrived with good news.

			All is well—or is it?

			In giving additional details about John’s role, the angel has quoted from Malachi 4:6. It prophesies that this messenger “will turn the hearts of the parents to their children, and the hearts of the children to their parents.” But the angel elaborates then, suggesting that this is about much more than a delightful healing of parental and filial relationships. This restoration encompasses the turning of “the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord” (Luke 1:17).

			The angel is reminding Zechariah of the full context of Malachi’s prophecy, which is a prediction of the day of the Lord in which He will make a ruthless distinction between the righteous and the wicked (Mal. 3:17–18). At that time God will spare some but “all the arrogant and every evildoer will be stubble” and will burn like a furnace (Mal. 3:17; 4:1). This prophecy, most likely the last recorded words of Yahweh to His people, ends with this forbidding caveat: if this turning does not occur, “I will come and strike the land with total destruction” (Mal. 4:6).

			Zechariah begins to wonder if perhaps the honor may indeed be altogether too great for him. Lighting the incense before the Lord is sufficient for any one man. Does he really want to sire a child who will trigger an apocalyptic, fiery conflagration that portends the slaughter of all the unrighteous within Israel? That may unleash a curse on the land? The anxiety he feels takes the form of a foolish question: “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years” (Luke 1:18).

			All Israelites know the answer to this question, for they have been raised on the story of Isaac’s miraculous birth to Abraham and Sarah, a couple much further along in years than Zechariah and his wife. This inquiry reveals that Zechariah’s excitement has been replaced with dread. The old priest begins shrinking back from the momentous events this angel is foretelling.

			In response to Zechariah’s weak: “I am an old man,” the angel thunders with indignation: “I am Gabriel! I stand in the presence of God!” And as punishment for failing to believe his words, he takes away Zechariah’s ability to speak (Luke 1:19–20).

			This encounter provides several clues to the murder that will take place in thirty-three years.

			There was nothing a Jew anticipated with greater fervor than the coming of the Messiah. It was the agonized yearning that underscored thousands of prayers over hundreds of years. Yet Zechariah realizes that the Messiah brings not only salvation for the nation but a cataclysmic judgment meant to refine Israel as a blazing furnace purifies raw silver (Mal. 3:2–3).

			It is enough to stand your hair on end. No wonder the gray-haired priest stiffens and recoils. And when the angel identifies himself, Zechariah has more reason to take a step backward. Up to this point he probably assumed that he was speaking to Michael, regarded as the great protector of Israel. But Gabriel—“the might of God” is a different story entirely.

			And this offers us a further clue.

			In Jewish angelology, while Michael was regarded as the minister of mercy, Gabriel was the administrator of justice. Many believed that he was the messenger who destroyed the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. True to character, when Zechariah expresses his doubts, Gabriel peremptorily strikes him dumb.6

			Zechariah’s unease grows. Has God torn the four-hundred-year veil of silence with good news or bad? Is the message Gabriel has just delivered a promise of blessing or a warning of disaster? While he is the first to wonder, these questions will litter the path of the Messiah during the three and a half years of His ministry and will ultimately prove so exasperating, they will drive an entire city mad.

			Meanwhile, the crowd outside the sanctuary is growing restless. The women have been waiting, looking up at the steps through the Nicanor Gate to the Court of Israel. Too much time has elapsed since the signal was given to offer the incense. The spectators on both levels know that death is a real possibility for any priest who approaches the Holy of Holies. There is no record of one being struck dead, but there is always a first time. The crowd begins to wonder—is this it?

			The crowd’s relief is palpable when they see the old man emerge. His feet drag and his back is bowed as if he has lost his strength. Zechariah stumbles past the shining gates and stands on the broad porch looking down on them. The worshippers prepare to receive the priestly benediction. They draw their feet together, cross their hands over their breasts and reverently look down, expecting to hear the familiar blessing: “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make His face shine upon you and be gracious to you; the Lord turn His face toward you and give you peace.”

			They wait in vain. Zachariah opens his mouth, but no words come. The culmination of the liturgy—the meat offering followed by the chanting of the psalms of praise along with exultant music as the drink offering is poured out—cannot proceed without it.

			The priests responsible to set fire to the sacrifice are the first to raise their eyes. They see Zachariah gesticulating, struggling to speak. Something about his ashen expression and the haunted look in his eyes cause the priests who are closest to him to conclude that he has had a vision. One of the priests, probably the president, rescues the day by walking up the steps, offering the prayer, and signaling the final elements of the liturgical ceremony.

			Zachariah is incapable of explaining what he experienced or the message he has been given. He remains mute through the end of the week until his course is relieved and he returns home.

			Word of the disruption has filtered to the top. In their elevated circles the high priest and rabbinic leaders dissect the reports. Eventually they dismiss the incident as an awkward aberration. After all, what is one to expect from an ignorant country priest? What is remarkable to them is that this crude commoner has managed to avoid committing a worse breach of etiquette and get himself killed in the process.

			It becomes a joke among the elites.

			And so we must ask: Why is notification of the Messiah’s forerunner delivered to the person who is least likely to be taken seriously by Israel’s leaders? Why offer this momentous news to a spokesperson certain to be disregarded? And why compound matters by placing a gag over his mouth? Is news of the coming Messiah supposed to be publicized or kept secret? Is it exclusively good news or is there something bad lurking somewhere underneath? And if it is meant to be widely and publicly announced, why ensure that the message will be muffled and disbelieved at the very outset?

			These questions will begin to circulate in earnest after Jesus makes His public appearance and will not be answered until He has been put to death. Till then, these puzzle pieces will perplex and infuriate the best and the brightest in Israel with lethal consequences.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Hiding in Plain Sight

			Gabriel’s dramatic announcement, although delivered at Israel’s religious and cultural epicenter, has barely caused a ripple. No one even thinks to interrogate the mute priest. Five months pass with no supernatural communication.

			This will not be the last occasion time elapses while strategic momentum dissipates. From the beginning to the end of the Messiah’s story, the counterintuitive and incomprehensible will become so commonplace that at last one man will be forced to ask in frustration: “What is truth?”

			Nothing will follow the classical or the Jewish narrative arc. The story will consistently cross the margins, crack open the stereotypes, and shatter all preconceptions.

			The protagonist will not be what anyone expects because everyone is anticipating the arrival of a great man. But the one who shows up is God who has become the one true man. And the first sign of this critical divergence is that the announcement of His arrival is muffled in mystery, misdirection, and cultural offense.

			Eventually the quiet is again broken. This time it will be far from the capital city. The choice of location could hardly be worse.

			According to the rabbis, man’s highest good lay in devoting one’s life to intensive, exhaustive study of the Torah. The goal of rabbinism was summed up in one sentence: “Be careful in judgment, set up many talmidim (students), and make a hedge about the Torah.”1 Therefore, for a young Jewish man, there was nothing more desirable or prestigious than to study at the feet of a notable rabbi.

			So committed were they to strict adherence to historic tradition that the great Rabbi Hillel would intentionally mispronounce a word because his teacher had done so.

			According to tradition, he was the rabbi who, at an advanced age, presided over the meeting of the Sanhedrin that informed Herod the Great that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem.2

			This rigorous intellectual study was carried out in hundreds of academies in Israel. The best were located in the province of Judea, and none was more esteemed than those in Jerusalem.

			Galilee, the northern district of Israel, separated from Judea by the wide, rich plain of Jezreel that isolated it from the rest of the nation, had contradictory values. Rather than elevating scholarship, Galileans labored in the soil and in business seeking not knowledge, but gold. This led to the popular saying: “If a person wishes to be rich, let him go north; if he wants to be wise, let him come south.” It was the conclusion of the rabbis that these unlearned country folk, rather than mining for the gold crown by studying the Law, had instead chosen to dig up dirt with a rusty spade.3

			The Galileans’ close and constant proximity to the unclean Gentiles due to their commercial interests only heightened the disdain of the insulated southerners with their insistence on avoiding impurity at all costs. In the view of the rabbis, the Gentiles were so contaminated that a Jew was not to ask for medical aid from them even if death was imminent. In fact, putting one’s nose near wine that had been touched by a Gentile was prohibited.4 Judeans also mocked these northern rustics for neglecting the study of their own language and made Galileans the butt of countless jokes involving errors of grammar and pronunciation.

			This is the location chosen for the next angelic message.

			Nazareth, in southern Galilee, was a small rural village. It was surrounded by hills on the north, east, and west, nearly hiding it from view. In this insignificant town lived a couple that had recently been betrothed. Each could trace his or her lineage back to King David. Mary, probably on her mother’s side, was connected to the priesthood, and as such her family had once held a position of prominence. That was somewhere in the distant past, for both she and Joseph, her betrothed, were quite poor. As a carpenter and builder, Joseph framed houses and built furniture, doors, household equipment, and farm implements such as yokes and plows.

			Due to their limited means, their betrothal had been simple. In the presence of witnesses along with the pledge of a nominal amount of money, Joseph made his pledge. A formal agreement was signed and a solemn benediction uttered. They finalized the ceremony with both parties taking a sip wine from a cup. From that point forward the couple was technically married, though the marriage’s consummation would not take place for a year when Mary would enter the house Joseph had built for her.

			A startling announcement happens again.

			Since she has yet to enter Joseph’s house, Mary, a teenager, is living with her parents. It is night and she is startled by the appearance of an angel. This time Gabriel identifies himself immediately. Rather than greeting her with the standard Hebrew salutation shalom he uses the Greek chaire instead (hail! or rejoice) and declares: “The Lord is with you” (Luke 1:28).

			This greeting echoes the prophecy of Zephaniah 3:14–17 in which the daughter of Zion is encouraged to rejoice with all her heart for “the Lord, the King of Israel, is with you.” The phrase “with you” literally means “He is in your womb,” a poetic reference to God’s presence within the ark of the covenant.5

			His words cause her great consternation. She is bewildered by his appearance to her of all people, as well as by his sweeping pronouncements. Mary is a humble girl in her early teens from a family without wealth or status. She wonders whether Gabriel has appeared in the wrong house to the wrong girl.

			His predictive message only deepens her dismay; it is clear and unambiguous. Mary has been chosen to give birth to a boy who will be given the name Jesus—“The Lord is salvation.” And this child is to be none other than the promised Messiah.

			“He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High” (Luke 1:32), and He will rule on the throne of King David in perpetuity.

			To Israelites, this title had nothing to do with deity. Rather, they understood that the Messiah was going to enjoy a unique relationship with God. In a group of writings called the Sibylline Oracles written 170 years earlier, He is described as “the king sent from heaven,” the one “whom God will send from the sun.”6 But none of these statements was interpreted as equating Him with God. To claim such a thing would have been to slide back into an idolatrous polytheism.

			As far as Mary is concerned, the only shock thus far is that she has been the one selected as the vessel to bring the Anointed One into the world. Though Mary shrinks at her unworthiness, there is no question in her mind about the astonishing honor that is being bestowed. Her response is a question driven by a humble, natural curiosity: “How will this be … since I am a virgin?” (Luke 1:34).

			Zechariah (whose wife, Elizabeth, is Mary’s cousin) had demanded a sign as proof from the angel. Mary, on the other hand, is only seeking information to guide her unspoken, voluntary submission. Still, her confusion is puzzling. She is legally bound to her husband, Joseph, and their relationship will be consummated in a few months. While it is true that she is currently a virgin, this will not be the case much longer. Why did she not assume that Gabriel’s promise would be fulfilled through her union with her husband? Something in the message must have made it clear to her that this prediction had an imminent, divine fulfillment.

			Gabriel answers her innocent question: “The Holy Spirit will come on you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God” (Luke 1:35).

			The word he uses harkens back to the shekinah—the cloud of God’s glory that covered (overshadowed) the tabernacle when Moses dedicated it to God (Exod. 40:34). The sacred cloud had a unique function: it was a visible sign of God’s presence that both revealed—“I am among you”—while it also concealed—“But I am hiding my glory from you.”

			The fruit of Mary’s womb will have a similar function. He will be “a sign of God’s presence, of God’s self-revelation in hiddenness.”7 When He is grown, in the face of mounting national attention, He will go to great lengths to maintain this shield of anonymity and will carefully keep the reality of His true identity under wraps. It will be so well camouflaged that His closest friends, who will live with Him for two years, will remain ignorant that Jesus is quite literally the Son of God.

			A country priest whose words will not be taken seriously receives a momentous announcement. Then his voice is snatched away. A maiden from despised Galilee is selected to bear the Messiah. The son in her womb will reveal God even as He conceals Him. Hiddenness. This theme will be repeated over and over again. And it offers us one more clue to the motive for the death that awaits this innocent child.

			Though Mary is a young girl, the cost of this honor has not escaped her. She knows that her pregnancy will not occur under the sanction of marriage vows and understands the awful social stigma of an out-of-wedlock pregnancy.

			Gabriel has stressed the promise of divine favor but she now realizes its extraordinary price. It will mean ostracism, shame, and being shoved to the margins of respectable society, one that cares more about ritual purity than just about anything on earth. In spite of this terrible price, in the face of her fears and her own inadequacy, she makes an astonishing declaration of submission: “I am the handmaid of the Lord. Let what you have said be done to me” (Luke 1:38 jb). She does not realize this but her yes undoes a primal no.

			In the Garden of Eden, Eve demanded dignity and equality with God. In lowly Nazareth, Mary gladly humbles herself and acknowledges her status as a mere servant. Eve’s rebellion launched a cosmic conflict, while Mary’s free and voluntary choice to submit brought redemption to a world at war with itself and its Creator. Although she does not know it, her simple words have ushered in hope, healing, and life for the entire cosmos.

			Before he leaves her, Gabriel gives Mary the wonderful news about Elizabeth’s pregnancy. In the loneliness of her unique and socially scandalous vocation Mary is comforted by this announcement. When day dawns she tells no one of Gabriel’s visit but, as quickly as possible, obtains permission to travel south to visit her cousin.

			When Elizabeth hears the sound of Mary’s voice, John, who has been in her womb for five months and whom Gabriel promised would be filled with the Holy Spirit from conception, leaps for joy.

			All that Zechariah told Elizabeth was that her son had been chosen to prepare the coming of the Anointed One. But when Mary arrives and the child jumps in her womb, she receives confirmation of something even more astonishing: the Messiah’s identity. And at that moment, she is also filled with the Holy Spirit and loudly proclaims: “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear!” (Luke 1:42).

			She continues her song, referring to Mary as “the mother of my Lord.”

			Though to our ears it sounds as though she is proclaiming the deity of the Messiah, Elizabeth is merely expressing the deep respect due to a monarch. Her words are almost identical to those of Araunah when King David approached him, asking to buy his wine press. Overwhelmed with his own unworthiness, he asks: “Why has my lord the king come to his servant?” (2 Sam. 24:21). Elizabeth is likewise recognizing that she is in the presence of royalty, a child in the lineage of David, who will one day wear a crown and carry a scepter.

			Elizabeth’s joy has also rubbed off on Mary. This teenage girl is taken up with the remarkable events swirling around her and delivers an ecstatic hymn of her own.

			Raised in a pious family, Mary grew up singing the Psalms at home and in the synagogue and has memorized many of them. This is evident by her Magnificat, which brims with biblical allusions. Here is a girl who has sung so passionately and meditated so intensely on the Scriptures that its words flow out of her as if they were her own.

			Her hymn sounds the major themes of messianic expectations: “He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; he has scattered those who are proud.… He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble” (Luke 1:51–52). Her choice of verbs makes it obvious that, in her mind, the political revolution that the Messiah will lead has already begun. Gabriel’s promise that “the Lord God will give him the throne of his father David” has encouraged her to think along territorial lines.

			Mary was born and bred in Galilee, a hotbed of patriotism. So intense was the regional devotion to the theocracy that it birthed a separate nationalist movement eventually headed by the charismatic leader Judas the Galilean. Their motto “Who like Thee among the gods, Jehovah?” was taken from Exodus 15:11.8 It was a guerilla band opposed to Rome’s emperor cult, for it refused to call any human being Lord, since God alone was Lord. Judas the Galilean was executed on a cross around AD 7.9

			Mary did not spiritualize Gabriel’s message, nor would she have any grounds to do so. At face value, the angelic message was an overt political manifesto. The language she borrows from the Old Testament is that of the battlefield; it rings of hostilities and has the coppery smell of blood in it. Her son is coming as king to plant His flag of conquest in the land given by God to the nation of Israel. He will oppose the rich and famous, whom He intends to remove from their position of influence and privilege. In their place He will exalt the weak and the powerless (Luke 1:47–53).

			This is a holy war of justice.

			This is a recipe for violence.

			This is God’s jihad.

			And this kind of announcement is bad news for those who have power and don’t want to give it up. The militant notes are an implicit gauntlet to the political rulers of the day. Thus, Mary’s hymn of praise carries an undertone of warning; it serves as a dramatic foreshadowing that a thunderstorm is approaching. There is no doubt in her mind, nor would there later be any in the minds of His followers, that whatever His private agenda, Jesus was not on a mission of peace.

			Prince of Peace He may very well be, but the peace He will bring will come at the point of a very sharp sword.

			And in those militant blasts we find another clue.

			Or do we?

			Is this infant who has provoked such excitement actually coming to clear the land of pagan soldiers and set up a throne in the City of David?

			Are the wonderful days of Israel’s national glory about to finally be restored?

			On a more practical level, are the poor and the hungry finally going to get what they lack: money and food and freedom from tyranny?

			This is what these women believe. It is what the nation has been anticipating. It is certainly what the angelic messages have led them to expect. But have they interpreted the clues correctly?

			Have they been encouraged to draw an incorrect conclusion?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Raising False Hope

			Nothing in this story follows the mythical plotline. The hero will be born in a way and in a location that assures misunderstanding, gossip, rejection, dismissal. At the outset, He will break hearts and bring shame and a crushing disappointment. His parents will be the first ones He hurts. It is precisely the opposite emotional impact that the arrival of a great champion should evoke. And what is more, it all appears so gratuitous, so unnecessary—even detrimental to the narrative intent.

			Joseph is about to suffer a grievous offense. He will be the first but hardly the last. His reaction is the supremely logical response of a distraught husband whose young wife, whom he still loves, has humiliated him by given herself to another. Welling up within him is a turbulent mass of emotions: disillusionment, confusion, embarrassment, shame, battling with an impotent fury. There is no one to lash out against but Mary, and this Joseph, good man that he is, cannot bring himself to do so.

			A least a dozen times the four Gospel writers will describe this same reaction that the Messiah will provoke. In each instance they will use the word skandalizo. From it is derived our word scandalized.1

			This term will describe the reaction of His enemies and friends. It will be applied to seed that falls on rocky soil but whose roots cannot withstand pressure. It will describe John the Baptizer who will be “offended” and Peter and the other disciples who will “fall away” when persecution comes. This word will unlock the mysterious climax of the drama the Gospels record with such careful detail. And it will take on a forbidding significance the day the infant Jesus is brought to the temple for the first time.

			Q

			After her extended stay with Elizabeth, Mary is returning home three months pregnant. Her condition will soon become apparent to more than just those of a suspicious bent. Inside her parents’ home, she reveals what has occurred to her. No indication is given as to whether they believe anything their daughter has shared. He father is left with no recourse but to inform her betrothed husband.

			Joseph loves Mary and is not so much outraged as crushed. One of the qualities that caused him to love her was her purity and devotion to God. He is convinced that she has made a mockery of these virtues and trampled them in the dirt. But more than anything, her sin has broken his heart and he turns away overwhelmed with a profound sorrow and disappointment.

			Joseph decides that Mary’s moral breach requires that he divorce her. But Joseph is a tsaddiq—a righteous man, and the rabbis were insistent that such a man is characterized by having the most tender feelings to others so as to never “cause a blush or wound the heart.”2 Thus, Mary’s soon-to-be-public sin has forced him into an emotional quandary that is unbearable.

			As a good tsaddiq Joseph must divorce his unfaithful betrothed, but he makes preparations to annul their marriage quietly, without the shameful public ceremony. To do so he must select two men who will witness the sad ceremony. But before he can carry out his plan, Gabriel appears to him in a dream confirming Mary’s explanation of the virgin birth.

			“She will give birth to a son,” the angel says, “and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:20–21).

			Having a good dream was publically regarded as a sign of God’s favor. Everything about this dream bears the ring of authenticity and convinces Joseph that Mary has been telling the truth.

			Upon awakening he makes it known to Mary’s parents that he will not break the betrothal but is committed to marrying their daughter. Their relief is overwhelming. They have a hasty marriage ceremony and Mary moves into his house. Despite its irregularity, the pregnancy has received a veneer of social sanction, though Mary’s condition will soon make it apparent that Joseph was not much of a tsaddiq after all, nor Mary as devout as had been believed. This stigma will follow them their whole lives and will indelibly mark their son as well.

			While Mary has six months before she will give birth, the time has arrived for Elizabeth’s delivery. Her little miracle child is born, and eight days later the circumcision ceremony is held. Zechariah, still unable to speak, watches with pride as the benediction is pronounced and the circumcision performed, placing upon his little boy the yoke of the Law. After the cup of wine is drunk, the closing benediction is uttered and the officiating priest prepares to formally name the infant.

			In the excitement surrounding this milestone event, neither parent has remembered to alert the officiating priest about the name Gabriel has given them. As a result, Elizabeth has to interrupt the ceremony to explain that, in violation of social norms, their son will not be named after his father or a family member. Those present are shocked when they are told his name will be John. They try to convince Zechariah to correct his wife. He takes his writing pad and confirms what she has said. Their astonishment intensifies when, at that moment, he begins to speak for the first time in nine months.

			This proud, first-time father becomes the last one in his immediate family to be filled with the Spirit. His first words are an exuberant prophetic prayer that blesses the God of Israel who “has come to his people and redeemed them” (Luke 1:68). It is the fruit of nine months of meditation on the prophecies of the coming Messiah along with the prayers he and his course of priests prayed while waiting for the drawing of the third lot inside the temple.

			This hope was central to Jewish theology, so much so that the rabbis had 456 passages that they interpreted as messianic prophecies. Later, it would be written in the Talmud, “All the prophets prophesied only of the days of the Messiah” and “The world was created only for the Messiah.”3 Their expectation was that the kingdom He would inaugurate, like that of David, would result in Israel’s exaltation. It was their belief that the Messiah’s primary agenda was the restoration of national glory.

			After blessing God for the fact that the long-delayed Davidic king is poised to take center stage, Zechariah’s attention returns to the little boy he holds in his hands. Taking over the circumcision ritual, he declares his son’s future: “And you, my child,” he declares, “will be called a prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him” (Luke 1:76).

			As is common for prophets under divine inspiration, he speaks far beyond what he really understands. Its actual meaning is hidden from him and all those in the room. He continues by explaining that his son, the Messiah’s forerunner, will give Israel “knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins” (Luke 1:77).

			This is not entirely unexpected. There was a widespread hope that the Anointed One would somehow expiate sin. The rabbis had long taught that a component of the Messiah’s mission was deliverance of Israel from its iniquity. The prophet Isaiah’s graphic prophecies of the suffering servant made this impossible to ignore. But it was unclear in what way He would do so. Not only that, rabbinic teaching made it difficult to understand why Israel even needed to be saved from sin.

			According to Jewish tradition, God initially offered the Law to the Gentiles but they refused it and were rejected. Whereas when Israel accepted it at Mount Sinai, the Jews became “the sons of God.” Subsequently, because of idolatry, God sent the Assyrians to swallow up the northern tribes and the Babylonians to invade the south and demolish Jerusalem and Solomon’s temple.

			Following their return from exile there was nothing more vital for national security than preventing the recurrence of this historic sin. Maintaining strict adherence to the Torah became the highest national priority. This was the impetus behind the rabbinic “fence,” which was erected to prevent intentional and unintentional violation of the commandments. And this is why the additional laws grew so numerous that they overshadowed the original Law of God they sought to defend.

			But this created a national dilemma. Given an almost fanatical insistence on ritual purity, what, then, was the iniquity that led to the Roman conquest of Israel? It was a mystery that had no clear solution.

			Due to the lack of consensus, the best that could be done was to recommend a resigned silence. The most believe that the Messiah’s coming did not depend so much on national repentance as much as on the mercy of God. This fatalism fostered a widespread attitude of disappointment and despair.

			When Zechariah prophesies that the Messiah, “the rising sun [who] will come to us from heaven,” will guide the nation into pathways of peace (Luke 1:78–79), he may, as a pious man, understand that this is more than a political manifesto. However, neither Zechariah nor anyone in the room recognizes that the Messiah’s primary mission will be to free people from internal chains, not political bondage. And his preceding statement about the salvation that would come “through the forgiveness of … sins” was no doubt interpreted by all of them as the national righteousness that would serve as a precedent for the removal of the Roman heel. This is only logical since Israel enjoyed a unique and exclusive claim to God’s love.

			This perception of national superiority and privilege had a long, well-established history. It harkened back to their deliverance from Egypt, especially the historic words of Moses that established their conviction of national exceptionalism: “The Lord your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession (Deut. 7:6).

			This sense of entitlement ran headfirst into the inflexible reality of subjugation under a pagan power. Though the people can make no sense of their suffering, it fuels an insatiable longing for deliverance that centuries of humiliating, heathen oppression has not been able to quench. This is the momentous drama in which Zechariah believes his little boy will play a major role.

			And it is here that we uncover another clue. From the very outset of His life and all the way to the end, there will be shockingly little common ground between the nation of Israel and its Messiah. Israel’s sense of identity and need will radically conflict with its Deliverer’s perspective and mission.

			This is a recipe for heartbreaking disillusionment.

			And the ease with which Gabriel’s message can be misunderstood makes it appear intentional.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Baiting the Snare

			Anyone inventing a legend about a formidable national hero could hardly have done a worse job. Rather than puffing up their mythic protagonist, the Gospel writers seem to almost take pleasure in downgrading His credentials and eroding His credibility. There is nothing in this heroic personage that will attract attention, confidence, or loyalty—academically, culturally, socially, and even physically—there is nothing to commend or impress. This man is unlike any ancient hero.

			In Zealot: The Life and Times of Jesus of Nazareth, Reza Aslan categorically rejects the reliability of the Gospels. He repeats the old argument that they were never meant to be a historical documentation of Jesus’s life, and that for this group of writers “factual accuracy was irrelevant.”1

			This is a conclusion that flies in the face of all the evidence. What is virtually unmistakable is that, while each writer has a different point of view, they are not fabricating—at least not intentionally. If anything can be stated with confidence it is that (regardless of the merits of their belief) Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are convinced that everything they put down on parchment is gospel truth.

			These documents bear all the necessary earmarks of nonfiction writing: earthy specificity, the odd, unwieldy, counterintuitive references, unexpected events with no precedent in myth or legend, as well as stunning psychological insight. Reading through them, one receives an overwhelming impression of reality, and added to that is the uncontestable weight of archeological evidence. This all refutes Aslan’s blithe dismissal. 

			From the outset of their narratives, what appears to be creative incompetence of the highest order is actually one of the most important proofs of the trustworthiness of the Gospel writers. They will consistently include material that flies in the face of convention. Further, what they will choose to put in will frequently be information that could easily undermine confidence in the writer or in Jesus, their protagonist. And given their first-century context, what these four writers leave out will show unbelievable restraint.

			Joseph and Mary are living together as a married couple in Nazareth, though they have not consummated their marriage. It takes the command of a heathen emperor intent on increasing tax revenue to force Joseph to leave home with Mary, who is ready to give birth at any moment. What is worse, the order is enforced by King Herod, a crafty, bloodthirsty ruler, who is easily the most detested leader in Palestine. This is not an impressive or promising introduction to the birth of a Jewish champion.

			In the first place, Herod is not a Jew. He had an Edomite father and his mother was from Nabatea, an Arab kingdom southeast of Palestine. At the outset of his reign, Herod displayed his contempt for the Jews by slaughtering all but one of the leading rabbis who made up the Sanhedrin. Then over the course of his reign he murdered his wife and several children as well as the high priest Aristobulus, whom he had drowned in the Jordan River.2

			He intensified the people’s disgust by surrounding himself with scores of pagan counselors and mercenaries from Thracia, Germany, and Gaul. He built a Roman amphitheater in Jerusalem where the Emperor Augustus was celebrated with lavish heathen games. He made his devotion to Rome even more obnoxious by commanding that two daily sacrifices be offered for the health of the emperor, “the son of God.” The high priest, his political puppet, went along. While these were horrendous affronts, Herod’s most heinous act was erecting a monstrous Roman eagle directly above the great gate leading into the temple.3 

			Tradition has it that it was not so much guilt as guile that prompted Herod to erect a temple, which would become one of the great wonders of the ancient world. To avoid the accusation that it had been erected with “unclean hands,” Herod trained a thousand priests as builders to dress the massive, white limestone blocks, some of which were twenty-four feet long.

			With admirable candor, the Evangelists relate that this megalomaniac is the key figure enabling the fulfillment of a crucial element of the messianic tradition: His birthplace in Bethlehem. However, by portraying the Messiah’s parents as weak pawns forced to leave their home by a despicable ruler acting on behalf of an even more repulsive emperor, they are significantly weakening the credibility of the heroic narrative.

			The couple travels south along the eastern banks of the Jordan River to avoid Samaria, then crosses over the ford at Jericho into Judea. Due to Joseph’s concern over Mary’s condition, the two-day journey takes twice as long. Nearing their destination, the couple travels past farmland dense with the green-and-silver foliage of olive trees. They make their way through an amphitheater-shaped valley that surrounds the summit on which the small town of Bethlehem sits. Their attention is captivated by Herodium, the palatial stronghold Herod completed a few years earlier and named after himself. It dominates the highest hill to the southeast of the village.

			It is late December near the close of a short winter’s day.

			The inns are filled but they are allowed into a stable where there will be more privacy and less commotion. It is here that the Messiah enters the world. One cannot imagine a setting that is less appropriate for the entrance of this cataclysmic personality, this son of David, for whom the nation of Israel has been waiting for centuries.

			An angel blazing with glorious light terrifies a group of shepherds in a nearby field and declares the good news of the birth of “a Savior, who is Christ the Lord” (see Luke 2:11). The Christ (or Messiah), which means the Anointed One, refers to the anointing oil poured on the head of a national deliverer. And the shepherds, as Elizabeth clearly did, understand by the designation “Lord” that the Messiah will sit on the throne of His ancestor David. This Christ is to be a savior and a king.

			The angels sing out the news that the birth of this child is intended to bring “peace on earth” (see Luke 2:14).

			The famed Pax Romana (Roman peace) was sustained only by threat of violence. But it was only superficial, for as Epictetus, a Stoic philosopher of the first century wrote: “While the emperor may give peace from war on land and sea, he is unable to give peace from passion, grief and envy. He cannot give peace of heart, for which man yearns more than even for outward peace.”4

			And the objects of this peace are “men who are the objects of God’s good pleasure.” The shepherds understand this as a reference, not to God’s universal favor, but His very special and localized love for the nation of Israel. There are no surprises here. It is exactly as any good Jew would expect from his Messiah.

			The shepherds head in the direction the angel has indicated—the city of David’s birth. They have not been commanded to visit the newborn, but what else could they do? The Messiah has been born and is within easy walking distance! When they find the baby, He is lying wrapped in cloths on hay in a wooden manger. They explain the reason for their unexpected visit to the huddled parents, and overcome with excitement, they leave the stable “glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen” (Luke 2:20).

			Luke gives us a clue as to where he is getting his information. He states that the shepherds’ report amazed “all who heard it … but Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart” (Luke 2:18–19). No doubt Luke either spoke to Mary personally or had access to documentation recording her innermost feeling at this momentous occasion.

			If one were crafting a legend out of whole cloth as Aslan and many scholars argue, shepherds are next to last on the witness-reliability list. They were so mistrusted that they were not allowed to give testimony in court.5 The only people less trustworthy were women. Which raises the question, why would first-century writers concoct messianic inauguration tales in which two of the primary witnesses are women and the third is made up of disreputable shepherds?

			These are important clues of a different sort—not of motive but of veracity. As any advocate worth his salt knows, when you are building a case heading toward a trial, it is ever so important to ensure that the witnesses your case depends upon can be trusted.

			Shortly after, when Bethlehem is less crowded, Joseph finds a house for his small family. Neither Mary nor her son is in any condition to travel back to Nazareth, and in any event, the new parents are enjoying the sweetness of being free from critical glances, snide remarks, and unspoken judgments that swirl about them in their hometown.

			Eight days after their son’s birth, Joseph and Mary must have their baby circumcised and named. Because Jesus is their firstborn son, the Law requires that He be “redeemed.” This involves paying five shekels to a priest. Since delivery of her child has rendered Mary unclean, she must offer a sacrifice at the temple. In addition, they understand that their child carries a unique destiny, so they will go to Jerusalem to dedicate Him to God.

			They can afford only the offering reserved for the poorest Israelites. Under the colonnades surrounding the Court of the Women, Mary holds Jesus as Joseph drops coins into one of the thirteen trumpet-shaped receptacles, the one designated for a sacrificial pigeon. Before His birth, her response to Gabriel’s message had been that of a Galilean patriot. Her spontaneous song of joy at the home of Elizabeth had soared with nationalist sentiments, visions of the humble elevated while the proud are knocked off their thrones. Now, she is simply an adoring mother, heart forever entwined with this little squirming bundle she holds so carefully. After the money is paid, an old man appears and takes her baby from her.

			The man’s name is Simeon. He is a devout and upright man who has been looking forward to the Messiah’s arrival for many years. His interest is also personal. He’s been told by the Holy Spirit that he will not die until he has set eyes on the Christ. Prompted by the Spirit, he comes to the temple and immediately recognizes who the infant is. Taking Him in his arms, he breaks into a song: “Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, you may now dismiss your servant in peace. For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all nations” (Luke 2:29–31).

			Simeon is the first to extend this child’s influence beyond the national boundaries. This child, he sings, will be “a light for revelation to the Gentiles” (Luke 2:32). Up to this point, the predictions have reinforced the image of a national champion who, as Zechariah declares, will give “his people the knowledge of salvation” (Luke 1:77). But Simeon still recognizes a priority for the Jewish nation, for while the Gentiles will enjoy “light,” this infant has nonetheless come for “the glory of your people Israel” (Luke 2:32).

			Simeon continues by praying a blessing over Mary and Joseph. He may well have been requesting, for Mary’s benefit, strength to bear what he has yet to say. Then, still holding the infant, he looks directly at this wide-eyed, innocent, inexperienced mother and utters words that are too portentous for her to grasp:

			“You see this child,” Simeon tells her, looking down at the rosy-cheeked infant he is cradling. “He is destined for the fall and for the rising of many in Israel, destined to be a sign that is rejected—and a sword will pierce your own soul too—so that the secret thoughts of many may be laid bare” (Luke 2:34–35 jb). 

			The terrible phrases crash over her like drumbeats of doom. Had she been less gracious and less respectful, she might have grabbed her son and run out of the temple. As it is, she gasps, feeling her chest being crushed by a great weight and the first pricking of a sharp sword.

			These heavy, heartrending words are an allusion to a perplexing passage from Isaiah that had stymied the best Jewish minds. Centuries earlier, the great messianic prophet had penned these baffling words:

			It is Yahweh Sabaoth, 

			whom you must hold in veneration,

			him you must fear,

			him you must dread.

			He is the sanctuary and the stumbling stone

			and the rock that brings down 

			the two Houses of Israel;

			a trap and a snare 

			for the inhabitants of Jerusalem.

			By it many will be brought down,

			many fall and be broken,

			be trapped and made captive. (Isaiah 8:13–15 jb) 

			This prophecy paints a troubling picture. In it Yahweh is one who will provoke both adoration and terror. He will prove to be a refuge but also an unmovable, unavoidable obstruction over which many Israelites will trip and be shattered. Whether applied to Yahweh or the Messiah, it defies Jewish expectations.

			Under divine inspiration Simeon recognizes in this infant the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy and intensifies its warning. The phrase “trap and a snare” from Isaiah 8 is the Hebrew word miksol; when it is translated into Greek it is skandalon. This will provide the key to the mystery of His murder. But like the best clues, it is easily missed.

			The noun skandalon refers to the trigger in a snare, the crooked piece of wood that holds up the trap. When the skandalon is tripped by the unwary animal, it is ensnared and killed when a rock drops on its head. Thus the word was used to refer to the act of enticing—of luring someone into a trap. Because a skandalon envisioned being seduced to do evil, it also took on the meaning of offense. Inherent in the term is the idea of “luring or enticing into the deadly trap with bait.”6

			So when the Evangelists repeatedly mention that Jesus offended (“scandalized”) friends and foe alike, they are hinting at an element of provocation underlying that response.

			This is all too much for Mary, this teenage mother, to understand. Simeon is predicting that this wonderful, miraculous child will be both a stone that causes people to stumble and a rock that will lead to their destruction. Though Mary cannot really grasp this, Simeon is saying that there will be a strange attractiveness about her child that will draw people in, but in the drawing in there will be a trap—He will not incite people to sin but will reveal their sin. There will be an allure but, paradoxically, there will be something about Him that will have fatal consequences for many.

			What Simeon did not know, in fact what no one except Jesus would know, is that in the strangest turn of events imaginable, the one to suffer the fatal fall would be Jesus, the cause of the offense. And in that falling He would offer humanity escape from the effects of the primal fall. But—and herein lies an ominous warning—those who reject Him would be trapped, snared, and fatefully captured.

			Simeon does not explain to Mary how this offense will occur; he simply says that her son will be “a sign that will be rejected.” He will follow in the train of the great prophets like Elijah or Jeremiah, who were unmistakable, unavoidable parables to the nation. Like them, He will make neutrality impossible and most will resist and reject Him.

			The purpose behind the crisis Jesus will provoke is so that “the secret thoughts of many may be laid bare” (Luke 2:35 jb). Hidden agendas, whitewashed motives, private sins will be exposed. And therein lies another clue to His eventual murder. There is little that stirs up more intense hostility than public exposure.

			And as if this were not enough, Mary hears that a sword will pierce her own soul. Simeon isn’t telling her that she will simply feel the prick of a rapier or the cut of a sharp knife. Instead, a two-handed broadsword (rhomphaia) will ruthlessly penetrate and slice open her heart. Simeon is not softening the blows. Prophets are not ones to protect the sensibilities of their audience. The mother of the Messiah will play a crucial role, and it is vital that she move forward with her eyes open. There will be great pain in store for her and she must be prepared lest it cause her to trip and fall away as well.

			These awful words crash on a new mother’s sensitive ears like a clay pot smashing from a great height. Her heart clutches and she reaches for her baby boy as if to protect Him from what is ahead. Though their significance is lost on her, Simeon’s words have laid bare the dreadful drama, the intense agony, and the ecstasy of the Savior’s Passion, along with that of His teenage mother.

			Back in the Court of the Women, darkness has cast an ominous pall over this young family. Mary has taken back her son and as she and Joseph turn to head down the stairs to proceed out of the temple, they are again interrupted. The merciful Father knows that a girl’s heart is about to break under a terrible, too-heavy load. He is moved with compassion and so He does a beautiful thing. He sends a grandmotherly prophetess named Anna to comfort and rekindle hope.

			Anna is eighty-four years old and was married for seven years. Since the death of her husband she has devoted herself to fasting and prayer and attending the daily services in the temple. As was her custom, she is in the temple and came by “at that very moment” (Luke 2:38). Anna has been expectantly praying for many decades and at the precise moment when Mary is about to be overcome, she appears.

			This old prophetess has been longing for the arrival of the Messiah for years, and she recognizes Him instantly in the arms of a young girl whose face is filled with confusion and dread. Did she pick Him up and begin moving to the glorious, slow, grandmother’s dance of absolute delight? Did she laugh out loud as she kissed and hugged Him, then turn Him to face the onlookers so all could enjoy the fulfillment of her long labor of love? All that Luke tells us is that her joy spills over and she began giving thanks and speaking about the child “to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem” (Luke 2:38).

			Anna’s celebration gives us a tantalizing glimpse into another important theme in the unfolding drama: there will be joy in the very epicenter of pain. After all, though easy to miss, Simeon has predicted not only the falling but the rising of many as well.

			But this is all far away and hidden from a young girl who wants only to return to her simple home in Bethlehem and cradle her newborn in her arms. When she is alone as she looks down at her feeding infant, her heart bursting with love, she will remember and wonder.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			Erasing the Trail

			Something exceedingly odd takes place in the first years of Jesus’s life. Rather than shine a spotlight on the infant’s birthplace, the Gospel writers go to great lengths to methodically obscure it. This contradicts what one would expect from a messianic legend because the prophecies make clear that the son of David must be born in Bethlehem. No messianic figure could expect to be taken seriously if he were not. This is something about which the rabbis are in complete agreement. Yet despite the importance of geography, the footprints of Jesus will be so effectively erased that in His last year on earth His followers will have no idea that Bethlehem was in fact His actual home.

			Why?

			What could be behind the decision to obscure crucial evidence of Jesus’s messianic identity?

			When Jesus breaks into the public eye, this will become even more perplexing. He will insist repeatedly, sometimes with a stern prohibition, that His most fervent admirers not publicize what He has done for them. This will become known as the “messianic secret.” For someone intent on starting a movement, especially a national liberation movement as Aslan contends, this is a foolhardy and self-defeating strategy.

			Though not obvious on the surface, this tactical decision to hide the clues provides one more important hint about what will motivate the crowd’s extraordinary reversal. It also gives insight into one of Jesus’s final statements as He hangs on a bloody cross: “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34).

			Were it otherwise—had His identity not been hidden, there would be no forgiveness possible for the perpetrators. There would be no hope, no mercy, no second chance. So intentional confusion will actually prove to be supreme kindness. And lest it be missed, a pattern has been established: paradoxes will be purposefully written into the narrative despite the misunderstanding and offense they will inevitably create. As smoke protected the Israelites from the glory of Yahweh in the desert, so misdirection will unwittingly protect the accomplices to the murder of His only Son. 

			Q

			Joseph, Mary, and Jesus remain in Bethlehem for almost two years until an angel once again awakens Joseph and orders him to flee to Egypt. Babylonian astrologers have notified Herod that a rival king has been born, and he is intent on stamping out the threat. The conniving ruler has used all his political skill to obtain the title “king of the Jews” from Rome and he is not about to let a usurper steal it.

			The three leave quickly and escape the soldiers who are marching into Bethlehem and the surrounding area, killing every boy two years old or younger (Matt. 2:13–16). They leave behind scores of heartbroken parents. Apparently, it is not only Mary who will suffer as the result of the Messiah’s birth.

			During the two months Joseph and Mary remain in exile, the deranged ruler had two rabbis burned at the stake for attempting to tear down the blasphemous golden eagle from the temple entrance. Five days before his death, Herod ordered the death of his son Antipater II then appointed Archelaus, another son from one of his ten wives, to rule Judea. As he lay dying, he imprisoned a large number of Jewish leaders with instructions that they be killed to ensure that tears would be shed on the day of his death. Upon Herod’s death, his sister Salome wisely refused to carry out his instructions.1

			When the tyrant died, his grateful heir had his father’s corpse wrapped in purple, placed a crown on his head and a scepter in his hand, and carried him through the city on a bier of gold lined with precious stones. Five hundred servants bearing perfume took part in the procession. Rome made the young ruler a tetrarch rather than king and gave him authority over Judea, Samaria, and Idumea. At his coronation, a riot erupted among those devoted to the two rabbis his father had killed. To restore order, Archelaus slaughtered about three thousand Jews.2

			Joseph learns of Herod’s death in a dream, but when he finds out that Archelaus is the ruler of Judea, he decides to keep traveling north. And so it is that Mary and Joseph reestablish their home in Nazareth. Here in this country town they will have to endure the sidelong glances and the unspoken judgment of a community whose moral scruples they have offended.

			We know nothing of Jesus’s early years in Nazareth. This is one of those startling omissions that lend credibility to the Gospels. No legend would draw a blind over the formative years of its hero, especially one with unique, mysterious powers. As the later pseudepigraphical writings show, the opportunities for exaggeration about His early years are limitless.

			The story picks up twelve years later when, as has been their regular custom, the family spends Passover week in Jerusalem (Luke 2:41). Most likely they are preparing Jesus for His bar mitzvah the following year when He will be inducted into the religious community and become a “son of the commandment.”

			Having stayed the two days prescribed for attendance at the temple, and with the beginning of the half–holy days, the Galilean pilgrims return to their homes. The crowd is large and festive, so it is not until one day into their journey that Jesus’s parents discover that their boy is missing. They immediately return to Jerusalem and after a day of searching, find Him in the temple dialoguing with experts in the Torah.

			Aslan regards this event as preposterous since “Jesus would not have had access to the kind of formal education necessary to make Luke’s account even remotely credible.”3 However, he disregards the value the Jews placed on education. Religious instruction was regarded as the first responsibility of the mother, but as soon as a child could speak, the father was bound to teach his son. Nothing was more important. The father’s teaching was followed by formalized education in a boy’s fifth or sixth year. So vital was education that it was unlawful to live where there was no school. It was also customary for homes to have at least some treasured portion of the Scriptures.4

			Jesus is genuinely perplexed by the anxiety Mary claims He has caused His father and her. And in His expression Mary senses the distance growing between her and her boy, and the pain in her heart deepens.

			“Did you not know that I must be busy with my Father’s affairs?” He responds (Luke 2:49 jb). 

			His words indicate that sometime earlier He has become aware of His identity. He is aware that He is uniquely related to God, and as a good Son, He is compelled to serve the primary interests of His Father who is in heaven, not His earthly parents.

			Another eighteen years pass in silence. It is time for Jesus to leave His house and step onto the national stage.

			Luke, a highly competent historian, prepares readers by localizing the historical events he is about to describe. He names five political figures, five geographical areas, and two religious leaders (Luke 3:1–2). Archeological evidence has established that all the men on the list ruled precisely where and when Luke says they did.

			Despite contemporary scholars’ dismissal of Luke’s accuracy, Dr. William Mitchell Ramsay, professor of classical archaeology at Oxford University, concluded that “Luke is a historian of the first rank; not merely are his statements of fact trustworthy; he is possessed of the true historic sense.… In short, this author should be placed along with the very greatest of historians.”5 Further, Dr. Otto Piper, professor of New Testament at Princeton Seminary, wrote: “Where modern scholarship has been able to check up on the accuracy of Luke’s work the judgment has been unanimous: he is one the finest and ablest historians in the ancient world.”6

			The events Luke is about to describe take place during the reign of the Roman emperor Tiberius Caesar, who reigned from AD 14 to 37. The procurator of Judea was Pontius Pilate (AD 26–36), the tetrarch of Galilee was Herod Antipas, the son of Herod the Great (4 BC–AD 39). Philip, another of Herod’s sons, and Lysanias were tetrarchs of nearby regions. From this data, taking into consideration variations between Roman and Middle Eastern calendars, it seems relatively certain that the year Jesus’s public ministry begins is AD 27.7

			Luke situates the narrative religiously as well as politically. It is during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas. Significantly, he mentions two men but refers to a single tenure. Annas, described by the first-century Jewish historian Josephus as “the great hoarder of money,” was demoted by Pilate’s predecessor around AD 16 and replaced by Joseph Caiaphas, the rapacious leader’s son-in-law.8 Though Caiaphas received the appointment, throughout his life he remained under the influence of his powerful father-in-law. Thus, while Caiaphas was the official high priest, Luke notes with remarkable precision that, in actuality, both men hold the reins of religious power in Israel.

			Luke is setting the backdrop for the coming of the Messiah’s messenger. It is a harsh and difficult time. Israel is under the heel of a cruel pagan emperor who has hacked the nation into independent regions each ruled by a Roman puppet. The land is splintered and, what is worse, due to Roman intervention, the centralizing authority of the temple and its priesthood is also fragmented.

			Into this depressing scene steps John, the son of Zechariah and Elizabeth. He is an ascetic who has been living in seclusion in the wilderness for a number of years. In keeping with Gabriel’s announcement, since his birth he has been under a Nazirite vow and has not touched wine or strong drink. His hair is long and bushy, never having been touched by a razor (Num. 6:5). He begins to deliver his message on the eastern shores of the Jordan River near a town called Bethany (John 1:28).

			It is John’s task to proclaim the arrival of the Chosen One and to make ready the way before Him. Essentially, his job is to roll out the red carpet for his cousin. He informs the crowds that they need to make themselves ready, not for an entertaining spectacle, but for an invasion. And he calls them to turn away from sinful practices and purify themselves so that they may become individually and corporately ready for the coming of the Messiah, the anointed Deliverer.

			John the Baptizer is an iconoclast. He does not play to his audience. He does not nuance his announcement to increase his popularity. When he begins to preach about the one who will baptize with the Holy Spirit (Mark 1:8), he upends their historically cultivated expectations. The Messiah, he warns them, is no gallant general riding in on a white steed with well-drilled squadrons parading behind. Nor is He a nurturing shepherd who will extend mercy to those who sincerely try to follow in His way.

			John has one word for those gathering along the muddy shores: metanoeo. It is both a command and a warning: “Repent!” (Matt. 3:1–2). The good news is that the kingdom of heaven is near, nearer than even he or his audience imagines, but there is a condition—they must all do an about-face. They must all have a change of heart. And as a symbol of this change of direction, he calls them to be immersed in the Jordan River. Thousands comply.

			His message lights a fire that begins to sweep across the nation. The announcement of the coming kingdom is tantamount to declaring the messianic reign is ready to be inaugurated. John looks and acts the part of the prophet, which is what is expected of the Messiah. He is a Judean from the priestly line, and the call to repentance was the conditional precedent for the establishment of the kingdom.

			For these reasons, crowds flock to the Jordan to listen to this man. Since autumn of AD 27 fell during a sabbatical year in which multitudes were released from the wearying toil of agriculture and business, they were free to gather from all parts of the nation.9 They swarm like locusts around this strange ascetic with his bushy hair, simple tunic, leather belt, and mesmerizing message. And they allow him to lower them under the waters.

			The Baptizer is a realist and has no illusions about his audience. He knows that they are intent on getting what they have petitioned God for: relief from Roman oppression. If what is needed is a soaking in a river, that is a small price to pay. Aware of the perfunctory and superficial nature of their “repentance,” rather than opting for diplomatic indirection, John does something that shocks his audience. He plants a blistering epithet on his hearers, some of who mean well and have traveled great distances to listen to him.

			“You brood of vipers!” he bellows. “Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath?” (Matt. 3:7).

			Matthew has John directing this verbal assault at the religious leaders of the day: the Pharisees and the Sadducees. The Pharisees were a highly committed group of about six thousand members.10 To protect the Law they “built a hedge” around it comprised of thousands of regulations that granted the observant Jew merit with God. The Sadducees were from the wealthy, land-owning priestly class. In order to maintain their status and wealth they were willing to coexist with the Roman occupation. They were a much less popular Jewish sect. They developed as a reaction to the Pharisees and what they saw as a fanatical devotion to the ceremonial code.11 

			Luke lets us in on the uncomfortable reality that John’s stinging words meant to “the crowds coming out to be baptized” (Luke 3:7). While the invective may have had primary application to the two religious sects, he castigates teachers and students alike. With startling ferocity he accuses them of being dangerous snakes who inflict painful, even fatal bites on others. In the same breath he insults their forefathers; they are like snakes anxious to escape when they smell the grass begin to burn around them.

			John’s next statement will be echoed by Jesus and will become a foundational plank in His brief campaign throughout the cities of Israel. And it provides another important insight into His death: “And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham” (Luke 3:8).

			This is a frontal assault on national presumption. It is a scandalous and humiliating declaration that, contrary to rabbinic tradition, being born a Jew does not grant favored status with God. John is telling his Jewish audience that whatever they may have heard, they cannot rely on the accident of birth to provide a shield from the coming judgment. Neither God’s favor nor His wrath is exclusive to a particular nation.

			John’s message is one of great urgency. True repentance produces a genuine change of heart and “appropriate fruits” (Luke 3:8 jb). Without them one will not be prepared for the imminent arrival of the Messiah. At that moment the ax of judgment was poised to sever the root of any tree that failed to produce the proper fruit.

			The Messiah is going to engage in a painfully divisive mission. He will use a pitchfork to toss the wheat into the air so that the wind blows away the chaff and the grain drops to the ground. Then He will “clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into the barn,” but the worthless chaff will be burnt with “unquenchable fire” (Matt. 3:12). He shocks his audience by warning them that, contrary to popular expectation, the Messiah’s priority was not the removal of impure Gentiles but weeding out unrighteous Jews (Matt. 3:10).

			John is no religious innovator; though the baptism he initiated was novel, his message is not. The call to repentance is the passionate burden of all Israel’s prophets. They so identify with Yahweh that they frequently launch into the first person, their pleas becoming the very words God Himself is speaking. In comparison to them, John sounds almost sedate. Ezekiel is one of most strident:

			Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall. Rid yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. Why will you die, O house of Israel? For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign Lord. Repent and live! (Ezek. 18:30–32)

			John is part of this venerable prophetic tradition. And both the content and tone of his message provide a preview of the Messiah’s who will be just as blunt and insistent as that of His forerunner. The kingdom of God and future judgment will also be central themes for Jesus.

			Aslan refers to the Jesus invented by the Gospel writers as “a peaceful spiritual leader with no interest in any earthly matter.”12 This characterization overlooks His more than seventy direct and indirect references to future judgment and ignores easily one quarter of His teachings that can be classified as judgmental and intolerant. In addition, it dismisses His frequent references to money, divorce, food, farming, fishing, taxation, investing, housing, and clothing. One can only assume that Aslan’s description is due to his failure to read the Gospels as carefully as he ought, or is proof of an inflexible attachment to a preexisting conclusion.

			Despite the inflammatory rhetoric, John is extremely popular. There is something compelling about this wild Nazirite who has burst out of the desert onto the national scene. “The whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went out to him” (Mark 1:5), along with “the whole region of the Jordan” (Matt. 3:5). It is no surprise that his popularity fueled messianic expectations.

			Only thirty years earlier, Judas the Galilean, a rebel leader claiming messianic sanction, had gathered a band of warriors and launched a holy war against foreign rule. It had ended in a horrible defeat. During the forty years that preceded him there had been at least three other messianic pretenders who had likewise attempted to throw off the Roman yoke. They had all been killed, but the flame refused to die.

			Soon, though John makes every attempt to deflect them, the whispers reach a crescendo and “were all wondering in their hearts whether John might possibly be the Messiah” (Luke 3:15). The rumors are brought to the leaders in Jerusalem and they send an informal delegation to find out whether John is the one they have been awaiting. John declares that while he is not the Messiah, He will soon appear. And precisely as John predicted, at the height of his popularity, the Messiah shows up.

			It is the first week of January AD 28, early winter in Palestine, and Jesus has come to be baptized. John at first demurs but these words change his mind: “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness” (Matt. 3:15).

			Jesus is telling His cousin that this is a specific time that requires a unique and temporary accommodation. He is about to launch His mission of deliverance, but He must first show complete submission to every demand that righteousness makes. He will go through a ritual of repentance and purification, even though He has no sin to be cleansed from.

			When He comes up out of the water, John witnesses three signs establishing the bona fides of the Messiah: the heavens open, a dove descends and rests on Jesus, and a voice thunders: “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased” (Matt. 3:16–17).

			These are all intended to encourage both the messenger and the Messiah. In less than six months John will have ample cause to doubt what he has just seen and heard. And a few years later, as the Son hangs alone on a cross, He will wonder what has become of His Father’s promised favor. But on this day, with the words of the Father ringing in His ears, Jesus realizes that He has been anointed and consecrated to the task of proclaiming the kingdom but, more importantly and significantly, to its kingship as well.

			After His baptism Jesus undergoes a private forty-day battle with Satan. He goes into the wilderness, the arena of battle where thousands of years earlier Israel had failed so miserably. He meets his archenemy, Satan, face-to-face and is subjected to an onslaught of temptations and overcomes them all. When He emerges victorious He is ready to step into the public spotlight and engage His enemies from the high ground of moral victory. What is intriguing is that He inaugurates His ministry by repeating His cousin’s provocative language: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near” (Matt. 4:17).

			And contrary to the religious leaders, Jesus calls the people to turn away from confidence in their own efforts and commit themselves unreservedly to the God they claim to worship. He urges not an external change but a transformation that impacts their very essence: a change of heart. In keeping with all the prophets, He calls the people to “return,” not to duty and punctilious dedication to the letter, but to the loving and heartfelt devotion of a young bride for her husband (Hosea 14:1–2).

			It does not take long to see that Jesus is just as willing to rattle His audience as John was. He shakes branches and, as advertised, scrutinizes the quality of fruit that drops to the ground. Ax in one hand and winnowing fork in the other, He appears to have every intention of cutting down worthless trees and unproductive plants and throwing them into the fire. Meanwhile He gathers up the good fruit into the security of His barns. There is a startling divisiveness to His words and actions. He fulfills John’s prophesy perfectly: He is on a mission that requires a ruthless separation.

			This Messiah will not only be a grave disappointment, He will poke, meddle, and embarrass. He will make Himself a nuisance and turn established categories upside down, calling those who are good evil and those who are evil good. It will be disorienting and uncomfortable. It will be more than a little confusing and will eventually become simply intolerable.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			Creating Enemies

			Jesus has only twenty-six months left to live. With limited time, the first thing He does is gather a core group of friends around Himself. He wants company emotionally, but He also needs it strategically. He must leave the task of extending the impact of His teaching beyond Israel in the hands of trusted students who know Him well enough to represent what He does and faithfully repeat what He says. Jesus is looking for disciples who will love Him so much that they will leave everything behind to follow Him.

			Even if it means their lives.

			For all but one, it will.

			Jesus is about to stir up a hornet’s nest, and He wants to have at least one eyewitness who can accurately report the events that will define His ministry and set the stage for the death He knows He must die. There will be so many who will loathe Jesus, so many who will scheme to get rid of Him. In response, He appoints an inner circle of friends who will love Him and stick with Him to the end. And they will—almost to the end, when they will all flee and leave Him alone in the hands of His enemies. 

			Q

			As Jesus walks past the Jordan, John notices Him. It has been almost six weeks since his cousin’s baptism and he is delighted. “Look,” he tells the crowd, “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29).

			John is referencing a well-known prophecy about the suffering servant who would be led “like a lamb to the slaughter,” who will bear His people’s transgressions and become a guilt offering for them (Isa. 53:7–8, 10).

			The next day John again sees Jesus along the banks of the river. After giving Him a long, hard stare for the benefit of his own disciples, he tells them to also take a good look at “the Lamb of God” (John 1:35–36). Two of John’s disciples are so struck by his statement that they leave him and approach Jesus.

			“What do you want?” Jesus asks.

			“Rabbi, where are you staying?” they respond.

			The title they use to refer to Jesus contradicts Aslan’s assertion that Jesus was illiterate.1 If He were unable to read or write, it would have been impossible for Jesus to have been called “rabbi” by John’s disciples (John 1:38), Peter (Mark 9:5), the blind man (Mark 10:51), or by Nicodemus, an elite member of the Sanhedrin (John 3:2). And if it were true, this deficit would have been used as a cudgel by His academically trained detractors, yet it was never even hinted at by them.

			Jesus answers with the common rabbinic formula: “Come and see” (John 1:39 jb). He is inviting these young men to be with Him in order to teach them important truths. John adds that this took place at four in the afternoon. It is one of those small but suggestive details supporting the historical claim that the writer of the book of John was one of the disciples being spoken to by Jesus. The other young disciple of the Baptizer was Andrew.

			The following morning, Andrew is so impressed he has to go find his brother Simon, who is nearby, and tells him excitedly: “We have found the Messiah!” And when Andrew brings him to Jesus, Jesus changes Simon’s name to Peter (John 1:40–42). Two others also join up: Philip and Nathanael. All of them are from Galilee and have apparently traveled south to listen to the Baptizer.

			They gladly follow Jesus as He heads back north.

			A few days later they are at a wedding in the small village of Cana, Nathanael’s hometown. It is a few miles northeast of Nazareth and is famous throughout Palestine for its delicious pomegranates. Jesus’s mother has been invited, as has Jesus and His five friends (John 2:1–2). Since there is no mention of Joseph, this indicates that he most likely died sometime earlier.

			During the wedding feast the wine runs out. Mary reports the emergency to Jesus and prompts Him to intervene. “Woman, why do you involve me?” He asks. He then explains, “My hour has not yet come” (John 2:4).

			Though Jesus addresses Mary with affection, He is underscoring the dramatic shift in their relationship. She is still looking at Him through the grid of maternal love and is leveraging their relationship to prompt Him to demonstrate His power. However, Jesus is much more than her son; He is the Son of God and is not ready to inaugurate His public ministry. Thus, He is forced to admonish her for pushing His timetable forward.

			This is one more painful piercing as Mary is confronted with the limits of her son’s allegiance and the strange, almost terrifying distance that has grown between them.

			But Jesus is sensitive to the emotional currents surrounding this awkward moment. Unwilling to dishonor His mother and wanting also to protect the groom’s family from the shame of being unprepared for their wedding guests, Jesus agrees. As He directs, the servants fill six large clay pots with water and, without speaking a word, turns the contents into approximately 120 gallons of wine.2

			It is ample to keep the festivities going without interruption. But from this time forward, Jesus will underscore this change of familial loyalty by repeated references to “my Father and I.”

			Rather than returning to Nazareth, Jesus remains in Capernaum for a few days along with His mother, His “brothers and his disciples” (John 2:12).

			There are good arguments supporting the claim that Jesus had siblings and at least two sisters (Mark 6:3). This combats the tradition of the perpetual virginity of Mary, which arose early in the second century. Those who support the Catholic doctrine admit that the term used to refer to Jesus’s “brothers” is problematic since it generally refers to siblings not cousins.3 However, if Jesus had siblings it is difficult to explain how this tradition sprang up so early in the primitive church when credible witnesses existed to readily dispute it. Ultimately, it depends on whether one is convinced by grammar or by tradition that interprets grammar.

			It is the spring of AD 28, and the Passover feast is approaching. The bridges and roads have been repaired and the sepulchers whitened to protect pilgrims heading to Jerusalem from accidental pollution. The shulchanim (money changers) have closed their stalls in the country towns and have set them up in the temple compound, where Jesus intends to go. He is planning to create a nationwide stir and He wants at least one eyewitness. That disciple will be John. Thus, it falls to him to be the only Gospel writer to relate this historic event.

			Walking along the shores of the Sea of Galilee, Jesus sees Peter and his brother Andrew in a boat. Following their brief road trip together from Bethany in the south, His friends have returned to their day jobs. They are casting out nets, hoping for a profitable catch of fish. While the body of water is technically a lake, due to its size (seven miles wide by thirteen miles long), it is referred to commonly by the Evangelists as the Sea of Galilee, with the exception of Luke, who with his concern for technical accuracy, identifies it as only a lake. 

			“Come, follow me,” Jesus calls out, “and I will send you out to fish for people” (Mark 1:16–17).

			This is the first time we hear Jesus use remez, a classic rabbinic technique that plays off of the students’ understanding of the text and creates emphasis by omission. The rabbi quotes a small portion of Scripture but expects His clever disciples to fill in the blank.

			What Jesus has omitted and what He anticipates the young men in front of Him to understand is that He is not promising them an idyllic and peaceful expedition along a well-stocked trout stream. He has selected a phrase from an ominous prophecy warning Israel that divine judgment is imminent. It is from Jeremiah:

			“But now I will send for many fishermen,” declares the Lord, “and they will catch them. After that I will send for many hunters, and they will hunt them down on every mountain and hill and from the crevices of the rocks. My eyes are on all their ways; they are not hidden from me, nor is their sin concealed from my eyes.” (Jer. 16:16–17) 

			“The summons to be fishers of men is a call to the eschatological task of gathering men in view of the forthcoming judgment of God. It extends the demand for repentance in Jesus’s preaching.”4

			The Messiah wants His disciples to follow with their eyes wide open. He calls them to leave the fishing business for something infinitely more serious and more rewarding. It will also be steeped with danger. Neither hesitates; “at once” they leave their nets and follow him (Mark 1:18).

			Nearby are their two fishing partners, James and John, who are also brothers. He calls them as well. They “immediately” leave their nets (Matt. 4:22) and agree to become this radical young rabbi’s talmidim—His devoted students. The four young fishermen have made a quick but fateful decision, one that will lift and break their hearts and, in the process, make them new men. It will cost three of them their lives, and for the fourth it will mean exile at a ripe old age to a small Greek island in the Aegean Sea.

			The band of six (including John, who keeps to the narrative background) leaves the district of Galilee for Judea and joins the crowds making the trek to celebrate the weeklong feast of Passover in the City of David. At the completion of their three-day journey they head directly to the temple (John 2:13–14).

			As an observant Jew, Jesus has been inside this magnificent structure many times over the past thirty years. But only now do we get an insight into the turmoil these visits have caused Him. With the dawning of His messianic awareness, each time He has come to the temple, it has struck Him like a fist. It has distressed Him for many years, and He is about to release the pent-up anger.

			One enters the approximately thirty-six-acre temple compound at the highest elevation of Mount Moriah through gates leading into the Court of the Gentiles. One cannot approach the sanctuary without trekking through this large area where the pious are assaulted with cacophonous noise from throngs of buyers and sellers. It is bordered on all sides by the soreg, a low wall beyond which no Gentile or unclean person can pass on pain of death.

			Those loudly hawking pigeons compete with merchants seeking the attention of the wealthy who can afford goats, sheep, or cattle. Everybody is shouting, claiming the best quality, the best price, or both. High-pitched voices are bartering, cajoling, arguing, and all around is the persistent lowing of oxen mixed with the distressing bleating of terrified goats and sheep.

			Every male had to pay a temple tax with Jewish silver half-shekels. None had been minted for about one hundred years, so the supply was limited. And since exact change was required for the various offerings, there was a great deal of foreign money needing to be exchanged and profits being generated. General exchange rates were fluid so the overall noise level was heightened by hucksters and salesman offering, at full voice, the best rates on Roman currency or coins brought in by pilgrims from Persia, Syria, Egypt, and Greece. It was like the New York Stock Exchange held in the middle of the Chicago Stock Yard.

			Those who controlled this lucrative enterprise were the temple priests and the Sanhedrin. The Sanhedrin oversaw the concessions, but it was the head of the high priestly family (Annas, to whose house Jesus would be taken before His crucifixion) who controlled it all. The high priest taxed all profits earned within the temple, and at this time, the avarice and corruption of the priestly family had become a source of constant irritation among the people.

			It is no great surprise, therefore, that Jesus would launch His ministry by walking into the middle of this maddening crowd and looking around for some loose cords. With them He fashions a whip and begins methodically driving all of the profiteers out of the compound (including their sheep and cattle). In the process, He scatters the coins of the money changers and overturns their tables. His fury seems to have been especially directed at those pocketing the qolbon—the fixed fee earned for exchanging foreign money for the half-shekel tax (John 2:15). As He swings His whip He shouts at the sellers trafficking in birds purchased by the poor: “Get these out of here! How dare you turn my Father’s house into a market!” (John 2:16).

			Jesus is livid. This holy sanctuary has been perverted into a center for commercial exploitation. There is worship going on but the one being worshiped is not God the Father but the god mammon. His Father’s place has been usurped and a system meant to relieve the burden of sin has been transformed into a well-oiled operation that crushes the poor in order to enrich the powerful.

			John tells us later that when Jesus’s disciples recalled this day it would bring to mind a Davidic psalm that describes the motivation for this transgressive act: “Zeal for your house consumes me” (Ps. 69:9).

			Around AD 66 there will be a revolutionary party that will take on the name Zealots; they will be intent on forcibly removing the Romans from Israel. The Messiah’s zeal is of a completely different sort. His passion is not for the nation, but for His Father. He is expelling from His Father’s house all those who love money more than they do Him.

			Aslan claims that this act indicates that Jesus was aligned with the radical nationalist movement in Israel.5 This reveals a fundamental misunderstanding of Jesus’s central motivation. From the beginning to the very end of His life, as He stands bloodied before the Roman governor, Pilate, Jesus repeatedly emphasized that His kingdom was not of this earth. He came to establish the rule of His heavenly Father, not King David. Everything He did reinforced His commitment to a revolution of the heart, not of armed men. Because His pacifism was so notorious He even mocked the cohort for bringing so many weapons when they came to arrest Him in the garden.

			The expected eruption from furious businessmen does not materialize. It is perhaps evidence of a long-guilty conscience. These corrupt men are still capable of appreciating the gross violation of the Law on which their excessive profits and luxury depend. What Jesus has done both provokes and shames them. So, rather than ordering the temple guards to arrest Jesus, they bluster and demand some miracle to prove He has divine sanction to commit such a disruptive act.

			Jesus answers by prophesying His death in the most oblique manner possible: “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days” (John 2:19).

			They have no idea that He is referring to His body, which they will in fact conspire to destroy when He repeats this confrontational act of temple cleansing in two years (Mark 11:18).

			Jesus leaves the temple compound untouched, having defended His Father’s honor. But it has come at a price. From this time forward, the religious power brokers will hound Him to the death. In two years He will return to Jerusalem to celebrate this same feast and will find that nothing has changed. He will have only four days left to live.

			The response by those who have observed these events is superficially encouraging. John says that many “believed in his name,” their belief prompted by “the signs he was performing” (John 2:23). But John also uses a play on the word believe—pisteuo—to indicate that all is not as it appears. While the crowd put their faith in Jesus (episteusan), He did not entrust Himself to them (episteuen) (John 2:23–24).

			Jesus was not taken in by external responses. Theirs was a superficial commitment based on a wrong (and essentially selfish) conclusion: “This is the Messiah who is going to bring us the justice and prosperity we deserve.”

			He was not swayed by the accolades, “for he knew all people” (John 2:24). He knew what they did not. In two years they would be screaming, not for autographs but blood. It was His task to bring into the light what their excitement temporarily obscured: they did not actually believe in Him—or love Him—not really. They were not accepting His offer to turn from a self-centered existence and submit wholly to Him. They were impressed by what they thought He could do for them. They believed not in Him, but in a mirage shaped from selfish expectations.

			The next time He cleansed the temple compound this would all become painfully apparent. They would gather in the light of a Friday morning, stripped of all pretense. And with every hoarse scream their hidden evil, their secret pride, and covert rebellion would be publicly exposed.

			It was that embedded sin that Jesus came to reveal, defeat, and expel.

			Soon thereafter, Jesus lifts the veil on His secret agenda in a private conversation with a religious leader named Nicodemus. Since it is likely that John’s family had a house in Jerusalem (John 19:27), Jesus may be spending the night there, most likely in the aliyah, the guest chamber on the roof that is reached by a separate set of stairs. Late in the evening He hears a quiet knock on the door and a Sanhedrist named Nicodemus walks in. This influential leader begins by complimenting Jesus: “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God” (John 3:2).

			Completely off point, Jesus informs Nicodemus that a new birth is required for entrance into the kingdom (John 3:3). Without even a pretense of civility Jesus ignores the man’s comments in order to address the core issue his courtesy obscures. What he really wants to know is how he can be guaranteed entrance into God’s kingdom.

			According to rabbinic teaching, proselytes are “born again” when they convert to Judaism. They believe that one is “born again” by entering the kingdom, whereas Jesus is saying the reverse. The new birth is a condition for entrance—not its result.

			Jesus knows Nicodemus is confused so He explains that eternal life depends on believing in the Son of Man. He also tells him that He is not coming to pass judgment on the “world” (Gentiles) as all pious Jews assume. His mission embraces the entire world, not just Israel, for no one who believes in Him (regardless of nationality) will be condemned, whereas “whoever does not believe stands condemned already.” The basis for this final judgment is reduced to one essential issue: “because they have not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son” (John 3:18).

			What Jesus says next will provide the clearest disclosure as to what lies at the root of this unbelief and what will ultimately prompt the deicide several years away:

			This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but people loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that their deeds will be exposed. (John 3:19–21)

			Jesus has just given Nicodemus a profound insight into His life and His death and the life and death of the world. He has come to shine a brilliant spotlight on people’s hearts, and what it exposes is a hatred of goodness and righteousness, and a secret love for evil. It is a perverse love that will fight to defend itself even to death.

			In these words the cataclysmic ministry of Jesus and the whole sordid history of the world has been distilled and dissected. The harsh light of unrelenting truth has come to a dark and hostile planet. As the darkness is pushed back by this unwanted intrusion, the beloved idols are revealed. The bedlam of vices must then be faced, named, and surrendered. The dreadful choice is now inescapable: to kill or not to kill one’s darlings. The most attractive option will be to hide behind the veneer of respectability, religious ritual, and acts of charity and pretend all is well and will be well.

			In this private conversation Jesus has provided the clearest hint yet as to what will prompt the outpouring of rage in Pilate’s court: love of the darkness and hatred of a light that has the audacity to expose what people want to remain hidden. His dramatic expulsion of merchants in the Gentile Court has been a precursor of the bright light that will eventually blind and infuriate everyone.

			And it will drive sincere, religious men to murder.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			Exposing a Painful Truth

			Following the dramatic attack on the temple commercial operation, Jesus leaves Jerusalem but remains in Judea. With His core group of followers, He makes His way into the Judean countryside. News has spread about the altercation with the money changers and He is beginning to attract a crowd. Those who accept the call to repentance are baptized, but rather than performing the ritual Himself, Jesus delegates it to His followers (John 3:22; 4:2). 

			This is the calm before the storm. Jesus will soon be heading back to His hometown, where He will encounter such hostility it will nearly precipitate His untimely death. Much as He did in the temple, Jesus will intentionally create a commotion. Rather than use a whip, He will use two incidents from the Hebrew Scriptures. The results will be similar to the temple scene: He will provoke the pious and the proud to anger, but this time, their fury will turn lethal. In two years this remarkable scene will be played out again on the nation’s largest, most crowded stage: Jerusalem during the yearly Passover feast.

			And that time it will end in a brutal killing.

			Q

			John continues his ministry and has moved north to Salim, a town on the border of Galilee and Samaria. This places him within the jurisdiction of Herod Antipas. People still flock to him, but the popularity of Jesus is beginning to eclipse his (John 3:26). Once again John has to quell the rumors that he is the Messiah: “I am not the Messiah but am sent ahead of him” (John 3:28).

			John does not know it, but his ministry is about to come to a sudden end. In keeping with his prophetic calling, he has not been afraid to speak truth to power, and that will prove to be his undoing. On several occasions he has rebuked Herod Antipas for his many sins. And when the licentious tetrarch took Herodias, his brother’s wife, as his own, John accused him of incest without flinching. Furious at John’s temerity, Herod has him imprisoned in his stronghold at Machaerus. It is a boundary fortress on the southern border of Perea, on the eastern shores of the Dead Sea.

			When Jesus is informed about what Herod has done to His cousin, He immediately leaves the Jordan River and returns to Galilee (Matt. 4:12; Mark 1:14).

			On the way north, Jesus and His disciples pass through Samaria (John 4:3–4). This was the region about forty-eight miles wide that separated Judea from Galilee and had once been the territories of ancient Manasseh and Ephraim. Being the most direct route, it was the one that most Galileans took on their way home from Jerusalem, whereas Judeans, more circumspect about matters of ritual purity, took a detour, crossing the Jordan into the region of Perea to the east.1 

			Jews looked down on the Samaritans as a polluted race, since the Samaritans had intermarried with heathens and set up a rival temple and high priest on Mount Gerizim. This feud dated back to the days of Ezra and Nehemiah when the Israelites returned from Babylonian exile and were rebuilding the wall around Jerusalem. The ancestors of the Samaritans were incensed when the Jewish leaders prohibited them from assisting in the construction project. In retaliation they tried to sabotage the work and prevent its completion (Ezra 4:4–5).

			It is about six and evening is approaching. It has been a long walk in the summer heat and Jesus is both thirsty and hungry. The disciples leave Him to rest by a well near the village of Sychar while they go find food. A woman approaches to draw water. Though there is another well much closer, because of her personal history she wishes to avoid the sharp tongues of the women who frequent it. As she draws up the bucket Jesus asks her for some water. In accordance with the code of social etiquette she has not made eye contact with Him and is shocked that Jesus would speak to her.

			The Jews were allowed to obtain provisions from Samaritans.2 The restriction was not against speaking with them, but engaging in friendly conversation. More scandalous, however, was that a male would speak to a single woman alone. No one building a case for a Jewish Messiah would have included such a culturally offensive and—more importantly from a narrative perspective—seemingly pointless story.

			His inquiry prompts an innocuous conversation about water that then leads to an unexpected exposure of the woman’s sinful past. She races back to Sychar and returns with a large crowd anxious to meet this man whom she believes may be the Messiah, who has “told me everything I ever did” (John 4:29–30).

			This narrative reads like an eye-witness account. It would appear that John (the beloved disciple) has remained behind to keep Jesus company and listened in on the intriguing interchange. Many Samaritans believe in Jesus, and at their request, He transgresses the racial dividing line by staying among them two days (John 4:40). Before He leaves, many more believe and make a confession of their faith: “We no longer believe just because of what you said; now we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this man really is the Savior of the world” (John 4:42).

			It is interesting that it is the despised and rejected Samaritans who recognize the universality of the Messiah’s agenda. This is a statement that after two years of Jesus’s teaching and repeated miracles in numerous cities no Jew will be willing to make.

			When Jesus arrives back in Galilee, it is early summer. A few months have passed since the Passover. The people of His region welcome Jesus, and He begins to preach, borrowing the words of His forerunner: “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!” He precedes these words that John had been proclaiming with the telling phrase, “The time has come” (Mark 1:15).

			Jesus avoids His hometown of Nazareth and makes His way to Cana, the site of His first miracle. It is evening and one of Herod’s officials drops by and begs Jesus to come to the town of Capernaum, twenty-five miles away. The official is desperately anxious about his son who is at the point of death. He believes that Jesus is a common miracle worker who needs to touch the sick person to effect a healing. So Jesus corrects the man’s mistake: “Unless you people see signs and wonders, … you will never believe” (John 4:48).

			Jesus wants this anxious father to know that He is not one of those miracle workers who ply their trade for money in and around Israel. His power is not circumscribed by geography or limited to pronouncing magic incantations over a body. Jesus is telling him that he has no idea who He really is. Yet Jesus does not let the man’s error stand in the way of His compassion: “Go,” He continues. “Your son will live” (John 4:50).

			Early the next day as the official is on the road back to Capernaum, servants meet him with the good news that his son has been healed. He discovers that the healing took place at “one in the afternoon,” the exact moment when Jesus had spoken to him (John 4:52). Though we don’t know for certain, this happy father may have been Chuza—Herod’s steward—whose wife, Joanna, became one of the group of grateful women who ministered faithfully to Jesus throughout the remainder of His ministry (Luke 8:3).

			Jesus decides that the time has come to visit His hometown.

			He walks into Nazareth riding a wave of national acclaim that is just beginning to crest. The whole region has been flooded with stories of the Galilean rabbi’s audacious defiance of the avaricious temple officials (John 4:45). The Nazarites who had been in Jerusalem at the time had no doubt been only too happy to share first or secondhand reports of what their hometown hero had done to the money changers in the Court of the Gentiles.

			Jesus is exceedingly popular.

			Perhaps He realizes He is too popular.

			On the morning of the Sabbath, Jesus and His disciples walk to the synagogue, entering by a door to the south. This is the end of the building where the ark dwells; it contains the sacred scrolls of the Law and the Prophets. The elders and any dignitaries sit in a row with their backs to the ark. The lectern for the reader—the bima—is on a raised platform, in the center of the building. The women sit in a gallery at the opposite end.

			Aslan states that no synagogue has been found in Nazareth and argues that this renders the entire incident “suspect.”3 Even if it were true that no such building existed at this time, in small villages where funds were lacking to erect a formal building, a large home could have been used as a synagogue.4 

			Inside the building, the ruler of the synagogue would have informed Jesus that he wished Him to be the shaliach tzibbur, the messenger of the congregation who would deliver the Sabbath address. Jesus agrees.

			The service begins with the reading of the parashah, that day’s portion from the Torah. Since it is in Hebrew, it is translated into the Aramaic vernacular. When it is concluded, the chazzan, who often serves as the teacher in the school for the children, hands Jesus the scroll for the reading of the haftorah, the assigned portion from the Prophets.

			Ordinarily the messenger of the congregation reads approximately twenty-one verses, though this is sometimes shortened if an extended sermon is to follow. Jesus reads the verses, which He may have translated Himself from Hebrew to Aramaic. When He is finished, Jesus sits in the seat assigned to the teaching rabbi. The passage He has read is one that has been recognized for more than seven hundred years as a key messianic text. He begins the derashah (sermon) by weaving together several verses from the passage He has just read:

			The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (Luke 4:18–19)

			These are portions from Isaiah 61 and a brief clause from Isaiah 58. Jesus follows this recitation with a simple statement that takes everyone’s breath away: “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). 

			Aslan seizes these verses as evidence of Luke’s lack of historical reliability. He argues that were Jesus reading a passage from the Isaiah scroll, it would have been impossible for Him to recite “a passage made up of Isaiah 61:1a, b, d; 61:2a, with the omission of 61:1c, 2d.”5 However, if Luke is quoting from Jesus’s sermon in which He is using the popular rabbinic device called charaz (“the stringing together of pearls”) that links together Scriptures containing a common thought, this quotation then supports Luke’s trustworthiness.6 

			The crowd is electrified. After almost six months of ministry, Jesus has waited for this moment to reveal His messianic identity. In front of friends, neighbors, and acquaintances, He identifies Himself as the one who fulfills these prophetic words. He has been anointed to “proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord”—the promised messianic age. Interestingly enough, when Jesus cites this passage He leaves out the concluding phrase: “and the day of vengeance of our God” (Isa. 61:2).

			Since He has just declared that this prophesy was being fulfilled at that very moment, He is probably indicating that He is inaugurating the “year” of messianic favor, but is postponing the launch of “the day of vengeance of our God.” Some of the zealous nationalists in the room, who longed to see judgment fall on the Romans, may have found this troubling.

			At the moment, the audience is too “amazed by His gracious words” to give His omission much thought. Everyone is delighted—at least initially—and “all spoke well of him” (Luke 4:22). But even as they murmur their approval, sparks of small-town envy begin to erupt.

			They spew out their resentment toward this homegrown sensation with His inauspicious roots.

			“Isn’t this the carpenter?” one asks (Mark 6:3).

			Another makes reference to Jesus’s lackluster pedigree: “Isn’t this the carpenter’s son?” (Matt. 13:55).

			Others are quick to join in, only too glad to find a release for their pent-up jealousy: “Isn’t this Mary’s son and the brother of James, Joseph, Judas and Simon?” (Mark 6:3).

			“Aren’t all his sisters with us?” another blurts out (Matt. 13:56).

			The bitterness begins to coalesce: “Where did this man get these things?” (Mark 6:2).

			Then the resentful question surfaces, the one that had been lurking in many minds for months as news of Jesus’s exploits filtered back to His hometown: “Where did this man get this wisdom and these miraculous powers?” (Matt. 13:54).

			The malice pours out like a lanced boil.

			So, in the midst of the initial general applause, some began to take “offense at him” (Matt. 13:57). The term Matthew uses circles back to that important allusion Simeon made to Mary in the temple thirty years earlier. It is a word that brings to mind a crooked stick holding up a snare and a heavy rock: a skandalon. The Gospel writer is putting his readers on notice that this sobering prophecy is in the process of being fulfilled.

			Jesus is well aware of the mutterings. In fact He is just as astonished by their hard hearts as they had just been by His teaching (Mark 6:6). Whereas He could easily have backed off and let the hostilities simmer down, He pushes forward in a calculated response that is assured to turn the mean-spirited minority into the majority. With calm intentionality, against all marketing savvy and plain good sense, He proceeds to alienate His local fan base.

			He blows on the embers (or we could more accurately say He baits the trap) by quoting a proverb: “Physician, heal yourself!” (Luke 4:23).

			The meaning of this well-known saying runs along the lines of the well-known maxim that humorously critiques the cobbler whose children go shoeless. In both instances, the shoemaker and physician are gently ribbed for failing to provide for their own. Evidently word has spread about the miracles Jesus has performed. Some, out of a narrow-minded pique, have taken offense that Jesus would “show off” His power to “outsiders” but not bother doing the same for them. He is letting them know that He is aware that they resent that He has not taken care of “His own” first.

			Again, Jesus could have easily won the crowd over. They could have been titillated by a Nazarite Signs and Wonders Crusade or mollified by a captivating teaching on the unconditional love of God. Instead, He plunges the scalpel into the depths of their entitlement and their small-town pride, and with two swift cuts exposes the ugly mass.

			In Jesus’s introduction, He remarks on the proverbial tendency for prophets to face their worst rejection among those who know them best (Matt. 13:57). He is alerting them that what He has come to say will upset them all.

			He then proceeds to goad them with the memory of two historical events: the first is Elijah’s decision during a catastrophic famine to ignore starving Israelites and perform a miracle for a Sidonian widow. He then reminds them that Elisha overlooked needy Jews in favor of a Syrian leper. Both are examples of a prophet ignoring his Jewish compatriots to assist individuals who were religiously unclean and politically hostile. These stories have a single, controversial moral: neither they as members of the town in which He grew up, nor the nation of Israel, have an exclusive claim to God’s favor.

			The results are predictable. The congregation rushes at the teacher and, en masse, drags Him outside the synagogue. Their reaction is so intense Luke describes it as thumos-pimplemi (to be filled up to the brim with an intense rage). They take Jesus to the edge of a cliff, intent on throwing Him off. Since Nazareth is nestled in the middle of three peaks, there are several options available. Jesus somehow manages to escape their clutches and passes through the crowd unscathed (Luke 4:29–30).

			Jesus has come to die. But not at that time and not in that way. It was planned long ago: He will die as an offering for sin, not as a political martyr. He will not have His life taken from Him. It will be “laid down” as a gift.

			So we are driven to ask, why did Jesus opt for this insulting tack? If He was intent on building a subversive movement as Aslan claims7 why work so hard at undoing it? What leader in his right mind would intentionally short-circuit his momentum just as it is beginning to gain steam?

			But Jesus could see what was in the hearts of His listeners. He knew that what lay behind these unspoken hometown expectations was not a quaint, rural sense of specialness. These country folk were locally voicing a national problem. The Nazarite’s sense of exceptionalism was the localized manifestation of a putrid national conceit that had made the entire nation a stench to the Gentiles they had been set apart to bless.

			Jesus knew all this and that it was His unenviable task to bring it out into the light. And it is this revelation that will, all too soon, transform thousands of Israelites gathered in Jerusalem from every corner of the empire into a frenzied, homicidal mob.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			Creating Controversy

			Though He has no interest in gaining a great following, it is impossible for Jesus to avoid it. He will do all He can to limit the excitement His miracles are creating, but to no avail. Multitudes will begin swarming around Him with only one thing on their minds: personal benefit. Their admiration will soar and so will their astonishment, even though He will make claims that from another person would bring a death sentence. These are overlooked by those Jesus is healing and delivering, while the remainder are happy simply to be entertained by the dramatic displays of power. 

			The throngs will be such an integral part of Jesus’s experience that all four Gospel writers will make repeated references to the “large crowds” (Matt. 20:29; Mark 5:21; Luke 14:25; John 6:2). Mobs will follow them everywhere, giving them no reprieve, making it impossible for Jesus and His disciples to even eat or rest (Mark 1:33, 2:2–4, 3:20; 7:24). Sometimes they will become so unwieldy and insistent they will pose a threat to Him and to others (Matt. 4:25; Mark 3:7–10, 4:1, 5:24–31, 6:54–56). Toward the end He will need to hide Himself from them to be alone with His disciples (Mark 9:30).

			As the crowds swarm around Him in a frenzy of adulation and need, Jesus will begin making it increasingly apparent that though He is the long-awaited Messiah, His mission is not what they expect or want. He will not make any concessions to national self-interest, nor will He fear confronting their deepest prejudices. But in the multitude’s enthusiasm over the extraordinary feats performed by this young rabbi, they look past these awkward incidents and His perplexing—possibly blasphemous—statements.

			Q

			Jesus leaves Nazareth having felt the sting of rejection from His hometown. This is the last time He will make an official visit there. He sets up His base of operations in Capernaum (Matt. 4:12–13), perhaps moving into the home of Chuza and Joanna who have become ardent believers following their son’s healing (John 4:53). For the next two years it will be regarded as Jesus’s home (Mark 2:1).

			This town on the shores of the Sea of Galilee is much larger than Nazareth twenty miles away. Due to its size, it warrants a garrison of soldiers and a major customhouse where the yearly taxes are collected. It does not appear that Mary or the rest of Jesus’s family follow Him. It is at this point that the fishermen in His small band (Peter, Andrew, James, and John) return to their nets in their hometown of Bethsaida.

			Mark, highlighting Jesus’s ceaseless activity, says that “as soon as” the Sabbath came He began to teach in the local synagogue. The synagogue was recently constructed, funded by the centurion in charge of the garrison.

			Since it is the Sabbath, James and John accompany Him. The teaching amazes His listeners (Mark 1:21–22). What so astonishes them is that, unlike all the other religious experts they have heard, Jesus teaches with “authority.” His style is unique. He makes no appeal to rabbinic authorities and does not seek to impress or convince by finely parsed words or clever feats of logic.

			Their response is more intense than that of Jesus’s hometown crowd who “marveled.” Mark uses the term ekplesso, which means to be thunderstruck. The Gospel writers use this term thirteen times. From the beginning to the end of His life, as Jesus travels the length and breadth of Israel, the favorable response of the crowd will move along a continuum of admiration: from amazement to utter astonishment. Then slowly their mood will shift, and early on a Friday morning, it will blacken catastrophically.

			These words reveal that those who watched and listened to Jesus were fascinated time and again by the incredible miracles and the irrefutable logic of His teaching. However, the impression He made on them was merely superficial. It did not bring about a true repentance marked by a new direction of life and an absolute loyalty to a new Lord.

			While most of the congregation finds Jesus’s forthrightness refreshing, one person seems to be repulsed by it. He is a man possessed by unclean spirits. These polluting demons are so provoked by the categorical words of Jesus that they shriek out a question: “What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth?” (Mark 1:24).

			The volume, as well as the pitch of the words, stuns the congregation. It is an inviolable rule of synagogue etiquette that the people listen in absolute silence until the teaching is finished. Even more shocking is the unearthly, inhuman tone characteristic of the demonic. It sends shivers up the backs of everyone in the room.

			“Have you come to destroy us?” they bluster. What they mean is this: “Is it Your intent to launch a violent attack against the dark realm and annihilate it?”

			But the demons have already revealed their vulnerability. By screaming out in derision, they have surrendered their greatest strength: their cover. They have been so overcome by the presence of Jesus that they momentarily lose all restraint and irrationally leap out into the open. Like frightened lizards they rush out into the middle of the road only to be exposed to the talons of the circling hawk.

			These words give a rare but crucial glimpse into the reality that hides behind the facade of the material world. The demons see what the Jews cannot. They know who Jesus is and they know why He has come: to expose, expel, and replace the kingdom of darkness with the kingdom of light. They fear that they and their destructive works are a part of the darkness scheduled for eradication.

			For the next two years Jesus will refer to Satan as the one who is the real—though unseen—power behind the hatred He will face and the evil He has been sent to overcome. The demons nearly give away the whole plot. This is why Jesus will muzzle them so forcefully. They recognize that Jesus has not come in peace, at least not toward the spiritual world. Jesus is a man of war leading an attack to finish, once and for all, a war that began thousands of years earlier in a beautiful garden. But He will be the one to make this clear, not His terrified enemies.

			What this encounter demonstrates is that Jesus’s primary adversary is not a nation or an institution. It is a spiritual being, Satan, who rules a kingdom filled with subjects that are arrayed in opposition to His Father’s kingdom. Thus, behind every provocative act, Jesus will be issuing a direct challenge to the reigning spiritual power cunningly hidden behind a facade of religious structures and dutiful compliance. It is this settled antagonism that provokes the loathing of the religious leaders who will eventually poison the crowd crying out for His blood.

			Not waiting for an answer, the demon keeps spewing, blurting out the information he has been given: “I know who you are—the Holy One of God!” (Mark 1:24).

			This is too much information and Jesus is not ready for it to be broadcast, much less by a spirit whose stock-in-trade is perversion. He issues a gag order: “Be quiet!” He barks in a voice that will brook no opposition. “Come out of him!” (Mark 1:25).

			Jesus cannot allow this testimony to stand. He will not provide even tacit support to what will soon become the Pharisees’ favorite accusation—that He is in league with the Devil. The demon who is impotent against superior spiritual power, but doesn’t want to give up without some kind of a fight, shakes the man violently and then exits screaming.

			If the crowd was amazed before, they are now stupefied (Mark 1:27). Again, what they find so compelling is the unusual confidence of this rabbi. He is not borrowing support from this tractate or that scribal commentary. Nothing He says needs to be nuanced and qualified as do the scribes and experts in the Law. Unlike every other teacher, He speaks with boldness, conviction, and certainty, and He makes it clear that He does not need anybody to prop up His teachings. It is breathtaking while, at the same moment, not a little disconcerting.

			At the conclusion of the Sabbath service, James and John take Jesus to Peter’s home, where he and his brother Andrew are caring for Peter’s mother-in-law. Luke tells us that she had a “high fever” (Luke 4:38).

			Here we have more evidence of the Gospel writers’ accuracy and attention to factual detail. As a doctor, Luke has medical knowledge that the other writers are not privy to. In ancient medical writings there are two types of fever. Here Luke has selected the most serious: puretow megalow—“a severe fever.”1 With an authoritative command He rebukes the illness and it leaves (abandons) her immediately (Luke 4:39).

			The next day, sometime between three and six a.m. “while it was still dark” (Mark 1:35), Jesus goes off alone to pray. He needs to be with His Father. Peter and the others find Him and they travel to a nearby village where they are met by a man with a skin disease. While the other writers describe him generically as a leper (Matt. 8:2; Mark 1:40), Luke uses the medical term plyrys indicating the diagnosis: he was “covered with leprosy” (Luke 5:12).

			It is the first time that Jesus addresses this stigmatizing disease. Lepers were required to put on torn clothes, wear their hair uncombed, and shout out “Unclean! Unclean!” to protect others from defilement (Lev. 13:45). To avoid contamination one needed to maintain a distance of at least six feet.2

			The sight of this man and the horrible stigma that has cursed him moves Jesus profoundly—He is “filled with compassion” (Mark 1:41, footnote). Undeterred by the purity code, He reaches out to touch the leper and issues a simple command: “Be clean!”

			Immediately the man is completely healed. Jesus then sternly admonishes him to keep silent, but he can’t keep the good news to himself. Soon the crowds are so large they make it impossible to navigate through the villages. Jesus is forced to remain outside “in lonely places” (Mark 1:45). Their excitement reaches such a fever pitch that many times they try to forcibly keep Him from leaving (Luke 4:42).

			Throughout these early years of ministry Jesus will make repeated and concerted attempts to limit His notoriety. Over and over He will instruct those who have been healed not to publicize the experience.3

			This ran directly contrary to the Jewish nationalist narrative, which expected the Messiah to come with great pomp and circumstance. But Jesus was not seeking to win a popularity contest. And pragmatically, He was also limiting the logistical problems that notoriety would bring.

			But there was more than mere pragmatism at play. Jesus knew that miracles would stir up the deeply entrenched self-interest that turned the focus away from who He was to what He could do. Their danger was that they lent support to the expectations centered on messianic power bringing material, physical, and political benefits. Thus Jesus urged silence to limit the demands for temporary relief—the relief would serve only to obscure the depth of the crowd’s actual need.

			Though the frenzy has forced Jesus into the desert, this does not solve the problem, and the mob continues to swell. Thousands are flocking to Him from every region in and around Israel and are coming from as far away as Syria to the north (Matt. 4:24–25). His popularity continues to soar as He heals every kind of illness and brings deliverance to all those afflicted with evil spirits. The demons come out shouting: “You are the Son of God!” Each time, Jesus rebukes them and tells them to be quiet (Luke 4:41).

			Having made an extended circuit of Galilee that lasted several months, Jesus is heading back to Capernaum. Since His friends have once again gone back to their boats He makes His way to the Sea of Galilee to find them. It is morning, and Peter, along with his business partners, James and John, are tossing their nets off the sides of their boats to clean them of stones, sand, and debris. They are tired and frustrated after a long and unsuccessful night of fishing.

			To escape the press of the crowd, Jesus climbs into Peter’s boat and teaches from there. When His friends are ready to fold everything up and go to their homes to rest, Jesus asks Peter to head back out onto the lake. Peter is tired, frustrated, and lets Jesus know that he will comply but only reluctantly. The nets he has just cleaned are again thrown overboard, but this time the catch is so great it threatens to sink both his boat and that of his partners. Peter is ashamed at his lack of faith and falls on his knees: “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man,” he cries, knowing that this rabbi who can see into the depths of the sea can also see all that is in his heart.

			Part of his embarrassment is having failed to follow through when Jesus issued the original call to become His talmid months earlier. He knows that the intent of the command, “Follow me” (Mark 1:17), was a call to become this rabbi’s permanent disciple. But this he failed to do. He had chosen his family and financial obligations in place of the call. After emptying their nets, the three friends leave everything to follow Jesus.

			Some time passes while the group travels through Galilee. When winter comes they return to Capernaum. The multitude is so insistent on being healed that thousands press in trying to touch Jesus. To avoid being crushed, Jesus begins teaching the crowd from a boat several feet from shore (Mark 3:8–10).

			It becomes too cold outside so He moves into a house, possibly the one that belongs to Peter. Four friends carrying a paralytic arrive late to the meeting. The throng is so large it has blocked all the entrances. They take the stairs up to the flat roof over the covered gallery that encircles the courtyard. They quickly pull off the tiles and lower their friend down in front of Jesus.

			Impressed by their dogged faith, Jesus decides the time is ripe to unveil the essential core of His ministry. Rather than proceeding to heal the man, He matches the dramatic entrance with some drama of His own.

			Looking down at the young paralytic He says, “Son, your sins are forgiven” (Mark 2:5).

			These words transfix the audience. Jesus has just claimed to have Godlike powers. Scattered around the large room are religious teachers whose curiosity has drawn them from all parts of the nation (Luke 5:17). Their opposition to Jesus has not yet hardened into murderous resistance, so rather than speak their mind, they only mutter to themselves: “Who is this fellow who speaks blasphemy? Who can forgive sins but God alone?” (Luke 5:21).

			While they do not think it appropriate to make a scene, Jesus apparently disagrees. “Immediately Jesus knew in his spirit that this was what they were thinking in their hearts” (Mark 2:8). He opts for the most confrontational alternative and launches an offensive by exposing publicly what these religious leaders are thinking.

			He tells them that He is aware of their secret accusation and intends to do something much more demanding than utter easy platitudes of forgiveness. He is going to speak a healing word, which is infinitely more difficult (from the human perspective), since it requires empirical verification. The point Jesus is making is that if He has authority to do the “harder” work of public healing, this proves He has authority to do that which is “easier,” forgive private sins (Mark 2:9–11).

			Jesus turns to the paralytic and issues three brief commands: “I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home” (Luke 5:24).

			As the man elbows his way through the packed room, Mark uses an intense word, existeimi, to describe their response: they are “out of their minds” with astonishment (see Mark 2:12). For the first time there is something more than amazement in the crowd’s reaction. Luke tells us that “they were filled with awe” (Luke 5:26). Creeping into the onlookers is a thrill of excitement mixed with fear.

			Jesus is slowly undermining and expanding the messianic expectations of His followers. By refusing to cite authorities to buttress His teaching, by touching and healing lepers, by ignoring traditional Sabbath restrictions, and by pronouncing the forgiveness of sins, He is announcing—albeit indirectly—His true identity. Since Jesus is on His own schedule He is also shutting the mouths of demons intent on prematurely divulging His secret. He will reveal who He is, in His own time and in His own way.

			But the time for that has not yet come.

			He has violated religious convention and infuriated those in the religion business; now Jesus proceeds to transgress the social code. He has already invited fishermen with unimpressive educational credentials to be His disciples. Next He issues the call to a despised tax collector named Matthew Levi. Matthew accepts immediately and throws a lavish dinner to celebrate the occasion. 

			Being from Galilee, Matthew has two names. Subsequently, the Gospel writers will drop “Levi,” his purely Jewish name, and retain the Galilean “Matthew.”

			Matthew makes a very good living collaborating with the Romans, better than other lesser tax gatherers. He is a Mokhes, a customhouse official (Mark 2:14). Tax collectors were universally despised, but none more so than men like Matthew who collected taxes that were not fixed. Given their notoriety for poor character, they were disqualified from serving as judges or witnesses. But Jesus is not put off by their poor reputation. He gladly attends the banquet in the company of other equally disreputable friends (Mark 2:16).

			Similar to Luke, who denies being an eyewitness, Matthew does not puff up his own credentials, which is contrary to literary protocol. There could scarcely be anyone less credible to a Jew than a Mokhes, whose wealth came from exacting taxes that were not limited. Beyond taxing imports and exports, along with harbor and ship dues, they could exact payment for the number of axles and wheels, types and size of carriers, crossing bridges, entering markets, as well as all manner of license fees. The resentment of the populace was further inflamed by their practice of requiring travelers to unload their pack animals and examine every package for purposes of imposing additional taxes.4

			Intent on avoiding contamination, the Pharisees and teachers of the Law confront the disciples outside Matthew’s house. They demand to know how a respectable teacher of the Torah could sully Himself by breaking bread with such refuse (Mark 2:16). Though they are standing outside the open courtyard, their snide inquiry can be easily heard inside. Overhearing them, Jesus turns and answers: “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance” (Luke 5:31–32).

			The Pharisees have tried to shame Jesus’s disciples by exposing the deficits of their teacher (Matt. 9:11). Jesus issues a backhanded rebuke. According to the Pharisees, Levi and his friends are “unhealthy,” and since the role of spiritual leaders is to address the spiritual maladies of the “sick,” Jesus is taking on the role they have vacated. Do they not know that in order for a doctor to be effective he has to draw close to his patient? So then on what basis can they justify keeping themselves at a distance from those needing their help to become “righteous”?

			Jesus does not contradict their religious snobbery by proclaiming its opposite: unconditional inclusivity. Rather than declaring that exclusivity is wrong, He turns the tables on them by agreeing that though there is an in and out group, they are the ones on the outside. They are the ones who are shut out of the party, not these “sinners” whom they despise. Their error is not that they believe in an inner circle, but that they assume they are members.

			He dismisses them curtly: “But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice’” (Matt. 9:13). The teachers of the Law slink away. The air above their heads is turning blue with spewed curses and impotent threats.

			While Jesus has been feasting, the disciples of John have been fasting.

			This would indicate that Matthew is hosting this party on a Monday or Thursday, the days appointed for public fasts. These were selected since Moses was supposed to have gone up to receive the replacement tablets of the Law on the fifth day of the week and came down on the second day of the week.5

			John’s disciples join the Pharisees, with whom they share an affinity on such matters. They believe that fasting is capable of averting God’s anger and provides protection from calamities.

			Jesus heightens their sense of religious outrage by telling them a parable that illustrates that Judaism with its rabbinic codes and burdensome regulations is worn out. His teaching, on the other hand, is like a brand-new cloth that cannot be used to repair the holes in that fraying system. He has come with a fresh, supple wineskin that is far superior to the obsolete structure that has grown brittle and useless (Luke 5:36–37).

			And what is more, Jesus has come with fresh, sparkling wine that will burst the archaic structures. The new wine He is bringing is so fresh, so sweet, and so potent, it requires an entirely new container. But He warns that those devoted to the old structures will have nothing to do with it, for they will insist loudly that “the old is better” (Luke 5:39).

			This stubborn insistence, He is warning them, will have lethal consequences.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 9

			Widening the Breach

			Jesus has no illusions about the number of people who are being drawn to Him. He knows that they are motivated mostly by curiosity or self-interest. He reads it in their faces and in their hearts. Their hunger is not for transformation, cleansing, and redemption. They have no real sense of spiritual need, since their confidence is in their racial identity and their dutiful compliance with tradition. As Jews they presume that they are in the inner circle of God’s favor; it is the heathen who do not have the Law who are on the outside. It is Gentiles who face judgment, not pious Jews.

			This is the fundamental error Jesus sets out to address and correct. And it will provide one more justification for the crowd’s brutal about-face outside Herod’s palace.

			Q

			While Jesus has officially called four men to be part of His band, many others have come and gone voluntarily during this first year of His public ministry. Now that the battle lines are becoming more volatile, it is time to appoint twelve who will comprise His inner circle. He will call these handpicked students “apostles” (Luke 6:13). They are ambassadors who, when He is gone, will speak on His behalf to the world. They will also provide a very practical service. They will help with crowd control, a crucial task given that sometimes the crowds insisting on touching Jesus will easily exceed ten thousand people (Mark 6:44). 

			It is around January AD 28 and Jesus has little more than two years left to adequately prepare them to take over when He is gone. And their most important task is to be with Him. This close friendship will be the basis on which they will develop the ability to preach effectively and directly confront and expel the powers of darkness (Mark 3:13–19).

			He selects three sets of brothers: Peter and Andrew, James and John, the sons of Zebedee (“the sons of thunder”), and Judas (Thaddaeus) and James. The remaining six are Philip, Bartholomew (Nathanael), Matthew, Thomas, Simon the Zealot, and Judas Iscariot (Mark 3:16–19; Luke 6:14–16). All are Galileans except for Judas, who comes from Judea. It is very probable that the mother of James and John was Mary’s sister Salome, and that Simon was the son of Clopas the brother of Joseph. Thus three of the Twelve are first cousins of Jesus.

			The selection process has taken place on top of one of the mountain ridges to the north of Capernaum. As Jesus is coming down the slope with His twelve disciples, they are met by a large crowd from all over Judea. This includes people from the coastal towns of Tyre and Sidon in Phoenicia, far to the north. Since “power was coming from him” (Luke 6:17–19), they are intent on touching Him. They want healing for their illnesses and deliverance from demonic influence.

			After their needs are addressed Jesus sits down on a plateau on the side of the mount and begins to teach. He starts conventionally enough. In nine beatitudes He describes essential qualities that distinguish those who are truly His followers from those who are not. None of the descriptions causes much of a stir.

			Eyebrows do go up, however, when He describes the entrants to the kingdom of heaven. The only ones getting in, He says, are those whose righteousness exceeds the righteousness of the Pharisees, whose fastidious devotion to law-keeping is notorious (Matt. 5:20).

			Such was their obsessive dedication to the minutiae of keeping the Law that they were widely condemned by the rabbis for intentionally making the Law “heavy.” In fact, many of the teachers of the Law kept their distance from them due to their extremism and mockingly referred to “the plague of the Pharisees.”1

			His listeners assume He is using hyperbole since the Pharisees represent the epitome of Jewish piety. If Jesus were to be taken seriously He would in essence be saying that entrance into the kingdom is impossible for the common person. But the rabbis have taught the large crowd that entrance, at least theoretically, is within the power of any Jew who keeps the Law. So, they dismiss the most scandalous thing Jesus will ever teach—that it is not those who do good but those who are “perfect” who can be saved (Matt. 5:48). Only He can bring the internal transformation that purifies the heart so that the motivation matches the conduct.

			Eventually, they will come to realize that Jesus meant every word He spoke, including this one. It will come as a great shock when they realize that Jesus is saying that salvation is out of reach for everyone, including the dutiful Jew. It will infuriate them when it finally sinks in that, according to Jesus, the kingdom is not a reward for merit but is open only to those who have repented. Those who have had a fundamental change of heart, who have a birth from above, who have humbled themselves and become like a child, who have believed in Him, have submitted wholeheartedly to Him and His ways, and have renounced their own efforts to be worthy.

			Jesus continues by doing something no Jewish teacher has the temerity to do. He takes an accepted Mosaic or rabbinic command and then, without quoting anybody in support, gives His personal expanded reinterpretation. The formula He uses is this: “You have heard it said … but I tell you.…”

			For Jews accustomed to nuanced teachings from doctors of the Law who dare not position themselves without pulling a cart full of rabbinic precedents behind them, this is also a little alarming. And in His discussion of hating enemies Jesus even sounds as if He is directly contradicting accepted rabbinic teaching (Matt. 5:43–44). Though fresh and invigorating, this could also be interpreted as arrogance of the highest sort. Not content to use this rather brash rhetorical device for novelty’s sake, He repeats it six times.

			After issuing woes on the five categories of people that Jews believe to be the most blessed (Luke 6:24–26), Jesus takes a rabbinic teaching and turns it on its head. The Jews are well aware of the divine commandment to love their neighbor (Lev. 19:18), but they have been taught that this injunction applies only to fellow Jews. Usually this was narrowed even further to countrymen who were regarded as “worthy.”

			Jesus rejects this national preferentialism and declares that love must be extended even to their enemies—to those who hate, curse, and mistreat them (Luke 6:27–28). This, of course, is a veiled reference to the detested Romans. As God does not restrict His kindness to those who love Him in return—but is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked—neither should they (Luke 6:35–36). With these statements Jesus has issued a severe critique of Jewish presumption and self-interest.

			He then expands on the type of righteousness His disciples will exhibit. In doing so He distinguishes it from that of the Pharisees, whom they revere. Rather than showing the Pharisees esteem, He calls them hypocrites three times and exposes the sordid motives hidden behind their pious facades.

			Most in His audience would have been aware of the Golden Rule, however, Jesus did something with it that had never been done before. Their beloved Rabbi Hillel had taught it as a negative command: “What is hateful to thee, do not to another. This is the whole Law, all else is only its explanation.”2

			Jesus turned it into a positive law of active love: “Do to others what you would have them do to you” (Matt. 7:12).

			A perfect man is not one who avoids negative behavior but one who consistently chooses to show others the same depth of concern, sacrificial care, and respect that one expects to be shown. And as Jesus has already made plain, this applies to those who least deserve it—the evil, the unrighteous, the enemies who are so easy to hate. No one appreciates that with these words Jesus is flipping their Israel-centered worldview upside down. In approximately twelve months His followers will be incapable of ignoring the shocking implications of this teaching.

			As He is winding up this lengthy discourse, Jesus again shrinks down the size of the inner circle. The way to death, He says, is broad and most people are on it, but the pathway to life and the gate to enter it are narrow (Matt. 7:13–14). The few who are saved is not an uncommon topic among the rabbis but they are so confident in their own merits that this does not do much to disturb them.

			Jesus’s Jewish audience would have expected the broad road to be the one the Gentiles were on and the narrow way to be the way of the Torah. Those sitting on the side of the mountain listening to Jesus would wonder why He does not make these common racial distinctions. What rankles is that He seems to be lumping all races into an undifferentiated mass heading for destruction.

			One more time Jesus takes on religious teachers whom He calls “false prophets” and “ferocious wolves” cloaked in sheep’s wool (Matt. 7:15). He claims that they are bad trees bearing harmful fruit; they are cut down and thrown into the fire (Matt. 7:19). Jesus is here virtually quoting His cousin John. This is His third reference to severe judgment and each time He has been referring to Jews.

			Taking audacity to a dangerous pitch Jesus moves from hell to heaven. He claims to be the one who guards the entrance to the kingdom of heaven. Whoever wants to get in has to come to Him first and present his or her case. This was an honor that Moses or the patriarchs might conceivably claim, certainly not a young rabbi from unknown parts with no academic pedigree.

			Jesus seems oblivious to the discomfort His words have produced. He explains that on the day of judgment, He will deny entrance to many who believe themselves worthy: “I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’” (Matt. 7:22–23).

			Only someone who is mentally unstable would claim the authority that Jesus does. Nobody but God has the right to single-handedly exclude those seeking to get into heaven. And what is more, Jesus has just declared that only His friends are going to get in. The most amazing thing is that nobody laughed—apparently everybody took Him seriously.

			Renowned author and literary critic C. S. Lewis observed that in Jesus we find “shrewdness, intolerable severity, and irresistible tenderness. So strong is the flavor of the personality that, even while He says things which, on any other assumption than that of the Divine Incarnation in the fullest sense, would be appallingly arrogant, yet we—and many unbelievers too—accept Him at His own valuation when He says ‘I am meek and lowly of heart.’”3

			In His conclusion He again uses a parable to differentiate two distinct groups: the wise who take His words to heart and seek to live by them, and the foolish who ignore them to their own destruction. When the winds of misfortune blow, the wise man’s house stands while the foolish man’s will fall “with a great crash” (Matt. 7:27).

			From this time forward Jesus will repeatedly describe His audience, and humanity in general, as divided into two antithetical groups. It will become painfully obvious that when Jesus looks out at His hearers He sees a line of demarcation running through it. And as He has already made clear, the majority is on the broad pathway to destruction, while only the few on the narrow road are heading toward life.

			During Jesus’s two-year ministry He will use more than fifty terms to underline these antithetical categories: the evil and the good (Matt. 5:45), the wise and the foolish (Matt. 7:24–26), the wicked and the righteous (Matt. 13:49), the healthy and the unhealthy (Matt. 9:12). He will contrast the many on the way to destruction with the few on the path to life (Matt. 7:13–14), as well as distinguish those who do evil from those who do good (John 5:29). He will use the metaphors of trees, seed, and fish that are either good or bad (Matt. 7:18; 13:24–42, 13:47–50). He will distinguish sheep from goats (Matt. 25:32), those born of the spirit from those born of the flesh (John 3:3–6), and most pointedly, those who are Abraham’s children from those who are the Devil’s (John 8:39, 44). Whatever figure of speech He will choose, the line will ultimately be drawn between those who believe, receive, or accept Him, and those who do not.

			Jesus has ended His extensive sermon on the uncomfortable theme of division and an ominous warning of potential ruin. There is grave danger ahead: the foolish who refuse to obey His words will find that the waters and the winds of judgment buffeting them so fiercely that, like a house with a sandy foundation, they will be knocked over and fatally destroyed (Matt. 7:26–27). When He is finished, possibly because they have misunderstood most of what He says, the crowd does not leave angry but “amazed.”

			On the way back to Capernaum Jesus meets a leper who falls on his face in front of Him. He declares his confidence that if Jesus is willing He can heal his disease (Matt. 8:2). Jesus reaches out His hand and places it on this most unclean of persons and heals him immediately. The man stands and Jesus admonishes him to keep the miracle a secret.

			As Jesus enters the town, distinguished men of the community accost Him. They demand a favor on behalf of a heathen centurion who does not feel worthy to make the request himself. This is the only occasion in the Gospels that Jewish leaders advocate on behalf of a Gentile. This man had won their appreciation by sponsoring the construction of the local synagogue. They want Jesus to heal the centurion’s servant who is extremely sick with palsy.

			On the way to his house, concern over the worsening of his servant’s condition causes the centurion to come to Jesus (Luke 7:6). He approaches and explains that his servant is paralyzed and “suffering terribly” (Matt. 8:6). He confesses that he does not deserve to have Jesus enter his home, yet he also recognizes authority when he sees it. “But just say the word, and my servant will be healed,” he says (Matt. 8:8).

			When Jesus heard this He was “amazed” (Matt. 8:10). Once before He was astounded, but that time, it was by the unbelief of His hometown.

			Jesus looks away from this soldier with his admirable, childlike faith and turns to address the mass of people who have followed Him down off the mountain. This Gentile has given Jesus an opportunity to make a point of His own. He stares into their faces and tells them that there will be multitudes (“just like you”) streaming to the feast with the patriarchs in the kingdom of heaven.

			This is comforting but the comfort is fleeting for He goes on to say that (“unlike you”) these will not be members of the Jewish nation (Matt. 8:11). He shocks them further by saying that in that day, those who are Jews—“subjects of the kingdom”—who assume they’re on the inside track, will instead “be thrown outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 8:12).

			These are harsh, outrageous words no matter how you spin it. And there are no Pharisees within earshot to justify the hostility. With this one phrase, Jesus has overturned centuries of rabbinic tradition that assured the Jews that at the Final Feast, the Gentiles would be excluded and consigned to Gehenna, the place of eternal torment, whereas the circumcised would be kept safe.

			A tense silence falls over the milling crowd as they try to digest this unexpected rebuke. Jesus does not soften the blow. He gives no context for words that have stung His followers. He does not tell them that as He looks about Himself, He can already see the similar expressions many of them will display in Jerusalem two years later.

			They begin to turn away and head back to their homes feeling ill-treated and a little humiliated. They have spent an entire day listening and approving a very innovative teacher only to have Him turn on them and claim that the Gentiles will be better off than they. Only the few who haven’t yet left hear Jesus tell the centurion: “Go! Let it be done just as you believed it would” (Matt. 8:13).

			Now the remainder of the crowd filters off. They have been in the sun all day and aren’t sure whether it is the heat or those last comments from the rabbi that have left them feeling so disoriented. They came with high expectations but are returning home like chastened children.

			But not everyone is fuming. In Capernaum the centurion finds his servant in perfect health. In another house, a man is leaping and shouting, falling over himself in excitement as he pulls off his rags to demonstrate his perfectly clean skin to family members he has not been allowed to approach for years.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 10

			Distancing Allies

			John the Baptizer had shocked the crowds by warning them that the Messiah was coming on a strange and unexpected mission. He would not be carrying a shepherd’s crook but an ax to cut down unfruitful trees and a winnowing fork to separate wheat from chaff. And to deepen the scandal, rather than using His ax and winnowing fork against the Gentiles, He would turn them on pious Jews. Little did John know that this warning was meant for him as well. He would also be sifted and weighed. In the kingdom Jesus came to establish, no one would be exempt from painful exposure and rigid examination.

			Jesus wants it known that neither He nor the Father is playing favorites. No one receives a free pass, regardless of birth, status, or relationship to Him. Entrance into the kingdom cannot be earned, bought, or bribed. All stand on the same footing and get in through the same narrow door. For people raised to presume on God’s favor and their own exceptionalism, this will create incredible dissonance and an unforgivable offense.

			Q

			Some time later (probably in autumn, AD 28), Jesus returns to Jerusalem for “one of the Jewish festivals” (John 5:1). The days are short, the land is lush, and trees are laden with fruit. It is either August during the minor Feast of Wood—a time that the Israelites brought in the wood for the burnt offerings, or it is September, the Feast of Trumpets marking the beginning of the new year.

			It has been half a year since the cleansing of the temple and Jesus is intent on emphasizing the radical divide between His teaching and that of the rabbis. When the Sabbath arrives He strolls past the pool of Bethesda, “the house of bubbling springs.” It is enclosed within five porches, and is adjacent to the Sheep Gate by which sacrificial animals enter the temple compound.

			The pool throngs with multitudes of sick people drawn in by the legend that whenever an angel stirs the water, the first to get in will be healed. Jesus walks around and notices a man lying on a mat. It is his solitariness that attracts Jesus’s attention. Jesus hears that the man has been severely crippled for thirty-eight years—nobody ever helps him into the water (John 5:3–5). Someone has brought him there every day but left him alone.

			“Do you want to get well?” Jesus asks him.

			The man’s bitterness is evident in his complaint that no one has bothered to help him get into the water. He does not ask for healing since he does not know to whom He is talking. Jesus is not deterred; out of compassion He chooses to make Him well.

			“Get up!” He commands. “Pick up your mat and walk” (John 5:8).

			Instantly the man is healed. Though such work is prohibited on the Sabbath, he follows Jesus’s instructions and rolls up his bed, sets it on his shoulder, and walks away.

			Since the religious leaders are probably still caught up with the Sabbath services in the temple and synagogues, this violation goes unnoticed. But as the grinning man walks jauntily through the crowds, he attracts their attention. They swarm around him, furious at this blatant violation of their detailed code. Their interrogation goes nowhere since this Sabbath violator has no idea who healed him (John 5:10–13).

			Later that day Jesus finds the man in the temple. He introduces Himself and then issues another command: “Stop sinning or something worse may happen to you” (John 5:14).

			Jesus is putting the man on notice that He is aware of the root cause of the man’s condition and continuing in that sin will have unimaginable consequences. Though it is obvious the leaders intend to take Jesus to task, the man makes it a point to inform his interrogators who it was who healed him.

			Sabbath keeping was at the summit of the rabbinic hierarchy of priorities. They viewed the fourth commandment, rightfully, as absolutely essential for maintaining the uniqueness of the Jewish religion. It was therefore jealously guarded by Israel’s teachers intent on keeping the nation from being seduced by the idolatrous worship of its neighbors. However, by the time of Jesus, the prohibitions around it had swallowed up its gracious intent. So, by encouraging the man to carry his pallet, Jesus had struck a blow at the heart of their system of works righteousness. Not surprisingly, they are infuriated and attack Him. 

			In response He tells them, “My Father is always at His work to this very day, and I too am working” (John 5:17).

			For the first time Jesus is issuing a public declaration that He is equal with God. The leaders are livid but do not yet feel secure enough to confront this wildly popular teacher. It has become obvious to them that this Galilean who shows such little regard for the minutiae of rabbinic regulations could not possibly be the Messiah.

			It becomes apparent that, for a while now, these powerful men have been holding secret discussions about how to get rid of this infuriating young rabbi. It is this seeming blasphemy that pushes them over the edge. They decide to get serious about arranging His death (John 5:18).

			Jesus proceeds without hesitation. Either on the same or the following Sabbath, He again encourages another breach of the fourth commandment.

			While walking through a field, Jesus’s disciples break three rabbinic prohibitions against working. They pluck stalks of wheat (“harvesting”), they rub the kernels (“threshing”), and blow off the chaff (“winnowing”). When the Pharisees again attack, Jesus reminds them that David ate temple showbread reserved for priests to avoid starvation, and that priests do all kinds of work with impunity on the Sabbath (Mark 2:25–26).

			Jesus turns up the heat by asserting He is greater than King David and those priests who get a free pass to work on the Sabbath. He says something else provocative as well: “I tell you that something greater than the temple is here” (Matt. 12:6). What is more, He chastises them for being so intent on upholding secondary legal principles that they overlook the Law’s primary demand for mercy (Matt. 12:7).

			What makes Jesus so angry is that the rabbis generate innumerable regulations to avoid Sabbath labor, which only worsens the crushing burden on their fellow Israelites. These extra regulations are actually so heavy that even those who promulgate them require special exemptions to bear them. Their devotion to the letter makes them blind to the spirit of the Law, which pulses with an insistence on justice and mercy. The Law is meant to lift heavy burdens, not impose until the back breaks.

			In a statement that is guaranteed to drive His enemies into a frenzy, Jesus declares: “So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath” (Mark 2:28).

			Jesus has just informed them that that the reason He has authority to interpret or set aside their petty religious codes is that He is not the servant of the Sabbath (as they are), but its master. This statement is so extreme it seems to smother and paralyze His detractors. They have had the wind knocked out of them.

			Jesus and His disciples return to Galilee and take a day’s walk (about twenty-five miles) south from Capernaum to Nain. As usual, a multitude is bunched around them. It is evening, and as He approaches the gates of the town, He hears the loud keening that is the characteristic accompaniment of a funeral procession. They move aside for the sad file headed by a widow whose only son has died. She is moaning bitterly. In describing her bereavement, Jesus feels the depth of this woman’s pain and, in contrast to the common formula encouraging mourners to “Weep with him all you who are bitter of heart,” He tells her not to cry. He approaches the wicker basket that serves as a bier and touches it, despite rabbinic injunctions prohibiting such contact. He then speaks to the wrapped body inside: “Young man, I say to you, get up!” (Luke 7:14).

			Everyone stares at Jesus in disbelief; they are stunned when they see the bound body move. They gasp and the bereaved mother drops to her knees as her son sits up. The cloth covering his face falls away and he begins to talk to those nearby. Awe mixed with fear floods the mourners who conclude that finally—after more than four centuries—God has sent Israel another prophet “to help his people” (Luke 7:16).

			John the Baptizer is informed about Jesus’s works. For ten months he has been held in a dungeon inside Herod’s fortress, three days’ journey southeast of Jerusalem on the eastern shore of the Dead Sea. This wicked ruler has exhibited the erratic behavior of one who is torn in opposite directions. While he and his wife were infuriated by John’s meddling into their personal affairs, due to his extreme popularity among the people Herod cannot simply get rid of him. And to make matters more complicated, he finds much in John’s character and teaching that he admires (Mark 6:20).

			After these months languishing in prison John is no longer able to fend off the plague of doubts assaulting him. So much of what he has been hearing about Jesus’s ministry contradicted his expectations. And he cannot understand why Jesus has ignored his suffering. If He were here to save Israel and establish God’s kingdom, why had He not made any attempt to free His herald? John can no longer ignore the doubts: had he been mistaken? 

			This story about the unbelief of the hero’s principal supporter is another indicator of the Gospel’s reliability. It is unheard of that the mythical champion’s ambassador would lose faith in him. Everything included in ancient legend is intended to increase confidence in the hero, not decrease it. This is not the narrative stuff of which legends are crafted.

			John sends some disciples to obtain some reassurance. When they arrive, Jesus is somewhere on the outskirts of Capernaum curing diseases, casting out evil spirits, and giving sight to many who are blind (Luke 7:21). For John’s disciples anxious for the release of their leader it was probably a great disappointment. They saw nothing that would indicate the beginning of a national liberation movement. 

			At some point Jesus pulls away from the insistent demands of the throng to listen to their question: “Are you the one who is to come, or should we expect someone else?” (Luke 7:20).

			In response, Jesus points to the raucous mob that is milling about, either crying out for attention or praising God for hearing their cries for mercy. He wants them to see the answer before He gives it to them. He then tells them to go back to His despondent cousin and tell him what they have seen.

			He wants them to report that “the blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is proclaimed to the poor” (Luke 7:22).

			Jesus is confirming the content of John’s preaching and his identification of Jesus as the Messiah. As John had promised the crowd by the river, the Messiah was in fact winnowing out the enemies oppressing His people. The ax was assuredly being laid to the root of their power base, but He is clarifying their identity. John should not lose hope, for the real enemies (sin, Satan, and all his evil works) are being challenged, exposed, and expelled. Death itself—the greatest foe—is also being defeated.

			As John’s disciples are about to leave, He adds a tenth beatitude: “Blessed is anyone who does not stumble on account of me” (Luke 7:23).

			The word He uses comes from the verb skandalizo. It is both a warning and a plea. He is urging John not to become hurt or to fatally stumble over Him. Jesus is entreating His cousin to not allow his disappointment to rob him of hope.

			Jesus is well aware that He is a stumbling stone. While His messenger, John the Baptist, has come to remove every unnecessary impediment in the pathway of the Lord and “make the rough ways smooth,” one rock remains, and that is the Messiah Himself. Jesus is using John’s doubts as a window into His messianic strategy. His actions and teachings will create a crisis that will cause His followers to pull away and turn back—or crash through with desperate abandon.

			He then launches a sweeping critique of the swelling crowds that were once so impressed with John. He compares them to spoiled, petulant children who are impossible to please (Matt. 11:16–17). The picture Jesus paints is of angry children who storm off in a huff, taking their toys with them.

			They complained because John was too much of an ascetic, whereas Jesus was not austere enough. Jesus’s offense was indulging in food and wine in the company of seedy and disreputable types. They had wanted John to swing his ax of judgment against the immoral Gentiles, whereas he laid into the Israelites instead. What they wanted from Jesus was to welcome the pious and (self) “righteous.” Instead, He chose to embrace tax collectors and prostitutes.

			Their fickleness grieves Him profoundly. He lifts His voice and “began to denounce the towns in which most of his miracles had been performed, because they did not repent” (Matt. 11:20). Oneidizo is a severe term that means “to heap insults upon,” and it is worth noting that His harsh words are not addressed to the Jewish power brokers, but to general population centers.

			He pinpoints Galilean cities that have been privileged with most of His miracles. Though in all of them large crowds had swarmed around Him, in His estimation, none of them truly received Him for they refused to repent (Matt. 11:20). Korazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum, each a one-hour walk from the other, had in fact been as stubborn as the elites who despised Him.

			Korazin is mentioned only once by Matthew and Luke, yet, despite its anonymity, they cite it as a town in which Jesus spent a great deal of time. If these writers had invented their narratives, they would have chosen a town that had featured prominently in Jesus’s purported travels, not one that receives only the most superficial reference.

			There is a mixture of sorrow and anger in His voice as He cries, “Woe!” two times (Matt. 11:21). He wants to alert His followers of danger and provide another opportunity to avoid the impending judgment. Though their future is so bleak that it nearly crushes Him, the motive is not anger but mercy that triumphs over judgment.

			“And you, Capernaum, will you be lifted to the heavens?” He asks (Matt. 11:23).

			Jesus corrects their embedded sense of entitlement by answering His own question: “No, you will go down to Hades.”

			His listeners are aghast. Jesus deepens their astonishment by comparing them unfavorably with the most despised of all Gentile cities—Sodom. Had He performed the miracles they had been privileged to see in that pagan city—which is a byword for depravity—it would not have been incinerated.

			Matthew does not describe the reaction of the masses to this severe tongue-lashing. But it is evident to all that Jesus has crossed the line. After these words, John is not the only one tempted to fall away from Jesus.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 11

			Obscuring the Message

			The hostility of those who oppose Jesus is intensifying. Their accusations become more violent as the crowds become insistent on gaining personal benefit from Him. It is at this crucial moment that Jesus makes a strange, strategic shift. Rather than speak with greater simplicity, He will begin cloaking His teachings in parables. These parables will confuse His disciples as well as those in the crowd.

			It seems irrational, but the Messiah appears intent to not only hide Himself but also cover up the significance of His words. This is not evidence of cruelty or spite. It has a specific redemptive purpose. In keeping with John’s prophecy, this technique will be a tool that segregates those who are desperate for the truth from those who merely want to use Jesus. Even though the parables’ meaning is obscure, one thing will become inescapable: the kingdom Jesus is inaugurating is diametrically opposed to what His listeners expected.

			Q

			Jesus is continuing His circuit of Galilee, and His enemies are watching Him vigilantly. They stand apart on the fringe weighing, sifting, looking for any excuse to get rid of this young rabbi who is undermining their tradition and threatening their power. They have issued the final verdict: Jesus’s teaching about the kingdom subverts all that they have taught for centuries. Nothing Jesus does dissuades them. Not even the miraculous resurrection of the boy outside Nain. They are not seeking to understand, but to undermine so that they may have an excuse to destroy.

			Jesus heals two blind men and a mute who is demon possessed. While many in the crowd are again “amazed” (Matt. 9:33), there is a dark muttering coming from the band of frustrated Pharisees. For the first time they make public the claim they have agreed upon in private. It will become their party line: “It is by the prince of demons that he drives out demons,” they exclaim (Matt. 9:34).

			Though He does not rise to their challenge, Jesus recognizes that a crucial shift has occurred and makes an important modification in His teaching strategy. From this point forward, He will teach the crowds only through the use of parables, reserving the interpretation for His own disciples (Matt. 13:34).

			Parables were one of the most common rabbinic teaching devices. They were admired for making the obscure meaning of the Torah accessible to all men, even the unschooled. They were used primarily to illustrate the main point of the teaching. But for Jesus they served an opposite function: His parables did not explain a teaching; they were the teaching. It is not the most effective rhetorical strategy, something His disciples were forced to point out.

			Indirect speech will now become Jesus’s method of choice when speaking to the multitudes that crowd Him everywhere He goes. Truth will be spoken, but, like His identity, it will be obscured and hidden behind and within stories with layered messages and images. Truth, like precious seed, will not be scattered indiscriminately; it will be distributed judiciously. It will bear fruit only in the right soil. As Matthew implies, there is something about this rhetorical decision that carries a connotation of opposition—purposeful concealment is prompted by the internal resistance of the audience (Matt. 13:35).

			Jesus is not making truth inaccessible. With great precision He has chosen a device that will serve as a winnowing tool. It will create a crisis of decision and expose an inner hardening. If it is a tool of judgment it is only one that brings to light a hearer’s internal opposition.

			By the lake, Jesus is once again forced to step into a boat to create some distance between Himself and the crowd pressing in on Him (Mark 4:1). He tells them a series of homespun stories about the kingdom of God.

			The context of these parables indicates that several months have passed since the Sermon on the Mount. In them He had referred to the “lilies” of the field that bloom during the brief period of winter rains. They would have carpeted the plateau on which they sat. However, in these teachings He mentions fields of barley, which ripen only in the spring, immediately before the Passover.

			What is conspicuous throughout these teachings is the humility of the coming of the kingdom. This conflicts with the rabbinic expectation of the messianic reign, which would be marked with great pomp and circumstance along with dramatic and incontrovertible signs. Underlining the conflict between them, Jesus points to that which is unobtrusive and easily overlooked: small seeds, yeast, hidden treasure, slimy fish nets.

			He begins with a parable about farmers sowing seed on various types of soil. This leads to a teaching about “tares,” a poisonous and common ryegrass which, before it flowers, is indistinguishable from wheat. In the story, the farmer tells the laborers to wait until the plants mature before weeding them out. When the wheat appears, it will be apparent which plants need to be uprooted, tied in bundles, and burned (Matt. 13:29–30).

			Still in the boat, Jesus follows this up by referring to a lamp on a stand. He warns the crowd that His teaching is so penetrating it will disclose everything that is hidden. “For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed,” He tells them, “and nothing concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open” (Luke 8:17).

			Paradoxically, while these parables conceal they also reveal, and—more to the point—they expose. Once more, Jesus is alluding to Simeon’s prophesy about His calling to lay bare men’s secret thoughts (Luke 2:35).

			The kingdom He has come to inaugurate is completely opposed to the one His audience has been anticipating. To underline this, He tells two parables that compare the kingdom to the potency of seeds that grow of their own accord, and to mustard seeds which, despite their smallness, become huge plants. His last three parables use the imagery of hidden treasure, an expensive pearl, and a fishing net that brings in a catch of “all kinds of fish” (Matt. 13:47). The good fish are put in baskets and the bad are thrown away.

			In this final story about two kinds of fish, Jesus is once again emphasizing His task of separation. Because it is such a crucial point, He decides to interpret this one for the general audience. He explains that a harvest will occur at the end of the age when the angels will segregate the wicked from the righteous and the bad fish will be thrown “into the blazing furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 13:50).

			The words are harsh but their meaning is lost on the crowds. They mistakenly conclude that Jesus is reinforcing the rabbinic tradition that in the final judgment Israel (the “good fish”) will be saved and the Gentiles (the “bad fish”) will be thrust into Gehenna. They conveniently overlook the fact that, unlike traditional rabbinic teaching, Jesus states the criterion of the final judgment is not racial or religious, but moral.

			“Have you understood all these things?” Jesus asks the crowd (Matt. 13:51).

			“Yes,” they reply.

			But they are wrong.

			The people disperse. They walk away more perplexed than when they came. They claim to have understood but they haven’t. Jesus has entertained them but not provided much illumination. Some are nervous and apprehensive. There was an ominous thread tying many of the stories together. They leave under a dark cloud of foreboding.

			Even the disciples are confused. When they are alone Jesus explains the meaning of these obscure teachings. In doing so He makes a startling prediction about what will transpire in Jerusalem in eighteen months’ time. The seed that falls on the “rocky soil,” He tells them, represents those who respond with superficial joy to the words of Jesus but in the time of testing are scandalized and “fall away” (Luke 8:13). During His final meal He will stun His friends by applying these words directly to them (Matt. 26:31).

			He goes on to tell them that the parable of the tares was a picture of the harvest at the end of the age when the “sons of the kingdom” will be separated from the “sons of the evil one.” At that time He will send His angels to weed from His kingdom “everything that causes sin and all who do evil. They will throw them into the blazing furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 13:41–42).

			The “fiery furnace” literally, oven of the fire, is a widely recognized reference to the eternal fires of Gehenna.1 At this time, the general opinion among the rabbis was that punishment for the wicked was eternal.2 This was both the view of John the Baptizer and Jesus who described the final judgment and hell, respectively, with the imagery of “unquenchable fire” (Luke 3:17; Mark 9:43).

			However, it will be the righteous who will enjoy the bliss of the kingdom (Matt. 13:41–43).

			In private Jesus is making clear what He meant when He declared that He had not come to Israel for judgment. They are currently in that season of growth and development in which “fruit” will manifest the reality of what is in the heart. But though judgment is not yet at hand, it is inescapable. He has not come to eradicate judgment, but to help people survive it. Everyone will face divine scrutiny. His mission is to show how to avoid the calamity of severe punishment and be granted access into His heavenly kingdom.

			Given the seriousness of the message, the ambiguity of the parables troubles the disciples. Frustrated because they know Jesus is capable of speaking much more plainly, they ask: “Why do you speak to the people in parables?” (Matt. 13:10).

			Jesus gives a troubling answer. It is the opposite of what people expect from a spiritual leader with a national reputation for compassion and the scandalous inclusion of those on the fringes of society.

			“The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you,” He explains (Matt. 13:11). “But to those on the outside everything is said in parables” (Mark 4:11).

			This provides another crucial insight into how Jesus views the world. When He looks at the throng swarming around Him, He sees a bright line of demarcation between those who are on the inside (His disciples) and those who are on the outside. There are those who “have” (faith in Him). More insight will be given to them. Those who “don’t have” (faith), will lose what little they have (Matt. 13:12).

			This is divisive language but it gets worse.

			Not only is there a line of demarcation isolating outsiders from the insiders, but there is also a tall hedge blocking the view and keeping those on the wrong side in the dark. His disciples have been given the privilege of receiving the interpretation of what is vague and unclear while its meaning is hidden from others. This is to fulfill Isaiah’s denunciation against Israel: “Be ever hearing, but never understanding; be ever seeing but never perceiving” (Isa. 6:9; Matt. 13:14).

			The ambiguity of a parable is not a creative or provocative technique; it is a judgment upon a people who have shut their ears to the truth and intentionally closed their eyes to ward off the light. It is prompted by their self-righteousness and presumption that have made their hearts callous, stiff, and unresponsive (Matt. 13:15).

			Like the spoiled children He earlier compared them to, since they are not getting what they want they are throwing a tantrum and refusing to be placated. They are running away with their fingers in their ears yelling that they cannot hear anything. The parables are a sign of judgment on people who have already decided what they want to hear.

			This is one of those rare occurrences when all four writers report the same incident (Matt. 13:14–15; Mark 4:12; Luke 8:10; John 12:40). It is a watershed teaching that they do not want any of their readers to miss. What is more, they don’t appear the slightest bit embarrassed by it.

			However, with Jesus, mercy is never far away. Parables are not exclusively a sign of judgment. While they harden those who have decided against Him, they do provide light for those who believe. This is why Mark writes, “With many similar parables Jesus spoke the word to them, as much as they could understand” (Mark 4:33). Though most who listened found them incomprehensible, there was a minority who received light.

			In a few moments Jesus will mention this group and will call them “little children.”

			In the midst of this sobering conversation, something unexpected occurs. Only one of the writers mentions it and, as far as we know, it is never repeated. Despite knowing that His teachings have confused the crowd and frustrated His disciples, Luke writes that Jesus was “at that time” filled with joy through the Holy Spirit (Luke 10:21). It is the same emotion displayed by Elizabeth’s unborn child when Mary spoke to her older cousin and John “leaped in her womb” (Luke 1:41).

			Jesus is so moved that He stands up and begins to pray:

			“I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned [those who think themselves clever], and revealed them to little children [those who are well aware they are not clever at all].” (Luke 10:21, additions mine).

			Those the Father hides the truth from are those who have already shut their eyes to it. The intelligent, the educated, the sophisticated, the ones who think they get it—those who are sure they know better, don’t. Those who consider themselves “learned” are certain they know the answers and don’t need any help from Jesus to understand the truth. For this reason, knowledge is kept from them. They blind themselves.

			Jesus uses many adjectives to describe this group. They are the “healthy” who do not need a doctor, and the “righteous” who believe they are free of sin (Mark 2:17). They are also those who can “see” just fine, thank you very much (John 9:39). In another context they are the ones who believe they know the way and need no help finding the path home (Luke 19:10). They are also the “rich” who find it almost impossible to enter the kingdom of God (Mark 10:25). These are the folks who have no perceived needs. They are thoroughly independent and are confident they can take very good care of themselves.

			So, while the Father will leave the proud alone, Jesus rejoices that the meek, the lowly, and those who acknowledge their total dependence will get everything and more.

			The twelve disciples sitting around Him, along with many of those within the wider group of His closest followers, are struggling to make sense of all they have heard. Some are desperately confused. They have been taught their whole lives that knowledge of God is the sole reserve of the intellectually superior, the academically trained, the Torah scholars—not simple people like them. To these Jesus now speaks.

			He assures them that what God is looking for is not academic credentials or intellectual prowess. It is little children who are granted insights into what is hidden from the wise. In fact the only criterion is a humble recognition of need, so He pleads with them: “Come to me, you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28).

			He is offering them freedom from anxiety, fear, shame, and guilt—peace of mind and peace of heart. But to receive it requires submitting to Him and accepting His leadership: “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me.” To these He offers an absolute guarantee: “You will find rest for your souls” (Matt. 11:29).

			Jesus is not promising release from political oppression—the Roman yoke. But He is offering them a different kind of freedom—release from the rabbinic burden that demanded laborious performance and an exhausting striving after personal merit. His is the reverse of the Pharisaic spirit that measured the sincerity of one’s piety by a willingness to take on as many religious obligations as possible. The more onerous the better.

			What Jesus guaranteed was not a freedom from authority but a freedom (and an ability) to submit to His authority and that of His Father’s. It was in this “servitude” that they would find the rest they truly longed for.

			After they finish their meal, Jesus tells His disciples that He wants to cross the Sea of Galilee. Having been teaching all day in the sun on the shallow edge of the Sea of Galilee, Jesus is exhausted and has fallen asleep. Before they reach their destination, a severe storm arises.

			The disciples wake their rabbi and He calms the wind and waves with two curt commands: “Quiet! Be still! (Mark 4:39).

			He treats the elements with the same regal authority He exhibited earlier when confronting the fever and a demon (Luke 4:35; 9:42). At once, the storm is stilled. By stilling or “muzzling” these forces, Jesus has shown Himself to be master over the physical body, the spirit, and now nature as well.

			The disciples stare at each other in open-mouthed amazement.

			“What kind of man is this?” they whisper. “Even the winds and the waves obey him!” (Matt. 8:27).

			Despite this display of supernatural power, there is something so human about Jesus that it is hard for them to grasp that they are seeing anything beyond a man with extraordinary powers. They will struggle with this dilemma until Jesus walks through a wall and appears to them in His resurrected body.

			The next morning in the Gerasene district, on the southeast shore of the lake, they are alone near a small town called Gergesa. Jesus confronts two men who have been living in a graveyard. They are possessed by demons and are so violent no one dares pass that way (Matt. 8:28). One has broken free of every chain placed on him (Mark 5:4). When Jesus arrives, the demons recognize Him and it is now the men who are terrorized. Jesus expels the demons into a large herd of pigs that rush headlong into the water.

			The owners who live nearby come to see who is responsible for this commercial catastrophe. They find a once-demon-possessed man sitting at Jesus’s feet drinking in every word. Overcome with fear, they ask Jesus to leave their district immediately (Luke 8:37).

			They cross the lake again and when they arrive, a large crowd is there to greet them. On the way to Capernaum, Jairus, a synagogue ruler, asks Jesus to come to his house to heal his only daughter. Mark says she is dying while Luke uses the more medically precise term—apothnysko, indicating that she is at that moment taking her last breath (Luke 8:42).

			He asks Jesus to lay hands on her.

			On their way, the mass of people has become so large and unruly they almost crush Jesus (Luke 8:42). In the midst of the pushing and shoving, the fingers of a woman grasp one of the four fringes at the corners of His tunic. In accordance with rabbinic regulations, the fringes are the length of a finger and are made up of four white filaments and one the color of hyacinth.3

			Immediately, Jesus feels power being released from Him and knows that a healing has taken place. For the second time in as many days, He has been rendered unclean. On the day prior it was through contact with a demoniac Gentile, and today by the touch of a woman rendered ritually unclean by a blood disorder. Such was the extent of her defilement that she was excluded from any religious proceedings, and she was specifically prohibited from touching anyone, including her husband.

			Wanting to publicly recognize a woman who has been forced by her illness to the fringe of society, He calls out: “Who touched me?” (Luke 8:45).

			The disciples object to the odd question given that they are being jostled and prodded by thousands. Jesus tells them that He knows that someone touched Him because “power has gone out from me” (Luke 8:46).

			The woman realizes she cannot remain hidden in the throng and shamefacedly steps into the open. With great compassion Jesus tells her: “Daughter, your faith has healed you. Go in peace and be freed from your suffering” (Mark 5:34).

			By this public declaration Jesus exposed her secret healing but in the process publicly and unequivocally removed the social stigma she has borne for twelve years.

			In this story we see the human character of the Gospel writers as well as the exquisite care in the selection of their material. In describing the woman’s desperate attempts to be healed, Mark writes: “She had suffered a great deal under the care of many doctors and had spent all she had, yet instead of getting better she grew worse” (Mark 5:26). Luke, with what we might call professional courtesy, delicately mentions only that “no one could heal her” (Luke 8:43). He is a member of the medical profession, after all, and is uncomfortable denigrating his colleagues.

			While this has been taking place, Jairus is informed that his beloved daughter has died. Jesus turns to the heartbroken father with words of assurance: “Don’t be afraid; just believe” (Mark 5:36).

			At the ruler’s home, Jesus tells the professional mourners to stop wailing since the little girl is not truly dead (Mark 5:39). They do not express surprise, nor do they attempt to correct what seems to be the rabbi’s obvious confusion. Instead, they laugh derisively (Mark 5:40). This discourteous response by a member of His new “hometown” is significant; it is a sign that a shift in public opinion has begun.

			Jesus orders them to leave the room and, now only in the presence of Jairus, his wife, and some disciples, He brings the twelve-year-old back to life. The crowds are already much too big, so He instructs the parents who are “completely astonished” not to tell anyone (Mark 5:41–43).

			The scorn of the mourners indicates that a dramatic change has taken place in this city that has been Jesus’s center of operations for almost a year. From this point forward He will no longer have a home base, but will travel continuously from one end of Palestine to the other.

			The dark clouds of public rejection are beginning to swirl and gather strength.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 12

			Alienating Friends

			It is not only John the Baptizer whom Jesus has offended; it will soon become apparent that His family members, those who know Him most intimately, have also had enough. With not more than a year left to Jesus’s life on earth, those who have grown up with Him are convinced He is insane. And at a time when diplomacy and tact would seem to be crucial, Jesus chooses to deepen the offense He has created. He is intent on showing that He has come to do more than confront religious prejudice; He will overturn social convention and family loyalty as well.

			His response to those in His extended family is a dramatic warning that there is nobody in Israel, not even those in His own house, who can assume they are guaranteed entrance into His kingdom. Inclusion and exclusion depend not on friendship or blood, but on complete submission to Him. This assertion is, of course, proof of lunacy—unless the speaker happens to be God.

			Q

			Jesus is traveling throughout Galilee with His disciples, and several women are coming with them. This is highly unusual given the unique Jewish sensitivity about social interaction between men and women. By doing so, they risked being identified as prostitutes. Among them is Mary Magdalene (from whom seven demons have been cast out), Joanna the wife of Chuza (the manager of Herod’s household), Susanna, and many others. Prompted by gratitude, they risk their reputations to follow this rabbi and provide financial support (Luke 8:2–3).

			It is late in the afternoon. They retire to the home of a friend, but the crowds have grown so thick and demanding that neither Jesus nor His disciples have had time to eat. The excitement has reached extreme proportions and news of it filters back to Jesus’s family in Nazareth. They have been receiving reports about His troubling and dangerous allusions that verge on the blasphemous, and they reach the conclusion that the demands of the people have affected His mental stability.

			They mistake His zeal for God as madness (Mark 3:21) and arrive that afternoon intent on forcing Jesus to return home to Nazareth with them.

			Because of the throngs, they are unable to enter the house. Inside, however, a drama of another sort is brewing. A demon-possessed man who has been rendered blind and mute has been brought to Jesus. Without any fanfare He heals the man. Immediately he is able to talk and see (Matt. 12:22). The observers are completely stunned and rumors again take flight. “Could this be the Son of David?” they begin asking each other (Matt. 12:23).

			Among the congestion are Pharisees who have been sent as emissaries from the Jerusalem power brokers who have not forgiven or forgotten the transgression in the temple compound. They immediately go on the offensive. “He is possessed by Beelzebul. By the prince of demons he is driving out demons,” they bluster (Mark 3:22).

			While His siblings suspect He has merely lost His mind, the Pharisees are convinced Jesus is demon-possessed and that His powers are actually the working of Satan. Their hostility has reached a stage that renders it impossible for them to see the light and repent. Their resistance is implacable—they have so effectively blinded themselves that every miraculous act serves only to confirm their suspicions: Jesus is the agent of Satan and, most probably, the very incarnation of Beelzebul on a mission to undermine and destroy the sanctity of the Law.

			“How can Satan drive out Satan?” Jesus asks them. “If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand.… No one can enter a strong man’s house without first tying him up. Then he can plunder the strong man’s house” (Mark 3:24, 27).

			The Galilean nationalists in the house wonder whether Jesus is hinting at armed insurrection under spiritual code language. In reality He has just exposed the absurdity of His enemies’ claim that Satan’s power is behind His miraculous works.

			Then the Messiah’s anger is given full vent. The religious elites have taken what the Holy Spirit has done and attributed it to the unholy spirit. Jesus tells them that this is unforgivable. God is merciful but there are those whose sins are so intractable and so perverse that they will not be forgiven “either in this age or the age to come” (Matt.12:32). Blaspheming the Spirit of God is no joke, and it will not be overlooked.

			During this caustic interchange Jesus has disregarded His family members who are still waiting to take Him back to Nazareth. Having failed in this first attempt, they return with Mary. No longer content to wait, they raise their voices and begin calling for Him. Someone comes to Jesus with the message that His mother and brothers are standing outside, wanting to speak to Him (Mark 3:32).

			He does not need to ask why they have come. He knows that they have come to dissuade Him from His mission. The best course of action is to refuse to see them. So, rather than honoring His mother’s request for a meeting, He avoids a very painful and embarrassing scene for her by declining the request. Instead, He asks those thronging around Him: “Who are my mother and my brothers?” (Mark 3:33).

			He points to His disciples then adds the explanation: “Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does God’s will is my brother and sister and mother” (Mark 3:34).

			By asserting that obedience, not blood, is the primary basis for allegiance, Jesus has contradicted the entire social code that made family loyalty essential for maintaining cultural and social cohesion. This statement was a threat to the integrity of the entire Jewish social order and was calculated to make even His followers uncomfortable.

			Mary returns to her home feeling the sharp point of the sword once more pierce her heart. This is the last record of any personal interaction between Jesus and Mary until He is looking down at her from the cross as she stands next to John. At that time He will lovingly hand her over to the care of His dear friend John.

			“Woman,” He will say to her, “here is your son,” in reference to John (John 19:26).

			According to His timetable, there is a little over a year left for Him to prepare His disciples to take over for Him. They need to put into practice what they have seen Him do, so He gives them authority to do amazing works. He commissions them to drive out demons and cure diseases (Luke 9:1). The disciples divide into groups of two and leave to begin their first ministry tour.

			While they are gone, Jesus continues teaching in the surrounding towns (Matt. 11:1). During the two weeks of this brief mission something tragic occurs—John the Baptizer, who has been imprisoned for nearly a year, comes to a gruesome death.

			It is early spring of AD 29. As the Passover feast in March approaches, Herod throws an extravagant party to celebrate his birthday (Mark 6:21). He is so aroused by an erotic dance performed by Salome, his wife’s daughter, that he makes a rash promise to give her whatever she asks. Before answering, she confers with Herodias, her mother.

			Aslan’s argument that no nice Jewish girl would conceivably perform such a dance1 is unconvincing. Salome was hardly raised in a pious family: her mother was an unscrupulous and ambitious adulteress who abandoned her husband when his ascending political star descended. She also clearly had no compunction in requesting the beheading of an innocent man. This is not the type of parent who would concern herself with a daughter’s risqué dance, particularly when it could be used to her own political advantage. 

			For the past ten months, Herodias has wanted nothing more than to see John killed. She had been married to her half uncle Herod Philip who was the heir apparent to his father’s kingdom. But when the old tyrant died, his will left Philip wealth but no throne. Disappointed in her aspirations to power, Herodias began an affair with Antipas, Philip’s half brother. Enamored with Herodias, Antipas repudiated his own wife in order to marry his paramour.

			Aslan argues that this is one more proof of historical carelessness on the part of the Gospel writers, since Herodias’s first husband was Herod not Philip.2 Though Josephus calls him “Herod,” it was a common name used by Herod the Great for three of his sons.3 Further, John had close ties to Herod’s clan (Luke 8:3; Acts 13:1) and would hardly have made such an obvious mistake. Since the trustworthiness of the Gospel writers has been established by liberal and conservative critics as being far superior to that of Josephus, his failure to refer to the husband of Herodias as Philip is hardly persuasive.

			She tells Salome to strike while the iron is hot and ask for John’s head. Herod has no choice but to comply with the request and beheads this prophet whom he has been too scared to kill.

			It should be mentioned that the intrigues of this cruel and ambitious woman came to a fitting end. Some years later she demanded that her husband go to Rome to solicit the title “King of the Jews,” which had been given to her brother Agrippa. This request so irritated Caesar that he stripped Herod of his rule and banished him to Gaul. Legend has it that Herodias died after suffering a severe fall on the ice.4 

			The twelve disciples return and report the great successes they have enjoyed (Mark 6:30). Their excitement is quickly dampened by the arrival of John’s disciples who have just finished burying their teacher (Matt. 14:12–13). The crowds don’t have any interest in what has happened to John and mill about, demanding Jesus’s time and attention. The pressure is such that eventually Jesus becomes concerned for the well-being of His disciples. “Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest,” He tells them (Mark 6:31).

			They cross the lake, away from Herod’s reach, and come to Bethsaida Julias to the northeast where the Jordan River enters the lake. This is not to be confused with Bethsaida of Galilee, the home of Philip, Andrew, and Peter (John 1:44). It is only a few miles north of the Gergesa where the exorcism of two demon-possessed men occurred.

			Since what follows is a turning point in the ministry of Jesus, it is the only event outside of the Passion week that is recorded by all four Gospel writers. It occurs shortly before the Feast of the Passover (John 6:4), so we can place it nearly one year after the cleansing of the temple.

			Their rabbi’s desire for privacy is frustrated by some tenacious followers who have taken the seven-mile circuit around the lake (Mark 6:33). They have crossed the Jordan at a ford about two miles away, run down to where the boat will land, and are on the shore when they arrive. They follow Jesus as He walks toward a rise in a lush, broad plain that is capable of accommodating a huge crowd.

			No doubt the disciples are disappointed by the group’s arrival. To Jesus, however, the breathless group is not an inconvenience. He sees them as aimless sheep wandering helplessly in need of a shepherd (Mark 6:34). It does not take long before a huge crowd is spread out on the grass. It numbers five thousand men and probably three times as many women and children. The detail that the grass was “green” (Mark 6:39) is significant, as this would be the case only during the rainy season before the Passover.

			Jesus moves among the throng and speaks “to them about the kingdom of God, and healed those who needed healing” (Luke 9:11). At around three p.m., which in the Jewish estimate marked the “first evening,” the disciples become concerned with the lateness of the hour. They are in a remote area and they want Jesus to dismiss the people so they can have sufficient time to find food and lodging for themselves (Luke 9:12).

			Jesus tests Philip, who is nearest to Him, by asking him a question: “Where shall we buy bread for these people to eat?” (John 6:5).

			Philip responds that they have nowhere near enough money to purchase food for the huge multitude. Andrew walks up and hands Jesus a poor child’s simple meal: five small loaves of bread and two fish (John 6:8–9).

			Jesus has the people gather in groups. Luke, with characteristic specificity, describes their group size as numbering about fifty in each (Luke 9:14).

			Assuming the role of the head of the house, Jesus takes the barley loaves in His hands and prays over them the traditional blessing: “Blessed are You, Oh Lord our God, King of the universe, who causes to come forth bread from the earth.” After He also prays over the fish, He hands them to His disciples to distribute among the people. Everyone was fed and twelve willow baskets were filled with leftovers.

			This feeding, with its similarities to the miraculous manna that fed Israel in the wilderness, reminds the people of Moses, the nation’s great deliverer. They conclude that this must be the prophet Moses predicted before his death (Deut. 18:15). Having been miraculously fed, their messianic expectations reach such intensity they decide to force the issue. Tired of waiting for Jesus to make His case for the Davidic throne, it is their intent “to come and make him king by force” (John 6:15).

			The disciples are aware of the excitement that is building around their rabbi. They begin to anticipate the realization of their hopes for a nation free from Gentile oppression, as well as the fulfillment of their desire to enjoy the leadership roles in the messianic kingdom Jesus has promised them.

			Once more, Jesus disappoints everyone.

			He defuses their fervor by immediately telling His disciples to cross the lake without Him, insisting that He must go up onto the mountainside to pray (Mark 6:45). Frustrated, the crowd disperses and the disciples launch out, heading back to the western shores of Galilee. They are terribly discouraged, their long-delayed dreams again unfulfilled.

			In the early morning, after several hours in the boat, the disciples are barely past the midpoint of the lake. They have been rowing into a strong east wind that has pushed them off course. John, an eyewitness, says that they are suddenly mesmerized by what they think is a ghost walking toward them (John 6:19). When they finally recognize that it is Jesus, Peter attempts to join Him, sinks into the fierce waves, and begins to drown. When they are both inside the boat, the wind immediately stops and they find themselves immediately at the shore (John 6:21). The disciples bow at His feet, convinced that Jesus is the Davidic Messiah.

			“Truly you are the Son of God,” they declare (Matt. 14:33).

			Further evidence of the reliability of the narrative is provided by Matthew and Mark’s statement that, having been blown off course, they moored the boat at Gennesaret several miles south of their intended destination (Mark 6:53; Matt. 14:34). Had the writers been mythologizing, they would have had Jesus miraculously bring them to the precise harbor they had been seeking.

			The disciples are exhausted—their hopes have been crushed, they have spent hours battling against the elements, and they have suffered the profound shock of seeing someone walking on water. They are dazed and confused and cannot make sense out what they have just experienced (Mark 6:51).

			The four Gospel writers, flying in the face of standard mythological form, are not hiding the weaknesses of the band that surrounds the messianic leader. They are letting their readers know that the Messiah’s intimate friends are weak and unexceptional men. They have just as little insight, and are just as “hard of heart” as the crowds, with their superficial, nationalist, and essentially selfish longings (Mark 6:52). Once more the authors appear intent on telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth—even when it hurts.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 13

			A Scandalous Claim

			Jesus has been careful to keep His true identity secret. He has muzzled demons, the only ones who know that He is literally the Son of God, refusing to let them make it public. There have been statements and actions that have indirectly pointed to the truth, but He has not yet made a definitive statement. He wants to avoid precipitating an untimely confrontation with those wanting to murder Him.

			This is about to change.

			The time has come to step out into the light. Jesus is carefully laying the foundation for His unambiguous public proclamation. He will use language hinting at His deity, which will incite suspicion that He is blaspheming. But at this point His words will only infuriate His enemies; they will not yet justify taking up stones to kill Him. Jesus is managing the schedule and knows this cannot occur until most of the crowd begins siding with the religious leaders.

			While some are about to turn away, the tipping point is still about six months away.

			Q

			The first two days of Passover pass, and the cabal intent on killing Jesus realizes that their enemy is not going to celebrate the feast in Jerusalem. Since He won’t come to them, the rulers of the Sanhedrin send emissaries to Him. They have been informed about the thousands who He miraculously fed a few days earlier (without first performing the ritual washing of hands) and heard about the disciples eating from the twelve baskets of leftovers.

			“Why don’t your disciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating their food with defiled hands?” they ask (Mark 7:5).

			This is no idle accusation. It is the basis upon which they have determined that Jesus could not possibly be the Messiah. According to their basic principles, sinning against these rabbinic regulations, the “Tradition of the Elders,” incurred more guilt than violating the law of Moses. They taught that the ordinances of the scribes were more precious and more binding than those of the Scriptures.1

			Among these ordinances, hand washing was of the highest importance. Mark, who is writing for Gentiles, provides a helpful explanation for his readers, indicating that it was the general practice in Israel for Jews not to eat without first performing a ritual washing. This ritual was rigidly enforced and failure to perform it was forcefully condemned by the Pharisees (Mark 7:3–4).

			Since water was precious, only a handful was poured over both cupped hands. The fingers were spread and raised so as to allow the water to trickle through to reach both inner and outer surfaces and run down over the wrists. Both hands were rubbed against each other so that water would cleanse them thoroughly. The schools of rabbis Hillel and Shammai argued bitterly over whether the hands were to be washed before the cup was filled with wine or afterward. Further debate swirled around the question of the placement of the towel once it had been used on the hands. In time, this rite would be so widely observed that it became the distinguishing mark of a Jew.2

			Jesus bluntly calls His detractors hypocrites who pretend to honor and love God whereas what they really love is themselves, and what they desire above all things is to be honored by men. Their priorities have been inverted: “You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to human traditions” (Mark 7:8).

			He turns to the crowd and holds up their legalism to derision. Defilement does not come from dirty hands, He tells them, but from a dirty heart. This is such an obvious repudiation of rabbinic teachings that it deeply worries the disciples.

			“Do you know that the Pharisees were offended when they heard this?” they ask nervously (Matt. 15:12). The word they use is skandalizo.

			The disciples are Jews after all, and they have been raised to believe the Pharisees, as the epitome of piety, are worthy of profound respect. They are starting to become anxious about the breadth of those Jesus is alienating. It makes no sense that Jesus seems intent on pushing away important people who could provide significant support to His mission.

			Jesus’s response is immediate. It is a restatement of some harsh words He has spoken several times already in a variety of contexts. He declares that every plant that was not planted by His Father (like the Pharisees) “will be pulled up by the roots.”

			“Leave them,” He commands. “They are blind guides” (Matt. 15:14).

			The people Jesus had fed the day before have tracked Him down. They had been so overcome by the miracle that they were wanting to proclaim Him their king and march into Jerusalem to make the formal announcement during the Passover. They have been grossly disillusioned. They can make no sense out of His unwillingness to be declared the Davidic king.

			Slowly, resentment begins to replace admiration. After having their hopes raised to such heights and then smashed so callously, many begin to reconsider their sentiments about this man. It is this sense of disillusionment that the religious leaders, in one year, will manipulate into a bloodthirsty chant.

			A line has been crossed. From this time forward, the crowd will become increasingly fragmented, confused, and apprehensive. Their emotions will swing erratically between suspicion and rejection to passionate excitement. What becomes evident is that the ardor of many has calmed and a calculated coolness manifests itself.

			They mill about Jesus and ask how He managed to get across the sea since they know only the disciples left in the boat. Jesus does not waste time on pleasantries: “Very truly I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw the signs I performed but because you ate the loves and had your fill” (John 6:26).

			The miraculous feeding of the five thousand had aroused messianic expectations, for the Jews had been taught that during the messianic reign the nation would be fed with lavish banquets of wine and meat. From their point of view, therefore, the bread and fish were merely a precursor of coming attractions.3

			He has read their hearts and knows their motives. They want to make Him king, not because they believe in Him and want to submit to His lordship, but because they think He will keep their bellies full. What drives them is physical desire. What motivates them is getting what they want, not doing what God wants. They want Jesus the great baker to feed them, and Jesus the Davidic king to free them from Rome. They have no need for Jesus the Savior to deliver them from the power of sin.

			They ask for another miraculous sign. The one from the day before is now insufficient. They are angling not for another picnic, but the messianic banquet where, according to the rabbis, they would enjoy a mouthwatering feast of wine and meat, and where trees would constantly and effortlessly yield their fruit and the fields their lavish harvest. When Jesus explains that they should seek the true bread that His Father gives, they ask to receive it.

			Jesus’s response is either laughable or blasphemous: “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35).

			Without any concern for the tightrope He is walking, He continues: “Whoever comes to me will never go hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty” (John 6:35).

			Since Moses provided the nation with bread and water (Exod. 17:6), Jesus is again confirming their suspicions that He is their expected Messiah. He then makes the astonishing claim that He has come down from heaven to do the will of His Father: “For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life” (John 6:40).

			This is too much. The frustrated crowd, materialist to the core, doesn’t get it. Jesus has now crossed over from prophet to possible blasphemer. And this allows them to give vent to their growing anger. A significant number who recently wanted to make Jesus king become hostile and now point a critical finger at His unimpressive family background: “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know?” (John 6:42).

			Undeterred, Jesus presses forward. What He says sounds almost revolting: “This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world” (John 6:51).

			This is not only blasphemous, it sounds very much like cannibalism. The crowd has barely enough time to process this impossible statement, when Jesus drives them past their comfort zone by declaring that only those who eat His body and drink His blood will have eternal life. They are revolted at the image Jesus has painted.

			“This is intolerable language,” they protest loudly. “How could anyone accept it?” (John 6:60 jb). 

			“Does this offend you?” (John 6:61), He asks, borrowing the same word His disciples used to describe the reaction of the Pharisees.

			Jesus is being more than a little ironic. He is asking whether they have finally had enough.

			Despite knowing that many are teetering on the brink of siding with His enemies, He turns the harsh spotlight on them: “There are some of you who do not believe.… This is why I told you that no one can come to me unless the Father has enabled them” (John 6:64–65).

			To blasphemy, cannibalism, and a despotic superiority has been added a denial of their free will. If there is anything of which Israelites are proud it is that while they may be subjects of Rome, they are slaves of no one. They are free moral agents—to suggest anything else is to stretch civility to the breaking point.

			That is the final straw for many. They have, in fact, heard enough. From that moment a great many of His admirers decide to turn away and will no longer follow Him (John 6:66).

			The report of this scandalous dialogue is taken back to the leaders in Jerusalem. When Jesus is informed that, as a result, the conspirators are “waiting to take His life” He decides to stay away from Jerusalem (John 7:1).

			Everywhere He goes people line up to be healed. Many are being carried on mats to wherever rumor has it that Jesus is going to be. They may not accept His claims or His demands, but the people swarm to benefit from His miraculous powers.

			Regardless of their motivation, everyone who touches Him is healed (Mark 6:55–56).

			Putting distance between Himself and those seeking to murder Him, He makes a circuit to some towns outside of Israel on the border of Phoenicia, a day’s journey to the north. A Canaanite woman forces her way through the crowd and pleads for Jesus to heal her demon-possessed daughter. He tests her commitment, corrects her perception of Him as a miracle worker, and fulfills her request (Mark 7:30).

			He needs to keep moving, so He travels back south and is well received by towns east of the Jordan where the population is predominantly Gentile (Mark 7:31, 37). For the first time He intentionally removes a sick person from the public eye so He can heal privately. “With a deep sigh,” He commands the man’s ears to be opened.

			Aslan writes that Jesus “was a peasant. He spoke like a peasant. He taught in Aramaic, the common tongue. His authority was not that of the bookish scholars and the priestly aristocracy.”4 However, Mark states that the word Jesus utters over this Gentile is “ephphatha.” It is a Hebrew word that means “be opened” and undermines the claim that Jesus lacked the education requisite to speak in the language of the Torah scholars. If He was limited to the “common tongue” He would certainly have used it on this Gentile.

			Jesus intensifies His practice of warning those He heals “not to tell others about him” (Matt. 12:16). But the more He insists, the more loudly they publicize the miracles. “Overwhelmed with amazement” (Mark 7:36–37), the people are incapable of restraining themselves.

			It is another Sabbath day one week later, and Jesus has been asked to teach at the local synagogue (Luke 6:6). With eyes wide open He walks into a den filled with powerful and influential men whose hatred He has raised to fever pitch. This incident is one of a handful recorded by Matthew, Mark, and Luke.

			This is their consolidated report: Upon entering the synagogue a man with a shriveled hand is present. Dr. Luke, with his eye for such things, specifies that it is the man’s right hand that has been affected (Luke 6:6). He is clearly a “plant” brought in by the Pharisees for the cynical purpose of entrapping Jesus. Because they are looking for a reason to accuse Him, they watch intently to see if He will heal him.

			When Jesus does not step into their trap, they force the issue by asking Him, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”

			Though it appears benign, they want to elicit an answer that will support an arrest warrant or at least undermine His credibility with His adoring followers. Their plan is to cast Him in the role of a disgruntled radical or worse, a false teacher who opposes Moses and dishonors the Law. Either will provide leverage to isolate, demonize, and ultimately destroy Him.

			Jesus knows what they are thinking but does not allow that to dissuade Him (Luke 6:8). Before addressing their question He takes the offensive. Turning to the handicapped man, in a voice that rings off the stone walls, He issues a stern command: “Stand up in front of everyone!” (Mark 3:3).

			This is not simply a request for the man to come to his feet. Jesus wants him to become as conspicuous as possible. The impression given by the writers is that this man may have been in collusion with the leadership, which would explain this seemingly insensitive strategy. Whatever the backstory, Jesus is preparing to make a very public and dramatic statement in front of His most violent detractors. The crippled man stands in front of hundreds of pairs of eyes.

			Jesus waits quietly, heightening the dramatic tension.

			Only Mark reports this telling detail: Jesus looks “angrily around at them” (Mark 3:5 jb). The insolent civility in the questioners’ tone is now met by the gaze of a man whose eyes have begun to blaze. It is the only time we are informed that Jesus manifested strong hostility. It is the same emotion that will motivate an enraged king in a parable Jesus will teach shortly before His death. It will serve to illustrate God’s anger against those who have been forgiven much but refuse to forgive the little that is owed to them.

			The Pharisees have no idea on what dangerous ground they are treading. Yet, despite His anger (and this is where His true character is most evident), Jesus is at the same time deeply grieved by their stubbornness. Their obdurate refusal to see the light breaks His heart for He sees the burned, toppled temple walls, the slashing swords, and the bloody spears less than forty years down the road. He knows it will all end with the destruction of Jerusalem, and He is profoundly distressed.

			In rabbinic fashion, instead of answering the question, He poses one in return. The words cut with the sharp edge of restrained fury and sorrow: “Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?” (Mark 3:4).

			His enemies know immediately that they have been brilliantly and—even worse—publicly outwitted. If they claim that doing justice is prohibited, they will look like fools and contradict their own laws. If they agree that doing good is appropriate, then they will grant tacit permission for this violation of Sabbath protocol.

			With a dozen words Jesus has discarded that whole fastidious rabbinic enterprise of splitting hairs over what is or is not lawful. He has proved that doing good is always right, and not doing good is a choice to do evil. Rather than step into the trap Jesus has now set for them, they fold their arms, clench their jaws, and say nothing.

			The crowd is utterly silent. What was an interesting exchange between scholars has suddenly turned dangerous. Everyone can sense it.

			Jesus waits in silence for a response that does not come. He stares His opponents down then calmly answers for them. He addresses the spirit of the Law and gives an authoritative interpretation of the Mosaic Sabbath regulations. His response proves that He is neither rebel nor violator, neither wicked nor insane. If nothing else, it also establishes that He is no simple, illiterate peasant from the wrong side of the tracks.

			He is quite simply an astonishing, brilliant man.

			With calm deliberation, He unveils the cruelty and arrogance behind their clever casuistry. He elevates mercy (rescuing a sheep out of a pit), which is always allowed, over strict ritual obedience (not working on the Sabbath). Healing the cripple is thus lawful since it is an act of mercy (Matt. 12:11–12). While His antagonists could have argued that this exception is not applicable since the man’s disability is not life threatening, as they look into the scorching gaze of mercy incarnate, the traditional pieties wither on their taut lips.

			Even their hypocrisy, apparently, has limits.

			After stifling His critics, rather than uttering a simple healing word, Jesus, the Lord of the Sabbath, issues another command: “Stretch out your hand” (Matt. 12:13).

			As the handicapped man quietly obeys, his right hand is completely restored and Jesus’s opponents are humiliated. In front of their own congregation they have been exposed as inept teachers and pastors. It is no surprise that they can barely restrain their fury.

			Luke uses the extreme term anoias to indicate that this encounter has pushed them past the point of reason (Luke 6:11). Such is their vehemence that they do the unthinkable. These pious religious leaders, whose name and very identity is premised upon separation from all defilement, join hands with the Herodians, whom they despise for supporting Herod’s dynasty and for their willingness to collaborate with Rome in exchange for political influence. These fierce antagonists are unified by their consuming hatred of Jesus (Mark 3:6).

			When this is reported to Jesus, He quickly leaves the area though many follow after Him. As He travels He continues to heal all the sick who are brought to Him (Matt. 12:15). He travels north to the Decapolis, Gentile territory east of the Jordan. In this region the temple elites have no authority, nor much interest. He needs a brief reprieve before entering into the most important phase of His sacrificial mission.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 14

			Crushing Hopes and Dreams

			As the summer heat intensifies and Jesus enters the final nine months of His life, He focuses on dismantling dreams of privilege and prestige. He has already grievously disappointed His admirers, His family, and His friends. The time has come to shock and disillusion His band of twelve.

			Given their lack of academic and social credentials, their inferior status as Galileans (except Judas) or collaborators (as in the case of Matthew), the disciples were immensely flattered by the call of this popular rabbi. Against all hope and expectation these unimportant and unknown young men found themselves selected to be the talmidim of the most famous rabbi of their time.

			Though most were country boys, not old enough to be married, they were not completely naive. They had heard Jesus repeatedly proclaim the coming kingdom and were quite aware of the honors that members of the political inner circle could expect to enjoy. Their selection had given them instant status and along with it, they suspected it also assured them of powerful leadership positions in the not-too-distant future.

			Thus, both the crowd and the disciples followed Jesus for primarily selfish reasons. There was some interest in His teaching and in discovering how one might please God, but for the most part, personal benefit was behind the excitement of the multitudes and the expectancy of the Twelve. The masses anticipated healing or political liberation while His best friends were looking forward to glory.

			Away from the tension caused by the Pharisees and Sanhedrists in Jerusalem, Jesus begins preparing them for the most scandalous reality of all: He is going to return to the City of David, not to form a new government and set up thrones, but to be arrested, to suffer, and to eventually be killed. This appalling prediction will provoke such a vehement reaction that Jesus will have to issue a stinging rebuke to the leader of His small band. But no matter how He warns them, none of them is capable of taking Him seriously.

			Q

			Though He can never completely avoid the throngs or His bitter enemies who, just as prophesied, swarm around Him like bees (Ps. 118:12), Jesus is taking every opportunity to be alone with His disciples. He is carefully preparing them for what is ahead, and to make sure He remains on schedule, He knows He must keep His distance from Jerusalem.

			The Decapolis, a district of “Ten Cities,” is essentially heathen. It is north and east of Perea on the eastern shore of the Jordan River. While they are in Bethsaida Julias, Jesus heals a blind man. As He did months earlier in this same region with the man who was deaf (Mark 7:35), He uses spit in the process of healing. With Gentile or semi-Gentiles Jesus seems particularly intent on centering the attention and the focus of the sick person’s faith on Himself and away from superstitious confidence in magic verbal formulas.

			For the past three days, a crowd has been following Him and they have run out of food (Matt. 15:33). On this occasion, He provides food for four thousand with only seven loaves and a few fish. After they are all fed, the disciples pick up seven baskets of leftovers.

			The report of the two feedings shows Mark’s concern for accurate detail. Since the first feeding was only a short boat ride from their home, he states that the disciples brought food in small individual baskets—kophinos—easily carried by one person (Mark 6:43). However, on this journey they expected to be gone longer and brought provisions in spuris—hampers used for storing food for long journeys (Mark 8:8). In addition, since the first feeding occurred in the spring, the crowd sat down on the green grass (Mark 6:39), whereas at this time of year, about a month later, the grass would have died and thus the people were arranged “on the ground” (Mark 8:6).

			After sending the crowd away, Jesus crosses the Sea of Galilee to the region of Magadan or Dalmanutha (Matt. 15:39; Mark 8:10), which may have been near Magdala, the hometown of Mary Magdalene.

			For centuries the inability to locate this town has been used by critics to disprove the historicity of the Gospels. But according to Robin Ngo, this thriving fishing village may have recently been discovered five hundred feet from the ruins of Magdala, though identification is still tentative.1

			Located on the western shore of Galilee only five miles south of Capernaum, Jesus is again within reach of the Pharisees and Sadducees. They track Him down and test Him by asking for a sign from heaven (Mark 8:11). The Sadducees do not believe in a heaven-sent Messiah, whereas the Pharisees believe that Jesus is a false prophet empowered by Satan.

			Their persistent attack pains Jesus deeply. He lets out “a sigh that came straight from the heart” (Mark 8:12 jb) and asks them: “Why does this generation ask for a miraculous sign?”

			He calls them a “wicked and adulterous generation” who can interpret meteorological indicators with expert precision but are blind to the ominous signs of the times (Matt. 16:4). He tells them that the only sign they will be given is that which Nineveh received from Jonah: a warning of impending judgment.

			The reason for Jesus’s profound sorrow may have had to do with His knowledge of the horrendous suffering that would befall the nation in a few decades. On his way to devastate Jerusalem, the Roman general Vespasian passed through the nearby town of Tarichea—possibly the Roman name for Magdala—which would have been visible to Jesus as He responded to His enemies. It would become infamous as the site where the Romans massacred more than sixty-five hundred people. Four miles to the south in Tiberias another thousand were slaughtered and thirty thousand sold into slavery.2 

			They then travel to Caesarea Philippi, the capital of the tetrarch Philip. It is sixty miles north of Jerusalem. The city is nestled more than one thousand feet above sea level between three valleys. On its western edge is a steep mountain and a rock wall at whose base is an immense cavern from which bursts a river. The cave is an ancient sanctuary to the god Pan in whose honor Philip has built a temple.

			This is the location for Peter’s confession of faith in which he refers to Jesus as “the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16). While later events will prove that Peter does not mean “Son” literally but is using it as a designation of His role as Israel’s promised Deliverer, Jesus still affirms the accuracy of the statement. Peter has said more than he even understands. The truth embedded in that declaration will be the foundation upon which the new community will be built.

			Perhaps it is with the backdrop of the rocky outcropping behind them that Jesus declares: “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it” (Matt. 16:18). When Jesus is gone, Peter will take the lead in establishing the new community and his declaration will be the bedrock upon which it will be established.

			Peter’s bold, though still incomplete, declaration of faith signals the need for Jesus to provide more details about what is barely a year away. He gathers the Twelve and carefully lays out the events of His final days: He will suffer “many things and be rejected by the elders” (the fourteen chief officers of the temple) along with the chief priests and teachers of the law.3 They are not to lose hope for though His enemies will succeed in killing Him, after three days He will rise from the dead (Mark 8:31).

			The disciples find these words intolerable, so much so that Peter rebukes Jesus sharply (Mark 8:32), speaking as forcefully as Jesus did when He rebuked the demon-possessed man in the synagogue (Mark 1:25). But Peter shows some delicacy—he conducts the intervention in private. Jesus, however, will have none of this. Behind the well-intentioned scolding He discerns the voice of the tempter intent on emasculating and aborting His mission. Wanting to make a very public point, He turns to the disciples and issues a stinging reprimand: “Get behind me, Satan!” (Mark 8:33).

			Peter is the one who is now being rebuked. He is chastised for taking Satan’s side by trying to divert Jesus from the death He has committed Himself to since the beginning. Unwittingly, Peter has allowed himself to be used as a pawn to lure Jesus away from His core mission.

			Mark is a disciple of Peter, and in his Gospel he entirely omits Jesus’s statements of approval but does not flinch from relating the painful rebuke. Peter, now an elderly apostle, is the source for much of Mark’s information. He is clearly a much different man than the brash, self-confident disciple who sought preeminence among the Twelve. Later in life as these events are being recorded, he is anxious that Mark, his disciple, minimize his importance and elevate his great weaknesses. This has all the resonance and flavor of an authentic narrative.

			When Jesus issues His rebuke, He calls Peter a skandalon—“stumbling block.” Out of a natural, human sympathy, Peter is tempting Jesus to save His life and thereby lose everything. It is an appeal to the humanity in Jesus and it is because Peter is speaking as a friend, not an enemy, that the temptation is so dangerous. What motivates Peter is human sentiment rather than the will of the Father: “You do not have in mind the concerns of God, but merely human concerns” (Matt. 16:23).

			Though it would have appeared that this painful incident took place in complete privacy, this is not the case. As always, people have followed them and are nearby. It is to them Jesus addresses His challenge: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23).

			Jesus is telling those who are motivated by curiosity that it is not sufficient to be amazed. It is also not enough to stand, watch, listen, and applaud. A real disciple must place allegiance to Jesus above everything. He must so identify with Him that he has surrendered his right to self-actualization and, if necessary, is even willing to suffer death, as He will. This loyalty will be tested and authenticated in a willingness to be stigmatized and shamed for identifying with Jesus and His words “in this adulterous and sinful generation” (Mark 8:38).

			What is strange is that no one scoffs at these audacious remarks. The crowd, despite its confusion, seems to feel that Jesus has a right to impose what objectively sounds like a ridiculously pretentious demand. 

			C. S. Lewis notes two very distinct realities about Jesus: “One the one side clear, definite moral teaching. On the other, claims which, if not true, are those of a megalomaniac, compared with whom Hitler was the most sane and humble of men. There is no half-way house and there is no parallel in other religions.… The idea of a great moral teacher saying what Christ said is out of the question. In my opinion, the only person who can say that sort of thing is either God or a complete lunatic suffering from that form of delusion which undermines the whole mind of man.”4

			This is a far different kingdom than any of them were interested in. What drew them to Jesus was the hope of glory—either personal prominence or, at the least, national. What He is calling them to is the opposite: suffering, humiliation, pain, and self-denial. Not gaining but giving up the right of self-determination.

			About one week later, Peter, James, and John are called to pray with Jesus on the majestic slope of nearby Mount Horeb. It is late and the strenuous climb has made them very tired (Luke 9:32). A bright light awakens them. Jesus’s appearance has dramatically changed and His clothes are “as bright as a flash of lightning” (Luke 9:29). Moses and Elijah are standing next to Him. They are discussing His upcoming death “which He was about to bring to fulfillment in Jerusalem” (Luke 9:31). As Moses and Elijah are taken up, a voice thunders: “This is my Son, the Beloved: he enjoys my favor. Listen to him” (Matt. 17:5 jb). This is the second announcement of the Father’s favor for His Son.

			When they come down from the mountain they are met by a man whose demon-possessed son the remaining disciples were unable to heal. Jesus rebukes their superficial faith. The distraught father seems to understand and exclaims: “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24).

			When Jesus notices that a crowd is running toward them to gape at the display of power, He commands the demon: “Come out of him and never enter him again” (Mark 9:25).

			While the crowd that has gathered to see the show is marveling, Jesus gathers His disciples close and speaks to them with unusual intensity. He repeats His warning about the suffering that lies in store for Him: “The Son of Man is going to be delivered into the hands of men.” He then repeats the promise that He will rise in three days (Matt. 17:22–23).

			On hearing these ominous words, the disciples are filled with grief, but they still are unable to grasp what Jesus is telling them. Unwilling to look foolish by admitting their confusion, they do not ask for further explanations (Luke 9:45).

			After a quiet period back in Galilee focused mainly on teaching His disciples, Jesus sends them and other intimate followers (a group of seventy-two) on a mission to Judea. They are to go ahead and prepare these towns for His final stage of ministry (Luke 10:1). When their brief tour is completed they return, thrilled with the success they have experienced healing the sick and casting out demons.

			Back in Capernaum it is the season for collecting the yearly half-shekel temple tax. This is required of all Jewish males twenty years and older. These are the funds from which the morning and evening sacrifices in the temple are purchased for the upcoming year.

			Having heard that the rabbi from Nazareth was again in town, one of the tribute collectors approaches Peter with an innocent question: “Doesn’t your teacher pay the temple tax?” (Matt. 17:24).

			Peter immediately assures them that Jesus complies fully with the Law, then hurriedly leaves to find Jesus. Before Peter can say anything, Jesus asks him a question that indicates He is perfectly aware of what has just transpired: “What do you think, Simon? From whom do the kings of the earth collect duty and taxes—from their own children or from others?” (Matt. 17:25).

			Peter answers that the children are exempt. Jesus concurs but to avoid offending the men, He tells Peter he will find a coin in the mouth of the first fish he pulls up out of the lake. It will suffice to pay the tax for both of them (Matt. 17:27).

			As a former tax collector, Matthew has a professional interest in money. Thus, it is not surprising that he is the only one who reports this incident, nor that he is so precise in the details. The temple tax is a half shekel or double drachma, but Matthew writes that the coin Peter will find is a stater or a four-drachma coin. This would exactly cover the amount owed by the two of them. This inclusion supports the claim that this Gospel was in fact written by Matthew, an eyewitness.

			Jesus has a deliberate mission and knows when it is time to pull back. He does not perform random acts of scandal nor senseless acts of beauty—everything is intentional. He is on schedule. But what is a scandal beyond the inventive scope of writers crafting a heroic narrative is that not even He has complete control. Rather, it is His Father who is behind the scenes, ensuring that all the actors hit their marks at the right moment.

			It will be left to a transformed Peter to drive this point home. He will do so in front of a crowd of thousands, six weeks after blood has been spilled, rocks have cracked open, and a huge stone rolled from the mouth of an empty tomb.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 15

			Kicking the Hornet’s Nest

			Jesus has less than six months left to live.

			He is finally ready to step out of the shadows cast by oblique parables and indirect rabbinic responses. He will now declare who He is in no uncertain terms. His enemies will be thrilled, though they will hide their delight behind brittle masks of religious indignation.

			What is surprising is the response of the entourage of thousands that has trailed behind Him for almost two years. Rather than bow in adoration, they will take up stones to kill Him. Jesus’s admission will bring to light what their superficial admiration has concealed: what they want is a national leader who will stick to the revolutionary script. They have no interest in any fundamental change of thinking or living. All they want is a Messiah who will be the means of turning their dreams into reality.

			As Jesus walks boldly into the light, those who hate Him and those who followed Him will unite and also step into the open. Jesus will use His harshest language against them, exposing their true loyalty. Their hostility against Him will confirm that they are not children of God as they fondly presume, but are allies of Satan—Jesus’s primary enemy—who from the beginning has sought to destroy Him.

			Q

			The time for His death is drawing near and so Jesus resolutely sets out for Jerusalem (Luke 9:51). Like a gladiator, fully aware of the gory contest that awaits Him, He walks with grim determination toward the arena. Since He has made clear His intention to be in the City of David for the Passover—the great feast that will mark the culmination of His mission, Luke describes this last stage as one continuous journey toward Jerusalem although, in actuality, He will enter that city three times.

			The trip to Jerusalem takes place in late September of AD 29 when Jesus attends the Feast of Tabernacles. Jesus has kept His distance from Jerusalem for about a year and a half. It is high time for Him to return; at least this is what His brothers think. They track Jesus down, intent on convincing Him to stop wasting time in remote villages and towns and instead travel to Jerusalem where (if He really is the Messiah) He can show off His power and impress all the world (John 7:4).

			John discloses that this suggestion is actually motivated by unbelief: “For even his own brothers did not believe in him” (John 7:5). Nothing that Jesus has done since they attempted to coerce Jesus to return with them to Nazareth has diminished their suspicion that He is “out of his mind.” At this point they may be thinking that if they can persuade Him to make His messianic claim public, His instability will be exposed and they will be able to intervene to save Jesus from Himself.

			Regardless of what is behind their insistence, Jesus disagrees. He rejects their suggestion by telling them tersely that it is always the right time for them but not so for Him. He is under divine orders, whereas they are entirely free to do whatever they want. They submit to no one. His brusque tone is evidence that He detects malice beneath the familial concern. His refusal underscores the fundamental breach that exists between Him and His family.

			They want Him to show Himself to the world. Jesus responds that while the “world” is a safe place for them, not so for Him. The world cannot hate them but “it hates me because I testify that its works are evil” (John 7:7).

			Allowing the boisterous, festive processions to go on ahead, Jesus and His disciples proceed south on their own. The small band is prevented from taking the more direct route through Samaria due to prejudice against Jews traveling to worship at the temple (Luke 9:52–53). They are forced to head east in order to cross the Jordan and head down through the region of Perea.

			An expert in the Law approaches Jesus. Despite his profession, he seems to be part of the minority of rabbis who value good works above study of the Law. His demeanor indicates that he is not aligned with the Jerusalem conspirators.

			“Teacher” he asks, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” (Luke 10:25).

			Jesus asks him to answer his own question based on the teaching of the Law. The man cites the applicable sections that require loving God and “your neighbor as yourself.”

			“Do this and you will live,” Jesus tells him (Luke 10:28).

			This educated man is not convinced. He thinks Jesus has not taken his question seriously enough—His answer is too pat. A typical lawyer, in order to justify the merits of his initial inquiry, he presses Jesus for a clarification of terms: “And who is my neighbor?” he asks, warming to the intellectual challenge.

			Jesus responds by telling a story about two religious leaders who ignore a desperately injured Jew, and a Samaritan who, at great personal sacrifice and inconvenience, assists him. The rabbinic answer to the expert’s question is that one’s neighbor is a worthy Jew, not an idolater, a heretic, and, most certainly not a Gentile. So by selecting a Samaritan as the protagonist, this parable does more than subvert rabbinic teaching; it repudiates it in the most dramatic way possible.

			Aslan states that as a Jewish nationalist Jesus’s exhortation to love your enemies was not meant to encourage love of the despised Romans. It was intended to control relations among Jews, “not their political enemies.”1 This parable proves the opposite. To teach Jews that they should love those they hate, Jesus selects someone they despise as the model of neighbor-love. The reason Jesus did not select a Roman as the protagonist is the same reason one would not choose a serial rapist to fill that role today. The dissonance would have been too much for the audience. Jesus is well aware of what His hearers can tolerate. But His point is obvious: love is not to be circumscribed by race or nationality.

			Jesus then asks the lawyer to identify the “neighbor” in the story. The expert answers that it is “the one who had mercy on him” (Luke 10:37). He betrays his prejudice in that he cannot even refer to the generous Samaritan by name.

			The man began by asking a very Jewish question about duty. Jesus’s parable rejects that premise, for it shows that the nonobservant Samaritan is not only the neighbor but the model of what it means to be a neighbor. The obligation is not to law but love.

			“Go and do likewise,” Jesus says.

			When the feast is halfway over, Jesus enters Jerusalem as unobtrusively as possible (John 7:10). The crowds gathered from far-flung parts have been anxiously awaiting His arrival, and the wait has aggravated the factions and the friction. Some think He is a good man, others claim that He is a charlatan who deceives people (John 7:12). He begins to teach in His familiar place in Solomon’s Porch, the double colonnade along the eastern side of the temple courts, facing the Beautiful Gate. It is the principal entrance into the Court of the Women where there is room for up to fifteen thousand to congregate.

			His enemies move in, seeking to undermine the impact of His teaching on the crowds that are amazed by Him. They do not accuse Him of illiteracy but of a defective academic pedigree (John 7:15). In no mood for polite dialogue, Jesus comes right at them.

			“Not one of you keeps the law!” He declares, and as proof He waves their homicidal hatred in their faces: “Why are you trying to kill me?” (John 7:19).

			This is something Moses their hero would never have sanctioned. Though Jesus has been aware of their malicious intent for more than two years, this is the first time He confronts them with His knowledge of their schemes. They are dumbfounded and embarrassed and revert to their fallback position, accusing Him of being demon-possessed. This is followed up with an unconvincing attempt to feign innocence: “Who is trying to kill you?” they ask weakly (John 7:19–20).

			Even the crowd knows they are lying. What confuses them is why, given their overt hostility, the authorities are allowing Jesus to teach openly in the temple. They wonder among themselves whether some of the rulers have been secretly convinced that Jesus is the Messiah. This possibility is immediately discarded because they know Jesus’s birthplace and as folklore has it (incorrectly), nobody will know where the Messiah is from (John 7:25–27).

			Jesus has heard enough. Wanting everybody’s attention, He cries out so loudly that His voice can be heard by everybody within the court: “Yes, you know me, and you know where I am from,” He shouts.

			He tells them that while they think they know Him, they do not know the One who sent Him, whereas, “I know him because I am from him and he sent me” (John 7:29).

			This is too much for the crowd. Those who have taken sides against Him agree that Jesus is both dangerous and a blasphemer and needs to be arrested. They attempt to seize Him but are strangely prevented. The only reason given for their failure is that “his hour had not yet come” (John 7:30).

			For several months, there has been evidence of mounting dissatisfaction. Many have rejected Him, but this is the first indication that the crowd has been polarized into a faction that now supports incarceration, at least. However, among the turbulent crowd there is a small contingent that disagrees. They “believed in him,” concluding that—based on all the miracles He has performed—Jesus must be the Christ (John 7:31).

			The Pharisees scattered around the periphery overhear these favorable whispers. Stung that they have failed to turn all His followers against Him, but still afraid of a direct confrontation, they order the temple guards to do the dirty work for them and arrest Him.

			It is now the last and greatest day of the feast. On this day a priest goes to the Pool of Siloam and fills a golden pitcher with several pints of water. He reenters the temple on the south side through the Water Gate. The priest is welcomed by a threefold blast of the trumpets and another priest, carrying the wine of the drink offering, joins him. They ascend the steps of the altar and pour out the contents of their pitchers into the two silver funnels that lead down the altar’s base. This is a ritualized enactment of God’s provision of water from a rock during their wilderness wanderings. It is also a prophetic symbol of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit in the messianic age.

			The people then join in the Hallel (Ps. 113–18). As the Levites intone the first line of each psalm, the people antiphonally repeat it to the accompaniment of flutes. Following each of the other lines the people respond with “Hallelu Yah”—Praise be to Yahweh! When they are finished, the temple compound grows quiet.

			At this moment, Jesus shatters the silence by shouting out in a loud voice: “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and drink” (John 7:37).

			There is no mistaking His intent. Following immediately after the ritual pouring of the water, everyone understands He is promising to release the Holy Spirit. But unlike the water spilled out on the altar, those who drink from Him will have fountains of life-giving water bubbling inside them.

			The condition for this living water is clear and simple: believe in Me (John 7:38).

			No one laughs or contests His right to make an assertion that one might conclude is positive proof of mental instability. Though His enemies do not mock Him, these words intensify the schism developing among His followers. Some think He is a prophet, others the Messiah. There are others who would like to believe but cannot, based on their notion that Jesus was born in Galilee not Bethlehem (John 7:40–43).

			The tide of public opinion continues to turn against Jesus. There is a significant and growing faction that has become convinced their superiors are right. Though they have not been stirred to murder—yet—they agree that Jesus needs to be captured and thrown in prison. Once more, they are incapable of carrying out their scheme (John 7:44). They are not the only ones.

			The temple police, who earlier were authorized to arrest Jesus, find themselves likewise prevented from obeying their orders. The chief priests and Pharisees are furious and question the guards. Shamefaced, they make an awkward admission: they showed up fully intending to arrest Jesus, but His eloquence so impressed them they simply couldn’t do it.

			The leaders are livid; they can understand the rabble following this charlatan, but nobody in their right mind, certainly no educated person, could possibly be convinced by this rural teacher of dubious parentage (John 7:48–49). Nicodemus, who much earlier met with Jesus in private, rises to defend Him and is shouted down (John 7:50–52).

			The following day Jesus is back in the temple. It is the eighth day, the octave of the feast, which is a unique festival marked by filling the Court of the Women with lights. Alluding to this evocative ritual, Jesus makes a personal application.

			“I am the light of the world,” He declares. He then assures His listeners that whoever follows Him will never walk in darkness but “will have the light of life” (John 8:12).

			Jesus has made three categorical statements: He is the bread of life, the one who provides living water, and the light of the world. What is inexplicable is that they do not critique what He has said.

			Were a guru, a motivational speaker, or religious expert with advanced degrees to make similar assertions, he would be jeered off the stage. But when Jesus says them, no one points out their absurdity. This man has a moral authority that unnerves those who loathe Him. Even those who reject His claims—almost despite themselves—still call Him good. They find Him, as Aslan does: “compelling, charismatic, and praiseworthy … someone worth believing in.”2

			The Pharisees begin to fume and attempt to denigrate Jesus, ridiculing His lack of credentials and failure to provide precedential authority for his teaching. Jesus tells them that His bona fides are better than theirs, since He has His Father to back up His teaching.

			“Where is your father?” they ask with obvious irritation.

			He tells them they don’t know Him or His Father: “If you knew me, you would know my Father” (John 8:19).

			There is no mistaking what Jesus is implying, but, again, nobody could seize Him “because his hour had not yet come” (John 8:20).

			This conversation is taking place in the porches that enclose the Court of the Gentiles. Here there is freedom for spirited discussion among all the worshippers, not merely the Pharisees, as was the case in the Court of the Women.3 This is significant since Jesus will very shortly expand the conversational circle to engage both the learned and the “unlearned.” But for the moment, He directs His words to the Pharisees: “You will die in your sin,” He declares (John 8:21). 

			He then provides an explanation for this judgment. It is something no ordinary religious teacher would have the temerity to say. “If you do not believe that I am he, you will indeed die in your sins,” He says, His gaze taking in His opponents as well as all those in the teeming crowd (John 8:24).

			No Jewish teacher ever dared to say such a thing about himself, yet the only response of those who despise Him is a tepid question: “Who are you?” (John 8:25).

			This prompts another allusion to His upcoming death: “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am he…” (John 8:28).

			Though His words are vague and incomprehensible to friend and foe alike, something in His demeanor sways some of those who are yet undecided, and these “believed in him” (John 8:30). But as will become painfully clear, this is not what it appears.

			Turning His attention to those who have believed in Him, He challenges them to demonstrate the sincerity of their belief by obeying His teaching: “Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:32).

			Though Jesus had not meant this statement as an accusation, His listeners bristle at the implication that they are not at that moment already free. Insulted, they reply in a huff: “We are Abraham’s descendants and have never been slaves of anyone” (John 8:33).

			SN: The Jews were convinced that given their unique status as children of Abraham, despite appearances, they never could be in actual servitude. They were convinced that since they were the chosen people they belonged exclusively to God. Their fundamental belief was summed up in the aphorism: “All Israel are the children of kings.”4

			“Very truly I tell you,” Jesus says, contradicting them, “everyone who sins is a slave to sin.”

			Suddenly this contingent that had been impressed with Him is now furious. Jesus provokes them further by emphasizing their status as spiritual captives: “So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” (John 8:36). He continues to irritate these “believers” by accusing them of not being true sons of Abraham, evidenced by the fact that they are now ready to kill Him (John 8:37).

			Not giving them time to respond, Jesus forges ahead and declares that simply because they are Israelites does not make them sons of Abraham. That relationship is reserved for those who obey God faithfully as Abraham did. Rather than following in the footsteps of their beloved patriarch, He condemns them for “doing the works of your own father” (John 8:41).

			The crowd has now undergone a complete reversal. Stung by Jesus’s frontal assault on their cherished beliefs, they come back with a not-so-subtle jab at His less-than-honorable origins. “We are not illegitimate children,” they protest, alluding to the rumors that have swirled around Jesus since He became a national figure (John 8:41).

			Whereas they have taken a malicious swipe at His questionable parentage, Jesus has not the slightest doubt about theirs: “You belong to your father, the devil,” He retorts, “and you want to carry out your father’s desires” (John 8:44).

			There is fire in the words of a Son defending His mother’s honor that has been overtly impugned. He then declares that they refuse to believe Him because He speaks the truth while they are on the side of “the father of lies” (John 8:44–45). Jesus then says something that, for members of the chosen people, is the final straw: “The reason you do not hear is that you do not belong to God” (John 8:47).

			The Jewish leaders can no longer remain on the periphery of this heated exchange. They revert to their default accusation, but this time they not only accuse Jesus of being demon-possessed, they disparage Him by calling Him a Samaritan (John 8:48).

			Ignoring them, He declares that if they would keep His word they would “never see death” (John 8:51). The rulers claim that Jesus has just proved their point: “Now we know that you are demon-possessed!” (John 8:52). 

			Finally, the loathing that has been building spills out of them: “Who do you think you are?” (John 8:53), they demand, their faces a mask of scorn and disgust.

			As C. S. Lewis noted, “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 lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.”5 

			Jesus has been moving toward this moment and it is time to come out into the open. He declares that His Father (whom they do not know), is the one who glorifies Him and that Abraham (whom they love), actually was looking forward to this day. The patriarch, in fact, actually did see it “and was glad” (John 8:56).

			The leaders break out in derision at this absurd claim. Taking a deep breath, Jesus looks steadily at them and utters the words He has been holding back for two years: “Very truly I tell you, before Abraham was born, I am!” (John 8:58).

			That, of course, does it. Jesus has borrowed the title God gave Moses. It is the ineffable Name by which He was to be made known to Israel (Exod. 3:14). His enemies finally have the pretext they have been looking for. They, followed by many who had earlier “believed” in Him, rush into the Court of the Gentiles looking for a pile of construction stones they can use to kill Him.

			Again, Jesus is able to hide and slips away down one of the many hallways inside the temple compound (John 8:59).

			John does not need to repeat the obvious. He has already made his point: it is not yet time. And timing is everything when you are on a mission to save the world. But it is getting close. The admiring crowd that for so long had hung on His every word is fragmented and ready to take their part in the climactic drama.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 16

			Polarizing the Opposition

			As the end looms near, Jesus will become even more explicit in His claims. This sharpness of tone will accompany what appears to be increasing intolerance. For almost two years He has accepted the adulation of the crowd. He has been willing to amaze and has encouraged them to wonder. Tens of thousands of Jews from every region inside and outside the nation have been titillated and impressed by His power and authoritative teaching. But as Jerusalem approaches it becomes necessary to restrain the enthusiasm.

			In light of the suffering that awaits Him, He will issue a stunning declaration. Though He will die defenseless, He has come with a sword that will create a division that His death will only intensify. He wants to put His enemies on notice that while they hatch plans for murder, He is instigating a conflict that will rip apart their closest and dearest relationships in order to force ultimate loyalties and hidden allegiances into the open.

			The crowds will listen with increasing confusion. They are strangely drawn and at the same time repulsed by the words of this young rabbi. From day to day their opinions shift, their minds change. Their excitement mounts and their hopes dissipate. Jesus is the most compelling and frustrating religious teacher Israel has ever produced. As emotions rise and fall, their tension grows, cracks appear, and the multitude fragments.

			Q

			Before He leaves the city the following day, Jesus encounters a man who was born blind. His disciples ask Jesus whose sin had caused this malady and He tells them this is not the reason for the impairment. Then, once more alluding to the lamps that light up the Court of the Women during this festival, He makes an unambiguous declaration: “While I am in the world, I am the light of the world” (John 9:5).

			He spits on the ground, makes some mud, places it on the man’s eyes and tells him to go the pool of Siloam to wash it off (John 9:6). After the man obeys, he is completely healed.

			Away from Jerusalem, in the region of Perea, east of the Jordan, He heals a demoniac who has been deaf and blind. When the man opens his mouth and begins speaking, the crowd, no longer united in its admiration, is sharply divided. Now only some are amazed. The remainder express their agreement with the accusation they have heard the leaders make repeatedly: “By Beelzebul, the prince of demons, he is driving out demons” (Luke 11:14–15).

			This is the final time this claim will be made, and Jesus gives it a scathing rebuttal. The people believe the Messiah is coming to reestablish Israel’s national glory, whereas He has come to engage in a mortal conflict with evil. And this evil is concentrated in a kingdom presided over by Satan, its representative and ruler.

			Jesus expands the argument He made months earlier when facing a similar attack. He asserts that if the prince of demons is the one behind His miracles then Satan must be the most inept ruler imaginable, for he is splintering his own kingdom and setting himself up for disaster. He then asks a pointed question: “If I drive out demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your followers drive them out? (Luke 11:19).

			To further illumine the chasm that separates their views, He tells them a parable. It is perhaps the most forbidding that Jesus has yet taught. It is about an evil spirit who finds his old house swept clean then brings seven other spirits “more wicked than itself” and they take over the once-empty dwelling (Luke 11:23–26).

			This is a graphic denouncement of the nation of Israel, which had “expelled” the demon of idolatry and had “purified” itself by scrupulous adherence to endless Pharisaic stipulations. However, rather than becoming a dwelling for God, it had only made the nation ready for an infestation of demons seven times more deadly. Israel, cleansed only from heathenism and protected by a fence of self-righteousness, was defenseless against the more subtle demonic powers of pride, greed, sensuality, envy, and selfishness in its countless forms. Thus, it was worse off now than it had been before.

			Later, as they are walking to an unnamed village, Jesus says something that is a direct attack on the Jewish social fabric. A woman in the crowd milling around Him is unable to restrain her maternal emotions. Overwhelmed she declares, “Blessed is the mother who gave you birth and nursed you” (Luke 11:27).

			In contravention of social convention, Jesus deflects this natural sentiment of admiration with a jarring response: “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it” (Luke 11:28).

			Once again, Jesus is taking the sharp scalpel and peeling back the layers of the heart. The woman has borrowed complimentary language used to praise Jewish notables, but what it reveals is a crucial misunderstanding about His true nature. In her mind Jesus is an extraordinary religious teacher and nothing more. Her words of appreciation, when applied to God incarnate, actually serve to demean Him. At this stage in His ministry, this is an error of such serious proportions Jesus cannot ignore it.

			Murder is in the air and the conspiracy has expanded to include religious factions who were normally adversaries. Like rabid wolves they circle about Jesus, opposing Him fiercely, besieging Him with questions (Luke 11:53). The hostility of the opposition, the fragmentation of His supporters, and the growing dissonance among those closest to Him only seem to increase the frenzy that surrounds Him. They crowds are now so large and so persistent they are trampling over each other in their attempt to get close to Jesus (Luke 12:1).

			While He is being mobbed by thousands, He repeats warnings to His disciples about the Pharisees who overlook the sins of the heart while becoming obsessed with externals. Since it is not only the elites who mask their wickedness with a show of good works, He warns all of those pressing around Him that their secrets are not safe: “There is nothing concealed that will not be disclosed, or hidden that will not be made known” (Luke 12:2).

			He is putting them on notice that, as Simeon declared more than thirty years earlier, He has come “so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed” (Luke 2:35). Then He unexpectedly switches the subject and makes one of those assertions that only God can get away with: “I tell you, whoever publically acknowledges me before others, the Son of Man will also acknowledge before the angels of God” (Luke 12:8).

			Ignoring the incredible audacity of this declaration, someone interrupts Jesus with a most inopportune request. He wants Jesus to intervene in a private dispute.

			In response, Jesus tells a parable in which the foolishness of the man’s greed is pointed out and rebuked (Luke 12:16–21). He concludes with a story that urges faithfulness and issues a warning not to become impatient waiting for a master who has left and is taking a long time returning. Those who fail to fulfill their fiduciary responsibilities as stewards, He tells them, will be cut into pieces and assigned a place with unbelievers (Luke 12:46). 

			He then shocks them with the intensity of His next words: “I have come to bring fire on the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!” (Luke 12:49).

			As John the Baptizer predicted, using the imagery of fire that burns chaff, He has come to remove the impurity of sin from the repentant heart and to remove the impenitently impure from the earth. In an aside to His disciples, Jesus explains that these startling words were prompted by His own impending “baptism” of fire. He admits that it is a prospect that distresses Him (Luke 12:49–50).

			“Do you think I came to bring peace on earth?” He asks, then answers His own question: “No, I tell you, but division” (Luke 12:51).

			This division He will cause will reach the most intimate levels. He describes in wrenching detail the interfamily conflict His coming is meant to instigate. Every strand of family loyalty will be torn apart:

			“From now on there will be five in one family divided against each other, three against two and two against three. They will be divided, father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against mother.” (Luke 12:52–53)

			Nobody says a word. Rather than advocating tolerance for a variety of views and urging a generous acceptance and peaceful coexistence, He has told those pressing about Him that His intent is to drive a wedge and broaden a breach until there is an irrevocable dislocation within the most cherished relationships.

			Not much earlier, the religious elites had spewed out a question that now is no doubt on the tongues of many, though they do not say it: “Who do you think you are?” (John 8:53).

			Perhaps one of the great mysteries surrounding Jesus is why He was not confronted with this question every day. His inflexible dogmatism, His unabashed assumption of moral and rhetorical superiority, His intolerant dismissal of His opponents, His inflammatory language would seem to demand it. It would certainly seem to preclude the title “good.” Yet what cannot be denied is that most did regard Him as good and continue to, in spite of what would ordinarily be grounds for repulsion.

			No one has the temerity to verbalize this perfectly logical question. Instead, they suppress their resentment, bite their tongues, and let it fester.

			A few days later, while teaching at a synagogue on a Sabbath day, Jesus sees a woman who has been crippled for eighteen years. She is so bent over she can barely look at Jesus in the face. He issues a simple declaration: “Woman, you are set free from your infirmity” (Luke 13:12).

			Luke, who as a physician is uniquely interested in such matters, writes that she did not respond to those words. She is so accustomed to her condition that she remains hunched over until Jesus laid His hands on her. At that point she immediately straightened up and began praising God.

			The ruler of the synagogue is incensed at this careless breach of the Sabbath laws. But he lacks the courage to criticize Jesus; instead, he indignantly tells the crowd that there are plenty of days during which they can be healed, but not on the Sabbath.

			Angered at the man’s insensitivity, Jesus calls him and all those who agree with him hypocrites. He shames them by showing that they care more for their own pack animals than this Jewish woman whom “Satan has kept bound for eighteen long years” (Luke 13:15–16). This humiliates and silences His opponents.

			Though the hostility of the leaders has solidified into implacable hatred, the response of the crowd is still fluid. Many are still delighted with the amazing works Jesus is performing (Luke 13:17). Their natural sympathies are with those like themselves who are weak and needy. Thus, healings excite their admiration. The common people love what Jesus does; it is what He says that is beginning to infuriate them.

			Just as significantly, it is what Jesus refuses to do that is adding to their frustration. It is this internal tension that the religious leaders will expertly manipulate during Passover, three months away.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 17

			Confusing Expectations

			Jesus will again engage in a debate that will provoke another attempt on His life. In order to avoid a premature death, He will remove Himself from danger to ready Himself and His disciples for His crucifixion. Raising a dead friend to life only deepens the entrenched loathing of the leaders who have determined that Jesus is an instrument of Satan and must be destroyed at all costs. The turmoil among His followers is such that, while many view this miracle as messianic proof, others have come to agree with the religious leaders and conclude that Jesus is possessed by demons.

			The people are finally ready to become accomplices to murder. Many who still claim to believe in Jesus are unaware that they will soon become willing pawns in the hands of powerful men.

			Q

			It has been two months since the Feast of Tabernacles. It is late November of AD 29 and the Feast of Dedication is approaching. In five months it will time for Passover.

			The Feast of Dedication was a celebration instituted by Judas Maccabees around 165 BC, when he defeated Antiochus Epiphanes. Epiphanes had forbidden various Jewish practices, including Sabbath keeping and circumcision. He also desecrated the temple by dedicating it to Zeus and sacrificing pigs on the altar of burnt offering. Josephus refers to this feast as the Feast of the Lights as it was marked by illuminating the temple for eight days and lighting a nine-branched menorah or Hanukkah in Jewish homes.1

			On His way to Judea, Jesus and His disciples take the traditional route around Samaria and enter the region of Transjordan. Having been barred from Samaria on His last trip to Jerusalem, Jesus will not enter that region again.

			“Lord, are only a few people going to be saved?” someone in the crowd inquires (Luke 13:23).

			It is becoming obvious, at least to this man, that Jesus’s mission is failing. Jesus understands his concern and advises the man, along with the crowd of curiosity seekers, not to waste energy worrying about speculative questions: “Make every effort to enter through the narrow door, because many, I tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to” (Luke 13:24).

			Jesus taught this same lesson at the beginning of His ministry. At that time the words were more sedate. Now that there are only a few months left, His message has taken on a fervor and intensity not present earlier. Jesus illustrates His point with a parable in which those unable to get in make an appeal based on having eaten with and listened to the “owner of the house.” Those wheedling to get in will receive an emphatic rebuff: “I don’t know you or where you come from,” the owner will declare, “Away from me, all you evildoers!” (Luke 13:26–27).

			Those who have been permanently excluded, Jesus continues, will weep and gnash their teeth when they see Abraham inside, “but you yourselves [will be] thrown out” (Luke 13:28). And to add insult to injury, while the door will be closed to many Jews, Gentiles will be allowed in (for the last—the contemptible Gentiles—will be first, while the first—the privileged Israelites—will be last (Luke 13:29–30).

			Not everyone is turning a deaf ear to Jesus for, “at that time” some Pharisees warn Him to hide from Herod, who intends to kill Him (Luke 13:31).

			But Jesus is unafraid and confident that no political adversary can prevent Him from entering Jerusalem. “I will reach my goal,” He asserts confidently (Luke 13:32).

			The prospect of what faces Him in Jerusalem fills Him with grief. He laments over the great city that refuses to humble itself and allow its Deliverer to gather its people under His protective wings (Luke 13:34). The consequence will be devastating: “Look, your house is left to you desolate” (Luke 13:35).

			Inside the city during the Feast of Dedication, Jesus meets the blind man whose eyes He had healed months earlier by daubing them with mud. He is told that the Pharisees have thrown the man out of the synagogue, along with anyone who has the temerity to claim that Jesus is the Messiah (John 9:22). The heartless cruelty of those sitting as teachers in Israel provokes a scathing attack. But Jesus begins by saying something that sounds contradictory: “For judgment I have come into this world” (John 9:39).

			Earlier He stated that He had been delegated the authority to judge (John 5:27), though He declares that He passes “judgment on no one” (John 8:15). But many months earlier He seems to have issued a blanket prohibition on judging while delivering His Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 7:1—“Do not judge, or you too will be judged.”)

			To explain these apparent contradictions, He states that the judgment He makes is that of distinguishing between those who are blind and capable of receiving spiritual sight from those who think they see but are irreparably blind. At this time He is forgoing His right to impose a final sentence. That is the form of judgment His followers must be careful to avoid as it is the prerogative of the Father. He will underline this distinction in His final week when He tells the crowds, “I did not come to judge the world, but to save the world” (John 12:47).

			In making these important clarifications Jesus continues to draw a bright line between two diverse groups of people: the proud who refuse to acknowledge their need, and those willing to admit they are blind, sick, and lost.

			He underlines the difference between these distinct categories by telling an allegorical story about sheep and good and bad shepherds.

			“Very truly I tell you Pharisees, anyone who does not enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs in by some other way, is a thief and a robber,” He tells them (John 10:1). The true shepherd is the one who uses the gate. Jesus is asserting that those who refuse to submit to Him (who refuse to enter through the gate), are false shepherds intent on doing harm.

			He describes Himself alternately as the gate to the sheep pen (John 10:7) and the Good Shepherd who lays His life down for the sheep (John 10:11). He then states categorically: “Whoever enters through me will be saved” (John 10:9).

			He underlines this unconditional guarantee by issuing a blanket condemnation: “All who have come before me are thieves and robbers” and regardless of their professed mission, came “only to steal and kill and destroy” (John 10:8, 10).

			Then, anticipating the ordeal ahead of Him, He makes a revealing comment: “The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life—only to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord” (John 10:17–18).

			Jesus is making it clear that the bloody finale of this redemptive drama will be a voluntary act; it will not be compelled or coerced.

			His enemies have lost patience and make one more desperate attempt to entrap Him. “How long will you keep us in suspense?” they ask. “If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly” (John 10:24).

			Jesus responds with a blunt statement: the reason they don’t believe in Him is because they are not His sheep. His sheep listen and recognize His voice, and He gives them eternal life. These are the sheep His Father has given Him.

			Now Jesus is ready to respond to their demand. They have asked Him to be definitive so He tells it to them without the slightest equivocation: “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30).

			They again have the pretext they need and pick up stones to kill Him (John 10:31). However, on this occasion He escapes, not by melting away into the crowd, but by outmaneuvering them. He uses the Scriptures they claim to honor against them and does so with such brilliance that it momentarily paralyzes them. He then argues that His works should be sufficient to convince them that He is who He claims to be and that “the Father is in me, and I in the Father” (John 10:38).

			Once again Jesus has blasphemed, and they make another attempt to seize Him. Once more, He is able to escape from their grasp (John 10:39).

			The hostility in Jerusalem is becoming too intense so He leaves the city and retreats to the other side of the Jordan where John the Baptizer had preached (John 10:40). The crowds have not given up hope and are still following Him, awestruck by the miracles He performs. Many believe in Jesus, marveling that “all that John said about this man was true” (John 10:41–42).

			The large number of disreputable folks that are joining the crowds massing around Jesus angers the Pharisees: “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them,” they mutter (Luke 15:2).

			This is hardly news. The Pharisees have, on several occasions, tried to use this against Jesus. It is one of several reasons why they have concluded that Jesus is a religious fraud. But they are frustrated and grasp at straws trying again to use it as a wedge to separate Jesus from His admirers.

			Their intolerance prompts three parables: The lost sheep, the lost coin, and the prodigal son (Luke 15:3–32). In each story there is rejoicing when that which is lost is found. The last parable makes it clear that the Pharisees are like the older brother. The brother refuses to celebrate the return of the lost son who wasted his inheritance. Instead, he becomes furious when the father throws a party for him.

			While Jesus is in Perea, His dear friends Mary and Martha send word that their brother Lazarus, “the one you love,” is very sick (John 11:3). Though He has great affection for these three siblings, when He hears the news He waits two days. When He tells His disciples they are going to Bethany, they protest. This village is a suburb of Jerusalem where there have already been two attempts on His life. When He refuses to be dissuaded, Thomas, showing a tenacity that will later be twisted into doubt, starts down the road and calls out to the others: “Let us also go, that we may die with Him” (John 11:16).

			When they arrive they tell Jesus that Lazarus has been dead for four days. Martha rushes out to see Jesus, but Mary, heartbroken, stays in the house in the mourning room with the tables and chairs overturned. Jesus assures Martha that Lazarus will rise from the dead. She misunderstands and thinks He is speaking of the general resurrection at the final day. 

			He corrects her with a startling proclamation: “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even though they die” (John 11:25–26).

			When Mary sees Jesus she throws herself at His feet sobbing. “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died,” she cries (John 11:32).

			Jesus feels the prick of the accusation in His dear friend’s voice and the pain she has suffered for four days. For the only time in the Gospel record, we are told that Jesus was profoundly distressed (John 11:33). On the way to the tomb Jesus begins to cry. When they arrive, He orders that the stone be taken from the tomb and in a loud voice calls out: “Lazarus, come out!” (John 11:43). When his friend emerges, Jesus commands them to take off the grave clothes so he can walk without impediment.

			As a result of this astounding miracle, many Jews put their faith in Jesus. Others shrug it off. They have taken sides and now believe that Jesus is empowered by Satan. Some of the Jews who saw Lazarus’s resurrection walk the two miles back to Jerusalem to report on the miracle and its impact on the people (John11:46).

			The conspirators are stung into action and call a special session of the Sanhedrin. They are terrified that if Jesus’s following becomes too large, Pilate will intervene and their position of power will be taken away from them (John 11:48, 53).

			When Caiaphas, the current high priest and president of the Sanhedrin, speaks up, the room grows quiet.

			“You know nothing at all!” he declares with all the pompous indignation his position warrants. “You do not realize that it is better for you that one man die for the people than that the whole nation perish” (John 11:49–50).

			Here is a powerful man schooling his subordinates in political expedience, but he is unaware that he has actually uttered a prophecy signaling the Father’s ultimate purpose behind their furious scheming (John 11:51–52). Jesus must die, that much is true, and His death will be vicarious, that also is true. However, Caiaphas has no idea that Jesus’s death will be a sacrifice that will have worldwide implications.

			Jesus knows what is transpiring in Jerusalem, so He removes Himself from the public eye by withdrawing to the quiet, out-of-the way village of Ephraim, about a day’s walk north of Jerusalem (John 11:54). The next time He returns to the City of David, He will be riding on the back of a donkey as thousands wave palm branches in anticipation of the announcement that the Messiah is ready to deliver Israel from its foes.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 18

			Clarifying the Cost

			Jesus continues to strip away the false hopes of His friends and followers. He exposes their prejudice by elevating those they find least significant and least important. It seems to escape everyone that the criterion for God’s favor is humility, not social or religious status. They cannot comprehend His insistence that suffering is the pathway to honor and glory. He tells parables that are shocking and intense. He issues warnings about fatal consequences and terrible ends.

			And it becomes clear that nobody is listening, not even those who have devoted themselves to be His disciples.

			Q

			Needing to put even more distance between Himself and those who’ve banded together to orchestrate His death, He takes His disciples north and spends some time on the border of Galilee and Samaria. As usual, there are Pharisees close at hand. They take the opportunity to criticize Jesus for failing to inaugurate the kingdom He keeps promising. Jesus challenges their error—the same one His disciples are making—by explaining that His is not a visible, political, or geographic kingdom. Instead, it is spiritual and internal.

			“The kingdom of God is in your midst,” He corrects them (Luke 17:21).

			In the evening, Jesus is a guest in the home of one of His followers and the mothers of the village bring their children to Him. Some are even carrying infants. They want Jesus to lay hands on them and bless their little ones. It is obvious to them that Jesus does not share the rabbinic contempt for the small and insignificant. But the disciples find this intrusion offensive and tell the women not to inconvenience their teacher.

			When Jesus overhears them He is “indignant” (Mark 10:14). It is the first and only time this strong emotion is attributed to Jesus. Evidently, His students have deeply offended their rabbi. He tells them that unlike the Pharisees and teachers of the Law, who place a premium on academic learning and theological acumen, the kingdom of God belongs to these little ones.

			“Truly I tell you,” He declares, “anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it” (Mark 10:15).

			He calls the older children to stand next to Him and, holding the infants in His arms, He blesses them.

			This elevation of little children in unheard of in ancient, pagan, and Jewish literature. It is another piece of evidence contradicting the argument that these narratives are fabrications written by creative mythologizers.

			The following day, the crowd gives way to a man who, despite his youth, is a ruling member of the local synagogue. He abases himself by not only running to, but bowing in front of Jesus. There is one pressing question he desperately needs Jesus to answer: “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 

			Jesus has had to answer this question once before. On that occasion, He responded with a story about a good Samaritan. This time, rather than telling a parable, He questions the man’s use of the adjective “good.”

			“Why do you call me good?” He asks. “No one is good—except God alone” (Mark 10:18).

			Despite the man’s obvious sincerity, Jesus has refused the compliment and corrects the error it conceals. This is exactly how He responded to the woman’s well-intentioned compliment a few months earlier (Luke 11:27). In both of these instances, He deflects praise that is prompted by a faulty understanding of who He really is.

			Jesus is making a critical point that provides insight into the dramatic reversal about to take place during the Passover. He wants the young man to know that if he is expressing his conviction that Jesus is merely an admirable teacher, then he is wrong. But if he is applying to Jesus the goodness that properly belongs only to God, then the description is accurate. Jesus wants it clearly understood: He did not come into the world to make an impression, to win a popularity contest, or to gain a superficial following. He is God, and as God He expects and commands allegiance not admiration.

			Knowing that this seeker has not understood His meaning, Jesus tells him that if it is goodness he seeks, he has failed to attain it by keeping all the commandments. However, if he gives away his great wealth, Jesus will invite him to become His disciple. In offering this condition, Jesus has just put His finger on the young man’s deepest vulnerability: greed. Unwilling to let go of what he loves above all else, he leaves Jesus in sorrow (Luke 18:22–23).

			Nearing Jerusalem, Jesus teaches several parables that demonstrate that those who think themselves superior, either because of their works, their age, or their wealth will not be able to enter the kingdom He is inaugurating. The disciples are stunned when Jesus says that not even great wealth is a definitive evidence of God’s favor. This is the one group they have been taught are unquestionably God’s favorites.

			They inquire incredulously, “Who then can be saved?” (Mark 10:26).

			Jesus assures them that what is impossible for man poses no difficulty for God. Peter, now unsure if the disciples have any hope of making it into the kingdom, reminds Jesus that the Twelve have left much behind to follow Him. Jesus promises him that those who have sacrificed will be rewarded. “You who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones,” He says (Matt. 19:28). However, always careful to make sure promises of glory do not go straight to their heads, He adds ominously that their rewards will be mixed in with “persecutions” (Mark 10:30).

			The disciples lag behind. Assurances of privilege blended with promises of suffering have let them bewildered. The festive crowd has also undergone a dramatic change. A premonition of disaster blankets them and they become afraid (Mark 10:32).

			Realizing the depth of His disciples’ confusion, Jesus pulls them close and once more begins preparing them for what is going to happen (Mark 10:32). He assures them that the drama about to unfold is no unforeseen disaster. It is God’s plan. There will be no surprises (at least for Him).

			“Everything that is written by the prophets about the Son of Man will be fulfilled,” He assures them (Luke 18:31). “The Son of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and teachers of the law. They will condemn him to death and will hand him over to the Gentiles, who will mock him and spit on him, flog him and kill him” (Mark 10:33–34). He also describes the means they will use: crucifixion (Matt. 20:19). But they are not to lose heart, for three days later He will rise.

			This reassurance falls on deaf ears. The disciples have become so disheartened and perplexed they cannot make sense of anything Jesus is telling them (Luke 18:34).

			What follows is the most ill-timed and ill-considered of all requests made of Jesus. It is so awkwardly self-serving and callous, given what He has just said, that the incident could not possibly be an invention. After this most graphic prediction of the distress that is ahead of Him, James, John, and their mother approach and she asks for a small favor. When the kingdom is established, she poses, would Jesus be so kind as to make sure her two boys are allowed to sit on the thrones to His left and right? (Matt. 20:20–21).

			This request is proof that He has not been able to banish a selfish longing for purple robes, crowns, and scepters out of the minds of His disciples. Sorrow, exhaustion, and disappointment are evident in Jesus’s answer: “You don’t know what you are asking,” He says (Mark 10:38).

			Their ambition has blinded them to the cost required to attain the status they crave. It is one they are incapable of paying—only He can drink the cup that is to be placed in front of Him. Though this is beyond them, eventually there will be a cup for them to drink and a baptism of suffering for them to endure.

			The disciples are indignant when word about this audacious request filters back to them. To ease the friction, Jesus explains that in His kingdom, those who are first are servants not lords. Pointing to Himself as the prime example, He says: “The Son of God did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45).

			Caught up as they are with resentment and recriminations, the significance of this remark escapes them. This is the first time Jesus has provided an explanation for the reason behind His death. It is an allusion to Isaiah 53:10 where God makes the Messiah “an offering for sin.” He is telling them that somehow His death will be connected to the Levitical sacrifices that “make atonement” and provide forgiveness of sins (Lev. 5:16). In doing so, He is also clarifying John’s baptismal declaration two years earlier: “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29).

			They will piece this together only after His death. Now, it makes no sense to them at all.

			Still moving relentlessly toward His appointment with death, Jesus crosses the Jordan River into Judea. He approaches Jericho, the City of Palms, only seventeen miles from His destination. As they enter the city, two blind men begin crying out for Jesus’s attention.

			Indicative of the emotional strain affecting all those who accompany Jesus, it is the crowd that issues a rebuke (Matt. 20:31). They tell the men to be quiet. The two ignore them and begin shouting all the louder. Despite the weight of sorrow bearing down on Him, Jesus has compassion on them, touches their eyes, and gives them their sight.

			The onlookers are impressed and begin praising God (Luke 18:43).

			It is customary for a city’s inhabitants to welcome festive bands passing through on their way to Passover in Jerusalem, but since it is Jesus, the entire city flocks to catch a glimpse. One of those lining the streets is Zacchaeus, a well-known and hated businessman. Jericho is the central station for the collection of taxes and customs, and he is the head of this department—the “chief tax collector.”

			Since he is unusually short, he climbs a fig tree to see over the excited crowd. Jesus notices Zacchaeus in the branches of the tree and invites Himself over to the tax collector’s house. This does nothing to improve the disposition of the crowd traveling with Jesus. They are incensed that Jesus has agreed to be the “guest of a sinner” (Luke 19:7). By sharing a meal with Zacchaeus, Jesus is tacitly affirming continued oppression of the poor.

			The multitude that was recently praising God for the healing miracle begins to seethe. Their attitude mirrors that of the religious leaders who, months earlier, took offense at Jesus for welcoming sinners and eating with them (Luke 15:2). This is now the fourth time that an adoring crowd has suddenly turned malevolent.

			Sometime during the meal, Zacchaeus is overcome with shame. He promises to repay those he’s cheated four times over (twice the restitution amount required of a thief—Exod. 22:9) and divest himself of his ill-gotten gain. Delighted, Jesus announces that salvation has come to this house. A few weeks earlier, Jesus had taught a series of parables about lost things. Jesus uses this man’s conversion to explain the point He had been making: “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost,” He says (Luke 19:10).

			Jesus has again drawn a crucial distinction among His listeners. There are those who are lost and know they are sinners; these are the ones Jesus came to save. And there are those who mistakenly believe they are spiritually secure—these will remain lost.

			With Jerusalem so close, many of the nationalist Galileans with Jesus are convinced that “the kingdom of God [is] going to appear at once” (Luke 19:11). They have told themselves that Jesus is heading into the City of David to launch the long-awaited messianic movement.

			Once again, Jesus attempts to correct their error. He tells them a parable about a nobleman who goes away to a far-off country to be declared king. When the master returns, he finds that that two of his servants have been faithful with the money they were to invest, while one has not. The unfaithful servant has his money taken away and given to those who acted shrewdly. The king tells his men to take his enemies “who did not want me to be king over them—bring them here and kill them in front of me!” (Luke 19:27).

			As His last week on earth approaches, Jesus’s parables have grown increasingly grim.

			It is Friday and the Passover feast is six days away. Jesus and His disciples have walked from Jericho to Bethany and are staying in the home of His three friends: Mary, Martha, and Lazarus. The festive band has dispersed and found lodging in and around Jerusalem.

			Jesus spends two quiet days in the company of His friends. But while Jesus rests, many in Jerusalem are growing impatient. They have arrived early to take part in the ritual bathing required for those participating in the Passover temple ceremonies. The most pressing question on their minds is whether Jesus will actually show up (John 11:56).

			While the visitors are becoming exasperated with His delay, His enemies are organizing. They have issued secret orders that if anyone discovers Jesus’s location, they should report it to them immediately. There is only one thing on their minds: getting their hands on Jesus so they can arrest Him and silence Him once for all (John 11:57).

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 19

			Throwing Down the Gauntlet

			It is a Sunday in early April of AD 30. Jesus is prepared to make the most dramatic entrance of His life. It will stir up the entire city. Perhaps as many as two hundred thousand will flood the streets and crowd the temple, anticipating a messianic pronouncement or some historic national spectacle. But once again, Jesus will disillusion His supporters. As the crowds reach a fever pitch of excitement, He will remain passive, quiet, and distant—He will let all the momentum dissipate. He will raise the hopes of thousands, only to dash them to the ground.

			After their expectations had been aroused to such intense heights, those Jesus has callously disappointed will not forgive Him. The next time their emotions are stirred it will be in order to scream for His blood.

			Q

			During these two quiet days in Bethany, the mood of the crowd, which is always erratic, has swung back toward a growing anticipation. Excitement battled with apprehension as Jesus drew closer to Jerusalem. For more than two years He has been making messianic allusions. The City of David is the recognized location for the crowning of the Messiah. And given that this is the feast marking the momentous deliverance of the Jews from the dominion of Pharaoh, there is no more ideal time to inaugurate the kingdom of God on earth.

			Jesus knows that many continue to misunderstand His mission. But He is on a schedule that requires Him to fulfill all that the Scriptures prophesied about Him (Luke 18:31). The crowds are correct about one thing: He is a king and has come to inaugurate a kingdom. So He must submit to the well-known messianic prophesy in Zechariah 9:9 about the coming Ruler who would be “coming, seated on a donkey’s colt” (John 12:15).

			Bethany is on the other side of the Mount of Olives near the hamlet of Bethphage. He sends two disciples to find a she-donkey and her colt tied next to the caravan route leading from Jericho to Jerusalem. They are to bring both to Him. Jesus will ride the colt but needs the mother to keep her offspring calm in the midst of a jubilant crowd.

			He leaves the home of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, accompanied by a large group—many of whom are eyewitnesses of Lazarus’s resurrection (John 12:17). When His transportation arrives, some of them spread their cloaks on the back of the colt while others, anticipating what is coming, lay their cloaks on the road in front of Him.While this has been taking place out of sight of Jerusalem, among the massive crowd of pilgrims in the big city intense rumors have been swirling. Someone brings word that Jesus is riding toward the city and the excited multitude rushes up the mount to meet Him. These visitors, many of whom are from Galilee, are now certain that the climactic moment has finally come and that Jesus is ready to issue His public announcement.

			To celebrate this momentous event, they come with palm branches and begin waving them as they head over the crest of the mount toward Bethany. Secreted among them are the ever-vigilant Pharisees who will soon make their presence known (Luke 19:39). As they head down the summit, the two crowds converge (John 12:12–13). When the Jerusalem throng sees Jesus riding on a donkey they become ecstatic, in keeping with Zechariah’s well-known prophecy. 

			Confident that their expectations have finally been confirmed, they begin shouting an Aramaic prayer: “Hosanna! Hosanna!” This can mean either “God save him” or “God save us.” In effect, the delirious crowd is shouting something similar to “God save the king—and don’t forget to save us as well.”

			Their excitement galvanizes the multitude that has come from Bethany. They take up the chant, tear branches off trees and shrubs, and throw them on the road in front of the colt. They are creating a green carpet for the messianic king. The shouts grow louder and more exuberant as they crest the hill and catch sight of the southeastern corner of Jerusalem, half a mile away.

			Thousands of voices are praising God for the incredible miracles they have both experienced and witnessed. As their messianic king marches toward Jerusalem, the triumphant crowd begins to shout at the top of their voices, borrowing words from Psalm 118:26: “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!” they cry. “Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!” (Luke 19:37–38).

			Nationalists in the mob carry the revolutionary theme further and shout their own inflammatory slogan: “Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David!” (Mark 11:10).

			The most zealous yell ecstatically, “Blessed is the king of Israel!” (John 12:13).

			These are snatches of phrases taken from Psalms, traditionally chanted antiphonally by Jerusalemites as they welcome festival pilgrims. This is why although technically treasonous, they do not provoke Roman intervention. These Gentile soldiers interpret them as harmless sloganeering—the chanting of impotent provincials letting off some steam.

			But the Pharisees realize what the Romans do not: this time the people mean it literally—and it terrifies them. “Teacher, rebuke your disciples!” they demand with a mixture of anger and desperation (Luke 19:39).

			Jesus’s response is another of those statements that make one realize He was either the world’s most deluded egotist or God in the flesh: “I tell you, … if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out” (Luke 19:40).

			His words are calm and authoritative. There is nothing in His tone that indicates He is being swept up in the excitement. The opposite appears to be the case; as the noise of the crowd swells, Jesus becomes increasingly somber.

			Though the masses are exuberant, the disciples have trouble making sense of what is happening (John 12:16). Although they are confounded, the conspirators are not. They understand all too well what the crowd’s response signifies—their scheme has disintegrated. They are momentarily so disheartened they begin turning on each other: “You see,” they snarl at each other, “there is nothing you can do; look, the whole world is running after him!” (John 12:19 jb). 

			Here we are provided two more pieces of evidence supporting the historicity of the narrative. No mythmakers would repeatedly highlight the unbelief of the hero’s closest followers. Rather than leading the charge, they seem to be the last to be convinced. Likewise, the temporary dejection of His bitter enemies also rings true, especially the way in which impotent rage can provoke sniping among frustrated conspirators.

			The road dips, and now the entire city is visible as it rises majestically from the valleys of Kidron and Hinnom. Seated on the donkey, Jesus looks at the formidable walls of the great City of David and He is overcome with grief. What He sees is not beauty, but disaster. It all plays out before His eyes and it crushes Him.

			He knows that in less than forty years these fortifications will be breached, blackened, and burned. Only those nearest to Him can hear His horrific description of the Roman siege that will choke the life out of the city. The inhabitants, including the little children, He foretells, will be crushed and dashed to the ground, while thousands of crosses will dot the hillside. He is no doubt aware that crucifixions will be so extensive that the Romans will need to import trees to fulfill their grisly task.1

			According to Josephus, following the five-month siege by Titus, the son of Emperor Vespasian, no Jew was left in Jerusalem. He states that one million were killed and ninety-seven thousand were taken prisoner. Based on the more reliable figures of the Roman historian Tacitus—who states that the population of Jerusalem was around six hundred thousand—and taking into consideration the Passover pilgrims who were inside the city when the siege began, it is more likely that those killed numbered several hundred thousand.2 

			So intense are these images that Jesus begins to weep (Luke 19:41). Not surprisingly, Luke selects a word that draws attention to the depth of the emotional response. Eklausen indicates intense heaving of the chest. It is the sobbing and crying of a soul in agony.3

			All this will come to pass, He says, His voice breaking, “because you did not recognize the time of God’s coming to you” (Luke 19:44). Jerusalem had rejected, not a Jewish nationalist peasant with political aspirations, but God in the flesh, and the consequences will be catastrophic.

			The huge procession reaches the temple gate, and by this time the entire city is on high alert. Pilgrims who’ve come from long distances want to know what the uproar is about and who Jesus is. The neutral answer given by the Jerusalemites who disbelieve His claims is that, “This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee” (Matt. 21:10–11).

			This extraordinary display of fervor and enthusiasm does not follow either the nationalist script or that of a heroic (mythological) epic. Jesus does not perform an astonishing, climactic act of power. He does not even issue an unforgettable teaching. Instead, to the great consternation of the multitudes now holding their breaths, He, “looked around at everything,” then leaves the temple compound and disappears with His followers down one of the winding streets of Jerusalem (Mark 11:11).

			Jesus squanders His political capital and allows all the momentum to dissipate.

			Since it is late in the afternoon, He leads His twelve disciples back up the same road that, not many hours earlier, had been jammed with celebrants. Alone, they walk toward Bethany to sleep on the Mount of Olives where He will spend his last remaining nights in Israel (Luke 21:37).

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 20

			Monday

			After the thunderous acclaim and equally thunderous quiet in the temple at the end of His triumphal entry, Jesus will return the next morning to a much different environment. At that time there had been little commercial activity, but when He comes back to the Court of the Gentiles, it will again be swarming with buyers and sellers preparing for the Passover.

			Yesterday what needs to be done in the temple would not have made sense, but on this morning, it will make all the sense in the world. It will establish once and for all that Jesus is on a mission from His Father, to reveal His Father and defend His honor. At the outset of His ministry two years earlier, He had cleared out this court. It was the one meant for Gentile worshippers, but had been co-opted into an exclusive moneymaking enterprise for rich Jews. On this last week in Jerusalem, Jesus will once again directly confront this grievous national sin.

			But He will also do something that will violate the narrative of those seeking to wrap Him in the cloak of a revolutionary defender of the poor. It will be a startling reminder that His is no human, national, political, or ideological agenda. His loyalty is not to an economic class, a cultural group, or an underserved minority. In effect, Jesus will once again make it clear that He is on the side of His Father, no one else’s. And because He and the Father are one, He is also on a mission for Himself that will encompass the world.

			Q

			Early on the second day of the Passion week, the small band heads back to Jerusalem. Whereas fourteen hours earlier two large crowds had massed around them and announced their entrance, due to the early morning hour, they make the two-mile walk alone.

			When they enter the temple, they are assailed by the frenetic sounds of a commercial system in high gear. Jesus looks around at the noisy compound with a heavy heart. Nothing has changed since He chased out the money changers with a rope whip two years earlier. It is just as loud and distressing as before. Merchants are selling animals at hefty profits, imported sacrifices are being examined for a price, money is changing hands, and foreign currency is being exchanged for temple money at inflated rates of exchange. The poor are still being preyed upon by the avaricious. And the rich are getting richer.

			Jesus is sickened by the travesty.

			It is His last opportunity to demonstrate what His Father feels about the religious system that operates to keep the powerful in power, the weak in bondage, and the nation in self-serving blinders. He grabs the sides of tables and flips them over. He kicks over the chairs of those selling pigeons at the expense of widows and orphans (Mark 11:15).

			“Is it not written,” He cries out, as the stunned Jews flee from Him, “‘My house will be called a house of prayer for all nations’? But you have made it a ‘den of robbers’” (Mark 11:17).

			Jesus is quoting from Isaiah 56:7 at the end the most dramatic and detailed messianic prophecy in the Jewish Scriptures. Standing in the court designated to be the safe haven for Gentiles, He rehearses the passage that explains God’s universal intention for the temple. It was His Father’s desire that these “foreigners who bind themselves to the Lord” would be given joy in the house of prayer (Isa. 56:6–7). The current reality was so far removed from His Father’s intention that it compelled Jesus to react with calculated ferocity.

			What is easy to miss in the melee is that this time Jesus expelled more than the victimizers. He does not focus His anger only on those making money, but those spending it as well. These also He forcefully removes (Mark 11:15). While the sin of the sellers is avarice, the sin of the buyers is presumption: assuming favor with God can be guaranteed by the ritualized killing of animals, without any heart engagement or genuine contrition. In addition, every level of Jewish society was in explicit or implicit collusion with the rabbinic system that dehumanized and marginalized the Gentiles.

			Jesus cleansed the temple twice: once at the beginning of His ministry and once four days before His death. During the first event He uses a scourge, He refers to the temple as “My Father’s house,” and, as one would expect, the leaders are taken completely off guard. But on this second occasion, the circle of opposition has expanded to include the chief priests, the teachers of the Law, and the elders (Luke 19:47), and their response reflects a long-simmering hatred that has turned murderous. They are now intent on destroying Him.

			The temple guard does not intervene. Though His assault on the economic status quo is a provocative act, they have to concede that due to widespread disgust at temple commerce, there are thousands on the periphery who secretly applaud what Jesus has done. So, they keep their distance—as do the Romans.

			According to Aslan, Jesus was “a Jewish revolutionary” intent on “gathering followers for a messianic movement.”1 This is disproved by Pilate’s inaction while Jesus was supposedly mobilizing His rebellion. The reason for this ruthless governor’s inaction is simple: Jesus was not perceived as a threat. Not only was His rhetoric and behavior not subversive, but Jesus ate with Roman collaborators and had one of them in His band. It was obvious to the Romans that there was no reason to apprehend Jesus. The only insurrection He appeared to be promoting was against the pious leaders Pilate despised.

			Jesus moves to the perimeter of the Court of the Gentiles where the blind and the lame are begging. He walks over and heals them all (Matt. 21:14).

			Many children are also present. The temple hosted a children’s chorus, made up of the sons of the Levites, who were perhaps in the courts that day.2 As the sick are healed, these youngsters take up the chant that resounded throughout the Jerusalem streets only hours earlier: “Hosanna to the Son of David” (Matt. 21:15).

			Their high-pitched voices echo between the arches of the entrance with its double colonnades. The chief priests, always loitering suspiciously on the fringes, are indignant. “Do you hear what these children are saying?” they ask.

			Jesus replies with another question, “Have you never read, ‘From the lips of children and infants, you, Lord, have called forth your praise’?” (Matt. 21:14–16).

			He is quoting Psalm 8:2 but tantalizes the angry leaders with the rabbinic remez—the technique that leaves out a well-known conclusion in order to underscore it: “—against your enemies to silence the foe and the avenger.”

			The children’s song accomplishes its prophetic intent. Silenced, His opponents stalk off, but when they gather with the other coconspirators, they have plenty to say. Vitriol spews and they reaffirm their commitment to seek every possible opportunity to kill this rabbi who continues to publicly embarrass them. Their only obstacle is their fear of the huge Passover crowd, which continues to be amazed at their enemy’s teaching (Mark 11:18).

			Wherever Jesus goes in the crowded city, He is swarmed by masses of Jews from all across the empire. These multitudes, many hearing Jesus for the first time, are hanging on His every word. Unwittingly, they serve as a protective buffer, making it impossible for the conspiracy to succeed (Luke 19:48).

			As the Passover feast on Thursday evening approaches, Jesus will go to the temple every day early in the morning. Once the crowds discover His pattern, they also get up early and swarm to hear Him (Luke 21:37–38). For the thousands choking the streets of Jerusalem, Jesus is this year’s main attraction. But when evening comes, Jesus disengages and travels up the hill to spend another night alone with His band of twelve under the stars and the olive trees.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 21

			Tuesday

			The conspirators are growing desperate, but they are paralyzed with fear because of the size of the crowds that mill incessantly around Jesus. They will launch a final attempt to entrap Jesus, but will fail miserably. As the day ends another great scandal awaits. It will destroy the faith and crush the hopes of one of the disciples. His disappointment will be so acute it will drive him to turn against his rabbi and offer his services to the scheming cabal. For a bag of silver he will agree to betray Jesus when He is most vulnerable. It will be at a time and place far from the adoring multitudes, where they can carry out the lethal plan they have been refining in private for two years.

			Q

			The following morning, Jesus is back in the temple. The cabal intent on murder has grown. “The elders” have joined in. These are members of the Sanhedrin who are neither part of the rabbinic profession or priestly aristocracy, but who are nonetheless respected because of their piety and wealth. These powerful men take the initiative, pushing their way through the spectators and interrupting His teaching.

			“Tell us by what authority you are doing these things,” they demand (Luke 20:2).

			He embarrasses them by asking them a question about John the Baptizer’s authority—they cannot answer without incriminating themselves. Jesus follows this up by telling them two parables.

			A son refuses to obey his father’s instruction to work in the vineyard, but later repents and obeys. Another son says he will obey but does not. For the first time, Jesus gives His enemies the parable’s interpretation. The first son is like the tax collectors and prostitutes they despise. These have repented and are doing the will of the Father and “are entering the kingdom of God ahead of you.” They, the rich and powerful, are like the second son for they refused to obey John’s message (Matt. 21:31–32).

			The second parable is the most pointed of His entire ministry. Wicked tenants mistreat and brutalize the master’s servants and eventually kill his dearly loved son so they can steal the inheritance (Luke 20:10–14). This story has a larger audience in view for it is directed at “the people” (Luke 20:9).

			Jesus asks them what the owner will do. The arrogant men who instigated this dialogue respond with righteous indignation: “He will bring those wretches to a wretched end, … and he will rent the vineyard to other tenants who will give him his share of the crop at harvest time” (Matt. 21:41).

			Using their own words against them, Jesus explains that they are the wicked tenants and “the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people who will produce its fruit” (Matt. 21:43).

			The crowd catches on. Jesus has just promised that the vineyard, which represents the blessing of the Abrahamic covenant, is going to pass into non-Jewish hands. They, as well as these wealthy leaders, are aghast. Religious elitism rises like bile in their throats.

			“God forbid!” they cry out. “May this never be!” (Luke 20:16).

			Jesus’s eyes are flashing fire. He knows that these same listeners will soon gather together to kill Him and “throw Him of out the vineyard.” With a glare focused primarily on these rulers, He challenges them by quoting a portion of the Hallel the crowd was chanting as He entered Jerusalem several days earlier.

			“The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone,” He says, then adds these ominous words: “Everyone who falls on that stone will be broken to pieces; anyone on whom it falls on will be crushed” (Luke 20:17–18).

			This last phrase is probably a paraphrase of Isaiah 8:14, the same Scripture cited by Simeon at Jesus’s dedication in the temple decades earlier. In this passage, Isaiah declares that Yahweh is a stone that will cause both houses of Israel to stumble, as well as a rock that will make them fall. For the Israelites, Isaiah warns, He will be skandalon—“a trap and a snare.”

			Unconcerned that His enemies are furious, Jesus tells them a parable about a king who issues invitations to his son’s wedding. All the guests decline, and some go so far as to kill the messengers. “Enraged,” the king dispatches his troops to destroy “those murderers and burn their city” and invites peasants and commoners to take their place (Matt. 22:7–8). But one of the invitees refuses to put on the wedding attire provided for him. The king has him bound hand and foot and thrown out into the darkness “where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 22:13).

			The good news of the parable is that the Father’s lavish banquet of blessing is to be a feast for all. It is not reserved for the privileged. However, though the invitation is inclusive, it is also exclusive. While the invitation is generous, there are specific requirements that are nonnegotiable. And whatever the literal meaning of the consequences is, they are extremely severe.

			This is the fifth time that Jesus has issued a warning about an ominous final judgment characterized by the sounds of loud wailing and gnashing teeth. As His death approaches, He will mention it twice more (Matt. 24:51; 25:30).

			When He concludes His story, the conspirators realize Jesus has thrown down the gauntlet. They can barely restrain their longing to arrest Him at that very moment, but are again forced to stew in silence, still paralyzed by their fear of the crowd (Luke 20:19–20). They have much to lose and, unwilling to risk provoking the crowd, they storm away (Mark 12:12).

			They opt for a new strategy: in the place of the austere leaders Jesus is accustomed to, they send earnest young scholars. They are given a simple inquiry that hides lethal implications: “Is it right to pay the imperial tax to Caesar or not? Should we pay or shouldn’t we?” they ask (Mark 12:14–15).

			The query is a subtle attempt to expose Jesus’s agreement with His countryman Judas the Galilean, who revolted against Rome less than thirty years earlier. Judas was killed for claiming that pagan taxation was a declaration of war against the God of Israel, the nation’s sole, supreme Ruler. His followers had died for the conviction that paying tribute to Rome was tantamount to blasphemy. While all the prior attempts at entrapment were based on Jewish casuistry, this one is guaranteed to call down the fury of Rome.

			Jesus is not taken in. He sees through their feigned sincerity and, ignoring the rules of civil discourse, launches a harsh attack.

			“You hypocrites!” He thunders, using His favorite epithet for these representatives of the religious system (Matt. 22:18).

			Before they can marshal a defense, Jesus brings into the open the malice that lurks behind their inquiry.

			“Why are you trying to trap Me?” He asks (Mark 12:15). 

			By taking the initiative, He has pushed these inexperienced delegates back on their heels. Before they can respond, Jesus demands that they show Him a denarius, the small silver coin (worth about eighteen cents) required for paying taxes to Rome. On one side is the image of the degenerate Tiberius Caesar and around the circumference are inscribed the words Tiberius Caesar Divi Augusti Filius Augustus F Pater Patriae—“Tiberius Caesar Son of the Divine Augustus Father of the Nation.”1 

			Tiberius was one of the most perverted and debauched of the Roman rulers. The incredible depths of this man’s depravity are exposed in lurid detail in Bill O’Reilly’s book Killing Jesus.2 

			Looking down at Caesar’s blasphemous title, Jesus prepares His answer. It will be the most notable summary of the nature and extent of civic responsibility of all time. Its brilliance resides in its simplicity. It is all the proof necessary that this humble Galilean carpenter, despite lacking top-shelf academic credentials, is quite literally a genius.

			Aslan takes the side of the conspirators by denigrating Jesus’s lack of education. He argues that “as an artisan and day laborer, Jesus would have belonged to the lowest class of peasants in first-century Palestine, just above the indigent, the beggar, and the slave.”3 Aslan is put off by Jesus’s lowbrow accent, rural background, and unimpressive academic pedigree, as were His highly educated enemies. Jesus’s response to a complex question is all that is needed to negate Aslan’s superficial dismissal of His intellectual prowess.

			Jesus holds up the coin so that those seeking to entrap Him can see the engraved face of the dissolute Tiberius. In what can properly be considered the greatest irony of all time, what faces Jesus on the obverse side is the insolent inscription Pontifex Maximus—“the highest ruling priest.”

			Ignoring the pompous absurdity He declares, “Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s” (Mark 12:17).

			In those few words Jesus has affirmed loyalty to the empire, while also qualifying it. He has acknowledged the rightful sphere of political power without giving in to its idolatrous pretensions. His answer supports civil obedience while, on the other hand, giving permission and providing justification for civil disobedience. He has reassured Rome while, at the same moment, subverting the state cult by defying the emperor. Jesus is declaring that Rome has a conditional authority in its proper sphere, while God has an ultimate authority that trumps every sphere.

			Aslan completely misses the point of Jesus’s answer when he asserts, “This is the zealot argument in its simplest, most concise form.”4 This conclusion is manifestly false. Judas the Galilean was martyred for his categorical refusal to pay anything to the pagan political system. This inflexible dogmatism was the fundamental premise of Zealotry. Jesus, however, denied the absolutist position. He did two things no Zealot would ever do: He rejected the belief that only God had political sovereignty over Israel, and He affirmed Rome’s (limited) political and fiscal claims.

			These young students scurry away defeated, unable to trap Him in what He had said (Luke 20:26).

			It is late in the afternoon, and these disputes have tired Jesus out. He leads His disciples on the short trip to Bethany for a meal that is being given in His honor. The host is Simon the Leper. Undoubtedly the man’s disease had rendered him “unclean,” but at some point he has been cleansed by the Messiah. Martha is once again serving and, this time, Lazarus is one of the invited guests (John 12:2). Mary, however, is nowhere to be found.

			Everyone in the large room is excitedly rehearsing the story of Lazarus’s resurrection several weeks earlier. Unknown to any of them, Mary has been saving a bottle of precious perfume for a very special occasion. It is shaped like a closed rosebud and is filled with pure nard that weighs a full pound. It is worth a full year’s salary (John 12:3, 5). She has been listening intently to her master’s words and knows that His time has arrived.

			Jesus is reclining around the table eating with the male guests. Mary transgresses custom by approaching Him and kneeling down behind Him. She breaks open the top of the bottle and begins pouring thick drops on His head and feet. The pungent, concentrated aroma takes everybody’s breath away. All eyes turn on her. She further shocks the guests by taking her scarf off and uncovering her head. She is humiliating herself by behavior reserved for the bedroom. The tension in the air is palpable.

			Lovingly, she takes each foot in her hands and begins to dry the perfumed feet with the ends of her long, dark hair. Soon it is soaked with nard. The spicy aroma is so strong it is almost stifling. Jesus will carry this scent with Him all the way to Golgotha.

			The disciples are emotionally exhausted and confused at the troubling and contradictory statements Jesus has been making. Mary’s cultural transgression gives them an opportunity to vent their frustration. They become indignant and mutter bitterly among themselves: “Why this waste?” (Matt. 26:8).

			Jesus will have none of this and issues a brusque rebuke: “Why are you upsetting the woman?… What she has done for me is one of the good works indeed! You have the poor with you always, but you will not always have me” (Matt. 26:10 jb).

			Jesus has just said something that no respected religious teacher should have the temerity to say. It was understood that performing good deeds was superior to giving alms. But with these words, Jesus is declaring that a sacrificial act of love for Him is as valuable as providing water to the thirsty or food to the hungry.

			Though all the disciples have joined together in scolding her (Mark 14:4–5), Judas, the disciple responsible for the money bag (while frequently helping himself to its contents), issues the most caustic reprimand: “Why wasn’t this perfume sold and the money given to the poor?” he snarls. “It was worth a year’s wages” (John 12:5).

			Jesus looks sternly at him, knowing in advance about the betrayal that will be consummated the following day. He is also aware that it will be precipitated by what He is about say next. This statement will cause the ground to finally and fatally shift under Judas’s feet and will irrevocably decide the question he has been struggling with for a year.

			“Leave her alone,” He says. “It was intended that she should save this perfume for the day of my burial” (John12:7).

			Judas is stunned. He finally understands that Jesus’s bleak warnings about being beaten and killed were meant to be taken literally. This realization sends him reeling. Their teacher is not guaranteeing political deliverance, but death. Judas is finally certain: Jesus cannot possibly be the Messiah. As he faces this dreadful reality his aspirations for wealth and personal prestige crumble and blow away like the petals of a dead flower.

			Since at least three stars are in the sky, according to Jewish calculations, a new day has begun. And at that very moment something terrible occurs: Satan enters Judas (Luke 22:3). There are now less than forty-eight hours before the snare will be tripped, the trap will be sprung, and the stumbling stone and rock of offense will offer His life for the world.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 22

			Thursday

			Wednesday has passed uneventfully in a tense quiet.

			Thursday dawns; it is the Day of Unleavened Bread, the celebration that precedes the Passover feast, which will commence that evening. In approximately eighteen hours Jesus will be in the hands of His enemies and they will set in motion a legal farce to justify cold-blooded murder.

			Jesus will spend His last full day on earth with His disciples. At the beginning of the day, the disciples show that they have not understood their rabbi’s most basic teaching: the necessity for humility. Later, Jesus will predict the betrayal of one of His disciples and, at the end of the day, the abandonment of the remainder.

			As Jerusalem celebrates the most joyful, unifying festival of the yearly calendar, Jesus’s circle of friends is disintegrating. He is being isolated in preparation for the bitter and solitary task that awaits Him. The Lamb of God slain before the foundation of the world (Rev. 13:8) is being readied for the sacrifice He alone can make—He is preparing Himself to offer His life for the life of the world.

			Q

			To prepare the home for this delightful family celebration, every crevice is scoured and every pot boiled to remove all traces of leaven. When the sun sets, a final and solemn search will be undertaken by candlelight to make certain that nothing has been missed. With the announcement that the house has been cleansed, the feast memorializing the Israelites’ escape from Egypt can begin.

			This highly symbolic meal requires the purchase and ritual killing of a lamb and preparation of special food. There is much that must be done before Jesus and the Twelve can recline around the Passover table. The most pressing issue, given the two hundred thousand pilgrims crowding the city, is to find a suitable space.

			Jesus gives this responsibility to Peter and John and issues a series of directions: They are to go into Jerusalem and meet a man who, despite it being a woman’s role, will be carrying a pitcher of water. They are not to say anything; they must simply follow him. The man will lead them to a certain house, which they are to enter. Inside they will meet the owner to whom they are to provide some code words. He will then show them a large meeting room in the upper story that has been fully furnished for the occasion. Importantly, despite the multitudes that jam the city, it will be reserved for them alone.

			There is good reason for the clandestine nature of this arrangement. Jesus is aware that Judas is anxious to ferret out the location of the feast. There would be no better time and place to spring the trap than this evening when the streets of Jerusalem will be deserted and Jesus will be isolated in a room with only one door and one outside stairway.

			Jesus will not allow this to happen. This is His final supper, and it is essential for His disciples and for all those to follow that this paschal meal not be interrupted. His dear friends will desperately need it, as will all future disciples for centuries to come.

			After they have eaten their simple midday meal, Peter and John head toward Jerusalem. They follow their detailed instructions and find everything as described: the ordinary, red drinking wine for the four cups; the flour, salt, and oil for the cakes of unleavened bread; the bitter herbs to be dipped in salt water (to reflect the tears shed by the forefathers in Egypt); and all the ingredients for the charoseth (the brown paste made from ground nuts, raisins, apples, and almonds that recalled the clay used by the Israelite slaves to make bricks). The table has also been set and on its three sides, the divans are in place for them to recline. The only thing lacking is the purchase of the paschal lamb. For this they must go to the temple.

			At about one thirty on Thursday afternoon Peter and John join the massive crowd from all countries and every part of Israel streaming into the temple. They purchase the lamb and stand in line inside the colonnaded Court of Israel until it is time for it to be slaughtered in front of a priest who will catch its blood and toss it against the altar. After the sacrificial portions have been removed, they carry the remaining meat to the upper room. They roast it on a pomegranate spit, turning it carefully so that the meat is not contaminated by touching the sides of the oven. They bake the loaves of unleavened bread on the coals.

			As the sun is setting, Jesus and the other ten disciples appear. No one notices that Judas looks unusually tense. Before the meal begins, it becomes obvious that Judas is not the only one who is out of sorts.

			While they are discussing the seating arrangements, a dispute breaks out. The argument has to do with who is the greatest (Luke 22:24). This is of practical importance as it will dictate who will recline on the divan to Jesus’s left. Since John precedes his narrative with a reference to Satan having induced Judas to betray Jesus, it is a possible hint that it was he who instigated the dispute (John 13:2).

			Whoever provoked the quarrel, it is Judas who manages to secure the prime spot. Throughout the course of the meal he will be reclining on his left elbow along with all the others, but he will be looking “down” on Jesus from behind. Their master will have the place of honor in the middle divan. On His right side sits John, the beloved. This will make it possible for him to lean backward during the meal and rest his head on the rabbi’s chest (John 13:25). Peter is directly across on the other side of the table.

			During the first course of the Passover, when the full meal is being enjoyed, Jesus notices that no servant has been hired to do the foot washing. He takes off His outer clothing and washes the disciples’ dirty feet, then dries them with the towel wrapped around His waist. Judas is the first to have his feet washed. He does not object. When it is Peter’s turn, he does so, strenuously, but eventually submits. Resuming His place at the table, Jesus shares how He has anticipated eating this Passover with them “before I suffer” (Luke 22:15).

			This is precisely the opposite of what the disciples had been hoping to hear. Jesus further dampens their spirits by predicting His betrayal at the hand of one of those reclining with Him at the table (Mark 14:18). He wants Judas to know that cleverness, slyness, and secrecy will have nothing to do with His death.

			“The Son of Man will go just as it is written about him,” He assures them. He then adds the chilling words: “But woe to that man who betrays the Son of Man!” (Mark 14:21).

			The disciples are astounded. While Judas feigns innocence, Jesus leans toward John and whispers to him that He will point out His betrayer by passing him a piece of bread dipped in the juice from the cooked lamb and salt water. As soon as Judas ate it, John writes, “Satan entered into him” (John 13:27). Using the consternation created by this ominous prediction, Jesus tells Judas to leave: “What you are about to do, do quickly” (John 13:27).

			The “victim” has given His permission for the implementation of the not-so-secret ambush. The disciples are overwhelmed by dread. They cannot get their minds around the repeated prophecies of death. All they know is that something appalling is bearing down on them.

			Jesus then distributes the Cup of Blessing and refers to it as the new covenant in His blood poured out for “many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 26:28). This is similar to the marital formula in which the groom offers his life (as symbolized by a cup of wine) to the girl he is hoping will become his bride.

			But this mention of blood poured out for sins is confusing. Originally, the blood of the paschal lambs had been shed to protect Israelites from death, but tying together that blood with forgiveness does not make sense to them. Sensing their consternation, Jesus rouses them with words that are more to their liking.

			He acknowledges them as those who have “stood by me in my trials.” He confers on them a kingdom, “just as my Father conferred one on me” (Luke 22:28–29).

			Their attitude improves further when He assures them that they will have the privilege of eating and drinking at His table and sitting on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel. Smiles begin to return to their faces. This is what they have been waiting to hear.

			Intent on putting a check on their grandiose aspirations, Jesus throws a wet blanket over the eleven self-satisfied disciples. Their congratulatory smiles vanish when He issues a warning to Peter that Satan intends to sift him thoroughly.

			“Lord, I am ready to go with you to prison and to death,” he protests (Luke 22:33).

			Jesus then makes an oblique reference to the upcoming battle they will face and their need to be just as prepared as a fighting man who is committed to his own survival. At least two of them misunderstand; they think He is encouraging them to arm themselves with literal weapons.

			“See, Lord, here are two swords,” they say, and pull out the short weapons that can be secreted easily underneath their outer tunics (Luke 22:38). Disappointed at their obtuseness and at their insistence on interpreting His words literally, He responds sorrowfully: “That is enough!” and lets the subject drop.

			Aslan makes the same literalist error as Jesus’s disciples. He refers to this statement, along with Jesus’s assertion that He came not to bring peace, but a sword (Matt. 10:34) as proof that He “was certainly no pacifist.”1 Aslan misinterprets Jesus as advocating a holy war against heathen oppressors. In contemporary terms, he fails to make the crucial distinction between the “outer jihad” and the “inner jihad.” The only violence Jesus encouraged was a violence of the spirit. As a secondary point, if Jesus were encouraging the Zealot option, why insanely limit His band of revolutionaries to two puny swords in the face of a legion of professional soldiers?

			All this talk of dying, betrayal, and abandonment has left the eleven remaining disciples emotionally exhausted. Jesus further compounds their anxiety by the distressing promise that they will be hated and put out of the synagogue, and that a time would come in which “anyone who kills you will think they are offering a service to God” (John 16:2). As if this were not bad enough, He makes a shattering prediction: “This very night you will all fall away on account of me” (Matt. 26:31).

			Their desertion is described with a form of the verb skandalizo.

			Peter boasts that while all the others in the room might abandon their rabbi, he most certainly will not (Matt. 26:33). Jesus corrects him by describing the threefold denial he will commit before the early morning rooster crows twice (Mark 14:30).

			Jesus’s blunt warning to Peter along with its precise fulfillment are one of very few events recorded by all four writers. That the shameful behavior of the most influential disciple is not covered up but is detailed in each Gospel further supports their reliability. Rather than inventions, this evidences that they are historical narratives that are scrupulously, even painfully, honest.

			Not to be outdone, the others join in guaranteeing their courage under fire. They do not know this now, but though none will die with Him, eventually, all—save one—will die for Him.

			They drag themselves up to the summit. The only thing on their minds now is sleep.

			They will do anything to quiet the jarring words they have heard and the fear clawing at their insides.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 23

			Thursday Evening

			On this evening, the trap will spring shut. The betrayer will carry out his shameful task, and in doing so will seal his own doom. The conspirators will arrest Jesus when He is isolated from His followers. Their meticulous plan to obtain a legal justification by which to ensure Jesus’s death will work to perfection. But unknown to everyone intent on doing away with this rabbi, in ensnaring Jesus, they have themselves been entrapped in a much larger and wider net.

			As prophesied by an old man inside the temple as he held Jesus in his arms, the skandalon has done its work. His opponents have swallowed the bait and little do they know that a rock is about to drop on their heads—but only after it has rolled away from an empty tomb.

			*****

			It is late on Thursday evening, April 7, AD 30. According to the Jewish calendar, it is early Friday morning, since the next day starts at sundown. Jesus and the eleven disciples reach a walled estate known as Gethsemane. It is an olive grove on the Mount of Olives.

			While eight of the disciples remain in a building housing the oil press, Jesus asks Peter, James, and John to accompany Him as He prays.

			“My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death,” He explains, wanting to make them aware of the extent of His suffering and desolation. “Stay here and keep watch with me” (Matt. 26:38).

			They are dismayed at what they are seeing in their rabbi’s face and more, the horror mirrored in His eyes. Jesus walks a little farther and rather than remaining erect—the usual posture for prayer—He drops to His knees. Crushed by anguish, His head sinks to the ground and He groans out a prayer for the cup of suffering to be taken from Him, “if it is possible.” Though everything within Him cringes at the cross that has been His destiny, He adds words of perfect submission: “Yet not as I will, but as you will” (Matt. 26:39).

			What He must do is so awful that, if He could, He would avoid it. But He will not give in to His very human instinct for self-protection. He has not come to satisfy Himself. That is why when the plea gushes out of Him, He uses the term of endearment “Abba” (Mark 14:36).

			Dizzy with grief, Jesus walks back and finds His three friends asleep. Because it is so late and they have been under such emotional strain, they simply can’t keep their eyes open. He admonishes Peter for failing to watch with Him in His moment of greatest need. He then asks him again to keep watch and pray to make sure that he does not succumb to the temptation that He knows is only an hour away.

			“For the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak,” He tells His friend (Mark 14:38).

			Unfortunately, when Jesus leaves, the strain is too much for Peter and he again falls asleep. And when the temptation comes, as Jesus warned, it will prove to be too much.

			Jesus goes about a stone’s throw away. His agony is such that He moans aloud. Dr. Luke tells us that the anguish is so intense that blood vessels burst on His forehead and face and blood falls to the grass like great drops of sweat (Luke 22:44). Just as He required after the forty days of temptation in the wilderness, He is given angelic support to strengthen Him (Mark 1:13).

			He returns to His best friends twice, and each time He finds them asleep. Luke explains the physiological basis for their inability to remain vigilant: they were thoroughly exhausted from sorrow (Luke 22:45). On the third occasion, He shakes them awake. He has received the support He needs from His Father and informs them that the climax of His ministry is before Him.

			“It is all over,” He tells the groggy men. “The hour has come. Now the Son of Man is to be betrayed into the hands of sinners. Get up! Let us go! My betrayer is close at hand already” (Mark 14:41–42 jb).

			Several hours earlier, when Judas hurried away from the upper room, he went directly to report Jesus’s location to the high priest. Since this arrest would exceed the jurisdiction of the temple guards, the conspirators had to request assistance from the captain of the Roman cohort stationed in the Fortress of Antonia, which was attached to the northeast corner of the temple compound. These soldiers who had accompanied Pilate from Caesarea were tasked with maintaining order during this volatile festival. The cohort numbered four hundred to six hundred men. Since Pilate’s authorization was required, he had to be awakened to give permission for a contingent of soldiers to effect the arrest.

			The need to awaken Pilate for permission to release troops to accompany the conspirators to arrest Jesus would explain why he was ready so early in the morning to hear the case against Him. This may also have been the reason why Pilate’s wife, when she fell back asleep, had a disturbing dream about Jesus—the one whom she had overheard was going to be taken into custody that night.

			Judas leads the group of soldiers armed with swords and thick clubs—the weapon of choice when seeking to capture and maim, but not kill—to the upper room. They are accompanied by servants of the high priest, some officials, and some “chief priests” to oversee the execution of this carefully arranged trap. Having found the meeting room empty, Judas concludes that Jesus has returned to His favorite spot on the Mount of Olives.

			The armed contingent appears over the hill just as Jesus and His three friends are joining the others at the entrance of the garden. The large squad is carrying torches on long poles; they need enough light to ensure that the right man is captured.

			Knowing what all this presages, Jesus steps out of the darkness and walks up to Judas, who is in the lead (John 18:4). The traitor has arranged a cruel signal: the traditional kiss of friendship on both cheeks will serve to identify the victim. 

			“Rabbi!” he says loudly, with a pretense of affection, then kisses Him (Matt. 26:49).

			“Judas, are you betraying the Son of Man with a kiss?” Jesus asks (Luke 22:48), then whispers, “Do what you came for, friend” (Matt. 26:50).

			Seeing the soldiers striding toward Him, Jesus steps toward them. “Who is it you want?” He asks (John 18:4).

			“Jesus of Nazareth,” they reply.

			His response is simple but overwhelming: “I am he!” (John18:5).

			From the mouth of the Messiah, the Son of God, these words are a declaration of deity. It echoes the Name God gave to Moses. In it, the power of divinity is distilled. The phrase strikes the cohort like a massive club. They are stunned, lurch backward, and fall to the ground on their backs (John 18:6). Jesus stands and waits. Finally, they pick themselves up, astonished, frightened, and not a little embarrassed.

			Jesus repeats the question and His answer: “I told you that I am he” (John 18:8).

			Those closest lay hands on Jesus, and Peter decides the time has come for armed resistance. There is much confusion, it is dark, and the torches are casting shadows. Peter swings his sword, and Malchus, the high priest’s servant, jumps sideways and the sword slices his ear off.

			It is only Dr. Luke, with medical particularity, who identifies it as the man’s right ear (Luke 22:50), and it is only John, who had some close connections with the high priestly family (John 18:15), that mentions the servant’s name (John 18:10). Both of these details, though unnecessary to the narrative (mythical or otherwise), are indicators that the writers of these Gospels have been correctly identified and are reporting historical facts.

			“Put your sword back in its place,” Jesus orders Peter, whose impetuous act has served to put the entire band at risk. “For all who draw the sword will die by the sword” (Matt. 26:52).

			After bending down to heal the servant’s wound, Jesus informs those within earshot that as the Son of God, He has access to twelve legions of angels who could free Him in an instant, were He to request it. But this He will not do since the Scriptures that predict this must be fulfilled (Matt. 26:54). After all, He asks, “Shall I not drink the cup that the Father has given me?” (John 18:11).

			Jesus is reminding Peter and the rest of His disciples that this clandestine arrest is not the result of sly machinations of proud, powerful men. There are forces at play that are much bigger and stronger than a cabal of humans drunk with power, gorged on ambition. At its core, this is about the will of the Father, not the will of man. What is going on in secret in a dark garden is not a political martyrdom, but a living sacrifice ordained before time.

			Peter is hurt and more confused than ever. He has followed through on his boast. While the others cowered in the dark, he risked his life to defend his teacher. But instead of appreciation, he has received only a rebuke. It may be that at this point, Peter, feeling the full brunt of the “offense,” gives up the dream and disavows His commitment.

			He denies Jesus in his heart before he denies Him with his words.

			Certain now of the identity of their quarry, the soldiers grab Jesus and tie His hands behind His back. Demonstrating that it is He, not they, who is in command, Jesus exposes the cowardice of the religious leaders. He chides them for skulking in the dark and hiding behind a squadron of soldiers armed to the teeth, despite knowing He will not harm them since He is not leading an armed rebellion.

			“Every day I sat in the temple courts teaching, and you did not arrest me,” He ridicules them (Matt. 26:55).

			As they drag Him away, Jesus turns and speaks loudly so that His disciples hiding in the shadows can hear: “But this has all taken place that the writings of the prophets might be fulfilled” (Matt. 26:56).

			All is going according to the preordained plan.

			Judas, having earned his fee, slinks away. At that point, exactly as Jesus prophesied, all the disciples desert Him. Jesus, surrounded by soldiers, is led like a criminal back down the hill. It is still dark. For the plan to work, it is imperative that they get into town before the city and the pilgrims camping on the nearby hills begin to awaken. Mark is the only one to mention that a young man, dressed only in a loose tunic, was following the entourage in the shadows. Some of the guards attempt to seize him, but he slips away in his underclothes, leaving them holding his garment in their hands (Mark 14:51–52).

			There is a tradition that the upper room was located in the house of Mark’s mother in lower Jerusalem.1 If so, Mark would have been startled awake when the soldiers burst in looking for Jesus. Wanting to discover what would happen to the famous rabbi, he could have hastily thrown on a loose outer garment and followed the men up to the garden. This then would be the piece of clothing grabbed by the men.

			Just as He told them in the upper room, Jesus’s closest friends have abandoned Him though Peter and John will follow at a distance, keeping to the shadows. The Messiah’s isolation is complete. The shepherd has been “struck” and the sheep have scattered, leaving Him to face the ignominious trial, the mockery, the beatings, the brutal jibes, and ultimately the slow, gruesome death, utterly and heartbreakingly alone.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 24

			Friday Morning

			It has all come down to this one fateful day. All the secrecy, the careful planning, the baited trap, the suppressed fury—as well as the disorientation caused by this man’s scandalous restraint and equally scandalous aggression. The dissonance has proved to be too much: astonishing compassion counterweighted with unexpected intolerance; dizzying inclusivity matched with the most shocking exclusion; categorical imperatives that no one has the right to make coming from the most gracious person anyone has ever known.

			All these have stretched emotions to a razor’s wire. Hopes have been excited and crushed so many times that taut nerves are about to snap, long-suffering patience is ready to give way to lethal violence.

			The leaders know precisely what to do. The flames of the wildfires of giddy expectation have cooled and are now barely flickering. The plan is to expose its instigator as a pathetic, manipulative fraud, and, with their dreams in shambles, the multitudes of supporters will turn on the culprit who has made a mockery of their deepest longings.

			But for the scheme to succeed, timing is absolutely crucial. Everything hinges on the Sanhedrin officially condemning Jesus before the city is alerted and rumors of the arrest begin to circulate. Word must not get out before the cynical play they are orchestrating reaches its dramatic climax. They must avoid arousing the sympathy of His admirers lest they rise up against them and come to His defense.

			*****

			The chief priests are now at the head of the contingent. They walk back through the same gate they had used hours earlier, up the slope of the Tyropean valley that runs through the city, separating upper Jerusalem from lower Jerusalem. They reach the palace of Annas the high priest.

			Annas, a shrewd and exceedingly wealthy man, had been appointed high priest of the newly formed Roman province of Judea around AD 6. Pontius Pilate’s predecessor deposed him after allowing him to hold the position for ten years. Three other appointees were also deposed until the procurator found a compliant instrument in Caiaphas, the son-in-law of Annas. He was appointed in AD 16. Though the old man no longer held the highest office, his control of temple business and his influence was such that he was still granted the title “high priest.”

			He was the ruler most directly impacted by Jesus’s interruption of temple business, since most of the profits went directly into his deep pockets. His large dwelling is in the upscale neighborhood of the city and is closer to the Fortress of Antonia than the home of Caiaphas. When the Roman soldiers are dismissed, the first interrogation begins inside this palatial home (John 18:12–13).

			It is around one a.m. on Friday. The promised rooster will not crow until its habitual hour around three a.m.

			Annas begins with a general line of questioning. He wants information about Jesus’s disciples and His teaching. Jesus refuses to repeat what He has already publicly taught.

			“I have spoken openly to the world.… I said nothing in secret,” He says (John 18:20). He then tells His interrogator to ask those in the room who’ve been assigned to listen in and report His words.

			“Surely they know what I said,” He asserts calmly (John 18:21).

			The tone of criticism and command is apparent to all. No one would dare speak to Israel’s most prestigious religious leader this way. A servant takes it upon himself to protect the dignity of the office by slapping Jesus across the face. Looking at the man who has struck the first of many blows, Jesus asks, “If I spoke the truth, why did you strike me? (John 18:24).

			Annas senses that he will not make any further progress and, unable to obtain the damning evidence he needs, remands Jesus to the custody of his son-in-law, Caiaphas. John and Peter follow the armed men and their prisoner and proceed into the inner court of Caiaphas’s home. John has gained admittance because he knows the high priest and is able to get Peter access as well (John 18:15).

			The conspirators gather in the upstairs room reserved for entertaining large groups. They are all present and accounted for: the chief priests, the elders, and the teachers of the law (Mark14:53). Though some are members of the Sanhedrin, this is not a formal gathering of the seventy-one-member Jewish high court. Otherwise there would be too many formalities that would impede the necessary swiftness for the success of their scheme.1 

			Aslan contends that the problems with these accounts are “too numerous to count,” since this trial before the Sanhedrin “violates nearly every requirement laid down by Jewish law for a legal proceeding.”2 While Aslan is correct about the legal errors, he is mistaken in using them to impugn the veracity of the narratives, since this was explicitly a private interrogation, not a full-blown trial. The trial occurred later in the morning when the sun had risen.

			This interrogation has a twofold intent. They have agreed that the Romans must take charge of the killing, but they recognize that a Jewish “crime” will be irrelevant to Pilate. Still, wanting to justify their own religious scruples, they want Jesus to make an unambiguous assertion of deity. Then after Jesus has condemned Himself, they will need to formulate and justify a capital verdict. Truth will not be their concern. What they will be seeking is an ironclad accusation of sedition.

			False witnesses are brought in but are so inept they only make matters worse. Exasperated at their bumbling testimony, Caiaphas decides to again take charge. He frames his question in a manner intended to force Jesus’s hand: “I charge you under oath by the living God: Tell us if you are the Messiah, the Son of God” (Matt. 26:63).

			“I am,” He responds without hesitation. This time there is no flash of power; He has muted His divine authority, but not His boldness. He continues, “And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven” (Mark 14:62).

			The time for indirection is past.

			Caiaphas is elated; Jesus has spoken giddupha—blasphemy. The first piece is in place. Acting the part of the aggrieved defender of the conscience of the nation, Caiaphas tears his sacred vestments in a dramatic show of mortification. With hypocritical dismay he asks the gathered leaders the traditional question that usually precedes a formal sentence of death: “What do you think?” (Matt. 26:66). Implied in these words is the fateful decision—for life or for death?

			The conspirators are hardly able to restrain themselves. They respond with the scripted verdict they have been waiting for years to deliver: “He is worthy of death” (Matt. 26:66).

			Their verdict is, of course, unanimous.

			Had this been a formal meeting of the Sanhedrin, Caiaphas, as president, would have officially sanctioned the verdict, but he does not do so. While they now have, under Jewish precedent, the technical right to kill this blasphemer, due to His popularity they have determined that the task must be executed by Roman hands. They want plausible deniability. Should their plan backfire, they do not want the crowd’s fury directed at them. In the worst-case scenario, if a riot did erupt, they want to ensure that any stones are aimed at Roman soldiers, not at them.

			The temple guards now have permission to assault Jesus. But they do so away from the pious men who have scrupulously upheld the sanctity of their God and His temple. The blood of the blasphemer must not stain their gorgeous robes. They push Jesus out of the room and head out the hall.

			As Jesus has been dragged through this orchestrated farce, in the courtyard below Peter issues his denials: to a servant girl (Mark 14:68; Matt. 26:72), to a relative of Malchus whose ear he cut off (John 18:26), and to some strangers around a fire (Matt. 26:73). The rooster’s second crow causes him to look up at the precise moment Jesus is being taken to the interrogation cell in the basement. Jesus looks at Peter from the balcony; Peter’s heart breaks and he rushes out of the compound, his body shaking with sobs (Luke 22:61–62).

			The guards chain Jesus’s hands to an iron ring above His head. They are Levites, members of the tribe made famous by Phineas, who gained honor for his lethal zeal in defending Israel’s purity (Num. 25:7–8). They are the police force empowered to maintain order inside the temple and give full vent to their aggression. It is fueled by shame at their earlier weakness when they failed to arrest Jesus.

			They spit in His face, mock Him, and pummel Him with their fists. One of them has a clever idea—for sport they blindfold Jesus then alternately slap and punch Him, taunting Him to use His clairvoyant skills.

			“Prophesy,” they jeer at Him. “Who hit you?” (Luke 22:64–65). When He does not respond they heap further insults on Him.

			Having tired of their sport, they lower Jesus through the floor into an isolation cell while they await the arrival of the men required to complete the full quorum of the Sanhedrin. It is an awful place, about twelve feet deep, encircled by strong walls and a stone vault.

			Around 40 BC, this dreadful prison was described by the Roman author Sallust. He writes that it was “repugnant and fearsome from its neglect, darkness, and stench.”3 

			The law requires that the entire Sanhedrin has to be present for an official verdict to be entered and sentence imposed. And in order to maintain technical compliance, they cannot formally congregate until daybreak (Luke 22:66). Eventually all arrive. They have agreed, however, to dispense with the legal niceties of meeting in their official quarters, and they ignore the prohibition against holding proceedings on feast days.

			Some rules must be bent when matters of national interest are at stake.

			Jesus is brought in. Some of the more squeamish are taken aback by His appearance, while others gloat. His lips are split open, and His face is bruised and bloody. There is purplish swelling around His eyes. The ropes around His wrists have been removed since the official verdict has not yet been issued. Despite having His hands free, Jesus no longer looks like a bold, confident leader of men. As far as they are concerned, His appearance is perfect. He resembles a captured criminal.

			Very soon it will be time to bring Him out before the public.

			They can barely contain their excitement. This rabbi who took such delight in humiliating them in front of the uneducated masses is about to get a taste of His own medicine. The time is approaching for some delicious exposure of their own.

			With pious indignation, the high priest relates the blasphemous declaration made during the informal questioning. But rules are rules, and the Sanhedrin requires firsthand confirmation: “If you are the Messiah, tell us,” they demand (Luke 22:67).

			“If I tell you, you will not believe me,” He answers, His voice hoarse with pain. He repeats the prediction He made to Caiaphas: “But from now on, the Son of Man will be seated at the right hand of the mighty God” (Luke 22:69).

			The Sanhedrists do not yet have quite what they want. So they ask a follow-up question: “Are you then the Son of God?” (Luke 22:70).

			After more than two years of listening to Jesus, they recognize that, in His mind, this title is more than a messianic claim; it is a literal and, to their minds, monstrous declaration of divinity.

			“You say that I am,” He declares (Luke 22:70).

			The council takes no time to reflect or weigh their conclusion. They agree to dispense with the technicality of a defense since the blasphemy is self-evident (Luke 22:70–71). With the studious formality of men discharging a distasteful duty, they issue the verdict of death (Matt. 27:1). It is around six a.m., and as the bright early spring sun is beginning to dry the dew on the cold stones, the inhabitants of Jerusalem awaken to their fateful destiny.

			After Israel’s leaders firm up their strategy to manipulate Pilate into taking responsibility for the murder, they parade, en masse, to the imposing palace of Herod the Great at the western boundary of the upper city. This is where Pilate, when accompanied by his wife, takes up residence during the Passover.

			Jesus is led through the streets of the upper city with His hands tied in front of Him in full view of the populace. His face is bruised, discolored, and swollen. Perhaps the repeated blows from bare fists have broken His nose. His robe is covered in blood. There is nothing left in His appearance to instill confidence, respect, admiration, or awe. He looks like a broken, defeated convict.

			As the whole assembly winds its way up past Annas’s dwelling toward Herod the Great’s palace, it is engaged in a strategic pageant. The large procession of leaders and guards no longer needs concealment. With each step this bloodied figure takes, His claims are being mocked and His pretensions unmasked.

			What they do not know is that in this very act of unmasking Him, they are the ones being exposed. In accordance with their captive’s repeated predictions that they will “hand him over to the Gentile” authorities (Mark 10:33–34) they prepare to do just that. After all, Pilate is the only one who can sanction a death sentence by crucifixion, another crucial element of the crime Jesus announced several weeks earlier (Matt. 20:19).

			Ignorant of the parts they are playing, with smug self-assurance, they parade up the cobbled street unaware that it is they who have taken the bait—they are the ones who have been ensnared. And as prophesied, it is they who will ultimately fall to their deaths.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 25

			Crucify Him!

			It is around six thirty a.m. on a brisk Passover morning, and the delegation is standing in front of Herod the Great’s sprawling palace. It is called the Praetorium, the Roman designation for the dwelling in which the procurator is residing (Mark 15:16). The Romans begin their day at dawn, but this is still unusually early to commence legal proceedings. However, earlier, Pilate was given notice of potential Passover troubles brewing, so he is ready when the Jewish leaders arrive with a prisoner in tow.

			He is no doubt intrigued. Jesus is a notorious figure and Pilate has been carefully monitoring this rabbi’s activities over several years. Though His rhetoric leans toward the messianic, the reports of his agents have been consistent: this teacher’s diatribes are directed against the Jews that Pilate loathes, not Rome. So Pilate has been glad to leave this rabbi alone.

			Ever mindful of the minutiae of the Law, the conspirators refuse to enter the palace (John 18:28). They want to avoid becoming ritually contaminated by entering the residence of a Gentile. Conspiring to murder is one thing, but being polluted by contact with a foreigner is another thing entirely. Had they set foot inside, they would have been prevented from offering the Chagigah, the festive sacrifice that had to be personally offered on the day following the Passover feast.

			Pilate is aware of their Jewish scruples, which, to his Roman aristocratic mind, are not only laughable, but infuriating. But he reins in his disgust, walks through the gates of the palace, and stands on the raised platform outside the walls designed for just these types of proceedings. Staring contemptuously down at these leaders dressed in their pretentious religious finery, he is reminded of the stinging criticism he received from Emperor Tiberius not so long ago.

			These same men who are now standing in front of him had lodged a formal protest with the emperor that had nearly cost him his position. Some years earlier, Pilate had intentionally provoked the Jews by installing a row of gold shields inside the palace of Herod. It was intended as an act of public homage to Tiberius, whom the state recognized as divine.

			According to Philo, a Jewish philosopher living in Egypt at the time, the emperor, though a dissolute and degenerate man, respected piety and religious discipline, at least from a distance. The complaint made him furious and caused him to berate Pilate “a thousand times for his newfangled audacity.” He then issued an order prohibiting the governor from changing anything sanctioned by Jewish custom and requiring him to regard their laws as a sacred trust.1

			The governor will do anything to avoid provoking Tiberius who, as a ruler both human and divine, holds his life in his hands. Thus, Pilate inquires with civility about the charges they are bringing against Jesus. The rulers inform him it is a capital case and, as such, they do not have jurisdiction over such matters and proceed to lay out their indictment: “He opposes payment of taxes to Caesar and claims to be Messiah, a king” (Luke 23:2).

			Pilate does not ask when these odious Jews suddenly became loyal patriots protective of Roman supremacy. He smells a trap but grits his teeth, turns, and strides into the palace, gesturing for his soldiers to bring the prisoner into the Praetorium. Outside of the hearing of the multitude Pilate attempts to find out the merits of their case.

			“Are you the king of the Jews?” he asks, and informs Jesus that this is the charge brought by “your own people” along with the chief priests who have handed Jesus over to him (John 18:33, 35).

			This is the first hint that, in spite of the early morning hour, the religious leaders have been joined by others who were not part of the original conspiracy.

			Jesus was a national celebrity and throughout His entire ministry He drew massive crowds wherever He went. They were so large and intrusive they forced Him to cross to the opposite side of the lake for privacy (Matt. 8:18; 14:13), move into the wilderness (Mark 1:45), and teach from a boat (Mark 4:1). They made it impossible for Him to find time to eat (Mark 3:20), they nearly crushed Him (Luke 8:42), and trampled each other in their fervor to get near Him (Luke 12:1). Everywhere He went, they besieged Him, thus, it would have been impossible for this incident not to have drawn the attention of thousands, especially given the loud, public procession through the city to see Pilate.

			Jesus takes no time in replying: “You have said so” (Luke 23:3).

			But the governor is a politician and needs to make absolutely certain. He asks for a clarification. Jesus complies and tells Pilate that if His kingdom were political, “my servants would fight to prevent my arrest by the Jewish leaders. But now my kingdom is from another place” (John 18:36).

			Pilate is relieved. The prisoner’s response makes clear that He is not a member of the nationalist party and has no subversive agenda. The last thing Pilate needs is another accusation of being heavy-handed in his treatment of Tiberius’s Jewish darlings. Now all he wants is to be rid of this man as expeditiously as possible.

			Aslan finds the Gospel writers’ portrayal of Pilate and the “theatrical trial” a legend stretched “to the point of absurdity.” He states that it is “beyond belief” and “pure fantasy.”2 His dismissal is based on Pilate’s ruthless character and his penchant for dispatching troops to “slaughter the Jews whenever they protest any of his decisions.”3 This conclusion completely overlooks the emperor’s stinging rebuke, which would have been sufficient to restrain even the most ruthless Roman functionary.

			Pilate strides through the gates and readies himself to issue his official decision. While he has been interrogating Jesus, word of the proceedings has been speeding through the great city clogged with visitors. The verdict he pronounces is now directed both at the leaders as well as “the crowd” that is beginning to mass in the expansive plaza in front of the palace (Luke 23:4).

			“I find no basis for a charge against him,” he declares (John 18:38).

			An outcry breaks out and Pilate latches onto the declaration that Jesus is from Galilee, King Herod’s jurisdiction (Luke 23:5). Master of the bureaucratic dodge and weave, he immediately remands Him to the tetrarch, who is also in town for the celebration (Luke 23:6–7).

			Dutifully, the leaders take Jesus to Herod, whose palatial home is down the hill from the palace. Some of the high priests leave to fulfill their temple obligations. When Jesus is presented to Herod, he is delighted. For years he has been anxious to see Jesus perform one of His famous magic tricks (Luke 23:8). When Jesus declines, Herod peppers Him with questions. Jesus refuses to play the part of the court magician or respond to this brutal ruler who murdered His cousin.

			Herod has little patience with insubordination and quickly grows bored. To hide his embarrassment, he and his guards ridicule Jesus before returning Him to Pilate. To emphasize his disdain, he has them drop a princely cloak over His shoulders. This twisted piece of mockery works to the advantage of the conspirators. Outfitted in this robe, more than ever, Jesus looks the part of a pathetic, royal pretender.

			Luke is the only Evangelist to relate this scene. His description indicates specific, inside information not only about what occurred but also about Herod’s motives. It is not difficult to surmise where this eyewitness account came from. His source is either Chuza, the manager of Herod’s household, who must have been present during these events, or his wife, Joanna, whom Luke alone mentions as providing financial support to Jesus (Luke 8:3).

			Luke writes that afterward “Herod and Pilate became friends—before this they had been enemies” (Luke 23:12). This is an unimportant and irrelevant inclusion, like John’s description of Jesus bending down to write in the dust before addressing those wanting to stone the woman caught in adultery (John 8:6). It has nothing to do with the plot. If anything, it distracts from the action. It is one more proof of the historicity of what is being described and undermines the repeated claims that the Gospels are classical myths. 

			C. S. Lewis wrote: “I have been reading poems, romance, vision-literature, legends, myths all my life. I know what they are like. I know that not one of them is like this. Of this text there are only two possible views. Either this is reportage … or else, some unknown writer in the second century, without known predecessors or successors, suddenly anticipated the whole technique of modern, novelistic, realistic narrative. If it is untrue, it must be narrative of that kind. The reader who doesn’t see this has simply not learned to read.”4

			It is almost eight a.m. and the city is awake.

			Many in the lower city have arisen early and, as has become this Passover’s custom, they have congregated in the temple anticipating more of Jesus’s miraculous feats. When the chief priests arrive from their brief stay at Herod’s dwelling, they confirm the rumors about Jesus’s arrest and conviction. They helpfully point the crowd in the direction of the Praetorium, where they have planned the final act of the drama.

			Those who have not gone to the temple have awakened with excitement of another kind. They are preparing to head toward Herod’s palace to participate in the spectacle provided by Pilate’s Friday morning Passover ritual. It is a kind of citywide popularity contest—the release of a notorious prisoner chosen by public acclaim (Mark 15:6). For people with few entertainment options, especially those with limited means, this show attracts thousands. Adding to the excitement are the incredible reports about Jesus’s arrest that have begun tearing through the city like a pack of wild dogs.

			When Jesus is brought back to Pilate, an even larger crowd has gathered in front of the palace (Matt. 27:17) and has begun filling the broad, paved area that stretches one thousand feet along the front wall.

			In Killing Jesus, Bill O’Reilly argues that the group clamoring for the death of Jesus was “a small handful of men.”5 This fails to take into account the description of the makeup of the throng at Herod’s palace, the incredibly efficient Near Eastern word-of-mouth broadcasting system, the congestion caused by more than two hundred thousand visitors, along with the excitement created by Pilate’s Passover custom. It also ignores Peter’s post-Pentecost sermons in which he charged crowds of thousands (one from all over the Roman Empire) with direct collusion in the murder, something none of them denies (Acts 2:22–23; 3:13–15).

			Pilate takes his elevated seat from which he issues legal judgments. He intones his official verdict, which has been reinforced by Herod’s implicit declaration of innocence. It is directed at the leaders and the multitude that has joined them.

			“He has done nothing to deserve death,” he declares (Luke 23:14–15).

			This only worsens the mood of the rulers, who once again begin hurling all types of accusations at Jesus (Mark 15:3). They are so vehement that Pilate is astonished Jesus is able to remain impassive.

			“Aren’t you going to answer?” he asks. “See how many things they are accusing you of” (Mark 15:4). To the governor’s amazement, He remains silent.

			Pilate has been struck by something that soldiers respect even in their enemies: the fearless, unyielding resolve of a warrior heading into battle. Throughout His ministry the crowds noticed it as well and were continuously amazed by what they took to be Jesus’s unique authority. Pilate, an experienced military leader, recognizes it for something else: the tenacious confidence of a soldier in full command. Upon seeing it, he decides that he will not give in to the Jews.

			The crowd reminds Pilate not to forget his Passover custom. He agrees and informs them that the choice will be between Jesus and a disreputable prisoner named Barabbas. The wily Roman is certain the populace will reject this guerrilla fighter who is a notorious murderer (Luke 23:19). While Pilate waits for the crowd to make its decision, the chief priests and elders insinuate themselves among the people, persuading the arrivals to “ask for Barabbas and to have Jesus executed” (Matt. 27:20).

			This proves to be much easier than expected. Their pageantry of exposure has worked better than they could have hoped. They play on the crushing heartbreak of centuries of disillusionment by pointing up to their bloodied hero. His hands are tied, His eyes and cheekbones are bruised, and rivulets of blood have dried along the sides of His mouth. The cloak provides a brutal parody of His messianic claims. With their own eyes they can see that Jesus was playing them for fools.

			While the people are being won over, a servant delivers Pilate an urgent message from his wife: “Have nothing to do with that man; I have been upset all day by a dream I had about him,” she writes (Matt. 27:19 jb). 

			Tradition refers to Pilate’s wife as Procula or Claudia, and in the second century, Origen taught that she had become a Christian.6

			This is one more reason for Pilate to resist the request by the Jewish rulers, but he is in an untenable position. He knows the charges are spurious and were prompted by jealousy. But if the crowd elects Barabbas, he will be forced to condemn an innocent man to death. If Tiberius gets wind of it he will be removed, exiled, or possibly killed. So, growing anxious, he forces the choice to the people: “Which one do you want me to release to you: Jesus Barabbas, or Jesus who is called the Messiah?” (Matt. 27:17).

			With one voice the multitude cries out: “Away with this man! Release Barabbas to us!” (Luke 23:18).

			Pilate is stunned. The leaders have successfully “stirred up” the populace (Mark 15:11) and have turned supporters of Jesus into a lynch mob that will not be content until they see blood.

			With mounting anxiety, Pilate asks: “What shall I do, then, with the one you call the king of the Jews?” (Mark 15:12).

			The crowd’s response is loud and, once again, unanimous: “Crucify him!” (Matt. 27:22).

			For the third time, Pilate repeats his finding of innocence and, as a last resort, offers a compromise: “I will have him punished and then release him” (Luke 23:22).

			This time the screams are so loud and vehement Pilate fears that the Passover riot he has been attempting to avoid is about to erupt. He quickly gets to his feet and declares: “I am innocent of this man’s blood; it is your responsibility.” He then takes a basin and washes his hands (Matt. 27:24).

			“His blood is on us and on our children!” they shout back (Matt. 27:25).

			To forestall an uprising, Pilate hands Jesus over to be scourged. This vicious punishment, which uses a whip laced at the ends with lead weights and pieces of sharp bone, lacerates the back so terribly that the inner organs are frequently exposed. It is such a harrowing ordeal the Roman philosopher Cicero referred to it as the “intermediate death.”7 The wily governor is holding out hope that the butchery will shame the Jews into withdrawing their demand.

			The guards tie Jesus to the pole in the courtyard adjacent to the palace. This area is not considered a part of the palace and will be in full view of the crowd. After the scourging, the soldiers take Jesus into their quarters, weave a crown of long thorns, and jam it down on His head. They also take a purple cloak and drape it over His shredded back. The men act out a vicious parody of submission. Over and over they approach Him and kneel saying, “Hail, king of the Jews!” They spit on Him and hit Him in the face with their fists. One of them takes the mock scepter and pummels Him repeatedly on the head (Matt. 27:29–30).

			Before Jesus emerges from the palace, Pilate once more declares his verdict: “I find no basis for a charge against him” (John 19:4).

			At that moment, Jesus is led out wearing the crown of thorns and purple robe drenched in blood. His face is bruised and completely disfigured. He is slumped over in terrible pain. The governor looks at Him then at the crowd, anticipating that this will appease their fury. Pointing dramatically at Jesus he declares: “Here is the man!” (John 19:5).

			To his astonishment, the crowd erupts. The people are furious at this arrogant pagan who has repeatedly referred to Jesus as “the king of the Jews.” They know he is making a mockery of their longings for a messianic king. So they take out their rage on Jesus, the foil for this national embarrassment.

			“Crucify! Crucify!” they scream.

			A voice rises above the rest: “Anyone who claims to be a king opposes Caesar” (John 19:12).

			Pilate’s face grows dark with fury. He has been checkmated. There is no option but to give in and face the consequence. He sullenly takes the judge’s seat and declares with impotent resentment: “Here is your king” (John19:14).

			Then, furious that he has been outwitted, he asks them mockingly, “Shall I crucify your king?”

			“We have no king but Caesar,” the chief priests cry out (John 19:14–15).

			The irony has reached an incomprehensible level. Pilate stands and gestures for the soldiers to prepare Jesus for crucifixion.

			It is around nine a.m. on Friday morning. Jesus is led up a hill shaped like a skull and crucified between two criminals.

			Throngs of spectators line up to gloat at this silver-tongued magician—this pathetic pretender hanging on a bloody cross. The only feeling they have left is revulsion. Hundreds of years of pent-up disappointment, confusion, and despair spew out like spilled poison. Not sated by the blood, they shake their heads derisively, hurling insults at their discredited champion.

			And to again draw attention to the One who is overseeing this heartless drama, remarkably, the vitriol that pours out is virtually identical to Psalm 22:8. In this psalm, David, another anointed servant king, bemoans the verbal cruelty of his enemies. Lest the messianic hint go unnoticed, Jesus will recite the first verse of this psalm with His dying breath.

			“You who are going to destroy the temple and build it in three days, save yourself!” they scream, overcome with loathing. “Come down from the cross, if you are the Son of God!” (Matt. 27:40).

			Suddenly darkness falls on the whole land, and for three dreadful hours there is no light. Finally, Jesus cries out: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46).

			These words are borrowed from Psalm 22:1 in which David grieves at the pain of his betrayal and abandonment. By quoting them, another awful scandal surfaces. It is the unimaginable offense of a Son whose heart has been broken by something He never expected: abandonment by the One He has sought to honor. And in passing through this valley of dereliction alone, at that moment, the chasm yawned wide at His feet. The disappointment caused by His Father’s abandonment could have been fatal. Following on the heels of desertion by His closest friends, this could have been grounds for despair and Jesus (as He had had to warn John) could likewise have fallen away. Incredible as it may seem, the rock of this terrible offense could have dropped and crushed Him fatally as well. 

			But He does not turn away in bitter resentment and despair. He humbly submits to the wisdom and perfection of His Father’s plan. Then, in keeping with another messianic prophecy (Isa. 42:13), He takes a deep breath and lets out a “battle cry” exulting in His triumph over all His enemies: “It is finished” (John 19:30).

			His strength spent, He looks up to heaven and whispers a final prayer: “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit” (Luke 23:46). 

			These last words are a quotation from Psalm 31:5. Later, as the early Christians meditated on the final statements of Jesus, there arose in public sentiment the story that as Jesus hung on the cross, He was praying His way through Psalm 22, beginning with His cry of dereliction, ending with the words of Psalm 31:5.

			Having fully carried out His Father’s plan, Jesus—obedient Son to the last—bows His head and gives up His spirit (John 19:30).

			With these last words, the Son offers a lifeline for all those who throughout the long centuries to come will be enveloped by similar dark nights of dreadful abandonment. Though brutally cruel circumstances will rob them of all good—including God Himself—by tenaciously entrusting themselves to Him as Father, they are assured of finding their way home.

			Luke adds a detail that shines a lurid light on the mass of people who have become accomplices to murder. When Jesus breathes His last, they see the centurion who had headed the crucifixion detail fall on his knees. And they hear his spontaneous declaration: “Surely this was a righteous man” (Luke 23:47).

			At this, the multitude that had applauded Jesus’s death suddenly recognizes that they have become coconspirators in the murder of an innocent man. They are terribly stricken. Ashamed and distraught, “they beat their breasts and went away” (Luke 23:48).

			It is past three in the afternoon. The Passover Sabbath is only a few hours away; the leaders, unlike the great mass of people they have manipulated, return to their homes content—tired but relieved. Their scheme has succeeded beyond their expectations. They can partake of the Passover feast with clean consciences, having rid the nation of a false Messiah and prevented a political disaster.

			However, on Sunday—only two days away—an empty tomb will be the irrefutable sign that everything was not what it seemed. It will transform cowards into men of such astonishing courage and dedication that they will turn the world upside down. It will mean the violent deaths of all but one of the remaining eleven disciples. And like their master, they will go to their deaths with a shout of victory, not a cry of defeat.

			They will gladly take up their cross for Jesus, their risen Lord.

			Epilogue

			Fifty days have passed since the crucifixion and ten days since the risen Jesus commissioned the Eleven and ascended into the sky. Before leaving, He appeared to some of the women who loved Him, five hundred followers (1 Cor. 15:6), James who will head the church in Jerusalem, and His disciples, whom He taught over a period of forty days (Acts 1:3). As a result, those who fled for their lives in the garden of Gethsemane are now changed men. They have been convinced by incontrovertible evidence that the God of the patriarchs had glorified His servant Jesus and “made him both Lord and Messiah” (Acts 2:36).

			They are certain now of what they did not know then—the one who died on the cross was no mere man. He was the Messiah, but much more significantly, He was the literal Son of God. And nothing will be able to shake the certainty of this conviction, not exile or prison, flame or saws, wild beasts or nine-inch nails. Peter will evidence the depth of his transformation by volunteering to be crucified upside down, not feeling himself worthy to die in the same manner as his master.

			So, fifty days after Jesus’s crucifixion, the disciples have all gathered in Jerusalem to participate in the Feast of Pentecost. As they meet with 120 other followers for prayer, the Spirit of God falls on them. Tongues of fire appear on their heads, and they are enabled to proclaim the “wonders of God” to Jews and God-fearers “from every nation under heaven” in their own languages (Acts 2:5). This attracts a massive crowd. Peter stands up and boldly addresses the subject most likely to offend his listeners and stir up trouble.

			“Jesus of Nazareth,” he tells them, “was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know” (Act 2:22).

			An embarrassed silence settles heavily over them. They know who Jesus is; they had listened and watched and been amazed by Him for two years. They also know what became of Him—most were in town for the Passover and were active accomplices to His murder. Peter’s introduction, with its accusatory undertone, makes it impossible to claim ignorance or innocence.

			A guilty foreboding wraps around them. Some stiffen defensively. But nothing could prepare them for what follows. It is a stinging rebuke as well as a shocking revelation, and it leaves them speechless.

			“This man,” he tells them, “was handed over to you by God’s deliberate plan and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross” (Acts 2:23).

			No one makes a sound as these awful, impossible words sink in. They are incredulous. They don’t deny their complicity in the killing—there is no point in feigning innocence. The entire city was involved, after all, but who would have thought that God—not the Sanhedrin and temple officials—was actually behind the death they participated in?

			In all the instances Jesus predicted He would be “handed over” the connotation was betrayal. However, the word Peter uses has the implications of a gift. As impossible as it seems, he is telling this crowd of accomplices to deicide that Jesus was the Father’s present to them.

			Peter then concludes with a doxology that terrifies his listeners, for it confirms their worst fears: “Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Messiah” (Acts 2:36).

			The real identity of the man they murdered is out in the open, and along with it, He is the principal conspirator behind the death. But this exposure has not relieved them of an ounce of responsibility. They are the ones whose hands are covered in innocent blood. They are cut to the heart. As tears of regret and recrimination flow unchecked, they plead: “Brothers, what shall we do?” (Acts 2:37).

			The response is direct and simple. It is what Peter learned from his master. It is what Jesus declared when He began His ministry, and it is precisely how He would have answered their fearful question. 

			“Repent,” he tells them; then borrowing from John the Baptizer, he urges them to be baptized into the distinctive and holy “name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38).

			Peter concludes by urging them to “save yourselves from this corrupt generation”—the amalgamation of leaders and followers who participated in killing Jesus Christ the Lord, but who would refuse to admit their complicity and repent (Acts 2:40). There is a stampede to the nearest river as three thousand who colluded in the murder of God’s Son are converted, cleansed, and given new birth.

			More than two years earlier—before the Sanhedrin pronounced the sentence, before the verdict was taken up by the furious mob and confirmed by an outmaneuvered Roman bureaucrat—the motive for this murder had already been provided. The clue to the solution of the mystery had already been given. In it is enough truth to convict and condemn, but also redeem and save the entire world:

			“Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believes stands condemned already because they have not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son. This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but people loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.” (John 3:18–19)

			A mission of exposure? Certainly. But it was much more than a mere revelation of darkness. It was about light and goodness and a blazing hope. And even more than that, it was about a terrible, formidable, majestic love that would offer a Son as a gracious gift for the forgiveness and life of the world. A love that would let the world do its worst in order that it might do its best. 

			But the true scandal is the extent to which this love will go.

			It will allow itself to be made a victim—despised and misunderstood. It will make itself of no reputation—letting itself be mocked, scorned, and vilified. It will even make itself look like the enemy: accepting the blame, the resentment, the hostility of those it means to save. It will become the scapegoat of a million lies both wicked and ignorant.

			The butt of a thousand cruel jokes. The foil for countless misrepresentations and condescending dismissals by the superior and the clever.

			It will disappoint the expectations of the kind and the sincere. It will infuriate the good and well-intentioned. It will scandalize both the pious and the generous. But it will never remain passive, for the bitterly sharp sword its offensiveness sharpens is the tool it refashions into an instrument of life, a means of grace, and a vehicle of hope.

			Light has come and light has been rejected. The ax has fallen and finished one war, only to spark another in the heart of humanity. The sword of truth offers peace, but first it cuts and it irreparably divides. It brings into the open what prefers to remain in darkness, obscured, avoided, denied. Or laughed at and dismissed.

			Ultimately, the question love incarnate sets before every person is this:

			Who do you say that I am?

			Am I a charlatan, pacifist, guru, or guide?

			Am I a failed revolutionary, defender of the poor, the rich, or the status quo?

			Am I delusional, dogmatic, laughable, or insane?

			Am I your servant come to meet your needs, to fulfill your expectations, to give you the best life now?

			Or am I God?

			The God who bows to conquer, who lies down in order to rise again, who surrenders in order to reign.

			And if so, will you surrender and submit?

			Will you trust and follow, even though it will cost you no less than everything, including your life?

			Or will you trip, stumble, and fall—away?
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			Epilogue

			Fifty days have passed since the crucifixion and ten days since the risen Jesus commissioned the Eleven and ascended into the sky. Before leaving, He appeared to some of the women who loved Him, five hundred followers (1 Cor. 15:6), James who will head the church in Jerusalem, and His disciples, whom He taught over a period of forty days (Acts 1:3). As a result, those who fled for their lives in the garden of Gethsemane are now changed men. They have been convinced by incontrovertible evidence that the God of the patriarchs had glorified His servant Jesus and “made him both Lord and Messiah” (Acts 2:36).

			They are certain now of what they did not know then—the one who died on the cross was no mere man. He was the Messiah, but much more significantly, He was the literal Son of God. And nothing will be able to shake the certainty of this conviction, not exile or prison, flame or saws, wild beasts or nine-inch nails. Peter will evidence the depth of his transformation by volunteering to be crucified upside down, not feeling himself worthy to die in the same manner as his master.

			So, fifty days after Jesus’s crucifixion, the disciples have all gathered in Jerusalem to participate in the Feast of Pentecost. As they meet with 120 other followers for prayer, the Spirit of God falls on them. Tongues of fire appear on their heads, and they are enabled to proclaim the “wonders of God” to Jews and God-fearers “from every nation under heaven” in their own languages (Acts 2:5). This attracts a massive crowd. Peter stands up and boldly addresses the subject most likely to offend his listeners and stir up trouble.

			“Jesus of Nazareth,” he tells them, “was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know” (Act 2:22).

			An embarrassed silence settles heavily over them. They know who Jesus is; they had listened and watched and been amazed by Him for two years. They also know what became of Him—most were in town for the Passover and were active accomplices to His murder. Peter’s introduction, with its accusatory undertone, makes it impossible to claim ignorance or innocence.

			A guilty foreboding wraps around them. Some stiffen defensively. But nothing could prepare them for what follows. It is a stinging rebuke as well as a shocking revelation, and it leaves them speechless.

			“This man,” he tells them, “was handed over to you by God’s deliberate plan and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross” (Acts 2:23).

			No one makes a sound as these awful, impossible words sink in. They are incredulous. They don’t deny their complicity in the killing—there is no point in feigning innocence. The entire city was involved, after all, but who would have thought that God—not the Sanhedrin and temple officials—was actually behind the death they participated in?

			In all the instances Jesus predicted He would be “handed over” the connotation was betrayal. However, the word Peter uses has the implications of a gift. As impossible as it seems, he is telling this crowd of accomplices to deicide that Jesus was the Father’s present to them.

			Peter then concludes with a doxology that terrifies his listeners, for it confirms their worst fears: “Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Messiah” (Acts 2:36).

			The real identity of the man they murdered is out in the open, and along with it, He is the principal conspirator behind the death. But this exposure has not relieved them of an ounce of responsibility. They are the ones whose hands are covered in innocent blood. They are cut to the heart. As tears of regret and recrimination flow unchecked, they plead: “Brothers, what shall we do?” (Acts 2:37).

			The response is direct and simple. It is what Peter learned from his master. It is what Jesus declared when He began His ministry, and it is precisely how He would have answered their fearful question. 

			“Repent,” he tells them; then borrowing from John the Baptizer, he urges them to be baptized into the distinctive and holy “name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38).

			Peter concludes by urging them to “save yourselves from this corrupt generation”—the amalgamation of leaders and followers who participated in killing Jesus Christ the Lord, but who would refuse to admit their complicity and repent (Acts 2:40). There is a stampede to the nearest river as three thousand who colluded in the murder of God’s Son are converted, cleansed, and given new birth.

			More than two years earlier—before the Sanhedrin pronounced the sentence, before the verdict was taken up by the furious mob and confirmed by an outmaneuvered Roman bureaucrat—the motive for this murder had already been provided. The clue to the solution of the mystery had already been given. In it is enough truth to convict and condemn, but also redeem and save the entire world:

			“Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believes stands condemned already because they have not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son. This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but people loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.” (John 3:18–19)

			A mission of exposure? Certainly. But it was much more than a mere revelation of darkness. It was about light and goodness and a blazing hope. And even more than that, it was about a terrible, formidable, majestic love that would offer a Son as a gracious gift for the forgiveness and life of the world. A love that would let the world do its worst in order that it might do its best. 

			But the true scandal is the extent to which this love will go.

			It will allow itself to be made a victim—despised and misunderstood. It will make itself of no reputation—letting itself be mocked, scorned, and vilified. It will even make itself look like the enemy: accepting the blame, the resentment, the hostility of those it means to save. It will become the scapegoat of a million lies both wicked and ignorant.

			The butt of a thousand cruel jokes. The foil for countless misrepresentations and condescending dismissals by the superior and the clever.

			It will disappoint the expectations of the kind and the sincere. It will infuriate the good and well-intentioned. It will scandalize both the pious and the generous. But it will never remain passive, for the bitterly sharp sword its offensiveness sharpens is the tool it refashions into an instrument of life, a means of grace, and a vehicle of hope.

			Light has come and light has been rejected. The ax has fallen and finished one war, only to spark another in the heart of humanity. The sword of truth offers peace, but first it cuts and it irreparably divides. It brings into the open what prefers to remain in darkness, obscured, avoided, denied. Or laughed at and dismissed.

			Ultimately, the question love incarnate sets before every person is this:

			Who do you say that I am?

			Am I a charlatan, pacifist, guru, or guide?

			Am I a failed revolutionary, defender of the poor, the rich, or the status quo?

			Am I delusional, dogmatic, laughable, or insane?

			Am I your servant come to meet your needs, to fulfill your expectations, to give you the best life now?

			Or am I God?

			The God who bows to conquer, who lies down in order to rise again, who surrenders in order to reign.

			And if so, will you surrender and submit?

			Will you trust and follow, even though it will cost you no less than everything, including your life?

			Or will you trip, stumble, and fall—away?
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