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1. Evangelisation and Salvation 
  
Welcome 
Let me start by welcoming everyone to these few days of reflection and prayer. Thank 
you for the invitation through CSPA 
   
You may recall that the prophet Jeremiah was given six commands as follows: 
  
“See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull down, 
to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.” (Jer 1:10) 
  
Notice that poor Jeremiah has four negatives and two positives. For my presentations, 
I’m going to do a bit of destruction first and then construction. The proportion, however, 
is different: one destructive and four constructive. It means that the presentations are all 
of a piece. It would be a pity if a participant heard only the first one; conversely, it might 
not make sense to hear the last three without the foundation of the first. In a word, the 
five presentations are interrelated and, I hope, form a constructive whole. In any case, 
they are intended to provoke a conversation.   
  
Overall plan 
In outline, this is what I want to look at in these presentations: 
  
1. Evangelisation and salvation 
2. The historical Jesus and his destiny 
3. Model 1: Compassionate solidarity (Paul) 
4. Model 2: Serving love (John) 
5. Model 3: Communion (Hebrews) 
  
As you can see, presentations two through five are constructive. In presentation one, I 
want to examine a critical dimension of proclamation today. 
  
Sequence 
The title of the first presentation is “Evangelisation and salvation.” The steps to be taken 
are these: 
  
1. Evangelisation today 
2. Classical “models” 
3. Strengths and weaknesses 
4. Towards a new understanding 
5. The Joy of the Gospel 
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Evangelisation today 
The concrete task of proclaiming the good news of salvation is shaped by several 
contexts. 
  
The social and cultural context is marked by several features: secularism, evangelical 
atheism, globalisation of outlook, paralysis of choice, the breakdown of traditions and 
societal practices. 
  
Within the church, there are specific features. Always in the background you have the 
abuse crisis and the handling of it. It will rumble on for many years more and every so 
often some new and ghastly revelation will rock us. There is a crisis in handing on the 
faith. In spite of specialised teacher training, great commitment in schools, generous 
support from parishes and so on, handing on the faith is, for the most part, simply not 
working. There are lots of reasons for this, such as those mentioned in the previous 
paragraph. 
  
There is one further dimension to the context which passes unnoticed but which is at the 
centre of our proclamation. Simply put, we used to have an account of redemption, a 
very powerful account, classically called atonement or among the reformers penal 
substitution. It was very powerful: it accounted for the origins of humanity, sin and evil, 
guilt, the incarnation, the cross, the church, baptism and the Eucharist and so on. 
  
It is my long-held conviction that this classical account no longer speaks to us or works 
at all. If this is true, the consequences are far-reaching. When we come to the 
proclamation of what happened for us in “the great events that gave us new life in 
Christ”, we don’t know any more what to say. One way to check that in your own ministry 
would be to ask yourself what was it exactly that your preached last Easter, in particular, 
on Good Friday and the Easter Vigil. 
  
Models of redemption 
To explain what I mean, we will now explore three models of redemption, which I will call 
the classical model, the satisfaction model and the moral example model. Most attention 
will be given to the second one. 
  
The classical model 
By the classical model, we mean the one commonly available in the patristic period.  The 
easiest thing to do is to follow one proponent, St Irenaeus of Lyons. In brief, it looks like 
this: 
  
1. Also known as: the Recapitulation Theory 
2. Originated with Irenaeus (125-202 AD). 
3. He sees Christ as the new Adam, who systematically undoes what Adam did. Thus, 

where Adam was disobedient concerning God's edict concerning the fruit of the Tree 
of Knowledge, Christ was obedient even to death on the wood of a tree. 

4. Irenaeus is the first to draw comparisons between Eve and Mary, contrasting the 
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faithlessness of the former with the faithfulness of the latter. 
5. In addition to reversing the wrongs done by Adam, Irenaeus thinks of Christ as 

“recapitulating” or “summing up” human life. 
  
An image can speak loudly, so here’s a late interpretation of the recapitulation theory in 
art. It comes from the former Church of the St Saviour in Chora, Instanbul. 
  
Satisfaction 
The best known proponent of the satisfaction model is Anselm of Canterbury. In brief, 
here is his teaching: 
  
1. The Satisfaction (or Commercial) Theory 
2. The formulator of this theory was the medieval theologian Anselm of Canterbury 

(1034-1109), in his book, Cur Deus Homo (Why the God Man?). 
3. In his view, God’s offended honour and dignity could only be satisfied by the sacrifice 

of the God-man, Jesus Christ. 
4. Anselm offered some biblical evidence that the atonement was not a ransom paid by 

God to the devil but rather a debt paid to God on behalf of sinners. 
5. Anselm’s work established a foundation for the Western understanding of redemption 

and, more specifically, the Catholic understanding of Calvary, the Mass and the 
priesthood. 

6. Anselm’s work established a foundation for the Protestant Reformation, specifically the 
understanding of justification by faith. 

  
Again, an image may capture the message very well. Here’s a still from Mel Gibson’s The 
Passion of the Christ. 
  
The satisfaction theory won widespread allegiance and became the explanation of the 
Western Church (the Churches of the East never used it). Even after the Reformation, 
when the Western Church split over so many issues, the satisfaction theory of atonement 
held its place in all the different traditions. It was even elaborated further or better 
accentuated by the Reformers, when it came to be called Penal Substitution. 
  
Penal substitution 
1. Also known as: the Penal-Substitution Theory. 
2. This view was formulated by the 16th century Reformers as an extension of 

Anselm’s Satisfaction theory. 
3. According to the Reformers: Anselm’s theory was correct in introducing the 

satisfaction aspect of Christ’s work and its necessity, however the Reformers saw it 
as insufficient because it was referenced to God’s honour rather than his justice 
and holiness and was couched more in terms of a commercial transaction than a 
penal substitution. 

4. This Reformed view says simply that Christ died for man, in man’s place, taking his 
sins and bearing them for him. 

5. The bearing of man’s sins takes the punishment for them and sets the believer free 



�4

from the penal demands of the law: The righteousness of the law and the holiness 
of God are satisfied by this substitution. 

6.  In Catholicism, this further understanding is found in the Jansenist tradition and in 
a great deal of popular piety.   

  
Moral example 
Moral example came into its own in the period of Liberal Protestantism. It roots, 
however, were medieval. In brief, this is what it teaches: 
  
1. Also known as: the Moral-Example Theory (or Moral-Influence Theory). 
2. Christ died to influence mankind toward moral improvement. 
3. This theory denies that Christ died to satisfy any principle of divine justice, but 

teaches instead that His death was designed to greatly impress mankind with a 
sense of God’s love, resulting in softening their hearts and leading them to 
repentance. 

4. Thus, the Atonement is not directed towards God with the purpose of maintaining 
His justice, but towards man with the purpose of persuading him to right action. 

5. Formulated by Peter Abelard (1079-1142) partially in reaction against Anselm’s 
Satisfaction theory, this view was held by the 16th century Socinians. Later versions 
of it can be found later in F. D. E. Schleiermacher (1768-1834) and Horace Bushnell 
(1802-1876). 

  
These accounts of redemption have each had their period of influence. What are the 
strengths and weaknesses? 
  
Strengths and weaknesses 
Firstly, here is a chart outlining the different characteristics of each model. 
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 Looking only at Anselm, the checklist of weaknesses is fatal for its potential for today. 

Structure Sin Salvation Incarnation God

Classical 
  
“from God 
to man”

God effects 
it 
No 
satisfaction 
All is grace

God’s 
triumph 
over sin, 
death and 
the devil, 
as hostile 
objective 
powers

The victory of 
the risen 
Christ over 
the hostile 
powers is 
continued in 
the work of 
the Holy Spirit

God-in-Christ 
reconciles the 
world to 
himself; 
Incarnation 
and 
atonement 
are one

God in 
conflict with 
Evil; yet, 
sovereign 
creator, 
whose costly 
love 
overcomes 
his wrath and 
effects 
reconciliation

Satisfaction 
  
“from man 
to God”

God effects 
it 
Legal 
satisfaction 
Christ as 
Man

Sin is 
indeed 
grave, but 
essentially 
moralistic 
and 
subjective

Satisfaction 
with the 
death; no 
place for the 
resurrection; 
separation 
from the life 
of Jesus

Christ, as 
human, makes 
atonement for 
human 
beings; the 
incarnation 
(Jesus as God 
and man) is 
not at the 
heart of it

Separation of 
God’s justice 
and his 
mercy; once 
the justice is 
“satisfied”, 
God’s mercy 
can be 
released.

Moral 
example 
  
“from man 
to man”

God is not 
agent; 
It happens in 
us through 
conversion 
and 
amendment 
of life

Sin as 
infirmity; 
Very weak 
on the 
radical 
hostility of 
God to 
evil and 
sin

Christ is a 
perfect 
example, the 
“Ideal 
Human”; 
harmony and 
self-
realisation

Emphasis on 
the human 
nature of 
Jesus as a 
pattern of 
behaviour; 
incarnation = 
the revelation 
of God and 
not that God 
redeems us in 
Christ.

Simple idea 
of God’s 
unchanging 
love, with no 
sense of 
hostility or 
struggle.
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1. Depends on the historicity of Genesis 2-3 
2. Depends on a feudal idea of God 
3. Redemption (buying back) requires a price (punishment) 
4. Redemption is completed with the death of Jesus 
5. The resurrection has no place (the best miracle etc.) 
6. It has no connection with the life and ministry of Jesus 
7. The picture of God who cannot be merciful until he receives legal satisfaction is 

unappealing and unconvincing 
  
If I were to emphasise one particular weakness, I would single out the lack of connection 
with the life and ministry of Jesus. Nowhere does Jesus speak of his death as a remedy 
for Adam’s sin. Nowhere is his death seen as a punishment. We might even say the 
contrary. He preached and lived a God of compassion. It is simply not the case that this 
God of compassion turned on him towards the end of his life and made him pay the 
price for the sin of Adam and the sins of all subsequent human beings. If true, this 
Biblical critique deals a deathblow to Anselm’s theology. 
  
Towards a new understanding 
“The great events that gave us new life in Christ” stand at the heart of Christian 
proclamation. This is true in a radical way, for example, in St Paul. Strictly speaking, he is 
interested only in the death and resurrection of Jesus. We have, in my opinion, largely 
abandoned satisfaction theories but we have replaced them with very little or nothing 
and certainly nothing enjoying a consensus or nothing as powerful in its day as Anselm’s 
account. 
  
It means in some ways that things are worse than we imagine. Not only is belief as such 
under pressure, not only is the credibility of the church at a low ebb, not only is 
haemorrhage of the faithful seemingly unstoppable, but also Christians are not longer 
able to talk about salvation in a way which resonates with people hearts and lives in the 
culture of today. If we cannot talk about these events in engaging and resonant ways, 
what is the content of our proclamation? 
  
A particular challenge is presented by the liturgy. Given the classicising tendency of the 
liturgy, the old understanding is embedded in our prayers. This is true of the Roman 
Missal. It is even more true of the Book of Common Prayer. In other words, the crisis is 
across the traditions of the Western Church. 
  
What would a renewed understanding of salvation look like? Here are some key 
features: 
  
1. Taking seriously evil, sin and death 
2. Joining up the incarnation, ministry, teaching and the events of salvation 
3. Offering a consistent picture of God acting on our behalf 
4. Uniting the death and the resurrection as “constitutive” of salvation 
5. Rooted in the teaching of the New Testament 
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6. Rooted in Jesus’ own understanding of his destiny 
  
Working as a biblical scholar and theologian, the last point is a key one for me. Theories 
can say anything we wish them to. Why attach yourself to a particular one unless it is 
somehow grounded in Jesus’ own understanding of his destiny? To this very topic, we 
devote the next presentation, entitled “The historical Jesus and his destiny.” 
  
The Joy of the Gospel 
Jesus’ whole life, his way of dealing with the poor, his actions, his integrity, his simple 
daily acts of generosity, and finally his complete self-giving, is precious and reveals the 
mystery of his divine life. (EG 265) 
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The historical Jesus and his destiny 

Welcome 
Welcome once more. With this presentation, we begin the work of 
construction, that is, a first step in re-imagining salvation today. The only 
possible foundation is the Bible and, in particular, the Gospels. What we are 
doing is of its nature a delicate task. How much is at stake is signalled by 
three scholars spanning the twentieth century.  

Albert Schweitzer 
He comes to us as One unknown, without a name, as of old, by the lakeside, 
He came to those men who knew Him not. He speaks to us the same words: 
“Follow thou me!” and sets us to the tasks which He has to fulfil for our time. 
He commands. 

And to those who obey Him, whether they be wise or simple, He will reveal 
himself in the toils, the conflicts, the sufferings which they shall pass through 
in His fellowship, and, as an ineffable mystery, they shall learn in their own 
experience Who He is. 

Raymond Brown 
The Colossians hymn professes that Christ Jesus is the image of the invisible 
God—God’s Son in whom all things were created, in whom all the fullness of 
God was pleased to dwell, and through whom all things were reconciled to 
God.  

How within fifty years (at the latest) did Christians come to believe that about 
a Galilean preacher who was crucified as a criminal? 

Joseph Ratzinger 
Being Christian is not the result of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, but the 
encounter with an event, a person, which gives life a new horizon and a 
decisive direction. 

With these citations in mind and aware of the mystery of it all, we will try to 
keep in view the significance and delicacy of what is being attempted.  

Sequence 
(1) The Jesus of history 
(2) Destiny of Jesus 
(3) Synthesis 
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(4) Conversation 

The Jesus of history 
Our major resource of the historical figure of Jesus is the Synoptic Gospels 
Matthew, Mark and Luke. They preserve the narrative, the teaching, the 
events. It is certain that they all write in the light of the resurrection and that 
they all represent interpretations in that light. However, these three Gospels 
are our major source of information about the historical Jesus.  

The Fourth Gospel is in a different category. Not for nothing is its symbol the 
eagle. Biblical scholars and theologians rely on the Fourth Gospel for some 
historical information not found elsewhere. For instance, it is as good as 
certain that the ministry of Jesus lasted up to three years, as in the Gospel of 
John. It seems Mark telescoped everything into a one-year presentation for 
didactic purposes. It is also practically certain that the Fourth Gospel is 
correct when it tells us that the death of Jesus took place on the eve of 
Passover on the Friday night, unlike the Synoptics who tell us that the 
Passover was on the Thursday night. Also, the writer knows the geography 
of Jerusalem quite well with details such as a Sheep Pool and so forth.  

Nevertheless, as a guide to the historical Jesus, the Fourth Gospel should 
be placed in a special category. Putting it mildly, the light of the resurrection 
is so strong in this Gospel that the shadows of humanity become invisible. In 
particular, throughout the Jesus of John’s Gospel knows exactly who he is 
and what his destiny should be. We are dealing here with the 20:20 vision of 
retrospective theology from the end of the first century.  

One final comment. The Synoptic Gospels do not really offer a worked out 
theology of salvation. This is because they deal in narrative not in 
conceptual thought. Of course they do not lack a position on the death of 
Jesus but it is not developed conceptually. This is in contrast with three 
other sources in the New Testament.  

In my opinion, three writers offer something quite special: Paul, the writer(s) 
of the Fourth Gospel and the author of Hebrews. These documents really do 
deal in conceptual theology and offer what we may call a theology of the 
death of Jesus. This is even true of the Fourth Gospel. Like the other 
Gospels, it is a narrative. However, the narrative is greatly enriched by 
discourses and blocks of theological writing which allow us to rank this 
document with the letters of Paul and the letter to the Hebrews.   

Finally, we remind ourselves of some characteristics of the Synoptic 
Gospels. There is a significant time gap between the events recounted and 
the writing of the first Gospel. Most writers say about forty years—at the time 
equivalent to a generation. Luke is much, much later, around the year ad 
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115. Matthew is somewhere in between, with a conventional date of about 
85 being usually offered. Jesus’ language was Aramaic, so at an immediate 
level there is a change of language at least and we may add a change of 
culture. All the Gospels were written outside of the Holy Land, in the wider 
Roman Empire. In the course of time, other interests and concerns emerged 
in emerging Christianity. So the documents we have reflect not only these 
later contexts and interests but also the developing religious understanding 
of the Christ event. To use a metaphor, each Gospel has its own DNA. 
Although they all tell basically the same story—with considerable overlap 
between Mark and Matthew—nevertheless, the point of view is different in 
each case and so is the religious outlook of each writer.  

If I were to use a metaphor, perhaps that of a prism might serve. The white 
light of the Christ event is available to us only as refracted through the 
colours of each of the Gospels.   

In order to deal with this situation, scholarship has developed a series of 
methods to take us behind the Gospel presentations to recover the Jesus of 
history. I’m going to mention these briefly. For a fuller review, there is a 
document of the Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpretation of the 
Bible in the Church (1993). All the contemporary methods are fairly 
presented and reviewed. At the start of the review of the historical-critical 
methods, the document says this:  

The historical-critical method is the indispensable method for the 
scientific study of the meaning of ancient texts. Holy Scripture, 
inasmuch as it is the “word of God in human language,” has been 
composed by human authors in all its various parts and in all the 
sources that lie behind them. Because of this, its proper 
understanding not only admits the use of this method but actually 
requires it. 

In scholarship, there are diachronic methods, which work largely in a 
historical frame, and synchronic methods, which work on the final form of 
the text.  

Diachronic methods 
(1) A collection of methods 

(a) Textual criticism 
(b) Source criticism 
(c) Historical criticism 
(d) Form criticism 
(e) Redaction Criticism 
(f) Redaction criticism bridges diachronic and synchronic methods 
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To assess the historicity of events and sayings in the Gospels, a series of 
criteria has been developed. The list here is based on the work of John P. 
Meier, the author of the multi-volume work, A Marginal Jew. 

Historical Criticism criteria: 
1. Embarrassment 
2. Discontinuity 
3. Multiple attestation 
4. Coherence 
5. Jesus’ rejection and execution 

I will be using these criteria here. To complete the picture, here is a sketch of 
the available synchronic methods:  

1. (Redaction criticism) 
2. Rhetorical criticism 
3. Structural criticism 
4. Narrative criticism 
5. Various “liberationist” criticisms 
6. Canon criticism 

Because redaction or editorial criticism deals with the final form of the text, 
it serves as a bridge between the diachronic and synchronic methods. With 
all of that so briefly said, we can move on to the Jesus of history and his 
destiny.   

The destiny of Jesus 
Our focus in this part is the historical Jesus’ understanding of his role and 
destiny. What is reconstructed here will be taken up again in the next three 
presentations on Paul, John and Hebrews.  

The analysis is confined to the Synoptic Gospels. They tell the story of Jesus 
from the perspective of the resurrection.  They are doing “narrative 
theology” rather than history. It follows that what can be gleaned will be 
somewhat incomplete. Nevertheless, it is, I think, sufficient to construct 
Jesus’ own understanding of his death.  

I begin with general observations, which require only a little comment.  

(1) Galilean Jewish peasant 
(2) Apocalyptic believer 
(3) Follower of John the Baptist 
(4) Baptised by John 
(5) Prophet of the kingdom in his own right 
(6) Proclaimed the kingdom of God 
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(7) Taught the kingdom in parables  
(8) Performed wonderful deeds to illustrate the kingdom 

The one to pause on is no. 2, apocalyptic. Every religions and even 
philosophy has to deal with the question of evil. How can we still believe in 
the goodness and omnipotence of God in the face of evil? In the first 
century ad, many Jews, including Paul and Jesus, were imbued with the 
outlook of apocalypticism. To us this is both foreign and familiar. It is 
familiar: it does deal with the universal question of suffering and the 
goodness of God. It is foreign: it uses a symbol system and literary form, 
which are strange and at times disturbing to us. When you break through 
apocalypticism, it is claiming something like this:  

(1) The suffering we now undergo is part of the general reality of evil.  
(2) Even though we cannot see it now, God will in the future establish his 

rule (kingdom) 
(3) We believe this, even though we cannot see it now, because God is 

faithful.  
(4) Because we cannot see it now, we are called to steadfastness, i.e. 

faithful endurance. 

Continuing our recollection of features of Jesus’ life: 

(1) Had disciples, both women and men 
(2) Reached out to those on the margins 
(3) Broke the dietary laws and the purity regulations 
(4) Practiced open table-fellowship 
(5) Broke the Sabbath 
(6) Had a three-year ministry 

The ones to pause on here must be nos. 2, 3 and 4. Here we as Christians 
may miss what is at stake. The purity regulations were not just fussy religious 
rules but rather building blocks of the identity of Judaism from the time of 
the great Exile in Babylon. Tinkering with them was tantamount to 
dismantling identify marks which had stood the test of time. It was therefore 
dangerous and was resisted. We can feel some sympathy with the flustered 
synagogue leader in Luke who says not unreasonably:  

“There are six days on which work ought to be done; come on those 
days and be cured, and not on the Sabbath day.”  (Luke 13:14) 

In our sketch we may note the following about Jesus.  

(1) A dissident figure 
(2) Had conflicts with the authorities 
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(3) Entered Jerusalem on a donkey 
(4) The Temple Action 
(5) Hosted a last supper 
(6) Was arrested and crucified 
  
We pause on the first one. Jesus was a dissident in the way John the Baptist 
was. Like the people in Qumran, John and Jesus were aware of the 
corruption of the Temple and both had withdrawn to the desert, a place of 
penance and purification. Jesus did not stay in the desert, but the attitude is 
consistent with the Temple Action. 

Finally in summary we may say 

(1) Believed in the kingdom of God 
(2) Believed in God as father (Abba) 
(3) Believed he had a special role (Mt 11:25-27) 
(4) Believed in the resurrection 
(5) Sought the will of God (Gethsemane) 
(6) “O God, it is you” may have been his last words  

With this much background sketched, we can now focus on the destiny of 
Jesus in particular. In this constructive exercise, we will use four building 
blocks: 

Using the Historical Critical Method 
(1) Kingdom in words and deeds 
(2) Prophet / Son of Man 
(3) Messiah / Son of David 
(4) Prayer 

(1) Kingdom in words and deeds 
(2) Jesus was an apocalyptic Jew 
(3) Kingdom = future faithfulness of God, incl. resurrection 

(a) Future kingdom 
(b) Present kingdom 
(c) Kingdom and his destiny 

(4) A dissident, as a follower of the Baptist 
(5) Offered in words (parables) and deeds (of many different kinds) 

We pause on no. 2. John the Baptist preached the future kingdom of God, 
actually in a rather ferocious manner. Jesus did not follow him in the ferocity
—it is replaced by compassion—but did follow him in proclamation of a 
future kingdom, when God would make his rule apparent to all. As the 
ministry developed, it became obvious that the kingdom was actually 
present in the deeds and words of Jesus himself. Finally, towards the end of 
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his life, he came to see that the kingdom would come actually through his 
destiny. We can see this in the following passages from Scripture. 

Words 
(1) Once Jesus was asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God was 

coming, and he answered, “The kingdom of God is not coming with 
things that can be observed; nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or 
‘There it is!’ For, in fact, the kingdom of God is among you.”  (Luke 
17:20–21) 

(2) And if Satan has risen up against himself and is divided, he cannot 
stand, but his end has come.  (Mark 3:26)  

Deeds 
(3) Practices: Sabbath, purity laws, dietary laws, the excluded 
(4) Controversies: Pharisees, Sadducees, priests 
(5) Events: The Twelves, the entry into Jerusalem, the Temple Action 

2. Prophet/Son of Man 
The historical Jesus certainly understood both his role and destiny in the 
light of the roles and destinies of the prophets of old.   

(1) Then Jesus said to them, “A prophet is not without honour except in 
his hometown, and among his relatives, and in his own house.” (Mark 
6:4) 

(2) They said, “John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and still others, one of 
the prophets.” (Mark 8:28) 

(3) Instead whoever wants to be great among you must be your servant, 
and whoever wants to be first among you must be the slave of all. For 
even the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve, and to 
give his life as a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:43–45) 

(4) But if we say, ‘From people–’” (they feared the crowd, for they all 
considered John to be truly a prophet).  (Mark 11:32) 

(5) Nevertheless I must go on my way today and tomorrow and the next 
day, because it is impossible that a prophet should be killed outside 
Jerusalem.’ O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and 
stone those who are sent to you! How often I have longed to gather 
your children together as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, 
but you would have none of it! (Luke 13:33–34) 

(6) Then Jesus took the twelve aside and said to them, “Look, we are 
going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written about the Son of 
Man by the prophets will be accomplished.” (Luke 18:31) 

One parable in Mark in especially revealing:  

Mark 12:1   Then he began to speak to them in parables: “A man planted a 
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vineyard. He put a fence around it, dug a pit for its winepress, and built a 
watchtower. Then he leased it to tenant farmers and went on a journey. 2 At 
harvest time he sent a slave to the tenants to collect from them his portion 
of the crop. 3 But those tenants seized his slave, beat him, and sent him 
away empty-handed. 4 So he sent another slave to them again. This one 
they struck on the head and treated outrageously. 5 He sent another, and 
that one they killed. This happened to many others, some of whom were 
beaten, others killed. 6 He had one left, his one dear son. Finally he sent him 
to them, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’ 7 But those tenants said to one 
another, ‘This is the heir. Come, let’s kill him and the inheritance will be 
ours!’ 8 So they seized him, killed him, and threw his body out of the 
vineyard. 9 What then will the owner of the vineyard do? He will come and 
destroy those tenants and give the vineyard to others. 10 Have you not read 
this scripture: 
 ‘The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone. 
11  This is from the Lord, and it is marvellous in our eyes’?” 12 Now they 
wanted to arrest him (but they feared the crowd), because they realised that 
he told this parable against them. So they left him and went away. 

It is clear that the parable has undergone a theological evolution in light of 
the Resurrection and OT passage such as Psalm 118. Even when you strip 
these away, the parable remains one in which Jesus “reads” his destiny as 
continuous with the sending of the prophets in the OT.  

3. Messiah / Son of David 
The categories of anointed-Messiah and Son of David belong together. 
They symbolise God’s fidelity in the past and into the future. Thus, in our 
texts, they form part of the project of the apocalyptic kingdom of God. 

(1) “Messiah” in the Old Testament 
(2) “Messiah” in the intertestamental books 
(3) Came to serve (Mk 10:45) 
(4) Caesarea Philippi (Mk 8:27-30 
(5) Passion predictions (Mak 8:31, 9:31; 10-:33) 

The three passion predictions are of particular interest. Although they have 
been clarified retrospectively (vaticinum ex eventu), nevertheless, they 
capture the awareness of Jesus that his words and his deeds would lead, in 
prophetic manner, to his death.  

A few passages will illustrate: 

When he heard that it was Jesus the Nazarene, he began to shout, “Jesus, 
Son of David, have mercy on me!” Many scolded him to get him to be quiet, 
but he shouted all the more, “Son of David, have mercy on me!” (Mark 
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10:47–48) 

Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David! Hosanna in the 
highest!”  (Mark 11:10) 

David himself, by the Holy Spirit, said, ‘The Lord said to my lord, “Sit at my 
right hand, until I put your enemies under your feet.” If David himself calls 
him ‘Lord,’ how can he be his son?” And the large crowd was listening to 
him with delight.  (Mark 12:36–37) 

Again the high priest questioned him, “Are you the Christ, the Son of the 
Blessed One?” “I am,” said Jesus, “and you will see the Son of Man sitting at 
the right hand of the Power and coming with the clouds of heaven.”  (Mark 
14:61–62) 

4. Prayer 
Jesus’ understanding of his death is integrated into his prayer, as we can 
see in these passages.  

The Johannine “bolt of lightning” (Mt 11:25-27; Lk 10:21-22; cf. 
Gethsemane) 

At that time Jesus said, “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, 
because you have hidden these things from the wise and intelligent, and 
revealed them to little children. Yes, Father, for this was your gracious will. 
All things have been handed over to me by my Father. No one knows the 
Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and 
anyone to whom the Son decides to reveal him. (Matthew 11:25–27) 

While they were eating, he took bread, and after giving thanks he broke it, 
gave it to them, and said, “Take it. This is my body.” And after taking the cup 
and giving thanks, he gave it to them, and they all drank from it. He said to 
them, “This is my blood, the blood of the covenant, that is poured out for 
many. I tell you the truth, I will no longer drink of the fruit of the vine 
until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God.” After singing 
a hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives.  (Mark 14:22–26) 

The verses in bold are especially significant: they indicate that Jesus 
connected his destiny with the coming of the kingdom. This is what I meant 
when I said earlier: As the ministry developed, it became obvious that the 
kingdom was actually present in the deeds and words of Jesus himself. 
Finally, towards the end of his life, he came to see that the kingdom would 
come actually through his destiny. Finally, Gethsemane and Calvary help us 
appreciate that Jesus came to accept his destiny through prayer and 
ultimately through trust and faith in God.  



�17

Going a little farther, he threw himself to the ground and prayed that if it 
were possible the hour would pass from him. He said, “Abba, Father, all 
things are possible for you. Take this cup away from me. Yet not what I will, 
but what you will.”  (Mark 14:35–36) 

Now when it was noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in the 
afternoon. Around three o’clock Jesus cried out with a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, 
lema sabachthani?” which means, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken 
me?” When some of the bystanders heard it they said, “Listen, he is calling 
for Elijah!” Then someone ran, filled a sponge with sour wine, put it on a 
stick, and gave it to him to drink, saying, “Leave him alone! Let’s see if Elijah 
will come to take him down!” But Jesus cried out with a loud voice and 
breathed his last. (Mark 15:33–37) 

A brief comment on the last words of Jesus. These are great bearers of 
meaning in all four Gospels. It is clear that the final words in John and Luke 
reflect closely the theology of those two writers and in that sense these 
words are not historical. This raises the question of the historicity of the final 
words in both Mark and Matthew: do these also reflect the theology of the 
writers? There is a hypothesis, supported by Léon-Dufour and Brown, that 
the last words of Jesus were a quotation from a Psalm of lament, from the 
turning point in such a psalm. In the psalms of lament, the person at prayer 
turns from lament to trust with the words, “my God, you.” This expression is 
found in Psa. 22:11, 63:2; 118:28; 140:7 

Psalms 22:10  On you I was cast from my birth, 
  and since my mother bore me you have been my God.  

Psa. 22:10  Pss 63:2; 118:28; 140:7;  
On you I was cast from my birth,   
and since my mother bore me  
you my God. 

He said:   Eliatta = Eli atta = My God, it is you!  
They heard:  Eliatta = Elia tha = Elijah, come! 

Mark 15:33   When it was noon, darkness came over the whole land until 
three in the afternoon.  34 At three o’clock Jesus cried out with a loud voice, 
“Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” which means, “My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?”  35 When some of the bystanders heard it, they said, 
“Listen, he is calling for Elijah.”  36 And someone ran, filled a sponge with 
sour wine, put it on a stick, and gave it to him to drink, saying, “Wait, let us 
see whether Elijah will come to take him down.” 

There are advantages to this hypothesis. Firstly, it means Jesus really died 



�18

trusting in God. Secondly, it explains the otherwise inexplicable “he is 
calling on Elijah.” Thirdly, it means that all four Gospel writers are true to the 
spirit of Jesus’ final prayer, with Mark and Matthew emphasising the lament 
and Luke and John emphasising the change to final trust, even if none is 
literally what Jesus finally said. 

Synthesis 
To draw all this material together, we begin with a summary of the results of 
the historical-critical method: 

(1) Proclamation of the Kingdom: future, present, in Jesus 
(2) Prophet / Son of Man: words, actions, destiny 
(3) Messiah / Son of David: cautious yes; including suffering then full 

affirmation 
(4) Destiny and Prayer: revealer of the Father; not drink again; Abba 

Father; last words  

Behind this synthesis stands a vision of the ministry: 

(1) Proclamation to the excluded 
(2) Jesus’ actions led to his identification with the excluded 
(3) Jesus’ prayer led him through discernment to absolute trust / faith in 

God 
(4) The kingdom was to come not only in his words or at his hands but 

through his very person 

In his suffering and death, Jesus becomes a victim, becomes one of the 
excluded himself, in the radical injustice of an unjust judicial murder. Like 
the prophets of old, he accepts this journey into suffering as part of his own 
fidelity to his mission and to his God. A summary from Paul may help at this 
stage:  

But now apart from the law the righteousness of God (which is attested by 
the law and the prophets) has been disclosed– namely, the righteousness of 
God through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is 
no distinction, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. But they 
are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ 
Jesus. God publicly displayed him at his death as the mercy seat accessible 
through faith. This was to demonstrate his righteousness, because God in 
his forbearance had passed over the sins previously committed. This was 
also to demonstrate his righteousness in the present time, so that he would 
be just and the justifier of the one who lives because of Jesus’ faithfulness. 
(Romans 3:21–26) 

And finally,  
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(1) Thus, even in his own life the proclamation of the Kingdom moved 
from a message to a person 

(2) Bearing in mind the apocalyptic understanding of Kingdom (esp. 
faithfulness) 

(3) Hence: king / kingdom is the great category in the trial scenes and at 
the crucifixion itself because it is both apocalyptic and messianic 

Even though this might sound somewhat technical, the advantage is great. 
Because apocalyptic is dealing with “the only problem,” in the words of 
Muriel Spark, it means that our central proclamation is also dealing with the 
question of suffering and the problem of evil.  

Conclusion 
We notice that what is missing from this evolution of Jesus’ experience is 
any notion that his suffering would be a payment for sin, whether of Adam 
or anyone else.  



�20

Evangelisation and salvation 3 
Kieran J. O’Mahony, OSA 
www.tarsus.ie 
  
3. St Paul: compassionate solidarity 
  
Welcome 
In the first presentation, the flaws of the atonement model were exposed. We went back 
to the Jesus of history to identify how he himself saw his destiny and eventual death. 
Now we continue the exploration of the New Testament, beginning with St Paul. The 
sequence of steps we will follow is this: 
  
1. Persecution 
2. Encounter with the risen Jesus 
3. Galatians 
4. Further thoughts 
5. Jesus of history? 
6. The Joy of the Gospel? 
7.  And so…? 
  
From now on, the presentations will all conclude with steps 5, 6 and 7. It means we will 
be asking each time three questions: 
  
(i) How does this teaching of the paschal mystery “fit” with the historical Jesus? 
(ii) Does this developed understanding relate to the teaching of Pope Francis, especially 
in his The Joy of the Gospel? 
(iii) Can we learn anything from it on how to be “church” today?   
  
It was a gift, a grace, that a person of St Paul’s energy, intelligence and faith was 
“available” to the Christian movement at its inception. In an interview with Joe Duffy 
once I was asked if Christianity would have been different if St Paul had not existed? The 
answer of course is yes. St Paul is a life-long project, so in one presentation we can only 
offer so much. Where to begin? The big event for him was his encounter with the risen 
Lord, his so called conversion. To grasp the significance of this encounter, it is vital to 
start one step behind that with his persecution of the first followers of The Way. Why did 
a gifted young theologian take it upon himself to undertake so untypically Jewish a task 
as to persecute? 
  
Persecution 
In my response to this question, partly I will base it on verifiable facts and partly on 
reasonable speculation. 
  
1. Paul was a Pharisee, an apocalyptic Jew, full of devotion to God’s will (cf. Phil 3:5-6) 
2. Paul was informed about Christian teaching (as usual) 
3. Paul objected on the basis of Deut 21:22-23 

http://www.tarsus.ie/
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4. Paul objected: speaking falsely of God (cf. 1 Cor 15:15) 
5. Paul objected: spreading (cf. Acts 5:33-40a) 
6. Paul objected: poaching the God-Fearers (cf. Acts 10; 13:16, 26, 43, 50; 16:14; 

17:4, 17; 18:6- 9) 
  
Paul’s personal background counts for a great deal. He was not only a Pharisee but like 
many at the time, including Jesus, he was an apocalyptic Jew. This means someone 
unhappy, waiting for God to establish his kingdom, and at the same time someone 
faithful, steadfast in discovering and doing the will of God. The later Paul is always 
informed about situations before he confronts them. We may safely conclude that the 
younger Paul was also informed about the followers of The Way and what they were 
saying about Jesus: he is risen, he is the Messiah, he is Lord. The solid basis for his 
objection to this is found in a text in Deuteronomy 21, as follows: 
  
If a person commits a sin punishable by death and is executed, and you hang the corpse 
on a tree, his body must not remain all night on the tree; instead you must make certain 
you bury him that same day, for the one who is left exposed on a tree is cursed by God. 
You must not defile your land which the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance. 
 (Deuteronomy 21:22–23) 
  
This text was has a background: 
  
1. Only enemies were supposed to be publicly exposed (Josh 8:29; 10;26; 1 Sam 

31:10; Esth 9:6-14). 
2. Exposure (with the risk of becoming carrion — cf. 2 Sam 21:10; Ezek 39:17-20) was 

an extra degradation of the perpetrator. 
3. It is explained that such a criminal is already under God’s curse. 
4. This law, imposing same-day burial, sets limits on the practice. 
  
It was also “available” at the time, as we can see from the Dead Sea Scrolls, which offer 
an expanded version. 
  
If a man is a traitor against his people and gives them up to a foreign nation, so doing 
evil to his people, you are to hang him on a tree until dead. On the testimony of two or 
three witnesses he will be put to death, and they themselves shall hang him on the tree. 
If a man is convicted of a capital crime and flees to the nations, cursing his people and 
the children of Israel, you are to hang him, also, upon a tree until dead. But you must not 
let their bodies remain on the tree overnight; you shall most certainly bury them that 
very day. Indeed, anyone hung on a tree is accursed of God and men, but you are not to 
defile the land that I am about to give you as an inheritance (Deuteronomy 21:22–23). 
  
For a believing Pharisee like Paul, this is simply God’s opinion and therefore Jesus 
cannot be the Messiah, for the Messiah will be a blessing not a curse. 
  
Paul’s other objections would be related to a mixture of ordinary religious practice and 
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experience. What the Christians are saying is false—very like Paul’s own sensitivity in 1 
Cor 15:15. Of course, there is no need to oppose a religious movement which is not a 
threat. But Christianity was a threat. It was growing. Finally, mostly like took its earliest 
converts from the God-fearers—those gentiles attracted to Judaism and the very same 
poor from which Pharisees hoped to make converts. For the reasons sketched here, Paul 
opposed the followers of The Way. All of this changed radically once Paul encountered 
the Risen Lord. 
  
Encounter 
The fullest version of this encounter is found in Galatian, and even that is somewhat 
opaque: 
  
Gal 1:11   Now I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel I preached is not 
of human origin. 12 For I did not receive it or learn it from any human source; instead I 
received it by a revelation of Jesus Christ. 
  
Gal 1:13   For you have heard of my former way of life in Judaism, how I was savagely 
persecuting the church of God and trying to destroy it. 14 I was advancing in Judaism 
beyond many of my contemporaries in my nation, and was extremely zealous for the 
traditions of my ancestors. 15 But when the one who set me apart from birth and called 
me by his grace was pleased 16 to reveal his Son in me so that I could preach him 
among the Gentiles, I did not go to ask advice from any human being, 17 nor did I go up 
to Jerusalem to see those who were apostles before me, but right away I departed to 
Arabia, and then returned to Damascus. 
  
It was years later when Paul wrote this account and it lets us in on his own appropriation 
of the event. As he tells it, it resembles the call of the prophet Jeremiah and Paul does 
see himself as a bearer of God’s word just as the earlier prophets were. Secondly, he 
uses the language of apocalyptic very directly: when God was pleased to reveal his Son 
to me. This is not accidental. For Paul, the revelation of Christ was part of God’s final plan 
for salvation. Paul then faced a paradox: according to the Word of God, Jesus was 
cursed; according to Paul’s direct experience, Jesus was risen, the Messiah and Lord. 
  
Galatians 3 
It may be helpful to read this passage carefully: 
  
Gal 3:6   Just as Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness, 7 
so then, understand that those who believe are the sons of Abraham. 8 And the 
scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, proclaimed the gospel 
to Abraham ahead of time, saying, “All the nations will be blessed in you.” 9 So then 
those who believe are blessed along with Abraham the believer. 10 For all who rely on 
doing the works of the law are under a curse, because it is written, “Cursed is everyone 
who does not keep on doing everything written in the book of the law.” 11 Now it is 
clear no one is justified before God by the law, because the righteous one will live by 
faith. 12 But the law is not based on faith, but the one who does the works of the law will 
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live by them. 13 Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for 
us (because it is written, “Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree”) 14 in order that in 
Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham would come to the Gentiles, so that we could 
receive the promise of the Spirit by faith. 
  
The passage needs careful interpretation: 
  
1. The covenant (and the Law) entailed blessings and curses. 
2. Curse, in this context, means exclusion from the covenant blessings, having the 

status of an outsider 
3. The manner of Jesus’ death placed him “outside the Law” - according to Deut 

21:22-23 
4. This was God’s intention and purpose…but why? 
  
Paul, the great teacher of faith, knows Jesus is reason; he also knows was Jesus “cursed,” 
that is, placed beyond the covenant blessings, outside the Law. Why? The only answer a 
believer can give is that this was the intention of God. 
  
There were several purposes in this journey beyond the Law, some of which are 
significant for us. 
  
1. To show that the time of the (ritual) Law was over 
2. To bring to fulfilment of the promise beyond the ethnic boundaries of Judaism 
3. To include the Gentiles…how? 
4. By going outside the law and becoming an outsider himsel  

Simply put, because being a curse meant in covenant terms to be placed outside the 
covenant, Jesus being there was God’s outreach beyond the ethnic limits of Judaism to 
all human kind. A glance ahead to Ephesians shows how well this teaching of Paul was 
appreciated in second generation Paulinism. 
  
For he is our peace, the one who made both groups into one and who destroyed the 
middle wall of partition, the hostility, when he nullified in his flesh the law of 
commandments in decrees. He did this to create in himself one new man out of two, 
thus making peace, and to reconcile them both in one body to God through the cross, 
by which the hostility has been killed. And he came and preached peace to you who 
were far off and peace to those who were near, so that through him we both have access 
in one Spirit to the Father. (Ephesians 2:14–18) 
  
As we shall see further on, this is completely coherent with the teaching and ministry of 
Jesus. It is time to gather in some contrasting results. 
  

Negatively: 
1. Paul does not view the death of Jesus as a punishment 
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2. Paul does not view the death of Jesus as a propitiatory sacrifice 
3. He does use the language of redemption—but not in the sense developed in the 

western theology of redemption as penal substitution 
  
Positively: 
1. Jesus’ death was an act of compassionate solidarity 
2. God’s response of resurrection means (a) the power of death is over and (b) the 

power of sin is over 
3. Previously, God put in place the “mechanism” of the law; in Christ, he has put in 

place a “bridge relationship” through which, by participation, we may finally live 
fully as the children of God 

4. Thus the radical incapacity of the Law is bypassed 
  
Further thoughts 
These deep insights are taken further in a few significant texts to which I will quickly 
allude. In an earlier paragraph in Galatians (not without its opacities), Paul writes: 
  
Gal 2:15   We are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners, 16 yet we know that no one is 
justified by the works of the law but by the faithfulness of Jesus Christ. And we have 
come to believe in Christ Jesus, so that we may be justified by the faithfulness of Christ 
and not by the works of the law, because by the works of the law no one will be justified. 
17 But if while seeking to be justified in Christ we ourselves have also been found to be 
sinners, is Christ then one who encourages sin? Absolutely not! 18 But if I build up again 
those things I once destroyed, I demonstrate that I am one who breaks God’s law. 19 For 
through the law I died to the law so that I may live to God. 20 I have been crucified with 
Christ, and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me. So the life I now live in the 
body, I live because of the faithfulness of the Son of God, who loved me and gave 
himself for me. 21 I do not set aside God’s grace, because if righteousness could come 
through the law, then Christ died for nothing! (NET translation) 
  
This is complex. Let me draw attention to two things. For the only time in his writings, 
Paul says the Son of God loved him. This is a dimension of the encounter which did not 
emerge earlier but it does here. Secondly, the bridge relationship God has now put in 
place consists of the faithfulness of Jesus. We will see more in a moment. 
  
Two passages—again not without difficulty—illustrate the universal embrace of what 
happened in Jesus’s death and resurrection. Usually, Paul goes back to Abraham but in 1 
Corinthians 15 and Romans 5, he goes back to Adam. 
  
So also it is written, “The first man, Adam, became a living person”; the last Adam 
became a life-giving spirit. However, the spiritual did not come first, but the natural, and 
then the spiritual. The first man is from the earth, made of dust; the second man is from 
heaven. Like the one made of dust, so too are those made of dust, and like the one from 
heaven, so too those who are heavenly. And just as we have borne the image of the man 
of dust, let us also bear the image of the man of heaven.  (1Corinthians 15:45–49) 
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 So then, just as sin entered the world through one man and death through sin, and so 
death spread to all people because all sinned–Consequently, just as 
condemnation for all people came through one transgression, so too through the 
one righteous act came righteousness leading to life for all people. For just as 
through the disobedience of the one man many were made sinners, so also 
through the obedience of one man many will be made righteous.  (Romans 5:12, 
18–19) 

  
Paul’s purpose here is to illustrate universal need matched by universal salvation. His 
overall purpose is overwhelmingly positive as may be see from the intervening verses: 
  
Rom 5:13 for before the law was given, sin was in the world, but there is no accounting 
for sin when there is no law. 14 Yet death reigned from Adam until Moses even over 
those who did not sin in the same way that Adam (who is a type of the coming one) 
transgressed. 15 But the gracious gift is not like the transgression. For if the many died 
through the transgression of the one man, how much more did the grace of God and 
the gift by the grace of the one man Jesus Christ multiply to the many! 16 And the gift is 
not like the one who sinned. For judgment, resulting from the one transgression, led to 
condemnation, but the gracious gift from the many failures led to justification. 17 For if, 
by the transgression of the one man, death reigned through the one, how much more 
will those who receive the abundance of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in 
life through the one, Jesus Christ! 

There is one final text for Paul—also difficult—which helps a great deal. To illustrate what is 
at stake, the text is given in two versions. 
  
Rom 3:21 But now apart from the law the righteousness of God (which is attested by the 
law and the prophets) has been disclosed– 22 namely, the righteousness of God 
through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction, 23 
for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. 24 But they are justified freely by 
his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. 25 God publicly displayed him 
at his death as the mercy seat accessible through faith. This was to demonstrate his 
righteousness, because God in his forbearance had passed over the sins previously 
committed. 26 This was also to demonstrate his righteousness in the present time, so 
that he would be just and the justifier of the one who lives because of Jesus’ faithfulness. 
  
NET Bible 
  
Rom 3:21   But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, 
although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it— 22 the righteousness of God 
through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction: 23 for all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified by his grace as a gift, 
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a 
propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, 
because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 26 It was to show his 
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righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one 
who has faith in Jesus. 
  
ESV Bible 
  
In the opinion of many, the NET version is much more accurate. It teaches that the 
faithfulness of Jesus disclosed both God’s righteousness and God’s mercy. We may 
summarise as follows: 
  
1. Paul has a specific interpretation of Jesus’ death and resurrection: (i) 

compassionate solidarity (ii) the outreach of love (iii) disclosure of God’s 
faithfulness 

2. This matches the teaching and actions of Jesus 
3. It also matches his death, as he himself becomes what he proclaimed 
4. If we use “sacrifice” at all, it refers to a communion sacrifice, with emphasis on 

Jesus’ costly faithfulness 
5. Neither for Jesus nor for Paul does it mean atonement sacrifice 
  
Jesus of history? 
This teaching of Paul matches the ministry and teaching of Jesus himself. In summary 
form, it looks like this: 
  
1. Ministry: “Those who are healthy don’t need a physician, but those who are sick do. 

I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.” (Mark 2:17; many examples) 
2. Actions: Sabbath, tax-collectors, prostitutes, lepers etc. 
3. But especially: open table fellowship. 
4. Destiny: rejected (Mk 8:31); condemned, handed over (Mk 10:33);   
5. But especially: I tell you the truth, I will no longer drink of the fruit of the vine until 

that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God.” (Mark 14:25); 
6. He said, “Abba, Father, all things are possible for you. Take this cup away from me. 

Yet not what I will, but what you will.” (Mark 14:36) 
  
The compassionate solidarity of Jesus on the cross matches closely the compassion and 
solidarity of Jesus in his ministry. In this view, the death of Jesus is not distinct and 
detached from his ministry, as in the Anselmian view. On the contrary, it is all one piece. 
  
The Joy of the Gospel? 
  
In The Joy of the Gospel, Pope Francis reflects upon solidarity, looking at it is socially and 
economically, of course, but grounded in the solidarity we have in Christ. 
  
Today, when the networks and means of human communication have made 
unprecedented advances, we sense the challenge of finding and sharing a “mystique” 
of living together, of mingling and encounter, of embracing and supporting one 
another, of stepping into this flood tide which, while chaotic, can become a genuine 
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experience of fraternity, a caravan of solidarity, a sacred pilgrimage. (EG 87) 
  
Solidarity is a spontaneous reaction by those who recognise that the social function of 
property and the universal destination of goods are realities which come before private 
property. … These convictions and habits of solidarity, when they are put into practice, 
open the way to other structural transformations and make them possible. (EG 189) 
  
Being Church means being God’s people, in accordance with the great plan of his 
fatherly love. This means that we are to be God’s leaven in the midst of humanity. It 
means proclaiming and bringing God’s salvation into our world, which often goes astray 
and needs to be encouraged, given hope and strengthened on the way. The Church 
must be a place of mercy freely given, where everyone can feel welcomed, loved, 
forgiven and encouraged to live the good life of the Gospel. (EG 114) 
  
And so…? 
In the first presentation, the absence of good contemporary language for what 
happened for us in Jesus was noted. At this point, we may ask if the alternative language 
of Paul offers us some avenues? I would summarise Paul in four words, each with a 
contemporary resonance: 
  
1. Compassion 
2. Solidarity 
3. Faithfulness 
4. Relationship 
  
I conclude with four questions: 
  
1. Do these teachings of Paul speak to us today? 
2. What kind of disciple should I be? 
3. What kind of church should we be? 
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Evangelisation and salvation 4 
Kieran J. O’Mahony, OSA 
www.tarsus.ie 

The Fourth Gospel: serving love 

Welcome 
As you can imagine, exploring salvation in the Fourth Gospel could be the study 
of the life-time. We have 45 minutes, so we must do our best in that time! For this 
presentation, I want to follow these steps: 

1. The Fourth Gospel 
2. Evil, death and sin 
3. Healing 
4. Love 
5. New creation 
6. Liberation 
7. Service  
8. The Holy Spirit, the advocate 
9. Jesus of history? 
10. The Joy of the Gospel? 
11. And so…? 

Some of these steps will be quite brief and the central focus will be on no. 5 
service. Before doing that, it is helpful to notice the distinctive features of this 
Gospel. We will not delay on these details, as this is just a reminder.  

(1) The Gospel tells the story of Jesus of Nazareth, whose parents are known, 
who live in Galilee, was crucified in Jerusalem and was buried.  

(2) As with other Gospels, the narrative is told so as to proclaim the life-giving 
death and resurrection of Jesus. 

(3) The Gospel adds the perspective of the pre-existent Word, who was made 
flesh. His death was his return to the Father. 

(4) The Gospel adds into the story the later experience of the community; in 
particular the separation from the synagogue. 

(1) Three year ministry  
(2) The miracles are more dramatic 
(3) Five visits to Jerusalem 
(4) Three Passovers 
(5) The Twelve are not important 
(6) The Beloved Disciple is more important than Peter 

It is historically much more likely that the ministry of Jesus lasted three years 
rather than under one year as in the Synoptic Gospels.  

http://www.tarsus.ie
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(1) No birth stories 
(2) No parables 
(3) Long symbolic tableaux 
(4) Long, involved speeches 
(5) One-to-one encounters 
(6) Unique characters / characters with special emphasis 

Even though there are no parables, the discourses pick up the images 
embedded in the parables: e.g. good shepherd, true vine, light of the world and 
so forth.  

(1) Climax: chapters 19 and 20 
(2) Jesus knows his identity and destiny throughout  
(3) Roots in the Synoptic / Jesus tradition 
(4) Always in dialogue with the Hebrew Bible / Septuagint 

We pause on numbers 3 and 4. The Fourth Gospel is itself a kind of new creation 
and a revolutionary reading of the Jesus tradition. Nevertheless, the writer is a 
conservative innovator. That is, even at his most creative the stories have roots in 
the Synoptic traditions. It is not clear that the writer had on his desk, so to speak, 
one of these Gospels (we can exclude Luke as much later), but he knows and 
presumes the Jesus tradition. Secondly, the original creator of the text was 
Jewish and, in the richest way imaginable, he explores the reality of Jesus in 
constant dialogue with his Bible (the Hebrew Bible or the Septuagint). A clear 
example is the wedding feast at Cana. This must be read in the light of OT 
traditions about the covenant as a marriage bond, the end time banquet and the 
abundance of wine as a symbol of salvific joy.  

With this minimal background in place, we will now look at the understanding of 
salvation in the Fourth Gospel under four rubrics: evil, healing, love, new 
creation, liberation, service and the Holy Spirit. 

Evil, death and sin 
• No exorcisms in the Fourth Gospel, but the devil is mentioned: Judas (6:70; 13:2; 

13:27 “Satan”); the Jews (8:44) 

John 8:44 You people are from your father the devil, and you want to do what your 
father desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not uphold the truth, 
because there is no truth in him. Whenever he lies, he speaks according to his own 
nature, because he is a liar and the father of lies. 
• No specific moral sins, as such, in the Fourth Gospel but “sin”, “sins” and “sinners” are 

present: John 1:29; 8:21, 24, 34, 46; 9:34, 41; 15:22, 24; 16:8–9; 19:11; 20:23 

John 1:29   On the next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and said, “Look, the 
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! 
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John 8:34 Jesus answered them, “I tell you the solemn truth, everyone who practices sin 
is a slave of sin.    

John 16:8 And when he comes, he will prove the world wrong concerning sin and 
righteousness and judgment– 9 concerning sin, because they do not believe in me; 

• The verb “to sin” is minimally represented: John 5:14; [8:11]; 9:2–3, in connection 
with related healings. 

John 5:14   After this Jesus found him at the temple and said to him, “Look, you have 
become well. Don’t sin any more, lest anything worse happen to you.”  

John 9:2 His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who committed the sin that caused him to be 
born blind, this man or his parents?” 3 Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor his parents 
sinned, but he was born blind so that the acts of God may be revealed through what 
happens to him. 

• Judgment (John 3:19; 5:22, 24, 27, 29–30; 7:24; 8:16; 12:31; 16:8, 11) and “to judge” 
(John 3:17–18; 5:22, 30; 7:24, 51; 8:15–16, 26, 50; 12:47–48; 16:11; 18:31) are fully 
present.  

John 3:19 Now this is the basis for judging: that the light has come into the world and 
people loved the darkness rather than the light, because their deeds were evil.  

John 12:31 Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven 
out. 

John 12:47 If anyone hears my words and does not obey them, I do not judge him. For I 
have not come to judge the world, but to save the world. 48 The one who rejects me 
and does not accept my words has a judge; the word I have spoken will judge him at the 
last day.  

• Death (John 5:24; 8:51–52; 11:4, 13; 12:33; 18:32; 21:19) and “to die” (John 4:47, 
49; 6:49–50, 58; 8:21, 24, 52–53; 11:14, 16, 21, 25–26, 32, 37, 50–51; 12:24, 33; 
18:14, 32; 19:7; 21:23) 

John 5:24   “I tell you the solemn truth, the one who hears my message and believes the 
one who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned, but has crossed over from 
death to life. 

John 4:49 “Sir,” the official said to him, “come down before my child dies.”   

John 11:32   Now when Mary came to the place where Jesus was and saw him, she fell 
at his feet and said to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have 
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died.” 

• World (John 1:9-10, 29; 3:16-17, 19; 4:42; 6:14, 33, 51; 7:4, 7; 8:12, 23, 26; 9:5, 39; 
10:36; 11:9, 27; 12:19, 25, 31, 46-47; 13:1; 14:17, 19, 22, 27, 30-31; 15:18-19; 16:8, 
11, 20-21, 28, 33; 17:5-6, 9, 11, 13-16, 18, 21, 23-25; 18:20, 36-37; 21:25) 

This immense reference to “kosmos” can be both neutral or even positive (the world into 
which the Word came) and quite negative (the opposition in the world to the Word).  

The negative world: the realm of unbelief, the rejection of the truth of God. This is a 
perversion of creation, an inauthentic way of being human and a gross 
misunderstanding of who we are as human beings created by God. The temporal 
dualism of early Christianity is replaced by a cosmic dualism. 

• Darkness (John 1:5; 6:17; 8:12; 12:35, 46; 20:1) and night (John 3:2; 9:4; 11:10; 
13:30; 19:39; 21:3) 

John 1:5 And the light shines on in the darkness, but the darkness has not mastered it.  

John 8:12   Then Jesus spoke out again, “I am the light of the world. The one who 
follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” 

John 12:46 I have come as a light into the world, so that everyone who believes in me 
should not remain in darkness.  

John 9:4 We must perform the deeds of the one who sent me as long as it is daytime. 
Night is coming when no one can work. 

John 13:30 Judas took the piece of bread and went out immediately. (Now it was night.)  

Summary: 

• Devil, liar, murderer, Satan 
• Sin, slavery, unbelief, judgment 
• Death 
• The world, as opposed to God 
• Darkness 

Salvation is from all these things and takes place in Jesus’ lifting up on the cross. 

Healing 
The most famous verse in John’s Gospel must be 3:16. Of course, it is beautiful 
and appealing. A good deal of its meaning, however, comes from the context in 
the Gospel itself. The verse is found between the wedding feast of Cana (ch. 2) 
and the woman at the well (ch. 4). The wedding feast sets up the symbolism of 
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love, so central to this Gospel. The woman at the well explores the symbolism of 
living water, our access to the mystery of God in Christ. In between, our verses 
flow on from the story of Nicodemus.  

Jn 3:13 No one has ascended into heaven except the one who descended 
from heaven—the Son of Man. 14 Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the 
wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 so that everyone who 
believes in him may have eternal life.” 

John 3:16   For this is the way God loved the world: He gave his one and 
only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have 
eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn 
the world, but that the world should be saved through him. 

In this passage we overhear the catechetical vocabulary of the Johannine 
community. We notice as well the rootedness on the Hebrew Bible, with 
references to Jacob (and the ladder), Moses (and the bronze serpent) and 
Abraham (and the almost sacrifice of Isaac). In this Gospel, the expression to lift 
up is used exclusively of Jesus’ death and resurrection. The lifting up is physical 
and visible, on the cross, and at the same time spiritual and invisible into 
resurrection. These citations illustrate this: 

Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of 
Man be lifted up. (John 3:14) 

Then Jesus said, “When you lift up the Son of Man, then you will know that 
I am he, and I do nothing on my own initiative, but I speak just what the 
Father taught me.” (John 8:28) 

“And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to 
myself.”  (John 12:32) 

Then the crowd responded, “We have heard from the law that the Christ 
will remain forever. How can you say, ‘The Son of Man must be lifted up’? 
Who is this Son of Man?”  (John 12:34) 

Behind the imagery is an OT story, that of the bronze serpent.  

The people spoke against God and against Moses, “Why have you 
brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food 
and no water, and we detest this miserable food.” Then the Lord sent 
poisonous serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that 
many Israelites died. The people came to Moses and said, “We have 
sinned by speaking against the Lord and against you; pray to the Lord to 
take away the serpents from us.” So Moses prayed for the people. And the 
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Lord said to Moses, “Make a poisonous serpent, and set it on a pole; and 
everyone who is bitten shall look at it and live.” So Moses made a serpent 
of bronze, and put it upon a pole; and whenever a serpent bit someone, 
that person would look at the serpent of bronze and live.  (Num 21:5–9)” 

What do we make of this? Once we park the folkloric elements, the passage is 
teaching that we can set us free from what is harming us by facing it directly. 
There can be a contemporary ring to this in counselling. In counselling people 
are brought into a safe space in which they can look at what has wounded them 
and thereby lessen its power or even be released from it. With this reference, 
John’s Gospel is teaching us that Jesus looked death in the face for us and we 
can come to that salvation by looking at (one of the verbs of believing in this 
Gospel) the one who was lifted up. Jesus looked at death and went through it for 
love of us. This takes us to our next moment.   

Love 
We can do this more briefly because it is so richly present across the whole 
Gospel. The careful, even solemn, beginning of the Passion Narrative sets the 
tone:  

Just before the Passover feast, Jesus knew that his time had come to 
depart from this world to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the 
world, he now loved them to the very end. (John 13:1) 

The link to the passion is a bit invisible in English. The expression “to the very 
end” is literally in Greek eis telos which has two meanings: perfectly or 
completely and to the very end. Both meanings are intended and are echoed in 
the final words of Jesus on the cross “it is completed,” in Greek tetelestai. The 
love motivation is reflected upon so frequently in this Gospel that one example 
may serve:  

But I am doing just what the Father commanded me, so that the world 
may know that I love the Father. (John 14:31) 

The link with the cross is clear. What about the link with the resurrection? Here 
the Gospel springs a surprise. We read in the resurrection scene,  

He saw the strips of linen cloth lying there,  and the face cloth, which had 
been around Jesus’ head, not lying with the strips of linen cloth but rolled 
up in a place by itself.  Then the other disciple, who had reached the tomb 
first, came in, and he saw and believed. (John 20:6-8) 

The writer wants us to remember another story,  

The one who had died came out, his feet and hands tied up with strips of 
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cloth, and a cloth wrapped around his face. Jesus said to them, “Unwrap 
him and let him go.”  (John 11:44) 

Why recall this story? For two reasons. Firstly, Jesus’ resurrection is the cause of 
ours. But more intriguingly, the writer is obliquely giving us God’s motive for our 
resurrection.  

Jesus wept. Thus the people who had come to mourn said, “Look how 
much he loved him!”  (John 11:35-36) 

In this gentle way, the Fourth Gospel teaches that the love of God is disclosed 
not only on the cross but also in the resurrection.  

New creation 
Already, St Paul had been using the language of new creation to speak of Jesus’ 
death and resurrection.  

So then, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; what is old has passed 
away–look, what is new has come! (2Corinthians 5:17 

For neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only 
thing that matters is a new creation! (Galatians 6:15) 

The Fourth Gospel, in its turn, frames the whole story of Jesus with the language 
of creation.  

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was fully God. (John 1:1) 

The echo of Gen 1:1 is unmistakable. Perhaps John took his inspiration from 
Mark.  

John 19:30 When he had received the sour wine, Jesus said, “It is 
completed!” Then he bowed his head and gave up his spirit. (John 19:30) 

This is the seventh day, the day on which God completed (sunetelesen) all he 
had been doing (Gen 2:1-3) 

Now very early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary 
Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been moved 
away from the entrance. (John 20:1) 

The first day of the week recalls the beginning of creation, as in “There was 
evening, and there was morning, marking the first day.” (Genesis 1:5)  
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On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the disciples had 
gathered together and locked the doors of the place because they were 
afraid of the Jewish leaders. And after he said this, he breathed on them 
and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. (John 20:19, 22) 

Finally, there is an echo of the second creation story, when God breathed life into 
Adam (Gen 2:7). 

Liberation 
• Passover - a feast of liberation 
• Three Passovers in this Gospel 
• Matthew / Mark / Luke: Passover was Thursday night 
• John: Passover was Friday night 

John 1:29   The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, “Here is the 
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! 

John 2:13   The Passover of the Jews was near, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem.  
John 2:23   When he was in Jerusalem during the Passover festival, many believed in 
his name because they saw the signs that he was doing.  
John 6:4 Now the Passover, the festival of the Jews, was near.  

John 11:55   Now the Passover of the Jews was near, and many went up from the 
country to Jerusalem before the Passover to purify themselves.  

John 12:1   Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, 
whom he had raised from the dead.  

John 13:1   Now before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come 
to depart from this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the 
world, he loved them to the end.  

John 18:28   Then they took Jesus from Caiaphas to Pilate’s headquarters. It was early in 
the morning. They themselves did not enter the headquarters, so as to avoid ritual 
defilement and to be able to eat the Passover.  

John 18:39 “But you have a custom that I release someone for you at the Passover. Do 
you want me to release for you the King of the Jews?”  

John 19:14 Now it was the day of Preparation for the Passover; and it was about noon. 
He said to the Jews, “Here is your King!”   

John 19:13   When Pilate heard these words, he brought Jesus outside and sat on the 
judge’s bench at a place called The Stone Pavement, or in Hebrew Gabbatha.  14 Now 
it was the day of Preparation for the Passover; and it was about noon. He said to the 
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Jews, “Here is your King!”  15 They cried out, “Away with him! Away with him! Crucify 
him!” Pilate asked them, “Shall I crucify your King?” The chief priests answered, “We have 
no king but the emperor.”  16 Then he handed him over to them to be crucified. 

John 19:28   After this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished, he said (in order to 
fulfil the scripture), “I am thirsty.”  29 A jar full of sour wine was standing there. So they 
put a sponge full of the wine on a branch of hyssop and held it to his mouth.  30 When 
Jesus had received the wine, he said, “It is finished.” Then he bowed his head and gave 
up his spirit. 

John 19:31   Since it was the day of Preparation, the Jews did not want the bodies left 
on the cross during the sabbath, especially because that sabbath was a day of great 
solemnity. So they asked Pilate to have the legs of the crucified men broken and the 
bodies removed.  32 Then the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first and of the 
other who had been crucified with him.  33 But when they came to Jesus and saw that 
he was already dead, they did not break his legs.  34 Instead, one of the soldiers 
pierced his side with a spear, and at once blood and water came out. 

Service 
We will explore at a little more length the teaching of Jesus death as an action in 
which God served humanity. We begin by reading the whole text:  

John 13:1   Just before the Passover feast, Jesus knew that his time had come to 
depart from this world to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the 
world, he now loved them to the very end. 2 The evening meal was in progress, 
and the devil had already put into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, that he 
should betray Jesus.  
3 Because Jesus knew that the Father had handed all things over to him, and that 
he had come from God and was going back to God, 4 he got up from the meal, 
removed his outer clothes, took a towel and tied it around himself. 5 He poured 
water into the washbasin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to dry them 
with the towel he had wrapped around himself. 

John 13:6   Then he came to Simon Peter. Peter said to him, “Lord, are you going 
to wash my feet?” 7 Jesus replied, “You do not understand what I am doing now, 
but you will understand after these things.”8 Peter said to him, “You will never 
wash my feet!” Jesus replied, “If I do not wash you, you have no share with me.” 9 
Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, wash not only my feet, but also my hands and my 
head!” 10 Jesus replied, “The one who has bathed needs only to wash his feet, 
but is completely clean. And you disciples are clean, but not every one of you.” 
11 (For Jesus knew the one who was going to betray him. For this reason he said, 
“Not every one of you is clean.”) 

John 13:12   So when Jesus had washed their feet and put his outer clothing 
back on, he took his place at the table again and said to them, “Do you 
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understand what I have done for you? 13 You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and do 
so correctly, for that is what I am.  

14 If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you too ought to wash 
one another’s feet. 15 For I have given you an example–you should do just as I 
have done for you. 16 I tell you the solemn truth, the slave is not greater than his 
master, nor is the one who is sent as a messenger greater than the one who sent 
him. 17 If you understand these things, you will be blessed if you do them.  

Within the Fourth Gospel, our passage comes from the long farewell scene, 
beginning with the Last Supper. Although the Johannine community certainly 
celebrated the Eucharist, there is no Lord’s Supper at this point (John 6). Instead, 
it is replaced by the washing of the feet. Although the (prophetic) gesture 
changes, the function remains the same, that is, the interpretation of the death 
and resurrection of Jesus.  

(1) “Farewell” Discourse 
(2) No Lord’s Supper at the Last Supper 
(3) John 6 
(4) Foot washing replaces the bread and wine 

The washing of the feet is unattested elsewhere and therefore lacks multiple 
attestation. However, there is a significant foreground in the synoptic tradition, as 
may be seen from the following passages.  

Mark 10:43 “But it is not this way among you. Instead whoever wants to be 
great among you must be your servant, 44 and whoever wants to be first 
among you must be the slave of all. 45 For even the Son of Man did not 
come to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 

Already, Jesus’ death as service is indicated.  

Luke 12:37 Blessed are those slaves whom their master finds alert when 
he returns! I tell you the truth, he will dress himself to serve, have them 
take their place at the table, and will come and wait on them! 

This reversal of the usual roles anticipated the disturbing reversal in John 13. The 
“normal” relationship is to be found in Luke 17.  

Luke 17:7   “Would any one of you say to your slave who comes in from 
the field after ploughing or shepherding sheep, ‘Come at once and sit 
down for a meal’? 8 Won’t the master instead say to him, ‘Get my dinner 
ready, and make yourself ready to serve me while I eat and drink. Then 
you may eat and drink’?  
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Luke 22:24   A dispute also started among them over which of them was 
to be regarded as the greatest. 25 So Jesus said to them, “The kings of the 
Gentiles lord it over them, and those in authority over them are called 
‘benefactors.’ 26 Not so with you; instead the one who is greatest among 
you must become like the youngest, and the leader like the one who 
serves. 27 For who is greater, the one who is seated at the table, or the 
one who serves? Is it not the one who is seated at the table? But I am 
among you as one who serves. 

This is really the dispute about discipleship in Mark 10 and Matthew 20, with a 
major difference. Luke has relocated the anecdote to the Last Supper. John 
raises the parabolic teaching of Luke 22:17 into a full blown narrative. This is not 
the first time elements of the Synoptic tradition have been made into something 
else, as we see here:  

1. John and the Synoptic Tradition 
(a) Parable of the Vineyard 
(b) Parable of the Lost Sheep 
(c) Bridegroom and new wine 

2. John has raised the Synoptic teaching into an action chreia or paradigm 
based on prophet gestures 

The next step is to signal, in a cursory way, the resonance of the vocabulary used 
in this story here.  

(1) Rose 13 times, almost always in reference to the resurrection of Jesus. 
(2) Took off  18 times, usually in reference to Jesus’ laying down his life. 
(3) Wrapped  only 3 times, but the links are fascinating 
(4) Water 21 times, but the contexts are also illuminating 
(5) Washing 13 times. 
(6) Wipe 3 times only. 
(7) Feet an apparently “innocent” word 14 times 
(8) “Never” lit. “into eternity” 12 times, with a special meaning 

Finally, the apparently simple word “example” is related to the example of death 
in the Bible. Greek has a number of words of example:  

(1) Tupos / hupotoposis 
(2) Hupogrammos 
(3) Hupodeigma 
(4) Eikōn 
(5) Charaktēr 

No. 3 is the one selected here. From a dictionary definition it can mean: 
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hupodeigma 
• An example of behaviour used for purposes of moral instruction, example, 

model, pattern  
• An indication of something that appears at a subsequent time, outline, 

sketch, symbol 

It occurs a few times in the Bible and in the books of the Maccabees in a special 
sense: 

Therefore, by bravely giving up my life now, I will show myself worthy of 
my old age and leave to the young a noble example of how to die a good 
death willingly and nobly for the revered and holy laws. When he had said 
this, he went at once to the rack. (2 Macc 6:27-28) 

So in this way he died, leaving in his death an example of nobility and a 
memorial of courage, not only to the young but to the great body of his 
nation. (2 Macc 6:31)    

For the tyrant Antiochus, when he saw the courage of their virtue and their 
endurance under the tortures, proclaimed them to his soldiers as an 
example for their own endurance, and this made them brave and 
courageous for infantry battle and siege, and he ravaged and conquered 
all his enemies. (4 Macc 17:23-24)  

In the view of this Gospel, Jesus’ death was an act of loving service, by which 
God, in a deeply paradoxical way, came to the aid of wounded humanity.  

(1) Salvation was an act of loving service 
(2) Christian service participates in God’s service of humanity in Christ 
(3) Interpretation 

(a) John 13:1-3 
(b) John 13:4-11 
(c) John 13:12-17 

 With this tremendous background, it should be now possible to read through 
the washing of the feet in a completely new light.  

John 13:1   Just before the Passover feast, Jesus knew that his time had 
come to depart from this world to the Father. Having loved his own who 
were in the world, he now loved them to the very end. 2 The evening meal 
was in progress, and the devil had already put into the heart of Judas 
Iscariot, Simon’s son, that he should betray Jesus.  
3 Because Jesus knew that the Father had handed all things over to him, 
and that he had come from God and was going back to God, 4 he got up 
from the meal, removed his outer clothes, took a towel and tied it around 
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himself. 5 He poured water into the washbasin and began to wash the 
disciples’ feet and to dry them with the towel he had wrapped around 
himself. 

John 13:6   Then he came to Simon Peter. Peter said to him, “Lord, are you 
going to wash my feet?” 7 Jesus replied, “You do not understand what I 
am doing now, but you will understand after these things.”8 Peter said to 
him, “You will never wash my feet!” Jesus replied, “If I do not wash you, 
you have no share with me.” 9 Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, wash not 
only my feet, but also my hands and my head!” 10 Jesus replied, “The one 
who has bathed needs only to wash his feet, but is completely clean. And 
you disciples are clean, but not every one of you.” 11 (For Jesus knew the 
one who was going to betray him. For this reason he said, “Not every one 
of you is clean.”) 

John 13:12   So when Jesus had washed their feet and put his outer 
clothing back on, he took his place at the table again and said to them, 
“Do you understand what I have done for you? 13 You call me ‘Teacher’ 
and ‘Lord,’ and do so correctly, for that is what I am.  
14 If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you too ought 
to wash one another’s feet. 15 For I have given you an example–you 
should do just as I have done for you. 16 I tell you the solemn truth, the 
slave is not greater than his master, nor is the one who is sent as a 
messenger greater than the one who sent him. 17 If you understand these 
things, you will be blessed if you do them.  

Holy Spirit 
The Holy Spirit is referred to in four ways in this Gospel:  

• Spirit is the power and character of God given to Jesus (1:32-33) 
• Spirit is the divine presence in the new life of the believer (7:39; 20:22; cf. the 

conversation with the woman at the well) 
• Spirit gives rise to a new birth (3:5-8; 6:63) 
• The Spirit is the advocate (John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7), the one “standing alongside” 

us 

Key illustrations are on the next slide. 

• John 3:5   Jesus answered, “I tell you the solemn truth, unless a person is born of 
water and spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. 6 What is born of the flesh is 
flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit. 

• John 7:39 (Now he said this about the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were 
going to receive, for the Spirit had not yet been given, because Jesus was not yet 
glorified.) 
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• John 14:26 But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, 
will teach you everything, and will cause you to remember everything I said to you.  

• John 20:22 And after he said this, he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy 
Spirit 

Putting it al together 
(1) Saved from sin, death, evil, inauthentic lives 
(2) Healing 
(3) Love 
(4) New creation 
(5) Passover 
(6) Service 
(7) Salvation enacted through the gift of the Holy Spirit 

The creator God has healed humanity of death by sending his Son in an act of self-
emptying and loving service, setting us free from the power of death and sin. God’s 
loving therapy is a new creation, enacted in us by the Holy Spirit. 

(1) Jesus’ gift was not up to God to offset his anger but down from God to reveal his 
love 

(2) Revelation / disclosure of love is the key 
(3) Jesus’ lifting up heals humanity of the “disease” of death 
(4) The core is God’s breath-taking love, indicated by the washing of feet—so 

incredible is it hardly believable 

(1) Rooted in the historical Jesus 
(2) Death and resurrection are joined 
(3) Jesus’ costly obedience, death and resurrection show God reaching out to 

humanity 
(4) Contemporary models: service, love, healing 

Jesus of history? 
Without further elaboration, this tableau has powerful roots in the Synoptic 
tradition and the historical Jesus.  

(1) Battle with evil (many exorcisms) 
(2) Healing (in many stories) 
(3) Love (= compassion, in many passages: Mark 1:41; 6:34; 8:2; 9:22; Lk 7:31; 

10:33; 15:20) 
(4) New creation (implied in the resurrection)  
(5) Liberation (implied in the Passover themes) 
(6) Service: Mark 10:35-45 = Matthew 20:20-28; Luke 12:37; 17:7-8; Luke 

22:24-27 
(7) Holy Spirit: later evolution 
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Synthesis 
The message about salvation in the Fourth Gospel may be summarised as 
follows:  

The Joy of the Gospel? 
In The Joy of the Gospel, Pope Francis puts his finger on the heart of Christian 
proclamation using the core images salving love and healing.  

The heart of its message will always be the same: the God who revealed his 
immense love in the crucified and risen Christ. God constantly renews his faithful 
ones, whatever their age: “They shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall 
run and not be weary, they shall walk and not be faint” (Is 40:31). (EG 11) 

Everyone needs to be touched by the comfort and attraction of God’s saving 
love, which is mysteriously at work in each person, above and beyond their faults 
and failings. (EG 44) 

There indeed we find true healing, since the way to relate to others which truly 
heals instead of debilitating us, is a mystical fraternity, a contemplative fraternity. 
It is a fraternal love capable of seeing the sacred grandeur of our neighbour, of 
finding God in every human being, of tolerating the nuisances of life in common 
by clinging to the love of God, of opening the heart to divine love and seeking 
the happiness of others just as their heavenly Father does. (EG 92) 

And so…? 
1. Jesus’ gift was not up to God to offset his anger but down from God to 

reveal his love 
2. Jesus’ lifting up heals humanity of the “disease” of death 
3. The core is God’s breath-taking love, indicated by the washing of feet—so 

incredible is it hardy believable 
4. In this is love: not that we have loved God, but that he loved us and sent his 

Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. (1John 5:10) 
5. Death and resurrection are joined 
6. Jesus’ costly obedience, death and resurrection show God reaching out to 

humanity 
7. Contemporary models: service, love, healing 

The questions appended to the Paul study can simply be repeated here.  

(1) Do these teachings of John speak to us today? 
(2) What kind of disciple should I be? 
(3) What kind of church should we be? 

Prayer 
We give you heartfelt thanks, compassionate God, for the saving events that gave us 
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new life in Christ. May we know his healing in our lives. Help us to embrace your gifts of 
love, life and liberation that the world may know you and the Christ whom you have 
sent. 

We make our prayer through the same Lord Jesus Christ who lives and reigns with you 
in the unity of the Holy Spirit, God for ever and ever. Amen. 
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Evangelisation and salvation 5 
Kieran J. O’Mahony, OSA 
www.tarsus.ie 
  
Hebrews: communion 
  
Welcome 
We come to the third of the biblical models. As noted at the start, the Synoptic Gospels 
largely tell the stories of Jesus death but for a proper theology of the paschal mystery 
we turn to Paul, the Fourth Gospel and the letter to the Hebrews. We will follow these 
steps: 
  
1. Puzzle and context 
2. The Temple: background information 
3. Contrasting priesthoods 
4. How did this come about? 
5. Synthesis 
6. Jesus of History? 
7. The joy of the Gospel? 
8. And so…? 
  
Puzzle and context 
In his new Introduction to the New Testament, Eugene Boring comments in lapidary 
fashion on St Paul’s Letter to the Hebrews: it is not by St Paul, it is not a letter and it is not 
to the Hebrews. It does clear the decks, so to speak. What are we to make of this 
fascinating, difficult and brilliant New Testament document? 
  
The oldest surviving manuscript of this document, P45, comes from about 200 ad. That 
gives us a distant terminus ad quem. Properly speaking, it is not a letter in the familiar NT 
genre, but rather a sermon. In content and context, it is very close to the concerns and 
viewpoints of 1 Peter and 1 Clement. Because Hebrews was used by 1 Clement and 
because we know the date of 1 Clement—95/96 ad—we can bring the terminus ad quem 
forward to just before that date. It does deal with Temple imagery and often people 
think it was one response to the destruction of the Temple in 70 ad. That probably is so. 
It helps in that regard that the information about the Temple in sermon does not seem to 
come from the building of Herod the Great but from the Pentateuch. So broadly 
speaking, a document from the last thirty years of the first Christian century. 
  
When one asks who was the author, then we can immediately exclude St Paul, even 
though the letter is written to some degree within the Pauline tradition. Other 
possibilities—none generally accepted—are Barnabas, Apollos, Luke, Epaphras and even 
Mary, the mother of Jesus. We may add that the writer seems unaware of Gospels or 
stories about Jesus (with exceptions). In summary, no one knows who wrote the sermon. 
Such a conclusion might seem overly negative; however, we do know a good deal about 
the writer from the document itself.   
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The author has penned a document written in the very best Greek of the New 
Testament. He was highly educated and deeply familiar with the teaching and thought 
patterns of Middle Platonism. These affect his account of the heavenly sanctuary, 
mirrored in the earthly one. His Bible is not the Hebrew Bible but the Greek Septuagint. 
  
For whom did he write? We note at the start the given title “To the Hebrews” is 
secondary and not original. Mostly likely that title is a scribal deduction from the content. 
He is writing to a community of Christians (not Jews), of both Jewish and Gentile 
background. They are undergoing some kind of harassment as believers and stand in 
need of encouragement. There is a dispute about the origin and destination of the 
letter, because the one reference is ambiguous: 
  
Greetings to all your leaders and all the saints. Those from Italy send you greetings. 

Grace be with you all. (Heb 13:24–25) 
  
On balance, it would seem that the letter was written to Roman Christians by a teacher 
from the community, writing from abroad. 
  
Finally, a few observations. This sermon offers us a priestly understanding of Jesus’ 
death and resurrection. We are used to thinking of Jesus as a priest. At the time, 
however, and in the context of Jesus’ ministry, this was quite a stretch. Why? For a 
number of reasons, not least of which is the fact—candidly admitted by the writer—that 
Jesus himself was a layman, not being from a priestly tribe. Secondly, Jesus was a 
follower of John the Baptist and he took from his mentor a hostile attitude to the 
Temple. The so-called Cleansing of the Temple fits in with such a critical attitude (and 
very likely was the event which sparked the final push against Jesus). Thirdly, Jesus by-
passed the Old Testament priestly system and brought people into direct contact with 
God. In this he resembled the Pharisees, although without their trademark concern for 
ritual purity. For these reasons, it was a stretch to describe Jesus as a priest. The writer is 
aware, because he says somewhat disarmingly, 
  
On this topic we have much to say and it is difficult to explain, since you have become 

sluggish in hearing.  (Hebrews 5:11) 
  
To understand the letter, it is necessary to review the significant and symbolism of the 
Temple in Jesus’ day. 
  
The Temple: background information 
  
The key feature of this Temple—and all others in antiquity and today—is the radical 
separation of the sacred and the profane. Eventually, such separation was expressed in 
terms of space, time, persons and actions. Jesus’ death and resurrection is a radical 
setting aside of the human construction of the sacred and the profane. We can best 
appreciate this by going from the known to the unknown, so here are a few images. 
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(a) The Temple Mount as it stands today, very familiar to us all. 
  

�  
  
  
(b) The plan of the Old City—bearing in mind that the walls are Ottoman (on the lines of 
the Crusader walls), different from the Byzantine walls and even more different from the 
walls in the Roman period. 
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�  
  
(c) The Temple Mount / Haram al-Sharif (“the noble sanctuary”) follows give us more or 
less the esplanade as built by the architects of Herod the Great. 
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�  
  
(d) The present Dome of the Rock stands over the site of Herod’s Temple in a significant 
way. This means the centre of the Dome of the Rock lies on the exact spot the Holy of 
Holies—an important place for the Letter to the Hebrews. 
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�  
  
(e) When you turn this around to give it true orientation east/west, we can identify more 
or less not only the Holy of Holies but also the place of the altar of sacrifice. 
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�  
  
It is likely that the altar stood to the east of the present Dome of the Rock and slightly to 
the south. 
  
(f) The inside of the Dome shelters an enormous rock, the Holy of Holies. 
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�  
(g) To recall the general location here again is photo form today: 
  

�  
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(h) How would it have looked in Jesus’ time? Perhaps, something like this: 
  

�  
  
The façade of the great temple faced east, towards the Mount of Olives, as is traditional. 
In the next couple of slides, we see how the Temple was laid our and how the Temple 
functioned. 
  
(i) The temple had several courts or delimited spaces in increasing holiness and 
increasingly limited access. 
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�  
  
The widest precinct was the Court of the Gentiles. It was absolutely forbidden for 
Gentiles of any kind to go beyond this boundary. 
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• The expansive Court of the Gentiles sported a popular bazaar underneath the 
protective roof of the Royal Stoa. 
• Here moneychangers exchanged local coinage for the pure silver Tyrian shekel so that 
a proper offering could be made to the temple. (The Tyrian shekel was required because 
Roman currency was defiling and the Romans forbid the Jews to coin their own money.) 
• Here, too, vendors sold animals for use as burnt offerings. 
  
Large notices in Greek forbade any intrusion. 
  

�  
  
  
  
MHQENA ALLOGENH EISPOREUESQAI ENTOS PERI TO IERON TRUFAKTOU KAI 
PERIBOLOU OS D AN LHFQH AUTWI AITIOS ESTAI DIA TO ECAKOLOUQEIN 
QANATON 
  
“No foreigner may enter within the railing and enclosure surrounding the temple. 
Whoever is captured will have himself to blame for his subsequent death.” 
  
There was also the court of the (Jewish) Women. They could not, under any 
circumstances, go beyond this and enter the area for the men or the priests. 
  
• The Court of the Women, the largest of the courts, was a square courtyard measuring 
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233 feet (71 m) on each side (a football field is 360 feet long). 
• Some scholars estimate that at the time of the feasts it could have held 6,000 
worshipers at one time. 
• It was not only open to ceremonially purified Jewish women, but also to ritually impure 
priests, Nazirites, and even lepers. 
  
(j) Beyond that again, there was the place where Jewish men could go and beyond that 
a place reserved for the priests. 
  

�  
  
Israelites 
• The Court of the Israelites was limited to ritually pure Jewish men. It was entered by 
the curved staircase leading up to the Nicanor Gate. 
• This court consisted of a narrow hall 233 feet (71 m) wide and 19 feet (5. 8 m) deep. 
Beneath this court were rooms that opened into the lower Court of the Women. 
• These were used for storing musical instruments and equipment used by the Levites. 
  
Priests 
• All priests are Levites, but not all Levites are priests. While priests (Hebrew kohanim) 
and Levites (Hebrew leviyim) both belong to the same tribe of Levi, they come from 
different descendants within the tribe. 
• Priests were male descendants of Aaron, Moses brother, the first high priest. Levites 
(who served the temple) were any male descendants of the tribe of Levi, including the 
descendants of Moses and Miriam his sister. 
• Priests and Levites shared the responsibility of serving in the tabernacle, and later, the 
temple. 
• However, priests alone were responsible for conducting the sacrifices while the Levites 
assisted them in various duties such as construction and the maintenance of the temple. 
  
  
Even beyond that, there was a place reserved for the High Priest. A cross-section gives 
the best idea. 
  
(k) Cross-section of the Sanctuary (reserved for the priests) 
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�  
  
(l) A cross-section of the inner sanctuary shows us the spaces permitted to the High 
Priest alone on the day of Yom Kippur. 
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�  
  
(n) To get the relationship between the Holy of Holy and the Dome of the Rock, here is a 
drawing and cross-section. 
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�    
  
(o) The building of Herod’s Temple was the single greatest architectural project thus far 
in antiquity (predating Nero and his megalomania). It was a truly awe-inspiring and very 
beautiful building. 
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�  
  
So much for the building. How was it used? 
  
The cycle of feasts, in relation to our calendar was as follows:  



�60

�  
  
The Temple was both multi-functional in sue and polyvalent in symbolism. Without 
unnecessary detail, here a list of its roles and meanings: 
  
1. Divine presence 
2. Covenant 
3. End of the Exile 
4. Socio-Political institution 
5. National sovereignty 
6. National Blessings 
7. World-wide blessings 
8. Prayer 
  
The chief activity was sacrifice and prayer. For this, there were the priestly “orders”: 
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• All priests are Levites, but not all Levites are priests. While priests (Hebrew 
kohanim) and Levites (Hebrew leviyim) both belong to the same tribe of Levi, they 
come from different descendants within the tribe. 

• Priests were male descendants of Aaron, Moses brother, the first high priest. 
Levites (who served the temple) were any male descendants of the tribe of Levi, 
including the descendants of Moses and Miriam his sister. 

• Priests and Levites shared the responsibility of serving in the tabernacle, and later, 
the temple. 

• However, priests alone were responsible for conducting the sacrifices while the 
Levites assisted them in various duties such as construction and the maintenance 
of the temple. 

• The high priest has a particular functions and he exemplified the system of 
separations: 

 �  
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• Sacrifices on the Day of Atonement 
• Prayers of intercession before the mercy seat of the ark of the covenant on the 
• Day of Atonement 
• Management and supervision of the other priests 
  
Holy of Holies 
The Holy of Holies was the domain of the High Priest but even he could enter it only one 
day in the year. 
  
• The Holy of Holies (Hebrew qodesh haqqodashim) was technically known as the 

Devir. No part of the sanctuary had greater sanctity than this small square room 34. 
4 feet (10. 5 m) in length and breadth and 69 feet (21 m) in height. 

• While the priests served within the Holy Place, no one but the high priest, and only 
on one day- the Day of Atonement- was allowed to enter into the Holy of Holies. 

• Following the biblical precedent (Ezra 5: 15), the priestly workmen had built the 
temple with the Holy of Holies in the exact same location as the previous two 
structures: over the bedrock platform (an exposed portion of Mount Moriah) 
known as the Foundation Stone. 

  
 Ritual Purity 
Finally, ritual purity was highly significant. 
  
• People could become unclean in a number of ways: for example, having a skin 

disease, eating certain foods, or touching a carcass. 
• Some of these things were associated with death (the consequence of sin), but the 

association of others (such as the dietary laws) are less clear. Nevertheless, they 
were violations of sanctity because God revealed them as such. 

• In the temple complex, the closer a person got to the location of God’s presence, 
the higher the requirements for holiness or ritual cleanliness. 

• People who had become unclean could be restored by undergoing various rituals 
and waiting for a set period of time. 

  
The Sacred and the Profane 
Solomon’s Temple was basically a Canaanite sanctuary. Herod’s Temple resembled all 
other Greco-Roman sanctuaries except for the absence of graven images. Both were 
good examples of the human way of projecting the transcendence of the deity by ever 
more intense separation from the ordinary and the every day. In summary: 
  
1. Holy - qadosh / sanctus - “cut off” - sanction / sanctuary 
2. Profane and pro-fanum - outside the sanctuary 
3. This division is found in many societies 
4. Holy = place, time, persons and actions 
5. Key idea: separation from the profane 
6. God’s transcendence is symbolised by the systematic negation of the ordinary and 

the everyday 
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 I apologies for spending so much time on this but it is essential to capturing the 
meaning of the letter to the Hebrews, to which we now turn. 
  
Contrasting priesthoods 
The author summarises the OT teaching in priesthood as follows: 
  
1. OT sacrifice: animals, who cannot represent humans 
2. Repeated sacrifices, therefore incomplete 
3. The priest himself was a sinner 
4. The temple was shadow of the heavenly sanctuary 
5. God promised a new priesthood (Melchizedek) 
  
Because of 1, 2 3 and 4, God himself promised another, very different kind of 
priesthood. The contrast is established early in Hebrews: 
  
Heb 5:1   For every high priest is taken from among the people and appointed to 

represent them before God, to offer both gifts and sacrifices for sins. 2 He is able 
to deal compassionately with those who are ignorant and erring, since he also is 
subject to weakness, 3 and for this reason he is obligated to make sin offerings for 
himself as well as for the people. 4 And no one assumes this honour on his own 
initiative, but only when called to it by God, as in fact Aaron was. 

5 So also Christ did not glorify himself in becoming high priest, but the one who 
glorified him was God, who said to him, “You are my Son! Today I have 
fathered you,” 6 as also in another place God says, “You are a priest forever in 
the order of Melchizedek.” 7 During his earthly life Christ offered both requests 
and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to the one who was able to save him 
from death and he was heard because of his devotion. 8 Although he was a son, 
he learned obedience through the things he suffered. 9 And by being perfected 
in this way, he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him, 10 and 
he was designated by God as high priest in the order of Melchizedek. 

Why the very obscure Melchizedek? In reality, he was not so obscure at in the first 
century and there was much speculation about him in Jewish writings such as the Dead 
Sea Scrolls. The writer argues (1) that Melchizedek was superior to the Levitical priests, 
because they honoured him in the loints of their ancestor Abraham; (2) he resembles 
Jesus in original and destiny. As chart captures this: 
  
1. Why Melchizedek? 

a) Genesis 14 and Ps 110 
b) Abraham brought him offerings, and, “in the loins of their ancestor” the 

Levites recognised the superior priesthood of Melchizedek 
c) Melchizedek was of mysterious origin (“without father, without mother”) 
d) Melchizedek’s destiny was mysterious (“without end of life”) 

2. Without father, without mother, without genealogy, he has neither beginning of 
days nor end of life but is like the son of God, and he remains a priest for all time. 
 (Hebrews 7:3) 
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A few texts capture the heart of the argument: 
  
Melchizedek’s priesthood his superior 
But Melchizedek who does not share their ancestry collected a tithe from Abraham and 
blessed the one who possessed the promise. Now without dispute the inferior is 
blessed by the superior, and in one case tithes are received by mortal men, while in the 
other by him who is affirmed to be alive. And it could be said that Levi himself, who 
receives tithes, paid a tithe through Abraham. For he was still in his ancestor 
Abraham’s loins when Melchizedek met him.  (Hebrews 7:6–10) 
  
A change of priesthood was promised and did take place 
So if perfection had in fact been possible through the Levitical priesthood—for on that 
basis the people received the law—what further need would there have been for another 
priest to arise, said to be in the order of Melchizedek and not in Aaron’s order? For when 
the priesthood changes, a change in the law must come as well. Yet the one these things 
are spoken about belongs to a different tribe, and no one from that tribe has ever 
officiated at the altar. For it is clear that our Lord is descended from Judah, yet Moses 
said nothing about priests in connection with that tribe. (Hebrews 7:11–14) 
  
The OT priesthood: repeated, therefore not effective 
So with these things prepared like this, the priests enter continually into the outer tent as 
they perform their duties. But only the high priest enters once a year into the inner tent, 
and not without blood that he offers for himself and for the sins of the people 
committed in ignorance. The Holy Spirit is making clear that the way into the holy place 
had not yet appeared as long as the old tabernacle was standing. This was a symbol for 
the time then present, when gifts and sacrifices were offered that could not perfect the 
conscience of the worshiper. They served only for matters of food and drink and various 
washings; they are external regulations imposed until the new order came. (Hebrews 
9:6–10) 
  
Lastly, even the Temple was only a shadow of the real sanctuary in heaven. 
  
The OT Tabernacle: only a sketch of the true, heavenly reality 
The place where they serve is a sketch and shadow of the heavenly sanctuary, just as 
Moses was warned by God as he was about to complete the tabernacle. For he says, 
“See that you make everything according to the design shown to you on the 
mountain.” But now Jesus has obtained a superior ministry, since the covenant that he 
mediates is also better and is enacted on better promises. (Hebrews 8:5–6) 
For Christ did not enter a sanctuary made with hands—the representation of the true 
sanctuary–but into heaven itself, and he appears now in God’s presence for us. And he 
did not enter to offer himself again and again, the way the high priest enters the 
sanctuary year after year with blood that is not his own, for then he would have had to 
suffer again and again since the foundation of the world. But now he has appeared once 
for all at the consummation of the ages to put away sin by his sacrifice.  (Hebrews 9:24–
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26) 
  
So, against all the odes, Jesus a layman from a non-priestly tribe both fulfilled and 
abolished the priesthood of the Temple. 
  
How did that come about? 
The writer singles out the ways in which Jesus exercised his radically new and 
revolutionary priesthood: 
  
(1) Prayer 
(a) Heb 5:7 During his earthly life Christ offered both requests and supplications, with 
loud cries and tears, to the one who was able to save him from death and he was heard 
because of his devotion. 
  
(2) Obedience 
(b) Heb 5:8 Although he was a son, he learned obedience through the things he 
suffered. 
  
(c) Heb 10:5 So when he came into the world, he said, “Sacrifice and offering you did 
not desire, but a body you prepared for me 6 “Whole burnt offerings and sin-offerings 
you took no delight in 7 “Then I said, ‘Here I am: I have come—it is written of me in the 
scroll of the book—to do your will, O God.’” 8   When he says above, “Sacrifices and 
offerings and whole burnt offerings and sin-offerings you did not desire nor did you take 
delight in them” (which are offered according to the law), 9 then he says, “Here I am: I 
have come to do your will.” He does away with the first to establish the second. 10 By his 
will we have been made holy through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for 
all. 
  
(3) Communion 
(d) Heb 2:14 Therefore, since the children share in flesh and blood, he likewise shared in 
their humanity, so that through death he could destroy the one who holds the power of 
death (that is, the devil), 15 and set free those who were held in slavery all their lives by 
their fear of death. 16 For surely his concern is not for angels, but he is concerned for 
Abraham’s descendants. 17 Therefore he had to be made like his brothers and sisters in 
every respect, so that he could become a merciful and faithful high priest in things 
relating to God, to make atonement for the sins of the people. 18 For since he himself 
suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are tempted. 
  
(e) Heb 4:14   Therefore since we have a great high priest who has passed through the 
heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast to our confession. 15 For we do not have 
a high priest incapable of sympathizing with our weaknesses, but one who has been 
tempted in every way just as we are, yet without sin. 16 Therefore let us confidently 
approach the throne of grace to receive mercy and find grace whenever we need help. 
  
(4) Entry 
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(f) Heb 8:1   Now the main point of what we are saying is this: We have such a high 
priest, one who sat down at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven, 2 a 
minister in the sanctuary and the true tabernacle that the Lord, not man, set up. 
  
(g) Heb 9:24 For Christ did not enter a sanctuary made with hands—the representation of 
the true sanctuary–but into heaven itself, and he appears now in God’s presence for us. 
  
Synthesis 
In summary, the letter to the Hebrews has a distinctive attitude to the Levitical 
priesthood. What it stood for in an inadequate way—access to God—has been fulfilled in 
Jesus. In the course of this fulfillment, the Levitical priesthood was abolished in favour of 
an older priesthood, that of Melchizedek. That priesthood was both older and superior. 
We may summarise as follows: 
  
1. Abolition of the Levitical priesthood 
2. Foreshadowed in Melchizedek, fulfilled in Jesus 
3. Not by sacred separation but by communion 
4. Thus setting aside radically the human construct / projection of the sacred and the 

profane 
5. Sacrifice, yes: communion 
6. But not of blood / atonement in that sense 
7. Instead by Jesus’ faithful obedience and prayer 
8. Thus he became our entry to the very presence of God, independently of 

sanctuary, priesthood and blood offering 
  
Jesus of history? 
  
Historically and theologically, it was quite a challenge to present Jesus as a priest. As 
noted earlier, he was not from a priestly family and he was hostile to the Temple. Also, 
his death was the exact opposite of a “sacred” event: it took place outside the holy city, it 
was technically a curse (Deut 21:22-23), death itself brings ritual impurity (the opposite 
of Temple holiness) and among the body fluids cause ritual impurity blood is near the 
top of the list. 
  
Nevertheless, the presentation of Jesus as priest, involving fulfillment, abolition and 
communion, can be traced to the historical Jesus. 
  
(i) Jesus did have a negative attitude to the Temple 
  
1. Dissident follower of the Baptism, with a prophetic critique of the Temple (Matthew 

3) 
2. The Temple Action: the end such a system of worship (Mark 11) 
3. Foresaw the end of the Temple (Mark 13) 
  
(ii) At the same time, Jesus did fulfill that core Temple function, which is bringing people 
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into contact with God: 
  
4. Proclaimed God and brought God’s presence to people in the everyday (in the 

pro-fanum) 
5. Brought holiness / wholeness to people while by-passing the Temple system and 

Sabbath observance 
6. Brought holiness / wholeness to people while by-passing / breaking the dietary 

and purity laws 
  
The Joy of the Gospel? 
  
In a pastoral vein, Pope Francis also reflects on God’s presence in the midst of life, not at 
all confined to sacred times and places. 
  
An evangelising community gets involved by word and deed in people’s daily lives; it 
bridges distances, it is willing to abase itself if necessary, and it embraces human life, 
touching the suffering flesh of Christ in others. Evangelisers thus take on the “smell of 
the sheep” and the sheep are willing to hear their voice. An evangelising community is 
also supportive, standing by people at every step of the way, no matter how difficult or 
lengthy this may prove to be. It is familiar with patient expectation and apostolic 
endurance. Evangelisation consists mostly of patience and disregard for constraints of 
time. Faithful to the Lord’s gift, it also bears fruit. An evangelising community is always 
concerned with fruit, because the Lord wants her to be fruitful. It cares for the grain and 
does not grow impatient at the weeds. (EG 24) 
  
The new Jerusalem, the holy city (cf. Rev 21:2-4), is the goal towards which all of 
humanity is moving. It is curious that God’s revelation tells us that the fullness of 
humanity and of history is realised in a city. We need to look at our cities with a 
contemplative gaze, a gaze of faith which sees God dwelling in their homes, in their 
streets and squares. God’s presence accompanies the sincere efforts of individuals and 
groups to find encouragement and meaning in their lives. He dwells among them, 
fostering solidarity, fraternity, and the desire for goodness, truth and justice. This 
presence must not be contrived but found, uncovered. God does not hide himself from 
those who seek him with a sincere heart, even though they do so tentatively, in a vague 
and haphazard manner. (EG 71) 
  
And so…? 
  
1. 1. In contact with the Pauline tradition 

a) Mercy seat / atonement: Rom 3:21-26 and Heb 7:1-10:18 
b) New covenant: 2 Cor 3:1-11 and Heb 7:22-10:16 
c) Intercessor Rom 8:34 and Heb 6:19-10:22 

2. 2. In continuity with the Jesus tradition 
a) Jesus is a priest (unexpectedly) 
b) Not because of spilling of blood / suffering 
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c) But because of prayer, faithfulness and communion 
d) Thus, breaking down for ever distinction of sacred and profane 

3. Jesus, by his death and resurrection, both fulfilled and abolished the OT sanctuary 
and priesthood 

4. The biblical roots of his priesthood lay not in Levi but in Melchizedek 
5. Jesus did away with the distinction “sacred” and “profane”, by identification not 

separation 
6. Jesus’ “sacrifice” was the gift of himself, in faith and obedience to God, entering 

the true sanctuary 
7. Jesus’ faith opens for us a way to God 
8. Hebrews matches Jesus’ ministry and Paul’s teaching 
  
So what is the core teaching? The sacrifice of Jesus was not the commercial exchange of 
blood (redemption) but rather the interior openness to God. Hebrews expresses this 
using the language of obedience. It corresponds to Paul’s language of faithfulness and 
to Jesus’ own journey of trust through Gethsemane and Calvary. 
  
Although he was a son, he learned obedience through the things he suffered. (Hebrews 
5:8) 
When he says above, “Sacrifices and offerings and whole burnt offerings and sin-
offerings you did not desire nor did you take delight in them” (which are offered 
according to the law), then he says, “Here I am: I have come to do your will.” He does 
away with the first to establish the second. (Hebrews 10:8–9) 
  
Keeping our eyes fixed on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. For the joy set 
out for him he endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the 
right hand of the throne of God. (Hebrews 12:2) 
  
Therefore he had to become like his brothers and sisters in every respect, so that he 
might be a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make a sacrifice of 
atonement for the sins of the people. (Hebrews 2:17) 
  
The questions appended to the Paul study can simply be repeated here. 
  
1. Do these teachings of Hebrews speak to us today? 
2. What kind of disciple should I be? 
3. What kind of church should we be? 
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Soli Deo Gloria


