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Jesus’ life and mission

The New Testament is comprised of five books of narrative, and twenty-
two letters addressed to individuals or churches. Most historians agree 
that the majority of the letters were written first, and that only years 
later were the narratives put together. These narratives, the four 
Gospels and the Book of Acts, tell the story of Jesus and the first 
generation of those who believed that God raised him from the dead. 
The Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—are not biographies of 
Jesus, but rather they are narrative accounts of the gospel, that is, the 
good news of what the God of Israel accomplished through Jesus. 
Central to this good news of God in Christ are the things that Jesus 
said and did, his ministry and mission. The stories about Jesus in 
Scripture are meant to teach us something about him, and that 
something is supposed to be good news about what God is doing. 

In Week Three, we discuss the life, teachings, and actions of Jesus, and 
consider what his mission teaches us about Christian faith and practice. 
We will talk about how Jesus’ work fits into the story of God and his 
people Israel, and why his work culminated in his death and 
resurrection.



Depiction by Lorenzo Veneziano of Christ rescuing the apostle Peter from drowning (c. 1370). This story is found in the 
Gospel of Matthew 14:22-33

ou might be surprised to learn that the 
apostle Paul never walked or ate with Jesus. 

Paul was not one of the disciples during Jesus’ 
ministry, but rather came to faith after Jesus was 
crucified and had been raised from the dead. 
Indeed, Paul came to faith precisely because the 
risen Jesus appeared to him, and sent him out to 
proclaim the good news of the resurrection. But 
Paul did not know Jesus in the way that the other 
disciples did.  

Sometimes people will use this fact about Paul, that 
he did not know the historical person Jesus, to 
suggest that the Christian faith which Paul 
preached and the way of Jesus are fundamentally 
different. And this suggestion is understandable. 
After all, Paul traveled throughout the Roman 
Empire, proclaiming to people of different faiths 
that the Roman government had put a man named 
Jesus to death by crucifying him, but that the God 
of Israel had raised him from the dead and had 

thereby identified him as Lord of everyone, 
everywhere—even the dead. Meanwhile, before his 
execution, Jesus traveled only in Palestine, 
preaching and teaching primarily to fellow Jewish 
people, and proclaiming the good news that God’s 
kingdom was about to arrive. So it certainly seems 
plausible to say that Jesus was doing one thing, and 
that Paul took the “Jesus movement” in a 
completely different direction. Often, those who 
suggest this opposition between Jesus and Paul do 
so in order to suggest an opposition between the 
interpretation of Christianity as right living 
(“orthopraxis,” as allegedly taught by Jesus) and the 
interpretation of Christianity as right believing 
(“orthodoxy,” allegedly taught by Paul).  

However, the Christian faith sees no competition or 
opposition between living rightly and believing 
rightly. While the Church continues to refine its 
understanding of how God intends for us to live 
and of what we believe, the Church has always 
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taught that practice and belief are inseparable. And 
similarly, the Christian faith sees no opposition 
between the preaching of the apostles like Paul—
that Jesus is risen and that Jesus is Lord of all—and 
the mission and teachings of Jesus recorded in the 
four Gospels, that the kingdom of God is “at 
hand” (e.g., Mark 1:14-15). 

There are many reasons why the Church believes 
that the apostles were being faithful teachings and 
mission of Jesus by proclaiming his resurrection. 
The first and simplest reason is that everything we 
know about the teachings and mission of Jesus 
come from the apostles. And all of the apostles, 
including the authors of the Gospels, went around 
talking about Jesus because they believed that God 
raised him from the dead. Everything they taught 
people about Jesus’ life and mission was taught in 
order to explain the significance of his death and 
resurrection. The reason the four Gospels were 
written was to explain who Jesus was and why it 
mattered that God raised him from the dead. This 
motivation for the writing of the Gospels explains, 
for example, why Matthew, Mark, and Luke all 
spend so much time talking about the events at the 
end of Jesus’ life; everything in their gospel 
narratives leading up to Jesus’ crucifixion were 
written to explain why Jesus was crucified at all.  

What all of this means is that the apostles believed 
that the teachings, actions, and ministry of Jesus 
are meaningful only as they are understood within 
the story of his death and resurrection. In other 
words, the apostles believed that the teachings of 
Jesus were not free floating ethical ideas, but that 
Jesus’ teachings were a part of his mission to die 
and rise again. An example may help to illustrate 
this complex idea. Jesus spent a lot of time with 
poor people, and in Luke’s Gospel actually says that 
he came to proclaim “good news to the poor” and 
“release to the captives” (Luke 4:14-21). One could 

use this aspect of Jesus’ mission to say that 
Christianity is primarily about addressing poverty 
or oppression because these things are bad and 
Jesus wants us to do justice. And while it is 
certainly true that poverty and oppression are 
unjust, and that Jesus calls us to do justice, the 
Gospels provide a somewhat more complex picture. 
Instead of simply saying that Jesus was on the side 
of the poor and oppressed, the author of Luke 
might have said something like, “Jesus proclaimed 
and enacted justice for the poor and the oppressed; 
and because the rich and powerful were threatened 
by his words and actions, they put Jesus to death. 
But God raised Jesus from the dead, and now 
nothing stands in Jesus’ way—he will come again, 
and will give justice to the poor and oppressed.” 
Notice that the solidarity of Jesus with the poor and 
oppressed is inseparable from the message of his 
death and resurrection. That inseparability of 
teachings of Jesus and teachings about Jesus is 
exactly how the Gospels and the Christian faith 
work. This inseparability is the reason why the 
Church must always proclaim the good news of 
God in Christ in word and action, never word or 
action. They are inseparable! 

The apostles of Jesus, when they were not telling 
specific stories about Jesus, had shorthand ways of 
summarizing what Jesus’ life was about. Even Paul, 
who was not one of the original disciples, had a 
summary of Jesus’ life: “Christ Jesus…though he 
was in the form of God, did not regard equality 
with God…but emptied himself, taking the form of 
a slave, born in human likeness. And being found in 
human form, he humbled himself, and became 
obedient to the point of death—even death on a 
cross. Therefore God also highly exalted 
him…” (Philippians 2:5-9). For Paul, we could read 
the story of Jesus’ life and interpret his teachings 
and actions as the story of Jesus humbling himself 
and obeying God’s will to the point of death. 



Painting by Lucas Cranach the Younger of Jesus and the 
woman caught in adultery (c. 1532). This story is recorded 
in John 8:1-11.

Another example is what is recorded in the First 
Letter of Peter: “When he was abused, he did not 
return abuse; when he suffered, he did not threaten; 
but he entrusted himself to the one who judges 
justly. He himself bore our sins in his body on the 
cross, so that, free from sins, we might live for 
righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. 
For you were going astray like sheep, but now you 
have returned to the shepherd and guardian of your 
souls” (1 Pet. 2:23-25). Like Paul, Peter’s description 
of Jesus’ actions fits into the overall narrative of 
Jesus’ death and resurrection. Similarly, the author of 
Hebrews writes that “In the days of his flesh, Jesus 
offered up prayers 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 reverent 
submission. Although he was a Son, he learned 
obedience through what he suffered; and having been 
made perfect, he became the source of eternal 
salvation for all who obey him, having been 
designated by God a high priest” (Heb. 5:7-10). For 
the author of Hebrews, the story of Jesus’ life is the 
story of Jesus learning to give up his life to God for 
the life and salvation of others. 

The mission of the Church and of every Christian is 
to proclaim the good news of what God has done in 
Jesus, and a part of proclaiming that good news is 
telling and enacting the story of Jesus’ life. We do 
when we celebrate the Eucharist, which tells and 
reenacts the final moments of Jesus’ life, and thereby 
draws us into the very events of Jesus death and 
resurrection. We each must also learn to tell Jesus’ 
story, and to communicate its significance in ways 
that make sense in our time and place. This effort 
will involve talking about Jesus as carrying out 
Israel’s vocation, and his death and resurrection 
being an expression of Israel’s mission for the sake of 
the whole world. And that will lead us, not just to 
Gospel stories about Jesus, but also Paul and his 
mission to the nations. ■

A thought, a question, a challenge 
Thought 
Last week we discussed that God called Israel to be a 
blessing to all nations: to undo the work of sin in the 
world and to lead all nations in the worship of God. 
Israel’s vocation came to fulfillment in Jesus’ life, 
death, and resurrection. At baptism, a Christian is 
initiated into the risen life of Jesus, recruited to share 
with him in Israel’s mission of living and teaching 
righteousness and worship of God. 

Question 
Why is it important to hold together the teachings of 
Jesus and the person of Jesus? 

Challenge 
Because baptism is how we are initiated into a life with 
Christ and his Church, our baptismal liturgy is our 
clearest expression of Christian mission. Read through 
it in the Book of Common Prayer, pages 298-311.



This week’s Scripture: John 2:13-22
Each week of Exploring Confirmation & Christianity 101 will have a brief look at a passage from the Gospel of John, which 
will be thematically related to the week’s topic. 

Caravaggio’s depiction of Christ expelling the money changers from the Temple (1610). 

13 The Passover of  the Jews was near, and Jesus went 
up to Jerusalem. 14 In the temple he found people 
selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the money 
changers seated at their tables. 15 Making a whip of  
cords, he drove all of  them out of  the temple, both the 
sheep and the cattle. He also poured out the coins of  
the money changers and overturned their tables. 16 He 
told those who were selling the doves, “Take these 
things out of  here! Stop making my Father’s house a 
marketplace!” 17 His disciples remembered that it was 
written, “Zeal for your house will consume me.” 18 

The Jews then said to him, “What sign can you show 
us for doing this?” 19 Jesus answered them, “Destroy 
this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” 20 The 
Jews then said, “This temple has been under 
construction for forty-six years, and will you raise it up 
in three days?” 21 But he was speaking of  the temple 
of  his body. 22 After he was raised from the dead, his 
disciples remembered that he had said this; and they 
believed the scripture and the word that Jesus had 
spoken.

n the so-called synoptic (“common vision”) 
Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—Jesus’ 

action in the Temple occurs right after he rides into 
Jerusalem on a donkey (we reenact this “triumphal 
entry” every Palm Sunday), and, in all likelihood, 
this Temple action is what prompted the Jewish and 
Roman authorities to arrest and subsequently 
execute Jesus. In the Gospel of John, the Temple 
cleansing is placed at the beginning of Jesus’ 
ministry. Historically, the synoptic Gospels are 
almost certainly correct to place the Temple 
cleansing at the end of Jesus’ life. Therefore, that 

John’s Gospel tells us about this event at the 
beginning of the Gospel account is already a clue 
that we should pay careful attention. Notice that in 
verse 13, the text says that Jesus went to Jerusalem 
because it was time for “the Passover.” It is easy to 
overlook (or, to “pass over”!) this phrase in the 
passage, assuming that it is just the author’s way of 
explaining the occasion or date of Jesus’ visit to 
Jerusalem. But the reference to the Passover is 
more significant than that. John’s Gospel, several 
chapters later, suggests that Jesus died exactly as 
the Passover was beginning (chapters 18 and 19), 
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so that what John the Baptizer said about Jesus at 
the beginning of John’s Gospel is brought to 
fulfillment: “Here is the Lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world!” (1:29). In other words, 
in John’s Gospel, the Passover brackets Jesus’ 
ministry; for John, the Passover is a key frame 
within which to interpret Jesus’ mission.  

In Jewish faith, the Passover celebration works in a 
similar manner to the Christian celebration of the 
Eucharist—and the similarity between the two is no 
accident. When Christians celebrate the Eucharist, 
we recall the events of Jesus’ last meal and death in 
such a manner that these past events come to 
envelop the present, thereby transforming us into 
participants in these events. Similarly, the 
celebration of the Passover recalls the past events of 
God’s deliverance of the Israelites from slavery in 
Egypt, and so the participants in the celebration 
come to share in Israel’s liberation from slavery.  

Like the offering up of bread and wine as a sacrifice 
of praise and thanksgiving to God, the principal act 
of the Passover was, at Jesus’ time, the sacrifice of a 
lamb or goat and a meal called a “seder.” People 
would bring the animal to the Temple, where it 
would be killed by the priest, and then the meat 
would be roasted and taken home to be eaten at the 
seder. Worshippers from outside Jerusalem would 
bring a monetary donation to the Temple, and 
either bring their sacrifice or purchase a lamb or 
goat to be sacrificed for the Passover.  

Thus, the presence of “money changers” and 
animals being sold at the Temple in this passage of 
John’s Gospel makes sense. Money changers were 
there to exchange foreign currency for the currency 
used in the Temple, and the animals were there to 
be purchased for sacrifices. There were sacrifices 
made in the Temple twice daily, and there were also 
the Passover sacrifices that would be made by all 
the pilgrims visiting Jerusalem.  

With this context in mind, Jesus’ action in the 
Temple is all the more shocking, and his action puts 
on full display two fundamental aspects of his 
ministry. For when Jesus drove out the money 
changers and animals from the Temple—and he did 
so forcefully, even “making a whip” (v. 15)—Jesus 
did not just clear out people from the Temple, but 
effectively put a stop to the business of the Temple. 
Without people making donations or sacrifices, the 
Temple was at a standstill. For Israelite faith, 
putting a stop to sacrifices meant to putting a stop 
to worship.  

Therefore, Jesus’ action in the Temple not only 
swept away the economics of the Temple, but made 
a decisive statement about the worship that was 
going on in it. By his action, he condemned the 
exploitation and unjust exclusion of Israel’s 
underclass; in fact, in the Gospel of Matthew’s 
account of Jesus’ Temple action, Jesus refers to the 
money changers as making of the Temple “a den of 
robbers” (Mt. 21:13), and the narrator notes that 
after people were drive out of the Temple, “the 
blind and the lame came to him in the Temple, and 
he cured them” (Mt. 21:14). And at the same time, 
Jesus displaced the sacrifices and worship of the 
Temple with himself, identifying himself as both 
Temple—the meeting place of God and humanity—
and true sacrifice: “Destroy this temple, and in 
three days I will raise it up.” Jesus goes into the 
Temple and in one single act takes up the authority 
to both instruct people in political and economic 
righteousness, and to instruct people in right 
worship.  

Jesus’ action in the Temple is but one key example 
of the singularity of Jesus’ mission: his mission was 
to be both Temple and sacrifice, to be the one in 
whom people meet God and through whom people 
worship God, and the one in whom people come to 
live rightly and justly with one another. ■
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1. Thinking about Christian faith 

2. Israel and the Old Testament 

3. Jesus’ life and mission 

4. Jesus’ death and resurrection 

5. The Triune God 

6. Creation 

7. Humanity as the image of God 

8. Sin and salvation 

9. The Church 

10. Is Christianity worth it?


