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TWO VIEWS OF JESUS 1 

N.T. WRIGHT - JESUS - the True Messiah 2 

World views make a difference (SEE THE WORLDVIEWS SHEET) 3 

We have all been affected and influenced by the Enlightenment period. 4 

The Enlightenment period saw a shift in emphasis away from revelation towards reason, rationality 5 
and science. 6 

Things were to be accepted on empirical evidence; anything accepted without this was nonsense. 7 

EVERYONE looks at their world from their own worldview. 8 

BECAUSE we are affected by the enlightenment period, WE look at our worldview through this 9 
sceptical lens. 10 

WE also view things in history through this lens. We project our worldview onto earlier periods in 11 
history and analyse things in that way. 12 

BUT – we need to recognise that we are influenced by our worldview. 13 

We must be careful not to simply dismiss things that are set in different worldviews.  For example, we 14 
could very easily dismiss the New Testament events because the NT worldview was very different.  15 

This, however, would be a mistake.  It would be short-sighted to conclude that everything we find in 16 
the New Testament is worthless simply because they did not view the world in the same way as we, 17 
after the Enlightenment period, understand the world.  Instead, we need to understand their worldview 18 
and recognise that we ourselves are influenced by the Enlightenment period and should challenge our 19 
own worldview. 20 

THE NEW TESTAMENT WORLD VIEW: 21 

In contrast to the Enlightenment period, the New Testament has a ‘sacred world-view.’  In the NT, we 22 
find a belief in a God who cares for the world and for Israel in particular.  God enters into a covenant 23 
agreement with his chosen people.  History, faith, religion and politics are all intertwined in this 24 
worldview. They cannot be separated from one another.  Jesus was born into this world view.  Jesus 25 
saw the world through this lens.  N.T. WRIGHT says that when Christians try to reduce Jesus to 26 
simply a spiritual figure who speaks privately in people’s heart, they are distorting the message of 27 
Jesus.  Jesus is much more than a personal, private experience because faith and religion were more 28 
than this in his view. 29 

SO HOW CAN WE UNDERSTAND JESUS? – IN SEARCH OF THE HISTORCIAL JESUS. 30 

N.T. Wright is both an historian and a theologian. In his search for this historical Jesus N.T WRIGHT 31 
proposes the use of a technique called CRITICAL REALISM. Critical realism is Wright’s method for 32 
historical research. 33 

Critical Realism starts with the acceptance that ANYTHING we look at, we look at through our own 34 
worldview. This includes historical evidence. The Enlightenment period gave us 2 ways of 35 
understanding human knowledge: 36 
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1. POSITIVISM – the idea that we can only know things through our sense perception; through 37 

empirical evidence. 38 
2. PHENOMENALISM – the idea that anything we think we know has come to use via what we 39 

know about our sense date. (We only know the knower.) 40 

So, how do we know the truth? 41 

N.T. WRIGHT says the way to know the truth is to understand our world view biases us towards 42 
certain conclusions. Once we accept this, we need to enter into a dialogue with other worldviews. We 43 
can then become aware of our tendencies towards making certain conclusions and be open to ‘truth’ 44 
in a new story, which is set in a different worldview. 45 

3 things can happen to our world view: 46 

1. It might be confirmed. 47 
2. It might need to be modified. 48 
3. It might need to be abandoned. 49 

 50 

WHAT HAS ALL THIS GOT TO DO WITH THE NEW TESTAMENT AND JESUS? 51 

N.T. Wright seeks to find the best explanations for the traditions and beliefs found in the Gospels 52 
through the use of critical realism. N.T. WRIGHT says that Christian faith in Jesus must meet the 53 
facts in history.  We cannot build images of Jesus without information learned through other 54 
historical sources. Equally, however, we cannot assume that history will disprove Christian claims 55 
(REMEMBER N.T. WRIGHT believed that the RESURRECTION was an historical event). 56 

WRIGHT then enters into an historical study of JESUS. He concludes through this study that 57 
JESUS was the TRUE MESSIAH. He finds that the following points are significant in supporting 58 
this view. 59 

JESUS WAS A JEWISH PROPHET ANNOUNCING THE KINGDOM OF GOD: 60 

Jesus begins his ministry with the words ‘the kingdom of God is at hand.’. This theme is central to 61 
the ministry of Jesus. His parables deal with what the kingdom is like and the criteria that needs to 62 
be met to be part of it. His miracles are signs of God’s kingdom.   63 

CRITICAL REALISM allows us to consider his JEWISH context: The perception of those 64 
around him would have been that he was a prophet. The concept of the kingdom of God had 65 
political connotations.  Jesus was seen a more than just a wandering, itinerant preacher offering 66 
some philosophical ideas.  JESUS was initiating a movement. This movement was politically and 67 
religiously charged.  The common perception of the people was of a political, violent, 68 
revolutionary, war-like messiah who would return their homeland to them. 69 

 70 

JESUS AND ESCHATOLOGICAL EXPECTATION:  71 

The Jewish world in which Jesus lived was in expectation. Critical realism allows us to 72 
understand that Jesus would have shared this worldview. The Jewish people were the chosen 73 
people; and they were going somewhere. The Kingdom is about to come. The kingdom is 74 
breaking into history. 75 

 76 

JESUS – THE MESSIAH. 77 
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Jewish expectation of a Messiah is a key aspect of belief. The Messiah promised by God would be 78 
from the line of King David and would establish the rule of God. Peace would ensure; ‘the lion 79 
would lie down with the lamb’.  80 

JESUS spoke and acted in ways that demonstrated that he believed he was that MESSIAH. 81 
However, he re-defined the meaning of what that messiah was going to be. Instead of being a 82 
victorious figure he would be a Messiah who gave his life.  Jesus drew upon the Jewish traditions 83 
about God using suffering to bring about redemption.  (ISAIAH 53 SUFFERING SERVANT). 84 

For many Jews, his defeat on the cross was a sign that he was not the Messiah. HOWEVER, the 85 
interesting thing about JESUS is that there is any CHRISTIANITY at all.  There had been other 86 
examples of people who acted and spoke and believed they were the Messiah... They too, had 87 
follower. They too were killed.  (SIMEON BEN KOSIBA) BUT their movements died out after 88 
their death.  BUT not so with JESUS. N.T Wright believes that the acceptance of the new idea of 89 
Messiahship to include dying for sins caught on. This was further confirmed by the Resurrection 90 
event that the disciples believed to be historical.  91 

Side note: References to Jesus in the work of Roman historian Tacitus and Jewish historian 92 
Josephus. So many people claim Jesus wasn't real but forget that questions about his divine nature 93 
are a separate issue! In one of the Morgan Freeman eps it talks about a dedicated prayer room 94 
discovered from 100-200 CE, which talks of Jesus as God not just Son of God! 95 

KEY QUESTIONS: 96 

1. What, according to N.T.WRIGHT is wrong with our worldview? 97 
2. What is critical realism? 98 
3. HOW does N.T. Wright understand JESUS? 99 
4. How does critical realism help us in discovering the historical Jesus? 100 
5. What are the strengths of N.T Wrights work. 101 

 102 

JOHN DOMINIC CROSSAN’S VIEW OF JESUS. 103 

JESUS – THE SOCIAL REVOLUTIONARY.     104 

Crossan is also an historian and theologian. However, he takes a very different approach to 105 
understanding the historical Jesus.  Crossan examines these 3 areas in his search: 106 

1. Cross Cultural anthropology:  early Mediterranean culture, ethnicity, gender, taxes – at the 107 
time of Jesus. All these may help us understand Jesus and his world. 108 

2. JEWISH and GRECO ROMAN HISTORY:  Israel was a colony of the Roman Empire 109 
Studying this would help us understand what Jewish life was like under Roman rule. 110 

3. Literary and textual study of the New Testament and books outside the New Testament might 111 
also inform us of about Jesus. 112 

 113 

After looking at these 3 strands Crossan states that Jesus is: 114 

1 Mediterranean  115 
2 Jewish  116 
3 Peasant. 117 

Commented [GB1]: References to Jesus in the work of 
Roman historian Tacitus and Jewish historian Josephus. So 
many people claim Jesus wasn't real but forget that 
questions about his divine nature are a separate issue! In 
one of the Morgan Freeman eps it talks about a dedicated 
prayer room discovered from 100-200 CE, which talks of 
Jesus as God not just Son of God! 
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Understanding Jesus as a ‘Mediterranean Jewish Peasant’ sheds light on our understanding of his 118 
ministry and life. 119 

 120 

Crossan also establishes some working guidelines.  He has 2 main strategies in his search for the 121 
historical Jesus: 122 

1) He only uses materials that date between 30 and 60 CE.   123 
2) There needs to be more than 1 source for the same event or saying before it can be considered 124 

as evidence of Jesus’ life. 125 

 126 

CROSSAN AND APOCRYPHAL GOSPELS: 127 

The apocryphal Gospels are writings about Jesus that are not accepted by the church.  Some are 128 
complete documents, others are fragments.   In their present form, these Gospels date from 2nd - 129 
4th Century CE – long after the date of the accepted Canon. (the 4 Gospels – approx. 60 CE  130 
Although I'd say closer to 80 and lots think John was closer to 100! (But there is lots of 131 
disagreement on this).  132 

These include the Gospel of Thomas and the apocryphon of James – both of which are part of the 133 
NAG HAMMADI texts discovered in Egypt in 1945.  The church and many scholars reject these 134 
texts as they believe they do not give a reliable account of the life of Jesus – but Crossan 135 
disagrees. 136 

 137 

Q and the Gospel of Thomas   138 

Crossan’s own framework states to only uses material that date between 30-60CE. Surely these 139 
texts are outside the remit? 140 

Crossan believes that within the texts themselves there may be earlier layers that predate the 4 141 
Gospels. 2 sources interest him – THE FIRST IS Q from the German ‘QUELLE’ meaning source.  142 
Scholars have long thought this lost text contains sayings of Jesus. Evidence of the source can be 143 
found in Matthew and Luke’s Gospel when they share material not found in Mark.   144 

Crossan also believes that the Gospel of Thomas is an earlier source.  This Gospel contains 145 
sayings of Jesus similar to those believed to be source Q.  This means that the Gospel of Thomas 146 
could date earlier than the four Gospels; firstly because a list of sayings is what we might expect 147 
from an early attempt to remember Jesus, but also because fragments of the Gospel of Thomas 148 
can be dated at a much earlier period. 149 

 150 

HOW DOES CROSSAN SEE JESUS? 151 

Unlike N.T. Wright, Crossan does not see the birth and resurrection accounts as historical. They 152 
are later additions by the early church to establish community leadership. It is not because of 153 
these miraculous events that the Jesus movement continues after his death. It is because Jesus 154 
began a social revolution. 155 
 156 

There are 6 aspects to this: 157 

JESUS INTENDED A SOCIAL REVOLUTION. 158 

Jesus does not follow John the Baptist and live as an ascetic. Instead Jesus goes out into the world 159 
and becomes known for sharing meals. – ‘Look at him – a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax 160 
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collectors and sinners.’ 161 
 162 

HE ADVOCATES A KINGDOM LIFESTYLE: 163 

Jesus turns from an apocalyptic future to the idea of the Kingdom of God, here and now. ‘The 164 
kingdom of God is at hand.’ The Kingdom of God can be experience now, it is without distinction of 165 
gender or social class. (Link to Galatians 3:28)   Jesus has a dream for a just and fair world. 166 

 167 

HE SERVED AT AN OPEN TABLE: 168 

As with all cultures, the ancient Mediterranean world had its own complex set of rules around 169 
sharing food. (All of Jesus' clashes with the Pharisees and Scribes for example would support this 170 
view point) These reinforced the social boundaries. Jesus broke all these rules, disrupting the 171 
patterns of social acceptability. 172 

 173 

HE PERFORMED MIRALCES OF SOCIAL HEALING: 174 

The miracles achieved much more than unexplained medical cures.  We need to understand that 175 
Jesus healed people who were regarded as impure and were socially marginalised or ignored. He 176 
challenged both the religious and social structures.  This in itself awakened a fear about this ‘new 177 
kingdom of God.’ 178 

 179 

HE PRACTICED AN ITINERANT LIFESTYLE: 180 

He keeps on the move.  No one in the village can profit from his activity. 181 
 182 

HE CAN BE COMPARED TO THE CYNICS. 183 

Cynicism was an ancient Greek philosophy that pre-dated Jesus. The movement rejected 184 
materialism and human social codes.  The cynics went out of their way to be keep on the move, 185 
carrying as few possessions as possible. However, they operated in the urban areas.  Jesus, by 186 
comparison, operated largely in rural areas and was committed to growing a community with like-187 
minded values. 188 

 189 

CROSSAN, Constantinian Christianity and the Original Jesus Movement. 190 

CROSSAN believes that the Christianity we see today is lightyears away from the original Jesus 191 
movement.  When Jesus was put to death his ideas lived on through the testimony of his followers. 192 
However, some of his followers were changing his ideas to modes of power that were more 193 
compatible with the Greco-Roman worldview. This included having leaders in the church and 194 
changing the open meal to a ‘closed’ Eucharist. Later on, approx. 312 CE Constantine converted to 195 
Christianity and presided over an all-male clergy who, in turn, helped him unite a Christian kingdom. 196 
Nothing, says Crossan, could be more opposite to Jesus’ lifestyle of radical equality.  (Side note: 197 
There was an interesting documentary on Channel 4 called Jesus' Female Disciples: The new evidence 198 
a couple of years ago that looked at this) 199 

 200 

 201 

Commented [GB2]: Link to Galatians 3:28 

Commented [GB3]: All of Jesus' clashes with the Pharisees 
and Scribes. 

Commented [GB4]: 312 is usually given as the date of his 
conversion I think. 
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The new evidence a couple of years ago that looked at this! 
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KEY QUESTIONS: 202 

1. What 3 areas does Crossan pursue in his search for the historical Jesus? 203 
2. What are the parameters for evidence to be considered as reliable? 204 
3. What are the Apocryphal Gospels? 205 
4. Why is Crossan particularly interested in Source Q and the Gospel of Thomas? 206 
5. Outline how Crossan understands Jesus as a social revolutionary.  Make use of your own 207 

knowledge of Jesus and NT texts. 208 


