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One of the first people whom God sent out to tell the world about what 
had been accomplished through Jesus was a man named Paul. We 
usually refer to him as the apostle Paul, or Saint Paul. Paul traveled 
throughout the Roman Empire preaching, teaching, and establishing 
churches. And as he traveled, he would keep in touch with all the 
churches he founded by writing them letters. In a letter to one of these 
churches, Paul summarized the gospel of Jesus by saying that “Christ 
died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, and that he was 
buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the 
Scriptures, and that he appeared” (1 Corinthians 15:3-5). The message 
of Jesus’ death, resurrection, and appearance is the very heart of the 
good news about Jesus. 

In Week Four, we will explore the meaning of Jesus’ death, especially as 
it fits into our understanding of “the Scriptures” that Paul was referring 
to—the Old Testament. We will discuss how Jesus’ victory over death is 
a fulfillment of God’s promises made in Scripture, what it means to say 
that Jesus is alive, and why Jesus’ resurrection is good news for us and 
for our world.

Jesus’ death and resurrection



1638 painting entitled “Lamb” by Francisco Zurbarán (1598-1664). Jesus is frequently referred to as the slain lamb 
offered as a sacrifice to God for the world’s sins (e.g., John 1:29; Revelation 5:9-14). 

n the prayer for Holy Communion in the 1979 
Book of Common Prayer, which is called “The 

Great Thanksgiving,” the Celebrant offers thanks 
for Jesus’ death. This is where we get the word 
“Eucharist,” which means “giving thanks.” Our  
Eucharistic prayer, like all Christian prayer, has a 
Trinitarian structure. At one point, the Celebrant 
offers thanks to “the Father” for sending “the Son,” 
who was obedient to the Father to the point of 
death: “He [Jesus] stretched out his arms upon the 
cross, and offered himself, in obedience to your 
will, a perfect sacrifice for the whole world” (Book of 
Common Prayer, 362).  

The principal message of the Christian faith is that 
in the death and resurrection of Jesus, God has 
acted to save us from sin and death. In agreement 
with historic Christianity, Anglicans understand 
Jesus’ death as a sacrifice offered to God: “By his 
obedience, even to suffering and death, Jesus made 
the offering which we could not make; in him we 

have been freed from the power of sin and 
reconciled to God” (Book of Common Prayer, 
Catechism, 850). However, this message, that Jesus 
“died for our sins,” is confusing. Its meaning is 
obscure to us, in part because we are so far 
removed from the culture and thinking of the 
ancient Israelites who first spoke this way. 
Moreover, we are often troubled by notions like 
divine wrath, judgment for sin, and sacrifice. We 
are resistant to thinking about God in these terms. 
The idea that our salvation was won by such a 
brutal act of violence as crucifixion seems to 
contradict the love of God. Therefore, the very heart 
of the gospel is an intellectual and spiritual 
challenge for us. 

This difficulty with the Christian message is not 
new at all. The Christian message has been a 
challenge since the apostles first preached the 
gospel. The apostle Paul acknowledged this fact in 
the first letter he sent to the Church in Corinth, 
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writing that the message of “Christ crucified” is an 
“offense” to Jews and that the Greeks consider it 
“foolishness” (1 Corinthians 1:18-25). We aren’t so 
different today: that Jesus’ death was somehow 
necessary in order for us to be reconciled to God 
really does strike us as offensive or irrational. 

What is needed is a compelling description of what 
the meaning of God’s action in Jesus’ death and 
resurrection—a description that can reconcile the 
seemingly contradictory notions of God’s love and 
wrath, mercy and judgment, grace and demand for 
sacrifice. In order to describe the meaning of Jesus’ 
death and resurrection, we have to revisit some of 
the Christian faith’s most basic concepts. The first 
concept to consider is the biblical doctrine of 
creation. 

God created all that exists. This means that nothing 
exists by accident, and all things depend on God for 
their existence. God is the source of all things that 
exist, and these things rely on God to continue 
existing. Everything comes from God as a gift, and 
must be returned to God in gratitude and praise for 
his generosity. Creatures are made to exist in this 
“economy” with the Creator, receiving his good 
gifts and returning these gifts to him in 
thanksgiving; creatures are sustained in their 
existence within this economy of receiving and 
returning thanks. As theologian Douglas H. Knight 
writes, “Everything that is not God is a creature of 
the world, and part of the hospitality of God for us. 
All creatures receive their life from God and must 
return it to him so that it can be renewed. We have 
no source of life of our own.”  

According to Genesis, the first book of the Bible, 
when God created human beings, he made us 
according to his “image” and “likeness” (Gen. 
1:26), endowed with unique traits to enable us to 
live in communion with God. This communion is 

the purpose for which God created human beings; 
among all creatures, the human creature is the one 
who receives God’s gifts and returns them to God 
in thanksgiving on behalf of the whole creation. 
The human creature is the animal that gives thanks 
to God. Theologian Robert W. Jenson calls us “the 
praying animal.” As the creature who receives from 
and returns to God, the human creature is a 
“priest” in creation, communing with God and with 
all other creatures. Human creatures are intended 
to enjoy and maintain this harmonious communion 
with God and all creation. 

When Scripture says that the creation is 
characterized by sin, it is referring to the broken 
communion between us and God. “Sin” says that 
we human creatures live in a state of attempting 
the impossible, acting as though we are not created. 
As sinful creatures, we live as though we have no 
purpose, or live for some other purpose than that 
for which God made us. When we live for purposes 
we have determined for ourselves or other creatures 
have determined for us—whether the accumulating 
money or power, or winning the respect of others, 
or anything else—the Bible describes us as 
“prideful” or tells us that our lives are governed by 
idols. 

We sometimes make ourselves into little gods, 
lording over others, taking advantage of and 
mistreating them. The Bible teaches that this pride 
is the cause of oppression and poverty: we receive 
God’s good gifts but will not give thanks to God or 
imitate his generosity. We prevent others from 
receiving God’s gifts, and put the poor in our debt 
rather than God’s, so that the poor must offer 
thanks and praise, not to God, but to us. Thereby 
we break communion with God, and attempt to 
disrupt the communion of others with God. 

We sometimes submit ourselves to powers other 



Wood engraving of the crucifixion of Jesus (1866) by 
Gustave Doré. 

than God. These powers, whether or not they are 
explicitly “religious,” are idols. They lord over us, 
exploit us, and mistreat us. We submit to them 
because they offer us security. We bind ourselves to 
them, and cannot imagine ourselves without them. 
We receive from them an identity and a purpose, but 
this identity and purpose is a denial that God is our 
Creator. We receive God’s good gifts as though they 
were given by another, and direct our thanks to 
creatures rather than our Creator. We break 
communion with God. 

Human sin—our lived denial of our status as 
creatures—results in death. The teaching of Scripture 
is that God has not abandoned us to make of 
ourselves and one another what we wish—which 
would amount to our self-destruction. That God is 
the Creator and that we are God’s creatures means 
not only that we owe our existence to God, but that 
God’s purposes for us will not be thwarted. As the 
apostle Paul declared in his letter to the Church in 
Rome, nothing, not even death, can “separate us 
from the love of God” (Rom. 8:39). To rescue us from 
sin and death, God set out to assert himself as our 
Creator, and to establish us as the priest among his 
creatures—the ones who receive God’s gifts and 
return them to him in thanksgiving and praise. 

God’s saving activity for sinful human creatures 
begins with making a way to provide for our needs. 
The way that God made is a people called Israel. God 
chose Israel to be his instrument to provide what the 
world lacked, and to bring humanity into the role of 
priest in creation. God raised up Israel to stand 
before the nations as God’s “priestly kingdom” and 
“holy nation” (Exodus 19:5-6). Israel came to be 
when God promised Abraham and Sarah that they 
would be the parents of a nation by whom all the 
other nations would be blessed (Genesis 12:1-3). 
Abraham and Sarah’s descendants, the people of 
Israel, were first gathered as a nation when God 



liberated them from slavery in Egypt. God took 
action against the gods of the Egyptians, exposing 
these gods as idols and asserting himself as the one 
true God. Having liberated Israel, God gave Israel 
the Torah, or Law, which instructed the people in 
worship and living justly. By calling Israel, God 
established communion with human creatures by 
teaching them how to return thanks to God for his 
grace and how to treat one another.  

The central act of worship in Israel was the offering 
of sacrifices—twice daily! Every Israelite was 
expected to offer back to God a portion of what God 
had given first. According to Deuteronomy 26, the 
gifts that Israelites brought to God in worship 
would be given to “the aliens, the orphans, and the 
widows.” When an Israelite sinned, the way that he 
or she would be brought back into communion 
with God and the people was to bring a sacrifice for 
sin—a recognition of the death that sin causes, and 
an acknowledgement of God’s mercy. 

Sacrifice was thus central to the Law that God gave 
to Israel. When Jesus commented on the Law, he 
identified the two greatest commandments, on 
which the entirety of the Law relies, as the 
command to love the Lord and to love one’s 
neighbor as oneself. The Israelite practice of 
sacrifice was an expression of obedience to these 
two great commandments: the offerings brought to 
the Temple that were reallocated to the poor 
redressed economic injustices, an act of love for 
one’s neighbor, and the sacrifices for sin were an 
offering of thanks and praise that were owed but 
previously denied to God. At no point in Israel’s life 
was sacrifice offered to appease divine wrath, as though 
God was bloodthirsty and could only be calmed by violence. 
Rather, sacrifice was always a matter of putting things 
right, in order to restore in creation an economy of mutual 
sharing and thanksgiving offered to God. Sacrifice was 
about the generosity of God and the human response to it. 

The economy of sacrifice was a way to remedy 
debts. The rich had an obligation to care for the 
poor; in God’s eyes, the rich were indebted to the 
poor, and sacrifice was an institutionalized way of 
paying this debt. Likewise, all creatures owe 
gratitude to God, and sinful human creatures have 
defaulted on this debt—there is no catching up. 
Because our very being is sustained by our offering 
thanks to God, the failure to give thanks is a failure 
of being. Therefore, to have sinned is to have 
nothing left to offer, even our lives, and so to have 
no ability to offer to God what we owe. The 
sacrifice of animals in Israelite worship was thus a 
stand-in, a way to offer to God our lives without 
losing our lives, in order to be restored to a right 
standing with God. 

Sacrifice for sin was therefore a temporary solution. 
The sacrifice of animals was never able fully to 
remedy the situation of sin. As the Book of 
Hebrews puts it, “It is impossible for the blood of 
bulls and goats to take away sins” (Heb. 10:4). 
Indeed, despite the offering of sacrifices, Israel 
persisted, as all people do, in sin and in the effort to 
outrun the death that is an inevitable consequence 
of sin. (If the debt of sin resulted in death, then one 
might think of the offering of animal sacrifices as 
only ever paying the “interest,” but never the 
principal debt. Sacrifices kept deferring an 
otherwise inevitable confrontation with reality.) 

Israel’s relationship with God forced the question: 
would God’s promise to restore creation to an 
economy of thanks with him prevail, or would sin 
and death in fact have the last word? This question, 
argues Robert W. Jenson, came to startling 
expression when the Israelites had been brutally 
conquered by the Babylonian empire, and much of 
Israel was killed—which the prophet Ezekiel said 
was a consequence of Israel’s injustice and idolatry. 
At one point in the Book of Ezekiel, the Lord shows 



the prophet a valley full of long dead Israelite 
corpses that are nothing but dried bones, and the 
Lord poses to Ezekiel the question: “Son of man, 
can these bones live?” The question might be 
paraphrased, “Is the Lord’s promise more powerful 
than this death?” “Can humanity be restored to 
God, or has death prevailed over God’s purposes?” 
“What will it take for sinful human creatures to be 
restored in their relationship with God?” The 
Lord’s answer to his own question, Jenson argues, 
is the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

The sending of Jesus to Israel is the climactic 
moment of God’s mission to restore human 
creatures through Israel. Though Israel had been 
called to be a collective priest among the nations, to 
lead the world in the worship of God, Israel herself 
was in need of a priest—in need of what the Bible 
calls a “Great High Priest” who could lead them in 
worship and justice, so that they could carry out 
their priestly vocation in the world.  

Jesus’ vocation was to do for Israel and so for all 
people what God called Israel to do: faithfully to 
fulfill God’s Law, to do justice for the poor, and to 
offer up his life in obedience to God as an act of 
worship. Jesus obediently united himself to sinful 
people, and did so to the point of his own death—
he was both priest and victim. This was his sacrifice 
of obedience and worship to God, in direct 
confrontation with the sin and injustice of the 
world. In Jesus, God supplied to the world the very 
offering that the world owed to God but could not 
itself produce. Because the world was lacking, God 
provided to the world a sacrifice that could be 
offered back to God on the world’s behalf. God 
provides the sacrificial lamb. But the world did not 
wish to receive God’s gift in Jesus, nor to offer God 
thanks, and so Jesus subjected himself to the 
world’s rejection and violence in order to offer to 
God thanks on behalf of the very ones who rejected 

and harmed him. His life was a sacrifice to God for 
sinners; he was sacrificed for sinners. Jesus was 
obedient to God’s mission for him “to the point of 
death—even death on a cross. Therefore, God also 
highly exalted him” (Philippians 2:8, 9). 

Whereas the sacrifice of animals was ineffective 
finally to remedy the problem of sin, the self-
offering of Jesus fulfilled God’s intentions. The self-
giving of Jesus, which resulted in his death, made 
up for the debt of worship owed to God because of 
sin, and so his gift restored human creatures to the 
economy of thanks with God. His self-giving was 
adequate because he was from God, who lacks 
nothing and supplies what we lack. Because Jesus’ 
sacrifice was perfect and complete and adequate, it 
accomplished what God intended. Jesus’ sacrifice 
succeeded in putting us right. 

This is the meaning of Jesus’ resurrection: God 
receives what Jesus has offered to him on our 
behalf, and so death has been defeated—Jesus put 
death to death, and so, in perfect harmony with 
God, is restored to life. The sacrifice that God 
provided to Israel and to the world to supply what 
we lacked is forever the same sacrifice which we 
offer to God in thanksgiving. God provided for our 
need in Jesus, and we lift up this same sacrificed 
and risen Jesus to God in thanksgiving for his 
provision. Jesus is raised from death, the dramatic 
answer to the Lord’s question to Ezekiel: God’s 
restorative action in this creation has victory over 
sin and death. Jesus lives so that he is before us and 
before God, forever as God’s gift and provision for 
us and our sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving to 
God. 

Jesus is thus present to us in the bread and wine of 
the Eucharist. In the bread and wine, Christ is 
God’s gift to us, which is for us “the body and 
blood of [the Father’s] Son,” and is a recalling of 



Jesus’ “death, resurrection, and ascension” offered 
to God as our “ sac r ifice o f p ra i se and 
thanksgiving” (Book of Common Prayer, 363). As we 
share in the Eucharist, we receive God’s gift to us 
and offer this gift and ourselves back to God in 
thanks. We are united to Jesus in the same Spirit 
who inspired and enabled him to offer himself to 
God. As we are drawn into and are formed in this 
economy with God, receiving God’s good gifts and 
giving thanks, we share in God’s very life: in the 
exchange between the Father who sent the Son, the 
Son who obediently went and offered himself for us 
in the Spirit, and the Spirit who raises us with the 
Son to glorify the Father. Next week’s lesson will 
elaborate this Trinitarian understanding of God. ■

“The Last Supper” (1562) by Vincente Juan Masip. Jesus 
indicates that his death will be a sacrifice by saying that 
his body and blood are “given” and “poured out” for 
others.

A thought, a question, a challenge 

Thought 
The death of Jesus was also brutal and ugly, but 

unlike the sacrifices before him, his sacrifice puts 
an end to all sacrifice—his death is the one that 
puts an end to death, and his resurrection is the 
victory over death. The word “sacrifice” literally 
means “to make holy.” Jesus’ death is a true and 

effective sacrifice because it brings us to God, 
making us holy.  

Question 
Apart from sacrifice, what are the other ways that 

the Bible and the Christian tradition talk about 
Jesus’ death and resurrection? 

Challenge 
Take a moment to offer thanks to God at each meal 

this week, recognizing that all we have is a gift 
from God.



“fulfillment” of the Exodus. According to the Bible, 
the Hebrew people were enslaved in Egypt, and God 
intervened to liberate them and bring them into the 
land that God had promised to give to their 
ancestors. 

During the journey from 
Egypt to the Promised Land, 
t h e I s r a e l i t e s t r a v e l e d 
through the desert, and 
eventually ran out of food. 
Fearful that they would die of 
starvation, the Israelites 
complained to their leader 
Moses. In response, the Lord 
told Moses, “I am going to 
rain bread from heaven for 
you, and each day the people 
shall go out and gather 
e n o u g h f o r t h a t 
day” (Exodus 16:4). This 
bread came to be called 
“manna.” The Lord provided 
for Israel’s needs along the 
way, as he prepared them to 
enter the Promised Land.

This week’s Scripture: John 6:51-58

51 “I am the living bread that came down from 
heaven. Whoever eats of  this bread will live 
forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of  
the world is my flesh.” 52 The Jews then disputed 
among themselves, saying, “How can this man 
give us his flesh to eat?” 53 So Jesus said to them, 
“Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of  
the Son of  Man and drink his blood, you have no 
life in you. 54 Those who eat my flesh and drink 
my blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up 

on the last day; 55 for my flesh is true food and my 
blood is true drink. 56 Those who eat my flesh and 
drink my blood abide in me, and I in them. 57 Just 
as the living Father sent me, and I live because of  
the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of  
me. 58 This is the bread that came down from 
heaven, not like that which your ancestors ate, and 
they died. But the one who eats this bread will live 
forever.”

he teaching of the New Testament is that 
what happened in Jesus’ life, death, and 

resurrection is the fulfillment of Israel’s Scriptures, 
which we call the Old Testament. The New 
Testament is, in one sense, an interpretation of the 
Old Testament in light of 
what happened with Jesus. 
T h e N e w Te s t a m e n t 
interprets the story of Israel 
as one that anticipates the 
s t o r y o f J e s u s — t h e 
u n r e s o l v e d q u e s t i o n s , 
challenges, and hopes in the 
story of Israel are resolved, 
overcome, and realized in 
Jesus.  

The most significant event in 
the Old Testament is what is 
called the Exodus. This 
event was so important in 
Israel’s thinking that several 
other experiences were 
understood in relation to it. 
S i m i l a r l y , t h e N e w 
Testament interprets the 
e v e n t s o f J e s u s a s a 

T

“The Savior with the Eucharist” (1545-1550)  
by Vincente Jauan Masip



In this lesson’s Scripture from the Gospel of John, 
Jesus is seen speaking to a group of Jews—that is, 
members of Israel. Prior to this section of the story, 
Jesus had performed the miracle of feeding a great 
multitude of people (we often call this story the 
feeding of the 5,000). Being in a part of the world 
where food was not guaranteed to be available, the 
people whom Jesus fed actually were prepared to 
make him their king by force (John 6:15)! Before 
they could get to him, Jesus fled. The next day, 
some people came to him and asked him to provide 
bread for them again, slyly saying, “What sign are 
you going to give us then, so that we may see [the 
works of God] and believe you? What work are you 
performing? Our ancestors ate the manna in the 
wilderness; as it is written, ‘He gave them bread 
from heaven to eat’” (John 6:30-31). 

In response to this request, Jesus tells them that it 
was not Moses who gave them bread from heaven, 
but rather that, “it is my Father who gives you the 
true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is 
that which comes down from heaven and gives life 
to the world” (Jn. 6:32). Then Jesus identifies 
himself, his very flesh and blood, as the bread that 
the Father gives: “I am the bread of life” (Jn. 6:35). 

In this way, Jesus takes up the well known story of 
God feeding manna to the Israelites in the 
wilderness, and gives it a twist. Jesus treats the 
story of manna in the wilderness, not as a story of 
how God did something great long ago, but rather 
as a story of how God’s actions were a promise of 
the great thing that God would do in the future—
and Jesus identifies himself as that future, as that 
fulfillment of God’s promise. The manna fed to the 
Israelites, says Jesus, was itself a promise of the true 
bread from heaven that would come into the world, 
and that true bread of heaven is Jesus’ flesh and 
blood. Jesus is sent from God for the life of the 
world. Unlike the manna given to the Israelites in 

the desert, which sustained them only for a short 
time, the provision of God in Jesus succeeds in 
satisfying our hunger and our need finally and 
decisively: when we receive Christ, we do not 
hunger ever again. The reason for this is that our 
true hunger is not for material food, but spiritual 
food. And spiritual food does not mean imaginary 
food, or nice thoughts and feelings about God; 
spiritual food is the very real bread and wine that 
we taste and eat, that gives us spiritual life.  

At the last meal with his disciples before his death, 
Jesus took bread and wine, and told his disciples 
that the bread was his body “given” for them and 
for many, and that the wine was his blood “poured 
out” for the forgiveness of sins (Luke 22:19; 
Matthew 26:27-28). This language that Jesus 
employs is recognizably sacrificial language. By 
identifying himself with bread and wine, and by 
calling his life and death, and so also the meal, a 
sacrifice, Jesus makes clear that he himself is the 
provision of God—the bread of heaven that is given 
for the world to eat, so that the world may live. 

Each Sunday the Church gathers to listen to 
Scripture, hear the proclamation of the good news, 
and to offer thanksgiving to God while receiving 
from God the very provision he has provided in 
Jesus. This provision is the “sacrament” of Christ’s 
body and blood, the Eucharist, which is the 
“outward and visible signs of inward and spiritual 
grace, given by Christ as sure and certain means by 
which we receive that grace” (Book of Common 
Prayer, Catechism, 857). The “inward and spiritual 
grace” of the Eucharist is Jesus’ very life, given to 
us so that we may live. The grace that God gives us 
is that he provides for our deepest hunger, our 
deepest need, and God provides for this need by 
feeding us with the very life of his Son Jesus. ■



 

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who 
loves is born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not 

know God, for God is love. God’s love was revealed among us in this way: 
God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him. 
In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his 

Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. Beloved, since God loved us so 
much, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; if we 

love one another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us. 

By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given 
us of his Spirit. And we have seen and do testify that the Father has sent 
his Son as the Savior of the world. God abides in those who confess that 
Jesus is the Son of God, and they abide in God. So we have known and 

believe the love that God has for us. God is love, and those who abide in 
love abide in God, and God abides in them. 

1 John 4:7-16
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