JESUS CHRIST
CLASS THREE – THE THIRD QUEST

I.  Introduction


Did you know the 4 gospels were not the first things written about Jesus?   Oh no, Collier’s gone looney on us.  He’s about to talk about some weird missing gospels.  No, I simply mean the gospels are not the oldest books in the NT.  Today, we will look at the books in the NT written before the gospels and see what they say about Jesus.  I want to do this for 3 reasons:  (1) to strengthen our faith and conviction about who Jesus was and what his earliest followers wrote about him; (2) chronological order is the order in which the Holy Spirit chose to reveal the NT; men decided much later the order in which the books are presented in the Bible – I don’t think that order was inspired; and (3) to stretch our minds a little bit and equip us to deal with certain issues swirling about Jesus in the scholarly world and pop culture today.

The title of today’s class is the Third Quest for the Historical Jesus.  That title comes from the scholarly world and refers to a current movement among evangelical scholars in the study of Jesus in contrast to the initial Quest for the Historical Jesus of the 19th Century and 2nd Quest of the 1950s.  Since the 1800s, most scholars - and I mean religious scholars teaching at seminaries – teach the real historical Jesus who lived in the early 1st Century is not the same as the Jesus of faith we all believe in.  Generally speaking, this scholarship teaches the historical Jesus was a Jewish rabbi who taught amazing things about love and forgiveness and was crucified by the Romans, however, the Jesus of faith is a later creation of legend/myth/embellishment/further refinement of theology until Jesus became the Son of God who died for our sins and rose from the dead.   I believe many clergy and members of mainstream denominations believe this.  The Virgin Birth and the Resurrection are noble ideas to believe in, but are not real historical facts.   The Third Quest for the Historical Jesus is a recent movement (past 10 to 20 years) by evangelical scholars which aims to show the historical Jesus and the Jesus of faith are one and the same.   That may seem obvious to us as disciples, but this notion the Jesus of faith is a later theological development permeates both the scholarly world and popular culture with all kinds of strange books & movies about the “real” Jesus. E.g., The DaVinci Code, which is fiction, but there are other equally strange ideas that have the support of real scholars.  This teaching may cause disciples to doubt, people you study the Bible with may ask these questions, and our children, especially when they go to college, may have their faith challenged by this kind of teaching.  I don’t think we should be spiritual ostriches with our heads in the sand.  It is good to be aware and equipped with some answers to this assault on the foundation of our faith. 
II.  NT before the gospels


One way to counter the argument that the Jesus of faith is a product of later theological development is to look at what his original followers believed and taught.  If the ideas about Jesus evolved over time, this should be apparent in the earliest writings about him.   Scholars, for example, point to the fact that Mark, probably the earliest gospel, is also the most “primitive” in terms of theological development about Jesus.  Jesus birth is not described, the Resurrection account is very brief, and Jesus is often called “rabbi” instead of “Lord.”   Matthew and Luke, probably written later, add the Virgin Birth, more elaborate accounts of the Resurrection and refer to Jesus as “Lord.”   John, written last, is the most theologically developed of all, including a fully developed Trinity.   This is how scholars think.   However, other NT books were written before Mark.   What do those books say about Jesus?   Does looking at the NT chronologically suggest a primitive theology that gradually becomes more sophisticated?   Let’s check it out and see, shall we?   What is the oldest book in the NT; what are the first words ever written about Jesus?  Turn to James.

James was probably written in the 40s AD.  10 to 15 years after Jesus death.   In historical terms, this is very close and leaves little room for theological development.   Who was James?  The brother of Jesus – a person in a position to know.   What did he say about his brother?  1:1 James calls himself a servant of God and the Lord Jesus Christ.  In Aramaic, James native tongue, his calls his brother Adonai Yeshua Messiah.   James, who was the recognized leader of the most “Jewish” part of the early Church, believed and taught that Jesus was the Messiah – the fulfillment of the prophesies we looked at last week.  He also believed and taught he was “Adonai” Lord – a word that sometimes refers to God.  He didn’t refer to Jesus as a rabbi.  In fact, in Chapter 2:1, he calls him “our glorious Lord Jesus Christ.”  Jews do not refer to a mere man as “glorious.”   Let me ask you a question:  if your brother wrote a letter about you, what would it say?   Might not be bad, but he probably wouldn’t say he was your servant or call you my “glorious Lord.”   The Jesus described by James is the same Jesus of faith we all believe in.   The Messiah of the OT.  The Lord and we his servants.  What is the next oldest book in the NT; the next book written after James?

Turn to Galatians.  Written by Paul probably in the late 40s – perhaps 48 or 49 AD – and probably addressed to the churches he started on his first missionary journey.  It shows us what Paul preached from the beginning of his missionary activity.   15 years or so after Jesus.   1:1   Jesus Christ (again the Messiah) who God raised from the dead.   Oops!  Very embarrassing to the theological development theory that Paul was preaching the Resurrection in the late 40s.  :11-12 – Paul says this is not something man made up – he learned the gospel by revelation directly from Jesus Christ himself!   As we know from other writings of Paul and from Acts – he claimed to have seen the risen Christ!   He goes on in Chapter 2 to tell us that the gospel he preached was the same gospel taught by Peter, James and John in the Jerusalem Church.  They all taught and believed the same things from the earliest days of the Church.   But there’s more.  Look in Chapter 4: 4-7.  Paul says Jesus was God’s son, born of a woman.   The Incarnation was also taught in the 40s.   He refers to the Spirit.  The Trinity was taught in the 40s.   This may seem obvious, but we can be confident the Jesus of faith we believe in is the same Jesus taught from the very beginning of the Church.   I Thess was the next book written by Paul – in 51 or 52 AD during his 2nd missionary journey.  We won’t turn there, but you can find the same teaching about Jesus and the Resurrection there.   Look at 1 Corin 15.

1 Cor was written by Paul around 55AD from Ephesus.  It was addressed to Corinth – a church he founded a few years before during his 2nd missionary journey.  :1-7  Paul refers back to the basic gospel he taught them.   Jesus died for our sins, was buried and raised from the dead.  Then Paul lists the people who saw the risen Christ.  He includes Peter and James – people who knew Jesus well.  Paul says there are over 500 witnesses.  He is saying to the Corinthians – “I am not making this up.  You can go check it out.”  This is the oldest account we have of Jesus resurrection appearances.  This account is more detailed than Mark or even Matthew, but 1 Cor was written 10 to 20 years before Mark or Matthew.   Paul goes on in Chapter 15 to talk about how central the Resurrection is to the Christian faith.  It is not an embellishment added later;  No!  it a fact witnessed by many (including Paul himself) and absolutely central to the original teaching about Jesus.  Turn to 1 Peter.
III.  Transition to the Gospels


1 Pet was probably written from Rome near the end of Peter’s life in the mid 60s.  Peter was there from the beginning.   The writings of Paul, all 4 gospels and the book of Acts all attest that Peter was with Jesus from the earliest days and Peter was the leader of the apostles and the early Church.   If anyone would know the original teaching about Jesus, it would be Peter.   1:1-3.  We have the Trinity, we have atoning blood, we have the Son of God, the Lord Jesus Christ, the Messiah, we have the Resurrection.   In short, we have the Jesus of faith taught by a man who personally knew the real historical Jesus.   Again, this may seem obvious to us, but this is a powerful antidote to the ideas about Jesus swirling about in our culture.   Look at verses :10-12.   Jesus is the fulfillment of OT prophesy revealed by the Spirit to the prophets of old.   The preaching of the gospel is also by the Holy Spirit.  Peter is claiming more than personal knowledge; he is claiming the good news about Jesus is by direct verbal inspiration from God.   This is the same thing Paul claimed in Galatians.  The gospel about Jesus you and I believe in is not the product of human theological development; it was revealed by the Holy Spirit from God!  We have it from the horse’s mouth, from Peter himself.

Look at 5:13.   The reference to Babylon almost certainly means Rome (as it does in Revelations).  So why did I read this passage?  Who is with Peter in Rome?   Scholars generally believe the gospel of Mark was written about the same time at the letter of 1 Pet, i.e. during the 60s AD.  Second century writers identify Mark as the author and indicate Mark did not know Jesus himself but wrote down the preaching of Peter.   When Peter wrote his letter saying the preaching of the gospel was by the Holy Spirit, Mark was right there at the same time writing down the very gospel Peter preached so we would have it today.  Turn to Mark 1.


1:1  The primitive gospel.  The one written first.  The one supposedly with the least theological development.  It names its subject.  Jesus Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.  The same things James said 20 years before.  The same things Paul preached and wrote many times in the late 40s and 50s.  The same things Peter wrote in his letter.   A gospel message these men personally witnessed and also claimed was revealed by the Holy Spirit.  Let stand firm on our faith and never be intimidated by the world’s ideas.
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