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Lent One: Mark 1:9-11
The Baptism of Jesus

Read: 
Mark 1:9-11 
Matthew 3:16-17 
Luke 3:21-22 

For me, the importance of 
Mark’s story of the baptism of
Jesus is not in its historic 
accuracy although I am 
convinced that John indeed 
baptised Jesus. 

From my research and in my 
understanding the 
importance of this story is 
that it shows the Presence of 
the Spirit of God not only in 
Jesus but also within us at all 
times.

But, as always, I come to the 
scriptures with questions! 
Why was it important that 
Jesus was baptised by John?

Why is that that Mark 1:9-11 
and Matthew 3:16-17 state 
that only Jesus saw the sky 
open, the Spirit descend like a
dove, and, alone, heard the 
voice from heaven? 

So if Jesus alone experienced 
these things the only way that
the rest of us can know about 
it is for Jesus to have said so – 
and that would hardly make it
an independent statement!

Perhaps the answer to that 
question is contained in the 
Gospel of Luke where on-
lookers are said to have seen 
the sky open and the Spirit 
descend like a dove, and 
heard the voice from heaven 
[Luke 3:21-22]. 

However, it must be 
remembered that Luke's 
version was the last of the 
three to have been written so 
probably is the least accurate 
of the three. 

Perhaps Luke has realised the 
flaw in the story told by both 
Mark and Matthew and 

makes sure that in his 
version, there are witnesses to
this episode?

And if we look in John’s 
Gospel for the story of the 
baptism of Jesus we will look 
in vain. For something so 
important as this baptism, 
why is it that John’s Gospel 
ignores it altogether?

And why did the writer of 
Mark’s Gospel simply record 
that John baptised Jesus? 

In the NIV version of Mark’s 
account this story is told in 
only 60 words so why did 
Matthew’s account develop 
the story into 108 words? 

The addition concerned the 
reluctance of his cousin, John 
the Baptist to baptise Jesus, 
but why was this an 
important addition for 
Matthew but ignored by both 
Mark and Luke?

How do you account for / explain the different versions of the same event?

To what extent does it matter in your understanding and experience of Jesus that the 
details that describe such a fundamental event in his life are not an agreed Gospel 
record across Mark, Matthew and Luke?

Why did John ignore all the details of the baptism of Jesus?
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And I have yet another 
question: why, some 20 years 
after Mark’s Gospel was 
written, did Matthew need to 
stretch the baptism story? 

Perhaps it was to meet the 
growing questions within his 
community of Jesus followers 
as to who had been the 
greater, the Jewish prophet 
John the Baptist or the Jewish 
prophet, Jesus of Nazareth? 

Matthew stated categorically 
that Jesus was greater than 
John the Baptist because John
was merely the forerunner of 
Jesus. Perhaps this was the 
reason why Matthew added 

the part of the story 
concerning the reluctance of 
John the Baptist to baptise 
Jesus with the statement put 
into the mouth of John that 
he was not fit to undo the 
shoe laces of Jesus?

As I understand Mark's 
account, this story 
concerning the baptism by 
John was simply a reflection 
of the hierarchy in which 
Jesus, at that stage, was a 
follower of John. It would 
have been natural for a 
follower of John the Baptist to
identify with him through 
baptism.

And yet another question: 
why did Luke also take Mark’s
story and tell of the baptism 
of Jesus in 10 words fewer 
than Mark’s version, but then 
added a couple of hundred 
more words to detail the 
genealogy of Jesus, linking 
him right back to Adam, 
arguably the first ‘son’ of 
God?

However, what is even more 
important is asking what the 
writer of Mark’s Gospel was 
trying to say some 3 decades 
after the baptism of Jesus?

In your opinion, why some 20 years after Mark’s Gospel was written, did Matthew 
need to stretch the baptism story? 

In your opinion, why did Luke also take Mark’s story and tell of the baptism of Jesus 
in 10 words fewer than Mark’s version, but then add a couple of hundred more words 
to detail the genealogy of Jesus, linking him right back to Adam, arguably the first 
‘son’ of God?

John the Baptist was clearly an exceptional 
prophetic personality who stirred up 
opposition to Herod Antipas because, 
according to John Dominic Crossan, he had 
privatised the fishing on the Lake of Galilee. 
This was a tax raising measure to help pay for
Herod’s construction of his new city, 
Tiberias. 

By taxing the fish caught Herod Antipas was 
attacking the birthright of every Jewish 
fisherman who worked the Lake of Galilee. 
I really do not think that John the Baptist was 

beheaded by Herod Antipas because he was 
complaining about Herod’s marital situation. 
John’s mission was both birthright political 
and birthright religious – a very potent 
weapon at any time!

It was not until after the execution of John 
the Baptist that Jesus of Nazareth ceased to 
play second fiddle in this ministry by the lake.
In all probability the Apostle Peter had been 
at the baptism of Jesus and it is his 
recollection of events that are recorded by 
Mark – a straightforward baptism in which 
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John did not overly protest at all at Jesus 
coming to him for water baptism.

This also may have been the purpose of Luke’s
unique story of the earlier visit of the 
pregnant Mary to her cousin, the pregnant 
Elizabeth [Luke 1:39-45], answering the 
questions in his own community as to who 
had been greater, John the Baptist or Jesus? 

Luke alone says that the foetus of John the 
Baptiser leapt within Elizabeth, thereby 
recognising that the foetus of Jesus was more 
important than he was and that he would be 
second to Jesus!

But, as stated elsewhere by Bishop John 
Shelby Spong, I doubt that babies in wombs 
ever leap in recognition of the greatness of 
another foetus. In fact, this is Luke retelling 
the Genesis 25 story of Rebecca being in great 
pain as the two sons within her womb, Jacob 
and Esau, fought against one another in an 
attempt to establish which one eventually 
would be the greater.

It is Luke's use of rabbinic midrash [taking 
ancient stories and retelling them in the 
present] demonstrating that Jesus had 
become more important than John even 
though Jesus had originally been a follower of 
and baptised by John.

Identify and discuss other examples of midrash in the Gospel stories concerning 
Jesus. In your opinion, which of these midrash examples are important for the 
Church and for the future of Christianity in our secular post-modern industrialised 
world? Give reasons for your answer.

For the Church and its 
message to survive we must 
open our hearts and minds to 
the fresh thinking of 
contemporary Biblical 
scholarship that will allow us 
and the Church to grow again 
as we speak, believe and live 
the Kingdom in a way that 
becomes relevant once more 
to the world in which we live. 

We need to make the Good 
News of Immanuel, God with 
us - emotionally, spiritually 
and intellectually significant 
for today’s well-educated 
public.

We have to start afresh and 
that will hurt.  We will need 
to die to much of the 
theology that has been 

precious to us up to now. 

Unless we do this I seriously 
doubt that there is a future 
for the institutional church in
Britain and Europe. We 
cannot continue our faith 
pilgrimage into the future by 
believing and by doing what 
we have always done in the 
past.  

Discuss some of the issues, theologies and doctrines of the traditional church that 
may need to be amended or rejected to offer a renewed relevance and a positive 
future for 'church'.

What are the implications for the institutional church, its structures and hierarchies 
if such changes came about?
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Rising anew and stepping out upon a new 
spirit-filled pathway is the essence of the 
Christian message – to die that we may be 
born again?  Isn’t this what the resurrection is 
all about? And the starting point as we 
journey into the future is in identifying the 
same Spirit of God, so obviously so 
recognisable in Jesus, indwelling all people. 
Without a doubt some people make it very 
difficult for any one to identify the God within
them but I am convinced that the ever 
Presence of the Spirit of God is within all 
people whom we meet. 

That is where the future of both the church 
and all humankind can be found – 
recognising that the same Spirit of God in 
Jesus is in all people regardless of the gender, 
political, religious or sexuality labels that we 
all wear. And that makes us all sisters and 
brothers of one another and all equal children
of the One God of All people. Such an 
approach to life and humanity is truly 
transformational! And that, surely, is what the
world needs now and always!

THIS SESSION HAS HELPED ME TO:
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Week Two:
Mark 8:31-38
Jesus Foretells His Death and Resurrection

One of the problems of the way in which we 
read and study the Bible is that we see it in 
chapter and verse 'chunks'. But the Bible was 
not written like that. In fact, book after book 
was written as continuous text and unless we 
read the books and letters and so on of the 
Bible as continuous text we run the risk of 
misunderstanding what the Bible writers 
were trying to say and to do.

The chapter divisions of the Christian 
Testament were not used until the early 13th 
century when Stephen Langton, Archbishop 
of Canterbury, introduced the system to help 
readers identify passages and stories within 
the continuous text. 

The Hebrew Testament was divided into 
verses by Rabbi Nathan in the mid-15th 
century. A century later Robert Estienne 
applied Rabbi Nathan's approach and sub-
dived Archbishop Langton's Christian 
Testament chapters into verses. 

Keeping that in mind, I always preach on this 
"Get behind me, Satan!" passage within the 
context of:

[a] the story that comes immediately before
it in Mark’s Gospel, Peter's declaration that 
Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, 
and [b] a passage in the following chapter 
where Jesus must have been in despair as 
he looked at his disciples. 

In my understanding, these three stories are 
inseparable and should be explored together. 

The context of the writing of Mark’s Gospel 
was Rome, probably as early as 64 CE, some 
30 years after the execution of Jesus. The 
Great Fire had just devastated Rome. 
Emperor Nero was on the rampage against 
members of the synagogue whom he blamed 
for the fire. At that time members of the 
synagogue included those Jews who rejected 
the witness of Jesus as well as the Jew and 
gentile followers of the Jesus Way.

During this assault upon the synagogues the 
Apostle Peter was arrested and executed. 
Doubtless Peter had told his stories many 
times over many years: stories of events that 
had occurred more than 30 years before in a 
distant land away to the east. Peter’s Jesus 
stories contained both the history of his time 
spent with Jesus, along with his 
interpretations of that history blessed with 
the hindsight of 3 decades of contemplation!

Discuss the implications of reading the 
Scriptures at face value without any 
reference to the economic, socio-political
and religious contexts of the writing of 
the stories - in the case of the Christian 
Testament this was at least 15 to 20 years 
after the execution of Jesus re the 
authentic letters of Paul and 30 to 70 
years in the case of the Gospels. Give 
reasons for your conclusions.
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Of all the stories in Mark’s 
Gospel, these telling of 
Peter’s declaration, “You are 
the Christ” followed by the 
shame of “Get behind me, 
Satan!” and his betrayal of 
Jesus - I am convinced, 
beyond any shadow of doubt,
that these are history 
remembered. 

These are not fictitious 
stories, nor are they 
exaggerated in their telling. 

These are not history 
interpreted. These are telling 
accurate history of events as 
they unfolded for the Apostle
Peter.

Why else would boasting 
Peter so full of himself 
being the first to declare to
Jesus,  “You are the Christ” 
– why would Peter then 
want to tell us such a 
dreadful story about 
himself - “Get behind me, 
Satan!” - if it were not 
true? [1]

If the event had not made 
such an impression upon 
Peter why would he tell it 
again and again – a story in
which he painted himself 
as evil as any one could be?
[2]

Surely Peter would not 
have wanted to make 
things worse for himself 
by fabricating such stories 
of personal failure and 
betrayal?  [3]

The question that I often 
ponder is this: “What 
happened in those brief 
moments between Peter’s 
insight, ‘You are the Christ’ 
and that dreadful ‘Get 
behind me Satan’ rebuke?” 
[4]

Jesus had warned Peter and the
fellow disciples not to tell 
anyone about what Peter had 
just blurted out. Jesus then 
began to teach them all that he
was going to suffer and that it 
would result in his execution.

Hearing this, Peter realised 
that should the execution of 
Jesus come about, then all his 
new plans and hopes of 
standing along side the new 
Messiah would come to 
nothing. 

How can a dead Messiah be 
of any use in freeing the 
people from Roman rule? [5]

How could a dead Messiah 
restore the millennia old 
promise of Yahweh to 
Abraham that the land of 
Canaan would be his and his
descendants forever? [6]

Discuss the 6 questions 
printed in bold type. 

Summarise your 
discussions and give 
reasons for your 
conclusions.

I am sure that Peter’s rebuke 
of Jesus had more to do with 
Peter’s own perceived threat 
to his plans of greatness, 
standing as he surely would 
beside the Messiah than he 
had concerns for the life and 
well-being of Jesus. 

This was no spiritual 
revelation on Peter’s part – 
only an opportunistic hope 
for his own impending 
greatness as the sword carrier
for the one who would defeat 
the Roman occupation army. 

Remember that in John’s 
Gospel ch. 18 v10 it was Peter 
who, in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, drew the sword
in a pointless attempt to stop 
the arrest of Jesus. Peter had 
still not understood that the 
Jesus Way was not about 
military might but it was 
about the non-violent 
challenge of oppression and 
living in ways of compassion 
and servant hood. 

Poor Peter, so slow to learn 
that the Jesus Way was not 
the way of the world.

But back in Mark ch. 8, after 
Jesus had rebuked Peter with 
those dreadful words, “Get 
behind me, Satan!” he 
continued to accuse Peter of 
not having in mind the 
things of God, but instead 
thinking the things of men 
[sic] - personal importance 
and greatness at all costs.
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Peter had just seen in Jesus 
the one who would replace 
the Roman Emperor and his 
Empire with Peter the Great 
standing alongside Jesus the 
Messiah, the one who would 
restore Israel to its promised 
independent glory. 

But Peter and the others just 
did not get it! In constructing
his narrative, Mark repeats 
this story again in the next 
chapter [9], shortly after the 
Transfiguration of Jesus. 

You will recall that at the 
Transfiguration there was yet
another recognition of Jesus 
as the new Moses and new 
Elijah, as the Christ – the 
Messiah. But the reaction of 
the disciples is the same 
again. 

Adding to their inability to 
understand, Mark says that 
as they walked along some of
the disciples began arguing 
amongst themselves about 
who would be the greatest 
when Jesus the Messiah rid 
Israel of Roman occupation. 

Read Mark 9:31 - 35.

In Mark 8:31 - 38 Jesus 
accused Peter of not 
having in mind the things
of God, but instead 
thinking the things of 
men. What do you 
consider are the things of 
God? What are the things 
of men?

Summarise your 
discussions and give 
reasons for your 
conclusions.
 

Like so many people even 
today, Peter learned the lesson 
when it was almost too late. In 
Gethsemane Peter still did not 
understand the Jesus Way. 
Even in the courtyard while 
watching Jesus being tried by 
the religious authorities, Peter 
denied that he knew Jesus. In 
that courtyard Peter still did 
not understand the Jesus Way.

Central to the Jesus Way is 
something so simple and yet 
even today we have failed to 
understand it: the cross 
demonstrates that the way of 
violence far from saving life 
actually destroys life. 

During the second Iraq War 
my daughter gave me a bumper
sticker that said: “Why do 
people kill people to show that 
killing people is wrong?”

The worst possible way of the 
human species is the way of 
personal greatness, power and 
influence that compels people 
to become subservient 
followers of others. 

But perhaps it has always been 
this way as part of an 
incomplete human nature that
falls short of the fullness of 
humanity lived by Jesus? 

Don’t get me wrong: people 
today are extremely generous 
whenever crises demand that 

we give money to help bring 
order out of chaos; to give 
food, medical help and 
shelter to the asylum seeker, 
the refugee or those 
displaced by war or natural 
disaster.

These are important and 
these we must do if we are to 
demonstrate any sense of 
sacred compassionate 
humanity. 

But how far are we prepared 
to make our lives really 
uncomfortable for the sake of
those in need? How often do 
we choose the easier way of 
not getting personally 
involved? 

At the closing ceremony of 
those amazing London 
Paralympics, Seb Coe quoted 
Andrew Hartle, a consultant 
anaesthetist in an intensive 
care unit of a London 
hospital.  Hartle was one of 
the medic volunteers who, in 
referring to the London 
Olympics, had said to Lord 
Coe, “I treated the victims of 
the London bombings on 
7/7. I saw the worst of 
mankind that morning, and 
now I’m into this I’ve seen 
the best.” 

I have no idea if Dr Hartle 
has any religious affiliation 
but what he did on 7/7 and 
what he does day by day in 
the intensive care unit of the 
hospital where he works is 
the Way of Jesus – it is the 
way of compassionate, costly,
personal involvement.
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Following Jesus fully is 
always the way of life that 
overflows in abundance, but 
it is nothing to do with 
earning more than others or 
possessing more than others 
or of buying privilege over 
others. 

Such spiritual abundance 
comes at a cost: it is often the
cost of personal sacrifice in 
the service of others. 
Following the Jesus Way has 
always been costly. And for 
us to live the life of Jesus 
today will involve personal 
sacrifice and inevitable costs.

What are some of the 
personal sacrifices of 
following the Way of Jesus
today?

To what extent are these 
costs inevitable?

What may be some of the 
implications for family 
and business situations of
following the Way of 
Jesus?

However, please take note, 
the Jesus Way is nothing to 
do with belittling oneself in 

subservience to another, nor it 
is about being a doormat for 
another’s wants. 

The Jesus Way is not about 
allowing ourselves to be soft 
touches: to be exploited or 
abused by the wants of 
another. 

The compassionate Jesus Way 
is not about some kind of 
touchy feely, liberal and 
sentimental love.

Jesus was executed because he 
had found something in life 
that was worth dying for – the 
power of love rather than the 
love of power in which the first
shall be last and the last shall 
be first, and where those who 
wish to be the greatest will be 
‘foot washing’ servants.

Peter finally understood the 
message of Jesus but not until 
after that first Easter weekend. 
And as he approached his own 
crucifixion at the hands of the 
Roman Emperor Nero, he was 
able to tell his story of failure 
followed by the joy of 
eventually understanding as 
the Jesus Way became his way 
as well.

So why should we live the 
compassionate servant hood 

Way of Jesus? We do so 
because his is the Way, the 
Truth and the Life that leads 
us towards the fullness of 
humanity where we will 
experience more of the 
Divine within ourselves and 
within others. And that really
is good news for us all!

To what extent do you 
agree / disagree with my  
conclusion that we should
live the compassionate 
servant hood Way of Jesus
because his is the Way, the
Truth and the Life that 
leads us towards the 
fullness of humanity 
where we will experience 
more of the Divine within 
ourselves and within 
others. 

Give reasons for your 
conclusions.

               

THIS SESSION HAS HELPED ME TO:
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Week Three
John 2:13-22
Jesus Cleanses the Temple

The central core of this 
passage in John’s Gospel is 
full of problems for those who
say that the Bible is accurate 
in all respects and without 
error. 

Here we have Jesus entering 
the Jerusalem Temple right at 
the beginning of his ministry. 
This incident takes place 
straight after the wedding in 
Cana, a walk of some 80 
miles. 

But according to Mark, the 
first of our Gospels in the 
Christian Testament to have 
been written, this turning of 
the tables was at the end of 
the ministry of Jesus. 

On what we call Palm Sunday,
having had a quick look in 
the Temple Jesus took his 
followers back that night to 
Bethany to stay in the home 
of Mary, Martha and Lazarus.

It was only on their return to 
Jerusalem the next day that, 
according to Mark’s Gospel 
[ch 11:12-19], Jesus caused the 
problems with the money 
changers and sellers of 
sacrificial doves in the 
Temple. However, the similar 
account in Matthew 21:12 and 
Luke 19:45 has Jesus turning 
over the tables of the 

moneychangers there and 
then on Palm Sunday. Also in 
John’s Gospel it was sheep 
and cattle that were driven 
out of the Temple, possibly 
some three years earlier. How 
odd if the Bible is accurate in 
all respects and without error.

It was with the benefit of both
interpreted historical 
hindsight and developing 
theology that the author of 
John’s Gospel set down the 
marker from the very 
beginning of the ministry of 
Jesus – he was taking on the 
religious powers that be and 
the outcome would be 
inevitable. 

Indeed, until the last week in 
the life of Jesus, John’s Gospel
was creative story and not 
accurate history. John’s 
Gospel was the result of a 
developing theology with one
purpose in mind: Read John 
20:31.

Just take the word ‘believe’ as 
an example. Mark’s Gospel 
has 15 specific references to 
believe, while Matthew and 
Luke have 9 each. But John’s 
Gospel is all about believing: 
the word ‘believe’ occurs 85 
times! This demonstrates to 
me the movement within the 
early church communities 

away from orthopraxis, how 
followers of Jesus lived and 
behaved, into a developing 
orthodoxy of belief as the gate
way into membership.

But no matter, orthopraxis or 
orthodoxy, or the Temple 
events on Palm Sunday or the 
following Monday, the truth 
for me, as a follower of the 
Jesus Way, is that Jesus had 
set his face to go to Jerusalem 
to challenge the authorities 
that were abusing and 
degrading the Kingdom / the 
realm of God. 

Sadly, later post-1st century 
Christians followed the 
example of John’s Gospel and 
over-spiritualised and 
‘Gentile-ised’ the life and 
wisdom teaching of Jesus the 
Jew, the special one from 
Nazareth.

Discuss the implications 
of taking John's Gospel as 
accurate history rather 
than as developing 
theology.
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The more I read the Gospels the more I 
experience Jesus as one who was primarily 
concerned with social justice. I am 
increasingly convinced that Jesus led a social, 
political and religious reform movement. His 
understanding was that the absolute love that
is God was an affront to the evil ways of 
humankind manifesting in the organisation 
of the Temple. Evil always challenges the 
purity and goodness that are the results of 
implemented social justice. 

Also it is important to remember that the 
emergent and different theologies of the early
Jewish Christian Churches as they struggled 
to make sense of the life and death of Jesus 
and of the continuing presence of the Jesus 
Spirit with them, slowly developed links 
between Jesus and the Hebrew Testament 
Messianic 'prophecies'. For example: the 
Gospel of Mark makes only 57 specific 
references that link the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus to the Hebrew 
Testament. 

However, Matthew’s Gospel, written some 20 
years after Mark’s Gospel makes 199 specific 
references to the Hebrew Testament linking 
the life and death and resurrection of Jesus to
Hebrew Testament Messianic prophecies. 
Luke’s Gospel, written some 20 to 30 years 
after Mark’s Gospel makes 147 specific 
references to the Hebrew Testament linking 
the life and death and resurrection of Jesus to
Hebrew Testament Messianic prophecies. 
These examples also demonstrate, at least to 
me, the continuing development of the Early 
Churches’ understanding of Jesus beyond the
initial Son of Man from Nazareth who was set
aside as the one qualified to be God’s 
messenger uniquely filled with God’s Spirit, 
into the Christ of the Church, the Son of God.

I repeat, it really doesn’t bother me whether 
or not the events of Palm Sunday happened 
exactly as reported by Mark, Mathew or Luke.
What matters to me is that the social justice 

message of Jesus is as much for today as it was
for 2000 years ago. What matters is finding 
new ways of applying the truth of those 
events to our lives in the world today.

Turning over the tables of the money 
changers and the benches of the sellers of 
sacrificial doves in the Temple was a symbolic
and prophetic action of Jesus linking right 
back some 600 years to Jeremiah whose 
prophetic message was that if God’s people 
put worship before justice then the people 
and the Temple would be destroyed. 
Therefore, perhaps the outburst of Jesus in 
the Temple was not about cleansing it of 
robbers and thieves but was a symbolic re-
enacting of Jeremiah’s message?

Every visitor had to exchange Roman coins 
for Temple money with which to buy their 
sacrifices, and this is where the exploitation 
took place. Some scholars suggest that the 
exchange rate was inflated by up to 50%. The 
Temple authorities had forgotten that God 
does not require animal sacrifice but living 
and doing justice. 

 Obrey Hendricks, Professor 
of Biblical Interpretation at 
the New York Theological 
Seminary, says in his book 
‘The Politics of Jesus’, 
published in 2006, that as a 
result of protest against the 
inflated prices of sacrificial 
doves, the price was reduced 

by 99% and there was still profit to be made 
by the sellers of sacrificial doves!  This was a 
reference to an earlier work by German 
Lutheran theologian Joachim Jeremias, 
‘Jerusalem at the Time of Jesus’ and 
published by SCM in 1969, the year before 
Jeremias died.

Indeed, Jesus was condemning the Temple 
authorities and franchisees because they were
wrapped up in ritual, worship and the 
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exploitation of the poor. But notice that, 
some 30 years after the destruction of the 
Jerusalem Temple, John’s Gospel makes an 
explicit theological link between the old 
Temple being both the place of sacrifice and 
the meeting place with God, and with Jesus 
as the New Temple – both the once and for all
sacrifice and the meeting place with God.

I have moved far away from the childhood 
idea of ‘gentle Jesus meek and mild’ to see in 
him something that was politically, 
religiously and socially relevant at his own 
time and is relevant to us today. 

Jesus was not leading a political party nor was
he struggling for regime change in any global 
sense. However, what he was calling for was 
justice for all, especially for the ‘small guy’ 
who was exploited by Roman political power 
and Temple religious power.

The message of Jesus was primarily a call for a
change in the hearts and lives of all people, 
but especially in those who had power and 
privilege within the political and religious 
Establishments of his day. He was calling for 
fair shares for all from the wealth of the elite. 

The message of Jesus supported those who 
were forced into slavery and poverty and he 
condemned those who became ever richer by 
continued exploitation of the poor.

The vision of the Kingdom of God that Jesus 
lived and proclaimed was concerned with 
economic, political, religious and social 
justice – his message calls for the same today. 

As the Irish American New Testament scholar
John Dominic Crossan reminds us, there is 
nothing wrong with the state or the vision of 
heaven – it’s down here on earth where the 
problems exist.

Read Luke’s account of the Jesus agenda 
in ch. 4 vv 18 and 19. If that is not concerned

with economic, political, religious and social 
justice then I don’t know what is!

To what extent do you agree with the 
political vision of the Kingdom of God as
portrayed in this study?  Give reasons for
your answer.

But Jesus did not take up the sword against 
Rome or the Temple authorities – that was 
very much the mentality of Peter the Apostle 
even in the Garden of Gethsemane when 
Jesus was arrested.

The radical revolution that Jesus was bringing
about was rooted within humanity and it was 
there in the exceptional humanity of Jesus 
that those who wished to find God did so. 

In the theology of John’s Gospel the intention
of God was very clear: Read John 3:17.

Once again I reiterate that the predominantly
gentile and especially the post-Constantine 
Christian Church has over-spiritualised the 
meaning of this verse and have ripped the 
guts out of the vision of Heaven on earth 
lived, shared and taught by Jesus. 

So how is all this relevant to today? I suggest 
that the Christian Church is in membership 
free fall amongst older folk and has ceased to 
inspire the majority of young people because 
we have softened the image and the message 
of Jesus to one of personal belief that costs  
little other than being generous when asked 
to help alleviate the impact of natural 
disaster and war.

It is time that we stopped gaining unfairly as 
we continue to prop up a broken economic 
system – time to start asking Dom Helda 
Camara’s Kingdom of heaven question, 
“What is it that we are doing that is keeping 
the poor poor?”
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To rediscover the radical political [small ‘p’] 
Jesus will be transformational for individuals 
and for whole communities. 

There is idealism that is central to the 
wisdom teaching and life style of Jesus that 
can be very attractive in these days of 
increasing frustration with the Church and a 
widening understanding and experience of 
spirituality.

As I experience it, the Kingdom of God is 
about Ubuntu living – ‘when one suffers we 
all suffer and when one rejoices we all rejoice.’

The Kingdom of God is a process leading to 
abundance, dignity, equality, fair shares, 
peace and sacrificial love for all – but none of 
this can truly come about until there is justice
for all. 

That should be the message from every 
Christian pulpit and it should be the desire of
all who follow the Jesus Way.

To go forward the Christian Church now 
needs to go back and rediscover the authentic
man and the authentic message of Jesus the 
Jew – the radical man and the revolutionary 
message for all times and in all places.

Is the radical Jesus revolution discussed 
in this study going to help pump new life
into a dying church?

What may be a practical alternative to 
this Jesus agenda? 

 Give reasons for your conclusions.

THIS SESSION HAS HELPED ME TO:

15



Week Four:   
John 3:14-21

For God so loved
the world 

John 3:16: "For 
God so loved the world that he gave his only 
Son, so that everyone who believes in him may 
not perish but may have eternal life. "

This verse is one of the most out of context 
and misquoted verses in the whole of the 
Christian Testament. It is often misquoted 
and used as a sledgehammer designed to stop 
all further discussion.  

No matter how much many of us wish to 
discuss the real issues of faith in our post-
modern world, some Christians just throw 
this verse at us to say, “The Bible says that 
Jesus is the only way to salvation, and 
therefore there is nothing else to discuss.”

John 3:16 is often quoted by those who think 
that a person is either Christian and therefore 
will inherit eternal life or we are not Christian,
in which case we will inherit and deserve 
eternal punishment. Sadly, in this way the 
Christian Church for two millennia has 
created barriers of exclusion when Jesus 
crushed similar barriers within the Judaism of
his time and place. 

Such an exclusive 'conversion' religious view 
merely underlines the fact that for too many 

Christians, Jews and Muslims, all descendants
of Abraham, our common ancestor – all our 
understandings of God are far too small.

I am not arguing away John 3:16 but I am 
inviting us all to see it in two different and 
liberating contexts – the first the context of 
late 1st century theology and not as early 1st 
century history, and the second, an 
understanding fit for purpose in our 21st 
century highly educated culture and 
environment - but also one that continues to 
resort to violence to 'solve' problems.

The more that I consider the life and teaching 
of Jesus the more I see that one conversion is 
NOT what Jesus experienced nor was it what 
Jesus spoke about. As I study the Gospel 
stories and the different experiences of Peter 
and Paul and the other leaders of the early 
churches scattered around the Mediterranean 
and Middle East, the more I see Jesus inviting 
us to a continual cycle of converting moments
and spiritual re-births.

And these converting moments and spiritual 
re-births happen each time that we die to self 
and to our selfish demands especially when 
we put the genuine needs of others first and, 
although it is not always easy to do, when we 
love others unconditionally. 

This is the message of Matthew 25 when Jesus 
is said to have reminded his followers that 
whatever we do for the least of people we do 
to Jesus. 

To what extent do you agree with the comment that John 3:16 is one of the most 
misquoted verses in the Christian Testament? 

To what extent do you agree with the comment that there are many converting 
moments in one's life? 

Give reasons for your conclusions.
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Such a commitment to living this way will 
transform us by those small converting 
moments and spiritual re-births into the 
image and nature and character of the Perfect 
Love that is God, fully and uniquely revealed 
to Christians in Jesus of Nazareth. 

This is the daily work of the Divine Indwelling
Spirit just as it is our work with that Spirit. 
But the question that I ask is this: "Which 
Jesus is the authentic Jesus, the Jesus of Mark, 
Matthew and Luke or the Jesus of John’s 
Gospel?" 

Take for example John’s Gospel in which Jesus 
talks of himself as a divine person. There are 
the great ‘I am’ sayings in John’s Gospel – ‘I 
am the bread of life’; ‘I am the light of the 
world’; ‘I am the vine’; ‘I am the way and the 
truth and the life’ etc. – but they are not in the
3 earlier Gospels written nearer to the time 
when Jesus was alive. 

Either Mark did not know or chose to ignore 
these ‘I am’ sayings, when 30 or more years 
later John is the only Gospel writer apparently
to know them.  Why should this be? 

In Mark, Matthew and Luke, Jesus never 
speaks of himself in this way and often, when 
someone had a realisation of the Divine 
Nature of Jesus, what was the response of 
Jesus?  “Don’t tell anyone!” 

And in the other 3 earlier Gospels, when Jesus 
spoke it was usually in concise statements or 
parables but in John’s Gospel Jesus spoke in 
long detailed discourses. 

So which is the authentic Jesus, the man of 
few words or the intricate weaver of story, 
challenge and self-promotion?

Also, think again about Jesus entering the 
Temple in Jerusalem and overthrowing the 
tables of the moneylenders and traders.  In 
Mark, Matthew and Luke this comes at the 
beginning of the last week of the life of Jesus.  

But where does this come in the Gospel of 
John?  It is in chapter 2 at the beginning of the
ministry of Jesus!  Now did Jesus overturn 
these tables twice in his ministry or is one of 
the accounts wrong?  

Either Mark, Matthew and Luke are right and 
John is wrong – or John is right and the others 
are wrong.  You can’t have it both ways! 

The differences are so great that it is not 
possible for all four Christian Gospels to be 
historically accurate records of what Jesus said
and did.  

Which Jesus is the authentic Jesus, the Jesus of Mark, Matthew and Luke or the Jesus 
of John’s Gospel? Either Mark did not know or chose to ignore these ‘I am’ sayings, 
when 30 or more years later John is the only Gospel writer apparently to know them. 
Why should this be? 

To what extent do you agree that either Mark, Matthew and Luke are right and John is
wrong – or John is right and the others are wrong.  You can’t have it both ways! The 
differences are so great that it is not possible for all four Christian Gospels to be 
historically accurate records of what Jesus said and did.  

Discuss and give reasons for your conclusions. 
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Until the account of the last week in the life of
Jesus, John’s Gospel is theology and not 
history.  Therefore much of the opening 18 
chapters of John's Gospel cannot be taken as 
historically accurate.  Whenever John’s Gospel
has Jesus saying such as, ‘I am the way, the 
truth and the life’ or there is commentary 
such as "For God so loved the world that he 
gave his only Son, so that everyone who 
believes in him may not perish but may have 
eternal life. " - these are theology and not 
history. 

John was saying, “This is our on-going 
spiritual experience of Jesus who was dead but
in our day by day experiences is alive and in 
him we believe that we already enjoy eternal 
life!”

But even if these statements in John’s Gospel 
are theology and not history, they cannot be 
ignored – but nor can they be used to beat up 
people like me and try to argue me into 
accepting that their version of the God 
experience as the only way! Yet, for all those 
who are Followers of the Way of Jesus, the 
theology of John 3:16 is packed with Sacred 
Truth.

The perfect unconditional Love that is God is 
given to the entire world because that Perfect 
Love is for and is within every body. We are all
temples of the Spirit of God regardless of 
creed, doctrine or religion - or of none of 
these descriptors of experience! 

To Christians, Jesus is the unique revelation of
the perfect, unconditional love that is God. To
those who Follow the Way of Jesus, as we live 
as he lived, and as we face death as Jesus faced
it, then we will be saved from our selfishness 
and we can taste something of the life eternal 

that is available to us all here and now. The 
eternal life of which the Gospel writers speak 
is ours to be lived today! 

To remove the boundaries that religions have 
created to prove that 'I am right but the rest 
are wrong' will help us to discover a genuinely 
fresh expression of the joy and excitement of 
God in our lives and in the lives of other 
people no matter by which religious label they
choose to describe themselves. In this way we 
will cease claiming that the Church is the 
Kingdom of God and see it as an important 
part but not the whole of the Kingdom of 
God. 

As we step out into the unknown we need to 
be sure that we know the difference between 
1st century remembered history and 1st 
century developing theology. In taking sacred 
risks we may need to go back to the drawing 
boards of our faith, but knowing that as we do
so we continue to step into the presence and 
barrier breaking sacred purposes of God, 
today and always.  

We constantly need to see and experience 
something new in the Truth that lies within 
and beyond the stories, histories, laws and 
poetry of the Hebrew and Christian 
Testaments. 

No matter what the future will bring for each 
one of us or where life will take us, if we can 
live the vision of God’s Kingdom involving all 
people, and the experience of the ever-present
Immanuel, “God is with us”, then every day is 
filled with new possibilities and offers 
opportunities of continual converting 
moments and daily spiritual re-births for us 
all! 

To what extent do you agree that we need to remove the boundaries that religions 
have created because we are all temples of the Spirit of God regardless of creed, 
doctrine or religion - or of none of these descriptors of experience?  
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THIS SESSION HAS HELPED ME TO:
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Week Five: 
John 12:20 -35   

Passiontide reminds us that in the midst of life, death
is but a slender thread away. Often we tend to take life
too much for granted.... 

Probably the author of John’s Gospel was John
bar Zebedee [the son of Zebedee] or one of 
the followers of his teaching concerning his 
time with Jesus. This was the brother of 
James. Together they were known as the ‘sons 
of thunder’ perhaps because they argued 
intensely and loudly? 

To understand John’s Gospel we need to 
consider the wider context in which it was 
written, some 30 years after the destruction of
the Jerusalem Temple. That was a time in 
which the followers of Jesus were being 
forcibly ejected from the synagogues in which 
they had been worshipping for decades. John’s
Gospel was spoken and written as an 
encouragement particularly to the Jewish 
followers of Jesus who were losing their Jewish
birth right by being excluded from synagogue 
worship. 

John bar Zebedee became a leader of the early 
Followers of the Way of Jesus in Jerusalem but
he was always in rivalry with his other leaders.
Some contemporary biblical scholars, 
particularly those associated with the Jesus 
Seminar, go as far as suggesting that 2 of the 3 
letters attributed to John were coded 
messages of warning and conflict with the 
followers and teachings of Peter. 

Other scholars suggest that the three letters 
attributed to John were concerned with those 
Jewish followers of the Way of Jesus who 
found it increasingly difficult in a developing 
Gentile dominated community, and so they 
returned to the synagogue and the more 
orthodox way of Judaism of that time.

It seems that eventually John bar Zebedee left 
Jerusalem and travelled with his followers to 
Ephesus, some 600 miles by shortest land and
sea route. This was probably a reaction to the 
organisational hierarchy of the growing 
Christian establishment. 

In contrast, John bar Zebedee developed the 
model of the servant and the shepherd - 
themes that run uniquely through John’s 
Gospel.

Also we need to be aware that in the synoptic 
Gospels of Mark, Matthew and Luke the 
sayings of Jesus are often aphorisms - short 
and to the point statements or brief parables. 

However, in contrast, the Jesus in John’s 
Gospel delivers great long complicated 
speeches. Could Jesus really have spoken in 
such different ways?

How do you respond to the suggestion that John's Gospel was written as a reaction to 
a fragmenting community of Jewish and Gentile followers of the Way of Jesus? 

Does this situation change how you understand the Gospel of John? Give reasons for 
your conclusions.
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Notice again that it is only in 
John’s Gospel that we have 
those wonderful statements 
attributed to Jesus: “I am the 
light of the world; I am the 
bread of life; I am the way the
truth and the life; I am the 
door of the sheep fold; I am 
the good shepherd; I am the 
resurrection; I am the vine – 
abide in me…..” 

Building upon an earlier 
study, all these great ‘I am’ 
sayings reflected the servant 
and shepherd community 
that John developed and were
put into the mouth of Jesus 
to reflect the emergent 
theology of the community at
that time. 

The “I am” statements 
described their experiences 
of God met in the Jesus 
Presence 6 to 7 decades after 
his execution. As such I very 
much doubt that Jesus ever 
uttered any of them.

However, I am sure that this 
was exactly how the 
Johannine community now 
settled in Ephesus 
experienced and explained 
the presence of the long dead
Jesus as both the yearned for 
Jewish Messiah and as the 
new Temple. 

The Romans had destroyed 
the Jerusalem Temple so now 
the developing theology was 
that Jesus was the new 
Temple but one not made 
with human hands or stone. 
And as the Temple, both the 

place of sacrifice and the place
of meeting with God, Jesus 
became the Passover Lamb, 
the one who fulfilled all that 
the old Jerusalem Temple had 
represented. 

John’s Gospel was saying to 
these disenfranchised Jewish 
Followers of the Way of Jesus, 
“You may miss the Temple, 
you may miss the synagogue 
but in Jesus you are more than
compensated! By following 
Jesus you have lost nothing 
and gained everything 
because Jesus the Jew has 
fulfilled and replaced these 
symbols of Temple Judaism.”

The events recorded in the 
synoptic Gospels concerning 
the ministry of Jesus could 
have happened within the 
space of one year. His ministry
seems to have happened 
almost entirely in Galilee and 
he went as an adult to 
Jerusalem just once on that 
fateful Passover that resulted 
in the death of Jesus.

However, in John’s Gospel, 
Jesus seems to have spent 
more time in Judea and went 
to Jerusalem 2 or 3 times as an 
adult. It is possible that his 
ministry lasted 3 or maybe 
even 4 years! 

As I have already mentioned, 
the purpose in writing John’s 
Gospel was very different to 
the purpose of writing the 
other 3 synoptic Gospels. The 
synoptic Gospels were 
concerned with story whereas 

John’s Gospel was concerned 
with the developing theology 
that came from their own 
question: “What kind of God 
is the God that we meet in 
Jesus?”

It is likely that few of the 
words attributed to Jesus in 
John’s Gospel were actually 
spoken by Jesus but that has 
no impact at all upon my 
experience of Jesus or upon 
my belief that it is in him that
I see the Indwelling Spirit of 
God in all its fullness.

Without a shadow of doubt, 
Jesus remains my gateway 
into the awareness of the God
within. Nor do the differences
in chronology, in literary 
style, in narrative content 
and in theology limit or 
reduce or undermine the 
sacredness of God nor the 
sacredness of the story. 

These differences and 
contradictions simply reflect 
the different purposes of the 
author of John’s Gospel when 
set alongside the purposes of 
the writing of the earlier 
synoptic Gospels.

To what extent do you 
agree or disagree with the 
statements made in this 
section? 

Give reasons for your 
conclusions.
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Whether or not the discourse that we have 
read in John 12:23 – 33 was directed at the 
Greeks or only at his own disciples, the 
warning is stark, “If you are going to be one of
my followers then be prepared because that is
the path way to suffering and death. But the 
other side of that same coin is that it is also 
the path way of God's glory. Remember the 
grain of wheat has to die before it will 
produce a lot of wheat.”

And then comes an unambiguous word of 
warning, “If you love your own life more than 
you love others then you will surely lose your 
life. However, if you choose to love others as 
you love yourself, then you will have 
discovered eternal life here and now!" 

So what may this mean for us who are 
Followers of the Way of Jesus today? Surely 
we are not all called to go and get ourselves 
nailed to a Cross although for some disciples 
of Jesus down the centuries – and in places 
such as Pakistan and Nigeria today - living in 
the shadow of martyrdom was and remains 
the way of life.

Surely, the message of John’s Gospel for us 
today is the call to live the way of sacrificial 
love, giving to and for others in preference to 
the needs of one self. This kind of 
discipleship is not intended to be easy.

Today, this message of discipleship is that if 
we live selfishly, loving our lives in preference
to the lives and genuine needs of others then 
we will lose any joy or sense of what the 
fullness of life in God should be about.

However, if we love sacrificially, putting the 
genuine needs of others first we will find a 
new life of joy, of acceptance and inner peace 
in the midst of life’s turmoil and challenge. It 
is in serving others that we serve Jesus and 
through which we become more aware of the 
Indwelling Spirit of God.

It is as we live and love selflessly that we are 
living and building God’s perfect Kingdom 
within ourselves and then within our 
communities. It is in this way that we will 
experience the Kingdom values of sacrificial 
love, justice and peace, kindness, goodness 
and patience, faithfulness, gentleness and 
self-control. 

It is the Kingdom in which those who wish to 
be first must be last, and where to be king 
you have to be the one who washes the feet of
all others without exception. 

To what extent do you agree or disagree 
with the analysis of what following the 
Way of Jesus may mean for us today? 

Give reasons for your answers.

POST-SCRIPT:
The Easter message is to be lived daily and 
not just remembered and celebrated once a 
year. Every time we put the genuine needs of 
others before our own wants and needs then 
we die a little bit more to self. This is Calvary 
as a moment by moment experience. And 
every Calvary death will be followed by a 
resurrection to new life! 

Living in this way, Passiontide and Eastertide 
can be times of reminder and renewal as we 
commit afresh to following the sacrificial love
of Jesus for us and for all people. In all these 
ways there is good news for God’s world, for 
local communities and churches. It is also 
good news for our families and for each one 
of us.  
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To what extent do you think that it is time to rethink Christian creeds and doctrines 
in general and Christology [i.e. who and what was Jesus] in particular? 

Why might such a re-think be necessary in our post-modern world?

Give reasons for your conclusions.

THIS SESSION HAS HELPED ME TO:

THIS LENTEN COURSE HAS HELPED ME TO:

AS A RESULT OF THIS COURSE I INTEND TO:

WHERE DO I GO FROM HERE?

A FURTHER COURSE OF STUDY MIGHT EXPLORE.....?
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