THE INSPIRATIONAL JESUS
Jesus, the Kingdom and Social Justice

Introduction
Quotes from Matin Luther King, Gandhi, Mother Teresa Shdteshury

When we look &the grea reformers and chanpions of equdity and socijustice there is one
thing that stands out: they t&e their inspirtion from JEsus; from who he vgafrom wha he did
and from wha he sad. Indeed, throughout histor it has been&susO lifevd desh that has been
the motivation behind amyriad of acts both sm#iand historicdly groundbre&ing: acts of
mercy of compasion ad of courage. And yet, two thousad yeas dter he lived, he is vieed

in al manner of different lights Some seedus a afirebrand, seeking to bringlzout an
underground revolution to overthrow the Roman oppression. Otharsee him merglas a
wandering prophet, spdang words of judgement aout the end ofthe world, whilst still

others vienv him just & amorality teacher who taight asystem ofuniversd ethics baed on the
principle of love.

But none ofthese do him full justiceso who wa Esus? Wia did he do ad sg that was so
inspirational? And, two thousad yeas on, hav is he still relerant to us todg? These ee the
guestions thathis Cred Rperseeks to ddress In our lives & Christians our am is to be
followers of Jesus|t therefore stands to reaon tha we should seek to kmoas much a we can
about this &sus ad increae our undestanding so tha we might be enlaled to bllow him more
effectively. In adiscussion on he Jesus inbrms our questdr sociajustice todg, atention often
focuses ondy texts such a Luke 4 and Matthew 25. These tets are, indeed, impdant, but the
relevancy of Jesus to justice issues todgoes more dgsy than tha and is not d@endent ony
on those pasayes The am of this paer, then, is to look &Jesus in his historidacontext and
explore hav that informs us in our seah for sociajusticel

The Message of Jesus

Jesus wa no foaing angel or cosmic being who couldVedighted on this eath a any point
in history and just hapened, coincideritg, to choose fist-century Palestine Both Mathew
and Luke go out of their way to stress the historidaspecificity of JesusO lir: Matthew giving
JesusO geregy (Matt. 1:1-17), shwing how he fits in to the scheme déraelite lineaye since
Abraham, and Luke locding him precisey within both the curent Jewish and the curent
Roman world (Lk. 1:5, 2:1). It is impdant to redise tha Jesus wa aJw and he cane with a
messge amed primail y, though not &clusiwely, & the wish peoplé

To undestand tha message we need to see it within the brdar histoly of the people ofisrael.
The find couple of chaters of the Opre-histgd ofGenesis 1 B 11 describe the prolifem of
humanity after the decimton of the food. Al is not well, havever, and the stoy of the Tower
of Babel shavs the discord thiaexists between God ad peoplelnto this situdion God cdls
Abram to be the dunder of a Orpa nationO, Wit this naion is to exist with the specific reson to
be the meas through which @aeoples on edh will be bessedO (Gen. 12:2-3).Timd again
in the stories ofAbra(hgm, Isac and Jcob this concgt is reinorced: this goup of people tha



will become the nizon of Israel is to be alessing to the ngons aound them (g. Gen.
22:17-18; 26:4; 28:14).

One of the most bunddional events in the érmation of the people ofisrael is the Exodus
when God ats in paver to bring his people out o§lavery in Egypt and sets them on their
journey which will lea, ultimaely, to Canaan: the Opromisechid® (see Gen. 28:3rtl @so Ex.
3:8). W see here dea demonstetion of the chaacter of God. He is &od who is concered
about suffering ad oppressionrad who &ts when he hea the cries ofhis people (Ex. 3:7-10).
It is becaise ofthe Exodus @ent tha later writers could stée so confidenyl that, Othe Lord is a
God of justiceO (Ish 30:18) ad tha, Othe Lord iees righteousnessna justiceO (Psa33:5).

The naion of Israel is therebre, given its shae ly this experience ofbeing rescued out of
such amisemble situdion of poverty and oppression. & Middleton and Walsh put it, the
Opuwose ofthe exodus-Sinaevent was for Yahweh to bund acommunity with a ethica
patern of life dternaive to tha of imperid Egypt3.Where Egypt stood br rule by military
might, fea and oppression, Isel was to stand for justice ad compasion, rooted in a
worshipping relgionship with their God, ¥hweh. The lavs tha God gives his people to ehke
them to mantain their side ofthe covenant relationship and live successfyllin their nev land
(laid out from Ex.19 through Leiticus, Numbes and Deuteronony) thus refect this
background. They ae to live in away that takes cae of those who ee traditionally
disadvantaged precisgl becaise they were slaes in Eg/pt and were redeemedybGod (segfor
example Deut. 24:17-22). It is no sprise to see thaGodOs chacter should be réécted in his
people

The story of Israel, hawvever, is asal one ad, by the time we reah the words ofthe Prophets
Israel is in ile in Babylon (or thredgened with it, in the cae of the ealier writings), with no
control over the land she wa to live in, and the Temple B the supreme sign bér reldionship
with Yahweh D destrged. Why? Becase Isiel faled to do whaGod hal asked of her. Insteal
of being ablessing she tthbecome theary antithesis of wha she wa supposed to be: she
becane like Egypt. Insteal of aright relationship with God tha demonsteted itself in
holiness compasion ad justice she érsook God, went dter pagan idols and oppressedral
enslared othes (1 Kings 9:20-21; Hosehl-3; Anos 8:4-6, mongst may others). As Israel
broke her side ofthe cavenant, so Yahweh caried out his wanings and sent his people into
exile.

When &sus wa bom it was just under 600 ga's since drusdem hal been destrged, ad the
circumstances vere nav different. There hd been aeturn of the «iles to the land of Israel
and the Temple hd been re-hilt.* However, it seems clear thasrael still sav herself as living
in exile. They were still under éreign oppression (in this sa the Fomans) and the manificent
words of, br example Isdah 52:7-10 ad Ez. 43:1-7 wre fa from being fulfillec® Isaah 49:6
confirms tha, 1500/2000 ea's dter Abram was cdled, IsraelOs fundaentd raison dOetre is still
to be ablessing to the wider ridons: God sgs, Oit is too sriia thing for you to be ny sewant
to restore the tribes oflacob and bring back those oflsrael | have kept. | will also m&ke you a
light for the Gentilestha you ma bring my sdvation to the ends ofthe eathO. The prdem is
that Israel is naw still in no position to fulfil her cling. If Israel is to fulfil her role ad bring
GodOs battion to the ends ofthe eath - which will result in justice ad righteousness being



seenthroughoutthe world - thenIsrael herself mustfirst berestored.It isinto this situaion of
exile that Jesus comes

This explains the remakable scene in the @mple wheneksus wa taken there to be circumcised
(Luke 2:25-35). W ae told tha there was arighteous &ad devout man cdled Simeon who b
been told ly the Holy Spirit that he would not die until he lihseen the Mesda the one whom
many Jaws belieed God would choose to deféhe IsraelitesO oppressomd bring aout
liberation.® Simeon wa led ty the Holy Spirit to go to the Temple on the sae dy tha Jesus
was brought there ad, on seeing this tiny eek-old bay, took him up in his ems ad sad,
OSereign Lord, 8 you have promised, gu nav dismiss pur sevant in peae For my eyes hae
seen pur sdvation, which you have prgared in the sight ofal people alight for reveldion to
the Gentiles ad for glory to your people Isael®. Simeonvsalealy wha so may others faled
to see ksus wa the Messih: the one déed by God to bring dout the sévation of the &ws so
that they might fulfil theircdling and bring GodOs widerlgation purposes to baahroughout
the world.

The prodem D a ha been st@d so may times b watha Jesus seemed togbout it dl the
wrong way. The &ws expected anaional hero who would werthrow their oppressos by
military might, not aman with little wedth who rejected H attempts to m&e him into aleader
(John 6:14-15) ad sad that the only way to rule was to seve (Mdt. 20:25-28). Havever, in
ways so fa away from whd the Jws were aticipating, Esus did indeed fulfil whahe JEwish
people vere looking br. The &ws, to stde it again, were pecting the Messia and his
followers to triumph oer their enemiesrad bring &out the full retum from exile of the people
into their land. The tangible results ofthis would be thathe temple would be completel
restored ad their God would come lak to &rusdem/Zion to reign in fullness In other words
GodOs kingdom would be ddished and his justice ad righteousness would be brought to the
world’. In susthis hgppened. Wen &sus rode intoetusdem on adonlkey God D in the
person of Jesus D retured to Zion. Through ésusO dieand resurection, God won the
victory; the OtempleOJesusO bpdwhere God meets humity) was re-huilt and the kingdom
of God cane in8

JesusO critique wiébcussed on IselOs lekers: tha they followed the minuti@ of the lav whilst
neglecting a dee personad mordity and socid concen for the welfare of the ordinary peopleof
the land. Their fath was baed more on whasod hal given them in the ceenantb the lad,
temple ad the lav D (whaEP Sanders cdls their Oidentity ligesO théhey wore with such
pride) than on God himself. Fundaentdly, Israel forgot her sewant cdling: a point tha we
shdl return to more fuly later.

As the tymn in Philippians 2 m&es cleg JEsus took thiaservant cdling on himself. In this he
fulfilled in himself the Isaanic figure of the sewant of the Lord, who is told thahe will be
made Olight for the Gentilestha you ma bring my sdvation to the ends ofthe eath@. In his
dedh, J2sus took the judgement dBod br IsraelOs sins on himsedfid the dredful
consequences dhose sinsboth pesondly and in societyweas defeted. When God eised &sus
from dedh, God vindic#éed both his identity a Messia and the efficay of his @oning dedh.
Through JsusO déeand resurection, the peopleOs sins coulddpogifen and they could
receie nav life. The true xodus wa hapening: &ile was no moreg?o



The Message of Jesus Today

Sq if JesusO ministwas primaily aimed & the Jws, haw are his life ad words g@plicable to us
today and, in paticular for this pger, hav do they rel&e to our concens for sociajustice? It
can seem thg the more ve gprecide the specific conte of Jesusthe futher avay he gets
from being rel@ant to our contempoary situdions.

Part of the answer lies in undestanding who we become whenewhoose toollow Jesus Peter
makes this aplicit when he writes to the churche€yu ae achosen peoplaroyal priesthood,
aholy nation, apeople belonging to GodO ¢tP2:9). By using words than the Hebrav
Scriptures (the Old €stanent), were used to describe kl, Reter is m&ing the clea point that
the fllowers of Jesus hee naw joined the Otie Israel® We naw cary IsraelOs nmalae to be a
blessing throughout the worldad, of course akey apect ofthis is to live in away that
demonstetes the cheacter of God & one who lges justice ad righteousnessThus to use
Tom WrightOs teninology, our commission is to beifthe world wha Jesus wa for the Israel
of his dg12If this is sqthen we need to & probing into the dsus 0f2000 eas ao to
understand more fuly wha he did ad sad and, consequeny) haw to gply that today.

Repent, for the Kingdom of God is at Hand*3

Like the prophets obld, &sus cae with one geral messge: rgpent! Whilst sounding
somevha old-fashioned, QuentO isword tha has been ndby packaged up in church usg,
particularly in Evangelicd circles It is used a pat of the A-B-C, steg-hy-step process thiza
person must @ through in order to become @hristian: Admit (tha you have done wrong b ie
repent of your sins);Believe (tha Jesus dieddr you and was resurected) ad Commit (your life
to him). A helpful procesdor a personto go through, to besure but onethat can rob the ideaof
repentance of its fuller meaing. So whamight Jesus hae meat when he ched people to
repent?

The Hebrev word for repent in the Old estanent meas Oto turO or Oto retd rad Fwish
thinking in the first century sav repentance dong two lines following this literal meaning.
Firstly, it was bound up with whiawe hare seen ader about their hopesdr liberaion and
return from eile. IsraelOsxdlic condition was the result ofher sin @ andion in rejecting
Yahweh & her one God, turing to the other néionsO ads and forgetting her cél to practise
justice and righteousnesgor Israel to be restoredrad returned to her lad, she must ngent so
that her sins might bedrgiven4 OBpentanceO thus tan eschilogicd focus in thé when the
people a awhole regpented, the hope they longedrfwould come to pss

Second), OngentanceO ksamore eery-day meaning. This is best illusteted by an event tha
happened in A66. bsephus D a aistocratic Jewish historian who becme a interpreter for
Emperor Titus D vent to Gdilee to sot out some trouke there being cased ly a Jawish
faction. Having foiled aplot against his life ly the rebel chief,akghus told him thahe would
overlook his ations if he rgpented ad believed in him!> In other words the insurgent leder
was to dandon his militaistic, revolutionary way of achieving the overthrow of the Romans
and trust in bsehusO wansteal.



Thus, EsusO It4o repent caried two emphaes: Oit \8an eshatolgicalcdl, not the summons
of amoralistic reformer. And it was apoliticalcdl, summoning Iseel & anation to éandon one
set of agenda and embiace aother@ This is not to sg that there is no individubaspect
involved &, of course persond repentaice from sin wa well known to the &ws (hence the
comple secrificial system ofthe Old Testanent). Rither, it is to highlight tha the concet of
repentance should not be reduced to the indivitlakone

Repentance then, is Bout more tha an individud saying sorry for their sins @ad committing
themselhes to &susdthough it cettainly involves tha. It is a broader concet to do with hav
we expect OsationO to coméoth br ourselves ad our communitiesWha are our ayenda
today? Where do ve expect libertion and sdvation to come from? &r many in our society
sdvation is looked br in consumerism, in the thingsevuy and suround oursehes with. This
demonstetes an underling agendaof self-séisfaction and the continubquest to see tha
happen. Libestion is thought to be something th@omes from ourwn sehes We hae the
ability to do it. It is up to us to stad strong and not let ouselves be muakd dout and messed
around. Our inner seles should be strondeaitiful and cdm! For our communitiessdvation is
looked br through government initigtives aad pumping money into projects; through better
educdon and improved lavs and policing ad, on & internaional level, liberaion is secured
through wa and militarism; economic mightrad ad and deselopment.

Jesus howvever, sgs we hare to repent: leae dl of that behind and follow him. As individuds
and ass communitieswe must @mit that we have not gt dl the answers and we cannot do it

oursehes Esus cls us to dandon our genda and fdse expectdions of sdvation/liber ation
and, insted, pursue his genda

The Kingdom of God

JesusCewy Jwish ayendawas to see the Kingdom oGod comeTo put it & its simplest, the
estalishment of the Kingdom of God meat that God would reign fuly on eath. It meant the
overthrow of the enemiesrad the re-brmation of the people oflsrael, so thaall peoples on
eath might acknowledge Yahweh & God: the one king othe world1’

JesusO shockrmuncement Pral subsequenylthat of the ealy Christians B wa tha GodOs
kingdom hal comen him The future tha was being wited for had hgppened in his peon: in
his life, his deth and his resurection1® Not Rome hut the ultimae enerny B Stan and his
dominions B hibeen defgad. The nev age of GodOs reign bacome in.

This leads to abroader undestanding of wha sadvaion meais As with the word OpentanceO,
so sévation has become aedly packaged concpt. It is used to refer to whahappens to a
individud who commits their life to dsus: they @ Osa@dO from hell - the consequencethefr
sins (whaever hell might mea) - and guaanteed etend life.

A Jwish undestanding of sdvation in the First Centuly, hovever, would not hae been
primarily about Olifefter deahOlt would have beenmorealong the linesof Othénauguration of
the ageto come liberation from Rome the restoration of the Temple and the free enjoyment of
their own land@? We see this in the disciples® questiorsaig in Ats 1:6: OLordieayou 4 this
time going to restore the kingdom to Isel?0. En dter having lived with &sus ad head his



teaching; haing wached him die ad then seen himsaaresurected peson, their bcus ad
understanding of wha Jesus wa doing wa still on the litera restoration of Israel, rather than
on the more Ospiritlé conge of an individud being OsadOral gaining etemd life. This is not
to sa that that aspect is not &rucid part of sdvation, for it surely is, and, & one reds the
letters of the ealy church contaned in the Nev Testanent, one da see hw that redisation
developed a the first Christians refected on whoesus wa and wha he hal done As it cane to
be recgnised thathe good nevs was for dso those outside ofhe &wish naion and tha JesusO
dedh secureddrgiveness ofsins br dl humanity, so the more individdsed undestanding
gained in prominence However, this ha to be seen within the conteof awider grasp of wha
sdvation is.

Sdvation, then, wa - and still is - aout the kingdom ofGod. It is dout seeing GodOs kingdom
estdlished on this edh, and savation for individuds, communities ad ndions meas entering
into the kingdom of God and being set free from &mOs hold. This Bde seen in the stgrof
Zaccheus in Luk 19. Haing eden & his house ad seen ZecheusCery practicd response

Jesus declas: Od’dQ/ sdvation has come to this housbecase this ma, toq is ason of
Abraham. For the Son ofMan camne to seekrad to sae wha was lostO (v8-10). Wha Jesus is
sa/ing is tha, through him, een this ma b decleed aOsinner® &eryone else - acabe

included & atrue Oson dkbrahamO.

One impotant incident tha informs our undestanding of sdvation is in Mathew 11:2-6 (ad
paaleled in Luke 7:18-23).ahn the Batist was in prison br his words gainst Herod and was
heaing reports of wha his cousin, dsuswas doing bhn sends hisoflowers to &k Esus ifhe
redly is the Messih, whom he hsbeen gpecting The answer tha Jesus gies dhnOflowers

is to go back and tell bhn wha they have seen: Othbrial receiwe sight, the lane wak, those

who have lgrosy ae cured, the ddahea, the ded ae raised, ad the good nevs is preahed to

the poorO 6). Mashdl says tha sdvation is abOcomprehensivem for the benefits broughtyp

the savereign ation of God through the MessiaO rad 2susO response here would seem to be a
pretty good summay of wha those benefits r@?0 21

Becaise ofthis, the lines e Hurred in the Gospels betwen shvation as rescue from riara
elements (@. Matt. 8:25), a plysicd heding, as demonic xorcism ad @ the more Ospiritida
concet that leads to etend life in Jesus This is shavn clealy in anumber ofincidents but

two are of paticular note. Firstly, in Luke 8:26-39, w hea of aman who is set free from a
multitude of demonsOur English translaions tell us in verse 36, thaOthose who taseen it
told the people ha the demon-possessed miaad been cured® (NIVutht could equély well

be translaed tha they Otold the peoplewdhe demon-possessed miaad been saedO. Here is a
man set free in order to tellveryone in his tevn wha Jesus hd done ér him (v39) and, most
importantly, this man is not aJew, but still has been OsalOyblesus

The second incident is the wonderful syob in Mdthew 9 - of the woma who touchesebusO
cloak and is heded of the Heeding tha has kept her not ony physicdly ill, but socidly
estranged from being pat of the acetable people ofGod. In dl three cases where the word
OhédadO is used (26 D 22) the word @edO couldgan, equdly well be substituted. The stgr
would then red, OSheidao herself, Olfonly | could touch his clag | will be saredO.ebus
turned and sav her. OBke heat, daughterO, he &h Ogur fath has saed youO. Ad the woma



was saed from tha momentO. Here isman saved ty Jesus: pissicdly heded and brought ty
him into the Kingdom ofGod.

To quote Mashadl again, Gekus anounced the kingdom o6God with its dtendant blessings;
the language of sdvation spells out whathis means in terms of the benefitsdr humankind@2
Another plae where aummaly of sdvaion seems to be gan is in Lule 4, whereekus reds
from Isaah 61 in his home sym@gue In placing this incident right athe stat of JesusO
ministry, Luke maes it clea that an important part of JesusO Kingdommouncement wathe
Jubilee motif. Bund in Leviticus 25, the Ubilee Igislaion was baed aound the retun, every
fifty yeas, of people to their tribhand familial land. It included the cacelling of debts the
freeing of slaves the regular resting of land and animds and the possibility ofthe redemption
of land by relaives of the origind owner. Its am was to be aadicd system of socidreform
that prevented masiwe socilinequdities occuring.

The debges & to whether or not this Igislation was ever ectudly caried out ae not so
important for us here What is significant is tha the Jubilee concgt becane apat of the hope
of the eiled Israelite peopledr the future: Oits two cemtrconcets, resorationand releas
becane symbolicE of the nev age of sdvation when God would intevene to esthlish his
kingdom of peae ad justice Then there would be the restaron of dl things to their
intended pupose the releae of GodOs people from simdadl that oppressesrad binds ad
enslaes®. Jesus t&es this motif, with # its implications B pesona, socid, physicd, economic
political, and spiritud B ad declaes to the people listeningdday this scripture is fulfilled in
your heaingO (21).

It is interesting, tog to note &susO inclusion @fto reles the oppressed(), which is not from
Isaiah 61 hut, rather, from Isaah 58:624 Isaiah 58 is of coursg GodOs word to his peoplmat
why he ha deseted them ad haw, therebre, they ae to find restoetion. As we sav ealier,
paadleling the peopleOs rejection déhweh & their God is their widesprehpractice of
injustice and oppression. Hae, then, ae they to be hdad and rehuilt (vs.8, 12)? By spending
themsehes on behé of the hungy and sdisfying the needs othe oppressed;ytoosing the
chans of injustice; setting the oppressed free; givingd and shelter ad by doing avay with
the yoke of oppression (u§-10).

Luke m&es aclea reference to theubilee principles in his description dhe ealy church in
Acts 4. His steement tha, becaise ofthe willingness ofthe Christians to sell their things
Otherevereno need personsamongthem@v.34),directly reflectsDeut. 15:4.This staesthat, if
the people full obey the Lord ad follow the commadments he is giving them (moskglicitly
here the commadment to cacel debts gery seven yeas), he will hess them so theDthere
should be no negtperson anong youO. dF the ealy church, then, theubilee motif was not
just something to be load br in the future it was something to be outwoddnaw, in the
everyday lives of the beligers.

The descriptions ofthe church in A&ts 2 ad 4 surey contan much br us to lean from toa
They ae awonderfully holistic viev as to wha those who éllow Jesus should be doing:ew
should be leening from the QaostlesO tehingO; meeting ¢ether and praying and breking
breal with one aother; xpecting to see the maculous; &periencing gowth in numbes and



shaing our possessions with on@ather & there is need. | kvo of one couple who decided to
use their &cess wdth to pay off dl the debts thawere held § their church leder, who wa
struggling under the lurden they plaed on him. Thais one eample of outworking the jubilee
motif today and, a llowers of Jesus in our churcheswe should be@ively seeking other wgs
too.

Jesus thus aae proclaming that the kingdom of God ha come in him. This kingdom veayood
neve (see Luk 4:43) ad it was good nevs becase the sixation that Jesus brought wa
persond, socid physicd, economicpoliticd and spiritud.

That has not chaged br us todg and we rob the @od nevs of Jesus ofits full potentid when
we restrict it only to the ataining of etemd life. When we pray for someone to Obesal e
are praying that they might enter into GodOs kingdomdabe set free from SmOs holdnd
that will have implicaions on 4l levels As we seek to Opaathe god nevsO into society Bich
preach it we must -, vé do not ory preach tha an individud can receiwe nav life: we dso pre@h
that a pat of this new life is tha people ca be set free from economic oppressiont tha
relationships ca be mended; thaoolitical repression ca be stopped; thdeding can come
from physicd and psyholagyicd ailments and tha whole communities caexperience the
blessings ofGodOs kingdom.

‘Who is the Kingdom of God for?

So &sus cae with aclea announcementiad an unmistaable cdl: Oln me tsacome the
kingdom of God, therefre leae your old ways and agenda behind ad follow meO. But who did
he mée this declaation to? Who was invited into GodOs kingdom?

The situaion within Judasm wa compl&, with anumber of factions competing wer who B
when God findly acted to rescue Isel B would be inrad who would be out in tans of the
kingdom of God, and wha a person hal to do in order to quify. The Saduceesthe Phaisees
the Esseneghe ZedotsE all had their own definitions All of these definitionsthough, worled
within the basic framework tha the kingdom wa for Jews and for righteous Gentiles who
corverted.

Jesus wa thus living and spediing into asituaion in which the dws hal forgotten their cdling.
Instead of drawing people to God through themseds ad practising righteousnessral justice
within their nation, they ated so a to exclude people from GodOs presewdiehin Juddsm D
and paticularly associted with the Phaisees - a&complex system ofrules ad regulaions were
therebre dereloped to enale people to matain their purity for God and, henceto exclude
those who vere not OpureO from GodOs preJérec@emple beaae the bcus br this system
and was intricaely bound up with the kingdom ofsod sincewhen God reigned ful} he would
do so through his templeThe Temple of course was a the centre of Jewish life25 It was the
place where Godwelt and where the szrificial system took plae (thus enfaling the continued
relationship between God ad his people). Itlao held immense polititaignificance acting as
political legitimation for those who wre in chage of it. Becaise ofdl of this, Othe closer one
cane to the Temple and, within the Temple the closer one cae to the Hoy of Holies the
further one moed up acaefully graded scke of purity and its requirement®.



Jesus havever, cane in sging something edicdly different: the kingdom ofGod was for
whoever followed him. One ofthe cental aims of JesusO, theczé, was to chélenge the
exclusivity of the &ws and extend the welcome ofGodOs Kingdom to those whailzeen
excluded, gen to the point ofthat meaning tha those who curently thought they GenedO the
kingdom would hae it taken avay from themg’

One of the ways in which he demonsdted this wa through his ation in the Temple: &ighly
comple and controversid scene (both thenral nav) 28 Standing in the tradition of the Old
Testanent prophets ad their symbolic ations (such s kremidOs bran pot ad EzekielOs gla
tablet29, ksus wa propheticily symbolizing the impending desiction of the Temple: a
destruction tha would be GodOsteof judgement on his peopl@hrough this judgement,
however, redemption would comesahe Nev Temple would be ilt in Jesus whoas the
embodiment ofGod and the ultimae sarifice, brought in the nev credion in GodOs kingdom.

It is important also to recgnise the socio-economic megsdehind whiJesus did. Aa
popula level there wa unrest anongst the poorer ckses directedtahe Temple who cledy
saw it as Osymbolizing the oppression they suffetédeahands of the rich elite®. The fact that
he chose to tum over the tdles rather than do something else inditzs thda he wa very much
dive to this issueThe quote fromdremidn that Jesus gies (&r. 7:11) comes in the contieof a
warning of judgement from the Lord. The people dfideh thought tha the presence othe
Temple mde them immune fromrgy repercussions from their befimur. remid tells them to
repent of their ways so thathey might be #owed to lee living in the land. And whd were
their evil ways? They did not ddawith each other justy. They oppressed thdian, the
fatherless ad the widav. They committed murderrad they bllowed other @ds They stole ad
committed aultery and pejury.

JesusCrtion in the Temple wa, therebre, an action against the \ery heat of the system thi
resulted in eclusion insted of inclusion; injustice instahof justice; sin instes of
righteousness

One of the other key wgs in which &sus demons#ted the inclusivity ofthe kingdom of God
was through his #itude towards, and associ@ion with, those who were on the edges dfociety
With women ad people who ere poor; with the ill ad disdled; with rich tak/toll collector s
and prostitutes; with children ad Gentiles: through spending time witHldahese peopleksus
demonsteted tha the bariers tha had been erected to being included in GodOs kingdam ha
been destrged in him. One othe most vell-known incidents in dsusO life thdemonstetes
this is his comersdion with awoman & a well in Sanaria. Commony in Jewish thought it was
considered thaOthe kingdom vgeonl for men (not women), owlfor the righteous (not sinnes)
and only for Jaws (not othes)@: And yet, here isdsus engging precise} with a Sanaitan
woman with an ambiguous histoy and not only does she respond to him, she is the mseaf
many others coming to féh in him as well (4:41-42).

The time tha Jesus spent with Ooutsidérad, in paticular, his Ote fellovshipO Bsahe mebs
he hal with them ae often cled B wa thus @ immensel powverful pat of his messge. It
spole of GodOs e and compasion; ofhis anger ajainst maginalisaion; of his acetance ad
mercy and of his pasion or justice ad freedom. A Bosch sgs, Obof those who were



accustomed to cringing in the presence thie sociand religious estblishment, ae empavered
to lift up their heals and hold them high, to reamise their avn dignity, to begin to see
themselhes in anew light. After their encounter with dsusthey ae transformed into people
who knowv themseles to be GodOs childréhO.

JesusOlke fellovship wa not ony ademonstetion of the inclusivity of GodOs kingdororfall
who hal faith in him; it was asign tha GodOs kingdom waxctudly being inaigurated, nay, in
the peson of Jesus The symbol ofabanquet wa used in the Old &stanent and in Inter
Testanentd liter aure to represent GodOs Kingdomdawould hae been damiliar concept to
the Bws of JesusO ¥& Jesus thus himselfises this symbol freglto refer to the kingdom of
God b suchsin Matt. 22: 1-14 ad Luke 14:1-23 - ad the mebs he shees with othes must be
seen in this light. Saoq should the pedlel versions of the miraculous feedings oMatthew 14
and 15. In chater 14 &sus feeds &wish crovd but the four thousad ae Gentile (he is ne in
the Gentile Decpolis region, dong the Seaf Gdilee from Tyre and Sidon), hence the
significance of JesusO words thiae Osacompasion br these peopleO (15:32ksustherebre,
is sging that GodOs Kingdom ispresent rekity and tha all these people who fithought they
were ecluded, vere in fat central in GodOs phe As Tom Wright says, Gebus wa, & it were,
celebeting the messiaic banquet, ad doing so with # the wrong people®.

It is no wonder therebre, that JesusOtike fellovship caised the religious leters to be so upset!
36 |t is also no wonder thiidesus described his missios laeing Gypd nevs to the poor.

The messge tha we seeeksus bringing in the Gospels thus picks up on the O&btEment
expectaion that GodOs Kingdom would result in theagicaion of injustice ad areversd of
fortunes br rich and poor8 The interesting question thshas to be aked, then, is @ Othe richO
actudly welcome tall by Jesus in GodOs Kingdom? @anly, sus ha some hash words to

sa on this mater - Owoe toou who ae rich, br you hare dready received your combrt; woe to
you who ae well fed nav, for you will go hungy@® b ad he uses sera parables to illustrate
this: the paable of the rich bol who geedily stored up meerial things for himself, lnt was not
Orich twards GodO (Lk. 12:13-2F)cathe paable of the rich ma, who ges to hell, ad the
beggar, Lazarus who ends uppAbrahamOs side (Lk. 16:19-33).

One impotant incident (& demonstated by the fact that all three Synoptic Gospel writey
include it) is @susO encounter wittyaung ma who Oent avay sadO from tking with Jesus
becaise he would not g up his gea wedth in order to follow him2! Jesus then nmkes the
startling statement thd, Oit is ha for arich man to enter the kingdom oheaen®. This is
startling becaise it wa assumed thiathe rich would be @at of GodOs Kingdom since riches
were considered sign of GodOsléssing ad faour on aperson: hence the disciplesO
astonishment ad subsequent question, ®%\then ca be saed?0.okording to &sus Othe rich
were not ony not automatically within the cosenant, but very likely outside ité.

However, it is impottant to notice @susCtiude towards the ma tha Mark draws dtention to
in his account of the incident. Mak tells us tha Ossus lookd & him and loved him@.Clealy
Jesus longed thahis young man, tog would enter the kingdom. The rich, thewsg, ae not
therety automatically exdudedsince Owith Godllethings are possiked. This brings us tlato
our ealier look a repentance: in order to enter GodOs Kingdomesson ha to leae behind



their own agenda D in this cee security in possessionscamoney P rad follow Jsus As &sus
makes cleg this will result in having to leave behind things thiaa person holds dea whether
that be possessionbousesfanily membes or whaever. Thus whilst the rich ae welcome in
GodOs KingdomdSah of Arimatheais an example of awedthy man who bllowed &sué?) it
does come with consequencé&kere is no prescriptie alvice given & to wha those
consequenceseaexactly. The young man of Luke 18 wa told to give avay dl his possessions
whilst Zaccheus demonsdted his repentance ly giving awvay hdf of everything he avned and
repaying the poor he hd swindled bur-fold (end doing tha must surey have dented his
finances seerely!) and we do not knav wha the impact on his finaces vere when dseph of
Arimatheadecided to becomedasciple of esus dthough we can assume thahe remaned
fairly wedthy since he wned his evn tomh

Wha we do knav is tha the key is in where personO®¢us liesAs ksus mkes dundantly
clea, Oyu canot seve both God ad MammonO. The thing tha person should un &ter is the
kingdom of God and pursuing GodOs righteousngsshich must include justic® This cannot
but have implicdions for the anount of wedth a person anassesdr themseles

Who, then, is the kingdom of5od r in our da/? The initid answer, of course is tha Jesus
welcomes eeryone ad his bllowers ae told to O disciples ofdl nations®@ However,
following JesusCxample, we dso ae chaged with focussing on those whaeaforgotten. In a
society thais obsessed with celebritieacd people whore financidly successful, it is eg for
the church to dllow suit and plece its emphsis on reahing the rich ad fanous We want to
have OsuccessfulO people in our chuehwdld be willing ad prepared to spend time with
anybody and everybody. However, our emphais should be on those on the edgessotiety (ad,
as with the tax/toll collector s, those people ngssometimes be nerially rich): those who hae
been left behindrad excluded, both on #cd and globd level. We must mée sure thathe
Gospel ve live and preah in our avn lives ad churches isgod nevs to the poor

The Impact of the Kingdom

Matthew 21:43 is gettinent verse in which dsus tells the chiepriests ad eldes of the people
that Othe kingdom oGod will be t&en avay from you and given to apeople who will produce
its fruit®. The pable of the wicled tenats gives in anutshell the stoy of Israel. God - the
landowner - plants avineyard D Isieel - in the full expectdion that that vineyard will bear fruit
as Israel brings GodOslsation to dl the naions. When the ladowner wants to get the fuit he
sends his semants - the prophets othe Old Testanent (and bhn the Batist) - but the famers
that he ha rented the vinegrd to - the lealers of Israel - be#, stone or kill egh one ofthe
sewvants. Findly, the landownerOs son Bsliis - is sent,ut he dso is throvn out of the vineyard
and killed. The vinewrd is thus t&ken avay from the famers and given to other tenats Owho
will give him his shie of the crop &harvest time*’

As we have seen, the kingdom dbod was being estalished through &sus but it was being
estalished with d the Owrong peopled. Those whibthaught they were the children ofGod,
the true Israel, on the gounds of naional lineage, GodOs electiondobsevance of Torah
were heang from Jsus thg as they rejected himrad did not produce thexpected fuit, so
they were rejected from the Kingdom dBod. Insted, the kingdom ad dl its benefits wa
being widened to includewhole nev set of people Israel was being re-defined!



This re-definition involved avery definite wg of living. As Wright puts it, Je'sus wa
summoning people toflow him Oin his meway of being the tue people ofgod@ This new
way demaded much geder holiness justice ad righteousness thahad previously been
expected. A ksus s, his bllowers were to pectise righteousness th@®sypasses thaof the
Phaisees ad the teahers of the lavO. Tharighteousness wato find its bcus in him, who
come Oto fulfil® therLand the Prophet4?

This is lad out most fanousy in the Semon on the Mount ofMatthew 5-7 (and Luke 6). There
is not the spae here to g through it in detal, but of particular note is &susO injunction to be
sdt and light (Matt. 5:13-16). Thisof course is precissgl wha Israel hal faled to do They
should hae done suchapd deeds thavhoever sav them wa led to peise their God. The
newly defined Iseel is nav cdled to do just th& The rest of the Semon on the Mount would
seem to spell out in more dettavhat those god deeds should look &kWhether it is hungering
for justice ad righteousness; workingf peae; anew atitude to retribution or the mariage
relaionship; giving generoust praying to our Heaenly Father; considering our e#hly
securityE whatever it is concening, it should be done inre3usO wgP Only when it is &susO
way that is followed ca aperson and community be sure thahey will be like ahouse hilt on
the rock, ether than one luilt on the sad tha will collapse when troule come$&?!

JesusO decition that the Kingdom of God was being estilished in him wa, therebre, dso a
cdl to awhole chage of lifestyle Esus wa looking br people who would beahe fruit of the
Kingdom and live out its chaacteristics; to be the light on the hillral the s# that Israel was
supposed to bdHe did not come to & the Kingdom from onergup of people only to give it
to another group who would &o then lee it to themseles!

And wha are those chiecteristics D the fiit B of the kingdom? This paer ha looled & many
of them dready and they include righteousnespistice love, mercy compasion, érgiveness
heding, liberation from demonic oppression, pesE all based on goyful, worshipping
relationship with God, through ésus the King of the kingdom. Centl to this is IsraelOs dao
be the conduit ofdl the blessings thacome from GodOs kingdomdato shae those with the
rest of the ndions of the world, so thathey too might come to waship God. When the
chaacteristics of the kingdom ae practised ad lived out, peoplera drawn in to knav God. As
this hgppens the kingdom is gtended ad those sme chaacteristics ae sprea more widey
until the ultimate god is reached: thaGodOs will would be done heoa eath, in the sane way
as hapens in he&n, the sphere in which he reigns §i#f

Conclusion

The purmpose ofthis pger ha been to deslop our historichunderstanding of Jsus ad to see
how his mission relges tq and inspires concens Pr socid justice The am has been to mee
away from tregments of Jesus thalift passaes such eLuke 4 stiaight into the moden day,
without asking whd the origind messge redly was.

One could bedrgiven r feeling tha, the more ve seedsus living in, ad speéing to, aspecific
historicd context, the further avay he gets from being rel@nt to our situdion today. Unlike
Israel in ksusO time which svander Rman rule, most of us realing this ae not &ws trying to



work out how to follow Yahweh in occupied teitor y! And yet the hope is thaas this pger ha
unfurled the &ms and methods oflesusO ministrso it ha opened our &g dresh to the globka
purposes ofGod axd how they relde to us; hav we fit in to tha story.

It is an interesting thought thaone of esusO inifiaims, a he vent throughout the villges
and towns may have been to estdish wha Tom Wright has cdled Ocells dbllowers, mostly
continuing to live in their tawvns and villages who ty their adoption of his praxis, his wg of
being Israel, would be distinctig within their loca community® In fact, once pu have thought
of it, it is hard to imagine wty this would not hae haopened*

How would aperson, afamily, avillage in First Century Palesting once they had head the good
news and the teahing of Jesuslive their lives in the ne light that this brought? Two thousad
yeas lder, this question is no lessue br us Using the laaguage within which &sus wa
operating, hav can we be the tue Israel toda/?

We ae to be the people who kvout the cheecteristics of the kingdom of God and bring its
blessings to the peoplend the world @ound us Roger Forster ha sad tha, Othe it of the
Kingdom is the impet of being obedient toekus in siing and lighting our society&.In other
words whererer and wheneer we bllow Jesusyanda- whenaer we bllow the way of peae
and love, of justice ad compasion, ofholiness ad righteousness; whewer we puisue socik
physicd and spiritud liberation D there w will see slxation, in the fullest possile sense othe
word, & GodOs reign is brought to béathis world. The role ofthe church, therefre, is to be
amodel to the world so thigpeople might see in our les ad hea in our words tha the
kingdom of God is open to them, throughegus The more one undstands the historich
specificity of esusO megsathe more one cagpprecide its universd relevance

The Hessings ofthe kingdom &g, on one lgel, spiritud becaise they ee centred on a
relaionship with God through féh in Jesus but it will be clea by now that having such a
relationship with God spills ger into every areaof life: the pesond, the soci§ the ptysicd, the
economicthe politicd and the spiritud. In particular, we should not befaaid of the politicd
implicaions of the kingdom of God. As Wright says, Oit wabecase this wg of life was wha

it was, while refecting the theolgy it did, tha JesusO whole mement wa thoroughy, and
dangerousy, OpolitickD®.It should be impossik for individuds and churches todllow Jesus
without that chdlenging our politicd rulers and structures

It is important to remembertoq tha we ae endled to do 8 of this only through EsusO déa
and resurection. Becase ésus dieddr us so ve can have areldionship with God tha sets us
off on the pth that we have been describingoave. But, the cross is not just something tha
saves us pegondly and then ca be left behind while w get on with the jobso to spda Our
vocdion is to be Ocross-biea people the people in whose s ad sewice the living God is
made knavn®7 The cross should imim everything we do As we ¢o aout our mission,
therebre, we do it in was tha reflect the cross: in humilityin sewice in peae - in wgs tha
subvert and undemine hav the pavers tha rule our world todg operte.

Jesus did not come to teh us Omoto get to heaen® Btaough the offer ofetemd life was
integral to his mission. dsus did not come to tel us Oloto be godO Bthough



righteousness waakey pat of his messge Frsus did not come to shwous hav to find pesona
fulfilment and sadisfaction ® #hough he did teah tha the way to save our lives wa to lose
them and sewre othes. A fase undestanding of Jesus ca leal to afdse undestanding of the
Christian faith wherely we use it a asort of spiritua Oself-helpO.

No, Esus cae to be the mes through whom the Kingdom ofzod wa male open to k&
people ad, & the re-defined Isel, we ae cdled to follow him in tha. Thus our mission is to
bring the benefits ad Hessings ofGodOs Kingdom to other people sd,tba receiving those
blessingsthey too ca offer them to othes so thathe ripples spred out aross the weer until
Othe eth will be full of the knavledge ofthe Lord & the waers cover the se@?
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